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Abstract

Two fundamental principles for Gregory of Nyssa engage the complexities of theology in 
relation to anthropology: God is wholly other or infinite, and yet humanity was created to 
be and is in a relationship with God. If the purpose of humanity is to “see” or to know 
God and this God is somehow infinitely greater than humanity, then the capacity to 
encounter spiritual realities must play an inherent role in the way one understands 
humanity and God. This knowledge goes beyond the recalling of facts–the physical 
senses alone are incapable of fully encountering the Divine because it involves 
experience and love. This is expressed through apophasis focusing on the limited 
perspective of human knowledge and the senses, yet Gregory of Nyssa does not totally 
abandon kataphasis. Seeking to know God involves the intellect specifically  because 
intelligence is a manifestation of the divine, and a central facet to theological 
anthropology, yet it must also include the whole person. Furthermore, faith and grace do 
not work against or apart from the intellect, but together in concert as one continues the 
pilgrimage towards the sacred tabernacle of the knowledge of God.

This thesis asserts that the intellect, as an anthropological locus of the imago Dei, 
connects both lived experience and theological discourse through the faculty of spiritual 
perception, in order to reclaim the place of spiritual sight proper to the intellect as a 
means of understanding the human capacity to encounter the Divine even through human 
limitations. It seeks to answer in what way  “spiritual vision” plays in the journey to know 
God as the telos of human existence. This journey cannot be fulfilled with reason alone, 
but “spiritual vision” as understood by Gregory of Nyssa, allows one to continue the 
mystical ascent towards God, allowing the role of the intellect  to maintain its integrity 
and importance while also recognizing its limitations and the need for divine help.
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Introduction

Statement of the Problem

In the setting of the sun, the sky is sprinkled with shades of red and a touch of yellow and 

orange. Blooming flowers with brilliant colors dot a green landscape. This beauty of creation 

reveals the divine: the universe is filled with the glory and splendor of God’s beauty, and 

humanity is in the midst of it, wrapped in its warmth and luminous glow. Various types of natural 

phenomena are capable of being observed. Given the faculty of perception and freedom to use it 

(albeit imperfectly), one can enjoy the many-splendored beauty of God’s creative action, 

sometimes to a point where the soul cannot help but to be amazed at the splendor of it all. 

Gregory, bishop of Nyssa, writes: “The Creation proclaims outright the Creator; for the very 

heavens, as the Prophet says, declare the glory of God with their unutterable words.”1 Thus, 

creation has always revealed an important detail about human personhood. Beauty is the 

illustration of the relationship between the senses and the intellect that permits a person to enjoy 

the splendors of creation and its Creator. This relationship, according to an early Christian 

perception, is directly correlated to the place of humanity in the greater schema of creation as 

imago Dei. Equally, this relationship also implied a reality that went beyond physical creation: a 

     1 Soul Res, 433. Nyssa writes: “For when we have concluded generally that no single thing existing, whether an 
object of sense or of thought, is formed spontaneously or fortuitously, but that everything discoverable in the world 
is linked to the Being Who transcends all existences, and possesses there the source of its continuance, and we then 
perceive the beauty and the majesty of the wonderful sights in creation, we thus get from these and such-like marks 
a new rage of thoughts about the Deity, and interpret each on of the thoughts thus arising within us by a special 
name, following the advice of Wisdom, who says that ‘by the greatness and beauty of the creatures proportionately 
the Maker of them is seen.’” Ans Eun, 309.
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spiritual reality surrounding physical beauty.2 As Verna Harrison described it, the physical realm 

is a window that one can peer into the supernatural, the spiritual–not a distinct, separate realm 

following a duplex ordo approach,3 but a reality infused in this present, physical realm. She 

writes:

The natural world becomes a window or a door into God’s presence. When this 
happens, we see with a kind of double vision. We see the sunset, the tiger lily, and 
the cat  as they are in themselves, which is delightful, but we also see through to the 
presence of God, who is within them and beyond them; and this is a further joy. 
Thus through both our eyes and our spiritual perception we are at one with the 
natural world and with God.4

 However, there is a problem, a two-fold issue that changes the way beauty is viewed and it 

often impedes this “window.” In On the Soul and the Resurrection, Nyssa writes: “[The soul] 

may live in the darkness of deception, closing its eyes to the good by choice, or by plot of the 

enemy which besets our life suffering an injury to its eyes.”5 On Virginity also speaks about this 

darkness: “It is indeed a darkness as of the night which envelops [humankind], and prevents 

    2 Nyssa believes that Wisdom “disparages the human tendency to dwell on the appearances of things and asserts 
that everything unstable and passing is vanity… Thus she points our soul’s motion of desire toward the invisible 
Beauty that is beyond anything grasped by the senses, and having in this way purified the heart of its bent toward 
appearances, she then, in the Song of Songs, initiates the mind into the innermost divine sanctuary.” Homily 1, Hom 
Song, 23.

    3 The two, physical and spiritual beauty, are two distinct realities, nonetheless, they do not exist separated from 
one another. Human nature and even more clearly Christ Jesus’ nature attests to this reality. Moreover, the nature of 
the spiritual senses follows a similar pattern. They are, by nature of the imago Dei, a natural reality found within the 
human being, yet they are also a gift in the sense that not every person is capable of using them to the same degree, 
nor does every person have every possible spiritual sense. 

    4 Nonna Verna Harrison, God’s Many-Splendored Image: Theological Anthropology for Christian Formation 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2010), 53. In the third Homily on the Song of Songs, Nyssa writes about the 
“likeness of gold” in which he compares to teachings about God; however it could also be applied to the nature of 
creation which bears the likeness of gold to its Creator. “Hence it is that teachers who provide us with fair thoughts 
relating to the mysteries are quite unable to articulate what they are with respect to their nature. Rather they say, 
‘radiance of…glory,’ ‘stamp of the substance,’ ‘form of God,’ ‘Word in the beginning,’ Word divine.’ To us who are 
unseeing, all these expressions seem like the gold of that treasure, but to those who are able to look up toward the 
Truth, it is likeness of gold, and not gold, that makes itself seen in between the delicate markings of silver.” Homily 
3, Hom Song, 95-97. Cf, Homily 7, Hom Song, 251.

    5 Soul Res, 96.
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them seeing this deceit and knowing….”6 The first darkness is a choice on the part of the modern 

human; the other darkness a reality of one’s fallen and limited nature. One is darkness caused by 

one closing their eyes. The other is darkness brought about by Pride. One darkness leads a person 

to ask why the intellect matters at all in theology when faith is primary. The other darkness leads 

a person further away from an already limited and separated connection to God. The first 

darkness is the mistake of separating spiritual perception from the intellect. The second darkness 

is a result from sin. In summary, darkness distorts the image found naturally within humanity, 

and makes it increasingly difficult to encounter God through creation.

 To further complicate matters, God is also wholly other and infinite, and yet humanity was 

created to be and is in relationship with God.7 Human personhood is already a paradox, an 

enigma to others, even ultimately to oneself as a result of the image of the transcendent God. 

With a foot in two different worlds (a mixture of “dust” and God’s living breath), humanity is 

limited and vulnerable to irrational passions and false perceptions; yet called to be in complete 

union and participation with God–“la vie propre de l'âme consiste en une «participation» à 

Dieu.”8 Thus the dual reality of beauty and Harrisons’ double vision applies to the Divine-human 

relationship: If the purpose of humanity is to “see” or to know God and this God is somehow 

infinitely greater than humanity, then the capacity to encounter spiritual realities must play an 

    6 Virg, 349. Here Nyssa uses darkness to describe mortality, however, he is using this as a way of speaking about 
the finite nature of humanity. 

    7 The struggle of Nyssa in the Eunomian controversy was the attempt to preserve the transcendence of God. Both 
Hans Urs von Balthasar and Jean Daniélou in their respective works draw out the transcendent nature of God that 
Nyssa strongly maintained throughout his theology. Cf. Daniélou, PTM; Balthasar, PP.

    8 Marguerite Harl, "La croissance de l'âme selon le ‘De Infantibus’ de Grégoire de Nysse," 237-259, Vigiliae 
Christianae 34:3 (September 1, 1980), 240. Cf. Jean Daniélou, L'être et le temps chez Grégoire de Nysse (Leiden: 
Brill, 1970), 223.
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inherent role in the way one understands humanity.9 Nyssa, sensing that this must be true, warns 

about the possibility of being caught in the physical beauty to the point of losing sight of the 

greater and supreme Beauty–God. Writing many centuries before the Enlightenment, his warning 

serves as an indirect critique of what today has become the “standard” definition of Intelligence, 

a definition that values contribution or a tangible psycho-metric measurement of one’s ability.10 

 The intellect went through a period of development from the earliest fascination among the 

Greek philosophers to a modern interpretation with the Multiple Intelligences model and the 

church’s adoption of “spiritual intelligence.” The Enlightenment manifested a dramatic shift in 

thought that profoundly compressed the way the intellect was understood; thus forming a kind of 

disconnect between the senses and deeper spiritual realities, and the product was a superficial 

interpretation of spiritual realities and a false dichotomy–a duplex ordo–between the physical 

and spiritual realms. This shift, or disconnect, fractured the ratio (dianoia) from the intellectus 

(nous). The former has become the expressed definition as people became more concerned about 

knowledge as problem solving at the expense of the intellectus described by Verna Harrison, as 

proper for spiritual vision. This resulted in the first of the two types of darkness’s. 

The problem, which is exasperated by the fractured and incomplete picture of 

intelligence, is that knowledge goes beyond the recalling of facts; the physical senses alone are 

incapable of fully encountering reality. Essence of “things” remains shrouded in mystery without 

any external revelation; for example, one cannot understand the inner-workings of creation on a 

quantum level without some form of assistance. Humanity, by having the intellect disconnected 

    9 Cf. Virg, 348; Inf, 373; Mak Man, 391.

    10 This is the definition (explored in chapter 1), which seeks to explain the analytical portion of the human mind 
and the subject of tests such as IQ testing.	  
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from the contemplative life, lost a form of nourishment for spiritual growth resulting in the 

struggle to place the intellect in the role of theology and many people trying to fill this void and 

hunger. “The realm of the ‘spirit’ is ‘theory’ and the essence of the contemplative life is precisely  

‘spiritual knowledge’, a bread, in Origen’s words, ‘which contains what is hidden and makes 

clear faith in God and knowledge of the things of God.”11 Naturally, people have sought a way to 

fill this gap–the loss of the spiritual component–through various means, perpetuating the growth 

of spiritual movements or Christian revivals, cults, and a fascination with eastern religions. 

Furthermore, the loss of the spiritual sense in the intellect has created disconnect between 

humanity and the rest of creation through the darkening of the beauty and the loss of its 

sacredness resulting in destructive behaviors. Beauty is intrinsic for the growth and 

transformation of the person into the likeness of God. Beauty allows for the vision of God, even 

in some limited way. However, why does the intellect matter? Seeking to know God involves the 

intellect specifically because intelligence is a manifestation of the divine, and a central facet to 

theological anthropology. Nyssa resonances this, writing: “When he who has been purified and is 

sharp of hearing in his heart hears this sound, he is led by it to the place where his intelligence 

lets him slip in where God is.”12 Beauty and the intellect go hand in hand as knowledge must 

include the whole person rooted in lived experience. 

This problem, therefore, leads one to ask in what way does “spiritual vision” play in the 

journey to know God as the telos of human existence. This thesis addresses the nature of spiritual 

vision as a central faculty of the intellect that allows humanity to peer through the layers of this 

physical reality constructed by experience and continually molded through interpersonal 

    11 Rahner, TI, 91. Cf. Inf, 375.

    12 Life Mos, 96-97.
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interactions that perpetuate false or misleading labels on people or ideas. Spiritual vision, similar 

to the dual aspect of beauty, allows for one to both experience and to “see” God as well as 

allowing for a more authentic relationship with other people–to see people for who they really 

are as children or images of God. Spiritual vision allows for an authentic Christ-like life and 

empowers one to participate in the works of the Spirit. This world that is observed right now is 

only a small part or glimpse of a greater reality that stretches beyond the human imagination and 

transcends the limits of space-time. Moreover, theology is more than simply talking about God. 

It is the “splendor of her unspeakable beauty, so that the child may be roused to the anticipation 

of good things, not out of any fear or compulsion, but out of desire and yearning; for a 

description of something beautiful has a way of attracting the desire of the young for what is 

being shown them and fans their yearning to share in its splendor.”13 Theology is a lived 

experience just as much as knowledge and the intellect, and Gregory of Nyssa attests to the depth 

of human experience in theology that seeks to know the Triune God. 

Apophasis, according to the interpretation of Nyssa, is more than simply saying 

something in the negative. As Jean-Luc Marion writes, “in Christian theology, strictly speaking, 

there is no negative theology in and of itself. There is only one ‘negative way,’ and it is 

inseparable from the ‘affirmative way’ that precedes it….”14 It is a way of doing theology from 

the “gap” taking into account the ontological distance between God and humanity and the reality 

of darkness that impedes the divine-human relationship. Apophasis, as a type of knowledge and a 

form of theological discourse, is a journey. This journey cannot be fulfilled with either reason or 

    13 Homily 1, Hom Song, 19.

    14 Jean-Luc Marion, “Introduction,” in Mystics: Presence and Aporia, ed. Michael Kessler and Christian Sheppard 
(Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 2003), 6.
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faith alone, but also through “spiritual vision”. It permits–or provides–one an opportunity to 

continue the mystical ascent towards God, allowing the role of the intellect to maintain its 

integrity and importance as an intrinsic part to the imago Dei while also recognizing its 

limitations and the need for the gift of faith and grace. In other words, as Sarah Coakley rightly 

says, “[t]he reconsideration of such a teaching on the spiritual senses, not only in Gregory 

himself, but as a lived philosophical and theological option for today, seems to me already 

overdue.”15 It is a conversation the church, or more broadly humanity, is desperately seeking to 

have as life continues to struggle through so many “ugly” realities of sin, brokenness, shame, 

hatred, violence, etc….

Thesis Organization

 The thesis is divided into two parts. The first looks at the nature of intelligence, and the 

second looks at how Gregory of Nyssa understood the nature of theology. The first chapter 

provides, albeit indirectly, the methodological framework in which the intellect and theology are 

to be properly understood. It is an attempt to provide a short synopsis of how the early church 

developed their understanding of self, God, and the relationship between the two. By providing a 

brief look at the struggles for “correct doctrine” in the first four centuries, the understanding of 

the intellect is placed into its historical context. Next, the intellect is defined in its modern 

context attending carefully to the number of models that define intelligence for measurement–

e.g. IQ testing. The chapter holds this modern perspective as a comparison to an early Christian 

perception, suggesting that a Christological perspective of the intellect serves as an appropriate 

way to survey intelligence. The latter half of the chapter explores the nature of human 

    15 Sarah Coakley, “Gregory of Nyssa,” in The Spiritual Senses: Perceiving God in Western Christianity, 36-55, ed. 
Paul L. Gavrilyuk and Sarah Coakley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 55.
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personhood. As theology developed from a specific historical and cultural context, it was 

influenced by outside sources including the Greek philosophical tradition, the latter to which 

Nyssa would continue to adopt. The intellect was among those ideas that Christianity adapted, 

often echoing its importance from a theological perspective. For example, intelligence continued 

to be considered a central part of human identity; nonetheless, it was understood through the 

framework of imago Dei–a mark of the divine nature within humanity. This is not without its 

responsibilities, for humanity was created to be active agents among creation as partners and 

sharers of God. This divine call implied a second attribute of freedom that was considered an 

equally important mark of the image. 

 The second chapter reveals the realities of the intellect in human personhood primarily 

through the anthropology of Gregory of Nyssa. The chapter uses a specific model developed by 

Colin Gunton who stressed the limits of human intelligence created by the reality of finite nature. 

By doing so, Gunton provided a way to interpret the anthropology of Nyssa while also further 

refining the relationship of the intellect and theology. The first reality is the ontological gap 

between created and Creator to which Nyssa’s apophasis receives its merit. This reality 

emphasizes in particular the role of faith and the mystical approach in theology to clarify why 

Jean Daniélou considered Nyssa one of the first Christian mystics. The second reality situates 

Nyssen anthropology in light of the ontological distance held in tension with the imago Dei. It 

seeks to understand to what end are humans like the image and in what ways does the image 

differ from God, and while sin is partially explored in the previous reality, here it becomes a 

central concern as it provides connection to the third reality of the Incarnation. Applying a 

similar framework for understanding the intellect through early Christology, this section seeks to 



ix

further explore the importance of the Incarnation for humanity. The Incarnation provides the 

means for humanity to partially ascend the “gap” through theosis. In Christ, God is seen, and true 

humanity realized. 

The relationship of the intellect and faith and the aspect of mysticism become more 

obvious in the third chapter, where apophasis is defined and the human paradox (finite nature in 

an infinite journey) is explored. Nyssa adopts paradox as a way to maintain unresolved tensions, 

manifesting in two interrelated ways: the first is that the mind seeks what it cannot grasp, it 

desires what it cannot have as the mind continues to move in perpetual journey towards the 

Beatific vision; and noetic theology consists of both light and darkness, intelligence and faith, 

seeing and non-seeing–all of which are intimately bound together as one enters into the sacred 

tabernacle of the knowledge of God. The nature of the two, using the framework of Nyssen 

theology, does not allow for such a clear distinction. As the famous axiom of St. Anselm states, 

Christians have a faith that seeks understanding (fides quaerens intellectum). The use of the 

intellect informs faith, while faith perpetually draws the intellect out of its limitations, pushing it 

to new heights as God beckons one forward into perpetual perfection. The chapter shows how 

apophasis is inherently connected to lived experience following the tradition of the early church. 

Furthermore, the idea that apophasis and kataphasis are somehow distinct and opposing is 

rejected from this Nyssen perspective. Terms such as perfection, movement, and desire are 

defined and reinterpreted in light of this infinite journey and the ontological distance explored in 

chapter two. By redefining these terms, virtue is drawn out and linked to the intellect. 

 The final chapter is the accumulation of the previous three chapters centered in the 

exploration of spiritual perception. Senses, although having a dominant interpretation in the 
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western world, are actually fluid changing or interpreted differently in diverse cultures. For 

example, the spiritual senses are considered a norm for some, and yet the western world would 

be quick to label those beliefs central to spiritual perception as a form of superstition. To further 

demonstrate this, the chapter explores how Origen understood spiritual senses through his 

anthropological perspective. Origen believed that this was not anything new to which he was 

contributing, rather the existence of spiritual senses are rooted in Christian Scripture and how 

they could possibly be interpreted. The influence of Greek philosophy is clearly present in his 

works, and because Origen influenced Nyssa, the same can be said with Gregory; and while Karl 

Rahner only provides a footnote to describe Nyssa’s perception on spiritual senses, there is little 

doubt that Nyssa will consider it a significant faculty for humanity. While Nyssa seemed to favor 

the physical senses, their usefulness in matters of the intelligible realm (much like Origen) is 

minimal. Thus, the faculty of spiritual perception becomes useful, although ultimately they too 

are limited. The last section of this chapter explores what all of this (the spiritual senses, the 

intellect, and theology) means in terms of human relationship with God, one another, and 

creation through the theological notion of beauty. The created and physical beauty can impede 

the soul from reaching beyond towards the horizon of the supreme Beauty if the soul becomes 

blinded or passions disorganized. Desire serves to propel the soul towards Beauty, but it can also 

cause the soul to be so attached to physical beauty that purification results in great pain. 

Purification must occur for the soul to be able to participate and to see God. This serves as a 

parallel for the conversation about theology; the concepts used may serve to help the soul 

transcend in the pilgrimage of perfection, but they might also serve to distract and take the place 
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of God as idols. Thus, spiritual perception must be actively engaged and continuously 

transformed by a life rooted in the contemplation of God, the supreme Beauty. 
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Chapter One: An Early Christian Noetic Theology

I. Introduction

 The nature of an early Christian noetic theology (a theology not only rooted in the intellect 

but more specifically the nous as well) is intrinsically linked to questions proposed to, and by, the 

early church. While the intellect was not a central part to the earliest development of theology, it 

nevertheless had an important role in the problems troubling the growing church. Both questions 

and problems were soteriological in nature as the church grew in their unfolding Christian 

identity through Christ Jesus and the role of the Holy Spirit in Christian praxis–the reality of 

Pentecost. The philosophical nature of these questions went beyond abstract thought since it 

included this anthropological-social dimension, leading to what Alexei V. Nesteruk called a 

theology that is “essentially existential” for it was deeply connected to the daily concerns of life 

and the teaching of early Christians and catechumens.16 As the church developed its 

    16 Alexxei V. Nesteruk, “Wisdom through Communion and Personhood: From Patristic Theology to 
Contemporary Science,” in Wisdom or Knowledge?, (London: T & T Clark Intl, 2006), 74. In an Aristotelian 
understanding of the intellect, experience plays an important role: “the intellect is both active and passive with 
respect to experience…. The world informs the intellect, not the reverse, and we are always trying to catch up to the 
world, to articulate it in concepts.” Thomas Hibbs, Aquinas, Ethics, and Philosophy of Religion: Metaphysics and 
Practice (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2007), 62. The use of the senses allows for the ability to have 
knowledge but the former is not necessarily attached to the nous. To better understand the intellect–specifically 
when its spiritual aspect is explored–providing a glimpse into the experience that helped to shape noetic theology is 
especially helpful. 
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anthropological concerns the intellect followed suit.17 Regardless of the feelings or opinions one 

might have for “heresies” and schismatic groups, the earliest difficulties exposed a portrait of 

humanity and the divine-human relationship: theology was not disembodied nor was it a static 

endeavor.18 The teachings or reactions of Bishops against others shaped the way revelation was 

understood, and often they were reacting to concerns that were raised through either a specific 

teaching related to living or a liturgical practice and its meaning for Christian faith. The famous 

axiom lex orandi, lex credendi, exhibited this lived practice and the nature of early discussions; 

praxis was the heart and locus of theology and the underlying motivation guiding the works of 

    17 The nature of early Christian theology and its roots in praxis is a strain of thought found in Robert Louis 
Wilken. He writes, “The desire to understand is as much part of believing as is the drive to act on what one 
believes… there will be many occasions to observe how Christian thought arose in response to the facts of 
revelation, how its idiom was set by the language and imagery of the Bible, and how the life and worship of the 
Christian community gave Christian thinking a social dimension that was absent from ancient philosophy. Robert 
Louis Wilken, The Spirit of Early Christian Thought: Seeking the Face of God (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2003), 3. Consequently, there was little effort to establish a rationale for salvation apart from other issues–i.e. 
christological conversations and subsequent pneumatological developments were as much about soteriological 
concerns as they were with developing doctrine. Each of these strands makes up an early anthropology. 
    One of the goal’s of this thesis is to show how theology rooted in its contextual nature–that all theology is 
contextual on some level–draws out the beauty of “mystical” theology and how this changes the way apophatic 
theology is defined to incorporate the importance of experience. “For the Eastern Fathers, ‘theologia’ was 
inseparably linked with ‘theoria’. The Greek Fathers presupposed an understanding of revelation that could not be 
reasoned or refuted through a solely deductive process but which offered the privilege of experiencing personally the 
transcendent God. Not that rational analysis and polemics were absent in the East but, there, theology was conceived 
as a perception of the entire human person–intellect, emotion and even bodily senses.” John Chryssavgis, "Patristic 
Theology, Hellenistic Philosophy and Scholastic Thought," Phronema 9 (January 1, 1994): 45. Contemplation was 
seen as the highest form of knowledge, which also inherently was considered a type of seeing. An assumption is that 
contemplation is a passive act, however, this thesis challenges this notion. The future reality of the beatific vision 
and its presence in the hic-et-nunc imply life and participation. 

    18 The same can be said with the conversations between Gregory of Nssya and Eunomius: the matter what not 
some philosophical debate, but a matter of doctrine and lived practice in theology. “For Christians in the past, many 
of these explanations were a living expression of everyday experiences in their social and cultural milieu, whereas 
for us this is no longer the case.” Schillebeeckx later continues, “The so-called interpretative element of experience 
is itself in turn taken up into a more general context, that of theoretical interpretation.” Edward Schillebeeckx, “It 
Began with an Experience,” in Interim Report on the Books Jesus and Christ, (New York: Crossroad, 1981), 16-17. 
This can also be said of philosophy; “I shall assume that Plato’s philosophy did not spring forth fully mature, either 
from his own head or from the head of Socrates; I shall treat it as an organic thing which grew and changed, partly 
in obedience to its inner law of growth, but partly also in response to external stimuli.” E.R. Dodds, The Greeks and 
the Irrational (Boston: Beacon Press, 1957), 208.
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the earliest authors, especially those who were under the constant threat of martyrdom.19 Prayer, 

worship, and devotion were the primary modes of theology that, even those martyrs who were 

not associated with church leadership, served as examples of a lived theology and leading the 

church in its evangelical efforts. The Christian message that they were unwilling to recant, led to 

their often violent and publicly humiliating death demonstrating the strength of their devotion 

and their belief.20 The threat of death did not prevent the growth of the church, nor did it prevent 

those from living out their faith. This was evident not only in the “orthodox” church but also in 

the schismatic groups. However, one of the earliest controversies was over the lapsed, indicating 

that while many were willing to die for their faith, there were others who were quick to recant. 

The problem of the Donatist was the nature of forgiveness for those who recanted but sought to 

regain their positions within the church when the persecutions lessened. Taking into account the 

sinful nature of humanity, this provided an opportunity for grace where the Donatist wanted to 

maintain a strict form of consequences or punishment. In either case with the martyrs or the 

“lapsed” it was a question of life. Through their actions a message of belief was communicated 

    19 Kevin W. Irwin, “Lex Orandi, Lex Credendi–Origins and Meaning: State of the Question,” Liturgical Ministry 
11 (March 1, 2002): 58. Lex orandi, lex credendi is not an isolated event with the Apostolic Fathers. Even with 
“intellectual” advancements that were made in the 4th and 5th century, liturgy continued to play an important role. In 
some ways, this shows the unique nature of the Christian church better than most other examples. Furthermore, “We 
learn at divine service, in Christian practice, and in theological reflection that God’s glory–the perfection and 
salvation of humankind–cannot be looked at. We shed the superstition that we can see the invisible, while at the 
same time we learn to see the mystery.” Anna Marie Aagaard and Edward Broadbridge, "’My Eyes Have Seen Your 
Salvation:’ on Likeness to God and Deification in Patristic Theology," Religion & Theology 17:3-4 (January 1, 
2010): 306. Cf. Steven R. Harmon, "Praying and Believing: Retrieving the Patristic Interdependence of Worship and 
Theology," Review & Expositor 101:4 (2004): 667-695. 

    20 Some good examples of these earlier martyrs who had powerful stories are Perpetua, Felicitas, and Polycarp. 
However, there are many more that could be selected throughout the history of the church. As the Roman Empire 
tried to bring an end to the Christian church pre-edict of Milan, the church continued to grow from the witness of 
these martyrs. Tertullian writes, “Nec quicquam tamen proficit exquisitior quaeque crudelitas vestra; inlecebra est 
magis sectae. Plures efficimur quotiens metimur a vobis; semen est sanguis Christianorum.” Tertullianus, Qu. 
Septimii Florentis Tertulliani Apologeticum et Ad Nationes Libri Duo, cum Adnotatione Perpetua, ed. Franz Oehler 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1849), 50:13 (pp. 267).
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to the world.

 This conversation pointed to one consequence of lived theology: the unremitting struggle 

to understand or interpret revelation and recognize–or develop–proper authority to provide 

correct interpretation of such revelation, which was intimately connected to issues of morality.21 

The earliest Patristic writers–those called Apostolic Fathers–did not attempt to formulate a strong 

“academic” or “speculative” theology, nor did they intentionally develop a unique anthropology. 

Instead, they taught as pastors and lived as a community of disciples. More fundamentally, they 

established the foundation for future Patristic writers through their letters and teachings, and 

further strengthened the revelation of Christ (his teachings, promises, death and resurrection) 

held closely by the church in their desire to be strong pastors. They approached theology as it 

was being explored or lived out. As a professor once said in class, they did not wake up one day 

seeking to develop a doctrine of virtue or predestination, rather people, whether members or 

catechumens or outsiders seeking to understand the Christian faith, sought out an answer to a 

problem or a struggle. Through these struggles, the church sought to explain and add to rather 

than inaugurate new ideas and thoughts; and it was through each struggle–a rich soil for future 

doctrines–that the creeds central to the Christian message today were formulated.22 As the church 

provided provisional answers to a number of questions, the many influences the early church had 

to sift through became clear as more difficulties arose. They were not only from those intimately 

    21 Cf. Stanislaus Justin Grabowski, "Sinners and the Mystical Body of Christ According to St. Augustine. II," 
Theological Studies 9:1 (March 1, 1948): 47-84. This struggle can also be found in some Protestant circles where 
there is a struggle between those whose primary authority is experience, those whose authority is in the Scriptures, 
and others who uphold sacred tradition. 

    22 “The rejection of heretics brings into relief what your Church holds and what sound doctrine maintains. ‘It was 
necessary for heresies to occur so that the approved may be made manifest’ among the weak.” Augustine, 
Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 129.
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connected to the life of the church, but also from those on the fringes of Christianity.23 

Furthermore, with the Edict of Milan in 313 C.E., the church saw the rise of another powerful 

influence (the state) that became a significant voice insisting on “correct” doctrine for the 

purpose of unity, most notably through convening the earliest councils. In other words, the State 

saw the power of the church to either unite or spread conflict throughout the Roman Empire. 

313C.E. marked a dramatic shift in the life of the church that is still seen in today’s culture/

society. 

 With time and together with the move of Christianity from the margins to the centre of the 

State, the number of Patristic writers who were educated in ancient literature and philosophy 

grew. While they continued to develop their identity as Christians, they also simultaneously paid 

homage to a past jointly shared by Christians and non-Christians alike, holding in tension the 

idea that secular learning and the special nature of Christian revelation could work together for a 

holistic theological perspective–an example being “theoria” and the intellect.24 The way the 

church used these influences, and the ability of Christianity to engage both the academic elite 

and people in the marketplace, created an environment from which theologians would continue 

to benefit throughout history. It provided a historical and concrete example and framework for 

those like Karl Rahner to work side by side with theologians such as Gustavo Gutiérrez, all of 

whom are important servants in the body of Christ, demonstrating a social relevance for the task 

    23 Both early Christian heretics and the Greek philosophical tradition are examples of this early influence. As 
Christianity continued to spread, so did the number of outside influences. The nature of this relationship continues 
today and fuels the concern of syncretism. Cf. Stuart G. Hall, Doctrine and Practice in the Early Church (Grand 
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1992), 50.

    24 Wilkens, The Spirit of Early Christian Thought, 3. Morwenna Ludlow also provides a broad account of this 
period of discovery; she describes the culture that the church was birthed in that provided a way for Christian 
adherents to further explain this new faith. Christianity struggled with diverse interpretations, but it was through 
these struggles that a self-identity formed. Cf. Morwenna Ludlow, The Early Church (New York: I.B. Tauris & Co., 
2009). 
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of theology.25 It also provided a way to interpret the unique relationship of intelligence–or 

reason–and faith in light of this lived noetic theology. The nature of the problems and the 

“creative” solutions providing answers demonstrated a balance in Patristic writers who sought to 

live out what would today be considered a distinction between “academic” theology and 

contextual theology rooted in “lived experience.” It was through the Apologetic writers that a 

noetic theology began to take a definite form in Christian thought as it developed through the 

lens of anthropology of some Patristic writers such as Justin Martyr, Irenaeus and Tertullian. The 

subject encountered further development in the fourth and fifth centuries particularly through 

dialogues similar to that of Augustine and Pelagius who sought to clarify the role of human 

freedom and the concept of grace.

II. A Patristic Approach to the Intellect

What is the Intellect? 

The question must now be asked: how should the intellect be defined?26 According to 

Howard Gardner, the idea of “mental powers” has been a dominant area of discussion within the 

    25 Theology is not limited to a specific group or class of people. Just as all humans are endowed with intelligence 
(this also includes those who are “mentally handicap” and children) every person is capable of participating in 
theology. In many ways, those who are unhindered by the diminished interpretation of the intellect can fully engage 
their imagination contributing to an understanding of God. This is to always be held in tension with tradition and 
Scriptures.

    26 A second question to keep in mind is whether the intellect exist as a singular capacity–that is, a special ability 
capable of being ranked in order as in IQ testing–or those who believe in a distinct function, or “parts,” of the mind. 
The latter Gardner identifies as a distinction between the common early Christian and platonic concept of “reason, 
will, and feeling.”  This, of course, is also seen in Augustine who takes the concept of the distinction of the mind as 
intellect, memory and will to use analogously to the Trinity. And, as Gardner also points out, this distinction exists 
within the quadrivium and later with the science of psychology. Howard Gardner, Frames of Mind: The Theory of 
Multiple Intelligences (New York: BasicBooks, 1993), 7. He believes that there is “persuasive evidence for the 
existence of several relatively autonomous human intellectual competences” (8). While this is central to his theory, 
he does recognize parts of the intellect that are universal. “They must be confronted and mastered by individuals all 
over the world, simply by virtue of their membership in the same species and the resultant need to cope with that 
species’ physical and social environment” (27).
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scope of the human condition, and this is no different from within the realm of theology.27 There 

is little evidence to suggest that there is a unified understanding of the intellect today. The 

number of different paradigms to describe intelligence can be overwhelming, with such models 

as Spearman’s Two-Factor Theory,28 Theory of Bonds,29 or the Triarchic Theory;30 two of the 

most notable examples are the IQ and sensory-perceptual tests that point to different beliefs in 

the intellect–and both, according to Gardner, are considered “cases of the cliché of the man 

looking for his dropped car keys underneath the street lamp because that is where the light is.”31 

There are even differences among the western notions and eastern perspectives about 

intelligence–a difference further strengthened by the Enlightenment.32 A specific definition from 

the Oxford English Dictionary defines intellect as the “faculty, or sum of faculties, of the mind or 

soul by which a person knows and reasons; power of thought; understanding; analytic 

intelligence.”33 This definition, although seen as authoritative linguistically, falls short of a 

theological interpretation of this faculty that sets human apart from animal. It fails to incorporate 

the use of a higher level of intelligence believed to be the “nous,” lost to technical knowledge–a 

knowledge geared for problem solving, influenced by the Enlightenment “that centrally values 

    27 Gardner, Frames of Mind, 5.

    28 Cf. H.E. Garrett, “The Two-Factor Theory and its Criticism,” Psychological Review 42:3 (May 1935): 293-301

    29 Cf. W.T. Pax, “A Critical Study of Thorndike’s Theory and Laws of Learning,” Catholic University of America 
Education Research Monographs 11:1 (1938).

    30 Cf. Guoqing Yu and Qiwel Li, “From the Triarchic Theory of Human Intelligence to Successful Intelligence: 
Going Beyond IQ Again?,” Psychological Science (China) 26:4 (July 2003): 612-616.

    31 Howard Gardner, and Seana Moran, “The Science of Multiple Intelligence Theory: A Response to Lynn 
Waterhouse, Educational Psychologist, 41:4, (2006): 228.

    32 Robert J. Sternberg, Wisdom, Intelligence, and Creativity Synthesized (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2003), 7.

    33 Oxford English Dictionary.
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the pursuit of scientific, objectively verifiable knowledge.”34 In short it only captures analytical 

intelligence. Furthermore, it is defined as “the ability to modify and adjust one’s behaviors in 

order to accomplish new tasks successfully.”35 The intellect becomes a faculty in order to 

complete tasks, focus on problem solving and being a contributing member of society. It 

becomes a resource that can be molded, used, and even abused under the guise of productivity. 

The problem also occurs from the other end of the spectrum as well. It provides another way for 

society to create a class of “others” by stating that every person has a different measurement and 

perpetuates a ranking that follows a person either as a stigma or a badge of elitism. 

Gardner recognized that the intellect includes the “effective use of the body and thinking 

skills relevant to the social world… not just the solving of problems.”36 It is more than a 

cognitive ability, but even his useful critique, because it is a product of the Enlightenment, is still 

fractured, erring by underestimating the role of the spiritual component and spiritual perception. 

Gardner’s Multiple Intelligence model defines intelligence as “a biopsychological potential to 

process information that can be activated in a cultural setting to solve problems or create 

    34 Leonard Angel, Enlightenment: East and West (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1994), 1. 
“While the roots of the tensions between intellectuals and the church go back before the Enlightenment, it was not 
until the eighteenth century that many educated men broke with the traditional authority of the church and asserted 
their intellectual autonomy. They left persistent questions for us concerning the relationship between intellect and 
religious faith and between intellect and the church's theological task. The reliance on reason alone as a tool for 
acquiring knowledge and truth tended to set men against the church, even though they may not have been 
necessarily irreligious. As has been noted, some of the responsibility for the faith-reason problem must be borne by 
the church; when faith was transmuted from a matter of commitment to a set of propositions to believe, as it was in 
seventeenth-century Europe, faith itself became intellectualized. But after Immanuel Kant and others had done their 
work, the self-evident basis in reason for faith was shattered. It then became a matter of saying, why should one rely 
on faith for knowledge when one can rely on reason?” Dale A. Johnson, “Intellect, Ideology, and the Church,” 
Lutheran Quarterly 21:1 (February 1, 1969): 65.

    35 J. E. Ormrod, Educational Psychology: Developing Learners 5th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Prentice 
Hall, 2006), 140.

    36 Daniel T. Willingham, “Reframing the Mind: Howard Gardner and the Theory of Multiple Intelligences,” 
Education Next, 4:3 (Summer 2004): 19.
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products that are of value in a culture.”37 They are skills that are considered culturally relevant 

producing goods or products, thus still providing the tools for systematic ranking and 

marginalizing those even further who fail to meet the standards of the community. The nous 

found in Nyssen theology is hardly recognized today affecting the way theology is understood: 

“Nous and dianoia are, therefore, roughly coextensive, except in the highest regions of ‘true 

knowledge’ where nous alone… can move beyond ‘every intelligible nature,’”38 and this is 

where the difficulty is present. By losing the nous, the dianoia becomes severely limited in its 

theological role that propagates a spiritual ignorance beyond the ignorance already present with 

an ontological distance. When approaching divine knowledge and entering into the darkness, the 

nous moves beyond the dianoia, leaving it far behind.39 Kurt Pritzl recognizes the distinction in 

an Aristotelian interpretation: 

Within his complex analysis of the intellect Aristotle distinguishes very broadly 
between two types of intellection—one type, nous, that is a reception and is non-
discursive in character and another type, dianoia, that  is the result  of intellectual 
activity and is discursive in character. The former is rest with the potentiality 
within it, indeed the impetus, to be complemented by  motion. The latter is motion
—indeed, the results of this latter intellection are “made” by the intellect.40

How one understands the intellect will determine the primary view of the connection between 

    37 Gardner, “The Science of Multiple Intelligence Theory,” 227.

    38 Kevin Corrigan, Evagrius and Gregory: Mind, Soul, and Body in the 4th Century (Burlington, VT: Ashgate 
Publishing Company, 2009), 186.  The nature of the intellect, according to Verna Harrison, experienced a loss of the 
“spiritual intellect”, the intellectus or nous, that is capable of perceiving “spiritual realities and is closely connected 
with free choice, wisdom, and virtue.” Harrison, God’s Many-Splendored Image, 50-51. This leads Josef Pieper to 
write: “But what of knowledge, the mind’s spiritual knowledge? Is there such a thing as a purely receptive attitude 
of mind in which we become aware of immaterial reality and invisible relationships? Is there such a thing as pure 
‘intellectual contemplation’—to adopt the terminology of the schools? In antiquity the answer given was always yes; 
in modern philosophy, for the most part, the answer given is no.” Josef Pieper, Leisure: The Basis of Culture: The 
Philosophical Act (New York: Pantheon Books, 1964), 26.

    39 Corrigan, Evagrius and Gregory, 186. 

    40 Kurt Pritzl, “The Place of Intellect in Aristotle,” American Catholic Philosophical Association, 80 (2006): 59.
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God and humanity, revealing their crucial source for how they interpret theology and 

revelation.41 Furthermore, the intellect by being measured states that the image of God is found 

at various levels within people, creating a theological problem that not everyone is to be 

considered equally the image of God–if the intellect and image are considered intimately 

connected as it was in the early church. However, quite the opposite is true. Using the framework 

of Gardner one sees that the intellect is indeed found in all people, different function or “ability” 

depending on the individual, but existent nonetheless. To equate this to the concept of the imago 

Dei, it is found in all people equally, although likeness can differ from individual to individual.

 A Patristic view of the intellect incorporates a Christological perspective that captures a 

fuller picture of this human component, in part because Christ Jesus has typically been 

understood as the divine λόγος, but also because it is through Christ Jesus that one can see a truly 

human person–at least the way humanity was designed to be (if one is to follow the traditional 

understanding of the Incarnation and this early soteriological perspective). It also follows the 

traditional starting point when discussing the knowledge of God, to begin not with the inner 

person but to look towards the object of this knowledge, to the God who initiates the possibility 

of knowing through the coming of Christ, the invisible and transcendent God stepping into 

human reality and limitations, and through the incarnation, becoming intimate and visible in the 

man Jesus. With Christ Jesus one can now “see” the face of God taken up in his authentic 

humanity. Additionally, if the cultural significance of the intellect should not be ignored as 

argued by Gardner, the lived theology that formed an early Christian culture will better 

demonstrate the use of the intellect in theology, specifically in contemplation or “theoria.” 

    41 “For the Church Fathers knowledge of God is a form of seeing.” Robert L. Wilken, “Grace and the Knowledge 
of God,” in New Perspectives on Historical Theology: Essays in Memory of John Meyendorff, ed. Bradley Nassif 
(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1996), 241.
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Christological Understanding and the Intellect

 The earliest Christian writers were not specifically intent on developing a concrete 

definition of human intelligence just as they were not attempting to develop a unique Christian 

anthropology. They were, for the most part, uninterested in speculative theology, concerned more 

about morality than what is traditionally classified as “classical theology” or what could be 

called “theoretical (speculative) theology.” However, these early Apostolic writers created the 

foundations for the study of the human intellect in light of their Christological perspective, Christ 

as teacher.42 Ignatius writes: “Through this mystery we got our faith, and because of it we stand 

our ground so to become disciples of Jesus Christ, our sole teacher” (didaskavlou).43 He 

implored his readers to obedience towards the bishops, often comparing them to both the Father 

and Christ Jesus. He calls Christ τοῦ πατρὸς ἡ γνώµη” (the mind of the Father) then connecting 

the bishops who are ἐν Ἰησοῦ χριστοῦ γνώµῃ (in the mind of Christ Jesus).44 Clement of Rome is 

the first to stress the importance of divine likeness, recognized in Adam, the masterpiece of 

God’s creative action. Every person has this distinctive feature, a gift of intelligence: “Above all, 

as the most excellent and by far the greatest work of [God’s] intelligence… [God] formed 

    42 “Christ is the treasury of knowledge from which Ignatius drew. Jesus Christ is their only teacher. He has 
bestowed wisdom upon them.” Alonzo Rosecrans Stark, “The Christology in the Apostolic Fathers,” (Ph.D. diss., 
University of Chicago, 1912), 27.

    43 Ignatius of Antioch, Magnesians, AF, 208.

    44 The concept of Mind in relation to a model of interpreting God is both fascinating and complicated. This model 
lacks biblical reference but is presented through Greek thought. There is some debate as to whether the Mind is too 
static of a model to describe God who is portrayed as dynamic, constantly moving and engaged in human history. 
However, this thought took root in Christian theology. A closer look at the concept of intelligence and Mind will 
provide a better vantage point to demonstrate the dynamic nature of how the early Patristics viewed both concepts. 
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humankind as a representation of [God’s] own image.”45 This fascination with the knowledge of 

God is connected to the idea of immortality, and Clement often uses the phrase “humble-

mindedness”46 in relation to his spirituality and the relationship between humanity and Christ 

Jesus.

 In Second Clement, the author writes, “Our minds were blinded.... So while we were thus 

wrapped in darkness and our vision was filled with this thick mist we recovered our sight, but his 

will laying aside the cloud wrapped around us.”47 Clement of Rome echoes this, writing:

Through this we look steadily  into the heights of heaven; through this we see as in a 
mirror his faultless and the highest face; through him the eyes of our hearts have 
been opened; through him our foolish and darkened mind springs up  into the light; 
through him the Master has willed that we should taste immortal knowledge.48

It is through Christ Jesus that one comes to know the Father, “what else is knowledge with 

respect to him if it is not refusing to deny the one through whom we have come to know him?”49 

It is an appeal to acknowledge God with both the whole heart and mind.50 This distinction, 

between “thick mist” and the role of Christ, made in Second Clement has commonalities with the 

    45 1 Clement, 33:4, AF, 88. The phrase kata; dianoian (because of intelligence) is omitted because it is not found 
in ancient versions, but as Jules Gross points out in a footnote, it is the author’s intent within this verse. Jules Gross, 
The Divinization of the Christian According to the Greek Fathers, trans. Paul A. Onica (Anaheim, CA: A&C Press, 
2002), 101. Even with several problems within the MQ model, it does promote an equality of intelligence among all 
people.

    46 “Although the letter is not especially concerned with the kinds of larger intellectual questions that will occupy 
later thinkers such as Augustine and Gregory of Nyssa, Clement does couch the language of ethics in notably 
intellectual ways.” Wilkens, The Spirit of Early Christian Thought, 68. Cf. Gross, The Divinization of the Christian, 
101-102.

    47 2 Clement, 1:6, AF, 138.

    48 “διὰ τούτου ἀτενίζοµεν εἰς τὰ ὕψη τῶν οὐρανῶν, διὰ τούτου ἐνοπτριζόµεθα τὴν ἄµωµον καὶ ὑπερτάτην ὄψιν 
αὐτοῦ, διὰ τούτου ἠνεῴχθησαν ἡµῶν οἱ ὀφθαλµοὶ τῆς καρδίας, διὰ τούτου ἡ ἀσύνετος καὶ ἐσκοτωµένη διάνοια 
ἡµῶν ἀναθάλλει εἰς τὸ φῶς, διὰ τούτου ἠθέλησεν ὁ δεσπότης τῆς ἀθανάτου γνώσεως ἡµᾶς γεύσασθαι.” 1 Clement 
36:2, AF, 92.

    49 2 Clement, 3:1, AF, 140.

    50 2 Clement 3:4, AF, 140.
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other Apostolic Fathers in their use of the intellect–it provided a point of contact between the 

divine and humanity.51 Furthermore, through the words and deeds of the martyrs others were able 

to come to know God, extending the point of contact not only in a vertical manner, but also 

horizontally in the church’s evangelical activities. An example of this is found in the prayer of 

Polycarp during his martyrdom, “O Lord God Almighty, Father of your beloved and blessed Son 

Jesus Christ, through whom we have received knowledge of you.”52 The use of teaching that 

flows from Christ to the members of his body often marked a desire to educate and guard from 

the reality of false teachers. Ignatius warns others of evil teachings in his letter to Ephesians. He 

writes,

Do not be misled, my brothers and sisters: those who adulterously corrupt 
households will not inherit the kingdom of God. Now if those who do such things 
physically are put to death, how much more if by  evil teaching someone corrupts 
faith in God, for which Jesus Christ was crucified! Such a person, having polluted 
himself, will go to the unquenchable fire, as will also the one who listens to him.53

In the midst of a list containing the ways to death found in the Didache, there is the 

following: “have no mercy for the poor, do not work on behalf of the oppressed, do not know the 

one who made them… May you be delivered, children, from all these things.”54 To know God 

was deeply tied into their understanding of salvation, and to be accused of leading a flock astray 

was believed to have serious consequences. “See that no one leads you astray from this way of 

    51 Williams, INT, 23.

    52 Martyrdom of Polycarp, 14:1, AF, 310.

    53 Ignatius, Ephesians, 16:1-2, AF, 196. Cf. Ephesians 7 and 8. 

    54 Didache, 5:3, AF, 352. 
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teaching, for such a person teaches you without regard for God.”55 Weight is given to wrong 

ideas as it can cause harm, but right thinking has the capacity to bring a person closer to God.56 

 Later Justin Martyr, who is considered a bridge between the Apostolic Fathers to the 

Apologetic fathers, wrote about the divine λόγος, and extended the teacher image of Christ Jesus 

towards an ideal with which the intellectual elites could identify through the use of philosophy. 

On the one hand, “Justin stresses grace more strongly than the Apostolic Fathers do. Divine truth 

cannot be perceived through human faculties, but only by the divine gift imparted to the saints 

(Exhort 8.)”57 However, themes such as sanctification, union with God, wisdom and 

illumination–topics focused on by the later Patristic writers in relation to the discussion of the 

intellect–are scarcely found.58 He was preoccupied with those concerns found within 

philosophical discourse of the Greeks, issues around “the Christian conception of the intellectual 

life, anthropology and Christology.”59 The Christian not only has a rightful place among the 

Greek philosophers, but also an elevated position, as the divine λόγος found in every person and 

believed to be an important component in Greek philosophy was fully present within Christian 

teaching, through Justin’s theological notion of λόγος σπερµατικός versus the fragmented truths 

of outside sources. “For all the writers (Greek philosophers) were able to see realities darkly 

    55 Didache, 6:1 AF, 352.

    56 Williams, INT, 23.

    57 Williams, INT, 29. Tradition can provide a grounding for those things which knowledge seems to fail. Williams 
writes: “The gratuitous quality of the knowledge we have through faith means that even when we cannot reason our 
way to the solution of theological problems, we should hold firm to the tradition received from the Fathers. Subject 
to delusion, we need medicine for our souls.” Williams, INT, 106.

    58 Williams, INT, 27.

    59 Williams, INT, 27.



xxv

through the sowing of the implanted word (spevrma).”60 Nevertheless, the Christian church had a 

message different from that of the Greek philosophers because it offered different spiritual and 

moral consequences. A.N. Williams recites: “We reach this truth, then, not by valid 

argumentation, but through God’s gifts, the greatest of which is the very faculty by which we 

perceive the truth: by means of the rational faculties God himself has endowed us with.”61

 Irenaeus believed that the nature of salvation was inherently connected to anthropology 

through the event of the incarnation and this specifically involved the intellect. For humanity 

cannot possibly know God by one’s own power since God, who is far beyond and above all 

things, remains beyond and above the powers of knowing. Furthermore, those things, which God 

created fail to provide a way to full knowledge about their maker. Consequently, in order for 

there to be knowledge about God, it must start from God; it must begin with the divine 

initiative.62 This must be held in tension with Irenaeus’ understanding of the divine imperative–

that when God creates, it is exactly the way God wills it; “the world therefore exactly mirrors the 

divine mind.”63 This is not a source of conflict for him because creation exists immaturely for the 

purpose of growth into the maturity of God. This needed growth towards maturity is a growth 

into likeness, a result of being a creature, infinitely far from perfection and incorruptibility, and 

God’s desire for close relationship and growth of humanity into perfect communion with God.64 

    60 Justini Martyris, “Apologia Minor,” in Apologiae Pro Christianis, ed. Miroslav Marcovich (New York: Walter 
De Gruyter, 1994), 157.

    61 Williams, INT, 28. Cf. Justini Martyris, “Apologia Major,” 46-47.

    62 Cf. Wilken, “Grace and the Knowledge of God,” 240-241. Philosophy is not looked upon as favorably as it is 
with Justin Martyer. Jackson Lashier points out that Irenaeus believed Greek philosophy provided the ground for 
faulty beliefs. Cf. Jackson Lashier, “Irenaeus as Logos Theologian,” Vigilliae Christianae 66:4 (August 2012): 349.

    63 Williams, INT, 32.

    64 Williams, INT, 35. 
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Christ came and took up the totality of reality through anakephalaiosis, and draws humanity 

forth into transforming knowledge within each aspect of human existence, through 

“recapitulation.” The Incarnate Christ is the imago perfected, a bridge between the divine and 

the created. Irenaeus’ distinction between the imago Dei and likeness, albeit inconsistent at best, 

is important to note: Adam contained bodily powers of reason and choice that are essential to the 

image, but as many are familiar with the nature of Irenaeus’ theology of salvation, Adam was far 

from perfect. 

 Clement of Alexandria took a similar position–that humanity was created with the intent 

for developmental growth; humanity received the image immediately, but the likeness “was to be 

assumed through a gradual process of perfection.”65 The mind and reason are the seal of this 

likeness, thus the consequence of sin was the darkening of the intellect and passions no longer 

controlled by the nous.66 This irrationality became inherited in the concept of original sin. Christ 

comes bringing humanity knowledge that leads them to the stillness of love freed from desires. 

Through baptism one becomes illumined and enters into a relationship that transcends the 

distinction found within the Creator-created divide.67 For Origen, Christ as λόγος came as a 

teacher to enlighten and draw humanity into divine transformation. It is in the image of Christ 

that humanity was made–only Christ Jesus could be the true image of God. It is through the 

logical faculties of the human body–the rational soul–that the image could be clearly seen; the 

    65 Walter J. Burghardt, The Image of God in Man According to Cyril of Alexandria (Woodstock, MD: Woodstock 
College Press, 1957), 3.

    66 Burghardt, The Image of God, 27.

    67 Stephen J. Duffy, The Dynamics of Grace: Perspectives in Theology Anthropology (Collegeville, MN: 
Liturgical Press, 1993), 52.
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emphasis thus becomes focused on the soul.68 The soul is what defines a person both morally and 

ontologically; and he strongly believed it was the seat of human destiny.69 Both Origen and 

Clement of Alexandria have used the term “mind” to describe God, yet other times they argue 

that God transcends the image of mind.70 Athanasius seems to mirror certain aspects of Origen’s 

anthropology; he described the fall as an entanglement with the material world so that the gaze 

was diverted away from God and the contemplation of the likeness towards the logos became 

broken.71 He also believes that the image is exclusively in the Logos; “Humans are ‘according to 

the image’ of God, or more precisely, according to the image of the Logos.”72 This is important 

since as Gregory of Nyssa writes: “In what then does the greatness of man consist? Not in his 

likeness to the created world, but in his being in the image of the nature of the Creator.”73 

 Augustine of Hippo understood the human intellect and ratio adopting the Christian 

Platonic tradition and those before him; it meant “so much more than simply ‘reason’ or a 

process of reasoning—especially, to embrace also the senses of ‘proportion’ and ‘harmonious 

relationship.”74 Reason was the capacity to engage in human communication, and this is found in 

    68 Burghardt, The Image of God, 27. Cf. Henri de Lubac, Recherches Dans La Foi: Trois études sur Origène, saint 
Anselme et la philosophie chrétienne (Paris: Beauchesne, 1979).

    69 Benjamin P. Blosser, Become Like the Angels: Origen’s Doctrine of the Soul (Washington DC: The Catholic 
University of America Press, 2012), 3-4.

    70 Christopher Stead, “The Concept of Mind and the Concept of God in the Christian Fathers,” in The 
Philosophical Frontiers of Christian Theology, ed. Brian Hebblethwaite and Stewart Sutherland (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1982), 39.

    71 Duffy, The Dynamics of Grace, 57. 

    72 Duffy, The Dynamics of Grace, 57.

    73 Mak Man, 404. 

    74 Catherine Conybeare, The Irrational Augustine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 145.
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his distinction between the use of rationabile and rationale.75 This was an important concept that 

will be revisited in later chapters as an important part of spiritual vision. It was the capacity to 

not only come to know God, but also to come to a fuller understanding of oneself and others as 

exemplified by Christ Jesus–an exemplar of “intelligence.” Reason seeks to grasp truth that is 

found “somewhere outside the self.”76 The imago Dei is located in the mind and the mind is 

transcendent because it is a reflection of the incorporeal God.77 There is also the concept of 

perfect reason, ratio perfecta, that “teaches teaching, this teaches learning; in this, ratio herself 

shows and reveals what she is, what she means, and how valuable she is.”78 One of Augustine’s 

greatest contributions and greatly influential on his understanding of imago Dei comes from his 

work on the Trinity rather than from his anthropology. The famous Trinity of the human person 

as Memory, Intellect, and Will, was used as a way of coming to a better understanding of the 

Trinity or of revelation found within the image; and while this study focuses on the intellect and 

spiritual vision, the relationship between the intellect and will is one both fascinating and very 

familiar from others around this time. It is a clear indication of the mind’s importance for 

Augustine. 

III. The Intellect and the Place of Human Personhood

 The belief that a human person consists of both an immaterial and material element 

    75 Conybeare, The Irrational Augustine, 145.

    76 Conybeare, The Irrational Augustine, 150.

   77 Stuart George Hall, “Patristic Divergences About the Image of God in Man,” in Discipline and Diversity: Paper 
Read at the 2005 Summer Meeting and the 2006 Winter Meeting of the Ecclesiastical History Society (Rochester, 
NY: Boydell and Brewer, 2007), 76.

    78 Conybeare, The Irrational Augustine, 146.
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resounds a claim of the human place among all of creation, and lures out the locus of this 

elevation as the degree to which the intellect is found or used in a particular species.  The 

elevated position of the human race among other species in the physical creation correlates to the 

divinely inspired imperative to care for earth and its inhabitants. Moreover, the church 

recognized the divine call for humanity to be in partnership with God as active participants in 

God’s creative and continuous action where one’s ability to be creative–understood proper as the 

intellect–aligns with God’s creative spirit. Additionally, the Christian notion of freedom is 

interconnected to the conversation about the intellect and an attribute of the imago Dei. Freedom 

allows a choice between the divine call of creative and active participation or to follow one’s 

pride and move away from God. The conversation about freedom and its extent on the human 

condition marred by sin is a question of concern for theology. Can humanity come to know God 

on one’s own accord or power? Does life provide other opportunities to explore the nature of 

human existence and to better understand the nature of God, such as poetry, music, or other 

forms of sacred art? Can humanity use their freedom to fashion tools to help facilitate this 

process? This exploration will show the foundation for why Gregory of Nyssa would locate the 

source of the imago Dei in freedom instead of the intellect.

Human position in the ordo of existence 

 An early anthropology recognized two important truths about human existence: humanity 

is placed in a cosmic order that ascends, in rank, from the material to the immaterial; and this 

order of creation reflected human personhood through the relationship between body and soul.79 

These truths are summarized best with the question: What separates the human race from the rest 

    79 These truths were borrowed from Greek tradition, as it will be demonstrated throughout this section. Both are 
also significant in their role within a Nyssen anthropology further explored in chapter two. Cf. Soul Res, 55.
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of creation? The ordo of creation formulated by the earliest Greek writers provided a way to 

understand the relationship and division of the immaterial and material realms, and further 

demonstrated the ontological distinction found in Nyssen anthropology.80 These things, which 

are either “corporeal or spiritual,” are further divided: the corporeal is made up of those “things” 

which are either animate or inanimate.81 The source of all created existence is the Divine being, 

the one great unmoved-mover beyond all comprehension. This divine being, God, is uncreated, 

eternal, rational and immaterial or what Christopher Stead notes: “It is not a being… but beyond 

all being.”82 This Platonic thought is held in tension with the notion of a personal God who is 

intimate with the people of God, thus creating a fascinating paradox that is explored in following 

chapters.83 Next are intellectual and immaterial beings called Angels including those that fell and 

were classified demons.84 Then came human beings who were neither uncreated nor immaterial, 

bound by time and space in the material realm. As “microcosms,” the human race occupied a 

central position within the world.85 Finally, there were beasts (animals): created, irrational and 

    80 This will be the subject for the ontological reality in the second chapter. The work here will primarily be 
focused on the influences of Platonic philosophy on Gregory’s understanding of ontological separation. 

    81 Soul Res, 62-64. 

    82 Stead, “The Concept of Mind,” 40.

    83 Later chapters will continue to explore this theme because it has implications to both human nature as an image 
to this incomprehensible God and the way one can come to know God through theology. Its importance in Nyssen 
theology will greatly impact the way this study understands the importance of a relationship between faith and 
intellect.

    84 Soul Res, 63. Gregory of Nyssa believes angels are capable to procreating in mysterious ways. He uses them as 
an example to indicate a “sexless” reality before the fall, and while this study does not specifically go into detail 
about the implications of this belief on an embodied theological anthropology, it does provide important insight into 
the nature of the body in Nyssen anthropology. Cf. Hans Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue in Gregory of Nyssa: An 
Anagogical Approach (Oxford, United Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 2013). 

    85 Alexi V. Nesteruk, “Humanity in the Universe: A Patristic Insight into Modern Cosmology,” Sourozh, 88 (May 
1, 2002): 1.
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material.86 

 This distinction that categorized humanity went beyond a general picture of the schema of 

creation. It influenced a distinction within the human person as a “microcosm of the universe;”87 

Macrina, in her dialogue with Gregory of Nyssa, pointed out that philosophers believed human 

personhood to be little worlds in themselves, containing every element found in the universe.88 

As a result of this belief, the divine nature appeared to be a foreign idea, conflicting with human 

nature. The divine nature was entirely different from the nature of created things; and yet there is 

a piece of the divine found within created humanity. The body is limited to “the proportions 

peculiar to it.” However, the soul, which constitutes the immaterial, can “coincide at will with 

the whole of creation. It ascends to the heavens, and sets foot within the deep. It traverses the 

breadth of the world.”89 Therefore the relationship between body and soul, between the part of 

human personhood believed to be an element from God and the part related to the beast of the 

fields, correlates to a pattern observable in the cosmos as a whole.90 This relationship of body 

    86 Mak Man, 390.

    87 Gregory of Nyssa as reservations for accepting this idea, not because he believed humans were lower and on 
the same level as animals, but because the image is rooted to something higher. Alexei V. Nesteruk, “Humanity in 
the Universe,” 7.

    88 Soul Res, 34-35. The body constitutes the material made from the elements of creation to which the body will 
return when it dies. Cat 489. Cf. Soul Res, 56.

    89 Cat, 485.

    90 Williams, INT, 104. “[F]or Plato, the human soul was already distinguished by being particularly close to 
divinity, and this theme can be traced through Augustine and the Christian Middle Ages to Descartes, and on to 
Kant. But for Plato the soul was still embedded in the world of nature, and rooted, together with this world, in a 
divine origin.” Wolfhart Pannenberg, The Idea of God and Human Freedom (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 
1973), 82. Cf. Herbert Pierrepont Houghton, “On the Immortality of the Soul,” Anglican Theological Review 24:1 
(January 1, 1942): 63-70. Nyssa writes, “when [God] had decked the habitation with beauties of every kind, and 
prepared this great and varied banquet, then introduced [humanity], assigning to him as his task not the acquiring of 
what was not there, but the enjoyment of the things which were there; and for this reason [God] gives [humanity] as 
foundations the instincts of a two-fold organization, blending the Divine with the earthy, that by means of both [one] 
may be naturally and properly disposed to each enjoyment, enjoying God by means of [one’s] more divine nature, 
and the good things of earth, by the sense that is akin to them.” Mak Man, 390.
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and soul, or the material and immaterial, was demonstrated by Cicero who wrote, “si homo est, 

animal est mortale, rationis particeps.”91 This thought was not unique to Cicero; Aristotle had 

this fascination with reason as a way to differentiate between humanity and animals, but he was 

unclear when discussing the immortal nature of reason as to whether it was a human faculty 

existing naturally or if it was a purely divine faculty.92 Furthermore, Aristotle’s distinction of 

humanity rested on the ability of humanity to organize; “Apart from the polis, [human beings] 

are either gods–they do not need political life–or they are beasts–they are incapable of political 

life… The political animal is the rational animal.”93 He believed that humans “alone have 

perception of good and evil, of the just and unjust, and of other things.”94 Aristotle continues: 

“For as [humanity] when [one] has obtained the perfection of [one’s] nature is the best of 

animals; so likewise when separated from law and justice, [one] is the worst of all animals.”95 

Christian anthropology later adopted the term “rational animal” to describe human personhood.96 

For example, Augustine echoed this thought, writing: “nisi quod rationale animal sum.”97 

 While there appeared to be a divide between the material and immaterial, it was believed 

that the intellect could provide a way for humanity to be a bridge between both realities–a bridge 

    91 Conybeare, The Irrational Augustine, 144.

    92 G.E.R. Lloyd, “Humanity Between God’s and Beasts? Ontologies in Question,” Journal of the Royal 
Anthropological Institute 17:4 (December 2011): 832. The image of the “rational animal” is not found within his 
works although it can be found indirectly. 

    93 Michael Davis, The Politics of Philosophy: A Commentary on Aristotle’s Politics (Oxford, UK: Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, 1996), 8. 

    94 Aristotle, “Politics,” in The Politics, and Economics, of Aristotle, vol. 8, trans. Thomas Taylor  (London: Manor 
Place, Walworth, Surrt, 1811), 237.

    95 Aristotle, “Politics,” 238.

    96 Cf. Sarah Coakley, “Gregory of Nyssa,” in The Spiritual Senses, ed. Gavrilyuk and Coakley, 47.

    97 Conybeare, The Irrational Augustine, 147.
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between the spiritual and the physical, a glimpse of the divine and the physical embodiment of 

creation. “Humans, however, bear the unique task of mediating the spiritual to the material, for 

humanity bridges the worlds of spirit and matter, the intelligible realm and the sensible realm.”98  

This is reflected in Nyssa who believed that “[w]hile two natures—the Divine and incorporeal 

nature, and the irrational life of brutes—are separated from each other as extremes, human nature 

is the mean between them: for in the compound nature of man we may behold a part of each of 

the natures.”99 It is the association of ratio and mortality–the intellect and human death, the 

undeniable mark of human finitude–as two aspects defining human personhood that later left its 

impression on the Patristic writers, such as Augustine and Nyssa.100 In stark contrast to ratio and 

mortality, Tatian, an early Syrian theologian, provided a caution against philosophical discourse 

within Christian theology.101 He writes: “[Humanity] is not, as the croaking philosophers say, 

merely a rational animal, capable of understanding and knowledge; for, according to them, even 

    98 Duffy, The Dynamics of Grace, 59. Cf. Elizabeth Agnew Cochran, “The Imago Dei and Human Perfection: The 
Significance of Christology for Gregory of Nyssa’s Understanding of the Human Person,” Heythrop Journal 50:3 
(May 2009): 403-404.

    99 Mak Man, 405.

    100 Martin Laird, Gregory of Nyssa and the Grasp of Faith: Union, Knowledge, and Divine Presence (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004), 59. Cf. Stead, “The Concept of Mind.”

    101 Tatian writes: “O man competing with the dog, you know not God, and so have turned to the imitation of an 
irrational animal. You cry out in public with an assumption of authority, and take upon you to avenge your own 
self… You follow the doctrines of Plato, and a disciple of Epicurus lifts up his voice to oppose you. Again, you wish 
to be a disciple of Aristotle, and a follower of Democritus rails at you.” And he later continues: “While inquiring 
what God is, you are ignorant of what is in yourselves; and while staring all agape at the sky, you stumble into 
pitfalls. The reading of your books is like walking a labyrinth… And on this account you are all nothing worth. 
While you arrogate yourselves the sole right of discussion, you discourse like the blind man with the deaf.” Tatian, 
“Address to the Greeks,” in The Writings of Tatian and Theophilus; and The Clementine Recognitions, trans. B.P. 
Pratten, Marcus Dods, and Thomas Smith (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1867), 30-32. Tertullian also shared this 
hesitation with philosophy. He wrote: “Videte ne quis sit circumveniens vos per philosophiam et inanem 
seductionem, secundum traditionem hominum… Quid ergo Athenis et Hierosolymis? Quid academiae et ecclesiae? 
Quid haereticis et christianis?” Tertullian, “De praescriptione haereticorum, accedunt” in Tertulliani liber De 
praescriptione haereticorum, accedunt s. Irenaei Adversus haereses III, 3-4, vol. 4 (Sumptibus Petri Hanstein, 
1906), 17.
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irrational creatures appear possessed of understanding and knowledge.”102 The source of the 

image, imago Dei, is the transcendent nature of moving towards union with God; there were in 

his theological anthropology the soul, but also the notion of image and likeness–two distinct 

concepts that deserved higher mentioning than reason itself as the locus of human personhood. 

Human Freedom and the Intellect

 The calling of humanity before the fall was to unite all creation to its Divine creator. It 

was a call of active participation in the creative process and usher in the divinely anointed end of 

creation.103 Through the fall, creation became a target of human pride, but so too did God’s plan 

of redemption–not removing the previous call for humanity to be active participants, but 

incorporating redemption into it; “Creation and redemption instead belong to the same 

overarching, ongoing movement, and they share the same end of new and unending life in 

God.”104 The view that God is ultimate reason had its place in the nature of the created order; the 

activity of God was considered an intellectual act, therefore making reason the highest activity 

creation could engage. Thus sin became an irrational action against this order–an irrational action 

that went against the very nature of human identity. The intentional placement of the creation, of 

human beings in the first creation account (the last to be created before the Sabbath), or the 

formation in the second (God fashioning as a potter fashions from clay), are lynchpins and the 

    102 Tatian, ”Address to the Greeks,” 20.

    103 This call is especially drawn out in an Irenaean understanding of the Incarnation –that the Incarnation was such 
a significant event in human history, it would still have occurred even without a fall. God “descended” so that all of 
creation might “ascend” and the Incarnation, combined with the imago Dei concept in creation, points to the 
importance of this call. Yet, because of corruption, humanity has often taken stewardship and treated it like 
dominion resulting in destruction, pollution, etc. Cf. Hieromonk Damascene, "Created in Incorruption: The 
Orthodox Patristic Understanding of Man and the Cosmos in their Original, Fallen, and Redeemed States," Orthodox 
Word 44:1-2 (January 1, 2008): 30-33.

    104 Kristina Robb-Dover, “Gregory of Nyssa’s ‘Perpetual Progress,’” Theology Today 65:2 (July 1, 2008): 224.
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subject of continuous discussion as the theological source for one’s elevated status among the 

created order–that the place of human’s creation is intentional and an indication of “rank.” 

Because of this idea, and its intimate connection to the concept of imago Dei, humanity enjoyed 

an elevated status as a central element of God’s creation, even with the reality of the image being 

distorted because of sin. The latter, however, changed the nature of this idea. Sin had permeated 

into creation through the disordered and destructive actions of humanity, becoming an abuse of 

this privileged position. God’s grace became needed; it is because of God’s intentional desire and 

the grace that followed that humanity had been elevated above the angels, and it is because of 

God’s grace that the image in which humanity was fashioned had been restored. This is 

expounded upon in 1 Clement where it is written, “Let us acknowledge, brothers, from what 

matter we were made; who and what we were, when we came into the world.”105 To do such 

became in many ways the most basic task of theological anthropology. Consequently, the idea of 

sin created an unseemly paradox: what is the nature of God’s providence and human 

responsibility for the stain of sin? 

 The notion of endowed freedom provided itself as a viable answer to this paradoxical 

situation. A relationship between freedom and intellect was partially inherited from the Greeks 

who believed that “without freedom, human reason would be powerless and ethical judgments 

would be senseless.”106 Plato used an image of a chariot that demonstrated the nature of freedom 

and the intellect, and Macrina, the sister of Gregory of Nyssa, and Basil of Caesarea cited it for 

    105 1 Clement 38:3, AF, 94.

    106 Harrison, God’s Many-Splendored Image, 11.
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the purpose of clarifying this notion of freedom.107 The image of the chariot-myth includes two 

horses pulling a chariot. One horse is associated with moral impulse or irrational passions, 

working along side another that is tame. The driver of the chariot is the intellect or reason, which 

is to guide the two horses. However, this “black horse” is far from being healthy, constantly 

fighting with the other to pull the chariot off course. “Eventually the black steed’s frenzied 

resistance is subdued by joint efforts of both charioteer and white steed; it becomes docile, even 

relatively tame, and consents to collaborate with its partner.”108 Human freedom dictated that the 

charioteer control the unit, moving to where it needed to be, yet desire and irrational passions 

have their influence. Through this framework, freedom implies “recognition and acceptance of 

bodily appetites as legitimate components of the human… But mind has now been accorded an 

ally, in the spirited component of the soul.”109

 Both Plato and Aristotle divided the soul into three aspects of which included the logikon 

or dianoetikon.110 The former was further divided;111 the division of nous, thumos, and epithumia 

    107 While Macrina cited it, she appears to dislike its use believing it lacked truth. However, she too, like many 
other Christian writers, connected it to the truth revealed in Scripture. Susan Wessel, “Memory and Individuality in 
Gregory of Nyssa’s Dialogus de Anima et Resurrectione,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 18:3 (Fall 2010): 
379-380. “It is obvious that in the majority of cases Gregory speaks like a Platonist who believed in the necessary 
cleansing of the soul; but now and again he recalls the fact that his Church requires him to support the dogma of the 
resurrection and punishment of the body.” Harold Cherniss, The Platonism of Gregory of Nyssa (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1930), 56.

    108 Robert J. O’Connell, Plato on the Human Paradox (New York: Fordham University Press, 1997), 147.

    109 O’Connell, Plato on the Human Paradox, 147.

    110 Alexey R. Folkin, “Soul and Spirit In Greek and Latin Patristic Thought,” Faith and Philosophy, vol. 26:5 
(2009): 599.

    111 “Christian Platonism identifies the divine image in humanity not as the autonomy of self-determination but as 
rationality, the human capacity for knowledge of God. It finds a connaturality between the human spirit and the 
divine Spirit which manifests itself in a desire for union with God in knowledge and love, an innate and inalienable 
drive of the human toward the divine.” J. Patout Burns, ed. and trans.  “Introduction,” in Theological Anthropology 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1981), 7.
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or intelligence, spirit and desire.112 Desire provided some difficulty among some, and this topic 

will later appear in the conversation between Nyssa and Macrina who discussed the rational 

while discussing desire and spirit. Desire, while a part of the soul according to Plato’s tripartite 

schema, can “be wasted on objects that are distracting, or, by contrast, this same power of desire 

can be purified of its obsession… and ascend.” Because Plato saw the importance of desire, it 

can be beneficial, enabling the intellect to “arrive at a loftier vision,”113 and this will later 

influence how Nyssa understood the role of desire in the pursuit–or journey–towards the 

knowledge of God. However, as much as Macrina agreed to the existence of desire, she sees this 

part as our connection to animals instead of being that thing that sets apart.114

 In Christian anthropology, freedom was considered a central aspect, for instance, A.N. 

Williams in speaking of Irenaeus states: “it figures in his anthropology, it reflects back onto the 

doctrine of God.”115 His voice offered an interpretation that the imago Dei pointed to the 

harmony and divine order of the human race in proper alignment with the mind of God. And 

while the intellect is not a predominate view in his works as opposed to freedom, there appears to 

be an assumption of its importance within the doctrine of human freedom and right order.116 In 

Nyssen theology, freedom is juggled with the intellect: freedom is often seen above the intellect 

as the source of God’s image in humanity.117 It is the “freedom from sin and beatitude: human 

    112 Stead, “The Concept of Mind,” 39.

    113 Laird, Gregory of Nyssa and the Grasp of Faith, 60.

    114 Stead, “The Concept of Mind,” 47.

    115 Williams, INT, 34.

    116 Williams, INT, 35.

    117 “[F]or the soul immediately shows its royal and exalted character, far removed as it is from the lowliness of 
private station, in that it owns no lord, and is self-governed, swayed autocratically by its own will; for to whom else 
does this belong than to a king?” Mak Man, 391.
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nature is the image of the transcendent beatitude, marked with the beauty of goodness from 

which it came.”118 The relationship Nyssa perceives between freedom, or more specifically the 

will, to that of reason often seemed to be elevated, while in other places the relationship was 

more intimate. Even in the lack of a single interpretation of freedom as it relates to the fall and 

the reality of sin, there are many similarities. 

 Irenaeus believed that for humanity to be truly good (reflecting the divine expression of 

this goodness in the creation stories of Genesis), one must be free–a contrast to the Gnostic 

position;119 “the love of good has value only when a choice of the contrary evil has been 

rejected.”120 Clement of Alexandria believed God created humanity free and imperfect for 

growth and depended on how one would use the will freely.121 For those who believed the fall 

happened contrary to the divine order, freedom still remains, albeit afflicted or inclined towards 

sin; “The person retains the internal resources of human nature: the light of reason to recognize 

the good, and the freedom to choose it.”122 Augustine believed that the image never was lost in 

the fall, nor did humanity cease to be good because it acted contrary to the will of God. This 

develops into his doctrine of corruption–people still possessed “life, senses, and intellect as gifts 

from the Creator. And therefore [humanity] was neither created in the image of the devil nor 

degraded to the level of the brutes.”123 However, Augustine also strongly maintained that free 

    118 Williams, INT, 93.

    119 E.P. Meijering, God Being History: Studies in Patristic Philosophy (Amsterdam: North-Holland Publishing 
Company, 1975), 23.

    120 Burns, “Introduction,” 3.

    121 Duffy, The Dynamics of Grace, 51.

    122 Burns, “Introduction,” 5. 

    123 J.J. Pelikan, The Emergence of the Catholic Tradition 100-600, vol. 1 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1975), 301.
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will was subjected to the sinful nature, holding in bondage human personhood from the moment 

of Adam’s fall to pride resulting in a total and hopeless ruin.

 On the other side of the discussion, the concept of free will was pushed by Pelagius in his 

understanding of sin, which influenced the nature of grace; “God arranged that what an 

individual actually chose would be properly his own. He concludes that the good could be done 

voluntarily only by a creature which was also capable of evil. Therefore the most excellent 

Creator decided to make us capable of both.”124 Pelagius’ definition of grace as defined and 

summarized by Augustine: “it consists in the bestowing of knowledge through instruction by the 

revelation of the Spirit, which we can attain either not at all or only with difficulty though 

nature.”125 Humanity, therefore, was created neutral–neither good nor bad, but able to make 

choices, and the future depended upon what choices were made in life. Evil, conceptually, is not 

necessarily considered bad: “If a person could not go over to evil, [one] would not practice virtue 

in holding to the good... Our ability to do evil is, therefore, itself a good.”126 It is God’s law and 

teaching that enlightens and inspires the mind of humanity to act accordingly. Thus the intellect, 

not held back by any chain so long as right choices were being made, was fully capable of living 

the standards of God’s law–a point in stark contrast to Augustine and Luther centuries later.

IV. Importance for Today

Intellectual essence is godlike, and as reasoning and intelligent creatures, human 
persons both retain a likeness to God and show themselves to be the work of God. 
Rational natures were indeed created for the very  purpose of manifesting the divine, 

    124 Pelagius, “Demetrias,” in Burns, Theo Anthro, 42.

    125 Pelagius, “Demetrias,” 89.

    126 Pelagius, “Demetrias,” 42.
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and as such, rational nature is a kind of cosmic container of good things.127 

While the intellect developed throughout Christian history as an important concept to the imago 

Dei, it was rooted in a “lived” theology as people sought to understand or come to know better 

who they were in relation to God, others, and creation within the revelation of Scripture and the 

promise of the resurrection. Simultaneously, Greek philosophy influenced the conversation as 

Christianity progressed from the marketplaces and the streets into academic circles with those 

well versed in Aristotle and Plato. Amongst the fourth century theologians, such as Gregory of 

Nyssa, theology benefited from the relationship between the Scriptures and philosophical 

conversations. The latter could provide further insight into the Scriptures (especially with an 

allegorical reading) while the former provided a corrective against philosophical “errors”–those 

things written that ran contrary to Christian revelation and teachings. Questions about Christ and 

the imago Dei were questions seeking to interpret the place of humanity in creation and the 

relationship between Christian thought with truths from other sources. A noetic theology not only 

influenced this relationship but this relationship also shaped how noetic theology was understood 

in the Christian community. Christ, as exemplar of human personhood, revealed God in ways 

never before seen and the outpouring of the Spirit moved people to enrich their faith. 

 Although there were many other church writers and leaders that were not cited in this 

chapter, there is little doubt that others too could provide an equally stimulating and enlightening 

conversation on a theological-anthropological perception focused on the intellect. These early 

discussions are important for today, not only in terms of content that modern theologies borrow 

or have built upon, but also in the nature of how these discussions took place. For example, the 

    127 Williams, INT, 92. Cf. Inf, 375 and Soul Res, 87. 



xli

movement of earlier German pietism fixated on a theology of the heart while losing its 

connection to other disciplines. They found themselves caught in a dilemma, according to 

Jaroslav Pelikan. By completely removing itself from other disciplines and focusing on an 

experiential model, they lost an important voice in theology: as Pelikan mentions, “a scientific 

theology that knows its limits and that is open to the disciplines that… other sciences can provide 

for it, even as it pays primary attention… may serve the cause of the ‘religion of the heart’ more 

faithfully than does the anti-intellectualism of the enthusiast.”128 This can also be said in the 18th 

and 19th centuries when experience was elevated as a source of theology during “The Great 

Awakening.” Revivals became places where people personally encountered the movement of the 

Spirit, and this saw a rise in the number of new converts. Revivals also demonstrated a renewed 

zeal for living out a Christian life, almost appearing as a response to the growing secularism that 

the Age of Enlightenment produced in Europe. However, their intense focus on emotions, private 

devotion, and a personal relationship with the divine had the tendency of superseding the 

intellect–a problem that still exists today. Their reaction was an attempt to correct the shift in the 

understanding of the intellect, a reaction that could be viewed (and is from the traditions that 

were directly spawned by the revivals) as the movement of the Spirit. Their spirit in devotion and 

the striving for Christian perfection is a good example of theology, except this devotion needs to 

be aligned with the early church’s interpretation of the intellect and deep-seated in the imago 

Dei. Furthermore, it must be rooted in relationship not just an individual approach. Thus, 

Gregory of Nyssa offers for today a way of understanding how devotion, perfection, life, and 

theology relate to the intellect, faith, grace, and love.

    128 Jaroslav Pelikan, The Melody of Theology: A Philosophical Dictionary (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1988), 219, s.v. “Mystical.”
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Chapter Two: Gregory of Nyssa and the Realities of Human Personhood

I. Introduction

 Noetic realities are rooted within spiritual perception which is ultimately limiting; and as a 

further complication the role of sin, or corruption, clouds both the intellect and the vision of the 

“soul’s eyes.”129 To further clarify and draw out a greater appreciation of the role of spiritual 

vision within the capacity of the human intellect in the midst of this “fog,” this thesis uses the 

limitation paradigm of Colin E. Gunton.130 Colin believed that these limitations are “not simply a 

matter of human weakness and fallibility… but of its other pole, the unknowability of God… 

The creator is known only and insofar as [God] interacts with the creation.”131 His perspective, 

however, is rather limiting itself because it treats this “ontological distinction” between humanity 

and God as a negative concept by treating it as a mere human limitation instead of seeing an 

ontological potential. In other words, while he is careful to avoid the connection between 

    129 The use of the “soul’s eyes” will be the subject of chapter four as one of several images Gregory of Nyssa 
employs to describe spiritual perception. In his writing Against Eunomius, Nyssa writes: “Little then as this dictum 
of his fits facts, nevertheless,-like one who is deluded by a dream into thinking that he sees one of the objects of his 
waking efforts, and who grasps eagerly at this phantom and with eyes deceived by this visionary desire thinks that 
he hold it….” Ag Eun, 72-73. While this his specific to his response against Eunomius, this language best describes 
the nature of sin on spiritual perception. Furthermore, it can also be said to those doctrines and conceptions held 
closely even while presented with a different and perhaps more correct understanding.  In On Virginity, Nyssa 
speaks about the location of where one looks, writing: “The eyes of swine, turning naturally downward, have no 
glimpse of the wonders of the sky; no more can the soul whose body drags it down look any longer upon the beauty 
above; it must pore perforce upon things which though natural are low and animal.” Virg, 351. Sin has a tendency to 
keep our gaze downwards. Cf. Inf. 376-377.

    130 This will frame the conversation about intelligence because he focuses on an intellect rooted in action. As 
such, it interacts with God, but the nature of humanity provides limitations to the extent this interaction can take 
place with a human initiative. However, this thesis does not believe that humanity is so deprived that there can be no 
human responsibility. The imago Dei and the exploration of the place of humanity in the first chapter support the 
idea that humanity is in a partnership with God. It is a matter of free-will: “Being in the image and the likeness, as 
has been said, of the Power which rules all things [humanity] kept also in the matter of a Free-Will this likeness to 
[God] whose Will is over all.” Evil is thus, in part, “the fabricator, to a certain extent, and the craftsman of evil.” 
Virg, 357.

    131 Colin F. Gunton, Intellect and Action: Elucidations on Christian Theology and the Life of Faith (Edinburgh T. 
& T. Clark, 2000), 56.
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weakness and limitation (and he focuses his understanding on the role of God in this ontological 

relationship), his paradigm still perpetuates a negative anthropology where the negative aspect–

the reality of limitation–of humanity takes part as a dominant voice in theological conversation. 

He describes what humanity cannot do and this is his framework or lens to which he interprets a 

noetic theology. Yet, any attempt to relate this to a Nyssen perspective will come short in Nyssa’s 

desire to approach anthropology from a more positive angle–a tradition still maintained by the 

East today.132 This can also be said about the conversation of “limitation” which the definition 

takes on a life of journey, growth, and the need for grace and faith. The approach with Nyssa, 

and the task of this thesis is then to hold in delicate tension the similarities as well as the 

differences that mark the reality of human existence and redefine the definition of noetic 

limitations to noetic realities that better reflect this more positive anthropology. Additionally, 

these realities are an accumulation of theological development from Nyssa’s predecessors–

realities rooted in lived theology–as well as the foundation for spiritual vision, otherwise the 

discussion becomes a moot observation of a barely important faculty of the intellect.

 Gunton classified three limitations in a theologically rooted anthropology: theological, 

anthropological, and eschatological. These limitations are really defining realities that place 

human personhood in the greater context of journey towards unity with the Triune God in the 

    132 Vladimir Lossky covers the distinction between two different perspectives found in the East and West in some 
detail. He writes: “St. Augustine takes his starting point the image of God in [humanity], and attempts to work out an 
idea of God, by trying to discover in [God] that which we find in the soul created in [God’s] image. The method he 
employs is one of psychological analogies applied to the knowledge of God, to theology. On the other hand, St. 
Gregory of Nyssa, for instance, starts with what revelation tells us about God in order to discover what it is in 
[humanity] which corresponds to the divine image. This is a theological method applied to the knowledge of 
[humanity], to anthropology.” Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (Crestwood, NY: St. 
Vladimir’s Press, 1976), 114-115. It does not clearly appear to be a distinction about the nature of anthropology 
itself; however, the starting point chosen will ultimately color how humanity is viewed. Cf. Mak Man, 390.
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process called theosis.133 And while it might appear that these realities impede the capacity of the 

intellect–and to some extent they do–they provide a way for spiritual senses to operate in concert 

with the intellect.134 In short, they depict realities that allows for potential. They describe the 

nature of the divine-human relationship that is connected to partnership. It is a fourth reality, 

which will be termed Incarnational, that illustrates not only the importance of sign and symbol–

the need of material elements to communicate spiritual truths pointing to those things called 

“sacramental”–but also the role of the Incarnate Christ related to the intellect following the 

earlier Patristic model adopted in the previous chapter.135 The theological reality, which is 

renamed to describe an “ontological reality,” reflects the distinction between Creator and created 

and looks at both the ultimate mystery of God–i.e. how this influences the way one approaches 

theology–and the effect of sin on the use of the intellect. The anthropological reality seeks to 

further understand the natural limitations within the difference between the Creator and created, 

while holding in tension the concept of imago Dei, and will briefly look at the role of the senses 

in the process of learning. This chapter will conclude in the climax of salvific history with the 

coming of the Incarnate Christ and the implications of a theology rooted in an embodied God, 

where God assumes the anthropological reality and provides a way for humanity to stretch their 

    133 For Nyssa, his text On Virginity is less about virginity than it is about the process or journey towards theosis: 
“what greater praise of virginity can there be than thus to be shown in a manner deifying those who share in her pure 
mysteries, so that they become partakers of [God’s] glory… when you have named the pure and incorruptible you 
have named virginity.” Virg, 344. Furthermore, within this text, Nyssa talks a lot about death. For example: “They 
are human all the time, things weak and perishing; they have to look upon the tombs of their progenitors; and so 
pain is inseparably bound up with their existence, if they have the least power of reflection.” Virg, 346. Death is one 
of the greatest marks of human finitude. 

    134 Williams, INT, 88. 

    135 Christ Jesus is important for Nyssa: “It was there shown that the Word of God is a substantial and personified 
being, Himself both God and the Word; Who has embraced in Himself all creative power, or rather Who is very 
power with an impulse to all good; Who works out effectually whatever He wills by having a power concurrent with 
His will; Whose will and work is the life of all things that exist; by Whom, too, [humanity] was brought into being 
and adorned with the highest excellences after the fashion of Deity.” Cat, 485.
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capacity of the intellect through the use of spiritual perception. Each of these realities will 

demonstrate the unique position of a positive anthropology without neglecting the understanding 

of Gunton’s “limitations.” The “eschatological reality” is described in the following chapter 

because the nature of the intellect, in light of the telos of the beatific vision or union, is tightly 

bound to theology interpreted through Nyssa’s perpetual progression in perfection.

II. The Ontological Divide and Mystery

  God eludes the natural capacity of the intellect as ἀπορία, a perplexity or doubt,136 a 

chasm–an ontological gap;137 “a direct consequence of the divine transcendence.”138 The body 

and the physical senses are limited, yet capable of transcendence, growth, and participation in 

God’s creative action.139 This “ontological reality” presents itself as a struggle to find the proper 

place of the intellect in the realm of faith; reason can only furnish a “dim and imperfect 

understanding of God.”140 Hans Boersma noted this: “Gregory of Nyssa struggles with the 

    136 Michael Sells translates ἀπορία as an “unresolvable dilemma.” Michael A. Sells, Mystical Language of 
Unsaying (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1994), 2.

    137 Nathan Crawford, “Bridging the Gap: Understanding Knowledge of God in Gregory of Nyssa’s Commentary 
on the Song of Songs,” The Asbury Journal 65:2 (September 2010): 55-67. Cf. Scot Douglass, Theology of the Gap: 
Cappadocian Language Theory and the Trinitarian Controversy (Bern: Peter Lang, 2005).

    138 Jean Daniélou, “Introduction,” GLORY, 55. The eternity of God is more complex than simply stating that God 
is without beginning and end. For example, David Bentley Hart expands this complexity: “the divine nature knows 
no past or future, no sequence, but is like an endless ocean of eternity; it is not time, though time flows from it.” He 
later continues, “The insuperable ontological difference between creation and God–between the dynamism of 
finitude and an infinite that is eternally dynamic–is simultaneously an implication of the infinite in the finite, a 
partaking by the finite of that which it does not own, but within which it moves–not dialectically, abstractedly, or 
merely theoretically–but through its own endless growth in the good things of God.” David Bentley Hart, The 
Beauty of the Infinite: The Aesthetics of Christian Truth (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans, 2003), 193. Cf. Ans Eun, 
257; Inf, 357; Mak Man, 410-411.

    139 Hans Boersma, “Overcoming Time and Space: Gregory of Nyssa’s Anagogical Theology,” Journal of Early 
Christian Studies 20:4 (Winter 2012): 575-612.

    140 Williams, INT, 119. Nyssa writes: “If these things are looked at literally, not only will the understanding of 
those who seek God be dim, but their concept of him will also be inappropriate.” Life Mos, 112.



xliv

limitations that time and space impose on human beings. Bodies are subject to the limitations 

that their created environment imposes.”141 The notion of διάστηµα, a “mark of creaturely 

measurability”142 (distance), for Nyssa provided a viable answer to the place of theology, 

revelation, and the intellect in light of this “ontological distinction;” theology and the intellect 

have had a contentious relationship within Christian traditions that upheld experience over 

tradition and reason. Even within his writings, Nyssa does not rely solely on reason to develop 

his argument, to which his training in rhetoric would have served him well, nor does he cite 

philosophy blindly without rooting it in Christian truth. Rather, he draws on both philosophical 

conversations as well as Scriptural revelation, which he uses to define the intellect and 

understand its relationship to theology. Nonetheless, it is important to note here a level of 

uncertainty as to whether the human intellect is transcended, moving beyond all knowledge, or if 

there is something deeper at work within the intellect and its capacity–i.e. human intelligence has 

the capacity to engage in meaningful theological conversation.143

 This study believes the latter is a better description that allows for the faculties of spiritual 

perception (that the intellect has the capacity naturally), following the belief that διάστηµα is not 

the final aim of human personhood; Nyssa closely links διάστηµα to time even more than to an 

ontological interpretation of body and being. Boersma argues that “the reason for this much more 

tenuous connection is precisely Gregory’s conviction that while matter had a place in paradise” it 

would also “have a place in heaven.”144 Nyssa writes: “For the bodies which grow again from the 

    141 Boersma, “Overcoming Time and Space,” 575.

    142 Alexander L. Abecina, Time and Sacramentality in Gregory of Nyssa’s Contra Eunomium (Strathfield, 
Australia: St. Pauls Publications, 2013), 19.

    143 Ludlow, Gregory of Nyssa: Ancient and [post]Modern, 231.

    144 Boersma, “Anagogical Theology,” 605.
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sowing are said by the apostle to have their perfection in incorruptibility, glory, honor, and 

power.”145 Macrina echoes this saying: 

A kind of vessels and voluntary receptacles for souls were fashioned by the 
Wisdom which constructed the universe, in order that there should be a container to 
receive good things, a container which would always become larger with the 
addition of what would be poured into it. For the participation in the divine good is 
such that it makes anyone into whom it enters greater and more receptive.146

If the image of “receptacle” or “ἀγγεῖον”–vessel–relates to the goal of participation, that it might 

be increasingly filled with “good things” resulting in it always becoming larger, a relationship is 

implied revealing the assumption that part of the divine nature interacts with the created.147 To 

take this idea of receptacle and apply it to the intellect provides–what this study believes–a better 

image of the human capacity to be stretched in order for an increased participation in the beatific 

vision. For example, memory–a faculty of the soul, and an aspect of the intellect–facilitates the 

growth of a person towards the union with God.148 It is capable of being stretched precisely 

because it facilitates this journey forward. 

 The instrument of faith plays an important role in the nature of God’s relationship to the 

human personhood as God directs and guides towards union through intimate relationship. 

Harrison writes: “[Knowledge] is limited by the boundary of what the mind can contain. Faith 

moves beyond this boundary, bringing us into relationship with what we cannot apprehend and 

    145 Soul Res, 121.

    146 Soul Res, 87.

    147 Or instead of larger, it is emptied. Cf. Life Mos, 68.

    148 Wessel, “Memory and Individuality,” 371.
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making it our own.”149 Despair leads one to faith when knowledge brings no relief.150 Therefore, 

as Nyssa understands, faith helps to propel the person towards their final goal of communion 

with God or beatific vision, which is not a static endeavor, but an active participation in the 

divine life. According to Jean Daniélou, this experiential nature of the “vision of God”–or what 

is called the beatific vision–ultimately results in a relationship of love, for one cannot love what 

one does not know.151 And as Nyssa writes appropriating Irenaeus, “to see God is, as was said 

above, the life of the soul,”152 the life which nourishes and strengthens. Accordingly, the intellect 

was created for a specific purpose of participation in God, but this participation required divine 

initiative to allow the capacity to grow in goodness and the gift of faith to provide the means for 

the intellectual capability to grow beyond itself so that “like... might be able to see like.”153 God 

carries humanity through the gift of faith into divine partnership even while the “gap” continues 

to exist; for the purpose of humanity is active participation. By doing so the intellect can become 

more receptive to the activities of God in history–the more one is surrounded and participates in 

God’s activities, the more one comes to see God and the gift of faith strengthened and pushed to 

new heights. God transcends the “gap” to reach those who are in their own “gap” created by 

humanity–those on the margins, the poor, the sick, etc. Therefore, to see God is to be where God 

is active. 

 What does this have to do with theology? More specifically, what is the implication of 

    149 Verna E.F. Harrison, Gregory of Nyssa on Grace and Freedom According to St. Gregory of Nyssa (Lewiston, 
NY: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1992), 67.

    150 Daniélou, PTM, 139.

    151 Daniélou, PTM, 245.

    152 Inf, 378. “Tous les hommes sont créés par Dieu en vue de la vision beatifique.” Jean Daniélou, “Les traité sur 
les enfants morts prématurément de Grégoire de Nysse,” Vigillae Christianae 20:3 (September 1, 1966): 175.

    153 Inf, 378.
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Nyssa’s understanding of reason in his theological framework, classified by Jean Daniélou as 

mysticism?154 “La vérité fondamentale est que Dieu a fait l'homme pour le contempler; la vie 

future, en tant qu'elle est cette contemplation, relève donc de la nature même de l'homme.”155 

When thinking about God through theological discourse, categories are used in attempt to “close 

the gap by extending our own finite extension into infinite extension: eternity is from our point 

of view infinite temporal extension in both directions stretching out toward God's true eternity 

beyond any "dimension" at all.”156 Concepts are created in attempt to connect an infinite and 

transcendent God to the limited and finite capacity of the intellect even while the label 

“mysticism” is not unanimous among scholars within Nyssen scholarship. As Verna Harrison 

points out, “the contention that in consequence of the ontological gulf between the uncreated and 

the created [Nyssa] denies the possibility of any direct knowledge of God.”157 Mysticism 

provides a way to approach the task of theology that is often seen in contrast to a discursive 

theology, yet, in the historical root of mysticism, the concept of gnosis, a secret knowledge of the 

    154 This is very much influenced by the works of Jean Daniélou in PTM. The definition of mysticism provided by 
Ewert H. Cousins demonstrates the development of this word, and even then today it has a different connotations to 
the average person because of its misuse and its popular application through movements such as the “New Age 
Movement.” From the Greek period, mysticism referred “to the secrecy surrounding the mysteries or rites performed 
in ancient Greece, especially at eleusis. In the Western Middle Ages the Latin term mysticus was often used to mean 
spiritual, with the connotation of something hidden or secret, especially in relation to the allegorical or symbolic 
interpretation of Scripture.” Today, “Mysticism suggests the higher forms of religious experience, with an emphasis 
on their intense, even ecstatic character and their proximity to union with God.” Ewert, H. Cousins, A Spiritual 
Journey Into the Future, ed. Janet Kvamme Cousins (Lima, OH: Wyndham Hall Press, 2010), 17.

    155 Daniélou, “Les traité,” 174.

    156 Paul Plass, “Transcendent Time and Eternity in Gregory of Nyssa,” Vigiliae Christianae 34 (1980): 182.

    157 Harrison, Gregory of Nyssa on Grace and Freedom, 63. This is also mentioned at length by David Bentley 
Hart. He writes: “Moreover, one may certainly stipulate that Gregory’s treatises have nothing to do with the practice 
of ascetical mysticism as a ‘noetic’ discipline, as distinct from the practical life of Christian virtue; but not only does 
his thought in no way preclude the mystical, it definitely invokes the mystical.” Hart, The Beauty of the Infinite, 197.
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Divine, was intimately connected to experience.158 Furthermore, if one uses the distinctions of 

mysticism shown by Margaret Smith, it seems to align with the goal of this thesis as well as 

demonstrating a lens in which one can approach the study of Nyssen theology as a whole.159  The 

paradox of God being completely transcendent and also intimately related to creation because all 

existence is dependent upon God–which necessitates that nothing can be apart from God–is 

present within mysticism and motivates the elevation of revelation with this gnosis, this 

knowledge of God.160 “Mysticism, therefore, involves an intense and continuous awareness of 

the all-pervading Presence of God, but it goes beyond this in aiming at a knowledge of Ultimate 

reality.”161 It seems to answer the dilemma with trying to imagine the human telos as unity with 

the beatific vision of a transcendent God, realities that are simply beyond the imagination of any 

    158 This is not necessarily Gnosticism, though Gnosticism is definitely related. It could be called pseudo-
Gnosticism although this is not what this thesis seeks to do. The understanding of mysticism today is very different 
from how the early church fathers would have interpreted the word. This term is often associated to personal 
experience and an ecstatic event today. Jaroslav Pelikan mentions the connection between Greek and Neo-Platonism 
within the works of Origen and the Cappadocian Fathers. Pelikan, The Melody of Theology, 171. 

    159 This break down is through the following postulates: 1) “the soul can see and perceive by a spiritual sense, ‘a 
unique mode of perception, corresponding to the unicity of that which is perceived,’” 2) “the soul, in order to know 
God, must itself be a partaker of the Divine nature. Only if there is something real in the nature of the self can it 
hope to know Reality,” 3) “none can attain to a direct knowledge of God except by purification from self. The soul 
must be stripped of the veils of selfishness and sensuality if it is to see clearly the Divine vision,” and 4) “the guide 
and inspiration of the soul in its ascent to God is love. The life of communion with God must be rotted and grounded 
in love.” Margaret Smith, The Way of the Mystics: The Early Christian Mystics and the Rise of the Sufis (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1978), 4-5. This chapter specifically will develop and approach the first two assumptions, 
while chapter five –in its conclusion about the intellect- will focus on the latter two. The goal is to demonstrate not 
only how spiritual sense finds a perfect and quite natural place in the intellect, but also how the intellect is not a 
foreign or alien concept in the role of mysticism. 

    160 “The moving away and the proximity, the departure and the return, seem to be confused within the same 
faithfulness. When the god becomes too close, then we want to seize him, and the danger, even more than the 
difficulty, floors us. That which saves us grows with the danger itself: the most touching proximity distances-is what 
can be done by the highest faithfulness.” Jean-Luc Marion, influenced by Dionysius, wants to maintain the 
transcendent nature of God. Cf. Jean-Luc Marion, The Idol and Distance, trans. Thomas A. Carlson (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 2001), 103-104. “Infinite space promotes, at the same time, the greatest intimacy.” 
Robyn Horner, Jean-Luc Marion: A Theo-logical Introduction (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 
2005), 56.

    161 Smith, The Way of the Mystics, 3.
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theologian. It also draws concerns about the usefulness of the intellect, with either the balance 

tipped towards contemplation and practical theology or to the “academic” and scholastic 

approach–either extreme equally posing a problem when divorced from the other.162 

 The mystery of God and the limitation on knowing the full extent of the human intellect is 

a natural part of the division between created/uncreated, but it is also perpetuated by the role of 

sin or corruption–a kind of second darkness.163 The difference with the concept of sin is how 

much damage it does to the person. Nyssa, unlike others who strongly believe in the destructive 

nature of sin, believes that reason is not damaged to the point of helplessness, even with the 

Fall.164 He writes, “[Death] enwrapped [nature] externally, but not internally. It grasped the 

sentient part of [humanity], but laid no hold upon the Divine image.”165 This sentient part (the 

body) “dissolves” with the coming of death but the Divine image, the intellect which “in its 

nature is of a nobler and more exalted character,” is the nature of immortality that is enveloped 

but not touched by the liability of death.166 The consequence of the Fall is the struggle of the 

intellect over the body; the continuous act, habitual sinning does not destroy the nature–which is 

inherently linked to the image of God–but is continuously obscured by what Nyssa calls a layer 

of rust formed over the mirror of the soul.167 Nyssa writes, “Then that godly beauty of the soul 

which was an imitation of the Archetypal Beauty, like fine steel blackened with the vicious 

    162 Scholasticism is referring to the movement in theology 

    163 This limitation or the mystery of the self is discussed in the next section on anthropological reality. 

    164 Virg, 358. Cf. Williams, INT, 119.

    165 Cat, 483.

    166 Cat, 483.

    167 Johannes Zachhuber, Human Nature in Gregory of Nyssa: Philosophical Background and Theological 
Significance (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 175.
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rust… but was disfigured with the ugliness of sin.”168

 The historical picture in the development of theology can attest to the struggles of a limited 

intelligence and the drive to reach beyond, grasping what is hidden from one’s mind. The task of 

answering the question proposed in this thesis about what makes a human, human, is a great case 

study for the nature of this type of limitation. “The answer to “What” is the human person? could 

be attempted through analytical, relational, or phenomenological categories that have often led to 

generic answers that, in turn, paint a generic human.”169 Orlando Espín offers a different 

approach to the question that is very much motivated by a theological inquiry; instead of asking 

“What is a human?” it should be redirected to ask “Who is a human?” The change in this 

question is a shift towards a relational approach to theology that is rooted in an early Christian 

theology explored in the previous chapter. Additionally, if the Trinity is relationship and 

humanity was created in the image of this Triune God then the imago Dei naturally assumes a 

relationship. This not only connects the concept of mirror–that there is need of both a mirror and 

a subject of the reflection–but also participation, communion, and the faculties of the intellect 

which are related by need.

III. The Reality of the Imago Dei on Anthropology

    168 Virg, 357. 

    169 Orlando Espín, Grace and Humanness: Theological Reflections Because of Culture (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Books, 2007), 51. While Espín does not speak about Nyssa, his insights on “humanness” and culture are relevant for 
an interpretation of intelligence that dehumanizes some people today. 
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 The reality of the imago Dei is an anthropological identity rooted in and dependent upon 

God and the basis of Nyssen anthropology.170 “All created reality bears the mark of contingency 

and is essentially related to God who holds everything together. God sustains all reality in 

existing.”171 Vladimir Lossky, addressing Nyssa’s beginning point for theological anthropology, 

writes “St. Gregory of Nyssa… starts with what revelation tells us of God in order to discover 

what it is in [humanity] which corresponds to the divine image.”172 This is also reflected by Ellen 

Charry: “Understanding God correctly was necessary in order for people to grasp their own 

identity as Christians and achieve true happiness in it.”173 The work of Gregory of Nyssa 

demonstrated a positive and negative anthropology that suggested both the reality of διάστηµα–

separation, difference, limitation174–and, paradoxically, the notion of imago Dei.175 He believed 

that humanity, by being created for the purpose of incarnate likeness–to become like Christ–was 

therefore “made in the image of God that like might be able to see like, and to St. Gregory to see 

    170 Daniélou, PTM, 52.  Cf. Nonna Verna Harrison, “Greek Patristic Foundations of Trinitarian Anthropology,” 
399. See also Vladimir Lossky’s Chapter on the “Theology of the Image in In the Image and Likeness of God. “He 
writes, “The condition of Personhood belongs to every human being in virtue of a singular and unique relation to 
God who created him ‘in His image’.” He later continues: “What is important to notice, in speaking of the theology 
of the image applied to humanity, is how the human person manifests God.”  Vladimir Lossky, A l’image et a la 
ressemblance de Dieu (Paris: Aubier-Montaigne, 1967), 135-136.

    171 John McDonnell, “Christian Anthropology: The Divine—Human Relationship,” Chicago Studies 36, (August 
1997): 144-145. “Now, that everything that exists, after God, in the intellectual or sensible world of beings owes that 
existence to Him… everyone agrees that the Universe is linked to one First Cause.” Inf, 375.

    172 Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology, 115.

    173 Ellen T. Charry, By the Renewing of Your Minds: The Pastoral Function of Christian Doctrine (New York: 
Oxford, 1997), 229.

    174 The Brill Dictionary of Gregory of Nyssa, ed. Lucas Francisco Mateo Seco and Giulio Maspero (Leiden: Brill, 
2010), 70.

    175 Mak Man, 387. Cf. Soul Res, 51.
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God is the very life of the soul.”176 Participation, an ontological concept, is applied or inherently 

found in the image, which is a form of participation in God.177 Chapter one suggested that the 

“microcosm of the universe” was fixed to the created world that appeared to place humanity in 

opposition to the divine nature. Nyssa, however, uses the language of “microcosm” to ask: “In 

what then does the greatness of [human kind] consist…? Not in his likeness to the created world, 

but in his being in the image of the nature of the Creator.”178 Humanity is special, not because of 

its relationship to the created world–although it was suggested that humanity as a medium for 

divine grace was a significant concept in the elevation of creation–but because humanity 

displayed the image and likeness of God.179 This distinction between created humans and the rest 

of creation and the relationship of body-soul became the lynchpin for the imago Dei–there is real 

theological merit in the creation narratives that humanity was specially created and referenced to 

as an image of the Creator.

 God’s image in humanity, the likeness that facilitates the vision, is portrayed “not red, or 

white, or the blending of these, whatever it may be called… But instead of these, purity, freedom 

from passion, blessedness, alienation from all evil, and all those attributes of the like kind which 

help to form in [humanity] the likeness of God.”180 The nature of these attributes exists as an 

enigma or mystery (a reality of the imago Dei), thus rendering a precise definition that 

    176 Smith, The Way of the Mystics, 60. Nyssa writes, “In the same way [humanity], who was created to enjoy 
God’s goodness, had to have some element in [one’s] nature akin to what [one] was to share. Hence [humanity] was 
endowed with life, reason, wisdom, and all the good things of God, so that by each of them, [one’s] desires might be 
directed to what was natural in [humanity].” Cat, 479. Cf. Soul Res, 83.

    177 Abecina, Time and Sacramentality, 22.

    178 Mak Man, 404. 

    179 Mak Man, 399.

    180 Mak Man, 391. Cf. Virg, 357; J. T. Muckle, "The Doctrine of St. Gregory of Nyssa on Man as the Image of 
God," Mediaeval Studies 7 (1945): 66-69.
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encompasses the extent and manner to which the attributes operate nearly impossible.181 

Regardless of the position or extent of each characteristic, they are what Nyssa called a mirror, 

reflecting the divine and supreme Beauty.182 Nyssa writes: “If, then, one should withdraw from 

those who seduce him to evil and by the use of his reason turn to the better… like a mirror, face 

to face with the hope of good things, with the result that the images and impressions of virtue… 

are imprinted on the purity of his soul.”183 Those things that the soul reflects imprints onto the 

very mirror–the soul understood as a receptacle for “good things.” This image, or likeness 

according to Nyssa, implied a certain assumption: “there is a great difference between that which 

is conceived in the archetype, and a thing which has been made in its image.”184 The mirror and 

the object it reflects are fundamentally different. Nyssa asked, “how is it that while the Deity is 

in bliss, and humanity is in misery, the latter is yet in Scripture called ‘like’ the former?”185 

 However positive the image and the height of any noetic model elevated through the imago 

    181 “Despite the fact that God transcends all thought, he constantly prompts us to think of him: he is the Being 
who transcends all existences, yet is the source of all the beauty and majesty of creation, and contemplation of that 
very creation only spurs new thoughts of God in us, each of which must be interpreted in the light of wisdom.” 
Williams, INT, 89. Cf. Ans Eun, 309.

    182 “And as we said that the mind was adorned by the likeness of the archetypal beauty, being formed as though it 
were a mirror to receive the figure of that which it expresses, we consider that the nature which is governed by it is 
attached to the mind in the same relation, and that it too is adorned by the beauty that the mind gives, being, so to 
say, a mirror of the mirror; and that by it is swayed and sustained the material element of that existence in which the 
nature is contemplated.” Mak Man, 399. Cf. Daniélou, PTM, 223-234.

    183 Life Mos, 65. He also writes in On the Making of Man, “And as we said that the mind was adorned… being 
formed as though it were a mirror to receive the figure of that which it expresses….” Mak Man, 399. 

    184 Mak Man, 404. This is also reflected in his work, On the Soul and the Resurrection: “That which is made in 
the image of something else must keep in every respect a similarity to its archetype. The likeness of the intellectual 
is intellectual. The likeness of the bodiless is bodiless, freed from all weight and escaping all dimensional 
measurement like its archetype, but different from it according to the particular property of its nature. For it would 
not be an image if it were the same as its original in all respects.” Soul Res, 45. 

    185 Mak Man, 405.
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Dei, it cannot remove the διάστηµα, thus the image is limited by this fact.186 The distinct nature 

of humanity and the consequences or realities of the Creator-created relationship suggests that 

limitations are naturally engrained in a noetic theological anthropology and the capacity of what 

one can ultimately know about external objects or even the “almighty” God; as Johannes 

Zachhuber notes, “it rather seems that in very many respects [humanity] is opposed to the 

divine.”187 Even within the process of theosis, it is impossible for anyone to attain the nature of 

God–one can only partake in likeness through the divine properties.188 Frances Young provides a 

concise summary of this perspective found in Basil:

We do not and cannot  know God's Being, [God’s] actual essence… What we do 
know is [God’s] greatness… power… wisdom… goodness, [God’s] providential 
care for us, and the justice of… judgment. It is from God's activities that we know 
God; [God’s] activities reach down to us, but [God’s] essence remains inaccessible. 
Knowledge of the divine essence is the perception of [God’s] incomprehensibility: 
'no [one] has seen God at any time.189

 The Platonic influences in Nyssa implied that the relationship between humanity and God 

was an intelligible one, thus the soul is of particular interest for Nyssa:190

On the contrary, while the body’s bulk is limited to the proportions peculiar to it, 
the soul by the movements of its thinking faculty can coincide at  will with the 
whole of creation. It ascends to the heavens, and sets foot within the deep. It 
traverses the breadth of the world, and in the restlessness of its curiosity  makes its 
way into the regions that are beneath the earth and often it is occupied in the 
scrutiny  of the wonders of heaven, and feels no weight from the appendage of the 

    186 Vladimir Cvetkovic, “St Gregory’s Argument Concerning the Lack of Dιάστηµα in the Divine Activities From 
Ad Ablabium,” in Greogry of Nyssa: The Minor Treatises on Trinitarian Theology and Apollinarism, ed. Volker 
Henning Drecoll and Margitta Berghaus (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 373-374.

    187 Zachhuber, Human Nature in Gregory of Nyssa, 167.

    188 Gross, The Divinization of the Christian, 180.

    189 Frances M. Young, "God: An Essay in Patristic Theology," Modern Churchman 24:3-4 (January 1, 1981): 150.

    190 Nyssa follows Origen in his trichotomy of body, soul, and spirit; the mind is of the highest element, an 
incorporeal receptacle that receives information from the corporeal senses. 
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body.191

There is a fellowship between the soul and body, sharing in a particular bond that remains even 

after death.192 Yet, here there is a difference between the two that follows along the “ontological 

distinction” between the immaterial and the material part of human existence. The soul, which 

includes the capacity of the intellect, is capable of reaching the mysteries of the unknown;193 

Nyssa writes: “The world of thought is bodiless, impalpable, and figureless” and when it comes 

to beauty, this immaterial, “hidden” and intellectual part of human personhood plays an 

important role that reveals the inherent “desire” and attraction to the supreme Beauty. According 

to Nyssa, there is an “admixture and interpenetration of the sensible with the intellectual 

department, in order that all things may equally have a share in the beautiful.”194 To further 

understand this, Nyssa’s interpretation of the creation narrative provides a basis for this 

relationship between body and soul. The creation accounts did not take place in a sequence of 

time but was simultaneously created in a moment. Following an Origenist interpretation (two 

distinct creation stories: one of the intelligible realm and the second of the physical), Nyssa 

adopted a dualistic approach, but it differed in that the pre-existence of the soul was strongly 

    191 Cat, 485. In On the Soul and the Resurrection, Macrina responds to Nyssa’s question about the soul: “Different 
authors have offered different descriptions of the soul, each defining it as he chooses, but my opinion concerning it 
is this: the soul is an essence which has a beginning; it is a living and intellectual essence which by itself gives to the 
organic and sensory body the power of life and reception of sense-impressions as long as the nature which can 
receive these maintains its existence.” Soul Res, 37-38.

    192 The soul remembers every atom of the body even after the body has returned to the ground. This fellowship is 
important for Nyssa in his understanding of the bodily resurrection. Cat, 483. Cf. Soul Res, 46-47; Mak Man, 421.

    193 Life Mos, 113.

    194 Cat, 480. 



lvi

rejected.195 Nyssa believed that there was a separation between the intelligible world and the 

sensible world (the separation of the firmament), in which humanity exists as a bridge existing in 

both simultaneously; this was out of God’s foresight and grace from the misuse of freedom 

towards evil.196 

The nature of human beings before the fall was portrayed by Nyssa as light. In his Fourth 

Homily on the Song of Songs, Nyssa writes: “At the beginning, human nature was golden and 

gleaming because of its likeness to the undefiled Good. But later, by reason of the admixture of 

evil, it became discolored and dark… we heard the Bride say that negligence in keeping her 

vineyard made her dark.”197 For Nyssa all individuals were created at once and only became 

“agents” of time because of the fall, similar to Origen’s creation account. They were without sex, 

capable of producing in the manner of the Angels, and without the “stages of human reality”–e.g. 

birth, development, and death. Nyssa preserves God’s foreknowledge; God saw the fall and the 

loss of equality to the angels, then mingling the irrational with the image came Adam and Eve, 

the distinction of sex and the addition of passions.198

 Conversely, human personhood is shrouded in “darkness” providing difficulty when trying 

    195 Soul Res, 98-101. Origen interpreted the creation narratives in Genesis as two distinct creations; the first is the 
creation of the immaterial and rational existence, and the latter of the physical, material existence as a response to 
house the fallen spirits (“cooled spirits”) who after the first creation had spontaneously turned away from Gods love. 
Alexey R. Fokin, “Soul and Spirit,” 603. “While [Origen], too, defines human beings as rational animals, and 
identifies the animal nature as one composed of a unity of body and soul, he is notorious for regarding embodiment 
as a consequence of the Fall.” The body, for him, can best be described as a pastoral provision that would assist the 
intellect to return to the One. Williams, INT, 54-55.

    196 Bernard McGinn and Patricia Ferris McGinn provide a good summary of this concept. See Bernard McGinn 
and Patricia Ferris McGinn, Early Christian Mystics: The Divine Vision of the Spiritual Masters (New York: 
Crossroad Publishing Company, 2003), 140-141.

    197 Homily 4, Hom Song, 113.

    198 Earnest Vernon McClear, “The Fall of Man and Original Sin in the Theology of Gregory of Nyssa,” 
Theological Studies 9:2 (June 1, 1948): 180-181.
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to understand the nature of and the innermost reality of the Trinity–the heart of God.199 This 

darkness is twofold: the incomprehensibility of God and the incomprehensibility of the self–the 

essence related to the image of the divine that is unable to be known by others or to be fully 

known by the individual themselves. The latter is of interest, as “Nyssa suggested, the human 

being is a mystery that images divine incomprehensibility.”200 The capacities of the senses, 

which are normally engaged in the process of learning and discovery, are incapable of self-

participation–meaning they are not able to observe the inner working of the individual. Both 

require the use of special revelation (or this could be understood as grace related to faith) and 

both will be explored as the concept of darkness is placed into a Nyssen context. 

Identity lies in a relational perspective of anthropology, in part because relationship 

defines existence. This is a theological idea embedded in the concept of the Trinity and it 

emanates outward into creation through the continuous creative action of each person of the 

Trinity and in the salvation narrative. The fashioning of humanity in the image implies a certain 

reflection of the Trinity as a reality. Verna Harrison asks, “If our creation according to the divine 

image emerges from the shared deliberation and activity of the divine persons, is not our core 

human identity rooted in the mutual relationship, love and communion?”201 The question is 

answered by Kevin Corrigan: “Minds are essentially dialogical in that they are made to share in 

divine community and each other. This suggests, instead, an intimate, self-reflective and 

    199 Darkness is used in quotations because “He invokes the theme of divine darkness relatively infrequently and 
then only while commenting on certain biblical texts, and these in quite specific apophatic contexts; he speaks more 
frequently of union by divinization in light.” Laird, Gregory of Nyssa and the Grasp of Faith, 176. The 
Cappadocians believed that God’s assistance in rising above is required because of the gulf between finite and 
Infinite is too great for it to be natural. Knowledge is important for this concept because it is seen as a unitive force, 
an aspect of Nyssen theology covered in significant detail later in this chapter. Cf. Williams, INT, 105. 

    200 Verna Harrison, “Greek Patristic Foundations of Trinitarian Anthropology,” Pro Ecclesia 14 (2005): 402.

    201 Harrison, “Greek Patristic Foundations,” 406.
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dialogical model of mind, in which thought… is not really a function of one mind, but of all 

minds in God.”202 However, there is also a darker side to this question that is rooted in sin or 

distortion. Because the image has been so distorted, bent towards asking the “What” instead of 

the “Who,” humanity has struggled to find their identity that should be deeply rooted in God and 

the rest of creation. Relationships reflect something else when the nature of the question is 

shifted to the “What.” It reflects an impersonal reality that can and is often focused on what type 

of job or career one is working, the labels placed upon one either by birth or by “choice,” by 

what they know or do not know. People are not seen for who they are, a reality rooted in an 

image of a divine and beautiful Creator–a child of God, to borrow a popular and almost clichéd 

church phrase. This perpetuates a strong sense of individualism. Freedom is misused because it is 

misunderstood. 

Sin is a constant reality for this life in which one’s vision is often clouded, or as Harrison 

points out, “we find we are unable to perceive God though we were originally created with the 

capacity to do so.”203 The mirror that Nyssa uses to describe the imago Dei is covered in a layer 

of filth that distorts the reflection of God. In some cases, the mirror is found to reflect something 

entirely different from the true and supreme Beauty. The reality of sin today demonstrated the 

distorted image that points towards brokenness. Broken relationship are perpetuated by Pride that 

leads to the continued power structures of racism, classism, sexism, ageism, to name a few, that 

theology–through the development of contextual theologies—seeks to deconstruct. It makes it 

harder to encounter spiritual realities and has influence over the way one sees another, often not 

as other humans but as a label or category. Sin is true ignorance. It is an ignorance of God, of 

    202 Corrigan, Evagrius and Gregory, 42.

    203 Harrison, God’s Many-Splendored Image, 54.
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neighbor, of beauty, and of the self. Nyssa also writes: “God, who contrives everything by 

Wisdom, does not devise for her [human nature] some novel beauty that had never before 

existed. Rather, [God] restores her to her original loveliness by releasing it, recasting the one 

who had been darkened by vice so that she becomes undefiled.”204 God provides a way for the 

rust covering the mirror to fall away allowing the mirror to reflect the beauty of God. In the 

following homily he continues: 

Hence the mirror that is human nature does not become beautiful until it has 
drawn close to the Beautiful and been formed by the image of the divine Beauty. 
For just as human nature took the form of the serpent as long as it lay prostrate 
upon the earth and directed its gaze on him, in the same way, when it  has risen up 
and shown itself to be face to face with the Good by turning its back upon evil, it 
is shaped in accordance with that which it looks upon.205

 What can be said about the relationship between the senses and the intellect? Nyssa writes, 

“For since the senses have a close connection with what is gross and earthy, while the intellect is 

in its nature of a nobler and more exalted character than the movements involved in sensation, it 

follows that as, through the estimate which is made by the senses, there is an erroneous judgment 

as to what is morally good.”206 The reality of human existence and the interconnected nature of 

body and soul create an environment where one receives knowledge; “appearance was what 

defined the nature of beings, and [God] made perception the standard by which all things are 

comprehended.”207 The intellect can only take in what the senses perceive, processing external 

stimuli into internal conceptual knowledge. The learning process is a continual cycle between 

sense perception, process into conceptual knowledge, and subsequent reflection. This 

    204 Homily 4, Hom Song, 113.

    205 Homily 5, Hom Song, 163.

    206 Cat, 483.

    207 Soul Res, 31. Cf. Mak Man 395-396. 
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dependency upon the human senses to gather knowledge reveals its own limitations; Nyssa 

recognizes that the nature of the senses allows it the capacity to deceive. Each sense is far from 

perfection, and the processes of the mind between the information gathered and the resulting act 

of understanding and reflection often produce room for errors to occur.208 

IV. An Incarnational Reality Bridging the “Gap” 

Jules Gross hints at an important question that sheds light on the discussion of this 

Incarnational reality: why did God not come and save humanity from the fall immediately after 

the event?209 It seems as if God chose a meandering way, interacting in specific events or people 

throughout salvation history. The Cappadocian Fathers provided an answer. They understood the 

Incarnation as a pivotal event in the history of humanity, an opinion shared by Elizabeth Agnew 

Cochran, specifically in the works of Nyssa.210 She believes that the “conception of humanity as 

God’s image and likeness, [Nyssa’s] understanding the nature of human perfection, and his 

affirmation of the significance of God’s self-revelation” can all be enriched by a Christological 

interpretation if not a necessity to come to a more holistic understanding of human nature.211 In 

agreement with the importance of Christ, orthodox scholar Brandon F. Gallaher writes:

Creation, and time is its basic mark, is founded on Christ, in whom all things hold 
together, and it is remade, perfected and completed in His saving work realized in 

    208 This will be explored in greater detail during the discussion of the spiritual senses in the next part of this 
chapter. 

    209 Gross, The Divinization of the Christian, 182.

    210 To keep with the theme I am applying her argument to the other two as well.

    211 Cochran, “The Imago Dei and Human Perfection,” 403.
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the Church. Christ came to recreate all things by His cross in the Church and time 
itself is the space within creation wherein this re-creation takes place.212

Nyssa preludes Gallaher’s statement writing in The Great Catechism, “He who holds together 

Nature in existence is transfused in us; while at that other time He was transfused throughout our 

nature, in order that our nature might by this transfusion of the Divine become itself divine, 

rescued as it was from death.”213 And in his writing Against Eunomius, Nyssa expands this idea: 

“taking to Himself humanity in completeness, He mingled His life-giving power with our mortal 

and perishable nature, and changed, by the combination with Himself, our deadness to living 

grace and power.”214 The damage done in human history that marks human time is healed as God 

superimposes human time with God’s activities through the Incarnation. The collective memory 

of humanity is renewed and restored. In short, “Gregory assumes here that the saving process 

begins in the revelation of the glory of God, and that the Son has achieved this in a new and 

unparalleled way in his life, death and resurrection, by the moral and physical transformation of 

weak human flesh.”215 God walked among the people, healed the sick, preached to all who 

listened, and chose to take on the reality of human violence and death. And through the 

resurrection one now had the promise of being fully restored.

What Cochran saw as a central lens to view Nyssen anthropology is also noted by Philip 

Kariatlis: “Only when Christ and salvation are seen as the governing principle of [The Life of 

Moses] will the mystical dimension of his thought, namely his mystical or theophanic theology, 

    212 Brandon F. Gallaher, “Chalice of Eternity: An Orthodox Theology of Time,” St. Vladimir’s Theological 
Quarterly 57:1 (2013): 6.

    213 Cat, 495.

    214 Ag Eun, 179.

    215 Brian E. Daley, “Divine Transcendence and Human Transformation,” in Re-thinking Gregory of Nyssa, ed., 
Sarah Coakley (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2003), 69.
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be discerned and in fact appreciated.”216 The coming of Christ in human flesh makes the 

incomprehensible, invisible God visible and comprehensible even if on a limited basis. 

Zachhuber states that “[i]n the Incarnation the Logos became an image of God in order to restore 

human beings to their original image character.”217 Nyssa predates Zachhuber centuries ago 

writing:

His goodness is caught sight of in His election to save lost man; His wisdom and 
justice have been displayed in the method of our salvation; His power, in that, 
though born in the likeness and fashion of a [human], on the lowly level of our 
nature, and in accordance with that likeness raising the expectation that  he could be 
overmastered by death, he, after such a birth, nevertheless produced the effects 
peculiar and natural to Him. Now it is the peculiar effect  of light to make darkness 
vanish, and of life to destroy death.218

Basil of Caesarea saw the participation in the life of Christ as a way to share in his 

virtues, a participation in a gift freely given by God. God allows one to become fully human, 

specifically influenced by the incarnation. Sin has affected the image in such a way that the 

activities of the Incarnation, the coming and life of Christ Jesus, are essential in salvation and in 

the life of contemplation, nudging one towards the divine telos.219 Like his brother Basil, Nyssa 

believed the Incarnation was a special appearance, “not as phenomenon to the senses but as 

    216 Philip Kariatlis, “’Dazzling Darkness’: The Mystical or Theophanic Theology of St. Gregory of Nyssa,” 
Phronema 27: 2 (2012): 103. According the Brill Dicitionary, Nyssa has a strong union between both his 
Christological and Soteriological perspective in such a way that to talk about the one, is to also talk about the other. 
Francisco, Brill Dictionary of Gregory of Nyssa, 139. As Brian E. Daley points out, Greogory “never treats of the 
person and being of Christ in a single, thematically focused treatise, comparable to his opuscula on the Trinity; most 
of his Christological writing appears either in a polemical context… or in works dealing with the interior, spiritual 
fulfillment of the individual….” Daley, “Divine Transcendence and Human Transformation,” 68. This latter point 
Daley makes is of significant value for understanding the Incarnational reality of the intellect. 

    217 Zachhuber, Human Nature in Gregory of Nyssa, 191. Cf. Perf. 

    218 Cat, 494.

    219 Cochran, “The Imago Dei and Human Perfection,” 406. 
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epiphany to the heart.”220 Hence, the concepts of apophasis and kataphasis merge in the event, 

the mystery of the Incarnation. The purpose of this advent is the possibility that humanity might 

become divine. “He was emptied… to become Himself, and changed His place, not from the 

transcendent to the lowly, but from what is similar in kind to what is similar in dignity.”221 In this 

sense the Incarnation is a mystery that cannot be fully appreciated through regular knowledge 

alone. “The immediate communication between God and creature, impossible on the level of the 

individual, is rendered accessible for the fact that in the Incarnation God and creature make up 

one person.”222 This truth of God and creature being one person has historically been 

complicated on its own, but this also points to the central role of the Incarnation in the act of 

knowledge accessible to humanity. 

Nyssa appears to center the importance of the Incarnation on the fact that Christ was 

perfectly human restricting the prerogative of his divinity. However, this view glosses over the 

importance of the relationship between the two that Nyssa very well would have understood 

from both the Platonic interpretation of participation and the revelation of Scripture. “Gregory, to 

be sure, would point out that in Christ this participation reaches a degree which is unequalled 

amongst human beings….”223 Therefore the God made visible goes beyond the superficial 

observation of a “historical Jesus.” The reality of the Incarnation echoed throughout history as 

the image in humanity became restored; the implication of the Incarnation exceeded the period in 

which Jesus lived and covered people beyond the few in Jerusalem. Cochran writes: “As the 

    220 Alex Garcia-Rivera, The Community of the Beautiful: A Theological Aesthetics (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical 
Press, 1999), 73.

    221 Ag Eun, 178.

    222 Balthasar, PP, 117.

    223 Zachhuber, Human Nature in Gregory of Nyssa, 192.
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image of God, Christ’s human nature is simultaneously both the prototype for our own, and the 

end to which we are restored.”224 As the prototype, true human nature is seen in its fullest. Christ 

Jesus also shows the nature of union between the divine and humanity by being truly both. 

Both the Son and the Spirit are needed in order for theosis to be redemptive; the 

Incarnation of Christ and the outpouring of the Spirit. “If the aim—and, indeed, the joy of the 

Christian is to contemplate the countenance of Christ—seeing that he is not only the God 

dispensing all good things, but also obtains all these good things for those who see him—it is the 

Spirit who renders possible this contemplation.”225 The goal of the Christian life is the “infusion 

of the Spirit, the penetration by the divine energies of the whole human being.”226 In a way this 

lies at the heart of theosis, “The Son has become like us by the incarnation; we become like Him 

by deification, in participation of the divinity in the Holy Spirit who communicates to each 

human person in a particular way.”227 Both act together in a creative and positive action for the 

world. True freedom is inherent in the person of Christ Jesus and the Spirit, meaning they 

willfully choose to come and interact with creation.

 The implications of the Christ-event for the theology behind eikones is significant; it is 

through the Word coming in the flesh of humanity, being truly human and truly divine, that 

eikones exist. The God of the Hebrews, the Great-I-Am has now a face in which one can gaze.228 

    224 Cochran, “The Imago Dei and Human Perfection,” 404.

    225 George Lemopoulos, "Come, Holy Spirit," Ecumenical Review 41:3 (July 1989): 464.

    226 Paul Evdokimov, "Saint Seraphim of Sarov: An Icon of Orthodox Spirituality," Ecumenical Review 15:3 (April 
1, 1963): 271.

    227 Lossky, A l’image, 107. 

    228  “For if I prove to be one, I can also be called one, and then I will be faithful when I am no longer visible to the 
world. Nothing that is visible is good. For our God Jesus Christ is more visible now that he is in the Father.” 
Ignatius, Romans, AF, 3: 2-3.
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Eikones are the popular, practical conversation about the use of spiritual vision (the medium 

which the discussion about spiritual vision is the clearest– or the most vocal), however, here they 

are only briefly mentioned because eikones point to an important concept that religion and art are 

intimately connected to the other and art cannot exist apart from either the capacity of the senses 

to perceive it or a deeper level of the soul to find within it something greater.229 A.N. Williams 

writes, “The implication is clear: if the cosmic Word wills to cater to corporeity and material 

beings’ need for a sensible God, then there cannot be anything fundamentally wrong with sense 

perception.”230 Nevertheless, “the Christian narrative tells us that what we see with our eyes and 

touch with our hands is ‘more than this.’”231 An iconic interpretation of revelation can influence 

the interpretation of theology and the concepts of kataphasis and apophasis. What one can come 

to know about God, that which is revealed, points to a greater mystery, a greater truth, and this 

also points to a further truth or mystery. A theology rooted in eikones prevents the conceptions or 

names given to God from becoming idols, the subject of full thought and even worship. Beauty 

becomes appropriated to the ontological distinction, the separation of physical beauty–that is 

helpful as a “ladder” to contribute in the process of theosis–and the supreme Beauty that remains 

transcendent. Furthermore, eikones point to the reality that “[p]eople look with tradition-bound 

eyes inside set horizons. ‘To see’ is never innocent, and never solely passive; it involves a 

    229 Macrina responds to Nyssa writing, “ Because, you see, so to understand, manipulate, and dispose the soulless 
matter, that the art which is stored away in such mechanisms becomes almost like a soul to this material, in all the 
various ways in which it mocks movement, and figure, and voice, and so on, may be turned into a proof of there 
being something in man whereby he shows an innate fitness to think out within himself, through the contemplative 
and inventive faculties, such thoughts, and having prepared such mechanisms in theory, to put them into practice by 
manual skill, and exhibit in matter the product of his mind.” Soul Res, 435.

    230 Williams, INT, 105.

    231 A. M. Aagaard, “My Eyes Have Seen Your Salvation,” Religion & Theology 17:3-4 (2010): 304.
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particular way of being in the world.”232

 Sacraments, as signs, actively demonstrate the role of partnership between an 

anthropological and theological limitation, yet sacraments also points to the glaring limitation of 

the human intellect: God works through signs or material things. A study between the views of 

Thomas Aquinas and Martin Luther (for a Protestant perspective), while too broad in scope to 

pinpoint here in this particular thesis, would suggest the need for this mode of operation. The 

sacraments make visible a reality that is invisible, moving a spiritual reality into the physical 

realm through the use of “signs.” Sensible things bind humanity. They are sacred signs that bring 

knowledge of something else that goes beyond the sensible; they “point beyond themselves to a 

spiritual reality that leaves behind the materiality of embodied existence.”233 They engage the 

intellect through memory by connecting specific salvation moments to the present, but also 

engage in memories that have yet to happen–the future promise of the bodily resurrection. Thus, 

the participant experiences a unique moment when the two worlds (one of past and the other 

from the future) come together for healing and nourishment. Like the soul, which is capable of 

moving freely (unlike the body which is limited by its mass), the sacraments can facilitate this 

reality freely. Furthermore, just like the body, the physical materials become transformed and 

consecrated. One of the clearest examples of a Nyssen theology of sacraments is found in his 

sermon entitled On the Baptism of Christ. He writes, 

Why are both [Spirit and Water] named, and why is not the Spirit  alone accounted 
sufficient for the completion of Baptism? [Humanity] as we know full well, is 
compound, not simple: and therefore the cognate and similar medicines are 
assigned for healing to him who is twofold and conglomerate: for his visible body, 
water, the sensible element, for his soul, which we cannot see, the Spirit invisible, 

    232 A. M. Aagaard, “My Eyes Have Seen,” 305.

    233 Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue in Gregory of Nyssa, 182.
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invoked by faith, present unspeakably.234

V. Summary

 The reality of human personhood complicates the relationship between humanity, God, and 

creation. The intellect is capable of producing great marvels, great feats within science, music, 

art, and engineering; yet with theology, the intellect reaches its limits. Furthermore, an intellect 

that is disordered can provide great feats of destruction, using the arts and sciences to produce 

destructive behaviors or weapons of mass destruction. When discussing a Nyssen noetic 

theology, it is exceptionally important to begin with the presence of the ontological gap. Without 

this, his interpretation of concepts (such as perfection, desire, and passions) is lost among other 

competing interpretations. But this ontological distance is not the final reality. Neither is the 

devastation caused by disordered passions and desires. For God chose to bridge this gap through 

the Incarnation of Christ Jesus, and through Christ willingly choosing to take on the reality of 

death by violence. Violence has no final say or evil any part in the telos of all created things. 

Providing a way for human ascent by the descent of Christ Jesus, God works with the capacity of 

intelligence and freedom for the purpose of union and beatific vision. The result of this 

partnership, for there cannot be any union or vision without participation, does not end with 

humanity, but (as bridges already called to be participants in the telos of creation) it reaches out 

to the ends of creation for the purpose of all God’s creation to be elevated. The reality of imago 

Dei implies this relationship from the very nature of the Triune God (as understood with finite 

minds). Sin is constantly working against this relationship pulling people into a dark abyss where 

    234 Gregory of Nyssa, On the Baptism of Christ: A Sermon,” in In Vol. 5 of A Select Library of Nicene and Post-
Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, Second Series, trans. H.A. Wilson, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace 
(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1892), 519.
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people and creation become objects to be used, and covers the image in layers of filth. Thus, sin 

results in ignorance of self and of others. The body either becomes an object that is subordinated 

to the soul, or the soul becomes forgotten with an obsession for the “perfect body.” 
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Chapter Three: The Perpetual Search for God in Noetic Theology

I. Introduction

 The spiritual reality has been forgotten, pushed to the margins for a more modern 

paradigm of the intellect, either following the trend of psychometrics seeking to quantify and 

measure one’s ability to perform analytically, or a model seeking a different approach: a popular 

one being the Multiple Intelligence model published by Howard Gardner. In attempts to correct 

the lack of inclusion of a “spiritual approach”–or its collapse in the “Existential Intelligence” 

model–the “Spiritual Intelligence” model was created and proposed as a response. Robert 

Emmons demonstrated, albeit indirectly, a unique area where intelligence is often critically 

reviewed–that of theology, or more broadly in matters of faith. Ellen Charry makes a potent 

charge against the Christian church today: “Doctrine and practice are so separated, and their 

separation so reinforced by the divisions of the classical theological curriculum, that the idea of 



lxiv

practicing Christian doctrine is an oxymoron.”235 This proposes a question: “how can humanity, 

so necessarily finite and limited, participate in an infinite and unknowable God, and what does 

this progressive participation mean in the very structure of humanity and in the ordinary lives of 

ordinary people?”236 Even with the intellect’s elevated status in human personhood, concepts like 

grace and faith are often used to subordinate its usefulness under such statements as sola 

scripturia, sola gratia, and sola fide. It is this combination of a fractured intellect working in 

parallel with the struggle of the intellect already present in theology that makes its usefulness 

shrouded in uncertainty.

 This chapter examines the theme of paradox in light of the overall goal of Nyssa 

understood as “mystical” with knowledge rooted in both the “head” and “heart.” There are three 

particular ways this idea of paradox plays out in Nyssen theology, and each is enfolded in the 

conversation about the intellect in such a way that the spiritual “piece” is recovered as it was 

    235 Ellen Charry makes this claim in the midst of the conversation found in Friedrich Schleiermacher 
demonstrating the importance for the connection between the “head” and “heart” in theological discourse. She 
connects this to the larger question about the role of doctrine in practical theology, and while this thesis does not 
directly address her concern, the disconnect between the spiritual senses and the intellect have implications for how 
this relationship of “head” and “heart” is understood. Her focus is on the experience part, “The life of study will ring 
hollow unless illuminated by service. And in service to children, the elderly, the poor, the weak, the sick, and the 
imprisoned, one worships and glorifies God and comes to know the Lord and perhaps to touch his wounds.”  (242.) 
The locus of her critique of the Enlightenment is the shift in focus towards rationality; (242)  “Modern epistemology 
not only fragmented truth itself, privileging correct information over beauty and goodness, it relocated truth in facts 
and ideas. The search for truth in the modern scientific sense is a cognitive enterprise that seeks correct information 
useful to the improvement of human comfort and efficiency rather than an intellectual activity employed for spiritual 
growth. Knowing the truth no longer implied loving it, wanting it, and being transformed by it, because the truth no 
longer brings the knower to God but to use information to subdue nature. Knowing became limited to being 
informed about things, not as these things are things of God but as they stand on their own feet.” (236) And while 
the idea of spiritual vision undergirds her argument, it is not in the forefront of the discussion, becoming secondary 
to the concept of experience. It is also her desire to explore the importance of experience that the intellect is often 
subordinated to experience. Charry, By the Renewing of Your Minds, 240. For an interesting discussion on how this 
relates to education see, Edward Farley, Theologia: The Fragmentation and Unity of Theological Education 
(Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishing, 2001); Richard Shields, “Toward a Commons of Religious Experience: 
Theological Education and the Practice of Theology,” International Journal of Practical Theology 16:2 (October 
2012): 304-322.

    236 Corrigan, Evagrius and Gregory, 28.
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properly understood by the early church: 1) the finite nature of human personhood implies 

change,237 it implies limits, yet unlike the Platonists, this is not a negative concept, but rooted 

deeply in human personhood as the imago Dei an ontological reality rooted in the need for 

purification and perfection;238 2) the mind both seeks and desires what it cannot ultimately grasp 

as it moves in an infinite and perpetual journey towards the Beatific vision of God,239 causing the 

“Bride” anguish;240 and 3) noetic theology is itself a paradox where light and darkness, the 

intellect and faith, seeing and not seeing, are all bound together as one approaches closer towards 

the knowledge of God. Each aspect will demonstrate how “the intellect does not only reason, but 

also apprehends; it has, as its object, not only truths but things. This is what many modern 

philosophers overlook; for them all apprehension is done by the senses, the intellect only 

    237 Daniélou, L'être et le temps chez Grégoire de Nysse, 95. This understanding of movement he describes here 
will later be revisited in the two types of cyclical movements of human nature. 

    238 Nyssa defines perfection as “not to avoid a wicked life because like slaves we servilely fear punishment, nor to 
do good because we hope for rewards, as if cashing in on the virtuous life by some business-like and contractual 
arrangement. On the contrary, disregarding all those things for which we hope and which have been reserved by 
promise, we regard falling from God's friendship as the only thing dreadful and we consider becoming God's friend 
the only thing worthy of honor and desire.” Life Mos, 137. This, I believe, provides not only a beautiful picture of 
imago Dei, but also the role of salvation and restoration: we are restored as friends with God.

    239 In his eleventh Homily, Nyssa writes: “In the same way, the person who looks toward that divine and infinite 
Beauty glimpses something that is always being discovered as more novel and more surprising than what has 
already been grasped, and for that reason she marvels at that which is always being manifested, but she never comes 
to a halt in her desire to see, since what she looks forward to is in every possible way more splendid and more divine 
than what she has seen.” Homily 11, Hom Song, 339. Cf. GLORY, 246. Kristina Robb-Dover also writes something 
similar: “Within this framework of God’s infinity and human mutability Gregory can say with conviction that “the 
vision of God” is “never to be satisfied in the desire to see him… But one must always, by looking at what he can 
see rekindle his desire to see more. Thus, no limit would interrupt growth in the ascent to God, since no limit to the 
Good can be found nor is the increasing of desire for the Good brought to an end because if it satisfied.’” Robb-
Dover, “Gregory of Nyssa’s ‘Perpetual Progress,’” 221.

    240 The Bride, an image found in the Song of Songs, is used by Nyssa to describe humanity while the Bridegroom 
represents God. Nyssa uses an allegorical approach to meet the needs of his community. Harrison writes: “for 
Gregory the fruits of exegesis are more important than the particular method. If the literal sense is useful, one need 
not look further, for the goal is achieved, though in practice he and other fathers often do look further, on the 
assumption that Scripture has multiple levels of meaning. However, if the literal sense proves inappropriate, one has 
recourse to spiritual exegesis as a tool for discovering something useful.” Verna E F. Harrison, “Allegory and 
Asceticism in Gregory of Nyssa,” 113-130, Semeia no. 57 (January 1, 1992), 115. Cf. Martin Laird, “The Education 
of Desire,” 77-96.
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reasons.”241 It will approach noetic theology in the light of the overall goal of this study to 

demonstrate spiritual vision as representative of a theological perspective that maintains a mutual 

relationship between faith and intellect. As the famous axiom of St. Anselm states, the use of the 

intellect in matters of theology is to inform the faith, while faith perpetually draws the intellect 

out of its limitations, pushing it to new heights as God beckons one towards perpetual perfection. 

God is infinite in that the temporal and spatial structures of the created world are 
absent in him. In this sense he is completely unknowable. At the same time, God 
is an infinite fullness of all perfections, a vast ocean of goodness, which we can 
come to know and in which we can participate to the extent of our capacity. 
Moreover, our knowledge and participation move beyond each boundary  set by 
our own finitude toward an infinite goal we can never encompass.242

II. A Perpetual Journey of Desire 

The Journey of Human Perfection

 The telos of human personhood is the participation in the Triune Godhead and divine 

virtue–union through the beatific vision.243 However, as Hans Urs von Balthasar pointed out, 

regardless of the type or duration of “transformation” of the soul, “God remains ever beyond, 

and the soul must constantly [must] move forward.”244  Nyssa writes: “You perceive how, for 

those who are making their way upwards toward God, the course they run has no end, how 

    241 E.L. Mascall, Words and Images: A Study in Theological Discourse (London and New York: Longmans, 
Green, 1957), 63.

    242 Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 35.

    243 Hans Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue in Gregory of Nyssa, 244. “Dieu est glorifié par la connaissance qu'ont 
de lui les anges et les hommes; il a créé les êtres doués d'intelligence pour être connu d'eux.” Marguerite Harl, “La 
croissance de l’âme,” 241.

    244 Daniélou, “Introduction,” GLORY, 55. Cf. Balthasar, PP, 75; Life Mos, 113.
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everything that is laid hold on becomes a starting point for something yet higher.”245 This idea 

challenges the idea of union, or the Greek notion of perfection, as it approaches a seemingly 

difficult impasse: how can this transcendent God be known in any personal way if God is never 

reachable? How can there be union if the “ontological gap”–the ἀπορία–is never capable of 

being bridged? Furthermore, the διάστηµα–separation–seems to imply that participation is 

impossible. Therefore, as Nathan Crawfold described, “The problem that must be solved, then, is 

how the human has a relationship and can subsequently know that which is on another plane of 

existence, utterly foreign to the person.”246 

 The image of journey responds to this question offering a potential answer that explores the 

search to come to know God and human perfection. Nyssa, according to Hans Urs von Balthasar, 

believed movement “towards God and into God” was so essential that “he argues for it’s 

continuing into all eternity without undermining beatitude in God.”247 Verna Harrison echo’s 

this: “For Gregory, the spiritual life is an unending process of ever increasing knowledge of God 

and participation in God.”248 Perfection is often conceptualized as an end, but Nyssa believed 

that it is a perpetual movement–a never-ending journey. He believed this union took an endless 

“desire for beauty and more beauty” in the ever-growing desire for God, the Supreme Beauty.249 

“The soul is forever seeking to take its fill of the world’s endless play of becoming, and, still 

    245 Homily 11, Hom Song, 337.

    246 Nathan Crawford, “Bridging the Gap,” 57.

    247 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo-logic: Theological Logical Theory, vol. II, trans. Adrian J. Walker (San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1985), 99.

    248 Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 85.

    249 Hart, The Beauty of the Infinite, 190. This is also reflected by Vladimir Lossky: “Filled with an ever-increasing 
desire the soul grows without ceasing, goes forth from itself, reaches out beyond itself, and, in so doing, is filled 
with yet greater longing. Thus the ascent becomes infinite, the desire insatiable.” Lossky, The Mystical Theology, 35.
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unsated, to pass beyond the boundaries of the world altogether, toward the supreme beauty.”250 

The movement towards unity does not begin with death but is rooted in this life as well; the 

reality of God’s transcendent, infinite nature does not cease to be simply by participating in such 

union with God. Humanity is constantly moving towards God’s transcendence in this life and the 

next. Thus, while some might view death as an end, Nyssa does not believe so; this is a theme he 

upholds in On an Infants’ Early Death. He writes: “But the soul that has never felt the taste of 

virtue, while it may indeed remain perfectly free from the sufferings which flow from 

wickedness… does nevertheless in the first instance partake only so far in that life beyond as this 

nursling can receive; until the time comes that it has thriven on the contemplation of the truly 

Existent… becoming capable of receiving more….”251 Ends are not ends rather they are new 

beginnings.

 Journey operates under the assumption that movement (kinêsis and epekteinomenon) and 

noetic theology are rooted in human personhood and are mutually inclusive of the other, 

revealing an important distinction between Nyssa and his Greek philosophical predecessors: 

movement implies change, and change is connected to perfection.252 Quite simply this thought 

would have run counter to that of the philosophers who saw change as a negative attribute, a sign 

of imperfection and createdness–at least according to “la tradition platonicienne” as noted by 

    250 Hart, The Beauty of the Infinite, 190; Daniélou, L'être et le temps chez Grégoire de Nysse, 99.

    251 Inf, 377.

    252 “In the case of the first creation, then, the final state appeared simultaneously with the beginning, and the race 
took the starting point of its existence in its perfection; but from the moment it acquired a kinship with death by its 
inclination toward evil and so ceased to abide in the good, it does not achieve its perfect state again all at once, as at 
its first creation. Rather does it advance toward the better along a road of sorts, in an orderly fashion, one step after 
another, and rids itself bit by bit of its susceptibility to that which opposes its fulfillment.” Homily 15, Hom Song, 
487.
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Daniélou.253 Movement “beyond the limited frontiers” is a “proper direction or movement of the 

mind in its quest for knowledge of Being.”254 It is a proper conclusion to the reality of human 

freedom.255 Jean Daniélou writes:

It is clear that the Greek word epectasis is very suitable to express the double aspect 
of the soul’s progress. On the one hand, there is a certain contact with God, a real 
participation, a divinization. The soul is, in a true sense, transformed into the 
divine; it  truly  participates in the Spirit, the pneuma. But God at the same time 
remains constantly beyond, and the soul must always go out of itself–or, rather, it 
must continually go beyond the stage it has reached to make a further discovery.”256

This is echoed by Rowan Williams, who writes: “Our created human nature is always ‘in 

movement’–led by hope, sobered by memory, animated by longing for what is ahead, spurred to 

    253 Brandon F. Gallaher believes that the “traditional” model is incomplete. This model divides the notion of 
change between creation, which is bound by time and capable of changing and God, who is simple and unchanging. 
Using the concept of “three modes of being,” described as “time, age or creaturely eternity, and the everlasting or 
uncreated eternity), Gallaher seeks to adapt the modes of being into the Creator-created division. “We should speak 
of two (not three) modes of being based on the fundamental distinction between the created and the Uncreated: 
temporality in the dual form of time and creaturely eternity/age, uncreated divine eternity before every age, as a 
negative or apophatic category emphasizing Gods unknowableness.” Brandon F. Gallaher, “Chalice of Eternity: An 
Orthodox Theology of Time,” St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly, 57:1 (2013): 11, 14. 

    254 Anthony Cirelli, “Re-assessing the Meaning of Thought: Hans Urs von Balthasar’s Retrieval of Gregory of 
Nyssa,” Heythrop Journal 50:3 (May 2009): 419.

	  	  	  	  255	  Jean Daniélou, L'être et le temps chez Grégoire de Nysse, 99; 101.

    256 Daniélou, GLORY, 59.  Epectasis, or Epektasis, is the participation in God in which desire is inherently 
connected. The term “refers to the Nyssen’s view of perfection, not as rest in God (as in an Aristotelian or 
Augustinian view of perfection), but as the soul’s eternal movement into God’s infinite being.” Francisco, Brill 
Dictionary of Gregory of Nyssa, 221. Anthony Cirelli writes about the finite thought which is limited in an infinite 
horizon resulting from “its incapacity to give meaning to its experience and therefore is utterly dependent on God, 
who alone brings hope. God brings hope by enabling the human person to know Being, that is, to some way to know 
God by means of thinking and loving.” Cirelli, “Re-assessing the Meaning of Thought,” 421.
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new efforts by shame or remorse.”257 It is the divinely instituted purpose of human existence 

rooted in the imago Dei. “Bound by the finite borders of material existence, [one] is nevertheless 

aware of the infinite, which haunts [their] steps and beckons [them] to constantly transcend 

[themselves].”258 The nature of human personhood and the ontological reality in which this 

personhood is placed, reveal that there is always something more, always something beyond 

one’s reach; humanity is seeking a reality that is ultimately hidden, a transcendent horizon that 

can never be reached.259 

 Can change be a positive attribute that allows people to become better, more mature beings 

seeking the likeness of God (to borrow an Irenaean perspective), or does change simply remind 

the human person of ones own finitude, mortality, or weakness–that there will always be a level 

of separation between humanity and God? The answer is not a simple solution, even within a 

Nyssen anthropological perspective. As Anthony Meredith writes, “No amount of likeness, 

whether scriptural or Platonic, can ever release us from the created, time-bound and limited 

character of existence and put us on a level with God.”260 Time remains a concept attached to 

creation, even within the reality of eternity. Nonetheless, Nyssa believed that change allowed for 

    257 Rowan Williams, “Macrina’s Deathbed Revisited,” in Christian Faith and Greek Philosophy in Late Antiquity, 
eds. L. Wickham and C. Bammel (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1993), 241. This is also true for the senses that are dependent 
on some form of movement. Cf. Joan Mowat Eirkson, Wisdom and the Senses: The Way of Creativity (New York: 
W.W. Norton & Company, 1991), 24. The question then is if the spiritual senses are rooted on some level with the 
physical senses, are they too bound by motion? The answer, I believe, is yes. The Trinity–God in God’s nature–is a 
form of movement. While God’s simplistic nature implies an unchanging character (if one adopts this philosophical 
position), the dynamic nature of God’s actions implies some form of moment. For example, Balthasar writes that the 
reason why the soul moves towards God is because God first moved towards the soul. Balthasar, PP, 101-102. About 
hope, Nyssa writes: “Hope always draws the soul from the beauty which is seen to what is beyond, always kindles 
the desire for the hidden through what is constantly perceived.” Life Mos, 114.

    258 Cirelli, “Re-assessing the Meaning of Thought,” 418. 

    259 Williams, INT, 88. Cf. Nyssa, Ans Eun, 298.

    260 Anthony Meredith, The Cappadocians (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1995), 89.
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the process of purification, the stripping away to grow in the likeness of Christ Jesus. “Therefore, 

desire, or thirst for God beyond the limited frontiers of thought, is the proper direction or 

movement of the mind in its quest for knowledge of Being.”261 Ontological distance does not 

have to imply alienation, nor does the perpetual journey of human desire, for desire allows the 

possibility of growth into something that is properly understood as likeness.262 As Harold 

Cherniss notes, when glancing at the “cosmos within us we are incited by the phenomena to 

guess about what is hidden”–by the use of perception one is pushed to a reality beyond the scope 

of perception.263 Moreover, the nature of human personhood as imago Dei and the reality of 

change as a reminder of one’s finitude can incite the journey forward growing the consciousness 

of the pilgrim as one becomes more aware of the realities of the imago Dei and the presence of 

the Divine in creation. “A rich emotional and psychological life is somehow necessary for the 

soul’s movement toward the Good, even while that life undergoes a mysterious and subtle 

transformation as the soul experiences fulfillment in the transcendent nature.”264 Awareness 

progresses through the fog of unknowns towards greater clarity, moving beyond those things of 

    261 Cirelli, “Re-assessing the Meaning of Thought,” 419. Nyssa speaks about this thirst in the Life of Moses: “He 
shone with glory. And although lifted up through such lofty experiences, he is still unsatisfied in his desire for more. 
He still thirsts for that with which he constantly filled himself to capacity, and he asks to attain as if he had never 
partaken, beseeching God to appear to him, not according to his capacity to partake, but according to God's true 
being. Such an experience seems to me to belong to the soul which loves what is beautiful.” Life Mos, 114.

    262 “The God made flesh, the God present in each and every person, is no more ‘spiritual’ than the God present on 
the mountain and in the temple. God is even more ‘material.’ God is no less involved in human history. On the 
contrary, God has a greater commitment to the implementation of peace and justice among humankind. God is not 
more ‘spiritual,’ but is closer and, at the same time, more universal; God is more visible and, simultaneously, more 
internal.” Gustavo Gutierrez, A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Books, 1973), 110. Nyssa writes: “No one should lament [their] mutable nature; rather, by always being changed to 
what is better and by being transformed from glory to glory (2Cor 3.18), let [one] so be changed. By daily growth 
[one] always becomes better and is always being perfected yet never attains perfection's goal. Perfection consists in 
never stopping our growth towards the good nor in circumscribing perfection.” Perf, J.213-J.214.

    263 Harold Fredrik Cherniss, The Platonism of Gregory of Nyssa (Berkley, CA: University of California Press, 
1930), 39.

    264 Wessel, “Memory and Individuality,” 381-382.
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the spiritual life that are hidden or covered, obscured by obstacles. The limitations that surround 

and define those things that are accomplished, such as each stage of growth, provide a way–a 

beginning point–in the progression towards the realities that continually transcend.265 

 “Change” and “progress,” according to Nyssa, were the “very essence of the created spirit, 

not simply a condition of its earthly exile and therefore the result of sin.”266 The soul contains 

within itself two truths; one of trope and the other of kinesis, and it is through these that the 

human person is opened to infinity. Creation is “a symphonic and rhythmic complication of 

diversity, of motion and rest, a song praising God, the true, primordial, archetypal music, in 

which human nature can glimpse itself as in a mirror.”267 Change is deeply rooted in the act of 

creation, not a mere limitation placed after the fact or as a “result from sin.” 268 The reality that 

science continues to explore of created-ness is the state of motion, that all things are constantly 

moving, whether a literal form of motion through space moving with the planets rotation or a 

motion through time with humanity moving towards its natural end, returning back from which 

one came. This describes two directions of change Daniélou encountered in his study of Nyssa; 

the first, inferior to the second, is “cyclic, repetitious, a kind of marking time.”269 It is the change 

of the philosophers, the mark of finitude–but not for the purpose of describing the perpetual 

progress towards perfection. Desire can fall into this type of motion, a continuous cycle or spiral 

in the realm of shadows or false illusions. The second and the higher level of change, is the 

    265 Homliy 6, Hom Song, 189.

    266 Meredith, The Cappadocians, 89. 

    267 Hart, The Beauty of the Infinite, 194. 

    268 Hart, The Beauty of the Infinite, 189.

    269 Daniélou, “Introduction,” GLORY, 48. 
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potential for improvement and possibility for transformation. Desire can also fall into this type of 

motion, a desire for a perfection that is not static or immobile but in progress. “Perfection is 

progress itself: the perfect [person] is the one who continually makes progress.”270 To completely 

reject change, then, is to reject a reality rooted in creation and can impede the possibility for 

growth or participation in perfection. 

 In his first Homily on the Song of Songs, Nyssa implores each person to depart from 

themselves and go “beyond the material cosmos and ascend somehow, by way of impassibility, 

into paradise, and having by purity been made like to God, let him in this fashion journey to the 

inner shrine of the mysteries.”271 This “somehow” he defines in On Virginity; he writes about a 

“vehicle on which [one’s] soul can mount into the heavens, viz. the self-made likeness in 

[oneself] to the descending Dove, whose wings David the Prophet also longed for….”272 Nyssa, 

following the tradition of Origen, believed that the spirit has the power and tendency to move 

towards the Creator. This dove, the Holy Spirit,273 works in concert with Christ Jesus–the descent 

    270 Daniélou, “Introduction,” GLORY, 52. Nyssa writes: “In the same way, where progress in virtue is concerned, 
those who are being transformed from glory to glory because of their desire for higher things do not always persist 
in the very same character. Rather, in proportion to the perfection that each has attained for the moment through 
good things, some special quality illumines his manner of life, one such appearing and succeeding to another by 
reason of his increase in good things.” Homily 6, Hom Song, 199. A few paragraphs later he writes, “It seems the 
wilderness is the cause of this! It makes her shoot up on high like a young tree and makes her over into a beauty of 
this sort. It is not by some spontaneous coincidence nor by blind chance that this upward ascent becomes hers. No, 
the beauty becomes hers through her own labors in the way of self-control and diligence.” Homily 6, Hom Song, 
201.

    271 Homily 1, Hom Song, 27.

    272 Virg, 356. In his Twelfth Homily on the Song of Songs, he uses the imagery of a boat and the wind: “From this 
venture we hope for great riches in the way of knowledge, and this animate ship of ours, the church, with its own 
full crew, looks expectantly forward to its voyage of explication. But no sooner does the helmsman, who is our 
reason, lay a hand on the tiller than a common prayer is raised to God by the whole company aboard the ship: that 
the power of the Holy Spirit may blow upon us and stir up the waves of our thoughts, and that by their means it may 
prosper the voyage of our discourse and lead it on a direct course. In this way, finding ourselves on the high seas in 
our search for insight, we will traffic in the riches of knowledge, always supposing that in response to your prayer 
the Holy Spirit comes to fill the sails of our discourse.” Homily 12, Hom Song, 361-363.

    273 Homily 7, Hom Song, 231.
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of God provided a way for the ascent of humanity. As it was briefly explored in chapter two, by 

subsuming time Christ Jesus provides a way for time to be a means toward perfection. “Through 

Him, in His Body the Church, we come to partake in the mode of being of the invisible creation, 

creaturely eternity.”274 It is through the journey of God into history and time that the journey of 

humanity towards God makes any sense or has any theological validity. And as Vladimir Lossky 

writes, “It is a matter of a new mode of thought where thought does not include, does not seize, 

but finds itself included and seized, mortified and vivified by contemplative faith.”275 Journey 

involves a reinterpretation of human personhood that comprises a union between intellect and 

faith, mind and perception, and opens the lens of Nyssa’s ontological distinction to root it in the 

eschatological goal of theosis. 

An Unfulfilled Desire 

Burning deep within human personhood is desire, and while it might be interpreted in a 

plethora of ways, there it lies, pushing humanity towards a greater reality, relentlessly trying to 

reach for the transcendent God as described by Nyssa.276 “Within this framework of God’s 

infinity and human mutability Gregory can say with conviction that “the vision of God” is “never 

to be satisfied in the desire to see [God]… But one must always, by looking at what [one] can see 

rekindle [one’s] desire to see more.”277 The knowledge of God’s transcendence–the “subject” of 

    274 Gallaher, “Chalice of Eternity,” 15.

    275 Lossky, Orthodox Theology, 14. 

    276 “En désirant Dieu de plus en plus l’âme ne cesse de croître, en se dépassant, en sortant d’elle-même; et, à 
mesure qu’elle s’unit de plus en plus à Dieu, son amour devient plus ardent, insatiable.” Lossky, A l’image, 31. “Our 
soul is not active only for the understanding and contemplative mind, accomplishing such operations in the 
intellectual faculty of its essence, nor does it manage only the organs of perception for their natural activity. The soul 
obviously has a great impulse of desire and another great impulse of anger.” Soul Res, 49. 

    277 Robb-Dover, “Gregory of Nyssa’s ‘Perpetual Progress,’” 221.
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ordered desire–does not inhibit or diminish the desire within humanity to seek out its Creator, 

rather desire was placed in the soul “to create a longing for God.” 278 Speaking about Nyssa’s 

Life of Moses, Vladimir Lossky also describes this movement: “filled with an ever-increasing 

desire the soul grows without ceasing, goes forth from itself, reaches out beyond itself, and, in so 

doing, is filled with yet greater longing.”279 It provides further thirst, increasing its longing of 

love –the enjoyment of what one already has. Nyssa writes: “You see to what a height she has 

climbed, this soul… she seems to attain the hope of the very highest good…. But in this situation 

too she bewails the fact that she is needy for the Good. As one who does not yet have what is 

present to her desire, she is perplexed and dissatisfied.”280 The underlying theme of paradox lies 

here in the unfulfilled desire that keeps propelling a person further into increasing desires: “every 

enjoyment of God is also at one and the same time the kindling of a more intense and unfulfilled 

desire, in which every knowing of God is also a grasping of his transcendental 

unknowablility.”281 Desire presupposes the idea that the mind is in motion, uncomfortably 

juxtaposed with the ontological gap, the fallen state of human nature, and an idea of 

imperfection.282 The same goes for our morality. The material world is its object, and the moral 

act is in its very roots a choice and discernment.283 David Hart writes:

    278 Laird, “The Education of Desire,” 87-88. Within a reality of ontological “distance,” desire “can fabricate 
intervals of apostasy: attempts to achieve a distance from distance.” Hart, The Beauty of the Infinite, 194.

    279 Lossky, The Mystical Theology, 35. Cf. Life Mos, 112-115.

    280 Homily 6, Hom Song, 191.

    281 McGinn, The Language of Inner Experience,” 157.

    282 Cf. Aidan Nichols, A Grammar of Consent: The Existence of God in Christian Tradition (Edinburgh: T&T 
Clark, 1991).

    283 Ceci est si vrai que la pédagogie de Dieu elle-même ne nous élève que par étapes au-dessus du domaine des 
sens et que finalement toute notre ‘spiritualité’ reste è base sensitive. Nous avons vu plus haut que notre intelligence 
supposait les sens et par là le temps. Il en va de même pour notre moralité. Le monde materiel en est l’objet, et l’acte 
moral est en sa racine même un choix et un discernment.” Balthasar, PP, 75.
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We are music moved to music: finitude is not a condition of violence, a wounding 
of the universal syncopated by  the holocaust of the particular; and so there is no 
ontological warrant for violence, only a causal one, an aberrant series, born of a 
perverse desire, turned from the light of the infinite towards nothingness-which 
determines nothing. Creation is, as its first word, a partaking in the inexhaustible 
goodness of God; and its ceaseless flow of light and shadow, constancy and change, 
mirrors both the “music” of God’s ordering words and the incomprehensibility  of 
[God’s] changeless nature, while the restless soul, immersed in the spectacle of 
God’s glory, is drawn without break beyond the world to the source of its beauty, to 
embrace the infinite.”284

 The eternal growth as the soul expands or ascends requires a free and active contribution 

from the person along the way. It is not a static event, nor is it an external event that happens 

while the person observes. Both desire and freedom interpenetrate the other as one changes the 

way the other is understood–especially in light of this idea of perpetual progress, the eternal 

progression of perfection. “Every moment thus contains within it the possibility of rebirth in a 

state of constantly becoming more like God.”285 And as Nyssa writes: “It is perfectly clear that 

no one can come near the purity of the Divine Being who has not first… become such; [one] 

must therefore place between [oneself] and the pleasures of the senses a high strong wall of 

separation, so that in this approach to the Deity the purity of his own heart may not become 

soiled again.”286 The freedom inherent in human personhood allows for the capacity of the 

intellect to grow according to the extent it is stretched in life, and this is accomplished through 

the use of the virtues –“virtuous action is seen as the result of thought and knowledge rather than 

its condition.”287 The importance of virtue is having a certain kind of knowledge and then acting 

    284 Hart, The Beauty of the Infinite, 195.

    285 Robb-Dover, “Gregory of Nyssa’s ‘Perpetual Progress,’” 216.

    286 Virg, 366. Cf. Smith, The Way of the Mystics, 61. 

    287 Meredith, The Cappadoians, 59. 



lxxvii

rightly based on that knowledge. It is knowledge in action. 

 Virtue becomes middle ground between body and soul.288 “When a person’s life is rightly 

ordered, all these impulses and drives work together harmoniously to serve virtue.”289 The 

ontological reality of humanity being related to both an intelligible and a beastly nature makes 

the task of progression towards perfection a choice between two realities, as Nyssa notes: “For in 

the human constitution there is a double pleasure, one that is in the soul and is activated by 

impassibility and another that is occasioned in the body by passion, and whichever of the two our 

choosing shall elect is the one that prevails over the other.”290 Thus two types of desires lay in 

wait to present themselves as a choice in which humanity is equipped with freedom to choose, 

virtues to grow in strength to move away from empty desires, and an intellect to use a properly 

ordered desire to grow into this perpetual perfection.  To better understand the mind is to see it as 

immature rather than corrupted, and this implies the need for divine assistance to help remove 

“carnal conceptions” that distract and pull a person by desires that are ultimately unfulfilling. 

Divine help is needed, for the “other impulse is greater, as the tendency of sin is heavy and 

downward; for the ruling element of our soul is more inclined to be dragged downwards by the 

weight of the irrational nature than is the heavy and earthy element to be exalted by the loftiness 

    288 Williams, INT, 113. Nyssa writes: “For in everyone who has been without discipline there are many souls; in 
such a person the passions, because they have taken control, occupy the soul’s territory, and so the character of the 
soul is altered to become pain and pleasure or anger and fear and cowardice and rashness. But the person who looks 
toward the Word by undeviating practice of the virtuous life is acknowledged to live with only one soul.” Homily 8, 
Hom Song, 273.

    289 Harrison, God’s Many-Splendored Image, 74.

    290 Homily 10, Hom Song, 329. 
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of the intellect.”291 Nyssa concludes by stating that it is “passions of the flesh” that are the cause 

of rust on the mirror, “like some ugly mask, over the beauty of the image.”292

 The horses found in Plato’s myth of the chariot need to be guided by the intellect, for they 

are untrained.293 Without the use of the intellect as charioteer to guide the chariot in the right 

direct–albeit with some difficulty–there is very little chance that either horse would take the 

correct path.294 “For when reason does not control the impulse which naturally lies in them, the 

fierce animals are destroyed by anger because they fight among themselves.”295 These horses, or 

the passions and desires within the human person, are animal instincts, far removed from the 

divine, yet they are not inherently evil in that they correlate to embodiment and are simply 

frustrations of self-preservation, the desire to stay alive and procreate.296 In this Platonic myth 

there is little room for passionate actions rooted in faith. The stories embedded in human 

experience of actions that go against what is considered “rational” have no place because they 

steer out of control. Nonetheless, as Laird points out, “[w]hile capable of being attracted and 

    291 Mak. Man, 408. In his Sixth Homily on the Song of Songs, Nyssa compares these bodily desires or passions to 
a “band of robbers” who lay “snares for the intellect and frequently seizes it and carries it off captive to its own will, 
which has become hostile to God… so that wherever feebleness and indulgence and lazy relaxation give rise to such 
desire, in that place a terrible and astonishing strength may become the stuff of divine love.” Homily 6, Hom Song, 
205. 

    292 Mak. Man, 408.

    293 “The soul obviously has a great impulse of desire and another great impulse of anger. We see each of these 
impulses, which belong to us as human beings, producing many different results by their combined activity.” Soul 
Res, 49. A few paragraphs later, Nyssa continues: “Therefore if reason, which is the distinctive property of our 
nature, should gain dominion over those traits which are added to us from outside, none of these impulses would 
work in us for servitude to evil.” Soul Res, 57.

    294 Christopher Stead, “The Concept of Mind,” 45. 

    295 Soul Res, 57.

    296 The body is not viewed negatively by Nyssa. Here is an example of Nyssa moving away from his Platonist 
influences. 
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attached to material things, the same desire is also capable of being attracted to God.”297 

However, when passions and desires are not directly ordered–strongly steered by the intellect 

and aimed appropriately at God–the senses become enslaved and the person moves further away 

from God, and the capacity of the spiritual senses are diminished or even lost, enslaved by the 

failure of the intellect to remain in control.298 It is the goal of the intellect to govern the passions 

of nature: “Enslavement to the passions forecloses any possibility of union with God, but only 

such enslavement can alienate the human soul from God.”299 This is the very reason why the 

intellect needs to be appropriately understood, with the concept of spiritual senses appropriately 

placed and constantly steered towards God, towards the goal and source of incorruptibility. 

 The proper, oriented desire, according to Nyssa, is for the union with God, and if the 

ontological reality is taken seriously, faith becomes an important aspect of this desire; “Faith 

unites with the Beloved without laying hold of or seizing the Beloved, or–to cast this into the 

language of paradox–the grasp of faith is the grasp of an open palm.”300 It has the final result of 

the Bride entering “into her chamber.”301 It is a bridge that crosses the ontological gulf alluded to 

earlier, and faith plays an important role in the paradox of ignorance. “In saying this Harrison 

joins the ranks of von Balthasar, Daniélou, Volker, and Canevet, all of whom acknowledge that 

    297 Martin Laird, “The Education of Desire,” 85.

    298 Williams, INT, 102. Cf. Soul Res, 56; Christopher Stead, “The Concept of the Mind,” 47.

    299 Williams, INT, 110.

    300 Laird, Gregory of Nyssa, 89.

    301 Laird, Gregory of Nyssa, 90. Gregory reflects an important theological idea in this regard: the union that 
happens in the bridal chamber–interpreting both men and women as “brides of Christ”–was an important notion for 
understanding the church and Christ in relationship with the other. Another way of understanding this is found in the 
Life of Moses: “And the bold request which goes up the mountains of desire asks this: to enjoy the Beauty not in 
mirrors and reflections, but face to face. The divine voice granted what was requested in what was denied, showing 
in a few words an immeasurable depth of thought. The munificence of God assented to the fulfillment of his desire, 
but did not promise any cessation or satiety of the desire.” Life Mos, 114-115.
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faith performs this function of union.”302 Therefore, faith also becomes a bridge for desire to 

operate, working in concert with the intellect.

III. The Darkness of Obscurity (gnoφoς th:V ajsaφeivaV)

Perpetual Theological Discourse

 Human personhood is constantly seeking something outside of itself in a perpetual move 

towards understanding the nature of one’s existence. It is the journey of endless pushing towards 

the horizon of “non-being,” reaching out into the vast unknown to come to understand the nature 

of the divine-human relationship. Nyssa describes this journey as a constant slipping away from 

understanding no matter how endlessly one struggles to move forward. “He is like those who toil 

endlessly as they climb uphill in sand: even though they take long steps, their footing in the sand 

always slips downhill.”303 He also writes in the Life of Moses: “The knowledge of God is a 

mountain steep indeed and difficult to climb–the majority of people scarcely reach its base.”304 

Thus, theology approaches a nearly impossible task of ascending the mountain towards the 

sacred tabernacle of the knowledge of God.305 Providentially, “We are drawn upwards to [God] 

as if by a rope.”306 God provides a way for one to ascend the mountain, providing safety for 

those times when one might fall (understood as the gift of faith and its use within the intellect). 

 The perpetual theological discourse that grows as one moves closer towards union with 

    302 Laird, Gregory of Nyssa, 22.

    303 Life Mos 117.

    304 Life Mos, 93.

    305 “The vision must correspond to the name ‘tabernacle,’ so that each thing seen leads to the contemplation of a 
concept appropriate to God.” Life Mos, 99.

    306 Soul Res, 77. 
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God, cultivates that person.307 The approach of apophasis is enriched in that theology is not an 

intellectual quest but also a process of purification.308 “For the soul is always becoming better 

than itself on account of its participation in the transcendences.”309 However, Nyssa also warns 

that the soul must undergo purification: “And if the soul of some persons is not prepared to listen 

in this way, let them pay attention to Moses when he decrees that no one should dare the ascent 

of the spiritual mountain until the garments of our hearts are washed clean and our souls are 

    307 Origen broke down the soul’s ascent into three stages: “1) the movement away from sin in which the soul 
learns the virtues, 2) the stage of natural contemplation in which the soul sees the created order in God, 3) and 
beyond that contemplation of God himself.” These three stages depict a journey towards further illumination. Cf. 
Origen, “Homily XXVII On Numbers,” in Origen: An Exhortiation to Martyrdom, Prayer, First Principles: Book IV, 
Prologue to the Commentary on the Song of Songs, Homily XXVII On Numbers, trans. Rowan A. Greer (New York: 
Paulist Press, 1979), 253-255. Furthermore, Basil also pointed to three stages within religious progress. Simo 
Knuuttila breaks it down as: 1) People may improve their life through fear of eternal punishment, which is a slavish 
disposition, 2) through seeking eternal reward, which is a mercenary disposition, or 3) doing good for the sake of the 
good itself, which is the disposition of sons." Simo Knuuttila, Emotions in Ancient and Medieval Philosophy 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004), 129.
    While Nyssa adopts the idea of three stages, it is believed that they are switched around so that instead of moving 
into illumination, the soul moves into further darkness. In On the Life of Moses, he develops these three stages: “the 
revelation at the Burning Bush, and the Moses’ two ascents of Mt Sinai, the first into the cloud, the second into the 
darkness where he asked to see God face to face.” Andrew Louth, “The Cappadocians,” in The Study of Spirituality, 
ed. Cheslyn Jones, Geoffrey Wainwright, and Edward Yarnold (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 166.
    However, Verna Harrison does not adopt this position. She writes: “The process can be repeated again and again. 
It describes the mechanism, so to speak, by which eternal growth moves forward. Illumination is followed by 
darkness, which leads to further illumination. This is why Gregory’s spirituality cannot be divided into three stages, 
even if Abraham’s journey may appear to fit that pattern. The light of participation and the darkness of 
incomprehension are not the middle and end of the mystical journey. They are two components of a single dialectic 
which continues into eternity.” Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 72-73. The latter is closer with Nyssa’s idea 
of perpetual progress.

    308 “The Christian soul purified of the sinful passions and apathetic in this manner is ready to approach God. It is 
part of Gregory's conception of apatheia that it pertains to sinful motions of the soul. If a person with a pure heart 
sees finite things from the point of view of ascetic faith, moderate emotional responses to them are right.” Knuuttila, 
Emotions, 132. Margaret Smith also points out the importance of purification: “When the image has been thus 
disfigured, it is only by purification that the soul can be freed from its hindrances and again be drawn towards the 
Divine Spirit. For none can come near the purity of the Divine Being who has not first himself become such…. It is 
not possible for the soul to be united with the incorruptible Godhead unless it become itself… as pure as 
possible….” Smith, The Way of the Mystics, 61.

    309 Homily 5, Hom Song, 171. Cf. Daniélou, “Introduction,” GLORY, 24.
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purified by the appropriate sprinklings of reasoned thoughts.”310 It is through purification that the 

“eyes of the soul” are strengthened as the Christian life progresses in deification towards union 

with the Creator through Christ Jesus.311 As Mary writes, “the soul which seeks to gaze upon 

heavenly delights and to attain to union with God must turn itself aside from earth and all 

worldly business.”312 The eyes become tuned to God’s actions in the world, seeing things for 

what they really are, including God’s concern for the poor and the call for justice committed to 

brother and sister, to the neighbor and alien, and the care of the poor and marginalized. Journey 

is a continuous movement towards the likeness of Christ Jesus.313 

 Therefore the knowledge of God is not just another noetic activity, nor is it based on a 

feeling or on human intuition alone. Rather, it is active participation of the whole human person–

the culmination of intellect, desire, passion, faith, and grace, rooted in life. Rowan Williams 

writes, “If the Christian life is a journey into God, it is a journey into infinity – not an abstract 

‘absoluteness’ but an infinity of what Gregory simply calls ‘goodness’, an infinite resource of 

mercy, help and delight.”314 Morwenna Ludlow teases from Nyssa’s others works a personal 

    310 Homily 1, Hom Song, 27. And what happens when one becomes purified and ascend the mountain? Nyssa 
writes: “Moses was transformed to such a degree of glory that the mortal eye could not behold him. Certainly he 
who has been instructed in the divine mystery of our faith knows how the contemplation of the spiritual sense agrees 
with the literal account. For when the restorer of our broken nature had restored the broken table of our nature to its 
original beauty—doing this by the finger of God, as I said—the eyes of the unworthy could no longer behold him. In 
his surpassing glory he becomes inaccessible to these who would look upon him. Life Mos, 111.

    311 Gross, The Divinization of the Christian, 186

    312 Smith, The Way of the Mystics, 61.

    313 “We see, then, that the Bride is being led by the Word through the ascents of virtue up to the heights, just as if 
she were climbing stairs… Then, when she has shared, as far as is possible for her, in the good things, he draws her 
toward participation in the transcendent Beauty just as though she had hitherto had no part in them at all. The result 
is that it seems to her that desire increases in proportion to her progress toward that Light which eternally shines out 
and at the same time that her ascent is just beginning, on account of the transcendence of good things, which are 
always beyond her.” Homily 5, Hom Song, 171.

    314 Rowan Williams, The Wound of Knowledge: Christian Spirituality from the New Testament to St John of the 
Cross (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1990), 57-58.
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perspective that is more than a “soul abstracted from human life rising to a pure principle of 

good, but about the relationship of a human person with the God who has revealed [Godself] in 

personal form.”315 As Nyssa’s theological perspective of epektasis is unraveled, transformation is 

revealed in its centrality to his soteriological position as well as its connection to the intellect.316 

This is also found in the work of Rowan Williams: “We do not begin from innate or intuitive 

ideas of the absolute or the transcendent; we are drawn into a transformed life, speech and 

activity in which the inexhaustible resource of the God who draws us is gradually discovered.”317 

For this “awareness in the ways of the spiritual life is called knowledge by Eastern ascetical 

writers.”318 Faith, according to Nyssa and clearly presented by both Laird and Corrigan, is both 

beginning and end for the pilgrim. Gregory of Nyssa understands contemplation as two foci 

(intellectual and spiritual) that are interrelated in a deeply intimate connection and demonstrates 

this intellectual dynamism applied to the spiritual senses: “the activity in its sheerly intellectual 

dimension and in its more spiritual one. These merge… this fusion being one of the great 

strength of the Cappadocian theology, and of the patristic tradition generally.”319 

 The journey of rationality, Karl Rahner believes, is linked to the concept of revelation–or 

more appropriately understood as salvation history, where grace allows for reason to grasp the 

mystery and freely accept that it is a mystery. “This radical process [grace] no longer leaves God 

at a distance, approached but never attained, the far off mover of the impulses of the human spirit 

    315 Ludlow, Gregory of Nyssa: Ancient and [Post]modern, 130.

    316 Cf. Daniélou, PTM, 305-307.

    317 Williams, The Wound of Knowledge, 60.

    318 Lossky, The Mystical Theology, 217.

    319 Williams, INT, 136.
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acting through knowledge and freedom; it makes God in [God-self] an attainable goal, though he 

still remains an abiding mystery, even in the beatific vision.”320 Rahner does not see faith as a 

peculiar or particular event, limited and isolated in the relationship–or often the dialect–of reason 

and emotion, but faith is the ultimate event where rationality and emotion are interconnected, and 

interpenetrated, in the journey towards the mystery of God.321 This does not remove tensions 

between the two: “If one considers this verbal expression and the scientific and systematic 

reflection upon it which is known as theology, then problems naturally arise between faith 

understood in this sense and human rationality and emotion.”322 One such problem is the desire 

to fit the vast advancements consistently made through natural sciences into the receptacle of 

faith. As Rahner clearly points out, this has the capacity to leave people confused or hurt, and can 

lead to a theological identity crisis. The danger is that faith becomes static and will fall into the 

trap of having an intellect that is severely limited and undeveloped. In one way, faith is viewed 

as an action beyond dianoia and nous. “[D]ianoia and nous must abandon all images, concepts, 

self-projections to ascend into the sanctuary… where God dwells.”323  

 Without a deeper sense of philosophy rooted in spirituality, the capacity remains a static 

idea far removed from the realm of possibilities and experiences. “What underpins Gregory’s 

whole approach is the conviction that there is an ultimate harmony between Hellenism and 

    320 Rahner, TI, 68. “For the soul has known him–to the extent that she has comprehended him–in what has already 
come to pass, but since that which is not yet comprehended is infinitely greater than that which has been 
comprehended, the Bridegroom is manifested to the soul frequently and promises the Bride by his voice that he will 
be revealed as on who has not yet been seen.” Homily 11, Hom Song, 339.

    321 Rahner, TI, 70.

    322 Rahner, TI, 73.

    323 Corrigan, Evagrius and Gregory, 188. It is also important to note that this does not completely destroy reason, 
simply it becomes receptive–a function of the intellect from the very beginning. 
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Christianity, between faith and reason.”324 It is through life that a Christian is capable of 

influencing and strengthening this natural capacity found in the imago Dei. A beautiful part of 

the eastern tradition in theology is the lack of a “sharp distinction between mysticism and 

theology; between personal experience of the divine mysteries and the dogma affirmed by the 

church.”325 The relationship between the two, mysticism and theology, rooted in and dependent 

upon the other, can be seen through the works of Nyssa. 

Knowledge of God

For every irrational idea that shows itself in the neighborhood of such a mountain 
(the mountain of the knowledge of God) will be done to death by  more solid 
thoughts as by so many stones. Scarcely even in this way shall we be able to bear 
the voice of that trumpet, which makes a sound that is great and portentous and 
above the capacity of those who hear it–a voice preceded by the very darkness of 
obscurity, in which there is found the God who, on such a mountain, burns up every 
material thing with fire.326

 What can one know about God? If answered through the lens of “negative theology”–

presupposing the inability to provide proper names or attributes to the transcendent God–one 

must begin with concrete human experience.327 If human interactions and the limitations of such 

are any indication of the greater interaction between Creator and created, knowledge is limited to 

a superficial level–human knowledge is structured in such a way that one cannot come to know 

    324 Anthony Meredith, “The Cappadocians: Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nyssa,” in 
Ancient Philosophy of Religion, ed. Graham Oppy and N.N. Trakakis, Vol. 1 (Bristol, CT: Acumen, 2009), 244.

    325 Lossky, The Mystical Theology, 8

    326 Homily 1, Hom Song, 29.

    327 “Apophatic knowledge is able to accomplish this since for it the attributes of God are not merely objects of 
thought, but are to a certain extent experienced directly. For instance, in apophatic knowledge the infinity or 
omnipotence or love of God is not just an intellectual notion, but a matter of direct experience… Through apophatic 
knowledge the human subject not only knows that God is infinite, omnipotent, or loving, but also experiences this.” 
Dumitru Staniloae, Orthodox Dogmatic Theology: The Experience of God, trans. and ed. Ioan Ionita and Robert 
Barringer (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 1998), 95.



lxxxvi

the essence of created things.328 There are only certain external characteristics capable of being 

observed, such as human actions that the senses can observe, calculate, and form assumptions 

until the other reveals some specific piece of knowledge. When this is applied to theology, it is 

only possible to know God through God’s energies, marking a distinction maintained in the east 

today between energy and essence. God’s essence remains clouded in mystery, a fog, or 

darkness, impossible to penetrate; “knowledge of the divine essence is unattainable not only by 

humanity but also by every intelligent creature.”329 As Balthasar described it, “the essence of 

things, always escapes us.”330 

Gregory is considered the “theologian of mystical darkness and the forerunner of Pseudo-

Dionysius’ luminous darkness,” therefore posing a problem to the vision of God and thus 

creating the paradox between seeing or knowing with the unknowable nature of God. As Andrew 

Louth writes, “In the dark we can form no finished conception of what is there… And since in 

the dark we cannot see, Gregory is led, encouraged by the sensuous imagery of the Song of 

Songs, to try and express the experience of the divine darkness by drawing on the analogy of the 

other senses.”331 The motif of darkness is associated with Gregory of Nyssa through the 

connection of apophasis–that nothing positive can be said about God because of God’s absolute, 

328 Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 59. Cf. Ibid., 39.

    329 Life Mos, 95.

    330 Balthasar, PP, 64. In his work entitled Theo-logic, he writes, “as the Cappadocians, following Plato, remind us, 
we cannot even penetrate the essence of a gnat; since, despite all the efforts of theology, the only thing we can say in 
the end is what God is not?” Balthasar, Theo-logic, 87.

    331 Louth, “The Cappadocians,” 167.
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transcendent nature.332 The nature of apophatic theology, as Michael Sells writes, is “neither a 

mystification nor the result of inability to use language clearly.”333 It is so much more than that, 

as Balthasar points out, the nature of apophatic theology–related to the concept of journey and its 

relation of purification–is the human’s “extrabiblical search for God, the search of [humanity] 

who, weary of a seeking that never arrives at its goal, takes refuge either in a system or in a 

resigned agnosticism, which goes on negating even after it has already given up the quest.”334 

This follows a famous Greek axiom quoted and further developed by Augustine who wrote, Si 

comprehendere potuisti, aliud pro Deo comprehendisti. Si quasi comprehendere potuisti, 

cogitatione tua te decepisti.335 Philip Kariatlis noted in his exegetical study of the Life of Moses 

that Nyssa’s approach to mystical theology significantly differed from his predecessors who 

moved from darkness into light in the vision of God. He claimed that the opposite happens in this 

text where the spiritual life begins with light, such as Moses and the light from the burning bush, 

    332 Vladimir Lossky points out that Nyssa often views conceptions about God as a “simulacrum.” “The concepts 
which we form in accordance with the understanding and the judgment which are natural to us, basing ourselves on 
an intelligible representation, create idols of God instead of revealing to us God Himself.” Lossky, The Mystical 
Theology, 33. 
   About concepts Gregory writes in his Third Homily on the Song of Songs “the divine Nature transcends the mind’s 
grasp. Our thought concerning it is a likeness or image of what we seek, for it does not manifest the form of that 
which no one has seen or can see. Rather, it sketches darkly, in a mirror and in an enigma, a reflection of what we 
seek that comes to birth in our souls on the basis of some conjecture. All speech, however, that refers to such 
intuitions has the function of some indivisible mark, being unable to make clear what the mind intends. Thus all our 
thinking is inferior to the divine understanding, and every explanatory word of speech seems to be an abbreviated 
tracery mark that is unable to embrace the breadth of the act of understanding.” Homily 3, Hom Song, 97.

    333 Michael A. Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1994), 8.

    334 Balthasar, Theo-logic, 95. Agnosticism refers to doubts about the nature of God. If taken in its most literal 
conception rooted in Christian theology and not as an intermediate belief between Christianity and Atheism, 
apophasis can be properly spoken of as agnosticism–that there is doubts as to what can be said positively about God 
and God’s nature. Alexander Golitzin echoes this: “God cannot be known by our kind of knowing but, instead, only 
by a special kind of ‘unknowing,’ agnosia, which leaves us free for the experience of the divine presence. Here, 
then, is the second thrust of the negations: they open up a way to the cognition dei experimentalis.” Alexande 
Golitzin, “’Suddenly, Christ’: The Place of Negative Theology in the Mystagogy of Dionysius Areopagites,” in 
Mystics, ed. Kessler and Sheppard, 12.

    335 Augustine, Sermo 117, 5 (PL 38, 663) as quoted in Balthasar, Theo-logic, 100.



lxxxviii

and slowly moving towards a deeper darkness. “Indeed, St. Gregory was responsible for making 

popular the idea of divine darkness in mystical theology by placing it in the centre of his 

works.”336 Martin Laird also discussed this at length writing: “Indeed, the ascent [of Moses] is 

one that begins in light and moves into progressive darkness.”337 Nyssa includes a reference to 

both in his sixth and twelfth Homily on the Song of Songs: “when I have entered into the 

Invisible, with the world of sense left behind me; when, surrounded by the divine night, I am 

seeking what is hidden in the darkness–that is when I have indeed laid hold on love for the one I 

desire, but the object of my love has flown from the net of my thoughts.”338

 However much God’s essence remains shrouded in darkness, God also reveals God-self by 

means of self-revelation to effect salvation of humanity in human time, human history. The 

existence of darkness, which surrounds the human capacity to know God, cannot be denied, but 

neither can the opposite, the light; divine presence is described “in the language of darkness, but 

a darkness that mediates and ultimately gives way to light.”339 While God’s actions are not the 

sum of God’s essence, they are inseparable: “The divine activity of most importance to the 

Cappadocians is God present, manifest and active as grace.”340 Without this helping grace, 

humanity would be unable to know God, but because it exists there is something that can be said 

about God. Vladimir Lossky writes, “In dealing with the knowledge of God, it is impossible to 

    336 Philip Kariatlis, “’Dazzling Darkness’: The Mystical or Theophanic Theology of St. Gregory of Nyssa,” 
99-123, Phronema 27: 2 (2012), 104. 

    337 Martin Laird, “Gregory of Nyssa and the Mysticism of Darkness: A Reconsideration,” 592-616, The Journal of 
Religion 79:4 (October, 1999), 595.

    338 Homily 6, Hom Song, 193. Cf. Homily 5, Hom Song, 153; Homily 11, Hom Song, 355; and Homily 12, Hom 
Song, 373. 

    339 Laird, Gregory of Nyssa and the Grasp of Faith, 184. 

    340 Harrison, Grace and Freedom, 41.



lxxxix

talk about darkness without talking about light simultaneously.”341 He speaks about this visible 

quality of God’s activities as light or effulgence that allows for God to be known. He writes: “It 

is not a reality of the intellectual order, as the illumination of the intellect… Nor is it a reality of 

the sensible order. This light is a light which fills at the same time both intellect and senses, 

revealing itself to the whole [person], and not to only to one of his faculties.”342 A.N. Williams 

speaks about this light as a “mechanism for articulating the intellectual self-giving of the Trinity 

and the diffusing of divine knowledge through the cosmos.” 343 The beginning of humanity and 

the original condition is that of light, and the capacity to see and participate in this light is not 

only possible but also the telos of human personhood, therefore making a person naturally a 

theologian.344 The capacity to see both the physical and the spiritual derives from the nature of 

human personhood discussed at length in the first chapter. 

This term, apophasis, is most often noted as a contrast to kataphasis–that there can be 

positive things said about or associated with God. And while Nyssa is often considered the father 

of apophatic theology, this is a broad generalization and an incomplete picture that does little 

justice to the richness of his “mystical” approach to theology. He does favorably employ 

apophasis, yet he does not totally abandon kataphasis, preferring the unresolvable tension 

between the two together. It is precisely because the divine light, which surrounds humanity, 

    341 Lossky, A l’image, 25.

    342 Lossky, The Mystical Theology, 221.

    343 Williams, INT, 109. 

    344 Laird, Gregory of Nyssa and the Grasp of Faith, 182-183.
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exceeds the capacity of the human intellect to know it that Nyssa pairs the light with darkness.345 

This is why “darkness, far from being a reality of emptiness, is on the contrary one filled with 

overflowing luminosity.”346 The paring of light and darkness allows for the idea that “concepts 

can lead to a positive knowledge” while also recognizing that these concepts pose the risk of 

becoming idols. Both darkness and light reflect the other and move beyond non-contradiction.347 

The beauty about Nyssen theology is the desire to prevent the objectification of God, a thing that 

can be completely grasped or understood, and thereby prevent concepts from taking the place of 

God as false idols.348

What is the relationship between these two seemingly opposite modes for practicing 

theology? For some, it is a dichotomy that has a level of subordination; one is elevated above the 

other depending on the interpreter’s perspective–or starting point. For example, it is difficult to 

speak about a personal God who also happens to be transcendent. This personal model of 

understanding God is not simply a model but the absolute condition of a Trinitarian God–a God 

that seeks relationship and is a recurring theme in salvation history.349 Both of these theological 

models are locked in a dance as guiding principles and as help in the many struggles to find an 

appropriate balance between Greek philosophy and the Biblical revelation. They are only models 

    345 Cf. Williams, INT, 107. “[T]he theology of light becomes a mechanism for articulating the intellectual self-
giving of the Trinity and the diffusing of divine knowledge through the cosmos. It is not only a play of metaphor or a 
rhetorical embellishment so much as a piece of systematic sinew, a fact that the modern reader may miss, given that 
light has ceased to figure in systematic theologies.” 109. Cf. Corrigan, Evagrius and Gregory, 183; Laird, Gregory 
of Nyssa and the Grasp of Faith, 201-202.

    346 Philip Kariatlis, “’Dazzling Darkness’,” 112.

    347 Corrigan, Evagrius and Gregory, 183-184.

    348 Corrigan, Evagrius and Gregory, 183.

    349 Apophatic theology does not negate the importance of a personal relationship to God–the theme of the Life of 
Moses.
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that do not fully grasp the reality, which they describe. “Because the light which bathes 

humankind in its radiance exceeds our knowing, Nyssen will often pair light with darkness. 

Sometimes his doing so is merely contrastive, but frequently he mixes metaphors of darkness 

and light to deliberate theological effect.”350 

Beyond this desire for a mutual inclusivity between light and darkness, apophasis itself is 

often limited by simply describing it as a theology of darkness.351 The root of this word points to 

a deeper meaning that is an “un-saying,” appropriate when one considers God as “above” or 

“beyond being,” the source of life and its hidden mysteries. It is more than simply being unable 

to associate concepts or descriptions. “It is an expression of that fundamental attitude which 

transforms the whole of theology into a contemplation of the mysteries of revelation. It is not a 

branch of theology, a chapter, or an inevitable introduction on the incomprehensibility of 

God.”352 It pushes for the spiritual senses to be developed in such a way that a person’s ability to 

encounter God is stretched to new heights. Nyssa understands something deeper happening 

within the realm of theology. The stages of growth in the process of epektasis, defined by 

Morwenna Ludlow as “the soul’s continual stretching out to God,” are not linear but circular.353 

Humanity does not begin the process and then moves toward an end in the distance, rather 

humanity begins the journey and never fully reaches the end. Like a circle, there are no 

beginnings or endpoints, but one continuous line. Moreover, the distinction between 

    350 Williams, INT, 107.

    351 Kallistos Ware defines darkness not as the “absence or unreality of God but the inability of our human mind to 
grasp God’s inner nature.” Kallistos Ware, The Orthodox Way, Revised Edition (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s 
Press, 1995), 126.

    352 Lossky, The Mystical Theology, 42.

    353 Ludlow, Gregory of Nyssa: Ancient and [Post]modern, 127.
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contemplation and practicality are mutually indwelling and locked into this circular dance. The 

hierarchy between “ordinary things” and knowledge or higher thoughts is absent.354 The best 

way to describe this is to use Kallistos Ware’s metaphor of “dizziness” to describe the confusion 

one encounters when presented with the incomprehensibility of God;355 a dizziness that one 

might experience from running in a circle for too long.

 It is in the midst of darkness where the mind seems incapable of such an encounter, only 

perpetuated by a world constantly surrounded in a darkness of ignorance and the consistent 

message that it is impossible and out-of-reach for humanity to experience such a theophany. And 

while Nyssa is known for his theology of darkness, this darkness does not mean the mind is 

incapable “of nothing whatever. It maintains a certain receptive capacity. By virtue of this 

capacity the Bridegroom can enter and dwell.”356 It is in the moment of crossing the threshold, 

from the false light of security in one’s own ideas, concepts, and educated elitism into the 

darkness of vastness that this capacity to encounter God is actualized. “This state of unknowing 

seems like a response, a result of placing its foot over the abyss of incomprehensibility, rather 

than a state into which the mind has somehow put itself.”357 

IV. Summary

    354 Corrigan, Evagrius and Gregory, 183. “The fact that Gregory of Nyssa maintains virtue and knowledge on the 
same level, not subordinating one to the other, has clear implications for the respective roles of virtue and 
knowledge in his theory of divine union. Gregory’s doctrine on union through the ‘progressive deification through 
virtue’ in light should not be subordinated to his theory of union in the darkness of unknowing.” Laird, Gregory of 
Nyssa and the Grasp of Faith, 203. Cf. Meredith, The Cappadocians, 59.

    355 This is reflective of the way Gregory of Nyssa describes it. Philip Kariatlis, “’Dazzling Darkness’: The 
Mystical or Theophanic Theology of St. Gregory of Nyssa,” Phronema 27:2 (2012): 99-123.

    356 Laird, Gregory of Nyssa and the Grasp of Faith, 55.

    357 Laird, Gregory of Nyssa and the Grasp of Faith, 61.
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 The nature of humanity is the reality of change, motion, and desire. Created and deep-

seated in creation, humanity encounters a frustrating stutter when talking about God. 

Furthermore, the reality of God’s transcendent nature hovers above the desire to know and to 

love this God, not as a static idea, but active and relational as God beckons the “Bridegroom” to 

move into the innermost chambers. The concepts used to describe God are important because it 

gives name to experiences and revelation;358 however, they are just that–concepts and not infinite 

truths or absolutes. Desire is never fulfilled, thirst never quenched, and hunger never satisfied. 

Although completely reliant upon God, the intellect has the capacity to transcend as it continues 

to move in the perpetual journey in perfection and union. Yet, before the soul can transcend, it 

must first purge itself of all false attachments or “worldly business.”359 Why? Nyssa writes: “It is 

impossible for the mind which is pured into many channels to win its way to the knowledge and 

the love of God.”360 Furthermore, as Knuuttila writes: “The soul's mystical ascent is understood 

as ever-increasing participation. There is never any final union with the unknowable God in the 

soul (Moses 2.238-9) It was common to describe the spiritual life as a succession of steps 

towards eternal fulfillment, but Gregory made the infinite progress and never-completed journey 

to God itself perfection.”361

 Theology is the attempt to peer through a “darkness” created by the gulf between created 

    358 Cf. Inf, 378.

    359 Nyssa writes: “if a person’s material burden is great, the consuming flame must also become great and long-
lasting; but if someone is exposed to the consuming fire more briefly, the punishment relaxes its severe and piercing 
operation in proportion to the smaller measure of evil in the subject. For evil must be altogether removed in every 
way from being, and, as we have said before, that which does not really exist must cease to exist at all.” Soul Res, 
85.

    360 Virg, 351. Cf. Virg, 344; Inf, 374.

    361 Knuuttila, Emotions, 133-134.
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and Creator in a way that brings brief clarity, and if the intellect is a bridge between the Divine 

and the created, then it must be involved in some real way. Often theology provides more 

questions than answers, and even while the intellect is indeed limited in matters that are a 

mystery, it is not and should not be completely abandoned. “Thus, the sight of the eye and the 

sight of the mind do not perceive one and the same light, but it is the property of each of these 

faculties to act according to its own nature and limitations.”362 It is foolish to diminish the use of 

reason for “the power of human reasoning is a work of God. Along with the capacities for 

laughter and for knowledge, the reasoning faculty is proper to humanity.”363 And when the 

intellect reaches its limits in matters of theology, the use of Scripture and tradition provide an 

avenue for the human mind to reach knowledge of matters of faith. “By awakening our minds 

through disciplined prayer, we can, with God’s grace, become capable of seeing God.”364

    362 Lossky, The Mystical Theology, 222.

    363 Williams, INT, 120; Ans Eun, 256.

    364 Harrison, God’s Many-Splendored Image, 52.
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Chapter Four: The Eyes of the Soul and Beauty

I. Introduction

 The existence of living on this earth is life embedded in creation. In search for truth many 

obstacles present themselves, especially those related to Collin’s limitation model in chapter two. 

One such obstacle, and one deeply seated in an ontological experience, is the realm of superficial 

interpretation: one lives in the realm of “surfaces” (the source of contention with Gregory of 

Nyssa). Impossible to observe the nature of being without the help of instruments, it therefore 

becomes clear that an embodied reality of human existence comprises the use of the senses.365 It 

is through these instruments, or faculties, that the intellect is able to operate.366 While it appears 

that the intellect is greater than the bodily senses (and in some ways it is), it is severely hampered 

without their use.367 The classification of “senses” is rooted in a cultural perspective: for example 

the five senses (vision, hearing, taste, smell, and touch) comes from a western paradigm, while it 

is not uncommon for other traditions–or even other religious systems–to have other senses listed 

as well.368 And in a particular, western category, there is a hierarchy dividing the senses between 

those characteristically elevated, associated with a higher part of the mind (i.e. the sense of 

    365 Cf. Virg, 354.

    366 Williams, INT, 102. Cf. Alcuin Alois Weiswum, The Nature of Human Knowledge According to Saint Gregory 
of Nyssa, vol. 136 (Washington D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1952), 122.

    367 Daniélou, L'être et le temps chez Grégoire de Nysse, 5.

    368 Stefanie Knauss, "Aisthesis: Theology and the Senses," 106-121, Cross Currents 63:1 (March 1, 2013), 107. 
Cf. Kathryn Linn Geurts, Culture and the Senses: Bodily Ways of Knowing in an African Community (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2002), and David Howes, Empire of the Senses: The Sensual Culture Reader (New 
York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2005).
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vision and hearing), while others are “humbled” (i.e. the sense of taste, smell, and touch).369 The 

distinction between these two parts (those elevated and those “humbled”) seemed to be 

motivated by the closeness they are, to either the intellect or to the body; a faculty of sense that 

was not restricted to closeness or proximity to the body were considered privileged. For example, 

vision was highly favored because it could work from a distance, whereas touch required one to 

be close to another. Furthermore, Alex Garcia-Rivera writes: “sight implies perceptive control 

and conquest, while hearing implies surrender to the perception. The latter cannot choose what to 

hear, the former can.”370 He continues to elaborate the two for the purpose of demonstrating the 

importance of hearing in the hic et nunc; however, he reveals a further nuanced position or 

hierarchy of the senses related to proximity: Those senses that could be controlled were elevated.

Several Patristic writers, throughout the development of theology, settled into an account 

of how an ordinary perception of one’s senses was capable of a “progressive transformation in 

this life into spiritual sense.”371 The ability to see the natural beauty of creation through vision, to 

hear the wondrous music from chirping birds or singing crickets, or to smell the sweet aroma of 

blooming flowers all presented a way of interpreting an approach to perceive deeper spiritual 

realities upon further investigation. This development was only a matter of reinterpreting the 

physical senses as was seen with Origen–especially if the senses were understood as an element 

of the soul: “Ita et sensus ex anima est.”372 Even while this thesis upholds a “traditional” 

    369 Cf. Immanuel Kant, Kant: Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, ed. Robert B. Louden (Cambridge, 
NY: Cambridge University Press, 2006).

    370 Garcia-Rivera, The Community of the Beautiful, 83.

    371 Gavrilyuk and Coakley, “Introduction,” 42. Cf. Rethinking the Medieval Senses: Heritage, Fascinations, 
Frames, ed. Stephen G. Nichols, Andreas Kablitz, and Alison Calhoun (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University 
Press, 2008). 

    372 Tertullian, Quinti Septimi Florentis Tertulliani De Anima, ed. J. Jan Hendrik Waszink (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 
XVII:5.
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hierarchical paradigm by focusing on the spiritual sense of sight, it does not deny the role of the 

others in theology; a theology rooted in aesthetics is quite limited if restricted to the sense of 

sight, and as Gregory of Nyssa describes in the Life of Moses, “The grace of light which Moses 

receives is distributed to all his senses, so that his hearing, too, is illuminated by rays of light.”373 

II. The “Soul’s Eyes”

 The eyes have long experienced this privileged position among the rank of human senses, 

even while the other senses were still deeply involved in intimate ways.374 The use of vision has 

historically been appreciated for its connection to the intellect, and it is this connection that can 

provide a more holistic understanding of theology rooted in beauty and provides an answer to the 

ontological paradox described in a previous chapter.375 The use of physical senses was seen as 

incomplete or severely limited to fully capture the complexities of reality on its various levels–

even within the physical realm where the senses primarily operate. The nature of spiritual vision, 

thus, is to be able to peer into the realities hidden from ordinary sight, to contemplate the 

    373 Williams, INT, 107.

    374 The use of the eyes, as either a metaphor or a symbol pointing to a higher faculty of the mind, goes beyond 
Christianity. “Celsus already knew of the ‘eyes of the soul,’ of which he had heard from the Greek. But this notion 
was common among Christians even earlier. Rahner, TI, 85. Cf. Gavrilyuk and Coakley, “Introduction,” 1; Stead, 
“The Concept of Mind,” 48-49. Gregory of Nyssa believed that the position of the eyes, being on the highest point 
of the body and capable to look heavenward, was a sign of their importance since they were closer to God. He 
writes, “But [human] form is upright, and extends aloft towards heaven, and looks upwards: and these are marks of 
sovereignty which show [one’s] royal dignity.” Mak Man, 393.  

    375 “The parallel between thinking and seeing is of course especially persuasive when applied to immediate acts of 
cognition: one can grasp certain logical relations, for example those of arithmetic, with the same kind of intuitive 
certainty as one can grasp relationships between objects presented to the view. But some mental operations require a 
space of time and a series of operations which a man may have to formulate to himself in words or other symbols.” 
Stead, “The Concept of Mind,” 49.  While it does not offer a full picture, often missing important aspects to the 
vision of sight, the following text offers a good survey of the use of sight in specific, to the Christian life–or more 
specifically the Spiritual life. Cf. Georgia Frank, The Memory of the Eyes: Pilgrims to Living Saints in Christian 
Late Antiquity (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2000). 
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mystery and see beyond the sensible appearances.376 The analogy of the cave, a foundational 

story written by Plato within the western intellectual tradition, provides a fascinating example or 

analysis of the role of the sense of vision and the intellect. It is a tale of “enlightenment” as those 

who are imprisoned with shackles and can only see shadows, which make up their reality. When 

they returned to the conditions of the cave, those who had escaped their shackles and seen the 

sun, they no longer viewed what had been in the same way.377 On a superficial level, the 

liberated ones who returned to the cave experienced a shift in their perspective of reality 

produced by their vision of a greater reality–it seems as if the sense of vision plays an important 

role on the spiritual journey, acting as an important agent in moments of intellectual clarity.378 

Yet, there is also hesitation about a link between the two–intellect and the senses–that 

demonstrates the influence of a post-Enlightenment perspective: “a focus on the sensory 

experience of works of art helps to overcome the tendency to intellectualize the aesthetic 

experience.”379 This move to use the senses as a way to distance the use of the intellect is not a 

    376  Daniélou, L'être et le temps chez Grégoire de Nysse, 1. He is speaking specifically about contemplation or 
“théôria.” This term implies looking or gazing. 

    377 Cf. Mark R. Wynn, Renewing the Senses: A Study of the Philosophy and Theology of the Spiritual Life 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 1-2.

    378 Plato’s cave offers this positive interpretation of the senses. Andrew Louth writes: “for the Platonic tradition 
contemplation was an attempt to understand the way the intellect (nous) gasps true reality by analogy with sight, the 
‘keenest of the senses.’” (167) However, for Louth, he believes Nyssa removes himself from this model in the sense 
that it is in darkness where true reality takes place unlike those who encounter it in the brilliance of the sun. “To say 
that the closer we come to the truest of all reality, God, the darker it gets, is to overthrow all this. And this is what 
Gregory does, and he explores its implications.” And while this seems to be the case for Gregory, it is only on a 
superficial level of darkness that this is true. However, if darkness is seen as an abundance of light that temporary 
blinds the senses, this allegory of the cave seems to align itself more appropriately. Louth, “The Cappadocians,” 
167.

    379 Knauss, "Aisthesis,” 106.
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recent conversation; as Augustine points out, Gnosticism and Valentinian had contributed to this 

disconnect: “Relucentne iam haeretica semina Gnosticorum et Valentinianorum?”380 

As an elevated sense, the capacity to see was a desired mode for an encounter with God 

or with physical realities; “God gives to the rational creature [in the divine initiative] the means 

to perceive nature that is sheerly intelligible, which is the capacity for communion with the 

Trinity.”381 This ability that has been given by God is what has been called “Spiritual Sense.” 

Nonetheless, as both Paul L. Gavrilyuk and Sarah Coakley mention, the nature of these spiritual 

senses provides a unique metaphysical and epistemological problem with the concept of divine 

transcendence and immateriality. They provide two ways to avoid this problem: 1) the notion of 

divine revelation and religious experience could be jettisoned altogether, or 2) the role of God in 

self-communication is emphasized maintaining a vague conception of the “cognitive equipment” 

that allows for such communication. The former finds support in modern rationalism while the 

latter is often seen in those who often speak about the “mystical experience.”382 These senses 

seem to appear contradictory to the transcendent nature of God. Concurrently, there is also little 

consensus on what would constitute these “other senses” that might exist apart from the five 

typically listed. These two problems mentioned by Gavrilyuk and Coakley are incomplete. The 

    380 Tertullian, De Anima, XVIII: 4-5 (pp. 24) Tertullian continues: Et nunc ad differentiam sensualium et 
intellectualium non aliud admittimus quam rerum diuersitates, corporalium et spiritalium, uisibilium et inuisibilium, 
publicatarum et arcanarum, quod illae sensui, istae intellectui attribuantur, apud animam tamen et istis et illis 
obsequio deputatis, quae perinde per corpus corporalia sentiat, quemadmodum per animum incorporalia intellegat, 
saluo eo, ut etiam sentiat, dum intellegit. Tertullian, De Anima, XVIII: 6. (pp. 25).

    381 Williams, INT, 92.

    382 Gavrilyuk and Coakley, “Introduction,” 1. In Nyssa’s sixth Homily on the Song of Songs, he writes about the 
Bride who searches for her Bridegroom. “For I was seeking him upon my bed by night, so as to know what his 
essence is, whence he has his beginning, where he reaches his end, by what means he has existence.” However much 
to the dismay of the Bride, “I did not find him. I was calling him by name, as far as I was able to discover names of 
the Nameless, but there was no name whose sense could attain the one I was seeking.”  The Bride has encountered 
the reality of God’s transcendent nature. Homily 6, Hom Song, 193.
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theological reality of sin makes it rather difficult for any aspect of the senses to be used to their 

fullest extent–assuming that the spiritual senses are somehow rooted in their physical 

counterparts.383 Verna Harrison also elaborates on the reality that these spiritual senses are not 

naturally tuned to experience spiritual realities, and to some extent, there is a need for God to 

“reawaken our buried capacity to see spiritual reality. As fallen people, we thought the things we 

could see and touch physically, or maybe the products of our own imagination, were the whole of 

reality.”384 In a culture that has created “walls” or “barriers” around what are often labeled 

“superstitious beliefs,” it is harder to understand and develop these senses. Furthermore, in areas 

deeply rooted in spirituality one might be quick to consider the people living in this reality as 

superstitious or pagan. However, without their use, the intellect loses its importance in any 

theophany with a God that desires to be known on a deeply personal level and yet incapable of 

being perceived with any physical sense nor understood with the intellect as a “concept” or 

“Being.” Therefore a theological concept of perception will change the way one understands 

theology–the intellect no longer becomes a distinct or separate concept with contemplation, 

prayer, or worship.

For those of the Alexandrian school, contemplation started with the divine initiative. 

Robert Wilken writes: “The knowledge of God, then, implies a reciprocal relation between God 

and the knower, for one cannot see God unless God wills to be seen and the knower is capable of 

seeing what there is to see.”385 The greatest divine initiative was the Incarnation. With Nyssa, the 

    383 Gavrilyuk and Coakley, “Introduction,” 3-4. “Rahner proposes to understand the spiritual senses on a close 
analogy with the five physical senses. For lack of a better designation, one could call such an account the ‘five 
senses analogy’ of spiritual perception” (4). Cf. Rahner, TI, 81-84. 

    384 Harrison, God’s Many-Splendored Image, 56-57.

    385 Wilkin, “Grace and the Knowledge of God,” 242.
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proposed spiritual (or what was considered “higher”) senses could only be “legitimated” through 

the Incarnation when Christ Jesus assumed the fullness of humanity. This not only did something 

extraordinary to what had become the “ordinary” but also made a difference for contemplation 

through his teachings and the ordaining of the sacraments. Moreover, with the Incarnation, it was 

possible that Christian knowledge about God would be similar to that of philosophy; the 

philosophers’ approach to the knowledge of God was considered static. While they had part of 

the “truth” about who God was, it was at best incomplete. They spoke about knowing God and 

yet their practices, their worship, never changed. And like other critics of “pagan philosophy,” 

Origen believed that the philosophers lacked a complete understanding in favor of solely an 

activity of the mind.386 The Incarnation provided a dynamic way to know God that was further 

strengthened with the sending of the Spirit and the use of the sacraments today. It was rooted in 

everyday experience, or the ordinary time and place transformed into sacred time and place. Von 

Balthasar underlines an important concept about the dynamic nature of the intellect, writing: “It 

really seems that, at least in the explicit thought of Gregory, or at least in the tendencies of his 

thought there is an assimilation of the idea of the ‘concrete’, which goes beyond a purely 

analytical and static knowledge even in the material, to the idea of the ‘spiritual.’”387 This 

“intellectual dynamism” does more than describe the flaws of philosophy, albeit in an indirect 

manner, it influences the relationship of the intellect and the senses. It is a dynamic relationship 

that has its moments of growth as well as those times in which it seems to fail. It describes 

theology with a concise definition that draws out experience. Using the term “to know” God and 

    386 Cf. Wilken, “Grace and the Knowledge of God,” 239.

    387 Balthasar, PP, 62.
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its relation to contemplation goes beyond a simple knowledge of facts but includes a deeper level 

of thought that is initiated by God knowing humanity–to be in the image is to know God.388  

It was also not uncommon to interpret “seeing” as “knowing;” for example, Origen 

writes, “Whereas, on the contrary, God, the Father of Christ, is said to be seen, because ‘he who 

sees the Son,’ he says, ‘sees also the Father.’ This certainly would press us very hard, were the 

expression not understood by us more correctly of understanding, and not of seeing. For he who 

has understood the Son will understand the Father also.”389 Just as the body needs nourishment, 

the soul also needs nourishment: “the vision of God nourishes the mind, or the spiritual side of 

our human nature.”390 Without it there cannot be spiritual growth, and without it the capacity 

remains as such: a static idea far removed from the realm of possibilities and experiences. It is 

through life that a Christian is capable of influencing and strengthening this natural capacity 

found in the imago Dei through contemplation and love for the other. “The physical faculties are 

strengthened by constant practice; it is just the same with the spiritual senses.”391 Origen 

believed that for every stage of development, there were corresponding spiritual foods necessary 

for the spiritual growth which included a purgative process of ‘death’ and regeneration.”392 And 

this is reflected in Nyssa as well: “Further, the present life appears to me to offer a sort of 

analogy to the future life we hope for, and to be intimately connected with it, thus; the tenderest 

infancy is suckled and reared with milk from the breast; then another sort of food appropriate to 

    388 Duffy, The Dynamics of Grace, 56.

    389 Origen, On First Principles, trans. G.W. Butterworth (Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith, 1973), 99.

    390 Harrision, God’s Many-Splendored Image, 52.

    391 Rahner, TI, 87.

    392 Gavrilyuk and Coakley, “Introduction,” 42.
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the subject of this fostering, and intimately adapted to his needs, succeeds, until at last he arrives 

at full growth.”393  This spiritual or heavenly food allows for the heart to continue along the 

spiritual journey, providing strength when needed as well as helping to awaken the mind; “By 

awakening our minds through disciplined prayer, we can, with God’s grace, become capable of 

seeing God.”394 And Harrison later continues, “In a mature, well-balanced human life, our 

intellect is supposed to discern, receive, and obey the will of God and to guide and bring order to 

the other two ‘parts’ of the soul, which are understood to include the instinctive and emotional 

impulses and drives.”395

Both Karl Rahner and Hans Urs von Balthasar addressed spiritual senses, or as they 

understood: “the doctrine that treats the interplay among the human person’s sensate, intellectual, 

and volitional faculties as they strive toward knowledge of God” in order to provide a way to 

resolve the ontological paradox.396 Rahner focused on both medieval understanding in the 

writings of Bonaventure, and earlier through Origen; and while Rahner does not directly mention 

Nyssa except for a footnote, there is little doubt that Nyssa adapted the notion of spiritual senses 

himself, indebted to the Origenistic spiritual sense tradition.397 The development of spiritual 

    393 Inf, 377.

    394 Harrison, God’s Many-Splendored Image, 52.

    395 Harrison, God’s Many-Splendored Image, 73.

    396 Stephen Fields, “Balthasar and Rahner on the Spiritual Sense,” Theological Studies 57 (1996): 225. This article 
provides an interesting perspective on Balthahsar and Rahner’s starting point that, while not as directly available as 
it is when they write about Bonaventure, it will provide an interesting lens in which they will view Origen (Rahner) 
and Nyssa (Balthasar.) Rahner begins with faith: he “understands faith as consciously developing a potential already 
immanent in human nature,” whereas Balthasar begins with faith, but faith rooted in the Incarnation: “the object of 
faith (the incarnation) alone bears the responsibility for reforming sensation and imagination so that they can 
perceive what the object entails.” They both believe every person has the capacity of endowed sensation before they 
make “any explicit act of Christian faith.” However, “Balthasar grounds this potential immediately in the 
anthropology revealed in the Incarnation, Rahner grounds it immediately in the pre apprehension of the infinite, 
which only subsequently is shown to be grounded in the order of grace.” Fields, “Balthasar and Rahner,” 233.

    397 Rahner, TI, 102. Cf. Louth, “The Cappadocians,” 163; Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue, 93.
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senses in its relationship to the intellect found most of its formulation within the Alexandrian 

School; “Early Alexandrian theology gives unmistakable notice of the significance of intellect in 

patristic though, at every level”398 and this included how they understood God, humanity as well 

as salvation. Even with such a negative image of the body, the divine senses were upheld. “The 

‘eye’ with which we do this beholding belongs to the mind… it is with the eye of the mind that 

we experience good and evil and make the choice of better things.”399 This need was found in 

both Origen and Gregory of Nyssa “to emphasize the distinction between outer sensory 

experience and the inner workings of the spiritual senses”400 reflecting the Platonic influence 

within their unique theological perspectives. 

Origen and the Spiritual Senses 

 While the genesis of spiritual senses predates Origen, the formation of a distinct theology 

of the spiritual senses is attributed to his works; and while other, more recent scholars have tried 

to treat the subject systematically, earlier theologians contributed without creating a restrictive 

system or a systematic account.401 “The accounts of spiritual perception that one finds… hardly 

amount to a ‘doctrine’ in Rahner’s sense of the term.”402 Origen’s unique and influential 

contribution, he believed, was not a new doctrinal perspective created to fit his spiritual 

    398 Williams, INT, 84.

    399 Williams, INT, 31.

    400 Bernard McGinn, “The Language of Inner Experience in Christian Mysticism,” in Minding the Spirit: The 
Study of Christian Spirituality, ed. Elizabeth Dreyer and Mark S. Burrows (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2005), 161.

    401 Rahner, TI, 82. Origen asks a series of questions that will indicate the subject’s importance. He writes, “How 
does the body possess the faculty of understanding incorporeal existences? How does a bodily nature investigate the 
processes of the various arts, and contemplate the reasons of things? How, also, is it able to perceive and understand 
divine truths, which are manifestly incorporeal?” Origen, On First Principles, 12. 

    402 Gavrilyuk and Coakley, “Introduction,” 5.
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theological perspective, rather the language of spiritual senses could be found within 

revelation.403 For example, the idea of vision is found within Platonic thought (the concept of the 

“eye of the soul”), yet the way Origen adopts vision demonstrates the influence of biblical 

revelation: “And Scripture also refers, which is more remarkable, to a sense faculty for the divine 

which is radically different form everything which [humanity] calls sense faculties….”404 The 

nature of this revelation is deeply bound by a relationship interpreted through an intellect-soul 

framework. He did not completely abandon the traditional, dualistic approach from both Plato 

and the later influence of Middle Platonism, yet he neither could reject nor did he want to neglect 

the revelation proclaimed through scriptures. Origen, rejecting a concept of “distinction” or 

“parts,” saw the soul as having two powers or tendencies. Benjamin Blosser calls this “dualist” 

distinction as “two souls” that goes beyond the dualism of body and soul.405 As Rahner pointed 

out, there is no coherent, single interpretation about the faculty of senses, for in various places 

there are the “faculties of the soul” and in others the “faculties of the spirit.”406 This defines the 

nature of Origen’s “systematic” approach to the faculties of human personhood. 

 What Origen discovered from revelation were the five primary and physical senses—the 

    403 Bernard writes: “We moderns would be inclined to think that Origen read his division between the inner and 
the outer senses into Scripture in a form of ‘eisegesis,’ but he was convinced that the distinction was right there in 
the text… It was on this basis that Origen laid down the fundamental principles for his understanding….” McGinn, 
“The Language of Inner Experience in Christian Mysticism,” 137. It is also through revelation itself (the scriptures) 
that his theory is entirely built upon as a way of interpretation. Cf. Sarah Coakley, Powers and Submissions: 
Spirituality, Philosophy and Gender (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2002), 136. However, this view is incredibly 
restrictive although not completely far from the truth. Rather, this study believes his development evolved over time 
that Nyssa would continue to expand himself.

    404 Rahner, TI, 84.

    405 Blosser, Become Like the Angels, 33.

    406 Rahner, TI, 89.
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sense of smell, touch, taste, hearing, and seeing.407 These five physical senses, however, were 

incapable of perceiving spiritual realities, a problem for Origen who believed that humanity was 

created with mind so that one might not only be in union with God (who is intellectual) but that 

one might also know God: “Human beings are made to be knowers and their knowledge 

encompasses both God and creation.”408 If his understanding of the senses is aligned with his 

understanding of the soul, there are then two “tendencies” of the senses–the first which was 

already discussed are those physical senses, but there are also the second, or the senses of a 

spiritual nature, that includes “the sense faculty of the soul, the divine faculties, the faculties of 

the interior man, the faculties of the ear, spiritual senses”409 and each of these spiritual senses is 

related to its physical counterparts. Origen writes, “For the names of the organs of sense are 

frequently applied to the soul, so that it may be said to see with the eyes of the heart, i.e., to 

perform an intellectual act by means of the power of intelligence. So also it is said to hear with 

the ears when it perceives the deeper meaning of a statement. So also we say that it makes use of 

teeth, when it chews and eats the bread of life which comes down from heaven.”410 And von 

Balthasar writes, “For just as in the body there are the different senses of tasting and seeing, so 

are there, as Solomon says, divine faculties of perception. One of them is the seeing and 

contemplating power of the soul.”411 However, the question must be asked as to what extent 

Origen uses the language of sensation as a metaphor: “these passages likely betray Origen’s debt 

    407 Origen, On First Principles, 160-161.

    408 Williams, INT, 51.

    409 Rahner, TI, 85. Cf. Blosser, Become Like the Angels, 33.

    410 Origen, On First Principles, 14.

    411 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Origen: Spirit and Fire, trans. Robert J. Daly (Washington, D.C: The Catholic 
University of America Press, 1984), 221.
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to a Platonic model of ‘intellectual vision.’”412 His argument regarding these five senses, 

according to Mark Julian Edwards, rests on an exegetical perspective, “the existence of the 

spiritual senses is not divined by introspection but is to be inferred from the presence in the 

Scripture of sensual idioms.”413 These senses–even if the spiritual senses are reduced to a 

metaphor–provide a distinction between Origen and Platonism: “[spiritual sense] has no parallel 

in the thought of the Neoplatonists, whose goal was liberation from the senses, not the 

supersession of a corporeal by a spiritual aesthetic.”414 It is an aspect of biblical revelation, an 

interpretation missing from the Neo-Platonists who sought to define it psychological. 

 When God uses the physical senses for something “greater” than natural perception, they 

are stretched in such a way that the desire for this continual use becomes a part of the soul’s 

desire for God.415 Each one of these senses allowed for “a direct and intuitive knowledge of 

divine mysteries, inasmuch as each organ approximates the nature of that which it perceives.”416 

The senses were considered important and active in the mystical encounter, but only one would 

stand out from the rest: “the most consistently privileged of the senses is neither hearing nor 

taste, but vision.”417 And this echoes in von Balthasar, “There is an eye of the body with which 

we view these earthly things, an eye according to the sense of the flesh, of which scripture says: 

‘coming in puffed up without reason by his sensuous mind.’ Over against this we have another, 

    412 Mark J. McInroy, “Origen of Alexandria,” in The Spiritual Senses, ed. Gavrilyuk and Coakley, 33.

    413 Mark Julian Edwards, Origen Against Plato (Aldershot, England: Ashgate Publishing, 2002), 148.

    414 Edwards, Origen Against Plato, 148. 

    415 Balthasar, Origen: Spirit and Fire, 221.

    416 Blosser, Become Like the Angels, 91.

    417 Williams, INT, 84. “But if we turn to the Lord, where also is the word of God, and where the Holy Spirit 
reveals spiritual knowledge, then the veil is taken away, and with unveiled face we shall behold the glory of the Lord 
in the Holy Scriptures.” Origen, On First Principles, 8. Cf. Origen, On First Principles, 118-119.
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better eye which perceives the things of God.”418 Where does this sense of vision sit in the body-

soul dynamics of Origen? For Origen, the seat of these spiritual senses was not the mind, but the 

heart. Origen writes, “By this divine sense, therefore, not of the eyes, but of a pure heart, which 

is the mind, God may be seen by those who are worthy.”419 Nyssa will later echo this emphasis 

on the purity of the heart. 

 Spiritual vision is not simply a natural faculty of human personhood. Ultimately, it is a gift 

from the Spirit working in concert with the capacity of the intellect already found from being 

created as imago Dei. Consequently, any person could have any of the five spiritual senses as 

well as different capacities to use each sense to various degrees as another, or the same capacity 

to activate them by will. “Origen says explicitly that not every [human] possesses these spiritual 

faculties. Thus, for example, the eyes of Adam were closed after his sin. Certain people may 

develop a particular sense but never come to the full use of all five.”420 Sin acts against the 

senses, often incapacitating them: “the eyes blinded to God, the ears deaf to his Word, the mouth 

unable to taste his goodness.”421 The existence of unbelief bears witness to the lack of these 

spiritual senses in some people “who are then naturally incapable of perceiving spiritual 

realities.”422 The necessity of “a positive revelation” complicates matters with the senses in some 

ways.423 Grace and practice are required for the use of these senses. 

    418 Balthasar, Origen: Spirit and Fire, 236.

    419 Origen, On First Principles, 14.

    420 Rahner, TI, 86.

    421 Blosser, Become Like the Angels, 91. Cf. Origen, On First Principles, 157.

    422 Rahner, TI, 85.

    423 Edwards, Origen Against Plato, 60.
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Nyssa and the Spiritual Senses

Karl Rahner, in his study on the Spirit published in 1973, provided a detailed look at the 

role of spiritual senses through development, starting with Origen and then moving into medieval 

theologians. However, there are several other theologians that contributed to this “doctrine” 

without being mentioned. His claim: “Origen seems to be the first to have formulated such a 

doctrine of five spiritual senses and he frequently comes back to this topic. We have to wait until 

St Bonaventure in the Middle Ages to find similarly extensive treatment of this notion.”424 And 

this is true to a point with Nyssa; “Appeal to the senses other than sight figures rather rarely on 

the whole, however, the net effect of which is that Nyssen’s prose leaves the reader with the 

impression of a more purely cerebral world than either Origen’s or Nazianzen’s.”425 As Hans 

Boersma noted, “the numerous descriptions of sense perception throughout the Song of Songs” 

have a significant inference on the journey or ascent.426 For example, he writes in his first 

homily: “For there is a certain analogy between the sense organs of the body and the operations 

of the soul.”427 This infers that spiritual vision, while not clearly and systematically discussed, 

still has a dominant role in his theology. Nyssa developed his “doctrine” of spiritual senses over 

    424 Rahner, TI, 82. He also says in the previous chapter: “For one can only speak properly of an idea or doctrine of 
spiritual faculties when these partly imaginative, partly literal expressions such as to touch God, to open the eyes of 
the heart, etc. are found in a complete system in which five instruments are involved in the spiritual perception of 
immaterial realities. If an author then clearly speaks of five spiritual faculties, we are justified in taking into account 
texts which only refer to a single faculty.” (82.)

    425 Williams, INT, 101. 

    426 Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue, 94.

    427 He continues: “For both wine and milk are discerned by the sense of taste, but when they are intelligible 
things, the power of the soul that grasps them is a fully intellectual power. And a kiss comes about through the sense 
of touch, for in a kiss lips touch each other. There is also, though, a ‘touch’ that belongs to the soul, one that makes 
contact with the Word and is actuated by an incorporeal and intelligible touching… I the same way, too, the scent of 
the divine perfumes is not a scent in the nostrils but pertains to a certain intelligible and immaterial faculty that 
inhales the sweet smell of Christ by sucking in the Spirit.” Homily 1, Hom Song, 37.
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a life-long progress as he continued to mature in his struggles with understanding the bodily 

transformation, such as the nature of the conversation with Macrina.428 One such example is his 

work in On the Soul and the Resurrection where, filled with grief about the recent death of his 

brother (Basil), he attempts to plumb the meaning of the resurrection for both the body and the 

soul.429 Sarah Coakley reminds her readers that Gregory of Nyssa lacked any “consciously 

enunciated ‘spiritual senses doctrine’ as such;” it was Jean Daniélou who first associated the 

“doctrine of the spiritual senses” to Nyssa430 as Daniélou devoted “more than thirty important 

pages to the subject in his monograph.”431  Instead, Coakley believed that Nyssa employed 

certain phrases that point towards his concern for epistemological issues regarding sensuality (ta; 

aijsqhthvria thV yucnV;, oJ ojfqalmo;V thV yuchV, hJ ajkoh thV kardivaV.) 

The term “soul’s eyes”432 was often employed by Nyssa to describe the connection of 

spiritual perception to the soul, and was one of his most widely used images related to the senses, 

continuing the development in the distinction between physical and spiritual senses seen in the 

works of Origen. While acknowledging that his work does not have a developed doctrine per se, 

Coakley believes one can be freed to “consider what [Nyssa] is about in this dialogue in a way 

not constrained by the modern boxed-up categories of ‘philosophy’ verses ‘spirituality’ or 

‘mystical’ experience’.”433 This should not minimize the importance Nyssa attaches to the use of 

    428 Sarah Coakley, “Gregory of Nyssa,” 51.

    429 Cf. Wessel, “Memory and Individuality.”

    430 Daniélou, PTM, 235.

    431 Coakley, “Gregory of Nyssa,” 38.

    432 Inf.

    433 Coakley, “Gregory of Nyssa,” 45. 
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the senses, nor should it devalue terms such as “mystical” or “spiritual,” lessening the 

involvement of the spiritual senses in the discussion of a noetic theology. 

 The senses are one of three parts in a Nyssen anthropological-biological perspective, 

coming after those parts which make life possible, given–as an additional blessing-so that one 

may enjoy through participation in this life, and this is followed by organs responsible for 

reproduction.434 Nyssa writes: “for as hearing receives all sorts of sounds, and our visual 

perception exercises its operation… so with taste, with smell, with perception by touch; each 

implants in us by means of its own perceptive power the knowledge of things of every kind.”435 

Without the senses, an encounter of beauty would be impossible, but this is only secondary to 

those parts such as the mind and heart. The philosophical-biblical notions of human personhood 

are not always in agreement, but they seem at times “content to adopt the view of ‘profane 

learning’ which sees the spiritual and appetitive parts of the soul…all working together to draw 

the person towards participation in the good.”436 Nyssa seems to favor ‘mental senses’ with a 

specific focus on the platonic influenced tradition of vision and sight, however as von Balthasar 

pointed out, Gregory was more in line with the Stoic understanding of sensory knowledge; “For 

the Stoic as for Gregory, sensible knowledge, contrary to Platonism, is at the basis of scientific 

certitude.”437 However, the usefulness of these physical senses in matters of the intelligible realm 

(much like Origen) is very minimal, limited to material beauty that acts as a ladder to climb 

towards the intelligible realm through intellectual beauty. The senses are imperfect, fallible, 

    434 Cf. Mak Man, 422-425.

    435 Mak Man, 396; 394.

    436 Williams, INT, 101.

    437 Balthasar, PP, 61.
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constantly making mistakes misleading the intellect, and especially distracted by passions. 

Appearances perceived from this reality are easily mistaken as ultimate reality; “the very objects 

of sense perception have the potential to hinder the seeker after the things above and the 

prototype of all beauty.”438 

 Nyssa might provide caution but the ability to learn from experience rooted in sense 

perception is positive, especially in the way Nyssa uses visual imagery and analogies to further 

his theological perspective (a way to actively engage the imagination.)439 The senses and the 

mind have a symbiotic relationship, albeit ordered and sometimes a subordinate relationship. 

Humanity is capable of learning through the senses, like an instrument for a musician or a brush 

for a painter: “we would not be able to learn what the divine and intellectual nature seeks to 

communicate to us if not through voice and word, perceived by ear and eye.”440 And the use of 

these senses is extremely important in the relational aspect of human personhood. Yet, there are 

things that cannot be learned through the normal physical senses–those things that exist in the 

gap between the two worlds, two realities of existence. Nyssa writes: “Since all creation is 

known by sense perception and both its origin and constitution transcends sense understanding 

being, wisdom is by necessity united to power for defining the meaning of Christ who made the 

universe.”441 The use of material beauty as a ladder towards the immaterial, spiritual beauty, 

describes an important process of human personhood that is not so much rooted in logical 

deduction, but as “a leap that defies logic. By the means of the beautiful things that are seen [dia 

    438 Williams, INT, 134.

    439 Williams, INT, 101. 

    440 Williams, INT, 104.

    441 Perf, J.182.
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tou phainomena callous], one can imagine [analogisasthe] the beauty of the invisible 

prototype.”442 It is a leap of faith, a gift of God’s grace. However, it is not a one-way 

participation but a call for cooperation between the divine and humanity. It is the combined work 

that the senses are capable of enjoying and transcending physical beauty. 

 Nyssa’s development of this spiritual faculty of the senses seemed to be parallel to his  

“ambivalent presentations of the relation between body and soul and a distrust of the kind of 

knowledge which originates in sense perception.” 443 And yet, the imago Dei implied, among the 

short list of characteristics described in chapter two, the ability to perceive spiritual realities–an 

intellectual faculty linked to the nous.444 This is the reality and importance of the spiritual senses. 

However, Nyssa understood the spiritual senses as a divine gift; the very fact that God is utterly 

transcendent, and yet the human person has the gift of knowledge about this God, even in small 

and limited bits of information. It is a gift requiring constant practice or training, and even 

purification, as one is continually moving towards likeness.445  This will go hand in hand with 

“seeing” God and becoming like Christ Jesus (to whom we are to be conformed and shaped).446 

“The mind ascends to the contemplation of the intelligibles through the curiosity of the mind 

itself as well as through grace, which guides and trains the mind, and particularly when scripture 

    442 Williams, INT, 104.

    443 Williams, INT, 101. 

    444 Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 401. 

    445 Susan Ashbrook Harvey speaks about the “destruction” of the physical senses in this process. And while there 
is the abandoning of the senses at the highest level of contemplation, this does not imply their destruction, rather, 
Nyssa recognizes limitations as to what the senses could be useful in the experience of God. This experience 
envelops the senses and blinds them –not because they are removed, but because like the sun, its brightness 
overwhelms. This is the very reason that these senses are to be developed and stretched as the Christian grows in 
their spiritual life and in contemplation. Cf. Susan Ashbrook Harvey, Scenting Salvation: Ancient Christianity and 
the Olfactory Imagination (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2006), 171-175.

    446 Perf,  M.260.
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leads dianoia not only the lofty heights of discursive contemplation but beyond the threshold into 

the sanctuary, the darkness of divine presence.”447 Without acknowledging that these senses are a 

gift, the purification through which theses senses are strengthened or “stretched” allowing a 

person to catch a glimpse of God, they will continually stumble. And these spiritual senses have 

a horizontal use that brings an “awareness of other human persons and angels and communion 

with them as spiritual beings.”448 The nature of spiritual vision is to be able to peer through the 

layers of this reality constructed by one’s experience, which is continually molded and shaped 

with the interaction of other people. This world that is observed right now is only a small part of 

the greater reality that stretches beyond the human imagination and the limits of space-time. A.N. 

Williams sums up this perspective:

Nyssen knows of people who do not realize that their intellectual capacity and 
attainments come from God’s generosity, but their problem is described not so 
much in terms of theological as spiritual error: they fail to marvel at the divine gift 
and fall prey to sophistry  as a result. The ratio of what is believed, the tradition 
received from the Fathers, must be sought from God; those able to see this logic of 
faith are endowed with grace, and persons of faith ought therefore to give thanks to 
the bestower of the gift. The gratuitous quality of the knowledge we have through 
faith means that even when we cannot reason our way to the solution of theological 
problems, we should hold firm to the tradition received from the Fathers.449

 Verna Harrison points to a question that Nyssa asks, and this question will further explain 

the nature and telos of spiritual vision. “Why were humans made to live on earth with the same 

kind of intellect that angels in heaven have, the same ability to perceive spiritual realities?”450 

People are to be stewards of this gift, meaning they are responsible for their use in the process of 

    447 Laird, Gregory of Nyssa and the Grasp of Faith, 58-59.

    448 Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 402.

    449 Williams, INT, 106.

    450 Harrison, God’s Many-Splendored Image, 52.
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theosis, and this is related to Nyssen’s notion of freedom. God’s action in this process of 

purification is through this grace of bestowing these gifts, and it is the human capacity for 

growth that draws in human responsibility for their development, making this a symbiotic 

relationship, a mutual partnership. It is by “free collaboration with divine grace,” that we grow in 

the “practice of virtue and spiritual perception.”451 Humanity has the freedom to close their eyes, 

willingly becoming blind. In treatise, On Infants’ Early Death, he alludes to the problem of 

blindness.452 He writes: 

With the eye in a natural state sight follows necessarily; with it vitiated by  disease 
failure of sight as necessarily follows. In the same way the life of blessedness is as 
a familiar second nature to those who have kept  clear the senses of the soul; but 
when the blinding stream of ignorance prevents our partaking in the real light, then 
it necessarily follows that we miss that, the enjoyment of which we declare to be 
the life of the partaker.453

He follows this by describing the difference between one who would seek to heal this blindness 

versus another who refuses the advice of their doctor. The former has in the end the enjoyment of 

the light, while the other continues to be entrapped and estranged from sharing in “the existence 

which of right belongs to us and is congenial to us.”454 

 Nyssa bids his readers to keep their eyes fixed on Christ, and this leads to clear vision. 

Those who do not end up stumbling, groping around for something that is beyond their 

periphery. Spiritual sight is thus connected with the human telos, and is a significant aspect of the 

    451 Harrison, God’s Many-Splendored Image, 402.

    452 This is also found in The Great Catechism: “when he had closed his eyes to the good and the ungrudging like 
one who in the sunshine lets his eyelids down upon his eyes and sees only darkness, in this way that being also, by 
his very unwillingness to perceive the good, became cognizant of the contrary to goodness.” Cat, 481. 

    453 Inf, 376.

    454 Inf, 376-377.
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theological notion of image and likeness.455 With the former and clearly reflecting Origen, every 

person has the capacity to use the eyes of their soul to encounter spiritual realities and beauty. 

However, not everyone is able to use this sense to the same degree. It requires a journey towards 

the likeness of Christ that involves the nurturing of virtues and continual looking towards Christ 

Jesus. It requires purification. 

 Does spiritual blindness imply a lack of that sense? “[N]one of the faculties of the soul can 

simply be suspended, it remains a power and becomes active in darkness so to speak… the 

blocked faculty creates for itself a new field of activity in inventing new objects.”456 This 

capacity eludes many people in their own limited knowledge of who they are, and how others 

have interpreted them through labels; “our perceptual capacities have labile and transformative 

possibilities, but ones that not all activate–whether through sin, laziness, blindness, or 

philosophical obtuseness.”457 The use of the spiritual sense has the ability to push people beyond 

the reality of appearances into the mystery of truth. It is not only a faculty of the intellect, but 

also a driving force that moves people to absorb knowledge through books. It moves people to 

see beyond current situations and engage the imagination. It touches beauty and draws truly 

beautiful realities into the mundane.

IV. The “Soul’s Eyes” in the Beauty of the World

    455 This is true even while recognizing that Nyssa seems to be inconsistent with the distinction between image and 
likeness, often using the other interchangeably. However, for the sake of the greater argument, the use of his 
perspective of spiritual vision will be applied to both, assuming that the two are distinct ideas within the Christian 
life and future.

    456 Ekkehard Muhlenberg, “Synergism in Gregory of Nyssa,” in Doctrines of Human Nature, Sin, and Salvation in 
the Early Church, vol. x, ed. Everett Ferguson (New York and London: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1993), 64.

    457 Coakley, “Gregory of Nyssa,” 48.  
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 Religion and art do not exist apart from one another–both are “tightly bound together, 

interpenetrating each other.”458 This interconnectedness of both theology and art point to a 

deeply rooted connection between beauty and the human experience in that beauty seeps through 

every aspect of human experience. Gregory of Nyssa identifies these two, related but distinct 

types of beauty that align perfectly within his ontological reality: “The visible beauty to be met 

with in this life of ours, showing glimpses of itself, whether in inanimate objects or in animate 

organisms in a certain choiceness of color, can be adequately admired by our power of aesthetic 

feeling… The Beauty which is invisible and formless, which is destitute of qualities and far 

removed from everything which we recognize in bodies by the eye, can never be made known by 

the traits which require nothing but the perceptions of our senses.”459 These two kinds of beauty–

the beauty of the fruits from God’s creative action and the supreme Beauty (God)–are inherently 

linked to the human sense, the ability for one to perceive either type of beauty specifically 

through a Nyssen noetic theology.460 To talk about the one apart from the other produces great 

difficulty and provides an incomplete picture to both the meaning and depth of the imago Dei as 

well as how Gregory of Nyssa understood the relationship of theology and the intellect. And 

while Beauty is not a central topic in current scholarship, it still remains an important idea in 

Nyssen theology.

 Beauty and God’s creative action are intimately connected. This universe is filled with the 

glory and splendor of God’s beauty as the “garment” or “drapery” of God. The act of creation 

was an act of the divine artist fashioning beauty, intentionally creating as an artist with the stroke 

    458 Vladislav and Nikita Andrejev, “Art and Religion: Creativity and the Meaning of ‘Image’ From the Perspective 
of the Orthodox Icon,” Theology Today 61:1 (April 1, 2004): 54. 

    459 Virg, 355.

    460 Cf. Virg, 352.
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of a brush. However, ugliness of sin accompanied beauty as God’s image in humanity became 

distorted and reflected something other than God. “And yet, the human spirit retained a memory 

of that original harmony. Despite every obstacle, humans have persisted in seeking beauty within 

a world ruled by death and decay.”461  Human history can be conceived as a narrative of 

humankind journeying from “beauty lost to beauty gradually sought and regained.”462  The 

Incarnation thus became a necessary historical event, as Nyssa writes: 

If each picture is one's own life while the choice of this work is the artist's and the 
colors are virtues which express the image, there is a danger that the archetypal 
beauty's imitation can be remodeled into an ugly, deformed face; instead of the 
Lord's form we shadow it over with the marks of evil by  means of unattractive 
colors. But it is possible for the virtues' pure colors skillfully combined with each 
other to imitate beauty that we might be an image of the Image, expressing 
through our works the prototype's beauty by imitation, as it were, as Paul has 
done who had become an imitator of Christ by a virtuous life (1Cor 4.16)? If we 
must distinguish the colors in scripture, which present an imitation of the image, 
one is humility: "Learn from me because I am meek and humble of heart" (Mt 
11.29).463

Therefore, the underlying thread of Beauty is deeply bound with and in creation and creation 

with God’s free and creative action.

 This marred beauty of the natural order had its extreme articulation in the philosophy of 

early Gnosticism (that nothing good could come from the physical realm), which influenced 

Christian tradition resulting in the failure to see this natural beauty in the physical realm; that 

even in the midst of grotesque and repulsive realities, a theology grounded in the creation 

narrative could witness true beauty. This Beauty is a wonder “achieved in spite of the violence 

    461 Irina Yazykova, Hidden and Triumphant: The Underground Struggle to Save Russian Iconography, trans. Paul 
Grenier (Brewster, MA: Paraclete Press, 2010), 14.

    462 Yazykova, Hidden and Triumphant, 14.

    463 Perf, J. 196.
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that surrounds it. Indeed, it is even more wondrous because of it.”464 Even while creation is 

perpetually pillaged, raped, and destroyed, God’s beauty continues to break through. If one’s 

spiritual senses are tuned into this beauty, it can move, draw, and convince  “the observer or the 

listener that it is valuable, true, good. Its deep mystery from within evokes wonder through its 

visible form.”465 A faith separated from the perception of beauty, and a noetic theology apart 

from creativity, petrifies religious consciousness “to the point of a complete breach with external 

life, giving rise to religious fanaticism, which wanders far from the art of seeing God as (God) 

really is.”466 Part of stretching out the capacity of spiritual vision is to have the eyes of the soul 

opened to the heart of God who is active and concerned about creation: to see not only with the 

intellect, but also with a heart for the concerns of the divine. “[H]uman creativity is an image of 

divine creativity.”467 Therefore, just as a mirror can reflect any image so too does human 

personhood reflect the divine and Supreme Beauty.468

 Humanity is specifically endowed with the capacity to be captured and moved by this 

    464 Garcia-Rivera, The Community of the Beautiful, 14. Cf, Bruce Herman, Wounds and Beauty in The Beauty of 
God: Theology and the Arts, ed. Daniel J. Treier, Mark Lusbands, and Roger Lundin (Downers Grove: InterVarsity 
Press, 2007).

    465 Thomas Dubay, The Evidential Power of Beauty: Science and Theology Meet (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 
1999), 30.

    466 Vladislay, “Art and Religion,” 54.

    467 Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 401.

    468 Nyssa writes: “The creation narrative attests that everything God made is ‘very good.’ Now one of these very 
good things was humanity; or rather, humanity was more greatly adorned with goodness than the other creatures. 
For which of the others was so beautiful in its goodness as to be the likeness of the undefiled Beauty? But if all were 
‘very good’ and humanity was included among them or even set above them, there was assuredly no death in the 
human person… But being the copy and likeness of unending Life, it was truly good and very good, because 
embellished with the joyous mark of life.” Homily 12, Hom Song, 367.
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beauty through both the physical and the spiritual senses:469 “our minds must be capable of 

taking in an ordered complexity… for creatures limited as we are… it has to be apprehended 

piecemeal, by moving from point to point. But in either case our intelligence has a role, which is 

essentially receptive, if not passive.”470 This movement goes back to the mind being an image of 

the Creator, and it implies conforming to the image as a result of being affected by supreme 

Beauty: “Desire for what is beautiful elevates the mind so as to affect our conformity to the 

beauty of the divine image.”471 This poises a quandary; is it possible to have a passion or desire 

for the created order (created beauty), or does such passion move the person further away from 

God? The nature of this question is rooted in an understanding developed by the Greek 

philosophers who wanted to put distance between the intellect and passions (i.e. Plato’s chariot 

allegory); however like Macrina suggests, this understanding will be placed to the side.472 She 

says to Nyssa, “therefore, through the faculty of perception our soul becomes associated also 

with the traits which are joined with perception. These are the traits which, when they occur in 

    469 “God may be known and loved through the medium of images, notions, concepts, through all that goes to 
make up the normal field of religious consciousness, or [God] may be known and loved, in addition, by some direct 
psychic process, sine intermedio, as the older mystics put it, by a direct psychic realization of the Divine.” John 
Howley, Psychology and Mystical Experience (St. Louis: B. Herder, 1920), 185. Nyssa believed divided people into 
three categories. The first were people bound by the superficial beauty carelessly missing the great beauty. Then 
there are those who have educated their souls, stretching the capacity of their spiritual sight to see beyond illusions. 
Finally there are those who are able to use physical beauty to elevate their desires to encounter the Supreme Beauty. 
Only the latter are capable of transcending the shadows of this world. Virg, 355. 

    470 Christopher Stead, “The Concept of Mind,” 52. Cf, Laird, Gregory of Nyssa and the Grasp of Faith, 36.

    471 Williams, INT, 116.

    472 “Therefore we shall abandon the Platonic chariot and the pair of horses yoked to it, which pulled unequally, 
and the charioteer controlling these horses, through all of which Plato presents symbolically a philosophy 
concerning these faculties in relation to the soul. We shall leave behind also whatever the philosopher who followed 
him set forth, he who skillfully observed the phenomena and examined carefully the subject which concerns us now, 
inferring that the soul is mortal. We shall also set aside those who philosophized before these men and those 
afterwards, those who wrote in prose or in some rhythm and meter.” Soul Res, 50. Cf. Susan Wessel, “Memory and 
Individuality,” 380; Cherniss, The Platonism of Gregory of Nyssa, 57-58.
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us, are called ‘passions,’ which were not bequeathed to human life solely for evil.”473 Passions 

can be representative of irrationality and disorder, and the undeniable fact that one’s nature is 

aligned with the beasts of creation leaves one vulnerable to the wiles of passions.474 Passions can 

also be representative of a virtuous life if led by the intellect; “if a person uses these emotions 

according to the right principle, receiving them in himself without falling into their power, he 

will be like some king who, by using the many hands of his servants for assistance, will easily 

accomplish his virtuous purpose.”475 The physical beauty of God’s creation is an example of this: 

“So if one should become completely carnal in his mind, devoting all the activity and energy of 

his soul to the will of the flesh, such a man even when he gets out of the flesh is not separated 

from its experiences.”476 This is a warning offered by Macrina for the future “pain” that would be 

experienced by those who are so wrapped up in the “beauties” of this world–albeit in a twisted 

and disordered way–that they fail to see and move towards the supreme Beauty. 

 The beauty found in the created world is wonderful, but it fails in comparison to the 

beauty of the Creator, the supreme Beauty that draws a person toward transcendence. “The glory 

of the Lord, therefore, is the super eminently luminous beauty of divinity beyond all experience 

and all descriptions, all categories, a beauty before which all earthly splendors, marvelous as 

they are, pale into insignificance.”477 Nyssa concludes by saying: “It is true, indeed, that the 

Divine beauty is not adorned with any shape or endowment of form, by any beauty of color, but 

    473 Soul Res, 56.

    474 Williams, INT, 109-110.   

    475 Soul Res, 59-60.

    476 Soul Res, 76.

    477 Dubay, The Evidential Power of Beauty, 45.
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is contemplated as excellence in unspeakable bliss.”478 Beauty “moves, draws, convinces the 

observer or the listener that it is valuable, true, good. Its deep mystery from within evokes 

wonder through its visible form.”479 If the intellect became completely passive, Beauty would 

still attract the soul, beckoning it to enter into its mysteries. God as supreme Beauty cannot be 

fully comprehended or fully encountered. This attraction is not a linear progression, but a 

perpetual transformation within beauty; the mind has the ability, and the desire to seek out and 

know beauty–a continual movement that does not end with the coming of death. The reality of 

this in the account of Moses not only left him completely changed, but also impossible to be 

perceived himself: “Moses was transformed to such a degree of glory that the mortal eye could 

not behold him.”480 The Beauty is so great that only the backside of God can be seen, and this 

alone still proves to be overwhelming. 

 However, people are often caught in the physical beauty that immediately surrounds them. 

The reality of this physical beauty is but a shadow of the greater beauty–the world that is 

observed daily only exists as a part of a greater reality that stretches beyond the imagination and 

cannot be fully encountered. Nyssa warns about the possibility of the mind to be “thickened” to 

the point where one becomes “alienated from God and unable to use reason properly, notably for 

distinguishing a beautiful thing from Beauty itself.”481 And this warning is reflected by Macrina: 

“If this really happens, it proves that the soul has become more attached than it should be to the 

present fleshly life, so that even when it is driven out of the flesh it is not completely changed 

    478 Mak Man, 391.

    479 Dubay, The Evidential Power of Beauty, 30.

    480 Life Mos, 111.

    481 Laird, Gregory of Nyssa and the Grasp of Faith, 58.
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into invisibility.”482 One becomes so concerned and wrapped in the shadows that one becomes 

bound by what is being perceived and is meant to be a ladder to the greater Beauty; “All 

perceptible things which are seen in the universe are simply… earthly walls which shut off 

small-souled people from the vision of intelligible things.”483

 This beauty found in the universe is not alien to the human person, even within a concept 

of “depravity” or through the tainted lens of sin. The beauty of God found in humanity through 

its likeness and image, “has not entirely disappeared; it is only obstructed and concealed by the 

stain of evil or the flesh.”484 The result of sin, as described by Nyssa, is the mirror “blackened 

with the vicious rust, preserving no longer the glory of its familiar essence.”485 The Incarnation 

then, is a significant event that allows for one not only to recapture the beauty of human 

personhood, but also to be continuously molded into the supreme Beauty. Nyssa writes, “He 

became the image of the invisible God out of love so that in his own form which he assumed, 

you might be conformed through him to the stamp of archetypal beauty by becoming what he 

was from the beginning. If we are to become the invisible God's image, we must model the form 

of our life upon the pattern given us (Jn 13.15).”486 

IV. Summary

    482 She is talking about the existence of “ghosts”. “There seems to be some support for this opinion in what certain 
people say, that often around the bodies’ graces there appear some kind of shadowy shapes of the departed.”  Soul 
Res, 76. 

    483 Soul Res, 33. Cf. Daniélou, PTM, 70.

    484 Gross, The Divinization of the Christian, 182. Nyssa writes: “Behold, you are beautiful, my close one, behold 
you are beautiful: your eyes are doves… ‘The reason why you were not beautiful before is that you had been 
estranged from the archetypal Beauty and had become ugly because of your wrongful association with evil.’” 
Homily 4, Hom Song, 113. Cf. Homily 5, Hom Song, 163. 

    485 Virg, 357.

    486 Perf, J. 195.
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 The task of the spiritual senses then is to peer through the illusions of physical beauty 

towards the supreme Beauty so that one’s life might be formed by and modeled upon the 

supreme Beauty. It is not only to see others for the true beauty they have, to be in relationship 

with those that others have labeled “ugly” or those called the poor, the marginalized, the sick, the 

imprisoned, or the illegal alien, but it is also to see the true Beauty of God’s presence and 

creative action in all things, including in areas where God seems absent. The intellect can do this 

only with the proper activities that strengthen the capacities of the senses; “Because we are 

bodily/spiritual beings, we experience the beautiful within an interdependent relationship of 

senses and intellect, just as we know reality with the same interdependence. The splendid is 

perceived primarily with our intellects, and so it is in the spiritual world that beauty is first of all 

located.”487 The concept of spiritual senses also points to the limitation of the human intellect–

that there are things above that which the intellect can comprehend: “As we observe the whole 

universe through sensual apprehension, by the very operation of our senses we are led to 

conceive of that reality and intelligence which surpasses the senses.”488 And it is these activities 

that help refine the soul to simplicity and attaches or combines with love. The spiritual senses are 

to be instruments for this end–to be united with God’s love, which is God’s beauty. “But 

knowledge becomes love, because that which is known is beautiful by nature… the divine life 

will always operate through love, the divine life, which is beautiful by nature and from its nature 

    487 Dubay, The Evidential Power of Beauty, 36-37.

    488 Soul Res, 34.
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is lovingly disposed towards the beautiful. There is no limit to the operation of love, since the 

beautiful has no limit, so that love might cease with the limit of the beautiful.489

Conclusion

Children learn to walk and to speak, and how they walk and speak is art. We think 
and feel; we decipher the laws of nature, and this is art. We find belief in the 
Creator of nature, and that  is art. Finally, we learn to converse with God in the 
prayer of the mind and heart, and that is the highest art—the contemplation of 
God "face to Face" (1 Cor 13:12). Life is the art of the ascent toward immortality, 
because those who contemplate God never die. "Painting the icon" of our lives is 
the constant art of every  person. Every brushstroke is fixed within the memory  of 
life. Nothing can be erased from this memory, but mistaken images can be 
reworked, transfigured, and given new meaning through repentance.490

 The knowledge of God is the task of the theologian and the goal of humanity. It is a basic 

reality of human personhood, a result of the imago Dei. Accordingly, to see and to know God is 

the nourishment of the highest kind, a feeding of the soul and its desire for “more” as it continues 

to pilgrimage into further knowledge and vision of God. Nyssa writes: “those who know what is 

good by nature desire participation in it, and since this good has no limit, the participant's desire 

itself necessarily has no stopping place but stretches out with the limitless.”491 The contemplation 

of God, almost to the frustration of the soul, never ends–not even with the reality of death, the 

journey simply continues. The soul cannot help but continue to move forward, taking one step at 

    489 Soul Res, 80.

    490 Andrejev, “Art and Religion,” 54.

    491 Life Mos, 31.
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a time, even while living in the frustrations of never reaching an end. Furthermore, when one 

contemplates God, they are experiencing life and life abundant (power of “theoria”); humanity 

was called from the very beginning to be wrapped in God’s presence, to be in the midst of such 

warmth and “luminous darkness,” in a relationship with the supreme Beauty. The contemplation 

of God and the pilgrimage into further and deeper contemplation is simultaneously an act of 

adoration: “those who glorify God will come to see [God], and those who see [God] will glorify 

[God]. They receive Gods gift of [Godself] as one they can perceive, and in turn the give [God] 

their praise.”492

 After acknowledging this divine nature and the telos of humanity, three elements emerge 

from a Nyssen perspective of theology: 1) the knowledge of God is a process or a journey of 

purification towards perfection for the goal of the beatific vision; 2) the relationship of faith and 

intellect are tightly bound in the experience of this journey; and 3) the use of spiritual perception 

allows for one to encounter God and to have authentic relationships with other people. Each 

element begins with the ontological reality of separation (one cannot see God and live) but, 

because of the Incarnate Christ, the ontological gap can be crossed to some degree: “[the horizon 

of God’s essence] becomes the ultimate object of faith, hope and love, thus enabling the ever-

renewed dynamism of eternal growth in which God is continually known more and more….”493 

Through God’s descent into human time and created space, God provided the means for the 

human ascent–the process that has been called theosis. God’s transcendent nature still remains 

far removed form humanity, but in Christ, humanity meets divinity, not in a happenstance 

manner but in a premeditated and provocative divine action. Humanity can see and participate in 

    492 Harrison, God’s Many-Splendored Image, 52.

    493 Harrison, Gregory of Nyssa on Grace and Freedom, 78.
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God even while God’s nature remains clouded (where seeing becomes non-seeing). Nyssa 

writes: “this is the seeing that consists in not seeing, because that which is sought transcends all 

knowledge, being separated on all sides by incomprehensibility as by a kind of darkness.”494 

Nevertheless, the darkness is paired with light because there is a part of God that can be seen 

(God’s energies so-to speak). The beauty, the free expression of God’s creative action and love, 

climaxes with the Incarnation of Christ Jesus. It is the supreme Beauty entering into the realities 

of this world, and the same Beauty that experienced death caused by the ugly bonds of violence. 

This Beauty shone through death, and put death to death through the resurrection. God freely 

chose to be revealed through Christ Jesus in a way that altered our perceived notion of God and 

the experience of God’s love, power, and majesty. 

 Humanity was created for the purpose of relationship, therefore, the capacities of the 

intellect were provided to facilitate in such an endeavor. Ultimately, theology is rooted in this 

relationship, and thus the intellect has an active role. As mirrors that are capable of reflecting the 

divine Beauty, one’s gaze must be pointed to this supreme Beauty. Consequently, theology must 

help to orientate, and the beauty of creation to direct the gaze of humanity towards Beauty and 

away from itself. Like a rope needed to help climbers ascend the great mountain before them, 

theology is to aid in this journey. It explores God in faith, hope and love. It also orientates desire 

towards the beatific vision. Like the Bridegroom, God beckons one forward, calling the 

theologian to climb the mountain, to ascend into a “luminous darkness.” This approach changes 

the way one understands apophatic and kataphatic theologies; apophasis is more than saying 

what God is not, just as kataphatic is more than describing God. Theology is an experience: a 

    494 Life Mos, 95.
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journey that results in transformation, an ascent on the mountain in which one comes back 

different. As such, both, apophasis and kataphasis, are not two types or approaches, but are “two 

sides to the same coin.” Concepts can help to guide, but they are just concepts; and often the 

process of purification calls one to move beyond the limited images or what is perceived to be a 

correct understanding. Still, theology can only be understood when it is discovered or explored 

as a community, or as the body of Christ. It is not a static endeavor because the Beauty that the 

mirror reflects is active and dynamic. Therefore, theology must not reflect a static reality. Thus, 

Gregory of Nyssa can live in the space of paradox. 

 To have the capacity of spiritual perception, allows for theology to be enriched in a way 

that is often impeded by an incomplete definition of intelligence and the creation of false 

dichotomies. Spiritual reality is not in some far off place, but it surrounds this physical world. 

Moreover, contemplation is not removed from intellectual thought, nor is the reverse. Faith does 

not imply the lack of the intellect, nor does the intellect imply that faith has no use or no part. 

Grace does not work apart from human cooperation; neither does human cooperation work 

without grace. It is here, through these false dichotomies where Nyssa becomes a significant 

voice. Spiritual vision allows concepts, as performatives, without them becoming false idols 

replacing God. It is a reminder that theology without experience rooted in transformative 

purification is not theology but a type of “philosophical discourse.” Spiritual vision allows a 

person to be truly viewed as an image of God, a mirror that reflects the supreme Beauty and not 

the sum total of labels placed on them by the world. It can provide the means to forgive the 

enemy, to welcome the homeless, to feed the hungry, and care for the sick. In short, it allows for 

authentic relationships between God, ones neighbor, and all of creation. 
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The journey of relationship continues on…
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