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Acting a Part in the Ecstatic Love of God:  
Methexis and Energeia from Plato and Aristotle  

to Maximus the Confessor and Beyond 
   

Pythagoras said that this world was like a stage, 
Whereon many play their parts; the lookers-on, the sage 

Philosophers are, saith he, whose part is to learn 
The manners of all nations, and the good from the bad to discern. 

–Richard Edwards, Damon and Pythias 
 

Damon and Pythias: 
 

 
 

[God] is, as it were, beguiled by goodness, by love [agape, ἀγάπη], and by yearning [eros, ἔρως], and is 
enticed away from his transcendent dwelling place and comes to abide within all things, and he does so 

by virtue of his supernatural and ecstatic capacity to remain, nevertheless, within himself. 
–Dionysius the Areopagite, Divine Names 

 
So it is not just a generous and paternal love, a unilateral gift,  

but a craving for ecstatic relation that after all produces the world. 
–Catherine Keller, Cloud of the Impossible (commenting on Dionysius above) 
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Introduction 

 How do we relate to the divine? How does the divine relate to us? These are questions 

that participation (methexis [µέθεξις]) and activity (energeia [ενέργεια]) are meant to answer. 

Most simply, we participate in the activity of the divine. We are players on the world stage in a 

drama written, directed, produced, and costumed, by God: the creation and perpetuation of the 

cosmos and us who live in it. The divine acts to generate the universe and we participate in its 

ongoing dynamism and vitality. This can happen automatically, without us noticing—(embedded 

participation)1—as when the willing suspension of disbelief overtakes both actors and audience. 

But we can also stop to consciously reflect on it, as we are doing now—(enactive participation)—

and become “the lookers-on, the sage philosophers. . . whose part is to learn.” By directing our 

attention back upon the fact of participation, we partake in a new manner by actively engaging 

that fact with the mind (enactive-epistemological). But beyond just thinking with the world, we 

can practically and morally interact with it. When we engage its ongoing vitality and the divine 

activity that perpetuates it, we turn out to be active as well—the actors have a will with which 

they play their part, better or worse, trying to discern “the good from the bad.” Sometimes such 

human activity is directed back toward the divine (worship, prayer), or in tandem with it 

(magic, ritual, blessing, charity). In these moments, human activity cooperates with divine 

activity—which turns out to be yet another manner of participating (enactive-cooperative). Thus, 

                                                        

1 The terminology given in parentheses will be explained below.  
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both activity (energeia) and participation (methexis) come in multiple varieties, and can help 

elucidate the different avenues of relation between divine and human.2 

Turning to a philosophical context, methexis and energeia are Plato and Aristotle’s 

responses to Parmenides, who asserts that only eternal, immutable Being is real, making the 

world of becoming an illusion and change unreal. Continuing our analogy, Parmenides declares 

that only the director offstage and the eternal script are truly real, while the play of the world is 

but a mirage of seeming. By contrast, Plato claims that the players participate (methexis) in the 

vision of the director, creating a moving image of the script’s eternity, and thereby partaking to 

some degree of its immutable reality. Aristotle simply focuses on the actors, developing his 

theory of potency (dunamis [δύναµις]) and act (energeia) to show how real change does happen 

on stage, now that the actors have learned the script by heart and taken it into themselves. 

Plotinus will draw together Plato and Aristotle’s accounts into the full dramaturgy of 

emanation. 

Participation is meant to address the problem of the One and the Many, of Being and 

beings, of the First Principle and the world it is meant to explain.3 By doing so, participation 

aims to provide an alternative to the unsavory choice between monism and dualism/pluralism. 

To do so it must steer a course between Scylla and Charybdis, neither allowing the One to be 

split like the many heads of Scylla, nor letting the Many be swallowed by the one whirlpool of 

Charybdis. These two sea monsters represent the two fundamental problems this study will 

trace. The problem of participation is the problem of how a unified divine principle may be 

                                                        

2 See Appendix 1 for a list of the varieties of participation. 
3 For a good summary of the issue, see A. Pegis, “The Dilemma of Being and Unity,” in Essays in Thomism, 149-184. 
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present to the many particulars that participate in it without becoming split (which would lead 

to pluralism and a loss of the One). The problem of the origin of difference is the problem of how 

the Many become many since they come from the One (the inability to account for otherness 

leads back to monism and a loss of the Many). The solution to each problem contains an 

element of paradox. The first solution is in the epigraph from Dionysius: out of love, God leaves 

the transcendent oneness of his dwelling and comes to be many in all things—and yet remains 

one within himself.4 God, or the One, becomes many and nevertheless remains one. Likewise, 

the world, or the Many, is nothing but the self-impartation of God (One), and yet it is many. The 

world is God in otherness. God is both Godself (One) and the world (Many); the world is both 

itself (Many) and God (One). Creation is the self-creation or self-othering of God. But where 

does this otherness come from, if all we begin with is the one God? Maximus offers the second 

solution: the free choice of the creature sources the necessary otherness of creation. But this also 

means that the creature must discern “the good from the bad.” The latter leads to the fall from 

grace, but the former leads to deification (theosis [θέωσις]), a realization of our participated 

identity with the divine. However, if this identity with God is not to lead back into monism, a 

concurrent difference must persist. This difference is the fact of participation itself: we borrow or 

come to possess what God is inherently. Furthermore, not only does God “come to abide within 

all things,” but also “remains, nevertheless, within himself.” It is God’s energeia, or activity, that 

abides in all things and is participated, while God’s ousia [ουσία], or essence, remains within 

himself. 

                                                        

4 Divine Names, 712B.  
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John Meyendorff writes that such a real distinction between the divine ousia and energeia 

is inevitable in connection to the Greek Orthodox doctrine of deification, since this doctrine 

amounts to human participation in the uncreated life of God. If the doctrine of deification is not 

to be taken figuratively or to lead to pantheism, then such a distinction is necessary, so that 

God’s essence remain transcendent and unparticipable.5 In a similar vein, the Cappadocian 

Fathers distinguish God’s knowable energeia from his unknowable ousia. This brings us back to 

our initial discussion of participation and activity: God’s activity or energeia can be participated, 

and when we stop to reflect on it, it can be known as well. From the Cappadocians, all the way 

to Gregory Palamas who will end our study, this distinction between ousia and energeia is a 

cornerstone of the Eastern Greek Orthodox tradition. 

In the West, esse is a term of comparable import, which also has its roots in the Greek 

energeia. Esse is a Latin translation of energein katharon [ενεργειν καθαρων] (“pure act”) from 

the anonymous Parmenides Commentary (written by Porphyry or one of his disciples).6 From 

there it passes through Marius Victorinus to Augustine, who conceives of God as “being itself” 

(ipsum esse), and on to Aquinas, who understands the concept as “act of being.” In the East, 

energeia acquires a greater multivalence. These Western figures are part of the lineage of the 

tradition of God as Being, which we will have occasion to mention as a foil to the Eastern 

tradition, who sees God both as Being, but also as beyond being (God “comes to abide in all 

things” but also remains in his “transcendent dwelling place”). In the conclusion, we revisit 

                                                        

5 Byzantine Theology, 186. 
6 D. Bradshaw, Aristotle: East and West: Metaphyscis and Division of Christendom, xi. Pierre Hadot argues for Porphyry’s 
authorship in Porphyre et Victorine, but Bradshaw is unconvinced. 
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how the translation history of energeia has bearing on these crucial differences between the 

Eastern and Western Christian traditions. 

In chapter one, we lay out the problem of the One and the Many, beginning with the 

Ionians and Parmenides (chapter 1 prelude). In response to this problem, Plato develops the 

theory of forms and doctrine of participation. Sensible particulars have identifiable general 

qualities because they participate in the forms which source those qualities. This is an example 

of embedded participation, which in the opening paragraph we spoke about as an ongoing, 

automatic, and not necessarily conscious, partaking of the divine activity in the world.7 But 

Plato also has a doctrine of contemplation (theoria [θεωρια]), by which we can consciously know 

the forms in which we participate. This is an example of enactive participation, which in the 

opening we spoke about as an intentional and willing reflection on the fact of participation. While 

embeddedness emphasizes the metaphysically objective matrix in which one participates 

regardless of volition, enactiveness stresses the subjective side that consciously decides to 

participate in a certain way—in this case through thinking.8 In our dramatic analogy, the 

embedded moment was the actors and audience engrossed in the play, disbelief suspended, 

while the enactive moment was the philosophical critics, consciously evaluating from the 

wings. We will have occasion to identify two types of embedded and two types of enactive 

participation, so I propose to call these first two embedded-ontological and enactive-epistemological. 

                                                        

7 However, Plato does not use the term activity (energeia) in this regard, as it is Aristotle who first coins the word.  
8 I borrow the embedded-enactive distinction from S. Kelley who develops it in “Participation, Complexity, and the 
Study of Religion,” in the Participatory Turn, 113-18. 
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While the Platonic theory of forms offers an ontological account of the “whatness” or 

quiddity of sensible things, it is Plotinus and the Neoplatonists who also ascribe causation of 

being to the forms. The forms are thus responsible both for what a thing is, and that it is. While 

we called the first embedded-ontological participation, we can call the second embedded-existential 

participation. However, because the Neoplatonic tradition sees the forms as responsible for both 

of these, they do not fully develop the latter, and neither need we distinguish it from the former 

in most cases (in Thomism however, the two types fulfill different roles, as we will see in the 

conclusion when we compare Thomism to the Eastern tradition). By synthesizing the original 

Platonic doctrine of participation (section 1.1) with the Aristotelian theory of potency and act 

(section 1.2), Plotinus develops his dynamic account of emanation and the theory of double-

activity (section 1.3). 

In chapter two, we explore enactive-cooperative participation, which in the opening 

paragraph was described as directing our activity in tandem with the divine. We look at pagan 

magic and popular religious tradition (section 2.1), as well as theurgy and other volitional 

practices in Iamblichus (section 2.2) and Proclus (section 2.3). The emphasis here is not on 

subjective knowing (enactive-epistemological) but on subjective praxis (enactive-cooperative). For 

convenience, I list the four categories of participation below: 

embedded-ontological  enactive-epistemological 
embedded-existential   enactive-cooperative 

Additionally, while Aristotle applies the concept of energeia to both the sensible and divine 

realms, he does so primarily in an embedded manner, meaning that the human will has little 

commerce with the divine will. By contrast, chapter two surveys a notion of divine energeia that 
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can be shared or enactively participated by the creature. As is clear from its etymology, enactive 

participation has to do with the creature directing its activity (energeia) in a certain way, and in 

the case of enactive-cooperative participation, that direction is in concert with the divine 

energeia. 

However, the theory of embedded-ontological participation still faces the two 

difficulties mentioned above: the problem of participation and the origins of otherness. 

Iamblichus and Proclus try to solve these problems through imparticipables and henads [ἓνας]. 

Their theories attempt to mediate between the One and the Many, and thereby preserve the 

integrity of each. Yet, complex and nuanced as their proposals are, they turn out to be blind 

alleys. To maintain its integrity, the One must not be participated by the Many; and yet to exist, 

the Many must participate in the One. No amount of nuanced mediation is ever able to fulfill 

both conditions, and instead leads to an infinite regress, an endless attempt to bridge the 

unbridgeable. 

Having followed the Greek pagan philosophical tradition to its culmination in Proclus, 

chapter three jumps back to the root of the Judeo-Christian tradition with Philo of Alexandria 

(chapter 3 prelude). This tradition has different problems and concerns, in large part due to a 

very different conception of the divine. The Jewish God is at once more visible than the Greek, 

as a personal God of revelation, and yet more hidden, as a deus absconditus whose name cannot 

be spoken. This gives rise to Philo’s essence-powers distinction, which will evolve into the 

Cappadocian ousia-energeia distinction mentioned above—by way of the Arian and Neo-Arian 

controversies surrounding creation and the Trinity (section 3.2). 



 10 

While these controversies concern the embedded aspects of Christian dogma, chapter 

three also traces enactive participation. Contemplation (theoria) of Scripture constitutes a new 

manner of enactive-epistemological participation. Saint Paul’s teachings (section 3.1) on synergy 

and “Christ in you” constitute a new manner of enactive-cooperative participation, in which the 

human and divine energeiai become co-workers. Finally, Gregory of Nyssa’s doctrine of epektasis 

[επέκτασης] is yet another form of enactive-cooperative participation that consists in an infinite 

approach toward perfect goodness (section 3.3). Through their readings of Porphyry, the 

Cappadocian Fathers revisit embedded-ontological participation. What is more, by developing 

a theory of creation as metaphysical motion, Gregory joins enactive and embedded modes of 

participation within a single framework.  

Chapter four examines the solutions to the problems of participation and the origin of 

otherness mentioned above, first in Dionysius (section 4.1), and then in Maximus (section 4.2), 

who is the centerpiece and climax of the whole study. Like Gregory’s synthetic account of 

embedded and enactive participations, Dionysius too introduces integrated embedded 

(hierarchic) and enactive (hierurgic) modes, and for Maximus their mutual interpenetration 

(perichoresis [περιχώρησις]) offers a full account of the relationship between God and the 

cosmos as a whole. Deific participation by the human and the incarnational self-creation of God 

turn out to be two sides of the same process; and as E. E. Cummings writes, “love makes the 

little thickness of the coin.”9 Ecstatic relation, it turns out, is the bedrock of the cosmos. We end 

                                                        

9 “hate blows a bubble of despair,” in 100 Selected Poems, 83. 
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the chapter with a brief coda devoted to Gregory Palamas (section 4.3), showing the essential 

continuity of the Greek Christian Neoplatonic tradition through to the fall of Byzantium. 

As the reader can see from the table of contents, the first half of the study deals with 

early and late pagan philosophical thought (chapters 1 & 2), while the second half deals with 

early and late Judeo-Christian thought (chapters 3 & 4). The reader will also notice that chapter 

one is called “Early Greek Tradition” and chapter four “Late Greek Tradition.” By this, I wish to 

emphasize the continuity of thought from the initial Platonic formulation of the problems of 

participation (methexis) and the origin of difference through to their solution in Dionysius and 

Maximus. As we will see, those solutions would not have been possible without the evolving 

concept of energeia in all its permutations. 

This study is inspired by a suggestion from Torstein Tollefsen that “the concepts of 

participation and activity should be linked systematically.”10 I am deeply indebted to Eric Perl’s 

work on methexis and David Bradshaw’s work on energeia, which have guided the broad 

outlines of my own.11  

  

                                                        

10 Activity and Participation in Late Antique and Early Christian Thought, 7. 
11 Perl, Methexis: Creation, Incarnation, Deification in St. Maximus the Confessor; Bradshaw, Aristotle: East and West: 
Metaphysics and Division of Christendom. 
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Chapter One: Early Greek Tradition 

Prelude: The Ionians on Nature & Parmenides on Being 

οὐσίας ὑποµενούσης τοῖς δὲ πάθεσι µεταβαλλούσης 
The substance persists though altered by its affections. 

–Aristotle on the Ionians, Metaphysics, 1.983B 

 The Milesian school of Ionian monists, who Aristotle calls the earliest philosophers, seek 

to explain the many different things in the natural world as transformations of a single 

underlying substance.12 One way to understand something is to comprehend it as identical in 

nature to something else we already know. If we already know what water is, then we can 

understand ice and vapor as metamorphoses of that single substance.13 Ideally, such a case can 

be extrapolated to all of reality. But Anaximander sees a shortcoming in Thales’ account, for 

water is precisely one of the different things that requires explaining, and cannot therefore be 

the principle of explanation.14 If it were, a yet higher principle would be required to explain 

water plus everything else. By replacing water with ‘the boundless’ (apeiron [άπειρον]), 

Anaximander assures that the principle of explanation is not one of the things for which an 

account is needed; but arguably the boundless is not ‘something else we already know,’ of 

which we could helpfully understand the different things in the world as permutations. 

Explanation of reality as a whole demands recourse to something outside of reality—but if this 

principle is to do any explaining, it must be intelligible in relation to the things explained. 

                                                        

12 R.G. Collingwood, The Idea of Nature, 30. 
13 Aristotle conjectures that Thales chose water because moisture is necessary for the nourishment of every organism, 
and because animal life begins in seminal fluid; Metaphysics 1.983B. 
14 Collingwood, The Idea of Nature, 31. 
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 What are these different things in the world? What does it mean to be a thing? It must 

mean to be something, for a thing to be itself, for it to be what it is, the same as itself, self-

identical. These axioms bear witness to the law of intelligibility: ‘to be is to be intelligible.’ Any 

attempt to explain the world with the mind tacitly accepts such an assumption, and Parmenides 

is its first witness: “The same thing exists for thinking and for being.”15 Following this line of 

reason, Parmenides asserts that what is common to all different things is that they are 

themselves (self-identical objects of thought), or just that they are; what is the same in all 

possible objects of thought and what is common to all different things is Being.16 At first glance, 

this seems like progress, because (1) Being itself is not one of the many different things we are 

trying to explain, and (2) unlike the mysterious apeiron, what could be more familiar to us and 

intimate to the things explained than Being?17 

Thus, Being underlies and unites all the apparent difference, decay, and change of the 

world of becoming, and must therefore, in contradistinction, be absolutely one, homogenous, 

eternal, and immutable. Being is what truly is, and as the unique explanatory principle of all 

things, admits the reality of no other. The apparent differences of the world are relegated to 

what Parmenides calls the “Way of Seeming,” to mere illusion, falsity, and non-being—all of 

which conceal the “Way of Truth” that leads to Being. From the material monism of the Ionians, 

                                                        

15 Fr. 3, trans. G.S. Kirk and J.E. Raven, The Presocratic Philosophers, 269. 
16 E. Gilson, Being and Some Philosophers, 6.  
17 Plato argues at Theaetetus 170A-171C and 183B that if entities do not exhibit self-identity, i.e., fixed natures or 
properties by which the mind can grasp and identify them, then affirming or denying anything whatsoever about 
reality becomes impossible; in short, thought itself becomes impossible, including the thought that reality is 
unintelligible. Likewise, Aristotle asserts at Metaphysics 4.1006A that if the law of non-contradiction, as the first law of 
intelligibility, is not true of reality, then thought is not possible, including the thought that the law of non-
contradiction is false. The same critique applies to contemporary instances in which theorists argue for the 
meaninglessness of reality and thus engage in performative contradiction. 
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we arrive at the ideal or conceptual monism of Parmenides. What is in play here is a radical 

univocity of being, for clearly Parmenides does not think we can apply the term “being” to 

Being and beings in the same way.18 If one is, then the other is not. Given this choice, 

Parmenides affirms the true reality of Being and relegates “The Way of Seeming” to non-being. 

But even if he had chosen to affirm the reality of all beings, we would be back where we started 

with the many different things, and no longer able to consider them as a differentiated 

multiplicity under the shared concept of Being.19 If the point was to explain the various 

differences in the world, it seems Parmenides has instead explained them away.  

Parmenides’ monism undermines the law of intelligibility (‘to be is to be intelligible’) 

because it no longer explains the world. Under monism you can have the world or you can have 

the explanatory principle, but you cannot have your cake and eat it too. It turns out that at least 

two levels are necessary in order to give the explanation of the world we seek.20 In fact, insofar 

as Parmenides’ theory does seem to explain something about the world, it is only because it 

possesses a covert second level, “The Way of Seeming,” which can be the only source of the 

world’s otherness and difference. But as pure non-being, Seeming can have no commerce with 

true Being—and so absolute monism leads to absolute dualism. Both Truth and Seeming are, 

but in equivocal senses. Neither monism nor dualism is able to give the account we seek: Pure 

being without otherness is unintelligible, causing monism to fail; but non-being wholly 

divorced from being is also unintelligible, causing dualism to fail. 

                                                        

18 In modern terminology, the difference between Being and beings is known as the “ontological difference,” a term I 
will have occasion to use throughout. 
19 Perl, Methexis, 15. 
20 Gilson, Being and Some Philosophers, 13ff.  
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What the different things in the world have in common is Being. To be is to be 

intelligible. But intelligibility requires determination and limit, which the one Being does not 

possess. Rather, determination and limit are characteristics of the different things. A way must 

be found to accommodate both the principle and the world, unity and multiplicity, the One and 

the Many, Being and becoming, without rejecting either, and without conceiving them on the 

same ontological footing, i.e., as both being in the same univocal sense. This is the problem that 

Parmenides bequeaths to Plato, and to which Plato—wanting to have his cake and eat it too—

proposes the theory of participation as a solution.21 

 

Section 1.1: Plato and Methexis 

“One man makes the earth stay below the heavens by putting a vortex about it, and another regards the earth as a flat 
trough supported on a foundation of air; but they do not look for the power which causes things to be now placed as 

it is best for them to be placed, nor do they think it has any divine force, but they think they can find a new Atlas 
more powerful and more immortal and more all-embracing than this, and in truth they give no thought to the Good, 

which must embrace and hold together all things. Now I would gladly be the pupil of anyone who would teach me 
the nature of such a cause; but since that was denied me and I was not able to discover it myself or to learn of it from 

anyone else, do you wish me, Cebes” said [Socrates] “to give you an account of the way in which I have conducted 
my second voyage in quest of the cause?” “I wish it with all my heart,” he replied. 

–Phaedo, 99B-D 

Parting ways with both the material monism of the Ionians and the ideal monism of 

Parmenides, Plato takes on the difficult task of thinking the relationship between becoming and 

Being. So hard is the problem that Socrates calls it “the second voyage” (ton deuteron pluon 

[τον δεύτερον πλόων]).22 While using the senses is like sailing a boat with the help of the wind, 

                                                        

21 Collingwood, The Idea of Nature, 64. 
22 Phaedo, 99D; see also Giovanni Reale, Toward a New Interpretation of Plato, 101. Owen Barfield calls this task “the 
hard problem of the ancient world” and relates it to David Chalmer’s hard problem of consciousness, in “Man, 
Thought, and Nature,” in Romanticism Comes of Age, 223-40. Each problem struggles to relate two seemingly 
incommensurate realms that nonetheless both seem necessary to thought. 
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using reason to inquire into the transcendent realm of Being is like the strenuous rowing of oars 

after the wind has ceased.  

To be is to be intelligible. To be intelligible is to be self-identical or the same as oneself. If 

to be then, is to be the same, what are we to do with otherness and difference, this tangible 

world of multiplicity and change? While Parmenides decides that the world of becoming is a 

mere illusion, Plato wants to secure some definite value for it by relating it to Being.23 Instead of 

wholly separating Being and non-being, Plato aims to show that there is a degree of reality even 

in the changing appearances of the physical world.24 

 Since ‘to be is to be intelligible,’ sensible things have some measure of actuality because 

they have some intelligibility or form. The theory of forms is meant to account for the 

identifiable qualities, such as beauty, which allow sensible things to be thought. But it is not that 

a beautiful thing is beauty, rather it has beauty—which beauty is borrowed from the form of the 

beautiful. This distinction between being and having is what Plato means by participation.25 

Sensible particulars possess what the forms are. Rather than wholly divorcing the two, Plato 

relates non-being to Being, bridging the ontological difference through the concept of 

participation.26  

                                                        

23 Cf. J. Sherman, “A Genealogy of Participation,” in The Participatory Turn, 84: “Plato’s primary concern is not to 
protect an immutable realm of Formal essences from contamination by the muck of generation, but rather to secure 
the value of the world of becoming by exposing it to the contagion of the Good.” 
24 Gilson, Being and Some Philosophers, 14ff. 
25 See for example, Phaedo, 100Cff. 
26 Perl, Methexis, 19. The “ontological difference” refers to the difference between Being and beings. 



 17 

Participation describes the constitutive relationship between two realms that are 

distinguished but not divided.27 Being is equated with the forms, which are perfect essences or 

patterns, such as the beautiful. A sensible particular’s share in a form is only partial because its 

self-identity is imperfect. The realm of becoming partakes of both Being and non-being. A thing 

has non-being insofar as it deviates from its form: not all things are wholly beautiful, but 

partake of beauty to varying degrees.28 The forms themselves are true to Parmenides’ criteria for 

Being—self-identical, homogenous, immutable, eternal—as they must be in order to serve as 

principles of explanation for the realm of becoming. Yet rather than Parmenides’ indeterminate 

one Being, which we saw is finally unintelligible, the forms are a determinate multiplicity, 

which preserves their intelligibility. This differentiation requires the presence of otherness and 

relative non-being among the forms themselves.29 Thus in Sophist, the form of otherness or 

difference ascends to high status as one of the five ‘super-forms (megista gene [µεγιστα γένε]).’30 

It is this principle of relation between the forms that allows them to be different and separate 

from one another, and thus determinate, ultimately allowing for their self-identity.31 

While Parmenides’ one indeterminate Being ends up unintelligible, Plato’s forms couple 

Being and intelligibility by introducing difference among the forms themselves. However, now 

                                                        

27 Sherman, “Genealogy,” 83. 
28 Tollefsen, Activity, 14. 
29 Sophist, 258B-59A. 
30 One of the key insights here is that non-being is not the opposite of Being, but simply different from it. The other 
super-forms or great kinds are sameness, rest, change, and Being. See Sophist, 236D-264B, and especially 256ff. 
31 All of this arises during an effort to critique the sophists, who Plato believes are in error as to the arbitrary nature of 
truth that they teach. To say so, one must be able to say that error is, that that which is false, that which is not, in 
some way is. Doing so entails an act of parricide, for father Parmenides taught that one must never say that that 
which is not, is. Plato is concerned that if there is no error, then only ego and power are constituting the world; but if 
there is an independent world that exists apart from me, then my fidelity to it matters. This whole discussion reflects 
Plato’s desire to ground morality in transcendence, something neither relativism nor materialism can ever do. 
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we are in a situation similar to where we began, with the different forms needing a higher 

unified principle to account for their self-sameness. This principle of pure sameness beyond all 

difference is the Good of Republic, which grounds the forms’ intelligibility, but itself is both 

beyond intelligibility and beyond being (epekeina tes ousias [επέκεινα της ουσίας]).32 Like 

Parmenides’ one Being, the Good is unintelligible, but this is no longer a problem since it is 

beyond being, with being and intelligibility coinciding at the level of the forms. What is 

problematic is that we seem to have only pushed the original problem up a level, from the one-

Being-over-many-beings to the one-Good-over-many-forms, with the origin of difference still 

unaccounted for. Additionally, as we saw with Parmenides’ Being and beings, we can only say 

that the Good beyond being and the forms both are in an equivocal sense. This results either (1) 

in the Parmenidean imperative to say that one of them in fact is not, in which case the whole 

system collapses, or (2) in a dualism in which they can have no commerce and thus in which the 

Good cannot impart unity to and ground the intelligibility of the forms. 

The only way to keep both within a single ontology is to posit a relationship of 

participation between the forms and the Good (or the One, as Plotinus often calls it).33 This is 

what ultimately is at stake in the critique of participation proffered by Parmenides in his 

eponymous dialogue. Fixating on the material connotations of “participation,” the characters 

ask how a form can always be identically itself and yet be present to the many particulars that 

partake of it.34 For if it is divided up among them, then it cannot be the same identical form in 

                                                        

32 509B. 
33 While it is not wholly explicit in Plato, the Good and the One will become two names for the same highest principle 
in Neoplatonism.  
34 Tollefsen, Activity, 14. 
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each particular, and thus loses its explanatory value; and if it remains undivided, then it cannot 

be participated by the many different particulars. This problem arises because the characters are 

applying a logic of solid bodies to a form that is properly transcendent.35 Indeed its 

transcendence is the condition of its identical immanence in each participating particular.36 

However, this solution is not explicitly stated by Plato in the Parmenides or elsewhere, and the 

problem of how a unified principle can be participated by many without being divided persists 

in Neoplatonism.37 The objection applies to any instance of a one-over-many, the paragon case 

of which is the One over the many forms. Unlike the immanent presence of the transcendent 

form in many particulars, it proves more problematic to say that the One is immanent to or 

present in the forms, as this threatens its unity, self-sufficiency, and impassivity. These issues, 

along with the related problem of the origin of otherness, are not ultimately rectified by Plato 

and thus continue to be of central concern to Plotinus and his Neoplatonic successors, both 

pagan and Christian. 

* * * 

                                                        

35 Sherman, “Genealogy,” 104n6.  
36 Perl, Methexis, 31; Cf. Enneads, 6.5.9. 
37 Such a solution is, however, adumbrated by Plotinus, though he is not always consistent in this regard. For a 
discussion of the issue, see D. O’Meara’s article, “The Problem of Omnipresence in Plotinus’ Ennead VI, 4-5: A Reply,” 
especially 68-70. O’Meara argues that Plotinus initiates a change of direction in Platonic metaphysics, moving from 
speaking of the intelligible as present in the sensible to speaking of the sensible as present to, i.e. participating in, the 
intelligible; the intelligible doesn’t “come down” or work on the sensible, but rather the sensible “looks up” and goes 
toward the intelligible. This change emerges from the need to safeguard the integrity of Being. Omnipresence is 
reinterpreted as two levels of presence: (1) the intelligible’s total self-presence as ontological integrity, and (2) the 
sensible’s presence to the intelligible, which is its participation and causal dependence thereupon. Variation in the 
presence of the intelligible results not from a fragmentation or parceling out of the intelligible, but due to a variety in 
the degree to which sensibles are capable of sharing in the same integral form. This last stipulation anticipates the 
position of Dionysius and Maximus. See also, S. Strange, “Plotinus’ Account of Participation in Ennead VI.4-5,” 
Journal of the History of Philosophy. 
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 While above we considered ontological participation, we now briefly consider 

epistemological participation. Another way to speak about this distinction would be to say that 

the former is more metaphysically objective, while the latter focuses on the knowing subject; 

recall from the introduction that this is the difference between embedded and enactive 

participation.38 Above we spoke about embedded-ontological participation and now we 

consider enactive-epistemological participation. This shows up in Plato’s doctrine of anamnesis 

[ἀνάµνησις], which is connected to the philosopher’s ascent to the divine realm of forms.39 

After requisite moral and intellectual purification, such ascent is achieved through 

contemplation (theoria). The process of gaining such knowledge is described as remembrance 

(anamnesis), because the soul originally dwelt in this divine place; but it forgot this truth upon 

joining its body at birth. True knowledge is remembering where we come from and what we 

once knew: the immutable forms or ideas, like truth and beauty, in which all particular 

instances of truth and beauty ontologically participate.  

  There is a definite kinship (syngeneia [συγγένεια]) between the intelligible forms and the 

soul, with the latter being called, “divine, immortal, intelligible, uniform, indissoluble, and ever 

self-consistent and invariable.”40 It is because they are of the same kind that the soul can know 

the forms. Such a doctrine reinforces the law that ‘to be is to be intelligible,’ directly connecting 

soul and form’s essences to the former’s ability to know the latter. This affinity places the pre-

                                                        

38 Kelly, “Participation, Complexity, and the Study of Religion,” 113-33. 
39 Sherman, “Genealogy,” 84. 
40 Phaedo, 80B. 
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existence and immortality of the soul alongside the eternal nature of the forms, return to which 

thus constitutes a kind of homecoming.41  

The act of contemplation (theoria) that realizes this homecoming is not just a thinking-

about-something, but union with and participation in the thing thought, namely, the eternal 

forms, the true objects of knowledge. This is a knowing that surpasses mere intellectual 

awareness to intimately inhabit, even identify with what is thought. In this way, Socrates can 

insist that virtue is knowledge, a knowledge-by-acquaintance closer to the act of swimming, 

rather than describing how to swim. And in this case, one has simply forgotten how to swim and 

must remember. Platonic education thus consists of a reorientation of the soul rather than an 

accumulation of knowledge or descriptions. Information is not passed from teacher to pupil, 

rather the teacher facilitates an awakening that brings forth dormant knowledge in the student. 

The teacher midwives the rebirth of insight in the soul.42  

For the Greeks, nous [νοῦς], or universal mind, encompasses and pervades all individual 

minds. In fact, until Plotinus’ time, the word nous is almost never used in the plural; there is 

only one group mind whose nature is continuous in all individuals.43 The Greeks are pre-

Cartesian and possess less of a sense of a ‘skin-encapsulated ego’ that is strictly separated off 

from all other minds. Thinking is conceived more along the lines of swimming in the universal 

mind, where thoughts pre-exist the intellect, and the intellect thinks them by participating in a 

realm of divine ideas or forms.44 

                                                        

41 Phaedo 76E. 
42 Socrates describes himself in this way, e.g., in Theaetetus, 148E-151D.  
43 S. Menn, “Aristotle and Plato on God as Nous and as the Good,” Review of Metaphysics, 554; Bradshaw, Aristotle, 36. 
44 A. Louth, Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition, xiv. 
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This illustrates how enactive-epistemological participation is the subjective side of a 

single participatory relationship, of which the objective side is the embedded-ontological 

participation described in the first half of this section. We are able to know the forms because 

we are made from them—thus we may speak of formal participation, which has both an enactive-

epistemological and an embedded-ontological aspect.45 

As the problems associated with ontological or embedded participation cause the 

Neoplatonists to elaborate the Platonic system, so too will the associated notions of enactive or 

subjective participation develop—in response both to changes internal to the system, as well as 

influences from without. In his attempt to give an account of the origin of multiplicity, and to 

clarify the relationship between the One and the forms, Plotinus will borrow terms and 

concepts developed by Aristotle, to whom we now turn. 

 

  

                                                        

45 This combines Kelly’s enactive/embedded distinction with the account of Platonic formal participation given by 
Sherman in their respective essays in The Participatory Turn. 
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Section 1.2: Aristotle and Energeia 

To say that the forms are patterns, and that other things participate in them,  
is to use empty phrases and poetical metaphors. 

–Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1.991A46 

 Aristotle is critical of the transcendence of Plato’s forms, offering his own account of the 

forms as immanent to the particulars they animate. Having closed the vertical gap between 

Being and becoming, Aristotle finds no need for a theory of participation. Instead, he intends to 

elucidate the relationship between form and matter in a single substance on the horizontal axis 

of action and development. Crucial to this endeavor is Aristotle’s concept of energeia, which also 

plays a central role for his highest metaphysical principle, the Prime Mover. Tracing this 

concept in Aristotle will prepare us for its synthesis with participation in the emanation theory 

of Plotinus. 

 Aristotle seems to have coined the word energeia, which he says derives from “deed” or 

“thing done” (to ergon [το εργον]).47 Its simplest sense appears to be “activity, effectiveness, 

operation.”48 Aristotle employs the term in light of a distinction made by Plato between the 

possession (ktesis [κτήσης]) and use (chresis [χρήσης]) of good things, like food, drink, and 

                                                        

46 Cf. Metaphysics, 1.987B11-13, where Aristotle says that for Pythagorean mimesis, Plato simply substitutes methexis. 
Curiously, Aristotle calls this a mere verbal change, when in fact what seems to be at stake is the very issue Aristotle 
is contesting: transcendence versus immanence. Mimesis, with its gap between paradigm and copy, seems to stress 
the former, while the material connotations of methexis tend toward the latter. Within Plato’s lexicon, D. Ross 
suggests that certain words highlight the forms’ transcendence—copy (mimesis), paradigm (paradeigma), image 
(eikon)—while others stress their immanence—participation (methexis), communion (koinonia), presencing (parousia) 
(Plato’s Theory of Ideas, 228-30). Collingwood notes that Plato is the first to make a clear distinction between the 
transcendent and immanent notion of forms, and is thereby enabled to inquire into their relationship (The Idea of 
Nature, 71). He also asserts that by regarding the transcendent and immanent notions as mutually implicative, the 
young Socrates would be able to defeat the arguments of Parmenides that target each notion alone (64). 
47 D. Bradshaw, Aristotle, 1; Metaphysics, 9.1050A22. 
48 Bradshaw suggests this based on verb forms of the term in use at the time meaning “active,” “effective,” and 
“operative.” 
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wealth.49 In the same vein, Theaetetus discriminates between the possession of knowledge and its 

active holding, which Plato compares to having a bird in an aviary versus clutching it in the 

hand.50 Employing his own terminology, Aristotle tends to speak of a faculty (dunamis) of the 

soul—such as knowledge or sight—whose activity (energeia) can be exercised.51  

He elaborates by distinguishing between, for example, the capacity (dunamis) to learn 

mathematics, and the subsequent capacity to exercise that knowledge when solving a math 

problem.52 Here the sense of dunamis as “potency” and energeia as “actuality” comes to the fore. 

In this example, the ability to learn math is conventionally termed “first potency,” while the 

accomplished learning is called “first actuality.” This accomplished learning coincides with the 

new ability to solve math problems, called “second potency,” while the active solving of these 

problems is termed “second actuality.”53 Aristotle broadens the sense of energeia along these 

lines to include not just “activity” but “actuality,” in the sense of “having completeness, being 

fully real.” In this regard, it is helpful to note that he often uses entelechia [εντελεχεια] (from 

telos [τέλος] meaning purpose, end, or goal), as a synonym for energeia: 

Again, “being” (to einai [το είναι]) and “that which is” (to on [το ον]) . . . sometimes mean being potentially 
(dunamis) and sometimes being actually (entelechia). For we say both of that which sees potentially and of 
that which sees actually, that it is seeing, and both of that which can use knowledge and of that which is 
using it, that it knows.54 

                                                        

49 Euthydemus, 280B-E. 
50 197A-199B. 
51 Aristotle makes the translation of terms explicit in a parenthetical remark: “it makes no small difference whether 
we place the chief good in possession or use (ktesei e chresei)—in state or activity (hexei e energeia)” (Nichomachean 
Ethics, 1.1099A). At Protrepticus, B63ff., he first says that an energeia corresponds to a faculty (dunamis). 
52 See De Anima, II.5. 
53 See Tollefsen, Activity, 18. For a full account of Aristotle’s theory of potency and actuality, as well as its relation to 
Neoplatonism, see S. Gersh, From Iamblichus to Eriugena: An Investigation of the Prehistory and Evolution of the Pseudo-
Dionysian Tradition, especially 27-32. 
54 Metaphysics, 5.1017B. 
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Building on Plato’s distinction between possession and use, it is remarkable that Aristotle thus 

creates the distinction between potentiality and actuality as we know it, a concept which lacked 

precise terms until he created them. In the end, Aristotle extends dunamis to embrace all types of 

potency, and energeia all types of actuality.55 

 A case in point is the one with which this section began: the relation of matter to form is 

a relation of potency (dunamis) to actuality (energeia), and thus answers the ontological problem 

of how the two can be fused in a single, unified substance (ousia).56 For example, Aristotle 

defines the soul as “the first grade of actuality of a natural body having life potentially.”57 The 

organic body, which is matter that potentially possesses life, is activated by the soul’s infusion 

of form, and thereby emerges into actual existence as a single living being. It is a unified 

composite because of the relationship of potency to actuality (the organization of matter 

according to form), and of actuality to potency (the imposition of form upon matter).58 The same 

logic can apply at a non-organic level, in the case of a house for example, whose building 

materials have the potential to become an actual house through the imposition of form.59 

                                                        

55 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 13-19, 24. As noted in the introduction, Aristotle asserts that the distinction between 
potentiality and actuality makes it possible to explain change, and thus to argue against its Eleatic denial; see 
Metaphysics 3; Tollefsen, The Christocentric Cosmology of Maximus the Confessor, 138. 
56 This problem did not present itself to Plato, of course, because his doctrine of forms involved a sensible particular 
below participating in an intelligible form above. 
57 De Anima, 412A27-28. 
58 Tollefsen, Activity, 16f. 
59 Gilson gives a helpful summary that connects actuality to activity or act: “every actual subject receives the title of 
‘substance’ (sub-stans), because it can be figuratively fancied as ‘standing under’ accidents, that is, supporting them. . 
. . [Each substance] is a subsisting energy, that is, an act. . . because reality is an actually real nucleus of energy. . . . If 
there is in a substance anything that is the act, it is not the matter, it is the form. The form then is the very act 
whereby the substance is what it is, and, if a being is primarily. . . what it is, each being is primarily and almost 
exclusively its form. . . . There is nothing above the form, and. . . the form of a given being is an act” (Being and Some 
Philosophers, 43-47). 
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 Aristotle specifies a narrower sense of energeia when he distinguishes it from motion 

(kinesis [κίνησις]). Motions have a distinct terminus, at which point their act produces a result: 

housebuilding results in a house, cutting a log results in it splitting in two, dieting results in 

becoming thin. Motions have a limit (peras [πέρας]), and are therefore, in a sense, incomplete 

energeiai.60 But true and proper energeiai contain their end in themselves, meaning that the act 

and the result are coterminous: seeing, thinking, flourishing. These latter activities do not begin 

at some point and end somewhere different, but rather they are complete in every moment. 

Because they contain their own end, they are not obliged to unfold through a temporal process. 

Thus, Aristotle asserts that the essential feature of energeiai is that they have a form (eidos 

[είδος]) given by an internal teleological structure that does not need time for its completion 

(versus motions, which do require time for their teleological unfolding). These two key features 

of energeiai—intrinsic atemporality and teleological self-disclosure—prove crucial to Aristotle’s 

metaphysics.61 

 Aristotle connects intrinsic atemporality to his contention that “no eternal thing exists 

potentially.”62 This is because an eternal thing is always actually existing in eternity; if it had 

any potency it would also have the potential not to exist, which is impermissible in light of its 

eternity. These eternal things (such as the sun, moon, and stars) have an actuality (energeia) that 

is free from potency (dunamis) altogether. While with respect to motion they have potency, with 

respect to existence they are pure actuality through and through.63 

                                                        

60 Tollefsen, Activity, 18. 
61 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 12. 
62 Metaphysics, 9.1050B. 
63 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 21f. 
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 Aristotle’s Prime Mover is both pure actuality of this kind and the complete activity we 

distinguished above from incomplete motion (kinesis). By way of this sense of pure actuality 

(energeia), the Prime mover becomes an activity (energeia) subsistent in its own right. The 

Unmoved mover does not endure any change, as all of its capacities are fully realized at all 

times—thus making it a pure activity-actuality with no potency. This eternal activity both 

causes the motions of the heavens and consists in self-thinking thought, by which the Mover, 

who Aristotle also calls God and divine Intellect (nous), contemplates itself. In the latter, its 

actuality perfectly coincides with its activity, as the execution of this activity is God’s actualized 

being.64 

 The divine Intellect’s self-thinking thought turns out to be the forms, which are imparted 

to the world in a process of teleological unfolding. Because this self-contemplation is the same 

eternal activity that is the world’s first cause, it is the formal cause in immanent matter-form 

composites, as well as the final cause toward which their teleology is directed. God is both the 

universal cause of a world in which beings may actualize their form, as well as the object of love 

that prompts a general striving and aspiration to realize that form.65 Thus, the Prime Mover is 

energeia in all the senses we have encountered so far: as self-thinking thought it is activity that is 

its own state of fulfillment, and as the formal and final cause of being for all things it is the 

highest actuality, one that is altogether free of potency and thus completely, fully real.66 

                                                        

64 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 23f. This notion is important for Aquinas’ God, whose essence coincides with His existence. 
While simplicity and intelligibility are crucial to the Thomist conception, we will trace how the Eastern tradition 
arrives at a rather different notion of the divine. 
65 Tollefsen, Activity, 19. 
66 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 37ff., 44. 
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 Furthermore, the Prime Mover is a pattern for imitation insofar as its way of life “is such 

as the best which we enjoy, and enjoy for but a short time (for it is ever in this state, 

which we cannot be), since its activity is also pleasure (hedone e energeia toutou 

[χεδόνε η ενέργεια τούτου]).”67 This reference connects God’s self-thinking thought of the 

forms-that-God-is to human contemplation of those same forms. God is the perfect and pure 

activity-actuality of divine Intellect (nous) in which the human active intellect partakes when 

and to the extent that it achieves perfect realization (“second actuality”).68 Thus contemplation 

(theoria) is a privileged activity whereby the philosopher enactively participates in the divine 

nature. This brief sketch of Aristotle’s energeia and its relation to his highest principle now 

permits us to examine the way Plotinus integrates many of its key features into the theory of 

participation he inherits and adapts from Plato. 

 

  

                                                        

67 Metaphysics, 1072B14–16. 
68 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 36f. 
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Section 1.3: Plotinus and Emanation 

Now when anything else comes to perfection we see that it produces, and does not endure to remain by itself, but 
makes something else. This is true not only of things which have choice, but of things which grow and produce 
without choosing to do so, and even lifeless things, which impart themselves to others as far as they can: as fire 

warms, snow cools, and drugs act on something else in a way corresponding to their own nature—all imitating the 
First Principle as far as they are able by tending to everlastingness and generosity. How then could the most perfect, 

the first Good, remain in itself as if it grudged to give of itself or was impotent, when it is the productive power of all 
things? 

–Plotinus, Enneads, 5.4.169 

 In Plotinus’ hands, Plato’s theory of participation absorbs the dynamism of Aristotelian 

energeia and becomes a theory of causation of being.70 Both Plato and Aristotle consider a thing 

to be intelligible by virtue of its self-identity, by being what it is, which is given by its form. If to 

be is to be intelligible, the Neoplatonists reason, then the cause of intelligibility, the form, must 

also be the cause of being. Thus, the formal cause is responsible both for what things are, and 

that they are—for if things lost their formal identity, they would cease to be what they are, that 

is, themselves, and would thereby cease to be altogether.71 This demonstrates a more general 

feature of Neoplatonism, in which logical relations of explanation are interpreted as ontological 

relations of causation or dependence. The One grounds the self-sameness of the forms, and the 

forms ground the quiddity of sensible particulars; correspondingly, the One causes the forms to 

be, and the forms cause sensible particulars to be. Thus, the Platonic theory of participation 

becomes the Neoplatonic doctrine of emanation.72 The conceptual apparatus which 

                                                        

69 Translation by Armstrong in vol.1 of Loeb edition.  
70 The Middle Platonist, Numenius, was an important channel through which the Aristotelian energeia made its way 
into Neoplatonism. Other key figures in this lineage are Alcinous and Alexander of Aphrodisias. From the latter, 
Plotinus adopts the idea that an energeia can take on an existence of its own, despite its continued dependence on its 
source. See Bradshaw, Aristotle, 66-72, 96. For more general information, see J. Dillon, The Middle Platonists, 80 B.C. to 
A.D. 220: Alcinous, 267-305; Numenius, 361-378. 
71 See Enneads, I.8.2; V.1.7; V.3.15, 17; V.8.7; VI.7.2; 6.9.2. The notion of a cause of being, what we would call an 
existential cause, did not arise in the period from Parmenides to Aristotle. For a discussion of this topic, see Charles 
Kahn’s essay, “Why Existence does not Emerge as a Distinct Concept in Greek Philosophy,” in Essays on Being, 62-74. 
72 Perl, Methexis, 23-28. 



 30 

accompanies the emanative metaphors associated with this doctrine is the theory of double 

activity (energeia), or the theory of two acts.73 Before examining this theory in detail, let us 

briefly sketch Plotinus’ vision. 

 There are three hypostases in Plotinus’ metaphysics, which he calls the One, the one-

many, and the one-and-many, but more commonly refers to as the One (to hen [το ἓν]), Intellect 

(nous [νοῦς]), and Soul (psyche [ψυχη]).74 In his hypostases, Plotinus brings together three 

notions of God, respectively: (1) Plato’s Good beyond being, (2) Aristotle’s divine Intellect as 

self-thinking thought, and (3) the Stoics’ world soul (anima mundi).75 Plotinus’ first principle is 

the One beyond being, which is the cause of all being, but not itself a being. Because of its utter 

simplicity and unintelligibility, next to nothing can be said about it: “We find ourselves in aporia 

[ἀπορία], in agony over how to speak. We speak about the unsayable.”76  

The second hypostasis, Intellect, comes forth from the One, turns back in contemplation 

of it, and is thus informed and filled with content, becoming fully itself. It cannot wholly receive 

the pure unity of the One but divides it into many, constituting itself as a unity-in-multiplicity 

or a one-many.77 This rich and complex whole-of-parts is the realm of forms, true Being. But in 

contrast to Plato’s sometimes statuesque portrayal of the domain beyond change and decay, 

                                                        

73 E.K. Emilsson, Plotinus on Activity, 8f.; Plotinus first introduces this theory at Enneads, V.4 and elaborates it 
thereafter. For a discussion of the doctrine, see Emilsson’s entire first chapter, “Emanation and Activity,” 22-68. 
Examples of emanative metaphors are the fire and snow mentioned in the epigraph to this section. 
74 Enneads, V.1.8. Here Plotinus also makes reference to Plato’s Second Letter as pointing to his three hypostases or 
three ones: “Related to the King of All are all things, and for his sake they are, and of all things fair he is the cause. 
And related to the Second are the second things and related to the Third the third” (312E).  
75 W. Franke, On What Cannot Be Said, 50. 
76 Plotinus, Enneads, V.5.6, translated in M. Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, 16. 
77 Enneads, V.3.11; VI.7.15; A.H. Armstrong, “Plotinus,” in The Cambridge Companion to Late Greek and Early Medieval 
Philosophy, 241.  
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Plotinus offers this vivid image of the unity-in-diversity of nous: “It might be likened to a living 

sphere teeming with varied color and pattern, to a globe of faces radiant with faces all living.”78 

As the multifaceted jewel of Intellect shimmers in its contemplation of the One, the third 

hypostasis, Soul, spontaneously springs forth, contemplating Intellect in turn, and thereby 

begetting and acting upon the material world. Soul is the one-and-many, and with it enters 

time, characterized by a certain agitation and desire for movement, a desire not to have 

everything at once but in succession. This is how Plotinus understands Plato’s famous 

characterization of time as the moving image of eternity; it is the One in succession, the One as 

many.79  

The hypostases are related to one another by procession (proodos [πρόοδοσ]) and return 

(epistrophe [ἐπιστροφή]). Intellect emanates or proceeds from the One, Soul from Intellect, and 

finally, Nature (embodied life and matter, the furthest extreme, on the verge of non-being) from 

Soul. Each level contemplates the level from which it sprung, and is thereby constituted in its 

very being as a yearning for return to its source, in an upward movement of desire and 

adoration.80 

 Plotinus explains the ‘mechanism of action’ of emanation (especially the first emanation, 

that of Intellect from the One) through the doctrine of double activity, or the theory of two acts. 

In the epigraph above, Plotinus argues that the very notion of perfection requires production, 

                                                        

78 Enneads, VI.7.15, translated in McKenna, 551, translation altered. Plotinus applies Aristotelian psychology to 
ontology, thus innovating a solution as to how in its diversity, intellect stays a unity: the mind is what it thinks. See 
De Anima, III.4, 429B-430A; Armstrong, “Plotinus,” 248. 
79 Armstrong, “Plotinus,” 251; Timaeus, 37D. 
80 This leads to the paradoxical assertion that the procession is the return, to which we will later return. 
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combining Aristotelian natural philosophy with the cosmic creation of Plato’s Timaeus.81 The 

question Plotinus is trying to address is how anything can issue from the One while the One 

remains utterly unified and impassive, undergoing no change. 

 In each and every thing there is an activity which belongs to substance (energeia tes ousias 
[ενέργεια τηςουσίας]) and one which goes out from substance (ek tes ousias [εκ της ουσίας]); and that which 
belongs to substance is the active actuality which is each particular thing (e men tes ousias auto estin energeia 
ekaston [της ουσίας αυτόεστιν ενέργεια έκαστον]), and the other activity derives from that first one, and 
must in everything be a consequence of it, different from the thing itself: as in fire there is a heat which is the 
content of its substance, and another which comes into being from that primary heat when fire exercises the 
activity which is native to its substance in abiding unchanged as fire. So it is also in the higher world; and 
much more so there, while the Principle abides “in its own proper way of life,” the activity generated from 
the perfection in it and its coexistent activity (synouses energeias [συνουσες ενέργειας]) acquires substantial 
existence (hypostasin labousa [υπόστασίν λαβοῦσα]), since it comes from a great power, the greatest indeed 
of all, and arrives at being and substance: for that Principle is “beyond being.”82 

The external act (energeia ek tes ousias) derives from the internal act (energeia tes ousias) 

and is different from it, like emitted heat is different from fire. The internal act is essentially 

Aristotle’s doctrine that the substance (ousia) of a thing in the sense of form is energeia (actual 

substance as opposed to matter which is substance existing potentially). While Aristotle means 

this primarily in the sense of actuality, Plotinus trades on the double sense of energeia to 

emphasize an intrinsically productive activity. We saw a precedent for this coupling of the two 

senses of energeia in the case of Aristotle’s First Mover, who is both ultimate actuality as well as 

the activity of self-thinking thought. Indeed, internal activity for Plotinus is a form of 

contemplation.83 But unlike the Aristotelian God who only moves the cosmos (efficient, formal, 

                                                        

81 De Anima, II.4, 415A26–B2: “for any living thing that has reached its normal development . . . the most natural act is 
the production of another like itself, an animal producing an animal, a plant a plant, in order that, as far as its nature 
allows, it may partake in the eternal and divine. That is the goal towards which all things strive, that for the sake of 
which they do whatsoever their nature renders possible.” See also Symposium, 207-208B, where Diotima says that all 
living things reproduce and, in this way, partake of the divine nature. 
82 Enneads, V.4.2.27–39.  
83 It is important to note however, that for Plotinus it is Intellect, rather than the One, that is self-thinking thought. For 
even this reflexive thinking requires a minimum duality between thinker and thought while the One admits of no 
such divisions. This of course raises the question of what sort of contemplation the One is engaged in and whether 
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and final causation), the internal activity of the One emanates Being, or Intellect, as its external 

activity (causation of being). For Aristotle, the cosmos was eternal, but for Plotinus, the cosmos 

comes into being as a result of successive emanations conceived in terms of energeia. The 

internal activity of Intellect is its contemplation of the One, for which the corresponding 

external activity is the emanation of Soul. Likewise, Soul’s internal activity is the contemplation 

of Intellect and its external activity is the emanation of Nature or the material world.84  

 In Platonic terms, the internal act is the paradigm or archetype of which the external act 

is the image.85 Recall that Plotinus has extended this scheme to all of reality (“in each and every 

thing”). In this way, we can understand the double act doctrine as an interpretation of Plato’s 

unstated views on causality, or ‘how intelligible principles work.’ What is being described here 

is in fact no different from the theory of participation, except that description proceeds from the 

viewpoint of the participated cause rather than the participant-particular. What from the 

perspective of the subordinate is called participation or imitation may be explained in terms of 

activity and emanation from the perspective of the superior.86 

                                                        

the distinction between internal and external act attributes an impermissible multiplicity to the One. I return to this 
problem below. 
84 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 74-77.  
85 Emilsson, Plotinus, 27. 
86 Emilsson, Plotinus, 66. This complementarity of participation and activity should not be confused with the 
embedded versus enactive distinction, though they are related. Generally speaking, the absorption of Aristotle is 
central to the Neoplatonic revisioning of Plato, what A.C. Lloyd calls, “one of the few undeniable ‘dialectical’ 
processes in the history of philosophy” (“Later Neoplatonists,” in The Cambridge Companion to Late Greek and Early 
Medieval Philosophy, 322). Most Neoplatonists believe the two thinkers to be fundamentally in accord, with the 
exposition of the finer points of this accord driving much of the era’s activity. The example in question here is the 
Neoplatonic application of Aristotle’s doctrine of causality to the spiritual realm. Aristotle developed his theory of 
potency and act primarily in the context of physical and psychological processes (e.g. an acorn growing into an oak, 
or an instructor teaching a student), though we did see the special role it plays in relation to the Prime Mover. The 
Neoplatonists inductively extend the theory whole cloth to divine beings and processes—albeit in an analogical 
manner and with some warnings and correctives: Such an analysis only dimly reflects the true nature of spiritual 
workings and should be supplemented by more revelatory sources, such as the Platonic dialogues, and for later 



 34 

This is well and good for the realms of becoming and Being, but how are we to apply 

such a concept of energeia tes ousias to the One that is epekeina tes ousias? Even if we permit the 

One to be a self-subsistent pure internal activity, how are we to account for its external activity 

without ascribing multiplicity to it and contaminating its unity by its commerce with the one-

many? In fact, this amounts to the same question that we left unresolved in section 1.1 on Plato: 

how is the One present to the many forms that participate in it without suffering division?87 

And if anything, the question is only more pressing in the Neoplatonic framework, since the 

forms receive from the One not only their unity, but their very existence. Emilsson argues that 

in the theory of two acts, there is in fact only one act, at least in the sense of only one exertion; 

there is a single activity which is somehow two-sided.88 He offers the example of walking and 

leaving a trace in the sand. The agent of the internal act (walking) does not do anything extra to 

produce the external act (footprints). Whether or not we consider this solution adequate, 

Plotinus and his followers continue to wrestle with the thorny issue. In the next chapter, we will 

see how Iamblichus and Proclus reify the theory of two acts, so to speak, dividing each 

                                                        

Neoplatonists, the Chaldean Oracles. The emanative theory drawn from these sources helps to refine the Aristotelian 
doctrine. Because spiritual powers are generally undiminished in their causation, a notion of excess or surplus 
potency is developed, and even inexhaustible or infinite potency on the part of a transcendent cause; see Damascius, 
Dubitiones et solutiones, II.19. Just as often however, the undiminished source is described in terms of activity, as it is 
here. It is worth noting that an excess potency which leads to an emanative process in which it is gradually 
diminished in a descending hierarchy is in tension with an infinite potency which is never diminished. For a 
discussion of the entire issue, see Gersh, Iamblichus to Eriugena, 32-37. 
87 Plotinus seems to equivocate on whether the One is participated, sometimes saying it is (V.3.15, V.5.10), but at other 
times denying that it is a genus (VI.2.9-10) and asserting that the “ones” predicated of the forms are not the One itself 
(VI.2.11). This last assertion will lead to Proclus’ doctrine of henads as intermediaries between the One and the forms. 
But just as Plotinus shifted the problem of participation from the relation of forms to particulars to the relation of the 
One to the forms, so will Proclus shift the problem further to the relation between the One and the henads. As we will 
see, mediation cannot solve the problem as it only leads to an infinite regress. 
88 Emilsson, Plotinus, 10, 48f. In this regard, it seems helpful to recall the two primary names for the First Principle: 
The name “One” emphasizes centripetal internal activity, while the name “Good” stresses emanative external 
activity—yet these are just two names for the same unified principal. 
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participated cause into an imparticipable (which would correspond to the internal act) and a 

participated (corresponding to the external act), the latter of which is partaken of by a 

participant effect.89 This attempts to safeguard the transcendence of the One by placing an 

intermediary between it and its participants. Taking the opposite tack, Porphyry articulates a 

dual-aspect First Principle that in itself is the One beyond being, but in its outward aspect is the 

creative wholeness of being (einai) that generates the cosmos insofar as it is contemplated by 

Intellect.90 This tries to somehow combine what is beyond being with being itself. Via the 

Cappadocians, Porphyry’s approach will be critical for the Dionysian vision. Neither approach 

however, will fully resolve the associated issue of the origin of otherness. Before we trace these 

problems to later Neoplatonism, let us touch upon the enactive side of participation in Plotinus. 

 Through inward contemplation (theoria), the philosopher can initiate the return or 

turning-back (epistrophe) toward the One.91 The return is a homecoming, which is possible 

Plotinus believes, because the soul is not fully descended.92 The highest part of the soul is still in 

contact with its divine origin.93 “You must close your eyes and awake to another vision within 

you, the birthright of all, but which few turn to use.”94 Because the One is beyond being and 

intelligibility, the goal is a “presence superior to knowledge,” but the only way “beyond 

knowing” is through the intellect.95 What in part allows a final vision of the Good is intellect 

                                                        

89 Lloyd, “Later Neoplatonists,” 298. 
90 S. Klitenic & J. Dillon, Dionysius the Areopagite and the Neoplatonist Tradition: Despoiling the Hellenes, 34, 43-48; Dillon, 
“Porphyry’s Doctrine of the One,” in The Great Tradition, 356-66. 
91 Armstrong, “Plotinus,” 250. 
92 This doctrine will concern us again in section 2.2 when we consider Iamblichus’ contestation of it. 
93 D. Carabine, The Unknown God, 128; Enneads, III.8.5. 
94 Enneads, I.6.8, translated by McKenna, modified. 
95 Enneads, VI.9.4; Dionysius will assert the same, in contrast to someone like Bonaventure for whom love, rather than 
thought, is the faculty of divine union. 
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without content, rather than the abandonment of reason.96 In perfect contemplation of nous, 

thought thinks itself, but even this duality must be overcome. The soul’s powers alone can take 

it no further. At this point it must not chase after the One, “but wait tranquilly for its 

appearance, as the eye waits on the rising of the sun.”97 The final step beyond nous to the One is 

a sudden (exaiphnes [εξαίφνης]), coming upon the soul.98 No longer is thought just thinking 

itself, but instead there is a complete fusion of subject and object, a pure thought without a 

thinker, a pure act without an actor. In the moment of union, the soul no longer knows 

anything, not itself, nor even that it is in union with the One, so effaced are all distinctions. In 

ecstasy one passes out of oneself and into the One.99 

* * * 

 In summary, the Greek attempt to account for reality as a whole passes beyond the 

materialist explanations of the Ionians and, via the law of intelligibility (‘to be is to be 

intelligible), leads to Parmenidean Being as the highest principle of explanation. But because 

Being and the world of becoming cannot both be in a univocal sense, Plato proposes a theory of 

(embedded) participation by which beings partake of the true reality of Being, or the forms. In 

order to be participated by many particulars, the forms must also be multiple, requiring that 

their unity and intelligibility be grounded in a higher source, beyond being and intelligibility. 

                                                        

96 Carabine, Unknown God, 141. Exercises in mental abstraction and concentration prepare and empty the mind, such 
as meditation on the sequence, “cube, line, point…,” imagined in succession toward an inconceivable simplicity; see 
Louth, Origins, 44. 
97 Enneads, V.5.8. 
98 For exaiphnes: Enneads, VI.7.34; VI.7.36; V.3.17; V.5.3; V.5.7. However, because the One is totally impassive, the One 
has no concern for the soul who seeks it, so there can be no doctrine of grace in the Christian sense; see Louth, 
Origins, 50. 
99 Enneads, VI.9.3, 11; Carabine, Unknown God, 142. 
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While Aristotle has no use for participation (methexis), he develops a theory of activity (energeia) 

and causation which applies at the level of substance (ousia; the form-matter composite), and 

also develops a special application in the case of the Prime Mover. Plotinus incorporates this 

dynamic activity into the doctrine of participation as the theory of two acts, thus offering an 

account of how form is responsible both for quiddity and existence (causation of being). While 

activity (energeia) explains the impartation of form and being from above (point of view of the 

cause), participation (methexis) describes the same phenomena from below (point of view of the 

effect). The whole system is Plotinus’ doctrine of emanation—in which however, the relation of 

the One to Being remains vexed by problems of participation and the origin of difference.  

 On the enactive side, the special place given to contemplation is consistent from Plato 

through Aristotle to Plotinus, though arguably in all three figures there is also a sense in which 

the discursive intellect is transcended. Especially in Plotinus, the extreme transcendence and 

aporetic nature of the One provokes a budding mysticism. In this regard, he may have been 

influenced by positive conceptions of infinity stemming from Semitic and mystery religions of 

the East present in Alexandria.100 Nonetheless, Porphyry takes up the tendency to privilege the 

intelligible and passes it on to the Western tradition through Marius Victorinus and Augustine, 

all the way to Thomas Aquinas’ notion of God as the highest intelligible object. In contrast to the 

One beyond being, this is the tradition of God as Being, which thus coincides with intelligibility. 

The East will take a different trajectory, one that paradoxically results in a God who is at once 

                                                        

100 While the Greeks traditionally considered infinity in a negative light as formless, unlimited chaos, these religions 
had a positive conception of infinity. See Sherman, “Genealogy,” 89: “Plotinus thus effected a revolution by 
integrating the Platonic concept of participation with the spiritual intuitions of a positive infinity, and the result was 
his fully articulate doctrine of emanation.” See also Clarke, Explorations in Metaphysics: Being—God—Person, 76-79. 
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apophatically beyond the reach of being and intellect, yet simultaneously more fully 

participated than the Thomist deity. Though its seeds were present in Plato and Plotinus, that 

path begins in earnest with an enactive participation that favors ritual praxis over intellectual 

contemplation, coalescing in the theurgy of Iamblichus and Proclus—which becomes the 

hierurgic liturgy of Dionysius and the synergy between God and human so central to the Greek 

Orthodox tradition as a whole. In the conclusion, we will return to some reflections on the 

differences between the two traditions, but for now our story follows the Eastern thread. 
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Chapter Two: Late Neoplatonism 

Section 2.1: Magic and the Hermetica 

The energeiai are like rays from God, natural forces like rays from the cosmos, arts and learning like rays from 
humankind. The energeiai work through the cosmos and upon humankind through the natural rays of the cosmos, 

but natural forces work through the elements, and humans work through the arts and through learning. 
–Corpus Hermeticum, X.22 

 Thus far our study of participation and activity has been confined to the philosophical 

sphere, where these concepts have primarily served metaphysical explanation. However, to 

understand the developments of later Neoplatonism, we must also take account of pagan 

religious sources, where enactive participation takes the sensible form not of contemplation, but 

of rites, magic, and theurgy. In contrast to cognitive, epistemological participation, we call these 

cooperative participation, emphasizing the motor/behavioral aspect of praxis. Between the 1st and 

4th century, the term energeia begins to take on the sense of “active power,” “cosmic force,” and 

eventually “energy” among religious writers.101 The divine “energy” is understood as a 

reservoir of cosmic power with a certain fluidity that allows it to be shared or participated. 

Sometimes it takes the form of daimones [δαίµονες], spiritual intermediaries who allow access to 

the power of the gods. In the Greek magical papyri, there are spells designed to draw down the 

divine energeiai in service of the magician, enhancing his or her faculties, and in some way 

deifying the magician.102 The Corpus Hermeticum asserts that all creatures are energeiai that are 

actualized or performed by God. Such a worldview sometimes borders on pantheism:  

                                                        

101 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 119. 
102 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 130. As an example of deification, one spell culminates in this chant: “I have been attached to 
your holy form. I have been given power by your holy name. I have acquired your emanation of the goods, Lord, god 
of gods, master, daimon,” after which the instructions continue: “Having done this, return as lord of a godlike nature 
which is accomplished through this divine encounter” (Papyri Graecae Magicae, IV.216-222, ed. Preisendanz). 
Deification will be an important concept in the Eastern Christian tradition examined in chapter four. 
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Through them [gods and daimones] God makes everything for Himself, and all things are parts of God. But if 
all things are parts of God, then all things are God, and He makes Himself in making all things.103  

The Hermetic universe is one that is full of gods and daimones, each exercising its own energeia, 

which are ultimately manifestations of the single divine energeia. Overall, energeia serves as a 

concept for how supernatural actors can affect the natural world and the human soul;104 or what 

is a near equivalent, how the natural world and the human soul can participate in the 

supernatural. Here again we see the symmetry of energeia and methexis for describing a single 

phenomenon from above and from below, respectively. But this is no longer simply an 

embedded-ontological participation that occurs regardless of the will of the creature; nor is it an 

enactive-epistemological participation that is concerned primarily with knowledge and 

contemplation. Rather this tradition begins to develop a dynamic, enactive-cooperative 

participation, in which the agent willingly and actively partakes of a divine creative activity in 

the world.105 

 

  

                                                        

103 Corpus Hermeticum, XVI.19. 
104 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 134f. 
105 Sherman, “Genealogy,” 93. 



 41 

Section 2.2: Iamblichus: Theourgia and Imparticipables 

 For Iamblichus, this divine creative activity is cosmogenesis itself, the ongoing 

preservation of the universe. Through the rites of theurgy (theourgia [θεουργια]), the devotee 

can participate in this energeia, conferring order upon the flux of the world. Indeed, both 

theourgia and energeia share the same root, ergon [εργων], which in section 1.2 we saw means 

“deed,” “thing done,” or more generally, “work.” However, in contrast to some notions in the 

previous section, for Iamblichus theurgy never manipulates or bends the will of the gods, who 

are supplicated but never compelled by rites. Another way of saying this is that theo-urgia as 

“the work of god(s)” always corresponds to a subjective genitive, never an objective genitive. It 

is the gods who do their work through the theurgist, not the theurgist appropriating the work 

of the gods or doing work upon them.106 

To better understand theurgy, as well as the central place it is given by Iamblichus and 

Proclus, we can contrast it with contemplation (theoria). The justification of theurgy’s 

importance is highlighted in the controversy of the descended soul.107 Porphyry defends the 

Plotinian doctrine that a portion of the soul does not fully descend into the body, allowing 

union (henosis) with the divine through contemplation.108 By contrast, Iamblichus asserts that the 

soul fully descends; thus ascent or deification (theopoiesis [θεοποίησις]) requires an intercession 

                                                        

106 Gregory Shaw has argued this point at length in Theurgy and the Soul, and also with respect to the Dionysian 
tradition in “Neoplatonic Theurgy and Dionysius the Areopagite,” Journal of Early Christian Studies. See also Stang, 
Apophasis and Pseudonymity in Dionysius the Areopagite: ‘No Longer I,’ 105-9. For a general treatment of Iamblichus in 
relation to energeia, see Bradshaw, Aristotle, 135-43. 
107 For a full account of this controversy see Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul, 59-80. 
108 Enneads, IV.8.4. 
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from the gods, which can be brought about by the rites of theurgy.109 Iamblichus’ embrace of 

theurgy goes hand in hand with his negative theology: it is because one cannot know the divine 

through one’s own powers that an intercession is necessary.110 The seeds of this notion are 

clearly present in Plotinus, who also asserts that the last breakthrough to union in oneness 

(henosis [ἕνωσις]) is not achieved on one’s own and transcends discursive thought.111 Porphyry 

by contrast, sometimes gives the impression that higher noesis [νόησις] is a continuation of 

abstract thought.112 He places philosophy over theurgy on the path to salvation, and even goes 

so far as to say that the philosopher is the savior of himself.113 Iamblichus, Proclus, and 

Damascius, all place theurgy above philosophy, noting that when they contradict one another, 

one should remember that human reason is frail.114 Porphyry denies that theurgy can effect 

complete salvation, but justifies it as an allegorical version of philosophical truth,115 while 

Damascius insists that the union achieved through philosophy is only analogous to the truly 

ineffable henosis.116 Iamblichus complains that Porphyry prefers to talk about gods rather than 

worship or experience them.117 To be fair, Porphyry concedes that henosis occurs beyond subject-

object thinking and thus is really not thinking at all. But while philosophy is not the goal, it is 

                                                        

109 Shaw, Theurgy, 72. The descended soul is one of Iamblichus’ most distinctive doctrines, as Proclus after him will 
revert to a more Plotinian notion. Proclus solves the paradox of the soul being both mortal and immortal by saying 
that it has an eternal substance and temporal activity in Elements of Theology, prop.191. Damascius however keeps to 
Iamblichus’ teaching in Dubitiones et solutiones, II.263.  
110 Gersh, Iamblichus to Eriugena, 43. The One cannot be known because it is beyond being and intelligibility. This is 
the root of the apophatic theology of Neoplatonism; see Perl, Methexis, 29-34. 
111 Enneads, V.5.8. Yet for Plotinus (and Porphyry) the way beyond the intellect is through the intellect, not via some 
other faculty or activity. 
112 Andrew Smith, Porphyry’s Place in the Neoplatonic Tradition: A Study in Post-Plotinian Neoplatonism, 149f. 
113 Porphyry, De abstinentia, 2.49.1. 
114 Lloyd, “Later Neoplatonists,” 279; Smith, Porphyry, 149f. 
115 Lloyd, “Later Neoplatonists,” 285. 
116 The Greek Commentaries on Plato’s Phaedo II: Damascius, I.68, 13-15. 
117 Iamblichus, De mysteriis, 259.5-19.  
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the best means by which to arrive at the goal, and for Porphyry the intellectual virtues remain 

the highest.118  

But for Iamblichus theurgic virtues are supreme, and rites more effective for salvation. 

Contact with the gods is not properly called knowledge, because knowledge is always 

dualistic.119 In the vein of Plato’s early aporetic dialogues, the impasse that rational thinking 

reaches is meant to provide katharsis [κάθαρσης]; this intellectual purification is then followed 

by a poetic-mythic awakening.120 Iamblichus sees aporia and unknowing as the gateway to the 

divine.121 This unknowing implies a self-emptying by which one becomes receptive to the divine 

influx.122 One approaches the gods (theoi) with one’s own nothingness, becoming a pure vessel 

for their work (ergon).123 The highest condition for souls is not their enjoyment of divine status, 

but their bestowal of divine measurements in a co-creative ritual cosmogenesis. This makes 

theourgia superior to the highest forms of theoria.124 

The full descent of the soul sunders its unity but is necessary for its mediating function 

in cosmogenesis. It is midway between what is immortal and mortal, permanent and changing, 

divine and sensible, noetic and irrational.125 The divided human soul is an essential part of the 

unbroken continuum of creation, without which the work of the demiurge would remain 

                                                        

118 Lloyd, “Later Neoplatonists,” 295. 
119 De mysteriis, 8.3-9 
120 Shaw, “After Aporia: Theurgy in Later Platonism,” Gnosticism and Later Platonism, 59. Phaedo offers a good example 
when after pages of intellectual jousting about the immortality of the soul, Socrates ends with a myth, intimating a 
transcendence of the discursive reason that occupied so much of the dialogue. 
121 Shaw, “The Talisman: Magic and True Philosophers,” The Imaginal Cosmos: Astrology, Divination, and the Sacred, 28. 
122 Shaw, “The Chora of the Timaeus and Iamblichean Theurgy,” Horizons, 113. 
123 De mysteriis, 47.13-48.4. 
124 Shaw, Theurgy, 117. 
125 Priscianus, Metaphrasis, 32. 
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incomplete.126 Below it are animals, plants, and matter; above it are heroes, daimones, and the 

gods.127 Its split state leads to a sense of self-alienation, but is also what allows the soul to 

mediate and thereby impart unity on the diversity and chaos of the sensible realm.128 Self-

division is what permits participation in the creative activity of the demiurge.129 In this 

mediating role, the soul bears a striking resemblance to Plato’s description in Symposium of 

metaxic eros, the child of poverty (πενίᾳ) and plenty (πόρος) who partakes of both.  

Indeed, the will of the demiurge is precisely the procession of eros, which descends 

through the soul and returns to the immortal realm through theurgy. It is the same eros that 

transforms the soul in ritual and that holds together the cosmos.130 Embodiment in matter and 

self-alienation are not a fall but the necessary pivot through which cosmic eros can circulate. It is 

only by becoming divided from itself that the divine can experience true separation, and thus, 

love for itself.  

For the theurgist, nature is the material expression of the divine calling the soul back to 

co-creation with the demiurge.131 In deification, the soul becomes an organ of god.132 Divine eros 

wants not beauty, but to give birth in beauty.133 The theurgist partakes of the immortality of the 

gods, embodying the demiurge by giving birth to the world.134 Theurgy awakens the soul to the 

                                                        

126 Timaeus, 41B. 
127 Shaw, Theurgy, 79. 
128 Shaw, Theurgy, 101. 
129 In their bestowal of divine measure, the theurgist partakes of the activity responsible for formal participation, 
while in the preservation of the cosmos the theurgist partakes of the causation of being. 
130 De mysteriis, 211.3-18. 
131 Shaw, “After Aporia,” 80. 
132 Shaw, “Eros and Arithmos: Pythagorean Theurgy in Iamblichus and Plotinus,” Ancient Philosophy, 138. 
133 Symposium, 206E. 
134 Shaw, “Chora,” 124. 
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trans-conceptual eros that reveals the path back to the gods written in matter, hieroglyph, and 

number—so many icons of theophany.135 Theurgy is more erotic than intellectual, so one must 

always be wary of making intellectual idols out of what should remain evocative icons, always 

pointing beyond themselves.136 What the soul can never know, it can nonetheless perform with 

the gods.137 

This divine creative activity (energeia)—this conferral of order or bestowal of divine 

measurement in which the theurgist enactively participates—is nothing but the dynamism of 

the ontological hierarchy that in the chapter one I described primarily in terms of embedded 

participation. For the creative activity of the demiurge is precisely the impartation of the forms 

to the world of becoming.138 Theurgy is a form of enactive-cooperative participation in the 

ongoing process of embedded-ontological participation. This new inflection of enactive 

participation goes beyond contemplation, joining Platonism to popular pagan religion and 

creating an avenue whereby it can be adapted to Christian practice. 

* * * 

 Before leaving Iamblichus, let us briefly consider two of his contributions to the 

embedded theory of Platonic participation. Iamblichus, like Proclus after him, mediates the 

transition from the One to the many by multiplying the subdivisions between them. What was a 

hierarchy-in-unity in Plotinus becomes increasingly stratified in Iamblichus, with the 

                                                        

135 Shaw, “Eros and Arithmos,”126. 
136 Shaw, Theurgy, 121, 97. 
137 Shaw, Theurgy, 110. 
138 In this regard, it is worth noting that Iamblichus transposes the cosmic khora [χώρα] onto the individual, making 
the purified soul the receptacle for the divine forms; see Shaw, “Chora,” 113. 
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introduction of “imparticipables” emphasizing the aspect of divine transcendence.139 Each of the 

hypostases exists first “imparticipably” (like a whole prior to its parts), and then in its 

participated form (a whole of parts), which is partaken of by a participant (a whole in its 

parts)—forming the triad, unparticipated, participated, participant. Grades of reality interlock 

by each level’s highest part participating with a form of the level above it. For example, the 

material world is the participant in its participated soul, above which exists imparticipable soul 

on the level of the participant intellect, which would begin the series again. What was implicit 

in Plotinus’ understanding of the forms as both immanent (participated) and transcendent 

(unparticipated) has been made explicit and formalized. What was dynamic in Plotinus’ theory 

of double-activity has been made more static and reified. 

 Iamblichus’ other major metaphysical contribution is to develop the notion of procession 

not just between the hypostases but within them, according to a tripartite structure of rest (mone 

[µονή]), procession (proodos [πρόοδοσ]), and return (epistrophe [ἐπιστροφή]).140 Such a structure 

was already implicit in the hypostases at large, with the One corresponding to the transcendent 

remaining (mone), from which all else proceeds and returns. This same arrangement is 

understood to pertain to the triad being-living-thinking, which Plotinus first said characterizes 

Intellect. The division is formalized in Iamblichus as what I will refer to as the Neoplatonic triad 

of the second hypostasis: being, life, intelligence.141 Within itself, intellect rests (being), proceeds 

                                                        

139 Lloyd, “Later Neoplatonists,” 298. 
140 Gersh, Iamblichus to Eriugena, 46. 
141 Plotinus characterizes Intellect according to these three features (being, living, thinking) in relation to his 
interpretation of Sophist. It seems Plotinus thought of this triad more as qualities of Intellect rather than real 
metaphysical divisions. Plotinus’ student Amelius goes a step further, actually dividing the Intellect into three (that 



 47 

(life), and returns (intelligence). The same tripartite structure is thought to describe all entities. 

This procession of triads at every level and sublevel of reality, held together and held apart by 

the relation of participables to imparticipables, lays the bedrock of Neoplatonic ontology 

through its systematic culmination in Proclus.142 

 

Section 2.3: Proclus: Henads and Psyches Anthos 

All things pray except the first. 
–Theodore of Asine 

 Following Iamblichus, Proclus states that the One is definitively imparticipable, but that 

it produces a series of “henads [ἓνας],” or unities, which are its participated terms.143 Likewise, 

Intellect produces a series of intellects (e.g. daimones), and Soul a series of souls (e.g. human 

souls).144 Proclus does not employ the theory of double-activity that we saw in Plotinus, but 

explicitly uses the language of participation (methexis) to relate the lower levels to the henads—

each of which is a specific perfection or “particular excellence [tis agathotes, της αγαθότης],”145 

as opposed to the all-encompassing Good nature of the One.146 While Proclus’ hierarchy is 

exceedingly complex, we need only concern ourselves with several issues pertaining to activity 

and participation. 

                                                        

which is, that which has, and that which sees), while Iamblichus completes the gesture by formalizing the triad; see 
“Later Neoplatonists,” 265 and Proclus, Commentary on Plato’s Timaeus. I.306, 2-3.  
142 “Later Neoplatonists,” 299; Proclus, Timaeus Commentary, III.145, 8-11.  
143 This is in contrast to Plotinus who sometimes said the One was participated; see above, n.87. 
144 Louth, Origins, 158-64. 
145 Elements of Theology, prop.133. 
146 The henads are also equated with specific pagan deities, again reflecting the incorporation of popular religious 
practice into the philosophic fold.  
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 Proclus states that all that exists proceeds from the One as its “principle and first 

cause.”147 This means that even Soul as generated from Intellect owes its immediate production 

to both higher hypostases, because “in the activity of the secondary the higher is cooperative (tou 

deuterou energountos kakeino synergei [του δεύτερου ενεργούντος κάκεΐνο συνεργεί]) because all 

the effects of the secondary are concomitantly generated by the more determinative cause.”148 

We encountered a similar idea in the Hermetic notion that the energeiai of daimones and humans 

are folded into or are ultimately manifestations of the single divine energeia. In contrast to the 

step-wise mechanism of the Plotinian theory of two acts—in which Soul owes its existence only 

to Intellect—the Proclean theory underlines the omnipresence of the One as cause of all reality. 

This development in the concept of hierarchy—in which members owe their existence not just 

to their immediate superior but to all of their superiors, and especially the One—will be crucial 

in the solution to the problem of participation offered by Dionysius.149 But for the moment, it 

only seems to exacerbate that problem. 

 The omnipresence of the One is in conflict with its imparticipable nature, a situation to 

which the participable henads are meant to respond.150 But even this solution simply transposes 

                                                        

147 Elements of Theology, prop.12. 
148 Elements of Theology, prop.70. 
149 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 143-47. 
150 Elements of Theology, prop.23. Cf. Dodd’s commentary on this proposition: “This embodies in its clearest shape the 
Neoplatonic solution of the problem first raise in Plato’s Parmenides, the problem of reconciling the necessary 
immanence of the forms with their necessary transcendence. If participation is to be real, then the form must be 
immanent, and therefore divided; if it is to be participation of one undivided principle, the form must be 
transcendent, and therefore not directly participated. Proclus accepts both necessities. . . . What is directly 
participated is an immanent universal. . . . The transcendent. . . universal must exist, in order to give unity to the 
many immanent universals. . . and must be distinct from any of them. The solution of the antimony by a 
multiplication of entities is typical of Proclus’ method. An approach to it is already discernible in some passages of 
Plotinus. . . . Proclus carries the thought to its logical conclusion” (Elements of Theology, 210f.). 
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the problem to the relation between the One and the henads, or between imparticipables and 

participables, for the latter must exist by participation in the former, necessitating the 

postulation of yet another intermediary and leading to a regress.151 No multiplication of mean 

terms can ever join the imparticipable nature of the One to the participated unity that it must 

source to the henads. The problem seems to spring from the postulate of a transcendent cause 

that is wholly independent of its lower products—which is in tension with an emanation theory 

that requires continuity between causes and effects.152 The effect must somehow be both 

continuous and discontinuous with its cause. The attempt to mediate between the One and the 

many, between cause and effect, seems in large part to prompt the triadic nature of Neoplatonic 

thinking—since to mediate between any two things is to invoke a third, which by its very 

nature unites and separates them.153 And while the regress only arises if these intermediaries are 

conceived in strongly realist terms, the Neoplatonists are wont to conceive them so because of 

their equation of logical distinctions with ontological ones.154  

The doctrine of procession and return (mone, proodos, epistrophe) explains the existence of 

the effect with regard to the cause, uniting logical relations with a theory of causation of 

being.155 In this way, Proclus utilizes the concept of participation to give an account of the 

relation between effect and cause as one of both identity and difference, continuity and 

                                                        

151 Perl, Methexis, 36-42. See also above, n.87. 
152 Gersh, Iamblichus to Eriugena, 49-55. 
153 Louth, Denys the Areopagite, 13.  
154 As mentioned earlier, Porphyry bucked this trend with his dual-aspect theory in which the imparticipable and the 
participable were two aspects of a single entity. Via its influence on the Cappadocians, this idea will be of central 
importance to Dionysius’ solution to the problem of participation. 
155 Elements of Theology, prop.35: “Every effect remains in its cause, proceeds from it, and revert upon it” (39). See also 
prop.30. 
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discontinuity. Remaining (mone) is the logical identity between cause and effect, which is 

necessary for the effect to exist by participation. Procession (proodos) is what differentiates the 

effect, for otherwise it would simply be identical to the cause. Both remaining and procession 

are necessary to the identity-and-difference that is participation. Reversion (epistrophe) draws 

together all particulars according to their shared universal form—since it is the same form, 

whole and undivided in each particular. Reversion is the same as procession—the imparting of 

a form—but seen from the side of the effect receiving a form. The single motion of procession 

and reversion is simply participation seen from two different points of view. Their identity is 

crucial, as it constitutes the very being of creatures as the desire for and love of the highest 

principle. To be is to be good, and as such, to yearn for the Good; to be is to participate in, or 

proceed from and revert to the Good.156 

But if procession and reversion are truly identical, then difference has not been 

explained at all, since it is overcome in the very instant it comes to be, leading again to a 

Parmenidean monism. But in fact, Proclus at times seems to differentiate the two: “Through that 

which gives it being it attains its well-being.”157 So perhaps procession pertains to sheer 

ontological being, while reversion produces value or goodness, creating a space between them 

for difference. This vector by which an agent can actively “attain” their well-being, as opposed 

to the merely automatic, ontologically embedded participation, seems to resonate with the new 

forms of enactive participation traced in this chapter. But metaphysically speaking, a real 

difference between procession and reversion would violate the Neoplatonic principle that to be 

                                                        

156 Elements of Theology, prop.13; Perl, Methexis, 42-47. 
157 Elements of Theology, prop.31. “Being” and “well-being” will be important categories for Maximus. 
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is to be good, for it is the Good that sources the being of everything.158 The identification of 

procession and reversion leads to monism, while their separation leads to dualism; for if they 

are not identical, then the otherness of the effect must be sourced from somewhere that is not 

the cause. Participation as simultaneous identity and difference thereby seems incoherent, 

leaving unexplained the origin of otherness.159  

As we will see, the solution is not to avoid the antinomy by compromising between 

identity and difference (via intermediaries or mean terms), but to make the antinomy the 

centerpiece of the doctrine—and thereby also create a place for enactive participation. In order 

to obtain simultaneous identity and difference, the same principle needs to be both 

transcendent and immanent; the One and the universe must be both entirely the same and yet 

totally dissimilar. We have seen Plotinus hint at such a solution, and Proclus too has passages 

that tend in this direction;160 but for the full articulation of such a vision, we will have to await 

the innovations of Dionysius and Maximus. 

* * * 

True to the equation of being and intelligibility, the imparticipable One beyond being is 

also beyond knowledge and propositional speech. The one reason we can ultimately speak 

about it is because of our desire for the One, which is closest to it, followed by silent 

                                                        

158 Elements of Theology, prop.13. 
159 Perl, Methexis, 48-53. Cf. Gersh, Iamblichus to Eriugena, 54: “however subtly the concept of otherness is classified, 
the initial cause of separation remains a mystery, a fact of which the Neoplatonists themselves were clearly aware.” 
160 Sometime Proclus treats the henads as participable aspects of the One rather than fully real intermediaries. See 
Perl, Methexis, 54f. Another example of Proclus conceiving the cause as both transcendent and immanent is found in 
Elements of Theology, prop.98: The cause “is entire everywhere, and likewise nowhere. Whatever can participate it at 
all attains it in its entirety and finds it present as a whole: yet it is also transcendent as a whole” (89). 



 52 

understanding, and only in a tertiary position, language.161 Negative, apophatic language is 

therefore the most suitable for speaking about that which is beyond being. Properly speaking, 

neither assertions nor negations apply, but at least negation is more proper.162 In the end, we 

must even negate the negations (negatio negationis) and pass into silent understanding.163 

Passing beyond language and through silent understanding, one arrives at desire 

(desiderium). Desire constitutes the soul’s likeness to the One, holding together the whole 

cosmos in each being’s striving for the One.164 Proclus wrote a hymn to god (hymnos eis theon 

[υµνος εις θεον]),165 praising the ineffability of the first principle, and it is in the context of 

prayer that we best understand the desire coursing through the cosmos: ‘All things pray except 

the first’166 and prayer is a turning to god as the sunflower (heliotropion [ἡλιοτρόπιον]) turns to 

the sun.167 If we could hear the vibration of the air that its rotations make, Proclus writes, we 

would hear its heliotropic hymn to the creator. In our desire, we experience this tropism for the 

unnameable One, a desire which, like the sunflower’s circling, continues perpetually, never 

fulfilled, in inextinguishable love (amor inextinguibilis).168 In this strain (tensio),169 the soul’s desire 

for the One actually constitutes its likeness to the One, allowing an escape from the impasse of 

                                                        

161 Parmenides Commentary, VII.54K.23-25. 
162 Parmenides Commentary, VI.1072.32; 1073.14-21. 
163 Parmenides Commentary, VII.74-76K. This portion of the manuscript only survives in a Latin translation, meaning 
that Proclus never actually used the term “negatio negationis,” but probably rather hyperapophasis. 
164 Parmenides Commentary, IV.922.38, VII.58K.16-17; Carabine, Unknown God, 177f. 
165 Patrologia Graeca, 37.507 (Migne). Proclus writes: “What celestial spirit could penetrate your more-than-light 
darkness?” translated in Franke, Cannot Be Said, xi. 
166 Proclus was fond of this quote from Theodore of Asine, Timaeus Commentary, I 213.3, paraphrased in “Later 
Neoplatonists,” 312. 
167 Proclus, On the Hieratic Art, 148 (Bidez). 
168 Parmenides Commentary, VII.74K.19-21 
169 Parmenides Commentary, VII.74K.20-30. This terminology anticipates Gregory’s doctrine of epektasis, as does the 
treatment of perpetual desire (desiderium). Elsewhere Proclus says that even matter is “stretched out [tetasthai]” 
toward the One (Platonic Theology, I.22; vol.1, 102.10). 
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unknowability. The soul no longer tries to win object-knowledge of the One, but in outstretched 

desire attains likeness to the One—a kind of sympathetic comprehension since like ‘knows’ 

like—animated by the song of its praise, “performing a dance around it,”170 like a spinning 

sunflower.  

Another way to speak of this is that a characteristic can exist not only substantially but 

also by participation in its cause.171 In this sense, there is a hidden trace of the One in all things.  

We can “rouse up the One of the soul, which is in us as a kind of image of the One.”172 By 

cultivating this trace of the One and thereby perfecting itself, the soul becomes divinely 

saturated and thereby “acts in union with God (entheos energousi [ένθεος ενεργούση]) and 

exercises providence with the gods,” seeing “temporal things atemporally, divided things 

indivisibly.”173 Whereas for Plotinus, transcendence of the intellect and union with the One is 

achieved through the highest part of the intellect—what is elsewhere referred to as the “flower 

of the intellect (anthos tou nou [ἄνθος τοῦ νοῦ]),”—Proclus invokes a more comprehensive 

faculty called the “flower of our whole soul (to pases hemon tes psyches anthos [της 

ψυχής ανθος]).”174 Bradshaw suggests that this innovation emerges from their differing 

                                                        

170 Parmenides Commentary, VI.1072.15, translated in Morrow & Dillon, 425; see also III.808, VII.1217, as well as 
Enneads, VI.9.8., I.8.2. Morrow and Dillon speculate that the image derives from the dance of the planets at Epinomis, 
982E: “dancing the fairest and most magnificent of all dances in the world, they make good the needs of all living 
creatures.” 
171 Ten Doubts Concerning Providence, X.63 (Isaac, 132). 
172 Parmenides Commentary, VI.1071.25-29, translated in Morrow & Dillon, 424. This notion anticipates the Christian 
imago dei trope and Gregory’s mirror of the soul. 
173 Ten Doubts Concerning Providence, X.65.14–16, 20–24 (134-35; Greek text, 219–20). Providence is the activity proper 
to henads, as intellection is to intellects, and motion is to souls. 
174 Commentary on the Chaldean Philosophy, Fr.4 (des Places, 210.28–211.12). Another passage from the same fragment 
points to the faculty above intellect and highlights the role of energeia: “As in other things that which is highest is not 
intellect but the cause which is beyond intellect, so in souls the first form of activity (energeias) is not intellective, but 
more divine than intellect. Every soul and every intellect has two sorts of activity, some that are in the form of the 
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accounts of emanation. Because the Intellect is no longer mediator of all things to the One (the 

step-wise approach of double-activity), since all things derive directly from the One, then all 

things must be returned to the One. Thoughts are not merely eliminated in silence, but ‘folded 

up.’ The quest is now for a unity through plurality, which seems to reflect the theurgic notion of 

a sanctified world versus the more intellectualist direct ascent.  

One must not seek the Good through knowledge (gnostikos [γνωστικος]) or in an imperfect way, but by 
shutting one’s eyes and abandoning oneself to the divine light, being established in the unknowable and 
secret henad of beings. For this sort of faith (pistis [πίστης]) is more venerable than cognitive activity 
(gnostikes energeias), not in us alone, but even among the gods themselves. By it all the gods are united and 
they bring together all their powers and processions in a single form around one center.175 

 This embrace of a faith above the intellect has come a long way from the privileging of 

contemplation we saw in chapter one, and perhaps makes Proclus more congenial to his 

Christian adapter, Dionysius. But alongside faith, we have also seen “inextinguishable love,” 

“desire,” and “strain,” all of which emphasize the active side of participation. Indeed, above all, 

when the soul “exercises providence with the gods,” it willingly and actively partakes of the 

divine activity in the world—emphasizing the new agential sense of enactive-cooperative 

participation which this chapter has highlighted. Through magic, theurgy, faith, and love, the 

human can actively participate in the divine energeia. This development, while it does not allow 

Iamblichus or Proclus to solve the problem of participation and the origin of otherness, will 

eventually contribute to such a solution in the hands of Dionysius and Maximus. In order to 

understand that solution, and the Christian tradition in which it develops, we jump back in time 

to Philo of Alexandria, where participation and activity have another story to tell.  

                                                        

One and superior to intellection, and some that are intellective . . . For as we approach Intellect by taking on the form 
of Intellect, so taking on that of the One we run up toward union” (209.17–26). 
175 Platonic Theology, I.25 (110.9-16). 
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Chapter Three: Early Christianity 

Prelude: Philo on the Essence & Powers of God 

But while in their essence they are beyond your apprehension,  
[God’s powers] nevertheless present to your sight a sort of  

impress and copy of their activity (energeias). 
–Philo, Specialibus Legibus, I.47 

Before addressing Christianity proper, we consider Philo of Alexandria, whose early 

synthesis of Judaism and Middle Platonism lays the groundwork for later Christian 

Neoplatonism. Most importantly, the Jewish God is not just a philosophical principle but the 

personal God of the patriarchs, caring for and guiding the destiny of Israel—with whom He has 

made his covenant with a pledge of everlasting love.176 The Lord has revealed himself as the 

Bridegroom of his chosen people, shaping their history and personally interceding on their 

behalf.177 And yet, Isaiah also says: “Truly, thou art a God who hidest thyself.”178 He is the 

nameless one who has “made darkness his covering around him,”179 prohibits graven images of 

his likeness,180 and defies Job’s ability to fathom his mysteries.181 This double truth—the 

revelation of the hidden God, both immanent and transcendent, present and absent, knowable 

and unknowable—is the central paradox of the Judeo-Christian tradition.182 Compared to the 

Greek worldview, this at once makes God and world more intimate and cements a deeper 

division between them. Such an outlook will have crucial consequences for how the tradition 

conceives God’s relation to the world (activity) and the world’s relation to God (participation). 

                                                        

176 Louth, Origins, 17. 
177 Isaiah 54:5-8, Hosea 2:14-20. 
178 45:15. 
179 Psalms 18:11; see also Psalms 97:2, Job 22:14, 1 Kings 8:12, and 2 Maccabees 2:8. 
180 Exodus 20:4-6. 
181 Job 36:26, 11:7-8, 28:12-28. 
182 Carabine, The Unknown God, 200. 
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Philo attempts to join Greek metaphysics to his religion of revelation. While the Ionians 

sought the one thing that makes up the cosmos, Philo is concerned with the One who makes the 

cosmos. In contrast to prevalent early Greek notions of the eternity of the universe, Philo finds 

accord between Moses and Timaeus, maintaining that the world is created.183 God makes the 

cosmos by shaping matter with the forms, which are conceived as the thoughts or powers of 

God.184 Like Aristotle, Philo conceives of God in terms of a perpetual activity or working 

(energeian) that is restful rather than laborious.185 But for Philo, the eternal thinking of the divine 

ideas is always in service of God’s eternal creating. Rather than self-thinking thought, God’s 

primary activity is making (poiein [ποιείν]).186 Indeed, God is conceived as the only truly active 

agent, while humans “are the instruments, wielded in varying degrees of force, through which 

distinct activities (energeiai) are produced; the Craftsman it is who contrives the impact of the 

forces of body and soul, He by whom all things are made.”187  

                                                        

183 The cause of creation is divine bounty, overflow from God’s willing of pure goodness, which Philo illustrates with 
emanation images like a torch from which other torches are lit, the sun giving off sunlight, and a spring of water 
(torches, spring: De gigantibus, 24-27; sunlight: Quaestiones in Genesim, II.40). The giver is said to be undiminished by 
his act of benevolent giving, intimating a proto-Plotinian kind of ex deo emanation. Yet Philo also states that God 
creates the cosmos out of non-being (ek me onton [ἐκ µε ὄντων])(Legum Allegoriae, III.10; De fuga et inventione. 46). 
While one may be tempted to read back a proto-ex nihilo creation, it is likely that a trace of ex materia creation is at 
play here. For the Greeks, matter itself was on the verge of non-being, and without the animating activity of the 
forms, would be so. Thus, saying that God creates out of non-being is close to saying that God creates out of matter. 
But Philo calls God not only demiurge (demiourgos [δηµιουργός]) but also creator (ktistes [κτίζειν]), which may imply 
that God created the pre-existent matter (In somniis, I.76.). In any case, God organizes chaotic and formless matter 
with his principal power, his logos, the pattern of order in the world. 
184 Chadwick, “Philo,” in The Cambridge Companion of Later Greek and Early Medieval Philosophy, 142. Philo explicitly 
identifies the powers with Plato’s forms at De specialibus legibus, I.48. Philo is the earliest witness to the doctrine of the 
forms as the divine ideas or thoughts of God. The Middle Platonists developed an increasingly transcendent notion 
of God that aided in Philo’s synthesis. 
185 De Cherubim, 87-90. 
186 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 60-64. 
187 De Cherubim, 128, translated in Colson and Whitaker, The Loeb Classical Library. 
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Here we encounter a sense of embedded participation, insofar as God operates upon the 

world in and through humans. This differs from the enactive-cooperative participation from 

chapter two, in which the will of the agent plays a decisive role. Furthermore, as the imagery 

suggests, this participation is God-given rather than a natural faculty of human nature, as 

Platonists believe. The emphasis on God as creator entails a corresponding emphasis on the 

human as creature, utterly dependent on God and nothing in itself.188 Self-knowledge does not 

lead to knowledge of or union with God, rather, there are unknowable aspects of God, as well 

as ways in which God has chosen to reveal himself to us.  

Philo addresses what knowledge of God is possible in his commentary on the Mount 

Sinai episode, in which God says to Moses: 

Do not, then, hope ever to be able to apprehend me or any of my powers in our essence. But I readily and 
with right goodwill will admit you to share of what is attainable. That means that I bid you come and 
contemplate the universe and its contents, a spectacle apprehended not by the eye of the body but by the 
unsleeping eyes of the mind.189 
 

This passage brings out several important ideas:  
(1) God cannot be known in His essence;  
(2) there is a distinction between God and his powers;  
(3) one can gain some knowledge of God by contemplating the universe through the 
eyes of the mind. 

(1): We cannot know God in his essence; however, it turns out that we can know of the 

existence of God. We cannot know what he is, but we can know that he is. For Moses asks the 

Lord’s name and the Lord responds, “I am that I am.”190 Philo interprets this as meaning: it is 

                                                        

188 Louth, Origins, 24. 
189 De specialibus legibus, I.49f., translated in Colson and Whitaker, The Loeb Classical Library. 
190 Exodus 3:14.  
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my nature to be, not to be described by name.191 This unnameability goes hand in hand for Philo 

with God’s unknowability. 

(2): Philo draws a distinction between God’s essence (ousia [οὐσία]) and his powers 

(dynameis [δυνάµεις]).192 He supports this distinction with the text of the Mount Sinai episode, 

in which the Lord says to Moses: you cannot see my face; for no one may see me and live. However, I 

will put you in a cleft in the rock and cover you with my hand while my glory passes; then I will remove 

my hand and you shall see my back, but my face shall not be seen.193 This means that God is 

unknowable in himself but is made known to us insofar as he relates himself to us through his 

works or powers. Everything that is behind God, that follows after him, belongs to his powers, 

and these powers make his existence known.194 Philo goes on to develop that the powers 

(dunamis) of God can be known in their activity (energeia) but not in their essence (ousia).195 They 

mediate between the simplicity and oneness of he who is, and the world of multiplicity. 

                                                        

191 De mutatione nominum, 11. 
192 The essence-powers distinction itself is not original with Philo, having precedent in the tradition that the gods are 
invisible but can be seen in their works or powers; see for example, Xenophon, Memorabilia, IV.3.13; Ps.-Aristotle, De 
Mundo, 6.399B19–23, 7.401A11–B24; Diogenes Laertius, Lives, VII.147. However, Philo’s application is a novel one, 
destined to become a mainstay of the Christian tradition; see Carabine, Unknown God, 218; Festugière, Le Dieu 
Cosmique, 284f. 
193 Paraphrase of Exodus 33:18-23; Cf. De fuga et inventione, 164f.  
194 De posteritate Caini, 169. 
195 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 60-64: “Philo regards the knowledge of God gained through the powers as inferential, quite 
unlike what the Fathers will later hold about the knowledge gained through the divine energeiai” (64). Because the 
powers are identified with the Platonic forms, Philo holds that the forms cannot be known in their essence, which is 
in stark contrast to Platonism. This apophaticism will meet that of the Neoplatonists in the work of the Cappadocians 
Fathers. 
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God’s principal power is his logos [λόγος], which is called the “idea of ideas,”196 the first-

begotten Son of the uncreated Father, the “image of God,”197 a “second God,”198 and “the man of 

God.”199 The logos is the immanent God who holds together the great chain of being by 

mediating between this world and its transcendent creator. By reifying the logos as a hypostasis, 

or substance, Philo takes a crucial step toward the Christian notion of a fully personified Christ-

Logos.200 

(3): Because the immanent logos, the image of God, is the organizing pattern of creation, 

and because humans are made in that image, they are able to attain to knowledge of the 

universe and thereby to contemplate (theoria) the immanent face of the divine.201 This is similar 

to the enactive, epistemological participation familiar from chapter one.202 The rationality of 

nature’s elegant design as well as its sustained operation attest to the creator, who is source of 

both the order and enduring existence of things. God’s thought is present in the world as its 

ongoing harmony and stability. In contemplation, the mind rises from sensible things to the 

intelligible order of the logos. 

                                                        

196 De migratione Abrahae, 103. While broadly speaking the logos and the forms both belong to the level of intelligible 
reality, Philo’s more developed schemes subdivide this level, placing the logos above the ideas as the “idea of ideas,” 
as well as above the sovereign and creative powers. 
197 Legum Allegoriae III.207; De fuga et inventione, 212; Genesis 1:27. 
198 De posteritate Caini, 63. 
199 De confusione linguarum, 41. Philo interprets Genesis 2:4 as the creation of the earthly human, while he considers 
Genesis 1:26 the creation of the heavenly Adam, the logos of human reason and ordering pattern of creation. The two 
Adams correspond to Plato’s sensible and intelligible worlds. Philo calls to on the pre-logos God and logos the second 
God. This comes very close to a later Middle Platonic understanding of Timaeus 28C (in Numenius for example) 
where “the Father and Maker of this world” are distinguished as two separate entities, along the lines of Philo’s first 
and second Gods. See Carabine, Unknown God, 216 and 96; Philo, Legum Allegoriae, III.207. 
200 For a discussion of Philo’s importance due to this hypostatization, see R. Mortley, From Word to Silence I, 39-46.  
201 Genesis 1:67; De fuga et inventione, 101.  
202 However, the crucial difference is that knowledge of the forms is inferential rather than direct; see n.195. 
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While the contemplative path described by Philo has definite Platonic overtones, it adds 

a stage consisting of meditation on the deep meanings of Scripture. Understanding the well-

ordered cosmos emphasizes the meaning of logos as “reason,” but meditation on Scripture 

emphasizes its meaning as “word” and “speech.” The revelatory word of God is a direct 

communication, alongside creation’s indirect testament. As creation in Genesis is a result of 

God speaking, Philo conceives of God as ho legon [ὅ λέγων], “The Speaker,” and scripture itself 

is an extension of the divine speech.203 Contemplation of the textual divine self-disclosure 

mediates between the transcendent God and the soul, allowing it a certain enactive-

epistemological participation in its yearning quest for the ineffable.204 This correlation between 

the logos, the created cosmos, and Scripture, will be important to participation and incarnation 

in Maximus. 

To sum up, on the one hand the Judaic religion envisions a personal God who actively 

participates in human affairs and has revealed himself as “I am.” In this regard, Philo can be 

seen at the root of the tradition of God as Being, which we mentioned above with regard to 

Porphyry, Augustine, and Aquinas.205 God is the maker and sustainer who acts through all 

beings. But on the other hand, this God is a deus absconditus who can never be known in his 

essence, his existence only inferred from his active powers in the world. In this way, Philo is 

also at the root of an apophatic tradition that sees God as beyond being and intelligibility. The 

                                                        

203 Dillon, The Middle Platonists, 166. 
204 Louth, Origins, 25f. 
205 H.A. Wolfson argues that the Christian and especially Scholastic development of the ontological doctrine of God 
as being can be seen as an intricate footnote to Philo, in Philo: Foundations of Religious Philosophy in Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam. D. Runia offers a critique of this view in Philo and the Church Fathers.  
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distance of the transcendent God is emphasized by the divide between creator and creature. We 

will see how the Eastern tradition holds both of these faces of God in productive tension (in 

contrast to the West who makes God solely Being, and thereby the highest intelligible object). 

Finally, Philo not only adopts the Platonic sense of contemplation, but also develops a notion of 

scriptural exegesis that likewise serves enactive-epistemological participation. What is absent 

here is the stronger sense of agential, enactive-cooperative participation that we saw in chapter 

two. However, Saint Paul develops such a notion—to which we now turn. 

 

Section 3.1: Paul and Synergy 

Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.  
For it is God which worketh in you (ho energon en hymin)  

both to will and to do (energein) of his good pleasure. 
–Philippians 2:12-13 

 With the arrival of Christianity, God the creator has intervened in history by becoming 

the God-man Christ, inaugurating his kingdom on earth and bringing history to its glorious 

Redemption. God beckons his holy community to participate in his revelatory self-

communication in the flesh, and to prepare for the final consummation. A new universally 

salvific dispensation has overcome the divide between God and human caused by sin and 

finitude. In contrast to Platonic and Stoic notions of cyclic history and an eternal cosmos, 

Christianity has a marked eschatological dimension that goes beyond even the Jewish 

anticipation of the Messiah.206 For the temporal world has been punctuated by the Incarnation in 

                                                        

206 Chadwick, “Philo,” 159. For a warning against the generalization that all biblical thought is linear and all Greek 
thought cyclic, see J. Barr, Biblical Words for Time, 137. 
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preparation for the Last Judgment. Philo’s stress on a personal God is carried over and given 

even more emphasis in light of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth.207  

 Saint Paul is one of Jesus’ most fervent converts and one whose message of “Christ in 

you,” has direct bearing on our themes of energeia and participation.208 Paul depicts the Church 

as a body whose head is Christ.209 Participation in Christ is an “incorporation,” as the believer 

becomes part of that body.210 Each individual’s activity or “working (energeian)” is not his or 

hers alone, but functions as an organ of the communal body, the whole of which is directed by 

Christ.211 Thus, insofar as individual activity serves the development of the whole, it is also 

divine activity. God acts in and through the human to guide the Church as it “edifies itself in 

love.”212 The individual enactively participates in the divine work by joining his or her efforts to 

the community of the faithful.213 

Paul describes the divine energeia working in himself, both transforming him, so that he 

is the object of God’s activity, but also acting through him, so that he is the conduit of that 

activity.214 Paul’s dramatic conversion on the road to Damascus can be adduced as an example 

of the former, while his spreading of the Gospel demonstrates the latter. All the while, Paul 

                                                        

207 Louth, Origins, 52. Louth notes further that Philo’s idea of a God who speaks, who declares Himself, is sharpened 
and given more immediacy with the annunciation: God speaks and declares himself as Jesus. 
208 Colossian 1:26-27. 
209 Ephesians 4:16: “[It is Christ] from whom the whole body fitly joined together and compacted by that which every 
joint supplieth, according to the effectual working (energeian) in the measure of every part, maketh increase of the 
body unto the edifying of itself in love.” 
210 B. Barnhart, “One Spirit, One Body,” in The Participatory Turn, 270. 
211 Barnhart distinguishes these two dimensions as “vertical” participation in Christ and “horizontal” participation in 
the community of believers who make up his body, i.e., the Church (op. cit., 271). In section 2.2 we saw how 
Iamblichus too conceives of the theurgist as an “organ” of God’s activity; see above, p.25. 
212 Ephesians 4:16 
213 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 121. 
214 Colossian 1:29: Paul speaks of himself as “striving according to [Christ’s] working, which worketh in me 
mightily.” 
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retains his self-control; he is not overtaken by the divine will but joins in cooperation with it. 

This message of cooperation, or synergy, is central to Paul’s teachings. We act and God acts, with 

neither negating the other. We become co-workers with God (synergon tou theou [συνεργών του 

θεού]).215 While the tradition of God acting through humans is rooted in the Old Testament, 

there it is often portrayed in terms of God controlling the agent from without—as we saw in 

Philo. Paul’s teachings constitute a shift toward cooperation—a complete union that is at the 

same time self-possessed and free-willed.216 This enactive-cooperative participation in the divine 

energeiai—synergy—will remain a cornerstone of Eastern Christian practice and thought. And 

while for Paul neither methexis nor energeia constitutes a properly philosophical concept, both 

will become so when the Pauline stream meets the Neoplatonic one in the Cappadocian 

Fathers.217 Before we consider this synthesis, we turn to several issues pertaining to the 

embedded aspects or theological structures of early Christian thought. 

 
  

                                                        

215 I Thessalonians 3:2; see also I Corinthians 3:9 and II Corinthians 6:1. Note here again the etymological root “ergon,” 
common to theourgia and energeia. 
216 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 122f. 
217 The Cappadocians preferred word for participation is metousia, however. 
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Section 3.2: Creation and the Trinity 

There is nothing that is not originated and actuated (energeitai) through the Word in the Spirit. 
–Athanasius, Ad Serapionem I.31 

 The doctrine of creatio ex nihilo begins to solidify in the 2nd and 3rd century, partially in 

response to Middle Platonist and Gnostic views. But not until the 4th century’s Arian 

controversy does the position become definitive.218 A distinction that summarizes the orthodox 

view is that the world is created from nothing, while the Word is generated from God.219 The 

first clause underlines the ex nihilo doctrine against the emanationist view that the world is 

generated ex deo, while the second clause rebuts the Arian view that the Christ-Logos was 

created from nothing and thus is a creature.  

 Rather than the Greek distinction of sensible and intelligible, the fundamental divide in 

the Christian cosmos is between creature and creator. With the full articulation of creatio ex 

nihilo, the human is created out of nothing by God, upon whom it depends wholly for its 

existence. Creature and creator are not related by kinship or continuity, but divided by an 

ontological rift, a fundamental disparity of being.220 Thus, despite the role we saw it play in 

Philo, contemplation (theoria) is questioned as a viable method of participation, especially 

insofar as its Greek overtones seem to threaten the creature-creator divide.221 

                                                        

218 Louth, Origins, 73: “The [ex nihilo] doctrine was unknown to pagan philosophy, and emerged only slowly and 
uncertainly in early Christian theology. Even when it is verbally asserted, there can still be uncertainty as to whether 
a strict doctrine of creation out of nothing is implied. With Athanasius and Arius there is no doubt, for they 
enumerate the alternatives and reject them.” 
219 Wolfson, “The Identification of Ex Nihilo with Emanation in Gregory of Nyssa,” Harvard Theological Review, 53. 
220 Louth, Origins, 75ff. 
221 Part of the backstory here is the important role contemplation played for Origen, some of whose views thereon 
were deemed heretical. Athanasius, who began his career as an Origenist, rejects a personal quest for divinization, 
asserting instead that collective redemption of humanity’s fallen state comes only through the grace of the 
incarnation. 
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 Upon this much, the two sides of the Arian controversy agree; their representatives are 

Arius and Athanasius at the First Council of Nicaea. Both oppose Platonic tendencies toward 

mystical union.222 With a view to guarding the absolute ontological transcendence of God, Arius 

emphasizes the ungenerate (agennetos [αγέννητος]) or unbegotten nature of the Father as 

opposed to the generate or begotten nature of the Son.223 The Son’s begottenness makes him 

foreign in essence (ousia) to the Father, truly distinct from him.224 But Arius wants to avoid any 

tendency toward two Gods (which we saw a hint of in Philo), which he sees as tantamount to 

polytheism.225 The Son’s coeternity with the Father would imply the latter’s divisibility, thus 

Arius doubles down on the ontological divide, making Christ a creature, albeit the first and 

most exalted of creation. God remains one, transcendentally dissociated from creation, while 

Christ is formed ex nihilo, with a beginning in time and a distinct essence (ousia) from the 

Father.226  

But for Athanasius, Arius’ opponent and representative of what becomes orthodox 

Nicene doctrine, this subordination of the Son threatens the unity of the Trinity: 

If, as we are, the Son is out of nothing, and not generated before, clearly somehow it is by participation that 
he is called Son and God and Wisdom; for thus also, all other things are constituted. . . . [Rather, not] as God 
is in the saints. . . is he in this way in the Son; for he is the Power and Wisdom of the Father; and created 
things are sanctified by participation in him in the Spirit; but the Son himself is not a son by participation, 
but is the proper offspring of the Father. 

                                                        

222 Louth, Origins, 76. 
223 Mortley, Word to Silence II, 128-59.  
224 Carabine, Unknown God, 234. 
225 C. Stang, “Negative Theology from Gregory of Nyssa to Dionysius the Areopagite,” The Wiley-Blackwell Companion 
to Christian Mysticism, 163. 
226 Carabine, Unknown God, 234f. 
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If Christ is created ex nihilo and is thus a creature, he must also exist by participation;227 rather, 

the Son is begotten by the Father from his own being, eternally, and therefore has no 

beginning.228 Athanasius proclaims that to be a creature is to exist by participation; but Father 

and Son are coequal, consubstantial (homoousios [ὁµοούσιον]), and coeternal.229  

Athanasius writes Letters to Serapion, the first work devoted exclusively to the Holy 

Spirit, in a similar effort to ground the Spirit’s co-divinity. He explains that whatever activity 

Scripture attributes to one member of the Trinity, it also attributes to the others: “the activity 

(energeia) of the Trinity is one.”230 From this unity of energeia, Athanasius infers the members’ 

equal divinity or identity of essence (ousia). This inference from energeia to ousia is familiar from 

Philo, and is something that can also be found in the works of Porphyry and Iamblichus.231 Like 

Philo, Athanasius does not claim to thereby know God’s ousia, but rather the distinction 

becomes a metaphysical tool for navigating what can and cannot be known and said about God, 

and for distinguishing what God does from what God is. 

The Cappadocian Fathers join this metaphysical or Trinitarian usage of energeia with the 

Pauline enactive usage from the previous section. In parallel, they further develop the 

metaphysical identification of being a creature and existing by participation, and innovate new 

notions of enactive participation. While Arius and Athanasius both have an anti-mystical streak, 

                                                        

227 This was the doctrine of Origen, for which he was subject to charges of subordination.  
228 Wolfson, “Identification,” 53. 
229 The word homoousios originates in the context of Gnostic emanation, reminding us that emanation has not been 
rejected all together, but relegated to the sphere of the Trinity (C. Stead, Divine Substance, 190–202). 
230 Ad Serapionem, I.31 (PG 26.600C), translated by Shapland. 
231 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 155. 
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the Neo-Arian controversy which embroils the Cappadocians may be adjudicating the 

acceptability of mysticism itself—and with it, the acceptable forms of participation in the divine. 

 

Section 3.3: The Cappadocians: Neo-Arianism and Epektasis 

For, as the Samaritans, supposing the Deity to be compassed round by some circumspection of place, were 
rebuked by the words they heard, “you worship what you do not know,” . . . so one might say to the new 

Samaritans, “In supposing the Deity to be limited by the absence of generation, as it were by some local 
limit, you worship what you do not know,” doing service to him indeed as God, but not knowing that the 

infinity of God exceeds all the significance and comprehension that names furnish.232 
–Gregory of Nyssa, Contra Eunomium, I.3 

Gregory of Nyssa, along with his fellow Cappadocian Fathers, Basil the Great and 

Gregory of Nazianzus, develops the position staked by Athanasius at the Council of Nicaea.233 

The fundamental ontological divide is between the uncreated Trinity and the created world, the 

latter which encompasses both the phenomenal and intelligible realms.234 Just as Athanasius is 

prompted by the Arian controversy to clarify theological positions, so too are the Cappadocians 

by the Neo-Arians—referred to in the epigraph above as the “new Samaritans.” Before 

examining this controversy, let us explicate a few key Cappadocian ideas brought out in the 

epigraph: the divine infinity, the divine names, and the ousia-energeiai distinction that separates 

them. 

                                                        

232 §5, translated in W. Moore & H.A. Wilson, 147. 
233 While I primarily focus on Gregory of Nyssa in this section, his views considered here are representative of the 
Cappadocians as a group. 
234 Louth, Origins, 78. Though Gregory inherits many Platonic elements from Origen, like this one, he more rigorously 
applies the ex nihilo divide, insisting on God’s unknowability. Unfortunately, space prohibits a more thorough 
treatment of Origen. Jean Daniélou notes how much Gregory inherits from Origen, though he breaks from him as 
well, in Platonisme et Théologie Mystique, 144f.: “S’il le dépasse, il le prolonge aussi.” In the end, Gregory shares the 
mystical ascent with Origen but does not give it primary or indispensable priority in Christian life. 
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Like Plotinus, Gregory of Nyssa conceives of God as a positive infinity, and like Philo, 

he asserts that this makes God’s essence (ousia) unknowable and unnamable. What the divine 

names refer to—even ones like “God” and “good”—is the divine energeiai.235 In this way, 

Gregory unites Athanasius’ Trinitarian argument (unity of energeia implies unity of ousia) with 

the tradition of the divine names, and more specifically with the apophaticism that underlies 

that tradition. The divine ousia has no name and is only indirectly known through the namable 

and knowable energeiai of which it is the source.236 With Gregory, this distinction becomes 

generalized and systematic. 

The connection to the divine names highlights how the energeiai become distinct 

uncreated realities, rather than simply operations or activities. Since God is unnamable in his 

ousia, then if he is to be “goodness,” “wisdom,” or even “God,” then the energeiai must be real 

namable aspects of God, not simply his actions. God’s acts of self-manifestation are not 

interventions separate from himself, but the same God appearing in a certain form.237 This is in 

contrast to the Thomist doctrine of divine simplicity, which would forbid such a notion 

(“everything which is not the divine essence is a creature”).238 But for the Cappadocians, the 

divine energeiai are not identical to the divine ousia, and yet are still God himself. Otherwise, the 

Athanasian inference from unity of energeia to unity of ousia would be invalid, because the 

                                                        

235 On the Holy Trinity, III.1.14 (Gregorii Nysseni Opera); cf. Contra Eunomium, II.149, 298–99, 304, III.5.58; On Not Three 
Gods, III.1.42–44, 46 (GNO); Bradshaw, Aristotle, 161; Tollefsen, Activity, 140. 
236 Contra Eunomium, III.v.183f. (GNO). 
237 One example of this is the light that appeared to Moses at the burning bush: “This truth, which was then 
manifested by the ineffable and mysterious illumination which came to Moses, is God . . . For if truth is God and 
truth is light—the Gospel testifies by these sublime and divine names to the God who made Himself visible to us in 
the flesh—such guidance of virtue leads us to know that light which has reached down even to human nature” (Life 
of Moses, II.19–20, translated by A. Malherbe and E. Ferguson, 59).  
238 Summa Theologiae, I.28.2. 
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Father could act through the Son without being the same in essence as him. Indeed, this is just 

what the Neo-Arians declare.239 

The Neo-Arians, represented by Aetius and his pupil Eunomius, assert that because God 

is simple, his unbegottenness is not a part of him but his very essence.240 Furthermore, 

Eunomius argues that some names are not merely conventional but have a special status, 

bringing out the very nature of a thing (kata physis [κατά φύσις]).241 This is what prompts the 

Cappadocian rebuttal that only the energeiai are denoted by the divine names. But Eunomius 

holds that the intellect can know the ousia of the father as “unbegotten” or “ungenerate” 

(agennetos), not merely through privation, but as positive knowledge.242 Such an unbegotten 

essence cannot be shared with the begotten Christ, who is thus not God. Eunomius proclaims 

that the energeia of the Unbegotten Father includes his begetting of the Only-Begotten Son, and 

thus reasons that because the energeia is not shared, neither is the ousia. At stake here is the 

original Arian issue of the subordination of the Son, and the more general question of the 

proximity of God.   

The controversy is sometimes presented with the Neo-Arians cast as kataphatic 

theologians claiming knowledge of the divine essence.243 But what is a bit puzzling, and often 

noted, is that both parties are arguing for the transcendence of God. For knowing the divine 

essence as unbegotten delivers hardly any kataphatic content whatsoever, all but leaving the 

                                                        

239 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 164ff. 
240 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 156-60. 
241 Mortley, Word to Silence II, 147f. 
242 Carabine, Unknown God, 235. 
243 See for example Carabine, Unknown God, 235 and Franke, Cannot Be Said, 141. 
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divine transcendence intact. As Charles Stang puts it: “Knowledge of the unbegotten God 

amounts to knowledge that the unbegotten God is unapproachably remote, incomparably 

other.”244 In fact, the Neo-Arians are not overly kataphatic but staunchly apophatic, and 

furthermore, anti-mystical for the same reasons. Their God is completely inaccessible, with no 

possibility of relationship or communion, not even of a paradoxical variety.  

Gregory insists that such transcendental exile would limit the omnipotent God, whose 

nature is to be in relation with his creation. It is precisely because he is unlimited and without 

boundary that God pervades all things, omnipresent. Rather than insisting on the 

unknowability of God in opposition to the Neo-Arians’ kataphasis, Gregory’s position can be 

understood as an attempt not to be outflanked by their radical apophasis. This appears to lead 

Gregory to some paradoxical views: we cannot know the God to whom we relate; the gulf 

separating creature and creator is kept only as it is crossed; that which is the most transcendent 

is the most immanent.245 Gregory wants both distance and immediacy. He holds this dialectic in 

tension rather than submitting to a flat apophaticism that merely negates. That which is beyond 

is not beyond in such a way that an extraordinary encounter is impossible: 

Whatever be the nature of God, he is not to be apprehended by sense, and he transcends 
reason, though human thought, busying itself with curious inquiry, with such help of 
reason as it can command, stretches out its hand and just touches his unapproachable 
and sublime nature, being neither keen-sighted enough to see clearly what is invisible, nor 
yet so far withheld from approach as to be unable to catch some faint glimpse of what it 
seeks to know.246  

                                                        

244 Stang, “Negative Theology,” 169. 
245 Stang, “Negative Theology,” 167ff. 
246 Contra Eunomium, II.138 (Karfíkova), translated in Stang, “Negative Theology,” 170 [II, 264]. 
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It is for the sake of this faint glimpse, to keep the mystic approach to God open, that 

Gregory takes on the Neo-Arians, who would lock God away in the divine beyond. In the 

second half of this section we will see how this develops into a form of enactive participation, 

but for now let us consider its embedded form. Under Gregory’s critique, the Neo-Arian notion 

of the beyond reveals itself as a spatial idol, applying categories of material distance to the 

unencompassable divine. Gregory envisages how that which is uncreated is present to creation, 

picking up Athanasius’ notion that to be created is to exist by participation. God alone possesses 

the fullness of being, in which humans participate, while God alone does not participate.247 

Participation as the criterion of creatureliness thereby becomes the basis of the 

ontological difference between God and creation.248 God really is and creatures are not, but only 

become.249 From God who is Being itself, creatures acquire being, and are thus liable to lose it as 

well. This leads to Gregory’s notion of creation as metaphysical motion or change. The 

“vertical” change of creation, in which beings come to have what God eternally is, issues in the 

“horizontal” change which is the temporality and mutability of created existence. Thus, 

creatures are limited and God unlimited; change and motion are characteristics of creation, 

while God’s uncreatedness entails his immutability. The finitude of the creature and the infinity 

of God follow from the identification of creaturely being with being by participation.250 Indeed, 

many of these attributes—eternal, immutable, self-identical—are familiar from Parmenides’ 

                                                        

247 Life of Moses, II.25. 
248 D. Balas examines the many forms of ontological difference that stem from this root notion of participation in 
Metousia Theou: Man's Participation in God's Perfections according to Saint Gregory of Nyssa, 121-40. 
249 Perl, Methexis, 98. 
250 Perl, Methexis, 97-100. 
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notion of Being and were taken over into Plato’s theory of participation, where they operate by 

the same logic. Also familiar is Parmenides’ univocity of being, where God and creatures cannot 

both be in the same fashion: God really is and creatures are not, but only become. 

It is in light of these general considerations that the Cappadocians are attracted to 

Porphyry’s innovations upon Plotinian doctrine.251 Recall that in attempting to solve the 

problem of the derivation of plurality from unity, Porphyry proposes to consider the One under 

two aspects: (1) in its full transcendence, and (2) in its creative role as the object of thought for 

Intellect. Porphyry says that under the second aspect, the One can be understood as infinitive 

being (einai [εἶναι]), because it gives content to the nascent Intellect, which becomes true Being 

and substance. The One maintains its transcendence, but under its second aspect, it is the first 

member of the Neoplatonic triad of Intellect: being, life, intelligence.252 This solution is attractive 

to the Cappadocians for at least three reasons: (1) it counters the Arian’s extreme sense of the 

beyond while still maintaining the creator-creature divide and a definite transcendence for God; 

(2) it at the same time renders God present as the principle of being itself in keeping with the 

Exodus revelation; (3) the triadic structure resonates with Trinitarian formulations. The dual-

aspect of the highest principal as both transcendent but also sourcing being dovetails nicely 

with the ousia-energeiai distinction. This confluence of streams will be important to both 

Dionysius and Maximus. 

                                                        

251 Klitenic and Dillon, Dionysius, 34. 
252 Dillon, “Porphyry’s Doctrine of the One,” esp. 361-64. Porphyry is often portrayed as an outright pantheist but this 
neglects the actual complexity of his attempt to solve the problem of otherness. Porphyry’s solution spares him from 
the baroque elaborations that begin with Iamblichus and reach full systematic pitch in Proclus. 
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But while even in Porphyry, and certainly in his Greek forbearers, the divine activity is 

conceived as self-directed—with the generation of the world at best concomitantly willed and at 

worst an automatic by-product—the Cappadocians, though accepting the notion of intrinsic 

activity, conceive it as definitively other-directed in the act of creating and sustaining the 

cosmos. Because of this, they can no longer equate God’s energeia with his ousia, as Plotinus had. 

Instead they safeguard the unknowability of God by dropping this identification. The energeia 

do not constitute but only manifest the ousia, making it present in an active and dynamic way.253 

This is in keeping with the change from emanation to creation, since the latter demands a 

stronger ontological and epistemological divide than the continuity implied by the former.  

To sum up, creatures exist by participation in the being and other perfections of God. 

The condition of being in the world is the activity (energeia) of God that makes and preserves all 

things. There is no created being, goodness, or beauty, but rather, such basic qualities are the 

manifestations of the active God. Embedded-ontological participation is the presence of the 

divine energeia that endows created things with their formal perfections.254 In coming to possess 

these perfections, creation is necessarily subject to metaphysical motion or change. With this 

framework in mind, we turn to the enactive side of participation. 

* * * 

During the same period that the term energeia plays a role in the Trinitarian 

controversies, Paul’s teaching of participation in the divine energeia receives renewed attention. 

Because of the simultaneity of these events, Paul’s concept acquires new meanings that he did 

                                                        

253 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 170. 
254 Tollefsen, Activity, 97-101. 
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not foresee.255 Most importantly, the new participation goes beyond just cooperation and 

becomes a form of deification (theosis), a hallmark of the Eastern tradition. Partaking of the 

divine energeia leads not only to miracles, but to enduring transformation of the soul. Basil 

writes: 

 [The Spirit is] by nature unapproachable. . . filling all things with its power. . . but distributing its energy 
diaroun ten energeian [διαρρεουν την ενεργειαν]) according to the proportion of faith; in essence simple, in 
powers various. . .  Just as when a sunbeam falls on bright and transparent bodies, they themselves become 
brilliant too, and shed forth a fresh brightness from themselves, so souls wherein the Spirit dwells, 
illuminated by the Spirit, themselves become spiritual, and send forth their grace to others. Hence comes 
foreknowledge of the future, understanding of mysteries, apprehension of what is hidden, distribution of 
good gifts, the heavenly citizenship, a place in the chorus of angels, joy without end, abiding in God, the 
being made like to God, and, highest of all, the being made God.256 

For the Cappadocians, the purpose of creation and human existence is to experience 

communion with God and to partake of the divine life. By mingling the divine nature with ours, 

we are transformed in the direction of the divine attributes, being made like God, and being 

made God.257 

How does one pursue such transformation? Gregory of Nyssa develops a threefold path 

that passes through sense, to reason, and finally to deific union in love.258 He represents his 

three stages as the way of light (phos [φῶς]), the way of cloud (nephele [νεφέλη]), and the way of 

darkness (gnophos [γνόφος]), imagery drawn from Moses’ journey.259 In the way of light, the 

soul must purify itself so as to restore its divine image, acknowledging that only God is worthy 

                                                        

255 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 154, 172ff. 
256 On the Holy Spirit, 22-23 (PG, 32.108C–109C). 
257 Tollefsen, Activity, 133ff., 140. 
258 Gregory outlines the path in his Life of Moses, which follows in the allegorical tradition of Philo. 
259 Light refers to the revelation of God at the burning bush, cloud to Moses’ first ascent of Sinai, and darkness to the 
second, in which Moses asks to see God’s glory. Gregory draws the tripartite path from Origen, and for both, the 
stages correspond to Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Songs. However, the increasing darkness of Gregory’s 
rendition is at odds with Origen, echoing Philo instead; see Louth, Origins, 80. 
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of the soul’s love.260 In the way of cloud, the soul realizes the ultimate unreality of created 

things, while also seeing in their harmony a testament to the glory of the creator. Gregory calls 

it, “the knowledge of the divine power which comes from the contemplation of reality.”261 This 

second moment corresponds to Platonic theoria and the realm of the forms.262 Because the soul 

was never divine, return to the intelligible realm does not result in deification and is not the end 

of the path.263 This marks a crucial difference in Gregory from the earlier Platonic tradition: 

God’s unknowability means contemplation (theoria) must be transcended in the third moment, 

the way of union through love (agape), and in its ecstatic form, eros.264 The way of darkness 

passes into an awareness of the incomprehensibility of God—knowing one does not know—but 

also into an elated experience of infinite desire in the face of God’s inexhaustibility, a 

paradoxical event of constant satiation without final satisfaction.265  

Jean Daniélou calls this constant progression Gregory’s doctrine of epektasis [ἐπέκτασις], 

drawing the term from one of Gregory’s favorite verses of Paul, Philippians 3:13: “straining 

toward what is still to come.”266 The event of the soul encountering the unlimited deity leads to 

the mystic moment Gregory defended earlier against the Neo-Arians: relating to the 

                                                        

260 Carabine, Unknown God, 253. 
261 Life of Moses, II.169, translated in Malherbe & Ferguson, 96f. 
262 Louth, Origins, 83. 
263 I. P. Sheldon-Williams, “The Greek Christian Platonist Tradition from The Cappadocians to Maximus And 
Eriugena,” in The Cambridge Companion of Later Greek and Early Medieval Philosophy, 453. Sheldon-Williams also 
explains how Gregory’s three phases correspond to the Three Heavens, to the third of which Paul was rapt, 448, 451. 
264 J. Daniélou, Théologie Mystique; Essai sur le doctrine spirituelle de Sainte Grégoire de Nysse, 207. This is similar to 
notions in Iamblichus and Proclus, but Gregory was not familiar with the work of Iamblichus, and Proclus lived after 
Gregory. Nonetheless, something similar in the zeitgeist seems to be coming through. 
265 Louth, Origins, 85. 
266 Daniélou, Théologie Mystique, 291. Daniélou notes however that this term is only used in a mystic sense by Gregory 
once (298). 
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unknowable God in simultaneous intimacy and alterity, proximity and distance. To understand 

the paradoxical dynamics of this form of enactive participation, we turn to the purifying of the 

divine image in the mirror of the soul. 

Scripture promises that the pure in heart will see God, but it also promises that none 

shall see God’s face.267 Gregory first addresses this inconsistency by pointing to the ousia-

energeiai distinction, proclaiming that some knowledge of God is possible through his activities 

in the world.268 But then he goes further, unsatisfied that an indirect knowledge of God through 

his powers truly fulfills the first promise. This is in contrast to Philo for whom such knowledge 

could always only be inferential. But for Gregory, when the heart is purified, the soul sees the 

image of the divine nature in its own beauty. The soul was once a perfect image of the good, but 

the fall tarnished that image.269 The soul is a mirror that through polishing reacquires 

characteristics of the good and the beautiful. The divine is reflected in the soul’s virtue.270 By 

contemplating the divine image inside itself, the soul possesses in a created manner what God is 

in an uncreated manner.271 Thus self-knowledge can again be a means to knowledge of God, yet 

without suggesting any kinship between self and divine. God is ontologically discrete from the 

mirror of the soul, even though the mirror contains God’s image. The soul cannot know God, 

but God can be present in the soul.272 This metaphor begins to articulates Gregory’s dialectical 

                                                        

267 Matthew 5:8; Exodus 33:20. 
268 Homilies on the Song of Songs, VI.1269-71. 
269 Carabine, Unknown God, 245. 
270 Commentary on the Song of Songs, III.824. 
271 Louth, Origins, 89f. 
272 This idea was already present in Athanasius, but perhaps because of his resistance to mysticism, he did not fully 
work it out as a solution to preserving God’s transcendence while still allowing participation in him. See Louth, 
Origins, 77f. 
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understanding of the relationship to the creator, providing a framework for how God can be 

both transcendent and immanent.  

In a way, this is an interiorization of the ousia-energeiai distinction. God, unknowable in 

his essence, is knowable through his activities in the world and through his active presence in 

the soul. The divine energeiai manifest in the world at large and in the pure heart of the believer. 

By cooperating with them, the actor expresses divine traits through his or her own actions. 

When the divine and human energeiai coalesce, the mirror is polished, showing forth the image 

of God in the soul. Having been made in the image of the divine, this synergy is the proper 

fulfillment of human nature.273 

This is a definite step past Philo, but God’s essence remains unseen. Has the promise to 

the pure of heart been fulfilled? Gregory takes the pursuit further in his symbolic account of the 

ascent of Mount Sinai. Moses beseeches God to appear to him 

not according to his capacity to partake, but according to God’s true being. . . . The ardent lover [eros] of 
beauty, although receiving what is always visible as an image of what he desires, yet longs to be filled with 
the very stamp of that archetype: . . . to enjoy beauty not in mirrors and reflections, but face to face. The 
divine voice granted what was requested in what was denied, . . . assented to the fulfillment of his desire, 
but did not promise any cessation or satiety of the desire.274 

How does the divine grant the request by denying it? How is the perpetuity of desire the 

fulfillment of desire? The answer lies in an apophatic understanding of the divine ousia, which 

is the logical concurrent of the divine infinity.275 If the divine is infinite, then any seeing of it 

which terminates would not be a true seeing of the divine qua infinite. Thus, by denying 

fulfillment of the desire to see the divine, the vision of the divine as unlimited is granted: “Moses 

                                                        

273 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 175-78. 
274 Life of Moses, II.230-32, translated in Malherbe & Ferguson, 114f. 
275 Daniélou, Théologie Mystique, 292. 
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is filled with what he desires by having his desire remain unfulfilled.”276 Unfulfillment, rather 

than constituting a lack, is an infinite filling, just as the transcendent, rather than being 

unreachable, is omnipresent. Indeed, it was this boundlessness that was invoked in the 

argument against the Neo-Arians: “For nothing is divine that is conceived as being 

circumscribed, but it belongs to the Godhead to be in all places and to pervade all things, and 

not to be limited by anything.”277 This transformation in the notion of the divine infinity, which 

we first spied in Plotinus, marks both thinkers off from their predecessors. God is unknowable 

because unencompassable, and because unencompassable, all-encompassing—the water we 

swim in.278 And while there is no fixed boundary, there is a sharpened distinction between 

creature and creator.279 But this allows for a heightened relation: Rather than at an infinite 

distance, the embrace of the Bridegroom is infinitely deep: 

The first good is in its nature infinite, and so it follows of necessity that the participation in the enjoyment of 
it will be infinite also. . . . This search will never overtake its object, because its fund is as inexhaustible as the 
growth of that which participates in it is ceaseless.280 

Just as the divine depths can never be plumbed, neither can the growth of the soul who does the 

plumbing. As the soul polishes its mirror, the divine image ingresses deeper and deeper: 

Ceaseless polishing and ceaseless ingression, such is the endless double movement of 

epektasis.281  

                                                        

276 Life of Moses, II.235. 
277 Contra Eunomium, I.3.5, translated in Moore & Wilson, 147. Compare Plotinus: “there is no attempt to circumscribe 
it: to seek to throw a line about that illimitable Nature would be folly, and anyone thinking to do so cuts himself off 
from any slightest and most momentary approach to its least vestige” (Enneads, V.5.6). 
278 Life of Moses, II.236. 
279 Catherine Keller, Cloud of the Impossible: Negative Theology and Planetary Entanglement, 62. 
280 Contra Eunomium, I.291 (GNO), translated in Moore & Wilson, 62 [I.22], quoted in Carabine, Unknown God, 255f. 
281 Daniélou conceives of epektasis as a double movement of God into the soul, and the soul outward toward God. The 
roots of the word itself reflect the inward (epi) and outward (ek) thrusts. On one level this is the tension between 
God’s participable energeiai and imparticible ousia. The soul wants to experience God not just in his powers but also 
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This goes beyond Philo’s formulation of the essence-powers distinction, which allows a 

glimpse of God’s back by taking away the sight of his face. First, Gregory transposes this 

distinction onto the soul, allowing a glimpse of God’s image in the mirror while refusing a 

direct sightline. But second, Gregory grants to the pure of heart a vision of the divine as infinite 

by taking away the ability to ever finish polishing the mirror, the soul’s perpetual growth in 

goodness. Just as scripture says that God can and cannot be seen, the purified soul attains to its 

true nature in the striving of epektasis, seeing and not seeing God in its own infinite motion: “the 

same thing is both a standing still and a moving.”282  

Here we come full circle to Gregory’s doctrine of creation as metaphysical motion. If to 

be created means to exist by participation, and if creation, in its possession and loss of 

participated perfections, means motion, then perfect participation must be infinite motion: 

never-ending progress in the good. Creaturely existence by participation is the embedded 

condition of enactive participation as epektasis. Infinite progress is a mark of creatureliness, for 

only a temporally extended being may make progress. Participation is a continual growth in 

goodness by receiving more and more of God’s activity into one’s being.283 

Rather than a static relation between two terms, participation must be a movement; the 

creature comes always nearer to God without ever overcoming the ontological difference. The 

difference between creator and creature is the condition for inexhaustible relation and infinite 

communion—the way of union in love. In deification, the creature is at once with God and 

                                                        

in his infinite essence, which is why it can be satiated and not satiated simultaneously, says Daniélou (Théologie 
Mystique, 295). 
282 Life of Moses, II.243, translated in Malherbe & Ferguson, 117. 
283 Tollefsen, Activity, 167ff. 
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other than God. Epektasis is the motion, tension, or straining of the creature between absolute 

nothingness and absolute Godliness, which is the condition that permits its existence. For the 

creature by itself is nothing, whereas the creature wholly joined to God would be swallowed in 

unbridled monism.284 Thus, participation is the familiar condition of embedded existence, but 

with Gregory it also takes on an enactive valence in which the cultivation of virtue is synergy 

with the divine energeiai. 

* * * 

 Let us make a few summary observations before proceeding to our final chapter. On the 

pagan side, Parmenides equates being and intelligibility, but in Exodus the “I am” is 

accompanied by a radical apophaticism. However, because the latter community of the faithful 

is not practicing Greek metaphysics, this poses no ontological problem, and in fact is closer to 

the final solution to the problem of participation than anyone could have realized at the time. 

Not until Plotinus’ ineffable One does such an apophaticism enter the Greek stream, and even 

then, it is “beyond being.” But with Porphyry and with the Cappadocians, the transcendent and 

immanent faces of the highest principle begin to find integration—a tendency we will follow 

into the later Greek Christian tradition. 

The pagan assumption of an eternal cosmos contributes to a dearth of thought about 

being as existence (causation of being). It is only with Plotinus and the Neoplatonists that a 

nascent sense of existence enters the picture, with form conceived as both cause of quiddity and 

cause of being. But there is such a sense of existence at the root of the Judeo-Christian tradition, 

                                                        

284 Perl, Methexis, 106-11. 
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both in the central metaphor of creation and when Philo interprets the “I am” as pointing to 

existence without giving any sense of quiddity.  

The dual nature of God as both hidden and revealed leads to Philo’s essence-energies 

distinction, and from there, via Athanasius, to the full-fledged usage by the Cappadocians in 

matters concerning the Trinity, the divine names, and participation. It is not until the 

Cappadocians that something resembling the complex metaphysical systems of the earlier 

Greeks is articulated in the Christian tradition. Energeia plays a crucial role in the Trinitarian 

controversies and underpins further metaphysical speculation in which Gregory articulates a 

theory of embedded participation that owes much to Plato’s original formulation. 

On the enactive side, Gregory embraces Paul’s sense of energeia as “Christ in you,” or 

synergy, which is reminiscent of the cooperative forms of participation from chapter two. We 

will have occasion in the conclusion to consider further parallels between Gregory and the late 

Neoplatonists, but even a glance at the central roles played by desire, straining, and faith in 

both Gregory and Proclus, already intimates their sympathies. Both Philo and the Cappadocians 

give a place to contemplation of the cosmos as a means of limited communion with God, and 

add to it the contemplation of Scripture. 

Finally, Gregory’s doctrine of epektasis brings together embedded and enactive 

participation, explaining creation as metaphysical motion, and perfect participation therefore as 

infinite motion. In this, Gregory echoes the Proclean sense of procession (proodos) and return 

(epistrophe). If God is conceived as the initial rest (mone) and cause that is participated, then the 

procession (proodos) which introduces difference into the created effect is Gregory’s 

metaphysical motion. Epektasis is the return (epistrophe), which as infinite motion in goodness 
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reflects the Good from which it sprung; the motion of the procession is identical to the motion 

of return, except that the former is seen from the perspective of God, while the latter is seen 

from the perspective of the participating being. For both Gregory and Proclus procession 

concerns ontological being, while return concerns virtue, value, and well-being. And yet the 

same problem besets them both: if procession and return must in fact be identical, then where 

does difference come from? For an explicit answer, we await Maximus and the later Greek 

tradition, to which we now turn. 
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Chapter Four: Late Greek Tradition 

Section 4.1: Dionysius the Areopagite: Hierarchy and Hierourgia 

 The Being of all things is the divinity beyond Being. 
–Dionysius, Celestial Hierarchy, 177D 

With Dionysius, the solution to the problem of participation becomes explicit: God, the 

highest principle, is both Being and beyond being, the single subject of both kataphatic and 

apophatic theology. 285 What were separate ontological levels (The One and Intellect) in Plotinus, 

Iamblichus, and Proclus are fused with one another, thereby evading the problematic regress of 

intermediaries.286 Intimations of such a formulation date back to Philo, where the same God is 

unknowable in his essence but is inferred through his activities in the world.287 With the 

Cappadocians, the energeiai become knowable and participable, with a new metaphysical 

precision gained through the adaptation of Porphyry’s dual-aspect doctrine. God is known in 

all things as immanent cause, and yet distinct from all things as transcendent creator.288 But it is 

Dionysius who fully recognizes the metaphysical implications.289 Though he adopts much from 

Proclus, he realizes that the only way the theory of participation can be coherent is if God is 

                                                        

285 Divine Names, 588C-89C; 648CD. Dionysius effects a revolution in the Parmenides commentary tradition by 
applying both its first and second hypotheses to the same God, whereas prior to him these referred to the One 
beyond being and to Being or Intellect respectively (Divine Names, 596A-C, 648C, 842B, 825B, 872A). E. Corsini was 
the first to thoroughly articulate this insight and demonstrate the dependence of Dionysius’ discussion on the 
Parmenides commentary tradition (Il trattato De Divinis Nominibus dello Pseudo-Dionigi e i commenti neoplatonici al 
Parmenide, 42f.). Klitenic & Dillon quote the relevant passages from the Divine Names alongside the corresponding 
references to Parmenides, in Dionysius, 16f. See also Louth, Denys, 87f.; Franke, Cannot Be Said, 160. 
286 Gersh, From Iamblichus to Eriugena, 134, 138, 153-67. 
287 Philo, De virtutibus, 25; De praemiis et poenis, 44. 
288 Gregory of Nyssa, Contra Eunomium III.v.183f.; Carabine, Unknown God, 283f. 
289 Sarah Klitenic and John Dillon argue that it is an appropriation of Porphyry’s views, either directly or via the 
Cappadocians, that underlies Dionysius’ thinking in this regard (Dionysius, 10, 16, 132, but especially 33f. and 45-48). 
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both participable and imparticipable.290 Dionysius rigorously follows through on this double 

logic, bringing out the full paradox:  

He is all things in all things and he in no thing among things. He is known to all from all things and he is 
known to no one from anything. This is the sort of language we must use about God.291 

This is what Catherine Keller calls Dionysius’ “apophatic panentheism.”292 While pantheism 

would be a simple, “he is all things,” adding “in all things” makes the fold of panentheism, 

allowing immanence alongside God’s simultaneous transcendence and thus apophasis: “he is 

no thing among things.” 

 God’s imparticipable side corresponds to the One beyond being, the first hypostasis, 

while his participable side corresponds to Being, the realm of the forms, the second hypostasis, 

or Intellect—which consists of the Neoplatonic triad (being-life-intelligence). Dionysius changes 

the third term in the triad from intelligence to wisdom, in keeping with the Christian context.293 

These are three of the divine names or processions (proodoi [προόδοι]), which are roughly 

equivalent to Platonic forms. In the Proclean system, recall that each form exists as an 

imparticipable and a participable that is partaken of by a participant. Something comparable 

happens with the Dionysian divine names, except that instead of reifying the different 

moments, they are conceived as two aspects of the same entity. One aspect is the differentiated 

characteristic participated by the creature and the other aspect is its unified correlate within 

God.294 As transcendent and beyond being, God is the cause of the divine names, but as 

                                                        

290 Divine Names, 820B, 953D, 644AB. 
291 Divine Names, 872A. 
292 Keller, Cloud, 68. 
293 Corsini argues both for the biblical association of “wisdom” and for the fact that “intellect” will be reserved 
primarily for the angels, in Divinis Nominibus, 53ff. 
294 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 180. 
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immanent, God is identified with them.295 God is the very being, life, and wisdom, of which the 

soul partakes. The soul and other beings have these qualities not as created gifts, but as 

participations in the divine power or activity.296 As such, the participated divine names are 

equivalent to the divine energeia.297 They are uncreated realities, since they themselves do not 

exist by participation; they are both God himself and God as he proceeds to creation: “a 

manifestation of Himself through Himself.”298 As “theophanies” they are the revealed side of 

the hidden God who is their source (but who simultaneously is them).299  

The proodoi are united in God and only multiple in creatures; this is how Dionysius 

avoids the intermediaries that result from separating the activities from their cause or saying 

that they participate in their cause. The divine names simply are God in his creative relationship 

to the cosmos. Considered in himself, God is neither transcendent nor immanent, as both terms 

imply a relation to the other (one must transcend some immanent thing); but considered in 

relation to creation, God becomes both transcendent and immanent—for example, both the 

cause of life, and life-itself.300 

                                                        

295 Dionysius deals with this paradoxical notion head-on at Divine Names, 953B: “You once asked what I meant by 
being itself, life itself, and wisdom itself. You said you failed to understand why I sometimes call God “life itself” and 
sometimes “subsistence of life itself.” Therefore, sacred man of God, I have thought it necessary to solve your 
problem. . . . [This] involves no contradiction” (translated by C. Luibheid). 
296 Tollefsen, Activity, 114ff. 
297 Dionysius does not use this terminology however, preferring proodoi for its Neoplatonic associations. Bradshaw 
notes that proodoi is an ideal term because it indicates procession from God which manifests at a lower level of being 
but also remains within God’s nature according to the Neoplatonic mone, proodos, epistrophe (Aristotle, 180). 
298 Divine Names, 712C. 
299 Dionysius also refers to the “divine processions” (640D) as “self-participations” (820C), “wills” (824C), “powers” 
(645A), and “manifestations” (646D) of God. 
300 Perl, Methexis, 60-64, 80. A helpful tripartite distinction within the names that Dionysius employs is the application 
of hyper-, auto-, and -osis. When prefixed with hyper-, the divine names are referred to as substantially pre-contained 
in God independent of their role as cause; when prefixed with auto-, as causes apart from the participation of beings; 
when suffixed with -osis, as actually participated in by beings (see T. Knepper, Negating Negation: Against the 
Apophatic Abandonment of the Dionysian Corpus, 19). This scheme is also worked into the four-part division describing 
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The source of divine differentiation turns out to be the creature. The multiplication of 

God and the making of creatures occurs in the same ontological moment: God is revealed and 

becomes participable and concurrently creatures come to know the God in which they 

participate. God and the creature differentiate one another. In this way, Dionysius makes the 

origin of difference neither intrinsic to God (which would threaten his unity) nor exterior to him 

(which would suggest dualism). But this is not really a solution, for where is the otherness 

sourced from when all we begin with is God?301 Still we await Maximus for a full account, but 

Dionysius takes us part of the way. 

Since the divine names are multiple and are pre-contained in God, there is a sense in 

which multiplicity exists in the Godhead, yet without compromising its unity. Already the 

Christian Trinity suggests such a notion, and Dionysius has fused the Neoplatonic triad to the 

One itself. He refers to God as a Thearchy, suggesting that there is a structure to the divine 

names. Ultimately, this structure is related to the created order of the great chain of being, or 

scala naturae, including the celestial and ecclesiastical hierarchies we will discuss below. As 

such, the divine names organize the procession, endurance, and return of creation in an 

emanative manner and are responsible for the basic constraints and parameters of reality. I 

                                                        

the unions and differentiations of the divine union and the divine difference, mentioned at Divine Names, 640D-641A. 
(1) The divine unities of the divine unity are the hyper- prefixed divine names; (2) the divine differences of the divine 
unity are the persons of the Trinity; (3) the unities according to the divine difference are the divine names as 
participated in (-osis); (4) the differences according to the divine difference are the participants. Distinctions (1), (3), 
(4), respectively, correspond to the Neoplatonic distinction between imparticipable, participated, participant. The 
crucial point to note here is that (1) and (3) are different aspects of the same God, rather than separately reified 
entities. Ultimately even (4) is an aspect of that same God, which seems to make Dionysius’ vision of creation ex deo 
rather than ex nihilo. 
301 Perl, Methexis, 65, 80. 
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summarize Timothy Knepper’s scheme of the internal structure of the divine names in the table 

below:302 

 

We need not be detained by Knepper’s argument but only note the definite arrangement of the 

divine names, and their arrangement into three groups of three—since the same nine-fold 

structure is present in the celestial and ecclesiastical hierarchies. To elucidate this point, let us 

take a look at the hierarchies themselves. 

Recall that in Proclus each hypostasis (One, Intellect, Soul) issues forth corresponding 

entities: henads, intelligences, and souls, respectively.303 Dionysius parallels this with the 

                                                        

302 Beginning at the upper right of the table, chapters 5-7 trace the Neoplatonic triad (being-life-wisdom). Each of 
these intelligible causes source the procession of basic ontological types or strata of being (all things participate in 
being, while only plants and higher participate in life, and only human souls and higher in wisdom). The names of 
chapters 8-10 source those properties that allow proper hierarchy and function (justice distributes proportion and 
rank, the Parmenidean categories order all relations between things, ancient of days indicates eternity and time). 
Chapters 11-13 source those properties that permit all things to unite and return to their source (Peace unifies 
amongst us, the reduplicated names join plural into singular and point to the divine names themselves as sources of 
unification, and perfection brings about the final oneness). The names of chapter 4 each correspond to one of the 
phases: good to the abundant overflow of procession, beautiful to the ordered harmony of function, and love to the 
erotic unification of return. Thus, the structural organization of the divine names implies that God is not only unity 
and trinity, but also nine-fold or enneadic, which has bearing on the celestial and ecclesiastical hierarchies. 
303 Louth, Origins, 157f. 

↓ Ch.4 Names: 
Good 

Divine Names 
of Ontological 
Procession 

Being (ch.5) 
Life (ch.6) 

Wisdom (ch.7) 

 
Beautiful 

Divine Names 
of Functional 
Ordering 

Power, justice, salvation, redemption (ch.8) 
Great, small, same, other, like, dislike, rest, motion, equality (ch.9) 

Almighty, ancient of days (ch.10) 

 
Love 

Divine Names 
of Unificatory 
Return 

Peace (ch.11) 
Holy of holies, king of kings, lord of lords, God of gods (ch.12) 

Perfect, one (ch.13) 
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Thearchy, the celestial hierarchy, and the ecclesiastical hierarchy.304 The Celestial Hierarchy and 

The Ecclesiastical Hierarchy trace the sacred orders of the ranks of angels and the church; each is 

organized into three groups of three.305 “A hierarchy is. . . a sacred order and knowledge and 

activity (energeia),” writes Dionysius.306 By assuming our place in the graded continuum of 

reality, we become a conduit for God’s work (theourgia) or worldly activity (energeia), and are 

thereby deified (theosis [θέωσις]).307 The illumination of revealed wisdom runs through the 

hierarchy, passing from level to level of the scala naturae.308 Dionysius’ use of the term theourgia 

hearkens back to Proclus and Iamblichus, emphasizing our role as vessel and conveyor of the 

sacred, by which God’s grandeur is seen shining through the harmony of the hierarchy.309 In 

specifically Christian contexts, Dionysius coins the word hierourgia [ιερουργία], which is 

equivalent to theourgia, but etymologically underscores its connection to hierarchy. As 

diaphanous channels of the divine will, we make of creation a perfect theophany, reflecting the 

glory of God through order and beauty. The hierarchy as a whole is an image of the divine 

beauty, while the distinctions between levels are “images of the divine activities (theion energeion 

                                                        

304 The celestial and ecclesiastical hierarchies are arranged in three groups of three: the nine choirs of angels drawn 
from Scripture, and three each of rites, clergy, and laity. The ordered ranks of the celestial hierarchy from highest to 
lowest in groups of three are: Seraphim, Cherubim, and Thrones; Dominations, Powers, and Authorities; 
Principalities, Archangels, and Angels; see Celestial Hierarchy, 200D-201A. The ordered ranks of the ecclesiastical 
hierarchy from highest to lowest by groups are: rites: holy oil (myron), Eucharist, and Baptism; clergy: bishops, 
priests, and deacons; laity: monks, the baptized, and the excluded; see Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, 516A.  
305 Dionysius coins the sense of the term “hierarchy” as “sacred order.” Before this, “hier-arch” meant primarily 
“sacred ruler,” such as a bishop. A change of “hierarchy” could thus refer to a change of bishopric. Dionysius’ new 
sense is what gives us the modern meaning. 
306 Celestial Hierarchy, 164D. 
307 Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, 372B.  
308 Celestial Hierarchy, 165A. 
309 Letter 9, 1108B: “the ordered arrangement of the whole visible realm makes known the invisible things of God,” a 
reference to Romans 1:20 (translated by Luibheid, 284). 
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eikones [θείον ενεργειών εικόνες]).”310 While Dionysius sometimes employs metaphors of 

ascent, union involves going deeper into one’s place in the hierarchy rather than up it.311 We 

must allow the divine current to flow through us, so the ascent is better understood as assent.312 

We sanction the stream of sanctity that is “traveling in an endless circle . . . always proceeding, 

always remaining, always restored to itself.”313 

Insofar as the nine-fold structure of the hierarchies echoes the nine-fold structure of the 

Thearchy, each can be seen as a form of embedded participation—the latter of the familiar 

ontological variety, sourcing perfections to participants, but the former something new. 

Hierarchical participation in this sense seems to be a hybrid of embedded and enactive 

participation. On the one hand, it is a fixed order which draws its structure from the Thearchy 

itself and thereby organizes the cosmos (embedded); but on the other hand, as noted above, it 

exists precisely for imparting knowledge of God to the willingly engaged participant (enactive). 

This is in contrast to the Neoplatonists who held that each creature receives its being from the 

one above it in the great chain, and does so in an automatic or embedded fashion.314 For 

Iamblichus and Proclus, enactive participation in the divine life is possible through other 

means, but for Dionysius, it is inherent to the hierarchy itself. We can think of the enactive side 

as hierurgic, and thus call this hybrid participation hierurgic-hierarchic. Because each being can 

                                                        

310 Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, 508C. 
311 Louth, Origins, 165. 
312 Stang, “‘Being Neither Oneself Nor Someone Else:’ The Apophatic Anthropology of Dionysius the Areopagite” in 
Apophatic Bodies: Negative Theology, Incarnation, and Relationality, 61. 
313 Divine Names, 712D-713A.  
314 Louth, Denys, 105f. 
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participate in a way fitting to their station (enactive-hierurgic), the entire cosmos is joined 

together in synergy as an image of the divine beauty (embedded-hierarchic).315 

* * * 

 Let us inquire more deeply into the enactive-hierurgic side of participation in the 

hierarchies. To do so, we must understand Dionysius’ apophatic and kataphatic theologies. At 

first glance they seem to concern knowledge of God, but Dionysius’ asserts that they are in fact 

a practice for praising or celebrating God. This practice is a form of contemplation (theoria) but 

since its object (God) ultimately surpasses knowledge, the theologies must be understood to 

hymn God rather than explicate him. Above we considered the Divine Names in an objective, 

metaphysical light, but from the point of view of the subject or person, the affirmation of these 

conceptual names for God constitutes the first phase of kataphatic theology. One actually says 

and affirms the names as part of the practice. The second phase is the Symbolic Theology, which 

concerns perceptual names for God.316 While the divine names denote essential creative powers 

of God and are thus not metaphors, the symbolic names drawn from the perceptual realm are 

only used of God metaphorically. One can say that ‘God is a rock’ to mean that ‘God is 

steadfast.’ Because all things come from God, we can call God by the names of all things; only 

the sum total of reality can approach an adequate reflection of the superabundant God.317 This is 

the essence of kataphasis or the path of affirmation. Dionysius proceeds from the conceptual 

names to the perceptual names because the former are more similar to God than the latter. He 

                                                        

315 Bradshaw, Arsitotle, 183-86. 
316 The Symbolic Theology is likely fictitious (or lost) but we can infer its contents from the rest of the corpus, especially 
Letter 9. 
317 D. Turner, The Darkness of God, 23f. 
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calls the two groups similar similarities and dissimilar similarities, respectively.318 All things are 

similar to God, because all things come from God, but some things are more similar to God than 

others, reflecting the scala naturae (some creatures are “nearer to God, since their participation in 

him takes so many forms”).319 Thus from affirming the loftier names (“sun of righteousness,” 

“star of morning”) one moves downward to those less so (“cornerstone,” “sweet-smelling 

ointment”), even unto those decidedly dissimilar (“charging bear,” “worm”).320 In fact it is these 

dissimilar similarities that by their sheer crassness shock the mind out of any tendency to 

idolatry. “Everything, then, can be a help to contemplation.”321 The danger of the similar 

similarities, like “golden light,” is that one may be lazily misled to imagine that heavenly beings 

consist of actual golden light, whereas one would never imagine an angel in the guise of a 

maggot. Having descended from zenith to nadir, it is this property of self-subversion in the 

most dissimilar similarities which transitions into apophatic theology.322 The sheer crassness of 

the symbol prompts the sayer to deny it. 

 Apophatic theology re-ascends through the series of names, removing each one as 

inadequate to the transcendent, nameless God. God is not image, word, thing, life, mind, or 

beauty.323 God is invisible, incomprehensible, inscrutable, infinite.324 Even the names unity and 

trinity must be unsaid in the search for the one-beyond-the-one and the three-beyond-the-

                                                        

318 Celestial Hierarchy, 141C. 
319 Celestial Hierarchy, 177D, translated in Luibheid, 156. For example, a human participates in being, life, and wisdom, 
while a plant only in being and life, and a rock only in being. 
320 Celestial Hierarchy, 144C-145A, translated in Luibheid, 152. 
321 Celestial Hierarchy, 141BC. 
322 Carabine, Unknown God, 290f. 
323 Dionysius is only unsaying the effects of those names which are divine (God is not any beautiful thing). Dionysius 
never says that God is not beauty-itself (auto-kallos). 
324 Divine Names, 588C, 593A-C. 
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three—the unknown beyond even the source of unity and trinity.325 At the peak of the series, 

even the negations are negated, a procedure we saw in Proclus.326 For neither must the 

negations themselves become idols of the discursive mind. This double, cyclical procedure of 

kataphatic and apophatic theology keeps the mind constantly in motion, affirming that God is 

all things until the very things we affirm (God is a drunk) awaken us to God’s concurrent 

dissimilarity to all things, prompting the negation that God is any thing, and even the negation 

of those negations, in pursuit of God’s receding transcendence. But we must not stop there and 

fixate on God’s super-transcendence or the negation of negation as yet another idol—for in 

practice the cycle would continue back into an affirmation of the divine names. The whole 

purpose of the theologies is to celebrate and hymn the divine.327 The practice of saying, 

unsaying, and unsaying the unsaying of names, is meant to do something to the practitioner. 

This enactive participation culminates in the Mystical Theology, bringing the practice to its peak 

in union with the transcendent God. 

* * * 

The blessed Moses is commanded to submit first to purification [ἀποκαθαρθῆναι] and then to depart from 
those who have not undergone this. When every purification is complete, he hears the many-voiced 
trumpets. He sees the many lights[φῶτα], pure and with rays streaming abundantly. Then, standing apart 
from the crowds and accompanied by chosen priests, he pushes ahead to the summit of the divine ascents. 
And yet he does not meet God-himself [θεῷ], but contemplates [θεωρεῖ], not him who is invisible, but 
rather the place where he is. This means, I presume, that the holiest and highest of the things perceived with 
the eye of the body or the mind are but the logoi [λόγους] of all that lies below the Transcendent One. 
Through them, however, his unimaginable presence is shown, walking the heights of those holy places to 
which the mind at least can rise. But then he breaks free of them, away from what sees and is seen, and he 
plunges into the truly mysterious [µυστικόν] darkness [γνόφον] of unknowing [ἀγνωσίας]. Here, 
renouncing all that the mind may conceive, wrapped entirely in the intangible and the invisible, he belongs 
completely to him who is beyond everything [πάντων ἐπέκεινα]. Here, being neither oneself nor someone 

                                                        

325 Divine Names, 641A, 981A. Dionysius here anticipates the idea of the ineffable Godhead, which will become more 
developed in thinkers like Eriugena and Eckhart. 
326 Proclus, Commentary on the Parmenides, VII.1172. 
327 For hymning the divine, see for example, Mystical Theology, 1032D. 
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else, one is supremely united by a completely unknowing inactivity [ἀνενεργησίᾳ] of all knowledge, and 
knows beyond the mind [ὑπὲρ νοῦν] by knowing nothing.328 

 After an initial hymn and some introductory remarks, Dionysius’ Mystical Theology 

offers the above account of Moses’ ascent.329 Key Platonic terms are present, like theoria, logoi, 

and epekeina, and Gregory of Nyssa’s three stages seem to be evident: (1) the initial purification 

(katharsis) and streaming rays correspond to Gregory’s way of light; (2) the subsequent 

contemplation (theoria) of the logoi correspond to the way of cloud; and (3) the final unknowing 

(agnosia) and union correspond to the way of darkness.330 Gregory speaks only of the ‘presence 

of the divine,’ seeming to embrace an unknowing that is more literal than Dionysius’; for 

Gregory, we know that we cannot know God and thus our journey becomes an infinite 

yearning for the divine. By contrast, Dionysius seems closer to Plotinus’ view that the only way 

to transcend the intellect is through the intellect; unknowing takes on a cryptic quality and 

achieved theosis becomes a possibility. In the holy moment, the mind is void (but not 

abandoned) and the divide between seer and seen surpassed; the self is effaced in pure union 

with the God worshipped through mysterious unknowing.331 The linguistic praxis of Divine 

Names and Mystical Theology can be understood as a spiritual technology designed to short-

circuit (or hyper-circuit) the mind into a state of agnosia, leading to a self-clearing that culminates 

in mystical unification.332 

                                                        

328 Mystical Theology, 1000C-01A, translation modified from Luibheid, 136f. 
329 Denys Turner suggests that Dionysius’ version can be understood as a pastiche of Exodus and Plato’s allegory of 
the cave (Darkness, 14). 
330 See p.42. 
331 Michael Sells writes: “The Dionysian darkness of unknowing. . . is the subjective correlate to the nonsubstantialist 
deity beyond being. It is encountered when the self-other polarity is transcended” (Mystical Languages, 35). 
332 Stang, Pseudonymity, 155. Stang invokes Hadot’s Philosophy as a Way of Life. 
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The text of the Moses sequence is clothed in ritual terminology, indicating that 

Dionysius intends it as a parallel to the liturgical experience of the hierarch333—as when the high 

priest enters the holy of holies. Indeed, after the longer and more explicative Divine Names, all of 

Mystical Theology has a tersely pregnant and performative aspect. Its brevity seems to perform 

this reaching toward the silent sanctuary of union with the indescribable.334 This enacted climax 

points toward the liturgy as the proper context in which to understand theosis.335 The individual 

soul’s journey is only truly fulfilled in a shared liturgical context. And in fact, that shared 

context is precisely the ecclesiastical hierarchy, an ordered embodiment of the divine concord in 

the cosmos: 

When these sacred hymns, with their summaries of holy truths have prepared our spirits to be one with 
what we shall shortly celebrate, when they have attuned us to the divine harmony and have brought us in 
accord not only with divine realities but with our individual selves and with others in such a way that we 
make up one homogenous choir of sacred humans, . . . one will see something that both brings about unity 
and manifests a single empathy, of which the source is the spirit of the Deity. . . . The theurgies are the 
consummation of the theologies.336 

While in the omitted context this last line ostensibly describes how Jesus’ works (urgia) 

fulfil the words (logia) of the Old Testament, I believe we can discern another level of meaning 

that commends the efficacy of sacred ritual over intellectual discourse. Just as Iamblichus puts 

                                                        

333 P. Rorem, Pseudo-Dionysius: A Commentary on the Texts and an Introduction to their Influence, 137n10. 
334 Mystical Theology, 1033C. 
335 Andrew Louth argues that liturgy is more fundamental than Scripture for Dionysius, underlining the author’s 
engagement in divine praise rather than divine predication, in Origins, 158-64. Additionally, he provides some 
interesting textual evidence from St. Basil regarding the unwritten mysteries of the Church, in Denys, 27-30. 
336 Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, 432AB. Gregory Shaw has argued convincingly that Dionysian theurgy, though set in a 
Christian context, is not different in kind from Iamblichean theurgy, in “Neoplatonic Theurgy and Dionysius the 
Areopagite.” As noted, Dionysius often replaces theourgia with hierourgia, seemingly as an accommodation to the 
Christian context. But the more important point is Shaw’s refutation of contentions that pagan theurgy employs an 
objective genitive (the work of God) while Christian hierurgy employs a subjective genitive (God’s work). The 
contention made is that pagan theurgy attempts to manipulate the will of the God’s, while Christian hierurgy 
surrenders to doing God’s will; see for example, Louth, Denys, 73. This is not an accurate assessment of pagan 
theurgy, as we saw in section 2.2 with regard to Iamblichus. Stang concurs with Shaw in Pseudonymity, 108. 
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theourgia above theoria, so too does Dionysius put it above theologia, and for the same reason: it 

effects salvation. The material sacrament facilitates the deification of the soul by acting as 

symbolic icon, bringing the soul into correspondence with divine archetype.337 At the height of 

the cycle of kataphatic and apophatic theologies, one transcends the theologies, the positive and 

the negative, the seer and the seen. Dionysius’ “theologies” are “sacred hymns,” and as such, 

are preparation for hierurgic union through the sacrament. One leaves the mind, “in mysterious 

inspiration, not only learning [mathein, µαθεῖν] but also experiencing [pathein, παθεῖν] the 

divine things,” embracing the liturgy as the ritual path to deific perfection.338  

But perhaps the original context of the block quote above, in which Jesus’ theurgies are 

fulfillments of the Old Testament prophecies, is still relevant. Dionysius writes: 

The great Paul, swept along by his yearning for god and seized of its ecstatic power, had this inspired word 
to say: “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me.”339  

Paul has become the theurgic or hierurgic vessel for Christ’s work and serves as exemplar on 

the road to theosis.340 One must “vanish as a person” to become a “divine task.”341 Deified in 

ecstasy, the soul become a pure channel, better fulfilling its terrestrial position in the hierarchy. 

The illumination of revealed wisdom is more deeply incarnated when the soul mediates its 

passage. In being divinized, we are able to pass along the illuminative transmission: 

                                                        

337 Shaw, “Neoplatonic Theurgy,” 586. 
338 Divine Names, 648B. For the roots of this expression in Aristotle and ultimately the Eleusinian mysteries, see Louth, 
Denys, 25. 
339 Divine Names, 712A; Galatians 2:20. 
340 Charles Stang develops a rich argument that the entire Dionysian corpus is animated by Paul as ecstatic mystic, in 
Apophasis and Pseudonymity in Dionysius the Areopagite. Also in Stang, “Being Neither,” 68, he discusses the Pauline 
ecstasy: “Christ is he who intrudes and interrupts the self that mistakes itself for whole.” 
341 Balthasar, “Denys,” quoted in Stang, Pseudonymity, 38f. 
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. . . enlightened by the knowledge of what we have seen, being both consecrated and consecrators of 
mystical understanding, we shall become luminous and theurgic, perfected and able to bestow perfection.342 

In the ecclesiastical instant, we are deified and become conductors of the ever-present divine 

current, thereby fully assuming our position and duty in the earthly order.343 By hierurgically 

fulfilling our role in the hierarchy, we complete the analogy with God of which the scala naturae 

consists; we complete the divine work.344 

 Dionysius folds the epistemological participation through contemplation that we first 

saw in Plato into a wider communal Christian context. It is not the individual philosopher alone 

who achieves henosis, but the liturgical participant in a hierarchically organized community. 

Furthermore, the ecclesiastical hierarchy itself becomes the site of connection between 

embedded and enactive forms of participation. On the one hand, it reflects the enneadic 

structure of the Thearchy, which is the divine names or energeiai that source and organize the 

cosmos through embedded participation; on the other hand, it provides the communal and 

liturgical context in which our enactive-hierurgic participation with God, or synergy, manifests 

the divine theophany. 

 

  

                                                        

342 Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, 372B, translated in Shaw, “Neoplatonic Theurgy,” 574. 
343 Stang, Pseudonymity, 110-16. Timothy Knepper argues against a tendency he sees in Andrew Louth that suggests 
that the hierurgies and hierarchies are finally “kicked away” (like Wittgenstein’s ladder) in mystical union. Knepper 
sees them as always necessary, with negative theology serving as a preparation for the sacrament, not an overcoming 
of it. He also notes that aphairesis serves not just as a theological preparation but also as a ritual component of 
liturgical rites, revealing their hyper-content rather than negating them. See Knepper, Negating Negation, introduction, 
70, 102f., 132. 
344 Louth, Denys, 106ff. 
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Section 4.2: Maximus the Confessor: The Cosmotheandric Liturgy of Incarnation 

[The loving creature] will not cease until it is wholly present in the whole beloved [God], and 
wholly encompassed by it, willingly receiving the whole salutary circumscription by its own choice, so that 
it might be wholly qualified by the whole circumscriber, and, being wholly circumscribed, will no longer be 
able to wish to be known from its own qualities, but rather from those of the circumscriber, in the same way 
that air is thoroughly permeated by light, or iron in a forge is completely penetrated by the fire.345 

 The metaphor of wax imprinted by a seal is sometimes used to explain the relation of 

image to archetype, with the wax only resembling the seal. This is not Maximus’ notion of 

participation. Resemblance or mimesis [µίµησις] implies some deviation or imperfection, for it is 

only a copy of the seal that is present in the wax. Rather, we have seen how participation is the 

possession of the participated as a whole, with the only difference between them being that the 

participant has what the participated is. Consequently, Maximus employs different metaphors, 

those of perichoresis [περιχώρησις], which is the reciprocal interpenetration or mutual 

containment of participant and participated described in the epigraph above.346 

 When air is permeated by light, they become mixed such that it is not possible to localize 

one of them without the other being present in the same place. Yet they maintain their distinct 

identities, not becoming an amalgam or blend. Similarly, iron in a forge takes on the whole 

nature of fire into its whole self, becoming hot and glowing red throughout its full volume. The 

iron does not take on only some of the fire’s qualities, but all of them, and all through its entire 

substance. Neither does the iron somehow copy the fire, or become like the fire of its own 

accord, but rather it receives the whole fire into its whole being. Yet both remain unconfused 

and discrete; they do not create some new third thing. So too in theosis, or deific participation, 

                                                        

345 Ambiguum 7, 1073D-76A, translated in Constas, 89, slightly modified. 
346 On perichoresis, see Perl, Methexis, 131-35; Thunberg, Microcosm, 23-27; Gersh, Iamblichus to Eriugena, 253-60. 
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does the whole creature receive the whole of God, being qualified in every part of its being by 

the fullness of the divine. But still the creature is distinct from God, for what God is in himself, 

the creature only becomes through participation. Maximus uses the composite of soul and body 

in a single person to illustrate the interpenetration of divine and human: 

God will be wholly participated by whole human beings, so that He will be to the soul, as it were, what the 
soul is to the body. . . In this way, man as a whole will be divinized, being made God by the grace of God 
who became man. Man will remain wholly man in soul and body, owing to his nature, but will become 
wholly God in soul and body owing to grace.347 

 Maximus adopts the Dionysian solution to the problem of participation: it is the whole 

God who is participated, not some part of God or some intermediary. But the problem of 

otherness remains, for if God gives us to be what we are by nature (through embedded 

participation in the divine energeiai) and if God makes us divine by grace (through deific 

participation in the divine energeiai), what sources the necessary difference that separates nature 

from grace? This is another way of asking what provides the difference in the moment of 

proodos, which separates mone, the effect’s identity with its cause, from epistrophe, the effect’s 

longing to return to its cause due to that constitutive identity with it. We saw a hint of the 

solution when Proclus distinguished between a creature’s being and its well-being, but it is 

Maximus who fully articulates the source of difference as the creature’s choice. The creature 

embeddedly participates in God by nature, but must enactively participate in him by choice in 

order to deifically participate in him by grace. Thus, the triad nature-choice-grace, which 

Maximus indexes to being, well-being, and eternal-being, and to which we will return below. In 

                                                        

347 Ambiguum 7, 1088C, translated in Constas, 113. 
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this section, we explore how participation structures the relation between creator and creature 

in all its moments: creation, motion, deification.  

What from the creature’s point of view is participation is equivalently, from God’s point 

of view, an activity (energeia) of self-impartation.348 This self-impartation corresponds to 

Maximus’ broad understanding of the incarnation of the Logos, which is not just the Christ-

event, but creatures, Scripture, and the cosmos as a whole.349 All of these are ways in which the 

Word becomes flesh, in which the spiritual and intelligible become sensible, in which God 

makes himself other by imparting himself to the world that participates him—in reciprocal 

interpenetration and mutual containment.350 Let us examine each in turn, beginning with 

Christ.351 

* * * 

 The incarnation of Christ is perfect theophany. God makes himself other by becoming a 

creature, by enacting his self-creation. In this way, the uncreated is joined to the created, but in 

the manner of perichoresis, with each maintaining its distinct identity while fully 

interpenetrating with the other. Because Christ is a special instance of God’s self-impartation, 

the way in which his human and divine natures are united and distinguished offers special 

information about union and distinction in general between creature and creator.352 Christology 

                                                        

348 Perl, Methexis, 112-17. Ultimately this will draw together Philo’s notion of God’s primary activity as making 
(poiein) with the recursivity of the Aristotelian God to arrive at a self-creating God. 
349 Tollefsen, Activity, 120ff. Origen had developed a similar three-fold incarnation of Christ, the logoi of the world, 
and Scripture. 
350 Bradshaw, “Maximus the Confessor,” in The Cambridge History of Philosophy in Late Antiquity, 813. 
351 While Christ is an instance of incarnation, he does not participate. 
352 M. To ̈ro ̈nen, Union and Distinction in the Thought of Maximus the Confessor, 1-5. To ̈ro ̈nen argues against what he calls 
a “pan-Chalcedonianism” in Balthasar and other’s readings of Maximus (see Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy: The Universe 
According to Maximus the Confessor, 70), seeing it as an example of mistaking the phenomena for the source. Though I 
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and ontology reflect the same fundamental structure. Like the Incarnation is the visible, 

revealed, material presence of the divine Logos, so too is all the cosmos a manifestation of its 

own transcendent principle or formative ground—which is just that same Logos. What is more, 

the divinization of Christ’s human nature in the hypostatic union is the basis for humanity’s 

own deification.353 Thus, Christological doctrine provides a window into the broader 

incarnation (creature, Scripture, cosmos), opening onto the whole process of creation, motion, 

and deification.354 

 The doctrine in question is the Neo-Chalcedonian definition. It adjudicated ongoing 

controversy in the wake of the original Chalcedonian decree (451A.D.), which declared the two 

natures of Christ (divine and human) against Monophysitism (one divine nature). 

Monoenergism and Monotheletism were compromise positions that accepted the two natures 

but asserted a single theandric (divine-human) energy and will, respectively. Maximus wrote in 

defense of the original Chalcedonian doctrine of two natures and two wills, united by a single 

divine hypostasis.355 A nature cannot subsist on its own (e.g. human nature in general) but only 

as made determinate by an actual hypostasis, or person (a nature with qualities, such as Peter or 

                                                        

agree with To ̈ro ̈nen ultimately, the Chalcedonian definition, while describing the phenomena, provides the best view 
one can get of the source. Thus, I think Balthasar and others, myself included, are justified in giving it a special place, 
though one should bear in mind that Chalcedon is a description of the instance par excellence of a broader incarnation. 
353 L. Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator: The Theological Anthropology of Maximus the Confessor, 457ff. 
354 Tollefsen, Activity, 147-50.  
355 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 188. Another position was Nestorianism, which asserted two natures and two hypostases. 
Though in the end Maximus’ position would win the day, with him being recognized as its chief architect, in the 
meantime his position fell into political disfavor. Maximus, stalwart to the end and refusing to recant, had his writing 
hand cut off, his tongue cut out, and was left to die in exile, accompanied by only a few disciples. While all of this is 
extreme to the say the least, I hope this section will demonstrate the implications of rescinding Chalcedon. At stake 
were not simply theological quibbles over Christ’s makeup, but the possibility of deification and redemption for the 
cosmos as a whole. 
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Paul). In the case of Christ, this hypostasis is simply the second person of the Trinity, the divine 

Logos, which contains both his divine and human natures; Christ has no human hypostasis. This 

containing of both natures by the single divine hypostasis is Maximus’ doctrine of 

enhypostasization. The relationship between natures in the hypostatic union is regulated by the 

four Chalcedonian adverbs: without confusion [ασυγχύτως], without change [ατρέπτως], 

without division [αδιαιφέτως], without separation [αχωρίστως].356 The two natures do not 

become confused with one another or change to become a third thing (an amalgam or blend), 

and yet they remain neither divided nor separated; in fact, they become hypostatically 

identical.357 It may be helpful to recall the image of iron and fire, which in the forge are united as 

a single concrete thing that retains two discrete natures. 

Maximus again employs the relation between soul and body to explain this union in 

distinction. Soul and body are two in nature but one in hypostasis in each actual person. 

Because a nature cannot subsist on its own (soul in general; body in general), but only as 

defined by an actual hypostasis or person (Peter or Paul), that single hypostasis is determinative 

of both soul and body (e.g. Peter or Paul’s particular soul-body composite). That which marks 

off a body from another body, and a soul from another soul, come together in union as a 

hypostasis or person, which identically marks itself off from all other people—but these 

qualities do not mark off Peter’s soul from his own body. “For both body and soul are the same 

with each other on account of the one hypostasis completed from them by union. . . . But there 

                                                        

356 H. Drobner, The Fathers of the Church, 487f. 
357 Ambiguum 3, 1040C: ”The flesh was blended with God and became one, the stronger side predominating, precisely 
because it was assumed by the Word, who deified it by identifying it with His own hypostasis” (translated in 
Constas, 19, slightly modified). 
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is difference of essence, on account of their natural otherness from each other.”358 Paul’s soul 

and body are the same hypostasis because those qualities which differentiate him as Paul, 

marking him off from the rest of humanity, belong to both soul and body—and yet soul and 

body remain two different sorts of things.  

So too with Christ: Eric Perl writes, “although the two natures of Christ are made 

determinate and hence existent by the same hypostatic properties, they continue to be, not two 

different things (for only a hypostasis is a real thing), but two different kinds.”359 In Christ, 

perfect identity of hypostasis and perfect difference of nature are joined. Enhypostasized by the 

Logos, Christ’s human nature is emblazoned with the divine qualities of the Son, and thereby 

deified. That nature becomes identical to the Son in having these qualities but different from 

him in receiving them from the outside. This is deification as identity with God in all but 

essence, which is the template for human deific participation in general. The “all but essence” 

corresponds to the ontological difference between created and uncreated, which are united 

without confusion in Christ’s deification and in our own. It is the ontological distinction 

between hypostasis and essence, drawn from Trinitarian theology, that allows this 

simultaneous identity and difference—which is thus rooted in the concurrent oneness and 

threeness of God. 

Deification coincides with incarnation: The Word becoming flesh and the deification of 

Christ’s human nature are two sides of the same event. So too with the broader sense of the 

incarnation: God makes the creature by imparting the divine perfections or energeiai, and the 

                                                        

358 Epistle 15, 552D, translated in Perl, Methexis, 192. 
359 Perl, Methexis, 193. 
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creature is enhypostasized in the Word through deific participation. Just as Christ’s human 

nature was enhypostasized in the Logos, so too must creatures and the whole world become the 

cosmic body of Christ—an amplification of Paul’s teaching. But notice that they must become it 

and are not so already. For if the world was perfectly made the body of Christ in the same 

instant it was created—that is, as instantly as Christ’s human nature was deified in the moment 

of Jesus’ immaculate conception—then there would not be any world at all. The world would 

become God in the moment of its creation. This is the familiar problem of the origin of 

difference, for if the procession is the return, then all effects are identical with the First Cause. 

We must account for the fact that the whole world is not yet the body of Christ, and this is only 

accounted for by the enactive free choice given to the creature. 

* * * 

Maximus adopts the Cappadocian distinction between ousia and energeiai, but divides 

the latter activity into three: “the things around God,” logoi, and energeiai.360 The “things around 

God” are the divine perfections, comparable to the Dionysian divine names or proodoi in their 

pre-contained, unified state in God. The differentiated energeiai are what creatures actually 

participate in, according to their logoi. The logoi are the “how” of the ideas and wills of God—

through which he creates all things and through which all things participate in him. They are 

unified in God as the one Logos but differentiated in creatures, providing each with the essential 

nature by which it exists and the goal or purpose toward which it should develop.361 But we 

should be wary of conceiving the logoi in overly realist terms, lest they become intermediaries. 

                                                        

360 Bradshaw, Arsitotle, 189ff., 206f. 
361 Sheldon-Williams, “Greek Christian Platonist Tradition,” 497f. 
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Rather they are an explanatory account (another meaning of logos) of the unique way in which 

the divine creative activity manifests in this particular creature, or equivalently the unique way 

in which the creature participates in the divine energeiai. While the divine perfections are 

universal (being, life, wisdom…), the logoi are specific, down to the particulars of creatures.362 

The logoi are ways or modes of participating in the divine perfections, like being-a-horse is one 

way of participating in life. A creature’s logos dictates its particular way of participating in each 

perfection of God, so that the logos of each creature is God-for-it, the unique design by which 

God as divine activity is wholly present to that creature, causing it to exist and making it what it 

is.363 

By nature, creatures are given their being according to their logoi (embedded 

participation), and by choice, they attain their well-being or ill-being by moving with or against 

their logoi.364 This is equivalent to creatures embracing or rejecting God-for-them in their faculty 

of enactive participation. By embracing the vocation given by their logoi, creatures may attain 

eternal-being through grace (deific participation). This schematic summarizes the parallel 

triads: 

  

                                                        

362 Perl notes that this seemingly un-Platonic idea is the natural result of the Platonic urge to explain everything in 
terms of intelligible form, allowing no positive role to unintelligibility or matter (Methexis, 148). 
363 Tollefsen, Activity, 126-131. 
364 Ambiguum 65, 1392A: “the total principle of the whole coming into being of rational substances is seen to have the 
mode of being, of well-being, and eternal-being; and that of being is first given to beings by essence; that of well-
being is granted to them second, by their power to choose, inasmuch as they are self- moved; and that of eternal-
being is lavished on them third, by grace” (translated in Constas, 277). Dionysius mentions being and well-being at 
Divine Names, 821D; see also Y. de Andia “Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite and Maximus the Confessor” in The 
Oxford Handbook of Maximus the Confessor, 136. 
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Nature             à Choice  à Grace 
Being                à Well-Being à Eternal-Being 
Embedded      à Enactive à Deific 
Image  à Likeness à Image 

Maximus makes a distinction between the “image” and “likeness” of God. The former 

corresponds to being and eternal-being, nature and grace, while the latter corresponds to well-

being and choice. The human is made in the “image” of God by nature, but that image has been 

tarnished by the fall. By exercising virtue and wisdom in choice, the human can attain to the 

“likeness” of God, thereby restoring the divine image in grace. Choice is what allows the 

creature to exist in its otherness from God, meaning that to be is to be free. The creature’s free 

choice is what constitutes the otherness required by creation. The Neoplatonic procession and 

return occur, but only in virtue of the creature’s choice to move toward God, thereby making its 

end or goal the same as its beginning or source. Procession and return are not automatically 

identical, but rather the creature must elect to make them so, thus completing the cycle and 

receiving deific participation. This means that God cannot incarnate without the consent of the 

creature, for that consent is what truly makes the creature other, allowing God to make himself 

other. The necessary complement of God’s freedom to create is our freedom to participate by 

moving toward God. 

This movement is conceived in terms of Gregory’s theory of creation as metaphysical 

motion. Recall that to be created means to participate, which necessarily involves change or 

movement because the creature may possess or lose the perfections in which it participates. For 

Maximus, this movement is precisely the choice whether or not to participate in God according 

to one’s logos through virtue and wisdom. To do so leads to the infinite movement of epektasis, 
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the free choice to make one’s end coincide with one’s beginning. To not do so is what 

constitutes sin and the fall. Adam chose to move away from God, rather than completing the 

cycle by moving around him.365 In circling around God, the infinite movement of epektasis likens 

itself to the eternal orbits of the heavens.366 

 Origen believes that creation itself is due to the fall from a primordial state, where pre-

existent souls dwelt with God. He thus proposes the triad stasis-kinesis-genesis [στάση- κίνησις 

 -γένεση], in which the original primordial rest (stasis) is followed by the motion (kinesis) of the 

fall, leading to creation (genesis). By contrast, Maximus believes creation and the incarnation 

were always part of God’s plan. Because of the creature’s free choice, the fall is always a 

possibility but never a necessity. The fall did in fact happen, causing a deviation that was 

corrected by the incarnation, but this was not the only purpose of the incarnation, as we have 

seen.367 Maximus reverses Origen’s triad: genesis-kinesis-stasis.368 Nothing but God exists before 

creation (genesis), at which point the creature necessarily undergoes metaphysical motion 

(kinesis). By choosing epektasis, or growth in goodness, as movement toward God, the creature 

can be deified and achieve final rest (stasis).  

Made in the image of God, we receive our created being by nature through embedded 

participation in the divine perfections; by choosing to live wisely and virtuously according to 

our logoi, we attain our well-being and likeness to God through enactive participation; thus, the 

                                                        

365 Louth, Maximus the Confessor, 64f. 
366 Sheldon-Williams, “Greek Christian Neoplatonist Tradition,” 502 
367 Louth, Maximus, 64f. 
368 Gersh, Iamblichus to Eriugena, 219f. 
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divine image is restored by grace through deific participation. Let us take a closer look at what 

constitutes enactive and deific participation for Maximus. 

* * * 

 Like the instances of perichoresis we have examined, enactive and deific participation can 

be distinguished, but only as two sides of the same event; one chooses to grow in goodness and 

at once undergoes deific participation. Furthermore, the deification of the human and the 

incarnation of God are two sides of the same event, as noted above. Thus, enactive 

participation, deific participation, and incarnation all coincide: Every virtuous act is the 

deification of the human and the incarnation of God—simultaneously the result of human 

freewill and divine grace. While it is helpful to conceptually distinguish the enactive and deific 

varieties of participation—especially in relation to the triad nature-choice-grace and the 

corresponding modes of being—in concrete act they are identical. “Enaction” emphasizes what 

the creature does, “deification” emphasizes what is done to the creature, and “incarnation” 

emphasizes what God does to himself through the consent of the creature. Equivalently, what 

from God’s point of view is incarnation or activity is from the creature’s point of view 

participation. 

 In the incarnational process, the will of the creature, while maintaining its autonomy 

and integrity, is fully united to the will of the creator.369 In working this out, both for creatures 

in general and for Christ in particular, Maximus virtually invents the idea of the will as we 

                                                        

369 Ambiguum 6, 1068A; Louth, Maximus, 28-31; Sheldon-Williams, “Greek Christian Neoplatonist Tradition,” 504. 
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know it.370 Self-determination is a distinctive attribute of human beings, which is what reflects 

God’s image: “for making every soul in his own image, God, as good, brings it into being self-

moved.”371 Maximus draws a distinction between the natural will and the gnomic will, which 

roughly correspond to nature and choice. The first is like the faculty of speech, which belongs to 

nature, while the second is like one’s manner of speaking, which belongs to hypostasis. Natural 

will is the capacity to act, while gnomic will is the act made possible by that capacity, like 

choice.372 We are given freewill as a reflection of the creator’s freedom, but what we choose to 

do with it is up to us. By aligning the choice of our hypostasis or personhood with the divine 

hypostasis, we move toward our logos and are permeated by God in deific participation. 

Another way of saying this is that we find our true self in God. 

 By choosing wisdom and virtue, we illuminate our knowledge and purify our actions. In 

regard to the former, we convey ourselves toward a Dionysian unknowing (agnosia 

[αγνωσία]).373 Maximus excludes conceptual knowing from the final union with God, but there 

is less of an accent on negation than we find in Dionysius. For Maximus, knowledge by 

                                                        

370 Louth, Maximus, 58f. Louth also notes Maximus’ innovative reflections on the Agony in the Garden, where he 
elucidates that a human will is submitting to a divine will in the one Christ. This episode demonstrates the duality of 
will and nature, but affirms the unity of hypostasis, as Christ exhibits no indecision or double-mindedness. 
371 Capita theologica et oeconomica I.11, 1088A, translated in Perl, Methexis, 271. 
372 Bradshaw, “St Maximus the Confessor on the Will,” in Knowing the Purpose of Creation through the Resurrection, 146, 
152. Maximus’ theory of will has an impact in Medieval discussions of the issue. One of the difficulties in question is 
how reason can be operative in choice without determining choice. How does one guard freewill but still keep choice 
from being arbitrary and unintelligible? For if we are not acting according to reasons, are we really free after all? 
Maximus is interesting because he places choice after deliberation and judgment, making choice informed by but not 
determined by them. Choice is like a “vote” in relation to the results of judgment, and thus can be partially but not 
fully explained by the deliberations that preceded it. This seems to strike a balance between the demands of reason 
and spontaneity. 
373 Sheldon-Williams, “Greek Christian Neoplatonist Tradition,” 503. 
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participation surpasses concepts by becoming direct experience and perception of the divine 

energeiai:374 

The scriptural Word knows of two kinds of knowledge of divine things. On the one hand there is relative 
knowledge, rooted only in reason and concepts, and lacking in the kind of experiential perception of what 
one knows through active engagement; such relative knowledge is what we use to order our affairs in our 
present life. On the other hand, there is that truly authentic knowledge, gained only by actual experience, 
apart from reason or concepts, which provides a total perception of the known object through a 
participation by grace.375 

Knowing God is not a matter of speculation but of experience, and in this, wisdom is connected 

to asceticism, practical virtue, and prayer.376  

Detachment from the passions—irrational desires and provocations—is the goal of 

ascetic struggle, but only so that in their purified state they may be reincorporated as an ardent 

and holy love for God. This sublimation makes desire into divine eros and anger into divine 

agape.377 The purpose of asceticism is to join inclination, or gnomic will, to nature by restoring 

the soul to its proper and natural love of God, which expresses itself as charity (agape) and 

virtuous acts.378 Virtue is participation in divine love, and thus a partaking of God. When virtue 

is present in us, God in his love takes form and incarnates in us: “In you virtue also makes God 

condescend to be human, by your assumption, so far as it is possible for humans, of divine 

properties.”379 Such a transformation of the passions into virtue brings about a transformation of 

the senses, to which we will return below. 

                                                        

374 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 192ff. 
375 Questions to Thalassius 60 (PG 90.621CD), translated in Blowers and Wilken, slightly modified. 
376 Louth, Maximus, 33. 
377 Louth, Maximus, 35-42. 
378 E. Dewhurst, “The Ontology of Virtue as Participation in Divine Love in the Works of Maximus the Confessor,” 
Forum Philosophicum, 163ff. 
379 Epistle 2, 408B, translated in Louth, Maximus, 93. 
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Maximus connects this assumption of divine properties to the practice of unceasing 

prayer, which is not so much something one does, but something one is or becomes. Rather 

than praying at a specified moment, unceasing prayer is a lifestyle, a way of being. It is not just 

an inward experience but a communion of act and body in the life of Christ, which manifests 

God in the world. Thus, under the banner of deification and incarnation, Maximus unites the 

surpassing of concepts, the transformation of bodily drives through asceticism, the practice of 

charity and virtue, and unceasing prayer.380 

These activities bring about a reciprocal exchange of identities between God and human. 

Out of divine love for the creature, God condescends to become human, and by freely 

participating in that divine love through virtue, the human is made God. We become God by 

becoming like God, by partaking of divine love to the extent we are able through charity (agape). 

Just as Proclus asserted that in our outstretched desire toward the ineffable One, we become like 

it, and thus grasp something of it since “like knows like,” so too in our virtue do we become like 

the divine love that God is. But not just like God, we become God, since every charitable act is 

both our deification and God’s incarnation: “God and man are paradigms one of another, for as 

much as God is humanized to man through love of mankind, so much is man able to be deified 

to God through charity.”381 We come around again to the perichoresis of divine and human. 

The full meaning of the incarnation is this mutual passing over of God to humankind 

and humankind to God, which Maximus treats in the context of the transfiguration of Christ. 

                                                        

380 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 195-201. The influence of the Desert Fathers, especially Evagrius and Macarius, is present in 
the monastic elements of Maximus’ synthesis. 
381 Ambiguum 10, 1113BC, translated in Louth, Maximus. 
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The disciples pass over from flesh to spirit, beholding Christ’s face in the divine light, but also 

his garments, which Maximus says represent Scripture and the created cosmos. Both through 

interpreting Scripture (in just the way Maximus is doing here) and by contemplating the logoi of 

all created things, one bears witness to the ongoing incarnation. There is a complementarity to 

the written law of Scripture and the natural law or order of the cosmos. The natural order is like 

a book, and Scripture like another cosmos, for at root, they are both expressions of God’s 

Word.382 

 But Maximus also writes: “the face (prosopon [προσώπων]) of the Word, that shone like 

the sun, is the characteristic hiddenness of his being.”383 Here Maximus acknowledges the 

apophatic side of the transfiguration. The Greek prosopon means “face” but also “person,” 

especially in the Trinitarian context. In passing over, the disciples behold in the human reality 

represented by Christ’s face, the hidden reality of his divine hypostasis.384 Indeed, Holy 

Scripture and the book of nature are the fleshed face of the eternally active Word.385 There is 

nothing in the cosmos that does not bear testament to the self-creation of the creator, and yet 

that creator remains hidden in his ousia. 

                                                        

382 Louth, Maximus, 67ff. 
383 Quaestiones et Dubia, 191.47–8, translated in Louth, “The Reception of Dionysius in the Byzantine World: Maximus 
To Palamas,” in Re-Thinking Dionysius the Areopagite, 129. 
384 Louth, “The Reception of Dionysius in the Byzantine World: Maximus To Palamas,” 129f. 
385 For more details on Maximus’ exegetical practices, see P. Blowers, “Exegesis of Scripture,” in The Oxford Handbook 
of Maximus the Confessor, 189-204. The author treats several topics of interest including: the Origenist analogy of text 
and flesh; the polyvalence of Scripture according to the capacities of the reader; the biblical text as a script for 
ascetical performance through imitation of the virtues of great figures; intra-textual polyvalence of words and signs; 
parallels between natural contemplation and scriptural exegesis; Scripture as a deep and complex grammar of the 
soul’s quest for intimacy with the Christ-Logos. 
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 Because it is theophany, being itself is sacramental. Nothing can exist except as it is God-

in-otherness; thus, to the very extent that a thing exists at all, it is sacrament.386 The world is the 

body of Christ, the unconfused union of God with his creation. There can be no rejection of 

body or world in Maximus’ vision, for “always and in all, God’s Logos and God wills to effect 

the mystery of his own embodiment.”387 The very structure of created things offers insight into 

this mystery. 

 Maximus draws parallels between the human, Scripture, and the cosmos—what he calls 

“the three human beings.”388 Just as the soul is the inner reality of the body, so too is meaning 

the inner reality of text, the New Testament the inner reality of the Old, heaven the inner reality 

of earth, the invisible the inner reality of the visible, the uncreated the inner reality of the 

created. Maximus applies the same logic to the architecture of the church, offering nave, 

sanctuary, and altar as parallel to body, soul, and mind, and also to ethical philosophy, natural 

contemplation, and mystical theology:389  

  Altar  Mind  Mystical theology 
  Sanctuary Soul  Natural contemplation 
  Nave  Body  Ethical philosophy 

The nave is the place of the congregation, where the people learn moral lessons and direct their 

bodily existence toward a Christian life. The sanctuary is the place of the clergy, where reason 

sees through the distractions of the world in service of the life of the soul. The altar is the place 

                                                        

386 Perl, methexis, 305-10. 
387 Ambiguum 7, 1084CD. For an ecological angle on this issue, see Tollefsen, Christocentric, 220. 
388  Mystagogia, 7:684D–688A; Louth, Maximus, 71-74. 
389 Tollefsen, Activity, 171. 
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of the mystery of the Eucharist, where the mind is summoned to holy silence in the presence of 

the divine transubstantiation: 

The human is a mystical church, because through the nave which is his body he brightens by virtue the 
ascetic force of the soul by the observance of the commandments in moral wisdom. Through the sanctuary 
of his soul he conveys to God in natural contemplation through reason the principles of sense purely in 
spirit, cut off from matter. Finally, through the altar of the mind he summons the silence abounding in song 
in the innermost recesses of the unseen and unknown utterance of divinity by another silence, rich in speech 
and tone. And as far as is possible for humans, he dwells familiarly within mystical theology and becomes 
such as is fitting for one made worthy of his indwelling and he is marked by dazzling splendor.390 

 Thus, the human is a microcosm of the church, of Scripture, and of creation as a whole. 

Each mirrors the other in a holographic mosaic that manifests the divine beauty. But the deeper 

significance of these parallels is that reality exhibits perichoresis at all levels. In liturgical 

worship, sanctuary and nave function together as two distinct levels within a single 

encompassing act, as do body and soul in the person. Likewise, sensible and intelligible are two 

ways in which the single creation exists and can be comprehended.391 This further mitigates 

against any devaluation of the sensible, or what is “lower” in the hierarchy: 

The whole intelligible world seems mystically imprinted on the whole sensible world in symbolic forms, for 
those who are capable of seeing it, and conversely the whole sensible world subsists within the whole 
intelligible world, being rendered simple, spiritually and in accordance with intellect, in its rational 
principles. The sensible is in the intelligible in rational principles, and the intelligible is in the sensible in 
types.392 

Thus, the whole world is the enactment of a cosmic liturgy, the earthly performance of a 

heavenly drama. By perceiving the celestial script, the world is made diaphanous to its divine 

meanings. Such an awakening to the divine presence in the world is brought about by the 

transformation of the senses mentioned above. Maximus develops an elaborate correlation 

between the five senses and the five faculties of the soul, which by their paired interweaving 

                                                        

390 Mystagogia, 4.; Louth, “The Reception of Dionysius in the Byzantine World: Maximus To Palamas,” 132. 
391 Bradshaw, “Maximus the Confessor,” 818. 
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produce the four cardinal virtues, which are again interwoven to produce wisdom and 

meekness, whose combination results in the most comprehensive virtue, charity (agape). In this 

way, the senses are made rational, allowing them to perceive the logoi of the world, and thus to 

read the cosmic text of revelation.393 The sensible becomes transparent to the intelligible, and the 

intelligible is seen to illuminate the sensible. Their perichoresis is unveiled, helping to draw the 

universe into more perfect theophany. 

 Maximus borrows from Gregory the idea that all reality is made up of successive 

divisions.394 It can first be divided into uncreated and created beings, which latter can be 

divided into intelligible and sensible beings. Intelligible beings include celestial angels and 

terrestrial humans, while sensible beings include the living and the lifeless. The living can be 

divided into sentient and non-sentient, the former of which can be further divided into rational 

humans and irrational animals. These divisions converge on the human who, as microcosm, 

thus embraces all the partitions of reality. Because the human partakes of each division, the 

human is the “natural bond” of the universe and constitutes “the great mystery of the divine 

purpose.”395 This purpose is to bring the entire created order into harmony with itself and into 

union with its creator. As we have seen, this is done through virtuous acts of charity, unceasing 

prayer, ascetic self-denial, sublimation of the passions, contemplation of nature and scripture, 

and liturgical and sacramental participation. In this way, the entire creation shall be deified as 

the incarnated cosmic body of Christ. 

                                                        

393 Ambiguum 21, 1248B-49B; Bradshaw, “Maximus the Confessor,” 822. 
394 Balas, Metousia Theou, 34–53; Ambiguum 41. 
395 Ambiguum 41, 1305B. 
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* * * 

 In love for humanity, God condescends to become human, and in love for God, the 

human incarnates the divine love as agape. This is the condition of existence itself: the ecstatic 

love of God as the world-blood circulating in the cosmic Christ-body.396 God willed to incarnate 

himself and thus imparted his perfections to the cosmos as his energeia, according to his logoi 

(embedded participation). The otherness necessary for this impartation is provided by the free 

choice of the creature (enactive participation), who is thus absolutely other than God in essence 

or nature, but becomes absolutely identical to him in hypostasis (deific participation). 

“He who. . . established the origin. . . of all creation. . . had a super-good will, which was, to be himself 
changelessly contained by the nature of men through true union in hypostasis, to unite human nature 
changelessly to himself, so he might become man. . . and make man God by union with himself.”397 

The Christ-Logos is the “self” of the cosmos, the person whose body the cosmos is. Just as the 

divine hypostasis, without change, contains Jesus’ human nature, so too does it become the 

hypostasis of creation as a whole. Thus, in deification we find our true self in God. Perl writes 

that the difference between deification and the fall is “the difference between loving God as 

oneself and loving oneself as God.” Deification is the perichoresis described in the epigraph, in 

which the contained creature “will no longer be able to wish to be known from its own 

qualities, but rather from those of the circumscriber.” 

In Christology, enhypostasization (two natures, one hypostasis) permits Maximus to 

avoid both Monophysitism (one nature, one hypostasis) and Nestorianism (two natures, two 

hypostases); and in ontology, it permits him to avoid both pantheistic monism (God=world) and 

                                                        

396 “The ecstatic love of God,” can be taken as both a subjective and objective genitive, reflecting activity from the 
point of view of God and participation from the point of view of the creature. 
397 Quaestiones ad Thalassium, 22, 317BC, translated in Perl, Methexis, 212. 
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equivocal dualism (God divided from world). The theory of participation demands two 

ontological levels, the world and its cause, and it demands that the world be both identical to 

and different from its cause. Maximus fulfills these conditions and provides the solution to the 

problem of participation and the origin of difference by sourcing otherness in the creature’s free 

choice and by accounting for simultaneous identity of hypostasis and difference of nature 

through enhypostasization. By making Christology functional ontology, Maximus realizes a 

fully coherent metaphysics of participation. Theology and philosophy are totally integrated, 

with the mystery of Christ standing as the cornerstone of the theo-retical edifice.398 The ultimate 

calling of creation is to embrace its creator in unconfused union through love, drawing them 

both into perpetually deeper mutual interpenetration without ever violating the integrity of the 

individual or the glory of God. 

 

  

                                                        

398 Perl, Methexis, 210-15, 311-18. 
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Section 4.3: Gregory Palamas: The Uncreated Light and Hesychasmos 

The same God is imparticipable and participable. 
–Gregory Palamas, Triads III.2.25 

 As we draw our study to a close, we take a brief look at the last major thinker of 

Byzantium, who essentially upholds the participatory metaphysics that reached full articulation 

in Maximus about 700 years earlier.  While much happened in the intervening years, we 

mention only John of Damascus who returns the term energeia from its narrow sense in 

Maximus to the broader sense of the Cappadocians. This restores its Biblical associations, where 

it refers to the gifts of the Holy Spirit and divine-human cooperation. Furthermore, he connects 

the divine energeia to the long Byzantine tradition of the uncreated light.399 In Exodus, God 

appears as a pillar of fire; at the transfiguration, Christ shines in radiant light; Saul is blinded by 

the light of Christ on the road to Damascus; the Gospel of John calls Christ the true light of the 

world; and I John even says simply, “God is light.”400 The divine light is seen as a manifestation 

of God’s activity, thus connecting the Biblical theophanies to the ousia-energeia distinction. We 

have seen how the metaphor of light is useful for illustrating how the divine energeia permeates 

all things without becoming divided. But for John of Damascus, as well as for Gregory Palamas, 

the uncreated light is more than metaphor. Against detractors, Gregory defends the practice of 

hesychasmos [ἡσυχασµός], a technique of meditative prayer and controlled breathing which 

provokes experiences of the uncreated light.401 Through prayer the mind acquires an angelic 

form and “sees” the light, but this “vision” is neither sensible nor intellectual. Gregory uses 

                                                        

399 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 202-13. 
400 Exodus 16:10, 29:43, 40:34–38; Matthew 17:1–8; Acts 9:3; John 1:9; I John 1:5. The monastic tradition also dealt with 
the theme of divine light, see Bradshaw, Aristotle, 211. 
401 Hesychia means stillness, rest, quiet, or silence. 
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terms such as “intellectual and divine sensation,” “intellectual sensation,” and “spiritual 

sensation,” in his efforts to describe the mystical event.402 This is reminiscent of the 

transformation of sensation brought about by deific participation that we saw in Maximus.403 

Like Basil the Great, Palamas says that experience of the light—which he identifies as the divine 

energeia—brings about knowledge of the future and of eternal being.404 And like Gregory of 

Nyssa’s epektasis, Palamas conceives of the transfiguration brought about by the light as 

endless.405 Clearly this is another variant of enactive participation bringing about deification. 

 Gregory’s opponent is Baarlam of Calabria, whose travels to the West had permitted 

him to absorb aspects of Augustine’s thought (as noted, these same aspects are at the root of the 

Thomist tradition). Most important is the doctrine of divine simplicity; God is being itself (ipsum 

esse), which is conceived as a static condition of full and unqualified wholeness.406 This notion of 

simple undividedness will come into conflict with the ousia-energeia distinction. A second 

important idea from Augustine is that God as formal cause is the “first form (prima species),” 

and thus inherently suited to the mind; the beatific vision in the afterlife is regarded as purely a 

function of intellect.407 This idea is at odds with Eastern apophaticism, which conceives of God’s 

essence as unknowable, even in the afterlife. It is also at odds with the hesychast notion that the 

intellect needs to be led back to the heart by engaging the body, so that prayer is a function of 

                                                        

402 Triads, 1.3.20-21. 
403 See Maximus, Ambiguum 10, 1128A; Palamas, Homily, 34.8. See above, p.64. 
404 For Basil, see above, p.41. Capita 150.150; Triads 1.3.17. See also Tollefsen, Activity, 201-06.  
405 Franke, Cannot Be Said, 319. 
406 City of God, VIII.6. 
407 De Genesi ad Litteram, 34.67–36.69. 
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the whole person.408 As we have seen, the Eastern tradition believes that the entire person, body 

and soul, is the subject of deification. 

 The crux of the matter is this: Gregory sees the ousia-energeia distinction as essential, for 

otherwise participation would be of the divine essence, leading to pantheism;409 but Baarlam 

believes that the distinction compromises the divine simplicity, leading to polytheism.410 

Palamas responds in Dionysian fashion that God is both one and beyond the one.411 He insists 

that although God is simple, simplicity is not his essence, but a divine energeia. Like the Neo-

Arian “unbegotten,” Baarlam’s position would seem to be another case of claiming that a 

unique name—“simple” in this case—captures God’s essence. But Palamas, like the 

Cappadocians before him, insists on an apophatic understanding of God’s essence.  

In the end, Palamas outlines the metaphysics of participation as we have seen it in 

Maximus, claiming that since the essence and energies are both the whole God, they are the 

same as well as distinct.412 Saying God’s essence and activities are two different things would be 

like saying humans have two minds because they have “mind” and “understanding.”413 Rather, 

understanding is simply what the mind does; it is not a separate part of it. Activity cannot be 

added to substance. Likewise, the divine energeia is God qua active creator, that is, God’s activity 

of relating to the creation that exists by participating in him. But as we have seen in earlier 

                                                        

408 K. Ware, “Praying with the Body: The Hesychast Method and Non-Christian Parallels,” Sobornost, 6–35. 
409 Gregory argues that participation in the divine essence is impossible at Capita, 150, 108–11; see also Tollefsen, 
Christocentric, 140. 
410 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 240ff.; Louth, “The Reception of Dionysius in the Byzantine World,” 139f. 
411 On the Divine Energies, 2–3, 21. 
412 “Dialogue of an Orthodox with a Barlaamite,” Syngrammata 2.194. For an overview of Palamas and the 
metaphysics of participation see Perl’s excellent article, “St. Gregory Palamas and the Metaphysics of Creation.” 
413 “Letter to Daniel,” Syngrammata 2.391. 
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sections, in order for the whole God to be wholly present to each participant, he must 

simultaneously be absolutely apart from all of them; God’s transcendence is the condition of his 

omnipresent immanence. Only this formulation can avoid the problematic Neoplatonic 

intermediaries and render a coherent metaphysics of participation. Thus, the whole God must 

be both essence and activity, and yet the two remain distinct, in unconfused union. In this vein, 

Palamas is the inheritor of Dionysius and Maximus’ legacy, writing that God is “being and not 

being, everywhere and nowhere, many-named and unnamable, ever-moved and unmoved, and 

simply, all things and none of them all.”414 This brief look at Gregory of Palamas is meant to 

show the continuity of the late Greek tradition. Turning now to the conclusion, we will contrast 

this tradition with Thomism, draw together the many threads of our inquiry, and see what 

relevance it all may have for our contemporary moment. 

 

  

                                                        

414 On the Divine Energies, 2.97. 
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Conclusion 
[God] is, as it were, beguiled by goodness, by love [agape], and by yearning [eros], and is enticed away from his 

transcendent dwelling place and comes to abide within all things, and he does so by virtue of his supernatural and 
ecstatic capacity to remain, nevertheless, within himself. 

–Dionysius the Areopagite, Divine Names 

The title of this study is “Acting a Part in the Ecstatic Love of God.” Most simply it refers 

to the entwined activity and participation that describe our relation to the divine as a two-way 

street of ecstatic love on the stage of the cosmos. When “the ecstatic love of God” is taken as a 

subjective genitive, as God’s love, this refers to God’s self-othering or self-creation, in which he 

ecstatically goes out of himself, acting a part in coming “to abide within all things” through his 

energeia. But as Dionysius reminds us, God remains, “nevertheless, within himself.” In this way, 

God “acts apart,” staying transcendently contained and unknown in his ousia. But if instead of 

God being the acting agent, we consider the title as referring to the human actor, then this refers 

to our “acting a part” in God’s perfections, the embedded participation freely given to us by 

God’s act of love. Furthermore, even the human “acts apart,” insofar as our human nature 

remains itself and is not absorbed by the divine. Both meanings, “acting a part” and “acting 

apart,” can apply to both God and human, in the sense of perichoresis or unconfused union. Both 

divine and human partake of the other and yet remain apart from the other. When “the ecstatic 

love of God” is taken as an objective genitive, as our love for God, it refers to enactive 

participation. We direct our activity and love (objective genitive) to “act a part” in the divine 

love (subjective genitive). But again, each also “acts apart” in the union in distinction that is 

deification from our point of view, and incarnation from God’s. 

 Our title page features a drawing of the story of Damon and Pythias, two companions 

whose Pythagorean ideal of friendship prompted the former to give himself as a hostage for the 
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latter when Pythias was sentenced to death. Pythias wished to see his family one last time, and 

only Damon’s generous standing-in would satisfy the tyrant, Dionysius of Syracuse, that 

Pythias would return. For if not, Damon would be killed in his place. Some time later Damon’s 

head was on the block, only to be saved at the last instant by Pythias, who had been waylaid by 

pirates. So impressed was Dionysius with their love for one another that he freed them both. 

 On one level, we can interpret Damon as a Christ figure, who gives himself in place of 

our transgressions. But even so, we must still willingly choose to return to God in order to effect 

the blessed reunion. Damon is spirit (daimon), who gives himself in love, and Pythias is nature 

(the python serpent), who by choosing to return that love, frees them both into deeper 

communion. But on another level, we are Damon, who through our act of love and obedience to 

God demonstrate the true etymology of our name as “tame and gentle.” By our charity, we 

draw God out from his “transcendent dwelling”: “In you virtue also makes God condescend to 

be human, by your assumption, so far as it is possible for humans, of divine properties.”415 And 

so the divine is Pythias, the sacred fumes at Delphi that rose from the body of the rotting 

serpent, giving the oracle divine vision. This double reading of the Damon and Pythias story is 

meant to illustrate the ecstatic loving relation that is perichoresis of divine and human. 

* * * 

 The Ionians sought the single substance that in its different transformations would 

account for all of reality. Maximus offers a resounding answer: God is the one substance, who in 

his self-othering as creation constitutes the paradigmatic phase change, the exemplar of 

                                                        

415 Epistle 2, 408B, translated in Louth, Maximus, 93. 
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transubstantiation, of becoming other, of becoming something else. The one substance is God, 

who by making his Word flesh becomes Jesus, cosmos, creature, and Scripture—Theophany. 

 But God can only do so through the free choice of the creature—and this is Maximus’ 

answer to Parmenides. The only way to ground the axiom that ‘to be is to be intelligible’ is to 

assert that ‘to be is to be free.’ Thus, Maximus is the culmination of a Greek tradition that began 

with an embedded-ontological participation in the forms, and which ultimately requires an 

enactive-cooperative participation in deification. 

 We saw earlier how embedded-ontological participation in the forms is the condition for 

enactive-epistemological participation in those same forms. We can know the forms through 

which we are. We can speak of formal participation, which thus has embedded and enactive 

aspects. In a way, these two aspects are similar to Aristotelian first and second actualities. Recall 

that first actuality is the ability to do something (like a math problem), while second actuality is 

actively doing it (solving the problem). Embedded-ontological participation is what makes 

enactive-epistemological participation possible. 

 We may make a similar conjecture about existential participation, suggesting that it too 

has a dual-aspect. Embedded-existential participation gives the fact that we are. But in this case, 

the condition of possibility for such existence has turned out to be the free choice of the 

creature, that is, enactive-cooperative participation. ‘To be is to be free.’ Thus, each sense of 

being—that we are, and what we are—issues in a dependence relation between embedded and 

enactive forms of participation: 
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Existential Participation: Embedded-existential à depends on à Enactive-cooperative 
    (that we are)    (free choice) 
Formal Participation:   Embedded-ontological ß depends on ß Enactive-epistemological 
    (what we are)    (knowing) 

 God’s self-othering is the fold between embedded and enactive participation, and 

between participation and activity. As embedded, the language of participation describes the 

process from point of view of the human, while the language of activity describes the process 

from the point of view of the divine: The human participates in the activity of the divine. This is 

the process of creation, which gives us to be what we are, but in order that we be at all, enactive 

participation, or free human activity, must be possible. It is when we direct that activity back 

toward the divine, joining our energeiai, that the cycle is completed, full perichoresis achieved, the 

world made a perfect theophany. We participate in God’s energeia and God is incarnated by our 

energeia, and in the end, both are the same ecstatic love that circulates as the lifeblood of the 

cosmic body of Christ. 

 This symmetry of procession and return has its root in Plotinian emanation, which is 

clearly still present in Dionysius and Maximus’ sense of ex deo creation and deific redemption. 

The only way to reconcile ex deo with ex nihilo creation is to equate the two, which arguably 

Gregory and Maximus do.416 If God is, then we are not. And if we are—that is, if we come to be 

created—then God is not—that is, he creates us out of the nothing he is; he creates us ex nihilo. 

For the nothingness of God is nothing but the apophatic nature of his transcendent ousia beyond 

being. 

                                                        

416 Wolfson, “Identification of Ex Nihilo and Emanation in Gregory of Nyssa.” Eriugena makes the same argument in 
a more explicit manner. 
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The circulation of love as the life blood of creation is also a theme present in Iamblichus. 

Recall that for Iamblichus, the soul needs to fully descend from the divine in order to fulfill its 

mediating function. In contrast to Plotinus before him and Proclus after, the descent doctrine 

takes the soul one step further away from being kin with the divine, and in this it resembles 

Christianity. Though not nearly as stark as the creator-creature divide, it serves a purpose 

similar to what we saw in Gregory of Nyssa, insofar as difference is necessary for relation, 

separation necessary for love. While Gregory folds infinite transcendence into inexhaustible 

presence, Iamblichus turns the divine eros back on itself through the pivot of embodiment. It is 

eros that stokes the locomotive of procession and return, and it is the task of the divided soul to 

channel that love back toward its source.417 

Gregory Shaw calls the descent of the soul a felix culpa in the drama of cosmogenesis, 

intimating a similar parallel with Christianity.418 Indeed, the Iamblichean soul is like Christ in a 

way, partaking of two opposed natures and thus serving a mediating and salvific function. 

Stretched in the metaxy [µεταξύ], the soul’s paradox resembles Gregory’s epektasis: infinite 

straining as the true nature of the soul. We saw a similar notion of tension (tensio) in Proclus as 

well, where the flower of the soul (psyches anthos), in outstretched desire, becomes like the One, 

and thereby enters into communion with it. So too does the Dionysian soul split itself between 

the poles of kataphasis and apophasis, symbolically crucified and therefore deified. 

                                                        

417 Cf. Charles Stang: “What drives this endless apophasis of God and self is love (eros=agape)” 
(Pseudonymity, 194). Dionysius equates eros and agape at Divine Names, 709BC and even calls eros “more 
divine.” 
418 Theurgy, 15. 
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 Theurgy’s emphasis on the sanctity of the cosmos is in contrast to both Plotinian and 

Western Christian ambiguities in this regard. But with Dionysius and Maximus, there can be no 

confusion. The Dionysian hierarchies and Maximus’ broad sense of incarnation both make of 

the world a theophanic testament to the ongoing presence of its divine source. Theurgy too is a 

kind of ongoing incarnation, in which the demiurge permeates and inhabits the human, in 

which the divine is brought into deeper and deeper union with the sensible. Via Dionysius, 

Maximus brings this tradition of enactive participation to a peak. 

 The negative theology of Iamblichus and Proclus finds a home in the Eastern tradition as 

well, predated by Philo’s essence-powers distinction, fully embraced in the Cappadocian ousia-

energeia distinction, and still alive in the hesychasmos of Gregory Palamas. Indeed, it is arguably 

Proclus’ systematization of apophasis and kataphasis that puts Dionysius in a position to solve 

the problem of participation, declaring God to be both Being and beyond being.  

 But the Western tradition of God as Being would travel another road. Because Aquinas 

adopts Augustine’s doctrine of divine simplicity and Aristotle’s notion that the Prime Mover’s 

actuality or essence is simply his activity, God becomes ‘pure act’ (esse) (recall that this is a 

translation of energein katharon from the anonymous Parmenides Commentary; in the East, the 

same energeia has a much different fate). Accordingly, Thomas must conceive participation in a 

different manner. The fact that we are (existential-participation) is conceived along the lines of 

efficient causation, while what we are (formal-participation) is conceived in terms of contingent 

being. It is not in God’s actual Being that we participate, but only in a created likeness or 

similitude. The divine ideas are not formal causes, but only exemplary causes. So there is no 

true participation but only “intentional participation,” which evidently means only agreement 
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of will.419 Because God is simple (energeia=ousia), true participation in his Being would amount 

to pantheism. By positing true being and contingent being, Thomas has implied that both God 

and creation are in analogous ways, which thereby counts God among the beings, even if he is 

the highest. He has made God and creatures addable; he has measured them on the same 

yardstick. For fear of pantheism, Thomas has both effaced the vertical ontological difference, 

and placed an insuperable horizontal divide between creature and creator—at least in this 

lifetime.420 We are pushed into existence (participation conceived as efficient causality), but no 

longer does God dwell among us as our very being and life.  

Bradshaw argues that this distance leads to a sense of autonomy, which develops into 

the Western notion of a sphere of natural reason independent from revelation—and perhaps 

ultimately to atheism itself. The sense of a sacramentality of cosmos and body is also lost, 

leading to world-denying and escapist tendencies, as well as a privileging of the intellect. If ‘to 

be is to be intelligible,’ and God is Being, then God is the paragon of intelligibility, the highest 

intelligible object. The apophatic sense of mystery is lost, leading to Aquinas’ aspiration to make 

of theology an Aristotelian science, something inconceivable in the East.421 For Thomas, the 

creature in the afterlife will partake of the beatific vision, perceiving God fully as the highest 

intelligible object. But for the Eastern tradition, God will be always beyond knowledge, leading 

to the perpetual progress of epektasis, Gregory’s “moving stillness,” Maximus’ “ever-moving 

stability,” and Palamas’ infinite journey into the uncreated light. Instead, Aquinas describes the 

                                                        

419 Perl, “St. Gregory Palamas and the Metaphysics of Creation,” 115f. 
420 Perl, Methexis, 82-90. 
421 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 221, 256f. 



 128 

vision of eternity as an “unmoving stability.”422 A further problem is reconciling divine 

simplicity with divine free choice. If God as Being is ‘pure act’ (esse), how could he do otherwise 

without being otherwise? Palamas, however, employing the ousia-energeia distinction, can say 

just such a thing. God could have exercised at least some of his energeiai differently, without 

changing his ousia. How did the two traditions end up in such different places? 

 Bradshaw suggests that the translation history of energeia may shed some light on this.423 

The textual sources in chapter 2 (Greek magical papyri, Hermetica, Iamblichus, Proclus)—in 

which the notion of enactive participation develops in relation to a shared energeia—were 

unknown to the West during the Middle Ages. In the New Testament, energeia is translated as 

operatio in the Vulgate of Jerome. While energeia could mean “activity,” “actuality,” or “energy,” 

operatio is not nearly as fluid. To conceive of the operationes as an active reservoir of force that 

could be shared would not have occurred to the Latin reader. This is for two reasons. First is the 

absence of the above texts, where the expansion of meaning took place. Second is that operatio 

shares no association with “actuality,” let alone the fused sense of “activity” and “actuality” we 

first saw in Aristotle and Plotinus. Lacking this substantive and realist association, there is no 

way for the Latins to conceive God’s operationes as God himself.424 When Aristotle was 

translated in the 12-13th century, energeia had to be rendered as operatio, actus, and actualitas, 

depending on the context. The underlying unity of these diverse terms is thus made opaque, 

limiting the development of a notion of enactive participation in the divine energeia. In keeping 

                                                        

422 Summa Contra Gentiles, III.48.3; Bradshaw, Aristotle, 250-57. 
423 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 156. 
424 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 179. 
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with the doctrine of divine simplicity, the operationes become simply operations performed by 

God, which do not permit of participation. 

 By contrast, the Eastern doctrines of synergy and deification depend upon energeia being 

understood in a substantive sense as an activity that can be shared. Saint Paul teaches that we 

may partake of the divine energeia, but also, that we can merge our own energeia with the stream 

of the divine’s, becoming co-workers with God.425 This kind of praxis, rather than an intellectual 

act, is the basis for Eastern communion with the divine, both among pagans and Christians. The 

cosmos and our bodies are able to be deified rather than rejected. We do not await the 

redemption only in the afterlife or in end times, but are able to enactively participate in an 

ongoing theosis in the here and now. 

 This is all made possible by the joining of the enactive sense of energeia to the 

paradoxical formulation of God as participable energeia and imparticipable ousia, as both Being 

and beyond being. Etienne Gilson, a Thomist, seems to overlook this formulation, contrasting 

his metaphysics with early pagan Neoplatonism: 

In a metaphysics of being, such as a Christian metaphysics, for instance, each and every lower grade of 
reality owes its being to the fact that the first principle is. In a metaphysics of the One, however, it is a 
general rule that the lower grades of reality are only because their first principle is not.426 

But the Christian Neoplatonism of the East is a genuine third alternative, in which God is both 

Being and beyond being. However, Gilson’s critique of the unintelligibility of the first principle 

in a metaphysics of the One would still apply: 

                                                        

425 Bradshaw, Aristotle, 266f. 
426 Gilson, Being and Some Philosophers, 23. 



 130 

All Platonisms sooner or later lead to mysticism, and sooner rather than later. Now, mysticism in itself is 
excellent, but not in philosophy, and especially not in a philosophy whose professed ambition is to achieve 
perfect intelligibility.427 

Now if we have cogently traced the trajectory from the Parmenidean law of 

intelligibility to Maximus’ mystery of Christ, perhaps mysticism in philosophy is not such a bad 

thing. Perl argues that 

if reason impels us to mysticism, then our metaphysics must be mystical in order to be rational. . . the 
alternative to such a union of rationalism and mysticism is not a purer rationalism but a rejection of 
reason.428 

It is a mystery that renders coherent the entire metaphysical edifice of Neoplatonism. First in 

Dionysius it is God as both Being and beyond being, and then more fully in Maximus, it is the 

mystery of the incarnation, the unconfused union of God and world. Christology as functional 

ontology makes the world sacred, preserves the mystery of God and creation, and allows us 

cooperation in our own salvation and in the very incarnation of God. Christian Neoplatonism is 

essentially a metaphysics of relation. Creation arises from a desire for ecstatic relation and can 

only come about through the freedom of the creature. Naturally! Because without real freedom, 

there is no real relation. By contrast, the Thomist worldview lacks a true interpenetration of 

divine and human, making each more autonomous, until they eventually lose contact with one 

another. The Thomist denial of the divine energeia is tantamount to denying the role of relation 

in the world. God is cast as the autonomous solar hero with no real need for relation, even in 

the act of creation. God comes to resemble the Neoplatonic One more than the personal Judeo-

Christian God. Rather, how we relate should be just as important and fundamental as being 

                                                        

427 Gilson, Being and Some Philosophers, 40. 
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individual autonomous substance. In this light, Thomist metaphysics appears patriarchal, 

suppressing the feminine, the body, and relationality—which ought to be primary rather than 

secondary facts of cosmos and creation. What is the Western, masculine, cognicentric, 

discarnate, and supposedly universal, Cartesian ego, but an image of its forgotten creator? In 

this regard, the relational, embodied, enactive, and participatory religious outlook of the East 

may have something to offer—may represent a road not taken.429 By acting a part in the ecstatic 

love of God, we may again see the divine in the world, and in doing so, see ourselves. 

  

                                                        

429 The West too has a comparable alternate lineage that runs from Eriugena (who drew on Dionysius and Maximus), 
through Eckhart and Nicholas of Cusa. 
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Appendix 1: Varieties of Participation 

 

Formal Participation: (whatness, quiddity) Existential Participation: (thatness, existence) 

-Embedded Ontological   -Embedded Existential  

-Enactive Epistemological:   -Enactive Cooperative: (free choice) 

 Platonic theoria    magic, theurgy 

 Contemplation of cosmos   prayer 

 Contemplation of Scripture   synergy  

 Trans-epistemological    epektasis 

  Plotinian henosis   liturgy (hierurgy) 

  Dionysian agnosia ßßßß affirming & denying Divine Names 

       charity and virtue 

       ascetic practice 

       hesychasmos 

Embedded-Enactive Hybrids: 

-Hierarchic-Hierurgic participation 

-following one’s logoi 

-Deific participation 
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Appendix 2: Timeline of Persons 

Leftmost date is approximate year of 40th birthday rounded to nearest multiple of 
five or approximate time of flourishing. Birth and death dates are approximate. 
 
585  Thales of Miletus (624-456) 
570  Anaximander (610-546) 
485   Parmenides (515-?) 
430   Socrates (470-399) 
415   Plato (427-347) 
345  Aristotle (384-322) 
15CE  Philo (25BCE-50CE) 
45  Saint Paul (5-67) 
150  Numenius, Alcinous 
225  Origen (185-254) 
245  Plotinus (205-270) 
260  Amelius 
275  Porphyry (234-305) 
285  Iamblichus (245-325) 
325  First Council of Nicaea 
360  Marius Victorinus 
370  Gregory of Nazianzus (329-390) 
370  Basil of Caesarea (330-379) 
375  Gregory of Nyssa (335-395) 
395  Augustine (354-430) 
450  Proclus (412-485) 
451  Council of Chalcedon 
500  Damascius (458-540) 
550  Dionysius the Areopagite 
620   Maximus the Confessor (580-662) 
715  John of Damascus (675-749) 
845  John Scottus Eriugena (815-877) 
1260  Bonaventure (1221-1274) 
1265  Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) 
1300  Meister Eckhart (1260-1328) 
1335  Gregory Palamas (1296-1359) 
1440  Nicholas of Cusa (1401-1464) 
1453  Fall of the Byzantine Empire  
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