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And now the question arises: In the creative ecstasy of the genius is there not perhaps another kind of sainthood before God, another type of religious action, equal in value to the canonical sainthood? I deeply believe that before God the genius of Pushkin … is equal to the sainthood of Seraphim…





N. BERDYAEV









Foreword


Romilo Knežević’s Homo Theurgos is an unusually bold and innovative piece of theological thinking. It has evolved from the author’s Oxford D. Phil. Thesis, which I was privileged to supervise and from which I learned much – as well as from conversations together that often went beyond the themes of the thesis narrowly defined.


The title might seem to evoke a best-selling recent work of futurology – Homo Deus. If so, it might give the impression of being one more in a long line of works that portray human beings as applying the fruits of modern science and moral emancipation so as to become ‘like gods’, the prize for which Adam and Eve first ate the apple. Certainly, Knežević (following Berdyaev) takes a high view of human freedom and creativity that might seem to place him in the camp of radical humanists. Nevertheless, as he tells the tale, this is not a story of human beings displacing and still less dethroning God but of their fulfilling creaturely capacities that belong to our original endowment. At the same time, becoming the freely creative beings that God would have us be is also to help God become the Creator that God wills to be. We are an integral part of the dynamic process in and through which all things are made new and truly come to be in God.


That is the big picture. Knežević approaches these radical conclusions with particular reference to the theological work of John Zizioulas and Nikolai Berdyaev and their respective interpretations of Patristic anthropology. It is therefore a work profoundly rooted in and of particular significance for Orthodox life and thought. Zizioulas is almost undoubtedly the Orthodox thinker who has had the largest reception and exerted the greatest influence amongst Christian of other traditions in the last half-century. At the same time, his readiness to engage with the inheritance of modern philosophy, including existentialism (and, not least, Berdyaev), reflects not only his own early graduate studies at Harvard with Paul Tillich but also a significant opening up of the Orthodox world to the wider intellectual scene. Others have since taken that further and in a variety of directions, but Zizioulas remains a defining presence. Knežević is respectful of the achievement, but also critical. As he sees it, Zizioulas has never fully grasped the need to rethink the theological anthropology bequeathed to the Church by the Fathers. Even though figures such as Maximus the Confessor offer important pointers towards a fuller ontology of freedom, it was only in modern times that the real depth of the challenge was fully grasped. It is here that Berdyaev comes to play a pivotal role.


Many commentators have long noted – and Berdyaev has said it himself– that his is essentially a philosophy of freedom. Where some traditional theologies agreed with Dostoevsky’s nihilist Kirillov that freedom could not be shared between God and creatures, so that either God has all the freedom or we take it for ourselves, Berdyaev argued that the biblical view that human beings were created in the image and likeness of God means that they, like God, have a genuine capacity for creativity. Going further, he also proposed that it was in and through our discovery and exercise of this creative freedom that we not only became fully human but that God became fully God. Anthropogony and theogony are two fundamentally interconnected processes for which Christ’s incarnation is the defining instance.


For those of his critics who accepted that there is an either/or between divine and human freedom this meant that Berdyaev ultimately belonged with the existentialists, even though he had quite severe words to say about each of Kierkegaard, Heidegger, and Sartre. But that is precisely the prejudice that his philosophy – amidst all its often diffuse, repetitive, and even inconsistent expressions- fundamentally challenges. Knežević endorses the Russian thinker’s key insight and, developing it further, opens new prophetic, apologetic, and doctrinal horizons for Orthodox theology.


In the twentieth century the beauty and emotional power of Orthodox liturgy has been a major part of Orthodoxy’s attraction to the non-Orthodox, whether or not they end by being received into the Church. Its sacred art and ritual have offered many a glimpse of the sacred in the midst of the modern wasteland. Indeed, this has been supremely exemplified in just those countries of the former Soviet bloc in which that wasteland took on its most hostile form. Theologians such as Pavel Flornsky and Alexander Schmemann have given powerful expression to the beauty of such liturgical holiness. But Knežević’s argument points to further possibilities of Christian testimony, namely, the witness offered by human creativity in what might at first seem the secular artistry of writers such as Marcel Proust and James Joyce – or the creative possibilities that we ourselves might yet realize.


I have argued elsewhere that the contemporary apologetic situation has two major foci, the one being the human desire for social justice the other being the need to live a truly creative life and thereby bring something new into the world. To these should probably be added a third, namely, the interface between theology and science. Clearly, Knežević’s focus is on the second of these, but that should not lead us to file it under the rubric ‘theology and the arts’ and leave it at that. The ontological freedom that is most intensely and distinctively manifest in artistic creation is not one human possibility amongst others but is defining of who we are. There can be no justice where human beings are not brought into a new order of things that gives due scope for the full unfolding of their passion for creation. Nor is the transformation of human life by science-based technology worth the effort if it ends by blocking off the exercise of our ontological freedom - as it so often does in the dystopias of science-fiction and may yet do in the world of science-fact (‘may yet’, but doesn’t have to).


What is at issue here is therefore of fundamental theological interest to all who are deeply concerned with the transformation of Christian teaching that is necessary if Christian teaching is in turn to transform human beings and their world. Strongly Orthodox in its basic impulse, Knežević’s work is a welcome gift to those earnestly thinking about God across the ecumenical spectrum. Taken seriously, it will help inspire readers with the courage to finally claim what, in older parlance, is the inheritance prepared for us from before the foundation of the world – but which we, now, have to play our part in bringing about. For these reasons I am happy to recommend Homo Theurgos to readers, not only for its intellectual provocation but because, like all genuine theological words, it is a word of encouragement to the whole human being.





George Pattison


University of Glasgow









INTRODUCTION


Given the immense role the problem of freedom had played in the history of theology, it is surprising, lamented Paul Tillich, how little ontological investigation into the meaning of freedom is carried out by modern theologians.1 What we should note from the very outset is that the emphasis in Tillich’s remark is on the adjective ‘ontological’, that is, what theology needs is an ontological elucidation of the nature of freedom. Tillich wants to make it clear that freedom is not freedom of will but that it pertains to the human being as a complete self and a rational person.2 Thus, freedom is conceived here as the capacity of a particular ‘complete self’ to be radically ‘other’ and utterly unique.


Our enquiry into the question of freedom is thus transferred to the level of ontology and we need to focus on the question as to how the freedom of a particular person can be not only freedom from the other but also freedom for the other. How can we construe a positive, non-destructive freedom when one is faced with the ‘necessities’, by which we imply the Creator and His world? Etienne Gilson postulated that ‘to be is to act, and to act is to be’.3 Since every action amounts to a creation, to be means to create. And since a person is, as long as it is unique, what one creates also inevitably appears as unique, unrepeatable, and as a previously non-existing ‘world’. Because to be means to act, and to act means to create, it follows that ontological freedom is not about freedom of choice, but necessarily implies the capacity to create radical excess in being.


Tillich avers that the human is able to transcend the essential necessity of being—its ‘destiny’ according to his terminology—without destroying it. He tends to see the necessities—or the destiny—not as a strange external power determining us, but as the indefinitely broad basis out of which our decision arises.4 The person stands, he asserts, in a dialectical opposition to destiny, not only without destroying it and without being destroyed, but experiencing it as an infinitely deep source of its self-transcendence. In spite of being created, the finite is not destined to limitedness. Infinitude, avers Tillich, is finitude transcending itself without any a priori limit.5


Tillich regards the world and God—united in ‘destiny’—as an unlimitedly deep source of our self-actualization, challenging the traditional, metaphysical or ‘classical’6 theistic concept of divine omnipotence and omniscience. If the person’s self-affirmation is not to be taken in an abstract way, but as a concrete manifestation of our freedom—as a new reality—obviously it becomes necessary to ask: How is it possible to create a radical excess in Being, something that does not already exist in the world or in the mind of an omnipotent and omniscient God? To paraphrase Nietzsche, if there is [a traditionally construed omnipotent]7 God, how can any being create something ‘new’, that is, something unique?8 How can there be anything ‘new’ for an omniscient Being? How can I have something that belongs to me, and to me alone, something that is uniquely mine—because in what way can I be ‘other’ if I don’t have something ‘other’ than anyone else—if the omniscient God is the creator and thus determines the very foundation of my being? If God is, however, regarded as the unlimited source of our capacity for self-determination, does this not compromise His omnipotence? If God is an Omni-God, where does the space of freedom, upon which we build our power of self-determination, our power to break the vicious circle of the self-sameness, come from? The problem we are facing may be stated thus: can we speak about a human ontological freedom alongside a classical, metaphysical All-powerful God?


Clearly, theological enquiry into the problem of human freedom needs to start from the question of God. The problem of how the human person is a free person of necessity is intertwined with the question of how God is God.9 But maybe an inversion of this question is also necessary. One could perhaps ask: Can we properly address the issue of how God is God, of how God could be a Living God, independently from the aporia of human ontological freedom? What, for our hermeneutics, does the fact that Christ was not only God but also human being mean? I shall therefore argue that a meaningful approach to this problem requires a balance between the importance given to the question of God and that of the human being. Perhaps the onto-theological10 elimination of God was ineluctably intertwined with a theistic onto-theological—a theo-onto-theological—neglect of the human person? The question is, whether the problem of the origin of evil is the only obstacle on our path towards a sufficient theodicy. Can we produce a relevant theodicy without a valid, i.e., an ontological anthropodicy?


The criticism that the philosopher Heidegger addresses to theology, or at least to the sort of theology that does not expose itself to the possibility of unfaith, of atheism, and adheres to a doctrine as something that has been handed down, is that it forgets humanity, which, at least heuristically, should always come first.11 It is remarkable, Heidegger noted, ‘that one being always keeps coming to the fore in this questioning: the human beings who pose this question.’12 The horizon of finitude always remains primary; this is something we have learned from Duns Scotus and his idea of the ‘unsurpassable immanence’.13 Can we a priori dismiss the question as to whether God can be free if that what He creates is not free?14 Is it possible to ask this question without imperiling God’s transcendence? But in front of the God who does not create an ontologically free other, in front of the God who is not free to create a free being, in front of the God of metaphysics [in classical theism], writes Heidegger, ‘man can neither fall to his knees in awe nor can he play music and dance before…’15 Obviously, only the Living God can create a living creature, and only in front of that God one feels inspired to play music and dance. What I am proposing therefore is a theantropic hermeneutical approach, which starts its inquiry neither from God nor from the human being, but from the ontological equilibrium envisaged in the idea of God-manhood. The more we try to elevate God by lowering the human being the more we downgrade God, the more our vision of him becomes distorted.


Our investigation clearly belongs to a wider framework of contemporary philosophy of religion and especially to the ‘God after Metaphysics’ debate. The principal aim of this debate is to overcome the God of metaphysics, the God of onto-theology, who is conceived as pure act (actus purus). Contemporary philosophy of religion asks the question, what kind of divinity comes after metaphysics?16 More precisely, how can we go beyond the old notion of a God that is a disincarnate cause, bereft of dynamism and will, in favour of a more logical notion of God as a possibility to come?17 Richard Kearney is suggesting that God, who is traditionally thought of as act or actuality, might be more aptly described as posse or potentiality. Kearney’s hermeneutics of religion juxtapose two rivaling interpretations of the divine: the eschatological (Kearney’s position) and the onto-theological. The latter, in Kearney’s view, is a product of the classic metaphysical inclination to subordinate the possible to the actual as the insufficient is to the sufficient.18


Kearney develops his eschatological hermeneutics on the background of the so-called ‘religious turn’19 in contemporary French philosophy, considering primarily the three main thinkers of the phenomenological tradition—Emmanuel Levinas, Jacques Derrida, and Paul Ricoeur.20 Levinas, Derrida, and Ricoeur, as is well known, maintained that any philosophical elucidation of theism must of necessity engage with atheism. The new argument introduced by the ‘ana-theist’ movement—the term coined by Kearney—is that, in order to return to a ‘messianic’ or ‘eschatological’ sense of the holy, the old God of metaphysical causality and theodicy needs to be left behind. ‘God cannot advene until we have resigned our attachment to the divine omnipotence. God cannot come until we have said our final adieu.’21 According to the ana-theists, the main problem of theism is that it adheres to the idea of the divine omnipotence. Classically conceived as all-powerful, the traditional God is necessarily regarded as the first and all-determining cause. God’s all-embracing causation creates two difficulties: firstly, the otherness of the ‘I’ is fused with the Totality of Being and, ontologically speaking, the creation of the world cannot be justified; secondly, the God of power becomes responsible for the existence of evil. God is the Omni-God, the God who is held captive by his traditionally conceived omnipotence, which impedes him from giving a unique identity to the other as well as from vanquishing evil. Kearney’s suggestion is that the idea of divine omnipotence stems from our understanding of God as actus purus (the actuality of being). Classical divine omnipotence and the view of God as a pure act are identified again as the origin of onto-theology. One of the ways to avoid the classic divine omnipotence is to view God as posse (possibility of being). God, Kearney argues, is not the ‘I am Who I am’ but ‘I Am the One Who Will Be’. It is wiser, he contends, to interpret divinity as a possibility-to-be than as either pure being in the manner of onto-theology, or as pure non-being in the manner of negative theology.22 One of the most important foci of my inquiry is therefore going to be the question of the meaning of divine potency: what do we exactly imply when we say that God is a possibility? I shall also argue that the offered concept of divine potency remains theistic: that God as posse does not differ essentially from God as esse.


Theanthropic hermeneutics maintain that the question of how God is God cannot be considered separately from the issue of how the human person is a human person. If we agree that instead of thinking of God as a ‘pure act’, as a God who is already fully actualized, we should think of him as an infinite possibility, we are postulating that God is no longer to be regarded as immovable and immutable. As soon as we, however, accept that there is a movement in God towards the creation of the other we have to question the ontological meaning of the movement as well as of the ontological meaning of the otherness. Is this movement ontologically justified? The majority of Christian thinkers would probably subscribe to the theistic doctrine of God in His different forms and, following the logic of God’s omnipotence, they would argue that the reason for creation lies in the ‘goodness’ of God. As a matter of fact, Etienne Gilson claimed that ‘all Christian philosophers have said … [that] it is because God is good that we exist.’23 The problem, however, is that this answer completely bypasses the ontological meaning of becoming. It refuses to discuss God’s being and neglects the fundamental question of ‘what does it mean to speak of God?’24


What do we achieve by arguing that we exist because God is good? Is it not the case that God is ‘good’ because of the ontological gift of freedom he bestows upon the world?25 The essential expression of God’s goodness is his desire to create something that is ‘other’ than him, an autonomous existential center capable of continuous generation of the surplus in being. God’s goodness lies precisely in His willingness to die for us and to become ‘nothing’ by opening up the space of ontological freedom for the creature.


In its most elementary form the question of ‘what does it mean to speak of God’ and the ontological meaning of becoming is the problem of being. Why being and not simply nothing? To look into the question of nothingness and being means to explain why Nothing does not remain what it is but ‘desires’ to become Being as well as to explain the purpose of becoming. When we say ‘Nothing’ we do not imply an absolute non-being but rather a primal and still undiversified source of all becoming. In his interpretation of the creation, for example, as the primal source of being, Jacob Böhme poses a unity that in its absolute lack of distinctions, is Nothing, ein ewig Nichts, the Ungrund.26 But this Ungrund possesses an inner nisus, striving for self-realization, which establishes itself as a dialectical force to the primal Nothing, and sets the otherwise static unity into motion.27 In this way the Nothing is transformed into Something, and the source of all existing things.28


The nature of God has to be regarded as theogonic and ‘generative’ because ‘the notion of a solitary or inactive deity is incompatible with what God shows of God in the world and its history’.29 Thus the ontological purpose of being is becoming. But becoming cannot take place in a vacuum. Becoming is impossible unless multiple, mutually undetermined infinities establish relationship. It is true that we exist because God is ‘good’, and by God’s ‘goodness’ we imply that God loves us. The very nature of love should preclude sameness because that which engenders the lure and drive of love is radical and inexhaustible otherness. That God is good means that he loves us, but he would not be able to love us unless we were his ‘eternal other’. The purpose of being is becoming conceived as a personal movement and the exchange of novelties between innumerable infinities. If we assume that becoming is the purpose of being it follows that the movement of life cannot arrive merely to halt in God’s ‘other’. The ‘other’ must be ontologically free; otherwise by creating a radically determined creature God would go against his own nature.


This is why God cannot be simply God the Father but – God the Trinity. If there is an ontological movement or becoming in God this means that God is God, that God is the living God,30 so long as the infinite becoming continues.31 To be involves constant movement of unhindered self-determination and self-transcendence. As Tillich writes, ‘Being-itself manifests itself to finite being in the infinite drive of the finite beyond itself.’32 Being, explains Tillich, tends to conserve its own form as the basis of its self-transcendence. It tends to unite identity and difference, rest and movement. That is why it is impossible to speak of being without speaking of becoming. ‘Becoming is just as genuine in the structure of being as is that which remains unchanged in the process of becoming.’33


If God is called the living God because of continuous becoming, can we avoid assuming a dialectical negativity in God himself? Tillich belonged to the group of thinkers who were aware of the significance of the question of non-being and its dialectical relation to being. Tillich continues,


If God is called the living God, if he is the ground of the creative processes of life, if history has significance for him, if there is no negative principle in addition to him which could account for evil and sin, how can one avoid positing a dialectical negativity in God himself? Such questions have forced theologians to relate non-being dialectically to being-itself and consequently to God. Boehme’s Ungrund, Schelling’s ‘first potency’, Hegel’s ‘antithesis’, the ‘contingent’ and the ‘given’ in God in recent theism, Berdyaev’s ‘meonic freedom’ – all are examples of the problem of dialectical non-being exerting influence of the Christian doctrine of God.34


Movement, however, is possible only if the hypostases of the Trinity possess full ontological integrity. What then is the purpose of otherness in the Trinity? ‘The doctrine of the Trinity is not a conceptual tour de force to resolve a set of abstract puzzles,’ avers Rowan Williams. ‘It is a statement that the God encountered in the history of Israel and in the life of Christ must of necessity be involved in the generating of otherness because of the radical, self-dispossessing character of the love this God displays.’35


Is it then unthinkable to make a parallel between the ‘why’ of the intra-Trinitarian movement and the ‘why’ of the movement towards creation; between the uncreated other and the created other? If my freedom as radical ontological otherness is taken seriously does this not mean that for God, in spite of being created, I am a dialectical and dialogical partner, and that my otherness keeps the ontological movement, the movement of life, the life in God, uninterrupted? If God is to be conceived as the living and free God does it not follow that He is so as long as the creature is the living and free creature? Would it not be incompatible with the divine generative nature to cause ‘short-circuits’ in being by bringing forth a creature in which becoming arrives to a dead-end?


The problem, however, is that if we accept that God lives as long as His creature is alive we also need to admit that if the creature dies God dies as well. Indeed, how could God who is Love possibly survive the death of His creature? In other words, if God is Love how could he possibly decide to bring into existence a dead creature? The absurdity of such an assumption becomes obvious if we closely examine our question. What would the expressions ‘to create’ or ‘to bring into existence’ mean if what is brought forth were dead? This means that the only meaningful form of the human freedom is ontological freedom. And since ontological freedom—the possibility of personal self-determination, as well as the possibility of the living God—rests upon the assumption of a dialectical notion of non-being, the question of the nature of non-being appears to be one of the most significant theological issues and as such is crucial for our investigation.36


The idea of the death of God to many seems heretical due to the literal interpretation of the concept of death. Even if we accept the Hegelian contention that on the cross it was not only Christ’s human nature that died but also the divine,37 we still need to clarify what we imply by ‘death’? ‘Death’ should not be identified with ouk on or the absolute non-being but with mē on or the non-being that stands in the dialectical opposition to God. Apart from Christ’s sacrifice on the cross, the death of God has yet another perspective, the one mentioned in the writings of certain mystics. Angelus Silesius, for example, argued that ‘if I die God dies with me’. We should note that Silesius talks not so much about God’s vulnerability as much as he does about human dignity, to use Pico della Mirandola’s expression. And the dignity of the creature is certainly the dignity of the Creator. God’s act of creation is successful in the degree that the movement towards the creature is a true becoming. Silesius therefore argues that because the person cannot die, i.e., the person’s death cannot be taken to mean nothingness of ouk on, she is an ineradicable part of being and becoming. A person’s death, and by the same token God’s death, is only a process within mē on. Since the humankind was dead, Christ died on the cross. But essentially Christ’s death was nothing else but the multiplication of life. Christ’s death was the path towards the regeneration of human nature so much so that it became capable concurrently of participating in the life of the divine and yet preserving its integrity. Resurrected human nature became capable of perichoresis, which means that it is not only God who ‘penetrates’ and enriches our nature but now also the human person who has the power to reciprocate and to enrich God.


From this point of view we could probably better understand the words of Nikolai Berdyaev that God does not need those who are not free, that those who are afraid to use their gift of freedom betray the purpose for which they were created and thus do not belong to God’s cosmos. Freedom is not a right; it is an obligation, argues Berdyaev in his somewhat polemic fashion. Ontological freedom is the most precious and the most desired gift. And yet it is also the most fearful. Ontological freedom commands relentless creation of novelties, because, as we remember, to be is to act. Freedom demands immense effort and upon our shoulder places almost unbearable burden of responsibility for the continued creation of the world, without which the world would be a dead place. Now we see yet another aspect of Silesius’s contention: indeed, if I ‘die’ because I lack the courage to act as a unique person; if I do not fulfill the purpose of my existence—to be God’s ‘irreplaceable other’—certainly what is my unique contribution is never going become a part of God’s life.


The critical assessment of classical theism should stress that God needs to be conceived as union of being and becoming, i.e., the union of his unfathomable nature and his triadic personal form of becoming, a part of which is the human person. In the words of Alfred North Whitehead, God’s conceptual nature remains unchanged but his derivative nature is consequent upon the creative advance of the world.38 ‘It is true’, writes Whitehead, ‘to say that God creates the World, as that the World creates God.’39 He continues, ‘neither God, nor the World, reaches static completion. Both are in the grip of the ultimate metaphysical ground, the creative advance into novelty. Either of them, God and the World, is the instrument of novelty for the other.’40


In modern Orthodox scholarship the question of ontological nature of freedom holds a prominent place in the works of John Zizioulas (1931–),41 an influential Orthodox Christian theologian, and the above-mentioned Nikolai Berdyaev (1874 – 1948), a prominent Russian religious philosopher.42 Like Tillich, Zizioulas and Berdyaev aver that freedom must not be restricted to the psychological and moral level, i.e., to the ‘freedom of will’ or the freedom of choice. Zizioulas believes that the question of freedom is related to the fundamental problem of being. He asserts, ‘being other and being free in an ontological sense, that is, in the sense of being free to be yourself, and not someone or something else, are two aspects of one and the same reality.’43 In short, freedom means to be other in an absolute ontological sense.44 Zizioulas and Berdyaev, however, suggest diametrically opposite paths towards the resolution of the problem of freedom. Zizioulas would like us to believe that the solution has already been provided by the Greek Fathers and in particular by Maximus the Confessor. Berdyaev, on the other hand, claims that in the work of the Church Fathers, due to a monophysite tendency, one cannot find fully-developed anthropology and that going back to the Fathers would not help us solve the problem.


It was not until Athanasius of Alexandria and Nicaea stepped in, claims Zizioulas, that the position of Christianity regarding the question of freedom was clarified. Between God and the world there is total ontological otherness; God’s being is uncreated whilst that of the world is created. However, that does not make the world’s being less real. The world’s otherness vis-à-vis God does not lead to ontological diminution and a totally other being can exist side by side with God’s being because, as Zizioulas explains, being does not necessarily come out of being itself. Rather, it stems from freedom.45 Zizioulas argues that substance or nature is a non-relational category46 whilst Berdyaev contends that freedom does not stem from nature but from the unfathomable void that is prior to being.47


It appears that one of the characteristics of God’s being lies in His power to create a free creature. A creature is free because it comes from the freedom of God’s being. God’s freedom, in Zizioulas’s view, among other things, is due to the fact that He creates out of nothing. What then is the ‘nothing’ from which God creates? One of the shortcomings of Zizioulas’s theology is that he leaves this question unexplained. Is it mē on, a relative non-being, or rather ouk on, the absolute non-being? The Platonic school, as Tillich explains, identified mē on with that which does not yet have being but it has a potential to become being if it is united with ideas. The ‘nothingness’ of non-being was however regarded as having the power of resisting a complete union with the ideas and thus it represented the dualistic element or the second principle in addition to God. This is why me-ontic matter was rejected by Christianity, which now claimed that the nihil out of which God creates is ouk on, the undialectical negation of being.48


The rejection of the dialectical non-being meant, however, that God is construed of as the first cause or the Being-for-itself, and that He creates not out of ‘nothing’ (which is absolute non-being and therefore cannot be a potential source of beings), but out of Himself.49 The foundation of the concept of creation out of nothing thus simply collapses. God’s other is inconceivable unless there exists a ‘space’ out of which, as if out of unlimited freedom, God creates. Without the space of freedom only emanation—generation of ontologically invalid copies—is possible and the theistic God still dominates the entire space of being. As Tillich argued, the ontological attempt to avoid the mystery of non-being tries to deprive non-being of its dialectical character. If being is placed in absolute contrast with non-being (ouk on), non-being is excluded from being in every respect. As a matter of fact, everything is excluded except Being-itself. The world in its otherness is therefore impossible unless we postulate a dialectical participation of non-being in being.


For both Zizioulas and Berdyaev the creature is free as long as it is able to transcend every form of givenness, including the created world and the Creator, since they are not our ‘will.’50 Berdyaev contends that the human being ‘must be free in respect of God, the world, and his own nature.’51 If the world and God are not our thelema – our will – how can the human person, ‘in its terrifying ontological ultimacy’,52 accept them? Since to be is to act, freedom of the person remains an illusion as long as it is not actualized. This drive towards self-realization, notes Zizioulas, is probably most obvious in genuine art, which is not simply creation on the basis of the already existing, but a tendency towards creation out of nothing.53


Similarly to Berdyaev, who describes freedom as the capacity to create ‘out of nothing’,54 Zizioulas arrives at the conclusion that human freedom implies a form of creatio ex nihilo. The world, nonetheless, stands in front of the person in its unrelenting reality. The only option for the person’s self-actualization seems to be a negative form of creativity, that is, not the creation of a radically new world, but the destruction of the given one, the ignoring, abolishing, and shattering of the natural forms of beings.55 In its frightening ontological ultimacy, concludes Zizioulas, personhood leads to God – or to non-existence.56 God and the world remain ‘other’ who is a threat to the person and the person’s ‘hell’.57


Zizioulas and Berdyaev agree that the failure of Christian doctrine to overcome the impasse of freedom is the main reason for the development of humanistic anthropology and its dangerous over-elevation of the human that might lead to his final destruction. Christianity, explains Zizioulas, has tried to reconcile the human and God in terms of obedience, but obedience can result only in a unilateral relationship between the creature and the Creator, without being able to incorporate the human desire to transcend the given. This is why, writes Zizioulas, ‘man has felt like a slave and rejected the yoke of God. Atheism sprang out of the very heart of the Church and the notion of freedom became prominent again. There is more than ‘obedience’, or rather something quite different from it that is needed…’58


What exactly is ‘more than obedience’ according to Zizioulas? In affirming our freedom how can we transcend the world and God whilst preserving our liberty from being negative and destructive? Zizioulas finally arrives at the conclusion that positive transcendence of the compelling reality is impossible. Human freedom as ultimate self-determination is unfeasible and thus it has to surrender itself to God: ‘human freedom can prove itself ultimately only through the annihilation of what exists’.59 We have to choose between self-determining freedom that leads to non-existence and a theistic God who is conceived as the ultimate form of necessity. Zizioulas therefore sees only two kinds of freedom: first, human and destructive liberty; second, divine freedom to which we have to yield our self-determination. It is true that, in talking about God, Zizioulas is not using the vocabulary of the classical theism, that is, he never speaks of God as omnipotent or omniscient in a literal sense. However, if human freedom is possible only in its negative and destructive form, and if God and his world are the person’s ‘hell’, the inexorable conclusion that follows from this is that God is construed of as omnipotent and all-determining.


Even the third form of freedom, which we receive in the ‘new birth’ through baptism, is only a disguised type of the second freedom. I shall claim that Zizioulas does not arrive at a concept of the third freedom that would be a combination of the first and the second type of liberty. His idea of liberty does not reflect the mystery of Godmanhood, i.e., the unity of divine and human freedom in Christ.60 In trying to escape ‘evil freedom’ it seems that Zizioulas falls captive to ‘benevolent necessity’.61 According to Berdyaev, genuine freedom is to be found in the God-Man in whom neither God nor the human constrain each other’s self-affirmation. The originality of Berdyaev’s view, about which I shall speak at length later, is that he understands God as a dialectical union of being and non-being, although he never uses these exact terms. In this union non-being never becomes the second principle in addition to God but remains the ‘void of original freedom’ from which both God and the human proceed.


In my interpretation of Berdyaev I shall therefore argue for the inauguration of a third concept of non-being. This new concept of non-being overcomes both the platonic dualism in Being created by the pre-existent and co-existent mē on and the lack of dialectical relationality of the classical Christian concept of the ouk on. As I shall explain, Berdyaev would have probably prevented numerous misinterpretations of his work had he explained that he understands the Ungrund, quite simply, as God’s nature, as an infinite and inexhaustible source of life of the Trinity and the creature.


Berdyaev argues that only on the basis of freedom – that is prior to every form of personal being – is genuine communion and otherness between God and the human possible.62 He writes,


Only the coming of the new Adam, the spiritual man, can end this tragedy of freedom and can overcome the conflict between freedom and necessity. The Son of God descends into the void of original freedom. Only the New Adam can take from freedom its deadly effects without compromising freedom itself… In Christ there is revealed to us a third kind of liberty that is a reconciliation of the two other kinds. The grace of Christ is the inner illumination of freedom without any outward restraint or coercion.63


Both thinkers are aware that the solution to the ‘tragedy of freedom’ lies in the hypostatic/personal union of the two natures in Christ. However, their understanding of hypostatic union is radically different. I shall try to demonstrate that the key to unlocking of the meaning of hypostatic union should be sought in Maximus’s concept of eos-mehri (‘so long as’).64 That concept is however absent from Zizioulas’s theology. ‘Eos-mehri’ pertains to the concrete realization of personal freedom in the form of mutual interpenetration of the two natures in Christ. As I shall aver in the second chapter, Maximus has failed to sufficiently develop this notion and this is probably because ‘eos-mehri’ is predicated on the more basic idea of relational non-being.


These are some of the reasons why I find it necessary to challenge Zizioulas on his contention that the theology of Maximus the Confessor, as the crown of patristic thought, is ‘the best and most satisfying way of working out an ontology of communion and otherness.’65 Zizioulas has no doubt that ‘the only correct theology is that of the Greek Fathers’, and consequently only that theology can give an answer to the problem of freedom.66 Thus it is unsurprising that Zizioulas should believe that the Patristic concept of the person is still valid for modern man: ‘With a rare creativity worthy of the Greek spirit they [the Fathers] gave history the concept of the person with an absoluteness which still moves modern man…’67 Since these assertions are at the same time major methodological premises I shall also evaluate them critically, whilst clarifying my own methodological position in this book.


By arguing that ‘the only correct theology is that of the Greek Fathers’, Zizioulas proves to be a faithful disciple of George Florovsky (1893-1979), a Russian Orthodox priest, theologian and historian, and father of the so-called ‘Neo-patristic synthesis’.68 Florovsky’s adherence to Patristic doctrines is even stronger than that of his student and is expressed in his belief that ‘the Fathers are the eternal category and criterion of the truth’.69 After the inception of Neo-patristic synthesis, it has become clearer than ever that the perennial question of Orthodox theology is precisely one of how to read the Church Fathers.70 If we accept that the Fathers are ‘the eternal category and criterion of truth’, this major methodological contention a priori and in a radical manner determines our reading of patristic texts. It seems that Florovsky’s Neo-patristic synthesis, as a methodological paradigm, does not envisage the possibility of a critical reading of the Fathers. Although Florovsky talks about the ‘new creative act’, his vision of creative theology focuses entirely on the exegesis of the ‘western religious tragedy’ and never seems to accept a possibility of a critical approach to the Fathers. Zizioulas’s reading of the Fathers is less historical and more systematic, and in this respect he is certainly one of the most creative contemporary Orthodox theologians, although in proclaiming the Greek Fathers as the only true theology (including their teaching on personhood), he never critically examines the most fundamental principles of the Patristic paradigm. This is despite his use of personalistic and existential philosophical vocabulary and his engaging with some of the most renowned present-day thinkers. The latest proposal of a ‘post-patristic’ theology encountered with Zizioulas’s “emphatic ‘no’.” Zizioulas is underlining that ‘theology, without the Church Fathers as guides, ceases to be Orthodox theology’; the very question ‘Neo-Patristic Synthesis or Post-Patristic Theology,’ he says, ‘presents a false dilemma,’ since what is needed is not to ‘go beyond the Fathers, but rather only to interpret them.71


Berdyaev’s methodology is in a stark contrast with that of Florovsky and Zizioulas. As one of the key figures of Russian religious philosophy, Berdyaev sought a ‘third way’ between conservative Orthodoxy and Western rationalism. Florovsky severely criticized Berdyaev in his Ways of Russian Theology, but Berdyaev responded in a series of articles in the journal Put’.72 Paul Tillich gave an accurate and flattering appraisal of Berdyaev’s mode of thought:


Berdyaev himself calls his type of thought “theosophy” and means by this a free further development of ecclesial doctrines in the spirit of a speculative metaphysics and mystical intuition. This mode of thought can be seen as the characteristic and most valuable contribution of the Greek Church to the religious thought of the present age.73


One of the most prominent characteristics of Berdyaev’s ‘third way’ of theologizing is that while on the one hand he approaches some of the doctrines in a creative way—such as the doctrine of the Trinity—on the other he explicitly warns against the restoration of the Christianity of the Fathers because of its lack of true anthropology.


In this lies a grave danger for our epoch, the danger of the restoration of the Christianity of the Fathers, which has no true anthropology. Such a restoration might play into the hand of the spirit of Antichrist. When religious consciousness leaves an empty place, it is filled by the spirit of Antichrist. Religious demeaning and oppression of man lead to a false over-estimation of himself that finally destroys him.74


Berdyaev’s call against the restoration of the Christianity of the Fathers or the Christianity of redemption is obviously a demand for a radical change of the methodological paradigm. For Berdyaev this is not simply an abstract, academic issue. On the contrary, he declares boldly and in his vehement style, that the faith of Christianity depends on a change of paradigm and the development of a new anthropology, a new concept of freedom, that is, on advancing a new renaissance. He states, ‘either a new epoch [i.e., an epoch different from that of the Fathers] is in store for us and a Christian renaissance will take place, or Christianity is doomed to perish…’75 There is obviously a fundamental disagreement between Zizioulas’s contention about the ‘absoluteness’ of the Patristic concept of the person ‘which still moves modern man’, and Berdyaev’s warning that Christianity is going to perish unless it succeeds in producing a new anthropology. Christianity needs to enter a new epoch, maintains Berdyaev, and to redefine its view of the relationship between the Creator and the creature. Although it is not often asked, the question of whether Christianity will survive – if it is only partly fulfilling God’s plan and refuses to recognize God’s demand for a new epoch – is legitimate. As Ernesto Grassi observed, if we believe that we may grasp Being in its fullness, we falsify Being by degrading it to a being, and this is what Heidegger meant by the ‘forgetfulness of Being’ (Seinvergassenheit). As a consequence, ‘every attempt to firmly establish Being once and for all in an institution, be it religious or social, or scientific in nature, must result in a mystification of Being.’76


If we continuously refuse to recognize God’s message simply because it undermines some of the basic principles of our paradigm, that is, if we worship a paradigm instead of the Living God, can we – half-jokingly – ask ourselves whether God will ‘lose his patience’ and, with a new partner, create another, ‘newer’ covenant? God’s agreement with the people of Israel was originally a ‘covenant’, but then it became ‘old’, obsolete, and redundant. It became a transitory, historical institution because Israelites were not able to recognize the coming of a fundamentally new epoch. Grassi has asked the fundamental question,


Do we not always try to cling on to what we have achieved and to what we have institutionalized? Ancient myths, however, warn us against the futility of holding on to the meaning of what has been. They warn us against looking backwards: In the Old Testament, a backward glance could turn someone into a pillar of salt, and in Greek mythology it prevented Orpheus from saving Eurydice from Hades.77


Do we not secretly entertain a belief that we, as Christians, are particularly privileged, chosen, and that a similar destiny will not befall us? It might be also argued that there is an implicit assumption shared by some Christians and Christian theologians that God has already revealed and accomplished his entire plan – the plan of redemption; that there are not going to be new revelations in history such as an anthropological revelation about the ontological importance of human creativity - creativity that is not coming from God, but which must be instigated by us. The mystery of creativity, stresses Berdyaev, does not come from above, it comes from ‘below’, it is not theological, but anthropological revelation.78 It is certainly more comfortable to be passive, to be a ‘misoneist’,79 or to indulge in a parrot-like imitation of others, and to believe that God’s plan is exhausted in the acts of redemption and salvation, and that all we have to do now is to wait for an almost prenatal security, a nirvana of the Kingdom of God, where all struggle will cease. In stark contrast, Berdyaev argues that after the epoch of redemption, which coincides with the Christianity of the New Testament, a new spiritual era is coming – the era of the Holy Spirit – when a new, creative aspect of human nature will be revealed.80 Whenever Christians have tried to see the Church as fixed and completed, in Berdyaev’s view, they have sinned against the Holy Spirit.


Christianity has blasphemed against the Spirit whenever it has recognized the Church as finished, Christianity as complete, creativeness as something forbidden and sinful. For life in the Spirit can be only eternally creative, and every stop or stay in the creative dynamic of the Church is thus a sin against the Spirit.81


Behind Zizioulas’s patristic paradigm there is an implicit assumption that Christianity is complete because God’s message in history has been fully disclosed and it has been appropriately interpreted in patristic teaching. Therefore there could be no major unresolved challenges for Christian theology and certainly there is no risk that Christianity might perish. However, every claim about unhistoricity of a certain paradigm also assumes that we are able to approach the ultimate mysteries of God’s being and to see that a radically new paradigm, in the form of a new revelation, is not likely to occur in future. We should probably not shy away from Jung’s foreboding words that with God as a complexio oppositorum all things are possible, in the fullest meaning of the phrase.82 If the divine being is going through unpredictable theogonic changes, a process of the divine ‘individuation’, should we not assume a similar process not only in every person, but also in humankind? But if we follow the path of individuation, then there is no guarantee—not even for a single moment—that we will not stumble into deadly peril.83 As Marie-Louise von Franz suggests, the process of individuation dismisses any parrot-like emulation of others. Time and again in many countries people have tried to copy in a ritualistic comportment the initial religious experiences of their religious teachers, and have therefore become ‘petrified’.84 ‘We may think’, stresses Jung, ‘that there is a sure road. But that would be the road of death. Then nothing happens any longer – at any rate, not the right things. Anyone who takes the sure road is as good as dead.’85


It is important to emphasize that our understanding of the nature of scientific or theological paradigms depends essentially on our grasp of ‘what it is for God to be as God’. If God is the living God, then the problem of a dialectical non-being in God himself, as we have already claimed, becomes prominent. That there is in God’s being a dialectical non-being,86 an Ungrund or Abgrund in Heidegger’s terms,87 an abyss or bottomless freedom means that it is impossible to predict God’s actions in future. If we agree that God’s being is in infinite becoming, and that becoming entails the bringing forth of fundamental newness, then we need to accept a theoretical possibility of a radical shift in God’s plans.


Dogmatism overlooks that what is from Being revealed in history is different in every being.88 This means that a particular spiritual era, regardless of its historical importance—the epoch of the New Testament, for example—can never exhaust the infinite life of Being. The forgetfulness of Being is a sign of the fading spiritual age, which has alienated itself from the groundless potencies of Being and, unable to seek a way out, desperately desires the end of recurring historical events. ‘This adherence to particular, rationally established beings leads man into a situation where there is no way out: Man is always referred back to what he has himself rationally established, and so he can only move in a circle.’89


The dynamic character of God’s being as becoming implies that every paradigm and therefore every methodology also needs to conceive of itself as dynamic, that is, to acknowledge the possibility of dialectical negation within its structure.90 The methodology on which Zizioulas and Florovsky rely bears a strong resemblance with what Hans Kung, referring to Kuhn, sees as a ‘normal science’, a methodological approach in science and theology that uses scientific achievements of the past as an ‘example’, as a ‘pattern’, as a ‘model of understanding’ or as a ‘paradigm’.91 The paradigm becomes such an influential model that anyone who wishes to ‘join the conversation’ has to adapt his model of understanding to it.


And there is a remarkable thing: True novelty92 is not very welcome within the established model either in natural sciences or in theology. Why? Because it would change, upset, and possibly destroy the model. Normal science is quite intent on using all available means to confirm, make more precise and secure, and extend the scope of its model of understanding, its paradigm. But this is a process of evolution through accumulation, a slow acquisition of more and more knowledge.93


In contrast to the theory that believes in its permanency, the new model which I am advocating here is an ‘open paradigm’, enabling both evolution and revolution to proceed from God’s unpredictable and fathomless nature. Whilst consulting the Fathers with utmost respect, the methodology applied in this book also incorporates Heidegger’s three basic attitudes needed in philosophizing about Being or the Living God. These attitudes are: ‘belief’, ‘hope’, and ‘openness’. The scope of this book allows us only a succinct account of this methodology. Traditional metaphysics, argues Heidegger, deals with the concept of ‘truth’, which implies the rational assumption about the nature of Being from which the nature of all beings is deduced. Using the three basic capacities—‘rational knowledge’, ‘memory’, and ‘will’—traditional metaphysics tries to delimit and secure the sphere of beings. Knowledge is a giving of ‘ground’ or ‘sufficient reason’ for the existence of beings; it ascribes them a fixed and definite position regardless of time and place. The function of memory consists in the preservation of that that is found in the light of knowledge. When it construes the relationship between theory and practice, traditional metaphysics introduces the capacity of will. The role of will is to put into practice what has been established by knowledge and remembered by memory.94 In contrast to the concept of ‘truth’, Heidegger introduces the notion of ‘unhiddenness’ (Heidegger’s translation of the Greek word ἀλήθ∊ια).


The passage from the rational metaphysics of beings (‘truth’) to the philosophy of Being (‘unhiddenness’) implies that we admit that the three capacities do not lead to the uncovering of Being. In rejecting rational knowledge, Heidegger turns to ‘belief’, which is an attitude that we assume when we do not adhere to something that has been ‘fixed’. Belief is the attitude that grants Being its inherent right to ‘becoming’ (Werden). Knowledge and memory as the preservation of what is known in the rational process are replaced by ‘hope’ and ‘openness’. The rational cognizance only makes evident what is already on the premises and it can never permit the discovery of something unexpected. Hope, on the other hand, is an attitude directed towards an expectation of the ‘new’, the ‘indeducible’, and it belongs to the sphere of the ingenious, not that of the rational. Finally, openness, in contrast to ‘will’, is an attitude of caritas or love and it permits beings to be something different from what has been their fixed definition as the outcome of deduction.95 Belief, hope, and openness obviously possess the same characteristic of the benevolent attitude towards Being’s endless potencies. Therefore the methodological paradigm I shall use in this book, as I have said, is an ‘open’ and a non-dogmatic paradigm in the sense that it believes in the groundlessness of Being and welcomes every possible paradigm-breaking turn that might come from this abyss of the unprecedented. The methodological attitude of benevolent openness is combined with Berdyaev’s belief in the further advance of ecclesial doctrines by way of ‘speculative metaphysics and mystical intuition’. It also embraces Berdyaev’s advice that in theologising we should start neither from God nor from the human being, but from the idea of Godmanhood, because Christianity presupposes not only belief in God but also in the human person.


In the manuscript, chapter One scrutinizes Zizioulas’s search for the balance between communion and what he calls the ‘absolute ontological otherness.’ Zizioulas argues that the prevailing western experience of communion is coloured by the fear of other, and especially of God, who is the ultimate other. The archetypal perception of other is depicted in the Biblical narrative on Adam who, avers Zizioulas, fearing that union with God will impede his freedom, chooses to affirm his self at the expense of communion. We focus in particular on the question whether Adam’s fear of God, as conceived in patristic thought, was solely—as Zizioulas would like us to believe—a result of Adam’s individualism. Is it possible, as Berdyaev argued, to trace vestiges of a ‘monophysite tendency’ in the patristic notion of freedom and therefore to a lack of sufficiently developed anthropology?


Chapter Two looks more closely into the question of freedom as conceived by Maximus the Confessor, one of the leading figures among the Eastern Church Fathers and the thinker whose work Zizioulas uses as a foundation for his own theology. Berdyaev argued that Christianity of the patristic period has not managed to present itself in fullness as a religion of freedom. This is mainly because the Church Fathers were concentrated on producing a negative concept of freedom, or freedom from passions, and therefore largely overlooked the positive aspect of freedom, or freedom for, i.e., freedom as the capacity to create radical novelty in being. Even in the patristic doctrine of theosis or deification, which aims at describing the positive facet of the human liberty, the emphasis is again on the suppression of human nature. The chapter analyses Maximus’s elucidation of the Chalcedonian doctrine of the union of the divine and the human nature in Christ. In order to establish the possibility of a positive expression of the human nature, the concepts of tantum-quantum, perichoresis, and eos-mehri are closely examined.


With Chapter Three we start the second section of this book by turning our attention to Nikolai Berdyaev. We seek to clarify why Berdyaev breaks away from the long-standing tradition of classical ontology. Special attention is given to the concept of the Ungrund, which Berdyaev borrows from Jacob Böhme, and which seems to be not only the most important pillar of Berdyaev’s philosophy, but also the most contested of all of his ideas. Within the context of Berdyaev’s vision of the Trinity we clarify the meaning of some of his key terms, such as spirit, life, freedom, action, movement, and infinity. In addition, a section of the chapter is devoted to Berdyaev’s view of the human person and her eight essential characteristics, as well as to one of his quintessential ideas – the concept of Godmanhood.


Chapter Four is divided into two main sections. The first section deals with the relationship between Berdyaev’s concepts of negative and positive freedom, proceeding with an interpretation of Berdyaev’s critique of historical Christianity and in particular what he calls ‘Christianity’s sin against the Holy Spirit’. Section two focuses on a set of concepts introducing Berdyaev’s understanding of positive freedom as theurgy. These are asceticism and creativity, saint and genius, ‘the world’, and imagination. The question is asked: Apart from asceticism, are there other religious experiences and paths towards saintliness, such as a path of creative ecstasy?


The chapter contains a section on imagination with a brief overview of the concept of intellect from Plato and Aristotle to Berdyaev. Special emphasis is given to the subsection on Kant, due to the importance of his Copernican turn and his theory of transcendental apperception. With an equal attentiveness we look into Coleridge and his elaborate concept of imagination.


Chapter Five reflects on Berdyaev’s assertion that the world has not yet seen a religious epoch of creativeness, that is, an epoch in which creativity and art would not be only ‘worldly’ actions, but ‘spiritual’ and ‘religious’. We expound on Berdyaev’s concept of genius and geniality by which the ‘passive’ notion of saintliness should be supplemented. Consequently, the chapter argues for an amended concept of sacraments according to which the human being is also a creator of eschatological realities. Thus, a ‘theandric’ concept of sacraments is inaugurated. Suggesting that this is something that Berdyaev’s theology lacks, the final section of the chapter offers a phenomenological outline of a theurgic, i.e., ontological, soteriological, and eschatological apology of art.
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