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For the Poor Clares of Lovere in Italy,


the monks of the Monastery of Simonos Petra on Mount Athos,


the monastic community of St John the Baptist in Essex


and the Carthusian hermits of St Hugh’s Charterhouse in West Sussex.


+


ΕΣΚΗΝΩΣΕΝ ΕΝ ΗΜΙΝ


No one has seen God at any time:


God the Only Begotten, the Son who is in the bosom of the Father,


He has expressed him.


(John 1:18)


+


He is in me and I am in Him:


I have only to love Him, to let myself be loved by Him;


and to do this forever, come what may:


to awaken in love, to move in love, to fall asleep in love;


my soul in His soul, and my heart in His heart,


so that He might cleanse me by His touch, and free me from my misery.


(St Elizabeth of the Trinity)











Preface


This book was written to commemorate the 750th anniversary of the death of St Bonaventure in 1274. It was prompted by reflecting on the theme of deification so evident in his Commentary on St Luke’s Gospel and his Collations on the Hexaëmeron, and it complements the studies that I have already published of those important texts. Bonaventure was summoned from university life in 1257 into active mission as Minister General of the Franciscans, and so his varied writings rapidly assumed a pastoral and spiritual scope in response to the demands confronting him. This study demonstrates that Bonaventure is indeed an important witness to the vitality of belief in deification, or deiformity, in the Western Church of the thirteenth century. His influence was long-lasting, notably among the Franciscans, the Carthusians, the German Mystics and also in the speculative theology of Nicholas of Cusa.


This book is written, however, to address the spiritual needs of the modern Church and, like the earlier studies, it is intended to be a sure bridge into the thought of Bonaventure, and also a clear exposition and communication of his distinctive teaching. It relies on the masterly translations of Bonaventure’s writings published by the Franciscan Institute at the University of St Bonaventure in New York. The extensive bibliography provides a wider context to his writings, as well as an overview of how deification has emerged as a significant emphasis in recent theological study of the Middle Ages in the West. Bonaventure’s teaching about deification provides a clear and challenging guide to living the Christian life today and entering more deeply into the mystery of Christ through thought, love and prayer.


I am grateful once again for the interest and encouragement of my monastic friends, to whose communities this book is dedicated, as well to my wife Geraldine; and also, to our family, who kindly commissioned as a gift to me the icon by Amanda de Pulford of St Francis and St Bonaventure being enfolded by the Seraphic Christ, which provides the image on the cover of this book and encapsulates its essential message. This study is intended to contribute to the continuing commemoration of the eighth centenary of the Feast of the Stigmata of St Francis on 17 September 2024, and also of the eighth centenary of the first coming of the Franciscans to Canterbury on 10 September 1224.


Douglas Dales


Feast of St Bonaventure – 15 July 2024











Introduction


Deification has become an important focus and unity in Christian theology, Eastern and Western, and much common ground has emerged in the light of recent research, not least into the theology of St Thomas Aquinas and St Gregory Palamas. Close examination of the writings of St Bonaventure reveals that it is an important and uniting theme throughout his teaching, beginning with his magisterial Commentary on the Sentences that distils how he taught theology in the University of Paris. What is striking, however, is the way in which he was able to convey the meaning of deification, or deiformity, to a variety of audiences throughout his ministry, first as a teaching theologian, and then as Minister General of the Franciscans. In so doing he demonstrated his great mastery of the Bible, as all that he said was rooted precisely in Scripture.


For Bonaventure deification was not just a speculative dimension to belief, but rather an immediate spiritual reality and the vocation for any Christian. The memory of St Francis receiving the stigmata at La Verna in 1224 coloured how Bonaventure thought about this and it gave to his teaching its clarity and urgency. For him, deification, or deiformity as he generally called it, was not just a matter of theory but of praxis. How could a person become deified by the Holy Spirit, and what might this mean in practical terms, as well as in terms of a transformed spiritual understanding and vision of Christ crucified?


The fact that teaching about deification is evident in his Commentary on St Luke’s Gospel and then, towards the end of his life, in his Collations on the Hexaëmeron demonstrates how fundamental this was to Bonaventure’s whole approach to teaching Christian theology and the practice of prayer. This study is intended as a complement to the studies that I have already published of these two important and brilliant texts, and they are not discussed again here.


This book begins in chapter one with consideration of the New Testament texts that support belief in the divine promise of deification, and how Bonaventure addressed some of these in his Commentary on St John’s Gospel. In the second chapter, his formal teaching about deification in his Commentary on the Sentences is closely examined as Bonaventure approached it in a very original and perceptive way. The third chapter examines how the teaching of St Augustine about the human capacity to receive divine life in Christ is fundamental to Bonaventure’s brilliant Itinerarium or the Journey of the Mind into God. He composed this while on retreat at La Verna where he was strongly influenced by the memory of St Francis. In the fourth chapter, Bonaventure was concerned to make the essence of Christian belief readily available to his students and others in his Breviloquium. It is a succinct Summa Theologiae. It includes important teaching about deification and the way in which this is mediated within the sacramental life of the Church.


As Minister General, Bonaventure often returned to Paris, and in 1268 he delivered a course of lectures there during Lent about the Holy Spirit. It is striking that the Holy Spirit played a prominent role in the spiritual experience and teaching of St Francis and St Clare, and Bonaventure expressed his own strong belief in the active work of the Holy Spirit in Christian life throughout all his writings. The fifth chapter considers the first part of these lectures, and the sixth chapter considers his teaching in the second part about the significance of the Blessed Virgin Mary. Bonaventure always showed a deep and sensitive devotion to her, and these lectures were delivered on the Feast of the Annunciation.


In the seventh chapter, the Christ-centred character of Bonaventure’s theology is considered in relation to a famous sermon that he preached in the University of Paris, and also to one of his most popular and influential writings – The Tree of Life. Bonaventure was a gifted spiritual guide and in the eighth chapter this is apparent in a series of his spiritual writings for various audiences, which had a profound influence at the time and long after. The ninth chapter reveals Bonaventure as a leading churchman, providing teaching and practical guidance to Franciscan and other clergy, as well as to members of the aristocracy in Spain and France, who were sympathetic to the Franciscan mission.


The tenth and last chapter considers closely Bonaventure’s profound Life of St Francis, the Legenda Maior which exerted such an influence on subsequent Catholic theology and art. This is a rich and minutely composed text, which collated the remaining memories of the saint and placed them within a carefully balanced framework of spiritual theology. Bonaventure portrayed Francis as an exemplar of Christian life for all, but also as someone for whom deification meant cruciformity – conformity to Christ crucified. This spiritual transformation within the life and experience of Francis came to its climax in the mystery of the stigmata. This miracle was carefully described by Bonaventure in a vivid and authoritative way. The chapter concludes with homage to St Clare as the living link between the time of St Francis and that of Bonaventure, and as someone whose hidden life and teaching embodied and safeguarded the original vision and charism of the saint.















1. Foundations

New Testament texts and the Commentary on St John’s Gospel







Jesus said, ‘This is eternal life, that they should know you, the only true God, and him whom you sent, Jesus Christ.’1 Belief in the possibility of Christian deification in terms of direct knowledge of God was inherent in Western theology in the thirteenth century, and it was often described in Latin as ‘deiformity’.2 To follow Christ, who is ‘in the form of God’,3 is to be made like him and to become conformed to him. This belief rested upon a number of texts within the New Testament, and it is encapsulated in the potent phrase ‘partakers of the divine nature’ that occurs in the second epistle of Peter.4 This belief is expressed in similar terms in the letter to the Ephesians, where Christians are called ‘to be renewed in the spirit of their minds’ and to put on the new humanity in Christ, which has been created in righteousness, holiness and truth, ‘in conformity with God Himself’.5


In the letter to Hebrews, Christians are charged to become ‘partakers in the holiness of God’6 in fulfilment of the ancient divine command to Israel in Leviticus: ‘Be holy, for I am holy.’7 Belief that human beings are made in the image and likeness of God is the foundation for this teaching,8 as is also the divine calling to become children or ‘sons’ of God, which was historically the unique vocation of Israel in the Old Testament.9 When Jesus defended himself as the Son of God in St John’s gospel,10 he appealed to a verse in Psalm 82 in which God said: ‘You are gods, and all of you sons of the Most High.’11 These texts prompted much deep Christian thought about the meaning of deiformity or deification.


Medieval theologians turned to the fourth gospel as much as to the writings of St Paul to elucidate the significance of belief in deiformity or deification. In the prologue of the fourth gospel, the evangelist declared ‘that as many as received him [i.e. the Word], to them he gave the right[12] to become children of God, to them that believe on his name: which were born not blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God’;13 and so it is ‘of his fullness that we have all received, grace upon grace’.14 In his dialogue with Nicodemus, Jesus spoke of a person being ‘born again’ or ‘from above’ by the coming of the Holy Spirit.15 To the Samaritan woman at the well, he promised the indwelling of the divine presence in terms of a ‘well of water springing up to eternal life’.16 Later at the festival of Tabernacles in the Temple in Jerusalem, Jesus openly declared: ‘If anyone thirst, let him come to me and drink: for someone who believes in me, as Scripture has said, out of his heart will flow rivers of living water.’17 These words fulfilled the call of divine wisdom in the Old Testament and the vision of the prophets, for ‘the wellspring of wisdom is like a flowing stream’.18 This invitation to drink by Jesus as the Wisdom of God anticipates his command ‘to eat the flesh of the Son of Man and to drink his blood’ in order to participate in the sacrificial life of God that he is offering: a person who does this ‘abides in me and I in him’. This gift of divine life within a person flows from the eternal relationship of the Father and the Son: for ‘as the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so the person who eats me will live because of me’.19 This life flows into a human person directly through the death of Christ on the Cross.20


The phrase ‘abides in me’ heralds the central teaching of the final discourses in this gospel when Jesus promised the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit as the Comforter and Spirit of Truth: ‘you will know him because he abides within you and he will be in you’.21 Obedience to the teaching of Jesus is the expression of true love of God the Father, and eternal life springs from such a relationship with Christ: ‘I will not leave you desolate, but I will come to you … because I live, you will live also. In that day, you will know that I am in my Father, and you are in me, and I am in you.’22 Jesus concluded with the promise that ‘if someone loves me, he will keep my word: and my Father will love him; and we will come to him and make our dwelling with him’.23 The implication of the word ‘we’ is profound: for deification means being conformed to Christ by his indwelling and by being filled with his Spirit; and so it means being drawn within the eternal communion or koinonia of love of the Trinity – the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.


Jesus used the Parable of the Vine to intimate how a person may truly abide in him saying, ‘Abide in me and I in you.’24 A Christian is grafted by baptism into Christ, receiving within the hidden sap of the Holy Spirit, so that life may prevail and the fruit of divine love may be borne: for ‘a person who abides in me and I in him bears much fruit: but apart from me you can do nothing’.25 In Galatians, St Paul described the fruit of the Spirit as ‘love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, meekness, and self-control’.26 Such fruit is the sign of the inner presence of the Holy Spirit. It is not a human achievement, but it is the work of divine grace perfecting human nature; and it bears all the hallmarks of divine life and love as revealed in the person of Jesus: it results in Christlikeness. In the great prayer of Jesus in St John chapter seventeen, he asked the Father that ‘they may all be one, as you, Father, are in me, and I am in you: that they also may be in us; … and that they may be one, even as we are one: I in them and you in me, so that they may be perfected into one.’27 To be a Christian is therefore to become enfolded within the love of the Trinity – Father, Son and Holy Spirit; and this is the deep meaning of deification, even as Jesus prayed to his Father, ‘that the love with which you love me may be in them, and I in them’.28 The Holy Spirit brings about this perfecting of a human person throughout a lifetime – a perfecting into unity with God, and also with other Christians within the Body of Christ, the Church.


The first letter of John unfolds this mystery further, asserting that divine love has made us children of God: ‘we are already the children of God, but it is not yet revealed what we shall be. But we know that, when he shall appear, we shall be like him; for we shall see him as he is.’29 Purity of life and diligent prayer constitute the path to the fulfilment of the promise of Jesus in the Beatitudes: ‘Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.’30 Love is the sign that a person belongs to God: for ‘a person who does not love does not even know God: for God is love’.31 Moreover, ‘No-one has seen God at any time;[32] but if we love one another, God abides within us, and His love is being perfected in us.’33 The sense of the Holy Spirit within us confirms that ‘we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit’.34 The truth is that ‘God is love, and a person who abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him.’35 In the book of Revelation, this is intimated by the cryptic symbols of ‘the hidden manna’ and ‘the white stone’, upon which is written ‘a new name that is unknown to all apart from the person that receives it’.36 For in the words of St Paul: ‘your life is hidden with Christ in God’.37


It is in the writings of St Paul that the meaning of becoming Christlike or deiform is explicitly revealed through his own experience of conversion and its aftermath. His authority as a spiritual father was second to none as ‘the Apostle’, so often cited in patristic and medieval theology. To pursue the meaning of deiformity or deification in his letters is to come very close to the heart of Paul’s own spiritual experience of being ‘in Christ’.38 A pivotal testimony is in his letter to Romans, where he said that ‘you are no longer in the flesh but in the Spirit, if the Spirit of God dwells within you: … and if Christ is within you … the Spirit is life because of righteousness; … for as many as are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God; … and the Spirit bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God.’39 Central to Paul’s thinking was adoption through Christ as children of God and becoming ‘fellow-heirs’ with Christ.40 He invited Christians ‘to put on the Lord Jesus Christ’,41 and to be sacrificially transformed by ‘the renewing of the mind’.42


The moral and pastoral implications of this belief become clear in his two letters to the Corinthians. At the heart of Christian ethics is the belief that each human person with their body is called to become a sanctuary of the Holy Spirit.43 Each human being, made in the divine image and likeness, is therefore of unique value and significance from the moment of stable conception until the moment of natural death and beyond. This belief is the foundation of all Christian ethics in terms of chastity and belief in the sanctity of individual life. Each person is capable of becoming indwelt by the Holy Spirit, and therefore deified in this life and perfected in eternal life, which is their destiny. The coming of the Word of God in human flesh44 has sanctified forever actual human physical and spiritual existence; and by his ascension, Christ has revealed its eternal destiny by taking human nature in himself into God.45 Holy Communion is therefore participation in the Body and Blood of Christ, and this communion or koinonia is at the heart of the Church’s life.46 Life in Christ is also the basis for belief in the resurrection of the human person including the body: ‘For as in Adam all die, so in Christ shall all be made alive.’47


The indwelling of the Holy Spirit is a transforming experience, restoring blinded sight, so that ‘we all with unveiled faces, reflecting as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, as from the Lord the Spirit’.48 For ‘if anyone is in Christ there is a new creation: old things have passed away and everything is becoming new’.49 This transforming experience and vision is, however, wrought at great cost – by bearing the Cross of Christ,50 which means ‘Always bearing about in our body the dying of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may be revealed in our body, … in our mortal flesh: thus death works in us, but life in you’.51 At the end of his letter to the Galatians, Paul affirmed in his own handwriting that, ‘I bear branded on my body the marks of Jesus’: and the Greek word he used was stigmata,52 which is the word also used in the Latin text of the Vulgate.


Paul’s letter to the Galatians contains his momentous testimony: ‘I have been crucified with Christ, and it is no longer I that live, but Christ lives in me.’53 He reminded his hearers that ‘you are all children of God through faith in Jesus Christ: for as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ, so that you are all one humanity in Jesus Christ.’ This new humanity in Christ transcends being Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female.54 The purpose of his writing to them was so that ‘Christ may be formed in you’.55 In his letter to the Colossians this teaching was further developed, and it can be summed up in the phrase ‘Christ within you, the hope of glory.’56 Paul said that ‘in Christ dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily, and in him you are being fulfilled’.57 In Baptism, Christians ‘have put on the new humanity [in Christ], which is being renewed by knowledge of God in whose image it is created’.58 In the letter to Ephesians, the writer prayed that his hearers ‘might be strengthened with power through the Spirit within you: so that Christ may dwell in your hearts by faith, and that you may be rooted and grounded in love’.59 Christians are called to ‘be renewed in the spirit of the mind and to put on the new human nature, which is being created in God’s likeness in righteousness, holiness, and truth’.60


In his very personal letter to the Philippians, Paul said that ‘For me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.’61 He regarded ‘being in Christ’ as more valuable than anything else in his own religious formation or experience, and he relied entirely upon faith and divine grace at work within him. For him, therefore, to be made like Christ meant coming to know him personally and experiencing the power of his resurrection already at work within him. This entailed sharing in the sufferings of Christ and becoming spiritually conformed to his death. This is the meaning of Christian baptism and also the hope of final resurrection in Christ. Paul regarded this work of divine grace within him as a lifetime’s process of inner transformation, a ‘perfecting in the midst of imperfection’, to use a phrase dear to St Gregory the Great. Paul’s hope was that he would be able to ‘apprehend that for which I was first apprehended by Jesus Christ’ on the road to Damascus and subsequently.62 For the goal of his life was simply ‘the prize of the heavenly calling of God in Jesus Christ’.63


The letter to Hebrews also contains teaching that is fundamental to the Christian vocation to deification. The foundation of this is the incarnation of Christ and his suffering and death on the Cross, where he ‘tasted death for every human being’. He came in order ‘to bring many sons to glory’, and the bond of his union with them is the measure of his sufferings, by which he was ‘perfected’ within the confines of sinful human existence. ‘For he that sanctifies and they that are sanctified are all one’; and Jesus called us his ‘brethren’ in the closing words of Psalm 22, a psalm that was on his lips as he died, and by reference to which he summoned his disciples after his resurrection.64 By his incarnation in human flesh, Jesus overthrew the power of death and evil, abolishing fear65 by ‘being made like his brethren in all things’. He was tempted but victorious, and so he is able to respond empathetically to all those who turn to him for help in their need.66 Christians are called to become ‘partakers of Christ’,67 and to be ‘enlightened with the heavenly gift [through baptism] and so be made partakers of the Holy Spirit, by tasting the goodness of the word of God’.68 It is by ‘looking unto Jesus’69 that they become ‘partakers of his holiness’.70 Throughout this letter, that reflects so profoundly upon the spiritual worship of the Church,71 being a Christian means ‘offering up a continual sacrifice of praise to God through Jesus Christ’.72 The words of Jesus himself in the gospel intimate this when he said to his disciples that ‘the Kingdom of God is within you’.73 For he also said to the Samaritan woman at the well: ‘God is Spirit and they who worship Him must worship in spirit and in truth.’74





It is quite clear, therefore, that the call to deiformity or deification lies at the heart of Christianity and it is one of the most uniting themes within the New Testament. It is therefore interesting to see how St Bonaventure handled some of these key texts in his writings. References to them occur widely, but perhaps the best way to appreciate how he understood their significance is to look at the relevant discussion of some of them in his masterly commentary on St John’s gospel. This arose from his teaching in the University of Paris, and it is notable for the vast range of critical questions that he addressed in addition to his actual teaching about the meaning of the text of the gospel.75


Discussing the text in John 1:12,76 ‘To as many as received him he gave the right to become children of God, to those that believe on his name’, Bonaventure had this to say: ‘The benefit of Christ’s coming is the reception of divine sonship.’ He then cited I John 3:1 and also Romans 8:17 about being called ‘children of God’ and ‘sons and heirs with Christ’. To believe in Christ is to believe ‘in the reality behind his name: and his name is “Emmanuel”, which means “God with us”’.77 A Christian therefore believes that ‘he is God and man: and that a person becomes a son (or child) of God’: for ‘everyone who believes that Jesus is the Son of God is born of God’.78


Discussing the discourse about the Bread of Life in John 6:56,79 Bonaventure emphasised the immediate reality of divine life given in Christ: ‘The flesh of Christ really gives life, and because it is true food it gives life: thus, a person who eats it has life.’ Jesus gives a reason why his flesh is the true food that nourishes and alone gives life: ‘the person who abides in me lives on account of me. Now the person who eats my flesh abides in me, and therefore that person lives on account of me.’ Bonaventure then cited I John 4:16: ‘the person who abides in love abides in God, and God in him’. He described this as indwelling or ‘inhabitation’, citing the promise made later by Jesus in the gospel, that ‘if a person loves me, he will keep my word; and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our abode in him’.80


When challenged in a question about the meaning of John 7:37-38, which contains the promise made by Jesus in the Temple about living water flowing out of anyone who comes to him in faith, Bonaventure replied, taking his cue from a homily of St John Chrysostom.81 He said that:




divine grace is called a flowing river, not because it flows from one into another; but because, once it has entered the mind to abide within it, it is greater than any fountain, neither decreasing nor stagnant, but flowing and flowing yet again. It flows from God and makes humans flow back to God, like tidal water that moves in only to move out again.





This graphic image lay at the heart of the way in which Bonaventure sensed and conceived the vastness of the love of God. His creative purpose is expressed in the creation of the world, and also in the existence of human beings, who are of central significance within it. It is supremely expressed in the coming of the Word himself as the re-Creator, who came forth from God in order to return to God and to restore all things to Him.82


This perception also underlay the way in which Bonaventure explained the coming of the Holy Spirit as promised by Christ in John 14:17.83 He cited the cryptic references in Revelation 2:17 to the ‘hidden manna’ and ‘the white stone’, upon which a new and secret name is written, to give meaning to the promise of Jesus that ‘the Holy Spirit will dwell with you and be within you’. This signifies the twofold nature of the Holy Spirit’s coming in terms of ‘grace that comes before us, and grace that follows us’.84 The Spirit is given to incorporate a person into Christ and to lead him or her back to the Father, always within the stream of divine love that flows out from God in Christ in order to return to God.


Bonaventure had to respond to a hard and penetrating question about the meaning and even the propriety of the key verse in John 14:23 about the coming of the Father and the Son to indwell a person.85 Why was the Holy Spirit not explicitly mentioned? Does the crucial word ‘we’ apply to the Father and the Son, or perhaps rather to the Son and the Spirit? Surely the Father is the one who sends the Son? How can He send Himself, who is the Creator of all things? Citing St Augustine, Bonaventure explained that the coming of God in this way is understood according to its effect, and not according to its essence:86




Since the works of the Trinity are undivided, when the Holy Spirit comes, the Father and the Son actually come, but this coming is only attributed to the person of the Father. Therefore, even though the Father comes with the Son [as one of the persons of the Trinity], nonetheless He does not send Himself along with the person of Son.





It is the Son who is sent, and who with the Father sends the Holy Spirit.87 The Father is thus the sole originating principle within the Trinity.


In his discussion of the Parable of the Vine in John chapter fifteen, Bonaventure developed the ethical implications of divine indwelling when Christ dwells within a person ‘as in a temple’.88 For ‘the person who abides in love abides in God and God in him’.89 Mutual abiding means mutual love, which will bear fruit because of the hidden life of the Holy Spirit within a person. Only union with Christ can bring about the fruits of the Spirit, for Christ is ‘the fullness of him who has filled all with all’.90 The fruits of the Spirit also have a direct impact upon the lives of others; so ‘let us therefore love God, because God first loved us’.91 When challenged whether Christ mediates life through his divine or human nature, Bonaventure explained that he is the mediator because he is both God and man: and the Vine is a symbol of this life-giving reality, just as it is a symbol of the possibility of participation in the life of God through Christ.92 The union of divine and human natures in the one person of Christ is why he is the object of Christian worship. ‘Without this faith, implicit or explicit, no-one is saved; and the moisture of grace overflows into the lives of the saints’ in the Old Testament, and also in the continuing life of the Church.


In his Commentary on St John’s Gospel as in his Commentary on St Luke’s Gospel, Bonaventure was interpreting the text of the gospels in the light of certain core beliefs about the mystery of deification. What this means and how it comes about in a human person runs like a golden theme throughout all his subsequent writings. The foundations of his teaching on this as on other subjects are to be found in his magisterial commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard by which he first established his reputation in the University of Paris, and then further afield, as the pre-eminent Franciscan teacher of theology of his day.
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2. Deiformity

The Commentary on the Sentences and the Treatise on the Knowledge of Christ







Bonaventure’s formal understanding of deiformity, or deification, is to be found in his magisterial and lengthy Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard, which constitutes the principal and largest of the works that he composed while teaching in the University of Paris. He was obliged to lecture upon them as they provided the framework in which Christian theology was taught at that time, and he did so in a thorough and original manner. The terms and questions of the discussion were therefore already established.


Christian belief in the possibility of deiformity or deification springs from belief that God can be directly known through Jesus Christ by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. In his Commentary on the Sentences, Bonaventure had to address the question of whether God can really be known by human beings, and, if so, how, by responding to a weighty statement derived from the writings of Dionysius, who asserted that ‘it is not possible to describe or to understand God’.1


Traditionally this belief was upheld as an axiom on the basis that the mind can only understand what is proportionate to it, what becomes in some way united to it, what it may reasonably be able to judge, and what can in some way further form the attention of the mind. God is infinite and the human mind is not, and so it cannot come to know directly something that is uncreated. The infinite cannot be contained within a finite being, nor can something finite sit in judgement over something infinite over which it has no determining power. Finally, God’s being is spiritual and ineffable, and it cannot be united to a created existence. Bonaventure had to address these arguments by setting forth the contrary position that was still central to traditional Western theology, and that was deeply influenced by the teaching of St Augustine:




The rational soul is made according to the image of God. As Augustine said in De Trinitate, ‘The mind is an image of God, being capable of receiving God and able to participate in God.’[2] The mind is not capable of receiving God substantially or essentially, however; but nor is it capable of receiving any other creature in that way. Therefore, the mind must be capable of receiving God by the way of knowing and loving Him;[3] and so God can indeed be known by a creature.





For the biblical phrase ‘to know’ means participation in God through love: it is a nuptial image derived from the Bible.


The importance of this statement cannot be overemphasised, as it provides the sure foundation for all that Bonaventure believed and taught. The language of knowing and loving is the language of an unfolding relationship with God. He considered this to be an eminently rational belief for four reasons, which he derived from the theology of Augustine. All spiritual knowledge comes to us only because of the invisible illumination of divine light, and this light is by its revealed nature knowable to the highest degree: ‘God is the greatest light and so therefore He can be known by the soul to the highest degree.’ Moreover, God is united to the soul through His presence within a person, and so is more truly known than anything else. ‘The greatest good is related to love and the highest truth is related to knowledge’; and as the highest good may be loved by us, so the highest truth may become known. The human mind is designed to respond to and to seek after divine light, and this quest is unending; this should therefore determine the whole direction of a person’s spiritual life. The union of knowledge and love expresses and develops a true relationship of loving trust and understanding between God and a human person who responds to Him.


In his formal response to this conundrum of theology, Bonaventure also addressed the tragic paradox of human existence:




As the greatest light, God is intrinsically knowable to the highest degree, and as this light fills our mind, so far as He is in Himself, God would be knowable to the greatest degree, even to us, were there not some defects in our power of knowing. These defects caused by sin cannot be completely removed except through conformity with God [i.e. deiformity] in heavenly glory.4





Bonaventure spent most of his time as a spiritual teacher addressing exactly how human deformity by sin can be turned into deiformity by the grace of Christ. This theme of deification by grace that leads to deiformity in eternity permeates all his subsequent writings.


Bonaventure then disposed in his Commentary on the Sentences of the objections to belief in deiformity in a summary manner, by asserting the crucial distinction between knowledge as apprehension and knowledge as comprehension. Apprehension responds to and relates to revealed truth, whereas comprehension claims a total knowledge: in the case of God, this cannot be.5 The human soul, however, is capable of knowing God by assimilation inasmuch as it is made in the image and likeness of God: there is therefore an inherent affinity between God and human beings, for ‘God and the soul are intelligible spiritual realities’. Dionysius was thus speaking about comprehensive knowledge of God, which is impossible because He is infinite and we are not. On the other hand, God’s infinity is focussed through His simplicity of being: ‘This kind of infinite, because it is simple, exists everywhere as a whole; and because it is infinite, it is not in anything as though it were outside that thing; and this is how our knowing God should be understood.’6 With regard to the human capacity for judgement, words of Augustine remain true: that ‘no-one judges the Truth, yet no-one judges without it’.7 Bonaventure concluded that ‘God is present to the soul itself and to every intellect through truth’;8 and it is this that forms the mind, making the soul better by inculcating a transforming sense of God’s reality and nature.


Bonaventure’s discussion of the nature of deiformity or deification runs throughout his extensive and magisterial Commentary on the Sentences.9 In the process, his deep understanding of the spiritual nature and significance of human existence becomes apparent. His sense of the meaning of deiformity was deepened by considering the spiritual state of the angels, who also have a deiform intelligence.10 For human beings, however, deiformity is only perfected in eternity ‘per gloriam’. Bonaventure contested the false idea that human beings are unworthy of deification because of their physical and bodily existence. The human soul is the noblest form ever created by God,11 and it governs the whole development of a person, including the perfection of his or her body, by giving it beauty and form, and preparing it for immortality. The union between soul and body is complete and inseparable, and this is expressed by the beauty and complexity of the human body, which is itself a sign of the soul’s inner existence and presence.


Reflecting further on the mystery of angelic existence, Bonaventure deduced its inherent unity expressed in the rich diversity of its hierarchical existence as the angels revolve around the Being of God.12 From this divine principle of unity flows all the diverse manifestations of divine grace, just as the one Body of Christ is present everywhere that the Eucharist is celebrated: its inner fire is one, but its heat is experienced by each and every participant. For every moment of divine encounter and communion draws a person deeper into the single mystery of God; and in this participation angels and human beings have a common experience of worship and transformation by divine grace;13 and their inherent unity is discovered and expressed in their diversity. This is expressed every time the Eucharist is celebrated and the solemn words of the Sanctus are uttered, along ‘with angels and archangels and all the company of heaven’.


Bonaventure was obliged to address also the question of whether angels know the divine Being without any mediation. This may seem abstruse to a modern reader but it provoked Bonaventure to reflect further on exactly how human beings come to the knowledge of God.14 Angels have indeed a deiform intellect, but human beings only come to know God by His own light, and their deiformity is a work in process, which reaches its perfection in eternity where the vision of God is the highest beatitude.15 Only the condescension of divine grace can bring this about, and only divine light can show the way.16 The key text in Bonaventure’s mind was the prayer of Jesus in St John 17:3: ‘This is eternal life, that they should know you as the only true God, and him whom you sent, Jesus Christ.’17


Further on in his Commentary on the Sentences, Bonaventure addressed the question of whether angels have a role in mediating divine love.18 Isaiah’s vision in the Temple, for example, was confirmed by the seraph bringing a living coal from the altar to touch his mouth.19 This angelic mediation was challenged by some on the grounds that only the Holy Spirit can pour the love of God into a human heart.20 The kindling of divine love on the altar of the human heart brings about the deiformity of the human person and only God can accomplish this.21 However, Bonaventure defended the role of the angels in assisting this process as an expression of their overflowing goodness and love towards human beings, and also towards God as the source of their own goodness and love. Nonetheless the flame of divine love is only kindled by the Holy Spirit within the human heart by the infusion of divine grace.22


Towards the end of the second book of his Commentary on the Sentences, Bonaventure had to consider the nature of Adam’s original and unfallen knowledge of God in Paradise.23 Once again, this may seem to be a speculative question, but it prompted Bonaventure to define more closely the nature of the ultimate vision of God. For this is the goal of deiformity, of the development of a human person to be able to stand in the presence of God forever; and this worship is the true glory of humanity: ‘God will be seen in heaven because the soul has been prepared for this by the mediation of deiformity and the influence of divine glory.’24 The promise of Jesus is thus fulfilled: ‘Blessed are the pure in the heart, for they shall see God.’25 Towards the end of the fourth book of his Commentary on the Sentences, Bonaventure affirmed the ultimate beatitude of the human soul whereby each and every person being made deiform is conformed utterly to God. Thus, the inherent diversity of human beings, each uniquely made in the divine image and likeness, is fulfilled when their essential unity in God is revealed and expressed in union with Him.26


In the third book of his Commentary on the Sentences, Bonaventure considered the nature of the knowledge of Christ, something to which he would return in his later treatise on the subject.27 Central to Bonaventure’s thinking was the Transfiguration of Jesus to which he paid such close and extensive attention in his masterly Commentary on St Luke’s Gospel.28 Reflecting on the nature of the Incarnation enabled him to discern some of the depths of human nature when it is fulfilled by divine indwelling.29 For only divine light can bring about deiformity30 and, while God’s being cannot be seen,31 His glory can be seen as it shines through the face of Jesus Christ.32 Bonaventure used the analogy of invisible light which illuminates in order to make this point, confirming the intuition of the Psalmist that it is only ‘in Thy light that we see light’.33


Further on, Bonaventure gave an important definition of deification:34




When the soul comes to know God, this is not something that the soul achieves by itself, but it is God who influences the soul as He condescends to it by His grace and raises the soul up, thus rendering it deiform. This deiformity renders the eye of the soul capable of seeing God.35





He developed his discussion of this in relation to Christ as the Word of God and the Exemplar,36 the one to whom human life must become conformed if a person is to come to understand the eternal truth that alone is found in him.37 In this way a person becomes conformed to divine wisdom and goodness; and by being deified in glory is made like unto the Word of God himself.38 The human mind of Christ was so enlarged by his union with the eternal Word that all things may be comprehended in him, as he is the key to the true nature and destiny of humanity.39 In some cases, the saints also manifested a similar capacity for transformed vision, for example in the case of St Benedict as recounted by Gregory the Great in his Dialogues: ‘For the soul cannot be united to the Word of God unless it becomes deiform, and this deiformity takes away all the obscurity of ignorance. It is from such knowledge of oneself and of God that perfect humility is born according to the example of Christ himself.’40


For Christ reveals the true potential of human life made in God’s image and likeness, and deiformity in him transforms the knowledge of many things beyond what might naturally be understood.41 The phrase ‘in Thy light shall we see light’ comes to mean seeing things and others from the vantage point of God Himself. Only then will the full potential of human nature be revealed and expressed, as was evident in the person of Christ himself, who is the true measure of humanity.42 Bonaventure concluded that the potential of human understanding in Christ is in fact infinite in its scope by virtue of his being the incarnate Word of God.43


Bonaventure thought that faith alone is the sole basis for true understanding, as well as of contemplation, for ‘faith seeks understanding’ and it lays the foundation for the vision of God in glory. There is therefore a continuity between faith as experienced in this temporal life and its fulfilment eternally; and this is because Christian faith entails intelligent trust and love, which is the only basis for a true relationship with God.44 The natural capacity of the human mind thus points beyond itself to its own transcendence in the hands of God.45 Deiformity means being drawn into the essential simplicity of God and seeing all things in the light of His eternity.46





Bonaventure also defined quite closely the meaning of deiformity or deification, in his Disputed Questions on the Knowledge of Christ.47 This was written during his time as a teacher of theology in the University of Paris, perhaps in 1254, and a few years after he completed his Commentary on the Sentences, where he had also addressed the topic of the human knowledge of Christ.48 He returned to this subject shortly afterwards in his Breviloquium.49 His Disputed Questions addressed the nature and limitations of the knowledge of Christ in his human soul as someone united uniquely to God the Word. How could infinite knowledge and wisdom be received by the mind of a finite human being?50 In some ways, this scholastic debate in the thirteenth century was comparable to earlier debates during the seventh-century Monothelite controversy concerning how there could be two wills, divine and human, functioning within the one person of Christ. Both debates engaged with the hard question of how Jesus could be truly a human being with a mind, will and soul of his own while living in intimate union with God the Word. Were there limits to his actual knowledge while he was alive? In attempting to resolve this apparently speculative conundrum about the psychology of Jesus, Bonaventure adduced some vital principles that helped to define his understanding of the nature of deification within a human person. He took the human experience of Jesus very seriously, regarding his humanity as the ultimate measure of our own.


What did it mean for someone like St Benedict ‘to see all creation gathered up into a single beam of divine light’, as Gregory the Great related in his biography of him in The Dialogues?51 Gregory’s commentary on this vision was highly influential in later medieval thought, and Bonaventure elucidated its significance in this treatise.52 Gregory commented thus on the significance of Benedict’s experience:




All creation is bound to appear small to a soul that sees the Creator. Once it beholds a little of His light, it finds all creatures small indeed. The light of holy contemplation enlarges and expands the mind in God until it stands above the world. In fact, the soul that sees Him rises above itself; and as it is drawn upwards into His light, all its inner powers unfold. … For Benedict’s spirit was enlarged, being absorbed as he was in God.53





The last three questions in the Disputed Questions on the Knowledge of Christ shed great light on what Bonaventure understood about deification, as he revealed the assumptions and principles by which he reflected on the nature of the human experience and knowledge of Jesus himself. If ‘God is the life of the soul’, as Augustine taught, then ‘God is capable of enlivening the soul by His own nature.’54 His uncreated wisdom will eclipse all other wisdom, just as a strong light will envelop all other lights.55 However, because God the uncreated cannot be immediately the perfecting form of the created soul, another type of wisdom is required that interacts with human experience, as happened in the earthly life of Christ.56 Bonaventure said that ‘the soul of Christ is of the same nature as other souls. No human soul attains fully to the fount of eternal wisdom unless it is conformed to God or becomes deiform.’57


Bonaventure considered that fallen humanity is blinded to varying degrees and he drew the important conclusion, probably alluding to the vision of Benedict, that only the influence of eternal light can remedy this deficiency; hence the words of a contemporary hymn to the Holy Spirit: ‘enable with perpetual light the dullness of our blinded sight’. Bonaventure said:




For the created intelligence does not attain to that fount of wisdom unless it has been conformed to God,[58] and thus elevated above itself and made suitable.[59] It is therefore necessary that something be given to it from above,[60] which is proportionate to it and then inheres within it. This we call the influence of eternal light; and because it makes the soul suitable for receiving wisdom, it is also called created wisdom.61





The origin of this created wisdom, however, is the uncreated wisdom of God Himself, and such wisdom transforms a person in every way. It is also the foundation for all genuine knowledge about reality: ‘It is clear that in the case of this created wisdom, eternal truth concurs with that knowledge of the truth, which we conceive within ourselves, and which is indeed the principle that informs our soul.’ Only in the light of eternal truth can we see truly, ‘for it is only in Thy light that we shall see light’.62 It is the uncreated wisdom of God that guides the whole process and enables true discernment by the informing light of created wisdom shining within the soul: ‘This makes it conformed to God and capable of sensing by contuition[63] the light of uncreated wisdom.’64


OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title Page



		Copyright



		Epigraphs



		Contents



		Preface



		Introduction



		1. Foundations – New Testament texts and the Commentary on St John’s Gospel



		2. Deiformity – The Commentary on the Sentences and the Treatise on the Knowledge of Christ



		3. Capax Dei – The Itinerarium, or the Journey of the Mind into God



		4. Divine Indwelling – The Breviloquium, a ‘Summa’ of Christian Theology



		5. The Throne of Grace – The Collations on the Seven Gifts of the Holy Spirit



		6. Theotokos – The Blessed Virgin Mary in the Collations on the Seven Gifts of the Holy Spirit



		7. The Way, the Truth and the Life – ‘Christ, the One Teacher of All’ and The Tree of Life



		8. Cherishing the Soul – The Mystical Vine, Five Feasts of the Child Jesus and The Threefold Way



		9. The Life of Prayer – On Governing the Soul, On the Perfection of Life, The Soliloquium, The Six Wings of the Seraph and the ‘Tract for Preparation for Mass’



		10. St Francis – The Life of St Francis of Assisi, the Legenda Maior



		Bibliography



		Biblical Index



		Index of Names











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Introduction



		1. Foundations – New Testament texts and the Commentary on St John’s Gospel



		Bibliography



		Biblical Index



		Index of Names











Pagebreaks of the print version





		Cover Page



		i



		iii



		iv



		v



		vii



		ix



		x



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205











OEBPS/images/9780227180921.jpg
Deification 1n the

Spiritual ‘Theology

: 35 “of St iBz:g)naventugg

) 9 f 4
> &Y
x4 Douglas
B )

PO €7 Dales





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo1.jpg





