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			Initiating the Discussion
—
‘For the Fall and Rising of Many’: 
St Gregory Palamas at the 
Crossroads of Interpretations

		

		
			Nikolaos Loudovikos

			Professor of Dogmatics and Philosophy, University Ecclesiastical Academy of Thessaloniki; Visiting Professor, Institute for Orthodox Christian Studies, Cambridge, UK; Research Fellow, University of Winchester, UK

		

		
			As an unfailing sign of his spiritual greatness, St Gregory Palamas continues to be a stumbling block for Western and some Eastern theologians alike, and he still emerges like a lonely island in the midst of Christian theology ‘for the fall and rising of many’ (Luke 2:34). Non-Orthodox theologians avoid or reject him, not only because they constantly misinterpret his doctrine of uncreated energies as ‘innovation’ (from Denis Petau to Martin Jugie and Robert Jenson) but also because they suspect him of refuting certain fundamental Western theological concepts concerning grace, synergy, divine unity, the Filioque, etc. Some Orthodox theologians, on the other hand, have become ‘Palamophobic’ for some complicated reasons, mainly due to the misunderstanding of the function of selfhood and the significance of psychosomatic participation in Hesychasm, something I have sought to analyse in my book, Beyond Spirituality: Christian Mysticism of Power, and the Meaning of the Self in the Patristic Era.1 But are there any further historical reasons for this ‘conflict of interpretations’, to recall Paul Ricœur? 2 As I wrote recently:

			The difficulty with Hesychasm is that its absorption into scholarship was interrupted suddenly and early. The gradual collapse and eventual fall of the Empire, the resultant decapitation of the Roman-Greek nation’s scholarship in the fifteenth century, the terrible vicissitudes of the centuries-long, barbarous occupation, and, thereafter, the impositions of the West and the brutal clashes over confessions for a long time forced the Eastern Church to put its energies into preservation and conservation. The Orthodox Church in Russia was unable to undertake the task for the reasons described by Florovsky.3

			First, this prevented a real, in-depth dialogue after the Hesychast councils between the victors of the Hesychast conflict—the Hesychasts like Palamas, Cabasilas, Kokkinos, and, later on, Markus Eugenikos et al.—and those who were defeated—the Westernizing opponents and their pupils. Second, it prevented a real and deep dialogue with the West, something for which many Western theologians, with their strong confessionalism, are also responsible. George-Gennadios Scholarios, in the fifteenth century, started a deep, unprecedented, and learned dialogue with the West, but by then it was no longer possible to truly hold such a major spiritual and cultural event within the collapsing Byzantine intelligentsia. The same is true concerning people like Vikentios Damodos, the great and erudite theologian of the eighteenth century, whose work is, ironically, in great part, still unpublished. There were two appalling consequences as a result of this situation. First, Hesychasm gradually gave the impression of real and substantive opposition to humanism, both classical and medieval, and to the natural, cosmological, and, in part, metaphysical dimensions of philosophy, whereas in fact it represented a drastic reacquisition, critique, and transformation of all these (even though this was formulated largely through thinking and experience, rather than in a systematic manner). It is therefore unfortunate, but true, that a good deal of obscurantism has crept in to Orthodox theology, especially in recent years, making it impossible to hold the potentially invaluable dialogue between Hesychasm and the human sciences and philosophy, which would provide these with new horizons. The second disastrous effect is that Hesychasm was understood as having an a priori anti-Western orientation and impetus, something which is of course untrue, since Palamas, along with his cleverer pupils in the centuries that followed, never condemned Augustine or Thomas Aquinas; many Western theologians are also responsible for this supposed hostility since, out of their inability to properly understand Palamas, they created a swarm of monstrous myths about Palamas and Hesychasm, to such an extent that even now all the good and faithful Catholic scholars feel unconsciously compelled to express a sort of theological nausea when they encounter Palamas and his ancient or modern proponents. It is impossible to find even one Western scholar who completely rejects Palamas due to a deep knowledge of his theology.4

			Moreover, and in continuity with the above difficulties, there perhaps exists another series of critical ‘factors’ that have to be taken into serious consideration by both pro-Palamites and anti-Palamites in order for an honest dialogue to be established. The first factor can perhaps be called ‘the battle of intentions’. What are our ultimate theological intentions when dealing with the Palamite corpus? Is what we usually call an ‘irenic’ and ‘balanced’ (sterilized!) academic approach enough to fathom the wuthering heights and burning depths of St Gregory’s ‘existential’ treasury, acquired in the years of his hermetic self-enclosure in his remote cave at the Veria Skete, where he passed the years of his youth crying to God, ‘Illumine my darkness’? How many of us know, in an existential manner, something about this ‘darkness’ and the quality of its possible ‘illumination’? However, these are not pious excesses, but excessive ‘saturated phenomena’, to use Marion’s phenomenological language,5 and something even more profound than this. How many mistakes and how many self-sufficiently blissful misunderstandings of Palamite thought would have being avoided had scholars been able to partake, even just a little, of his divine music? Or, alternatively, how much better would it be to respect what we do not possess and consent to learn from Palamas, instead of putting him constantly upon the Procrustean bed of our narrow and self-sufficient academic mediocrity? It is simply impossible to truly understand Palamas and others like him, East and West, by simply using our habitual scholarly methods and projects. At the same time, Palamas requires another sort of spiritual intention on our part in order to be fathomed. If approached in this way, the synodical reception of St Gregory by the Orthodox Church is not without meaning.

			The second factor that must be considered relates to ‘cultural wars’. If on the flag of the anti-Western Orthodox warriors of this long warfare—cultural in its hidden core—is written ‘Spiritual East versus Scholastic West’, then on the flags of the contemporary Western (mainly Roman Catholic) anti-Eastern apostles following Jugie’s polemics is inscribed ‘Correct the mistaken Greeks’. If the tension is viewed in this light, there is no value in discussing the difference between Palamas and Thomas Aquinas or Augustine, nor, of course, Duns Scotus. In the view of the anti-Eastern ideologues, Palamas is but a cachectic hybrid of the three western thinkers. Conversely, the so-called ‘Palamite school’—and especially the poor ‘Neo-Palamites’, an expression used by these authors when they want to pour scorn on the work of any Orthodox theologian who disagrees with their methods—represents a parasitic ideological obsession. It is a sort of theological ‘imagined community’—to quote Benedict Anderson—of modern theologians who fight against the perennial glory of Western theology. Furthermore, as these anti-Palamites claim, those modern pro-Palamites have not understood that the very heirs of Palamism had already associated it with the thought of the intellectual giants of the West, and had even altered essential elements of St Gregory’s theology. The exponents of this ideological rather than theological approach implicitly follow Jugie, though they have paradoxically reversed his main argument (i.e. that Gregory was a theological ‘innovator’); these authors, through similar terms possibly found in the writings of different thinkers, tend to establish absolute identifications of meaning. They use philological weapons in order to hide either their lack of genuine theological positions or seek to fulfil the ancient dream of subordinating ‘dissident’ (to again recall Jugie) Eastern theology to blissful obedience to the Holy See—as if such subordination or uniformity ever existed in the united Church of the first millennium. However, it is truly refreshing that today there are some serious scholars, both East and West, who, while being fully aware of the differences between the two theological traditions, search for ways of possible theological communication, dialogue, and, perhaps, a critical convergence, through the use of theological and philosophical criteria. In the East, it is possible to find such scholars even as early as in the fifteenth century. This class of thinkers, East and West, realise that Palamas was not the author of an ‘innovation’ called ‘Palamism’, but that he simply brought our common Patristic tradition to a point of theological maturity, thus responding to exciting anthropological and spiritual problems of his era. These same thinkers also recognise the fact that he was never ‘abandoned’ or substantially ‘altered’ by his theological heirs.

			A third factor relevant to this discussion is the ‘spiritual controversies’. It is of utmost importance to admit that discussions about, for example, the possibility of understanding life in Christ as psychosomatic participation rather than intellectual contemplation are not without meaning, since they affect the very understanding of our Christian identity. A discussion concerning the quality of grace received by the Christian—created or uncreated—is not just a scholastic debate but decisively affects our way of living spiritual life. If grace is created, then spiritual life has some obvious limits within my human world, and, moreover, as I argue elsewhere, real divine presence in my created world can, on a metaphysical level, be doubted.6

			Yet a fourth factor is ‘the Trinitarian quarrels’. Palamas did not accept the Western conception of the Filioque, but he nonetheless offered the theological criteria for an Orthodox interpretation thereof. It is also of great theological importance that it is possible for us to discuss, in a most fruitful manner, the Filioque through his doctrine of the distinction between the divine essence and energies.7

			Therefore, to search for the merits Palamas’ thought could potentially bring to ecumenical Christian theology is perhaps not a vain pursuit, provided that it is respected and first interpreted by its own intellectual and spiritual criteria, and only then in dialogue with modern theological and secular thought. Could, perhaps, the following personal open suggestions—and this is why I refer here only to my own works, in which I expound these issues, building of course upon the work of many great Orthodox scholars, starting with George-Gennadios Scholarios, and Vikentios Damodos, and ending with Florovsky, Staniloae, Meyendorff, Bulgakov and Lossky—serve as an unconventional way to initiate this serious discussion, and show precisely how serious this discussion can be? I call these suggestions open because I understand them as parts of an ongoing dialogue, rather than fixed convictions. As the reader shall see, the authors in the present volume as well as in those forthcoming will have different suggestions to make. These suggestions are elucidated in the following points:

			1) St Gregory Palamas created an unparalleled metaphysics of the real presence of God in creation, based upon Greek Patristic theology of the first millennium, along with a deeper understanding of divine unity. Christian theology can profit considerably from this theological metaphysic.8

			2) Palamas created a theological theory of psychosomatic participation in God, explicitly beyond merely intellectual contemplation.9

			3) He endorsed a holistic understanding of human existence, beyond the temptations of any detached or ecstatic theological mysticism of the mind or of the heart. His theology of prayer involves an entire theory of human unification.10

			4) St Gregory represents for the Orthodox a way of a positive understanding of both Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, and even, as I suggested recently, a way of a possible theological corrective to some points of their theology.11

			5) He can help us to understand why the Filioque is a problem for the East, and how it may be solved.12

			6)The Archbishop of Thessalonica can open new perspectives in the modern dialogue between theology and philosophical anthropology, depth psychology, and even biological psychology or cognitive science.13 Some contemporary Orthodox scholars already have put the doctrine of the uncreated energies successfully in dialogue with modern physics.

			7) He can offer exciting material for a step-by-step construction of a non-abstract modern social theory.14

			8) The hesychast saint offers exciting theological perspectives for a new understanding of the philosophy of history.15

			9) Palamas offers fertile perspectives to the recent discussions of the ontology of personhood, through what I have called his theology of inter-hypostatic syn-energy.16

			10) Finally, he can also show how this life of divine participation is deeply connected with ecclesiology, if it is considered to be, as I have called it elsewhere, a ‘lived ecclesiology’.17

			Analogia’s announcement of a two-issue series on St Gregory Palamas provoked an unexpected number of responses of high academic quality, and it therefore seems that, in the end, we have a sufficient number of articles to produce a three-issue series. I hope that this will help towards the deepening of this extremely necessary dialogue for the sake of our common Christian theological endeavour today. As indicated in the mission statement of the journal, the floor is open for anyone who would like to respond to any of the articles published in these issues; the author will then be asked to respond, if he/she wishes.

			Now, concerning the present volume, the following articles are included: Professor John Farina starts the volume by offering an exciting corrective to the Christian social justice industry through Palamas’ theology of an inward transformative experience and vision of God, and against secularism, which is unconsciously endorsed even by some Christian social theories, starting with Scholasticism and ending with Liberation theology; this article is capable of inaugurating a most fruitful discussion. Fr Maxym Lysack offers an overview of asceticism in light of the eschatological and therapeutic orientation given to it by St Gregory’s homilies, in which the living experience of God in Christ is suggested not exclusively as a privilege of monks but as something also possible for the laity. Professor Georgios Mantzarides, one of the fathers of Palamite studies in the Orthodox world, offers in his article on the concept of justice in Palamas’ oeuvre a deep theological analysis of the existential and participatory understanding of justice in the saint’s thought. The Metropolitan and Professor George (Chrysostomou), President of the University Ecclesiastical Academy of Thessaloniki, informs us about the liturgical veneration of St Gregory Palamas in the city of Veria, where the famous Skete, which hosted the ascetical struggles of Palamas’ youth, still exists. Tikhon Pino strives to clear the way for a fresh historical approach to Palamism beyond Neo-Palamite scholarship, seeking to analyse the problem of development and change in Byzantine theology in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. This is a discussion that must indeed go on, though with theological rather than philological criteria. Norman Russell offers an excellent overview of what he so successfully calls ‘the invention of Palamism’; this is, I think, an article which has to be read very carefully by all those who legitimately search for new paradigms in the interpretation of Palamite theology. Fr Manuel Sumares in his wonderfully insightful article deals with the possibility of providing an ontology of ordinary life—against the modern Western tendency to alienate life from spirituality—through Palamite theology, which speaks of ordinary life in precisely ontological terms, thus enhancing immanence and transforming it into a sacrament of God’s presence. Lastly, I wish to thank Fr Gregory Wellington and Joseph Candelario for helping to proofread the articles of the present volume.

			A correction: I think it necessary to add some corrections to my article published in Analogia 2.1 (2017), dedicated to St Maximus the Confessor. Two of them appear on page 96, where the word ‘hypostasis’ is missing twice: in the second line from the bottom in the main body of the text, the phrase ‘the Italians cannot make the distinction between and substance/nature’ should read ‘the Italians cannot make the distinction between hypostasis and substance/nature’; in the sixth line from the bottom, the phrase ‘identified the notion of with that of’, should read ‘identified the notion of hypostasis with that of’. Furthermore, on page 105, in the eleventh line from the top, the phrase ‘whose will is totally’ should read ‘whose divine will is totally’.

			– Nikolaos Loudovikos

			Senior Editor
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			Gregory Palamas and Christian 
Social Theory

		

		
			John Farina

			George Mason University, USA

		

		
			The construction of any theology is a secularization, which is necessary but risks distorting the distinctive experience that birthed it. Gregory Palamas holds that Christian morality must be based in asceticism. The mediation of Christ, conceived as a series of reconciliations, requires participation in the divine energies through a life of repentance. My project is to suggest that Gregory offers a corrective to much of the Christian social justice industry.

			Introduction

			In part one of what follows, I will share some philosophical and historical reflections on Christian social theory in the context of secularization. In part two, I will offer specific observations on Gregory Palamas’ thought. I will contend that Christian social theory must be moral. That it must argue from the ‘is’, which is the revelation of God in Christ, to what ought to be. That Gregory holds that the moral is inseparable from the ascetical. Efforts to create mediating moral languages need always to be measured against individual witness. The implications of this are that the Church must practice virtue, not just talk about it, and that Christian witness without a commitment to asceticism runs the risk of losing its distinctiveness. In the end, the Christian life is not just about what we ask of others but about what we ask of ourselves.

			Part One: Some Philosophical and Historical Reflections on the
Construction of Christian Social Theory

			Religion begins with a personal experience of what Rudolf Otto called simply, the numinous.1 That primitive experience of awe and reverence in the presence of the totally other is not primarily an experience of dread or fear. Paradoxically, there is an attraction to the unknown, a familiarity of the other that draws the individual into a relationship in which she feels herself suddenly in communion. She is part of some larger scheme. She transcends her isolation and experiences the social in its most basic form. The experience is at once personal and public, because it is relational and multivalent.

			Secondary efforts to represent that experience are part of the construction of a religious system, which might include a political theology.2 Ritual, symbol, and the development of a language of theology all follow. With the process comes a transformation. The experience takes on a less unique form. It moves from epiphany to elocution. The epiphany is an experience, ringed off by a mystic fire. The elocution is vulgar, in a common language. The experience is sacred; the theological expression is not. In this way, it can be said that all theology has a built-in secularity. This secularization is beneficial to society and represents one of the key contributions of religion.

			René Girard explains the formation of a modern judicial system, which is an example of this dynamic of the secularization of primitive experiences. For Girard, the judicial system is the result of the process of secularization and rationalization of the dynamics of sacrifice. By vindicating the absolute monopoly of legitimate vengeance, the state completes the process begun by ritual sacrifice, greatly rationalizing and developing its effectiveness. Rather than trying to stop vengeance, the legal system rationalizes it. It turns it into an extremely effective technique of healing and of preventing violence.

			This is an effective secularization that benefits society and perpetuates the sacred instinct. Religion is not hindered by such secularization, rather it is benefited. It gives its life for the good of society. It sacrifices itself by secularizing sacrifice and saves itself while saving others. The great religions of the world all do this. The cult or new religious movement often cannot do this; it is too interested in creating a unique identity, in setting itself off from the rest of the world. But that is not what makes it live long, like celibate Shakers who never could shed their faith in their peculiar institutions of celibacy and because of that set themselves off from the rest of society so well that only three of them are left in the world today.

			Violence, theology, and law are linked in a process of secularization. Should law try to break that linkage, as it does in the case of legal positivism, it becomes arbitrary and capricious. Should theology try to break it, it becomes fundamentalist, cut off from all warrants other than its own assertions.

			The mystical dimension of religion will try again and again to distance itself from theology. It refers back to the more primitive moment and rejects the limits placed on it by theology. Yet it is only an aporia, lasting for a moment. It cannot live without secularization. If it tries to, it remains wholly mysterious, wholly other, inarticulate, crude, silent.

			Theologies, because they are social, secular expressions, can be matched to political forms. Mystical experiences cannot. The state can easily endorse the theological enterprise but always remains wary of the mystic. The mystic may also be the prophet, if he speaks forth in a sufficiently primitive language that differentiates itself from the secular theology of the church or the state. The mystic cannot be coopted by the state. The theologian often is. Today we are no longer in the age of Caesaro-papism, and so the cooption might not be obvious. Yet it occurs, coming through conceptions of human rights or individual liberties.

			The concept of human rights could well be seen as being grounded in a Stoic, but much more deeply, in a Christian conception of the uniqueness and dignity of the human person. Marx rejected any conception of universal rights as bourgeois values that must be ignored in the construction of a new society, because they were only props of the existing structures of suppression. Yet Marx is not alone in his effort to decouple human rights from the Christian conception of the person, as today’s political fights about certain putative human rights illustrate.

			How does Christianity allow itself to be secularized for the good of society and its own good? What are the pitfalls it must beware?

			At its core is the question of how we move between an experience of God and public morality. This is a problem for any religion, but especially for Christianity. In the New Covenant, little attempt is made to give specific directives for the myriad of situations life might bring. The New Covenant is not the Torah, nor is it Sharia, which start with the attempt to form a comprehensive code of morality and social action. Of course, even in those highly-detailed systems, situations arise which are not explicitly addressed, and theologians must extrapolate the moral principles as best they can. In Christianity, that process begins much sooner. Christians are presented with far fewer directives. Rather, we are told that the ‘law’ of the spirit of life in Christ has set us free from the ‘law of sin and death’ (Rom 8:2), the Mosaic law, which functions to show us our need for God’s mercy, but never in itself brings freedom. Christians are forced, at least in part, to rely on the development of moral protocols, accessible to all through reason, especially when it comes to ordering society.

			Christianity has a long history of this, one that began as early as the second century with the work of Origen. In the West, by the Middle Ages, that tradition had taken on a highly developed, carefully nuanced form, represented most elaborately by the scholastic tradition. That tradition relied on Aristotelean definitions about the world as it was observed without the aid of any special grace. By so doing, all of society could be addressed. A path between the dictates of reason and the world of revelation could be forged. It was an important accomplishment, a project that brought with it an integration of society, a holistic vision of being, arranged logically and in reference to the Almighty. Yet it carried with it certain dangers. God could be obscured in the maze of syllogisms and fine distinctions that populate the pages of St Thomas. The prophetic dimension of Christian witness could be distorted. The dynamism of Spirit could be trapped in a static system.

			Such objections were not lost on Thomas’ contemporaries. In 1277, the Archbishop of Paris, Étienne Tempier, issued a condemnation of scholasticism, specifically castigating Thomas. He wished to clarify that God’s absolute power transcended any conditions of logic that Aristotle or Averroes might place on it. More specifically, he listed 219 propositions held by the scholastics that violated the omnipotence of God, and included in this list were twenty specifically from Thomas. This was a clear effort to stem the excesses of scholasticism, which insisted theology was a science, bound by the same Aristotelian definitions and rules that governed the secular sciences.

			Tempier’s rebuke, although it had some effect in its day, soon faded. The forces that wanted a mediated science of theology that was compatible with the existing social and legal orders won decisively. In 1323 Aquinas was canonized, and from then on the hegemony of Thomism was unquestioned. In 1879, as part of his attempt to resist the modernist impulse in his church, Pope Leo XIII, in his letter, Aeterni Patris, made explicit the church’s reliance on Thomistic theological method, insisting that it be taught in all Catholic theologates worldwide, largely to the exclusion of other systems. This was an ironic twist that Thomas, who had done so much to spur the development of secularization by his theological method, was then used as a bulwark against it.

			This is explainable partially by the development of still more secularized models of the political order introduced by Machiavelli, Hobbes, and their progenies. Just how much should Christians labor to translate their morality into the political order? What must that translation involve? Is some version of a natural law ethic required that emphasizes the accessibility of God’s moral demands through reason?

			It is no accident that the emergence of scholasticism and its triumph historically coincided with the emergence of powerful Christian regimes in Europe, which insisted on their own legitimacy apart from the Church. In an era when the Church at times claimed plenitudo potestatis, its relation to powerful regimes was fraught. Scholasticism proved an invaluable aid in translating the prophetic, evocative language of religion into the legalistic, regulatory jargon of statecraft. Just as Gothic architecture was born in the nexus of state power and Christian devotion, so too was scholasticism. The edifice of St Denis, the first Gothic cathedral, spoke of the power of the French kings and of the Church. Over the bodies of Clovis and his heirs soared Abbe Suger’s magnificent clerestory that created a heaven of its own—perhaps more beautiful than unadorned nature’s night sky—which, once entered, might be so pleasing the one would never wish to escape. Yet, unlike nature’s heaven, entrance into the church’s heaven was only through a well-regulated door, kept by the priests, bishops, and monks. Your experience of transcendence depended on their rules, their definitions and distinctions, which divided religious experience as carefully as medieval architects divided space.

			The Christian natural law tradition is not, of course, limited to Thomas, but has had many Protestant proponents as well, among whom is Hugo Grotius. In his 1624 work De juri ac pacis, he uses the phrase etiamsi daremus Deum non esse, ‘even if we were to accept that God does not exist’.3 Some scholars have seen this as a turning point toward a secular moral system based on reason, but without any specific reference to God. Oliver Donavan is almost certainly right to see that reading of Grotius as an exaggeration, but doubtless there were those in Grotius’s day, and many more today, who do not.4

			With Protestantism, the historical context of a Christian social theory took different directions, which in part, made it more adaptable to the secular state.5 The Reformation represented a turn to the individual and a concern for personal salvation. The emphasis on the individual was matched by a focus on the question of justification. The term itself is legalistic and comes from the Jewish concepts of law with which St Paul struggled in his letters to the Romans and Galatians. Luther spoke of the concept of alien righteousness, attributed to us in a juridical transaction, whereby God looks on the righteousness of Christ who stands in our place. We are simul justus et peccator. The dichotomies of justice and mercy become the heart of Protestant theology. Given that, it is no wonder that, beginning in the early twentieth century as a response to the excesses of industrialization, the category of ‘social justice’ enters Protestant theological discourse with thinkers like Walter Rauschenbusch and Reinhold Niebuhr in the U. S. The early Social Gospel movement was grounded in religious experience. Rauschenbusch started a small group of Protestant ministers in New York City who, while ministering to the needy, met for prayer and the reading of saints like Francis of Assisi and Martin de Porres. Niebuhr similarly led a movement to return the church to witness rather than politics. But the 1970s saw the birth of a theology that attempted to reconcile Marxist ideas about the economy and culture with Christian social concerns. It was concerned with experience, but it was the experience of the poor and oppressed as a class, not as individuals. Their material suffering was the locus of God’s action. They suffered not through choices of their own, but through the evil of the socio-economic system. They did not choose to witness to the Gospel, but in their experience of oppression they did. They were ‘the least of my brethren’ that Christ had described (Matt 24:40). The response of Christians should be to fight against the material structures that inflicted that oppression. Witness in that model meant social action, not acts of self-denial and prayer. And it meant having an awareness of the political dimensions of society. It was not enough to give alms, to reach out personally to aid the poor. Believers should enter the political process and fight, even to the point of violent revolution, for the structural changes necessary. In Latin America, the Boff brothers and Gustavo Gutiérrez explicitly claimed that Marx’s harsh critique of religion and embrace of violent revolution was part of the dialectic of history. In North America, Black theologians like James Cone used similar strategies to explain the struggle of Black American Christians.

			Alien righteousness can change the moral imperative for Christians. The person never really partakes of the divine nature; she is only allotted a measure of it in the juridical transaction that explains salvation. The political counterpart of this is that personal holiness is not important. What counts is the juridical, social transaction. Praying and practicing ascetical actions as part of a life of repentance is not enough to change society and help the poor. The political process ultimately holds the key for societal salvation. The individual Christian’s works are de-emphasized. Her will to choose is all that is required, indeed all that she can ever provide. Repentance can be seen as a choice, that once made, need not be repeated. Christian witness about the structures of society leads to social change, like creating greater fairness or economic equality, but that change does not require that persons change to become like Christ.

			In this model it is hard to see what is distinctive about Christian social action. It seems to share with Marxism the claim that all that is required is the right political action, which Christians must bring about as citizens not as believers. The secular state enacts new policies, because they are believed by a majority, or by the revolutionary elite, to be better for the political community. In such a model, it is hard to see how the Church is any different from other political actors. Its power to effect social amelioration is limited to its political effectiveness.6

			In the East, there is a long tradition of thought about church-state relations. We can think of Nikephorus Blemmydes, who lived a century before Gregory and came to prominence in the courts of Nicaea. His Andreas Basilikos is an explication of the emperor’s role in Christian society. The king is the foundation of society, and as such he should be given to philosophy and the practice of virtue. A century later, just as the political power of the Byzantine rulers waned, the Eastern Church officially embraced Palamism. Gregory triumphed in his dispute with Barlaam. Yet the Church in the East never let go of the medieval comprehensive view of church-state relations. The Church had a preeminent place in society and deserved a special status in the law and procedures of the Christian state. Palamism in Gregory’s hands was not an explicit rejection of the concept of symphonia with its strong, pre-Hobbesian suppositions about a Christian prince.

			Symphonia, however, does not survive the secular state. So the challenge is to appropriate Gregory’s thought into the modern world. My project is to suggest that Gregory offers a corrective to much of the Christian social justice industry and those who easily bandy about the term ‘political theology’, the dimensions of which I have only suggested in this brief historical survey but which are not unfamiliar to any of us. The project is ambitious for the reasons suggested and also because it relies on an experience that is aporetic. But such aporiai are at the heart of our Christian faith.

			Part Two: Gregory’s Christian Witness

			Gregory, of course, is not known for his social theory. Although he was for a while the bishop of a large city, his writings never show much concern for the structures of society. His writings come out of his monastic experience and are suffused with his never-ending quest for an experience of Christ and a simple insistence on witnessing to that reality through acts of charity.

			Maximus the Confessor thought that the reconciliation Christ worked had five elements, which he referred to as mediations: between male and female, paradise and earth, heaven and earth, sensible and intelligible creation, and God and the whole of creation. Gregory Palamas adopts this tradition, insofar as he insists that the restoration of society and the full development of the human person in society are finally brought about through the action of God, just as knowledge of heavenly things is a work of God we must experience, rather than simply deduce by means of syllogistic reasoning.

			The reconciliations of which Maximus speaks can be brought about, for Gregory, only through the work of Christ. In the words of Paul, whom Gregory revered as ‘the Great Paul, the mouth of Christ’:7 ‘For it pleased the Father that in him should all fullness dwell. And having made peace by the blood of his cross, by him to reconcile all things, whether they be things in heaven or in earth’ (Col 2:20). To be reconciled here means to be thoroughly transformed (apokatallatto). Paul again in 2 Corinthians: ‘If any man be in Christ: a new creation. Old things are passed away; and behold, all things become new. And all things are of God, who hath reconciled us to himself by Jesus Christ, and hath given us the ministry of reconciliation’ (2 Cor 5:17–19).

			Gregory claims that repentance is necessary for us to participate in this life of reconciliation. He quotes Maximus saying that Moses and David became fit for the divine energy by laying aside their carnal properties. They became living icons of Christ, a process that takes place more by grace than by assimilation.8 Now that the kingdom of God in Christ has drawn near, we must not remove ourselves from it by living an unrepentant life. Rather, Gregory tells us, ‘let us acquire works of repentance: a humble attitude, compunction and spiritual mourning, a gentle heart full of mercy, loving justice, striving for purity, peaceful, peacemaking, patient, glad to suffer persecutions, losses, disasters, slander and sufferings for the sake of truth and righteousness’. This is not merely an ascetical formula followed by moral maxim. It is an exhortation to love, based in an experience of love. He continues: ‘For the kingdom of heaven, or rather, the King of heaven—O the unspeakable munificence!—is within us’.9
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The three-fold nature of our knowledge likewise demonstrates that
we, to a greater extent than the angels, are created in God’s image.
Indeed, this knowledge is not only three-fold but encompasses every
form of knowledge.

(Topies of Natural and Theolgical Science 63)
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