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Abstract 
 
 

Since his death in 1988, Hans Urs von Balthasar has become one of the 20th 

century’s most widely read theologians. His constructive theological work has won 

recognition among an ecumenically diverse array of scholars, especially in the Anglophone 

world. But his name has long been just as familiar to the field of early Christian studies. 

That guild remembers Balthasar less for his later works of speculative theology than his 

triptych of early studies on the Greek Fathers: Origen of Alexandria, Gregory of Nyssa, 

and Maximus the Confessor. These books remain important monuments in the history of 

modern scholarship on patristic literature, but they are just as often remembered for 

betraying more about their author’s own thought than that of their ostensible subjects. 

Judging by their current reputation, Balthasar’s patristic studies would seem to represent 

little more than artifacts of a bygone era in which eisegesis could still pass for historical 

research. 

This dissertation limns a portrait of Balthasar at once more charitable and more 

critical than such recent scholarship has been able to sketch. More charitable because it 

mounts a defense of Balthasar’s habit of bringing his own theological convictions to bear 

upon the task of interpreting (late) ancient texts, and does so by showing that such 

prejudices are not only inescapable but indispensable to understanding the past. More 

critical because it does not simply cavil at the supposed anachronism of interpreting (late) 

ancient texts in light of theological commitments often far removed from the historical 

context in which the sources were situated, but rather questions the content of Balthasar’s 

convictions themselves. 
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Chapter 1 makes progress toward a more charitable reading of Balthasar’s early 

work by outlining a “dialectical” theory of tradition in dialogue with two bodies of 

literature: 1) modern scholarship on the 4th century Greek theologian Gregory of Nyssa; 2) 

the philosophical hermeneutics of Hans-Georg Gadamer, whose concept of “historically 

effected consciousness” (wirkungsgeschichtlichen Bewußtseins) proves essential to a 

specifically Christian account of tradition but ultimately inadequate to the content of its 

most peculiar confessions. Chapter 2 moves toward a more critical reading of the same by 

first identifying the particular set of theological prejudices in light of which Balthasar 

practiced his retrievals of the Christian past, before then demonstrating that and how these 

commitments to a broadly Thomistic metaphysics of the “analogy of being” (analogia 

entis) shaped his several essays on Gregory of Nyssa himself. Chapter 3 questions whether 

Gregory’s texts can really bear such a theological burden, or whether—as Balthasar himself 

worries at crucial moments throughout his career—the Greek patristic tradition doesn’t 

tend in precisely the opposite direction. Away from an “analogical” model of the 

relationship between God and world, that is, towards a more “dialectical” account of 

Christ’s retroactive transfiguration of creation as a whole. So it is that Chapter 3 

substantiates the metaphysical vision broached in Chapter 1, but does so in response to the 

hermeneutical program assayed in Chapter 2. The result is a more or less coherent argument 

about the form and content of historical theology in the Christian tradition.
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For Pilar, who saved me (as the nurse put it)
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Sachant ce que nous savons de l’homme et admettant ce que la foi nous 
oblige à admettre du catholicisme, nous devons dire qu’il ne pouvait en être 
autrement. En effet, de la seule hypothèse d’une Révélation positive, c’est-
à-dire de la présence de de l’éternelle verité en une forme locale, temporelle 
et contingente, il résulte des conséquences précises; et c’est là vraiment le 
caractère spécifique, l’ἅπαξ du christianisme. Un enseignement vraiment 
surnaturel n’est conceivable et viable que si le don initial es tune semence 
capable de croissance progressive et continue. Le Verbe divin et humain du 
Christ ne s’est pas fixé lui-même. 

 
- Maurice Blondel, Histoire et Dogme (1904) 
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Introduction 
 

 
This study comprises three chapters. Each of them might be made to stand alone 

under different circumstances, but together they intend to mount a more or less coherent 

argument about the form and content of historical theology in the Christian tradition. 

Indeed, they mean to show that, how, and why the form of historical theology in the 

Christian tradition ought to be speculatively identical to its most peculiar content. Which 

is to say, they add up to a theological hermeneutics of the crucified God. This introduction 

offers a thorough summary of each chapter’s argument before venturing a brief account of 

what binds them together. 

+++ 

Chapter 1 proposes a “dialectical” theory of Christian tradition in dialogue with two 

bodies of literature: 1) scholarship on St. Gregory of Nyssa (c.335-c.395 AD) and the Greek 

patristic tradition over the last century or so; 2) Hans-Georg Gadamer’s philosophical 

hermeneutics and its sources. It uses the latter to point up the often-unconfessed theological 

assumptions of the former. Not in order to obviate such fore-judgments in favor of a 

supposedly objective view on the sources, but so as to encourage self-conscious recognition 

of the subjective moment in each and every act of interpretation with a view to refining the 

various theological principles we bring to patristic texts. According to Gadamer, 

“prejudices” (Vorurteilen) are not primarily obstacles to interpreting the past but 

productive conditions that enable understanding, i.e., presuppositions apart from which a 

dialogue between past and present could not take place. This is not to say false assumptions 

never obscure the significance of a given text. Indeed, it’s part and parcel of the interpretive 
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task to uncover the mistaken assumptions we’ve inherited from previous attempts to 

understand the past. The present dissertation identifies a recurring set of such 

misapprehensions in the patristic studies of Hans Urs von Balthasar (1905-1988). But the 

indispensability of the present in our efforts to understand the past does mean that authentic 

“hermeneutical experience” can only consist of an ongoing effort to discriminate between 

prejudices that illuminate the text and those that obscure it. 

The historically extended process in and through which that act of discrimination 

takes shape is called “tradition.” Unlike scholarship that seeks to close the so-called 

“hermeneutical gap” between text and interpreter by means of methodological precision or 

else scholarship that essays to exploit this “hermeneutical gap” by calling attention to the 

unstable relationship between a text’s signifiers and their assumed meaning among modern 

readers and so forth, a hermeneutic of tradition insists that such a “hermeneutical gap” is 

sublated by the transhistorical community in which the interpreter herself stands. Which is 

to say, the tradition-based interpreter both “preserves” and “annuls” the distance between 

herself and the text by not only projecting a horizon against which to recognize the past as 

an object of study over against her current perspective but also recuperating that now reified 

moment of history in recognition of the fact that it nonetheless remains a product of the 

present. So it is that Gadamer’s account of “hermeneutical experience” (hermeneutischen 

Erfahrung) turns out to be a gloss on the transition from “substance” (Substanz) to 

“subject” (Subjekt) in G.W.F. Hegel’s phenomenology of spirit. From, that is, a more or 

less unconscious submersion in the history of one’s own development to a self-conscious 

grasp of the reciprocal exchange by means of which past and present determine one 

another, the whole of which process is mediated by a moment of self-alienation inherent to 
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tradition as such. Except the result of this odyssey of consciousness is not “absolute 

knowing” in the Hegelian sense but “historically effected consciousness” 

(wirkungsgeschichtlichen Bewußtseins) of a more decidedly Heideggerian variety, in and 

for which the “infinite dialogue” (ewige Dialog) between interpreter and the substantial 

content at the source of her subjectivity never resolves itself into a soliloquy but rather 

constantly opens itself to an ongoing conversation between the present and ever-receding 

past. Just exactly because Gadamer indexes the absolute openness of the hermeneutical 

task to an excess of substance never sublated by the subject of historically effected 

consciousness, his account of tradition outflanks both postmodern fixation on the 

subjective nature of interpretation as such and positivist overconfidence in the capability 

of quasi-scientific methods to reach an objective standpoint. Both are equally one-sided 

moments of what ought to be a seamless motion of “distanciation” (Abständigkeit), a 

perpetual act in and through tradition recollects a past it thereby posits. 

Having thus demonstrated the philosophical commitments behind Gadamer’s 

defense of tradition, the first chapter culminates by questioning the extent to which his 

preference for Martin Heidegger’s notion of radical finitude is really more appropriate to a 

specifically Christian hermeneutics of tradition than Hegel’s concept of spirit. Given that 

Gadamer himself concedes and criticizes the Christian provenance of Hegel’s signature 

insights, that is, it becomes necessary to reconsider whether “absolute openness” 

(unabschließbare Offenheit, as Gadamer has it) can actually serve as hermeneutical 

criterion for a tradition according to which Jesus Christ has already announced the “end of 

history.” Which isn’t to say we should abandon the finite structure of human understanding 

in favor of a sublimated notion of reason for which revelation has supplied an immediate 
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apprehension of truth once and for all, but rather that we should allow incarnation to point 

up the speculative identity of absolute knowing and interpretation as such. Borrowing from 

Slavoj Žižek’s retrieval of Hegelian philosophy, therefore, the final sections of the first 

chapter accuse Gadamer of failing to accomplish a “parallax shift” (Žižek) from 

philosophical hermeneutics to (what I call) cruciform metaphysics. From tracing the 

patterns of “determinate negation” by means of which the finite arrives at recognition of 

its own historically conditioned nature, in other words, to grasping the infinite itself as 

negativity. His concept of “historically effected consciousness” remains haunted by the 

constitutive illusion of a rationalism it claims to repudiate, as if “hermeneutical experience” 

can only find purchase insofar as Gadamer is willing to project an ahistorical ideal against 

which to define it. From which it follows that finitude in his philosophy is fated to seem 

like a chronic failure to realize a fantasy of its own creation, forever stuck at the start of an 

infinite task whose completion it dangles before its own eyes but refuses to finish. 

Meanwhile, a dialectical approach turns just such a failure into success by taking the Son’s 

assumption of flesh as license to drop the very idea of a tradition in and for which the 

apprehension of truth might be exempt from an “effective history” (Wirkungsgeschichte) 

of interpretation. The result is a patently Christian account of tradition, finally shorn of the 

fantasy of a discarnate God. For only so does the form of its own development reflect the 

content of its most distinctive claims. Which is to say, “distanciation” no longer represents 

a fact of our finitude that separates hermeneutical existence from a purely divine way of 

knowing but an implicitly Christological act in and through which God and humanity 

determine one another in a dialectical fashion. Simply put, the “determinate negation” by 

means of which Christian history develops through time is divine-human. 
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Although the first chapter develops a theory of Christian tradition that should find 

purchase beyond the confines of this book, its contribution to the present study is to lay the 

groundwork for both a defense and immanent critique of Hans Urs von Balthasar’s method 

of patristic retrieval. It does the former by demonstrating that Balthasar was by no means 

extraordinary for bringing prejudices of his own to bear on ancient texts. On the contrary, 

our Swiss theologian was only exceptional for the frankness with which he acknowledged 

the various theological convictions that guided his interpretation of the Church Fathers and 

their medieval descendants. More than this, however, Balthasar was already developing a 

working theory of his own for wedding the hermeneutical conditions under which tradition 

defines itself down through history to a theological account of the “drama” in which God 

and world encounter one another in time. Despite accusations from contemporary scholars 

who claim his approach to the past betrays an outmoded understanding of historical 

research, in short, Balthasar had already forged a philosophical hermeneutics every bit as 

subtle as the sort Gadamer would later formulate. Scholarly critiques that fail to reckon 

with this broader context of Balthasar’s interventions fail on their own terms. 

Yet the proximity to his German counterpart also becomes the occasion for an 

immanent critique of Balthasar’s retrieval of patristic texts. For his work proves haunted 

by the same prejudices that hamper Gadamer’s account of hermeneutical experience. Like 

the latter, that is, Balthasar’s clings to the finite structure of human understanding in the 

face of a sublimated notion of reason. Since he, too, worries at the Christian roots of a 

modern project that culminates in German Idealism and its theological heirs, Balthasar also 

refuses to make the “parallax shift” from philosophical hermeneutics to cruciform 

metaphysics. From a Heideggerian account of the phenomenological conditions under 
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which creation learns to countenance revelation in a form appropriate to its finitude, in 

other words, to a more resolutely Hegelian account of how the content of that self-

disclosure retroactively determines the identity of both its bestower and beneficiary. All of 

which might present an interesting set of problems better solved by a project in systematic 

theology proper, of course, were it not for the fact that Balthasar claims to find in Gregory 

of Nyssa the very concept of created being his critique of philosophical modernity requires. 

Wherefore it becomes the province of historical theology to question whether Gregory’s 

texts can really bear such a polemical burden—or whether, as Balthasar himself worries at 

crucial moments throughout his career, the Greek patristic tradition doesn’t tend in 

precisely the opposite direction. Away from an “analogical” model of the relationship 

between God and world, that is, towards a more dialectical account of Christ’s retroactive 

transfiguration of creation as a whole, by means of which reversal the incarnation, 

crucifixion, and resurrection prove to be events that reciprocally determine humanity and 

divinity in one and the same act. 

+++ 

Before adjudicating whether Gregory of Nyssa’s texts actually do in fact betray the 

dialectical tendencies Balthasar tries to rescue them from, Chapter 2 takes a closer look at 

the polemical context in which our Swiss theologian was steeped during the production of 

his patristic studies. It does so, first, by rehearsing and then extending Cyril O’Regan’s 

watershed argument that Balthasar’s constructive work is suffused by a “pervasive and 

structural resistance” to philosophical modernity. His theological riposte to Hegel and 

Heidegger includes not only the fifteen volumes of Herrlichkeit (1961-1969), 

Theodramatik (1973-1983), and Theologik (1985-1987), I claim, but also the much earlier 
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essays on the Greek Fathers: “La Mystérion d’Origène” (1936-37), Kosmische Liturgie. 

Maximus der Bekenner. Höhe und Krise des griechischen Weltbilds (1941), and indeed 

Présence et Pensée. Essai sur la philosophie religieuse de Grégoire de Nysse (1942). 

Laying the groundwork for a critical reinterpretation of those books in their polemical 

context, however, requires a more perspicacious view of the hermeneutical position from 

which Balthasar carried out these retrievals of the Christian past. Indeed, the claim here 

will be that his very method of ressourcement was part and parcel of his theological 

resistance to philosophical modernity. Not simply insofar as the dogmatic formulations of 

earlier authorities could be called upon to serve as so many correctives to the 

“misremembered” versions of Christian theology in circulation among European 

intellectuals during the modern period, but also inasmuch as the very act of performing 

such a dialogue would thereby limn a working “theology of history” antithetical to both a 

Hegelian “recollection” (Erinnerung) of history and a Heideggerian “destruction” 

(Destruktion) of the past. 

Needless to say, Balthasar did not invent such a “hermeneutic of retrieval” out of 

whole cloth. Besides the influence of slightly older contemporaries in the Society of 

Jesus—Erich Przywara, S.J., Henri de Lubac, S.J., and Gaston Fessard, S.J., among 

others—there were also pivotal figures of a previous generation who paved the way for his 

reappraisal of the unprecedented situation in which modern Catholic intellectuals found 

themselves. Setting aside St. John Henry Newman (1801-1890) and his famous essay on 

the development of doctrine—the former Anglican’s presence in Balthasar’s corpus is 

actually rather subdued, even if his more general influence on modern Catholic theology 

as a whole cannot be overstated—the second chapter pivots from Balthasar himself to 
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Maurice Blondel (1861-1949). The latter’s groundbreaking essay on Histoire et Dogme 

(1904) provides significant precedent for Balthasar’s own efforts to fashion a theory and 

practice of “tradition,” I argue, but ultimately finds metaphysical footing in a “philosophy 

of action” of which our Swiss theologian was skeptical. Hence, the excursus on Blondel is 

not only relevant background material for appreciating the intellectual context of 

Balthasar’s hermeneutic of retrieval but also a means of demonstrating that and how an 

otherwise Catholic philosopher could forsake the “metaphysics of glory” for a “philosophy 

of spirit” in the style of Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel. 

Expositing that distinction—and so glimpsing the metaphysical stakes of 

Balthasar’s critique of Hegel, Heidegger, and ultimately Blondel as well—requires a detour 

through a crucial section of Balthasar’s trilogy. As our Swiss theologian uses the phrase in 

Herrlichkeit III I/2 (1969), the “philosophy of spirit” is more or less synonymous with the 

modern philosophical movement that begins with Descartes, continues through Kant, and 

reaches its apex in Hegel. But it also denotes a “style” of thought supposedly downstream 

from Christian theology itself. Its distinguishing feature, on Balthasar’s telling, is the 

sublation of finite and infinite into a novel concept of “subjectivity” patterned on Christ 

himself. The latter becomes a point of “identity” between human spirit and divine spirit, 

and so thereby collapses the “analogical” interval that should obtain between creation and 

God. Hence the recourse to Heidegger throughout Balthasar’s corpus. The controversial 

German philosopher’s critique of Cartesian selfhood becomes the unexpected key to 

supplanting modern philosophy’s “Promethean” aspirations with a more ancient posture of 

“wonder” at that which appears in and to finite beings and yet isn’t merely another being 

among other such beings. His rediscovery of “ontological difference,” in other words, 
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augured a return to the Scholastic distinction between “essence” and “existence,” the all-

important distinctio realis of Thomas Aquinas. The result was a return to “realism,” 

claimed Balthasar and fellow Catholic readers of Heidegger’s philosophy, but one 

according to which the chronic non-identity of the “subject” with itself could be used to 

point up the perfect self-subsistence of a transcendent “object” modern philosophy had all 

but forgotten. Which is to say, an always already theological perspective from which 

“beings” might once again bear witness to “Being itself” (ipsum esse susbsistens, as 

Thomas called God), and this precisely by “differing” from it. Such is the “metaphysics of 

glory,” according to Balthasar. If the “philosophy of spirit” turned revelation into a 

postulate of reason—thus mistaking its “misremembered” versions of the Christian 

mysteries for so many speculative principles—our Swiss theologian sought a concept of 

created being that would be adequate to the unforeseeable event of grace without already 

possessing such a gift in some a priori sense. He sought a “creaturely metaphysics,” to put 

it simply. 

The received picture of Blondel might suggest a rapprochement with Balthasar at 

this point, especially considering the “apologetic” nature of his earliest works. But the 

second chapter’s excursus on Blondel’s “philosophy of action” claims otherwise. Taking a 

cue from Balthasar’s own (pejorative) characterizations of Blondel’s thought at various 

places in his corpus, this section develops a portrait of the Frenchman as a “philosopher of 

spirit” in precisely the sense that so worried our Swiss theologian. It means to show that 

his landmark essay on L’Action (1893) follows Hegel and company (wittingly or not) in 

confecting a phenomenology of consciousness in and for which humanity and divinity 

reciprocally determine one another. Beginning with the barest possible assertion, I show, 
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Blondel demonstrates that finite spirit is constantly affirming more than it means to say, 

even as it routinely fails (o felix culpa!) to recognize the apparent discrepancy between 

what it thinks, wills, and actually does. Rather than shrinking from such a glaring 

disproportion between aim and end, his “method of immanence” makes a virtue of this 

mismatch between subject and object, thereby letting the chronic lag at the heart of volition 

deliver consciousness to a more determinate version of itself over the course of its own 

development. From the Blondelian perspective, in fact, there would be no subject apart 

from this process of objectification. Much like his namesake, our “Catholic Hegel” also 

takes subjectivity to be the result of a retroactive motion. Indeed, what Blondel means by 

“action” is nothing but this reflexive movement of self-mediation: a dynamic process by 

means of which spirit maintains a metaphysical primacy over matter in and through the 

gesture of relinquishing it. But it thereby follows that his signature concept must be 

attributable to a subject not only willing to become its own object, but thereby capable of 

confirming its identity as the coincidence of so many opposites. So it is, at any rate, that 

Blondel’s “philosophy of spirit” culminates with consciousness recognizing its need for a 

Mediator between the modal oppositions of which “action” consists. Not just an extrinsic 

supplement on the far side of some purely natural movement of the will, but a “substantial 

bond” (vinculum substantiale), at once concrete and universal, in which creation always 

already lives, moves, and has its being. According to L’Action (1893), at least, Christ 

himself constitutes the “reality” of human life to such an extent that even the will’s 

protracted efforts to realize its own supernatural end become integral to the ongoing event 

of incarnation. Such is Blondelian “action,” on my reading: the temporally distended 

venture of bringing the Body of Christ itself to term. 
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Bearing all of that in mind, it should come as no surprise that when Blondel takes 

up the task of transposing his “philosophy of action” into a speculative account of Christian 

tradition he ends up approximating the one canvassed in Chapter 1. His confidence that a 

consistently developed phenomenology of the will should issue, finally, in a notion of the 

Absolute retroactively determined by that selfsame itinerary of human consciousness, in 

other words, demands a theory and practice of tradition in and for which “hermeneutical 

experience” is part and parcel of positing such a christologically defined concept of God. 

Hence, the second half of Chapter 2’s excursus on Blondel means to substantiate my own 

dialectical theory of tradition, and do so by appealing to a Catholic authority whose efforts 

to forge a philosophical hermeneutics adequate to the metaphysical demands of Christian 

dogma led him to conclusions no less radical than Hegel and company. Not only does 

Blondel affirm the indispensability of theological prejudice when it comes to interpreting 

the Christian past, but he also shows that and how the content of divine revelation validates 

the stubbornly historical form in which dogmatic reflection on that event continues to 

develop. He thus reconfirms the first chapter’s basic claim: that tradition defines itself 

down through time by means of “determinate negation,” the subject of which long-

suffering act of mediation proves to be none other than Christ himself. But the excursus on 

Blondel also serves to corroborate Balthasar’s fundamental worry that his French 

predecessor followed the “philosophy of spirit” in deriving a “metaphysic of created being” 

from the mystery of Christ. Besides deferring to a Catholic authority, therefore, it means 

to develop further the immanent critique of Balthasar’s hermeneutic of retrieval begun 

earlier, and this by laying out a concept of Christian philosophy our Swiss theologian 

deliberately avoided throughout his career. Blondel’s own “dialectical” theory of 
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tradition—as commentators have dubbed it—becomes not only the relevant background to 

Balthasar’s own approach to the Christian past but also the foil against which to define it. 

And so the next section of Chapter 2 returns to Balthasar himself, but this time with 

an eye to an earlier part of his career in which he was just beginning to outline a 

hermeneutical position from which to retrieve the history of Christian thought. Taking up 

his all-important essay “Patristik, Scholastik und wir” (1939), it first details the 

“analogical” horizon of Balthasar’s hermeneutic of retrieval in contradistinction to 

Blondel’s early work. Like the latter, Balthasar sought a concept of Christian tradition 

whose form would reflect the content of its most distinctive claims. But it should be clear 

by this point that Balthasar had a very specific idea of what constitutes those claims. 

Indeed, a concept of the essential content of Christian faith designed to outflank the 

dialectical conclusions toward which Blondel himself tended. Whereas the trilogy refers to 

a “metaphysics of glory,” his earlier work settles on the “analogy of being” (analogia entis) 

to describe this fundamental law of Christianity. The “ever-greater dissimilarity” (maior 

dissimilitudo) between God and creation furnishes the definitive criterion by which to 

judge the voices of the Christian past, but also the kernel of truth to which their texts give 

continuous but necessarily diverse expression. Precisely so, the relationship between 

history and dogma mirrors the asymmetrical relation between created being and subsistent 

Being itself: the development of Christian tradition becomes a historically extended 

demonstration of the finitude by which creaturely knowledge is bound, just as the saving 

mission of Christ himself proves to be a matter of accentuating the unsublatable difference 

between divinity and humanity. Whereupon our Swiss theologian can suggest that 

scholasticism—reaching a highpoint in the Thomistic doctrine of “analogy,” of course—
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offered a much-needed corrective to the latent tendency in the patristic era to spiritualize 

the human subject. Yet the act of naming explicitly that a scholastic emphasis on “nature” 

can balance out the patristic concept of “spirit” remains a modern insight, on Balthasar’s 

telling. Even if the Schoolmen were the first to recognize the analogia entis as the basic 

law of Christianity, that is, it remains a peculiarly modern achievement to see in the 

Thomistic doctrine a hermeneutical key to the entire history of Western thought. 

The final subsections of Chapter 2 then detail this “analogical” method of reading 

that Balthasar learned from his mentor Erich Przywara, S.J., with particular attention to 

Heidegger’s role in their modern renditions of the analogia entis and the German 

philosopher’s often-neglected influence on Balthasar’s reading(s) of Gregory of Nyssa. It 

details two more essays from Balthasar’s early period—one on Przywara, the other 

Heidegger—that shade in the story of his emerging reinterpretation of Thomism by means 

of modern philosophical developments. Among the latter, Balthasar singles out 

Heidegger’s rediscovery of the “positivity of finitude” as the most significant point of 

rapprochement with scholastic metaphysics. The Heideggerian turn in phenomenology 

becomes the ballast to German Idealism’s never-ending quest for infinity, much like the 

Thomistic concept of nature had provided a counterweight to the patristic notion of spirit. 

Thus it is that Heidegger’s “finitude-philosophy” affords Balthasar conceptual resources 

to recover an authentically Catholic account of creaturehood from the oblivion of Western 

philosophical history. Hence, too, his somewhat idiosyncratic tendency to summarize the 

whole of Heidegger’s project by appealing to the latter’s use of die Lichtung, a term of art 

that connotes both a “clearing” (as in a glade) and “illumination.” According to Balthasar, 

it serves as shorthand for the irresolvable “tension” between essence and existence in every 
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finite act of being, in which a given creature’s analogical likeness to an eternally subsistent 

act of being “lights up” by virtue of its very dissimilarity to this source of plenitude. Which 

is to say, the distinctio realis. When, therefore, Balthasar claims to find in Gregory of 

Nyssa’s thought an early anticipation of Heidegger’s philosophy—indeed, his earliest 

treatment of the Cappadocian translates Gregory’s signature concept of διάστημα with a 

string of Heideggerian terms, culminating with die Lichtung —his point is not so much to 

say that Gregory is an existentialist avant la lettre as it is to read the familiar rhythm of 

“analogy” back into the patristic era itself, just as the interpretive program in “Patristik, 

Scholastik und wir” had stipulated. According to Balthasar, that is, the youngest 

Cappadocian turns out to be an early advocate—perhaps even the very first architect—of 

the analogia entis itself. 

+++ 

With such audacious stakes in view, Chapter 3 takes a step back from Balthasar and 

his modern sources to consider whether Gregory of Nyssa’s texts can bear the weight of  

or whether they in fact tend in precisely the opposite direction. Away from an “analogical” 

model of the relationship between God and world, that is, towards a more “dialectical” 

account of Christ’s retroactive transfiguration of creation as a whole. Sketching that picture 

of Gregory’s theology is the stated aim of the final chapter. It begins in media res with a 

discussion of Gregory’s reception of St. Basil of Caesarea in the years following the latter’s 

untimely death. Close attention to the horticultural metaphors by means of which he 

describes his relationship to Basil in the Apologia in Hexaemeron suggests that Gregory 

understood himself to be offering something like an “immanent critique” of his elder 

brother’s theology: a natural development, but also the critical perfection of the bishop’s 
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thought. Materially speaking, this meant that Gregory learned from Basil an appreciation 

for the literal sense of Scripture that tempered his predilection for Origen’s zealous 

preference for spirit’s priority to letter, even as he nonetheless retained an “Origenist” 

insistence upon the primacy of the eschatological over against any sort of historicism that 

might sacrifice the true identity of things for the sake of appearances. The result is a 

dialectical redefinition of letter and spirit in light of one another, a move which thereby 

sublates both “Antiochene” and “Alexandrian” sensibilities into a still broader theological 

vision. Following the pioneering work of Jean Daniélou, the first section’s characterization 

of this more synthetic perspective coheres around Gregory’s elevation of the term 

“sequence” (ἀκολουθία) into a full-blown metaphysical principle. Its broader significance 

becomes easiest to see in De hominis opificio, another text Gregory intended to serve as 

supplement to his brother’s Homiliae in Hexaemeron. The latter may have failed to specify 

that humanity represents the culmination of God’s work of creation—the purpose for which 

all things were made in the first place, in other words—but they nonetheless bear witness 

to an important detail of the biblical text. For the order of Genesis implies that human 

beings are the result of a strictly material process of organic maturation, as if they were the 

product of a quasi-evolutionary development. Precisely here, Gregory is able to glean the 

peculiar logic of ἀκολουθία from Scripture itself: the latter depicts a concept of spirit’s 

metaphysical precedence over nature that is neither reducible to serial priority nor immune 

to temporal sequence. 

Whereupon the following section takes up the task of spelling out the wider 

theological implications of what it calls the “retroactive” logic of ἀκολουθία, thus alluding 

to the first chapter’s discussion of Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics and the second 



  16 

chapter’s treatment of Blondel’s philosophy of action. Indeed, this section begins with an 

excursus on Hegel’s doctrine of “essence” (Wesen) in order to draw out the dialectical 

structure of Gregory’s own thought. It focuses on the picture-thought of “going to ground” 

(zu Grunde gehen) in the Science of Logic, which thus becomes a way of representing the 

movement by which an “essence” incorporates self-negation into its own identity, without 

thereby ceding its metaphysical status as that which outlasts every such “appearance.” Said 

otherwise, it serves as shorthand for the fact—less a stipulative proposition than the 

outcome of a logical progression—that a universal is at once source and product of the 

particulars it comprises, and this insofar as those particulars reciprocally determine the 

content of the universal they successively embody. It lets him say, in the span of a single 

phrase, that spirit only ever becomes actual insofar as it takes flesh, falls to the ground, and 

dies. Herein lies the heart of Hegel’s efforts to make of the mystery of Christ a metaphysic 

of created being, as Balthasar might say, but it also (and thereby) becomes a propaedeutic 

for glimpsing the metaphysical peculiarity of Gregory’s own insistence that human nature 

is a “concrete universal” that somehow encompasses the life and death cycle of each and 

every one of its particular instantiations. All of which ought to go some length in 

substantiating a claim towards which the dissertation has already gestured in so many ways: 

that Gregory himself tended in the direction of a “philosophy of spirit,” and so thereby 

patterned his account of creation as a whole on the life, death, and resurrection of Christ 

himself. 

Repairing to Gregory on the far side of the foregoing detour through Hegel, the next 

section of Chapter 3 mounts a Christological reading of De hominis opificio. It does so by 

showing that Gregory’s so-called teaching on “double-creation” is something of a 
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misnomer, at least insofar as he clearly identifies Christ as the one in whose “image” 

humans were made from the start. Whereas, that is, previous scholars have suggested that 

Gregory believes the creation of humanity proceeded in two more or less discrete stages—

an ideal form lacking sexual differentiation, then a subsequent instantiation of that nature 

outfitted with sexed bodies to accommodate their propensity toward sin—the 

Christological reading attempted here calls attention to the fact that Gregory says humanity 

was originally patterned on a person who is himself the concrete product of the very mode 

of sexual reproduction from which the “image of God” was supposed to be exempt. Said 

otherwise, Jesus Christ is at once the supertemporal archetype of human nature and a 

particular individual situated within the process of that nature’s temporal unfolding. Better 

still, he is the cause of creation only inasmuch as he numbers himself among its effects. 

Against the backdrop of Hegel’s doctrine of essence, Gregory’s paradoxical move here 

cannot help but seem like an instance of what some of the Swabian’s commentators have 

called “retroactive causality,” a dialectical inversion whereby Christ turns out to be the 

“posited presupposition” of his own act of condescension. As the Nyssen himself might 

put it, the incarnate Christ is the pivot upon which the ἀκολουθία of history turns and 

transcends the material conditions of its own development, just as spirit proved to be at 

once the cause and effect of its own embodiment. It thereby follows that God’s act of 

creation is circumscribed by the incarnation itself, such that even Balthasar can say “the 

total Christ is nothing other than total humanity.” Just so. The upshot of my argument here 

is just exactly that Gregory possessed his own doctrine of the totus christus for which St. 

Augustine is better known. Except the Cappadocian’s version is not simply a figurative 
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extension of biblical language but a metaphysical claim about the identity that obtains 

between creation and the Body of Christ. 

The final section of Chapter 3 returns to Balthasar with my own speculative 

retrieval of the patristic texts in view. It should be clear by this point that and how the 

reading of Gregory pursued in these pages differs from Balthasar’s interpretation, but 

closer attention to several invocations of the Cappadocian across the later trilogy alongside 

telling remarks in the patristic monographs themselves suggests that Balthasar already saw 

the specter of Hegel and company in the Greek Fathers. These passages imply that 

Balthasar’s various readings of Gregory throughout his corpus were always meant to 

undercut the sort of dialectical relationship between Christ and creation the detour though 

Hegel’s doctrine of essence helped us discern in the Cappadocian’s comments on the 

Christological grounding of human nature. Indeed, the “Hegelian” interpretation of 

Gregory’s work turns out to be the very possibility our Swiss theologian was trying to 

avoid. Balthasar even glimpses the retroactive logic of what he dubs “reciprocal causality” 

in the Nyssen’s thought, only to reject some of its more radical implications. His primary 

concern should be familiar, but no less surprising: that Gregory inaugurates an 

unmistakably Eastern predilection for making the mystery of Christ into a metaphysic of 

created being, thereby reneging on his own discovery of the analogia entis. Precisely, my 

reading suggests. It may in fact be that Balthasar’s very best insights about the Greek 

Fathers concern precisely those features of their thought which made him most wary. 

Which is perhaps another way of saying this dissertation can only claim to offer a determine 

negation of Balthasar himself. Such is the province of immanent critique, as Gregory 

himself saw. 
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+++ 

Part of what lends these three chapters the appearance of independent essays is the 

fact that each is liable to seem like a contribution to a different subfield in academic 

theology: philosophical, systematic, and historical, respectively. There’s something to be 

said for such a taxonomy, even if the study as a whole means to “problematize” the 

supposed methodological distinctions that separate these subfields one from another. It’s 

likely the case, for instance, that someone trained in systematic theology and/or the history 

of modern theology and its environs—especially Roman Catholic theology between the 

First and Second Vatican Councils—will feel more at home in the second chapter’s 

discussion of Balthasar and his philosophical sources than, say, the survey of scholarship 

on the fourth Christian century in the first half of the opening chapter. There’s nothing to 

prevent such a person from profitably reading Chapter 2 on its own, not least since the 

argument there makes a bid for the internal coherence of Balthasar’s corpus based on its 

polemical context in modern German thought. Likewise, patristics scholars may wish to 

start with the third chapter’s discussion of Gregory of Nyssa’s reception of Basil of 

Caesarea and his peculiar method of biblical exegesis, regardless of the fact that it 

ultimately contributes to a wider claim about the philosophico-theological cast of 

Gregory’s thought as a whole—and this in contradistinction to Balthasar’s own efforts to 

retrieve the Cappadocian from the long Christian archive. Meanwhile, the first chapter’s 

immanent critique of Gadamer by way of Hegel and some of his recent interpreters—

Fredric Jameson, Slavoj Žižek, Gillian Rose—will be more readily accessible to readers 

with some facility in philosophical theology and/or continental philosophy. None of which 

is to say the argument of each chapter is completely disconnected from the others, or that 
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any of them will be totally incomprehensible to those who specialize in subfields adjacent 

to the topic under treatment; I not only try to underscore each section’s role in the broader 

story this book is attempting to tell but also make an effort to provide enough scaffolding 

for a reasonably invested reader to come away with a sense of why it matters within its 

own context. But there is no denying that each of the following chapters risk scholarly 

contributions to subfields many assume to be methodologically siloed. Nor should it be 

denied that asking one’s audience to eavesdrop on academic discourses outside of their 

own expertise is a tall order. 

Yet it bears repeating that bringing these discourses together in the present study is 

not simply an overture to some vague notion of interdisciplinary scholarship. Rather, it 

means to make a claim about the form and content of historical theology as such. It means, 

in other words, to mount a case for why the study of history must include a speculative-

philosophical moment if it means to be truly theological. At every turn, therefore, the 

argument proceeds under the sign of F.C. Baur’s adaptation of an old Kantian adage: “I am 

not afraid of the well-known accusation of mixing philosophy with history,” he wrote, for 

“without philosophy, history remains to me forever dead and dumb…”1 His comment 

betrays a broadly Idealist commitment to the dialectical relation between the ideal and the 

real. Such was their solution to the problem Kant posed by proclaiming that “intuitions 

without concepts are blind,” after all: the work of a priori synthesis bears witness to an 

identity prior to the distinction between sensible and intelligible, out of which any such 

opposition emerges. But more to the point at present is the fact that Baur followed Hegel 

 
1 Ferdinand Christian Baur, Symbolik und Mythologie oder die Naturreligion des 

Alterthums (Stuttgart: J.B. Metzlerschen Buchhandlung, 1824), I:xi. My translation. 
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and company in correlating the inseparability of philosophy and history to the union of 

finite and infinite in the person of Christ. For if there is a throughline between each of the 

chapters it’s a conviction that the form of Christian theology must reflect its distinctive 

content. Which is to say, it operates under the assumption, only promissory for now, that 

Christ represents not only the substance of theological reflection but also the subject of all 

such work. 
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Chapter 1 

Minding the Gap:  

Towards a Dialectical Theory of Christian Tradition 

 
“Any true and living tradition must be at once both the subject and object 
of a constant and pious hermeneutical retrieval that, guided by an awareness 
of the history and logic of what has gone before, seeks to discover the 
tradition’s dialectical unity and rationality ever anew.” 

 
- David Bentley Hart1 

 
Hans Urs von Balthasar has become a mainstay among Christian theologians—

Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox—since his death in 1988, but he’s long been just as 

familiar to historians of early Christianity as well. They remember the Swiss theologian 

less for his speculative account of the Trinity, say, than his triptych of monographs on the 

Greek Fathers: Origen, Gregory of Nyssa, Maximus the Confessor. Even so, those early 

studies of patristic authors suffer a somewhat less reputable status among that guild than 

his trilogy enjoys among contemporary theologians. Let the following comment from Brian 

Daley stand in for the impression many such scholars receive when they encounter one of 

Balthasar’s “historical” studies of a premodern author: 

Like a collector of paintings from every period, [Balthasar] has assembled 
an extraordinary gallery of theological positions, arguments, influences, and 
connections; but because the collection is such an eclectic one, and the 
arrangement so carefully controlled by a larger intellectual programme, it 
tells us, in the end, more about the taste and understanding of the collector 
than it does about the artists and their work.2 

 

 
1 David Bentley Hart, “Tradition and Authority: A Vaguely Gnostic Meditation,” 

in Theological Territories (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2020). 
2 Brian E. Daley, “Balthasar’s Reading of the Church Fathers,” in The Cambridge 

Companion to Hans Urs von Balthasar, eds. Edward T. Oakes, S.J. and David Moss 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 203. 
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Reading any one of Balthasar’s essays on a figure from the Christian past—a chapter in 

the second volume of The Glory of the Lord, perhaps; one of his anthologies of patristic 

texts, say; or indeed the early monograph on Gregory of Nyssa—it’s difficult to deny that 

one is in the presence of a gifted interpreter. But it is somewhat more difficult, as Daley so 

eloquently describes, to shake the suspicion that these texts don’t in fact deliver us closer 

to Balthasar’s own thought than to that of their putative subjects. Daley pulls no punches: 

“brilliant commentaries on these authors within the specialized context of Balthasar’s 

theological project” they may be, but “Balthasar’s treatments of patristic authors are 

generally not essays one would recommend to those who seek a deeper acquaintance with 

the authors themselves.”3 The more of these treatments one reads, he suggests, the more 

apparent it becomes that they bear the marks of Balthasar’s own mind, not their subjects. 

In a word, these texts betray certain prejudices. And since it’s the very business of 

historians to detect such prejudice on the part of their sources, it’s little wonder that few of 

the Swiss theologian’s works still command much respect among their ranks. Balthasar’s 

studies, it would seem, are themselves historical artifacts: effects of a bygone era in which 

eisegesis could still pass for scholarship. 

While it may be easy enough for scholars of various stripes to spot his historical 

indiscretions, it is considerably less clear that critiques of this kind do much to discredit 

the work Balthasar took himself to be doing. It isn’t obvious, in other words, that 

Balthasar’s own theological reflections on the hermeneutical situation of the Christian 

scholar cannot account for the evidently prejudiced nature of his interpretations. From 

 
3 Daley, “Balthasar’s Reading of the Church Fathers,” 202. 
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which it follows that failure to grasp the theological basis of Balthasar’s “historical” studies 

will result in a refusal to see them as interpretations of these figures in the first place, as 

philosophically justified retrievals of tradition in their own right.  

The present chapter begins to clear the ground for a more coherent reading of his 

work along these lines by directly confronting the question of theological “prejudice” in 

historical inquiry at large. I do so, first, by questioning the extent to which modern scholars 

(of Gregory of Nyssa, in particular) have actually shorn themselves of the bias against 

which they define their method (1.1); then, by surveying three approaches to the unseemly 

“gap” that supposedly yawns between interpreters and their texts (1.2); and finally, by 

proposing a hermeneutical theory of my own for understanding the productive role of 

theological prejudice in the interpretation of historical texts (1.3). The latter I develop in 

dialogue with Hans-Georg Gadamer’s concept of “tradition,” according to which a given 

text’s “effective history” (Wirkungsgeschichte) is just as integral to its meaning as the 

conditions under which it was originally composed. Absent a backward glance from the 

present, Gadamer argues, there is no such thing as the past, for the production of history 

itself depends on the interpreter’s “distanciation” (Abständigkeit) from the substance at the 

source of her subjectivity—a term that proves just as crucial to Balthasar’s reinterpretation 

of Gregory of Nyssa as it does to Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics, but nonetheless 

becomes an impediment to grasping the speculative truth of the Christian tradition unless 

it makes the transition from a category that sets the finite apart from its opposite to a 

capacity the infinite itself encompasses. Building on Gadamer’s account of “hermeneutical 

experience,” therefore, but ultimately developing his thought in a more resolutely Hegelian 

direction than Heidegger’s former student himself would have allowed, I suggest that 
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tradition defines itself down through time by means of a perpetual act of self-sundering 

into the familiar and the foreign, constantly “annulling” but also thereby “preserving” the 

distance between past and present as a constitutive moment of its own identity. Precisely 

here, though, a properly dialectical theory of Christian tradition must pass from the 

question of philosophical hermeneutics to a cruciform metaphysics, patterned on nothing 

less than the mystery of Christ itself (1.4). For no amount of methodological precision can 

finally account for the “parallax shift” from form to content, from tracing the patterns of 

determinate negation by means of which the finite arrives at knowledge of its own 

historically conditioned nature to grasping the infinite itself as negativity. 

With those hermeneutical remarks in place, I’ll then be in a position to sketch a 

portrait of Balthasar at once more charitable and more critical than those who hastily 

dismiss him can muster (1.5). Put simply, my contention will be that Balthasar’s readings 

of early Christian texts are not deficient because he harbors various prejudices about what 

they must mean—everyone does that; it’s a hermeneutical imperative—but rather because 

some of those prejudices themselves are philosophically and so theologically mistaken. As 

outlined, then, the chapter should issue in something of a double perspective on Balthasar 

himself: exemplary in both his reading and misreading of traditional texts—an 

achievement not without its own historical significance, nor anywhere clearer than in his 

monograph on Gregory of Nyssa. Then again, the dialectical theory of tradition proposed 

across the present chapter ought to show that, how, and why such a determinate negation 

of Balthasar’s patristic studies is tantamount to treating these texts as significant 

contributions to the Christian tradition in their own right. There could hardly be a higher 

gesture of respect, in other words, than treating Balthasar’s own offerings as entries in the 
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same archive to which he devoted so much scrutiny across a paradigm shifting career. 

Suffice it to say, this essay in historical theology criticizes Balthasar only in order to move 

beyond his insights, not behind them.  

 
1.1 Gregory of Nyssa’s Modern (Theological) Reception 

 

Quite apart from all the theological intrigue of Balthasar’s various engagements 

with him, however, Gregory of Nyssa proves a near perfect specimen for studying the 

broader dynamics of reception history over the last century. Scholars of the Greek 

theologian owe a great debt to Morwenna Ludlow for demonstrating the extent to which 

careful study of Gregory’s reception in the modern period not only offers insight into the 

work of those who deploy his texts for their own purposes but also reveals something about 

the intellectual profile of the youngest Cappadocian himself.4 While Ludlow has begun this 

critical task of cataloguing the many portraits of Gregory on offer in modern scholarship, 

and done so in a way that illuminates the texts even as it deconstructs their tissue, 

spadework still remains. We have still to take full stock of the Nyssen’s fortunes over the 

past century, and we have yet to reckon with the fate of his signature concepts among 

contemporary theologians. It’s incumbent upon scholars of Gregory’s texts to reassess their 

current standing with an eye both to better understanding his thought in its own historical 

context as well as discerning the role its played in the development of modern theology 

itself.  

 
 4 Morwenna Ludlow, Gregory of Nyssa, Ancient and (Post)modern (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2007). 
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 Critically assessing his reception in the modern period proves particularly crucial 

in the case of Gregory for at least two reasons.5 First, and somewhat obviously, there is the 

sheer abundance of scholarship that has been written on the Nyssen over the past century.6 

The attention paid to this particular patristic author surely rivals any other over the same 

 
 5 Though the two developments in modern reception I treat here are especially 
pronounced in Gregory’s case, neither are peculiar to him alone. One could easily 
reproduce similar analyses of recent scholarship on any of the great luminaries of the 
patristic period: Origen, Augustine, Pseudo-Dionysius, Maximus the Confessor, among 
others. In fact, some of this work on their reception-history has already been done. See the 
following representative offerings: M. Alexandre, “La redécouverte d’Origène au XXe 
siècle,” in Les Pères de l’Église dans le monde d’aujourd’hui, éd. C. Badilta and Charles 
Kannengieser (Paris: Beauchesne-Curtea Veche Publishing, 2006), 51-93; Christoph 
Markschies, “The Reception and Transformation of Origen’s Works in Modern Editions: 
Some Comparative Views on Editions in Britain, France, Italy, and Germany,” in 
Origeniana Undecima. Origen and Origenism in the History of Western Thought. Papers 
of the 11th International Origen Congress, Aarhus University, 26–31 August 2013, ed. 
Anders-Christian Jacobsen (Leuven: Peeters, 2016), 165-189; Karla Pollmann, ed., The 
Oxford Guide to the Historical Reception of Augustine, 3 Volumes (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2013); Paul L. Gavrilyuk, “The Reception of Pseudo-Dionysius in 
Twentieth-Century Eastern Orthodoxy,” Modern Theology 24:4 (October, 2008): 707-723; 
Sarah Coakley and Charles M. Stang, eds., Re-thinking Dionysius the Areopagite (Oxford: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2009); Aidan Nichols, OP, Byzantine Gospel: Maximus the Confessor in 
Modern Scholarship (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1993). Each of these works, perhaps with 
the exception of the massive project on Augustine’s reception, is limited in scope and 
requires supplementary studies; Origen, especially, lacks a full-scale treatment, though the 
volumes currently being published in the Adamantiana: Texte und Studien zu Origenes und 
seinem Erbe, ed. Alfons Fürst (Münster: Aschendorff, 2011-) series promise to fill in this 
story. 
 6 The last published bibliography on Gregory that claimed anything approaching a 
comprehensive list of texts was: Margarete Altenburger and Frieldhelm Mann, eds. 
Bibliographie zu Gregor von Nyssa: Editionen-Übersetzungen-Literatur (Leiden: Brill, 
1988). Since the publication of this volume three decades ago, there has obviously been an 
astronomical increase in the amount of Nyssen scholarship. Though there has been no 
attempt at an updated edition of the Bibliographie from Brill, Matthieu Cassin has 
compiled an extensive bibliography, which incorporates work published up until the 
present, available online through the open-source reference management software Zotero: 
https://www.zotero.org/groups/176620/gregory_of_nyssa/. The database already boasts 
nearly 1,000 entries, though even this number is incomplete. A large-scale bibliographic 
project like the 1988 Brill volume remains a desideratum for Gregory scholarship today, 
but the undertaking grows more unmanageable every year. 
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period, with perhaps the perennial exceptions of Augustine and Origen. And it’s not simply 

the volume of work, but the breadth—both of topics examined and methodologies 

represented.7 Historians, theorists, theologians, philosophers, and textual critics have all 

brought their wares to bear on Nyssen’s writings, and the returns have been enormous. To 

boot, the majority of Gregory’s texts have received critical editions8 and nearly all have 

been translated into French, German, or English.9 Simply put, there has never been a better 

time to study Gregory of Nyssa.  

The responsible scholar will be obliged to consult these many oracles and test their 

spirits before proceeding to confect his or her own commentary on Gregory’s texts, of 

course, but the obligation often proves an unwieldy task given the abundance of this 

secondary literature. Bluntly put, there is such a glut of scholarship on Gregory that it’s 

often difficult to wade through the byways of overgrown bibliographies without some 

guidance as to which avenues are worth taking. What we need now are critical accounts of 

this mountain of secondary material itself in order to inspect the sundry studies already 

 
 7 One need only peruse The Brill Dictionary of Gregory of Nyssa to get a sense of 
the wide variety of topics and themes within Gregory’s writings that have received 
(modern) scholarly attention. Indeed, the very existence of such a volume, described by its 
editors as an effort to present a “symphonic vision of the studies on Gregory” in the wake 
of “the increasing number of works on the Nyssen and the growing interest in his thought” 
(ix), bespeaks the peculiarly rich reception the Nyssen has enjoyed in the past two decades 
alone. Cf. The Brill Dictionary of Gregory of Nyssa, eds. Lucas Francisco Mateo-Seco and 
Giulio Maspero, trans. Seth Cherney (Leiden: Brill, 2010). 
 8 W. Jaeger and H. Langerbeck, et al. Gregorii Nysseni Opera, Vols. I-X (Leiden: 
Brill, 1921-2014). 
 9 For these translations there are many individual scholars to thank, of course, but 
the International Gregory of Nyssa Colloquium, held regularly since 1969, has played as 
pivotal a role in the publication of these editions in English as any other continuous project 
over the past four decades, especially since 1981 when the conference began to be 
organized around particular texts in Gregory’s corpus. See the bibliography for a list of 
these translations, published alongside the proceedings of each conference. 
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published and clear the way for future contributions.10 Our access to Gregory of Nyssa—

the intellectual persona we attribute to him, the concepts we think most distinctive to his 

thought, the theological campaigns into which we consider him conscripted, the traditions 

by which we assume him claimed—has been mediated to us, for better but sometimes 

worse, by this ever-expanding body of scholarship. It behooves a guild of scholars, on 

 
 10 As I say, Morwenna Ludlow has spearheaded the task of recounting Gregory’s 
many-sided reception. But others, too, have lighted the path. Though not as broadly 
genealogical as Ludlow’s project, the essays published in a 2002 special edition of Modern 
Theology edited by Sarah Coakley contributed their own assessments of the state of 
Nyssenian scholarship, even as they offered what their authors (Coakley, Lewis Ayres, 
Michel René Barnes, Brian E. Daley, Martin S. Laird, Lucian Turcescu, and David Bentley 
Hart) took to be correctives to unfortunate trends among Gregory’s modern readers. These 
essays were later published as a separate volume with a telling title: Sarah Coakley, ed., 
Re-thinking Gregory of Nyssa (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003). In the introduction to the book, 
Coakley speaks of the “need to allude to some features of the Redaktionsgeschicte which 
has led to the misreadings of Gregory we have inherited,” the likes of which the volume’s 
contributors go on to redress. Each essay addresses a specific aspect of Gregory’s 
theology—Trinity, Christology, psychology, anthropology, etc.—but in concert they look 
to reassess the divisions of genre that supposedly separate the Nyssen’s corpus. As Coakley 
puts it, “it is certain that the cumulative effect of the essays will stir new thoughts about 
the appropriate way of teaching Gregory’s views on doctrinal matters.” (2). Again: “Whilst 
we cannot deny the myriad differences of style and genre with which Gregory plays in his 
various works, and his often infuriatingly inconsistent modes of argument, it is the 
challenge laid down by these collected essays to consider a ‘re-thinking’ of the relation of 
those works in the ways here described, and thereby to attempt an integration of what 
modernity has balefully dubbed Gregory’s ‘spirituality’ with his ‘theology’ and 
‘philosophy’.” (11). The common wager of these essays, then, counts on the overall 
coherence of the Nyssen’s corpus, and the project therefore assumes that a mistaken view 
of, say, “Gregory’s doctrine of God” (10), which indiscretion has been a persistent feature 
of textbook accounts of his thought over the past century or so, will almost necessarily 
skew one’s approach to the whole of Gregory’s theological vision. I rehearse this cadre of 
scholarly re-readings as a token of the sort of critical approach to past scholarship required 
for a fresh perspective on Gregory’s work. But my appreciation for Coakley and company 
is not only methodological. I, too, share the sense that Gregory’s corpus is more coherent 
than not, and thus agree that getting him wrong on one thread of his thought is likely to 
distort one’s perception of its entire fabric. 
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occasion, to take stock of its vast inventory before heaving another study upon the pile, lest 

we build our own monuments to the youngest Cappadocian on unsurveyed ground. 

 But this proposed audit of attention to Gregory in our period proves pressing for 

another, slightly more significant reason. Far from disinterested academics, the majority of 

Gregory’s modern interpreters have had something of a vested interested in the theological 

legacy of their late ancient subject. From its very start, that is, the renaissance of scholarly 

interest in Gregory has been threaded with very specific doctrinal agendas. In some cases, 

the theological commitments are all but obvious. For instance, some interpretations of his 

thought have fallen along predictable denominational lines.11 At other times, Gregory has 

been tapped to represent the distinctive promise of an entire Christian tradition, in which 

cases the doctrinal allegiances are so overt as to approach something like apologetics.12 

 
 11 Consider, for instance, the vigorous debates over Gregory’s supposed 
“synergism” waged by German Lutherans in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Cf. 
Ekkehard Mühlenberg, “Synergism in Gregory of Nyssa,” Zeitschrift für die 
Neutestamentliche Wissenschaft und die Kunde der Älteren Kirche 68.1-2 (1977): 93-122. 
Mühlenberg’s article begins with a brief rehearsal of these interpretive skirmishes, from 
the mid 19th century up through the 1970s. See the discussions in Werner Jaeger, Two 
Rediscovered Works of Ancient Literature: Gregory of Nyssa and Macarius (Leiden: Brill, 
1954); Heinrich Dörries, “Christlicher Humanismus und mönchische Geist-Ethik,” 
Theologische Literaturzeitung 79 (1954): 643-656; Walther Völker, Gregor von Nyssa als 
Mystiker (Wiesbaden: Steiner, 1955), 74-80; Donald C. Abel, “The Doctrine of Synergism 
in Gregory of Nyssa’s De instituto christiano,” Thomist 45 (1981): 430-448; Verna 
Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom According to Gregory of Nyssa, Studies in the Bible 
and Early Christianity (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1992); Ludlow, Gregory of 
Nyssa, 119-122; Hans Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue in Gregory of Nyssa: An 
Anagogical Approach (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 215-221. 
 12 Though he “places little emphasis on Gregory of Nyssa in particular,” as Ludlow 
points out, John Zizioulas does attempt to divine a theological revolution within the 
writings of the Cappadocians as a set, which he then claims for the Greek Fathers more 
broadly and thence Orthodoxy as a whole. The seismic shift occurs, he thinks, with the 
Cappadocian ‘discovery’ of hypostasis as a term by which to name trinitarian persons. 
Eastern approaches to Trinity, Zizioulas claims, grant ontological primacy to hypostasis 
not substance. Properly Orthodox theology, in turn, augurs a philosophical revolution in 
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More often, though, the theological convictions motivating a given interpreter are much 

more subtle, rendering the task of sorting through Gregory’s reception even more complex 

than the sheer volume of studies already makes it. Especially so, I suggest, when the reader 

in question purports to some species of interpretive objectivity—whether her study is posed 

from a strict philological perspective, from the quasi-scientific standpoint of what used to 

go by the name of ‘patristics,’ from the broadly deconstructive angle of much recent work 

 
the direction of personalism. All of which is to say that Zizioulas underwrites his 
theological critiques of the West by borrowing the authority of the Cappadocians, who are 
thus cast as patristic alternatives to Augustine’s poisoned well. See, principally, Being as 
Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s 
Seminary Press, 1985); John D. Zizioulas, “The doctrine of the Trinity: the significance of 
the Cappadocian contribution,” in Trinitarian Theology Today: Essays on Divine Being 
and Act, ed. Christoph Schwöbel (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1995), 44-60. See also the 
discussion of Zizioulas’s borrowings from the Cappadocian theology in Aristotle 
Papanikolaou, Being With God: Trinity, Apophaticism, and Divine-Human Communion 
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2006), 78-86; Ludlow, Gregory of 
Nyssa, 52-68. Zizioulas’s interpretation of the Cappadocians, and Gregory of Nyssa in 
particular, has received a fair amount of criticism in recent years, much of which has taken 
aim at the notion that Nyssen or any other pro-Nicene author taught a so-called “social 
doctrine of the trinity” (to which Zizioulas’s position allegedly amounts). On this latter 
point, see especially Sarah Coakley, “‘Persons’ in the social doctrine of the Trinity: current 
analytic discussion and ‘Cappadocian’ theology,” in Powers and Submissions: Spirituality, 
Philosophy and Gender (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002), 109-129. Criticism of the tendency to 
contrast Eastern and Western patristic approaches to trinitarian theology—a trope Zizioulas 
certainly does not inaugurate but in which he no doubt participates—marks the work of 
Lewis Ayres and Michel Barnes, in their studies of both Gregory of Nyssa and Augustine. 
Their contributions to the Re-thinking Gregory of Nyssa volume, which Coakley edited, 
represent important pieces of this larger polemic: Lewis Ayres, “On Not Three People: The 
Fundamental Themes of Gregory of Nyssa’s Trinitarian Theology as Seen in To Ablabius: 
On Not Three Gods, in Re-thinking Gregory of Nyssa, 15-44; Michel René Barnes, “Divine 
Unity and the Divided Self: Gregory of Nyssa’s Trinitarian Theology in its Psychological 
Context,” in Re-thinking Gregory of Nyssa, 45-66. From this volume, see also Lucian 
Turcescu, “‘Person’ versus ‘Individual,’ and Other Modern Misreadings of Gregory of 
Nyssa,” in Re-thinking, 97-110. For longer treatments of Gregory’s theology along these 
lines, see Barnes, The Power of God: Δύναμις in Gregory of Nyssa’s Trinitarian Theology 
(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2001); Ayres, Nicaea and 
its Legacy: An Approach to Fourth Century Trinitarian Theology (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004), 344-363.  



  32 

in late ancient studies, or even from the more hermeneutically ambiguous vantage of 

historical theology. Said otherwise, those who corral Gregory for their constructive- or 

systematic-theological projects are not the only readers to make certain inferences about 

the Cappadocian’s theological convictions based upon their own interpretive 

commitments. Despite their varied and various appeals to methodological indifference, the 

studies that attempt a portrait of Gregory strictly on his own terms often make fateful—

and irreducibly theological—judgments about the material under discussion, many of 

which can be traced back to modern conversations more or less alien to the historically 

conditioned grammar of Gregory’s own thought. 

 Once again, Ludlow describes the situation with dispatch. “While patristics 

scholars habitually refer to textual and contextual evidence for choosing one interpretation 

over another,” she writes, “other kinds of reading refer to a variety of reasons: intellectual 

cogency, conformity with Scripture and/or the rest of the Christian tradition, confessional 

loyalties, political convictions, and so on.” And yet “the dividing-line between historical 

and theological/philosophical readings is” by no means as “clear” as the purveyors of such 

tidy methodological distinctions sometimes insist. On the contrary, one might justifiably 

wonder about the direction of influence between these supposedly separate styles of 

reading. Indeed, urges Ludlow, one could just as well ask whether self-consciously 

theological engagements with late ancient authors don’t exercise “a subtle (but usually 

covert) influence on patristic scholarship,” whether, in fact, “much classic patristic 

scholarship” has actually been “highly influenced by various theological and philosophical 
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assumptions,” even if “tacitly.”13 If so—if, that is, “the dividing-line between historical 

and theological/philosophical readings” is somewhat less thick than historians themselves 

like to pretend—it seems pertinent to cast a critical eye on the scholarly literature itself. 

Otherwise, each new wave of scholarship risks bearing unbeknownst witness to the implicit 

biases of the previous generation(s). 

As one example of such “covert” influence, Ludlow cites Adolf von Harnack’s 

subterranean sway in subsequent patristic scholarship, including studies of Gregory: 

“Harnack’s concept of the Hellenization of the gospel is a good case in point, and in fact 

its theological edge is revealed rather more clearly when one reads recent Protestant 

readings of Gregory through the eyes of Harnack, than when one reads Harnack’s own 

scholarship.”14 Ludlow’s pivot to Harnack is instructive, as are her insights about the 

enduring effects of the hermeneutical indiscretions in which he may have indulged. 

Theological convictions—like those that undeniably funded Harnack’s narrative of the 

Christian gospel’s declension at the hands of pagan philosophy—do not simply guide the 

interpretive eye of those by whom they are held but often foreshorten the hermeneutical 

perspective of those in his or her scholarly wake. As Ludlow rightly suggests, one would 

be hard pressed to find a better example of Harnack’s “Hellenization thesis” in action than 

self-consciously Protestant studies of Gregory of Nyssa in the 20th century, what with their 

near constant policing of the supposed border between Gregory’s authentically Christian 

elements and foreign philosophical encroachments.15 This body of literature offers an 

 
 13 Ludlow, Gregory of Nyssa, 8. 
 14 Ludlow, Gregory of Nyssa, 8.  
 15 It was Gregory’s supposed enthrallment to Platonism that produced the most 
violent reactions in this respect. Harold Cherniss’s monograph on Nyssen, which argues 



  34 

 
for a primarily Platonic rather than Stoic provenance of the latter’s philosophical 
inclinations, is still one of the best examples of a broadly Harnackian hermeneutic in all of 
modern patristic scholarship. He not only attempts to unmask the Platonic piety hiding 
beneath the Christian veneer of Gregory’s language—and so thereby presumes a strict 
dichotomy philosophy and authentic theology—but, accordingly, also ridicules Gregory 
for his apparent lack of faith. Cf. Cherniss, The Platonism of Gregory of Nyssa, University 
of California Publications in Classical Philology 11 (Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 1930). The next generation of Gregory scholars, especially Catholics like 
Jean Daniélou and Hans Urs von Balthasar, attempted to counter the negative appraisal of 
those like Cherniss by arguing instead that Gregory (and other patristic writers) used the 
tools of pagan philosophy, Platonism in particular, for undeniably Christian purposes. As 
John Rist points out, however, it’s not clear that someone like Daniélou actually departs 
from Cherniss’s basic paradigm: both simply assume that Gregory had access to, and 
therefore made use of, a body of knowledge called “Platonism,” which was perforce 
distinct from his more immediate sources in the Christian tradition. See John Rist, “On the 
Platonism of Gregory of Nyssa,” Hermathena 169 (Winter 2000): 129-151. Rist, for his 
part, demurs. The burden of proof, he says, lies with those who wish to claim for Gregory 
textual knowledge of pagan philosophical sources based on conceptual references he could 
just as easily have derived from 3rd century Christian authors like Origen. Cherniss, says 
Rist, “was far too inclined, as many others who approach Gregory from the 'Platonic' side 
[i.e. Daniélou et al], to underestimate the degree to which he is operating in a consciously 
Christian world, and hence to underplay the necessity of understanding what was 
happening theologically in that world.” (149); we ought, instead, to see the fourth century 
as a period marked by “the diminution of Platonic influences on Christian texts” (150), in 
favor of a developing Christian intellectual identity. Rist’s careful attention to the extent of 
Gregory’s textual knowledge of philosophical sources (Plotinus, in particular) is 
illuminating, and he offers a helpful corrective to those like Cherniss who would reduce 
Gregory’s writings to an epigone of Plato. It is, nevertheless, somewhat odd that Rist’s 
conclusions still trade on an unsubstantiated dichotomy between philosophy and theology 
in Late Antiquity. If “there is little reason to suppose significant philosophical influence” 
(149) on Gregory, as Rist claims, this simply means that Gregory was a Christian 
theologian—rather than a philosopher, Christian or not—on account of historical exigency. 
In other words, it is not clear that Rist himself has broken free of the (Harnackian) paradigm 
he sets out to critique. More problematic from the perspective of this study, moreover, is 
Rist’s uncritical endorsement of a narrative in which the fourth century marks Christian 
theology’s decisive break from Neoplatonism on the basis of the former’s commitment to 
an “absolute gulf between Creator and creature” (146), which “Neoplatonic emanation-
theory” (137) supposedly refused. Rist even characterizes this “gulf” as a διάστημα: “For 
the Christian distinction between God and his creatures (including intelligibles)—based 
not merely on God as creator but on God as creator ex nihilo and marked by the term 
diastema—is greater than anything which the pagan Platonists could tolerate.” (137). But 
Rist adduces no passage, from Gregory or any other writer, which actually talks of a “gulf” 
or “diastema” between Creator and creation. As we’ll see, this complex of doctrinal 
claims—an absolute creator-creature distinction, some kind of ontological gap between 
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ongoing testament to the ways in which theological assumptions on the part of influential 

scholars can end up determining academic discourse downstream from their own studies, 

regardless of whether subsequent researchers agree with those assumptions or even 

recognize their role in shaping the terms of that discourse. 

 Reckoning with Harnack’s influence alone could occupy scholars of Gregory for 

many pages, let alone coming to terms with his epigones and critics in the subsequent 

literature. Ludlow ventures an understatement: “An exhaustive account of readings of 

Gregory of Nyssa in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries [not to mention the oft-

neglected nineteenth century!] would be very much longer.”16 For her part, Ludlow focuses 

on “anglophone readings of Gregory” from “the late twentieth and early twenty-first 

centuries,” decisively not to “to downplay the influence of continental European 

theologians” of earlier decades, but only because “there have been important developments 

in this period which have altered the way in which patristics is studied and in the way in 

which theologians view traditions.” Most notably for present purposes, she readily admits 

“the influence of figures such as Daniélou and Balthasar on theological readings of Gregory 

has been immense,” but declines to comment further on either of these Catholic scholars 

in the interest of restricting her book’s focus. Postponing (most of) the discussion of 

Daniélou’s monumental studies of Gregory17 to a later date, this study takes up Ludlow’s 

 
God and world, a rejection of emanation, the affirmation of creatio ex nihilo—are cited 
quite frequently, and usually in concert, as the specific content of Christian theology’s 
difference from pagan philosophy. 

16 Ludlow, Gregory of Nyssa, 7. 
17 Jean Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique: Essai sur la doctrine spirituelle 

de Saint Grégoire de Nysse, 2nd ed. (Paris: Aubier, 1944); Idem., L’Être et le temps chez 
Grégoire de Nysse (Leiden: Brill, 1970). 
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mantle with respect to Balthasar. It does so on the assumption that the sort of analysis she 

brings to bear on Anglophone scholarship not only can but should be applied to the Swiss 

theologian’s treatments of early Christian authors, including his studies of Gregory. For if 

something like the “Hellenization thesis” of Harnack wielded an outsized influence among 

Lutheran scholars of the last century, Balthasar’s efforts to “resource” Gregory’s thought 

in and for the modern period have been just as influential among an even more diverse 

array of readers—not only scholars of Cappadocian theology and its historical context, but 

also constructive theologians similarly convinced of the patristic foundations of Christian 

thought and practice.  

 
1.2 Three Approaches to Theological Prejudice 

 
  
 Subsequent chapters will take up the task of reconstructing the philosophico-

theological assumptions in which Balthasar’s studies of Gregory were steeped (Ch.2) and 

then submitting his undeniably influential interpretation to a critique with a significantly 

different set of philosophico-theological presuppositions (Ch.3), but the balance of this 

chapter queries the very idea of theological “prejudice” itself when it comes to interpreting 

early Christian texts. After all, it’s hardly controversial that interpretive bias often skews 

scholarly readings of early Christian texts. Nor is it all that surprising that such bias is 

irreducibly theological in origin. The question is what, if anything, ought to be done about 

it. Surveying the current state of the field, three responses to the “problem” of theological 

prejudice on the part of Christian historians rise to the surface. Across the present section, 

I’ll characterize each of these reading strategies as an approach to the “hermeneutical gap” 

that seems to yawn between texts and interpreter, between patristic writers and ourselves.  
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Before outlining the taxonomy, however, I hasten to add that the three strategies 

canvased here are heuristic descriptions, meant only to highlight certain interpretive 

tendencies among scholars of early Christianity. They aim to bring under the same heading 

various strands of scholarship united by family resemblances, but they are not hard and fast 

divisions. Accordingly, none of these approaches is hermetically sealed from the others. 

On the contrary, all three share certain baseline assumptions (e.g., that there is more than 

merely antiquarian interest at stake in reading early Christian texts in the first place) and 

one could easily triangulate their similarities and differences in a variety of ways. My aim 

in detailing them as I do here is not only to survey recent scholarship—I’ll refer to 

representative examples of each approach, and I’ll restrict these examples to treatments of 

the 4th century as a point of reference for the present study—but also to point up their 

strengths and weaknesses in order to hew a hermeneutical angle of my own that draws on 

the best of such studies. 

 
 

1.2.1. Closing the Gap: Patristics 
 
 

One might claim that a sharper application of method will adequately address 

theological impositions foreign to the intellectual milieu of late ancient writers, and thus 

correct contemporary mischaracterizations of their thought. Stricter attention to the lexical 

details and semantic range of a given author’s formulations, so the argument might go, will 

inexorably limn a more accurate portrait, historically speaking. And this because more 

assiduous concentration on the text itself will tend, as it were, to “close” the hermeneutical 

gap between interpreter and text, in which contemporary readers are often tempted to insert 
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theological convictions based upon doctrinal developments either subsequent or irrelevant 

to the author in question. It is, therefore, an essential feature of this approach to privilege 

study of the original languages in which patristic texts were written. Quite often, in fact, 

facility with these ancient and late ancient tongues serves a kind of gatekeeping function: 

patristics scholars, who possess relatively extensive knowledge of these languages by 

training, are deemed privileged interpreters of early Christian texts, while interpreters who 

read the documents in translation are deemed less reliable—especially when such 

linguistically uninitiated readers attempt to resource patristic texts for some constructive 

or systematic theological purpose. Translations, textbook accounts, and topical surveys 

only distance us further from the Fathers themselves. So, while we may not be able to 

abolish entirely the “ugly ditch” between our present and their past, the patristics scholar 

insists, keen attention to the texts themselves can nevertheless deliver us asymptotically 

nearer than we would otherwise be, and thereby expose contemporary attempts to fill this 

gap by other means as anachronistic obstacles to understanding Christian history on its own 

terms. 

Among those so committed to closing the hermeneutical gap by means of stricter 

attention to the text one should obviously include the sort of disciplined philological 

scholars who comprised an earlier generation of patristic and medieval researchers. Their 

methods, of course, owed much to the scholarly habits of those in Classics, which methods 

are still practiced by the old guard of many university faculties today. At least some of 

these habits of study, I take it, also mark (or marked) the discipline called “patristics,” 

which purports to reconstruct as far as possible the development of Christian history and 

doctrine in their earliest centuries by means of close attention to texts produced by and 
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about Christians during this period (it’s the attention to doctrinal and historical 

development that seems to set patristics apart from philology; in this respect, at least, 

patristics edges nearer the nebulous field of ‘the history of ideas’ or intellectual history). If 

the older style of philological research is now less prevalent among scholars of early 

Christianity and its environs (though perhaps not among certain New Testament 

departments, since they still deal almost exclusively with a tightly circumscribed set of 

texts and therefore quite restricted set of lexical data), the study of patristics is alive and 

well, even if it occasionally goes by other names (e.g., Early Christian Studies, 

Development of Early Christian Theology, etc.). 

For a more recent token of the ‘patristics’ type—one which demonstrates not only 

the discipline’s resilience but also its latter-day adaptation to meet various developments 

in the field—take Lewis Ayres’s widely-cited monograph on fourth-century doctrinal 

development: Nicaea and its Legacy (2004).18 To be sure, Ayres characterizes his approach 

as a “type of ‘historical theology’,”19 and he certainly does not demur from full-throated 

theological recommendations in the final chapter of his book.20 But the greater bulk of the 

text is given to close-readings of patristic writings against their own social, philosophical, 

and theological contexts as a means of articulating a more nuanced narrative of the events 

leading up to and following the watershed council at Nicaea in AD 325. Moreover, Ayres 

explicitly positions his study as a corrective to theological misreadings of patristic texts: “I 

suggest that recent Trinitarian theology has engaged the legacy of Nicaea at a fairly shallow 

 
18 Lewis Ayres, Nicaea and its Legacy: An Approach to Fourth-Century Trinitarian 

Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
19 Ayres, Nicaea and its Legacy, 5. 
20 Ayres, Nicaea and its Legacy, 384-429. 
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level, frequently relying on assumptions about Nicene theology that are historically 

indefensible and overlooking the wider theological matrices within which particular 

theological terminologies were situated.”21 Which is to say, Ayres shows a reasonably 

confident belief in—indeed, his monograph aims to be an extended demonstration of—the 

ability of well-informed patristics scholarship to limn a more historically accurate portrait 

of Christian theology in the 4th century and beyond. The underlying premise of his work 

seems to be that a more historically accurate account of “pro-Nicene culture” will yield a 

more theologically precise account of trinitarian theology, and this since the true criteria 

for orthodox trinitarian theology just is the set of texts and contexts that gave shape to pro-

Nicene culture in the first place. Ayres’s accompanying appeal to recover the “theological 

culture” of pro-Nicene Christianity is, therefore, just a logical entailment of his conviction 

that the Fathers themselves provide the proper norm for Christian teaching: if we wish to 

think correctly about trinitarian theology, Ayres seems to suggest, we’ll need to emulate 

the Fathers of the Church; and if we wish to emulate the Fathers of the Church, we’ll need 

to recover the “theological culture” in which they lived and wrote.  

Such a proposal may sound redolent of what sometimes goes under the name 

“ressourcement,” but, for reasons which will become clearer as this study develops, the 

hermeneutical approach Ayres represents should be distinguished from the “return to the 

sources” that, say, Hans Urs von Balthasar theorized and practiced. The more significant 

divide, I submit, is not between those who are existentially invested in patristic theology 

and those who aren’t, but rather between those who freely, even gladly acknowledge that 

 
21 Ayres, Nicaea and its Legacy, 1. 
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and how their own (modern theological) prejudices indelibly shape their reception of 

patristic texts and those who don’t. In this respect, at least, those like Ayres whose “return 

to the sources” intends an overt correction of various developments in modern theology 

bears a closer hermeneutical relationship to those for whom rigorous study of early 

Christianity reveals no antidote to modern belief but rather ancient foils for contemporary 

convictions. Hence, it may be the case that Ayres and company share more in common 

with a decidedly heterodox scholar like the late Maurice Wiles than, say, Balthasar 

himself—not to mention practitioners of the second interpretive strategy to whom I now 

turn.22  

1.2.2. Widening the Gap: Social History 
 
 

Alternatively, one might think the hermeneutical gap unconquerable and seek to 

exploit it: either in order to destabilize the text and thereby problematize the uses to which 

it has been put or in order to claim for the text some purposeful ambiguity and thereby 

attribute to its author theological awareness at the literary-theoretical level. Those who 

harbor broadly postmodern sympathies (of the deconstructive persuasion, especially) 

typically take the first of these diverging paths: the aim here is, first, to point up the 

‘textuality’ of patristic writings—their status as “first and foremost literary productions” 

rather than “sources of social data” or transparent conveyors of metaphysical import, as 

Elizabeth A. Clark puts it—in order, then, to flag the semantic fissures that haunt the texts 

 
22 Indeed, despite their obvious theological disagreements, Ayres himself has 

acknowledged the affinity between his own work and that of scholars “such as Maurice 
Wiles,” and this insofar as they “engaged in close study of theological texts in ways I have 
always understood as very similar to my own.” Cf. Lewis Ayres, “A Response to the Critics 
of Nicaea and its Legacy,” Harvard Theological Review 100:2 (2007): 159-171. 
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and so cast suspicion on their ability to deliver us the stable meanings intended by the 

authors themselves. Such a hermeneutic not only attempts to unmask the surreptitious 

mechanisms of power and “social logic” at the site of the text’s production but also, and 

precisely thereby, expose modern attempts to settle the “aporias” of meaning within the 

text, according to some equally furtive interpretive ideology, as arbitrary at best and violent 

at worst.23  

As token of this type, one also keyed to the 4th century, take Virginia Burrus’s 

‘Begotten Not Made’: Conceiving Manhood in Late Antiquity (2000).24 From the outset of 

her book, Burrus openly names her dissatisfactions with the discipline called “patristics” 

and positions her study as an alternative to its patriarchal methodologies. She summarizes 

her argument like so:  

[I]t is by attending closely to the rhetorical ‘flash of swords’ in the doctrinal 
debates of the fourth century that I hope to show how, in the late Roman 
Empire, theological discourse came to constitute a central arena in which 
manhood was not only tested and proven but also, in the course of events, 
redefined: when the confession of the full and equal divinity of Father, Son, 
and Spirit became for the first time the sine qua non of doctrinal orthodoxy, 
masculinity (I argue) was conceived anew, in terms that heightened the 
claims of patriarchal authority while also cutting manhood loose from its 
traditional fleshly and familial moorings.25 

 
Said otherwise, Burrus attends to the fissures of meaning opened by 4th century discussions 

about the Son’s “begetting” in order to unmask the social hierarchies of gender that made 

 
 23 For a still unsurpassed account of this type of “postmodern” reading strategy and 
a defense of its solvency as an interpretive method particularly suited for late ancient texts, 
see Elizabeth A. Clark, History, Theory, Text: Historians and the Linguistic Turn 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004). See especially the discussion gathered 
under the heading “Patristics, History, and Theory” at 169-185. 

24 Virginia Burrus, ‘Begotten Not Made’: Conceiving Manhood in Late Antiquity 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2000). 

25 Burrus, ‘Begotten Not Made’, 3. 
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such discourse intelligible in the first place. She tries to show, therefore, that the extensive 

doctrinal debates about the Son’s consubstantiality (or not) to the Father among Christian 

intellectuals in the 4th century were not exclusively metaphysical discussions about the 

precise relations shared among the persons of the Trinity nor simply the implications of 

such relations for talk of divine being but also, perhaps primarily, an unacknowledged 

reassertion of patriarchal power under the auspices of spiritually authoritative theological 

discourse.  

By implication, then, those who attempt to replicate or resource these texts by 

situating them within their own contemporary doctrinal or theological projects also, often 

unwittingly, endorse and perpetuate the same oppressive hierarchies by which patristic 

trinitarian proposals were originally made possible and to which they provided 

ecclesiastical authority. “If I call for critical—and critically intertwined—reassessments of 

both theology and gender in late antiquity,” Burrus insists, “I am also attempting to revise 

present conceptions of God and manhood. The more carefully I resist collapsing 

distinctions by meticulously reconstructing the particularity of the past, the more intimately 

I weave myself into the texture of my history.” Simply put, she says, “[t]o retell the history 

of doctrine is to rewrite theology.”26 Cast within the terms I’ve used so far, we might say 

Burrus recognizes the unavoidable hermeneutical “gap” pried opened by the unstable 

signifiers that comprise fourth-century trinitarian discourse and, instead of simply 

despairing at the impossibility of fixed meaning they might otherwise indicate, places 

herself within this ‘gap’ alongside the interpretive questions and (theological) convictions 

 
26 Burrus, ‘Begotten Not Made’, 4. 
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she brings to the texts. Thus, the interval between text and reader becomes, for Burrus and 

those who practice this second type of reading strategy, a space to exploit rather than a 

divide to conquer.27 

 It’s a consistent, arguably constitutive feature of “deconstructive” readings of the 

sort Burrus practices to assume that premodern authors were largely ignorant of the 

semantic slippage to which their texts are subject. If less common, however, there are those 

who would rather attribute such textual fluidity to the rhetorical intention of premodern 

authors themselves.28 That is, certain contemporary interpreters wish to credit patristic 

 
27 See also Elizabeth A. Clark, “Holy Women, Holy Words: Early Christian 

Women, Social History, and the ‘Linguistic Turn’,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 6.3 
(1998): 413-430; Elizabeth A. Clark, “The Lady Vanishes: Dilemmas of a Feminist 
Historian After the ‘Linguistic Turn’,” Church History 67.1 (1998): 1-31; Virginia Burrus, 
“Is Macrina a Woman? Gregory of Nyssa’s Dialogue on the Soul and Resurrection,” in 
The Blackwell Companion to Postmodern Theology, ed. Graham Ward (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2005), 249-264. 
 28 Burrus actually entertains this possibility with respect to Gregory of Nyssa but 
quickly undercuts her own insights into the disruptive possibilities of literary style by 
nonetheless attributing to him much of the same ideological baggage described above. On 
the one hand, that is, Burrus is attentive to the cascading imagery of a treatise like De 
virginitate, emphasizes the deliberate demand Gregory makes upon his reader through his 
abundant use of often-conflicting figural language, and underscores the redefinition of 
sexual desire the text itself thereby performs. In which case, according to Burrus’s own 
narrative, Gregory will have departed quite significantly from other 4th century Christians 
in their efforts to theologically legitimate gender hierarchies by means of trinitarian 
doctrine, and he will have done so by literarily destabilizing the very terms in which these 
debates were carried out. Ultimately, however, Burrus questions Gregory’s success on this 
score. She thinks it more likely that the rhetorical fluidity of his texts—for instance, the 
“androgynous” depictions of the virtuous virgin through the use of both male and female 
imagery—only serves to reinforce the totalizing authority of the male author, such that the 
masculine not only projects itself into a “transcendental” register by means of gendered 
talk about God as Father and Son but also subsumes the female into its poetic self-
depictions. Cf. Virginia Burrus, ‘Begotten Not Made’, 80-133. Ludlow dissents from 
Burrus’s conclusions. If, she writes, “Gregory is as complex, surprising, and creative a 
writer as she [i.e. Burrus] assumes, surely he is able—indeed would he not feel 
compelled—to bend, stretch, and pull his images away from their previous associations?” 
Within Gregory’s De virginitate and the Macrinan texts, for instance, “he takes the Platonic 



  45 

authors with their own awareness of (what we call) “textuality” and a corresponding 

recognition of the dialectical relationship between reader and writer it promises.29 In which 

case, the hermeneutical gap becomes not some inexpungible ‘effect’ of the act of writing 

but a condition of possibility for the specific meaning(s), or disruption thereof, the text 

aims to body forth. Some would even go as far to say the specific theological ambitions of 

certain patristics authors, like Gregory of Nyssa, depend on the semantic ambiguity of their 

texts and the interpretive engagement they therefore invite.30  

 
images of the rise of the soul and of philosophic fecundity and transfers them to a different 
situation, where not only the historical context of homoerotic love has disappeared, but 
even its imagery has been left behind.” (Gregory of Nyssa, 201). The tensions Ludlow 
identifies in Burrus’s reading of Gregory are not isolated to her study alone. The extent to 
which a given author is or isn’t able to transcend the machinations of power within his or 
her own cultural setting—that is, whether or not individual authors are in fact fated to be 
no more than ‘effects’ of the discourse in which they are situated—is a question that haunts 
many studies from a broadly Foucauldian perspective. For analysis and critique of this 
aporia, albeit in a much different historical context, see Amanda Anderson, “The 
Temptations of Aggrandized Agency: Feminist Histories and the Horizon of Modernity,” 
in The Way We Argue Now: A Study in the Cultures of Theory (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2006), 46-66. 
 29 After all, Plato himself was well aware of the possibilities and pitfalls of textual 
dissemination; one doesn’t really need Derrida’s virtuosic reading of the Phaedrus to see 
that the dynamic but unstable relationship between readers and writers was something over 
which Socrates and his students mulled. Cf. Jacques Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” in 
Dissemination, trans. Barbara Johnson (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1981), 
61-171. 
 30 Though Morwenna Ludlow offers no doubt the clearest account of Gregory’s 
rather sophisticated rhetorical intentions, other scholars have also claimed for the youngest 
Cappadocian a ‘literary’ awareness unique among patristic authors. Ludlow cites several 
examples: Mark D. Hart, “Reconciliation of Body and Soul: Gregory of Nyssa’s Deeper 
Theology of Marriage,” Theological Studies 51 (1990): 450-478; Mark D. Hart, “Gregory 
of Nyssa’s Ironic Praise of the Celibate Life,” Heythrop Journal 33 (1992): 1-19; Sarah 
Coakley, “Introduction—gender, Trinitarian analogies, and the pedagogy of the Song,” in 
Re-thinking Gregory of Nyssa, ed. Coakley  (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), 1-13. Among this 
group one should also include: John Behr, “The Rational Animal: A Rereading of Gregory 
of Nyssa’s De hominis opificio,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 7.2 (1999): 219-247; 
Martin Laird, “Under Solomon’s Tutelage: The Education of Desire in the Homilies on the 
Song of Songs,” in Re-thinking Gregory of Nyssa, 77-96; Martin Laird, Gregory of Nyssa 
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This happens to be Ludlow’s own view: “this book is claiming that Gregory wrote 

his texts with a built-in ambiguity which was intended to generate multiple meanings and 

that he felt that the possibility of absolute chaos or failure of meaning was guarded against 

by the fact that the whole process of reading and writing theology should take place within 

the journey of humans towards God.”31 It is, moreover, “the complexity of his theology 

and the ambiguity of his own persona” that make Nyssen’s writings such an attractive but 

nonetheless divisive set of sources for contemporary readers.32 But such intricacy is not, 

she thinks, of the kind that can be sorted out by a more stringent attention to the theological 

details of the texts or given over to the scholar of patristic literature for unambiguous 

clarification. Ludlow stresses that her book is decidedly not an attempt to show, from the 

perspective of a patristics scholar, how and why theologically committed readers of 

Gregory are “always getting it wrong, or that they are always out of date” in their 

interpretations. Rather, she writes, “I am interested in the reasons why they make the 

 
and the Grasp of Faith: Union, Knowledge, and Divine Presence (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004). Particularly relevant to this project is Scot Douglass’s work on 
Gregory and his Cappadocian companions: Theology of the Gap: Cappadocian Language 
Theory and the Trinitarian Controversy, American University Studies, Series VII: 
Theology and Religion, Vol. 235 (New York: Peter Lang, 2005). I will have much more to 
say about Douglass’s book throughout this study. Suffice it to say, for now, that Douglass 
attributes to Gregory and his brother Basil a full-blown ‘theory’ of language that anticipates 
characteristically Heideggerian and Derridean insights into the inexorably temporal 
unfolding of meaning and which thereby ‘deconstructs’ illicit metaphysical attempts like 
those of Eunomius and his associates, to stabilize theological discourse within ‘onto-
theological’ concepts (such as ‘ingenerate,’ in the case of the Heteroousians). In other 
words, Douglass not only claims for the Cappadocians an awareness of the theological 
opportunities made possible by the hermeneutical gap between reader and writer (to which 
the title of his book gestures), as do Ludlow and the others mentioned above, but also 
argues that Gregory and Basil based their entire defense of the Nicene faith around this 
central insight. 

31 Ludlow, Gregory of Nyssa, 289. 
32 Ludlow, Gregory of Nyssa, 3. 
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choices they do,” for these readers usually “opt for one of several plausible readings” of 

the texts rather than commit any overt act of untenable eisegesis. Indeed, despite her 

insistence that “there are limits to what Gregory’s text can plausibly mean,” Ludlow 

discerns a diversity of interpretive possibilities not only on the surface of Gregory’s 

writings—as if the tensions and ambiguities could be explained away by a deeper, more 

penetrating interpretation—but in their identity as texts.33 That Gregory can be read in a 

diverse number of ways, in other words, is not disconnected from the style in which the 

texts that bear his name were written.34 

 
1.2.3. Traversing the Gap: 

 

If the first of the interpretive strategies I’ve canvased here thinks the hermeneutical 

gap a divide to conquer and the second considers it a space to exploit, the third believes it 

an interval always already traversed. For texts, on this view, are not merely bound to the 

historical context of their composition but come to us in and through the traditions of 

interpretation to which they give rise. They are, accordingly, neither the sole province of 

those with scholastic training in the environs of their production nor merely raw material 

 
33 Ludlow, Gregory of Nyssa, 8. 
34 Ludlow, Gregory of Nyssa, 288, compares this “literary” aspect of Gregory’s 

theology with the rhetorical style of one of his favorite sources, Plato: “In effect, then, I 
am claiming that Gregory’s theology is ‘Platonic’ not so much in the usual sense of 
‘espousing (Neo-)platonic concepts’, but more in the sense of his literary and pedagogical 
method.” Like Plato’s dialogues, that is, Gregory’s texts invite the reader into the dialectic 
of conversation and promise ‘therapy’ for those willing to risk their own perspectives in 
the process. Even so, she says, one should also attribute the “fruitful ambiguity” of his texts 
to Gregory’s self-conscious imitation of Scripture (289), wherefore it would seem the 
bishop of Nyssa has applied the Alexandrian tradition’s characteristic emphasis on the 
multiple meanings of biblical texts to his own writing practice. 
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for academics outfitted with the latest tools of literary deconstruction. Rather, interpretive 

jurisdiction falls, first and foremost, to members of the tradition(s) in whose stream those 

texts now stand.35 Principally, therefore, early Christian texts belong to the body of 

interpreters gathered in and by the Church.36 Properly understood, this claim to interpretive 

 
 35 Among modern theorists, this perspective is typically associated with the 
‘philosophical hermeneutics’ of Hans-Georg Gadamer. See, above all, his classic Truth 
and Method [hereafter TM], trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2013); idem, Philosophical Hermeneutics, trans. David E. Linge (Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press, 1977); Hermeneutik I: Wahrheit und Methode: 
Grundzüge einer philosophischen Hermeneutik, Gesammelte Werk, Band 1 (Tübingen: 
J.C.B. Mohr, 1985). Given Gadamer’s rather substantial debts to several strands of 
theology both ancient and modern, however, there is every reason to think this emphasis 
on traditioned reasoning is an interpretive strategy internal to the Christian tradition itself. 
Several studies have begun to take stock of Gadamer’s theological borrowings, from 
Augustine especially: Frederick Lawrence, “Gadamer, the Hermeneutic Revolution, and 
Theology,” in The Cambridge Companion to Gadamer, ed. Robert J. Dostal (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002), 167-200; John Arthos, The Inner Word in Gadamer’s 
Hermeneutic (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2009); Walter Lammi, 
Gadamer and the Question of the Divine, Continuum Studies in Continental Philosophy 
(London: Continuum, 2009); Andrew Fuyarchuk, The Inner Voice in Gadamer’s 
Hermeneutics: Mediating Between Modes of Cognition in the Humanities and the Sciences 
(Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2017). See also Jean Grondin, Sources of Hermeneutics 
(Albany, NY: State University Press of New York, 1995), 99-110. See also Clark’s 
discussion of Gadamer’s influence on historiography in History, Theory, Text, 111-112. In 
the section that follows, I articulate an interpretive program in close dialogue with 
Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics. I do so, however, with this proviso in mind: the 
philosophical fundament on which Gadamer bases his thought is theological in both origin 
and effect. Accordingly, Gadamer’s hermeneutics is intimately connected with the content 
of the theological topics under discussion in this project; it is not, in other words, theoretical 
scaffolding constructed at the outset which can then be kicked away, as if it bore no internal 
connection to the substance of the argument. Rather, because of the theological claims on 
which they feed, these opening remarks on method are already an embodiment of the 
argument they preface. 
 36 Typically, though, this group of privileged readers is further specified according 
to the authority of particular Christian traditions (e.g., the Roman Catholic Church or 
Eastern Orthodoxy) and/or ecclesiastical office (e.g., bishops or the pontiff). Take, for 
instance, the infamous encyclical Aeterni Patris (1879) in which Pope Leo XIII reasserted 
Roman Catholic rights to the riches of philosophy and pronounced St. Thomas Aquinas the 
authoritative doctor of Catholic doctrine. By thus characterizing Thomas’s work as the 
culmination of Catholic teaching, Aeterni Patris not only seems to subordinate other voices 
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authority is not so much a power play on the part of Christian theologians who wish to 

wrest their texts from the hands of those outside the fold as it is an argument regarding the 

nature of traditions and the difference these temporally extended communities make for 

historical understanding. Said otherwise, those who advocate an ecclesial hermeneutic of 

this kind do not simply announce their right to the text by some external or arbitrary fiat—

as if the text were simply ‘there’ in the neutral space of the historical archive, waiting to 

be claimed by anyone who might happen upon it—but insist, instead, that the meaning of 

the text mustn’t be separate from the historically distended tradition of interpretation by 

which it has been preserved and thereby mediated to us.37 Contemporary Christian 

 
in the Christian tradition to the Angelic Doctor—or, at the very least, appears to make 
agreement with Thomas a criterion of truth for earlier (and later) Christian writers—but 
also thereby demonstrates an ability on the part of the magisterium to determine the relative 
authority of individual authors within the Church’s archive and therefore determine 
subsequent interpretation of other figures. Even so, Aeterni Patris only represents an 
exemplary case of the more general process by which the Roman Catholic Church 
designates any of its Doctors (of which they are currently thirty-six). The obvious 
exceptions to readers who might practice an ecclesial hermeneutic but nevertheless resist 
any hierarchical ordering of either individual authors within the canon or contemporary 
interpreters of their texts are, of course, Protestants, for whom the principle of universal 
priesthood tends to flatten any hierarchy among historical theologians and, at least in 
theory, render lay entitlement to early or medieval Christians texts no different than lay 
access to Scripture. In practice, of course, as in the case of biblical interpretation, certain 
members of Protestant communities, typically those with historical and/or theological 
training, become de facto authorities on the texts, just as certain voices from the Christian 
past, like Augustine, also become privileged voices. But regardless of the functional 
authority granted pastors, scholars, and academic theologians, it is also the case that 
Protestants generally deem texts from the Christian tradition less authoritative than the 
Bible, which naturally leads to even less lay engagement with patristic or medieval authors 
in Protestant communities than the already meager amount of private study among Catholic 
and Orthodox laypeople. 
 37 Again, this is a point often associated with Gadamer; his student Hans Robert 
Jauss then expanded it into a broader theory of Rezeptionsästhetik: Hans Robert Jauss, 
Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, trans. Timothy Bahti, THL 2 (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1982). 
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theologians are thus better poised to understand the significance of, say, Gregory of 

Nyssa’s trinitarian theology, the ecclesial hermeneut might claim, because they are the ones 

“for whom” the text was written in the first place. On this account, therefore, interpretive 

prejudice—in the strict sense of a “fore-understanding”38 or prior judgment on the part of 

an interpreter—is not only unavoidable but necessary, if only because the full significance 

of a text opens itself only to those who participate the selfsame concerns of its content and 

not simply a more or less exhaustive knowledge of the historical conditions under which it 

was produced. 

To some extent, of course, the best representatives of this third, ecclesial 

hermeneutic are the great ressourcement theologians themselves: Henri de Lubac (1896-

1991) Jean Daniélou (1905-1974), Yves Congar (1904-1995) and Hans Urs von Balthasar 

(1905-1988), to name only the most famous.39 Though often caricatured, their efforts to 

reorient the gaze of modern theology toward its patristic and medieval foundations was not 

an arbitrary attempt to foist contemporary concerns back onto ancient texts but rather an 

acknowledgement of the irreducibly “hermeneutical” situation in which members of the 

Catholic tradition always already find themselves. That their interpretations of such texts 

 
 38 Gadamer, again: “What appears to be a limiting prejudice (Vorurteil) from the 
viewpoint of the absolute self-construction of reason in fact belongs to historical reality 
itself. If we want to do justice to man’s [sic] finite, historical mode of being, it is necessary 
to fundamentally rehabilitate the concept of prejudice (Vorurteil) and acknowledge the fact 
that there are legitimate prejudices.” (TM, 289). 

39 The literature on ressourcement is quite vast, of course. For a collection of recent 
essays on the ressourcement movement as a whole as well as its various members, see 
Gabriel Flynn and Paul D. Murray, eds., Ressourcement: A Movement for Renewal in 
Twentieth-Century Catholic Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). See also 
Hans Boersma, Nouvelle Théologie and Sacramental Ontology: A Return to Mystery 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), for an accessible study of the ressourcement 
movement’s theological foundations. 
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often seem motivated by uniquely modern concerns, in other words, does not mean they 

are guilty of irresponsible eisegesis. On the contrary, they might insist, self-consciously 

engaging the texts within one’s own interpretive horizon—as if in a kind of living dialogue 

with its author, mediated by the communion of saints—is the only way to understand what 

the text actually means rather than merely knowing what it says.  

To be sure, each of the figures typically associated with the ressourcement 

movement practiced their retrieval of the Christian tradition in significantly different ways. 

For instance, it seems plausible to say that, on the whole, Jean Daniélou’s work bears a 

closer resemblance to the interpretive habits attributed above to the field of “patristics” 

than the more overtly synthetic work of, say, Louis Bouyer or certainly Balthasar himself.40 

Daniélou, that is, often wrote scholarly studies of early Christianity relatively 

unencumbered by modern concerns.41 Nonetheless, he also clearly interpreted the texts 

with contemporary developments in mind—as, for instance, when he titled his volume of 

collected essays on Gregory of Nyssa with an allusion to the French title of Martin 

Heidegger’s magnum opus: L’Être et le temps chez Grégoire de Nysse (1970).42 

 
40 Marie-Josèphe Rondeau, “Jean Daniélou Théologien,” in Actualité de Jean 

Daniélou, ed. Jacques Fontaine (Paris: Cerf, 2006), 152, quotes a letter from the man 
himself to this effect: “Je n’ai pas la puissance philosophique et l’esprit de synthèse qui me 
permettraient de faire une grande œuvre théologique. Je connais ici mes limites. J’ai bien 
dadvantage le gout des recherches historiques. Et ceci, je continue de la faire.” 

41 Take, for instance, Jean Daniélou, Histoire des doctrines chrétiennes avant 
Nicée, 3 vols, (Paris: Desclée, Éditions du Cerf, 1958-1978), his multi-volume history of 
the pre-Nicene period. 

42 Indeed, Daniélou, L’Être et le temps chez Grégoire de Nysse, viii-ix, even uses 
the German terms themselves describing Gregory’s thought: “A côté d'une philosophie de 
l'Etre, la pensée de Gregoire est une philosophie du temps. Et c'est peut-être l'union de ces 
deux traits, Zeit und Sein, qui est le trait fondamental de sa synthèse.” Nonetheless, he 
never mentions Heidegger’s name in this text. 
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Meanwhile, de Lubac’s texts often seem invested less in the genetic development of 

Christian doctrine on its own terms than the rearticulation of a perennial structure of 

Catholic theology occluded by modern innovations, including but not limited to the 

calcifying effects of Thomas Cajetan, Francisco Suárez, and their heirs in the tradition of 

manual Thomism.43 At any rate, this is not the place to disambiguate in detail every 

member of the ressourcement movement, let alone adjudicate whether and why each of 

them rightly belongs to that ill-defined coalition in the first place. The following chapters 

limit themselves to showing that and how Balthasar practiced a mode of retrieval we might 

justifiably group with the ressourcement method—indeed, especially if we take de Lubac 

himself as figurehead of that informal fraternity—even as they also trace the highly 

idiosyncratic hermeneutic our Swiss theologian developed for retrieving texts from the 

Christian tradition.44 

 
43 His departures from manual Thomism in the debate over Surnaturel (1946) are 

justly famous, of course, but it should be remembered that de Lubac was also engaged in 
critical dialogue with a number of other discourses in modern theology, continental 
philosophy, and world religions alongside his studies of patristic and medieval texts. 
Consider, for instance, Henri de Lubac, Le Drame de l’humanisme athée (Paris: Spes, 
1944); Idem., Aspects du Bouddhisme, 2 Vols. (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1951-1955); 
Idem., Le Pensée religieuse du Père Teilhard de Chardin (Paris: Aubier, 1962); or again 
his final and multi-volume treatise, La postérité spirituelle de Joachim de Flore, 2 vols. 
(Paris/Lethielleux: Namur, 1979-1981). With respect to that last study, Justin Shaun Coyle, 
“Heterodox Hegels: heresiology in de Lubac and Bulgakov,” Scottish Journal of Theology 
73 (2020): 31-42, has shown that Hegel serves as the true villain of de Lubac’s genealogy 
of Joachim’s malign influence on modernity. Which is to say, once again, de Lubac re-
reads the tradition against patently modern developments, usually with a view to recovering 
some pattern of thought those innovations threaten to misremember.    

44 Edward T. Oakes, S.J., “Balthasar and Ressourcement: An Ambiguous 
Relationship,” in Ressourcement: A Movement for Renewal in Twentieth-Century Catholic 
Theology, eds. Gabriel Flynn and Paul D. Murray (Oxford: Oxford University Press), 278-
288, notes some of the reasons one might question Balthasar’s inclusion within the canon 
of ressourcement theologians—chief among them his departures from former mentor Henri 
de Lubac on the relationship between nature and grace that landed him much nearer the 



  53 

These mostly Jesuit proponents of the so-called nouvelle théologie remain the best-

known practitioners of an ecclesial hermeneutic, but they weren’t without historical 

precedent.45 Those associated with the Tübingen School (both Catholic and Protestant, 

each in their own ways) also sought to incorporate historical research and constructive 

theology, and did so in such a way that underscored the present’s constitutive purchase on 

the past.46 Consider, for instance, Ferdinand Christian Baur’s (1792-1860) famous remark: 

 
neo-Thomist opponents of the ressourcement movement, to which one might add the 
obvious differences in scholarly style between his work and patristic specialists like Jean 
Daniélou—but ultimately concludes that Balthasar “must be regarded as the twentieth 
century’s premier ressourcement theologian.” (288). 

45 For a pioneering study of Balthasar’s relationship to the Tübingen School, see 
Cyril O’Regan, “Balthasar: Between Tübingen and Postmodernity,” Modern Theology 
14:3 (July 1998): 325-353.  

46 For many years, Peter Hodgson, The Formation of Historical Theology: A Study 
of Ferdiand Christian Baur (New York: Harper & Row, 1966) and Horton Harris, The 
Tübingen School: A Historical and Theological Investigation of the School of F.C. Baur 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975) were the only studies of Baur’s school available 
in English. But there are signs his star is beginning to rise. Hodgson and Robert Brown 
have recently translated Baur’s Lehrbuch der christlichen Dogmengeschichte (1847) into 
English, and Hodgson has outfitted the text with a first-rate introduction: History of 
Christian Dogma, ed. Peter C. Hodgson, trans. Peter C. Hodgson and Robert F. Brown 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). They’ve done the same for Die christliche Gnosis 
oder die christliche Religions-Philosophie in ihrer geschichtlichen Entwicklung (1835): 
Christian Gnosis: Christian Religious Philosophy in its Historical Development, ed. Peter 
C. Hodgson, trans. Robert F. Brown (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2020). Additionally, 
Brown and Hodgson have also rendered into English an edited volume of essays on Baur: 
Martin Bauspiess, Christof Landmesser, and David Lincicum, eds., Ferdinand Christian 
Baur and the History of Early Christianity, trans. David F. Brown and Peter C. Hodgson 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017). With respect to the Catholic side, Grant Kaplan’s 
Answering the Enlightenment: The Catholic Recovery of Historical Revelation (New York: 
Herder & Herder, 2006) joins Wayne L. Fehr, The Birth of the Catholic Tübingen School: 
The Dogmatics of Johann Sebastian Drey (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1981); Thomas F. 
O’Meara, Romantic Idealism and Roman Catholicism: Schelling and the Theologians 
(South Bend, IN: Notre Dame University Press, 1982); and Donald J. Dietrich and Michael 
J. Himes, eds., The Legacy of the Tùbingen School: The Relevance of Nineteenth-Century 
Theology for the Twenty-First Century (New York: Crossroad, 1997) among the few full-
length treatments of the Catholic Tubingen School and its philosophical context in 
Anglophone scholarship. See also Douglas McCready, Jesus Christ and the Modern 



  54 

“I am not afraid of the well-known accusation of mixing philosophy with history: without 

philosophy, history remains to me forever dead and dumb…”47 So it was that, say, Baur’s 

monumental study of Gnosticism was just as much a theological statement about the very 

idea of “Gnosis” from a modern philosophical perspective as it was a reconstruction of late 

ancient sects from a purely historical vantage. For him, in fact, only the former could 

accurately disclose the latter: the “interpretation” of historical facts, that is, “could only be 

gained by setting them in the context of a larger, more complex whole thereby elucidating 

their relevance and meaning.”48 Such was the task of a theologically informed philosophy 

of history, Baur suggested, even if he was somewhat less beholden to Hegel and company 

than scholars have previously assumed.49  

Meanwhile, his Catholic rival Johann Adam Möhler (1796-1838) more or less 

agreed with Baur’s bid to reinterpret the Christian past from the perspective of its present—

 
World: The Christology of the Catholic Tübingen School (New York: Peter Lang, 1991); 
Bradford E. Hinze, Narrating History, Developing Doctrine: Friedrich Schleiermacher 
and Johann Sebastian Drey (Atlanta: Scholas Press, 1993); Michael J. Himes, Ongoing 
Incarnation: Johann Adam Möhler and the Beginnings of Modern Ecclesiology (New 
York: Crossroad, 1997); Grant Kaplan, ed. and trans., Faithfully Seeking Understanding: 
The Selected Writings of Johannes Kuhn (Washington, DC: Catholic University of 
America Press, 2009).  

47 Ferdinand Christian Baur, Symbolik und Mythologie oder die Naturreligion des 
Alterthums (Stuttgart: J.B. Metzlerschen Buchhandlung, 1824), I:xi. My translation. 

48 Johannes Zachhuber, “The Absoluteness of Christianity the Relativity of all 
History: Two Strands in Ferdinand Christian Baur’s Thought,” in Ferdinand Christian 
Baur and the History of Early Christianity, eds. Martin Bauspiess, Christof Landmesser, 
and David Lincicum (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 294. 

49 For reassessments of Hegel’s influence on Baur, see Johannes Zachhuber, 
Theology as Science in Nineteenth-Century Germany: From F.C. Baur to Ernst Troeltsch 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 51-72; Martin Wendte, “Ferdinand Christian 
Baur: A Historically Formed Idealist of a Distinctive Kind,” in Ferdinand Christian Baur 
and the History of Early Christianity, eds. Martin Bauspiess, Christof Landmesser, and 
David Lincicum (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 67-79. 
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not to mention his confidence in the spoils of German Idealism for such an undertaking—

but demurred the “subjectivism” toward which his unabashedly Protestant scholarship 

tended.50 Möhler, too, made no bones about the inevitability of interpretive bias: “the times 

or persons treated by a historian must reflect themselves in that historian.” But he 

nonetheless insisted that only Catholics could properly “mirror” Christian history, since 

they alone belong to the same “body” as the texts they seek to interpret: “The person who 

lives in the Church and truly lives in her will also live in her earliest era and understand 

her, and the person who does not live in the Church of the present will not live in the earliest 

Church and will not understand her, because both are one and the same.”51 Far from 

impeding the study of early Christianity, says Möhler, theological prejudice becomes its 

enabling condition. Indeed, the methodology itself trades on a theological claim about the 

Holy Spirit’s mediation between past and present, such that the true historian of 

Christianity possesses nothing less than a sacramental mandate for her scholarship.52 There 

 
50 For studies of their altogether public debate, see Joseph Fitzer, Moehler and Baur 

in Controversy, 1832-1838: Romantic Idealist Assessment of the Reformation and 
Counter-Reformation (Tallahassee, FL: American Academy of Religion Press, 1974); 
Notger Slenczka, “Ethical Judgment and Ecclesialistical Self-Understanding: Ferdinand 
Christian Baur’s Interpretation of the Protestant Principle in the Controversy with Johann 
Adam Möhler,” in Ferdinand Christian Baur and the History of Early Christianity, eds. 
Martin Bauspiess, Christof Landmesser, and David Lincicum (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2017), 45-66.  

51 Johann Adam Möhler, Unity in the Church or the Principle of Catholicism: 
Presented in the Spirit of the Church Fathers of the First Three Centuries, ed. and trans. 
Peter C. Erb (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1996), 376n2. 

52 Since Himes, Ongoing Incarnation, 73ff., scholars have noted the 
“pneumatocentric” ecclesiology of Möhler’s so-called early work in contradistinction to 
the “christological” model that emerges in later publications such as Symbolik (1832). Even 
so, the relatively short period of time between the publication of Die Einheit in der Kirche 
(1825) and Möhler’s untimely death in 1832 renders the distinction between “early” and 
“late” iterations of his thought something of a misnomer.  
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could scarcely be a more “ecclesial” hermeneutic, not least since Möhler’s argument also 

amounts to an apology for the interpretive authority of the (Roman) Catholic Church. 

Further downstream from the Tübingen School—chronologically, to be sure, but 

perhaps genealogically53 as well—St. John Henry Cardinal Newman (1801-1890) 

represents another forerunner to the ressourcement movement’s recovery of Christian 

tradition.54 Newman, of course, read widely in the patristic archive long before such 

sources were fashionable for Christian theologians to rediscover. His early treatise The 

Arians of the Fourth Century (1833) offers a conspicuous example of a study based almost 

entirely on an “ecclesial” hermeneutic. On his telling, that is, the doctrinal controversies of 

the 4th century do not merely represent a series of debates over the doctrine of God from a 

particularly momentous period of Christian history but rather portend a perennial conflict 

between two irreducibly opposed theological visions, the proponents of which perpetually 

haunt the Church’s history. Indeed, as Rowan Williams points out, Newman’s proposed 

opposition between the properly “spiritual religion” of Nicene orthodoxy and the 

“Judaizing tendency” of Arianism betrays a rather thinly veiled typology of the Oxford 

 
53 Owen Chadwick, From Bossuet to Newman, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1987), 165, reports that “Möhler was the one Catholic theologian of 
development whose work Newman knew by repute” and that “Newman proposed to 
[Cardinal Nicholas] Wiseman [in 1845] that Möhler’s Unity be translated into English.” 
Cf. C.M. Shea and K. Parker, “Johann Adam Möhler’s Influence on John Henry Newman’s 
Theory of Doctrinal Development: The Case for a Reappraisal,” Ephemerides Theologicae 
Lovanienses 89 (2013): 73-95. For a more recent study of the Catholic Tübingen School’s 
anticipation of Newman’s influential claims, see Grant Kaplan and Holly Taylor Coolman, 
“The Development of Doctrine: The Tübingen School and John Henry Newman,” in The 
Oxford Handbook of Catholic Theology, eds. Lewis Ayres and Medi Ann Volpe (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2019), 612-629. 

54 Ian Ker, Newman on Vatican II (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 1-2, 
traces some of the striking parallels between Newman and the ressourcement movement.  
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Movement’s clash with (what they perceived to be) the overly literal tendencies of the 

Church of England in their own time.55 Even if An Essay on the Development of Christian 

Doctrine (1845) represents Newman’s mature position on the present’s mediation of the 

past, he had already posed the problem of a uniquely “ecclesial” purchase on Christian 

history in his earlier study of the so-called “Arian controversy.” Exactly so, the Essay 

serves as something like the Catholic solution to a hermeneutical conundrum Newman 

came to believe his erstwhile Anglicanism was incapable of solving. Whatever the details 

of his own intellectual development, though, there can be no doubt that Newman’s essay 

had a decisive, if sometimes passive influence on subsequent discussions of Christian 

tradition—including Balthasar’s own.56  

Despite its patently 19th century provenance, the idea that the Church possesses 

interpretive authority over the meaning of patristic and medieval texts is by no means an 

outmoded position. For a more recent example of an ecclesial hermeneutic applied to the 

4th century—one that avoids the caricatures into which a book like Newman’s early text 

lapses, and does so, moreover, by employing many of the methodological habits and 

insights from the field of patristics—witness Khaled Anatolios’s Retrieving Nicaea: The 

 
55 Rowan Williams, Arius: Heresy & Tradition, Revised Edition (Grand Rapids, 

MI: Eerdmans, 2002), 2-6. 
56 For several attempts to synthesize Balthasar and Newman, see Cyril O’Regan, 

“Newman and von Balthasar: The Christological Contexting of the Numinous,” Église et 
Théologie 26 (1995): 165-202; Aidan Nichols, OP, “Littlemore from Lucerne: Newman’s 
Essay on Development in Balthasarian Perspective,” in Beyond the Blue Glass: Catholic 
Essays on Faith and Culture, Vol. 1 (London: Saint Austin Press, 2002), 67-86; Ryan 
McDermott, “Does John Henry Newman Have a Theo-Drama?,” The Heythrop Journal 
54.6 (November 2013): 955-967.  
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Development and Meaning [!] of Trinitarian Doctrine (2011).57 “Rather than purporting to 

be an exhaustive Dogmengeschichte,” says Anatalios, his study wagers “a hopeful, if not 

quixotic, effort to engage both historical and systematic theologians in a conversation about 

the enduring value of the historical development of trinitarian doctrine for its systematic 

exposition.”58 Furthermore, Anatolios explicitly rejects “any firm distinction between 

‘historical theology’ (as ‘what it meant then’) and ‘systematic theology’ (as ‘what it means 

now’)” in favor of a call to “creatively re-perform the acts of understanding and 

interpretation that led” to the authoritative pronouncements of the councils. “In other 

words,” he writes, “in order to grasp trinitarian doctrine creatively in our own setting, we 

must ‘retrieve Nicaea.’”59 But it thereby follows, for Anatolios, that the term “Nicaea” does 

not refer to “the historical event of 325 in and of itself,” however assiduously one might 

reconstruct its origins, “but rather to that event as appropriated and interpreted by those 

who over the succeeding decades claimed to be—and later were generally accepted to be—

in continuity with its declaration of the consubstantiality of the Father and the Son.”60 

Hence, the Nicene consensus (not to say the “pro-Nicene” position) will be unintelligible 

apart from a prior, systematic presentation of the theological claims it bequeathed to 

subsequent generations of Christians.61 All of which is to say, the “re-performance” of the 

 
57 Khaled Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea: The Development and Meaning of 

Trinitarian Doctrine (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2011). 
58 Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea, xv. 
59 Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea, 1. 
60 Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea, 1. 
61 It’s telling, for purposes of the present discussion, that Francesca Aran Murphy, 

“Book Forum: Retrieving Nicaea: The Development and Meaning of Trinitarian,” 
Theology Today 71.4 (2015): 440, praises Anatolios for showing “it is not only possible 
but in a sense necessary for the historian of Christian doctrine to be a systematic 
theologian,” over against those who would “argue for the impossibility of a truly 
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council’s logic is something that can only take place in the same Church by which it was 

originally called. Only so can one come to understand the irreducibly theological 

“meaning” of trinitarian doctrine, not just the historical details of its “development.”62 

 
1.3 Minding the Gap: A Hermeneutical Proposal 
 
 
 Having canvased, in brief, three possible approaches to the issue of theological 

prejudice, I now want to outline a hermeneutical proposal of my own that incorporates 

significant aspects of all three of these reading strategies. By sublating each as moments 

within a more comprehensive interpretive horizon, I aim to address their individual 

shortcomings by drawing on their respective strengths. Each of the perspectives outline 

above will hopefully exercise a sort of chastening effect on the others, supplementing their 

interpretive reach beyond the theoretical impasses by which they’re each hampered. It 

 
theological history of Christian doctrine,” and this “on the grounds that the history is 
always distorted [!] by theological intent.” Said otherwise, Murphy extols Anatolios for 
recognizing that systematic reflection on the theological “prejudices” early Christian 
historians bring to bear on the texts is the only “method” capable of clarifying what they 
mean. 

62 Expressing “critical solidarity” for his colleague’s project, Khaled Anatolios, 
“Yes and No: Reflections on Lewis Ayres, Nicaea and its Legacy,” Harvard Theological 
Review 100.2 (2007): 153-158, demurs the “extrinsicality” of Ayres’ narrative, “between 
the telling of the story and the conclusions drawn from that story.” (157). Likewise, 
Anatolios takes issue with the way Ayres excoriates systematic theologians for their 
ignorance of Christian history, even as “historians of doctrine [like Ayres himself, we’re 
left to conclude] do not do enough to clarify the inner logic and internal connectedness of 
emergent doctrinal positions.” (158). Meanwhile, Lewis Ayres, “A Response to the Critics 
of Nicaea and its Legacy,” Harvard Theological Review 100.2 (2007): 159-171, has 
acknowledged that he takes an “historicizing approach to the fourth century” (164), but 
nonetheless defends “the broad appropriation of modern historiographical techniques” 
among historians of early Christianity. A longer essay might profitably compare their 
respective approaches, but it’s sufficient for the present taxonomy to register that Ayres 
and Anatolios openly differ with respect to the hermeneutical issues under discussion. 
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should also allow me to draw on the best scholarship in all three of these areas, only some 

of which I’ve already mentioned. As I sketch this hermeneutical proposal, therefore, I must 

also begin turning towards the actual substance of my argument about Gregory, Balthasar, 

and the relation between them—and this because the method of its execution can’t be 

divorced from the content of its claims. Because this study aims to go beyond Balthasar’s 

retrieval of patristic figures, not behind them, it begins by taking up his own hermeneutic 

of tradition as a determinate shape through which a properly spiritual interpretation of 

Christian history must pass. Before reconstructing Balthasar’s approach to ressourcement 

in the next chapter, the rest of this one makes ready the way by outlining a dialectical theory 

of “tradition” that both corrects and incorporates each of the hermeneutical strategies 

canvassed above. It does so in critical dialogue with the work of Hans-Georg Gadamer—

a familiar name among both academic theologians and the guild of Christian historians by 

now, but someone whose thought does not often receive the careful reading its complexity 

requires outside the field of continental philosophy.63 This lack of in-depth engagement 

with his thought is unfortunate. For not only does Gadamer’s account of “philosophical 

hermeneutics” provide a compelling propaedeutic to Balthasar’s practice of patristic 

retrieval, but it also furnishes a theoretically sophisticated apologia for the indispensability 

of “prejudice” when it comes to interpreting the past.64  

 
63 Andrew Louth, Discerning the Mystery: An Essay on the Nature of Theology 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983), 29-44, remains a noteworthy exception. 
64 Others have noted similarities between Balthasar and Gadamer, such as Jason 

Paul Bourgeois, The Aesthetic Hermeneutics of Hans-Georg Gadamer and Hans Urs von 
Balthasar, American University Studies (New York: Peter Lang, 2007). But studies like 
that of Bourgeois tend to focus on Balthasar’s later work, to the neglect of the patristic 
monographs, and therefore overlook the genealogical reasons why he and Gadamer might 
have developed a philosophical hermeneutic so similar to one another, viz. the prevalence 
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Indeed, from Gadamer’s perspective there can be no such thing as authentic 

encounter with a given text apart from those presuppositions handed down to us by the 

history of its interpretation. That this should be so has less to do with the particularities of 

the text(s) in question, Gadamer says, than “the universality of the hermeneutical problem” 

itself.65 Which is to say, such indispensability of interpretive prejudice follows from the 

temporal structure of human consciousness as a whole. It is a matter of our “historicity,” 

our “thrownness,” our “finitude,” as Martin Heidegger liked to say. We could not escape 

these “existential” aspects of “being-in-the-world” if we tried. Even so, it was Gadamer’s 

achievement to show that and how these unavoidable features of finite subjectivity—the 

“existential analytic of Dasein,” his quondam teacher called it—were less so absolute limits 

of knowledge than the very means by which truth seeks to realize itself in human form. 

Because interpretation is not simply a specialized task for scholars but our most basic mode 

of understanding the world, in other words, its “effective history” (Wirkungsgeschichte) is 

free to become an ongoing incarnation of truth instead of a progressive entropy of some 

original meaning. Each new layer of interpretation in a text’s “effective history” gives form 

to something as yet unsaid about its content. Such that, rather than obscuring an otherwise 

 
of Heidegger in their respective work. Even so, Bourgeois’ study offers indirect evidence 
of the lingering influence of Heidegger’s “hermeneutics of facticity” on Balthasar’s trilogy. 
See also Cyril O’Regan, The Anatomy of Misremembering: Von Balthasar’s Response to 
Philosophical Modernity, Volume 1: Hegel (New York: Herder & Herder, 2014), 8: 
“Arguably, in putting the issue of memory at the center, Balthasar comes particularly close 
to T.S. Eliot and Hans-Georg Gadamer, who if they point to memory as the problem also 
point to it as the solution.” 

65 Besides his magnum opus Wahrheit und Methode (1960), Hans-Georg Gadamer, 
“The Universality of the Hermeneutical Problem,” in Philosophical Hermeneutics, trans. 
and ed. David E. Linge (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1977), 3-17, remains 
one of the best introductions to the basics of Gadamer’s thought. 
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immediate experience of truth at some irrecoverable origin, the various “prejudices” a 

tradition accumulates in and through its “effective history” afford insights absent which 

the full significance of its past remain out of reach.  

Summarizing his thought like so, I mean to suggest (not uncontroversially) that 

Gadamer plays Hegel to Heidegger’s reprise of Kant, and this inasmuch as he lays bare the 

“retroactive” logic of “hermeneutical experience” as such.66 For if it was the Swabian who 

first saw that “the true is the whole” to such an inalienable extent “that only at the end” 

does the Absolute become “what it is in truth,” it was Gadamer’s own Hegelian 

intervention to say it thereby follows that the full significance of the past is just as much 

“posited” by subsequent interpretations of its meaning as it is inherent to the “historical” 

event itself.67 Paradoxically enough, the past is not yet complete—not yet itself, even—

until reinterpreted in and for the present. With respect to the “problem” of interpretive 

prejudice, therefore, “[t]he properly dialectical solution to the dilemma ‘Is it really there, 

in the source, or did we just read it into the source?’ is thus: it is there, but we can only 

 
66 On Gadamer’s debts to Hegel, see Hans-Georg Gadamer, Hegel’s Dialectic: Five 

Hermeneutical Studies, trans. P. Christopher Smith (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1982); Hans-Georg Gadamer, “The Heritage of Hegel,” in The Gadamer Reader: A 
Bouquet of the Later Writings, ed. and trans. Richard E. Palmer (Evanston, IL: 
Northwestern University Press, 2007), 322-344; Robert J. Pippin, “Gadamer’s Hegel,” in 
The Cambridge Companion to Gadamer, ed. Robert J. Dostal (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), 225-246; James Risser, “In the Shadow of Hegel: Infinite 
Dialogue in Gadamer’s Hermeneutics,” Research in Phenomenology 32 (2002): 86-102; 
Kristin Gjesdal, Gadamer and the Legacy of German Idealism (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2009); Anders Odenstedt, Gadamer on Tradition – Historical Context 
and the Limits of Reflection (Lulea, Sweden: Springer, 2017), 153-216. 

67 G.W.F. Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. Terry Pinkard (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2018), 13. All citations of Hegel’s Phänomenologie des 
Geistes will refer to Pinkard’s translation, unless otherwise noted. 
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perceive and state this retroactively, from the perspective of the present.”68 This notion of 

“retroactive” causality—the paradoxical relation whereby cause (a late ancient text, for 

instance) and effect (subsequent interpretations of said text, say) reciprocally determine 

one another in reverse order, even as the former seems to proceeds into the latter by an 

otherwise linear sequence—will become crucial to the reinterpretation of Gregory of 

Nyssa’s account of the divine economy underway in the final chapter. Indeed, the argument 

there will be that Gregory’s theory of “concrete universals” anticipates Hegel’s own—and 

does so precisely because of the metaphysical implications he glimpsed in the mystery of 

Christ. 

For now, though, it’s sufficient to notice that and how a dialectical theory of 

tradition—a philosophically self-aware “ecclesial hermeneutic,” in other words—already 

encompasses both the “patristics” method and its “postmodern” negation precisely because 

it recognizes that interpretive prejudice doesn’t simply impose itself on some original 

meaning but retroactively posits the past by which the present is thereby determined. From 

this perspective, efforts to “exploit” and “conquer” the hermeneutical gap each prove to be 

one-sided abstractions from a dialectical process that embraces both at once. But it’s 

equally the case that overly pious attempts to obscure the gap by appeal to some unbroken 

thread between the past and present—sanctimonious attempts to elide the passage of time 

by clinging to the perpetual continuity of “Sacred Tradition,” in other words—are just as 

guilty of obscuring the dialectic of history. For tradition doesn’t magically obviate an 

otherwise self-standing interval on some independent timeline but actually “sublates” the 

 
68 Slavoj Žižek, Less Than Nothing: Hegel and the Shadow of Dialectical 

Materialism (London/New York: Verso, 2013), 210. Emphasis added. 
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gap between past and present in the act of interpretation itself, at once “annulling” and 

“preserving” temporal distance as a constitutive moment of its own identity. Despite 

conservative appeals to its “positivity,” Christian tradition is nothing but determinate 

negation. Which is to say, it bears a cruciform structure. 

With those who practice an “ecclesial hermeneutic,” therefore, it is indeed essential 

to recognize that patristic texts are mediated to us by Christian tradition, and that the 

meaning of these texts cannot be detached from the history of their interpretation within 

that tradition. But this is decidedly not an attempt to reassert control over the text and 

liberate it from foreign occupation at the hands of interpreters, whether dissecting or 

deconstructive, whose province lies beyond the borders of the one, holy, catholic, and 

apostolic Church. Nor is it an effort to obviate the difference between the past and present. 

After all, were this so, the ecclesial interpreter’s wager would be no different in kind from 

any other interpretive claim to the text, and therefore susceptible to a theoretically endless 

series of counter-claims, inexorably tending toward a bad infinity.69 Any interpretive 

privilege even hypothetically granted ecclesial interpreters, in that case, would be reducible 

to a more or less arbitrary gesture of power rather than a philosophical argument about the 

conditions under which (ancient) texts come to mean anything at all to modern readers. 

Instead, the gambit of the ecclesial hermeneutic is to stabilize this ceaseless deferral of 

 
 69 It’s striking that Derrida explicitly endorses schlechte Unendlichkeit, the bête 
noir of Hegel’s system, in an early text on différance and deconstruction: “the only 
effective position to take in order not to be enveloped by Hegel would seem to be, for an 
instant, the following: to consider the false-infinity (that is, in a profound way, original 
finitude) irreducible.” Jacques Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (London: 
Routledge, 2005), 149. Gadamer, too, sought a rehabilitation of bad infinity under the 
banner of “infinite dialogue.” This question of a “bad infinity,” and whether hermeneutics 
is necessarily beholden to it, will raise itself near the end of this chapter. 
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meaning to which texts are supposedly prone by pointing up the fact that any such textual 

différance can only ever occur within an already circumscribed interpretive horizon, the 

dimensions of which are given, as Gadamer says, by the “objective course of history” in 

which both text and interpreter stand.70  

But this means, among other things, that text and interpreter are not separate entities 

divided by some self-standing interval of time or space that must be either bridged by a 

feat of historical reconstruction or exploited by a display of rhetorical deconstruction. 

Rather, the hermeneutical gap between interpreter and text is posited in the very act of 

interpretation itself, even as it’s also simultaneously annulled. Indeed, the “gap” is 

immanent to tradition as such, without it thereby becoming a “ditch” that would divide the 

past and present into discrete periods of time. Gadamer summarizes the position like so: 

“The true locus of hermeneutics” is “between the traditionary text’s strangeness and 

familiarity to us, between being a historically intended, distanced object (abständigen 

Gegenständlichkeit) and belonging to a tradition.”71 Better: tradition defines itself by 

“distanciation” (Abständigkeit), such that the interpretive subject retroactively determines 

the substance of “the objective course of history” in which she stands, even as the 

communion thereby forged between past and present nonetheless encompasses “temporal 

distance” (Zeitenabstand) within itself. Hence, the transhistorical continuity of tradition 

proves to be an “identity of identity and non-identity,” to borrow a phrase, always and 

everywhere riven by an act of “self-alienation” and subsequent “recollection” that cleaves 

 
 70 Gadamer, TM, 307. 

71 Gadamer, TM, 306. 
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the substance of its own claim to truth.72 So runs the proposal, anyway. The balance of this 

chapter shades in the philosophical scaffolding behind that sketch as a means of making 

the sort of ressourcement Balthasar practiced more theoretically reputable among 

contemporary scholars of early Christianity. 

+++ 

Absent a backward glance from the present there is no such thing as the past—so 

goes the strong claim of “tradition.” With respect to theological prejudice on the part of 

Gregory of Nyssa’s modern interpreters, therefore, the issue is not primarily that these 

readers harbor prior convictions, some explicit and some not, which they then bring to bear 

upon his writings. On the contrary, some measure of interpretive prejudice—again, in 

Gadamer’s sense of a “fore-understanding” (Vorurteil), which can be as elementary as a 

working sense of the language in which a text is written or as developed as full-blown 

fluency in the speculative system of which it is a part—is an indispensable component of 

grasping the meaning of a text at all. Historical understanding is not a zero-sum game 

between temporally opposed perspectives. But precisely so—just exactly, that is, because 

understanding the past as history requires an interpretive contribution from the present—it 

is necessary for those who wish to comprehend the texts of Gregory of Nyssa, or any other 

patristic writer for that matter, to interrogate recent attempts to interpret them. For although 

fore-judgments are an inextricable aspect of the hermeneutical situation, this does not 

preclude the possibility that such prejudices can be either true or false. On the contrary, 

 
72 Cf. G.F.W. Hegel, The Difference Between Fichte’s and Schelling’s System of 

Philosophy, trans. H.S. Harris and Walter Cerf (Albany, NY: State University of New York 
Press, 1977), 156. 
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their unavoidable contribution to historical understanding is precisely what renders these 

prejudices subject to the criteria of true and false in the first place. Otherwise, we could 

just reduce them to always-arbitrary impositions and try to suppress their influence. But 

since we actually have no access to the text outside our own interpretive horizon, the only 

choice we have is between prejudices that illuminate the meaning of the text and those that 

obscure it. Discriminating between these—the true prejudice and the false—is just as 

essential to the hermeneutical task as analyzing the text’s details.  

 Yet it’s also crucial to note that this task cannot be accomplished ahead of the 

interpretive encounter itself. There is, in other words, no infallible method for discerning 

at the outset the blind spots of one’s hermeneutical perspective before actually embarking 

upon the attempt to understand the history of effects from which it derives. Besides, we are 

always already embarked. As Gadamer puts it, the “prejudices and fore-meanings that 

occupy the interpreter’s consciousness are not at his free disposal,” and therefore he 

“cannot separate in advance the productive prejudices that enable understanding from the 

prejudices that hinder it and lead to misunderstanding.” Instead, “this separation must take 

place in the process of understanding itself.”73 Which is to say, distinguishing the true from 

the false prejudice will look more like a dialogue than not, a conversation between past and 

present in which both parties are required to submit themselves to one another’s judgment. 

If an interpreter wishes to grasp what a text means—and not simply what it said at the time 

of its composition or, perhaps more to the point, the uses to which it can now be put—then 

she will have to be honest about her own prejudices and let the course of her conversation 

 
 73 Gadamer, TM, 306. 
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with the text reveal which of these fore-judgments enable understanding and which do not. 

As with any dialogue, one must not only be able to recognize one’s prejudices for what 

they are but also willing to suspend—without thereby abolishing—one’s own point of 

view, and this so as to stand outside oneself long enough to catch a glimpse of another’s 

perspective.74 Absent such openness to the alterity of one’s conversation partner, dialogue 

is always at risk of becoming a monologue.  

  Even so, whatever distance this dialogue ultimately brings to light will only ever 

represent a “gap” already immanent to the tradition in which he or she stands. For what 

occurs in authentic “hermeneutical experience,” I’ve said, is not a chance encounter 

between two or more distinct entities separated by a self-standing interval but merely the 

latest episode in the long history of a tradition’s endeavor to make itself the object of its 

own understanding. Conversation with a “traditionary” text turns out to be part of an 

ongoing dialogue with oneself—an exchange in the “dialogue which we ourselves are,” as 

Friedrich Hölderlin put it.75 Though undeniable, therefore, the difference between 

 
 74 This does not mean, however, that one must hold fast to a classically liberal 
“center” in which some nebulous notion of “dialogue” guarantees the inevitable vacuity of 
any and all real differences between the parties involved. Such a night in which all cows 
are black, to borrow a phrase, ultimately lacks the dialectical rigor proper to any dialogue 
worthy of the name. Charles Taylor, “Gadamer on the Human Sciences,” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Gadamer, ed. Robert J. Dostal (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2002), 141, articulates the moral stakes of this interpretive encounter: “The crucial moment 
is the one in which we allow ourselves to be interpellated by the other; in which the 
difference escapes from its categorization as an error, a fault, or a lesser, undeveloped 
version of what we are, and challenges us to see it as a viable human alternative. It is this 
that unavoidably calls our own self-understanding into question. This is the stance 
Gadamer calls ‘openness.’”  
 75 Cf. Friedrich Hölderlin, “Friedensfeir,” in Sämtliche Werke, Band 2 (Stuttgart: 
Cotta, 1953), 430. See Heidegger’s commentary in Hölderlin’s Hymns: “Germania” and 
“The Rhine,” trans. William McNeill and Julia Ireland (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
University Press, 2014), 62-65. To put it this way is to bring out the Hegelian undertones 
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interpreter and text that provides a condition of possibility for their exchange is not 

absolute, no matter how unbridgeable Lessing’s ditch may seem. Recognition of this 

difference is more accurately seen as a dialectical moment in the tradition’s temporally 

extended odyssey towards self-consciousness of its own historically conditioned identity. 

 Gadamer himself is clear enough on this point. The famous “fusion of horizons” 

(Horizontverschmelzung) he recommends is not some heroic effort on the part of 

interpreters to reach back across the divide of history into the alien environs of an author.76 

It is, rather, the conscious recuperation of a unity in which both text and interpreter always 

already participate. Amidst the melding of two seemingly disparate perspectives—that of 

the text conditioned by the past and that of the interpreter caught within the web of concerns 

proper to their present—we come to discover ourselves in the text and the text in ourselves. 

We come to see, in short, that we are products of the selfsame tradition to which the text 

has given rise, even as we also come to realize that the text itself is a product of our own 

interpretive attention. “There is,” Gadamer says, “no more an isolated horizon of the 

 
of Gadamer’s discussion of the “inner word” at TM, 436-445. The idea of an inner dialogue, 
of course, has a very rich history in Western thought, beginning with Gadamer’s much 
beloved Plato. Gadamer’s contribution to this tradition—following the tracks laid by his 
teacher Martin Heidegger—was to point up the often-occluded temporal structure of 
language, and thereby stress the emanative process of word formation. Human speech, 
Gadamer thinks, is grounded in the irreducibly linguistic composition of thought: the mind 
begets an interior word before sending it forth into the material realm of interpersonal 
discourse. According to his genealogy, it was the doctrine of incarnation—the clothing 
with flesh of an always already begotten Word—that prevented Western philosophy from 
entirely suppressing its linguistic origins. On the philosophical theme of thought as inner 
discourse, see Claude Panaccio, Mental Language: From Plato William of Ockham, trans. 
Joshua P. Hochschild and Meredith K. Ziebert, Medieval Philosophy: Texts and Studies 
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2017).  
 76 On the contrary, Gadamer identifies the latter, misguided approach with the 
hermeneutics of Schleiermacher and casts modern historicists as his heirs. Cf. TM, 164-
167; 191-202. 
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present in itself than there are historical horizons which have to be acquired.” On the 

contrary, “understanding is always the fusion of these horizons supposedly existing by 

themselves.”77 Which is to say, at least part of what it means to truly understand a text is 

redressing the mistaken assumption that its horizon of intelligibility is finally alien to our 

own. Indeed, offhand references to Gadamer’s “fusion of horizons” miss the point just 

exactly so long as they suggest the “horizon” of the text is a self-standing perspective in its 

own right, to which the reader must then approximate her own horizon by some act of the 

imagination, instead of something the interpreter herself posits as a precondition for 

understanding it as an “object” of study in the first place. Hence, one way to summarize 

Gadamer’s project is to say he substitutes “interpreter” for Hegel’s “subject,” such that 

authentic hermeneutic “experience” (Erfarhung, not Erlebnis!) moves from unconscious 

identity with the past to self-conscious understanding of the present by way of an 

intermediary moment of alienation from oneself. Tradition becomes not only the substance 

of inquiry but also its subject. 

Which means, among other things, that our substantial identity with tradition is a 

reality of which we’re unconsciously aware, proximally and for the most part, but 

something that must be made explicit by means of a deliberate effort to render the past 

strange to ourselves. Even if we’re typically unbothered by the fact that “the horizon of the 

present cannot be formed without the past,” says Gadamer, the “tension” between the past 

and present nonetheless becomes conspicuous in our “scholarly” attempts to understand 

 
 77 Gadamer, TM, 317. Emphasis original. 
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it.78 Faced with the foreignness of history, in turn, the “hermeneutic task consists in not 

covering up this tension (Spannung) by attempting a naïve assimilation of” the past and the 

present “but in consciously (bewußt) bringing it out.” Which is to say, “part of the 

hermeneutic approach is the projection (der Entwurf) of a historical horizon that is different 

 
78 The point towards which Gadamer gestures here is central to his philosophical 

hermeneutics as a whole. One might put it like this: our continuity with the past is 
something we cannot fail to know. Proximally and for the most part, we are unbothered 
by—indeed, we’re usually oblivious to—the fact that our present is bound up with our past. 
Nor do we find it remarkable that the world around us is the product of its history. Were it 
otherwise—and this is the real, phenomenological insight—we would have no experience 
whatsoever. For temporality just is our consciousness of time’s passage, which is to say 
our mind’s (or, as Plotinus, Gregory, or Augustine would have it, our soul’s) awareness of 
the present’s emergence from the past and transition into its future. Our mind, in other 
words, conforms itself to the continuum time comprises, and does so (again, according to 
Plotinus, Gregory, and Augustine, at least) because it participates eternity: that the mind is 
so able to unify our discursive uptake of the world into a temporally seamless sequence, 
rather than a differentiated series of discrete impressions, proves the point. But, again, 
Gadamer’s phenomenological point, which he largely shares with these late ancient 
authors, is that this admittedly complex process is a largely tacit feature of our temporal 
perspective. It only becomes conspicuous when it’s thematized as such. Which is to say, 
the connection between past and present is unproblematic until we attempt to theorize it. 
In this respect, Gadamer demonstrates his debts to the early Heidegger, for whom the task 
of philosophy largely consists of making conspicuous our everyday relation to the world 
in terms of time. Cf. Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and 
Edward Robinson (New York: HarperCollins, 2008), esp. H.73-75. But this concern with 
the everyday, especially our irreducibly linguistic comportment towards it, also brings 
Gadamer’s thought nearer to ordinary language philosophy (in the tradition of Ludwig 
Wittgenstein, J.L. Austin, and Stanley Cavell), according to which philosophy represents 
both an estrangement from and the means of return to the everyday. On the connection 
between Gadamer and Wittgenstein, see Karl-Otto Apel, Towards a Transformation of 
Philosophy, trans. Glyn Adey and David Frisby (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1980), 
1-45; Chris Lawn, Wittgenstein and Gadamer: Towards a Post-Analytic Philosophy of 
Language, Continuum Studies in British Philosophy (London: Continuum, 2007). For 
careful analysis of Heidegger and Wittgenstein’s philosophical proximity, meanwhile, see 
the work of Stephen Mulhall: Inheritance and Originality: Wittgenstein, Heidegger, 
Kierkegaard (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003); The Routledge Guidebook to 
Heidegger’s Being and Time, The Routledge Guides to the Great Books (London: 
Routledge, 2013); On Being in the World: Wittgenstein and Heidegger on Seeing Aspects, 
Routledge Revivals (London: Routledge, 2016). 
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from the horizon of the present.”79 It’s the interpreter’s task, in other words, to make plain 

the distance between past and present by positing—the Fichtean term is unavoidable 

here—a hermeneutical gap between herself and the text, such that the text becomes a 

possible object of understanding over against herself instead of an implicit substance at the 

source of her subjectivity. 

But the interpreter posits such a “gap” between herself and the text only insofar as 

she simultaneously sublates this span of time in the selfsame act of interpretation. 

“Projecting a historical horizon,” Gadamer explains, “is only one phase in the process of 

understanding (Verstehen); it does not become solidified into the self-alienation 

(Selbstentfremdung) of a past consciousness, but is overtaken (eingeholt) by our own 

present horizon of understanding.”80 All of which is to say: authentic “hermeneutical 

experience” is the subjective recollection of an objective identity between past and present 

that made the latter what it was from the outset.81 Any perception of the past’s otherness, 

therefore, is but a moment of  self-alienation yet to be recuperated by the tradition itself: 

“In the process of understanding (Verstehens), a real fusing of horizons 

(Horizontverschmelzung) occurs—which means that as the historical horizon is projected, 

it is also simultaneously sublated (die mit dem Entwurf des historischen Horizontes 

 
79 Gadamer, TM, 317. Translation altered. 
80 Gadamer, TM, 317. 

 81 As Gadamer, TM, 317, puts it: “Historical consciousness is aware of its own 
otherness and hence foregrounds the horizon of the past from its own. On the other hand, 
it is itself, as we are trying to show, only something superimposed upon continuing 
tradition (einer forwirkendedn Tradition), and hence it immediately recombines with what 
it has foregrounded itself from in order to become one with itself again in the unity of the 
historical horizon (um in der Einheit des geschichtlichen Horizontes) it thus acquires.” 
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zugleich dessen Aufhebung vollbringt).”82 The result, says Gadamer, is “historically 

effected consciousness” (wirkungsgeschichtlichen Bewußtseins), the now determinate 

“recollection” (Erinnerung) of our otherwise immediate participation in an unconscious 

past. Precisely insofar as the substance of tradition proves to be its subject—and here the 

Hegelian language becomes unavoidable—every attempt to study the archive becomes a 

textually mediated act of self-consciousness. 

It nonetheless follows that “tradition” in the strong sense of the term includes “self-

alienation” (Selbstentfremdung) as a constitutive moment of its identity. Even if, that is, 

projecting a historical horizon on behalf of the past is but a penultimate moment in a 

tradition’s “recollection” (Erinnerung) of its present, self-conscious appropriation of that 

past is not possible until its distance from the present has been “thematized,” i.e., until that 

distance has been made explicit despite its otherwise concealed function in and for 

historically effected consciousness. Doing so, I’ve said, serves as the condition of 

possibility for “understanding” (Verstehen) the past at all, just as it also thereby forms the 

basis of “hermeneutical experience” (hermeneutischen Erfahrung) as such. Simply put, 

there would be no such thing as “interpretation” apart from the subject’s ability to posit the 

past as an intended object of study over against her present. But if it’s also the case that 

 
 82 Gadamer, TM, 317. Translation altered. If, notice, Horizontverschmelzung is the 
self-conscious retrieval of a unity that grounds the distinction between past and present 
horizons from the start, then historical understanding can and should be figured as the 
negation of a negation: the positing of distance between the interpreter and text represents 
a first negation or initial moment of alienation from the past, while the interpretation 
itself—the attempt to grasp the text’s meaning, in other words—represents a second 
negation or an immanent overcoming of the initially posited distance. To describe it thus, 
at least, begins to make sense of Gadamer’s remark that “the aim of philosophical 
hermeneutics is to retrace the path of Hegel’s phenomenology of mind,” and so account 
for his overall preference for Hegelian dialectics over Schleiermachian intuition. 
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every such act of “understanding” turns out to be the tradition’s “recollection” of itself in 

an alien form—if, in other words, interpretation proves to be the present’s “sublation” 

(Aufhebung) of the past, at once “annulling” and “preserving” the otherness of its own 

temporally extended identity—it thereby follows that the interpreter’s “projection” of a 

historical horizon is tantamount to tradition making itself the object of its own interpretive 

gaze. Which is to say, historical understanding trades on tradition’s ongoing alienation of 

itself from itself.  

Indeed, “historically effected consciousness” demands the tradition-based 

interpreter’s deliberate identification with this act of self-sundering. It requires, that is, 

recognition of the fact that the “gap” between interpreter and text is not a self-standing 

interval on some putative timeline but a caesura immanent to tradition itself; not an 

objective span of so-called “history,” but tradition’s own act of “distanciation” 

(Abständigkeit) from the substance of its subjectivity. Which is to say, with Gadamer, that 

tradition becomes truly “historical” (geschichtlich) only to the extent that it voluntarily 

undertakes a “distanced objectivity” (abständigen Gegenständlichkeit) towards a “past” it 

thereby posits. Bearing in mind Hegel’s mantra that “the activity of separating [substance 

into its constitutive moments] is the power and labor of the Understanding (Verstandes), 

the most astonishing and mightiest of powers, or rather the absolute power . . . the 

tremendous power of the negative,” we might well conclude that “historically effected 

consciousness” is not something that “shrinks” from this negativity of historical 

understanding, “but rather the life that endures it and maintains itself in it.”83 Such that, 

 
83 G.W.F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A.V. Miller (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1977), 19.  
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borrowing Hegel’s terms once more, tradition “wins its truth only when it finds itself in 

absolute dismemberment (absoluten Zerrissenheit).”84 At the risk of elliptically 

anticipating the more involved discussion of a subsequent chapter, the logic of tradition 

proves less a linear process than a retroactive sequence: “its repelling of itself from itself 

is the arriving at itself.”85 Strange as it may seem, there simply is no past apart from the 

present’s recollection of it for the sake of a future. Tradition constitutes itself by means of 

a recursive motion. Better yet, it simply is this perpetual “act” of recollecting a past it 

thereby posits. 

Despite commonsense appeals to an objective timeline, therefore, “historical 

distance” (Zeitenabstand) is actually a product of tradition’s own self-sundering into a past, 

present, and future. “Time is no longer primarily a gulf to be bridged because it separates,” 

Gadamer says, nor is it “something that must be overcome” by our otherwise halting 

attempts to reconstruct the historical context of bygone eras. Rather, “temporal distance is 

a positive and productive condition enabling understanding.”86 Not in the sense of an 

indeterminate “difference” that constitutes the irrecuperable condition of interpretation and 

its perpetual deferment—as in the case of poststructuralism, say—but precisely insofar as 

our subjective experience of time’s passage is what makes possible the moment of 

“determinate negation” that mediates between unconscious continuity with the past and 

self-conscious recognition of the historically extended “conversation we are.”87 This ability 

 
84 Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, 21. Translation altered. 
85 G.W.F. Hegel, The Science of Logic, trans. and ed. George di Giovanni 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 348. 
86 Gadamer, TM, 308. 
87 On the similarities and differences between Derrida’s deconstruction and 

Gadamer’s hermeneutics, see the dialogue between them and essays about the exchange 
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to posit a past over against the present is itself “the tremendous power of the negative” that 

propels tradition forward, just as it’s also thereby part and parcel of preserving the history 

on which tradition depends. Which is to say, tradition may be more but never less than an 

ongoing critique of itself—at least inasmuch as “critique” is just another name for the task 

of assaying the conditions under which the subject can become a possible object of 

experience to itself.88 Only so can members of a tradition come to articulate their claim to 

truth in a self-conscious way instead of assuming a merely passive role with respect to its 

tacit assumptions.  

But if “objectivity” (Gegenständlichkeit) remains the tradition-based subject’s 

prerogative—if, that is, “historical distance” belongs to tradition’s own “tremendous power 

of negativity,” its perpetual capacity for “distanciation” (Abständigkeit) from its proper 

substance—it follows that he or she reconfigures the “dimensions” of such distance 

 
collected in Dialogue and Deconstruction: The Gadamer Derrida Encounter, eds. Diane 
P. Michelfelder and Richard E. Palmer (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
1989).  

88 Despite conservative appeals to the contrary, Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: 
A Study in Moral Theory, 3rd ed. (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2008), 
221-222, has long maintained that self-criticism belongs to the very nature of tradition(s): 
“We are apt to be misled here by the ideological uses to which the concept of a tradition 
has been put by conservative political theorists. Characteristically such theorists have 
followed Burke in contrasting tradition with reason and the stability of tradition with 
conflict. Both contrasts obfuscate. For all reasoning takes place within the context of some 
traditional mode of thought, transcending through criticism and invention the limitations 
of what had hitherto been reasoned in that tradition; this is as true of modern physics as of 
medieval logic. Moreover when a tradition is in good order it is always partially constituted 
by an argument about the goods the pursuit of which gives to that tradition its particular 
point and purpose.” Stronger still: “Traditions, when vital, embody continuities of conflict. 
Indeed when a tradition becomes Burkean, it is always dying or dead.” See also 
MacIntyre’s more developed account of traditions and the form of rationality proper to 
them in Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1988), 349-369. 
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according to the ever-changing conditions of the present. While “[t]he anticipation of 

meaning that governs our understanding of a text is not an act of subjectivity” in the sense 

of an idiosyncratic perspective, “but proceeds from the commonality that binds us to the 

tradition,” Gadamer warns, “this commonality is constantly being formed in our relation 

to tradition” nonetheless. The result is a dynamic process instead of a static deposit: 

“Tradition is not simply a permanent precondition; rather, we produce it ourselves 

inasmuch as we understand, participate in the evolution of tradition, and hence further 

determine it ourselves.”89 Said otherwise, the subject of tradition is not fated to play the 

passive recipient of a traditum—the precise ledger of which could be laid out in 

chronological detail—which stands over against and so constitutes her as a rational agent.90 

 
89 Gadamer, TM, 305. 
90 Were this the case, notice, the account of agency inscribed within “tradition-

based enquiry,” to borrow Alasdair MacIntyre’s terms, would be, ironically, not so 
different from the sort on offer in “genealogical” frameworks such as Michel Foucault’s. 
For in Foucault’s version of the latter, neither the historical ‘author’ nor the would-be 
historian attempting to interpret the author’s texts are volitional agents in control of the 
authorial and/or interpretive process. Rather, both author and interpreter are but “effects” 
of the ideological systems in which they more or less unreflectively participate. According 
to the Foucauldian paradigm, as MacIntyre describes it, we must understand both historical 
‘authors’ and their interpreters “not as persons, as identities, but as complex patterns of 
elements representative of their various differing cultures.” In which case, “the identity of 
the historian, like that of his or her subjects of study, is dissipated, a dissipation which 
makes visible the discontinuities concealed by the continuities of academic history.” Cf. 
Alasdair MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: Encyclopedia, Genealogy, 
and Tradition (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990), 50. As many of 
Foucault’s critics have contended, a conspicuous determinism haunts the Foucauldian 
framework: the so-called ‘subject’ is emptied of all volitional content—indeed, 
“dissipated” as MacIntyre says—and re-inscribed within the complex set of power 
mechanisms that constitute ‘his’ or ‘her’ cultural identity. Amanda Anderson has argued 
quite convincingly that such frameworks produce an aporia for those who wish to give an 
account of exemplary agents or authors who (appear to have been able to) break with and/or 
critique regnant ideologies; though her essay takes up specific examples of critical 
scholarship in the field of Victorian literature, her argument about the shortcomings of a 
crudely Foucauldian paradigm has purchase well beyond the confines of literary criticism. 
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Were that so, the distance between text and interpreter would indeed be a fixed quantity, 

an interval one could measure up and then offset given enough historical research, the final 

result of which process would be the total comprehension of oneself because an exhaustive 

grasp of the “tradition” in which one stands.91 It’s rather the case that “distanciation” is 

what defines tradition as such: an ongoing process of reckoning the often-surprising 

proximities between its past and present for the sake of a future. 

All of which means that the act whereby tradition makes bold to comprehend its 

own claim is coterminous with the act in and through which tradition renders itself 

historical. Without this recognition of its own historicity, tradition would have to forfeit its 

aspirations to truth. As the great Fredric Jameson has it:  

If there is anything that distinguishes history as such from other modes or 
objects of study, it would seem to be precisely this indeterminacy of 

 
Cf. Amanda Anderson, “The Temptations of Aggrandized Agency: Feminist Histories and 
the Horizon of Modernity,” in The Way We Argue Now: A Study in the Cultures of Theory 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 46-66. At any rate, the point I wish to make 
here is  simply this: if defending “tradition-based enquiry” entails that a subject is 
constituted as member of a tradition only insofar as he or she places herself in a relationship 
of totally passive reception of the authoritative deposit of teachings as presently articulated 
by the majority of the tradition’s practitioners, then the account of ‘subjectivity’ on offer 
in such “tradition-based enquiry” will be no different from the genealogical account of 
Foucault and company—except the former will celebrate the erasure of subjectivity while 
the latter decries it. 

91 This is roughly the position Gadamer TM, 232, attributes to Wilhelm Dilthey 
(AD 1833-1911). As Gadamer describes Dilthey’s project, sheer “historical 
consciousness” takes the place of Hegel’s “speculative concept” (Begriff), with the result 
that historical research ultimately eclipses speculative philosophy. For Dilthey, in other 
words, there is “a form of the spirit that is truly ‘absolute spirit’—i.e., transparency, the 
complete dissolution of all alienness, of all difference,” and “what corresponds to this ideal 
is historical consciousness, not speculative philosophy. It [i.e. historical consciousness] 
sees all the phenomena of the human, historical world only as objects by means of which 
the spirit knows itself more fully. Understanding them as objectifications of spirit, it 
translates them back ‘into the mental life whence they came.’ Thus for historical 
consciousness the forms that objective spirit takes are objects of this spirit’s self-
knowledge.” See also Gadamer, TM, 222-244. 
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distance, which permits us to change focus and to see the same event anew, 
either close up from a relatively documentary viewpoint, or else from across 
a longer range in which it comes before us as the mere detail of a larger 
movement or pattern. Historical understanding is a process of specification, 
said Michelet: but it would seem more accurate to include both movements 
in the description, and to see such understanding as a constant process of 
rectifying the received images we already have of historical events, 
specifying them, no doubt, correcting them with a mass of detail when the 
images are vague, yet on the other hand moving away, and replacing them 
in larger contexts when we have become so absorbed in the empirical 
complexity of an event as to have forgotten that it can also have a meaning.92 

 
Indeed, Jameson suggests, the promise of history itself becomes the transfiguration of 

finitude by means of its own bounds: “[i]f historical truth, as opposed to historical 

accuracy, can be said to have any validity as a philosophical concept, it is hard to see how 

it could be formulated in any other way than as just such a process of determinate 

negation.”93 Just so, the inescapably perspectival conditions under which “hermeneutical 

experience” is even possible become the very means by which those same limitations show 

themselves to be provisional approximations of the whole truth.94 

 
92 Fredric Jameson, Marxism and Form: Twentieth-Century Dialectical Theories of 

Literature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971), 360. 
93 Jameson, Marxism and Form, 360. 
94 Cf. Slavoj Žižek, Less Than Nothing, 279: “But how, exactly, are we to read this 

co‐dependence of insight and blindness? Is it possible to avoid the standard reading that 
imposes itself with an apparently self‐evident force: the reading according to which the co‐
dependence of insight and blindness is an indication of our unsurpassable finitude, of the 
radical impossibility of our reaching the standpoint of infinity, of an insight no longer 
marred by any kind of blindness? It is our wager that Hegel offers another way here: what 
he calls ‘negativity’ can also be couched in terms of insight and blindness, as the ‘positive’ 
power of “blindness,” of ignoring parts of reality. How does a notion emerge out of the 
confused network of impressions we have of an object? Through the power of ‘abstraction,’ 
of blinding oneself to most of the features of the object, reducing it to its constitutive key 
aspects. The greatest power of our mind is not to see more, but to see less in a correct way, 
to reduce reality to its notional determinations—only such ‘blindness’ generates the insight 
into what things really are.” 



  80 

So it is that we return to the task of discriminating between prejudices that 

illuminate the past and those that obscure it, but this time with a theory of tradition in and 

for which that task not only performs an essential function but also comprises its own claim 

to truth. Gadamer makes plain the point at hand: “Often temporal distance (Zeitenabstand) 

can solve the real question of critique in hermeneutics, namely how to distinguish the true 

prejudices, by which we understand, from the false ones, by which we misunderstand.”95 

It’s crucial to note that “critique” in this context is not the solution to a malfunctioning 

tradition but a constitutive moment of its own identity. Since, as I said above, the interpreter 

simply “cannot separate in advance the productive conditions that enable understanding 

from the prejudices that hinder it and lead to misunderstandings,” there can be no such 

thing as a well-ordered tradition exempt from self-critique.96 Which is merely to say, once 

more, a tradition maintains itself only so long as it voluntarily undertakes a “distanced 

objectivity” (abständigen Gegenständlichkeit) towards a “past” it thereby posits, submits 

its own “substance” to the self-alienating sway of “subjectivity.” The outcome is just as 

constructive as it is destructive: “Not only are fresh sources of error constantly excluded, 

so that all kinds of things are filtered out that obscure the true meaning; but new sources of 

understanding are continually emerging that reveal unsuspected elements of meaning.” If, 

moreover, “[t]he temporal distance that performs [this] filtering process is not fixed, but is 

itself undergoing constant movement and extension,” it’s simply because “distanciation” 

itself is not a static feature of historical life but the very “act” in and through which tradition 

 
95 Gadamer, TM, 309. Emphasis original. 
96 Gadamer, TM, 306. 
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determines itself down through time.97 Borrowing from Jameson once again, it’s 

“determinate negation” that defines history—not only as an “object” of study but also as a 

“mode” of inquiry.98  

 
1.4 From Philosophical Hermeneutics to Cruciform Metaphysics 
 
 

Precisely here, though, the dialectical theory of tradition I’ve defended seems to 

issue in an aporia. For, on the one hand, the burden of the present chapter has been to show 

that prejudices on the part of interpreters—specifically, theological prejudices on the part 

of those who interpret early Christian texts, like Hans Urs von Balthasar—are not the 

liability scholarly purveyors of positivism would lead us to believe, but rather a condition 

of possibility for any interpretation whatsoever. Every act of understanding, no matter how 

marginal its glosses, intends a universal meaning to which the text gives expression: call 

this “the hermeneutical imperative.” On the other hand, I’m now suggesting that such 

interpretive fore-judgment not only illuminates the text’s meaning but also somehow 

obscures it; that the accumulation of false prejudices seems to be the collateral damage of 

discovering productive conditions that enable understanding; that the objectification of the 

past required to perceive it from the present only ever yields a partial view of its meaning, 

no matter how clarifying a prospect the proliferation of such novel perspectives might be. 

Then again, it’s difficult to see how this aporia can be avoided if one obeys the 

“hermeneutical imperative” outlined just above. If, that is, every act of interpretation must 

intend a meaning that exceeds the necessarily limited horizon of the text in question—if, 

 
97 Gadamer, TM, 309. 
98 Cf. Jameson, Marxism and Form, 360. 
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in a word, prejudice really is a condition of interpretation’s possibility—then it would seem 

the universal aspirations of hermeneutics are all but bound to eclipse the particularities of 

the very texts one means to interpret. Every reading becomes a misreading, exposed as 

such by subsequent readings; every attempt to grasp the significance of the past in and for 

the present becomes willful ignorance of its complexities, visible as such to future 

interpreters; every novel act of understanding becomes a new form of misunderstanding 

from the perspective of posterity. Whence the impression that the whole enterprise of 

interpretation turns on a chronic failure, as if the continued existence of tradition depends 

just as much upon each member’s subsequent misrepresentation of its claims as it does 

recognition of their true meaning.  

But what if the very conditions that make misunderstanding an inescapable 

consequence of interpretation were also the means by which such a cruel necessity could 

be overcome? Not that our perspectival purchase on things is simply the price of 

knowledge—a fact of our finitude with which we’re obliged to make peace, let’s say—but 

rather in the sense that our fallibility could be somehow turned back upon itself, so as to 

negate its own negativity. For “[t]his is [just] what ‘negation of negation’ is: the shift of 

perspective which turns failure into true success.”99 Wherefore the history of a tradition’s 

failure to grasp the full significance of its own claims would be speculatively identical to 

the progressive unfolding of that tradition’s self-understanding. What’s more, it would 

mean the “hermeneutical gap” is not simply an unavoidable split between the idea of a 

tradition and successive attempts to give it form—an interval the tradition-based interpreter 

 
99 Slavoj Žižek, The Parallax View (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2006), 27. 
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posits but nonetheless supposes to be an obstacle between herself and an unfathomable 

substance at the source of her subjectivity, let’s say—but something internal to the content 

of that tradition itself. Not just an “epistemological” obstacle to some unattainable object, 

in other words, but an “ontological” feature of the tradition’s own identity. Rather than 

sheltering a stable essence that remains immune to change in spite of time’s passage, in 

short, tradition would turn out to maintain itself through a perpetual act of self-sundering 

into the familiar and the foreign, constantly “annulling” but also thereby “preserving” the 

distance between past and present as a constitutive moment of its own identity. But this is 

simply another way of saying that “everything hangs on grasping and expressing the true 

not just as substance but just as much as subject,”100 for “subject” in this sense is really 

“nothing but the name for this inner distance of ‘substance’ towards itself, the name for 

this empty place from which the substance can perceive itself as something ‘alien’…”101 

Said otherwise, tradition defines itself by “distanciation” (Abständigkeit) precisely because 

its “subject” proves to be a “clearing” (Lichtung) that cleaves the “substance” of its own 

claim. Instead of safeguarding a storehouse of perennial wisdom, tradition “wins its truth 

only by finding itself in absolute dismemberment.”102 Once more, “its repelling of itself 

from itself is the arriving at itself.”103 Or again, if you prefer the scriptural peg on which 

Hegel hangs his entire system, only a tradition that perpetually loses itself remains living. 

Whereupon a defense of tradition-based reasoning must pass from philosophical 

 
100 Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, 12. 
101 Slavoj Žižek, The Sublime Object of Ideology (London: Verso, 2008), 257. 
102 Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, 21. Translation altered. 
103 G.W.F. Hegel, The Science of Logic, 348. 
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hermeneutics to a cruciform metaphysics, patterned on nothing less than the mystery of 

Christ itself. 

For his part, it must be said, Gadamer seems much too attached to the “radical 

finitude” his former teacher Martin Heidegger preached to allow his own concept of 

“hermeneutical experience” to sublate itself in such a resolutely Hegelian fashion.104 

Despite the fact “that Gadamer’s whole of tradition is but a variation on the Hegelian ‘truth 

is the whole,’ that dialogue remains wedded to determination not unlike Hegelian concrete 

universality, and that the movement of tradition is not unlike the movement of spirit that 

wants to make itself at home in the world,”105 in other words, an unwavering Heideggerian 

commitment to the “historicity” of human understanding prevents Gadamer from 

identifying the final end of interpretation with anything like “absolute knowledge.” At least 

insofar as he takes the latter to mean “the overcoming of all experience” in a moment of 

total self-transparency.106 Hence the persistent distinction between “dialogue” and 

“dialectic” throughout his corpus: “dialogue” represents an ongoing conversation with the 

past whereby interpreters anticipate the future—not unlike the way “there-being” (Dasein) 

becomes the existential pivot between “thrownness” (Geworfenheit) and “projection” 

(Entwurf) in Heidegger’s thought—while “dialectic” refers to a self-grounding process in 

 
104 So Gadamer, TM, 487: “As philosophical dialectic presents the whole of truth 

by superseding all partial propositions, bringing contradictions to a head and overcoming 
them, so also hermeneutics has the task of revealing a totality of meaning in all its relations 
. . . However, the correspondence between hermeneutical and philosophical dialectic, as it 
seems to follow from Schleiermacher’s dialectical construction of individuality and 
Hegel’s dialectical construction of totality, is not a real correspondence. For this parallel 
fails to take account of the real nature of hermeneutical experience and the radical finitude 
that is its basis.” 

105 Risser, “In the Shadow of Hegel,” 87. 
106 Gadamer, TM, 363. 
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and through which “the philosophical sciences” make bold to bring history itself to a 

close.107 Needless to say, Gadamer thinks this aspiration not only arrogant but impossible: 

“That we should become completely aware of effective history is just as hubristic a 

statement as when Hegel speaks of absolute knowledge, in which history would become 

completely transparent to itself and hence be raised to the level of a concept.”108 By 

definition, the subject of “historically effected consciousness” remains partially blind to its 

own substance.109 They never completely overlap, nor is there any indication that such 

 
107 Indeed, Heidegger, Being and Time, H.223, identifies Dasein itself with “thrown 

projection” (geworfener Entwurf), given the “equiprimordiality” (Gleichursprünglivhkeit) 
of “truth and untruth” in hermeneutical existence: “The existential-ontological condition 
for the fact that Being-in-the-world is characterized by ‘truth’ and ‘untruth’, lies in that 
state of Dasein’s Being which we have designated as thrown projection . . . The upshot of 
our existential-ontological Interpretation of the phenomenon of truth is (1) that truth, in the 
most primordial sense, is Dasein’s disclosedness, to which the uncoveredness of entities 
within-the-world belongs; and (2) that Dasein is equiprimordially both in the truth and in 
untruth.” If, therefore, an unsublatable alteration between true and false prejudice 
characterizes “hermeneutical experience” in Gadamer’s thought, it’s because he ultimately 
prefers Heidegger’s “existential analytic” to Hegel’s “speculative dialectic,” no matter how 
influenced he may have been by the shape of the latter’s thought: “Certainly one ought not 
to dogmatize and dogmatically narrow Hegel down . . . At the same time, I would ask Hegel 
this: is the first and last principle in which the philosophical thinking of being culminates 
really Geist [spirit, mind]? . . . It is my conviction that Heidegger has been the first thinker 
since Hegel to present us with a positive alternative possibility, a possibility that gets 
beyond mere dialectical reversal. Heidegger’s point is this: truth is not the total 
unconcealment whose ideal fulfillment would in the end be the presence of absolute spirit 
to itself. Rather, Heidegger taught us to think truth as an unconcealing and a concealing at 
the same time.” Cf. Gadamer, “Autobiographical Reflections,” 32-33. 

108 Gadamer, TM, 312. Translation altered. 
109 So Gadamer, TM, 313: “To be historically means that knowledge of oneself can 

never be complete. All self-knowledge arises from what is historically pregiven, what with 
Hegel we call ‘substance,’ because it underlies all subjective intentions and actions, and 
hence both prescribes and limits every possibility for understanding any tradition 
whatsoever in its historical alterity. This almost defines the aim of philosophical 
hermeneutics: its task is to retrace the path of Hegel’s phenomenology of mind until we 
discover in all that is subjective the substantiality that determines it.” Except this task itself 
remains “infinite” in the neo-Kantian sense: an ewige Aufgabe only ever realized as an 
“ought.”  



  86 

“non-identity” might coincide with a speculative form of “identity” on the far side of 

spirit’s diremption. Only the “task”110 of achieving this perpetually deferred ideal remains, 

such that “[t]he analysis revolves within an hermeneutic or transcendental circle, that is, a 

circle without a result.”111 Indeed, it’s difficult to see how Gadamer’s “infinite dialogue” 

(ewige Dialog) is all that different from an “endless striving” (ewige Streben), forever stuck 

at “a neo-Fichtean station on the road between Kant and Hegel.”112 

So, while it's certainly true that Gadamer owes a substantial debt to Hegel, there’s 

clearly a limit to how far he’s willing to ascend the Swabian’s “ladder to the standpoint of 

science.”113 Though perhaps it might be more accurate to say that Gadamer thinks the 

dialectic cuts short a dialogical ascent that ought to be unceasing. Wherefore the founder 

of philosophical hermeneutics can summarize his entire project by saying he sought “to 

restore to a place of honor what Hegel termed ‘bad infinity’ [schlechte Unendlichkleit],”114 

i.e., an “uninterrupted flitting over limits which it is powerless to sublate…”115 All of which 

are but technical ways of saying that Hegel remains too theological to account for authentic 

“hermeneutical experience” from Gadamer’s perspective, too apocalyptic to countenance 

the “historicity” of post-Heideggerian philosophy: “in contrast to the concept of spirit that 

Hegel drew from the Christian tradition, the phenomenon of language has the merit of 

being appropriate to our finitude,” for only language is “infinite, as is spirit, and yet finite, 

 
110 Gadamer, TM, xxxiv. 
111 Gillian Rose, Hegel Contra Sociology (London: Verso, 2009), 25. 
112 Rose, Hegel Contra Sociology, 26. 
113 Cf. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, 14. 
114 Hans-Georg Gadamer, “Autobiographical Reflections,” in The Gadamer 

Reader: A Bouquet of the Later Writings, ed. and trans. Richard E. Palmer (Evanston, IL: 
Northwestern University Press, 2007), 34. 

115 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 192-193. 
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as is every event.”116 Little wonder, then, that Gadamer took it upon himself to exonerate 

that which the German Idealist pejoratively called a “finite infinite,”117 given his 

assumption that Hegel’s “absolute knowledge” overleaps history in favor of an atemporal 

eternity.118 Indeed, the real difference between Hegel’s “speculative dialectic” and 

Gadamer’s “hermeneutical experience” comes down to a disagreement over the nature of 

time. It was precisely because he shared Heidegger’s conviction that “temporality” 

(Zeitlichkeit) is the first and last criterion of finitude that Gadamer saw every attempt to 

overcome “historically effected consciousness” as just so many flights from the very 

conditions under which “understanding” (Verstand) is possible in the first place. For him, 

the “perfect circularity” (runden Vollendung) of Hegel’s system—the way its “end” 

perpetually sublates the “beginning” from which it sets out, retroactively positing its own 

presupposition in a bid to become unconditioned—finally distinguishes it from the 

“absolute openness” (unabschließbare Offenheit) that defines philosophical 

hermeneutics.119 If, therefore, Gadamer wryly endorses the “bad infinity” of an 

unforeseeable future, he also follows Heidegger in search of F.W.J. Schelling’s 

“unforethinkable” past.120 For the “world-horizon of language” (Welthorizont) extends 

 
116 Gadamer, Philosophical Hermeneutics, 128. 
117 Cf. Hegel, The Science of Logic, 111. 
118 So Gadamer, TM, 233: “Is not the fact that consciousness is historically 

conditioned inevitably an insuperable barrier to its reaching perfect fulfillment in historical 
knowledge? Hegel could regard this barrier as overcome by virtue of history’s being 
superseded by absolute knowledge.” 

119 Gadamer, TM, 488. 
120 Philipp Schwab, “Nonground and the Metaphysics of Evil: From Heidegger’s 

First Schelling Seminar to Derrida’s Last Reading of Schelling (1927-2002),” Analecta 
Hermeneutica 5 (2013): 1, aptly summarizes the Schellingian refrain that runs throughout 
Heidegger’s thought: “This motif might be best described as an ‘unrealisable or original 
withdrawal’ [uneinholbarer oder ursprünglicher Entzug]; as a movement which 
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forever in either direction, always receding just in time to elucidate the “event” 

(Geschehen) of understanding against the gathering twilight of history.121  

  So long as we seek a specifically Christian hermeneutics of tradition, however, 

Gadamer’s stated aversion to “the idealistic spiritualism of a Hegelian metaphysics of 

infinity” ought to give us pause.122 Not least because he explicitly contrasts “the 

phenomenon of language” in the Heideggerian sense with “the concept of spirit that Hegel 

drew from the Christian tradition,” thereby calling into question whether the latter is truly 

“appropriate to our finitude” in the way his former teacher’s philosophy demanded.123 For 

it may in fact be (anti-)theological prejudice of his own that finally compels Gadamer to 

suppose that “historically effected consciousness” should be somehow incompatible with 

a “metaphysics of infinity” derived from the Christian faith. Which is to say, Gadamer may 

be exegetically right about Hegel’s theological roots—a significant achievement, 

doubtless—but normatively wrong about the extent to which those religious convictions 

oblige him to forsake “hermeneutical experience” in favor of some “absolute knowledge” 

unmoored from history. After all, the conceit on which the entire concept of “sublation” 

turns is the double entendre that defines it: the word Aufhebung implies not only 

“annulment” but also “preservation,” not only “abolition” but also “elevation.” Any 

interpretation of Hegel’s thought that fails to acknowledge both aspects of the “speculative 

identity” at its center—the way he so often insists, for instance, that “true infinity” doesn’t 

 
‘unprethinkably’ [unvordenklich] precedes but at the same time conveys, carries and 
latently structures thought and knowledge.” 

121 Gadamer, TM, 462, 488. 
122 Cf. Gadamer, TM, 492. 
123 Gadamer, Philosophical Hermeneutics, 128. 



  89 

simply exceed the finite by a measureless degree but encompasses finitude within its own 

self-movement, thereby raising to circumincessional life that which nonetheless falls to the 

ground and dies—forfeits the “retroactive” logic on which “hermeneutical experience” 

otherwise depends. More to the point, such readings betray a misunderstanding of the very 

theological principles they rightly attribute to Hegel’s style of thought. They mistake the 

“end of history” for a flight from finitude, when it actually belongs to Christian faith to 

profess that “the beginning, middle, and end of all ages” has always already taken flesh.124 

If, therefore, Hegel claims to bring history to a close, it’s just exactly “the concept of spirit 

[he] drew from Christian tradition” that prevents the culmination in question from 

superseding historical time altogether, and this since nothing less than Christology 

determines the content of that closure. His purported “spiritualism” turns out to be no less 

“appropriate to our finitude” than the resurrected body of Christ that still bears the scars of 

crucifixion. 

More on the Christological shape of creation anon, when the discussion of Gregory 

of Nyssa’s revolutionary account of “concrete universals” (Ch.3) will further corroborate 

the Christian provenance of Hegel’s signature insights. Suffice it say, for now, that 

dialectical thinking “does not seek to legitimize the phantasy of historical completion with 

the imprimatur of suprahistorical, absolute method,” as Gadamer suggests, “but focuses 

relentlessly on the historical production and reproduction of those illusory contraries which 

other systems of scientific thought naturalize, absolutize or deny.” Said otherwise, Hegel’s 

“ladder to the standpoint of science” is not something that can be kicked away once the 

 
124 Maximus the Confessor, Quaestiones ad Thalassium 22.6 (FOTC 136:152). 
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subject of history reaches its summit. No more, anyway, than the interpretive prejudices 

afforded by tradition overcome the “hermeneutical gap” between past and present. Instead, 

“dialectic . . . suspends the history of philosophy within the philosophy of history, and the 

philosophy of history within the history of philosophy,” each reciprocally determining the 

other. What finally distinguishes the “speculative concept” from the shapes of 

consciousness out of which it emerges is not a supersession of “historical consciousness” 

but the radical inclusion of such particularity into a newly refined idea of universality, such 

that neither can be defined any longer without reference to a term that initially appeared to 

be its opposite. None of which, again, ought to seem all that implausible for those who 

believe that the one “in” whom “all things in heaven and on earth were created” (Col 1:16) 

nonetheless bears a “genealogy” (Matt 1:1) of his own; that the one “in” whom we were 

chosen “before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless” (Eph 1:4) was 

nonetheless “made to be sin” (2 Cor 5:21) for our sake; that the one “in” whom “we live, 

and move, and have our being” (Acts 17:28) was nonetheless “handed over to death for our 

trespasses” (Rom 5:25).  Indeed, the “perfect circularity” of Hegel’s system is but the 

philosophical expression of content intrinsic to the Christian faith. To wit, the confessions 

that Jesus Christ is at once “Alpha and Omega,” and that “between these two ends, which 

are identical in his person, the whole drama of the world is acted out.”125 The upshot is not 

just that history is circumscribed by the Word, but that God’s own life is riven by an interval 

of time—and this because Christ is cause of creation only inasmuch as he numbers himself 

 
125 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo-Drama: Theological Dramatic Theory, Volume 

III: The Dramatis Personae: Persons in Christ, trans. Graham Harrison (San Francisco: 
Ignatius Press, 1992), 15. Hereafter cited TD3. 
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among his own effects. Once more, the mystery of Christ augurs a metaphysical sea 

change: vertical causality—the way a Platonic idea, say, proceeds into multiplicity without 

thereby relinquishing its right to remain abstracted from the particulars it comprises; or 

again, the way essence is supposed to represent an unchanging reality “in-and-beyond” the 

contingent flux of existence—no longer accounts for the retroactive logic of incarnation, 

that paradoxical event whereby the irreducibly particular redefines universality itself by 

reinscribing time into the eternal. 

Meanwhile, what all of this means for a theory and practice of tradition is that we 

need not suppose “hermeneutical experience” must be indexed to a “bad infinity” to 

maintain its integrity. Nor should we assume that “absolute knowledge” necessarily spells 

the end of interpretation as such. Despite his Hegelian impulses, Gadamer’s allergy to the 

Christian provenance of “spirit” prevents him from achieving a truly “speculative 

position.” His prejudice impedes him from making the “parallax shift” that would sublate 

his “transcendental” preoccupation with epistemological limits into a more capacious idea 

of reason itself—one that would include the understanding’s “activity of separating” as a 

constitutive moment instead of subordinating this “tremendous power of the negative” to 

a penultimate form of cognition. But this is hardly surprising. After all, it’s precisely faith 

in the incarnation that demands a renovated concept of rationality. For if the Word of God 

has truly assumed flesh—submitted himself to the “experience of finitude,” that is—then 

logic can no longer exclude “historically effected consciousness” from its ambit. Rather, 

interpretation must represent an ineliminable aspect of reason as such, and this because the 

mystery of Christ means, among other things, that the interval—between essence and 

existence, content and form, subject and object—now cleaves the Logos himself, at least 
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inasmuch as his subjection to life, death, and resurrection determines his identity as the 

cause of creation. It thereby follows that the “hermeneutical gap” is not a span that 

separates the finite subject from some inexhaustible substance at the source of her 

subjectivity, as Gadamer seems to suggest, but a split that sunders that very substance from 

within, thereby making space for the infinite event of “self-interpretation”126 in which 

every finite act of “understanding” obtains. Better still, this substance turns out to be 

nothing more than its own subjective mediation in time, just as reason proves to be nothing 

but the self-relating negativity of the understanding itself. Simply put, there is no form of 

knowledge higher than “hermeneutical experience” such that the latter would need to be 

sublimated in defiance of some ahistorical ideal. For, properly understood, the Absolute is 

already within our grasp, even as we struggle to take hold of it. Why? Because the Word 

has already identified himself with our experience of growing in stature and wisdom. We 

belong to his body. So much so, in fact, that the Apostle Paul can even say our present 

sufferings “fill up” (ἀνταναπληρῶ) what is still lacking in Christ’s own afflictions (Col 

1:24). The point is simple, if nonetheless startling: apart from our halting efforts to 

 
126 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo-Drama: Theological Dramatic Theory, Volume 

II: Dramatis Personae: Man in God, trans. Graham Harrison (San Francisco: Ignatius 
Press, 1990), 91,  seems to concede as much (in spite of his well-documented scruples with 
the Swabian philosopher like whom his statement otherwise sounds) when he says the 
following: “All theology is an interpretation of divine revelation. Thus, in its totality, it can 
only be hermeneutics. But in revealing himself in Jesus Christ, God interprets himself—
and this must involve his giving an interpretation, in broad outline and in detail, of his plan 
for the world—and this too is hermeneutics. The first hermeneutics has to be oriented to 
and regulated by the second. The second hermeneutics, however, cannot seal itself off and 
ignore man’s freedom and his free understanding; so it, in turn, is open to the first 
hermeneutics.” Hereafter cited TD2. 
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“interpret” him—in thought, word, and deed—the “whole Christ” (totus Christus) remains 

incomplete.127  

The fact, therefore, that Gadamer seems incapable of recognizing “the rose in the 

cross of the present,”128 as it were, may indeed have something to do with his relative 

indifference to Christianity—on more than one occasion, the man confessed agnosticism 

about organized religion129 as a whole—but it also makes him a particularly stubborn 

reader of Hegel on his own terms. Ever vigilant critic of less than “absolute” readings of 

Hegelian reason, Gillian Rose once argued that Gadamer’s “metacritique” of meaning 

remains trapped within the “transcendental” project of assaying conditions of possibility 

for an otherwise indifferent object of knowledge, and this despite his efforts to overcome 

“the neo-Kantian paradigm.”130 According to her, “history” itself becomes just such a 

“precondition . . . external to the mind, and hence appears to acquire the status of a natural, 

contingent, empirical object” impenetrable to the eyes of reason.131 Precisely so. We’ve 

already seen that the subject’s chronic failure to grasp its own substance is precisely what 

 
127 Emile Mersch, S.J., The Whole Christ: The Historical Development of the 

Doctrine of the Mystical Body in Scripture and Tradition, trans. John R. Kelly, S.J. 
(Jackson, MI: Ex Fontibus Company, 2018), remains the best study of the totus Christus 
motif in the patristic and medieval periods, despite the glaring omission of the Byzantine 
tradition from his narrative. 

128 G.W.F. Hegel, Outlines of the Philosophy of Right, trans. T.M. Knox and ed. 
Stephen Houlgate (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 15. 

129 So, for instance, Jens Zimmermann, “Ignoramus: Gadamer’s ‘Religious Turn’,” 
Symposium 6:2 (2002): 213: “When I asked [Gadamer] whether he considered himself a 
confessional Christian or believed in one religion over another, his answer was that these 
apodictic framings of religion were too exaggerated (zu übertreiben): ‘There doesn’t exist 
one correct church in this sense.’” 

130 Rose, Hegel Contra Sociology, 1, stipulates that “a transcendental account 
necessarily presupposes the actuality or existence of its object and seeks to discover the 
conditions of its possibility.” 

131 Rose, Hegel Contra Sociology, 25. 
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defines “historically effected consciousness.” Even if Gadamer suggests that the “task” of 

philosophical hermeneutics is “to retrace the path of Hegel’s phenomenology of mind until 

we discover in all that is subjective the substantiality that determines it,” the Idealist 

aspirations of this itinerary should not obscure his conviction that “historically effected 

consciousness” will never complete the undertaking.132 That “aim” remains an “ought,” 

forever impeded by a “gap” the interpreter posits but nonetheless supposes to be an obstacle 

between herself and an unfathomable substance at the source of her subjectivity. All of 

which, again, lends credence to the comparison Rose draws between philosophical 

hermeneutics and Fichte, except for the fact that Gadamer claims our “finitude” is the 

ultimate cause of cognition’s perpetual opacity to itself.133 For therein lies the Heideggerian 

limit he tries to foist upon Hegel’s system: much like his mentor, Gadamer endorses the 

dialectical structure of “hermeneutical experience” only so long as such “experience” 

(Erfahrung) doesn’t make bold to “surpass” itself in the form of “absolute knowledge.”134 

Just to the extent, in other words, that “the dialectic of experience” never culminates “in 

 
132 Gadamer, TM, 313. 
133 Meanwhile, notes Rose, Hegel Contra Sociology, 106, Fichte concedes the 

limits of cognition by simultaneously expanding the scope of volition: “Fichte’s pure ego 
is no longer the Kantian ego which submits to a deduction of objective validity and is hence 
unconditioned. The Fichtean ego is unconditioned and its cognition immediate. But it 
cannot be unconditioned, because it has to abstract from what is alien to it in order to intuit 
itself. Fichte acknowledges this incompleteness of the pure ego by the idea of the infinite 
will.” But the outcome is a concept of subjectivity less free than Fichte intended, says Rose 
in her summary of Hegel’s own critique: “Fichte’s glorification of the primacy of practical 
reason, of absolute freedom justified by faith alone and by action, by the will ‘positing 
itself’, is bought at the terrible cost of subjugating everything from which it is necessary to 
abstract in order to arrive at this empty notion of freedom.” 

134 Cf. Martin Heidegger, “Hegel’s Concept of Experience (1942-43),” in Off the 
Beaten Track, ed. and trans. Julian Young and Kenneth Haynes (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), 86-156.  
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the complete identity of consciousness and object,” no matter how much the very “in-

itselfness” (das Ansich) of the latter appears to be a product of the interpreter’s own 

perspective.135 Though she clearly intended the quip to be scathing, it’s difficult to imagine 

Gadamer would have disagreed entirely with Rose’s observation that his thought represents 

“a Hegelianism rigidified in its efforts to prevent its own self-perfecting…”136  

No more, anyway, than he balked at Hegel’s own broadsides against the notion of 

a merely “finite infinite,” or against the “rigid determination of a beyond that cannot be 

attained, for the very reason that it ought not be attained…” For this is precisely how the 

Swabian describes the very concept whose honor Gadamer vowed to defend: “[t]his bad 

infinite is in itself the same as the perpetual ought,” a never-ending summons to transcend 

the finite that ends up reaffirming its insuperability.137 “Real experience,” Gadamer readily 

concedes, “is that whereby man becomes aware of his finiteness.”138 Despite his genuine 

sympathy for Hegel, the founder of philosophical hermeneutics nonetheless clings to Kant 

when faced with the possibility that finitude might sublate itself into a still more perfect 

form. He thus figures “absolute knowledge” as an “impossibility” for the subject of 

hermeneutical experience: “[t]he absolute identity of consciousness and object simply 

cannot be achieved by finite, historical consciousness,” and this because “human 

consciousness is not an infinite intellect for which everything exists, simultaneous and co-

present.”139 Such comments betray Gadamer’s assumption that the speculative concept of 

 
135 Gadamer, TM, 364, 362. 
136 Gillian Rose, The Broken Middle: Out of Our Ancient Society (Oxford: 

Blackwell Publishers, 1992), 8. 
137 Hegel, Science of Logic, 113. 
138 Gadamer, TM, 365. 
139 Gadamer, TM, 237. 
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“reason” (Vernunft) constitutes a form of knowledge somehow higher than 

“understanding” (Verstand), as if Hegel’s critique of Kant amounted to the supersession of 

the same conditions under which the latter’s transcendental deduction was possible in the 

first place.140 It’s precisely because he believes Hegel’s philosophy culminates in a 

herculean flight from history—which is to say, from the distinctly human way of being in 

the world—that Heidegger’s former student has no problem endorsing the “infinite task” 

of striving to understand the past, even as he acknowledges the impossibility of succeeding. 

Again, “absolute openness” to hermeneutical experience becomes Gadamer’s 

“humanistic” alternative to the “hubristic” ambitions of “absolute knowledge.”141  

Were he right about the fate of finitude in Hegel’s system, it must be said, Gadamer 

would be more than justified in refusing the concept of spirit, regardless of whether it meant 

forfeiting the rest of the Swabian’s insights. If, that is, the philosopher really did seek the 

“speculative-dialectical transcendence of the Kantian concept of finitude” in some 

relatively straightforward sense—the total abdication of hermeneutical experience in favor 

of a sheerly logical derivation of the facts of history, let’s say—opting for the open-

endedness of “infinite dialogue” would be a defensible solution to the problem Hegel 

poses. Especially from a theological perspective. For the “experience of finitude” 

represents an unsurpassable horizon for Christian doctrine no less than philosophical 

hermeneutics—even more so, in fact. To cite but one particularly authoritative formulation, 

 
140 So, for instance, Gadamer, TM, 365: “If it is characteristic of every phase of the 

process of experience that the experienced person acquires a new openness to new 
experiences, this is certainly true of the idea of being perfectly experienced. It does not 
mean that experience has ceased and a higher form of knowledge [!] is reached (Hegel), 
but that for the first time experience fully and truly is.” 

141 Cf. Gadamer, TM, 312. Translation altered, 
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the plain sense of the Chalcedonian definition clearly affirms the wholeness of human 

nature while simultaneously tendering the most radical confession of union between God 

and creation: “one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, only-begotten, acknowledged in two 

natures which undergo no confusion, no change, no division, no separation; at no point was 

the difference between the natures taken away through the union, but rather the property 

of both natures is preserved…”142 No matter how unequivocally incarnation portends the 

perfection of the finite, it follows, the sort of fulfillment Christ’s sojourn promises must 

not supersede the very substance it means to renovate: gratia non tollit naturam sed 

perfecit. After all, even his resurrected body retains the unmistakable qualities of flesh, no 

matter the spatiotemporal limits it otherwise flouts.  

Whence the impression among certain theologians, including Balthasar himself, 

that Hegel’s concept of spirit amounts to some metaphysically bloated form of 

monophysitism—an overly zealous account of the unity of Christ that ultimately elides the 

distinction of natures in favor of his divinity. The circular movement to and from self-

conscious identity, they claim, augurs a Christology for which the finite is little more than 

“an instrument of divine self-realization,” as Cyril O’Regan puts it, the collateral damage 

of a “completion dynamic” whereby God recognizes himself as Trinity.143 Such critiques 

recall Erich Przywara’s insistence that Hegel’s thought represents a sort of “theopanism,” 

a dialectical inversion of “pantheism” in which the “Lutheran-Reformed” notion of divine 

 
142 Norman P. Tanner, S.J., ed. and trans., Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils, 

Vol. I (Washington, DC: Sheed & Ward, 1990), 86. 
143 Cyril O’Regan, The Anatomy of Misremembering: Von Balthasar’s Response to 

Philosophical Modernity, Volume 1: Hegel (New York: Herder & Herder, 2014), 193-194. 
See also Cyril O’Regan, The Heterodox Hegel (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 1994), 220-221. 
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“sole-causality” displaces creation for the sake of a cyclical pattern of procession and 

return.144 Either way, the concern is a concept of finitude too insubstantial to ballast the 

supernatural weight of an infinite subject. History becomes nothing but a momentary 

detour in some odyssey of spirit, the understanding little more than a way-stop on the 

pilgrimage of reason.145 Not surprising, perhaps, that Przywara proposed his own version 

of an open-ended ascent from created existence to its unfathomable essence: the 

“transcendence of immanence,” his translator dubs it, recalling Gadamer’s belated defense 

of the “finite infinite” from Hegel’s searing critiques.146 Nor, for that matter, that Balthasar 

gravitated towards Gregory of Nyssa in large part because he glimpsed in the latter’s 

concept of “spacing” (διάστημα) the conditions under which “[c]reated spirit . . . has 

‘finitude’ and ‘infinity’ at the same time,” without one eliding the other.147 Both models of 

 
144 So John Betz, “Translator’s Introduction,” in Erich Przywara, Analogia Entis: 

Metaphysics, Original Structure, and Universal Rhythm, ed. and trans. John R. Betz and 
David Bentley Hart (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014), 51n139: “with theopanism the world 
is not a genuine other of the divine but in reality nothing but an emanation of the divine (a 
genitivus subjectivus!) or a moment in the self-development or self-interpretation of the 
divine—as is the case, mutatis mutandis, with Neo-Platonism, Hegelianism, and, in 
Przywara's view, the dialectical theology of the 1920s, inasmuch as the posited dialectic 
between God and world (faith and reason, grace and nature) ultimately and ironically 
collapses into the Lutheran-Reformed doctrine of God's exclusive agency or sole-causality 
(Alleinwirksamkeit).” It should be noted that “self-interpretation of the divine” is 
something Hans Urs von Balthasar readily endorsed. Vide infra n.125. Not surprising, 
perhaps, that Betz, “Translator’s Introduction,” 113n.312, reports that upon reading 
Balthasar’s trilogy Przywara concluded his former protégé’s theology “moved too much in 
the opposite direction of the analogia entis, that is, not toward an ever greater dissimilarity 
in infinitum, and thus into mystery, but toward the greater similarity, no longer qualified 
by analogy, of the manifestation of the ‘beautiful in itself.’” 

145 Cf. H.S. Harris, Hegel’s Ladder, Vol. I: The Pilgrimage of Reason (Cambridge, 
MA: Hacket Publishing Co., 1997); Idem., Hegel’s Ladder, Vol. II: The Odyssey of Spirit 
(Cambridge, MA: Hacket Publishing Co., 1997). 

146 John Betz, “Beyond the Sublime: The Aesthetics of the Analogy of Being (Part 
Two),” Modern Theology 22:1 (January 2006), 37. 

147 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 35. 
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creaturely becoming will occupy the following chapter at much greater length, but for now 

it’s sufficient to notice the unmistakable similarities between the idea of “eternal progress” 

(ἐπέκτασις) they each endorse and the sort of “infinite dialogue” (ewige Dialog) toward 

which philosophical hermeneutics inevitably tends. Indeed, it’s difficult to see how these 

two Catholic accounts of created being are anything but theological inflections of the same 

rehabilitated “bad infinity” after which Gadamer himself strived.148 Not least since the 

years leading up to the publication of his patristic monographs saw Balthasar deploying 

Heidegger’s notion of “radical finitude” against the specter of Hegelian philosophy, 

anticipating Gadamer’s own efforts to do so by some two decades. Consider, for instance, 

the fact that his translation of Gregory’s above-mentioned “spacing” (διάστημα) invokes 

the same Heideggerian neologism to which Gadamer’s notion of “temporal distance” 

(Zeitenabstand) refers: on Balthasar’s reading, the “distension” or “distanciation” 

(Abständigkeit) between its unchanging essence and contingent existence becomes the 

defining characteristic of creation as such, not unlike the way Gadamer insists a 

“hermeneutical gap” forever separates “historically effected consciousness” from the 

 
148 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo-Logic, Volume 1: Truth of the World, trans. 

Adrian J. Walker (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2000), 39, rejects the term itself, to be 
sure: “Truth as emeth [i.e., fidelity or constancy] does two things. On the one hand, it is 
conclusive, in the sense that it puts an end to uncertainty and endless seeking, to conjecture 
and suspicion, so that this condition of ever-shifting vacillation can give way to the clearly 
formed, solid evidence of things that are unveiled as they actually are. On the other hand, 
this closure of uncertainty and its bad infinity [!] is the un-closing and unsealing of a true 
infinity of fruitful possibilities and situations.” But this passage itself also makes clear that 
Balthasar seeks to reclaim the notion that finite experience has an open-ended quality. 
Indeed, later in the same paragraph he can even suggest that “truth is an opening, not just 
to itself and in itself, but to further truth . . . It contains within itself a movement toward 
further truth.” 
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substance of its subjectivity.149 So it is, at any rate, that theological reservations about 

Hegel’s supposedly “misremembered” version of Christian doctrine lead these Catholic 

figures to some of the very same conclusions at which their slightly younger, German 

contemporary also arrived.150 In either case, a phenomenology of finitude claims to 

counterbalance an overweening concept of spirit that would unshackle itself from history 

altogether.  

It matters a great deal, therefore, that Gadamer’s prejudice against Hegel proves 

false, as the present section has already suggested. Not simply for the sake of a more 

scrupulous account of tradition, but also because his mistaken assumptions about the 

dialectic provides a key to reclaiming “distanciation” from Balthasar’s one-sided 

appropriation of Gregory of Nyssa. Simply put, the problem with Gadamer’s notion of 

“absolute openness” is that it refuses to recognize the “speculative” nature of the “identity” 

it means to forestall. It can’t account for what Slavoj Žižek has called the “parallax shift” 

from form to content, the dialectical passage from tracing the patterns of determinate 

negation by means of which the finite arrives at consciousness of its own historically 

conditioned nature to grasping the infinite itself as negativity.151 Said otherwise, 

 
149 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Gregor von Nyssa. Der versiegelte Quell. Auslegung 

des Hohen Liedes, Christliche Meister 23 (Einsiedeln: Johannes Verlag, 1984), 12-13. 
150 Cf. Cyril O’Regan, The Anatomy of Misremembering. More on this landmark 

study in the following chapter. 
151 Žižek, Less Than Nothing, 536, offers one of his more succinct definitions of 

the “parallax shift” like so: “Yet another way to articulate this key moment is in the more 
traditional terms of the dialectical tension between the epistemological and the ontological 
dimensions: the gap that separates the knowing subject from the known object is inherent 
to the object itself, my knowing a thing is part of a process internal to the thing, which is 
why the standard epistemological problem should be turned around: not ‘How is my 
knowledge of the thing possible?’ but ‘How is it that knowledge appears within the thing 
as a mode of the thing’s relating to itself?’ With regard to God, the problem is not ‘How 
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“historically effected consciousness” fails to make the transition from philosophical 

hermeneutics to cruciform metaphysics just so long as it assumes the act of “distanciation” 

is something from which the infinite must be exempt on the basis of a transcendental 

deduction of the interpreter’s own finitude. What begins as a gesture of epistemological 

“modesty” soon masks a presumption that would seek to legislate the ontological 

conditions under which God himself must operate.152 

Indeed, the way Žižek summarizes the “hidden arrogance” of transcendental 

philosophy applies equally well to Gadamer: “Kant’s limitation lies not in his remaining 

within the confines of finite oppositions, in his inability to reach the Infinite, but, on the 

contrary, in his very search for a transcendent domain beyond the realm of finite 

oppositions.” 153 Said otherwise, so long as Kant and company persist in opposing “the 

experience of finitude” to “an infinite intellect for which everything exists, simultaneous 

and co-present,” as Gadamer154 puts it, they mischaracterize the identity of the Absolute 

from which we’re supposed to be separated: “when Kant claims that we humans, 

constrained by our finite Understanding, cannot ever come to know the totality of the 

universe, he continues to represent this infinite task [!] as one that another, infinite 

Understanding would be able to accomplish, as if the problem is simply one of extending 

or extrapolating our capacity to infinity, rather than changing it qualitatively.”155 Such is 

 
can I know God?’ but ‘How and why does God generate in humans knowledge about 
himself?’ that is, how does my knowledge (and ignorance) of God function within God 
himself? Our alienation from God is God’s self-alienation.” 

152 Cf. Žižek, Less Than Nothing, 283. 
153 Žižek, Less Than Nothing, 267. 
154 Gadamer, TM, 237. 
155 Žižek, Less Than Nothing, 283-284.. 
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the assumed picture of “absolute knowledge” on the basis of which Gadamer himself 

accuses Hegel of contravening “hermeneutical experience.”  

But it should be clear by now that what distinguishes “the concept of spirit that 

Hegel drew from the Christian tradition” is not the sublimation of finitude but the self-

sundering of the infinite, such that the latter now includes the former within itself as a 

constitutive moment of its own identity. It follows that “distanciation” belongs to the 

Absolute, even as it remains a capacity that defines creation. Which is to say, once more: 

because the identity of God encompasses the act of “distanced objectivity” toward his own 

substance otherwise known as incarnation, there is “space” in the divine life itself for an 

infinite event of “self-interpretation” in which every finite act of “understanding” obtains. 

But this is precisely what defines “spirit” in Hegel’s system: “it is just this movement of 

becoming an other to itself, which is to say, of becoming an object to its own self and of 

sublating this otherness.”156 Or again, “the life of spirit is not the life that shrinks” from the 

“activity of dissolution” that belongs to the understanding, “but rather the life that endures 

it and maintains itself in it.”157 Whatever else it may be, Hegel’s notion of Geist is at least 

a Christological gloss on John 4:24, a way of reckoning the historical fact of incarnation 

with the New Testament’s otherwise ambiguous confession that “God is spirit.” 158 When, 

 
156 Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, 23. 
157 G.W.F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A.V. Miller (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1977), 18-19. 
158 For discussions of the Johannine influence on Hegel’s thought, see Emilio Brito, 

Le Christologie de Hegel : Verbum Crucis, trans. Bernard Pottier, S.J. (Paris: Beauchesne, 
1983), 63; Nicholas Adams, Eclipse of Grace: Divine and Human Action in Hegel (Oxford: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 18-20; Vittorio Hösle, “To What Extent is the Concept of Spirit 
(Geist) in German Idealism a Legitimate Heir to the Concept of Spirit (pneuma) in the New 
Testament?,” trans Jeremy Neill, in God as Reason: Essays in Philosophical Theology 
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2013), 186-201. 
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therefore, Gadamer complains that the “concept of spirit” somehow “transcends the 

subjectivity of the ego,”159 he seems to ignore Hegel’s insistence here and elsewhere that 

the “power [of spirit] is identical with . . . the subject,”160 that “spirit is consciousness” 

precisely insofar as “it forces its moments away from each other” and thereby “divides” 

itself “into substance and the consciousness of substance.”161 Witting or not, his 

suppression of what Hegel actually says in such passages is all the more puzzling since the 

subjective recognition of substance is exactly what Gadamer means by “historically 

effected consciousness,” as though the latter finds purchase only insofar as Gadamer is 

willing to project an ahistorical ideal against which to define it, regardless of whether the 

“concept of spirit” really amounts to the supersession of “hermeneutical experience” he 

claims. As a matter of fact, this is just how Žižek describes the “fantasy” of philosophies 

that cling to the phenomenology of finitude: “the very idea that there is something (the core 

of the substantial content of the analyzed thing) which eludes Understanding, a trans-

rational Beyond out of its reach, is the fundamental illusion of Understanding.” Thus, “all 

we have to do to get from Understanding to Reason is to subtract from Understanding its 

constitutive illusion,” such that we come to recognize their speculative identity. There is 

nothing “absolute knowledge” could add to “historically effected consciousness” that it so 

far lacks. Rather than reclaiming “bad infinity” from Hegel’s critique, therefore, Gadamer 

ends up shadow-boxing a specter Kant himself conjured. Like the Sage of Königsberg, in 

 
159 Gadamer, Philosophical Hermeneutics, 128. 
160 G.W.F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A.V. Miller (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1977), 19. 
161 Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, 23. 
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other words, “he is not unable to reach the Infinite—what he is unable to see is how he 

already has what he is looking for.”162  

Reconceived like so, Hegel’s critique of Kant and his continental descendants 

amounts to precisely the sort of “parallax shift” from philosophical hermeneutics to 

cruciform metaphysics this section has been pursuing. For if “the concept of spirit that 

Hegel drew from the Christian tradition” really is defined by its staunch refusal of the very 

idea of a discarnate God, all that a properly “dialectical” theory must do in order to grasp 

how the history of a tradition’s chronic failure to understand the full significance of its own 

claims might be speculatively identical to the progressive unfolding of that tradition’s self-

understanding is drop the “constitutive illusion” of a tradition in and for which the 

apprehension of truth would be “immediate,” i.e., exempt from an “effective history” 

(Wirkungsgeschichte) of interpretation. The result is a patently Christian account of 

tradition, finally shorn of the “indeterminate divinity”163 a phenomenology of finitude must 

presuppose as “regulative ideal.”164 Which is to say, its form now reflects the content of its 

 
162 Žižek, Less Than Nothing, 267.  
163 Cf. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, 8. 
164 Precisely insofar as it remains an “ought,” projected onto an “infinite intellect” 

unconstrained by the limits of “historically effected consciousness,” the always deferred 
“aim” of philosophical hermeneutics functions like a “regulative ideal” in Kant: 
presupposed as a theoretical possibility but nonetheless impossible to achieve. Consider, 
for instance, Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. and ed. Paul Guyer and Allen 
W. Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 611: “One mistakes the 
significance of this idea right away if one takes it to be the assertion, or even only the 
presupposition, of an actual thing to which one would think of ascribing the ground for the 
systematic constitution of the world; rather, one leaves it entirely open what sort of 
constitution in itself this ground, which eludes our concepts, might have, and posits an idea 
only as a unique standpoint from which alone one can extend the unity that is so essential 
to reason and so salutary to the understanding; in a word, this transcendental thing is merely 
the schema of that regulative principle through which reason, as far as it can, extends 
systematic unity over all experience.” 
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most distinctive claims: just as “the arrangement of the universe and the continuous 

economy of existing things do not demonstrate the divine and transcendent power so much 

as condescension to the infirmity of our nature,” as Gregory of Nyssa165 himself declared, 

so, too, sheltering a stable essence that remains immune to change in spite of time’s passage 

does not demonstrate the truth of Christian tradition so much as the submission of its most 

precious words to the dialectic of history. No matter how much that path of determinate 

negation may seem like a “way of despair.”166 There simply is no itinerary to the Absolute 

that does not pass through the Stations of the Cross.167 Then again, it’s only fitting that 

“hermeneutical experience” should seem like a via dolorosa to the totus Christus.168 As 

one of Gregory’s most speculatively daring readers once put it—thereby repurposing as a 

verb attributable to the Word himself the same term of art Balthasar would later reserve for 

creation alone—our ascent to God retraces the latter’s own act of “distanciation” from the 

silence of an otherwise abstract substance: “[O]ne could say that the Logos ‘becomes thick’ 

in the sense that, for the sake of our thick minds, he consented to be both embodied and 

expressed through letters, syllables, and sounds, so that from all these he might gradually 

 
165 Gregory of Nyssa, Oratio catechetica 24.3 (PPS 60:115; GNO III/4:61-62). 
166 Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, 52. Translation amended. 
167 Cyril O’Regan, The Heterodox Hegel, 192, notes multiple allusions to the Good 

Friday liturgy across the Phänomenologie des Geistes, including the infamous “path of 
despair” (der Weg der Verzweiflung) to which Hegel refers in the §78 of the Introduction 
but also his explicit characterization of the shapes of consciousness as “stations” 
(Stationen) in the preceding section. 

168 Once again, it was Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, 23, who already saw the 
cruciform shape of self-consciousness: “experience [Erfahrung] is the name of this very 
movement in which the immediate, the non-experienced, i.e., the abstract (whether the 
abstract is that of sensuous being or of ‘a simple’ which has only been thought about) 
alienates itself and then comes round to itself from out of this alienation. It is only at that 
point that, as a property of consciousness, the immediate is exhibited in its actuality and in 
its truth.” 
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gather those who follow him to himself, being united by the Spirit, and thus raise us up to 

the simple and absolute idea of him, bringing us for his own sake into union with himself 

by contraction to the same extent that he has for our sake expanded (διέστειλεν) himself 

according to the principle of condescension.”169 It’s hardly a Hegelian imposition upon the 

text to note that “put asunder” is the first definition listed in the standard lexicon entry for 

διαστέλλω.170 But nor should the late ancient provenance of Hegel’s signature insights 

prevent us from retrieving patristic texts with such modern developments in mind.  

 
1.5 Sublating Hans Urs von Balthasar’s Method of Patristic Retrieval 

 
 
 With the foregoing hermeneutical remarks in place, I’m now in a position to specify 

that my disagreement with Hans Urs von Balthasar, whose reading of Gregory of Nyssa 

this study aims to interrogate, is certainly not with the notion of patristic “retrieval.”171 Far 

from it: he saw more clearly than most, in either his day or ours, that there is simply no 

path of approach to patristic or medieval Christian texts not mediated by the historically 

embodied tradition to whose “objective course of history” they belong, i.e. the Church; 

that, therefore, texts within the Church’s archive are not condemned to their historical 

context by an irreversible passage of time; that, on the contrary, the content of these texts 

actually guarantees their purchase beyond the confines of their composition; and that, 

 
169 Maximus the Confessor, Ambiguum 33.2 (DOML 29:64-65). Translation 

altered. 
170 LSJ, s.v. “διαστέλλω.” 

 171 For a recent assessment of historical “retrieval” in modern theology, see the 
essays collected in Darren Sarisky, ed., Theologies of Retrieval: An Exploration and 
Appraisal (London: Bloomsbury, 2017). See especially Jennifer Newsome Martin’s 
contribution, “‘Only What Is Rooted Is Living’: A Roman Catholic Theology of 
Ressourcement,” 81-102. 
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finally, there is no reason these texts cannot be interpreted in light of the present, and this 

since the tradition to which they belong is not an inert deposit of knowledge but a living 

tissue of wisdom that mediates to its members the various prejudices they require in order 

to understand the texts and themselves as each parts of a trans-historical community 

otherwise known as the Body of Christ. Nor, furthermore, do I object to Balthasar’s various 

attempts to offer a systematic presentation of the thought of patristic authors like Origen, 

Gregory of Nyssa, or Maximus the Confessor. True interpretations of a text, as opposed to 

marginal glosses, always intend a whole to which they take the text’s individual parts to 

belong and a broader horizon of thought in which they take the text to be situated.172 To 

his enduring credit, Balthasar was basically right in all of these truly fundamental respects. 

He broached a concept of “tradition” every bit as subtle as the one Gadamer would go on 

to formulate, even if he did not articulate it with the same theoretical rigor. For those with 

eyes to see, his version of “philosophical hermeneutics” is part and parcel of the patristic 

studies themselves. This fact alone makes these texts significant theological triumphs in 

their own right, quite apart from their sizable contributions to the field of early Christianity. 

Notwithstanding these considerable achievements, my question for the great Swiss 

theologian—whose scholarly efforts did so much to revive interest in patristic authors in 

general and Gregory of Nyssa in particular among Catholics and Protestants during the 20th 

 
 172 This is so even, perhaps especially, when the reader in question objects to 
systematic interpretations in favor of privileging the fragmentary part over the whole. On 
the question of synthetic readings of Gregory in particular, see my comments above in n.1. 
For Gadamer’s comments on the necessity of presupposing a whole in order to understand 
the part, which insights opens on to the famous discussion of the hermeneutic circle, see 
TM, 303-304. Cf. Jean Grondin, “The Hermeneutic Circle,” in The Blackwell Companion 
to Hermeneutics, eds. Niall Keane and Chris Lawn (Oxford: Wiley Blackwell, 2016), 299-
305. 
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century, and whose writings continue to inspire theologians across various Christian 

traditions to carry on their work in continual dialogue with these historical figures—is 

simply whether his “retrievals” of Gregory do not, in fact, betray a series of false prejudices 

that obscure the true significance of the youngest Cappadocian’s texts. Especially, I would 

like to submit, when it comes to grasping the properly dialectical relationship between 

finite and infinite, which the Greek patristic tradition, beginning with Gregory, discerned 

long before the age of German Idealism. Simply put, his antipathy to the “philosophy of 

spirit” prevents him from glimpsing in Gregory’s texts the same “parallax shift” Gadamer 

himself failed to make—the transition from a phenomenological deduction that 

“everything is hermeneutical,” as a more recent scholar of Gregory has rightly described 

his thought, to recognition of the speculative conditions under which that statement might 

be true without it thereby absolutizing the finite on its own terms.173 The result is a retrieval 

of Gregory’s theological anthropology undeniably richer for the influence of Heidegger’s 

“fundamental ontology,” say, but thereby fortified against the kind of deification that 

Nyssen claimed to be the “goal” (σκοπός) of rational spirit.174  

Indeed, the textual evidence suggests that Balthasar’s reinterpretation of the 

Cappadocian along “existentialist” lines was just exactly an effort to counterbalance what 

he took to be a lurking “essentialism” (i.e., Idealism) in the latter’s thought. When, for 

instance, Balthasar attributes the discovery of the analogia entis to Gregory of Nyssa, he 

is attempting to rescue the Nyssen from a “spiritualism” toward which he worries his 

 
173 Mariette Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique. Etude des 

rapports entre le langage et la conaissance de Dieu (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1983), 
20. 

174 Gregory of Nyssa, De anima et resurrectione (GNO III.3:78). 
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thought might tend.175 If one recalls that “spiritualism” is precisely the same term Gadamer 

uses to label the problematic elements in Hegel’s “metaphysics of infinity,” the comment 

should go some length in suggesting not only that there happens to be a conspicuous 

proximity between Gadamer and Balthasar’s philosophical assumptions but also why the 

prejudices our Swiss theologian brings to bear upon the Greek patristic tradition might 

prove false as means of interpreting its most significant texts. Filling out the latter argument 

will occupy the final chapter at much greater length. For now, it suffices to take note of 

what should be obvious but nonetheless seems to escape the attention of contemporary 

scholars, especially those most sympathetic to his project: that Balthasar’s position itself 

has a historical context. Which is to say, it’s time for theologians to posit “distance” 

between Balthasar and ourselves, bearing in mind Gadamer’s observation that it’s often 

just exactly “temporal distance” that “can solve the real question of critique in 

hermeneutics, namely how to distinguish the true prejudices, by which we understand, 

from the false ones, by which we misunderstand.”176 Refusing to treat him as our 

contemporary any longer—reading him as an historical figure in his own right, in other 

words—promises to point up the ideological commitments that shaped both his 

interpretation of the Greek Fathers and ours in turn.  

Just here, therefore, the second interpretive strategy canvased above affords critical 

leverage on Balthasar’s otherwise exemplary “retrieval” of patristic authors. For, with 

those who practice the “hermeneutics of suspicion” (for lack of a better term), we might 

legitimately wonder whether, as I put it earlier, Balthasar’s systematic readings of Gregory 

 
175 Balthasar, PT, 178n29. 
176 Gadamer, TM, 309. Emphasis original. 
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don’t mask an arbitrary, even violent attempt to fix the text within a foreign ideological 

framework. Or again, to pose the problem in Ludlow’s slightly gentler terms, if it appears 

obvious Balthasar that “opt[s] for one of several plausible readings” of Gregory’s texts, the 

question becomes why he does so.177 Were this study fully situated within a “hermeneutic 

of suspicion,” it might be sufficient to simply catalog the places at which Balthasar imposes 

unwarranted order upon the text’s inherently unstable signifiers, and then speculate about 

the historical, ideological, or psychological pressures that might have forced his 

overbearing hand. Alternatively, it might seem adequate to indict the systematic character 

of Balthasar’s project in favor of closer attention to individual texts and themes within 

Gregory’s corpus or in order to point up the purposely non-systematic program of his 

theology.  

From the perspective of the dialectical theory of tradition I’ve already outlined, 

though, neither of these postmodern pivots to the fragment in spite of the whole finally 

suffice as alternatives to Balthasar’s reading of Gregory’s thought, even if their 

characteristic insights prove beneficial. Caviling against system, after all, is no substitute 

for countering its actual claims. If we find Balthasar’s interpretation wanting, what’s 

required is a competing interpretation of Gregory’s thought that demonstrates the former’s 

inadequacy, not merely a demonstration of the rather obvious fact that a text can yield 

multiple readings, or else blind repetition of the by now unremarkable idea that readers like 

 
 177 Witness the full context of Ludlow’s comment: “although I do on occasion use 
patristic scholarship in a way which appears to ‘correct’ other interpretations, this book is 
not an attempt to show that these readers are always getting it wrong, or that they are always 
out of date. Although this sometimes happens, it is more often the case that they opt for 
one of several plausible readings: I am interested in the reasons why they make the choices 
they do.” (Gregory of Nyssa, 8). 
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Balthasar wield interpretive prejudices they bring to bear upon the text. This is not to say, 

of course, that claims of the latter kind are worthless; on the contrary, they can be quite 

useful for carving a foothold into the apparently seamless edifice of a systematic reading 

like Balthasar’s. It’s just to say that the task of critique is not complete if one simply pokes 

holes in an argument and then leaves it to deflate on its own. Once again, the process of 

unmasking false prejudices is but the flipside of (re)discovering productive conditions that 

enable understanding. 

 Indeed, it’s not at all clear that the critical account of tradition I’ve outlined can’t 

bring these habits of “suspicion” on board, or indeed whether it doesn’t already contain 

them as moments within its own interpretive movement. So much so, in fact, that an 

ecclesial hermeneutic offers a more coherent account of critique than the “hermeneutics of 

suspicion” ever could. After all, what could the concern with false prejudice be if not a 

vigilant effort to identify and offset the historical, ideological, and psychological pressures 

that occlude the past from our present understanding? But then can we not take a step 

further and say that the only hermeneutical approach capable of recognizing a false 

prejudice in the first place is one that presupposes the possibility of a true prejudice? 

Otherwise, as I’ve already suggested, any and all attempts to unmask whatever 

surreptitious forces lurk behind the text and its interpretations will only ever find a 

paradoxically undifferentiated play of differences tending toward the vanishing point of a 

bad infinity. This great and terrible abyss of the sublime may be an appealing aesthetic to 

some, but it seems boring to anyone interested in the truth and whether or not patristic texts 
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embody it.178 The ecclesial hermeneutic, as I’ve described it, deploys critical tools not for 

their own sake but rather in the service of a more perspicacious view of the texts in 

question, and this with the conviction that a better vantage on the part will yield a clearer 

vision of the whole.  

The critique of Balthasar that follows, therefore, intends to contextualize his 

reading of Gregory of Nyssa in ways that may resemble the schemes of suspicion. For 

instance, I call attention to Balthasar’s social network—especially his apprenticeship to 

Erich Przywara, S.J. and rivalrous friendship with Karl Barth, among others—and analyze 

the effect these relationships bore on his patristic monographs. Likewise, I flag the 

philosophical influences on our Swiss theologian’s various efforts to interpret the patristic 

tradition over the course of his career. But I do so not merely in an attempt to expose the 

hidden forces behind Balthasar’s approach to early Christian texts but rather in order to 

understand better the particular theological convictions, specifically those regarding the 

analogia entis, which animate his interpretations of them—and all of this so as to stake a 

position from which to counter the inner logic of Balthasar’s ‘dramatic’ system as a whole 

instead of merely haggling over minutia. 

 
 178 From a broadly Hegelian perspective, of course, those who prefer to stare into 
this sublimated abyss show themselves heirs of Kant, whatever their particular 
metaphysical proclivities. For Kant’s discussion of the sublime, see principally §§23-30 of 
his Kritik der Urteilskraft; ET: Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment, trans. Werner S. 
Pluhar (Indianapolis/Cambridge: Hackett, 1987), 97-143. Cf. Paul Crowther, The Kantian 
Sublime: From Morality to Art, Oxford Philosophical Monographs (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1991); Terry Eagleton, The Ideology of the Aesthetic (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1994), 70-101. For a theological critique that reduces postmodernism’s many guises to so 
many infantile fixations with the sublime, see David Bentley Hart, The Beauty of the 
Infinite (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2003), 43-93. 
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 Nonetheless, minutia still matter. Which is why we cannot dispense with the first 

interpretive strategy either. What philologists and patrologists offer is essentially twofold, 

each contribution respectively keyed to their distinct yet interconnected disciplines. First, 

and much like the literary art of deconstruction, philology provides a particular set of 

reading skills. Whereas their deconstructive counterparts typically read against the text’s 

grain, attempting to give voice to that which the texts keep hidden, the philologically 

minded scholar usually prefers to settle into the deep grooves of the text’s native 

language(s) and study that which the text leaves open to view. Their attention to the 

grammatical details of these ancient writings and semantic range of the often-obscure 

words that comprise them is an indispensable reminder that, whatever meaning they may 

accrue in and through their historical transmission, texts are nonetheless products of a 

specific time and place, and therefore limited in what they can and cannot have meant at 

the moment of their composition. In this respect, the tools of philology counterbalance the 

deconstructive impulse to balk at our ability to reconstruct the conditions under which a 

text was produced. Second, but relatedly, the discipline of patristics offers a specific set of 

accumulated knowledge about these historical conditions—not only the linguistic 

conventions to which patristic writings are party but also the broader intellectual currents 

in which these texts were situated. Like her philologist colleagues, therefore, the patristics 

scholar tenders a crucial reminder that, even if the content of these texts has transhistorical 

purchase, the forms of thought in which early Christians articulated their doctrinal 

proposals were nonetheless specific to the cultural, philosophical, and theological idioms 

of their own day. For both, the point is clear: texts may mean more but never less than the 

words of which they’re woven.  
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 My critique of Balthasar makes use of the methodological spoils of philology and 

patristics in much the same way that it does the instruments of suspicion. In all three cases, 

what’s offered are means of cracking Balthasar’s system of interpretation (which happens 

to be remarkably consistent regardless of the historical figure he is treating). With respect 

to his reading of Gregory in particular, my reappraisal turns on a close look at a specific 

cluster of concepts (αδιάστατος, διάστημα, διάστασις, etc.) Nyssen uses frequently 

throughout his corpus to name the various relations that obtain between, inter alia, 

trinitarian hypostases and creation, the precise function and meaning of which, I claim, 

Balthasar misconstrues, even though he was the first of Gregory’s modern readers to notice 

their pivotal role in his theology. Pointing up the discrepancy between Balthasar’s 

elucidation of these terms and their proper meaning in Gregory’s texts requires not only an 

account of the prior theological prejudices that leads Balthasar and thence his heirs to 

misread them but also a more perspicacious analysis of the way such concepts actually 

work within the grammar of Gregory’s thought, including how his usage both draws on 

and develops previous philosophical/theological deployment of them. It’s the latter, 

coupled with a demonstration of Balthasar’s avoidance of significant strands within the 

Catholic tradition that both preserve and expand on this way of naming the God-world 

relation, which exposes his prejudices as false in the first place; and it’s the close-reading 

skills and bodies of knowledge proper to philology and patristics, respectively, which are 

alone fit to accomplish this task. As before, then, the dialectical theory of tradition for 

which I’m advocating already encompasses the other reading strategies—including those 

of the philologist and patrologist—as indispensable moments within its own interpretive 

movement.  
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 Once again, the assumption that the ‘subjective’ intentions of the reader and 

‘objective’ reality of the text must wax and wane at one another’s expense augurs only a 

failure to think dialectically enough about the history in and through which the text has 

been mediated to us, not to mention the nature of knowing anything at all. To claim that a 

text has purchase beyond the precincts of its own historical moment, as any theory of 

tradition must, is not to opt for a timeless kernel of meaning buried beneath the contingent 

and so expendable husk of its historical peculiarities. Quite the contrary, as I’ve tried to 

stress: the claim is rather that the truth these texts body forth is not antithetical to the 

tradition of interpretation to which they give rise or the development of meaning they 

undergo but instead obtains only within this meditational procession through time. But this 

means, of course, that historical contingencies like the linguistic conventions and 

intellectual precedents, on account of which texts mean something at all, cannot be 

consigned to the dustbin of history in favor of some meaning putatively more universal 

than the particulars which embody it. No more, anyway, than the details of their “reception 

history” itself could be discarded in favor of some ur-textual moment. They too must be 

“recollected” (erinnern) in and through the act of interpretation, even as they’re 

simultaneously “raised” (aufheben) to new life. 

 
+++ 

 

 Balthasar’s own readings of historical figures—Gregory included—often privilege 

the abstract whole of a theological vision worked out in advance to the neglect of those 

details within the texts that define their particularity. That, anyway, will be my contention 

in the following pages: Balthasar repressed some of the more radical implications of 
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Gregory of Nyssa’s thought for the sake of preserving his own theological prejudices, even 

as a return of these repressed aspects of the Greek patristic tradition continue to haunt the 

studies themselves. Try as he might, Balthasar can never quite exorcise what he takes to be 

problematically “Eastern” tendencies in the Greek Father to whom he attributes the 

discovery of a doctrine not ratified until the Fourth Lateran Council (1213). Precisely so, 

Balthasar not only obscures the significance of the youngest Cappadocian’s texts but also 

buries their contribution to the principal claims of Christianity itself. The task of 

historicizing Balthasar’s historical studies themselves—positing “temporal distance” 

between the circumstances of their composition and then re-reading them against the 

philosophical and theological contexts in which they were written, instead of supposing 

they were proffered from a timeless perspective—promises to point up the disparities 

between his thought and that of the subjects he claims to interpret, which ought to clarify 

more about both the young Balthasar and the youngest Cappadocian in turn.  

Though critical, therefore, my effort here to interrogate his early study of Gregory 

of Nyssa and the role this patristic author subsequently played in Balthasar’s historical re-

enactments of doctrine’s drama is tendered with nothing but the highest respect and 

sincerest gratitude for his labors. Indeed, I mean only to take his work and its effects 

seriously enough to engage it in depth—to excavate, that is, the ‘theo-logic’ of Balthasar’s 

book on Gregory rather than simply write it off as a misbegotten product of a bygone 

movement or yet another study of Cappadocian theology compromised by contemporary 

interests. Once more, this study scrutinizes Balthasar only in order to move beyond his 

insights, not behind them. Thus runs the refrain of determinate negation, at any rate. Just 

so, I hope the dialectical theory of tradition I’ve proposed across the present chapter goes 
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some length in demonstrating that and why there could hardly be a higher gesture of respect 

than treating Balthasar’s own texts as entries in the same Christian archive to which he 

devoted so much scrutiny across a paradigm shifting career. 

 To that end, the following chapter turns from sketching the formal contours of 

Balthasar’s retrieval to filling out its dogmatic content. Doing so requires a closer look at 

our Swiss theologian’s intellectual development through the publication of his landmark 

monograph on Gregory of Nyssa in 1942. The aim there will be to catch sight of the 

theological commitments Balthasar was accruing in the years leading up to the publication 

of his patristic studies.  
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Chapter 2 

The Fathers, the Scholastics, and Balthasar: 

A Hermeneutical Assay 

 
“If theology offers merely an external list and compilation of religious doctrines, then it is 
not yet science. Nor does theology achieve a scientific character through merely historical 
treatment of its subject matter, as is so popular today (when, for instance, it is related what 
this or that Church Father had to say).” 

      -- G.W.F. Hegel1 
  

“Certainly, in order to wring from what the words say, what it is they want to say, every 
interpretation must necessarily use violence. Such violence, however, cannot be roving 
arbitrariness. The power of an idea which shines forth must drive and guide the laying-out. 
Only in the power of this idea can an interpretation risk what is always audacious, namely, 
entrusting itself to the concealed inner passion of a work in order to be able, through this, 
to place itself within the unsaid and force it into speech. That is one way, however, by 
which the guiding idea, in its power to illuminate, comes to light.” 

  -- Martin Heidegger2  
 

“If Christianity, failing to preserve a theology of glory, does not itself with to fall victim to 
the new naturalism (of which there are terrible signs in the triumph of Teilhard de Chardin), 
then it must make Heidegger’s inheritance its own and thus apprehend the true intent of 
the whole period which we have outlined here as ‘the classical tradition’ and which, as 
Heidegger has always correctly stressed, makes the past present, not for the reason that it 
has historical value, but because it is essential for the philosophical task of modernity.” 

 -- Hans Urs von Balthasar3 
 

Over the last two decades or so, Hans Urs von Balthasar’s formal training in the 

field of “German studies” (Germanistik) has won broader recognition among Anglophone 

scholars—thanks in large part to the work of a select few stout enough to brave the 

sprawling dissertation he later revised and republished under the title Apokalypse der 

 
1 G.W.F. Hegel, Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences in Basic Outline, Part 

I: Science of Logic, trans. and ed. Klaus Brinkmann and Daniel O. Dahlstrom (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press), 76. 

2 Martin Heidegger, Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, 5th ed., trans. Richard 
Taft (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997), 141. 

3 Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics, Volume 
5: The Realm of Metaphysics in the Modern Age, trans. Oliver Davies, Andrew Louth, 
Brian McNeil, C.R.V., John Saward, and Rowan Williams, eds. Brian McNeil, C.R.V. and 
John Riches (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1991), 450. Hereafter cited as GL5. 
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deutschen Seele (1937-1939).4 Among the several aspects of Balthasar’s intellectual 

persona further accentuated by this spate of scholarship is the extent to which his 

theological convictions about the history of Christian metaphysics emerged from issues of 

contemporary relevance to him and European colleagues. Even if it’s something of a stretch 

to say “Balthasar’s work was partly embedded in the intellectual context of early 20th 

century fascism,” as Paul Silas Peterson5 has recently suggested, it’s nonetheless true that 

the work for which our Swiss theologian is best known among Christian theologians and 

historians cannot be understood apart from the intellectual culture of the European 

continent in the interwar period.6  

 
4 For recent anglophone scholarship that treats the Apokalypse der deutschen Seele, 

see Paul Silas Peterson, The Early Hans Urs von Balthasar: Historical Contexts and 
Intellectual Formation (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2015); Anne M. Carpenter, Theo-Poetics: 
Hans Urs von Balthasar and the Risk of Art and Being (Notre Dame, IN: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 2015); Jennifer Newsome Martin, Hans Urs von Balthasar and the 
Critical Appropriation of Russian Religious Thought (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2015); Jonathan S. King, “Theology Under Another Form: Hans Urs von 
Balthasar’s Formation and Writings as a Germanist” (Ph.D. diss., Saint Louis University, 
2016). See also Aidan Nichols, Scattering the Seed: A Guide Through Hans Urs von 
Balthasar’s Early Writings on Philosophy and the Arts (Washington, DC: The Catholic 
University of America Press, 2006), and the essays collected in Barbara Hallensleben and 
Guido Vergauwen, eds., Letzte Haltungen: Hans Urs von Balthasars Apokalypse der 
deutschen Seele—neu gelesen, Studia oecumenica friburgensia 48 (Freiburg: Academic 
Press Fribourg, 2006). 

5 Peterson, The Early Hans Urs von Balthasar, 2.  
6 Jonathan S. King, review of The Early Hans Urs von Balthasar: Historical 

Contexts and Intellectual Formation, by Paul Silas Peterson, Modern Theology 33.2 (April 
2017): 308-311, rightly diagnoses the “basic methodological and structural confusion” 
(309) of Peterson’s monograph beyond the “missionary zeal to unmask Balthasar as a 
racist, fascist, and anti-Semite” (310) on display throughout his study, viz., “whether its 
aim is intellectual history, historical theology, systematic theology, or critique of ideology” 
(309). Just so: the book suffers from a lack of hermeneutical self-awareness that might 
situate either its own critiques of Balthasar or indeed the man’s own works in the 
intellectual cultures in which he was steeped during their production. The result is a more 
or less disjointed study—necessarily so, of course, since it fails to specify the stakes of its 
own interpretations—which attempts to arraign Balthasar without ever stipulating the court 
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This includes the triptych of patristic studies Balthasar produced in the wake of his 

apprenticeship to Henri de Lubac at the Jesuit seminary in Lyon-Fourvière: “La Mystérion 

d’Origène” (1936-37), Kosmische Liturgie. Maximus der Bekenner. Höhe und Krise des 

griechischen Weltbilds (1941), and Présence et Pensée. Essai sur la philosophie religieuse 

de Grégoire de Nysse (1942).7 Indeed, these pieces don’t just passively reflect the time and 

place in which they were written, as all such works of scholarship must, but actively 

conscript that same historical context into the substance of their arguments. If it was the 

task of Apokalypse der deutschen Seele (1937-1939) to critique the often unstated 

“eschatology” of European letters—to lay bare the “soul” of an intellectual culture still 

coming to grips with its own failure to realize a utopia promised by the Enlightenment—

the monographs on Origen, Gregory, and Maximus carry on Balthasar’s conversation with 

modernity under a different guise. Taken together, his retrievals of the Greek patristic 

tradition represent less a transition to some putatively more “theological” period of 

Balthasar’s career than creative attempts to counter the same towering figures with whom 

he sparred in his earliest work.  

 
to which it appeals. Repairing to the language of the previous chapter, we might say 
Peterson focuses on “false prejudices” that allegedly pervert Balthasar’s texts without 
acknowledging the “true prejudices” on his own part that might enable understanding. The 
most one can say about the study are the closing words of King’s review: “Still, Peterson 
has performed a valuable service in highlighting two general weaknesses in Anglophone 
Balthasar scholarship: inattention to historical context and inattention to those of 
Balthasar’s works which remain untranslated.” (311).  

7 Hans Urs von Balthasar, “La Mysterion d’Origène,” Recherches de Science 
Religieuse 26 (1936): 512-562, and 27 (1937): 38-64; Idem., Kosmische Liturgie. Maximus 
der Bekenner. Höhe und Krise des griechischen Weltbilds (Freiburg: Herder, 1941); Idem., 
Présence et Pensée. Essai sur la philosophie religieuse de Grégoire de Nysse (Paris: 
Beauchesne, 1942). 
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This chapter lays the groundwork for a critical reading of those books in their 

polemical context. Postponing a detailed analysis of each study, it asks instead after the 

hermeneutical position from which Balthasar carried out these retrievals of the Christian 

past. For part of my claim here is that his very method of ressourcement turns out to be 

part and parcel of his campaign against philosophical modernity, regardless of the 

particular readings he performs in the patristic studies. The argument proceeds in three 

sections, all of which could very well be standalone chapters in their own right but together 

mean to form a more coherent picture of Balthasar’s concept of Christian tradition. 

The first (2.1) reckons the polemical context of Balthasar’s hermeneutic of 

retrieval, and does so by expanding Cyril O’Regan’s argument that Balthasar’s 

constructive work mounts a critique of philosophical modernity to include his monographs 

on the Church Fathers as well (2.1.1). These latter books, it claims, must be read against 

the backdrop of not only the ressourcement movement and its basis in the work of Maurice 

Blondel (2.1.2) but also a theological counter-offensive against Hegel and Heidegger that 

began developing as early as Balthasar’s dissertation on German letters and finally 

culminated in Herrlichkeit’s genealogical distinction between the “philosophy of spirit” 

and a more authentically Christian “metaphysics of glory.” The final subsection (2.1.3) 

rehearses that distinction at length, both in order to demonstrate the metaphysical stakes of 

Balthasar’s polemic against Hegel and Heidegger themselves but also as a means of 

foregrounding the following section on a philosopher Balthasar sometimes associated with 

the “philosophy of spirit.” 

And so the second (2.2) risks an excursus on (what I call) the “Christo-logic” of 

tradition in Maurice Blondel’s early work, and this for at least two reasons: 1) on 
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Balthasar’s telling, Blondel’s landmark essay Histoire et Dogme (1904) provided 

significant precedent for his own efforts to fashion a theory and practice of “tradition” in 

the years leading up to the publication of his patristic monographs; 2) as Balthasar also 

concedes, Blondel offers a conspicuous and concrete example of how an otherwise 

Catholic philosopher can easily forsake the “metaphysics of glory” in favor of the 

“philosophy of spirit” (2.2.1). For it becomes clear in Balthasar’s various critiques of the 

latter that (what he takes to be) its errors stem from particular ways of construing the 

Christian mysteries, not some wholesale rejection of them. Having to hand a picture of how 

Blondel derives a “dialectical” theory of tradition from Catholic principles (2.2.2) will not 

only fill out Balthasar’s portrait of the “philosophy of spirit” but also pave the way for 

Chapter 3’s discussion of Gregory of Nyssa, whom our Swiss theologian also suspects of 

harboring a “philosophy of spirit” beneath his otherwise groundbreaking insights.  

Meanwhile, the third (2.3) returns to Balthasar with his later resistance to the 

“philosophy of spirit” in mind. It reconsiders a series of essays in which Balthasar was just 

beginning to outline what became his mature theological synthesis, beginning with the 

famous and programmatic essay “Patristik, Scholastik, und wir” (2.3.1). After showing that 

and how “analogy” serves therein as Balthasar’s hermeneutical key for interpreting the 

whole of Western thought, the section then resumes a topic already broached in the first: 

his engagement with Heidegger, but this time by way of Erich Przywara (2.3.2). The latter 

proves to be the key to Balthasar’s reception of the former’s thought. Not only on its own 

terms—the doctrine of “analogy” thus allows Balthasar to credit Heideggerian 

“existentialism” with rediscovering the “positivity of finitude” in the wake of German 

Idealism’s overweening “essentialism” and so forth—but also as a conceptual means by 
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which to draw certain comparisons between Heidegger and Gregory of Nyssa. A careful 

reading of the Heideggerian references throughout Balthasar’s various essays on Gregory 

(2.3.3) will show that he saw in the youngest Cappadocian not simply an existentialist 

avant la lettre, but rather an early advocate—indeed, perhaps even the very first architect—

of the analogia entis itself. 

 
2.1 The Polemical Context of Balthasar’s Hermeneutic of Retrieval 
 
 

Among the many representatives of philosophical modernity to whom Balthasar 

devoted critical attention over the course of his career, none exercised his mind or indeed 

his pen more than G.W.F. Hegel and Martin Heidegger. Even though Balthasar’s polemic 

is not always “obvious,” Cyril O’Regan has shown that a “pervasive and structural 

resistance” to these two giants of German philosophy determines the form and content of 

Balthasar’s great “trilogy” (1961-1987) just as much as it structures an early text like 

Apokalypse der deutschen Seele.8 On his reading, that is, critique of Hegel and Heidegger’s 

propensity to “misremember” the grammar of Christian theology becomes the 

“complement” to Balthasar’s “symphonic rehearsal of the tradition of discourse, action, 

and form of life” proper to Catholic Christianity.9 The recovery of theological aesthetics in 

Herrlichkeit, the assay of salvation history in Theodramatik, and the phenomenology of 

truth in Theologik thus constitute a “colossal enactment of memory” in contradistinction to 

 
8 Cyril O’Regan, The Anatomy of Misremembering: Von Balthasar’s Response to 

Philosophical Modernity, Volume 1: Hegel (New York: Herder & Herder, 2014), 17. 
9 O’Regan, The Anatomy of Misremembering, 22. 
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the “counterfeit”10 versions of “Christian discourse” on display in both Hegel’s 

“recollection” (Erinnerung) of the religious past and Heidegger’s “destruction” 

(Destruktion) of its (onto-)theological foundations.11  

Precisely so, O’Regan argues, Balthasar’s concept of “tradition” proves to be at 

once an objective record of doctrinal statements and a subjective retrieval of that same 

archive. “[N]ot simply a cornucopia of memories held by the church to be faithful to the 

primal mystery,” in other words, “but a memory of memories that critically sifts through 

individual memories for their aptness, their particular qualities, their relation to other 

perspectives, and their relevance for the moment.”12 All of which sounds enough like 

Hegel’s own posture toward the past now repurposed in a post-Heideggerian idiom—

admittedly, it’s not so different from Gadamer’s account of “hermeneutical experience” 

canvased in the last chapter—that it suggests borrowing from both on Balthasar’s part.13 

 
10 O’Regan, The Anatomy of Misremembering, 24, concedes the conspicuous 

resemblance between the argument he attributes to Balthasar and his own position in The 
Heterodox Hegel (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994), while also noting 
that Balthasar is “less interested in the ‘effective history’ of Hegel in theology than in Hegel 
the theologian.” For another like-minded attempt to unmask the illegitimacy of Hegel’s 
faith, see William Desmond, Hegel’s God: A Counterfeit Double? (London: Routledge, 
2003).  

11 O’Regan, The Anatomy of Misremembering, 12, 14, 15. 
12 O’Regan, The Anatomy of Misremembering, 8. 
13 O’Regan, The Anatomy of Misremembering, 519, readily concedes the point: 

“Balthasar recognizes that he has common cause with Hegel to the extent to which, in his 
view, it represents a reconstructive enterprise whose task is to move beyond the amnesia 
that is a structural feature of the Enlightenment. Understanding the value of tradition, Hegel 
does much to garner and recommend premodern discourses, and not simply those of 
philosophy. Balthasar also does not fail to appreciate Hegel’s attempt to make Christianity 
in general, and Christian symbol, narrative, and concept in particular, essential elements of 
the way beyond the endemic forgetting of the modern era…” Indeed, he says, “The 
perception of a significant measure of continuity is a sine qua non of any parsing of the 
relation [between Balthasar and Hegel], whatever the emphasis.” (520). 
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But the agreement is purely “formal,” warns O’Regan. It’s the superficial resemblance 

between each of their approaches that accentuates a more substantial disagreement about 

the fate of Christianity in the modern period, especially with respect to the metaphysical 

implications of its most basic confessions: Hegel’s rendition of Christian revelation 

amounts to “a plausible facsimile of the sort offered by historical Gnosticism,” while 

Heidegger’s “belongs more to the horizon of Marcion than Valentinus.”14 Hence the charge 

that Hegel and Heidegger “misremember” the faith instead of merely “forgetting” it. “Their 

respective forms of counter-memory neither issue in reinvesting the Christian tradition with 

authority, nor making persuasive its discourses, forms of life, and self-understanding,” each 

of which, of course, occupy Balthasar across the trilogy.15 Thus it happens that the latter’s 

fifteen volumes amount to a two-front campaign to “outnarrate” his philosophical 

opponents on their own terms.16 

This section makes bold to confirm O’Regan’s argument by extending its claim. 

First, it contends that a “structural resistance” to Hegel and Heidegger distinguishes 

Balthasar’s patristic studies from other such contributions to the ressourcement movement, 

even as these “prejudices” are precisely what renders them “retrievals” of the past rather 

than merely historical treatments of ancient texts (2.1.1). Second, it considers the extent to 

which Balthasar was consequently beholden to Maurice Blondel’s account of “tradition,” 

 
14 O’Regan, The Anatomy of Misremembering, 21. 
15 O’Regan, The Anatomy of Misremembering, 19. 
16 Cyril O’Regan, “Balthasar and Gnostic Genealogy,” Modern Theology 22:4 

(October 2006): 609-650, first advanced the argument that Balthasar adopted Irenaeus of 
Lyons as a guide for “outnarrating” his pseudo-Gnostic opponents. See also Kevin 
Mongrain, The Systematic Thought of Hans Urs von Balthasar: An Irenaean Retrieval 
(New York: Herder & Herder, 2002), for a similar argument.  
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despite his misgivings about the latter’s “dialectical” tendencies (2.1.2). Third, it 

characterizes Balthasar’s critique of the “philosophy of spirit,” a catch-all term he cribs 

from Hegel to serve as foil to the “metaphysics of glory” he sought to retrieve in the face 

of philosophical modernity (2.1.3). This last subsection will be the longest, but it should 

prove indispensable to the task of tracking Balthasar’s reception of Blondel and the Greek 

patristic tradition—both of which become suspected of fraternizing with the “philosophy 

of spirit,” from Balthasar’s perspective.  

 
2.1.1: Patristic Retrieval as Philosophical Critique 

 

Notwithstanding some of the false prejudices about German Idealism he inherits 

from the subject of his study, O’Regan is surely right about the degree to which Hegel and 

Heidegger shape the substance of Balthasar’s trilogy. One of the more compelling aspects 

of his proposal is the continuity it lends the latter’s corpus. Early to late, the argument goes, 

Balthasar’s project coheres around a confrontation with two paradigmatically modern 

figures, each of whom stand accused of threatening the Catholic faith more than other such 

members of “philosophical modernity” precisely because of their proximity to the Christian 

tradition, not some wholesale disavowal of its most distinctive claims. It’s just exactly the 

fact that Christianity furnishes the receding horizon against which their sprawling 

recapitulations of Western culture take form, in other words, which makes sense of our 

Swiss theologian’s own “symphony” of memories. Strange as it may seem, Hegel and 

Heidegger provided the precedent for Balthasar’s project. So, while it’s certainly true that, 

say, his “retrieval” of figures such as Irenaeus, Bonaventure, and Charles Péguy, his 

development of a “theo-dramatic theory” in dialogue with modern theater, or his derivation 
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of a rationality adequate to revelation by means of a “phenomenological” method each 

represent more or less independent essays in something like “speculative theology,” at least 

part of what binds these otherwise standalone contributions to Catholic self-reflection is a 

polemical contest with philosophers from whom Balthasar was anxious to distinguish 

himself. If the majority of theologians have analyzed his texts under the first aspect, tracing 

his often controversial takes on any number of Christian doctrines, “it is [nonetheless] 

time,” says O’Regan, “in studies of Balthasar to attend to the way in which he deals with 

discourses with whose agenda he shows considerable sympathy and whose terms he often 

recalls.”17 Absent such a shift in the scholarship, it's not simply Balthasar’s impressions of 

various European philosophers that risk further obscurity but his theological contributions 

themselves. Regardless of whether one agrees with his judgments about them, Balthasar’s 

engagements with Hegel and Heidegger remain integral to his thought as a whole. 

 The same must be said for Balthasar’s patristic studies, I would like to submit. For 

they betray a fascination with “philosophical modernity” no less pronounced than the 

encyclopedic projects by which his career was bookended. Despite the failure of both 

theologians and Christian historians alike to provide a thoroughgoing account of the 

philosophical context in which Balthasar wrote them, his monographs on Origen, Maximus 

the Confessor, and Gregory of Nyssa require the same treatment scholars like O’Regan 

have afforded the trilogy.  

This is not to say others haven’t partially glimpsed the “prejudices” at play in these 

treatises. For instance, Brian Daley has rightly observed that German Idealism not only 

 
17 O’Regan, The Anatomy of Misremembering, 22. 
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frames the discourse in Kosmische Liturgie but overdetermines its conclusions: “Even in 

his reading of Maximus, von Balthasar’s questions are the questions of Hegel and his 

answers those of a christologically focused version of the philosophia and theologia 

perennis: the real distinction between essence and existence, the analogies of being and of 

faith, the resolution of the inherent tension between finite and infinite being in the personal 

unity of Christ, as expressed in the formula of the Council of Chalcedon.”18 Likewise, 

Walther Völker long ago worried at Balthasar’s anachronistic efforts “to interpret Gregory 

in much too close a proximity to Heidegger and modern existential thought.”19 True 

enough, in either case. But such complaints rarely amount to more than passing remarks, 

caviling at the supposed indiscretion of interpreting patristic texts in light of present 

concerns. They leave the details of these “prejudices” untreated, even as they insist that 

Hegel, Heidegger, et al. somehow exercised a malign influence on Balthasar’s method.  

Yet now that we know the extent to which his theological reflections were meant 

to mount a “pervasive and structural resistance” to these figures—in this sense, it must be 

said, O’Regan’s work represents a watershed moment in the study of modern theology, for 

it gives us license to read the Swiss theologian as an historical figure in his own right, both 

captive and contributing to a particular set of ideological commitments—it becomes 

incumbent on students of Balthasar and early Christian historians alike to criticize these 

texts in light of contemporary scholarship, seeking to understand anew the broader 

intellectual contexts in which they were written. Otherwise, we risk misreading these books 

 
18 Brian E. Daley, “Translator’s Foreword,” in Cosmic Liurgy, 17.  
19 Walther Völker, Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner 

Verlag, 1955), 14. My translation.  
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themselves, the role they played in the development of Balthasar’s thought, and their often-

subtle influence on subsequent patristic scholarship. Each of these stories need to be re-

told, even if the present study can only prepare the way by considering his career-spanning 

encounters with Gregory of Nyssa. 

 Before scrutinizing the philosophical scaffolding behind these several attempts to 

recover the youngest Cappadocian from obscurity, though, we need a more perspicacious 

appraisal of the interpretive task Balthasar set before himself in his patristic studies. For 

the oversight of previous scholarship wasn’t merely that it neglected to notice the 

Heideggerian sheen on Balthasar’s translation of Gregory into both French and German, 

say, or the Hegelian specter that haunts Balthasar’s presentation of Neo-Chalcedonian 

Christology in the monograph on Maximus, for that matter. First and foremost, his critics 

have failed to reckon with the hermeneutical position Balthasar was carving out for 

Catholic theologians in the years prior to the publication of these essays. Which is to say, 

they’ve accused Balthasar of violating a hermeneutical theory he simply did not hold, as if 

all it took to refute his self-conscious retrievals of patristic figures was to point out that he 

did so in dialogue with modern sources. But one cannot evaluate the various ways in which 

contemporary intellectual culture informed his interpretation of ancient sources—for good 

or ill—without first grappling with Balthasar’s considerable efforts to outline a working 

theory of the relationship between the Christian past and present. 

The previous chapter offered a propaedeutic for both understanding Balthasar’s 

method of retrieval and mounting an immanent critique of its theological prejudices, and 

this by means of a “dialectical” theory of tradition derived from Hans-Georg Gadamer’s 

pioneering account of philosophical hermeneutics. Somewhat less “theoretical” (though no 
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less theologically technical) than the last, this chapter will go on (2.3) to treat a series of 

articles and essays from the period of Balthasar’s patristic studies, all of which speak 

explicitly about the hermeneutical task facing Catholic theologians in the early 20th 

century. They include “Die Metaphysik Erich Przywaras” (1933), “Patristik, Scholastik 

und wir” (1939), “Heideggers Philosophie vom Standpunkt des Katholizismus” (1939), the 

famous preface to Présence et Pensée (1942), and “Von den Aufgaben der katholischen 

Philosophie in der Zeit” (1946). If our Swiss theologian rightly belongs to “the 

ressourcement movement,” these are the texts in which Balthasar not only makes that case 

but also distinguishes his approach to the Christian past from other members of the loose 

association of likeminded Catholic intellectuals.20 Much like de Lubac, Jean Daniélou, and 

Yves Congar, for instance, Balthasar clearly sought Catholic renewal in the reconsideration 

of texts from the Christian archive; his studies of Origen, Gregory, and Maximus certainly 

meet Congar’s definition of ressourcement: “a novel reexamination of the permanent 

sources of theology: the Bible, the liturgy, the Fathers (Latins and Greeks).”21 But this 

chapter means to argue that Balthasar’s “return to the sources” was ultimately distinguished 

by the same polemical enterprise that determined the trilogy. Simply put, it was Balthasar’s 

 
20 Edward T. Oakes, S.J., “Balthasar and Ressourcement: An Ambiguous 

Relationship,” in Ressourcement: A Movement for Renewal in Twentieth-Century Catholic 
Theology, eds. Gabriel Flynn and Paul D. Murray (Oxford: Oxford University Press), 278-
288, notes some of the reasons one might question Balthasar’s inclusion within the canon 
of ressourcement theologians—chief among them his departures from former mentor Henri 
de Lubac on the relationship between nature and grace that landed him much nearer the 
neo-Thomist opponents of the ressourcement movement, to which one might add the 
obvious differences in scholarly style between his work and patristic specialists like Jean 
Daniélou—but ultimately concludes that Balthasar “must be regarded as the twentieth 
century’s premier ressourcement theologian.” (288). 

21 Yves Congar, La Foi et la Théologie, Théologie dogmatique 1 (Tournai : 
Desclée, 1962), 271. My translation. 
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training in German letters that set him apart from his French colleagues. More than them, 

it would seem, Balthasar felt the need to fashion a theory and practice of tradition that could 

outflank both Hegel and Heidegger, without thereby reverting to the “dogmatism” of a pre-

critical metaphysics. Whence his novel application of an “analogical” metaphysics to the 

problem of Christian tradition. Indeed, the essays under scrutiny in the final section of this 

chapter suggest that Balthasar discovered in the “analogy of being” (analogia entis) not 

only a means of exposing the one-sided content of modern philosophies but also a formal 

approach to the Christian past that might chart a middle course between a Hegelian 

“recollection” of reason’s cunning and Heideggerian “destruction” of philosophical 

history.22 

2.1.2: For and Against “Modernism” 
 
 

This is not to say he invented his method of retrieval out of whole cloth, of course. 

Besides the influence of slightly older contemporaries in the Society of Jesus—Erich 

 
22 The literature on the analogia entis in Balthasar’s later work is too vast to attempt 

a comprehensive summary. To some extent, “analogy” has performed the very same role 
in Balthasar’s own reception that he suggested it play in the retrieval of Christian history; 
nearly every secondary study treats the concept at some point. Nevertheless, the following 
texts are particularly helpful for understanding the idea in general and its sway on 
Balthasar’s thought: Nicholas J. Healy, The Eschatology of Hans Urs von Balthasar: Being 
as Communion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 19-90; Manfred Lochbrunner, 
Analogia Caritatis: Darstellung and Deutung der Theologie Hans Urs von Balthasars, 
Freiburger theologische Studien (Freiburg: Herder, 1981); Edward T. Oakes, S.J., Pattern 
of Redemption: The Theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar, 2nd ed. (New York: Continuum, 
1997); Rowan Williams, “Dialectic and Analogy: A Theological Legacy,” in The Impact 
of Idealism: The Legacy of Post-Kantian German Thought, ed. Nicholas Adams 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 274-292. For an excellent set of 
contemporary essays on the issues surrounding Balthasar and Przywara’s confrontation 
with Karl Barth over the analogia entis, see Thomas Joseph White, ed., The Analogy of 
Being: Invention of the Antichrist or Wisdom of God?, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2010).  
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Przywara, S.J., Henri de Lubac, S.J., and Gaston Fessard, S.J., among others—there were 

also pivotal figures of a previous generation who paved the way for Balthasar’s reappraisal 

of the unprecedented hermeneutical situation in which modern Catholics found themselves 

during the interwar period.23 It would be difficult, for instance, to overstate the impact of 

St. John Henry Newman’s landmark essay on every subsequent approach to the 

“development of Christian doctrine,” including those of de Lubac and his students at the 

Jesuit seminary in Lyon-Fourvière.24 But the former Anglican’s influence upon Balthasar’s 

corpus is rather understated, if not conspicuously absent.25 Far more consequential to 

Balthasar’s own theory of tradition was the work of Maurice Blondel (1861-1949). From 

the Swiss theologian’s letters, for example, we learn that Balthasar first read Blondel during 

 
23 Cyril O’Regan, “Balthasar Between Tübingen and Postmodernity,” Modern 

Theology 14:3 (July 1998): 325-353, has shown that one could easily widen the historical 
scope by comparing Balthasar’s mode of remembrance to the pioneering work of the 
Catholic Tübingen School. Indeed, further study of Balthasar alongside Johannes Sebastian 
Drey, Johann Adam Möhler, and Johannes Kuhn would likely yield an even fuller picture 
of the Catholic Tübingen School’s oft-neglected legacy. Nonetheless, I leave off a longer 
discussion of their texts 1) in the interest of space and 2) in light of Balthasar’s better 
attested debts to Maurice Blondel.  

24 For a helpful comparison of de Lubac and Newman on the idea of tradition, see 
Nicholas J. Healy, “Henri de Lubac and the Development of Doctrine,” Communio 44.4 
(2017): 667-689. 

25 It’s striking, for instance, that Balthasar includes Gerard Manley Hopkins in the 
second volume of Herrlichkeit, even as he acknowledges that he might have chosen 
Newman (GL 2:21). It might be tempting to interpret Newman’s relative absence from the 
trilogy as one more sign of Balthasar’s otherwise well-documented efforts to distinguish 
his later work from Erich Przywara, upon whom the influence of Newman was far more 
pronounced. Yet allusions to Newman are just as sporadic in Balthasar’s early work as 
well. It may indeed be that Blondel was the more decisive point of reference for Balthasar 
from the start, even as both of their work depends upon Newman’s epoch-making 
achievements. For a comparison of Blondel and Newman on tradition, see Pierre Gauthier, 
Newman et Blondel: Tradition et développement du dogme (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1988). 
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his initial year of philosophical study with the Jesuits in 1932.26 By the time he arrived at 

the Fourvière Seminary for theological training, Balthasar was already praising the 

Frenchman’s work for being “philosophically more precise than . . . Newman.”27 His 

admiration for Blondel only grew over the course of his career. Just two years before his 

death, Balthasar declared the author of L’Action (1893) to be “the greatest Catholic 

philosopher of modern times.”28 Based on this comment alone, any comprehensive account 

of Balthasar’s intellectual formation would need to include a thorough discussion of 

Blondel’s monumental text and the so-called “Modernist crisis” it more or less accidentally 

inaugurated.29  

 
26 Hans Urs von Balthasar to Emil Lerch, March 26, 1932, quoted in Manfred 

Lochbrunner, Hans Urs von Balthasar, 1905-1988: Die Biographie eines 
Jahrhunderttheologen (Würzburg: Echter, 2020), 142.  

27 Hans Urs von Balthasar to Emil Lerch, December 17, 1933, quoted in 
Lochbrunner, Hans Urs von Balthasar, 159. My translation. 

28 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Dare We Hope ‘That All Men Be Saved’?, trans. David 
Kipp and Lothar Krauth (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1988), 81. 

29 Despite his career-spanning references to the so-called “father of nouvelle 
théologie,” Anglophone scholarship nonetheless lacks a book-length study of Balthasar’s 
relationship to Blondel. Many summaries of Balthasar’s thought fail to mention Blondel 
whatsoever, including the collection of essays in The Cambridge Companion to Hans Urs 
von Balthasar, eds. Edward T. Oakes, Jr. and David Moss (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004). Meanwhile, his influence upon the ressourcement movement as a 
whole has suffered no such neglect. See, for instance, Michael Conway, “Maurice Blondel 
and Ressourcement,” in Ressourcement: A Movement for Renewal in Twentieth-Century 
Catholic Theology, eds. Gabriel Flynn and Paul D. Murray (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2012), 65-82. Among contemporary scholars, Anne M. Carpenter has done perhaps 
the most to compare Blondel and Balthasar himself. See the following treatments: Anne 
M. Carpenter, Nothing Gained is Eternal: A Theology of Tradition (Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress Press, 2022); Idem., “Balthasar Beyond European Modernity: Re-Thinking 
Herrlichkeit Through its Precursors,” Modern Theology 37.3 (2021): 616-636; Idem., “A 
Theological Aesthetic of Memory: Newman, Blondel, and Balthasar,” Nova et Vetera 16.2 
(2018): 433-457. 
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Forsaking a fuller study of that sort, this chapter restricts itself (in the following 

section, 2.2) to rehearsing the argument of L’Action (1893), and then to reconsidering an 

essay in which Blondel applied his comprehensive “philosophy of action” to the problem 

of tradition itself: Histoire et Dogme (1904). Doing so will set the stage for a discussion of 

Balthasar’s own efforts to derive a hermeneutical practice from his metaphysical 

commitments (2.3), even as it accentuates the specificity of his own approach. For although 

Balthasar’s working theory of “retrieval” bears more than a passing resemblance to 

Blondel’s concept of “tradition,” it nonetheless finds metaphysical footing in a more 

explicitly Thomistic milieu. Unlike the early Blondel, that is, Balthasar felt beholden to the 

“analogy of being” (analogia entis), the “real distinction” (distinction realis) between 

“essence” (essentia) and “existence” (existentia), and the affirmation that an “ever-greater 

dissimilarity” (maior dissimilitudo) obtains between God and creation at even and 

especially their most intimate points of contact. Which is perhaps another way of saying 

that it was Erich Przywara, S.J. (1889-1972) who made the more lasting impression on the 

early Balthasar, almost in spite of the latter’s wide-ranging set of scholarly interests.30 As 

 
30 Manfred Lochbrunner, Hans Urs von Balthasar und seine Theologenkollegen: 

Sechs Beziehungsgeschichten (Würzberg: Echter, 2009), 17-146, offers the most thorough 
account of Balthasar’s relationship with Przywara, which began when the young Jesuit 
novice attended the latter’s course on The Spiritual Exercises in Bad Schönbrunn in March 
1929. Without belaboring the point too much, it bears mentioning that Balthasar’s 
mentorship to Przywara thus began some three years before the future Swiss theologian 
even read Blondel. This fact alone sets him apart from the native French circle at Lyon-
Fourvière, for whom Blondel would have been already a point of reference by the time 
they began their Jesuit training. For instance, Henri de Lubac, At the Service of the Church, 
trans. Anne Elizabeth Englund (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1993), 18-19, reports that 
his first encounter with Blondel’s work occurred more than a decade before Balthasar 
studied him: “During my years of philosophy (1920-1923) on Jersey, I had read with 
enthusiasm Maurice Blondel’s Action, Lettre (on apologetics) and various other studies.” 
He goes on to confess that “[a]mong the contemporaries studied during my formation, I 
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we’ll see in due course, what Przywara’s distinctive interpretation of “analogy” promised 

the young Jesuit novice was an organizing principle by which Catholic intellectuals could 

retrieve the whole of Western culture—ancient, medieval, and modern—without thereby 

collapsing the distinction between its by turns “essential” and “existential” schools of 

thought. Perhaps it’s more than just a coincidence that Balthasar reports a recent visit to 

Przywara in the very same letter we find his first mention of Blondel’s work.31  

All of that being said, it remains the case that Balthasar’s approach to the Christian 

past cannot be understood apart from Blondel’s account of “tradition,” which David 

Bentley Hart has recently called the only “substantial advance in theological reflection on 

the issues raised” in Newman’s essay on the development of doctrine since the latter’s 

publication.32 Indeed, the more classical position to which Balthasar repairs might be read 

as a refusal of certain “dialectical” tendencies in Blondel’s early work in favor of other 

aspects more amenable to the traditional “form of thought” Balthasar sought to retrieve. 

Which is to say, Balthasar’s “analogical” practice of tradition amounts to a bid for the 

proper interpretation of Blondel himself—an effort, that is, to show that he really belonged 

to a perennial current of Christian philosophy with roots in the patristic and medieval 

 
owe a particular debt to Blondel, Maréchal, and Rousselot.” For a more detailed account 
of Blondel’s influence on de Lubac’s early formation, see Georges Chaintraine, Henri de 
Lubac, Tome II, Les années de formation (1919-1929), Études Lubaciennes VII (Paris: 
Editions du Cerf, 2009), 201-211, et passim. 

31 Hans Urs von Balthasar to Emil Lerch, March 26, 1932, quoted in Manfred 
Lochbrunner, Hans Urs von Balthasar, 142: »Przywaras demnächst erscheinende 
›Metaphysik‹ [Analogia Entis, 1932], deren Manuskript ich hier habe, ist ein ›vollendetes‹ 
Werk—die Krönung der bisherigen Ansätze. Ich war zufällig bei ihm, als er die Exemplare 
des neuen Gedichstband frisch aus der Presse erhielt…« 

32 David Bentley Hart, Tradition and Apocalypse: An Essay on the Future of 
Christian Belief (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2022), 1. 
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periods instead of the “Modernist” camp to which he was so often assimilated. As a matter 

of fact, our Swiss theologian can even go so far as to claim that Blondel’s work “remain[s] 

enclosed within the parameters of the paradox of the analogia entis,”33 despite elsewhere 

accusing his thought of coming too close to that of Hegel and Schelling.34 Once more, the 

polemical context returns: Balthasar’s campaign against the modern philosophical 

tendencies he christened the “philosophy of spirit” ultimately colors his reception of 

Blondel as well.35  

For one thing, Balthasar was far more anxious than his French predecessor to 

distinguish authentically “Christian philosophy” from the counterfeit versions on offer in 

Descartes, Leibniz, Spinoza, Kant, Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel. Given that all of these 

figures proved decisive for the early Blondel, we might tentatively conclude that Balthasar 

wished to rescue Blondel’s method from its modern foundations, even as he sought to 

preserve the conspicuously theological conclusions toward which it tended. For he was 

convinced that “[n]o Christian school of thought, be it Protestant or Catholic ([Joseph] 

Maréchal, for instance, and his followers [e.g., Karl Rahner]), will in the long run be able 

to resist the strength and pull of the fundamental acts of decision in the three idealist 

systems when they ‘engage’ with the latter in order to effect a dialogue with them.”36 The 

single author Balthasar names in this passage should be telling, not least since Maréchal’s 

engagement with modern philosophy was profoundly influenced by Blondel’s own 

 
33 Balthasar, GL5, 211. 
34 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Love Alone is Credible, trans. D.C. Schindler (San 

Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2004), 41. 
35 Cf. Balthasar, GL5, 451-596. 
36 Balthasar, GL5, 548. Emphasis added. 
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approach to Kant and company.37 Indeed, it was Blondel—not Maréchal, Rousselot, or 

Rahner for that matter—who first said the following: “Far from drawing up an indictment 

against the tendencies of modern philosophy, we must rather reproach it for not having 

worked them out completely; we have only to ask that it should be wholly faithful to its 

principles so that we may find in its fully developed conclusions a wonderful conformity 

with the Christian spirit…”38 Alongside a passage like this, Balthasar’s condemnation of 

Maréchal cannot help but seem like a proxy battle with Blondel himself, not least since it 

was precisely the latter’s position that post-Kantian philosophy necessitated the claims of 

Catholic dogma when taken to its logical conclusion. Details of that longer story aside for 

now—as mentioned, the following section (2.2) will treat Blondel’s texts themselves at 

much greater length—the formal point is straightforward: Balthasar worried the 

“metaphysics of spirit” would be a nonstarter when it came to recovering what he called 

the “metaphysics of glory” in and through Catholic tradition—even for the philosopher 

who provided significant precedent for his own approach to the Christian past. 

+++ 
 

But why exactly did Balthasar consider philosophical modernity so inimical to the 

Christian faith? The final section of this chapter will shade in the contours of that critique, 

but it might be useful in the final movement of this section on the polemical context of 

Balthasar’s early corpus to sketch an outline of the debate he stages between the 

 
37 Christian Dupont, Phenomenology in French Philosophy: Early Encounters, 

Phaenomenologica 208 (London: Springer, 2014), 251-259, details Maréchal’s debts to 
Blondel.  

38 Maurice Blondel, The Letter on Apologetics & History and Dogma, trans. 
Alexander Dru and Illtyd Trethowan (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1964), 184. Hereafter 
cited according to text and page number (e.g., Blondel, The Letter on Apologetics, 165). 
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“philosophy of spirit” and “metaphysics of glory.” Though he didn’t use these particular 

terms of art until the mid-1960s, the opposition between them emerges already in the 1930s 

material. Indeed, they turn out to be more or less the same opposing tendencies Balthasar 

glimpsed in Blondel’s early work. Having a profile of each in hand before turning to a 

closer look at Blondel’s texts themselves should point up the stakes of the latter’s reception 

in Balthasar and beyond, even as it affords a preview of our Swiss theologian’s 

interpretation of the Greek patristic tradition. For it should become clear by the end of this 

study that Balthasar was no less anxious that Gregory of Nyssa and his successors tended 

in the direction of the “philosophy of spirit.” As a matter of fact, he worried the youngest 

Cappadocian had a hand in laying its foundation. More on this anon. For now, it should be 

enough to observe that the material on Blondel is not merely relevant background for 

appreciating Balthasar’s intellectual formation but offers corroborating evidence for his 

larger project of distinguishing authentic Christian philosophy from counterfeit versions. 

Even when this meant critiquing the very strands of Catholic tradition he revered most. 

 
2.1.3: “Philosophy of Spirit” vs. “Metaphysics of Glory” 

 

As Balthasar uses it, the term “philosophy of spirit” is more or less synonymous 

with the so-called “turn to the subject” that began with Descartes, continued through Kant, 

and reached its apex in Hegel. The basic plot of that philosophical story is familiar enough: 

once Descartes severed the res cogitans from the res extensa, Kant’s “Copernican 

revolution” was already well underway; it wasn’t long before Hegel parlayed 

“transcendental apperception” into an “Absolute subject,” thereby shirking every 

conceivable limit “in and for” consciousness. What began as a thought experiment to prove 
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the existence of God soon became a project of self-deification on the part of created spirit. 

For everything had now to pass through a process of “verification” immanent to human 

reason.39 “Already in Descartes,” observes Balthasar, “the idea of truth has become 

dialectical, for if the soul is really ‘nothing other than thought’, then we cannot see why it 

should not be ‘pure thought’ and thus contain the criterion for truth immanently within 

itself…”40 Once the Cartesian method claimed the cogito ergo sum as its standard for 

certainty, in other words, there was nothing to prevent the subject from arrogating to itself 

a “formally unsurpassable and thus absolute (divine)” status. At which point, German 

Idealism was only waiting in the wings: “the ‘spark of the soul’ as a point of identity [with 

God] beyond all analogy is reached in Descartes by a fundamentally philosophical method 

and is developed in Kant’s ‘original and synthetic unity of apperception’, in Fichte’s Ich, 

in Schelling’s point of indifference and in Hegel’s process of the spirit.”41 So it is, says 

Balthasar, that despite its “different variations,” the “philosophy of spirit” has “an ultimate 

destination in historical terms, viz. the ever more consistent representation of the identity 

which is concealed within it.”42 Which is precisely why he considers the “subjective” turn 

so dangerous from a theological perspective, of course. For “[i]n so far as German Idealism 

begins with the identitas entis” instead of the analogia entis—inasmuch as the first and 

final representatives of the “philosophy of spirit” are all but forced to forget humanity’s 

“ever greater dissimilarity [maior dissimilitudo] to God no matter how great the similarity 

 
39 Cf. Balthasar, Love Alone is Credible, 31.  
40 Balthasar, GL5, 461-462. 
41 Balthasar, GL5, 461-462. Emphasis added. 
42 Balthasar, GL5, 454. Emphasis added. 



  140 

to Him,” that is—the fate of philosophical modernity is sealed: “the way back to 

Christianity is blocked.”43  

Even so, it’s not simply the idea of “subjectivity” that separates the “philosophy of 

spirit” from a “metaphysics of glory.” Recall, for instance, that the first volume of 

Herrlichkeit, the second volume of Theodramatik, and the first volume of Theologik 

(originally published as Wahrheit in 1947) each offer sophisticated accounts of the 

“subjective” conditions under which the supernatural appears to created beings.44 Indeed, 

it’s part and parcel of Balthasar’s larger project—not just across the trilogy, but also in the 

patristic studies and programmatic essays under discussion in the present chapter—to 

cultivate a “subject” capable of countenancing an “object” that always outstrips its 

comprehension.45 Beginning as early as the 1930s, Balthasar was laboring to outline a 

theological anthropology informed by the “analogy of being,” which, he claimed, 

philosophical modernity had all but forgotten: “a meta-noetics that is conscious that it is 

pervaded from the start by the meta-ontic,” as Przywara stipulated, thereby claiming the 

“formal object” of a “creaturely metaphysics” should be neither “consciousness” nor 

 
43 Balthasar, GL5, 548-549. 
44 Cf. Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics, 

Volume 1: Seeing the Form, trans. Erasmo Leiva-Merikakis, eds. Joseph Fessio, S.J. and 
John Riches (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1982), 129-425; Idem., Theo-Logic, Volume 
1: Truth of the World, trans. Adrian J. Walker (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2000), 43-
55. 

45 Even the otherwise staunchly “realist” Erich Przywara, Analogia Entis: 
Metaphysics: Original Structure and Universal Rhythm, trans. John R. Betz and David 
Bentley Hart (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2014), 123, began his monumental study of 
the analogia entis with a “transcendental” assay of the epistemological conditions under 
which ontological claims are possible: “It becomes obvious then, from how intrinsically 
these considerations follow from one another, that even in the case of an extreme, 
predominantly meta-ontic method, the meta-noetic point of departure is unavoidable.” 
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“being” considered in themselves but the “suspended tension” between them.46 Taking up 

that mantle, Balthasar sought not simply a method for the interpretation of ancient texts but 

a “creaturely metaphysics” of his own that would be “hermeneutical” from start to finish: 

an account of human existence fundamentally open to the advent of the infinite precisely 

insofar as the finitude of its perspective furnishes the condition of possibility for an 

endlessly novel experience of Being itself. He sought a form of “subjectivity” that would 

be adequate to the unforeseeable “event” of revelation without already possessing such a 

gift in some a priori sense.47 Which is to say, a subversion of philosophical modernity from 

the inside. For if it could be shown that and how the “transcendental” conditions under 

which beings appears to consciousness point up the “radical finitude” of the subject—not 

its absoluteness—it could also be shown that Kant and company had covered over the truth 

of their own discovery.48  

 
46 Przywara, Analogia Entis, 123-124. 
47 Whereupon turns Balthasar’s criticism of Karl Rahner, of course. Already in 

1939, Hans Urs von Balthasar, review of Geist in Welt. Zur Metaphysik der endlichen 
Erkenntnis bei Thomas von Aquin, by Karl Rahner, S.J., Stimmen der Zeit 136 (1939), 134, 
was accusing Rahner’s philosophy of resembling “modern apriorism” in the tradition of 
Kant, Fichte, and Hegel. Throughout his career, Balthasar never desisted from this critique. 
Indeed, Karen Kilby, “Balthasar and Rahner,” in The Cambridge Companion to Hans Urs 
von Balthasar, 258-259, remarks that “Balthasar consistently portrays Rahner’s thought as 
fundamentally shaped by an appropriation of German Idealism,” thereby implying that 
Rahner’s thought amounts to “a glorification of human autonomy which ultimately leaves 
no room for God.” For a representative study of their often-contentious relationship, see 
Rowan Williams, “Balthasar and Rahner,” in The Analogy of Beauty, ed. John Riches 
(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1986), 11-34. 

48 Which is another way of saying, with Matthew Levering, The Achievement of 
Hans Urs von Balthasar: An Introduction to His Trilogy (Washington, DC: The Catholic 
University of America Press, 2019), 26-82, that Balthasar’s project amounts to a “Kantian 
critique of Kant,” from a certain point of view. Levering’s description is correct, as far as 
it goes, but he nonetheless fails to notice that a “Kantian critique of Kant” also describes 
Heidegger’s philosophy, especially in earlier texts such as Kant und das Problem der 
Metaphysik (1929). The latter is likely the more immediate source of Balthasar’s radical 
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Hence the recourse to Heidegger49 throughout Balthasar’s corpus.50 The 

controversial German philosopher’s critique of Cartesian selfhood becomes the somewhat 

 
approach to Kant, not simply because of the outsized role Heidegger plays in later volumes 
of Herrlichkeit (vide infra) but also in view of his earlier comment in “Heideggers 
Philosophie vom Standpunkt des Katholizismus,” Stimmen der Zeit 70 (1939): 1, which 
suggests his “fundamental thesis is most clearly presented in Heidegger’s [Kant und das 
Problem der Metaphysik].” Once again, lack of attention to the polemical context of 
Balthasar’s corpus risks obscuring the scope of his larger project. 

49 Secondary literature on Balthasar’s relationship to Heidegger in English is not as 
abundant as one might expect given the fairly consistent references to the philosopher 
across the theologian’s corpus. Cyril O’Regan, Anatomy of Misremembering, 14-27, has 
pledged a second volume of his work on “Von Balthasar’s Response to Philosophical 
Modernity” dedicated to Heidegger, but as yet it has not appeared in print. Once published, 
it promises to be the most extensive exploration of its kind. For now, there is a preview of 
this forthcoming project in Cyril O’Regan, “Balthasar and the Eclipse of Nietzsche,” 
Modern Theology 35.1 (January 2019): 103-121. See also Idem., “Hans Urs von Balthasar 
and the Unwelcoming of Heidegger,” in The Grandeur of Reason: Religion, Tradition, and 
Universalism, eds. Peter M. Candler, Jr. and Conor Cunningham (London: SCM Press, 
2010), 264-298; Idem., “Von Balthasar’s Valorization and Critique of Heidegger’s 
Genealogy of Modernity,” in Christian Spirituality and the Culture of Modernity: The 
Thought of Louis Dupré, eds. Peter J. Casarella and Goerge P. Schner, S.J. (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 123-158. Compare with Peter Joseph Fritz, “Catholic Theology and 
Heidegger,” in The Oxford Handbook of Catholic Theology, eds. Lewis Ayres and Medi 
Ann Volpe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 850-861; David C. Schindler, Hans 
Urs von Balthasar and the Dramatic Structure of Truth: A Philosophical Investigation 
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2001); Mario Imperatori, “Heidegger dans la 
Dramatique divine de Hans Urs von Balthasar,” Nouvelle Revue Théologique 122 (April-
June, 2000): 191-210. 

50 Although Przywara (e.g., Analogia Entis, 613-622) was certainly willing to 
engage with Heidegger’s thought over the course of his career and even claimed to —
recall, for instance, that the Polish Jesuit not only the only Catholic in attendance at the 
infamous debate between Heidegger and Ersnt Cassirer at Davos in 1929, but actually 
participated in the discussion; as it happens, Lochbrunner, Hans Urs von Balthasar, 104, 
reports that Balthasar first met Przywara the following week—it must be said that Balthasar 
was always far more optimistic than his quondam mentor about the possibility of 
rapprochement between Heideggerian philosophy and Catholic theology. Indeed, Julien 
Lambinet, “E. Przywara et l’“École” Maréchal-Heidegger. La culture du “problématique,” 
Revue des sciences philosophiques et théologiques 103/4 (2019): 703-731, has shown that 
Przywara was not only indifferent but actively hostile to efforts such as that of Maréchal 
to show that Thomas Aquinas could be reinterpreted in light of Heidegger’s “existential 
analytic of Dasein.” Meanwhile, his mentee’s eagerness to despoil Heidegger of his 
“Egyptian gold” was a result of Balthasar’s interest in the work of Gustav Siewerth and 
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unexpected key to supplanting modern philosophy’s otherwise “Promethean” aspirations 

by replacing it with a more ancient posture of “wonder” (θαύμα) at that which appears in 

and to beings and yet isn’t merely another being among other such beings.51 His 

rediscovery of the “ontological difference” (ontologische Differenz) between “Being” 

(Sein) and “beings” (Seiende) made possible a return “to the problem at the heart of 

scholasticism—the distinctio realis, or the non-identity of essence (Wesen) and existence 

(Dasein) in finite being,” argues Balthasar in an early article on Przywara’s theological 

 
Ferdinand Ulrich. Indeed, by his own telling, Balthasar, Our Task: A Report and Plan, 
trans. John Saward (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1994), 38, came under their influence 
both as a result of and in reaction to Przywara’s decisive role in his intellectual 
development: “Przywara’s influence on my first attempts at philosophy is obvious, even 
though I later moved away from his tendency to extreme negative theology and tried to 
reinterpret him in line with my own views . . . Impressed by his dialectical interpretation 
of St. Thomas’ real distinction, I was able to find my way to my later friend Gustav 
Siewerth (who admittedly engaged in fierce polemics with Przywara) and still later to 
Ferdinand Ulrich, to whose views I owe so much in the concluding part of Herrlichkeit 
III/1 [English translation, The Glory of the Lord IV], and indeed in the Theodramatik 
[Theo-drama] as well.” Manfred Lochbrunner, Hans Urs von Balthasar und seine 
Philosophiefreunde: Fünf Doppelporträts (Würzburg: Echter Verlag, 2005), xx, offers a 
detailed account of Balthasar’s relationship to Siewerth, but see also their corresondence 
translated and collected in Andrzej Wiercínski, ed. and trans., Between Friends: The Hans 
Urs von Balthasar and Gustav Siewerth 1954-1963 (Konstanz: Verlag Gustav Siewerth 
Gesellschaft, 2007). For a further comment on Balthasar’s relationship to Ulrich, vide infra 
n.76. 

51 Balthasar Apokalypse des deutschen Seele I:139-157, borrows from Goethe the 
figure of Prometheus to characterize German Idealism, inasmuch as it represents the 
fulfillment of modern philosophy’s latent tendency to usurp God. His retrospective 
summary of the “Promethean principle” at Apokalypse der deutschen Seele II:5 is worth 
quoting in full, not least for the resemblance it bears to the description of the “philosophy 
of spirit” across the trilogy: “The Prometheus principle was that attitude of man, which 
understood itself as the glorious and at the same time deadly mid-point between God and 
the world: as the mediator between the All-God and Negated-World and of the All-World 
to the Negated-God—and in this double δια, as the glory and pain of dialectic.” (My 
translation). 
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achievement.52 Even if Heidegger failed to “construe this difference in Thomist terms, viz. 

in the Christian way as a sign of creatureliness,” that is, he nonetheless “grasps, beyond 

Aristotle, the Thomist distinction between Being and the existent [i.e., the distinctio realis] 

as a mystery impenetrable to reason…”53 Despite these shortcomings, in fact, our Swiss 

theologian can even say that “Heidegger’s project is the most fertile one [in the modern 

period] from the point of view of a potential philosophy of glory.”54 For unlike the 

“philosophy of spirit” that culminates with “absolute knowing,” Heidegger’s “existential 

analytic of Dasein” points up the limits of reason in the face of revelation: “The relationship 

of self-revealing Being to the passive human creature who receives it is seen here in primal 

biblical categories,” Balthasar claims. “[S]o much so in fact” that even “the Old and New 

Testament category of ‘glory’ is also present” in Heidegger’s thought.55 Indeed, the famous 

“hermeneutical circle” becomes nothing more than a “biblical cycle of fidelity” to the 

“groundless self-giving” of God, on Balthasar’s telling.56 More can and must be said 

regarding Balthasar’s critical reception of Heidegger’s often abstruse philosophy, but for 

now it suffices to note that he saw in the author of Sein und Zeit (1927) a powerful ally in 

his struggle against (what he considered to be) the most pernicious strand of philosophical 

 
52 Hans Urs von Balthasar, “Die Metaphysik Erich Przywaras,” Schweizerische 

Rundschau 33 (1933): 496. My translation. Already at Apokalypse III:436, Balthasar had 
announced not only the centrality of the distinctio realis but also connected it to Heidegger: 
The entire theme of both the final volumes of this work can be expressed under the sign of 
the ‘real distinction’ of essence (Wesen) and existence (Dasein), which became more and 
more visible up through Heidegger and Barth. On this basic insight Scholasticism and 
Modernity agree.” (My translation.) 

53 Balthasar, GL5, 448. Emphasis added. 
54 Balthasar, GL5, 449. 
55 Balthasar, GL5, 439-440. 
56 Balthasar, GL5, 440. 
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modernity: German Idealism.57 Regardless of his own indiscretions—the “destruction” of 

traditional Christian doctrines, the inclination towards a Nietzschean form of nihilism, or 

his participation in the Nazi party, say—Heidegger made possible a reaffirmation of the 

“ever greater dissimilarity” (maior dissimilitudo) between God and world, and did so by 

drawing fresh attention to the “gap” (Abstand) at the heart of human existence.58 The result 

was a return to “realism,” claimed Balthasar and his fellow Catholic devotees of 

Heidegger’s philosophy, but one in and for which the chronic non-identity of the “subject” 

with itself could point up the perfect self-subsistence of an “object” modern philosophy 

had all but forgotten.59 Which is to say, a metaphysical perspective from which “beings” 

might once again bear witness to “Being,” and this precisely by “differing” from it. 

 
57 Edward Baring, Converts to the Real: Catholicism and the Making of Continental 

Philosophy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2019), 85-115, has not only 
shown that several Catholic intellectuals of the period were convinced that Heidegger’s 
early philosophy augured a return to Scholastic metaphysics but that they were partially 
justified in thinking so, given the latter’s theological formation. “In his work before 1913 
and especially in his doctoral dissertation,” Baring argues, “Heidegger was a progressive 
neo-scholastic, who matched in his questions, approaches, and engagement with 
phenomenology other progressives like Joseph Geyser, Agostino Gemelli, and Léon Noël. 
Because he was so embedded in this intellectual tradition, he was deeply affected by the 
shockwaves that passed through it at that time: Husserl’s transcendental turn and Gemelli’s 
call for a ‘new orientation.’ For other progressive neo-scholastics the two developments 
pulled in different directions, accentuating the opposition between neo-scholasticism and 
phenomenology, but Heidegger thought, at least initially, that the former could be used to 
address the latter . . . [he] drew on Husserl’s noetic-noematic correlation in order to explain 
how we could move beyond the realm of essences and grasp existence.” (88).  

58 Cf. Hans Urs von Balthasar, “Heideggers Philosophie vom Standpunkt des 
Katholizismus,” Stimmen der Zeit 70 (1939): 1.  

59 Cf. Erich Przywara, Gottgeheimnis der Welt: Drei Vorträge über die geistige 
Krisis der Gegenwart (Munich: Theatiner-Verlag, 1923), 9-10: “Heidegger and his upstart 
school are moving towards reality once more by way of a ‘historical-critical destruction,’ 
i.e., by way of an uncovering of reality, which has been, as it were, ‘covered over’ 
[verdeckt] by the many formulations of historical systems of thought. No matter how the 
individual schools may differ from one another, one thing is clear: where phenomenology 
does not fall back into Kantianism, and so cease to be phenomenology—that is, where 
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But no matter how much Balthasar may have appreciated such unswerving attention 

to “the mystery of the immanent distinction between Being and the existent” and so forth, 

he still glimpsed in Heidegger’s rendition of “ontological difference” a lingering 

attachment to dialectic that threatened to undermine the “metaphysics of glory” to which 

it otherwise pointed the way.60 Despite lighting upon the “real distinction,” he thinks, 

Heidegger nonetheless makes the double motion by which “beings” and “Being” differ 

from one another into a seamless process that determines the identity of both terms: “the 

(‘objective’) ‘illumination’ (‘Lichtung’) of Being in existent beings and its (‘subjective’) 

‘illumination’ (‘Lichtung’) in the ec-static locus of freedom which is Dasein (i.e. human 

existence)” become “two aspects” of  “a single event” that proves to be nothing more than 

a back and forth “oscillation” (Schwebe) between manifestation and concealment.61 All of 

which might amount to a perfectly fine account of the “suspended tension” between 

“subject” and “object” for “creaturely metaphysics” in the Przywaran mode, says Balthasar 

as early as the third volume of Apokalypse der deutschen Seele (1939), “so long as 

[Heidegger’s] whole philosophy seeks to be nothing other than an immanent description of 

finite being in its formal structure.” That is, “without thereby claiming to have elevated the 

arrived at ground to be the ground and horizon of truth as such.”62 But this is clearly not 

what Heidegger intends, Balthasar claims. Rather than taking the “ontological difference” 

 
phenomenology is phenomenology, there it brings a break-through to the real object 
[realen Objekt]. Up through its final consequences, in fact, phenomenology is the will to 
objectivity [der Wille zum Objekt]. From the transcendental subject to the real object—this 
is its desire and its path.” (My translation).  

60 Balthasar, GL5, 449. 
61 Balthasar, GL5, 449. 
62 Balthasar, Apokalypse III:225. My translation. Emphasis added. 
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between “essence” (essentia or Wesen or Sosein) and “existence” (existentia or actus 

essendi or Dasein) as “the sign of the indeterminate non-absoluteness . . . of 

creatureliness,”63 on the basis of which “sign” one might infer the existence of an actus 

purus in and for which there would be no such interval, he instead sublimates the “real 

distinction” (distinctio realis) into a semi-divine principle in its own right: “The difference 

between Being and the existent, which is the primary characteristic of createdness, is 

thereby raised to the status of the absolute, of God.”64 At which point, the “philosophy of 

spirit” returns with a vengeance. For, he says, “[w]here the immanent analogy of Being 

which pertains between the actus essendi and essentia does not deepen to a transcendental 

analogy of Being between God and the world,” the very distinction that was supposed to 

guarantee the difference between finite and infinite “annuls itself by becoming 

identity…”65 Which is to say, no “analogia entis prevails in the distinction between Being 

and existent, but rather an identitas which both generates the distinction and embraces it at 

the same time.”66 Once the specter of “identity” rears its ugly head, Balthasar writes, there 

are but two ways to interpret Heidegger’s texts: “Either [he] widens the structure of human 

cognition to a divine dimension,” he says, “or, after the example of Schelling and Scheler, 

introduces Nothingness into God himself, and with it fallenness, anxiety, death.”67 The 

former corresponds, roughly, to Heidegger’s phenomenology of finitude in works such as 

Sein und Zeit (1927) and supporting texts; the latter to his thought after the so-called Kehre 

 
63 Balthasar, GL5, 446. 
64 Balthasar, GL5, 447. 
65 Balthasar, GL5, 449. 
66 Balthasar, GL5, 447. 
67 Balthasar, Apokalypse III:226. My translation. 
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sometime around 1930.68 Neither amounts to a “metaphysics of glory,” it scarcely needs to 

be said.  

We thus arrive at the final “parting of the ways” between a creaturely metaphysics 

based in Catholic tradition and even the most amenable forms of philosophical modernity.69 

For although the “real distinction” between “essence” and “existence” is an indispensable 

criterion of createdness, argues Balthasar, neither one of these terms alone nor even the 

interval that obtains between them should be elevated to the status of (the) Absolute. Which 

means, of course, that Heidegger’s notion of “Being” (Sein) must not be identified with 

God, regardless of the rapprochement with Thomism his philosophy otherwise augured. 

Balthasar makes the distinction between his Catholic philosophy and Heidegger’s thought 

plain: beyond the dialectical play of “ontological difference,” according to which “Being 

stands in ‘need’ of the existent in order to become itself,”70 Christians are obliged to confess 

“a subsisting and absolute Being, God, who both offers a share in His abundance of Being 

(in the actus essendi illimitatus) and also from His absolute power and freedom . . . devises 

the forms of essences as the recipients of this participation in Being.”71 Whereas, that is, 

 
68 So, e.g., Balthasar, GL5, 448-449: “The two points of departure of the Christian 

analogia entis are divided in Heidegger’s thought between the early texts (Being and Time 
and its dependent works) and the later texts, which are separated from the earlier ones by 
the ‘turning-point’ [Kehre]; and yet these two halves do not form a whole. In the one we 
find the ‘thrownness’ (Geworfenheit) of human existence, but without a throwing agent, 
and in such a way that the temporal structure of man leads to a finitude of Being and truth; 
the illuminating ec-stasis generates itself into nothingness. But in the other, Being appears 
as the origin of the ‘throw’, though ‘thrownness’ has now vanished and there remains only 
the principle of sufficient reason (Satz [‘principle’ and ‘leap’] vom Grund) as the leap 
(Sprung) from and into the origin (Urpsprung).” 

69 Cf. Balthasar, GL5, 9-47. 
70 Balthasar, GL5, 447. 
71 Balthasar, GL5, 446. Emphasis added. 
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Heidegger’s would-be “God has need of the world if He wishes to make explicit His own 

implications,”72 the God of Thomas and company transcends any such “real relation” 

(relatio realis) with creatures, and does so precisely insofar as such a God provides the 

ability “to be” (esse) for both “essence” (essentia) and “existence” (existentia).73 All of 

which is to say, Balthasar maintains not only a qualitative distinction between beings and 

Being, but also between (created or communal) Being and God.74 On the strength of 

 
72 Balthasar, GL5, 447. 
73 Thomas Aquinas, ST I, q.28, a.1, co., defines relationes reales like so: “But 

relative terms by their very meaning indicate only a reference to something. This reference 
is sometimes in the very nature of things (in ipsa natura rerum); as, for instance, when 
certain entities of their nature (secundum suam naturam) are connected with and attracted 
by each other (ad invicem ordinatae sunt et invicem inclinationem habent). Then such 
relations must be real (reales) ones.” On the basis of this definition, ST I, q.13, a.7, co., 
maintains that creatures possess a relatio realis to God, but God does not possess such a 
relatio to creatures: “Now since God is altogether outside the order of creatures (extra 
totum ordinem creaturae), since they are ordered to him but not he to them, it is clear that 
being related to God is a reality in creatures (realiter referuntur ad ipsum Deum), but being 
related to creatures is not a reality in God (non est alique realis relation ejus ad creaturas), 
we say it about him because of the real relation in creatures.” Meanwhile, ST I, q. 28, a.1, 
co., restricts any such relationes reales in God to the consubstantial Trinity’s processiones 
ad intra: “Now when something springs from a principle which has the same nature, then 
necessarily both that which issues and that from which it issues belong to the same order; 
and so must have real relationships with each other. Since processions in God are in the 
identical nature, as was shown above [cf. ST I, q. 27, a.3, ad.2], the relations rising from 
the divine processions must be real relations (necesse est quod relationes quae secundum 
processions divinas accipiuntur sint relationes reales).”. 

74 Brandon Gallaher, Freedom and Necessity in Modern Trinitarian Theology 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 165-185, offers a far more detailed discussion of 
the “fourfold distinction” Balthasar develops in this section of GL5: between 1) I and Thou; 
2) Being and beings (or again, any number of “intra-worldly antitheses,” as Balthasar puts 
it: species and individual, essence and existence, necessity and contingency, etc.); 3) beings 
and Being (i.e., the asymmetrical relationship by which Being predominates over beings, 
despite the dialectic that obtains between them); and 4) God and world. For Balthasar, each 
of these ascending distinctions forms an “analogy” of those that follow, such that, e.g., the 
interplay of distance and dependence between a child and its mother points up the distinctio 
realis between essentia and existentia, which in turn becomes an “image” of the infinite 
difference between God and world. D.C. Schindler, Hans Urs von Balthasar and the 
Dramatic Structure of Truth: A Philosophical Investigation (New York: Fordham 
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passages75 in Thomas himself—interpreted through the work of Ferdinand Ulrich,76 it must 

be said—Balthasar can summarize the fundamental point like so: “One’s gaze must seek 

 
University Press, 2004), offers an extended summary and speculative retrieval of 
Balthasar’s “fourfold distinction,” keyed especially to showing that and how the 
Balthasarian approach sidesteps the false dichotomy between “subjectivism” and 
“objectvism.” 

75 Take, for instance, De potentia q.7, a. 2, ad. 4., where Thomas responds to the 
objection that God’s “being” (esse) cannot be identical to his “substance” (substantia) 
because if “substance” is that which differentiates one kind of “thing” (res) from another, 
as Aristotle stipulated (cf. Metaphysics 2.3), and “being” is “common to all things” 
(omnibus commune), then God would not be “distinct from all other things” (omnibus aliis 
rebus distincta). His response not only confirms the obverse of the distinctio realis, but 
thereby amounts to a distillation of the analogia entis: “the divine being (esse divinum), 
which is his substance, is not common being (esse commune), but is rather being distinct 
from any other being whatsoever (sed est esse distinctum a quolibet alio esse), such that 
by his very being God differs from any such being (unde per ipsum suum esse Deus differ 
a quolibet alio ente).” For a detailed analysis of the distinction between esse commune and 
ipsum esse subsistens in the context of Thomas’s solution to the problem of “the one and 
the many,” see John F. Wippel, The Metaphysical Thought of Thomas Aquinas: From 
Finite Being to Uncreated Being (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America 
Press, 2000), 110-124. 

76 Though his thought is far too complex to offer anything but a cursory description 
in the confines of a single note, Ferdinand Ulrich, Homo Abyssus: The Drama of the 
Question of Being, trans. D.C. Schindler (Washington, DC: Humanum Academic Press, 
2018), 17-21 [originally published in 1961, four years prior to the appearance of GL5], 
makes the basic distinction between God and Being the ground of his speculative gloss on 
Thomistic metaphysics, according to which Being shows itself to be “the likeness of divine 
goodness” (Thomas, De veritate 22.2.2) without thereby implicating God in some 
dialectical relationship of cause to effect. What’s more, Ulrich employs Hegel and 
Heidegger’s complementary elision of “Being” and “Nothing” (which Balthasar, 
Apokalypse III:203, had already glimpsed) as the key to grasping the difference between 
ipsum esse (Being) and ipsum esse subsistens (God). For “[t]hat which is other than 
subsistent being itself [i.e., God] is ‘nothing’ [in a certain sense],” and “[t]his ‘nothing’ is 
what distinguishes the creature from God.” (17). But it’s precisely such a “non-subsistent” 
oscillation between Being and Nothing—the unity of “wealth” and “poverty,” as both 
Ulrich and Balthasar (see, e.g, the reference to Ulrich at TD3, 518) like to say—that allows 
(created) Being to become an “image” of a God in and for whom the Father’s “glory” 
consists of his “self-expropriation” in the person of the Son, and so forth. Much like 
Balthasar, that is, Ulrich attempts to show that if Heidegger’s “fundamental ontology” be 
taken as “an immanent description of finite being in its formal structure” (Apokalypse 
III:225), it offers a phenomenology of creaturehood that opens onto a “trinitarian 
ontology.” More could be said, of course: not only about Ulrich’s own thought, but also 
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to penetrate beyond the Ontological Difference (which is not far from the Thomist 

distinctio realis in its systematic significance) to the distinction between God and world, 

in which God is the sole sufficient ground for both Being and the existent in its possession 

of form.”77 Only so, he says, can the non-subsisting “oscillation” (Schwebe) between 

“essence” and “existence” become the “site of glory in metaphysics” once more, for only 

so can such a “suspended tension” accommodate “the event of an absolute freedom and 

thus of grace within its open-ended sway…”78 Apart from the “final distinction” between 

God and world, in other words, the “gap” (Abstand) at the heart of human existence (i.e., 

the ontologische Differenz or distinctio realis itself) no longer represents “an opening 

within me as Spirit to the light-space of Being” (eine Er-Öffnung in mir als Geist zum 

 
about Balthasar’s (often overlooked) reception of it in the trilogy and beyond. Nonetheless, 
it should go some length in suggesting their proximity on these points that Balthasar, GL5, 
632, cites Ulrich by name in the otherwise citationless pages of the text from which the 
present section has drawn: “the highest distinction (between God and the Being of the 
existent) is only the oscillation between the giver and the gift, whereby gift signifies the 
being given (and being received) of the giver. Nothing substantial and subsistent, therefore, 
but the radiant fullness of God’s Being is the condition of its being given to the finite 
recipient. The scholastics of the Franciscan school tentatively circled around this mystery, 
nor was it unknown, via the Plotinian and Dionysian tradition, to the Dominicans. The non-
subsistence of the actus essendi is the creative medium which suffices for God to utter His 
kenotic word of the Cross and of glory and to send it as His Son into the world to experience 
death and resurrection. This word (which brings with itself its own grace) will ultimately 
be grasped only by those who hold out within the oscillation of distinction and who do not 
make themselves guilty of the ‘essentialisation’ (F. Ulrich) of defenceless and radiant 
Being—an ‘essentialisation’ which is the death and paralysis of both Being and the word.” 
There are many things to appreciate about this passage—it provides a sort of bridge from 
Herrlichkeit to Theodrmatik, for one—but for the purposes of the present discussion we 
should note that Balthasar puts Ulrich in the same position his genealogy of philosophical 
modernity places Heidegger. Both are called to bear witness against the “essentialization” 
(or “substantialization,” as Heidegger might say) of Being, and this by underscoring the 
“oscillation” between “essence” and “existence” that characterizes its “non-subsistence.” 

77 Balthasar, GL5, 624. 
78 Balthasar, GL5, 625. Emphasis added.  



  152 

Lichtraum des Seins), no longer serves as a “clearing” (Lichtung) into which the “glory” 

of God shines.79 

As it happens, these very same Heideggerian terms of art—especially die Lichtung 

des Seins, which has the dual connotation of a “clearing” (as in a forest) and “illumination” 

(as in the sunlight filtering through the canopy of trees in such a glade) in Heidegger’s 

philosophy, and which our Swiss theologian here repurposes to point up the penultimate 

status of “ontological difference” in the face of God’s “distance” from the world—will 

prove to be the centerpiece of Balthasar’s retrieval of Gregory of Nyssa. More on this 

below. For now, though, it’s enough to note that, even as late as the trilogy, Balthasar takes 

the “clearing” (Lichtung) to be more or less synonymous with the “interval” that obtains 

between “essence” and “existence” in and for finite creatures. Hence the impulse to gloss 

the “real distinction” with a Heideggerian concept in the first place. He simply never denies 

that Heidegger’s “fundamental ontology” represents “an immanent description of finite 

being in its formal structure.”80 Perhaps even the most brilliant such account since Thomas 

himself. But the problem with Heidegger remains his elision of differences81 that ought to 

be distinct: “he projects the [distance that should prevail between God and world] into the 

[ontological difference] and thus turns the oscillation of Being and human existence, which 

should remain open and pointing beyond itself, into the fixed and indissoluble form of a 

 
79 Balthasar, GL5, 618. 
80 Balthasar, Apokalypse III:225. My translation. 
81 Bearing in mind Balthasar’s “fourfold distinction” (vide supra, n.70), witness the 

following critique of Heidegger at GL5, 643: “he projects the fourth distinction [between 
God and world] into the second [between Being and beings; essence and existent] and thus 
turns the oscillation of Being and human existence, which should remain open and pointing 
beyond itself, into the fixed and indissoluble form of a sphinx, before which and for which 
man cannot live and love.” 
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sphinx, before which and for which man cannot live and love.”82 Or again, Heidegger 

flattens “the different levels of the Ontological Difference” into a single act: “the negations 

of Negative Theology, the inner-divine mystery of self-outpouring (as basis for the 

following two aspects), the ‘noughting’ of the communicated fullness of Being in its non-

subsistence [i.e., the difference between created Being and God], and ultimately the kenosis 

of Christ are partially or wholly equated.”83 Whereupon “the ultimate theologoumenon is 

totally shorn of its theological character and cannot therefore be fruitful for metaphysics 

either.”84 For, in that case, not only will the Son’s “procession” (ad intra, as Thomas calls 

it) have become identical to his “mission” (ad extra, Aquinas says), but the latter will prove 

indistinguishable from “history” itself. Once the “analogy” between immanent and 

economic collapses into a dialectical “identity,” it must “pa[y] the price” of “reconcil[ing] 

within itself the most contradictory elements.”85 At which point, it matters little whether 

one prefers Heideggerian to Hegelian phenomenology, since both end up “absolut[izing] 

what belongs to the world and reduce God to the world” when all is said and done: “the 

events of historicity between God and man (to which also the event of an alienation of man 

from God belongs) are equated [either] with the ‘event’ of the destiny of Being (Heidegger) 

or with the inner dialectic of the absolute Spirit (Hegel).” From “Böhme, Hölderlin, Hegel,” 

all the way to “Heidegger,”86 says Balthasar, the mystery of Christ—incarnation, 

 
82 Balthasar, GL5, 643. 
83 Cf. GL5, 447: “Heidegger identifies the negations of the classical, Christian 

doctrine of God (as ‘Negative Theology’) with the nothingness of the act of Being which 
constitutes the world.”  

84 Balthasar, GL5, 643.  
85 Balthasar, GL5, 449. 
86 Balthasar, GL5, 629. 
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crucifixion, resurrection—becomes a “metaphysic of created being in itself,” as he puts it 

elsewhere.87 The “mysticism of the Rhineland”88 thus robs God of his “glory” by making 

revelation not simply a requirement of reason but “some fundamental law of human 

history” as such.89  

So it is that Balthasar’s actual critique of philosophical modernity reconfirms Cyril 

O’Regan’s basic claim: that Hegel and Heidegger come in for censure because of their 

uncanny resemblance to traditional forms of the Christian faith.90 For the fundamental issue 

with the “philosophy spirit” turns out to be an overweening account of incarnation lurking 

beneath the ill-fated “turn to the subject.” Down through the Idealists and their descendants, 

Balthasar says, “christology becomes the inner form of the philosophical theory of 

creation,” such that humanity in itself comes to be defined by the relation that obtains 

between Christ’s two natures.91 Which means that the reciprocal exchange of the 

“communication of attributes” (communicatio idiomatum) now represents a postulate of 

reason itself, not the unsurpassable limit of rationality as such. After the Cartesian tradition 

mistakes the “immediacy of relationship between the divine and human spirit”92 in the 

person of Christ for a “speculative principle”93 upon which to erect its own system of 

thought, in other words, “philosophical necessity binds God and his revelation, man, one 

 
87 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 130. 
88 Balthasar, GL5, 629. 
89 Balthasar, TL3:429. 
90 Recall, for instance, O’Regan, The Anatomy of Misremembering, 22: “Hegel and 

Heidegger make promises they cannot keep, seeming to make a genuinely postmodern 
theology possible, but in fact making it impossible.”. 

91 Balthasar, GL5, 553. 
92 Balthasar, GL5, 452. 
93 Balthasar, TL3:429. 
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to the other.”94 The result is not simply an overzealous account of consciousness in its own 

immanent development, but a theology in and for which divine and human reciprocally 

determine one another from eternity. “Thus what began with Eckhart has become 

definitive,” contends Balthasar: “the assimilation of the God-man relationship back into 

the inner-divine process, which as such is called upon to give formal expression to the God-

world relation, or to the schematism of philosophy.”95 At which point, “all the mysteries 

of the faith have become philosophy, and Hegel is prefigured in his entirety.” For this 

dialectical reversal by means of which a phenomenology of consciousness (whether 

Hegelian or Heideggerian) turns into a furtive Christology is only possible because of a 

“failure to elevate theology above philosophy” in the first place: “in aesthetic terms, 

because the graciousness and freedom which the divine revelation shows toward man, the 

creature, has always been included within the necessary process of God’s emergence as 

God and man’s emergence as man, which also means that God becomes man and man 

becomes God.”96 Which is simply to say that God’s act of incarnation ceases to be “grace” 

at all. For revelation always “rests on his [i.e., God’s] free decision and is controlled by his 

will,” not “a necessary, metaphysical process” that would make God and humanity 

paradigms of one another simply because they share a common “principle” (logos).97 

According to Balthasar, in short, the “philosophy of spirit” amounts to a sort of rationalism, 

for which the only remedy is a kind of voluntarism. 

+++ 
 

 
94 Balthasar, GL5, 548. 
95 Balthasar, GL5, 554. 
96 Balthasar, GL5, 569-570. 
97 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 133. 
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The claim that Descartes and company’s notion of “spirit” not only elides the 

distinction between finite and infinite but does so on the basis of ideas borrowed from the 

Christian tradition ought to sound familiar. Indeed, it’s not difficult to notice the similarities 

between Balthasar’s appraisal of the “philosophy of spirit” and Gadamer’s critique of 

Hegel canvased across the last chapter. Each of them contends, for instance, that 

“ontological difference” is the first and last criterion of finitude. While our Swiss 

theologian speaks of such difference in terms of the “real distinction” between “essence” 

and “existence” in and for created beings—thereby recapitulating a Thomistic doctrine in 

Heideggerian terms, recall—Gadamer locates this difference in the interval between his 

“subject” of hermeneutical inquiry and the historical “substance” at the source of her 

selfhood.98 In either case, the finite structure of human understanding becomes a bulwark 

against Hegel’s arrogation of “absolute knowledge” to the philosophical sciences. Both, in 

other words, balk at the notion that “reason” should represent a point of “identity” between 

consciousness and being, at which point “critical realism” would then turn into an “absolute 

idealism” according to which subjectivity and objectivity are so dialectically entwined they 

reciprocally determine one another. What’s more, Balthasar and Gadamer agree that such 

a “concept of spirit” can be traced back to certain strands of the Christian tradition itself, 

even as they both insist that particular forms of scholasticism are capable of furnishing a 

 
98 Recall the programmatic statement at Gadamer, TM, 313: “To be historically 

means that knowledge of oneself can never be complete. All self-knowledge arises from 
what is historically pregiven, what with Hegel we call ‘substance,’ because it underlies all 
subjective intentions and actions, and hence both prescribes and limits every possibility for 
understanding any tradition whatsoever in its historical alterity. This almost defines the 
aim of philosophical hermeneutics: its task is to retrace the path of Hegel’s phenomenology 
of mind until we discover in all that is subjective the substantiality that determines it.” 
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“philosophical hermeneutics” more attentive to the finitude of being.99 They each worry at 

a Christology that would compromise the integrity of the finite, and this by making the 

relation that obtains between Christ’s divine and human natures into a metaphysical 

principle that applies to each and every created being. All of which in turn obliges Balthasar 

and Gadamer to rehabilitate their own versions of a “bad infinity,” whereby the dialogical 

“play” of ontological difference—the concept of Spiel is just as crucial to Balthasar’s theo-

dramatic rendition of Christian theology as it is to Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics, 

of course—points up a “beyond” (jenseits) which the oscillation between essence and 

existence approximates but never attains. Indeed, “ontological difference” becomes “the 

event of an absolute freedom and thus of grace in its open-ended sway”100 on Balthasar’s 

telling, while Gadamer speaks of “the absolute openness of the event of meaning” in which 

“historically effected consciousness” participates but cannot posit of itself.101 They even 

have recourse to similar Greek terms when glossing the metaphysical “gap” between finite 

and infinite: while Gadamer prefers the more Platonic notion of a productive chōrismos102 

 
99 Gadamer, TM, 436-445, claims the Christian doctrine of the Trinity, culminating 

in the work of Thomas Aquinas, represents a counterweight to the “forgetfulness” of 
language in the Western philosophical tradition. For an extended commentary on the 
significance of trinitarian theology in Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics, see John 
Arthos, The Inner Word in Gadamer’s Hermeneutic (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2009). 

100 Balthasar, GL5, 625. Emphasis added. 
101 Gadamer, TM, 488. Emphasis added.  
102 Hans-Georg Gadamer, The Idea of the Good in Platonic-Aristotelian 

Philosophy, trans. P. Christopher Smith (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), 7-32, 
develops his concept of the chōrismos over the course of an extended essay on Aristotle’s 
critique of Plato. Throughout his retrieval of the Platonic notion of chōrismos, the term 
acquires a meaning similar to the sense “temporal distance” obtains in the rest of 
Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics. It comes to represent the condition of possibility 
for “understanding” as such: the “gap” that not only separates but thereby unites 
consciousness and its object. Consider, for instance, the consonance between his comment 
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between the object of hermeneutical inquiry and the interpreting subject, Balthasar speaks 

in a supposedly more Christian register: “The basis of the biblical religion is the diastasis, 

the distance between God and the creature that is the elementary presupposition that makes 

it possible for man to understand and appreciate the unity that grace brings about.”103 So it 

is that despite their religious differences Balthasar and Gadamer each arrive at a similar 

position on the “positivity of finitude,” thanks in large part to their respective projects of 

combining Heidegger’s philosophy with a more classical inheritance.104  

To the extent that Balthasar and Gadamer mount similar critiques of philosophical 

modernity, each culminating in a more or less Heideggerian appraisal of Hegel, the 

 
that “temporal distance is not something that must be overcome” since it represents a 
“positive and productive condition enabling understanding” (TM, 308) and the following 
passage: “The chōrismos is not a doctrine that must first be overcome. Rather, from 
beginning to end, it is an essential component of true dialectic.” (The Idea of the Good, 19-
20). All of which, as it happens, obliges Gadamer to demur from Aristotle’s complaint that 
such a “separation” (chōrismos) between the ideas and their sensible instantiations makes 
“participation” (methexis) impossible. On the contrary, he claims, there can be no methexis 
apart from chōrismos, for “participation” as such implies the paradoxical coincidence of 
union and “separation.” The result is a creative application of Platonic metaphysics to an 
Aristotelian ethics of practical judgment, not unlike the way Gadamer makes Kantian 
modifications to Hegelian dialectics. Rod Coltman, The Language of Hermeneutics: 
Gadamer and Heidegger in Dialogue (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 
1998), 58, aptly summarizes Gadamer’s position with respect to Plato and Aristotle: “He 
will thus retrieve methexis from the Aristotelian critique and appropriate it as a ‘model’ for 
how live hermeneutical encounters occur as ontological phenomena in much the same way 
that—following Heidegger—he appropriates Aristotelian phronēsis as a ‘model’ for the 
universality of hermeneutic application.”    

103 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Explorations in Theology: Volume III: Creator Spirit, 
trans. Brian McNeil (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1993), 173. 

104 Recall that Balthasar’s most detailed engagement with Heidegger throughout 
the trilogy arrives at the end of a section in GL5 titled “Classical Mediation.” As Balthasar, 
GL5, 450, says in one of the epigraphs to this chapter, the defining task for Christianity in 
the face of philosophical modernity is a project of “retrieval” modeled on Heidegger’s own: 
“it must make Heidegger’s inheritance its own and thus apprehend the true intent of the 
whole period which we have outlined here as ‘the classical tradition’…” 
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previous chapter has already paved the way for a proper response to our Swiss theologian’s 

proposed distinction between the “philosophy of spirit” and “metaphysics of glory.” Much 

like Gadamer, that is, we might concede that Balthasar is exegetically right about Descartes 

and company’s theological roots, but nonetheless insist that he’s normatively wrong about 

the extent to which those religious convictions oblige them to forsake “hermeneutical 

experience” in favor of some “absolute knowledge” unmoored from history. From which 

it would follow that Balthasar can only claim the “positivity of finitude” as a distinctly 

Catholic principle insofar as he conjures a “post-Christian” form of subjectivity in and for 

which the union of finite and infinite represents a postulate of reason itself rather than a 

revelation of God from beyond the confines of the world. Better yet, as Balthasar himself 

concedes, his balking at the “philosophy of spirit” is tantamount to saying the mystery of 

Christ mustn’t represent a “metaphysic of created being in itself,”105 since this would be to 

bind God and world to one another by the necessary sequence of a novel logic. Call it 

“Christo-logic,” if you like.106 

At any rate, what becomes clear is that Balthasar also refuses to make the “parallax 

shift” from a phenomenology informed by the same Heideggerian convictions that 

structure Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics to a cruciform metaphysics at once 

 
105 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 130. 
106 I borrow the term “Christo-logic” from Jordan Daniel Wood, The Whole Mystery 

of Christ: Creation as Incarnation in Maximus Confessor (Notre Dame, IN: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 2022), 19-53, for whom the term denotes the “metaphysical peculiarity” 
of the relation that obtains between divine and human natures in the person of Christ. 
According to Wood, the same “peculiar logic” that structures the “the Word’s hypostatic 
(not natural) identity to created nature” in Maximus the Confessor’s thought is the selfsame 
logic that scaffolds his account of creation as a whole. Hence, for him, “Christo-logic” is 
tantamount to Christian metaphysics properly conceived. 
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grounding and grounded by the life, death, and resurrection of Christ himself. He prefers 

instead a “metaphysics of glory,” according to which creation is tethered to God, but only 

by way of an “analogy” between their respective modes of being. Without, in other words, 

that resemblance amounting to a “philosophical necessity” for either term.107 Indeed, 

revelation is a disclosure of “glory” in the Balthasarian sense only insofar as the “event” 

itself announces its own impossibility from the perspective of human spirit: a 

counterfactual thus secures the status of grace, since God’s relation to the world remains 

solely a matter of the divine will instead of a “principle of reason” (logos) common to both. 

Rather than representing a moment of “distanciation” immanent to God’s own life—and 

this on the strength of Christ’s assumption of humanity into his “composite person,”108 no 

less—the “distension” in and of which created being consists merely points toward another, 

transcendental “gap” that forever separates the finite from the infinite. Which is to say, 

Balthasar remains deluded by the “constitutive illusion” of a discarnate God—an excess of 

divinity both “in” (in) but nevertheless “beyond” (über) the flesh of Christ, as his mentor 

Przywara109 often put it—even as his commitment to the analogical correspondence 

 
107 Balthasar, GL5, 548. 
108 See, for instance, Canon 4 of the Second Council of Constantinople’s eighth 

session at David Price, ed. and trans., The Acts of the Second Council of Constantinople of 
553, 2 vols., Translated Texts for Historians 51 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 
2009), 2:121: “If anyone . . . say[s] deceptively that there is one person {and one Son} and 
one Christ only in respect of title and honour and merit and worship, but does not profess 
that the union of God the Word with flesh ensouled by a rational and intelligent soul took 
place by composition or hypostatically, as the holy fathers taught, and that as result of his 
{composite} hypostasis is one, which is the Lord Jesus Christ, one of the holy Trinity, let 
him be anathema.” 

109 Much like Balthasar’s “fourfold distinction of being” (vida supra, n.74), 
Przywara’s metaphysics are scaffolded by a mounting set of asymmetrical relations, each 
of which are defined by one term being “in-and-beyond” (in-über) the other and thus 
modeled on the principle of the “ever-greater dissimilarity within every similarity, however 
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between created being (world) and subsistent being (God) not only obliges him to insist 

upon a “final distinction” between finite and infinite but also compels him to redouble this 

gap into an archetypal span of “distance” between Father and Son within the immanent 

Trinity itself.110 His career-spanning desire to outnarrate the putatively modern idea that 

divinity and humanity reciprocally determine one another eventually leads Balthasar to a 

 
great.” Beginning with “essence in-and-beyond existence,” which is another way of 
describing the distinctio realis in and for created being, the same analogical schema repeats 
itself all the way up the hierarchy of being: “truth in-and-beyond history” (Analogia Entis, 
152), “theology in-and-beyond philosophy” (190), and finally “God in-and-beyond the 
creature” (Analogia Entis, 485). Indeed, as John R. Betz, “After Barth: A New Introduction 
to Erich Przywara’s Analogia Entis,” in The Analogy of Being: Invention of the Antichrist 
or the Wisdom of God, ed. Thomas Joseph White, OP (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 2010), 84-85, has shown, the formula “God in-and-beyond creation” is the 
content of Christology in Przywara’s thought: “God’s self-revelation in Christ does not 
contradict God’s self-revelation in creation (as ‘God in-and-beyond creation’) but answers 
to the creature’s deepest needs (as expressed in the formula essence in-and-beyond 
existence’).” Or again, “it is in Christ that the ‘in-and-beyond’ of the theological analogy 
(of ‘God in-and-beyond creation’) is deepened and heightened in hitherto unimaginable 
ways,” for “it is in Christ . . . that we see the ultimate revelation and fulfillment of the truth: 
that God is at once in-and-beyond creation.” All of which once again finds an echo in 
Balthasar’s insistence (considered at greater length in the following chapter) that Christ is 
the “concrete analogia entis” (TD2, 267) precisely insofar he discloses “the greatest 
possible intimacy” and “greatest possible distance” between God and creation (TD3, 21-
22). Once again, John R. Betz, “Translator’s Introduction,” in Analogia Entis, 113-
114n312, summarizes the connection between Przywara and Balthasar with dispatch, 
thereby calibrating revelation to a hiatus between the economic and immanent trinities: 
“the maior dissimilitudo of God is revealed in the form of Christ without being exhausted, 
since God’s self-revelation in Christ cannot be understood apart from the mystery of the 
Trinity… Indeed, for von Balthasar it is precisely this presence of the excessive—of the 
absolutely transcendent fully in the immanent, of Deus excessus fully in the form of 
Christ—that makes Christ the ‘concrete analogia entis’ and makes God’s self-revelation 
in Christ a revelation of his glory…” So it is that Balthasar’s preference for a “metaphysics 
of glory” has deep roots in Przywara’s account of the analogia entis, even though 
Lochbrunner, Hans Urs von Balthasar und seine Theologen-Kollegen, 74-77, has shown 
that Przywara was skeptical of his former student’s “theological aesthetics.” 

110 Cf. Balthasar, TD3, 21-22. Cf. TD2, 257, 266, 287-288. 
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“speculative” theology111 of his own, albeit one fortified against the radical implications 

the “philosophy of spirit” glimpsed in Christian doctrine. 

It will become the burden of the next chapter to show that and how these supposedly 

modern claims to the Christian provenance of “spirit” are borne out by the sources 

themselves: not just the patristic texts, but also Balthasar’s interpretations of them. Read 

carefully, that is, our Swiss theologian’s various engagements with early Christian authors 

throughout his career—the monographs on Origen, Maximus the Confessor, and especially 

Gregory of Nyssa, but also the excurses on their respective styles of thought in the trilogy 

and beyond—betray a creeping suspicion that the Greek patristic tradition provided late 

ancient precedent for the same “philosophy of spirit” that would eventually culminate with 

Descartes, Kant, and Hegel. Wherefore it becomes possible to read Balthasar’s career-

spanning reception of the patristic texts as so many attempts to recruit the Church Fathers 

under the banner of a “metaphysics of glory,” in spite of the dialectical tendencies in which 

he assumed they otherwise trafficked.  

What remains for the rest of this chapter is to rejoin the discussion of Balthasar’s 

hermeneutic of retrieval and its modern sources with a sketch of this systematic distinction 

in hand. Having surveyed the metaphysical stakes of his polemic against philosophical 

modernity (2.1), we have still to see how Balthasar forged a hermeneutical position from 

which to retrieve patristic texts without repristinating (what he took to be) their 

 
111 Jennifer Newsome Martin, Hans Urs von Balthasar and the Critical 

Appropriation of Russian Religious Thought, 35, has argued persuasively that, despite his 
career-spanning polemic against illicit forms of “gnosis” in the Christian tradition, 
Balthasar nonetheless practiced a “speculative” form of theology patterned on Origen’s 
method.  
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philosophical indiscretions, and then to show that he applied this peculiar method of 

interpretation to the texts of Gregory of Nyssa and the rest of the Greek tradition (2.3). 

Before turning to those tasks, however, the following section returns to Maurice Blondel 

himself (2.2). For not only will a treatment of Blondel’s texts on their own terms show that 

and how an otherwise Catholic author could forsake his own foundations and become a 

“philosopher of spirit,” from Balthasar’s perspective, but it also provides a privileged 

window onto one of the chief sources of our Swiss theologian’s own efforts to forge a 

concept of tradition capable of retrieving the Christian past in light of present, often 

polemical concerns. Indeed, Balthasar’s reception of his French forebear mirrors his 

retrieval of Gregory of Nyssa and the Greek patristic tradition precisely insofar as his 

interpretation of Blondel seeks to save the latter’s thought from (what Balthasar took to be) 

its own worst impulses. The following section proceeds by first reconstructing what our 

Swiss theologian might have called Blondel’s “philosophy of spirit,” before then assaying 

the defense of “tradition” he derived from his signature concept of “action.”   

 
2.2  The “Christo-Logic” of Tradition in Maurice Blondel’s Early Work 

 

By the time his account of Christian tradition in Histoire et Dogme (1904) appeared, 

Blondel’s magnum opus had already been published for more than a decade. L’Action: 

essai d’une critique de la vie et d’une science de la pratique (1893) was the revised version 

of Blondel’s doctoral thesis, which his readers in the philosophy faculty had somewhat 

reluctantly accepted despite their misgivings about its “religious” leanings.112 They had a 

 
112 Maurice Blondel, Action: Essay on a Critique of Life and a Science of Practice, 

trans. Oliva Blanchette (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2003). 
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point, even if they were ultimately compelled to admit that Blondel’s method remained 

“philosophical” from start to finish.113 For this was precisely the purpose of his essay. It 

aimed to follow the itinerary of reason—from its most rudimentary assertions to the very 

heights of self-consciousness, by means of a strictly phenomenological method of 

description—without thereby foreclosing the possibility that rationality might ultimately 

recognize its own “insufficiency” at the furthest reaches of thought. Only by refusing a 

false prejudice against the supernatural from the outset can philosophy stay faithful to the 

“critical” spirit of post-Kantian thought, Blondel maintained.114 For if it could be shown 

that even the most basic movement of natural consciousness tends inexorably toward a 

final end that nonetheless escapes the grasp of reason, a truly “critical” philosophy would 

then be powerless to deny the existence of that which outstrips the limits of possible 

knowledge. The more consistent inference would have to be that reason as such intends 

“something” of which it lacks a clear idea.115 Whereupon the critique would turn from 

scrutinizing the conditions of knowledge as such to tracing the élan of a more fundamental 

orientation to the world.116 Namely, the “double movement” of volition Blondel dubs 

 
113 Oliva Blanchette, Maurice Blondel: A Philosophical Life (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2010), 3-24, details the dissertation and its defense in fine. 
The book as a whole remains the best introduction to Blondel available in English. 

114 John J. McNeil, The Blondelian Synthesis: A Study of the Influence of German 
Philosophical Sources on the Formation of Blondel’s Method and Thought (Leiden: Brill, 
1966), 57-75, précises Blondel’s “ultra-Kantian” critique of reason. 

115 Blondel, Action, 54, begins the all-important third part of his book with this 
phrase: “There is something. This given that even those who concede the least grant, this 
admission of naïve experience is not imposed on me in spite of me: I have willed that there 
be something.” 

116 McNeil, The Blondelian Synthesis, 63, summarizes the point with dispatch: 
“Blondel’s contention is that even more immanent than the ‘thought of action’ is ‘the act 
of thinking’ and action which produces thought and accomplishes it has its own proper a 
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“action,” the dynamic “synthesis” of the “willing will” (volonté voulante) and the “willed 

will” (volonté voulue) at the source and summit of human life.117 Briefly summarizing (as 

far as that’s possible) how these terms open onto to his all-encompassing “philosophy of 

action” (2.2.1) will prove essential to understanding Blondel’s subsequent account of 

tradition (2.2.2).  

 
2.2.1: Blondel’s “Philosophy of Spirit” 

 
 

Though he clearly drew inspiration from Spinoza’s distinction118 between natura 

naturans and natura naturata, it was Blondel who first coined the terms “willing will” and 

“willed will.”119 Faithful to their Spinozan provenance, they denote less two discrete 

faculties than dual modes of a unified activity.120 The “willing will” corresponds to the 

seemingly inexhaustible wellspring from which every concrete act of volition issues, while 

the “willed will” represents this same volitional movement insofar as it passes into such 

concrete acts. The first is quod procedit ex voluntate or “what proceeds from the will,” the 

second quod voluntatis objectum fit or “what becomes the object of the will.”121 It’s crucial 

to the conceit of L’Action (1893) that such a fine distinction is not some analytical 

 
priori structure from which the whole of thought, both in its objective and subjective 
correlatives, derives its meaning.” 

117 Blondel, Action, 53, et passim.  
118 Cf. Benedict de Spinoza, Ethics, ed. and trans. Edwin Curley (London: Penguin, 

1996), 20-21. 
119 McNeil, The Blondelian Synthesis, 31-32, demonstrates the Spinozan 

provenance of Blondel’s distinction, likely mediated by the latter’s colleague Victor 
Delbos. 

120 Cf. Dietrich Esser, Der doppelte Wille bei Maurice Blondel: das Grundanliegen 
seines philosophischen Denkens (Werl: Dieter-Coelde-Verlag, 1961), 29-40. 

121 Blondel, Action, 134. 
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deduction from the abstract of idea of willing, but rather the fruit of a careful 

phenomenology of consciousness over the course of its own development. Hence, of 

course, the recurring comparisons to Hegel.122 Beginning with the barest possible assertion, 

Blondel demonstrates that consciousness is constantly affirming more than it means to 

admit, even as it routinely fails to recognize the apparent discrepancy between what it 

thinks, wills, and actually does. When, for instance, we claim that “sense intuition” alone 

apprehends the real, we unwittingly affirm something behind the phenomenon itself, 

something that perdures even apart from our perception of its sensible appearance.123 Such 

an elementary state of consciousness asserts, on the one hand, “that the visible is nothing 

more than what is seen,” but nonetheless harbors the unstated assumption, on the other, 

“that what is seen is the thing itself, as if sensation were nothing and the object were 

everything.”124 Thus, “[a]t the very principle of the most elementary intuition,” Blondel 

observes, “there is as it were a loss of equilibrium that does allow us to stay with it, because 

we actually have this intuition only in surpassing it already and in implicitly affirming that 

 
122 Gaston Fessard, La Dialectique des Exercices de Saint Ignace de Loyola: Tome 

I: Liberté, temps, grâce (Paris: Aubier, 1956), 6n1, relays Blondel’s recollection of his 
colleague and collaborator Victor Delbos’ reaction upon first reading a draft of L’Action: 
“Vous avez refait la Phénomenologie de l’Esprit.” The comment was neither a slight nor 
an uninformed observation. Following his own graduation from the École normale 
supérieure, Delbos went on to assume a professorship of German philosophy at the 
Sorbonne. His first monograph on Spinoza demonstrates not only a sympathetic 
appreciation of post-Kantian thought but also betrays the influence of Blondel himself. 
Peter Henrici, Hegel und Blondel: Eine Untersuchung über Form und Sinn der Dialektik 
in der Phänomenologie des Geistes und der ersten Action (Pullach bei München: Verlag 
Berchmanskolleg, 1958), remains the most thorough comparison of Blondel and Hegel.  

123 Blondel’s exposition of the way sensible intuition turns into its opposite bears 
an almost uncanny resemblance to Hegel’s immanent critique of “sense certainty” at The 
Phenomenology of Spirit, 60-68. 

124 Blondel, Action, 57. 
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it is in some way more than it is…”125 But rather than shrinking from such a glaring 

disproportion between aim and end—recall that Hegel conceded126 his own 

phenomenology of spirit could easily seem like a “way of despair” to natural 

consciousness—the “method of immanence” (another Blondelian term of art) makes a 

virtue of this mismatch between the “willing will” and “willed will.”  

Though, that is, his method consists “in trying to equate, in our own consciousness, 

what we appear to think and to will and to do with what we do and will and think in actual 

fact,”127 Blondel lets the chronic lag at the heart of volition deliver consciousness to a more 

determinate version of itself over time: “The difficulty is to introduce nothing external or 

artificial into this profound drama of life; it is, if need be, to correct reason and the will 

through reason and the will themselves; it is, through a methodical progress, to make errors, 

negations, and failings of every nature produce the hidden truth that souls live by...”128 

Thus it is, Blondel says, that even failures to grasp the full significance of its own claims 

leads consciousness to a more perfect “adequation” of itself to itself.129 Such that, despite 

this diremption through which the “subject” must pass, the sundering of the “willed will” 

 
125 Blondel, Action, 57-58. 
126 Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, 52. Translation amended. 
127 Maurice Blondel, The Letter on Apologetics 157. Emphasis added. 
128 Blondel, Action, 13.  
129 Maurice Blondel, “L’evolution du Spinozisme,” in Oeuvres completes: Tome II: 

1888-1913, La philosophie de l’action et la crise moderniste, eds. Claude Troisfontaines 
(Paris: PUF, 1997), 81, glosses his method with reference to the notion of “immanent 
critique” associated with Hegel: “Mais ce n’est point dans cette reserve negative que 
consiste l’essence de la critique immanente: l’idée qui en fait le fond, c’est que tout acte, 
tout produit de l’homme ou de la nature a sa valeur, comme sa réalité, determine par 
l’ensemble dont il partie . . . Il n’y a qu’une manière de juger, c’est de comprendre; et tout 
compendre, tout expliquer, c’est faire entrer le contingent et l’irrationel même dans la trame 
de la nécessité et de la raison; c’est, en un sense, tout justifier. 
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from the “willing will” represents a constitutive moment of self-consciousness—an ever-

present “gap” at the heart of subjectivity itself, both “annulled” and “preserved” by every 

concrete act of volition.130 

If those final comments sound too Hegelian, consider how closely the following 

summary of L’Action (1893) comes to the account of subjectivity canvassed across the last 

chapter: “I show the necessary appearance of freedom in [action] at the heart of 

psychological determinism,” Blondel says, and so demonstrate “that this freedom preserves 

itself only by going out of itself to submit to a heteronomy, to conquer for the will what 

escapes it and to throw itself into operative action.” Put simply, “the subjective will keep 

itself intact, complete, and sincere only by ‘objectifying’ itself.”131 Or again, true freedom 

emerges once the subject of action “posits itself before itself as object, as goal, as particular 

end,”132 momentarily ceding the right of the “willing will” to remain abstracted from every 

concrete resolution of the “willed will,” but only in order to recuperate that still more 

determinate form of desire as a moment of its own identity: “from objective knowledge 

itself we are led to a more and more precise notion of the subjective,” as he puts it.133 

Indeed, what Blondel means by “action” is nothing but this reflexive movement of self-

mediation: “the concrete activity of living thought which expresses to ourselves both 

 
130 Blondel, Action, 94, e.g., demonstrates that and how the “subject” is a necessary 

postulate of science: “[I]n every scientific truth and in every known reality we must 
suppose, for it to be known, an internal principle of unity, a center of grouping 
imperceptible to the senses or to the mathematical imagination, an operation immanent to 
the diversity of the parts, an organic idea, an original action that escapes positive 
knowledge at the moment it makes it possible, and, to say it all in one word which needs 
to be defined better, a subjectivity.” 

131 Blondel, Action, 110. 
132 Blondel, Action, 134. 
133 Blondel, Action, 96. 
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ourselves and everything else” in the process.134 Apart from such “activity,” there would 

be no “subject” whatsoever. Much like his German counterpart, the “Catholic Hegel” takes 

the production of subjectivity to be the result of a “retroactive” motion.135 For him, that is, 

the subject is both cause and effect of its own coming to be: not only does it “aris[e] from 

the phenomena that are its conditions,” but it also “distinguishes itself from them totally” 

by providing in turn the principle of apperceptive unity apart from which they would not 

appear in the first place.136 As the Swabian himself might say, Blondel’s subject “posits its 

own presuppositions,” retroactively supplying itself with determinate content in and 

through the very act of taking concrete form.137 Far from squandering the subject’s absolute 

freedom, this process of self-alienation achieves it for the first time: “its repelling of itself 

from itself is the arriving at itself.”138 Such is “action” in the Blondelian sense—the motion 

 
134 Blondel, Letter on Apologetics, 181. 
135 So, e.g., Gaston Fessard, Hegel, le Christianisme et l’histoire, ed. Michel Sales 

(Paris: PUF, 1990), 243-244: “Par analogie avec le mot de Lachelier: ‘Maine de Biran, 
c’est notre Kant,” le P.G. Fessard disait volontiers et a écrit plus d’une fois: ‘Blondel, c’est 
notre Hegel.’” 

136 Blondel, Action, 107. 
137 Slavoj Žižek, Less Than Nothing: Hegel and the Shadow of Dialectical 

Materialism (London: Verso, 2012), 171, discerns the same dialectical structure in Fichte’s 
Ich-Philosophie, thereby suggesting Fichte himself may have been closer to Hegel’s 
position than the latter assumed: “the absolute Self posits non‐self and then finitizes itself 
by its delimitation; however, the circle closes itself, the absolute presupposition itself (the 
pure self‐positing) returns as presupposed, that is, as the presupposition of the posited, and, 
in this sense, as depending on the posited. Far from being an inconsistency, this is the 
crucial, properly speculative, moment in Fichte: the presupposition itself is (retroactively) 
posited by the process it generates.” It’s perhaps not surprising that Fichte’s “practical” 
solution to critical philosophy exercised a decisive influence on Blondel himself, as 
McNeil, The Blondelian Synthesis, 110-118, has shown.  

138 G.W.F. Hegel, The Science of Logic, trans. and ed. George di Giovanni 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 348. 
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by means of which spirit maintains a metaphysical primacy over matter in and through the 

gesture of relinquishing it. 

Notice the “reciprocal relation” thereby established between the “subjective” and 

“objective” orders, both of which now appear just as one-sided as the abstractions 

otherwise known as “idealism” and “realism.”139 On the one hand, says Blondel, 

“subjective life presupposes a prodigious integration of elementary actions and reactions 

already systematized and more and more natured, an interweaving of all the threads that 

necessity spins out to form the growing complexity of forms, of instincts and of 

sensibilities.”140 Such are the conditions under which contemporary philosophers of 

science continue to claim the “emergence” of consciousness from a purely material 

process. But even if they remain partially correct that “[t]he fact of consciousness is the 

product . . . of all the antecedent acts, conscious or unconscious, that converge and are 

summed up in it[s]” now composite existence—that, simply put, “the subjective is a 

concentrated objective,” as Blondel calls it—the emergent theory cannot be the whole 

picture.141 For every such realist assertion itself depends upon a synthetic activity to which 

it bears witness, just as the “willed will” refers more or less unwittingly to the “willing 

will” from which it flows. “If the subjective is nothing from the positive viewpoint,” 

Blondel warns, “still it is that without which the positive itself would be nothing, the 

principle invisible and present in every object of knowledge.”142 Or again, “[e]ach 

synthesis forms a degree which supposes the preceding ones, but which harbors an 

 
139 Blondel, Action, 102-103. 
140 Blondel, Action, 102. 
141 Blondel, Action, 102-103. 
142 Blondel, Action, 104. 
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irreducible subjectivity.”143 But rather than surrendering to a sort of subjective idealism at 

this point—instead of supposing, that is, the positive is some kind of epiphenomenal 

projection on the part of a purely mental process—Blondel expands the metaphysical scope 

of subjectivity itself, so that it now includes the slow march of objectivity within its own 

proper movement. “What is higher bears within itself and represents by itself all its 

antecedents,” says Blondel, “without what is lower, alongside, underneath, or inside, 

ceasing to keep its nature and its place.”144 While this may seem like a reluctant embrace 

of dualism to avoid the monistic implications of taking Kantianism to its logical 

conclusion, it’s precisely the “retroactive” logic of Blondel’s philosophy that prevents 

subject and object from waxing and waning at one another’s expense. For action itself 

becomes the “vanishing mediator” between the real and ideal, embracing both in the élan 

of its exodus and return.  

Consider, for instance, the following passage: “in passing thus through the intimacy 

of the subject and reflecting on itself therein, the act, issued from nature, transforms itself 

and, becoming master over its original conditions, which it takes up again on its own terms 

after a fashion, creates the voluntary intention that will animate all the subsequent history 

of its expansion.”145 According to Blondel, notice, “the act” first issues from “nature” in 

the order of appearances, but nonetheless becomes “master” over these material 

“conditions” by “reflecting” them into subjectivity on the far side of that sheerly “natural” 

development. In so doing, he says, action “creates” the very impulse that “animates” it 

 
143 Blondel, Action, 103n1. 
144 Blondel, Action, 103n1. 
145 Blondel, Action, 110. 
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from the start, retroactively positing the “voluntary intention” presupposed by its otherwise 

necessary progression. So it is that “[t]he voluntary act, then, goes from the infinite to the 

infinite,” recoiling upon itself but thereby gaining determinate content in the process.146 

Again, the truly crucial thing to notice about Blondel’s paradoxical account of causality 

here is that action cannot be “voluntary” so long as it remains “a purely formal 

intention.”147 His point is more or less identical to Hegel’s great insight: if one defines 

freedom by a displacement of necessity, the very definition of freedom remains dependent 

upon something external to itself, thereby forfeiting the self-determination it was supposed 

to possess. By contrast, Blondel’s definition of freedom embraces such dialectical identity: 

“Freedom, far from excluding determinism, comes from it and uses it; determinism, far 

from excluding freedom, prepares it and produces it.”148 This is not a static relation—what 

Hegel would have called a merely “external reflection” of the “understanding” (Verstand), 

which acknowledges the mutual determination of terms previously assumed to exclude one 

another, like freedom and necessity, but nonetheless refuses to grasp the self-negation by 

means of which a term like freedom actually embraces its opposite.149 No: the term “action” 

denotes, once more, an altogether dynamic process of self-mediation, in and through which 

the subject “keep[s] itself intact, complete, and sincere only by ‘objectifying’ itself.”150 The 

active must become passive; cause must become effect; infinite must become finite. 

 
146 Blondel, Action, 125. 
147 Blondel, Action, 110. 
148 Blondel, Action, 125. 
149 Cf. Hegel, Science of Logic, 348-351. 
150 Blondel, Action, 110. 
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Otherwise, neither term obtains. So runs a refrain of the philosophy of action: spirit bears 

no content apart from the process of taking form.151  

Over the course of Blondel’s essay, this process of self-mediation follows a 

protracted itinerary—from the barest possible assertion to the heights of intersubjectivity 

to the very question of the supernatural—but his phenomenology of the will already 

indicates whither the odyssey must issue. For even as consciousness is constantly affirming 

more than it means to say, thereby delivering the “willing will” to a more perfect 

adequation of itself along the way, it nonetheless remains the case that each of these 

provisional affirmations of the “willed will” harbor within them an exigency that outstrips 

every such concrete act of volition. Which is to say, action has perpetual need of a hidden 

principle towards which it tends, a “substantial bond” (vinculum substantiale) capable of 

synthesizing the modal contradictions between which it oscillates: freedom and necessity; 

activity and passivity; infinity and finitude.152 Better yet: such action must be attributable 

to a subject not only willing to become its own object, but thereby capable of confirming 

its identity as the coincidence of so many opposites. For if the “method of immanence” 

 
151 Note, for instance, the paradigmatic reversal Blondel describes at Action, 385: 

“whereas, in the natural order, the material operation which translates the intention only 
extends the domain of the will and benefits thought only in the measure that it reconciles 
to it the still blind powers of life, here it is the operation itself which becomes nourishment 
and light for the spirit; for it is the divine willing which shines forth through the obscurity 
of the visible sign.”  

152 Though he would develop his interpretation of the vinculum substantiale more 
thoroughly in his Latin thesis on Leibniz’s account of it, Blondel, Carnets Intimes, 1 (1883-
1894) (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1961), 45, confesses in a journal entry from March 14, 1884 
that the concept had long been a preoccupation of his thought: “Que suppose la faculté qu’a 
l’intelligence de se surpasser elle-même par la connaisance du mystère? Le Vinculum (je 
désigne par ce mot l’idée qui me hante toujours, la supériorité du déterminé, la nécessité et 
l’avantage de la lettre. La lettre, le verbe de Dieu, soutient et dépasse l’esprit de l’homme).” 
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leads finally to the conclusion “that mediating action is a fact necessary for the constitution 

of the entire order of things,” what remains for Blondel’s science of practice is “to go to 

the end of these exigencies by showing that . . . these realities exist only because the 

mediation [in question] has an intrinsic reality.”153 Only because, that is, the modal 

contradictions mentioned above obtain within a concrete existence that embraces both 

poles of their antinomy in fact. 

By turns subjective and objective, therefore, the “act” of consciousness finds its 

animating principle at the turning point of a chiasm: “Things, then, are what they are, 

phenomenal and real, only to the extent that, passive and active, they have initiative and 

power over their very cause, thus meeting their principle and the end of their unfolding in 

one and the same center [!], from which they draw the original unity of their borrowed 

action and in which they find the final unity of the synthetic perceptions of which they are 

the antecedent condition.”154 Thus confessing its own need for a “Mediator,” consciousness 

arrives at the very limits of reason, beyond which lies the province of revelation alone.155 

But it’s crucial to recognize that the “mediation” consciousness now requires is not some 

extrinsic supplement to a purely natural movement—an object of faith created spirit might 

affirm or might not, let’s say.156 Rather, this “divine intermediary” reveals itself to be the 

one in and through which consciousness has lived, moved, and had its being from the 

 
153 Blondel, Action, 409. 
154 Blondel, Action, 419. 
155 Blondel, Action, 420. 
156 For studies that show the centrality of the concept of “mediation” in Blondel’s 

philosophy, see Jacques Flamard, L’idée de mediation chez Maurice Blondel (Paris: 
Béatrice-Nauwelaerts, 1969) and Paul Favraux, Une philosophie du médiateur: Maurice 
Blondel (Paris: Lethielleux, 1986). 
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start.157 Not merely the “final cause” of volition, Blondel notes, but its “efficient cause” as 

well.158 Simply put, every single movement of the will takes place within parameters 

always already circumscribed by a being at once natural and supernatural, at once human 

and divine: “From the least of our acts, from the least of facts, it is enough to draw out what 

is there to be found, in order to encounter the inevitable presence, not only of an abstract 

first cause, but of the sole author and the true consummator of all concrete reality.”159 

Without betraying its own “method of immanence,” Blondel’s philosophy makes ready the 

way of the Lord himself. 

For if reason arrives at the need for a certain “mediating action [that] makes up the 

truth and the being of all that is,” even “[d]own to the last detail of the last imperceptible 

phenomenon,”160 the God to whom the exigencies of consciousness thus bear witness 

cannot be an “indeterminate divinity,” to borrow a phrase. Nor can human life consist in 

the “indeterminate enjoyment” of such a deity.161 Rather, “this secret principle of all action 

must give itself to us under the very form through which we can enter into communion 

with it.”162 Which is to say, the infinite must freely offer itself under “the most brute of 

material species,” so that the finite might learn to desire it with a reciprocal freedom.163  

In so doing, Blondel suggests, humanity actually determines God: to be the ultimate 

“object” of created volition even as that God remains the transcendent “subject” in whom 

 
157 Blondel, Action, 422. 
158 Blondel, Action, 125. 
159 Blondel, Action, 424. 
160 Blondel, Action, 424. 
161 Cf. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, 5. 
162 Blondel, Action, 384. 
163 Blondel, Action, 410. 



  176 

all things hold together.164 Wherefore our French philosopher can make one of his most 

radical claims: “it is impossible for the supernatural order to be without the natural order, 

for which it is necessary, and impossible for it not to be, since the natural order in its 

entirety guarantees it in requiring it.”165 Not unlike St. Irenaeus’s argument that creation 

“had to come into existence so that the saving one would not be in vain,” notice, Blondel 

suggests that the natural order’s need for salvation retroactively determines the 

supernatural itself, such that God’s identity somehow depends on creation’s desire.166 

Exactly so, it’s difficult to avoid the conclusion that divine incarnation is an 

“indispensable” truth of reason, no matter how “inaccessible” assent to that truth remains 

apart from the actual event of revelation itself.167 For even the “baptism of desire” by means 

of which consciousness arrives at recognition of its own “insufficiency” with respect to the 

supernatural remains integral to God’s act of self-disclosure in Christ: “the human 

sacrament immanent in the divine operation,” Blondel calls it.168 From a finite perspective, 

 
164 Blondel, Letter on Apologetics, 146-147, shows the immanent development of 

human consciousness to be part and parcel of the act of faith, such that philosophy cannot 
be kicked away like some expendable ladder once it arrives at the summit of theology: “We 
must not exhaust ourselves refurbishing old arguments and presenting an object for 
acceptance while the subject is not disposed to listen. It is not divine truth which is at fault 
but human preparation, and it is here that our effort should be concentrated. And it is not 
just an affair of adaptation or temporary expediency; for this function of subjective 
preparation is of the first importance; it is essential and permanent, if it is true that man’s 
action co-operates all along the line with that of God.” 

165 Blondel, Action, 422. 
166 Consider, e.g., the striking parallels between Blondel’s comment and the 

infamous passage at Irenaeus, Adversus haereses 3.22.3, in Robert M. Grant, ed. and trans., 
Irenaeus of Lyons, The Early Church Fathers (London: Routledge, 1997), 105: “Since he 
who would save pre-existed, what would be saved had to come into existence so that the 
saving one would not be in vain.”  

167 Blondel, Letter on Apologetics, 161. 
168 Blondel, Letter on Apologetics, 163. 
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therefore, incarnation cannot help but seem like a confession of God’s own “insufficiency” 

apart from creation. Insofar as the infinite consents to suffer birth, that is, “human nature 

becomes capable of producing and creating in some way the One from whom it has 

everything, as if at one and the same time the donor wanted to have everything from the 

donee…”169 Which is why Blondel ultimately considers humanity itself to be so many 

“God-bearers” (θεοτοκοι), and thereby likens the “act par excellence” to “a mutual 

generation of the two wills living in us,” at once “divine and human.”170 From its beginning, 

through its middle, to its end, “action” consists of nothing less than bringing the Body of 

Christ to term.  

+++ 
 
 

How seriously ought we take such talk in Blondel’s early work? There’s no 

question his philosophy ran afoul of Neoscholasticism for compromising the gratuity of 

grace and so forth, but just how resolute were Blondel’s claims to reciprocity when it comes 

to the relationship between God and world?171 Does he really mean, for instance, that “to 

 
169 Blondel, Action, 386. 
170 Blondel, Action, 386-387. 
171 Witness, for instance, Pius X’s thinly veiled condemnation of Blondel’s 

“moderate Modernism” at Pascendi Dominici Gregis §37: “We cannot but deplore once 
more, and grievously, that there are Catholics who, while rejecting immanence as a 
doctrine, employ it as a method of apologetics, and who do this so imprudently that they 
seem to admit that there is in human nature a true and rigorous necessity with regard to the 
supernatural order—and not merely a capacity and a suitability for the supernatural, 
order—and not merely a capacity and a suitability for the supernatural, such as has at all 
times been emphasized by Catholic apologists. Truth to tell it is only the moderate 
Modernists who make this appeal to an exigency for the Catholic religion. As for the others, 
who might be called intergralists, they would show to the non-believer, hidden away in the 
very depths of his being, the very germ which Christ Himself bore in His conscience, and 
which He bequeathed to the world.”  
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be” at all “we must, we can bring it about that God be for us and by us?”172 Or again, from 

precisely which metaphysical perspective is Blondel able to make a pronouncement like 

the following? “To go to the end of the determinism of the exigencies of human action and 

of the chain of the relations necessary for the completion of our destiny,” he writes, “God 

has to offer himself to us as if annihilated, so that we may restore to this apparent 

nothingness its fullness,” as though “man” himself, “summoned finally to satisfy the 

infinite excess of his willing,” becomes thereby “the God of his God.”173 A beautifully 

wrought meditation on the Son’s condescension, perhaps, but it’s nonetheless worth 

asking: by what sort of “necessity” does the divine suffer determination at the hands of 

human desire?174 Would God be God without humanity? Or does the “retroactive” logic of 

action, according to which a dialectical reversal between cause and effect reciprocally 

 
172 Blondel, Action, 387. Emphasis added.  
173 Blondel, Action, 386-387. 
174 Such a question ought to seem familiar to students of 20th century Catholicism. 

Indeed, it’s thanks in no small part to Blondel’s own work that the question of the “natural 
desire for God” (desiderium naturale) became arguably the central topic of debate in 
Catholic theology after the publication of his thesis in 1893. For instance, the controversy 
surrounding the publication of Henri de Lubac’s Surnaturel (1946) was by and large a 
continuation of the “Modernist crisis” in which Blondel himself was reluctantly embroiled. 
But if, as Francesca Aran Murphy, “The Influence of Maurice Blondel,” in T&T Clark 
Companion to Henri de Lubac (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2017), 57-91, lays out 
in detail, de Lubac and company were “Blondelians” in their own right, the relative lack of 
Anglophone scholarship on Blondel’s own work in recent years compared to the nouvelle 
théologie proper seems all the more conspicuous. Nonetheless, some of the most important 
studies of Blondel received English translations long ago. They remain touchstones for the 
interpretation of still controverted questions in his philosophy, even as the need for studies 
of Blondel in English continues to grow: Jean Lacroix, Maurice Blondel: An Introduction 
to the Man and His Philosophy, trans.  John Guinness (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1968); 
Henri Bouillard, “The Thought of Maurice Blondel: A Synoptic View,” International 
Philosophical Quarterly 3.3 (1963), 392-402; Idem., Blondel and Christianity, trans. James 
Somerville (Washington: Corpus Books, 1970). 
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determines both terms, apply even to God’s own act of incarnation, such that Christ not 

only represents the fulfillment of creation but defines the very identity of God?  

Without denying that Blondel’s work betrays ambiguity on these questions—

whence, of course, Balthasar’s own equivocal relationship to the father of nouvelle 

théologie—it’s difficult to deny that L’Action (1893) tends in precisely such a radical 

direction.175 For one thing, there are numerous passages beyond the several quoted above 

that seem to suggest the “necessity” in question not only compels the finite to affirm the 

infinite as final end but also obliges the infinite to embrace the finite as a constitutive 

 
175 Hence the debate between Henry Duméry and Henri Bouillard, each 

representing possible but opposed interpretations of the ambiguity in question. For his part, 
Henry Duméry, Blondel et la religion: essai critique sur la ‘Lettre’ de 1896 (Paris: PUF, 
1954), 96, et passim, maintains that Blondel’s phenomenology of consciousness amounts 
to a purely “reflective” analysis, limited to demonstrating the “intelligibility” of the idea of 
God without claiming to prove the “existence” of the supernatural. Wherefore the 
“necessity” by which consciousness arrives at the hypothesis of incarnation, say, refers 
merely to an ineluctable line of reasoning, not a statement of fact. However, Bouillard, 
Blondel and Christianity, 49-50, points out that Duméry is only able to mount such a 
deflated account of Blondel’s philosophy by explicitly downplaying a number of crucial 
passages in which the latter clearly affirms “that man really wills the infinite,” and so blurs 
“the distinction between the formal level [to which Duméry assimilates the whole of 
Blondel’s thought] and the real level of action” supposedly reserved for the act of faith. 
Without denying the “ambiguity” of Blondel’s thought, Bouillard maintains that 
philosophical reasoning does indeed will the supernatural, even if such a desire for the “one 
thing necessary” remains more or less “implicit” apart from the act of faith that would 
render it an “explicit” affirmation of the God of revelation. For which reason Bouillard 
ultimately confesses his preference for the L'Action of 1893 over the revised version 
Blondel published as part of his Trilogie in 1936, in which “the absolute necessity of 
opening to the divine action” becomes “a hypothetical supernatural.” Thus “yielding to the 
demands of theologians,” Bouillard notes, “Blondel wanted to inscribe in the very fabric 
of his philosophical development the possibility of a state of pure nature.” (95). It would 
seem that Blondel eventually resolved the latent ambiguity in his thought, but did so at the 
cost of the very insight for which the nouvelle théologie revered him: viz., the desiderium 
naturale vivendi deum. 
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moment of its own identity. Take the following comment near the end of L’Action (1893), 

for instance:  

Perhaps it was necessary [!] that, having become flesh himself, [the 
Mediator] should become, through a passion at once necessary [!] and 
voluntary, the reality of the determinism appearing in nature and the forced 
knowledge of objective phenomena, the reality of the voluntary failings and 
the privative knowledge which is their sanction, the reality of religious 
action and of the sublime destiny held in store for man fully consequent 
with his own willing. He it is who is the measure of all things.176 
 

Once again, reciprocity appears to be the watchword. Not only does the “Mediator” 

represent the consummation of human desire; he also consents to become the “reality” of 

the will’s chronic failure to realize that end. Both final and efficient cause, in other words, 

but this time with a crucial twist: he simultaneously constitutes the hope of salvation and 

sustains the very conditions on account of which creation suffers the need for salvation in 

the first place. The result is that the entire series of shapes in and through which 

consciousness seeks to objectify itself—the protracted struggle to make the “willed will” 

adequate to the “willing will,” that is—now paves the Way of Sorrows itself, as if Blondel’s 

“phenomenology” of volition were, among other things, an extended meditation on the 

Apostle Paul’s claim to “complet[e] what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of 

his body” (Col 1:24). If such a “passion” appears to be at once “voluntary” and “necessary,” 

it follows that the Mediator’s identity as “measure of all things” requires a reciprocal 

willingness to be retroactively “measured” by the same “reality” he circumscribes. 

Wherefore the “necessity” at stake concerns not simply a vague notion of divine 

embodiment but the determinate life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, who is himself 

 
176 Blondel, Action, 420-421. 
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just as much the product of “the determinism appearing in nature” as he is the cause of 

phylogenetic development. Indeed, the passage above implies that the Mediator is the latter 

only inasmuch as he freely becomes the former. Which is to say, once more, action bears 

witness not simply to “an abstract first cause,” but “the sole author and the true 

consummator of all concrete reality.”177 Such action doesn’t just refer to Christ as though 

he were some distant object of attention, in fact, but actually subsists only insofar as he 

makes it his own: the Mediator turns out to be not only the “substance” of action, but also 

its “subject,” proving solidary with human passivities even to the point of death. 

 Lest such theological claims seem like unintended consequences of Blondel’s first 

book, witness the more or less identical conclusions to which his Lettre sur les exigences 

de la pensée contemporaine en matière d’apologétique et sur la méthode de la philosophie 

dans l’étude du problème religieux (1896) arrives.178 The passage in question is lengthy, 

but worth quoting in full—not merely for the frankness of its formulations but for the fact 

that Blondel included the paragraph in an essay intended to clarify the meaning of L’Action 

(1893) itself. It begins with a cascade of conditionals before coming to the decisive point: 

For if it is true that the least of sensible phenomena and the most elementary 
of corporeal existences cannot be conceived as real unless we see an 
element implied in it which cannot be accounted for by the merely creative 
decree of the First Cause; if it is true that we cannot bring our action to 
completion or remedy our faults or even have a real and living idea of God 
himself without appealing to this mediator; if it is true, as St Theresa 
teaches, that it is an illusion to think that we can detach ourselves better 
from material things and have a purer knowledge of God if we leave aside 
the humanity of Christ, whereas in fact this sacred humanity, ‘which ought 
not to be put in that class,’ remains the only Way as well as the Supreme 
Truth, so that without it nothing in heaven or earth is intimately known, then 

 
177 Blondel, Action, 424. 
178 Oliva Blanchette, Maurice Blondel, 122-166, précises the context of the Lettre 

and summarizes its contents.  
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it seems that philosophy, by demanding an element distinct both from nature 
and also from the Author of nature himself in order to conceive the effective 
realization of the whole view, would clarify and justify, from its own point 
of view, what is perhaps an implicit dogma, Emmanuel as the final cause of 
the creative plan.179 
 

Rather than disavowing the radical aspects of L’Action (1893), the Lettre only seems to 

accentuate them. Once again, the notion of “first cause” proves incapable of sustaining 

even the most seemingly insignificant apprehension of being on the part of consciousness. 

Hence the need for a “Mediator” who might suture together subject and object: a vinculum 

substantiale between the modal contradictions in which “action” otherwise traffics. So far, 

so familiar. But the passage above takes Blondel’s argument a step further by making plain 

its theological implications. For the idea of “first cause” proves so inadequate to the 

mediation every act of consciousness requires that Blondel goes so far as to claim there can 

be no “real and living idea of God himself” without reference to the very one in whom such 

a marvelous exchange obtains. By way of St. Theresa, he even says the “humanity of 

Christ” remains “the only Way as well as the Supreme Truth,” such that imagining a purer 

form of divinity apart from the incarnation represents an “illusion.” At which point it 

becomes difficult not to draw a comparison between this comment and the redescription of 

Hegelian reasoning pursued in the previous chapter. Just as Hegel’s concept of “spirit” 

exposes the “constitutive illusion” to which finitude clings—namely, its persistent 

assumption that “understanding” (Verstand) should be forever separated from a “beyond” 

(jenseits) after which it nonetheless strives—so Blondel allows the logic of action to 

deprive consciousness of the desire to project beyond its own ken a God somehow prior to 

 
179 Blondel, Letter on Apologetics, 202-203. 



  183 

the mediating work of Christ.180 Whereupon it would follow that creation itself is actually 

integral to God’s identity, even as such a “necessity” is coterminous with “freedom” itself. 

If the supernatural answers an “exigency” of nature, in other words, it’s only because such 

a “desire” is at once cause and effect of God’s own resolve to be human. So it is that even 

these comments intended to clarify L’Action (1893) seem to suggest a theological coup of 

the highest order: the “natural desire for God” already encodes a Christology in and for 

which divine and human reciprocally determine one another.  

+++ 
 
 

So much for Blondel’s “philosophy of spirit,” we might say. With such a portrait 

in view, it’s not so difficult to see why Balthasar worried that Blondel’s thought might lead 

to “an anthropological justification of revelation” in the style of Fichte, Schelling, and 

Hegel.181 As our Swiss theologian himself concedes, “the philosophical substratum of 

[Blondel’s] philosophy” tends inexorably toward “the frontier of the Absolute (God),” 

thereby “transcending all finite goals through a restlessly ascending dialectic.”182 The 

result is a philosophy that turns into theology by means of the subject’s own spiritual 

 
180 Hence, the entire thrust of this crucial passage from the Lettre would seem to 

belie the following remark from Blanchette, Maurice Blondel, 135-136: “But we see also 
how Blondel’s position differs radically from Hegel’s, the modern immanentist 
philosopher par excellence in the view of Delbos and Blondel, by insisting on the 
irreducible heterogeneity of religion and faith in its source with regard to anything in 
human thought and will. The spirit of religion, properly understood as supernatural at the 
same time as necessary [!], cannot be understood as something purely immanent, or even 
as transcendent in some vague metaphysical sense. It must be understood as from beyond 
anything human reason can comprehend, something from jenseits, to use the term Hegel 
wished to avoid at all costs for anything in his philosophy, but as something that reason 
itself must acknowledge as something from beyond.” 

181 Balthasar, Love Alone is Credible, 41. 
182 Balthasar, Love Alone is Credible, 41. Emphasis added. 
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dynamism: “thus man is compelled to attain fulfillment by transcending himself in the 

absolute decision.”183 At which point the way back to a “metaphysics of glory” is blocked, 

from a Balthasarian perspective. For once the methodological hiatus between philosophy 

and theology has been dissolved, the metaphysical distinction between God and world is 

sure to follow suit. Both of which prove to be consequences of a more basic, Christological 

error: an overweening account of incarnation, which thus encroaches upon the doctrines of 

creation and Trinity in turn. By making the mediation of Christ both “indispensable” to 

human reason and nonetheless “inaccessible”184 apart from the actual event of revelation 

itself, that is, Blondel makes incarnation the “truth” of both humanity and divinity, thereby 

exposing “the infinite excess”185 after which the willing will strives to be a fantasy 

dispelled by the condescension of the Son himself. Given the Frenchman’s predilection for 

using the term “panchristism”186 to describe his early work, in fact, Blondel comes very 

close to making the life, death, and resurrection of Christ into a “metaphysic of created 

being” in precisely the same way that so worried Balthasar about German Idealism. Indeed, 

 
183 Balthasar, Love Alone is Credible, 41, goes on to criticize Maréchal in the same 

terms, thus recalling the comment at GL5, 548 that Maréchal and his followers were unable 
to avoid the errors of German Idealism: “A similar thing occurs in Maréchal: the dynamism 
of the intellect, which advances through its repeated failure to bring its positing of being 
(affirmation) to fulfillment in any particular, finite positing of a being (representation), 
always already anticipates the “demand” for an infinite divine Being, which would 
correspond to its capacitas entis.” 

184 Blondel, Letter on Apologetics, 161. 
185 Blondel, Action, 386. 
186 Henri de Lubac, ed. Correspondence (1899-1912): Maurice Blondel et Auguste 

Valensin (Paris: Aubier, 1957), 43-48, provides a number of citations for Blondel’s use of 
the term “panchristism” and offers profitable commentary thereupon. For an incisive study 
of “panchristism” in L’Action (1893) and Blondel’s early works, see Xavier Tilliette, “Le 
panchristisme dans L’Action et les premiers écrits,” in Le Christ de Maurice Blondel, ed. 
René Virgoulay (Paris: Desclée, 2003), 35-57. 
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the latter’s observation that “christology becomes the inner form of the philosophical 

theory of creation” in Fichte could just as easily serve as a summary of L’Action (1893). 

So, too, his suggestion that “the God-man relation” is thereby “called upon to give formal 

expression . . . to the schematism of philosophy” as such.187 All of which, of course, 

amounts to the same “parallax shift” Balthasar himself refused to make: from a 

phenomenology of the subject’s chronic alienation from its object to an ontology in and for 

which that same transcendental gap belongs to Being itself; from a philosophy of the 

dialectical motion by means of which human life sustains itself down through time to a 

theology of the Mediator in whom the whole of creation lives, moves, and has its being (cf. 

Acts 17:28).  

 
2.2.2: Blondel’s Philosophy of Tradition 

 

 Bearing all of that in mind, it should come as no surprise that when Blondel takes 

up the task of transposing his philosophy of action into a speculative account of Christian 

tradition he ends up approximating the dialectical theory of the same canvassed across the 

last chapter. His confidence that a consistently developed phenomenology of the will 

should issue, finally, in a notion of the Absolute retroactively determined by that selfsame 

itinerary of human consciousness, in other words, demands a theory and practice of 

tradition in and for which “hermeneutical experience” is part and parcel of positing such a 

christologically defined concept of God. Rather than representing a transcendental 

injunction forever separating the finite subject from the infinite object of its volition, the 

 
187 Balthasar, GL5, 553. 



  186 

unavoidable task of interpretation turns out to be the ongoing act by means of which that 

same God after whom our will strives takes on a still more determinate form in and through 

our efforts to understand the event of his self-revelation. This is less a gradual process of 

refining some purely subjective opinion on our part than a continuous incarnation of Christ 

himself. So it is, at any rate, that Blondel’s notion of tradition proves to be “metaphysics 

in act,” just like his philosophy of action.188 Much to Balthasar’s chagrin, therefore, it also 

turns out to be a “metaphysic of created being” always already ordered to an account of the 

person of Christ in and for which divine and human reciprocally determine one another. 

Indeed, it would be just as accurate to say that Blondel’s concept of tradition is 

“Christology in act.” For he readily admits that nothing less than “the relation between man 

and God in Christ”189 provides the key “to achiev[ing] the synthesis of history of history 

and dogma while respecting their independence and solidarity…”190 They remain 

unconfused, unchangeable, indivisible, and inseparable, we might say, even as they are 

therefore given to reciprocally determine one another. 

Before returning to the Christological nature of their coordination, we have first to 

consider what exactly Blondel means by the terms in question—history and dogma.191 For 

 
188 Maurice Blondel, The Letter on Apologetics & History and Dogma, trans. 

Alexander Dru and Illtyd Trethowan (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1964), 237. Hereafter 
cited according to text and page number (e.g., Blondel, History and Dogma, 260). 

189 Blondel, History and Dogma, 284. 
190 Blondel, History and Dogma, 224. 
191 The context and content of Histoire et Dogme have been the subject of so many 

studies over the last century that it would be unfeasible to attempt a summary of them in 
the present context. René Virgoulay and Claude Troisfontaines, eds., Maurice Blondel: 
bibliographie analytique et critique (Louvain: Institut supérieur de philosophie, 1975), 
offers a more or less comprehensive digest of the mostly French, German, and Italian 
literature on Blondel through 1975. For more recent introductions to the text and 
representative discussions of its argument, see the following: Pierre Gauthier, Newman et 
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in fact his first move in Histoire et Dogme. Les lacunes philosophiques de l’exegèse 

moderne (1904) is to show that synthesizing them is both a problem for modern Catholics 

and its solution a pressing need.192 If “dogma” means something like “Christian beliefs” 

while “history” corresponds to “Christian facts,” Blondel claims, “it is generally agreed 

that there is, as it were, a double movement between fact and faith, a sort of coming and 

going passing over two obscure intervals…” Which is to say, we modern Christian—

indeed, every generation of believers—must reckon with the obstinate reality that all the 

historical facts upon which our faith is based do not coincide with our beliefs about those 

selfsame facts, at least not “in the light of immediate experience or complete evidence.” 

Nor is it merely a matter of coming “to believe what others have seen and affirmed,” as 

though it were any simpler for the Apostles and their successors to rid themselves of the 

caesura between their “immediate experience” of the Christ and their convictions about his 

divine identity. The situation has rather always been one of recognizing, on the one hand, 

“that historical facts are the foundations of the Catholic faith” but “do not of themselves 

engender it” or even “suffice to justify it entirely,” while simultaneously conceding, on the 

other hand, that “the Catholic faith and the authority of the Church which it implies 

guarantee the facts and draw from them a doctrinal interpretation which convinces the 

 
Blondel: Tradition et développement du dogme (Paris: Les éditions du Cerf, 1988); Aidan 
Nichols, OP, From Newman to Congar: The Idea of Doctrinal Development from the 
Victorians to the Second Vatical Council (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1990), 136-154; Peter 
Reifenberg and Anton von Hooff, eds., Tradition – Dynamik von Bewegtheit und ständiger 
Bewegung: 100 Jahre Maurice Blondels «Histoire et Dogme» (1904-2004) (Würzburg: 
Echter, 2005); Oliva Blanchette, Maurice Blondel, 181-209; Robert C. Koerpel, Maurice 
Blondel: Transforming Catholic Tradition (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 2019), esp. 121-135. 

192 Blondel, History and Dogma, 222-224. 
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believer as would a historical reality itself, but on other grounds than those which the 

historian is able to justify.”193 Whence the need for a “double movement” between dogma 

and history. Both appear equally necessary to Christian faith—we could just as easily do 

away with our beliefs about the identity of Jesus Christ as we could the facts of his life, 

death, and resurrection—but the precise relation between them proves all the more obscure 

for their mutual indispensability.  

Solving that riddle becomes the stated aim of Blondel’s essay: “there must be an 

explanatory principle and a source of movement which accounts for the double coming and 

going,” a secret liaison between the facts of history and our faith in their dogmatic 

significance.194 Tradition will turn out to be the name Blondel gives to such a principle, of 

course, but not before delineating two inadequate solutions he descried among Catholic 

scholars at the turn of the twentieth century. “[O]pposite extremes, but of the same kind, 

based on similar habits of mind, suffering from analogous philosophical lacunae,” he calls 

them.195  

Faced with the apparent discrepancy between the facts and faith, the first of these 

misguided approaches simply clings to the latter. “All they ask of the facts,” says Blondel, 

“is that they should serve as signs to the senses and as commonplaces proofs,” raw material 

for reason to mine without regard for the context in which they occurred.196 Which is to 

say, “the historical facts are merely a vehicle, the interest of which is limited to the 

 
193 Blondel, History and Dogma, 223. 
194 Blondel, History and Dogma, 223-224. 
195 Blondel, History and Dogma, 225. 
196 Blondel, History and Dogma, 226. 
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apologetic use which can be made of them.”197 Because of its instrumental attitude to 

history, Blondel dubs the first thesis a form of “extrinsicism.”198 His principal examples of 

its practitioners are theologically naïve critics of the Bible. According to such 

fundamentalists, he says, biblical inspiration is less a matter of God entering the fray of 

history in order to articulate divine truths in a manner appropriate to the particular times 

and places of a given text’s composition than a more or less capricious decision to 

guarantee the dogmatic function of Scripture by fiat. From their perspective, “the important 

thing is to establish that God has acted and spoken, not to examine what he said and did 

through human agencies,” much less how the text came to be included in the canon. For 

“[i]f the Bible is guaranteed en bloc, not by its content, but by the external seal of the 

divine,” then “why bother to verify the details?”199 But this picture of Scripture is really no 

more than symptomatic of a broader set of assumptions regarding the possible relations 

between history and dogma, time and eternity, creation and God. Wherefore our 

Frenchman can divine a furtive Christology lurking behind the extrinsicist position: “the 

ageless facts are without local colour,” they assume, and so these facts are bound to 

“vanish, as the result of a sort of perpetual docetism, into a light that casts no shadow, and 

disappear beneath the weight of the absolute by which they are crushed.”200 No matter how 

much the unwitting proponents of extrinsicism may insist that historical events serve a 

didactic function in the divine economy—providing remedial signposts of the supernatural 

realities they momentarily signify, let’s say—they are powerless to deny that such realities 
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200 Blondel, History and Dogma, 229. Emphasis added. 



  190 

bear little more than a provisional role in the dissemination of truth. Just like their second 

century forebears, these latter-day docetists treat the facts of history as so many rungs of a 

ladder that can, should, and must be kicked away once they deliver us to the dogmatic 

content of which their form is but a cipher.  

If the extrinsicist adopts an “ostrich-like”201 attitude towards historical research, 

burying their head in the sand when presented with facts that seem to fly in the face of the 

dogma on which their faith depends, the second, equally inadequate solution to Blondel’s 

problem errs in the opposite direction. Rather than taking refuge in apologetic proofs, 

“historicism” abandons itself to the facts themselves.202 Which seems at first like a 

promising approach compared to extrinsicism. “Is it not legitimate, and indeed necessary,” 

asks Blondel, “to adopt the opposite course: to consider the facts for their own sake, and, 

instead of looking for dogma and its abstract formula in history, to look for history and 

history alone even in regard to dogma, which will then come fully alive again?”203 There 

could scarcely be a more fitting methodological response to the fact of incarnation, it would 

seem. “If the supernatural is anywhere it is in the realities of history,” the argument goes, 

“so let us find it, where it is, as it is, obediently and with an imperturbable veneration for 

all the forms in which it has humbled itself…”204 But this is like claiming to solve the 

dilemma by simply clinging to its other horn. For even if historicism reclaims the concrete 

events apart from which Christianity would not exist, contends Blondel, it can neither 

“legitimately ignore apologetic and dogmatic problems” nor shirk the obstinate reality that 
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“Christian facts do not, by common consent, suffice for Christian beliefs.”205 Which is to 

say, the historicist still has to decide what the facts mean from a theological perspective—

so long as they wish to remain a confessing member of their faith—but the very method to 

which they have committed themselves is no more capable of navigating the passage from 

history to dogma than extrinsicism was able to find a bridge from dogma to 

history.“[O]pposite extremes, but of the same kind,” recall.206  

That being said, there is plenty of evidence (beyond the sheer number of pages he 

devotes to countering its claims) that Blondel considered historicism the far more 

dangerous of the two solutions in circulation among Catholics in Europe at the time. For 

one thing, the express purpose of Histoire et Dogme was to mount a critical response to 

Alfred Loisy (1857-1940), the principal antagonist of the so-called Modernist crisis (1893-

1914).207 The latter’s “Firmin articles” (1898-1900)208 and L’Évangile at l’Église (1902)209 

caused a full-blown controversy in the French academy for suggesting that Catholic 

 
205 Blondel, History and Dogma, 233. 
206 Blondel, History and Dogma, 225. 
207 Darrell Jodock, ed., Catholicism Contending with Modernity: Roman Catholic 

Modernism and Anti-Modernism in Historical Context (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000), offers both a clear entrée to the Modernist crisis in its historical context and 
several textured studies of the principal figures involved, including both Blondel and Loisy. 
For a fuller introduction to Loisy himself, see the following: Aidan Nichols, OP, From 
Newman to Congar, 71-113; Jeffrey L. Morrow, Alfred Loisy and Modern Biblical Studies 
(Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2019). For a study of Blondel’s 
relationship to Loisy, see Andreas Uwe Müller, Christlicher Glaube und historische Kritik: 
Maurice Blondel und Alfred Loisy im Ringen um das Verhältnis von Schrift und Tradition, 
Freiburger Theologische Studien 172 (Freiburg: Herder, 2008). 

208 See Christine E. Thirlway, ed. and trans., Prelude to the Modernist Crisis: The 
“Firmin” Articles of Alfred Loisy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), for a 
substantial introduction to Loisy and his articles by C.J.T. Talar and a full translation of 
them. 

209 Alfred Loisy, The Gospel and the Church, trans. Christopher Home 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976).  
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tradition had not always developed in perfect continuity with some initial deposit of faith 

handed down from Christ to his disciples—and that, furthermore, such heterogeneous 

development was not only a necessary feature but constitutes the very essence of 

Christianity.210 Indeed, he was so convinced of its salutary effect upon the faith that Loisy 

considered the gradual evolution of Christian doctrine to be a better testament to the 

Gospel’s vitality than any rational demonstration. Consider the following passage from 

L’Évangile at l’Église: “May it not be said that, in the order of things moral and religious, 

human logic has no care for itself, that the effort towards improvement runs ahead of the 

reasoning that justifies it, and that it bears within itself a truth superior to all the arguments 

that seek to establish it?” At its best, dogma represents a belated attempt to follow a trail 

that history itself has already tread. “Thus the best apology for all that lives,” he says, “lies 

in the life itself.”211 All that remains for a Christian scholar is the task of retracing the 

course of his religion’s life by means of a resolutely historical method, an undertaking 

thereby liberated from the need to find material support for theological abstractions in the 

facts themselves. Needless to say, Loisy’s position was dubbed “Modernist” for a reason. 

Many of his commitments reflect broader, largely Protestant trends in biblical scholarship 

 
210 C.J.T. Talar, “Introduction,” in Prelude to the Modernist Crisis: The “Firmin” 

Articles of Alfred Loisy, ed. and trans. Christine E. Thirlway (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2010), xvii, notes that Loisy’s position is a more or less direct criticism of Alfred 
von Harnack’s: “There is no pure essence of Christianity [as Harnack had claimed], to be 
recaptured from its initial form or distilled in the present from the impurities from [sic] 
which it has become alloyed.” Rather, claims Talar, “[t]he necessarily institutional nature 
of Christianity allows Loisy to validate the mediatorial role played by Church and dogma 
as preservative of the gospel message rather than deformative of it.” 

211 Loisy, The Gospel and the Church, 220. 
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at the turn of the twentieth century.212 That he intended his books to offer a critical, Catholic 

response to Adolf von Harnack’s brand of historical criticism did not gainsay the fact that 

Loisy shared many of his opponent’s methodological assumptions, absent which their 

debate would have amounted to ships passing in the night.213 If anything, L’Évangile at 

l’Église was an effort to demonstrate that and how the spoils of such historical scholarship 

could be used to defend the institutional nature of Catholicism instead of simply unmasking 

it as a corruption of Christian origins.214  

But it was precisely such a rose-tinted perspective that so worried Blondel about 

Loisy and company’s project. He took it upon himself to show why a mode of study 

methodologically shorn of any dogmatic convictions would never deliver its adherents to 

a proper grasp of the doctrine whose development it claims to describe.215 For no matter 

how definitively the mechanical picture of causality had come to dominate the intellectual 

 
212 So, e.g., Darrell Jodock, “Introduction I: the Modernist crisis,” in Catholicism 

Contending with Modernity: Roman Catholic Modernism and Anti-Modernism in 
Historical Context, ed. Darrell Jodock, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 
17: “the Modernists sought to use historical study to help fashion discriminating judgments 
which could distin- guish the developing, Spirit-led community of faith from those 
historical expressions that could be changed, and they sought to make discriminating 
judgments regarding the value of various aspects of modern culture. In this regard their 
task was not unlike that of liberal-to-moderate mainline Protestant theologians who were 
heirs of the tradition known since Schleiermacher as ‘modern theology.’” Cf. Yves 
Krumenacker, “La science historique a l’époque d’«Histoire et Dogme»,” Théophilyon 9:1 
(2004): 99-110. 

213 The most thorough study of Loisy’s relationship to Harnack remains, Bernard 
Brandon Scott, “Adolf von Harnack and Alfred Loisy: A Debate on the Historical 
Methodology of Christian Origins” (Ph.D. diss., Vanderbilt University, 1971).     

214 That was how Alfred Loisy, Autour d’un livre petit (Paris: Alphonse Picard et 
Fils, 1903), 218, defended his book, anyway: “pour concilier l’orthodoxie catholique avec 
l’étude sincèrement critique de la Bible,” as he put it. Unfortunately, the hierarchy agreed 
with neither his intention nor the execution. Five of Loisy’s books were placed on the Index 
in 1903, and the man himself was excommunicated five years later.  

215 Blondel, History and Dogma, 263,  



  194 

scene of the hard sciences and their epigones, he claimed, the historical method “can neither 

supplant nor replace” the higher scientiae of philosophy and theology, on which it depends, 

“except by a usurpation [of their queenship] and by falsely proclaiming itself a total 

metaphysics, a universal vision, a Weltanschauung.”216 When it does, Blondel warns, 

historicism waits in the wings: “a simple method of work” has become “a negative and 

tyrannical doctrine,” thereby fortified against the possibility that history might pose a 

question Christian dogma alone is capable of answering.217 

Precisely here Blondel’s philosophy of action becomes the key to his critique and 

subsequent proposal. The connection turns on a simple question: what can the historical 

method actually descry if not a truly universal vision? Blondel’s answer: “all that aspect 

under which humanity allows its invisible work to be grasped in observable 

manifestations.” Such phenomena “modify one another mutually” in a causal network, he 

continues, “forming no doubt a coherent whole, though without supplying a total and 

satisfying explanation of the smallest detail…”218 This reference to the visible appearance 

of an otherwise hidden motive ought to evoke Blondel’s discussion of the “willed will,” 

his term of art for human volition in its objective form. If the “willing will” (volonté 

voulante) corresponds to the seemingly inexhaustible wellspring from which every 

concrete act of volition issues, the “willed will” (volonté voulue) represents that same 

volitional movement insofar as it passes into such concrete acts.219 The apologetic upshot 

of L’Action (1893), recall, was to show that no finite object of the “willed will” can fully 
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satisfy the infinite desire of the “willing will,” thereby demonstrating that human “action” 

consists in a dynamic synthesis of these two moments and so must be finally attributable 

to a “Mediator” capable of uniting in a concrete existence the modal oppositions between 

which it oscillates. From this vantage, historicism can only seem like a more or less 

arbitrary decision to isolate the “willed will” away from the “willing will” out of which it 

springs; to foreground the “observable manifestations” of human volition down through 

history while deliberately bracketing the “invisible work” behind their appearance.  

“What the historian does not see, and what he must recognize as escaping him,” 

says Blondel, “is the spiritual reality, the activity of which is not wholly represented or 

exhausted by the historical phenomena…”220 Much like L’Action (1893) had declared that 

“mediating action makes up the truth and the being of all that is,” even “[d]own to the last 

detail of the last imperceptible phenomenon,”221 so Histoire et Dogme maintains that “each 

link in the chain [of history], and the chain as a whole, involve the psychological and moral 

problems implied by the least act or testimony.”222 Simply put, historicism suffers from a 

misbegotten concept of action, a faulty science of practice methodologically deprived of 

the dynamism on which human life always and everywhere depends. Which means that it 

also lacks an adequate notion of the very object it claims to study. “Real history is 

composed of human lives,” retorts Blondel, “and human life is metaphysics in act.”223 So 

long as the would-be historicist feigns a “systematic abstention” from metaphysical 

questions in favor of the so-called facts themselves, he forfeits the rights to the scientific 
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domain his “absolute reserve” was supposed to guarantee.224 Just as Blondel’s philosophy 

of action intended to mount an “ultra-Kantian”225 critique of Kantian thought, Blondel’s 

philosophy of tradition tenders a “critical” account of historical criticism itself.226  

Hence the dialectical punchline of Blondel’s essay: historicism fails on its own 

terms precisely insofar as it tries to bracket the question of dogma. For even such a modest 

refusal of metaphysics is already an implicit judgment about the nature of history, not to 

mention the hermeneutical conditions under which historical inquiry gets off the ground to 

begin with. It presupposes, to wit, that dogma is something which might (or might not) be 

superadded to the facts of history, as though the latter add up to an otherwise neutral 

domain that exists independently of whatever metaphysical significance its constituent 

parts might (or might not) acquire in the eyes of faith. But it’s not simply the historicist 

who suffers from these more or less false assumptions regarding the metaphysical status of 

nature and its final end(s). “In default of an explicit philosophy,” observes Blondel, “a man 

ordinarily has an unconscious one.”227 If, that is, “human life is metaphysics in act,” it 

follows that even the most seemingly mundane pursuits of spirit are informed by an élan 

apart from which they would not be possible in the first place. Presuming otherwise is not 

the absence of metaphysical prejudice but simply another species of it.  

 
224 Blondel, History and Dogma, 238. 
225 McNeil, The Blondelian Synthesis, 57. 
226 Cf. Blondel, History and Dogma, 234: “for the critical spirit does not consist 

solely in displaying sagacity in the detailed study of texts or in the interpretation of 
testimonies, in criticizing our knowledge; it consists in asking what a particular science or 
science in general can or cannot do, in a word it consists in the critique of knowledge itself.” 

227 Blondel, History and Dogma, 237. 
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Notice, in fact, how near his argument comes to Gadamer’s position on the 

indispensability of prejudice.228 “To claim to constitute the science of history without any 

speculative preoccupation, or even to suppose that the humblest details of history could be, 

in the strict sense of the word, a simple matter of observation,” says Blondel, “is to be 

influenced by prejudices on the pretext of attaining to an impossible neutrality.” Such 

prejudices are the common property of everyone, “so long as he has not attained a 

conscious view of his own attitude of mind and subjected the postulates on which his 

researches are based to a methodical criticism.”229 But if the very idea of “neutrality” 

remains an “impossibility” for historically situated human subjects—nothing more than a 

“pretext” on which the scientific method trades, in other words—it bears repeating that 

submitting our prior assumptions to “methodical criticism” is decidedly not a matter of 

expunging any and all such prejudices. Rather, the task remains that of making sure the 

metaphysical assumptions under which one labors are adequate to the actual work of 

retrieving the past in and for the present. For no matter how mistaken the historicist may 

be about the former, their concrete efforts at the latter already bear witness to a need for 

the very dogma their method disallows.  

 
228 Patrick Royannais, “Une lecture d’Histoire et Dogme: Prolongement 

herméneutique de la position blondélienne,” Théophilyon 9:1 (2004): 167-168, has noted 
the resemblances between Blondel and Gadamer’s position: “il ne semble pas abusive de 
rapprocher l’experience gadamerienne (Erfarhung et non Erlebnis) de l’action 
blondélienne.” That “hermeneutical experience” and “action” should bear a family 
resemblance is perhaps not all that surprising given the resolutely Hegelian readings of 
Gadamer and Blondel offered so far in the present study. Further comparison of their 
respective approaches to the relation between metaphysics and hermeneutics would likely 
yield additional points of agreement, but only because Gadamer and Blondel had both 
taken up the project of critically sifting the post-Kantian tradition in light of modern 
historical scholarship. 
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Which is to say, the solution to Blondel’s dilemma necessitates the same principle 

of mediation his concept of action required. Not as if this intermediary between history and 

dogma were something alien to the actual development of Christian thought and practice, 

but precisely because it constitutes the hidden principle apart from which all such progress 

would not have been possible in the first place: “a lacuna not in Catholic life or in the 

practice of the Church,” says Blondel, “but in the theoretical justification which is 

commonly given of it…”230 Since neither extrinsicism nor historicism make sense of the 

Christian tradition as it actually exists, he claims, the latter must represent a form of 

reasoning metaphysically distinct from both the dogmatic formulae and the historical facts 

themselves. Better yet, “tradition”231 (in the philosophical sense that Blondel wishes to 

develop) will need to furnish “a link between them which would bring about the synthesis 

and maintain solidarity without compromising their relative independence.”232 For it 

remains the case that Christianity has need of both dogma and history, regardless of the 

“opposite extremes” that would cling to one instead of the other.233  

 
230 Blondel, History and Dogma, 264. 
231 Throughout the third and final section of Histoire et Dogme, Blondel adopts the 

practice of capitalizing “Tradition” so as to distinguish it from the commonplace notion of 
the same in circulation among Catholics of his day. Unless directly quoting him, I do not 
follow his practice for at least two reasons: 1) to make plain the connections between 
Blondel’s concept of tradition and the dialectical theory of tradition developed in the 
previous chapter, throughout which the term was not capitalized; 2) for the much simpler, 
historical reason that the specifically theological acceptation of “tradition” has gained far 
wider currency in the years since Blondel’s essay was first published, such that we no 
longer need to capitalize the term in order to distinguish the concept from commonplace 
notions. 

232 Blondel, History and Dogma, 264. 
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Against historicism, for instance, Blondel’s concept of tradition maintains that 

history will never yield its true meaning without the aid of dogma. Or again, that “Christian 

facts” cannot be understood fully apart from specifically “Christian beliefs” about them. 

These latter convictions it preserves not so much in written formulae or by means of oral 

teachings handed down from generation to generation as it does through an awareness of 

the faith as a “living reality.” Even though it draws nourishment from Scripture and the 

history of its interpretation down through the centuries and so forth, says Blondel, the spirit 

of tradition is never exhausted by the mere letter: “It relies, no doubt, on texts, but at the 

same time it relies primarily on something else, on an experience always in act which 

enables it to remain in some respects master of the texts instead of being strictly subservient 

to them.”234 Once again, tradition obeys the same logic that structures action itself. Notice, 

for instance, the similarities between the description just cited and the discussion of 

retroactive causality in L’Action (1893) quoted above: “in passing thus through the 

intimacy of the subject and reflecting on itself therein,” Blondel says, “the act, issued from 

nature, transforms itself and, becoming master over its original conditions, which it takes 

up again on its own terms after a fashion, creates the voluntary intention that will animate 

all the subsequent history of its expansion.”235 Likewise, tradition attains greater 

determinacy in and through an historically extended process of textual mediation that 

includes Scripture and subsequent reflection thereupon, but it nonetheless transcends that 

selfsame process by retroactively positing an irreducibly subjective principle “behind” (as 

it were) the course of its own objective development.  
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Indeed, he is so confident the written record cannot exhaust its meaning that 

Blondel even goes so far as to say “that Tradition’s powers of conservation are equalled [!] 

by its powers of conquest: that it discovers and formulates truths on which the past lived, 

though unable as yet to evaluate or define them explicitly, that it enriches our intellectual 

patrimony by putting the total deposit of faith into currency and making it bear fruit.”236 

This isn’t to say the subject of tradition should therefore adopt an impious attitude toward 

the sources, as if her present was the final arbiter of the past simply by virtue of the fact 

that doctrine cannot help but develop chronologically. “It has a humble sense of faithfully 

recovering even what it thus discovers,” Blondel says of tradition (sounding very much 

like a forefather of the ressourcement movement, it must be said).237 But it does mean that 

tradition is always and everywhere a matter of making progressively more apparent that 

which previous generations still perceived in a mirror dimly: “it has always to teach 

something new because it transforms what is implicit and ‘enjoyed’ into something explicit 

and known.” And it does so, moreover, in order “to prepare for the unending birth of the 

Spirit of newness.”238 Merely rehearsing the more or less contingent paths along which 

Christianity has traveled—as the historicist claims to do—might as well amount to 

blaspheming against that Spirit. 

But it thereby follows that Blondel’s concept of tradition must be equally opposed 

to a creeping form of extrinsicism, one that would deny the historical nature of tradition in 

the name of securing its dogmatic significance. Because, that is, tradition lives by an 
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“experience always in act” just as much as it relies upon the texts in which that “lived 

reality” takes written form, there can be no question of fixing the deposit of faith into a 

manual of static formulae. This would be to confuse it with an emergency measure against 

entropy. “If tradition had no other purpose than to transmit what had been thought and 

formally expressed, or even if there were nothing in the spiritual life of man which could 

be preserved apart from reflective ideas,” Blondel observes, “then it would obviously be 

confined to struggling against the ravages of time and of human forgetfulness.”239 But this 

is manifestly not its only means of remaining loyal to the apostolic witness. For it’s much 

rather the case that some truths actually require the slow march of time to show themselves 

completely, such that history becomes the medium in and through which a paradoxical 

moment of recognition occurs: “that return [!] to consciousness of what had never entered 

it completely,” whereby the facts unfurl their meaning as if for the first time.240 In which 

case, we can even go so far as to say the event of divine self-revelation elicits a 

corresponding gesture of interpretation on the part of its recipients, a countermovement 

that discloses the identity of God to the same degree that God has made himself known in 

the flesh: “If the essential truth of Catholicism is the incarnation of dogmatic ideas in 

historical facts, one must add reciprocally [!] that the miracle of the Christian life is that 

from acts at first perhaps difficult, obscure and enforced, one rises to the light through a 

practical verification of speculative truths.”241 Such is the undertaking Blondel dubs 

“faithful action,” thus recalling our attention to the fact that his philosophy of tradition 
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obeys the same logic as his philosophy of action. Just as the latter continually insists that 

spirit bears no content apart from the process of taking bodily form, so does Histoire et 

Dogme conclude that “[a] truly supernatural teaching is only viable and conceivable if the 

initial gift is a seed capable of progressive and continual growth.” Indeed, “[o]nly a 

progressive and synthetic movement can lead us from the effects produced to their cause, 

can trace all the rays of light in the Christian consciousness over the centuries to their 

source,” thereby allowing tradition’s historically extended process of taking form to 

determine its content by means of a retroactive motion.242 “[I]t will only attain the α at the 

ω,” declares Blondel.243 From which it follows that a dialectical relationship obtains 

between the source(s) of tradition and subsequent efforts to interpret them in thought, word, 

and deed. Efforts to shirk the “effective history” of Christian belief in favor of a fixed 

deposit of faith deprive themselves of tradition’s body for the sake of a discarnate spirit.  

 And so we return to the decisive point: the reason both historicism and extrinsicism 

ultimately fail to solve Blondel’s dilemma is that neither offers an account of the 

relationship between history and dogma adequate to the event of God’s self-revelation in 

the person and work of Jesus Christ. Neither, in other words, allows the positive content of 

the “Christian facts” to determine the form in which “Christian beliefs” about those facts 

take shape. “For certain precise consequences [ought to] follow from the hypothesis of a 

positive Revelation,” observes Blondel.244 If, that is, “the presence of an eternal truth in a 

local, temporal and contingent form” really is the basis of Christianity—if the incarnation 
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constitutes “the specific character” of the faith as such—then we should expect the history 

of dogmatic reflection on that reality to corroborate the “metaphysical peculiarity” of the 

event itself.245 Wherefore it bears repeating once more that a specifically Christian theory 

of tradition will be no less beholden to Christ himself than Blondel’s philosophy of action. 

For the “secret principle” of both turns out to be the same: a Mediator capable of submitting 

itself to the exigencies of objective development without thereby ceasing to be the absolute 

subject that endures every such mutation. The synthesis that such a christologically 

informed concept of tradition provides, therefore, cannot be a shallow compromise 

between two terms that remain incompatible in the abstract, but must instead represent a 

coincidence of opposites in and through which the latter interpenetrate to the point of a 

speculative identity. By virtue of the hypostatic union, both history and dogma become 

more than either would be apart from the “living unity” they confect in tradition. “As 

against those who offer us a Christianity so divine that there is nothing human, living or 

moving about it, and those who involve it so deeply in historical contingencies and make 

it so dependent upon natural factors that it retains nothing but a diffused sort of divinity,” 

Blondel concludes, “one must show it to be both more concrete and more universal, more 

divine and more human, than words can express.”246 The life of Christian tradition proves 

to be nothing more nor less than Christology in act.   

  

 
245 I borrow the phrase “metaphysical peculiarity” from Jordan Daniel Wood, 

“Creation is Incarnation: The Metaphysical Peculiarity of the Logoi in Maximus 
Confessor,” Modern Theology 34:1 (January 2018): 82-102, who uses it to pick out the 
difference between the logic of incarnation in Maximus the Confessor and, inter alia, the 
logic of participation in Neoplatonic philosophies such as that of Plotinus, Proclus, or even 
the Pseudo-Dionysius. Vide infra, n.104. 
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+++ 
 
 

 Inattention to the Christological upshot247 of Blondel’s argument—negligence of 

his claim that behind the false choice between extrinsicism and historicism “there is only 

one problem, that of the relation between man and God in Christ, and consequently of the 

relation of Christ to each one of us,” in other words—can easily lead scholars to suppose 

the Blondelian defense of tradition is little more than a thought exercise meant to quell the 

modernist crisis without thereby providing any lasting solution to the issues it raised.248 A 

clever rhetorical performance, perhaps, but one that lacks any substantive proposal for how 

to navigate a passage between the positions against which he sought to define the notion 

 
247 Of course, a Christological reading of Histoire et Dogme not only requires one 

to interpret the text against the backdrop of L’Action (1893) but also demands an equally 
resolute, equally Christological interpretation of the latter, only hints of which are scattered 
throughout the literature. Blanchette, Maurice Blondel, 204-205, for instance, rightly notes 
the rich connections between Histoire et Dogme and L’Action (1893) but fails to mention 
the Christological horizon of either text. Much the same could be said for Koerpel, Maurice 
Blondel, 130-132, who observes the relationship between Blondel’s philosophy of action 
and defense of tradition, but refers neither to their Christological foundation. Meanwhile, 
Cathal Doherty, S.J., Maurice Blondel on the Supernatural in Human Action: Sacrament 
and Superstition, Brill’s Series in Catholic Theology 4 (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 264, has 
drawn attention to the way Histoire et Dogme’s argument culminates with a meditation on 
the “hypostatic union,” thereby signaling the decisive role of Christ in his philosophy as a 
whole: “what is remarkable about Blondel, is that the Incarnation is for him an inspiration 
for his entire philosophical enterprise, an inexhaustible mystery that demands metaphysical 
choices that shape and inform his philosophical synthesis.” Just so: the interpretation I’ve 
attempted throughout this section has essayed to show that and how the incarnation is not 
only the hidden principle of Blondel’s philosophy of action but also thereby structures his 
theory and practice of tradition. Christoph Theobald, “La christology transcendentale dans 
‘L’Action’ (1893) de Maurice Blondel,” Recherches de science religieuse 81:3 (1993): 
421-458, offers the most sustained analysis of “la presence cachée mais dynamique de la 
christology tout au long de l’œuvre de Blondel.” See also William L. Brownsberger, Jesus 
the Mediator (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2013), 79-107, 
who not only makes a case for the central role of Christ in Blondel’s philosophy, but also 
goes on to connect the latter’s notion of the “mediator” to a Hegelian concept of infinity. 

248 Blondel, History and Dogma, 284. 
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of a “living tradition.” David Bentley Hart, for instance, has recently argued that Histoire 

et Dogme amounts to just such a vacuous exercise: “a series of ingenious apologetical 

maneuvers,” he says, “none of which resolves the dialectic of dogma and history in its 

promised higher synthesis.”249 His principal concern is that Blondel’s notion of “faithful 

action” proves too vague a criterion for discriminating between authentic and inauthentic 

advances in the Christian tradition. Or again, that his philosophical account of the latter 

therefore lacks “some principle of critical judgment—some clear method of 

discrimination—that assures the believer of the real power of living tradition to separate 

true developments from false, and that offers the believer something more than a mere 

existential comfort amid ambiguities and mysteries.”250  

Consider, he says, the question over which Blondel and Loisy parted ways, namely, 

how to resolve the supposed tension between the apostolic confidence that history would 

soon give way to the Kingdom of God and the eventual advent of an institutional religion 

in its stead (Cf. Matt 24:34-35; Mark 13:30-31; Luke 21:32-33). “Jesus foretold the 

kingdom, and it was the Church that came,” as Loisy famously put it.251 Hart chastises 

Blondel’s proposed solution to the problem—suggesting the expectation of an imminent 

Parousia on the part of the earliest Christians was merely “the first imaginative 

synthesis”252 of an as yet inarticulate eschatological hope, the apparent failure of which 

actually served to refine what had theretofore been a “material” desire into a more 

resolutely “spiritual” conviction “that the world is always on the point of ending for each 

 
249 David Bentley Hart, Tradition and Apocalypse, 76. 
250 Hart, Tradition and Apocalypse, 76.  
251 Loisy, The Gospel and the Church, 220. 
252 Blondel, History and Dogma, 249. 
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one of us” and so demands none of the “attachment”253 we owe to Christ alone—for merely 

attempting “to make the problem he is addressing seem like its own solution.”254 In other 

words, Hart accuses Blondel of correcting “an aporetic aspect of the historical record by 

recourse to the dogma that is missing from the historical evidence,” only to then correct 

“an aporetic aspect of the doctrinal record by recourse to the historical evidence missing 

from the dogma.”255 The result is a concept of tradition that was supposed to guarantee the 

“synthesis” of history and dogma but instead “preserves the antithesis [between them] and 

then merely swings toward one terminus or the other as the situation dictates,”256 as though 

Blondel’s essay itself were “a kind of dialectical Möbius strip that arrives where it began 

by traversing the two sides of a single unresolved enigma without breaking its flow…”257 

Despite confessing to be a “rapt admirer” of Blondel’s philosophy of action, Hart considers 

Histoire et Dogme a logical failure.258 

 But it’s precisely the “Christo-logic” that Blondel’s concept of tradition borrows 

from L’Action (1893) which explains why he might think believers are obliged to see a 

gesture of “faithful action” in even the most seemingly aporetic moments of the historical 

record. Even, that is, in developments that seem discontinuous with previous affirmations 

of the faith. Simply put, Hart fails to see how the “dialectical” moves he discerns in 

Blondel’s argument are just exactly the features that make it a distinctively Christian 

account of tradition.  

 
253 Blondel, History and Dogma, 250. 
254 Hart, Tradition and Apocalypse, 80. 
255 Hart, Tradition and Apocalypse, 78-79. 
256 Hart, Tradition and Apocalypse, 76. 
257 Hart, Tradition and Apocalypse, 87-88. 
258 Hart, Tradition and Apocalypse, 70. 
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Recall, briefly, that Blondel argues it was “necessary” for the Mediator to become 

not only “the reality of the determinism appearing in nature and the forced knowledge of 

objective phenomena,” but also “the reality of the voluntary failings and the privative 

knowledge which is their sanction,” as well as “the reality of religious action and of the 

sublime destiny held in store for man fully consequent with his own willing.”259 That he 

places each of these claims in consecutive order implies a relationship of apposition 

between them, such that “religious action” is somehow equivalent to our “voluntary 

failings” and “privative knowledge.” The latter become the conditions under which the 

former proceeds, we might say. But the connection is struck not so as to suggest “religious 

action” is bound solely to dissemble the faith by means of such “voluntary failings” and 

the “privative knowledge” on which they trade, as if “faithful action” were an impossible 

standard for creatures subject to “the determinism appearing in nature” and so forth. Rather, 

the point of this passage is to show that Christ has identified himself with creation to such 

a radical extent that he constitutes not only “the sublime destiny held in store for man fully 

consequent with his own willing,” but also the “reality” of the very corruption that would 

cause humanity to require a circuitous route to reach its final end. By means of a miraculous 

exchange, that is, the Mediator has become not only the substance of things hoped for (cf. 

Heb 11:1) but also the subject of wayward efforts to keep the faith (cf. 2 Cor 5:1). From 

which it follows that Blondel’s notion of “faithful action” is finally attributable to Christ 

himself, even when it seems clear that a particular development in the tradition is 

discontinuous with some original deposit of faith.  

 
259 Blondel, Action, 420-421. 
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With respect to the apostolic expectation of an imminent Parousia and its ensuing 

sublation by a spirituality of detachment from the world, for instance, Blondel can argue 

that such a “disappointment” was in fact beneficial—not only as a means of “purifying the 

Christian soul of imperfections and mercenary ambitions” for a chiliasm that ultimately 

proved incompatible with the Gospel itself, but also because it thereby points up something 

about the nature of tradition in as such. Indeed, he goes so far as to say this subsequent 

deviation from the earlier understanding of the Second Coming was faithful to the apostolic 

spirit just exactly because it broke with the letter of their beliefs: “if we conclude that the 

Church owes to this [development] its power to serve truth and the spiritual life down the 

ages in this world of ours, in face of the ever-reviving appetite for domination and the 

temptation to relapse into millenarianism,” Blondel avers, “then we must repeat Felix 

error! an error more true than the truth…”260 Again, “privative knowledge” and “faithful 

action” not only coincide but somehow reciprocally determine one another, each predicable 

of a single subject at once human and divine. 

It may seem at first counterintuitive to say that Christian tradition stumbles through 

history by a series of “happy fault[s],” the cumulative effect of which sequence amounts to 

the gradual refinement of its own dogma. Was not the concept of tradition supposed to 

guarantee the continuity of theological development over against the historicist reduction 

of its record to a more or less random string of contingencies? Such is the assumed picture 

Hart expects from Blondel’s essay, it would seem. When the latter refuses to yield a defense 

of tradition “as a ‘living’ and rational unity whose unfolding is internally warranted and, 

 
260 Blondel, History and Dogma, 249. 
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in fact, necessitated” by that which came before—when, on the contrary, Blondel concedes 

that Christian tradition often, perhaps even ordinarily proceeds under the sign of a 

“fortunate deviation” from its past forms—Hart feels justified in posing the following 

question as if the implied answer were a sufficient demonstration that Histoire et Dogme 

fails on its own terms: “Does that not oblige us,” he wonders, “to see the tradition as at 

once both rational and irrational, and even to ground the spiritual rationality of the tradition 

in the material irrationality of its visible history?”261 Q.E.D., we’re led to believe: 

“precision and rigor yield to vagary and rhapsody,” and so Blondel’s otherwise “formidable 

precision of mind and rigor of reasoning” give way to “mysticism” once more.262 

But this is precisely the sort of dialectical reversal for which Blondel’s philosophy 

of action provides a thoroughgoing rationale—indeed, a full-blown metaphysics, patterned 

on nothing less than the coincidence of so many opposites in the person of Christ himself. 

For in the question Hart poses we simply have yet another modal disjunction—rational 

(i.e., dogmatic) coherence and irrational (i.e., historical) contingency—brought together by 

the Mediator in whom every act obtains, religious or otherwise. The very fact of their 

coincidence in and as him constitutes the “reality”263 of the opposed terms in question, 

remember, and this because apart from him they would not exist in the first place.264  Lest, 

 
261 Hart, Tradition and Apocalypse, 83. 
262 Hart, Tradition and Apocalypse, 84. 
263 Blondel, Action, 420-421. 
264 It’s surely no accident that one of Blondel’s strongest denials of a “state of [pure] 

nature” arrives in Histoire et Dogme of all places: “For the ‘state of nature’ is a pure 
abstraction which does not exist and never has existed; in studying the nature of man as it 
actually is, we do not get to know the ‘state of nature’ any more than we can abstract, in 
our lives, the radical and universal penetration of something which will always prevent us 
from finding our equilibrium in the merely human order.” (284).  
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that is, the “implicit Christology”265 at the base and summit of Blondel’s philosophy turns 

out to be a species of Nestorianism, according to which Christ’s human and divine natures 

subsist independently of their union. If, rather, even the will’s confession of its own 

“insufficiency”266 when faced with the otherwise infinite task of attaining an object equal 

to its own desire becomes integral to God’s act of self-disclosure—if, that is, the 

recognition of one’s impotence remains, “even when revelation is known . . . the human 

sacrament immanent in the divine operation,” at once grounding and grounded by a 

corresponding acknowledgment of the supernatural’s own need for creation, revealed in 

the incarnation—then it should be clear that Blondel’s philosophy of action and subsequent 

account of tradition are underwritten by a metaphysical vision in and for which the 

“communication of attributes” (communicatio idiomatum) reciprocally determines both 

terms of the mediation in question.267 By likening “the act [not acts!] par excellence” to “a 

mutual generation of the two wills living in us,” he means to say that the concrete event of 

such a divine-human operation retroactively posits the very opposites it claims to 

synthesize.  

Rather than auguring the errors of Nestorius and his Antiochene comrades, 

therefore, the “implicit Christology” woven throughout Blondel’s thought comes much 

closer to the Neo-Chalcedonian convictions of a theologian like Maximus the Confessor, 

for whom such a “generation of opposites” is precisely what distinguishes “the single 

 
265 The phrase belongs to Doherty, Maurice Blondel on the Supernatural in Human 

Action, 264. 
266 Blondel, Letter on Apologetics, 163. 
267 Theobald, “La christology transcendentale dans ‘L’Action’ (1893) de Maurice 

Blondel,” 445-449, identifies the “loi de l’échange” as a “principe de raison et de 
fondement” in Blondel’s entire oeuvre.   
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theandric energy” of Christ.268 This was not so much a concession to the monenergists as 

it was a claim that dyothelitism must be Christian dogma precisely because the Mediator’s 

own “mode of being” (τρόπος τῆς ὑπάρξεως) proves to be nothing other than a “mode of 

exchange” (τρόπος τῆς ἀντιδόσεως) in and through which his natures are “completely 

penetrated” (περικεχώρηκε) by one another.269 Such are the conditions under which 

Maximus often says, for instance, that Christ is at once “humanly God” and “divinely 

human.”270 Or again—and perhaps more to the point of the present discussion—that Christ 

does human things divinely and divine things humanly. Consider the following passage: 

For in the indissoluble union, the Word made flesh possessed the whole 
active power of His own divinity together with the whole passive power of 
His own humanity. Being God He worked (ἐνήργει) wonders in a human 
way (ἀνθρωπίνως), for they were accomplished through naturally passible 
flesh. Being man He experienced (διεξῃει) the sufferings of human nature, 
but in a divine way (θεϊκῶς), for they unfolded at the command of His 
sovereign will. Or rather, both were done in a theandric way (θεανδρικῶς), 
since He is God and man at the same time (ὁμοῦ).271 
 

Whereas the strictly Chalcedonian position had maintained that Christ’s humanity and 

divinity operate more or less independently of one another—and this by suggesting “the 

Word obviously enacts what pertains to the Word and the flesh carries out what pertains to 

 
268 Maximus the Confessor, Ambiguum 5.14 (DOML 28:44-45). 
269 Maximus the Confessor, Ambiguum 5.14 (DOML 28:44-45). 
270 Cf. Maximus the Confessor, Opusculum 7 (ECF, 187; PG 91, 84C-D): “And 

again it appears that as God, being also a human being in essence, he wills to fulfil the 
economy of the Father and work the salvation of us all. It made clear then that as man, 
being by nature God, he acts humanly, willingly accepting the experience of suffering for 
our sake. And it is again made clear that as God, who is human by nature, he acts divinely 
and naturally exhibits the evidence of his divinity. From which the same one is recognized 
as being at the same time God and man by the natures, out of which and in which he exists, 
possessing naturally the same number of wills and the same number of energies, for the 
confirmation of the perfect existence of those [natures with their natural properties] that he 
properly is.” 

271 Maximus the Confessor, Ambiguum 5.26 (DOML 28:56-57). 
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the flesh,” as Leo of Rome’s Tome to Flavian272 infamously put it, thereby courting a quasi-

Nestorian separation273 of the natures on the basis of their respective activities—the Neo-

Chalcedonian program of Maximus and company applied the perichoretic relation that 

obtains between the trinitarian persons to the very natures in, out of, and as which Christ 

subsists.274 As the above passage should go some length in showing, the result was a 

Christology more unitive than Monophysitism and its various offshoots could muster, but 

also more dedicated to the integrity of each nature than even Nestorianism itself could 

allow—and both for the same reason. For the Neo-Chalcedonian masterstroke was to 

separate the “principle of nature” (λόγος τῆς φύσεως) from the “principle of hypostasis” 

(λόγος τῆς ὑποστάσεως),275 and thus free the latter to become the positive condition of a 

 
272 Leo of Rome, Tome to Flavian of Constantinople 4. ET: Bradley Storin, trans., 

“Leo of Rome, Tome to Flavian of Constantinople,” in The Cambridge Edition of Early 
Christian Writings, Volume 4: Christ: Chalcedon and Beyond, ed. Mark DelCogliano 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022), 43. Emphasis added. 

273 Christopher A. Beeley, The Unity of Christ: Continuity and Conflict in Christian 
Tradition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 276, is right to conclude that “Leo’s 
overriding emphasis is on differentiating Christ’s divine and human actions, and the divine 
and human essences are each regarded as having their own actions, even though they are 
accomplished in common with one another…” Given the Pope’s decisive influence upon 
the proceedings in 451, moreover, Beeley’s appraisal of the council itself are completely 
justified: “The Chalcedonian Definition is a clear statement of Antiochene and Leonine 
(but not Augustinian) two-nature Christology enforced under government pressure, which 
left the basic identity of Christ and the nature of the union disastrously ambiguous from 
the point of view of the more unitive traditions.” 

274 Wood, The Whole Mystery of Christ, 47, summarizes the basic schema of 
Maximus’s Neo-Chalcedonian Christology with dispatch: “What is new in Christ’s actual 
existence then is this: two incom- mensurable natures (logoi), bearing their proper powers 
(dynameis) and activities (energeiai), which indeed express their proper modes of being 
(tropoi)—all of these are found in a singular and real identity (hypostasis) in such a manner 
(perichoresis) that they perdure utterly ‘without diminution,’ wholly untarnished and 
unqualified in se even as they wholly interpenetrate in re.”  

275 Cf. Wood, The Whole Mystery of Christ, 27-39. 
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“natural coinherence” (συμφυίας) that eclipses the monenergist proposal altogether.276 So 

it is that Maximus can say that Christ suffered human experiences “in a divine way” 

(θεϊκῶς) and carried out divine activities “in a human way” (ἀνθρωπίνως), and do so 

without thereby subsuming either nature into the other. Because he—the “one mediator 

between God and humankind” (1 Tim 2:5)—is both at once, neither of his natures must 

wax or wane at one another’s expense. On the contrary, “[w]ere these natures not 

hypostatically identical,” as Jordan Daniel Wood has recently put it, “neither they nor their 

opposition would exist at all.”277 Paradoxically enough, that is, “theandric” (θεανδρικῶς) 

action generates the natural activities it makes identical.  

Such a dialectical inversion ought to sound familiar at this point. Indeed, more 

could and probably should be said about the various points of connection one might descry 

between Maximus and Blondel.278 Further research of the sort barely started here might 

prove beneficial to scholarship on the latter, especially. Not primarily as a means of further 

shading in the development of Blondel’s own thought—it’s highly doubtful he studied 

Maximus, for reasons that have to do with his own intellectual formation in the French 

academy as well as the modern reception history of the Confessor himself—but so as to 

demonstrate that some of the more peculiar aspects of our philosopher’s “panchristic” 

tendencies have precedent in the wider Christian tradition. Most of the scholarship adverts 

to modern sources when seeking to contextualize these corners of Blondel’s philosophy: 

 
276 Maximus, Amb. 5.21 (DOML 28:50-51). 
277 Wood, The Whole Mystery of Christ, 43. 
278 Pierre Piret, Le Christ et la Trinité selon Maxime le Confesseur (Paris: 

Beauchesne, 1983), 307, borrows the Blondelian distinction between volonté voulante and 
volonté voulue to gloss Maximus Confessor’s own distinction between θέλησις and 
θέλημα, but there is no study to my knowledge that uses Maximus to interpret Blondel.  
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Leibniz, the German Idealists, even Teilhard de Chardin. But it could potentially alter our 

picture of his place in the Modernist period altogether if patristic sources could be adduced 

to corroborate some of his more radical positions. Postponing a fuller study of that kind, 

perhaps it will suffice for the present discussion to suggest that even such a brief detour 

through Maximus already illuminates why Blondel’s argument in Histoire et Dogme does 

not have to forge a synthesis of two “distinct rationalities,” as Hart suggests.279 For the 

upshot of his whole essay on tradition is the insight that history and dogma are the 

dialectically intertwined moments of a single logic: a renovated form of reason disclosed 

in and by action itself, the animating center of which always and everywhere remains the 

divine-human act of incarnation. Call it “Christo-logic,” if you like.280  

 
+++ 

 

 Where does the preceding section leave the present study? The presentation of 

Blondel’s philosophy of action attempted here can hopefully stand on its own as an 

interpretation of his early thought—perhaps even make a humble contribution to the 

Anglophone literature on Histoire et Dogme and L’Action (1893) alike, if the Christological 

 
279 Hart, Tradition and Apocalypse, 83. 
280 So, again, Wood, The Whole Mystery of Christ, 50: “Christo-logic does not 

amount to a contemplative guess about the nature of things, their beginning and end. Its 
necessary source is the event of God’s Incarnation. For instance, he was seen walking on 
water, speaking a cure, and, above all, dead and resurrected, and only when we behold the 
peculiar mode of these whole and simultaneous and inter penetrating activities proper to 
incommensurable natures are we granted intellectual vision into the logic of God’s own 
identity with what he is infinitely not by nature.” With respect to Blondel, we should add 
a complimentary principle: action discloses its own logic.  
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reading of either is halfway correct—but it underwrites the argument of this dissertation in 

at least two ways. 

First, it means to show that and how Blondel’s concept of tradition substantiates 

the dialectical theory of the same canvassed across the last chapter. For not only does he 

affirm the indispensability of metaphysical presuppositions over against the historicist 

claim to rid themselves of any such assumptions, thereby recalling Gadamer’s own 

insistence that “prejudices” (Vorurteilen) aren’t primarily obstacles to interpreting the past 

but rather productive conditions that enable understanding. But his twinned critique of 

extrinsicism also indicates that and how the content of God’s self-revelation validates the 

stubbornly historical form in which dogmatic reflection on that event continues to develop 

over time. Precisely because its most peculiar confession asserts that God has submitted 

himself to the contingencies of history, that is, Christian tradition can never consist in 

simply passing down a manual of static formulae from one person to the next. Quite the 

reverse, tradition draws its vitality from what Blondel calls “an experience always in act,” 

the similarity of which phrase to Gadamer’s “hermeneutical experience” (hermeneutischen 

Erfahrung) ought to suggest that our French philosopher also envisions the ongoing 

existence of said tradition as a matter of interpretating the Christian mysteries anew in and 

for every subsequent generation. Indeed, he even says tradition “discovers” as yet 

inarticulate truths about the past that would remain unrecognized apart from the act of 

interpretation itself, thus evoking the dialectical motion by which the objective course of 

tradition’s development retroactively determines the subjective principle behind all such 

progress. Hence the almost uncanny resemblance between Blondel’s remark that tradition 
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can “only attain the α at the ω”281 and Hegel’s observation that “only at the end” will the 

Absolute show itself to be “what it is in truth.”282 In either case, the odyssey by means of 

which their respective version of trans-subjective consciousness—tradition and spirit, in 

turn—arrives at such a concept of truth is not simply an exercise in gradually correcting its 

own mistaken assumptions about the nature of God, but just as crucially a process in and 

through which the beloved community is given the task of building up his very Body (cf. 

Eph 4:12). Even when such an undertaking seems indistinguishable from filling up his 

afflictions (cf. Col 1:24). So it is, at any rate, that Blondel corroborates our dialectical 

theory’s basic claim: that tradition defines itself down through time by means of 

“determinate negation,” the subject of which long-suffering act of mediation proves to be 

none other than Christ himself.  

 Second, the previous section has shown why Balthasar was at least partially 

justified in his worry that Blondel inclined toward a “philosophy of spirit.” If, that is, our 

Swiss theologian defines the latter by its tendency to derive “the schematism of 

philosophy” as such from “the God-man relation” that obtains in Christ, then Blondel 

stands guilty as charged.283 For he not only sees the hypostatic union as the hidden key to 

synthesizing history and dogma, but also claims that a self-consistent phenomenology of 

the will is obliged to recognize the Mediator as the “secret principle” of all human action.284 

 
281 Blondel, History and Dogma, 276. 
282 Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, 13. Recall the comparison drawn by 

Risser, “In the Shadow of Hegel, 87: “It can be argued that Gadamer’s whole of tradition 
is but a variation on the Hegelian ‘truth is the whole,’ that dialogue remains wedded to 
determination not unlike Hegelian concrete universality, and that the movement of tradition 
is not unlike the movement of spirit that wants to make itself at home in the world.” 

283 Balthasar, GL5, 554. 
284 Blondel, Action, 384. 
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The latter argument is the condition of the former: that Christ so functions as the solution 

to a coherent account of Christian tradition is a consequence of the fact that his mediating 

action is at once “more concrete and more universal”285 than any of Blondel’s various 

opponents allowed. Which is to say, once again, that Blondel clearly seems to discern in 

Christ’s life, death, and resurrection a “metaphysic of created being in itself,” and so 

commit himself to the same, supposedly “misremembered” concept of the God-world 

relation for which Balthasar condemned Hegel and company.286 But the detour through 

Histoire et Dogme has demonstrated that Blondel also thinks the very means by which 

Christian tradition develops through time bears witness to such a dialectical notion of spirit. 

Just as his philosophy of action culminates with a Mediator who grants humanity the gift 

of determining the identity of God in and through their own failures to will the one thing 

necessary, so his resulting account of tradition figures even our halting efforts to interpret 

the mystery of God’s self-revelation as only so many necessary moments in the ongoing 

incarnation of truth itself. All of which only seems to confirm Balthasar’s principal charge: 

that Blondel’s project amounts to “an anthropological justification of revelation.”287 

Whereupon, recall, “the way back to Christianity is blocked,” since “philosophical 

necessity” now “binds God and his revelation, man, one to the other,” 288 thereby sublating 

the metaphysical “gap” across which God chooses (or not) to manifest his “glory” before 

creatures for whom the sheer gratuity of every such decision confirms its status as grace.289 

 
285 Blondel, History and Dogma, 286. 
286 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 130. 
287 Balthasar, Love Alone is Credible, 41. 
288 Balthasar, GL5, 548. 
289 Cf. Balthasar, GL5, 569-570. 
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Given, therefore, his claim that “glory” stands or falls with the “unsurpassability” of “the 

ever greater dissimilarity to God no matter how great the similarity,”290 Balthasar’s critique 

ultimately comes down to a worry that Blondel has forsaken the analogia entis in spite of 

his otherwise Catholic insights.291 

 And so, as we pivot to the following section on Balthasar’s own theory and practice 

of tradition—an interpretive program he forged throughout a series of articles and essays 

in the years leading up to the publication of his patristic studies, but also over the course 

of writing those books themselves—our task will have to be that of discerning where his 

approach diverges from Blondel’s concept of the same. For even though Histoire et Dogme 

provided significant precedent for Balthasar’s project—indeed, for the ressourcement 

 
290 Balthasar, GL5, 548. 
291 Recall that Balthasar, GL5, 211, suggests that L’Action (he conspicuously fails 

to specify which version) “remain[s] enclosed within the parameters of the analogia 
entis…” It would require another long essay to reconcile this comment with Balthasar’s 
otherwise critical remarks. Perhaps it will suffice in the present context to say that Balthasar 
seemed to prefer Blondel’s later thought to the early texts like L’Action (1893), the Lettre, 
and even Histoire et Dogme, in which his theological convictions are far more radically 
stated. Lochbrunner, Hans Urs von Balthasar, 158-159, cites a December 1933 letter from 
Balthasar to Lerch in which he praises Blondel with reference to his (then forthcoming) 
trilogy: “Unter der Presse is sein endgültiges Werk, eine Trilogie: La Pensée (2 Bde) 
L’Etre, L’Action (umgearbeitet). Es wird wohl eine umfassende, wirklich katholische 
Philosophie werden, (das Problem der Übernatur in der Philosophie mitbehandelnd), aus 
der besten augustinischen Tradition heraus, philosophisch präziser als Kierkegaard und 
Newman. Ich habe den noch vagen Plan einer eventuellen deutschen Übertragung…” 
Notice, especially, Balthasar’s observation that the new edition of L’Action has been 
“revamped” (umgearbeitet), and that his Trilogy represents the “definitive” (endgültig) 
expression of Blondel’s thought. Without venturing too far into the debate over whether 
there is a “turn” in Blondel’s thought sometime between the publication of L’Action (1893) 
and the updated version of L'Action he prepared for the trilogy, the evidence clearly 
suggests that Balthasar’s understanding of Blondel was mediated by his mature work 
almost from the very beginning of his encounter with the French philosopher. He first reads 
L’Action (1893) in March 1932, but then he’s already praising the five-volume Trilogy the 
very next year.  
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movement as a whole—its ambiguous relationship to a “metaphysics of glory” necessitated 

certain modifications from Balthasar’s perspective. If not a wholesale rejection of his 

argument, the latter’s hermeneutic of retrieval was explicitly designed to counter 

philosophical modernity in both form and content. Doing so, moreover, obliged Balthasar 

to adopt his predecessor’s Christological approach while nonetheless avoiding the 

“dialectical” conclusions towards which it tended. Which is to say, Balthasar’s task 

required a more explicitly “analogical” concept of tradition, one that would account for the 

“double movement” between history and dogma without thereby sublating them into some 

kind of speculative identity.  

 
2.3 The “Analogical” Horizon of Balthasar’s Hermeneutic of Retrieval 
 
 
 Such was the early Balthasar’s endeavor: to forge a hermeneutical position from 

which to study the Christian past in full view of the metaphysical problems haunting its 

present. Better yet, he took it upon himself to show that and how the retrieval of Christian 

tradition could itself become a means of resisting the errors of philosophical modernity. 

Not simply insofar as the dogmatic formulations of earlier authorities could be called upon 

to serve as so many correctives to the misremembered versions of Christian theology in 

circulation among European intellectuals during the modern period, but also inasmuch as 

the very act of performing such a dialogue could thereby limn a working “theology of 

history” antithetical to both a Hegelian “recollection” (Erinnerung) of history and a 

Heideggerian “destruction” (Destruktion) of the past. Much like Blondel, that is, Balthasar 

sought a concept of Christian tradition whose form would reflect the content of its most 

distinctive claims.  
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Except it should be clear by now that our Swiss theologian had a very specific idea 

of what constitutes the most distinctive claims of the Christian faith. The first section of 

this chapter (2.1) characterized his convictions on this score by way of rehearsing 

Balthasar’s distinction between the “philosophy of spirit” and “metaphysics of glory,” both 

of which proved to be shorthand for the opposition he staged between philosophical 

modernity and Catholic tradition in his later work. Those terms then served in the following 

section (2.2) as benchmarks against which to measure Blondel’s proximity to a dialectical 

form of thought associated with the likes of Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel.  

This section (2.3) takes a step back to consider a series of essays in which Balthasar 

was just beginning to outline what became his mature theological synthesis. Indeed, the 

first piece under consideration here (2.3.1) was his earliest attempt to write something like 

constructive theology: “Patristik, Scholastik und wir” (1939) ventures a “mini-dogmatics” 

over the course of what Fr. Aidan Nichols has called Balthasar’s “first theological 

programme.”292 The primary contribution this essay makes to our picture of his emerging 

take on the intellectual task facing modern Catholics is twofold: 1) it offers an early 

statement of Balthasar’s longstanding commitment to a principle of “analogy” derived 

from Erich Przywara’s interpretation of the Thomistic doctrine; and 2) it shows that 

Balthasar was not only willing but obliged to interpret the tradition in light of this 

metaphysical principle. Which is to say, the analogia entis comes to serve as both content 

and form of his developing method of retrieval: not only the definitive criterion by which 

 
292 Aidan Nichols, OP, Scattering the Seed: A Guide Through Balthasar’s Early 

Writings on Philosophy and the Arts (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America 
Press, 2006), 19. 
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to judge the voices of the Christian past, but also the kernel of truth to which their texts 

give continuous but necessarily diverse expression. Having shown that “analogy” thus 

serves as hermeneutical key for interpreting the entirety of the Western tradition, the 

present section then returns to a topic already treated above: Balthasar’s reception of 

Heidegger (2.3.2), but this time by way of Przywara’s metaphysical program. Outfitted 

with his “analogical” method of sifting the history of thought, Balthasar is able to celebrate 

Heidegger’s rediscovery of finitude in the wake of German Idealism’s quest for infinity. 

All of which should prepare the way for a final subsection on his retrieval(s) of Gregory of 

Nyssa under the sign of analogy (2.3.3). A careful reading of the Heideggerian references 

throughout Balthasar’s various essays on Gregory will show that he saw in the youngest 

Cappadocian not simply an existentialist avant la lettre, as some have supposed, but rather 

an early advocate—indeed, perhaps the very first exponent—of the analogia entis itself. 

 
2.3.1: “The Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves” 

 
 

 As several readers293 have pointed out, the essay’s appearance in Vienna during the 

epoch-defining year of 1939 goes some length in explaining why “Patristik, Scholastik und 

wir” begins with a series of apocalyptic images that amount to a single lamentation: the 

days have gone down in the West.294 Amid this gathering darkness—the twinned notions 

 
293 Peter Casarella, “Hans Urs von Balthasar and his Path to Reinhold Schneider,” 

in Ressourcement after Vatican II, eds. Nicholas J. Healy, Jr. and Matthew Levering (San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2019), 149, notes the conspicuous date of the essay’s publication 
in a chapter dedicated to suggesting that Balthasar was perhaps more politically aware than 
many assume from the relative lack of social references in his sprawling corpus. Cf. 
Nichols, Scattering the Seed, 17. 

294 Hans Urs von Balthasar, “The Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” trans. 
Edward T. Oakes, S.J., Communio 24 (Summer 1997): 347-396. 
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of “twilight” and “autumn” are Balthasar’s operative metaphors here—the “tree of culture” 

has begun to shed its “leaves,” which thus serve as figures of the various “forms of 

expression” in which Christianity has clothed herself over the course of history but since 

dropped to the dressing room floor.295 Separated from their source, these “leaves” begin to 

seem like signs of decay: “the history of these forms—especially since they are being 

examined in these autumnal times when everything is being thrown into question—will 

inevitably appear as a gradual departure from one’s own heritage…” Faced with such a 

“progressive decline from [the Church’s] essence,” it seems only natural to seek refuge in 

the past.296 So it is, observes Balthasar, that many Christians choose to flee the unnecessary 

accretions of, say, Baroque Scholasticism in favor of the patristic era, “a world that presents 

itself to us, by definition, as the region of the sources, the unadulterated fountain, the 

primitive tradition…”297 Or else, these same types make a “turn to the East,”298 thus 

supposing that Orthodox Christianity has somehow preserved “the spirit of the patristic 

period” more faithfully than (Roman) Catholicism.299 

 All of these reactions strike Balthasar like so many failures of nerve. True, he 

concedes, “the specifically Catholic element of Catholicism” must consist of a “constant 

turning back to consider the tradition.” But such a task must be carried out from a place of 

“strength,” not a sense of despair. More to the point: the doctrine of providence ought to 

 
295 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 347. 
296 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 348. 
297 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 349. 
298 The same year saw Hans Urs von Balthasar, “Wendnung nach Osten,” Stimmen 

der Zeit 136:1 (1939): 32-46, publish another article examining the apparently widespread 
“turn to the East” among German Catholic during the interwar period. 

299 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 349. 
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prevent Christians from consigning any given period of the Church to the dustbin of 

history, as if the Holy Spirit were less present in the Baroque than the Byzantine.300 “There 

is simply no way of knowing a priori whether [the idea of Christianity] radiates out into 

history at its clearest and purest in first centuries of the Church or in the medieval period 

or in these latter times,” Balthasar declares.301 On the contrary, he continues, “the essential 

‘idea’ of Christianity . . . rather expresses itself in the level of history in ever-new forms 

without being able thereby to call any one of these forms the absolute one.”302 That it 

should be so has less to do with the nature of revelation than an essential feature of its 

recipients. Because we creatures are beholden to “the law of space and time,” he says, 

“non-identity and otherness” become “the basis of earthly fulfillment.” Such are the 

conditions under which Christianity should have taken so many different “forms of 

expression” over the course of its history.303 Their great variety is no more a dissemblance 

of the faith than all the various “temperaments” or “sexes” or “generations” or “tribes” or 

“peoples” are deviations from some Platonic ideal of humanity.304 Indeed, the relation 

between the “idea” of Christianity and its historical instantiations is not so much that of 

archetype to derivative copies but a rather more dynamic mode of realization that Balthasar 

 
300 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 351. 
301 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 352. 
302 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 352. 
303 Peter J. Casarella, “The Expression and Form of the Word: Trinitarian 

Hermeneutics and the Sacramentality of Language in Hans Urs von Balthasar’s Theology,” 
in Glory, Grace, and Culture: The Work of Hans Urs von Balthasar, ed. Ed Block, Jr. (New 
York: Paulist Press, 2005), 37-68, has discerned a theology of “expression” in Balthasar’s 
later work, but one can already see the significance of the category in “Patristik, Scholastik 
und wir.” From which it follows that Balthasar’s “analogical” model of Christian history 
anticipates a trinitarian theology of the Word’s eternal generation from the Father. 

304 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 352. 
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dubs “analogical.”305 Every age of the Church is capable of embodying this “idea” by 

means of its own particularities because the whole of creation bears a similarity to God that 

never gainsays an even greater dissimilarity from its source. Since difference—from God, 

the other, oneself—constitutes the very definition of creaturehood, we have no reason to 

view the history of Christianity under the aspect of a declension narrative.306  

 But this does not mean that Christians are thus deprived of a criterion by which to 

discern whether a given period expresses the “whole idea of Christianity” more or less 

faithfully. Quite the opposite: the very fact that “analogy” provides the constitutive “form” 

of Christian tradition demands a corresponding notion of its essential “content.” 

Articulating that “living essence” is the task Balthasar sets before himself in the middle 

sections of the essay. “[B]efore we can lift out the Christian content of each individual 

temporal structure,” he says, “we must first have at least a general concept in which this 

Christian content might be sought.”307 The ensuing characterization of that “basic law” 

should be familiar, especially in light of his later distinction between the “philosophy of 

spirit” and “metaphysics of glory.” It takes the form of a story at first. Humanity possesses 

a holy desire to become like God by virtue of being created, but soon perverts that longing 

 
305 So, e.g., Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 352: “this essential 

‘idea’ does not hover like some abstract universal law over history and its changes…” 
306 Nichols, Scattering the Seed, 19, rightly notes that Balthasar’s embrace of 

“difference” and “non-identity” and “otherness” here and elsewhere has led some readers 
to suggest his work anticipates postmodernism in some respects. See, for instance, the 
essays collected in Lucy Gardner, David Moss, Ben Quash, and Graham Ward, eds., 
Balthasar at the End of Modernity (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1999), especially the afterward 
by Rowan Williams in which he compares but also distinguishes Balthasar’s “analogical” 
model of difference and various postmodern concepts of the same (e.g., Derrida). 

307 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 352-353. 
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into an impulse to overthrow its Creator. So far, so traditional retelling of Genesis 1-3. But 

consider the terms in which Balthasar casts the human folly: 

That which makes the creature formally a creature in its innermost being—
the consciousness of standing with its whole ontic ground, its essence and 
existence, under the will of the Creator, his good will and pleasure; the 
consciousness that an absolute Being stands over against it whose essence 
inconceivably consists in his being through himself and therefore in being 
what the creature essentially can never become—this consciousness that 
expresses the first, unsurpassable and most basic truth of its being is pushed 
off by the creature into the background.308 
 

His point could hardly be clearer: humanity’s original sin—crystallized into various 

systems309 down through the ages, from Platonism to Gnosticism to Origenism to 

Joachimism to Idealism, and so on—amounts to a rejection of the analogia entis.310 Which 

is to say, we humans have a propensity to deny the very structure on which our similarity 

to God depends. For such proximity always and everywhere depends on “distance,” we’re 

told: “the eternity of the cleft [between Creator and creature] is at the same time the eternity 

of the juxtaposition that allows love to happen at all.”311 This ever-greater span of 

difference remains so fundamental to the God-world relation that even grace cannot destroy 

 
308 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 353-354. Emphasis added. 
309 Cf. Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 360. 
310 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 354, makes the point 

explicit: “The element of original sin in this human religiosity consists in this: That the 
similarity between Creator and creature that is given with the fact of our derivation from 
God is not etched into the more fundamental relationship that defines what a creature is: 
that which is not God. Everything depends on this fact. This not-being-God of the creature 
must be maintained as the most fundamental fact of all, ranking first and above all others.” 
Or again, “in the relation between God and creature, similarity and difference do not hold 
the balance, but this dissimilarity is more radical.” (355). Or again, “Original sin therefore 
undermines this formal outline.” (356).   

311 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 355. 
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it.312 Not even, that is, the incarnation itself. For insofar as it preserves “the absolute 

‘unmixedness’ of the two natures,” the hypostatic union actually performs the “greatest 

[possible] separation” between divinity and humanity.313 The redemptive mission of Christ 

therefore becomes a matter of bearing witness to that which original sin denied: “by 

accentuating and emphasizing the difference between God and man,” says Balthasar, “all 

of mankind has been shown the exact place at which and from which alone its old longing 

for apotheosis can be fulfilled.”314 Said otherwise, Christ himself proves to be a concrete 

embodiment of the analogia entis—more on this distinctively Balthasarian claim in the 

following chapter.315 

 With a more detailed account of its dogmatic “content” in hand, Balthasar returns 

to consider once more how this analogical structure of the Christian faith might determine 

the historical “form” in which it appears. Much like Blondel, he concedes right away that 

Christ himself must define the concept of tradition: “for the law of the incarnation 

continues to take effect in the Mystical Body of Christ, the Church,” he says.316 But the 

 
312 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 356, cites the relevant 

Thomistic principle directly: “every act of grace from God's side does not destroy this 
relation, nor does it abolish it but fulfills it through ‘elevating’ it, which grace effects: 
gratia non destruit, sed perficit et extollit naturam. Even in the gracious relation to God 
the formal outline remains the same; it is, so to speak, the ‘golden mean’: Even if the 
dimensions become different, the proportions remain the same.” Or again, “So the 
Christian dispensation really does appear most clearly expressed in the formula: gratia non 
destruit, sed perficit et extollit naturam. Man really is the one who destruit by trying to 
climb up out of his nature into a ‘spiritual’ existence.” (360). 

313 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 357. 
314 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 357. 
315 Cf. Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 361: “In our search for 

the structure of what is truly Christian we have arrived at the point of understanding the 
incarnation of Christ as the highest unification of man with God by emphasizing the greater 
mutual difference of man and God.” 

316 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 362. 
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foregoing summary ought to suggest that Balthasar’s understanding of the Mediator differs 

significantly from the “implicit Christology” we found in Blondel’s philosophy of 

action.317 Simply put, indexing the person and work of Christ to the analogia entis, as 

Balthasar does, precludes a Christology in and for which divine and human reciprocally 

determine one another in a dialectical fashion. Indeed, it was designed to do just that.318 

So, too, the resulting concept of tradition must not make the definition of God somehow 

dependent on the bungled history of attempts to interpret the event of his self-disclosure. 

There can be no “countermovement” that discloses the divine identity to the same degree 

that God has made himself known in the flesh, in other words.319 For the “foundational 

law” under which Balthasar’s account of tradition operates is the same one that structures 

 
317 Cf. Doherty, Maurice Blondel on the Supernatural in Human Action, 264. 
318 Przywara, Analogia Entis, 196, for instance, consistently depicts “analogy” as 

the Christian alternative to “dialectic” in its Platonic, Hegelian, and Heideggerian forms: 
“‘Dialectic,’ in and for itself, is a ‘creaturely realism,’ but one caught in a delirium, reeling 
irredeemably between a defiant self-recusing (into its own night of antitheses) and a 
passionate desire for fusion (understood not as a desire for self-submission, but as a desire 
for self-mastery). ‘Analogy’ is the inner balancing of this confusion: defiant self-recusing 
yields to humble self- discrimination, and passionate desire for fusion to loving self-
surrender. As such, it represents the Aufhebung of the antithesis between logic and 
dialectic: neither ‘logical dialectic’ (which, with Hegel, makes dialectic into a logic of the 
divine), nor ‘dialectical logic’ (which, with Heidegger, knows all truth only as the being 
underway of the inherently autonomous creature), but rather ‘creaturely logic,’ as the 
immanent (and most formal) method of ‘creaturely metaphysics.’” 

319 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 362, is thus compelled to 
reject the famous patristic formulae of divinization for conjuring just such a reciprocal 
exchange: “It is an all-too abbreviated and misleading formula that says: God descends that 
man might ascend. Just as it is an all-too short saying (that does not express what is 
decisively Christian) that says: God became man that man might become God. For first of 
all, what applies here is Paul's saying: qui descendit, ipse est et qui ascendit (The very one 
who descended also ascends). Man does not so much effect the countermovement to 
Christ—even with grace.” 
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his “mini-dogmatics” as a whole, i.e., the ever-greater dissimilarity between God and 

world, no matter how great their similarity.  

The same basic relation obtains between Christ and the Church: “The Head is 

hypostatically one with the Logos, the Body is not; the Head is without sin and redeems 

us, the Body is sinful and what has been redeemed.”320 He even goes so far as to say “the 

distance of the creature from God is potentialized, as it were, through the distance of the 

Body to the Head,” as though the Pauline imagery (cf. Col 1:18) were underwritten by a 

threat of decapitation.321 Notice, in fact, just how far Balthasar has traveled from Blondel’s 

insistence that Christ became the “reality” of both our “voluntary failings” and subsequent 

“religious action.”322 True, he’s willing to concede that “our suffering has been allowed to 

be taken into the suffering of Christ,” thereby suggesting even the Church’s failures are 

somehow attributable to the Savior.323 But the content of Balthasar’s dogmatic sketch has 

already circumscribed the limits of what such a statement can mean. For even the sufferings 

of Christ himself were less a demonstration of some “communication of attributes” by 

means of which God consents to suffer and die than a means of demonstrating once more 

that humanity is not divine.324 Likewise, he says, the “suffering and failure” of the Church 

is first and foremost “punishment for our own sins and guilt,” not some felix culpa in and 

 
320 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 357. 
321 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 362. 
322 Cf. Blondel, Action, 420-421. 
323 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 366. 
324 Cf. Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 358: “Because sin did 

not want to see this and thought it could leap over this distance by sacrilegious presumption, 
for that reason the truth can only be communicated to the creature by pointing out the 
gruesome cost of our restoration, underlined and italicized with the blood of the God-man 
himself. The whole world, to the extent it still wants to share in this redemption, must 
plunge along into this death, recognizing its impotence and weakness, its not-being-God.” 
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through which truth arises from its own misrecognition.325 Just as the “redemption” of 

Christ was a matter of “underlining the human, the worldly, the natural, the non-divine,” 

so the Church is called to become “the place of the encounter between God and world” by 

accentuating its own creatureliness.326 

 So it is that Balthasar’s commitment to the analogia entis requires an ever-greater 

dissimilarity not only between God and world, nor even simply between Christ and the 

Church, but also between Christian dogma and the history of its development. Precisely 

because, that is, the “potentialized distance” between the Body and Head can easily become 

the condition under which the Bride proves unfaithful to her Bridegroom—all of 

Balthasar’s later reflections327 on the casta meretrix are thus anticipated here—there is 

nothing that guarantees the historical forms in which she makes bold to verbalize her 

devotion are equally faithful expressions of the dogmatic content to which she remains 

nonetheless beholden. On the contrary, the “non-identity” in and of which created being 

consists is just as likely to become the occasion for decidedly heterodox impressions of the 

Gospel as “the basis of [its] earthly fulfillment.”328 For “just as sin and the world are always 

gaining for themselves new room within the Church,” says Balthasar, “so too heresy is 

always gaining for itself new room in theological and ecclesial thought.”329 This inner 

 
325 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 366. 
326 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 363. 
327 Cf. Hans Urs von Balthasar, “Casta Meretrix,” trans. John Saward, in 

Explorations in Theology Volume II: Spouse of the Word (San Francisco, CA: Ignatius 
Press, 1991), 193–288. For an illuminating study of this essay in its historical context, see 
Stephen D. Lawson, “The Apostasy of the Church and the Cross of Christ: Hans Urs von 
Balthasar on the Mystery of the Church as Casta Meretrix,” Modern Theology 36:2 (April 
2020): 259-280. 

328 Cf. Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 352. 
329 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 369. 



  230 

space in which sin and heresy take root is nothing other than the “interval” that obtains 

between the essence and existence of created being. Since there can be no question of 

collapsing this “distance,” the only solution is taking a critical look at the history in which 

dogmatic reflection has developed. 

Having thus noted this ever-present liability—the enduring “gap” between history 

and dogma, in other words—his essay finally turns from outlining “the basic law of 

Christianity” to considering whether and if so how the various epochs of Christian tradition 

have succeeded in giving it shape. All the details of Balthasar’s commentary on the 

patristic, scholastic, and modern periods need not delay us here, but three conspicuous 

features of his critiques are worth noting for the light they shed on his developing 

hermeneutic of retrieval. Enumerating them will serve as a conclusion to this subsection. 

First, our esteemed guide descries a lingering ambiguity in the patristic era. On the 

one hand, he says, the Church Fathers “emphasize and maintain the basic cleft between 

God and creature,” thereby upholding at least one aspect of the “fundamental law” of the 

Christian faith.330 Seen from this perspective, the Fathers were among the first to glimpse 

the “ever-greater dissimilarity” and its theological implications; indeed, the final 

subsection (2.3.3) of this chapter will show that Balthasar will go on to attribute the 

“discovery” of the actus essendi to none other than Gregory of Nyssa himself. And yet, on 

the other hand, the philosophical idiom of the Fathers was so thoroughly suffused with 

Platonism that many of their otherwise enduring insights were eclipsed by a more 

“pantheistic” vision of the God-world relation.331 The way in which Balthasar characterizes 

 
330 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 377. 
331 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 373. 
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this drift toward “spiritualization” during the patristic era recalls his description of “original 

sin” earlier in the same essay, but also his much later depiction of the “philosophy of spirit” 

in the trilogy.332 By supposing that a “two-fold unity between the divine and created 

sphere” obtains in the concept of “pneuma,” he writes, the Fathers of the Church “were not 

able sufficiently to clarify the relationship of the two natures that lies at the basis of every 

act of grace.”333 Such is the “basic tendency of the patristic epoch,” we’re told.334 

 Second, our Swiss theologian paints the Scholastic period as a corrective to the 

spiritual excesses of the patristic. Thanks in large part to their collective preference for 

Aristotle over Plato—the brush in Balthasar’s hands gets somehow progressively broader 

over the course of his essay—the Schoolman were able to supplement the “schema of 

participation” with a “schema of effect-to-cause,” and thereby give formal expression to a 

concept of “nature” the Church Fathers had always lacked.335 “Nature as that self-

subsistence of created being that is presupposed before any gracious and unmerited 

participation in God can take place,” this is the sorely needed clarification Scholasticism 

 
332 Consider, for instance, the parallels between the following passages. Balthasar, 

“Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 378, writes: “The whole dimension ‘from matter 
to spirit’ is a sensible image for the dimension ‘from creature to God.’ But authentic 
Christianity in each period depends on how far the symbol is recognized as symbol and 
treated as such—how far, that is, God is not confused with the ‘innermost essence of the 
human spirit,’ and the ‘divine Pneuma’ is not mistaken for that created ‘pneuma’ that 
Greek anthropology counted as one of the components of man, along with his body and 
soul.” Much later, Balthasar, GL5, 461-462, will characterize the error of Descartes and 
company in practically the same terms: “The Eckhartian position of the ‘spark of the soul’ 
as a point of identity beyond all analogy is reached in Descartes by a fundamentally 
philosophical method and is developed in Kant’s ‘original and synthetic unity of 
apperception,’ in Fichte’s Ich, in Schelling’s point of indifference and in Hegel’s process 
of the spirit.” 

333 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 378-379. 
334 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 375. 
335 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 381. 
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affords to the development of Christian doctrine.336 Needless to say, Balthasar is thinking 

primarily of Thomas, in whose terms the essay has already been trafficking. They reappear 

here once more for good measure: “every relationship of the creature to God is to be 

constructed only on the basis of a mutual otherness that is always more predominant.”337 

If the patristic era was inclined to forget the analogia entis, the Scholastic period 

formalized it as the “structural law” of Christianity for the first time.  

Third, that which distinguishes modernity in Balthasar’s judgment is not so much 

a “new starting point” for dogmatic reflection as it is a crystallization of the patristic and 

Scholastic periods into the asymmetrical poles of a living tension. “Thus,” he writes, “the 

fruitful contrast, from which the image of the whole can be realized, really is stretched 

between patristics and scholasticism (or, if one prefers, between Platonism and 

Aristotelianism) as the ultimate formal intellectual directions of the human mind.”338 All 

of which is simply another way of saying their respective thoughtforms relate to one 

another by way of the same “analogical” bond that scaffolds the basic idea of Christianity 

as such. Christ and Church; dogma and history; Scholasticism and patristics: each of these 

pairs are further inflections—indeed, analogies—of the more fundamental relation between 

created being and Being itself. While it may have been an originally Scholastic (i.e., 

Thomistic) accomplishment to balance the patristic notion of “spirit” with a more 

substantial concept of “nature” and so forth, it remains a peculiarly modern achievement 

to claim the resulting metaphysical relation as a “structural law” by means of which to sift 

 
336 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 381. 
337 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 381. 
338 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 391. 
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the whole of Christian tradition; to see in the analogia entis, that is, a hermeneutical key to 

the entire history of Western thought. Such was the “task” Balthasar set before himself and 

likeminded Catholic intellectuals in this programmatic essay: not simply “returning to the 

past,” but laboring to “remov[e] the obstructions of all one-sided views” in order to “realize 

the total meaning of the Christian dispensation as the inner meaning of our times 

demand.”339 Carrying it out would require a hermeneutic of retrieval, not repristination. A 

theory and practice of reading fully prepared to interpret the past in light of dogmatic 

prejudices only apparent to the present. 

Aidan Nichols put it best: “Here are marching orders for a lifetime of dogmatic 

work.”340  But his martial image begs a further question: if our Swiss theologian thus plays 

the sergeant delivering his plan of attack to a Catholic infantry at the start of another crisis 

for European culture—we must not forget the political context of this essay—who 

represents his own commanding officer? The early Balthasar had many such mentors, but 

none of them made a more lasting impression on his theological project than Erich 

Przywara. For in fact he was the one who first glimpsed an entire “form of thought” 

(Denkform) in the analogia entis.341 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
339 Balthasar, “Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves,” 394. 
340 Nichols, Scattering the Seed, 32. 
341 See Peter J. Casarella, “Hans Urs von Balthasar, Erich Przywara’s Analogia 

entis, and the Problem of a Catholic Denkform,” in The Analogy of Being: Invention of the 
Antichrist or the Wisdom of God?, ed. Thomas Joseph White (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2011), 192-206 
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2.3.2: Przywara, Heidegger, and “the Positivity of Finitude” 
 
 

It’s neither possible nor indeed necessary to attempt here a complete summary of 

Przywara’s theology—the full significance of which is only just now coming into view in 

the Anglophone world, not least for the influence it exercised upon a younger generation 

of Catholic intellectuals like Balthasar.342 Instead, sketching another one of Balthasar’s 

 
342 The recent uptick in Anglophone attention to Przywara is owed in large part to 

the work of John Betz, not least his and David Bentley Hart’s translation of Analogia Entis: 
Metaphysics – Original Structure and Universal Rhythm, trans. John R. Betz and David 
Bentley Hart (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2014). Betz’s substantial introduction (1-115) 
to their translation is currently the best summary of Przywara’s thought available in 
English, but there has been a slew of other studies published in the last five years alone. 
Betz himself has spoken of a “Przywara renaissance.” Cf. John Betz, “Erich Przywara and 
the Analogia Entis: A Genealogical Diagnosis and Metaphysical Critique of Modernity,” 
in Christian Wisdom Meets Modernity, edited by Balázs Mezei, Francesca Murphy, and 
Kenneth Oakes (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2016), 71-91; Idem., “After Heidegger 
and Marion: The Task of Christian Metaphysics Today,” Modern Theology 34:4 (October 
2018): 565-597; Idem., “Mere Metaphysics: An Ecumenical Proposal,” Modern Theology 
35:4 (October 2019): 683-705; Idem., “The Analogia Entis as a Standard of Catholic 
Engagement: Erich Przywara’s Critique of Phenomenology and Dialectical Theology,” 
Modern Theology 35:1 (January 2019): 81-102. See also Thomas F. O’Meara, O.P., Erich 
Przywara, S.J.: His Life and His World (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 
2002); Kenneth Oakes, “The Cross and the Analogia Entis in Erich Przywara,” in The 
Analogy of Being: Invention of the Antichrist or the Wisdom of God?, ed. Thomas Joseph 
White (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011), 147-171; Kenneth Oakes, “Three Themes in 
Przywara’s Earlier Thought,” The Thomist 74.2 (April 2010): 283-310; Brian Dunkle, S. 
J., “Service in the Analogia Entis and Spiritual Works of Erich Przywara,” Theological 
Studies 73 (2012): 339–62; Mogård Bergem, “Transgressions: Erich Przywara, G. W. F. 
Hegel, and the Principle of Non-Contradiction,” Forum Philosophicum 21, no. 1 (Spring 
2016): 11-27; Jonathan M. Ciraulo, “Deification as Christification in Erich Przywara and 
John Zizoulas,” Modern Theology 32, no. 4 (October 2016): 479-503; Rowan Williams, 
Christ the Heart of Creation (London: Bloomsbury Continuum, 2018); Graham James 
McAleer, Erich Przywara and Postmodern Natural Law: A History of the Metaphysics of 
Morals (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2019); Philip John Paul 
Gonzales, Reimagining the Analogia Entis: The Future of Erich Przywara’s Christian 
Vision (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2019); Aaron Pidel, S.J., Church of the Ever Greater 
God: The Ecclesiology of Erich Przywara (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 2020). 
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early essays, “Die Metaphysik Erich Przywaras” (1933), will serve as a textually 

circumscribed means of weighing what exactly the young Jesuit had learned from his 

teacher at this stage in his career.343  

The relatively brief article is given mostly to summary of Przywara’s magnum opus 

Analogia Entis I (1932), but two emphases of note emerge in Balthasar’s analysis: 1) that 

Przywara is an exemplary Christian philosopher insofar as his thought spans a series of 

opposed polarities, especially the tension (Spannung) between “rational-systematic” and 

“irrational-unsystematic”344 thought; 2) that the enduring non-identity between these 

mounting polarities is the proper mark of “a creaturely metaphysics,” one which would 

“not seek to usurp God” but instead strive to “represent the open-endedness 

(Unschließarkeit) of thought” as such.345 On either score, Przywara proves himself an heir 

to St. Thomas. Indeed, Balthasar reads both emphases as elaborations on a central 

Thomistic doctrine: the distinctio realis between esse and essentia becomes the “single 

point of departure for Przywara.”346 That the previous century’s staunchest defender of the 

analogia entis should have been a Thomist is hardly surprising. Nor is it all that remarkable, 

given the circumstances, that Balthasar himself adopted a basically Thomistic 

framework—however noteworthy that fact has proven for a proper appraisal of his patristic 

studies.347 Just as important, though, is the alliance Balthasar descried between Przywara’s 

 
343 Hans Urs von Balthasar, “Die Metaphysik Erich Przywaras,” Schweizerische 

Rundschau 33 (1933): 489-499. 
344 Balthasar, “Die Metaphysik Erich Przywaras,” 489. My translation. 
345 Balthasar, “Die Metaphysik Erich Przywaras,” 491. My translation. 
346 Balthasar, “Die Metaphysik Erich Przywaras,” 496. My translation. 
347 Of course, both Przywara and Balthasar had a dogmatic reason for taking 

Thomism as untranscendable horizon of thought for the Catholic tradition, viz. Aeterni 
Patris (1879) in which Pope Leo XIII reasserted Roman Catholic rights to the riches of 
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patently Thomistic metaphysics of analogy and St. Augustine (354-430 AD). What the 

latter adds to the Angelic Doctor’s otherwise metaphysical insistence upon the real 

distinction between essence (Wesen) and existence (Dasein) in finite being (Sein), on 

Balthasar’s telling, is an unmistakably existential “dimension” obscured by the jargon of 

scholastic disputation. But if Augustine provides the Urimpuls of Przywara’s thought, his 

influence also explains why Przywara found support for his theological project in the 

burgeoning field of phenomenology.348 For what the latter promised was a recovery of the 

medieval synthesis by way of painstaking attention to lived experience; it augured, that is, 

a return to the Catholic tradition on modern philosophy’s own terms. 

Setting aside some potted historical narrative349 of the relationship between 

Edmund Husserl’s nascent movement and Catholic theology, the present section is better 

served by focusing on the influence of a man Balthasar dubbed Augustine’s “most kindred 

spirit” (der Verwandteste) in the modern period: Martin Heidegger (1889-1976 AD).350 

Balthasar’s observation in the Przywara essay that the early Heidegger, in particular, 

offered “a bridge to the problem at the heart of scholasticism,” i.e. the distinctio realis or 

“non-identity of essence and existence in finite being,”351 here becomes a pivot upon which 

to turn to another early article published in Przywara’s own journal, “Heideggers 

 
philosophy and pronounced St. Thomas Aquinas the authoritative doctor of Catholic 
doctrine. 

348 Balthasar, “Die Metaphysik Erich Przywaras,” 493.  
349 For the definitive account of phenomenology and Catholic theology, see now 

Edward Baring, Converts to the Real: Catholicism and the Making of Continental 
Philosophy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2019).  

350 Balthasar, “Die Metaphysik Erich Przywaras,” 491. 
351 Balthasar, “Die Metaphysik Erich Przywaras,” 496. My translation. 
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Philosophie vom Standpunkt des Katholizismus” (1939).352 In this piece, Balthasar is 

forthright about the philosopher’s shortcomings “from the standpoint of Catholicism,” but 

he is equally clear that and how Heidegger still offers succor to Catholic theology. In fact, 

he thinks the philosopher’s most fatal error inseparable from his profoundest achievement. 

Heidegger’s work, he claims, is the “keystone” (Schlußstein) of modern philosophy’s 

progressive “reaction” (Abwendung) against the overweening abstractions of German 

Idealism. If, that is, Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel saw “finitude” (die Endlichkeit) as little 

more than a “transitional moment” (Vorläufigkeit) on the way to infinity—mere “building 

material for the inner fullness of an infinite, divine Spirit,” as he puts it—Balthasar recasts 

Western intellectual history ever since as a series of attempts to recover “the positivity of 

finitude,” with Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, and Heidegger as the high watermarks.353 Recover, 

I say, since Balthasar clearly thinks “the positivity of finitude” an originally Christian 

insight. Against Greek philosophy’s preference for the “universal,” he says, the doctrine of 

the incarnation (Menschwerdung) secured the metaphysical status of the “particular” once 

 
352 Hans Urs von Balthasar, “Heideggers Philosophie vom Standpunkt des 

Katholizismus,” Stimmen der Zeit 70 (1939): 1-8. See also Balthasar’s more extensive 
commentary on Heidegger, alongside Rainier Marie Rilke, in Apokalypse der deutschen 
Seele, III. Der Vergöttlichung des Todes, 193-315. It’s true, as Cyril O’Regan has noted, 
that the former piece is more critical of Heidegger than the much longer exposition of him 
(and Rilke) in Apokalypse der deutschen Seele—not least because Balthasar adopts a more 
explicitly theological posture here than he had in the expanded version of his Germanistik 
dissertation—but this only makes his otherwise positive comments in the brief essay all 
the more indicative of the direction in which he wished to develop Heidegger’s thought.  

353 Balthasar, “Heideggers Philosophie vom Standpunkt des Katholizismus,” 1-2. 
My translation. Balthasar, Apokalypse der deutschen Seele III, 204, lists Positivität der 
Endlichkeit as one of three Kennworte that describe the “distance” between Heidegger and 
Hegel, along with Zeitlichkeit des Daseins and doppelte Wahrheit. Each of these 
“watchwords” entails the others: being is finite insofar as it is temporal, which results  
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and for all: “Finitude, the revelation in Christ finally teaches, is not purely negative.”354 

Exactly insofar as Heidegger comes last in a long line of Endlichkeit’s modern evangels, 

his work sounds the “logical conclusion” of a lengthy “struggle for the rights of the 

particular over against the dictatorship of the universal.”355  

For much the same reason, though, Heidegger also represents the near total 

“secularization of Christian thought.” Hence, modern philosophy, Balthasar maintains, is 

just a reversal of the Greek paradigm: it merely exchanges the infinite for the finite without 

further revision of either term. Accordingly, Heidegger is the ill-fated inheritor of an 

“attempt to close the world in upon itself and establish it alone as absolute.” Despite its 

theological origins, therefore, “the whole finitude-philosophy of modernity bears an 

emphatically anti-Christian face.”356 Heidegger, for his part, may have recognized the 

“positivity of finitude,” but he mistook it for the “nihilation of nihil” (das Nichten des 

Nichts).”357 Which is to say, he mistook Being itself for nothing.358 But the convertibility 

 
354 Balthasar, “Heideggers Philosophie vom Standpunkt des Katholizismus,” 5. My 

translation.  
355 Balthasar, “Heideggers Philosophie vom Standpunkt des Katholizismus,” 6. My 

translation. The total lack of reference to Judaism in this essay is somewhat conspicuous 
considering the historical circumstances surrounding its publication. 

356 Balthasar, “Heideggers Philosophie vom Standpunkt des Katholizismus,” 6. My 
translation. 

357 Cf. Martin Heidegger, “What is Metaphysics?” in Basic Writings, ed. David 
Farrell Krell (San Francisco: Harper, 1977), 92-112. 

358 As Balthasar, “Heideggers Philosophie vom Standpunkt des Katholizismus,” 1, 
says, on more than one occasion, the identification of being and nothing puts Heidegger in 
close proximity to Hegel himself: “Spirit as such is finitude, and insofar as spirit is 
authentic, true being, Heidegger can appropriate for himself Hegel’s proposition, according 
to which (authentic) being and nothing coincide.” (my translation). Cf. Apokalypse der 
deutschen Seele III, 203: “‘Das Nichts . . . gehört ursprünglich zum Wesen des Seins selbst. 
Im Sein des Seienden geschieht das Nichten des Nichts.’ Damit holt Heidegger die 
entscheidende These Hegels wieder ein.”  
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of being and nothing—whether an ontological assertion, as in Heidegger, or a more modest 

logical elision, as in Hegel—will always be a non-starter for a theologian of Thomistic 

vintage, like Balthasar, who takes ipsum esse subsistens as the highest divine name; 

nihilism, on this view, is a metaphysical error before it ever becomes a moral problem. 

Such ontological indiscretions aside, however, Heidegger still offers something 

indispensable “from the standpoint of Catholicism.” For, despite its undeniable tendency 

toward atheism, the “finitude philosophy” he perfects provides much needed ballast against 

a Hellenistic preference for the universal over the particular. Insofar as Balthasar believed 

German Idealism had lapsed into such an essentialism—here, of course, their often-

ostentatious Hellenophilia did them no favors—he urged fellow theologians to take 

Heidegger’s “existentialism” as a welcome development in European philosophy.  

But Catholics (and Catholics alone) can do so, Balthasar claims, only if they first 

stake out the privileged position of Christian theology itself. They have, that is, to 

accentuate the irreducible “gap” between theology and philosophy—between the 

supernatural and the natural, in other words—in order to appreciate the philosophical 

insights properly.359 For, truth be told, when both philosophies are “backlit” (beleuchteten) 

by the full “revelation of Christ,” it becomes clear that “Christian thought stands at an equal 

distance (Abstand) from both the modern and Greek spirit.”360 Against the latter, Christian 

theology has cause “to stress that the positive, finite, unique, and historical are just as 

originally objects of philosophical discourse as the universal and timeless,” but, against the 

 
359 Balthasar, “Heideggers Philosophie vom Standpunkt des Katholizismus,” 3-4. 
360 Balthasar, “Heideggers Philosophie vom Standpunkt des Katholizismus,” 6. My 

translation. 
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former, it must also insist “this finitude and temporality make worldly-being no less 

creaturely and dependent upon God.”361 With this, analogy’s familiar rhythm resumes. 

Indeed, the distinctive Standpunkt of Catholicism begins to look like the analogia entis 

itself: from its vantage alone can one mediate between the “essentialism” of Greek 

philosophy and the “existentialism” of modern philosophy, for only the analogia affirms a 

“real distinction” between Wesen and Dasein without eliding either into a dialectical 

identity predicated on their mutual contradiction. 

Just so, Balthasar suggests: Catholic theology can reclaim the “negativity” 

(Nichtigkeit) at the heart of Heidegger’s philosophy—not as the sheer “nihilation of the 

nihil” (das Nichten des Nichts) but rather as the “non-identity” (Nichtidentität) of essence 

and existence in and for finite being.362 This “polarity” (Polarität), in turn, points up the 

real “ontico-ontological difference” (ontico-ontological Differenz) between “beings” and 

“Being,” and this since Seinde (i.e., creatures), on the Christian account, are only ever 

analogical approximations of the single actus essendi which Sein itself simply is (i.e., 

God).363 Hence, from a theological (not to say trinitarian) vantage, “difference” is always 

 
361 Balthasar, “Heideggers Philosophie vom Standpunkt des Katholizismus,” 6. My 

translation. 
362 Balthasar, “Heideggers Philosophie vom Standpunkt des Katholizismus,” 7. 
363 David Bentley Hart, “The Offering of Names: Metaphysics, Nihilism, and 

Analogy,” in The Hidden and the Manifest: Essays in Theology and Metaphysics (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017), 18, makes a formally identical argument regarding Heidegger’s 
own Seinsvergessenheit, extending even unto the texts written after the so-called Kehre: 
“What Heidegger calls Anwesen consists, necessarily, in a dialectic between ‘this’ and ‘not 
this’—between what is and all that might be, that has been, that will be, all that is 
concealed, potential, and that is not. But this is precisely the dialectic that must remain an 
inert impossibility if the difference between possible and actual is not enfolded within a 
prior actuality. Not to sound too doctrinaire, but the nothing cannot magically pass from 
itself into something; fieri simply cannot precede esse. Heidegger obviously makes a vague 
gesture in the direction of this rather elementary impasse by distinguishing between the 
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already doubled: the “non-identity” of a finite being’s “essence” and “existence,” which 

accounts for its very “facticity” (as Heidegger himself saw, to his lasting credit), is but the 

relative difference that unveils (in the very act of veiling, as Heidegger also saw) the 

absolute difference between finite and infinite.364 The identity-in-difference of essence and 

existence in every creaturely act of being becomes an undulating “shimmer of divine self-

sufficiency,” on Balthasar’s telling. Which is to say, an “analogy” of Being itself, wherein 

the divine essence and its personal existence perfectly coincide.365 Precisely so, Balthasar 

thinks, finitude need be neither self-enclosed “perfection” (as in Heidegger) nor comi-

tragic “imperfection” (as for the Greeks), but is given to be a dynamic oscillation between 

both poles: “in our not-being-God lies, at long last, a reflection of perfection” (Abglanz von 

Vollkommenheit), for the very categories of “image” and/or “analogy,” now synonymous 

 
‘ontico-ontological difference’ and its event, but here too, unless this event is understood 
as the donation of being from a plenitude of actuality, such a distinction is little more than 
a revision of the problem it pretends to address. One must either be willing to speak of 
something like an actus essendi subsistens or cease speaking of being altogether; and to 
misrepresent talk of this transcendent act, that infinitely and simply is all that the possible 
might possibly be, as simply ‘ontic’ discourse, concerned with some efficient cause or 
power, is to trade in empty caricature.” 

364 Cf. John Milbank, “The Second Difference: For a Trinitarianism Without 
Reserve,” Modern Theology 2:3 (1986): 213-234. 

365 Indeed, Balthasar, “Heideggers Philosophie vom Standpunkt des 
Katholizismus,” 8, goes on to say that the unity-in-distinction of creaturely being is, in fact, 
“ein Abglanz jenes ewigen innergöttlichen Gegenüberseins, das aller Nichtigkeit und 
Nichtidentität überhoben ist.” Already, it seems, Balthasar was beginning to express an 
account of intra-trinitarian difference just as fulsome as his more infamous comments in 
the later volumes of Theo-Drama. It’s rather telling that the above comment is couched in 
a discussion of the analogical relationship between the formal ontology of creaturely being 
in a Heideggerian vein and traditional trinitarian theology. As we’ll soon see, Balthasar 
establishes an unmistakable connection between his discussion of “difference” in 
Heidegger—summed up in the concept of die Lichtung—and the term of art he borrows 
from Gregory of Nyssa to name an intra-trinitarian “distance” between the divine persons, 
viz. διάστασις. 
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with “creaturehood” as such, already imply a dynamic tension between likeness and 

unlikeness to the divine perfections themselves. All of which, finally, allows Balthasar to 

distill his via media to a pithy phrase: “There is just as surely a ‘good finitude’ in the world 

as there is a ‘bad infinity’ (Hegel).”366 With one stroke, Balthasar leverages modern 

philosophy’s existentialist leanings against its latent essentialism in order to distinguish his 

own theological “standpoint” from each in turn. 

So it is—and not without some irony—that Heidegger’s “finitude-philosophy” 

affords Balthasar conceptual resources to recover an authentically Catholic account of 

creaturehood from the oblivion of Western philosophical history. Indeed, it’s crucial to 

notice that, at least initially, Heidegger’s “ontico-ontological difference” strikes Balthasar 

not as a ready-made figure for the Creator/creature distinction (as one might expect, given 

his well-known commitment to the “infinite qualitative distinction” between God and 

world) but as a philosophically solvent means of articulating the basic structures of finite 

being from a theological perspective.367 With this point in mind, his conviction that 

 
366 Balthasar, “Heideggers Philosophie vom Standpunkt des Katholizismus,” 8. My 

translation. 
367 In this respect, at least, the early Balthasar’s uptake of Heidegger proves (once 

again, somewhat ironically) more faithful to the latter’s project than theologians who wish 
to see in Sein a secular name of God. To his credit, that is, Balthasar saw correctly that 
“being” itself is finite on Heidegger’s construal. In fact, Balthasar’s entire theological 
critique of Heidegger turns on recognition of this basic point: it is the convertibility of 
being and nothing in the latter’s thought—the way, in other words, actuality and possibility 
are “always already” coordinated, identity and difference “equiprimordial” in their 
irreconcilable opposition to one another—that renders Heidegger’s peculiar “metaphysics” 
theologically untenable from Balthasar’s perspective. But, then, it’s precisely this 
dialectical view of being and non-being that proves useful, on Balthasar’s view, for 
articulating the ontological profile of creatures created from nothing—the way, that is, 
finite being is riven with the irrecuperable negation of sheer contingency. Hence, in a 
decisive passage from Apokalypse des deutschen Seele III:225-6, Balthasar can claim that 
just “so long” as one takes Heidegger’s “whole philosophy” as “an immanent description 
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Heidegger’s work augurs the recovery of the distinctio realis starts to seem more clear, 

even as the doctrine itself appears more comprehensible in the light of a phenomenological 

method already permeated368 by scholastic influence: at issue in the “real distinction” is the 

“non-identity” at the heart of finite being, the irreducible “gap” between “essence” and 

“existence” for creatures riven by time.  

Clearer, too, is Balthasar’s somewhat idiosyncratic choice to summarize the whole 

of Heidegger’s project under the heading of the latter’s distinctive use of the term die 

 
of finite being in its formal structure,” it “remains possible to take the ‘categories’ of being 
and nothing as abstract extremes of a potentially unified, active-passive structure of finite 
existence and consciousness, over which (the entire active-passive structure, not either one 
of its poles alone) one can then array an intuitus originarius (i.e., an ‘actus purus’).” At 
which point, he continues, “the analogy between God and man would then be that between 
an absolute, unnecessary potentiality and a relative potentiality riven with negation.” This, 
anyway, is a direction in which Balthasar thinks it “possible” to develop Heidegger’s 
thought, but he thinks it unlikely the philosopher himself could countenance such a 
theological superadditum (as it were) to his work. It’s rather more the case, Balthasar 
claims, that Heidegger simply “widens the structure of human consciousness to a divine 
dimension and thereby, on the model of Schelling and Scheler, introduces nothingness—
and with it fallenness, anxiety, and death—into God’s own self.” 

368 See, once more, Baring, Converts to the Real, esp. 23-147, for a thorough study 
of the neo-scholastic backdrop to phenomenology’s historical development. As Baring 
reports, more than one contemporary commentator noted the significance of the distinctio 
realis, in particular, for the phenomenological method. René Kremer argued that Husserl’s 
application of the epoché rhymed with the “real distinction” (196), while Ernesto Grassi 
insisted upon the doctrine’s decisive role for both Brentano and Husserl (235). When it 
comes to Heidegger, however, the story is somewhat more complicated. As Baring, 
Converts to the Real, 55fff., details, neo-scholastic intellectuals across Europe saw 
Husserl’s “transcendental turn,” in Ideen (1913) and then Méditations cartésiennes (1929), 
as a betrayal of phenomenology’s promise from a Catholic perspective. Whereas the 
Logische Untersuchungen (1901-2) had opened the way to a full-throated recovery of 
metaphysical realism with its analysis of “intentionality,” the “transcendental reduction” 
of the later texts threatened to replace our natural relation to the real with a direct “intuition 
of essences” that “bracketed” their “existence” altogether. From this vantage, Husserl’s 
later work could be seen as a confusion of “essence” and “existence” inasmuch as direct 
apprehension of the former could be said to “constitute” the latter. Husserl, on this view, 
reduces to Fichte. 
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Lichtung. In fact, Balthasar claims, Heidegger’s “brilliant play on words ‘Lichtung des 

Seins’ (in the unsublatable double sense of a ‘nihilative clearing’ and ‘spiritual 

illumination’) can be taken as a shibboleth of his entire period of thought, in the same way 

that Hegel’s play on Aufhebung (in that unsublatable double sense of ‘abolition’ and a 

‘preserving elevation of the finite’) was the keyword of Idealism.”369 Setting aside a more 

detailed study of Heidegger’s own use of the concept—not to mention whether Balthasar’s 

interpretation of it is altogether adequate to the sources—it should suffice here to say that 

Balthasar sees in die Lichtung an evocative figure for the sort of “negativity” or “non-

identity” he deems proper to the nature of finitude as such. It names, in other words, that 

“clearing” left by the centrifugal motion of esse and essentia in every contingent act of 

being; or again, the irresolvable “tension” (die Spannung, Przywara calls it) between 

“essence” and “existence,” in which a creature’s analogical likeness to an eternally 

subsistent act of being “lights up” by virtue of its very dissimilarity to this source of 

plenitude. Accordingly, as in Thomas himself, the contingency of created being—the way 

its existence always lags behind an already given essence, opening up a possible “space” 

in which its own act of being-there (Da-sein) “takes place,” as it were—need not be viewed 

as a metaphysical deficiency when seen from the perspective of ens necessarium but 

becomes, instead, the ontological condition for an “obediential potency” to image forth its 

final cause.  

With these Thomistic provisos in place, the young Balthasar can happily affirm 

Heidegger’s various formulae, but mean by them something quite different than the 

 
369 Balthasar, “Heideggers Philosophie vom Standpunkt des Katholizismus,” 3. My 

translation. 
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philosopher himself. The being of beings is indeed not a being among beings; but this is so 

because true being is the infinite act that lets beings be in their ownmost difference from 

subsistent being itself. There-being does indeed prove to be the being for whom being is 

an issue, and it does so by resolving itself to the radical contingency of being-there in the 

first place; but this only means acknowledging the nothing from which created being 

springs and thence allowing this negativity proper to one’s own nature to become a kind of 

clearing in which the infinite event of subsistent being itself lights up.370 

 
2.3.3: Retrieving Gregory of Nyssa Under the Sign of “Analogy” 

 
 

With the Catholic recruitment of Heidegger for the cause of “analogy” in view, the 

present subsection turns (at last) to Balthasar’s series of studies on Gregory of Nyssa. But 

 
370 Thus opens the surprising possibility that the philosopher’s Catholic readers, 

Przywara and Balthasar first among them, anticipated something like the characteristic 
emphases of the later, post-Kehre Heidegger, for whom, recall, the sheer fact of “ontico-
ontological difference” should be distinguished sharply from the “event” (Ereignis) that 
“lets be” (Lassen) or “gives” (es gibt) the “presencing” (Anwesen) of “beyng” (Seyn) in the 
dialectical play of its “unconcealment” (aletheia) from an “ungrounded ground” from 
which it “always already” differs, and so forth. Of course, it would be grossly inaccurate 
to say Heidegger somehow came around to the idea of an actus purus of subsistent being 
in a vaguely Thomistic vein—not least since the vehemence of his critiques against the 
Christian theological tradition only increased with age—but, then again, this simple point 
of historical fact has never stopped philosophical theologians like Jean-Luc Marion from 
appropriating the late Heidegger for reasons the young Balthasar himself may have already 
glimpsed in Heidegger’s early texts. Cf. Martin Heidegger, Contributions to Philosophy 
(Of the Event), trans. Richard Rojcewicz and Daniela Vallaga-Neu (Bloomington, IN: 
Indiana University Press, 2012); Jean-Luc Marion, God Without Being: Hors-Texte, 
Second Edition, trans. Thomas A. Carlson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012); 
Idem., “In the Name: How to Avoid Speaking of It,” in In Excess: Studies of Saturated 
Phenomena, trans. Robyn Horner and Vincent Berraud (New York: Fordham University 
Press, 2002), 128-162.  
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it does not leave Heidegger behind. Quite the reverse: the German philosopher will become 

the hidden key to our Swiss theologian’s retrieval of the youngest Cappadocian. 

Balthasar’s exegetical engagement with Gregory actually begins three years prior 

to the publication of Présence et Pensée: Essai sur la philosophie religieuse de Grégoire 

de Nysse.371 Two different texts from 1939 document the Swiss theologian’s developing 

view of the Nyssen. The first is little more than the “first edition” of the later monograph’s 

third and final part, published under the same name in a Parisian journal alongside an 

advertisement for the forthcoming book; there are no substantial differences between the 

two versions.372 The second text is the introduction to a German translation of passages 

 
371 Many, of course, cite this text for various points it makes regarding Gregory of 

Nyssa’s thought, but studies of Balthasar’s book in its own right are scant. The best 
treatment of Présence et pensée as a whole remains Werner Löser, Im Geiste des Origenes: 
Hans Urs von Balthasar als Interpret der Theologie der Kirchenväter (Frankfurt am Main: 
Josef Knecht, 1976), 100-118, though even it merits attention for the quality of its analysis, 
quantity of pages. To my knowledge, Anthony Cirelli, “Re-Assessing the Meaning of 
Thought: Hans Urs von Balthasar’s Retrieval of Gregory of Nyssa,” The Heythrop Journal 
50.3 (May 2009): 416-424, is the only article or monograph currently available in English 
that attempts a treatment of Présence et pensée, though its scope is rather narrowly limited 
to Balthasar’s interest in “Gregory of Nyssa’s epistemology” as alternative to German 
Idealist accounts of “subjectivity.” Cirelli pays very little attention to the historical context 
of the book, and his reading of Balthasar’s argument is somewhat credulous. Michel 
Barnes, “‘Some Synchronic Moment’: Gregory of Nyssa, Théologie Mystique and French 
Ressourcement,” Nova et Vetera 18.2 (2020): 367-411. offers a critical reading of Présence 
et pensée in the context of Vladimir Lossky and Jean Daniélou’s studies of Gregory during 
the same period. 

372 Hans Urs von Balthasar, “‘Présence et Pensée’ : La philosophie religieuse de 
Grégoire de Nysse,” Recherches de Science Religieuse (1939): 513-549. Indeed, the 
article’s prefatory note seems to indicate that the monograph was already complete at the 
time of the essay’s publication. Lochbrunner, Hans Urs von Balthasar, 178-179, cites an 
April 1937 letter from Balthasar to his longtime friend Emil Lerch in which he mentions 
that he’d begun work on a book about Gregory entitled “Pensée et Présence,” and then 
notes that Balthasar was already attempting to find a French publisher for the essay by the 
time he arrived in Paris for the summer break from his studies in Lyon. Whatever the exact 
timeline, it seems most likely that all of Balthasar’s early texts on Gregory were written at 
roughly the same time and therefore reflect a sustained period of reflection on his thought. 
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from the Nyssen’s Homilies on the Song of Songs.373 Though similar in content to the 

monograph—in fact, it reads like a brief summary of the latter’s much longer argument—

the introduction offers still further evidence for the influences on Balthasar’s interpretation 

of Gregory’s thought, thanks in large part to the fact that he wrote the short text in German. 

As in the book, Balthasar opens with a section on the theme of “Becoming” 

(Werden/Devenir) in Gregory, which begins with an analysis of his distinctive use of the 

term διάστημα/διάστασις.374 This concept will be the keystone of Balthasar’s entire 

interpretation of Gregory. But whereas modern philosophical sources are mostly scrubbed 

from the book-length study in French, Balthasar includes a telling reference to Heidegger 

when he goes to gloss διάστημα in the German introduction:  

Gregory places at the beginning of his doctrine of creation the concept of 
διάστημα—the ontological distantiality (Abständigkeit), the intervals 
[Zwischenraums] internal to creation itself—which Heidegger calls the 
‘clearing’ of Being (die Lichtung des Seins). For Gregory, this clearing falls 
open together with time (Zeit). It is the being thrown [Geworfen-] or carried 
along [Dahingetragenwerden] of Dasein (φέρεσθαι). Time coincides with 
creatureliness (οὐδὲν ἄλλο ἤ κτιίσις ἐστίν).375  
 

 
373 Hans Urs von Balthasar, ed. and trans., Gregor von Nyssa. Der versiegelte Quell. 

Auslegung des Hohen Liedes (Salzburg: Otto Müller Verlag, 1939). 
374 Subsequent scholarship often credits Balthasar with the “discovery” of 

διάστημα/διάστασις in Gregory’s thought. Take, for instance, the estimable judgment of 
Brooks Otis, “Cappadocian Thought as a Coherent System,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 12 
(1958): 109: “It was, so far as I know, Balthasar . . .  who first realized the great significance 
of the term diastasis or diastema.” Michel Barnes, The Power of God: Δύναμις in Gregory 
of Nyssa’s Trinitarian Theology (Catholic University of America Press, 2001), 221, repeats 
this judgment. Indeed, this section remains the most regularly cited part of Balthasar’s 
monograph, even when and where it’s otherwise regarded as an artifact of outdated patristic 
research. Consider how Andrew Radde-Gallwitz, Gregory of Nyssa’s Doctrinal Works: A 
Literary Study (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 86, cites only this section of 
Balthasar’s book, even as his entire approach to Gregory’s texts are defined against the sort 
of systematic-theological interpretation Balthasar (among others) pioneered. Many such 
examples could be multiplied. 

375 Balthasar, Der versiegelte Quell, 12. 
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Here Balthasar strings together several Heideggerian terms of art to describe Gregory’s 

idiosyncratic concept of creaturehood—including the very word he chooses to translate376 

διάστημα itself, Abständigkeit.377 As usual in the Swiss theologian’s corpus, no further 

context or explication accompanies this philosophical allusion; Balthasar’s readers are left 

to piece together for themselves the implied relationship between Gregory of Nyssa’s 

doctrine of creation and Heidegger’s “analytic of finitude.”  

 
376That the choice to render διάστημα as Abständigkeit was not some momentary 

whim in a little-read introduction can be confirmed by reference to Kosmische Liturgie, 
132-141, wherein Balthasar includes a much fuller discussion of Gregory’s influence on 
Maximus Confessor’s use of the διάστημα/διάστασις pair. There, too, he repeatedly 
translates the terms as Abstand and Abständigkeit, but makes no mention of Heidegger. By 
and large, though, his comments in Kosmische Liturgie only make more explicit what he 
says of Gregory. Consider the following passages: “Maximus took up Gregory of Nyssa’s 
axiom that finite being is essentially characterized by spatial intervals (διάστημα) and, 
therefore, by motion. For both authors, finite being is essentially time.” (138). And then: 
“Time and space are, for Maximus and Gregory of Nyssa, the expression of finitude itself; 
they are pure limitation. Space is not fundamentally a physical or astronomical reality but 
an ontological category: ‘the limitation of the world through itself’. Time is the ‘scattering’ 
of being that invariably accompanies finitude. It expresses that fundamental nonidentity, 
for which scholasticism would develop the theory of the real distinction between essence 
and existence.” (139). On the whole, Balthasar references Thomas much more frequently 
in Kosmische Liturgie than Présence et pensée, even going so far as to claim that Maximus 
anticipates genuinely Thomistic insights.  

377 To the best of my knowledge, Abständigkeit is a neologism of Heidegger’s own 
coinage, introduced in Sein und Zeit §27. Cf. David Egan, “Das Man and Distantiality in 
Being and Time,” Inquiry 55.3 (June 2012): 300: “Heidegger’s neologism Abständigkeit 
derives from the German Abstand, which means a gap or a distance between things. The 
term connotes the fact of our distance from one another and not our response to that fact.” 
The precise connection between the infamous discussion of “distantiality” (Abständigkeit) 
and das Man in that section of Heidegger’s text and the other patently Heideggerian terms 
Balthasar mentions, such as die Lichtung, is not straightforward. It’s not immediately clear, 
for one thing, how the seemingly social category of Abständigkeit, which Heidegger uses 
to describe the sort of “Being-with-one-another” proper to Dasein, relates to the apparently 
ontological categories of “thrownness,” “temporality,” and “clearing” that Balthasar also 
mentions. Suffice it to say, for now, that Abständigkeit belongs to the same fundamental 
ontology the early Heidegger was developing in and around Being and Time; Dasein’s 
existentialia must be taken as an integral whole, not as piecemeal predications of an 
underlying substance. 
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With foregoing appraisal of Balthasar’s debt to the philosopher already in view, 

though, the task is somewhat simpler. Whatever the propriety of his comparison—whether, 

that is, there’s actually any exegetical justification for suggesting so strong a resemblance 

between Gregory and Heidegger—it should be clear that Balthasar would like, at the very 

least, to find in Gregory a patristic advocate for “the positivity of finitude” he so prizes in 

Heidegger. In which case, Gregory would then represent for him a kind of Christian 

existentialist avant la lettre: a late ancient outlier attuned to the ontological difference 

between beings and Being before its occlusion by the subsequent history of Western 

metaphysics, and this even as he preserved the best impulses of the Greek spirit. 

In fact, this is precisely how Balthasar presents Gregory in the introduction to 

Présence et pensée. Previous studies, he claims, had only emphasized the “essential” 

aspects of the Nyssen’s thought: his proximity to the rationalism of Greek philosophy, 

above all Plato and Plotinus.378 But they left aside the “existential” aspect of Gregory’s 

thought. Balthasar’s own approach means to address this inattention: “It is only, we 

believe, in emphasizing this twofold character that is at once dramatic and conceptual, 

‘existential’ and ‘essential’, that we shall succeed in reviving and rethinking the work of 

Gregory.”379 Other scholars have noticed these “existential” overtones in Balthasar’s book, 

of course. Critics like Walther Völker have long called attention to the theologian’s 

anachronistic attempts “to interpret Gregory in much too close a proximity to Heidegger 

 
378 Cf. Franz Diekamp, Die Gotteslehre des hl. Gregor von Nyssa (Münster: 

Aschendorff, 1896); Harold F. Cherniss, The Platonism of Gregory of Nyssa, University 
of California Publications in Classical Philology, vol. 11 (Berkley: University of California 
Press, 1930). 

379 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 16; Présence et Pensée, xvi. Emphasis added. 
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and modern existential thought.”380 But such judgments fail to appreciate Balthasar’s 

emphasis on both the “existential” and “essential” aspects of Gregory’s theological vision, 

and this because they fail to contextualize Balthasar’s allusions to Heidegger in Présence 

et pensée and its predecessors against earlier studies like Apokalypse der deutschen Seele 

and “Heideggers Philosophie vom Standpunkt des Katholizismus.” His point is not that 

Gregory is an “existentialist” in the modern sense. Accordingly, his interpretation is not 

exactly the “modernization” those like Völker think it is. Rather, Balthasar means to 

leverage his previous claims about Heidegger’s unwitting recovery of the distinctio realis 

to read Gregory into a premodern theological tradition that culminates with Thomas 

Aquinas. With those earlier texts in view, it’s hard not to hear the familiar rhythm of 

“analogy” in Balthasar’s descriptions of Gregory.381 The latter’s “charm,” he claims, “lies 

in the perfect harmony that reigns between the ‘system’ and its religious realization, 

between the idea and the drama.”382 Or again, “the mystical bent that animates all his 

writings produces an authentic metaphysics . . . a metaphysics marked by an irreproachable 

 
380 Walther Völker, Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner 

Verlag, 1955), 14. My translation. It should be noted that Balthasar never mentions 
Heidegger by name in Présence et Pensée. 

381 Löser, Im Geiste des Origenes, 102ff, was the first to notice the dogmatic stakes 
of Présence et pensée and make a case for the analogia entis as a “systematischen 
Grundlagen” in Balthasar’s study of Gregory of Nyssa: “Zwei Grundgedanken wirken sich 
in der Struktur von Présence et pensée besonders deutlich aus: 1. die im engsten 
Zusammenhang mit der Lehre von der Analogie des Seins stehende Auffassung vom 
Verhältnis zwischen Natur und Gnade, 2. die Lehre von der Differenz zwischen Sosein und 
Dasein.” It is among the burdens of Löser’s book as a whole to show that the analogia entis 
informed Balthasar’s retrieval of the Fathers: “Die Lehre von der Analogie des Seins, wie 
sie von Balthasar bei E. Przywara kennen gelernt hat, hat das Denken von Balthasars 
zutiefst geprägt, — wie die folgenden Untersuchungen erweisen werden.” (17). 

382 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 16; Présence et Pensée, xvi. Translation 
modified. Emphasis added. 
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logic and the adequate translation of his interior drama.”383 In every case, we find 

variations on the basic ratio between “essence” and “existence.” The clear implication is 

that Gregory is neither a crypto-Platonist (i.e., essentialist) nor latent Heideggerian (i.e., 

existentialist), but rather a theologian who reconciles these opposed tendencies in a more 

synthétique vision.384  

Even so, there’s no question Balthasar that believes Gregory’s real breakthrough 

was an unprecedented emphasis on the existential pole of this dialectic. Just as Heidegger’s 

recovery of the Seinsfrage put an end to the lingering rationalism of the Idealist age, thereby 

auguring a renewed dialogue between modern philosophy and Catholic theology, so 

Gregory and his Cappadocian confreres overcame the Platonism of their patristic 

predecessors by first articulating the fundamental “Christian distinction” from pagan 

thought.385 Whereas Philo, Plotinus, even Origen posited a middle term between the soul 

and God—variously identified as logos, nous, and/or the Son—Gregory refuses any such 

intermediary. For him, God is no longer lofted “beyond being,” like the One of Plotinus. 

But neither is God “a being” among other beings, some determinate “object” of intellection, 

a mere “idea” of divinity, nor even the sum total of all such entities. Instead, Gregory 

 
383 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 16; Présence et Pensée, xvi. Emphasis added. 
384 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 18; Présence et Pensée, xviii. 
385 I borrow the term “Christian distinction” from Robert Sokolowski’s influential 

account of the basic difference between Christian theology and pagan philosophy in The 
God of Faith and Reason: Foundations of Christian Theology (Washington, DC: The 
Catholic University of America Press, 1995), 12-40. Sokolowski’s account is strikingly 
similar to Balthasar’s, though there doesn’t seem to be direct textual dependence. Whatever 
its exact provenance, the story they spin has exercised a considerable influence on 
contemporary theologians—especially those who see in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan 
period a definitive break with pagan thought. 
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identifies God with “Being itself” (l’Etre lui-même).386 Which is to say, the very be-ing of 

beings “who cannot be designated in any other way than by [the infinitive verb] εἶναι.”387 

It’s crucial, for Balthasar, that this actus essendi is irreducible to any single “definition of 

essence” (λόγος τῆς οὐσίας, in Aristotelian terms) or set of predicable attributes.388 The 

truly “Christian consciousness . . . must discover the being (l’etre) that is present in 

essence,” to be sure, but must do so “without ever confusing it with essence, or expressing 

it by way of essence.”389 Only so, he claims, could Gregory arrive at a concept of divinity 

that underlies every determinate act of being without thereby reverting to a first principle 

higher than being itself. “What we are witnessing here,” writes Balthasar, “is nothing less 

than a reflexive philosophical realization of the ‘idea’ of Existence.”390 That we are meant 

to recall Heidegger’s use of Existenz391 at this point—and that, furthermore, “existence” is 

 
386  Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 22; Présence et Pensée, xxii. 
387 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 23; Présence et Pensée, xxiv. 
388 But this is only to repeat the claim that God is not “a being” or “object of 

intellection” or “idea.” Cf. Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 21; Présence et Pensée, xxi: 
“For being is for Gregory precisely not an idea. It is first and foremost the negative residue 
of all of God’s qualitative attributes. In the impossibility of knowing ‘what’ God is (πῶς 
ἐστίν), it becomes clear ‘that’ he is (ὅτι ἐστἰν) . . . From the incapacity to attribute ‘this’ 
and ‘that’, which is to say, the nonbeing of things, to God, there arises Being itself.”   

389 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 22; Présence et Pensée, xxii. Translation 
modified. Emphasis added. 

390 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 22; Présence et Pensée, xxii. Translation 
modified. 

391 Cf. Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward 
Robinson (New York: Harper Perennial, 2008), 67; Sein und Zeit, Elfte Auflage (Tübingen: 
Max Niemeyer, 1967), 12, where he distinguishes Existenz from both “essence” (Wesen) 
and “being-present-at-hand” or existentia: “The ‘essence’ [‘Wesen’] of this entity [i.e. 
Dasein] lies in its ‘to be’ [Zu-sein]. Its Being-what-it-is [Was-sein] (essentia) must, so far 
as we can speak of it at all, be conceived in terms of its Being (existentia). But here our 
ontological task is to show that when we choose to designate the Being of this entity as 
‘existence’ [Existenz], this term does not and cannot have the ontological signification of 
the traditional term ‘existentia’; ontologically, existentia is tantamount to Being-present-
at-hand, a kind of Being which is essentially inappropriate to entities of Dasein’s 
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Balthasar’s preferred gloss on the infinitive form of being—can be confirmed by a 

somewhat less oblique reference in the closing moments of the introduction: “this εἶναι 

[that Gregory discovered] has been forgotten, not only as it concerns the knowledge of 

God, but almost as much insofar as it concerns the knowledge of creatures.”392 Balthasar’s 

project of “patristic retrieval” intends to recover not only forgotten voices from the 

Christian past but also, and thereby, uncover the “question of Being” from a 

Seinsvergessenheit in which Western theology had long languished.  

Again, though, these more or less overt allusions to Heidegger aren’t meant to 

establish a one-to-one correspondence between Gregory and the philosopher of finitude. 

Nor should they be taken as a wholesale endorsement of Heidegger’s thought from the 

“standpoint” of Catholic theology. On the contrary, as I’ve said, Balthasar was using 

Heidegger’s concepts in service of a metaphysical program ultimately antithetical to the 

“fundamental ontology” outlined in texts like Sein und Zeit (1927) and Kant und das 

Problem der Metaphysik (1929). While Gregory’s εἶναι may recall Heidegger’s Sein, that 

is, it does so only because Balthasar had already indexed the latter to the ipsum esse 

subsistens of scholastic vintage.393 Granting St. Thomas interpretive privilege, moreover, 

 
character.” Cf. Martin Heidegger, The Basic Problems of Phenomenology, trans. Albert 
Hofstadter (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1988), 88-98, where he also 
discusses the scholastic distinction between esse and existentia. 

392 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 23; Présence et Pensée, xxiv. Context makes 
it clear that both “knowledge of God” and “knowledge of creatures” should be taken as 
objective genitives.  

393 In fact, Balthasar’s emphasis on the priority of existence over essence, not only 
with respect to creatures but also with respect to God—consider, for instance, his claim 
that it is the divine “existence itself” which “stays in obscurity” beyond all predications, 
not the divine essence as one might expect—suggests a somewhat idiosyncratic 
interpretation of Thomas, viz. that of the so-called “existential Thomists.” It’s likely that 
the “existential Thomism” he here approximates owes something to the influence of 
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entails a corresponding critique of Heidegger’s own ontology. Balthasar articulates his 

basic issue with Heidegger’s notion of Being nowhere more clearly than the third volume 

of Apokalypse der deutschen Seele (1939), written during roughly the same period as his 

patristic triptych. “So long,” he says, “as [Heidegger’s] whole philosophy seeks to be 

nothing other than the immanent description of finite being in its formal structure, without 

thereby raising this formal structure to the status of the ground of truth as such—then there 

is not yet any contradiction.” For, “[i]n that case, it remains possible to understand the 

‘categories’ of being and nothingness as abstract extremes of a unified, potential, active-

passive structure of finite existence and cognition, and thence to elevate the intuitus 

originarius beyond this entire active-passive structure (as actus purus, and not just over 

one of these poles alone).” Just here, in other words, a genuinely Catholic metaphysics 

might take Heidegger’s “immanent description of finite being” as the phenomenologically 

first term in an ontological “analogy between God and man,” according to which the merely 

“relative potentiality” of finite being points beyond itself to the “absolute, needless 

potentiality” of divine being.394 Precisely so, Balthasar thinks, the Catholic standpoint can 

 
Jacques Maritain and Étienne Gilson’s interpretations of Thomas—especially given the 
oblique references to the “Christian philosophy” debates in the book’s Avant-Propos. Even 
so, these early attempts to suture Heidegger and Thomas together at the seam of Being 
already tend toward Gustav Siewerth’s efforts to exempt the Angelic Doctor from 
Heidegger’s critique of ontotheology. Which means, at the very least, that Balthasar’s use 
of Heidegger in Présence et pensée anticipates some of the most important themes in his 
later work, especially the latter volumes of The Glory of the Lord wherein he often cites 
Siewerth with approval. Furthermore, all of this suggests that, perhaps as early as the 
1940s, Balthasar was moving away from what he may have perceived as Przywara’s latent 
“essentialism” and toward a more Siewerthian reading of Thomistic metaphysics that 
emphasized the absolute priority of act.  

394 Balthasar, Apokalypse des deutschen Seele III:225. My translation. Cf. 
Apokalypse des deutschen Seele III:270: “…the inextricable intermingling of act and 
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recuperate the “positivity of finitude” and, crucially, the “clearing of existence” [Lichtung 

der Existenz], without thereby sublimating the finite beyond its natural limits.395 As before, 

then, the argument indicts Heidegger himself for failing to think the ontico-ontological 

difference as rigorously as the Catholic tradition. Only now, the true discovery of that 

difference belongs to Gregory of Nyssa’s outsized contributions to the Nicene-

Constantinopolitan consensus. The Cappadocian position not only distinguishes Christian 

theology from late antique philosophy but also eclipses Heidegger’s curious brand of 

existentialism on its own terms, for Gregory’s thought encompasses both within a 

metaphysical vision at once deeper and wider than either form of pagan wisdom. 

Such were the enormous stakes of Présence et pensée: to recover, in a manner not 

unlike Heidegger’s own “retrieval” (Wiederholung) of the philosophical past, the very 

origins of the “Christian difference” from its “onto-theological” obscurity.396 For the early 

Balthasar, it was precisely this effort to demonstrate the ongoing actualité of “Christian 

philosophy,” past and present, which warranted his interpretation of Greek theology 

through (neo-)Thomist categories; esse ipsum subsistens, actus purus, distinctio realis all 

become scholastic shorthand for Gregory of Nyssa’s philosophical breakthrough, for these 

 
potency in the finite which, as a whole, points up an Absolute Being beyond act and 
potency, ‘being’ and ‘nothing.’” 

395 Balthasar, Apokalypse des deutschen Seele III:270. My translation. 
396 That Balthasar’s approach to ressourcement recalls Heidegger’s own approach 

to philosophical history should suggest, once more, that the broadly hermeneutical 
perspective I outline in Ch.1 is not something wholly extrinsic to Balthasar’s method. On 
the contrary, we might well consider Balthasar’s reception of Heidegger parallel to that of 
Gadamer, at least insofar as both were seeking to apply Heidegger’s “existential analytic 
of finitude” to the problem of transhistorical intellectual traditions. 
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were the terms in which European Catholics were pitching their philosophia perennis to 

modern culture.397  

Indeed, as Jean-Robert Armogathe notes in his preface to the reprinted edition of 

Présence et Pensée, Balthasar’s Essai sur la philosophie religieuse de Grégoire de Nysse 

ought to be read against the backdrop of the heated debates over “Christian philosophy” 

that exercised the French academy during the early 1930s.398 Surely this context goes at 

least some way in explaining why the young Swiss theologian chose to write his study in 

French in the first place; with the significant exception of a two-part article on Origen from 

1936-37, it is the only text from this period not published in German, like the rest of his 

major works.399 To be fair, the francophone audience may simply reflect the ferment for 

early Christian sources following the patristic renaissance among Henri de Lubac’s 

students in Lyons.400 Whatever the exact case, though, it’s clear that Balthasar’s 

monograph on Gregory of Nyssa makes a bold statement about the status of “Christian 

philosophy,” in both the late ancient and modern periods.  

 
397 See Baring, Converts to the Real, 104-105, for, inter alia, Przywara’s belief that 

a specifically Heideggerian form of phenomenology could become modernity’s “path 
home” to the “philosophia perennis.”  

398 Jean-Robert Armogathe, “Note Préliminaire,” in Présence et pensée, iv-v. 
399 Cf. Hans Urs von Balthasar, “La mysterion d’Origène,” Recherches de science 

religieuse 26 (1936): 513-562; Idem., “La mysterion d’Origène,” Recherches de science 
religieuse 27 (1937): 38-64. 

400 Jean Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique : essai sur la doctrine 
spirituelle de Saint Grégoire de Nysse (Paris : Aubier, 1944), was published just two years 
after Balthasar’s study; the first volume of the monumental Sources Chrétiennes series was 
published the same year; Henri de Lubac, Catholicisme: les aspects sociaux du dogme 
(Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 1938), preceded these monumental volumes. 
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Balthasar’s formal contribution to these debates wasn’t published for another 

decade, after the back-and-forth between the principal figures had already dissipated.401 

There he supports the idea of a “Christian philosophy,” though his argument ultimately 

departs from the Catholic positions Blondel himself, Etienne Gilson, and Jacques Maritain 

had staked against their rationalist critics Emile Bréhier and Léon Brunschvicg.402 It’s not 

necessary to parse the differences between their respective positions at the moment.403 

Suffice it to say, Balthasar denies that philosophy names even a provisionally self-

sufficient sphere of inquiry susceptible to further supplementation by strictly theological 

data, and therefore demurs from Gilson’s famous remark that “Christian philosophy” 

considers “Christian revelation as an indispensable auxiliary to reason,” all the while 

“keeping the two orders formally distinct.”404 For Balthasar, the person of faith need feign 

no such false humility about the human intellect.405 The idea of “pure nature” and “pure 

 
401 Hans Urs von Balthasar, “Von den Aufgaben der katholischen Philosophie in 

der Zeit,” Annalen der Philosophischen Gesellschaft der lnnerschweiz 3.2/3 (1946/47), 1-
38; ET: Idem., “On the Tasks of Catholic Philosophy in Our Time,” Communio 
International Catholic Review 20 (1993), 147-187.  

402 For an introduction to the “Christian philosophy” debates and translations of the 
principal texts, see Gregory B. Sadler, ed. and trans., Reason Fulfilled by Revelation: The 
1930s Christian Philosophy Debates in France (Washington, DC: The Catholic University 
of America Press, 2011).  

403 For a summary of the various positions from a perspective similar to Balthasar’s 
own, see Henri de Lubac, “Retrieving the Tradition: On Christian Philosophy,” trans. 
Sharon Mollerus and Susan Clements, Communio 19 (1992): 478-506. 

404 Etienne Gilson, The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy (Gifford Lectures 1931-
1932), trans. A.H.C. Downes (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1940), 37.  

405 Cf. Balthasar, “On the Tasks of Catholic Philosophy,” 164-165: “It would be 
untruth and hypocrisy for the Catholic thinker if he were to set himself absolutely on the 
same level as the non-believing philosophers in order ‘to seek for the truth’ together with 
them, so that he would deny himself in such an attitude and would split his personality in 
a pathological manner into a religious-Christian personality that knows about the truth of 
revelation, and a philosophical personality that behaves as if it did not know this, and 
disguises itself in the attitude of the seeker.” 
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reason” may possess some hypothetical significance, he concedes, but they nevertheless 

“lack any corresponding separate reality in the concrete world-order.” In fact, therefore, 

“the entire order of nature has been set a priori by the revelation of Christ at the service of 

his supernatural kingdom.”406 Which means that “[i]nsofar as the philosopher [. . .] looks 

out upon a cosmos that is noetically and ontically saturated with moments of the 

supernatural, he will also be, at the very least—without knowing it—a crypto-

theologian.”407 At this point, Balthasar reprises a familiar theme. Given nature’s de facto 

orientation to the supernatural, the “tasks of Catholic philosophy” become twofold: first, 

“the art of breaking open all finite, philosophical truth in the direction of Christ,” and then 

“the art of the clarifying transposition,” whereby one shows how the mystery of Christ 

nevertheless expresses itself truthfully in the albeit limited perspectives of strictly 

philosophical analysis.408  

Hence, Christian theologians are in a position to understand the intellectual efforts 

of their philosophical counterparts better than they do themselves. By “taking captive all 

human systems of thought” (2 Cor. 10:5), in a manner not unlike “the spolia Aegyptorum” 

 
406 Balthasar, “On the Tasks of Catholic Philosophy,” 151-152. 
407 Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Theology of Karl Barth: Exposition and 

Interpretation, trans. Edward T. Oakes, S.J. (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1992), 280. 
Part III of this book represents Balthasar’s most developed statement on the Catholic 
understanding of the relationship between philosophy and theology, and hence nature and 
grace; it was published only five years after the article “On the Tasks of Catholic 
Philosophy” and reprises much of the same material.   

408 Balthasar, “On the Tasks of Catholic Philosophy,” 156, et passim. 
Unsurprisingly, Balthasar claims that [t]he greatest progress in this methodology has been 
made by Erich Przywara, who brought all the great forms of thought of the Western spirit 
(perhaps with the exception of those which have an orientation to the natural sciences) into 
relation to one another until the point at which their harmony became the concrete historical 
proof of the analogia entis and veritatis.” (162).  
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practiced by the great spirits of the patristic age, one can thereby order every enterprise of 

worldly wisdom under the infinite object of desire after which it unwittingly strives.409 If 

this ancient method outlines the “formal” contours of the twofold Catholic task, the 

“substance” of the encounter between Christian tradition and modern philosophy centers 

primarily on the theological response to existentialism. It should not surprise, therefore, 

that Balthasar concludes his bid for “Catholic philosophy” by dubbing the “real distinction 

a key position from which it is possible to see through the one-sidedness of the philosophy 

of existentialism,” even as he credits Heidegger for shifting “the question of time from the 

specialized realm of ‘cosmology’ into the innermost center of universal ontology.”410 The 

first claim corresponds to the task of “breaking open” philosophical truths in the direction 

of their eternal archetypes, the second marks the “clarifying transposition” of such 

perennial ideas into the idiom of secular modernity. Only this double motion—at once a 

“vertical” reduction upward and a “horizontal” expansion outward—maps the vocation of 

a truly “Christian philosophy.” 

 We’ve already seen how Balthasar believed Gregory of Nyssa and his Cappadocian 

confreres uncovered the true “ontological difference” Heidegger mistakenly thought he 

rediscovered, and why Balthasar could therefore claim for the pro-Nicene movement a 

genuinely theological metaphysics capable of correcting the philosopher’s own 

“forgetfulness of being.”411 But these francophone Christian philosophy debates, in which 

 
409 Balthasar, “On the Tasks of Catholic Philosophy,” 155. 
410 Balthasar, “On the Tasks of Catholic Philosophy,” 184. 
411 So far as it goes, Balthasar’s argument about the metaphysical revolution 

inaugurated by the pro-Nicene party is formally identical to that of David Bentley Hart, 
“The Hidden and the Manifest: Metaphysics after Nicaea,” in The Hidden and the 
Manifest: Essays in Theology and Metaphysics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017), 137-164; 
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the Swiss theologian found himself somewhat belatedly embroiled, provide necessary 

context for understanding why Balthasar believed Gregory proffered not only a theological 

proviso to Heidegger’s “fundamental ontology” but also an “analytic of finitude” every bit 

as radical as the sort on offer in modern existentialism. For the most basic implication of 

Balthasar’s position on “Catholic philosophy” is that only a Christian theologian—already 

attuned, as he or she must be, to the supernatural terminus of nature’s cyclical motion—

can properly trace the limits of finite existence. As he puts it just a decade later, “only the 

theologian can scrutinize the object of a pure philosophy,” while purely philosophical 

“reason” must be “a form of theological thinking” unawares.412 So it is, from Balthasar’s 

vantage, that Heidegger’s philosophy oversteps its own stated bounds by making 

(decidedly heterodox) claims about God, even as Gregory anticipates Heidegger’s account 

of temporality without committing the same theological errors. From Balthasar’s 

perspective, Gregory can be a better philosopher than, say, Heidegger precisely because he 

is first and foremost a Christian theologian.  

As I’ve already suggested, Balthasar makes the latter case to striking effect in the 

very first chapter of Présence et pensée, titled “Le concept de l’espacement” or “The 

Concept of Spacing.”413 Against the historical backdrop I’ve already sketched—from 

Balthasar’s earliest engagements with Heidegger’s philosophy, to his theological training 

at the feet of Erich Przywara, to his forays into the Christian philosophy debates in 

 
David Bentley Hart, “Remarks Made to Jean-Luc Marion regarding Revelation and 
Givenness,” in Theological Territories: A David Bentley Hart Digest (South Bend: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2020), reprises the historical argument with a more 
decidedly anti-Heideggerian aim. 

412 Balthasar, The Theology of Karl Barth, 280. 
413 Balthasar, Présence et pensée, 1-10; Presence and Thought, 27-35. 
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France—it becomes unavoidably clear that this chapter forms the basis of Balthasar’s entire 

effort to re-source Catholic theology’s answer to modern existentialism from within the 

patristic tradition itself. For what Balthasar claims to find in Gregory’s concept of 

διάστημα/διάστασις—a term he’s already identified with Heidegger’s notion of die 

Lichtung des Seins or “the clearing of being,” recall—is nothing less than the “interval” 

that obtains between essence and existence in and for finite being. It is this revolutionary 

idea, we’re told, which secures the enduring “non-identity” of creaturely life, and thereby 

distinguishes every finite act of existence from the infinite actus essendi to which it 

faithfully points across an “ever-greater” distance.414 If Balthasar is right, in other words, 

Gregory of Nyssa was responsible for discovering the analogia entis itself. By basing his 

thought on “the irreducible opposition between God and creature,” as Balthasar puts it in 

the first chapter’s opening line, Gregory found a place from which to speak in a genuinely 

philosophical register, as if for the first time in Christian history.415 For only a confession 

of God’s “infinite qualitative distinction” from creation could finally establish the latter’s 

true meaning. Revelation not only discloses that which exceeds the natural but, in so doing, 

marks off nature’s outer limits. To the extent that Gregory was able to grasp the fullness of 

Being, therefore, he also discovered the truth of beings. But this had always been the 

promise of the analogia entis from Balthasar’s perspective: a bifocal view on both finite 

and infinite, image and archetype, creation and Creator. 

 
+++ 

 
 

 
414 Cf. Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 113. 
415 Balthasar, Présence et pensée, 1; Presence and Thought, 27. 
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So much for a first pass at Balthasar’s retrieval of Gregory. The following chapter 

will soon return to the Nyssen’s role in his later work, but the foregoing sketch ought to 

have shown that and how the various drafts of Présence et pensée (1942) carry out the 

interpretive program announced in “Patristik, Scholastik und wir” (1939). If the latter set 

before modern Catholic intellectuals the task of retrieving the Christian tradition under the 

sign of analogy—of measuring the historical record of the past by means of a dogmatic 

principle whose status as interpretive criterion had become fully apparent to the present, 

but which had always been the kernel of truth to which that tradition bore perpetual witness, 

that is—then Balthasar’s interpretation(s) of Gregory represent a remarkably faithful 

application of his method. Failure to read these essays and his other patristic studies against 

the backdrop of Balthasar’s own description of that task will likely result in a 

misunderstanding of the very work he took himself to be doing in a book like Présence et 

pensée. Such oversight is also liable to miss the point of specific moments in Balthasar’s 

interpretation as well. Consider, for instance, just how often his treatment of διάστημα has 

been cited in the scholarly literature over the last century without recognition of the fact 

that even Balthasar’s translation of the term invokes a Heideggerian neologism. Not just 

any buzzword, moreover, but the very concept on which Balthasar hung the entire promise 

of Heidegger’s philosophy—indeed, the potential of the nascent movement of 

phenomenology as a whole—from the “analogical” perspective of Catholic theology. 

While historians of various stripes may see in such a move the sin of anachronism, our 

Swiss theologian could not have been much clearer about the metaphysical presuppositions 

under which he was operating in his patristic studies. Nor could he have articulated more 

plainly that and how those same theological convictions obliged him to see in the history 
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of Christian tradition so many non-identical (and so more or less faithful) expressions of 

that “basic law,” the contours of which had been first sketched by Gregory of Nyssa 

himself. 

But what if Balthasar’s version of that “basic law” were found wanting? Not his 

purely formal claim that Christian history should be read by the light of subsequent 

dogmatic convictions—the first chapter has already mounted a defense of that move by 

demonstrating that and how such prejudices are in fact productive conditions that enable 

understanding, not obstacles to interpretation—but rather the content of those convictions 

themselves. Of course, there can be no hard and fast distinction between form and content. 

Which is why the present study has already suggested in so many ways that Balthasar’s 

hermeneutic of retrieval itself may not be adequate to the Christian mysteries it claims to 

body forth. Hence the purpose of including a long section on Maurice Blondel’s 

christologically determined account of tradition, the dialectical tendencies of which stand 

in subtle but nonetheless sharp contrast to both Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics and 

Balthasar’s analogical version of the same. Thus it was that Blondel confirmed much of 

the dialectical theory of tradition outlined in the first chapter, especially in his deduction 

of the stubbornly historical form in which Christianity has continued to develop over time 

from the positive content of revelation itself. Suffice it to say, the philosophy of action 

demands something Balthasar himself refused: the “parallax shift” from a phenomenology 

informed by the same Heideggerian convictions that structure Gadamer’s philosophical 

hermeneutics to a cruciform metaphysics at once grounding and grounded by the life, 

death, and resurrection of Christ himself.  
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But the remaining task is to question whether Gregory of Nyssa’s texts can actually 

bear the weight of Balthasar’s “structural law.” Or whether, in fact, they betray 

“dialectical” tendencies of their own, in which case Gregory will also turn out to be a 

forerunner of the “philosophy of spirit,” not just the founder of the “metaphysics of glory.” 

At least not in the way Balthasar says he was. Taking a step back from the modern sources 

for a moment, the following chapter proposes a reinterpretation of the Nyssen along just 

these lines. It begins in media res with a reading of Gregory’s debts to Basil and Origen, 

then pivots to a Christological interpretation of his famous treatise De hominis opificio. 

But it does not leave Balthasar behind. His example not only provides the inspiration for 

my own speculative retrieval of the patristic sources, but his commentary on the latter 

actually helps it along. For, as we’ll see, Balthasar harbored his own suspicions that 

Gregory tended in the direction of the “philosophy of spirit,” just like Blondel. As a matter 

of fact, he worried the youngest Cappadocian had a hand in laying its foundation, even as 

he credited him with discovering the mystery of Being itself. To the contested ground of 

Gregory’s texts we now turn.
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Chapter 3 
 

Basil, Gregory, and the Cunning of Sequence: 
On the Retroactive Logic of ἀκολουθία 

 
 

The seed contains the whole tree, its trunk, branches, leaves, colour, smell, taste, etc. And 
yet this simple thing, the seed, is not the tree itself, the tree’s various qualities do not yet 
exist. It is essential to realize that there is something simple, containing in itself a 
multiplicity which does not yet explicitly exist. 

          -  G.W.F. Hegel, Introduction to the Lectures on the History of Philosophy 
(1823) 

 
Just as in the growing shoots the growth continues gradually until the plant is perfected, in 
the same way in the case of the human being, the power of the soul also appears in 
accordance with the condition of the body. 

                                                                                             - Gregory of Nyssa, De anima et resurrectione 
 
 

If the first chapter’s dialectical theory of Christian tradition laid the groundwork for 

a reinterpretation of Balthasar’s patristic studies at once more sympathetic and more critical 

than hasty dismissals of the supposedly anachronistic method of ressourcement can 

manage, the second chapter turned from mounting a hermeneutical critique of the 

conditions under which our Swiss theologian carried out his retrievals to filling in the 

metaphysical commitments by which they were funded. The present chapter takes a step 

back from both of those discussions in order to practice the sort of reading this dissertation 

has been tracking from the start. It begins in media res with a discussion of Gregory of 

Nyssa’s relationship to both Origen of Alexandria and Basil of Caesarea, before then going 

on to wager a speculative interpretation of the Nyssen’s work that finds a christologically 

determined account of creation at its very center. The final subsection returns to Balthasar 

to accentuate once more the metaphysical stakes of retrieving Gregory of Nyssa in and for 

the present. 
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3.1  Cultivation as Immanent Critique:  
Gregory of Nyssa’s Reception of Origen and Basil 

 
 

If a given author’s “history of effects” (Wirkungsgeschichte) could be reduced to 

explicit references, study of St. Gregory of Nyssa’s reception of Origen of Alexandria 

(c.185-c.253 AD) would be a short romp.1 Besides the biographical sketch of St. Gregory 

Thaumaturgus offered in his panegyric for the Alexandrian’s “wondrous” disciple, 

Gregory of Nyssa mentions Origen by name just once in his vast corpus, at the start of his 

Homilies on the Song of Songs.2 The invocation follows upon an “apologia” for allegorical 

exegesis3 that takes up most of the work’s preface: “If, however, we are eager, even after 

Origen has addressed himself diligently to the study of this book, to commit our own work 

of writing,” Gregory entreaties, “let no one who has before his eyes the divine saying of 

the apostle to the effect that ‘each one will receive his own reward in proportion to his 

labor’ (1 Cor 3:8) lay a charge against us.”4 A brief remark, but it conveys a rather complex 

 
1 Perhaps this is why there are still “no full-length studies of the relationship 

between Origen and Gregory,” and this in spite of our consensus that Gregory is among 
Origen’s closest disciples. Cf. Anthony Meredith, “Origen,” in The Brill Dictionary of 
Gregory of Nyssa, eds. Lucas Francisco Mateo-Seco and Giulio Maspero, trans. Seth 
Cherney, Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae 99 (Leiden, 2010), 555. 

2 To these one should add the more oblique reference to the author of “the treatise 
On first principles” at Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 28.1. (NPNF 5:419; PG 44, 229B). All 
quotations from De hominis opificio in English will be taken from the NPNF (unless 
otherwise noted) and modified when necessary according to the Greek text retrieved from 
Migne’s Patrologia Graeca 44. 

3 See Ronald Heine, “Gregory of Nyssa’s Apology for Allegory,” Vigiliae 
Christianae 38 (1984): 360-370. 

4 Gregory of Nyssa, Cant. praef.; GNO VI:13. All quotations from this text will be 
taken from Gregory of Nyssa: Homilies on the Song of Songs, trans. Richard A Norris, Jr. 
(Atlanta, GA: Society of Biblical Literature, 2012), and modified when necessary 
according to the critical edition of the Greek text in the Gregorii Nysseni Opera included 
in the same volume. 
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relationship. As a matter of course, Gregory’s puts his deference to Origen front and center. 

He even feigns worry that his own work will be thought superfluous since Origen had 

already studied the Song so “diligently” (φιλοπόνως). Nevertheless, his regard for Origen’s 

legacy clearly hasn’t made Gregory any less “eager” (σπουδάσαντος) to put forward his 

own commentary. He asks only that his readers remember the Apostle’s warning: that his 

work need not measure up to his master’s because each writer will receive recompense “in 

proportion to his own labor” (κατὰ τὸν ἴδιον κόπον), not the other’s. There may indeed be 

rhetorical reasons to signal such a strong connection to Origen’s allegorical approach to 

the Song of Songs—the reference confers the authority of tradition on Gregory’s text, for 

starters, even as it scores a polemical point against his Antiochene opponents—but Gregory 

wants to make it clear enough that his commentarial efforts don’t intend to replace those 

of his teacher.  

Then again, it’s Gregory’s own invocation of Origen’s name that invites such 

comparisons in the first place. Why raise the issue at all if you mean only to ward off the 

very suspicion your comments risk conjuring? Gregory, that is, worries aloud at his readers 

“laying a charge” (ἐγκαλέω) against him for daring to tread a path Origen has already 

blazed, but was this really a risk his homilies incurred? Assuming his readers held the great 

Alexandrian in similar esteem—and Gregory himself must have assumed they did, 

otherwise he wouldn’t have preempted their scorn to begin with—why would Gregory 

suppose they’ll mistake his work for an affront to Origen’s legacy? Doesn’t the very act of 

projecting such a reaction onto his readers already presume a competitive relationship 

between his texts and those of his master?  
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Anticipating the reader’s response is a precarious venture, it would seem, for it may 

end up revealing just as much about your own anxieties as those of the audience you’ve 

tried so desperately to imagine. We might justifiably infer that Gregory has been reticent 

to mention Origen by name throughout his writing career, despite his more or less obvious 

debts to the latter’s system at nearly every turn.5 Whatever the exact reasons—likely some 

combination of wariness at the Alexandrian’s dubious relationship to an “orthodoxy” of 

which he was partisan and humility in the face of the great exegete’s spiritual authority—

it seems more likely than not that Gregory perceived his ties to Origen as more of a liability 

than asset to air in public. When, therefore, Gregory invokes Origen’s name outright in one 

of his final texts, it’s all but bound to speak volumes, for its presence here evokes its 

absence everywhere else. What seemed like an offhand remark, buried in the final lines of 

a preface to one of his longest and latest works, carries the weight of Gregory’s career-long 

silence about his relationship to a theologian by turns celebrated and spurned in the 4th 

century. Such, anyway, were the stakes upon which Gregory raised Origen’s name in his 

preface. Little wonder, then, that the mention says more than Gregory likely meant it to 

mean, for the comment attempts to compress, in impossibly short compass, a whole 

lifetime of living in Origen’s immense shadow—and wondering whether his own shade 

would possibly fill it, were the light not obscured by so great a spirit. When Gregory finally 

 
5 It is something of a commonplace among scholars of the period to say that 

Gregory was among Origen’s closest disciples in the 4th century. Consider, as a 
representative judgment in this respect, Ilaria L.E. Ramelli, The Christian Doctrine of 
Apokatastasis: A Critical Assessment from the New Testament to Eriugena, Supplements 
to Vigiliae Christianae 120 (Leiden, 2013), 373: “the most insightful and faithful follower 
of Origen’s true thought, in very many respects…” 
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does speak his mentor’s name, the comment seems to betray anxiety about the latter’s 

undeniable influence just as much as genuine admiration. 

Gregory’s posture toward Origen is clearly a delicate position—poised, as it is, 

somewhere between deference and detachment, not to say mimetic desire—but the 

Alexandrian was not the only figure of authority to whom the youngest Cappadocian bore 

a somewhat ambiguous relationship. The present section asks after Gregory’s theological 

debts to his elder brother St. Basil the Great (330-379 AD) by re-examining two texts the 

former wrote shortly after the latter’s death: De hominis opificio and Apologia in 

Hexaemeron. It does so on the premise, only promissory for now, that Gregory’s efforts to 

sort through Basil’s legacy in his late brother’s wake was part and parcel of the Nyssen’s 

career-long project to reprise Origen’s theological system under a “pro-Nicene” banner.6 

 
6 I use the term “pro-Nicene,” coined by Lewis Ayres in his landmark study Nicaea 

and its Legacy: An Approach to Fourth-Century Trinitarian Theology (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004), with some caution. Its utility as a shorthand label for a shared 
theological “culture” or habitus among the diverse set of fourth-century Christians who 
defended the Council of Nicaea (325) against its various detractors in the years leading up 
to the council’s definitive vindication at the Council of Constantinople (381) is undeniable. 
So long as one takes commitment to this Nicene-Constantinopolitan settlement as the 
primary sense of “pro-Nicene,” Gregory of Nyssa fits the bill. Somewhat less certain are 
the broader, philosophical connotations Ayres attaches to the term, especially as they’re 
outlined at Nicaea and its Legacy, 273-343. Chief among these metaphysical assumptions 
supposedly endorsed across the board by “pro-Nicene” authors are the epistemological 
limitations that follow from an insuperable difference between God and world: “The pro-
Nicene life of the mind finds its core in attention, on the one hand, to the distinction 
between Creator and creation and, on the other hand, to the dynamics not simply of 
‘revelation’, but of the divine economy that condescends to our categories but does so only 
to draw us slowly towards a contemplation of the divine realities of which they speak.” 
(300). At several places, moreover, Ayres cites David Burrell on the analogy of being to 
gloss what he means. Witness the conclusion Ayres draws from Burrell’s commentary: 
“Christian analogical language does not override the distinction between God and world, 
because it is set in the context of a notion of creation which asserts that all ‘flows’ from 
God and that God is distinct from the creation.” (323). What’s more, Ayres concludes the 
book (384-429) by redeploying “pro-Nicene theology,” especially the supposedly strict 
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From the task of shoring up his brother’s homilies on the six days of creation, I suggest, 

Gregory learned how to negotiate his role as literary heir, the philosophical weight of which 

lesson not only allowed him to distinguish his thought from that of his illustrious 

predecessors but also provided a rationale for his continuity with their work as well. 

Defending his elder sibling’s apparently incomplete Homiliae in Hexameron while also 

 
apophatic strictures that defined its intellectual “culture,” against modern trinitarian 
theologies too beholden to Hegel’s influence: “My intention is to draw out the extent to 
which a great deal of modern Trinitarian theology is dependent on particular modern 
philosophical concerns, and to do so in a way that draws out the extent to which those 
concerns involve both a narration of the pre-modern and a rejection of some of the basic 
tenets of classical Trinitarian theology.” (404). All of which suggests, however 
impressionistically, that Ayres reconstructs a “pro-Nicene” position on the basis of 
theological convictions beyond the scope of the texts themselves—including but not 
limited to self-consciously Catholic critiques of philosophical Idealism—even as he 
demurs from modern attempts to derive a “Christian ontology” (312-313) from patristic 
sources. Others have noted the same dynamic. John Behr, “Response to Ayres: The 
Legacies of Nicaea, East and West,” Harvard Theological Review 100:2 (2007): 145-152, 
for instance, questions whether what Ayres calls the “pro-Nicene” position “is indeed an 
adequate description of what Athanasius and the Cappadocians, in particular (distinctive 
as they were) were working towards, or whether it constitutes an appropriation of what 
they were doing by an Augustinian tradition of theology mediated through the categories 
of contemporary systematics.” (146). That Ayres, “A Response to the Critics of Nicaea 
and its Legacy,” Harvard Theological Review 100:2 (2007): 159-171, responded by 
dubbing the Behr’s christocentric approach to patristic theology as “Barthian” only 
confirms the latter’s critique, viz., that Ayres seems to think “through the categories of 
contemporary systematics.” Nevertheless, the real issue with Ayres is not the anachronism 
of his approach but the unthematized “systematic” moment in his reconstruction of “pro-
Nicene” theology. To the extent that the present reading of Gregory has been worked out 
in critical dialogue with another Catholic attempt to appropriate the patristic tradition 
alongside modern categories—namely, that of Hans Urs von Balthasar—it also departs 
from Ayres and the allergy toward (German) Idealism they both share, in spite of their 
obvious differences. What should become clearer by the end of the present chapter is that 
it was precisely Gregory’s efforts to revise Origen’s belatedly heterodox system in light of 
Basil’s staunchly “pro-Nicene” approach to biblical cosmology (some of which Ayres 
himself document at Nicaea and its Legacy, 314-317) that recommend the Nyssen’s 
thought to a Hegelian reading—and this because the latter offers a philosophical idiom to 
articulate Gregory’s unprecedented account of concrete universality. More on which 
below. 
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disputing their basic premise, that is, gave Gregory an opportunity to negotiate the dialectic 

of dependence and distinction that ultimately determined his reception of earlier 

authorities, including the great Alexandrian forebear they both revered.  

With that much longer story in sight—the one about Gregory’s career-long mission 

to “reformulate”7 Origen’s theological system, I mean—the first section of this chapter 

(3.1) focuses on Gregory’s deployment of horticultural metaphors to portray his intellectual 

ties to Basil. Closer scrutiny of these images alongside his more technical means of 

differentiating between himself and Basil, especially, suggests that Gregory considered his 

own work to be both a natural development of his predecessors and, precisely thereby, the 

immanent perfection of their thought (3.1.1). Materially speaking, this meant that Gregory 

learned from Basil an appreciation for the literal sense of Scripture and historical sequence 

that tempered their master Origen’s zealous preference for spirit’s priority to letter, even 

as (crucially) Gregory retained Origen’s insistence upon the primacy of the eschatological 

over against any sort of historicism that might sacrifice the true identity of things for the 

sake of appearances. The youngest Cappadocian’s attempt to strike a balance between 

those two perspectives—Basil’s more literal-minded method and Origen’s allegorical 

convictions—becomes the occasion for an immanent critique of both (3.1.2). The 

following subsection (3.1.3) then tracks the fate of “sequence” (ἀκολουθία) in a set of 

cosmological treatises Gregory wrote in the wake of his brother’s death. What remains so 

striking about Gregory’s synthesis of his sources is the dialectical relationship he limns 

between their respective claims, such that he shows why one must first pass through the 

 
7 See Taylor C. Ross, “‘Reformulating’ Gregory of Nyssa’s Reception of Origen,” 

Studia Patristica 115:12 (2021): 89-98. 
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“Antiochene” experience of natural limitation in order to arrive at the spiritual self-

sufficiency of the “Alexandrian” standpoint. Or again, why one must first suffer the literal 

sense, even as the spiritual sense maintains a metaphysical priority. 

All of which, in turn, provides the basis for Gregory’s development of what I call 

“the retroactive logic of ἀκολουθία,” a form of reasoning according to which the final term 

of a sequence maintains metaphysical priority over the material conditions of its own 

development even as it presupposes that same process of serial maturation as a constitutive 

moment of its own identity. Borrowing the Hegelian terms developed below, one might 

say an ἀκολουθία of this sort “posits its own presuppositions.” Section (3.2) traces the 

outline of that logic in the “developmental psychology” Gregory sketches in De hominis 

opificio. After risking an excursus on Hegel’s peculiar account of “essence” (Wesen) as 

propaedeutic to the philosophical significance of Gregory’s thought (3.2.1), the following 

section then widens the scope of that discussion to consider what purchase the retroactive 

logic of ἀκολουθία might have upon the Nyssen’s account of human nature as concrete 

universal (3.2.2). There I broach a Christological solution to the well-worn problem of “the 

whole humanity” in Gregory’s thought, before returning finally to Hans Urs von Balthasar 

and his misbegotten attempts to repress the “dialectical” tendencies of the Cappadocian’s 

thought (3.3). The Swiss theologian’s failure to see Gregory’s rendition of totus christus to 

its radical conclusion—something more like a refusal than a simple misreading, fueled by 

his overriding commitment to an Augustinian and/or Heideggerian inflection of the 

analogia entis, much of which the present study has already covered—furnishes a perfect 

foil for the far-reaching implications of Gregory’s startling claim that Jesus Christ provides 
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the prototype on which the imago dei itself was patterned, the full significance of which 

previous scholars have only partially glimpsed. 

 
3.1.1: Basil’s Branch 

 

It’s well known that Gregory conceived his two cosmological treatises—De 

hominis opificio and Apologia in Hexaemeron—as humble additions to Basil of Caesarea’s 

celebrated Homiliae in Hexaemeron.8 He says as much in the opening sections of both 

works. But in these texts, too, the rhetoric of deference constantly turns into its opposite. 

Addressing his opening remarks to Peter of Sebaste, another brother, Gregory extols their 

elder sibling. Basil, he writes, “by his own speculation (τῆς ἰδίας θεωρίας) made the 

sublime ordering of the universe generally intelligible, making the world as established by 

God in the true Wisdom known to those who by means of his understanding are led to such 

contemplation (τῇ θεωρίᾳ).” Their brother was capable of discerning the creator’s wisdom, 

Gregory explains, because he “alone” (μόνος) had a “soul fashioned in the image of him 

who created him” (ἐν εἰκόνι τοῦ κτίσαντος τὴν ψυχὴν).9 In this respect, Basil’s 

“speculation” bears the double sense already implicit in the English word’s Latin root: his 

θεωρία turns on the soul as speculum. Gregory’s praise here could hardly be higher, 

especially given the theological significance he will attach to the soul’s mirror-like status 

 
8 All quotations from the Homiliae in Hexaemeron in English will be taken from 

Agnes Clare Way, C.D.P., trans., Saint Basil: Exegetic Homilies, Fathers of the Church 46 
(Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1963), and the Greek from 
Stanlislas Giet, ed. and trans., Basile de Césarée. Homélies sur l’Hexaémeron, Sources 
Chrétiennes 26 (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1968).   

9 Gregory of Nyssa, De hominis opificio praef. (NPNF 5:387; PG 44, 125B). 
Hereafter abbreviated as Op hom.  
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in this text and others.10 But this paean only serves to accentuate the audacity of Gregory’s 

own musings. For, despite these various assurances that his brother was uniquely qualified 

to interpret the text of Genesis, the Nyssen’s eagerness to wager his own opinions wins out 

once more: “we, who fall short even of worthily admiring him,” says Gregory, “yet intend 

to add to the great writer’s speculations that which is lacking in them” (ὁμοῦ 

τὸ λεῖπον τοῖς τεθεωρημένοις τῷ μεγάλῳ προσθεῖναι διενοήθημεν).11 Immediately, of 

course, a proviso follows: he offers these additions to Basil’s homilies “not so as to 

interpolate his work by insertion” (οὐχ ὡς νοθεύοντες δἰ ὑποβολῆς τὸν ἐκείνου πόνον), but 

so that “the glory of the teacher may not seem to be failing among his disciples.”12 He has 

no interest, that is, in borrowing the authority of Basil’s tongue, or shoehorning his own 

thoughts in between his brother’s words, but wants instead to shepherd the late bishop’s 

hexameral project to completion by supplementing it with a new text altogether. Gregory 

means to protect his brother’s legacy from future readers who might think less of Basil for 

leaving his collection of homilies incomplete but wishes to leave the bishop’s literary 

remains largely intact—or so he says, at any rate. 

But the idea that someone—whether real detractors or merely Gregory’s 

imagination, it matters little—could possibly think the Homiliae in Hexaemeron an 

incomplete project in the first place already suggests something about Basil’s legacy as a 

 
10 See David Bentley Hart, “The Mirror of the Infinite: Gregory of Nyssa on the 

Vestigia Trinitatis,” in Re-thinking Gregory of Nyssa, ed. Sarah Coakley (Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2003), 111-131. 

11 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. praef. (NPNF 5:387; PG 44, 125C). 
12 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. praef. (NPNF 5:387; PG 44, 125C). 
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biblical exegete, and why his brother should have been so eager to shore it up.13 Though 

recent scholarship has done a great deal to complicate older characterizations of Basil as a 

“proto-Antiochene”14 and the like, not to mention problematize the categories of 

“Antiochene”15 and “Alexandrian”16 altogether, it’s nonetheless true that the bishop of 

Caesarea practiced an exegetical habit more palpably “literal” than the sort of biblical 

 
13 Doru Costache, “Approaching An Apology for the Hexaemeron: Its Aims, 

Method, and Discourse,” Phronema 27.2 (2012): 53-81, agrees with the earlier assessment 
of E. Corsini, “Nouvelles perspectives sur le problème des sources de l’Hexaëméron de 
Grégoire de Nysse,” in Studia Patristica 1, ed. Kurt Aland (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 
1957), 94-103, that, as Costache puts it, “the Nyssen’s treatise was not primarily about 
defending and/or continuing the Basilian Hexaemeron, and that St Gregory entertained his 
own distinct aims.” (70). Franz Xaver Risch, ed. and trans., Gregor von Nyssa. Über das 
Sechstagewerk. Verteidigungsschrift an seinen Bruder Petrus, Bibliothek der Griechischen 
Literatur 49 (Stuttgart: Anton Hiersemann, 1999), 8, concedes that “apologia in 
hexaemeron is also zwar ein relativ einenständiges Werk neben dem Hexaemeron des 
Basilius, aber nicht, wie Corsini [and Costache, we should add] meint, im Sinne einer 
Konkurrenz oder gar einer Polemik.”  

14 Cf. William Tieck, “Basil of Caesarea and the Bible” (Ph.D. diss., Columbia 
University, 1953). For reappraisals of Basil’s exegetical profile, see Jaroslav Pelikan, “The 
‘Spiritual Sense’ of Scripture: The Exegetical Basis for St. Basil’s Doctrine of the Holy 
Spirit,” in Basil of Caesarea: Christian, Humanist, Ascetic: A Sixteen-Hundredth 
Anniversary Symposium, ed. Paul Jonathan Fedwick (Ontario, Canada: Pontifical Institute 
of Medieval Studies, 1981), 337-360; Richard Lim, “The Politics of Interpretation in Basil 
of Caesarea’s Homiliae in Hexaemeron,” Vigiliae Christianae 44 (1990): 351-370; 
Stephen M. Hildebrand, Basil of Caesarea, Foundations of Theological Exegesis and 
Christian Spirituality (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2014), 44-57.  

15 See, e.g., John J. O’Keefe, “‘A Letter that Killeth’: Toward a Reassessment of 
Antiochene Exegesis, or Diodore, Theodore, and Theodoret on the Psalms,” Journal of 
Early Christian Studies 8 (2000): 83-103; Robert C. Hill, Reading the Old Testament in 
Antioch (Leiden: Brill, 2005); Peter W. Martens, Adrian’s Introduction to the Divine 
Scriptures: An Antiochene Handbook of Spiritual Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2018). 

16 The standard reassessment of Antiochene and Alexandrian exegesis remains 
Frances Young, Biblical Exegesis and the Formation of Christian Culture (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), esp. 161-185. See also Frances Young, “The rhetorical 
schools and their influence on patristic exegesis,” in The Making of Orthodoxy: Essays in 
Honour of Henry Chadwick, ed. Rowan Williams (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002), 182-199. 



  276 

interpretation pioneered by the great scholars at Alexandria.17 No work of Basil’s better 

demonstrates this strict observance of the literal sense than his monumental set of homilies 

on the six days of creation, likely one of his last and surely finest literary achievements.18 

The basic design of the series is a verse-by-verse exposition of the opening chapter of 

Genesis, with a view to interpreting the “book of creation” through “the book of 

Scripture.”19 By the end of the ninth and final homily—almost 150 pages of translated 

text—Basil has plodded through just twenty-six verses. Not only do the sermons stay close 

to Scripture’s sequence, but the exegesis rarely exceeds its plain sense. Take, for instance, 

Basil’s gloss on Gen 1:1: “He [i.e., Moses] placed first ‘the beginning,’ that no one might 

believe that it was without a beginning. Then he added the word, ‘created,’ that it might be 

shown that what was made required a very small part of the power of the Creator.”20 Much 

of the discourse throughout these homilies proceeds with just such “grammatical” 

precision, even as it extols the beauty of creation with rhetorical pomp. 

So eager is Basil “to follow the ‘letter’ (γράμμα) of creation alongside Scripture, to 

do justice to the datum, the concrete reality (πράγμα) of what the eye sees,”21 in fact, that 

(in this text, at least) he openly disavows “allegorical” exegesis altogether. Witness the 

pointed remarks with which he opens his final homily on the Hexaemeron: “Those who do 

 
17 For a sturdy introduction to the intellectual culture at Alexandria, from Pantaenus 

to Clement, see David Dawson, Allegorical Readers and Cultural Revision in Ancient 
Alexandria (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1992).  

18 For an overview of Basil’s text, see Paul M. Blowers, Drama of the Divine 
Economy: Creator and Creation in Early Christian Theology and Piety (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2012), 126-129.  

19 Cf. Hildebrand, Basil of Caesarea, 37-40. 
20 Basil of Caesarea, Homiliae in Hexaemeron 1.2 (FOC 46:6; SC 26:94-95). 
21 Blowers, Drama of the Divine Economy, 128. 
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not admit the common meaning of the Scriptures (οἱ μὴ καταδεχόμενοι τὰς κοινὰς τῶν 

γεγραμμένων ἐννοίας) say that water is not water, but some other nature, and they explain 

a plant and a fish according to their opinion.” Thus, the allegorists behave like “dream 

interpreters, who interpret for their own ends the appearances seen in their dreams.” By 

contrast, he continues, “[w]hen I hear ‘grass,’ I think of grass, and in the same manner I 

understand everything as it is said, a plant, a fish, a wild animal, and an ox.” Finally, Basil 

marshals a biblical prooftext for his commitment to the plain sense: “Indeed,” he proclaims, 

“I am not ashamed of the gospel.” (Rom 1:16).22 So, even if the intended purpose of these 

comments was less an outright condemnation of spiritual interpretation than a pastoral 

concern for the theologically impressionable simpliciores in the pews, as Richard Lim23 

has argued; and even if the Cappadocian’s “project is not that of a modern apologist trying 

to convince skeptics” of a positivistic reading of the text but rather a Christian bishop 

striving to identify “the theologically literal sense” of Scripture, wherein the “integral 

relation of sacred history and cosmology within a single divine oikonomia” becomes 

perceptible, as Paul Blowers24 has suggested, it seems unavoidable that Basil’s mature 

position gives priority to the literal sense. Whatever else one might say of the scriptures, 

their “common meaning” must take precedence—not because allegory in and of itself is 

out of bounds, but because properly observing the progression of Scripture is the 

 
22 Basil of Caesarea, Homiliae in Hexaemeron 9.1 (FOC 46:135; SC 26:478-481). 
23 So Richard Lim, “The Politics of Interpretation in Basil of Caesarea’s Homiliae 

in Hexaemeron,” 364: “I do not think that he was condemning Origen when he inveighed 
against allegory in the Hexaemeron, but rather, the unsuitability of allegory for an audience 
like his, given the dangers of heresy.” 

24 Blowers, Drama of the Divine Economy, 128. 
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hermeneutical key to understanding the order of nature itself. Sacrifice the first, Basil 

thinks, and you risk losing sight of creation’s rationale altogether. 

Needless to say, Basil’s sibling demurred from his dismissal of allegory. It’s surely 

striking, as we’ve already seen, that Basil brought his literary career to a close with a set 

of homilies openly critical of allegorical interpretation, while Gregory all but dedicated his 

final series of sermons to a spirited dense of allegory.25 Even so, the brothers are much 

closer on the issue of scriptural interpretation than they may at first appear. For one thing, 

Gregory of Nyssa’s defense of allegory is a bit more categorical than Basil’s departure 

from it: Stephen M. Hildebrand26 has shown that Basil’s exegesis of the Psalms, for 

instance, demonstrates a strong commitment to spiritual reading, and Darren Sarisky has 

recently recommended Basil as a premier example of “theological interpretation” in the 

premodern tradition.27 Indeed, non-literal interpretation as such proves not to be the 

primary point of contention between Basil and Gregory’s respective approaches to biblical 

cosmology. For, by and large, both of the Nyssen’s cosmological treatises follow a fairly 

“literal” itinerary themselves. Far from ignoring the plain sense, in fact, Gregory clearly 

prizes the order of Scripture just as much as Basil. Since Jean Daniélou’s landmark study 

on the topic, scholars have long recognized the concept of “sequence” (ἀκολουθία) as 

 
25 Scholarly consensus places In Canticum canticorum in Gregory’s final years, 

somewhere between 391 and his death in c.395. See Pierre Maraval, “Chronology of 
Works,” in The Brill Dictionary of Gregory of Nyssa, eds. Luis Francisco Mateo-Seco and 
Giulio Maspero, trans. Seth Cherney (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 158. 

26 Hildebrand, Basil of Caesarea, 48-52. 
27 Indeed, Darren Sarisky, Scriptural Interpretation: A Theological Appraisal 

(Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 28, even suggests that, “whatever the differences 
between Basil and Gregory in terms of style and substance, they begin to seem minimal, 
even negligible, when Basil is set alongside theologians of today…”  
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something of a “leitmotif” in his thought.28 Its principal meaning, both within Gregory’s 

corpus and the philosophical sources from which he likely borrowed the term, is that of a 

logical entailment between two or more ideas.29 But the Nyssen dilates the scope of 

ἀκολουθία to encompass the whole of being: “the word designates, at one and the same 

time, the material coherence (ἀκολουθία ὑλική) of the biblical text, the necessary 

connection between the various realities of salvation history, and the analogical 

correspondence that obtains between these two planes.” Hence the impression that “we are 

in the presence of the key word for a theology completely preoccupied with heeding the 

connections between every domain of reality.”30 However resolutely the Nyssen may have 

defended allegorical exegesis from its anti-Origenist critics, therefore, his convictions on 

that score could never compromise his clear-eyed attention to “sequence” in all its sundry 

 
28 Jean Daniélou, “Akolouthia chez Grégoire de Nysse,” Revue des Sciences 

Religieuses 27.3 (1953): 219-249. This article was later reprinted in Jean Daniélou, L’être 
et le temps chez Grégoire de Nysse (Leiden: Brill, 1970), 18-50. See also Paulos Mar 
Gregorios, Cosmic Man: The Divine Presence: The Theology of St. Gregory (ca. 330 to 
395 A.D.) (New York: Paragon House, 1988), 47-63; Juan Antonio Gil-Tamayo, 
“Akolouthia,” in The Brill Dictionary of Gregory of Nyssa, 14-20. 

29 Henry George Liddell, Robert Scott, and Henry Stuart Jones. A Greek-English 
Lexicon, 9th ed. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1996), s.v. ἀκολουθία, suggests a Stoic provenance 
to the logical sense of the term. Gregorios, Cosmic Man, 47, is surely correct that the Stoics 
are Gregory’s most likely source for his own usage, even though Gil-Tamayo, 
“Akolouthia,” 19, rightfully notes that Gregory himself occasionally connects the word to 
Aristotle’s philosophical method, as at Contra Eunomium I.46 (GNO I:37). But see also 
Jean Daniélou, The Lord of History: Reflections on the Inner Meaning of History, trans. 
Nigel Abercrombie (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1958), 241: “Gregory took the 
term ἀκολουθία from the language of Greek philosophy, especially from Aristotle, who 
uses it in connexion with the laws governing physical change and motion…” Finally, 
Monique Alexandre, “La Théorie de l’exégèse dans le De hominis opificio et L’In 
Hexaemeron,” in Écriture et culture philosophique dans la pensée de Grégoire de Nysse, 
ed. Marguerite Harl (Leiden: Brill, 1971), 95-96, suggests that Gregory likely followed 
Philo’s in applying the concept of ἀκολουθία to the text of Genesis.  

30 Daniélou, L’être et le temps chez Grégoire de Nysse, 49. My translation; my 
emphasis. 
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forms—and this because Gregory had elevated ἀκολουθία into a basic metaphysical 

principle of his thought, thereby surpassing Basil by sublating his “literal” sensibility into 

a still broader theological vision.  

 
3.1.2: Gregory’s Bloom 

 

How so? For immediate purposes—measuring the distance between Gregory and 

Basil’s interpretation of Genesis, that is—the scriptural basis of ἀκολουθία proves most 

pressing. As it happens, Daniélou’s very first example of enchaînement in Gregory’s 

corpus comes from the latter’s encomium to Basil in the Apologia in Hexaemeron. Written 

at the request of the same brother to whom Gregory addressed his earlier treatise on the 

creation of humankind, the Apologia represents a sort of sequel to De hominis opificio.31 

But whereas the latter was largely an effort to supplement Basil’s homilies by filling in 

their lacunae, the former takes up the task of solving difficulties in the sermons themselves, 

posed to Gregory by Peter of Sebaste at some point in the wake of their brother’s death. 

Once again, the undertaking puts Gregory in something of a difficult position: on the one 

hand, he must show deference to the authority of Basil’s interpretations; on the other hand, 

he must elucidate their meaning without insinuating that his brother’s own commentary 

was somehow opaque. To thread this needle, he devises an elaborate metaphor in the proem 

to point up not only where he stands in relation to Basil, but also where his brother stood 

 
31 Maraval, “Chronology of Works,” 157, dates the Apologia in Hexaemeron to the 

early months of 379, “shortly after” the composition of De hominis opificio. See the fuller 
discussion of the text’s date in Franz Xaver Risch, ed. and trans., Gregor von Nyssa. Über 
das Sechstagewerk. Verteidigungsschrift an seinen Bruder Petrus, Bibliothek der 
Griechischen Literatur 49 (Stuttgart: Anton Hiersemann, 1999), 11-15. 
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with respect to the author of Genesis himself.32 Just as “the ear of corn” (ὁ ἄσταχυς) 

depends upon “the seed” (τον κόκκον) for its very existence, even as it “alters the size of 

the seed, along with its beauty and colorfulness and shape,” so too the “thoughts developed 

by Basil the Great through his industrious contemplations” bear a similar “relationship” 

(λόγον) to “the voice of the great Moses.”33 For that which “the latter said in just a few and 

well-chosen words, our teacher amplified through higher philosophy,” such that “it was 

not just an ear of corn he created, but a tree (δένδρον), like the mustard seed (τὸν τοῦ 

σινάπεως κόκκον) likened to the kingdom (τῇ βασιλείᾳ) of heaven.” Yet “instead of 

branches,” Basil’s tree “unfolds in doctrines and stretches aloft towards the goal of piety 

(τῷ σκοπῷ τῆς εὐσεβείας).”34 The horticultural metaphor allows Gregory to accentuate 

Basil’s achievement, and this without disparaging Scripture’s own authority, by portraying 

his brother’s discourse as a cultivation of the very same seed Moses planted. Meanwhile, 

the Nyssen wonders aloud whether his own efforts measure up: “How is it possible for us 

to plant the paltry clippings of our own thoughts opposite so great a tree of words?”35 

Having posed the question, though, Gregory once again clarifies that he does not intend to 

supplant his brother’s homilies, but merely to supplement them. He had already specified 

as much in De hominis opificio, of course, but this time he can exploit the horticultural 

 
32 For an excellent discussion of this passage, see Charlotte Köckert, Christliche 

Kosmologie und kaiserzeitliche Philosophie: Die Auslegung des Schöpfungsberichtes bei 
Origenes, Basilius und Gregor von Nyssa vor dem Hintergrund kaiserzeitlicher Timaeus-
Interpretationen, Studien und Texte zu Antike und Christentum 56 (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2009), 402-406. 

33 Gregory of Nyssa, Apologia in Hexaemeron 1 (GNO IV/1:6-7). My translation. 
Hereafter abbreviated as Hex.  

34 Gregory of Nyssa, Hex. 1 (GNO IV/1:7). My translation. 
35 Gregory of Nyssa, Hex. 2 (GNO IV/1:7). My translation. 
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context to make the same point. “Just as gardeners work wonders, wisely propagating a 

multitude of fruit (καρπῶν) from a single plant,” he says, “so, having attached my mind to 

the wisdom of our teacher, like a small offshoot (τινα βραχὺν μόσχον) to the sap of a great 

tree, I will try to become engrafted (ἐμφυόμενος) to that one, so far as it’s possible, and 

become irrigated (ἐπαρδόμενος) by the abundance of juice offered there at the base.”36 

With one turn of an apodosis, Gregory “engrafts” himself into his own metaphor, thereby 

depicting the Apologia as a branch of both Moses and Basil’s towering texts. 

On its own, of course, the image of a tree and its fruit-bearing limbs already serves 

as an elegant figure for the dialectic of distinction and dependance so characteristic of 

literary reception— not to mention that “grafting” was a metaphor the Apostle had already 

used (Rom 11:16–21) to such great effect—but Gregory’s more technical means of 

distinguishing his treatise from Basil’s only accentuates what’s really at stake in the 

horticultural metaphor. Witness, for instance, the following proviso at the end of the proem: 

“Before beginning, let it be known that we do not intend to contradict (ἀντιδογματίζειν) 

the holy Basil’s philosophical explorations of the cosmogony—even if, setting out from a 

certain sequence, the account should lead us to a different interpretation (μεδ᾽ ἄν πρὸς 

ἑτέραν ἐξήγησιν ἔκ τινος ἀκολουθίας ὁ λόγος ἔλθῃ).”37 For though “his teaching was 

authoritative and second in rank to sacred Scripture itself,” the Nyssen continues, “let me 

be permitted, so far as I am able, to explicate the sense of the words according to my own 

aim (τὸν ἴδιον σκοπὸν),” namely, “to strike upon a coherent (ἀκόλουθον) contemplation of 

 
36 Gregory of Nyssa, Hex. 2 (GNO IV/1:8). My translation. 
37 Gregory of Nyssa, Hex. 6 (GNO IV/1:13). My translation. 
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the creation of things which were made, while maintaining the proper sense of the text.”38 

Gregory has already stipulated at this point in the text that the “goal” of Basil’s sermons 

was that of “piety” (εὐσεβεία), as mentioned above. Later in the text he draws the 

distinction between their respective σκοποί even more explictly: “the goal (σκοπὸς) of the 

teacher [i.e., Basil] was not to lay down his own opinions as absolute for his audience, but 

to make the truth accessible to his students through his teaching—and we have also studied 

the teachings he handed down to us in our own efforts to understand the sequence (τὸ 

ἀκόλουθον).”39 Commenting on these passages, Daniélou summarizes their discrepancy 

thus: “While Basil had been content to explain the meaning of different episodes of 

creation, Gregory wishes to show their coherence [enchaînement], the necessary 

connection that unites them.”40 Likewise, Juan Antonio Gil-Tamayo agrees that “while 

Gregory remains faithful to the teachings of Basil in this work, he does not cease to 

distinguish himself from his teacher through his continuous concern for systematics and 

methodological rigor.”41 For them, in other words, that which distinguishes Gregory’s 

approach to Scripture is a stricter attention to its ἀκολουθία: not just the way the text 

unfolds but the rationale for why it does so, and what a coherent account of that intrinsic 

order might say about the economy of creation as a whole.42 No matter what he says at 

 
38 Gregory of Nyssa, Hex. 6 (GNO IV/1:14). My translation. 
39 Gregory of Nyssa, Hex. 28 (GNO IV/1:41-42). My translation. 
40 Daniélou, L’être et le temps chez Grégoire de Nysse, 19. My translation. 
41 Juan Antonio Gil-Tamayo, “AKOLOUTHIA,” in The Brill Dictionary of Gregory 

of Nyssa, eds. Luis Francisco Mateo-Seco and Giulio Maspero, trans. Seth Cherney 
(Leiden: Brill, 2010), 14. 

42 So Daniélou, L’être et le temps chez Grégoire de Nysse, 19: “Il écrit pour ceux 
qui cherchent l’akolouthia. Il s’agit clairement ici d’esprits ayant des exigences 
scientifiques et que ne satisfait pas un simple exposé populaire, comme celui de Basile qui 
se contentait d’exposer les faits. Ainsi la position de Grégoire est claire. Il dépend, dans 
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various points across his corpus about the significance of allegorical exegesis, therefore, it 

seems abundantly clear that Gregory was concerned with the plain sense of Scripture at 

least as much as Basil had ever been. 

Indeed, it might be more accurate to say that Gregory did not believe his brother’s 

method of interpretation was “literal” enough. Basil may have pursued the “common 

meaning” of the text, but Gregory says he seeks to understand its logical entailments—and 

does so with every confidence that “the ἀκολουθία of the biblical account of creation is 

identical with the ἀκολουθία of nature itself.”43 He could scarcely think higher of the literal 

sense, that is, since he seems convinced that it alone discloses the underlying order of 

creation as a whole. Meanwhile, the Nyssen implies, Basil merely skimmed the surface, of 

not only the book of Scripture but also the book of nature.44 When one considers Gregory’s 

well-documented conviction that each book of Scripture possesses a single σκοπός, 

moreover, the distance between his and Basil’s approach only widens.45  

 
l’ensemble, de l’enseignement de Basile, mais il cherche à lui donner une forme 
systématique, quitte à ce que ceci l’amène à corriger son frère sur quelque point et sans 
prétendre que ce qu’il expose soit autre chose qu’un exercice d’école.” Cf. Gerhard May, 
“Einige Bermerkungen über das Verhältnis Gregors von Nyssa zu Basilios dem Grossen,” 
in Epektasis: Melanges Patristiques offerts au Cardinal Jean Daniélou, eds. Jacques 
Fontaine and Charles Kannengieser (Paris: Beauchesne, 1972), 509-515. Risch, Über das 
Sechstagewerk, 107-108, rightly notes that Daniélou’s judgment is “nicht ganz richtig” 
insofar as Basil was also interested in the “Schrittfolge und Ordnung” of Scripture, even in 
the Homiliae in Hexaemeron themselves, but he nevertheless concedes that Basil was not 
interested in “ἀκολουθία als Notwendigkeit der Natur selbst erklären,” as Gregory clearly 
was. 

43 Köckert, Christliche Kosmologie und kaiserzeitliche Philosophie, 407. 
44 See Blowers, Drama of the Divine Economy, 318-322, for a discussion of 

patristic use of the “two books” motif. 
45 See Ronald E. Heine, Gregory of Nyssa’s Treatise on the Inscriptions of the 

Psalms: Introduction, Translation, and Notes (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), 24-34, for 
a discussion of Gregory’s use of σκοπός, which was possibly dependent on Iamblichus of 
Chalcis but almost certainly influenced by Origen. Cf. Taylor Ross, “The Inextricability of 
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During his discussion of the second “difficulty,” Gregory specifies the σκοπός of 

Genesis like so: “the prophet has written the book of Genesis as an introduction to the 

knowledge of God (είσαγωγικὸν πρὸς θεογνωσίαν), and the goal of Moses was to lead 

those enslaved to sense through the sensible itself to that which transcends the clutches of 

sense.”46 Despite his apparent differentiation of their respective σκόποι earlier in the 

treatise, it seems most likely that Gregory thinks both he and Basil share the basic aim of 

Moses himself, even if they execute it differently.47 Charlotte Köckert describes the 

 
Hermeneutics and Metaphysics in Late Neoplatonism and Patristic Theology,” in Greek 
and Byzantine Philosophical Exegesis, eds. James Buchanan Wallace and Athanasios 
Despotis, Eastern Church Identities 5 (Leiden: Brill, forthcoming). 

46 Gregory of Nyssa, Hex. 8 (GNO IV/1:17). My translation. 
47 Alexandre, “La Théorie de l’exégèse dans le De hominis opificio et L’In 

Hexaemeron,” 97, remarks that “[l]e but de Grégoire correspond au but de l’auteur sacré,” 
and likens both to the overarching σκοπός of Scripture discerned by Origen at De principiis 
4.2.7, viz. “l’enseignement sur Dieu et la Trinité, les créatures douées de raison célestes et 
terrestres, la différence des âmes et leur origine, le monde et pourquoi il est constitué 
l’origine du mal.” But she also uses this connection to distinguish them both from Basil: 
“comme Origène, Grégoire pense qu’il y a comme un système théologique qu’il faut tenter 
de restituer dans la lecture de l’Écriture. Il y a là, malgré l’accord fondamental, une distance 
avec Basile que Grégoire a marquée. Basile a voulu seulement ‘ouvrir une voie à la vérité,’ 
‘conduire par la main à la connaissance du créateur de toutes choses’ . . . et non dégager le 
système théologique inclus dans le texte.” Meanwhile, Köckert, Christliche Kosomologie 
und kaizerzeitliche Philosophie, 409n49, dissents from Alexandre’s suggestion; she does 
not think there is “einen qualitativen Unterschied” between Basil and Gregory, let alone 
Moses. Surely Köckert’s statement is closer to the truth, but one cannot fault, e.g., Risch, 
Über das Sechstagewerk, 8, for taking Gregory at his word when he concludes, in an 
attempt to exonerate the Nyssen from an overly polemical stance toward his elder brother, 
that the Apologia “stellt einen eigenen, unpolemischen Versuch dar, die biblische 
Kosmogonie unter einem veränderten Skopos zu begreifen.” As I say, the best evidence for 
a view like Köckert’s—which maintains a fundamental continuity between the respective 
“aims” of Basil and Gregory, even as the latter departs significantly from his brother’s 
manner of reaching that goal, and says as much on several occasions—is Gregory’s 
insistence, in other works, that the very first task of biblical exegesis is to determine the 
unified σκοπός which governs a given text, and then discern the proper order by which the 
book arrives at that end. So, for instance, In Inscriptiones Psalmorum, 1.2 (Heine, 83; GNO 
V:24-25): “First, one must understand the aim (τὸν σκοπὸν) to which this writing looks. 
Next, one must pay attention to the progressive arrangements (δι᾽ ἀκολούθου . . . 
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dynamic best: “Gregory’s remarks upon the σκοπός of the interpretation shows that, from 

his perspective, Moses, Basil, and he himself pursue the same goal: with their 

contemplation of creation, they want to arrive at knowledge of God.” Even so, she 

continues, “Moses, Basil, and Gregory nevertheless achieve this goal in different ways: 

Moses in the form of a story, Basil through a clear description of the wonders of creation, 

and Gregory by coherently outlining the inner logic of creation.”48 If something like 

Köckert’s view is correct—and I think it must be—then Gregory’s aforementioned 

distinction between his and Basil’s respective σκόποι ought to be understood within the 

context of a more fundamental agreement. Allowing something less than a univocal 

deployment of the term on Gregory’s part, that is, they share a basic σκοπός. After all, there 

is but a difference in degree, not kind, between Basil’s reputed “goal” of leading his mostly 

lay audience49 to pious recognition of their creator through contemplation of the six days 

of creation and Gregory’s “goal” of descrying the sequence of that cosmogony so as to 

grasp its inherent rationale. Both resume, in their own way, Moses’s “efforts to demonstrate 

to us the underlying order of sensible things (τὴν ἐν τοῖς αἰσθητοῖς διακόσμησιν) through 

the phenomena themselves instead of expounding upon the intelligible things directly,” as 

 
κατασκευὰς) of the concepts in the book under discussion.” Given the fact that Gregory 
follows this precise procedure in the Apologia—i.e., insofar as he explicitly identifies the 
σκοπός of Moses, then attempts to follow diligently the ἀκολουθία by which the book of 
Genesis arrives there—it seems reasonable to conclude that the Nyssen believes both he 
and Basil have composed variations on a single “purpose” set down by Moses himself, 
despite the conceptual slippage in his use of the term σκοπός itself. 

48 Köckert, Christliche Kosomologie und kaizerzeitliche Philosophie, 409. My 
translation. 

49 So, e.g., Gregory of Nyssa, Hex. 14 (GNO IV/1:24): “Those who say this and 
things like it [i.e., those who criticize Basil’s homilies] do not seem to have considered the 
intent (σκοπὸς) of the teachings of our father, who preached to so great a number in the 
church, molding his discourse to the needs of those in the audience out of exigency.” 
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the Nyssen puts it elsewhere.50 Which is to say, both Gregory and Basil set their sights on 

“knowledge of God” (θεογνωσίαν).51  

By the same token, though, it’s difficult to deny that Gregory’s description of 

Moses betrays a judgment about which one of the brothers followed that biblical σκοπός 

more faithfully. The suggestion that Moses meant to lay bare creation’s “underlying order” 

already tips Gregory’s hand, but the following passage makes his position unambiguous: 

“once more,” he writes, amidst a discussion of Gen 1:4, “Moses relays that which happens 

necessarily according to the sequence of nature in a certain order and harmony (τὸ 

ἀναγκαίως κατὰ τὴν ἀκολουθίαν τῆς φύσεως ἐν τάξει τινὶ καὶ ἁρμονίᾳ γεγόμενον), by dint 

of the divine activity.”52 Just like that, Gregory reinscribes his own stated “aim” into the 

mind of Moses himself, thereby insinuating that his own exegesis of the hexaemeral 

narrative bears out the biblical σκοπός more scrupulously than his brother’s homilies. If, 

in other words, the ἀκολουθία of a given text is a “function” of its σκοπός, as Marie-

Josèphe Rondeau put it, then the plain implication of Gregory’s portrayal of Moses is that 

 
50 Gregory of Nyssa, Hex. 14 (GNO IV/1:24). My translation. 
51 Cf. Gregory of Nyssa, Hex. 8 (GNO IV/1:17). 
52 Gregory of Nyssa, Hex. 13 (GNO IV/1:23). My translation. With this passage in 

mind, the reconstruction of Gregory’s “aim” at Risch, Über das Sechstagwerk, 8-9, seems 
justified: “Der dementsprechende eigentliche inhaltliche Skopos ergibt such aus dem eher 
formalen der Akolouthia und ist kein anderer als die Anagogie. Denn der Nachweis der 
Akolouthia ist der Nachweis einer vernünftigen Struktur im Weltall. Die Vernünftigkeit in 
der Natur deutet nicht nur darauf, daß die Welt von Gott verursacht ist. Sie ist auch die 
Vernünftigkeit Gottes selbst, da die Welt dadurch entsteht, daß Gottes Vernunft und nichr 
eine andere, geschaffene, in die Materie gelegt ist. Diese Vernünftigkeit und Weisheit zu 
betrachten heißt Gott zu erkennen, soweit dies möglich ist. Deshalb nennt Gregor den 
Schöpfungsbericht eine Einführung in Gotterkenntis.”  
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his own attention to Scripture’s “sequence” succeeds in seeing the author’s original 

intention to its end precisely where Basil’s stopped short.53 

All of which, in my judgment, affords a slightly different perspective on the 

horticultural metaphor with which Gregory begins the treatise. Given the foregoing 

discussion of Gregory’s sometimes fraught negotiation between his and Basil’s exegesis 

of Genesis, that is, the connotations of that image become somewhat less clear. Recall its 

basic conceit: the biblical narrative of Moses represents a “seed” (τον κόκκον), out of 

which Basil’s homiletic “tree of words” (δένδρον τῶν λὀγων) grows, onto which great 

trunk of text Gregory then “grafts” (ἐμφυόμενος) his own treatise. At first glance, the 

metaphor appears to be a gesture of deference, whereby Gregory merely assumes the role 

of pious appendage to his brother’s more substantial body of work. But his undeniably 

ambiguous comments regarding their respective realizations of the biblical σκοπός puts a 

somewhat different spin on Gregory’s situation atop the tree of Basil’s sermons. Witness, 

once more, how he makes the comparison: “Just as gardeners work wonders, wisely 

propagating a multitude of fruit (καρπῶν) from a single plant,” he writes, “so I, having 

attached my mind to the wisdom of our teacher, like a small offshoot (τινα βραχὺν μόσχον) 

to the sap of a great tree, will try to become engrafted (ἐμφυόμενος) to that one, so far as 

it’s possible, and become nourished (ἐπαρδόμενος) by the abundance of thoughts offered 

there at its base.”54 It’s difficult not to be struck by the mention of “fruit” on a second pass 

 
53 Marie-Josèphe Rondeau, “Exégèse du Psautier et anabase spirituelle chez 

Grégoire de Nysse,” in Epektasis: Melanges Patristiques offerts au Cardinal Jean 
Daniélou, eds. Jacques Fontaine and Charles Kannengieser (Paris: Beauchesne, 1972), 
517. 

54 Gregory of Nyssa, Hex. 2 (GNO IV/1:8). My translation. 
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through this pericope. Though he doesn’t broach the budding status of the plant prior to his 

intervention, Gregory’s metaphor clearly implies that it’s the scion (i.e., his treatise) which 

ultimately fosters the tree’s fruit. Precisely so, the reader is left to wonder wherefore the 

horticultural procedure was required in the first place. The cuttings certainly need the 

trunk’s already established root system for its continued flourishing, much like the tree 

itself depends upon the seed, “apart from which it would not be,” as Gregory put it.55 To 

that extent, his treatise bears roughly the same relationship to Basil’s homilies as the latter 

bore to the book of Genesis. But a graft can benefit the host just as much as the new shoot. 

Indeed, it may be the case that the experienced “gardener,” upon whose wise management 

this elaborate metaphor was constructed, chooses to introduce a novel limb to an older 

plant in order to renew it. Which is to say, the practice of grafting may well be a means of 

fulfilling a plant’s true purpose—namely, to bear (more) fruit. If we grant that both Basil’s 

“tree of words” and Gregory’s fruit-bearing “branch” share the same σκοπός, as I think we 

must, it seems all but obvious which one has followed the ἀκολουθία of that “seed” Moses 

first planted to its final end. 

 
3.1.3: “Spirit is a Bone” 

 

Returning to De hominis opificio, we’re now in a better position to understand why 

Basil’s original omission of the sixth day of creation from his Homiliae in Hexaemeron 

seems so glaring from Gregory’s vantage. Simply put, it was because Basil failed to follow 

Scripture’s sequence, and so failed to see the literal sense through to its final destination. 

 
55 Gregory of Nyssa, Hex. 1 (GNO IV/1:6). My translation. 
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But this makes—more or less literally—all the difference in the world. For it’s not as if, 

on Gregory’s view, the creation of humankind proves to be a flourish tacked on to the end 

of an otherwise coherent cosmological narrative, an extra chapter one could just as easily 

overlook and still grasp the true nature of things. On the contrary, claims Gregory, the 

diversity of creation is ordered to humanity from the start. As a matter of fact, Basil’s 

mirror-like capacity to render creation intelligible already indicates that nature is ordered 

to spirit, even though the bishop himself failed to make explicit the condition of possibility 

for his own exegetical undertaking. Anticipating the Hegelian turn of the present chapter, 

we might say that spirit’s productive role in the nature of things remains an sich in Basil’s 

construal but becomes für sich on Gregory’s reading.  

Said otherwise: Basil left things unspoken, but Gregory makes them explicit. The 

whole of creation has been crafted for human enjoyment, the latter says, as if it were a great 

“banquet” (πανδαισία)56 in honor of its rightful “ruler” (ἄρχων) or “king” (βασιλεύς).57 But 

this is merely a metaphorical description of the deeper truth: that humanity is the rational 

end of creation, in the double sense of culmination and telos. The rest of nature was “made 

offhand” (ἀποσχεδιάζεταί), as it were, but wise “counsel precedes the formation of the 

human being.”58 Which is to say, the divine persons59 confer with one another about the 

place and purpose of human nature alone: “Let us make (ποιήσωμεν) the human being 

according to our image and according to our likeness, and let them have dominion 

 
56 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 2.2 (NPNF 5:390; PG 44, 133B). 
57 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 2.1 (NPNF 5:390; PG 44, 132D). 
58 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 3.1 (NPNF 5:390; PG 44, 133C). Translation 

modified. 
59 Cf. Gregory’s exegetical riposte to Anomoeans at Op. hom. 6.1-3 (NPNF 5:391-

392; PG 44, 138D-140C). 
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(ἀρχέτωσαν) over the fish of the sea, and the beasts of the earth, and the fowls of the 

heaven, and the cattle, and all the earth.” (Gen 1:26).60 Such deliberation comes before no 

other creature; only humankind is sketched in advance. For Gregory, this indicates, among 

other things, that the human being “has a rank assigned him before his genesis and 

possesses rule over the things that are before his coming into being.”61 Exactly so, humanity 

bears the image of God: for the rational soul, “on account of its likeness (ὁμοιότητος) to 

the King of all,” is free from determination by lower terms, “self-governed” (αὐτεξούσιον) 

and “swayed autocratically by its own will,” unfettered by the chains of material 

necessity.62  

And yet humanity’s royal status only raises further questions about the “sequence” 

(ἀκολουθία) of scripture’s narrative: if humans really are free from material causes, why 

does the biblical “account” (λόγος) figure their birth at the end of creation? Gregory feels 

compelled to ask, in other words, “why the growth of things that spring from the earth takes 

precedence, and the irrational animals come next, and then, after the making of these, 

comes man.”63 For scripture’s plain sense—the “way the words run,”64 to borrow a 

phrase—would seem to imply that human beings are the result of an almost “evolutionary” 

 
60 Quoted at Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 3.1 (NPNF 5:390; PG 44, 133D). 

Translation modified. 
61 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 3.1 (NPNF 5:390; PG 44, 133D). Emphasis added.  
62 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 4 (NPNF 5:391; PG 44, 136C). Translation 

modified.  
63 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 8.3 (NPNF 5:393; PG 44, 144C). 
64 Cf. Eugene F. Rogers, Jr., “How the Virtues of an Interpreter Presuppose and 

Perfect Hermeneutics: The Case of Thomas Aquinas,” Journal of Religion 76 (1996), 64–
81. See also Lewis Ayres’ use of Rogers’ phrase to describe how patristic authors like 
Augustine understood the ‘plain sense’ of Scripture in L. Ayres, Nicaea and its Legacy 
(2004), 32.  
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process of development, and hence dependent on strictly material causes.65 Remarkably, 

Gregory does not shy away from these implications. But it’s precisely because of Gregory’s 

“akolouthic” modifications to Basil’s method that he’s able to do so without running afoul 

of his broadly “idealist” metaphysical commitments. By arranging the order of the biblical 

narrative as he did, the Nyssen claims, the author of Genesis (i.e., Moses) means to convey 

more than the “obvious thought” that creation exists to serve human dominion. In addition, 

“Moses reveals a dogma concerning hidden things through these words, and he delivers a 

philosophy of the soul by way of secrets—ideas which outsiders also conjectured but did 

not grasp completely.”66 Which is to say, Moses teaches the “trichotomous structure of the 

soul” articulated by, inter alia, Aristotle.67 The biblical “account” (λόγος) indicates “that 

the power of life and soul (τὴν ζωτικὴν καὶ ψυχικὴν δύναμιν) may be considered in three 

divisions.” First, “a power of growth and nutrition” (αὐξητική… θρεπτικὴ) corresponding 

to the “vegetative soul” (φυτικὴ) of plants; second, “the power to regulate sense 

perception” (τὸ κατ’ αἴσθησιν οἰκονομῆσαι) proper to the soul of “irrational animals” (τῶν 

ἀλόγων); third, the strictly “human” soul that “partakes of reason” (λόγου μετέχουσα).68 

 
65 Indeed, some have argued that Gregory anticipated a modern notion of biological 

evolution, albeit one tempered by Christian convictions. Cf. Paulos Mar Gregorios, The 
Human Presence: Ecological Spirituality and the Age of the Spirit (Amity, NY: Amity 
House, 1987), 63ff; Elena Ene D-Vasilescu, “How would Gregory of Nyssa have 
understood evolutionism?” Studia Patristica 67/15 (2013), 151-169. 

66 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 8.4 (NPNF 5:393; PG 44, 144D). Translation 
modified. 

67 J. Warren Smith, Passion and Paradise: Human and Divine Emotion in the 
Thought of Gregory of Nyssa (New York: Herder & Herder, 2004), 65. On the Aristotelian 
character of Gregory’s psychology, see also Michel René Barnes, “The Polemical Context 
and Content of Gregory of Nyssa’s Psychology,” Journal of Medieval Philosophy and 
Theology 4 (1994): 1-24. 

68 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 8.4 (NPNF 5:393; PG 44, 144D-145A). Translation 
modified. 
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But, crucially, each sort of soul incorporates the lower types, such that a sensuous soul also 

possesses the faculties proper to a vegetative soul just as a rational soul possesses the 

faculties proper to both vegetative and sensuous souls.69  

Bearing soul’s steplike trichotomy in mind promises an answer to the question of 

scripture’s order and sequence. “For this reason,” Gregory writes, “the lawgiver [i.e., 

Moses] says that after inanimate matter, as a sort of foundation for the form of animate 

things, this vegetative life was made, and had earlier existence in the growth of plants.” 

Only then, he notes, does Moses “introduce the genesis of those creatures which are 

regulated by sense.”70 Finally, having thus followed “the same sequence” (τὴν αὐτὴν 

ἀκολουθίαν) from inanimate to vegetative to sensuous creatures, the lawgiver heralds the 

human. “Since,” Gregory says, “of those things which have obtained life in the flesh, those 

which have sense can exist by themselves even apart from the intellectual nature, while the 

rational principle (τὸ λογικὸν) could not be embodied save as blended with the sensitive 

(τῷ αἰσθητῷ συγκραθείη),” precisely so “man (ὁ ἄνθρωπος) was made last after the plants 

and the animals, as nature proceeded sequentially along the path to perfection (ὁδῷ τινι 

 
69 Hence, the hierarchy contains four kinds of embodied creatures: 1) the inanimate; 

2) the vegetable; 3) the sensible; 4) the human. See Op. hom. 8.5 (NPNF 5:393-394; PG 
44, 145A-B): “We might make a division of our subject in some such way as this. Of things 
existing, part are intellectual, part corporeal. Let us leave alone for the present the division 
of the intellectual according to its properties, for our argument is not concerned with these. 
Of the corporeal, part is entirely devoid of life, and part shares in vital energy. Of a living 
body, again, part has sense conjoined with life, and part is without sense: lastly, that which 
has sense is again divided into rational and irrational.” For a complete sketch of Gregory’s 
“hierarchy of being,” see David L. Balás, ΜΕΤΟΥΣΙΑ ΘΕΟΥ: Man’s Participation in 
God’s Perfection According to Saint Gregory of Nyssa, Studia Anselmiana 55 (Rome: 
Pontificum Institutum S. Anselmi, 1966), 50-52. 

70 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 8.5 (NPNF 5:393; PG 44, 145B). 
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πρὸς τὸ τέλειον ἀκολούθως προϊούσης τῆς φύσεως).”71 No matter his syntax, Gregory’s 

point is clear: reason is the result of a quasi-physical process—a “certain necessary 

sequence in the order of things,” he calls it—even as spirit somehow maintains a 

metaphysical priority over the very material terms of its own development. Indeed, “spirit” 

is precisely the right word here, for Gregory finds the same trichotomous structure at work 

in the Pauline triad of “body and soul and spirit” (1 Thess 5:23), whereby the Apostle “uses 

the word body for the nutritive part, and denotes the sensitive by the word soul, and the 

intellectual by spirit.”72 Once more, the schema is one of successive ascent, even as the 

summit of that otherwise gradual approach is also the basis upon which the anagogical 

process is possible in the first place. From which it follows, somewhat paradoxically, that 

for spirit to be anything at all it must be an inanimate body—a “bone,”73 let’s say—but one 

 
71 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 8.5 (NPNF 5:393; PG 44, 145B). Translation 

modified; emphasis added. At Op. hom. 8.7 (NPNF 5:394; PG 44, 148C), Gregory reaches 
a similar conclusion: “If, therefore, Scripture tells us that man was made last, after every 
animate thing, the lawgiver is doing nothing else than declaring to us the doctrine of 
the soul, considering that what is perfect comes last, according to a certain necessary 
sequence in the order of things (ἐπ’ ἀναγκαίᾳ τινὶ τῇ τῆς τάξεως ἀκολουθίᾳ τὸ τέλειον ἐν 
τελευταίοις βλέπων): for in the rational (τῷ λογικῷ) are included the others also, while in 
the sensitive there also surely exists the vegetative form, and that again is conceived only 
in connection with what is material: thus we may suppose that nature makes an ascent as it 
were by steps—I mean the various properties of life—from the lower to the perfect form 
(ἀπὸ τῶν μικροτέρων ἐπὶ τὸ τέλειον).” 

72 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 8.5 (NPNF 5:394; PG 44, 145C-D). Translation 
modified; emphasis added. 

73 Forgive the oblique reference, but Gregory’s view of human reason’s immanent 
development from natural causes—surely distinctive for his own time—does bear a family 
resemblance to Hegel’s view, memorably recapitulated in the final paragraphs of the 
Phenomenology of Spirit’s lengthy disquisition on phrenology: “When in other respects it 
is said of Spirit that it is, that it has being, is a Thing, a single, separate reality, this is not 
intended to mean that it is something we can see or take in our hands or touch, and so on, 
but that is what is said; and what really is said is expressed by saying that the being of 
Spirit is a bone . . . This proposition is the infinite judgment that the self is a Thing, a 
judgment that suspends itself.” G.W.F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A.V. Miller 
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which nonetheless sublates itself into a more “perfect form” (τὸ τέλειον).74 Nothing 

remains exempt from the retroactive logic of ἀκολουθία—not even the human soul. Indeed, 

for soul to become spirit it must first suffer a body. But this does not mean the corporeal is 

logically prior to the spiritual, of course. It only means that spirit’s metaphysical 

precedence is neither reducible to serial priority nor immune to temporal sequence.  

 
3.2: The Retroactive Logic of ἀκολουθία 

 

Precisely how this might be so—how, that is, spirit can be subject to organic 

development but not wholly reducible to its physical processes in some sort of crude 

evolutionary scheme—requires a more or less revolutionary theory of human nature as a 

“concrete universal,” the details of which are both wooly and well-documented.75 The 

 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 208-209. Cf. G.W.F. Hegel, Encyclopedia of the 
Philosophical Sciences in Basic Outline, Part I: Science of Logic, trans. and ed. Klaus 
Brinkmann and Daniel O. Dahlstrom (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 58-66. 

74 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 8.7 (NPNF 5:394; PG 44, 148C). Cf. J. Warren 
Smith, “The Body of Paradise and the Body of the Resurrection: Gender and the Angelic 
Life in Gregory of Nyssa’s De hominis opificio,” Harvard Theological Review 92:2 (2006): 
211: “Although the human soul possesses the faculties of the vegetative soul of plants and 
animals and the sentient soul of animals, human beings possess not a tripartite but a single 
trichotomous soul that finds perfection, or completion, in the rational soul.” 

75 Johannes Zachhuber, Human Nature in Gregory of Nyssa: Philosophical 
Background and Theological Significance (Leiden: Brill, 2000), remains the standard. But 
see also Gerhart B. Ladner, “The Philosophical Anthropology of Saint Gregory of Nyssa,” 
Dumbarton Oaks Papers 12 (1958): 59-94; Reinhard M. Hübner, Die Einheit des Leibes 
Christi bei Gregor von Nyssa: Untersuchungen zum Ursprung der ‘physischen’ 
Erlösungslehre (Leiden: Brill, 1974); David L. Balás, “Plenitudo humanitatis: The Unity 
of Human Nature in the Theology of Gregory of Nyssa,” in Disciplina Nostra: Essays in 
Memory of Robert F. Evans, ed. David F. Winslow, Patristic Monograph Series 6 
(Cambridge, MA: The Philadelphia Patristic Foundation, 1979), 115-131; John Behr, “The 
Rational Animal: A Rereading of Gregory of Nyssa’s De hominis opificio,” Journal of 
Early Christian Studies 7.2 (1999): 219-247; David Bentley Hart, “The ‘Whole Humanity’: 
Gregory of Nyssa’s Critique of Slavery in Light of His Eschatology,” Scottish Journal of 
Theology 54.1 (February 2001): 51-69; Paul M. Blowers, Drama of the Divine Economy: 
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salient point, for present purposes, is that Gregory’s account of humanity’s historical 

sequence, itself the concrete product of Adam’s primordial “fall” into a sexually 

differentiated species, turns on something like a Hegelian “sublation” (Aufhebung) of its 

own temporal determination. For Hegel—as for Gregory, I’m suggesting—the otherwise 

contingent conditions through which a universal determines itself as concrete fact are 

simultaneously annulled and preserved in and through their very act of determination, such 

that any given essence is only the cause of its own appearance insofar as it also becomes 

the effect of that selfsame act of appearing.76 As ever, Hegel’s peculiar logic requires 

commentary. This section, therefore, risks first a detour through one of the philosopher’s 

most forbidding texts (3.2.1) in order to furnish a conceptual framework within which to 

grasp the retroactive logic of ἀκολουθία in Gregory of Nyssa (3.2.2). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Creator and Creation in Early Christian Theology and Piety (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2012), 146-153; Marta Przyszychowska, We Were All in Adam: The Unity of 
Mankind in the Teaching of the Church Fathers, trans. Elżbieta Puławska (Berlin: De 
Gruyter, 2018), 37-58. 

76 These references to Hegel may seem out of place, but it’s conspicuous that recent 
debates about “universals” in Gregory’s thought have trafficked in Hegelian terms. 
Johannes Zachhuber, e.g., attributes to Gregory a theory of the “concrete universal” or 
“universal as a concrete whole,” contra Richard Cross’s attempts to prove the anti-
Neoplatonic animus of Gregory’s theory. Cf. Zachhuber, Human Nature in Gregory of 
Nyssa, 159ff; Richard Cross, “Gregory of Nyssa on Universals,” Vigiliae Christianae 56 
(2002): 372-410; Johannes Zachhuber, “Once Again: Gregory of Nyssa on Universals,” 
Journal of Theological Studies 56.1 (April 2005): 75-98. What’s more, scholars of Gregory 
continue to acknowledge that an Idealist interpretation of his thought is at least possible, 
albeit implicitly, by accusing others of construing the Cappadocian’s texts in too 
“Hegelian” a fashion. More on this below. 
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3.2.1: Excursus on Hegel’s Doctrine of Essence 
 
 

Occasionally, the philosopher calls the dialectical process of self-determination 

sketched just above “going to ground” (zu Grunde gehen, or sometimes Zugrundehegen), 

a characteristically pregnant turn of phrase that carries with it connotations of both 

returning to a rational cause and coming to an historical end.77 The picture-thought of 

“going to ground” becomes a way of representing the movement by which an “essence” 

incorporates self-negation into its own identity, without thereby ceding its metaphysical 

status as precisely that which outlasts every such “appearance.” Said otherwise, it serves 

as shorthand for the fact—less a stipulative proposition than the outcome of a logical 

progression—that a universal is at once source and product of the particulars it comprises, 

and this insofar as those particulars reciprocally determine the content of the universal they 

successively embody. The universal is no longer an inert substance over against the 

subjects that instantiate it but the posited presupposition of their own self-movement: 

neither simply a transcendent cause nor a sheerly contingent effect but the sublated result 

on the far side of that momentary contradiction. Exactly so, Hegel can say, “it is precisely 

of the nature of the universal to be a simple that, by virtue of absolute negativity, contains 

difference and determinateness in itself in the highest degree.”78 Or again, “the universal 

contains determinateness in and for itself, so that, when speaking of determinateness in 

connection with the universal, the determinateness is not being imported into the latter from 

 
77 Cf. G.W.F. Hegel, The Science of Logic, trans. and ed. George di Giovanni 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 386ff. All citations of the Logic refer to 
di Giovanni’s translation, altered when necessary according to G.W.F. Hegel, Wissenschaft 
der Logik II, Werke 6 (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1969).  

78 Hegel, Science of Logic, 530. 
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outside.”79 His basic point holds across the system: a universal is no less concrete than the 

particulars of which it consists, even as it remains irreducible to those constituent parts.  

But if the great chain of being no longer runs untrammeled from the rarefied heights 

of metaphysical abstraction to a dissimulated realm of determinacy—essence undisturbed 

by its momentary passage into appearance before resuming modal priority, let’s say—then 

logic requires something more sophisticated than a linear model of effect proceeding from 

cause. To some extent, of course, the whole of Hegel’s system works out just such an 

alternative concept of causality, but the phrase “going to ground” already offers a 

privileged window onto the way it operates. Consider, for instance, one of the more 

conspicuous appearances of that play-on-words in the Science of Logic, amidst an 

undeniably dense passage on “ground” (Grund: bedrock, basis, but also reason) as a further 

inflection of essence: “going to ground (zugrunde geht), the determination of reflection 

[i.e., essence insofar as it determines itself as ground] receives its true meaning—that it is 

the absolute recoil (absolute Gegenstoß) upon itself; or again, that the positedness that 

accrues to essence is such only as sublated, and conversely that only the self-sublating 

positedness is the positedness of essence.” Whereupon follows the crucial line: “[i]n 

determining itself as ground, essence determines itself as the non-determined, and only the 

sublating of its being determined is its determining.”80 Characteristically abstruse remarks, 

to be sure, but they augur a metaphysical sea change, the likes of which only patristic 

theologians such as Gregory of Nyssa, Maximus Confessor, and John Scotus Eriugena 

anticipated in the premodern era because of their similar commitment to the metaphysical 

 
79 Hegel, Science of Logic, 532. 
80 Hegel, Science of Logic, 386. Translation altered.  
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consequences of the Christian mysteries. Briefly outlining that logical breakthrough on 

Hegel’s part will offer necessary context for registering the philosophical significance of 

Gregory’s own account of human nature. 

What’s at stake in the section of the Logic from which the above quotations come 

is an account of essence that includes existence within itself, so to speak, such that the 

dividing line between what seems essential to its definition and that which seems 

inessential ultimately dissipates. Contrary to classical logic, in other words, the idea of 

essence under discussion no longer excludes its own appearance as some merely contingent 

occurrence in time but actually incorporates such seeming into its own identity.81 It follows, 

for Hegel, that “essence” is just “as much historical as [it is] ontological,” less ensconced 

in a timeless realm than “materialized in the concrete conditions and circumstances of 

existence.”82 Nevertheless, the text’s turn to “ground” means to show that this dialectic of 

essence and existence—a logical relation Hegel dubs “reflection,”83 and this in order to 

draw out the mirror-like liaison between two terms at once identical and non-identical—

does not thereby deprive essence (or any other such moment in the system) of its self-

subsistence, which was something the merely “external” reflection of the understanding 

called into question by defining entities over against their opposites as if they were 

 
81 Hence the all-important discussion of “contradiction” (Widerspruch) just before 

the chapter on “ground” at Science of Logic, 374-385. See Todd McGowan, Emancipation 
After Hegel: Achieving a Contradictory Revolution (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2019), 11-36, for an almost miraculously clear discussion of Hegel’s immanent 
critique of classical (Aristotelian) logic by means of contradiction. 

82 Herbert Marcuse, Reason and Revolution: Hegel and the Rise of Social Theory, 
2nd ed. (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, Ltd., 1955), 149.  

83 Hegel, Science of Logic, 345-353. 
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mutually exclusive abstractions.84 When essence becomes “ground,” the transition aims to 

underline its status as “principle of sufficient reason” in the rationalist sense: the basis upon 

which something appears in the first place.85  

But the double entendre of the term “ground” itself allows Hegel to accentuate the 

speculative identity of essence and appearance in such a way that shows why the former’s 

passage into the latter is just exactly what renders it self-subsistent. So long as one identifies 

essence by its lack of appearance—its exclusion of concrete existence—the two terms 

remain tethered to one another, but in a purely abstract fashion. Each determines itself by 

negating the other—following Spinoza’s famous dictum, ominis determinatio est 

negatio—but thereby occupies the same logical space as that which it was supposed to 

oppose.86 Said otherwise, essence only subsists with reference to that which was putatively 

inessential to its own identity; that which was, strictly speaking, non-identical to itself. The 

 
84 Cf. Hegel, Science of Logic, 25: “But the reflection of the understanding seized 

hold of philosophy . . . an understanding that therefore separates, that remains fixed in its 
separations.” He then goes on to say that “[t]he reflective activity of connection belongs in 
itself to reason,” which thereby explains its constitutive role in the Doctrine of Essence. 
Reflection plays a role at nearly every level of the system, to be sure, but Hegel’s point at 
this juncture is that the reflective activity proper to the understanding (Verstand) defines 
terms over against one another—being and nothing, essence and appearance, finite and 
infinite, and so on—while the reflective activity of reason (Vernunft) not only recognizes 
the intrinsic connections between such one-sided abstractions but actually resolves them 
into a concrete set of relations proper to the absolute concept itself. Cf. Science of Logic, 
348-351. 

85 See, e.g., the sublation of Leibnizian rationalism at Science of Logic, 388. 
86 Hegel, Science of Logic, 87: “That determinateness is negation posited as 

affirmative is Spinoza’s proposition: omnis determinatio est negatio, a proposition of 
infinite importance.” Nevertheless, “Spinoza stops short at negation as determination or 
quality; he does not advance to the cognition of it as absolute, that is, self-negating 
negation; therefore his substance does not contain the absolute form, and the cognition of 
is not a cognition from within.” (472). As ever, the issue with Spinoza’s philosophy is his 
failure to think the absolute “not only as substance but also as subject,” i.e., as self-
negating. 
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signature stroke of Hegel’s logic is to accept the resulting contradiction, such that essence 

does not simply fall away in the face of its logical elision with the non-essential but shows 

itself to be inseparable from its opposite: an “identity of identity and non-identity,” as the 

philosopher himself once put it.87 Only so can essence maintain the self-subsistence 

fundamental to its own definition without ceding that activity of (self-)determination to 

something external to itself.  

Which is to say, essence must empty itself in order to maintain its own identity as 

that which outlasts every accident; accept its inseparability with the otherwise contingent 

circumstances of its own appearance in order to reclaim its necessity; forego the immense 

privilege of the present in order to “recollect itself” as the “past—but timelessly past—

being” it always already was.88 Indeed, “it becomes essence by virtue of this interiorizing” 

of its own self-alienation.89 So runs the metaphysical prerogative of the essential: “to be 

identical with itself through the negation not of an other, but of itself.”90 This is precisely 

what Hegel means when he glosses the transition from “essence” to “ground” with that 

now-familiar pun: “going to ground, the determination of reflection receives its true 

meaning...”91 It lets him say, in the span of a single phrase, that essence only ever shows 

 
87 G.W.F. Hegel, The Difference Between Fichte’s and Schelling’s System of 

Philosophy, trans. H.S. Harris and Walter Cerf (Albany, NY: State University of New York 
Press, 1977), 156: “Hence, the Absolute itself is the identity of identity and non-identity; 
being opposed and being one are both together in it.” 

88 Another etymological reference allows Hegel to draw the connection between 
essence and its reintegration of the past at Science of Logic, 337: “The German language 
has kept ‘essence’ (Wesen) in the past participle (gewesen) of the verb ‘to be’ (sein), for 
essence is past—timelessly past—being.” 

89 Hegel, Science of Logic, 337. Emphasis added. 
90 Hegel, Science of Logic, 377. 
91 Hegel, Science of Logic, 386. 
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itself to be the “sufficient reason” (zureichenden Grund) of something inasmuch as it “goes 

to ground” (zugrunde geht), i.e., just to the extent that it posits itself as a multiplicity of 

“finite things” whose nature it is “to be contradictory, internally fractured and bound to 

return their ground” (in sich gebrochen zu sein und in ihren Grund zurückzugehen).92 

Which is to say, with apropos reference to the philosopher’s favorite gospel, essence only 

ever becomes actual when it takes flesh, “falls to the ground and dies.” (John 12:24).93  

So, when Hegel stipulates that the “true meaning” (wahrhafte Bedeutung) of 

essence is that it constitutes an “absolute recoil upon itself” (absolute Gegenstoß ihrer in 

sich selbst), he is simply recapitulating with characteristic panache his paradoxical claim 

that an “antecedent” like essence “comes to be only by being left behind” (wird nur darin, 

daß es verlassen wird).94 If this sounds like an overly obscure rendering of Christ’s own 

proviso that one must lose their life in order to find it, the scriptural allusion should not 

obscure the logical breakthrough our Swabian derives from his speculative reading of Good 

Friday.95 Once again, the relation he christens an “absolute recoil” exceeds the classical 

model of primordial cause proceeding into its contingent effects without thereby suffering 

the modal limitations proper to those emanations precisely to the extent that the cause only 

 
92 Hegel, Science of Logic, 385. 
93 See Emilio Brito, Le Christologie de Hegel : Verbum Crucis, trans. Bernard 

Pottier, S.J. (Paris: Beauchesne, 1983), 63, for a discussion of the Johannine influence on 
Hegel’s philosophy. Cf. Nicholas Adams, Eclipse of Grace: Divine and Human Action in 
Hegel (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 18-20; Vittorio Hösle, “To What Extent is the 
Concept of Spirit (Geist) in German Idealism a Legitimate Heir to the Concept of Spirit 
(pneuma) in the New Testament?,” trans Jeremy Neill, in God as Reason: Essays in 
Philosophical Theology (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2013), 186-
201. 

94 Hegel, Science of Logic, 348. 
95 Cf. G.W.F. Hegel, Faith and Knowledge, trans. Walter Cerf and H.S. Harris 

(Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1977), 191. 
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obtains insofar as it identifies itself with one of its own effects. From which it follows that 

the modifier “primordial” only applies to a cause insofar it has already passed into its 

opposite. No longer linear, the logic of essence proves retroactive: “its repelling of itself 

from itself is the arriving at itself.”96 There simply is no content that precedes the process 

of taking form. 

Critics partial to the classical metaphysics from which Hegel’s logic departs often 

chastise this feature of the philosopher’s idealism for compromising the relative aseity of 

entities once taken to be self-subsistent, but the philosopher’s point is just the opposite. So 

long as one defines essence by its exclusion of existence, each remains determined by 

something alien to itself and so forfeits its autonomous status. But if one simply accepts 

the resulting contradiction and allows essence to define itself by its own negation, the 

power of autonomy previously ceded to something external preserves itself in and through 

this very act of self-denial: “determining itself as ground, essence determines itself as the 

not-determined, and only the sublating of its being determined is its determining.”97 

Exactly so, Hegel can claim a far greater degree of freedom for an essence that dirempts 

itself than one that keeps its distance from all such consorting with necessity. Indeed, 

kenosis of that kind constitutes freedom in and for itself. Which is to say, self-subsistence 

as such. 

So much for a potted summary of Hegel’s doctrine of essence. More could be said, 

of course, but I would like to submit that the foregoing outline offers a metaphysically 

perspicacious means of espying what’s at stake, philosophically speaking, in Gregory’s 

 
96 Hegel, Science of Logic, 348. 
97 Hegel, Science of Logic, 386. 
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application of ἀκολουθία to his account of human nature. For he, too, makes use of 

something more like a retroactive model of causality than the more or less linear schemata 

adopted by even the most speculatively daring philosophical schools of late antiquity—

especially when he goes to gloss the metaphysical implications of Christian anthropology. 

Not only this, but the double connotations of “going to ground” resonate particularly well 

with Gregory’s insistence that human nature is a concrete universal that somehow 

encompasses the life and death cycle of each and every one of its particular instantiations. 

The result is neither a purely Platonic doctrine of transcendent forms, immanent to but 

unsullied by their material instantiations, nor exactly an Aristotelian passage from potency 

to act, serially arranged according to a natural entelechy.98 Instead, it navigates that almost 

imperceptible passage between these one-sided determinations, and this by way of the 

“vanishing mediator” that unites them in their very opposition, an “indivisible remainder” 

at once grounding and grounded by the dialectical opposition between essence and 

appearance, freedom and necessity, infinite and finite. Namely, the Body of Christ.  

It’s my argument that Gregory of Nyssa was one of the first to chart this course,99 

and that he should be counted among those who rightly saw that and why the Christian 

 
98 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Presence and Thought: An Essay on the Religious 

Philosophy of Gregory of Nyssa, trans. Mark Sebanc (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1995), 
49, remarks that Gregory’s “philosophy is boldly situated between Plato and Aristotle.” 
He, too, christens Gregory’s view with the (Hegelian) term “concrete universal” (49ff.). 

99 Of course, it’s possible to read Origen himself as Gregory’s great predecessor on 
this point—so long, that is, as one recognizes the significant advances the Alexandrian 
master had already made beyond the Platonism of his period. For re-readings of Origen 
along anti-Platonic lines, see Mark J. Edwards, Origen Against Plato (Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2002); Panayiotis Tzamalikos, The Concept of Time in Origen (Bern/Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 
1991); Idem., Origen: Cosmology and Ontology of Time (Leiden: Brill, 2006); Idem., 
Origen: Philosophy of History & Eschatology (Leiden: Brill, 2007); Idem., Anaxagoras, 
Origen, and Neoplatonism (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2016). See especially John Behr, ed. and 
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mysteries demand their communicants travel down so narrow a path.100 But how? The 

balance of the present chapter wagers an explanation, before then returning to Hans Urs 

von Balthasar’s own attempts to resolve the riddle of Gregory’s theological anthropology 

according to a logic polemically opposed to Hegel’s philosophy. Assaying our Swiss 

theologian’s strenuous efforts to avoid the Hegelian implications of Gregory’s thought 

provides something like a negative exposure of the alternative approach to his theology 

pursued in these pages.  

 
3.2.2: Towards a Christological Reading of De hominis opificio 

 

According to Gregory, “the fullness” (τὸ πλήρωμα) of humanity—our “universal 

nature” (ἡ καθόλου φύσις), that “godlike thing” (τὸ θεοείκελον χρῆμα), as he likes to call 

it—came into existence “all at once” (ἅπαν ἀθρόως),101 even as that which thus “came to 

be” (γέγονε) was nothing other than the “sum total” (ὅσον κατ’ ἀριθμὸν) of historical 

persons so destined to comprise this collective.102 As I’ve already hinted, this would seem 

 
trans. Origen: On First Principles, Vol. 1 (Oxford, 2017), lxix-lxxi, for a re-presentation 
of Origen’s thought in the spirit of Gregory and Maximus Confessor. I return to Gregory’s 
reformulation of Origen below. 

100 It was Maximus the Confessor who perfected Gregory’s reformulation of 
Origen, and he did so by sublating the last vestiges of pagan metaphysics proper to their 
respective systems into an all-encompassing “Christo-logic” hewed to the hypostatic 
identity of created and uncreated in and as the Son’s person. Cf. Jordan Daniel Wood, 
“Creation is Incarnation: The Metaphysical Peculiarity of the Logoi in Maximus 
Confessor,” Modern Theology 34.1 (January 2018): 82-102; Idem., “That Creation is 
Incarnation in Maximus Confessor” (Ph.D. diss., Boston College, 2018).  

101 Indeed, based on a creative reading of Aquila’s translation of Gen 1:1, Gregory 
claims that the whole of creation was made “all at once.” Cf. Apologia in Hexaemeron 8 
(GNO IV/1:16-17). Here, Gregory follows Basil himself; I’ll return to this point below. 

102 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 22.4 (NPNF 5:411; PG 44, 204D). My translation. 
Cf. Op. hom. 16.16-17 (NPNF 5:406; PG 44, 185B-D). 
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to imply that the πλήρωμα is, in concrete fact, the product of its own primordial fall into 

procreation. For how else could humanity bring to fruition the fullness of its nature if not 

by sexual generation? Just here, an aporia opens up: “the most difficult question of 

Gregorian anthropology,” as Gerhart Ladner once remarked.103 For Gregory famously 

refuses to accept that sexual differentiation belongs to the original endowment of human 

nature. It was a view he defended throughout his career. His very first text,104 for instance, 

insists that those made in the “image of God . . . did not have the elements of passion and 

mortality (τὸ παθητικόν τε καὶ ἐπίκηρον) essentially and naturally (κατὰ φύσιν) in 

themselves from the beginning (παρὰ τὴν πρώτην γένεσιν),”105 but subsequently fell “after 

their first fashioning”106 and in so doing “covered themselves with garments of skin 

(δέρμασι νεκροῖς).”107 Thus it was, says Gregory, that humanity “came as colonists to this 

place,” an always already compromised world, “where marriage was contrived as a 

consolation for death.”108 Here below humans must remain until they regain their heavenly 

homeland; in the meantime, perfection is the province of those who renounce their role in 

 
103 Ladner, “The Philosophical Anthropology of Saint Gregory of Nyssa,” 87. 
104 So Pierre Maraval, “Chronology of Works,” in The Brill Dictionary of Gregory 

of Nyssa, eds. Luis Francisco Mateo-Seco and Giulio Maspero, trans. Seth Cherney 
(Leiden: Brill, 2009), 160. 

105 Gregory of Nyssa, De virginitate 12 (FOTC 58:42; GNO VIII/1:298). 
Translation modified. All quotations from this text will be taken from Saint Gregory of 
Nyssa: Ascetical Works, trans. Virginia Woods Callahan, Fathers of the Church 58 
(Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1967), and modified when 
necessary according to the critical edition of the Greek text in GNO VIII/1:215-346. 

106 Gregory of Nyssa, De virginitate 12 (FOTC 58:47; GNO VIII/1:298): 
μετὰ τὴν πρώτην κατασκευήν. 

107 Gregory of Nyssa, De virginitate 12 (FOTC 58:46; GNO VIII/1:302). 
Translation modified. 

108 Gregory of Nyssa, De virginitate 12 (FOTC 58:46; GNO VIII/1:302). 
Translation modified. 



  307 

this morbid economy of reproduction. An elegant theory, perhaps, but the “Origenist” 

sheen on such a proposal is scarcely difficult to see. Precisely so, it poses considerable 

problems for anyone, like Gregory, who wishes to avoid the pre-existence of disembodied 

spirits while also affirming the inherent goodness of God’s creation.109 Not to mention the 

fact that the problem of the πλήρωμα still remains: how can it be that, “in the beginning” 

(Gen 1:1), God created “the fullness” of humanity’s preordained number of persons if 

human nature was essentially free from the very features it would require to fulfill that 

“sum total” of the particulars it supposedly comprises?  

Whence the solution of a so-called “double creation,” whereby Gregory putatively 

solves his protological dilemma by making several emendations to the Alexandrian 

paradigm pioneered by Origen.110 What he teaches, we’re told, is that God first fashioned 

humans “according to the image” (Gen 1:26) before sexually differentiating “male and 

female” (Gen 1:27) in foreknowledge of their impending fall. Which is to say, he makes 

sexed bodies a purely “economic” measure devised by a beneficent Creator to outfit an 

originally dispassionate nature with a means of sustaining the life of their species in spite 

of their irrational drive toward death. Had humanity not fallen, the story continues, it still 

 
109 Zachhuber, Human Nature in Gregory of Nyssa, 176-78, interprets De 

virginitate 12 under the rubric of a “Neoplatonic pattern,” but he also admits that “Origenist 
and Neoplatonic pattern . . . often appear to coincide in [Gregory’s] mind,” especially in 
De virginitate 12 where Gregory both alludes to Plotinus, Enneads I.6 (LCL 440:232-263) 
and “uses notions which clearly indicate the Origenist pattern” such as “the celebrated 
‘tunics of skin’ (Gen 3:21).” (182). For a sober assessment of Origen’s various 
interpretations of the “tunics of skin” see Peter W. Martens, “A Fitting Portrait of God: 
Origen’s Interpretation of the ‘Garments of Skin’ (Gen 3:21),” in Hidden Truths from 
Eden: Esoteric Readings of Genesis 1-3, eds. Caroline Vander Stichele and Susanne Scholz 
(Atlanta, GA: Society of Biblical Literature, 2014), 55-84. 

110 See Behr, “The Rational Animal,” 220-221, for a summary of the traditional 
reading of “double creation,” and 221n5 for a representative sampling of the literature.  
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would have multiplied, but done so by “whatever the mode of increase is proper to the 

angelic nature,”111 thereby fulfilling the “limit and measure prescribed by the wisdom of 

its maker” and so rounding out the foreordained πλήρωμα without recourse to the 

passions.112 Warren Smith summarizes the scenario sharply, and like so: “had God foreseen 

that humanity would not fall, he would not have gendered human beings for a sexual mode 

of production.”113 As it happened, of course, this was not the case. God did indeed 

anticipate humanity’s fall and accommodated their natural inclination toward sin by 

modifying God’s original model for the divine image. Hence, the true difference between 

Gregory’s “double creation” and the “Origenist” myth is that the so-called “first” creation 

obtains priority to the present state of things only at the level of God’s creative intention. 

There was no “previous existence” (προϋφεστάναι) of souls in advance of their subsequent 

embodiment, as Gregory himself makes plain.114 Which has led his various readers to infer 

that Gregory’s commentary on the distinction between Gen 1:26 and 1:27 cannot mean 

“that God performed two separate acts of creation.”115 Instead, God’s “intention” for 

creation must be coterminous with its eschatological goal. Said otherwise, even though 

“the order of God’s intended creation” proceeds from pleromatic image to sexually 

differentiated protoplasts, “its temporal realization occurs in reverse order,” for “unlike 

Philo and Origen,” Gregory believes “the human being (or the whole of humankind) 

created in the image of God (and neither male nor female) pre-exists the actual appearance 

 
111 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 17.2 (NPNF 5:407; PG 44, 180A). 
112 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 16.16 (NPNF 5:406; PG 44, 185B). 
113 Smith, “The Body of Paradise,” 209. Emphasis added. Cf. Ibid., 214 
114 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 28.1 (NPNF 5:419; PG 44, 229B). 
115 Smith, “The Body of Paradise,” 212. 
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of humankind as male and female only in the perfection of God’s (fore)knowledge and will 

be finally realized only at the end of time.”116 From the vantage of history, therefore, the 

sexually undifferentiated image must be a terminus ad quem, not a terminus a quo, even as 

this final aim remains God’s aboriginal intention. So runs the standard reading, anyway. 

But the very idea of a “double” or “dual” creation is something of a misprision, no 

matter how subtly one separates the supposed stages—and it remains so for reasons already 

adumbrated in the foregoing discussion of Gregory’s retroactive logic of ἀκολουθία. It’s 

true, as the above passages (among others) indicate, that Gregory thinks 1) our “universal 

nature” was created “all at once,” 2) this nature was coterminous with “the fullness” of 

particular persons it was destined to comprise, and 3) that which God thus created was a 

“godlike thing,” made in the divine image. It’s also true, therefore, that Gregory attributes 

to the image only those qualities it has in common with its archetype. Wherefore the imago 

dei really is free from the passions by which human life is presently ensnared, really is free 

from the need to replenish itself through sexual procreation, and so really is free, finally, 

from the constraints of external necessity altogether.117 But to entertain the idea that 

humanity’s creation “according to the image of God” is serially prior to a purely economic 

 
116 Behr, “The Rational Animal,” 220, canvassing the position from which he 

dissents. 
117 See Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 16.11 (NPNF 5:405; PG 44, 184B): “Thus there 

is in us the principle of all excellence, all virtue and wisdom, and every higher thing that 
we conceive: but pre-eminent among all is the fact that we are free from necessity (τὸ 
ἐλεύθερον ἀνάγκης), and not in bondage to any natural power (μὴ ὑπεζεῦχθαί τινι φυσικῇ 
δυναστείᾳ), but have decision (αὐτεξούσιον) in our own power as we please; for virtue is 
a voluntary thing, subject to no dominion: that which is the result of compulsion 
(βεβιασμένον) and force (κατηναγκασμένον) cannot be virtue.” 
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addition of the passions—even at the level of divine “foreknowledge” (προκατανοήσας),118 

where such foreknowledge means prescience of a contingent future—is to mistake Adam’s 

archetype for an “indeterminate divinity” and the life of paradise for “the indeterminate 

enjoyment” of such a deity.119 For the person on whom the “godlike thing” was first 

patterned is not divinity in the abstract but the very God-man himself. Witness, with all of 

that in mind, Gregory’s intertextual gloss on Gen 1:26-27 by way of Gal 3:28: 

“[T]hat which was made in the image is one thing, and that which is now 
manifested in wretchedness (ταλαιπωρίᾳ) is another. God created man, it 
says; in the image of God he created him (Gen 1:27). There is thus an end 
(τέλος) of the creation of that which was made in the image: then it makes 
a repetition (ἐπανάληψιν) of the account (λόγος) of creation, and says, male 
and female he created them. I presume that everyone knows that this is a 
departure from the prototype (πρωτοτύπου): for in Christ Jesus, as the 
apostle says, there is neither male nor female. Yet the phrase declares that 
man is thus divided.”120 
 

Few scholars have sufficiently noted the fact that Gregory clearly identifies Jesus Christ as 

humanity’s “prototype” (πρωτοτύπος) in this passage, and fewer still have registered the 

implications of that paradoxical move for his theology as a whole. It would be a mistake, 

for starters, to read this reference to the Apostle’s words as ornamentation of an otherwise 

straightforward argument about “two stages” of divine activity, regardless of whether one 

takes the priority of the “first creation” in the crude sense of an unreconstructed 

 
118 Cf. Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 16.14 (NPNF 5:406; PG 44, 185A); Op. hom. 

22.5 (NPNF 5:412; PG 44, 205B). 
119 Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, 5. 
120 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 16.7 (NPNF 5:405; PG 44, 181A). Translation 

modified. 
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“Origenism”121 or even as an ideal collective at the level of God’s creative “intention.”122 

If, instead, one takes the intertextual allusion as a further elaboration of Gregory’s 

argument, rather than a convenient prooftext for an otherwise prudish view of human 

nature, the plain implication of the present passage is that humanity’s “prototype” is a 

concrete product of the very mode of production from which the “image of God” is 

supposed to be exempt.  

Said otherwise, Jesus Christ is at once the supertemporal archetype of human nature 

and a person situated within the process of that nature’s temporal unfolding. Better still, he 

is the cause of creation only inasmuch as he numbers himself among its effects. Or again, 

repairing to the Hegelian terms sketched above, Christ turns out to be the “posited 

presupposition” of his own act of condescension, the “antecedent” that “comes to be only 

by being left behind,” the “essence” of all things that have been made just to the extent that 

he “goes to ground” alongside them, the “absolute recoil” of creation upon itself. As 

Gregory might put it, he is the pivot upon which the ἀκολουθία of history turns and 

 
121 Zachhuber, Human Nature in Gregory of Nyssa, 172-173, arraigns “Gregory’s 

rudimentary Origenism” for attempting to solve the problems of Origen’s system without 
addressing their roots. For Origen, notes Zachhuber, “double creation” is much more 
straightforward: first, God creates an incorporeal collective of spirits contemplating the 
Logos; second, God fashions bodies for souls after they fall. By contrast, Gregory tries to 
avoid “the notion of initially existing rational creatures who fell into corporeality” but still 
retains the idea of God’s providential creation of a corporeal cosmos in view of the fall. 
Whence the aporia: “the providential act in Origen of providing human beings with a 
means of surviving within the physical world comes in Gregory’s account very near to a 
punishment for a sin that has as yet not been committed, a punishment, moreover, that is 
likely to engender further trespasses.” 

122 Cf. Smith, “The Body of Paradise,” 212, et passim. Insofar as Smith’s article 
reasserts the “classical” view of double creation contra Behr’s creative re-interpretation of 
De hominis opificio, his argument speaks for the majority of scholarship as an exemplarily 
clear statement on the topic. See below. 



  312 

transcends the serial conditions of its own development. From which it follows that Christ 

is both universal and particular: not only both at once, as every individual must be, but 

each reciprocally determining the other, embodying in a single person the selfsame relation 

that obtains in and for the πλήρωμα as a whole. Indeed, according to Gregory, Christ just 

is that πλήρωμα: the totus christus in whose body the fullness of human persons “live and 

move and have their being” (Acts 17:28), the one in and as whom God has chosen humanity 

“before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless before him in love” (Eph 1:4), 

“the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation,” he in whom “all the fullness 

of God was pleased to dwell” (Col 1:15, 1:19).123 It’s not so difficult to see why one of 

Gregory’s most devoted disciples in recent years could say he knows of “no interpreter of 

the New Testament whose readings of the text are more comprehensive, more coherent, or 

more rigorously faithful to the words on the page.”124 Just so. Gregory followed his logic 

 
123 See Gregory of Nyssa, In Ecclesiasten Homiliae V (GNO V:358), where the 

Nyssen connects Acts 17:28 to passages in which St. Paul refers to Christ as the “head” of 
his own body (Eph 1:22, 4:19; Col 1:18, 2:19). Cf. Gregory of Nyssa, Contra Eunomium I 
(GNO I:137). Totus Christus is Augustine’s term of art for the identity that obtains between 
Christ and his mystical body, the Church. Take, as a representative statement, Augustine, 
Enarrationes in Psalmos 142.3 (Boulding, 346): “Our Lord Jesus Christ is both head and 
body, and, having deigned to die for us, he has also willed to speak in us, for he has made 
us his members. Sometimes he speaks in the person of his members and at other times in 
his own person, as our head . . . All of it is simply Christ, and because the whole is Christ 
(et quia totum Chrsitus), the head shouted from heaven, Saul, Saul, why are you 
persecuting me? (Acts 9:4).” For exegesis of this passage and others like it, Michael 
Cameron, Christ Meets Me Everywhere: Augustine’s Early Figurative Exegesis (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2012), 287-292. Augustine’s ecclesiological application of totus 
Christus is striking, but the interpretation I’m developing here means to show that and how 
Gregory makes use of a similar conception of Christ’s mystical body. Except, as the 
allusions in De hominis opificio already show, Gregory’s version of the totus Christus 
encompasses the whole of humanity. Which is to say, it’s inseparable from his commitment 
to apokatastasis.  

124 David Bentley Hart, That All Shall Be Saved: Heaven, Hell, and Universal 
Salvation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2020), 163. 
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of ἀκολουθία until the literal sense not only turned into the allegorical but then returned 

into itself once more, such that scripture’s invocations of the cosmic Christ thereby pass 

from figurative descriptions of his moral claim upon creation to straightforward assertions 

about the metaphysical scope of his mission. This is less a “second naïveté” than the 

sublation of philosophical virginity: “Childlike innocence does indeed possess something 

attractive and touching, but only insofar as it reminds us of what is supposed to be brought 

about by spirit.”125 Once more, the goal only comes into view after it’s been left behind: 

protology turns out to be eschatology in hindsight. 

 
3.3: Balthasar, Gregory, and the “Whole Christ” 
 

But even these undeniably biblical ways of putting the point don’t yet solve the 

paradox announced at De hominis opificio 16.7. For one thing, there are multiple ways to 

take the notion of totus Christus, to say nothing of the various Christological confessions 

of the New Testament. Claiming that Christ is the πλήρωμα, for instance, might merely 

mean that he establishes a perfect ratio between universal and particular,126 embodying an 

asymmetrical relation (an “external reflection,” as Hegel might call it) between the two 

terms: a “concrete analogy of being,” let’s say, wherein the gap between essence and 

 
125 Hegel, Encyclopedia §24 (Brinkmann/Dahlstrom, 64). 
126 Cf. Hans Urs von Balthasar, A Theology of History, trans. not named (San 

Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1994), 92: “He himself [i.e., Christ] is the Idea made concrete, 
personal, historical: universal concretum et personale. There is no moment at which he is 
a universal ante rem, an essence preceding existence, insofar as the res is his own historical 
and temporal existence. He is universale in re, the supra-temporal in time, the universally 
valid in the here-and-now, necessary being in concrete fact…” Compare with Presence 
and Thought, 50-51; Présence et Pensée, 24: “Human nature does not exist outside the of 
the totality of concrete individuals. But this totality supports a universal unity that is at 
once ante rem (before the fact) and in re (in the fact).” 
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existence is both contracted to the highest possible degree and held at bay by a nonetheless 

centrifugal motion.127 Were this the case, of course, Gregory’s thought would amount to 

the broadly Thomistic perspective of a theologian like Balthasar, for whom the historical 

life of Christ is indeed the most fitting “expression”128 of a strictly atemporal state of affairs 

in the divine essence; the definitive realization of the imago dei that recapitulates an 

“obediential potency”129 proper to human nature as such without collapsing the 

 
127 So Balthasar, A Theology of History, 69-70n5: “Christ can be called the 

‘concrete analogy of being,’ analogia entis, since he constitutes in himself, in the unity of 
his divine and human natures, the proportion of every interval between God and man . . . 
The philosophical formulation of the analogy of being is related to the measure of Christ 
precisely as is world history to his history—as promise to fulfillment, the preliminary to 
the definitive.” See also Hans Urs von Balthasar, “Characteristics of Christianity,” in The 
Word Made Flesh: Explorations in Theology I, trans. A.V. Littledale with Alexander Dru 
(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1989), 177: “Ultimately there is only one synthesis in which 
God has established his relationship to the world, namely Christ, the incarnate Word of the 
Father. He is the measure of nearness and distance from God; he is the analogia entis in 
concrete form, he is the event that took place once and for all, and at the same time the 
norm for all that is in the world. He has truly descended, has taken man's nature from an 
already existing humanity; but it is in virtue of this that he alone is the standard by which 
God finally assesses the merit of all that pertains to man.” See also Presence and Thought, 
111; Présence et Pensée, 82, where Balthasar describes humanity as “the concrete form of 
the analogy of being.” 

128 Cf. Balthasar, A Theology of History, 34: “It is precisely because the Son is 
eternal that he assumes temporality as his form of expression when he appears in the world, 
elevating it so as to make of it a precise, suitable, perfectly fitting utterance of his eternal 
being as Son.” Cf. Peter J. Casarella, “The Expression and Form of the Word: Trinitarian 
Hermeneutics and the Sacramentality of Language in Hans Urs von Balthasar’s Theology,” 
in Glory, Grace, and Culture: The Work of Hans Urs von Balthasar, ed. Ed Block, Jr. (New 
York: Paulist Press, 2005), 37-68. 

129 Cf. Balthasar, A Theology of History, 49: “The making present of the life of the 
Trinity and the ultimate foundation and perfection of the attitude distinctively characteristic 
of the creature before his God meet together in the miracle of the God-man’s archetypal 
obedience.” Cf. Balthasar, TD2, 85: “in the light of the gospel it is clear that all things were 
created in the Word that was eventually to become flesh; that is, from the very outset, 
everyone is already within the norm that is to appear definitively in Christ,” such that “the 
call of conscience, which urges us to give preference to the higher value in any situation, 
is also—latently—subordinate to the norm of Christ’s obedience to the Father…” 
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“distance”130 upon which Adam’s status as image-bearer depends; the site in and through 

which God assumes history itself into the divine life as a “created term” of the Son’s eternal 

procession.131 To the extent he’s capable of affirming all of that, of course, Balthasar can 

also endorse a Christological reading of Gen 1:26-27. He, too, can claim that Christ is the 

archetype of human nature, in other words, and even affirm that it was “in view of him and 

his Church that such a thing as the creation of man and woman could take place.”132 But 

such claims are theologically licit only so long as one bears in mind the analogical strictures 

on what they might mean. Provided, that is, one maintains the proper order of nature and 

grace—even when and where one makes bold to unite them, with or without speculative 

formulations of the sort just mentioned—because the caesura between those two domains 

is precisely what defines them. Which is simply a shorthand way of saying that, for 

Balthasar, a Christological construal of creation as a whole must obey (what he takes to 

be) the basic tenets of Catholic doctrine—the “fundamental law of Christianity,” as we saw 

in the last chapter.  

 
130 Cf. Balthasar, A Theology of History, 69: “The measure of maximum nearness 

and maximum separation between God and man is given its foundation and its roots and 
altogether surpassed by the real nearness and real distance between Father and Son in the 
Spirit on the Cross and in the Resurrection.” This is the same passage to which Balthasar 
appends the footnote about Christ as “concrete analogy of being.” Cf. Hans Urs von 
Balthasar, Theo-Drama: Theological Dramatic Theory, Volume IV: The Action, trans. 
Graham Harrison (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1994), 4, 325; Idem., Theo-Drama: 
Theological Dramatic Theory, Volume V: The Last Act, trans. Graham Harrison (San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1998), 5, 81ff. 

131 Cf. Balthasar, A Theology of History, 75: “By the fact of his being the substitute 
for men, and of his drawing of concrete human destiny into his destiny as redeemer, he 
entered into time and history, so that they are from then on so intimately part of him that 
in the dispensing of graces (which is indeed only the reverse side of the drawing of the 
world into his ‘growing body’) they, time and history, are both immanent characteristics 
of his grace.” 

132 Balthasar, A Theology of History, 65. 
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So far, so familiar. Still, a few comments on Balthasar’s Christological construal of 

the analogia entis bear repeating at this point. Even if it was “in view” of Christ “that the 

venture of having any such thing as a world and world history could be made at all,”133 and 

this to such a degree, moreover, that “every question as to what might be if he did not exist, 

or if he had not become man, or if the world had to be considered without him, is now 

superfluous and unnecessary,” it nonetheless remains the case, according to Balthasar, that 

the fundamental relationship between the natural and supernatural is always and 

everywhere one of “promise to fulfillment.”134 Which is to say, no matter how 

“christocentric” his approach claims to be—regardless of the epistemological and 

ontological primacy he wishes to grant Christ’s assumption of history into the divine life—

the “fact” of revelation, on which this vision putatively hangs, may never violate the 

relative integrity of the two orders. For, in the final analysis, that event of divine disclosure 

always carries with it certain metaphysical requirements, and one of these “presuppositions 

of the Incarnation is that there must be a true priority of nature and reason,” such that, “[f]or 

the sake of grace and revelation and faith, we must insist on a certain distance” between 

the finite and the infinite.135 Far from contravening the basic ratio between creation and 

redemption, therefore, Christ becomes that “measure”136 himself: an everlasting guarantee 

 
133 Balthasar, A Theology of History, 65. 
134 Balthasar, A Theology of History, 70n5. Cf. Hans Urs von Balthasar, “On the 

Tasks of Catholic philosophy in our time,” trans. Brian McNeil, Communio 20 (Spring, 
1993): 151-152. See also Balthasar, The Theology of Karl Barth: Exposition and 
Interpretation, trans. Edward T. Oakes, S.J. (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1992), 326-
363, for his defense of Catholic theology’s commitment to “Christocentrism.”  

135 Balthasar, The Theology of Karl Barth, 362. 
136 Balthasar, A Theology of History, 68. 
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that grace does not destroy nature but perfects it.137 If one can justifiably call this the 

Grundprinzip of Balthasar’s mature thought, it also goes some length in stating his case for 

a “christocentric” rendition of Catholic theology as a whole: a dogmatic insistence that the 

“twofold order (duplex ordo) that Vatican I speaks of” is “identical with the two-natures 

doctrine (duo physeis) of Chalcedon.”138 The conciliar through-line, Balthasar claims, is 

an incontrovertible conviction that “the true and deepest unity between God and creature 

could only be guaranteed by effecting a clean conceptual separation of God and 

creature.”139 Such was the work of Christ himself, in fact, for “[o]nly the light of revelation” 

could “draw this distinction and make this clear.”140 Christ is the similitudo inter creatorem 

et creaturam, but also their maior dissimilitudo as well. Only so, claims Balthasar, can 

Christ’s gospel announce the totally gratuitous gift of salvation instead of its structural 

impossibility. Analogy remains the metaphysical condition of possibility for Christology’s 

promise—even the latter’s application to theological anthropology in a “speculative” mode 

modeled more on the Greek Fathers than neo-scholastic manuals.141 

 
137 Cf. Balthasar, A Theology of History, 23-24. 
138 Balthasar, The Theology of Karl Barth, 272. 
139 Balthasar, The Theology of Karl Barth, 272. 
140 Balthasar, The Theology of Karl Barth, 279. 
141 Jennifer Newsome Martin, Hans Urs von Balthasar and the Critical 

Appropriation of Russian Religious Thought, 22, is right that Balthasar self-consciously 
adopts Origen (not just Irenaeus, as Mongrain rashly argues) as a privileged model in his 
efforts to practice “a speculative method that includes an astounding theological creativity 
and interest in exploring open questions,” though it also remains the case that “the truly 
speculative, contemplative, and often quite daring method of theologizing is performed in 
reference to and within the bounds of the faith of the Church, with reference to the personal 
faith commitments of theologians themselves, and, most importantly, accompanied by 
prayer.” (35).  
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But the question remains: do Gregory of Nyssa’s own writings really betray the 

same dogmatic commitments that guide Balthasar’s anthropological speculations at every 

turn? It need not be the case that Gregory anticipated the Chalcedonian definition or the 

Fourth Lateran Council, of course, let alone the solemn pronouncements of Vatican I.142 

Nor, therefore, need one necessarily condemn Balthasar’s various attempts to retrieve the 

Cappadocian’s texts under the auspices of a philosophical hermeneutic to which he could 

not have been accountable, for straightforward reasons like the slow march of doctrinal 

development. So runs the prerogative of any “historical theology” entitled to both of those 

terms, as the first two chapters of this text tried to make plain. Again, the more salient 

question is whether Balthasar’s interpretation is the only “synthetic” approach possible to 

Gregory’s thought. Bringing Hegel into the discussion, as I did in the previous section, 

already augurs an alternative. But the contours of that account remain ill-defined so long 

as the Swiss theologian’s unambiguously anti-Hegelian treatment of theological 

anthropology and his deployment of Gregory of Nyssa’s texts in that undertaking lack 

definition.  

So, the present section returns to Balthasar’s retrieval of Gregory. As usual, his way 

of handling an exegetical problem points up the philosophical stakes of its solution, even 

as his doctrinal commitments typically eclipse the sources under scrutiny. We’ve already 

 
142 Brian E. Daley, “Divine Transcendence and Human Transformation: Gregory 

of Nyssa’s Anti-Apollinarian Christology,” Modern Theology 18:4 (2002), 497, notes that 
Gregory’s Christology, especially, remains “puzzling” to historians “because it does not 
easily fit into the taxonomy of fifth-century controversy, or take a clear position within the 
categories of nature and person—ούσία and φύσις, ὑπόστασις and πρόσωπον—which 
Gregory himself helped define for the Trinitarian mystery, and which were to be canonized 
for Christology during the debate around Chalcedon.” 
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seen, in the previous chapter, that Balthasar’s attempted retrieval of Gregory’s thought 

turns on the analogia entis. By way of recalling the basic gambit of his earlier foray into 

Gregory’s thought, and reconfirming the fundamental continuity between Balthasar’s work 

on the Church Fathers and the more expressly constructive project that occupied his later 

years, the following pages turn to a section of the Theo-Drama that both recapitulates and 

extends the underlying argument of Présence et Pensée. Tracking the uses to which 

Balthasar puts Gregory in that constructive project should accentuate the anti-Hegelian 

prejudice that colors the Cappadocian’s assigned role in his construal of human nature. 

 
3.3.1: Imago Dei as Analogia Entis? 

 

At the far end of a much longer essay on “infinite and finite freedom” in TD2, 

Balthasar appends an “excursus” on “The Image and Likeness of God,” offering therein an 

“analogical” interpretation of the imago dei that culminates with none other than Gregory 

of Nyssa.143 First, though, he makes sure to establish the biblical basis of his argument: 

“philosophically speaking,” he writes, “the affirmation of Genesis—that is, created man’s 

likeness to the uncreated God—implies the analogia entis.”144 Over against the exegetical 

assumptions of various Hebrew Bible scholars and Protestant theologians alike, in other 

words, scripture itself recommends a metaphysical point of departure for theological 

anthropology.145 Invocation of the analogia entis at this point allows Balthasar to situate 

 
143 Balthasar, TD 2:316-334. 
144 Balthasar, TD 2:321. 
145 Balthasar, TD 2:322-323: “Once again analogia entis leads logically to an 

integration of philosophical reflection (insofar as it sees correctly) into theological 
anthropology.” 
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his excursus on the imago dei in the volume’s larger aim to limn human freedom in such a 

way that accentuates both its dependence on the divine will and its relative autonomy with 

respect to that final cause. Indeed, the imago dei serves as something like a synonym for 

the analogia entis and all of its metaphysics implications insofar as both terms denote a 

more or less stable “expression” of an unlimited archetype.146 

More or less, I say, since the basic conceit of Balthasar’s “theo-drama” is that the 

inalienable gift of finite freedom is not so much an intrinsic capacity as it is a supernatural 

calling, not so much a passive possession on the part of rational creatures as it is the active 

“exercise” of an “ever-greater” vocation.147 From which it follows that humans are more 

 
146 Cf. Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 111: “There exists a possession of God 

that is antecedent to all efforts of the intelligence: it is the image of God in the soul, the 
concrete form of the analogy of being, which at the same time leads us outside of ‘nature’ 
(inasmuch as it is pure creature) and carries us into that intermediate domain that can be 
called, not without anachronism, the domain of ‘created grace.’” Of course, Przywara, 
Analogia Entis, 560, arrived at the very same conclusion: “What thus comes to light, as the 
intrinsic form of the human being as the ‘imago Dei,’ is what, since Aristotle and the Fourth 
Lateran Council, is called ‘analogy.’ To say that man is the ‘imago Dei’ means that he is 
so similar to God (in tanta similitudo) that he nevertheless, as a creature in the midst of 
creation, stands in a relation of ‘ever greater dissimilarity’ (in ‘maior dissimilitudo’) to this 
same God.” As usual, Balthasar only adds christological specification to Przywara’s basic 
claim. 

147 Many are the sources from which Balthasar derived the idea of “theo-drama,” 
of course, but (as usual) the influence of Ignatius of Loyola cannot be overstated. Consider, 
for instance, the following comment on the Spiritual Exercises, which also serves as a fine 
summary of the project as a whole: “finite freedom is required to commit itself 
unconditionally to infinite freedom; then the latter inserts it into God’s infinite initiative on 
the world’s behalf.” (TD 2:305). Examples across the five volumes could be multiplied. 
What’s more, when Balthasar broaches the basic themes of theo-drama in The Glory of the 
Lord, he does so with reference to Ignatius—as, for instance, when he highlights the 
concept of “representation” in the Jesuit’s thought: “The imitator of the Lord places 
himself, in total ‘indifference,’ at the disposal of his Master’s will and command, without 
ceasing, for all that, to be a spontaneous and free human subject.” Ignatius could strike this 
delicate balance, Balthasar tells us, because “he avails himself of the Thomist metaphysical 
doctrines of secondary causality and the analogia entis.” At which point, Balthasar can 
then extol his beloved Ignatius in terms that tie together the “aesthetic” and “dramatic” 
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or less free—which is to say, more or less themselves—depending on whether they freely 

submit their will to God’s will. All of which “takes place,” Balthasar says, “precisely 

through the christological paradox, according to which, without confusing the freedoms 

(asunchutōs, in the Chalcedonian expression), infinite freedom indwells finite freedom, 

and so the finite is perfected in the infinite, without the infinite losing itself in the finite or 

the finite in the infinite.”148 Balthasar’s “theological dramatic theory” thus turns out to be 

an extended disquisition on dyothelitism: “the entire theo-drama has its center in the two 

wills of Christ, the infinite, divine will and the finite, human will . . . the encounter and 

reciprocal interpenetration that takes place here (Chalcedon, again, calls it adiairetōs, 

‘inseparable’) is the climax of the relationship between infinite and finite.”149 Once again, 

Christ proves the definitive model on which human perfection is patterned, even as he 

preserves the modal disjunction between his natures and each of their essential properties. 

It’s no accident that Balthasar reprises his remarkable claim that the incarnate Christ is “the 

concrete analogia entis” in this same volume.150 Nor should it surprise that the following 

volume of Theo-Drama is devoted, almost entirely, to the development of a Christology 

 
dimensions: “The idea of representation [of God by his faithful servants] thus brings about 
a new awareness of the manifestation of divine glory in the world. For now this glory finds 
a receptacle, in and by which it manifests itself, not, as with Eckhart, Ockham and Luther, 
a receptacle it has to smash to pieces in order to reveal itself in its uniqueness. No, this is 
a receptacle in which it can stand out clearly as the real glory of the Lord, the manifestation 
of absolute sovereignty.” (GL V:107). With this last comment, especially, we are near the 
very heart of Balthasar’s theological vision: creaturely freedom becomes the finite 
reflection of an infinite disposition towards human form. Which is to say, once more, that 
human perfection is imitatio Christi. See also Balthasar’s development of what he calls 
analogia libtertatis in his discussion of Anselm at GL II:235-253. 

148 Balthasar, TD 2:201. 
149 Balthasar, TD 2:201-202. 
150 Balthasar, TD 2:267. 
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designed explicitly to preserve the “dramatic” tension between finite and infinite freedom. 

So that, for instance, he can once more say Christ himself “simultaneously opens up the 

greatest possible intimacy and the greatest possible distance (in Christ’s dereliction on the 

Cross) between God and man,” and this on the basis of a no less absolute degree of 

“distance” between the divine persons themselves.151 Given his tendency to gloss that 

“distance” with the Gregorian term “diastasis,” we’ll have occasion to return to this 

peculiar feature of Balthasar’s theology below. For now, it suffices to note that Balthasar 

bases the “dramatic” aspect of humanity’s fulfillment of its finite freedom on the equally 

tensive relationship between Christ’s two natures, which is itself grounded in the 

perichoretic exchange of infinite freedom between Father and Son in the power of the Spirit 

within the intra-trinitarian life of God. Analogy’s inviolable law of non-identity goes all 

the way up, as it were, such that a formally asymmetrical relationship obtains on three 

necessarily interconnected tiers: between humanity and its christological prototype; 

between the natures of Christ himself; between, finally, the Son and his heavenly Father.  

So it is that when Balthasar surveys the tradition’s teaching on the imago dei, he 

almost immediately gravitates toward the patristic distinction between “image” and 

“likeness” as a way of distinguishing “the ontic and ethical aspects” of humanity’s relation 

to God. All the more eagerly, in fact, since that pair of terms also becomes quickly 

associated with “the distinction between the Old Testament ‘image,’ which applies to man 

in general, and the New Testament ‘image,’ which—and this is something totally new—is 

Christ alone.”152 Given the foregoing summary of Balthasar’s christological rendition of 

 
151 Balthasar, TD 3:21-22. Cf. TD 2:257, 2:266, 2:287-288.  
152 Balthasar, TD 2:324. 
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the analogia entis and its wider implications for theological anthropology—and this on top 

of its excavation from the monograph on Gregory in earlier chapters—it should be clear by 

now why he favors the idea of distinguishing between an inalienable “image” and an 

appropriable “likeness.” Simply put, it allows him to parcel out “the ‘image’ into a ‘natural’ 

and a ‘supernatural’ element,” and hence define “the ‘image’ of God in man as finite 

freedom” while nevertheless stipulating that “it must act as such, that is, it must decide to 

move toward God—and thus realize the ‘likeness’ it already possesses—or away from 

God, so losing the likeness,” and do all of this, to boot, in a conceptual register already 

ordered to Christology. Predictably enough, Balthasar finds this “theo-dramatic” 

anthropology at work in Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Origen among the earliest patristic 

authors.153 Each of them, he suggests, places a “strong emphasis on freedom as the core of 

the image of God—but a freedom which, fundamentally, must choose in order to possess 

itself…”154 Even if and when Tertullian, Origen, and later fathers, like Ambrose, 

Augustine, and Cyril of Alexandria, are not as consistent as, say, Irenaeus, Basil, and 

Maximus Confessor in making a clear distinction between “image” and “likeness,” claims 

 
153 Balthasar, TD 2:324-328. See also the much longer discussion of Irenaeus as 

practitioner of “theo-dramatic hermeneutics” at TD 2:140-150, as well as the profile of 
Irenaeus’ “theological aesthetics” at GL I:31-94. For a study of Irenaeus as superlative 
patristic author from Balthasar’s perspective, see Kevin Mongrain, The Systematic Thought 
of Hans Urs von Balthasar: An Irenaean Retrieval (New York: Herder and Herder, 2002), 
though I agree with Jennifer Newsome Martin, Hans Urs von Balthasar and the Critical 
Appropriation of Russian Religious Thought (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 2015), 21-22, that Mongrain’s argument about the outsized influence of Irenaeus “is, 
especially with respect to method, perhaps too univocal a claim.”  

154 Balthasar, TD 2:327. 
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Balthasar, they nonetheless maintain a strict distinction between Christ as “authentic 

image” and humanity’s moral assimilation to him as their definitive model.155   

Enter the Cappadocian: “[i]n Gregory of Nyssa the christocentric idea is 

predominant,” even as he, too, routinely fails to distinguish between “image” and 

“likeness” as separate aspects of human similitude to God.156 But it’s precisely this elision 

that makes Gregory even more amenable to Balthasar’s project than other patristic authors, 

for it allows the Cappadocian to say (according to Balthasar) that “Christ (and the Christian 

who is fashioned after him) is the Image.” Indeed, “so much so that the first creation ‘in 

image and likeness’ remains a purely ideal one, whereas the second, concrete creation 

already contains an admixture of dissimilarity (anticipating the Fall).”157 The concept of a 

“double creation” to which Balthasar alludes here ought to be familiar enough from the 

above discussion of De hominis opificio, but what he does with it bears further comment. 

His entire “excursus” on “the image and likeness of God” pivots on just this point. 

First of all, Gregory’s putatively held doctrine of “double creation” allows 

Balthasar to insert a metaphysical—not just moral—hiatus between an ideal humanity held 

fast in Christ’s perfection and its concrete embodiment here below. Elsewhere, in a more 

systematic mode, he refers to Christ as “the one ‘idea’ that embraces, facilitates and fulfills 

 
155 Balthasar, TD 2:328. 
156 Balthasar, TD 2:328. Cf. Presence and Thought, 117: “It is therefore not without 

reason that Gregory did not accept the distinction between ‘image’ and ‘likeness,’ which 
he must, nevertheless, have known about. According to this distinction, ‘image’ (εἰκών) 
would designate the natural, ontological similitude of the soul, while ‘likeness’ would 
connote the perfection acquired by her free and moral assimilation. For Gregory, this 
distinction loses its validity, since the image is essentially dynamic, just as the likeness is 
essentially ontological.”  

157 Balthasar, TD 2:328-329. 



  325 

everything else,” thereby replacing an independent realm of otherwise Platonic forms from 

which finite effects proceed with an eternal prototype in which human persons find their 

“place” within the divine life.158 Likewise, he can say that “[t]he exemplary prototype of 

finite freedom ‘in Christ’ is that ‘place’ where we participate in his eternal Sonship (Eph 

1:5; Rom 8:17) as ‘sons’,” and, in a similar vein, that humanity finds its fulfillment only 

“when it has become identical with the ‘idea’ reserved for the finite ‘thou’ within the 

infinite ‘Thou’, within the eternal Word and Son.” Such locative expressions serve as so 

many ways of reiterating a basic point: “the progressive self-realization of finite freedom 

within the context of infinite freedom,” or again “the realization by the finite ‘copy’ 

[Abbild] of the definitive model [Vorbild] exhibited by the infinite prototype [Urbild].”159 

The terminological precision of that last phrase, especially, suggests that the salient issue 

at stake in Balthasar’s various formulations is a threefold distinction of the sort described 

above. The eternal Son shows himself in and as the incarnate Christ to be the ultimate ideal 

for humans made in his image, such that the Abbild (human) can fulfill its purpose by 

cleaving to the Vorbild (Christ) without thereby becoming identical to the Urbild (God).160 

 
158 Balthasar, TD 2:266. 
159 Balthasar, TD 2:291. 
160 Balthasar, TD 2:291 specifies that the “ultimate identity” of finite and infinite 

freedom “cannot entail any alienation of man from himself, because in the Incarnation the 
eternal Word himself becomes earthly and because his ‘Mystical Body’, the Church, comes 
into being in that exemplary identity which bridges the cosmic distinction between heaven 
and earth” thereby redeploying without attribution a concept he borrows from Gustav 
Siewerth. An earlier passage from TD2:270 discharges Balthasar’s debt: “the more the 
person, in response to the Son’s call, walks toward the prototype [Urbild] in the Son, the 
more unique he becomes. Here we can speak of ‘exemplary identity’ (G. Siewerth), which 
is mediated, living and indestructible, by the analogy of Creator and creature.” Adequate 
commentary on this single aspect of Siewerth’s understudied thought would far exceed this 
scope of this study, but it’s nonetheless striking that Siewerth himself speaks of the 
“exemplary identity” between non-subsistent being (the actus essendi of creation) and its 
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Exactly so, Balthasar can once more claim a christocentric anthropology without violating 

the distance between creator and creation.  

When that same set of terms resurfaces in Balthasar’s treatment of Gregory’s 

teaching on the image of God, therefore, the underlying argument isn’t difficult to discern. 

Having already stipulated that Christ constitutes a “purely ideal” creation in 

contradistinction to the “second, concrete creation,” which “already contains an admixture 

of dissimilarity (anticipating the Fall),” Balthasar then specifies the dogmatic stakes of that 

distinction: “Finite freedom, in its yearning, penetrates ever more deeply into infinite 

freedom: this is the progressive unveiling of the image; or, more precisely, the original 

Image [Urbild] is increasingly reflected and rendered present in the copy [Abbild].” From 

which he derives the familiar conclusion: “in Christianity finite freedom finds its 

 
subsistent source (the actus purus of God) in precisely the same terms Balthasar will. 
Consider the following passage from Gustav Siewerth, Being as Likeness of God 
[translation of Das Sein als Gleichnis Gottes, originally published in 1958], trans. Andrzej 
Wierciński (Konstanz: Verlag Gustav Siewerth Gesellschaft, 2005), 53: “Insofar as we see 
that Being itself refers to or indicates its Origin, it is ‘likeness’ [Gleichnis] not only in the 
sense of being the similitudo of God, but also in the sense of being the image [Abbild] of 
God (similitudo et imao Dei) . . . So much so, and so fundamentally, is Being a likeness—
an image of the archetype [das Abbild eines Urbildlichen] . . . that Being becomes 
unsubstantial, senseless, and contradictory in itself, when it is not thought together with, 
and cleared toward [auf ihn aufgelichtet wird], the manifest and subsistent ground.” All of 
which might be tangential to the present study were Siewerth’s entire philosophical project 
not a re-interpretation of Thomas Aquinas through the work of his former teacher Martin 
Heidegger in response to Hegel. Despite his failure to flag dependence upon Siewerth at 
various points in the trilogy—the commentary on Heidegger and subsequent disquisition 
on “The Miracle of Being and the Fourfold Distinction” at GL5:429-450;613-627, for 
instance, bear a conspicuously Siewerthian sheen, though it’s often difficult to 
disambiguate his influence from that of Ferdinand Ulrich—Balthasar gleaned a great deal 
from the philosopher, as their correspondence makes clear: Andrzej Wierciński, ed. and 
trans., Between Friends: A Bilingual Edition: The Hans Urs von Balthasar and Gustav 
Siewerth Correspondence, 1954-1963 (Konstanz: Verlag Gustav Siewerth Gesellschaft, 
2005). 
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fulfillment, its ultimate liberation, in that freedom which is absolute and infinite.”161 Set 

aside the fact that Balthasar projects his entire theo-drama back into Gregory of Nyssa for 

just a moment to consider the reading of the latter’s text implied by that gesture of retrieval. 

Traditional treatments of “double creation,” let’s recall, have tended to deploy the concept 

in order to account for the moral deficiencies to which humans are currently subject. They 

aim, that is, to make sense of Gregory’s own speculations regarding the obvious 

discrepancy between humanity’s present state and its aboriginal calling: “that which was 

made in the image is one thing, and that which is now manifested in wretchedness is 

another.”162 Insofar as two-stage creation serves as a solution to that problem, it proposes 

to relegate all the standard features of human finitude—above all, sexual differentiation—

to an economic provision on God’s part. Which is to say, it claims our otherwise animal 

functions to be a subordinate form of life with which humanity has been outfitted until it 

resumes spiritual perfection. Even on a fairly straightforward reading of the text, therefore, 

Gregory’s supposed doctrine of “double creation” is only ever a means of momentary 

accommodation for morally compromised spirits. Balthasar’s version, by contrast, makes 

the “second, concrete” creation’s declension from the first a safeguard for finite freedom’s 

separation from the infinite. Not a moral lapse, in other words, but a metaphysical gap 

between modally incomparable terms, which then becomes the dogmatic core of 

Christianity as such. Hence, the difference between the “first” and “second” creation 

thereby becomes the difference between “the original Image” (Urbild) and its “copy” 

(Abbild), between the eternal Son and historical humanity. Far from representing a “fall” 

 
161 Balthasar, TD2:329. 
162 Gregory of Nyssa, Op. hom. 16.7 (NPNF 5:405; PG 44, 181A). 
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of some kind, therefore, the transition from the “first” to the “second” creation becomes 

the positive condition for the “assimilation” of the image to its archetype. Balthasar can 

say “the Son, the Prototype [Urbild], encompasses and reworks all the copies [Abbilder] in 

himself” without there being “a question of absorbing and extinguishing the finite images 

but of setting them within the embracing Idea,” and this because “it is within this Idea, 

from all eternity, that they were conceived and created as individuals.” 163  Ruled out of 

court, on Balthasar’s telling, is the sort of reciprocal causality between the imago dei and 

its fallen members assayed by the reading of De hominis opificio sketched above, for this 

would amount not to a “nuptial union” between Christ and his copies but to the “identity” 

of finite and infinite freedom.164 Which is to say, once more, his interpretation of Gregory’s 

account of the image funds an anti-Idealist argument. Whenever the specter of “identity” 

enters Balthasar’s sights, his real target is hardly a secret.165 

Lest it be left unsaid, Balthasar specifies these philosophical stakes of his retrieval 

of Gregory in the final section of his “excursus” on the image, when he turns to the 

anthropology of Franz Anton Staudenmaier, member at large of the 19th century Catholic 

Tübingen School and understudied pioneer of the tradition’s return to its earliest sources.166 

 
163 Balthasar, TD2:330. 
164 Balthasar, TD2:330. 
165 The threat of “identity” looms large across Balthasar’s corpus, but see especially 

the discussion of (German) Idealism under the heading of “The Metaphysics of Spirit” at 
GL5:451-596 for his most thorough genealogy of its philosophical underpinnings.  

166 Staudenmaier is still understudied among Anglophone scholars—an especially 
glaring lacuna in the literature given the considerable influence he wielded among both 
Catholics and Protestants in Germany during his own day, to say nothing of his impress 
upon later generations—but see the following introductions to his thought: William E. 
McConville, “Theology and Encyclopedia. A Study in the Thought of Franz Anton 
Staudenmaier” (PhD diss., Vanderbilt University, 1983); Bradford E. Hinze, “Tracing 
Trinity in Tradition: The Achievement of Franz Anton Staudenmaier,” Zeitschrift für 
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While this transition may seem to cede the final word to a modern author, Balthasar makes 

it plain that Staudenmaier shares the “central concern” of his premodern protagonists, viz. 

“the correspondence between divine idea and created reality.”167 What’s more, he stipulates 

that “Staudenmaier’s concept of the ‘image’ is practically identical with that of Gregory of 

Nyssa,” by which he means that “it is protological and ideal, on the one hand, and 

eschatological and christological on the other.”168 All of which suggests that the opening 

salvo of Balthasar’s summary of Staudenmaier applies equally to his patristic predecessor. 

“First of all,” he says, “the two things, the eternal design of the world in God’s knowing 

and willing and the concretely created world, are clearly distinguished (contrary to Hegel) 

and yet seen as inseparable.”169 It’s true, of course, that Staudenmaier spent much of his 

career criticizing the Swabian philosopher—from his early survey of John Scotus Eriugena 

to his later tome on the Hegelian system itself.170 Balthasar followed suit, as Cyril O’Regan 

has shown.171 All the details of that apprenticeship need not detain us here, except to note 

 
neuere Theologiegeschichte 8.1 (2001): 34-57. See Grant Kaplan, Answering the 
Enlightenment: The Catholic Recovery of Historical Revelation (New York: Herder & 
Herder, 2006) for an introduction to the Catholic Tübingen School at large, and Cyril 
O’Regan, “Balthasar: Between Tübingen and Postmodernity,” Modern Theology 14:3 
(2006), 325-353, for a study of its influence on Balthasar. 

167 Balthasar, TD2:331. 
168 Balthasar, TD2: 333. 
169 Balthasar, TD2:331. Emphasis added. 
170 F.A. Staudenmaier, Johannes Scotus Erigena und die Wissenschaft seiner Zeit 

(Frankfurt am Main, 1834); F.A. Staudenmaier, Darstellung und Kritik des Hegelschen 
Systems aus dem Standpunkt der christlichen Philosophie (Mainz, 1844). 

171 Cyril O’Regan, The Anatomy of Misremembering: Von Balthasar’s Response to 
Philosophical Modernity, Volume 1: Hegel (New York: Herder & Herder, 2014), 276-290. 
So too Hinze, “Tracing Trinity in Tradition,” 39: “It would not be a distortion to describe 
Balthasar’s theo-dramatic theology of person and mission as a midrashic gloss on 
Staudenmaier’s trinitarian theology.” Recall that Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 29, himself 
notes the anti-Hegelian impetus behind Staudenmaier’s book on Eriugena in the opening 
line of his own study of Maximus Confessor: “When Staudenmaier, as a young man, 



  330 

that Balthasar clearly inherited Staudenmaier’s allergy to the supposed elision of immanent 

and economic registers in Hegel’s thought. As we’ve seen, Hegel took himself to have 

shown that “arche is truly arche only in teleological realization,” thereby granting an 

“ontological priority to the economy” that ultimately envelops its transcendent source. 

Exactly so, Staudenmaier could respond that “the sheer giftedness of creation, its being 

‘without why,’ is fatally compromised” within such “an archeoteleological economy.”172 

Avoiding “pantheism,” on Staudenmaier’s account—his “summary concept for the 

systematic unity of departures from the theological tradition,” not unlike Balthasar’s talk 

of “identity” across his corpus—requires a confession of creation’s sheer contingency.173 

Which goes some length in explaining why Balthasar would suture his own reading of 

Gregory’s anthropology to Staudenmaier: according to either, we’re told, the “idea” of 

humanity precedes its concrete instantiations even as it takes on determinacy as their final 

cause—both “protological and ideal” and “eschatological and christological,” perhaps, but 

the latter only inasmuch as it remains the former. Said otherwise, the Urbild outstrips the 

Abbild even as it becomes the latter’s definitive Vorbild. We’ve already seen as much, to 

be sure, but Balthasar’s reprise of the same with reference to Staudenmaier shows that his 

reading of Gregory was always meant to rule out the sort of dialectical relationship between 

Christ and creation the above detour through Hegel’s logic of essence helped us discern in 

the Cappadocian’s comments on the Christological grounding of human nature. Far from 

 
recognized that the theological task before him was to uproot the pantheism of Hegel and 
looked around for a model who would be not only enlightening but sufficiently grounded 
in history to be reliable, he came upon the figure of John Scotus Erigena.” The reader is 
left to surmise that Balthasar means his book to accomplish a similar “theological task.” 

172 O’Regan, The Anatomy of Misremembering, 283. 
173 O’Regan, The Anatomy of Misremembering, 280. 
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being some eisegetical imposition on my part, the “Hegelian” interpretation of Gregory’s 

text turns out to be the very possibility our Swiss theologian was trying to avoid. Analogy’s 

asymmetrical ratio once again rules out a dialectically obtained identity.  

Even more telling than the connection to Staudenmaier, though, is the fact that 

Balthasar actually countenances this very idea—the dialectical relation between cause and 

effect, that is—only to add a series of caveats as to why it can’t be the case when it comes 

to Christ. We’ve already seen, again and again, that Balthasar’s allergy to Neo-

Scholasticism obliges him to index anthropology to Christology as a means of warding off 

the specter of natura pura. So runs the basic conceit of theo-drama: “Everything remains 

abstract if not brought back to and explained by the Concretissimum in which it is 

ultimately rooted; moreover, this accords with the greatest assertions of the New 

Testament.”174 Hence, too, the repeated claim that “the characters in theo-drama can only 

be defined on the basis of the action already under way.”175 Thus sounds not only 

Balthasar’s celebrated insistence on the theological necessity of revelation—his refusal, 

that is, to derive knowledge of God from anything other than divine self-disclosure—but 

also his resolve to understand creation itself on the basis of Christ’s economy.176 As ever, 

 
174 Balthasar, TD 3:13. 
175 Balthasar, TD 3:13. Cf. TD 2:11: “Only the action itself will reveal who each 

individual is; and it will not reveal, through successive unveilings, primarily who the 
individual always was, but rather who he is to become through the action, through his 
encounter with others and through the decisions he makes.” The conceit of Balthasar’s 
theo-drama is that what he says here of the characters in a staged drama applies 
analogically to the relationship between human creatures and God. 

176 See Larry Chapp, “Revelation,” in The Cambridge Companion to Hans Urs von 
Balthasar, eds. Edward T. Oakes, Jr. and David Moss (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2006), 11-23, and especially the section headed “Christ: The Concrete Universal” 
(19-22).  
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though, the question is how exactly he cashes out the content of his formally christocentric 

convictions.  

For, in fact, Balthasar balks at the cost of so radically christocentric an approach. 

“In the previous volume [of Theo-Drama],” he recalls, “we spoke of the interplay of 

absolute and created freedom, which guaranteed openness to every possible course of 

action.” But now he wonders: must that totally free dialogue be “disappointingly restricted 

by the prior fact that everything that happens can only take place ‘in Christ Jesus’…?”177 

Said otherwise, Balthasar worries at the consequences of really claiming Christ constitutes 

something like a concrete universal: 

Christ is determined from below by the whole world drama, and, on the 
other hand, he is not determined by it since he alone is ‘from above’ (Jn 
8:23). The second aspect embraces the first: everything he synthesizes in 
himself was created in the first place with a view to this synthesis. Thus an 
initially puzzling reciprocal causality [!] seems to operate in his concrete 
person: he is caused by the world and its history; and the world and its 
history are caused by him. Under the first aspect, he is the world’s Omega; 
under the second, its Alpha. Thus, between these two ends, which are 
identical in his person, the whole drama of the world is acted out.178 
 

All of which might be fine, says our Swiss theologian, were such formulations not so 

frontloaded that they threaten to undermine the relative independence of the drama’s 

central characters. If, that is, this “fixing on a particular figure” as “the absolute norm” did 

not thereby risk “compromise[ing] God’s infinity” and “negat[ing] human freedom.” At 

length, therefore, we arrive at the always latent liability of the totus christus from 

Balthasar’s vantage: “God seems—formally—to have abolished the acting area between 

the two freedoms and—materially—to have set up the one Figure toward whom the whole 

 
177 Balthasar, TD 3:17. 
178 Balthasar, TD 3:15. Emphasis added.  
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play is compelled to converge.”179 We’ve already witnessed how Balthasar himself avoids 

these unsavory implications of confessing Christ the concretissimum—namely, 

substituting “the concrete analogia entis” for Hegel’s “concrete universal,” and thereby 

fashioning a Christology that “does not decide the course of the play in advance but gives 

man an otherwise unheard-of-freedom to decide for or against the God,” and this because 

Christ himself not only “opens up the greatest possible intimacy” but also “the greatest 

possible distance” between God and humanity—but these same worries also motivate his 

decision to dedicate two volumes to the dramatis personae despite his insistence that they 

can only be “defined” by the “action” of theo-drama itself.180 At every turn, Balthasar 

worries that naïve readings of the New Testament—its repeated use of the phrase “in Christ 

Jesus,” especially—conjure metaphysical catastrophe just to the extent that they court the 

idea of Christ as the posited presupposition of his own procession into and as creation.181 

When they do, he warns, Christology threatens to capsize the very metaphysical 

distinctions on which it depends. 

 
3.3.2: The Specter of Reciprocal Causality 

 

As a way of drawing this already lengthy section to a close and substantiating once 

more my claim that Balthasar himself was wary of the “Hegelian” drift of Gregory’s 

thought, allow me to marshal a few passages in which Balthasar applies the term 

“reciprocal causality” to the Nyssen’s anthropology—the same term, of course, that attends 

 
179 Balthasar, TD 3:18. Emphasis added.  
180 Balthasar, TD 3:21.  
181 Balthasar, TD 3:17; 33-40. 
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his “uneasiness” about “the christological principle” of creation canvassed just above.182 

They represent a begrudging admission that Balthasar’s most beloved patristic sources 

already betray proto-Idealist positions. One of these passages comes from Presence and 

Thought itself, the others from the contemporaneously written Cosmic Liturgy. Each book 

ultimately betrays the selfsame concern that Gregory (and Maximus the Confessor, for that 

matter) allow Christ’s incarnation to supersede the metaphysical conditions of its 

possibility. Or again, that their Christological anthropologies risk eliding God’s economic 

and immanent identity. Which is to say, that the Greek Fathers were “forgetful” of the 

analogia entis. 

The previous chapter has already assayed Balthasar’s “analogical” solution to 

Gregory’s account of human nature, the contours of which the trilogy then retraced, but the 

audit of Balthasar’s career-long investment in the Cappadocian promises new, polemical 

purchase on that earlier portrait. Recall that the campaign to cast Gregory among Catholic 

philosophy’s earliest exponents turns on treating the latter’s account of “the image of God” 

as “the concrete form of the analogy of being.”183 Already, that is, the monograph broaches 

a Christological interpretation of the imago that later texts like TD2 develop in a more 

systematic mode. The image, we’re told, constitutes an “ontological structure” that makes 

spiritual progress possible, “a possession of God that is antecedent to all efforts of the 

intelligence,” an obediential capacity for “that intermediate domain that can be called, not 

without anachronism, ‘created grace’.”184 (Notice, once again, the unabashed elucidation 

 
182 Cf. Balthasar, TD 3:17. 
183 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 111. Emphasis original.  
184 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 119; 111. 
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of Gregory in Thomist terms.) Hence the lack of distinction between image and likeness 

that becomes so important to Balthasar’s theo-dramatic anthropology: “the image is itself 

essentially dynamic, just as the likeness is essentially ontological.”185 Even so, this section 

of the monograph already betrays Balthasar’s “uneasiness” about Gregory’s elision of 

nature and grace. Just here, in fact, he appends a long footnote that culminates in a 

comparison between Gregory’s teaching and “the profound error” of Max Scheler’s 

“purely dynamic conception” of human nature.186 It’s not difficult to see why the 

connection suggests itself—nor why it makes Balthasar so wary—given the quotation from 

Scheler he musters: “Nothing essentially and specifically new begins yet with homo 

naturalis, but only with ‘historical’ man, who is ordered toward the divine. This man 

receives his unity only through what he ought to be: an image of God, to be precise, and of 

an infinitely perfect person.”187 Particularly striking in this passage is Scheler’s emphasis 

upon “historical” humanity over against its “natural” state, especially in light of Balthasar’s 

decision to outline the dramatis personae in abstraction from the “play” itself despite his 

insistence that theo-drama’s “action” alone ought to determine its characters.  

Corroborating his confrontation with Scheler would require another study, but the 

above citation makes it clear enough that Balthasar’s worry is once again that “nature” will 

become so dynamic a term—little more than a liminal entity always already ordered to a 

 
185 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 117-118. 
186 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 119n46, cites his longer essay on “Scheler’s 

personalism” at Apokalypse der deutschen Seele, III:84-192.  
187 Max Scheler, Vom Umsturz der Werte: Der Abhandlungen und Aufsätze: Zweite 

Durchgesehene Auflage, Erster Band (Leipzig: Der Neue Geist Verlag, 1919), 296, cited 
in Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 119n46. 
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supernatural end, in other words—that it loses any and all integrity of its own.188 Sheer 

assimilation to Christ supersedes a more or less stable essence, the goal of divine perfection 

supplants whatever “ontological structure” the soul supposedly possessed on its own. 

Indeed, these are precisely the terms in which Balthasar describes the drift of Gregory’s 

thought: “while Christ as the first real and perfect man remains posterior to ‘ideal’, perfect 

‘Nature’, of which he is only one part, a secret kinship of these two perfections tends to 

introduce the priority of Christ in the priority of Nature itself.”189 This “secret kinship” thus 

amounts to the “replacement of ‘Nature’ by Christ,” he says.190 At which point Balthasar 

voices a familiar concern: “It would seem at first glance that, according to Gregory, the 

work of Christ on its own has already attained everything.”191 If, that is, the perfection of 

Christ supersedes natural perfection to such an extent that membership in his body comes 

to supplant the classification of species, resurrection thereby becomes the consummation 

of death, grace the inner principle of nature, divinity the common birthright of humanity. 

No matter his “uneasiness” about the concept, therefore, it must be counted to Balthasar’s 

enduring credit that he glimpsed the retroactive logic of ἀκολουθία in Gregory’s thought: 

“This great body of which Christ is merely a member becomes in its entirety the body of 

this member.”192 Just so, as we’ve already seen: the Christ is the “posited presupposition” 

of his own immanent development in time, his Body the “vanishing mediator” between 

 
188 For a summary of Balthasar’s early engagements with Scheler’s thought, see 

Aidan Nichols, O.P., Scattering the Seed: Balthasar’s Early Writing on Philosophy and 
the Arts (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2006), 179-202. 

189 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 142. 
190 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 143. 
191 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 145.  
192 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 143. 
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particular and universal since he proves to be both. Of course, Balthasar himself denies that 

Gregory goes this far. “Gregory of Nyssa is less radical” than Scheler, he assures us, since 

his “conception of the unity of human nature is situated . . . beyond ‘real’ unity and ‘ideal’ 

unity.”193 Which is simply another way of saying, once more, that Gregory situates human 

nature in that “intermediate domain” of “created grace,” capable of actualizing an 

obediential potency for the supernatural but not so indistinguishable from Christ that it 

compromises the freedom of finitude.194 Likewise, he can insist that “the invasion of nature 

by grace,” which Gregory describes so rhapsodically, is rather more “a dynamism that 

requires a free assimilation on the part of man to the death of the Redeemer,” such that 

Christ’s “free acceptance” of the Cross becomes the model on which every human death 

must be patterned.195 The signature strokes of Balthasar’s “theo-dramatic theory” are 

clearly beginning to take shape in the patristic monographs, even if he hasn’t yet developed 

the terms of art to articulate them. 

Nonetheless, our Swiss theologian can’t quite swallow his long-standing 

“uneasiness” with Gregory and the rest of the Greek Fathers: “it cannot be denied,” he 

concedes, “that Gregory of Nyssa[’s account of human nature] prepares the ground in some 

ways for that gnostic dynamism of the Byzantine philosophies, which end up logically in 

the gnosis of [Fyodor] Dostoevsky, [Vladimir] Soloviev, and [Nicholai] Berdyaev.”196 He 

fails to flesh out this makeshift genealogy in the moment, but a sideward glance at his study 

 
193 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 119n46. 
194 Cf. Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 111. 
195 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 148. 
196 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 119n46. 
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of Maximus the Confessor fills in the rest of the now familiar story. For there he speaks in 

no uncertain terms:  

A certain ineradicable mistrust for an autonomous, objective nature, which 
exists prior to all participation in grace and which is not only spiritual but 
corporeal—a mistrust, in fact, for the fundamental analogy between God 
and the creature—has always characterized Eastern thought and has led it 
to feel primordially related to all forms of self-transcendence, absorption, 
release of the finite into the infinite.197 
 

Among the exponents of this “Eastern” pattern of thought Balthasar numbers “[Jakob] 

Böhme, [F.W.J.] Schelling, [Franz von] Baader, and Soloviev.” Each, he suggests, elides 

the integrity of nature with the self-sufficiency of spirit, whether by way of a theosophy, 

idealism, or sophiology—all of which amount to so many philosophies of identity, 

antithetical to the analogy of being. Earlier in the text he attacks the same targets from a 

slightly different angle. This time the worry is less about preserving nature than hedging 

the gift of grace. “Over and over, down to Hegel and Berdyaev,” notes Balthasar, “this 

speciously deep thought was to haunt Christian metaphysics: that love without pain and 

guilt remains simply a joke, a game.” Once more, his concern is too closely identifying the 

dramatis personae with the “action” between them: “Led astray through the theatrical 

dimensions of the Incarnation and the Cross, which exhaust the possibilities of dramatic 

encounter between God and the world, people think that they may take what can only be 

beyond history and reinterpret it as a metaphysic of created being in itself.”198 Dissolve the 

metaphysical hiatus between God and world, warns Balthasar, and Christ’s economy 

becomes the onto-theological ground of creation as such, not a completely gratuitous 

 
197 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 190. 
198 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 130. 
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“expression” of divine freedom.199 “Paul, and Christ himself, may use the ‘dying and 

becoming’ of the grain of wheat [!] as a metaphor of the central event of salvation history,” 

he notes in the much later third volume of Theologik, “but this does not mean that Cross 

and Resurrection become . . . some fundamental law of human history.”200 If “neither Good 

Friday nor Easter nor Pentecost can be turned into speculative principles,”201 it’s because 

“[t]he rhythm of the Godhead’s emergence and return is not at all a necessary, metaphysical 

process, contained within the very concept of God, but rests on his free decision and is 

controlled by his will.”202 As ever, God’s absolute freedom—from necessity, for creation—

remains the shibboleth of Balthasar’s entire system. As for Maximus himself, he mostly 

avoids these Hegelian indiscretions from the latter’s perspective. But Balthasar feels 

nonetheless obliged to acknowledge that even the Confessor “sometimes threatens to 

succumb to this danger,” that even this saint who “looks straight in the eye of Hegel” sees 

perhaps more of himself in the Swabian’s stare than our Swiss theologian would like to 

admit.203 

Compelled to specify when and where Maximus “threatens to succumb” to his 

otherwise repressed Hegelian inclinations, Balthasar refers his readers to the Confessor’s 

 
199 Martin, Hans Urs von Balthasar and the Critical Appropriation of Russian 

Religious Thought, 184, summarizes the same passage in similar terms: “Certainly, 
Balthasar’s opposition to those regimes in which a tragic God must necessarily and without 
remainder enter exhaustively into the processes of the world as fully and exhaustively 
immanentized (those in which ‘the mystery of the Cross [is converted] into a piece of 
philosophy’ comes through perspicuously. Balthasar objects strenuously to Hegel’s 
inscription of the pain and suffering of God as a necessary postulate in order for this love 
to become serious.’” 

200 Balthasar, TL3:428-429. 
201 Balthasar, TL3:429. 
202 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 133. Emphasis added.  
203 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 130; 207. 
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explanation of sin, sexual differentiation, and its eschatological destiny—the 

“responsibility” for which “approach” to these topics, Balthasar quickly notes, Maximus 

attributes to none other than Gregory of Nyssa.204 The problem begins with their tendencies 

toward a felix culpa account of cosmic origins. Which “Greek Christian,” asks Balthasar 

in another “Orientalizing” tone, “could resist the idea that the ‘fall’ itself contained, at the 

same time, the basis of a radical ‘beginning’?”205 So it was, at any rate, that Maximus 

followed Gregory’s distinctive interpretation of the two trees which Scripture situates at 

the center of the Garden of Eden: “It asserts the identity of the two trees, the ‘tree of life’ 

and the ‘tree of knowledge,’ so that access to life was ultimately only available through 

knowledge of good and evil.”206 Exactly so, says Balthasar, “Maximus, good Greek that he 

is, sets off on the dangerous track that he will walk to the end: the track of ‘gnosis’.”207 

We’ve already seen a straight line sketched from Gregory to the “gnosis” of certain Russian 

Orthodox authors—Dostoevsky, Soloviev, Berdyaev, in particular—but now it becomes 

clear that an inextricable connection between creation and fall is what earns these Eastern 

authors their “gnostic” credentials. Indeed, to the extent that Maximus “goes a step beyond” 

Gregory’s by turns celebrated and scorned “attempt to solve the riddle of the fall with the 

paradox of a ‘reciprocal causality’ [whereby] the consequence of sin is also its cause”—

notice, at last, the recurrence of that crucial phrase208 which so kindles Balthasar’s 

suspicions—he equates “existence” (Existenz) itself with “contradiction” (Widerspruch), 

 
204 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 204. 
205 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 181. 
206 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 181-182. 
207 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 182. 
208 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 187. Emphasis added.  
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such that “the sensible world takes on [a] double character, of being at once the good, even 

the best creature made by God and of being nevertheless reshaped in its inmost being by 

the human weakness resulting from the fall.”209 Even here, it would seem Balthasar holds 

out some hope that Gregory provides the resources to forge a protology at least 

conceptually distinct from eschatology, and this insofar as the latter “loved to look back to 

the place of our origins in Paradise, as if it were the true and somehow historical homeland 

of the human race.”210 But there’s no concealing his concern that the “gnostic” die is 

already cast for these Greek Fathers. “For Origen, Gregory, and Maximus,” he concedes, 

“the world of sensible appearances, with its suffering and death, is inseparably both a 

punishment and a gracious gift of God.”211 All three, in other words, occasionally forfeit 

“the fundamental measure and distance that is the basis of created nature in itself” for the 

false “rhythm” of an “apparent reconciliation of extremes by brusquely slapping them 

together,” discard the harmony of analogy for the dissonance of identity.212 And nowhere 

is this syncopated cadence more apparent, he suggests, than “the rhythm of contradiction” 

 
209 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 191. “Existence as Contradiction” (Existenz als 

Widerspruch) titles this entire section in which Balthasar ponders Maximus (and 
Gregory’s) proximity to the poisoned well of “Eastern thought.” Needless to say, the 
invocation of “contradiction” (Widerspruch) at this juncture almost certainly means to 
recall Hegel’s celebrated claim to its productive role in logic. Vide supra, n.81. 

210 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 187. 
211 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 191. 
212 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 192. That he casts this “Eastern” tendency toward 

contradiction in aesthetic terms is no accident, of course, given the signature emphases of 
later texts like The Glory of the Lord—not to mention the already penned Apokalypse der 
deutschen Seele. Consider, for instance, the genealogical lines Balthasar can draw from 
Greek theology to Russian literature: “The enthusiastic delight in the world that 
characterizes Gregory of Nyssa’s essay On the Creation of the Human Person, standing 
alongside his spiritualizing flight from the senses, anticipates both Alyosha Karamazov’s 
enchanted gesture of kissing the earth and his angelic other-worldly nature.” (192).  
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between “sensuality” as “sin” and “nature,” between sexual differentiation as both 

consequence of the fall and aboriginal endowment of human bodies.213 Exactly so, 

Maximus and Gregory’s insistence that sex does not belong to the imago dei, even as the 

fulfillment of that concrete universal the image represents requires the same process of 

procreation from which it’s supposed to be exempt, becomes the paradoxical claim that 

threatens to compromise Balthasar’s entire “analogical” retrieval of their thought.  

For no matter how assiduously each may seem to separate nature and grace, from 

Balthasar’s perspective, the subordination of sexual difference to eschatological celibacy 

ultimately spells the elision of human finitude and divine freedom altogether. Rather than 

pointing toward a nuptial union between created spirit and its infinite source, intimate but 

not identical in their analogical approximation to one another, “sexual desire” and the 

difference on which it depends serve instead as a “sacrament of sin,” consecrated by the 

progenitor for the celebration of a cyclical feast that culminates in death.214 Like mortality, 

therefore, sex becomes something to which one must submit only in order to sublate its 

present sovereignty over created being: “it is by fulfilling the mystery of sexuality that the 

soul goes beyond it.” It follows that neither sex nor death are proper to humanity as such. 

Which is to say, neither sex nor death survive the process of divinization, since that’s just 

 
213 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 193. 
214 The description of sexual desire as a “sacrament” of sin is a remark Balthasar 

makes apropos of Gregory and Maximus on more than one occasion in both monographs. 
With the comparison, Balthasar means once more to identify the paradoxical causality 
proper to sin and the passions, such that “procreation” itself becomes “an efficacious sign, 
insofar as it is a symbol (exemplary effect), on the one hand, and, on the other hand, insofar 
as it is a cause of the transmission of a sinful nature.” (Presence and Thought, 74; cf. 
Presence and Thought, 141). So, too, Cosmic Liturgy, 199: “sexual desire and the passions 
might be considered a ‘sacrament of sin’, in that even here an external gesture, in itself 
neither good nor evil, has become an ‘efficacious sign’ of sin.”  
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what constitutes a truly human life on Balthasar’s telling. Once more, “grace” threatens to 

replace “nature” just as soon as the latter’s characteristic qualities lose their morally neutral 

status—and this since the glorified Body of Christ alone secures the unity of the “whole 

humanity,” that “godlike thing” destined for nothing less than perfection. When, therefore, 

Balthasar laments that the “sexual synthesis” between male and female “remains, for 

Maximus as for most of the Fathers, too overloaded by the tragedy and the despairing 

dialectic of original sin to find a positive role among the syntheses achieved by Christ,” 

it’s no surprise that the following line is simply a citation of the very same Pauline passage 

to which Gregory himself appeals: “For in Christ Jesus there is neither male nor female.” 

(Gal 3:28).215 Whereupon, of course, follow Balthasar’s typical complaints: “here the 

tradition of Eastern thought retains the upper hand,” he says; “if the personal synthesis of 

the sexes is swept aside, there is no way to conceive the sexual synthesis as rooted in the 

synthesis of Christ,” he objects; “metaphysics, at this point, must systematically take on a 

monastic character!” he cries.216 That last accusation may sound new, but the message is 

not. It’s as though Balthasar means to suggest that there is but an iota’s difference between 

a “monastic” and “monistic” metaphysics, between the Christological sublation of sex and 

a philosophical claim to identity. Indeed, it’s not so difficult to discern a Hegelian triad in 

his closing observation that Christ’s “achievement becomes itself, by a synthesis of the 

unspoiled state of Paradise and our present moral condition, a higher, third condition.”217 

 
215 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 203-204. 
216 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 204. 
217 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 204. 



  344 

Once again, Balthasar’s worry is that Christ will supplant nature, that substance will 

become subject, that the finite will lay claim to infinity.  

So it is, at any rate, that sexual difference becomes the first line of defense in 

Balthasar’s metaphysics, the basic polarity “in-and-above” which the analogy of being 

prevails.218 Hence his repeated argument that every attempt to index the distinction 

between man and woman to a moment of contradiction on the path to an unprecedented 

perfection—like those of Maximus the Confessor and his self-professed219 mentor Gregory 

of Nyssa, of course, but also Vladimir Soloviev and Nikolai Berdyaev, among other 

Eastern authors—portends the great reversal of what ought to remain an ascending 

hierarchy of asymmetrical relations: male and female; archetype and image; God and 

world.220 Which is also why Balthasar’s safeguard against a christocentrism so certain of 

 
218 Hence the crucial reference to his quondam mentor in his discussion of sexuality 

at TD3:369-379: “with Erich Przywara, we must say that the relationship between the 
image of God and sexuality is one of ‘in-and-above’: on the one hand, there is a similarity 
with the God who, in the Bible, will reveal himself in symbolic words of fatherhood and 
motherhood, and indeed in terms of nuptial relationship with Israel . . . and, on the other 
hand, there is a dissimilarity in that human sexuality is part of all created things.” 

219 See, especially, Maximus Confessor, Quaestiones ad Thalassium 1.2 (FOTC 
136:94-95): “These passions, as well as the rest of them, were not originally created 
together with human nature; otherwise, they would constitute part of the definition of 
human nature. Based on what I have learned from the great Gregory of Nyssa, I believe 
that the passions were introduced on account of the fall from perfection, emerging in the 
more irrational part of human nature, and it was through them that, at the very moment of 
the transgression, the distinct and definite likeness to irrational animals appeared in man 
instead of the divine and blessed image.” 

220 For further evidence that the relation between men and women belongs to his 
hierarchy of asymmetrical terms, witness the startling passage at TD3:413 in which 
Balthasar demonstrates (contra Origen, Gregory, Maximus, Eriugena, et al.) that and how 
Christ himself preserves sexual difference: “The reciprocal fruitfulness of man and woman 
is surpassed by the ultimate priority of the ‘Second Adam’, who, in suprasexual 
fruitfulness, brings a ‘companion’, the Church, into being . . . The relative priority of the 
man over the woman here becomes absolute, insofar as the Church is a creation of Christ 
himself, drawn from his own substance.” 
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itself that it might threaten theo-drama’s otherwise contingent outcome is always a 

thoroughgoing distinction between Christ and church, itself patterned on the partitioning 

of man and woman. Hence his claim that “[e]cclesiology is nothing but [a] resumption on 

a higher plane” of “the whole dynamism” proper to Gregory’s philosophy of “image,” that 

the Church is “the truth of the image, the window through which the flood tide of divine 

life penetrates into the creature” without thereby making “the Bride” identical to “the 

Body” on which she depends.221 Balthasar’s systematic preference for the term “Bride of 

Christ” over “Body of Christ” as an ecclesiological epithet will culminate, of course, in the 

set of essays published under the title Sponsa Verbi (1971), but his deeply held pieties on 

this score clearly date back to his difficulties with the totus christus in Gregory and 

Maximus—a point to which it would be profitable to return in another context.222  For now, 

it’s enough to note that sexual difference serves as something like a procrustean bed in 

Balthasar’s system: nuptial union displaces the concept of dialectical identity at every 

(dis)juncture along the hierarchy of being.223 Little wonder, then, that it’s just exactly the 

 
221 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 148-149, 152. 
222 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Explorations in Theology II: Spouse of the Word (San 

Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1991).  
223 Indeed, the “analogy” of sexual differentiation goes all the way up in Balthasar’s 

system—even, infamously, unto the trinitarian relations themselves. Witness, for instance, 
one of his more explicit commentaries on this score—one that that captures the 
“analogical” quality of the sexual dyad, i.e., the way sex itself becomes an “image” of 
God’s own unity-in-diversity—at Hans Urs von Balthasar, Credo: Meditations on the 
Apostles’ Creed, trans. David Kipp (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1989), 78: “It would be 
erroneous to project the difference between the sexes upon God, and to see in the Spirit the 
feminine, the ‘womb’ in which generation occurs. The creaturely difference (the 
implications of which, among humankind, by no means exhaust the whole range of love) 
stems from the plan of the triune God. If one wishes to go further, then the feminine would 
best be sought in the Son, who, in dying, allows the Church to emerge from himself, and 
who, in the whole of his earthly existence, allowed himself to be led and ‘fertilized’ by the 
Father; but in such a way that, at the same time, as a man, he represents the originally 
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Christological sublation of sex in the Greek Fathers that so exercises our Catholic 

theologian’s sensibilities; it strikes at the very heart of his favorite model for maintaining 

the modal disjunction between finite and infinite.224 

 
generative force of God in the world. And since the Son proceeds from the Father, the 
different sexes are, in the end, present in the latter in a ‘preternatural’ way; it was for this 
reason that, in the Old Covenant, his love could also be described in terms of feminine 
qualities. In the end, however, this inner-worldly difference belongs entirely to the ‘image 
and likeness’ of a God who, even in his love, is ‘more dissimilar than similar’ (Fourth 
Lateran Council) to everything created.” Passages like this could be multiplied from across 
Balthasar’s corpus, including but not limited to the latter volumes of Theo-Drama. 
Needless to say, the amount of literature on this controversial aspect of Balthasar’s 
theology is considerable. For a representative sampling, ranging from acclamatory to 
critical, see the following studies: David L. Schindler, “Catholic Theology, Gender and the 
Future of Western Civilization,” Communio 20 (1993): 200-239; Gerard Loughlin, “Sexing 
the Trinity,” New Blackfriars 79 (January 1998): 18-25; Lucy Gardner and David Moss, 
“Something Like Time; Something like the Sexes—an essay in reception,” in Balthasar at 
the End of Modernity, eds. Lucy Gardner, David Moss, Ben Quash, and Graham Ward 
(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1999), 69-137; Aristotle Papanikolaou, “Person, Kenosis and 
Abuse: Hans Urs von Balthasar and Feminist Theologies in Conversation,” Modern 
Theology 19.1 (2003): 41-65; Corinne Crammer, “One sex or two? Balthasar’s theology of 
the sexes,” in The Cambridge Companion to Hans Urs von Balthasar, eds. Edward T. 
Oakes, Jr. and David Moss (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 93-112; Tina 
Beattie, The New Catholic Feminism: Theology, Gender Theory and Dialogue (London: 
Routledge, 2006); Jennifer Newsome Martin, “The ‘Whence’ and ‘Whither’ of Balthasar’s 
Gendered Theology: Rehabilitating Kenosis for Feminist Theology,” Modern Theology 
31:2 (April 2015): 211-234; Linn Marie Tonstad, God and Difference: The Trinity, 
Sexuality, and the Transformation of Finitude (London: Routledge, 2016), 27-57. 

224 Garnder and Moss, “Something like Time; Something like the Sexes,” 69-137, 
offer the decisive critique on this score—albeit within the ambit of a broader effort to make 
Balthasar’s thought more consistent with its own “analogical” commitments. So, for 
instance, they can fault “the over-determination of the direction of sexual difference (first-
second, man-woman)” insofar as it “threatens violence to woman . . . and serves to order 
and similarly over-determine the whole of Balthasar’s thought” (135), but only do so 
because “Balthasar’s apparent anchoring of analogy in woman and woman’s body in 
particular” serves as a representative example of “the catastrophe of any attempt to fix 
analogy” (124) in one set of asymmetrical terms. According to Gardner and Moss, that is, 
Balthasar betrays the promise of analogia entis just to the extent that he imagines it 
“grounded in an interval or distance—a static difference, a particular account of diastasis 
as a spacing, or a spatialization of time, a clear first or second,” such as the serial order of 
man and woman, rather than “grounded in itself.” For them, “[t]he coming to be of analogy 
cannot be told outside analogy, nor can it be told as the coming to be of something itself 
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At the end of the day, therefore, Balthasar’s fundamental concern with a “reciprocal 

causality” of the kind Gregory of Nyssa endorses—with, in other words, the idea that Jesus 

Christ is the retroactive ground of creation itself, at once determining and determined by 

the sequence of human development in time—remains the elision of otherwise 

asymmetrical relations that scaffold his metaphysics. Being and beings, cause and effect, 

theology and economy: each pair threatens to reverse its natural polarity once the difference 

between male and female dissolves. Above all, though, it’s the infringement of divine 

freedom by an all too human claim to necessity that worries him most. Decades before he 

deployed his theo-drama against modern philosophical reclamations of Christianity in “the 

epic mode,” Balthasar chafed against the metaphysical principles the Greek Fathers 

 
without analogy,” like the procrustean distinction between the sexes, and this because “the 
relationships between the three Persons of the divine are something like analogy” such that 
“analogy itself arises from something like analogy” (124). If, therefore, every dyadic 
relation here below points up the “analogies” that obtain between the trinitarian persons in 
their eternal processions, there must be a certain “undecidability” (79-80, 97, 124, 128-
129) to the priority of any given term in an analogical pair—including, of course, each 
sex—since, for instance, the “subordination” of the Son is precisely that which secures his 
equality with the Father. Even the ordo of the Trinity is open to a certain analogical 
renegotiation, they seem to suggest. Even so, there is always a limit to such reversals, even 
among Balthasar’s more speculatively daring disciples. Setting aside the somewhat 
heterodox suggestion that “trinitarian differencing is itself a participation: the participation 
of God in God” (124), therefore, the present chapter requires comment on something else 
their residual Platonism compels Gardner and Moss to say, viz. that the “undecidability” 
under discussion “is always an undecidability within, perhaps of, a certain order or 
direction,” such that “it does not mean that cause is effect, nor that effect is cause, that first 
is second first, nor that grace and nature are the same thing.” Instead, they stipulate, such 
“undecidability” means that any two terms “are only distinguishable in relation to each 
other.” While it may indeed be the case that “[t]here is no first without second; there is no 
nature without grace,” this “does not necessarily mean that either second term (second, 
grace) is secretly anterior or prior.” Put simply: Gardner and Moss restrict this “structural 
undecidability” (133) to a logical relation Hegel would have called an “external reflection” 
(vide supra n.83) precisely in order to rule out the sort of “reciprocal causality” or “posited 
presupposition” this chapter has been tracing.  
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themselves deduced from the person of Christ.225 To be sure, he repeatedly guarantees his 

readers that, for instance, when Gregory says our subjection to a corporeal existence in 

which sex and death are inseparably woven was “necessary” so that Christ’s bodily 

subjection to the Father might become our own, and this in conscious imitation of Origen’s 

own intuition “that ‘first things’ are completely abolished in the Bible in order to make 

way for ‘second things’ as the fundamental law of the economy of salvation,” we must not 

take “the word ἀναγκαίως (necessity) in its modern, rationalist meaning.”226 Likewise, he 

insists that when Maximus speculates on the simultaneity of creation and fall, he is not 

outlining a “metaphysical structure” but merely allowing the already-mentioned “rhythm 

of contradiction” between sexuality as “nature” and “sin” to slacken into “a peaceful 

phenomenology of man’s concrete state,” such that “[t]he interplay of the destructive and 

purifying forces of suffering and death, conception and childbirth, coming to be and 

passing away” becomes instead “a dramatic dialogue between human defiance and divine 

mercy, played on the stage and in the language of created and redeemed nature.”227 Or 

again, he assures us that the “necessity” of which Maximus himself speaks, on the strength 

of Gregory’s own account of Christ’s economy in the Oratio catechetica, “is nothing but 

the inner cohesion of the divine plan of salvation, read phenomenologically [which is to 

say, not a aprioristically or logically] from the facts of sacred history.”228 The point being, 

 
225 So Balthasar, TD 2:49: “Thus the dramatic level becomes ultimate, not to be 

surpassed; it does not point to some prior ‘wisdom’ or ‘teaching’ or ‘gnosis’ or ‘theology’ 
that could then be recounted in the epic mode: it remains at the center, as drama, as the 
action that takes place between God and man, undiminished in its contemporary 
relevance.” 

226 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 83-84. 
227 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 193. 
228 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 202. 



  349 

in each case, that neither Gregory or Maximus should not be accused of collapsing the 

analogical interval between God’s immanent and economic identity.  

But there can be no doubt Balthasar nevertheless sees and scorns that a certain 

“reciprocal causality of good and evil holds sway when we approach Gregory’s 

problem,”229 that, indeed, Maximus himself “put the responsibility for this approach on 

Gregory of Nyssa,”230 and that, when all was said and done, the Nyssen “prepares the 

ground in some ways for that gnostic dynamism”231 in which “the Incarnation and the 

Cross” become “a metaphysic of created being in itself.”232 That, in short, the life, death, 

and resurrection of Jesus Christ become not only the purpose for which the world was made 

but the principles on which creation itself is patterned. Nor should it be denied, moreover, 

that Balthasar’s very best insights about the Greek Fathers concern precisely those features 

of their thought which made him most wary.

 
229 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 78. 
230 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 204. 
231 Balthasar, Presence and Thought, 119n46. 
232 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 130. 
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Conclusion: 
Actualité de Ressourcement  

 
 

Whither the ressourcement movement today? Certain aspects of its legacy are quite 

obvious, of course. There can be no question, for example, that Henri de Lubac and 

company had an outsized influence on the proceedings of the Second Vatican Council 

(1962-1965), not to mention several of its most significant documents. To the extent that 

he and his students contributed to, say, Sacrosanctum Concilium’s renewal of the liturgy 

or Dei Verbum’s discussion of revelation or Lumen Gentium’s recovery of a more 

sacramental ecclesiology, the post-conciliar Roman Catholic Church remains a product of 

the “return to the sources” they first spearheaded in the 1930s.1 After the council, their 

influence only grew. The fact that no less than three of the Jesuits who studied together at 

Lyon-Fourvière ended their lives as cardinals—de Lubac, Daniélou, and Balthasar 

himself—should go some length in suggesting just how dramatically the fortunes of the 

so-called nouvelle théologie had changed in the eyes of the papacy (at least) since Pius 

XII’s promulgation of Humani generis (1950). Indeed, both St. John Paul II2 and Benedict 

 
1 See, for instance, Gerald O’Collins, SJ, “Ressourcement and Vatican II,” in 

Ressourcement: A Movement for Renewal in Twentieth-Century Catholic Theology, eds. 
Gabriel Flynn and Paul D. Murray (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 372-391. 

2 Speaking of his contributions to the proceedings of the council, John Paul II, 
Crossing the Threshold of Hope, trans. Jenny McPhee and Martha McPhee (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1994), 159, confesses his debts to the ressourcement theologians in no 
uncertain terms: “I am particularly indebted to Father Yves Congar and to Father Henri De 
Lubac. I still remember today the words with which the latter encouraged me to persevere 
in the line of thought that I had taken up during the discussion. This happened when the 
meetings were taking place at the Vatican. From that moment on I enjoyed a special 
friendship with Father De Lubac.” 
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XVI3 proved to be something like “second-generation” members of the movement in their 

own right, not only defending the school’s theological vision of the Church and its relation 

to society before and during their respective pontificates but also adopting a style of 

thought rooted in the same return to tradition their predecessors had practiced. So it is, for 

instance, that St. John Paul II’s use of phenomenology to confect a fresh take on Catholic 

Social Teaching4 owes just as much to a theory and practice of ressourcement as Benedict 

XVI’s calls for a more resolutely Augustinian ecclesiology.5 No matter how one parses 

their contributions to Catholic thought and practice, it’s impossible to deny that de Lubac 

and his loose association of likeminded seminarians have made an indelible mark on the 

life of the Church over the course of the last century.  

 
3 So, e.g., Lewis Ayres, Patricia Kelly, and Thomas Humphries, “Benedict XVI: A 

Ressourcement Theologian?,” in Ressourcement: A Movement for Renewal in Twentieth-
Century Catholic Theology, eds. Gabriel Flynn and Paul D. Murray (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2012), 423-439: “Ratzinger/Benedict is also a ‘second-generation’ 
ressourcement theologian. One of the ways in which the young seminarian Ratzinger came 
to be influenced by these earlier movements was through the works of the first generation 
of ressourcement figures, and throughout his career he has treated the figures of that earlier 
generation (especially de Lubac) as authorities rather than colleagues.” 

4 It’s well known that Karol Wojtyla wrote his second dissertation on Max Scheler 
before going on to translate the latter’s Formalism in Ethics into Polish, but a 
phenomenological approach like that of Scheler also informs later texts such as Love and 
Responsibility (1960), The Acting Person (1969), and especially the series of lectures that 
comprise The Theology of the Body (1979-1984). For more on the influence of 
phenomenology on John Paul II, see Rocco Buttiglione, Karol Wojtyla: The Thought of the 
Man Who Became Pope John Paul II, trans. Paulo Guietti and Francesca Murphy (Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1997).  

5 Cf. Ayres, Kelly, and Humphries, “Benedict XVI,” 426: “This Augustinian 
conception of a developing Christian culture absorbing, transforming, and giving new 
meaning to fallen human cultural expression remains a central feature of Ratzinger’s 
thought and demonstrates the strong parallels between his thought and that of the earlier 
generation of ressourcement theologians. 
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 But what of the ressourcement movement’s impact on academic theology? Here, 

too, certain aspects of its legacy are more obvious than others. For starters, it would be 

difficult to overstate just how influential something like the Sources Chrétiennes series has 

proven since Daniélou first published his translation of Gregory of Nyssa’s De vita Moysis 

in 1942.6 Not only have those volumes themselves nourished early Christian scholarship 

over the last eighty years or so, but they’ve also provided a blueprint for similar projects in 

other modern languages—German, Russian, Spanish, and especially English. The 

accessibility of such an extraordinary number of patristic and medieval texts in high quality 

translations has been a boon to nearly every subfield in the academic study of the Christian 

faith. Renewed attention to the exegetical tradition has enriched our understanding of the 

New Testament’s earliest readers and its reception history, for instance, even as the 

proliferation of late ancient biblical commentaries in translation has led to a resurgence of 

interest in “theological” interpretations of Scripture among a wide swath of academics, 

clergy, and laypeople alike.7 Much the same could be said for the study of early and 

medieval Christian approaches to spirituality, metaphysics, non-Christian religious 

traditions, and so forth. The list goes on, even as it continues to grow.  

But perhaps the most significant result of their widespread availability to non-

specialists has simply been the unprecedented authority that patristic and medieval texts 

have won among an increasingly ecumenical array of Christian theologians and clerics over 

 
6 Jean Daniélou, ed. and trans., Grégoire de Nysse: La Vie de Moïse, Sources 

Chrétiennes 1 (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1942). 
7 Darren Sarisky, Reading the Bible Theologically (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2019), offers a constructive account of “theological interpretation of 
Scripture,” with a view to both its contemporary purchase on biblical studies and its 
patristic foundations in figures like Origen, Augustine, and Basil of Caesarea. 
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the last half-century or so. If turning to the ancient church and its heirs for authoritative 

perspectives on Christian doctrine once distinguished Catholics like de Lubac and his 

students, doing so has become a matter of course for nearly all but the most unabashedly 

liberal Protestants today.8 There are plenty of reasons why it might be the case that, say, a 

theologian in the Reformed tradition should care about the mystical theology of Dionysius 

the Areopagite and its medieval reception—reasons internal to the modern history of that 

tradition itself, perhaps—but the influence of the ressourcement movement in corners of 

the academy far beyond its various Catholic enclaves cannot be understated. This is 

especially so when it comes to the almost unprecedented reputation the Greek patristic 

tradition now enjoys among non-Orthodox theologians and their readers. That the likes of 

Origen of Alexandria, Evagrius of Pontus, Maximus the Confessor, John of Damascus, 

 
8 Though the influence of theologians like Rudolf Bultmann and Paul Tillich has 

obviously waned over the last half-century or so, there are still card-carrying “liberal 
Protestants” here and there. David W. Congdon, The God Who Saves: A Dogmatic Sketch 
(Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2016), for instance, makes no bones about offering a “post-
metaphysical” account of Christianity, deliberately eschewing categories such as 
orthodoxy and heterodoxy in favor of an “orthoheterodoxy” that often challenges 
traditional presentations of Christianity—in both Scripture and tradition. Suffice it to say, 
Congdon’s project is certainly not beholden to the Church Fathers as uniquely authoritative 
interpreters of the Christian gospel. Likewise, his quondam teacher Bruce L. McCormack, 
The Humility of the Eternal Son: Reformed Kenoticism and the Repair of Chalcedon 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), 20, has recently penned a renewed call 
for Protestant theologians to reclaim a critical perspective on the history of doctrine, 
implicitly reprimanding so-called “evangelical Catholics” or “Reformed Catholics” for 
reneging on the reformers themselves: “In our day and age it needs to be stated clearly that 
if I place history first, it is not because I think the dogmatic decisions of the ecumenical 
church are irreformable. And it lies far from me to think that every interpretation of the 
Bible must be consistent with them in every detail…” He is not quite a “liberal Protestant” 
in the mold of Bultmann, Tillich, or indeed Congdon, but McCormack distinguishes 
himself from “postliberal” theologians of his generation and their students—especially 
those working on traditional loci of Christian doctrine like Christology—insofar as he 
develops his own constructive proposals by explicitly critiquing earlier authorities like the 
Church Fathers.  
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Gregory Palamas, or indeed Gregory of Nyssa should command the interest—let alone 

allegiance—of not only Catholics but Protestants as well is a truly significant development 

in the history of Christian theology. Once more, it seems nearly impossible to deny that de 

Lubac, Daniélou, and Balthasar have made an outsized contribution to the current state of 

academic theology on this front, too. It may be more accurate to say they oversaw 

something like a paradigm shift in the “historically effected consciousness” of Western 

theology, perhaps for the first time in its history. 

Where does the ongoing success of their project leave us in relation to the architects 

of ressourcement themselves? For decades now, a practical consequence of their 

pioneering work has been that Balthasar and his confreres have come to represent 

privileged guides to the very strands of tradition they sought to retrieve, as if studying their 

now past interpretations of patristic and medieval texts sometimes threatens to serve as 

substitute for the difficult work of retrieving them in and for the present. It’s not so hard to 

see why this might represent a chronic temptation, considering the singularity of their 

contributions to the recovery of long forgotten voices from Christian history. Recall the 

opening line of our Swiss theologian’s book on Gregory of Nyssa: “Only a very small 

number of initiates have read and are aware of Gregory of Nyssa, and they have jealously 

guarded their secret.”9 Needless to say, the Cappadocian’s fortunes have changed a great 

deal since Balthasar wrote those words in the early 1940s. By any conceivable metric, in 

fact, Gregory has become one of the most widely read figures in the entire Christian 

tradition. He now rivals just a handful of perennial favorites like Augustine for pride of 

 
9 Balthasar, PT, 15. 
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place among patristic authors. If the rate and volume of books published either by or about 

him in the last quarter-century are any indication, it seems indisputable (if no less 

remarkable) that Gregory of Nyssa’s texts are more popular today than ever. And yet 

Balthasar’s study continues to be cited by specialist and non-specialist alike. Not merely 

for the sake of its role in the history of scholarship, but for the specific interpretations of 

Gregory’s thought attempted therein. The situation is precisely the same with respect to 

Balthasar’s equally pathbreaking monograph on Maximus the Confessor. Even if their 

influence on subsequent early Christian scholarship has often been more subterranean than 

obvious—as the first chapter attempted to show—these books remain authoritative 

introductions to some of the Greek patristic tradition’s brightest lights. Especially for those 

outside the guild(s) of Gregory and Maximus scholars, it must be said. It’s not uncommon 

for systematic theologians, say, to rehearse Balthasar and company’s takes on the Fathers 

instead of undertaking sustained analysis of the texts themselves, regardless of whether 

they cite them by name.  

Take, for instance, the prevalence of the term “epectasy” among contemporary 

scholars of many stripes. Most rightly associate the concept with Gregory’s notion of 

“eternal progress” in the eschatological state to come, but rarely acknowledge the term 

itself was actually coined by Daniélou.10 That neither his texts nor Gregory’s need to be 

quoted for readers to know what the word means or why it matters ought to suggest how 

thoroughly the nouveaux théologiens themselves have influenced our received 

understanding of the Greek patristic tradition. A similar occlusion of the sources often 

 
10 Cf. Jean Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique. Essai sur la doctrine 

spirituelle de Grégoire de Nysse (Paris: Aubier, 1944), 298. 
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accompanies references to the so-called “diastema” (i.e., ontological gap) between God 

and world. Scholars may indeed advert to the concept—with or without reference to 

Gregory himself, in fact—but routinely fail to mention that Balthasar himself was 

responsible for “discovering” its role in the Nyssen’s theology.11 Or again, scholars will 

attribute the term to Gregory but do so in a way that clearly elides the latter’s own 

understanding of the concept with the constructive uses to which Balthasar later put 

diastema in his trilogy, thereby betraying the fact that Balthasar himself has mediated their 

engagement with Gregory’s thought to such a degree that his own peculiar takes on the 

latter’s terms of art have come to be mistaken for the concepts themselves.12 Such cases 

 
11 Consider the following example, taken more or less at random: Graham Ward, 

Christ and Culture (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 153, defends the systematic 
equivalence of “difference” and “distance” by referring to the notion of diastema: “To 
associate difference with distance—that I will go on to suggest is a profoundly theological 
notion that the early Greek Fathers termed “diastema”—prevents any difference, sexual or 
otherwise, from becoming a stable marker of a living body.” The details of Ward’s proposal 
need not detain us here, but his comment is noteworthy for assimilating the concept of 
diastema to the Greek patristic tradition as such—without any reference to Balthasar, 
moreover. 

12 Cyril O’Regan, Gnostic Apocalypse: Jacob Böhme’s Haunted Narrative 
(Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2002), 268n23, for instance, 
summarizes the genealogy of the Greek concept in the following terms: “Neoplatonic 
diastasis and diastema were also Christianly adopted and adapted in the Greek East. 
Gregory of Nyssa speaks of the diastema of the trinitarian persons, and the diastasis 
between the creator and the created.” The claim that Gregory likely borrowed the term 
diastema/diastasis from Neoplatonic sources like Plotinus is true enough, but it’s decidedly 
not the case that Gregory himself applied the concept to the trinitarian persons. On the 
contrary, Gregory’s debate with Eunomius of Cyzicus turns on a denial of diastemata 
between Father, Son, and Spirit, since any such “interval” between the person would 
compromise their co-eternality and thus shared divinity. See, e.g., Gregory of Nyssa, 
Contra Eunomium III.6.15 (GNO 2:191). As we’ve already seen throughout this study, 
however, the Cappadocian response to Eunomius certainly did not stop Balthasar from 
borrowing the term diastema to develop a speculative notion of the “distance” between 
Father and Son in such texts as TD 2:257, 2:266, 2:287-288; TD 3:21-22. If, therefore, 
O’Regan attributes the idea of a diastema between the trinitarian persons to Gregory of 
Nyssa even though the latter categorically denies any such intrapersonal distance in the 
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only serve to confirm that a conspicuous, dialectical twist has characterized the latter day 

triumph of the ressourcement movement: their interpretations of the texts have proven so 

influential, they’ve sometimes eclipsed the sources in question.  

Those who aspire (or perhaps conspire) to carry on the project of ressourcement in 

and for the present cannot be satisfied with the reproduction of the movement’s earliest 

attempts at retrieval, no matter how “effective” these contributions have proven over the 

years. This is not to say their works should cease to be consulted as we continue the often-

arduous work of interpreting the patristic and medieval sources themselves; we still require 

the history of scholarship to provide hermeneutical guardrails, even if they must not serve 

as crutches. Nor do I mean to say de Lubac or Daniélou or Balthasar should not be studied 

for the specificities of their own approach to the period. The last thirty years have seen a 

proliferation of research on the nouvelle théologie among Anglophone scholars, most of 

which has demonstrated just how much we have still to learn from their texts about not 

only the more recent history of modern Catholic theology but also the mysteries of the 

Christian faith itself and traditional attempts to understand them. We have a great deal to 

gain from scholarship that seeks to explicate, say, Balthasar’s trinitarian theology and the 

patristic and medieval sources upon which he based his speculative account of the divine 

processions and so forth. This dissertation has certainly benefited from the wealth of such 

exegetical studies published in just the last two decades or so. There’s nothing wrong, 

moreover, with efforts to develop Balthasar’s various theological positions beyond his own 

elaborations of them across the corpus, thus adopting his own perspectives on the history 

 
divine life, the only conclusion one can draw is that he’s elided Balthasar’s use of the term 
with the patristic source from which the latter borrowed it. 
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of Catholic thought and practice as a set of principles in and through which to interpret any 

given text or topic in the long Christian archive. Many such works of theology have already 

made significant contributions of this kind, and there’s no reason to doubt the 

“Balthasarian” school’s long-term foothold in academic theology.  

But all of this must be distinguished in kind from the actual task of ressourcement 

itself. The latter cannot be confused with recapitulating a previous generation’s “return to 

the sources” for the simple fact that Christian theology must remain a stubbornly historical 

practice. Just as the nouvelle theologians themselves never tired of saying. Indeed, to the 

extent that we treat the “historically effected consciousness” they urged the Catholic 

tradition to adopt as itself an abstract principle of theological method instead of a summons 

to carry on the always concrete task of critically evaluating our prejudices in light of the 

past and the past in light of our prejudices, we’re liable to repeat the same errors de Lubac 

and his students discerned in the neo-scholastic program against which they defined their 

practice of retrieval. Which is to say, we risk adopting yet another form of ahistorical 

theology. Only this time in the name of history itself. A dialectical twist, indeed: all things 

eventually turn into their opposites—even works of historical theology. 

Without denying the possibility that such a dialectical inversion may inspire 

something less than confidence in the very idea of historical theology, this dissertation has 

attempted to show that and how the “hermeneutical experience” of retrieving the past in 

and for the present should leave us with hope for the future. Not in the sense that we should 

expect the historically extended process of discriminating between true and false prejudices 

to issue, finally, in some utopian state for which the work of interpretation is no longer 

necessary—as if Christian tradition were sustained by the promise of someday 
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transcending the very means by which it developed, as though it were “perennially tempted 

to be seduced by the prospect of bypassing the question of how it learns its own language,” 

as Rowan  Williams has it.13 Nor, for that matter, in the sense that we should merely resign 

from the pursuit of truth altogether when faced with the spuriously infinite deferral of 

meaning to which that process of development is supposedly subject. Although the often-

halting procession by means of which determinate negation unfurls the truth down through 

time may seem like a “way of despair,” the gambit of a properly Christian account of 

tradition has always been to see the way stops on this odyssey of spirit as so many Stations 

of the Cross.14 Which is to say, the positive content of that tradition must transfigure how 

we perceive its form.  

If nothing more nor less than suffering a human life to the point of death is the 

fullest revelation of the power and wisdom of God, as Gregory of Nyssa15 himself insisted, 

then historical theologians are free to drop their “constitutive illusion” of a tradition of 

reflection on that mystery in and for which the task of apprehending its truth would be 

exempt from an “effective history” of interpretation. They are simultaneously liberated 

from the skepticism of supposing that such a textual process of mediation will condemn 

 
13 Rowan Williams, On Christian Theology (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), 131. 
14 Cf. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, 52. Translation amended. H.S. Harris, 

“Hegel’s Image of Phenomenology,” in Philosophy and Science in Phenomenological 
Perspective, ed. Kah Kyung Cho (Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff, Publishers, 1984), 105, 
points out that Hegel’s reference to the “way of despair” is likely already an allusion to the 
via dolorosa: “‘Stations of the soul’ on a ‘way of despair’ can only be the ‘stations of the 
Cross’; and this identification offered us at the beginning of our journey is confirmed in 
the last sentence of the book where ‘history comprehended’ is called ‘the 'skull-place’ (i.e. 
Golgotha) of the Absolute Spirit.” 

15 So, e.g., Gregory of Nyssa, Oratio catechetica 24.2 (PPS 60:114; GNO 
III/4:60-61): “First, then, the all-powerful nature being strong to descend even to the 
humiliation of humanity is more proof of power than great and supernatural miracles.”  
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them to a perpetually incomplete view of the whole, as if the “hermeneutical situation” 

were simply a consolation for some loss of immediacy. For the universal has so identified 

himself with the particular that finitude itself has now become part and parcel of the 

infinite’s own perfection. Because, that is, the Christ has gone so far as to become “the 

reality of [our] voluntary failings” and even “the privative knowledge which is their 

sanction,” as Blondel puts it, we have reason to hope that even the chronic failures on which 

the maturation of spirit trades—even the very contingencies that were supposed to separate 

us from the absolute, in other words—can themselves be recuperated as something more 

like birth pangs in the labor of bringing the Body of Christ to term.16 “This is not love of 

suffering,” wrote Gillian Rose, “but the work, the power of love, which may curse, but 

abides.”17 Such is the lot of historical theology—love’s work. Then again, what other kind 

of Christian theology could there be?  

 
16 Blondel, Action, 421. 
17 Gillian Rose, Love’s Work (New York: New York Review of Books, 2011), 

135. 
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