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Foreword

Basil of Caesarea (ca. 330–379) was never kind to his younger
brother Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 335–395). During Basil’s negotiations
with Western churches in the 370s, Gregory’s name was suggested
to head the mission, and Basil strongly opposed it on the grounds
that his younger brother lacked diplomatic skills. All the conflict
seems to have started or at least got aggravated beyond repair when,
in order to reconcile Basil to their feuding uncle, Gregory forged a
letter from the latter extending an olive branch to Basil. When Basil
excitedly accepted the gesture from his uncle he was more than dis-
pleased when the uncle denied having taken any steps toward recon-
ciliation. During Basil’s heavy involvement with the reform of the
Eustathian type of asceticism, Gregory, who was married, was some-
what paradoxically engaged in writing a book in praise of virginity.
Despite Gregory’s polite and very highly encomiastic references to
Basil, there was one incident for which Gregory, along with Gregory
of Nazianzus, had reasons to resent Basil’s overbearing character:
the forced ordination of both Gregorys as bishops to two non-
existing sees (Nyssa and Sasima), in order to secure for Basil more
influence after the province of Cappadocia was divided into two
provinces.

Soon after Basil’s death on 1 January 379, however, Gregory of
Nyssa burst onto the scene, both as an active champion of orthodoxy
and as an original thinker and very gifted writer. Without admitting
it, he rewrote Basil’s work Against Eunomius of Cyzicus and the
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homilies on the days of creation. Posterity (like Basil) was unkind for a long
time to Gregory; several of his works were even attributed to his older brother.
It was not until the twentieth century that the world started to take notice of
him as an original thinker and author, highly sophisticated in handling intricate
questions, as an authority on the elucidation of dogmatic issues, and in par-
ticular as an authority on mysticism, an area rather neglected by Basil. For
Gregory, one could say, the world was a bright place. Unlike Basil, he rejected
the notion that evil is a power causing eternal damnation. For Gregory, even
Satan will at the end be subdued to the compassionate and loving authority of
God and his Christ. This idea, which came to be known as “apokatastasis,” is
something that today inspires many to be followers of Gregory. In addition,
his very unique concept of “perpetual progress” (e›pe¬ ktasiß)—rather than up-
holding a static vision of God in eternity, Gregory believes in an unending
journey of discovery of the infinite—ranks him even above the great Plato who
interpreted change in only the negative sense of deterioration from better to
worse. For Gregory, change can also connote progress from the inferior to the
superior.

In this volume, Lucian Turcescu masterfully extrapolates another of Greg-
ory’s major themes: the more plausible interpretation of personhood, a concept
utterly unknown to Gregory’s predecessors. In classical Greek thought, the
idea of personal existence connoting the power of self-determination (ay› toe-
joy¬ sion) was foreign and even incompatible with the premises of the Greek-
Hellenistic way of thinking. In order to make acceptable the notion of One-
God-in-Three-Persons, officially promulgated by the church during the fourth
century, Athanasius of Alexandria and especially Basil resorted to the concept
of person as implying an ontological relationship (sxe¬ siß). Classical Greek
lacked a term for person except in the etymological sense of pro¬ svpon (Latin
“persona” � per-sona: someone “sounding through”) as just that: a mask worn
by someone, particularly actors on the stage, through which they “sounded
out” the roles of other people. Because of that, Basil with others advocated the
use of y\ po¬ stasiß, a term until then considered synonymous with oy› si¬a. Such
a neologism did not win acceptance readily. A long debate followed in which
Gregory not only continued the work of his brother and predecessors, but also
significantly elucidated a whole spectrum of ideas closely associated with this
novel notion.

The reader will be more than rewarded in following the historical and
philosophical disquisition that the author presents in the following pages.
Hardly any modern work dealing with the subject has been overlooked and, in
many instances, modern thinkers have been challenged in this insightful study
in which attention to detail goes hand in hand with an always present pano-
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ramic perspective, making this a fascinating study of past debates and one very
relevant to modern sensibilities.

—Paul J. Fedwick
Professor Emeritus

St. Michael’s College, University of Toronto
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Introduction

We, the people living in the Western world of the twenty-first cen-
tury, take it for granted that we know eminently what a person is.
Moreover, we can get very passionate about it, especially when it
comes to beginnings or ends of human life. Whether or not we be-
lieve that every embryo or fetus should have the right to life, we do
so by invoking not only God but also the rights of the person—the
fetus’s or the mother’s. Whether or not we agree with modern tech-
niques for treating infertility, we argue our point by claiming that
such methods either boost or infringe on the rights of the person.
Whether or not we agree with the cloning of humans—a possibility
that seems to be just around the corner at this time—we invoke the
rights of the person to freedom or uniqueness. Whether or not we
agree with the death penalty, we do so because we think that our
society’s criteria for personhood continue or have stopped being
met. Whether we agree or not that a “human vegetable” should be
taken off life support because that human has lost his or her memo-
ries, consciousness, and judgment, we justify our decision either by
continuing or not continuing to recognize the characteristics of per-
sonhood in that being.

In claiming to know what a person is, can we moderns be sure
we are not deceiving ourselves? We in the West consider ourselves
to be tolerant and open to understanding other contemporary cul-
tures, but contemporary Western society should also open itself
more toward concepts formulated in earlier eras and cultures. One
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such concept is the concept of person; “the person” is not a modern discovery,
as we often tend to believe. A person is not only a concept and a reality con-
nected with our discovery of human rights, consciousness, and individuality,
as we proudly tend to believe, but also one connected with God and relation-
ality.

In this book, I consider a late antique concept of person that has a lot of
potential to enrich our understanding of personhood and even to bring some
answers to the moral dilemmas we are faced with today. The concept under
investigation appears in the works of Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 335–395), a great
theologian, philosopher, and mystic who introduced it in the context of the
more general attempts to clarify the paradox of the Christian God being one
and yet known in three persons. While I draw on studies dealing with other
issues connected with personhood, I intend to point out the most important
locus where this concept first appeared—in the Christian discourse about the
divine.

During the past century, there has been an increasing interest in person-
hood, especially because of French personalism, the philosophy of mind, and
more recently ethical-medical concerns. Yet some authors have voiced concerns
against modern concepts of person of the Cartesian-Lockean type, according
to which a person is understood as a center of consciousness. Scholars, ethi-
cists, philosophers, and theologians have been arguing for the formulation of
a new concept of person that would avoid the moral dilemmas posed by the
understanding of person as a center of consciousness. A number of these
thinkers—such as Boff, Wilson-Kastner, Gunton, Zizioulas, Yannaras, and
LaCugna—have contended that such a concept of person would have to be
based on the early Christian concept of divine persons understood as relational
entities.1

Starting from such modern suggestions and given my earlier interest in
patristic theology, I asked myself whether such a patristic concept did exist and
what it was. The bulk of the literature pointed to the fourth-century Cappa-
docian theologians—Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nazianzus, and Gregory of
Nyssa—as the first ones to propose a rather elaborate version of such a concept
during the Trinitarian debates of that century. When I undertook to study the
fourth-century Trinitarian theology and anthropology more systematically, I
discovered that a concept of divine persons as relational entities did indeed
exist in the Cappadocian writings but that the picture was clearly understudied
and much more complex than previous studies had suggested. At the same
time, I also noticed the lack of a booklong systematic study of the above concept
in the three Cappadocians or in any single one of them. Accordingly, I decided
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to undertake such a study myself, focusing on Gregory of Nyssa’s works. The
present volume is the result of that decision.

In their efforts to respond to critics of the divine Trinity, to defend the
divinity of the Son and the Holy Spirit, and to uphold the biblical and traditional
faith that the one God should be worshiped as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,
fourth-century Eastern and Western church fathers had to clarify such key
terms as substance (oy› si¬a, substantia) and person (pro¬ svpon, y\ po¬ stasiß, per-

sona). Although not the only Cappadocian theologian to engage in the debates
revolving around the concept of divine persons, Gregory of Nyssa is widely
regarded as the most substantial thinker and theologian among the Cappado-
cians and is often used as the representative of Greek Trinitarian theology. This
is partly due to the fact that among the Cappadocians he was inclined to value
philosophical arguments more than his older siblings Basil of Caesarea and
Macrina, and their common friend Gregory of Nazianzus. It is Gregory of
Nyssa’s skillful blend of biblical and philosophical arguments that makes his
concept of divine persons the most interesting and theoretically rewarding to
study.

In order to describe a divine person, Gregory proposes a two-step argu-
ment: First, he distinguishes a person from his or her nature; second, he
establishes the person’s identity. For the first step, Gregory uses the analogy
of an individual as opposed to its species. He also contends that, unlike their
common nature, which cannot be counted, persons can be counted. For the
second step, he conceives of a person as a unique collection of properties that
in themselves are not unique. Each such collection has causal relationships
and finds itself in communion (koinvni¬a) with other similar collections. These
relationships are what make the collections persons. In introducing the notion
of communion among divine persons, Gregory goes beyond the Neoplatonic
understanding of the individual as a mere collection of properties. Yet Gregory
remains in the Neoplatonic (more exactly Plotinian) tradition in holding that
a divine person, although a willing subject, is not conceived of in the modern
psychological sense of a center of consciousness, but in the sense of always
choosing the good and wishing to be what he is.

In its search to uncover Gregory’s concept of divine persons, the present
study makes several important contributions. First, an in-depth investigation
of the notion of person as developed by one Cappadocian father is a welcome
addition to patristic studies in general and to Greek patristics in particular. As
my bibliographical references indicate, in the past century there has been a
great deal of discussion among theologians and patristic scholars about the
meaning of person in early Christianity. However, none of those studies dealt
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so specifically and comprehensively with the works of one of the most illustri-
ous defenders of the Holy Trinity. Except for a handful of short articles, the
studies published to date have considered the Cappadocian notion of person
in a larger context, alongside other church fathers, and thus only cursorily. The
present analysis breaks new ground by carefully analyzing Gregory of Nyssa’s
works in order to extract those elements that make up his concept of divine
person. Moreover, a whole chapter is devoted to tracing rudimentary concepts
of the individual prior to Gregory, which he seemed to have used.

Second, the study also contributes to a better knowledge of the history of
Trinitarian theology at a time when theologians have increasingly turned their
attention to the Trinity in search for more meaning in human lives.2

Third, the present investigation will be useful for those scholars who are
interested in the role of scriptural and philosophical resources in Christian
theology, both because it considers Gregory’s usage of the Bible and because
it has a whole chapter devoted to his philosophical sources.

Last, the present study has implications for non-patristic scholars and the-
ologians who endeavor to use the Cappadocian concept of person in their
dealings with contemporary ethics and church-related matters.



1

The Notion of Person
in Antiquity

Before analyzing Gregory’s own concept of person, it is necessary to
examine the issue of person in antiquity. Did such a concept exist or
not? If it existed, how developed was it? If such a concept (or per-
haps concepts) existed, did Gregory use them? These are questions I
shall answer in this chapter.

The Two Sides of the Debate in Modern Scholarship

Whether or not the ancients had a notion of person is a matter of
modern debate. In order to understand this debate and why I think
that the ancients did not have a notion of person before the Cappa-
docians, I need to indicate what I mean by “a person.” Such a defi-
nition is no easy task, as proven by today’s numerous, and many
times contradictory, definitions.1 In attempting to do so, I want to
put forth as basic a definition as possible, so that it can be accepted
as axiomatic for possible theories of person by both sides of the de-
bate over concepts of person in antiquity. A working definition that
would probably satisfy all these criteria is the following: A person is
“an indivisible, unique and therefore non-replicable unity in human
existence.”2

The issue of the person in classical antiquity is especially impor-
tant for my argument. If the ancients were aware of, or interested
in, the notion of person or individual, then the Cappadocians could
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have drawn on a previous development. But did such a notion exist? There are
some scholars of antiquity who believe that the ancients did have such a no-
tion.3 They contend that ancient writers’ interest in the various traits of human
personality—such as courage, rationality, love, even consciousness—is proof
that the ancients were aware of a notion of person. In my view, these scholars
either confuse “person” with “personality,” or “person” with “soul.” As my
definition of person makes clear, a person is a unique human existence, while
personality is perhaps best understood as “the relatively stable organization of
a person’s motivational dispositions, arising from the interaction between bi-
ological4 drives and the social and physical environment.”5 A child, a mentally
deranged human, or a human vegetable can be considered persons; they
should be acknowledged as existential units, even if they do not have a per-
sonality or are not “ego-conscious.” I do acknowledge that the ancients were
preoccupied with the soul and its traits. But they did not connect soul with the
individual, because before the Cappadocians they only had rudiments of a
theory of the individual.

Another nuance some of these scholars are willing to concede is that “there
is probably not a (post-Cartesian) concept of ‘person’ in Greek philosophy. But
there is a concept of rational animal, at least in Aristotle and the Stoics.”6 What
the author of this statement means is that the ancients did not have the mod-
ern, post-Cartesian concept of person, but that they did have a certain concept
of person, even if underdeveloped. I think that the arguments these scholars
use to contend that there was a notion of person in Greek philosophy (even if
different from the modern notion, they concede!) prove only that the ancients
were interested in distinguishing between the human species and various an-
imal species. The ancients, I should re-emphasize, were hardly interested in
distinguishing two human individuals from one another, or a human individ-
ual from an individual animal.

Another series of studies has argued that for various reasons the ancients
did not identify, nor were they interested in elaborating on, the human indi-
vidual.7 Although Plotinus came closest to recognizing a distinctive human
individuality, he actually did not achieve this. Another step forward was made
by Plotinus’s best-known disciple, Porphyry, who gave a definition of an indi-
vidual as a unique collection of properties.

In a first article on “Forms of Individuals in Plotinus,” John Rist remarks
that one of the major contributions Plotinus made to thought was his recog-
nition of the role of individuality. For Aristotle, the individual could not be
defined.8 Philosophy should therefore be concerned with the individual only
inasmuch as he is a member of a class. As for a Platonic philosopher’s view
on the issue of individuality, Rist quotes a good summary of it by Grube:
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We must remember that from first to last the aim of the Platonic
philosopher is to live on the universal plane, to lose himself more
and more in the contemplation of truth, so that the perfect psyche
would, it seems, lose itself completely in the universal mind, the
world-psyche. Hence it remains individual only in so far as it is im-
perfect, and personal immortality is not something to aim at, but
something to outgrow.9

Plato and Aristotle spoke of forms (or ideas) as corresponding to one set
of things that have a common name,10 that is, forms are of universals. More-
over, both of them agreed that there is a form of human,11 but they did not
accept that there could also be a form of the individual known as Socrates.
Although not rejecting forms of universals, Plotinus raised the question of the
possibility of the existence of forms of individual humans and believed in the
existence of such forms. In his view, one can speak of a form of Socrates.12

This strange view of Plotinus’s led Rist to state: “I believe it may now be
assumed . . . that Plotinus was one of those Platonists who subscribed to a
heretical version of Platonism according to which there are not only forms of
species but also forms of individuals, at least in the case of individual men.”13

Plotinus discusses forms of individuals in the following treatises: Enn. V.9
[5] 12; Enn. V.7 [18]; Enn. VI.5 [23] 8.21–42; Enn. IV.3 [27] 5.8–11 and IV.3.6.15–17;
Enn. VI.7 [38] 3.10; VI.7.8.1–5; VI.7.9.20–46; VI.7.11.14–15; Enn. VI.2 [43] 22.11–
17; Enn. VI.3 [44] 9.27ff.14 The sections that offer much on the subject are the
first three. As Rist has rightly noted,15 in Enn. V.9 [5] 12, Plotinus is somewhat
hesitant about forms of individuals, but here for the first time he raises the
question of the possibility of their existence: “But if the Form of man is there
. . . then one must say that the Forms of universals (kauo¬ loy ta¡ eiÈdh) are there,
not of Socrates but of man. But we must enquire about man whether the form
of the individual (oÍ kaue¬ kasta) is there; there is individuality, because the same
[individual feature] is different in different people.”16

The treatise where Plotinus most clearly affirms the existence of forms of
individuals and his belief in them is Enn. V.7 [18]. The question opening this
treatise is the following: “Is there an idea of each particular thing?” The answer
to it is “Yes.” Plotinus bases his argument on the immortality of the soul,
saying, “If Socrates, that is the soul of Socrates, always exists, there will be an
absolute Socrates in the sense that, in so far as they are souls, individuals are
also said to exist in this way in the intelligible world.”17 Yet Plotinus does believe
in reincarnation, as demonstrated in Enn. III.4 [15], a treatise contemporaneous
with Enn. V.7 [18]. Therefore, when realizing that such a doctrine could give a
deathblow to the theory of forms of individuals if the latter is based on the
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immortality of the soul, he immediately tries to address this issue and accom-
modate it to his new theory. He does seem to accommodate the two theories
by considering in Enn. V.7.3.7–10 that even a craftsman who makes two iden-
tical things is aware of their “logical difference.” By “logical difference” he
means “numerical difference.” In Rist’s words, “although X is reincarnated as
Y, he can never blot out that former X-ness that did in fact exist. Once existence
has occurred, so to speak, it cannot be eliminated.”18 Therefore, the form of X
will continue to exist in the intelligible world, even if X is reincarnated as Y.

The reason why Plotinus found it necessary to postulate a form for each
human, as well as a form of human in general, is thus stated:

No, there cannot be the same forming principle [lo¬ goß] for different
individuals, and one man will not serve as a model for several men
differing from each other not only by reason of their matter but with
a vast number of special differences of form. Men are not related to
their form as portraits of Socrates are to their original, but their dif-
ferent structures must result from different forming principles.19

Compared with Enn. V.9 [5] 12, Enn. V.7 [18] represents a progress in the
sense that the use of such an argument as the existence of the soul to account
for the differences between the forms of various individuals shows that Ploti-
nus has realized the importance “of differences of character, as against those
of bodily features.”20

Elsewhere, Plotinus inquires about the possibility of the existence of the
forms of individual animals21 or individual fires.22 Nevertheless, he finds the
hypothesis of forms of animals less attractive than that of forms of human
individuals and completely rejects the forms of individual fires because in his
view fire is a continuum. Having turned his attention twice to the relevant
passages where Plotinus discusses the forms of individuals, Rist concludes
that “from the time he wrote 5.7, Plotinus accepted certain Ideas of individuals,
and . . . his conviction was strongest in the case of individual men. It is possible
that he positively reaffirms his position in 4.3.5, but at least we must maintain
that he nowhere withdraws or rejects it, explicitly or implicitly.”23

Who could have possibly influenced Plotinus’s theory of forms of individ-
uals? Rist suggests that it might have been Aristotle, who alludes to this in
Metaph. 990b14, and the Stoics through their distinction between koinv∆ ß poio¬ n

and i›di¬vß poio¬ n.24 In the passage mentioned above, Aristotle writes:

For according to the arguments from the existence of the sciences
there will be Forms of all things of which there are sciences, and
according to the argument that there is one attribute common to
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many things there will be Forms even of negations, and according
to the argument that there is an object for thought even when the
thing has perished, there will be Forms of perishable things; for we
can have an image of these.25

In his book on Plotinus, Gerson has paid close attention to Aristotle’s
influence. Yet, besides alluding to Metaph. 990b14, Gerson adduces the testi-
mony of the Peripatetic Alexander of Aphrodisias (fl. ca. ad 200), who attempts
to explicate the passage in Aristotle:

The argument that tries to establish that there are Ideas from
thought [toy∆ noei∆n] is as follows. If whenever we think of man or
footed or animal, we are thinking of something that is both among
the things that exist yet is not one of the particulars [tv∆ n kauÚe·kaston]
(for when the latter have perished the same thought remains),
clearly there is something besides particulars and perceptibles,
which we think of whether the latter exist or not; for we are certainly
not then thinking of something non-existent. And this is the Form
and an Idea. Now he [Aristotle] says that this argument also estab-
lishes Ideas of things that are perishing and have perished, and in
general of things that are both particulars and perishable—e.g., of
Socrates, of Plato; for we think of these men and preserve some im-
age of them even when they no longer exist. And indeed we also
think of things that do not exist at all, like a hippocentaur, a chi-
maera; consequently neither does this argument show that there are
Ideas.26

Alexander explains that in Aristotle’s critique of the Platonic forms Aris-
totle says that the “argument from thought” would lead the Platonists to con-
clude that there are forms of particulars, a conclusion they may want to avoid.
Gerson contends that “Plotinus certainly knew the argument as it appears in
the Metaphysics and quite possibly knew of the longer version” as it appears in
Alexander’s commentary.27 What is surprising, however, is that Plotinus ac-
cepted the conclusion envisaged by Aristotle, thus becoming the representative
of a heretical version of Platonism.

I shall now consider a second influence on Plotinus’s theory of forms of
individuals, namely, the Stoic distinction between koinv∆ ß poio¬ n and i›di¬vßpoio¬ n,
the two components of the second Stoic category, the qualified (to¡ poio¬ n).28 A
search through the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae reveals that the phrase koinv∆ ß

poio¬ y never occurs in Enneads, and neither do its two components within four
lines of each other, while i›di¬vß poia¬ occurs once, at Enn. VI.1 [42] 30.6, though
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its two components (i›di¬vß and poi-) never occur elsewhere in the Enneads

within four lines of each other. Yet Enn. VI.1.30 is a later treatise, number 42
in Porphyry’s chronology of the Enneads, and the passage concerned is nothing
but Plotinus’s famous critique of the Stoic categories. So one would expect to
find a reference to the “individually qualified” in Enn. VI.1.30. One should
therefore conclude that it is not in this treatise that one should look for Stoic
influences on Plotinus’s forms of individuals. Neither its date nor its content
make it relevant for our purposes. Rather, one should look for a treatise that
precedes or at most is contemporaneous with Enn. V.7 [18], and this can be
counted as a second method of detecting an influence of the second Stoic
category on Plotinus. Rist points out that Enn. II.4 [12] 4 can be such a refer-
ence.29 Chronologically, Enn. II.4 [12] 4 was written after Enn. V.9 [5], where
Plotinus is still hesitant about forms of individuals, but before Enn. V.7 [18],
where he affirms his belief in such forms. Thus, in Enn. II.4.4.2–4 he writes,
“If, then, the Forms are many, there must be something in them common to
them all; and also something individual, by which one differs from another.”
This idea, Rist suggests, may be of Stoic origin. The suggestion should be
taken seriously, especially since a later Neoplatonist such as Simplicius certifies
that the Plotinian notion of forms of individuals was associated with the Stoic
“individually qualified.”30

By specifically inquiring into the possibility of the existence of forms of
individuals, Plotinus went further than any other ancient thinker before him
in elaborating a formal theory of the human individual and he is to be praised
for it. Nevertheless, compared to the theory of personhood the Cappadocians
developed only a century later, Plotinus’s theory is still rudimentary.

The Cappadocian Theology of Personhood

in Previous Scholarship

Next I shall discuss several studies dealing with the history of the concept of
person in antiquity and late antiquity and the history of two major technical
terms (pro¬ svpon, y\ po¬ stasiß) used by the Cappadocians to indicate the divine
persons.

I shall first consider an article by the Dutch scholar Cornelia J. de Vogel,
“The Concept of Personality in Greek and Christian Thought.” De Vogel wants
to show that a word for either “person” or “personality” is by no means lacking,
either in Greek or in Latin, and that “the first metaphysics of man as a moral
person is found in Greek philosophy, and of man in his individuality as well”
(p. 22). Initially, the author defines “person” and “personality” as distinct: “Per-
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son is man as a rational and moral subject, free and self-determining in his
actions, responsible for his deeds,” whereas “personality is man’s individual

character, his uniqueness” (p. 23). In the notion of “person,” then, she empha-
sizes rationality and morality. These two elements make humans superior to
both inanimate things and animals, since self-determination and responsibility
depend on the faculty of reason. De Vogel contends that in this general sense
“there is a great deal of reflection on the ‘person’ in Greek philosophy” (p. 23).

To support her claim, de Vogel resorts to some seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century philosophers such as John Locke and Christian Wolff, or Neo-Kantians
such as Wilhelm Windelband, who define the person in terms of self-reflection
and self-consciousness.31 Having set this theoretical framework, de Vogel then
goes back to Homer and the lyric poets, trying to show that their world appears
to us “as a very personal world: the Homeric heroes appear to us as person-
alities” (p. 57). Other Greek poets also are eager to portray strong characters,
or what we would call today “strong personalities.” One of the characteristics
of the Homeric heroes is their self-determination, which is respected even by
the gods. In referring to these characteristics of the Homeric heroes, de Vogel
concludes, “That is what we called person” (p. 26). Next, she moves from poetry
to philosophy, considering both Greek and Latin philosophers: Heraclitus, Py-
thagoras, Anaximenes, Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, Marcus Aurelius, and Plotinus,
to mention but the most important. All of them are to various degrees preoc-
cupied with issues related to the human being and his soul. Again, she con-
cludes that their preoccupation with these aspects of the human life betrays
their interest in persons.

Only Plotinus leads her to conclusions specifically relevant to this study.
De Vogel considers Enn. V.7 and VI.5.8.21–42, which are important for his
theory of forms of individuals, as I pointed out earlier. After introducing the
arguments of Enn. V.7.1, de Vogel concludes, “I do not hesitate to say: here we
have a full-grown metaphysics of the personality” (p. 54). Indeed, it might have
been better if she had hesitated, because the passages in question only point
to Plotinus’s attempts to grasp a notion of individual, not personality, and these
attempts constitute only a beginning, not a full-grown theory.

De Vogel’s article is only partially faithful to its title. Although dealing
rather satisfactorily with the concept of personality in Greek thought, the article
allots no more than three pages, mainly in the conclusions, to the concept of
personality in Christian thought. Nor does she give a proper treatment to the
concept of person, which is constantly confounded with the concept of per-
sonality, despite their being recognized at the beginning of the article as for-
mally distinct. Moreover, de Vogel uses a psychological definition of the person,
inspired by modern philosophy, especially John Locke. Yet as A. Michel showed
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in an article about the history of the word hypostasis, the psychological view of
the person is wrong, since it confuses the self with the perception of the self
or, put in a more general way, the object known with the knowledge itself.32 By
asserting the self-knowledge of the self, modern philosophers such as those
mentioned above and many others in their tradition prove only that the self
can know itself, not what the self is or that the self exists.

As I argue in this book, prior to the Cappadocians there scarcely was a
concept of person in ancient philosophy. Moreover, the Cappadocians provided
a rather complex concept of person. Therefore, what de Vogel does in her study
is to judge an epoch by the categories of a later epoch; this anachronistic ap-
proach usually leads to misinterpretation. De Vogel depicts here not the notion
of person that we find in the church fathers and that was vaguely suggested,
for example, by Plato in Theaetetus and further elaborated by Plotinus and
Porphyry, but rather a notion of person in agreement with a modern, psycho-
logical definition.

Yet an even more interesting and, for me, a far more challenging case of
psychological understanding of the person is found in Daniel F. Stramara Jr.’s
doctoral dissertation, which I shall present next. Stramara has written and
defended a dissertation on the concept of divine persons in Gregory of Nyssa
entitled “Unmasking the Meaning of Pro¬ svpon: Prosōpon as Person in the
Works of Gregory of Nyssa.” Stramara proposes to demonstrate that the term
pro¬ svpon in Gregory of Nyssa’s works does not mean “mask” but is used as
a psychological term referring to “person,” and this as a self-aware psycholog-
ical agent (p. 1). To be more accurate about the second point, Stramara proposes
that Gregory understood a person in the modern sense of a center of con-
sciousness.

To substantiate the meaning of pro¬ svpon in Gregory’s works, Stramara
analyzes 313 instances. Stramara considers only those works that are unani-
mously accepted as written by Gregory of Nyssa. Gregory applies the term to
denote the divine persons 28 percent of the time, exegetical personage 16.7
percent of the time, the human face 15.6 percent of the time, and the human
person 12.3 percent of the time; pro¬ svpon only means “mask” 0.7 percent of
the time. Including prepositional phrases and the connotation of pro¬ svpon as
person, the term refers to a person (whether divine or human) 71.4 percent of
the time.

In chapters 3 through 6, Stramara studies the psychological meaning by
way of (a) a philological analysis of psychological terms used in connection
with person, and (b) contextualizing Gregory’s thought with Stoic and Neopla-
tonic psychology. Stramara concludes that Gregory of Nyssa understood pro¬ -
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svpon as a psychological being, operating out of a center of self-awareness,
being both subject and object to itself.

I agree with Stramara’s first point, namely, that most of the time the term
pro¬ svpon in Gregory of Nyssa’s works does not mean “mask.” Stramara’s
comprehensive analysis of the 313 instances of the term pro¬ svpon in Gregory’s
works is most welcome and brings an important contribution to patristic schol-
arship. Pro¬ svpon is shown to have a wide spectrum of meanings in Gregory’s
works, ranging from anatomical face, surface, face to face, gaze, and mask to
person, subject, face of God, exegetical personage, and incarnate Logos. To
express the idea of mask, most of the time Gregory prefers the more technical
term prosvpei∆on to pro¬ svpon. He was well acquainted with the theater, as one
of his brothers, Naucratius, was an actor.33 In Ep. 9.1, Gregory provides a de-
tailed account of stage props and dramatic paraphernalia.

My only difficulty with Stramara’s first point is that none of the authors
he cites, whom he claims have said that Gregory means “mask” by pro¬ svpon,
refer to Gregory. Barth, for example, writes, “But did not persona, pro¬ svpon,
also mean ‘mask’? Might not the term give new support to the Sabellian idea
of three mere manifestations behind which stood a hidden fourth?”34 I am sure
that when writing this Barth was thinking of Basil of Caesarea and his attempts
to banish the term pro¬ svpon from Trinitarian vocabulary because of its mod-
alist overtones.35 Although simplifying the issues, Barth disapproves of the use
of “person” both in the modern sense (the concept of person as a center of
consciousness that Stramara tries to promote) and in the patristic and medieval
sense.36 Instead, he proposes that we use “mode of existence,” because this
phrase avoids all the dangers of the overused word “person.”37 Neither does
Karl Rahner, the second defendant on Stramara’s list, envisage Gregory of
Nyssa when saying that pro¬ svpon meant “mask.” Like Barth, Rahner probably
has in mind Basil’s letters in which pro¬ svpon is said to be modalist. Even less
does Walter Kasper, the third defendant on Stramara’s list, “simply equate the
term pro¬ svpon with mask.”38 For conformity, I quote Kasper’s text:

Tertullian’s distinction between natura and persona was difficult for
the East, because persona was translated as prosōpon; prosōpon, how-
ever, meant a mask, that is a mere appearance, and thus suggested
modalism. For this reason Basil39 issued a warning that, as under-
stood in the confession of faith, the persons (prosōpa) of God exist as
hypostases.40

If one reads Kasper’s text with more care than Stramara, one discovers that
Kasper is aware that pro¬ svpon sounded modalistic and could have meant
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“mask” to Basil but that even Basil accepted it if it was understood in the sense
of “hypostasis.”

To conclude my comments on the first part of Stramara’s dissertation, the
problem does not reside in the fact that Barth or Rahner or Kasper say in a
qualified way that pro¬ svpon means “mask” at one point in the history of Chris-
tianity. The problem is that although Basil of Caesarea believed the same thing,
Stramara ignores Basil’s contention.

I shall now consider the second point of Stramara’s dissertation, namely,
that pro¬ svpon as “person” in Gregory means “a self-aware psychological
agent.” It is worth noting from the outset that throughout his dissertation
Stramara has an unwarranted tendency to sprinkle words such as “psycholog-
ical,” “personality,” and “consciousness.” When he considers the 313 instances
of pro¬ svpon, Stramara has to acknowledge that in at least several cases Gregory
uses pro¬ svpon with the sense of mask. But he contends that “ ‘mask’ does not
denote a false reality, a façade. It is a psychological disposition” (p. 54). I would
argue that a “mask” is not limited to psychological disposition and can be used
to denote a reality other than the true, that is, natural, reality. For example, at
the beginning of the twentieth century, white actors who played Othello had
to paint their faces black; this is an example of a mask that is neither a psy-
chological disposition nor a true reality. I agree with Stramara that a mask can
be a psychological disposition as well, but I disagree with him that such a
disposition cannot signify a false reality. If it is a disposition against nature, it
sometimes has an aura of false reality.41

When discussing the meaning of prosvpei∆on, Stramara quotes a text from
Lucian of Samosata:

Noticing that the dancer had five masks [pro¬ svpa] ready—the
drama had that number of acts—since he [a barbarian] saw but one
dancer, he enquired who were to dance and act the other rôles [pro-
svpei∆a], and when he learned that the dancer himself was to act and
dance them all, he said: I did not realize, my friend, that though you
have only this one body, you have many souls [cyxa¡ ß].42

Stramara’s comment immediately following this text is, “The prosvpei∆on is
connected with personality” (p. 58). I believe that the text clearly connects pro-

svpei∆on with soul, not with personality. Stramara fails to see these nuances.
In another context where he discusses the meaning of pro¬ svpon as “per-

sonality or psychological person” (pp. 67–69), Stramara gives two examples
from Gregory of Nyssa’s works. In both cases, the reference is actually to
pro¬ svpon as the image of God in humans. It is we in the modern era who
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consider the soul or the image of God in humans to be part of the personality.
Stramara again tries to foist a psychological meaning on Gregory terminology.

Ever since I discovered this dissertation I have asked myself, What could
have influenced Stramara to take this psychological turn? I believe one answer
can be found in the following statement he makes in a note at the beginning
of chapter 3: “With regard to the whole question of the origin of the idea of
self-consciousness, the Plotinian and Stoic scholar suggests that Descartes is
indebted to Augustine who is in turn indebted to Plotinus; see Andreas Grae-
ser, Plotinus and the Stoics (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1972), 126.”43 Stramara thus has
inferred that if Descartes is indebted to Plotinus (via Augustine), then so should
Gregory of Nyssa be as well. Moreover, if Descartes had a psychological notion
of person (after all, scholarly agreement favors Descartes’ influence on Locke),
then so does Gregory of Nyssa, and that is why Stramara attempted to dem-
onstrate the latter point. Stramara’s intentions become even more evident on
pages 193–194, where he quotes Wallis:

The result of Plotinus’ approach to religious experience was the
transposition of Greek philosophy into a new key. . . . The decisive
step was Plotinus’ identification of metaphysical realities with states
of consciousness. From a psychological point of view, his account of
consciousness forms a remarkable contrast both with Classical
Greek philosophy, which, except for a few passages in Aristotle . . . ,
had barely recognised the concept, and with the Cartesian identifica-
tion of “consciousness” with “thought” or “mental activity.”44

Both before and after this quotation, Stramara wants to make Gregory identify
“consciousness” with “thought” or “mental activity,” thus making him a pre-
cursor of Cartesianism.

Before proceeding to analyze Stramara’s presentations of the “person as a
center of consciousness” in Plotinus and Gregory, I would like to draw atten-
tion to two methodological problems in Stramara’s approach. First, not once
does he ask himself the question whether Gregory was really influenced by
Plotinus or other authors; still less does he attempt to prove any such influ-
ences. He assumes that “Gregory of Nyssa’s psychological anthropology is
deeply influenced by the Stoic, Galean, and Plotinian psychological perspec-
tives” (p. 227). Having made such a statement, it is not surprising that Stra-
mara deliberately overlooks an important work dealing with the possibility of
such an influence on the Cappadocians, Rist’s “Basil’s ‘Neoplatonism.’ ”45 This
essay demonstrates that Plotinus’s influence on both Basil of Caesarea and
Gregory of Nyssa is extremely limited. If Stramara had used this article in his
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dissertation, he could not have assumed Plotinus’s influence on Gregory of
Nyssa. Second, even if Plotinus made such an important contribution to the
notion of self-consciousness, he did not connect it with the notion of person
for the simple reason that he did not have a notion of person beyond the very
primitive one represented by the theory of forms of individuals. The definition
of a person as a center of consciousness implies at least two terms: person and
consciousness. If the ancients spoke of consciousness, it does not follow that
they necessarily connected it with person, as we moderns do. From the ex-
amples already presented, it appears that the ancients connected consciousness
with soul. To avoid condemning theories before presenting them, I shall now
turn my attention to Stramara’s presentation of the center of consciousness in
Plotinus.

Stramara says that the notion and imagery of a center of consciousness
can be traced back to the Stoics (p. 219). He uses an example provided in Rist’s
Stoic Philosophy: Chrysippus depicts the hegemonikon as a spider in the center
of a web it has spun, causing the filaments to vibrate. Hence, Rist argues that
for Chrysippus the governing principle functions as “the centre of conscious-
ness” within the human being.46 Toward the end of his book, however, Rist
warns that

although the tendency of the Old Stoa can thus be seen as explain-
ing human activity as psychosomatic activity, it did not bring them
much nearer to an explanation of the nature of the human person
itself, as distinct from its activities. . . . The fact is that Chrysippus
did not go far enough for his own purposes in exorcizing the talk of
soul and body which he had inherited from earlier philosophers.47

On the same page of his dissertation, Stramara quotes Blumenthal as finding
remarkable Plotinus’s “concept of the ‘we’ as a mobile centre of conscious-
ness.”48 Yet Stramara fails to notice that Blumenthal, a few pages previously,
confirms Rist’s fears about the Stoics in the case of Plotinus: Concerning the
doctrine of the soul, “Plotinus followed in the direction of Plato. The soul was
a separate substance, and at least in intention, independent of the body with
which it was merely associated. On this basis Plotinus constructed his psy-
chology.”49

The examples Stramara gives from Plotinus (pp. 220–223) all refer to the
soul as possessing consciousness, not to a person as a center of consciousness.
Stramara himself avers that “Plotinus nowhere explicitly refers to a ‘center of
consciousness’ ” (p. 222). Nevertheless, he is ready to forgive Plotinus for this
(“I, however, do not fault him for this,” p. 222) and ready to paraphrase Plotinus
in order to make him speak in favor of a center of consciousness.
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Then, as if he had demonstrated the idea of a center of consciousness in
Plotinus, Stramara proceeds to demonstrate it in Gregory of Nyssa, of course,
taking for granted that Gregory knew Plotinus very well. Stramara goes so far
as to coin the Greek phrase to¡ ke¬ ntron th∆ß dianoi¬aß (center of consciousness),
which, as expected, is not evident in any of the ancient authors he studies. I
quote one example Stramara cites from Gregory and then Stramara’s inter-
pretation. Other examples and commentaries (pp. 223–227) are similar and
can be easily checked for conformity:

Let what has been said be demonstrated by what happens in your
soul when you think about God. Look up to the sky and consider
with your imagination (logismv¤ ) the depths beneath, reach out with
your mind (dia¬ noian � conscious understanding) to the sides and
corners of the subsisting universe, and consider what is the power
which holds these things together like a sort of bond of everything,
and you will see how involuntarily the shape of the cross is engraved
upon your mind (dia¬ noiaÀ ) by the thought of the divine power, a
shape which goes from the heights to the depths and stretches
across transversely to the furthest corners.50

I have reproduced here exactly Stramara’s translation and parenthetic variants.
He not only insists that dia¬ noia means “consciousness” in Gregory,51 he in-
terprets Gregory’s text by paraphrasing it to read “stretch your consciousness
to the horizontal poles and farthest vertical points of the subsisting universe.
. . . [Thus] the geometrical figure of the cross is automatically engraved upon
your consciousness” (p. 223). After several additional examples, Stramara is
forced to recognize that “the mental imagery of Gregory of Nyssa is not graph-
ically explicit” (p. 226). But this does not prevent him from immediately as-
serting that “while the terms ke¬ ntron and dia¬ noia are not juxtaposed, the
concept to¬ ke¬ ntron th∆ß dia¬ noiaß is hardly outside the ambit of Gregory’s
thought” (p. 227).

To these arguments that do not support a view of person as a center of
consciousness in Gregory of Nyssa, one can add the following. In one instance,
when translating from Greek into English, Stramara adds words in order to
make the text speak in favor of a self-aware agent. Speaking of the Holy Spirit,
Basil of Caesarea says that it has ay› uentikh¡ n kai¡ despotikh¡ n e›joysi¬an (Against

Eunomius 3.4; SC 305:160). In Stramara’s translation, the text becomes: “an
authentically [independent] and [self-]governing authority” (p. 377). The brack-
eted words have been added by Stramara.

After this analysis, I conclude that Stramara’s case for a view of the person
as a center of consciousness in Gregory of Nyssa is unconvincing. I now turn
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my attention to four studies of the Greek terms used by the Cappadocians to
designate divine persons.

An important investigation into the history and meaning of the word y\ po¬ s-

tasiß was published by the German scholar Heinrich Dörrie in 1955.52 Two
thirds of it deal excellently with the philosophical use of the term.53 Yet as he
enters the final third of his effort with consideration of the Christian use of
y\ po¬ stasiß, Dörrie exaggerates the influence of Athanasius of Alexandria, bas-
ing his view on some pseudo-Athanasian fragments.

Dörrie says that y\ po¬ stasiß (�substantia) was one of the strongest technical
terms of late antique philosophy (p. 13). Nevertheless, as church historian Soc-
rates Scholasticus relates in his Ecclesiastical History, the term was not used by
earlier Greek philosophers. Dörrie cites the passage:

It appears to us that the Greek philosophers have given us various
definitions of ousia, but have not taken the slightest notice of hypo-

stasis. Irenaeus the Grammarian indeed, in his Alphabetical [Lexicon
entitled] Atticistes, even declares it to be a barbarous term; for it is
not to be found in any of the ancients, except occasionally in a sense
quite different from that which is attached to it in the present day.
Thus Sophocles, in his tragedy entitled Phoenix, uses it to signify
“treachery”: in Menander it implies “sauces”; as if one should call
the “sediment” at the bottom of a hogshead of wine hypostasis. But
although the ancient philosophical writers scarcely noticed this
word, the more modern ones have frequently used it instead of
ousia.54

Dörrie himself notes that Plato, for example, did not use the term y\ po¬ stasiß

at all.55 Nevertheless, he adds that Plato used the verb y\ fi¬stamai (of which
y\ po¬ stasiß is the verbal substantive) twice, in Philebus 19A and the Laws 6.751E,
in the sense of “to assert that one can do something.”56

Dörrie starts the analysis of the Christian use of y\ po¬ stasiß by affirming
that, prior to Athanasius, its use did not differ at all from its use by non-
Christian authors (p. 52). Thus, in the New Testament, y\ po¬ stasiß occurs only
five times: In 2 Cor 9:4 and 11:17 it means “state, condition” (pp. 17, 52); in
Heb 1:3 and 3:14, “reality” or even “being” (p. 52); in Heb 11:1, something be-
tween “realization” (Realisierung) and “reality” (Realität) (p. 62). The Epistle to

Diognetus 2:1 discusses the “reality” (y\ po¬ stasiß) of pagan gods, and Tatian (Ad

Graecos 5) calls God the “basis” or “foundation” (y\ po¬ stasiß) of everything
(p. 52). According to Dörrie, y\ po¬ stasiß was not a central concept for Clement,
whereas for Origen it was almost indistinguishable from oy› si¬a (p. 53). Never-
theless, Dörrie mentions Origen’s Contra Celsum 8.12 where the great Alex-
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andrian says: “We worship the Father of the Truth and the Son who is the
Truth: they are two realities in hypostasis [oÈnta dy¬ o th¤ y\ posta¬ sei pra¬ gmata],
but one in unanimity, concord and identity of the will.”57 Here, Origen envis-
ages the Father and the Son as two distinct realities; Dörrie believes that this
text was important for Athanasius when he formulated a distinction between
oy› si¬a and y\ po¬ stasiß (p. 54).

In my opinion, Cels. 8. 2 is not necessarily the most important text in
which Origen suggests the distinction between oy› si¬a and y\ po¬ stasiß. Other
texts make this distinction even more clear.58 Comm. Jo. 2.10.75–76 even applies
the term y\ po¬ stasiß to the Holy Spirit. Yet, despite Origen’s endeavor to distin-
guish between oy› si¬a and y\ po¬ stasiß, his opinion was not influential. This lack
of influence is attested by fourth-century difficulties in formulating the Trini-
tarian doctrine.

Dörrie then observes that the Council of Nicaea (ad 325) explicitly con-
demned those who distinguished between oy› si¬a and y\ po¬ stasiß with respect
to the Father and the Son (p. 55). The anathema following the confession of
faith of this council reads, “If anyone says that the Son is of another substance
or hypostasis [e› j e\ te\raß oy› si¬aß hÈ y\ posta¬ sevß], the catholic and apostolic
Church anathematizes him.”59 Dörrie also notes (p. 57) that, despite his support
for the Nicene Creed, Athanasius of Alexandria acknowledges in his Tomus ad

Antiochenos 5 (written in 362) the necessity of distinguishing between oy› si¬a

and y\ po¬ stasiß and of accepting “three hypostases” in regard to the Holy
Trinity.60

Dörrie asserts that in C. Ar. 4, Athanasius “defended with strong words
the unity of being and hypostasis,” thus bringing “to an end the history of the
meaning of y\ po¬ stasiß, by establishing its use” (pp. 57, 59). In other words,
Athanasius established that y\ po¬ stasiß meant “individual or person,” and as
such it was to be distinguished from “substance.” Yet scholars today agree that
both the C. Ar. 4 and other works Dörrie invokes to buttress his arguments
are unlikely to be by Athanasius.61 As previously stated, it is clear that Dörrie
exaggerates the influence of Athanasius in the shaping of y\ po¬ stasiß as a the-
ological concept. Moreover, if Athanasius had played such an important role
in this matter, the difficulties encountered by the Cappadocians in their fight
against the Neo-Arians would not have existed. However, that was not the case.

Another important study of Greek words used to designate divine persons
is the comprehensive encyclopedia entry “Hypostase” written by the French
scholar A. Michel.62 The article in question contains an analysis of the term
y\ po¬ stasiß beginning with early Christian writers from both East and West, to
modernist Roman Catholics such as Alfred Loisy. Unlike Dörrie, when dis-
cussing the Cappadocians, Michel recognizes their paramount role in estab-
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lishing the meaning of y\ po¬ stasiß for Trinitarian theology. Unfortunately, in an
article of such a large scope it is not possible to allot more than two to four
columns to each historical figure. Hence, although accurate, Michel’s treat-
ment of the Cappadocians (cols. 381–385) is quite brief. In addition, his article
is occasionally influenced by the views of the nineteenth-century French Jesuit
Théodore de Régnon, whose insights have been seriously challenged in recent
years.63

In his exposition of the history of y\ po¬ stasiß, A. Michel mentions Letter
38, an important piece treating the differences between oy› si¬a and y\ po¬ stasiß

that used to be attributed to Basil of Caesarea. Yet scholarly studies64 have
shown that this letter belongs to Gregory of Nyssa, a conclusion which most
contemporary students of Basil accept.65 Regrettably, Michel does not quote
Letter 38 directly, but Tixeront’s summary of it:

Oy› si¬a is that which is common in the individuals of the same spe-
cies (to¡ koino¬ n) and which they possess equally. . . . But this oy› si¬a

could not really exist unless it is completed by individual characteris-
tics which determine it. These characteristics receive various names:
i›dio¬ thteß, i›div¬ mata, i›diazo¬ nta shmei∆a, iÈdia gnvri¬smata, xarakth¬ reß,

morfai¬ . . . If one adds these individual characteristics to the oy› si¬a,
one has the y\ po¬ stasiß. The hypostasis is the individual determined,
existing apart, which contains and possesses the oy› si¬a, but is op-
posed to it as the proper to the common and the particular to the
general.66

Michel also adds that Basil did not use y\ po¬ stasiß as a synonym of pro¬ svpon,
since he thought that the latter had modalist connotations. Unlike Basil, how-
ever, Gregory of Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa did use the terms as syno-
nyms. While Michel’s findings are correct, there are many more nuances that
he was unable to discuss in his short treatment. Moreover, he did not have the
necessary space to show whether there was an evolution of the Cappadocian
view of the person. These and similar issues will be examined later.

A more recent study of y\ po¬ stasiß is Jürgen Hammerstaedt’s encyclopedia
entry “Hypostasis (y\ po¬ stasiß).”67 Hammerstaedt analyzes the term beginning
with non-Christian ancient philosophers to the sixth-century Monophysite au-
thor John Philoponus. Although incorporating the results of more recent schol-
arship, Hammerstaedt’s treatment of the Cappadocians is, like Michel’s, un-
derstandably brief and thus not too helpful.

The last study I shall consider is André de Halleux’s “ ‘Hypostase’ et ‘per-
sonne’ dans la formation du dogme trinitaire (ca. 375–381).”68 This is an in-
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valuable piece of research on the two terms that caused so much turmoil at
that time, especially in the church of Antioch. De Halleux approaches the An-
tiochian debate on the Trinitarian formulae of the three hypostases and three
persons by questioning two of their witnesses—Basil of Caesarea and Je-
rome—both of whom presented the points of view of those whom de Halleux
calls “Neo-Nicenes” and “Old-Nicenes” respectively. According to de Halleux,
the “Old-Nicenes” understood y\ po¬ stasiß as a synonym of oy› si¬a, whereas the
“Neo-Nicenes” distinguished between them (pp. 317–318).69 He analyzes some
representatives of the “Old-Nicene” group, namely, Paulinus of Antioch and
his allies from Palestine, the Egyptian confessing bishops exiled at Diocesarea.
He thus attempts to trace the origin of the “Old-Nicene” formula of the three
prosōpa, which the “Neo-Nicenes” contested. He completes his long article with
a study of the conclusion of the controversy around the two formulae that
turned favorable to the “Neo-Nicenes,” who were supported by Emperor The-
odosius I. De Halleux also considers Gregory of Nazianzus’s failed attempt at
reconciliation in Constantinople. His main conclusion is that

in assimilating the person to the hypostasis, the council of Constan-
tinople canonized in triadology the Greek metaphysics at the ex-
pense of the Latin phenomenology, in the same way as fifty years
later the council of Chalcedon would assimilate in christology the
persona of Pope Leo to the y\ po¬ stasiß of Cyril of Alexandria. (pp. 667–
668)

De Halleux’s is by far one of the most comprehensive studies to date of the
theme of Trinitarian persons in the Cappadocians. It is also unique in starting
from the pair pro¬ svpon-y\ po¬ stasiß. Nevertheless, the study does not consider
Gregory of Nyssa but Basil. Nor does it mention the development in Basil’s
theology with regard to the use of y\ po¬ stasiß, which I have already suggested.

This concludes my brief overview of the Cappadocian contribution to the
concept of person in previous scholarship. As I attempted to demonstrate, the
ancients did not have such a concept because of the strong Platonic interest in
universals and the Aristotelian interest in an individual only inasmuch as he
is a member of a class. Therefore, it is indeed necessary to study the Cappa-
docian concept of person, since no one before the Cappadocian fathers pro-
ceeded as far as they did in elaborating on this concept. The only significant
contribution to this concept between Plotinus and the Cappadocians is Por-
phyry’s. I shall consider it in detail in chapter 2 when dealing with philosoph-
ical influences on Gregory of Nyssa. Moreover, to date a satisfactory study of
the concept and terminology of the person in Gregory of Nyssa does not exist.
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Methodology

In this book I combine three methodological approaches: (1) the integral or
synchronic model, (2) textual analysis, and, where possible, (3) the analysis of
Greek Trinitarian terms such as pro¬ svpon, y\ po¬ stasiß, oy› si¬a.

The “integral model attempts a synchronous understanding of the devel-
opment of the central ideas of Christianity.”70 Developed primarily by historians
of doctrine (e.g., Adolf Harnack and Reinhold Seeberg), it proves a useful tool
for both systematic theologians and historians. In comparison with other meth-
ods, such as “the special history model” or “the great thinker method,” the “in-
tegral model” provides a broader and more complex view of the development of
doctrine. With the support of historical criticism, this method shows that a cer-
tain doctrine appears because of interactions between theological topics and
other issues, such as social concerns, politics, and ecclesiastical confrontations.

Textual analysis, the most used method in the present study, provides an
opportunity to follow one thinker’s development of ideas in a specific text. This
approach enables me to examine Gregory’s treatment of the concept of person
in select texts. I will also pay attention to how his views on person in a particular
text fit into his overall vision. Nonetheless, an attempt to identify a growth of
Gregory of Nyssa’s doctrine of divine persons should be regarded with reser-
vations, since there is little agreement among scholars concerning the chro-
nology of his works.

Concerning the analysis of terms used to refer to Trinitarian persons (pro¬ -
svpon, y\ po¬ stasiß), I collected data on the occurrence of these terms in the
three Cappadocians, using the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae. The result was al-
most one thousand entries. I then separated the authentic works from the
spurious and considered the occurrences in the authentic works alone. My
next step was to examine the places where these terms occur and to see if they
were relevant for the concept of person. At this point, I looked not only at the
terms themselves but also at the context. Sometimes it is necessary to consider
the larger context or even an entire writing.

The advantage of this method is that it directs me to most of the texts
where a discussion of person takes place. Nonetheless, if the context is not
considered thoroughly, this method will yield a merely philological understand-
ing of the terms involved, without noticing their theological or philosophical
meanings. Besides pro¬ svpon and y\ po¬ stasiß, Gregory of Nyssa used other
terms to express the notion of person: “individual or indivisible” (aÈ tomon),
“partial substance” (merikh¬ oy› si¬a), and “particular substance” (i›dikh¬ oy› si¬a). All
of these will therefore be considered, as well.
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Philosophical Concepts That
Shaped Gregory of Nyssa’s
View of the Individual

In this chapter, I shall consider several philosophical concepts that
contribute to a prehistory of the concept of the individual. These
concepts are important for the scope of my study, as Gregory and
the other two Cappadocians used them at various times to promote
their own concept of the individual. As Dörrie noted, it is not possi-
ble for the modern researcher to measure the width and depth of
Gregory of Nyssa’s knowledge of philosophy from citations—a
method used comfortably with Clement of Alexandria and Eusebius
of Caesarea—since Gregory is a master of “thought-citation,”
whereby an idea is taken over from somewhere else but then com-
pletely remodeled and reworded so that all direct verbal parallelism
with the original disappears.1 Nonetheless, more recent studies have
shown that the church fathers, Gregory of Nyssa in particular, used
a certain method of reception of ancient culture into Christianity,
which they call xrh∆siß (use), whereby any philosophical speculation
is relevant for a Christian only if it agrees with revelation.2 Meissner
goes on to argue in her analysis of Gregory’s De anima et resurrec-

tione that xrh∆siß belongs to Gregory’s fundamental principles.3

Moreover, in using the so-called a› koloyui¬a (a logically necessary se-
quence of thought) in his analyses, Gregory seems to betray some
knowledge of Aristotle, Plotinus, Porphyry, Stoicism, Poseidonius,
and Galen.4 I suggest that Gregory seems to have used the concepts
discussed below. In some cases this borrowing is obvious; in others
it is not. Suggestions that Gregory was a convinced Platonist, al-
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though disguised as a Christian to avoid accusations of heresy,5 have been
either generally regarded with reservation or simply discarded.6 This chapter
will deal with the following philosophical concepts: individuals and relations
in Aristotle, individuals in Stoicism, the individual as a collection of properties
in Platonism, and the Plotinian will of the One.

Individuals in Aristotle

Aristotle’s notion of an individual is neither consistent nor clear-cut throughout
his writings. In an early work such as the Categories, he tries to establish some
rules to be used in logical and linguistic analysis as well as in describing being
(to¡ ei̊nai). To describe things, Aristotle first distinguishes between objects and
properties; then he distinguishes between the general and the particular, or
between universals and individuals. He attaches the categories of general and
individual to both objects and properties. Thus, in Cat. 2 one can read of
individual objects, individual properties, general objects, and general proper-
ties. Objects and properties are said to be combinations of “things said without
any combination” (2a25); such things came to be known as “categories” (hence
the later title of the work). In this work, Aristotle conceives of ten such cate-
gories: substance (oy› si¬a), quantity, qualification, relation, where, when, being-
in-a-position, having, doing, or being-affected (Cat. 1b25–27). In later works,
Aristotle calls the latter nine categories “accidents.”

In dealing with the category of “substance,” Aristotle says that there are
primary and secondary substances; the former he calls “individuals,” the latter
“species” and “genera.”

A substance [Oy› si¬a]—that which is called a substance most strictly,
primarily [prv¬ tvß] and most of all—is that which is neither said of
a subject nor in a subject, e.g. the individual man [o\ ti¬ß aÈ nurvpoß]
or individual horse [o\ ti¬ß i·poß]. The species in which the things pri-
marily called substances are, are called “secondary substances”
[dey¬ terai oy› si¬ai], as also are the genera of these species. For exam-
ple, the individual man belongs in a species, man, and animal
[zv¤ on] is a genus of the species; so these—both man and animal—
are called secondary substances. (Cat. 2a11–18)7

Nevertheless, from Cat. 2 we learn that Aristotle not only conceives of individ-
ual substances but also of nonsubstantial individuals (e.g., individual qualities
[“this white”]).

What then is an individual? Aristotle says that individuals are indivisible
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(aÈ tomon or aÈ tomoß). In Cat. 1b6–7 an individual is that which is “one in num-
ber” (eÍn a› riumv¤ , cf. also 3b12). Nevertheless, as the Aristotelian scholar Frede
has noted, “Being one is not a proprium of individuals: species and genera, i.e.,
the kinds into which objects fall, also have a kind of unity. One can, for ex-
ample, count the species of a given genus. The kind of indivisibility character-
istic of individuals must, then, be a special kind of unity.”8

Frede concludes that Aristotle uses the expression “one in number” more
frequently by way of contrast with “one in kind or species” and “one in genus,”
and thus in the Categories, “genera and species, in a certain respect are one
and, hence, indivisible, but in another respect, are not one and, hence, divisi-
ble.”9 According to this schema, individuals are completely indivisible. Yet what
kind of division does Aristotle have in mind?

In Cat. 1b3–9 Aristotle says that individuals are “not said of any subject”
(katÚ oy› deno¡ ß y\ pokeime¬ noy le¬ getai). This statement is not easy to understand
without examples. Aristotle mentions both individual substances and individ-
ual properties: individual human, individual horse, and individual knowledge-
of-grammar are not said of any subject. In other words, they have no further
subjects (y\ pokei¬mena) underneath them of which they can be predicated. To
this can be added Aristotle’s statement that in the case of secondary substance
“the subject is not, as the primary substance is, one, but man and animal are
said of many things,”10 and a clearer picture emerges of what he means by an
individual. The species “human” and the genus “animal” are not individuals,
because they are said of many things, that is, they have a plurality of subjects.
Frede notes that this strongly suggests that “an individual does not have any
actual parts and is indivisible, because it has no subjects.”11

It is not clear what exactly Aristotle means by nonsubstantial individuals,
and modern commentators are at variance. Some maintain that individual
properties (e.g., Socrates’ health), at least in the Categories, are individuated by
their bearers, while others claim that they are individuated independently of
their bearers.12 Gregory of Nyssa, however, does not seem to have been con-
cerned with this issue when using Aristotle, and thus I shall not pursue it.
Nevertheless, Frede is correct that Aristotle’s notion of an individual is weak
in the Categories, precisely because of the presence of nonsubstantial individ-
uals; we tend to ground our notion of an individual in objects rather than
properties.13

As we can see in his account of primary and secondary substances, Aris-
totle in the Categories moves back and forth between ontology and logic. The
ontological example (“primary substance” versus “secondary substance”) is
easily transposed into logic to illustrate the difference between “individual”
and “species.” Aristotle returns to this theme in later works such as De inter-
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pretatione 17a39–40, where he regards “species” as “universals.” By Metaphysics

7.13, however, he has changed his mind dramatically and raises doubts as to
whether kinds or universals really exist:

It seems impossible that any universal term should be the name of
a substance. For primary substance is that kind of substance which
is peculiar to an individual, which does not belong to anything else;
but the universal is common, since that is called universal which
naturally belongs to more than one thing. . . . Further, substance
means that which is not predicable of a subject, but the universal is
predicable of some subject always. (Metaph. 1038b10–12)14

After the Categories, the phrase “secondary substance” disappears.15 Aris-
totle’s dramatic change of mind also represents a major change in his notion
of individual: “If there are no genera and species, individuals no longer can be
taken to be the ultimate, indivisible parts of genera.”16 Moreover, Aristotle con-
tends that the individual cannot be defined:

But when we come to the concrete thing, e.g. this circle, i.e. one of
the individual circles, whether sensible or intelligible (I mean by in-
telligible circles the mathematical, and by sensible circles those of
bronze and of wood), of these there is no definition, but they are
known by the aid of thought or perception.17

He thus shows that philosophy can only be concerned with individuals inas-
much as they are members of a class.

That said, our immediate question is whether the Cappadocians were fa-
miliar with Aristotle. Recently, Stead corrected his earlier estimate, placing
Christian knowledge of Aristotle’s Categories and its distinctive treatment of
substance in the late 350s, “when it perhaps began to be noticed by Arian
logicians.”18 He contends that if Christians used the language of primary and
secondary substance before 350, they did so in a nontechnical sense. The Cap-
padocians, who flourished after the 360s in their fight with Arian logicians,
used the language of “individual” and “universal” to distinguish between in-
dividuals and their common substance, as the next chapters will show. Nev-
ertheless, it is hard to affirm with certainty whether the Cappadocians took
these notions directly from Aristotle or from handbooks of logic or philosophy
that were in circulation.19 The following examples are instances in which Greg-
ory of Nyssa seems to hint at an acquaintance with Aristotle’s ideas. In one
example he even mentions the Categories by name. Even in this case, however,
it is not possible to claim beyond doubt that he had firsthand knowledge of the
Categories. Here are the examples:
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1. In Against Eunomius (CE hereafter) 2.237, Gregory writes that “our na-
ture was created capable of science” (dektikh¡ n pa¬ shß e›pisth¬ mhß th¡ n fy¬ sin h› mv∆ n
dhmioyrgh¬ santa). This is reminiscent of Aristotle’s Topics 130b8: “Man is a
rational animal, capable of intellect and science.”

2. In CE 1.172–176, Gregory does not admit to degrees of substance
(oy› si¬a), either in the case of God or in the case of humans.20 In CE 1.180–183,
Gregory returns to the issue of the degrees of substance and adds that the
subject itself (ay› to¡ to¡ y› pokei¬menon) is the one to which oy¡ si¬a is properly applied
(CE 1.182). From this point of view, there is no difference of substance between
the Father and the Son.

Gregory takes this opportunity to censure Eunomius for not knowing “the
philosophers outside the faith” who never made “this mad statement” that
there would be degrees of substance within the same substance (CE 1.186).
“Nor does such a thing agree with either the divinely inspired texts or common
sense,” he adds in the same passage. Is the phrase “philosophers outside the
faith” an allusion to Aristotle and the Peripatetics? I believe so, since Aristotle
himself says, “Of species . . . no one is more truly substance than another” (Cat.
2b23–24). He then adds that the same holds true for individuals: “One indi-
vidual man is not more truly substance than an individual ox” (Cat. 2b27). In
Cat. 3b33, he states quite clearly that “substance does not admit of variation of
degree” (o·ti oy› si¬a oysi¬aß oy› k e›pi de¬ jetai to¡ ma∆llon kai¡ to¡ h·tton).21

3. In CE 3.10.50, Gregory mentions by name Aristotle’s Categories and
their language as used by Eunomius. He writes in reference to Eunomius: “He
who laboriously reiterates against our argument the Aristotelian division of
reality (tv∆ n oÈntvn), has elaborated ‘genera,’ and ‘species,’ and ‘differentiae,’
and ‘individuals,’ and advanced all the systematic treatment [texnologi¬a] of the
Categories for the injury of our doctrines.”22 As Moreschini notes in com-
menting on this passage, “In reality, it is Gregory who, in his refutation of
Eunomius, employs correctly the Aristotelian Categories. He distinguishes—as
in CE 3.10.49–50—between substance and accidents, and then in God between
substance and goodness; the former is inaccessible, the latter are shared also
by the human nature.”23

Other scholars today are even inclined to think that Gregory of Nyssa knew
the Categories from Porphyry’s Isagoge.24 I myself think that Gregory was fa-
miliar with the Isagoge, as I endeavor to demonstrate later in this chapter.

The Cappadocians compared the three divine persons with three individ-
uals having the same nature or species, all equally divine. Therefore, their
solution to the issue of divine unity is considered to be rather weak.25 This
weakness will become evident in Gregory’s Ad Ablabium. Yet it is acknowl-
edged that the Cappadocians managed to provide some counterbalancing fea-
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tures to express a stronger divine unity. Gregory of Nyssa, for instance, argued
that the divine nature is simple, without degrees, that one single activity or
energy is exercised by the three together, that the persons do not differ in rank
but only in their mode of existence.

Relation in Aristotle

As chapter 5 will demonstrate extensively, both Gregory and his Christian pred-
ecessors drew heavily on Aristotle’s category of relation. One of the arguments
used in the third and fourth centuries ce to establish that the Son was God
was the so-called argument from relations: If the Father is divine, the Son, who
is a correlative of the Father, is also divine. To speak about relation Gregory of
Nyssa used the following Greek expressions: ta¡ pro¬ ß ti, pro¬ ß ti¬ pvß eÈxein, and
sxe¬ siß. The first term is the Aristotelian technical phrase for relation, the sec-
ond is the Stoic technical term (although it is used occasionally by Aristotle,
too), and the third term is the noun used by many Greek speakers of antiquity
(with the exception of Aristotle himself )26 to mean “relation.” Although all of
the above expressions are currently rendered in English as “relation,” ta¡ pro¬ ß

ti literally means “things [said] in relation to [something else],” and pro¬ ß ti¬ pvß

eÈxein means “relative disposition.” An examination of the Aristotelian notion
of relation is therefore in order here. Since not all of the issues connected with
relation in Aristotle are of importance for this book, I shall touch mostly upon
those that retained the attention of patristic writers.

Unlike substance, the category of relation did not undergo dramatic
changes in Aristotle’s thought. However, it did have a certain development
from an earlier work such as Cat. 7 to a later work such as Metaph. 5.15, as will
become evident shortly.27 Let me begin with the definition of relation Aristotle
gives in Cat. 7:

(D1) We call relatives [ta¡ pro¬ ß ti] all such things as are said to be just
what they are, of or than other things, or in some other way in rela-

tion to something else. For example, what is larger is called what it
is than something else (it is called larger than something); and what
is double is called what it is of something else (it is called double of
something); similarly with all other such cases.28

“Of ” and “than” represent in this translation the Greek genitive that is
meant to modify the correlatives of a relation. Yet Aristotle also gives examples
of correlatives followed by some other cases (accusative and dative) or by the
preposition pro¬ ß (6b8–10). Thus, (1) the master is called “master of a slave”
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(6b29; doy¬ loy, in the genitive), (2) the mountain is called high “in relation to
something else,” such as another mountain (6b8; pro¬ ß e·teron, in the accusa-
tive), and (3) that which is similar is called “similar to something else” (6b9;
tini¬, in the dative).29 This should not make one believe that by simply using
certain grammatical cases one speaks of relatives, because that is not how
Aristotle conceives of relation. Aristotle then continues to examine the category
of relation as follows:

All relatives are spoken of in relation to correlatives that reciprocate.
For example, the slave is called slave of a master and the master is
called master of a slave; the double double of a half, and the half
half of a double; the larger larger than a smaller, and the smaller
smaller than a larger. Sometimes, however, there will be a verbal dif-
ference, of ending. Thus knowledge is called knowledge of what is
knowable, and what is knowable knowable by knowledge; perception
perception of the perceptible, and the perceptible perceptible by per-
ception.30

Christian writers picked up the property of reciprocation. They even used some
of Aristotle’s examples, such as master-slave and father-son.31 Aristotle, how-
ever, adds a necessary qualification, namely, that “all relatives . . . are spoken
of in relation to correlatives that reciprocate, provided they are properly given”
(Cat. 7a22–23). An example of correlatives that are improperly given and thus
do not reciprocate is “wing of a bird” and “bird of a wing,” for it is not as being
a bird that a wing is said to be of it, but as being a winged creature (Cat. 6b38–
7a5). Relatives are also generally simultaneous by nature:

Relatives seem to be simultaneous by nature [a·ma th¤ fy¬ sei]; and in
most cases this is true. For there is at the same time a double and a
half, and when there is a half there is a double, and when there is a
slave there is a master; and similarly with the others. Also, one car-
ries the other to destruction [synanairei∆]; for if there is not a double
there is not a half, and if there is not a half there is not a double. So
too with other such cases. (Cat. 7b15–21)

To prove that God the Father and God the Son are both divine and coeter-
nal, Christian writers also used this property of simultaneity by nature. At times
they even appropriated Aristotle’s own words: a·ma, synanairei∆.32 Nonetheless,
Aristotle draws attention to some exceptions from this rule of simultaneity:
knowable would seem to be prior by nature to knowledge, for there are first
the things to be known and then comes the knowledge of them. Also, the
destruction of knowledge does not entail the destruction of the things know-
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able. “The perceptible” and “the measurable” also qualify as exceptions from
the rule of simultaneity of the correlatives (Cat. 7b22–8a12).

Aristotle then raises the question of whether substances can be spoken of
as relatives. He says that primary substances surely cannot be spoken of as
relative, because “an individual man is not called someone’s individual man”
(the case for wholes), nor is an individual hand called someone’s individual
hand but someone’s hand (the case for parts). Ackrill thinks that Aristotle
probably means to suggest that it is linguistically improper to attach possessive
genitives to designations of primary substances: One cannot say, for example,
that something is “Callias’s this ox,” though one can, of course, say that this
ox is Callias’s (ox).33 But in the case of secondary substances, Aristotle admits
that there is room for dispute: Thus, a head is called someone’s head and a
hand someone’s hand, and these seem to be relatives. To avoid the necessity
of classifying parts of secondary substance (such as heads or hands) as rela-
tives—that is, the necessity of calling a substance an accident—Aristotle pro-
vides a second definition of relation:

(D2) Now if the definition of relatives which was given above was
adequate, it is either exceedingly difficult or impossible to reach the
solution that no substance is spoken of as relative. But if it was not
adequate, and if those things are relative for which being is the
same as being somehow related to something [oi̊ß to¡ ei̊nai tay› to¬ n
e› sti tv¤ pro¬ ß ti¬ pvß eÈxein] then perhaps some answer may be found.
The previous definition does, indeed, apply to all relatives, yet this—
their being called what they are, of other things—is not what their
being relatives is. It is clear from this that if someone knows any
relative definitely he will also know definitely that in relation to
which it is spoken of. (Cat. 8a28–35)

At the end of Cat. 7, Aristotle clarifies that a head or a hand or any such
substance can be known definitely without necessarily knowing definitely that
in relation to which it is spoken of. Therefore, heads and hands and any parts
of secondary substances would not be relatives, and consequently, no sub-
stances can be relatives (Cat. 8b15–20).

Since antiquity, the interpretation of the second definition of relation (D2)
and the difference between it and the first definition (D1) have engendered
much discussion. I shall mention only briefly the two different interpretations
Ackrill and Morales provide. First, however, I would like to note that while
Aristotle is opposed to the idea of calling any kind of substances relatives,
Gregory of Nyssa is not of the same mind. Gregory says that by attaching
possessive adjectives to “God,” one obtains a relational name such as “our
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God.”34 Morales too argues that Aristotle is correct: The phrase “John’s cow”
does not transform cow into a correlative.35 Ackrill and Morales both use later
works by Aristotle to interpret the relation between D1 and D2. Ackrill, on the
one hand, maintains that the new criterion is also found elsewhere (e.g., Topics

6.142a29 and 146b3).36 He finds the second criterion (D2) “too strong” if it is
meant to imply that one could know that A (a given subject) is R (a relational
predicate) only if one knew what it was R of. He says that the criterion is not
satisfied by relational terms such as “half ” or “slave”; one can know that 97 is
half some other number without knowing definitely what that number is, and
that Callias is a slave without knowing definitely who his master is.37 Morales,
on the other hand, argues that Aristotle’s second criterion for recognizing re-
lational attributes (D2) is based on their peculiar indefiniteness. This indefi-
niteness may be eliminated by a definite knowledge of the correlate. The in-
definiteness is quite evident in relational predicates such as “to be the double
of ” and “to be greater than,” but it may pass unnoticed in terms such as
“father” and “slave.”38 Relatives such as “father” and “slave” are endowed with
a comparatively complete sense, and they satisfy the first definition (D1) of
relatives, too. To explain why Aristotle contends that parts of substance do not
satisfy the second criterion (D2), Morales appeals to Metaph. 7, where Aristotle
says that parts cannot exist if they are severed from a whole, “for it is not a
finger in any state that is the finger of a living thing, but the dead finger is a
finger only homonymously” (Metaph. 1035b23–25). To this Morales adds a the-
oretical explanation from Aristotle’s Politics 1 in which a new discussion of
wholes and parts (severed feet and hands) is introduced: “Things are defined
by their function and power; and we ought not to say that they are the same
when they no longer have their proper quality, but only that they are homon-
ymous” (Politics 1253a20–25). Morales suggests that this latter criterion ex-
plains why parts of substances can satisfy the definition D1 of relatives but not
definition D2: “For since one must appeal to the whole in order to define them,
this reference is contained within the definition (and the meaning!) of the re-
spective terms. They have to be considered, at least in this respect, definite
enough.”39

A later work such as Metaph. 5.15 brings additional clarification to Aris-
totle’s view of relation. Here he distinguishes three main groups of relatives:
(1) those which are said to be “according to the number” (katÚ a› riumo¬ n), (2)
those which are said to be “according to a capacity” (kata¡ dy¬ namin), and (3)
those which are said to be “as the measurable to the measure” (v\ ß to¡ metrhto¡ n
pro¡ ß to¡ me¬ tron). He then considers each group separately.

1. Relatives said to be “according to the number” (katÚ a› riumo¬ n). Aristotle
exemplifies with: the double to the half, the treble to the third, “that which
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exceeds” to “that which is exceeded.” Relatives such as the double and the half
are in a definite numerical relation to 1, but others such as “that which exceeds”
and “that which is exceeded” are in an indefinite numerical relation. “These
relations are numerically expressed and are determinations of number, and
so,” adds Aristotle, “in another way are the equal and the like and the same,
for all refer to unity” (Metaph. 1021a9). Thus, something is called “equal” to
something because both things have a common quantity; something is called
“similar” to something because both things have a common quality; and some-
thing is called “the same” as something because both things have a common
substance (Metaph. 1021a10–13). In this regard, Morales notes that a particular
quantity, quality, or substance has to be taken as the measure of comparison.40

2. Relatives said to be “according to a capacity” (kata¡ dy¬ namin). The ex-
amples provided for this group of relatives are: “that which can heat” to “that
which can be heated,” “that which can cut” to “that which can be cut,” and in
general the active to the passive. In this context, “that which has made (or will
make)” is relative to “that which has been made (or will be made).” Aristotle
includes the relatives father-son in this second group. Morales’s observation is
correct that this kind of relatives includes a cause-effect relation; he also in-
cludes here the relatives master-slave (from Cat. 6b30, 7a34–7b7) “as a speci-
fication of the relatives ‘the owner and the property’41—since for the latter
relation to exist some event justifying the property (acquisition, war, inheri-
tance, etc) must have taken place, an event which implies a cause-effect rela-
tion.”42 The church fathers of the first centuries were most interested in the
relatives father-son because of the biblical resonances of this example. Gregory
of Nyssa is certainly among those who considered the father-son relation as
the relation between “cause and that which is caused.”43

3. Relatives said to be “as the measurable to the measure” (v\ ß to¡ metrhto¡ n
pro¡ ß to¡ me¬ tron). The examples provided for this group are the measurable to
the measure, the knowable to knowledge, and the perceptible to perception.
Unlike the relatives in the previous two groups whose “very substance includes
in its nature a reference to something else,” relatives in the third group are
called relatives because something else is related to them (Metaph. 1021a26–
30). “For the thinkable implies that there is thought of it, but the thought is
not relative to that of which it is the thought; for we should then have said the
same thing twice” (Metaph. 1021a31–32); similarly for the other examples. Now
let us remember that the examples of relatives in this third group are those
relatives that (unlike all other relatives) in Cat. 7 have been said not to be
“simultaneous by nature” and the destruction of one relative from the pair
does not carry the other to destruction (e.g., the destruction of knowledge does
not produce the destruction of the knowable).
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Starting from this third group of relatives, Morales believes he can provide
an additional argument for why Aristotle did not consider parts of substance
as truly belonging to the category of relation. He states that in this third group,
the two terms of a relation have an asymmetrical way of referring to each other:
“The part is defined by reference to the whole (as fulfilling a particular function
in it), but the whole is not defined by reference to the part. Since relatives of
the third group may cease to be such once their determination has taken place,
the parts of substances (like hand, head, etc.) do not really belong to the cate-
gory of the relative.”44 He also considers, for similar reasons, that “wing” and
“rudder” are not relatives, and their inappropriate inclusion in the Categories

as examples of relatives has been a constant source of confusion in commen-
taries.45 Morales also draws attention to the fact that for Aristotle the predica-
tion of any relational attribute always presupposes an underlying nature: Ar-
istotle “thus repudiates the idea that relations be postulated as principles of
Being (Metaph. 1088a20ff ).”46

Individuals in Stoicism

Like Aristotle, the Stoics used categories (or perhaps “genera,” ge¬ nh) for logical,
linguistic, and metaphysical analysis. Unlike Aristotle, who originally taught
ten categories, the Stoics conceived of only four, and these are significantly
different from the Aristotelian ones. The various testimonies we have about
the Stoic categories (chiefly Plotinus and Simplicius) suggest that the fourfold
Stoic division originates with Chrysippus.47 These four categories are substance
or substratum (y\ pokei¬menon), quality (poio¬ n), disposition (pv∆ ß eÈxon), and rela-
tive disposition (pro¡ ß ti¬ pvß eÈxon).48 A presentation of the first two Stoic cate-
gories is in order here, since Basil of Caesarea and Gregory of Nyssa seem to
have been aware of them when distinguishing between substance and individ-
uals.49

According to the Stoics, “substratum” corresponds to “matter,” being an
existing thing (oy› si¬a). Zeno himself is credited with having said that “sub-
stance is the prime matter of all existing things.”50 This substance the Stoics
thought to be eternal; moreover, in its totality it could neither grow nor dimin-
ish. It was viewed as “qualityless,” that is, as the “substratum” of everything
that exists. The Stoics also conceived of particulars as bits of substance. The
particulars can undergo qualitative changes, which the Stoics viewed as recon-
figurations, but not changes, of the very substance. The qualitative changes are
caused by the second constitutive element of the Stoic reality, the pney¬ ma (“cur-
rent of air” or “breath”). This pneuma is what Chrysippus called “qualities”
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and, like substance, it is a corporeal entity (the Stoic universe, of course, is
material). Qua corporeal, these currents of air are capable of running through
a body and informing it. They can mix with one another and with the “sub-
stance” (SVF 1.85). Therefore, in any particular entity there is both “substance”
and “quality.”

The second Stoic category is not strictly speaking “quality” (poio¬ thß) but
the “qualified entity” (poio¬ n), that is, usually a substance having certain quali-
ties.51 Justice is a quality, but the corresponding qualified entity is a just indi-
vidual. On the one hand, this situation is due to the Stoic metaphysical concern
with particulars and its use of many human examples; on the other hand, it is
due to the impossibility of separating in reality the first two Stoic categories.
Sometimes, however, the Stoics themselves neglected this distinction.52 The
Stoics further divided their second category into the “commonly qualified”
(koinv∆ ß poio¬ n) and the “peculiarly qualified” (i›di¬vß poio¬ n). It is not really easy
to understand what they meant by the “commonly qualified,” since they greatly
emphasized the “peculiarly (or individually) qualified.” However, some help
can be found in Diogenes Laertius, who claims that the Stoic Diogenes of
Babylon (the head of the Stoic school in early to mid-second century bc) said
that “an appellative is a part of language which signifies a common quality
[koinh¡ n poio¬ thta], e.g. ‘man,’ ‘horse’; a name is a part of language which in-
dicates a peculiar quality [i›di¬an poio¬ thta], e.g. ‘Diogenes.’ ‘Socrates.’ ”53 Thus,
the Stoics used the “commonly qualified” and the “individually qualified” to
distinguish between what the Aristotelians and we today call species and in-
dividuals respectively. In other words, the Stoics used their second category,
the “qualified,” to make a distinction for which Aristotle used his first category,
“substance.”54

The testimonies we have about the Stoics shed more light on what they
meant by “individually qualified.” Most texts make it clear that an “individually
qualified” entity is actually an individual. We thus learn of “a peculiarly qual-
ified thing like Plato,”55 or of “peculiarly qualified entities such as Dion and
Theon.”56 It is also worth mentioning a reference to the Stoics made by the
sixth-century Neoplatonist Simplicius, because he connects the Stoic “pecu-
liarly qualified” with the Plotinian forms of individuals: “In the case of com-
pound entities there exists individual form [to¡ a› tomvue¡ n ei̊doß]—with reference
to which the Stoics speak of something peculiarly qualified [i›di¬vß poio¬ n].”57

This passage from Simplicius helps us to comprehend that Neoplatonists did
indeed associate the Plotinian forms of individuals with the Stoic “peculiarly
qualified.” As Rist noted, Plotinus might have been influenced in his view of
the forms of individuals by the Stoic notion of “peculiarly qualified.”

To further explicate the relationship between the first two Stoic categories,
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I would like to quote a text that will shed additional light on the topic and will
help me to demonstrate that Basil and Gregory used Stoic categories. The text
comes from two different sources, Dexippus and Simplicius, but is almost
identical in both accounts. According to Simplicius, Porphyry says:

The substratum has two senses, both with the Stoics and with the
older58: the first meaning of substratum is the qualityless matter,
which Aristotle calls “potential”59; in its second meaning, substra-
tum is the qualified entity, subsisting either commonly or peculiarly;
for both bronze and Socrates are substrata in those things that come
to be in them or are predicated of them.60

In other words, the Stoics actually believed that their first category, substratum,
means both “qualityless matter” and “qualified entity” (either commonly or
peculiarly). This information accords with my earlier presentation of the first
two Stoic categories.

Hübner has shown that Basil of Caesarea’s concept of substance is pre-
dominantly Stoic.61 Basil describes the substance of the created world as the
material substratum (y\ liko¬ ß y\ pokei¬menoß).62 Gregory of Nyssa rejects his
brother’s Stoic definition of the substance (“by ousia I do not mean the material
substratum”63), while embracing more decidedly the Aristotelian definition.64

Moreover, unlike Basil and the Stoics, Gregory thinks that there are various
created ousiai, not only one: “One is the ousia of the fire, and another that of
the water, and their meanings are different.”65

Despite these examples, however, I think that Gregory found the second
definition of the Stoic substance from Simplicius’s account—substance is a
peculiarly or commonly qualified entity—in agreement with Aristotle’s own
notion of substance; a qualified entity is a substance after all. In Ad Graecos,
Gregory writes, “If somebody says that we call Peter and Paul and Barnabas
three partial substances [oy› si¬aß merika¬ ß] (it is clear that this means particular
[i›dika¬ ß] [substances])—for this is more accurate to say—he should recognize
that [by that] we do not mean anything else but the individual, which is the
person [aÈ tomon, o·per e›sti¡ pro¬ svpon].”66

As these examples show, Gregory seems to have deliberately amalgamated
Stoic and Aristotelian categories here: expressions such as “partial substance”
(merikh¬ oy› si¬a) and “particular substance” (i›dikh¬ oy› si¬a) seem to be a mix of the
Aristotelian oy› si¬a with the Stoic i›di¬vß poio¡ n,67 although they may as well betray
a Porphyrian influence on Gregory.68 Of course, this amalgamation is not un-
precedented by the time of Gregory. As shown above, Diogenes of Babylon, a
noted Stoic himself, uses “man” and “horse” to exemplify what a commonly
qualified entity is, whereas Aristotle uses the same examples for his secondary
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ousia. At the same time, my argument is also supported by what Porphyry tells
us in Simplicius’s account quoted above. Therefore, I conclude that Gregory
did use the Stoic category of quality to shape his view of the individual. To be
more specific, I should say that both brothers use both Stoic and Aristotelian
categories in their treatment of the individual. Yet whereas Basil’s view is more
Stoic, Gregory’s is more Aristotelian.

The Individual as a Collection of Properties in Platonism

The definition of a sensible particular as a collection of properties (a·uroisma)—
some scholars even translate it as “bundle of properties”—can be traced as far
back as Plato’s Theaetetus 157b–c where he suggests this idea in passing. After
Plato a similar use of a·uroisma is encountered in Antiochus of Ascalon (2nd–
1st c. bc) and Alcinous.69 Lloyd claims to have identified the passage from
Antiochus in a quotation by Sextus Empiricus:

For just as hand by itself is not a man, nor is a head, nor a foot, nor
any other such part, but the compound made up of them is con-
ceived as a whole, so also ‘Man’ is not barely animal, nor solely ra-
tional, not mortal alone, but the aggregate of all these [to¡ e› j
a\ pa¬ ntvn a·uroisma]—that is to say, at once animal and mortal and
rational.70

A Platonist himself, Alcinous also applies the term a·uroisma to a sensible
substance, as in the following example:

[S]ince of sense-objects some are primary, such as qualities, e.g.
color, or whiteness, and others accidental, such as “white” or “col-
ored,” and following on these the composite entity [a·uroisma], such
as fire or honey, even so there will be one sort of sense-perception
concerned with the primary objects, called “primary,” and another
concerned with secondary, called “secondary” . . . The primary and
secondary sensibles are judged by sense-perception not without the
aid of opinion-based reason, while the composite [a·uroisma] is
judged by opinion-based reason, not without the aid of sense-
perception.71

Yet it was Plotinus who took his predecessors’ suggestion a little further
and Porphyry who presented it in a more accessible form. It is these latter two
views that I wish to present next.72 It should be kept in mind from the outset
that, as a Platonist himself, Plotinus elaborates the theory of an individual as
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a collection of properties in regard to a sensible substance. He does not say
anything in this sense about intelligibles or the divinity. Moreover, he excludes
the souls of those sensible substances from the discussion:

but since here below [in the sensible world] also in the mixture and
composition one element is body and the other soul . . . and the na-
ture of soul is in that intelligible All and will not fit the classification
of what is called substance here below, we must, even if it is difficult
to do so, all the same leave soul out of the investigation in which we
are at present occupied.73

The soul is a resident alien in the sensible world. Mulrooney warns that
Plotinus does not investigate a human being qua human, but only qua sensible
substance: “His investigation is thus a deliberately partial exploration of the
full reality; and an exploration of the lowest part of that reality.”74 Plotinus then
proceeds to describe a sensible substance as “a conglomeration of qualities and
matter” (symfo¬ rhsiß tiß poio¬ thtvn kai¡ y·lhß, Enn. VI.3.8.20) and “this com-
pound of many [which] is not a ‘something’ but a ‘such’ ” (toy∆to to¡ e›k pollv∆ n,

oy› ti¡ a› lla¡ poio¡ n, Enn. VI.3.15.27)75 and “whose apparent existence [is] a con-
gress of perceptibles” (th¡ n dokoy∆san y\ po¬ stasin ay› th∆ß sy¬ nodoß tv∆ n pro¡ ß

aiœsuhsin, Enn. VI.3.10.16). It should be noted here that, in using such phrases
to refer to the “apparent existence” of sensible substances, Plotinus is consis-
tent with his previous intention of not examining the soul of these substances.
Therefore, the question to be asked is “What keeps these collections of prop-
erties together, making them human individuals for example?” As Mulrooney
notices, no principle of unity is apparent, since an individual sensible sub-
stance is grasped as such by the senses and not by reason.76 Nevertheless,
Mulrooney insists, against Lloyd, that there is a principle of unity for an indi-
vidual sensible substance, namely, the soul, but that this principle is just not
a sensible one.77 Of course, Enn. VI.3 allows for this conclusion, but unfortu-
nately Plotinus is not interested in elaborating further on an individual as a
collection of properties. Consequently, we should turn to his disciple Porphyry
for further elucidation.

Porphyry wrote the Isagoge (or “Introduction”) at the request of Chrysaor-
ius, a Roman senator who had studied Aristotle’s Categories with little success.
In this work, Porphyry expands on Plotinus’s suggestion, describing an indi-
vidual as a unique collection of properties which in themselves are not unique.
Thus,

Socrates, this white, and this approaching son of Sophroniscus, if
Socrates be his only son, are called individual. Such things are
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called individuals because each thing is composed of a collection of
properties which can never be the same for another; for the proper-
ties of Socrates could not be the same for any other particular man.
The properties of man, however, I mean the man in common, will
be the same for a great many, more strongly, for all particular men
as men. (Isag. 7.20–26)78

In this example, Porphyry allows for individual qualities (“this white”),
individual relations (“this approaching son of Sophroniscus”), and individual
substances (“Socrates”). If one were to use Aristotelian language, one should
say that Porphyry allows for individual categories, both substances and acci-
dents. However, the best example for Porphyry’s purposes seems to be the
individual substance known as Socrates. It is Socrates who qua animal differs
from a horse because of a specific difference such as rationality (Isag. 8.16–17);
qua individual human, Socrates differs from other individual humans because
of another specific difference, such as the hooked quality of his nose (Isag.
8.15). The differences Porphyry mentions as distinguishing humans from
other animals and from one another are both substantial and accidental. Thus,
he says, “Rational, mortal, and being capable of knowledge belong to man per

se, but hook-nosed or snub-nosed belong accidentally and not per se” (Isag. 9.11–
14). Regarded in themselves, these and other differences are not unique, since
they can be ascertained in many individuals, but their coming together
uniquely describes an individual in Porphyry’s view.

This Porphyrian definition of an individual was perhaps the most elaborate
one to be found in the fourth century. It is quite likely that the Cappadocians
were familiar with it, since in Basil’s Against Eunomius (AE hereafter) 2.4 and
Gregory of Nyssa’s Ad Petrum 2 we see the example of Socrates being replaced
with that of the Apostles Peter or Paul, who are described as unique collections
of properties. Thus, the Apostle Peter is described as the son of Jonah, born in
Bethsaida and the brother of Andrew. Even if, as Rist has convincingly shown,79

Basil knew very little Plotinus, we have to accept that he read Porphyry’s Isagoge

or a handbook that reproduced Porphyry’s arguments; so, quite likely, did
Gregory of Nyssa.80 The Isagoge can be used as a beginner’s guide to Aristotle’s
Categories and, given its introductory purpose, Isagoge’s arguments are less
sophisticated than the arguments Porphyry provides in his other Aristotelian
commentaries. What is perhaps most important is that the particular doctrine
of an individual as a collection of properties does not occur in such a clear
formulation in any pagan author (still less in Christian authors) prior to Por-
phyry. Therefore, the Cappadocians and later Neoplatonists might have been
fascinated by it and adopted its use in their writings.
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The Plotinian Will of the One

In searching for a concept of person in classical antiquity, scholars often also
look for something that is essential in the constitution of human persons,
namely, the will, or rather free willing, as a factor or aspect distinct from, and
irreducible to, intellect and desire or reason and emotion. One example is
Dihle’s The Theory of Will in Classical Antiquity.81 Dihle claims that there was
no theory of will throughout the Greek philosophical tradition, because reason
and intellectual knowledge played an extremely important role. He finds in
Greek thought a tendency to evaluate human action “in terms of . . . knowledge
and error or vision and blindness” (pp. 233–234); this “intellectualism” leads
in the extreme case to a view of virtue as “cognition of the objectives of action”
(p. 51). In his view, the concept of will was implicit from the beginning in the
biblical notion of obedience to the commands of God, and it was Augustine
who formulated the first classical theory of the will. While other scholars today
agree that Augustine formulated the first theory of will, they regard Dihle’s
book as flawed primarily because he simplistically labels the Greek tradition
“intellectualist” and ignores historical evidence that speaks against his theses.82

The concept of person, however, should not be reduced to a discussion of free
will, since it includes other major components as well, as this book will show.

From the point of view of my investigation into the patristic concept of
divine persons, it would be tautological to speak of free will in God. It was
evident to the church fathers that God was free. In their view, to deliberate is
to take time to think of the distinction between right and wrong—that is, not
to know this distinction immediately. This entails imperfection, which cannot
be attributed to God. In his Orations against the Arians (1.35, 1.52, 3.62, 3.66)
Athanasius also suggests that “willing” or “deliberating” can “tilt” either way,
toward either the good or the bad.83 A later Greek church father such as John
of Damascus, in summing up the faith of the fathers before him, also considers
that prohairesis is not properly predicated of God:

But in the case of God, it is to be remembered, we speak of wish,
but it is not correct to speak of choice. For God does not deliberate,
since that is a mark of ignorance, and no one deliberates about what
he knows. But if counsel is a mark of ignorance, surely choice must
also be so. God, then, since He has absolute knowledge of every-
thing, does not deliberate.84

Therefore, when dealing with divine persons, I propose to consider a dif-
ferent kind of will, such as was first expressed by Plotinus in Enn. VI.8.9.45–
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46 in regard to the One and repeated almost word for word in regard to the
Christian God by Gregory of Nyssa as “God continually wills to be what he is
and is adequately what he wills to be” (CE 3.1.125).85 Ennead VI.8 is of major
importance for the intellectual history of Western civilization, because it intro-
duces a radically new notion of the divine will as will of the self. As commen-
tators of Plotinus have noticed,86 this notion is totally unprecedented and amaz-
ing by the standards of ancient philosophy. It cannot be traced back to the
doctrines of divine providence, that is, the divine will oriented toward the out-
side, toward the production of being and the regulation of the course of
things.87 The novel notion Gregory of Nyssa and some Christian predecessors
added to this understanding of the divine will is that it can be both transcendent
and immanent. Gregory’s insight is the logical consequence of biblical reflec-
tion on the incarnation. At this point I shall focus on Plotinus.

Ennead VI.8 [39], entitled “On Free Will and the Will of the One,” is a
fairly late treatise and can therefore be regarded as a product of Plotinus’s
mature thinking. Both Rist88 and Armstrong89 think that this treatise may have
been provoked by the reading of a treatise on the nature of God, possibly
Christian or para-Christian, now lost to us; but this opinion has not been
generally accepted, according to Armstrong.90 Ennead VI.8 [39] and its imme-
diate predecessor in both chronological and thematic order, Enn. VI.7 [38],
contain the profoundest and most powerful expression of the thought of Plo-
tinus about the One, or the Good. The positive language of will, love, and
thought is used about the One here, but at the same time Plotinus makes it
clear that he has no desire to abandon the negative (apophatic) way of approach
to the One.

Ennead VI.8 starts quite reluctantly, since a better starting point does not
exist, with an analysis of the concept of human freedom in order to ascend to
the consideration of the freedom of the One. Plotinus’s entire reaction seems
to have been prompted by “a rash statement starting from a different way of
thinking,” which says that since the Good “happens to be as it is [tyxoy∆sa
oy·tvß eÈxein], and does not have the mastery of what it is, and is what it is not
from itself, it would not have freedom, and its doing or not doing what it is
necessitated to do or not to do is not in its power” (Enn. VI.8.7.11–16). It is not
clear whether Plotinus considers this as a positive statement of doctrine other
than his own or an attack on his doctrine. He takes it seriously, however, and
tries to establish his own view of the One against this statement. What is
interesting is that both his positive and negative ways of speaking about the
One have been availed of and adapted by later Christian Platonists such as
Gregory of Nyssa, Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, and Maximus the Con-
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fessor. For the purpose of showing how Gregory of Nyssa used Enn. VI.8, it is
not worth presenting all the arguments that Plotinus produces against his op-
ponent. I shall therefore be selective in my presentation.

Plotinus considers the “rash statement” contrary and absurd, because it
would completely do away with the nature of free will and self-determination
and our idea of what is in our power, and would imply that nothing is in
anyone’s power (Enn. VI.8.7.16–20). He endeavors to demonstrate that neither
Intellect nor the One “happened to be” but that they “had to be” exactly what
they are. In other words, there is no contingency but only necessity in the
divine nature. I shall arrive shortly at the issue of exactly what necessity Plo-
tinus is concerned with. In Enn. VI.8.9, Plotinus’s argument takes the form
of a reductio ad absurdum: “If someone takes the ‘happened to be’ [syne¬ bh] as
applying to the One, then it should be applicable to the Intellect also which is
after the One. But I can show that the ‘happened to be’ does not apply to the
Intellect; therefore, still less can it be applied to the One.”91

He shows that the “happened to be” does not apply to Intellect by using a
second reductio ad absurdum: If the “happened to be” does not even apply to
real being, how could it apply to Intellect which is “beyond being [e›pe¬ keina
oÈntoß]”?92 “For, if anything is going to happen, it happens to being, but being
itself does not happen, nor is it a casual occurrence that being is like this, nor
does it derive being like this from something else, being as it is, but this is
really its nature, to be real being.”93 The First Principle, or the One, therefore,
has to be in the way it is.

The First Principle is also “all power, really master of itself, being what it
wills to be.”94 This statement is perhaps one of the most important in the whole
treatise because it expresses the will as will of self and connects it with being.
As I mentioned, the definition of divine will as will of self is unprecedented
before Plotinus, because divine will was thought of only as providence. The
connection of will with being shifts the emphasis from will as power to delib-
erate95 to the will as power to be, yet another dramatic shift, this time from the
theory of knowledge to ontology. It is the necessity of being what it wills to be
that Plotinus has in mind for the First Principle, and not a necessity imposed
on it by someone else who is superior to it. Otherwise, we would have to
postulate another First Principle on which no one else can impose anything.
In his commentary on Enn. VI.8.9, Leroux notices the difficulty in putting
together propositions that contradict so explicitly the doctrines of the classical
philosophy to which Neoplatonism is heir: “for example, how to integrate a
proposition affirming that there is necessity only in the inferior beings (Enn.
VI.8.9.11–12), when this very necessity—when opposed to these beings’ con-
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tingency—seems to be reserved to the superior hypostases alone?” The expla-
nation Leroux provides is that here Aristotle’s heritage is transformed slightly
for the sake of refutation.96

Leroux regards as strategic the introduction as late as Enn. VI.8.9.44 of
the new concept of will for two reasons: (1) this concept is the only one that
seems to resist the ordeal of the negative theology that in chapters 8 and 9
removed the majority of the predicates of the One; (2) the predicate of power
(dy¬ namiß), retrieving the classical relation between hegemony and will, makes
the concept of will become the only one capable of refuting the “rash state-
ment” and giving content to the metaphysics of the One.97

The First Principle is not only beyond being, but it also generates being.98

Leroux distinguishes at this point between how the One and the Intellect gen-
erate being. The latter generates being like a demiurge. The former generates
being in the same way in which the Good of Plato’s Republic does: The One is
before all beings, as their principle or source,99 it overflows.100 There is no
voluntary or deliberative process involved in this case.101 This overflow is in-
voluntary and necessary.102 As Rist notices when discussing the issue of the
generation of new beings by the One,103 Plotinus is less worried by the Par-
menidean dictum that “nothing can come from nothing” than are most of his
predecessors. As Plotinus clearly outlines in Enn VI.8.19.18 and V.5.12.57, al-
though new beings arise “from the One,” they are not part of the One or
transformations of the One. In this Plotinus differs significantly both from
Milesians and early Pythagoreans, for whom this notion of new beings arising
from a First Principle was unknown, and from Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics,
who were still under the spell of Parmenides.104

In Enn. VI.8.10.6–11 Plotinus explicitly connects “happened to be” with
coming to be “by chance” (e›k ty¬ xhß). But how, he asks, could one attribute
chance to the principle of all reason and order and limit—that is, to Intellect?
“Chance is certainly mistress of many things,” continues Plotinus, “but is not
mistress of intellect and reason and order so as to generate them.” Thus, he
has answered the first part of the objection, namely, that the One happens to
be what it is. Plotinus now addresses the second part of the objection, namely,
that the One does not have the mastery of what it is.

Although he mentioned that Intellect is master of itself at Enn. VI.8.9.46,
Plotinus returns to this issue and is more specific: Intellect is master of his own
substance.105 He wrote this perhaps to refute those who believed that even the
gods were subject to fate. For example, Alexander of Aphrodisias wrote that it
is not in the power of the gods to be what they are, “for such an element is in
their nature, and nothing of things which exist in this sense is in someone’s
power [e›pÚ ay› tv¤ ].”106 Intellect is before chance and master of his own substance,
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emphasizes Plotinus. “He is what he is of necessity, and could not be otherwise.
Now he is not as he is because he cannot be otherwise, but because being what
he is is the best.”107 The idea that the divine is what it is because this is the best
is a Platonic idea that makes freedom basically reside in the freedom of the
good. With the appropriate adaptation, this idea was also rather widespread in
patristic theology. Origen, Athanasius, Basil of Caesarea, and Gregory of Nyssa
all believed that it was good for God to be the Father of such a Son.108

Leroux’s comment on the latter Platonic idea is important. He says that
in the case of the Plotinian First Principle the freedom is absolute because it
cannot orient itself toward what is inferior, whereas in other beings the move-
ment toward the inferior results precisely from a lack of freedom. A similar
idea is encountered in Gregory of Nyssa when he speaks of the divine Son
who can orient only toward the good, and human sons who can orient toward
either the good or the bad, according to their own will.109 Unlike Leroux, how-
ever, Gregory does not say that created beings are not free; on the contrary,
they are free to choose the good and become adopted children of God, in this
way following the example of the natural Son of God. The idea that humans
have been created in God’s image has perhaps played an important part in
Christianity’s strong affirmation of human freedom against the advocates of
fate. Moreover, one has to keep in mind that Gregory speaks from within an
incarnational system in which God “emptied himself, taking the form of a
slave, being born in human likeness” (Phil 2:7).

I should also note, pace Leroux, that in referring to the will of the First
Principle, Plotinus uses two Greek words interchangeably: boy¬ lhsiß and
ue¬ lhsiß. Leroux advocates a point of view which alleges that Plotinus uses
predominantly ue¬ lhsiß in regard to the divine, a usage allegedly confirmed by
the Christian tradition.110 The same does not hold true for Gregory of Nyssa,
who uses boy¬ lhsiß in reference to God in the passage where he draws his
inspiration from Enn. VI.8.

Yet let us not forget that Plotinus prefers the negative way of approach to
the divine. The final step in the negative way is the necessity of negating one’s
negations.111 Plotinus takes this step and says that we should “rather throw
‘what it wills to be’ away to the beings, [because Intellect] itself is greater than
all willing, setting willing after itself.”112

Conclusions

In summary then, Gregory of Nyssa shows signs of familiarity and in some
cases explicit use of the philosophical concepts presented above. He borrows
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them without acknowledgment either directly from their authors or from the
works of his Christian or pagan predecessors. These concepts inform his think-
ing about the individual. Nevertheless, none of these concepts singularly rep-
resents a sufficiently sophisticated view of the individual, and still less of the
person. It was the Cappadocian fathers who provided the first fully developed
view of the person. The Christian debate about the Trinity forced the devel-
opment of the concept of person in the direction in which it matured.
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The Lesser Trinitarian
Treatises I

To His Brother Peter: On the Difference between

Ousia and Hypostasis

The authorship of the treatise entitled To His Brother Peter: On the

Difference between Ousia and Hypostasis (Ad Petrum hereafter)1 is
still debated, with some scholars attributing it to Basil of Caesarea
and others to Gregory of Nyssa. In thirty-four manuscripts the trea-
tise is attributed to Basil of Caesarea, and in ten others to Gregory
of Nyssa. Therefore, until quite recently it was believed to be the thirty-
eighth letter of Basil of Caesarea. Yet studies such as those under-
taken by Hübner2 and by distinguished specialists in Basil—Caval-
lin,3 Fedwick, and Pouchet4—have argued in favor of Gregory of
Nyssa’s authorship, a conclusion that is now widely accepted. None-
theless, other specialists in Basil, such as Hausschild, Hammer-
staedt, and Drecoll, do not accept the Gregorian authorship.5 An-
other scholar, this time a specialist in Gregory of Nyssa, Johannes
Zachhuber, is not totally willing to discard the Gregorian authorship,
but he claims that “no unambiguous evidence has been adduced in
[Gregory’s] favour so far,” and he does not think a decision on the
question is vital for the purpose of his own book.6 I find unconvinc-
ing the arguments against Gregory’s authorship, especially since
Drecoll himself, although attributing the treatise to Basil, confesses
that “stylistically Gregory’s authorship seems to be somewhat
closer.”7 Therefore, in this book I assume Gregorian authorship. The
addressee of the treatise in that case is Peter of Anessi, the brother
of Gregory of Nyssa and the bishop of Sebaste. Concerning its date,
scholars agree that Ad Petrum was written sometime after Basil’s
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death on January 1, 379. Daniélou dated it to 381, while May to 379 or a little
later.8

As the title declares, the letter proposes to explain the difference between
oy› si¬a and y\ po¬ stasiß, two Greek words the Cappadocians used to refer to “sub-
stance” and “person” respectively. The work is very similar to Basil’s Ep. 236,
of which the entire sixth section is devoted to the same topic. Pouchet noted
that, after the death of his brother Basil and inspired by Ep. 236.6, Gregory of
Nyssa composed a more substantial dissertation on the same topic, the famous
Ep. 38 in the Basilian corpus.9

In this chapter, I present and analyze Gregory’s view of the divine persons
as it emerges from Ad Petrum. This evaluation helps me to understand more
clearly the Cappadocian contribution to the notion of person and the formu-
lation of Trinitarian dogma. I shall begin the presentation as the author of the
treatise does, by considering the difference between substance and person as
an analogy of the difference between common and particular (or species and
individual). Further differences between the two will follow. Having distin-
guished between nature and person, I shall consider some of Gregory’s defi-
nitions of the person and then see how they apply to divine persons.

The Common and the Particular

To explain the distinction between God’s substance (oy› si¬a) and the divine per-
sons (y\ posta¬ seiß), the Cappadocians used the analogy of the common and the
particular, as detailed in Aristotle and the Stoics (see chapter 2, where I also
discussed how Basil and Gregory might have adopted this distinction). Yet
additional examples from the two Cappadocian brothers will further illuminate
the discussion. Basil expresses his position on the issue in Ep. 236.6, and that
passage most likely influenced his younger brother’s views. Basil’s text reads:

ÚOysi¬a and y\ po¬ stasiß have the distinction that the common has
with reference to the particular [to¡ koino¡ n pro¡ ß to¡ kauÚ e·kaston]; for
example, just as “animal” [zv¤ on]10 has with reference to “a particular
human” [dei∆na aÈnurvpon]. For this reason we confess one substance
(oy› si¬a) for the Godhead, so as not to hand down variously the no-
tion of being; but we confess that the y\ po¬ stasiß is particular, in or-
der that our conception of Father and Son and Holy Spirit may be
unconfused and plain. For unless we think of the characteristics that
are sharply defined in the case of each, as for example fatherhood
and sonship and holiness [patro¬ thta, yi\o¬ thta kai¡ a\ giasmo¬ n], but
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from the general notion of being confess God, it is impossible to
hand down a sound definition of faith. Therefore, we must add what
is particular to what is common and thus confess the faith; the God-
head is something common, the paternity something particular, and
combining these we should say: “I believe in God the Father.” And
again in the confession of the Son we should do likewise—combine
the particular with the common and say: “I believe in God the Son.”
Similarly too in the case of the Holy Spirit, we should frame on the
same principle our utterance of the reference to him and say: “I be-
lieve also in the divine Holy Spirit,” so that throughout the whole,
both unity is preserved in the confession of the one Godhead, and
that which is peculiar to the persons [to¡ tv∆ n prosv¬ pvn i›dia¬ zon] is
confessed in the distinction made in the characteristics attributed to
each.11

Basil uses the example of “animal” (zv¤ on) versus “a particular human” (dei∆na
aÈ nurvpon) to show the difference between the common and the particular. It
is clear that what he has in mind is the distinction between species and indi-
vidual.

To explain the difference between oy› si¬a and y\ po¬ stasiß, Gregory uses a
similar example, speaking of the “human” (aÈ nurvpoß) versus “a certain hu-
man” (ti¬ß aÈ nurvpoß). The context of Gregory’s explanations is a reference to
some of his contemporaries who do not distinguish between oy› si¬a and y\ po¬ s-

tasiß. When referring to God, they speak either of one y\ po¬ stasiß or of three
oy› si¬ai.12 Ziegler is right in claiming that those who speak of one y\ po¬ stasiß are
probably strict pro-Nicenes for whom y\ po¬ stasiß and oy› si¬a are synonymous
and mean “substance,” whereas those who speak of three oy› si¬ai are probably
Homoiousians, Homoians and Anomoians.13 Gregory writes:

From among all names some, used for subjects plural and numeri-
cally diverse, have a more universal meaning, as for example “hu-
man” [aÈ nurvpoß]. For when you say “human,” you thereby signify
the common nature [th¡ n koinh¡ n fy¬ sin], and do not specify any hu-
man who is particularly known by that name [tina¡ aÈ nurvpon, to¡ n
i›di¬vß y\ po¡ toy∆ o› no¬ matoß gnvrizo¬ menon]. For Peter is no more human
[Oy› . . . ma∆llon aÈnurvpoß] than Andrew, John, or James.14 Therefore,
the community of the thing signified, since it refers to all alike who
are included under the same name, demands a further subdivision
if we are to understand not merely human in general [to¡ n kauo¬ lon

aÈ nurvpon], but “Peter” or “John.”15
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The influence of Basil’s Ep. 236.6 on Gregory’s Ad Petrum 2.1–11 is obvi-
ous, but a common philosophical source of inspiration for both Cappadocians
is not to be excluded. The most likely influences on them are either the Aris-
totelian distinction between individual and species, or the Stoic distinction
between individually qualified and commonly qualified, or both. To illustrate
their point, both brothers use the example of “human” versus “this human.”
They only differ in their choice of the modifying pronoun: Basil uses dei∆noß,
while Gregory ti¡ß.

Although I alluded to it in chapter 2 when discussing possible Stoic influ-
ences on Gregory, I shall summarize Hübner’s argument about Basil’s more
Stoicizing view of substance here.16 In considering the two components of the
Stoic category of quality, Hübner proves that while Basil’s distinction is influ-
enced by the Stoics, Gregory’s is Aristotelian. The Stoics held that oy› si¬a�

aÈpoioß y·lh�prv∆ ton y\ pokei¬menon,17 and “being” means “being material”; thus,
in their view, the same oy› si¬a lies at the foundation of both God and the cosmos.
By oy› si¬a Basil often means the “material substratum” (to¡ y\ liko¡ n y\ pokei¬menon—
e.g., AE 2.4.11.577C for the human oy› si¬a). He exhibits a rather materialistic
understanding of oy› si¬a, influenced by Stoicism, which is rejected by his
brother Gregory.18 Yet, unlike the Stoics, Basil distinguishes between God’s
oy› si¬a and the created oy› si¬a.19 Basil’s concept of substance is thus influenced
by the Stoic notion of “commonly qualified” (koinv∆ ß poio¬ n).20 More recently,
Zachhuber has argued against a Stoic understanding of oy› si¬a in Basil, based
on the fact that in AE 1.19 and elsewhere Basil makes it quite clear that that
sense of oy› si¬a cannot be an analogy for the Trinitarian Godhead. According to
Zachhuber, the above-mentioned passages where Basil sounds Stoic should be
taken as ad hominem arguments rather than positive statements of his views.21

According to Hübner, Gregory of Nyssa’s description of oy› si¬a is Aristo-
telian.22 The difference of perception between the two brothers enforces Hüb-
ner’s conviction that Ep. 38 should be attributed to Gregory, since it displays
an Aristotelian understanding of the oy› si¬a. Nevertheless, Hübner allows that
Basil is not systematic but that he also uses both Aristotelian and Plotinian
concepts to deal with other issues.23 The concept of the “individual” is perhaps
among these “other issues.” Another German scholar, Grillmeier, also suggests
that the understanding of the distinctions between substance and persons in
both Basil and Gregory of Nyssa may be influenced by Stoicism.24 Unfortu-
nately, Grillmeier does not fully elaborate.

In his fine analysis of Ad Petrum, Zachhuber supports the idea that its au-
thor’s understanding of human nature is influenced by Aristotle.25 Gregory’s
understanding of human nature is also present in other later Aristotelian com-
mentators, and this makes Zachhuber believe that it was probably a rather
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common view at the time. Among the commentators, Zachhuber includes
Porphyry, Ammonius Hermiae, and Boethius. Zachhuber demonstrates that
the phusis that the universal term “human” was said to indicate would be the
totality of human individuals; its relation to individual pragma is, then, probably
that of a whole to its parts. Humankind as the totality of its individuals is
universal phusis as employed by the treatise’s author. Moreover, in Ad Petrum

Gregory uses a proper name to include a reference to an object, more exactly
to one pragma, for what Aristotle called prv¬ th oysi¬a. In Ad Petrum, as in other
places, Gregory uses a semantic theory to explain an ontological or logical
distinction. According to this semantic theory used by grammarians,26 a com-
prehensive name means a collective noun (e.g., “people,” “crowd,” or “hu-
man”); a proper name (e.g., Paul) is thought to separate or cut off (xvri¬zein)
the notion of an individual from that of a whole, which the universal name
conveys. This theory helped Gregory distinguish between substance/nature
and individuals.

Further Differences between oy› si¬a and y\ po¬ stasiß

In the last sections of Ad Petrum (6–8) Gregory returns to differences between
oy› si¬a and y\ po¬ stasiß. For a more systematic presentation, I shall now examine
this issue. He tells his addressee that even the Apostle Paul envisioned the
distinction between the two terms when writing “He [the Son] is the reflection
of God’s glory and the imprint of his y\ po¬ stasiß (xarakth¬ r y\ posta¬ sevß ay› toy∆ )”
(Heb 1:3).27

Currently, it is generally acknowledged that y\ po¬ stasiß was synonymous
with oy› si¬a in the time of Paul and even later. Modern biblical and patristic
scholars consider that Heb 1:3 refers to the Son as the “imprint of God’s sub-
stance (or being),” and modern translations of the Bible also reflect this con-
sensus.28 Gregory, however, does not accept this synonymy but alleges that by
using y\ po¬ stasiß the Apostle wanted to indicate the person and “the continuity
and intimacy of the relationship between the Son and the Father.”29 To support
his thesis, Gregory plays on the meanings of the word “imprint” (xarakth¬ r).
On a first level, he equates “imprint” (xarakth¬ r) with “figure” or “exterior
form” (sxh∆ma) and states that a body consists altogether in form.30 Nevertheless,
even if the definition of the form (sxh∆ma) is different from the definition of the
body (sv∆ ma), and by reason one can separate form from body, “nature does not
admit of the separation, but one is always thought of in connection with the
other.”31 Accordingly, if one sees the form of a body, one is likely to think of
the body itself, and if one sees the imprint of the y\ po¬ stasiß of the Father, one
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is bound to think of the y\ po¬ stasiß of the Father. On a second level, Gregory
uses the same argument in regard to “imprint” now equated with “image”
(ei›kv¬ n) and draws heavily on the fact that the Son is the image of the Father.32

Basil of Caesarea himself not only insists on the distinction between oy› si¬a

and y\ po¬ stasiß in Heb 1:3, but he also alleges that the Nicene fathers distin-
guished between the two terms. It is in this way that he interprets the anathema
accompanying the Nicene Creed: “If anyone says that the Son is of another
substance or y\ po¬ stasiß [e› j e\te¬ raß oy› si¬aß hÈ y\ posta¬ sevß], the catholic and ap-
ostolic Church anathematizes him.”33 In an article on y·parjiß and y\ po¬ stasiß

in the Cappadocians, Jean Pépin suggests that the Cappadocians were actually
anti-Nicene in their understanding of the meanings of oy› si¬a and y\ po¬ stasiß.34

In my view, even if the Cappadocians were anti-Nicene, they did not want to
admit this, but tried to force the interpretation of the Nicene anathema in order
to accommodate it to their understanding, which distinguished between oy› si¬a

and y\ po¬ stasiß. Yet whatever Gregory’s and Basil’s arguments in favor of a
distinction between the two terms, even before their time, historical and exe-
getical testimony stands against their thesis.

First of all, the Cappadocians overlook the fact that y\ po¬ stasiß was consid-
ered by many as synonymous with oy› si¬a at least until the synod held in 362
at Alexandria, and this synonymy caused endless trouble. For example, even
Alexander himself, bishop of Alexandria at the time of the synod of Nicaea
(325), preferred y\ po¬ stasiß or fy¬ siß often in contexts where oy› si¬a would have
been possible.35 The synonymy was due to the meaning of y\ festa¬ nai (to lie
under), which made y\ po¬ stasiß an equivalent of “substratum” and conse-
quently of oy› si¬a. While Origen attempted to distinguish these terms,36 his
opinion carried little influence. Hammerstaedt argues that the meaning of
y\ po¬ stasiß as used by Origen is different from the meaning imposed by the
Cappadocians.37 I am inclined to disagree with Hammerstaedt. I do acknowl-
edge that in numerous Origenian texts y\ po¬ stasiß is the exact equivalent of
oy› si¬a. But this does not exclude the existence of the passages just indicated in
which Origen uses the two terms with different meanings.

Second, in AE 1.20.11, Basil himself makes use of the synonymy of the
two words in order to affirm the consubstantiality of God the Father with his
Son.

Third, in Ep. 125.1, Basil writes that oy› si¬a refers to the Son’s common
substance with the Father, whereas y\ po¬ stasiß expresses the doctrine of salva-
tion. In other words, the former refers to the theologia, whereas the latter to
the oikonomia. Yet the context in which the Nicene fathers anathematize who-
ever discriminates between the Son’s and Father’s oy› si¬a and y\ po¬ stasiß, thus
making the two words synonyms, is not “economic” as Basil insinuates. The
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Nicaenum deals here with the Son’s generation from the Father and his im-
mutability, as well as with the formula “There was a time when he was not”;
no mention of the Son’s incarnation is made in this particular passage.

Fourth, there was a tradition that could have allowed for the interpretation
embraced by the Cappadocians. It goes back to Eusebius of Caesarea who, in
writing to his diocese to justify his endorsement of the Nicaenum, explained
that the Son “is not from some other y\ po¬ stasiß or substance, but from the
Father.”38 This interpretation indeed allows for the conclusion that the Son is
another person (or hypostasis), distinct from the Father, “so that there are two,
and indeed three, divine hypostases.”39

Fifth, the two Cappadocian brothers might also have read the famous letter
of Athanasius of Alexandria known as the Tomus ad Antiochenos (the synodal
letter of the council held in 362 in Alexandria),40 where a distinction is made
between oy› si¬a and y\ po¬ stasiß.

Definitions of y\ po¬ stasiß

Having distinguished between oy› si¬a and y\ po¬ stasiß in Ad Petrum 1–2, Gregory
proceeds to give definitions of y\ po¬ stasiß in sections 3–6: “That which is spe-
cifically referred to is indicated by the term y\ po¬ stasiß.”41 In Gregory’s view,
“human” (aÈ nurvpoß) is a rather indefinite term that leaves the listener with an
almost vague, unqualified idea of what it is referring to. As he employs the
term in the other Trinitarian treatises, which we will examine in chapters 4
and 5, “human” indicates human nature, thus being the name of a species.
That explains why it is rather unqualified. Of course, “human” is qualified in
the sense that it is distinguished from other species (e.g., from “horse”), but
as the name of a species it conveys little information. Gregory summarizes
this by saying that “although the nature is indicated by the name ‘human,’ the
thing that subsists [to\ y\ festo¬ ß] in that nature and is specifically [i›di¬vß] indicated
by the name is not made evident to us.”42 On the contrary, “Paul” is the name
of a y\ po¬ stasiß, because it indicates “the nature subsisting in the thing indicated
by this name.”43 A y\ po¬ stasiß, however, “is not the indefinite notion of sub-
stance, which by reason of the commonality of the term employed discloses
no stability.”44 It now becomes evident that for Gregory y\ po¬ stasiß means “in-
dividual” and is opposed to species. In the human and divine cases, y\ po¬ stasiß
can also be rendered as “person.”

To clarify the issue even further, Gregory adds that a y\ po¬ stasiß is “the
concept which, by means of the specific notes which it indicates, restricts and
circumscribes in a particular thing what is common and uncircumscribed.”45
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If Gregory speaks of “circumscription” (perigrafh¬ ) in the case of a y\ po¬ stasiß,
he only speaks of “description” (y\ pografh¬ ) in the case of oy› si¬a.46 In doing so,
Gregory characterizes a hypostasis as “something that circumscribes” (peri-
grafoy¬ sa) or the “circumscription of a particular object” (pragmato¬ ß tinoß per-
igrafh¬ ).47

Gregory then gives a concrete example borrowed from Scripture of what
he has said thus far on a rather theoretical level: the case of Job.48 The story of
Job starts in general terms by describing what Job has in common with other
humans; more precisely, the biblical author writes “human” (aÈ nurvpoß). But
then he immediately clarifies that he is indicating a particular human by adding
the word “this” (ti¬ß).49 The Septuagint text that Gregory has in mind reads:

There was once this human [ˆAnurvpo¬ ß tiß] in the land of Uz,
whose name was Job, and that human [aÈ nurvpoß e›kei∆noß] was truth-
ful, blameless, righteous, fearing God, and avoiding evil. There were
born to him seven sons and three daughters. He had seven thou-
sand sheep, three thousand camels, five hundred yokes of oxen, five
hundred donkeys, and very many servants. (Job 1:1–2; my transla-
tion)

The account becomes more specific—“this human”—in order to charac-
terize Job by means of his peculiar notes (gnvri¬smata), designating the place
(the land of Uz), the marks which reveal his character (truthful, blameless,
righteous, fearing God, and avoiding evil), and all such external adjuncts that
differentiate him and set him apart from the common notion of human (with
ten children, seven thousand sheep, etc.). This description gives the reader a
rather clear account of just who Job was. Gregory thinks that if the biblical
author were to give an account of the substance (that is, the human nature) of
Job, he would not have referred to the characteristics just mentioned, because
the substance is the same for both Job and his friends Eliphaz the Temanite,
Bildad the Shuhite, and Zophar the Naamathite.50 Here Gregory makes a dis-
tinction between the species “human” and some of its individuals (Job, Eliphaz,
Bildad, Zophar). Also the description of the person (y\ po¬ stasiß) named Job
suggests that this person is individualized by putting together some of his
characteristic marks. Gregory confirms this supposition later in the treatise
when he says that “a y\ po¬ stasiß is also the concourse of the peculiar charac-
teristics.”51 The latter definition of y\ po¬ stasiß is highly reminiscent of the Neo-
platonic definition of an individual as a collection of properties.52 After giving
the example of Job, Gregory states that one can apply the same reasoning to
divine teachings in order to understand the three divine persons.53 Gregory
seems to be aware that Plotinus and Porphyry had applied only to sensible
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substances the definition of an individual as a collection of properties.
Therefore, when he passes from a sensible to an intelligible substance such as
God, he warns that “it is of no avail to press upon a spiritual thing a definitely
prescribed conception, because we are sure that it [i.e., the divine] is beyond
all conception.”54 Gregory seems to be aware that he extends to an intelligible
substance the Neoplatonic definition of an individual, a conclusion Neoplaton-
ists would have probably found unacceptable. Nevertheless, he does not pre-
tend to provide an explanation of how one should understand the divine nature
and the three persons in perfect agreement with a philosophical view. He
claims to provide his readers with “an illustration merely and adumbration of
the truth, not the very truth of the matter.”55

Divine Persons

The actual discussion of divine persons in Ad Petrum starts at 3.34. The long
and beautiful passage (3.34–4.93) that follows will be the focus of this section.
Gregory writes that the divine nature common to the three persons is uncre-
ated, incomprehensible, infinite, uncircumscribed by space, and life giving.56

No divine person can be said to be more uncreated or less uncreated than the
other two, because “uncreated” describes the substance, and there are no de-
grees within the same substance. The idea that there are no degrees of sub-
stance betrays an Aristotelian influence.57 Here Gregory applies, by way of
analogy, to the divine persons the argument he developed in regard to human
persons at Ad Petrum 2.6–7: “Peter is no more human than Andrew, John, or
James.” He repeats the argument in CE 1.172; 1.180, emphasizing that there
are no degrees of substance in God: If one believes that the three persons are
divine, then one has to accept that none of them is more divine, or less divine,
than the other two.

Gregory then proposes in Ad Petrum to investigate only those properties
(i›dia¬ zonta or gnv¬ rismata y\ posta¬ sevß) by which the notion (eÈnnoia) of each
person of the Trinity is conspicuously and sharply marked off from what is
common. The investigation begins in the realm of divine economy, that is,
God’s relation to the world, or, to be more specific, God’s relation to humans.
He quotes 1 Cor 12:11: “All these [gifts] are activated by one and the same Spirit,
who allots to each one individually just as the Spirit chooses.” Gregory para-
phrases this verse: “Every good thing that comes to us from the power divine
we say is the working of the grace which works all things in all.”58 Gregory’s
selection of 1 Cor 12:11 is highly appropriate for the argument he is about to
make, because the whole of chapter 12 in 1 Corinthians deals with the spiritual
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gifts humans receive from the Holy Spirit and the way in which each human
has to make use of these gifts for the common good of the Church which is
the body of Christ. This very chapter presents not only the relations established
among humans in the Church (the image of members of the same body is
used) but also the relations between humans and God (the spiritual gifts all
come from God). The spiritual gifts Paul refers to in this chapter are the fol-
lowing: utterance of wisdom, utterance of knowledge, faith, healing, working
of miracles, discernment of spirits, various kinds of tongues, interpretation of
tongues. All of these come from the Spirit alone—or do they? Gregory notices
an apparent contradiction in Scripture:

If we ask whether from [e›k] the Holy Spirit alone this supply of
goods takes its origin and comes to those who are worthy, we are
again guided by the Scriptures to the belief that the Only-begotten
God is the source and cause of the supply of goods which are
worked in us through [dia¡ ] the Spirit. For we have been taught by the
Holy Scripture that all things came into being through [dia¬ ] him (cf.
Jn 1:3) and in him hold together. (cf. Col 1:17)59

Of course, this is no contradiction, but the Scripture’s way of teaching us
in stages, lifting up our minds from what is simple to comprehend that which
is more complex. This is one of Gregory’s methods of interpreting difficult or
apparently contradictory scriptural passages. A proof for this divine pedagogy
is the fact that, as soon as we are lifted up to the conception that all things
come into being through the Logos, “we are again led on by the divinely-
inspired guidance and taught that through [dia¬ ] this power [i.e., the Only-
begotten] all things are brought into being from not-being; not, however, even
from [e› j] this power without a beginning; nay, there is a power which exists
without generation or beginning, and this is the cause of the cause of all things
that exist.”60

The ultimate cause of everything that exists is God the Father. All that
exists, including the Holy Spirit, comes into being from the Father through
the Son. The cause of the Spirit’s being (to¡ ei̊nai) is the Father, Gregory assures
us. Indeed, the characteristic notes of the Spirit’s person are the following: to
be known after the Son and with the Son, and to proceed (e›kporey¬ ein) from
the Father, that is, to have his subsistence (y\ festa¬ nai) from the Father.61 From
the Spirit the entire supply of goods gushes forth to creation, although the
other two divine persons are the supply of goods as well.

Gregory then shifts his focus to the Son and the Father. He already said
something about the Son earlier, namely, that all things come into being
through him and in him are held together. He now speaks about the Son’s
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own way of being. Thus, in accord with the Bible and the Nicaenum, the Son
shines forth as “the only uniquely generated”62 from the ungenerated light.
This is the Son’s own characteristic mark that distinguishes him from both
the Father and the Holy Spirit: The Son is the only begotten of the three. Unlike
the Son and the Spirit, the Father is the “ungenerated light”63 and “has the
subsistence from no other cause.”64 Each of the three marks (ungenerated,
begotten, and proceeding forth) best characterizes one divine person and only
one.

Karl Holl notes that, unlike Basil, Gregory of Nyssa tends very rarely to
use terms such as “fatherhood” (patro¬ thß) and “sonship” (yi\o¬ thß) to express
the peculiarities (i›dio¬ thteß) of the first two divine persons.65 Instead, Gregory
prefers a¬ gennhsi›a, ge¬ nnhsiß, and e›kpo¬ reysiß for the Father, the Son, and the
Holy Spirit respectively.66 Gregory also uses the biblical term monogenh¡ ß for the
Son in order to emphasize against the Macedonians that the Son is the only
begotten. The latter ridiculed the orthodox by saying that the Son and the Spirit
were brothers or that the Spirit was the grandson of the Father. Consequently,
in respect to the peculiarities (i›dio¬ thteß) of the divine persons, Gregory aban-
dons philosophical speculation and adheres to biblical revelation.

If one adds to each divine person (y\ po¬ stasiß) other properties besides the
ones that uniquely characterize each of them, one describes each divine person
as a unique collection of properties. For example, the Father can be described
as, and is, a unique collection of the following: proceeding from no other cause,
that is, being ungenerated, and being Father.67 The Son is a collection of the
following: “through himself and with himself makes known the Spirit who
proceeds from the Father,” and he shines forth as the unique only begotten of
the Father; all things (including the Holy Spirit) come into existence from the
Father through the Son. The Spirit in turn can be described as a unique col-
lection of the following properties: has his being from the Father, that is, pro-
ceeds from the Father, and he is known after the Son and with the Son. Gregory
seems to imply here that the unique collection of properties is both that by
which the person is known or identified and that by which the person is con-
stituted as distinct. Moreover, the relation of these persons to the common
nature is similar to the relation between the individual and the universal (or
the particular and the common). Thus, biblical data, as well as philosophical
concepts of individuals analyzed in chapter 2, are present in Gregory’s descrip-
tion of the divine persons.

The question arising now is “What causes the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit
to be divine persons and not mere ‘collections of properties’?” The answer to
this question is difficult, especially since one cannot speak of the soul in the
case of the divine persons, as I did in chapter 2 when dealing with this issue
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in the human case. Yet I think Gregory was aware of this complex issue and
tried to address it.

Having said that the divine nature is common and that the three divine
persons have individual characteristics, Gregory gives the impression of re-
turning to consider the divine nature in more detail, but he abruptly changes
the subject and speaks of the persons:

Regarding attributes denoted by the terms infinite, incomprehensi-
ble, uncreated, uncircumscribed by space, and all others of the same
order, there is no variation in the life-giving nature—I speak of the
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit—but a certain continuous and
uninterrupted communion is observed in them [tina synexh∆ kai¡

a› dia¬ spaston koinvni¬an e›n ay› toi∆ß].68

In my view, this passage holds the answer to the above question. Gregory
makes communion among the three persons the important factor that trans-
forms them from mere collections of properties into persons. Here are some
of the reasons for why I believe this. First, that Gregory intends to speak of a
“communion” of persons here and not of a “community” of substance is first
indicated by the reference to the three persons and not to the common nature.
Second, after he has said that there is no difference in regard to the common
attributes describing the nature, it does not follow that he could add in the
same sentence that there is “a certain communion” (emphasis added), because
it would mean that actually there is a difference in the common nature. Third,
if Gregory intended to refer to the common nature, then there should have
been a numerical accord between “nature” (a noun in the singular) and its
object. In this case, the text should have read: “There is no variation in the life-
giving nature, but a certain continuous and uninterrupted communion is ob-
served in it.” But our text actually reads: “. . . communion is observed in them.”
Consequently, the second part of the sentence should refer to the persons and
their communion rather than to the nature.

Another argument in favor of Gregory’s discussing the communion of
divine persons is to be found in the use of the term koinvni¬a itself. In this
particular work, Gregory uses two terms to express the idea of something that
is common: koino¬ thß and koinvni¬a. Yet whereas the former term is used in
reference to substance or nature (see 2.7, 13; 3.9; 4.39, 86; 5.48, 62), the latter
is used in reference to the divine persons (see 2.15; 4.33, 49, 84). Therefore, I
propose to render koino¬ thß by “community” and koinvni¬a by “communion.”
The passage just quoted above envisages the “communion of persons.”

Gregory then describes the strong relations and what would be called later
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the perichoresis existing among the divine persons. He says that by contem-
plating the majesty of any one of the Trinitarian persons, one arrives invariably
at the other two persons, since “there is no interval [oy› deni¡ dialei¬mmati] between
Father and Son and Holy Spirit in which the thought will walk in a void.”69

Although distinct, the divine persons are not separated from each other. More-
over, they imply one another; if one believes in any one of them, one has to
accept and confess the other two as well. He uses the image of a chain: One
who grasps one end of a chain pulls along with it the other end also to oneself.
Gregory wants to make his arguments sound as biblical as possible; therefore,
he even quotes Rom 8:9 and Ps 119:131:

Since the Spirit is of Christ and from God [the Father]70 (Rom 8:9)
. . . he who draws the Spirit, as the prophet says,71 through the Spirit
draws both the Son and the Father along with it. And if you truly lay
hold of the Son, you will hold him on two sides, on the one where
he draws his Father to himself, and on the other where he draws his
own Spirit. . . . In like manner he who accepts the Father virtually
accepts along with him the Son and the Spirit also. (Ad Petrum 4.69–
80)

Yet perhaps the most important expression of Gregory’s teaching about
the divine relations and communion in Ad Petrum is to be found in the follow-
ing:

There is apprehended among these three a certain ineffable and in-
conceivable communion [koinvni¬a] and at the same time distinction
[dia¬ krisiß], with neither the difference between their persons [y\ pos-
ta¬ sevn] disintegrating the continuity of their nature, nor this com-
munity of substance [kata¡ th¡ n oy› si¬an koino¬ thtoß] confounding the
individual character of their distinguishing notes. . . . We devise a
strange and paradoxical sort of united separation and separated
union. (Ad Petrum 4.83–91)

In this passage, koinvni¬a is clearly distinguished from koino¬ thß. It is ex-
actly by this “communion” among the divine persons that Gregory manages
to show that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are not mere individual “collec-
tions of properties” but divine persons. In other words, in addition to the other
properties already mentioned, it is the communion among these persons that
makes them persons. The dynamics of communion are expressed not only in
relations of origin among the divine persons but also in their love for each
other, perfect knowledge of each other, perfect accord of will, and all other



60 gregory of nyssa and the concept of divine persons

perichoretic activities. Since in Ad Petrum there is no comprehensive treatment
of divine relationality, I shall pursue this topic in chapter 5. The whole dynamics
of interpersonal communion will become evident at that point.

Conclusions

Gregory of Nyssa’s Ad Petrum points to some factors that are essential for the
understanding of the concept of divine persons: (1) The relation of the divine
persons to the divine ousia is similar to the relation between the individual and
the universal; (2) a divine person is understood as a unique collection of prop-
erties; (3) the divine persons are relational entities; (4) the main differences
among the divine persons are that the Father is ungenerated, the Son is the
only begotten of the Father, and the Holy Spirit proceeds forth from the Father;
and (5) the divine persons are in a permanent and perfect communion with
one another. This last factor makes them be living persons and not merely
unique collections of properties. I should also add that, in contrast to a wide-
spread, misinformed opinion of the twentieth century, the Cappadocians did
not state a priority of the persons over the substance, but kept the two together
in worshiping God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, as in Basil’s Ep. 236.6.
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The Lesser Trinitarian
Treatises II

To Eustathius: On the Holy Trinity, To Ablabius:

On Not Three Gods, and To the Greeks: Based on

the Common Notions

In this chapter I continue the search for a concept of divine persons
in Gregory’s lesser Trinitarian treatises. I shall consider together
these three treatises because of some similar arguments present in
them. For example, one such argument is Gregory’s contention that
the divine nature is one because each divine activity is one, being
common to all three divine persons. Another prevalent argument is
the alleged etymological derivation of “God” (ueo¬ ß) and “Godhead”
(ueo¬ thß) from the verb “to behold” (uea¬ omai) in the sense of provi-
dential oversight; accordingly, “God” and “Godhead” would express
the divine activity of oversight, not the divine nature. Modern schol-
ars have found such arguments unconvincing, but Gregory was con-
fident that by their use he could prove rationally that the divine na-
ture is one.

I commence the analysis of each treatise by considering its Sitz-

im-Leben, mentioning the date and what possibly prompted Gregory
to write it. Then I look for various elements relevant for the concept
of divine persons. In the case of the last treatise, I also attempt to
trace some of Gregory’s philosophical explanations.
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To Eustathius: On the Holy Trinity

The treatise To Eustathius: On the Holy Trinity (Ad Eustat. hereafter)1 attributed
to Basil of Caesarea by some manuscripts, has been justly restored to Gregory
of Nyssa by F. Müller in the GNO 3.1. Gerhard May dated this treatise to shortly
before the Council of Constantinople of 381.2 Daniélou initially dated it to 389,
because he surmised that a passage on Balaam (9.18–19) was inspired by Greg-
ory’s Life of Moses, a late work usually dated to 388–389 or later.3 But several
years later he changed his mind and proposed the year 375 for the composition
of this small treatise.4 In the latter case, Daniélou thought that the adversaries
Gregory mentioned in Ad Eustat. were partisans of Eustathius of Sebaste who
attacked Basil, Gregory, and Meletius in 375 and against whom Basil wrote De

Spiritu Sancto. May concluded that the adversaries were indeed supporters of
Eustathius of Sebaste but that they attacked Gregory during his stay in Sebaste
in 380. Eustathius was himself dead by 380, and Gregory’s brother Peter was
the bishop of Sebaste at that time.5 Based on internal evidence—Gregory
strives to defend the divinity of the Holy Spirit—one can easily infer that this
treatise was most likely written before the Council of Constantinople of 381, at
which the status of the Holy Spirit was clarified.

Addressed to a physician Eustathius, this treatise deals with two charges
brought against Gregory of Nyssa: (1) He distinguishes the hypostases (to¡
diairei∆n ta¡ ß y\ posta¬ seiß) when talking about God, yet (2) he does not employ
any of the names that are worthy of God in the plural number but speaks “of
the goodness as one, and of the power, and of the godhead, and all such names
in the singular.”6 Gregory dismisses quite readily the first accusation, since
those who formulate it “hold the doctrine of the diversity of substances
[e\ tero¬ thta tv∆ n oy› siv∆ n] in the divine nature.”7 “For it is not to be supposed that
those who say that there are three substances do not also say that there are
three hypostases [trei∆ß y\ posta¬ seiß].”8 I have transliterated the word y\ po¬ stasiß

because in this case Gregory’s accusers seem to use it as a synonym of oy› si¬a.
One can conclude that Gregory’s accusers are on the one hand Neo-Arians,
who deny that the Son is of the same divine substance (o\ mooy¬ sioß) with the
Father, and on the other hand Macedonians, who deny that the Holy Spirit is
of the same substance with the Father.

Gregory defends himself against the second accusation by showing that it
is not biblical to use in the plural names referring to God’s unique substance.
The name “God” indicates the substance; therefore, it cannot be properly used
in the plural. Those who do use such names in the plural are polytheists. To
refute the second accusation, Gregory uses an argument that is present in all
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three treatises analyzed in this chapter: The divine nature is one because each
divine activity ad extra is common to all the persons. I shall deal with the logic
of this argument later when analyzing Ad Ablabium. At this point, I confine
myself to understanding a divine person by examining the meanings of the
Greek words used to denote it.

In Ad Eustat. Gregory uses the term y\ po¬ stasiß six times. It occurs four
times in the plural (y\ po¬ staseiß), with reference to the three divine persons (Ad

Eustat. 5.18; 6.8; 6.12; 6.15); it can be translated as “person” in two of the cases,
but it should be transliterated as “hypostasis” (and understood as a synonym
of oy› si¬a) in the two other cases for the reasons I have indicated above. Then
y\ po¬ stasiß occurs twice in reference to God the Father alone (13.13, 15). The
context for the latter two occurrences is important for my analysis:

For since it is said “the angels see the face [to¡ pro¬ svpon] of my Fa-
ther in heaven” (Mt 18:10), and it is not possible to see the person
[to¡ pro¬ svpon] of the Father otherwise than by fixing the sight upon
it through his imprint [xarakth¡ r]; and the imprint of the person of
the Father [o\ de¡ xarakth¡ r th∆ß toy∆ patro¡ ß y\ posta¬ sevß] is the only-
begotten (Heb 1:3), and to him no one can draw near whose mind
has not been illumined by the Holy Spirit, what else is shown from
this but that the Holy Spirit is not separated from any activity [e› ne¬ r-
geia] which is wrought by the Father?9 Thus, the identity of activity
in Father, Son, and Holy Spirit shows plainly the undistinguishable
character of their nature.10

Gregory uses y\ po¬ stasiß here interchangeably with pro¬ svpon to refer to the
same reality: the “person” of God the Father. To do so, he plays on the meanings
of pro¬ svpon as both “face” and “person,” combining them to support his ar-
gument. At the same time, he speculates on the famous text Heb 1:3, inter-
preting y\ po¬ stasiß in this text in the sense of “person.”11 A similar strategy used
to advance his argument can be found in Ad Petrum 8, as shown in chapter 3.
In his works written after 365, Basil of Caesarea no longer allowed for the use
of pro¬ svpon and y\ po¬ stasiß as synonymous, because in his view pro¬ svpon

was compromised by Sabellius when the latter used it with the meaning of
“mask.” As seen here, Gregory of Nyssa does not share in his brother’s parti

pris, but continues to use the two terms interchangeably.

To Ablabium: On Not Three Gods

Regarding the composition dates of To Ablabium: On Not Three Gods (Ad Abla-

bium hereafter)12 and To the Greeks: Based on the Common Notions (Ad Graecos
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hereafter), May agrees with Daniélou in placing them toward the end of Greg-
ory of Nyssa’s life. May rejects the proposal for the year 381 voiced by some
scholars. He argues that these treatises make no mention of the important
disputes that took place that very year. These treatises remind May of Gregory
of Nazianzus’s Ep. 202, written in 387.13 Daniélou dates Ad Ablabium and Ad

Graecos to about 388. In his opinion, “they correspond to a period when Greg-
ory is interested less in dogmatic controversies and more in spirituality and
when he surely approaches them [i.e., these dogmatic controversies] by request
from his friends and in a rapid manner.”14 Both May and Daniélou may be
right in dating Ad Ablabium to around 387–388, especially since in Ad Ablabium

37.8 there is a reference to Gregory’s old age. Their opinion has recently been
confirmed by Stead.15

In this treatise Ablabius, a friend who does not know how to understand
the formula “one substance, three hypostases,” confronts Gregory with two
equally extreme alternatives: Either say “three gods” or speak of one God, ex-
cluding the Son and the Spirit from the divinity. The former alternative is
tritheism, whereas the latter is extreme Arianism and Macedonianism. Abla-
bius asks: If we can speak of Peter, James, and John as three humans although
they are one in nature, why not speak of three gods also? In other words, if it
is logical to refer to humans, who are more than one, by the plural number of
the name derived from their nature, why then is this absurd in the divine case?

To begin with, Gregory replies that to speak of “many humans” (polloi¡ aÈ n-
urvpoi) is a customary abuse of language, since we do not call somebody by
the name of his nature but by that which signifies the particular subject (y\ pok-
ei¬menon). In doing so, we try to avoid the confusion that may result from the
community (koino¬ thß) of the name, “as it would happen if every one of those
who hear it were to think that he himself was the person addressed.”16 “Human
nature” (a› nurv¬ pinh fy¬ siß) is common to all human individuals, and the word
“human” (aÈ nurvpoß) signifies this nature. Consequently, to say “many hu-
mans” is roughly tantamount to speaking of “many human natures,” which is
erroneous.17 Therefore, Gregory proposes that we correct our habit of calling
“many” what is actually one. This correction would help us to avoid misun-
derstanding the divine nature, which is one and should be referred to as such.
He means that from a logical point of view we cannot refer to an individual by
the name of its species or to a species by the name of its genus. We have to
qualify them somehow, in order to be able to provide more specific informa-
tion. When referring to a human individual, Aristotle himself says “this hu-
man” or “a certain human” (ti¬ß aÈ nurvpoß, Cat. 2a15), not simply “human,” and
Gregory says “such and such human” (toio¬ sde aÈ nurvpoß, Ad Graecos 29–30).

Nevertheless, Gregory has to recognize that common language employs
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the phrase “many humans,” as does Scripture. Hence, he is constrained to say
that we can actually tolerate this bad habit in the case of the “lower nature”
(ka¬ tv fy¬ siß), “since no harm results from the mistaken use of the name.”18

Yet the same variation in the use of the term is not acceptable in the case of
the divine nature.19 First of all, the habit of calling “many” that which is one
is dangerous in referring to the divine, because it contravenes Scripture: “Hear,
O Israel, the Lord your God is one Lord” (Deut 6:4).20 Gregory insists that God
is one, although “the name of Godhead extends through the Holy Trinity.”21

Second, he proposes to analyze more closely the meaning of the word
“Godhead” in order to obtain additional help in proving his point. A long
argument beginning at 42.13 attempts to affirm that not even the word “God-
head” (or divine nature, ueo¬ thß) is able to fully describe what the divine nature
is, because ueo¬ thß is the name of an activity (or energy, e› ne¬ rgeia).22 Gregory
draws upon the alleged derivation of ueo¬ thß from the verb uea¬ omai, which
means “to behold” in the sense of providential oversight. Qeo¬ thß thus refers
to the activity of oversight, as does ueo¬ ß itself.23 Yet any activity oriented from
God to the creation is common to all three divine persons: “Every activity which
extends from God to the creation, and is named according to our variable
conceptions of it, has its origin from the Father, and proceeds through the Son,
and is perfected in the Holy Spirit.”24 One example of activity common to the
three divine persons is “seeing.” God the Father is said to see: “Behold our
shield, O God” (Ps 83:10 LXX; 84:9). The Son also sees the hidden thoughts
of those who condemn him (Matt 9:4). The Spirit also is said to see when Peter
says to Ananias, “Why had Satan filled your heart, to lie to the Holy Spirit?”
(Acts 5:3), showing that the Spirit saw Ananias’s hidden thoughts and revealed
them to Peter.25

Unlike divine nature, human nature does not have the same oneness. The
reason, according to Gregory, is that no single human activity is common to
all humans. Even if several humans are engaged in the same activity, they work
separately, each by himself at the task he has undertaken. “For instance, sup-
posing the case of several orators, their pursuit, being one, has the same name
in the numerous cases: but each of those who follow it works by himself, this
one pleading on his own account, and that on his own account.”26 Therefore,
unlike God, humans are properly called “many.”

The fact that every divine activity manifested ad extra is common to the
three divine persons is a sufficient reason in Gregory’s view to demonstrate
that the divine nature is one in a way that is different from the way in which
the human nature is one. Therefore, in the divine case one should not use the
phrase “three gods” to refer to the divine persons. One is allowed, however, to
refer to humans as “many humans.”
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I believe I have presented quite extensively Gregory’s argument regarding
the unity of nature and the “proper” use of names derived from nature. I shall
return to some of these arguments later in this chapter when dealing with Ad

Graecos, as Gregory adds additional explanations there. At this point, however,
I should say, along with Stead, that Gregory’s essay “On Not Three Gods”
“resembles an accomplished conjuring trick more nearly than a valid theolog-
ical demonstration.”27 The message Gregory wants to convey by the whole
argument, despite this flawed and ultimately unconvincing demonstration, is
that unlike individuals, substance is not an enumerative entity. He then moves
on to show why individuals can be enumerated.

The Concept of Enumeration of Individuals

The problem Gregory proposes to solve in Ad Ablabium is actually the same
Trinitarian problem confronting all the Cappadocians: how to conceive of God
as three according to persons and one according to substance. A concept he
uses in Ad Ablabium to enhance this distinction is that of “enumeration of
individuals”: Unlike their common substance, individuals can be enumerated.
After speaking of “Luke” and “Stephen,” Gregory writes that “the notion of
persons admits of that separation which is made by the peculiar attributes
observed in each severally, and when they are combined is presented to us by
means of number.”28 He returns to this argument later, as he finds it very
useful to support his case:

Neither diminution nor increase attaches to any nature, when it is
contemplated in a larger or smaller number. For it is only those
things which are contemplated in their individual circumscription
[katÚ i›di¬an perigrafh¡ n] which are enumerated by way of addition
[kata¡ sy¬ nuesin a› riumei∆tai]. Now this circumscription is noted by
bodily appearance, and size, and place, and difference in figure and
colour; and that which is contemplated apart from these conditions
is free from the circumscription which is formed by such [proper-
ties]. That which is not thus circumscribed is not enumerated, and
that which is not enumerated cannot be contemplated in multitude
[oÍ de¡ mh¡ perigra¬ fetai oy› k a› riumei∆tai, to¡ de¡ mh¡ a› riumoy¬ menon e›n plh¬ uei

uevrhuh∆n oy› dy¬ natai].29

In this text, Gregory states that no nature can be circumscribed; this holds
true for the divine nature as well, which he previously described as infinite and
incomprehensible.30 Unlike nature, individuals are circumscribed and enu-
merable. Nevertheless, the examples of individuals he provides in the passage
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are very material and therefore hardly relevant for divine persons. The divine
persons are not material, although they are circumscribed.31 As such, they are
also enumerable. Gregory does not explain it here, but elsewhere he distin-
guishes divine persons from one another by their relations of origin. I shall
deal with this issue later when discussing causal language in Ad Ablabium.

Two things are worth noting in the above-quoted passage. First, the defi-
nition of the individual as a “circumscription” (perigrafh¬ ) formed by some
properties reminds us of the Platonic definition of an individual as a collection
of properties. Origen too used the term perigrafh¬ to indicate the separate
reality of the many dyna¬ meiß of God,32 in particular, the real and separate ex-
istence of God’s Word, which—unlike the human word inherent in our
minds—possesses substance (y\ po¬ stasiß).33 Perigrafh¬ in this case can perhaps
be rendered by “individuality,” as Heine does when translating Origen.

Second, individuals are characterized by means of the concept of enu-
meration. To make this theoretical explanation more accessible to Ablabius,
Gregory provides some concrete examples. He says that we do not speak of
“many golds” but of “much gold.” Yet we do speak of many “gold pieces” or
“gold coins” or “staters” without finding any multiplication of the nature of
gold by the number of staters,34 but after making this statement, he emends it
by saying that “properly, we should not call them ‘gold [coins]’ but ‘golden
[coins].’ ”35 Similarly, continues Gregory, one can think of Peter, James, and
John as many, “yet the human [aÈ nurvpoß] in them is one.”36 Elsewhere, Greg-
ory writes, “Numerical order does not bring about diversity of the natures, but
the numbered items, whatever their nature is, remain what they are, whether
they are numbered or not. The number is a sign to make it known how many
things are.”37 Basil of Caesarea also uses the concept of enumeration of hy-
postases (by hypostasis he means “person” at this time),38 but he insists that
the divine hypostases have to be “enumerated piously” (ey› sebv∆ ß a› riumei∆n), not
materially, and adds that divinity is above number.39

Gregory’s goal is to prove that there are not three gods. The concept of
enumeration of individuals can and should be added to the notion of persons;
more exactly, persons are enumerable entities. Troiano reaches a similar con-
clusion for Basil, namely, that the concept of enumeration of hypostases is
closely connected to the distinction of hypostases.40

Causal Differences among the Divine Persons

Some of his opponents accused Gregory of not recognizing the difference of
nature in the Godhead. His argument, therefore, would allegedly lead to a
confusion of persons. To these calumniators (sykofa¬ ntai) Gregory answers
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that he does not confuse the persons, because he admits of their difference in
respect of cause and that which is caused (th¡ n kata¡ to¡ aiÈtion kai¡ ai›tiato¡ n

diafora¡ n).41 He distinguishes the person who is “the cause” (to¡ aiÈtion; i.e., the
Father) from the person who is “from the cause” (e›k toy∆ ai›ti¬oy) or “directly
from the first” (prosexv∆ ß e›k toy∆ prv¬ toy; i.e., the Son), and from that who is
“by that which is directly from the first” (dia¡ toy∆ prosexv∆ ß e›k toy∆ prv¬ toy; i.e.,
the Holy Spirit).42 “The mediation of the Son preserves his being the only-
begotten and does not sever the Spirit’s relation by way of nature to the Fa-
ther.”43 These causal relations in which one person is the source of the other
two persons are relations of origin. They help Gregory to distinguish the per-
sons from each other.

This conception, however, must not be identified with filioque, since the
Father and the Son do not form one principle like in that Western doctrine;
the proper cause of the Spirit is the Father (to¡ e› k toy∆ patro¡ ß ei̊nai to¡ pney∆ma

mh¡ a› mfiba¬ llein).44 Phrases found in Gregory’s writings which would allegedly
imply that he favors the filioque have proven to be interpolations.45 In stating
that the Spirit comes from the Father through the Son, Gregory and his brother
Basil actually manifest themselves as followers of Origen. It was Origen who
interpreted John 1:3 (“All things came into being through him [i.e., the Word],
and without him not one thing came into being”) as meaning that all things
come into existence through the Word, including the Holy Spirit.

Gregory then proceeds with his causal argument and says that in using
this language, we do not actually state what the persons are, but how they are.
Causal language indicates only “the difference in manner of existence” (th¡ n
kata¡ to¡ pv∆ ß ei̊nai diafora¡ n)46 among the persons; the divine persons are dis-
tinct from each other by the way in which they obtain their existence.47 It is
worth noting that, like the divine names of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, causal
language is relational language expressing relations of origin.

To sum up, differences among the divine persons are also indicated by
causal language. Consequently, the description of the divine persons by means
of this language should be added to the concept of divine persons.

To the Greeks: Based on the Common Notions

As mentioned earlier, May and Daniélou considered Ad Graecos to be a late
work by Gregory, probably from the late 380s. Stramara, the English translator
of Ad Graecos, argued that this tract was written shortly after the Council of
Constantinople, which ended in July 381.48 The lack of any reference to this
great council in the tract was due to the Eunomians’ renunciation of the coun-
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cil, which had explicitly condemned them in its first canon. “Gregory’s argu-
ment would have to be linguistic and metaphysical, rather than ecclesiological
and doctrinaire, if it were to convince such philosophically hellenized Chris-
tians.”49

The complete title of this work in Müller’s critical edition is the following:
“By stating ‘three persons’ in the Godhead, we do not say ‘three gods.’ To the
Greeks, based on common notions.”50 In Ad Graecos, Gregory wants to prove
that even if one bases one’s understanding of God on the “common notions”
and not on revelation, one cannot infer that there are three gods from the fact
that Christians speak of three persons in the Godhead. By “common notions”
(koinai¡ e› nnoi¬ai) Gregory means “general principles” or “universally accepted
opinions.” Basil of Caesarea, too, in a polemical text against Eunomius says
that the koinai¡ e› nnoi¬ai tell us that God exists, not what he is.51 The doctrine of
the “common notions” (koinai¡ e› nnoi¬ai) was widespread in ancient philosophy
and was used to establish a ground of common agreement as a support for a
given theory.52 In being a mixture of logic and ontology, Ad Graecos reminds
us very much of Aristotle’s Categories or Metaphysics. Nevertheless, it is an
Aristotle probably learned from an intermediary. Given the fact that Gregory
addresses this treatise to “the Greeks”—that is, perhaps contemporaries who
were trained in Greek philosophy and could not accept that God is triune—
one should not be discouraged from reading it by the language of genus and
species or substance and accidents used or hinted at throughout this work.

The style of this treatise is circumlocutory and rather difficult to follow.
Gregory starts by assuming that the name “God” is not indicative of the per-
sons (pro¬ svpa) but of the substance (oy› si¬a) of divinity; otherwise, when speak-
ing of three persons, we should necessarily affirm three gods.53 Then he says
that when speaking of God, we say “Father and Son and Holy Spirit” or “God
the Father and God the Son and God the Holy Spirit.” We do not say “God and

God and God,” because, according to the “[commonly accepted] notion” (katÚ
eÈnnoian), the conjunction “and” (kai¡) binds different realities, not one and the
same reality.

Most of the time Gregory uses pro¬ svpon and y\ po¬ stasiß synonymously in
this treatise when referring to divine or human persons, but whereas the for-
mer term occurs sixty times, the latter occurs only thirty-six times. To express
the notion of the person, however, he also uses other terms: “individual or
indivisible” (aÈ tomon), “partial substance” (merikh¡ oy› si¬a), and “particular sub-
stance” (i›dikh¡ oy› si¬a). Gregory tries to be careful in his use of the latter terms,
since one could infer that God’s oy› si¬a is divided among the divine persons.
The division of the substance into three because of the persons would imply
the division of God into three gods (Ad Graecos 22.22). In my view, Gregory
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seems to be somewhat inconsistent, because almost immediately after stating
that the substance should not be divided among the persons, he speaks of “par-
tial” or “particular substances.” His only excuse possibly is that he does so in
reference to human persons and swiftly qualifies his statements. The text reads:

If somebody says that we call Peter and Paul and Barnabas three
partial substances (oy› si¬aß merika¬ ß) (it is clear that this means partic-
ular [i›dika¬ ß] [substances])—for this is more accurate to say—he
should recognize that [by that] we do not mean anything else but the
individual, which is the person [aÈ tomon, oÍper e›sti¡ pro¬ svpon].54

The question that immediately arises about “partial” and “particular sub-
stances” is whether or not, when using these phrases, Gregory has in mind
Aristotle’s “primary substance.” Christopher Stead answers this question in
the negative.55 Another scholar, Hermann Vogt, the translator of Ad Graecos

into German, is inclined to see Aristotle lurking behind Gregory’s expres-
sions.56 Yet Vogt goes even further and regards the entire treatise as a “Christian
use of Porphyry’s introduction to the Aristotelian teaching on the categories.”57

I shall return to Vogt’s statement later. In chapter 2 I argued that Gregory’s
view of substance, especially in the case of such phrases as “partial substance”
or “particular substance,” is likely to be an amalgam of the Aristotelian “pri-
mary substance” and the Stoic “peculiarly qualified entity,” or to betray an
influence of Porphyry’s commentaries on Aristotle’s Categories.

Gregory then invokes the same argument mentioned in Ad Ablabium, that
we cannot speak of “many humans,” since the noun “human” signifies human
nature. Consequently, to say “many humans” is tantamount to speaking of
“many human natures,” which is erroneous.58 As I argued when analyzing Ad

Ablabium, Gregory means that we cannot refer to an individual by the name
of its species or to a species by the name of its genus alone. It is necessary to
qualify them in some manner. Yet he recognizes that people and even Scripture
do speak of “many humans.” Nonetheless, in the case of Scripture, Gregory
distinguishes between a manner of speaking “habitually” (dia¡ synh¬ ueian),59

which Scripture uses by condescension (sygkata¬ basin),60 and another, more
accurate manner corresponding to the nature of things.61 Concerning our use
of the phrase “many humans” Gregory says that actually, because of some
“constraining causes” (e› j a› nagkai¬vn ai›tiv∆ n; Ad Graecos 23.22–23), we have to
speak in this way about human beings. The same causes are not present in
the Holy Trinity. The two constraining causes Gregory mentions in Ad Graecos

are: (1) The total number of humans is not constant, owing to deaths and births
(24.1–14), while this cannot be the case with the Holy Trinity, for which one
can never speak of a duality or quaternity (24.15–25); (2) humans have different
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origins—that is, parents—whereas the Trinity has only one origin, namely, the
person of God the Father (24.26–25.4). In Ad Ablabium, Gregory adds one
more cause: (3) We speak of “many orators” because each of them works in-
dependently (47.11–17). In his “Why Not Three Gods?”62 Stead claims that Greg-
ory mentions one more such cause: (4) More generally, only spatial and ma-
terial things are numbered.63 Nevertheless, as I showed earlier when treating
this issue in Ad Ablabium, Gregory’s text does not support the latter inference
at the exclusion of the divine persons who clearly are aspatial and immaterial.
Stead, however, dismisses as “quite unconvincing” all of these causes Gregory
presents to explain our differences of language usage in reference to the divine
and human natures.64 I agree with Stead in this case and acknowledge that
Gregory has become confused because of too much trust in speculative think-
ing and false etymologies.

In leaving aside the “constraining causes” because they are unconvincing
and do not add much to the discussion of the persons, I shall now return to
the logical explanation of the difference between substance and persons that
constitutes Gregory’s next argument. The explanation “based on common no-
tions” that Gregory adduces in order to exonerate himself from the accusation
of tritheism sheds more light on the differences between substance and per-
sons. In what follows, I shall simply transliterate y\ po¬ stasiß as “hypostasis” for
reasons that will become clear. Gregory writes that “a substance differs from
a substance not insofar as it is substance, but as ‘such and such’ [toia¬ de] a
substance, and a hypostasis from a hypostasis as ‘such and such’ a hyposta-
sis.”65 To this Gregory adds another rather theoretical explanation a little later
on the next page:

Therefore, “such and such” [toio¬ sde] is said when someone wishes
to distinguish a particular from the general proper to that designa-
tion, to which “such and such” is applied [prosti¬uetai]. Thus we say
that a human is “such and such” an animal, having in mind to dis-
tinguish him from a horse, for example—a horse which has in com-
mon with him the name of animal, but which is differentiated from
him with regard to rationality-irrationality. Something is distin-
guished from something else either by substance or by hypostasis or
by both substance and hypostasis. Human is distinguished from
horse by substance, Paul is distinguished from Peter by hypostasis,
whereas this hypostasis of the human is distinguished from this hy-
postasis of the horse by both substance and hypostasis.66

He then explicates each of these distinctions. One can distinguish among
various substances by indicating “such and such” (toio¬ sde) a characteristic—
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what we would call a differentia specifica—of each substance. In Gregory’s ex-
amples “human” (aÈ nurvpoß), “horse” and “dog” are nouns indicative of hu-
man, equine, and canine nature, respectively. Thus, “human” is rational (lo-
giko¬ ß) in contradistinction to “horse,” which is irrational (aÈ logoß); “horse” in
turn is characterized by neighing (xremetistiko¬ ß) in contradistinction to “dog,”
which is characterized by barking (y\ latiko¬ ß), and so forth.67 Gregory insists
that these characteristics just mentioned belong to the substances per se. The
same cannot be said of persons; their characteristics do not belong to them
per se but accidentally.

When making distinctions “by hypostasis,” Gregory again says that differ-
entiae should be added to the common term “hypostasis” in order to obtain
“such and such a hypostasis”—for example, Peter or Paul. Such differentiae
in his view are baldness, height, fatherhood, sonship, and the like,68 and they
“constitute the hypostasis not the substance” (y\ po¬ stasin kai¡ oy› k oy› si¬an syn-

ista∆n)69 of Peter or Paul. In this sense, I think the differentiae can be said to
be accidental. Gregory uses the term “accidents” (symbebhko¬ teß, Ad Graecos

31.20) in reference to pro¬ svpon, not to y\ po¬ stasiß. From these explanations it
becomes evident that “hypostasis” no longer designates an individual under-
stood as something indivisible; rather, it is a new species to which “such and
such” can be attached in order to obtain Peter or Paul. This observation, how-
ever, will be contradicted by what Gregory himself says next, although Gregory
will reconfirm it only a few lines below in a passage (Ad Graecos 31.16–20) I
shall discuss at the end of this section. Let us first see how Gregory contradicts
what he has just said: “It is clear that species [ei̊doß] and individual [aÈ tomon]
are not the same thing, that is, substance [is not the same] as hypostasis.”70

This statement apparently contradicts the previous assertion that “hypostasis”
is a sort of new species to which “such and such” can be added to obtain “Peter”
or “Paul” or “this horse.” “Individual,” continues Gregory (that is, “hyposta-
sis”), makes one think of someone with curly hair, grey eyes, a father, a son,
and the like, whereas the term “species” (that is, “substance”) makes one think
of “a rational animal, mortal, capable of understanding and knowledge,” or of
“an irrational animal, mortal, capable of neighing and the like.”71

He then applies the same reasoning by analogy to God. We can now con-
nect these arguments with the introductory part of Ad Graecos where Gregory
says that the name “God” refers to the divine nature, distinguishing it from
the mortal nature. At the same time, the reader of Gregory’s explanations
should not refer to the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit as merely “such
and such God” or “God and God and God,” since he or she is supposed to
have understood by now that the three divine persons have the same common
substance and that the relation between the substance and the persons is the
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same as that between a species and its individuals.72 His triumphal conclusion
in regard to the Trinity is that if one discriminates among the divine persons,
one should not divide the substance of God according to these persons.

Nevertheless, before the triumphal end there is Ad Graecos 31.16–20, a
passage hard to interpret.73 Here Gregory asserts beyond any reasonable doubt
that y\ po¬ stasiß is a species for pro¬ svpon, thus confirming what he says in Ad

Graecos 30.20–21. The statement is astounding, because it causes one to think
that y\ po¬ stasiß is actually synonymous with oy› si¬a, after Gregory himself has
assured the reader that y\ po¬ stasiß is in fact the individual. It can also mean
that y\ po¬ stasiß is a subspecies of oy› si¬a, something between oy› si¬a and pro¬ -

svpon. If this is the case, then Gregory can be credited with making a distinc-
tion between individuals and persons, thus being a personalist avant la lettre,
which is perhaps unlikely. The text reads: “We attach the phrase ‘such and
such’ to hypostasis in order to differentiate the persons [pro¬ svpa] from one
another, even though they have in common this name, that of hypostasis, and
thus differ from one another not in peculiarities proper to substance, but rather
according to so-called accidents.”74

In commenting on Ad Graecos 31.16–20, Vogt asks himself whether a rup-
ture of logic is not unavoidable when Gregory tries to speak of the Trinity in
the same way in which he speaks of humans and other created beings. Ac-
cording to Vogt, Ad Graecos 31.16–20 might suggest the idea that the concept
of “hypostasis,” just as “person” but unlike “individual” (aÈ tomon), can be used
in regard to the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.75 In other words, Vogt
intimates that the concept of “individual” cannot be applied to God. The Father,
the Son, and the Holy Spirit cannot be individuals under any circumstances
whatsoever. The difficulty with Vogt’s explanation is that Gregory’s text does
not support such a clear conclusion.

Another German scholar, Jürgen Hammerstaedt, author of an article on
“Hypostasis,”76 in a letter to me suggested that he did not believe that Gregory
wanted to qualify y\ po¬ stasiß as a species for pro¬ svpon. Hammerstaedt is rather
inclined to see a “capital error” occurring in Gregory’s whole argumentation
starting at Ad Graecos 29 that then becomes evident only at 30.16 and that leads
him to the statement contained in the passage under investigation (31.14). In
Hammerstaedt’s view, the error consists in an indiscriminate use of the de-
monstrative adjective “such and such” (toio¬ sde) with both concrete qualifying
terms such as “animal” and abstract qualifying terms such as “genus,” “ousia,”
or “hypostasis.” Accordingly, if you say “such animal,” you point to “human”
or “horse,” but if you say “such oy› si¬a,” you point to other oy› si¬ai, not to species
subsumed under the same oy› si¬a (y\ pÚ ay› th¡ n katÚ oy› si¬an; 31.15), as Gregory
suggests.
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In considering the passages in question, Stead himself notices that the
discussion in Ad Graecos “takes a surprising form.”77 Gregory says that we
attach the phrase “such and such” to a word denoting a genus, thereby picking
out a particular species. He argues that at this point one would expect Gregory
to continue on the same principle and say, “We attach the word ‘such-and-
such’ to a word denoting a species, so as to pick out a particular individual;
saying for instance, ‘Paul is a grey-eyed man.’ ” Then Stead justly remarks:

But this is not what Gregory says; he argues that since the particu-
larizing characteristics belong to the individual, the particularizing
description must be attached to the word y\ po¬ stasiß, “individual,”
and not to the class-name “man.” We can thus describe Paul as a
grey-eyed individual, but not as a grey-eyed man. On this ground he
claims that his critics’ case collapses.78

I conclude this analysis by noting that the main contention of Ad Graecos

is that each of the three divine persons can be referred to as God, because the
name “God” indicates their common nature, but nobody should speak of “three
gods,” since this would contradict the commonly accepted principles. The first
part of his demonstration is correct. The difficult part, as just mentioned, is
that Gregory makes y\ po¬ stasiß a species for pro¬ svpa and we have to acknowl-
edge it as a mistake in judgment.

Eustathius of Antioch, Gregory of Nyssa,

and Their Possible Philosophical Sources

I shall now consider another Trinitarian writing, Eustathius of Antioch’s
Against Photinus, as it can shed more light on Gregory of Nyssa’s Ad Graecos.
Given the striking similarities between these two works, Rudolf Lorenz argued
that Ad Graecos was heavily influenced by Against Photinus.79 Eustathius was a
bishop of Antioch and played a prominent part at the Council of Nicaea (325).80

His authorship of Against Photinus was considered spurious until recently, and
at one time this work was even attributed to Gregory of Nyssa. Yet new frag-
ments from the treatise of Peter of Callinicus against Damian of Alexandria
preserved in the Codex Vaticanus Syriacus 108 have caused Lorenz to believe
that Eustathius is the author of Against Photinus, which can thus be dated to
around ad 340. Eustathius’s writing is important since it displays familiarity
with textbooks of logic used in the fourth century, sheds some light on the
early history of the Trinitarian dispute, and is used by Gregory of Nyssa in his
Ad Graecos.
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The treatise entitled Against Damian is the principal literary achievement
of Peter of Callinicus, Monophysite patriarch of Antioch from 581 to 591. He
wrote it in Syriac against his co-religionist Pope Damian of Alexandria (ca. 557–
606), who seemed to have embraced some Trinitarian errors. To date, books
2 and 3 have been published of the critical edition of Peter’s Against Damian,
but other volumes are being prepared.81 Unfortunately, none of the three vol-
umes published thus far reproduces pages 267–268 of the Vatican manuscript
Syr. 108, which contains the above-mentioned quotation from Eustathius of
Antioch. Lionel R. Wickham, however, kindly provided me with the English
translation of the passage in question before it went to press, and I also rely
on R. Lorenz’s German translation in his article mentioned above. I shall show
immediately how Eustathius’s Against Photinus influenced Gregory of Nyssa’s
Ad Graecos, if Against Photinus was indeed written by Eustathius. The following
is Eustathius of Antioch’s text as quoted by Peter of Callinicus:

Murinus or Photinus, with his associates, will criticize us, then, as
calling Father, Son and Holy Ghost “three Gods,” and he and they
will be very foolish. For if we were simply saying “God and God and
God,” they would have been justified in censuring us for saying
“three Gods”; but seeing that it is true and apposite that we should
call the Father “God,” the Son “God” and the Holy Ghost “God,”
nevertheless it is not because we call God three by division (even
though each hypostatic prosōpon is professed as God, because they
belong to one and the same divine nature) but because we recognize
the Father’s, Son’s and Holy Ghost’s kinship, property and natural
mutual unity. If the name “God,” then, were significant of prosōpon,
by saying “three prosōpa” we should certainly have been saying
“three Gods”; but because it is significant of nature, being appre-
hended from some property which is in the nature (as laughter in
man, and barking in dog) whereas the properties said to belong to
natures indicate natures, we do not say “three Gods” because we do
not say “three natures.” But if we call each of the prosōpa of the di-
vine nature “God,” because it belongs to the nature, it will be recog-
nized as having the name “God” in the full sense, not because
“God” is significant of prosōpon, but because it is significant of the
one nature. The prosōpon too is capable of being called by this title,
because it belongs also to that nature. For prosōpon is one thing but
nature another. If, then, “God” belonged to prosōpon, by saying
“three prosōpa” we should certainly be saying “three Gods,” but be-
cause we say that the prosōpa have one nature, of necessity we say
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that there is only one God. But if there is one nature and “God” be-
longs to that nature, it follows that if we say “one nature” we also
say there is only one God.82

A comparison between this text and Gregory’s Ad Graecos makes one rec-
ognize the astounding similarities between the two texts. The argument about
“God and God and God,” the fact that in both authors the noun “God” refers
to God’s nature, and the distinction between prosōpon and nature are just three
telling examples.

Moreover, when reading the two texts, one has the feeling that both authors
are familiar with Porphyry’s Isagoge or On Aristotle’s Categories (Exp. Cat.). Both
Porphyry and Gregory state that rationality, neighing, and barking characterize
the species human, horse, and dog, respectively (Isag. 7.5; Exp. Cat. 82.18–19;
Ad Graecos 30.10–11); that rationality is also a specific difference distinguishing
human from horse (Isag. 8.17; 11.20; Ad Graecos 30.7–10); that rational and
mortal belong to human per se, while snub-nosedness (in Porphyry) or bald-
ness (in Gregory) belong to humans accidentally (Isag. 9.9–13; 11.11–13; Ad

Graecos 31.20). Eustathius also speaks of properties that are in the nature of a
species, such as laughter in man and barking in dog.

It is important to note that Gregory uses more explanations than Eustath-
ius in the remaining fragment from Against Photinus. For example, rationality
as a property of the human substance appears in Porphyry and Gregory but
not in Eustathius; rationality is not only a property but can be counted also as
a specific difference distinguishing human from horse, and this does not occur
in Eustathius. However, we do not know what the rest of Against Photinus might
have contained. At the same time, it should be kept in mind that Gregory’s
brother, Basil of Caesarea, provides similar explanations about various natures
in his Homilies on the Hexaemeron 4.4.1–5, but like Gregory’s editors, Basil’s
editors indicate no source for these explanations.83

Consequently, I tried to discover the first occurrences of the explanations
we know mainly from Porphyry. I used the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae. I ran a
search for the pair “rational-neighing,” that is, logik near xremetistik within
four lines of each other throughout the whole corpus contained on the CD-
ROM. Surprisingly, the two words do not occur within four lines of each other
in Aristotle himself but in later authors. What does occur in Aristotle is the
pair “human-horse” (aÈ nurvp-i·pp; sometimes along with “dog” or “god”) within
four lines of each other (e.g., Metaph. 1016a25, 1018b5, 1020a30, 1023b30,
1058a1–1058b15; Eth. nic. 1176a5 to mention only a few relevant passages), but
never accompanied by the pair “rational-neighing.” As a matter of fact, xreme-
tistik never occurs in Aristotle. In the passages I have just mentioned, Aristotle
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usually speaks of “human” and “horse” (and “dog” and “god”) as having one
genus, namely, animal or living thing. The post-Aristotle but pre-Porphyry
authors whom I found to have used the pair “rational-neighing” are the follow-
ing: Alexander of Aphrodisias, Sextus Empiricus, Clement of Alexandria, and
Pseudo-Plutarch. The first three were contemporaneous (2nd–3rd centuries
ad), whereas the last one, if he is to be identified with the Greek doxographer
Aetius, lived somewhat earlier (around ad 100).

Alexander of Aphrodisias, a renowned commentator on Aristotle and a
Peripatetic philosopher himself, in dealing with combinations and figures in
his mentor’s Prior Analytics, writes:

The middle term may be predicated of both the terms in the prob-
lem, as in the following combination. Suppose we are investigating
whether men are neighers or not. We take a third term, rational,
and predicate it of both the others—both of man and of neigher (af-
firmatively of man and negatively of neigher). This makes the fol-
lowing combination: Every man is rational. No neigher is rational.84

Clement of Alexandria, in addressing the restraint we should impose on
our laughter (human is the only animal capable of laughter, according to Ar-
istotle, De anim. membr. III.673a8), writes, “Because human is an animal ca-
pable of laughter, he should not laugh at everything and because horse is
capable of neighing, he should not neigh on every occasion; as rational animals
we should govern ourselves with measure, harmoniously relaxing the austerity
and over-tension of our serious pursuits.”85

The third work in which the pair in question occurs is Pseudo-Plutarch’s
Placita philosophorum, a collection of opinions of the philosophers and a work
usually attributed to Aetius today. Thus, in a context presenting what various
philosophers think of principles one can read:

If one considers the multitude of humans taken one by one, they
cannot be perceived, their infinite number cannot be apprehended,
and we cannot conceive but a unique human with whom no one
else is identical; likewise the horse we conceive cannot be but
unique, but there is an infinite number of horses considered one by
one. Indeed, all these species and genera are envisaged from the
point of view of the monad; that is why we apply to each of them a
definition speaking of rational animal or neighing animal.86

I have left to the end the text from Sextus Empiricus, because in my view
it is the most interesting and closest explanation to what we encounter in
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Porphyry and the Cappadocians. In a context dealing with the usefulness of
definitions, Sextus writes:

For example—if we may indulge in a little ridicule—suppose some-
one wanted to ask you if you had met a human on horseback lead-
ing a dog, and were to pose the question like this: “O mortal rational
animal receptive of thought and knowledge, have you met a broad-
nailed animal capable of laughter and receptive of political knowl-
edge, resting his buttocks on a neighing mortal animal, leading a
barking quadruped animal?”—wouldn’t he be mocked for casting
such a familiar subject into obscurity because of his definitions? As
far as these considerations go, then, we should say that definitions
are useless.87

However, in a footnote to this passage from Sextus’s Outlines of Scepticism, the
English translators mention that the example which Sextus has in mind is
from an anonymous commentary on Plato’s Theaetetus that reads, “Epicurus
says that names are clearer than definitions, and that indeed it would be absurd
if instead of saying ‘Hello, Socrates’ one were to say ‘Hello, rational mortal
animal.’ ”88 But the reference to Epicurus (341–271 bc) takes us almost as far
back as Aristotle who, as we saw, does not speak of horse as a “neighing ani-
mal.”

Therefore, at this time we can trace with certainty the pair “rational-
neighing” only as far back as Aetius, Alexander of Aphrodisias, and Sextus
Empiricus, that is, to the second or third century ce. It is very likely that the
Cappadocians knew some of these authors’ writings or knew of their ideas
from textbooks of philosophy. Aetius’s Placita philosophorum is an excellent
example of such a collection of philosophical opinions grouped under various
headings. It is also possible that Clement of Alexandria or Eustathius of An-
tioch was an intermediary for these ideas. At the same time, I would not ex-
clude the hypothesis that the Cappadocians—Gregory of Nyssa in particular—
might have read at least Porphyry’s Isagoge. This is a small, introductory work
to Aristotle’s famous Categories and, like today, some people back then might
have wanted to be introduced to a major work by a commentator who could
make the subject matter more accessible.



5

Against Eunomius and the
Refutation of the Confession of

Faith of Eunomius

In this chapter, I propose to analyze additional aspects of the con-
cept of divine persons in two major dogmatic writings by Gregory of
Nyssa, Against Eunomius and the Refutation of the Confession of Faith

of Eunomius. Specifically, the bulk of the chapter deals with the issue
of divine relationality. As corollaries to this, I shall also study what I
call Gregory’s theology of exile and homecoming, with special atten-
tion to Gregory’s view of divine freedom and the issue of gender
language in reference to the Holy Trinity.

In the late 370s, the Arian bishop Eunomius of Cyzicus1 pub-
lished the Apology for an Apology (or Second Apology). In this work,
he attempted to defend himself against accusations raised by Basil
of Caesarea’s Against Eunomius (AE ), which in turn was a response
to Eunomius’s First Apology. Unfortunately, Basil himself was too ill
to answer this second writing by Eunomius. After Basil’s death on
January 1, 379, this challenge was left to his brother, Gregory of
Nyssa. Gregory composed his own Against Eunomius (CE hereafter),
in this way preventing Eunomius from having the final say. Later,
Eunomius wrote a Confession of Faith, which was preserved by Greg-
ory. This was written expressly for the gathering of various parties in
the Church called by Emperor Theodosius in 383 as a last effort to
achieve unity.2 Gregory responded to the latter as well by writing the
Refutation of the Confession of Faith of Eunomius (Ref. hereafter).

There is a greater degree of agreement among scholars over the
composition dates of Gregory of Nyssa’s CE and Ref. than in the
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case of other Gregorian works. May places the writing of CE 1–2 between the
summer of 380 and the spring of 381, and, following Diekamp,3 dates CE 3
between 381 and 383.4 As for the Ref., Jan van Parys thinks that it occupies a
special place in the ensemble of Gregory’s anti-Eunomian polemics.5 Not only
is it chronologically the last in the series of writings against Eunomius (written
perhaps shortly after May 383), but unlike CE, which does not deal with pneu-
matology, Ref. refutes the totality of Eunomius’s Trinitarian and christological
heresies. Van Parys thinks that the convocation at Constantinople of an “in-
terconfessional colloquium” in May 383 was an additional occasion for Gregory
of Nyssa to refute Eunomius. The homily Gregory also delivered at that col-
loquium, De deitate Filii et Spiritus Sancti, mainly refutes Eunomius’s theolog-
ical opinions and reveals a number of points in common with the Ref. Hanson
agrees with the dating of the Ref. to 383 and believes that it is possible De deitate

Filii et Spiritus Sancti was written for the council of 383.6

Patristic Antecedents of Divine Relationality

The argument from correlativity was used long before the Cappadocians to
prove that the Son is to be distinguished from the Father, that the Son is
eternally generated by the Father, and even that he is of the same divine nature
as the Father. Basically this argument sets forth the idea that correlative terms
imply one another: A father implies the existence of a son, a lord implies the
existence of a slave, and vice versa.

In Against Praxeas 9–10, Tertullian argues against the Monarchian Praxeas,
who confuses the three divine persons. Tertullian says that the very names
“father” and “son” prove the personal distinction of the two, since “a father
makes a son and a son makes a father and they become what they are by
relationship with one another (ex alterutro).” Each one of them needs the other
one in order to be what he is. One can never be a son to oneself, nor can one
ever be one’s own father. Another example of relation in the same chapter (10)
is that of husband and wife. As for the Holy Spirit, Tertullian writes, “It suits
my case also that when our Lord used this word [alius] regarding the person
of the Paraclete, he signified not division but disposition (dispositionem): for he
says, I will pray the Father and he will send you another (alium) advocate, the
Spirit of truth (Jn 14:16). Thus [he calls] the Paraclete other than himself, as
we say the Son is other than the Father.”7 It is worth noting that to express the
idea of correlativity Tertullian does not use the word relatio but dispositio and
the phrase qui ex alterutro fiunt (those whose existence depends on each other).

In a recent book, Widdicombe gives a comprehensive treatment of divine
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relationality from Origen to Athanasius of Alexandria, considering also Dio-
nysius of Alexandria, Methodius of Olympus, Alexander of Alexandria, and
Arius.8 More than half a century before Widdicombe, Chevalier made a similar
attempt to present divine relations when he tried to compare the Greek and
Augustinian views. Chevalier’s treatment is less comprehensive and less com-
pelling than Widdicombe’s, but, in addition to Arius and Athanasius, it covers
a number of authors not examined by Widdicombe, such as Basil of Ancyra,
Epiphanius of Salamis, Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nazianzus, and Didymus
the Blind.9 Since it is very likely that Gregory of Nyssa was familiar at least
with some works of his Christian predecessors,10 a summary of these prede-
cessors’ views on divine relationality is certainly in order.

In De principiis (Princ.) 1.2.2 and 3, Origen makes clear the disastrous
consequence entailed in the denial of the Son’s eternal existence: God would
not always be a Father.11 In Princ. 1.2.10, he also says that “one cannot be a
father apart from having a son.” Widdicombe suggests that Origen’s assump-
tion of the correlative argument may reflect the influence of Aristotle’s category
of relation, pro¬ ß ti,12 but he also draws attention to the parallel between the
father-son and lord-slave relationship in Princ. 1.2.10 and Mal 1:6, a text Origen
quotes in the context of his discussion of the movement from the knowledge
of God as Lord to that of God as Father.13 Origen connects the idea of the
correlativity of the Father and the Son with that of God’s goodness.14 Widdi-
combe thinks that the Father-Son relationship is paramount in Origen’s
thought. It is characterized by continuous activity. Here are some of the images
Origen uses to express it: unceasing generation of the Son by the Father (Hom.

Jer. 9.4); the Son unceasingly turns toward the Father (Comm. Jo. 2.2.18); the
Father’s life is an eternal rejoicing in the presence of the Son who is Wisdom
(Princ. 1.4.4 and 4.4.1; Comm. Jo. 1.9.55); knowledge and love of the Father are
the characteristics of sonship (Comm. Jo. 20.34.305–309); the Logos is Son,
glorifying and being glorified by the Father (Comm. Jo. 20.11.28 and 29).15

These images are derived from Scripture.
Dionysius of Alexandria’s writings also provide evidence for the argument

from correlativity, but his language, as reported by Athanasius, seems to be
more inclusive than that used by theologians both before and after him: “When
there is a parent, there is also a child.”16 Ever since the beginning of the Arian
controversy, the argument from correlativity was used by the non-Arian party
against their enemies. Bishop Alexander of Alexandria used it, but Arius re-
jected it.17 In a credal letter to his bishop (written ca. 320),18 Arius wrote, “For
[the Son] is not eternal, or coeternal or equally ingenerate with the Father, nor
does he have his being simultaneously [a·ma] with the Father, [in virtue] some
say [of] his relation with him [ta¡ pro¬ ß ti], thus postulating two ingenerate first
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principles. But as monad and first principle of all things, God thus is before
all things.”19

To Arius’s letter, Alexander of Alexandria replied with a letter known as h\

fi¬larxoß (ca. 321/2). Both were preserved by Athanasius in his De synodis. In
his letter, Alexander uses the argument from correlativity: “[The Father] is Fa-
ther because of the eternal presence of the Son, on account of whom he is
called Father. . . . To say that the brightness of the Father’s glory did not exist
destroys [synanairei∆] the original light of which it is the brightness. And if also
the image of God was not eternal, it is clear that neither is that of which it is
the image [ei›kv¡ n] eternal.”20

In a letter to Eusebius of Nicomedia written shortly after receiving Alex-
ander’s letter, Arius summarized Alexander’s teaching about the correlativity
of Father and Son thus: “God eternal, Son eternal, Father and Son always
together” (a› ei¡ ueo¡ ß a› ei¡ yi\o¬ ß, a·ma path¡ r a·ma yi\o¬ ß).21 Both Arnou22 and Widdi-
combe23 notice that some terms (a·ma, synanairei∆) used by both Arius and Al-
exander are reminiscent of Aristotle’s discussion of the category of relation in
Cat. 7b1524: “Relatives seem to be simultaneous [a·ma] by nature and in most
cases this is true. . . . Also, one carries the other to destruction [synanairei∆].”
Widdicombe, however, adds that Alexander also uses Origen’s argument that
the denial of the eternal generation of the Son imperils the eternity of God’s
fatherhood.25 Like Origen, Alexander employs various biblical images to ex-
press the Father-Son relationship: Prov 8:30 (“I was daily his delight”) confirms
in his view the eternal presence of Wisdom (identified with the Son) with the
Father26; the Son is the brightness and image of the Father.27

Both Arius and Eusebius of Caesarea reject the argument from correlativ-
ity. As Williams has noticed, “Arius treats the words Father and Son as names
identifying distinct and unique subsistences who do not share substantial at-
tributes.”28 Eusebius says that the coeternity of Father and Son would eliminate
their individual identities as father and son.29 Eunomius repeats some of the
earlier Arian arguments against correlativity, as illustrated later.

For Athanasius of Alexandria the fact that the Father and the Son are
correlatives means that to defend the divinity of the Son is to defend the fa-
therhood of God.30 However, he caricatures Arius’s position in order to dis-
credit him: For example, he implies a change in God when quoting Arius,
which actually presents a position intolerable to the latter.31 Athanasius’s fun-
damental belief in the eternal correlativity of Father and Son is perhaps best
expressed by the formula oy› k a› ei¡ path¬ r, oy› k a› ei¡ yi\o¬ ß ([if] no eternal Father,
[then] no eternal Son).32 Widdicombe notices that Athanasius recasts Origen’s
presentation of the argument from relations in the language of a post-
Methodian conception of God and the world.33 Athanasius does this by positing
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two sets of correlatives against Arius: Father and Son, on the one hand; un-
originate and originate, on the other hand. In C. Ar. 1.33, Athanasius writes,
“And just as ‘unoriginate’ is indicated with reference to originated things, so
also ‘Father’ is indicative of the Son. The one who names God ‘maker,’ ‘fash-
ioner,’ and ‘unoriginate’ sees and discovers the creatures and originated things,
while the one who calls God ‘Father’ immediately knows and contemplates the
Son.”34 Nevertheless, Athanasius distinguishes between the correlativity of
maker and thing made on the one hand, and the correlativity of father and son
on the other: The former belongs to the realm of will, the latter to the realm
of substance.35

Like Origen, Athanasius links the eternity of God’s fatherhood with the
attributes of immutability and perfection. He then contrasts divine and human
generation, stating that in man, fatherhood and sonship do not “properly”
(kyri¬vß) exist since they do not reside in their respective “characters,”36 whereas
in the Godhead alone “the Father is properly [kyri¬vß] father and the Son prop-
erly [kyri¬vß] son, and in them and them only, is it the case that the Father is
always Father and the Son always Son.”37 God is “eternally Father, and the
character of Father is not adventitious [oy› k e›pige¬ gone] to him, lest he be thought
mutable.”38 Again like Origen, Athanasius connects the eternity of God’s fa-
therhood with the attribute of God’s goodness.39 Athanasius is probably un-
aware of the Platonic origin of the idea that for God to be the way he is, is
good. Some of the images Athanasius uses to illustrate the Father-Son rela-
tionship are the following: The characteristic and determinate quality of this
relation is that of love;40 the Father takes “pleasure” (ey› doki¬a) in the Son whom
he has generated “by nature”41; the Father and the Son delight in one another
(based on Prov 8:30: “I was by him, daily his delight, rejoicing always before
him”).42

Yet perhaps the one who influenced Gregory of Nyssa the most in his view
of the divine relationality was his own brother, Basil, whom he sometimes
called “teacher and father.”43 In his polemics against Eunomius, Basil cau-
tioned against the use of the name “ungenerated” (a› ge¬ nnhtoß) because Eunom-
ius alleged that it referred to divine substance. According to Eunomius’s logic,
if God is ungenerated, his substance is ungenerated; the Son, who is referred
to as generated, should have a generated substance, and accordingly should
differ from God. Briefly, the Son is not God according to the young generation
of Arians represented by Eunomius. Even if Basil considers “ungenerated”
quite appropriate to refer to God the Father, he says that, unlike the word
“Father,” the word “ungenerated” is not biblical; therefore, the latter should
rather not be spoken of (sivpa∆suai). The name “Father” has the same power
as “ungenerated,” contends Basil, “for the one who is truly Father and only
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[Father] is from no other.” Moreover, “father” introduces the notion of the son
because of the relation (dia¡ th∆ß sxe¬ sevß).44 Eunomius will notice this synonymy
and try to turn it on its head in his Apologia Apologiae, as my analysis of Greg-
ory’s handling of relationality later in this chapter will demonstrate.

Basil’s statement that the name “Father has the same power as ungener-
ated” (th∆ß Patro¡ ß fvnh∆ß i·son dyname¬ nhß tv¤ a› gennh¬ tvÀ )45 is not easy to under-
stand. Basil is careful not to say that the two words have the same meaning
just because they refer to the same reality; instead, he says that they have the
“same power.” To this he adds another qualification: The statement holds true
for God alone, because unlike human fathers, God is the absolute Father, com-
ing from no other. To say that “father” and “ungenerated” are synonymous in
all cases (including the human case) is wrong, for two reasons: On the one
hand, all human fathers are generated; on the other hand, it is as if “unem-
ployed” and “man” are synonymous just because they refer to, for example,
George. Eunomius clearly does not grasp Basil’s fine explanation, as one can
see from his Apologia Apologiae where he refers to the two terms with no
qualifications whatsoever and pushes Basil’s statement in a direction the latter
would have found unacceptable: “Names with the same power also mean the
same thing.”46 Gregory of Nyssa will be very cautious, too, saying that “Father”
and “ungenerated” can be said to be synonymous “in one sense.”47 Gregory
provides additional explanations, which I shall deal with later.

Turning again to relationship, “Father” is not only more suitable than “un-
generated,” but it also introduces the notion of “son” because of the relation.
One can also add that because of its correlative power, by the time of Basil, the
word “father” had quite a history of use in defeating Arians such as Eunomius,
as we have seen. Basil elaborates on relation in AE 2.9 (588c–589a) where he
presents his theory of absolute and relative names.48 Some names are said
absolutely and refer to themselves, indicating the realities that are their sub-
strate; others are said relatively, indicating the relation to the realities in regard
to which they are said. “Human” (aÈ nurvpoß), “horse,” and “ox” are examples
of absolute names, and “son,” “slave,” and “friend” are examples of relative
names. The influence of Aristotle’s Categories is obvious here.49 Basil attempts
to show that “offspring (or product of generation)” (ge¬ nnhma) does not refer to
the Son’s substance but to his relation to the Father. “Offspring” is a relative,
not an absolute, name. Therefore, it does not refer to the substance but indi-
cates the attachment of the reality designated as “offspring” to another reality.
Then Basil hurries to add that actually neither do absolute names refer to the
substance but at the most to the substratum (y\ pokei¬menon), that is, the prop-
erties considered in the substance. A little later, however, Basil refers to relation
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in terms of pro¡ ß ti pv∆ ß e·xein and understands it as the equivalent of sxe¬ siß.50

This may betray the influence of the Stoic category of relation.
From other texts, one learns that for Basil, “father” and “son” express only

the relation of one to the other (pro¡ ß aÈ llhla sxe¬ sin): “Father is the one who
provides to the other the principle of his being in a similar nature; son is the
one who has received from the other through generation the principle of his
being.”51 Divine generation, however, is an eternal mystery inaccessible to hu-
man comprehension.52 If divinity is common, fatherhood and sonship are
properties (i›div¬ mata), and the role of properties is to show alterity within the
identity of substance. The combination of common and particular distin-
guishes the persons of the Father and the Son from one another.53

In a later work, De Spiritu Sancto, written ca. 375, Basil uses a relational
argument reminiscent of Origen’s Princ. to establish the coeternity of Father
and Son: “It certainly is not the human concept [of son] that compels [Eunom-
ius] to say that the Son is posterior to the Father: [first because Father and Son]
are perceived simultaneously due to the relationality, and [second because
the term] ‘posterior’ is applied to something which is temporally closer to the
present and, conversely, [the term] ‘prior’ to what is more remote from the
present.”54

Gregory of Nyssa’s View of Divine Relationality

Gregory’s view of divine relations is quite similar to his predecessors’ views,
as I shall demonstrate next.55 Starting in CE 1.155, Gregory deals with an issue
against which the Arians fought bitterly, namely, calling God “Father.” The
Arians knew that their acceptance of the argument from relations would result
in their defeat because it would imply that God the Father had a divine Son.
Gregory summarizes Eunomius’s doctrine of the Trinity by stating that Eu-
nomius replaces the revealed biblical names Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (Matt
28:19) with other titles and, instead of “the Father,” he speaks of “the highest
and most authentic being,” instead of “the Son,” of “the one which exists
because of that [highest] being,” and instead of “the Holy Spirit,” of “a third
which is in no way aligned with them but subject [to the other two].”56 Like
Athanasius and Basil before him, Gregory believes that the reason why Eu-
nomius invents new titles is that “father” and “son” are correlatives which
imply each other; their use would compel Eunomius to recognize that father
and son have the same nature. It is exactly this implication that Eunomius
wants to avoid at any cost. “All humans,” says Gregory, “when they hear the
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titles ‘father’ and ‘son,’ immediately recognize from the very names their in-
timate and natural relation to each other [fysikh¡ n pro¡ ß aÈ llhla sxe¬ sin]. Com-
munity of nature [fy¬ sevß syggene¡ ß] is inevitably suggested by these titles.”57

The natural relation that the names “father” and “son” indicate is a proof for
the divinity of the Son, which Eunomius endeavors to deny.

Eunomius and other Arians and Anomoeans before him also preferred to
use “ungenerated-generated” instead of “Father-Son.” They argued that “un-
generated” and “generated” referred to the nature of the Father and the Son
respectively. Thus, they believed they could prove that the Father’s and the
Son’s natures were “unlike” (a› no¬ moioß) one another: The Father was surely
God and his nature was ungenerated; since the Son’s nature was generated,
this implied that the Son was not God. I mentioned above Basil’s reaction to
this attitude when he wrote that “ungenerated” is unbiblical and advised his
brother Gregory and their supporters to preserve the pious meaning58 of “un-
generated” in their soul but not to favor the actual word, as the word “Father”
would sufficiently express the sense of “ungenerated” in God and would intro-
duce the notion of Son because of the relation (dia¡ th∆ß sxe¬ sevß).59

Eunomius devised another counterargument by trying to turn on its head
the Cappadocian case that “Father” and “ungenerated” were used in reference
to the first divine person. According to Gregory, Eunomius wrote, “If ‘Father’
and ‘ungenerated’ are the same in power, and if names with the same power
also mean the same thing, and ‘ungenerated’ on their own showing60 means
to be God from no other, it necessarily follows that ‘Father’ also means to be
God from no other, and not that he has generated the Son.”61 Eunomius either
caricatures or does not fully comprehend Basil’s argument here. Basil did not
say that names with the same power would mean the same thing. Gregory
counters Eunomius’s assertion with an extensive argument of the meaning of
the name “Father.” Among other things, he interweaves in this argument a
theory of absolute and relative names similar to, but less sophisticated than,
the one Basil proposed in AE 2.9.11–27 (588c–589a). Gregory begins his ar-
gument by saying that “ungenerated” and “father” refer to the same reality, the
person of God the Father; therefore, “in one sense” (kata¬ tina dia¬ noian) the
two words can be said to be synonymous.62 However, he continues, both words
have other connotations as well; their being synonymous in one sense does
not imply their being synonymous in all:

We call the Emperor both Sovereign and Absolute, and also Chief of
his subjects, and it is not false to say of him that the word “Em-
peror” also means “Absolute”; nor do we say that it is logically nec-
essary, if sovereignty and absence of a superior are indicated by this
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word, that his authority over his subjects is no longer signified by
his being Emperor.63

Similarly, since God the Father is not the son of any other father before
him, he is also ungenerated.64 One can say that God the Father is an absolute
father, “the Father.” This, however, does not imply that we must “wrench the
meaning of ‘Father’ away from his relation to the Son [pro¡ ß to¡ n yi\o¡ n sxe¬sevß].”65

Gregory turns his attention to this relation next.
In another example used to refute Eunomius, Gregory says that Eunom-

ius’s own father was both a “father” and a “human.”66 But neither title excludes
the other; being a father does not exclude being a human or vice versa. One
should note that in the above examples Gregory utilizes both absolute names
(sovereign, human) and relative names (chief, father). He therefore explains
his theory of names: “Who does not know that some nouns are absolute and
unrelated [a› po¬ lyta¬ te kai¡ aÈsxeta], others are used to express a relation (pro¬ ß
tina sxe¬ sin)?”67 He exemplifies directly with names attributed to God in Scrip-
ture. Absolute names, or names said absolutely, are those which “describe by
themselves some complete idea about God,” such as “ ‘imperishable,’ ‘eternal,’
‘immortal,’ and the like.”68 Relative names “refer only to some beneficial re-
lationship, like ‘help,’ ‘shield,’ ‘succour’ . . . If you remove the need for help,
the significant force of the name is lost.”69 In this context, mention has to be
made of another text (Ref. 124–125) where Gregory deals with relative names
attributed to God, such as “almighty,” “lord,” “physician,” “shepherd.” Here
Gregory speaks of relation in Stoic terms (to¡ pro¬ ß ti¬ pvß eÈxein):

Those then who enquire precisely into the meaning of the term “al-
mighty” find that it declares nothing else concerning the divine
power than that that activity (or energy) which controls created
things and is indicated by the word “almighty” stands in a certain
relation to something [to¡ pro¬ ß ti¬ pvß eÈxein]. For as he would not be
called a physician, save on account of the sick . . . so neither would
he be styled almighty, did not all creation stand in need of one to
regulate it and keep it in being.70

Nevertheless, Gregory does not seem to favor the Stoic category of relation.
The phrase pro¬ ß ti¬ pvß eÈxein occurs only two more times in all of his works,
at CE 2.116 (NPNF 2.5:262) and CE 2.392 (NPNF 2.5:289). In both places, the
Stoic category of relation is used to express the relation of a body to other
objects and the relation between created things, respectively. Gregory does not
attach any special significance to this phrase.

However, he envisions a third category of names, “which are used both



88 gregory of nyssa and the concept of divine persons

independently and with their relatedness, such as ‘God’ and ‘good’ and others
like them.”71 One transforms such names from absolute into relative by at-
taching possessive adjectives to them, such as “my God” or “your good.” In
the example of absolute names that can be turned into relative names by merely
attaching to them possessive adjectives, Gregory shows that he is either un-
aware of, or does not care about, Aristotle’s argument that no substances can
be called relatives (expressed clearly at Cat. 8b15–20):72

The universal God often becomes personal to the one who calls
upon him, in the way we may hear the holy ones making the su-
preme nature personal to them. “Holy is the Lord God” (Rev 4:8) is
as far as it goes unrelated [aÈsxeton]. But if someone adds “our” (Rev
4:11), he no longer allows the name to be understood by itself; he
has made the meaning personal in relating it to himself. Again, the
Spirit cries, “Abba, Father!” (Rom 8:15); here the word is indepen-
dent of the particular relationship. But we are also commanded to
call the Father in heaven “our Father” (Mt 6:9); this again is the re-
lational meaning [h\ sxetikh¡ shmasi¬a]. So just as the person who
makes the universal God his own in no way obscures his position as
supreme over all, so there is no reason why the Father, having ap-
pointed the one originating from himself as the Firstborn of all crea-
tion, should not simultaneously indicate by the title “Father” that he
has generated the Son, and by the same word explain that he exists
from no superior cause.73

There is in this passage the beginning of a theology of adoption: The Son
of God, who is son by nature, calls on us, who are different in nature from
God, to become sons of God by adoption. God the Father becomes our Father.
One is reminded of Origen’s theology of adoption.74 But was Gregory’s view
of adoption really influenced by Origen? I shall deal with this issue later in
this chapter.

In the Refutation of the Confession of Faith of Eunomius (Ref.) Gregory again
takes issue with Eunomius’s unwillingness to call the three divine persons
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. He tells us that Eunomius calls the Father “cre-
ator” and “demiurge” of the Son, the Son “work, creature and product,” and
the Spirit “creature of the creature, work of the work” (Ref. 4). Gregory is of
the opinion that we have to pay greater attention to the titles Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit, since they were revealed by the Lord himself. This is another way
of saying that although Scripture uses other titles in regard to God, Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit describe the triune God more appropriately. For, “if un-
derstood in its natural sense [di¬a th∆ß prosfyoy∆ß shmasi¬aß], each of these titles
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is for Christians a canon of truth and a law of piety” (Ref. 5) Gregory then
elaborates: “The name ‘Father’ is not understood with reference to itself alone,
but also by its proper signification indicates the relation to the Son [pro¡ ß to¡ n
yi\o¡ n sxe¬ sin].”75 The name “Father” tells us that God is not only one person but
at least two, indeed three, because of the relationality these names express.
The faith in the triune God forms the canon of truth for most Christians. At
this point, Gregory uses in reference to God a paradoxical phrase that he seems
to like and that we have also encountered in Ad Petrum 4.87–88, namely, that
God, because of the one nature and three persons, can be described as “divided
without separation and united without confusion.”76

Yet what does this relationality of the divine persons mean for Gregory?
First of all, it means (as it meant from Origen onward) that since God the
Father is immutable and eternally identical to himself, he has always had a
Son. Conversely, the Son has always had an eternal and divine Father. The Son
too is immutable and divine precisely because of the relationality with the
Father (Ref. 7). Otherwise, change from the better to the worse or from the
worse to the better would have been implied; but change and alteration in God
are unacceptable (Ref. 8).

Second, relationality means that the Son, “who is in the bosom of the
Father” (John 1:18), is from all eternity to be contemplated in the Father (Ref.

8). The present tense of the verb “to be” used by the evangelist suggests, in
Gregory’s view, that the Son has always been in the bosom of the Father, not
that he came to be there at one point in time after not having been there before
that moment. The Son being contemplated in the bosom of the Father means
that he is contemplated as “power and wisdom of God” (1 Cor 1:24), “truth,
light, and sanctification” (1 Cor 1:30), “peace” (Eph 2:14), “life,” and other sim-
ilar names (Ref. 9). Accordingly, denial of the Son’s existence implies denial
of all these goods in the bosom of the Father, which is to say that God did not
always possess them. (Ref. 9).

The Spirit is also a correlative term of both the Father and the Son. In
using biblical phrases, Gregory refers to the Spirit as good and holy, princely,
principal, quickening, governing, and sanctifying of all creation (Ref. 11). He
conceives “no gap between Christ and his anointing, between the king and his
kingdom, between wisdom and the Spirit of wisdom, between truth and the
Spirit of truth, between power and the Spirit of power” (Ref. 11). Therefore, he
concludes that since the Son is eternally contemplated in the Father and the
Spirit is the Son’s Spirit, the Spirit too is eternally contemplated in the Father
(Ref. 12). All these reflections about relationality enable us to understand that
the three divine persons are strongly united with each other, but at the same
time they are to be distinguished from each other (Ref. 13).
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Then Gregory interprets Matt 28:19: “baptizing them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”77 He thinks that Christ stops
short of telling us what the name is, because it refers to the divine substance,
which for us is ineffable and incomprehensible. (Ref. 14ff.). These reflections
persuade Gregory to return to the issue of relationality. He thus says that “it
is plain that the title of Father does not present to us the substance, but only
indicates the relation to the Son.”78 Let us also remember what Gregory stated
just previously: “The name ‘Father’ is not understood with reference to itself
alone, but also by its proper signification indicates the relation to the Son [pro¡ ß
to¡ n yi\o¡ n sxe¬ sin].”79 His conclusion is twofold: On the one hand, the name
“Father” refers to the first divine person; on the other hand, it points to another
person, the Son. This is a reason to conclude that, when using correlatives
such as “Father,” “Son,” and “Spirit,” Gregory does not have in mind nonsub-
sistent relations.

This whole discussion is placed in the context (Ref. 14–17) of what is suf-
ficient for us to come to the knowledge of the truth and be saved (1 Tim 2:4).
In view of this objective, God has not considered it necessary for us to know
the divine substance. It is sufficient for us to know that God is “the absolutely
existent [to¡ oÈntvß oÈn], together with whom, by the notion of relation [dia¡ th∆ß
sxetikh∆ß e› nnoi¬aß], the majesty of the Son is also manifested, whereas the Son,
as said previously, shows himself inseparably united with the Spirit of life and
truth, inasmuch as he is himself life and truth.”80 In Gregory’s view this is the
most perfect teaching of piety, and beyond it nothing else is necessary for our
salvation (Ref. 17).

Like Basil and Origen before him, Gregory connects the idea of correlativ-
ity between the Father and the Son with that of God’s goodness. He says that
for God to be the Father of such a Son is good.81 If Eunomius and his sup-
porters deny that God is a Father, they imply that God’s goodness did not always
exist in its fullness but was only acquired after he begot the Son. An even more
dramatic implication would be that before begetting the Son, God would have
had “neither wisdom nor power nor truth nor life nor any of those things by
which in his various aspects the Only-begotten Son has both his being and his
titles.”82 As Widdicombe noticed in his comments on Origen, “It is fundamen-
tal to [Origen’s] thought that since the attribute of goodness is central to God’s
nature, God acts eternally to realize that which is good.”83 The same holds true
for the Cappadocian view of God.

It is possible that when writing CE 1.584, Gregory recalled Origen’s ar-
gument from the Commentary on Genesis, of which only a fragment has come
down to us in Eusebius’s Contra Marcellum. The Comm. Gen. fragment is the
only text known to us in which Origen makes an explicit comparison between
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the fatherhood of God and the fatherhood of men.84 Origen says that unlike
men who become fathers but are at one time unable to be fathers, God has
always been Father. Gregory argues in a more comprehensive manner, speak-
ing of the fact that for humans “it is impracticable for anyone to acquire the
habit of a number of functions at the same time, but [they] must take up each
of the interests in order and one at a time.”85 Unlike humans, God does not
have at one time ungeneratedness, then acquires power, then imperishability,
then wisdom, then fatherhood, then eternity, but has all of these and many
other attributes always and at the same time.86 Therefore, the Father is always
Father and with him the Son is also always implied because of the correlativity
of the two terms.87

Another place where Gregory compares divine and human fatherhood is
CE 3.2.161–164. This time he explicitly mentions that the view originates with
his brother Basil. The latter spoke of two meanings of the word “son”: (1) the
being formed by passion (h\ te dia¡ pa¬ uoyß) and (2) the true relationship to the
begetter (h\ pro¡ ß to¡ n gegennhko¬ ta gnhsio¬ thß). In discourses upon things divine,
Basil did not admit the former sense because it was “unseemly and carnal,”
but he did admit the latter sense as it bore witness to the glory of the only
begotten.88 Eunomius, contends Gregory, dishonors the Son by the novelties
he tries to introduce in theology. At this point, Gregory calls Basil admiringly
“a follower of Apostle Paul” and Eunomius derogatorily “the new Stoic and
Epicurean,” borrowing an image from Acts 17:21 that describes Paul’s visit to
Athens. In the Athenian Areopagus, Paul met “Stoics and Epicureans” who,
like all the Athenians of this account, “spent their time in nothing else but
either to tell or to hear some new thing.” From this point of view, Eunomius
is “the new Stoic and Epicurean” because, asks Gregory rhetorically, “what
could be found newer than this—a Son of an energy, and a Father of a creature,
and a new god springing up from nothing, and good at variance with good?”89

These are the consequences of Eunomius’s teaching about God, and they are
indeed disastrous not only for the Son, whom Eunomius disparages, but also
for the Father and the entire Godhead.

Biblical Views of Divine Relationality in Gregory’s Works

Chapters 14–15 and 20 of the Gospel according to John contain important
statements about the relationship among the three divine persons, as well as
between God and humans. Gregory refers to them in a number of passages
in CE and Ref. when explaining the divine relationality. I will consider these
places next. John 14:9–10 reads: “Jesus said to him [i.e., to Philip], ‘Have I been
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with you so long, and yet you do not know me, Philip? He who has seen me
has seen the Father; how can you say, “Show us the Father?” Do you not believe
that I am in the Father and the Father is in me?’ ”

In refuting Eunomius’s view that all the names given to God except “un-
generated” are mere human conceptions (e›pi¬noiai),90 Gregory has recourse to
John 14:10:

No one, I imagine, can be so densely stupid as to be ignorant that
God the Only-begotten, who is in the Father (Jn 14:10), and who
sees the Father in himself, is in no need of any name or title to
make him known, nor is the mystery of the Holy Spirit, who
searches the deep things of God (1 Cor 2:10), brought to our knowl-
edge by a nominal appellation, nor can the incorporeal nature of su-
pramundane powers name God by voice and tongue.91

This is indeed apophatic theology at its peak. The two biblical verses (John
14:10 and 1 Cor 2:10) Gregory quotes together both in this context and else-
where92 are important for his view of divine relations. As we have seen, the
former refers to the relationship between the Father and the Son, while the
latter refers to the relationship between the Holy Spirit and the other two
persons (“the Spirit searches everything, even the depths of God”). Both verses
express the deep intimacy existing among the divine persons. Each person
dwells in the other two and knows them perfectly. This is the supreme degree
of relationality and communion, and Gregory contends that because they are
spiritual, the divine persons need not express their knowledge or feelings about
each other, that is, they do not communicate with each other in the way we
humans do. Nor do the “supramundane powers” need to name God “by voice
and tongue.”

The two verses also occur together in CE 2.216–218, and this passage is
also very telling. Gregory deals here with the way in which the divine persons
communicate with each other. His argument can be summarized as follows.
We humans communicate with one another in the following manner: One
utters one’s thoughts by means of voice or writing or other gestures (such as
an expression of the eye or a movement of the hand), and the other one hears
or reads them. A medium (me¬ son) is necessary, “for voice to be produced,”
continues Gregory, “unless it takes consistence in the air.”93 Air is the medium
in this case. Yet what is the medium between the Father and the Son? If there
is such a medium between them at all, then it should be either created or
uncreated. It cannot be created, since the Father and the Son communicated
with one another even before the creation of the world. If it is uncreated, then
it should perhaps be either generated or ungenerated, but we know that the
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only begotten alone is generated and the Father alone is ungenerated.
Therefore, Gregory concludes that such a medium does not exist in the divine
case. Hence, “where separation is not conceived of, the closest connection (to¡
synhmme¬ non) is confessed. And what is so connected needs no medium for
voice or speech.”94 By “connection” Gregory means “what is in all respects
inseparable (e› n pa∆sin a› xv¬ riston),” and in the case of a spiritual nature “con-
nection” does not mean corporeal connection but “the union and blending of
spiritual with spiritual through identity of wills.”95

Accordingly, there is no divergence of will between the Father and the Son.
“If the Father wills anything, the Son who is in the Father (John 14:10) knows
the Father’s will.”96 Because of this coinherence (perixvrh¬ siß, as it was called
later), the Son has everything that belongs to the Father and, most importantly,
has the Father himself and the whole of the Father’s will.97 Therefore, “the Son
is himself the Father’s will”98 and needs no words to learn what the Father’s
will is. He himself is also the Word of the Father.

An equally strong relation exists between the Holy Spirit and the other two
divine persons. Basing himself on 1 Cor 2:10, Gregory says that the Holy Spirit
requires no instruction to know what God wills, as he is the one who searches
the deep things of God. Gregory does not elaborate on what exactly he means,
but he probably refers to the fact that the Spirit knows everything, including
the Father’s will, as perfectly as the Son does.

Sometimes Gregory associates John 14:10 with John 14:9 (“Who has seen
me has seen the Father”). These two verses complement each other in express-
ing the strong relationship between the Father and the Son, and Gregory uses
this complementarity against Eunomius. In CE 3.2.136–150 he argues against
Eunomius that there is no variance in the substance of the Father and the Son,
“for what mutual relation is so closely and concordantly engrafted and fitted
together as that meaning of relation to the Father expressed by the word
‘Son’?”99 He then repeats the idea that the two terms are correlatives and brings
in some biblical quotes to clarify what this correlativity means.

Thus, Phil 2:6 tells us that the Son is “in the form of God.” Gregory
explains this phrase using the analogy of a piece of wax stamped by a signet:
When the figure engraved is fitted again to the signet, it accords with that
which surrounds it. The one who is “in the form of God” has been formed by
the impression of the Father on it and accordingly is “the imprint of the Father’s
substance” (Heb 1:3). Gregory also argues that the “form (morfh¬ ) of God”
means the substance (oy› si¬a) of God, because when it is said that Christ “took
the form of a servant” (Phil 2:7), the substance of a servant was also involved,
not only the form.100 He concludes that “in the form of God” (Phil 2:6), and
“in the Father” (John 14:10), and he “on [whom] the Father set his seal” (John
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6:26), as well as “the image of goodness” (2 Cor 4:4), and “the brightness of
glory” (Heb 1:3), and all other similar titles given to the Son testify that the
Son’s substance is not out of harmony with the Father’s substance.101 I would
add that these phrases allow us to gaze into the relationship between the two
divine persons.

Later in CE 3, Gregory gives additional details about relationality. The Son
has all the attributes of the Father (cf. John 16:15) except for being ungenerated.
The Son is God, eternal, existent at all times, incorruptible, has no beginning
and no end, is in the Father altogether and so is the Father in him.102 Gregory
then mentions again John 14:10, a verse he cherishes, in order to explain it. In
his view, this verse expresses “the complete absence of divergence in the image,
as compared with him whose image he is.”103 Moreover, John 14:9 should best
be understood, according to Gregory, in the sense of Heb 1:3.104 The application
that Gregory suggests yields a new image of biblical inspiration of the rela-
tionship I have been analyzing: The Son glorifies the Father and is being glo-
rified by the Father: “The majesty of the Father is expressly imaged in the
greatness of the power of the Son, that one may be believed to be as great as
the other is known to be. . . . All that glory which the Father is sheds its bril-
liancy from its whole extent by means of the brightness that comes from it,
that is, by the true light.”105

Gregory mentions John 14:9–10 in yet another context. He says that a large
number of expressions found in Scripture in reference to the Son are not used
for the created world: “For the creation was not in the beginning, and was not
with God, and was not God, nor life, nor light, nor resurrection, nor the rest
of the divine names, as truth, righteousness, sanctification, etc.”106 Neither are
“the more exalted words” contained in John 14:9–10 used in reference to the
creation. The use of these expressions in reference to the Son alone testifies,
according to Gregory, that the Son is not created. Therefore, it follows that the
relationship between the Father and the Son is clearly distinct from the rela-
tionship between God the Father and creation. Widdicombe notices something
similar in Origen, namely, that “[Origen] does not use the idea of the eternal
existence of the rational creation to prove the eternity of God’s fatherhood,”107

although he does use the idea of the Son’s eternal existence to the same end.
“I am in the Father and the Father is in me” (John 14:10), according to

Gregory, is also equivalent to saying that the Son is in the bosom of the Fa-
ther.108 This gives Gregory the opportunity to produce another syllogism
against Eunomius. When the Son, as Eunomius says, “was not,” what did the
bosom contain? One should assume that the bosom was either full or empty.
If it was full, it should have been filled by the Son; therefore, the Son existed.
If it was empty when the Son was not (o·te oy› k h̊n) and then became full when
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the Son began to exist, then God the Father underwent a change, in the sense
that “he passed from the state of void and deficiency to the state of fullness
and perfection.”109 But this conclusion is unacceptable; therefore, Eunomius
and the whole Arian tradition is mistaken in claiming that there was a point
in time when the Son did not exist.

The Refutation of the Confession of Faith of Eunomius brings additional clar-
ifications to the interpretation of John 14:10 and other relational texts. One
learns that John 14:10 also means that “the one is in his entirety in the other
in his entirety [o·loß e› n o·lv¤ ], the Father not superabounding in the Son, the
Son not being deficient in the Father.”110 There are other similar verses that
Gregory quotes at this point: “The Son should be honored as the Father is
honored” (cf. John 5:23), “He who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9),
“No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except
the Son” (Matt 11:27). He insists that those who accept these verses as genuine
should accept that there is no hint in them of any variation of glory, or of
substance, or anything else, between the Father and the Son.111 The relationship
between the Father and the Son is thus expressed in equal glory, sameness of
substance, and perfect knowledge of each by the other. A little later, Gregory
adds that the Son does not divide the glory with the Father, but each has the
whole glory of divinity.112 The fact that the whole passage presently under scru-
tiny refers to relationship is proven by Gregory’s earlier statement in the same
writing: “For without the Son the Father has neither existence nor name, any
more than the powerful without power, or the wise without wisdom.”113 It is
also worth noting that for Gregory, identity of glory indicates community of
nature.114 The latter statement is not difficult to understand, given the date of
Ref.’s composition after the Council of Constantinople (ad 381), which pro-
claimed that the Holy Spirit, “along with the Father and the Son, is worshiped
and glorified,” thus avoiding the use of an unbiblical word such as homoousios

to state the community of nature between the divine persons.
Thus far I have dealt rather strictly with intra-Trinitarian relations. Nev-

ertheless, both the Gospels and Gregory of Nyssa also consider the relationship
between God and humans. I shall now turn my attention to this relationship,
because it will provide a clearer understanding of Gregory’s concepts of divine
persons. The next two sections are corollaries to the issue of divine relationality.

Homecoming versus Adoption and the Will of God

Scriptural texts bearing witness to the second type of relationship, between
God and humans, are both pre- and postresurrection, and they occur in John
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14–15 and 20 (and parallels).115 The Biblia patristica sees an allusion to John 14:
6 (“I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father except
through me”) in CE 1.335.116 Here Gregory combines John 14:6 with John 1:3
(“all things came to be through him”) and writes that, on the one hand, the
cause of our life is “the true life which descended to our nature”; on the other
hand, in the ascending direction, it is Christ, “the true light, by whom we were
made foreigners to darkness.”117 The latter shows that Gregory has in mind
John 14:6, where Jesus tells his disciples that it is only through him that anyone
can come to the Father. This verse contains a whole theology of humanity’s
return to God, from whom it had strayed through sin. Next I would like to
analyze Gregory’s understanding of what I prefer to call “a theology of hu-
manity’s exile and homecoming to God.” This theology is important inasmuch
as it sheds light on divine relationality.

Between bondage and our adoption as children, an intermediary station
on humanity’s way back to God is friendship with God. Christ addresses his
disciples in this way: “I do not call you servants any longer, because the servant
does not know what the master is doing; but I have called you friends, because
I have made known to you everything that I have heard from my Father” (John
15:15). In interpreting this verse, Gregory endeavors to show against Eunomius
that the Son of God who redeemed us from bondage is not under the dominion
of the Father, nor in a state of slavery. Otherwise, not the Son alone but also
the Father, who is in the Son and is one with him, must be a servant.118 Through
the incarnation he took all that was ours in order to give us in return what is
his: “As he took disease, death, curse, and sin, so he took our slavery also, not
in such a way as himself to have what he took, but so as to purge our nature
of such evils, our [defects] being swallowed up and done away with in his
stainless nature.”119 Gregory then returns to the Son’s knowledge of the Father,
yet another characteristic of relationship, expressed clearly in John 15:15. He
reemphasizes that the Son’s knowledge of the Father is perfect, as the Son has
everything that pertains to the Father and, even more, has the Father himself
in himself.

It is worth noting here that, on the one hand, Gregory uses the pair of
correlative terms “father-son” to prove that the Father and the Son have the
same nature; on the other hand, he uses another pair of correlatives, “lord-
slave,” to prove that a lord and a slave have different natures (like God and
creation). Eunomius thought that the two pairs may work against each other,
and thus he tried to use the latter against the former to prove his point that
the Son is not divine. I shall turn to this issue shortly.

Another biblical pericope dealing with the relationship between God and
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humans is John 20:17: “Do not hold on to me, because I have not yet ascended
to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my
Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’ ”120 The text figured prom-
inently in the Arian controversy, because the Arians interpreted it as proclaim-
ing the transcendence of the ungenerated over the only begotten.121 These
words were addressed by the resurrected Christ to Mary Magdalene, the
woman who was the first human being to see him. According to this verse,
after the Lord’s resurrection, humans are brought into the closest relationship
possible with God. They become the Son’s brothers and sisters and the Father’s
children. Humans are thus taken beyond slavery, beyond even friendship, and
are adopted as children by God. But Eunomius, too, had noticed John 20:17
and tried to turn the new argument from relationship on its head:

Either by the relative meaning [dia¡ th∆ß sxetikh∆ß shmasi¬aß] employed
there is expressed what is common to the substance also between
the disciples and the Father, or else we must not by this phrase
bring even the Lord into communion in the Father’s nature, and,
even as the fact that God over all is named as their God implies that
the disciples are his servants, so by parity of reasoning, it is ac-
knowledged, by the words in question, that the Son also is the ser-
vant of God.122

The conclusion Eunomius wants to impose is that, according to John 20:17,
the Son is a servant by nature. Therefore, the Son is not God. Gregory’s first
reaction to Eunomius is to say that, first of all, the words addressed to Mary
(“I have not yet ascended to my Father”) do not refer to the divinity of the Only-
begotten but to his humanity. Then, “following the guidance of the fathers,”
he proceeds to explain the meaning of John 20:17. The authentic interpretation
of this verse can only be retrieved if the verse is placed within the scope of the
history of salvation.123 He first quotes 1 Cor 8:6: “There is one God, the Father,
from whom are all things.”124 As such, God the Father is by nature (th¤ fy¬ sei)
Father of existent things, in the sense that it is he who has given them existence:
“Human nature [a› nurvpi¬nh fy¬ siß] . . . had for the author [poih¬ thß] of its own
constitution none other than the Father of all.”125 This is to say that in one
sense “Father” means “author.” But then Gregory speculates that there is yet
another sense, a relational one, in which God can be regarded as Father of
humanity: He says that “the name of Godhead [ueo¬ thß] itself, whether it indi-
cates the authority of oversight or of foresight [e›poptikh¡ n hÈ pronohtikh¡ n e› joy-

si¬an], imports a certain relation to humanity.”126 This is another allusion to the
supposed etymological derivation of ueo¬ ß from uea¬ omai (to gaze at, to see);
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consequently, ueo¬ ß would also be related to other verbs expressing the idea of
sight or seeing, such as “foresight” and “oversight.” Thus, God and the human
race are in a relation of overseer to the object overseen.

Yet humans moved from being in this divine Father’s image to being in
the image of the “father of sin.”127 It is “in virtue of the similarity of will [dia¡
th∆ß kata¡ th¡ n proai¬resin o\ moio¬ thtoß]” that humans become sons of the father
of sin,128 and honor those who “by nature were no gods” (Gal 4:8).129 Gregory
regards this whole departure of humanity from the good Father as an exile (to¡
e› joikeivuh∆nai, CE 3.10, 11). It is an exile of cosmic proportions, to which God
reacted accordingly: “The Good Shepherd of the whole rational creation left in
the heights of heaven his unsinning and supramundane flock and, moved by
love, went after the sheep which had gone astray, even our human nature.”130

In comparing what God left behind, the ninety-nine other sheep, to come after
the lost one, Gregory believes that humanity is an insignificant and infinites-
imal part of the whole rational creation. Yet it seemed important to God to do
this, because it was impossible for estranged humanity to return by itself to
the heavenly place. The good tidings Christ proclaimed to the human race is
precisely that he came down to earth to take it back to heaven. At this point
Gregory has recourse to an image of adoption suggested by Isa 8:18: “For
behold, I and the children whom God has given me . . .”131

But Gregory recalls that his discussion started from John 20:17. He,
therefore, turns to the paramount role women played in the history of salvation,
as Mary Magdalene was the first human being to witness to the resurrected
Christ. In agreement with the author of 1 Timothy, Gregory says “the woman,
being deceived, was in transgression.” God chose a woman to be the first
witness of the resurrection,

that she might retrieve by her faith in the resurrection the overthrow
caused by her disobedience, and that as, by making herself at the
beginning a minister [dia¬ konoß] and advocate to her husband of the
counsels of the serpent, she brought into human life the beginning
of evil, and its train of consequences, so, by conveying132 to his disci-
ples the words of him who slew the dragon, she might become to
humans the guide to faith, whereby with good reason the first proc-
lamation of death is annulled.133

Given the fact that gender language in Gregory of Nyssa will be discussed later,
it is worth noting that he underscores the role of Mary Magdalene as a minister
to the rest of humanity of the good news about Christ’s resurrection. This, too,
is an important part of humanity’s homecoming.

In sum, the image of humanity’s exile and homecoming to God is one of
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Gregory’s favorite images in salvation history. He develops a whole theology
around this image, and one cannot but notice his enthusiasm when he unfolds
it before his readers. As will become apparent below, this image is more elab-
orate than another image expressive of salvation history—our adoption as chil-
dren of God—which Origen developed so powerfully.

The important issue of the will of God appears in a context in which
Gregory compares human and divine sonship, thus speaking of our adoption
as children of God. The noun “adoption” (yi\ouesi¬a) and its cognates are very
infrequent in CE. An important passage where Gregory deals with our adop-
tion as children of God starts at CE 3.1.111. The context is yet another refutation
of Eunomius’s view that the correlative term “son” does not imply a common
nature between the Father and the Son. Gregory uses an argumentum ad hom-

inem, first strengthening the adversary’s point so that he can then crush it
more forcefully. Gregory himself says, on behalf of Eunomius and the Eunom-
ians, that in Scripture the phrase “child of wrath” (Eph 2:3) is used as well as
“son of perdition” (John 17:12; Matt 3:7), “product of a viper” (Matt 3:7), “sons
of light” (John 12:36), and “sons of the day” (1 Thess. 5:5). But in such phrases
no community of nature is apparent.134

Now comes the explanation. Gregory says that he is aware that divine
Scripture uses “son” in two senses: (1) In one sense this appellation is derived
“from nature” (e›k fy¬ sevß); (2) in other senses, it is “adventitious and artificial”
(e›piskeyasth¡ n kai¡ e›pi¬kthton), or the “result of choice” (e›k proaire¬ sevß).135 For
the first sense of the word, he exemplifies with the phrases “sons of humans”
and “sons of rams,” and for the second with “sons of power” and “children of
God.” Gregory says, “For when they are called ‘sons of Eli,’ they are declared
to have a natural relationship [kata¡ th¡ n fy¡ sin syggene¬ ß], but in being called
‘sons of Belial,’ they are reproved for the wickedness of their choice [th∆ß proai-
re¬ sevß] as no longer emulating their father in their life, by addicting their own
purpose to sin.”136 Gregory clarifies at this point that whichever way we choose
to be, we do so freely, but our human nature remains within its natural con-
fines: “It is in our power [e¬ fÚ h\ mi∆n] to become sons either of night or of day,
while our nature yet remains, so far as the chief part of it is concerned, within
its proper limits.”137

Gregory warns that the explanation he has just produced holds true for
the “lower nature” (ka¬ tv fy¬ siß),138 but adds that our nature (or perhaps “sub-
stance”) remains what it is. Therefore, in the case of human beings, the word
“son” is applied metaphorically (e›k metafora∆ß) when we are referred to as sons
of anything other than humans,139 because our nature is a borderland (meuo¬ rioß;
CE 3.1.121) between virtue and vice.140 We can become children of either light
or darkness by affinity to the good or to its opposite. We can choose to change
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from children of darkness to children of light by “casting off the works of
darkness [and] by decent life.”141 In other words, it is through moral effort that
we can attain a superior state. However, since the status of “sons of God” is
the supreme state that we can reach, it is not only through our own efforts that
we achieve this. It is the Son of God proper who helps us in this by joining us
to him by spiritual generation.142 Thus, Christ bestows upon us adoption (yi\oue-
si¬a) as children of God.143 Elsewhere, Gregory calls humans “disinherited
sons” and shows what Christ has done for us: “This is what the ‘mediator’
between the Father and the disinherited sons means, he who has reconciled
through himself the enemies with God, through his true and unique divin-
ity.”144

Unlike humans, the Only-begotten does not change from an inferior to a
superior state. Nor does he need another Son to bestow adoption upon him.
Accordingly, Gregory maintains that the Only-begotten is properly called the
Son of God, as he is the Son of God by nature.145 The distinction between “by
nature” and “by choice” is very important in Gregory’s view, and he emphasizes
it several times. Yet the case of the Son of God is very different from the case
of human sons:

God, being one good, in a simple and uncompounded nature, looks
ever the same way, and is never changed by the impulses of choice
[tai∆ß th∆ß proaire¬ sevß o\ rmai∆ß], but always wishes what he is, and is,
assuredly, what he wishes [a› ei¡ kai¡ boy¬ letai o·per e›sti¡n kai¡ e›sti

pa¬ ntvß o· kai¡ boy¬ letai]. So that he is in both respects properly and
truly called Son of God, since his nature contains the good, and his
choice [proai¬resiß] also is never severed from that which is more ex-
cellent, so that this word is employed without inexactness, as his
name.146

These statements are both powerful and in the Plotinian tradition. They
are powerful because in the divine case, sonship-by-nature and sonship-by-will
converge in the same direction of the good. There is no contradiction between
the goodness of the divine nature and the good (or rather supremely good)
choice the Son makes. The affirmation is also Plotinian because Plotinus, in
referring to the One about a hundred years before Gregory, made an almost
identical statement: The One is “all power, really master of itself, being what
it wills to be.”147 The Son is thus presented as a willing subject. But his will
appears as both the will to choose (proai¬resiß), which is always directed toward
choosing the good, and the will to be what he wishes (boy¬ lesiß) to be, which
is an ontological will.
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Gregory also deals with adoption in CE 3.5.3. Here he explains Rom 8:16:
“It is the Spirit himself bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of
God.” Gregory says that the meaning of this verse is that the Holy Spirit comes
to be “in the mind of the faithful” (th¤ dianoi¬aÀ tv∆ n pistv∆ n), because in many
other passages the Apostle Paul uses “spirit” (pney∆ma) for “mind” (noy∆ß). None-
theless, an important statement follows that sheds greater light on the meaning
of adoption: “When [the mind] receives the communion of the [Holy] Spirit
the recipients attain the dignity of adoption.”148 The latter statement is not only
beautiful but also gives a more complete picture of what Gregory means by
adoption: The Holy Spirit too (not only the Son) contributes to our adoption
as children of God. Unfortunately, Gregory does not elaborate further.

Yet we find a brief indication elsewhere. In Ref. 55, Gregory writes that our
adoption as children of God is a grace of God. We become children “by grace
not by nature” (xa¬ riti kai¡ oy› fy¬ sei).149 This means that God offers adoption
freely, but also that humans remain created beings unlike the Only-begotten,
who is uncreated and Son by nature. In reflecting on the seventh Beatitude,
Gregory also says that the peacemakers will be crowned with the grace of
adoption (th∆ß yi\ouesi¬aß xa¬ riti stefanv∆ uhshÀ ).150 Becoming “children of God”
in his view is to be treasured above any good fortune (ey› klhri¬a).151 The children
of God imitate the authentic Son of God, the son by nature, chasing evil out
of human nature to introduce in its stead the communion of the good.152 They
show in their lives God’s love for humans, that is, the proper character of divine
action.153

To summarize Gregory’s theology of adoption, I should say that it contains
two elements. In order for humans to become adopted children of God (1) they
should be joined to Christ by spiritual generation154 and (2) their mind should
receive the communion of the Holy Spirit.155 The issue of our adoption as
children of God, as I hinted at the beginning of this section, is not one of
Gregory’s favorite images of humanity’s return to God. To be more accurate,
I should say that Gregory does not have as elaborate a theology of adoption as
Origen. He does not, for example, expand the idea of the three stages in sal-
vation history: bondage, friendship with God, adoption as children of God.
Rather, he prefers to conceive of the return of the human race to God more in
terms of what I call a “theology of exile and homecoming.” Gregory’s favorite
image seems to be that of the Good Shepherd who goes after the lost sheep to
bring her back to the fold where she belongs. Of course, the theology of adop-
tion should not be completely overlooked, since, as I have shown, it exists but
is underdeveloped.

Interwoven with the theology of adoption, a few brief thoughts can be
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found on Gregory’s notion of the will of God. He conceives of God as a willing
subject who always chooses the good and wishes to be what he is. The latter
view is not present in Basil’s thought but betrays a Plotinian influence.

Gregory of Nyssa’s Use of Gender Language

in Reference to God

Like the previous section, this section is a corollary to the issue of divine re-
lationality. It allows for an even deeper glimpse at Gregory’s concept of divine
persons. In an earlier work such as CE, Gregory hints at the fact that some
might be tempted to introduce gender in God because of such language as
“father” and “son.” The Gospel according to John reads “In the beginning was
the Word” (John 1:1) rather than “In the Father was the Son,” because some
“more carnally minded,” learning of the Father, may be led by its understand-
ing to imagine also by consequence a mother.156 The allusion to Eunomius’s
“carnal mind” is quite transparent here, especially since Gregory adds that,
upon hearing the word “son” applied to God, someone like Eunomius cannot
conceive of impassible generation. In the second book of CE, Gregory himself
uses feminine imagery to refer to God, and he does not find this inappropriate.
Thus, he compares the all-powerful God condescending to commune with
humans to a tender mother who joins in the inarticulate utterances of her
baby.157

As Verna Harrison has accurately noticed, Gregory used more explicit
feminine language in reference to God in later works.158 Thus, in the seventh
homily of the Commentary on the Song of Songs, he explains that the bride-
groom’s mother in the Song of Songs allegorically indicates God the Father.
According to Gregory, both “mother” and “father” mean the same thing here,
because there is neither male nor female in God (Gal 3:28).159 Elsewhere in
the same Comm. Song, Gregory refers to God as the mother of all creation,
that is, the cause of its existence.160 Because God’s activities ad extra are re-
garded as common to all three persons, the term “mother” in these two contexts
may refer to God in general.161 Yet in De perfectione, Gregory speaks clearly of
God the Father as the “lifegiving mother” of humanity, to whom Christ as
mediator reconciles us following the fall.162 To this one should add the feminine
references to the Son and the Holy Spirit in the Comm. Song. The Son is
identified with Sophia, the female personification of Wisdom found in the Old
Testament book of Proverbs.163 The Holy Spirit who descends as a dove upon
Christ from heaven at the baptism in the Jordan River is referred to as a
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“mother,” whereas Christ himself is presented here as the daughter dove “born
of the Spirit.”164

Feminine language can be used to refer to each member of the Holy Trin-
ity, as long as one keeps in mind that God is neither male nor female. In
Gregory’s view, so were humans in the original state, and so will they be in
the eschaton.165 In Ref. 5, Gregory contends that the names Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit are better than other scriptural names referring to God because
they were revealed by the Lord himself: These names are “better able to lead
us to the faith about the existent [and Christ declares] that it is enough for us
to hold to the title ‘Father, Son, and Holy Spirit’ in order to apprehend the
absolutely existent, who is one and yet not one” (emphasis mine).166 This state-
ment does not support the categorical conclusion Harrison reaches that “the
names Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in their obvious meanings constitute the

indispensable foundation of Christian faith and further theological reflection”
(emphasis mine).167 “It is enough” (a› rkei∆n) in Gregory’s statement means “suf-
ficient,” whereas “indispensable” in Harrison’s statement means “necessary.”
The context should also be considered: From Ref. 5 one learns that Eunomius
refused to call God the Father “Father,” because he wanted to avoid the impli-
cations from relationality. Gregory combats him by saying that it would be better

for us to stick to those names that lead us to the right faith, but he does not
exclude the possibility that other names could serve the same purpose if un-
derstood correctly. The Cappadocian fathers even used a nonbiblical name,
a› ge¬ nnhtoß, for the Father, but because Eunomius tried to misinterpret it, they
recommended the use of “Father” instead as being less open to misinterpre-
tation. It is in this context that one can also use feminine language in regard
to God.

A Note on tro¬ poß th∆ß y\ parjevß in the Cappadocian Fathers

In modern languages, tro¬ poß th∆ß y\ pa¬ rjevß has been rendered as “mode of
existence” or “mode of subsistence.” As we saw, the Cappadocians thought that
it is through their modes of existence that the divine persons differ from each
other. Louth thinks that the tro¬ poß th∆ß y\ pa¬ rjevß was used by the Cappadocians
and the whole Greek theological tradition after them to refer to a person (es-
pecially a divine person).168 The purpose of this excursus is to demonstrate that
the Cappadocians never use the phrase under consideration to indicate a per-
son; the phrase itself only as a rhetorical device—a pars pro toto—can be used
to designate a person. Tro¬ poß th∆ß y\ pa¬ rjevß occurs three times in Gregory of
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Nyssa’s writings (all in CE ). Therefore, I think it is important to discuss it at
this point. The Cappadocians believe that the Father’s mode of existence is to
be ungenerated and generator, the Son’s to be generated (or begotten), and the
Spirit’s to proceed forth from the Father.

As Prestige noted, the phrase tro¬ poß th∆ß y\ pa¬ rjevß “seems to have been
rescued by Basil [of Caesarea] from the schools of logic, and subsequently
adopted generally into the theological tradition.”169 Unfortunately, Prestige was
not more specific about which “schools of logic” he had in mind. The Thesaurus

Linguae Graecae could bring some help in this direction, although only in the
case of extant texts. Before the Cappadocians, the phrase trop- yparjevß (with
or without the article th∆ß) occurs in Alexander of Aphrodisias170 and Themis-
tius.171 It does not occur at all in the extant works of Plato, Aristotle, Sextus
Empiricus, Plutarch, Pseudo-Plutarch, Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Ploti-
nus, Porphyry, Dexippus, Athanasius of Alexandria, and Gregory of Nazianzus.
It occurs five times in Basil of Caesarea’s works (twice in the spurious work
Adversus Eunomium 5, PG 29:680A and 681C) and three times in Gregory of
Nyssa’s. The occurrences of the phrase in the Cappadocians will be presented
below. The fact that Alexander of Aphrodisias used the above-mentioned phrase
before the Cappadocians does not necessarily mean that the latter had access
to Alexander’s commentaries. It is more plausible that the commentaries made
their way into handbooks of logic and philosophy used in various schools at
that time. Basil might have come across such a handbook during his student
years.172 Themistius (ca. 317–388) was a famous rhetorician and statesman re-
siding in Constantinople. As we saw, he too uses the phrase tro¬ poß th∆ß y\ pa¬ r-

jevß in his paraphrases of Aristotle. Basil, like other Christians, may have
studied under him, especially since Themistius seems to have had the respect
of Christians.173

Prestige understood correctly that the “mode of existence” was part of the
definition of a person, not the person itself.174 As we saw in chapter 2, the
Cappadocians understood a person in the Neoplatonic sense as a collection of
properties. In their view, a person is substance and mode of existence and

power and so on and so forth. Each of these properties makes the person known
to us in part, but no property can be called a person apart from the other
properties.

In Ep. 235, addressed to his spiritual son Amphilochius of Iconium, Basil
writes, “A thing [ti¬] is knowable with respect to number, and size, and power,
and mode of existence, and time of generation, and substance”175 (emphasis
added). In Contra Sabellianos, et Arium, et Anomoeos, Basil speaks of the “mode
of existence” of the Holy Spirit, which should not be mistaken for that of the
creatures,176 and in De Spiritu Sancto the “mode of existence” of the Holy Spirit
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is said to be ineffable.177 In an earlier writing such as AE 1.15, Basil uses the
term y\ po¬ stasiß as a synonym of y·parjiß in the phrase tro¬ poß th∆ß y\ posta¬ sevß.
He says that the latter phrase shows how God is, not what he is; therefore, the
tro¬ poß th∆ß y\ posta¬ sevß does not indicate God’s nature or substance.178 The
context of the discussion in AE 1.15 is roughly Aristotelian, and Basil pretends
to be embarrassed because he is “constrained” to use such language. The
tro¬ poß th∆ß y\ posta¬ sevß refers here to God the Father’s ungeneratedness, be-
cause the ungeneratedness shows how God is (o·pvß e›sti), not what he is (ti¬
e› sti).179

On the “mode of existence,” Gregory of Nyssa, too, has something to say.
In CE 1.216, he writes:

It is in order to demonstrate the diminished and in natural rank in-
ferior status of the Son and the Spirit that [Eunomius] says that one
originates from the other; and, so that those who learn from the way
things originate from each other may never reach the thought of
their intimate connection as a result of such a mode of existence [e›k
toy∆ toioy¬ toy tro¬ poy th∆ß y\ pa¬ rjevß], he resists the principle of na-
ture, both by saying that one originates from another and asserting
that the one generated is illegitimate as far as concerns the nature of
the one who generated him. (Emphasis added)

The second occurrence of the tro¬ poß th∆ß y\ pa¬ rjevß in Gregory of Nyssa’s
CE is even more illuminating. It refers to the different “modes of existence”
of Adam and Abel as an analogy of what happens in the Godhead, thus showing
three things: (1) No alteration of the definition of humanity is produced because
of Adam’s and Abel’s different modes of existence; (2) similarly, no alteration
is produced in the divine nature either because of the existence of three dif-
ferent modes of existence there; and (3) except for this example, humans cannot
be said to have different modes of existence, because biologically they come
into existence in the same way, namely, by conception and birth. Humans,
therefore, cannot be distinguished from each other by their modes of existence.
Gregory’s text reads:

The first man and the one sprung from him, though they get their
being in a different way from each other, the one by the coupling of
parents, the other by shaping from the dust, are both believed to be
two and in terms of substance are not split from each other. . . .
Both former and latter are human, and the word for their being is
the same for them both: each is mortal, and rational too, and simi-
larly capable of thought and knowledge. If then the word for hu-
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manity is not altered in the case of Adam and Abel by the change in
the way they are generated, since neither the order nor the mode of

their existence [tro¬ poß th∆ß y\ pa¬ rjevß] imports any change in nature,
but by the common consent of sober men their state is the same,
and no one would deny this unless he is badly in need of hellebore,
what necessity is there to argue this unreasonable conclusion in the
case of the divine nature? (Emphasis added)180

The third and last occurrence of tro¬ poß th∆ß y\ pa¬ rjevß in Gregory of Nyssa
is in a context where Eunomius’s assertion that the Son obtained his existence
from the mere will of the generator and not from his substance is refuted.
Gregory contends that the “mode of existence” of the Son definitely differs
from the mode of existence of the created world.181

To sum up, the scarcity of the phrase tro¬ poß th∆ß y\ pa¬ rjevß in the Cappa-
docian writings demonstrates that, although having a certain importance, this
phrase is far from being a prominent or preferred expression of the Cappa-
docians.182

Conclusions

In this chapter I have presented Gregory of Nyssa’s view of divine relations as
it emerges mainly from CE and Ref., although I have also referred to other
works dealing with relations. The patristic antecedents of the divine relations
have been dealt with, as was the connection between the patristic concept of
relations and the Aristotelian category of relation.

In his concept of divine relations, Gregory of Nyssa does not differ signif-
icantly from such patristic predecessors as the Alexandrian theologians (Ori-
gen, Dionysius, Alexander, Athanasius) or his brother, Basil of Caesarea. More-
over, all of them seem to be influenced by Aristotle’s category of relation, which
they apply to God. Thus, a father is both the name of a person and also points
to a son—a reality that is different from the father but has the same nature.
Patristic authors developed this view of relation in opposition to those who
denied the eternity or the divinity of the second divine person. Similarly, the
Holy Spirit is in relation with the other two persons.

The relation between the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit is not man-
ifested only by the Father’s eternal generation of the Son and gushing forth of
the Spirit, or the last two persons’ receiving their existence from the Father. It
has numerous other dynamic aspects of biblical inspiration, such as love, eter-
nal rejoicing of each person in the presence of the other two, glorification of
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each by the other two, perfect knowledge of one another, and perfect com-
munion.

Gregory also has a very elaborate theology of the humanity’s exile and
homecoming as an image of the relationship between God and humans. Com-
pared to Origen’s, Gregory’s theology of humans’ adoption as children of God
is underdeveloped although still quite beautiful. As part of the discussion on
adoption, I have presented a possible Plotinian influence on Gregory’s view of
God’s will. God as person thus appears as a willing subject.
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6

On the Holy Spirit: Against

the Macedonians

This chapter continues my analysis of the concept of divine persons
in Gregory’s thought, this time taking a closer look at the person of
the Holy Spirit. For this purpose I shall turn my attention to Greg-
ory’s writing entitled On the Holy Spirit: Against the Macedonians, the

Spirit Fighters (Adv. Macedonianos hereafter).1 May dates Adv. Mace-

donianos to some time after the Council of Constantinople of 381,
while Daniélou to the spring of 380.2 Macedonius had been bishop
of Constantinople in 340, and, as Meredith notices, it is not entirely
clear how his name came to be associated with a movement that
sprang to prominence so much later.3 It may also be the case that
this treatise envisages the followers of Eusthatius of Sebaste who
were located in Armenia. It appears that Basil of Caesarea himself
was a friend of Eusthatius at one point, and something of their posi-
tion may be inferred from the treatise Basil himself wrote ca. 375,
De Spiritu Sancto. The opponents, whoever they may have been,
seem to have attacked Gregory, as we can gather from the introduc-
tory section of the treatise.

Gregory writes that he is accused of “profanity for entertaining
lofty conceptions about the Holy Spirit.” He teaches that the Holy
Spirit is of the same rank as the Father and the Son, that there is no
difference between them in anything, except in regard of person.
Moreover, the Holy Spirit is indeed from God the Father and of the
Christ, and is contemplated in his peculiar attributes in regard of
person (toy∆ kauÚ y\ po¬ stasin i›diazo¬ ntvß uevrei∆suai).4 In characteris-
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tics other than his individuality, the Spirit has an exact identity (synhmme¬ non
kai¡ a› para¬ llakton)5 with the Father and the Son. We shall see immediately
what these characteristics pertaining to the Spirit’s individuality are.

Gregory’s opponents asserted that the Spirit was a stranger to any natural
communion (fysikh∆ß koinvni¬aß)6 with the Father and the Son, that he was thus
inferior to them in every point, including in power, in glory, in dignity, or
everything else that is usually ascribed to the divinity. The main accusation
Gregory tries to rebut, as one gathers from reading the treatise, is that the Holy
Spirit occupied a median position between creature and creator.

Gregory begins his defense of the divinity of the Holy Spirit, by appealing
to Scripture which, according to him, does not recognize any distinctions in
the divine nature. He does not mention any scriptural texts to support his point
yet, but he would do so later on in this treatise. Gregory may have assumed
that his readers were familiar with the scriptural texts he had in mind, and
that is why he does not mention them. Then, he adds that not only arguments
based on Scripture, but also those based on the common notions,7 will lead
one to recognize no distinctions in the divine nature in which the Spirit par-
takes (90.27–30). By these distinctions he means degrees of substance in the
divine nature, as we shall see shortly. The argument based on the lack of
degrees of substance is one of Gregory’s favorite arguments when trying to
prove the divinity of the Son or the Spirit and it seems to be inspired by
Aristotle.8 The divine nature is perfect because it is simple, uniform, and in-
composite, and thus it does not have any variations or degrees of substance.
The lack of variation in a substance can be noted, Gregory assures us, not only
in the divine substance but even in bodily instances (dia¡ tv∆ n svmatikv∆ n y\ pod-
eigma¬ tvn, 91.13), such as fire, water, and air, that is, every element that underlies
the universe for the ancients. Gregory believes that one cannot say that fire
can be said to have the heat more intense or less intense and water more wet
or less wet, while air cannot be called less dense or more dense, because in
that case those elements would no longer fit the bill for their initial definition
(91 passim). To a modern mind these are obviously weak examples, all three
above elements being capable of being more dense or less dense. Gregory may
not have been aware of variations in the density of the air in the fourth century
(after all, we know that by measuring the barometric pressure), but he should
have had knowledge about variations in the intensity of fire and he probably
experienced differences in the viscosity and behavior of fresh water and salt
water. By using those examples he only does a disservice to himself and to the
whole argument he proposes.

The Spirit is divine, absolutely good, omnipotent, wise, glorious, eternal,
as well as everything of that kind that is worthy of the divine nature (92.10–
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16). These are properties the Spirit has in common with the other two divine
persons, and which he possesses fully not just partially or by participation only
(oy› k e›k metoysi¬aß, 92.16). Therefore, Gregory rushes to declare that the Spirit
himself not only has those properties, but he is goodness, wisdom, power, sanc-
tification, righteousness, everlastingness, imperishability, and every name that
is lofty and elevating above other names (92.22–27). Such a being should
clearly be glorified, because it is glorious by nature (th¤ wy¬ sei eÈndojon, 92.29),
unlike us humans who have them by participation.

The fact that the Holy Spirit is listed in the third place, after the Father
and the Son, should not make us think of any diminution or variation (oy› demi¬an
e› la¬ ttvsin hfi parallagh¡ n eÈxei, 92.34–93.1) in the Spirit’s nature; that is only an
indication of the numerical order (a› riumo¡ n ta¬ jin, 93.2) in which the three per-
sons are listed. To explain his argument, Gregory uses the analogy of three lit
torches placed next to one another: the flame of the third is caused by that of
the first being transmitted to the middle, and then kindling the third torch.9

The heat of the first flame does not exceed that of the following flames; simi-
larly, the nature of the three divine persons does not suffer any variation and
diminution by being transmitted from one person, the Father, to the other two,
Son and Holy Spirit. Another image he uses a little later is that of the Father
as the fountain of power, the Son as the power, and the Holy Spirit as the spirit
of power (100.1–3); again the idea of numerical order is present. But Gregory
speaks of another type of order here, namely order of transmission (ta¬ jiß par-
ado¬ sevß, 100.22). In regard to differences, as Gregory said a little earlier, there
is difference in regard to person, and now he tells us that there is a difference
of order as well between the three.10 By difference in regard to person he
probably means the peculiar characteristic which makes the Spirit a unique
person. The Spirit is distinguished from the other two persons by the manner
in which he receives his substance, namely by procession from the Father and
through the Son. The Spirit as person, we are told, is also distinguished from
the other two by numerical order and the order of transmission.

The next argument Gregory uses to demonstrate the divinity of the Holy
Spirit is connected with the distinction between the common and particular
and is somewhat reminiscent of the discussion in Basil’s in Ep. 236, 6 and
Gregory’s Ad Petrum, presented above in chapter 3. The analogy he uses in
Adv. Macedonianos 101.29 ff. can be summarized as follows: the common hu-
man (koino¬ ß aÈ nurvpoß), that is, human species, is defined by some character-
istics; if one were to term one individual a human being, that is, belonging to
the human species, then one has to provide evidence of that individual’s signs
indicative of the human nature. If the evidence cannot be provided, then that
individual cannot be said to belong to the human species. A little earlier,
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Gregory said that, for example, an unformed embryo cannot be considered a
human being, but only a potential one, assuming that it is completed so as to
come forth to human birth (101.11–13). But what are these characteristics of
human beings, the ones that define the human species in its completeness?
Gregory considers that they are “reason, capacity for thought and knowledge,
a share of life, an upright bearing, risibility, and broadness of nail” (101.32–
102.2).11 Then, using the analogy of the human species and an individual hu-
man being, Gregory applies it to Christian belief. He says that one of the
characteristics of the “common Christian” is to confess belief in the divinity
of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. If an individual claims to be a Christian
but does not confess this belief, that individual in fact is not a Christian.
Therefore, the Holy Spirit is divine, and not a go-between god, belonging both
to created and uncreated natures, as some of Gregory’s opponents would con-
fess. Jews and Manichees—continues Gregory—cannot be called Christians,
because they are not characterized by Christian doctrinal orthodoxy. As in many
other instances, Gregory tries to make his argument sound as biblical as pos-
sible. Thus, by associating the earlier example of the embryo with Ecclesiastes
11.5—a text speaking of the spirit or breath of life shaping the human frame
in the mother’s womb—Gregory concludes that the heretic who does not be-
lieve in the divinity of the Spirit is lifeless and only bones in the womb of his
mother (102.11–13). Thus, the heretic who denies the divinity of the Spirit is
not a Christian. It is interesting how, using logic, Gregory makes belonging to
a species (Christianity) dependent on doctrinal orthodoxy.

When dealing with relationality in the previous chapter, I presented the
relationships the Spirit has with the other two divine persons. In Adv. Mace-

donianos 102.14–103.13 the issue of relationality comes up again. This time
Gregory uses the analogy of the ancient practice of consecrating kings by unc-
tion with oil. The relationship between the Son and the Spirit is described as
that between the anointed one (xrisue¬ ntoß) to the unction (xri¬sma). The unction
is a symbol of the kingship. This is a strong, inseparable union, with no interval
(a› dia¬ stato¬ ß, 103.5) intervening between the two, because there is no interval
between the body of the person being anointed and the oil being used for that
purpose. Here Gregory uses a pair of correlative terms (unction-anointed) that
imply one another: unction implies a person who is anointed, and the anointed
implies unction. But he goes on to say that “unction” is also a symbol of
kingship, because in ancient times kings were anointed when starting their
reign. Moreover, the Only-begotten Son of God who became incarnate is re-
ferred to as Christ and, thus, he is a king by nature. If he is a king and is so
closely connected with the unction, then the unction is not a thing alien to
kingship. Similarly to how there is no difference between the anointed
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and the unction, one can say that there is no interval separating the Son from
the Holy Spirit.

But this union (syna¬ weia, 103.5) between the Son and the Spirit tells about
another fact: “whosoever is to touch the Son by faith must first encounter the
oil in the very act of touching; there is not a part of [the Son] that is devoid of
the Spirit” (103.5–7). This part of the argument is reminiscent of Gregory’s
discussion in Ref. 11–13 and, of course, of the Pauline argument that “no one
can say ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except in the Holy Spirit.”12 The Spirit is the one who
leads believers to confess the lordship of Jesus. In my view, this whole argu-
ment is yet another proof of how important relationality is in the definition of
a person. In terms of support for the divinity of the Spirit, Gregory means to
say that one cannot claim that one confesses the Son to be divine, without
having to confess also that the Spirit is divine as well.

Having argued that the Son represents the king and the Spirit represents
the kingship, Gregory tries to preempt the argument that the Spirit is a creature
or something in between created and uncreated (103.11 f ). He uses another
pair of correlative terms, “king-subject” this time: “kingship is most assuredly
shown in the rule over subjects” (103.12). But the world of subjects is different
from the world of rulers, and in temporal terms, the latter existed forever,
because it created the former; simply put, God created the world. But God has
always been a king, because, as agreed earlier, he is king by nature. Since that
is the case, then kingship should have always existed with God; yet kingship
is unction and unction is a symbol for the Holy Spirit. So, the Spirit always
existed with God. But the world of subjects came into existence at t�0, when
God created it along with time. Therefore, the Spirit cannot belong in the world
of subjects, that is, in the created world. The Spirit, like the Son and the Father,
is a ruler, not a subject. Nor can the Spirit be a combination of created and
uncreated, because “no new invention of any natural attribute on the border-
land (e› n meuori¬vÀ )13 between the created and the uncreated can be thought of,
such as would participate in both, yet be neither entirely” (104.8–12). This is
absurd, argues Gregory, because if that were the case, among other things,
“creation will be found at variance with itself, divided into ruler and ruled, so
that part of it is the benefactor, part the benefited, part the sanctifier, part the
sanctified” (105.1–5).

The Spirit himself is referred to as a person (pro¬ svpon, 106.28) who fa-
cilitates the transmission of the life-giving grace in baptism. If one rejects
baptism, one rejects the life-giving grace, and thus the Holy Spirit. Their blas-
phemy, however, continues Gregory, does not stop there, but extends to the
entire Holy Trinity. This happens because there is a sort of chain which keeps
the divine persons connected to one another: “as grace flows down from the



114 gregory of nyssa and the concept of divine persons

Father, through the Son and the Spirit to those who are worthy, so too blas-
phemy flows back in the opposite direction from the Spirit, through the Son
to the God of all” (106.30–107.2). Although he does not use the word “chain”
here, the image is similar with that used in Ad Petrum 4, 69–80: one who
grasps one end of a chain pulls along with it the other end also to oneself.14

Therefore, by blaspheming the Spirit, one implicitly ends up blaspheming the
other two divine persons.

The issue of relationality comes up once again in this treatise in connection
with glorification. This time the image used is no longer coming close to that
of a chain but to a circle (108.33–109.16). The Spirit gives glory to both Father
and Son. Gregory bases this on texts such as: “I will glorify those who glorify
me” (1 Kgs 2:30), Jesus’ address to the Father—“I have glorified you” and
“Glorify me with the glory I had with you from the beginning before the world
was” (John 17:4–5)—and the voice from heaven, (i.e., the Father’s answer)
which says, “I have glorified and will glorify again” (John 12:28). He thus speaks
of a circular course taken by the glory, always going through things that are
like:

The Son is glorified by the Spirit; again the Son has glory from the
Father and the Only Begotten becomes the glory of the Spirit. For by
what else will the Father be glorified save by the true glory of the
Only Begotten? Again, in what else shall the Son be glorified, save
in the greatness of the Spirit? And so again the argument goes
round in a circle, glorifying the Son through the Spirit and the Fa-
ther through the Son. (109.9–109.15)

This in my view points to the close relationships among the three divine per-
sons. The same circularity and relationality is visible in another section of the
treatise, Adv. Macedonianos 110.24–111.1, where Gregory only repeats an argu-
ment mentioned earlier, namely, that one cannot really think of the Son without
automatically thinking of the Holy Spirit (cf. 1 Cor 12:3). But he extends this
argument to the Father, whose worship also entails the worship of the
Son and the Spirit. These words are clearly reminiscent of the Nicene-
Constantinopolitan Creed, which canonized the phrase that the Holy Spirit
“together with the Father and the Son is both worshipped and glorified.”15



Conclusions

I began this study by asking whether it is necessary to study the
concept of divine persons in Gregory of Nyssa’s works. My affirma-
tive answer to this question and the undertaking of the present
study has been determined by both the numerous—many times
contradictory—concepts of person existing today and the lack of an
adequate study dealing specifically with Gregory of Nyssa. Gregory’s
contribution to the shaping of a concept of person during the Trini-
tarian debates of the fourth century is remarkable. The fact that in
modern times there have been several partial or unsuccessful at-
tempts to recover a fourth-century concept of person also speaks for
the importance of the concept and the necessity of a systematic
study. Although some rudimentary concepts of the individual ex-
isted in antiquity that Gregory likely used, a more developed notion
of person did not exist prior to the Cappadocian fathers.

An increasing number of studies of Gregory’s relationship with
the philosophy of his time are only now starting to reveal his com-
plex knowledge of Platonism, Neoplatonism, Aristotelianism, and
Stoicism. This conclusion can be extended to his concept of divine
persons. Gregory depended on some philosophical luminaries be-
fore him. Besides philosophical sources, however, Gregory used ex-
tensively the Bible and the writings of his Christian predecessors.
Therefore, it cannot be claimed that he was a convinced Platonist or
Aristotelian disguised as a Christian to avoid accusations of heresy.
He was a Christian who considered it necessary to use the language
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and philosophical concepts of his time to speak to his educated contemporar-
ies, most of whom were recent converts to Christianity.

In this book, I have analyzed the most relevant works in which Gregory
of Nyssa dealt with divine persons. The concept of divine persons emerging
from these writings is complex, but I will try to summarize it. First, to refer
to a person in general, Gregory uses Greek terms such as y\ po¬ stasiß, pro¬ svpon,
perigrafoy¬ sa (or perigrafh¬ , circumscription), merikh¬ oy› si¬a (partial sub-
stance), i›dikh¬ oy› sia (particular substance), and even aÈ tomon (indivisible or in-
dividual). Second, to distinguish a divine person from the nature that person
has in common with the other two persons, Gregory uses the analogy of the
individual and the universal. This betrays an influence from Aristotle, the Sto-
ics, or Porphyry. In addition, to distinguish between nature and persons, Greg-
ory uses the explanation that, unlike nature, persons are enumerable entities.
The concept of individuals admits of a separation due to the particularizing
properties observed in each. When individuals are taken together, we can count
them.

Third, having distinguished between persons and nature, Gregory moves
on to establish the identity of each divine person and why each is unique. To
do this, he adapts for Christian usage the Platonic view of an individual as a
unique collection of properties. According to this adapted view, each divine
person can be described as a unique collection of characteristics in the follow-
ing way: The Father proceeds from no other cause, that is, he is ungenerated
and is generator; the Son is generated from the Father as the only-begotten,
and through himself and with himself makes known the Holy Spirit who pro-
ceeds from the Father; moreover, all things (including the Holy Spirit) come
into existence from the Father through the Son; the Holy Spirit in turn has his
being from the Father and is known after the Son and with the Son. To express
the particularizing notes of each divine person, Gregory also speaks of relations
of origin or causal relations: The Father is the cause, the Son is from the cause
or directly from the first, and the Spirit is from the cause (i.e., from the Father)
through that which is directly from the first (i.e., through the Son). These causal
relations are briefly expressed by the now classical formula (which Gregory
uses) according to which the Father is ungenerated, the Son is generated (or
only begotten), and the Spirit proceeds forth from the Father. Under the influ-
ence of Aristotle’s category of relation, Gregory, like his Christian predecessors
from Origen onward, paid a lot of attention to the relations among the divine
persons. He emphasized that the term “father” indicates the relation to a “son”
because the two terms are correlatives implying one another. At the same time,
Gregory added that “father” is the name of a person. The Spirit is also a cor-
relative term of both the Father and the Son, although the Spirit’s correlativity
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to the other two persons is not as obvious as that between the Father and the
Son. Indeed, the fact that the Spirit proceeds from the Father through the Son
expresses the relationality among the three.

Yet relations in Gregory’s theology are more than simple ontological cau-
sality. They are manifested in the perfect communion among the three divine
persons. Communion (koinvni¬a) is the solution Gregory proposes to the ques-
tion, “What causes the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit to be persons and not mere
collections of properties?” Relationality as communion means that the Son,
“who is in the bosom of the Father” (John 1: 18), is from all eternity to be
contemplated in the Father. The Son being contemplated in the bosom of the
Father means that he is contemplated as “power and wisdom of God” (1 Cor
1: 24), “truth, light, and sanctification” (1 Cor 1: 30), “peace” (Eph 2: 14), “life,”
and the like. As for the Spirit, Gregory refers to him in biblical terms as good
and holy, princely, principal, quickening, governing, and sanctifying of all cre-
ation. This allows him to present the Spirit as a correlative of both the first and
the second person; there is no gap between Christ and his anointing, between
the king and his kingdom, between wisdom and the Spirit of wisdom, between
truth and the Spirit of truth, between power and the Spirit of power. Since the
Son is eternally contemplated in the Father, and the Spirit is the Son’s Spirit,
the Spirit too is eternally contemplated in the Father. All three persons rejoice
eternally in the presence of each other and know each other perfectly. This is
communion, and it allows for both the distinction of each person and the
perfect unity among them. The Spirit as person is also distinguished from the
other two divine persons by numerical order, that is, by being listed in the third
place, and by the order of transmission, that is, the fact that he receives his
substance from the Father in the second place, after the Son, if one can speak
of an “after” in the case of the eternal. Last, the Spirit is said to be in very close
relationships with the other two persons, this pointing once again to the par-
amount importance relationality plays in Gregory’s concept of person.

To conclude, I should say that Gregory’s concept of divine persons, al-
though drawing on some rudimentary concepts of the individual existing be-
fore his time, is much more complex, biblical, and highly relevant for today
than those concepts. Like his brother Basil, Gregory did not write treatises on
the concept under scrutiny, but endeavored to produce a fine analysis of what
a person is by defending the Christian Holy Trinity.
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CAG Commentaria in Aristotelem Graeca
GCS Die griechischen christlichen Schriftsteller
GNO Gregorii Nysseni Opera
Loeb Loeb Classical Library
LXX Septuagint

NPNF Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers
PG Patrologia Graeca
SC Sources chrétiennes

SVF Stoicorum Veterum Fragmenta

Ancient Sources
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Alexander of Aprodisias De fato

Aristotle Cat.
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Politics
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Athanasius C. Ar.

Contra gentes

De decretis
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Tomus ad Antiochenos

Basil of Caesarea AE

Contra Sabellianos, et Arium, et Anomoeos

Ep.

Homilies on the Hexaemeron

De Spiritu Sancto

Cicero De officiis

Dionysius Thrax Ars gramm.
Eunomius Apol.

Confession of Faith
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Gregory of Nazianzus Ep.
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Ad Petrum

Adv. Apolinarium

Adv. Macedonianos

De anima et resurrectione

Beatit.
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In Res.

Life of Moses

De perfectione

Ref.
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On Prayer

Princ.

Peter of Callinicus Against Damian

Plato Laws

Philebus

Republic

Theaetetus

Timaeus

Plotinus Enn.

Porphyry Isag.

Exp. Cat.

Pseudo-Plutarch Placita philosophorum

Sextus Empiricus Math.

Outlines of Scepticism
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Stobaeus Eclogae

Tatian Ad Graecos

Tertullian Adv. Prax.
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63. See André de Halleux, “Personnalisme ou essentialisme trinitaire chez les

Pères cappadociens? Une mauvaise controverse,” Revue théologique de Louvain 17
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Hübner, “Gregor von Nyssa als Verfasser der sog. Ep. 38 des Basilius: Zum unter-
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GCS 14, p. 22, 11–18); Athanasius, Orationes contra Arianos 1.28 and 3.59–67; Basil of
Caesarea, AE II, p. 593 A–B; Gregory of Nyssa, CE 1.584.

109. CE 3.1.18; NPNF 2.5:148.
110. Leroux, “Commentaire,” 310; following Theodor Gollwitzer, Plotins Lehre von

der Willensfreiheit, vol. 1 (Kempten, 1900); and Carolina W. Zeeman, De Plaats van de

Wil in de Philosophie van Plotinus (Arnhem: Van Loghum Slaterus, 1946).
111. Armstrong reminds the reader at this point how strong the apophatic way of
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knowing is stressed by the Athenian Neoplatonists Proclus and Damascius and the
Christian Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite.

112. Enn. VI.8.9.46–48.

chapter 3

1. References to the Greek text will be to Saint Basil, Lettres, ed. and trans. Yves
Courtonne (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1957), 1:81–92. Other quotes from Basil’s letters
are based on the other two volumes produced by Courtonne (Paris: Les Belles Lettres,
1961 and 1966). Citations from all three volumes will hereafter appear as, e.g., Cour-
tonne 3:53. I also consulted the English translation of this letter, St. Basil, The Letters,
trans. Roy J. Deferrari, vol. 1 (London: W. Heinemann, 1926); however, since Defer-
rari’s translation is not too reliable, I have had to alter it.

2. Reinhard Hübner, “Gregor von Nyssa als Verfasser der sog. Ep. 38 des Basi-
lius: Zum unterschiedlichen Verständnis der ousia bei den kappadozischen Brüdern,”
in Epektasis: Mélanges patristiques offerts au Cardinal Jean Daniélou, ed. J. Fontaine and
Ch. Kannengiesser (Paris: Beauchesne, 1972), 463–490.

3. Anders Cavallin, Studien zu den Briefen des Hl. Basilius (Lund: Gleerupska
Universitetsbokhandeln, 1944), 71ff.

4. Paul J. Fedwick, “A Commentary of Gregory of Nyssa or the 38th Letter of
Basil of Caesarea,” Orientalia Christiana Periodica 44 (1978): 31–51; Fedwick, Biblio-

theca Basiliana vniversalis: A Study of the Manuscript Tradition of the Works of Basil of

Caesarea, vol. 1, The Letters (Turnhout: Brepols, 1993), 620–623. Robert Pouchet also
accepts the Gregorian authorship in his comprehensive study of the Basilian corre-
spondence, Basile le Grand et son univers d’amis d’après sa correspondance: Une stratégie

de communion (Rome: Augustinianum, 1992), 29.
5. Wolfgang-Dieter Hauschild, in his German translation of Basil’s letters, Basil

of Caesarea, Briefe, (Stuttgart: Anton Hiersemann, 1990), 1:182–184 n. 181); Jürgen
Hammerstaedt, “Zur Echtheit von Basiliusbrief 38,” Tesserae: Festschrift für Josef Enge-

mann, ed. Ernst Dassman and Klaus Thraede (Münster: Aschendorff, 1991), 416–419;
and Volker H. Drecoll, Die Entwicklung der Trinitätslehre des Basilius von Cäsarea: Sein

Weg vom Homöusianer zum Neonizäner (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1996),
297–331.

6. Johannes Zachhuber, Human Nature in Gregory of Nyssa: Philosophical Back-

ground and Theological Significance (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 61.
7. Drecoll, Entwicklung der Trinitätslehre, 309. Cf. the criticism of Drecoll in Da-

vid G. Robertson, “Stoic and Aristotelian Notions of Substance in Basil of Caesarea,”
Vigiliae Christianae 52 (1998): 410 n. 61.

8. Jean Daniélou, “La chronologie des oeuvres de Grégoire de Nysse,” Studia Pa-

tristica 7 (1966): 163 n. 2; Gerhard May, “Die Chronologie des Lebens und der Werke
des Gregor von Nyssa,” in Écriture et culture philosophique dans la pensée de Grégoire de

Nysse: Actes du Colloque de Chevetogne (22–26 septembre 1969), ed. Marguerite Harl
(Leiden: Brill, 1971), 57.

9. Pouchet, Basile le Grand, 60.
10. “Animal” in English and other modern languages comes from the Latin
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word animus (soul). Thus, “animal” means an “ensouled or living creature” and is
probably the best rendering of the Greek zv∆ on.

11. Basil, Ep. 236.6.1–22 (Courtonne 3:53–54); my translation.
12. Ad Petrum 1.
13. Thierry Ziegler, “Les petits traités trinitaires de Grégoire de Nysse: Temoins

d’un itineraire théologique (379–383)” (Ph.D. diss., University of Human Sciences of
Strasbourg, 1987), 1:127.

14. Cf. Aristotle, Cat. 2b25–27: “[O]f the primary substances one is no more a
substance than another: the individual man is no more a substance than the individ-
ual ox.”

15. Ad Petrum 2.1–11.
16. Cf. D. L. Balás, “The Unity of Human Nature in Basil’s and Gregory of

Nyssa’s Polemics against Eunomius” in Studia Patristica 14 (1976): 279.
17. Hübner, “Gregor von Nyssa als Verfasser,” 480.
18. Gregory of Nyssa, CE 3.5: “By ousia I do not mean the material substratum”

(GNO 2:168.2–3: oy› si¬an de¡ le¬ gv ny∆n oy› to¡ y\ liko¡ n y\ pokei¬menon).
19. Hübner, “Gregor von Nyssa als Verfasser,” 480.
20. Ibid., 470, 480. Bernard Pottier fully agrees with Hübner in his book Dieu et

le Christ selon Grégoire de Nysse: Etude systématique du “Contre Eunome” avec traduction

inédite des extraits d’Eunome (Namur, Belgium: Culture et Vérité, 1994), 85–87.
21. Zachhuber, Human Nature in Gregory of Nyssa, 61.
22. Hübner, “Gregor von Nyssa als Verfasser,” 469–470.
23. Hübner, “Gregor von Nyssa als Verfasser,” 482.
24. Aloys Grillmeier, “Das Scandalum oecumenicum des Nestorius in kirchlich-

dogmatischer und theologiegeschichtlicher Sicht,” Scholastik 36 (1961): 340–341.
25. Zachhuber, Human Nature in Gregory of Nyssa, 63–70.
26. Dionysius Thrax, Ars grammatica, ed. G. Ulhig (Leipzig: Teubner, 1883), 12,

15 (lines 40.4–41.1).
27. In the fourth century, the Epistle to the Hebrews was attributed to Paul.
28. Cf. The New Oxford Annotated Bible with the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical

Books, the New Revised Standard Version, ed. Bruce Metzger and Roland Murphy
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 317 (NT).

29. Ad Petrum 7.8–10.
30. Ad Petrum 7.27.
31. Ad Petrum 7.31–33.
32. Ad Petrum 8.
33. See Ep. 125.1.32–49. See also Norman P. Tanner, ed., Decrees of the Ecumeni-

cal Councils, (London: Sheed & Ward, 1990), 1:5.
34. Jean Pépin, “�parjiß et y\ po¬ stasiß en Cappadoce,” in Hyparxis e Hypostasis

nel Neoplatonismo: Atti del I Colloquio Internazionale del Centro di Ricerca sul Neoplaton-

ismo (Università degli Studi di Catania, 1–3 ottobre 1992), ed. F. Romano and D. P. Ta-
ormina (Florence: Leo S. Olschki, 1994), 76.

35. Christopher Stead, Divine Substance (Oxford: Clarendon, 1977), 225.
36. See Origen, Comm. Jo. 1.24.151–152; 2.10.75–76; and Cels. 8.12.
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37. Jürgen Hammerstaedt, “Der trinitarische Gebrauch des Hypostasisbegriffs
bei Origenes,” Jahrbuch für Antike und Christentum 34 (1991): 12–20.

38. Greek text in Hans-Georg Opitz, ed., Urkunden zur Geschichte des arianischen

Streites, 318–328 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1941) 22: mh¡ e› j e\te¬ raß tino¡ ß y\ posta¬ sevß te kai¡

oy› si¬aß, a› llÚ e›k toy∆ patro¬ ß (quoted in Stead, Divine Substance, 239).
39. Stead, Divine Substance, 240.
40. For the text of the Tomus ad Antiochenos, see J. Stevenson, ed., Creeds, Coun-

cils, and Controversies: Documents Illustrating the History of the Church A.D. 337–461,
rev. W. H. C. Frend (London: SPCK, 1989), 80–83.

41. Ad Petrum 3.1–2: to¡ i›di¬vß lego¬ menon tv¤ th∆ß y\ posta¬ sevß dhloy∆suai r\h¬ mati.
42. Ad Petrum 3.4–6.
43. Ad Petrum 3.7–8.
44. Ad Petrum 3.8. “Stability” renders the Greek sta¬ siß. Gregory etymologizes

here using stasis, the second part of the word hypostasis.

45. Ad Petrum 3.10–12.
46. Ad Petrum 3.17.
47. Ad Petrum 2.14. The issue of circumscribability played a major role in the

fight over images in the iconoclastic period. See Christoph von Schönborn, “La ‘lettre
38 de saint Basile’ et le problème christologique de l’iconoclasme,” Revue des sciences

philosophiques et théologiques 60 (1976): 446–450.
48. Ad Petrum 3.13–29.
49. Ad Petrum 3.13–17.
50. Ad Petrum 3.26–30; cf. Job 2:11.
51. Ad Petrum 6.4–6: th¡ n syndromh¡ n tv∆ n i›divma¬ tvn. Cf. Gregory of Nazianzus,

Or. 33.16: mi¬a fy¬ siß e›n trisi¡n i›dio¬ thsin. Cf. Drecoll, Entwicklung der Trinitätslehre,
317.

52. See Plotinus, Enn. VI.3.8.20, VI.3.15.27; and Porphyry, Isag. 7.21. See my dis-
cussion of this issue in chapter 2.

53. Ad Petrum 3.30–33.
54. Ad Petrum 3.35–36: ay› to¡ y\ pe¡ r pa∆n ei̊nai no¬ hmaƒ .
55. Ad Petrum 5.1–2.
56. Ad Petrum 3.38–40 and 4.45–46.
57. See chapter 2 for a discussion of this Aristotelian influence on Gregory of

Nyssa.
58. Ad Petrum 4.2–4.
59. Ad Petrum 4.6–11; emphasis mine.
60. Ad Petrum 4.11–19; emphasis mine. Gregory plays on the two prepositions,

“from” (e›k) and “through” (dia).
61. Ad Petrum 4.25–29.
62. Ad Petrum 4.31: mo¬ noß monogenv∆ ß.
63. Ad Petrum 4.31: a› ge¬ nnhtoß fv¬ ß.
64. Ad Petrum 4.36–37: e›k mhdemia∆ ß ai›ti¬aß y\ posth∆nai mo¬ noß eÈxeiƒ.
65. Karl Holl, Amphilochius von Ikonium in seinem Verhältnis zu den großen Kap-

padoziern (Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1904), 211. A search through Gregory’s texts avail-



138 notes to pages 57–63

able on the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (Irvine: University of California, 1995), con-
firms Hall’s view.

66. Cf. Gregory of Nyssa, Ad Graecos (ex communibus notionibus), in GNO, vol.
3, part 1, ed. Friedrich Müller (Leiden: Brill, 1958), 25, 5–6.

67. These examples are taken from Ad Petrum 4.19–37. See also Drecoll, En-

twicklung der Trinitätslehre, 313.
68. Ad Petrum 4.45–50.
69. Ad Petrum 4.52–55.
70. Greek: toy∆ Xristoy∆ e›sti¡ to Pney∆ma, kai¡ e›k toy∆ Qeoy∆ . Note the clearly non-

filioquist nuance.
71. Ps 118:131 (LXX): to¡ sto¬ ma moy hÈnoija kai¡ ei·lkysa pney∆ma, o·ti ta¡ ß e› ntola¬ ß soy

e›pepo¬ uoyn (Ps 119:131). Deferrari says that Gregory perhaps intentionally misinter-
prets “I drew breath” from Ps. 119 (Letters, 211).

chapter 4

1. References to the Greek text will be to Ad Eustathium de sancta Trinitate in
GNO, vol. 3, part 1, ed. Friedrich Müller (Leiden: Brill, 1958), 1–16. I consulted Greg-
ory of Nyssa, On the Holy Trinity, and of the Godhead of the Holy Spirit: To Eustathius,
trans. H. A. Wilson in NPNF 2.5 (New York: Christian Literature Company, 1893),
326–330; however, since the latter predates the critical edition prepared by Müller, I
have not relied entirely on it.

2. Gerhard May, “Die Chronologie des Lebens und der Werke des Gregor von
Nyssa,” in Écriture et culture philosophique dans la pensée de Grégoire de Nysse: Actes du

Colloque de Chevetogne (22–26 septembre 1969), ed. Marguerite Harl (Leiden: Brill,
1971),” 57–58. The same position is held by R. P. C. Hanson, The Search for the Chris-

tian Doctrine of God: The Arian Controversy 318–381 (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1988),
717.

3. Jean Daniélou, review of Gregorii Nysseni Opera dogmatica minora I, ed. F.
Müller, Gnomon 31 (1959): 615.

4. Jean Daniélou, “La chronologie des oeuvres de Grégoire de Nysse,” Studia Pa-

tristica 7 (1966): 162.
5. Hanson, Search for the Christian Doctrine, 716–717.
6. Ad Eustat. 6.11; cf. 5.18.
7. Ad Eustat. 6.11–13.
8. Ad Eustat. 6.14–15: oy› ga¡ r ei›ko¬ ß e›sti toy¡ ß trei∆ß le¬gontaß oy› si¬aß mh¡ kai¡ trei∆ß

pa¬ ntvß y\ posta¬ seiß le¬ gein.
9. Five out of nine manuscripts used to establish the critical text read “wrought

by the Father and the Son” (Ad Eustat. 13.18–19). The editor, F. Müller, regards this as
an interpolation due to dogmatic reasons. He may be wrong at this point.

10. Ad Eustat. 13.11–21. Cf. NPNF 2.5:329.
11. See also Basil, AE 2.3.5 (661a), and Turcescu, “Prosōpon and Hypostasis in

Basil of Caesarea’s Against Eunomius and the Epistles,” Vigiliae Christianae 51, no. 4
(1997): 384–385 for an explanation of the reasons for the deliberate Cappadocian mis-
interpretation of the meaning of y\ po¬ stasiß in Heb 1:3.
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12. References to the Greek text will be to Ad Ablabium Quod non sint tres dei in
GNO, vol. 3, part 1, ed. Friedrich Müller (Leiden: Brill, 1958), 35–58. I consulted Greg-
ory of Nyssa, On “Not Three Gods”: To Ablabium, trans. H. A. Wilson in NPNF, 2nd
series, vol. 5 (New York: Christian Literature Company, 1893), 331–336; yet, since the
latter predates the critical edition prepared by Müller, I did not rely entirely on it.

13. May, “Chronologie des Lebens,” 58–59.
14. Jean Daniélou, review of GNO 3/1 in Gnomon 31 (1959): 615–616.
15. G. Christopher Stead, “Why Not Three Gods? The Logic of Gregory of

Nyssa’s Trinitarian Doctrine,” in Studien zu Gregor von Nyssa und der christlichen Spä-

tantike, ed. Hubertus R. Drobner and Christoph Klock (Leiden: Brill, 1990), 150.
16. Ad Ablabium 40.10–14.
17. Ad Ablabium 40.5–9.
18. Ad Ablabium 41.18–20.
19. Ad Ablabium 42.1–3.
20. This Septuagint text differs quite dramatically from the Hebrew text, which

reads: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord is our Lord, the Lord alone.”
21. Ad Ablabium 42.5–6.
22. Like the other two Cappadocians, Gregory refers to a divine activity as “that

which surrounds [the substance]” (ta¡ peri¡ ay› th¡ n; Ad Ablabium 43.14) but which is dif-
ferent from the substance itself.

23. Cf. Ad Eustat. 14.6.
24. Ad Ablabium 47.24–48.2; NPNF 2.5:334.
25. Ad Ablabium 44.17–46.2.
26. Ad Ablabium 47.14–16.
27. Stead, “Why Not Three Gods?” 149.
28. Ad Ablabium 40.24–41.2. o\ me¡ n tv∆ n y\ posta¬ sevn lo¬ goß dia¡ ta¡ ß e›nuevroyme¬naß

i›dio¬ thtaß e\ka¬ stvÀ to¡ n dia merismo¡ n e›pide¬xetai kai¡ kata¡ sy¬ nuesin e›n a› riumv¤ uevrei∆tai•.
29. Ad Ablabium 53.7–15; NPNF 2.5:335.
30. Ad Ablabium 52.15–53.13.
31. See Gregory of Nyssa, Ad Petrum 3.10–12: y\ po¬ stasiß is “the concept which,

by means of the specific notes which it indicates, restricts and circumscribes in a par-
ticular thing what is common and uncircumscribed.”

32. Michel R. Barnes, “The Background and Use of Eunomius’ Causal Lan-
guage” in Arianism after Arius: Essays on the Development of the Fourth Century Trini-

tarian Conflicts, ed. Michel R. Barnes and Daniel H. Williams (Edinburgh: T&T Clark,
1993), 220 n. 10. Cf. Barnes, “Dy¬ namiß and the Anti-Monistic Ontology of Nyssen’s
Contra Eunomium” in Arianism: Historical and Theological Reassessments, ed. Robert C.
Gregg (Cambridge, Mass.: Philadephia Patristic Foundation, 1985), 330.

33. See Origen, Comm. Jo. 1.292. Ronald Heine translates this passage as follows:
“As, therefore, there are many powers of God, each of which has its own individuality
[perigrafh¬ ] . . . so also the Christ . . . will be understood to be the ‘Word’—although
the reason which is in us has no individuality [perigrafh¬ ] apart from us—possessing
substance [y\ po¬ stasiß]” (Origen: Commentary on the Gospel according to John Books 1–10

[Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1989], 94).
34. Ad Ablabium 53.16–19.
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35. Ad Ablabium 53.25–54.1.
36. Ad Ablabium 54.2–3.
37. Gregory of Nyssa, CE 1.201–202.
38. See his Ep. 210, 5.31–36 (Courtonne 2:195–196), Ep. 214, 4.16–22 (Courtonne

2:205–206). For the meaning of y\ po¬ stasiß in these letters, see Turcescu, “Prosōpon

and Hypostasis, 389–394.
39. De Spiritu Sancto 18.44.1–23 (ed. Pruche, 402–404, SC 17 bis). Cf. Andrea

Milano, Persona in teologia: Alle origini del significato di persona nel cristianesimo antico

(Naples: Dehoniane, 1984), 149–151. Troiano traces the concept of enumeration of hy-
postases back to Aristotle’s Metaph. 1074a31–38 (Marina Silvia Troiano, “Il concetto di
numerazione delle ipostasi in Basilio di Cesarea,” Vetera Christianorum 24 [1987]: 350–
351).

40. Troiano, “Numerazione delle ipostasi,” 347 n. 30.
41. Ad Ablabium 55.23–56.2.
42. Ad Ablabium 56.3–6. Note that the English translation in NPNF 2.5 is mis-

taken in rendering e›k toy∆ prv¬ toy by “from the first Cause”; consequently, the Spirit
is mistakenly said to be “by that which is from the first Cause” (p. 336). Gregory did
not speak here of the “first” and “second cause,” but of the Father as merely “the
first” in the Trinity, because he is the cause of the other two persons.

43. Ad Ablabium 56.8–9: th∆ß toy∆ yi\oy∆ mesitei¬aß kai¡ ay› tv¤ to¡ monogene¡ ß

fylattoy¬ shß kai¡ to¡ pney∆ma th∆ß fysikh∆ß pro¡ ß to¡ n pate¬ra sxe¬sevß mh¡ a› peirgoy¬ shß.
44. Ad Ablabium 56.7–8.
45. See Karl Holl, Amphilochius von Ikonium in seinem Verhältnis zu den groβen

Kappadoziern (Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1904), 215 n. 1. Simonetti agrees with Holl
that neither Gregory nor the other two Cappadocians spoke of the filioque (see Manlio
Simonetti, La crisi ariana nel IV secolo [Rome: Augustinianum, 1975], 449–451).

46. Ad Ablabium 56.13–14.
47. See also Brian E. Daley, “ ‘A Richer Union’: Leontius of Byzantium and the

Relationship of Human and Divine in Christ,” Studia Patristica 24 (1993): 264. For a
discussion of the phrase “mode of existence” in the Cappadocians, see chapter 5 be-
low.

48. Daniel F. Stramara, Jr., “Introduction to Gregory of Nyssa, Ad Graecos: How
It Is That We Say There Are Three Persons in the Divinity but Do Not Say That There
Are Three Gods (To the Greeks: Concerning the Commonality of Concepts),” trans.
Daniel F. Stramara, Jr., Greek Orthodox Theological Review 41, no. 4 (1996): 377.

49. Ibid., 378.
50. References to the Greek text will be to Ad Graecos (ex communibus notioni-

bus) in GNO, vol. 3, part 1, ed. Friedrich Müller (Leiden: Brill, 1958), 17–34. ET of the
passages quoted is mine. A long overdue English translation of this text was eventu-
ally published as “Ad Graecos: How Is It That We Say . . . ,” 381–391. I find this trans-
lation highly problematic though, especially when it renders into English important
theological terms such as aÈ nurvpoß, y\ po¬ stasiß, y·parjiß, and oy› si¬a. Here are some
examples: (1) The Greek aÈ nurvpoß is an inclusive word which I usually translate as
“human”; Stramara prefers to render it as the noninclusive “man,” which he then
twists to “mans” (as in the next example). (2) Gregory says that one cannot properly
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say po¬ lloi aÈ nurvpoi (I render it as “many humans”) because aÈ nurvpoß stands for hu-
man nature; Stramara renders the phrase as “many Mans” (sic), a highly misleading
phrase in my view. (3) Stramara translates y\ po¬ stasiß, y·parjiß, and oy› si¬a as “subsis-
tence,” “substance,” and “essence” respectively, when there is a certain scholarly con-
sensus that they should actually be rendered as “person” (or “hypostasis”), “exis-
tence,” and “substance” (or “essence”) respectively.

51. AE 1.12.8 (SC 299:212). Cf. Hanson, Search for the Christian Doctrine, 689–
690.

52. See Robert B. Todd, “The Stoic Common Notions: A Re-Examination and Re-
interpretation,” Symbolae Osloenses 48 (1973): 47–75. By rendering the title of Greg-
ory’s treatise “To the Greeks: Concerning the Commonality of Concepts,” Stramara
seems unaware of the existence of the rhetorical device of “common notions” in an-
tiquity. His choice of title also betrays his failure to understand Gregory’s logic.

53. Ad Graecos 19.1–7.
54. Ad Graecos 23.4–8.
55. Stead, Philosophy in Christian Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press, 1994), 182–183.
56. “Die Schrift Ex communibus notionibus des Gregor von Nyssa,” trans. and

with commentary by Herman J. Vogt, in Theologische Quartalschrift 171 (1991): 209 n.
16.

57. “Die Schrift Ex communibus notionibus,” 204 n. 1.
58. Ad Ablabium 40.5–9.
59. Ad Graecos 28.1.
60. Ad Graecos 28.5.
61. Cf. also Ad Eustat. 5.20–26.6; Basil AE 2.585BC, 616A; Mariette Canévet,

Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique: Étude des rapports entre le langage et la con-

naissance de Dieu (Paris: Études augustiniennes, 1983), 71 n. 21.
62. Stead, “Why Not Three Gods?” 153.
63. Cf. Ad Ablabium 47.11–18.
64. Stead, “Why Not Three Gods?” 153.
65. Ad Graecos 28.24–25.
66. Ad Graecos 29.16–20: diakri¬netai de¬ ti¬ tinoß hfi oy› si¬aÀ hfi y\posta¬ sei hfi oy›si¬aÀ kai¡

y\ posta¬ sei • kai¡ oy› si¬aÀ me¡ n diake¬kritai o\ aÈnurvpoß toy∆ i·ppoy, y\ posta¬ sei de¡ Pay∆loß Pe¬ -

troy, oy› si¬aÀ de¡ kai¡ y\ posta¬ sei h·de h\ y\ po¬ stasiß toy∆ a› nurv¬ poy th∆sde th∆ß y\posta¬ sevß toy∆

i·ppoyƒ .
67. Ad Graecos 30.10–11.
68. Ad Graecos 30.20–23.
69. Ad Graecos 30.23.
70. Ad Graecos 31.1–2.
71. Ad Graecos 31.2–7.
72. Ad Graecos 32.21–26.
73. Two scholars who deal with the concept of person in Gregory of Nyssa fail to

notice this troubling passage: John M. Lynch, “Prosōpon in Gregory of Nyssa: A Theo-
logical Word in Transition,” Theological Studies 40 (1979): 728–738; and Stramara, in
his translation of Ad Graecos.
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74. Ad Graecos 31.16–20: th¤ de¡ y\ posta¬ sei . . . to¡ toia¡ de syzey¬ gnymen pro¡ ß diai¬resin

prosv¬ pvn tv∆ n a› llh¬ loiß koinvnoy¬ ntvn toy¬ toy toy∆ o› no¬ matoß, toyte¬ sti th∆ß y\ posta¬ sevß,
kai¡ diafero¬ ntvn a› llh¬ lvn oy› toi¡ß oy› si¬an [another manuscript reads oy› si¬aß xarakthri¬-

zoysin, a› lla¡ toi∆ß legome¬ noiß symbebhko¬ sin] Cf. Ad Graecos, trans. Stramara, 390.
75. Vogt, “Die Schrift Ex communibus notionibus,” esp. 215, 218.
76. Jürgen Hammerstaedt, “Hypostasis (y\ po¬ stasiß),” in Reallexikon für Antike

und Christentum, vol. 16 (Stuttgart: A. Hiersemann, 1994): cols. 986–1035.
77. Stead, “Why Not Three Gods?” 155.
78. Ibid.
79. Rudolf Lorenz, “Die Eustathius von Antiochien zugeschriebene Schrift ge-

gen Photin,” Zeitschrift für neutestamentliche Wissenschaft und die Kunde der älteren Kir-

che 71 (1980): 109–128.
80. For more on Eustathius of Antioch, see the entries in Angelo di Berardino,

ed., Encyclopedia of the Early Church, trans. A. Waldorf (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1992), 1:303; and F. L. Cross, ed., The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church,
3rd ed. by Elizabeth Livingstone (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 576.
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45. Wrongly translated by Sesboüé as “Le vocable Père a le même sens que celui
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name “father” (Parys, “Exégèse et théologie,” 173–175). But he endeavors to trace the
history of the interpretation of this verse in “the fathers” from Origen to Gregory of
Nazianzus (see pp. 171–179).

124. In Ref. 82–83, Gregory associates John 20:17 with Rom 8:29 (Christ is the
“firstborn among many brothers”).

125. CE 3.10.10; NPNF 2.5:241.
126. CE 3.10.10; NPNF 2.5:241.
127. CE 3.10.10; NPNF 2.5:241: path¡ r th∆ß a\ marti¬aß.
128. CE 3.10.10; NPNF 2.5:241.
129. The argument about the similarity of will with the father of sin is based on

the explanations Gregory provides in CE 3.1.114–115, which I present in the section
dealing with adoption in CE.

130. CE 3.10.11; NPNF 2.5:241.
131. CE 3.10.14; NPNF 2.5:241.
132. Jaeger gives diakomi¬sasa (conveying) and no variants in the apparatus criti-

cus. The English translator in the NPNF 2.5:242 prefers to read diakonh¬ sasa (minis-
tering). His argument that diakomi¬sasa is a misprint of diakonh¬ sasa is quite persua-
sive, given that Gregory uses “minister” in reference to Mary on the same page.

133. CE 3.10.16; NPNF 2.5:242.
134. CE 3.1.114–115; NPNF 2.5:148.
135. CE 3.1.116; NPNF 2.5:148.
136. CE 3.1.117; NPNF 2.5:148.
137. CE 3.1.118; NPNF 2.5:148.



notes to pages 99–103 149

138. He produces a similar argument about lower and higher natures in Ad

Ablabium 41.18–42.3.
139. CE 3.1.122; NPNF 2.5:149.
140. See Jean Daniélou, “La notion de confins (methorios) chez Grégoire de
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phrase under consideration may come from Alexander of Aphrodisias (e.g., In Aristo-

telis Topicorum 295.6–7, ed. Wallies) and Dexippus, In Aristotelis Categorias commentar-

ium, ed. Adolf Busse, CAG 4.2 (Berlin: Reimer, 1888), 40.28–41.3. (Franz Xaver
Risch, “Kommentar,” in Pseudo-Basil, Adversus Eunomium IV–V, trans. and with in-
troduction and commentary by Franz Xaver Risch [Leiden: Brill, 1992], 129–130). The
text from Dexippus does not contain the phrase under scrutiny.

173. On Themistius, see Everett Ferguson, “Themistius,” in Encyclopedia of Early

Christianity, 2nd ed., ed. Everett Ferguson et al. (New York: Garland, 1997), 1113; Clif-
ford Ando, “Pagan Apologetics and Christian Intolerance in the Ages of Themistius
and Augustine,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 4 (Summer 1996): 171–207.

174. Prestige, God in Patristic Thought, 245–249.
175. Ep. 35.2 (Courtonne 3:45; ET in Deferrari, 3:379, slightly modified).
176. PG 31:613a–b.
177. De Spiritu Sancto 18.46.8 (SC 17:195).
178. AE 1.15.548a–b.
179. AE 1.15.545b. See also the discussion of AE 1.15 in Turcescu, “Prosōpon and

Hypostasis,” 378. A similar treatment of “ungeneratedness” as a “mode of existence”
can be found in Pseudo-Basil, AE 5 (PG 29:681; cf. J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Doc-

trines, 5th ed. [San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1978], 266).
180. CE 1.496–497.
181. CE 3.2.42; NPNF 2.5:157.
182. For the meaning of the phrase in the Greek theology, see the entry on

y·parjiß in A Patristic Greek Lexicon, ed. G. W. H. Lampe (Oxford: Clarendon, 1961),
which was obviously written by G. L. Prestige and reflects his treatment of the topic
in God in Patristic Thought, 245–249.

chapter 6

1. References to the Greek text are from De Spiritu Sancto, Adversus Macedoni-

anos Pneumatomachi in GNO, vol. 3, part 1, ed. Friedrich Müller (Leiden: Brill, 1958),
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89–115. I consulted Gregory of Nyssa, On the Holy Spirit: Against the Followers of Ma-

cedonius, trans. H. A. Wilson, NPNF 2.5 (New York: Christian Literature Company,
1893), 315–325; however, since the latter predates the critical edition prepared by
Müller, I have not relied entirely on it. A more recent English translation of Adv. Ma-

cedonianos 19–26 (GNO 3.1.105.19–110.23) can be found in Anthony Meredith, Greg-

ory of Nyssa (New York: Routledge, 1999), 39–46.
2. Gerhard May, “Die Chronologie des Lebens und der Werke des Gregor von

Nyssa,” in Écriture et culture philosophique dans la pensée de Grégoire de Nysse: Actes du

Colloque de Chevetogne (22–26 septembre 1969), ed. Marguerite Harl (Leiden: Brill,
1971), 59; Jean Daniélou, “La chronologie des oeuvres de Grégoire de Nysse,” Studia

Patristica 7 (1966): 163.
3. Meredith, Gregory of Nyssa, 38.
4. Adv. Macedonianos 89.24–25.
5. Adv. Macedonianos 90.4–5.
6. Adv. Macedonianos 90.7.
7. See Gregory’s Ad Graecos for the meaning of these “common notions.”
8. Cf. Aristotle: “Of species . . . no one is more truly substance than another”

(Cat. 2b23–24).
9. See Gregory of Nazianzus, Oratio 29 (De Filio), 2.22–23: to¡ a› ge¬ nnhton ei›sa¬ go-

men, kai¡ to¡ gennhto¬ n, kai¡ to¡ e›k toy∆ patro¡ ß e›kporeyo¬ menon (ed. J. Barbel, Dusseldorf:
Patmos Verlag, 1963).

10. Cf. Gregory, Adv. Macedonianos 100.19–20: diawora¡ kata¡ ta¬ jin kai¡ y¬ po¬ s-

tasin.
11. Cf. Gregory of Nyssa, CE 1.1.421. In chapter 4 I tried to trace some of the

philosophical sources for Gregory’s definition of human nature.
12. 1 Cor 12.3 (cf. Mark 9.39 and 1 John 4.2–3).
13. In CE 3.1.121, Gregory speaks of human nature as a borderland between vir-

tue and vice.
14. Basil too uses similar ideas, as seen in his De Spiritu Sancto 9.23 and 18.47.

See also Gregory of Nyssa, Ad Eustat. 13.11–21.
15. In n. 36 of his translation of Adv. Macedonianos, Meredith notices that the

idea that “co-worship” implies the inseparability and equality of the three persons is
also encountered in Athanasius of Alexandria, Letter 1 to Serapion, 18–20; and Basil of
Caesarea, De Spiritu Sancto 26, 64.
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Daniélou, Jean. Platonisme et théologie mystique: essai sur la doctrine spirituelle de saint
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———. “La chronologie des oeuvres de Grégoire de Nysse.” Studia Patristica 7 (1966):

159–169.
———. “L’Adversus Arium et Sabellium de Grégoire de Nysse et l’origènisme Cappa-
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Gerson, Lloyd P. Plotinus. New York: Routledge, 1994.



bibliography 161

Gill, Christopher, ed. The Person and the Human Mind: Issues in Ancient and Modern

Philosophy. Oxford: Clarendon, 1990.
———. “Is There a Concept of Person in Greek Philosophy?” In Psychology, edited by

Steven Everson, 166–193. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991.
Glucker, John. “The Origin of y\ pa¬ rxv and y·parjiß as Philosophical Terms.” In Hy-

parxis e Hypostasis nel Neoplatonismo: Atti del I Colloquio Internazionale del Centro
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mauvaise controverse.” Revue théologique de Louvain 17 (1986): 129–155, 265–
292.

Hammerstaedt, Jürgen. “Der trinitarische Gebrauch des Hypostasisbegriffs bei Orige-
nes.” Jahrbuch für Antike und Christentum 34 (1991): 12–20.

———. “Zur Echtheit von Basiliusbrief 38.” Tesserae: Festschrift für Josef Engemann, ed-
ited by Ernst Dassmann and Klaus Thraede, 416–419. Münster: Aschendorff,
1991.

———. “Hypostasis (‘�po¬ stasiß).” In Reallexikon für Antike und Christentum, vol. 16,
cols. 986–1035. Stuttgart: A. Hiersemann, 1994.

Hanson, R. P. C. The Search for the Christian Doctrine of God: The Arian Controversy

318–381. Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1988.
Harl, Marguerite. “A propos d’un passage du Contre Eunome de Grégoire de Nysse:
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colloque de Chevetogne (22–26 septembre 1969). Leiden: Brill, 1971.
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Milano, Andrea. Persona in teologia: Alle origini del significato di persona nel cristiane-

simo antico. Naples: Dehoniane, 1984.
Morales, Fabio. “Relational Attributes in Aristotle.” Phronesis 39, no. 3 (1994): 55–

274.
Mühlenberg, Ekkehard. Die Unendlichkeit Gottes bei Gregor von Nyssa: Gregors Kritik

am Gottesbegriff der klassischen Metaphysik. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
1966.

———. “Synergism in Gregory of Nyssa.” Zeitschrift für die neutestamentliche Wissen-

schaft 68 (1977): 93–122.
Mulrooney, Sean. “Boethius on ‘Person.’ ” Ph.D. diss., University of Toronto, 1994.
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Sicilia. Atti del Congresso Internazionale (Messina 3–6 XII 1979), 1:523–531.
Messina: Centro di Studi Umanistici, 1983.

———. “Il concetto di numerazione delle ipostasi in Basilio di Cesarea.” Vetera Chris-

tianorum 24 (1987): 337–352.
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