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RESUME

La théologie de Staniloae peut-étre
considérée a la fois comme apophatique
et personnaliste. La révélation que Dieu
donne de lui-méme dans ses actes et ses
paroles permet de parler de lui & la fois
comme connaissable et inconnaissable
dans le cadre d’une synthése apophatique
et cataphatique. Une telle synthése permet
d’entamer et de poursuivre un dialogue
entre Dieu et [’homme, entre [’homme et
son prochain, entre [’homme et la nature.
La possibilité de la connaissance de
Dieu se fonde sur la distinction
ontologique entre son essence et ses
activités. C’est la le point de départ et le
présupposé de l'apophatisme. La doctrine
centrale développée par Staniloae
concernant les énergies incréées implique
une expérience de participation a la
divinité, et ce, bien que la nature divine

soit en principe incommunicable. La
divinité devient accessible a la
participation et est communicable selon le
mode d’existence. Des étres humains
peuvent exister dans le mode de Dieu, le
mode de l'intégration réciproque, en tant
que personnes animées d’'un amour
mutuel (theosis). Par contre, pour ce qui
concerne l’identité d’essence, la divinité
demeure incommunicable, [’homme ne
peut y avoir part. Ceci ressemble a une
contradiction intellectuelle (la
participation a ce & quoi on ne peut
participer), mais c’est la une voie réelle
et unique de la connaissance de Dieu.
Cependant, cet accent sur la
communion d’énergie entre [’homme et
Dieu prétre le flanc a la critique pour
Uambiguité et l'instabilité de son
langage, qui suggere un Dieu
incomplétement révélé et une économie
divine jouant un role trés dilué.

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Staniloaes Theologie ldft sich als
zugleich apophatisch und personalistisch
charakterisieren. Gottes Selbstmitteilung
durch Taten und Worte eréffnet die
Méglichkeit, in einer apophatisch-
kataphatischen Synthese iiber die
Erfahrbarkeit und Nichterfahrbarkeit
Gottes zu sprechen. Diese Synthese
erméglicht und sichert den Dialog
zwischen Gott und Mensch, Mensch und
Mensch und Mensch und Natur.

Die Fahigkeit, Gott erfahren zu
kénnen, bastert auf der ontologischen

Unterscheidung zwischen seinem Wesen
und seinen Taten, die den
Ausgangspunkt und die Voraussetzung
des Apophatismus darstellt. Staniloaes
zentrale Lehre von den ungeschaffenen
Energien impliziert die Erfahrung der
Teilnahme, des Teilhabens am
Géttlichen, obwohl man am Gdéttlichen
im Prinzip nicht teilhaben kann. Das
Géttliche wird jedoch der Teilnahme
zugdnglich und steht somit hinsichtlich
der Existenzform der Tailhabe offen.
Menschliche Wesen konnen ndmlich in
der gottlichen Existenzform, d.h. in Form
einer wechselseitigen Integration,
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existieren, und zwar als Personen, die
von gegenseitiger Liebe bestimmt sind.
Was jedoch die Wesensidentitdt
anbelangt, so bleiben sowohl eine
Teilhabe als auch eine Teilnahme am
Gottlichen unmaoglich. Dies klingt nach
einem verstandesmdafiigen Widerspruch
(an etwas teilzuhaben, an dem man nichi
teilhaben kann), aber wir haben es hier
nicht nur mit einer echten, sondern sogar
mit der einzigen Moglichkeit der

Erfahrbarkeit Gottes zu tun.

Diese Betonung der energetischen
Gemeinschaft von Mensch und Gott ist
Jjedoch angreifbar aufgrund der
Mehrdeutigkeit und Ungenauigkeit der
palamitischen Sprache, die an einen nur
unvollstindig geoffenbarten Gott und
eine gottliche Ordnung denken ldsst, der
lediglich eine abgeschwdchte Rolle
zukommdt.

1. Introduction

The apophatic theology of the Romanian
Orthodox theologian Dumitru Staniloae
(1903-1993), inherited especially from
the writings of Dionysius, Maximus and
Palamas, is deeply imbued with the
sense of the divine transcendence and the
immanence of God in His creation,
whether spiritual or corporeal, sustaining
a real as opposed to a metaphorical
deification. To explain this contrast,
between the transcendence and the
immanence of God, Staniloae thoroughly
accepts the division between theologia
and otkonomia, and also makes appeal
to a mysterious distinction in the very
nature of God. Like the Cappadocian
theologians, Staniloae applies theologia
strictly to the statements about the Tri-
une God, and oitkonomia to the central
fact of divine economy, that is the incar-
nation. At the same time, in order to
make a clear distinction between knowl-
edge of God’s being and knowledge of His
acts in creation, Staniloae adopts from the
Greek Fathers the key categories of ousia,
hypostasis, and energeiai as essential to
the whole Orthodox theological system.'
By employing the essence-energies dis-
tinction, Staniloae is considered one of the
modern Orthodox theologians who repre-
sent the school of Neopalamism in this
century, together with Vladimir Lossky,
John Meyendorff, Panayiotis Nellas,
Christos Yannaras or Kallistos Ware. But
how relevant is this approach in explain-
ing the basic Christian doctrine of
deification?

The apophatic-cataphatic method
applied by Staniloae in understanding
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the entire process of salvation (often
described by him as deification or theosis)
uses as a basic ingredient the distinction
between God’s being and His acts. This
means that knowledge of God is not
theoretical but a real participation in His
uncreated energies. Treatment of the
epistemological basis of deification in
Staniloae comes, not surprisingly, in the
shape of apophatic theology. He is a
mystical theologian following a relative
approach and a synthesised method
in understanding apophaticism. For
Staniloae, apophaticism is that total
attitude of reserve, contemplative won-
der, controlling his whole theological
enterprise. The mystical theology
employed by Staniloae is the theology
of direct experience of God that cannot
be totally exhibited in positive terms.
Although Staniloae accepts both the
apophatic way of knowledge and the
cataphatic one, the first is superior
because it goes beyond rational knowl-
edge in experiencing the presence of
God as person in a more pressing way
and in grasping His infinite richness. In
this sense, apophatic knowledge is
not irrational but supra-rational.” In a
practical way, it involves three levels: (1)
apophaticism of negative and positive
knowledge, (2) apophaticism at the end of
pure prayer, and (3) apophaticism of the
vision of divine light. In this context,
Staniloae speaks about the revealed
knowledge of divine energies, not as the
result of intellectual powers, which in fact
had to stop their activity, but as the work
of grace in the vision of divine light.

The main purpose of this study is to
explain the essence-energies distinction
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in God as a starting point in Staniloae’s
understanding of deification, and then
to engage a critical evaluation of his
view. For that, we will look at three
central ideas, the trinitarian basis of
the uncreated energies, their dynamic
personalism and antinomic character,
followed by the main charges coming
from the non-orthodox camp, that of
innovation, impersonalism and confusion
concerning the role of the divine revela-
tion in the whole process of deification.

2. The Divine Uncreated Energies

Staniloae employs the distinction bet-
ween the being and the operations of God
as the starting point in his epistemology,
an approach that is ‘a new and significant
development, so far as works of modern
Orthodox dogmatic theology are con-
cerned’ and ‘Fr. Dumitru’s is thus the
first dogmatics in which the distinction is
seen as fundamental to the Orthodox
understanding of God’.? Against the
Greek concept that God is an eternal
static and incommunicable substance,
and against the recent Western idea of
a God wholly involved in ‘becoming’,
Staniloae decided to build up his system-
atic thinking firmly established in the
patristic view of a living, eternal and
personal God, ‘the living God of the
Scriptures, of prayer and of liturgy’.*
Staniloae’s concern, however, is how to
give an accurate interpretation of the
relationship between the divine stability
and mobility. Western theology, suggests
Staniloae, could not provide another
alternative in reconciling God’s immuta-
bility with His ‘becoming’ or ‘historicity’
except by ratifying the Palamite distinc-
tion between God’s immutable being
and His inexhaustibly diverse uncreated
energies.” Staniloae mentions as an exam-
ple the Catholic theologian Hans Kiing
who came closer to the Eastern alterna-
tive when he accepted the ‘possibility’ of
God in His eternal freedom to manifest
Himself in various ways. However, even
in the case of Kiing it is hard to avoid
the oversimplification of God’s mystery.’
Staniloae himself speaks about the

‘possibilities’ of God’s being to be mani-
fested in various ways as the evidence of
His freedom. Nonetheless, these possibili-
ties should not be understood as merely
potencies looking for their fulfilment, but
the confirmation of an abounding exis-
tence that can produce other existences.
The mystery of God remains unchange-
able, but God manifests Himself ‘in
unending and eternal varying acts of
love’,” the indirect reference here being to
the uncreated energies. Thus, concludes
Staniloae, at least to the extent that it
concerns the energy of creating, the
Palamite distinction does allow for poten-
tiality, for God can add to His creation
whenever He wishes.

Several central propositions affirmed
by Staniloae are pertinent to this under-
standing of the role of the uncreated
energies in deification.

2.1 The Trinitarian Basis of the
Uncreated Energies

First, Staniloae expands the Palamite dis-
tinction by trying to localise the existence
of the energies in the trinitarian life.?
God’s knowledge regarding Himself'is not
separate from His knowledge regarding
creatures. God is the same in the mystery
of His being and in His historical manifes-
tations. God’s coming into the world is
through His energies, which are ‘neither
the essence of God nor the persons in
whom His being subsists integrally,
but they are “around God’s being” ’.’
Although the divine essence is simple,
inaccessible and ineffable, the energies
are various and the ‘means’ of His self-
disclosure.

To articulate his monotheism,
Staniloae makes it clear that we cannot
speak of three activities or three separate
effects of God’s activity, and this clari-
fication is done in a pneumatological
perspective. Staniloae exploits the type
of trinitarian language so familiar and
quintessential to him, so often re-encoun-
tered in his writings. Starting with the
realm of theologia, Staniloae writes that,
due to His proper status in the Trinity, as
the One who proceeds from the Father
and shines forth from the Son, the Holy
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Spirit introduces the divine energies into
creation and makes them intimate and
proper to the creatures. Staniloae clarifies
this by stating that only in this trinitarian
framework can we grasp the meaning of
the uncreated energies: these energies
originate from the Father, are received by
the Son in His proper way and by the
Spirit in His proper way together with
the Son. As the Spirit’s radiation from the
Son holds also the radiance of the Son, in
His coming to us, the radiance of the
Spirit is creating our radiance as sons of
the Father and is strengthening in us the
‘perceptive sensitivity of God’ as our
‘filial sensitivity’. This actually reflects
that true and unique trinitarian sensitiv-
ity as a unique energy, while the persons
remain distinct. The Spirit shines forth a
real light, a divine energy that becomes in
our souls a power of knowledge and love
for God. In spite of the danger of confus-
ing the levels of ousia and hypostasis,
Staniloae continues by explaining that, as
the Spirit proceeds from the Father, the
energy proceeds from the essence of the
source which is the Father. God comes out
from His essence through love in the Holy
Spirit. Although the Spirit receives the
energy in His proper way, the Spirit’s
being and energy are not distinect from
those of the Son or the Father. The dis-
tinction exists only when we take into
account the modality in which the per-
sons of the Trinity ‘(possess) the being
and “activate” the common energy’. Each
operation or energy is accomplished
together and with common joy by all three
of the trinitarian persons, but by each of
them from their personal status.'’

When Staniloae moves to the realm of
the otkonomia, he comes back to the idea
that the Holy Spirit brings the divine
energy into the intimacy of human con-
sciousness and produces a sensitivity
for God. This sensitivity, as the result of
the uncreated energies that deify man, is
defined by Staniloae in its threefold rela-
tionship: (1) in relationship with God, a
special capacity of the soul to perceive
God as distinect from the world; (2)
in relationship with the person him-
self, an accentuation of the human
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consciousness; and (3) in relationship
with other human beings, an intensive
humanisation. Staniloae explains that
this sensitivity is first of all an exceptional
capacity of the human soul to perceive
God as distinct from the world. But this
sensitivity is at the same time an ‘empha-
sis put upon human consciousness itself
and upon the believer’s proper place as a
human being in existence’.'' On the prac-
tical level, the Holy Spirit is working
within the believer different steps of sen-
sitivity: the first is faith, being followed
by a sense of responsibility towards God,
and finally the sanctifying work of the
Spirit in man as part of the spiritual
growth process.

2.2 The Dynamic Personalism of the
Uncreated Energies

The second main characteristic of the dis-
tinction between essence and energies in
Staniloae’s view is the dynamic personal-
ism of the uncreated energies. Staniloae
expands in a creative way the Palamite
distinction by locating the whole issue
of the knowledge of God through the
uncreated energies into a personalistic
framework. At the basis of the energies,
writes Staniloae, ‘is the personally
subsistent essence’. Moreover, the direct
knowledge of God can reach ‘only as far as
the existence-giving, sustaining, and ful-
filling operations of the superexistent
personal reality and as far as participa-
tion in the attributes manifested within
those operations’.’ Staniloae under-
stands these operations or energies as
relations within the divine being, rela-
tions that are above the relation itself and
above all that God is not. However, God
enfolds them and they are manifestations
of His being: some energies are held as
relations with the eternal ideas of the
world, and some as being virtually
involved in relation with the ideas of the
world—those energies that are possibili-
ties of being activated at the world’s cre-
ation. Yet, they are not the sphere of ideas
in the world, but it would be more precise
to say that the world of ideas in its
entirety is contained in the divine energy.
The energy, therefore, is the passing of
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these ideas from power to action; they are
the attributes of God known by the crea-
ture. Consequently the energies are not
abstract concepts applicable to the divine
essence, but living, personal forces, mani-
festations of a personal God. They extend
into the world and are, in opposition
to essence, sharable, indivisibly divisible,
and capable up to a certain point of being
thought and named.

What Staniloae suggests, then, is that
some of the operations do not come forth
from the divine being in their active
form eternally and independent of the
will, but it is important to make a distinc-
tion in them between potency and act. As
potency they exist along with the divine
being in virtue of its existence. As acts or
operations, however, they become poten-
cies only by God’s will. Even before cre-
ation, God might activate some of them as
His relations with the ideas of things. And
because God can think everything from
eternity, we may say that there are count-
less relationships within Him from eter-
nity. On the one hand, the divine energies
are the possibilities within God’s being
of manifesting Himself in various ways,
and, on the other hand, they are the acts
in which these possibilities may be mani-
fested. Divine being has by nature infinite
possibilities of manifestation, because
God is a free being. God also has eternal
relation ‘with all that is not in His imme-
diate vicinity’, a manifestation of His
being as an ‘eternal irradiation of it’."
God is surrounded eternally by what is
around Him—by His glory or by the unap-
proachable light—as a manifestation of
what He is in His intimate being. It is
in this light that we may progressively
ascend to know God, for He ‘makes His
energies actual in a gradual fashion’.
Moreover, ‘God Himself experiences
together with us the expectant waiting
(and hence time) on the plane of His ener-
gies and of His relations with us’.™

Staniloae’s eagerness to explain the dis-
tinction between essence and energies
often leads him to make appeal to the ana-
logical experience encountered in inter-
personal relationships on the human
level. This experience involves various

possibilities to ‘conform’ ourselves even
at the time of our participation into other
persons but, due to our limitations, still
remaining ‘with’ our being and ‘beyond’
any other relationship or becoming. For
Staniloae, in fact, the existent distinction
between essence and energies explains
the mystery of the person. Basically,
personhood is constituted in relationship.
Like all human beings, God can fully live
as person in Himself and in relationship
with His creatures by participation and
conformation without ceasing to remain
in Himself ‘beyond’ them. However,
God’s being is not defined by the relation-
ships with created human beings. The
kind of relationship He has outside Him-
self is determined by the inner relation-
ship that characterises the trinitarian
life. On their side, human persons possess
that capacity to participate in a real rela-
tionship with the eternal God and to
become ‘radiating agencies of eternity’.
Moreover, taking Christ’s theandricity as
model, Staniloae affirms that, in human
beings, our human energies ‘are called to
create room for the divine energies and
vice-versa, in order to become together
theandric energies of the believer and of
God’."” Rooted in these two data, that is
the distinction between essence and
energies and the ontological relationship
man-God, Staniloae is able to sustain both
the paradox of God’s immutability in His
being and His mutability in relation with
His creatures. An extensive analysis of
Staniloae’s doctrine of God shows that
other basic attributes of God—His abso-
luteness, eternity, omnipresence, omni-
potency—are heavily influenced by the
above understanding.

2.3 The Antinomic Character of the
Uncreated Energies

Staniloae is aware of and accepts the para-
dox involved in this specific distinction.
Generally, the appeal to antinomy is
characteristic of his theology. This
antinomic attitude, met as well in the
trinitarian mystery, is repeated when
he stipulates that ‘although God effects
something on each occasion through a
particular operation, yet He is wholly
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within each operation’. This means that
through each operation God produces
or sustains a certain aspect of reality.
Indeed, ‘God Himself is in each of these
operations or energies, simultaneously,
whole, active, and beyond operation or
movement’.'® The operations are nothing
other than the attributes of God in motion.
When Staniloae explains the personal
relationship between God and human
being, the paradox becomes obvious:

By establishing the relationship with man,
God enters into this relationship, on the
one hand, with all that is particular to Him-
self and, on the other hand, He enters only
with some of His energies; on the one hand,
He becomes accessible in His whole partic-
ularity and, on the other hand, remains in-
accessible in His being; on the one hand, He
is ‘modeling’ for men, enters into a becom-
ing or historicity by participating in their
becoming and historicity and, on the other
hand, He apprehends this becoming or his-
toricity only at the level of His energies or
operations, not at the level of His being."’

This does not imply, of course, a Neopla-
tonic emanation of the divine being in its
operations, but a communication of the
divine being with the creatures in accor-
dance with their capacity of receptive-
ness. This is why Staniloae is careful to
separate the acts by which God has cre-
ated and is now sustaining in existence all
things, and the acts by which He enters in
direct communication with the creature.
This makes it possible to speak of man’s
deification by God’s ‘penetration’ into the
consciousness of human beings through
other human creatures, and/or by God’s
‘transparency’ through His operations.
This intimacy of ‘touch’ between God and
human beings, alongside the dynamic
idea of ‘energetical communion’,
emphasises in fact Staniloae’s departure
from the Cappadocians’ more restrained
application of the notion of divine ener-
gies. However, says Staniloae, ‘it remains
a mystery in what way the creating act
of God, as uncreated act, has a created
effect. This mystery has to be experi-
enced, not only thought’."®
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Not surprisingly, the main objection to
this view is that, by admitting a distinc-
tion between the divine inapprehensible
being and the uncreated yet accessible
energies, it will result in a composite God.
However, Staniloae strongly believes in
the doctrine of simplicity and non-compo-
sition in God. His response to all criticism
is that the act does not make the being a
composite reality, but is ‘a necessary
manifestation of it’.'" Specifically, the
concept of being in itself implies a source
for its acts. We can conceive neither
nature without power and operation, nor
power or operation without being. And
because the status of the being does not
introduce composition within the being,
similarly, the movement does not make
the being a composition. The operation is
the manifestation of the intrinsic power,
the movement of the ontic power, as for
instance is the movement of mind. A
being without energy is an inert being, in
the same manner as an energy without
being lacks consistency.** Accordingly,
‘the unity of God is antinomic for our
understanding’, because it [our under-
standing] seeks to reduce everything to
an exclusive category. God’s unity, how-
ever, is various in its aspects, operations,
powers, or manifestations. This is why
the unrestrained possibilities and mani-
festations of God are unitary, in confor-
mity with His being. At the same time,
this antinomy is rooted in the trinitar-
ian mystery itself. As the relationship
between operations is antinomic, so is the
relationship between the being and the
operations. Finally, Staniloae asserts his
ignorance regarding the inner relation
between essence and energies:

We experience nothing from God, in con-
tent, other than His varied operations that
have to do with the world, which is to say, in
relation with us. Beyond this we know that
at their basis is the personally subsistent
essence, but how it is, we do not know, for it
is an essence beyond essences.”

2.4 Summary
The explanation given by Staniloae to
what he sees as the unavoidable
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distinction between essence and energies
in understanding theosis is exceptionally
relevant. He advances a more dynamic
personalist meaning and value to the
whole discussion about the trinitarian
basis of the distinction essence-energies,
in comparison with Palamas’ more tech-
nical approach. According to Staniloae’s
concept of deification-as-participation,
the above observation is true especially
when this point is applied to the
particular term ‘participation’. If by par-
ticipation we accept solely its technical
connotation, that of ‘possessing a part’,
then the whole matter of deification
becomes very confused and indistinct. On
the other hand, it can be argued that, by
employing a more personalistic language,
Staniloae succeeded in removing several
important suspicions that could be
imputed against the whole idea of partici-
pation in God. Although he uses the
notion of participation, Staniloae prefers
to speak about ‘sharing’ in God’s energies
in the sense of reciprocal personal giving.
In this instance there exists a related
rational distinction such as the one
applied, for instance, to the idea of en-
hypostasia. If for some people participa-
tion means just symbolic, nominal
sharing, in Staniloae’s mind participation
means real sharing. That is, sharing
in God’s energies means that kind of
participation that can only be manifested
by a person. In common with Palamas,
Staniloae believes that in the process of
deification we become in a certain sense
‘uncreated’ by our sharing into the divine
uncreated energy; although not natural,
there is surely a personal possession.
Therefore, Staniloae affirms certain
basic characteristics as regards the divine
energies. First, the uncreated energies
are divine personal operations. They are
not automatic forces manifested sequen-
tially according to a preestablished eter-
nal order. In that case God would not be a
free God but one ensnared into an unwill-
ing becoming. The energies presuppose
the person, and are the voluntary mani-
festations of God’s benevolence. A free
person, in Staniloae’s view, is someone
who remains the same in his being and

yet is capable of diversity in his acts.
Accordingly, the divine operations do not
arise from any necessity for the divine
being to be completed, and definitely they
are not new forms of God’s future becom-
ing. Second, the personal uncreated ener-
gies are voluntary irradiations. It is
wrong to conceive of God’s operations as
empty and totally separated from His
being. The personal God manifests ‘some-
thing’ from His being in His operations.
Having their base in God’s being, the
divine operations are not separated in
their dynamism from the content of
divine being. Third, the operations are
not one with or identical to the divine
being. Precisely, they do not carry in
themselves the whole divine being. How-
ever, in limited proportions, the divine
operations carry on themselves the ‘par-
ticular’ of the whole divine being. Finally,
in the act of their manifestation, the
divine operations are somehow ‘modelled’
according to the measure and the status
of the divine being.*

Staniloae affirms that, in failing to
understand ‘the mystery of person that
cannot dissolve itself’, Western theology
sees deification as a created state.*® The
result is that in this theology, because
there is not a real, unmediated contact
realised between God and us, everything
we receive from God is created. In this
way, we are closed within the limits of the
created, creaturehood works like a wall
between God and us, and some of the con-
cepts used by the Fathers, like deification,
receive an improper meaning. To avoid
such a grave misunderstanding, Staniloae
makes a parallel between the subjective
essence and the objective essence. He
assumes that, in the process of their oper-
ations, it would be impossible for the
human persons as subjective essences to
be dissolved as the objective essences
would be. The obvious deduction is then
applied to the person of God who, insists
Staniloae, cannot extend Himself as
being, not simply because He is
uncreated, but because He is a person.
However, God as a personal being can
extend Himself through His operations.
Our mistake, says Staniloae, is when we

EuroJTh 9:1 9



¢ Emil Bartos ¢

try to close up God in Himself because He
is uncreated. Such an approach, however,
will make it impossible for us to meet Him
and to take possession of something from
Him.

The way of reconciliation between the
Eastern and the Western positions is
found by Staniloae, on the one hand, in
the mutual agreement that, in the unity
of God’s being, we may discern ‘possibili-
ties’ to produce different created things
(as has been seen earlier in both Staniloae
and Kiing). Through created things, con-
tinues Staniloae, we are in touch with the
special uncreated operations and with
the whole integrity of God. Moreover,
having a conscious spiritual ‘sensitivity’,
a human person can ‘feel’ God building up
in his being a unique and different status.
On the other hand, by asserting that the
divine operations are not dissociated from
God’s being, Staniloae wants to say not
only that in each operation God is wholly
active, but also that God’s whole being
is variously present. This is because in
every act of a person the whole person is
variously present, without ever being
exhausted in that act. This, considers
Staniloae, is another possible ground for
harmonising the Eastern and Western
theologies. On the Catholic side, the need
is to accept that, when it is manifested in
relation with other finite things, divine
being is truly manifested in a way that
does not exclude other modes of manifes-
tation. On the Eastern side, in order to
maintain an authentic Palamite position,
it would be enough to affirm that in each
operation, and in a different mode, the
whole divine being is truly manifested.

3. Critical Evaluation

3.1 The Charge of Innovation

The question about Palamism, in general,
involves the problem whether it is a
genuine development of Cappadocian
thought or a new ‘innovation’ added to
the Early Christian tradition.?* On their
side, Orthodox theologians refer to the
‘Palamite synthesis’, which means a
fuller presentation of Orthodoxy in its
mystical aspect, with much emphasis on
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the apophatic character, on the divine
light, and on the concept of deification; a
presentation, however, with firm roots
in the past. Krivocheine writes that in
Palamas’ thought ‘the traditional ascetico-
mystical teaching of the Orthodox East
not only finds in his work its final and
systematic expression, but also its theo-
logical and philosophical expression’.
Mantzarides sees Palamas’ innovation as
justified, being authentic and traditional,
while Florovsky calls it ‘a creative exten-
sion of ancient tradition’.* Staniloae him-
self, although heavily influenced by
Palamas’ synthesis, rejects the notion of
‘creative theology’ in favour of ‘expres-
sive theology’. The concept of ‘creativity’
must be preserved for God who alone is
the Creator.”® Contrary to the charge of
innovation often made against Palamas
by Western theologians, the Orthodox use
different arguments to defend him. One
of these is the question if it would have
been possible for Palamas to innovate in
such a traditionalist theological milieu as
Byzantium. However, the Orthodox agree
in finding something new in Palamas as
compared with his predecessors.
Although the distinction between
essence and energies in particular is
certainly present in the Cappadocian
thought, of great importance is the ques-
tion whether, in their thought, the divine
ousia is ontologically distinct from the
divine energeiai. We know that the
Cappadocian advance in trinitarianism
has given their negative theology much
more impact than we find in their precur-
sors. By insisting upon the consubstant-
iality of Father and Son, and Holy
Spirit and substituting an ‘essential’
Trinity, differentiated by ‘modes of being’
rather than spheres of operation, the
Cappadocians make it clear that the Son
and Holy Spirit share equally with the
Father the ineffability of the divine
nature. For the Cappadocians the ener-
gies are common to all three persons, and
are God in His manward dispensation.
The persons in God are distinguished
only by their mutual relationships. How-
ever, the Cappadocians leave largely
unclarified the relation of the divine
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energies to the revelation of the incarna-
tion, and to the sanctifying work of the
Spirit; and also the relation between the
energies and divine grace.

When we pass to Maximus, it seems
that he does suggest at times that the
logoi are energies, but he still has the
Cappadocian rather than the Palamite
notion of energy.”” It is at this point that
the charge of inconsistency in Orthodox
theology comes into focus. In his com-
ments, for instance, Rowan Williams
claims that Maximus’ understanding of
energy does not imply an ontological
distinction from the essence, but merely
an epistemological one. Furthermore, in
Palamas’ case, Williams suspects two
parallel modes of divine experience:

Faced with the Dionysian model of the
‘super-substantial substance’ participated
in its proodoi, and apparently unable to re-
vise the notion of participation so as satis-
factorily to exclude the idea that creatures
‘possess’ ousia (that is, theia ousia) as the
persons of the Trinity do, Palamas is com-
pelled to postulate ousia and energeia as
parallel modes of divine experience . . .
This, I believe, is the movement of thought
which produces the incoherences of
Palamism.

Williams holds that Palamas had not the
philosophy of his theology, so ‘the needs
of controversy drove him [Palamas] to
adopt a metaphysical theory fraught with
obscurities and contradictions’.*® What
in fact seems to be happening is that
Palamas takes the Cappadocian view of
the energies and presses it further than
its original meaning and significance.
Consequently, on the philosophical level,
Palamism is accused of philosophical
incoherence, due to its logical contradic-
tions. The Orthodox replies that this is
merely a typical theological antinomy.
Although there are contrary truths on the
rational level, ‘a reconciliation is possible
on the higher level of contemplative expe-
rience’.*

The antinomical character of the dis-
tinction between essence and energies is
emphasised by Staniloae in direct connec-
tion with the Christian doctrine of God.

For Staniloae, the knowledge of God does
not have a theoretical or metaphorical
character but it is vitalised by the axial
concern for deification. God is both
incommunicable and communicable,
invisible and visible, inaccessible and
accessible. Without this divine communi-
cability, union with God, man’s participa-
tion in Him by grace, and finally man’s
deification, would all be impossible. It
becomes clear that for Staniloae, in line
with Maximus and Palamas, God is shar-
ing Himself, not according to His being
nor according to the Trinity’s hypostases,
but according to the uncreated energies
shining forth from divine being. At the
same time, they hold to the possibility
of man’s transmutation into and partici-
pation in the divine nature. Thus the
antinomy becomes the rule of right devo-
tion.*

It can be seen from all of this that the
difference between Eastern and Western
theology results from a different under-
standing of participation. Western scepti-
cism in this matter cannot see how one
can escape a metaphysical composition
in God. Declining to consider the
antinomical method, Western theology
disagrees with the real distinction
between essence and hypostasis and
admits a distinction only between the
hypostases as they are related one to
another. Thus to preserve the simplicity
of God, the West makes use of the idea of
simple substance, while the East works
with the idea of superessential essence. In
addition, holding that the simplicity of
God is something that transcends our
categories, Eastern apophaticism is plac-
ing divine simplicity at a level beyond
even essence.’”’ Consequently, both
Staniloae and Palamas do not hesitate to
affirm that deification is ‘real’, meaning
by that an ontological union between
human being and God. On their side, the
Western theologians are accustomed to
speak of a ‘distinction of reason’, deliber-
ately avoiding the acknowledgement of a
‘real distinction’. This is why a conceiv-
able solution to draw East and West
closer in this matter becomes difficult due
to two different approaches. However,
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the danger comes from both sides: the
epistemological approach could sacrifice
the possibility of a real deification, while
an ontological approach could create
problems in understanding God’s simplic-
ity and, consequently, promote an exag-
gerated mysticism in which ‘only those
beings close to the upper sphere of the

divine can feel God’s presence’.*

3.2 The Charge of Impersonalism

As distinguished from the hypostases, it
is said that the uncreated energies are
experienced as personal, because they are
God’s personal words (logoi) for created
things.” However, the next objection to
the essence-energies distinction would be
that the personalness of our relationship
with God is compromised by affirming
that God communicates Himself to us
through non-hypostatic beings such as
uncreated energies. Even an Orthodox
theologian as Timiadis suggests that “it
might be better to use more intimate and
personal expressions, such as ‘commu-
nion with the Holy Spirit’ ”.*

The charge that the energies are imper-
sonal is strongly rejected by Orthodox
theologians. Yannaras maintains that
‘the acceptance of the distinction between
essence and energies means an under-
standing of truth as personal relation-
ship’, and thus ‘God is known only as a
personal revelation (and not as an idea of
“active” essence), only as a triune com-
munion of person, as an ecstatic self-
offering of loving goodness’.* In fact,
Palamas himself introduced the concept
of enhypostasia regarding the energies,
saying that they are enhypostasized, that
is given a personal nature by being used
by persons. It should be remembered that
in Byzantine theology God is fully present
in His uncreated energies towards us, and
not divided or portioned out. Moreover,
ousta is understood as what God is in se
and hypostasis as what He is ad alios.

However, this argument does not hold,
because even if hypostasized, the energies
would still ‘dilute’ and make redundant
the trinitarian persons themselves by tak-
ing their functions. In the trinitarian the-
ology of the Cappadocians the three
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hypostases ‘do not have a common ousia;
they are the divine ousia’.* If this is true
and it is then applied to the Palamite
distinction, the result is that the divine
persons belong to the level of the
imparticipable and inaccessible essence
that is beyond the sphere of man’s contact
with the deifying energies. Therefore we
cannot have a direct communion with the
divine hypostases, but only with the
divine persons as expressed through the
divine energies. Thus, in the process of
deification, the energies seem to function
as intermediary between the divine per-
sons and humans. The lack of direct com-
munion between the divine hypostases
and human being makes one wonder
whether in the Palamite doctrine of deifi-
cation the trinitarian persons have any
soteriological functions at all.”

This observation leads to the assump-
tion that the Palamite distinction may
jeopardise the whole idea of missio Dei.
The nature of the Trinity is not static,
unrelated to humankind, but is dynamic,
inviting us to participate in the commu-
nion of divine life. It is recognized that
this dynamic and communitary under-
standing of the Trinity that characterises
the Eastern Orthodox Church might pro-
vide the Western Church with the true
language pattern of dialogue. Indeed, this
participation has its foundation and
intensity in the Father’s initiative, in the
sending of the Son and the Holy Spirit
into the world. At the same time, the one
undivided God is present in His mission
in all three persons. The participatory
aspect of mission based on the joy of
knowing God’s love and on the victory of
Christ on the cross over the opposing
forces, is definitely one of the main pecu-
liarities emphasised by Orthodox theol-
ogy. However, in the context of missio
Dez, it is hard to reconcile, on the one
hand, the Orthodox understanding of the
centrality of divine energies as ‘means’ of
God’s revelation and, on the other hand,
the centrality of God’s revelation in Jesus
Christ. Again, Timiadis himself indicates
that the distinction might contradict ‘the
very sense of Christ’s incarnation’.®® In
biblical perspective the mission of the
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incarnate Son as our reconciliation and
the objective reality of revelation, adopt-
ing a Barthian phraseology, is the heart of
the mission of God in human history,
while the mission of the Spirit as the sub-
jective reality of revelation is to unite us
with the Son. Therefore, we ask how the
Orthodox apply the dynamic and biblical
idea of the proclamation of the Gospel to
the nations, keeping in mind that divine
energies are called effective ‘means’ of
God’s revelation, and human persons are
invited in God’s mission as participatory
‘means’ as well? Since we are called to
participate in God’s mission and in His
self-revelation, it seems that the Palamite
distinction identifies too closely the ener-
gies’ role with the mission of the Son, of
the Holy Spirit, and of Christians.*

There is a certain ambivalence in the
use of the term ‘energy’ as referring to the
idea of God manifesting Himself wholly to
us and the possibility of producing an
‘uncreated’ person. Staniloae’s affirma-
tion is clear that God reveals Himself
wholly in His energies. If one means by
this that God reveals His attributes, this
is clearly correct. However, on the sur-
face, Staniloae seems inconsistent when
at once he defines the divine energies as
God’s attributes in motion and at other
times as God Himself in motion; at one
point the energies are the Holy Spirit’s
manifestations and at other times they
are the Holy Spirit Himself. The ambigu-
ity and instability in language may point
to the fact that in His energies God
becomes Himself.** The energies there-
fore become constitutive of God, and the
immanent and economic are one. This is
scarcely Staniloae’s intention, but it is
the logic of his position. There is thus a
weakness here which fails to speak of the
simplicity of God.

3.3 Revelation and Deification (theosis)

In this context, it becomes clear that the
whole issue of deification is closely related
to the subject of revelation. No doubt,
Staniloae’s theology is centred on revela-
tion with its emphasis on freedom and
uniqueness, ascribing to it a unique
epistemic status, and resulting in the

autonomy and distinctiveness of theologi-
cal knowledge over all other forms of
knowledge. The general view is that reve-
lation is that act of divine self-communi-
cation in which the triune God reveals
Himself through the medium of created
reality as the foundation and the author
of creation, reconciliation, and salvation
of created beings. In addition to this view,
for Staniloae, revelation takes a relational
pattern in which the medium of revela-
tion is an uncreated reality, represented
by the uncreated energies.

As we have seen, the real problem with
Staniloae’s position is directly related to
the Palamite distinction between essence
and energies. To stress that once again,
we will follow the logical order of what
revelation discloses in the Christian
rationalisation. It is important to start
with the biblical principle that the disclo-
sure event is understood as the result
of the intentional action of God who
expresses His will, freedom, and being in
this event. Since there are no external
limitations imposed on God, there is in
Him no conflict between being and will, so
that all of God’s actions are, as expres-
sions of His will, also expressions of His
being. At the same time, according to the
doctrine of the Trinity, God’s action is not
uniform, but always unitary, and in this
way expresses the unity of intention and
act, will and being in God.

Moreover, what Staniloae rightly main-
tainsis that God does not reveal only prop-
ositions about God; God reveals Himself.
However, this presupposes some restric-
tions of human discourse about God.
Although God’s revelation in oikonomia is
understood as self-revelation, that does
not mean of course that God’s self, as it is
present to God Himself, becomes now
accessible to His creatures. Self-disclosure
means that God discloses who He is and
what He is. The biblical central truth of
theincarnation, which Staniloae strongly
maintains, is the notion of divine self-
giving or the event of self-identification in
which Christ identifies Himself with cre-
ated reality by communicating Himself as
person in action. The formal structure of
God’s self-identification as Father, Son
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and Spirit is closely connected to the con-
tent of God’s action by which God shows
Himself to be the creator, reconciler and
saviour of the world. God’s revelation has
no other content than His action in cre-
ation, reconciliation and salvation, and
this unity of the content and the mode of
the actualisation of God’s action is
expressed in the trinitarian self-identifica-
tion of God—Father, Son and Spirit.

Accordingly, Christian revelation
maintains that there must be the act of
reception of God’s self-communication
from the recipient of revelation. The self-
disclosure of God has a particular author
and content, so its direction or address is
also to particular persons. The universal
content of divine self-revelation and the
universal truth claim of the Gospel of
Christ, in which this content is expressed,
does not contradict this particularity.
This content becomes effective only in
such a way that its universal claim is
vindicated for particular people as the
truth about the personal reality of their
lives and about the reality of creation as a
whole. The mode of the actualisation of
the universal truth of God’s revelation is
its personal particularisation in the activ-
ity of the Holy Spirit.

It is at this stage in the discussion that
presence of the mysterious uncreated
energies becomes difficult to justify. First,
although it is promising to find in
Staniloae the interrelationship of creation
and redemption, we ask ourselves how it
could be that this idea correlated with the
Palamite view sustains a wholly free
manifestation of God in His energies. It is
this ambiguity that forces von Balthasar,
for example, to criticise Palamism as a
theology that presents God incompletely
revealed and relatively free. It seems that
in Palamism, insists von Balthasar, the
essence of God withdraws into an
unknowability, ‘while His knowability
becomes diffuse, and the revelation which
He intended is thereby destroyed’. Thus
the question is whether Palamas ever
maintained that God ‘holds something
back’ in His essence or if He covers it by
His energies.*

Moreover, in Staniloae’s theology the
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Christ event is seen as the paradigmatic
disclosure, God disclosing Himself in
created reality. For Staniloae, Christ rep-
resents the supreme stage and the con-
summation of supernatural revelation.
‘Christian revelation’, writes Staniloae,
‘is given in a Person’.* On the other hand,
the Christ event implies not only the
bruta facta of the historical events, but
also His self-interpretation and the inter-
pretation of His followers under the
action of the Spirit. The overwhelming
presence of the uncreated energies,
unconvincingly defined as personal, in
divine revelation and especially in
relation with human persons, obscures
the particularity of revelation, the efficac-
iousness of the activity of the Holy Spirit,
and the uniqueness of the person and
work of the Son. There is a continuous
lack of clarity, an ambiguity that is at best
obscuring and at worst misleading. Of
great concern is the need to eliminate any
intermediary that could, in any sense,
claim some control over the uniqueness of
God’s revelation in Christ, and implicitly
over the soteriological role of Christ. The
object of revelation and the agent of reve-
lation is Christ by the Holy Spirit.

4. Assessment

In conclusion, the transformatory charac-
ter of mystical theology, mirrored in
Staniloae’s original apophatic-cataphatic
synthesis, is completed by the dynamism
of the divine uncreated energies. As
means of God’s self-disclosure and reflect-
ing trinitarian life, the uncreated ener-
gies become, by creation, intimate to
humans and authenticates their ‘filial
sensitivity’. Although characterised by a
dynamic personalism—as manifestations
of a free, personal, and yet inapprehen-
sible God, and as means of human ascent
with the possibility to participate in
God’s being—the uncreated energies
divulge their antinomic status. Deification-
as-participation presupposes, then, the
experience of the personal and voluntary
irradiations of God’s operations and
‘something’ from His being. However, it
was shown that Staniloae’s concept of
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deification, with its stress on the ener-
getic communion between man and God
(even though, to some extent, it resists
the charge of impersonalism and unneces-
sary innovation) is open to the accusation
of ambiguity and instability in his
Palamite language, which suggests a God
incompletely revealed and a divine econ-
omy with a diluted role.
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of knowledge of God in this life. (2) Criti-
cism of hesychasm and its focus on the vi-
sion of the light of Tabor claims that this
was but one episode in the life of Jesus, an
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the Passion of Christ. But, if that is indeed
so, we ask, how is it possible to suggest a
developed doctrine of the ‘spiritual senses’
and the transfiguration of bodily vision in
the vision of God?

For Palamas’ doctrine of logoi as God’s
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gogia 5. (PG 91, 682B, 692CD, 696A);
Ambigua (PG 91, 1080AD, 1085AC,
1329CD, 1345BC). A summary of
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Mediator. The Theological Anthropology
of Maximus the Confessor (Lund: C.W.K.
Gleerup, 1965), pp. 79-99.

But having in mind what Timiadis believes
about Patristic method, hermeneutics, and
language, his view on the Palamite distine-
tion sounds like a typical Orthodox inter-
pretation. ‘The present-day reader will be
disappointed if he looks for clear-cut state-
ments and neatly measured definitions.
This is not the method of Patristics . . . For
them, terminology is not an absolute, an
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end in itself . . . We risk betraying the
real thought and intention of the Fathers
if, with our contemporary pre-conceived
views, after fifteen centuries, we try to give
our own interpretation of some of their
linguistic expressions and conceptions’.
Timiadis explains: ‘“These energies are not
something that exists apart from God, not
a gift which God confers upon man: they
are God himself in his action and revela-
tion to the world; God remains complete in
each of his divine energies. The world is
charged with the grandeur of God; all cre-
ation is a gigantic Burning Bush, perme-
ated but not consumed by the ineffable and
wondrous fire of God’s energies’. Cf. E.
Timiadis, ‘God’s Immutability and Com-
municability’, pp. 23-24, 42
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C. M. LaCugna, God for Us. The Trinity
and Christian Life (New York: Harper-
Collins, 1991), p. 192. The same inter-
pretation is found in R. Williams, ‘The
Philosophical Structures of Palamism’,
Eastern Churches Review 9.1-2 (1977),
p. 33. See also I. Trethowan, ‘Irrationality
in Theology and the Palamite Distinction’
Eastern Churches Review 9 (1977), pp. 19—
26.

For similar conclusions see P. Negrut, The
Development of the Concept of Authority
within the Romanian Orthodox Church
during the Twentieth Century, Doctoral
dissertation (London: Brunell University,
1994), p. 36.

E. Timiadis, ‘God’s Immutability and Com-
municability’, p. 46.

In a private discussion on this subject,
Bishop Kallistos Ware has insisted that, to
avoid impersonalism, we must always
think in triadic terms. The danger lies in
the language of distinction which could be
interpreted as impersonal. If, for example,
we speak only in terms of essence-energies
we would end in impersonalism, while if
we speak in terms of essence-hypostases-
energies the energies would be understood
in more personal terms.

4() Ware affirms that ‘the term deity (theotis)

may be applied not only to the essence of
God but to the energies’. K. Ware, ‘God
Hidden and Revealed’, p. 130. Mantzarides
says that ‘the man who partakes of this dei-
fying gift even to a small degree is united
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tion (Crestwood, N.Y.: Saint Vladimir’s
Seminary Press, 1984), p. 109.
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by R. Gawronski, in Word and Silence.
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Encounter between East and West (Edin-
burgh: T&T Clark, 1995), pp. 56-60. For
Balthasar ‘the God oflove is apophatic not
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and against Gregory Palamas: God’s es-
sence does not cover itself with His “ener-
gies”, although it really becomes known in
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42 Cf. D. Staniloae, Theology and the Church,

p. 124. ‘The line of supernatural acts and
the line of spirituality do not meet in Christ
at the highest level, however, as if they
constituted two parallel peaks. It is pre-
cisely the supreme spirituality of Christ
which contains within itself the power
to overcome the automatism of nature’.
D. Staniloae, The Experience of God, p. 25.
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