
Oration 20: On Theology, and the Appointment of Bishops198

1.  When I see the endless talkativeness that haunts us today, the instant sages and 
designated theologians, for whom simply willing to be wise is enough to make them so, I 
long for the philosophy that comes from above; I yearn for that "final lodging," to use 
Jeremiah's phrase,199 and I want only to be off by myself. For nothing seems so important 
to me as for a person to shut off his senses, to take his place outside the flesh and the 
world—not to fasten on human realities unless it is completely necessary, and so, in 
conversation with himself and with God, to live above the level of the visible, and always 
to bear the images of divine things within himself in their pure state, free from the stamp 
of what is inferior and changeable. In this way, one is—and one is always becoming—a 
spotless mirror of God and divine things, assimilating light to light, and adding clarity to 
indistinct beginnings,200 until we come to the source of the light that radiates in this world 
and lay hold of our blessed end, where mirrors are dissolved in true reality. One can 
scarcely achieve this, except either by training oneself in the discipline of philosophy201 

for a long time, and so detaching the noble and luminous elements of the soul, little by 
little, from what is base and mingled with darkness, or else by obtaining God's mercy—or 
by a combination of the two; so, making it one's concern, as far as possible, to turn one's 
gaze upwards, one might gain mastery over the materiality that drags one downwards. 
But before one has elevated this materiality as far as possible, and has sufficiently 
purified one's ears and one's intelligence, I do not think it is safe either to accept a 
position of spiritual leadership or to devote oneself to theology.202

2.  Let me tell you how I was led to this fear, so that you may not suppose that I am an 
undue coward, but may rather praise my prudence. I hear the story of Moses, when God 
began to communicate with him: several people were invited to come near the mountain, 
including Aaron with his two priestly sons; all the rest were commanded to worship from 
afar, but Moses alone was told to approach, while the people were not allowed to go up 
the mountain with him.203 Just a little before this, flashes of lightning and claps of 
thunder, trumpet-calls and the sight of the whole mountain covered with smoke, awful 
threats and other terrifying signs of this kind, held them below. It was a great thing for 
them simply to hear the voice of God—and this was allowed them only when they had 
very thoroughly purified themselves. But Moses went up, walked into the cloud, met God 
and received the law204—for most people, the law of the letter, and for those who can rise 
above the crowd, that of the Spirit.

3. I am aware, too, of the stories of Eli the priest, and—a little afterwards—of a certain 
Oza.205 The first was held accountable even for the transgressions of his sons, which they 
had dared to commit against the rules of sacrifice—and this, even though he did not 
approve their impiety, but had reproved them for it again and again.206 The second was 
punished when he simply dared to touch the ark as it was being pulled about by the ox: he 



saved the ark, but himself perished, as God acted to preserve the sacred mystery 
associated with the ark.207 I know, further, that it was not safe for the people in general 
even to touch the walls of the Temple, and therefore they needed yet another set of outer 
walls, and that the sacrifices themselves were not to be consumed by those not allowed to 
do so, or at a time and place that were not fitting; much less was it allowed for just 
anyone to dare approach the Holy of Holies and look at the curtain or the altar of sacrifice 
or the ark, let alone to touch them.

4. Knowing this, then, myself, and knowing that no one is worthy of the great God, who 
is both victim and high priest, unless one has first offered oneself to God as a living 
sacrifice,208 or rather has become a holy, living temple of the living God, how should I be 
hasty to engage myself to speak concerning God, or approve anyone who might engage 
himself to use such words in a rash way? To desire such a thing is not praiseworthy, and 
to attempt it strikes fear in the heart! Therefore the first requirement is to purify 
oneself,209 then to associate oneself with the One who is pure. Otherwise, we run the 
danger of sharing the experience of Manoah, and of saying with him, as we come before 
an apparition of God, "We are lost, O woman—we have seen God!"210 or of asking Jesus, 
as Peter did, to withdraw from our boat, since we are not worthy of such presence as 
his,211 or—like the centurion—of begging for a cure without receiving the healer into our 
house.212 Let each one of us, as long as we are "centurions," who rule over many in 
wickedness and still serve Caesar, the world-ruler of those creatures who creep along on 
the ground,213 say also, "I am not worthy that you should come under my roof." And when 
I gaze on Jesus, even though I may be small in spiritual stature, as Zacchaeus was, and 
hanging on a sycamore tree—putting to death my earthly members, and treating this 
lowly body as a foolish thing214—still I shall receive Jesus, and hear him say, "Today 
salvation has come to this house."215 And I shall lay hold of salvation, and practice 
philosophy in a more perfect way, dispensing well what I have gathered ill—either my 
goods or my teaching.

5. Since we have now purified the theologian in our discourse, come— let us also briefly 
discuss the subject of God, trusting boldly in the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, 
with whom our discourse will now be concerned. I pray to have Solomon's state of mind: 
not to think or say anything about God that is simply my own. For when he says, "I am 
the most foolish of all people, and human prudence is not in me,"216 it is not, surely, in 
recognition of his own lack of understanding that he speaks this way. For how could one 
say this who asked from God before all else—and who received—wisdom and 
contemplative vision and a wideness of heart, richer and more abundant than the sand?217 

If one is as wise as this, and has obtained such a gift, how can he name himself the most 
foolish person of all? Surely it is because he has no natural wisdom of his own, but is 
enlivened by the more perfect wisdom that comes from God. After all, when Paul said, "I 
live, now no longer I, but Christ lives in me,"218 he was surely not referring to himself as 



dead, but as alive with a life superior to that of most human beings, since he shared in the 
true life that knows not the limit of death. So we adore the Father and the Son and the 
Holy Spirit, dividing their individualities219 but uniting their godhead; and we neither 
blend the three into one thing, lest we be sick with Sabellius's disease, nor do we divide 
them into three alien and unrelated things, lest we share Arius's madness.220 Why should 
we act like those who try to straighten a plant bent over completely in one direction by 
forcibly training it the opposite way, correcting one deviation by another? Rather, we 
should straighten it midway between the two, and so take our position within the bounds 
of reverence.

6. When I speak of such a middle position, I mean the truth; we do well to make it the 
sole object of our vision, rejecting both a cheap approach to unity and an even sillier 
version of distinction. Our argument, as a result, should not lump the three together into 
one hypostasis, for fear of polytheism, and so leave us with mere names, as we suppose 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit are the same individual. That would suggest we were just as 
ready to define all of them as one as we were to think each of them is nothing: for they 
would escape from being what they are, if they were to change and be transformed into 
each other. Nor should our argument divide them into three substances:221 either 
substances foreign to each other and wholly dissimilar, as that doctrine so aptly called 
"Arian madness" would have it, or substances without origin or order, which would be, so 
to speak, gods in rivalry. By the first of these moves, we find ourselves locked into 
Judaism's narrow way of speaking, in that we define divinity simply by the notion of 
being unbegotten;222 by the second, we fall into the opposite but equal evil, supposing 
there are three ultimate principles and three gods, which is still more foolish than what 
we mentioned before. The right thing is that we should neither be such partisans of the 
Father that we end up canceling his Fatherhood (for whose Father would he be, if the 
Son's nature is alienated from him, and made into something else, through this talk of 
creation?), nor such partisans of Christ that we no longer even preserve his Sonship (for 
whose Son would he be, if he does not look towards the Father as his cause?). Nor should 
we minimize the Father's rank as ultimate cause, insofar as he is Father and begetter (for 
he would be the cause of minor and unworthy beings, if he were not cause of the divinity 
that we recognize in the Son and the Spirit). If, then, we must necessarily hold on to the 
one God while confessing the three hypostases, surely we must speak of three Persons,223 

each one with its own distinctive properties.

7. So, according to my argument, the unity of God would be preserved, and Son and 
Spirit would be referred back to one original cause, but not compounded or blended with 
each other; their unity would be based on the single, self-identical movement and will of 
the divine being, if I may put it that way, and on identity of substance. But the three 
hypostases would also be preserved, with no amalgamation or reduction or confusion 
conceived in our thought, so that the whole might not be destroyed by theories that honor 



the unity of God more than is appropriate. And their individual characteristics are these: 
the Father is conceived and said to be both without origin, and origin himself—origin, in 
that he is cause and spring and eternal light; but the Son is not at all without origin, yet 
himself is the origin of all things. When I speak of "origin," do not insert there a notion of 
time, nor put some third thing in between the begetter and the begotten, nor divide the 
divine nature by mistakenly including something else with those two, who are equally 
eternal and fully joined. For if time is older than the Son, surely the Father would be its 
cause first of all; and how then would [the Son] be the maker of all times, if he is subject 
to time? How would he be the Ruler of all things, if he is bound and ruled by time 
himself? The Father, then, is without origin, for his being does not come from some other 
source, nor even from a source within himself. But the Son is not without origin, if one 
understands as his origin the Father—for the Father, as cause of the Son, is his origin 
also; but if you conceive of origin here on the basis of time, then he, too, is without origin
—for the Master of time does not have time as his source.

8. Now if you think that the Son is subject to time because bodies are subject to time, 
then you will have fenced in the Bodiless One by a body; and if you insist that the Son 
must have come into being from what was not, because those who are begotten in our 
world once did not exist and then came to be, you will be comparing incomparable 
realities: God and the human, the body and what is without body. In that case, God will 
experience suffering and be destroyed, because that is what happens to our bodies. You 
seem to think, in fact, that God is begotten in this way, because that is the way our bodies 
are begotten; but I think that he is not begotten in this way, because our bodies are 
begotten thus! If the being of two things is not alike, then their begetting will also not be 
alike; but if this is not so, then God will be subject to material circumstances in every 
other respect, suffering and experiencing pain and hunger and thirst and all the other 
things that the body, or body and soul together, undergo. But your mind cannot accept 
that—for our conversation is about God! Do not, then, take his being begotten in any 
sense but a divine one.

9. "But," you say,224 "if he is begotten, how has he been begotten?" Answer me this, 
dialectician—for now you have no way out! If he is created, how is he created? You ask 
me, "How has he been begotten? Is there any passibility225 involved in his begetting?" 
There is passibility involved in creating, too! Is it not passibility to imagine and to plan, 
and to break down into a myriad of details what has been thought of all as one? "Is time 
involved in his begetting?" Created things, too, come to be in time. "Is there place in it?" 
There is place in creating, too. "Is there an element of misfortune in begetting?" 
Misfortune is involved in creation, too. These are the things I hear behind your 
philosophical arguments; for often the hand does not put its final signature on what the 
mind has subscribed to internally. "But all things have come to be," you say,226 "by his 
word and his will. 'For he spoke and they came into being; he gave the command and 



they were created.'"227 When you say that all things were created by the word of God, you 
are not making use of our human notion of creating; for none of us makes things happen 
simply by a word. Nothing would be beyond us, after all, and nothing would require less 
effort than this, if simply our saying the word were the way to complete an action. But if 
God creates what is created simply by a word, creating for him is not like our human 
activity. Either show us some human being creating something by a word, or accept the 
fact that God does not create as a human being does. Design a city any way you choose, 
and let the city arise before you! Will that a son be born to you, and let the son stand 
there! Make the decision that something else be done, and let your willing lead to reality! 
But if none of these things follows upon your willing it, whereas with God willing is 
acting, then a human being creates in one way, and God, the creator of all things, in 
another. How, then, will he create not in a human fashion, yet be forced to beget in a 
human fashion? In your case, first you did not exist, then you came into being, and next 
you gave being to another. For this reason, you bring what has no being into being—or, if 
I may touch on something more profound, perhaps even you yourself do not bring into 
being from non-being, since Scripture says Levi was already in the loins of father, before 
he actually came to live himself.228 But let no one use this text as a weapon against us! 
For I am not saying that the Son has come into being from the Father in this way, that he 
first was in the Father, and after that made his way towards being—he was not, after all, 
first incomplete and then complete, as is the law of our own process of generation.

10.  All of this is what our abusers argue; all of this belongs to those who rashly attack 
everything we say. We do not think this way—this is not our opinion. But together with 
the Father's ingenerate being—he always was, for mind never slips away into non-being
—the Son, too, was, in a generate way. As a result, the begottenness of the Only-begotten 
runs parallel with the being of the Father; he has his existence from him and not after 
him, except in respect of the concept of source—source, that is, in the sense of cause. I 
am constantly repeating the same argument, since I fear for the crude and material style 
of your thought. But if you are not indulging in idle curiosity about the Son's begetting (if 
one must call it that) or his hypostasis, or whatever other term one might invent that is 
more precise than these (for what we are thinking and talking about defeats my powers of 
speech!), then do not waste your efforts, either, on the procession of the Spirit. For me it 
is enough to hear that there is a Son, and that he is from the Father, and that the one is 
Father and the other is Son. I do not trouble myself beyond this, lest I become just like 
those voices that go completely hoarse from shouting too loudly, or the eye that strains 
towards the rays of the sun. For the more fully, the more exactly one wishes to see, so 
much more one's sense-organs are damaged, and one is, in the end, deprived of the ability 
to see at all: the object of sight itself increasingly overcomes our ability to see, if we want 
to see everything, and not just what it is safe to see.



11.  Do you hear mention of a begetting? Do not trouble yourself about how it occurs. Do 
you hear that the one who proceeds forth from the Father is the Spirit? Do not exercise 
your curiosity about the manner. Or if you pry curiously into the begetting of the Son and 
the procession of the Spirit, I will pry curiously into your own mixture of soul and body! 
How is it that you are both earth and the image of God? What is the source of movement 
in you, and what is moved? How can the same thing both cause motion and be set in 
motion? How can sensation both remain inside yourself and absorb what is outside you? 
How can the mind remain within you and beget a concept within some other mind? How 
is thought handed on by speech? I have not yet mentioned puzzles on a grander scale: 
what is the rotation of the heavens?229 How do you explain the motion of the stars, their 
order and measure and conjunction and disjunction? What are the boundaries of the sea? 
Whence come the blasts of the winds, the changes of the seasons, the deluges of rain? If 
you do not understand any of these things, my fellow human—and perhaps you will 
understand them someday, when perfection is within your grasp: "for I will look on the 
heavens," Scripture says, "the works of your fingers,"230 which suggests that what we now 
see is not the truth but only images of the truth—if you, who discuss these things, do not 
know who you really are, if you do not fully grasp these things, of which your own sense 
faculties are witnesses, how do you suppose you can know with accuracy what and how 
great God is? This is really a lot of foolishness!

12.  If you trust me, then—and I am no rash theologian!—grasp what you can, and pray 
to grasp the rest. Love what already abides within you, and let the rest await you in the 
treasury above. Approach it by the way you live: what is pure can only be acquired 
through purification. Do you want to become a theologian someday, to be worthy of the 
divinity?231 Keep the commandments, make your way forward through observing the 
precepts: for the practical life is the launching-pad for contemplation.232 Start with the 
body, but find joy in working for your soul. Now what human being is there who can be 
raised up high enough to meet the measure of Paul?233 Yet he, too, says that he sees 
"through a mirror, dimly," and that the time is yet to come when he will "see face to 
face."234 Are you more philosophical than others in your speech? In any case, you speak 
on a lower level than God. Are you, perhaps, more clever than others? Still you fall short 
of the truth, to the degree that your being stands second to the being of God. We have the 
promise that we will someday "know just as we are known."235 If it is impossible to 
have perfect knowledge of all things here in this life, what remains for me? What is there 
to hope for? Perhaps you will say: the Kingdom of Heaven. Yet I consider this to be 
nothing else than to share in what is purest and most perfect; and the most perfect of all 
things that exist is the knowledge of God. Let us, then, hold on to what we have and 
acquire what we can, as long as we live on earth; and let us store our treasure there in 
heaven, so that we may possess this reward of our labor: the full illumination of the holy 



Trinity—what it is, its qualities and its greatness, if I may put it this way —shining in 
Christ himself, our Lord, to whom be glory and power for the ages of ages. Amen.

(Brian Daley translation)


