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D I V I N E I M M A N E N C E : N I C H O L A S O F
C U S A’ S U N D E R S TA N D I N G O F

T H E O P H A N Y A N D T H E R E T R I E VA L
O F A ‘ N E W ’ M O D E L O F G O D

Abstract
The global ecological crisis has spawned intensive reflection about views
of the natural world. Western Christian thought has received special
scrutiny as modern alienation from nature has been traced to Christian
theology. Undiscovered within the mystical theology of Nicholas of Cusa lies
an ecologically promising vision of nature. The concept of divine immanence
presented by this medieval thinker provides a rich spirituality that is inclusive,
rather than exclusive, of the natural world. It is also far more intimate
than contemporary stewardship theology. Cusanus interprets theophany
as divine self-expression. A series of striking metaphors, including God’s
enfolding and unfolding, God as ‘Not-other’, and Christ as the contracted
maximum, reveals a holistic spirituality. Nicholas of Cusa’s concept of divine
immanence infuses the world with immeasurable value and gives rise to
a Christian theology that can address the current ecological crisis.

The global ecological crisis has spawned intensive reflection
about living in right relationship with the earth. Fundamental to
this issue is the way that human beings view the natural world
religiously. Spiritual outlook informs practical interaction.
Western Christian thought has received special scrutiny since
modern alienation from nature has been traced to Christian
theology. Theology that would give humanity dominion over the
earth, placing the natural world at the mercy of human use
and abuse, is an embarrassment, even a scandal, for Christian
ecologists. Moreover, the traditional Western separation between
mind and body that appears to be supported by Platonic
readings of biblical texts has made Christian spirituality a target
for feminists, people of non-Western cultures, and environmen-
talists alike. In Gaia and God, Rosemary Radford Ruether
illustrates the historical link between chauvinism and abuse of
the environment.1

1 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Gaia and God: Ecofeminist Theology of Earth
Healing (San Francisco: Harpers, 1994). Radford Ruether agrees (p. 247) in this
text that ‘we need a more imaginative solution to these traditional oppositions
[such as spirit and matter, God and world] than simply their reversal; something
more like Nicholas of Cusa’s paradoxical ‘‘coincidence of opposites’’ in which
‘‘the absolute maximum’’ and the ‘‘absolute minimum’’ are the same’.
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The Christian response has been varied. The seminal critic
of the Christian attitude towards nature, Lynn White, Jr.,
argued for a return to the reverence for all things embodied in
the life of St Francis of Assisi.2 More recently, scholars like
Sallie McFague have called for new ‘models of God’, developed
biblical images of God as mother, lover, or friend, and
re-envisaged the world as the ‘body of God’. The aim of this
enterprise is to rectify the traditionally dominant ‘monarchical
model’ that has resulted in a ‘nuclear nightmare’.3 But even
the most optimistic of critics, such as H. Paul Santmire, can
only point to the ‘ambiguous ecological promise of Christian
Theology’.4 Thus, others grope towards the pantheism of deep
ecology or abandon Christianity for Taoism, or aboriginal and
Native American mythology. The absence of a strong Christian
tradition of respectful interaction with the natural world has
spawned everything from a rethinking of biblical imagery to an
exploration of non-theistic traditions. Still, the question as to
whether or not there is a traditionally Christian answer to these
alternatives remains to be fully explored.

I would suggest that undiscovered within the mystical
theology of Nicholas of Cusa (1401–64) lies a historical model
already available to us. His understanding of divine immanence
is far more compelling and intimate than contemporary
stewardship notions. Nicholas of Cusa is no diVerent from
other medieval Christian theologians in seeing the natural world
as the created order. However, Cusanus views theophany as
a divine self-manifestation in creation that results in divine
immanence. Mystical presence is the primary relationship
between Creator and creation. In contrast, traditional notions
of theophany suggest an ontological divide between the latter.
God creates the world, including human beings, as things
separate from himself. This separation is aYrmed and finalized
by the Fall. Although the divide is ultimately reversed through
the reconciliation eVected by the Christ event, it is nevertheless
a condition of existence in this world. It is a constant component
of the human condition since the distinction between human

2 Lynn White, Jr., ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, in David
and Eileen Spring (eds.), Ecology and Religion in History (New York: Harper &
Row, 1974).

3 Sallie, McFague, Models of God: Theology for an Ecological, Nuclear Age
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987).

4 H. Paul Santmire, The Travail of Nature (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985);
italics mine.
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minds or souls and the physical world, including the body,
reflects the larger division between Creator and creation. Clearly
a paradigm of dominance, of God over creature, of human being
over nature, emerges from this view of theophany.

However, for Cusanus, theophany means an act of intimate
self-expression in which the divine never abandons the created
order to its own independent existence. Thus the immanence
implied by Nicholas of Cusa’s version of theophany preserves
‘creation’ from implying ‘creation for human dominance’. The
world is no more ‘for us’ than God himself is ‘for us’, since it
is the manifestation of God’s very self. Cusanus understands
the natural world, including human beings, as fundamentally
oriented towards God because of divine immanence. Similar
to Eastern Christian theologians such as Gregory of Nyssa and
Maximus the Confessor, there is thus no break between
humanity and the natural world. Augustine’s medicinal notion
of a grace that restores the world after its fall into sin is absent.
Although the created order does not surrender its own
ontological status, it is nevertheless inextricably linked to God.
Nicholas of Cusa’s concept of divine immanence infuses the
world with immeasurable value and gives rise to a Christian
spirituality that can address the current ecological crisis.

Cusanus’ mystical philosophy owes its uniqueness to its
position at the end of the Middle Ages and the beginning of
modernity, as well as to the tension it successfully maintains
between Eastern and Western Christianity. Despite having no
true followers of his own, Cusanus is being rediscovered
today. His concept of divine immanence is evidence of a rich
spirituality that is inclusive, rather than exclusive, of the
biophysical world. Human beings are not intrinsically privileged
in the natural order of things. Creation, in its very existence
as God’s self-manifestation, lends itself to a holistic vision of
human interaction with the natural world. Borrowing from
Pseudo-Dionysius and Neoplatonism, Cusanus develops his
notion of God’s intimate presence in the world in a wealth of
striking metaphors.

Each of his texts tends to focus on a particular schema or
set thereof: De docta ignorantia on the complicatio–explicatio,5 the
coincidence of opposites, and Christ as the maximum contractum

5 De Docta Ignorantia, trans. Jasper Hopkins as Nicholas of Cusa on Learned
Ignorance: A Translation and an Appraisal of De Docta Ignorantia (2nd edn.,
Minneapolis: Arthur J. Banning Press, 1985), in Complete Philosophical and
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or contracted maximum,6 De coniecturis on participation and
unitas–alteritas,7 Trialogus de possest on actualized-possibility or
possest,8 and De non-aliud on God as the ‘Not-other’.9 In this
study I shall examine some of the major, interrelated rubrics
essentially expressive of theophany and will avoid the contro-
versy of Cusanus’ shifts among models.10 Additionally, I shall
deal only with Cusanus’ concept of theophany and the resulting
possibilities for thinking of the world as sacred. Thus the

Theological Treatises of Nicholas of Cusa, 1 (Minneapolis: The Arthur J. Banning
Press, 2001), hereinafter abbreviated as DDI. Translated as ‘enfolding–
unfolding’, complicatio–explicatio refers to the way in which God enfolds all
things in himself such that, in God, they are God, and to the parallel unfolding
of God’s self in the world. These constructs were originally used by Boethius and
Thierry of Chartres. The schema is expressive of the way that Cusanus perceives
the relationship between the one God and the multiplicity of the universe.

6 Contraction is the delimitation of a species of universal to an individual
thing. It is the concretization of a generality into a particular which has the eVect
of locating it in space and time and making it finite. The ‘Absolute Maximum’
refers to God.

7 Unitas or unity and alteritas or otherness are Neoplatonic terms that in
Cusanus’ thought involve the notion of participation. Unity generally denotes
God or being that communicates or participates itself, not in itself for it would
replicate itself, but in otherness. Thomas McTighe has shown that a diVerence
between Cusanus and Neoplatonist thought is that for the former alteritas is the
multiplicity while for the latter it is a principle that accounts for multiplicity.
See Thomas McTighe, ‘Contingentia and Alteritas in Cusa’s Metaphysics’,
American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly, 64 (1990), pp. 55–71.

8 Possest is the combination of two terms: posse, to be possible, and esse, the
infinitive of the verb sum, to be or exist. It is also the union of the words of
the phrase ‘Possibility exists’ (posse est). Translated as ‘actualized-possibility’,
possest is a name for God that refers to the fact that God is the actuality of
every possibility and that not even possibility precedes or escapes him. Trialogus
de Possest, trans. Jasper Hopkins as ‘On Actualized-Possibility’, in A Concise
Introduction to the Philosophy of Nicholas of Cusa (3rd edn., Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1980), in Complete Philosophical and Theological
Treatises, vol. 1. Cf. De venatione sapientiae h 13, trans. Jasper Hopkins as
‘On the Pursuit of Wisdom’, in Nicholas of Cusa: Metaphysical Speculations
(Minneapolis: The Arthur J. Banning Press, 1998).

9 Nicholas of Cusa, Directio speculantis seu de non-aliud, translated as ‘On God
as Not-other’ by Jasper Hopkins in Nicholas of Cusa on God as Not-other:
A Translation and an Appraisal of De Non Aliud (Minneapolis: The University of
Minnesota Press, 1981).

10 J. Koch argues that Cusanus actually moves from one metaphysical system
to another, while Rudolph Haubst sees his later thought as a natural progression
from his earlier works. Others, like Thomas P. McTighe, take the more middle
road of finding new elements in his later texts, but no significant breaks from his
previous thought. The diYculty of proceeding systematically through his
metaphors or schemas is his own shifting employment of them. He moves freely
from one rubric to another, often using a set of terms yet undeveloped in a
particular text to buttress or elucidate terms he has been using all along.
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extensive and complicated topic of its final deification will
be omitted; I shall concentrate on theophany alone, and exclude
the parallel movement of theosis. First, Cusanus’ notion of
divine presence must be examined against the background of
the paradoxical and equal notion of divine absence that
engenders negative theology. A look at complicatio–explicatio
from his early text De docta ignorantia and of De non-aliud from
his eponymous work of twenty-one years later will bring us to
the heart of Cusanus’ spirituality. These two rubrics will lead
to an essential discussion of the related metaphysical and
epistemological issues of hierarchy and analogy. Finally, a look
at Cusanus’ understanding of Christ as the Absolute Maximum
will confirm a theology that has great potential for providing
a more holistic view of the environment.

Nicholas of Cusa’s theology of divine presence in the world
must be prefaced with a look at his theology of divine absence,
or negative theology. For Cusanus, the transcendence that
demands apophatic language about God can be understood in
the dual context of divine supereminence and the limitations of
human reason. Nicholas of Cusa stands squarely in the tradition
of negative theology established by Pseudo-Dionysius.

Indeed, echoes of Pseudo-Dionysius are heard in the following
excerpt from Idiota de sapientia:

Hence Wisdom [Nicholas’s term for God in this text] . . . is known
in no other way than [through the awareness] that it is higher than
all knowledge and is unknowable and inexpressible by any speech,
incomprehensible by any intellect, unmeasurable by any measure,
unlimitable by any limit, unboundable by any bounds, disproportionable
in terms of any proportion, incomparable in terms of any compari-
son, unbefigurable by any befiguring, unformable by any forming,
immovable by any movement, unimaginable by any imagining,
unsensible by any sensing, unattractable by any attracting, untasteable
by any tasting, inaudible by any hearing, unseeable by any seeing,
inapprehensible by any apprehending, unaYrmable by any aYrming,
undeniable by any negating, undoubtable by any doubting, inopinion-
able by any opining. And because [Wisdom] is not expressible by any
expression, the intended object of these expressions cannot be thought,
for Wisdom is unthinkable by any thought—Wisdom, through which
and in which and from which are all things.11

11 Nicholas of Cusa, Idiota de sapientia i.10. Trans. Jasper Hopkins as
‘The Layman on Wisdom’, in Nicholas of Cusa on Wisdom and Knowledge
(Minneapolis: Arthur J. Banning Press, 1996), p. 99.
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Cusanus is adamant about the diYculties of positive language
about God. Indeed, his major work On Learned Ignorance
(De docta ignorantia) is a lengthy treatise on the extent to which
the human mind resides in ignorance when it comes to divine
things. Even a recognition of the limits of reason brings us
only to a learned ignorance. It does not banish ignorance itself.
Within this larger context of the pervasiveness and importance
of negative theology for Nicholas of Cusa’s thought, theophany
is an intriguing and paradoxical theme.

Theophany aYrms the uniqueness of individual things and
mitigates the rigid hierarchy traditionally found in medieval
cosmologies. According to the complicatio–explicatio (enfolding–
unfolding) schema found in De docta ignorantia, God enfolds
the created order in himself and unfolds or self-manifests in the
world. Accordingly, creation is not a fabricated object apart
and against God, but is intimately related to the divine. He
oVers an understanding of the created order that gives each
created thing its own unique self-identity, makes it a perfect
reflection of the divine, claims the being of God as its own being,
and provides it a place in a united cosmos (a universe).

God’s unfolding of himself in creation does not curse it
with monist uniformity, nor replicate God. Though Oneness is
the source of plurality, it is not itself multiplied, a fact that
surpasses understanding and is the subject of learned ignorance.
Neither does it set up a system of decreasing perfection as
one moves from complex, rational creatures to simple, non-
sentient things. The self-identity bestowed upon created
individuals is distinct, both in regard to God and in regard to
other members of the created order. The former avoids
pantheism and monism; the latter avoids the kind of hierarchy
that is the source of much criticism among feminists and
environmentalists today. Nicholas shows a modern appreciation
for individual identity when he says:

No one [human being] is as another in any respect—neither in
sensibility, nor imagination, nor intellect, nor in an activity (whether
writing, or painting or an art). Even if for a thousand years one strove to
imitate another in any given respect, he would never attain precision
(though perceptible diVerence sometimes remains unperceived.)12

In Cusanus’ thought, there is no hint of the substantial
definition of things found in Plato. What makes something itself
is not the inherence in it of impersonal form, but a uniqueness

12 DDI 2.1 h 94; Hopkins, pp. 59–60.
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inclusive of individual characteristics. The reality of someone or
something is its contracted13 individuality because it is in this
individuality that God has manifested.

But it is not just human beings who are granted an indi-
viduality apposite to their own selves. Precisely because the
absolute manifests in plurality, each member of the plurality has
its own proper character. In an illuminating passage Cusanus
explains:

Every created thing is, as it were, a finite infinity or a created god, so
that it exists in the way in which this can best occur. [Everything is] as if
the Creator had said, ‘Let it be made’, and as if because a God (who is
eternity itself) could not be made, there was made that which could
be made: viz., something as much like God as possible. Wherefore,
we infer that every created thing qua created thing is perfect—even if it
seems less perfect in comparison with some other [created thing].14

Every created thing is what it is because it has freely received
its being from God, not because God poured only a limited
amount of himself into it. Each individual thing is as much like
God as possible; nothing can be said to be more perfect than
another.

But if Nicholas did not argue for complete uniformity, what is
the source of the diVerence between things? Although theophany
is divine self-manifestation, Nicholas did not hold that God
could remake himself, because ‘making’ implies temporality, or
at least finitude. An exact self-replication would also result in
an untenable limitation of the infinite God. The antithesis of
making and infinity meant that God could only manifest in
something less than himself, in contingency.

Thus, when God is removed, nothing remains. There are
no empty receptacles. God creates in nothing and is the very

13 Contraction is the delimitation of a species or universal to an individual
thing. It is the concretization of a generality into a particular which has the eVect
of locating it in space and time and making it finite.

14 DDI 2.2 h 104; Hopkins, pp. 64–5. Cf. De dato Patris luminum 2 h 102–103.
Translated by Jasper Hopkins as ‘The Gift of the Father of Lights’, in Nicholas
of Cusa’s Metaphysics of Contraction (Minneapolis: Arthur J. Banning Press,
1983), p. 121: ‘Yet, provided our construal be sound, we can accept Hermes
Trismegistus’ statement that God is called by the names of all things and that all
things are called by the name of God, so that a man can be called a humanified
God and so that, as even Plato claimed, this world can be called a perceptible
god.’ The notion that the created world is the most perfect world possible and
that its deficiencies arise from its limitations (for Plato, matter; for Cusanus,
possibility of being) is Platonic. Cf. Plato’s Timaeus 29 e V.; Plotinus’s Enneads
2.9.17; and DDI 2.8 h 139; Hopkins, p. 81.
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being of things. The finite plurality’s diVerence stems entirely
from the Absolute Unity itself. If it did not, it would, indeed,
suggest an ordinary Thomistic hierarchical system. If some
things simply did not possess as much of God as other things,
the latter could be improved and one could move nearer to God
as one moved up the ladder of reception of divine being.
Therefore, contingency is not a limiting thing, but is a criterion
of theophany itself, a demand of divine self-revelation in
otherness.

This is not to say that Nicholas does not see a ranking of
higher and lower beings (angels over humans and humans over
animals, for instance) or gradations of nature (such as intellectual
versus sensible). It is merely to place the origin of this hierarchy
in God’s fecundity. It is essential to distinguish its legitimate use
as a revelation of the latter from Neoplatonists who would see
such a ranking as comparative within the order of creation and
would make use of it for an ascent to God.

Furthermore, God imparts himself, not with ‘envy and
diVerence’, but ‘freely’. Precisely because it is God’s (indivisible)
self that is communicated, it is impossible to attribute to
Cusanus the entirety of the traditional notion of the created
order in which ‘order’ implies a ranking of ever more perfect
things. Though he is viewed as part of the dawn of modernity,
Nicholas saw himself as firmly embedded in the medieval
tradition. In no way, then, does he do away with hierarchy.
He does, however, present it in a new light that softens its
harsher implications. Every created thing qua created thing is
perfect. It is not perfect in its place or perfect in subservience
to other more lofty creatures, but simply perfect as a created
thing and as an aspect of unfolded Oneness. Clearly, the plurality
and variety of the created order are a result of divine fecundity,
not of the filling in of the slots of a hierarchy reflective of
medieval society.

Instead, the Being or essence of God is the essence of all
things, and the created order is united in a universe. The
oneness of the universe depends upon the plurality that derives
from theophany. ‘Universe bespeaks universality—i.e. a oneness
of many things.’15 It is because the One reveals itself in
multiplicity that the universe is indeed a universe. Although
the Absolute Quiddity of the sun is identical to the Absolute
Quiddity of the moon, because, of course, the Absolute Quiddity

15 DDI 2.5 h 115; Hopkins, pp. 69–70.
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of each is God, their contracted quiddities are diverse.16 The
One God who is absolutely identical to each and every thing
exists actually in diVerence. The divine manifestation of Unity
into diVerence allows for the created order’s existence as a
united, singular thing. Thus, to divine Unity can be traced the
self-identity of the diversity of things and their incorporation
into the universe.

The unfolding of God in creation and the enfolding of
creation in God means that there is an interdependence within
the created order itself which Cusanus expresses by the phrase
‘each thing is in each thing’.17 Because God unfolds himself
immediately in the entire universe, the relationship between each
created individual and the universe is a limited parallel of the
relationship between each created individual and God. To this
extent, it means that particular individuals cannot be considered
on their own, even at the philosophical level. Metaphysically, the
whole comes before the part and ‘in each thing all things are
tranquil, since one degree could not exist without another’.18

Cusanus’ sense of a coherent, interdependent whole is not,
then, merely a theological concept, something between the divine
order and the physical universe. It is also intra-universal.

The idea that the One is unfolded immediately in each
individual of the multiplicity has other consequences for the
created order. Most importantly, it gives real, but dependent
ontological status, avoiding both the unreality of Platonic
particulars and the progressive emptiness of Neoplatonic
emanations. Created things are not shadows of what is truly
real, nor is their being mediated through emanations that
proceed from the One. Thus, they are not merely attenuated
versions of divine realities, but they have status in their own
right. Furthermore, all things in the created order are worthy of
reverence, and not merely because they are useful to humans.
The phrase ‘all things in the created order’ is inherently ironic.
That is, theophany expresses a divine self-giving that the
word ‘created’ does not quite capture. The correlation between
our spiritual lives and our relationship to the natural world is
best expressed in Nicholas’s plea to God: ‘How will You give

16 Cusanus uses the term ‘quiddity’ to refer to the essence of something, but it
is not a formal or generic essence; it is that thing that makes an individual thing
what it is.

17 DDI 2.5 h 117; Hopkins, p. 71.
18 DDI 2.5 h 121; Hopkins, pp. 72–3.
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Yourself to me unless you likewise give to me the sky and the
earth and everything in them? Indeed, how will You give
yourself to me unless You also give me to myself?’19

Theophany gives the universe back to itself, allows it a
glimpse of itself as well as of God. Indeed, the immanence of
God provides for an innate sacramentalism. Cusanus oVers us
a model of the universe that is traditional and yet innovative.
God reveals himself to us as he also reveals the created order.
The link between reverence for the divine and reverence for
creation is inescapable. As an expression of the divine, the
natural world has its own perfection that commands our respect
and care. Hence, ‘natural’ never refers to an order apart from
God; nature is never severed from grace.

Nicholas of Cusa’s expression of theophany in terms of
enfolding/unfolding is refined by his later metaphor of God
as the Not-other. Not-other is his most mature formulation,
having been written in 1461, three years before his death. The
first explanation that Nicholas gives of the term ‘Not-other’
develops the concept of God’s self-referentiality. Not-other is not
other than Not-other, i.e. than itself. God is not a diVerent thing
from himself. The second explanation refers to the created order
or the ‘other’. What is other is not other than other.20 Both
formulations illustrate that ‘Not-other’ is, in fact, the quint-
essential term for theophany viewed from the side of the divine.

Inasmuch as ‘Not-other’ describes the relationship between
God and creation as one of divine self-manifestation, it estab-
lishes one side of the crucial equation that balances God’s
participability and imparticipability. God is Not-other than his
creation. Nicholas’s idea that the created order is a theophany,
an expression of God’s very self, is underlined by his favourable
reference to David of Dinant’s view that ‘the visible world is
the visible God’.21 It is an oft remarked fact, especially among
Pseudo-Dionysian scholars,22 that without both identity and
diVerence between God and the world, there is a danger of
sliding into either dualism or monism. When God is referred

19 De visione Dei, 7 h 26. Translated by Jasper Hopkins as Nicholas of Cusa’s
Dialectical Mysticism: Text, Translation, and Interpretative Study of Nicholas of
Cusa’s De Visione Dei (Minneapolis: Arthur J. Banning Press 1985), p. 145.

20 Note that the other is not equal to the Not-other. The two formulations are
significant in their diVerence. Nicholas is not merely confusing terminology here,
but is obeying the law of non-contradiction.

21 DNA 17 h 81; Hopkins, p. 123.
22 Nicholas himself notes Dionysius on this point. DNA 1 h 5.
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to as the Not-other, the presence of God’s self in creation is
maintained and, thus, the danger of the former is avoided.

This divine presence is at once the basis and motivation for
the movement of the created order towards God. Accordingly
‘each thing desires that which is not other than itself. But
since Not-other is not other than anything, all things supremely
desire it as the beginning of being, the conserving means, and
the rest-giving terminal goal’.23 The Not-other is the source,
the conservation, and the goal of the other. Though it is evident
from his insistence on divine immanence that Cusanus is not an
absolute dualist, Nicholas has been charged with both dualism
and monism.

These are serious charges because both totally monistic and
absolutely dualistic systems lose the possibility of relationship
between God and the world. In the case of extreme versions of
the former, the two are identified and the prerequisite autonomy
of relating terms is absent. In the case of the latter, the absolute
separation of the two terms entails a lack of commonality, also
a requirement for relationship. A metaphysical construct in
which God is absolutely diVerent from the created order sets
the world against him and negates the possibility and reason for
the movement of each term towards the other, thus leading, for
all practical purposes, to a state of total isolation or atheism.
In both cases, the traditional theological goal of discovering the
manner in which God deals with the created order and the way
in which creatures should react to God is undermined.

Nicholas’s concept of theophany includes the concept of a
divine immanence that protects his thought against dualism.
In addition, he strongly maintains divine transcendence, result-
ing in a sharp diVerence between the created and divine orders.
Such diVerence is, of course, the key to arguing against charges
of monism. There is more at stake here than mere theological
speculation. The problem is that the neglect of either side of
the equation, absolute identity or absolute diVerence, threatens
either the self-identity of God or of creation or both. God would
not be infinite and absolute, that is, would not be himself, if
the world existed utterly apart from him. And the created order
would not have its own being if it were absorbed into a monist
system.

When God is called ‘Not-other’, the identification between
him and creation is clearly indicated. The other half of

23 DNA 9 h 35; Hopkins, p. 73.
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the paradox, God’s absolute transcendence, is indicated by
Nicholas’s references to the Mystical Theology of Dionysius
and the fact that ‘all the names of God signify a participation in
Him who cannot be participated in’.24 However, it is not as
evident here as in the strongly paradoxical language and negative
theology that Nicholas uses elsewhere. This does not mean,
however, that the language of Not-other alone indicates monism.
Rather, embedded within it is a strong defence against such
an interpretation: the foundational role that Not-other plays for
all of creation. Cusanus writes ‘Hence, it is evident to anyone
that God, though unnameable, names all things; though infinite,
defines all things; though limitless, delimits all things; and
likewise for everything else’.25

God, therefore, is definitive for all of creation, that is, is
fundamental to the definition and being of all things. God
can also be called ‘the First’ that is itself defined through
no other but itself. God’s foundational character is itself the
reservoir of his absolute diVerence from the world. No other
thing can claim such status. This is, in fact, an enduring theme
in Nicholas’s thought. De visione dei, for instance, focuses not
on achieving union with God, but on God’s priority and an
already realized union. Yet no term expresses this idea as clearly
as ‘Not-other’.26

Moreover, his anti-Aristotelian position means that Cusanus
avoids Aquinas’s method of using the philosophical tools of
definition for theological purposes. He is not interested in
approaching God using human categories based on analogy
and a corresponding diVerence in the meaning of theophany for
God. For Cusanus, there is a reversal, not of the importance of
definition, but in the use that is made of it. Nicholas understands
that definition implies causality, and he uses the metaphor of

24 DNA 16 h 79; Hopkins, p. 121.
25 DNA 6 h 21; Hopkins, p. 57.
26 Nicholas has given the philosophical concern for definition a supreme

theological significance. He has, in fact, turned the entire project of definition on
its head. It is God who defines, not the human mind. For Plato it is impossible
to overestimate the importance of definition: he attacks problems of knowledge
and even ethics by seeking definitions of terms. While Nicholas follows Plato
(and later Neoplatonists) by saying that the divine is the most real or is truly real,
he diVers from him in an important way. Unlike Platonic essentialism, which sees
definitions as characterizing the Forms, for Nicholas, the ultimate Form or God
cannot be described, but instead itself does the defining. And though Cusanus,
like Aristotle, attempts definition by exploring causality, it is not a causality that
makes use of substantial forms.
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coldness and ice to describe the absolute causality of God.
If coldness ceased, ice, but not water, would also cease. But if
the being (of the ice and water) ceased, then ice and water would
too. Still, the possibility-of-being-water would continue to exist.
If that too ceased, there would yet remain intelligible nothing
which would presumably contain the possibility of other things
creatable by Omnipotence: ‘However, if Not-other ceased, all
the things it precedes would immediately cease. And so, not only
would the actuality and the possibility of the beings which
Not-other precedes cease, but so also would the not-being and
the nothing of these beings.’27 The term ‘Not-other’ illustrates
both the absoluteness of divine causation and what one could
call its ‘intimacy’. God is not the cause merely of the actual
being of things, nor is he merely an eYcient cause. Rather, he
underlies the very possibility of all things including nothingness.
Both facts point towards the sacredness of creation.

A correlative implication of theophany is God’s ontological
priority. God’s self-manifesting presence in creation results
in a unique understanding of the traditional notion of God’s
infinity. Despite Nicholas of Cusa’s insistence on God’s imma-
nence, the Christian understanding of God is not threatened.
What has traditionally been called God’s transcendence or
infinity is refined to the point where immanence and manifesta-
tion in particularity do not undermine the original intent of the
theological construct.

This is illustrated by a further exploration of the concept
of the Not-other. In Not-other ‘we see clearly how it is that
in Not-Other all things are Not-other antecedently ‘‘to being
themselves’’ and how it is that in all things Not-other is all
things’.28 The divine presence to and in the created order is
so intense that it is an identity: ‘in all things Not-other is
all things’. Nevertheless, this intimacy is founded upon the
priority of the divine because in Not-other, before being
themselves, all existing and non-existing things are Not-other.
Nicholas clarifies his point by comparing the Not-other to
the ratio or ‘Constituting Ground’ of all things: ‘Through this
Constituting ground the sky is constituted as the sky; and in
the sky this Constituting ground is the sky. Therefore, it is not
the case that the perceptible sky (1) is from an other than which
it is or (2) is anything other than the sky.’29

27 DNA 7 h 23; Hopkins, pp. 59–60.
28 DNA 6 h 22; Hopkins, p. 57.
29 Ibid.
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Divine priority does not suggest, however, that God can be
known apart from the created order. Cusanus is in no way
leading up to a secret gnosis or to a kind of decreation, a path
to God that leaves the universe completely behind. It is precisely
the presence of the Not-other in creation, the presence entailed
by theophany, that illuminates this other aspect of the divine: the
fact that God manifests. The character of Ferdinand30 observes
that ‘the Creative Will, which is is Not-other, is desired by
all things and is called Goodness’.31 Despite the fact that
God transcends the world and that understanding him is a
process of learned ignorance, divine manifestation is an incon-
trovertible and irreversible fact. There is no going behind it to
understand God, and even the intellectual darkness that is
brought by learned ignorance is not final. The foundational role
of the Not-other for the created order means that negative
theology does not triumph.

Because Cusanus does not see creation as a hierarchy distinct
from God, using objects and concepts from the finite universe
to attempt analogically to reach a knowledge of the infinite
God is useless. If we do not recognize that theophany is
the primary disclosure of God, we try to measure the infinite
with the finite. (Of course, there is a secondary kind of
analogy present in the cognitive process that Nicholas calls
‘conjecture’.32) It is clear that Cusanus’s apophatic approach is
based on his theology of mystical causality and divine presence.
God simply cannot be analogized in a proportional manner.
Creation has only derived being and is nothing in itself, because
when God is removed, nothing remains. There is nothing in the
created order that can provide a foothold for an analogical

30 One of Nicholas of Cusa’s three interlocutors in De non-aliud, Ferdinand
Matim of Portugal, was Nicholas’s physician.

31 DNA 9 h 35; Hopkins, p. 73.
32 The human mind is like God, the Creator of the world, in the way that it

constructs the conjectural world. But this analogy is an analogy of proportionality
or relation, not a direct analogy of proportion. God is not directly compared to
humanity; rather his relationship to Creation is compared to humanity’s
relationship to the conceptual world. No knowledge, therefore, is gained about
God’s attributes, but only about his relations. Moreover, this particular analogy is
itself dependent on an original human ignorance since the human mind can only
construct what is not already there for it to discover. Whereas direct analogy
depends on what one already knows, the analogy between the creative mind and
the Creator God admits that the mind does not know any given concepts and so
must create them for itself.
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approach to God. There is nothing that exists alongside of God
and to which he can be compared.33

God’s infinity thus abolishes the possibility of attributing
human characteristics to him, even if they are infinitely
described. For instance, one cannot say that because humans
possess rationality, God must possess infinite rationality. This
absence of analogy is also an absence of the traditional hierarchy
of being. While it still may be argued that Cusanus saw varying
degrees of development in the universe, human beings, for
example, as more developed than lions or stones, his model of
God as the Not-other re-emphasizes God’s infinity, absoluteness,
manifestation, and mystical presence to all things.

Nicholas cites Plato’s Forms (although not their multiplicity)
as parallel to the way in which the Not-other grounds the
created order. This similarity will later even lead him to
speculate that Plato attained knowledge of things through
revelation.34 The fact that Nicholas’s understanding of Form or
Measure was indeed Platonic and not Aristotelian is important
because of its implications for the ontology of created things.35

If Nicholas is indicating forms that can be abstracted from
things rather than a complex vision that comprises the paradox
of divine distance from and divine presence in the world, then
there is nothing unique about his vision. Indeed, some thinkers
like Rudolph Haubst and John L. Longeway have attributed

33 In De visione Dei 13 h 55–6 (Hopkins, p. 183) Nicholas addresses God:
‘You, then, O God, are the Oppositeness of Opposites, because you are infinite.
And because you are infinite, you are Infinity. In Infinity the oppositeness
of opposites is present without oppositeness. Lord my God, Strength of the frail,
I see that You are Infinity itself. And so, there is not anything that is other than
You or diVerent from You or opposed to You. For Absolute Infinity includes
and encompasses all things . . . . Therefore, Infinity exists and enfolds all things;
and no thing can exist outside it.’ Thus, the most basic requirement for analogy,
opposition or distinction between two things, is removed by God’s absoluteness,
including both his absolute identity and his absolute diVerence from the created
order.

34 ‘Now what is posterior exists by means of participation in what is prior.
Hence, what is the first (by participation in the first all things are what they are)
is seen prior to intellect; for it is not at all the case that all things participate in
intellect. Therefore, intellect does not attain to ‘‘what is earlier or older than
intellect itself’’—to use his [Proclus’] words. Wherefore, I think that Plato
mentally viewed the substance, or the beginning (principium), of things by way of
revelation—in the manner in which the Apostle tells the Romans that God has
revealed Himself to them.’ DNA 20 h 92; Hopkins, p. 135.

35 He did, however, adhere to the nominalist position that universals exist only
in the mind. Idiota de mente xi.
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a Thomistic analogy of being to Cusanus due to an illegitimate
imputation of substantial form to Cusanus. Haubst believes
that Nicholas’s notion of conjecture can be identified with the
scholastic analogia entis,36 while Longeway agrees, arguing that
Cusanus only denied epistemological analogy and not metaphys-
ical analogy.37 Although he sometimes uses the language of
formal causality, it is evident that he is far from the Thomistic
analogy which these thinkers attribute to him.38

For instance, the text that Haubst himself uses to prove
his point can also be used against him. De coniecturis links
conjecture to the participation between the four unities. Just as

36 Analogy of being.
37 See Rudolph Haubst, ‘Nikolaus von Kues und die analogia entis’, in

Streifzuege in die Cusanische Theologie (Münster: AschendorV, 1991), pp. 232–42,
as well as John L. Longeway, ‘Nicholas of Cusa and Man’s Knowledge of God’,
Philosophy Research Archives 13 (1967–8), pp. 289–313. Also key to a refutation
of the idea that Nicholas accepted the possibility of metaphysical but not
epistemological analogy between God and creation is his distinction between
enfolding and unfolding.

38 In De possest the question of formal causality arises immediately. The
dialogue begins by attempting to unravel the meaning of Paul’s statement that
the invisible things of God can be known in creation. Does Paul simply mean
that one can move from the forms of things to their origin in God, the
Beginning? Is enfolding just another version of analogy in which things are
traced by their likeness back to their existence in the Creator? No, Nicholas
clearly intends something very diVerent. Completely avoiding the language of
intellectual abstraction of forms, the cardinal answers by leading his questioners
to an understanding of the meaning of the idea that God is actually every possible
thing. It is not merely that all things exist in God, but that enfolded in God,
all things are God. Since God is the life and essence of things, he can be called
the Form of their forms. In fact, things can be said to exist more truly in the
Form of forms than they do in themselves. But these are not the Aristotelian
substantial forms of Aquinas. The fact that Nicholas is not talking about
a removal of things from their contingent creaturehood or simply referring to a
divine archetype can be seen by his metaphor of the line. In both cases, he
emphasizes the inclusive infinity of God rather than his formal transcendence.
Unlike human beings, God is possest, actualized-possibility; he is everything he
can be. If a line had actualized possibility, it would extend everywhere; there
would be no shape or figure that was not bounded by it since everything that it
could trace, it would trace. At the same time, it would extend minimally, since it
would actually fulfil the possibility that it extended nowhere. All figures, no
matter how diVerent, how great or how small, would thus be made through it
and embraced by it and could be seen in it. Furthermore, according to Mahnke,
Nicholas here evinces a clear diVerence from the Plotinian doctrine of unity in
which infinite multiplicity is potentially found in infinite unity. For Cusanus,
God, both potentiality and actuality, is the infinite unity that actually contains
infinite multiplicity. Dietrich Mahnke, Unenliche Sphaere und Allmittelpunkt:
Beiträge zur Genealogie der mathematischen Mystik (Halle/Saale: M. Niemeyer,
1937), p. 86.
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the senses’ otherness occurs in the unity of rationality, so does
rationality’s otherness occur in the unity of the intellect, and
that of the intellect in the divine unity. But each of these
unities experiences its otherness as conjecture, since it can only
participate in what is a higher unity than itself and can never
fully comprehend it.39 Based on this passage, Haubst argues that
Cusanus can be translated into scholastic terminology to the
eVect that human knowledge is always only in an analogy of
proportion or participation to reality.40

Haubst is correct that there is a second-order analogy
specifically cited by Cusanus in the text. Just as God has
created the universe of real things (realia), the human mind
is the creative source of the world of rationality (rationalia). But
the kind of relational analogy found in De coniecturis never
approaches the direct analogy of the scholastic analogy of being.
Even in combination with the citations of De venatione sapientiae
that use the term ‘analogy’, and the references to Cusanus’
fondness for mathematical terminology in De docta ignorantia
and elsewhere, Haubst’s case is weak. The kind of parts-to-
whole analogy mentioned in the former is not an example of
analogia entis; nor can Cusanus’ mathematical metaphors,
predicated upon ignorance rather than likeness, be interpreted
as the proportion between copy and and original as Haubst
supposes.

Finally, it makes much more sense to answer the objection
‘warum Cusanus das Wort analogia kaum gebraucht’41 by taking
Nicholas’s own statements at face value than to hypothesize
about his desire to avoid controversy. Given the daring nature
of some of his theological language, it hardly seems likely that
he would shy away from borrowing accepted scholastic language
or that such usage would be the focus of controversy. It is his
unscholastic position, including his notions about the impre-
cision of finite knowledge and his positing of extreme imma-
nence, that aroused the ire of fellow theologians like John Wenck,
not his use of traditional theological terminology.

This is not to say, however, that Cusanus’ avoidance of
analogical language is the result of an inherent monism in his
thought. While Rudolph Haubst outlines a Seinsmetaphysik that

39 De coniecturis I h 13. Translated by Jasper Hopkins in Complete
Philosophical and Theological Treatises, vol. 1.

40 Haubst, Streifzuege, p. 237.
41 Ibid. p. 240.
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admits analogy, Joseph Koch finds both a Seinsmetaphysik, in
De docta ignorantia, and an Einheitsmetaphysik, in De coniecturis.
The latter denies analogy on the basis of the ultimate unity of all
things and the impossibility of taking the step that precedes
analogy, i.e. diVerentiation. Nicholas, however, does not commit
himself to either metaphysical schema. From the side of God, he
clearly avoids monism by his insistence on divine autonomy.
From the side of creation, monism is denied as Nicholas focuses
on the break between the created and divine orders that
engenders negative theology.

Despite Cusanus’ emphasis on divine inclusivity and
immanence, a Neoplatonic influence, he did not succumb to
the Neoplatonic emanationism that would deny reality to the
biophysical world. Nicholas replaced the Neoplatonic opposition
between the One and nothingness and the classical celestial–
terrestrial diVerence with the Creator–creation distinction in a
traditionally Christian move.

Nicholas’s denial of levels of hierarchy progressively more
distant from the one is a crucial step in his alteration of
Neoplatonic emanation. The elements are just as intermingled
in the celestial realm as they are in the terrestrial, making the
celestial no more a pure emanation from the One than its earthly
counterpart. In fact, the created order in its entirety is God
unfolded, though contingent, and unnecessary to him. Though
the world has no being apart from God, not-being is itself com-
prehended by God. The enfolding of God is to be understood
in such a way that all opposites are reconciled, including that
of being and not-being.42 To Cusanus, ‘nothing’ is that which
has no being, i.e. not-being. Whatever lacks actual being has
at least the possibility of being. Even absolute nothingness
cannot escape being encompassed by God or absolute possibility.

The coincidence of the opposites of actuality and possibility
in God means that not even that which has no being is

42 See De possest h 6; Hopkins, pp. 916–17: ‘[Absolute possibility] is not able to
exist prior to actuality—unlike the case where we say that some particular
possibility precedes its actualization. For how would ‘‘absolute possibility’’ have
become actual except through actuality? For if the possibility-of-being-made
made itself actually exist, it would actually exist before it actually existed.
Therefore, absolute possibility, about which we are speaking and through which
those things that actually exist are able actually to exist, does not precede
actuality. Nor does it succeed actuality; for how would actuality be able to exist if
possibility did not exist? Therefore, absolute possibility, actuality, and the union
of the two are coeternal. They are not more than one eternal thing; rather, they
are eternal in such way that they are Eternity itself.’
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distinct from the infinity of God. When things are brought from
not-being into being they move from a state of possibility into
a state of actuality through divine Power. But since God is
absolute possibility, all things, even not-being itself, exist in God
and, in God, are God. The example of the authorship of a book
helps clarify Nicholas’s idea.43 A book’s author has both the
active ability to write it and the passive ability of not writing it.
His ability to write the book thus comprises the not-being of
the book because its existence or not existence is in his power.
In the same way, nothingness and all things that come from
nothingness are enfolded in the possibility that is God. Divine
freedom is indicated in a manner diVerent from the biblical
creation ex nihilo. The fact that the distinction lies between God
and creation, rather than between actuality and possibility,
means that God is absolutely free. Since not-being or possibility
is encompassed by rather than opposed to God, God is not
bound by a necessary emanation into nothingness.

Theophany, however, is not a limited, ‘momentary’ occurrence
that leaves the Absolute and the created orders isolated and
autonomous. Rather, it is a lasting theophany, a presence that
has consequences for both divine and created ontology. The
link between the two is the second person of the Trinity,
the divine Word. Intrinsic to God ‘in himself ’ is the outward
movement of the incarnation. Although Cusanus primarily
discusses Christology in terms of theosis (indeed in De filiatione
Dei44 he defines filiatio as such), his understanding of theophany
is thoroughly christological in its own right.

Cusanus begins his earliest christological text, the third book
of De docta ignorantia, by a rehearsal of the nature of contracted,
that is, multiple and embodied, things. By virtue of its particu-
larity, ‘no thing coincides with another’, nor can any contracted
thing ‘participate precisely in the degree of contraction of
another thing’.45 No contracted thing can be either the
maximum, the minimum, or the limit of either its genus or
species because before it reaches that point ‘it is changed into
another species’.46 Cusanus is arguing for the impossibility for
any particular created thing to be the perfection or summit of its

43 DP 29; Hopkins, p. 929.
44 De filiatione Dei. Translated by Jasper Hopkins as ‘On Divine Sonship’, in

A Miscellany on Nicholas of Cusa (Minneapolis: The Arthur J. Banning Press,
1994).

45 DDI III 1 h 183; Hopkins, p. 112. DDI III 1 h 187; Hopkins, p. 114.
46 Maximum and minimum are taken from the language of fourteenth-century

physics.
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species and the total incommensurability between God as
Maximum and the created order.47 There is always the possibil-
ity for higher and lower, greater and less, among contracted
things.

Nevertheless, he then explores the possibility of a maximum
contractum, that, as ‘God and creature would be both absolute
and contracted, by virtue of a contraction which would be able
to exist in itself only if it existed in Absolute Maximality’.48

Such a thing would share the divine characteristics of being
‘actually all the things which are able to be in that genus or
species’49 and would in itself, by virtue of a ‘hypostatic union’,
join God and all things. It would be neither a commingling nor
a composition of God and creature, nor would either divinity or
contraction vanish into the other.

Still speaking hypothetically, Cusanus explores the nature of
the contracted maximum. His Christology will rest on the dual
notion that the universe is the concrete maximum and that
human beings are the middle term of that creation. If God
chooses to unite Himself with an individual of a species,
that individual would exist as the contracted maximum individ-
ual and ‘such an individual thing would have to be the fullness
of that genus and species’.50 Humanity contains both a lower
nature (sensible nature) and a higher nature (intelligence).
Nicholas writes ‘Now human nature is that nature which, though
created a little lower than the angels, is elevated above all the
other works of God; it enfolds intellectual and sensible nature
and encloses all things within itself, so that the ancients were
right in calling it a microcosm.’51 Thus divine union with
humanity would infuse the entire created order with absolute
value, not merely human beings. Since human nature is
representative of the larger world (a microcosm), it is privileged
only in so far as it fulfils the role of extending the incarnation
to all things. Nicholas’s discussion of microcosm here, along
with his view of a united cosmos in De docta ignorantia,
are essential for avoiding the fallacy of locating divine presence
in human beings alone. While Nicholas of Cusa does elaborate
on the uniqueness of human rationality in knowing God, he

47 Note that this is in contrast to the universe as a whole, which he describes
as a ‘contracted maximum’.

48 DDI III, 2 h 192; Hopkins, pp. 116–17.
49 DDI III, 2 h 190; Hopkins, p. 116.
50 DDI III, 2 h 191; Hopkins, p. 116.
51 DDI III, 3 h 198; Hopkins, p. 119.
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nowhere suggests that this facility restricts the mystical presence
to rational creatures. Humanity does not exist as an abstraction,
but only in concrete form. It would thus be necessary for a real
human being to rise up to God and for God to lower himself
to the human form. If mankind is a microcosm of the created
universe, then the maximum contractum would be the perfect
microcosm.

The contracted maximum would be located squarely within
the principle of divine theophany:

But it is qua Equality-of-being-all-things that God is Creator of the
universe, since the universe was created in accordance with Him.
Therefore, supreme and maximum Equality-of-being-all-things-
absolutely would be that to which the nature of humanity would be
united so that through the assumed humanity God Himself would, in
the humanity, be all things contractedly, just as he is the Equality of all
things absolutely.52

Through the contracted maximum, God’s immanence would
be given a contracted mode in addition to its absolute mode.
Moreover, it is the divine Word, the Equality of being, that is the
creative principle of God and this principle, or God the Son,
exists prior, not temporally, but ontologically,53 to God-and-man,
or the incarnation. Thus, there is a creative movement within
the Godhead that is completely apart from creation itself.
And here Nicholas has switched from the hypothetical to the
assertive: this contracted maximum individual is Jesus Christ.
Theophany as incarnation means that God is fundamentally
creative and conciliatory. Consequently, ecology is fundamentally
incarnational.

Nancy Hudson

California University of Pennsylvania

52 DDI III, 3 h 200; Hopkins, p. 120.
53 DDI III, 3 h 202; Hopkins, pp. 120–1.
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