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MESSAGE OF HIS HOLINESS 
 JOHN PAUL  

1 June 1979 

Addressed tQ and  by 
 Johannes Willebrands 

Archbishop  Utrecht 
President    jor 
Promoting  Unity 

our Eminence, 

Througlwut this year 1979, Christians are commemorat. 
ing the bislwp  Caesarea   Saint  Father 

 Doctor  the Church, wlwm the Lord called to himselI  
the year 3'79 but wlwS'e memory  inspiration remain bright 

 the Christian world  today. Churches, religious congre-
 learned groups  many types are taking the   

this centenary to relZect  the personality, the theological 
acumen  deep spirituality  this   and illustrious 

  the Church. 
 particularly  aspect  this  

 is the common participation  Christians across the di-
(Jisions  Churches  the dillerences  theologies, 
ties   outlooks. One such meeting is the Symposium 

 honour  Saint  the Great, to be held  Toronto  
Irom June 10 to 16, under the joint   the Congrega-
tion  the Priests  Saint   the Pontilical Institute lor 

 Studies.  will take part  this Symposium  Pres-
ident  the Secretariat lor Promoting  Unity,  order 
to show the interest  good will  the  S  towards meet-
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ings between Christian scholars  fJarying  who seek 
to  concretely the recommendation lor common  

  the Common Declaration published  1967 by Pope 
 V1  the Ecumenical Patriarch  1,  happy 

memory (AAS 59 (-1967),  Tomos Agapis, no. 
195,  446). Through this letter the  Father wishes to greet 
the participants  this Symposium  to oller certain rellections 
concerning the saintly Father  the Church whom we are com-
memorating   special way  through the year,  who is 
rightly considered to belong to  Christians. 

1n S aint  we honour   the glories  the Chris-
 Church  the  who     inlluence  

its theology, spirituality  Church discipline. At the same 
time, he  exercised   inlluence  the entire Christian 
world. The Church  Rome is happy to look  him  one  
its spiritual guides because  the orthodoxy  his  joined 
to  deep sense   responsibility  great  ho-
liness. 

 is, at   the same time,  man  S c r  t u r e 
and  man   r  d  t  n. For him, Scripture is the touch-
stone lor discerning the orthodox Christian  and lor mak. 
ing moral choices,. it is to guide the   the monk Irom 
going to excess; Irom it  draws his social teachings and his 
ellorts to   sound discipline   Church which  
been weakened by the contrOfJersies  his day; lor him it is the 
instrument lor distinguishing the authentic Christian lile Irom 
contemporary  and the. spirit  the world  his time. 

 the other hand,  gifJes strong weight to 
tion. e draws his arguments Irom older Christian authors  
Irom the <<F'athers»,  infJokes their  (cl. D e S  -
r  t u S  n c t  V11, 16, 32-35    72  What 
gifJes these  authority, howefJer, is that they themselfJes 
draw their principles Irom what  Scripture proclaims, and 
lollow what Scripture implies. Thus  permits progress in 

    3. 31 
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theological rellection since it is an expression  the way in which 
the Church, in the course  the centuries gone   understood 
and li(Jed S cripture. Liturgical  - the prayer  the Church 
and the way she  proclaimed the glorilication    
particular place to  in this  

This reliance on Scripture and concern lor authentic tra-
dition  their origin in s prolound respect lor the mys· 
teries  laith and lor the ultimate incomprehensibility  God. 
The mysteries   were not merely to be taught; they were 
to  expression in Christian lile through contemplation and 

   also particularly conscious  being at the 
ser(Jice  the Church. During the contrMersieS  his  he did 
not lose sight  the pastoral needs  his people and  the require-
ments lor reconciling  deeply di(Jided among themselfJes. 
Thus the importance  the practice  what  been called 
«eCOnomy» in expounding his teaching. He did not wish to go  
yond the terms  biblical re(Jelation and liturgical celebration  
this  at  possible. Where special  were necessary" 
he would use them; but he tried to alJoid the multiplication  lor-
mulae or the imposition  terms which could gi(Je rise to unnec-
essary polemics. As Pope PaUl V1 expressed it in the  
he deli(Jered in 1967 when (Jisiting the Ecumenical Patriarch 

 Saint  in his charity  pastor, delended 
the authentic  in the oly Spirit while a(Joiding the use  
certain words which, e(Jen  they were exact, could ha(Je been an 

  scandal lor  part  the Christian people (AAS 59 
(1967),  841; Tomos Agapis,  314). Two years 
alter Basil's death, the Second Ecumenical Council, meeting in 
Constantinople (381), used  similar economy in expressing the 
Catholic  in the di(Jinity  the oly Spirit. An exact state-
ment  the   preserlJed without resorting to certain con-
tested  

Thus Saint  remains lor us an important witness 
to Christian unity and  tireless champion  this unity. e 
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strOfJe to reconcile   the pro/ession  the one 
  OfJer   its  expressions. It iS 

true  where the  content  the     he 
could be fJery  HowefJer, efJen his most rigorous theo-

  were guided by his   
with the need /or unity   the   those sin-
cerely strifJing  to bring  unity  difJided Chris-

 the spirit   is   to  more 
deepZy into the   the   order to grow  

 the  underlying them, recognizing  /ormulae 
nefJer su//ice to express the      this respect, 
we  reminded   the Second V  Council  re· 

     times   
 come  to     some    mys-

tery    the other or  expressed them  
 such  these     o/ten 

to be considered    con/licting» (U n  
t  t  s R e d  n t e g r  t  17). 

t  this  with unity   the 
 which   s long struggZe to  difJisions  

the  ow o/ten did he insist      which 
bind together the  Churches   their strength  70,1; 
91,1; 92,3. 39; 128,3,3; 197,1,32).   the 
heafJenly   gi/t  Christ which united the members  
one sole body  Christ /or  together    70, 
7-8). Through   disillusionment,  per-
sefJeJ'ed  strifJing to bring  communion    eccle-

   the Churches  God. is /idelity to both truth 
  should guide us     serene judgment 

  efJents       our own e//orts 
/or restoring  communion   

These  but  /ew  the  thoughts which come  
mind  the  Father  the rich  complex per-
sonality    the   his   would  you 
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to communicate them to the Symposium  Toront'o. is 
ness is gratelul to Cardinal George BernardFlahill, CSB, Arch-
bishop  Winnipeg, to the members  the Congregation  the 
Clerks  Saint  and to the Pontilical Institute  Mediae-
(Jal Studies,  organizing it. His greetings go to the represen-
tati(Je  the Ecumenical Patriarch  Constantinople, and to the 
representati(Jes  other Churches who are present. e expresses 
his particular gratitude to the scholars - Catholic, Orthodox, An-
glican and Protestant - who are putting their talents  the 
ser(Jice  the Christian world by their ellorts  make better known 
the lile and work  our common Father, Saint  the Great. 

Saint  represents  model  the ideal apostolic 
tor,  the Bishop who is  in things  and  
whose strength, rooted in the Gospel, is  inspiration  to 
those who hold  charges. e   spiritual master who 
ga(Je  guidance  the way to perlection to indi(Jiduals and 
communities. In the de(Jotion to the Holy Trinity and 
ly to the Holy Spirit, the Sanctilier, Saint  lound the in-
spiration to join to the experience   renunciation an eccle-
siology which  proloundly realistic. n him  prolound literary 
and philosophical culture and   noble personality 
are  to the ser(Jice  the poor and to the well-being 

 the Body  Christ.  celebrating his memory together, Chris-
tians  (Jarying  demonstrate their continued openness 
to hiswitness, which remains (Jalid l0r today and the luture. 

 you and to  the participants,  the Toronto Sym-
posium the Holy Father is happy to impart his Apostolic Bless-
Lng. 

W ith personal good wishes l0r the sucess  this· important 
  remain 

Yours sincerely  Christ, 
t Agostino Casaroli 
Pro Secretary  State . 



BASIL  THEOLOGIAN 

 

G. BONIS, Athens 

our   embers of the Symposium, 

 would like to preface my lecture this morning (which 
is a much shor·tened version of the paper that will be printed 
in German in the Symposium volume) with three brief remarks: 

1. At the beginning my mind turns first of all to the 
two leaders and two pillars of the  Church:  mean His 
Holiness Pope John Paul  and His AII-Holiness, the Ecu-
menical Patriarch Demetrios 1. May their own goodness ad-
vance the cause of our unity as members of the  Church. 

2.  would also like to express my gratitude to the Com-
mittee for their kind invitation to address you at this Sympo-
sium called together in honour of St. Basil as Orthodox Theo-
logian and a man devoted to the unity of the Church. 

3. And finally,  have agreed to give my paper in 
glish, but  must ask your indulgence for what is neither my 
native tongue nor the language of my studies; and  thank Fr. 

 a r r i  g e r for helping me with this translation. 

 the  

1. The core of our theme is Basil the Great  the 
organization of the Church of his time. The first point to be 
stressed here is that in virtue of his episcopal office Basil 

 Footnotes wiIJ be found  the more amplified German text  
this study which is  ':be  shortly. 
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embodied  himself the organization of the Church. There is 
nothing especially remarkable  this, however, for the epis-
copal office contains  itself the very being of the Church. 
We must go further, therefore, and say that three official 
duties belong to a bishop and not the least of these is the 
<<teaching office».  direct preparation for this, Basil had 
acquired the best equipment his age could offer - we think 
here of his studies at the Academy  Athens. We will not 
pursue this further, nor dwell  Basil's unique and unchallenged 
rhetorical powers which far excelled, in our view, those of 
Chrysostom. Instead, our task is to understand Basil as 
Churchman, as the Churchman, because that is simply what 
he was and will always remain within the ecclesial tradition. 
Thus, he was active as an orator  what may be descrwed 
without exaggeration as a truly fascinating way, but as a 
teacher he was apparently disappointing. At least, and we will 
see this later  he was certainly  sensational theologian. 
But Basil was only «apparently» disappointing, for  reality 
he was probably the leading dogmatic theologian to whom the 
Church of the fourth century could point, as an authority  
matters of Trinitarian doctrine and of ethics. What is puzzling 

 this great man consists presicisely  the fact that he was, 
 his own way, the man of the Church, and hence, in matters 

of Church teaching, a spokesman for the Church and not just 
for his own person. The teaching of the Church is something 
other than the teaching of an eminent theologian, of someone 
of the stamp, of an Origen, for example, where we speak of the 
<<theology  so-and-so». Such language ls not used of Basil 
and this may be the reason why he disappoints many theolo· 

 

2. The Church's greatness, and this cannot be repeated 
often enough, is outside of time.  t is a greatness which bears 
witness  ea.rth as wel1 as  the whole of creation. to the real· 
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ity of the triune, living God and Creator. The Church's wit-
ness is also essentially the same; that is, she develops nothing 
new but rather creates from the treasury entrusted to her, a 
treasury of eternal truth that is being conveyed to her from 
the Godhead. Accordingly, through her chosen organs the 
Church speaks  about what has been known in her all 
along, and belongs to her very substance. Consequently, it 
is possible also for appointed Churchmen, as chosen spokesmen 
of the Church, to express in their own declarations what the 
Church deems right at a given time. Note well that such 
Churchmen are not appointed to their high office by any kind 
of secular authority but by the Church herself. As a result, there 
is scarcely any need for them to play an extraordinary role 

 or as  they can act instead as mouth-
pieces for the Church. This seems to have been precisely the 
case with Basil, and he was indeed the voice of the Church 
as she appeared in the fourth century. This may sound 
paradoxical to anyone who holds the view that the Church 
passes through a kind of evolutionary development in the 
revelation of her truth, that is to say, that the truth as such 
«advances» and may thus be progressive. But to assume this, 
would be completely incorrect. Herein lies the decisive motive 
for Basil's extreme caution with regard to binding dogmatic 
statements. 

3. Perhaps it might not be absurd to compare Basil 
with Irenaeus of Lyons in this regard, for the latter has 
something in common with Basil  many points of theological 
method.  t is interesting what Loofs says in the conclusion to 
his study of the sources of Irenaeus' theology. Loofs' view is 
a minimising  and denies any originality to Irenaeus. We 
certainly cannot agree with Loofs in this, although it is true 
that Irenaeus was, if we may put it this way, «an orthodox 
theologian of Traditioll». Basil and Irenaeus come together at 
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this point, and here Basil, at least, can hardly be denied 
originality  his major worl<:s. Certainly the originality of 
his defence of  theology  supporting the dogma of 
the Holy Trinity of the Godhead cannot be questioned. 

4. What we must by  means overlook  Basil's case 
is that he understood as  other how to bring together into 
harmony the two elements vital to the life of the Church  
that age, namely, Hellenism and primitive Christianity. The 
age demanded that these two parties find a common denomi-
nator. And the unique and wise intermediary between both 
movements was Basil.  the Hellenist he conceded the right 
to esteem Greek education, and the Christians he confirmed 

 their adherence to the holy content of their simlpe faith. 
Basil was prepared for any compromise, with  exception: 
he permitted  doubting when it came to the Word of God 
and the traditions of the Church. Indeed, we can easily see  
all his homilies that the  guiding principle he admitted 

 matters of morality was absolute self-abnegation. 

5. And now the paradox. Precisely  account of his 
unspeculative, and hence all the more firmly practical, theol-
ogy, Basil was the great man of the Church  his century. 
His conscious and evident hesitation about the homoousian 
theology is neither to be attributed to any decline  his pow-
ers nor to incompetence.  the contrary, we believe that 
Basil's hesitation is to traced back directly to his pastoral 
intention. He was preoccupied not so much with increased 
precision  the formulation of dogmas as with healing the 
divisions which had grown  among Christians.  t would be 
wrong, however, to say that this was a question of the unity 
of the Church, because it belongs to the very being of the 
Church, that it can only be  - an idea more familiar to the 
Church Fathers  the first centuries than perhaps we would 
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care to admit today.  any case, what we accept with Karl 
 as Basil's hesitation finds its plausible explanation  

the fact that the main question  the entire conflict with the 
Arians was whether the teaching of the Church could be 
terpreted at all by means of Aristotelian terminology. We 
cannot agree with  when he says it is easy to understand 
why Basil baulked at <<these complicated logical and metaphys-
ical questions»: he guessed where things might end up «if he 
got involved  such matters». We cannot accept this. It is ob-
viously true, as has already been explained, that Basil was not 
lightly given to making definitive statements touching  the 
dogma of the Church, but certainly he did not shy away from 
logical and metaphysical questions! What we prefer to admit 

 this instance is that Basil was simply  Aristotelianizing 
theologian, but that he himself -like the other Cappadocian 
theologians - shared the Origenistic tendencies characteristic 
of al1 Cappadocian theology current in Basil's day. Origen's 
greatest influence  the Cappadocians can be seen above 
all in their concept of God: God as Spirit reveals 
self  the Spirit and is to be sought after  the Spirit. The 
yearning to be free from the limitations of the purely corporeal 
and the impulse to be submerged mystically  the secret 
Mysteries of God became an informing intention for the Cappa-
docians. Thus an Origenism which had been initiated by Greg-
ory Thaumaturgus and later moderated  the sense of ec-
clesiastical orthodoxy became for them a directing presuppo-
sition. Nevertheless, the Cappadocians did not possess a com-
pletely balanced system of thought, for their mode of making 
dogmatic statements was still handicapped  two respects: 
firstly, their own position  the central issue was not clear, 
and secondly, theoretical reflection took second place for them 
behind their decidedly practical pastoral and ecclesiastical 
interests. 
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7.  characterizing Cappadocian theology it would be 
wrong to begin from party oppositions of the period or to try 
to understand its particular characteristics only through its 
relationship to the development of the homoiousian party. 
When the question is presented in this way the standpoint of 
the Cappadocians must inevitably appear as artificially con-
trived. Nor could we thus understand their confident emer-
gence  the scene, let alone, how it was, that they themselves 
believed that they had reached their own point of view by 
a natural process of development. The explanation for all 
these things can be easily  however, if we include in our 
calculations the fact that the origins of this theology were 
influenced by a powerful native Cappadocian tradition. What 
influenced the dogmatic thinking of the Cappadocians more 
than anything else was this passage in the Creed or expositio 
jidei of Gregory Thaumaturgus:      

'   l( , , ,,\ ,  ' <
      ...       

    

(Therefore there is in the Trinity neither anything 
created nor a slave nor anything introduced from without... 
for neither has the Father ever been without the Son, nor the 
Son without the Spirit.). 

These words constantly reappear in the Cappadocians 
and they are also used in places where Gregory' s Creed is not 
expressly cited, a fact that leads to the inevitable conclusion 
that they had made it completely their o'vn. 

8. Now the above formula did not function as a mere 
slogan for the Cappadocians.  the contrary, it determined 
their entire mode of dogmatic thinl{ing. Both their opposi-
tion to the Arian and Pneumatomachian teachings and their 
use of the double dilemma  -  or  -

 show quite clearly how dependent they were  
the expressions in Gregory's Creed.  this venerable Creed 



491       

they had their support, their source of strength, and not 
least grounds for considering themselves to be the repre-
sentatives of Orthodoxy. But was that all?  they were 
certainly more than mere (<representatives of Orthodoxy». 
Our point, without wanting to extend it overmuch, is rather 
that they were all bishops of the one Church. What this meant 
for that time we should be able to presume as known, but we 
wish to repeat it  again.  the spiritual structure of the 
Church, the bishop,  the basis of the Successio  
is the very embodiment of this structure. Consequently, the 
highest point of this structure,  if you will, of this (<organi-
zation», is and was from the outset of the apostolic age, the 
bishop himself. This has been part of the consciousness of 
bishops from the very beginning. The criterion of validity  
worthiness of membership in the one Body is, to be sure, the 
question of identity, that is to say, that we can identify our-
selves with the members of this one Church. This criterion is 
as valid in the case of the bishop as it is for laymen. Within 
the Church of the first centuries and similarly within the Church 
through all the centuries down to the second  of her 
Lord and Head, Jesus Christ, membership is one. That a 
Churchman such as Basil was fully conscious of this is, in 

 opinion, beyond any doubt. 

9. We now come to Basil's hesitation about establishing 
binding credal formulas - we have  mind here especially the 
difficulties Basil encountered  his disputes with the Arian 
understanding of the Trinity. With all due respect for Karl 
Holl's scholarly qualifications, we would like to separate our-
selves emphatically from his  that Basil was a (<biblicist». 
This view surely rests  Holl's confessional allegiance, which 
was avowedly Lutheran, but  disagreement is based not 

 confessional grounds, but   the nature of the matter 
 itself.  go along with Holl)s criterion is to make a «Pro-
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testant» out of Basi1 the Great.  heaven Imows, we cannot 
ascribe an «anxiously biblicist» mentality to Basil, and how 
KarI  failed to catch this slip, we can only guess. «BibIi-
cism» is a theological attitude that allows only the Bible to 
count as divine revelation and was a particular characteris-
tic of  Pietism. We have to ask ourselves what 
a man like Basil can have had in common with  
Pietism! Still,  does grant to  great Churchman the 
intellectual greatness that was truly his, but he cannot see his 
way clear to acknowledge Basil as the man of the Church that 
he was in reality. The fact that Basil was a man of the Church 
makes it obvious why in the decisive issue of Church politics 
Basil could not come to a clear decision, while others unhesi-
tatingly could.  t was ecclesial consciousness that prevailed 
with Basil in the end, for such consciousness -if it is genuine 
and sincere - includes true love of neighbour within itself. 
Can a man really attain eternal salvation if he is falsely guided 
in matters of faith? If he does not belong to the right eccle· 
sial community? And finally, if he does not believe in the true 
Gi:>d, and hence his idea of God is false?  themselves, such 
questions are not usual in the framework of theological dis-
cussions. Nevertheless, we think that these questions ought 
not to be neglected, for they are precisely the crucial questions 
defining the decisive function  the bishop's exercise of his 
episcopal office, and  which the whole spiritual organi-
zation of the Church is  fact founded, and from which it is 
built up.  t follows logically from this, without the need for 
any charge of (<biblicism», that Basil should want to see his 
arguments given a  foundation - this is true above all 

 the Trinitarian disputes with the Arians - and that he made 
every possible effort to resist those philosophical reasonings 
derived from eoplatonism  Aristotelianism which were 
struggling to invade the more precise dogmatic teaching  the 
Trinity, and to pass thence into Church doctrine  general.  
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the case of Basi1 this is most evident in the controversy  
the particu1arizing characteristics that were to be ascribed to 
each of the three divine Persons. Thus, for examp1e, Basi1 
opposed the use of  as a hypostatic predicate of 
the Father. The term had a1ready become current in ortho-
dox dogmatic 1anguage, and we can hard1y guess what Basil 
cou1d have had against it. Yet Basi1's reasoning de1ivered a 
telling b10w against the Arians for he b1unted the edge of 
their argument by exp1aining that the  meant on1y 

   and therefore disc10sed nothing about 
the nature of the  who exists. Basi1 did not remain at this 
negative stage, however, but gave to the now apparent1y dis-
carded predicate a nleaning of such kind that he was ab1e 
to app1y it to the Person of the Father as an  (charac-
teristic property), and corresponding1y then, he was ab1e 
to speak of the  as the  of the hypostasis of 
the Son. With these predicates Basi1 quite simp1y too1( the 
wind out of the Arians' sai1s. Basi1 preferred, even apart from 
the question of bib1ical authority, to use  a positive sense 
the expressions  and    and  
when he expounded the Trinitarian re1ations, fbr the 
decisive motive for him lay in the fact that these 1atter de-
scriptions also brought to 1ight the  reciprocal re1ationships 
of the divine Persons. 

10. Although Basil brought either set of terms 
   into p1ay  his po1emic against 

the Arians, an empty p1ace stil1 remained in the third posi-
tion, that is, the position of the Ho1y Spirit within his 
itarian teaching. Basi1 1eft this third space comp1ete1y open 
because here he- encountered a rea1 prob1em that he never fi-
nally reso1ved. He himself always admitted this. His prob1em 
lay in the fact that since the Ho1y Spirit was not created, and 
hence was   He possessed His own hypostasis 
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within the Holy Trinity. Basil conceded quite openly in the 
 Eunomium- despite the sharpness of the polemic -

that his exposition still lacl{ed something.  the case of the 
Son, the mode of His procession from the Father is plainly 
declared in the Scriptures, namely, that it occurred through a 

 Nothing comparable, however, can be found in 
Scripture for the Holy Spirit. He is not a   does 
He come into existence through a  Thus, inasmuch 
as Holy Scripture gave Basil nothing to go  he thought 
that he ought to be silent  this matter. Hence, all through 
his life he refused to introduce any proper characteristic 

 for the Holy Spirit into his Trinitarian formula. How 
careful, and even reserved, Basil could be when it was a ques-
tion of introducing a new concept into dogmatic terminology 
can be seen in his treatment of the concept of the  
Again, what was operative here was not,  our view, some 
kind of timidity at the prospect of formulating new terms to 
enrich the possibilities of theological expression and to deepen 
knowledge of the faith, but rather the ecclesial consciousness 
of this great Churchman. It was this that preserved him, even 
as he was refuting his opponents, from creating new obsta-
cles that might hinder the path towards reconciliation for 
those who had fallen away from the true doctrine.  fact the 
true greatness of Basil lies precisely in this point: his unique 
ecclesial consciousness. He simply did not allow himself to be 
carried along by the tide. Instead, he could not help but fol-
low the path of unflinching biblical moderation. Thus he 
refrained directly from making pronouncements about the 
mode of existence    of the Holy Spirit. 
Nevertheless, Basil wanted this uncertainty concerning the 
mode of existence of the Spirit to be seen only as a theological 
deficiency which should in  way hinder the worship of the 
Holy Spirit. This is not the place to expound Basil's doc-
trine of the Trinity, which would take us much too far afield, 
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but what is very much to the point is his concern for the cor-
rect interpretation  the Church's doctrine  the Trinity, 
since this doctrine provides the basis for the correct under-
standing and actual experience both  the Church and  the 
salvation inediated by her and through her. Basil's concern, 
therefore, was for the correct exposition  the doctrine  the 
divine Persons. Let us correct any misunderstanding at the very 
outset: Basil was guilty   blunders  this area. He did make 
use  different alternative modes of expression in order to deal 
with the Trinitarian question in different circumstances. That 
these modes of expression have been preserved in his writings 
may lead the scholar all too easily astray. One further question, 
carefully delineated, still remains unclear: that is, whether a 

 divisioIl» appears in Basil's system of the doctrine 
of the Persons, as Karl  tries to show.  adduces the 
argument we have already seen, namely, the comparison of 
the hypostasis of the Holy Spirit with those of the Father 
and the Son.  his polemic against Eunomius, which is to 
say, against Anomoianism, Basil attempts  Holy , 
Spirit to Father  Son. Thereby he constructs a formula 
for the relation of Son and Spirit, namely, that we can recog-
nize the Son only in the Spirit. Thus  Basil the process of 
salvation becomes an ascent through Spirit and Son to the 
Father. 

11. This was the way  which Basil developed his own 
doctrine of the divine Persons. He forthrightly attacked Sabel-
lianism by stressing constantly that it was only by distinguish-
ing the three Persons in the manner he had specified that 
confusion could be avoided in the concept of God, and clarity 
introduced. His position rested  the fact that the individ-
ual characteristics of the three hypostases imply  deter-
mination of the being of God. The being of God simply cannot 
be known by us. Basil was not only alluding here to that kind 
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of knowledge of God which cannot be achieved by means of logi-
cal deduction, he also intended to  and this, muchmore 
basically, that God is experienced in His  
and that consequently,  the names we ascribe to God are 

.  other than designations of His modes of operation. 
This is the very reason why, to all appearances, the historical 
revelation is not something central to Basil's thought as it 

 obviously is, for example, in the case of Athanasius. The 
explanation may lie in the fact that,  part, Basil was still 
under the influence of Origenism and that, also in part, mon-
astic-mystical enthusiasm played a large role in his life. Thus 
it need come as  surprise to us that Basil should make so lit· 
tle of the person of Jesus Christ in his devotional homilies.  t 
cannot be doubted that he attached much weight to the fact 
that the Logos had become true man, yet only once does Ba-
sil touch  the question of the manner in which Godhood and 
manhood are actually united, and does little more than gloss 
over the whole problem metaphysically. Thus, from the per-
spective of dogmatic theology, and taking his work as a whole, 
Basil can scarcely be said - as we pointed out at the begin-
ning - to have been responsible for any great new develop-
ments. His true greatness lies far  in the pastoral sphere, 
and is revealed in his practical theology and above all in the 
ecclesial character of his theology. 

 the  

1.  what has gone before we have seen that Basil 
made a decided contribution towards a more precise under-
standing of the Trinitarian dogma formulated in the Nicene 
Creed, and also that in doing so he indicated  spectacularly 
novel theological path. Certainly he was, as we have already 
seen, a significant dogmatic theologian of his Church in its 
struggle  behalf of orthodoxy. 80 much is clear. Basil's most 
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important work took place, however, in another sphere. He 
was, and remains, for the entire Church, as especially for the 
Eastern Church of his own time, the unsurprassed lawgiver and 
hence organizer of ecclesiastical monasticism. Or,  the judg-
ment of Hans von Schubert:  the complete success of his 
eRules' made him,  the East especially, the father of Greek 
monasticism, his importance in this area extended, neverthe-
less, over the whole Church>).  t is true that research into this 
most significant personality of Eastern monasticism has not 
reached  far that we can draw final conclusions. et Bene-
dict of Nursia mentioned Basil as the source of his own monas-
tic rules - and, for Orthodox monasticism, Basil's rules are 
still authoritative even today. Moreover, their authenticity 
can scarcely be doubted any longer and thus the rules provide 
what is,  fact, a valuable source for the study of Basil's own 
historical position vis-a-vis monasticism and its significance, 
just as they also give us genuinely contemporaneous partic-
ulars about the interior spiritual life and its ordering. 

2.  t may seem curious that we wish to move directly 
from Basil's monastic rules in order to reach the central point 
of our presentation, that is, the question of the organization of 
the Church in the fourth century and of the position Basil 
adopted  relation to it. That we should come up against the 
question of monasticism at all  this context may even seem 
astonishing. Nevertheless, that is the case. Indeed, if we want 
to be able to understand Basil in anything whatsoever, we 
have to grasp something which may,  fact, be the most char-
acteristic thing of all for Christianity, namely, that a Chris-
tian has to have the courage, if it comes to it, simply to be 
«unmodern». And so we affirm, rather to our surprise, that  
Basil's own time the question of the monastic life (whose 
founding and finally also whose function) had assumed such 
an important place  the life of the Church that he saw 

    3. 32 



498       

himself ob1iged through his Constitutiones  - the 
authenticity of which will not be discussed her - to tackle the 
problem precise1y for the sake of «introducing order>}. If we 
may express it this way, monasticism then found its solid foun-
dation. Basi1 encountered opposition from the Eustathians 
(whose rigorist asceticism came, in the end, to regard  
married Christians as exc1uded from the way of salvation) 
and from the ascesis of the Marcionite or Manichaean type 
which was infected with dualism. Basil was himself, of 
course, an exceptional ascetic, and, as we mentioned at the 
beginning, his asceticism was  artificially acquired possession 
but, instead, had deep roots in his own intimate fami1y cir-
c1e, and had grown organical1y a10ngside his own deepest 
inner being, especially through the influence  his mother 
Emme1ia and his sister Macrina.   despite all his ascetic 
severity, Basi1 never allowed the ascetica1 movement to come 
into conflict with the essential nature of the Church. That is 
to say, he never allowed monasticism to degenerate into some 
extra-ecclesial, rigorist conventic1e of ascetics. Herein lies 
what is probab1y Basil's greatest merit with respect to the 
organization of the Church. As her true monastic father, he 
not  gave  new direction to monasticism in his own time 
(and to monasticism for all time, since his work was well 
done); Basil also gave monasticism the inner rhythm which 
kept it in harmony with the Church.  t was not as a theorist 
that Basil drew up the sett1ed rules of coenobitic life for his 
disciples; as a priest he himself presided over a monastery in 
Caesarea. He also founded more monasteries in the wilds of 
Pontus, and zealous1y promoted strict and regular discipline 
within them, a discipline which always remained embedded 
in the fellowship of the Church as a who1e.  be sure, Pa-
chomius also provided a rule for the monastic life, but the Pa-
chomian rule was based far more  the external, common life of 
the monks, whereas Basil based the interior spiritual 1ife and its 
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progress as an expression of the Christian ideal of perfection 
much more  coenobitism. Thus the monks were to  abso-
lutely without possessions, which was why Basil strove to win 
for them full exemption from taxes. They were to have a claim 

  what was absolutely necessary  the matter of cloth-
ing, food, lodging and sleep. Above all they were to culti· 
vate purity and chastity, to behave towards  another 
with Christian love, to encourage  another and to   
the practice  obedience. This last point was closest to Basil's 
heart. The monks were to renounce their own will and to sub-
mit themselves completely to their superior, just as the saints 
submitted themselves to God. Basi1 probably placed so much 
emphasis  this because  many places and  certain devel-
opments within monasticism it was clear that where obedience 
broke down, true discip1ine and perseverance  the good 
disappeared. 

3. After making certain additions to Pachomius' crit-
icism of the anachoretic ideal of monastic life, Basi1 explained 
coenobitic   the cloister as,  principle, the higher 
state. Here love of neighbour is meant to be understood from 
the very first moment pure1y within the context of the life 
of the monastery, for,  Basil's conception, monasteries were 

 acertain sense to represent for those fleeing from a corrupt 
and poisoned culture a refuge where they could recover spir-
itual health  the so1itude of nature, and then set out  the 
path towards perfection. This is why what may be called <<Ba-
silian» monasticism had such a very deep effect  the Church, 
including the clergy. 1ndirectly it provided a deeper moral 
vision for the Church just when it was most needed.  the 
place of the contemporary practice of penance and confession 
(insofar as these were,  fact,  general use), monasticism put 
its own teaching about the capital sins that inhere  every 
man and must be overcome as everyman's life worl<:. Basil 
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assimilated this new moral perception, recently acquired from 
monasticism, by explaining that every sin, as disobedience 
to God, was a capital sin. And just as Pachomius had first 
required it in the monasteries under his rule, so Basil now also 
required that the monk should confess his innermost thoughts 
before the older brothers or the abbot. Thus, from the 
monastic practice, confession developed into an institution of 
the Church. 

Conclusion 

Can we, by way of conclusion, provide the finished 
picture of Basil's greatness as a Churchman?  t emerges only 
if he is judged principally in relation to the conflicts of his 
time and the ecclesiastical tensions of his century. As a Church 
politician Basil did not demonstrate the same decisiveness 
as his great predecessor, Athanasius, for in dogmatic questions 
too (and these were virtually the same as the political  
he was a man of much greater moderation, and his own aim 
was to preserve in this fashion the unity of the Church, or to 
restore it where it had been destroyed. His hesitating manner 
is easily misunderstood, but it must not be put down either 
to wealcness of character or to personal incompetence. Quite the 
contrary. The call of the hour was for accommodation to the 
difficulties in his way, difficulties that forced him to assert 
his own freedom of movement so that he would be able to 
take the right path. From the point of view of Church poli-
tics, things were as difficult as they were for Basil, because 
he was not  more farseeing, he was also more honourable 
and perhaps  more upright than many' other hierarchs 
of the time. It is not the least of Basil's merits that, because 
of him, the young Byzantine Church passed  the theologi-
cal life of the previous centuries and was careful to see that 
intellectual freedom was preserved in the sphere of the Church. 
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While many did not rise above School-Theology or partisan 
allegiance, or  purely material interests, Basil always kept 

 view the whole situation  the Church. He was by  means 
unaware  the far-reaching changes which accompanied the 
Church's new existence as state Church. This meant that tra-
ditional doctrine had to be harmonized with the new  the 
framework  the Church, for many ideals  primitive Chris-
tianity had to be let go. Perhaps that is the reason why Basil 
pledged himself so completely to the renewal or thorough reor-
ganization  monastic life  community. It is not impossible 
that Basil wanted to realize the primitive Christian  first 
within a small circle, so that this life might then have an effect 

 the Church as a whole.  his theological endeavours 
Basil imposed limits  himself. He consciously shunned that 
search for novelty which marked the heretical teachers, and 
which was always demanding more and more complicated def-
initions. Equally, he rejected the idle zeal  those profession-
al theologians who were always proposing «cases» not for the 
sake  the truth, but merely for the sake  argument. Ba-
sil's untiring advice to all Christians was, instead, to hold 
fast to their baptismal profession  faith and to the  
Creed and not to allow themselves to be seduced and lured 
away from these by hair-splitting sophistries. 


