ON DIVINE PHILANTHROPY*
FROM PLATO TO JOHN CHRYSOSTOM

BT
BISHOP DANIEL

IV. SYSTEMATIC APPROACH TO CHRYSOSTOMS
USE OF PHILANTHROPIA '

There is a paradoxical definition according to which «Chrysostom
was no theologian, but he possessed a theology.»* This witty judgment is,
however, impaired by its anachronistic evaluation of the man, since by
classical patristic standards Chrysostom was a most impressive theologian
by virtue of his being the most acclaimed interpreter of Scriptures.? In-
deed, even Chrysostom’s enormous literary output could be put under
the caption of «this theology of incompleteness® sincé he also, like all
Biblically-minded writers, would «deave completeness to the Holy Spirit
through the building up of the Church as the Body of Christ. The schiz-
oid intellectual’s security demands completeness.!

In order to situate Chrysostom as a theologian, we must also know
what position he held in the long struggle for exegetical supremacy between
the rival schools of Antioch and Alexandria.® Educated in the Antiochene
tradition of anti-allegorical hermeneutics, Chrysostom, however, overcame
the all too exclusive bias of his elders and dared to use allegories.®
Thus, by combining the two rather complementary methods he was more
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able to search after the unity of the inspiration in the Scriptures.” The
superficial Antiochene analogies often seem short-sighted in comparison
with the Alexandrian intuition of deep typological connections.® The
Patristic use of allegory is justified since it appears almost exclusively
in homiletical «applied theology.»® Nonetheless, Chrysostom is famous for
his sober historical and psychological method in the art of interpreting
the main source of theology—Holy Writ.1° He did invoke the authority
of the oral tradition, too,”* but the more conspicuous aspect of the reve-
lation was for Chrysostom as for all the Fathers mainly to be found in the
Seriptures.12 '

Following the example of apophatic thinking given by the Cap-
padocians and Cyril of Jerusalem, Chrysostom also insisted, against the
Anhomoians, that God, even revealed, remains incomprehensible.”® The
perfect knowledge of God the Father is the exclusive privilege of the Son
and the Holy Spirit.!s If we know anything about God, this is only be-
cause the Revealer of the divine secrets, Jesus of Nazareth, is'hot'only
man, but also God.** His heavenly doctrine is given to us in order that
we may imitate our Teacher according to the personal capacity of each.i®
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As the Cappadocian Fathers made a distinction between the es-
sence of God and His energies,” so did Chrysostom between the abso-
lutely unknowable divine odoix (essence) and the partially cognizable
divine oixovoulet (dispensations).® Following more particularly St. Basil’s
subtle insight,’* Chrysostom differentiates the power of God (S0vap.tg),
by which He punishes, from philanthropia and chréstotés by which
those that repent are saved.2°

It is high time to illustrate with concrete examples my contention
that the notion of divine philanthropy links together all the aspects
of Chrysostom’s cataphatic theology.

After having appropriated the Cappadocian theological formula:
God in one essence and Three Hypostases,” Chrysostom ascribes the at-
tribute of philanthropia distinctly to all Three Divine Persons: God (the
Father) is the source of philanthropy;? the philanthropy of Christ is at-
tested several times,? while that of the Holy Spirit, explicitly, is attested
only once.>t The Trinity is invoked after the closing formula «ydprre kol
guiavbpwnia», more often than Christ alone.? This predilection for the
Trinitarian ending makes it even clearer that for Chrysostom philan-
thropia is the property of the Three Divine Persons.

That God is in want of naught (dvevdec)®® proves the contingen-
cy of the creation, which came into being sheerly out of divine philan-
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thropy.?” Even the impassibility of God is paradoxically juxtaposed
with' His philanthropy.? Moreover, Chrysostom expressed his view that
God can - «feely by emphasizing His intense «erotic» love toward us, even
though the balance is preserved by a theological oxymoron — FowTa
anabip (impassible eros).z® :

YuyxataBacts (divine condescension), an associate of pkilanzhropia,‘
mainly signifies the verbalized Scriptural expression which permits us to
have a glimpse of the constant divine mpévoix (providence), as well as
of the abyss of God’s philanthropy, which cannot be verbalized.*®

For Chrysostom’s Christology the basic assumption is that «the
unknown God is none else but Christ.»* He was baptized neither by Ju-
daic nor by Christian baptism, but only by the Johannine baptism of
repentence, and that only in order to manifest Who He really was.” He
had to reveal His divinity to the Apostles only gradually, taking into
account their Old Testament idea of monotheism as being of a mono-
hypostatic Godhead.®® At the Incarnation, without changing His divine
nature, Christ really assumed human flesh.?* And this mystery, foretold
by Isaias, is, according to Chrysostom, «the ocean and abyss of the phi-
lanthropy of God.»s

Here I have to open a short parenthesis on Theodore of Mopsue-
stia (1 428), the famous contemporary and compatriot of Chrysostom.s®
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Indeed, it is from a right understanding of Theodore’s Chrostol-
ogy that the meaning of his use of the divine philanthropia will depend
also.

Against the older attempts to completely whitewash Diodorus
of Tarsus?” more recent studies justify the traditional disrepute of his
Christology.®® He has in fact rejected not only the errors of the Apolli-
narists, but also the unity of person which they were trying, in their
own mistaken fashion, to defend.»® Such a trenchant solution led him to
nothing less than «a denial of the reality of the incarnation.»*°

In spite of the minor positive contributions effected by Theodore
in his fight against Apollinaris, Eunomius and Macedonius,* his major
Christological doctrine is more than questionable, not merely from the
point of view of the later Chalcedonian orthodoxy, but from a simple
comparison with his contemporary and schoolmate, John Chrysostom.
Their respective use of the notion of cuvdeeir (conjunction) reveals a
striking difference.

Theodore may occasionally speak of the cexact conjunction» of
the two natures in one Son of God,** but he cannot be more explicit as to
what he really thinks by his «<synaphie» or «conjunctional» union, than when
he says: «If this conjunction be abolished, then what was assumed (by
the Logos) would become nothing more than a simple man like our-
selves.»3

For Chrysostom, on the other hand, «conjunction» (cuvdeeie)
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serves. mainly to designate the union of the married couple*¢ or of Christ
and the Church,* but even when he applies it to the mystery. of the
Incarnation Chrysostom is careful to stress the fact that the unique
personal bearer of the two realities is the Logos.*®

If Theodore can think that the two persons (the Logos and the
man assumed) can be said to be one, because they are of two totally dif-
ferent natures — although this «oneness» is merely an operation «dans
notre pensée»*” — all the dangers of Apollinarianism could not excuse
him for speaking as if he had never read the Fourth Gospel: «In fact this
isnot God who became the flesh.»®

Chrysostom knew also how to speak eloquently on the two na-
tures in Christ,*® but he never lost from sight the unity of the Incarnate
Divine Person: «To believe. in One born from Mary..: in One who was
buried and resurrected... The One who said “Let there be heaven.’
[ This] is the Same who planted these churches.»?®®

On the contrary, in Theodore’s Christology the Word and the as-
sumed man formally unite in one prosépon, but this «person» is not the
Divine Person of the Word.5t
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When we see that «typically Antiochene difficulties in the inter-
pretation of the unity in Christ do not exist for Chrysostom»® and take
into consideration the classical politeness of not naming explicitly a per-
son who is criticized,” we are entitled to suspect a tacit opposition be-
tween these two most prolific exegetes of Antioch.3

Theodore’s distorted Christology has for its invalidating conse-
quence the reduced effusion of the divine philanthropy as limited to the
creature, the homo assumptus.s®

(To be continued)
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