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Introduction

ince the beginning of the western

philosophical tradition, the question

of being and becoming has vexed
philosophers and theologians alike. In the
following essay, we will argue that anci-
ent Christian orthodoxy as it is presented
in the Nicene Creed not only represents a
solution to the problem of soteriology,
but also a fulfillment to the pre-Christian
Greek philosophical quest for a resolu-
tion to the problem of being and beco-
ming.

In proffering this solution, the Nicene
Fathers replaced the “centered” Greek
metaphysic of “tragedy,” with an “ecsta-
tic” and “comic” one.! By “tragic” and
“centered” we refer to the tendency of
Greek metaphysics to define entities

according to a centered reality internal to
them (such as an essence), and to view
any movement outward from that center
of reality as representing a tragic falling
away from its originating centered purity.
By “ecstatic” and “comic,” we refer to
the tendency that we find in later Nicene
Christianity of defining entities according
to relationships external to themselves. In
contrast to the tragic metaphysic, the
comic metaphysic holds that entities find
their true reality when they move out-
ward from the center of their being
toward that which is external and supple-
mental to them.

In investigating our subject, we will
unfortunately not have space to discuss
all the complexities of each philosopher
or theologian. Instead, while being care-
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ful as best we can not to oversimplify the
subject material, our focus will be very
narrowly on the question of being and
becoming, and the manner in which these
metaphysical categories relate to and ulti-
mately find their fulfillment in the broad
assumptions shared by the post-Nicene
consensus of the ancient Church.

Pre-Socratic Philosophy: Being or
Becoming?

We will begin our investigation with the
thought of the pre-Socratics. Before we
begin, it is important to recognize that
most of what we say is based on the edu-
cated guesses of the best scholarship. We
possess only a few fragments of their wri-
tings, or in some cases, second or third-
hand accounts from later philosophers
(notably Aristotle). Therefore, our descrip-
tion below should be primarily under-
stood as an educated guess.

As far as we can reconstruct their posi-
tion, with regard to the question of being
and becoming, broadly speaking this
class of thinkers tended to fall into two
main perspectives: those who proposed a
model of reality wherein most, if not all
phenomena were described as a manifes-
tation of becoming and, conversely, ones
who described all phenomena as a mani-
festation of immutable being. In this pre-
liminary section we will examine the
main thinkers in both sides of the meta-
physical debate and offer a critical eva-
luation of their thought.

Among the camp that held to the pri-
macy of becoming over being were the
Milesians and the early Atomists. Regar-
ding the Milesians, it must be recognized
that they could (by modern standards) be
classified as either philosophers or primi-
tive scientists. The main goal of these
early investigators was to determine the
original Ur-stuff upon which all reality

was based. As is clear, this question could
be viewed as either a metaphysical or
scientific one (that is to say, in the modern
sense of these terms) depending upon
what grounds upon which it was to be
answered.2

Thales (ca. 624-ca. 546 BC) represents
the first systematic attempt to relate all
reality to a unitary underlining element.
According to his proposal, water was the
Ur-stuff that formed the basis of all other
entities and elements within the world.3
By contrast, Anaximenes (ca. 585- ca. 528
BC) understood the basis of reality to be
the element of air, which he reasoned
could explain everything from the “flat
disk” of the earth to the heavenly bodies.4
Lastly, Anaximander (ca. 610- ca. 546 BC)
claimed that the world was made up of
an indefinable substance without quali-
ties.5 Nevertheless, like the other
Milesians, he still asserted that the basis
of all this world’s phenomena was a uni-
tary element, even if he found himself
incapable of defining it. These models
were appealing because they represented
a naturalistic and materialistic alternative
to the mythological accounts of reality
offered by the Greek poets. Moreover, as
explanatory models, they could account
for the phenomena of flux over time
through reference to the changing of pat-
terns and subdivisions of the original
material of creation.

Following a similar line of reasoning
to that of the Milesians, Leucippus (ca.
early Sth century BC) and his pupil
Democritus (ca. 460- ca. 370 BC) held
that all reality was made up of what they
referred to as “the void” and atoms. The
void served as the principle of motion
through which atoms moved about.
Although atoms (that is, the smallest and
most simple unit of material reality) occa-
sionally came together within what
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appeared to be meaningful patterns, the
flux of atoms within the void was in
actuality random and lacked intrinsic
meaning.6

In contrast to this belief that reality is
made up of the endless flux of becoming,
the Eleatic school asserted that all reality
was a changeless oneness. In particular,
Parmenides (ca. early fifth century BC)
argued that all being was unitary and
immutable.” Change, stated Parmenides,
was, in fact, merely illusion. That which
is not cannot come into being. Conver-
sely, it is equally clear that that which is
cannot cease to be, since that would be to
claim that nothing comes from some-
thing. As a result, Parmenides reasoned,
that although things appear to change
(that is, they arise and also dissolve),
nothing in itself actually does change.
Consequently, no entity was different or
separate from any other, and the whole of
reality was constituted by simple, immu-
table, and wundifferentiated Dbeing.
Although, in light of this, we cannot say
with dogmatic certainty that Parmenides
considered all empirical investigation to
be meaningless, there appears to be at
very least an implicit rejection of the
datum of the senses as a true source of
knowledge. If it is the case that our senses
represent reality to us as a sequence of be-
coming when logically no such becoming
can take place, then by implication they
must be less than helpful to us in giving us
the knowledge of true things.

If we interpret the pre-Socratics in the
manner that we have above (which, again
it must be cautioned, is largely an educa-
ted guess), several difficulties present
themselves. First, from the perspective of
speculative reason, the accounts of reality
offered by the pre-Socratics tend to
explain away contrary data rather than
incorporate it into their overall theoreti-

cal framework. As previous noted, the
datum of experience presents the human
subject with elements of both being and
becoming within the world. Therefore,
our explanatory models of reality must
take into account both phenomena. This
is similar to the manner in which a scien-
tific paradigm must also be able to incor-
porate all the data gathered with regard
to a specific object of investigation. If it
cannot, then it is difficult to see how that
paradigm might function as an approp-
riate heuristic tool for future discovery.
Whereas the Atomists and Milesians
were able to account for the flux and
becoming of reality, from what has come
down to us there is very little suggestion
that they were able to account for the
phenomena of the persistence of identity
over time. With the Atomists in particu-
lar, apart from the vaguely defined prin-
ciple of motion, they seem to have an in-
ability to account for the genesis of mea-
ningful order or uniformity within the
natural order. According to Aristotle’s
later (and possibly second or third-hand)
account, many of the pre-Socratic philo-
sophers could only account for material
causes, but lacked the ability to explain
the formal, instrumental, or final causes.8
Nevertheless, this, of course, should be
qualified that in many of our sources
there are slight indications that some
might have thought that there was a divi-
ne principle behind reality. For example,
Aristotle reports that “Thales came to the
opinion all things were full of gods,”® and
Cicero later states that for Thales
water is the principle of all things; and
that God is that Mind which shaped and
created all things from water.”10 This
would suggest that there was, in a sense,
some sort of organizing divine and formal
principle behind the temporal order.
However, such evidence is neither direct
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nor conclusive. Even if this is an accurate
report, there is no indication from other
fragments regarding how Thales might
have related this presence of divinity to
the problem of being and becoming.

The opposite complaint can be made
regarding Parmenides and Eleatic school,
which upheld the recognition of the intel-
ligible structure of being discernible by
human reason, but denied the flux and
change presented to the human mind in
empirical experience as illusory. The ques-
tion nevertheless remains unanswered:
If there is no change or differentiation
within reality, then why do we experience
these phenomena?

Secondly, on the level of practical rea-
son, both positions ultimately lend them-
selves to a form of nihilism. As the Ro-
man Catholic philosopher and theologian
Hans Urs von Balthasar notes, human life
and activity is only meaningful insofar as
it is able measure its success over against
an eternally stable standard of truth and
meaning.!l Collapsing all reality into
becoming relativizes the good that any
one endeavor may exemplify. All beings
and their activities are simply waves with-
in a universal ocean of eternal flux, with
no standard to recommend one wave as
superior to the others. Conversely, Bal-
thasar notes, the meaning of all temporal
endeavors is lost when it is made illusory
by being subsumed under absolute unity
and immutable being. Balthasar sees this
tendency in the forms of Greek philoso-
phical theology and Hinduism.2 Human
action must, in fact, be real to be mea-
ningful, not merely phenomenal. If beco-
ming is itself merely illusory, then it lacks
meaning as well. To stave off nihilism
then, the full reality of both being and
becoming must be affirmed.

Plato and Aristotle: Being and
Becoming Systematically Related

Plato (424/423 BC-348/347 BC) and Ari-
stotle (384 BC — 322 BC) were in many
respects more successful than their prede-
cessors in accounting for both the reality
of being and becoming. Nevertheless,
before we enter into a discussion of their
respective metaphysical systems, it should
be noted that certain pre-Socratic philo-
sophers did point in the right direction,
notably Heraclitus (ca. 535-ca. 475 BC)
and Pythagoras (ca. 570- ca. 495 BC). To
an extent, their answer to the overall
question of ontology anticipates that of
the post-Socratic philosophers.

In his interpretation of Socrates’
thought, Plato improved on these early
attempts greatly. He was able to systema-
tically relate being and becoming through
his theory of the forms in a more compre-
hensive fashion than the earlier tradition
had. For the Plato, the structure of reality
was divided between the spiritual realm
of being (that is, the realm of the forms)
and the material realm of becoming (i.e.,
the temporal world).13 The forms served
as immutable and unchanging archetypes
of all temporal and mutable realities.!4
To use a common example, all temporal
triangles are in one way or another imper-
fect. They may also degenerate and chan-
ge over time. But the idea and mathemati-
cal definition of a triangle remains immu-
tably and eternally fixed. For this reason,
Plato posited that all temporal triangles
participate in and reflect the single arche-
typical reality of the archetypal triangle in
the intelligible realm of the forms.1s All
transcendent forms participated in supre-
me archetypical reality of the form of the
“Good.” The Good is above all forms
and serves as the immutable foundation of
the total structure of reality.’6 In The
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Republic, Plato uses the metaphor of the
sun and its illumination of all other
objects of the senses as an image of the
participation of all forms in the form of
the Good.1”

Positing the existence of a realm of both
being and becoming nevertheless leaves
open the question of how these realms
came to be and related to one another.
Moving from logos to mythos in his later
dialogue of the Timaeus, Plato propagates
a new creation story. In the beginning, the
realm of the forms and the realm of tran-
sitory matter had originally been separa-
te.18 The latter had been pure chaos until
it had been shaped according to the simi-
litude of the forms by Plato’s god, the
Demiurge. The Demiurge served as a
middleman between the realms of being
and becoming. In that the realm of the
forms was both impersonal and frozen in
changeless immutability, it could not of
itself act upon the realm of becoming. As
a result of looking upon the forms, the
Demiurge’s intellect had been filled up
with their images. Equipped with this
knowledge, he set to work shaping the
sensible world of matter into an inferior
version of the intelligible world of
forms.! The order and harmony of this
world persists over time through the
Demiurge’s creation of the “world soul,”
which serves as an immanent organizing
principle for the temporal world.20

Aristotle was also able to systemati-
cally relate being and becoming, although
in a somewhat different manner than his
teacher Plato. Aristotle rejected the
notion that the formal reality of temporal
entities existed in a distant realm above
the world of sense. Rather, all forms were
embedded within matter, and could only
be known and experienced through mat-
ter. All existing substances within the
world were a union of form and matter

(hylomorphism).2t Form was the inner
universal actuality of a given entity, whe-
reas matter was a purely inert potency
which individuated form.22 When matter
was united with a form, the form actuali-
zed the pure potency of matter into the
reality of an individually subsisting
entity.23 In this, the form was not concep-
tualized as stable and immutable because
it was an eternally frozen above time (in
the manner of Plato), but rather because
it was pure and ceaseless activity (i.e., the
ceaseless activity of form communicating
itself to matter). To use one possible simile:
Aristotle’s forms are more like fire, whe-
reas Plato’s are more like ice.24

This description also had the advanta-
ge of explaining how individual entities
changed and developed. Aristotle recog-
nized that the informing relationship bet-
ween form and matter actualized itself
over time. For example, an acorn con-
tains within itself the full formal reality of
the oak tree. Nevertheless, it is only over
time that it comes to fully express itself in
the reality of a mature tree. Aristotle
therefore stated that all entities move
from “potency” to “act” as a form trans-
formed matter towards its full reality.2s
Here he overcomes Parmenides’ critique
of the notion of the movement from non-
being to being with the middle term of
potency.26

According to Aristotle, all entities in
the universe are in a constant process of
moving from a state of potentiality to
actuality. This means that all things are in
a state of motion. Motion is the process
of a potency undergoing a movement to
act.2’ Since motion is something commu-
nicated in various ways (Aristotle dis-
tinguishes between “natural” and “for-
ced” motions28), it calls for a casual chain
of movers that must have an ultimate and
single source in a first mover. Being pure
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potency, matter is inherently incapable of
self-motion.2? For this reason, there must
be some ultimate basis for all motion and
actuality in an “un-moved mover.30 As
the source of all actuality, such an entity
would himself be “pure act” (actus purus
of the later medieval scholastic tradition)
without the admixture of potency.3! This
therefore is how Aristotle comes to think
of God. As pure actuality he has no need
of and pays no attention to temporal rea-
lities and their potentiality.32 As the source
of all motion, he has moved creation
from time immemorial and will do so
similarly into eternity.33

The strength of both Plato and Ari-
stotle was that they were both able to
account for and relate being and beco-
ming within their systems in a manner
that the pre-Socratics appear not to have
been.3* Their accounts nevertheless suffer
from significant weaknesses in several
respects. The chief of these is that what
both philosophers present what one
might call a “tragic” metaphysic. Such a
tragic metaphysic, as we will argue below,
lends itself in many respects to the same
difficulties that accompanied the nihilistic
monism and quasi-monism we encounte-
red in the pre-Socatics.

To reiterate and clarify further what
we are referring with the phrase “tragic
metaphysics,” by such a phenomenon we
mean an ontology that asserts that the
structure of reality is something that
starts off well (that is, within its own cen-
ter) and then degenerates for the worse,
much like the literary genre (as it is descri-
bed in Aristotle’s classic definition in the
Poetics35). In that for both Plato and
Aristotle being is the fundamental basis of
all reality, and becoming is only deriva-
tive and inferior, all becoming is necessa-
rily an inauthentic falling away from the
authenticity of being. This differs in some

significant ways from the nihilistic meta-
physic, but ultimately ends in the same
place. Unlike the nihilistic metaphysic,
the tragic metaphysic asserts that tempo-
ral activity can have a meaning.
Nevertheless, it only has this meaning
insofar as it is aimed at its own negation
through a return to (or the fulfillment of)
the authenticity of being. For this reason,
as in the nihilistic metaphysic, becoming
is denigrated and ultimately lacks mea-
ning.

As can be observed from our earlier
discussion, this understanding of being
and becoming is fundamentally what
both Plato and Aristotle in one way or
another propose. For Plato, the Good is
the unitary, relationless, archetypal ground
of all being. The translation of this origi-
nal changeless ground of being into the
world of becoming by the Demiurge can
represent nothing but a fall from primal
unity and purity to the world of change
and multiplicity. Plato himself was quite
explicit about this.3¢ All becoming was
for him either the movement away from
perfection or towards perfection. Things
become more like the Good or less like it.
The Good itself cannot change because
this would entail becoming less perfect,
which was impossible, or, conversely,
more perfect, which was equally impos-
sible in that one cannot improve on per-
fection.3”

Such a concept of metaphysics is fun-
damentally centered. In it, being main-
tains itself in a state of authenticity when
remains within itself, relationless and
without the admixture of becoming. Ente-
ring into relation, becoming, and other-
ness, being abrogates its centered authen-
ticity. By implication then, the truth of a
being is defined by something internal to
its reality and therefore moving out and
away from that internal center of identity
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means a tragic descent into inauthenticity.
In a word, the relational, the other, or the
supplemental is a threat to the integrity of
being. In a similar vein, Derrida famously
suggested (in reference to the discussion
of the origin of writing in the Phaedrus)
that Plato had difficulty with what he
referred to as the “supplementary,” that
is, the different or the other (in Derrida’s
example, writing makes audible speech
inauthentic).38 Though we cannot examine
and validate this claim with the detailed
analysis necessary here, on the surface
there is much to recommend this interpre-
tation.3 In light of Plato’s understanding
of the structure of reality (as described in
the texts we have already briefly exami-
ned), it is clear that insofar as the tempo-
ral realm of becoming is an imperfect
copy of the realm of the forms, it is there-
fore inauthentic by comparison.

In some respects, Aristotle is far less
worthy of criticism on this point than is
his teacher. For Aristotle, God is actus
purus and therefore is the most ontologi-
cally complete being in that he is the most
active. Through this description, Aristotle
in some measure overcomes the Platonic
view of ultimate reality as inert and fro-
zen. Like Plato’s Good, the Aristotelian
God does immutably and eternally per-
sist, but he also necessarily acts in the ful-
lest and most real sense possible. What
this seems to imply is that being subsists
in an eternal act of fully actualized beco-
ming.

This being said, Aristotle still views
temporal becoming (i.e., the movement
from potency to act) as a form of inaut-
henticity. In that Aristotle’s God is a con-
centration of pure thinking relationless-
ness actuality,#0 moving out into the
world of particularity, relation, and
potency would constitute for him a loss
of his pure authenticity. Temporal beco-

ming does have meaning, but this mea-
ning and authenticity comes from the fact
that becoming represents advancement
from potency to act. The full and true
reality of any substance resides in its cen-
tered actuality as form. For Aristotle,
matter possesses a clear role in individua-
ting substances, which as Adrian Pabst
points out, is an improvement over Plato
view of matter as organized chaos.4!
Nevertheless, as potency it is the very
definition of inauthenticity within the
Aristotelian metaphysic.

For this reason the temporal realm is
inherently less authentic when compared
to God.#2 This is the case in that it is by
its very nature less actualized because of
its individuation and potency. By implica-
tion, temporality is merely an inferior ver-
sion of ultimate reality, much as it was
with Plato. This is the reason why God,
as the universal intellect, utterly lacks inte-
rest in anything outside of his own pure
actuality. Pabst has argued that Aristotle
is actually somewhat incoherent on this
point in that he cannot explain why par-
ticular things exist. In other words, if eve-
rything is moving towards God as pure
actuality and the ultimate good, then why
has form taken a detour (so to speak) into
the potency of matter? Ultimately, within
Aristotle’s system, the question goes
unanswered: why are there individual
things in the first place?43

The tragic metaphysics of Plato and
Aristotle also have significant implica-
tions for personal and collective eschatol-
ogy. In early dialogues like the Phaedo,
Plato tells us that human beings origina-
ted as purely spiritual entities in the realm
of the forms.# As punishment, these
immortal souls had been driven out of the
unitary and immutable world of the
forms into the world of multiplicity and
change. To use Christian theological termi-
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nology, for Plato creation is conflated
with the Fall. In this sense, the Fall of hu-
man origins parallels the Fall of the ontic
order as it is described in the Timeaus.
Just as the material copies of eternal
forms are inferior and alienated versions
of eternal spiritual realities, so too the
descent of the human soul into the realm
of matter represents a form of self-aliena-
tion and inferior existence. It is a tragic
falling away from an original integrity.

According to Plato’s later dialogue, the
Phaedrus, the solution to the inherent fal-
lenness of temporal human existence was
the restoration of the original state. As
long as the human soul is enamored with
the things of the material world, it is limi-
ted and enslaved by them. For this rea-
son, the human soul is dragged from one
body to another in a series of reincarna-
tions.4S Only gradually could the human
soul be weaned off its attachment to
material things and brought back to the
ground of all being through an erotic
desire for divine wisdom.# Through this
movement, Plato tells us, the human soul
that has become a philosopher ascends
back upon a “winged chariot” to its ori-
ginal enjoyment of the Good.4”

Though Aristotle was more restrained
in his claims about personal eschatology,
he nevertheless offered an account with a
number of similarities to that of Plato.
For Aristotle the mind and its contempla-
tion of actuality is the most authentic
aspect of the human person. The con-
templative life is indeed superior to the
active life.#8 Since forms are incapable of
individuation without matter and the soul
serves as the form of the body, the death
of the material body also means the
annulment of one’s individuality.4® Hence,
the active intellect lives on and is integra-
ted into the universal divine intellect from
whence it originated.s® Therefore, much

like Plato’s intellectual ascension of the
soul, the active intellect and its contem-
plation of formal reality survives in the
universal intellect.

As is evident, these accounts of perso-
nal eschatology are perfectly in keeping
with what we referred to earlier as a
“centered” nature of being. Insofar as the
world of multiplicity and becoming is by
definition inauthenticity, human destiny
is not the fulfillment of becoming, but
rather its reversal. Humanity does not
look forward to a “new heaven and new
earth” (as in biblical eschatology), but
only to the fulfillment of a “myth of the
eternal return.”s! Since the fulfillment of
human existence is the abrogation of be-
coming and relationality, the original and
hoped for eternal state is not one of fel-
lowship with the diversity of one’s fellow
creatures, as, for example, in the vision of
heaven we find at the end of the book of
Revelation. Rather, for Plato the multipli-
city of becoming entails a falling away
from the original unitary reality of the
Good. Redemption means enjoyment of
the Good in the splendid isolation of pure
contemplation. Similarly, for Aristotle
personal eschatology means integration
into the unitary contemplation of the uni-
versal intellect of the un-moved mover.

In operating with such metaphysical
presuppositions, Plato and Aristotle were
by no means isolated within their culture.
Peter Leithart notes the Greek prejudice
in favor of a tragic worldview runs very
deep and finds expression in much of
later Western culture.52 For example, He-
siod describes the cycle of world history
as one of perpetual degeneration.s3 The
first age is one of gold, followed by silver,
bronze, and finally, at the end, an age cor-
responding to the most base metal of
them all, that of iron. World history is
therefore a tragedy, beginning with best
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and declining through the movement of
time to the worst.5

Leithart also discusses the presence of
this tragic theme in Greek literature and
then moves on describe its celebration in
subsequent Western culture. Among many
examples from the Greek and Western
canons, one thinks particularly of the theme
of the tragic love, a genre that remains
popular even in our own day (i.e. the
films Titanic, Moulin Rouge, etc.). Like
Hesiod’s view of history, the genre of tra-
gic romance presupposes the degenera-
tion of the initial purity of being through
becoming. Tragic love is appealing becau-
se the movement from the original purity
of the relationship to its perceived decline
is stopped by the death of one or both of
the members the couple. The couple’s ini-
tial excitement and desire is never blun-
ted, but is rather eternally frozen. They
die still enraptured with one another,
enjoying the eternal beauty of youth and
vivacity.sS One can also see a similar phe-
nomenon in the Greek idolization of
youthful beauty, present originally in the
Kouros sculptures and continued in the
later sculptures of athletes.5¢ Again, con-
temporary culture has preserved some-
thing of this in the cult of celebrities who
died at an early age (John Lennon, James
Dean, Marilyn Monroe, etc.).

All this being said, our evaluation of
Plato and Aristotle cannot be entirely
negative. In spite of their tragic ontology,
there remain aspects of their thought that
point ahead to a transcendence of its limi-
tations. As we have already noted, Ari-
stotle’s concept of God as pure actuality
does give the strong impression of a posi-
tive assessment of becoming, even if it is
ultimately subverted by other elements of
his thought. In spite of the fact that as we
have shown Plato’s vision of being is one
that is fundamentally centered, both

Catherine Pickstocks” and Adrian Pabsts8
are correct to point to ecstatic and non-
centered elements. For Plato, all forms do
finds their reality external to themselves
through their participation in the form of
the Good. Similarly, in order to overcome
the vicissitudes of earthly existence the
human person must move out of him or
herself and thereby ecstatically find true
authenticity in the vision of the Good.
While these positive elements are not ulti-
mately capable of overcoming all difficul-
ties, they do nevertheless point ahead to
something better.

The Nicene Creed: The Ecstasis of

Being and the Comedy of Creation

In this last section we will explore the
ontological content and implications of
the Christian creedal tradition as it is
represented in the Nicene-Constantino-
politan Creed (325/381 AD). As we will
argue below, in light of its centered con-
cept of being, the Hellenic philosophical
tradition could offer very little beyond a
nihilistic or tragic metaphysic. The Chris-
tian tradition’s doctrine of God as Trinity
(as articulated in the first two ecumenical
councils), overcame the centered concept
of being with an ecstatic one and hence
was able to offer a comic, rather than the
tragic view of reality. Because what is at
the very center of reality is ecstatic being
(i.e., the Trinity), the creature is able to
overcome its tragic centerness by finding its
identity ecstatically in the creative Word
of God. This divine Word created the
world out of nothing (creatio ex nihilo)
and therefore is not bound to the present
creation’s limitations and possibilities.
For this reason, God in his omnipotence
may offer the human person a new crea-
tion and new identity outside himself.
This ecstatic movement is summarized
and interpreted in the Creed as the comic
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history of the world extending from the
initial tragedy of the Fall to the cosmic
reversal of the everlasting kingdom.

Nevertheless, many early theologians
within the Christian tradition interpreted
of the doctrine of God along the lines of
the tragic metaphysic that we have already
encountered. In reading the Ante-Nicene
Fathers, one becomes acutely aware that
many of the theologians of the second
and third centuries heavily imbibed Plato-
nism’s cultural assumptions from in the
surrounding environment. This is prima-
rily expressed in their uncritical acceptan-
ce of the Platonic denigration of what
Derrida called “supplementation.” This
mainly expresses itself in their understan-
dings of the Trinity, which most histori-
ans of dogma have typically described as
a form of “subordinationism.”s Broadly
speaking, according to this line of
thought, the Father is considered the
arche of being and hence the Son and the
Holy Spirit are necessarily inferior in that
they are derivative and therefore supple-
mental. It should be noted this Platonic
way of conceptualizing the reality of the
biblical God was already present in a dif-
ferent, yet similar, form in earlier
Hellenistic Jewish theologians, such as
Philo of Alexandria.s0

The history of pre-Nicene speculations
about the Trinity is rich and varied.
Unfortunately, we cannot go into details
as to the various forms that it took, but
rather for the purposes of present subject,
we will focus on the question of subordi-
nationism and its relationship to the ear-
lier Greek metaphysics.

Two prime examples of the subordina-
tionist tendency in pre-Nicene thought
may be found in Justin Martyr (100-165
AD) and Origen’s (184/185 — 253/254
AD) doctrines of the Trinity. Beginning
with Justin, the martyred Christian philo-

sopher drew heavily upon the conceptual
resources present to him in Middle Plato-
nism. The Middle Platonists continued the
trajectory of Plato’s thought in the Timae-
us by developing a connection being and
becoming through the conceptual mecha-
nism of a mediating principle. Neverthe-
less in contrast to Plato, many of the
Middle Platonists (notably Antiochus of
Ascalons?) replaced the Demiurge (and so
some extent, the world-soul also) with
the Stoic Logos as the mediating princip-
le.62 For Stoic philosophy, the Logos was
the world-reason, much as it had been
earlier for Heraclitus. In this system, the
Logos served as an organizing principle
that pervaded the material world.s3
Taking over this concept, many of the
Middle Platonists believed the Logos con-
tained within itself a derivative copy of
the intelligible reality of the Good. Just as
Plato had understood the Demiurge’s
intellect as containing within itself the
images of the forms, the Middle Plato-
nists saw the Logos as a channel through
which forms of the intelligible world pas-
sed into and organized the sensible
world.64

In his doctrine of the Trinity, Justin lar-
gely takes over this description of the
relationship between the Good and the
Logos and applies it to his understanding
of the Trinity.65 For the apologist, God
the Father assumes the role of the Middle
Platonic Good and God the Son becomes
the mediating principle of the Logos.s¢ In
fact, one of Justin’s favorite designations
for the Son is the “Logos Spermatikos.”67
This Logos Spermatikos was present and
active as the mediator of creation and
continues to serve as a mediator between
the immutable creator and his mutable
creatures.68 Often Justin directly speaks
of the Logos as God,® but other times he
describes him as “another God and
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Lord.”70 The Logos is ontologically sub-
ordinate to the Father in that he is a pro-
duct of the Father’s will to beget him.7!
Throughout the history of the human race,
the Logos Spermatikos has enlightened
the great philosophers of ancient Greece
(Socrates directly is mentioned among
others) through his presence within them.
Nevertheless, he was only fully and per-
sonally incarnate in Jesus, the Jewish
Messiah. For this reason, Christ surpasses
all of his predecessors as the embodiment
of reason and wisdom.”? The Holy Spirit
is only mentioned in passing and is left
largely undeveloped by Justin.

Origen’s description drew on similar
strains of thought within the Hellenistic
environment. The major difference bet-
ween Origen and many of the other Ante-
Nicene Fathers is that for him the Logos
was “eternally begotten” of the Father.74
By contrast, most Ante-Nicene Fathers
held that the Logos had existed inner
word in the mind of the Father prior to
being spoken-forth at the time of crea-
tion. The rationale for Origen’s view was
that as an eternal and immutable being,
the Father could never have been without
his wisdom. In that the Son was the wis-
dom of the Father, it stood to reason that
he had been eternally begotten of the Fa-
ther.”s Nevertheless, this did not mean
that Origen was less prone to subordina-
tionism in his treatment of the Son.76
According to his system, the Son was
ontologically inferior to the Father and,
in a sense, as derivative aspect of the
Father’s being.”” That is to say, Origen
implicitly understood the Son as an
aspect of the Father’s reality, namely his
wisdom. Likewise, the Spirit was inferior
to the Son.” The Godhead is therefore a
hierarchy of various degrees of being,
with the Father at the top as the most
ontologically real and complete and the

Spirit at the bottom as the least.”

Both the Son and the Spirit served as
mediating principles between the ineffa-
ble Father and the world of created
spirits. Origen held that if the Father was
eternal and immutable in all the facets of
his reality, logically he must eternally and
immutably be the creator as well.
Therefore, from eternity he created a
world of finite spirits.80 This world of spi-
rits stands at a still lesser degree in the
hierarchy of being than does the Holy
Spirit. At some point in the past, sin ori-
ginated in this world of spirits.8! As can
easily be observed, this directly parallels
Plato’s fall of human spirits from the
realm of the forms.82 Having entered into
different levels of apostasy and therefore
guilt, these spirits had come to make up
the hierarchical structure of the material
world. The material world was created by
Father through the Son and the Spirit as a
kind of prison house for them. The spirits
that had sinned in lesser degrees became
angels or heavenly bodies; spirits that had
sinned in greater degrees became plants,
animals, humans, and demons.$3

A single created spirit, the soul of the
human Jesus, did not fall into sin.
Instead, through the contemplation of
divine wisdom he was united in the
utmost degree with the Logos and beca-
me a single subject with him.84 In order to
redeem humanity, he became incarnate in
the material world. By dying on the cross,
he paid a ransom to the Devil and thereby
released the human race from his bonda-
ge.85 As a result, all creatures will eventu-
ally return to the way of virtue and enter
again into their original state.8¢ Here
again Origen’s eschatology mirrors
almost directly Plato’s myth of the eternal
return.

As can be observed in these Ante-
Nicene descriptions of the Trinity, the
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tragic account of being and becoming is
conspicuously present. Becoming, is an
inferior derivative reality, and represents
a falling away from the fullness of being.
For this reason, in identifying God the
Father as being and therefore arche of the
whole ontic order, the early Christian
apologists and theologians were bound to
understand the Son and the Spirit as infe-
rior expressions of divine reality. In their
supplementarity and otherness they neces-
sarily represented less authentic versions
of the Father’s unitary, centered reality. In
this regard, Origen is probably the most
consistent of the Ante-Nicene Fathers in
his superimposition of the Platonic
worldview onto the biblical. As we obser-
ved above, not only are the Son and Spirit
inferior to the Father, but creation itself is
conflated with the Fall and eschatology
must therefore be consistent with the
myth of the eternal return that we found
earlier in Plato.

Moving ahead to the Arian controver-
sy of the early fourth century, it should be
noted that although it is still hotly deba-
ted what the intellectual sources of the
Arianism were,87 it is not unreasonable to
suggest that one may discern a similar
logic in their teaching regarding the God-
head that we found in many of the Ante-
Nicene Fathers. Indeed, what appears to
be the case is that the Arians took the
earlier tradition’s subordinationism to the
extreme and worked it out with an abso-
lute consistency. Arius’ teaching on divine
reality and its relationship to the mutable
world was clear: Divine reality must be
unitary (the Father was consistently de-
scribed by the Arians as the supreme
“monad”) and immutable.$8 As unitary
and immutable, the monadic Father is a
supremely centered being who cannot
move out from beyond himself into a real
and meaningful relationship with the

world of becoming. For this reason, he
must have a go-between or mediating
principle to allow him to interact with the
world of becoming.8? Hence, the Son can-
not really be God (not even in the inferior
sense of the subordinationists), but rather
is a mere creature brought into being
order to serve the purpose of a mediating
principle. In this scheme, the Holy Spirit
is also a creature and serves a same pur-
pose for the Son as the Son does for the
Father.

Though we cannot go into detail regar-
ding historical background of the Nicene
decision, there are a number of ontologi-
cal implications that can be drawn from
the written text of the Creed as it was ori-
ginally formulated by the council in 325
and subsequently modified and elabora-
ted at Constantinople in 381. First, from
the perspective of the Creed, otherness,
derivativeness, and supplementarity do
not mean inferiority and inauthenticity.
As derivative and supplemental, the Son
is not inferior to the Father, but is rather
co-equal and co-eternal with him. He is
“God of God, light of light, true God of
true God.”? Here, the tragic metaphysic’s
insistence on the sole authenticity of being
over becoming is rejected. The derivative,
the other, and the supplementary are not
a falling away authenticity, but are in
themselves authentic.%!

Beyond this, if we follow Nicaea creed
(and its subsequent interpreters), we will
recognize that God’s being is immutable
not because it is frozen and relationless,
but rather because it is fully actualized in
an eternal event of becoming.92 There are
several aspects of this that should be
recognized. First, Post-Nicene Christian
theology has historically understood the
immutability of the divine essence as
something energetic, rather than static. In
asserting the dynamism of the divine
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nature, the Nicene Fathers and their
immediate interpreters did not reject the
idea of divine immutability, as many con-
temporary philosophers and theologians
have. Though the idea has frequently
been criticized as Platonic and foreign to
Christianity, there are many statements in
Scripture to support the claim of the
Nicene Fathers and the mainstream clas-
sical Christian tradition (“I the Lord do
not change” Mal 3:6, etc.).3 God’s
immutability as described by Nicaea is
more like Aristotle’s energetic pure actua-
lity, than Plato’s frozen Good. Such a
description works well with the biblical
descriptions of God as “living and active”
(Heb 4:12) and a “consuming fire” (Deut
4:24). As Paul Hinlicky points out, for the
Cappadocians and other defenders of
Nicaea, the emphasis always lay on the
dynamism, energy, and living quality of
the divine essence.?* In the West, Thomas
Aquinas and other Latin scholastic theo-
logians would hit on a similar theme by
adapting Aristotle’s metaphysics in their
description of God as purus actus.9s

Therefore, God’s being is located in his
eternal and (somewhat paradoxically)
immutable event of becoming. This is true
not of only the divine essence (as descri-
bed energetically in differing ways by
both the Cappadocians and Aquinas), but
also of Nicaea’s main point of interest,
God’s eternal life as Trinity. The Son’s
reality as Son subsists in an eternal and
immutable event of becoming (“begotten
from the Father before all ages”9%).
Therefore the relationship between the
Father and Son is not immutable because
it is somehow eternally frozen, but rather
because the Father is continuously and
eternally generating the Son.

Similarly, the Second Ecumenical
Council at Constantinople (381 AD)
would later assert that the Spirit possesses

an eternal reality in “proceeding” from
the Father. Much like the Son, the Spirit’s
reality subsists in the eternal event of pro-
cession, not in a static relationship actua-
lized once-upon-a-time. Similar to the
Son as well, this becoming of procession
does not make him inferior to the Father
in any way. He is precisely that which the
Father is. Just as the Father is the “maker
of heaven and earth,” the Spirit is “the
holy, the lordly and life-giving one, pro-
ceeding forth from the Father, co-wor-
shipped and co-glorified with the Father
and the Son.”?7 In this, the principles of
being and becoming are eternally reconci-
led in God’s life as Trinity.9

Hence, God’s being subsists in and
through an eternal event of self-donation.
The centered concept of being we disco-
vered earlier in tragic metaphysics pre-
supposed that God needs to hold onto
and conserve himself, lest he lose himself
in the relationality and multiplicity of
becoming. The Nicene Christian account
of the divine being maintains that God is
so infinite and boundless in his sufficiency
that he can completely give himself away
and yet infinitely retain himself. The
Father eternally possesses all things and
therefore is capable of infinitely giving
himself away in the begetting of the Son.
The Son possesses all things, and therefo-
re he, with the Father (at least in the wes-
tern/Augustinian account) may return the
fullness of their being infinitely in the
mutual love of the Holy Spirit.

Therefore, what Nicaea’s description
of the Trinity implies is what might be
called an ecstatic, rather than centered
ontology. By this we mean that according
to Nicaea’s description, the Trinitarian
persons live external to themselves in and
through the other persons. The Son and
the Spirit find themselves in their eternal
relationship of begetting and procession
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with the Father. Their reality as divine
persons is not something centered, but
externalized in their eternal subsisting
relations with the Father. Likewise, as
Athanasius observed, the Father’s identity
as Father is not something found within
himself. He is not Arius’ supreme and
centered “monad,” defined by his eternal
relationlessness. Rather, to be the Father
means to have a Son and so the Father’s
eternal identity is something to be found
external to his own person in the person
of the Son.100 The same implication could
be drawn regarding the identity of the
Spirit, who in Augustine’s later account,
subsists in the mutual love of the Father
and the Son. Not only does the Holy
Spirit ecstatically find his personhood in
the relationship between the Father and
the Son, but, by implication, the Father
and the Son only find their relationship of
love outside of themselves in the person
of the Spirit.

In the structure of the Creed, the
description of God’s ecstatic existence is
not limited to the teaching regarding the
Trinitarian relations, but is also included
in its lengthy description of the Incarna-
tion in the second article. Being an eternal
event of unity in otherness, God may, wit-
hout self-alienation, move beyond himself
and enter into the existence of the other
(i.e., the life of his creatures). By beco-
ming incarnate, the infinite God reveals
his true all surpassing nature by commu-
nicating himself to the finite by becoming
the historical person of the human Jesus.
He may even go beyond this and enter
into the power of nothingness and death
itself, while remaining unconquered by it:
“For us humans and for our salvation he
came down and became incarnate, beca-
me human, suffered and rose up on the
third day.”101 As the supremely ecstatic
self-donating God, he reveals in time that

which he is in eternity by donating the
fullness of his being to humanity.

This ecstatic rather than centered
account of the divine being has implica-
tions for creaturely existence as well.
God’s ecstatic existence gives rise to the
possibility of a comic, rather than tragic
metaphysics.192 In the structure of the
Creed, this is particularly expressed by
the first article’s teaching regarding crea-
tion ex mibilo and the third article’s
teaching regarding the eternal kingdom.
It should of course be mentioned in pas-
sing that prior to Nicaea, the first article
in particular was developed by Christian
thinkers in opposition to the tragic
metaphysics of Gnosticism, even if we do
not have the space to explore this point in
detail.103

In that God eternally possesses and
affirms otherness and becoming within
himself, his act of creation ex nihilo is not
a falling away from his original unity of
being into the oblivion of becoming.
Rather, it is according to the words of the
Genesis “very good.” For this reason,
creation is not tragic, but comic. The act
of creation is movement from non-exis-
tence to existence and therefore is in its
essence comic rather than tragic. It begins
badly (not existing) and ends well
(coming into being).104

Moreover, in that God has created the
universe ex nibilo through his Word, the
creature’s existence is not something self-
contained, but is rather external to itself
in God’s address. Relatedness to the other
therefore does not mean the loss of one’s
self, but rather means authentic existence
in the purest sense. In fact, the existence
of the other is constitutive of one’s being.
Just as the Father, Son, and Spirit live
through the existence of each other, so
creation lives through its relatedness to

the Word of God. Therefore, within the
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classical Christian tradition, the very defi-
nition of sin is the creature’s abandon of
ecstatic existence in favor of what
Augustine would later describe as being
“curved in on one’s self” (incurvatus in
se).105

For this reason also, redemption is the
reassertion and fulfillment of the ecstatic
existence of the creature. In light of the
Fall into sin, the Creed describes God
bringing about a new comic movement
from sin and death to the eternal king-
dom. This is not a myth of eternal return
(i.e., a pure restoration), but the “new
heaven and new earth” (Isa 65:17,
Rev.21:1). As one who creates from noth-
ing, the Creed affirms that God may
bring about a new creation and new pos-
sibilities for the creature. He is not limited
to the rearrangement of the Ur-stuff of
the original creation and its possibilities.
Such a limitation is implicit in the Greek’s
cyclical view of history (Hesiod) and the
myth of return (Plato). Creation ex nibilo
and an ecstatic account of being therefore
allows for a comic ontology, in that God
may offer a genuinely new movement
from worse to better and not merely a
reversal of the tragic movement of dege-
neration through becoming.

By living through a new possibility
external to itself, the creature does not
lose itself by moving out from its own
center. On the contrary, the creature’s rea-
lity is already constituted by something to
be found external to itself in the Word of
God. For this reason, a new form of
ecstatic existence (narrated by that same
Word) does not constitute self-alienation,

but rather the fulfillment of one’s true
reality by entering into a proper fulfill-
ment of one’s relationship to God’s gra-
cious address. The unity of the Triune
God’s gracious narration of old and new
creation can be found in the second article
of the Creed that deals with Christ’s life,
death, and resurrection. Christ unites the
old and new creations within himself. He
does this first by taking upon himself the
flesh of the original humanity and there-
fore the substance of the old creation. By
the power of his resurrection, he actuali-
zes the new creation, thereby proleptically
anticipating the final human destiny.106
For this reason, the creature finds its
being outside of itself in Christ: “Your life
is hidden with Christ in God” (Col. 3:3).

Conclusion

We cannot of course according to the
canons of a neutral universal rationality
demonstrate that the comic paradigm of
Christianity is better than the Hellenic
metaphysics which it fulfilled and trans-
cended. What we can and will suggest
though, is that the Christian metaphysical
commitments as explicated and implied
in the Nicaea Creed do offer an intellec-
tually coherent alternative to the para-
digms offered by the ancient Greeks, as
well as contemporary philosophical
accounts of ontology. Hopefully this
essay may represent something of a star-
ting point for a dialogue that recognizes
this fact, and spurs on discussion regar-
ding the possibilities for the appropria-
tion of Christian Trinitarianism in the
sphere of philosophical ontology.
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