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Trntiitional christian theology draws on a remarkable nurnbcr of 
tcriiis to c'xprcss its conviction that God is beyond reach of human 
concepts and language. Morc t han  forty different words havc been 
noticed i n  the works of Gregory of Nyssa, for instancc, refcrnng 
to the incoiiiprclieiisibility 01' God in  onc way or anothcr.' Some 
of them ilcrivc froni scriptun.. othcrs from Philo, others from 
Greek philosophers; some of thein find their way into the litiirg- 
ical texts of eastcrn christendoin. They leave us in n o  doubt that 
i t  is radically impossible for the mind of man, or of' any other 
creaturt', to Tathoiii Cod. "The being of God is inconiprchensibic 
to tIic wIioIc creation", as Clirysostoni concludes.* 

Not surprisingly, the theological tradition of divine incotnprc- 
hcnsibility overlaps to a considcrablc cxtcnt with the kind of 
philosophical spcculation we havc been considering in thc previous 
articles. But the theologians Iiavc tlicir own slant on the matlcr. 
iind i t  is with this that we shall he concerned in this article. 

I n  the first place, the theologians arc convinced that it  is :iii 
c~ssential part of christiun doctrine to assert t h a t  God is iinfilthom- 
ablc; i t  is part of revealed t ruth .  

This comes out i n  tlic orthodox response t o  thc c.laiiii maiic by 
the Anomocans in tlic foiirth ccntury. Al>parcntly thcy wcrc say- 
ing, "I know God j u s t  as I ic knows Iiinisclf'.3 I!unomiiis is quotcd 
;IS saying, "God knows nolhing niorc o f  his o w n  csscnc:c than we 

This provoked SI J o h n  Chrysostom t o  prc;icll u scrics of 
swiions in Antiocli on tlic incomj~rcliciisihility ot God's nat tirc. as 
kciiig ;in article of christiun faith. Tlioiigli hc docs sonictiiiics iisc 
siniple argunicnts of' ;I niorc i~l~ilosopliical kind. lie conc-cntralcs 
c.liiclly on scriptiiriil ;ind doctrinal I'\ itlcnc-c. 

]:or instancc. Iic tist's I Tiiiiotliy 0: 10. which dcscribcs <';oJ IS 

"tlwdling in itnapproacliahlc light. whoin no iii;\n h;is sccn o r  c;in 
scc"'. "Noticc~". says Clirysostoiii. "t tic ;icciir;jc-y ;ind precision 01' 
Paid's Iaiigiiiigc. I l c  doc.s n o t  say. 'Ix.ing iin;t~~pro;icli;~I~li~ light'. 
1311 t .  'dwelling i n  iri ia(, l 'roa~.liahl~.  IigIiI', to ii1;ikc you  rvalisc that 
i f  his i iw~~llin~-plac~i~ is iin:ip~~i~o;i~~1i;11~1~~. hi) who tlwr.lls i n  i t  m u s t  
lw cvcn inorc iiiial~l'ro;ic.liiIhlc.. . . . N o r  docs h i s  siiy. 'tlwclling i n  
iinfatIioiii:ible light'. hiit. ' ~ i i i : i ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ o ~ t ~ ~ l i ~ i l ~ l ~ ~ ' .  cvliic.11 i.; niorc th:rn 

be invcstigatcil ;tiid prohid Iwt n o t  fii11\ c.r,ri i i~l '~li1.ti~Ic.tl  hy  thosc 
'UII fii t I1 0111 it hl C' ' . 'I I 11 1.i) 1 I1 ()I 11 ;I I )I L* is I 1 sc 11 > I' s( 11 I (% t I1 i 11 $1 \Y I1 i c 11 Cil11 
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who explore i t ;  'unapproachable' iiicans that you cannot cven 
make a beginning of investigating it, you cannot evcn get near it. 
A sea is said to be unfathoniablc when divers let themselves down 
into i t  and reach a certain dcpth,  but cannot find the sea-bottom. 
But it is said t o  be unapproachablc if you cannot cvcn begin to 
investigate 

In Chrysostom's view it  is thc ultiniate in madness to insist on 
wanting to know what God is in his own essential being6 His 
grcatncss (which is takcn to be derivative from his being) is unlim- 
i ted;  how then can any bounds be set to his essence to make it 
comprehensible*?' We ought to be content to worship. and not pry 
into God.8 To claim to know a11 about (;od is not  only IIiiid. i t  is 
sinful; i t  is to set ourselves outside the limits appointed for 11s by 
God at ou r  creation, Iikc Atfaiii who  lost the glory that he had 
bccausc he wanted a greater glory that I i i~ t l  n o t  hccn grantcd 

llvcn the greatest prophets conli.ss tha t  they c!o not l'athom 
(;od. I'vcn St Paul, who hail reccivcd grcatcr grace than they. ad- 
mits, "I have not coiii~~rcIieiitIcd",' ' anti ('hrysostoin iirglies that 
hc m u s t  be relerring to kllowlcdgc 01' ( ;oc l  iitltl not 10 moral ~ C P  
icction.' 

"What?" he imagines soiiicoi1c ol).jccting to I'iit11, "You havt 
('Iirist spcaking in yoti, and Y O I I  say, 'I  hiivc. n o t  comprclicnded'?" 
To this Chrysostonl provides tlic ;inswer: "I t  is prcciscly I X Y ~ ~ I S C  I 
Iiavc Christ speaking in nic t l i a l  I say this; this is what hc Iiinisclf 
has taught nic". "Siiiiil;irly." lie gocs on,  "unless these pcoplc arc 
totiilly devoid 01' the assistiincc of thc Spirit ;ind have co111pletely 
banished his ilctivity I'roiii their souls,  they woiiltl not reckon that 
thcy had grasped evcrylhing!".' 

I t  is, then, part o f  the teaching ilia1 we Iiaw rcwivccl from 
('hrisl t h a t  (;oil is beyontl our  c.ori~prclicnsioii. 'The (;oil who is 
rcvcalcd to 11s by Christ ih ~>rccisc.ly ;I (;od who is Iiitldcn. Wt. Sh;d 
thrrclbrc iiiisirnilcrs(antI rcvcI;ition iinlcss we ;ippi-t.ci;itc that  it 
docs not cIiI1liililtc the Iiicltlcnnccs oI' ( ; o t I .  I I '  ('lirisl is the risihilc 
/'u/ri.s. h e  discloses :it the wii ic  tiiiic- th;it the 1;:itIicr is iiivisihlc; to 
scc (lirist truly involves rccopnibing the  1~';itIict ;IS I I K .  iniisihilc 
/;ilii.' 1.0 Iiear tIiv Wort1 I ' I I I I~ invoIvc.s also Iic.;rtinp his sil- 
,*nee.' 

TO cliiiiii 10 Iiitvc :I I1ioI-C cxli;iiistivc kllowlctlp 01. ( h) t i  tlliiii 
this is to go ;igainst t l i t .  wiry i n  which (;od Iia\ I n  i';ic.t i-i~vt*;ilcd Iiiin- 

sell‘, i t  is to g o  i1g;iinst the c.oiitIition\ oI'oiir t:te:itctI cxiatciicc. I t  is 
t o  rcptxit the sin 0 1 '  A t l ~ i i  

I t  wits prwi\i4y t o   top ni;1ti I 'ro l i1  going against t I i t *  t.ontlitions 
0 1 '  h i s  created cxistcncc tli;it Atl;ii~i was pivcii  the* c.oiiiiii;iririiilcn( 
1 1 0 1  10 citt 01' t l i t .  lrctb 0 1  knowlc-dgc. Tl lc  c o l ~ i ~ i i ~ t i i t l r l i c ' i i I  WiiS in- 
tcnc!ctl fo rwiintl  Atl;irn l l ir i t  lie was not his o w n  iii:istcr! ' actwrd- 
ing l o  ('liryso\loni. ( h t l  w;inlt.tl Ad;tni to ;il>sl:iin Vrom t l i c  tree of 
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knowlcdge just lor a short time, a t  God’s cornmanti. as 9 way of 
acknowlcdging that cvcrythiiig that he had came to him by God’s 
gift, including his own n a t i ~ r e . ’ ~  

And of course one of the blessings God wished to bestow on 
man was precisely knowlcdge of himself. I t  is man‘s tragedy that 
hc would not wait for God to bestow such kiiowlcdgc in his own 
good time; instead he rushed in and helpcd himself. with disast- 
rous results.’ ’ 

Two related but separable themes emerge from christian reflec- 
tion on the story of the Fall. One, evidently, is that it is important 
for man to recognise his creatureliness and his dependence on God. 
But also we find a conviction, deeply rooted in scripture, that i t  is 
dangerous for any creature t o  intrude uninvited on the mystery of 
God’s essential being. 

There are several passages in the Old Testament which bring 
out the dangerousness of God, showing that it is only safe for us 
t o  approach God on his terms. Even if our motives are good, that 
will not protect us if we meddle in God’s affairs in ways which he 
had not himself laid down. Think of poor Uzzah, who tried to sup- 
port the ark of God when it  looked as if i t  was going to be spilled, 
and was struck down dead for his pains (2 Sam 6 5 0 .  

It becomes a commonplace of christian thought that God has 
to temper himself to our capacity, and that if we try to approach 
him by any other means than his own condescension to us, we 
shall succeed only in destroying ourselves. As the Odes of Solomon 
put it, “He has generously shown himself t o  me in his simplicity, 
because his kindness has diminished his greatness”.’ 

This theme is richly developed in some schools of gnosticism, 
but it is originally part of the common inheritance of the church. 
The Tripartite Tractate discovered at Nag Hammadi says, “The 
Father, in accordance with his exalted position over the Totalities, 
being an unknown and incomprehensible one, has greatness of the 
sort and magnitude, such that if he had formerly revealed himself 
suddenly t o  all the exalted ones among the aeons who had come 
forth from him, they would have perished. Therefore he with- 
held his power and his ease within that which he is”.l ’ 

In Ptolomaeus’ cosmology, this crazy world in which we find 
ourselves is the result of the junior aeon, Sophia, rushing headlong 
into a “search after the Father”, because shc “wished to compre- 
hend his greatness. Since she was unable to  d o  this, because she 
had undertaken an impossible task, she was in very deep dis- 
tress”.2 With reference to the same doctrine, Theodotus says, 
“The aeon which wanted to grasp that which is beyond knowledge, 
fell into ignorance and formlessness. Because of this it produced 
Emptiness of Knowledge”.2 

“No one can come to the Father except through me”, our 
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Lord says ( J n  145).  To attcnipt to reach the Father i n  any other 
way is ruinous. According to Ircnaciis, this is why the Jcws went 
astray from God: "not receiving his Word, thcy thought thcy 
could know God through the Father hinisclf, without his Word. 
tha t  is, his Son".22 Irenaciis hcrc, like Justin bc*Jorc hi i i i .23 is 
quite clcar that (;ad's self-rcvclation has always bcvn through his 
Word. Thcrc is no qiiestion of any Old Tcstamcnt revelation of the 
Father apart from the Word. I f  the Jcws d o  not rccognisc the 
Word 01' God, then thcy cannot be said to know the I-athcr cithcr. 

Justin cxtencls the sniiic principlc to apply d s o  to siicli pagans 
as m a y  be said to have had sonic true knowlcgc ol'(;oil. I t  was the 
Word (Logos)  of (;oil workiiig iii their rationality ( h g o s )  that 
hrough t them to such k~iowlcgc."~ 

This i i icans that thcrc is no real knowlctlgc ol'(;oil rccogniscd 
as such apart from (;ocl's revelation 01' l i i t i i u * l i '  i n  his Word. Apart 
froiii hini. God rcniains cliisivc. bcyond o w  grasp altogether. Thus 
Origcn, coinmcnting on Cclsus' appeal 10 (;otl 's inacccssibility to 
hiinian rc'asoii (/ogo.s). makes an inipoi-Ian1 distinction: " I f  this 
refers to the Iogos which is  i n  us . . . tlicri we too will say that God 
is inacccssihlc to i t .  But  i f  we bear in m i n d  ' I n  tlic bcginning was 
thc L O ~ O S  and tlic  logo.^ was with (;od ant1 thc L O ~ O S  was God' 
and insist tha t  God is ;icccssiblc to this /,o~os, iilid t h a t  hc is 
grasped not only by hini  but by anyonc to w h o m  he rcvcds the 
Father, tlicn we shall deny ('clstis' claim that  (;od is inaccessible 
t 0 logos ' *. 

We must, of COIITSC. beware of' rc~ading i n l o  this discussion 
debates which arose mucli later about tlic val idi ty  ol' natural 
tlicoloky. Thc patristic insistence thiit (;otl is k n o w n  o n l y  through 
his self-rcvclation i n  Christ. docs not. ol' itscll', ru le  o i i t  the possib- 
ility that the titiman mind cilit, by i t s  o w n  powers, discover that 
thcre is a <;oil. which is the propcr conclusion 01' ixrliiral thcology. 

meaning t o  tha t  word.26 Tlic patristic iliscwssioii is riar iiiorc con- 
cerned to clarity tlic nature and inip1ic;itions ot' tfic rc*vclatioii wc 
hclicvc wc have rcuivcd in Christ. 

With in  this discussion, ;IS we havc seen. thc cltisivcncss of God 
is inex tricably linkcd with ('hristology . I 1  is b ~ ~ c i l t l s l *  we cannot 
grasp (;oil on o u r  own t h a t  wc must tlcpcntl on his rc*vcl;ition of 
hiniscll' in ('hrist: hut cclti;dly i t  is aiways iii t l i c  liglit ol'liis in con^- 
1' r d i  c n si bil i t y t 11 3 t w c i n  11 st I I ndc rs t an cl I I I is sc I 1- It~vela t i 1 )t i .  

Oripn draws our at tcntion t o  t w o  rt-latcd ways o f  iiiisiintlcr- 
st;intling ('hrist. Thc~rc arc those - ilntl Origcn siipposcs tliat this 
incltirlcbs the l1iiijority of bclicvers - -  f o r  whoin Christ nic';ins simply 
tlic incarnate. Christ. with no rcl'ercncc. t o  his Iwing apart l ioni tlic 
1 n c ; ~ r n i i t i o n . ~ ~  And there :jrc those w h o  seck no (;od bcyoncl tlir 
f,o.co.s. making hin i  tlic Fathc-r of  ;111.~' I n  both cascs, there is an 

together with sufficient chilrilctt.risatioii 0 1 '  (;oil to k- ' IVC SOlllL1 
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inadcqiiatc api'rcciatioii 01' t l i c  st I~iciiti-c o f  ( i o d ' h  sclligiviiig. 1 ( I  

fail to scc tlic (;odhc:icl witlt i i i  Ilic lltc;ti.iiittioii is to inks bliat 
(' l irist is giving anti sliowirip us: ;ti id to l i i i l  lo scc that Christ. 11ic 
1~go.s. is W l l i i t  he is o i i l y  1)ccaiisc ol'liis I'i1tllci. i.; agiiiri to rtiiss tlic 
iiltiinatc tnystcry of truth ;inti lil'c-. ('lirist grouiicls 11s i n  ti'utli and 
life oiiIy I~cc;tus~* Iic is "witli tlic I-atIicr".2Y I Ic points u s  heyoiid 
hiiiisclf, and is our sa lva l ion  prcci%cly in making it possible I'or us 
to bc joined. i n  ;iiid with  Iiirii.  to tlic l ~ ; i ~ l i ~ ~ r .  

Witliiii rcvcl;ition. tlicii, tlicrc is a vital IJriiiciplc oi' the iioii- 

sell-suflicicncy 0 1 '  rcvclatioii. I t  I>roccc.tls i'rotii the I;atlicr aiid 
leads us to tlic l ~a t l ie r .  N o t  tl iat we Iiavc any  :iccess lo l l i c  1;atlicr 
apart ii-oni revelation: on ly  tlicl-c is tlic danger that revelation will 
bccoiiic opaquc, disclosing on ly  itscll' iitid n o t  conl.rontiiig us with 
the mystcry of the (;od "WliOll l  no 111:111 can scc". 

Tl ic elusiveness, t lie i ncoiiip rcliensibili 1 y . o f  ( ; otl t Ii us I~ccoi i ic~  
a n  csscntial hcrniciicutic principle within rcvclation. And it is ;I 

principlc that is. indcctl, wcll grounded i n  the rcvcalccl worc! o l  
God in scripture. Most striking is, perhaps, the correction that we 
find i n  Exodus 33. I t '  we stick to the Masoretic Icxt for the iiioiii- 

wt. wc are told i n  verse 1 1  that "llic Lord spoke to Moses i'acc l o  
face". I n  vcrsc 13 Moses says to tlic 1.ol-d. "Now. i t '  I have I'ouncl 
favour i n  your cycs, makc iiie k n o w  y o u r  way so t l i a t  I way k n o w  
you and so that 1 niay lind favour in  yoiircycs. And scc Ilial this 
nation is your people." 'lhc Lord rcydics. "My l i c e  will go  (I.L.. 

with you:') and I will give y o u  rest". Tlicn i n  vcisc* I8 Moses agaiti 
asks God, "Makc iiic scc your gloi-y". lo wliicli (h l  replies. "I 
sliall iiiake all iiiy goodncss (>ass hel'orc your face. aiid I shall pro- 
claiiii niy name. The Lord. helore y o u r  face. and I will show fav- 
0111' to whom I will show favour and be- cwiiipassionatc to whom I 
will be conipassionatc. But you cannot see m y  I'acc, for m a n  will 
not scc' iiic ;ind livc. See, tlicrc is a pliicc' by iilc. whcrc y o u  will 
take your stand on the rock, and while my glory passcs by I shall 
put you in a hole in thc rock and I sliall lay my hand over you 
until I have passcd by. Thcn I shall take away iiiy hand and you 
will see my back. but my i'acc will not be sccn". ( I  have translated 
this passage very literally to bring out the importance of the word 
"face" , which tends to disappear in more idioniatic renderings). 

I t  certainly looks as if this strange passage, as we have it  herc, 
is intcnded to  make sure that we d o  not misiinderstand what is 
meant by thc Lord speaking to Moses "fa.cc to  face". There secnis 
to be an  internal correction going on. 

But the enibarrassnient at the idea of any imaii seeing God's 
face coiiics out even more clearly if we look at  the textual vari- 
aiits. The Septuagint makes Moses ask, in verse 13, "Show nic 
yourself; let me see you i n  knowledge" (gizosf6s id6 se), and in 
versc 18 again the Vaticanus MS makes him ask, "Show me your- 
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self“. I n  cerse 13 the Vulgate has, “Show me y o u r  facc, so that I 
may k:iow you”. This makes most sense of the passage as ;I whole. 

I n  versc 14 the Septuagnt makes God say “I  will go hcl’orc 
you”, in  response t o  Moses’ “Show me yourself“, and this SCC‘IIIS 

to point forward to  the revelation of God’s back. I t  looks as if the 
whole story is meant t o  show what Moses’ intimacy with God 
means: God is constantly going ahead, never abandoning his 
people, but equally never simply “face to  face” with them. That is 
what i t  means t o  be “face t o  face” with God! 

The enibarrassmcnt is more or  less removed in the Targum. 
Verse I 1  becomes, “And the Lord spoke to Moses speech to 
speech”. And verses 22 and 23 explain that what Moses was shown, 
when he wanted t o  see Cod’s face. was “hosts of  angel^".^ 

There is an interesting further illustration of how “Man shall 
not see God” works as a hermeneutic principle in Jewish theology 
in a discussion in the Talmudic Yebamoth. concerning thc appar- 
ent contradiction between the text from Exodus 33 and Isaiah’s 
claim I saw the Lord (Isaiah 6 :  1 ). The conclusion is that ‘1 saw the 
Lord’ is to  be understood in accordance with what was taught. All 
the prophets looked into a dim glass, but Moses looked through a 
clear g l a ~ s ” . ~ ’  The Soncino editor is surely right to  interpret this 
with reference to  the tradition that Moses had a uniquely clear 
prophetic i n ~ i g h t , ~  * which enabled him t o  realise that God cannot 
be seen; the other prophets imagined that they saw God. Quite 
clearly “I saw the Lord” has been interpreted in the light of “Man 
shall not see God” taken as an unchallengeable principle of exegesis. 

To track this principle through the whole course of Christian 
theology would be a task far too massive to  undertake here. In- 
stead, I propose t o  take just one writer, who has. for our purposes, 
the added advantage of not being much influenced by philosophy: 
Ephrem the Syrian. And I shall take only one of his works, the 
Hymns on Faith, most of which constitute part of his habitual 
polemic against the Arians. 

Ephrem shows little interest in the specific doctrines of Arian- 
ism; the main thrust of his attack is methodological. The whole 
attempt to  probe the nature of the generation of God’s Son fills 
him with horror. Indeed, he sees in it the typical flowering of 
intellectual arrogance: “Rivers end up in the sea and foolhardy 
men all end up investigating the begetting of the Son”.33 It is not 
that Ephrem disapproves of all intellectual curiosity; but there are 
some questions that simply cannot profitably be asked. “Blessed 
is the man who has made for himself scales of truth, day by day, 
and weighed all his questions on them to prevent himself from ask- 
ing superfluous questions” (2,lO) “Daniel was more of a thinker 
than any other of thc righteous, but when he heard that the world 
was sealed in hiddenness, he scaled his mouth with silence and sit  
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a limit to his questions. . . . Knowing that he was a man, he asked 
about what belongs to humankind and worshipped what belongs 
to God”. (47,8) Picking up the Old Testament theme of the danger- 
ousness of God, Ephrem reminds us how important i t  is t o  stay 
within our appointed limits: “Great was the alarm when suddenly 
the sons of Aaron were burned up. They had rashly introduced 
strange fire and were burned. Who could escape the mighty fire, if  
he introduced within the church strange enquiries? There is room 
for discussion in the church, but only that which follows closely 
what has been revealed, not the kind that enquires into what is 
hidden. Uzzah the high priest was thrown down when he went t o  
support the ark. He did not d o  what he had been commanded t o  
do, but had donc what was not commanded. He was told to  carry 
thc ark on his shoulders. He stretched out his hands to support 
that powcr which supports everything. He thought the ark was 
going t o  fall; when lie supported it ,  it killed him. Do not worship 
the Holy wlierc you have not been conimanded to. Uzziah wor- 
shipped i t  and his worship was an insult. Do not desire to  insult 
thc First Born by being a questioncr demanding truth. Do not 
think that l’aith is about to fall. I t  is faith which supports those 
who arc fallen. Do not try to support it like Uzzah, in case it 
destroys you in anger”. (8,9-I 1) 

In one passage Ephrein sounds likc a fourth century Wittgen- 
stein: “Wliat can be said and expounded, what is easy t o  investi- 
gate. what is open to discussion and interpretation, it is with that 
that the iiioiith has some relationship; the mouth is the expounder 
of its own kind. But what is bcyond any possibility of discussion 
illid i n  tcrprctation is delimited by silence. Our understanding has 
no affinity with its hiddenness”. (393)  

Imiiicdiately after this, Ephreni indicates why he finds the 
Arian cntcrprise so misguided. Hc quotes the Arians as saying, 
“Tlicrc is no way that God can beget”. On this he comments, 
“Your ‘no way’ condemns you. If you investigate him, then not 
only is tlic fact of his begetting too hard and difficult for you. 
you will not even believe in his existence. It is not a matter that 
can bc discussed whether it is or is not possible for him t o  beget: 
hc is Lord of all possibilities”. (39,6) 

The attempt t o  say what God can or cannot d o  presupposes 
that we can know all about God, and that is absurd. It is not so 
very diffcrcnt from complete unbelief, in fact. “Anyonc who dares 
to probe is much the sanic as an unbeliever. . . . Do not bc sur- 
priscti at what I say. Compare the two carefully: the onc shies 
away from his Godhead, the othcr, with his probing, tries to make 
Cod small”. (23,2-3) 

To try to fathom exactly what it mcans to talk of God’s 
“Son” inevitably mcans trying to  fathom exactly what God the 
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Father is, (5,14) and that is absolutely impossible for any creature to 
do. The Father is fully known only to his Son, (3,15) and so the 
only authentic “investigation” of the Father is “in the lap” of the 
Son, contained in him. (4,17) That is tosay, we can only probe the 
Father by accepting what the Son shows us of him. 

To suppose that we can somehow explore the Father indepen- 
dently of Christ is simply to misunderstand completely the rela- 
tionship between God and creation. For a creature to try t o  en- 
compass God would be like trying to measure the ocean with a 
fistful of rulers. “If all the measures in the world were t o  go into 
the sea, they would be easily defeated and would not be equal to 
its size. I t  would enfold them, they would not encompass it. And 
of course that does not mean that the sea does not exist. It is be- 
cause it does exist that idiots venture into it to  measure its waters. 
Anyone who could search it out would have to  be one who could 
encompass it. Any knowledge that was in a position to  encompass 
the All-knowing would be greater than he, because it could meas- 
ure him entirely. Anyonc who had searched out the Father and 
the Son would be greater than both. God forbid that it should ever 
come t o  pass that the Father and the Son were fully investigated 
and that dust and ashes were t o  be raised up to such heights!” 
(9.15-16) “Who on earth could channel the streams of mysteries 
through his own mind?” (42,l)  “It is impossible for there t o  be in 
creation a container big enough to  envelop the Greatness (of 
God)”. (70,20) “If God were t o  make a container capablk of envel- 
oping him, the creature would be greater than the Creator”. (7 1,2) 

Ephrem points out that it is not jealousy or  meanness on the 
part of Cod that makes him inaccessible like this to our curios- 
ity. (5,5;71,11-12) It is simply impossible tor i t  to  be otherwise. I t  
is a mark of Godhead to be beyond our comprehension. (9,14) It 
would, as Ephrem says rdthcr quaintly, be “upsetting” if i t  were 
otherwise . ( 3 2,7) 

It is in fact envy that motivates the creature that tries t o  probe 
the secrets of God, thercby getting out of its proper place in the 
scheme of things. And the silly thing about trying to  search out 
God’s truth in this way is that even if you  d o  find it, you will not 
recognise it. ( 1  7 , l )  If only we would be content to receive God as he 
has given hiniself t o  us, we should find ourselves far more intim- 
ately and certainly linked with him than wc could ever be as a res- 
u l t  of our own questing. “The Lord is closely bound to  what is his. 
both far and near. They scck him, whcn he is carrying them! They 
th ink  that hc is distant, far away, whcii all the time thcy are held 
as if in thc hollow of his hand!” (72,234) 

I t  is intcrcsting to compare this with dc Caussadc’s strictures 
on “sccking for ( h t l ” .  “What is tlic secret of finding this treasure, 
this m~istard seed, this coin‘! Thcrc is no sccret at all. The treasure 
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- 9  3 4  is cvcrywhcrc, offcring itsell’ t o  11s at all times and in all places . 
“Yoii seek (;oti. dear soul, but he is everywhere! Everything dcc- 
Ii1rc.S hini t o  you, cvcrything givcs hini to you, he has passed bes- 
ide you. around you,  witliin you, across your  piith, lie stops there, 
he is looking for you. Ah, what you arc looking for is the idea of 

1,pIircni too is awarc 01‘ the risk that  we shall succeed only in 
producing a false god with all ou r  scarching for God.  “Admonish 
your tliinking, do not  Ict i t  go whoring. in case it brings t o  birth 
f o r  115 ;I non-existent Messiah iind denies the one who docs exist. 
Bc careful not to build an idol with your  probing. Bcwarc of  forni- 
ing i n  yoiir minil a bogy o f  your  own intellect, the offspring of  
your own thin king:”.3 fi 

Our iiiinds c;ui only opcriltc properly i n  tlic context of what is 
given. II’ we rcfiisc what is givcn our  thinking is bound t o  bc vac- 
t ious, bc~causc i t  will havc nowlicrc t o  start and i t  will havc n o  way 
of knowing whcn i t  has arrived sonicwlicrc. “ I f  you were to try to 
investigate the bciiig of ( h d .  i i l l  thiit would result would be an 
aimless wandering. Wlicrc would you bcgin. where conclude? YOU 
weakling! J‘roni hcginning t o  cnd tlicrc is rcposc for ilnyonc who 
travc-Is on the King’s Ilighway. (;ad's being has no bcginning and 
no cncl and is tlicreforc problcliiiitic lor  those who  want to seek it .  
I !  you doubl the truth that yoii liavc. griispcd, then you will be 
poured out its a drink for i’rror, which is as thirsty as a desert. II’ 
you bother yourscli with the iiiystcrious c-onsidcration of‘ his 
greatness, your  discussion o f  i t  will bcc*oiiic i t  niighty sca storming 
against you.  Let fnilh be your  ship. sail in his scriptiires likc a mar- 
iner from port to port. Do not go siiiling on his scii cxccpt in his 
scriplures. Give tliiinks to his naliic thitl hc ha\ iii;itlc* l i is  hwciis SO 
ntinicroiis i n  his ocean. I n  his low Iic disrcyircls himself and bc- 
coliics sliiall. f o r  all his grciitlicss. For  those who ilrt’ too lkcblc to 
sail on his sea lie bcw~nics a nioticst hrook. But ilgairi in his lovc hc 
hcconies a wit for trudcrs who  iiw i n  ni.cd of‘ t r ~ ~ a ~ u r c ” . ~ ’  

Scriplure givcs us ill1 1li;rt wc iicctl: i t  is ;in incxhiiustiblc. source 
of nourislinicii1 Ihr us. whctlicr ou r  cap;ic*i ty be great or  sninll. 
“Who is ciipahlc of cornprc~hcndinp iill  that then: is to hc fouiid in 
rvcn onc  of your  words, 0 (ioti? ... I f  iinyonc is lucky enough t o  
hit upon one  of its trcasiircs. hc should not go and think that 
t h t w  is iio niorc in the word of God than whal hc has found .... 
The inan who is lhirsty cnjoys his drink; hc docs not  gct annoyed 
if tic cannot driiin thc fountain dry.  L.c.1 tlic fountain dcfcat your 
thirst, ratlicr Ihan your  thirst ttclkaiing tlic I ’oi~ntain”.~ 

Since wc c:innot gct iit  (;oil i i i ~ l ~ i ~ ~ i i ( l ~ . l i i i ~ ,  of liis rcvc.l;ition of 
liiniself. it is foolhardy l o  ;ih;indon 111s words :ind scck ollicsrs 01‘ 
oiir owii. “1 iicvc’r wcnt i\stri\y a i t t * r  i1wii l ikc tIitv1i. to speak likc 
theni, hcciitisc I saw tli;il t h c y  n : i i i i c d  oiiI  r c . d < w l c r  with imi ics ,  
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other names, which were not written. 1 abandoned what did not 
stand writtcn, and kept to what was written, in order not to lose 
what was written tor the sake of what was not written. God niadr 
water atid gave i t  to the fish t o  use. He wrote books and gave them 
to men for their profit. Thc onc is a cluc to the other. I t  fish go 
beyond their appointed path. thcy leap out t o  their own bane; and 
if nicn go beyond the liniits which arc sct in scripture, thcn their 
investigations provc thcir death”.3 Scripturc niust be the acid 
tcst for all our words!o but we arc in no position to tcst the 
words of sc r ip t i~ rc .~  I t  is not for 11s to coinnicnt on whether lie 
has spoken appropriately or not.42 “When y o u  arc thirsty. the 
best thing to do is to drink the water: Ict US 1101 stiirl trying to 
nieasiirc the well i n ~ t c a d ” . ~  

But  it is by no nicans the solution to ill1 our problcms just  to 
stick to thc wortls of scripture. I:phrcni is well aware that the 
Arians are enthusiastic qiiotcn of biblical texts. Indccd. one of his 
teniis of abuse for them is sZp/ir?, the New Testament word for 
“scribes”, aptly rcndcrcd “Scliril’tgclclirtcii’’ by A wrong 
use ot‘ scripture simply lcatls them l o  produce a new kind ofidol- 
atry.4 Just as otlicr idols art‘ 1iiiitlc out of  n;itural objects, their 
idols are niarlc out of tcxts of scripture. 

I t  is therefore important to know how to use the bible. And, 
in F.ptireni’s view, a crucial hictor is prcciscly the appreciation of 
the transcendence, the iiicomprehensit~ility, of’ (;oil. If God is to 
address i ts  at  ail. i t  iiiiist he in words iilitl \ynibols that we can 
tindcrstand; but wts m u s t  n o t  reduce (;od to being no inorc than 
what ow words and synibols can convey. “lle who is true put on 
an image: fullncs was there witliin i t ,  but his riitlianct’ w;is covered 
by our Ibnn. The fonii was intleetl not tlevoitl of‘ his greiitness, but 
all the same, the picture was not the (;otlheatl . 

God clothes himself in all kinds ot’ itiiiigCs Ih r  our sake, but the 
very diversity of iniapcs. niany of them not compatible with cad1 
other if takcii literally, should alert us to Ilic fitct 11i;it “thc image 
is not an exact rcprcscntstion 01’ his ~ S S C I I C L ‘ ” . ~  ’ Taking up a n  idea 
found also i n  Origcii. tJphreni suppose\ t l i i l t  cvcn tlic incartiatc 
Christ kcpt changing his appearancr. “goiiip from onr fomi to 
another to teach u s  that he h;is iio I O ~ J ~ I ” . ~  A 

If we arc bcwitchcd even by llic word\ 01’ sc.ripItirt*, i l  will 
lcad us into blasphemy. 

9 7  4 6  

There is no  wily for a spcaker to d o  withoiit niinic‘s of things 
which arc visible, to ri*prcscnt to his hcarcn: t h i n p  which itrc 
iinsccn. If tl ic crcator of’tlir gardcn (of 13dt i i )  clothcrl his owii 
grcatncss in nalnt*s 1)clonpjiig to tlic iiihabitiiiits of‘ our t‘arth. 
h o w  initch rnort. (.;in his garden 1x3 slmkcn of’ by nicins o f  our 
corn parisoiis. 
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I f  anyone mistakenly concentrates his gaze on the names 
which the Greatncss has applied to itself, he dishonours and 
misrepresents it by means of  the metaphors in which it clothed 
himself to help him .... 
Your mind should not be disturbed by names. Paradise clothed 
itself in the language of your own kindred. I t  was no poverty 
of its own that made it clothe itself in your images. Your na t -  
ure was so very feeble that it could not  cope with its greatness. 
Its beauties were very much dimmed when they were reprcs- 
ented in the feeble colours of  your  kindred. 

Feeble cycs wcw not able t o  look at  the radiance of its lieav- 
enly beauties: it clothed its trees in the names of  our trees, its 
fig trees were called by the name of our  fig trees ....4 

However it is still not sufficient simply t o  take note of the fact 
that our  earthly words cannot d o  justice to God. According to 
Eplirem we have to make a distinction. There are indeed some 
iianics which God takes up for  a while and then drops, t o  express 
sonic facet of his loving purpose; but there are other names which 
are “perfect and These must be retained carefully and 
complctcly. If we omit cven one of  them, we shall lose them all, 
bcc:iusc they are all “bound up  with one another and they sustain 
every t h i ~ i g ” . ~  

Here we sccni t o  run into a real difficulty. It is, evidently, 
iiiiportant that we should distinguish between the “exact” names 
ot’ God and the merely metaphorical ones; but how can we? 
I<phrcm has insisted throughout that we cannot get behind the 
imagcs and words i n  which God reveals himself, and this means 
that we cannot make oiir own comparison between the images and 
the original. I t  is not in our  power t o  evaluate the accuracy of  
scriptural imagery, because we have nothing to compare it with. 
llow then arc we to proceed? 

llphrcni. unfortunately , does not answer this question directly. 
But i t  is fairly clear how lie would answer it. And his answer, from 
one poin t of view, would be thoroughly unsatisfactory. He would 
simply tcll 11s to have faith and, in faith, celebrate the wonder of 
God aiid his redceming work. 

But there is niorc t o  such an answer than we might, at first 
sight, siipposc. Thc essential thrust of Ephrem’s presentation is 
that, since we cannot know God independently of  his giving of  
Iiimself to us, wc cannot manipulate theology. And this means 
both that we cannot manipulate our own theological ideas with 
any likclihood o f  arriving at  truth, and that we cannot manipulate 
the data of revelation. Either way we should end up with some 
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kind of falsc god. I f  faith siiiiply ineant that we are given itenis of 
doctrinc. of theological vocabulary. and so on, which we could 
tlicn play with i n  whatever way we liked, it would not really con- 
front us with the mystery of the living God. IJI Ephrem’s view. 
faith involves a far niorc intimate link with God, and a f i r  more 
drastic a bandonnicn t o 1’ in t el Icc t ual H rrogance. 

To use the languagc of latcr and very different theological dis- 
putes, Lphrem s e e m  lo be convinced that God’s gracc operatcs 
wifhin our faculties. Vlirjst, he says, is “the knowledge of our 
knowlcdgc, the life o f  our In sinning, man attcinpted to 
uproot himself and make hiinself independent, so that his thoughts 
and words would be his own. But i n  fact the only result is that his 
knowledge becomes unknowledge and his words v a c u o i ~ s . ~  For 
all practical purposes he is Wc are dependent on God to 
set our minds in order55 and to  give us a word which is capable of 
expressing divine Not that this word is alien to  us; far 
from it,  we are in fact pregnant with just such a word and if we do 
not bring it out we shall perish like a woman who cannot bring her 
baby t o  birth.57 But we can never speak our word on our own, 
because it inust at the same tinic be God’s word. “Lord, may my 
tongue be a pen for your praise; let your merciful tingcr write 
with it a hymn that is profitablc. Lord, the pen cannot write 
things just at its own pleasure, without someone taking it in his 
hand. May iny tongue not slip and make nie say unprofitable 
things without you”5 This brings out a further significance of the 
recurrent image which Ephreni, like inany ailother, uses: we can- 
not contain God, he contains us; wc should not try t o  support 
faith, it supports us. I t  is in our constant recognition that we are 
derived from and dependent on (;od that we are saved from error. 

But this does riot mean that we arc simply passive before the 
act of God. The fact that God must niove us to speak and direct 
our speaking does not eliminate our hunian freedom. It‘ we arc a 
“harp” that belongs t o  God, we arc ncverthelcss a harp which is 
free. We can and must bc a harp which “sings to its God from its 
own soul and by its own free I f  this is a paradox, it is one 
which is familiar t o  students of St Thomas. 

God docs not constrain us, when lie subjects us to his divinc 
order and purpose, becausc, inysteriously, we arc not ,  in our true 
being, alien to  God nor he t o  us. If he is ineffable and elusive, so 
are we.6o If we cannot fathom tlic generation of’ God’s Word, no 
more can we fathom or give expression to the production of our 
own words.61 

Ineffability thus comes t o  serve as a hernieneutic key not  only 
t o  scriptural or  dogmatic statcnicnts about God. but also to our 
whole experience of oursclvcs, our whole uncleiatanding of‘ all 
God’s works. I t  is thc undercurrcnt of niystciy which holds tlic 
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Christian world-view together because, in the last analysis, it is 
God's silence which is the bond of unity for everything that 
exists.6 * 

(To be contintred). 
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