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Abstract «¥®

REVOLUTION IN THE MICROCOSM: LOVE AND VIRTUE IN THE
CosmoroaGIcAL ETaics oF ST Maximus THE CONFESSOR

I explore virtue and love in Maximus the Confessor’s theology with an aim to drawing
an ethics from it relevant to the present day. I use a meta-ethical framework derived
from contemporary virtue ethics and look at virtue as an instance of love within the
context of Maximus’ cosmic theology. Virtue becomes a path that leads us towards
love — who is God Himself. Virtue is thus about movement towards theosis. I describe
virtue as a relationship between humans and God, brought about through the mutual
practice of a life of ascesis from humans and grace from God. I look at the mediatoral
role of humans as microcosms gathering up the universe in an image of Christ’s
activity. In particular I analyse the way that human activity is simultaneously cosmic
and ascetic; personal and communal. The ethic of virtue that we pursue is always
caught up in a conversation about what creation gathered in love looks like. Using a
number of tools derived from Maximus’ thought, I suggest that this ethics will
necessarily transform our current communities and personal practices. Recognising
the cosmic dimension of personal behaviour means that our communities must be
scrutinised as extensions of our actions. As an example, I critique the state as an
inadequate form of loving relationship, illustrating its systemic reliance on violence
and ideologies of alienation and hatred. I give examples of alternative ways of human
organising drawn from anarchist thought that might better enable us to love and,
more importantly, enable us to call to account failures to love. I conclude that to seek
theosis after the manner Maximus describes involves recognising our personal and
communal failures to love. His holistic understanding of human purpose can help us
see the cosmic dimension to personal ascetic practice and consequently set our sights
on a more cosmic vision of love here in the present world.
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If I speak in the tongues of men or of angels, but do not have love, I am only a
resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy and can
fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move
mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. If I give all I possess to the poor
and give over my body to hardship that I may boast, but do not have love, I gain
nothing.

Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It
does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no
record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It
always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.

Love never fails.

(1 Cor. 13:1-8)

Man has bought brains, but all the millions in the world have failed to buy love.
Man has subdued bodies, but all the power on earth has been unable to subdue
love. Man has conquered whole nations, but all his armies could not conquer love.
Man has chained and fettered the spirit, but he has been utterly helpless before
love. High on a throne, with all the splendor and pomp his gold can command,
man is yet poor and desolate, if love passes him by. And if it stays, the poorest
hovel is radiant with warmth, with life and color. Thus love has the magic power
to make of a beggar a king. Yes, love is free; it can dwell in no other atmosphere.
In freedom it gives itself unreservedly, abundantly, completely. All the laws on the
statutes, all the courts in the universe, cannot tear it from the soil, once love has
taken root.

Emma Goldman
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~ Introduction ~

A. REVOLUTION IN THE MICROCOSM

In this thesis I aim to derive an ethics from the thought of Maximus the Confessor
(580-662AD).

I am particularly interested in the way that such an ethics might extend to our
communal as well as personal life. For Maximus, there is not a separate domain of
personal life that is isolated from communal consideration, or vice versa. How we act
affects those around us, not just immediately, but also our communities, our
environments, and the entire cosmos. It makes sense to me therefore, that when
looking at the relevance of his thought for ethics today, we ask not just how one ought
to act, but also how this might require us to turn a critical eye on the communities we
are a part of and consider that those, too, ought to be paradigms of Christ's love. If
virtue, love, and the way of Christ are about how we interact with others, then this
will necessarily shape the communities in which we live.

For Maximus, to reorientate ourselves towards love is to be gathered to an end
that is natural and always intended for us, but to the rest of human society, I argue,
this is a revolutionary proposition. There are all sorts of instances where the loving
thing to do starts usurping the structures of a status quo. Whilst it might be acceptable
to give £1 to a homeless person on my street corner, it is generally unacceptable for
me to invite them into my home and give them dinner. Whilst it is acceptable for me
to buy a Fairtrade product in my local supermarket, it is unacceptable for me wish to
opt out of an entire capitalist economic system that is built on wage-slavery,
exploitation and oppression of workers elsewhere. To be an upstanding citizen in a
liberal Western democracy, we are encouraged to take part in a kind of ‘virtue ethics
lite’, where so long as our desire to do good does not upset a status quo, it is
permissible. We have a society littered with a casual interest in virtue ethics. When it

becomes appropriate, undefined and unqualified use of virtue enters political
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~ Introduction ~

discourse. Words like justice, courage, and hope hold meaning within already
established political paradigms, that are rarely discussed but certainly have very set
limits on the acceptability of more subversive virtues like love and mercy. The ethics
we derive from Maximus, I argue, upturns the safe paradigms we have come to
recognise in present society.

One of the things I seek to do in this thesis is identify the systems that are in
place whenever we start talking about virtue. Are all virtues equal? How do we define
virtue? And do they not also always require us to have an ideal person or society in
mind that we wish to aim for? When looking at Maximus, I identify the end or ‘telos’
that qualifies his understanding of virtue to be theosis — the communion of the cosmos,
transfigured through Christ into the divine image. I also describe the way that
Maximus follows St Paul in believing love to bind together all other virtues, being
their summit but also the totality of all other virtue. I spend some time thinking about
how this might make it easier to define virtues within practical settings. One of the
reasons it might be preferable to consider love rather than multiple virtues to be a
better means of making ethical decisions is that it can inform the way we understand
those virtues, tempering them and allowing us to deal more effectively with complex
situations.

As an example, we could think about the bishop in Les Misérables.! An ex-
convict whom the bishop sheltered the night before has stolen some of the bishop’s
silverware. A police inspector has caught the ex-convict and brought him to the
bishop in order to verify an unlikely story. The ex-convict is claiming that he didn’t
steal the silverware, the bishop gave it to him. The bishop at this point could choose to
tell the truth to the policeman, which perhaps would be the honest and just thing to
do, or he could, as he does in Victor Hugo’s story, lie. The bishop chooses to tell the
policeman that he did indeed give the ex-convict the silverware, and that in fact the
ex-convict left some silver candlesticks behind. These he also gives to the ex-convict.
The ex-convict sees Christ in this action, sees the error of his ways and uses the
silverware to start a business in which he goes on to care for others who are also
fallen on hard times. In this example, the bishop has deemed honesty and justice, and

the law of the land itself, to be subservient to the virtues of compassion and mercy,

! V. Hugo, Les Misérables. C.E. Wilbour (trans.) (New York: Carleton, 1862), 64-6.
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~ Introduction ~

and we can see the repercussions of this act in the life of the one affected by this
action.

In my mind this is a prime example of the way in which Maximus’ answer to
the monk at the beginning of the Ascetic Life makes sense. How can we live in
accordance with so many virtues? How can anyone hope to remember them all? Learn
to love, says Maximus, this is all the virtues.* And more than that, it grants us
perspective on what those virtues really are. They are defined in relation to this love.
The bishop in Hugo’s story has deemed, like St Isaac the Syrian,’ that the business of a
Christian is not to exemplify the greatest degree of justice, or the greatest degree of
honesty, but to exemplify the love of Christ. The virtues are only ever a means to
understanding what that love is, and sometimes that love supersedes what we might
conventionally believe those virtues to be.

Within this thesis then, I talk about the structure of virtue ethics and the way
virtues are defined in relation to the aim they point towards. I define Maximus’ aim of
theosis in more detail, then define virtue for Maximus, elaborating especially on the
above point where we can consider love to be the substance of all other virtues. I then
discuss the practical, ascetic ways in which we might try to be virtuous people, and
contextualise this within Maximus’ cosmic theology. For Maximus the human person
is originally intended to be a mediator of divine love to all creatures, serving to gather
all creation back to God through the gift of free will. The human is thus considered to
be a microcosm — one who contains the cosmos within them — one whose choices to
love or hate heal or break apart the cosmos. Given the simultaneity of our ethics as
both personal and cosmic, I ask what happens when we start treating virtue as
something that transfigures communal relationships. If we allow our personal actions
to be directed first and foremost toward theosis then how acceptable are many of our
traditional social structures by these standards? What is the point in tailoring our
personal actions into a virtue ethics that is acceptable to institutions that perpetuate
inequity and suffering, and entrench the supremacy of power, exploitation and greed?
In what ways and to what extent are institutions like the state premised upon social

structures that are incompatible with the love we are aiming for in theosis? And what

2 Maximus, LA TCr. Ch. 3.
3 Isaac the Syrian, ‘Homily 51 in Ascetical Homilies of St Isaac the Syrian. (Boston: Holy
Transfiguration Monastery, 2011), 379.
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~ Introduction ~

might happen if we instead envision society as arising from, and grounded in, these
particular personal relations of love? In the final part of this thesis I draw on existing
practical political ideas that might help us better articulate a community founded in

interpersonal love.

B. UNION AND DISTINCTION

Maximus’ theology contains an interweaving and complementary understanding of
communal and personal existence in love. This means that his theology allows for a
vision of human communities co-existing in love, but at the same time vehemently
defends the freedom of every person to choose that love and that way of life. Berthold
believes that it is this defence of human freedom that made Maximus especially well
suited to dealing with the theological controversy that dominated his own day.*
Maximus’ famous defence of the wills of Christ, ultimately came down to preserving
the ability of humans to receive the divine voluntarily. Love, for Maximus, must
always be a relationship voluntarily entered into. It must always be relational and
chosen by the free will of a person.

Maximus’ ethics is a cosmological ethics that concerns not just us now, but all
things for all time. Human choices bind or break the universe, enabling or destroying
the relationships between all creation and our end in God. But at no point in
Maximus’ vision of the unity of the cosmos is there a moment when the particular
personhood of any creature is eliminated or jeopardised in its identity. This balance
between the massive and the minute is very particular to Maximus’ thought and is the
same idea that enables him to conceive of the simultaneity of one and many that will
be explored in relation to virtue. In Maximus scholarship over the last fifty years, the
idea of ‘one and many’ has been expressed in a number of different ways and with
varying emphases on how systematically it should be treated. Melchisedec Téronen
has been one of the strongest voices in suggesting a formal method. He calls this a

theme of ‘union and distinction’ that runs through all Maximus’ thought.’ Térénen

4 G. Berthold, Maximus the Confessor: Selected Writings. (London: SPCK, 1985), 121, note 30.
> M. Téronen, Union an Distinction in the Thought of St Maximus the Confessor. (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2007), 1.
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offered this idea in response to what he considered to be a strengthening trend in
Maximian scholarship to instead identify ‘Chalcedonian Logic’ as the linchpin of
Maximus’ thought.® Térénen’s theme of union and distinction was a means of
describing the way that much of Maximus’ thought contains many separate things
being brought together as one, and yet remaining distinct even in this unity. Toronen’s
main argument for not calling this Chalcedonian Logic, was that these ideas pre-date
Chalcedon and that the name is therefore misleading.

We first see reference to Maximus’ use of the Chalcedonian formula as a kind
of logic in Hans urs von Balthasar’s Cosmic Liturgy in 1941. In a passage from the
revised edition of 1961 discussing the importance of the Chalcedonian formula, he
writes that “everyone recognises that his [Maximus’] ontology and cosmology are
extensions of his Christology, in that the synthesis of Christ’s concrete person is not
only God’s final thought for the world but also his original plan”.” This line of thinking
was further developed by Lars Thunberg, who wrote “In our conviction Maximus’
theology reveals rather a natural and logical development on the basis of a general
Chalcedonian conviction, which is never seriously doubted or shaken”.® Thus, von
Balthasar and Thunberg proposed that the formula put forward at the Council of
Chalcedon in 451AD could be understood as a kind of key underpinning the rest of
Maximus’ work. The Chalcedonian formula stated that Christ is one person in two

natures:

one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten, in two natures being recognized
without confusion, without change, without division, without separation, the
difference of the natures in no way having been taken away because of the union, but
rather the individual character of each nature being preserved and running together

into one person and one hypostasis, not being parted or divided into two persons...’

In later personal communication, Toronen has suggested that he put forth this thesis a little too
forcefully and that his own idea of “union and distinction’ needn’t be as systematic in Maximus as he
made it out to be in his introduction.

7 H. U. Von Balthasar, Kosmische Liturgie: Maximus der Bekenner. (Frieburg: Herder, 1941), 193.
This translation H. U. Von Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy. B. Daley, (trans.) (San Fransisco: Ignatius
Press, 1988), 207.

8 L. Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator. (Copenhagen:C.W.K. Gleerup Lund, 1965), 9.

’ ‘The Symbol of Chalcedon’ in Creeds of Christendom, with a History and Critical notes. Volume I1.

The History of Creeds. P. Schaff (ed.). (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1887), 62-3. [Chalcedonian

Definition, P. Parvis, (trans.). (Unpublished)].
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The way in which the union of natures takes place — perfect and yet unconfused — was
identified as a main idea underlying Maximus’ cosmic theology. Christ himself and the
specific union described in Chalcedon was not only the mirror for all other
relationships of the one and many, but precisely how they came about. In Torstein
Tollefsen’s words, this was a ‘Christocentric cosmology’” in which all things were
brought together through Christ’s union of natures.

In this thesis, I take the argument over whether ‘union and distinction’ or
‘Chalcedonian Logic’ is more suitable to be largely unimportant since the terms are
not mutually exclusive. As Toronen noted, union and distinction as an idea has been
important prior to Chalcedon and there are plenty of people Maximus draws on who
use it. This does not conflict however with the Council of Chalcedon being the latest
conduit for this idea, nor with Christ as one in two natures being the central element
binding together the cosmos for Maximus.'' For the purposes of this thesis I will refer
to this idea as union and distinction, since it more aptly describes the relationship in
question. I will return to union and distinction as the relationship between the one
and the many when discussing cosmic movement and the telos of creation, as well as
when talking of the relationship between the virtues and love.

The tension Maximus holds between communal and personal, one and many,
union and distinction is one that we can see occurring again and again in his thought.
Regardless of what we term it, we can see a continual attempt to hold in tension a
paradoxical relationship between what is one and yet composed of many distinct
elements that retain their personal identity and freedom. We can also see this tension
running through the heart of much contemporary political philosophy. We are forever
asking about the balance of limitations and allowances between society and the
individual. Maximus’ thought, then, might be a good place to look to in order to see,
not the battle between society and the individual, but a different way of conceiving of
community as simultaneous union and distinction that is born out of persons

voluntarily entering into communal relationships.

1 T. Tollefsen, The Christocentric Cosmology of St Maximus the Confessor. (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2008).

This view is also shared by Tollefsen, Christocentric Cosmology, 10: “I do not object to this
[Toronen’s argument], but I still think that the ‘Chalcedonian logic’ could be seen as an expression
of a first concern with union and distinction. The end result will not differ in any important respect.”

18
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C. A VirTUE ETHICS APPROACH

A question one might ask is: why virtue? While virtue is an important part of
Maximus’ theological thought, it is not especially more important than any other area
of his thought. One could just as easily have approached his ethics from an entirely
different angle, such as a survey of his Centuries on Love and the way that his
aphorisms build up a picture of the kind of life one ought to lead. One could have
considered Maximus’ writings from within an ascetic genre following Evagrios of
Pontos, and the importance of the stages of prayer as a personal and cosmic journey
toward knowledge of the divine. One could have demonstrated his ethics by starting
with his cosmic understanding of the human and the trajectory of creation toward
final eschatological communion. All of these are ways into talking about ethics in
Maximus, but a complete surveillance of his thought will come full circle and touch on
all of these things.

There are a number of reasons why I have selected virtue as a method of entry.
The first is that, unlike the methods I just suggested above, it gives one a good way to
immediately focus on the cosmic and ascetic dimension of Maximus’ writings, which I
believe is essential to do justice to Maximus’ ethics. The second is that, regardless of
what particular subject one chooses to focus on in Maximus, if the study is thorough
enough, I think all attempts to give an account of Maximus’ ethics will end up
painting the same picture. This is because Maximus has such an interweaving nexus of
thought across all his work and such an enormous cosmological picture of how things
fit together, that whether one starts with basic ascetic principles, prayer, the virtues, or
any other point, one will end up discussing the same thing eventually.

My two other reasons for choosing virtue are practical ones. The twentieth
century revival of virtue ethics' means that starting from a similar place in Maximus
will enable broader communication across disciplinary fields. Maximus’ ethics can be
characterised as a kind of virtue ethics. This looks very different to modern virtue

ethics, or any reconstruction of Thomas Aquinas’ or Aristotle’s virtue ethics, but this

Elizabeth Anscombe (1919-2001) is credited as being one of the key philosophers advocating a
return to an Aristotelian language of virtue, character and flourishing, paving the way for a modern
day revival of virtue ethics. Cf. N. Athanassoulis, “Virtue Ethics’ in Internet Encyclopedia of
Philosophy. IEP: http://www.iep.utm.edu/virtue/#SH1b (Accessed 02.09.17).
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is not necessarily problematic. So long as we can understand the similarities Maximus
shares with other strands of virtue ethics, we can see his ideas as a variation (or
innovation) on a theme, rather than utterly alien to previous ideas the field has had
contact with. As I go on to demonstrate, the current framework in which virtue ethics
is conducted does not adequately allow for different modes of thought from
philosophers from different times, places, world views, and faiths. I suggest that unless
we implement some changes into the current trend in the way virtues are thought of,
then we cannot compare different ideas from different philosophical traditions. I offer
some suggested changes to virtue ethics that might let us integrate Maximus’
understanding of virtue into it. It is my hope that discussion of virtue in Maximus
might consequently also be accessible to one coming from a background in
philosophical virtue ethics.

The last reason I have chosen virtue, is that this practice has already been
established. The adoption of virtue ethics as a route to discussing Maximus and
contemporary ethics is a very new phenomena, but its presence in academic circles
came to the fore in summer 2013, in volume 26, issue 3 of Studies in Christian Ethics.
Aristotle Papanikolaou with Perry Hamalis, Paul Blowers, and Andrew Louth all
contributed articles on Maximus the Confessor and Virtue Ethics. I relate these in
more detail and contextualise my own work in response to them below.

Whilst these papers provide a groundwork for future research, there is at
present a deficit of work on the precise relation of virtue, love and ethics in Maximus’
thought and how this might serve as a resource for ethics today. Whilst it is generally
accepted that, as Blowers writes, “this mystery of love is, in the long run, Maximus’s
signature legacy in Eastern Orthodox ethics”,” there is presently little that applies
Maximus’ understanding of virtue to contemporary ethical challenges. In response to
and alongside these papers, virtue ethics and Maximus has become the topic of

doctoral study for Demetrios Harper and myself."

P. Blowers, ‘Aligning and Reorienting the Passible Self: Maximus the Confessor’s Virtue Ethics’.
Studies in Christian Ethics 26:3 (2013): 350.

A number of conference talks based on our respective theses have also been given, including E.
Brown Dewhurst, ‘The Ontology of Virtue as Participation in Divine Love in the Works of St
Maximus the Confessor’ in Forum Philosophicum 20:2 (2015), 157-169.; and Maximus the
Confessor as a European Philosopher: International Colloquium (Freie Universitit, Berlin), 26™-
28™ September 2014; and Harper’s paper ‘The Ontological Ethics of St. Maximus the Confessor
and the Concept of Shame’ delivered to International Conference on Patristic Studies. (Examination
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I have chosen virtue as my topic then, because it is a useful way to frame
Maximus’ cosmic and ascetic thought, it serves a practical purpose in appealing to a
wider interdisciplinary field of philosophy, and the beginnings of a field of Maximus
and virtue ethics are already in evidence, making it easier to interact with this new

work by adopting the same virtue ethics terminology.

D. Maximus AND CONTEMPORARY ETHICS SO FAR

In this thesis I aim to present an in-depth study of virtue in Maximus and to
demonstrate some of the practicalities we could draw from his thought for
contemporary ethics. In this respect, the work is the first of its kind as an analysis of
virtue in Maximus and an example of how we might use it as a tool to critique present
circumstances and form an ethical basis for future communities. The thesis arises in
response to the work that has gone before it particularly by the aforementioned
papers by Hamalis and Papanikolaou, Louth, and Blowers, and fills a gap that was
identified, amongst other places, in the conclusion to Tollefsen’s book Christocentric
Cosmology.” Throughout the writing of this thesis the field of Maximus and
contemporary ethics (both with and without reference to virtue) has continued to
grow. I give here a brief overview of the recent work on Maximus and ethics.

In the paper that opens the special edition of Studies in Christian Ethics,
Hamalis and Papanikolaou set out to contextualise Eastern Orthodoxy and virtue as a
counterpoint to the Western tradition of virtue ethics, especially in light of the works
of Lossky. They explain that in Eastern Orthodox thought a division between
‘mystical’ and ‘theological’ cannot be maintained, and that ascetic and liturgical
contributions are also important ‘theologically’. Whilst an important introductory
article to an understanding of virtue in the Christian Greek-speaking world, I do not
dwell on these arguments, since a division between mystical and theological does not
exist in Maximus’ works and neither does it arise in any literature I interact with in

this thesis. I do distinguish between ‘cosmic’ and ‘ascetic’ thought, using ‘cosmic’

Schools, University of Oxford), 10™- 14" August 2015.
Tollefsen, Christocentric Cosmology, 227-9.
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roughly to refer to those more metaphysical discussions of the trajectory of the
cosmos, and ‘ascetic’ to refer to those texts in which Maximus has a more explicitly
monastic audience in mind. Even when distinguishing between these terms however,
there is no sense in which they map on to a mystical/theological divide since the
terms I am using merely represent different topics or approaches within Maximus’
theology. As I mentioned earlier, all Maximus’ thought is interweaving and leads one
to every other area of this thought anyway, so even if one began with a cosmic
approach to his virtue, one would very soon be drawing on Maximus’ ascetic theology.
Nevertheless, Papanikolaou and Hamalis provide a good overview of the place of
Byzantine thought in relation to contemporary ethics, and I pick up many of the
themes they identify as essential, especially the centrality of theosis as telos (Chapter
2), and “the elevation of love as the virtue of all virtues. For Maximus, all virtues lead
to love and are manifestations of love”" (Chapter 3), and the way that virtues are not
acquired for Maximus but are “manifestations of God’s love”" (Chapter 4).

Another of the articles in the special edition of Studies in Christian Ethics was
by Andrew Louth. Louth lays out a comparison between the positions of Thomas
Aquinas and Maximus the Confessor on virtue. He situates his discussion in a recent
history of virtue ethics and also within the ancient Greek account of virtue. Louth
notes that for Plato, different strata of society are assigned a different virtue which
they must work at in order for society to function well. While this hierarchical
aportioning of virtue according to political rank and status does not feature in
Maximus, deliberation on how virtue relates to our life in community in Maximus is
something I spend a lot of time on later. In Chapter 6, I discuss how we can extend a
personal search for virtue into a vision for communal life — basing society on those
personal relations, rather than, as we might argue Plato is doing, virtues themselves
being assigned rightful places in a preconceived structure of political life.

Louth indicates some important differences between Hellenic and Christian
understandings of virtue: “The principal problem is that the notion of virtue could
suggest that by our own efforts we could become good or virtuous, which goes

counter to the Christian conviction that humankind has fallen away from its original

6" P.T. Hamalis and A. Papanikolaou, ‘Toward a Godly Mode of Being: Virtue as Embodied
Deification’ Studies in Christian Ethics 26:3 (2013): 276.
Hamalis and Papanikolaou, ‘Godly Mode of Being’, 277.
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condition and needs grace..”." The difficulty Louth identifies also applies to
contemporary virtue ethics — I primarily rely on the framework for a revised virtue
ethics outlined in Chapter 1 to deal with this disparity. Louth identifies the Christian
preoccupation with virtue as a concern “with what human beings are, rather than how
they make moral choices”" It is thus a teleological concern with who we wish to
become that dominates Christian ethical thought, rather than the mechanism of our
moral choices. In an early Christian context, Louth characterises this as a shift from a
moral system based on the commandments to a focus on virtue. In contemporary
terms, we might term this as a distinction between deontological ethics and virtue
ethics.

Most noticeable in Louth’s comparison of Aquinas to Maximus is the
consideration of natural virtues. Louth explains that for Maximus, virtues are natural,
and sets this in a cosmic paradigm of seeking eternal well-being and divine likeness.
He uses this to introduce Maximus’ triad of well-being and the ascetic observation
that according to Maximus we can learn how to love. Louth compares this to Aquinas’
Aristotelian approach and the belief that virtue is not natural, but instead is the result
of habit. Louth also characterises similarities and differences relating to cardinal and
theological virtues as arising from a distinction between grace and nature that is much
less strong in Maximus. I rely more heavily on Louth’s account of Maximian virtue,
which I explore in Chapters 2, 3 and 4 of this thesis. I broadly use Louth’s approach to
Maximus on virtue as the starting point of my research, though I arrive at the topics
he discusses in a different order.

In the article Blowers contributed to the special edition, he lays out the start of
a synthesis between Maximus’ thought on virtue and contemporary virtue ethics. He
begins by identifying the cosmic significance of oikonomia and Maximus’ corrective to
Origenist ideas in Ambiguum 7. Although I prefer the term ‘cosmic movement’ to talk
about this overarching framework of creaturely trajectory towards God, the
importance of this concept is reflected in my own approach. When talking about
Maximus’ recapitulation of Origen’s understanding of this movement, I term it the

triad of cosmic movement (2.1.2). I follow Blowers in situating virtue in this cosmic

'8 A. Louth, ‘Virtue Ethics: St Maximos the Confessor and Aquinas Compared’. Studies in Christian

Ethics 26:3 (2013): 353.
¥ Louth, ‘Virtue Ethics’, 354.
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paradigm, allowing emphasis on virtue as simultaneously cosmic as well ascetic:
“putting the inner house in order, which always entails, simultaneously, the healthy
realignment of moral relations with other created beings”.** Whenever we talk about
virtue we are talking about personal action and its cosmic impact, or vice versa — the
way in which the cosmos is transfigured through personal loving activity.* This
becomes an essential consideration when I move from discussing personal practice to
communal consequences.

Blowers outlines several other key tenets in Maximus’ understanding of virtue.
He discusses the way that, by ascetically disciplining our actions, we willingly turn
our attention away from distraction and instead turn mind and body toward virtue. He
also considers the importance of the will in Maximus and its relation to virtue, and
notes some important differences between virtues in Greco-Roman thought and
Maximus, especially the virtues of hope and mercy. Although I pick up many of these
ideas, my discussion of will in Maximus is largely expressed through the relationship
between person and nature, and tropos and logos (Chapter 4), while my analysis of
acquiring virtue in Maximus focuses more on grace and ascetic discipline as a
relationship between the divine and the human. My discussion of differences between
Maximus and other traditions of virtue is found instead in Chapter 1, where I identify
the vast differences (especially those Blowers identifies like mercy) as being
problematic in our definition of virtue and as possibly jeopardising the common
terminology between Maximian thought and contemporary virtue ethics. While I
cover almost all the points that Blowers raises in his paper, I do so in quite a different
way in this thesis for the sake of following the coherence of my own argument.

As well as the journal special issue, in late 2014 Demetrios Harper submitted
his thesis entitled The Analogy of Love: The Virtue Ethic of St Maximus the Confessor.
Harper more formally grounds Maximus’ thought as fully-fledged virtue ethic, with

particular emphasis on Maximus’ philosophical roots in Aristotelianism and Stoicism.
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Blowers, ‘Aligning’, 339.

This was also a key theme in an article Kallistos Ware wrote on environmental ethics that drew on
Maximus the Confessor. He describes the crisis out there as rather a reflection of crisis in human
persons and our failure to live in right relation with the each other and the rest of the world. K. Ware
‘Through Creation to Creator’ in Toward an Ecology of Transfiguration: Orthodox Christian
Perspectives on Environment, Nature and Creation. Chryssavgis, J. & Foltz, B.V. (eds.), (New York:
Fordham University Press, 2013.) (First published 1997).
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He develops a comprehensive understanding of virtue and love in Maximus, before
going on to compare such an approach with Kantian deontological ethics. While I
agree with Harper on most points there are a number of ideas he touches on that I
approach quite differently. Most noticeably, I focus heavily on the cosmological
character of the relationship between love and the virtues, since a large part of my
argument concerns the microcosmic mirroring of creation in the activity Christ
restores to the human and the way in which all creation moves towards its telos. I also
take this as a departure point from which to explore Maximus’ metaphysical
understanding of universals and particulars, which I believe are very important for
this discussion. Whilst this is not in contradiction with Harper’s ideas, it does make
for a very different kind of enquiry that often runs parallel to, rather than directly
building on his work. Whilst Harper spends considerable time tracing the Neoplatonic
and Aristotelian influences on Maximus’ work, I work almost exclusively from the
premise that Maximus is citing Paul in his lists of virtues, and use the context of the
virtues in Paul to ground Maximus’ understanding of virtue. Whilst Harper’s work has
a strong historical and philosophical flavour, my own inquiry is much more focused
on the internal theological consistency and explanations found within Maximus’
corpus itself. For the most part my questions about what virtue is for Maximus follow
his own explanations into the circles he draws us into. I look at what he means when
he says that the virtues lead us to our telos, that the virtues are love, that the virtues
are natural — and spend effectively a chapter on each of these, since they represent an
ethical paradigm, the cosmic paradigm, and the ascetic paradigm that we might wish
to inquire into in order to understand what virtue is for Maximus. Furthermore, the
contemporary ethical interaction Harper has chosen consists of a defence of Maximus’
virtue ethics in the face of a deontological critique. The way I have chosen to
demonstrate Maximus’ ethical potential is to critique the contemporary institution of
the state and claim that it has no place within a teleological ethics that embodies and
reaches for love. I demonstrate the full radical implications of Maximus’ theological
ethics of love by suggesting that stateless ideas of mutual aid might better reflect the
communal relationships we are trying to build here on earth. My interest then is in
trying to think about how we can start critiquing the present day and working for

love here and now, rather than necessarily building a theoretical ethical paradigm
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with the same rigour Harper does.

While virtue ethics is a significant direction in which Maximus’ works have
recently been taken, it is by no means the only way in which his ethics has been
expressed. Since the early 90s there has been a growing field of Maximus the
Confessor’s theology as a resource for environmental ethics.” This has been tied in
particular to Maximus’ logoi theology, where the logoi have been characterised as
affirming the divine providential care and plan for every aspect of creation — human
and non-human. This has been developed further to include contemplation of the
logoi, and therefore human relationship with non-human creation, as an essential part
of prayer and human relation to God.” There has also been an expansion of ethical
interests drawn straight out of Maximus’ theological writings. For example in 2016 in
the panel ‘Byzantine Philosophy and Maximus the Confessor’ at the 23 International
Congress of Byzantine Studies, Sotiris Mitralexis delivered a paper entitled ‘Rethinking
the Problem of Sexual Difference in Ambiguum 41°.** The paper considered Maximus’
understanding of male and female as a division that is overcome in Christ, and
suggested the relevance of this thought for gender studies and ethics. Likewise,
Dionysios Skliris delivered a paper at the same panel on “The Notions of émkpdareLa
and ¢ykpdrewo in Maximus the Confessor’® which looked at Maximus’ dyothelete
writings as a way to overcome cycles of power and domination.

Aristotle Papanikolaou has also done much work on Maximus and virtue,
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Eg. E. Theokritoff, Living in Gods Creation: Orthodox Perspectives on Ecology. (New York: St
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2009), 50-90; T. Tollefsen, The Christocentric Cosmology of St
Maximus the Confessor. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 225-30; A. Keselopoulos, Man
and the Environment: A Study of St Symeon the New Theologian. E. Theokritoff (trans.). (New York:
St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001); R. Bordeianu, ‘Maximus and Ecology: The Relevance of
Maximus the Confessor’s Theology of Creation for the Present Ecological Crisis’. The Downside
Review 127 (2009); D. Munteanu, ‘Cosmic Liturgy: The Theological Dignity of Creation as a Basis
of an Orthodox Ecotheology’. International Journal of Public Theology. 4, 3 (2010); E. Brown
Dewhurst, ‘The Cosmology of St Maximus the Confessor as a Basis for Ecological and
Humanitarian Ethics’ in Teologikon 3 (2014). See also numerous papers in the collection Toward an
Ecology of Transfiguration: Orthodox Christian Perspectives on Environment, Nature and Creation.
J. Chryssavgis & B.V. Foltz (eds.) (New York: Fordham University Press, 2013). I discuss the way
in which I draw on environmental ethics and Maximus the Confessor in 6.0.2.

On contemplation of the logoi in Maximus the Confessor as a resource for environmental ethics see
especially: D. Bradshaw, ‘The Logoi of Beings in Greek Patristic Thought’ in Toward an Ecology;
A. Louth, ‘Man and Cosmos in St Maximus the Confessor’, in Toward an Ecology.

S. Mitralexis, ‘Rethinking the Problem of Sexual Difference in Ambiguum 41° Analogia: The
Pemptousia Journal for Theological Studies 2:1 (2017).

D. Skliris, ‘From Domination to Impassibility: Overcoming the Dialectic Between Dominator and
Dominated according to the Thought of St Maximus the Confessor’ Analogia: The Pemptousia
Journal for Theological Studies 2:1 (2017).
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including a chapter looking at much more reconciliatory ideas between Aquinas,
Augustine and Maximus and love.”® His largest contribution however is his book The
Mystical as Political in which considers the ethical implications of Maximus’ thought.
He uses this to nominally support a human rights approach and an ecclesial
community existing within a liberal democracy. Ultimately he concludes that we must
make a distinction between political and ecclesial communities.” While political
communities are not places that enable theosis, they are spaces that, with the help of
enforced human rights, allow for the flourishing of ecclesial communities.*® The
coercion of the state is in the political rather than the ecclesial domain then, but there
is a certain kind of necessity to it if we wish to exist in an ecclesial community where
food and water are provided and basic human rights are preserved.” The stakes are
too high, Papanikolaou claims, for us to object to the minimal coercion of a liberal
state that upholds human rights when we have so many more oppressive state
structures that condone torture and deny basic human rights.*

Whilst I do not directly respond to Papanikolaou’s claims, as I have chosen to
build my argument in a very different way, his book raised certain conclusions that I
set out to offer alternatives to. Papanikolaou’s concern that without the coercion of
the state we risk having no safe spaces for basic human needs or mutual respect falls
into an almost Hobbesian view of human society that requires the state for respect to
be maintained across a broader political community.* This has long been a position
contested by anarchist thought, which maintains that it is entirely possible to
construct communities of mutual aid and respect without the coercive power of the
state.”” Additionally, whilst Papanikolaou makes a valid point that we are much better
off with the often fairly minimal coercive structures of a liberal state rather than the

tyranny of a state that fails to implement human rights, like that of the Russian

% A. Papanikolaou, “Learning How to Love: Saint Maximus on Virtue” in Knowing the Purpose of

Creation Through the Resurrection: Proceedings of the Symposium on St. Maximus the Confessor.
M. Vasiljevi¢, (ed.) (Alhambra: Sebastian Press & The Faculty of Orthodox Theology, 2013).

A. Papanikolaou, The Mystical as Political: Democracy and Non-Radical Orthodoxy. (Indiana:
University of Notre Dame Press, 2012), 200. Panapnikolaou’s position put forward here was also
clarified by personal e-mail communication (18.06.13).

Papanikolaou, Mystical as Political, 130.

Papanikolaou, Mystical as Political, 127.

Papanikolaou, Mystical as Political, 127-8.

I critique Hobbes and Mill on this point in Chapter 6.

I come to this in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6.
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Federation,” he fails to note that it is only for a select few that a state like the USA is
a safer and better community to exist in. He mentions atrocities like the absence of
human rights and the use of torture in some states that a liberal state shields us from,
when in actual fact the coercive power and ability of a state such as the USA is such
that they may remove any person at any moment from just such protection, and that
many ethnic minorities face such discrimination on a daily basis. Furthermore, such a
state cannot be divorced from its foreign policies and the clear abandonment of rights
and allowance of torture where its own citizens are not concerned.

My methodology is such that I draw suggestions for how we ought to live from
a Maximian theology of cosmicly-orientated ascesis and right human relation. I see no
such division between ecclesial and political in Maximus’ work, in the sense that there
is not one set of ethical parameters that define how we treat one another in one
sphere and not the other. It seems to me an easy way out to claim that we can benefit
from the ‘safety’ and luxuries afforded to us by a coercive state, and yet claim that the
state itself is ‘political’ and not ‘ecclesial’ thus rendering ourselves unaccountable for
the coercive cost of such an institution. Given that we are called to identify with the
whole human race, and the whole cosmos even, and to suffer with them and on their
behalf, I cannot understand how as Christians we could comfortably go about our lives
without at least trying to challenge the ‘liberal state’ which by nature of its very
structure oppresses and exploits fellow human beings.

I am thus indebted to the book Mystical as Political for drawing together the
thought of Maximus the Confessor and approaches to contemporary ethics, and it is as
a consequence of many of its conclusions that I am writing the present thesis. Whilst
methodologically it is beyond the scope of this thesis to respond to the book, my
conclusions are presented as an alternative to it, and I claim that as Christians we
must strive for a political space that is not maintained through coercion. I present this
as a theological derivative to how Maximus understands love, and discuss the way
that the modern ‘liberal state’ of the UK fails in these dimensions, before using the
anarchist thought as a basis for alternative visions on how to better build communities

that enable love.
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E. CHRONOLOGY AND CONTEXT

Maximus the Confessor was born in about 580AD and died in 662AD. He was born
and grew up either in Constantinople with ties to the civil service and the imperial
court, or, depending on what sources we use, in Palestine to a relatively poor family
where he had strong ties to the Palestinian monastic movement.* At some point,
possibly around 626, he abandoned all this and went off to become a monk in a
monastery in North Africa. He was heavily influenced by a famous theologian and
monk, Sophronius, whose lead Maximus would eventually follow in taking a stand in
Empire-wide theological controversies. Maximus appears to have remained a monk his
whole life, never being made a priest or bishop. Despite this, lay, monastic, and clerical
figures from all over the empire wrote letters to him asking for his philosophical,
theological, and spiritual advice on various matters. In Maximus’ later life he famously
wrote on the two wills of Christ, taking a theological stand during a time when
political unity rather than theological orthodoxy was foremost on the imperial
agenda.*® He was tried for heresy and treason and eventually his right hand and
tongue were cut off (these being the tools by which he spread his heresy), and he was
exiled to what is now modern day Georgia, where he died later that year on 13™
August 662.” His theology on the two wills later became the groundwork for the sixth
Ecumenical Council and he is now venerated as a saint in the Eastern Orthodox,
Roman Catholic, Anglican and Lutheran traditions.

Maximus’ theology draws heavily on the previous Greek-speaking Christian

**  Andrew Louth argues that Maximus’ familiarity with court and imperial proceedings along with his

extensive education suggest that it is more likely that Maximus was born and raised in
Constantinople (A. Louth, Maximus the Confessor. (London: Routledge, 1996), 5). Along with
Brock’s earlier observation that Palestine would place Maximus close to his friend Sophronius, (see
Louth, Maximus, 6-7), Pauline Allen argues that Maximus’ theology retains a distinctly Palestinian
ascetic flavour such as his response to Origenism and awareness of Neoplatonism that would be
made sense of if Maximus was Palestinian born. cf. P. Allen, “The Life and Times of Maximus the
Confessor”, The Oxford Handbook of Maximus the Confessor. P. Allen & B. Neil (eds.), (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2015), 9-14. The controversy over Maximus’ early life comes from two
competing biographies of his life — an earlier Syriac one that hates him and a later Greek life that
extols him.
All dates from the tentative timeline reconstructed by Allen, “Life and Times”, 14.
% For further background see Louth, Maximus, 7-16.
7 His first trial was in 655 after which he was exiled to Bizya/Thrace. His second trial was in 662 after
which he was exiled to Lazica/Georgia. Cf. Allen, “Life and Times”, 14-15; Louth, Maximus the
Confessor, 16-18; Berthold, Maximus, 31, note 32.
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theological tradition, especially that of the Cappadocian Fathers,* but also thinkers
like Dionysios the Areopagite who used Neoplatonic imagery and language to
articulate Christian theological conundrums and metaphysics,” and Origen, whose
work Maximus rethought to bring it more in line with the theological orthodoxy of his
own day.* A lot of work has been done previously on Maximus’ Neoplatonic
influences.” My own enquiry follows much more closely in the footsteps of Blowers,
who focusses especially on the importance of Scriptural sources for Maximus the
Confessor and the meaning that this imparts to Maximus’ thought.*

For the sake of clarification in this thesis, there are also a few naming
conventions that should be addressed. Maximus makes many references to works that,
since his time, have had the authenticity of their authorship called into question.
Unless it is pertinent to an argument that is being made, I leave these as they appear
in the original and do not contest them, since my only interest in these texts is the
context in which Maximus uses them. For example, I use the name ‘Dionysios the
Areopagite’ to refer to the anonymous source often called ‘Pseudo-Dionysios’.

As when bringing any source from the past to present day circumstances, it is
important to locate it in its original context and acknowledge the limitations of its
utility. In this thesis I locate virtue within Maximus’ corpus and within his wider
theology. The alterations I suggest to a contemporary framework of virtue ethics are
made in order to allow for a contextualised account of Maximus’ virtue. My interest is
not so much in lifting a Maximian account of the world and transplanting it into the
present day, but in deriving an ethics that acknowledges the relevance his theology
still has for today. I discuss my method for bringing Maximus’ theology to

contemporary ethics in Chapter 5 where I follow Andrew Louth and previous work

3 Many of the Ambigua concern passages of Gregory of Nazianzus that Maximus explores and

explains for others.

Cf. Y. De Andia, “Pseudo-Dionysius the Arecopagite and Maximus the Confessor” in Oxford

Handbook. 177-193

4 Cf. P. Sherwood, ‘The Earlier Ambigua of Saint Maximus the Confessor and his Refutation of
Origenism’ in Studia Anselmiana XXXVI. (Rome: Orbis Catholicus, 1955).

4 eg. D. Harper, The Analogy of Love: The Virtue Ethic of St Maximus the Confessor. (PhD diss.,

University of Winchester, 2014).

P. Blowers, ‘The World in the Mirror of Holy Scripture: Maximus the Confessor’s Short

Hermeneutical Treatise in Ambiguum ad Joannem 37’ in In Dominico Eloquio: In Lordly

Eloquence. P. Blowers, A. Christman, D. Hunter, & R. Young, (eds.), 408-426. (Cambridge: Wm. B.

Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2002).; Blowers, “Exegesis of Scripture” in Oxford Handbook. 253-

273.
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done on Maximus and environmental ethics to shape my own approach. Although
Maximus conceived of the universe as a much smaller place, Louth suggests that the
holistic, cosmic worldview present in Maximus’ theology may be particularly relevant
to us now. He writes that we can see this in the trends in modern fashions that seek a
return to such coherence of things — like New Age religions, paganism, alternative
medicines etc.” The solipsistic orientation of consumer capitalism might give us
reason to agree with this assessment. In an economic climate that seems to thrive on
fragmentation, loneliness and unlimited purchasing for purchasing’s sake, what Peter
Kropotkin called “morality drawn from account books”, “debt and credit philosophy”
and “mine and yours institutions”,* Maximus’ holistic theology seems not just timely
but prescient. As I explain when it becomes relevant in Chapter 5, I am interested in
taking Maximus’ theology as a basis for constructing a contemporary ethics. As well
as a personal ethic, it is my hope that we can also use his thought to critique our
political communities where they fail to stand up to the communal ethic required by a
Maximian understanding of love and theosis. It is the logic of his theology that I use,
rather than determining say, Maximus’ political opinion on his own context and
circumstances. I do not wish to replicate Maximus’ Byzantine ethics in the twenty-first
century, I wish to use his theological genius to inform an ethics for today that can aid

us to make personal and communal decisions that look towards hope for theosis.

F. SHAPE OF THE ARGUMENT

The thesis moves from a definition and contextualisation of virtue in Maximus, to a
practical vision of its implementation. The practical ethics I later outline is an example
of the way that we might use Maximus’ thought in contemporary ethics, rather than
an exhaustive one. When enquiring about a communal dimension to virtue ethics, the
state leant itself as an obvious object of critique, given its monopoly on human social
organisation in the present day. I develop this justification further in the introduction

to Chapter 5.

% Louth, ‘Man and Cosmos’, 68-71. Cf. Section 6.0.2 later in this thesis.
4 P. Kropotkin, The Conquest of Bread. (Milton Keynes: Dodo Press, 2010 (First published 1892)),
156.
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In each chapter I introduce a claim that I break down and prove within the
chapter. Together, these claims lead one through the overall thesis argument that
begins by locating Maximus within the field of virtue ethics and ends with a statement
about the kind of community we can build with Maximus’ virtue ethics. The claims I
prove are as follows: virtues need to be defined within the context of a telos (Chapter
1), the cosmos moves towards its perfect end in the gift of theosis (Chapter 2), virtues
are activities that participate in divine love (Chapter 3), it is in human nature to gather
the cosmos in love (Chapter 4), the means of the state conflict with Maximian virtues
and telos (Chapter 5), our communities must always be rooted in and striving towards
love (Chapter 6). These claims have been chosen to try and reflect the key elements of
Maximus’ thought when it comes to explaining human conduct and purpose. I also try
to keep the structure of the work familiar to one coming from a background in virtue
ethics — moving from a discussion of telos, to one of virtue, to one about trying to lay
hold of virtue, followed by practical examples. I explore the idea of a reciprocal ethics
that retains its personal, ascetic dimension when in a cosmic, communal context, and
suggest that we need to challenge our communities to be extensions of this personal
ethic of love. The title of the thesis reflects this idea, with change or revolution in our
communal relations beginning in a microcosmic expression of love. This idea was a
key element in early work done on Maximus and environmental ethics, expounded
especially by Kallistos Ware. His paper Through Creator to Creator claimed that there
was not an ‘environmental crisis’ but a crisis within the human, where the real
problem was human attitudes towards one another and the rest of creation.” I
essentially extend this argument, and suggest that we also need to acknowledge our
harmful actions even when they are more indirect. It is only the casual participation of
many people that allows insidious institutional operations to maintain power. The
revolution, if we like, is in seeing the link between microcosm and macrocosm - that
there is no place that our personal actions do not touch, and that we cannot isolate our
actions to consist of what is immediate and obvious, but must consider their global
impact and their importance in a cosmic trajectory toward theosis.

Chapter 1: I situate Maximus within the field of virtue ethics. I explore the

way we might consider Maximus’ thought to be a kind of virtue ethics in light of two

# Ware, ‘Through Creation to Creator’, 24.
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difficulties. These are (1) the difficulty of deciding what things are virtues, and (2) what
role does telos play in guiding virtuous activities. I identify problems with the way
these two difficulties have often been resolved in virtue ethics, and demonstrate that,
as it stands, the field of contemporary virtue ethics seems to be too exclusive to
incorporate Maximus’ account of virtue. I point out some of the more universalist
claims made in virtue discourse that do not hold for Maximus and suggest some
revisions to the field that would allow Maximus’ contribution to be considered within
it.

Chapter 2: I use the revised virtue ethics language suggested in Chapter 1 to
contextualise Maximian virtue. I discuss theosis as the telos of humankind and all
creation. I outline the cosmic dimension that directs Maximus’ concern with human
well-being and purpose. This cosmic dimension is necessary in order to understand
why virtue is worth pursuing, what virtue is, and what is happening when it becomes
manifest. I discuss the liturgy as an icon of theosis that simultaneously belongs to the
present and the eschaton, and suggest that a cosmic liturgy requires us to love in all
areas of life.

Chapter 3: I describe what virtue is for Maximus. I characterise the virtues and
love as an instance of union and distinction. This mirrors the creaturely cosmic
movement of the previous chapter, where virtues are the path or logoi intended for us
by God, and love is the telos that simultaneously incorporates these logoi. I conclude
by explaining that this is not just a mirror, but an actual description of what is
happening within creaturely cosmic movement, since the virtues are chosen by
creatures and love is the telos of all creation - God Himself.

Chapter 4: I consider how we can participate in virtue and what happens
when we do so. I discuss metaphysical questions such as how the physical world can
be altered by ethical activity. I explore the language of universals and particulars and
how Maximus’ ethics of unity and distinction interacts with material creation.
Particularly important in this chapter is the claim that virtues are natural to humans,
and the link between this personal choice to learn to love, and the cosmic
consequences of such a choice.

Chapter 5: I point out that some of the ways that our contemporary structures

in society fall drastically short of the ethics that has been outlined thus far. I challenge
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the idea that opposing monolith structures like the state is an absurdity, and suggest
that we construct our ethics from a theological orientation toward theosis, rather than
the convenience of the current status quo. I suggest that if Maximus’ ethics are really
simultaneously ascetic and cosmic, then our personal ethics will inform our communal
coexistence. I claim that we are responsible for institutions that we partake in like the
state. I suggest that a state structure fails by definition to be an adequate outworking
of personal and communal love and conclude that alternatives to it as a form of
society must be considered.

Chapter 6: I offer a more positive account of communal living that we can
derive from Maximian ethics. I suggest that an ethics derived from Maximus will (1) be
rooted in love — emphasising attempts to live with others that enables personal
choices to be made freely and to be respected by others — and (2) be striving towards
love — emphasising a continual reflection on how we are falling short of love and how
we might perpetually reorientate ourselves toward love. I demonstrate the practical
possibilities of such hopes by drawing on existing ideas and practices in the anarchist
tradition. I offer these examples as a way of opening up imaginative dialogue on how
we might live out a Maximian ethics of love.

I conclude by noting that this is an ethics that requires the restructuring of
ourselves in order to work. It’s not going to slot neatly into our current lives or fit
within the priorities of a modern day Capitalist state. This is because teleologically
orientated ethics already has an aim and that this aim has nothing to do with power
and wealth. The revolutionary element of this ethics is that we ought to love one
another in our personal lives, and that when truly considering the extent of such a
love, it will have a communal and cosmic impact on everything about us. Such a love
cannot be constrained by the political, economic, social and geographic borders
epitomised in the state, and necessarily challenges our ideas of what is demanded for
community on earth. Humans are microcosms whose love is not contained by borders,
but unites all divisions through Christ, breaking apart the idea that there can ever be a

kind of suffering or oppression or love that does not have a cosmic impact.
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‘Virtues need to be defined within the context of a telos.’

1.0 INTRODUCTION

In this chapter I argue that virtues need to be defined within the context of a telos. 1
make this argument for two reasons. One, is to establish a meta-ethical framework
that Maximus’ ethics shares with modern virtue ethics studies. The second is to
demonstrate that Maximus’ thought may be of use to modern virtue ethics as it pushes
the boundaries of current meta-ethical frameworks and offers a very different
perspective on virtue.

As outlined in the Introduction, there are multiple reasons for choosing virtue
ethics as mediator between Maximus’ thought and contemporary political thought. I
explained that most of these ideas really come from the convenience that this
framework gives us, rather than any deep identity that Maximus’ ethics shares with
contemporary virtue ethics. The arguments I gave were that, theologically speaking,
focussing on virtue is a good way into the ascetic and cosmic dimensions of Maximus’
ethics, and that starting points in Maximus’ work can be fairly fluid, since the large
network of his ideas will have to be broached regardless of where one starts. Also,
from a more practical, meta-ethical perspective, virtue ethics as a field already draws
on a multitude of philosophers from all times and places and has a tradition of
contextualising past writers and drawing them into dialogue with the present. Finally,
some headway has already been made into establishing Maximian thought within the
contemporary virtue ethics field, and following in these footsteps makes for a much
easier inquiry into the use of Maximus’ ethics for today.

In this chapter I present the meta-ethical framework I am using to harmonise
the terminology that Maximus and contemporary virtue ethicists use. I do this by
looking at two words: virtue (1.2) and telos (1.3). In particular I am concerned with the

questions (1) how does one decide what things are virtues, and (2) what role does telos
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play in guiding virtuous activities. The overall answer to these questions can be
summarised in the main argument of this chapter, that ‘virtues need to be defined
within the context of a telos’. I primarily work with MacIntyre’s definitions of virtue
and explore his meta-ethical framework. I explain my choice to use MacIntyre below,

along with a brief discussion of the use of primary sources in virtue ethics.

1.1 METHOD FOR META-ETHICS

1.1.1 A Chronological Conundrum

One of the reasons I am using virtue ethics to communicate Maximus’ ideas is that
this field has a long tradition of drawing on philosophers from very different
traditions to our own. Whenever we refer to anyone’s work we must consider the
time, context, location and culture of our source. Whenever there is a great period of
time and geographical distance elapsed between the present and one’s source, one
must be particularly careful, especially in the field of ethics. We must be specific about
the task we are doing and the way that we are doing it. Are we representing our
sources truthfully within their original context? Is that our primary aim? If not, how
are we distinguishing between material that is being faithfully represented and places
where our opinions as ethicists diverge from source material. What grounds are we
giving for dismissing some aspects of our sources that we do not care for, or feel to be
irrelevant?

Virtue Ethicists have long treated with Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas and others,
making comparative studies, supporting some aspects of thought, and ditching others.
The line between truthful historical enquiry and relevant contemporary ethics has
never been one that is particularly problematic for virtue ethicists. Rosalind
Hursthouse, for example, represents Aristotle’s thought within his own context and
times. She agrees with lots of his ideas and methods but dismisses other areas of his
thought as irrelevant to her. She has no time for any chauvinism or the assumption
that wealth is required for a certain level of virtuousness in Aristotle’s ‘magnanimous

man’.* It is not a particularly contentious idea to delve into several thousand year old

* R, Hursthouse, On Virtue Ethics. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 9.
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philosophies and say that some of it is useful and some of it is not. Of course there are
always risks of misconstruing the past for a modern agenda, but that is no less a risk
in any other area of thought.

Virtue ethicists that draw on philosophers past and present have a
methodology that respects the context of their sources. However, this does not
undermine their readiness to engage, criticise and learn from such sources. The
amount of time that passes does not alter how worthy a conversation partner one has.
The worth is in the philosophy itself. The distinction between history and ethics is
very well represented in virtue ethics and one I make use of throughout this thesis.
While presenting Maximus’ ideas in the theological and historical context of his time,
I will reflect and try to draw out nuances in his thought that I believe still remain true
to his time and context. However, I am also looking to bring this theology into
dialogue with the present day. Like Hursthouse, this involves engaging, criticising and
learning from sources. She sorts out what of Aristotle’s virtue theory is desirable and
what is not, effectively ‘updating’ Aristotle for the modern day. My main aim is not to
update Maximus however, because I think his requirements of human behaviour are
more radical and challenging than many predominant modes of human operation that
occupy us today. His ideas flatten any notion that consumerism, privatisation and free
market liberalism have anything useful to contribute to human relationships and,
when put up against the sorts of values grounding most of our political institutions,
show that they are not at all watertight under his understanding of the requirement of
love.” I talk about Maximus’ challenging these things, but the ethical force placed in
these observations is not Maximus’, but my own position. I would like to think that
this is vindicated in so far as it is true to Maximus’ theology and the application
agreeable, but it also stands that one may just disagree with Maximus’ and therefore
my own position.

In the course of this chapter I introduce the necessity of having an ethical
paradigm that is tied to the telos of one’s virtues. I distinguish this from an overall
meta-ethical methodology. The meta-ethical methodology is what I hope to share with
other virtue ethicists. This includes the historical methodology discussed here and the

general use of virtue and telos to be discussed below. The ‘ethical paradigm’ by
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contrast, is the bit that people may just disagree with. What I get into below is that in
order to subscribe to a certain set of virtues, one has to place at least some faith in the
wider metaphysics and teleology in which those virtues take place. As discussed in the
introduction, there are several reasons why Maximus might be a good candidate for
one to be interested in ethically and spiritually. But there are also perfectly good
reasons why one may have no interest in subscribing to his metaphysics.* Even given
these things however, I think stating Maximus’ theological ethics in the context of
virtue ethics will be of some utility to the field even if it is only in a technical® or

anthropological® sense.

1.1.2 MaclIntyre
I build on and critique the virtue theory of Alasdair Maclntyre in this chapter. There

are a number of reasons for doing this, but the first is that when looking to share a
meta-ethical framework and methodology with other virtue ethicists, it seems prudent
to draw a basis from prior work done in this field. In this chapter, I present the basic
definitions Maclntyre provides of his virtue theory, and look at what seems acceptable
and applicable in the context in which I am about to use them. In doing so the general
structural statements MacIntyre makes fall under scrutiny. Some of these stand up,
and for others I suggest amendments that I believe will make them more universally
applicable tools.

Maclntyre’s work has been extremely important in the fields of virtue ethics
and communitarian politics.”’ He has worked extensively on Aristotelian accounts of
agency and virtue, identifies as a Thomist,”” and recognises the importance of the
historical context in which virtue theories are written.” He highlights the dangers of

cultural appropriation and is wary taking the ‘virtues’ of our predecessors out of the

% If one wasn’t a Christian, for example.

I argue below that Maximus’ ethics stretches current virtue ethics language and paradigms beyond
their limits.

By this I mean, as an observational study of Byzantine virtue theory, which has not had much focus
in modern times despite its breadth and influence both then and now.

' C.S. Luts, ‘Alisdair Chalmers Maclntyre’ in The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ISSN 2161-
0002: http://www.iep.utm.edu/mac-over/, (Accessed 10.12.15).

Luts, ‘Alisdair Chalmers Maclntyre’ in Encyclopedia of Philosophy: http://www.iep.utm.edu/mac-
over/, (Accessed 10.12.15).

3 See A. Maclntyre, “Chapter 13: Medieval Aspects and Occasions” in After Virtue: A Study in Moral
Theory.(London: Gerald Duckword & Co. Ltd., 1985 (first Published, 1981)).
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teleological paradigm of their day.” I think these are extremely important points and
that their inclusion in a meta-ethical framework of virtue ethics is paramount. I
explain some of the dangers of not doing so in the rest of this chapter. Maclntyre’s
book After Virtue contributes a solid and searching critique of virtue theory thus far,
and focusses on systemic,” or what I am calling ‘meta-ethical’, issues. His dissection of
virtue ethics terminology provides an ideal starting point and enables one to study the
methodological differences that might be encountered if one immediately tried to
reconcile Maximus’ thought with most contemporary virtue ethics. Because of this
strong meta-ethical basis, I personally believe that MacIntyre’s work is a very
successful example of virtue theory. I share his belief in the importance of the
relationship between virtue and telos, and largely critique him only on his consistency
and commitment to his own ideas. I mostly draw on MacIntyre’s book, After Virtue,
where most of his meta-ethical discussion is focussed. In this chapter I look at the
relationship he proposes between virtue and telos, and use this as a basis for my own
position and the introduction of Maximus’ ethics that follows in the chapters after

this.

1.2 WHOSE VIRTUES?

What are virtues, and who’s list of virtues should we go with? These questions reveal
a lot about the philosophical underpinning of virtue theory. They also reveal the
limitations and assumptions present in a theory. The question ‘who’s list of virtues
should we choose?’ is a particularly contentious area, as everyone writing on this
topic has their own list in mind. Those who defend their choices have to be extremely
careful that they do not simply appeal to cultural dominance or their own personal
familiarity with certain virtues as an assumed starting point. Alistair MacIntyre is
particularly wary of this problem, although as will be seen, even he seems to fall foul
of this. I begin this section by looking at MacIntyre’s definition of a virtue (1.2.1),

which I believe is one of the most successful definitions. I then look at some

> See Maclntyre, Afier Virtue, 181-3.
> Maclntyre, After Virtue. 260.
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difficulties with this definition, namely MaclIntyre’s choice to define virtues as ‘amoral’
and to define their morality in relation to telos, rather than virtues themselves (1.2.2).
This amounts to less a critique of MacIntyre and more an alternative to his idea of
virtue, since he remains consistent and this position a useful one. I argue that
Maximus offers a very different concept of virtue that is both successful and does not
fit this model at all. It therefore requires serious attention as an alternate, conflicting
idea of what things should be considered virtues. This feeds into the final part of this
section on virtues (1.2.3). Because MacIntyre’s choice of what things are virtues does
not follow through for Maximus, neither can the more generic conclusions that
Maclntyre makes when he expresses that some virtues are found universally in many
cultures. Whereas in 1.2.2 Maximus’ idea of virtue was an alternative to Maclntyre,
MaclIntyre’s claim to universality in 1.2.3 means that Maximus’ virtues conflict with

MaclIntyre’s theses. They are worthy of attention in this regard also.

1.2.1 What is a Virtue?
In order to define ‘virtue’, MacIntyre looks at consistency in how the word is used in

different cultures, times and contexts. He asks what commonalities are there in the
way that people use the word virtue that mean the term can be used interchangeably.
Maclntyre notes that wherever one is on the globe, there are very different ideas about

what things should be considered virtues:

If we were to consider later Western writers on the virtues, the list of differences and
incompatibilities would be enlarged still further; and if we extended our enquiry to
Japanese, say, or American Indian cultures, the differences would become greater

still.>

In a Western context alone there are many different lists of virtues, not to mention
extending this to include other cultures. In After Virtue, MacIntyre describes this
socio-historical context as a “paradigm of human excellence”.”” He notes for instance,

that “For Homer the paradigm of human excellence is the warrior; for Aristotle it is

% Maclntyre, After Virtue, 181.
7 Maclntyre, After Virtue, 182.
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the Athenian gentleman”.*® What he means by this is that different times and places
have different ideal pictures of what it means to be a good person, and that
consequently any list of virtues compiled will reflect these respective images.
Maclntyre’s ‘paradigm of human excellence’ is the sum picture that a philosopher like
Aristotle or Homer is working with. It is a picture that also assumes their readership
will have some familiarity with and agree is worthwhile working towards. Often this
‘paradigm of human excellence’ will therefore reflect a popularly construed good way
to go about conducting oneself from a particular time and place. To be Aristotle’s
excellent Athenian gentleman, for example, one must adhere to courage, temperance,
liberality, magnificence, magnanimity etcetera.” Whereas for Homer, as MacIntyre
recalls, the virtues extolled are “those which enable a man to excel in combat and
games” and consequently, “It follows that we cannot identify the Homeric virtues until
we have first identified the key social roles in Homeric society and the requirements of
each of them”.” In other words, we understand virtues to be those things that
contribute to a ‘paradigm of human excellence’. I might strongly disagree with
Aristotle’s calling ‘magnanimity’ a virtue, or Homer’s calling ‘strength’ a virtue, but I
can comprehend what is meant by this, because of the socio-historical paradigm of
human excellence in which these philosophers are writing. This gives a consistency to
what is meant by the term virtue, even though it is still contingent upon the
contextual idea of what it is to be a good person. MacIntyre notes that “without an
overriding conception of the telos of a whole human life, conceived as a unity, our
conception of certain individual virtues has to remain partial and incomplete”.*’

So a virtue, thus far, has been defined as something that allows one to excel
towards a specific end. But what if my specific end is something less grandiose than
the Athenian gentleman? What if my aim in life is to be a good trumpet player, or a
master chef, a gardener, soldier, or totalitarian dictator? Are the things that take me on
that path still to be considered virtues? Does the telos of a life have to be more widely
shared in order to be considered a valid one? MacIntyre addresses this problem by

distinguishing between becoming good so that we can get stuff, and becoming good so

% Maclntyre, After Virtue, 182.

¥ Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics. Ross, D. (trans.) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 49-
79.

8 Maclntyre, After Virtue, 184.

8t Maclntyre, After Virtue, 202.
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that something inside us changes for the better. He called these ‘external’ and
‘internal’ goods. His idea meant that if we want to be a good chef and all we want is
fame, wealth, prestige and tasty cakes, then we desire ‘external goods’.®” If however we
want to be a good chef because we want to hone our own discipline in making to
recipes, diligence in being attentive to our work, patience in not rushing the
procedure, then we are pursuing ‘internal’ goods. For ‘internal’ goods the specific
practice itself becomes less important because we have a picture of the sort of person
we want to be which we are working towards. I can learn the same self-discipline,
diligence and patience that I learned in cookery by practising trumpet, watercolour
painting, martial arts or learning Greek grammar. External and internal goods instead
become a distinction between goods that rely on material objects and goods that are
somewhat more metaphysical and tied to choices and character.” It is the latter that

Maclntyre wishes to call a virtue. Hence he defines virtue like this:

A virtue is an acquired human quality the possession and exercise of which tends to
enable us to achieve those goods which are internal to practices and the lack of which

effectively prevents us from achieving any such goods.*

An important point to note here, is that practices (the term we are using for cookery,
trumpet playing, painting etc.) do not define virtues. There is something above and
beyond the goods we have located in these practises that means they are considered
virtues. There is telos of human life which allows us to identify a set of characteristics,
and it is these which we are locating in these practices. I believe MacIntyre
overemphasises Aristotle from whom he is drawing at this point in After Virtue, and
that he ends up implying that there is some kind of excellence in a task that is

valuable regardless of whether its internal goods are determined by a telos.”” However,

2. Maclntyre, After Virtue, 190.

3 I come back to the excellences of practices in section 1.2.2, as this becomes an important way in
which what virtues are is decided, and relies heavily on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics.

8 Maclntyre, After Virtue, 191.

% In MaclIntyre’s examples of the chessplayer and the artist there is an implied goodness in these acts
that he does not link up to felos. His argument would be stronger here I think if he re-emphasised
that it is the goods we see in chess and painting that are good, and being a good human does not
have to equate to being good at a specific task. This would not imply that the tasks are irrelevant or
meaningless, but it would take them out of a moral paradigm and leave all moral choices dependent
on telos.
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I do not think this is MacIntyre’s intention to imply this, and rather think that he
provides us with a suitable framework for understanding the example I used above
where I said, what if we wish to become adept totalitarian dictators. According to
MaclIntyre’s definition of virtues — this practice could only have anything to do with
living a suitable life if we could locate internal goods (virtues) within such a practice.
He also noted that these virtues are informed by a particular telos that we are
subscribing to. If, for example, we followed a code that taught us that the purpose of
human life was to learn peace, knowledge, serenity and harmony, it would be unlikely
that one could ever claim as virtuous an intention to become a totalitarian dictator. We
are therefore able to leave the morality of an action to be defined by the telos we are
aiming for, and to further break down the components of a practice into those things
which are helpful and should be maximised and those things we wish to avoid.

So long as one works with McIntyre's definition of virtue above, and adds the

following,

... unless there is a telos which transcends the limited goods of practices by
constituting the good of a whole human life, the good of human life conceived as a
unity, it will both be the case that a certain subversive arbitrariness will invade the
moral life and that we shall be unable to specify the context of certain virtues

adequately.*

then we can explain Maximus’ virtue ethics within this context. MacIntyre has tied the
definition of virtues to their telos and the larger moral paradigm in which they are
situated. Within this thesis I follow the framework as we see it here. There is a
consistency and a continuity in the way Maximus is being presented that describes the
teleological paradigm in which he is working (Chapter 2) and describes what he
believes virtue to be in light of it (Chapter 3). The considerations that follow this
represent difficulties that arise when synthesising Maximus’ virtue ethics onto other

structural comments made concerning the meta-ethics of virtue.

8 Maclntyre, After Virtue, 203.
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1.2.2 Amoral Virtues

In the previous section I gave an account of what MacIntyre believes virtues to be. I
noted that it is telos that confers the moral paradigms onto the goods that are in
practices. Curiously, however, rather than conferring the term virtue to these goods
after one has determined that they are morally good, MacIntyre uses the word virtue
to refer to any internal good.

I can understand why he wishes to do this, it is because this stays true to the
generic use of the word virtue. It makes sense of why even things we personally
believe are not virtues, can still be explained as such. It is a much neater definition
than trying to convey that a virtue is a virtue to anyone who believes this internal
good adheres to the telos they follow. By doing this however, Maclntyre isolates the
word ‘virtue’ from the moral paradigm and makes it instead identical to his term
‘internal good’. This means that virtues are amoral until they are situated in relation to
a telos. Whilst this made sense when we were talking about amoral goods that could
be got out of a practice (where good was purely a term for accumulating more of
something regardless of its effect on us or others), it means that virtue also means this
but concerns non-material acquisitions. This means that not everything that begins as
a virtue ends up being moral or right.”” Thus: “It certainly is not the case that my
account entails either that we ought to excuse or condone such evils or that whatever
flows from a virtue is right”® He then says “That the virtues — as the objection itself
presupposed — are defined not in terms of good and right practices, but of practices,
does not entail or imply that practices as actually carried through at particular times
and places do not stand in need or moral criticism” and “a morality of virtues requires
as its counterpart a conception of moral law.”*

Maclntyre’s choice to define a virtue in this way tells us something very
important about the relationship of virtue to telos in his account. It is that while
virtues are dependant on telos for morality and desirability, they are not dependant on
telos for definition. They exist (so to speak) independently of direction and end, and
rather become harnessed as morally good once a telos has been pointed out. This is not

a problem for MacIntyre, and is entirely consistent with his account so far, but it

7 Maclntyre, After Virtue, 200.
%8 Maclntyre, After Virtue, 200.
% Maclntyre, After Virtue, 200.
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becomes difficult to make sense of Maximus’ account of virtues with this allowance in
place. Maclntyre’s explanation of virtues allows for one to begin an inquiry into virtue
ethics by talking about which virtues one thinks contribute to a telos. By the time one
gets to this stage, it becomes virtually impossible to reconcile Maximus’ understanding
of virtue to this picture. Given Maximus’ very different and, I argue, valuable
contribution, I suggest that this conception of virtue is unhelpful and poses meta-
ethical problems to facilitating communication between non-Western conceptions of
virtue and morality. MacIntyre’s definition of virtue does not lose much by instead
conferring the term virtue only to those internal goods that make up the moral
paradigm of one’s telos.” This choice will change the focus of how one approaches
virtue ethics. There will be less cause for delineating a list of virtues that fit an end,
and, I think, more of a focus on the end itself and the way of living it evokes from us.
Virtue will be less tied to any traditional word list we recognise as ‘virtues’ and what
is good will be defined instead by the ends we wish to achieve. These may or may not
fit some of the traditional words and terms we have used for virtues, or they may be
actions, sentences, feelings — or anything else useful for conveying what is needed in
order to become what we wish to be.

So far this is a minor alternative to MacIntyre’s definition of a virtue. In the
next section, I demonstrate the route that MacIntyre’s position goes in and how this
very minor change becomes very important. Taken to its next logical steps, as
Maclntyre does, his treatment of virtue becomes more and more alien to the Byzantine
contribution to the topic. The difference is not problematic, since it is diversity on the
treatment of virtue that is one of the most useful things about Maximus’ ideas. The
problem is that at this stage we are still largely working on a meta-ethical level, and
under MacIntyre’s current definition, Maximus’ ideas are nonsensical. The kind of
discussions and conclusions MacIntyre starts drawing come to be in direct opposition
to Maximus, and instead of providing a meta-ethical framework of conversation we
end up with moral differences pulling apart what was meant to still be a

terminological distinction.

" j.e. That our definition of virtue should depend on what one believes the telos of human life to be.
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1.2.3 Universal Virtues

This difficulty seems to be especially apparent when it comes to explaining who
virtues are for. Do we really want to say that a telos depends on what one person
considers the purpose of human life to be — and that therefore the goodness of virtues
is relative to every person’s conception of telos? This question troubles MacIntyre in
particular because, as he rightly notes, practices are not done by an isolated person
but by a person in a community. They necessarily affect other people.

In order for a practice of any kind to be considered well done, MacIntyre says,
we have to subject ourselves to the scrutiny and expertise of previous practitioners.”

We have to accept the following three things:

We have to learn to recognise what is due to whom; we have to be prepared to take
whatever self-endangering risks are demanded along the way; and we have to listen
carefully to what we are told about our own inadequacies and to reply with the same

carefulness for the facts.”

What we have here is a list of requirements outwith the previous framework
discussed. We can see just what MacIntyre is trying to say by this in the statement

that follows, which corresponds to the three requirements above:

In other words we have to accept as necessary components of any practice with
internal goods and standards of excellences the virtues of justice, courage and honesty.
For not to accept these, to be willing to cheat as our imagined child was willing to
cheat in his or her early days at chess, so far bars us from achieving the standards of
excellence or the goods internal to the practice that it renders the practice pointless

except as a device for achieving external goods.”

Maclntyre is saying that there are some virtues that are just necessary. In other words,
that there are some virtues that regardless of the telos, will always be found to be
morally useful, and therefore morally good virtues. Maclntyre gives two examples

justifying this proposition, the more convincing of which concerns the relationship

" Maclntyre, After Virtue, 191.
 Maclntyre, After Virtue, 191.
Maclntyre, After Virtue, 191.
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between three people and the expectation of fair treatment in order for relationships
to work.” Regardless of whether one agrees with MacIntyre on the specifics of this
statement, it is a proposition that would appear unusual if it were being made after a
definition that placed the definition of virtue as dependent on telos. This proposition
would come under a category of speculative but interesting general trends of virtue
categorisation identified within different cultures. But under MacIntyre’s current
definition it does not seem all that unreasonable to start saying there are some virtues
which almost everyone is going to count as morally good. The problem is even greater
than this however, as Maclntyre seems to actually go so far as to say everyone believes
these virtues are good, additionally, though he does not say this latter element directly,
he implies that these virtues must be objectively good, since they are indisputable and
everywhere. MacIntyre does provide some qualifications whilst saying this, and at one
point notes that (italics added) “Just as, so long as we share the standards and purposes
characteristic of practices, we define our relationship to each other, whether we
acknowledge it or not, by reference to standards of truthfulness and trust, so we define
them too by reference to standards of justice or courage.”” In the italicised clause, we
might still read that all this is still dependant on a telos that acts as a moral paradigm,

but this nuance becomes extraordinarily lost in light of this later paragraph:

I take it then that from the standpoint of those types of relationship without which
practices cannot be sustained truthfulness, justice and courage — and perhaps some
others — are genuine excellences, are virtues in light of which we have to characterise
ourselves and others, whatever our private moral standpoint or our society’s particular
codes may be. For this recognition that we cannot escape the definition of our
relationships in terms of such goods is perfectly compatible with the
acknowledgement that different societies have and have had different codes of

truthfulness, justice and courage.”

I can only assume that our previously all-important and morality-determining

paradigm of telos is what is being referred to in the above quotation as a “private

™ Maclntyre, After Virtue, 192.
”  Maclntyre, After Virtue, 192.
% Maclntyre, After Virtue, 192.
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moral standpoint”. And that because MacIntyre has identified for us what an
objectively good relationship looks like, we can assume as always desirable the virtues
of truthfulness, justice and courage. We have now strayed so far from the idea that the
aim of human activity is to bring about the telos of human life, that it is impossible to
situate Maximus’ virtues within this paradigm. This is especially the case if we take as
a moot point Maclntyre’s addendum that everyone agrees with truthfulness, justice
and courage. Let us consider this in more detail.

In defence of his above statement, MacIntyre goes on to cite three examples.
He mentions the Lutheran child brought up to value truth, the Bantu child brought up
to value truth, and the British child who likewise has some similar values. After this
less than convincing cross-section of empirical evidence (for which no footnotes are
provided), he concludes that “each of these codes embodies an acknowledgement of
the virtue of truthfulness. So it is also with varying codes of justice and courage.””’
Maclntyre seems to want to say that, certain features of virtuous behaviour recur in
different cultures and that the frequency of this recurrence gives them privy status as
‘genuine excellences’. To give a charitable interpretation of this: some virtues seem to
be accepted as good, in enough situations, that we might go so far as to consider them
essentially universal. There are some problems with this position, not the least of
which is that MacIntyre seems to be proposing a much more hard-line universality
than I've here attributed to him, and also because we have nothing other than
speculation to pose this as a serious account of cross-cultural treatment of virtue
anyway. But more importantly, because it undermines his own attempt to be
culturally sensitive in defining virtues, undermines his own attempt to emphasise the
importance of telos in relation to virtue, and finally, because we are still at the meta-
ethical definition of virtue at this point in his work, it isolates communication with
cultures that cannot assimilate his assumptions.

I will try and illustrate the dangers of all three of these problems in the
following example. The example is not from Maximus, but a theologian who lived
shortly after him and drew his thought from some of the same monastic sources as

Maximus’:

7 Maclntyre, After Virtue, 192.
" Evagrios of Pontos was an influence on both Maximus and Isaac. See J. Konstantinovsky, “Evagrius
Ponticus and Maximus the Confessor: The Building of the Self in Praxis and Contemplation” in
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Mercy and justice in one soul is like a man who worships God and the idols in one
house. Mercy is opposed to justice. Justice is the equality of the even scale, for it gives
to each as he deserves; and when it makes recompense, it does not incline to one side
or show respect of persons. Mercy, on the other hand, is a sorrow and pity stirred up
by goodness, and it compassionately inclines a man in the direction of all; it does not
requite a man who is deserving of evil, and to him who is deserving of good it gives a

double portion.”

This is from one of the sermons of St Isaac of Nineveh, one of the great ascetic
theologians and venerated as a saint in every apostolic Church in the Christian East,
written some time in the late 7" century. Unlike Lutheran, Bantu and British children,
Isaac does not think that justice is a virtue. He thinks mercy is, and that mercy is
incompatible with justice. Regardless of whether one agrees with Isaac, his is an
ancient and influential position that poses a serious challenge to the assumption that
‘justice’ is incontestable virtue constantly present in all human societies everywhere.
Isaac, in his Homily 51, firmly believes that justice has nothing to do with
Christ and therefore nothing to do with the Christian life. One cannot be both
merciful and just, he maintains. In a passage very reminiscent of Gregory of Nyssa’s
Sermon 5 on the beatitude of mercy,* Isaac describes mercy as that unconditional
giving to the other and perpetual compassion. This is an inclination that has no
comprehension of judgement, since “The man who corrects his companions while his
soul is infirm is like a blind man who shows others the way”.*' Isaac’s position may
well cause us to question the supreme and often uncontested role that justice holds in
our societies and our concepts of good relations. Gregory of Nyssa calls mercy the
most “stable security for life”, since “just as the harsh and cruel man makes enemies of
those who have come to experience his savagery; so also, contrariwise, we become all

friendly with the merciful man, since mercy naturally engenders love in those who

Evagrius and His Legacy. J. Kalvesmaki & R. D. Young (eds.) 128-153 (Indiana: University of
Notre Dame Press, 2016) and C. Stewart, “Evagrius beyond Byzantium: The Latin and Syriac
Receptions” in Evagrius. Kalvesmaki & Young (eds.) 206-235.

" Isaac the Syrian, ‘Homily 51°, 379.

% Gregory of Nyssa, Or. Bea. 5 PG44 1252B.

8 Isaac the Syrian, Homily 51, 379.
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share it”* These are compelling statements that can have no place in an ethical
discussion that has allowed for some virtues to be treated as universal, and not subject
to telos.

Claims to the universality of some virtues end up being unhelpful on many
levels. Quite apart from being large, difficult to verify statements that require
extensive anthropological research to back them up, these claims lend themselves to
appearing as if they are beyond dispute. As in the above example provided in Isaac’s
homily, this can end up prematurely cutting off stimulating debate on the telos of our
societies, but also it risks projecting a particularly dominant socio-cultural norm onto
a minority. Even though MacIntyre makes some allowance for “different codes of
truthfulness, justice and courage”, and even though he himself has spent a long time
saying that virtues are as multitudinous as cultures, the underlying attitude in this
suggestion is one that slips very easily into assuming that all values everywhere look
like those of our own culture. This is doubly problematic for that large number of
academics who find themselves belonging to ex-colonial powers or countries with
recent and even ongoing imperialist policies. For those of us to whom this applies in
particular, I think it extremely important that we do not assume the ‘virtues’ of our
culture, to be the virtues of everyone else’s.

Maclntyre’s argument that I put forward in 1.1.1 was about how we can find a
common definition of virtue that works across cultures. He did this by saying that
paradigms may be different, but all these different things people call virtues contribute
to their idea of a perfect person. They are all the internal, non-material things that
come out of what we do, and that we have decided are worthwhile, because they fit
into an end vision of what is good. Even regardless of the difference I raised in 1.1.2,
Maclntyre still holds that the moral dimension of the virtues is conferred by the telos
to which they point. In order to still be consistent with this earlier position, MacIntyre
must believe that every telos confers moral virtuousness to the concepts of truth,
courage and justice. The alternative is that he thinks these three ideas are an objective
or ‘natural’ unquestionable phenomenon, and this is inconsistent with his

understanding of telos.*”” If Maclntyre holds the former position, then the genuineness

8 Gregory of Nyssa, Or. Bea. 5 PG44 1253B [H.C. Graef, “Sermon 5” in The Lord s Prayer, The
Beatitudes. New York: Paulist Press, 1954), 134].
8 Maclntyre, After Virtue, 203.
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of his attempt to define virtues in terms of culturally specific paradigms, and to
acknowledge true diversity (and particularly the existence of non-"Western’ virtues)
becomes highly suspect. As has already been demonstrated above, there are examples
of ethical thought that do not share Maclntyre’s belief that these virtues are essential

in any way.*

1.2.4 Defining Virtues through Telos
I therefore wish to use MacIntyre’s definition of virtues from After Virtue, but with

two specific caveats. The first is that that ‘virtue’ is instead the term we use to refer to
internal goods that are within the paradigm of a telos, and not amoral until selected. In
this way virtues are only virtues once internal goods are located within a teleological
paradigm. And second, that there are no exceptions to this. There aren’t some virtues
that are objective or so special that they are left out of this framework. The framework
that has been suggested here is one that is accessible, I believe (certainly it is a lot
more accessible than that proposed at the end of MacIntyre’s chapter on The Nature of
the Virtues that I have been discussing here). This framework, which I am calling meta-
ethical since it still concerns the way in which we set up the playing field before
diving into the ethics, is currently amoral. It currently says nothing about culture,
history, values or morality. Like a good formula, it is waiting for us to input the result
(in this case the telos), before any calculations defining which things are virtues
happen. All we are saying is that there are consequences that are more than purely
material that arise when we act, and that when we think about the end vision of the
people or society we wish to be, we are able to determine which of those
consequences are desirable, and also what actions are desirable.

Under this definition, which I do not think is too great an allowance for a
virtue ethicist to make, Maximus can be situated as a conversation partner. His
theology of virtue and telos as simultaneous participation and perfection correspond
to this framework, and in fact start to make sense of how a telos can both be a sum
total of all virtues, a potential perfection of all virtues and also a virtue in itself. I come

on to all this in Chapter 3, but this synthesis of definition is essential I think, if we

¥ My example was in particular concerning ‘justice’, but the principal of the argument extends to all

three virtues that MacIntyre proposes.
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ever wish Maximus to be intelligible to contemporary virtue ethics, and also if
contemporary virtue ethicists wish to extend their definitions of virtue beyond those

with which they have been traditionally comfortable and so far associated.

1.3 Wny TELOS?

So far we have talked about the dependence of virtue on telos. There have been some
tentative definitions of telos given above, but in the following section I wish to explore
in more detail what I mean when I use the term. The necessity for this clarification
arises from the complex history of the word, but also in particular the controversy
that has recently surrounded it. I predominantly follow MacIntyre in both the
definition and use of telos, but I wish to explain its importance in my own terms here
as this still seems to be a contentious and much misunderstood term. I do this by
illustrating the dangers of not talking about telos whenever we are talking about any
means or purposeful choice. I do this firstly by talking about obfuscating ends, where
talking across purposes occurs because two parties are unaware of the paradigm that
the other is operating within. Secondly, I talk about assuming ends, which, much like
the universal virtue problem above, assumes that there is an objective and/or obvious
end which everyone wishes, so discussing telos is pointless/outdated/philosophically
incoherent.

In this section, I propose that in order to decide what virtues are and which
things are virtues, they must be defined within the context of a telos. Without this
telos all we can do is give an overarching general sense of what the word virtue entails
for all times and places (as MacIntyre does very successfully above, but ultimately will
always fall short of a convincing universal argument). To form this argument I first
deal with the word telos and some recent historical concerns with the word (1.3.1).
Additionally, I outline how I am using the word telos, and how this both leads on from
and differs from MacIntyre’s understanding of virtues being dependent on their socio-
historical context. I suggest that in explaining how virtues exist in relation to (and
because of) a telos, we delineate the metaphysical paradigm in which we are working.

The example of this in practice will be Maximus, whose telos I state in Chapter 2, and
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who’s virtues I define in relation to this telos in Chapter 3. To further support this
claim however, I offer the following two difficulties that arise when we do not define
virtues in the context of their telos. The first is not talking of telos at all and talking
cross-purposes with a-teleological virtues (1.3.2), and the second is assuming a

universal telos (1.3.3).

1.3.1 The Bombardment of Telos
The ‘paradigm’ in which virtues can be described is largely defined by their telos. By

this I mean, we cannot be more specific about what virtues are, unless we have
defined the metaphysical paradigm in which we are working. Describing the telos of a
list of virtues goes a long way to defining this paradigm. I firstly argue that a telos is
present whenever we come across a list of virtues, since this is not a given in virtue
ethics. I briefly touch on some problems that come of not describing or acknowledging
that one’s virtues have a telos.

The term telos is commonly found in virtue ethics literature. It is used by
Aristotle, Aquinas and Maximus, to refer to roughly an idea of ‘purposeful end’
towards which virtues are being employed.* This usually amounts to someone’s
understanding of what a good life or a good person looks like. The virtues are the
means for achieving this end aim of a good something. The importance of telos in
constructing a list of virtues is likewise identified as important by MacIntyre,* and its
formation is subject to the socio-historical context previously discussed. Telos is the
reason why a particular list has been constructed. Acknowledging the existence of
telos in one’s list of virtues is part of a recognition that there is a reason why you have
chosen the virtues you have, and an acknowledgement that you have a subjective
picture in mind that your selected virtues conform to and help create. It is believed by
some virtue ethicists that one may have a list of virtues without a telos.*” As I intend to

demonstrate however, I believe that in practice this only amounts to not

% Wilken argues that Maximus makes direct use of Aristotle’s definition of felos: P. Blowers & R.

Wilken, On the Cosmic Mystery of Jesus Christ. (New York: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2003),
48-9 note 10; On Aquinas use of Aristotle’s eudaimonism see S. Floyd, “Thomas Aquinas: Moral
Philosophy” Internet Encylopedia of Philosophy: http://www.iep.utm.edu/ag-moral/ (Accessed:
11.06.17).

% Maclntyre, After Virtue, 184.

¥ Eg. S. Darwall, “Introduction” in Virtue Ethics. S. Darwall (ed.), (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing,
2003), 2.
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acknowledging the aim one has in mind when constructing a list of virtues.

Firstly, I wish to clarify how I am using the word telos. I use it to refer to the
ideal picture that an ethicist has in mind when they select a list of virtues. I do not
mean that an ethicist is choosing to frame all their ethics as growth toward some
inevitable perfection and end, and I am aware that many consider this to be the
meaning of telos. In Israel Scheffler’s Of Human Potential, he suggests that the idea of a
telos being present in our comprehension of human growth and development implies
that there is a sort of inevitable destiny of humanity which removes the moral and
responsible dimension from choices we make. He described the danger of “the myth of
fixed potentials, the myth of harmonious potentials, and the myth of uniformly
valuable potentials” and sought to deconstruct and “demythologize” “the
inescapability of choice and responsibility for evaluation”.® This is a danger that arises
when we understand telos to be ‘destiny’ and the inevitable end towards which we are
taken regardless of our actions. It implies an absence of responsibility or freedom of
choice and is consequently used to evade the complexity of decisions. The telos I am
talking of is that ideal we have decided to set as worthwhile working towards in life.
We choose our actions because we would like them to conform to an end vision we
have set our sights on. It is part of the construction process of our ethics. Mary
Hayden likewise notes that whenever our choice of ethical obligation looks toward
achieving an end of some kind, including classical utilitarianism and Kant’s categorical
imperative, these ideas are “necessarily teleological”, since they construct an ethics
with an aim to bringing about some kind of a preferred mode of living.”” She too
denies that a recognition of an end implies an “obligatory end”.”’ It is, she goes on to
say, the recognition of an end that allows us to construct statements about what it is
we ‘ought’ to do.” I maintain that collecting of a list of virtues also happens in this
way. Virtues are the steps, the ‘oughts’, that reveal a picture of a character or a
lifestyle that is aspired to. This picture is the ideal end desired, even if there is no
metaphysics in place that claims this is some ‘fixed potential’ or inevitable direction of

life. In so far as one believes that more than one virtue can be attained at once, and

8 1. Scheffler, Of Human Potential: An Essay in the Philosophy of Education. (Oxford: Routledge,
2010 (1™ ed. 1985)), 92.

% M. Hayden, ‘Rediscovering Eudaimonistic Teleology’. The Monist 75:1 (1992): 71.

% Hayden, ‘Eudaimonistic Teleology’, 72.

Hayden, ‘Eudaimonistic Teleology’, 72.
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that attaining more than one virtue is preferable to attaining just one, there must be a
picture of a preferred state made up of multiple virtues that is being employed. It is

this preferred state that I am referring to as the telos of any given virtues.

1.3.2 A-teleological Virtues
The necessity of discussing the telos of any set of virtues is best demonstrated I think,

when we look at an example of its absence. MacIntyre demonstrates the place and
purpose of telos in the example of two people who share apparently rival political
views. The example MacIntyre uses is that of person A, who has a more traditionally
Libertarian view on just reward being given to those who have earned it, and person
B, who follows a more traditionally state sanctioned socialist position where just
distribution should be given to those who need it.”” MacIntyre notes that though these
two people would vote for different parties and debate angrily with each other, they
actually have a lot in common, and it is only a particular political set up that positions
them against one another. The point of their commonality is in their commitment to
some notion (and therefore virtue) of justice, which they wish to see enacted in their
society. Their differences and incompatibility however, is that “The type of concept in
terms of which each frames his claim is so different from that of the other that the
question of how and whether the dispute between them may be rationally settled
begins to pose difficulties”,” and that in other words, “...our pluralist culture possess
no method of weighing, no rational criterion for deciding between claims based on
legitimate entitlement against claims based on need. Thus these two types of claim are
indeed, as I suggested, incommensurable, and the metaphor of ‘weighing’ moral claims
is not just inappropriate but misleading”.’* MacIntyre maintains that the political stage
is dominated by language that is cross-purposes, much like person A and B both
arguing that they want justice. He notes that “disorder arises from the prevailing
cultural power of an idiom in which ill-assorted conceptual fragments from various
parts of our past are deployed together in private and public debates which are notable

chiefly for the unsettlable character of the controversies thus carried on and the

%2 Maclntyre, After Virtue. 244-6.
% Maclntyre, After Virtue. 246.
% Maclntyre, After Virtue. 246.
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apparent arbitrariness of each of the contending parties.””

I think what MacIntyre is getting at here is that modern political discourse is
bound up with a rhetoric that fails to talk plainly of telos. The conflicting statements
and way in which justice is being used exist because there is a further, broader vision
of human existence that we are aiming at which has not been reconciled or even
brought up in discussion. Person A and B might shove their own versions of justice
down each others throats with varying emotional appeals, but unless there is a
systematic evaluation of what they meant by justice, and what they are trying to do
by suggesting that such a form of justice is desirable, this debate will never evolve
from a posturing shouting match. It may be that persons A and B can fundamentally
never reconcile their views because they both have wildly diverging claims as to what
a good human society should consist of. Alternatively, a situation like that envisioned
by MacIntyre and that I discuss in 1.3.3 might arise, where because there are common
components of a debate, people may recognise the differing telos of another’s vision
and still find discussion on the virtues useful. [ maintain that the latter is only ever
going to result in frustration rather than understanding if the telos of each tradition is
not disclosed.

As Maclntyre himself explains, his main task is to take a step back from moral
philosophy and to try and tackle its systemic issues.” In suggesting a return to
teleological virtue ethics, he proposes a method of deconstructing how we think about
moral arguments. I think this is particularly important given that the ‘cultural power
of an idiom’ that MacIntyre identifies is often wielded by those with the power to
convey information and sway others. I am thinking in particular of the media and
political rhetoric, but wherever language obscures true moral dimensions of a debate
and especially when it favours those already in powerful positions, it becomes not just
browbeating of contrary opinions, but manipulative language that has nothing to do
with ethical debate. As I write this, just today the British government has voted to
begin air strikes on Syria. Prime Minister David Cameron said that those who vote

against the air strikes should be considered ‘terrorist sympathisers’.”” Sound bites like

% Maclntyre, After Virtue. 256.

% Maclntyre, After Virtue. 260.

7 BBC News, “Syria Vote: Cameron and Corbyn clash over air strikes” BBC, 2™ Dec. 2015. BBC
News: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-34980504 (Accessed 02.12.15).
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“keep British people safe””, “confront the evil”*” and rhetoric such as: “Do we work
with our allies to degrade and destroy this threat and do we go after these terrorists in
their heartlands from where they are plotting to kill British people, or do we sit back
and wait for them to attack us?”'”’ obscure an ethical question in sore need of
rigorous, rational, ethical debate. The severity of the situation is apparent from the
need for Jeremy Corbyn to make the following statement: “It must be treated with the
utmost seriousness, and respect given to those who make a different judgement about
the right course of action to take.”'*! That, on the matter of violating the sovereign
territory of another country, against the directive of the UN, the British Parliament
had to be reminded by the leader of the opposition that an alternative should be
considered seriously, seems to add a reality to MacIntyre’s comments in 1981 so
poignant as to be almost a pastiche.

The proposition to situate the language of virtue that so readily permeates
political and media rhetoric'” in the framework of a telos towards which virtues are
orientated, forces ethical discussion to return to a dialogue of what we believe to be
important and how we get there. Just like Maclntyre’s theoretical people, A and B, we
cannot throw around terms like justice and expect anyone to know what we mean or
be brought over to our argument. Without a teleological grounding that defines
justice, then the word is meaningless at best and obscures the course of dangerously
necessary ethical debate at worst. This I think, is the danger of a language of
ateleological virtue. It is a trap not just for a virtue ethicist but for a society that still

latently draws on the cultural ideas of virtue,'” but does not situate them in a moral

paradigm in which the point of them is considered. The following comment by Shadow

% David Cameron on the necessity of air strikes into Syria during Parliament. BBC, “Syria Vote”. BBC

News: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-34980504 (Accessed 02.12.15).

Hilary Benn on the necessity of air strikes into Syria during Parliament. BBC, “UK’s Syria debate:
Key quotes and clips” BBC. 3" Dec. 2015. BBC News: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-
34986757 (Accessed 03.12.15).

David Cameron on the necessity of air strikes into Syria during Parliament. BBC. “Syria Vote”. BBC
News: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-34980504 (Accessed 02.12.15).

Jeremy Corbyn during Parliament. BBC, “Syria Vote”. BBC News: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-
politics-34980504 (Accessed 02.12.15).

Consider Hillary Benn’s above claim to justice. Or statement by MP Margaret Beckett countering
that the injustice of killing innocents is already being committed, thereby implicitly justifying
civilian bombing by the UK (BBC, “UK’s Syria Debate”. BBC News:
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-34986757 (Accessed 03.12.15)).

Maclntyre discusses this cultural hangover of late medieval and residue Greek philosophical ethical
attachment to virtue which is found in much Western culture: Maclntyre, After Virtue, 251-2.
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Chancellor John McDonnell on the parliamentary Syrian air-strike debate seems an

apt place to leave this section:

I thought Hilary, his oratory was great. It reminded me of Tony Blair’s speech taking
us into the Iraq war and I'm always anxious about the greatest oratory is going to lead

us to the greatest mistakes as well.'”*

1.3.3 Assuming a Universal Telos

The problem of assuming that everyone agrees on the same telos is similar in many
ways to the assumption of universal virtues (1.2.3) and the idea of a-teleological
virtues (1.3.2). In the problem of universal virtues, we had the example of assuming
that some virtues are accepted by everyone everywhere and can therefore be
considered objectively virtuous. In the problem of a-teleological virtues, we had the
problem of people sharing a dedication to a virtue, but having opposing definitions of
that virtue, because they never situated their understanding of virtue within a greater
picture. This last difficulty is slightly different, and it concerns instances where telos
still is not talked about, as in 1.3.2, but because one believes all people to have a
common idea of a good end. The difference between this and the previous problem is
important to point out, because it stunts conversation in a different way, and also
because it potentially manipulates others in an even more dangerous way.

Where there is a difference in power and where those with a greater degree of
power orientate conversation toward their own perceived version of telos, it becomes
extremely difficult for others to express dissidence. In assuming a telos and not
providing an opportunity to question or discuss its existence, the tools used to express
dissidence have been taken away. This could be seen as an instance of the
philosophical problem called ‘hermeneutical injustice’. Hermeneutical injustice is a
form of epistemic injustice and refers to instances where language insufficiently
describes the experiences of a victim, and where language instead favours those in a

more powerful position.'” Miranda Fricker, originator of the term ‘hermeneutical

1% John McDonnell, quoted in P. Wintour, “David Cameron warns of lengthy Syria campaign” The

Guardian. 3™ Dec. 2015. The Guardian: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/dec/03/first-uk-
airstrikes-syria-deal-real-blow-isis-michael-fallon (Accessed 03.12.15).

M. Fricker, Epistemic Injustice: Power and the Ethics of Knowing. (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2007), 1.
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injustice’ cites Nancy Hartsock’s feminist historical materialism as the source of her
structural critique of language. The premise from which these observations arise'® is
that “The dominated live in a world structured by others for their purposes—purposes
that at the very least are not our own and that are in various degrees inimical to our
development and even existence”.'” Leaving aside that the term ‘hermeneutical
injustice’ ironically implies some kind of a-teleological virtue, the problem being
articulated suits the one we have here. Where a situation is structured to favour one
person’s purposes, it becomes very difficult to articulate oneself within such a
framework. Within the context of hermeneutical injustice, the ‘injustice’ aspect of the
term has to do with an imbalance in power relationships (hermeneutical disadvantage)
and to be considered an ‘injustice’, Fricker writes, it must be morally wrong.'” Even if
neither of these things were the case however, we still have a meta-ethical problem. So
long as we assume that the telos we are working with is shared by everyone else, then
we are structuring a hermeneutical paradigm towards our own purposes, and we are
not enabling anyone to call into question the basis of that assumption.

For example, Rosalind Hursthouse proposes that there is an objective telos of
human kind, which is a kind of rationality. She describes her account as a kind of
‘ethical naturalism’, and whilst she does not wish to go so far as to call this a priori
scientific objectivity, she does call it “a kind of objectivity appropriate to the subject
matter”.'” Hursthouse gives a detailed and nuanced defence of this position, but
eventually writes that, though it has not yet been fully discovered so we must still be
modifying how we precisely define this good, we can say that ‘good’ is equatable to a
mode of going about life that is natural and preferable for our species. In this way,
“Our characteristic way of going on”, as humans, “is the rational way”.""” Regardless of
the defence that Hursthouse gives for the way she decides on virtues, she identifies
the telos of humans as rationality. So long as Hursthouse maintains that her belief in

an objective human telos is a subjective one, meta-ethically speaking, then there is still

1% Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 147.

Y7 N. Hartsock, The Feminist Standpoint Revisited and Other Essays. (Colorad:. Westview Press,
1998), 241.

Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 152. Fricker’s use of injustice here actually falls into a similar fallacy to
that described in (1.3.2), however the hermeneutic critique she proposes still serves our purposes
here.

19 Hursthouse, Virtue Ethics, 240.

10 Hursthouse, Virtue Ethics, 222.
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a conversation to be had, where one might suggest that rationality is perhaps an
inadequate telos. If however, Hursthouse believes that everyone must subscribe to this
idea as the only true one, and that ethical discussion is rather about discovering a list
of virtues that most adequately suits this end, then we have a problem.'"" We have a
systemic problem where communication is either not possible or extremely difficult
because a hermeneutic paradigm has been set up and it is assumed that all people are
working within it. It would be extremely difficult, say, to propose that Maximus’
understanding of virtue made any sense or had anything to contribute to the world, if
one had to work within a paradigm that assumed the good mode of human existence
was to aim towards rationality, however one might define that word.

Not only does the appeal to a universal telos run afoul of a hermeneutical
‘injustice’, but it also runs the risk of being metaethically imperialist. Jesse
Couenhoven uses the term ‘metaethical imperialism’ to describe a position that seeks
“complete solitary domination of the ethical domain”.""* Couenhoven uses this term in
the context of finding common ground between deontological ethics and virtue ethics,
but I think the point being made is entirely applicable here - it has to do with the need
to see one’s own understanding of ethics as the only true or real way. Couenhoven'’s
point is that one’s ethical perspective does not need to lay claim to this in order to still
be a valuable position, and that, in fact, compatibility between ethical stances is
perfectly acceptable and even preferable.'” This is also reminiscent of MacIntyre’s
point that the incompatibility of rivalling ideas may not be so extreme if we have the
technical framework in place to illuminate the nuances of the argument.'*

An example of this problem in practice would be, if one did believe that all
ethics must commit to rationality being the telos or ultimate good mode of being for
humans, those societies who have more traditionally been committed to rationality as
a favourable ideal might see eye to eye with this suggestion, but those which have no
historical commitment to this ideal will see it only as a cultural imposition. In fact, the

language of rationality as an ultimate ideal was upheld all through Victorian society in

"' Tt is strongly implied that Hursthouse does believe this latter proposition. See Hursthouse, Virtue

Ethics. 240.

J. Couenhoven, ‘Against Metaethical Imperialism: Several Arguments for Equal Partnerships
between the Deontic and Aretaic’ Journal of Religious Ethics 38:3 (2010): 521.
Couenhoven, Metaethical Imperialism, 523, 541.

""" Maclntyre, After Virtue. 246.
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Britain, the Industrial Revolution, the colonial expansion of the Empire, and justified
many atrocities, including laying the foundation stone for socio-political ideas like
Social Darwinism. This is not to say that the ideal of rationality has not led to a great
many advances, benefits and liberties, but it is to say that it would be foolish to
assume that the concept would not be regarded as further imperialist cultural
expansion and oppression elsewhere on the globe were one to suggest that it is
objectively the goal of all human existence. In this theoretical example, we can see the
way that the idea of a universal telos ties into the power structures of language, and,
like any idea that tries to strong-arm itself into universality, risks becoming more a
tool of oppression than enlightenment.

It is important to point out, that this is not an argument being made against or
for subjectivity or objectivity in virtue ethics. It is about the impossibility of claiming
objectivity within meta-ethics. When delineating the tools of our arguments, we can
no more claim our idea of telos to be universal than we can our ideas of virtues. The
moment we do so, we are no longer in an environment of ethical debate but are rather
preaching a creed. We cannot expect philosophical discussion to take place if we
structure a philosophical paradigm to favour our own position and eliminate others by
taking away the hermeneutic tools of their engagement. If ones own ethical position
really does have a claim to objectivity, then it surely can stand up to rigorous
philosophical critique set within a common meta-ethical framework.

In identifying the above two problems of ateleological virtues and universal
telos, I hope to have demonstrated the importance of telos as a paradigm of discussion.
As the end and purpose towards which our habits and actions are orientated, talking
about telos is to spell out the ethical dimension in which we are working. Meta-
ethically speaking, it clarifies how we are using words like virtue, and lays clear the
motives and beliefs we are working towards. It removes us from the sphere of rhetoric
and deception and better places us to engage in useful discussion with other rival
ethics. It is therefore necessary to dedicate some time to outlining what telos one
subscribes to, but also to acknowledge that in describing such a telos we have moved
from talking about meta-ethics to ethics. It is my hope that there is a degree of
objectivity and commonality in the meta-ethical structures that we agree to use, and

that in better defining these, we are better placed to begin describing our respective
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ethical positions.

1.4 CONCLUSION

In this chapter I have argued that in order for ethical debate to be constructive we
need a meta-ethical framework that can be agreed upon. This involves a definition of
terminology broad enough that it can be subscribed to regardless of the ethics
involved, but with enough content for ethicists to see the commonality between the
components of one another’s arguments. The meta-ethical proposition of this chapter
is that virtues need to be defined within the context of a telos. Using Alistair MacIntyre’s
reworking of the virtue ethics system, I have suggested a version of his definition of
virtue be used in this framework. I hold loosely to MacIntyre’s definition that “a virtue
is an acquired human quality the possession and exercise of which tends to enable us
to achieve those goods which are internal to practices and the lack of which effectively
prevents us from achieving any such goods”,"” and hold strongly to the addition that a
virtue is defined by and within the paradigm of a telos.

I have demonstrated some of the shortfalls of straying one way or another into
defining virtue or telos more concisely than this, which results in filling out meta-
ethical tools with one’s ethical commitments. While I do not think it was ever the
intention of a virtue ethicist to do such a thing, I suspect that the relatively limited
attempts to reconcile less traditionally ‘western’ virtue ethics with such frameworks
may have inhibited the effectiveness of virtue ethics so far. As demonstrated with the
example of Isaac the Syrian and as will become clear later when I describe the virtue
ethics of Maximus the Confessor, the idea of virtue is very different in mid-Byzantine
theology and the thought it influenced. It is my hope that pointing out some of the
difficulties that have arisen when considering Maximus’ understanding of virtue may

lead to a more solid meta-ethical foundation for virtue ethics.

15 Maclntyre, After Virtue, 191.
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“The cosmos moves towards its perfect end in the gift of theosis’

2.0 INTRODUCTION

It has been established that in order to understand the location and purpose of virtues
within any ethics, we need to understand the telos towards which they aim. For
Maximus, the telos of virtues is set within a distinctly Christian paradigm. What
virtues are for him has to do with what creatures are and what they are envisioned to
be. We can not make sense of what virtue is (Chapter 3) or how we can go about
attaining it (Chapter 4), unless we first understand what telos is for Maximus. The
short answer to this, is that the telos of all things is theosis, or deification. This is a well
established idea in Maximus’ literature,"'® however the focus of this chapter is to
explore Maximus’ understanding of theosis specifically within the context of cosmic,
creaturely movement towards rest. This brings the notion of theosis as close as
possible to the familiar way in which telos is used in virtue ethics as an end vision
towards which we decide to aim.

In the first half of this chapter I look at creaturely movement. Maximus
understands telos to be the completion of what was started in Genesis. To understand
what the end is for Maximus, we have to understand where it fits into a picture that
has a beginning and a middle. There are two sets of triads that Maximus uses to
describe this story. These are: creation — movement — rest, and being — well-being —
eternal well being. I shall briefly discuss the role of ethics, or human choice, within
this paradigm, but this topic in particular will become a major theme in later chapters.
The first and last states in these triads (i.e. our beginning and our end) are given to all
creatures by the grace of God and are beyond human control. The central state

however, that of movement and well-being, is up to humans to determine. This is

116 See for example N. Russell, The Doctrine of Deification in the Greek Patristic Tradition. (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2006), 293.
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where we may choose to receive the gifts God wishes to share with us. Included
within this is the hoped for direction of all creatures, but also the inability to reach
this end because of the Fall. Maximus uses this pattern of cosmic movement to
describe what was meant to be, what has been lost to us, and what we may aim for
again when we partake of Christ. The focus of the first half of this chapter will be on
describing how the cosmos moves towards its perfect end. This will include describing
cosmic movement in more detail, describing how such a movement has been stalled by
human sin and how this movement is restored to us in Christ, and explaining the
relationship between humans and the rest of the created order that makes this whole
process cosmic and not just human.

In the second half of the chapter I will look at the promised perfect end in the
gift of theosis. Theosis for Maximus is the promised salvation of God’s children — the
adoption and sanctification talked of in Scripture. Despite the eschatological
dimension of this doctrine, it is also something present with us here and now because
the Spirit is with us now. Maximus gives a particularly concise window into theosis in
his spiritual commentary on the liturgy, the Mystagogia. I look at how we can use the
Mystagogia as a microcosm of cosmic movement, and use it to help us understand
theosis. Drawing on this, I look at the concept of unity and distinction in relation to
nature and person in theosis. In particular I look at the way that unity with the rest of
creation and with God never compromises the unique identity of the individual. I
finish this section by looking at the idea of theosis as still to come and not yet
complete.

The purpose of this chapter is both to contextualise and explain the telos
towards which all things move for Maximus. This will allow me to go onto explain in
Chapter 3 what virtue is in light of this, and what we as humans in this state of

movement need to do in order to attain virtues and their telos — God Himself.

2.1 THE CosMiC TRAJECTORY OF CREATURES

2.1.1 Microcosm and Mediator

In order to understand what telos is for Maximus, we must look at who it is for. In

Maximus’ understanding, telos is never purely about humans. This is because
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humanity does not exist in isolation, but as a part of creation, all of which has been
made by God. Humanity is not extracted from this cosmos, but, by merit of the gifts
given to its nature, is the centrepiece and mediator of all creation. This means that the
metaphysics of Maximus’ ethics is cosmic in scope. The purpose of humanity is not
isolated from the purpose of the rest of creation, and in fact, the purpose of humanity
is to bring the rest of creation into fulfilment of purpose — into perfection - telos. In
order to understand what the telos of human ethical conduct is for Maximus, it is first
necessary to explain the relationship between human nature and the rest of the
COSMOS.

In his Ambiguum 41, Maximus describes what he believes human nature to be.
Drawing on Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nyssa, and Dionysios the Areopagite,
Maximus describes the purpose of humanity through the functions restored in Christ’s
incarnation, crucifixion and resurrection. In this ambiguum, Maximus makes frequent
use of Paul’s letters and Luke. The Biblical passages he dwells on bring the cosmic to
the microscopic, the impossibility of God to humanity, and perfection to creation.'”’
Maximus identifies the human as the crucible in which divinity is brought to the rest
of creation. He says that humanity is the “laboratory in which everything is
concentrated and in itself naturally mediates between the extremities of each
division”.""® Adam and Eve’s failure to choose God on behalf of creation causes human
nature to fall. We can no longer move toward God unless we choose to live in renewed
human nature that has been reinstituted by Christ. It is because humans are
mediators, that our failure is the fall of all creation, and Christ’s renewal is the
renewal of all creation. Creation moves toward God, who is its end, its rest that is
ever-moving. We will return to this, but first we must note that it is through human

mediation that the rest of creation can anticipate its telos:

For humanity clearly has the power of naturally uniting at the mean point of each
division since it is related to the extremities of each division in its own parts. Through
that capacity it can come to be the way of fulfilment of what is divided and be openly
instituted in itself as the great mystery of the divine purpose. It proceeds

harmoniously to each of the extremities in the things that are, from what is close at

""" Eph. 1:10, Col. 1:16, Gal. 3:28, Luke 23:43, Heb. 9:24, Col. 1:20.
18 Maximus, Amb. 41 PG91 1305AB. [Louth, Maximus, 157].
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hand to what is remote, from what is worse to what is better, lifting up to God and
fully accomplishing union. For this reason the human person was introduced last
among beings, as a kind of natural bond mediating between the universal poles

through their proper parts, and leading into unity in itself those things that are

naturally set apart from one another by a great interval.'"

The human person shares aspects of its nature with many extremities in creation, such
as the sensibility of non-rational creatures and the rationality of the immaterial
angels.” Maximus believes that the rationality humans have, that the choices we
make, and that the love we are capable of, is ours as mediators. Our rationality,
choices and love, become the rationality, choice and love of the cosmos. We are like
little worlds — microcosms — in whose choices the universe is bound up''. We are the
voice of the silent world, the priests in the cosmic liturgy. Our choices have the
potential to unite the cosmos with God. As Louth points out in his article on Maximus
and the environment however,'* when humans do not choose love, and instead choose
the nothingness of sin, they shatter the relationships in the cosmos. This is so of the

Fall, and also in every choice humans make subsequently. As Maximus writes:

Since then the human person is not moved naturally, as it was fashioned to do, around
the unmoved, that is its own beginning (I mean God), but contrary to nature is
voluntarily moved in ignorance around those things that are beneath it, to which it has
been divinely subjected, and since it has abused the natural power of uniting what is

divided, that was given to it at its generation, so as to separate what is united...'*

In the phrase “but contrary to nature is voluntarily moved in ignorance” (op& @OoLv
€KV vontwg kekivintatl), Maximus emphasises the impact of human sin which is
both against our nature (mapa @ociv) and undertaken voluntarily (¢k®v) by humans.
This causes us to fall into ignorance (avorjtwg) and to break apart (Siaxipeoiv) those

things which it was intended we unite (vopévov). Likewise ‘to which it has been

19 Maximus, Amb. 41 PG91 1305BC, [Louth, Maximus, 157].

120 Maximus, Amb. 41 PG91 1305D-1308A.

121 See Maximus, Amb. 41 PG91 1312A-B [Louth, Maximus, 160].
122 Louth, Man and Cosmos, 68.

12 Maximus, Amb. 41 PG91 1308C [Louth, Maximus, 158].
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divinely subjected’ recalls the curse of creation from Gen. 3 17-19 in which humans
were subjected to the rest of creation and vice versa, reminding us that relation has
also been disrupted between all the rest of creation and God. All of creation continues
to groan with waiting in Rom.8:22, because although Christ restores human nature
and all the cosmos, a human choice still exists. As already hinted at by Maximus’
choice of language, human sin and obliteration of mediation requires the renewal of
human nature in Christ. Maximus twice in the above section uses language found in
the Chalcedonian Formula: separate (dunpnpévev /dwaipesiv) and union (Evewoiv/
Nvopévev). In the passage directly following this he uses the same language to

describe the incarnation of Christ as one person in two natures:

Indeed being in himself the universal union (¢vwocewg) of all, he has started with our
division (Stoupéoewc) and become the perfect human being, having from us, on our
account, and in accordance with our nature, everything that we are and lacking

nothing, apart from sin..."**

I do not think it is an accident that Maximus echoes the Chalcedonian Formula here
given the subject matter. Maximus’ understanding of human nature as mediator makes
sense of why Christ becomes a human. Christ comes as a human because it is humans
who, as mediators between the extremes of the cosmos, have torn it apart with their
choice to fall back into nothing. Christ restores this mediating ability that was lost
when human nature chose nothingness,'” and now offers a renewed human nature

that may again choose the path it was first invited to — that of love:

... therefore ‘natures have been instituted afresh’, and in a paradoxical way beyond
nature that which is completely unmoved by nature is moved immovably around that
which by nature is moved, and God becomes a human being, in order to save lost
humanity. Through himself he has, in accordance with nature, united the fragments of

the universal nature of the all, manifesting the universal logoi that have come forth for

124 Maximus, Amb. 41 PG91 1308D-1309A [Louth, Maximus, 159].

123 The terms I use here are found in Athanasius of Alexandria, ‘De Incarnatione Verbi Dei’ in SCh. 199
C. Kannengiesser, (ed.) (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1973) §4, though a similar understanding of sin
being a choice of separation and void from God is found in Maximus, Ad Thal. 42 CCSG7 289

[Blowers & Wilken, Cosmic, 122]. See also section 3.2.2 below.
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the particulars, by which the union of the divided naturally comes about, and thus he
fulfils the great purpose of God the Father, to recapitulate everything both in heaven
and earth in himself (Eph. 1:10), in whom everything has been created (Col. 1:16)."*

The recapitulation of heaven and earth within Himself is a literal restoration and
reinstitution of the natural power that was lost to humanity. Likeness with God is
returned to humanity by its reforged nature within the person of Christ. In choosing
to partake in this renewed nature, it becomes possible again that humans may bring
all creation to rest in God. I shall come on to this participation and choice in later
chapters, but for now it is enough to note that Christ’s restoration enables humans to
partake in a purpose for which we were always created. In Christ we can become

mediators that allow the cosmos to move toward theosis.

2.1.2 The Triad of Cosmic Movement

So humans enable movement. When we follow in human nature reinstituted by
Christ, we enable the cosmos to move towards theosis. Human ethical choices affect
the capacity of the created order to move toward a complex but perfect rest in God. In
this section, I will explain briefly what Maximus believes cosmic movement to be.
Maximus uses a triad to explain three stages of a creature’s existence. These
stages are that of creation; life as we know and choose to live it; and life in God which
is the promise to come. Maximus chooses to characterise these stages using language
familiar to him from the works of Origin. In 1955, Sherwood noted that Maximus’
triad of cosmic movement is a direct inversion of and challenge to Origen’s triad of
cosmic movement. Sherwood wrote that Origen’s formula of rest - movement —
creation (stasis — kinesis — genesis), where we exist in perfection in God, fall and move
towards becoming again what we were, is reversed in Maximus whilst deliberately

1.7 Maximus’ formula of creation

retaining Origenist language to highlight the reversa
- movement — rest (genesis — kinesis — stasis) rejects the pre-existence of creation as

rest in perfection in God and instead shows that creation is brought into being when
the logoi become instantiated in material creation, making matter an essential part of

creation. As Louth points out, in Maximus’ cosmology it is the incarnate Word that is

126 Maximus, Amb. 41 PG91 1308D [Louth, Maximus, 158-9].
127 Sherwood, ‘The Earlier Ambigua’, 92-3.
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central rather than Origen’s metaphysical transcendence of the soul and rejection of

matter.””® Maximus explains his position on this in Ambiguum 15:

Thus I think that whoever teaches the preexistence of souls, and promulgates the
existence of a wholly motionless ‘unity’ (¢v&da) of rational beings, is rightly deserving
of condemnation, for after the manner of the Greeks he has mixed together the
immiscible, and asserts that the origin (yevéoel) of rational beings is simultaneous in
existence with their rest (otdowv). For it is irreconcilable with true thinking that origin
should be conceived of as anterior to rest, since rest by nature is devoid of motion
(axwriTov)™” ... Simply put, to speak concisely, rest (61&o1g) is a relative concept,

which is not relative to origin (yéveowv) but to motion (kivnow)...”*

Maximus’ point is that we cannot, philosophically speaking, call something that is
originating ‘at rest’ because rest only makes sense in the context of movement.
Theologically, the point he is making is that ‘movement’ is necessary to who we are,
and not a failing of our nature. We are created with the capacity to move toward rest,
which makes the freedom of human choice essential to our perfection as opposed to
suggesting that we may never truly gain the perfection that existed in the moment of
our inception. This latter position that Maximus is combating, implicitly harks back to
the perfection of the soul prior to its being marred by matter. Maximus condemns this
in the first line of the above quotation, and it is this that Sherwood identified as a
polemic against Origen.

Maximus’ triad of movement is set in a wider cosmic picture in Ambiguum 7,
where he emphasises more the theological purpose of beings contained within the

triad:

The movement that is tending toward its proper end is called a natural power, or
passion, or movement passing from one thing to another and having impassibility as

its end. It is also called an irrepressible activity that has its end in perfect fulfilment.

128 Louth, Maximus, 66.

12 Although Maximus clarifies elsewhere that since creatures rest in a God who is never fully
knowable, even this perfect rest is one in which creatures continue to grow. I come on to this later.

B30 Maximus, Amb. 15 PG91 1220C-D [N. Constas, On Difficulties in the Church Fathers: The
Ambigua. (London: Harvard University Press, 2014), 373-4].
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But nothing that comes into being is its own end, since it is not self-caused."’
Maximus explains that motion is always directed to an end, and that the end of
creatures is always external to themselves. This is because creatures are “not self-
caused”. What Maximus is about to introduce here is that everything that has and ever
will come into being, is directed naturally toward rest in God. According to Wilken in
his notes to Ambiguum 7, Maximus’ definition of end (téAog) as “the end is that for the
sake of which all things exist, it, however, is for the sake of nothing”*** is Aristotelian
in its origins." In order to make his point about the end of all things being in God
however, and the perfection that is to come, Maximus draws from the Old and New

Testaments:

The saints Moses and David and Paul as well as Christ the Lord bear witness to the
true understanding of these things. Speaking of the first parents, Moses wrote. You
shall not eat of the tree of life (Gen. 2:9, 17). And elsewhere he said: For you have not as
yet come to the rest and the inheritance which the Lord your God gives you (Deut. 12:9).
And David: Crying out I will be satisfied when your glory appears (Ps. 16:15). And: My
soul thirsts for the strong and living God (Ps. 42:2). And St Paul writes: That if possible
I may attain the resurrection from the dead. Not that I have already obtained this or am
already perfect, but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his
own (Phil. 3:11). And to the Hebrews he writes: For whoever enters into God’s rest also
ceases from his labours as God did from his (Heb. 4:10). And again in the same epistle he
affirms that no one received what was promised (Heb 11:39). Also Christ says: Come to

me all you who labour and are heavy laden and I will give you rest (Matt 11:28)."**

Maximus uses these Biblical passages to equate rest with that eschatological promise
of perfection in God. Moving towards rest in God is a Scriptural idea, and, like the day
of rest at the end of creation, is the completion and culmination of all movement.

Maximus also begins here to express what final rest is. We see it characterised as

B Maximus, Amb. 7 PG91 1072B-C [Blowers & Wilken, Cosmic, 48].

B2 Maximus, Amb. 7 PG91 1072C [Blowers & Wilken, Cosmic, 48].

33 Wilken notes though that this is not a direct quotation of Aristotle. He also notes that Sherwood
believes “Maximus may be quoting an aphorism of Evagrius preserved in Syriac”. (Sherwood,
Earlier Ambigua, 100). Wilken himself believes that Maximus is aware that he is quoting Aristotle,
since this passage is preceded by the phrase “Hence the definition is correct even though it was
spoken by an outsider:” (Blowers & Wilken, Cosmic, 48-9, note 10).

%% Maximus, Amb. 7 PG91 1072D-1073A [Blowers & Wilken, Cosmic, 49-50].
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inheritance in Deuteronomy, as the glory of God and the living God in the Psalms, as
resurrection and rest from all labour in Paul’s letters, and as Christ Himself in
Matthew. This collection of promises goes a long way to introduce what Maximus
believes theosis to be. Of particular interest, I think, are the two Psalm quotations
included, which talk both of an anticipation of the glory of God, and of the living God
Himself. Maximus’ understanding of participation and theosis is encapsulated in both
the distinctness and unity of this anticipation of God’s glory and of God Himself."*
Maximus concludes this long list of Scriptural references with the following

statement:

Therefore no creature has ever ceased using the inherent power that directs it towards
its end, nor has it ceased the natural activity that impels it towards its end, nor
harvested what it has anticipated. For I am referring of course to being impassible and
unmoved. For it belongs to God alone to be the end and the completion and the
impassible. God is unmoved and complete and impassible. It belongs to creatures to be
moved toward that end which is without beginning, and to come to rest in the perfect
end that is without end, and to experience that which is without definition, but not to

be such or to become such in essence.'*

The movement of everything that has come into being is a movement that is
completed in God. What this means precisely will be the topic of section 2.2, but as is
already hinted in the last line of this passage, it means that creatures never become

God by nature. In other words they never stop being themselves, and being creatures.

2.1.3 The Triad of Well-being
In this section I explain the ethical dimension of Maximus’ triad of cosmic movement.

This is caught up in the role of the human as mediator since it concerns the way that
human choices impact the movement of all other things.

In Ambiguum 7, Maximus refers to a triad of well-being, where the movement
of human being is dependent on the choices we make. These three stages map onto the

stages of cosmic movement. In the triad of well-being, there is being — well-being —

135 I return to this in 2.2.

36 Maximus, Amb. 7 PG91 1073B [Blowers & Wilken, Cosmic, 50].
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eternal well-being.”’” We are created with being, we choose to move toward well-being,

and we are given rest in eternal well-being:

Everything that comes into existence is subject to movement, since it is not self-moved
or self-powered. If then rational beings come into being, surely they are also moved,
since they move from a natural beginning in ‘being’ (t6 eivai) toward a voluntary end
in ‘well-being’ (10 €0 elvou). For the end of the movement of those who are moved is
‘eternal well-being’ (10 del 0 eivou) itself, just as its beginning is being itself which is
God who is the giver of being as well as of well-being. For God is the beginning and
the end. From him come both our moving in whatever way from a beginning and our

moving in a certain way toward him as an end."®

Movement of creatures in Ambiguum 7

Creation Movement Rest

intended liffe for us in . 641”5 > weu-ﬁéihg —> etevnal well-6e£ng
accordance with our logoi
choice to move away from well- \ .o ‘
being: a reversal of this choice slipped down g N

becomes possible in Christ from above’

Fig. 1 Movement of creatures in Amb. 7

This means that the three stages map like so onto the triad of cosmic movement:

In the above diagram I have also included a reference to the logoi in Ambiguum 7 and
a reference to the Nazianzan phrase ‘slipped down from above’. The logoi and their
role in cosmic movement will be introduced more fully in Chapter 3, but they are
included here to demonstrate that the stages of being — well-being — eternal well-being
are the intended, natural movement of creatures that God desires for them." The
phrase ‘slipped down from above’ is the term Maximus is clarifying in Ambiguum 7
and refers to human choice to turn away from God. In the language of Ambiguum 41,

this is the human choice to create divisions in the cosmos rather than loving and

57 Russell identifies a number of other triads in Maximian terminology that also illustrate the

movement of creatures. He for example also talks of ‘the moral life, the intellectual life, and the
divine life’ and ‘faith, hope, and love’. (Russell, Doctrine of Deification, 294).

38 Maximus, Amb. 7 PG91 1073C [Blowers & Wilken, Cosmic, 50-1].

3 This will be opposed later on to our tropos of movement, which is the actual way in which we
decide to move. To be in harmony with God’s will is to bring our tropos in line with our logos, and
so to realise God’s plan for us.
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uniting creatures. The dotted arrow represents the choice that is only open to humans
because they may choose to participate in renewed human nature. Fallen human
nature has ‘slipped down from above’ and has no access to well-being and eternal well-
being except through Christ. This will be discussed in more detail later, but it is worth
noting that for this reason in the above quotation, Maximus calls ‘well-being’ both a
‘voluntary end’ and that which is given by God. Far from being a contradiction, this
concerns the reciprocal way in which well-being is established within humans. I
explain this in Chapter 3 when looking at the formation of virtue within humans. For
now however, the point of articulating this additional triad found in Ambiguum 7 is to
introduce the central role of human choice.

Human choice and acceptance is necessary in order for being to be transformed
into well-being, and thereafter eternal well-being may be gifted. All things are created
and have God-given movement, but if the human choice to love does not occur,
creation cannot be gathered to a state of well-being, and consequently cannot find its
rest in God. When humans ‘slip down from above’, a chasm forms between Creator
and creation. Final rest in God is the telos that all creation hopes for. It is the perfect
completion intended for creation, but the process of getting there is dependent on
human complicity. In the next section I will look more closely at what Maximus
understood theosis as the telos of creation to be. The following passage from
Ambiguum 15 provides us with a good bridging point between this and the next

section. In it Maximus describes the end as the moment

... when all things will be free from all change and alteration, when the endless,
multiform movement of beings around particular objects will come to an end in the
infinity that is around God, in which all things that are in motion will come to rest. For

infinity is around God, but is not God Himself, for He incomparably transcends even

this.'*

Here we can see the way that cosmic movement ends in God but does not compromise
the integrity of creatureliness. The questions this passage raises, such as what it means

to come to rest in infinity around God and how this relates to Maximus’ earlier

140 Maximus, Amb. 15 PG91 1220C [Constas, Difficulties, 373].
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passages where we come to rest in God, and how we can be with God if he transcends
even the rest that we come to — these questions relate to Maximus’ doctrine of theosis
and what is going on within the process of deification. It is to these difficulties that I

turn next.

2.2 THE TELOS OF ALL THINGS

In the latter half of this chapter, I look specifically at what the final promise, or telos of
the cosmos is within Maximus’ thought. I have explained where this fits in relation to
the rest of creaturely movement, and have also begun to explore what precisely this is.
The telos of all things is theosis through the mediating power of the human.

Prior to Maximus, the doctrine of theosis has a rich theological history. Jules
Gross wrote in the introduction to his book The Divinization of the Christian According
to the Greek Fathers: “Is not all our theology of sanctifying grace, nearly to the word, a
doctrine of deification?”.'*" Gross’s book traces deification as a concept through
Hellenic philosophy and Scriptural interpretation and then through the Greek
theologians of the early centuries. His book concludes by looking at Dionysios the
Areopagite, Maximus the Confessor and John of Damascus. Gross notes the lasting
influence of Dionysios on Maximus’ understanding of deification, writing that “[...]
despite numerous differences of detail, Dionysios and Maximus agree in seeing
deification through the mystical union with God as the goal of creation and of the
incarnation, as well as of the moral activity of human kind”'** The influence of
Dionysios on Maximus’ work is clear, but the implication that Dionysios holds pride
of place is a little misleading.'”® Berthold places more weight on Scripture as the
primary source for Maximus’ understanding of deification. He notes that though

deification is to be found everywhere in Christian theology, for Maximus ultimately

4 J. Gross, The Divinization of the Christian According to the Greek Fathers. P.A. Onica (trans.)

(California: A&C Press, 2002 (first published 1938)), 2; Sherwood also makes this point, noting that
for Maximus deification and salvation are one and the same, P. Sherwood, St Maximus the
Confessor: The Ascetic Life & The Four Centuries on Charity (New York: Paulist Press, 1955), 71-
2.

Gross, Divinization, 254.

Gross does not exclude other sources and neither does he exclude the Bible, but the focus of his
chapter is on the strong relation between Dionysios and Maximus and the inherited ideas of theosis.

142
143
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deification is the promise of New Testament.'** Maximus is clearly indebted to
Dionysios, Evagrios, Gregory of Nyssa, Gregory Nazianzus and many more theological
forerunners in developing the doctrine of theosis, but it is especially important to take
note of Berthold’s point: theosis for Maximus is a Scriptural phenomenon that has to
do with the restoration of human nature through Christ and in the Holy Spirit.'*
Another important overview of Maximus’ doctrine of deification was
undertaken by Norman Russell. He provided a comprehensive survey of deification in
the Greek Patristic tradition, he cites Maximus’ principle guide on the topic of
deification to be Gregory of Nazianzus.'** He also provides a list of all the Greek terms
that Maximus uses to convey this doctrine,'” but notes that “None of these terms
seems to differ significantly from any other in meaning. They all refer to the same
process by which human beings are penetrated and transformed by the divine”.'*®
Russell’s choice to structure an inquiry into Maximus and theosis by going through
each of his works allows a comprehensive overview covering all instances of the term
in Maximus’ thought, although this approach is not necessarily the best one for trying
to describe Maximus’ overall cosmic paradigm where theosis is the telos of movement.
Russell also loses out on opportunities to elucidate areas of Maximus’ thought by
cross-referencing with his other works. For example, Russell gives an excellent
summary of the process of deification in Maximus’ On the Lord’s Prayer, going
through Maximus’ points as they appear in the text. Where “the fifth mystery” on “the

unification of human nature”¥’

arises however the text exhibits very little of the
complexity and centrality that this theme takes on in Ambiguum 41. While Russell
does deal with the Ambiguum later on in his chapter, there is no synthesis of this with
earlier mentions from On the Lord’s Prayer. This ends up implying a vast and
haphazard shape to Maximus’ work — an unfair suggestion given that at least some of

Maximus’ ideas overlap enough to give us a cosmic structure and movement to his

paradigm of thought. In my exposition I attempt to order Maximus’ thought in a way

44 Berthold, Maximus, 10. Berthold notes in particular 1 Jn 3:2; 2 Pt 1:4.

45 As we have seen in 2.1.2 and will see further especially in 2.2.3.

146 Russell, Doctrine of Deification, 263.

7 Bedm, Bémotg, Ekbéwoig, kBemTikdg, Beomoiém, Ocomoldg, OsomomTikds, amodedm, cuvhsd®,
Oswtkdg. Russell, Doctrine of Deification, 264.

148 Russell, Doctrine of Deification, 264.

149 Russell, Doctrine of Deification, 268.
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that demonstrates the overall shape of this cosmic movement, and situates theosis as
the complex end of this movement. The unification of human nature, as we will see, is
key to understanding the purpose of the human in relation to the whole of creation.

The end movement of the cosmos, made possible in restored human nature
which Christ has renewed within himself, is the sanctification of all creation. In the
deification of the microcosm, the human who contains the extremes of the universe,
all of creation is united to God. But what is deification, and if it is at the end of all
movement, how can we have any notion of what it is now? Maximus’ understanding
of the liturgy mirrors his understanding of cosmic movement. His exploration of
sanctification during the Eucharist gives us an insight into the theosis of the universe.
In 2.2.1 I'look at what we can learn about theosis from Maximus’ Mystagogia
(commentary on the mystery of the liturgy). In 2.2.2. I look at what Maximus means to
be united to God, and the importance of unity through grace and personal distinction.
In section 2.2.3 I look at theosis as an eschatological idea, and its being a promise as
yet unfulfilled, and as something both immanent and present.

Throughout this section there are paradoxes pertaining to the relationship of
the created and the divine. How can we be united to God and one another and yet
distinct, how can theosis be within this lifetime and yet also at the end of it, how can
God be the end of all things and yet with all things. These paradoxes, as I will explain
as they arise, are brought together within the mystery of Christ’s person. The mystery
of the relationship between the created and the uncreated is brought into harmony
within Christ’s one person and two natures. The communion of the created and
uncreated is within Christ and may be participated in by all of creation. It is worth
bearing in mind this Christological underpinning as we explore Maximus’

understanding of theosis.

2.2.1 The Liturgy as Microcosm
According to Maximus, unity with God is not just something confined to an

eschatological epoch after the end of human history. It is something that is always in
process as we strive in this life for closeness with God." There are instances in life

where we can even have a foretaste of the theosis that is to come. This is especially so

130 Maximus, Myst. TCr. Ch.7.
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of the divine liturgy for Maximus. We can understand what may be possible in final
rest by treating the liturgy as a window into that which is to come. Maximus writes
that this is possible “...because of the grace of the Holy Spirit which is always invisibly
present, but in a special way at the time of the holy synaxis. This grace transforms and
changes each person who is found there and in fact leads him to what is revealed
through the mysteries which are celebrated..”"" We can read Maximus’ Mystagogia as
a microcosm of the sanctification of all creation, as his commentary on the liturgy
mirrors the process of creaturely movement leading to deification. Russell even goes
so far as to suggest that it is here in the Mystagogia that we can truly see Maximus
himself overawed and perhaps even filled with the grace of theosis.” In the
Mystagogia, Maximus emphasises that the Holy Spirit transforms each person by
grace in proportion to what is more divine within them," but also notes that even
those young in their faith are mysteriously transfigured by grace and grow in
understanding.™ The process of transfiguration is one that a person comes to of their
own volition, must be receptive to, and indeed rewards the faith and love of each
person, but ultimately is mysterious, incomprehensible and a place beyond human
control. The transformation process itself is by the Holy Spirit and through grace.™
In the Mystagogia, Maximus provides an analysis of the physical actions that
occur during the liturgy and their spiritual significance. After this though, he provides
an account of the movement of the soul and its elevation in the course of the liturgy.
One particularly potent image of theosis that Maximus gives us is from Dionysios, and

is that of the human becoming a mirror:

... in having God through prayer as its mystical and only Father by grace, the soul will
center on the oneness of his hidden being by a distraction from all things, and it will
experience or rather know divine things all the more as it does not want to be its own
nor be able to be recognised from or by itself or anyone else’s but only all of God’s
who takes it up becomingly and fittingly as only he can, penetrating it completely

without passion and deifying all of it and transforming it unchangeably to himself.

1 Maximus, Myst. TCr. Ch.24 [Berthold, Maximus, 206).
132 Russell, Doctrine of Deification, 295.

153 Maximus, Myst. TCr. Ch.24.

13 Maximus, Myst. TCr. Ch.24.

155 Maximus, Myst. TCr. Ch.21.
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Thus, as says the very holy Dionysios the Areopagite, it becomes the image and
appearance ‘of the invisible light, an accurate mirror, very transparent, without flaw,
undefiled, unstained, receiving in itself, if we are allowed to say this, the splendour of
the divine model and purely illuminating in himself, as far as possible, the goodness of

the silence of the inner recesses.’'*

The deified person is one who is so illuminated and filled with God’s presence, that
they become a vessel that reflects back the glory of God. This image of God
illuminated within us, is us become like God, by adoption by the Holy Spirit."’
Importantly, this adoption and likeness comes from beyond our nature and is effected
by God.”® As implied above when Maximus and Dionysios talk of the human mirror
receiving the image of God within themselves, there is a place for human activity in
this reciprocal relationship, but this will be discussed in the following chapters.

Another image of this mirror-like reciprocity can be found in Ambiguum 10, where

Maximus writes:

For they say that God and man are paradigms of one another, that as much as God is
humanised to man through love for mankind, so much has man been able to be deified
to God through love, and that as much as man is caught up by God to what is known
in his mind, so much does man manifest God, who is invisible by nature, through

virtues.”

The likeness of one has been deified through love to the other. The place of virtues
mentioned here is one that will become important in Chapter 3, but we can see also
here the central importance of love in this outpouring of grace. In a number of other
places, we see Maximus calling this deification through love a self-emptying of the

Son. For example in On the Lords Prayer Maximus writes

When we pray, let our aim be this mystery of deification (Be®oewc), which shows us

what we were once like and what the self-emptying (kévwoig) of the only-begotten

136 Maximus, Myst. TCr. Ch.23 [Berthold, Maximus, 206].

57 Maximus, Myst. TCr. Ch.24.

1% Maximus, Opusc. 1 PG91 33A-36A.

1% Maximus Ambiguum 10 PG91 1113B-C [Louth, Maximus, 101].
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Son through the flesh has now made us...'"

and

Perhaps the counsel of God the Father to which David here refers is the unfathomable
self-emptying (kévwouv) of the only-begotten Son which He brought about for the

deification (émti Oemoel) of our nature, and by which He has set a limit to the ages."

Like the reciprocal mirror from earlier, this self-emptying of the son is something that
is mimicked by those who wish to receive deification through this self-emptying love:
“Moreover, by emptying (xevwoet) themselves of the passions they lay hold of the
divine to the same degree as that to which, deliberately emptying (xevidoag) Himself
of His own sublime glory, the Logos of God truly became man”.** This self-emptying
love is essential to what is going on in the reciprocal relationship between God and
humans and is essential to what theosis is. In the next chapter, I look at love in relation
to the rest of the virtues, and it will become especially important that love exists in
this mutual self-emptying by both the giver and receiver, and that in this moment is
the telos of all creation.

We have seen that the microcosm of the liturgy enables sanctification through
the Holy Spirit. This is not just a model representing what is to come however. As
Sherwood notes, the deification of the person, for Maximus, does not occur in
isolation but in the community of the Church and in the sacraments.'”® Maximus’
Mystagogia is filled with microcosmic imagery that relates what happens at a small
level to what happens at a massive level. Just like Christ’s incarnation where the
universe was sanctified within the person of Christ, who brought together the divine
and the human inside Himself, so do we find “...God's holy Church as a figure and
image of the entire world composed of visible and invisible essences because like it, it

»164

contains both unity and diversity”'** and that the “holy Church is like a man because

160 Maximus Or. Dom. PG90 905D-908A [Palmer, Sherrard & Ware, The Philokalia Volume Two. G.
Palmer, P. Sherrard, & K. Ware, (eds.) (London: Faber and Faber Limited, 1981), 304].

161 Maximus, Or. Dom. PG90 873C-D [Palmer, Sherrard & Ware, Philokalia, 286].

12 Maximus, Or. Dom. PG90 877A [Palmer, Sherrard & Ware, Philokalia, 287].

163 Sherwood, Maximus, 71.

164 Maximus, Myst. TCr. Ch.2 [Berthold, Maximus, 188].
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for the soul it has the sanctuary, for mind it has the divine altar, and for body it has

the nave”!®

and “that the whole world, made up of visible and invisible things, is man
and conversely that man made up of body and soul is a world”."*® Everywhere, what
relates to the small relates to the large, and vice versa. And everywhere we have also
these distinctions that are in harmony and unity, following but also epitomised in
Christ. We shall leave how one can achieve theosis to Chapter 4, but it is important
that we not forget that the liturgy is not just an example of what theosis might look
like, but a present reality here among us. It is both the promise of what is to come and
a continuous reality here amongst us, simultaneously present and yet to come, by
merit of the Holy Spirit.

Within the liturgy, Maximus talks in particular about the Divine Eucharist as

being a moment where theosis is present on Earth:

By holy communion of the spotless and life-giving mysteries we are given fellowship
and identity with him by participation in likeness, by which man is deemed worthy
from man to become God. For we believe that in this present life we already have a
share in these gifts of the Holy Spirit through love that is in faith, and in the future age
after we have kept the commandments to the best of our ability we believe that we
shall have a share in them in very truth in their concrete reality according to the
steadfast hope of our faith and the solid unchangeable promise to which God has

committed himself.!*’

Seamlessly moving between discussion of the Eucharist and eschatological theosis,
Maximus depicts the Eucharist as fellowship (xowvwvia), identity (tadtotng) and
participation (petéyw) in likeness (Opototng), that as yet does not have the
eschatological character which we will come to know according to ‘very truth in their
concrete reality’ (kotd aAfBeiav avomootdtwg).'® It is theosis in the present that
anticipates theosis to come. When Maximus tells us that the whole world is the

Church,'” he describes the material world as the nave, and the spiritual realm as the

15 Maximus, Myst. TCr. Ch.4 [Berthold, Maximus, 189-90].

1% Maximus, Myst. TCr. Ch.7 [Berthold, Maximus, 196].

17 M