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AMBIGUUM 7

On the Beginning and End of
Rational Creatures

(PG 91:1068D—1101C)

[1068D] Gregory Nazianzen: “What does Wisdom have in mind for
me? And what is this great mystery? Is it God’s intention that we who
are a portion of God and have slipped down from above should out
of self-importance be so haughty and puffed up as to despise our
Creator? Hardly! Rather we should always look to him in our strug-
gle against the weakness of the body. Its very limitations are a form
of training for those in our condition.”

[1069A] It seems that some who read these words are unable to find
their true meaning even though they have expended great effort.
They have pursued a facile solution and borrowed too much from
Greek teachings. According to their opinion there once existed a sin-
gle entity (évdg) of rational beings. We were all connatural with God
and had our dwelling place (Jn 14:2) and foundation in God. Then
came movement from God and from this they make it out that, as
rational beings were dispersed in various ways, God envisaged the

!Gregory Nazianzen, Oration 14.7 (On Love for the Poor) (PG 35:865C).
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creation of this corporeal world to unite them with bodies as pun-
ishment for their former transgressions.? Those who hold these
things think that our teacher had intimated them in the words cited
above.?

[1069B] But they do not realize how untenable their views and
how improbable their conjectures, as a more reasonable argument
will surely demonstrate. For if the divine is unmoved, since it fills all
things, and everything that was brought from non-being to being is
moved (because it tends toward some end), then nothing that moves
is yet at rest. For movement driven by desire has not yet come to rest

o in that which is ultimately desirable. Unless that which is ultimately

" desirable is possessed, nothing else is of such a nature as to bring to

, Test what is being driven by desire. Therefore if something moves it

-

“ able. Those who are tending toward that which is ultimately desirable
have not yet reached the end, since they have not yet come to rest.
[1069C] But if it is the case, as some hold, that rational beings had
in fact reached this end, and afterward were moved from their secure
abode in what is ultimately desirable, with the result that they were
scattered, we must ask in no uncertain words: what proof do they
have? For if this is so, it must be assumed that under similar circum-
stances rational beings will necessarily undergo such changes indefi-

nitely. If God can be abandoned once for the sake of experiencing

2See Origen, De principiis 2.1.1: “Now since the world is so very varied and com-
prises so great a diversity of rational beings, what else can be the cause of this diver-
sity than the different ways in which those who flowed away from the original unity
(8vdg) fell” Text from Justinian, Ep. ad Menan (Iustiniani Edictum Contra Originem)
in E. Schwartz, ed., Acta conciliorum oecumenicorum 3:211 (= G. D. Mansi, ed., Sacro-
rum conciliorum nova et amplissima collectio 9:529).

3Barsanuphius, a monk from Gaza in the early sixth century, said that some who
believed in the pre-existence of souls appealed to the writings of Gregory the The-
ologian (Ep. 604). See also Cyril of Scythopolis: the Origenists “affirm that the doc-
trines of pre-existence and restoration are indifferent and without danger, citing the
words of Saint Gregory” (Life of Cyriacus11). Gregory Nazianzen, according to a sixth-
century life, was “the only one to be called ‘the theologian’ after the evangelist John”
(Gregory the Presbyter, Life of Gregory, PG 35:288C). Gregory’s authority was second
only to that of the Holy Scriptures.
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something different, there is nothing to prevent this from happening
again and again. If reasonable beings are thus to be carried about and
have no place to rest and cannot hope to have any abiding steadfast-
ness in the good,* what could be greater reason to despair?®

On the other hand, if our opponents should say that intellects
could have adhered to the divine goodness, but did not, because they
wanted to experience something different, then the beautiful would
of necessity be loved not for itself, but because of what had been
learned of it from its opposite. That would mean the beautiful is
loved for some other reason than that it is itself lovable by nature.
What is not good and lovable in itself, and does not draw all move-
ment toward it simply because it is good and lovable, cannot prop-
erly be the beautiful. [1069D] Such beauty would be incapable of
satisfying the desire of those who find delight in it. In fact those who
hold this view would have to be grateful to evil, because it taught
them what is right and how to hold firmly to the beautiful. [1072A]
If our opponents are consistent, they would say that evil brought
things into being and is more useful than nature itself, because in
their view evil teaches what is fitting and allows one to attain the
most precious possession, I mean love, by which all things made by
God are brought back to abide in God forever.

Further, of the things made by God, whether intellectual or sen-
sible, coming into being precedes movement.® It is impossible to
have movement before something has come into being. If the move-
ment of things that have come into being is of intellectual things, it
is intellectual movement, and if it is of sensible things, it is sensible
movement. [1072B] As is apparent to those who have examined

“The phrase “steadfastness in the good” occurs in Gregory of Nyssa’s Life of Moses
199 (GNO 7, pt. 1: 102, 19-21).

5Augustine makes a similar point. Our present concern, he writes, “is to combat
the theory of cycles.” . .. (Civ. Dei12.20).

6Elsewhere Maximus writes: “Before we think of any natural movement of
things, we must think of their becoming; but movement must naturally be presup-
posed as prior to all rest. . .. Therefore it is impossible for becoming and rest to come
into existence at the same time, since they are naturally separated from each other
through the middle term of movement” (Amb. 15, PG 91:1217D).
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