
ON ORTHODOXY

The key to the transition of the Orthodox Catholic Tradition from an illegal to a legal religion and then to an established Church lies in the fact that the Roman Empire realised that it was not confronted simply by another form of religion or philosophy, but by a well organised society of psychiatric clinics which cured the happiness-seeking sickness of humanity and produced normal citizens with selfless love dedicated to the radical cure of personal and social ills. The relation between State and Church which developed was exactly parallel to that between the State and modern medicine. 





John Romanides

ALEXANDER DUGIN AND ORTHODOXY

In my article on Alexander Dugin in the first Heidegger Review, I complained that, though Dugin proclaims himself to be an Orthodox Christian, it is by no means obvious what role Orthodox Christianity plays in his overall thinking. It is, he tells us, the traditional religion for Russians and there may be an implication that it isn't much good for anyone else. My article was based on his book The Fourth Political Theory and also on his website which seems quite comprehensive. But Dugin has written books on all sorts of subjects and very little of what he has written has been translated into English. He has in fact published at least one book on Orthodoxy, or at least on what he calls 'Orthodox Esotericism', which may not be quite the same thing.

Since this article  was written, a new book by Dugin has appeared in English translation, on Heidegger,
 and though this too says very little about Orthodoxy it is part of a larger project which puts Heidegger into the general context of Russian philosophy, or it might be better to say, puts Russian philosophy into the context of Heidegger. Though the second - Russian - part isn't yet available in translation the broad thesis is that Russian philosophy (presumably such as Khomiakov, Soloviev, Berdyaev - Plekhanov? Deborin? Bukharin?) is a chaotic, shapeless thing living in the shadow of the great drama that is Western philosophy. It is a philosophy in waiting. The cycle of Western philosophy, starting with the pre-socratics, was based on a misconception of the nature of Being. That cycle, as Heidegger argues, came to an end with Nietzsche. It is Heidegger who has prepared the way for the new beginning that will give the Russians their chance: 'Despite everything, we must prepare a new turn in Russian philosophy arising from an accurate understanding of Western thought. And Western thought in its greatest embodiment is the philosophy of Martin Heidegger.' (p.288) One assumes that the book on Russian philosophy will have something to say about Orthodoxy.

Also since I wrote my article a couple of items relevant to Orthodoxy have appeared on the website. One of them is a piece by Dugin himself - a discussion available in a French translation of the legal theorist, one of the pioneers of 'Eurasianism' in the 1920s, Nikolai Nikolaivitch Alekseiev.

In this article, Dugin evokes the confrontation said to have taken place in Russia in the fifteenth/sixteenth century between the 'non-possessors', represented by the hermit St Nil Sorsky, and the 'possessors', represented by the monk St Josif Volotsky
. The 'non-possessors' argued for a strictly ascetic monasticism separate from the world, the 'possessors' for a powerful monasticism able to exercise influence in the world - mainly through the suppression of non-Orthodox tendencies. Dugin, following Alekseiev, sees this as representing two necessarily complementary aspects of the Eurasian mentality - the 'pole of mercy' represented by the Non-possessors and the 'pole of severity' - 'terrible, Moscovite, oprichino-Bolshevik' as Dugin summarises it - by the Possessors (the oprichniki were the personal army of Ivan IV -'Ivan the Terrible'). It should be stressed that Dugin and Alekseiev both distinguish between 'Eurasia' and 'Russia'. Orthodoxy may be the traditional Russian religion but Eurasia would have to take account also of Islam and Buddhism (and Catholicism and even perhaps Protestantism, whatever that is, if it is to stretch as Dugin wants it to from Vladivostock to Lisbon - sometimes it gets as far as Dublin). Another of my complaints in the Dugin article was that he doesn't seem to have taken much notice of Islam (or Buddhism for that matter).

The other new item on the website is a long, very wide ranging piece - 'Civilisation Clashes in Europe: the Philosophical Causes' - by a Greek writer, Nicholas Laos, which attempts to explain the difference of mentality between Western and Eastern Christianity. Laos is the author of a book called The Kairological Qabbalah and 'Founder and President of the Kairological Society –  Reality Restructuring Resources Ltd, a philosophical and policy-oriented think-tank, private exclusive membership club and consultancy organization' to quote the website of his publisher, White Crane publishing. The website features a long interview with him in which he says among much else: 'my favourite role model is Adam Weishaupt, the founder of the Bavarian Illuminati'. So here again we're not exactly dealing with mainstream Orthodoxy. 

The article is, nonetheless, full of interesting things and, now that Orthodox Russia is being excluded from what the Atlanticists like to call 'the International Community' (a rapidly shrinking international community as it happens) the subject - the difference of mentality between Western and Eastern Christianity - is obviously important. I shall come back to it later in the present article but since Orthodoxy is at the centre of this discussion I thought it might be better by way of introduction here to give a fairly elementary account of it, based on my own experience. 

ENTERING AN ORTHODOX CHURCH

The first thing that would strike anyone coming to an Orthodox service for the first time (especially if it is a Slav service - the Greeks are showing signs of weakening) is that most of the people present are standing. There are chairs but they are for older people, young children or people with handicaps - or, perhaps as a manifestation of Alekseiev's pole of mercy, visitors who don't have the habit of standing. The people also don't look as if they are enjoying themselves in any obvious manner. They are not smiling or laughing. The services are longer than is usual in the West. The liturgy (which includes communion. It is the equivalent of the Western 'mass') takes about one and a half hours. In Greek churches it is often preceded by an hour long Matins service. In Slav churches it would usually be preceded by a 'vigil service' - Vespers, Matins and Prime - the night before. This would last about two and a half hours. As well as standing (often quite still, especially if they happen to be Serbs) people will light candles and venerate icons - painted panels or, especially among the Greeks, wall paintings. There are no statues.

There are also no musical instruments. If it is a Slav church there will usually be a choir singing in a four part harmony in a style that, though it has a decidedly 'Slav' character, is not too far removed from Western habits. In the eighteenth century, Russian Church music (and the style of icon painting
) became very European or 'Italianate'. The present singing style - and icon painting style - is a result of a Slav/'Byzantine' revival in the nineteenth century but by that time the Western tonic sol-fa was well established in the Slav mind. The 'Old Believers' (who resisted certain innovations introduced in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries) have maintained a more 'exotic' style of singing.

As have the Greeks. The Greek style is 'monodic' - a single melodic line whether sung by a solo 'psaltis' or by a group, accompanied where possible by a 'drone' - a series of sustained bass notes which vary slightly following shifts in the usually highly decorated sung melody. When done expertly (I acted as psaltis for some time in a small Greek-style parish in Wales but I couldn't do this) the melody will use 'quarter tones' or other tones that aren't in the tonic sol-fa. The Greek church was of course long subject to the Ottoman Empire and there is some discussion as to whether or not the more 'exotic' characteristics of the singing style are a product of Eastern Islamic influence (there is also a question of Greek influence on the Islamic styles). Anyone who has heard the pre-tonic sol-fa style of singing still practised by Presbyterians in the Hebrides will probably feel, though, that this particular East/West distinction is a little contrived.

The whole service is sung or chanted, mostly by the choir but also by the deacon and priest.

Apart from the absence of chairs and organ and the presence of icons and/or wall paintings, the most obvious visual feature distinguishing an Orthodox church is the 'iconostasis'. This is a painted screen at the east of the church, separating the sanctuary where the bread and wine are prepared for communion from the main body of the church. The screen has three doors, one on either side and a pair of 'Royal Doors' in the centre, opening on to the altar. The Royal Doors are flanked by icons of Christ to the right and of the Virgin and Child to the left (there is a tradition, not often observed these days, that men stand on the right where there will be icons of male saints, and women stand on the left, with icons of female saints).

If the church has a deacon then the priest will spend most of his time in the sanctuary and the faithful will see little of him. The deacon's role has been likened to that of an angel, flitting from Heaven (the sanctuary) to earth (where the faithful are gathered) and back again. If there is no deacon his role is taken by the priest.

All the services conform to a definite, unalterable pattern. There is a script and it is followed. It varies from day to day depending on the Saints or events that are being honoured but there is no room for individual improvisation except to some limited extent in the choice of melodies. Anyone living in an Orthodox country will probably think Orthodoxy is fairly monolithic but anyone encountering it in the West will be aware of a variety of Orthodox jurisdictions (Serb, Greek, Russian, Antiochian, Georgian) and even of different theological, or politico-theological tendencies (I joined Orthodoxy through the emigré based Russian Church Outside Russia at a time when it was out of communion with the Moscow Patriarchate) but they all, with only minor variations, follow the same order of service. Apart from the styles of singing one would have difficulty telling them apart, even when there are theological differences (usually on issues that to Western eyes would seem to be very unimportant).

The texts used in the Slav churches are the original Greek texts translated into 'Old Slavonic' - a language which, I am told, stands in much the same relation to modern Russian as Middle English to modern English. The difference is greater than the difference between Elizabethan English and modern English. Like Latin in the West, Old Slavonic serves as a unifying factor among the different Slav peoples. Most of the texts are now available in English translation and many parishes in the west now habitually use the language of the country in which they find themselves either exclusively or in combination with the traditional Greek or Slavonic.

A QUESTION OF AUTHORITY

One reason for the theological and liturgical conservatism of Orthodoxy is simply that there is no body that has the authority to impose change. There is no equivalent of the papacy, or of the Synod of the Church of England which, in Orthodox eyes can look like a logical development of the principle of the papacy, based on a confusion between the work and authority of the Holy Spirit and the administrative structure of the Church.

The question of authority was the basic question that divided the Western and Eastern churches. Both 'Roman Catholicism' and 'Orthodoxy' are descended from the church of the Roman Empire which was organised in five patriarchates - Rome, Jerusalem, Alexandria, Antioch and Constantinople, also known as 'New Rome'. New Rome was built on or near the site of a town called Byzantium but, although citizens of Constantinople called themselves 'Byzantines' in much the same way that people in Birmingham call themselves 'Brummies', the use of the term 'Byzantine' (developed I think by Western historians in the eighteenth century) gives a misleading impression of a society that saw itself as 'Roman' - Greek speaking inheritors of classical Greece and Rome.
 The Seljuks called the territory they conquered from the Empire in Anatolia 'Rum'.

After the collapse of the Roman Empire in the West, leaving the Patriarch of Old Rome ('the Pope') at the mercy of various peoples who had not been part of the Empire, what might be called a new church emerged in the courts of the Germanic Kings in the West, acknowledging the Pope as its titular head but developing an impressive intellectual life of its own. It was in these circles that around the eighth century the 'filioque' came into use, originally, it seems, in Visigothic Spain. This was an addition to the creed agreed by the united church in Constantinople in 382 (called the 'Nicene creed' though it was actually devised as a clarification of the creed agreed at Nicaea in 325). The creed of Nicaea-Constantinople said of the Holy Spirit simply that He 'proceeds from the Father'. The German-Visigothic version read 'proceeds from the Father and the Son' (filioque). I don't intend here to go into the theological implications of this. The main point is that it was only in the eleventh century, when the papacy fell into German hands, that it was formally adopted by the Pope.

The convenient date ascribed to the East/West schism was in the eleventh century, 1054, when the two sides exchanged anathemas. The immediate point at issue was not, as it happens, the filioque but the apparently innocuous question of whether leavened (the Eastern practise) or unleavened (the Western practise) bread should be used in Communion. But actually the issue was authority. The Eastern side thought they were about to engage in a discussion on the matter but found themselves confronted with the statement that since the Pope had pronounced in favour of unleavened bread there was nothing to discuss.
  Similarly with the filioque. The Eastern church had always been opposed to any change in the Creed while the Popes, reliant as they were on German support, had tolerated the innovation. But now the papacy had formally adopted it and was claiming the right unilaterally to impose it on the whole Church.

The system for authoritative decision-making on important matters favoured in the East was a council summoned by the Emperor in which all five of the historic imperial patriarchates would be represented - an 'Ecumenical Council'. This, however, had become impossible. The highly prestigious Patriarchate of Alexandria - a major power behind the 'Orthodoxy' of the first three councils still recognised nowadays as 'ecumenical' and therefore authoritative - had split off in the fifth century through disagreements with what the mainstream imperial church (still uniting Old and New Rome) regarded as the Fourth Ecumenical Council. This was the origin of the Egyptian 'Coptic' church ('Copt' is derived from the Arabic version of the Greek word for 'Egyptian'). A rival 'Orthodox' (I sometimes put the word in inverted commas because of course everyone regards themselves as 'Orthodox') patriarchate was established but Alexandria, Jerusalem and Antioch all fell to Islam and could not identify too closely with the old Empire without offending their new masters.

Meanwhile Constantinople, like Old Rome, had its own 'barbarians' - peoples who had developed politically outside the Empire but accepted the imperial Church - to deal with. Unlike the Germans, the Slavs, so far as I know, did not try to develop an intellectual life independent of their Roman mentors, but they were still problematic, posing a series of political challenges. As a result new patriarchates and new 'autocephalous' (self-governing) churches were created, none of which could aspire to make decisions on behalf of the church as a whole. Eventually they all fell under Muslim domination as did Constantinople itself in the fifteenth century, just at the moment when Russia, under Mongol-Tartar domination since the thirteenth century, broke free. Once New Rome fell, it is easy to see how Old Rome could believe that its position - its conviction that it alone possessed the plenitude of authority in the Christian Church - had been vindicated, especially since there was an influx into its jurisdiction of some of the most intellectually lively elements of the Eastern Christian culture, sometimes seen as one of the factors contributing to the Western 'Renaissance'.

It is also easy to see how Moscow, now the main bastion of independent Orthodoxy, could see itself as the 'Third Rome' (after the first Rome had gone heretic and the second had fallen into the hands of the Muslims). But Orthodoxy has never had much success in making claims of this kind. In the early eighteenth century, under Peter called 'the Great', the patriarchate of the Third Rome, the patriarchate of Moscow, was suppressed and the church administration became a department of government, - all this at about the same time that the convocations of Canterbury and York were suppressed in England and sovereignty in church affairs handed over to the Parliament. It was only with the collapse of the Tsarist system in the very unfortunate circumstances of 1917 that the Moscow patriarchate was restored, though it could hardly be claimed that the Church recovered its institutional independence.

HESYCHASM

The fall of Constantinople in 1452/3 was preceded by the Council of Florence-Ferrara when the Eastern Church - desperate for Western support against the Muslim advance - came near to accepting the authority of the papacy. That in turn was preceded by a major politico-theological controversy - the 'hesychast' controversy - within Constantinople. I believe this - the formal adoption of hesychasm - is the moment when the fundamental difference in character between the two traditions - despite all that they have in common and beyond the proximate causes of their quarrelling - begins to emerge clearly.

The hesychasts were a tendency which developed among monks on Mount Athos, though on the basis of a practise that was continuous since the earliest days of the Church. The word 'hesychasm' is based on the Greek 'hesychia' meaning 'silence' or 'stillness'. The hesychasts believed that it was possible in this present life to achieve 'deification' - the union of God and man - that this was the purpose of the ascetic life (the Greek word 'askesis' means 'exercise' and can refer to the exercises of athletes - or of people learning Greek) and that only the deified Saints have authority to pronounce on theological matters - 'If you are a theologian you will pray truly. And if you pray truly, you are a theologian' to quote Evagrius the Solitary (On Prayer §61). 

Theology, then, is a matter of experience, not of intellectual/philosophical speculation. The Saints are men and women who have achieved the union of God and Man - made possible through the union of God and Man in Jesus - and this is symbolised by the halo. Through the veneration of the saints, through a very much lighter participation in their ascetic life (there are around 200 fast - meaning for most people simply vegan - days in the year), through participation in the life of the Church, above all, of course, communion in the Body and Blood of Christ, the faithful constitute one body with the Saints and therefore share to a lesser degree in their union with God. It is this union with God that is eternal life. Everything is destined to finish in union with God - 'that God may be all in all' (1. Cor 15:28) but those who are ill-prepared for it, who still live under the power of the various earthly passions, will experience that Glory, that Light, as Fire.

The opposition to the hesychasts in Constantinople came from a more intellectual, more philosophically minded tendency which argued that such direct union with God was impossible in this life, that God was essentially beyond human experience. The conflict had a political dimension, the dynastic conflict between John VI Cantacuzenus, who supported the hesychasts and John V Palaeologus who opposed them. Very crudely we can say that it was the intellectual/philosophical tendency that decamped to Rome after the fall of Constantinople leaving the hesychasts in possession of the field. Hesychasm was a powerful idea under the circumstances of the Muslim domination which did not allow the development of an independent Christian intellectual culture but did tolerate the continued devotional life of the monasteries. It might also be said to have suited the politically unfavourable circumstances of the Russian Church.

The great text of the hesychast tradition is the compilation of ascetic writings known as The Philokalia (Love of the Good, or of the Beautiful) put together in the seventeenth century by St Nikodimos of the Holy Montain (Athos) and made available in Russian by St Paisius (Velichkovsky) in the eighteenth century. 

What is initially striking about The Philokalia is that though it covers over 1,000 years starting with the fifth century the format and content changes very little. It consists of advice as to how to wage spiritual warfare, which is to say war against all the largely psychological forces that obstruct the longed for union with God. The Old Testament - especially the Psalms - is quoted abundantly but always treated not as a history book but as a guide to this spiritual war. Although the end aimed for is experience of the Presence of God, that experience is never, or hardly ever described. It is not in any obvious sense a 'mystical' book, there is nothing in it that resembles, for example, the mystical poetry of St John of the Cross. Visions and heavenly voices are also treated with extreme suspicion and there is nothing of the personal anguish and emotional intensity that is so characteristic of Western Christian writing, both Catholic and Protestant. 

Here is an example taken more or less at random (from the 'Second Century of Various texts' by the 7th century St Maximos the Confessor, who had his tongue pulled out and his right hand cut off for his opposition to the - at the time imperially sponsored - Monothelite heresy):

'61. Scripture refers to the higher form of the spiritual contemplation of nature as "hill country" (Deut. 11:11). Its cultivators are those who have rejected the images derived from sensible objects and have advanced to the perception of the noetic essences of these objects through the acquisition of the virtues.

'62. So long as the intellect continually remembers God, it seeks the Lord through contemplation, not superficially but in the fear of the Lord, that is, by practising the commandments. For he who seeks Him through contemplation without practising the commandments does not find Him: he has not sought Him in the fear of the Lord and so the Lord does not guide him to success. The Lord guides to success all who combine the practice of the virtues with spiritual knowledge: He teaches them the qualities of the commandments and reveals to them the true essences of created things. 

'63. Sublime knowledge about God stands in the soul like a tower, fortified with the practice of the commandments. That is the meaning of the text, "Uzziah built towers in Jerusalem" (2 Chr 26:9). A man builds towers in Jerusalem when he is blessed with success in his search for the Lord through contemplation accompanied by the requisite fear, that is, by observing the commandments; for he then establishes the principles of divine knowledge in the undivided and tranquil state of his soul.

'64. When the inner principles of particulars combine with those of universals, they bring about the union of what is divided. This is because the more universal a principle is, the greater the degree to which it embraces and unifies the more particular principles. Particulars have a natural affinity with universals. But there is also a certain spiritual principle which relates the intellect to the senses, heaven to earth, sensibles to intelligibles, and nature to the principle of natures, uniting them one with another.

'65. If you have been able to free your senses from the passions and have separated your soul from its attachment to the senses, you will have succeeded in barring the devil from entering the intellect by means of the senses. It is to this end that you should build safe towers in the desert (cf 2 Chr 26:10). By 'desert' is meant natural contemplation; by "safe towers" a true understanding of the nature of created beings. If you take refuge in these towers, you will not fear the demons who raid the desert - that is, who insinuate themselves into the nature of visible things, deceiving the intellect through the senses and dragging it off into the darkness of ignorance. If you acquire a true understanding of each thing, you will not be afraid of the demons who deceive men by means of the external appearance of sensible objects.

'66. Every intellect that has the power to contemplate is a true cultivator: so long as it has the remembrance of God to sustain it, it keeps the seeds of divine goodness clear of tares through its own diligence and solicitude. For it is said: "And with fear of the Lord he sought God in the days of Zechariah" (2 Chr 26.5 LXX [LXX refers to the septuagint, the Greek Bible which differs in some respect from the Hebrew 'Masoretic' Bible - PB]). "Zechariah" means "remembrance of God." So let us always pray to God to keep this saving remembrance alive in us lest what our intellect has achieved corrupts our soul, filling it with pride and encouraging it to aspire presumptuously, like Uzziah, to what is above nature (cf 2 Chr 26:16).

'67. Only a soul which has been delivered from the passions can without error contemplate created beings. Because its virtue is perfect, and because its knowledge is spiritual and free from materiality, such a soul is called 'Jerusalem'. This state is attained through exclusion not only of the passions but also of sensible images.'

HEIDEGGER ON PRAYER

Now I want to introduce as a parenthesis a brief reflection on Heidegger. I hope the relevance will soon appear as obvious.

Heidegger argues that Western philosophy has come to the end of its tether. By 'Western philosophy' he means everything, from Parmenides and Heraclitus through to Nietzsche. He doesn't regard Christianity as marking a significant change in the overall movement - he accepts Nietzsche's view that Christianity is 'Platonism for the masses'. So Christianity - by which he means entirely Western Christianity, Catholic and Protestant - participates in what Heidegger sees as the fundamental flaw in the whole Western tradition.

This is the tendency to understand Being (Being-as-a-whole) as in itself a sort of being and therefore to understand beings, including ourselves and all the many wonders with which we are surrounded, in the light of a superior Being - an 'essence' or an 'idea' - which obstructs our awareness of the real enormity, the real otherness - the 'abyss' - of what Heidegger then calls (to distinguish it from the common Western idea of Being) Beyng, 'Seyn' instead of 'Sein'.

Heidegger uses the term 'ontic' to characterise the study of beings and on first acquaintance one might think Heidegger is complaining that we are neglecting the 'ontological' (the study of Being) to concentrate too much on the ontic. But actually his complaint is that the ontological, as commonly understood, i.e. the search for an 'essence' of beings which is other than and superior to the beings, obscures the ontic. In proper 'Platonic' fashion we no longer see the tree, we see what we think is the essence of the tree, an intellectual abstraction which facilitates machination - the technological exploitation of the tree.

It should be said that Heidegger continues to regard the Western ontological tradition, from Parmenides through to Nietzsche, with the greatest affection and respect. It is in itself a legitimate historical cycle. But it has accomplished all that it can do. It is time for 'another beginning', only possible on the basis of a thorough understanding of the 'first beginning'.

This new beginning - this new approach to the 'being' of the world - is not based on logical deduction from the appearances of the world. The 'thinking' recommended by Heidegger is much more a question of putting the mind into a state of receptivity to the 'truth' of being understood not as a correct hypothesis but as the 'unconcealment' (according to Heidegger the original meaning of the Greek word usually translated as 'truth') of being. It is thus closer to what we might call 'revelation' though not in the sense in which the word is used when people talk of the Bible as revelation. Heidegger may well have some sympathy for John Romanides when he says:

'Neither the Bible nor the writings of the Fathers are revelation or the word of God. They are about the revelation and about the word of God. Revelation is the appearance of God to the prophets, apostles, and saints. The Bible and the writings of the Fathers are about these appearances, but not the appearances themselves. This is why it is the prophet, apostle, and saint who sees God, and not those who simply read about their experiences of glorification. It is obvious that neither a book about glorification nor one who reads such a book can ever replace the prophet, apostle, or saint who has the experience of glorification.'

The reader may recognise a similarity between Heidegger's non-deductive approach to 'the Being of beings' and the 'true understanding of each thing' evoked in the passage I have quoted from Maximus the Confessor.  Thus Heidegger, reflecting on the meaning of the Old English word 'thanc', which combines the meanings of 'think' and 'thanks', can say:

'The thanc means man's inmost mind, the heart, the heart's core, that innermost essence of man which reaches outward most fully and to the outermost limits and most decisively that, rightly considered, the idea of an inner and outer world does not arise ...

' Only because we are by nature gathered in contiguity can we remain concentrated on what is at once present and past and to come. The word "memory" originally means this incessant concentration on contiguity. In its original telling sense, memory means as much as devotion. This word possesses the special tone of the pious and piety, and designates the devotion of prayer, only because it denotes the all-comprehensive relation of concentration upon the holy and gracious. The thanc unfolds in memory, which persists as devotion. Memory in this originary sense later loses its name to a restricted denomination, which now signifies no more than the capacity to retain things that are in the past.

'But if we understand memory in the light of the old word thanc, the connection between memory and thanks will dawn on us at once. For in giving thanks, the heart in thought recalls where it remains gathered and concentrated because that is where it belongs. This thinking that recalls in memory is the original thanks.'

NICHOLAS LAOS ON ORTHODOXY

Now let us turn to the article by Nicholas Laos on Dugin's website.

Straightaway, though, we are faced with a problem of translation. The passage I have quoted from Saint Maximos talks of 'the intellect'. In the notes to the English translation of The Philokalia it is explained that 'the intellect', the Greek 'nous', is:

'the highest faculty in man, through which - provided it is purified - he knows God or the inner essences or principles ('logoi') of created things by means of direct apprehension or spiritual perception. Unlike the 'dianoia' or reason, from which it must be carefully distinguished, the intellect does not function by formulating abstract concepts and then arguing on this basis to a conclusion reached through deductive reasoning, but it understands divine truth by means of immediate experience, intuition or 'simple cognition' (the term used by St Isaac the Syrian). The intellect dwells in the 'depths of the soul'; it constitutes the innermost aspect of the heart (St Diadochos). The intellect is the organ of contemplation, the 'eye of the heart' (St Macarios).'

Nicholas Laos by contrast uses the word 'intellect' to refer to the reasoning faculty and translates 'nous' - rather strangely I think - by 'mind'. 

The distinction between 'nous' and 'psyche' (the mind or even the soul as a western reader would normally understand it, which includes the reasoning faculty) is crucial to Orthodox thinking especially in the hesychast mode. God can only be known by direct experience through the operation of what I would prefer to call 'the noetic faculty'. The story in Genesis of the eating of the fruit of the knowledge of good and evil and the expulsion from Paradise is understood as referring to the loss, or 'darkening' of this noetic faculty, the faculty that enables direct apprehension of the presence of God. The Church is seen as a hospital, the commandments of Jesus (given most obviously in the Sermon on the Mount and the words reported by St John immediately prior to the Crucifixion) are seen as the means of curing or unifying an intellect that has lost the ability to 'see God'.

So I, in my reading of The Philokalia, have seen the nous - the 'noetic faculty' - as a distinct function of the overall mind, distinct from other functions - the reasoning faculty, the emotional faculty, the perceiving faculties. The phrase I have just quoted from Heidegger - 'man's inmost mind, the heart, the heart's core, that innermost essence of man which reaches outward most fully and to the outermost limits and most decisively that, rightly considered, the idea of an inner and outer world does not arise' - describes it wonderfully.

Laos begins with a discussion of pre-Christian Greek philosophy, in particular the means by which Plato and Aristotle arrive at truth, arguing that neither Plato nor Aristotle believed truth could be arrived at by a process of deductive reasoning. This is the context in which, if I've understood him aright, he translates 'nous' as 'mind'. He uses the word 'intellect' to refer to the reasoning faculty which is present not as something distinct from the nous/mind but as part of it. And here is one of the first points he has to make about the 'civilisation clash' between the Greek tradition and the way in which the Greek tradition was understood in Western Europe, here specifically in mediaeval scholasticism:

'When Plato elaborated the term idea (which is one of the most controversial philosophical terms), he emphasised that seeing, or vision, is the most representative sense of man’s mental life. But the medieval Western philosophers were ignorant of that aspect of Plato’s philosophy, and, therefore, the medieval West was ignorant of the fact that, in the context of Plato’s philosophy, knowledge ‒that is, the mind’s relation to truth‒ is primarily a spiritual experience, and, hence, it primarily consists in a psychological state and only secondarily in the discovery of causal relations. [....]

'From the perspective of European rationalism, to know means to be able to give an account, and, hence, knowledge reduces to the formulation of causal relations. Furthermore, European rationalism attempts even to know God through causal relations, specifically through the subject’s syllogistic ascent to the most general concept, which the Western philosophical realists (such as Johannes Scotus Eriugena, Anselm of Canterbury, and Thomas Aquinas) equate with the divinity. On the other hand, Plato’s theory of ideas implies a different approach to the problem of knowledge, one that is founded on a peculiar mental sensation, or spiritual experience. Thus, from Plato’s viewpoint, an individual participates in the idea of humanity due to psychological relations among human individuals, i.e. because he experiences humanity, and not because he can logically conceive the notion of humanity.'

Thus Laos begins by denying that Plato held what everyone - at least everyone in the West - thinks is his most characteristic doctrine - the superiority of abstract ideas over directly perceived reality. Much of Heidegger seems to be a critique of Plato on this very point, though in The Essence of truth, he does stress that the 'ideas' of Plato's famous allegory of the cave (Republic Book VII) have more to do with direct perception, 'seeing', than discursive reasoning. But Laos does support a key concept in Heidegger's understanding of the Greeks, the concept of 'aletheia' - 'truth', but truth understood not as giving an account of something but as 'unforgetfulness, unconcealment and disclosure.' Which is to say direct perception.

Heidegger in general is dismissive of Christianity as, to use Nietzsche's term, 'Platonism for the masses' - Platonism being understood in its Western form, the celebration of abstract, intellectually conceived ideas above direct experience. Laos too sees the early Greek Fathers as continuous from Greek philosophy but in his view they nonetheless represented an advance. They solved a problem which had been troubling the Platonists. This was the need to reconcile the divine 'logos' (the harmony of the cosmos and the need of man to adapt to it) with the individual 'logos' (the feeling that the individual has a - this is my word. It isn't used by Laos - destiny that transcends the common cosmic harmony):

'Thus, according to ancient Greek philosophers, the harmony of the cosmos is a manifestation and a visible image of the divine logos, and man can actualise his divine potential only by participating in the cosmos (i.e. by being sociable). The Greek philosophy of participation underpins a process of socialisation, in the sense that it teaches man to be in harmony with the cosmic rhythm, and, simultaneously, it underpins a process of individuation, in the sense that it urges man to seek and actualise his own divine potential. When the ancient Greek person became aware of the previous process of individuation, he was faced with an existential stalemate, because he realised that he did not know exactly how to preserve the divine justice of the cosmos (which underpins reality) and simultaneously to experience the divine element that lies within him and is manifested in the freedom of will.'

Laos argues that Christianity offered a satisfactory answer to the problem through the essentially new concept of the 'hypostasis', the word that in reference to the Trinity was rendered in the West as 'Person':

'Saint Gregory of Nyssa has emphasized the difference between the terms ousia (essence) and hypostasis. The distinction between essence and hypostasis corresponds to the distinction between what is common (Greek: koinon) and what is particular and proper (Greek: idion).'

Trinitarian doctrine taught that God was to be known not as an essence common to the whole Cosmos, as pantheism would argue, but as three hypostases:

'Given that Orthodox Christianity emphasises God’s hypostatic mode of being, the God of Orthodox Christianity is substantially different from the God of pantheism, since the God of pantheism is part of the natural cosmos and needs to be hypostasised through the souls of natural beings. Additionally, the God of Orthodox Christianity is substantially different from the God of general, abstract monotheism, since general, abstract monotheism emphasises the unity of God’s nature, whereas the God of Orthodox Christianity emphasises God’s hypostatic mode of being.

'The hypostatic mode of God’s being implies that God is not constrained by His nature and that the mode of God’s being is freedom ... God is free from every logical determination, and the cosmos is a result of God’s will (Greek: thelema), and not an emanation from God’s nature, since the nature of the cosmos is created, whereas God’s nature is uncreated.'

He then goes on to cite Maximos the Confessor - a more philosophical Maximos than the one I have evoked in the quotations from The Philokalia:

'Saint Maximos the Confessor, in his Ambiguum 7, wrote that the logos of a created being does not subsist in itself, but it only exists potentially in the creative divine Logos as a yet unmanifested possibility. Additionally, in his Ambiguum 7, Saint Maximos the Confessor, following Saint Dionysios the Areopagite, named the logoi (plural of logos) of the beings and things in the world divine “wills” (Greek: thelemata; plural of thelema). Given that the logoi of the beings and things in the world (e.g. the laws of physics, chemistry, biology, etc.) are divine wills, and not substances, God relates to the beings and things in the world by identifying and treating them as actualisations of His will. Therefore, God’s way of knowing the beings and things in the world consists in love, and it is not determined by any logical/natural necessity (since God’s mode of being is freedom). For this reason, in contrast to Western theologians (especially those who endorse essentialism
), the genuine Orthodox Christian theologians never feel threatened by or at odds with any scientific theory, since, from the perspective of the genuine Orthodox Christian theology, science is concerned with the investigation of the logoi of the beings and things in the world, and the logoi of the beings and things in the world are not essential attributes of God, but they are God’s wills; therefore, science can prove/disprove nothing essential about God.'

We might be reminded again of Heidegger, discussing Heraclitus: 'The godhead builds the world playfully, countless times, and always as something different.'

WESTERN MISUNDERSTANDINGS

Why should Laos be saying all this in an article entitled 'Civilisation Clashes'? His argument is that this development of the Greek philosophical tradition by the Cappadocian Fathers was barely known or understood within the Western tradition which, on the basis of an initial misunderstanding of Platonism as teaching the primacy of ideas, went on to try to prove that the whole cosmos, divine, human and material, is bound by a necessary logic which can be understood and taught (we may remember Stephen Hawking's declaration that if Relativity and Quantum theory could be reconciled then we would know the mind of God).

Through the collapse of the Western Empire, Western Christianity was cut off from the great debates in which Eastern Christianity, and the fundamental dogmas of the Christian faith, were hammered out. As we have seen, a new church with different intellectual preconceptions developed in the West, more or less independently of its own supposed patriarch, the Pope, still for several centuries part of the Eastern system. The theologians of this new development, lacking access to much in the way of Greek resources, either classical or Christian, turned to the man they took to be the most distinguished of the Latin Fathers, Augustine of Hippo - whom Laos calls 'Holy Augustine', as he is often referred to in Orthodox commentaries, by those who do not regard him as an outright heretic, as 'Blessed Augustine'. He is only rarely (and recently, by the more 'ecumenically' minded tendency) styled 'Saint' Augustine.

For Laos the basic, or a basic, flaw in Augustine's understanding of Greek philosophy, pagan and Christian, was to draw a sharp distinction between sensuous knowledge - reality as perceived through the senses - and supersensuous knowledge, which in this world could only be known not by direct experience but by a process of reasoning: 

'The starting point of the Augustinian thought is a distinction between the sensible and the intelligible worlds, and, from this distinction, it arrives at the conclusion that the soul knows bodies only through an inward experience, called ratio, independently of the body, and that man’s salvation consists in the soul’s elevation into the intelligible world. In his treatise De Libero arbitrio, Holy Augustine defines ratio as the logical process according to which the intellect discerns and connects the objects of knowledge. In addition, Holy Augustine discerns two functions of human reason: ratio superior and ratio inferior. According to Holy Augustine’s De Trinitate (XII), ratio superior discerns ideal reality in and through the human soul and underpins the knowledge of truth, whereas ratio inferior uses the senses in order to look outward on the world of sense objects and cannot lead to truth ...

'The Latin Church Fathers’ educational background was focused on Roman Law, whereas the Greek Church Fathers’ educational background was focused on Greek philosophy. Thus, the Latin Church Father’s way of theologising was conditioned by their legalistic mentality, and they were primarily treating Christianity as a practical system for organising and instituting people’s life, whereas the Greek Church Fathers’ priority was the ontological perfection of man, or deification ...

'Both Boethius and Holy Augustine interpreted Aristotle’s general concepts (universals) as if they were Platonic ideas (i.e. like entities totally distinct from the material world), and they interpreted Plato’s ideas as if they were logical essences (i.e. like logically self-subsistent entities), which was absurd ... 

'In fact, Aristotle’s logic is not limited to abstract systems of formal logic, but it is primarily concerned with the human logos’ potential to comprehend and express an external spiritual reality, specifically, the logos of the cosmos. In contrast to the Greek term logos, which refers to an experiential understanding of truth through participation/sharing (Greek: methexis), the Latin term ratio means the individual ability to syllogistically achieve a comprehensive, exhaustive understanding of truth.

'In his Scriptum super libros sententiarum and in his Summa theologiae, Thomas Aquinas argues that there is only one type of truth (the truth of ratio), thus uniting Holy Augustine’s ratio inferior and ratio superior into a unified, hierarchical rational system. In other words, according to Thomas Aquinas, given that there is only one type of truth, knowledge originates in Holy Augustine’s ratio inferior and culminates in Holy Augustine’s ratio superior.'

POLITICAL IMPLICATIONS

I may have predisposed the reader against Laos by referring earlier to his admiration for Adam Weishaupt, founder of the Bavarian Illuminati. He explains this on his publisher's website by saying:

'My role models are persons that have chosen to live the life of a philosopher without losing sight of their historical responsibilities as “political animals”, according to the well-known Aristotelian terminology. Only such a person can follow the path of the Kairological Qabalah. In the field of Western esoteric fraternities in particular, my favourite role model is Adam Weishaupt, the founder of the Bavarian Illuminati, because he attempted to live simultaneously the life of a philosopher and the life of a social and political activist, thus setting new examples in the history of Western esotericism.'

Laos's 'Civilisation Clash' essay is divided into two parts. The philosophical argument I have just tried to summarise continues through the Realist/Nominalist dispute up to a discussion on 'Modernity' where he argues that:

'The modern West – having been severed from its classical philosophical roots, from the genuine Christian ethos, and from the tradition of the Christian Roman Empire, which was founded in Constantinople, on 11 May 330, by Emperor Constantine the Great – produces and globalises chaos, destruction, and war ...'

I don't intend here to follow him into this subject in detail but his broad argument is that the source of the problem is the Western preference for abstract ideas over concrete, experienced reality. Here he comes close to Dugin and his three political theories (Liberalism. Communism, Fascism). The abstract ideas in question include economic determinism, which he (Laos) traces back to the French physiocrats, class, race, nation. He suggests that by contrast, in the Greek tradition, following the major innovation introduced by the Christian Fathers, the main emphasis is on the Person, the hypostasis. We may remember that the 'subject' of Dugin's Fourth Political Theory is Heidegger's Dasein. There is however a rather startling departure from Dugin when, among the people responsible for a Western-inspired subversion of Islam he cites René Guénon. Anyone who has read my piece on Dugin in the first Heidegger Review will know that Dugin rates Guénon if anything even higher than Heidegger.

Although I have no difficulty accepting the critique of 'the West' I am not convinced by the argument that Orthodoxy could do better, though I haven't yet seen it developed sufficiently as an idea to feel I can really engage with it. As I see it, Orthodoxy inherited an already constructed, already theorised political system - the Roman Empire. The law codified by the Christian Emperor Justinian was for the most part the already existing pre-Christian law. When the Roman system finally collapsed, Orthodoxy, outside Russia, came under an alien Muslim political principle. In Russia the characteristic political figure of the period in which Orthodoxy was free to develop was Ivan the Terrible. From the early eighteenth century, as we have seen, it was in chains under the system introduced by Peter 'the Great'. Laos himself gives an unappealing pictures of the politics of Greece, at least with regard to the Church, once it was liberated from Muslim rule.

In the peculiar circumstances of the West, however, where the imperial power collapsed in the fifth century but the patriarchate remained, the Church was more or less obliged to develop a political competence and therefore a political theory. First the papacy had to theorise its own position as one of suzerainty over peoples who had never been fully part of the old order. Then the new imperial system of Charlemagne had to theorise its own position with regard to church affairs in reaction to but without explicitly repudiating the authority of the Patriarchate. Certainly the Western political theory, Catholic and Protestant, can be criticised but the only political standpoint readily available to Orthodoxy is the old Empire and that cannot be restored regardless of the hopes Dugin and Laos may have vested in Vladimir Putin. I am open to persuasion but for the moment I see nothing, or very little, in Orthodoxy that would be helpful for the development of a political theory. The point about the Person/hypostasis is that it has its destiny in Eternity. That, and that alone (and it seems to me to be quite sufficient) is the concern of the Orthodox Church. It does have the political implication that members of society have something to aim for that is higher than politics. And it has the possibility of producing, in the words of John Romanides quoted at the beginning of this article 'normal citizens with selfless love dedicated to the radical cure of personal and social ills.'

MY LIFE WITH SAINT AUGUSTINE

Now I want to return to my own experience.

I mentioned that I joined Orthodoxy through the Russian Church Outside Russia. Prior to this, however, I had a pretty thoroughgoing Orthodox formation with a smaller group - the Eglise Orthodoxe Française, attached to one of the Greek Old Calendarist connections, and to the influential US-based Holy Transfiguration Monastery. They were young, very militant, very sectarian, full of intellectual energy not to mention arrogance. They enjoyed a good relationship with the Lausanne-based publishing house, L'Age d'Homme, which specialised in French translations of Slav literature. In the 1990s, the period when I was living in France, L'Age d'Homme became the major promoters of the Serb view of the Yugoslav conflict. Through L'Age d'Homme, the EOF published a journal, La Lumière du Thabor, full of unquestionably valuable translations of the Orthodox Fathers (including modern Fathers such as the Serb Justin Popovic and his 5 volume Philosophie Orthodoxe de la Vérité) together with lively polemical accounts of mainly Catholic/Orthodox church politics.

Their leading theorist had been a young priest, Fr Patric Ranson, but he was dead by the time I came into contact with them - killed in a car accident during a pilgrimage to Greece. His death was to have very damaging repercussions for the whole adventure. But he left behind a body of work devoted mainly to criticising the influence of Augustine - for him here was no question of a 'Blessed' or a 'Holy' Augustine, he treated him as an outright heretic. Perhaps his main work was a study of the seventeenth century French pioneer of biblical criticism, Richard Simon, attacked by Bossuet and condemned because he challenged the prevailing Augustinian/Jansenist-scholastic /Thomist ideology. Ranson's book is subtitled 'On the illegitimacy of the Augustinian tradition in theology.'

I myself was not so ill-disposed towards Augustine. My thinking, then as now, was very much structured by my admiration for the French Cubist painter, Albert Gleizes. This is what had brought me to France. Gleizes saw the collapse of representational single-point perspective painting as the collapse of a whole world view that had evolved in Western Christianity since the thirteenth century. The change was made visible in the transition from the Romanesque round arch (obliging the persons entering the church to bow their heads, consequently to direct their attention to the heart) to the Gothic pointed arch which encourages us to look up towards the sky as if that is where God is to be found - in outer space. In painting, a rhythmic art ('Celtic', Romanesque) gave way to a concentration on external appearances - the illusion of real objects situated in a three dimensional space. In theology both Thomism and Nominalism laid much more emphasis on a process by which invisible realities are deduced logically from visible realities or, in the terms we have seen used by Laos, supersensuous reality is arrived at by a process of deduction from sensuous reality.

Gleizes was therefore looking to a pre-Thomist, pre-thirteenth century theology but although he had access to a good theological library (his wife's great uncle had been Bishop of the Southern French town of Gap) he had very little knowledge of the Greek Fathers. His main interest, so far as I can see, was concentrated on Etienne Gilson's La Philosophie au Moyen Age (the first edition, structured in what Gilson later thought was a simplistic manner, round the Realist/Nominalist dispute), Scotus Eriugena and Augustine. As even Ranson acknowledges, Augustine belonged to a period when Christian doctrine was better understood than it is today so that much of what he simply takes for granted, when he is not being brilliant and original, is perfectly sound. Scotus Eriugena in the ninth century was the major Western interpreter of Maximos the Confessor.

Towards the end of his life Gleizes quarrelled irreparably with the Thomists - of the tradition of Jacques Maritain - who were championing 'modern art' in the Church (as it happens part of the problem was his continued friendship with and sympathetic interest in René Guénon). But he took up with the group of Jesuits based in Lyon who had launched 'Sources Chrétiennes' - the huge project of publishing scholarly (excessively scholarly) translations of the early Fathers, including the Greeks.

I published some reflections on this revival of Catholic interest in the early Fathers in an article first published in the Dublin Review of Books, now available on my own website.
 I argued that the Catholic Church could never receive the Fathers as Orthodoxy received them. For the Catholic 'ressourcement' movement (Henri de Lubac, Hans Urs von Balthasar, Joseph Ratzinger/Benedict XVI) the Fathers are intellectually interesting. In the words of the leading Irish representative of the movement, Fr Vincent Twomey, 'to study the early Fathers is to be initiated into the original way of doing theology.' In Orthodox eyes, however, they are deified Saints. Having become one with God they speak with an authority analogous to that of the prophets and the apostles.

If Augustine is not to be numbered among the deified Saints his intellectual achievement is nonetheless astonishing. He spans almost the whole width of the Western Christian tradition, from the aesthetic Platonism of his early writings to the 'Calvinist' doctrine of grace (the absolute nullity of human effort in the work of salvation) of the end of his life. He is, I think, the only Christian writer between Saint Paul and, say, Wyclif, to be found on the shelves of the Evangelical Bookshop in Belfast. It was of course the early Platonist Augustine who particularly appealed to me and I made use of him - particularly his first Christian writing, On Music - in a book I helped organise on the nineteenth century German Benedictine painter, Desiderius Lenz, founder of the 'School of Beuron', who in the nineteenth century developed a mathematically based theory of painting in a reaction against naturalism that I see as prefiguring Cubism.

There are many Orthodox writers who have launched into a fundamental critique of the Western tradition but they tend to agree, with different emphases, on the centrality of Augustine and also that Orthodoxy proposes an approach to fundamental truth that is independent of discursive reasoning. The human being, so the argument goes, has been created to know God but the faculty by which this can be achieved - the 'noetic faculty', the 'intellect' in the (somewhat Augustinian as it happens) terminology used by the translators of The Philokalia, 'mind' in Nicholas Laos's version - has been darkened. It needs to be polished so that this fundamental truth can be experienced directly. That is the purpose of the radical ascesis of the hesychasts and what we might call the lighter ascesis of the ordinary Christians. It has nothing to do with scholastic, or any other sort of philosophy.

CONCLUSION

The Eastern Church is sometimes likened to St Mary who, in the story of Mary and Martha, sat at the feet of Jesus and concentrated on the 'one thing needful', while the Western Church plays the role of St Martha (still, we must notice, a Saint) who was 'troubled about many things' (Luke 10:41-2). The Orthodox Church cannot 'adapt to the times'. It does not have the institutions that would enable it to change radically its philosophical assumptions, its doctrines, its liturgical practice. Its nose is, so to speak, kept to the grindstone. Individuals of course may have all sorts of opinions about all sorts of things but the Church is not a suitable vehicle for transmitting them. The Church can only transmit itself. The person who submits to its discipline is submitting to a discipline that has been more or less constant for over a thousand years.

Certainly the history - intellectual and political - of Western Christianity has more excitement and variety in it. But if Heidegger is right and the whole of Western philosophy is based on a fundamental error introduced at the beginning either by the Greeks or perhaps, if Laos is right, by the Western misunderstanding of the Greeks, the originally Greek speaking Church that did not participate in the evolution of this Western philosophy may be well placed to survive what Heidegger sees as the final collapse of that line of development into nothing more than a scramble for "dominion over the earth". 
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