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Anstract: This essay represents a contribution to rewriting the history meta-
physics in terms of what philosophy never said, nor could say. It works from
the Neoplatonic commentary tradition on Plato’s Parmenides as the matrix
for a distinctively apophatic thinking that takes the truth of metaphysical
doctrines as something other than anything that can be logically articulated.
The hymn is taken to epitomize the kind of discourse that arises in the wake
of apophatic negation and witnesses to what the Logos cannot say. The es-
say contends that metaphysics as a discourse of the unspeakable may prove
more viable than any purely logical system could.
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Hymn to the Transcendence of God?

O you, beyond all things! For how else is it fitting to sing you?
How can words hymn you? For you are expressed by no word.
You alone are unutterable, though all that is spoken is from you.
How can mind perceive you? For you are grasped by no mind.
You alone are unknowable, since all that is known is from you.
All that speaks and does not speak proclaims you.

All that thinks and does not think honors you.

For all desires and all travailings of all things

are directed towards you. All things pray to you, and to you
all who know your cipher sing a silent hymn.

In you alone all things abide, to you all together rush.

For you are the end of all, the one, the all, the nothing,

being not one, not all. Nameless, what shall I call you?

The only unnameable? What celestial spirit
could penetrate your more-than-light darknesses? Be gracious,
O you, beyond all things! For how else is it fitting to sing you?

1

pophatic discourse, that is, language that negates and unsays itself,
is ubiquitous. Particularly our contemporary culture has become
saturated and more and more obsessed with it. “Apophasis,” the Greek
word for “negation,” may be viewed as inherent in the phenomenon of
discourse per se. In fact, a word is not what it names or signifies—indeed,
to function significantly as word, it cannot simply be what it means—and

this tacit negation, accordingly, may be found lurking covertly in every .

word that is uttered. There is increasingly a tendency today to recognize
an implicit presence of the unuttered and even the unutterable as a neces-
sary presupposition underlying every utterance. This secret, silent matrix
of the unmanifest and inexpressible has, to an extent, eluded explicit
theorization throughout the history of Western culture, for this culture

has been, by and large, subjected to the domination of the Logos—the

word which manifests and speaks beings. This Unspoken, Unmanifest
secretly, almost imperceptibly, escapes the Logos, which tends conse-
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epigraph to this essay.’ Regardless of wheth.er Proclus actu.ally ptetl:)r‘::ac: :its,
the hymn admirably embodies his comz‘eptlon o(; ,amd sentimen owards
what it manages to avoid naming even “the OP?’ In his Commen i
in Parmenidem, Proclus speaks precisely of “ra1§mg up to the One; asingle
theological hymn by means of all these negations (vl 3191). s
In his commentary on the first hypothesis o.f 'Platos Parmfem. s
Proclus concludes that the One is beyond all definition and d?scrllpuol?,
and therewith exposes the utter inefficacy of the Logos to articu a'te t (;
ultimate principle of reality. This conclusion sums up thbe desgnaycgd
Neoplatonic and ancient Greek thought g’enerally. It was to be erln Jcces_
programmatically by Damascius, Proclus’s stuc.lent and eve'n.tua; s ces
sor as head of the Academy at Athens.when it was definitive zi' clos !
by Emperor Justinian in A.D. 529. Thus t!le era opened at the aw:bcl)e
Greek philosophy by Parmenides’ enthusiasm for the Logos as.caﬁ)l e
of articulating and revealing all things—expressed’ embl”ematlcal yd
the exhortation of fragment 7, “Judge by reason (Xoyog? —conclu hets
in silence. This completes a first cycle of Western rational tho.ug ,
which leads from the confident cultivation of the word to the ultimate
a asis of silence.® . )
1pol}‘)l::isnsus’s—and consequently the Neoplatc'mlsts -—mftaph)lrstl-
cal interpretation of the Parmenides has .been said to be a cczlmp. :;:
misunderstanding.”” Indeed, some such Jlegment has enjoye Iw -
spread consensus among scholars of the c!lalogue. For examp ef,the.
C. K. Guthrie writes, “But that the dry antithetical arguments of t
Parinenides about the One . .. should have been seen as an exposition
of the sublimest truths of theology, is surc.aly one.of the odde.st tll.:rncs):;
the history of thought. Yet the Neoplatonists claimed to see 11111 tt eassed
their own highest, ineffable and unknowable Goc'l, fmd-as suchi l: <
into medieval and later Christianity.”® The Plotinian 1{1terpreta logsa
probably best viewed as a “misprision” tha}t opens Pl'fato s te);]t u(al\.fva;r o2
new horizon of thought. In any case, Plotinus’s reading oftf f.;:1 ia ognd
spawned a tradition of commentaries on the hyp.ot}?eses o t efse;:]ilo-
part of the Parmenides that came to form a ﬂou.rlshmg genre of p o
sophical thinking in its own right. In.terpretatnon of the .Pafmefr;able
became a channel for original speculation on the One and its ine
transcendence in the Neoplatonic school throughout the entire course
its development.® .
o l'trshis spefulation is of the greatest signiﬁcan.ce, for it not lc))n:ya::;
fects a metaphysical transposition of the Platonic source t;:ct u 2l
reframes metaphysics, exposing its ground, or rather groundlessness,

. - to
a way that is generally hidden by the drive of thought and language to
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thematize and objectify, which means also to hypostatize and reify. What
is really at stake in metaphysical discourse is something that eludes all
modes of representation. Speculation concerning the ineffability of the
One brings this out in exemplary fashion whenever such speculation
expressly recognizes that it is about something that cannot be said. An
apophatic reversal thereby takes place within metaphysics that turns it
completely upside down and inside out.Fora
$o many words is taken back and shows upa
sake of what it does not and cannot say. This rereading of metaphysi-
cal discourse as implicitly based on an ineffable principle that cannot
come to explicit articulation and theorization, a principle that by its
intrinsic nature cannot be made directly the object of argument and
analysis, radically shifts our perspective for understanding the entire
metaphysical tradition as it reaches from antiquity into medieval and
even modern thought.
Recognizing the ineffability of a supreme principle that is beyond
being, yet gives and sustains being, has in fact been key to the viability
of metaphysical and monotheistic traditions of thought all through
their history, with its many vicissitudes, in the West. Neglect of this
apophatic element or aspect has led to taking statements at face value
and, consequently, to merely superficial understanding of metaphysical
teachings that infirms them, rendering them indefensible and eventu-
ally even unintelligible. Since metaphysical stateme
something different from what they are able to say,
apophatic sense, or rather nonsense or more-than-
statements will enable us to see what made such tr
ling for so long.

An indirect indication that this has perhaps always been sensed to
be the case might be found in the widespread belief in antiquity, espe-
cially among the Neoplatonists, that Plato had a secret doctrine that he
imparted only orally. There are indeed many hints and allusions to this
unwritten tradition in the dialogues themselves, as well as in Aristotle
and in the Middle Platonic and Neoplatonic sources. This popular
notion expresses an awareness that the publicly stateable propositions
of metaphysics might systematically distort and lead away from the
doctrines’ true meaning. According to this view, which has recently
been vigorously revived and taken as the fulcrum for reinterpreting the
dialogues as pivoting on what they do not say, Plato’s deepest thinking
on the questions discussed in the dialogues would be far more subtle
and elusive than any fixed verbal formulas and can only be surmised
from the words he sportingly committed to text.'0 Of course,

I that metaphysics says in
s having been said for the

nts inevitably mean
only recovering the
sense, behind these
aditions so compel-

even if
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there was oral communication directly in the presence of the master,
it is irretrievably lost forever afterwards: its later significance is, to this
extent, fundamentally to be missing. The emphasis thus falls upon what
must be understood without being put into words, simply by “seeing.”
So much is indeed axiomatic to the very cast of Plato’s thought, which
thereby preserves a space for what cannot be adequately or definitively
expressed in words. It is out of this mysterious space that Neoplatonism

and its philosophy of the ineffable issues.

11

A new configuration, marrying the ancient Neoplatonic heritage of
the negative way with biblical revelation and theology, takes what will
become canonical shape for the whole of the Christian Middle Ages at .
about the turn of the fifth to the sixth century A.D., with the Corpus
Dionisiacum. In these writings of the author known today as Pseudo-

Dionysius the Areopagite, the same logic of negating all predications -

is applied, just as in the Neoplatonic via negativa, but it is no longer
simply the One that is unsayable as much as the Creator God of the
Christian Scriptures, the Trinity. This new era for negative approaches
to theology had been prepared for well in advance by Church fathers
such as Clement of Alexandria, Gregory of Nyssa, and John Chrysostom
(ca. 347-407)."

All these Church fathers worked within the context of the encounter
of biblical revelation with Greek religious and gnoseological culture. And
even before the Christians, Philo Judaeus of Alexandria had already fused
the teaching of the Jewish Scriptures with Middle Platonic philosophy
and underscored their agreement on just this point of the unutterability
and unnameability of the ultimate principle of either system. On such
bases, the divine ineffability had been routinely acknowledged ever since
the earliest stages of Christian theology. There is, moreover, a volumi-
nous Christian Gnostic literature, beginning in the second century A.D.,
that likewise multiplies all manner of negative formulas in relation to
an utterly (and unutterably) transcendent God. All these various forms
of negative theology are shaped by Neoplatonic philosophy and Judeo-
Christian Scriptures alike, and in all of them the limits of finite human

intellect are experienced as leading up to revelation—but equally oc-
cultation—of the supreme deity as . . . what cannot be said.

The reinterpretation of the ineffable Neoplatonic One in terms of the
transcendent God of monotheistic religion continued its ferment, acting
as intellectual leaven throughout the Middle Ages. Although the three

_v - Existence or higher Truth. The conn

- Already the Greek-speaking fathe
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. . ineffa-
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“to Thomas, we can know
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a lower ontological level of primordial bein

gs—divine ideas or angels,
named “Being in itself” “Life in itself,”

and so on—that are properly

~ hamed and participated in by lower beings, but these and all other

hames are indifferently improper as names for God. Any such positive
attributions are in Dionysius’s view merely propadeutic to the rigorously
' negative way, in which God is admitted to be absolutely unknowable and
utterly unutterable. Thus Dionysius accords priority to the negative way,
which proceeds upward from lower beings to higher, negating more and
more attributes at each step of the way, and ultimately negating being
itself in the movement beyond being altogether into the darkness of
the unknowable God. As he writes in the Celestial Hierarchy, chapter 2.
3, “the way of negation appears to be more suitable to the realm of the
divine,” since “positive affirmations are always unfitting to the hidden-
ness of the inexpressible” (141A).5
In the Mystical Theology, chapter 3, the specifically apophatic char-
made even more explicit: “The fact is that
ward, the more our words are confined to
so that now as we plunge into that
we shall find ourselves not simply
s but actually speechless (dBeyTos]
). This means that the actual encounter
with God, the end of theology, can transpire only in the silence beyond
is necessary to the success of precisely
ves: “But my argument now rises from
t, and the more it climbs, the more
as passed up and beyond the ascent, it
since it will finally be at one with him who

- the more we take flight up

. From near the other end of the arc of development of Christian me-

quinas agrees with this in substance. According
God only indirectly from the lower things of
and he is clearly recognized as a cause that tran-
han standing in a continuous series with
lly be said to be Being only to the extent that he
n the sensible things that we must experience in
ption of being. The difference is that for Thomas,
sts in his being participated in by beings, whereas
all participation in the substance of the transcendent God seems to be
excluded by Dionysius. The ontological gap between Creator and crea-
ture remains for Dionysius, apparently, without mediation or likeness
of analogy. For Thomas, the preexistence of all things in God is grounds

which he is the Cause,

is the cause of being i
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f » being beyond form and therefore b .
tion, is precisely what en e tramcendent pronmina:
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" conceptualized except negati ; megatively o imotbe

, gatively, where to speak negativ.
t . ely of
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Doy MWMMmMMmmE_MMmmJa properly negative theological import of
-1 1ons, their “transcendin i ”

Ty pressi . g negative sense,” as he terms

Is a negative, not a positi infini
o s positive sense of the infi it i
2 . nite, it is
ing the One from the things that come after it; by denying their

have been collapsed back together: the One-beyond-being (UmrepoloLov
&1) and the One-that-is (10 Ov €v) have become indistinct—but now:
each has become equally indefinable and unsayable. “
The purely transcendent One and the existing One are actually a unity

in Dionysius—like the negative and affirmative methods of theology,
which necessarily work together. The two, the One-beyond-Being and .
the One-that-is, are only different aspects—the dark side and the face,
so to speak—of one and the same God. It is precisely the unthinkable,
unsayable aspect of this unity that is made conspicuous by the blatant .
contradiction of a One that is at once beyond Being and is also pure
Being itself (the same must be said of the doctrine of the Trinity: three,
yet one). Dionysius’s teaching points towards the unsayable not because
God is simply One—this, too, is inadequate since “He transcends the .
unity which is in beings” (Divine Names 649C; cf. 977C-D). Indeed,.
all designations whatsoever are inadequate because any qualification
belies God’s absolute transcendence as infinite and therefore indefin- -
able. Apophatic discourse about God cannot designate anything that -
positively is, but in negating every such designation it can nevertheless .
project an infinite transcendence of being and oneness, as well as of .
goodness, truth, and whatever other “perfections,” as they are commonly
known and said. :
Projected to infinity, any of these “attributes”of God becomes incon-
ceivable and therefore also unsayable. Apophatic theology, even in its
contemporary revivals, for example, by Levinas, enfolds a philosophy of
the infinite. This idea of the infinite is key to thinking past the aporias of
the One and Being as thought according to the Logos in the Parmenides
and to attaining the perspective of apophatic thought, where all defini-
tions converge upon the infinite and indefinable. The idea of an infinity
that cannot be conceptually comprehended is a fundamental principle
of negative theology that can be traced back to Plotinus, who first ven-
tures to base thought and being programmatically on a principle that
is infinite. In this, too, Plotinus stands at the turning-point where logic -
turns into metaphysics and even mysticism.
Plotinus has been widely recognized as the first Greek to conceive of -

the One and Good as infinite (dmeLpov), as divine infinity that is not
merely vagueness and indeterminateness, vapid formlessness, or an
abhorrent nothing. (We should not forget, however, that Plotinus is, in
effect, reviving aspects of Anaximander’s teaching on the apeiron, the
non-limited, as the primal principle or original matter of all things.)
According to Hilary Armstrong, “Plotinus is the first Greek philosopher
to try to work out with any sort of precision the senses in which infinity

</ limits.”22 i i i
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tonic from revealed monotheistic thought. Indeed, this very polarity of
transcendence and immanence collapses in an apophatic perspective
that is common to both worldviews. The One transcends being not by
being something definitely, definably other than Being. That would make
the two—the One and Being—external to each other and therefore also
comparable, side by side, each limiting the other, and therefore neither
of them would be strictly infinite. Instead, the One transcends being by
being infinite and therefore indistinct from being—that is, from Being
without qualification, Being which cannot be said. Total transcendence
and complete immanence are both ways of exceeding the boundaries of
identity in terms of which things are defined and said. These different
ways consist in total lack of relatedness, versus total relatedness—either
of which equally exceeds saying. Saying cannot but divide in order to
‘arti-culate, and so necessarily misses such inarticulably pure conditions
as in-finite and in-definable being and oneness.

Neoplatonist negative theologies, Porphyry’s excepted, generally ne-
gated Being as a positive determination that the One had to transcend.
This is because they typically interpreted all being as this or that being,
. as determinate rather than as infinite and indefinable being. A genuine
. monotheism becomes thinkable only when being itself is conceived as
essentially infinite and its supreme, unifying principle as transcendent
to anything that is something.?” Neoplatonic thinking opened the way
for a strictly monotheistic conceptuality by thinking the infinite tran-
scendence of the One, but it did not at the same time generally think
the unity of this One with Being. It did not think Being as infinitely
transcendent of everything that is something. While reaching the thought
of the infinite, Neoplatonism was not doctrinally obliged or motivated
to segregate this thought from anterior, pantheistic modes of thinking.
- Itdid not need to rigorously separate the oneness of being, or the One
that it recognized as the supreme principle of being, from the diffuse
presence of divinity in the multiplicity of beings. Indeed, in an apophatic
. perspective even these opposites coincide.

However, as infinite, the One cannot be distinct from Being, not when
the One is thought concretely and no longer only in the intellectual-
ized manner characteristic of the classical Greeks. The unity of the One
- with Being is entailed by its infinity, since if there were something else
 besides it, the One would not be infinite. It s crucial to realize that this
~One which is infinite is not only an idea. Infinity is taken to be reality,
or ultra-reality, that precedes and encompasses every thought, including
the thought of infinity itself. The infinity of the One, if it is the prin-
ciple of reality, entails unity with Being and even the unity of Being.

pupil, Porphyry, develops the idea that as infinite .the Or.1e is also ?e-
ing—infinite Being which cannot be defined or Sald.'ThlS c'onc.eptlon |
of Being as infinite made it possible to revive the Ar.lstotellan idea of |
the supreme divinity as the pure act of being (or equlvalen'tly pure actv
of intellect) within a negative theology. Aristotle had concelve.d of God
as pure act and therefore also as finite in being: to be actual is to ,l?ave ;
perfectly definite form without any potency. But the Ne(?pla_tm?lsts idea.
of infinity as only negatively definable, and as not having in 1’fself any.
positively knowable sense or essence, made it possible to conceive of an
act that is infinite. ' o
The idea of infinity was generally repugnant to classical Gre.ek thlr.lk-A
ers: for Aristotle, anything actual, including God, is necessarily f:mlte.‘,
The revolution of Neoplatonic thinking that made it so cctngez,nal to
monotheistic theologians is most clearly signalled by l.’lotmu.ss d.ar-j:
ing to think of the One, the supreme principle of reallt.y, as infinite.
Combined with Aristotle’s thought of God as pure act, this l.eads“ev?n-bj
tually to thinking of God as pure being, the inﬁnite.act 'ofl.aeu'lg, l?em.g :
itself”—ipsum esse, in Aquinas and Eckhart.?* Bemg. in its 1'nﬁn1ty is
unsayable and indistinct from the ineffable One. This identity of the
One itself and Being itself—beyond every qualiﬁed,.concrete mod? of
being—was to be pursued all through later Christian N.eoplatomsmi
down to the Renaissance, signally by Giovanni Pico del}a erandola, an.d
beyond. In De ente et uno, Pico aimed to unite in Being 1tse!f Platonic
and Aristotelian conceptions of God as the One beyond being and as
the Supreme Being.? ‘ .
The idea, first found in Porphyry’s commentary on the Parn?enzdes;
that being itself, as an act rather than an o})ject or concept, is what
infinitely transcends all knowledge and saying has great 1m'portance‘
in the history of negative theology. In terms of the Pa.rmez':des com-
mentary tradition, this means that the secopd hypothesis—“if tl::e (?ne
is”—acquires priority in indicating the limits of any conceptualization
of divinity and, consequently, of everything elsg. Not onlyf Porphyry, but
Proclus, too, taking cues from his teacher Syrianus, beg_ms to accorf:l a
certain primacy to the second hypothesis of the Po?rmemdes concerning v
the One-that-is. The emphasis is no longer excluswel.y on the transcen-
dence of the One-beyond-being, but is also on the immanence of thz«‘a5
One-that-is—in fact, on the complete dialectical mediation of the two.?¢
In both directions, immanence and tlgmsc?ndence, the One proves to
i i infinite and to exceed saying. .
e lfl\]cc:c?rfii:;lbyl,ynot even the radical transcc.enflenc.e of the One and l1ts
incompatibility with Being is what finally distinguishes pagan Neopla-
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Of course, this unity of being, which turns up as an inﬁnite. pri.nciple'
(the One) in all beings, is likewise apophatic. It cannot be sc1ent1ﬁcal}y |
understood or expressed, although it can be observed over anc.l over in
experience in ways that evade all rational account and grounding. The
unity of being is based on a principle that withdraws from all attempts -
to know and express it. .

The miracle of all things hanging together and cohering as somehow
one world, a universe, must be observed ever again with wonder and b.e
acknowledged to be incomprehensible: the reason and n.ecessify for it
cannot be demonstrated or even be properly expressed. This contingency
of the togetherness and connection of all things, inexp.licabl.e to us and
to any finite intelligence, is perennially rediscovered in Phllosophy.. It
becomes paramount, for example, in Enlightenment phllosoplfy with
David Hume. As with the One itself, all accounts and grounding for
such unity fall into contradiction. The principle which is. al!eged to
ground unity will never turn out to be identical with any principle that
can be known and defined and said. Still, the unity of the One and Be-
ing is presupposed by every thought, since though? itself is inherentl.y
a synthesis. It is just that this unity that ope.rates in every th?ught is
graspable and expressible by no thought—it is itself the apophatic aporia
par excellence. The unity of being cannot be proved or }lnderstt?od or -
even be adequately said, but we can nevertheless experience Fhls very .
impossibility. In experiencing purely the connectedness. of things ar.ld
the unaccountability of this connectedness, we may experience wh.at fails
to be adequately conceptualized as the metaphysical unity of b_emg.

The fundamentally negative status of our knowledge of all things a.nd
their ground—thus negative theology—was discovered ‘by Neopl.at.om'sts
in a predominantly intellectual register. This primord.lal negativity in-
filtrates into a broader spectrum of faculties and relational mo.des t.hat
are exercised in revealed, monotheistic, and especially biblical, historical
religion, which becomes more reflective about the negali-ve status of all
its knowledge through this interactive contact with the ineffable God. 4
A negatively theological monotheism was, in effect, already thought by
the Neoplatonists. Their supreme principle is totally transcendent .and
also totally immanent, in the sense of being presuppo'sed by all. beings
in their very being. This Neoplatonic God, howevex.', is not active, not
consciously and willingly engaged in relating to beings. That engage-
ment could only be revealed, by history and through.expener.lce; it do-es
not belong as such simply to the thought of the unity of being and its
necessary transcendence of every finite being,.

These are the essential pagan precedents that render philosophically
conceivable a God who is essentially what cannot be said, that is, the
God of monotheism. From these premises develop, especially in revealed
traditions, ever more complex and historically differentiated experiences
of the abyss of existence that philosophical thought first identified as a
theme that could be reflectively contemplated. The One and Being are
no longer incompatible and no longer intellectual forms or determina-
tions at all. They are mutually interpenetrating aspects of an unsayable
- -infinity beyond any determination as reality or even as divinity, if this

is taken to be some essential, specific kind of being. The mutual exclu-
" siveness of the One and Being inherited from the Parmenides falls away

. and, in effect, is dissolved in the course of the Parmenides commentary

tradition. Both principles are redefined as inadequate determinations ror
- of the Indeterminate but of a living, pro-active, always relating divinity

that cannot be humanly or temporally or linguistically determined or
comprehended. This. . . inexpressible “divinity” is not any object acces-
sible to the approach of knowledge, but rather can be encountered only
to the extent that it comes to meet us and disembarrasses us of all our
antecedent conceptual structures and language.

This collapsing together of the Neoplatonic hypostases of the One
and Being in monotheism opens the field of experience in time in the
direction of an absolute which can become real as event and revelation
in history. But still the supreme principle of all historical reality and
experience—the One or Being in their indifferentiation—cannot be con-
ceptually circumscribed or said without being immediately belied in its
absoluteness. The consequence is that all that can be said and perceived
and positively experienced turns out to be dependent on what cannot
be known or said. “Reality” and “truth” as such are relinquished to the
zone of the ineffable. Human knowledge and language are reassessed as
fundamentally negative in nature due to their difference and distance
from absolute reality, which is more positive than “positivity” or any
other expression can signify. The supposedly stable, stateable structures
of “this world” are undermined and have, in some sense, become a lie.

The view of apophasis here espoused makes it both metaphysical and
anti-metaphysical at the same time—indeed, the coincidence of these
opposites. The One must be discovered as radically beyond being but
also as identical with being, once being, too, has been identified with (or
rather dissolved into) infinity. The contemporary philosophical polemic
that targets metaphysics, as if getting rid of this type of thinking would
cure Western culture of its pluri-millenary sickness is itself another
k- symptom of the tendency to reify and isolate elements by their objective
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manifestations and to abstract from and forget their deeper roots that

reach into the unsayable and unknowable. This oblivion comes from

wishing to adhere to the surface of what can be said and be verb§lly
persuasive and reassure us that we know the grounds of our knOang
and doing—when actually these things lie submerged in unknowing
that reaches into the fathomless.

I11

We have now followed metaphysics, the knowledge and.disco.urse .of
being, to its source in unknowing and unsaying vis-a-vis an mﬁmt;
“reality” that can neither be qualified by language nor be known an

that is, to this extent, ab-solute, absolved from speech and concept,
and so from the grasp of the knowing subject. Thus we have admitted
that metaphysical “truth” is unsayable, yet it must also have some fox:m
of expression, if it is going to register at all. As. proponents of negative
theology from Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite to Deny§ ’_I‘umen: corll-
cordantly insist, every negative theology presupposes anq is mc'extnca.b y
interwoven with a positive or kataphatic theology.?® Dfonysms writes
of the inexpressible (apprnTor) being woven together (cvpneﬂquTat)
with the expressible (70 pfT0). I wish to retu.rn to the h)-'mn cn.ted a;
the exergue to this essay in order to explore briefly how this poetic an

prayerful form gives positive verbal expression—or perhaps we should

say witness—to what cannot be expressed in terms of conceptlfal !(nowl-
edge, or knowledge to which the Logos can .l:fe adequate. This final
movement of the essay, then, deals with the positive theolqu that al\o’vays
doubles and indirectly lends voice to the otherwise iqaudlble negations
of apophatic theology. This is crucial for understanding how apophatic

thinking does not entail exactly an overcoming of metaphysics (as in

Heidegger’s “Uberwindung der Metaphysik”) but rather an ungroundlflig
of its language, in order that it can work to evoke what can.not.be said.
On this interpretation, metaphysics turns out to be a poetic dlscfoufse
and even a sort of religious witness to a reality transcending objective
expression and articulation.

Understood apophatically, metaphysics consists in unknowing and.

i i ing i tenides com-
unsaying, and for the Neoplatonists working in the Parn

mentary tradition this negation of language registers discernibly by being -

expressed especially in the form of the hymn, which is thus val'onzf:d as
an indispensable vehicle for metaphysics. In fact, the Parmenides itself
was taken by these commentators to be essentially a hymn. We have

already noted that Proclus calls the first hypothesis of the Parmenides

_ metaphysical discussions were understood by Neoplatonists,
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“a theological hymn by way of negations to the One” (Opvov 8ud ToV
arodpdoewr Beoroyikdv els TO &v, In Parmeniden VII. 1191. 34f).
Again in Theologia Platonica 111. 23, p. 83, 22ff., Proclus writes of the
One of the first hypothesis, the First in which there can be no partici-
pation, as “being hymned” (GpvnTar). The second hypothesis, too, is
interpreted by Proclus in Theol. Plat. 1.7, p- 31, 25-27 as a “theogony,”
that is, a hymn celebrating the generation of the gods.?”

Plato’s own dialogues define themselves at key junctures in terms
of the hymn. Timaeus 21alff. introduces the tale of Atlantis told by
Critias as a panegyric in praise of Athena as if it were a hymn (olévmrep

Upvodvras éykopidlewv) offered on the occasion of the panathenaean
festival in which the dialogue is set. Phaedrus 265 c1 calls Socrates’s re-
cantation in the second part of the dialogue a “mythical hymn” (puducér
Twa Gpvov). Phaedo 61a3ff. classifies philosophy among the musical
arts, indeed, as the greatest of them. Proclus infers from this that human
philosophy consists basically in the imitation of the hymns of Apollo:

By means of this art [namely, philosophy] the soul is able to honour
all things human and to sing hymns to the godsin a perfect way, while
imitating the Leader of the Muses himself, who hymns his Father with
noeric songs and keeps the cosmos together with indissoluble fetters

while moving everything together, as Socrates says in the Cratylus.
(Rem publicam commentarii, 1 57, 11-16)%

Thus Proclus is following Plato in describing philosophical discourse
as hymnic in nature, and it is not implausible to extend this to meta-
physical discourse generally, in its highest and deepest reaches. The most
inspired discourses of the Phaedrus and of the other dialogues on love
especially have an easily recognizable hymnic cadence and character. In
Proclus’s understanding, Platonic metaphysics is quite generally to be
understood as a matter of composing hymns to the gods. R. M. van den
Berg develops in detail the thesis that philosophy and particularly its
especially
in the Athenian Academy, as a matter of singing hymns to the gods and
thereby assimilating oneself to divinity. Through careful philological
examination of Proclus’s hymns, as well as of his use of the word “hymn”
in his Platonic commentaries, Van den Berg comes to the conclusion
that, “The distribution of Uuvéw and related forms in Proclus’s oenvre
squares with the suggestion that for him metaphysical discussions are
as it were hymns to the gods. Such verbs are virtually absent from works
that do not primarily deal with metaphysics”(Van den Berg, p. 27).

It must be admitted that the word Upvricer as it occurs, for example,
in the second verse of the “Hymn to the Transcendent God,” the" Yjrog
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begins with a prayer of desire to behold the Face
vultum tuum; vultum tuum, Domine, requiro”), echoing the Psalm
for example, Psalm 42: 1-4: “As the hart longs for the water course, ¢
my soul longs for thee, O God. . .. When shall I come and behold t}
face of God?” Anselm’s discourse similarly ends on a doxological no
of blessing the Trinitarian God: “ - - » donec intrem in gaudium domi;
mei, qui est triunus et unus Deus benedictus in saecula. Amen? Th:
liturgical enframing is less pronounced, of course, in the Scholastj
summas, but even Thomas Aquinas’s oeuvre has to be contextualize.
by the genre of the hymn, particularly the four hymns he authored fo

the Corpus Christi liturgy, notably the Pange Lingua.
There is, obviously, a tension,

between apophasis and

whereas the other requir
the Athenian Neoplatoni
contemplation and silen
a Christian mentality to
wisdom in the language

of the Lord (“Quaes

if not an outright contradiction
the verbal hymn. The one requires words
es foresaking and renouncing them. But fo;
sts the highest hymn is in fact wordless, a pure
t assimilation of the self to the One, It will take
fully valorize the incarnation of philosophical

of the hymn. Accordin g to Van den Berg, “both
Porphyry and Proclus stress that we should not celebrate (the hj

God by means of verbal hymns. To them, the idea that an abs
transcendent God could be worshipped by
way) is nothing less than utter blasphemy.
in becoming like god. For Synesius,
noeric, hymns but also verbal ones a
as his hymns testify” (p. 32).

In Christian authors, like Synesius of Cyrene,
Ptolemais in 410 A.D., the kataphatic counterp
tion can take on verbal and material form, as it
Christian revaluation of the material Creation

ghest)
olutely
sounds (i.e., in a material
Our hymn can only consist
on the contrary, not only silent,
re appropriate forms of worship,

who became bishop of
art to apophatic nega-
does in the hymn. The
as a gift of God is thus
hymns worthy means
hicles. Hymns were, of
nd of spiritual technol-
use via the intermediate
Neoplatonists, the hymn,
ng even material elements
cach and unify with God,
that must necessarily accompany
the ultimate hymn does not consist
f oneself into likeness to God. The
can be honored by hymns consisting
Upvediav), but Proclus makes clear in

of worship of a God surpassing all material ve
course, for Proclus a theurgical practice, a ki
ogy, for turning us back towards our first ca
causes that could be symbolized. For pagan
as a practice by means of symbols representi
by linguistic forms, used in order to appr
constitutes the kataphatic theology
apophatic theology. Nevertheless,
in words but in transformation o
lower gods according to Porphyry
in words (TM\v &k Tob Adyovu
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to approach the supreme divinity directly, we must fa Mn everthe
less on hymns to other gods as expedients. As Van den Berg exp

. . h d
“Moreover, Proclus holds that reverting directly :voumﬁ_ﬂ. ?_mh_ww“”mwa_u_ .
is of no use for the soul that tries to ascend. The soul shou

i i . Hence his
revert upon its proximate cause, not on its ultimate cause. H

hymns are directed to pagan deities that rank low in his hierarchy of the

divine. It is precisely because of their —oésoao_wm_nm_ status that EQ,
can be invoked by means of verbal ~.~<35m A.m.. 3 vn.w 4 Cliristian uses
This makes for a stark contrast with Synesius and wi e e
of prayer, and consequently hymns, as Bm.ms.,.v of a_mmnﬁrmwc oA 10 e
d only God. Whereas “Proclus’ hymns are theurgica f
m:M_MMM“MM.“rm sense that Proclus “believes that the incorporation o
ments,

. . n
small range of) inspired poems in his poetry will attract the gods heis

ing hymns
addressing,” “Synesius just seeks to honour God by composing hym

thus
that are as beautiful as possible” (Van den Berg, p. 33).Van den Berg

’ . n—m nrmnv .
distinguishes Synesius’s from Proclus’s E:_Omovr& on »Wo.MnMWM .
“Synesius assigns to the Christian gospel the crucial role in %aon_cm
Omﬁw_é:o: that the later Neoplatonists accorded to theurgy. J

N . the
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Mwwq.mm,mo _nucﬁnn Ommzu—umuww M».“.”MMM M-m praise to the highest divinity, indeed

« — B
to the only and absolutely ineffable God (“you alone are unutterable

you alone are unknowable . . . the only unnameable”). It thus bears
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Gregory Nazianzius’s corpus of writings. This hypothesis, in any case, is
consistent with the way apophatic metaphysics develop new possibilities
of expression in relation to inexpressible divinity within the perspective
of Christian and Creationist monotheism. And yet the (Neo)Platonic
problematic of a necessary transcendence of language in the approach
to this highest instance remains indispensable to the intelligibility of
such a metaphysics.

In our own day again, it is within the cadre of Christian theology, and
particularly of the current identifying itself as Radical Orthodoxy, that
the hymn as a model for philosophical language generally has come back
into the forefront. The philosophical stakes of hymnic language such
- asit is found in Neoplatonic and originally Platonic sources have been
- brought to focus in provocative ways by Catherine Pickstock in Affer
Writing: On the Liturgical Consummation of Philosophy. Pickstock takes
“doxology,” or liturgical praise, of which the hymn might be considered
to be the primary instantiation, to be the foundation for language, to the
extent that language is genuinely meaningful. Her overarching thesis is
that “language exists primarily, and in the end only has meaning as, the
praise of the divine.” This entails as a correlate that “liturgical language

mmEno:_imzm:mmmﬂrmn_.nm__<9mxmmmm:mm...>mmrmin:mmmsEm open-
ing statement of her argument,

[tlhis essay completes and surpasses philosophy in the direction,
not of nihilism, but of doxology. It shows how philosophy itself, in
its Platonic guise, did not assume, as has been thought, a primacy
of metaphysical presence, but rather, a primacy of liturgical theory

and practice. This same primacy, it claims, was developed, and more
consistently realized, in medieval Christendom ™

By bringing the fundamentally doxological character of language in
Neoplatonic and Platonic sources into confrontation with contemporary,
especially post-structuralist theories of language, particularly those of
Derrida and Foucault, Pickstock, in effect, proposes a rewriting of the
history of philosophy from the standpoint of the liturgical, doxological
word that she claims is the fundamental condition of possibility of the
meaningfulness of all human language. Whether my emphasis on apo-
phasis would, in her view, belong to contemporary nihilism, or would
perhaps expose her own argument to underpinnings in indeterminacy
that she would wish to resist acknowledging, are issues that can only
be broached as a result of the reflections I have pursued and that turn

out to parallel those issuing from the matrices of the so-called Radical
Orthodoxy. There would presumably be serious tensions between the
positive affirmations of theological orthodoxy and the negations of
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hymnic enframing of the apophatic theology of Dionysius, he does no
acknowledge the full implications of this hymnic character o
cal utterances. He still, in practice and in theory,
thought as containing propositions claiming objective cognition, ever
rwvo?ozao-wrmo_ommnm_ knowledge of a supra-being, and therefore a.
vulnerable to and in need of deconstruction. This has become the chinl
in his armor through which he has been attacked by Pickstock, whe
wishes to make the doxological character of philosophical and of al
language foundational for its very possibility of meaningfulness.
Pickstock argues against Derrida that Platonic philosophy is not
based on metaphysical presence but on a liturgical word that interrupts
presence by opening it towards the transcendent:
But the good is precisely “beyond” the distinction of presence and
absence. Its transcendence does not signify emptiness, nor that Der-
ridean postponement which reduces absence to objectivity, since the
sun which shines light onto being is present in the gifts o
truth, and beauty. The fact that it cannot be grasped by a
and is unsayable does not identify it with absence. Rather,
of ‘presence’ is articulated through the gifts which it bes
beyond-being which, as difference, gives things to be,
(in Derridean terminology) disseminates. This contrasts with the
différance of Derrida, which is assimilated in turn to his notion of
writing. And it contrasts also with a perpetual postponement of an
impossible giving and a radical disjunction of giver and gift. (p. 12)
Against Derrida’s reading of Platonic meta
otherness (“
stock points

f metaphysi
interprets apophati

f insight,
mathema
its mode
tows, the
and which

physics as the exclusion of
health and virtue . . . always proceed from within”), Pick-
out that Plato stresses the infusion of the transcendent
in beings as an exteriority penetrating into immanence,
interior knowing and reflection. Metaphysics thus turn
powerful way of relating to transcendence.
is realized in the liturgical act of praise.

vnmmmsismsn:rnocmr:mm:.nm, eminently in the language of the hymn,
for example, in our Hymn to the Transcendence of God.

While this is a powerful critique, it oversteps its own insight, for
Derrida does not identify the good, or presence or God with absence.
Only pure presence would turn out to be also purely absent, but the
effectively present good or divinity is neither present nor absent; it is
not identified with anything, for it is not identifiable at all but rather
repulses all identities. In this regard, Derrida is apophatic, not dogmatic.
Similarly, the liturgical word is open to its apophatic u
because it faces the incomprehensible divinity before whi

the sphere of
s out to be a
This is the metaphysics that
The transcendent makes itself

nderpinnings
ch it can only



166 William Franke

stammer. Pickstock develops in particular the deployment in Christic
discourse of “asyndeton,” that is, the omission or removal of connecting
syntax, to create structures open to incommensurability. And actual}y
Derrida is anything but averse to noticing such breaks and ruptures in
every kind of discourse.

However, Derrida does argue that no hymn or prayer is actually free of "
predication concerning the God it praises. He distinguishes the moments

of apostrophe and of encomium in the prayer (or hymn) but suggests
that in the end they cannot be separated. Prayer is never completel?r pure:
apostrophe; it always also presupposes some conception or description

of the divinity it praises, and so is to a degree idolatrous. From (and in -

fact simultaneous with) its first moment of pure apostrophe to.the’ in-
describable Other, prayer inevitably slips into a language of predlcau.on,
assigning some attributes to the one that i!: praises. He.nce,'for”D“ernda,
prayer “preserves an irreducible relationship to the attribution” (“Com-
ment ne pas parler,” p. 572).

Even if Derrida is right about this (and he may not be), neverthe-
less it is not what the hymn says that counts, but what it cannot say.

The spiritual movement of opening towards an Other that cannot be
comprehended, yet must be praised, has a kind of existential and not -

a cognitive content, and this makes it a link to a transcendence that

cannot be said. Like the Derridean trace, then, the hymn would havea .

referential structure, yet no referential content. Referring to what never
was nor ever could be purely present, it is nevertheless an effecting of

presence, a tracing or arrival of transcendence within immanence. Radi- -

cal Orthodoxy and deconstruction marvelously agree on this point. At
this apophatic point of that which cannot be said, the effect of presence

is perhaps indiscernibly theological and thanatological, indiscernibly a y
manifestation of divinity or an intimation of death, either one as the

Impossible.’ This, at any rate, is the point I have wanted to bring out

into the open by returning to the Neoplatonic matrices of apophatic
thinking and in particular to its hymnic realizations that have been .

taken in contemporary philosophy in opposite directions, as either
compromising philosophical rigor vis-a-vis ineluctable nothingness
or as manifesting and materializing the positive gift of revelation. My

purpose is to recommend adherence to the apophatic insight that is

neither the one nor the other, but that which opens and gives both of

these perspectives. ' 4
I believe that godlessness might be a state potentially as open and re-
vealing of the religious as singing the liturgy and pronouncing orthodox

declarations of faith. It would seem that Derrida best of all manifests. :
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this in his tears and prayers, increasingly in his later works.? Pickstock’s
critique of Derrida and the secular city and its nihilism and death fetish
seems to be based entirely on his early work, particularly on “Plato’s
Pharmacy,”*® and takes little or no account of what Derrida was doing
the 1980s and 1990s, at which time his texts provide the fulcrum for
the turn of philosophy to religion that can be traced in elaborate detail
across the numerous texts of this period.* Especially pivotal Derridean
texts for this purpose, in addition to the one already cited, are “D’un
ton apocalyptique adopté naguere en philosophie” (1981), “Donner la
mort” (1992), Saufle nom (1993), and “Foi et savoir” (1996). These texts
leave the question of religion undecided. Radical Orthodoxy affirms
religion on the basis of the breakdown of secular reason, which is taken
to be the enemy of religion. Striking is how these ideological opponents,

.- each with their radical challenges, converge upon the apophatic cur-
- rents within the metaphysical tradition. The rewriting of the history of

Western philosophy proposed in this essay from the point of view of
what logical language cannot say, the apophatic, is the ineluctable mar-
gin where even radical orthodoxy and radical deconstruction cannot
exclude each other but find themselves contaminated by one another.

‘Both these antagonists demonstrate indirectly how viable metaphysics

in the Neoplatonic tradition has become once again, once we learn to

take its affirmations apophatically, which gives priority to their poetic
and religious registers, as in the hymn.®
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