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Introduction

One of the more evocative elements of Gregory of Nazianzus’s (hereafter, 
Nazianzen) teaching on the Trinity is that of a “superabundant” one which 
moves to two and stops at three (Ors. 23.8; 29.2). If we associate the “one” 
with the Father, we see a dynamism which moves out from his person result-
ing in the eternal generation of the Son and procession of the Spirit. This 
“dynamic movement” not only moves out from the Father but also returns 
to him in a convergence within the divine life (Ors. 29.2; 20.7; 42.15). 

This is the “pattern of the Father” because, according to Nazianzen, the 
“beginning” and “end” of this pattern is the person of the Father. This pat-
tern is not without antecedents, both philosophical (perhaps Plotinus) 
and theological (Origen). While these will be briefly explored, the thrust 
of this article will be concerned with arguing for what we learn of divine 
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Fatherhood within Nazianzen’s theology by taking note of a pattern that 
begins with priority in the divine life yet is unmistakably mirrored within 
Nazianzen’s thought in the economy of God’s actions and human involve-
ment in θεωρία. We will see that an account of the monarchy of the Father 
within the dynamic movements of the Trinity is crucial for understanding 
Nazianzen’s articulation of the unity and diversity of the Godhead. Out to 
these considerations we will be able to conclude with some thoughts on 
whether Nazianzen’s articulation of the Father entails an understanding of 
a hierarchy of authority among the Trinitarian relations. 

The Pattern Observed

Before referring to its manifestations elsewhere, we begin with an extended 
section from Or. 23 that allows us to gain our bearings in observing this 
dynamic quality of movement that is essential to understanding the Father 
and the Trinity in Nazianzen: 

I … by positing a source of divinity (θεότητος ἀρχὴν) that is independent of 

time, inseparable, and infinite, honor both the source as well as what issues from 

the source (τήν τε ἀρχὴν τιμῶ καὶ τὰ ἐκ τῆς ἀρχῆς ἐπίσης): the source because 

of the nature of the things of which it is the source; the issue, because of their 

own nature as well as of the nature of the source from which they are derived, 

because they are disparate neither in time, nor in nature, nor in holiness. They 

are one in their separation and separate in their conjunction (ἓν ὄντα διῃρημένως 

καὶ διαιρούμενα συνημμένως), even if this is a paradoxical statement; revered no 

less for their mutual relationship than when they are thought of and taken indi-

vidually; a perfect Trinity of three perfect entities; a monad taking its impetus 

from its superabundance, a dyad transcended (Τριάδα τελείαν ἐκ τελείων τριῶν, 

μονάδος μὲν κινηθείσης διὰ τὸ πλούσιον, δυάδος δὲ ὑπερδαθείσης) — that is, it 

goes beyond the form and matter of which bodies consist—, a triad defined by 

its perfection since it is the first to transcend the synthesis of duality in order that 

the Godhead might not be constricted or diffused without limit, for constriction 

is an absence of generosity; diffusion, an absence of order (Τριάδος δὲ ὁρισθείσης 

διὰ τὸ τέλειον, πρώτη γὰρ ὑπερβαίνει δυάδος σύνθεσιν, ἵνα μήτε στενὴ μένῃ θεότης, 

μήτε εἰς ἄπειρον χέηται. Τὸ μὲν γὰρ ἀφιλότιμον, τὸ δὲ ἄτακτον). The one is thor-

oughly Judaic; the other, Greek and polytheistic.2 
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In his familiar mode of navigating between two erroneous alternatives, 
Nazianzen’s description of source and issue bring together a central concern 
of his Trinitarian theology: the Triune God’s unity and diversity. Each of the 
three are worthy of equal reverence: the Father because he is the source, 
and “what issues from the source” because they share the source’s nature 
and holiness. Yet a consideration of both what they share and how they 
relate brings one to the “generosity” and “order” established by the Father. 
In seeking to avoid an absence of “generosity” in the Father, Nazianzen 
is distinguishing Trinitarian faith from what is traditionally “monotheis-
tic.” In seeking to uphold the ordered relations emerging from the Father, 
Nazianzen is protecting Trinitarian thought from diffusing into what is 
“polytheistic.” Weaving these various elements together, Nazianzen uses the 
dynamic image of a “superabundant” monad that, because of its generous 
character, cannot but issue forth into a dyad. Yet, to settle there would be 
to suggest a constriction held in duality. Consequently, a triad speaks to a 
generous perfection that flows out of the “superabundant” one—that is, the 
Father—yet is, nonetheless, ordered within particular relations. With this 
image of a move from a monad to a dyad to a triad Nazianzen is addressing 
what he sees as the dynamic nature of the Trinity, containing within it a 
certain “divine movement” that is set in motion from the Father leading to 
the Son and Spirit. The dynamic movement that Nazianzen portrays within 
the Trinity necessarily entails a logical “starting point,” and so causes the 
knower to “start” with the Father as it is his superabundance that prompts 
the dynamic movement. This “outward” manifestation of the abundance of 
the one, the Father, also dynamically returns. 

The “return” of the movement converging on the “one” brings us to a 
famous passage from Nazianzen’s “third theological oration” concerning the 
monarchy. We will evaluate the contested aspect of the divine monarchy in 
Nazianzen later in this article. For now, though, we simply observe in Or. 
29.2 this notion of “return:”

Monarchy (μοναρχία) is what we hold in honor—but not a monarchy that is 

contained in a single person (μοναρχία δὲ, οὐχ ἣν ἓν περιγράφει πρόσωπον) (after 

all, it is possible for a self-discordant one to become a plurality) but one that 

is constituted by equality of nature, harmony of will, identity of action, and 

the convergence to the one of what comes from it (ἀλλ᾽ ἣν φύσεως ὁμοτιμία 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 21.2 (2017)

12

συνίστησι, καὶ γνώμης σύμπνοια, καὶ ταὐτότης κινήσεως, καὶ πρὸς τὸ ἕν τῶν ἐξ αὐτοῦ 

σύννευσις)…, so that while there is numerical distinction, there is no division 

in the substance (τῇ γε οὐσίᾳ μὴ τέμνεσθαι). For this reason, from the beginning 

(ἀπ᾽ ἀρχῆς) a monad is moved to a dyad and stops at a triad. And this means for 

us the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. The [Father] is begetter and producer 

(ὁ μὲν γεννήτωρ καὶ προβολεύς), to be certain without passion, and without 

reference to time, and not in a physical manner. But of the others, the [Son] is 

begotten, the [Spirit] is produced (τῶν δέ, τὸ μὲν γέννημα, τὸ δὲ πρόβλημα)—I do 

not know how to express this in any way that does not reference visible things.3

Intermingled with a mode of philosophical explanation, Nazianzen is 
here speaking to the dynamic movement in the Godhead we noted in Or. 
23.8. This dynamic nature raises the question of upholding both a “starting 
point” of the Godhead and its unceasing movement, a potential tension we 
will return to later. For now, it is enough take note of this pattern within 
the divine life in order to set up a reference of its use within three realms, 
to which we now turn. 

The first realm is creation. The notion of a dynamic outward movement 
within a Trinitarian frame is vaguely portrayed in his oration On the Theophany 
when in Or. 38.9 Nazianzen addresses the apparent “first” creation of the 
angels and other spiritual beings. God is a “superabundant” “Goodness” that 
is not “set in motion simply by contemplating itself, but the Good needed 
to be poured out, to undertake a journey (ἀλλ᾽ ἔδει χεθῆναι τὸ ἀγαθὸν καὶ 
ὁδεῦσαι), so that there might be more beings to receive its benefits—for 
this, after all, is the height of Goodness! (τῆς ἄκρας ἦν ἀγαθότητος)—it first 
thought of the angelic, heavenly powers; and that thought was an action, 
brought to fulfillment in the Word and made perfect in the Spirit (Λόγῳ 
συμπληρούμενον καὶ Πνεύματι τελειούμενον).”4 He goes on to describe their 
existence as being “immovable (ἀκινήτους)” towards what is evil but moveable 
towards the good, “since they surround God and are the first glimmerings 
to shine forth from God (τὰ πρῶτα ἐκ Θεοῦ λαμπομένας); for beings in this 
world belong to a second phase of that shining”5 (This gesture toward light 
and its shining in conjunction with dynamic movement is also a theme to 
which we shall return.). After taking note of the lesson Satan provides for 
the stubborn possibility of movement toward evil in the immaterial order of 
creation, Nazianzen goes on in 38.10 to refer to the “second world (δεύτερον 
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… κόσμον)” God brought into being. He suggests a parallel structure to this 
“material and visible (ὑλικὸν καὶ ὁρώμενον)” creation, which, along with the 
immaterial creation, is “praiseworthy for the natural excellence of each of 
its parts, but still more praiseworthy for the proportion and harmony of all 
them to the whole, in order to bring a single, ordered universe to completion 
(εἰς ἑνὸς κόσμου συμπλήρωσιν).”6 We find hints here of the dynamic move-
ment reflective of the divine life while also notions of unity and diversity 
held together. In this creation of both the immaterial and material worlds 
Nazianzen remarkably states, “[God reveals] his own nature to himself (δείξῃ 
… οἰκείαν ἑαυτῷ φύσιν)”.7 

The second re-instantiation of Nazianzen’s dynamic pattern of divine 
life is the mirroring of creation in the redemptive mission of the incarnate 
Son found several chapters later in Or. 38.15. He sets up this section by 
meditating upon the creation of humanity in paradise and the subsequent 
introduction of sin into the world. God provided many remedies for sin but, 
in the end, Nazianzen reads the coming of the Word as the provision of a 
“stronger medicine (ἰσχυροτέρου … φαρμάκου)”8 needed to root out finally 
the pernicious root of sin. It is in the sending of the “enfleshed Word” that 
we see again the dynamics of which we are taking note: “Think of the good 
pleasure of the Father as a mission (Τὴν εὐδοκίαν τοῦ Πατρὸς ἀποστολὴν), and 
that [the Son] refers all that is his back to him (ἐφ᾽ ὃν ἀναφέρει τὰ ἑαυτοῦ), 
both because he reveres him as his timeless source (ἀρχὴν τιμῶν ἄχρονον) 
and in order to not seem to be God’s competitor.”9 The Son is sent by the 
Father on a mission. While his title as Son is an expression of equal honor 
with the Father, his status as the “sent one” who “refers all that is his back to 
[the Father]” brings attention to the status of the Father as one who sends 
and receives back. 

The third and final re-instantiation of the pattern is found in Nazianzen’s 
description of illumination. In the “fifth theological oration” we see him 
relate the progressive revelation of the Trinity throughout salvation history 
and the Spirit’s epistemic priority. In the Trinitarian taxis, the revelation of 
the Spirit stands in “third place,” as it were, as a result of the preparation for 
the coming of the Son and, then, the Spirit’s “gradual” revelation by the Son 
within the course of his earthly ministry culminating in his ascension. Within 
Or. 31.26-29 specifically, Nazianzen speaks of the gradual revelation of the 
Spirit, in accord with the disciples’ capability to receive him. It is a light that 
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shines “bit by bit” or “gradually” (κατὰ μέρος).10 Even though Nazianzen 
is primarily speaking here of a grand view of God’s revelation of himself in 
salvation history, he is secondarily suggesting and then outlining the Spirit’s 
unique work within the seeker—including “illumination (φωτιστικόν):”11

Τhe old covenant proclaimed the Father clearly (Ἐκήρυσσε φανερῶς ἡ Παλαιὰ 

τὸν Πατέρα), the Son more obscurely. The new covenant manifested the Son 

and suggested the divinity of the Spirit. Now, the Spirit resides amongst us 

(Ἐμπολιτεύεται νῦν τὸ Πνεῦμα), giving to us a clearer demonstration of himself 

…. But by gradual additions, “ascents” (ἀναβάσεσι) as David said (Psalm 84:7), 

and by progress and advances “from glory to glory” (2 Cor 3:18), that the light 

of the Trinity should shine with greater clarity (τὸ τῆς Τριάδος φῶς ἐκλάμψει 

τοῖς λαμπροτέροις).12 

The Father as source is evident again, from whom comes the manifestation 
of his Son. In a fully Trinitarian sweep, now there is the Spirit perfecting 
the revelation of the Trinity. It is the Spirit who consequently turns us in a 
course back to the Father through illumination. According to Nazianzen, 
illumination is needed in order to enter into a vision of God within which 
is Trinitarian nature of God is progressively revealed.

While we can trace here dynamic notions of going out and returning, it 
is through probing further into Nazianzen’s understanding of illumination 
that we begin to glimpse the nuances of his Trinitarian doctrine that will 
ultimately come into play when we make conclusions regarding the Father. 
The connections between illumination, vision, and the Spirit are sometimes 
implied and other times made more explicit in Nazianzen’s writings. It is in 
his use of the imagery of light, specifically when he speaks of the Spirit as 
light, that the connections come together. The Spirit is not simply one of the 
lights of the Trinity, an object of our spiritual vision—he enables “access” 
to the other divine lights. In the words of Or. 41.9, “[H]e is light and dis-
tributes light…. He is the Spirit…through whom the Father is known and 
the Son glorified, and by whom alone he is known (φῶς καὶ χορηγὸν φοτός 
… Πνεῦμα ... δι᾽ οὗ Πατὴρ γινώσκεται καὶ Υἱὸς δοξάζεται καὶ παρ᾽ ὧν μόνων 
γινώσκεται)”13 Put simply: the vision of God is enabled by the illuminating 
Spirit. The Spirit has primary epistemological importance, which is to say 
the content of θεωρία that we receive through illumination is first received on 



15

account of the Spirit. In Or. 31.3, Nazianzen explains this dynamic through 
David’s prophetic vision in Psalm 36:9: “In your light we shall see light.” He 
then puts this “Trinitarianly,” “We receive the Son’s light from the Father’s 
light in the light of the Spirit (ἐκ φωτὸς τοῦ Πατρὸς φῶς καταλαμβάνοντες 
τὸν Υἱὸν ἐν φωτὶ τῷ Πνεύματι.”14 In terms of the pattern, just as in the life of 
the Trinity, the Father is the source whose light is comprehended in light, so 
through the Spirit’s illuminating work wrought in θεωρία we are led to the 
other divine persons by “adding” light to light. Clarity on what ultimately 
guides and orders this vision is the subject we are exploring. 

Potential Sources of the Pattern 

We will pick up θεωρία and themes of light in Nazianzen again as we attempt 
to reach some conclusions on the Father within his thought. Before that, 
though, let us briefly comment on the potential sources of the dynamic 
pattern we have been observing. As is well-known, Nazianzen is not in the 
habit of explicitly sourcing aspects of his theology, so it is difficult to know 
with any precision whom he appropriated and where. We can be fairly certain, 
however, of a measure of influence on the pattern in question from, first, a 
theological and, then, a philosophical source. 

The likely theological source is, not surprisingly, Origen of Alexandria. 
Due to the appropriation of Origen’s legacy by anti-Nicene theologians, 
Nazianzen had to be subtle in the ways he marshaled the Alexandrian theo-
logian’s categories. The schema of moving from the Father to the Son and to 
the Spirit, and then returning to the Father as the “goal” with which perfection 
is associated can be found in Origen’s De Principiis I 3, 8:

God the Father of all things gives to beings existence (Deus pater omnibus praestat 

ut sint); participation in Christ, who is word or reason, makes them rational. 

From this it follows that they are worthy of praise or blame, because they are 

capable alike of virtue and of wickedness. Accordingly there is also available 

the grace of the Holy Spirit, so that those beings who are not holy by their 

nature may be made holy by participating in him (ut ea que substantialiter sancta 

non sunt, participatione ipsius sancta efficiantur). When therefore they obtain first 

their being from God the Father, secondly their rational nature from the Word, 

and thirdly their holiness from the Holy Spirit (Cum ergo primo ut sint habeant ex 
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deo patre, secundo ut rationabilia sint habeant ex uerbo, tertio ut sancta sint habeant ex 

spiritu sancto), they become capable again of receiving Christ in respect that he 

is the righteousness of God, those, that is, who have been previously sanctified 

through the Holy Spirit; and those who have been deemed worthy to advance to 

this degree through the sanctification of the Holy Spirit, nevertheless will obtain 

the gift of wisdom according to the power of the working of Spirit of God (et 

qui in hunc gradum proficere meruerint per sanctificationem spiritus sancti, consequuntur 

nihilominus donum sapientiae secundum uirtutem inoperationis spiritus dei). And this is 

what I think Paul means when he says that “to some is given the word of wisdom, 

to others the word of knowledge, according to the same Spirit” (1 Cor 12:8). 

And while pointing out the distinction of each separate gift, he refers all of them 

to the source of everything when he says, “There are diversities of operations, 

but one God, who works all in all” (1 Cor 12:6).15 

We note that Origen is here describing the Trinitarian activity of God in 
creation but then he reverses the Trinitarian taxis (ordering or relations) 
in order to describe how “rational beings” are perfected through “ascent” 
to the Father. This is a deft mirroring of creation and redemption in the 
guise of a trinitarian divinization where the final stage of the progression 
is participation in God the Father. Karen Jo Torjesen details the process of 
“returning” to the Father, 

[For perfection] there are stages which they must pass through, each of which 

is the appropriate preparation for the next. The work of the Holy Spirit is puri-

fication. He is the principle of holiness. Through participation in the Holy Spirit 

the soul itself becomes holy. This is the preparation stage which makes it possible 

for the soul to receive the wisdom and knowledge of Christ. As Logos, Christ is 

wisdom and knowledge and the soul receives the gifts of wisdom and knowledge 

through participation in the Logos. The final stage of this progression is partic-

ipation in God the Father. Participation in the perfection of the Father means 

the perfection of the soul, its own complete likeness to God or divinization.16  

There are obvious commonalities within Nazianzen to this Trinitarian 
schema in Origen. The shape and order is determined by the Father. What is 
more, just as the Father is source of the realm of creation as well as spiritual 
life, he is of a position to receive back the movement of spiritual growth found 
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in his creatures inhabited by the Holy Spirit. Not surprisingly, the hierar-
chical element within Origen’s Trinitarian theology is pronounced within 
his articulation of this schema, as perfection is equated with the Father who 
stands as the one fully divine. Nonetheless, what shines through as potential 
framing influence on Nazianzen is the integration of a dynamic movement 
among the Trinitarian persons out from and returning to the Father, which 
is discerned through a spiritual progression. 

The philosophical sources of Nazianzen’s thought are complex and his 
appropriation largely contingent on their usefulness in articulating the unity 
and diversity of the Triune God. As John Dillon has pointed out, it seems 
there is a clear connection with a Plotinian schema in Nazianzen’s pattern of 
the Father, though it must be viewed through a Porphyrian filter. Porphyry 
provides, Dillon contends, the metaphysical understanding for Nazianzen 
and other pro-Nicene theologians to appropriate the reality of co-ordinate 
persons within the Godhead.17 While Plotinus’ hierarchical triad of the 
One, the Intellect, and the Soul asserts separation inimical to the equality 
of divine persons, his articulation of the triadic schema proved quite fertile 
for Nazianzen’s conception of the “dynamic three.” First there is a parallel 
noted by Dillon in the passage already quoted in Or. 29.2, where there is a 
movement from the Father which goes out and returns to him. In Enn. V, 
2, 1, Plotinus states, 

This, we may say, is the first act of generation (γέννησις): the One (ὂν), perfect 

because it seeks nothing, has nothing, and needs nothing, overflows (ὑπερερρύη), 

as it were, and its superabundance (τὸ ὑπερπλῆρες αὐτοῦ) makes something 

other than itself. This, when it has come into being, turns back upon the One 

and is filled, and becomes Intellect by looking towards it (εἰς αὐτὸ ἐπεστράφη καὶ 

ἐπληρώθη καὶ ἐγένετο πρὸς αὐτὸ βλέπον καὶ νοῦς). Its halt and turning towards 

the One constitutes being, its gaze upon the One, Intellect (καὶ ἡ μὲν πρὸς ἐκεῖνο 

στάσις αὐτοῦ τὸ ὂν ἐποίησεν, ἡ δὲ πρὸς αὐτὸ θέα τὸν νοῦν).18

While Dillon is right to note the metaphysical incompatibility in Plotinus, 
the overlap in schema with Nazianzen—of going out and returning—is strik-
ing. Beyond schema, in Or. 29.2 there is also the direct use of the language of 
“convergence” (σύννευσις), which is explicitly found in Enn. III, 8, 11. Here 
Plotinus is commenting on the Good and the Intellect. Plotinus asserts the 
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simple independence of the Good that is in need of nothing. The Intellect, 
however, is completed by gazing upon the Good, the Good leaving a trace 
upon the Intellect through its influence. Plotinus writes,

The Good … has given the trace of itself on Intellect to Intellect to have by seeing, 

so that in Intellect there is desire, and it is always desiring and always attaining 

(ἐπ᾿ αὐτοῦ ἴχνος αὐτοῦ τῷ νῷ ὁρῶντι ἔδωκεν ἔχειν· ὥστε ἐν μὲν τῷ νῷ ἡ ἔφεσις καὶ 

ἐφιέμενος ἀεὶ καὶ ἀεὶ τυγχάνω), but the Good is not desiring—for what could 

it desire?—or attaining, for it did not desire [to attain anything]. So it is not 

even Intellect. For in Intellect there is desire and a movement to convergence 

(σύννευσις) with its form.19

Plotinus goes on to describe the Intellect in terms of light, the shadows of 
which are seen in “this beautiful universe (ὁ καλὸς οὗτος κόσμος).” Illumination 
is, of course, first received from the Intellect by turning toward the Good. This 
desire and move toward the Good that produces illumination in the Intellect 
pictures the dynamism of Nazianzen’s pattern, even if carries overtones of depen-
dence contrary to pro-Nicene Trinitarianism. What is interesting is the Plotinian 
use of light to describe ability to move toward the Good, for it is Nazianzen’s use 
of light imagery that will add to not only the dynamism of Trinitarian life but 
also its discernment in θεωρία. This is not to draw a direct line from Plotinus 
to Nazianzen in their appropriation of light imagery, but for both it appears to 
evoke similar themes of dynamism and invitation to understanding while at 
the same time adding mystery to the depth of that understanding. 

Having noted the dynamic Trinitarian pattern and its re-iterations through-
out Nazianzen’s corpus with regard to creation, redemption, and illumination, 
as well as two potential sources of the schema, we are now in a position to 
observe what the texture of this pattern combined with light imagery might 
communicate about the Father in particular. In doing so I am well aware I am 
venturing into contested territory.20 It is certainly my opinion that Nazianzen’s 
lack of clarity has contributed to the diverging interpretations of his theology 
when it comes to the place of the Father. While sorting through divergent 
interpretations of Nazianzen is a worthwhile task, space precludes such an 
investigation here. For now, my conclusions must be judged in light of the 
power of this dynamic pattern and the role it plays in providing description 
to Trinitarian life within Nazianzen’s writings. 



19

The Pattern and the Father 	

Central to my conclusions regarding this dynamic pattern and the Father is 
the monarchia. There are distinct places within his writings where Nazianzen 
identifies the Father with the monarchy (e.g., Ors. 20.6-7; 23.6-8; 25.15-
16). However, as we noted in the consequential passage of Or. 29.2 quoted 
earlier, Nazianzen also appears to identify the monarchia with the three 
persons, rather than being the possession of the Father alone. Nazianzen 
explicitly states here that he does not uphold the monarchia of a single 
person. Is Nazianzen being inconsistent or simply comfortable being less 
than clear due to the mystery at hand? In arriving at a conclusion, it is 
important to note the overall sense of this passage. It and Or. 23.8 speak 
to the dynamic movement of the Godhead among the divine persons. Yet, 
even within this movement, as Nazianzen goes on to argue in the very 
next chapter (29.3), the Son and Spirit are from the Father. This dynamic 
nature apparently creates the flexibility to consider that there is a certain 
irreversibility to the “starting point” of the Godhead and that the nature 
of the “movement” in the Godhead, where the two spring forth from the 
one in their respective ways, creates a divine receptivity with the mon-
archy also seen as in some sense possessed by all three. An argument for 
the complementarity of the Father possessing the monarchy and, because 
of the dynamism flowing out of the “abundant” Father, speaking of the 
monarchy being found in all three as well, is strengthened by Nazianzen’s 
reference to “convergence (σύννευσις)” in this passage. While it must be 
said his language is vague, it seems that Nazianzen is saying the “extension” 
of the monarchy beyond the Father is upheld in that there is a convergence 
toward the source. That is to say, while out of the one abundant Father flow 
the divine riches possessed by the Son and Spirit, there is a “return” or 
“convergence” from the Spirit and Son returning to the Father. This hints 
at the later doctrine of perichoresis where there is a dynamic movement 
of the persons toward one another, though here it certainly seems that 
movement flows out of and returns to the Father—the “beginning” and 
“end” of the dynamic movement of the Trinity. Consequently, because of 
the lack of clarity in Nazianzen’s use of monarchia, perhaps it is better to 
conceive of his thought in terms of the dynamics of Fatherhood and see 
monarchy as a subset of Fatherly dynamism. 
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Such an interpretation is perhaps confirmed by examining Nazianzen’s 
flow of thought in Or. 42.15. Here he is again dealing with the dynamic nature 
of the Godhead. He separates “beginning” and “without beginning” from 
being an element of the nature of God, since “nature is never a designation 
for what something is not, but for what something is (οὐδεμία γὰρ φύσις ὅ τι 
μὴ τόδε ἐστιν, ἀλλ᾽ ὅ τι τοδε.”21 For each of the three persons there is simply 
one nature: God. That one nature is first associated with the Father: 

The unity [among the divine persons] is the Father, from whom and toward 

whom everything else is referred, not so as to be mixed together in confusion, but 

so as to be contained, without time or will or power intervening to divide them 

(Ἕνωσις δὲ ὁ Πατήρ, ἐξ οὗ καὶ πρὸς ὃν ἀνάγεται τα ἑξῆς οὐχ ὡς συναλείφεσθαι, ἀλλ᾽ 

ὡς ἔχεσθαι, μήτε χρόνου διείργοντος μήτε θελήματος μήτε δυνάμεως).22

Tracing Nazianzen’s lines of thought is not easy. He is dealing in a variety 
of contexts with differing theological enemies, often with rhetorical construc-
tions designed more to evoke the mysterious character of his subject than 
provide crystal clarity. Nonetheless, we gain an overall sense of the dynamic 
nature of the Triune God in his thought when we consider the Father. From 
the Father we see Nazianzen’s willingness to associate the unity of the three 
with him, “God” in the primary position of the Son and Spirit coming from 
him. Yet, as the two come from him, they “return” to him, in the words of 
Brian Daley, in a “timeless, unchanging rhythm.”23 Thus it is appropriate, in 
a certain sense, to say the Father’s monarchy is the monarchy of the whole 
Godhead for in the dynamic, superabundant life springing forth from him 
there is a movement that goes from one to two to three only to return back 
to him in unity. 

Conclusion

The dynamic movements of the Trinitarian persons within Nazianzen’s 
thought provide understanding for the variety of ways he articulates the 
monarchia. I think we are on firm footing in stating Nazianzen holds to the 
monarchy of the Father, so long as that is understood within the dynamic 
movements of the Godhead—perhaps it would be better, though, to high-
light dynamic Fatherhood and consider Nazianzen’s notions of monarchy 
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according to it. That is to say, we are able to account for the variety of ways 
Nazianzen articulates the monarchy if we connect it to both the Father and 
the dynamic movements of the Godhead. And rather than this seeking to 
probe more deeply into the divine mystery than is appropriate, such an 
account adds to the overall mystery. 

When Nazianzen begins probing the divine mystery of the Trinity, he 
highlights that not only does mystery designate the nature of God; it espe-
cially refers to the Father. The very construction and content of Nazianzen’s 
“multi-volumed” works on the Trinity (if I may so call the Poemata Arcana 
and Theological Orations) indicate nothing much at all can be said of the 
Father in a direct sense. Only by examining his relations of derivation with 
the Son and Spirit do we begin to move out of apophatic determinations 
of who he is. Within the Triune relations we do understand the Father’s 
unique position as the “starting point”—as the origin and cause—and 
so to conceive the monarchy as his unique possession is appropriate. As 
Father, this means he never becomes Father, nor accumulates anything to 
his “fatherhood,” nor loses it—he is always Father in the distinctive manner 
in which he has one eternal Son, and from him come both the Son and 
Spirit.24 Yet to consider Fatherhood as “dynamic” takes into account the 
sense of movement within the Trinity, where all that is the Father’s springs 
forth in the Son and Spirit and then returns as the Son and Spirit converge 
upon their source. Such movements create that “timeless, unchanging 
rhythm” within the Godhead resulting in the rather fluid vision of unity 
and diversity Nazianzen returns to again and again. One such statement 
is found in the famous passage of Or 40.41: “When I first know the one I 
am also illumined from all sides by the three; when I first distinguish the 
three I am also carried back to the one (Οὐ φθάνω τὸ ἕν νοῆσαι καὶ τοῖς 
τρισῖ περιλάμπομαι˙ οὐ φθάνω τὰ τρία διελεῖν καὶ εἰς τὸ ἕν ἀναφέρομαι)”.25 
The fluidity of this vision—even its “virtual simultaneity”—matches the 
fluidity of the divine life itself as described by Nazianzen. 

As Nazianzen contemplates God he is not led to a nature with certain 
common attributes that set it apart. He is led, rather, to the divinity of the 
Father—the “personal way of the supreme being’s existence: how he is; 
how he acts.”26 This means the integration of θεωρία and θεολογία within 
Nazianzen’s thought entails a “journey” through the personal relations of 
the Godhead. From the standpoint of the seeker, the Spirit plays a crucial 
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role in “casting” the contemplative vision: he “brings” light to the knower; 
he illuminates the seeker; he opens up the possibility of divine knowledge. 
But that vision opened up by the Spirit carries the theologian in the conver-
gence to the “one” then out to the “three” and then, again, to the “one.” This 
“dizzying” θεωρία is a product of the Father’s initial “action”—the Father as 
verb—that gives rise to the divine life manifest in three distinct persons. Yet, 
these divine persons are continually moving toward one another rather than 
existing in static separation. 

The generative power “moving out” from the Father is not explicitly char-
acterized as that of “love” within Nazianzen, nor the convergence; but the 
“rhythmic” going forth and returning has the Father as the beginning and 
end. Such a rhythmic reciprocity patterns the “give and return” that marks 
the dynamics of biblical love (e.g., Eph 5:1-2). Fatherhood in Nazianzen, then, 
has a fruitful and self-giving quality, setting love “in motion” and enabling its 
full reception, even compelling its return. Such movements are most clear 
and defined in his Trinitarian description as discerned through θεωρία, yet 
they are even glimpsed in the aforementioned movements out from the 
Father resulting in creation and redemption. As creatures receive the strong 
medicine of the Word, they are drawn back to the good Father in order to 
receive his benefits. His Fatherhood is an unceasing generous fount with 
dynamics “spilling out” of the eternal life in order to bring divine goods to 
creatures in and through the Son and Spirit.  

The Spirit’s involvement in this “rhythmic reciprocity” is crucial, for he is 
often presented by Nazianzen as the “perfection” of the Trinity. It is he that 
enables the “dyad” to move beyond constriction as another eternally equal 
manifestation of the Father’s generosity. Nazianzen’s theological attention 
to the status of the Spirit as eternally proceeding from the Father is not 
incidental to the overall role he plays in his Trinitarian vision. His essential 
epistemological role is in opening up to human beings knowledge of the 
divine light. That is to say, he brings “illumination” even as he draws one 
into the threefold light of the Godhead. His drawing in, however, follows 
the “rhythms” of the Godhead, so that convergence upon the unity of the 
Father is the lodestar of that vision.

Yet, rather than the vision “settling” on the Father’s light, it moves out 
and in among the dazzling threefold lights of the Godhead. Is there some-
thing here of there being too much light to take in, so it races to and fro? 
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Is there something to the Father that “repels” attention as his selfless gen-
erosity moves “outward” to the other persons? Whatever is the case, the 
connections between light imagery, the Spirit, and the contemplation of 
the Triune character of God deepens our consideration of the mystery of 
the Father. Movement toward the source of light never settles but sends 
one back out only to return again and again as the seeker is drawn into 
an infinite source of light that gradually illumines even as it continually 
exceeds one’s grasp. 

The extensive consideration given to the dynamic nature of the Father-
hood of God has the result of mitigating overly rigid notions of rank or 
position within the Godhead, and, consequently, heeds Nazianzen’s warning 
not to “show a perverse reverence for divine monarchy (τὴν μοναρχίαν 
κακῶς τιμήσῃς).”27 Interestingly, this strong warning comes soon after one 
of Nazianzan’s clearest assertions of the Father’s monarchy.28 On the one 
hand, Nazianzen’s teaching on the monarchy of the Father is quite tradi-
tional and occupies an essential place in his Trinitarian theology. On the 
other hand, his conception of the teaching in terms of the dynamic outflow 
and convergence has a “balancing” effect on notions of rank and position 
that are often emphasized in light of the monarchy. This brings us briefly 
again to the persistent suggestion within Nazianzen’s teaching of the later 
doctrine of perichoresis. To be sure, Nazianzen himself did not elaborate 
on this term. But within the sweep of his thought we see the divine per-
sons in or with one another through a dynamic movement toward unity. 
While the convergence is upon the source, that is, the Father, it entails the 
co-presence of each of the divine persons. Consequently, Nazianzen has 
found a way to at times clearly uphold a traditional sense of the monarchy 
of the Father while at the same time providing the “theological tools” for 
a robust expression of divine three-in-oneness. 

Such being the case, categories like relational “authority” in recent 
evangelical Trinitarian theology are out of place within the structures or 
Nazianzen’s thought. While there is one way of reading the monarchia in 
Trinitarian theology that carries with it the entailment of the Father having 
authority within the Trinity, according to Pro-Nicene theologians, such as 
Nazianzen, subsequent positions of subordination among the divine persons 
do not follow. In a bare sense “authority” could denote origin (auctor) and 
so would not be completely foreign to Nazianzen’s view of the Father as the 
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source (ἀρχή) or cause (αἴτος). In its more robust connotations, however, 
it communicates such notions as a division of power or eliciting obedience 
within the eternal Trinity. These are ideas Gregory would see as foreign to 
the unity of the Godhead, even if that unity finds its impulse in the Father.29 
Inversely, “subordination” could denote simply being “ordered under,” an 
idea again consistent with Nazianzen’s use of ἀρχή and αἴτος for the Father 
and the consequent taxis of the Trinity. Such a claim, though, must be so 
carefully nuanced in order to avoid misunderstanding that it is generally 
unhelpful. Indeed, Nazianzen would find use of subordination language as 
dividing the glorious unity of the Godhead: 

We do not weigh out the Godhead, nor do we divorce the one and inaccessible 

nature from itself by unnatural differences (Οὐ γὰρ θεότητα ταλαντεύομεν οὐδὲ 

τὴν μίαν καὶ ἀπρόσιτον φύσιν ἀποξενοῦμεν ἑαυτῆς ἐκφύλοις ἀλλοτριότησιν). Nor 

do we cure one evil by another, dissolving the impious contraction of Sabellius 

by a more impious separation and division (διαιρέσει καὶ κατατομῇ). This was the 

disease of Arius ... Without honoring the Father, he dishonored what proceeded 

from him by maintaining unequal degrees in the Godhead (διὰ τῶν ἀνίσων βαθμῶν 

τῆς θεότητος). But we recognize one glory of the Father, the equality of the 

Only-begotten, and one glory of the Son, the equality of the Holy Spirit. And 

we believe that to subordinate anything of the three is to destroy the whole. We 

venerate and acknowledge three with respect to attributes; one, with respect to 

Godhead (Καὶ ὅ τι ἂν τῶν τριῶν κάτω θῶμεν, τὸ πᾶν καθαιρεῖν νομίζομεν, τρία μὲν 

ταῖς ἰδιότησιν, ἓν δὲ τῇ θεότητι σέβοντες καὶ γινώσκοντες).30 

It is no question that, consistent with other Pro-Nicene theologians, 
Nazianzen’s Trinitarianism involves a delicate balance that accounts for the 
precise relation between order and equality among the divine persons. The 
Father is at the center of that “balance”—indeed, he is crucial for holding 
these claims together.31

Nazianzen’s theology is a rhetorical theology requiring our attention to 
the way he argues as much as to the words he uses. There is a suppleness 
to the theological constructions he chooses to employ depending on the 
enemies before him and whether he is writing verse or speaking an oration. 
Finding absolute consistency of expression among these is a fool’s errand. 
Gregory had several ways of putting his teaching. Nevertheless, this article 
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has sought to enter into the structures of his Trinitarian thought in order 
to find a coherence to the unity and diversity of the Godhead through a 
dynamic conception of the Fatherhood of God. 

1	 A version of this article was presented as a paper at the 2016 annual meeting of the North American Patristics 
Society.
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	 In my examination of the Theological Orations I have made use of Frederick Williams and Lionel Wickham”s 
English translation, On God and Christ: The Five Theological Orations (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimer’s Seminary 
Press, 2002) and the Greek in Discours 27-31 (Paris: Les Éditions Du Cerf, 1978).
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