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“DAZZLING DARKNESS”: THE MYSTICAL 
OR THEOPHANIC THEOLOGY OF ST 

GREGORY OF NYSSA

Philip Kariatlis

Abstract: The upsurge of interest in the writings of St Gregory of 
Nyssa, the youngest of the so-called Cappadocian fathers in the 
twentieth century, occasioned a re-thinking of the saint’s vision 
of the mystical life, traditionally portrayed simply as an ascent 
from initial luminosity to increasing impenetrable darkness. 
Already, his unexpected phrase, “dazzling darkness” found in his 
treatise, The Life of Moses – arguably the most comprehensive 
presentation of his theophanic theology – dictates a far more 
nuanced approach to his mystical theology. This paper presents 
St Gregory’s understanding of the spiritual journey and encounter 
with God bringing to the fore the comprehensive and synthetic 
dimensions of the darkness texts including both their apophatic and 
cataphatic elements. It also highlights the Christo-soteriological 
framework of the treatise. The paper concludes by highlighting 
the importance of the Nyssen’s quite unique understanding of the 
‘darkness’ metaphor for theology today, one which allows for the 
real possibility of a vision and encounter with God without this 
in any way compromising his inexhaustibility. 

Of the three Cappadocian fathers, St Gregory of Nyssa
1
 is widely 

recognised today as the great spiritual master of mystical 
theology. In contemporary scholarly circles, mystical theology 

generally refers to a specific approach with regards to the theological 
task concerned more to express the truths of God in existential terms. Its 
ultimate aim is to open up the way for the mystery of God to be approached, 
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beheld, lived and experienced
2
 rather than objectively understood. 

Accordingly, it is an approach to theology understood as union with, and 
vision of, God as opposed to mere apprehension or speculation of him 
devoid of experience. In this sense, the term ‘mystical’ could easily be 
equated with the term ‘theophanic’, indeed a very important identification 
for our study of St Gregory of Nyssa. From the outset it must be noted 
that it was not so much St Gregory’s interest to express the Christian 
mystery from within a framework which presupposed a theophanic 
encounter that distinguished him from patristic writers before him – as 
the majority of fathers were also concerned with safeguarding the Church 
from any erroneous teaching that could have hindered humanity’s union 
with God. Rather, that which set St Gregory apart from other fathers in 
general and the Cappadocians in particular was the innovative approach 
to his understanding of the vision of God expressed in terms of darkness 
rather than the prevailing light imagery. Hence, instead of presenting the 
Christian life as a transformative journey towards increasing luminosity, 
St Gregory put forward a vision of a person’s ascent towards God in terms 
of increasing impenetrable opacity. To be sure, for his reinstatement of the 
symbol of darkness back into the mainstream of mystical theology, today 
he has been awarded epithets such as the “poet and dramatist of darkness”

3
 

or the “undisputed founder of mystical theology.”
4
 

 In light of the above introductory remarks, the purpose of the 
paper is twofold: first, to present St Gregory’s mystical theology and in 
so doing to demonstrate that whilst he was most definitely a proponent 
of darkness, seeing this as the place par excellence of God’s intimate 
presence, his mystical theology and his understanding of darkness is by far 
more nuanced. The symbol of light, for example, also played an equally 
important role not only in his understanding of the spiritual journey but 
also humanity’s union with God. Modern scholarship is beginning to 
point this out. Conway-Jones, for example, noted that those sections 
dealing with darkness in St Gregory’s Life of Moses in reality devoted 
less attention to darkness than they did an interpretation of the mystical 
vision of the heavenly tabernacle including the priestly vestments.

5
 Whilst 

Laird’s study also underlined the importance of the light motif, it seems 
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to have done this at the expense of downplaying the darkness texts and 
in this way failing to hold together the complexities of the Nyssen’s 
theophanic theology which cannot be reduced to one or the other aspect.

6
 

It is therefore hoped that this paper might redress the often one-sided 
approach to his mystical theology exclusively in terms of darkness,

7
 or in 

response to this the attempt to downplay the significance of the darkness 
texts and to see St Gregory more as a ‘mystic of light’. Accordingly, the 
paper will argue that contemporary scholarship has to a large extent ignored 
the multi-faceted aspect of the darkness motif thus often overlooking the 
Nyssen’s commensurate concern for a synthetic approach of these texts 
which include both cataphatic and apophatic elements. Accordingly, it will 
be shown that St Gregory’s vision of mystical union incorporated both, 
and thus his mystical theology, particularly as evidenced in his important 
treatise The Life of Moses, was no less one of light than of darkness and 
indeed a darkness paradoxically overflowing with light. 

More specifically, in firstly introducing The Life of Moses the paper 
will underscore the Christo-salvific framework within which treatise ought 
to be situated. Having highlighted the main thread running throughout 
the entire work, the paper will then focus on the structure and content 
of the work as this will serve as the basis for the subsequent analysis of 
the Nyssen’s tripartite theophanic theology presented in terms of a light-
cloud-darkness sequence. The essential purpose of the article will be to 
determine the precise nature of ‘darkness,’ in order to see the extent to 
which it ultimately remained faithful to a more comprehensive vision 
towards union with the ineffable – yet at the same time fully revealed – 
divine mystery of God. 

The Life of Moses

The Life of Moses,
8
 written towards the end of St Gregory’s life,

 9
 is 

arguably the most comprehensive and mature presentation
10

 of the saint’s 
mystical theology.

11
 Indeed, there has been a growing tendency in patristic 

scholarship to regard this treatise as the crowning work of St Gregory’s 
mystical or theophanic theology.

12
  Thoroughly based on the Scriptures, 

this work lends itself as a kind of “road-map” or “guide” (ὁδηγίαν)
13
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indicating the means for approaching and experiencing the mystery of 
God. Following an already established exegetical tradition,

14
 the work 

takes the biblical figure Moses as a paradigm for outlining the pinnacle 
of the human encounter with God.

15
 Now, for St Gregory, such a method 

rested and was justified on the hermeneutic principle that Moses was 
ultimately an image or “type” (τύπος) of Christ

16
 himself and thus to 

follow the example of Moses was, in the final analysis, to commit oneself 
to following Christ. This is seen clearly in St Gregory’s depiction of Moses 
on mount Sinai, for example, when he had received the tables of stone 
containing the divine law: 

Moses was transformed to such a degree of glory that the mortal eye 
could not behold him. Certainly he who has been instructed in the divine 
mystery of our faith knows how the contemplation of the spiritual sense 
agrees with the literal account. For when the restorer of our broken nature 
(you no doubt perceive in him the one who healed our brokenness) had 
restored the broken table of our nature to its original beauty – doing this 
by the finger of God, as I said – the eyes of the unworthy could no longer 
behold him. In his surpassing glory he becomes inaccessible to these who 
would look upon him.

17

In this case, an obvious connection can be seen between Moses and Jesus. 
Moses is seen as a ‘type’ of Christ and is thus depicted as prefiguring the 
incarnate Christ. In the text, the “restorer of our broken nature,” which is 
Christ, is identified with Moses. The glory of Christ which will be beheld 
when the Son of Man, with all his angels, will sit on the throne of glory 
(cf. Mt 25:31) is prefigured in the shining face of Moses as he came down 
from mount Sinai. In the same way that the Lord’s glory will scarcely be 
visible to the righteous, so too was the face of Moses “inaccessible to 
these who would look upon him.” In this sense, the purpose of The Life of 
Moses when seen from this Christological viewpoint is the salvation of the 
human person in particular and the created realm more generally through 
Jesus Christ as exemplified through Moses.

18
 It is important to stress the 

general Christo-soteriological framework of the work otherwise the main 
point will not only not be appreciated but the symbolism will be seen to be 
misdirected and therefore devoid of any real meaning. Balthasar stressed 
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the Nyssen’s uniquely Christocentric perspective when he stressed that 
the governing principle was,

…none other that Gregory’s very Christianity. Although it is possible that 
there may be influences drawn from the mysticism of Philo of Plotinus, 
especially with regard to the idea of infinite desire and eternal progress 
in the knowledge of God, above all else there is Christ, the living way.

19

Only when Christ and salvation are seen as the governing principle of this 
treatise will the mystical dimension of his thought, namely his mystical 
or theophanic theology, be discerned and in fact appreciated. Having 
highlighted the main thread running throughout the entire work, I will 
focus now on the structure and content of the work as this will serve as 
the basis for our subsequent analysis of St Gregory’s theophanic theology. 

The treatise is written as a response to a question asked of St 
Gregory by a certain “Caesarius, a man of God”

20
 we are told – perhaps 

a young novice entering the monastic life and wanting counsel on the 
“perfect life” (τέλειος βίος). It develops this main theme of perfection by 
employing symbols of light, darkness, infinite progress and union with 
God. Divided into two parts – not including the preface and conclusion 
– the first deals with a literal interpretation, a narrative (ἱστορία)

21
 of the 

actual life of Moses as depicted in Exodus and Numbers. Considerable 
detail is given to the theophanies of Moses as they provide the context 
for an allegorical interpretation representing the mystical journey leading 
to a person’s encounter with God. These theophanies include the account 
of Moses’ vision of God on Mount Horeb at the burning bush (Ex 3:2) – 
namely, a vision of light where Moses was ordered to remove the sandals 
from his feet as the place upon which he was standing was sacred ground 
(Ex 3:2-6); secondly, Moses’ vision of God on the clouded mountain top of 
Sinai (Ex 19:18) and the third theophany has to do with Moses’  subsequent 
encounter with God “in the thick darkness where God was” (Ex 20:21 
and Ex 33:20-33).

22
 Accordingly, these three theophanies provide the 

context for St Gregory’s subsequent delineation of the three phases of the 
Christian life or, more particularly, how the human person can encounter 
and attain union with God. 
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The second part of the treatise, which, according to St Gregory, is 
a contemplation (θεωρία)

23
 of these three biblical theophanies so that the 

spiritual meaning of the Scriptural narrative may be uncovered, illustrates 
how these correspond to the three stages or moments of his mystical 
theology.

24
 Corresponding to the three theophanies of Moses, St Gregory 

concluded that a person’s encounter of the mystery of God involved a 
successive entry into light (φῶς), cloud (νεφέλη) and darkness (γνόφος).

25
 

This tripartite light-cloud-darkness sequence is reflected upon at length in 
the Life of Moses but is succinctly brought together in his Commentary 
on the Songs of Songs:

Moses’ vision began with light; afterwards God spoke to him in a cloud. 
But when Moses rose higher and became more perfect, he saw God in the 
darkness [Τῷ μεγάλῳ Μωϋσεῖ διά φωτός ἤρξατο ἡ τοῦ Θεοῦ ἐμφάνεια. 
Μετά ταῦτα διά νεφέλης αὐτῷ διαλέγεται. Εἶτα ὑψηλότερος ἤδη καί 
τελειότερος γενόμενος, ἐν γνόφῳ τόν Θεόν βλέπει].

26

Unlike his predecessors who had seen mystical theology as a vision of 
God leading the person out of darkness and into light – as for example 
in Origen and most notably in Evagrius

27
 – for St Gregory the opposite 

is true. The spiritual life begins with light and progresses to deeper and 
deeper darkness. Indeed, St Gregory was responsible for making popular 
the idea of divine darkness in mystical theology by placing it in the centre 
of his works. The first stage in one’s quest to encounter God involved, for 
St Gregory, fleeing the deceptive darkness of sin and ignorance in order to 
be illumined – hence Moses’ vision of God in terms of light at the burning 
bush. The second stage presupposed detachment from the realm of sense 
perception where God was seen to be utterly different from the world. 
The ‘cloud,’ namely, the intermingling of light and darkness, was the 
beginning of one’s awareness of a mysterious or ontological gap between 
the Creator and the created realm. Whereas this second stage involved a 
journey from light into partial darkness, the third and crucial theophany 
entailed entering the darkness of Sinai where God is, namely, the realisation 
upon encountering and even being united with God that He is utterly 
incomprehensible. What can be seen, therefore, in St Gregory’s vision of 
the mystical life is a striking reversal of symbolism. As will be shown, 
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however, the fact that this darkness is described as ‘dazzling’, namely a 
darkness which is paradoxically so full of light and luminosity, leaves no 
margin of doubt that, for St Gregory, the ‘darkness’ symbol was far more 
complex and included ‘light’ as well. Consequently, his mystical theology 
of darkness cannot be reduced to one aspect at the expense of others. 
Indeed, what will be argued is that a ‘synthetic’ approach is necessary in 
order to appreciate his vision of the Christian life. 

St Gregory’s Mystical or Theophanic Theology

Light

The beginning of one’s ascent to God in freedom,
28

 for St Gregory, is 
expressed in terms of light: “religious knowledge comes at first to those 
who receive it as light.”

29
 This was considered to be a movement from the 

darkness of ignorance to the light of truth and communion with the Word. 
For St Gregory, this meant a withdrawal from the darkness of erroneous 
beliefs to an illumination brought about by “the rays of the true light 
[τῶν ἀκτίνων τοῦ ἀληθινοῦ φωτός]”

30
 since “truth is light [ἡ δέ ἀλήθεια 

φῶς ἐστι].”
31

 Indeed, the treatise refers to Christ as “the light of divinity 
[τῆς θεότητος φῶς]”

32
 and “the true light and the truth itself [τό φῶς τό 

ἀληθινόν, καί ἡ ἀλήθεια].”
33

 Accordingly, what is seen here is a movement 
from falsehood to the true light of Christ’s truth.

34
 Characteristic of this 

theophany – and indeed the ensuing ones – is that it is the incarnate Christ 
who is beheld. And it is precisely because the vision is one of Christ that 
the mystery of truth – namely, the true light – is beheld. Now, being a 
vision of Christ implies also a soteriological dimension to the theophany. 
St Gregory’s mention of Moses’ rod changing into a serpent signified 
Christ taking on a sinful humanity. On this he wrote: 

The change from a rod into a snake should not trouble the lovers of Christ 
– as if we were adapting the doctrine of the incarnation to an unsuitable 
animal […]. “The Son of Man must be lifted up as Moses lifted up the 
serpent in the desert” (Jn 3:14). The teaching is clear […] that the Lord 
was “made into sin for our sake” (2 Cor 5:21) by being invested with our 
sinful nature. This figure therefore is rightly applied to the Lord, for if sin 
is a serpent and the Lord became sin, the logical conclusion should be 
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evident to all: by becoming sin he became also a serpent which is nothing 
other than sin. For our sake he became a serpent that he might devour and 
consume the Egyptian serpents produced by the sorcerers.

35

Indeed, by taking on sinful human nature, Christ transformed it allowing 
the world to thus participate in a radically new mode of existence. St 
Gregory noted: 

What is impassible by nature did not change into what is passible, but 
what is mutable and subject to passions was transformed into impassibility 
through its participation [κοινωνίας] in the immutable.

36
 

Consequently it is clear, here, that the ascent towards God is a journey 
inextricably linked to Christ, characterised both by apprehension of 
Christ as the ‘true light’ and participation or communion in this reality. 
Moreover, one underwent such a radical transformation that one was 
enabled also to share or participate in this divine life by becoming more 
and more Christ-like. 

Realistic of the fallen human predicament, St Gregory noted that 
even this initial stage of one’s journey towards God was wrought with 
many difficulties and for this reason the majority of people would hardly 
make any further progress: “The knowledge of God is a mountain steep 
indeed and difficult to climb – the majority of people scarcely reach its 
base.”

37
 St Gregory explained that the reason for this was that a person’s 

experience of light, when accustomed to long-standing darkness, was both 
painful and unpleasant. He described it in the following manner:

The history agrees with what now happens: for to the one who has left 
behind the Egyptian pleasures which he served before crossing the sea, life 
removed from these pleasures seems at first difficult and disagreeable. But 
if the wood be thrown into the water, that is, if one receives the mystery 
of the resurrection, which had its beginning with the wood (you of course 
understand the “cross” when you hear “wood”), then the virtuous life, 
being sweetened by the hope of things to come, becomes sweeter and 
more pleasant than all the sweetness that tickles the senses with pleasure.

38
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It was only after a commitment had been made to embrace the salvific 
mystery of the resurrection inaugurated by Christ’s crucifixion – which 
first involved detachment from the ‘Egyptian’ pleasures – that the light 
of Christ could be seen to be appealing, alluring and captivating, a life 
truly refreshing and indeed liberating. Again, the possibility for this ascent 
springs forth from Christ and his life-saving cross and resurrection. 

At this initial light-filled experience of God at the burning bush,
39

 
Moses was ordered to remove the sandals from his feet as he was standing 
on sacred ground. St Gregory interpreted this scene as an exhortation 
for ongoing moral purification for those wishing to experience God. 
Commenting on this, Meredith correctly pointed out that unlike Plato for 
whom moral purity was a prerequisite for enlightenment, for St Gregory, 
the opposite was true: 

The difference from Plato, whose Republic has a good deal to say about 
the need for moral purification as a prelude to mental growth, lies largely 
in this, that for Gregory some enlightenment, in this case the theophany 
at the burning bush, precedes the demand for purity.

40
 

Not only is Meredith’s remark important for highlighting the uniquely 
Christian character of St Gregory’s writings in general but it has far-
reaching implications for the Christian life. For St Gregory, moral purity 
without a sense that it too was a gift from God presupposing his initiative 
to communicate in the first place would be at best displaced, if not totally 
destructive for one aspiring to encounter God. It could easily lead a 
person into a sense of isolated self-sufficiency where the procurement 
of the virtues would remain the ultimate goal – and this in an exteriorly 
artificial manner – and not God. It was for this reason that the Nyssen 
wrote: “the voice which is melodious and ascends to God’s hearing is not 
the cry made with the organs of speech, but the meditation sent up from a 
pure conscience.”

41
 Warning against a perfunctory understanding of purity 

and the moral life, St Gregory did, however, highlight the importance of 
purity and would have definitely seen it as a conditio sine qua non leading 
to a greater understanding of the mysteries of God. In this way he wrote 
that the one “whose intellect has been purified [ὅς διανοίᾳ κεκαθαρμένῃ] 
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by crossing the water […] it is this person who then advances to the 
contemplation of the transcendent nature [τῇ τῆς ὑπερκειμένης φύσεως 
θεωρίᾳ].”

42
 If purification established the fertile ground for one’s encounter 

with God, then this presupposed God’s initiative to reveal himself and to 
enable the virtuous life in the first place as no amount of inner cleansing 
would ever be able to lead to an encounter with God. 

Cloud

Having been enlightened with the light of God, the person would 
subsequently begin to realise that God’s nature transcends human concepts 
and would thus begin to sense being overshadowed by a cloud.

43
 Far from 

being a regression from God, the ‘cloud’ on the contrary symbolised a 
progressive realisation of the inaccessibility of God’s splendour. On this 
Mateo-Seco wrote: “the shadows of which he [the Nyssen] is speaking are 
not those of the obscurity of error, but the luminous obscurity inherent in 
the splendor of the truth.”

44
 Accordingly, as one continued in their ascent 

towards God, the cloud became symbolic of the growing awareness of 
the incomprehensibility of God.  In this way, from clear appearances, the 
seeker would come to appreciate the importance of forsaking phenomenal 
appearances, and in their place would begin to read between the lines of 
reality in order to find God therein. In this sense, the light of the ‘first 
stage’ led to the ever-increasing transformative obscurity of cloud and 
ultimately darkness. Quite simply, it is here that the person became aware 
of the immediacy of God in a way that surpassed knowledge. During this 
stage, the person, according to St Gregory, came to realise an understanding 
of the hidden things of God which are beyond what the discursive mind 
can understand and perceive. This stage required a person to become 
accustomed to the fact that knowledge of God is paradoxically one which 
transcends both the senses and the intellect. According to St Gregory it 
was only after Moses drove away the herd of animals – namely, rational 
and discursive thinking – that he was able to begin his ascent towards the 
mountain: 

When this had been accomplished and the herd of irrational animals had 
been driven as far from the mountain as possible, Moses then approached 
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the ascent to lofty perception. That none of the irrational animals was 
allowed to appear on the mountain signifies, in my opinion, that in 
the contemplation of the intelligibles we surpass the knowledge which 
originates with the senses […]. The contemplation of God is not effected 
by sight and hearing, nor is it comprehended by any of the customary 
perceptions of the mind.

45
  

Seen from this perspective, the cloud imagery therefore in no way would 
want to deny the possibility of genuinely knowing God, but rather affirm 
that in approaching and experiencing the mystery of God, no statements 
can ever contain or wholly grasp the fullness of God’s transcendence. 
Accordingly, the cloud metaphor, as the second stage of the Christian life 
for St Gregory, was the predilection that had to be acquired by a person 
for non-reliance on the senses. In laying stress on the necessary limitations 
of all conceptual thinking, St Gregory was in no way deploring the use of 
coherent and discursive reasoning, but rather highlighting its limitations 
due to the intrinsic ineffability of the divine essence. In so doing, St 
Gregory put forward a synthetic perception of reality where intuition 
and mystical awareness were given prominence as the way towards 
encountering God. It is at this stage that the seeker began to discern that 
in encountering God one would inevitably be led into a supra-sensible and 
supra-intellectual reality, a place characterised by darkness. 

Darkness

The mystical ascent towards God that began with light and subsequently 
moved into a growing sense of obscurity when it came to the intrinsic 
being of God now culminated into a reality marked by impenetrable 
darkness. Yet, far from being a negative term, darkness,

46
 for St Gregory, 

was ultimately a positive symbol signifying quite paradoxically God’s 
profound presence with humanity. Indeed, for St Gregory, the symbol of 
darkness marked the pinnacle of the spiritual journey towards God. Like 
the cloud motif, it was also used to underscore the fact that the human 
mind is unable to grasp and comprehend the fullness of God’s nature yet 
now in a formidably more immediate and intense manner. In this sense, 
it served to safeguard the inexhaustible nature of God. In the excerpt that 
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follows – and which is quoted in full because of its significance for St 
Gregory’s use of the darkness metaphor – we see that at this third and 
final stage of a person’s mystical encounter with God, a vision is granted 
which entails “seeing that consists in not seeing.” Indeed, that which is 
arguably the most fascinating aspect of the following excerpt – as well as 
other passages in the treatise – is the way paradoxical elements are easily 
integrated into one comprehensive reality, something often difficult for a 
twenty-first century mind to comprehend whose reality is, more often than 
not, fragmented and disjoined.

47
 The third stage is described as follows: 

What does it mean that Moses entered the darkness and then saw God 
in it? What is now recounted seems somehow to be contradictory to the 
first theophany, for then the divine was beheld in light but now He is seen 
in darkness. Let us not think that this is at variance with the sequence of 
things we have contemplated spiritually. Scripture teaches by this that 
religious knowledge comes at first to those who receive it as light. Therefore 
what is perceived to be contrary to religion is darkness; an escape from 
darkness comes about when one participates in the light. But as the mind 
progresses and, through an ever greater and more perfect diligence, comes 
to apprehend reality, as it approaches more nearly to contemplation, it 
sees more clearly that God cannot be contemplated. For leaving behind 
everything that is observed, not only what sense comprehends but also 
what the intelligence thinks it sees, it keeps on penetrating deeper until 
by the intelligence’s yearning for understanding it gains access to the 
invisible and the incomprehensible and there it sees God. This is the true 
knowledge of what is sought; this is the seeing that consists in not seeing, 
because that which is sort transcends all knowledge, being separated on 
all sides by incomprehensibility as by a kind of darkness. Therefore John 
the sublime who penetrated into the luminous darkness, says “no one has 
ever seen God,” thus asserting that knowledge of the divine essence is 
unattainable not only by humans but also by every intelligent creature. 
When, therefore, Moses grew in knowledge, he declared that he had seen 
God in the darkness, that is, that he had then come to know that what is 
divine is beyond all knowledge and comprehension, for the text says, 
“Moses approached the dark cloud where God was.”

48

The experience is both an apophatic and cataphatic one. The ‘dazzling’ 
characteristic of darkness is clearly symbolic of a positive vision of the 
divine glory. From within this uniquely resplendent perspective, divine 
darkness, for St Gregory, signified at least two realities: firstly, the 
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incomprehensibility and inaccessibility of God’s essence and secondly in 
a paradoxical manner his intimate presence.

49
 And so, in this coincidence 

of opposites, God, for St Gregory, was said to be seen invisibly and 
comprehended incomprehensibly. In juxtaposing darkness with the 
qualifier ‘dazzling,’ St Gregory wonderfully brought together both the 
utter transcendence of God yet at the same time his genuine immanence. 
He, therefore, would not have left his readers believing that any mystical 
encounter with God was impossible. On the contrary, they would have 
come to realise that union with God was entirely a gift of God’s divine 
grace and not a result of their cognitive faculties. Furthermore, from the 
perspective of the Godhead, the darkness symbolism in no way implied that 
there is anything lacking in God. Quite the opposite, far from presenting 
darkness as emptiness it is presented as fullness both for God and the 
believer. It is the place where God dwells and thus the place where one 
encounters God, namely, “the ground of man’s [sic] self-transcendence.”

50
 

And so, the place where one encounters God is said to be dark not because 
of an absence of light but because there is such an excess of striking 
light that the divine life, from the perspective of the human person, is 
experienced as darkness. Accordingly, the darkness, for St Gregory, was a 
positive encounter with God, a real vision of the glory of God transcending 
discursive reasoning. Arguably, St Gregory’s understanding of mystical 
knowledge in terms of a real encounter of the utter transcendence of God, 
bestowed upon human persons as a gift and by no means as a result of 
the cognitive abilities, has been one of the greatest contributions to the 
Christian understanding of the spiritual life. Consequently, the vision of 
God in darkness can be a significant reminder in modern understandings 
of spirituality that God, as God truly is, can only ever be experienced 
when a person is willing to go beyond the light of seeing and into the thick 
darkness of genuine mystical knowledge of God.  

In expressing the experience of union with God in terms of dazzling 
darkness, St Gregory set out to describe in quite a lengthy part of his treatise 
what was actually seen in Moses’ encounter with God in the darkness. 
The descriptions, for example, of the heavenly and earthly tabernacles 
which Moses beheld are key texts in showing the dazzling or luminous 
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dimension of this impenetrable darkness where God was. The “tabernacle 
not made with hands” for example, which Moses beheld in the darkness is 
interpreted to be Christ, more specifically Christ’s theandricity:

What then, is that tabernacle not made with hands [άχειροποίητος ἐκείνη 
σκηνή] which was shown to Moses on the mountain and to which he 
was commanded to look as to an archetype […]. This tabernacle would 
be “Christ, who is the power and the wisdom of God,” who in his own 
nature was not made with hands, yet capable of being made when it 
became necessary for this tabernacle to be erected among us. Thus, the 
same tabernacle is in a way both unfashioned and fashioned, uncreated in 
pre-existence but created in having received this material composition.

51
 

The significance of this lies in the fact that the darkness, far from being 
a reality of emptiness, is on the contrary one filled with overflowing 
luminosity which is now further explained to be none other than Christ. 
Therefore, far from constituting an undifferentiated impersonal encounter, 
St Gregory’s understanding of one’s union with God in terms of ‘dazzling 
darkness’ served to emphasise the ‘prosopocentric’ nature of humanity’s 
encounter with God. Once again, this is a reminder of the thoroughly 
Christo-soteriological framework of the entire treatise. But also, it would 
not be an exaggeration to state that what is seen here is a precursor to the 
Church’s subsequent clearly articulated dyophysite yet at the same time 
prosopocentric Christology of Chalcedon. 

A further dimension of the dazzling darkness symbolism understood 
as one’s mystical encounter with God is its ‘epectatic’ character, namely 
a relationship characterised by perpetual progress, or more precisely, an 
endless ‘following God’ into all eternity.

52
 In his desire to see God’s glory 

in the darkness, Moses spoke with God directly, pleading with him that his 
request to see him face to face – namely, not in “mirrors and reflections”

53
 

but according to his true being – be granted. The book of Exodus (33:17-23) 
recounts this divine encounter by drawing attention to the fact that Moses 
was allowed to behold the “back” (ὀπίσθιον) of God, not his “face.” It 
is further noted that the Lord placed Moses into a cleft of a rock initially 
covering Moses’ face with his hand, only to take it away after He had 
passed by, thereby allowing Moses to see the glory of God from behind. 
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St Gregory understood Moses’ vision of the ‘back’ of God firstly in terms 
of ‘following’ God in absolute trust and dedication and doing so for all 
eternity. After drawing attention to the absurdity of a literal interpretation 
of the passage of Moses’ encounter of the ‘back’ of God – since God is 
without form and therefore without ‘front’ or ‘back’

54
 – St Gregory wrote 

that to see the ‘back’ of God implied the following: 

He who follows see the back. So Moses, who eagerly seeks to behold God, 
is now taught how he can behold him: to follow God wherever he might 
lead […]. His passing by signifies his guiding the one who follows, for 
someone who does not know the way cannot complete his journey safely 
in any other way than by following behind his guide […]. He who follows 
will not turn aside from the right way if he always keeps the back of his 
leader in view.

55

To see the ‘back’ of God, for St Gregory, signified a desire to allow oneself 
to be led by God so that the direction of one’s ascent would in fact tend 
towards God. On the contrary, to see God face to face would imply being 
on an opposite course antithetical to that of God. St Gregory explained 
that it was for this reason that the Scriptures affirmed that seeing God 
face to face led to death, namely to a life contrary to that of God’s, which 
is death. Yet, for St Gregory, precisely this encounter, characterised by 
following, led the faithful person to the realisation that God transcends 
all knowledge, that God is “infinite, enclosed by no boundary [ἀόριστον, 
οὐδενί περιειργόμενον πέρατι]”

56
 and thus “no limit would interrupt growth 

in the ascent to God, since no limit to the Good can be found.”
57

 On this 
Mateo-Seco importantly emphasised that, “this does not mean that one 
cannot reach virtue, but that one can always grow in it.”

58
 Being infinite, 

one’s encounter with God was seen by St Gregory to be one characterised 
by everlasting progress where each step towards God would be experienced 
both as a fulfilment and a new beginning. 

Contrary to the predominant thought of his time which saw 
perfection in terms of stabilitas loci, St Gregory’s vision was quite the 
opposite; one which understood the mystical experience as one ceaseless 
and intensified longing to glimpse yet another aspect of the Supreme 
Good – the Supreme Good being Christ.

59
 Quite paradoxically, it was 
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only in one’s constant movement towards the Good that one became more 
steadfast and immoveable in Christ. Far from stopping in his spiritual 
ascent when he had reached the summit of the mountain and encountered 
God in the darkness, Moses, according to St Gregory, saw this climax 
as a new beginning. Indeed he conceived perfection in terms of constant 
growth in goodness (πρόοδον πρός τό καλόν). He wrote: 

For this reason we also say that the great Moses, as he was becoming 
ever greater, at no time stopped in his ascent, nor did he set a limit for 
himself in his upward course [μηδαμοῦ ἵστασθαι τῆς ἀνόδου, μηδέ τινα 
ὅρον ἑαυτῷ ποιεῖσθαι τῆς ἐπί τό ἄνω φορᾶς]. Once having set foot on the 
ladder which God set up […] he continually climbed to the step above 
and never ceased to rise higher.

60

St Gregory introduced this important theme of constant or ceaseless 
growth in God at the very beginning of his treatise – thereby highlighting 
its importance – when he wrote in the prologue that “the one limit of 
virtue is the absence of a limit.”

61
 God’s boundlessness implied for St 

Gregory that discipleship – namely, following God – would continue 
even in the eschatological age. As knowledge of God would grow, so too 
would the desire leading a person endlessly to pursue God and forever 
discover new aspects of his boundlessness. Indeed, the quintessential 
meaning of perfection, for St Gregory, is that a faithful person will never 
reach perfection since the insatiable or unquenchable desire for God was 
understood to be the very fulfilment of that desire. Accordingly, a further 
paradox is noted in the treatise where constant movement is to have reached 
stability in God. According to St Gregory, “this truly is the vision of God: 
never to be satisfied in the desire to see him”

62
 and in so doing constantly 

transform by ascending from “glory to glory.”
63

 It is God’s infinite nature 
that occasioned on the part of the aspirant an endless ‘stretching out’ into 
all eternity. Consequently, St Gregory’s exposition of the Christian life is 
important for today in that it is a striking reminder of the interminability 
and inexhaustibility of the mystical experience on the part of God and the 
necessary insatiable desire on the part of the seeker.

64
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Conclusion

Throughout the paper, an argument was mounted that St Gregory, whilst 
a most significant proponent of the darkness symbolism to express his 
vision of humanity’s union with God, must also be seen as an exponent of 
a mysticism of light. In so doing we were able to discern that his ground-
breaking vision of the Christian life in terms of “dazzling darkness”, far 
from being radically negative, was indeed a wonderful synthesis of both 
cataphatic and apophatic elements, essentially depicting God’s union 
and presence amongst his people. In so doing, we were able to give 
consideration to those conclusions of modern scholarship which have 
seen St Gregory exclusively either as a mystic of darkness or one of light. 
Ultimately, for the Nyssen, we saw that there was a mutual reciprocity 
between the cataphatic and apophatic elements of his vision of God; a 
vision by which the darkness became partially known through the light, 
and at the same time the light better understood through darkness. In this 
way, darkness was not entirely unknown, but, equally importantly, nor was 
light an entirely exhaustive experience of God, since even the light was 
described as finding its origins in God’s absolute transcendence. Indeed, the 
paper brought to light that at the height of his encounter with God, Moses 
is said to have experienced God in terms of darkness but it was a darkness 
overflowing with an excess of divine light. More particularly, at the heart 
of our study of the saint’s mystical or theophanic theology, we were able 
to examine: firstly, the thoroughly Christocentric framework within which 
the work is best understood. In so doing, the soteriological and existential 
dimensions of the work were highlighted. Secondly, our examination of 
the three moments of the Christian life beginning with light and moving 
to increasing luminous darkness, demonstrated the real possibility of a 
vision of God, indeed one whose journey was shown to be unending since 
God is inexhaustible. We came to see that the entire work was predicated 
upon this epectatic or ascensional character of the Christian life. Indeed, 
we saw that St Gregory’s understanding of perfection was its boundless 
characteristic. Finally, in this quest, the aspiring person was seen to have 
been granted a vision of God, but where such knowledge was ultimately 
only to be understood from within the context of love. And so, finally, we 
end this study with the following pertinent words of St Gregory:
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As the soul then is raised up by these divine elevations, she sees within 
herself the sweet dart of love that has wounded her, and she glories in the 
wound: I am wounded with love.

65
 

Acknowledgements

I would like to express my heartfelt appreciation to Revd Doru Costache 
– a friend and colleague – and to the referees for taking the time to 
review the paper and to offer important comments and suggestions for 
its improvement. 

Notes
1  

Cf. Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition: From Plato 
to Denys (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), 80: “As a speculative theologian 
he was certainly the greatest of the three, though inferior to the other two in 
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