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SOME NOTES ON THE NOTIONS OF SYNERGY AND INTERPENETRATION IN
THEOPHANES OF NICAEA

Theophanes III, Metropolitan of Nicaea (died ca. 1381) and a convinced Hesychast,
affirms the three-staged pattern of salvation for a Christian. His main works, Five Orations on
the Light of Tabor and The Eulogy of the Holy Theotokos, were composed in the late sixties –
early seventies of the 14th century, between 1369 and 13761. The first stage of practice (πρᾶξις)
corresponds to the first part of the tripartite scheme of Evagrius Ponticus2, whereas the second
and the third, synergy (συνεργία) and interpenetration (περιχώρησις), should be treated in
greater detail.
When speaking of the second stage, following Theophanes’ line of reasoning, one must
stress more or less exact “commensurability” of the human and the Divine contribution to a
person’s attainment of salvation. The second stage is, in fact, subdivided into two main steps: the
pure mind of an ascetic reaches natural contemplation (ϕυσικὴ θεωρία) first, and then
surpasses the realm of the sensible, shining with its own light which is an effect of that previous
vision of the principles (οἱ λόγοι) of the creatures3. This light is acquired by the mind as its own
shape.
What is obvious, however, is the authentically Byzantine origin and colouring of the
notion of interpenetration, which is actually central in Theophanes’ description of the third stage.
The essential feature of this apex of Christian life is a ‘passive activity’ (J.-C. Larchet, L.
Thunberg, P.M. Blowers, B. Lourié et al.) of the human will4, completely penetrated by the
Divine will and determined by the latter, as in the case of Christ Himself, according to His
humanity (Jn 5:30), St Paul (Gal 2:20), St Melchizedek, or the Most Holy Mother of God. For a
proper understanding of this pivotal notion of interpenetration in Theophanes, its Maximian
background is especially important.
To make his point, Theophanes uses the examples of the Holy Apostles on Mount Tabor
and of the Theotokos, respectively. While the former have reached only the state of synergy, the
latter was in interpenetration already on the earth. Let us take a closer look at Theophanes’ line
of reasoning in both cases.

2

1. The Apostles on Mount Tabor: a high peak of synergy

The three apostles on Tabor had their senses transfigured by the Divine grace which
made the senses attuned to the perception of things unconceivable, according to the proper habit
and nature of each sense. “Because the grace [of the Spirit] does not abolish the proper faculty of
man, to say with the divine Maximus….5” The same teaching on the senses and mind of the
saints being transfigured by grace during a vision of God was developed by St Gregory Palamas
some thirty years before Theophanes6. Later it was taken up by Georges Scholarios, to cite only
one example7. It was strongly criticized by anti-Palamites from Barlaam on. So Theophanes had
to clear up that a human sense, sponsored by grace, was able to perceive the unconceivable in a
supernatural manner8. The conclusion of Robert E. Sinkewicz concerning the First Triad in
Defense of the Holy Hesychasts by Palamas can be applied to Theophanes as well: “The vision
of God is thus received through the agency of a special charism of grace”9. Like Palamas,
Theophanes speaks of spiritual perception and enjoyment granted by God to the worthy in the
course of their ascent toward Him10.
This idea that the select of the Apostles perceived the Kingdom of God on Tabor only in
a mixed way, that is to say, in a synergetic one, is pivotal in the work of Theophanes. It serves as
a proper explanation of all the economy of our salvation, if only for the reason that it implies an
uncompleted, unconsummated character of the disciples’ ecstasis on the mount (as compared to
interpenetration). By using this argument Theophanes, as it seems, has managed to prove that
the condition then of the Apostles was only a foreshadowing of the Kingdom of God, and not its
actual coming in force and glory. It served to the right as a pledge of the Divine good things to
come11. During that state, the bodies and souls of the disciples kept on using their natural
energies12. All these considerations, taken together, bring one to better understand that St. Peter’s
offer to the Lord to put up three tabernacles (Mt. 17:4 and the parallels), as if it were already the
eschatological Kingdom, was inappropriate and untimely.
It is impossible for man to reach perfection on earth, except the Theotokos. Being rapt in
ecstasis, the elect of the Apostles kept on effectuating their natural operations, even if in a
supernatural manner13. Their ecstasis was not equal to the eschatological interpenetration of the
worthy for that very reason that the latter state is the final indwelling of God to the just when
only God acts. The Apostles’ ecstasis here below was actually, in Theophanes’ opinion, a
foreshadowing of that blessed state.
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Theophanes’ conclusion that the three Apostles saw the Kingdom of God on Tabor only
in a ‘mixed’, synergetic way is of paramount importance for his understanding of the divine
economy as a whole, because it is implied thereby that their ecstasis on the mount was not the
superior stage of their spiritual ascent. They had to go further, whereas their experience during
the Transfiguration of the Lord was not the actual coming of the Divine Kingdom but only its
foreshadowing.
The synergetic state is then succeeded with that of interpenetration when it is only God
who acts.
In his groundbreaking book on Theophanes, John Polemis14 puts emphasis on a
seemingly manifest affinity between Theophanes’ and Thomas Aquinas’ (The Sum against the
Heathens, Preface to the 4th book) doctrines on the three ways available for man to know God.
We would like to additionally stress that in his treatment of the interpenetration (περιχώρησις),
Theophanes almost exclusively depends on St Maximus the Confessor’s teaching on the
eschatological interpenetration of God and the worthy, or, to put it more accurately, on God’s
permeation into their souls and bodies and their being qualitatively determined by His grace, as
found first and foremost in the Confessor’s 7th Difficulty (Ambiguum) to John15 and elsewhere16.
The central point in St. Maximus is his tenet about the one and new energy of God and the Saints
which would originate from that Divine interpenetration into their body and mind resulting in
their subsequent re-creation by grace.
As we have already stressed, the most important passage from the Liber ambiguorum
where the doctrine in question is profoundly expounded can be found in PG. 91. 1076BD as well
as in at least four large quotations in Theophanes17 of which the third one has not been identified
by Soteropoulos. This state being attained, every natural force of the Saints stops its proper
activity; it is only God who will act. This does not entail Monoenergism, as (to say it with J.-C.
Larchet) “… the affirmation of the one and unique energy is meant to indicate that only Divine
operation can effectuate deification, human energy being unable to do so…”18
And yet there are noticeable similarities between Aquinas’ and Theophanes’ doctrines on
the three levels of knowledge of God accessible to man. Both theologians admit that the first of
these levels is what is usually called natural theology19. “The second,” we read in Thomas, “is
the Divine truth which exceeds human intellect and descends on us by means of revelation… as
if it were uttered in a conversation to be believed in” (quasi sermone prolata ad credendum, see
Rom 10:17)20. But it is worth recalling that, according to Aquinas, it is only through the
mediation of angels that such an inperfect knowledge is revealed to us (mediantibus angelis
revelatur)21. If taken literally, this assertion is closer to the stance of the anti-Palamites, which is
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obvious, e.g., in the case of Prochoros Cydones (who was a fervent opponent of Theophanes, as
well as a brilliant connoisseur and translator of Aquinas’s works)22.
Theophanes, on his part, stresses the transfiguration of natural faculties of man even at
the second stage – a point which is not so evident in Aquinas. We read in Theophanes: “…the
worthy are united to God at the moment when grace transfigures their mind, notion and sense by
illuminating them, whereupon a person thinks, notes and perceives the things naturally
inaccessible both to one’s mind, and to one’s notion or sense. Such are the mysteries which have
been made manifest to us in revelation by the Saviour and His Spirit by means of theologians, to
wit, the unity and the trinity of the Godhead, the motive of the Incarnation of the Son of God and
such-like… Their supernatural character will never be conceived of by any human person”23.
“But we see them and think of them in the light of the faith… through the above-mentioned
sensual symbols…”24
The Apostles on Tabor obtained a revelation that He who was transfigured before them is
the Only-begotten Son of God25. Their mind and senses (including hearing) perceived God in full
awareness due to His presence within them. Using the senses they saw Him as Light26.
Theophanes draws on the pseudo-Macarian tradition of calling God the hypostatic Light27 (and
such a terminology obviously pre-dates the Second Ecumenical Council of 381)28. It is an
additional hint at his belonging to the spiritual line of St Gregory Palamas and the hesychasts of
the Holy Mount Athos29.
The mind and other faculties of the righteous unswervingly advance towards God in
ecstasis30, whereas each faculty is transfigured and ascends “…according to its own habit and
force, i.e., the mind [advances] mentally, the faculty of notion according to notion, and sense
[does so] through sensual perception, although that which is thought, noted and is perceived with
sense, surpasses all these faculties”31. This is also a rephrasing of St Maximus’ tenet from the
29th and 59th Questions and Answers to Thalassios32. It is clear that the Byzantine tradition
speaks not only of hearing and conversation (even if we take it in the mystical sense), but of the
real transfiguration of different faculties of man during his communion with God.
This is a general description of the synergetic level of a perfect Christian’s knowledge of
God in Theophanes. This stage of perfection is a mixed one. It is somehow composed of the
Divine grace and our faculties, whereas the grace acts, while the latter are the subject of that
action33.
Such an illumination is given by God to those who have enriched themselves “with an
angelic mind”34. This remark by Theophanes may be compared with Aquinas’ assertion that the
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Divine revelation at that synergetic state is given to a worthy person “through the mediation of
angels” (mediantibus angelis revelatur), although the Byzantine thinker does not deem any kind
of angelic meditation necessary for a man’s ascent to God. Here we rather see a discrepancy than
a convergence.
Nevertheless, Theophanes takes pains to make his case concerning the Apostles on
Tabor. They only enjoyed their ineffable communion with God as well as the illumination from
above but were far from comprehending what was actually happening with themselves35. His
reference is again to St Maximus, Q. ad Thal., 936. But there is a certain correspondence with
what Aquinas taught about the third stage of knowledge of God as opposed to the second one:
“The third [knowledge] is that according to which the human mind will be elevated so as to be
able to perfectly comprehend the revealed truths (lit. ‘what has been revealed’, ad ea quae sunt
revelata perfecte intuenda)”37.
It follows that for both Theophanes and Aquinas the crucial difference between the
second and the third stages is that the former implies no comprehension of things Divine, unlike
the latter.
The Greek translation of The Sum against the Heathens was completed by Demetrius
Cydones, the elder brother of Prochoros, on December 24, 135438, i.e., about fifteen years before
the composition of Theophanes’ work. Taken together, these and some other facts may put a
scholar on to an idea of Aquinas’s influence on Theophanes as it has actually been the case with
Polemis39. Anyway, the Thomist influence on Theophanes was not the only one. Some passages
of Thomas might well have been read by Theophanes, but we would not say that the influence of
the Angelic doctor on our Metropolitan was decisive for the formation of the latter’s image of a
perfect Christian.
Following the long-established tradition of Hesychasm40, Theophanes claims that if a
person who has reached the second stage closes his or her senses and every cognition and lets
Divine grace act “…only in such a way that it will resemble the human soul in its relation to the
body” that “such a person will become entirely transfigured…”41. The simile of grace with a
soul, which is enhypostasized in its body and moves it, is also a borrowing from St Maximus42 of
which Theophanes was fully aware as he quotes the corresponding passage in his Second oration
a bit later43.
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This is a description of the transition of the just from the second to the third stage, i.e., to
that of interpenetration. Those who reach the latter are deified by God’s grace without any
transformation of nature44.
That transition to interpenetration and deification for all the worthy, except the
Theotokos, only begins in the present life. It will last until the Second Coming and the final
judgment. St Gregory Palamas and other hesychasts taught that the deification of a just person’s
soul is attainable in the present age, while that of the body in the age to come only45. In the
Second Coming all our natural activities will stop. It is only God who will act in the worthy
using as a means for His operation the souls of the worthy and through the latter their bodies as
well. Their nature will remain free from any change “…which state is and is called deification
(italics mine)”46.
So the final attainment of interpenetration for anyone except the Holy Theotokos is
connected both by St Maximus and Theophanes who follows him with the eschatological
consummation of time and the appearance of the New Heaven and the New Earth (Apoc 21).
Those degrees of deification which are attainable on earth here below are only a prelude to that
state.
It is possible, I presume, to speak of a person’s attainment of deification and salvation in
Theophanes’ terms as of that person’s gradual reduction of synergy and acquisition of
interpenetration, as in the case of St Paul (Gal 2:20). So one may define the final purpose of a
Hesychast’s life as that very acquisition realizable through perpetual labour aimed at the
deification of soul and body.
In his understanding of interpenetration Theophanes was not alone but read St Maximus
the Confessor through the prism of the Tomos of the Holy Mountain penned by St Gregory
Palamas in the spring – summer of 134047 and officially signed by more than 20 abbots and
hieromonks of Athos, including the then protos Isaac. Referring to St Maximus in his turn,
Palamas says that grace “…effects the ineffable union itself. By grace God entirely comes to
dwell in (περιχωρεῖ) all the worthy, and all the saints in turn dwell entirely (περιχωροῦσιν) in
God entirely, receiving God entirely in exchange for themselves…”48
As Robert E. Sinkewicz observes, “this paragraph is a pastiche of allusions to the texts of
Maximus the Confessor, Ambigua 7, 20, 41 (PG 91, 1076C, 1088C; 1237D – 1240A, 1308B).
Note also the parallel in Palamas, Triad III, 1, 27 (ed. Meyendorff, p. 609, 1-12)”49. We are glad
to offer one more parallel found in the Hesychast mystical text, written by Theophanes of

7
Nicaea, who was anchored within the same tradition and did not miss a chance to drop a gentle
hint at his anchorage.
It is only at the stage of the interpenetration that, according to Theophanes, “…each of
our natural operations stops and only the Paraclete will be operating… a human person… will
enrich his mind and eye with that very Paraclete [a citation from 1Cor 2:9-12 follows]… the
Divine deeds are those blessings which are in store for the Saints”50. Only in the age to come the
Paraclete will entirely indwell in the soul and mind of the worthy so as to enable them “…to see
God as He is…”51, that is, according to Theophanes as well as Palamas, in His energetic
appearance.
As a result of that union, the righteous will “become by adoption all that God is according
to His nature”52. This is again a quotation of the famous phrase of St Maximus which had
already been cited by Palamas, Patriarch Neilus of Constantinople (1379 – 1388) in his
Encomium to Palamas53 and other ecclesiastical writers of Late Byzantium.
Even in greater detail than it had been done by Palamas, Theophanes has disclosed and
made abundantly clear the energetic character of the interpenetration, by plentifully citing the
corresponding passages from St Maximus the Confessor. The interpenetration is (or, more
accurately, will be) a permeation of God’s sanctifying energy in the mind, soul and body of the
worthy without any commingling of those created beings with the Uncreated God.

2.The Most Holy Mother of God: Life in the Interpenetration
With Her Son
The only paragon of realized eschatology here below for Theophanes is the Most Holy
Theotokos. She is to be praised and eulogized more than angels because, as the Mother of Christ,
the Incarnated God, and the neck of His mystical Body, i.e., the Church54, She is the universal
Mediator of our (and even the angels’) salvation55. It is only through Her mediation and
intercession that all the creatures endowed with intelligence and free will can obtain deification
and salvation56. From Her miraculous birth onward She has been living in a certain, so to say,
mariological interpenetration57, so abundant was the invisible wealth of grace of the Paraclete
which reposed in Her. She could be called Angel above all angels58. She is a Seraphim Who bore
within Her loins the unbearable fire of the Divinity59. She “…is the receptacle of all the lifegiving Spirit…,”60 much like Christ himself and much more than any other creature (see Col
2:9).
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But here again one of the most striking features in Theophanes’ description of that
mariological interpenetration is that it is modelled after the pattern of St Melchizedek which had
been put forward and comprehensively interpreted by St Maximus. The Virgin, like
Melchizedek, manifests only that Divine beauty which took possession of Her from the
beginning and through which She can only be recognized61. As Melchizedek is “the archetype of
all the Saints,” no wonder that in his Third epistle to Akindynos dated to the beginning of 134162,
St Gregory Palamas makes use of this image and of its Maximian interpretation too63. Moreover,
the Hesychast doctor laid special emphasis on the idea that Melchizedek had been deified in the
same way as St Paul was. Theophanes apparently draws on this line of reasoning, trying to
demonstrate to his readers different verges of the fundamental mystery of deification.

3. Conclusion

Let us in conclusion pose once again this crucial question: what is the difference between
synergy and interpenetration? The stage of synergy corresponds to the earthly experience of the
Saints which is, in principle, accessible for every Christian who purges him or herself through
the Eucharist, prayer, and the practice of virtue. The highest peak of this experience is called
ecstasis, or self-transcending through union with Divine grace. One of the most remarkable
characteristics of this condition is its temporality: when it has gone, a Christian, be he or she a
paragon of virtue or not, comes back to his or her earthly life. This being so, the ecstasis itself is
only a pledge of the future glory of the just in the life to come and as such cannot be regarded as
equal to the interpenetration which is an everlasting participation of the just in the splendor of
the Divine energy and glory in the Kingdom of Heaven. The only exception to the rule is the
Most Holy Theotokos who has been living in a certain Mariological interpenetration from Her
miraculous birth onwards.
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