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	Project Description:


	
	Catherine Kavanagh is engaged in an investigation of the thought of the mediaeval Greek theologian Maximus the Confessor in order to discover how he influences the philosophy of John Scottus Eriugena. This study will meet a number of desiderata: first will answer many outstanding questions regarding the development of Eriugena’s thought; second a good study of Maximus will help to deepen our understanding of Eriugena’s philosophical vocabulary and finally, it will give some idea of Maximus’ possible influence in the Western tradition. Maximus is one of the most brilliant of Byzantine thinkers, and also somebody who may already have had contact himself with the Western tradition: the fact that Eriugena was so impressed by him opens up the possibility that much of what seems to be so idiosyncratic about Eriugena may be the result of his contact with this highly developed system of thought.


	
	


	
	The study will begin by investigating what Eriugena might have learnt of rhetoric and dialectic from the Greek tradition once he came in contact with it. Second, it will use these insights to explore the question of his ontology, and what he learnt from Maximus, one of the most sophisticated of all Byzantine thinkers. Like the Western Fathers, the Greek Fathers were formed by the curriculum of the Liberal Arts, but the emphasis was placed on the discipline of dialectic, whereas both Jerome and Augustine were professors of rhetoric. Jerome was not fundamentally a metaphysician, although there are important insights in his Biblical commentaries, but Augustine is one of the most creative philosophers and theologians the Christian tradition has ever produced, and the influence of his fundamentally rhetorical cast of mind on the West cannot be exaggerated. In the Greek world, however, dialectic was considered a more reliable formation for subsequent work in theology. The great formulas of the ecumenical councils of Ephesus and Chalcedon had been developed in the East following a highly dialectical process of argumentation, and subsequent commentary also followed this dialectical pattern. One of the most important of these later writers was Maximus the Confessor. Given the emphasis that Eriugena ultimately places on dialectic, it looks as though this fact about the Greek educational curriculum is significant. 


	
	


	
	By comparison with other Western, fundamentally Augustinian, thinkers, Eriugena uses a very unusual philosophical idiom, although he tells us that they are trying to articulate the same thing, with varying degrees of success: his Nutritor constantly emphasises to his Alumnus that "the Greeks put it better." The Eastern Church undoubtedly does rely on a more developed Platonic tradition at this time, and certain philosophical developments within the Byzantine tradition could cause confusion in the West: the emphasis on apophatic theology combined with the simultaneous emphasis on theosis, or "divinization" (especially in Maximus) could look very like a denial of any type of being on the spiritual level, which would in turn reduce theosis to pantheism. Von Balthasar in effect began the modern engagement with these ideas in the Byzantine tradition, above all Maximus, and he has been followed by more recent scholars, but the particular question of Eriugena’s engagement with this writer has not yet been addressed. Although a good deal of work has been done on Eriugena’s ontology, the specific question of Maximus’ role in its historical development has yet to be addressed.
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