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“For so many years was Origen a Master of the Church and grew old in 
the Church catholic.”

—St. Pamphilus, Apology for Origen 16



On the cover of this book: Origen Teaching the Saints, icon by Eileen 
McGuckin, Icon Studio, St. Anne’s on Sea, UK. The icon shows Origen 
standing in the classical rhetorician’s “throne” or teaching podium, in front 
of a symbolic church in Byzantine style. He is dressed in priestly robes (he 
served as a presbyter in the ancient Palestinian church based at Caesarea 
Maritima), and he holds in his hands a scroll that is meant to synopsize 
his teaching, or offer the viewer a quintessential quotation from his works. 
In his case it is a reference to his lifelong focus on the primacy of the 
Christian scriptures, and the eminence he attained as perhaps the church’s 
greatest ever exegete of the Bible, reading, “Attend above all else to the 
teaching of the Scriptures.” Beneath the throne—at his feet, as it were—
are a massive number of the great saints of the church’s tradition, both 
from the East and the West, stretching off into the distance (as the book 
demonstrates, Origen’s influence is as much alive today as it was in the 
third century). Some are in the forefront and named: the greatest of them 
are the Cappadocian Fathers, Gregory Nazianzen, Gregory of Nyssa, and 
St. Basil the Great. There is also St. Maximus the Confessor and notable 
martyrs (several of them his own students). Some are in the background, 
with a title in the halo but no features—notably St. Jerome, who at first 
lauded Origen as the greatest theologian since the apostles, and then turned 
against him and denounced him posthumously, though still using his 
works, albeit surreptitiously. Ironically, in all this sea of saints who made 
up the backbone of the Christian tradition, Origen alone stands without the 
halo around his head, designating how his reputation was assaulted post-
humously by those who (incorrectly and anachronistically) accused him 
of aiding and abetting the Arian movement. His teachings were censured 
at the court of Justinian the Great in the sixth century, and after that point, 
although his exegetical work was still read, a cloud fell over his name. 
Despite so much censure (often by those who had never read him rightly, 
or at all), many of the church’s greatest saints and intellectuals, such as 
the Cappadocians or St. Athanasius the Great, defended him vigorously 
and argued that his work was essential reading for Christian theologians. 
In its vivid and lively colors, this modern Byzantine icon by a renowned 
professional icon painter sums up Origen’s importance in the history of 
doctrine and celebrates his stature as master theologian of the early church.
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PART ONE

Origen’s Life and Thought—a 
Brief Introduction
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Chapter 1

A Short Biography

Origen (c. 186–255), renowned in his own third century as the world’s lead-
ing Christian theologian, was born and had his first successes in Egypt’s great 
city of Alexandria, before moving on to found a higher educational establish-
ment, one that became his final base, in Palestinian Caesarea. He was the 
first truly international philosopher the Christian church had ever produced. 
His combination of profound spiritual energy, mental acuity, biblical sophis-
tication, and reverence for intellectual culture made him a figure of such 
significance in the classical architecture of the ancient Christian religion that 
he is arguably the most important Christian in the history of the church after 
the evangelists and St. Paul; he was intellectually far more impressive and 
influential than the great Augustine, though the latter is much better known 
in Western church history and, of course, held his larger sway there with 
unbroken centuries of papal approval.

That Origen is not even remotely as well known, and certainly not much 
read, in the church today probably comes down to the very heavily contested 
legacy his life’s work left behind it. But as we shall see, his influence, though 
often not recognized or admitted, is massive in its quiet pervasiveness. 
Whether in following his suggestions or even in reacting against them explic-
itly, most of Christianity’s classical doctrinal structure, practices of biblical 
exegesis, and history of spirituality have been deeply shaped by his scholarly 
agenda. Those theologians (many of them great saints of the church) who 
followed him quietly corrected the disputed peripherals and popularized the 
main thrust of his great and overarching vision of salvation, and even those 
who publicly censured him (such as Jerome or Theophilus of Alexandria) 
often kept on using his writings, just pretending now that they were their own 
thoughts. In antiquity plagiarism was rarely called out.

There were three major periods in ancient times when Origen’s writings 
were ordered to be set aside, even burned, by church and state authorities. 
We shall look at them in more detail shortly. In these crises popes, councils, 
or emperors anathematized him long after he was dead. This was even though 



4	 ﻿﻿﻿Chapter 1﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿

he had died in a martyr’s glory (if not in a martyr’s blood) and had spent his 
life solemnly declaring that, as a faithful churchman, he would only advocate 
and stand by the church’s assured tradition taken from the apostles (the regula 
fidei). He did think, however, that there were many things in his contempo-
rary Christianity that needed an answer the apostolic writings (meaning the 
scriptures) had not clearly provided. These were the points, Origen argued, 
where believers were called on to exercise their spiritual intelligence (nous) 
according to their level of inspiration and wisdom by the divine Logos.

But it was precisely on this point, even in his own lifetime, that he ran up 
against more anxious and conservative Christian teachers. Even so, despite 
levels of hostility such as led one great monastic leader in Egypt to throw his 
books into the Nile, only very few were ever ready to burn or drown his writ-
ings, and an extraordinary large amount of his texts has survived regardless 
(a major achievement when one considers how ancient books were customar-
ily republished across the generations). This was how Origen established a 
veritable school of important followers that ran on through all the centuries 
of the church’s history. In the hefty folio-sized tomes of Abbé Migne’s collec-
tion of ancient Christian writings, known as the Patrologiae Graecae Cursus 
Completus, Origen has volumes 11 through 17 to himself, an unrivalled 
achievement in the history of antique Christian literature.

His enemies were often those who did not like intellectual change (or 
perhaps just did not much trust scholarship) and certainly did not like people 
thinking about the faith or studying the sacred texts with an open intelligence. 
His friends tended to be those who were not afraid of the life of the mind. 
One of his (many) adages was Hopou Logos Agei: “Let us go wherever the 
Divine Logos takes us.” The force of the witticism being that, in Greek, the 
terms for “Divine Logos” (the Eternal Son of God) and “wisdom” (either 
human or divine) were synonymous. So here, Origen was advocating that 
where intelligence took Christians was where the Divine Word was leading 
them anyway; in other words, a person of faith had nothing to fear from true 
wisdom and knowledge, ever. Many of the greatest and wisest saints of the 
church, especially the Greek Fathers of the Church, used and developed on 
his writings. St. Gregory the Theologian, arguably the greatest of them, called 
Origen “the sharpening stone for each one of us.”1

In his body of work Origen set the foundations and terms for the Christian 
disciplines of systematic theology, scriptural commentary, mystical theology, 
cosmology, and Christological soteriology. His personal foundation of the 
first significant Christian university school at Caesarea2 marked a major turn-
ing point for the worldwide church in its approach to classical culture, and he 
spent much of his life’s labor after that point trying to make his campus library 
internationally significant, in which task he more than succeeded. Caesarea 
became a great Christian theological center and renowned scriptorium for 
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many centuries afterward. When Constantine the Great ordered fifty pandects 
(complete versions of the Old and New Testaments) to be made for the great 
new churches of his Christian empire, it was the scriptorium of Caesarea that 
got most of the commissions. Two of these are still surviving as mute testa-
ments to the Origenian tradition of biblical scholarship: the beautiful Codex 
Sinaiticus in the British Library and the Codex Vaticanus in Rome.

In short, it is a sad loss that Origen is not much better known in the 
standard courses of the history of Christian theology and philosophy, as his 
system of thought is both rich and intriguing. Over many generations, this 
dismissal of him and his achievement has led to somewhat narrow and even 
naïve accounts of his work being given in older standard textbooks. Since 
the latter part of the twentieth century, this lack of accurate editions and 
informed scholarly analyses has been increasingly repaired as a new wave of 
scholarship has accessed his texts directly and begun again to appreciate his 
real achievements. This new interest in the work of Origen has been part of a 
wider rethinking of the ways and processes of early Christian thought that has 
taken place over the last sixty years, and has offered a rich new understanding 
of the ways the foundational Christian tradition was mapped out across the 
early and creative centuries of the first half millennium. This present book 
tries, in an introductory and synoptic way, to give an account of that sea 
change in the scholarly (and theological) approach to Origen, and also to give 
a relatively simple account of why he still matters.

His very name is redolent of that early period of church history before 
the use of “Christian” names became common. Origen (’Ωριγένης) is the 
Greek term for “Born of Horus.” And the latter was an Egyptian god in the 
trinity of the Isis religion, a very extensive and popular religious faith in the 
period of Roman Egypt. The fourth-century historian Eusebius of Caesarea 
(c. 260–340) inherited the leadership of Origen’s school and library several 
generations after him, and in his Ecclesiastical History he dedicates a whole 
book (number six) to the life story of his hero, where he tells us a lot about 
Origen’s life.3 It is one of the very first examples of deliberate hagiography—
writing up the life of a Christian hero saint who was not a martyr.4 Markus 
Vinzent has recently set the context for this in the following way:

As a dependent, student, famulus, librarian and successor of Pamphilus (he calls 
Pamphilus “my lord”5) Eusebius organized and managed the literary heritage of 
Origen, at a time when Origen became the “father”; and with him the beginnings 
of fatherly6 authority in Christianity began, or more precisely, when the signet 
“Fathers of the Church” was formed by Eusebius,7 using it for the first time 
in his claim for tradition and authority derived from his school background.8 
Eusebius counted himself among this class of church “fathers” to equip him-
self, on the one hand, with the authority of the forefathers, on the other hand, 
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however, to distance himself from his contemporary critics and to immunize 
himself against them.9

Eusebius thus characterized Origen as a model for all (not simply Christians) 
who value the intellectual life, and also as the greatest intellect of his time, as 
well as being (although he actually predates the movement) a prototype of the 
celibate ascetic that was then becoming very popular in early monasticism.

Origen was certainly an ascetic: but more of the type that was then familiar 
among sophists of the Greek tradition—advancing the adage of the philoso-
phers and turning it to Christian usage, Μόνος πρὸς Μόνον: literally, “The 
Single person [oriented] toward the Single.” It can also be translated: “Alone 
with the Alone.” It means, basically, that the person who is serious about 
wishing to find the absolute cause of all things (God, or the One, or the Alone 
in ancient terms) has to devote so much of his intellectual and psychic and 
moral energy to that task that he will be required to live singly (μόνος) and 
ascetically (single-mindedly) in order to do so. In book six of his Church 
History, Eusebius holds up Origen as an example of an intellectual who 
devoted himself so much to the task that he stands (now in Eusebius’s day 
when monasticism is becoming more popular) as an example to all Christian 
ascetics and scholars.

From Eusebius we learn that Origen’s father, Leonides, was a Christian and 
a grammaticus, that is, a teacher of literature to young upper-class Roman 
citizens in Alexandria, which was one of the leading university towns of the 
empire. His father would become a martyr, executed for his faith during the 
later persecution under Emperor Septimius Severus in 202, when Origen was 
turning seventeen years of age. His mother was either Jewish or Christian, for 
Jerome tells us that she used to read the Psalms to her young child.10 Eusebius 
also tells us that when Leonides saw the infant in his cradle, he used to come 
and kiss him gently on the heart.11 He adds his opinion that this was not just 
a father’s tender fondness, more a martyr’s prophetic sense that this child 
would be a vessel of the Holy Spirit.

Leonides was his son’s first teacher and centered the curriculum on the 
classics of Greek literature and philosophy and the biblical basis of Christian 
religion.12 He made the child (as was the custom of the day) recite large sec-
tions of the scriptures by heart. But it was a habit Origen continued to develop 
throughout his life, and he was obviously possessed of a very sharp memory 
for detail, so that later when he started to make comments about one passage 
of scripture in a commentary, his mind naturally and creatively associates 
related passages from all over the biblical canon. His awareness of scriptural 
texts is encyclopedic, more so than any other Christian writer of antiquity, 
and has only come to be matched in modernity after the invention of biblical 
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concordances. Eusebius tells his readers that soon the child was asking his 
father questions about the Bible that he was unable to answer.13

When his father was decapitated, Origen himself wished to run forward 
and proclaim himself a Christian, but his mother hid his clothes and would 
not let him out of the house. In later life, when he was very famous in the 
city as a leading Christian intellectual, another Roman persecution came 
along, once more specifically targeting the upper-class intelligentsia who had 
adopted Christian faith. Origen then accompanied several of his students to 
their executions, giving them words of comfort and encouragement on the 
way.14 The crowds jeered at him for “leading astray” the young (a motif we 
also find in Plato’s account of Socrates’s death). It is a curious incident, for 
one wonders why he was not arrested himself and put to death as a Christian 
teacher? The answer is surely given in the fact that this Severan-era persecu-
tion was only directed at the political upper classes who had publicly declared 
themselves for the Christian religion.15 His indemnity at this time suggests 
very strongly that Origen was not “qualified for execution” because he and 
his mother were not of the upper class. The Romans were very bureaucratic, 
and if a member of the citizen class (honestiores) married a noncitizen 
(humiliores), none of his civic privileges16 passed on to the children. But 
Origen would suffer later in life, when his prominence as one of the world’s 
leading Christian philosophers made him a key target in the persecution of 
250, started by the emperor Decius.

After his father’s execution, Origen, the eldest in a large family, had to 
become the breadwinner. He set up himself as an independent teacher, a 
didaskalos, and started to attract pupils, probably along the line of his father’s 
trade of grammarian, consisting of early stage literary interpretation of the 
classics. The following year, Bishop Demetrios of Alexandria also gave him 
some duties to prepare catechumens in the faith, possibly as a way of supple-
menting the income of the orphaned family of a martyr.17 As a catechist, 
Origen was a minor cleric under the direct authority of the bishop—and in 
Demetrios’s case we find one of the most imperious bishops of Egyptian 
church history, bent as he was on making all the Christian officials of the 
entire country subordinate to his own authority, which included even making 
other Egyptian bishops into his suffragans rather than freestanding agents in 
their own dioceses.

However, as a didaskalos, a private teacher-lecturer (whose tasks then 
included a wide range of subjects, not least religious philosophy), Origen was 
a free agent. He ran his own school, which like many of them in this period 
covered religious metaphysics as well as literature. Bishop Demetrios, like 
several of his predecessors, was highly suspicious of these private schools in 
the city, perhaps especially of the ones who claimed to be “Christian inde-
pendent,” for at that time several of them were, in fact, Valentinian gnostic 
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in character. It was this double identity of Origen’s, servant of the bishop 
and independent scholar, that would soon cause friction between him and the 
powerful Demetrios. It was a clash that has, perhaps, been repeated many 
times since across the academic and clerical divides of the church.

It did not help matters that Origen shortly afterward moved into a lodg-
ing house provided by a rich patroness where another Christian didaskalos, 
from Antioch, was also holding shop as a fellow client.18 This teacher, Paul, 
however, was well known to be a gnostic under the ban of the bishop, and 
Origen was soon forced to defend himself, protesting that he “never once 
prayed” with the man. He leaves unsaid whether he ever exchanged views or 
students. Mere association was enough to disturb the vigilant bishop, who had 
no intention of allowing the Valentinians to assume the mantle of Christian 
teachers uncontested.

Some time in his early twenties Origen, who had studiously scrutinized a 
raft of Hellenistic learning and so far had taught grammar to students for his 
income, decided to sell his father’s library.19 This marks his definitive turn-
ing away from a grammarian’s life for that of the more sophistic didaskalos 
(Σόϕος)—a turn more to the higher study of philosophy and religion. Many 
modern commentators (and some ancients) have criticized Origen the theo-
logian for being “too symbolic” a reader of texts. If one pays close attention, 
however, it is abundantly clear he never lost his grammarian’s skills. Unlike 
many others, then and since, he never once moves from a scriptural text to the 
symbolic reading without careful note of the immediate syntax and the literal 
sense. The price he received for the library (probably from his rich patroness 
or from another rich patron he attracted soon after, called Ambrose) was in 
the form of a subsistence lifetime pension that freed him from the need to 
teach large classes and allowed him to devote himself to philosophy.

After that point his school of students was more handpicked and advanced. 
One of his executed students, Plutarch, had a younger brother Heraclas, 
whom Origen now inducted as his assistant. Even when the latter became the 
successor to Bishop Demetrios, he still chose to wear the philosopher’s cloak. 
His disciple Ambrose, who was a very wealthy convert of Origen’s from 
Valentinianism, also paid for twenty young women stenographers to attend 
Origen’s lectures and take down the text as he spoke.

At this time Origen was himself studying advanced philosophy with 
Ammonius Saccas in Alexandria.20 The latter would shortly afterward be the 
teacher also of the great neo-Platonist Plotinus. Origen’s philosophical tradi-
tion is more eclectic than can be summarized by any school allegiance. He is 
generally classed as a Christian Middle Platonist in many respects, though he 
is certainly not averse to many severe criticisms of Plato, which he makes from 
a biblical basis. But he appreciates several aspects of Pythagoras and Aristotle 
too.21 His philosophical choices were usually dictated by his exegesis of the 
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scriptures, which was his constant starting point, an aspect that Porphyry, a 
disciple of Plotinus, found especially objectionable in Origen.

None of the ancient Platonists would recognize Origen as one of their 
school: he was too invested in the particularity of God, the material signifi-
cance of a divine incarnation, and the specificity of divine revelation as the 
source of truth, for that to be possibly the case.22 But he felt that as a servant 
of divine Wisdom, it was his right to assess all the ancient schools and affirm 
them wherever they coincided with the biblical tradition. If one ever wishes 
to grasp “where Origen is coming from” on any point, the answer is almost 
always: the entire biblical tradition, but refracted closely through the special 
lenses of John and Paul and the Psalms.

Origen’s own lectures at this period formed the basis of what he would 
shortly publish as the opening chapters of his great treatise (one of the earli-
est composed) of Christian systematics, which he called On First Principles 
(Περὶ Ἀρχῶν). He also started to travel to other cities at this time and engage 
in public disputations, a sign that he now saw himself as a significant didas-
kalos-philosopher in his own right. In 212 he visited Rome and sat in on the 
lectures of the Christian theologian Hippolytus, who drew the attention of the 
audience to the presence of his distinguished visitor.23

His growing fame is also attested at this time by the way the Roman 
imperial governor of Arabia, under Caracalla, sent letters in around 213 
to the prefect of Alexandria asking him to send on Origen to his palace, 
accompanied by an official litter and bodyguard, so that he could learn more 
about the Christian movement from a leading exponent.24 The Empress Julia 
Mammaea, Severus’s mother, also sent for him and listened to his exposition 
of the Christian religion.25 This was an invitation traditionally rewarded by 
a significant sum of gold to honor the professor. All of this growing fame 
exacerbated the friction with his bishop, who did not expect a minor cleric 
to adopt such independent ways, at a time when it was still considered the 
primary (sometimes exclusive) role of the city bishop to expound doctrine.

Whatever had been the unease so far with his bishop, it was Origen’s 
decision to publish the first chapters of his On First Principles that caused 
the gathering storm to break. Demetrios was alarmed by many aspects of 
the speculative metaphysics Origen discussed there and by his statement—
standing on his own authority as a didaskalos—about what the church’s 
tradition had definitively covered, and what it had not, thus allowing for 
further speculation, regardless of the local bishop’s opinions or preferences. 
Origen’s lifelong belief was that the Holy Spirit inspired all Christian’s into 
a “priesthood of insight,” that is, a specific penetration into the mysteries of 
God, according to the level of their own spiritual and intellectual refinement, 
as achieved through their moral and ascetical life, and not simply gifting the 
charism of theological teaching solely because of a Christian’s position in the 
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hierarchy.26 The real Christian “high priest” was the saint-sage-savant, and 
this was the state to which all Christian leaders, in particular, had to strive to 
achieve, not simply presume they already possessed it by virtue of the grace 
of their ordination and status. This was surely a red rag to Demetrios’s bull.

Origen had made only a brief visit to Arabia, but he included the Holy 
Land on his return and made important church contacts. He greatly impressed 
Alexander, the bishop of Jerusalem, who gave him the example of how a 
church ought to have its own library, and he also provided him with a tour 
of the Holy Land, where Origen encountered and made friends with the 
learned bishop Theoctist of Palestinian Caesarea. Both hierarchs invited 
Origen to give discourses while he was there. When news of this came back 
to Alexandria, Bishop Demetrios felt affronted and sent a delegation with let-
ters demanding Origen return home immediately. He had only just returned 
to Alexandria when, in the winter of 215, a large-scale riot broke out there.

The emperor Caracalla had made a visit to the university city, and a crowd 
of students had mocked him. In his fury the emperor set loose his imperial 
guards to kill protestors on sight, executed the city governor, and allowed his 
soldiers to attack and scatter all the faculty teachers they could see. It made 
perfect sense for Origen to lie low, but at the same time it seems that Bishop 
Demetrios continued to censure him for daring to teach about speculative 
theological matters and for breaking the canons of the church for presum-
ing to teach theology even though he was not in holy orders. Any prospect 
of leaving the notoriously volatile city for good must have been tempting. 
The Palestinian bishops meanwhile seem to have sent letters back criticiz-
ing Demetrios for not recognizing what a great asset his church had. What 
also seems to have been an invitation from the friendly hierarchs to come 
and settle with them decided Origen to relocate to Caesarea, where he was 
soon ordained to the priesthood and added to his scholarly labors the liturgi-
cal duties of offering homilies on the scriptures several times a week to the 
ordinary believers in Caesarea.27

Demetrios’s fury pursued him, even to the point of the bishop writing to the 
Roman Pope Pontianus, accusing Origen of dubious teachings. A short time 
afterward, when he was in Athens on a book-collecting trip to stock his new 
school’s library, a Valentinian philosopher named Candidus engaged with 
Origen in a public disputation based on elements of his new book On First 
Principles. The discussions turned on stock arguments of the time about free 
will and predestined fates (within the Christian movement these were key 
friction points between the Valentinians and the orthodox). Origen had sug-
gested that God would never condemn a soul to an endless series of unremit-
ting punishments for faults committed within time since this pain could have 
no restorative or educative effect and so was nothing more than vindictive-
ness and thus was an “unworthy thing” to attribute to the beneficent deity.28
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Then how come scripture teaches of an eternal punishment? To this Origen 
answered that the punishment spoken of by Christ was literally “of the next 
age” (Matt. 25:46, κόλασιν αἰώνιον) and did not mean a space of endless time 
(since time was not applicable in the next age—eternity never means simply 
an endless “space of time”). Moreover, God’s care for our restoration was so 
extensive that all defective sinfulness would have a chance of being redeemed, 
even if it took a vast passage of ages (αἰώνια) to achieve this. Under the terms 
of the debating rules of that era, it was legitimate for an opponent to attribute 
to any disputant ideas that he had never voiced but which you could “deduce” 
might be logically implied by his earlier propositions. Candidus triumphantly 
seized on Origen’s remarks about progressive ongoing restoration of souls 
and concluded that Origen was teaching the ultimate salvation of Satan, a 
thing that no Christian authority had ever countenanced.

Origen protested he had never said or intended to say any such thing, 
and the debate ended with both sides claiming to have won the day. When 
garbled versions of this debate reached Rome and Alexandria, making gossip 
of the fact that a young theologian had taught “the salvation of Satan” and 
ultimately that of all fallen creatures, both churches took a very dim view, and 
for the rest of his life Origen was engaged in damage-limitation exercises, 
claiming this was never part of his doctrine or his intention29—that, in fact he 
was just musing on Paul’s apostolic teachings on God’s ultimate victory in 
the eschaton as set out in 1 Cor. 15:28.

Demetrios was undoubtedly complaining about Origen on more than 
grounds of personal offense—that he had been ordained by alien clerics 
and abandoned his native church to serve elsewhere. This is certainly what 
Eusebius tries to say in his account, making it seem that the Alexandrian 
bishop was simply jealous. But it is more likely that the root of the complaint 
against him to Rome concerned aspects of his doctrine, and considering what 
he had already published in Alexandria,30 it was likely the censures related to 
his speculations on when souls originated, to what extent there is an apoka-
tastasis or general restoration, and the nature of what he meant by a “spiritual 
resurrection” of the body. The episode at Athens, however, began a series of 
charges against him—often based on loose or careless readings of his On 
First Principles—that would dog his reputation for generations to come. 
Much later, in the sixth century, a series of “excerpts” of what were alleg-
edly Origen’s errors were appended to the canons of the Fifth Ecumenical 
Council (553) (after the event) by clerics who wished to cause the ultimate 
damage to his reputation as a theologian. Not one of the list of these propo-
sitions was actually written by him at all (they were predominantly taken 
from the writings of Evagrius of Pontus, as we shall see later), but this was a 
hammer blow that censured his name in a most severe way. And, very typi-
cally, it stood on no intelligent basis whatsoever, certainly not based on any 
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properly “ecumenical” grounds, given that ecumenical councils are meant, 
first and foremost, to be judicious ecclesiastical trials and, as paradigmatic 
church-court trials, ought to consider only accurate and unprejudiced evi-
dences on which to base their canonical sentences.

Despite these third-century grumblings, the Palestinian bishops stood by 
him and highly respected him. In Caesarea Maritima, Origen built his school, 
expanded his library, completed the masterpiece of his Commentary on John 
that he had started in Alexandria, and began a series of commentaries on 
scriptural books that would more or less annotate every single major bibli-
cal text. Never before had anyone, Jew or Christian, worked so extensively 
or consistently on the body of scripture. To provide reliable scholarly texts 
(for Jewish–Christian dialogue in the Holy Land), he collated all the various 
“versions” (Hebrew and Greek) that were extant in a six-columned massive 
manuscript called the Hexapla. Already in Alexandria he had taken Hebrew 
lessons from a Jewish master,31 and in Caesarea he shows a close awareness of 
the work of the rabbinic school of Tannaim currently working in Caesarea.32

His scholarly bishops now asked him to assume the role of theological 
peritus at local church synods that were being held. His work Dialogue with 
Heracleides is one treatise that emerges from this activity. The text was 
only rediscovered in 1941 as part of the Tura papyri finds.33 Origen care-
fully and gently persuades an old Arabian bishop that he could not just take 
the Old Testament literally and demand that all his church follow him in it. 
Heracleides had seemingly taught a form of modalism (not quite sure of the 
distinction between the Father and the divine Son—and whether this meant 
there were two gods or one). The Arabian churches around him also seem 
to have taught, on the basis of Old Testament literalism, that “the soul is the 
blood.” With great tact, and care that neither Heracleides nor the other local 
bishops lose face, Origen here engages in a discussion that leads them to see 
that the Old Testament ideas have to be subordinated to the evangelical and 
apostolic teachings.

The Dialogue with Heracleides presents an excellent example of how 
subtle Origen was in debate. When he concludes that to believe “the soul is 
the blood” reductively materializes a spiritual element, one of the bishops 
present explains to a newcomer, “Brother Origen teaches the soul is immor-
tal.” To this Origen immediately replies that the truth is it is both immortal 
and nonimmortal; in other words, the soul is only conditionally immortal 
since it holds its being dependently from God.34 Another notable Arabian 
synod he spoke at, as chief theologian, was the one where the very famous 
Arabian bishop Beryllus of Bostra had, very sensitively, to be brought to 
heel. Beryllus was an advocate of a form of monarchian theology (the deity 
in Jesus was a gift from God).35 He too, apparently, was persuaded by the 
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force of Origen’s words, that the divinity of Jesus was eternally preexistent 
not temporarily gifted to a charismatically graced man.36

One of Origen’s Caesarean students named Theodore has left a speech 
of encomium about his teacher. He tells how all of Origen’s studies were 
religiously rooted. Beginning with logic and dialectic, the curriculum moved 
on to cosmology and natural history, followed by ethics and then theology 
proper. Theodore describes meeting his teacher:

It was like a spark falling in my deepest soul, setting it on fire . .  .  . It was at 
the same time a love for the holy Word, the most beautiful object of all that, 
with an irresistible force, attracts all things to itself by its ineffable beauty. And 
it was also love for this man [Origen] the friend and advocate of the holy Word, 
that caused me to give up all other goals so that I had only one remaining object 
that I treasured and longed for—philosophy; and that divine man who was my 
master of philosophy.37

Church tradition says that Theodore was later renamed (at his baptism or 
ordination perhaps) as Gregory and became the apostolic bishop who evan-
gelized the Cappadocian region, earning such a reputation for sanctity that he 
gained the sobriquet θαυματουργός, “the worker of marvels.”38

Soon after Origen had settled in Palestine, around 235, a palace revolution 
overthrew Emperor Alexander Severus, whose reign had so far proved hos-
pitable to Christians and scholars. Maximin the Thracian assumed the purple 
and purged the old guard, initiating persecution against Christian leaders. In 
Rome, Pope Pontianus and Hippolytus were exiled and sent to the mines, 
and in Nicomedia Ambrose was arrested, while at Caesarea the archpriest 
Protoctetus was arrested. Origen went into hiding in Caesarea, in the house of 
the Virgin Juliana, but while there wrote a treatise, Exhortation to Martyrdom, 
encouraging his friends not to be afraid.39 It immediately became the church’s 
greatest work of resistance literature and has been read over many genera-
tions of suffering since then.

When the persecution blew over, Origen resumed his work alongside 
Bishop Theoctist, and sometime between 238 and 244 he traveled to Athens 
once more, staying some time, as when he was resident there he completed 
his Commentary on Ezekiel and began his famous Commentary on the Song 
of Songs. He also speaks of having visited Nicomedia, where his friend and 
patron Ambrose (having survived his arrest) still resided.40 It is also pos-
sible that he paid a visit to the lecture hall of the great neo-Platonist teacher 
Plotinus, the only philosopher of that age who could rival him in significance, 
who was himself another pupil of Ammonius Saccas in Alexandria.41 This 
would have been either in Antioch or Rome.
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The synods that Origen attended as an expert, with local bishops disputing 
in a debate format, seem to have taken place during the reign of the emperor 
Philip the Arab (244–249). If that emperor was not a Christian himself,42 he 
was certainly a patron and protector of the Christians of Palestine and Arabia, 
and when he was assassinated those associated with him (his clients and his 
sympathizers, and particularly Christian notables) were in danger. Decius, 
who took the throne, was determined to restore the fortunes of Rome and 
felt passionately that a return to the cults of the old gods was a major starting 
point of the regeneration policy. He began a pogrom against the church in 
which the clerical leaders of Palestine suffered conspicuously.

Pope Fabian was martyred at Rome, and Bishop Alexander of Jerusalem, 
Origen’s close friend, was arrested and martyred at Caesarea, as was the 
great bishop Babylas at Antioch. The authorities deliberately sought out 
Origen, hoping to score a great propaganda coup if they could make this most 
renowned Christian intellectual renounce the faith publicly. He was arrested, 
and his imprisonment was specially designed so that the torture would not 
kill him until he had apostatized. He was put in an iron collar and regularly 
stretched on the rack. Eusebius tells his readers (who would know exactly 
what he meant in those days) that he was made to endure four spaces of the 
machine.43 This meant the ratchets that were turned on a gear wheel to pull 
apart his leg and arm joints. After this amount of torture, it is clear that Origen 
would never have been able to walk or use his arms again. But the pain was 
rationed because on the order of the governor of Caesarea his torturers were 
commanded to make sure he did not die before he renounced the faith.

Even so, he endured as a Christian confessor for two long years. Dionysius, 
the learned bishop of Alexandria, himself a fervent admirer and perhaps even 
former pupil of Origen, now composed, in his honor, his Encouragement to 
Martyrdom. Emperor Decius himself was assassinated along with his chil-
dren in 252, and his persecution came to an end as swiftly as his dynasty. 
The Caesarean church immediately gathered up Origen and looked after 
him. But by this time and by ancient standards, he was already a very old 
man at sixty-nine.44 His health was so extensively broken that he died shortly 
afterward in 254,45 but not before he had spent his last months writing letters 
of consolation to the many believers who had suffered in the persecution.46 
In 2012 a set of lost homilies (chiefly on the Psalms), including one On 
Pentecost, were discovered in the State Library at Bavaria by the archivist Dr. 
Marina Marin Pradel and published by Lorenzo Perrone.47 In these late writ-
ings Origen shows he has lost none of his acuity or spiritual fire. Discussing 
the fiery tongues that fell on the first disciples, he reminds his own contem-
porary faithful that this is their destiny too, to become so assimilated to Christ 
that they share in his own presence and grace, like his contemporary apostles.
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Jerome tells us that Origen was buried in the city of Tyre.48 The crusaders, 
much later, told that they had seen his tomb set into the back of the sanctu-
ary wall of the great cathedral at Tyre. This would have been a high honor 
indeed—meant to signify a canonization of a saint. The cathedral they speak 
about was not built in Origen’s day, and no trace remains of anything they 
saw.49 That Origen died as a brave confessor, and “not exactly” a martyr,50 
was one of the reasons his later critics felt justified in winnowing his works, 
when later standards of orthodoxy made him sometimes an uncomfortable fit 
for the theological controversies of later times. But his reputation for sanctity 
and for faithful churchmanship, his renown as the real founding father of 
Christian exegesis and mystical theology, and his place as one of the most 
profound architects of Christological soteriology meant that no commanding 
power was able to suppress the great passion of the church, manifested in the 
way his works were copied and recopied over the centuries.

What now follows is a very brief account of why continuous generations of 
Christian scholars have fond his work compelling. It will continue, in chapter 
2 of Part 1, by discussing Origen’s theological architecture, and then go on 
into Part 2, considering the various historical phases, to the present day, dur-
ing which his influence has waxed and waned and waxed again, making him 
one of the very important figures who have mapped out the Christian tradition 
over the course of most of its history.
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Chapter 2

Aspects of Origen’s 
Thought World

PROLEGOMENA

In the remainder of this first part of the book, I will try to give a picture of 
Origen’s thought world under four headings: his concept of God’s outreach 
as saving Trinity; his understanding of the centrality of scriptural revelation; 
his impact on (indeed foundation of) Christian spiritual theology, sometimes 
called ascetical theology; and lastly aspects of his church dogmatics that 
had a large impact (both positive and negative) on succeeding generations 
of Christian theologians in antiquity. In trying to summarize such a vastly 
spacious thinker as Origen, I have to use very wide brush strokes here, 
which may annoy some Origenian specialists, but which I do for the sake of 
introducing our subject comprehensibly and somewhat comprehensively. In 
that light, for me, it seems that Origen’s greatest long-term importance as a 
Christian theologian is first of all his theological architecture about salvation: 
how he conceived God’s being and how that being reaches out from divine 
“impassibility” to the world of created beings, which stands in so much need 
and in such deep suffering. This is the largest of all canvases a Christian 
theologian can ever put on an easel. In assembling his “story” about God and 
God’s outreach, Origen gives a stunningly beautiful account of the divine 
Trinity, the incarnation of the eternal Word, the gift of the Holy Spirit, and 
the impact this has on humanity. It is a story he roots in the soil of the Bible, 
but one he addresses to his contemporary Greek world. He believes first and 
foremost that when Christians confess the Son of God as the eternal Logos 
of God (the reason, rationale, and wisdom of the deity, which is seeded as 
the substrate and goal of all created life), they are thereby committed to 
the fundamental “faith” that all life is rational, all theology is rational, and 
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therefore in accord with all (true) philosophical or scientific insight. The put-
ting together of cosmology, scripture, and theology, therefore, is not for him 
some academic’s pet project but a fundamental response that evangelical faith 
demands. His overarching motive was to make the church attractive for intel-
lectuals—in the sense of offering a mission to his generation in Alexandria 
(and throughout subsequent history) and yet protecting the apostolic tradition 
from the ravages inflicted on it by mythmakers on one side (how he saw 
the Valentinian gnostics) and fundamentalists on the other (whom he called 
anthropomorphite simpletons). But here he makes a screeching departure 
from one of the most sacred “givens” of Hellenistic religious philosophy. For 
Origen, God is not impassive. The divine impassibility (which is truly his 
because he is immaterial and self-activating) is nevertheless open to the pleas 
of all creaturehood, and he “sympathizes with” and helps the creation that he 
loves with passion.1 No Hellenist would ever thus define God, making his 
mercy a quintessential aspect of his impassible majesty. This too is why the 
Logos is sent by the Father to rescue creation, and why the Logos himself, 
like the divine Father whose image he is, is moved to the process of salvation 
by a passion of love that results in his Passion of suffering.2

If we accept that Origen is first and foremost an expansive architect, lay-
ing out the ground plan for Christian soteriological theory, we can then see 
how other important axioms follow straight afterward. The first of these, in 
my opinion, is how he shapes all subsequent Christian approaches to the holy 
scriptures. That he invented the concept and nomenclature “Old Testament” 
and “New Testament” may give one the sense of how fundamental he was to 
later biblical commentary—both for those who liked his style and those who 
disapproved of it. For both parties he had, in a real sense, set the ground rules. 
Our chapter therefore follows up Origen as a biblical interpreter. But when 
we look into this, it becomes immediately apparent that he sees the entire 
scriptural account as a coherent whole, totally dedicated to the divine task 
of teaching humans how to live in God. Again, in my opinion, all Origen’s 
work can be classified as a theology of paideia: God teaching us always, in 
every manner and every encounter. This master theme especially emerges in 
the way that most of what Origen is concerned about is called, in the modern 
age, “ethics” but was called in antiquity “ascetical thought.” Asceticism is the 
repentant turn back to God, which Origen envisages needs to be done both 
individually and collectively. For him the Logos is the supreme pedagogue, 
but since his teaching is ultimately concerned with bringing humanity back 
to the realization that it is a race that is not simply material, but one that is 
possessed of a psychic destiny to be united with the Logos, and thus through 
him with God, then this whole track of his thought could equally validly be 
called the mystical theology of Origen. Indeed he is without question the first 
great Christian mystical writer, and his thought in this domain (how the soul 
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can find union with God through Christ in the Spirit) preformed the architec-
ture of every major Christian writer who followed. After treating these three 
macro concepts, our treatment will then look at smaller, but equally influen-
tial, aspects of his overall system that deal with the means and measures of 
his great design: the infrastructure, as it were, of the larger architecture. So 
the final section will deal with aspects of Origen’s ecclesial dogmatics: his 
ideas about the sacraments or the state of the afterlife, and other ideas of his 
that had a long posthistory in Christian disputation.

These are the four areas that, however briefly treated, might give an accu-
rate account of what this ancient thinker was up to and how he considered 
that all aspects of his thinking coinhered and cross-referenced each other at 
all times. In respect to all of these four major ideas, each of numbers two 
through four could just as truly be regarded as extrapolations of number one: 
who God is and how he reaches out to his world for its salvation. And that is 
where we shall now begin.

THE OUTREACH OF GOD TO HIS WORLD: 
A SOTERIOLOGY OF LOVE

God’s outreach to creation is the deep core of all Origen’s theology. He calls 
the task of speaking about God “a dangerous thing, even when one is speak-
ing the truth about him,”3 an axiom his later disciple Gregory Nazianzen 
expanded on in a masterly way in his famed First Theological Oration.4 It is 
clear enough that Origen’s thought on God was colored by the Greek philo-
sophical debates of his own time, most particularly the concept of the problem 
of the one and the many: the immensity and the singularity (absolute oneness) 
of God “as opposed to” the fragile particularity of the material world, and its 
apparently chaotic multiplicity. Could there be any relation between the two, 
the immortal and changeless creator’s unapproachably absolute person and 
the mortal evanescence of created things? Relating the “one” and the “many” 
was one of the great religious questions of his day, and the Valentinian gnos-
tics of Origen’s Alexandria had offered a resolution to it that, by means of 
mythic cosmological narratives, married a generic Hellenistic scheme of the 
ascent of pure minds to the ineffable deity (something Plotinus did much 
better in his Enneads) to surface elements of the Christian tradition. Origen 
knew about them well enough but was determined not to follow their path 
of using mythological schemes to buffer emanating spiritual aeons (heavenly 
powers) between the divine one and the created many. Even if Aristotle had 
thought that “the friend of myths is in some sense already a philosopher,”5 
Origen radically disagreed. He had only mockery for those who adopted a 
mythical methodology to search for divine truth.6 Moreover, Origen, for all 
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his awareness and respect for philosophical clarity, is first and foremost a bib-
lical theologian not a Greek philosopher, and this is exactly why he follows 
the Hebraic biblical tradition in affirming that God, who made the world, 
loves and cherishes it, rather than despising and distancing himself from it. 
He approaches the biblical text as harmonious oracles that fill out and give 
substance to philosophical deduction. He is, therefore, one of the very first 
theologians who adopt the method of approach that “faith gives fullness to 
reasoning.”7 He did share, however, with many of the Hellenistic thinkers the 
concept that God was most closely linked to humanity by the rational power 
of conscious reflection. For Origen it was more than just “like is known to 
like” (an epistemological axiom of the Platonists), for he saw the biblical 
account of the divinity making mankind in its own image and likeness as a 
symbolic pattern for how the Logos (the very image of God himself) made 
mankind in his own (i.e., the Logos’s) likeness. So there is an ontologically 
deep bond between human consciousness and the divine presence that the 
Logos left in humanity when he created it. As Origen phrased it, “There is 
a certain affinity between the mind and God, of whom the mind is an intel-
lectual icon, and this is because of the fact that the mind, especially when it 
is purified and distanced from physical materiality, is able to enjoy some per-
ception of the divine nature.”8 Philosophy, logic, and literary criticism were 
all, for Origen, “handmaiden sciences” to the exegesis of scripture.9 With this 
synthesis, guided by the hand of scripture, the open heart and the pure mind 
would be given by God the grace to see the truth. For him the approach to 
God was not quintessentially a matter of epistemology, as it was for many 
of the Greeks, but one of repentance: the urgent need to find the restoration 
to communion with the Father that gave humans life in the first place. For 
Origen, once humanity lost the clear-sighted connection with God, it also lost 
its grip on the springs of life, and declined into ignorance and then death. For 
Origen, the knowledge of God was no less than union with the creator’s life 
force, and thus, for him, this restorative learning process (what we moderns 
often call the “search for God”) is rendered into a matter of ontology, a ques-
tion of the root of being. Following the biblical tradition, Origen corrects the 
basic Hellenistic preconception about God/the gods, namely, that divinity 
shuns and abhors the fallibility and error of the material world. Rather, union 
with the godhead is something God intended and established from the begin-
ning of creation, he argues, and the collapse of this union is a matter that the 
divine power seeks always to remedy.

Restoration, making fresh, is entirely what divine revelation is all about, 
therefore, and can be seen, when correctly understood, to be entirely soterio-
logical, that is, salvific, in purpose. There is, for Origen, a material human 
nature (into which we have fallen and which was not our original purpose 
from God) and that “higher and more divine nature into which God shall 
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change us, and indeed keep us in this state, if only we shall show God, by 
our conduct, that we wish to be so kept.”10 The material human “nature” that 
materialist reductionists so focus on as a fixity, therefore, is not the true nature 
of a human being. God makes illumined creatures ascend to their true nature: 
the stability of such entry into the divine being provided only by God to those 
who enter into the relationship. This is a radically new definition that this 
Christian philosopher brings to the concept of human nature.

Origen’s starting point in theology proper is that the true God is entirely 
incorporeal.11 Nothing material applies to him. This has to be understood at 
every level, especially when interpreting the Bible’s many material images, 
which are always symbolic. The human mind gives the best model for God’s 
incorporeity. It needs no perceptible dimension and can range freely where it 
wishes; so too God is like infinite intellective power and cannot be discerned 
by any of our physical senses.12 When scripture speaks of “seeing” God, it 
means only by the soul or by the heart (which for him are both synonyms 
of mind-conception).13 The account of God’s revelation at Sinai tells us that 
God lies hidden in thick darkness (Ex. 20:21; Ps. 18:11), which is a symbolic 
way of telling us that no speech can access him,14 and all human knowledge 
of God depends utterly on God’s self-revelation through the Son. The Son of 
God fulfills this task perfectly for being the eternal Logos, with God from 
before time, and through whom the Father made the world of created beings. 
The Logos came to earth as a teacher of fallen souls, and for this end was 
made a man. Origen echoes (it is merely an echo not an endorsement) the 
neo-Platonic method of learning higher truths “by way of ascent.”15 For him, 
however, the path is wholly Christocentric: “One ascends from knowledge 
of the Son to knowledge of the Father.”16 Origen treats all the Christological 
titles in the scriptures as stepping-stones to understand the true significance of 
Jesus: beginning with the ideas of “the way” and the “door” and opening the 
mind and heart to the salvific teaching force of the Logos-Pedagogue, who 
like a good teacher of pupils with learning difficulties has stooped down from 
on high in the flesh to engage us in the necessary ascent from the humanity 
of Jesus to the divinity of the Word. As the Word is, himself, the archetypal 
“image” of God (the only image of the invisible),17 so those who follow and 
are illuminated by his teaching become the “likeness” of the image, and draw-
ing close, like to like, are enabled through the Son to stand in relation with the 
Father.18 While this has all the hallmarks of good Greek pedagogy, it is clear 
on a patient reading that it is a pure and highly creative reworking of Paul’s 
doctrine of inherited sonship, and the cosmological Christology of Colossians 
and Ephesians, synthesized with the Johannine Logos doctrine. Often, a very 
careless reading of it all has resulted in commentators dismissing Origen as 
someone who has diluted Christian faith with Platonism, which is a world 
away from the truth.
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This is not to say that all aspects of Origen’s thought accorded with later 
orthodox thinkers. While he stresses the absolute transcendence of the Father, 
who is one and wholly simplex,19 the Son is described as related to the world 
of multiplicity because of his creative and salvific work.20 He, the Logos, is 
therefore the essential link between the one and the many, the eternal media-
tor. His mediation begins from the dawn of creation and is merely continued, 
not initiated, in his salvific work as incarnate Lord. The Father alone (monas) 
is absolute goodness in itself (autoagathos); the Son-Logos is “the image of 
the very goodness of God.”21 As goodness itself, the Father is the cause of 
all other goodness, including the Son’s goodness, which is the fountain for 
all of creation’s.22 The Son and the Holy Spirit, to an unimaginable degree, 
exceed in goodness all other created realities, but the Father exceeds them 
in an even greater degree than they exceed us.23 God is not only goodness 
but Being itself,24 and Being is goodness (Origen is one of the first thinkers 
to make this equation). So there is a very strong degree of subordination in 
Origen’s concept of the Trinity, even though he sees the Son-Word and Spirit 
as eternally related to the divine being, not creatures. Exegeting John 1:3, 
“All things were made through him and apart from him nothing was made,” 
Origen concludes that this “nothing,” which was spoken of, was evil, which 
does not derive from God or his Logos and thus, ultimately, has no place in 
the divine schemata either of existence or salvation.

The primary act of outreach from God’s being, therefore, was to his Son 
and his Spirit. But the secondary act was through the Son-Logos, who fulfils 
the Father’s command to make the world order. This cosmic order itself was 
accomplished in two major acts: the first creation and then the second cre-
ation,25 the latter of which is the present (material) world order we observe.26 
It is the second created order that is spoken of in Genesis.27 For Origen 
the first unfolding of creation was an entirely spiritual order. Noes (that is, 
rational spirit entities, or intelligences) are issued from the Logos, and by 
the power of contemplation of his being, they are enabled to form a chorus 
of communion around him and thus stand before God the Father. The first 
creation noes are in ranks of honor, uppermost being “divines,” then thrones 
and principalities, and the lowest (what will eventually become human) souls 
(psychai).28

Through a cosmic catastrophe, a fall that Origen describes as being as 
incomprehensible as any evil (but suggests it was because the lowest ranks 
of noes started to lapse in their contemplative union with the Logos, and thus 
defected from the source of being), the perfect communion of this first order 
of creation was disrupted. This was why the Logos instituted the second 
material order of the world, precisely to harbor the fallen souls, who had so 
“cooled off” from their original spiritual condition that they were now mate-
rialized into a bodily form in a material world that was at one and the same 
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time their means of rescue (by repentance) and their punishment designed 
to purify them (their prison). So it was that the fallen souls were embodied, 
while other noes continued the praise of God as the bodiless angels. While the 
Logos provides the union with God directly to the angels who surround him, 
for embodied souls the Logos had to undertake a long and painful paideia: 
offering remedial guidance to humanity, calling to it to rise back to wisdom, 
offering the law as a guide, and finally appearing on earth as a man in order 
to accelerate the return to God of all the lost souls, for whom he retained a 
passionate longing. Salvation would be offered in the form of a return to true 
being, humans realizing their destiny lay far beyond this material realm, and 
that communion with Jesus, established through repentance, was actually far 
more than moral obedience to a teacher of virtue, but a mystical union that 
revealed the ontological key to all things: namely, that humans could ascend 
stage by stage, through deeper and deeper communion with Jesus, who him-
self opened out into the mystery of the Logos,29 the creator of all souls (noes), 
and who still offered to fallen souls the prospect of returning to perfect union 
with God, through repentance and wisdom.

It has to be said, however, that this scheme of the “fall of souls according 
to Origen” is not so consistently and systematically set out in the ancient 
magister as this previous synopsis might suggest. When one reads accounts 
of what Origen said on the subject, a great deal depends on whom one trusts 
to give an account of what he actually said. His idea of (a) a premundane cre-
ation of rational intelligences (noes) and (b) the cooling off and falling from 
an undifferentiated state of closeness to God into several differentiations of 
states (ranks of being) became items that in the late fourth and sixth centuries 
were almost hysterically argued about, though they had probably been offered 
by Origen originally as eschatological speculations or aporias. So the texts 
that make him out to be most dogmatic about the fall of preexistent intellects 
(into becoming souls) and the fall into varied ranks of beings (angels, heav-
enly bodies, humans, and demons) are largely supplied “outside of Origen”—
by which I mean from the records of his enemies, chiefly the scribes of 
Justinian’s court and Jerome, neither of whom prove on close examination 
to be particularly careful accountants. An earlier and popular edition of the 
De Principiis prepared by G. W. Butterworth out of Koetschau’s edition of 
the text elevated these external text witnesses to the core of the edition under 
the rubric of “Greek” (falsely suggesting it was Origen’s own Greek we were 
able to read here). We can return to this issue when we discuss the attacks 
made on Origen in later centuries. It is, nevertheless, clear that in the begin-
ning of the Peri Archon Origen did want to start by considering the fall of the 
creation in the context of how God started it (intended it).30 Ideas of the Fall 
(for which he places individual moral consciousness at the core) are found 
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extant in undisputed parts of Origen’s Peri Archon, as well as paralleled in 
other writings of his.31

In this grand and expansive schematic, Origen plays on all the scriptures 
as if they were a great multikeyboard organ and sets out a fundamental archi-
tecture of theology that had a very dramatic impact on most thinkers who 
followed. He has made a doctrine of God that explains the issue of the one 
and many (stressing God’s oneness, absolute goodness, and aseity) as well as 
underpinning an extensive cosmology (doctrine of creation) that is simultane-
ously a theory of good and evil as well as being a doctrine of salvation (sote-
riology). Its architecture is like that of the original pyramids—with a vastness 
of scope and a perfection of detail (like stones between which one could not 
insert a knife blade). Many later Christian thinkers would dismantle large 
parts of it and even reject elements Origen regarded as critical to the logic of 
the whole narrative, and that aspect we shall look at shortly, but there would 
be very few in the history of the church who could ever match his fundamen-
tal and comprehensive vision that all things proceeded from God through 
love and issued out to the world in a divinely appointed invitation to ascend 
to union through repentance both in and motivated by the incarnate Lord. It 
was this macrostructure, elevated out of reading Paul and John in particular, 
that made the church read Paul and John back through its lens ever afterward. 
And that is precisely why Origen, despite the many revisions the later church 
made to his work, was (and arguably remains) the most important Christian 
theologian after the apostles, for he synthesized these two greatest apostles.

Before we leave this aspect of Origen’s envisaging the outreach of God 
through the Logos to creation, and the yearning of earthbound souls to return 
to union with God through the Logos, let us note that this is, in fact, one of the 
first articulations of the rationale of the doctrine of the Holy Trinity: God’s 
being as his mode of outreach to other spiritual entities. Origen made trinitar-
ian theology coterminous with soteriological thought, and in this aspect of 
his foundational architecture for Christian theology he was very sure-footed. 
All subsequent attempts to articulate the Trinity that have lost sight of this 
fundamental insight have come to grief in desiccated abstraction.

DIVINE SCRIPTURE: MYSTICAL 
CHARTER OF SALVATION

Origen does not make up this schema from fresh air. It is fundamentally his 
(very dense) summation of all that the holy scripture teaches. He regards the 
entirety of the scriptures (which he divides into Old and New Covenants—he 
himself made up the term “Old Testament”) as the divine Logos’s charter for 
effecting the restoration of fallen souls, working through a long history from 



	﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿ Aspects of Origen’s Thought World﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿	 27

the appearance of embodied souls in the material world (created especially 
for their rehabilitation after their fall from spiritual life), through the rise of 
civilizations, to the high point of the special covenant with Israel, and on to 
the consummation of the Logos’s plan of teaching and accelerating the turn-
ing back (repentance) of souls, namely, the appearance of the Logos himself 
through the incarnation of Jesus. For Origen every word of the scripture, Old 
and New Testament alike, is correlated and bound together as one mystical 
and oracular text that speaks the selfsame story: the lapse into sin and death, 
and the means of return to union with God.

To the modern biblical reader, accustomed to looking at texts from their 
atomized historical perspectives, this makes no sense, and it is important, so 
as to understand Origen’s approach, to realize that he does not see the text as 
historically conditioned. Rather, any given text or episode is set within a cer-
tain history (King David, or the life of a prophet, for example) but positioned 
there by its true author, the Logos (never any mortal vessel such as a prophet), 
in order to chart out in advance the entire and vast scheme of salvation in 
Christ. So all the Bible is one text, albeit one with several levels of mean-
ing and significance embedded within it. The story of Abraham’s son, Isaac, 
carrying the wood of his sacrifice up the mountain (Gen. 22) refers to the 
historical patriarch, of course, but it has a deeper significance for those who 
know more of the mind of the Logos, as a symbol of the ascent of Jesus of 
Mount Calvary carrying the wood of his own sacrifice. The text announcing 
that “the virgin is with child” (Isa. 7.14) can refer to a princess giving birth 
in the court of Hezekiah, but it also has a deeper significance in the story of 
salvation as referring to the birth of Jesus from the Virgin Mary. Origen talks 
of how Jesus speaks in the Gospels to some people in the valleys, to others 
on the plains, and to a few on the mountaintops, and that this is a symbol of 
several levels of initiation in the scriptural text: Some things are for slower, 
more material minds and deal with basic moral matters. Other passages con-
cern higher wisdom. Still more are mystically freighted and understandable 
only by the more advanced disciples who have purified their minds and can 
grasp the mysteries of salvation hidden inside the letter of the text: the spirit 
within the letter Paul spoke of.32

For Origen the key point is that the divine Logos is the single eternal mind 
(author) issuing the totality of scripture. Altogether it serves as a mysterious 
and complex unity, but not one that gives its meanings easily. He offers the 
analogy that each scriptural text has a key lying in front of it. But it is not 
necessarily the key to that particular door, and one has to take the key and find 
the correct door/text to open up the proper interpretation. There is a proper 
sequence to the reading of the doors and texts. Like a supreme pedagogue (for 
so Origen primarily approaches the divine Word’s principles of salvation), the 
Word makes the (human) reader work for the mystery embedded in the text.
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But there are certain rules a divinely inspired teacher (such as Origen him-
self) can reveal for the use of those who wish to read the mysteries aright and 
ascend in spiritual depth. One of these is that there must never be, in any bib-
lical exegesis, anything at all that is “unworthy of God.” To interpret passages 
that speak of God’s anger, or his bodily parts, or his hatred of Egyptians, or 
such like, in a literal way and deduce from them aspects of Christian dogma 
is, for Origen, the height of foolishness and blasphemy. Those who stick 
close to the literal meaning, thinking they are performing a service to God, 
are, he argues, like those dim souls who never ascend out of the valleys (the 
Pharisees and other opponents of Christ) and can never hear the teaching of 
the Word that he gives on the mountaintops: his deeper mystical initiations to 
those he loves and instructs.

As we have already noted, he offers the concept of God “eternally” (an 
endless stretch of time being envisaged) tormenting sinners in hell as an idea 
that is unworthy of God’s majesty as a merciful teacher. In the first place, 
he says, when scriptures talks about eternity, it uses the word for aeons, 
which signifies a different age not a long-drawn-out stretch of time, and 
secondly since God is a teacher, all punishment he inflicts must be remedial 
(end driven) in the divine intent, and inflicting endless pain has no value in 
this regard.

Other rules were applied consistently, and some of these are explicitly dis-
cussed in a very influential passage in his On First Principles 4.2. It would 
be too much to go into them all in detail here, but these have been extensively 
studied in recent years and the image of Origen as some crazed allegorist 
wildly trampolining off the biblical text has been shown to be no more than a 
careless caricature.33 For example, Origen erects a starting premise of levels 
of authority in the whole text of scripture. Not everything carries the same 
weight in the overall totality. Some earthly transmitters of scripture (the 
prophets or apostles, for example) were much better (more fully initiated by 
the Word and Spirit) than others, and we ought to prioritize the most elevated 
way beyond the lesser visionaries. So the two primary authorities in all 
scripture stand as John the Evangelist and Paul. Next, along with these high 
authorities, come the Psalms, which are like the prayer book of the Logos 
himself looking forward over all salvation history. After that come the other 
apostles with their respective gospels, and then the ranks of prophets—with 
great souls such as Isaiah and Jeremiah obviously being superior in weight 
to lesser souls such as Zephaniah, and, as such, having much more in their 
teaching that reveals the coming salvation of the incarnate Word (Isaiah’s 
suffering servant texts, for example).

Another important principle of his exegesis is the manner in which he 
demanded that scriptural exegesis should never be “atomic” (pericopes taken 
out at random and isolated) but always cross-referenced. One chief way 
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he did this was to put together in a nexus associated verses, passages that 
seemed to speak of the same thing, either by a shared keyword or a shared 
symbol. This manner of making associated chains (catenae) of texts to be 
taken together in exegeting a certain passage of central focus established 
itself throughout the ancient Christian world as a standard method immedi-
ately after him. Many of these chains of reference can still be seen today, for 
example, in the church’s hymns and scripture readings associated with great 
festivals of the liturgical calendar.

Origen’s exegetical system has often been caricatured as excessively sym-
bolistic. There were times when even his most admiring disciples later “toned 
down” some of his specific interpretations, and many of the Syrian exegetes 
of the patristic era consistently argued for a less ideologically driven system 
of exegesis. But in the end it was the overall approach of Origen, albeit 
moderated, that held sway for many centuries, even into the modern age of 
Christianity. Critics who accuse him of not having sufficient regard for the 
literal and historical reading of any given passage of the Bible have often 
not read him carefully enough. Beginning his life as a trained grammarian of 
the Roman schools, Origen never (throughout a life that saw him comment 
extensively on almost every single book of the Bible) neglected a very close 
observation of the tense, literal meaning, and historical location of the verses 
he was considering.

It is simply that while moderns may consider the Bible to be a historically 
conditioned text, to be interpreted historically before anything else, he under-
stood it from the outset to be an eschatological text, to be read according to 
its genre, that is, read eschatologically, not historically, or we might more 
carefully say, not in a historical-reductionist way that excises the eschatologi-
cal out from its narrowly linear understanding of history. Very few moderns 
were able to appreciate his processes of interpretation (basically ancient ones 
of literary philosophy derived from the litterateurs of the Great Library of 
Alexandria) until the advent of postmodernist literary theory allowed wider 
horizons of literary interpretation and threw a dazzling light on Origen’s true 
purposes. Within the church, one can already see the general adoption of the 
Origenian exegetical process in the Cappadocian Fathers of the late fourth 
century (duly moderated in terms of controversial highlights) and in the more 
simplified system Pope Gregory the Great set out for the entire Latin church 
in his sixth-century Pastoral Rule.
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A MYSTICISM OF LOVE: ORIGEN’S 
ASCETICAL THEOLOGY

If, so far, all of this sounds either highly intellectualist (the ascent of the mind 
to union with the Logos) or soberingly grim (the constant path of repentance 
and purification the soul must traverse), I have given the wrong impression. 
Origen is, in many ways, the father of Christian mystical theology; or, to 
put that in another way, everything to do with God he sees as a story of love 
seeking to return to loving union what had been lost from loving union. He is 
(because he finds this story radiant in the scriptural texts) the first internation-
ally significant philosopher in the world (the very first significant Christian 
philosopher of history) to elevate a metaphysics of love as the root cause 
and final purpose of the entirety of all phenomena: the “single theory,” as it 
were, that explains all things. For Origen, God, in love, created the cosmos 
through the patterning of the Logos, and the Spirit reworks and refreshes that 
patterning, where it has failed, in order to restore the springs of being within 
his creation. Union with the Logos, now incarnated for a fallen world by the 
Spirit, not only is the moral salvation of creatures but also their ontological 
stabilization. In union with God, a creature finds the root of the principle of 
life. But this itself turns out to be a union of love: united to the source of all 
life (the Logos who gave us and continues to give us being), creaturehood 
finds that the love of God is itself the power and energy of life. Where love 
abounds, there too life develops and ascends. Where love is cool, life and 
meaning ebb away. Before the making of this present material world, it was, 
Origen surmises, a cooling of love among some of the noes that brought 
about the Fall. Now, the rediscovery of the love of the Logos will cause 
spirits to ascend on high and flourish once more in the love and life of God. 
He expresses this theory of a metaphysics of love across his writings but 
most especially, perhaps, in his exegesis of the Song of Songs. In approach-
ing the text this way, he becomes the grandfather of a massive series of later 
Christian writers who follow his lead.

The Song of Songs describes in vivid poetry a woman who runs through a 
vineyard searching passionately for her lover. Origen says that this is a text 
of high mystical symbolism. Far from being a simple epithalamium verse, 
it gives, in deep symbolic order, the story of the defection of spirits to their 
present earthy condition. The soul of all creatures, for Origen, is depicted 
in the passion of the Shulamite woman for her royal lover (Solomon). The 
woman represents the soul; the king represents the divine Logos. Having the 
love of the Logos as the very principle of its life, it finds that all its hope 
and joy, all that it desires and seeks after, is contained in him. Those who 
recognize this run after the Logos in all they do: the passion to be united with 
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him configures their entire being. Even those who do not understand have 
the longing for God rooted deep within their souls, and unless it is found 
and acted upon (running after God) their lives will be frustrated and miss 
the mark. By using this image of the lover and the beloved hurrying into the 
bridal chamber as the central cipher of the relation between the soul and God, 
Origen transforms the entirety of the Christian doctrine of salvation into a 
wonderfully warm and intimate story that cuts across academic and literary 
sophistication to have a force that can attract even the believers who would 
never normally open a book. But this story will draw them:

Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth, for your love is more delightful 
than wine. Pleasing is the fragrance of your perfumes. Your name is like per-
fume poured out. No wonder the young women love you. Take me away with 
you. Let us hasten. Let the king bring me into his chambers. We rejoice and 
delight in you. We will praise your love more than wine. How right they are to 
adore you.34

For Origen, the Logos who reaches into the soul of every person in order to 
instruct and reform them turns out to be the king who loves them and wishes 
to admit them back to their lost royal status as intimate companions of his 
chamber. That all this depicts the cosmological fall and return of the soul is 
like turning on the electric garden lighting that transforms a sophisticated 
scene into a magical one. Origen thereby makes his metaphysics of love a 
warm and loving message, one which he fills out extensively by his constant 
advocacy of prayer and meditation, devoted scripture reading, and genuine 
moral effort, all of which combine to make his mysticism of love a deeply 
personal path of faithful discipleship: a mysticism rooted in ethics.

Origen is surely speaking from his own personal experience of God when 
he writes in his Commentary on the Song of Songs:

Next the Bride looks for the Bridegroom who, after revealing himself, has disap-
peared again. This kind of thing often happens throughout the Song. Someone 
can only understand this who has experienced it personally. Often, and God 
is my witness here, I myself have felt that the Bridegroom was coming near, 
indeed that he was as near as could be to me: but then he has suddenly gone 
away: and I could no longer find what I was seeking. Once more I set myself 
to long for his coming and then at times he returns. And when he has appeared 
to me, so close that I could hold him in my hands, once more he escapes me 
and once more vanishes; and I have to start over again to look for him. He does 
that often until I hold him fast and rise up, leaning on my well-beloved One.35

This notion that the lover (God) wishes to meet with his beloved (the soul) 
makes all of Origen’s thought a “world apart” from Platonic metaphysics, 
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which spoke of the intellective ascent of the soul from sublunar imprisonment 
to the higher realms. Origen’s Logos incarnate in Jesus does not merely wait 
for souls to ascend, in passionate and sacrificial self-emptying (kenosis)36 he 
comes more eagerly to us in condescending compassion (katabasis) than we 
are ready to run to him.

ORIGEN’S CONTROVERSIAL DOGMATICS

On my home bookshelves I have a guidebook to Rome that, on the recto side 
of the page, shows the ancient ruin sites as they presently appear to the poten-
tial visitor, but on the verso it has a see-through plastic cover sheet that has 
printed on it a ghost of what those ruins once looked like in imperial Rome. 
The act of flipping over the superimposition onto the recto page is startling. 
Waste ground with a few random stone blocks on it suddenly appears as a 
magnificent palace or temple. So it is with the thought of Origen. When we 
make the effort at situating him in his own context, literary and intellectual, 
he emerges as a startlingly original thinker.

He was certainly a master architect of a theologian. His understanding of 
the principles of Christian life was vast in scope and of deep religious pas-
sion. As he was the first ever to attempt to put all the disparate Christian ele-
ments together in a systematic form, he may be forgiven for some “off-key” 
moments in his symphonic composition. Later generations of Christians, 
however, were not so ready to allow that any magister could have lapses 
at any time.

Accordingly, his reputation suffered posthumously when, by the standards 
of later orthodox councils, his decisions (many of them expressed merely as 
suppositions worthy of discussion in a seminar group rather than strongly 
held teachings) seemed contradictory to more widely accepted Christian 
dogma. The arguments that sprung up about and around him over the three 
hundred years that followed his death were so intense in the early church 
that eventually his books were proscribed. Many still read them, of course, 
and, more importantly, the positive substance of most of what he had said 
had already been “moderated” and incorporated by some of the greatest 
theologians of the early age: St. Basil the Great, St. Gregory the Theologian, 
St. Gregory of Nyssa, St. Dionysios of Alexandria, St. Cyril of Alexandria, 
St. John Chrysostom, St. Jerome, St. Ambrose, St. Gregory the Great, St. 
Maximus the Confessor, and St. John Damascene. In this way, of course, 
Origen’s legacy, despite his posthumous censure, entered into the heart of the 
Christian tradition as an enduring and authentic way to articulate the apostolic 
tradition, and through these great Fathers of the Church (as well as through 
his own surviving extensive fragments) Origen came to have a permanent 
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place in all subsequent forms of Christian tradition up to and through the 
Reformation era.

Even so, the “moderation” to his schemata was significant. Origen him-
self had certain universalist tendencies. In his own lifetime he got into 
trouble with the Alexandrian and Roman hierarchies when his rival Candidus 
reported to Bishop Heraclas of Alexandria that during a disputation at Athens 
he had taught the rehabilitation of the Devil himself after a sufficiently long 
duration of reform. Origen himself always denied he had ever said this, but 
other aspects of his teaching maintained that God, eternally merciful, would 
never inflict an endless punishment, and since moral defect was always a 
matter of choice, it could always be remedied by repentance. Perhaps this 
is what Candidus meant: that in debate, when Origen had insisted on this 
point, it was logically tantamount to saying, “Everyone, however evil, can 
find repentance and salvation.” Origen had originally made the argument to 
deny the fatalism of the Valentinian gnostics, an early form of “predestination 
to evil” theory, which Origen found totally obnoxious. Mainstream opinion 
in the early church, however, despite great thinkers who recognized Origen 
had a point about purgative stages of reform for erring souls after life, gener-
ally insisted on the eternal fixity of hell for unrepentant sinners, and always 
remained more than cautious about universalist ideas of salvation.37

Another of his speculations that caused the ire of ecclesiastical authorities 
to fall on his head was his concept of the present world as a “second cre-
ation,” the first being a purely spiritual cosmic order before souls had fallen 
into material form and required a terrestrial dwelling place to work out their 
salvation and ascent. In shorthand, this has been called Origen’s “doctrine 
of preexistence.”38 This was an early casualty and had already been largely 
rejected by the second generation of Origenian disciples. In Origen’s day, and 
regarding himself as a philosophical teacher in an academic environment, 
Origen felt that some degree of speculation was legitimate for a theological 
teacher. By the second generation of his Christian successors, the majority 
of theological teachers in the early church were now bishops, not so much 
academic professors but pastoral leaders of the liturgical preaching, and by 
then such degrees of speculation were not felt to be a good idea in case they 
scandalized the faithful at large.

Perhaps the main reason his reputation was damaged posthumously, how-
ever, was the manner in which he formulated his Christology. In his own 
time, in the mid-to early second century, elements of what we would call 
subordinationism (that the Son and Spirit were, somehow, not as great as God 
the Father) were not out of the ordinary in many places. Some of the most 
rigid forms of subordinationist thought, such as represented by the adoption-
ist monarchians, had been systematically attacked and exposed by the school 
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of Logos theologians (such as Hippolytus and Tertullian), a school of thought 
to which Origen also belonged.

But Origen wished to insist that, although the Son-Logos was eternally 
begotten from the Father and was divine, he was “a second god as it were” 
(δεύτερος θεός) and was not to be mistaken for “God Himself” (ἀυτοθεός), 
whereby he meant the Father. His understanding of the dynamic of the Trinity 
was that the Son and Spirit were as far below the Father (yet truly divine 
because they made him known to the world and because of the intimacy of 
their eternal relationship with the Father) as we creatures were below the Son 
and Spirit. When the Arian crisis blew up in the early fourth century, almost 
a century after Origen’s death, it turned around this enduring problematic in 
his theological system. He had taught the eternal deity of the Son, and the 
current bishop of Alexandria, Alexander, and his deacon Athanasius stressed 
that this was the most important aspect of what Origen had to say. If the Son 
was divine, then he was completely divine, divinity allowing no degrees, and 
was thus “God of God, light of light, true God of true God.” But we must 
remember that this clarity was available only after the Council of Nicaea 
established it in its creed to refute Arianism.

Arius, however, an Origenian disciple of sorts, leaned more heavily on 
Origen’s statements that the Son was somehow less than the Father and could 
not be confused with God, if the concept of God was taken absolutely. Arius 
saw the Logos as something like a superior angel of God, but not divine in the 
full sense of that term: a second-class kind of god. So both sides of the Arian 
dispute were taking different parts of Origen’s more ancient Christology 
and laying different stresses on them. At the Council of Nicaea in 325, the 
Western theologian Hosius of Cordoba advised Emperor Constantine that the 
phrase “Homoousios [co-natural] with the Father” could be used as a blunt 
instrument to refute and expose Arians, and so it was adopted into the Nicene 
Creed. Alexander and Athanasius agreed to this, mainly because it flushed out 
Arian dissidents, though they preferred the more precise phrase tautotes tes 
ousias (the Son has an identity of essence with the Father), and this because 
their articulation avoided the problems of ascribing ousia (“material form” 
in some understandings of the word) to the wholly immaterial godhead (a 
doctrine of Origen’s they wished to defend).

At the time of Nicaea, the leading theologian bishop of the Origenian school 
was Eusebius of Caesarea. He mocked the Nicene Homoousion, precisely on 
the grounds that it flew in the face of Origen’s hard-won insistence that God 
is totally incorporeal. To put into a key clause of the creed that he was of 
the same substance, or “stuff,” as God the Father to him was simply ridicu-
lous. However, in those days (as today!) such precision of theological nicety 
could often be misread—and Eusebius’s unease with the Nicene Creed was 
widely taken by the Nicene party as proof that he was a closet Arian who was 
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attacking the divinity of the Word. When all the dust of battle had subsided 
by the beginning of the fifth century, there remained a lingering taste in the 
air that “Origenism” leaned to the side of Arianism, and so he was tainted by 
what Arius had said. This was a very anachronistic position to hold, but then 
again it was a fairly widespread sentiment among many bishops who were 
suspicious of “clever theologians.” Saints Gregory of Nazianzus and Basil of 
Caesarea (later to be called Gregory the Theologian and Basil the Great) both 
deliberately collaborated at this time to produce an anthology of “the best of 
Origen,” which would be called The Philokalia of Origen. This was meant to 
serve both as a rehabilitation of their mentor’s reputation as a strong defender 
of the eternal divinity of the Word and as a handbook to introduce the basic 
principles of his exegesis to future generations of bishop-preachers. On the 
strength of their joint reputations as great fathers in later generations of the 
church, Origen’s influence survived this first test.

Origen’s broader core of significant followers (the longer list of great 
saints named earlier) had to work hard to make the case that this association 
of Origen with Arianism was unfair and inaccurate. In the end they managed 
to do it largely by incorporating the best of his thought into their own works, 
though in the process they tended to “piecemeal” the coherence Origen him-
self thought he had constructed. Instead of a great systematic stretching from 
“first principles” of creation to the final eschaton, Origen’s works became a 
stone quarry where significant theologians came to chip away blocks of vari-
ous size to incorporate into other architectural plans.

Origen’s very strong insistence that God is wholly spiritual and totally 
immaterial earned him the enmity of many of the very simple monks of the 
desert, men who read their Bible in very limited ways and took it very liter-
ally, so that when it spoke of God’s anger it just meant God was angry and 
needed appeasing quickly. There is still a marked tension within the churches 
even to this day between those who take the biblical authority as a set of lit-
eral instructions and those who read it as a complex of poetic, historical, and 
prophetic symbols. Origen’s taking head-on issue with literalism is a battle 
still very much present.

His insistence on reading all things for the higher spiritual sense also made 
him tend to treat the scriptures as sacramentally more important than the 
eucharist. Origen once berated his congregation in Caesarea for being very 
scrupulous in making sure they dropped no crumb of the eucharistic bread to 
the floor while communicating, but at the same time being more than careless 
in listening to his exposition of the scriptures. We presume some wandered 
off during the sermon and others were shuffling and talking at the back of 
church. Did they not understand, he said, that communion with the Word took 
place just as much when the sacred scripture was heard as when the eucharist 
was consumed?39 To take the words of Jesus, “Unless you eat the flesh of 
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the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you,” in a deeply 
literal way, he argued, was the worst way of approaching the scripture with a 
“literalism that could kill the spirit.”40 At the time, this must have disturbed 
many of the “simpler believers” in Caesarea where he was the priest, espe-
cially if we work on the premise that then (as now) they were the majority in 
the church. He gave this opinion in several asides rather than in any formal 
doctrinal statement, but it would rise up once more in the time of Reformation 
eucharistic disputes.41

At that stage it was part of an argument that had been running on since 
Carolingian times: should Christians observe a “realist” doctrine of the eucha-
ristic sacrament or a “symbolist” one? This transposes Origen’s argument into 
a very anachronistic context. In fact, Origen was not as far away from the 
belief of the simple folk of his church as he seemed in his criticism. He sim-
ply wished the faithful to have as much reverence for the scripture readings 
and expositions as they did for the reverent consumption of the eucharistic 
elements (which he took for granted as a right and proper thing). In his own 
mind, as a philosopher-theologian, Origen believed passionately that a sym-
bolic sign was actually more real than a material sign, but it was a stance 
ordinary folk did not share with the same passion. Even so, many of Origen’s 
critics have found him to be less than satisfactory in terms of understanding 
the material potency of the sacraments as a logical corollary of the incarna-
tion. Patristic thought after him would make up for this deficit. Perhaps it was 
a weakness brought into Origen’s system because he introduced a distinction 
between the Logos and Jesus when it came to incarnational thought?

One last aspect of controversy he introduced was the manner in which 
he regarded all authority within the church as conditioned on the spiritual 
sensibility of the one who presumed to claim it. For him the true priests of 
the Christian church were not those who claimed to have ordained status in 
the ranks of hierarchy and, because of their rank (presbyters or bishops), 
demanded that they alone should have the right to teach theology to the faith-
ful. Origen’s starting point here is that only those who have been initiated by 
the Logos and the Spirit have the right to teach about God. They do so by 
their (divinely) illuminated wisdom and especially by their lives of evident 
holiness. Without such wisdom and devoid of this holiness they are clearly 
not “priests of the Most High” and should be quiet. This was clearly and 
inevitably, ab initio, going to raise the ire of a bishop, and in the case of his 
own early hierarch, Demetrios of Alexandria, a man highly conscious of his 
rights and privileges, it led to a bitter and damaging rivalry. Origen obviously 
claimed the right to teach in the church, despite all Demetrios’s attempts to 
silence him, because of his innate wisdom and his ascetic lifestyle. He sensed 
in himself the deep gift of the Spirit. Many bishops around him he did not 
rate highly. He was one of the very first (Hippolytus of Rome was another) 
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of those Christian theologians who clashed with institutional church authori-
ties as represented by the orders of the hierarchy claiming authority to teach 
by virtue of their “office.” He may have been the first—he would certainly 
not be the last.42 For this he has earned scorn in no small degree, perhaps 
from significantly smaller minds. True to add, however, he has also been the 
darling of some of the church’s greatest bishop-theologians across the ages.
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Origen’s Contested Legacy





43

Chapter 3

Prolegomena

In his lively study of Origen, Joseph Trigg reflects in this way on the 
long-term legacy that Origen achieved within Christianity: “The inclusive-
ness of Origen’s interests, the extent of his accomplishments, the coherence of 
his thought, the breadth of his influence, and the intensity of the controversy 
that has continued to surround him, make Origen a figure of unquestionably 
great historical importance.”1 This section of our study will now consider the 
main features of that legacy. As Trigg points out, it is a legacy that almost at 
every stage has involved controversy among the successive generations of the 
church. For his massive biblical achievement, bringing scriptural commen-
tary into the forefront of all subsequent theological method, Origen achieves 
the rank of one of the greatest of all Christian thinkers. And yet his method 
of symbolic interpretation was felt by many to be a system that departed 
too much from historical contexts and meanings. For his laying down of the 
architecture of Christian dogmatics on God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit, his 
achievement is equally profound. Yet in each case the later Christian genera-
tions had major qualifications to make on, and at times bitter contestations to 
advance against, his literal propositions.

Adopting an architecture and yet reacting against it can leave a strange 
sense of disorientation on the ground. I felt something of the same thing 
once when touring the great church of Hagia Sophia in Istanbul (the ancient 
Christian capital of Constantinople). As Justinian’s impressive Christian 
basilica, it was orientated toward Jerusalem, and the whole building leads 
one to move to the focal point of the easternmost apsidal bay, where once 
the great silver altar stood. After the fall of the city to the Ottomans in 1453, 
the church became the mosque of Sultan Mehmet II, and at that point the 
Islamic Mihrab was introduced, reorienting the worshipers’ focal attention 
away from due east and toward Mecca.2 The several degrees of reorientation 
that this involved are, architecturally speaking, quite jarring when one stands 
in the eastern end.
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So it is with the history of Christian theology. One can often sense Origen’s 
presence very strongly in major intellectual matters, and yet equally sense 
the shock waves of major departures from viewpoints that were caused by 
sharp reactions to some of his propositions as they were fought over in later 
disputes. In one sense (as at Hagia Sophia), the radical departure from a prior 
architecture is as much a testament to indebtedness as a close obedience to 
it. So whether Origen’s ideas lasted or were thrown out by later Christianity, 
he still matters. We remember how St. Gregory Nazianzen called him “the 
sharpening stone of us all,”3 and in another image (one that recognizes that 
all were not as devoted of disciples as Gregory) he might well be called “the 
spoon that stirred everyone.” He definitely stirred up everything, in his own 
lifetime and afterward.

In this second part of the book I would like to discuss some of that con-
tested legacy in greater detail: how it was that Origen “mapped out the tradi-
tion” for later generations of the church. To organize this topic in a succinct 
way, I will divide the treatment into four parts, covering chapters 3 to 6, the 
first two dealing with his contested legacy in antiquity, and the latter two 
considering first his late medieval and early modern reception and then his 
modern reevaluation from the eighteenth century through the present day.

ORIGEN’S DISCIPLES AND IMMEDIATE SUCCESSORS

Origen’s First Followers

Many of Origen’s first disciples have not left a literary record behind them, 
for the simple reason they were martyred. So many of his elite private stu-
dents were executed as Christians during the time of persecution, each time 
being accompanied to the platform where they were beheaded (as befitted 
their rank) by their teacher, Origen himself, that the crowd started to whistle 
and boo him whenever he appeared. His own lack of noble birth (his father 
had citizen status; he, as a result of a mixed marriage outside the class of 
nobiliores, did not) made him legally unfit for the capital sentence that had 
been laid only against those of higher birth who had converted to the church.

Eusebius records the names of several of those first disciples who were 
martyred. Two brothers, Plutarch and Heraclas, moved across to Origen 
after spending five years previously studying with Ammonius Saccas, the 
renowned neo-Platonist.4 Plutarch was martyred while Origen stood by him 
to give him courage. Heraclas survived and joined Origen as his assistant, 
later supplanting him in the favors of the bishop Demetrios when Origen 
moved to Caesarea and assuming the episcopal throne at Alexandria himself 
after Demetrios’s death. Eusebius records that in his own career he became 
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“greatly distinguished in philosophy and other Greek learning.”5 The city 
prefect eventually posted guards of soldiers around Origen’s lodgings in order 
to stop any new subscriptions to his classes.6 Even so, no less than seven of 
his class were executed for adherence to the faith, or, as Eusebius describes 
them, “who were arrested and then perfected by martyrdom.”7 He lists them 
as Plutarch; Serenus, who was burned and “who through fire gave proof of 
the faith he had received”8; Heraclides the catechumen and Hero the newly 
baptized, who were both beheaded; another Serenus, who was beheaded after 
enduring great tortures; and two women disciples, Herais the catechumen 
and Potaimiaena, whom Eusebius describes as being “in the full bloom of her 
youthful beauty, both in body and in mind.”9 Dionysios was also a student of 
his in Alexandria and stayed in the city after Origen left for Caesarea. In his 
turn, Dionysios achieved a great reputation for learning and eventually suc-
ceeded Heraclas as bishop. He never forgot his first master, and when news 
came that Origen had himself been arrested in Caesarea during the Decian 
persecution and sentenced to torture,10 Dionysios composed for his benefit his 
treatise Exhortation to Martyrdom. While we have no surviving works from 
his hands, we also have to remember Ambrose and his wife, Tatiana, two 
immensely wealthy Alexandrian Christians. Origen had converted Ambrose 
from the Valentinian gnostic community, and he supported his ministry in 
both Alexandria and Caesarea, paying for multiple stenographers to take 
down his drafts of the Peri Archon as well as commissioning several other 
works from him, most notably the Commentary on the Gospel of John.11 
Origen was as devoted to Ambrose as Ambrose was to his teacher. Jerome 
later elevated their friendship and common rule of life together as a perfect 
model of spiritual friendship: “They never took a meal together without hav-
ing something read aloud, and never went to bed until some portion of the 
scripture had been brought home to them by a brother’s voice. Night and day 
were so organized that prayer only gave way to reading and reading only gave 
way to prayer.”12

The University School at Caesarea

To found a school, a purely Christian schola, had been a sense of mission 
that burned in Origen from the time he grew up in Alexandria and saw what 
prestige the philosophical and literary schools enjoyed, clustered around the 
world-class project of the Great Library at Alexandria. Theirs was not merely 
the mission to collect every significant book ever produced (the librarians, 
we remember, forced every incoming ship or camel caravan to hand over 
any copies of literature they possessed—for purposes of copying); they also 
wanted to create the world’s greatest gathering of scholars and make defini-
tive commentaries on the classical (and sacred) texts. Origen too wanted to 
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build a library and gather a community of scholars around it (and around 
himself—as “head of school”).13 His friction with Bishop Demetrios of 
Alexandria clearly made that city an unlikely home base in which to build 
the dream. The Alexandrian hierarch was set on a path that would make the 
episcopal claim to occupy the “head of school” not based on philosophical 
or rhetorical acumen but on the fact of institutional ordination as episcopos. 
When, in his Old Testament exegeses, Origen turns his attention toward the 
idea of priesthood, he is withering about the merits of this claim, conclud-
ing that God recognizes priests who are filled with wisdom and grace, not 
simply those who occupy offices and exercise power.14 For him it is the 
charismatic grace that allows someone to “speak for” the church. So when 
Bishops Alexander and Theoctist of Palestine invited him to come and work 
in their territories, the two chief cities of Caesarea Maritima15 and Jerusalem, 
he jumped at the chance.

We know from surviving records that he soon became an acknowledged 
church expert, being called in by the bishops to speak at local synods and 
settle conflicts over theology and pastoral practice. He was also invited by 
the bishop to preach regularly at the midweek liturgical assemblies,16 and 
there he interpreted the scriptures more generally than he did in his own 
school. The latter we would today regard as a private higher educational 
establishment, chiefly inhabited by the wealthy who paid for instruction in 
rhetoric and philosophy. One of those was the later apostle of Cappadocia, 
St. Gregory Thaumaturgos, who made Origen’s fame renowned in the church 
of Cappadocia, as we shall shortly see. Before he adopted his episcopal name 
of Gregory, he was known as Theodore. Son of a wealthy Christian family, 
Theodore came to Caesarea, with his brother, looking for a good school. In 
a surviving “graduation homily,”17 he gives thanks for having found Origen 
as the best of teachers and offers us a short record of the broad curriculum 
over which Origen presided: rhetoric, cosmology, literature, but above all the 
significance of the sacred scriptures and how they were to be read as the guide 
to life.18 Theodore gives us an interesting window onto Origen’s character as 
a teacher. He says that as a young man it must have been his guardian angel 
who led him to Origen, “a man possessed of a rare combination of a certain 
sweet and graceful persuasiveness, allied to a strange and compelling power.” 
He adds that his first meeting made him felt as if “some spark had fallen 
alight into the depth of my soul.”19

While Origen was alive and teaching in Caesarea, the rabbinical school, 
also based there, was beginning the slow transformation of Judaism from a 
temple-sacrifice-based religion to the modern form of scripture-focused rab-
binic Judaism.20 The two schools, the rabbinic center and Origen’s academy, 
were thus set in a highly productive rivalry, each claiming to be the authen-
tic inheritor of the traditions of ancient Judaism, each claiming to have the 
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correct “key” to the inner mysteries of the scriptural text and its enduring 
message for contemporary society.

Origen’s schola building seems, originally, to have been located near 
the Augustus temple in the town center, a venue that also served as a town 
library.21 We know from Origen’s surviving fragments of letters to friends 
that while he was based in Caesarea he went on several book-buying trips: 
at least one to Athens, and one to Jericho, where he seems to have purchased 
one of the jars with ancient versions of scripture within it that had turned up 
(undoubtedly) from the Qumran caves that would only be rediscovered in the 
mid-twentieth century. This he used in compiling his monumental and mul-
ticolumned version of biblical editions known as the Hexapla. His gathering 
together of a library at the heart of his school was the first known instance of 
a purely Christian academy of higher learning, what today we would call a 
university college. Origen saw this foundation as part of the essential mission 
of the church in the world, the dissemination of wisdom being synonymous 
with the kerygma (proclamation) of the gospel of the incarnate Logos.

Those who came after him continued his academic work, and up to the 
late fourth century Caesarea Maritima was led by a series of highly scholarly 
bishops who continued to amplify the library and built Caesarea’s reputation 
of the most learned Christian city in the world. Its scriptorium became leg-
endary, and when Constantine the Great wanted pandects22 for his newly built 
churches, it was to Caesarea that he gave the commission.

One of the first great devotees of Origen at Caesarea was Pamphilus (d. 
310). Eusebius, the later bishop of Caesarea and great church historian, was a 
dedicated disciple of his, and tells of his life and martyrdom in his book The 
Martyrs of Palestine. Pamphilus was an aristocratic scholar born in Beirut 
who moved to study in Alexandria under the priest-theologian and scholar 
Pierius.23 Pierius was a renowned biblical preacher and ascetic in his own 
time, devoted to the work and memory of Origen and using it and popular-
izing it extensively. Bishop Agapius of Caesarea then invited Pamphilus to 
come as a priest to his diocese in Palestine and take up the mission there of 
reinvigorating the school and library of Origen. While developing the school, 
he also opened a scribal bureau of copyists at Caesarea and began the dis-
semination of texts of scripture to the churches, as well as making copies of 
important theological literature. Chief among these book-publishing exer-
cises must have been the dissemination in a far wider range of the writings 
of Origen himself.

Pamphilus followed Origen in seeing the scriptures as a guide to mystical 
union with the incarnate Word and set this as the first distinguishing mark of 
an “Origenian” approach to theology, moving his influence, as it were, further 
out from his actual text and into a style of theologizing spirituality. The per-
secution under Maximinus Daza was especially bitter in Palestine. Pamphilus 
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was arrested in November 307 and held in prison until his execution, by 
decapitation, in February 310. Pierius and Eusebius immediately wrote two 
separate biographies of the martyr, unfortunately now lost, though Eusebius’s 
references to him in the Martyrs of Palestine and in the Ecclesiastical 
History survive.

During his two years of imprisonment, Pamphilus reviewed the state of 
the church under immense stress and concluded that one of the worst threats 
was not the violence of the emperors but the intellectual laziness of the senior 
hierarchs, manifested, as far as he was concerned, in the very careless con-
clusion that since several Arians had used Origen’s works in the aftermath of 
Nicaea to fight against the Nicene movement, then all the work of Origen had 
been exposed as heterodox. Bringing to his side his disciple Eusebius (shortly 
to be elected bishop of Caesarea), the two set to work to compose an exten-
sive Apologia for the Cause of Origen. It was to be in six books. Pamphilus 
did not live to compete the sixth, though Eusebius finished it.24 Unfortunately, 
only book one of the work has survived, in a Latin translation made by the 
Origenian scholar Rufinus.25

Pamphilus dedicated this work to the confessors, those Christians of his 
church who had not been executed but sent, instead, to work as slaves in 
the terrible ore mines (damnatio ad metalla). It is one indication how he 
felt that this intellectual labor was not an effete ivory-tower exercise in aca-
demic theology, but rather a serious fight to secure the deep and experiential 
theology of the gospel that was in danger of being diluted by a creeping 
anti-intellectual attitude. For Pamphilus, Origen was a prophetic interpreter 
of the mystical path to union with Christ, and if one did not understand the 
relationship of theology to the spiritual life, mediated through the close read-
ing of scripture, then the whole inner balance and energy of Christianity stood 
in danger of being dulled down and rendered sterile.

In his Apology,26 Pamphilus set out the first considered response to two 
critical questions about Origen’s posthumous reputation, both of which 
needed to be addressed with urgency. The first was why Origen could not be 
quoted in every instance as a clear example of the core teaching (dogma) of 
the church; the second was why this did not render him useless—and, fol-
lowing from this, why he remained of enduring importance for the church’s 
theological tradition. Almost all the greater Greek Fathers of the Church who 
continued to defend Origen, following after Pamphilus, more or less repeated 
the arguments of the Apologia. When the West rediscovered Origen in the 
early modern period, Pamphilus’s arguments were recirculated by the likes 
of Pico della Mirandola, the Renaissance publisher Merlin, and Erasmus of 
Rotterdam and so had a second large impact.

The writings of Origen’s lesser-known advocates from this time have been 
lost, but Photius, the ninth-century theologian bibliophile, tells us that they 
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were many.27 It was their collective reputation for saintly wisdom, as mar-
tyrs, confessors, and great hierarchs, that managed to save Origen’s legacy 
through, and even after, a series of synodical condemnations in the later 
centuries. Pamphilus gave the reader a method for approaching Origen. He 
explains (very insightfully) that the way Origen theologized was part of the 
ancient academy’s style of learning: by means of setting out hypothesis and 
antithesis to the students so that they could get to the core of the wider issues 
involved. This method that the earliest Christian theologians adopted from 
the Hellenistic academies set out to give students tools of logic rather than 
notes that they had to reproduce and learn by heart. By having to work out the 
problematic from the present puzzle (aporia) offered to them by their teacher, 
the class would be enabled, by the end of their education (so it was hoped), to 
solve all other similar problems themselves in later life.

This was a very important point to make for his generation, because at 
the time Pamphilus was writing, the Christian church was fast moving away 
from that (relatively brief) moment it had shared in the zeitgeist of Late 
Antique philosophy. The time in which the great churches such as Rome and 
Alexandria had scholars they looked toward, to match and emulate the pagan 
teachers in the philosophical schools, was coming to an end, and the church 
was entering an era where the Christian bishops were generally less educated 
and increasingly more suspicious of the intelligentsia, who thought Greek 
philosophy was a useful tool for elucidating Christian thinking and sacred 
literature.

By the end of the fourth century, Gregory of Nazianzus, who was devoted 
to Origen’s work and who was also one of the most learned men of his gen-
eration, lamented bitterly (and with scathing satire) the generally poor level 
of education that he witnessed among the episcopal class. Gregory was really 
one of the last of a group of earlier hierarchs who, in a period stretching from 
the third through to the mid-fourth century, mostly shared the same forma-
tive history of education: a study of the progymnasmata, where texts would 
be used to set out problemata to the class as exercises they were expected to 
resolve by discussion—even by argument and debate—as open questions.

By the end of the Arian crisis, in the late fourth century, and largely because 
of it, theology was no longer regarded as a suitable topic for approach as a set 
of aporias. So, in a sense, Pamphilus is appealing for some leeway to be given 
to Origen as an antique teacher in a new (less tolerant because more public) 
environment. As well as explaining why the older theological method was 
“different” in his own age, Pamphilus is also sounding a note of warning that 
this relative “closing of the mind” among the clerical elites spelled troubles 
for the future. What they wanted was no longer consideration of issues but 
rather certainty of a dogma proclaimed with unarguable force.
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Pamphilus points out, therefore, that Origen often set out a teaching and 
then offered, alongside it, a contrary view. Since he wanted his advanced 
pupils then to worry it all through in a seminar setting, he often did not 
bother to resolve the dichotomy he had set up by pointing out clashes and 
contradictions in the biblical database. In his magisterial Commentary on 
John, for example, as his treatment goes on, he more and more stops filling 
in the conclusion to arguments, expecting his students (or readers) to be able 
to do this for themselves. Arriving at the account of the Mystical (or Last) 
Supper, he tells his readers, more or less, “I have done enough now,” and 
he abruptly concludes.28 This use of open-ended aporia or demonstration of 
method as a didactic device can often lead him to leave arguments hanging. 
So, for example, in his writings he can both teach the uncreated status of 
the Holy Spirit and the created status of the Spirit. How can that be done 
without inconsistency? Well, in the one instance (in the De Principiis, where 
he is talking about the apostolic tradition and its teachings), he considers 
the Spirit’s work of sanctification and deification among the faithful, and 
concludes that he cannot deify others if he is not of divine status himself. 
In the second case, he considers the opening of the Gospel of John where 
it says, “All things came to be through him” (the Logos), and asks whether 
this means that even the Spirit came into being through the creative work of 
the divine Son. This was setting out both the hypothesis and the antithesis. 
Theologians of later centuries who were arguing passionately over the divine 
or nondivine status of the Spirit (namely, the late fourth century) could not 
bear this method that took uncertainty and ambivalence as its very starting 
point. It wanted to go straight to the answer. Of course, that meant that some 
of Origen’s readers concluded that he was an early witness for the divinity of 
the Spirit, while others pointed to another set of texts and concluded, rather, 
that he was “on their side” and against it. Since the different sides were so bit-
terly divided in the Arian crisis (not just over the Spirit but also over the status 
of the Logos), Origen tended to have massively devoted followers on the one 
hand and passionate enemies on the other, with only a few (generally those 
who were much more educated) arguing for a more moderated understanding 
of the history of Christian tradition.

Pamphilus made the case that Origen had to be taken as a guide, not as a 
dogmatician, but that what he had to offer the church (his profound biblical 
sensitivity, his deep mystical and spiritual doctrine, and his all-encompassing 
sense of God’s salvation in Christ) was far too important to pass over or, 
even worse, to jettison outright. All in all, Pamphilus argued, Origen was 
deeply attached to the orthodox tradition (as his structure of the De Principiis 
showed, and as he himself had stated time after time), and in cases of doubt, 
the wider tradition (paradosis) of the church had to be followed obediently.



	﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿ Prolegomena﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿	 51

To underscore his point, Pamphilus then offered a series of texts where, 
passage by passage, he addressed head-on the charges that Origen taught 
heretical things about the Trinity, the Incarnation, the historicity of scripture, 
the nature of the soul, the possibility of reincarnation, the issue of whether 
punishment after death was everlasting, and the state of the risen body. 
All these precise arguments that he raises were the equally specific objec-
tions that his contemporaries had so far raised as evidence that Origen was 
heretical. This caucus of Origen’s opponents in the third and fourth centuries 
comprised Methodius of Olympus, Peter of Alexandria, and Eustathius of 
Antioch. The focus of the unrest with Origen’s theology to date had centered 
on a core nexus of ideas: questions Origen had raised about the soul’s pos-
sible existence before its earthly appearance, whether the end of all things 
would mirror the beginning (the doctrine of apokatastasis), the nature of the 
risen body (would it be material or immaterial?), and whether the creation 
was eternally open-ended. Once all these thoughts had been prized out of the 
larger context of Origen’s questioning and set up on their own terms, as it 
were, and treated moreover as if they were indeed what Origen was dogmati-
cally asserting, it was inevitable that the wider Christian tradition set them 
aside as having no solid scriptural foundation, and thus as “heretical ideas.” 
It was a small circular step then to decide that these were the heretical ideas 
propagated by Origen—simply because he had discussed them—and thus, in 
a leap of bent logic, that Origen must therefore have been a heretic.

Jerome, once a dedicated follower who later was one of those who pub-
licly wished to consign the writings of Origen to the shredder (though he is 
now proven to have continued to use the writings “very heavily” from his 
own secret copies even when overtly denouncing him), was so annoyed by 
Pamphilus’s arguments, and the spiritual and intellectual status the latter 
had for making them, that he widely spread the opinion that the Apology for 
Origen was not his work at all but rather that of the “crypto-Arian”29 Eusebius 
of Caesarea. It is now established that only the sixth and last book had been 
penned by Eusebius, but Jerome’s attitude shows the turn away from serious 
intellectual debate and toward arguments from authority, which often verged 
into arguments that turned on who shouted the loudest or who could cast more 
aspersions on character than another.

After Pamphilus’s execution as a martyr, the Origen school at Caesarea 
was at a high-water mark in terms of reputation. The learned cleric Eusebius 
(c. 260–340) became the bishop and head of school in around 314. Eusebius 
was passionately devoted to the memory both of Origen and of Pamphilus. 
He even adopted the latter’s name as part of his own title, being known as 
Eusebius Pamphili (Pamphilus’s son, Eusebius). Eusebius was regarded 
as one of most learned men of his generation, skilled in both biblical and 
dogmatic theology, and was destined to become a significant player in the 
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debates surrounding the great Arian crisis that consumed much of the fourth 
century. The emperor Constantine rated him very highly indeed, and in many 
respects Eusebius served as a kind of Christian court rhetorician, providing 
encomiastic texts in praise of the emperor’s Christian virtues. For this he has 
earned the opprobrium of generations of Reformation divines who regard him 
as one of the first great sellouts to the “imperialization” of the church. In his 
defense it ought to be said that his rhetoric is typical of how people of this 
era addressed emperors—to their face at least—and after having experienced 
several generations of bitter and bloody persecutions (during the last of which 
he lost many of his closest friends to the violence of nasty political oppres-
sors), the advent of Constantine (the toleration, financial reparations, and 
advancement of the bishops as magistrates that he orchestrated) must have 
seemed like a God-sent miracle to most Christians of Eusebius’s generation. 
The emperor rewarded his loyalty by the rise in prestige that attended the 
school and diocese of Caesarea, and by offering support to the institution as 
an organizing center of church operations in Syria, where it matched Antioch 
and Alexandria for a brief time. Eusebius was regarded as an “expert” voice 
to be heard in the synods that started to accumulate after Constantine’s vicen-
nalia30 in 325.

The Arian crisis that exploded at this time became so intractable partly 
because the emperors tried to use the synodical system to resolve it. 
Provincial synods had been held since the middle of the second century at 
least as a way of resolving Christian disputes that had a more than local 
significance. With the Arian dispute, turning as it did over very significant 
questions of the divine, or less-than-fully-divine, status of the Son of God, 
Emperor Constantine took the counsel of his ecclesiastical advisor Hosius 
of Cordoba and tried to resolve the argument by airing the whole matter (at 
first it had only seemed to be a falling out over obscure theological issues 
between Alexander of Alexandria and one of his learned clerics) at a series of 
province-wide synods. Eventually, because the conflict seemed to deepen and 
grow even more divisive, he used the occasion of his imperial anniversary 
in 325 to call the largest convocation of Christian bishops ever seen, to his 
palace at Nicaea. When they arrived here, Hosius and the Alexandrian theolo-
gians (Alexander and Athanasius) were content to use the word Homoousion 
(consubstantial or co-essential) as an adjective added to the profession of 
faith, in order to sideline Arian sentiments that the Son of God was not eternal 
and not “properly speaking” divine as the Father was. But when Eusebius of 
Caesarea came to the council, he came as someone who had already been 
censured by an earlier synod for heterodox beliefs, and he had to spend a lot 
of the time less in arguing the broader theological case and more in trying to 
save his reputation and remove the penalties imposed on him. It was at the 
Nicene council that Eusebius more or less gambled away most of the prestige 
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that had formerly attached to his school as a center of theological refinement. 
Here, and for years afterward until time of his death, the “Nicene” party, sup-
porting the consubstantiality of the Son, regarded “the Eusebians” as more or 
less Arian in spirit.

Eusebius, being devoted to the memory of Origen, had claimed to be the 
living spokesperson for what Origen really meant, but in fact he interpreted 
the third century theologian in a rather wooden and reductionist way. He had 
taken syllogisms out from Origen’s works and advanced them into dogmas, 
when Origen himself had predominantly offered them as discussion points. 
Disastrously, as far as the Nicenes were concerned, Eusebius had insisted on 
the subordinate, or lesser, divine status of the Son (a subordinationist trend of 
pre-fourth-century Trinitarian thought that was still strong in Origen but was 
in the course of being set aside in later theology since divine status can admit 
of no degree), and adding to this position, he also claimed that Origen had 
taught that the Spirit was not God (overlooking those places where he clearly 
taught he was unquestionably divine in character). Athanasius of Alexandria’s 
classification of him and his teaching as “the Eusebians,” who were part of 
the Arian cause, led to his reputation being clouded over in a very significant 
way, and along with Eusebius, the cloud of suspicion over crypto-Arianism 
overshadowed Origen’s memory too, to no small degree because Eusebius 
had publicly identified his very narrow and dogmatic “Origenism”31 as the 
authentic article, which in no sense of the word it was.

But Eusebius was much more than a dogmatician. His positive reputation 
in his own lifetime (and beyond as history would show) was as an exegete 
and a historian. He is in fact the first truly great historian the Christian church 
produced, and his monumentally important Church History provided the 
paradigm for almost all Church history texts and manuals that were to be 
written for the next two millennia.

Church historians today often find much to fault in Eusebius: they object to 
the manner of his value judgments, to the way he writes history with the main 
emphasis being on “the good versus the bad.” But this is what he learned not 
only from his classical Greek predecessors (history is the account of one’s 
people’s “honor”) but more so from the entirety of the Hebrew scriptures, 
where the covenant’s development and progress is described (as, for example, 
in 1 and 2 Kings) as being advanced by the good and hindered by the wicked, 
but all the while moved by God’s overarching hand. In other words, Eusebius 
wrote his Church History as an extension of salvation history, following Old 
Testament paradigms and also the example of St. Luke in his Acts of the 
Apostles. He had the historian’s instinct to put down in print many of his 
sources, and since these (often primary documents in his Caesarean library 
for him to consult at leisure) have otherwise largely disappeared from the 
record, Eusebius’s writing is irreplaceable, and still a gripping read to this day.
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So right from the start this Church History became a major event in the 
church. And within it Eusebius devoted all of chapter 6 to the praises of his 
hero Origen. However much, in later times, Origen might be attacked and dis-
counted for some of his theories (undoubtedly heterodox by later standards), 
there was always this chapter in one of the church’s “most read” books that 
praised him to the skies, as the church’s greatest exegete, its noblest theo-
logian, its cleverest thinker, and one of its most holy members. This, when 
added to the also known fact that most of the church’s greatest saints who 
were also intelligent thinkers themselves felt the same way about Origen, 
conspired to preserve his work and his saintly memory even though he was 
posthumously condemned by emperors, synods, and popes alike.32

In one sense Eusebius’s chapter 6 of the Church History did much to repair 
the damage he himself had done to his hero’s reputation by claiming that 
Origen would never have approved of the Homoousion. Of course, this lat-
ter complaint was hopelessly anachronistic. Origen’s point on this topic was 
that applying material terms such as substance, shape, or size to the purely 
spiritual divinity was bad theology. What the fourth-century Homoousion 
was really arguing was that the Son of God was eternal and possessed the 
selfsame divinity of the Father, not that the Son was “made of the same stuff” 
as the Father. Eusebius was incorrect in using Origen as an authority against 
the Nicene movement. Indeed, Athanasius and Alexander were both able to 
employ Origen in their own positive theology because of his arguments that 
the Son was indeed eternal and uncreated.

Athanasius undoubtedly admired Origen’s character and works, selecting 
the most favorable aspects of the whole system in accordance with Nicene 
orthodoxy—not anachronistically, as much as this was his testimony to the 
orthodox spirit of Origen, who had always maintained that he wrote only 
in defense of the church’s evangelical tradition. Athanasius described him 
as “that labor-loving Origen” (tou philoponou Origenous). He quotes him 
several times in his Defence of the Nicene Definition as an important wit-
ness of the faith.33 This support Athanasius offered, along with that of other 
notable scholar-saints such as Gregory Thaumaturgos, Pamphilus, Macrina, 
Basil the Great, Gregory the Theologian, Gregory of Nyssa, and Theotimos 
of Scythia,34 is a major reason the later historian Socrates Scholastikos is 
scandalized by the manner in which later bishops (especially Epiphanius 
of Salamis) have tried to censure the great confessor’s name and writings 
posthumously, as if he were some heretical thinker.35 If Athanasius and other 
major saints of the church regard him with respect and reverence, then con-
demnation is hardly an ecclesial response, so runs the argument, but rather 
the lead should be taken from the witness of what those great saints did in 
response to some erroneous or overspeculative statements in some places: 
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namely, to correct and pass over, in acknowledgment of the magnificent parts 
of the outstanding majority of his work.

Eusebius died in 340. In the same year his disciple, the theologian Acacius 
(the “One-Eyed”), became bishop of the see of Caesarea, in succession to 
him, and was himself a highly active and influential theologian, especially 
esteemed by the emperor Constantius. His position was also in opposition 
to the Nicene Homoousion, and Acacius did much to establish Constantius’s 
imperial policy as radically setting aside the creed of the Council of Nicaea. 
Acacius was more of a church politician than Eusebius and chiefly wanted a 
compromise position to be adopted as a midway between the Nicenes and the 
radical Arians, both of whom he regarded as being “extreme” parties, and in 
this cause he suggested that the Logos should be confessed as “like the Father 
in all things.” His party was known thereafter as the Homoians, but they were 
regarded by the Nicene party as no different from the Arian collective in 
denying the full sense of the divinity of the Son.

Acacius also went on record explicitly denying the divinity of the Holy 
Spirit. Jerome, in his book recording the academic achievements of outstand-
ing Christians,36 gives honor to Acacius for his indefatigable work continuing 
to build up to international standard the library Origen had founded almost 
a century and a half beforehand, and he notes how Acacius, despite all his 
involvement in high ecclesiastical politics, had time to author a seventeen-
volume Commentary on the Book of Ecclesiastes and a six-volume treatise 
Answers to Various Questions. The path set before him by Eusebius, to 
advance Origen’s reputation in the cause of attacking the Nicene Homoousion, 
a continuation of the main approach of Eusebius that Acacius so fervently 
adopted and pressed in what turned out to be the high-water mark of the Arian 
controversy, did another set of lasting damages—by association—to Origen’s 
reputation for orthodoxy, and this for the same reasons as with Eusebius. For 
to claim Origen was an opponent of the Homoousion was a very serious mat-
ter for the fourth-century arbiters of orthodoxy.

Precisely because Origen’s remarks about the fallacy of using “substance 
language” about God had been widely taken up by Arian opponents of the 
Homoousion, it was widely felt, especially in the Latin West after Jerome, 
that Origen could no longer be relied on as an authority. And in the East, 
Athanasius’s scorn for the Caesarean theology of the Eusebians ran on into 
the Cappadocian Fathers’ with their out-and-out rejection of the Christology 
and pneumatology of Acacius. This marginalization of the formerly pres-
tigious “school of Origen” cast such a shadow over Origen posthumously 
that, at the same time as opposing Acacius, the leading Cappadocian Fathers, 
Gregory Nazianzen and Basil of Caesarea, felt it necessary to defend their 
ancient hero and launch a rehabilitation, as it were, by publishing a “best 
of” collection of his works called the Philocalia Origenis,37 a selection that 
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majored on Origen’s exegetical insights, demonstrating his mastery, while 
leaving aside much of his dogmatic statements.

And so the advocacy of the Caesarean school, by the time Acacius died in 
365, had left Origen (wholly anachronistically it has to be said)38 tarred and 
feathered as an enemy of Nicaea among the broader, perhaps less educated, 
members of the episcopate, even though those who had read him closely, 
such as Alexander of Alexandria, could understand that he was actually an 
advocate of the uncreated eternity of the Logos (the fundamental point the 
pro-Nicene theologians were arguing for). This tarring of his reputation as a 
friend of Arians was something that his fourth-century (and after) orthodox 
admirers felt dismay about, and there were several attempts to reclaim him 
for the Nicene movement. The most important of them was initiated by the 
Cappadocian Fathers, Basil the Great, Gregory the Theologian, and Gregory 
of Nyssa, and it is largely thanks to these three that Origen’s reputation and 
writings survived in the long term. But that activity of rehabilitation was 
begun even earlier, in Alexandria, and it is to this, Origen’s birthplace, that 
we shall now return.

ORIGEN’S REHABILITATION AT ALEXANDRIA

Origen’s three earliest and most devoted followers at Alexandria were 
Dionysios39 (bishop of the city in 248), Theognostos,40 and Pierios.41 All of 
them were senior theologians with international reputations directing the 
major Christian theological schola or didaskaleion there, heirs of Clement 
and Origen in the prestige they brought to the school.42 Theognostos was 
director between 265 and 280. His works have not survived, but his writing 
is highly praised by Photios, his ninth-century reader, for both his style and 
his religious spirit. Photius tells us that in his opinion Theognostos’s treatise 
Hypotyposeis was a very close copy, perhaps even a synopsis for students, 
of Origen’s Peri Archon. Photios criticizes him for this43 (we remember he is 
a senior churchman after the time of the Justinianic condemnations), but as 
far as Athanasius was concerned this veneration of the old master was not a 
matter for fault but for praise, and Athanasius was determined that the Arian 
party would never be allowed to claim Origen for their cause, pointing out his 
spirit of allegiance to the Church’s tradition and his defense of the eternity of 
the Logos.44 Theognostos is one of the first to have nuanced Origen’s ideas 
about divine substance, for he argued that the Son’s ousia certainly did not 
originate out of nothing (as a creation of the Father) but was derived out of the 
Father, as a mirror reflection derives from the light, or as steam derives from 
water. The Son is thus the emanation (aporroia) of the ousia of the Father, 
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and thus, logically, ek tes ousias tou Patros (of the being of the Father), as 
Nicaea would phrase it.

Pierios was Theognostos’s immediate successor.45 It was Pierios who 
taught Pamphilus and passed the Origenian tradition back to Palestinian 
Caesarea—still in that classical didactic tradition of working through the text 
(in this case scripture, or the writings of Origen) from aporias—or questions 
posed to the reader that they were supposed to solve by logically thinking 
through and applying “principles.” He was a priest under Bishop Theonas of 
Alexandria and noted for his ascetical life and the elegance of his scholar-
ship. He was so devoted to his intellectual mentor that, following Jerome,46 
his contemporaries called him “Origen Junior.” He died at Rome some time 
after 309.

This earliest catena, or chain, of teaching disciples of Origen, who in 
turn became the standard-bearers (or diadochoi, “successors”) of his tradi-
tion and directors (scholarchs) of an “academy” devoted to his principles, 
was critically important in establishing Origen’s long-lasting influence over 
Christian thought internationally, for it is clear that without these powerful 
immediate “successors”47 and advocates (and we might here also include 
another, Didymus the Blind at Alexandria,48 who continued this tradition), 
Origen’s work might have simply been archived and occasionally referenced, 
as happened with many another ancient Christian thinker before his time. 
And when this was the case, undoubtedly the vast majority of the corpus of 
the text was lost over a century or so simply because the labor involved in 
copying it was not seen as justified in present circumstances. But here, with 
this establishment of Origen’s memory as a magisterially inspired theologian, 
a true Origenian school had been established immediately after his death, one 
that was rooted in the two leading academic centers of the ancient church, 
Alexandria and Caesarea, one that had scholarchs to protect and sustain it and 
copyists to propagate it. This is clearly borne out by the massive extent of the 
surviving library of Origen’s work, even allowing for the many texts that have 
been fragmented and lost.49

Yet, just as it was with the tradition of Plato (already venerable by the time 
of the Christians), the original “master” was regarded as a source of wisdom 
that not everyone could appropriate without interpretive guidance. After 
Plato’s death, a series of school directors were nominated for his Academy.50 
These first scholarchs were Speusippus (347–339 BC), Xenocrates (339–
314), Polemon (314–269), and Crates (c. 269–266). Archesilaus of Pitane, 
the next scholarch in succession, is widely regarded as having departed so 
significantly from the master’s tradition that his incumbency is taken as hav-
ing ended the original period of Platonism. But, even so, the later forms of 
the Academy’s principles were taken on by self-identifying intellectual heirs 
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called the Commentators.51 There are five major figures in this later tradition 
of the intellectual transmission of Platonism: Syrianus, Proclus, Calcidius, 
Damascius, and Olympiodorus.

In the case of the transmission of Origen’s thought and works, it was 
Caesarea that tried to maintain the closest parallel with the Academy (a 
school and library where the purity of the tradition was maintained and 
taught), since Alexandria had partly lost out, in terms of location, by not 
having the bulk of Origen’s own library and also by having a “hit and miss” 
attitude to his memory by various bishops of the city. Demetrios prosecuted 
Origen while he was alive. His successor, Heraclas, continued the complaints 
against his former colleague. The following bishops, Dionysios, Maximus, 
and Theonas, were glad to see their city develop Origen’s idea of a high-level 
school of theology there, but Peter of Alexandria (300–311) was hostile, and 
his attitudes probably led to Pierios taking refuge at Rome.

Leontius of Byzantium (c. 485–543) hinted that Alexander of Alexandria 
was less than pleased with Origen’s theology, but that may be simply his 
retrospective view of the troubles that Alexander’s dialogues with Arius had 
caused him. It is clear enough that Alexander can be said to have initiated the 
great dispute with Arius over the eternity of the Son, precisely by strongly 
advocating the ideas on the Logos’s unique participation in the eternal 
godhead found in Origen’s First Principles. Athanasius, Alexander’s close 
disciple and successor, bears out this more positive estimate of Alexander’s 
advocacy because such was basically his own position. Athanasius was con-
sistently an advocate of his Alexandrian theological predecessor, while always 
being careful to make significant changes in the Origenian Christology52 so 
as to obviate Arius’s stress on the subordination of the Son in an ontologi-
cal sense.53

All the while, Athanasius insisted that Origen, whatever he might have 
appeared to have said about order and procession within the Trinity, cer-
tainly did not intend to teach the ontological inferiority of the Son of God. 
In his De Decretis (27), Athanasius points out that the church must interpret 
this great man “generously.” He implies by this that the Arians, particularly 
the Eusebians, are not his best advocates and are woodenly pressing points 
that Origen’s overall intent (his skopos) clearly did not intend. To this end, 
Athanasius defended Origen as having taught the divinity of the Holy Spirit 
and praised his name as one of the church’s theological heroes.54 Although 
the doctrine of the Homoousion was not particularly Athanasius’s preferred 
formulary for the ontological union of the trinitarian persons,55 he recognized 
Origen as teaching the same core doctrine, even though the latter was located 
in an entirely different context to that which had sprung up in the Arian dis-
pute. Origen himself did not much care for the term Homoousios, as he felt it 
had been misused by the monarchians of the previous generation to himself 
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as a key argument for a monist vision of God. His own focus was all on the 
importance of the divine mediation of the Logos and the Spirit within the deity 
of the Father. In the time of Athanasius, Eusebius of Caesarea, maintaining 
that he was the doyen of contemporary “Origenists,” had himself also decided 
that he would “disapprove” of the Nicene favoring of the Homoousion and 
carried this through until he was forced to admit the legitimacy of the term 
within the Nicene creed.

His reluctance was continued, however, as soon as Constantine him-
self started to turn his support away from the Nicene party and take more 
guidance from Eusebius of Nicomedia (d. 341). This spread a wide belief 
among the less educated that Origen himself had been an opponent of the 
Homoousion and thus a proponent of the Arian position of the Son’s dissimi-
larity to the being of the Father. Athanasius was a clear and significant voice 
in disputing this, in defense of Origen, reclaiming him for the wider tradition 
of orthodoxy. It was long felt, especially after the fifth-century Origenist 
anathemata, that Athanasius must have done this simply as part of his arsenal 
of arguments against the Arian cause in general; that is, he was defending 
Nicaea, not Origen as such, but recent scholarship has clearly shown that this 
is not the case. Indeed, Origen himself clearly advocated the absolute onto-
logical unity of the trinitarian persons, which was basically the core point of 
the fourth-century term.

Although it had often been presumed earlier that Origen’s positive defense 
of the Homoousion (intending to assert the ontological closeness of the Logos 
and the Father) was a piece of retrospective wishful thinking foisted onto 
him posthumously by Rufinus and Origen’s other Nicene supporters,56 Mark 
Edwards has recently made an unimpeachable case that Origen originally 
did teach the Homoousion (once again anticipating the agenda of genera-
tions after him). The word was not a favored term of his (for two reasons: he 
wished habitually to assert the great “transcendence” and monarchia of the 
Father even while denying the monist ontological conclusions of the earlier 
monarchian theologians, and he also wished to avoid terms that implied mate-
rial substance in the godhead), but he certainly used the term himself, as an 
analogy, and (as Edwards argues) with the specific intention of asserting that 
the Son is truly and entirely divine, not a creature and not temporal.57

It was primarily this positive advocacy of Athanasius, later reinforced by 
the Cappadocian Fathers and Maximus the Confessor, that gave Origen an 
unshakeable place in the church’s universal tradition despite the great resis-
tance that was marshaled against him in the time of the emperor Justinian.

The overshadowing of the Caesarean school, after the Arian crisis, meant 
that the second wave that took up Origen’s tradition released itself from the 
aspect of school location (Alexandria and Caesarea) and became, in that 
process, more liberal in its approach. These were the Nicene intellectuals 
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that wished to keep Origen’s greatest achievements while subordinating his 
thought to the overall prescripts of Nicene orthodoxy. They were the truly 
significant “Commentators” and were major theologians in their own right, as 
well as achieving reputations for high sanctity, the Cappadocian Fathers: Basil 
the Great, Gregory the Theologian (of Nazianzus), and Gregory of Nyssa. It is 
to this “neo-Origenian” school, as it were, that we shall now move.

ORIGEN’S ADAPTATION BY THE CAPPADOCIANS

There were actually seven Cappadocians who figured highly in the defense 
of Nicene Christianity in the late fourth century. They were all interrelated by 
ties of family or close friendship. The full list is Basil of Caesarea, his younger 
brothers Gregory of Nyssa and Peter of Sebaste, their sister Macrina, Basil’s 
friend Gregory of Nazianzus, the latter’s cousin Amphilokius of Ikonium, and 
Gregory of Nyssa’s deacon Evagrius of Pontus. The four outstanding theo-
logians in that company, who each left a large written archive, were Basil, 
the two Gregories, and Evagrius, and it will be on them that I concentrate.58 
Each of them were reverent disciples of Origen, though in varying degrees of 
attachment. Gregory of Nazianzus seems to have served as a higher tutor to 
both Gregory of Nyssa and Evagrius in their youth, and when the former was 
composing his renowned Theological Orations59 in Constantinople in 380 
(to prepare the ground for the great Council of Constantinople in 381, which 
took back the church in the capital from the Arians and reasserted the faith 
of Nicaea), Gregory of Nyssa sent Evagrius to his older namesake to serve 
as his secretary and theological assistant. All three were deeply devoted to 
Origen’s thought. Basil was indebted too but less willing to embrace him so 
enthusiastically. Yet he regarded his church as being rooted in the tradition 
of their “Cappadocian apostle,” St. Gregory Thaumaturgos,60 who had been 
one of the original disciples of Origen in Caesarea Maritima, and he saw it is 
his core task not only to defend Nicenism but also to preserve the ancestral 
traditions of his metropolitan see, and Origenian spirituality was one of the 
foundational parts of their church tradition.

Gregory the Theologian

It was Gregory of Nazianzus61 who probably encouraged Basil’s devotion to 
Origen. He had spent the best part of ten years studying rhetoric, philosophy, 
and theology in the university city of Athens, much of that time in the com-
pany of Basil. Their teacher was the Christian philosopher Prohaeresios,62 an 
Armenian originally based in Caesarea who also taught Eunapius and Julian. 
Basil was glad enough to leave Athens and moved on to study monasticism 
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in Egypt before returning home to Cappadocia, where he decided to take up 
the ascetical life rather than a public career in law. Soon enough, of course, 
he was caught up in the administration of the great episcopal see of Caesarea 
and would eventually become the archbishop there with the assistance of 
Gregory and Gregory’s old father, who commanded immense weight in the 
province. In Athens his friend Gregory expressed immense regret at Basil’s 
departure, and soon afterward he too decided to return home to Cappadocia, 
intending to live the retired life of an ascetic (a learned scholarly type of 
monastic seclusion rather than a common, or cenobitic, life) in the company 
of close friends and relatives. Gregory had not counted on the fact that his 
father was the local bishop and magistrate, however, or that his word carried 
weight in both imperial law and ecclesiastical law. The elder Gregory com-
manded his son to be ordained priest (it was an age where forced ordinations 
were not all that rare), and his son knew well enough that, once ordained, 
a presbyter was under the beck and call of his bishop and could not plead 
“monastic retirement” as a way of escape. In the immediate aftermath of his 
ordination, he was immensely distressed by what he saw as the torpedoing of 
his career hopes (in fact, it gave him his greatest platform and made him one 
of the most renowned Fathers of the Church), and he fled in protest from the 
town of Nazianzus to take refuge with his friend Basil.

Basil had been writing to him in glowing terms about the way he and his 
sister Macrina63 had transformed their country estate in Armenian Pontus 
into a monastic commune. Gregory Nazianzen had returned replies pouring 
gentle scorn on the kind of lifestyle Basil was commending. He regarded 
the cenobitic style as too bound up with obedience to an abbot and too con-
cerned with physical labor, to the detriment of time for study. His preferred 
idea of monasticism (and it would be an idea that flourished greatly in later 
Byzantine times) was that of a more scholarly seclusion devoted to contem-
plative and literary activity. Now, however, in the shockwaves attendant on 
his outrage at having been forced into parochial service by his father, Gregory 
decided to take refuge with Basil at his estate in Pontus. When he got there, 
the community eventually persuaded him that it would be the best thing to 
return to the Nazianzen church and serve there as a theologian, but in the sev-
eral months that he spent there, he engaged with Basil to make a compendium 
of the works of Origen, chiefly as they pertained to scriptural exegesis. Many 
years later when Gregory was the archbishop of Constantinople, Jerome was 
present at one of his liturgies and heard him preach. The latter records that he 
never heard anyone interpret the scripture like him. Not much formal com-
mentary on the Bible has survived, but all of Gregory’s writings (everything 
in fact that he ever penned) is drenched in biblical reference throughout, and 
he shows a very deep knowledge of, and respect for, Origen’s work.
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Knowing that the reputation of the great Alexandrian was being contested 
because some had accused him (anachronistically) of being hostile to the 
Homoousion,64 and also that he had been associated with several leaders of 
the Arian party, Gregory persuaded Basil that they needed to repair the dam-
age quickly. And it was probably at this time in the retreat at the Annesos 
estate that together they made a selection of the major passages of Origen’s 
work (chiefly from the Peri Archon) that spelled out principles of exegesis. 
This collection was in the genre of a Byzantine florilegium, sometimes called 
a Philokalia.65 It very carefully avoids all the controversial points of Origen’s 
teachings (the doctrine of apokatastasis, the possible preexistence of souls, 
and so on) and sets out instead the method of interpreting texts in varying 
levels of symbolic understanding (literal, moral, and mystical) and with some 
of the basic axioms of biblical theology (the entirety of scripture as inspired, 
all of it teaching the soteriological incarnation, its Logo centricity, and so on).

There is no doubt that the very great prestige of the two names of these 
Cappadocian Fathers attached to this work, and the centrality of its popularity 
as a manual of scriptural teaching for ancient episcopal preachers,66 served 
to make Origen’s reputation “unsinkable” even despite later synodical con-
demnations. The Philocalia of Origen had an immensely long life as one of 
the chief collections of scriptural guidance in the Eastern churches. In the 
West, Gregory the Great’s Pastoral Rule (which also adopted its major ideas) 
supplanted it somewhat. It was rendered into English first by George Lewis 
in 1912.67 It was Gregory the Theologian’s endorsement, and especially this 
collation of the best exegetical notes from Origen, that provided the “flotation 
device” that made Origen’s name and repute unsinkable in the church ever 
afterward. If it had not been for Gregory Nazianzen (and to a lesser extent 
Maximus the Confessor), the synodical disapproval of the Fifth Ecumenical 
Council in 553 would have certainly proved fatal to his name and his manu-
script tradition.

Gregory, in his own theological writings, generally approaches Origen’s 
status as a most significant writer without worrying too much whether one 
has to accept everything he says or reject it all as the work of a heretic. He is 
much more relaxed, as appropriate for a scholar-theologian who had enough 
sense to know that Origen often expressed somewhat daring speculations on 
matters that, in his own day, had not received a formal or definitive treat-
ment by the church traditions. Gregory also still lived in an age and ethos 
he shared with Origen (albeit a century and a half later than him) in which 
sophist-theologians, and the higher schools gathered around them, still under-
stood that an aporia, or a teased-out puzzle-question, was meant to be attacked 
from various angles, in a spirit of “research-testing,” rather than set out as a 
dogma proclaimed pontifically from a pulpit for the obedient consumption of 
the faithful. The century after the Cappadocians, however, marked a turning 
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point in the history of clerical higher education. It was a transition to a more 
fixed conception of dogma (the body of appropriate teaching received in a 
school) and a more rigid understanding of the Christian tradition as a whole.

The background ethos had shifted away from the ever-more-distant Late 
Antique schools of philosophy presided over by a senior magistros who con-
sciously stood in a school tradition, and had moved toward the more prosaic 
concept of a school of preparation for holy orders, a seminary education 
presided over by the abbot of a monastery or a large metropolitan bishop 
systematizing the preparation of clergy for his archdiocese, where adherence 
to mainstream orthodoxy and canonical exactitude were the key themes of 
the candidates’ preparation. And in this later environment, Origen’s methods 
were both puzzling and alien, and his reputation was doomed to suffer.

The prelude to the medieval Greek manuscript of the Philocalia Origenis 
contains the remarks of a much later clerical editor who is at a loss to under-
stand how two great fathers such as Gregory and Basil, men renowned for 
their orthodoxy, could have supported a great “heretic” in this enthusiastic 
way. This little worried editorial note abundantly illustrates the change of 
mindset from the antique to the medieval church.

One of Gregory’s specific arguments in defense of Origen’s reputation as 
a great theologian was that many things in Christian religion have not been 
fully clarified; indeed, many never can be fully explicated in this material 
cosmos, especially thing concerning the state of affairs after life has ended: 
eschatological realities. Did not the Apostle Paul himself tell the church 
that such matters exceeded human conceptualization (1 Cor. 2:9)? This was 
Gregory’s typically gentle and amiable manner of rounding off the rough 
corners of theological argument. He knew that by his own day the Origenian 
speculation about apokatastasis, or the belief that in the eschaton God would 
reconstitute all things to the good68 (a fundamental part of Origen’s system 
in which the divine Logos worked infallibly and indefectibly as the savior 
and restorer of the entire cosmos), had become highly controversial. Origen’s 
idea was seized on—many would say entirely bent out of shape—by con-
troversialists in respect to one singular aspect, namely, the assertion of the 
noneternity of hell’s punishments.69 His later enemies, culminating in the 
anti-Origenists of Justinian’s time, made it out that he taught that hell would 
not be “everlasting” and thereby that Origen had contradicted Jesus himself 
(Mark 9:43, 48; alluding to Isa. 66:24). But in fact his works contain both 
universalist-leaning “suggestions” (if God’s omnipotent power determines 
that all should be saved, then how can some not be saved?)70 as well as places 
that affirm that some souls can and do turn away from God definitively and 
are cast out. This “lack of consistency in dogma” is typical of the way Origen 
worked by testing hypotheses among his higher students and discussing the 
aporias contained in the biblical material itself.
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He particularly stressed the importance of reading the precise biblical text, 
and in reference to the teachings on afterlife punishment, he noted that the 
New Testament tradition of the punishment of souls spoke of it as aionios. 
While this is generally rendered (and understood) as “eternal,” it should, in 
fact, be translated accurately as “of the next age” (Aional). Whatever the 
case, Origen argued, “eternity” cannot be understood in a temporal linear 
sense of “endless duration of time,” which would be to impose chronology 
falsely onto a timeless state of God’s eschaton. His subtleties, however, did 
not earn him friends in later centuries. Gregory of Nyssa, however, felt his 
views were entirely sensible, while Gregory of Nazianzus more closely fol-
lowed Origen by refusing to give a definitive answer about apokatastasis 
and thinking out loud about both possibilities—namely, that sinners may be 
“refined” by postdeath spiritual fires. This of course combines both the teach-
ings of the postdeath punishment and that of the eventual spiritual rehabilita-
tion of all, in a “very discreet” synthesis, which was probably what Origen 
originally intended.

Gregory Nazianzen certainly endorses Origen’s macro thesis, that in read-
ing theology out of biblical bases the overarching principle to ground the 
interpreter is “to accept nothing unworthy of God.” Accordingly, Gregory 
strongly affirms Origen’s assertion that all “punishment” described as coming 
from God is therapeutic and loving in nature, never vindictive or retributive.71 
Such a “refining” fire Gregory calls “worthy of the One who punishes us.” In 
his renowned Fourth Theological Oration (Orations 30.6), Gregory speaks 
of how the son of God took up all of humanity along with its sins72 “in order 
to consume in Himself the worst part of us, just as fire consumes wax.” Then 
he goes on to speak of how the divine Word accomplishes the salvific restora-
tion of rational creatures, who have been variable (impassioned and fallible) 
while on earth. One notes here how he (deliberately) does not specify that all 
rational creatures will be “conformed to God,” the very point of controversy 
Origen had roused when he spoke of the pulling back to divine union of even 
the wicked spirits in the final apokatastasis.

Gregory leaves it open-ended. Those who knew Origen’s original point 
can continue to discuss if they wish (Gregory presumes they will be sensible 
enough to understand what an aporia is), but those who are less educated in 
this (or any other debate) can equally take it that he is speaking here simply 
of the state and glory of the righteous, those blessed souls ascending to union 
with God in heaven. This silence of discretion is typical of Gregory the 
Theologian.73 Here is how he “restates” Origen’s point, laundering it for the 
mainstream orthodox tradition:

“And God will be all in all” (1 Cor. 15:28) in the time of restoration [apokatas-
tasis], when we will no longer be many, as now, with various movements of the 
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will and the passions; and it will no longer be the case that we shall carry in our-
selves only a little, or nothing of God; but then we shall be entirely conformed 
to God, able to receive God wholly, and God alone. It is to this perfection that 
we aspire, and it is Paul himself who is our guarantee for it.

It is a very subtle re-presentation of the apokatastasis doctrine, leaving it very 
clear in the mind of the reader which way Gregory is leaning,74 and at the 
same time removing all trace of the key points of controversy in the historic 
argument over the salvation of the devil that had kicked off the whole argu-
ment in the third century. Gregory’s final point is nonetheless heavily scored: 
this positive and broad hope of salvation is not one of Origen’s invention; it 
relies on the apostolic testimony of no less than Paul himself.

The Other Cappadocians

Gregory Nazianzen’s close friend was Basil the Great. Basil shows, generally 
speaking, a deep respect for Origen as a biblical scholar and tends to use him 
exegetically more than he references him theologically. This would be a sign 
of things to come for the majority of the later Greek Fathers in their approach 
to Origen, between the fourth and sixth centuries, until Justinian’s chancery 
moved to blacken Origen’s name more systematically. In a sense Gregory 
Nazianzen’s subtlety derived from his very high intelligence (he was one of 
the most educated men of his age),75 and the general run of Christian bishops 
were not able to breathe his refined air very often (a fact he himself wistfully 
observed more than once when he comments on the low state of episcopal 
education and culture in his time).

Gregory, and his Cappadocian friends Basil and Gregory of Nyssa, 
although they did not know it, were both the first and the last generation 
of bishops who could stand within the classical tradition of the Hellenistic 
schools and also occupy pastoral office in the church. For this latter part of 
the fourth century, the two worlds came together for a tantalizing moment. 
This is why the educated Cappadocians completely understand Origen (since 
he was an antique schoolman par excellence) and also why their later epis-
copal successors do not have the same language to work with his theology 
(because they did not have the elite scholastic education offered by the Late 
Antique world). To put it more simply: the Cappadocian aristocrats read 
(alongside Origen and their Bible) Homer, Aristotle, Plato, the Greek poets, 
and the dramatists. The fathers who followed them, by and large, read solely 
within narrow bands of the prior Christian tradition.76 Gregory the Theologian 
read everything he could lay his hands on but did not put all his knowledge 
into public discourse or text (he did conduct regular symposia on his private 
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estate for Christian intellectual friends). The monks, on the other hand, only 
read Gregory, Basil, and other monks.

Gregory of Nazianzus, being a close family friend of Basil of Caesarea 
(whom he had named posthumously as “Basil the Great”), was invited by 
the family to take over some of the later stages of the rhetorical and theo-
logical education of Basil’s younger brother, also named Gregory. This 
Gregory would later be elevated to the episcopate of Nyssa in order to assist 
his brother, and after Gregory Nazianzen’s resignation from the conflicted 
Council of Constantinople in 381, it was the younger Gregory who gained the 
emperor’s ear and rose to high prominence as an arbiter of Nicene orthodoxy 
in the Eastern Roman provinces. We do not know much of what the elder 
Gregory taught his younger colleague, but they were close, and when the 
Nazianzen was preparing his dossier of orations in defense of the Nicene faith 
at Constantinople in 380, the younger Gregory sent his deacon, Evagrius of 
Pontus, to work as his assistant, and he himself came to attend some of the 
public readings of those works (Orations 27–31) when the conciliar fathers 
were gathering in the capital.

Gregory of Nyssa learned from the elder Gregory to appreciate Origen’s 
brilliance, and he seems to have taken to reading him voraciously, for com-
pared to the other two theologians, the Nazianzen and Basil, Gregory of 
Nyssa has no qualms in advocating some of Origen’s more controversial 
points of doctrine, such as the apokatastasis understood as the eventual reha-
bilitation of all souls (hence the noneternity of hell), and he also endorses the 
importance of speculation on the state of souls in the afterlife. His concept of 
the endless progress and stretching out for higher reality (prokope) of souls 
became an accepted view in Eastern patristic thought, and the extensive exe-
getical structuring of his writings (such as his Life of Moses or Commentary 
on the Song of Songs) set an authoritative style for patristic dogmatic writing 
after him.

But although Gregory Nyssen was a much more enthusiastic and open 
endorser of Origen than either Basil or Gregory Nazianzen, and even though 
in his lifetime he probably enjoyed more imperial favor as an arbiter and 
model of orthodox theology, nevertheless his writings were not destined to 
enjoy the same massive outreach as either of his other two elder mentors. The 
Nyssen’s Catechetical Oration became a fairly well-known text in antiquity 
and, of course, his saintly reputation was always high, but he was not exten-
sively read outside this popularizing (pastorally useful) treatise. It would not 
be until the early part of the twentieth century that his works started to receive 
a more interested scrutiny, one that caught fire among patristics experts as 
they realized what a searching intellect had lain hidden under the dust for 
so long. The interest was signaled early on by Daniélou and Völker.77 But it 
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culminated in the classicist Werner Jaeger’s immense labor in organizing the 
first critical edition of the complete works in what would eventually mate-
rialize as seventeen volumes, setting out no less than sixty texts of Gregory, 
all of which eventually became accessible to modern scholars online. This 
“rediscovery” of a major Father of the Church who was so deeply invested in 
philosophical metaphysics served, in its turn, to stimulate yet another revival 
of interest in Origen himself, a movement that had also started in the early 
twentieth century. Gregory of Nyssa research was certainly a door for modern 
scholarship to enter to see the great extent of Origen’s influence in the writ-
ings of the ancient Christians, even though it had for so long been (falsely) 
presumed that, following his posthumous condemnations, influence must 
surely have waned. That story will be taken up in due course.

Gregory of Nyssa’s deacon and colleague was the young intellectual from 
Pontus named Evagrius (345–399). He had started out his church career as St. 
Basil’s lector and then became Gregory of Nyssa’s assistant deacon when the 
former was episcopally ordained. Gregory loaned him to his mentor Gregory 
Nazianzen when the latter was preparing his Theological Orations against the 
Arians in Constantinople in 380, and Evagrius seems to have stayed on in the 
capital after the council ended and the lay aristocrat Nektarios was appointed 
as archbishop, probably serving as Gregory of Nyssa’s head of bureau there.

Evagrius’s reputation as a theologian in the capital was running high 
when he became romantically involved with the wife of a leading nobleman, 
and it was made clear to him by the lady’s family that he would be “well 
advised” to flee the city. In 383 he took ship to Jerusalem and found refuge 
in the ascetical community of Rufinus and Melania on the Mount of Olives. 
Following Melania’s encouragement, he passed on to the monastic commu-
nities of Egyptian Scete, there becoming perhaps the greatest disciple of the 
renowned Abba Macarius. By the end of his life, Evagrius was reckoned, 
certainly among the more educated monks, as one of the holiest and most 
important spiritual teachers of the monastic movement. His ideas, especially 
as translated into Syriac, became foundational for monasticism there, and 
they also passed, in moderated form through his admirer John Cassian, into 
the heartland of the Latin monastic tradition. In the Byzantine tradition, he 
had extensive influence in terms of his ascetical teachings, but his passion-
ate admiration for Origen’s authority, as in such works as his own Gnostic 
Chapters, was curtailed by official rebukes given to his speculations about 
apokatastasis78 and the soul’s potential passionlessness (apatheia). The very 
high regard the monastic tradition had for him as a practical ascetic and saint 
is shown in the following remark about him preserved in the anonymous 
Historia Monachorum, a text from the late fourth century about teaching 
heroes in the Egyptian desert:
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We also visited Evagrius, a wise and learned man who was skilled in the dis-
cernment of thoughts, an ability he had acquired by experience. He often went 
down to Alexandria and refuted the pagan philosophers in disputations. This 
father exhorted the brothers who were with us, not to satiate themselves with 
water. “For the demons,” he said, “frequently light on well-watered places.” He 
taught us much else about ascesis, strengthening our souls.79

That Evagrius frequently debated with the pagan philosophers in Alexandria 
is a very important detail and something very rare for a normal Christian 
monastic. From this we are clearly shown (if we had not already deduced 
from his extant writings) that Evagrius approached his desert retreat not 
only as a Christian ascetical experience but also in the manner of the ancient 
sophistic schools, where the quest for wisdom80 and virtue through aporetic 
dialogue was a critical part of the ascetic experience of the sage.81 Evagrius 
certainly formed a “school” around him, and it was precisely their collective 
dedicated questions and speculative searchings that fuelled Evagrius’s highly 
eclectic range of research and, in the process, amplified Origen’s earlier dis-
cussions about metaphysics, prayer, and redemption.

Evagrius’s development of ideas he had read in Origen, to whom he was 
devoted, were chiefly set out in his Kephalaia Gnostika, the provocatively 
named Gnostic Chapters,82 enough to set off the alarm bells of any heresi-
ologist, but equally a clear call aimed at protecting the longstanding asceti-
cal intellectual tradition (shared by many of the more intellectual Christian 
monks) that the ascetic life was fundamentally the subjugation of bodily pas-
sions for the sake of acquiring wisdom and understanding (sophia or gnosis). 
Evagrius treats Origen with immense respect, but does so as a major philoso-
pher in his own right, and does not leave the master’s thought untouched by 
any means.

In dealing with the Peri Archon, Evagrius places a much heavier emphasis 
on the principle that the initial unity that creatures had with God shall be the 
pattern for the final restoration of all things (apokatastasis). Evagrius stresses 
this aspect of Origen’s metaphysic, or protology, because he wished to reap-
ply the ideas (which Origen took basically from Paul’s insistence that in the 
end times God would be “all in all”) in a more overtly “spiritual” fashion, 
designed to assist the meditation and struggle of monastics and to focus their 
prayer life. Evagrius’s thinking is rooted in the psychology of the celibate 
desert dweller, the way thoughts and unruly longings rise up and proliferate, 
and how to control them by an ascetic regime of life that purifies the heart 
and the mind (the teeming thoughts: logismoi) and leads the higher spiritual 
awareness (the nous) into the lived-out knowledge of God (gnosis).

The critics of this “Origenism” read it in a deeply ontological way, while 
Evagrius intended it psychologically, and Origen had offered it exegetically. 
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This cast the worst of all lights on what Origen (and Evagrius) had been 
saying, because by this time a classical education, one that meant that the 
individual (monk or bishop) had actually read firsthand any of the texts in 
question, was becoming a very rare thing indeed. So hand-me-down notions 
held sway, and chief among them was the idea that anyone who had vaguely 
talked of the same topic had probably said the same thing. Since Plato in 
the Meno had posited that the soul preexisted bodily birth, it was widely 
presumed that Origen taught this also, being led astray in his views by a 
blind devotion to Platonic metaphysics. So extensive was this view that even 
into the twentieth century it has been widely suggested that Origen was “too 
Platonic” a thinker and by adherence to the Academy betrayed aspects of 
the scriptural tradition. Nothing could be further from the truth. As Mark 
Edwards has robustly shown, Origen’s teachings at every instance corrects 
Plato by applying scriptural doctrine, and as Plotinus and Porphyry recog-
nized, he was in effect more an opponent of Platonic metaphysics than any 
friend of it.83

After Evagrius’s death, however, few of the ancient critics cared to make 
any distinction between his or Plato’s or Origen’s teachings, and the Evagrian 
exaggerated stresses (Evagrius’s arguing that souls were created before their 
earthly existence, and that all things—including Satan—would be restored in 
a final reconciliation with God, and that the ascetic soul could achieve pas-
sionlessness—apatheia—on earth) were all “fathered” onto Origen. Evagrius 
had wished to develop a system of intellectual ascent, whereby the ascetic 
would first purify the material irregularity of thoughts and desires, thereby 
stabilizing the awareness enough to start the deep contemplation of earthly 
realities and thus understand how the divine Logos was hidden within each 
soul as its core of being. From practical asceticism (praktike), it thus moved 
to apatheia and hence into the state of understanding (gnostike), ascend-
ing in degree and capacity until it could command the awareness of God 
(theologike).

Gribomont and Hombergen sum up the issue in this way

It is disputed whether Evagrius didn’t transgress the limits of orthodoxy 
in expressing his ideal of mystical union, especially on the christological 
and eschatological levels, though the author continually reviewed his own 
thought and sought to avoid pantheism. Later, in fact, some of his Palestinian 
and Syrian followers—the so-called Origenists—went further than he had. 
But it is also likely that the condemnation of 55384 was due, at least in part, 
to hostile interpretations by the anti-Origenists in the extremely complicated 
events that preceded the ecumenical council.85
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It was basically Evagrius’s speculative developments of Origen’s system-
atic and metaphysical thought, applied in the heart of advanced monastic 
circles (that rapid information-dissemination service of the fourth-century 
church), that really stirred the hornets’ nest of criticism of this whole theo-
logical-philosophical movement, which even if bishops up to the end of the 
fourth century had not approved of had at least understood as part of the 
common landscape of education in antiquity. But this shared matrix was now 
passing away, and the criticism started to lead to cries (ultimately unsuccess-
ful) that such speculation among learned circles ought to be firmly shut out 
from public Christian discourse—named, that is, as a heresy.

Most ecclesiastics were much less vested in philosophical metaphys-
ics than the Evagrian circle of Origenians: first of all, the simpler fellahin 
monastics, but then also some bishops and theologians who, each in their own 
way, wanted a less open-ended form of Christian dogmatics. The turmoil of 
the Arian crisis had just been resolved by the late fourth century, and only 
then by the imposition of the firm hand of imperial control after more than 
a generation of bitter controversy among the greatest Christian cities. Many 
leading clerics had no desire to see another wave of speculation start, on any 
topic, preferring a much more fixed dogmatic system controlled by episcopal 
chanceries rather than being inspired by charismatic mystics, ascetics, or phi-
losophers. The priest Jerome, albeit a very learned man, is a clear example of 
this sea change happening.

Jerome had been deeply annoyed by Evagrius’s attachment to his avowed 
rivals in Jerusalem (the Greek bishop John of Jerusalem and the Latins 
Rufinus and Melania the Younger), and even more infuriated by the way 
the four of them strongly rebutted his own policy of blackening Origen’s 
reputation (falsely) as a progenitor of Arianism.86 Jerome makes one of the 
first moves, as a heresiologist, trying to make out Origen as the founder of a 
school of heretics including his three hated rivals:

These heretics have affinities with Gnosticism which may be traced to the 
impious teaching of Basilides. It is from him that you derive the assertion that 
without knowledge of the law it is impossible to avoid sin. But why do I speak 
of Priscillian who has been condemned by the whole world and put to death by 
the secular sword?87 Evagrius of Ibora in Pontus who sends letters to virgins 
and monks and among others to her whose name88 bears witness to the black-
ness of her perfidy, has published a book of maxims on apatheia, or, as we 
should say, impassivity or imperturbability; a state in which the mind ceases to 
be agitated and—to speak simply—becomes either a stone or a God. His work 
is widely read, in the East in Greek and in the West in a Latin translation made 
by his disciple Rufinus. He has also written a book which professes to be about 
monks and includes in it many, not monks at all, whom he declares to have been 
Origenists, and who have certainly been condemned by the bishops. I mean 
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Ammonius, Eusebius, Euthymius, Evagrius himself, Horus, Isidorus, and many 
others whom it would be tedious to enumerate.89

Jerome’s great subsequent reputation in the Latin church carried this libelous 
charge abroad widely, despite Ambrose of Milan’s attempts to defuse it at the 
time (Ambrose was a great admirer and user of Origen’s works). Jerome had 
started off life as a theologian profoundly indebted to Origen’s works. After 
he started to denounce his erstwhile hero, he simply continued to use the 
writings but stopped citing him. However, he was an acerbic rhetor, a very 
caustic controversialist, and did much, at least in the Latin-speaking world, 
to damage Origen (and Evagrius) and popularize the offensively inaccurate 
caricature of the old master as a gnostic heretic of ancient times—when, in 
fact, he is one of the most sophisticated antignostic theologians the church 
ever produced.
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(eighteenth-century) Philokalia is just such a compendium of patristic spiritual texts.

66. Gregory sent it to Bishop Theodore of Tyana precisely for this reason, mention-
ing how Basil had collaborated with him on the project of excerpting Origen’s biblical 
thought. Gregory, Epistle 115: To Theodore.

67. G. Lewis, trans., The Philocalia of Origen: A Compilation of Selected Passages 
from Origen’s Works Made by St. Gregory of Nazianzus and St. Basil of Caesarea 
(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1911). The Greek text had been prepared by Armitage 
Robinson in 1893. This has been recently reprinted: J. Armitage Robinson, ed., The 



76	 ﻿﻿﻿Chapter 3﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿

Philocalia of Origen (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2020). The critical text is the 
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Chapter 4

The Ancient Origenist Crises

In his lifetime, Origen had annoyed his bishop, Demetrios, in Alexandria, 
along with Pope Fabian of Rome, when he published the treatise On First 
Principles, and after he engaged in open debate in Athens, he had caused 
“murmurings” because of the issue of whether the devil could ever be 
saved—with some claiming he had taught this, and he himself insisting 
that he had never said such a thing. If this can properly be called the first 
Origenistic crisis, then Evagrius instigated an even noisier one to follow. But 
it is this one that is more commonly called, in current textbooks, the “First 
Origenian (or Origenist) Crisis,” and a further period of controversy in the 
sixth century is usually called the “Second Origenist Controversy.” We shall 
treat the issues raised after Evagrius’s death under the main protagonists: 
Epiphanius of Salamis, Jerome, Rufinus of Aquileia, the “Tall Brothers,” and 
Theophilus of Alexandria. We shall treat the sixth-century arguments under 
the double heading of the monastic disputes in Palestine and Constantinople, 
and then the state intervention in the form of the councils held under the 
emperor Justinian.

The Jesuit priest Henri Crouzel, a scholar who devoted his life to studying 
Origen’s works, thought it best to divide the Origenistic crises into six phases, 
but his essay is one of minute detail.1 A much fuller study of the various waves 
of anti-Origen polemic in antiquity has since been undertaken by Elizabeth 
Clark, whose work remains the fullest treatment of the subject.2 We shall take 
a simpler path here by only studying the main lines of the two greatest phases 
of anti-Origenian argument. One of the problems in the way this concept 
of “Origenism” has been approached retrospectively—that is, looking back 
from one age censuring the thoughts and expressions of an earlier period—is 
that heresiologists are not always the most intellectual of commentators, often 
quite the opposite. They habitually make the issues squeakily narrow, for hav-
ing crammed their opponents into narrow vessels of their own imagining, it 
proves much easier to denounce them and show up their shortcomings against 
a grid of neatly presented axiomatic points, a checklist as it were. This is what 
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happened to Origen in several phases after his death. And how he was treated 
by several waves of those who disliked his kind of theological imagination 
has tended to be lumped together (especially in textbooks and in the minds of 
heresiologists of all ages) so that “Origenism” itself becomes a sort of heresy 
and heretical movement, something that in actuality hardly existed outside 
the imagination of the heresiologists or the pages of second-rate textbooks.

“Origenism” as such arguably never existed outside the rhetorical flour-
ishes of his opponents, and most of what they attributed to him as “wrong 
ideas” was inaccurately read into his work in any case.3 This being so, we 
need to realize from the outset that “Origenism” does not run on through 
several phases across several centuries but is created de novo each time, 
and there is no necessary commonality in what is thought at any time to 
be “Origenism,” nor that it necessarily has much relation to Origen’s own 
original text or actual agenda. Our approach will look, therefore, at the two 
illustrative instances, the first in the fourth to fifth centuries and the second 
in the lead up to the controversy culminating in the synodical condemnations 
of the sixth century.

EPIPHANIUS OF SALAMIS, JEROME, RUFINUS, 
AND THEOPHILUS OF ALEXANDRIA

Epiphanius of Salamis (d. 403) is the encapsulation of a new type of systemic 
theologian in the early church: a monk, then a leader of a community in 
Palestine (where he came to know and respect Jerome), and eventually bishop 
in Cyprus. He was someone who wanted to have a simpler biblical fideism 
than Origen’s symbolic exegesis allowed, as the guide to the core Christian 
life, and he nurtured a profound distaste for the numbers of intelligentsia 
theologians who spoke of the monastic life in quasi-philosophic terms. His 
overarching desire was to bring order and clarity into the history of doctrine. 
It seemed a simple task to state with unarguable clarity, succinct brevity, and 
impressive authority exactly what it was the orthodox Christians believed. 
The trouble was that he, like most writers of this era, had little to no sense of 
historical development.

Lacking finesse, Epiphanius so passionately wanted a simple version of 
Christian thinking that he bowdlerized the story. For him the main issue was 
to judge Origen by the way he had contributed to the great issue of his own 
age, the Arian crisis, and finding that the third-century writer did not use all 
the Nicene fourth-century formulae was enough to render him unfit to join 
the ranks of the orthodox. As Crouzel says, speaking of Epiphanius, Jerome, 
and Theophilus,
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They made no systemic studies of Origen’s work and based their accusations on 
isolated texts, taking no account of the explanations often found in other pas-
sages in the same book, sometimes only a few lines away.4 What Origen wrote 
in the form of exercise (gymnastikos) they understood as put forth in the form 
of doctrine (dogmatikos) with a conception of orthodoxy and regula fidei which 
was increasingly being modeled on that of civil law and expressed in “defini-
tions” in the struggle against heresy.5

Rufinus, writing under Melania’s encouragement at the monastery on the 
Mount of Olives and witnessing this travesty of criticism that Jerome and 
Epiphanius were manifesting, tried to make a more scholarly job of the 
defense. His primary contribution was to make Latin versions of the actual 
texts of Origen. These would be immensely important in preserving the 
memory and power of Origen’s writings for the Latin-speaking West. Indeed, 
every revival of Origen’s fortunes in the West, from antiquity through to the 
Renaissance, was made on the basis of Rufinus’s Latin versions of the De 
Principiis and selected exegetical works. Rufinus also translated Pamphilus’s 
Apology for Origen, and he more or less follows the martyr’s own lines of 
argumentative defense (as did almost all his other Western advocates up to 
Pico della Mirandola and Erasmus). As he makes clear in his own Preface to 
the Apology of Pamphilus,6 Rufinus knew that hostility toward Origen was 
largely based on prejudiced hearsay rather than engagement with the actual 
text. “Do such people not understand that to wound the conscience of weaker 
brethren by false accusations is to sin against Christ?7 For such a reason 
they should not lend their ears to Origen’s defamers, or think to learn about 
another man’s faith from a third party, especially since the means of find-
ing this first hand is possible.”8 This, in a nutshell, was why he prepared the 
translations. He also makes it clear that the core arguments attacking Origen 
revolve around a vague belief that he denied the Trinity (i.e., the divinity of 
the Holy Spirit), the full deity of the savior (the Homoousion), and the full 
fleshly reality of the incarnate Lord and of his resurrection (the corporeality 
of the risen body). He ends his preface by asserting that Origen confessed all 
these things in accordance with the Apostle (Paul) and that this is the (Nicene) 
faith that both his bishop (John of Jerusalem) and he teach and hold to the 
present day.9

Meanwhile, Epiphanius decided the best way to fight residual Arianism 
was to create a short handbook and manual of all the heresies he could enu-
merate. It has come to be known as the Panarion or Treasure Chest against 
All Heresies. In this he describes the historic heretics in terms like wild 
animals and suggests the antidote to their various poisons. In this context 
he mockingly refers to Origen as the “would-be sage” who “entitled him-
self Adamantius” (completely inaccurately, as this was a title given to him 
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posthumously) and calls him “a toad, noisy from too much moisture which 
keeps croaking louder and ever louder.”10 He states the reason he opposes 
“the sect of Origenists” (one suspects he means primarily here Jerome’s crit-
ics Melania, Rufinus, Evagrius, and Bishop John of Jerusalem) is because of 
their complex way of understanding the resurrection of the Lord (rather than 
the simple statement of a bodily resurrection).

His generic suspicion of “Greek learning” comes out loud and clear, how-
ever: Hellenistic education is a poisonous venom he does not want to see in 
the church:

Taking the Lord’s resurrection for a preventive draught, as it were, let us spit 
out the oil of the toad’s poison, and the harm that has been done by the noxious 
creature. For this is what has happened to Origen with all his followers, and I 
mourn him on this account. Ah, how badly you have been hurt, and how many 
others you have hurt, as though you have been bitten by a baneful viper, by 
which I mean secular education, and have become the cause of others’ death. 
Naturalists say that a dormouse hides in its den and bears a number of young 
at once, as many as five and more, but vipers hunt them. And if a viper finds 
the den full, since it cannot eat them all it eats its fill of one or two then and 
there, but punctures the eyes of the rest, and after they are blinded brings them 
food, and feeds them until it is ready to take each one out and eat it. But if 
simple people happen upon such creatures and take them for food, they poison 
themselves with what has been fed on the viper’s venom. And you too, Origen, 
with your mind blinded by your Greek education, have spat out venom for your 
followers, and become poisonous food for them, harming more people with the 
poison by which you yourself have been harmed.11

His other treatise, Ancoratus (meaning “The Well-Anchored Man”), takes up 
the attack on Origen more fully. He especially singled out from Origen vari-
ous propositions about the nature of souls and the state of the final consum-
mation, making the usual alteration of changing Origen’s seminar “I wonder 
if . . . ” statements into dogmatic utterances. But more to the point, I think, 
this controversy into which Jerome had pulled him came in Epiphanius’s 
advanced old age, and it stirred within him very bad memories of how he had 
been dismissed earlier in his career as something of a recidivist, both in Egypt 
and in Palestine, when he had served as hegumen (abbot) of a monastic com-
munity. Epiphanius had first come across the renowned Tall Brothers when 
he himself was a monk in the Alexandrian archdiocese. The Tall Brothers 
had alarmed him by their highly sophisticated circle of monastic admirers, 
centered on the reading of the works of Origen. The Tall Brothers, with 
Evagrius in their midst, had a great and internationally resonant reputation 
and formed the nucleus of a type of monastic mystical philosophy in Egypt 
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that characterized the simplicity of “nonreading” communities (those who felt 
ascetic struggle was enough if allied with vocal prayers) as a rather ignorant 
rusticity.

Epiphanius saw himself as the rallying ground for the old style of monas-
tic life: hard labors to tire the body and quiet its needs, and recitation of 
the hours in long services. He was not an ignorant man per se, although his 
enemies liked to characterize him this way. But he certainly had no desire 
to see monasticism mixed up with what he felt was Hellenistic sophism that 
had caused such massive rifts in the church during the Arian crisis.12 This 
made him a hard and dogmatic opponent. When he had returned to visit the 
Palestinian monks, he learned of Jerome’s conflict with the Origenian schol-
ars of Melania and Rufinus’s monastery on the Mount of Olives. Evagrius 
had been converted to the monastic life in that community before he went 
to Egypt, so there was a close connection between Jerome’s “enemies” and 
his own distaste for the Tall Brothers, who now all seemed to Epiphanius 
(hearing the tale via Jerome, who flattered Epiphanius as a most learned and 
multiskilled linguist) to be in a cabal, creating a sect of “Origenist heresies.”

Now that he was a senior bishop in Cyprus, Epiphanius decided that he 
could attack the prestige of Melania’s community by causing problems 
for John, the bishop of Jerusalem, who favored them. Epiphanius visited 
Jerusalem in 394 and while invited to preach there (a visiting bishop accord-
ing to canon law had to be invited to do any episcopal acts by his host, the 
diocesan bishop) embarrassed John by denouncing Origenism in church as 
a heresy that needed to be rooted out and also by complaining that things in 
this diocese were not entirely spick and span.13 He called on Bishop John to 
formally condemn the writings (all of them!) of Origen. John of course had 
no intention of doing anything of the kind. In an act of considered scorn, 
Epiphanius then ordained a priest (a significant scandal to do so in another’s 
diocese—it tacitly signified he regarded John as a lapsed bishop), and what 
was worse, he did this so that the presbyter could serve Jerome’s community 
at Bethlehem, thus making it independent of bishop John, who regarded 
both Jerome and Epiphanius as serious troublemakers. Epiphanius then had 
to make a rapid retreat to Cyprus, but this event caused longstanding rup-
tures between Melania, Rufinus, and John, on the one side, and Jerome and 
Epiphanius, on the other. Much of the conflict over so-called Origenism that 
heats up in the next decade to 399 is about the literary wars between these 
groups, drawing in Evagrius and the community of the Tall Brothers on the 
side of John, Melania, Rufinus, and Palladius.

All was well when Evagrius was alive. Theophilus, the archbishop of 
Alexandria (thus the notional superior of all Christian communities in 
Egypt, including monastics), revered Evagrius and treated him with honor 
as the leading theologian in Egypt. Like Evagrius, Theophilus used Origen’s 
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writings extensively himself, especially his biblical commentaries. But after 
Evagrius’s death he became offended at the way the Tall Brothers were resist-
ing his increasingly absolutist rule. And who were these Tall Brothers? They 
were four unusually tall siblings—Ammonius, Dioscorus, Eusebius, and 
Euthymios—who enjoyed a commanding reputation as ascetics in Egypt and 
had also been close friends with Evagrius and venerated Origen as not only 
the leading thinker and biblical exegete of the Christian world but also the 
most important theorist of the monastic life.

Theophilus had ordained one of the brothers, Dioscorus, as his own adju-
tant bishop, assigned to Hermopolis Minor. Ammonius was the founder of 
the second-generation revival of the famous monastic colony at Nitria and 
the spiritual leader of Kellia14 (after Amun, its founder). He was the mentor 
and guide of Evagrius, who came (on the advice of Melania) to live with him 
at Nitria in 383 before moving to settle permanently at Kellia, twelve miles 
away. In the 390s there were about six hundred monks living here looking 
to the guidance of the Tall Brothers, a considerably large ecclesiastic settle-
ment15 that rivalled Alexandria for prestige as a Christian center, and in some 
ways outshone it, to the discomfort of the powerful archbishop of the capital.

Theophilus knew his Origen well enough to remember that the old master 
had taught that spiritual authority in the church derived from the personal 
spiritual acumen and level of insight of the officeholder and did not arise 
by virtue of ordination to the office itself.16 He knew, from the dim view 
that Dioscorus of Hermopolis had of his style of administration, that he was 
regarded by the zealous Nitrian ascetics and intellectuals as not being some-
one they would naturally look up to for guidance.

Theophilus was a powerful career cleric who kept together his vast 
Egyptian diocese under autocratic control. Each of the almost two hundred 
other Egyptian bishops was ordained solely on the basis of being his junior 
assistant bishop and not allowed any independent authority (a state of affairs 
that contradicted the canonical basis of every other Christian state, where each 
diocesan bishop was sovereign, subject only to the collective vote of the local 
episcopal synod, whose president the archbishop was). In his earlier career, 
Theophilus had intervened in the Palestinian “Origenist” controversy, favor-
ing the orthodoxy of the disciples of Origen. In his own archdiocese, many 
monks had appealed to him to drive away the intellectual Origenian monas-
tics, who now commanded Nitria and Kellia, because they were disturbing 
the simple beliefs of the majority of monks by such teachings as that God 
was “not really angry” when the scripture spoke of his wrath. Theophilus in 
fact wrote his Festal Letter of 399 to rebuke such monks for their literalism, 
and so, early on, he not only used the works of Origen himself but protected 
the intelligentsia communities from the grumblings of the simpler peasant 
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communities, who felt that severe penance and manual labor, cycled around 
the regular recitation of the psalms, were the real cores of monastic life.

In any case, three years after Evagrius’s death, Theophilus decided he 
could kill two birds with one stone. In 402 he decided to issue a decree of 
exile against the Tall Brothers, and to declare that the “Origenistic” monas-
tics were perverting the health of monasticism. In doing this, he gave all the 
monastics of Egypt a sharp warning as to how far his authority extended. It 
sobered all of them, including the simpler communities. But it also pleased 
the latter by affirming their values and discouraging the intelligentsia com-
munities by the exile of their most famous leaders. He had, in effect, played 
to the majority.

Jerome, as might be expected, wrote a letter praising Theophilus for con-
demning the “Origenists.”17 But the Tall Brothers refused to go quietly. They 
accepted the relatively new canonical order of complaints established in the 
international church and took their appeal to the imperial capital. Formerly, 
Alexandria had been the chief legal court of appeal for the whole Eastern 
church, but since the late fourth century this right had passed to the church of 
Constantinople. Alexandria alone had refused to accept this state of affairs, 
so when the Tall Brothers appealed to the archbishop of Constantinople (John 
Chrysostom) for redress against an unjust sentence, Theophilus regarded this 
as illegitimate and complained to the emperor that his own archbishop, by 
taking in the monastic group and sympathizing with them, had broken the 
canons of the church and scorned his own episcopal rights. The emperor was 
delighted, at last, to have a potential cause for getting rid of Chrysostom, 
who had proven to be such a thorn in his and his wife Eudoxia’s side, and 
so he invited Theophilus to come to a suburb of the capital and preside over 
the Synod of the Oak in 403, which deposed Chrysostom. This allowed 
the emperor to send him off into (temporary) exile to cool him off a little. 
Theophilus even invited Epiphanius to come and join the affair, but the latter, 
who was now in his eighties, took ill while traveling to Constantinople and 
turned back toward Cyprus, dying en route.

While at Constantinople, Theophilus made up all his differences with the 
Tall Brothers, and when they all returned home he was very pleased with the 
way he had so successfully established his reputation as a man to be reckoned 
with. He had shown all the Egyptian monks who was the boss, and he felt he 
could now relax his position. From this time onward, he stopped regarding 
the intellectual monks as “Origenists” and certainly did not consider them 
heretical deviants. Having reconciled with the leaders of the community at 
Nitria, he also personally returned to studying the works of Origen and con-
tinued using them extensively in his own writings.

But if this controversy sputtered out in the monastic heartland of Egypt (for 
Theophilus’s successor, Cyril, did not permit its continuance), it burned on in 
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the continuing unease that existed between intellectualist monastic communi-
ties and those that did not approve of libraries, manuscripts, or theologians. It 
was, therefore, inevitable that the fight would break out once again, and this 
time it reached another crisis a generation later, in Palestine, where the lives 
of the many monastic communities were already in a disturbed ferment over 
clashing reactions to the decrees of the Council of Chalcedon (451).

THE SIXTH-CENTURY ORIGENIST CRISIS:

The Palestinian Monks, Justinian, and the Councils of 553

This later part of the “Origenistic crisis” ought really to be called the 
Evagrian crisis, for it has more to do with the fight against aspects of Evagrius 
of Pontus’s theological version of Origen’s school than Origen himself. It was 
sparked off when the Syrian monastic theologian Stephen Bar Sudhaile in the 
late fifth century composed a treatise called The Book of Saint Hierotheus.18 
This was an apocryphon—a treatise masquerading as a work of an ancient 
from apostolic times, a disciple of Paul, who was the mentor of St. Dionysios 
of Athens. The treatises of Pseudo-Dionysios the Areopagite, also apocry-
phally composed at this time in Syriac-speaking circles, have a relation to this 
work, but one that remains obscure.

Stephen Bar Sudhaili was a mystic, a native of Edessa who lived as a monk 
in Jerusalem. He composed commentaries on scripture and was a renowned 
teacher among the Palestinian monastics of his time. His work, however, 
was heavily based on Evagrius and stressed certain controversial aspects of 
his teacher even more acutely, taking Evagrius’s speculations even further 
into a mystical direction of pantheistic assimilation. His work discusses the 
originating emanation from divine primordial essence of the double universes 
of spiritual and material reality. The spiritual ascent of the monk is then 
described in terms of an ascentive return to the divine essence. The individual 
spiritual intellect (nous) realizes its synonymity with Christ the Logos. In the 
end, the Son hands over the kingdom to the Father, and all things are absorbed 
in the primal Good.

It is this tipping over into a Pantheistic mysticism that alarmed many of 
the theologians of the sixth century, and which they attributed to Origen of 
Alexandria (quite unjustifiably) and thus called the “Origenistic heresy.” 
Stephen also reaffirmed quite openly Origen’s speculation that since God 
was pure goodness all his punishments were therapeutic and corrective (and 
thus could not endure for an endless time). Stephen simply stated (boldly 
contradicting the New Testament passages that suggested contrary) that the 
punishments of purgatory or hell would be of limited duration. This idea he 
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had found suggested in Origen but heavily misstated it since Origen noted (as 
well as his point that divine punishment is meant for a corrective purpose not 
a penal one) that the concept of duration cannot apply in the eschaton when 
time exists no more. Because of his stress on the way that the enlightened soul 
realized its essential identification with the Christ-Logos, Stephen’s admirers 
were also called the Iso-Christoi (Equal-to-Christers). But catastrophically 
for Origen’s reputation, this sect claimed that, far from being the innovators 
they were, they were simply following the doctrine of old and revered teach-
ers of the eminence of Origen and Evagrius. Many monastics of the time, 
who had never read any of these original books and who had very little sense 
of historical development, simply took this at face value and condemned all 
the writers as if they were one heretical sect enduring from ancient times. 
This attitude can be seen, for example, in the early sixth-century monastic 
sages Barsanuphius and John, who warn monks against falling victim to 
Hellenistic (meaning “pagan” here) speculation: “These are the doctrines of 
the Hellenes;19 they are the vain talk of people who claim to be something. 
Such words belong to idle people and are created through deceit . . . for I bear 
witness before God that you [reading them] have fallen into a pit of the devil 
and into ultimate death.”20

This new doctrine of Stephen’s, reminiscent at several points with even 
older forms of gnosticism, caused two of the leading anti-Chalcedonian theo-
logians of the age (Jacob of Serugh, 451–521, and Philoxenus of Mabbug, d. 
523) to send warnings about it to their Syrian communities. But at Jerusalem 
the teaching also caused a major rift in several of the most important 
Greek-speaking monasteries in Palestine, especially the Great Lavra and the 
New Lavra, communities under the spiritual leadership of the Archimandrite 
St. Sabas.

St. Sabas became alarmed at the way the monastic intelligentsia were 
developing these metaphysical arguments and tried (vainly) to call for a 
return to simpler monastic behavior, a time of early ideals of fellahin desert 
simplicity before this era when monastics acted as philosopher-theologians. 
The intelligentsia, however, were equally alarmed by his reaction and felt that 
the condemnation of Stephen was becoming an excuse for throwing out all of 
Evagrius’s writings as well as those of Origen, as if they were all of a similar 
worthlessness. They attributed to Sabas an anti-intellectual prejudice that 
caused them to lose faith in the old archimandrite’s leadership. The profound 
instability that this factionalization of the Palestinian monasteries caused 
(communities splitting and reforming on the basis of it) worried everyone all 
the way up to the emperor Justinian himself, who regarded the monasteries 
of Palestine not only as the foundation of the Jerusalem church’s orthodoxy 
but even as the guarantors and practical embodiments of Byzantine control of 
the Middle Eastern passage from Egypt north to the imperial capital itself and 
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the eastern imperial borders. For the emperor, it was not simply a theologi-
cal argument at stake here, but a matter of state border security, and to make 
matters worse it had come on top of the long and bitter arguments that had 
divided those same monasteries, as well as large parts of Syria and Egypt, 
because of a concern that St. Cyril of Alexandria’s theology had been under-
mined at the Council of Chalcedon in 451.21

Justinian, who saw himself as an informed theologian as well as statesman, 
decided that another council might be the answer, at which this heresy of the 
Iso-Christoi could be attacked, the Christology of Chalcedon reexpressed in 
a way that more clearly showed its role as a subordinate refinement of the 
Cyrilline theology of the Council of Ephesus in 431. He was hoping that this 
council (planned for 553 in the imperial city) would thus serve to quell dis-
sent and be the basis of the reconciliation of the prevailing dyophysite and 
miaphysite schism. After a local preparatory synod organized by the court, 
a larger meeting was held, which has since gained ecumenical status as the 
Fifth Great Council, or the Second Council of Constantinople.

The works of Evagrius were closely scrutinized as well as the more recent 
writings of the Palestinian Iso-Christoi. No one thought to make a close study 
of the manuscripts of Origen. This was not how scholars of the period pro-
ceeded, which was more in the nature of seeking out “dubious propositions” 
that could be baldly stated and then refuted by an anathema. So in the end, 
fifteen of these anathemata (condemned propositions) were collated together, 
which have most unfortunately been titled “The Fifteen Anathemata against 
Origen”—considering that they were drawn chiefly from the writings of 
Evagrius and Stephen Bar Sudhaile. They clearly originated as what the con-
ciliar fathers thought “Origenism” meant. A few of them can be recognized, 
vaguely, from speculations in the writings of Origen—things he asked his 
seminar students to consider in the course of probing questions, not proposi-
tions that he intended them to adopt or promulgate, such as the animation of 
the sun and other stars (anathema 1); the nature of the final consummation 
(anathemas 11–12); even as metempsychosis, which Origen himself had 
condemned as incompatible with Christian faith. But where they have a reso-
nance with things Origen wrote about, their appearance in the form of this 
list, in 553, bears no relation to Origen’s own theology but is a distorted form 
of speculation barely cognizant of it.

One can today reasonably these fifteen propositions, condemned by ecu-
menical decree, clearly do not to have any place in the orthodox consensus of 
the faith,22 but also that the further deduction—that therefore Origen himself 
had been posthumously condemned as a heretic by an ecumenical decree—
fails in its force. The latter implication fails according both to logic, since the 
doctrines are not those of Origen himself, and to justice, since Ecumenical 
decrees are first and foremost statements of ecclesiastical law (canon), and 
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ecclesiastical courts of this high stature are not held to lower standards of jus-
tice than secular courts, but rather to incomparably higher standards. So both 
for its faulty reading of the evidence and for its uncharitably harsh attribution 
of heretical stature to a man who had lived and died in obedience to the regula 
fidei as confessed in his own day,23 we need to make a distinction between 
the condemnation of the propositions as such (which were, and still are, for 
the Orthodox and Catholics not to be considered permissible within the ecu-
menical consensus of the faith) and the anathematization of Origen himself.

Some scholars have argued of late that the “anti-Origenist” condemnations 
belong to a local synod of Constantinople and were only later attached to the 
acta of the Ecumenical Council of 553 by subsequent scribal false account-
ing.24 Be that as it may, the same arguments stated above apply: a synod is still 
a council, and the highest standards of justice need apply in its consideration 
of evidence, especially when making global judgements about an individual. 
If the evidence is faulted, later standards of accuracy need to be retrospec-
tively applied, which can be done judiciously without in any way affecting 
the overall synodical and ecumenical judgment that the fifteen propositions 
so listed are not to be considered part of the orthodox catholic faith of the 
church (which in fact they never have been).

Here are the fifteen anathemata of 553 that had such a damaging effect on 
Origen’s reputation (especially in the Latin West) and which caused genera-
tions of careless readers to presume this was what Origen had actually taught:

1.  1. If anyone asserts the fabulous pre-existence of souls, and shall assert 
the monstrous restoration which follows from it: let him be anathema.

2.  2. If anyone shall say that the creation of all reasonable things includes 
only intelligences [Noes] without bodies and altogether immaterial, 
having neither number nor name, so that there is unity between them 
all by identity of substance, force and energy, and by their union with 
and knowledge of God the Word; but that no longer desiring the sight of 
God, they gave themselves over to worse things, each one following his 
own inclinations, and that they have taken bodies more or less subtle, 
and have received names, for among the heavenly Powers there is a dif-
ference of names as there is also a difference of bodies; and thence some 
became and are called Cherubim, others Seraphim, and Principalities, 
and Powers, and Dominations, and Thrones, and Angels, and as many 
other heavenly orders as there may be: let him be anathema.

3.  3. If anyone shall say that the sun, the moon and the stars are also rea-
sonable beings, and that they have only become what they are because 
they turned towards evil: let him be anathema.

4.  4. If anyone shall say that the reasonable creatures in whom the divine 
love had grown cold have been hidden in gross bodies such as ours, and 
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have been called men, while those who have attained the lowest degree 
of wickedness have shared cold and obscure bodies and are become and 
called demons and evil spirits: let him be anathema.

5.  5. If anyone shall say that a psychic condition has come from an angelic 
or archangelic state, and moreover that a demoniac and a human condi-
tion has come from a psychic condition, and that from a human state 
they may become again angels and demons, and that each order of 
heavenly virtues is either all from those below or from those above, or 
from those above and below: let him be anathema.

6.  6. If anyone shall say that there is a twofold race of demons, of which 
the one includes the souls of men and the other the superior spirits who 
fell to this, and that of all the number of reasonable beings there is but 
one which has remained unshaken in the love and contemplation of 
God, and that that spirit is become Christ and the king of all reasonable 
beings, and that he has created all the bodies which exist in heaven, 
on earth, and between heaven and earth; and that the world which has 
in itself elements more ancient than itself, and which exists by them-
selves, viz.: dryness, damp, heat and cold, and the image to which it 
was formed, was so formed, and that the most holy and consubstantial 
Trinity did not create the world, but that it was created by the Demiurgic 
Nous which is more ancient than the world, and which communicates to 
it its being: let him be anathema.

7.  7. If anyone shall say that Christ, of whom it is said that he appeared in 
the form of God, and that he was united before all time with God the 
Word, and humbled himself in these last days even to humanity, had 
(according to their expression) pity upon different levels of fallenness 
which had appeared in the spirits united in the same unity (of which he 
himself is part), and that to restore them he passed through different 
classes, had different bodies and different names, became all to all, an 
Angel among Angels, a Power among Powers, has clothed himself in 
the different classes of reasonable beings with a form corresponding to 
that class, and finally has taken flesh and blood like ours and is become 
man for men; [if anyone says all this] and does not profess that God the 
Word humbled himself and became man: let him be anathema.

8.  8. If anyone shall not acknowledge that God the Word, of the same 
substance with the Father and the Holy Ghost, and who was made flesh 
and became man, one of the Trinity, is Christ in every sense of the word, 
but [shall affirm] that he is so only in an inaccurate manner, and because 
of the abasement, as they call it, of the Nous; if anyone shall affirm that 
this Nous united to God the Word, is the Christ in the true sense of the 
word, while the Logos is only called Christ because of this union with 
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the intelligence, and likewise that the intelligence is only called God 
because of the Logos: let him be anathema.

9.  9. If anyone shall say that it was not the Divine Logos made man by 
taking an animated body with a soul possessed of logos and nous, that 
he descended into hell and ascended into heaven, but shall pretend that 
it is the Nous which has done this, that Nous of which they say (in an 
impious fashion) he is Christ properly so called, and that he is become 
so by the knowledge of the Monad: let him be anathema.

10.  10. If anyone shall say that after the resurrection the body of the Lord 
was ethereal, having the form of a sphere, and that such shall be the 
bodies of all after the resurrection; and that after the Lord himself shall 
have rejected his true body and after the others who rise shall have 
rejected theirs, the nature of their bodies shall be annihilated: let him 
be anathema.

11.  11. If anyone shall say that the future judgment signifies the destruction 
of the body and that the end of the story will be an immaterial nature, 
and that thereafter there will no longer be any matter, but only spiritual 
Nous, let him be anathema.

12.  12. If anyone shall say that the heavenly Powers and all men and the 
Devil and evil spirits are united with the Word of God in all respects, 
as the Nous which is by them called Christ and which is in the form of 
God, and which humbled itself as they say; and [if anyone shall say] that 
the Kingdom of Christ shall have an end: let him be anathema.

13.  13. If anyone shall say that Christ [i.e., the Nous] is in no wise differ-
ent from other reasonable beings, neither substantially nor by wisdom 
nor by his power and might over all things but that all will be placed at 
the right hand of God, as well as he that is called by them Christ [the 
Nous], as also they were in the feigned pre-existence of all things: let 
him be anathema.

14.  14. If anyone shall say that all reasonable beings will one day be united 
in one, when the hypostases as well as the numbers and the bodies shall 
have disappeared, and that the knowledge of the world to come will 
carry with it the ruin of the worlds, and the rejection of bodies as also 
the abolition of [all] names, and that there shall be finally an identity 
of the gnosis and of the hypostasis; moreover, that in this pretended 
Apokatastasis, spirits only will continue to exist, as it was in the feigned 
pre-existence: let him be anathema.

15.  15. If anyone shall say that the life of the spirits (Nous) shall be like 
to the life which was in the beginning while as yet the spirits had not 
come down or fallen, so that the end and the beginning shall be alike, 
and that the end shall be the true measure of the beginning: let him be 
anathema.25
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If anathemata of a great council had fallen on anyone else other than Origen, 
they would have been buried so deep in the obscure dust of Christian history 
that they would never have been heard of again. None of their works would 
have survived, or fragmented pieces at best. Yet Origen not only survived, 
his real thought was read on and studied, and eventually flourished regard-
less, once it was capable of being read on its own terms26—precisely because 
generations of the largest minds in the church knew that he was both a pre-
eminently saintly witness and an overwhelmingly good theologian, whose 
works needed only cautious emendation (as St. Gregory the Theologian 
and many other saints had already argued) but not wholesale rejection or 
anti-intellectual abjection.

However, the Letters of Saints Barsanuphius and John and the instance 
of St. Sabas (as recounted in the Lives of the Palestinian Monks by Cyril 
of Scythopolis) surely added to the weight of the ecumenical censure of the 
“Origenism” circulating at this period in the sixth century, an additional and 
very heavy disapproval from the “holiness tradition.” If great monastic saints 
had opined that anyone reading this material was well along the road to hell, 
this surely must have had a chilling effect on any monastic library holding 
the texts in question, and also on that very readership that looked to eminent 
theologians—monastics themselves. It seemed a long time back that saintly 
fathers of the stature of Dionysios of Alexandria, Athanasius, Gregory the 
Theologian, Basil the Great, and Gregory of Nyssa had championed Origen 
and his writings in the third and fourth centuries. Was there no great saint 
whose reputation could rise up in this sixth-and seventh-century period to 
reclaim the utility of the deeper patristic tradition that had adapted and judi-
ciously incorporated the works of the earlier fathers in the unfolding doctrines 
of orthodoxy?

“Cometh the hour, cometh the man,” as the saying has it, and just at this 
dark moment for Origen’s reputation there came along a humble monk, one 
of the greatest intellects of his day, indeed one of the most brilliant minds 
of the entire Byzantine period, who renewed the task that St. Gregory of 
Theologian had taken on in the late fourth century: reconsidering the positive 
power and merits of the Origenian mystical tradition and adapting it to the 
needs of the contemporary church. This was the highly intellectual Byzantine 
saint Maximus the Confessor.

MAXIMUS THE CONFESSOR

Maximus (c. 580–662), the product of a deep and liberal education, had read 
extensively and was well aware of the currents of the so-called Origenist dis-
putes of the previous generation. He highly valued Gregory the Theologian, 
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whose works he comments on in detail, and adopted Gregory’s maxim 
“Words in the service of the Word,” not least in relation to the value Gregory 
placed on the overall conception Origen sketched out of how all creation 
moved inexorably toward union with the Logos. Mueller-Jourdan calls this:

the weltanschauung of Origenism that Maximus knew. It is not irrational today 
to admit that Maximus inherited the general cosmic vision of all realities intro-
duced by the original inquiry of On First Principles . . . . If we can recognize 
in the metaphysics of Origenism the prime matter of Maximus’ cosmic liturgy, 
particularly the connection between metaphysics and chronological sequences 
of the general divine economy of creation, it will be obvious that Maximus 
effected a radical and orthodox reconfiguration of Origen’s metaphysics.27

However, where Mueller-Jourdan takes his starting point as the generic 
thought patterns originated by “Origenism” in the fifth century, I would make 
this important distinction: Maximus went back to the originals.28 It was not 
Origenism in the round he was reacting to and correcting; it was precisely the 
Logocentric mystical coherence of the De Principiis and the metaphysics of 
love contained in such exegetical works as the Commentary on the Song of 
Songs that Maximus developed in close harmony with his reading of Gregory 
the Theologian and Dionysius the Areopagite. In brief, he synthesized the 
larger Origenian metaphysics for his own age and—through his witness—
on to the Byzantine and modern Orthodox worlds, forging a golden chain 
of reception and interpretation that ran from Origen through Athanasius, 
Gregory the Theologian, Dionysius, and Maximus himself, in ways that 
smoothed and rounded the tradition of a metaphysics of ascentive love so 
that it was in accord with the ecumenical tradition. Maximus saved Origen 
for later centuries just as Gregory the Theologian had done earlier. When 
Maximus censures the style and conclusions of the sixth-century Origenistic 
sect, as he does in his treatise Ad Joannem Ambiguum, it is clear he does so in 
conscious harmony with his venerated mentor Gregory the Theologian,29 who 
censured the way the fourth-century Arians had misapplied him.

Maximus’s intention is, once more, to rescue the great worth of what 
remains of lasting value in Origen’s thought.30 It was also important for 
Maximus to rehabilitate Evagrius of Pontus, whose worth as a monastic mys-
tical theologian he recognized, though he also knew that Evagrius’s specula-
tive theories about the eschaton had largely fuelled the recent Origenistic 
crisis.31 His work proceeded by not citing the two writers by name (as he 
did not wish to be labeled an “Origenist” and he knew his enemies were 
bent on condemning him for heresy), but his debt is nonetheless evident.32 In 
fact, Evagrius’s thought world was to be rescued in Maximus’s sketching of 
the “cosmic liturgy,” while Evagrius’s writings would survive partly by the 



94	 ﻿﻿﻿Chapter 4﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿

monastic expedient of being assigned to a venerable sage from the past who 
had not written anything, and so it was they passed to modern times under 
the pseudonym St. Nilus, and only in contemporary times has their correct 
authorship been reasserted and the deep value of Evagrius’s spiritual teach-
ings been appreciated in a new light.33 This pious fraud of pseudonymity 
was not done so much with Origen himself. In the East his works continued 
to be read in Greek, but in a corpus that was reduced mainly to his exegeti-
cal studies.

These, in any case, had entered into the mainstream of patristic exegetical 
lore, through such indebted and central exegetes such as Cyril of Alexandria 
and John Chrysostom, the latter of whom represented a moderating (simpli-
fying) effect on Origen’s didactic style. For doctrinal matters, the East was 
largely content to keep the Philocalia Origenis, that dossier of the “best of 
Origen” that the renowned Cappadocian fathers had collated in the fourth 
century. Although Maximus had made the most thoroughgoing rehabilita-
tion of Origen’s overarching scheme of cosmic salvation, his works were not 
extensively read until relatively late times, and as he had not cited Origen, 
it was often not realized how much of the old master had been remade here. 
There is no doubt, however, that the censures of the Fifth Ecumenical Council 
did immense damage to the reputation in a global and inaccurate dismissal of 
the originals. Nevertheless, although the large corpus of Origen’s works did 
take a fairly heavy hit because of it, the one thing that remains astounding 
about the church’s reaction to this call to consign the totality to the flames was 
the way that so very much was preserved. Of the ancient library of ecclesiasti-
cal authors, Origen is in the top three of those whose works have survived. 
This of course means that generation by generation all those manuscripts 
were laboriously recopied and repristinated, precisely because they were 
being read and used as important resources in the regular life of the church. 
The survival of anything of his would have been remarkable; the survival of 
so very much is a testament to the wisdom of the great fathers who wanted to 
prune Origen’s tree, not uproot it. As Gregory the Theologian had phrased it 
(speaking about his attitude to pagan Hellenistic literature), one ought to “clip 
the thorns from the roses,” not consign the entire bush to the flames.

ANTIQUE WESTERN RECEPTION: AMBROSE, 
JEROME, AUGUSTINE, AND CASSIODORUS

In the West, this “discretionary” reading of Origen did not continue in the 
same way. By the time of Augustine, it was increasingly rare to find a Latin 
theologian who could read or speak Greek. So the access of the West to 
Origen’s writings was restricted to a tiny circle of intelligentsia, and more 
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or less only through the medium of the Latin versions made by Jerome and 
Rufinus, though Ambrose of Milan (c. 340–397) was an exception.

Ambrose of Milan

Ambrose had entered the church as a bishop without significant preparation 
as a Christian thinker. He had been unexpectedly elected as the new metro-
politan bishop by popular acclamation. He remained for most of his life under 
the influence of his learned mentor, the Milanese priest Simplicianus. It was 
Simplicianus who also heavily influenced Augustine’s decision to convert 
back to catholic Christianity. Simplicianus was at the center of a circle of 
Christian intelligentsia in Milan deeply invested in following up the connec-
tions between Christian dogmatics and Neo-Platonic thought. Since Ambrose 
had to learn the craft of being a bishop extremely rapidly after his consecra-
tion, Simplicianus guided him to the works of Origen. Ambrose was well 
able to read directly in Greek and accessed Origen’s works with gratitude, 
especially his exegetical writings. Few in the Milanese cathedral would have 
known where the learned bishop took his sermon material from, but Jerome’s 
anger was roused against him when he realized his continuing dependence on 
a theologian he, Jerome, had decided ought to be denounced, and he angrily 
called Ambrose a “crow dressed up in another bird’s feathers” because of it. 
Nevertheless, many subsequent Latin writers unconsciously absorbed Origen 
by means of Ambrose.

Jerome

Jerome (c. 347–420) had begun life as a dedicated and zealous follower 
of Origen, but the mood swing that turned against the old master, perhaps 
mainly because of the Arian controversies involving the Origenian Academy 
at Caesarea, shifted his allegiance into a bitter opposition. It was also the 
sharp rivalry between Jerome’s establishment at Bethlehem and the close 
triad of Melania, Rufinus, and John of Jerusalem in the holy city that embit-
tered Jerome significantly against anything to do with Origen, whom he 
denounced to the West as a heretic who must be shunned. Even so, and even 
after his most serious denunciations of Origen, Jerome continued for all his 
life to use Origen’s works heavily, only ceasing to reference him or acknowl-
edge the enduring dependence. Jerome certainly found fault with Origen’s 
doctrines of apokatastasis, but he made a travesty of what Origen actually 
said by claiming that Origen taught there would be an eternally unending 
series of restitutions of fallen creations (since God alone was unchanging and 
all potential rehabilitations and judgments could only be relative as far as 
the creation was concerned). He also strongly distanced himself from other 
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aspects of Origen’s work, such as his understanding of the spiritual risen body 
(based on Paul in 1 Cor. 15) and aspects of his Christology of pneumatology. 
But in regard to Origen’s exegetical writings, Jerome spread them far and 
wide in the Latin church. Because later Latin ages regarded Jerome as the 
father of biblical exegesis par excellence, again (without entirely realizing 
it) the West absorbed Origenian exegetical process and even much of his 
detailed thought as the staple approach of the whole Latin church.

And so, even as an enemy, Jerome was the sower who disseminated the 
seeds of Origen to the fields of the West. He did more than establish Origen’s 
biblical theology as a standard, however, for in his early life, and even in his 
later period of hostility, he set his hand as a master linguist to the transla-
tion of Origen’s Greek texts. His were the translations (along with those of 
Rufinus) that allowed the West to read Origen directly, and for many centuries 
afterward this was the only road of access, yet sufficient to awe generations of 
later thinkers with the brilliance of the ancient master. In classic studies, Jean 
Leclerq and Henri de Lubac have both shown the vast extent to which Origen 
taught the entire medieval Latin West how to exegete scripture34 and the cor-
respondingly massive amount of medieval manuscripts that contain Latin 
versions of his works.35 While listening to Gregory Nazianzen, Evagrius, 
and Gregory Nyssen in Constantinople, in 380 Jerome rendered into Latin 
fourteen homilies by Origen on the book of Jeremiah and the same number 
of homilies on Ezekiel.

At Rome in 383, he made a translation of two homilies by Origen on the 
Song of Songs, and at Bethlehem in 389, he translated thirty-nine homilies 
on the Gospel of Luke. Having fallen out very badly with his old friend 
Rufinus, he set himself to translate the De Principiis of Origen, chiefly to 
show up Rufinus’s version as partial. There has been much discussion since 
as to which of the two is the finest work and which of the two is the most 
accurate. One thing is clear, however: Rufinus had the better command of 
Greek. The warring translations had the benefit of preserving one of the chief 
works of Origen’s dogmatics for posterity among Latin speakers, and after 
the immediate heat of the battle had cooled off in the West, thinkers such as 
Scotus Eriugena were able to see the Origenian achievement for themselves 
and reassess its worth firsthand.

Augustine of Hippo

It was long thought that Augustine of Hippo (c. 354–430), being unable to 
read Greek, was completely unaware of the works of Origen until late in 
his life, when he asked Jerome what all the fuss was about over the ancient 
master and (unsurprisingly) got a jaundiced view in return that scared him 
off. However, more recent study has shown that the influence of Origen had 
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penetrated even into North Africa, and Augustine had indeed been personally 
influenced.36 Ilaria Ramelli explains that he, therefore, had two stages in his 
attitude: the first in his anti-Manichean writings in his early career as a catho-
lic theologian, and the second after he had received an alarming synopsis 
from Jerome of all that was wrong with the Alexandrian theologian.37

Origen affects the great African in two chief ways: the first in terms of 
the doctrine of apokatastasis, and the second in relation to Augustine’s doc-
trine of grace. When he was arguing against the dualistic metaphysics of the 
Manicheans, Augustine used the concept from the De Principiis of how God 
will restore all things to the good ultimately, so that evil cannot withstand the 
divine force and can have no independent existence in ultimate terms. This 
reliance can be seen in his De Ordine, the De Genesi Adversus Manichaeos, 
and the De moribus ecclesiae catholicae et de moribus manichaeorum. In 
the latter work, Augustine argues that “God’s goodness . . . orders all fallen 
beings . . . until they return to the state from which they fell.”38 The concept 
that the goodness of God is the fundamental force that (ontologically) refuses 
to allow any ultimate success to wickedness is a giveaway to Origen’s under-
standing of Paul’s ideas on apokatastasis. Between 426 and 427, however, 
when he wrote his Retractations, Augustine had been alerted to the way many 
regarded his assertion as too like that of Origen’s, and he specifically quali-
fies it in a way that shows he was anxious now to distance himself from the 
Alexandrian: “It must not be understood as though all beings were restored to 
the state from which they fell, in the manner in which Origen thought . . . for 
those who will be punished with the eternal fire do not return to God from 
whom they fell.”39 Here he reverts to the understanding of eternal fire (pur 
aionion) as “fire of endless duration,” despite Origen’s arguments that the 
timeless state of the next age (the true meaning of aionion) means that eter-
nity cannot be understood as a sequential, time-bound matter. So it was that 
by his immense historical influence Augustine turned the compass point 
in the West away from this important point of exegesis. The problem here 
was that Augustine did not enjoy a very close reading of Origen40 and relied 
for this matter of apokatastasis doctrine on Jerome’s ridiculous summation 
of why Origen was wrong. Jerome had warned off Augustine by claiming 
(falsely) that Origen’s apokatastasis doctrine relied on the idea of there being 
an endless succession of aeons that rise up to God and yet fall away again 
and again, never reaching ontological stability, and he went on to claim (again 
falsely) that this was tantamount to Origen adopting Plato’s idea of a univer-
sal salvation based in the nature of souls.41

The Pelagian controversy, again later in Augustine’s life, was the second 
occasion when his work crossed paths with what Origen had sketched out 
earlier. But this time it was Pelagius, making an exegesis in Rome of the 
Pauline Letter to the Romans, who found Origen’s ideas on freedom of will 
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most attractive, and Augustine who found them somewhat alarming. His own 
earlier statements in the anti-Manichean works asserting the free will of the 
believer assisted by the grace of God were tightened up in his anti-Pelagian 
writings, and the ethical encomia that Origen uses so often (the critical impor-
tance of a robust and freely willed choice for the good on the part of the soul), 
were echoed by Pelagius,42 now seemed to Augustine to underestimate the 
power of divine grace by placing a human moral energy alongside it—hardly 
what Origen was speaking about in his own conception of the how the soul is 
constantly being guided by the Logos of God in its ascentive return to divine 
communion. Even so, as Caroline Bammel demonstrated, Origen’s commen-
taries on Paul, in their Latin translations, had heavily influenced Augustine, 
even to the extent of giving him a generic model of how to approach and 
understand Pauline exegesis.43

Ramelli concludes: “Such misunderstandings [of Origen] are reflected in 
Augustine’s anti-Pelagian works, De haeresibus and De Civitate Dei and were 
facilitated by his ignorance of the distinction between aionios and aidios, lost 
in the translation of both with aeternus.”44 Because of this linguistic limita-
tion, Augustine could not appreciate how Origen’s apokatastasis was any-
thing other than a determinism setting human independence apart from God.

Vittorino Grossi has recently made a detailed note of all the passages 
where the mature Augustine explicitly references Origen’s work.45 How 
was it, then, that Augustine, more or less devoid of Greek, came across the 
writings of Origen? Dominic Keech thinks that before Rufinus and Jerome 
made their translations there were dossiers of selected Origenian texts circu-
lating in the West, and that Simplicianus in Milan made some of the Origen 
excerpts available to Augustine while he was resident there.46 Ramelli accepts 
this as likely but also thinks he may have had independent library access to 
partial Latin versions: “That such manuscripts circulated is proved not only 
by the Commentarioli in Matthaeum, but also by Pamphilus47 who attests 
that already around 300 CE anonymous manuscripts containing works by 
Origen circulated.”48 It is abundantly clear, from researches made by Altaner 
and Studer, that, knowingly or not, Augustine had absorbed a considerable 
amount of Origen’s exegesis across his own biblical work.49

Cassiodorus

One of the chief Latin champions of Origen was the monk Cassiodorus 
(490–c. 585) of the Vivarium monastery near Scylettium (Squillace in Italy 
today). He was a high-ranking statesman, holding the offices of quaestor, 
consul, and magister officiorum under the Ostrogothic kings and praetorian 
prefect in 533 under Athalaric. He was also a fine scholar who sensed it was 
his duty to gather and repair the intellectual heritage of antiquity. In 540 he 



	﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿ The Ancient Origenist Crises﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿	 99

retired from public life and founded his monastery near his birthplace, plac-
ing a scriptorium at the center of all operations. He commanded his monks to 
exemplify the scholarly life and spend their ascetical efforts in copying manu-
scripts, but notably both the Christian classics and the pagan works of high art 
(the poets, historians, and rhetors) so that the Christian religion could be seen 
not only as the heir of Rome’s great and noblest traditions but also as their 
renovator and developer. His scholarly oversight was able to collate an ample 
library of exemplars in the Vivarium, to which he brought manuscripts from 
wherever he could find them. It was his example in this period, often called 
the beginning of the Dark Ages, that set a standard many other monasteries 
in the Christian world wished to emulate, thus saving Christianity from being 
a rigidly prudish and exclusionist religion. His impact on Christian culture is 
monumental.

Cassiodorus, scholar that he was, came to know the works of Origen 
through the translations made by Rufinus and Jerome. He valued equally the 
exegetical works and the dogmatic-philosophical writings (chiefly the De 
Principiis). Bernard Pouderon, who has made a detailed study of the trans-
mission of Origenian manuscripts in the medieval and early modern West, 
recognizes Cassiodorus as the key figure in the continuing Latin interest in 
Origen’s work.50 The Latin church continued to read Origen unawares, not 
realizing how much of Origen’s psalm exegesis had been absorbed (often 
with little change) in Jerome, or how very much of his theology was con-
tained (without attribution) in the writings of Ambrose of Milan, whom it ele-
vated as a pillar of the Latin theological tradition. Cassiodorus knew Origen’s 
Psalm commentary firsthand and also much of Origen’s Old Testament 
exegesis, and he used him extensively in his own Psalm commentary and his 
Octateuchal writings, where he cites him admiringly. It was largely through 
Cassiodorus’s enthusiastic reviews that Origen continued to be read by the 
medieval Latins, even though the “condemnation by Pope Vigilius” (as they 
referred to the anathemata attached to the Fifth Ecumenical Council) was 
vaguely remembered. Cassiodorus more or less underscored the judgment 
of Pamphilus, Gregory Nazianzen, Rufinus, and Jerome (in his earlier years) 
that though some parts of Origen’s philosophy and dogmatics were not to be 
accepted, this was no excuse for an anti-intellectual attitude that wanted to 
burn the books wholesale or ignore him as a heretic. His is not, perhaps, the 
widely generous view of Origen’s stature as saintly confessor that the earlier 
Greek fathers held to, but it is a scholar’s judicious judgment and a heartening 
appeal to the discretionary worth of intelligence opposed to denunciation. He 
writes in his widely read Institutes:

There still exist some immensely eloquent sermons of Origen on the Octateuch 
in three books. A number of fathers consider him to be a heretic; however, saint 
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Jerome translated several of his smaller works into a very elegant Latin. Apart 
from the attacks he has received on the authority of many fathers, he was also 
recently condemned by the blessed Pope Vigilius. Even so, Saint Jerome, in the 
letter he addressed to Tranquillinus,51 has shown in a most convincing manner 
how one ought to read Origen . . . . Accordingly, let us read him with caution 
and discretion, aiming to draw from him salvific juice, and not the poisons of 
his perverted dogma, which would be a danger to our life.52

In short, Cassiodorus gave the West some scholarly courage in this regard, 
which buoyed up Origen, who lacked the heavy hitters he had on his side 
in the Greek-speaking world—those great fathers we have already noticed 
who deeply admired him and similarly advocated the use of his work, with 
discretion.

After Cassiodorus, however, it is only at the end of antiquity and well into 
the dawn of the medieval period that we find any Latin intelligentsia finding 
their way back to his writings, and surprising themselves at what they find 
there. That story begins again with Charlemagne’s court.
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Origen in Medieval Times and 
in the Age of Reformation

MEDIEVAL SCHOLARS

Paschasius Radbertus and Ratramnus of Corbie

Paschasius Radbertus (c. 785–865), a disciple of Adalard, abbot of Corbie, 
and eventually abbot there himself, was one such inquisitive reader who 
found his way to Origen. He is most famous now for being involved in a 
significant medieval Latin controversy on the nature of the presence of Christ 
in the eucharist, establishing, by an important treatise, the doctrine of the real 
presence as Latin orthodoxy.1 In this he was opposed at the time by another 
monk from Corbie, the scholar Ratramnus. In 843 the latter issued a treatise 
meant as a corrective set of scholia on Paschasius’s eucharistic teachings, giv-
ing it the same title as his colleague’s work. It was a piece urged on him by the 
court of Charles the Bald, who had also asked him to correct the teachings of 
Gottschalk of Orbais on predestination.2 Later in his life (c. 867), Ratramnus 
would also be asked by Abbot Hincmar of Rheims to respond to the criti-
cisms of Latin theology mounted by Photius of Constantinople against Pope 
Nicholas, and he then composed Contra Graecorum Opposita.

This clashing difference on eucharistic theology remained a polite con-
troversy between learned colleagues, which drew no external criticism 
(anathemata or suchlike) from church authorities.3 Both men had applied the 
distinction between figura and veritas to the eucharist. Were the sacred ele-
ments the true body of Christ or a symbolic presentation? Truly the Lord’s 
body and blood, as it were, or sacramentally the body and blood? Paschasius 
maintained that the elements were “truly” (in veritate) the body and blood, 
while Ratramnus insisted that to be something “in truth” meant that what it 
purported to be had to be “perceptible to the senses,” and since the eucharistic 
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elements retained the appearance and experience of bread and wine, they had 
to be the figura, the symbol or sacrament of the body of God, and could not 
be called the true body of Christ—or as we might now say, the “actual” body 
of the Lord. While Paschasius’s opinions were largely adopted and would 
be reinforced over time to become standard catholic orthodoxy, those of 
Ratramnus would be excitedly rediscovered by several of the Reformers who 
set out to contest the doctrine of the real presence. The text was first printed 
in 1532 and became the major early source for Nicholas Ridley’s eucharistic 
teaching;4 the papacy responding by placing the work on the Vatican’s Index 
of Forbidden Books, where it remained until 1900.

This debate strangely harks back to Origen himself, while also looking 
forward to the Reformation era, when this selfsame question came roar-
ing back to life and this time really did cause divisions, controversies, and 
anathematizations, being one of the hot questions of the Reformation era. It 
first arose after Origen had moved as a priest to Caesarea, where the learned 
bishops Alexander of Jerusalem and Theotecnus of Caesarea employed him 
in preaching at regular liturgical services and also serving as a theological 
peritus at Palestinian synods, both marks of very high honor for a presbyter 
at the time. His sermons in the Caesarean church were often quite long (many 
of them have survived), and in some of them he lets show his impatience at 
the inattentive reception he was getting.

The problem was that, now speaking to a general church audience includ-
ing working people from the fields, he was no longer in the select company 
of his private university students who were dedicated to the philosophical and 
literary pursuit of truth: ordinary folk in the congregation dozed off, talked 
while he was speaking, and generally annoyed him by their lack of concentra-
tion. In this context of claiming back their attention, Origen complained to 
them that while they were scrupulously careful about letting no particle of the 
eucharistic elements, the holy Word of God incarnate, fall from their hands 
to the floor when they communicated (incidentally giving us a rare insight 
into third-century liturgical practice), they were, by contrast, very careless 
indeed in allowing the particles of the Word of God to fall on the floor and 
be trampled by their crass behavior when the holy scriptures, earlier on, were 
being read and commented on. This, the presence of the Word among his 
people, Origen argued, was more mystical and spiritually refined even than 
the eucharistic reception itself, which (being corporeal) was a concession to 
more sensory types, while the reception of the Word though the medium of 
the sacrament of scripture was a very elevated and mystically refined form 
of communion.

The idea that the scripture was as much, if not more, a sacrament of com-
munion than the eucharist is typical of Origen: an aporia, in a sense, where 
what is stated hits the mind at first hearing with the shock of something 
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strange and unnerving and then calls out, on deeper reflection, an apprecia-
tion of a bigger issue.5 Origen had always maintained that the scripture was 
the “body of the Logos” given for the salvation of the faithful. In making 
this complaining point (he wanted the congregation to be reverently atten-
tive during the readings and the sermon), he was not so much introducing a 
dogmatic controversy (namely, which is better, eucharist or Bible?); rather, 
he was trying to point out how the totality of the liturgical experience concurs 
with the overarching principle that the Logos is purposefully incarnated in the 
disciples’ virtues for the sanctification and salvation of the people of God.

However, it was such a vivid image, and question, that it was bound 
to be raised in an either/or form sooner or later. In fact, it was to be later. 
The dialogue between Paschasius Radbertus and Ratramnus served as the 
slow-burning fuse for this whole question to rise up once more, and then, in 
the Reformation period, controversialists on all sides really did go back to 
Origen’s text and began to marshal pro and con arguments from what he had 
to say on several other occasions. Once more, Origen’s text was destined to 
be at the very center of a major crisis about orthodoxy, this time very centrally 
in the Western church.

Were Ratramnus and Paschasius reading Origen as background material 
on this point? It is difficult to say so with any certainty. Ratramnus was 
more likely just reading his colleague and adding scholia. Paschasius, in his 
lifetime, was more renowned for the Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew 
he composed, which without question seems to lean heavily (even at times 
verbatim) on that composed by Origen, as Vogt has argued and Heine has also 
noted in his new critical edition of Origen’s Commentary on Matthew.6 In this 
instance, Paschasius probably drew from a collation of patristic exegetical 
notes (catenae), though direct knowledge cannot be ruled out, for the whole 
ethos of these learned Carolingians derived from Charlemagne’s determina-
tion to make learning and pedagogy a fundamental character of his adminis-
tration, and this meant manuscripts circulated freely once more.

Apart from instituting schools, the emperor made the Carolingian court 
a refuge and gathering place for international scholars. The “Capitulary of 
Baugulf,” which he issued in 787, commanded that all Latin monasteries in 
his domains must have a library and studious monks within them.7 Another 
capitulary, issued in 789, ordered every monastery and episcopal palace to 
have a functioning school set up to educate the noble youth in reading, chant-
ing, grammar, and mathematics. So the libraries were spreading there, and in 
communities of scholars even apart from the central court at Aachen, and this 
meant that original manuscripts were also on the move.

This whole environment drew intelligentsia monastics like a magnet, and 
as in the Greek East, it was the intelligentsia who found in Origen a theo-
logian to make them open their eyes. Of course, the core issue in the Latin 
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theologians accessing the byways of Origen’s thought was, as always, the 
capacity of individuals to read Greek. But if ever places existed to light the 
lamp of a revival of Greek learning in the Western church, it was either the 
Vatican library or the Carolingian monasteries, and one figure—perhaps the 
most important medieval reviver of Origen’s wider thought world—united 
both places in the course of his life, a man who was very proud of his 
Irish ancestry.

Johannes Scotus Eriugena

Eriugena (c. 800–877) was a monk known as “John the Irishman, born in 
Ireland,” and was one of the most learned scholars of the Middle Ages. He 
described his experience of reading the works of Origen (which he accessed 
not only through Latin translations but also by means of patiently learning 
Greek) as something that made him “wake up” as if from a walking sleep. 
When he left Ireland, he settled in the court of Charles the Bald and received 
the patronage of headship of the palace school of Laon and the role of the 
king’s theological scholar. There grew up a later tradition that he went to the 
English Abbey of Malmesbury at the invitation of King Alfred the Great, and 
his pupils there grew so tired of him that they stabbed him to death with their 
pens, but this rests on a mistaken identification of him with a later scholar 
“John” made by the historian William of Malmesbury.8 Still, it is a caution-
ary tale for all lecturers. William of Malmesbury records another tale about 
Eriugena, probably authentically sourced this time, which is an early example 
of a joke against the Irish misfiring.9

Like Ratramnus, Eriugena attacked Gottschalk’s theology of predestina-
tion. His own thinking was inspired by the transcendent vision of the return 
of all souls to God. He found his Origen through the close study he made of 
all the major patristic admirers of Origen—Gregory of of Nazianzus, Gregory 
of Nyssa, Ambrose, Dionysius the Areopagite, and Maximus the Confessor—
translating them into Latin and making their ideas resonate in the West in 
new ways. He not only translated the pseudo-Areopagite but also wrote a 
commentary on his Celestial Hierarchy. He translated Maximus’s Ambigua 
ad Ioannem as well as the Quaestiones ad Thalassium, and the De Hominis 
Opificio of St. Gregory, which he retitled De Imagine.

This was a typical part of the Carolingian renaissance: trying to repristinate 
Western thought by a return to the classical Fathers of the Church, whose 
culture was steeped in an ancient paideia and spirit of enquiry that awed these 
medievals and made them fear that their own period was one of intellectual 
stagnation. For Eriugena, it was the vast scope of the metaphysics of salva-
tion he found in this Greek tradition that fired his imagination, as well as the 
teleological drive that Origen had inspired in these important theologians: 
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the way all creation came from God and was destined to return to God, life’s 
origin and final goal (Arche kai Telos).

Eriugena approaches Origen most closely by beginning with the root of all 
theology—to describe what God is not and to insist on apophaticism10 as the 
primary theological methodology, since to assert what God truly is, is impos-
sible for a corporeal mind or tongue. The deity for both (just as it was for 
Gregory the Theologian and Dionysius the Areopagite, other major followers 
of Origen’s lead) is beyond words or human comprehension. Yet this does not 
mean humanity will be inarticulate in the face of the divine reality. Eriugena 
asserts, along with Origen, that God is a wholly incorporeal unity, while 
rational creaturehood (angels and humans) is a corporeal multiplicity. Like 
Origen, Eriugena asserts that the creation came about as a consequence of the 
lapse of rational intelligences into sin: because of this, humanity covered up 
its transcendent nature in the “coat of skin” (Gen. 3:21). The corruptible body 
that was laid over the human soul, therefore, was not the true and intended 
nature but the remedy (and penalty) of the lapse to sin. It follows that the 
slow returning ascent to God will involve also the progressive laying aside 
of that corporeal medium of the rational creature as it is transfigured into the 
incorporeal truer reality of its first making. As Eirini Artemi says, “Eriugena 
was influenced by Augustine of Hippo and Gregory of Nyssa, but the basis 
of his teaching was, in fact, the theology of Origen.”11

That tradition came to him especially after 827, when the Byzantine 
emperor Michael the Stammerer (770–829) sent to the western emperor,12 
Louis the Pious (778–840), a Greek manuscript of Dionysius the Areopagite. 
At the time, both East and West believed that this was a work by a disciple 
of St. Paul himself, who had been martyred as apostle to the Franks, and so 
it had a very high currency among the Carolingians. Louis commissioned 
Abbot Hilduin to make a Latin translation, but it so closely followed the 
Greek syntax that it was almost unreadable, and so Charles the Bald then 
commissioned John Scotus to make a better version. The Greek scholar 
Anastasius, librarian at the Vatican, who had encouraged John to learn the 
Greek language at Athens, expressed similar opinions about the quality of 
John’s translation work when sent a copy for him to add scholia of his own, 
but he also added a note saying how great his wonderment was that such a 
“barbarus” from so foreign a land should prove himself a scholar of the clas-
sics of Greek literature. Whether or not Anastasius disapproved of the rather 
wooden translation style, Eriugena, nevertheless, had opened up a very large 
door for the medieval West by his linguistic mediation. That door would be 
pushed wider in later generations, encouraged by his pioneering spirit.

Through reading Dionysius, John was led on, in great enthusiasm, to the 
capacious metaphysical view of mystical ascent to God that he discovered 
in the related traditions of Gregory of Nyssa, Gregory the Theologian, and 
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Maximus. Origen lay close behind all of this, of course, and by this means, in 
John’s own major work, the Periphyseon, he too was drawn into the project 
of baptizing the neo-Platonists by reinterpreting the ascent of the mind to 
the Sublime Unity in terms of the soul’s mystical return to the Logos.13 His 
Periphyseon (a Greek title for a Latin treatise) is quite clearly stimulated by 
Origen’s De Principiis, which he quotes extensively, and verbatim, in his 
Latin text, and he explicitly refers to Origen’s work by its original Greek title 
of Peri Archon.14 The similarities are more than passing correspondences. As 
Ilaria Ramelli writes,

The overall structure of his Periphyseon closely corresponds to that of Origen’s 
Peri Archon, the only monumental synthesis of Christian philosophy prior, and 
comparable, to it. Both works are a Christian systematization of all that is know-
able and thinkable . . . . Both works begin with a treatment of God as universal 
cause; in both the argumentative methodology is the same: philosophical argu-
ments are always supported by Biblical and Patristic quotes . . . . The tension of 
Periphyseon toward eschatology is modelled on Origen’s thought, all orientated 
to the ultimate end, in which everything has its perfection. Moreover, Origen’s 
“zetetic”15 method, at its best in his philosophical masterpiece, reappears in 
Eriugena’s Periphyseon, not only for its heuristic format, emphasized by the 
teacher-disciple dialogue, but also for the continual alterations introduced by 
Eriugena.16

Robert Crouse writes that “In that work [the Periphyseon] Eriugena embraces 
Origen with lucidity and enthusiasm.”17 He is certainly one of the few intellec-
tuals after patristic Late Antiquity and before the later Renaissance who can 
be said to have appreciated the philosophical subtlety (and overarching theo-
logical mission) of the ancient teacher. Crouse concludes: “The Periphyseon 
is certainly the strongest explicit witness to the influence of Origen in the 
philosophical theology of the Latin West, and it was crucially important as an 
example of how the doctrine of Origen (and other Greek theologians) might 
be reconciled with the doctrine of St. Augustine.”18 Eriugena’s own version 
of the angelic hierarchies that he found depicted in pseudo-Dionysius is not 
a particularly accurate exegesis of the earlier (fifth-century) author’s intent. 
But while pseudo-Dionysius does not himself explicitly reference Origen 
in this context, his own “project” to baptize and empathetically synthesize 
the neo-Platonic metaphysics of the post-Proclean era19 was something that 
would have gained the approval of Origen himself, and it is also this which 
inspired Eriugena, making the latter into the first serious medieval Western 
Christian philosopher after Augustine and Boethius.

Although John Scotus was very careful in not trying to reverse head-on 
the broader Western tradition of Origenian disapproval, his own works, 
celebrating the permeation of all creation by the divine energy, called down 



	﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿ Origen in Medieval Times and in the Age of Reformation﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿	 111

disapproval of him by later authorities who worried that it had fallen into 
“pantheistic” sensibilities. What his critics were primarily worried about 
was his enthusiastic restatement of apokatastasis doctrine, which he admired 
in Origen and had refined by also applying some of the modifications of 
Gregory of Nyssa and Augustine, as Eirini Artemi and Robert Crouse have 
demonstrated.20 Even so, his most important work, the Periphyseon21 (which, 
throughout, attempts forms of reconciliation between aspects of neo-Platonist 
and Christian metaphysics), was condemned outright more than three hun-
dred years after his death at the Paris schools in 1220 and again by Pope 
Honorius III at the Synod of Sens.

Peter Abelard and Bernard of Clairvaux

Abelard and the Burgundian abbot and mystic Bernard have often been seen 
as opposing forces and styles of medieval theological thought, not least 
because of the way, at the Second Lateran Council in 1139 and at the Synod 
of Sens in 1141, Bernard most forcibly opposed Abelard’s thought. But in one 
respect, at least, they harmonized: their application to and reliance on Origen 
of Alexandria.

Bernard (1090–1153) was profoundly interested in the tradition of the 
exegesis of the Song of Songs.22 It was a cardinal point of his own mystical 
sense of achieved union with God, through Christ, and through him it became 
the principal text, and tradition, of Western monasticism.23 Augustine’s treat-
ment of the text was meager by comparison, alluding to it only in reference 
to baptismal initiation and his argument with the Donatists.24 Origen, by con-
trast, had taken the three “books of Solomon”25 as a revelation of the degrees 
of the soul’s spiritual progress into mystical union with the divine Logos. For 
him, the Song of Songs was the highest, most secret initiation into the perfec-
tion of God’s love. The motif of the lover seeking restlessly after the beloved, 
who returns the passion (eros) devotedly, is a primary archetype of the way 
the soul is created to seek always after the love of its maker, the divine Word.

It was largely through Bernard that this motif became central to the 
Western Christian mystical tradition, with Origen as the grandfather of the 
whole movement. It was widely known that this tradition had originated 
with Origen, and this is doubtless why the peak of interest in Origen’s Latin 
manuscript tradition occurred among the monastics of the Carolingian era 
and especially the twelfth century. Origen believed that the reading of, and 
immersion in, the sacred scriptures was the primary method the Logos used to 
reshape the soul’s aspirations and realign it in union with him. Bernard took 
up this idea and, in his very influential work as monastic legislator, made sure 
to place lectio divina (the prayerfully reflective reading of the scriptures and 
fathers) at the very center of the monastic daily routine. It was Origen, in his 
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Commentary on the Song of Songs, who first had sketched out this fundamen-
tal theory of how lectio divina thus prepared the soul for the gift of divine 
wisdom. It struck both Augustine26 and Bernard27 with great force:

A person will be able to investigate and discover such things more carefully, 
provided always that he first seeks and knocks at Wisdom’s door, begging God 
to open unto him and make him worthy to receive the word of wisdom and the 
word of knowledge given through the Holy Spirit, and to make him a partaker of 
that Wisdom who once said: “I stretched out my words but you did not hear.”28

Jean Leclercq, making a close textual study of Bernard’s use of Origen,29 
concludes that the reliance is a very deep one:

[Bernard] does not criticize him, he does not refute him. He does not even cite 
him. He simply takes his inspiration from him, and more or less consciously he 
imitates him. He not only preaches on him, but like him. They share the same 
theories . . . the same conception of the relationship between the Old and New 
Testaments, the same allegorical exegesis, and above all, the same imagination.

For Abelard, it was not so much the Commentary on the Song of Songs that 
inspired him but the Latin version of Origen’s Commentary on Romans and 
Origen’s overarching insistence that it is by the ethical life, the persevering 
quest for moral purity, that the soul most advances. Abelard, like most oth-
ers in the medieval period, had been prepared to receive Origen according 
to Jerome’s dictum that the exegete was acceptable, the dogmatician not.30 
He even refers to this when he strongly disapproves (for ethical philosophi-
cal reasons) of what he thinks is Origen’s version of the apokatastasis. He 
denounces what he describes as “that detestable conception of Origen, 
extending salvation even to the demons,”31 not properly realizing that this was 
Jerome’s caricature of Origen’s thought (which had closely followed Paul’s 
lead) that God’s glory could not ultimately be frustrated. But once he engaged 
directly and personally with Origen’s Commentary on Romans, Abelard 
began to think again. This was because he discovered for himself, through the 
subtlety of the Origenian exegesis, that here indeed was an intellect of consid-
erable strength and acuity. Soon Abelard began to call him “a great Christian 
philosopher”32 and even “the greatest of all Christian philosophers.”33 He was 
impressed by the quality of the Romans commentary and used it extensively 
in his own version of the same.

Abelard refers to Origen expressly (not always naming him) twenty-eight 
times—far more than he refers to any other ancient Christian writer.34 Most 
of the references come from the commentary, but he is also aware of the De 
Principiis. He is struck by and emulates both the style of the exegesis (a kind 
of running expositional narrative with reflective excurses) and the recurring 
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emphasis on the freedom of human will as a collaborative spiritual exercise 
with the grace of God. Abelard follows Origen’s theology of the cross and 
rejects the common medieval “ransom theory” and the concept of “satisfac-
tion for sin.” As Bond argues, Abelard speaks of the cross in terms of “God’s 
joining with us  .  .  .  .  [That] is the atoning work.”35 He also uses the argu-
ment of Origen that sin is always a spiritual choice, partly to depart from 
Augustine’s massive influence in the case of original sin.36

Abelard is also moved by Origen’s example of personal asceticism. He 
takes it as a real history that Origen castrated himself out of motives of 
chastity, and while he disapproves of such a thing, he still elevates Origen 
as an encouragement and an ideal when writing to his former lover, the nun 
Héloise, to give her encouragement in the life of philosophical asceticism 
that had been forced on them in the aftermath of his own castration.37 It has 
often been something of a cliché in medieval studies to contrast the mystical 
approach of the monastic movement in the likes of Bernard with the scholas-
tic approach of the likes of Abelard, seeing one as more concerned with scrip-
ture and prayer and the other as more interested in philosophy, ethics, and 
metaphysics. But, as Georges points out, some of the greatest of the medieval 
philosophers—Anselm, Bonaventure, Aquinas, and Abelard himself—were, 
of course, monastics and worked through the medium of the scriptures for an 
end in view which was divine unitive reconciliation, exactly the scope and 
purpose of Christian theology that Origen himself had first defined.38

As Georges notes, it is in the course of writing such encomia to Héloise 
that Abelard refers explicitly to Origen’s exegesis of the incident in Genesis 
of Isaac digging wells that Philistines keep on filling up with dirt in order to 
frustrate him.39 Abelard notes that this well digging is the exercise of “pen-
etrating deeply into the hidden meaning of holy scripture,”40 but he goes on 
to characterize it as an image of the application of one’s intelligence, despite 
the many around who wish to discourage the exercise of reason. He knows 
the passage from Gregory the Great but also knows that Pope Gregory took it 
from Origen, as he did most of his other scriptural insights:

St. Gregory, if I am not mistaken had read the Homilies on Genesis of the great 
Christian philosopher Origen, and had drawn from Origen’s wells what he now 
says about these wells. For that zealous digger of spiritual wells strongly urges 
us not only to drink of them but also to dig our own, as he says in the Twelfth 
homily of his exposition . . . . So you too, my listener, try to have your own well 
and your own spring so that when you take up a book of the scriptures you also 
may start to show some understanding of it from your own perception . . . . Also 
try to drink from the spring of your own spirit. You have within you “a source 
of living water,” the open channels and flowing streams of rational perception.41
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It can hardly be missed here how Abelard deliberately juxtaposes the 
Johannine reference to “springs of living water” flowing out within the 
human heart (which the evangelist tells his readers is the force of the Holy 
Spirit) with the rational faculties of a human being. The work of philosophy, 
for Abelard, is a holy and spiritual effort.

This, of course, was Origen’s great insight, that the gift of wisdom and 
rational perception was indeed the fundamental gift of the divine Logos 
to humanity, which was why philosophy (signifying rational reflection and 
analysis) had to be applied to the sacred texts as their explicative method: 
reason and theology could never be separated, an insight that in Abelard’s 
case once more had reached a crisis point in the church. Origen’s celebration 
of the inseparability of reasons and revelation (the selfsame Logos at the heart 
of all truth) and what Abelard seems to have learned by closely engaging in 
his exegetical method, where dogma and exegesis are made one (not accord-
ing to the facile criticism and bon mot of Jerome),42 seems to have given 
Abelard renewed courage to publish his views in his Romans commentary. 
It was received as a highly controversial work, and eventually drew down 
on his head a second condemnation by church authorities at the Synod of 
Sens in 1140.

RENAISSANCE AND REFORMATION 
ERA CONTROVERSIALISTS

The First Printed Editions of Origen in the West (1460–1668)

Origen first made his appearance in printed book form in the West via the Latin 
translations made long before by Jerome and Rufinus. The first appearance 
was under the shadow of Jerome, whose complete works were issued at Rome 
in 1460 by the printing house of Theodorus Laelius and Johannes Andreas. 
In this edition, there also appeared Origen’s Homilies and Commentary on 
the Song of Songs, a work of major importance for the Western mystical 
revival. Aldo Manutius, the great Venetian printer, subsequently brought out, 
all unknowingly, the second printed edition of Origen’s works in 1503. It 
comprised Rufinus’s Latin translation of Origen’s exegetical preached com-
mentaries, namely, the Homilies on Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, 
Joshua, and Judges. Manutius commissioned a scholarly preface to introduce 
the writings, probably written by Jerome Alexander, as Pouderon intimates.43 
Here the stylish intelligence of the works was highly praised, doubtless in 
part because they were all attributed in the text to Saint Jerome, with whose 
writings the editor had unconsciously witnessed the profound parallels. The 
success of this book showed there was a ready market, and soon after, in 
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1506, Theodore Salodianus, again in Venice, produced a book of Jerome’s 
translations of Origen’s important Commentary on Romans. The next big 
movement was the issuing, between 1512 and 1513, of the editio princeps of 
On First Principles by the printer Constantius Hierotheus. Another printing, 
anonymous this time, occurred in 1513 at Venice, of Jerome’s Latin transla-
tions of Origen’s Commentary on the Song of Songs and the Homilies on Job, 
Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Matthew, Luke, and John.

It was surely the 1512 editio princeps of On First Principles that marked 
the moment when Origen the theologian was reborn on the world stage. 
Hierotheus bolstered his edition with the deliberate publication of the 
Apology on Behalf of Origen by St. Pamphilus of Caesarea. Both works were 
made from the exemplar of the translations made originally by Rufinus. In 
the same year, 1512, at Paris, the complete edition of all Origen’s works that 
had so far been translated into Latin was printed at the shop of Jean Petit 
and Josse Bade, with Jaques Merlin acting as editor. This edition contained 
an extensive apologia for Origen composed by Merlin himself. In 1536, at 
Lyons, the work was redone from scratch, with all the translations made by 
Jerome and Rufinus reassembled under the editorship of Erasmus and Beatus 
Rhenus. This edition was titled Origenis Adamantii eximii scripturarum (The 
Most Excellent Comments on Scripture of Origen the Adamantine).44

It would not be until the seventeenth century that the first printed Greek edi-
tions started to appear: the Contra Celsum in 1605, made by David Hoeschel 
at Augsburg; the Philocalia Origenis in 1618, made by Jean Tarin at Paris; 
and the Commentaries on Jeremiah in 1623, made by M. Ghisler at Lyons. 
One of the greatest of the early modern Origenian scholars was the French 
bishop Pierre Daniel Huet (Huetius) (1630–1721), who brought out a major 
edition of Origen’s writings in 166845 and whose labors became the basis of 
several other editions lasting even until the nineteenth-century editions of 
Abbé Jacques Paul Migne and his Paris publication of the Cursus Completus 
Patrologiae Latinae et Graecae, which tended simply to reproduce all the 
older editions of the texts but with commissioned Latin translations, where 
needed, of the Greek texts.

Pico della Mirandola (1463–1494)

Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, the Italian nobleman and religious philoso-
pher who burst onto the world literary scene aged twenty-three with both his 
900 Theses and his Oration on the Dignity of Man, was a thinker who wished 
to revive the esoteric traditions of Christianity. He saw the wisdom of the 
ancients as the key to renovating the intellectual life of the present. Already 
learned in Greek and Latin, he also studied Hebrew, Arabic, and Aramaic with 
the Jewish sage Elia di Medigo in Padua. He also pursued kabbalistic studies 
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with Rabbi Johann Alemanno in Perugia. His friends knew him as Princeps 
Concordiae—the Prince of Harmony—a pun since Concordia (harmony) was 
one of the noble family’s landed estates, and the idea was also at the heart of 
all Pico wished to do in philosophy, which was to create an active synthesis 
between Plato and Aristotle, and to harmonize philosophy with the ancient 
religious systems of humankind.46 Pico was an early Renaissance advocate of 
the theory of universal salvation. He adopted Origen’s dictum that “eternal 
damnation” in the New Testament meant punishment for the “other age” 
(aionios) but that it could not be considered as “temporally unending” since 
God’s justice would preclude such a punishment for an offence committed 
in time and from the basis of limited knowledge. The young scholar enjoyed 
the protection of the Medicis but also seems to have been poisoned by them 
when he became an increasing embarrassment. Feeling (ill advisedly) secure 
in his patronage, he decided to hold a public conference in Rome to debate 
all nine hundred theses, and he announced that he would defend them against 
all comers, even paying the expenses of any disputant from any part of Italy 
who wished to travel to Rome.

This free-spiritedness greatly alarmed Pope Innocent VIII, who in February 
1487 halted the conference and appointed a commission of inquiry to look 
into the orthodoxy of the ideas Pico had published. Initially, thirteen of them 
were declared heretical or potentially scandalous, and Pico agreed to stop 
propagating these (though he refused to declare them invalid). Eventually, 
Rome anathematized all nine hundred theses. One of those rejected proposi-
tions was a proposal for a general rehabilitation of the memory of the great 
Origen and the lifting of the anathemata issued against him in antiquity. 
George Lewis refers to the episode wryly in the introduction to his edition of 
the Philocalia of Origen.47

Erasmus of Rotterdam

The scholar, priest, and “moderate reformer” Erasmus (1466–1536) was one 
of the great advocates of Origenian thought in the Reformation era, and he 
worked extensively in his own lifetime not only to make a critical edition of 
the New Testament in Greek and Latin but also to present good editions of the 
Fathers of the Church, including Origen’s works, which he clearly had stud-
ied closely and with great empathy and interest.48 In his Enchiridion (Manual 
for a Christian Knight), Erasmus ranks Paul, Origen, and Augustine as the 
three greatest Christian exegetes of all time, and several times gives his post–
New Testament exegetical “rankings of intelligences” as Origen, Ambrose, 
Jerome, and Augustine, perhaps not being entirely aware that Ambrose and 
Jerome took almost all their biblical acumen from Origen himself.49 He writes 
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in his manual’s “Fifth Rule”: “And so, when you bring to light the myster-
ies of scripture, you must not follow the conjecture of your own heart. What 
is needed is a rule and some sort of methodology such as those set out by 
a certain Dionysius in his book The Divine Names, or by St. Augustine in 
his work On Christian Doctrine. It was the Apostle Paul who, after Christ, 
opened up certain springs of allegory. He was followed by Origen, who easily 
earns the first rank in that area of theology.”50 For Erasmus, it is Origen the 
exegete who commands his interest. He is content to allow the objectionable 
metaphysical speculations to remain as set-asides. A similarly positive view 
of the exegetical writings of the fathers, chief among whom he ranked Origen 
and Jerome, can be found in the Reformer Zwingli.51

Huldrych Zwingli

Irena Backus, who made a magisterial survey of the reception of patristics in 
the West, includes a close study of Zwingli’s (1484–1531) use of the fathers.52 
Along with Luther, Zwingli not only relied on Augustine for their formula 
sola scriptura53 but generally held a much more positive view of the impor-
tance and continuing relevance for the church of patristic exegesis and theol-
ogy. Backus has shown that Zwingli made a very close and personal study 
of the works of Origen using Merlin’s 1512 edition of his works. In his own 
copy, Zwingli made numerous marginal notes, and throughout his corpus of 
writings he has no less than 340 references to Origen. He shows no sign at all 
of regarding Origen’s condemnation as having any lasting merit, but neither 
does he regard the fathers as authorities in the same sense that they had in 
early Byzantine times, that is, as theologians who cannot be seen to err even 
in the slightest.

Martin Luther

By contrast with Zwingli, Martin Luther (1483–1546), who began his eccle-
siastical career as an Augustinian monk and New Testament exegete, found 
Origen’s work strongly distasteful, and this chiefly for two reasons. In the 
first place, it was because of the allegorical process that dominates his exeget-
ical method. It was Luther’s own preference for the “simplicity” of scriptural 
reading that made him regard Jerome and Origen (“Jerome and his Origen,” 
as he says) as examples of people (he also had Erasmus in mind as a target) 
who “played with” the holy text and created “trifles” (nugae) of exegesis. He 
says, “Jerome and Origen have filled the world with these trifles, and these 
pestiferous commentaries that have lost sight of the simplicity of scripture.”54 
His hatred of allegorical reading (and it has to be said, his more or less total 
unfamiliarity with the original text of Origen) led him to the famous (and 
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really incomprehensible) utterance: “In the whole corpus of Origen there is 
not a single word about Christ.”55

In the second place, Luther began to detest Origen because he saw behind 
him at every turn the figure of Erasmus, who was his liveliest catholic critic. 
Erasmus, publishing his own Treatise on Free Will, used Origen extensively 
to argue that the human will remains always free by God’s gift. Origen had 
elevated such a doctrine of human freedom in the face of the gnostics of his 
own time. Erasmus redirected his master’s arguments to undermine Luther’s 
attempt to make his own doctrine of the enslavement of the human will (so he 
entitled his own treatise, De servo arbitrio, replying to Erasmus) the founda-
tion on which he built his case of opposition to Catholicism.56

One of the few times Luther appeals to Origen in a positive sense as an 
exegetical authority is to agree with his exegesis of the “Petrine text.”57 
But on this occasion (so important to him in his ongoing apologia with the 
papacy) his authority is the “divine Jerome,” who “here follows Origen as 
is his custom” to support his declaration that this text is not referring to the 
papacy in the singular but to all the apostles who receive a promise of security 
for all the church. M. Mattox’s study of how the Reformers used certain key 
texts about the church, however, has also shown that Luther, when no one 
was particularly arguing with him, was more approving of the fathers than 
one might have thought, and actually used them far more extensively than his 
own dismissive words would lead one to believe. And what is more, Mattox 
surprisingly reveals that the chief ancient authority among those he used was 
none other than Origen of Alexandria!58 In his early career, before apologetics 
had become his daily bread, as it were, he even refers to Origen in a sermon 
of March 1518 and calls him “That wise and acute Magister.”

Theodore Beza

Theodore Beza (1519–1605) was a French-speaking Reformer, a disciple 
of John Calvin, who succeeded Calvin as spiritual leader of the Republic of 
Geneva. He first studied with Melchior Wolmar at Orléans and Bourges, the 
latter of which had become the center of Reformation thought in France, but 
after Francis I legislated against ecclesiastical disturbances in 1534 Wolmar 
returned to Germany and Beza went back to Orléans to study law at the 
request of his father. These studies did not inspire him, though he made a 
deep study of the Latin classics at this time. After 1539, he practiced law in 
Paris and became known, after the publication of his work Poemata Juvenilia 
in 1548, as a very skilled writer of Latin verses. In that same year, however, 
he suffered a crisis of health that corresponded to a religious conversion, 
and from that time onward he came under the mentoring of John Calvin and 
thereafter began the series of his many works, both literary and political, of 
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Protestant apologia. He is, perhaps, the most renowned humanist among the 
Calvinist party and was especially renowned in his own lifetime for his bibli-
cal work, not least his completion of the edition of the Psalms in 1561 and his 
Greek (and Latin) edition of the New Testament issued in 1565 (which relies 
on the editions of Stephanus and Erasmus before him).

It was through his exegetical work that Beza met with Origen, courtesy of 
Erasmus, in the main. He never made any great studies of the fathers them-
selves, at least none of the Greek Fathers, though his language skills were up 
to that. In fact, he simply uses Origen as a symbol of “the father of mistakes” 
in biblical exegesis. He sees him as the source of those of his opponents who 
disagree with his own exegetical interpretations, whether these were Erasmus 
or other Catholics, Lutheran commentators, or sometimes other Reformers.

Origen is handled only through a series of contemporary debates related 
to the presence of Christ in the eucharistic sacrament. Remembering how 
Origen was thought to have argued the perfect spherical shape of the fisen 
body, Beza criticizes Brenz, one of his immediate opponents in the eucharis-
tic debates, with the words: “Even the Origenists did not speak as foolishly 
as Brenz does in this regard.”59 At other times he describes Origen using 
pejorative adjectives such as “ridiculus” and “ineptissimus,”60 chiefly as an 
apologetic tool to dispense with engaging with the argument and as a way 
of blackening his contemporary opponents, whom he characterizes as fools 
for reading this kind of literature in the first place. It is largely this charged 
apologetic approach of Beza’s that gives Origen the generally gloomy 
reputation he comes to bear among the Reformers and their successors up to 
modern times.61 Philip Melancthon had tended to adopt the same approach, 
negating all Origen had to say, without giving any credit for his foundational 
views (on inspiration and canonicity to say the least). He and Beza seemed 
to regard Origen as part and parcel of the dire influence of Catholicism that 
the Protestant movement needed to cast off in order to establish its identity. 
Beza gained what firsthand knowledge he had of Origen’s text from read-
ing Erasmus’s edition of Origen’s Commentaries on Romans, and after that 
tended to identify Erasmus with Origen on every point on which he was in 
dispute with him or the Catholics. One of his Protestant scholarly readers, 
Sir Anthony Cooke (1505–1576), noticed this recurrent dismissal of Origen 
throughout Beza’s works and took him to task for it as an unjust estimate, call-
ing Origen, in the process, “The most celebrated writer among the ancients.”62

Giordano Bruno

The scholarly Italian Dominican friar Giordano Bruno (1548–1600) was, 
like Pico della Mirandola before him, a curious intellect and a man of many 
talents, interested in hermeticism, mathematics, cosmology, philosophy, and 
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poetry. He studied in his youth, and was impressed by, Origen’s symbolic style 
of exegesis, paying special attention to the Latin version Erasmus had made 
of the Two Homilies on the Song of Songs and to the ancient Latin version 
Rufinus had made of the Commentary on the Song of Songs, which Erasmus 
had also included in that edition. Erculei, who has made a detailed study of 
the presence of Origenian thought throughout Bruno’s work, recognizes that 
the influence was the result of a lifelong admiration leading to a “constant yet 
mostly implicit” presence of Origen’s thought across his writings.63

In the opening letter of his treatise Cabala, Bruno takes a swipe at Luther 
without naming him, saying that he himself is no “friend of the letter” but 
that by preference he belongs “to the party of Origen” (allegorical interpret-
ers). This was acknowledging the impact Luther’s book De servo arbitrio had 
already had, where a simple style of biblical reading was pressed strongly 
and where Luther mocked Origen in the process of making that case. Bruno, 
who had pondered many scientific matters and realized the full impact the 
Copernican shift of cosmology would have on one’s approach to biblical 
interpretation, knew that unless one was willing to admit the central impor-
tance of the allegorical tradition within Christian exegesis and theology, a 
woodenly literal reading “of the simple” would lead inevitably to a great 
crash between religion and science, the cosmological details of the biblical 
narrative being so naïvely fictive.64 Bruno ultimately believed that the two 
systems had separate rules of meaning and application that ultimately meant 
science and religion should stay out of each other’s narratives, a conclusion 
Origen would never accept since his doctrine of how the Logos underpinned 
all existence as its origin and goal (arche and telos) conjoined the personal 
with the cosmological abstract in a fundamental unity of the ontology of love.

Bruno’s work De gli eroici furori is described by Erculei as “Bruno’s per-
sonal version of the Canticum Canticorum.”65 He took Origen’s concept that 
the infinity of God always exceeded the capacity of human thought and lin-
guistic definition and applied it more generally to the inability of philosophy 
(or any of the church’s theologians) to arrive at any singular and acceptable 
statement that encompassed the truth. In this case the search for God (the 
soul’s restless quest in the Song of Songs) becomes, for Bruno, an “end-
less aspiring” like the furious hunting of Actaeon, which ends (tragically in 
this instance) in the glimpsing of the nude goddess Artemis (which he calls 
the mirror of the inaccessible Apollo). He surely took this larger concept of 
the transience of stages of apprehension and articulation from Origen, who 
specifically speaks in the Commentary on the Song of Songs about the transi-
tioning of humanity (the soul) through many stages, the shadows of the law 
leading on to the brighter revelations of the Christian life, but which itself 
ultimately contains a long series of epinoiai, that is, revelatory “aspects” 
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of the divine Logos, who comes to his disciples in sacraments and symbols 
similar to a vision in a mirror.66

Later, in his Furori, Bruno considers the various “great philosophers” of 
the past who have considered the pressing question of “the compatibility 
between infinite vicissitude and justice” and concludes that the church’s 
theologians have completely missed the point through being led time after 
time to the attempt to instill into the masses a moral order by dint of threat of 
punishment. He says that there is “only one single theologian” who can stand 
with the great philosophers in their quest, and that is Origen of Alexandria.67

Sadly, Bruno lived in an age when the Roman Inquisition was highly active 
and obsessed with its perception of doctrinal deviations. Eventually, he was 
tried for his teachings and burned at the stake in Rome’s Campo dei Fiori on 
February 17, 1600.68 Elements of the teaching for which he was condemned 
included a favorable view on the notion of transmigration of souls69 (for 
which Origen had himself been accused in antiquity even though he himself 
had explicitly denied the utility of the idea and any place for it in the Christian 
tradition), a rejection of the idea of an everlastingly long punishment for sins 
committed within our limited history, and a favorable view of the idea of apo-
katastasis.70 Bruno found Origen a comforting support for his own views on 
these themes. His cosmological views now appear most interesting to modern 
sympathizers, among whom he is often acclaimed as an early martyr for the 
cause of science. He extended what were then the newly startling Copernican 
theories, with philosophical speculations of his own as to the possibility of 
innumerable worlds, with their own laws of existence. Origen too had once 
speculated about the possibility of the angelic order having a separate system 
of approaching God (atonement) to that of the material creaturehood, but left 
it all undeveloped, as one of several “possible seminar discussion themes” he 
raised with his advanced students. Bruno’s undoubtedly was a free-ranging 
intellect, and it is this aspect of Origen’s work, above all else, that he appreci-
ated and found appealing in the ancient master, recognizing in him one of the 
antique theologians who truly valued and defended the principle of freedom. 
Erculei’s study of the relations between Origen and Bruno elevates it as but 
one example of a wider intellectual dawning, calling it “a significant moment 
of the Origenian heritage at the beginning of modern philosophy.”71

EARLY MODERN CONTROVERSIES AND 
SCHOLARLY REASSESSMENTS

The many events, movements, and personalities comprising what we now 
call “the Reformation” stirred up a great ferment in theological thinking in 
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the West, for both the various reform groups and also the Catholic theolo-
gians. One of the results of the controversies was the rebirth of the genre of 
apologetics. The early church had many excellent apologists in its formative 
centuries: chiefly, theologians who reflected on the nature of religious free-
dom in the face of political oppression inflicted on them. The dawning of the 
era of religious tolerance, and then state sponsorship, that arrived after the 
fourth century saw the dwindling away of the need to advance apologetics in 
any serious way. There were many clashes after the fourth century, of course, 
and the advancement of the concept of heresy kept the adversarial style of 
theology very much alive in later centuries in contexts such as Augustine and 
the Donatists or Pelagians (always limited debates) or the Eastern writers 
in the long-drawn-out debates over Christology after Chalcedon or dealings 
with the “Saracens.” But once the concept of heresy was robustly advanced 
in argument, apologetical reasoning is not often called for, the dialogic 
element now being very quickly dismissed and often clichés preferred to 
evidential-based scrutiny.

So it was that the extensive use of apologetics became a thing of the past 
until it was vigorously resurrected in the Western church in the second wave 
of the Reformation. The protagonists (having once realized that these vari-
ously proposed reforms had initiated secessions that appeared to be irresolv-
able), on both sides, Catholic and Protestant, turned to church history to 
demonstrate by proofs of precedent (a heritage of Roman law they shared) 
that each was right and the other side wrong. The Catholic side of this argu-
ment is manifested particularly by the examples of a line of notable scholars: 
Cardinal Baronius (the historian Cesare Baronio, 1538–1607), the Jesuit theo-
logian Petavius (Denis Pétau, 1583–1652), Allatius (Leo Allatzes,1586–1669, 
the Greek-born librarian of the Vatican who worked extensively on ancient 
manuscripts with a view to reconciling the Catholic–Orthodox divide), 
and Huetius (Pierre Daniel Huet, 1630–1721, the bishop of Avranches), 
who beginning with fragments he had found in Sweden of Origen’s Greek 
Commentary on Matthew, decided that he would begin a fresh series of trans-
lations of the Alexandrian, a task that, in turn, stimulated the two Benedictine 
scholars of the Abbey of St. Maur, Charles De La Rue (1684–1740) and his 
nephew Charles-Vincent de La Rue (1707–1762);72 the first undertook to 
publish in Greek and Latin all the works of Origen, and the latter completed 
his uncle’s monumental task. This edition was taken up by Abbé Jacques Paul 
Migne and became, in seven volumes of the Patrologia Graeca series, the 
very widely disseminated, indeed standard, text for Origen’s work until the 
20th century.73 All the Greek texts were paralleled with Latin translations. A 
more scholarly edition (it tended to lodge itself only in a relatively smaller 
number of academic libraries—whereas that of Migne was to be found in 
most Catholic seminaries and scholarly presbyteries across the Catholic 
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world) was published less than fifty years later.74 The availability of the col-
lected works caused a veritable modern explosion of interest in the ancient 
teacher, as we shall see.

Common to all of the Roman Catholic scholars was the apologetic intent 
of going back to the sources in order to show that the Protestant theologians, 
on matters such as papal authority, biblical inspiration, priestly orders, sacra-
ments and ecclesiology, and core issues such as atonement theory, were inno-
vating without due observance of the classical standards of received Christian 
doctrine.75 The Protestant scholars, matching this intellectual assault, coun-
tered by arguing on two fronts: sometimes that the so-called “tradition” of 
the church had gone astray from its biblical purity at an early date, and so did 
not carry any weight of authority with it, or at other times that while it did 
carry weight, it could be shown that catholic tradition had misinterpreted the 
writings of the fathers, particularly in relation to things such as the authority 
of the pope or matters of sacramental theology. However, a very significant 
shift happened in theology at this time, around the seventeenth or eighteenth 
century, and that was the rise of the concept of patristic theology among 
Roman Catholic and Anglican theologians.

Continental Catholicism wished to use patristic evidence apologetically in 
a fight against Protestant principles such as sola scriptura (ironically, a prin-
ciple Luther derived directly from Augustine, who certainly did not mean it to 
exclude ecclesiastical dogmatic tradition) and also to establish its own pedi-
gree of authenticity by means of establishing the idea of “communion with 
the Petrine see” as the hallmark of Catholic authenticity. Anglican scholars of 
this time countered with a renewed interest in patristic studies.

Cranmer, Henry VIII’s reformist archbishop of Canterbury, had been the 
architect of the new Anglican liturgy but was steeped in his study of the 
ancient Christian liturgies of the past, and while he might have surprised 
and alienated his Roman critics, many of the Eastern theologians would 
have found much there that was classically ancient. He also drafted the first 
two editions of the Book of Common Prayer. But the Anglicanism of King 
Edward VI’s Book of Common Prayer was a matter of a much more radical 
reformist leaning, and it was not until the later Anglican divines that the con-
cept was clarified of an Anglicanism that was both Reformed and patristically 
traditional.

John Jewel (or Jewell; 1522–1571) was one of the Anglican divines who 
set the terms of the engagement with patristics in the cause of arguing against 
Rome’s monopoly on Christian authenticity from antiquity. His young pupil 
Richard Hooker (1554–1600) once called him “the worthiest divine that 
Christendom hath bred for some hundreds of years.” Installed as Elizabeth 
I’s bishop of Salisbury in January 1560, Jewel made a close study of patristic 
sources, including Origen of Alexandria, to prepare for the publication of 



124	 ﻿﻿﻿Chapter 5﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿

his epochal Apologia ecclesiae Anglicanae (An Apology on Behalf of the 
Anglican Church). In this he consciously situated the Anglican church as a 
midway “golden mean” between the Puritans and “Romanists.”76 In a sermon 
delivered at St. Paul’s Cross, the open-air pulpit at Old St. Paul’s Cathedral in 
London, he delivered an open challenge to all comers to prove against him-
self the Roman case for doctrine either out of scripture or from the conciliar 
decisions or patristic theology of the first six hundred years. He would repeat 
the challenge a year later, when it was taken up by Doctor Henry Cole, the 
former dean of St. Paul’s.

Cole had earlier embraced Anglicanism but reverted to Catholicism and 
was given many preferments under Queen Mary and was closely allied with 
Cardinal Pole. Under Elizabeth, he continued to defend the Catholic cause 
so volubly that in the summer of 1560 he was deprived of all his benefices, 
fined heavily, and committed to the Tower, after which he was confined in the 
Fleet prison for almost twenty years until his death. His exchange with Jewel 
launched what has since been known as the “Great Controversy,” a series of 
sixty-four apologetic disputes that collectively set the tone and defined the 
character of the English church and its relation to Rome.

Origen’s approach to the sacraments was one where he stressed that the 
spiritual sense was the core of the matter. This was so especially in relation 
to the eucharist, which should not be seen (as clearly his parishioners in 
Caesarea tended to see it; hence his argument against them in his homilies) 
as something higher and more sacred than the scriptures. As we have noted, 
Origen’s context here was his complaint people in church approached the 
eucharist most reverently and quietly, holding their hands in such a way that 
not one particle of the eucharist might fall to the floor, even though a few 
moments before they had been chatting and behaving carelessly through 
the reading of the scriptures and his own expositional sermon on them. 
This occasional argument was elevated among the Reformation apologists 
as proof positive that Origen rejected the Catholic doctrine of the real pres-
ence. Jewell is a more moderate voice in this regard when he appeals to 
the fathers (Augustine and Origen as his primary choices) to set the proper 
compass points on sacramental theology: “‘The faith of the sacraments,’ saith 
St. Augustine, ‘justifies, and not the sacrament.’ And Origen also saith, ‘He 
[Christ] is the priest as well as the propitiation, and the sacrifice; and that 
propitiation comes to everyone by way of faith.’ And, therefore, agreeably 
hereunto, we say that the sacraments of Christ do not profit the living without 
faith.”77 Origen’s theology of the priesthood, where he argued passionately 
(against Bishop Demetrios of Alexandria, who was accusing him of disloy-
alty to Pope Pontianus of Rome) that bishops who behave like tyrants do not 
merit obedience, for priestly authority within the church derives from the 
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officeholder’s personal sanctity not by virtue of their official rank, was also 
something that inspired Jewel, and many other Reformers who fought against 
the argument that catholic faith demanded communion with the Petrine see. 
He replies: “We have departed from that church . . . not out of contention, but 
out of obedience to God; and have sought the certain way of religion out of 
the sacred Scriptures, which we know cannot deceive us, and have returned to 
the primitive church of the ancient fathers and apostles, that is, to the begin-
ning and first rise of the church, as to the proper fountain.”78

Richard Hooker, who had been a pupil of Jewel’s as a child, grew up to be 
a powerful successor, underlining his predecessor’s definition of Anglicanism 
as a middle way between Rome and the radical reform. It was largely due 
to his work that England was steered away from much of Calvin’s system. 
Hooker was critical of much in the Roman ecclesiology and was not greatly 
impressed by the reforms of the Council of Trent (1545–1563), but he 
retained a lifelong love of the Greek and Latin Fathers as well as the writ-
ings of Thomas Aquinas, and this broader perspective shaped his theology 
considerably, rebuffing the opinion of many of the radical Reformers that the 
writings of the patristic and scholastic theologians were pernicious rubbish. 
Hooker set himself to a close and interested study of the fathers, primarily 
to refute the Puritans’ arguments against the Church of England (that they 
alone represented the pure doctrine of the early church), while also keeping 
Rome, which claimed to “own” the patristic heritage, at arm’s length. Hooker 
brought a new and refined historical sense to his use of patristics, stressing 
the necessity to look to the consensus patrum, not simply use proof texts from 
individual writers. By this means, Hooker established Anglican traditions of 
the authoritative triad of scripture, tradition, and reason as foundations of a 
reformed catholic belief system.79 It was an approach that would lead to an 
immense and learned focus on patristic writings within the Anglican Church 
(especially in its Oxford University schools) for centuries to come.

Hooker has no less than 774 references to the fathers of the first five 
centuries in his works,80 mainly favoring the Latin writers (through which 
he absorbed Origen’s preferred symbolic style of exegesis along with the 
rest of the Latin tradition via Jerome and Gregory the Great), but he is also 
very aware of the Greeks.81 When discussing the need to take the consensus 
view “of the catholic fathers,” he cites Origen, saying, “And Origen says 
the same thing  .  .  .  . Such arguments that Origen and other learned fathers 
thought to stand for good,”82 clearly affording him authority both as a catho-
lic and a learned mentality witnessing to the faith of the early church. In the 
Ecclesiastical Polity, he cites Origen as an authority that the church allowed 
only the canonical scriptures to be read in worship.83 He also appeals to 
Origen’s authority as a testimony to the importance of auricular confession 
and the spiritual discernment needed for choosing the confessor.84
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But we can also see here both how piecemeal the Renaissance approach 
was, and how much it forced out-of-context gobbets into anachronistic argu-
ments. Apart from featuring either behind the scenes or very much to the front 
of the argument, in terms of how he established the principles of symbolic 
exegesis of the scriptures, Origen featured in the arguments of this time as a 
patristic authority to the spiritual (rather than realist) theology of the eucha-
rist,85 as a voice that seemed to support the Reformers’ doctrine of justifica-
tion by faith alone (again only by wrenching his words out of context), and 
as a defender of the significance of the freely exercised human will (Origen 
would have spoken in terms of the soul’s will) as a collaborative agent 
in God’s grace, something that interested the writers who wished to scale 
back Augustine’s theology of grace toward a position often caricatured as 
semi-Pelagianism by Roman theologians of the era, semi-Pelagianism being 
especially espoused, according to this view, by John Cassian of Marseilles (in 
fact, Cassian was intending to mount Origen’s concept of grace in opposition 
to that of Augustine, which was gaining ground extensively at the time).

Much of this level of argumentation fed into Reformation apologetics, with 
both sides trying to find what Origen had to say about the core principle of 
“justification by faith alone.” In fact, Origen said on separate occasions that 
it was both true and false, in that God did all things for the salvation of his 
creatures. And that God expected his creatures to do all things to collaborate 
with the workings of grace. The Reformation habit of partial and decon-
textualized citation of randomly cut-out proof texts from the early writers 
led to Luther, Melanchthon, Calvin, and Beza being shocked that Origen 
could have proved himself heretically “Pelagian” on this score, while the 
Catholic apologists Eck, Cochleus, and Pyghius delighted in lifting up the 
same texts (largely from Origen’s Commentary on Romans) to show that the 
Protestant Reformers were innovating on this, their central doctrine, and had 
no precedent in the early church. The (poor) standard of the debate at this 
time is magisterially studied, in relation to the selective citation of Origen, 
by Thomas Scheck.86 His book is fronted with lively cover art demonstrat-
ing the essential paradox of Origen’s reception in the church: Origen stands, 
iconically, in a pulpit “teaching the saints”—all of them great masters of the 
patristic tradition who heavily leaned on his writings, who each have halos 
around their heads as they line up before him, though their magister is devoid 
of any halo, holding a scroll of his own writing that reads, “Above all else 
attend diligently to the reading of the scriptures.” This is the work of a very 
distinguished (and beloved) modern iconographer.87

When the Reformers used Origen as a voice refuting the doctrine of the 
eucharistic “real presence,” Catholic apologists such as Petavius were quick 
to point out that it was only a partial reading that allowed such a conclu-
sion, since Origen’s context as a priest in Caesarea showed that his liturgical 
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custom was precisely that of affording the highest of reverence to the elements 
of bread and wine, a testimony per se to the very doctrine the Reformers 
were saying he denied.88 In short, in all three fairly major Reformation 
controversies, therefore (justification by faith, the nature of the eucharist, 
and the doctrine of grace), the way Origen was used by both sides of the 
Reformation divide was lively but based on a very partial and anachronistic 
reading. It was Hooker, Baronius, Allatius, and Petavius, largely unaware of 
Origen as a factor of central focus, who set the terms for something differ-
ent, in the sense that all four started a new movement of increased historical 
sensitivity in reading the ancient sources. Petavius was perhaps the first early 
modern writer to set out a system of historically rooted theological reflection, 
discussing (in a world that widely regarded Christian truths as eternal and 
unchanging from the beginning) the concepts of contextual development in a 
semantically sophisticated way.

This new openness to reading texts in the light of their original mean-
ings and intellectual contexts would finally open up a reading of the great 
Alexandrian that was no longer conditioned by the many falsifications and 
clichés of the past that had so long dogged his name. It was to be fanned 
into flame, in the nineteenth century, by the new availability of much more 
extended editions of his work, in Greek and Latin versions, prepared by 
the scholars of the eighteenth century. An initial sign of this was the schol-
arly revision undertaken by C. H. E. Lommatzsch of the De La Rue ver-
sion of Origen’s extant works, which he issued in twenty-five volumes in 
Berlin between 1831 and 1848.89 As we have already noticed, another more 
“critical” edition was also prepared in twelve volumes. It is known as the 
Berlin-Leipzig edition, sponsored first by the Prussian Royal Academy and 
continued by the Berlin-Brandenburg Academy.90 In some of its instances, it 
remains the best edition for single works, though more recent French schol-
arship in the Sources Chrétiennes series has superseded it as a collective.91

Once Origen was available for scholars to read and access directly, it was 
only a matter of time before a revolution in his interpretation was destined 
to follow, and this took place at the end of the nineteenth century, heralded 
first by classical “Patrologies” or dictionaries of patristic authorities, chiefly 
meant for use in seminaries, which formerly had excluded Origen (on the 
basis that he could not be a Father of the Church if he had been condemned 
by an ecumenical council), now including him regularly and without fuss as 
one of the major thinkers and theologians (not simply exegetes) of the early 
church. The Roman Catholic Fathers of the Church series, based in Catholic 
University of America Press, for example, contains several important vol-
umes of his works. He had very quietly returned, ushered gently back into 
the aula by learned and modest scholars of unimpeachable orthodoxy. The 
twentieth century, which saw Origen break through into numerous English 
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translations (from the late nineteenth century onward in some places), fanned 
this interest into new flame once again.92
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1. Paschasius Radbertus, De corpore et sanguine Domini cum appendice Epistola 
ad Fredugardum, ed. B. Paulus, Corpus Christianorum Continuatio Mediaevalis 16 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 1969); translated as Radbertus, Paschasius: The Lord’s Body 
and Blood, ed. G. E. McCracken, Early Medieval Theology: The Library of Christian 
Classics (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1957).

2. De Praedestinatione, written 849–850. Both works are in Patrologia Latina, vol. 
121, ed. J. P. Migne (Paris: Apud Garnieri Fratres, 1852), cols. 11–346 and 1153–56.

3. A long time later, in September 1050, Pope Leo IX condemned Ratramnus’s 
treatise at the Synod of Vercelli. By then it was thought to be the work of John 
Scotus Eriugena.

4. Ridley, bishop of London, was a major influence in moving Cranmer, the arch-
bishop of Canterbury, away from the doctrine of the real presence. He was a major 
shaper of the Anglican Book of Common Prayer and was burned by Queen Mary 
along with the reformist bishop of Worcester, Hugh Latimer, in 1555.

5. See Origen, Homilies on Exodus 13.3.66–84; Homilies on Leviticus 13.3. Also 
see F. Ledegang, “Eucharist,” in McGuckin, Westminster Handbook to Origen, 96–99.

6. R. Heine, ed., The Commentary of Origen on the Gospel of Matthew, vol. 
2 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 694n159; Paschasius Radbertus, 
Commentary on Matthew, in Patrologia Latina, vol. 120, ed. J. P. Migne (Paris: 
Garnier, 1895), cols. 31–994; see also H. Vogt, “Origenes: Leben und Werke,” in 
Origenes als Exeget, ed. W. Geerlings (Munich: Paderborn Schöningh, 1999), 9–22 
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Chapter 6

Modern Rediscoveries of Origen

What follows after the colon in this present sentence is a clause that should 
make a historian think twice before writing it: after the sixth century, it is 
probably not until the twentieth century that Origen began to be read once 
more holistically in terms of his overall output (instead of small and tenden-
tiously selected gobbets) and with a clearer eye to the context of the school 
techniques of Late Antique philosophical circles (in other words, the original 
context in which Origen set out his teachings). This is not to say contem-
porary scholarship has the final grasp on everything Origen meant, for this 
would simply be hubris (and there have been many examples of recent books 
on Origen that have disagreed deeply among themselves, and several that 
seem to have no conception that he was a man of the church writing for 
philosophically educated believers). But I can make the confident statement 
that (1) because of the immense advances in the understanding of rhetorical 
technique in the twentieth century1 and (2) the great advances in the under-
standing of the culture and philosophical schools of late antiquity and (3) 
the availability of so many first-class critical editions of the classics and the 
Christian literary corpus, there has never been a time since that of Origen 
himself when scholars were more enabled to make clear judgments about his 
meaning and intent. This profound richness has been the laborious work of 
scholars painstakingly gathering evidence, manuscripts, and printed editions, 
and now, in the twenty-first century, we stand on the shoulders of the great 
giants of the preceding three centuries of work.

In the twentieth century the story of the rediscovery of and growing admi-
ration for Origen and his importance in the core Christian tradition begins 
with the Jesuit order. Eight Jesuit scholars stand out, and one Jesuit institution 
of higher learning. The scholars are the late Hans Urs von Balthasar,2 Henri 
de Lubac,3 Jean Daniélou,4 Frédéric Bertrand,5 Henri Crouzel,6 and Lothar 
Lies,7 and the still alive Robert Daly8 and Brian Daley.9 Three (Balthasar, de 
Lubac, and Daniélou) would be elevated as cardinals to signify the (eventual) 
approbation of their work by the Vatican. The Jesuit institution that had such 
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an impact on Origenian studies (not to say the whole of modern European 
patristic study) was the printing house of the Sources Chrétiennes series, a 
Jesuit patronage and conception that has issued a massive number of critical 
texts of the fathers with original texts and facing French translations. The 
introductions and notes to these works are paradigms of learnedness. The 
Origen volumes in this series have been commissioned by the press from the 
leading Origen scholars of the day (see appendix 1).

It would be too much and too long a story to name the many other schol-
ars who have played a great part in this rebirth of Origen scholarship since 
1900. Their names are all found listed in the contents pages of Origeniana 
Prima through to Origeniana Duodecima, a research movement that devel-
oped as an idea to organize this scholarly movement (already recognized as 
a movement by the early decades of the twentieth century) into a series of 
productive international conferences. These were designed as meetings that 
would announce in advance a generic theme and ask for participants to write 
research papers within that protocol.

These conferences, bringing together scholars from all over the world, have 
met regularly (now convening every four years) and have produced a massive 
and impressive series of volumes of close and deep research on a very broad 
range of Origenian topics, all under the title Origeniana, issued (chiefly) by 
the academic press Peeters in Leuven, Belgium, whose own contribution to 
Origenian scholarship has been immensely impressive and generous. A brief 
description of these Origeniana volumes is given as appendix 2 to this book. 
They now number twelve volumes; the last, Origeniana Duodecima, being 
the record of the conference held in Jerusalem in 2017. The eleventh volume, 
Origeniana Undecima, published in 2016 and recording the researches of the 
2013 Origen conference in Aarhus, was particularly concerned to map the 
influence and reception of Origen across Western Christian history (though 
within it there are studies of how he impacted the Late Antique and Byzantine 
East as well).

But apart from the foundational Jesuit “Origenians,” other “big names” in 
Origen studies have also stood out in this time. Their books (and there were 
many more essays and research papers not recorded here) can be traced, in 
part, in the final select bibliography to this volume, and it might be useful 
(however limited an account) to note a few of them here in the sense of chart-
ing how this relatively modern revival of Origen studies took root and flow-
ered. Notable among these were the Anglican theologians R. P. C. Hanson, 
C. Bammell, and M. Wiles; the French scholars Pierre Nautin, Marguerite 
Harl, and Gilles Dorival; the Italians L. Perrone and A. Monaci Castagno; 
and by no means least, the Americans Ronald Heine, Joseph Trigg, and 
Karen Torjesen. I would like here to make a short, more detailed, mention 
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of only a very few of these to show some key recurring themes in modern 
scholarly analysis.

The select bibliography (and it is only a select few of the books written 
about Origen in recent times) will demonstrate how many have worked in this 
area over the last century, and to gain a sense of the much greater size of most 
of the significant articles that have appeared concerning Origenian thought, 
the immensely long contributors’ lists for the Origeniana Prima through to 
Origeniana Undecima can be consulted. Henri Crouzel has also personally 
collated the Bibliographie Critique D’Origène and revised it several times up 
to his death.10 My own little book, The Westminster Handbook to Origen,11 
was a gathering together of many of the world’s English-speaking Origenian 
scholars, as A. Monaci Castagno had done with her Italian Dizionario,12 and 
both works were meant to provide a new generation of students access to raw 
material so as to find the latest research about Origen on an A–Z variety of his 
key theological and exegetical themes. And this in order to replace reliance on 
so many heavily outdated textbooks that were still being used and still trotting 
out erroneous clichés about the ancient magister.

If we begin with the Jesuits of the early twentieth century, we see a turning 
of the strong educational focus of the order onto the origins of Christian tradi-
tion. This was a movement that engaged much Catholic intellectualism of this 
period and came to be called “ressourcement,” or the going back to founda-
tional sources. This happened for two reasons. First, it was believed that after 
a period of perceptible stagnation, the return to more robust antique traditions 
(a kind of code for leaving behind the shackles of medieval scholasticism that 
had so trammeled post-Reformation Catholicism) and more ancient forms of 
church expression in scripture, doctrine, and liturgical practice might prove to 
be a source of refreshment and renovation. Second, it was felt that a genuine 
ecumenical “rapprochement” might be the result of meeting other churches 
on the common ground of the scriptures and the early fathers, rather than on 
the basis of papal decrees, which had so often characterized earlier genera-
tions of Catholic apologetics.

The Jesuits took the lead in this in relation to the study of the Christian 
fathers, as the Dominicans and Benedictines did so in relation to scripture 
and liturgical study. All of this spiritual and intellectual ferment in continental 
Catholicism would come to a fruition in the later midcentury when the Second 
Vatican Council endorsed its approach. The stone that began the avalanche, 
as it were, was the Jesuit scholar (as he then was) Hans Urs von Balthasar. 
He composed an influential article signaling the importance of Origen and 
his unjustified neglect.13 It was to be the beginning of a lifelong interest in 
Origen that impacted broad scope of this important theologian’s systematics.

Jean Daniélou, later to be made a cardinal for his efforts, was a guiding 
spirit. Together with his mentor, Henri de Lubac, also to be made a cardinal, 
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and their Jesuit colleague Claude Mondésert, at Lyon in 1942, they conceived 
the idea of presenting a whole series of patristic texts taken from all parts of 
the ancient church, East and West, that would offer the primary texts with fac-
ing modern French translations. It was their hope to get generations of future 
seminarians and scholars to start actually reading the primary sources instead 
of relying on textbook “summations” of what they meant (from a weltan-
schauung where such synopses were often painfully biased). The collection 
prided itself on being the latest critical editions and immediately superseded 
the Migne’s Patrologia Graeca and Patrologia Latina and being much more 
accessible than the German GCS series of texts.14 The Sources Chrétiennes 
soon grew in size to (almost) rival the capacity and range of Migne.

Daniélou and de Lubac were both immediately seized with enthusiasm 
for the writings of Origen when they came across him and realized that 
here was one of the leading intellects, and foundational systematicians, of 
the early church, whose voice had been stifled. So early on it was decided 
to bring out as complete an edition of the works of Origen as possible, and 
over a series of years, with several different but leading scholars, this was 
achieved. Daniélou also composed several studies devoted to Origen, a biog-
raphy,15 and an important study of Origen’s exegetical technique.16 In 1950 
de Lubac composed an equally influential collection of Origen’s key texts (as 
did Gregory Nazianzen and Basil the Great many centuries before in their 
Philocalia Origenis), which was also a focused study on Origen’s exegeti-
cal methodology.17 In the course of this study, de Lubac defended Origen’s 
reputation, arguing that he was unjustifiably called a heretic and pointing out 
his immense contributions to the formation of catholic tradition as well as his 
lifelong dedication to the regula fidei. De Lubac also made specific defenses 
of things that Origen had been especially censured for in the West (his doc-
trine of apokatastasis, the sense that he undermined the literal reading of the 
Bible, and the notion that he did not see the cross as the once-for-all core of 
the atonement). In each case he demonstrated the falsity of the conclusions 
if one considered the totality of the writings (which his earlier critics had 
certainly not done or not been able to do).

De Lubac’s magisterial four-volume study of the exegetical tradition of the 
Christian church, published between 1959 and 1965 in Paris, also cemented 
Origen’s place as magister ecclesiae in a most definitive way.18 One of 
de Lubac’s most heartfelt efforts was the struggle he engaged in (with his 
Jesuit superiors’ encouragement) to defend the reputation and orthodoxy of 
his recently deceased mentor, Fr. Teilhard de Chardin, whose life had been 
blighted by conservatives in the Ottaviani administration of the Vatican Holy 
Office who were bent on sniffing out imaginary heresies and had enforced 
a teaching and publishing silence on Teilhard de Chardin as an attempted 
damnatio memoriae. Soon this would also be a cloud that fell over de Lubac 



	﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿ Modern Rediscoveries of Origen﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿	 139

himself, hated as he was by many in the pre–Vatican II department of the 
Propaganda Fidei for his own role in spreading the so-called nouvelle 
théologie. Both he and Hans Urs von Balthasar would suffer long periods 
of this official Vatican disapproval for much the same reasons, and it was, 
perhaps, for both of them a sense of affinity with the Alexandrian magister 
that became a spur for the defense of Origen, whose reputation for unortho-
doxy had similarly been assailed by loud voices that had never bothered to 
understand him.

Something that is often overlooked, and has never since either been 
translated or reprinted, but (at least to my mind) was an epochal study, was 
another Jesuit priest’s little book that also added to the fire of the Origen 
revival that would grow from such flames to become the conflagration it has 
been in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. This was Father 
Frédéric Bertrand’s study Mystique de Jésus chez Origène.19 In the slipstream 
of de Lubac, this book demonstrated the total falsity of Luther’s oft-quoted 
remark that in all of Origen there was not a heartfelt word about Jesus. On 
the contrary, Bertrand showed the profoundly deep spirit of loving attention 
Origen gave, on almost every page of his writing, to what can only be called 
a Jesus-centered mysticism—at least if we understand “mysticism” in the 
robust sense of the early church, the way Paul applies his and the believer’s 
sense of being “in Christ” (en Christo)20 and the way the early fathers applied 
this in a most personal Christocentric way.

Indeed, Origen emerged from this as clearly the supreme Father of the 
Church who founded this Christocentric spirituality that so underpins most of 
patristic thought and devotion, and this revelation was something of a shock 
wave that lifted away ecclesiastical thinking of the time from the focus on 
medieval mysticism, which had placed such an emphasis on affectivity and 
had, rather inevitably, degenerated across the years into the more individu-
alistically “emotional” type of spirituality that was predominant in Catholic 
circles of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Origen was like 
the tolling of a great bell that called for a new thinking through of how 
patristic theology was, at root and core, a fundamental lifestyle of spirituality, 
where mind and heart and soul were as one.

The focused interest of the Jesuits started to catch the attention of 
English-speaking Protestant scholars and turn them to look once more at 
Origen. Chief among them was the church of Ireland bishop (and university 
professor) Richard Hanson (1916–1988). Though in 1948 Hanson had con-
tributed to The Church of Rome: A Dissuasive, he was nevertheless the first 
British contributor to the Jesuit Sources Chrétiennes program. He came into 
contact with Daniélou, whom he greatly respected as a patrologist, and began 
what became a long and very close friendship with the Jesuit Henri Crouzel, 
who was Daniélou’s and De Lubac’s junior colleague. It was Crouzel who 
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would himself become an indefatigable publisher on all things Origenian, not 
least his popular biography Origène, written in 1985 and translated for the 
English market in 1989.

Crouzel, who was professor of early Christian studies at Toulouse, began 
his prolific publishing career with three important and detailed studies of 
Origen’s theology and philosophy: Théologie de l’Image de Dieu chez 
Origène (1956), Origène et la connaissance mystique (1961), and Origène 
et la philosophie (1961). The first two monographs built on Bertrand and 
showed how much Origen’s spiritual theology underpinned the foundations 
of the catholic tradition. The third signaled to those interested in the philoso-
phy of late antiquity (an area that was also undergoing a great revival at this 
time) that here was a major thinker of the Second Sophistic era who needed 
attention. Robert Berchman would eventually rise to this challenge.21

It was Crouzel’s biography, however, that really marked the moment when 
Origen was re-presented as a major figure much misunderstood to the wider 
world of students of antiquity, for it was an approachable book written by 
a scholar for generally interested readers. Hanson wrote a glowing review 
of it in Zeitschrift fur Kirchengeschichte: “Henri Crouzel must be acknowl-
edged as the foremost scholar in the study of Origen alive today. ‘Origen’ 
is an important event for students of the history of doctrine in the early 
church . . . a fine book, written by an expert, and it will long remain a standard 
work which no scholar can afford to ignore.”

Hanson himself also wrote studies of early Christian exegesis,22 in which 
he was not particularly enamored of Origen’s “Alexandrian” style (a typo-
logical way of understanding patristic exegesis that was prevalent at the time 
but has since come to be discredited as a useful matrix of understanding),23 
but Hanson was increasingly led by Crouzel to gain a deeper appreciation 
for Origen’s dogmatics, and this shows in his last great work, The Search for 
the Christian Doctrine of God, where although he began his study with the 
Council of Nicaea, he gave a sympathetic and careful account of the impor-
tance of Origen behind the scenes of it all.

It would be the work of two American scholars, Karen Torjesen (b. 1945; 
now professor emerita at the School of Arts and Humanities at Claremont 
Graduate University) and Joseph W. Trigg (Episcopal priest-scholar, now 
retired from the Diocese of Washington), that typified the way that this new 
scholarship on Origen’s original thought, now accurately analyzed and imagi-
natively presented, had arrived at a state that could confidently present itself 
to a new generation of students, rendering obsolete the old clichés about him 
that had inhabited the old patrologies.

Trigg’s was a biography of Origen that firmly set him in the context of 
his own driving agenda—to read the Bible in the light of philosophy, but 
with philosophical concerns for systematic consistency ever faithful to the 
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principles of divinely given revelation. His very readable study, Origen: The 
Bible and Philosophy in the Third-Century Church,24 made even the scholars 
sit up and realize what an exciting and deep well of narrative there still was to 
produce about Origen. Maurice Wiles wrote the preface to the English edition 
of the book in 1985 and perspicaciously noted,

It is hardly an exaggeration to say that his book does for Origen what Peter 
Brown did for Augustine. It weaves a study of the thought of Origen into the 
story of his biography and thereby quite literally brings it to life. In doing so he 
makes Origen more intelligible in terms of his own age, and at the same time 
more interesting to us and to our contemporary concerns . . . . But above all it 
fulfils the invaluable task of making Origen’s thought much more accessible 
to that far wider range of people [than patristic specialists] concerned with the 
origins of Christian faith.

A few years later, Ronald Heine produced his own biography of Origen,25 
in which he showed in a masterly way that the phenomenal learning of the 
Alexandrian magister was not something accidental or peripheral but, on the 
contrary, a fundamental part of his life’s mission to evangelize the educated 
(pagan) classes by demonstrating the church’s claim to possess within itself 
the incarnation of divine Wisdom, that goal of all the ancient philosophical 
schools.26 Accordingly, the church could not dare, without causing scandal or 
committing sacrilege, to present to the world an ignorant façade or the per-
sona of an uneducated and narrow sect. It neglects its mission to disseminate 
wisdom at its peril. Heine showed Origen’s exegetical and dogmatic work to 
be a core part of his priestly evangelism, and in so doing presented Origen 
as surely the patron saint of all Christian aspirations for learnedness. His role 
as the first founder of what could pass as a Christian university (at Caesarea 
Maritima, where for the first time he built his schola around a library with 
the bishop’s blessing) was surely a symbol of the best of Christian missionary 
endeavors for the future.

Karen Torjesen’s book on Origen’s exegetical process was a cause célè-
bre when it appeared just before the quadrennial international gathering of 
patristics scholars at Oxford University in 1986. A slim volume from De 
Gruyter, of a size that belied the importance of its contents, Torjesen’s book 
isolated the first English consideration of what exactly was Origen’s herme-
neutical method. Up until then, his method had been assumed, on a rather 
superficial level, to be different “senses” of the scripture corresponding to 
different spiritual levels of the hearers. What he himself described (as a loose 
analogy) about Jesus speaking sometimes to crowds in valleys, sometimes to 
disciples on the plains, sometimes to the elect on the mountains, was often 
used as a crude substitute for closer analysis and justified as what he “really 
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meant” by an appeal to the rather wooden way that Gregory the Great had 
tried to copy him along this route,27 without really understanding his more 
fundamental motivations about how theology was communicated within the 
church. Torjesen’s book demonstrated clearly to all just how subtle Origen’s 
method really was, and how much it corresponded to the sophisticated pat-
terns of literary interpretation in his Late Antique environment. After her, it 
would no longer be possible to write the kind of essays Hanson and Wiles had 
both produced in The Cambridge History of the Bible when they discussed 
Origenian exegesis rather dismissively.

Ronald Heine was able to follow up on Torjesen’s findings, with other 
examples of contemporary (non-Christian) interpreters of the Late Antique 
period who did similar things with Homer and the philosophical tradition, 
showing how this was a pattern also observed in some of the antique com-
mentators on Aristotle.28 At a stroke, it became startling clear how Origen’s 
biblical project was both harmonized with the philosophical quest (the atten-
tive exegesis of texts by the Commentators looking for the essential meaning 
in a prior fixed tradition) and thereby resonating with the regula fidei of the 
church. Although, ironically, Origen’s ancient (and modern) critics had often 
accused him of departing from catholic tradition because of unwarranted 
philosophical “speculations,” his opening chapters in the Peri Archon show 
just how clearly the elucidation of the core regula fidei of the catholic tradi-
tion was the fundamental motive of that whole treatise. Fr. John Behr’s new 
critical edition of the Peri Archon29 makes this clear once again after the many 
obfuscations caused by the Butterworth English edition of 1936.30

Elizabeth Dively Lauro built on Torjesen’s scriptural work in her own ele-
gant study setting out the principles involved in the way Origen consistently 
approaches the sacred scripture.31 Peter Martens also produced, around this 
time, an excellent study of Origen’s deep scriptural method and how it related 
to the traditions of the sophists.32 As well as these, my own triad of studies 
attempted, similarly, to show how this complex “metaphysics of textual rev-
elation” actually applied in Origen’s close weave of theology, where philo-
sophical commentary, spiritual encomium, and dogmatic insight were woven 
so closely and so brilliantly together that they could not be disentangled.33 
In the process, it became more clear, generally speaking, how Origen’s life 
work reflected much of the sophistication of the scholars of the Great Library 
in Alexandria, who were actively pressing the boundaries of the relations 
between exegesis (of traditional texts) and the pursuit of the philosophical 
(sophistic) lifestyle.

These are only a few moments in the larger story of how much flowering 
there has been in the present generation of scholars concerning the life and 
works of the Alexandrian master. The whole story of that movement of redis-
covery and reappreciation is far from being exhausted. It will surely go on for 
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perhaps a generation to come. Nevertheless, it has already begun to require a 
wholesale rewriting of textbooks of church history and historical dogmatics 
in the years to come, and it will be in this secondary motion (a task I tried to 
presage in The Westminster Handbook to Origen, which I organized among a 
cluster of Origenian scholars some years ago)34 that Origen’s true reputation 
as a profound master of theology will be finally and unarguably established. 
This is the sage whom the martyr St. Pamphilus rightly called magister eccle-
siae (a master among the church), and whom St. Gregory Nazianzen called 
the “whetstone of us all,” and whom even his subsequent enemy, Jerome, 
once confessed to be “a man truly great even from his infancy.”

NOTES
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Epilogue

The final emergence into a truer appreciation of Origen’s sanctity, and pro-
fundity, that I anticipate will only happen when his exegesis stops being 
caricatured, by those who have not understood it, as wildly unattached to the 
text, and when the false ascription of heretical metaphysics to him (by the 
misattributions of the sixth-century synodal anathemata) is more generally 
recognized as erroneous.1 Whether a believer who died in the reputation of 
heroic sanctity can be posthumously condemned centuries after his death is 
one thing; whether it is legitimate for this to be done by sleight of hand under 
the impression it was an act of a great council is another; and whether it is 
at all acceptable that the evidence for the making of that negative judgment 
is proven to be entirely falsely attributed is yet another. Indeed, the whole 
business of Origen’s censure is a historical miscarriage of justice (or at least 
a massive act of ecclesial ungenerosity) waiting to be righted.

I hope that this little volume (as did the larger set of studies contained in 
Origeniana Undecima)2 will contribute to that cause: restoring honor to a 
theologian whose every word need not be engraved in stone for the benefit 
of the church, but whose discourse was a cause of inspiration to most of the 
intellectual great fathers of the early church, and whose accomplishments 
under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit set the groundwork for most of 
Christian exegetical preaching ever after him, and for many of the funda-
mental structures of the catholic regula fidei that he set out to explain to new 
generations.

Ilaria Ramelli put it very well when, considering Origen’s overall impact 
on later ages, she summed up Origen’s historical importance:

The reception of Origen’s ideas in philosophy and theology is staggering and 
focuses on protology, eschatology, anthropology, ethics and the importance of 
freewill, ontology (monism), apophaticism, Biblical allegoresis, and partially 
ecclesiology. I should also add the theological anti-subordinationism of the Son 
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(and the Spirit) and the description of the Trinity as one ousia in three hyposta-
ses with hypostasis meaning “individual substance” of one Person.3

As I write these closing remarks, a major international research project on 
the history of intellectual freedom is being undertaken from the base of 
Aarhus University.4 The project is part of the ITN–Marie Curie “The History 
of Human Freedom and Dignity in Western Civilization” project. Origenian 
scholar Anders Christian Jacobsen is a leading figure in this collaboration 
across six universities as well as several printing houses and church institu-
tions. A chief element in this research into the history of the reception of ideas 
is the very honorable place Origen, as religious philosopher, holds as one of 
history’s great defenders of the principle of freedom. We can wait for the 
results of this collaboration, which will certainly support the view that Origen 
was truly one of the earliest philosophers of freedom considered as a basic 
structure of human ontology. The project will add to the swell of voices that 
must count him not only as simply a Christian theologian but as one of the 
most important philosophical voices of the age of late antiquity.

Origen himself, of course, would insist that a philosopher has to be a theo-
logian, and vice versa. But in an age where what C. P. Snow once called the 
“Great Divorce”5 has not ceased to exercise its thrall on institutions of higher 
learning, we seem to have dug ourselves even deeper into narrower and nar-
rower tracks of culture—so much so that it is now perfectly possible (maybe 
even common) for an educated person to be described as “very learned but 
not very wise,” “deeply informed but profoundly uncultured,” or (even 
worse) “highly reverent, but rather stupid.” Origen is the patron saint for an 
enduring hope that the life of the mind can be harmonized with the life of the 
heart and that of the soul, and that when this harmony is restored a person will 
reemerge as the very image of what they were meant to be (Arche kai Telos): 
an icon of the divine light on earth.

NOTES

1. I am not arguing here that the synodical anathemata themselves are erroneous: 
they correctly declare that the propositions they list are not part of the catholic and 
orthodox ecumenical tradition, and rightly censure them. I am simply saying that they 
erroneously attribute such ideas to Origen, as we have already noted. He himself is far 
from being an Origenist as they thought.

2. Jacobsen, Origeniana Undecima.
3. I. L. E. Ramelli, “The Reception of Origen’s Ideas in Western Theological and 

Philosophical Traditions,” in Jacobsen, Origeniana Undecima, 463.
4. The website gives fuller details: http://itn-humanfreedom.eu/.
5. Between scientific modes of analysis and those of the humanities.
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