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So many postmodern theologians are busy retrieving “negative theology,” while 
others label such retrievals “misconstruals,” that observers might be tempted to 
conclude that there was, or is, such a single thing as “negative theology.” Yet 

array of premodern apophatic authors with a multiplicity of negative theologies. I 
here survey some of the diverse strands of Christian negative theology and argue 
in favor of one strand of that tradition in relation to Christ, the incarnation, and 
the cross.1

higher than your thoughts,” says Isaiah’s LORD (Isa 55:9). The divine is invisible,
ineffable, incomprehensible; these are all negations stemming from a recognition 
of divine transcendence. Early authors such as Justin, Ireneaus, Clement, and 

then

make different moves, and those differences are my main theme here. In short, 

All types of Christian negative theology keep negations connected; they do not 

for there must be something to be negated, some content to work with; even 

1 I thank Harvard Divinity School for the invitation and hospitality surrounding the Dudleian 
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negated are originally scriptural. Indeed, biblical symbols and metaphors reveal 
un

Finally, these biblical negations remain connected to liturgical communities. The 
Christian apophatic grows out of worshipping communities, not abstract inquiry. 

epistemological principle for individuals, isolated from the cataphatic, from its 
biblical origins, and from liturgical communities of faith.2

To illustrate how theological negations can lead to different outcomes, I here 
propose three categories: the progressive apophatic, the complete apophatic, and the 

discussions is more than I can document here.3

The Progressive Apophatic

LORD, “I will make my goodness pass before you . . .

rock, and only after
says the LORD

reading, but rather calls for a spiritual interpretation, an uplifting or “anagogical” 

the step above and never ceased to rise higher, because he always found a step 
higher than the one he had attained.”4

above one’s current level; stepping higher entails leaving the lower behind in a 

2 Negative theology has “both a grammar and a vocabulary . . . the positive vocabulary of 
saying,” not just a grammar of un

Minding the Spirit: The Study of Christian Spirituality (ed. 

3 Silence and the 
Word
from some of these same premodern authors to various postmodern discussions.

4 The Life of Moses
New York: Paulist Press, 1978) 114.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017816008001958 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017816008001958


PAUL ROREM 453

5

boundary.”6

in the desire to see him.”7

static image of a physical back but to engage in the dynamic process of following 
8

taught how is to behold 
9

beyond our grasp, our concepts, and our words, a recognition accompanied not by 
nihilistic despair but by the perpetual “hope [that] always draws the soul from the 
beauty which is seen to what is beyond.”10

“perpetual progress.”11

see the Lover’s face, but he passes by (Song 5:6), not to forsake her but rather to 
draw her toward himself. She advances “towards that which lies before her and by 
always going out from what she has comprehended.”12 Of course, once the Song 
of Songs enters the picture, the apophatic is more than knowing and unknowing; 

to other, ever “higher” negations. This kind of progress, a generic form of negative 

behind and straining forward to what lies ahead” (Phil 3.13).

5 Life of Moses 2.230.
6

7 Ibid. 2.239.
8 Ibid. 2.251.
9 Ibid. 2.252.
10 Ibid. 2.231.
11 Platonisme et théologie mystique (Paris: Aubier, 1944); for 

The Presence of God: A History of Western Christian Mysticism

negative theology in Christian history.” 
12 Commentary on the Song of Songs

College Press, 1987) 218.
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Nyssa (although his work did enter the Latin world in the early medieval translation 

13 is largely an 

mind and heart is an endless progression, perpetually leaving behind that which 
has been known and loved. “Always to advance in this way is to arrive.”14

endless progress to the desires of the heart. Yet he also makes an apophatic point 

unknowing; the highest knowledge that a man can here and now attain consists in 
knowing in what way he does not know.”15

16

in this section:

been grasped will always be discovered, and this search will never overtake 

participates in it is ceaseless.17

No particular polemics accompany this benign outcome of apophatic theology, 

13 The Presence of God, 2:216.
14 Ibid., The Way to Divine Union

Hyde Park, N.Y.: New City Press, 1998) 95. 
15 On Contemplating God 

Cistercian Publications, 1977) 137.
16 “The Trace of the Other,” in Deconstruction in Context

of Chicago Press, 1987) 359. I owe this reference to a helpful conversation with Stacy Johnson.
17 Contra Eunomium

45:340D; NPNF2

The Relationship between Neoplatonism and Christianity (ed. T. Finan and V. Twomey; 
Dublin: Four Courts, 1992) 98.
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The Complete Apophatic

higher, leaving behind and thus denying the lower steps, negations leading to more 
negations; but after this temporary similarity there is a difference at the peak, in the 

ended up converting the original Dionysius and Damaris. 
As a whole, the Pseudo-Dionysian writings convey a devout reverence for the 

opens The Divine Names, “to that of the divine which lies hidden beyond thought 
18

-
lifted] to the enlightening beams of the sacred scriptures, and with these to 
illuminate us, with our beings shaped to songs of praise, we behold the divine 

Source of all holy enlightenment, a Source which has told us about itself in 
the holy words of scripture.19

The Mystical Theology, can leave 

unknowable. On the contrary, as I have elsewhere argued at some length, the 

20

The Celestial Hierarchy 2) is 

like and un
This anagogical interpretation of “the enlightening beams of the sacred scriptures,” 
furthermore, is not individualistic but communal, not abstract but concretely based 
on the Scriptures and the liturgy of the faith community. All three variations on the 

18 Pseudo-Dionysius, The Divine Names
Pseudo-Dionysius, The Complete Works (trans. Colm Luibheid; New York: Paulist Press, 1987).

19 Ibid.
20 Paul Rorem, 
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apophatic presented here begin with the positive contents of Scripture in Christian 

plunges into the truly mysterious darkness of unknowing. Here, renouncing 
all that the mind may conceive, wrapped entirely in the intangible and the 
invisible, he belongs completely to him who is beyond everything. Here, be-
ing neither oneself nor someone else, one is supremely united to the wholly 

knowing nothing.21

After all the biblical interpretation of the perceptible and the conceptual in the 

spirit or son or fatherhood” (The Mystical Theology, chapter 5). Although it is only 
The Mystical Theology

Dionysius instead with a quotation from the end of The Divine Names.
Following all of his philosophical interpretation of the biblical names for 

writers, for 

their preference is for the way up through negations, since this stands the soul 

the soul ecstatic]. Such a way guides the soul through all the divine notions 
which are themselves transcended by that which is far beyond every name, 

of us is capable of it.22

and negations. Symbols and concepts, assertions with denials, have charted the 
way, but in the end they are all left behind. This variety of negative theology seeks 

21 Pseudo-Dionysius, The Mystical Theology 1.1001A.
22 Ibid., Divine Names
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words and concepts. No wonder that some later “mystical” theologians embraced 

absolute apophatic by itself above and beyond the “progressive apophatic.” Perhaps 

theology by way of Eriugena’s translation and comments, we come to a Dominican 

Aquinas and his mountain of material, especially in Albert’s commentary on the 
Dionysian Mystical Theology. Albert is rigorously apophatic when introducing 

Regarding lights and sounds and words, he says, “all these things have to be 
transcended, because none of them is what we seek in contemplation.”23 Albert 

as others did and do.24 Albert remains completely apophatic right to the end of 
The Mystical Theology, where the “transcendence of him who is above all [even] 
transcends all negation. The names which are denied of him are denied because of 
his transcendence . . . [and] his transcendence defeats all negation.”25

As launched by Albert and developed by Thomas, a Dominican trajectory 

theology, not only owning nothing or wanting nothing but also “knowing nothing,”26

in the special sense later called “learned ignorance.” Eckhart very much liked and 

27

28

is, into the surpassing light that beats down and darkens our intellect.”29 He here 
quotes the Areopagite’s Letter One, “Perfect ignorance is the knowledge of him 
who is over all that is known.”30

23 Albert and Thomas: Selected Writings (ed. Simon Tugwell; New York: Paulist Press, 1988) 
158, trans. adjusted.

24 Presence of God Commentary
25 Albert and Thomas, 198.
26 Meister Eckhart: The Essential Sermons, Commentaries, Treatises, and Defense (ed. Edmund 

Essential Eckhart.
27 Essential Eckhart, 280; Meister Eckhart: Teacher and Preacher

York: Paulist Press, 1986) 70. To be abbreviated Eckhart, Teacher.
28 Essential Eckhart

Sermon 117.3.5 (PL 38:663). 
29 Eckhart, Teacher, 117.
30 Ibid., 118; Pseudo-Dionysius, Letter One
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is Eckhart’s complete apophatic, which constitutes the famous “breakthrough” 

his unfathomableness.”31

spoke of the “abyss” in this way, as Amy Hollywood has pointed out.32  “Abyss” is 
itself a negation (a-byssum), but in the sense of a negativity regarding dereliction 

33

is not an abstract principle of language or religious epistemology, but rather a way 
of interpreting Scripture within the community of faith. This is clearer among 

complete apophatic do occur in his homilies, meaning that they are founded on 
34 In this respect, the 

Derrida, was correct to distance himself from Dionysius and Eckhart, because 
they held on to the biblical content within liturgical communities, whereas he 
wanted no such kataphatic baggage.35 The Dionysian basis of this outcome of 
negative theology (that negations lead to more negations and ultimately to union 

apophatic point. 

The Incarnational Apophatic

not wisdom or oneness, divinity or goodness, not Spirit or Son or Father), it was 
Scholia, or 

31 Eckhart, Teacher, 254.
32 Amy Hollywood, The Soul as Virgin Wife

1995) 131.
33 Silence and the Word,

in Sciences and Religions: Knowing the Unknowable about God and the Universe

34 The Mystical Thought of Meister Eckhart

35

How to Avoid Speaking of ‘Negative Theology,’” in God, the Gift and Postmodernism (ed. John 

Dis/similarity: Negation in Pseudo-Dionysius,” The Journal of Religion
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Do not let this chapter disturb you and do not think that this divine man is 

36

feminist theologians have rightly pointed out.37

38 Even The
Mystical Theology
is tempered by John’s paraphrase in that he retains the term “Trinity.” “No one 
knows the pure Trinity
pure Trinity is, for we are not of its essence.”39

Confessor. As hinted in the Scholia

the intelligible and the sensible realities.”40

theological, or rather Christological, move in applying the apophatic impulse. Yes, 

makes his move, a decisive move, and it is not Dionysian.

remains inaccessible to all angels and men alike and he can in no way be 

-

36

37  Power, Gender, and Christian Mysticism
Via Feminina Radical 

Wisdom: A Feminist Mystical Theology
38 John of Scythopolis and the Dionysian 

Corpus
39  John of Scythopolis, 248 [emphasis added].
40 Chapters on Knowledge Maximus the Confessor: Selected Writings (ed. 
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as having in the incarnation become man by nature, and consubstantial to us, 
that he bestows grace on us who have need of it.41

Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known” (John 1:18).
Negations thus lead to Christ incarnate. 

Here the apophatic serves the incarnational, just as the apostle Paul’s sermon in 

in The Mystical Theology or The Divine Names, and his comments on Christ, the 
incarnation, and the cross in The Ecclesiastical Hierarchy never turn apophatic.42  
There is one hint of the connection in Letter Three: “the transcendent has put aside 
its own hiddenness and has revealed itself to us by becoming a human being” yet 
remaining hidden.43 This connection is never developed in Dionysius, however. It is 

the point of death, as the apostle Paul says.

Latin tradition discussed here moves from a broad application of negative theology 

follows the Pauline “kenosis” from the divine down to the “human form” all the way 

41 Chapters on Knowledge 2:76; Andrew Louth, Maximus the Confessor (London: 

42 Ysabel de Andia has written eloquently on the Dionysian apophatic and on the cross in 
Denys l’Aréopagite. Tradition et métamorphoses

and the cross in Dionysius, in my judgment.
43 Letter Three

Harvard dissertation develops a Dionysian apophatic anthropology in another way. 
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work, The Soul’s Journey into God

intellectual activities must be left behind and the height of our affection must be 
44

love into unknowing, following the Victorine line, a subject that I am pursuing 
 Mystical Theology

at some length, regarding the “ecstasy of a pure mind leaving behind all things and 
freed from all things, you will ascend to the superessential ray of divine darkness.”45

one seeks the Dionysian “superessential ray of the divine darkness,” he suggests, 

darkness; let us impose silence upon our cares, our desires and our imagin-

13:1).46

stresses the culmination of the incarnation in the cross, following the Pauline 
“kenosis” to the end.

Areopagite of Acts 17 and in fact quite openly ridiculed this Dionysius, “whoever 
he was,” for his “hodge-podge” about angels, his idle liturgical allegories, and 
especially his dangerous teachings in The Mystical Theology.47 In The Babylonian 
Captivity, Luther writes,

So far, indeed, from learning Christ in them [the Dionysian works], you will 

44 The Soul’s Journey into God 7.4 (ed. and trans. Ewert Cousins; New York: 
Paulist Press, 1978) 113.

45 Ibid. 7.5.
46 Ibid. 7.6.
47

Lutheran Quarterly

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017816008001958 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017816008001958


462 HARVARD THEOLOGICAL REVIEW

2:2).48

Elsewhere, Luther directly addresses the subject of “negative theology” and 
how it should turn us to the incarnation and the cross. Early and late in his career 

unknowing. In the very early Dictata on the Psalms, he writes:

Therefore [b.] Dionysius teaches that one must enter into anagogical darkness 
-

ing. [Alternatively], this can be understood as referring to the mystery of the 
Incarnation. For He is concealed in humanity, which is His darkness. Here 
He could not be seen but only heard.49

Here, toward the beginning of his career, Luther makes the same point that 

of the incarnation in humanity.50 Later, Luther went still further, not only in his 
bold critique of Dionysius but also in following the “kenosis” of an incarnational 

-
ing it].51

Luther’s overall “theology of the cross” is too large a topic to discuss here.52

“negative theology” of the cross. The “mystical theologians,” he writes elsewhere, 
may call going into the darkness “ascending beyond being and non-being,” 
preferring to omit all pictures of Christ’s suffering; but, he says rather emphatically, 
“The CROSS alone is our theology.”53

48 Luther’s Works (ed. Jaroslav Pelikan and Helmut Lehmann; 55 vols.; St. Louis: Concordia, 
Luthers Werke 

49 Luther’s Works,
50

not want to perish,” Luther’s Works
51 Luther’s Works
52 The Scandalous God: The Use and Abuse of the Cross

Luthers theologia 
crucis

53 Luther’s Works, 25:287. 
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That Dionysius had applied 1 Corinthians instead to a general statement about 

saying of the apostle, for Chrysostom and the other fathers understood it to apply 
to the cross.”54 John does not suggest that Dionysius neglects the cross in general, 
but points out that the Areopagite did not here move from foolishness/wisdom to 

cross, we should regard Luther as continuing the Pauline concerns of John the 

use of the apophatic.
Yet Luther goes further still, uncomfortably for apophatic theologians.  

“Negative theology” does not lead neatly to the cross; it is actually opposed to 

self and is thus condemned by the cross. Negative theology can be all about our 

our theological strategies.55 Discourse about negative theology and the cross is not 

theology, Luther insists, is that the incarnate one died because we tortured and 
56 “You have 

become his betrayers and murderers,” said Stephen (Acts 7:52). Luther’s negative 

 Summary
To be simplistically kataphatic about it, there are at least these three outcomes for 
negative theology from the premodern tradition. First, a perpetual or “progressive 

54 Scholia 340.4 on Divine Names  John of Scythopolis, 226.
55

Cross Currents
56 Luther’s Works On Being a Theologian of the Cross

Eerdmans, 1997) 3, 8.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017816008001958 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017816008001958


464 HARVARD THEOLOGICAL REVIEW

surely different apophatic moves possible today. 

with just a few suggestions. Emmanuel Levinas and others echo the progress of 

himself from Dionysius and Eckhart for their linkage of the apophatic to the 
(biblical) kataphatic and to the (liturgical) community of faith. In modern theology, 

and the Protestant Luther, has been represented ably, even beautifully, by Hans 
57

57 The Cosmic Liturgy (San Francisco: 
Elucidations (trans. 
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