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FrREDERICK LAURITZEN

The Debate on Faith and Reason*

In the Decisive Treatise, Averroes (1126-1198) argued that logical
analysis is a prerequisite for studying the Qur’an and thus contrib-
uted to the debate on Faith and Reason.' Such a discussion is inherent
to the nature of religion and can be found in Byzantine authors, es-
pecially in the eleventh century. At the time, the delegates of the
Eastern and Western Churches used theological arguments for the
separation of the Orthodox and Catholic Establishments (1054).> Two
prominent theologians of the time were Symeon the New Theologian
and Niketas Stethatos. While the former focused his writing and reli-
gion on the contemplation of the divine, his student strove to spread
his views on Orthodoxy among society.” Niketas Stethatos has a cen-
tral and constructive role in the debate on Faith and Reason.

It is somewhat unfair to refer to the eleventh century as a time of
intellectual crisis.* On the contrary the debate on Faith and Reason
was an incentive to develop innovative notions within or against tradi-
tion. Nowhere is this clearer than in Stethatos’ confrontation with a
group of intellectuals who used their speculative powers to introduce
alternative interpretations of Christianity. One may term them a sec-
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ular intelligentsia, Stethatos calls them laikoi.> Within this group there
are a number of his intellectual opponents, to which Stethatos refers

as

didaskaloi and sophistar, terms suited to specific positions within

education.’ Stethatos also identifies some of the teachers by name:
Gregory the Sophist and Manuel. Gregory is the recipient of four let-
ters appended to the treatise On Paradise.” Manuel is the dedicatee of
the treatise on the Limits of Life.®

Stethatos is clear about their independence of mind and distance

from the letter of the Bible:

Toutov tolvuy yeela NUIv TOAAY, 2abdmep elontar, féltiote, eig TO Tag Foadag cuvievar
dvev Y& adtod olte voelv g0t Ta ToD [Tveduatog olte Méyey avtd gig TV TOV drovdviwv
adéhelav, xav gl wal Mav 6 Myov gotiv éotopwpévog toig £Ew nabnuaowy. (Niketas
Stethatos, Letter V.3.1-5)

My dearest friend, there is a great need of the Holy Spirit in order to comprehend
the Scriptures, as has been said. Without it, it is neither possible to think nor to
affirm anything about the Spirit for the audience’s benefit, even if the speaker is
well versed in the sayings of pagan learning.

The passage describes how knowledge external to the Holy Writ is

not sufficient. However at the conclusion of the final letter to Gre-
gory there is an interesting passage which reveals what Stethatos
means: literal interpretation is not enough:

6

7

8

Ottw toivuv zahov Ta Tig Ogiag Toadfic un xatd t© oV, MG xatd TOV Eyxeluevov
&v To0T® VOOV aviyvevovtog 0eomeends te ®ol eVoefdS VOEV ®al Wi Afacaviotmg %ol
Ayvuvaotmg, Mg el oravOGAOU TETQOV, TTQOOTTAIELY OVTOIS Te TOlg AOyols TV Ogimv
Toadp@v xai toig TOv Aafoviov ofua duvauer mollfj [Mvevpatog Gyiov elg TO TNV
duxaoov vy 100 Oeod xal To xoiua toig dvBodiols edayyehiteobal. (Niketas Stethatos,
Letter VIII.7.19-26)

So it is good to consider the Holy Scripture’s ideas not literally, but to trace the
thought contained within it with respect and reverence for God. It is good not to
stumble without firm ground or experience, as if against a “rock of offence”, both
against the Holy Scripture’s very words and the words of those who have received
eloquence from the Holy Spirit’s great power to announce to mankind God’s jus-
tice and judgment.

> References to Laikoi: DArRROUZES 53, 276-280, 282, 284, 322, 324, 326, 328, 352,

396, 490, 492.

For education in Byzantium see P. LEMERLE, Le premier humanisme byzantin.
Paris 1976 and P. LemerLE, Cing études sur le X1¢ siécle byzantin. Paris 1979. For
the teacher in particular see the article “teacher” in the ODB.

Darrouvzis 246-291.

Darrouvzizs 366—411.
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Thus one has to follow the Bible but not absolutely literally. Stet-

hatos has made clear that it must be interpreted, but that there is only
one correct way to do so. Such a correct way is available to those
within the Orthodox tradition.” He seems to imply that the studies
which Gregory has undertaken and is teaching weaken his ability to
interpret Christianity correctly. In the treatise, On the Limits of Life,
addressed to Manuel, Stethatos is even more direct. A whole chapter
is dedicated to the importance of tradition and how it defines the cor-
rect interpretation to be adopted when thinking religiously."” Steth-
atos’ doubt about a secular approach is mentioned at the beginning

of

of

the chapter:

AMG YoheOv dviwg #eveufoTelv gig 0VOEV XONOWOV %ol ®olpnato Oeod £0evvav %ol
veavieveo0aL GTaLTelv TOV AxaTdAnmTov »atodnmTov yevéoOar tolg dvOomItols Huiv,
eldgval te tig OQovg EmnEe T@ TavVTL nal TOS TO i) VITEQPATvOV VteQPaively E0VTd TOLED
2Ol ROTA Tive TOOTOV NEiBuNvToL odTd ai at toixes Mudv. (Niketas Stethatos, On the
Limits of Life, 26.1-6)

However it is truly difficult to walk aimlessly for nothing, to investigate God’s
judgments, to claim childishly that the Unreachable becomes reachable by us men
and to know how he established the limits of everything and how he goes beyond
what is confined and in which way he has even counted our hair.

Further on he clearly defines his opposition to the laity’s teaching
Christianity in philosophical terms:

To¥twv oVtw ToryaQodv megl dowv Osim dmodarvouévav TTvevuatt xai Ty kabohxnv
@V motd@v Exxhnoiov puotaywyodviov v codiq Oeol, tdg ovx £Qubotdot xai tdv
OlELMV EMYVOUOVES YIVOVTOL UETQWV ol avOiotduevol toutols xai o T, maQ O
S1ddonovowy of BeodpdgoL TaTéQeg, 0UTOL S1dGoREW drroToALdoLY adBadeiq xol dvaroyuvTig
PYuyfis, Nyvonxroteg MomeQ 1) EQVTOVS KOl XEXUVOVIOUEVOV &V TR ¢ TMV TATEQWY GUVOdW
8t 00 yo1 dAhwg Ta ThS Oeiag Toadis Tovg didaorndhovs Exhaupdvesdon 1j Mg ol Ogtot
natéges St tijg ddaonahiog avtdv Tf 100 Oeod Exxdnoiq mapédevto: (Niketas Ste-
thatos, On the Limits of Life, 32.1-11)

Since the fathers reveal the limits with the Holy Spirit, and initiate the universal
church of the faithful in the wisdom of God, therefore how can those not feel
shame and not become aware of their limits, they who oppose them and with their
arrogance and shamelessness dare to teach matters different from what the di-
vinely inspired fathers teach, as if they did not know that it was established in
the sixth ecumenical council that one must not interpret the Holy Scripture in a
manner other than that which the holy fathers offered to God’s church through
their teaching.

9 For a discussion on the notion of orthodox tradition at the time see ALFYEYEV.

""" On The Limits of Life, chapter 111.26 in Darrouzis 391.



78 Frederick Lauritzen

Therefore both Gregory the Sophist and Manuel presented alterna-
tive views about Christianity based on their capacity to reason philo-
sophically. Stethatos considers them antagonists to the church. Both
teachers seem to be kindred spirits to their contemporaries such as
Italos” disciples, mentioned by Anna Comnena:

Olt0¢ TolvuV TEOXAOMUEVOS PLrhosOPiag GrTdong #al cVEEEOVONS Eig AdTOV Tijg VedTnTOg
(vai yao ta te IMpdxhov xai IMAdtwvog xai T Gprhocddmv aupoiv TTogdugiov te nai
TouPhixov dvexdivmte TOUTOLS dOYRATO %Ol UAMOTA TAG AQLOTOTELOVG TEYVAS ®OL TNV
MG OQYUVOU TTALEEOUEVNV YQEY VPN YETTO TOTG £0ELOVOL TEAYUATELOY %Ol TAOTY PAAAOV
gvnPolveto xai Evnoyolnto) ov mdvy TL Tovg navBdvovtag ddelijoal Evioyvoe TOV Bunov
%ol TV Ay 10U 1j0ovg drataotaociov xwlouny Exwv. Kai 6ga pot tovg toutou padntdc,
tov Zohoudvra Todvvny xal twvag Taocitag ol ZegPiiag »ol GAAOVS TaYo mEQL TNV
uaonow 2omovdaxdtag: GV Tovg mhetovg Baud portdvrag mEOS TO Pacilele xal avTh
€0eaoqunv VoTEQOV TEXVIXOV UNOEV TL »aTd Gxgifelav eldoTag, oynuaTiCouévoug 8¢ TOv
SLEAEXTIHOV HIVIOEOLY ETAXTOLS el LOQIMV TAQAPOQOLE TLOL HETAPOQOTS, VYLEG OE 0VOEV
EMOTOUEVOVG, TROPUAAOUEVOUS TAS 10€0G, T)ON 08 ROl TAS UETEUPVYDOELS CUVEOKLOOUEVG
Twg xal G TV OUOLOTEOTA ROl TOQATANGIWG TovTolg dAAdroTa. (Anna Comnena,
Alexias, 5.9.1.1-2.11)

Subsequently, Italos presided over all philosophy and the young used to flock to
him. He revealed to them Proclus’” and Plato’s doctrines as well as those of both
the philosophers Porphyry and Iamblichus and especially Aristotle’s treatises. He
used to explain to those interested in the subject the use it offered as if it were an
instrument and he used to pride himself in this and dedicate his time. However
he did not ensure some sort of benefit to those he taught since his anger and in-
stability of character were an obstacle. Look at his students, Solomon John and
lasitas and Servlias and the others who may have been eager to learn. I saw many
of them when they used to visit the palace. Subsequently, I noticed that they knew
nothing precisely, but pretended to be logicians by disorganized arguments and
by incorrect transpositions of parts. However they knew nothing sound. They
argued in rather veiled terms for [Plato’s| ideas and the transmigration of souls
and for some other such similar and unusual points as these.

Gregory and Manuel fit with Italos’ approach on account of their
philosophical interests but also for their attempt to argue Christian
points from a philosophical view which differed from that of the
established Church." This was the incentive for Stethatos to write two
of his major treatises: The Contemplation of Paradise and On the Soul."?
Indeed the debate between these two factions was clear to a reader of
his work On the Soul who wrote a scholion which refers directly to
Italos in negative terms:

"' For a discussion of such a debate concerning Italos see CLucAs.
2 Kdited in DarrRoOUZES 154227 and 56-153.
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Kata Ovnroypuyntdv aigetix®@v Aeyovimv ouvxadeldey Tomov tva uetd Oavatov td
oOUATL THY YUYV %ol unde TV 1ITEQ DTS YVouEVOY EvtatBo TV Exel0eV AViaQ@MV %ol
Mg ExOvImv aiobdveoar g 6 VEOS ATOUAVING %Ol 0AYOTMAOS GpNoL, O RAAOVUEVOG
Pevdovipwg prhocodog. (scholion to Treatise on the Soul 74. Codex Angelicus 30 fol.
249)

[This passage is| against the thnetopsychite heretics who claim that the soul some-
how rests together with the body after death and that at that point it does not
feel what is in its favour or what is troublesome and different, as the new sorcerer
and sack seller says, that so called philosopher.

The date of the scholion is not relevant to the present argument.'
Even if it is of a much later date than the Treatise on the Soul, never-
theless it is indicative that the reader thought that Stethatos™ work
and his discussion of the soul was directed against those who held
ideas similar to Italos about the soul. It reveals that Byzantine read-
ers thought that Italos taught subjects in a philosophical manner
which were of religious competence. Moreover this is confirmed by the
acts of the trial against Italos:"

H Baotuxrn onueiwots” Tod Trahod Twdvvou uadntdg xtnoouévou oot xal ToUToLg
Tag otxelag uetadovrog ddaoxraliag, dprun tg Evietley eig mavtag diedoauev o o,
mg doypota mdhow T Gyig tob Ogod woi robohxi] Exxdnoig dmwodoxacdivra ol
dvabéuatt xabvmay0Eévia TOVTOV TOVG Oixelovg ExdOAo%ROVTOS GoLTNTAG %ail Sl TOVTMOY
7QOG Ammlelav Tovg amhovotégoug Epélrovtog: (ed. GOUILLARD, 107-112)

The imperial notice: Since John Italos gathered many students and he offered
them his own teachings, therefore a negative rumour spread to everyone that he
was teaching his own students the doctrines anciently rejected by God’s Holy and
Universal church and which had been subject to anathema and through these
doctrines he led the simpler minds to destruction.

This imperial notice is important since it defines the role of the
students who were lead to criticize accepted dogmas of the church.
What seems to be implied is that the whole question developed since
the more simple minds were converted to the new fashionable thought
of Italos, and by implication they did not know their theology well
enough. The antagonism between education and the church is not only
apparent with the figure of Italos but also in that of the school mas-
ter (mowEuwog) Eustratios of the school of Sphorakios who was a key
witness in Italos’ trial.

" See discussion in DARROUZES 21,

"J. GoulLLARD, Le proceés officiel de Jean l'italien. 7'M 9 (1985) 133-174. Previ-
ously it was edited by F. Usprnskis, Deloproizvodstvo po obvinsniju Ioanna Itala
v eresi. IRATK 2 (1897) 1-66, 36, line 7-12.

Y The proximos appears in the acts of the trial at UspENsk1J 65 line 5.
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Therefore Stethatos wrote the treatises On the Soul, On the Limits
of Life and the Contemplation of Paradise in order to argue with teach-
ers on their level and to present what he believes is the correct view
of the topics discussed. In this debate there are two different sides,
one represented by Stethatos and the other by Manuel Gregory, Italos,
Tasites and Solomon. The existence of a group with such common
interests is confirmed if one turns to the Synodikon of Orthodoxy. Cyril
Mango has pointed out how one of the most surprising facts about the
anathemas raised against Italos and his students in 1082 is that it was
the first addition to the Synodikon since the defeat of Iconoclasm in
843." Thus he implicitly points out that the debate on Faith and
Reason truly shook the establishment into condemning these new
ideas. One point in particular represents the same debate as that of
Gregory and Niketas Stethatos:

5) Toig Aéyovowv 6t ot TV “EAVOV 00opol %ol TEMTOL TMV 0lQeoLaQy®V, Ol TaQd TMV
gt yimv %ol ®aboMx®dV ouvodmV %ol Al TAVTWV TV 600000ElY Aauypdvtov
Totéwv Avadiuott xadvmoPAndévies dg dAAdTOLOL THi ®000MxTIg Enrdnoiag, dud TV &v
AOYOLS ADTMV %IPONAOV ROl VOCLQAV TEQLOVOIAY KQEITTOVES €l0L XOTAL O %aik EviabOa
nal v i) uehhovon xeioeL TV eVoePOV UV xai 000000EWVY vdQdmv, dAAmg 8¢ natd mtdHog
avBodmvov 1 ayvonua minuuelnodviwv, avadepa. (Synodikon, ed. GOUILLARD 59,
203-208)

5) Let there be anathema to those who say that the wise pagans and the leading
heretics, who were condemned by anathema as alien to the universal church by
the seven holy and ecumenical councils and by all the fathers who shone by their
orthodoxy, are far better because of the support of arguments and abominable
ability both now and in the forthcoming judgment both of the faithful and ortho-
dox and of those in discord by human failure or mistake.

This seems to reflect the point raised by Stethatos in his answer to
Gregory’s theological question in letter VI1.5. He formulated a ques-
tion which revealed his interest to alter tradition in order to apply new
logical arguments to biblical events. This meant he wanted to use the
logical arguments devised by the ancients in order to clarify Christian
mysteries. Stethatos” answer is clear:

Ob mohdnuig eldy oou; Petoon cadTod, W) Sddonew pikel, Aaixdg GV, ToD EmTooTOMOU
Aeyovtog: «AdinOv 8¢ ovx Emiteémopev dddoxewy &v Exxdnolgr—olmw Yoo Ehafeg To Tig
ddaonohiog dElwpuo—, GG ®oi T Suvddou Oeomilovong émi MéEewg oVtw, St «OD
yoN dnuooig Aaixov doyuotnov hoyov wvelv 1| dtddoxev, dEimua £0vT@d dMdAoRAMLOV
&vted0ev megumolovuevov, G elxewv i) mapadoeion maod Tot Kvpiov tdEel xal 1O ovg
TOlg TV XaEw toD ddaorahxol Aafodol Adyou dwavoiyewy xai ta Ogio mwoQ avTOV
gxduddoneobawn; Tl ut ol dyels, Aairndg dv, domep giontar; Tl un Ta oixela uétoa

16, Maxco, Byzantium: the Empire of New Rome. New York 1980, 102.
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YWVOORELS %Ol TOVG OIelovg OQOUg TNEEls, éviog Toutmv totduevog, @A’ UmeQ Td
goxopuéva, 6 O Aéyetal, ToOMIAS JTTELY, NTTOUEVOS €V TOUT® TV Te ALYV Thwv xal
@V apuyov xuoudtov; (Niketas Stethatos, Letter VII. 5)

Did I not tell you often? Keep yourself, do not be eager to teach, since you are a
layman. As the apostle says: “we do not allow the layman to teach in the church”.
For you have not yet received the honour of teacher, but as the council estab-
lishes literally that: “the layman must not propose or teach a dogmatic argument,
since he is arrogating his teaching position at that point. He must give way to the
class given by the Lord. He must open his ear to those who received the grace of
the teacher’s argument and to receive from them the divine words.” Why don’t
you stay silent, since you are a layman, as has been said? Why do you not recog-
nize your own measure and observe your own limits and remain within these but
you dare to shoot beyond the mark, as one says, though you are inferior both to
irrational animals and lifeless creatures in such a matter?

Therefore both Stethatos and the Synodikon are fighting against a
similar use of pagan methods to achieve solutions to Christian ques-
tions. However Stethatos™ answer seems to imply that the Synodikon
had not been altered yet to include such an argument. In other words
one can add further chronological details to the debate. At the begin-
ning of letter V it is stated that the treatises On the Soul and the Con-
templation of Paradise had been already written. In the first paragraph
of Contemplation of Paradise it is clear that it was written after the
treatise on the Soul. Thus a chronological framework can be established
for the works: they were written before 1077. Moreover, since the crisis
between secular and religious interpretations seems directly connected
with the figure of Italos, one may mark its official beginning with Psel-
los” retirement to Bithynia and Italos’ preeminent role as a teacher
after the year 1054. Thus the treatises and letters were written between
1054-1077 and therefore one obtains also a time frame for Gregory and
Manuel. Both seem to be contemporary with the disciples mentioned
by Anna Comnena. Since they held similar ideas it seems inevitable to
consider that a “secularist” group was constituted by Manuel, Gregory,
lasitas, Servlias, Solomon, Toannes and that they were all under the
spell of John Italos. However one must be careful not to simplify the
nature of the debate. There were not simply two groups: one religious
and the other secular. Stethatos found a novel way to express the theol-
ogy of his time which made him stand out as exceptional even among
contemporary theologians, even in relation to his master Symeon the
New Theologian. Italos also seems to have had a certain following
though his ideas were novel for the time and noticeably different from
those of Psellos, his teacher.
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Thus the division into two distinct groups leaves out two important
figures: Symeon the New Theologian and Michael Psellos. Both are
clearly distinct either from Niketas Stethatos or John Italos. It is not
enough to claim that they may have belonged to the mentality of a
previous generation. In fact Stethatos™ high point may have been his
role as chief defender of orthodoxy against Cardinal Humbert in 1054,
while Psellos” high point may have been his appointment as head of
the philosophy school in 1047, making them near contemporaries.'”
Indeed Stethatos also uses logical arguments to explain his point of
view, demonstrating his interest in discussion. On the other side how-
ever there seems to be an interest in logical debate for its own sake
deriving from the new impetus in the study of logic. Both Psellos and
Italos were responsible for such a development, though the latter had
an outspoken interest in logical analysis and argument and it is in this
way that he is remembered by Anna Comnena. Even the Synodikon
was clear that faith was a matter of simplicity and trust rather than
intellectual analysis:

6) Toig i) mioter vaOoed xol Gmwhf) ®al APy ®aEdig T TV ZWTFE0g UMY 2ol Oe0l
%ol Tiig dyeavtmg adTOV TEROVONG deomoivng UMY xal Oeotorov xal v (210) Lowtdv
ayimv éEaioa Bavpata dexouévols, A melmuévols AmodelEeot xal AOYoLs GOPLOTIROTG
g adOvata dafdihery, §| xatd TO doxoTV ADTOIG TAQEQUNVEVEWY ®al ®aTd TV 1dlov
yvounv ovviotav, avabepa (Synodikon, ed. GOUILLARD, 59, 209-213)
6) Let there be anathema to those who do not accept with pure and simple faith
and with full hearted spirit the extraordinary miracles of our Saviour God and of
our Lady, Mother of God, who bore him without blemish and of the other saints,
but attempt to denounce them as impossible by demonstrations and sophistic
arguments or to misinterpret them according to what seems to themselves and to
establish them according to their own opinion.

Simplicity is considered a key element of faith. For Italos it was
logic that gave validity and probably interest to arguments. However
he was capable to divide form from content: to consider the connection
between propositions without being too concerned by the content. His
mistake was to think he could take propositions from the Bible and to
assemble them logically and to do this without any religious conse-
quence. Therefore, Italos’ logical analysis weakened the primacy of
content and in this he shared a common fate with the philosopher
Averroes who was to be condemned only a hundred years later within
another setting and religion but for similar reasons.

T For Stethatos and 1054 see MicHEL. For Psellos and 1047 see J. LErorT, Rhétorique
et politique: trois discours de Jean Mauropous en 1047. TM 6 (1976) 265-303.



