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Abstract: 
Experience of thought and the concept of the author and of the creation in 

the medieval age are not seen as autonomous processes, but as a part of prac-
tice of representation within concrete, above all theological requirements and ex-
pectations. Typical for medieval thought are syntheses in which philosophy is 
transformed into theology, art into a mimesis of mimesis, literature into a praying 
practice. Various spiritual flows of the East and the West gave birth to two types of 
thinkers: a byzantine one, based on ancient Greece and the power of synthesis, and 
a western one – scholastic, critical thinking and syncretic intellectual. Saint John 
of Damascus is the embodiment of a byzantine thinker, who with miraculous ease 
re-appropriated and reshaped classical and Christian thought heritage. 
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At the very introduction to the book of very significant title “Thinking in 
the Middle Ages” Alain de Libera1 (which is actually a continuation of Legoff’s 
famous study on intellectuals form the year 19572) we face the legitimate question 
of whether in the Middle Ages there is no such thing as thinkers. The experience 
of thought and the notion of the author and creativity in the 

1  Алан де Либера. Мислити у средњем веку, прев. А. Павловић, Београд: Плато 2005, стр.7.
2  In the fact, Le Goff is a representative of the great generation of French historians, rare 

medievalists, who were bound for the journal “Annales” and that changed the methodological ap-
proach in the research of historical processes, placing emphasis on the so-called analytics of “total 
history” and not on the particular facts and issues. See. Le Goff, Jacques.. Srednjovekovna civili-
zacija zapadne Evrope. Jugoslavija: Beograd. 1974. Le Goff, Jacques.. Intelektualci u srednjem 
vijeku, Zagreb: Jesenski i Turk 2009.
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Middle Ages are part of those civilization contradictions that have been retained 
long after antiquity in the new spiritual and historical circumstances. Thinking 
appears in new orientations not as an autonomous process but as part of spe-
cific practices within representative, primarily theological, demands and expecta-
tions. New compounds are characteristic for medieval thought – compounds in 
which philosophy transforms into theology, art into mimesis of mimesis, literature 
into prayer practice3. But, what really signifies and denotes one specific system 
of knowledge whose discredited overtone is being described in the modern era 
definitions by such terms as: transformation, compilation, preparation and so on?  
For the scholastic “magistri”, their  self-awareness of being a separate type of 
thinkers - intellectuals in the universities and monasteries, colleges and schools 
(often it was the case on the same matter and the common area), stemmed from 
not so much from an theological but rather from academic crisis that was acceler-
ated as much by the translations of Aristotle’s texts as the and urban revolution 
of 13th century. What has occurred after the academic crisis is a consequence of 
secularization process in which the Divine becomes outlawed and in which Deus 
revelatus becomes Deus absconditus  due to centrifugal forces of the new century. 
To philosophize (philosophein) within the faith and to think in the Middle Ages at 
the East of Europe, within the Byzantine commonwealth is neither the same nor 
have the same consequences as in the West. The reasons for this are numerous, but 
primarily they are historical and I would call them “Hellenistic”. And that does 
not mean anything else than to say that Byzantium in his, as it is commonly said, 
one thousand year long history, had not moved and was not separated from the 
circle of the ancient civilization. The best proof of this attitude are the Byzantine 
educational curricula such as Photius’s  Library4 and the X century lexicon named 
Suda in which the ancient authors and texts prevail and there are just few medieval 
Byzantine sources5. Demosthenes is as much domicile as St. Gregory of Nyssa, 
and Apollonius Discolos and Hermogen of Tarsus are equally studied and read 
as the best Christian writers. We could agree with Marios Begzos that Aristotle 
and Plato are not in Constantinople antique but byzantine writers to the extent 
that we should talk about patristic theology as one Aristotelian theology6. Their 

3  More information about the new aesthetic issues in the study: Виктор Бичков, 
Естетика Отаца Цркве. Апологет. Блажени Августин, Службени гласник: Хришћански 
културни центар, Београд 2010, 19 ff.

4  It is interestin that in Photios’s Library, which consists of commentaries and summaries of 
279 works only four works are those written after 600 A.D.

5  See. Сирил Манго, Византијска књижевост као криво огледало, прев. М. Бабић, 
Карпос 2009, p. 21.

6  See:  Μάριος  Περικλέους Μπέγζος, Διόνυσος και Διονύσιος. Ελληνισμός και Χριστιανι-
σμός στη Συγκριτική Φιλοσοφία της Θρησκείας, Αθήνα, εκδόσεις Ελληνικά Γράμματα, 2000, 116
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permanent presence in the Byzantine world has structurally supported one system 
of education that will become universal and based on common antique linguistic 
and philosophical tradition. The best example of one Byzantine representative of 
particularly Eastern type of thinker is St John of Damascus. Precisely in his person 
and work the two important elements that stand opposed to the intellectual profile 
of the Western medieval thinkers were joined together. Those are: powerful and 
competent reliance on ancient philosophical traditions and iconophilic derogation 
of any form of secularization7. 

John of Damascus is the embodiment of a Byzantine thinker who, with 
amazing ease re-appropriated and transformed the heritage of antique and Chris-
tian philosophy. That is why he used to be frequently called the “recapitulation 
theologian”8 by Byzantine thinkers. It is hence interesting that particularly Dama-
scene’s codifying knowledge system was underestimated by Jaroslav Pelikan 
which evaluated it as “colorless and vague”9. Although he notes that his work is 
very far from the closure of scholasticism, Pelican belongs to the group of theo-
rists who repeat a prejudice that determined the Damascene’s work as “a conglom-
eration of elements of stuffed Greek philosophy and patristics”10. 

However, the problem of Damascene’s depending on the previous tradition 
is often uncritically pointed out as a matter of utmost importance, which largely 
prevents the understanding of his thought.  In addition, characterization of the 
largest volume of his work as a “compilation” does not seem to help identify 
internal framework and basic concepts that permeate his work. The entire debate 
over Damascene’s originality, which continues today and which points as the only 
criterion of his work a notion of “eclecticism”,  claiming that Damascus is the 
latest in a series of Greek Fathers, who simply, or even successful, abstracted and 
repeated works of his predecessors. This question is even more important because 

7  Averniceff speaks about the relation of iconoclasm and secularization only in passin. See: 
С.С. Аверницев, Византијска философија, приватно издање Д. Џамбића, Београд 2009, 76.

8  Marcos Eugenicos, About the other quotations to the Manuel Caleca (Canonicus Graecus 
49, л. 64: Oxford, Boldleian Library). We should not neglect the fact that late antiqyuity culture has 
actually made a preparaton for codification of the doctrinary tradition by creating a series of com-
mpendia and compilations. 

9  Quoted according to: Герхард Подскалски, Теологија и философија у Византији. Спор 
око теолошке методике у духовној историји позне Византије (XIV/XV), његове систематске 
основе и историјски развој, ПБФ/Институт за теолошка истраживања, Београд 2010, 37.

10  Ibid, pg. 37. We should nevertheless mention the exception of Nicos Matsucas who, in his 
History of Byzantine Philosophy, in contrast to the governing flow, denoted Damascene’s phi-
losophy as outstanding in a century (8th century A.D) which on the best manner integrated 
aspirations of the Byzantine thought until that time. Many byzantinologists denote the 8th 
century by Gibbon’s term as the “dark one”. 
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Damascene’s works made a great impact on Byzantine thought, and has been 
translated and discussed in the Islamic world and even the Latin philosophers, 
especially scholastic, were not indifferent towards it. Except for the understand-
able interest which was produced due to the influence of Damascene’s work on the 
Church grammatology, theology and history of Christian ideas, this work has of-
ten faced one kind of paternalism because it was considered as the first significant 
example of later Middle Age scholasticism, and as the first real model of theologi-
cal compendia of the 12th and 13th  century . The model of scholastic “summa” was 
actually reproduced by Tomas Aquinas from the collective encyclopedic knowl-
edge concept created by St John of Damascus. Nevertheless, often even such read-
ings and loadings overstate correlation with medieval scholasticism regarding the 
use of Aristotelian methods and nuances in Damascus, rather than exploring the 
fundamental differences between these two theological discourses. Patristic eclec-
ticism about whom we are speaking about is one quite the different type of eclecti-
cism if we compare it to the one of the Late Antique Era and it is totally opposite 
to the syncretism of any kind. That kind of patristic eclecticism embraces the 
entire Byzantine philosophy in its visual distinction between Aristoteliansism and 
Platonism, which repeatedly tended Damascene to be closer to the first case but 
sometimes made him to be a Platonic exception. However, we were not lacking 
in such interpretations of Damascene which wanted to see him as a representa-
tive of “Christian Neo-Platonism” or an outstanding example of mysticism and 
Aristotelian logic in the realms of the Christian dogma11.  Although both previous 
reasons have given the first and decisive impact in approaching Damascene’s very 
personality, they partially determined and a method of this speculation and ap-
proach. Philosophical Chapters (Dialectics), which are often regarded as a kind 
of philosophical foundation of dogma, successfully accept what is called antique 
(opposed to scholastic readings of Aristotle) and they promote “process of control, 
differentiation and grafting” of philosophical concepts and categories12. Let us 
just remember Damascene’s finding a sense of basic philosophical and theological 
concepts such as “essence” - “nature”, “hypostasis” - “person” - “homousios” and 
so on. This leads us into a space of declaration and definitions of philosophy and 
theology in the Middle Ages as the era in which Damascene lived and worked. 
The first and main problem is the definition of philosophy and its differentiation 
of Christian theology, in the Damascene’s discourse. 

11  I refer to some general statements: Κ. Λογοθέτης, Ἡ φιλοσοφία τῶν Πατέρων καί τοῦ 
Μέσου Αἰῶνος, том 1, (Ἀθήνα: Κολλάρος, 1930), 381-385. E von Ivanka, Plato christianus 
(Paris: Puf, 1948), 592-593, G. De Ruggiero, Storia della filosofia, том 2/б (Bari: Laterza, 1946), 
150-155.

12  Α. Σιάσος, „Τά ὅρια τῆς κατηγοριακῆς σημαντικῆς“, ΕΕΘΣΑΠΘ 27 (1982), 341-372.
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“Hence may this work be called Fountain of Knowledge, I surely 
will not say anything that is mine, but I will collect into one and take out 
what the divine and wise people have spoken here and there. Therefore, we 
should know the exact definition what it is philosophy.”13

Quite closely to this issue is related question of the use of philosophical 
language and a new redefinition of philosophical categories, through the media-
tion of Aristotle’s commentators, in particular his writings on logic and through 
the meditation of Neo-platonic metaphysics. The first, historical response would 
be a reminder that in the Damascene’s time the relation between these two spaces 
was totally different to the present day situation. In Byzantine mind society, poli-
tics, theology, philosophy, art, everyday life are one epochal unit, and overlooking 
this event limits the proper understanding of the problem from different timeline. 
What makes one philosophical problem genuine: its setting, terminological dis-
tinction or answers given by the text regardless of the initial hypothesis? Could a 
philosophical text be characterized as a philosophical or theological, in both cases, 
when it is independent of the method, and when it tries to solve or to revoke a 
philosophical question? Is it not so that one hermeneutical space of philosophy is 
being abolished and brought to nonsense in a case in which it ignores, overlooks 
or programmatically disables some marginal areas which meet in the middle of 
dilemma, in the very moment when relatively easily and without the proper prepa-
ration of a new problem is being opened? Is it not so that the philosophical her-
meneutical aim is the understanding as much as it is possible, probation of every 
determination and rethinking of the limits of the very thinking? In this decentricity 
and polycentricity is given a transparency of borders between the philosophical 
and theological thinking. 

Damascene’s patristic eclecticism has one profiling criterion by which every 
thought must be witnessed and verified and this criterion is an experience and his 
personal experience. Status of knowledge is determined by Damascus on the basis 
of his personal experience. This, however, does not mean that his personal experi-
ence in its subjectivity is a epistemological criterion as such because he includes 
experience of all those people initiated by the Holy Spirit. According to the Father, 
the notion of experience includes sensuality of everything, of every being and 
existence, including the God. 

“‘I will not say anything’ (my own and new) because I believe that what is 
said about the Transcendent is the truth, confirmed by hierurgical character of each 
Christian philosophy” Damascene teaches in the first sentences of his introduction 
to Dialectics. 

13  St John Damascene, Dialectics, 532 A.
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“But since the fruit of disobedience is the death, and the obedient and 
modest disciple of Christ becomes exalted and receives the Grace of illumi-
nation and, opening his mouth, becomes full of Spirit and his mind becomes 
purified and receives a gift of a word as soon as he opens his mouth, but 
becomes the one through whom the Holy Spirit speaks, for all this, obeying 
myself to Christ for your sake, Who rules among us, I obey myself to your 
commandment and open my mouth hoping that, by your prayers, they will 
be filled with Spirit and that I will not speak words that are a fruit of my 
own mind, but of the Holy Spirit, Who enlightens the blind ones, speaking 
and expressing what He would give me.”14

Damascene is a theologian which liturgically expresses the sense of the God’s 
Revelation, he is a “liturgist of the Sense of God”. There are three basic meth-
odological procedures arising from such theological positioning. Firstly: trust in 
the experience, secondly: recalling the traditions and, thirdly: complementary and 
selective use of philosophical knowledge. Apart of it, Damascene’s work offers 
one integral philosophical research because it methodically summarizes previous 
theological and philosophical traditions as well. Damascene’s scriptures manifest 
the knowledge of knowledge as well as the knowledge of the problem of the rela-
tion between knowledge, tradition and revelation.  Such reading and understand-
ing is the experiential consequences of that “agrapha dogmata” tradition in which 
only the baptismal adepts will be introduced.

In fact, at Damascene we have a case of the perceptive history of the numi-
nous one, or, in other words, we deal that what was called dogma by St Basil the 
Great or what was positioned by Augustine as verbum interius. Translated by the 
hermeneutical dictum, we may say that everything that is universal cannot be said 
without rest, or, verbus signatus does not totally match actus exercitus. Develop-
ing the notion of dogma St Basil has actually opposed the sola scriptura principle 
which, many centuries later, in the newsroom protestant Luther’s redaction, would 
become effective universalist principle of polymorphic Christologies15. The prin-
ciple according to which the Scriptures are sui interpres ipsius, that is, to which 
the understanding and exposing of the whole point is always taking place in that 
literal verbum will lack one of the Sacramental patristic tradition. And that is the 
key God-reveled Truth or, as it defines bishop Atanasie Jevtic, “living Tradition 
is the permanent unattainable experience and giving in the mystery of that very 
thing which makes the faith and practice of the Church, or, better said, tradition 

14  St John Damascene, Dialectics, 524 B
15  See about the notion of polymorphic Christologies in the early Christianity in the article: 

Paul Foster, Polymorfic Christology, its origins and development in early Christianity, Journal of 
Theological  Studies, NS Vol 58, Pt 1, April 2007.
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of the very life and faith of the Church as the God’s Mystery in Christ”16. In one 
of the most famous patristic quotations, that of St. Basil the Great in his work On 
the Holy Spirit17, we find the essence of Orthodox theology: “ About the dogmas 
and sermons that are kept in the Church, some of them we have as the written 
teachings, and some of them we received from the apostolic tradition in the mys-
tery (secretly). Both have the same power and significance for the True Faith (cf. 
1 Tim. 3:16). And this, of course, will not negate anyone who has even a little 
experience of church institutions.” Actually, we are dealing with one ambiguitical 
theology which can be understood only inside the Church because “one thing is 
dogma, the other is the kerugma. The first one is to be kept in silence and the other 
one is to be publically anounced” (άλλο γάρ δόγμα και άλλο κήρυγμα. To 
μεν γάρ σιωπάται, τα δε κηρύγματα δημοσιεύεται). Legitimacy of both of 
them  (silence and public speaking) comes from “a growing surplus of the Infi-
nite,” from  the sense of the Insight which becomes separated from the manifesta-
tion or from the presence of existence18. The question of the originality of St John 
Damascene’s thought as well as of the originality of the Byzantine type of thinker 
in general, is really just one peripheral point in that historical-philosophical dis-
course in which there is a philosophical imperative that it is allowed to think and 
speak only distanced and uninvolved in any kind of certainty, even if it would be 
the divine certainty. And for a Byzantine man, especially such one as it was St. 
John of Damascus, without the involvement there can be no knowledge of the 
truth and life.

16  See Владика Атанасије Јевтић, Живо предање у Цркви, Братство Св. Симеона 
Мироточивог; Видослов, Врњачка Бања, Ман. Тврдош 1998, p 197 ff.

17  St Basil the Great, On the Holy Spirit, Ch 27,66/
18  E. Levinas, Kad Bog upada u mišljenje, NIP Glas Hecegovine, Trebinje 2008. p.101;


