Is Classical Orthodox Theosis Coherent and Plausible?

In this essay, I present my views on the coherence and plausibility of ‘classical’ theosis, as understood in the Orthodox church. Having described classical theosis and defined what I mean by coherence and plausibility, I present what I see as the core propositions required to determine plausibility and discuss each in turn. I then address some complicating factors, and offer some conclusions.

The core concept of theosis has been summed up as “God became what man is, so man might become what God is”[footnoteRef:1]. The Orthodox conception of theosis links elements of the theology of creation, incarnation, Christology, salvation ontology and eschatology. Humankind[footnoteRef:2] is created by God in God’s image and likeness (Genesis 1:26-27), which in and of itself entails the possibility of divinity. Through the exercise of free will, man may become progressively more in the likeness God[footnoteRef:3]. At the Incarnation God became man, enfleshed in Christ Jesus (John 1:14); divine and human natures united in a single hypostasis, namely the perfect God-man Jesus, the second Adam[footnoteRef:4]. Through Jesus’ death and resurrection, it became possible for his followers to become united to him, to become ‘In Christ’ (John 14:20, 15:4-5), a ‘new creation’ (2 Cor. 5:17) involving ontological change[footnoteRef:5]. As Christ lives within and beyond the eternity of space-time and as human beings may become united to him, human life in Christ may extend into eternity beyond a normal lifetime. Thus, by God’s gracious gift, man may ‘become a god’[footnoteRef:6], that is, united with God within space-time. This is theosis or ‘deification’[footnoteRef:7] and is both “man’s true humanity”[footnoteRef:8] and also “the final end of man”[footnoteRef:9]. [1:  Usually attributed to St Athanasius (Oration on the Incarnation of the Word of God 54 PG 25 col 192B) but echoing earlier work of St Ireneus of Lyon (Against Heresies V preface PG 7 col 1120).]  [2:  For simplicity in using historical texts, I may use “man” to represent “humankind” without contemporary prejudicial connotations.]  [3:  Archimandrite George (2023) “Having been endowed ‘in his image’, man is called to be completed ‘in his likeness’. This is theosis.The Creator, God by nature, calls man to become god by Grace” in Theosis: the Purpose of Human Life. Monastery of St Gregorios Press. Mount Athos.]  [4:  Meyendorff J (1974, 1983) Byzantine Theology: Historical Trends and Doctrinal Themes. Fordham University Press ISBN 0-8232-0967-9. p 153]  [5:  Archimandrite George Ref 3 p 11 and p 20]  [6:  Ibid p 11]  [7:  Russel traces the concept from second temple Judaism to the Early Church Fathers. Russel N (2024) Second- and Third- Century Greek Fathers. in Oxford Handbook of Deification ISBN 9780198865179 OUP. pp95-107]  [8:  Meyendorff J Ref 4 p139]  [9:  Lossky V (1957 Edn 1991) The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church. James Clark & Co. Ltd. Cambridge ISBN 0-227-67919-9 p 134] 

Philosophically, there are coherence or correspondence theories of truth: the first, coherence, emphasises self-consistency among propositions; the second, correspondence with objective features of the world[footnoteRef:10]. Both are well regarded. Plausibility is a somewhat less rigorous standard concerning epistemic support for a concept, rational subjective reasons to believe it, which may be probabilistic or modal (sufficient for taking a proposition seriously)[footnoteRef:11]. It is mainly against these criteria that I will examine evidence for theosis, though I later discuss their applicability to an Agent existing beyond space-time, namely God. [10:  In ‘Coherence Theory of Truth’. in Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy 26 June 2018]  [11:  In ‘Analogy and Analogical Reasoning’. in Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy 25 January 2019] 

For classical theosis to be the case, in my view, five main propositions must obtain. Firstly, the Incarnation must involve the union of divine and human natures. Secondly, it must be possible for humankind to develop practically into ‘the likeness of God’ from the potentiality of being in ‘the image of God’. Thirdly, there must be a personal awareness of and desire to engage with this human maturation process in a way not contradictory the exercise of human free Will; there must be a possibility to say ‘no’ to God. Fourthly, God must be accessible to and effect the union theosis describes. Fifthly, theosis must involve ontological change.

I now discuss each of these, turning firstly to the Christological proposition.
Central to Orthodox dogma is the work and pronouncements of the seven Ecumenical Councils[footnoteRef:12] in defining belief and countering error. The Council of Nicea (325) affirmed Christ’s divinity as ‘one in essence’ (homoousios) with God the Father: today’s creeds express this as ‘true God from true God’ and as ‘being of one substance with the Father’. The Council of Ephesus (431) affirmed the honorific title of ‘Mother of God’ (Theotokos) for Mary as a means to emphasise both Jesus’ manhood and Divinity. The Council of Chalcedon (451) affirmed that Christ is one person (hypostasis) with two natures, Divine and human: ‘perfect in Godhead and perfect in manhood’. [12:  Summarised in Ware T (1963) [later Metropolitan Kallistos of Diokleia] The Orthodox Church. Penguin Books. UK pp 26-50] 

Despite the Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches splitting on other grounds[footnoteRef:13] in 1054, and the Reformation subsequently splintering the Catholic church, all major denominations have retained the Christological formularies of Nicea and Chalcedon (‘born of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary’).  [13:  They split ostensibly on the basis of the eternal vs. temporal procession of the Holy Spirit, focussed on the ‘Filioque’ Spanish addition to the creed.] 

That the incarnation involves the union of Divine and human natures in Jesus Christ seems remarkably undisputed and secure today. It also forms ‘proof of principle’ that the two natures are compatible for divine-human union for contemporary persons. My first proposition holds.

The second anthropological proposition relies on the prelapsarian anthropology of the creation stories of mankind (Adam) in Genesis, as well as on Christological dogma.
The oldest of the Biblical descriptions of the creation of mankind is Genesis 2:7, some five hundred years earlier than the post-exilic account of Genesis 1:26 [footnoteRef:14]. The earlier account describes mankind as dust of the earth into which God breathes life. As God-breathed dust, mankind’s being has both Divine and earthly components in a life-giving union.  [14:  Richardson A (1963) Genesis 1-11. Torch Bible Paperbacks] 

The post-exilic account reflects a similar position, mankind is ‘in the image of God’, a conception also found in Wisdom 2:23 [footnoteRef:15]. Mankind is an ikon of God, not simply in terms of attributes (‘soul’, free will, reason etc) but also in terms of the inherent potentiality to become God’s likeness (homoiosis in Genesis 1:28)[footnoteRef:16], a process of assimilation of divinity, theosis. The rest of the Tanakh is silent on the issue. [15:  “God created us for incorruption and made us in the image of his own nature” (“nature” or “eternity”)]  [16:  Louth A (2013) Introducing Eastern Orthodox Theology  SPCK London ISBN 978-0-281-06965-1 p 84-85] 

Barth viewed image theology as “entirely invented, without scriptural foundation” [footnoteRef:17], but “participation in God and likeness to God” are evident in the writings of St John and St Paul [footnoteRef:18]. Finlan and Kharlamov trace many other New Testament antecedents[footnoteRef:19].  [17:  Lossky V (1967 tr.1975) In the Image and Likeness of God. Mowbrays, Oxford. p 126 quoting Barth’s Church Dogmatics III. 1. (ref 2 p 126)]  [18:  Blackwell BC (2004) The Pauline and Petrine Letters. in Oxford Handbook of Deification ISBN 9780198865179 OUP. pp 60-75]  [19:  Finlan S and Kharlamov V (Eds.) (2006) Theosis: Deification in Christian Theology. ISBN 9780227173220 James Clark & Co Cambridge UK] 

Moreover, “All the fathers of the Church, both of East and of West, are agreed in seeing a certain co-ordination, a primordial correspondence between the being of man and the being of God in the fact of the creation of man in the image and likeness of God” [footnoteRef:20] . [20:  Lossky V ref 9. p 114] 

Inherent, then, in mankind’s creation is a melding of a number of divine attributes and the potentiality to grow in divine likeness.
Deification is most highly developed theologically in the works of Maximus the Confessor (580-662)[footnoteRef:21], who taught that deification was the goal to which all rational creatures move and for which they yearn[footnoteRef:22]. Constas comments that it is “the natural desire of the human imago dei to be united with its eternal archetype… to be wholly contained within the Creator” [footnoteRef:23]. For Maximus, this theosis was the ecstatic gift of God given within the church, Christ’s body, and further developed by asceticism, contemplative prayer and the Holy Mysteries (Sacraments). Man desires theosis, but it remains God’s gift. It is “the blessed end for which we were brought into existence” [footnoteRef:24], “the goal of human existence”[footnoteRef:25], made possible by Christ Jesus: “To the degree that God became man, to that same degree man becomes God” [footnoteRef:26].  [21:  Constas M (2024) “Man became God to the Degree that God became Man”: Maximus the Confessor and the Doctrine of Deification. Ref 7. pp191-206]  [22:  St Maximus in Q Thal. 40.2 54.19, Amb 36.2]  [23:  Constas M (2024) ref 7 p 192]  [24:  St Maximus the Confessor. Q Thal. 60.3-8]  [25:  Meyendorff J Ref 4 p 163]  [26:  This formula appears over 30 time in the works of St Maximus, according to Constas] 

For me, this infers that within space-time such a gifted union will be total: “outside of God, man ceases to be authentically and fully human” [footnoteRef:27]. [27:  Meyendorff J Ref 4 p 163] 

Nellas[footnoteRef:28] regards Christ as the first exemplar of the union of Divine and human natures, but describes man’s creation as in ‘the image of Christ’, confining the conventional ‘image of God’ (i.e. Trinitarian) to the ‘image of Christ’ (i.e. monohypostatic). He argues that “Christ constitutes the image of God and man the image of Christ; that is to say that man is the image of the image” of God[footnoteRef:29], but maintains ontological union: man’s “vocation [is] that God would come to dwell within him” [footnoteRef:30].  [28:  Nellas P (1987) Deification in Christ: The Nature of the Human person. SVS Press NY. ISBN 0-88141-030-6 ]  [29:  Ibid p 24]  [30:  Ibid p 35] 

This introduces an element of circularity. The creation of man, in historical terms, occurs before the union of the Divine and human natures in Christ Jesus, but Nellas rightly argues that temporality is not an issue as God is beyond space-time.
In my view, there is more at issue. It seems to me to be important that the creation and theosis of the human person is with the Trinitarian God acting within space-time, and not simply with Christ. In this way, the Trinitarian nature and the urge of loving perichoresis (mutual internal abiding[footnoteRef:31]) come to characterise the human person, who thus naturally seeks community with other persons both within and outside the church as the body of Christ. Personal theosis becomes inherently missional, as Divine perichoresis necessarily is. Divine likeness becomes evident in man. [31:  Wolf M (1998) After our Likeness: the Church as the Image of the Trinity. Eerdmans. Cambridge UK. ISBN 0-8028-4440-5. p 208 and 208-213 generally.] 

With this view, my second anthropological proposition holds.

As concerns the third free Will proposition: If the creation of man is ‘in God’s image’ or if man is God-breathed dust of the earth, then there must exist the possibility of growth into God-likeness (theosis). In an individual person this potentiality may be manifest as a deeply-rooted desire for God[footnoteRef:32] and for the unifying which man’s nature possesses ab initio. It is a person’s use of free will that determines the initiation and progression of theosis, which remains the free gift of God. [32:  St Augustine (c397-400) Confessions 1.1.5;  Clement O (1982 translated 1993) in The Roots of Christian Mysticism. New City London ISBN 0-904827-44-0 pp 15-25; Mercier B et. Al. (2018) Belief in God: Why People Believe and Why they Don’t. Current Directions in Psychological Science 27(4) pp263-268; Porter J (1986) Desire for God: Ground of the Moral Life in Aquinas. Theol. Studies J pp47-68] 

Coercion of a person’s will to choose may be a factor before those decision points are reached[footnoteRef:33], but decisions remain with the person concerned. Moreover, it would be perverse for God to coerce faith having granted mankind free will: God’s characteristic approach seems to be one of invitation (Rev. 3:20) [footnoteRef:34]. [33:  Such coercion may be for motives deemed to be beneficial for the person concerned, as when churches encourage extremes of evangelism, when families pressurise relatives to convert or when catastrophic events provoke hysterical religious responses.]  [34:  “Listen! I am standing at the door, knocking; if you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to you and eat with you, and you with me” Rev 3:20 NRSVA.] 

In my view, proposition three holds.

The fourth proposition raises the issue of Divine accessibility to effect human theosis.
The distinction between God’s ‘Energies’ and ‘Essence’[footnoteRef:35] allows an understanding of this to be framed. Gregory of Nyssa distinguished between God’s Energies at work in the world, and God’s inaccessible Essence, beyond space-time: It is God’s temporal Energies that vivify and deify mankind. [35:  Lossky V. Ref 9 p 67-89] 

God is not external and remote from his creation. The Bible pictures God walking with Adam and with Enoch (Genesis 3:8, 5:22) and we are commended to “walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8). God earths himself in the Incarnation and in the events of Pentecost. The Bible bears witness to God’s involvement in the daily life of the Universe in general and of mankind in particular: God’s Trinitarian Energies pervade his creation.
Moreover, God is Trinitarian with the three hypostases of the One God existing in a Divine intermingling, a perichoresis[footnoteRef:36]. The core of the Trinity is relational and seeks loving relationship with the persons he has created, allowing humankind to participate[footnoteRef:37] in God, in the divine perichoresis[footnoteRef:38].  [36:  “the permeation of each person by the other, their coinherence without confusion” Fiddes PS (2000) Participating in God: A Pastoral Doctrine of the Trinity. DLT London. ISBN 0-232-52379-9. p 71 (cf. John 14:11)]  [37:  See chapter 5 of Cunningham DS (1998) These Three are One: the Practice of Trinitarian Theology. Blackwell. London. ISBN 1-55786-963-4. ]  [38:  Fiddes ref 31 p 72] 

It is inconsistent with the nature of God to withhold some degree of theosis from the human beings he created precisely for that purpose of Divine union, and thus to fail to extend the perichoretic, hypostatic intermingling within God’s Energies to those whom he loves.
It is my view that God is accessible to and effects theosis: This proposition holds, as the contrary view of God is incoherent.

The fifth proposition is of in-life human ontological change.
St Paul sees incorporation into Christ as effecting a new creation in the human person (2 Cor. 5:17), supported by the outworking of his own experience on the Damascus road (Acts 9:1-19): “Paul… is best understood as a Jewish Christ mystic”[footnoteRef:39]. [39:  Borg M & Crossan JD (2009) The First Paul: Reclaiming the Radical Visionary Behind the Church’s Conservative Icon. ISBN 978-0-281-06158-7. SPCK. London. p 13] 

St Gregory of Nyssa saw deification as progressive, leading to vision of and union with God [footnoteRef:40]. Maximus the Confessor emphasises that Christians participate (metoche) in God, a deification which is both Trinitarian and total: “In fact there could be no participation in a part of God, for the Divine Being is simple and therefore indivisible” [footnoteRef:41]; and “…finally that the whole man should become God, deified by the grace of God-become-man, becoming whole man, soul and body, by nature, and becoming whole God, soul and body by grace”[footnoteRef:42]. [40:  Meyendorff J (1974, tr.1998) St Gregory Palamas and Orthodox Spirituality. SVS Press. NY. ISBN 1-913836-11-7. p 35]  [41:  Ibid. p 39]  [42:  Maximus the Confessor Amb.; PG 91:1237AB.] 

Nicholas Cabasilas (c1319-1392) saw the Holy Mysteries (sacraments) as instantiating Divine union, notably in the Eucharist, and as vital to achieving personal union with God[footnoteRef:43]. Nellas describes the radical totality of the ontological change involved [footnoteRef:44].  [43:  Cabasilas N (tr 1989 by M Lisney) Life in Christ. Part 1 (pp 3-73)]  [44:  God “enters us in a real manner, a bodily manner” and “mixes and mingles himself with all our psychosomatic faculties without confusion but nevertheless in a real way”. This is “not only a refashioning of man’s nature… but also a rebirth of the human person” NellasP. Ref 26. p 123-124] 

The contemporary experiences of individual Christians in ‘conversion experiences’, of the Religious in prayer and asceticism, and of the in-life holiness and ecstasy of Christian Mystics of both East and West, attest to the reality of personal ontological change (see later).
All of this strongly suggests that personal ontological change can and does occur in-life, though it does not prove it occurs beyond doubt.

I now turn to discussing some issues which arise: potential circularity, human psychological projection and experiential evidence of theosis.

The theological conception of a creator God who exists beyond space-time (God’s Essence) from whence he initiates actions within space-time (God’s Energies) usurps the circularity challenge to Orthodox anthropology and theosis, as outlined above. Actions of a Being outside of space-time do not necessarily follow a sequential temporal logic within space-time; they simply happen. Space-time, having a Creator, is not a closed system. Clearly, this undermines much of philosophical causation theory[footnoteRef:45], which itself is a rational, human theory applied within space-time with no allowance made for events beyond space-time. Here theology extends beyond the rational boundary of philosophy. [45:  q.v. Papineau D in The Blackwell Companion to Philosophy Eds. Bunnin N and Tsui-James EP (2nd Edition). Wiley NJ. Pp 303-312] 

In general, taking a rational viewpoint confined within space-time and applying it to Divine action originating outside space-time is itself open to a claim of irrationality: such issues become theological questions of faith.

Death, in the sense of an eternity of non-being, is a source of anxiety for most human beings. Relief from the existential angst of non-being can be sought in many ways, religious belief being one. A person’s continued existence with a Divine being in eternity provides a comforting relief. Earning such a status is a common recourse of believers in Christianity (and other faiths), as is theologically justifying the existence of such a state of eternal being for man. Theosis, incorporation into Christ’s Body and justification by Grace through faith, all perform these functions and potentially assuage angst.
That human beings have divine potentiality, that Jesus Christ united the divine with the human eternally, that the merciful judgement of God after death vindicates a person’s life and permits their eternal continuation, all of these are desirable psychologically as beliefs whether or not they are true in and of themselves. They may be mere psychological projection. 
Such a theology of optimism may obscure reality and reason, but it does not negate a reasoned approach to theology nor to theosis. 
Is theosis reasonable, then? Bentley-Hart argues that theosis is the natural end of human reason [footnoteRef:46]. [46:  Bentley Hart D (2023) Waking the Gods: Theosis as Reason’s Natural End. In Faith, Reason and Theosis (Eds Papanikolaou A and Demacoupolos GE) Fordham University Press NY. Pp 15-36] 

His argument is as follows. Any object can never become something truly extrinsic to itself without its annihilation. Substantial transformations, which are not annihilations, must be within the natural potential of an object. The Thomist position, that God’s ‘grace is always extrinsic to the nature of a creature’, is to say that there is no inherent potential for a person’s union with God without their annihilation, and therefore must be wrong. Only the patristic and Orthodox positions, that human beings have an intrinsic potential for union with God, would not result in such annihilation; but that potential could be desired but not fulfilled by human beings alone. Only God can effect Divine union and thereby fulfil man’s natural potential and spiritual desire.
He puts it bluntly: “the very notion that a rational spiritual creature could conceivably inhabit a realm of pure nature, in which it could rest satisfied, and in which its only intellectual concern with God would consist in a speculative etiological curiosity posteriorly elicited from finite cognitions, is a logical nonsense”[footnoteRef:47]. [47:  Ibid p 25] 


Turning now to experiential evidence for in-life theosis. If the classical conception of theosis is true, one would expect to see evidence of theosis in the lives of the Christian Mystics because they practise asceticism and prayer as a means of deification.
The Philokalia contains the mystical witness of many Orthodox saints, mainly based on hesychasm[footnoteRef:48]. The most detailed description of theosis and Divine union is by Symeon the New Theologian (c949-1022) who experienced ecstasy, Divine Uncreated Light, wonderment, intimacy, unworthiness, joy, an overwhelming of his normal perceptions and reasoning, and a reorientation of his relationships with those around him [footnoteRef:49]. Such union brings a knowledge and wisdom beyond the rational. Purpura comments that Symeon “speaks from within God and knowing God within him… and is therefore able to speak out of humble love authoritatively as God” [footnoteRef:50]. Such is theosis in a revered Orthodox saint. [48:  The prayer of stillness and contemplation of Divine union, taught within monastic and eremitical traditions.]  [49:  Symeon the New Theologian Catechetical Discourse XVI in The Discourses pp 198-202]  [50:  Purpura A (2023) Knowing in Theosis in ### P236] 

Parallels exist in the lives of Western saints with no apparent connection to Orthodox thinking; Julian of Norwich and Teresa of Avila are examples.
Julian of Norwich (1342-c1416) in writing about her ‘showings’ from God some twenty years earlier emphasises ‘Oneing’, her term for divine union of a believer with God: “The soul is preciously knitted to Him in its making by a knot so subtle and so mighty that it is Oned into God. In this Oneing it is made endlessly holy” [footnoteRef:51]. She also sees this at the community level in the body of Christ: “The love of God creates in us such a Oneing that when we are truly seen, no person can separate themselves from another person” [footnoteRef:52]. Oneing, then, is an experience of Divine union in life, both individually and corporately, which provides a Divine perspective: it is theosis. [51:  Julian of Norwich Revelations of Divine Love. c53]  [52:  Ibid. c65] 

Teresa of Avila describes an Interior Castle [footnoteRef:53] of seven ‘mansions’ through which a person progresses. In the fourth mansion, where love supersedes reason, the prayerful believer may experience an “expansion” [footnoteRef:54] or boundarylessness through brief mystical union with the infinite Christ. This develops in the fifth mansion to periods of a loss of awareness of self in total awareness of God [footnoteRef:55]. In the sixth mansion, this Divine suffusion is exhibited in rationally impossible ways [footnoteRef:56], building and drifting seamlessly into death ‘union with God on God’s terms’ in eternity, the final mansion. This seems to me to be a description of increasing Divine union in life and beyond: it is theosis. [53:  St Teresa of Avila (c1577) The Interior Castle. (Tr. Mirabai Starr 2004) Riverhead Books USA ISBN 13-978-1594480058 ]  [54:  Ibid p 99]  [55:  Ibid p 25 , p120]  [56:  Ibid pp 232-247] 


In conclusion, I have argued for five propositions which support in-life theosis and found credible evidence for the plausibility of all five, despite objections raised by potential circularity and projections arising from the human dread of death.
If one believes that rationality is part of the image of God in man, then theosis is not irrational and indeed may be the natural end of human reason and desire. It is also consistent with the wider revelation of the character and nature of God, God’s love and compassion for creation.
This argues in favour of both plausibility and coherent truth.
In terms of correspondence truth, in my view, the experiences of the mystics, often isolated, in different eras and locations, Christian traditions and cultures, suggests strongly a degree of correspondence between the theology of theosis and human experience[footnoteRef:57]. It is not the case that theosis is incompatible with a correspondence theory of truth. [57:  This may not be spoken of widely beyond contemplative or eremitical Christian practitioners] 

Finally, theosis is union with the Trinitarian Energies of God bringing God’s perichoretic love which seeks to engage with all mankind. Mankind, thus, can truly become ‘what God is’.

3062 words

