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  Conclusion


  The only words that ever satisfied me as describing Nature are the terms used in fairy books, “charm,” “spell,” “enchantment”. They express the arbitrariness of the fact and its mystery.


  G. K. Chesterton (Orthodoxy, p. 34)


  


  Few would want to argue for using terminology such as ‘charm’, ‘spell’ and ‘enchantment’ to refer to aspects of being such as mind, matter, and language; but Chesterton’s interest in terminology that expresses ‘arbitrariness’ and ‘mystery’ is likely shared by many.


  The sympathetic approach we have taken to Denys’ theophanic concept of being has given us one such term. We have shown the plausibility of this concept in two ways. First, we have provided both theoretical (chapter 2) and evidential (chapters 3-5) support from claims and indications of mystery which bear on being’s conceptual, empirical, and linguistic capacities. Secondly, we have used it as a hermeneutic for these claims and indications. This approach has allowed us to develop a new conversation between the concept of being-asikon and claims and indications of mystery in philosophy, and, thus, to promote critical appreciation of mystery.


  One component of an epistemology of this kind of appreciation of mystery is what Pascal has called ‘submission’. In Pensées 173 (Krailsheimer), for example, he argues for a double form of submission to mystery and the ‘principles of reason’. On the one hand, he contends that ‘If we submit everything to reason our religion will be left with nothing mysterious or supernatural.’ But, similarly, ‘If we offend the principles of reason our religion will be absurd and ridiculous.’ For many philosophers, the latter is not difficult to agree with; but the former very likely is not not difficult. For, for some, ‘religion’ devoid of the ‘mysterious or supernatural’ will not seem like an unattractive possibility. But what is required of reason, Pascal argues in 188, is ‘the recognition that there are an infinite number of things which are beyond it.’


  Marcel speaks of this sort of reasoning as ‘humility’. It is associated, for him, with le réveréntiel, and, thus, ‘worship’, ‘prayer’ and ‘love’. In volume two of his Gifford Lectures, he maintains that humility consists ‘in the recognition of our own nothingness’ (2001b [1951], p. 85). That recognition, however, is not all there is to humility; it also includes affirmation of the sacred, and is, therefore, relational. ‘At the root of humility’, he argues, ‘lies the more or less unexpressed assertion, ‘By myself, I am nothing and I can do nothing except in so far as I am not only helped but premoted [sic.] in my being by Him who is everything and is all-powerful’ (ibid., pp. 85-86).


  Another figure who, writing from a very different point of view, addresses a form of reasoning consistent with an epistemology of mystery—and who also offers a more comprehensive view of reality—is (the later) Feyerabend. The text in which this is most evident is his posthumously published Conquest of Abundance: A Tale of Abstraction versus the Richness of Being (1999). The position Feyerabend espouses there consists of a complex vision of being with several complimentary facets. Central among them is ambiguity, which, for him, becomes an epistemological norm. And connected to this facet of being is change. For him, ‘nothing changes without ambiguity’—his terminology for affirming that being cannot be what it is without mystery—is a kind of axiom. Furthermore, he maintains that our concepts have a narrowing effect on the way that we view and experience the world, reducing the richness of being to normative concepts that are supposedly not vague and (it is hoped) not mutable. Because of this, concepts inhibit healthy change. The purpose of the book is to sound an alarm about the ‘conquest of abundance’; that is, to critically examine the ways in which abstract concepts blind us to the ‘richness of being’. Yet even though that—i.e. the ‘richness of being’—is no longer a central ingredient of academic philosophy, especially epistemology, it remains true that, as Feyerabend observes in chapter three, ‘Parmenides and the Logic of Being’, ‘[t]heories of knowledge try to explain how familiarity with one domain (perception, for example) leads to knowledge about another that is independent of it (reality)’—something which, for Parmenides, of course, ‘never happens’ (Feyerabend 1999, p. 61). And in one of the essays included by Bert Terpstra (ed.) at the end of the volume, titled ‘What Reality?’, where he is making a point about the ineffability of God in the ‘philosophy of Pseudo-Dionysius Areopagita’, Feyerabend maintains that ‘[w]hat we do know are the various forms of manifest reality, i.e., the complex ways in which Ultimate Reality acts in the domain (the “ontological niche”) of human life’ (p. 214). Hence, from Feyerabend’s vantage, it seems that we are familiar with a domain—that of being—that is very likely terminally ambiguous, irreducibly mysterious; but that reality, nevertheless, is what expresses Ultimate Reality, or, in our terminology, the uncreated archetype.


  One implication of the claim of the terminal ambiguity of reality is that if reality is terminally ambiguous, and if the source of that ambiguity is Ultimate Reality expressed through it, then we have good grounds for rethinking the idea of philosophical problems. For the formulation of philosophical problems implies that reality is not terminally ambiguous, and that such problems are therefore solvable, as Marcel put it (see Introduction). Rather, as Feyerabend maintains, in an essay titled ‘Realism’—where, again, he is commenting on the ineffability of God in Denys—, since knowledge of being is knowledge of God responding to our ‘approach’, then it is not only ambiguous but also ‘transparent’ and ‘points beyond itself to other types of knowledge’ (p. 196). Hence, following Plato and Aristotle in this regard (cf. Theaet. 150d and Met. 982b12ff), we would do well perhaps to wonder at knowledge(s), and to speak more readily of mysteries.


  We have investigated being-as-ikon and its application to claims and indications of mystery for the purpose of promoting critical appreciation of mystery. Having attempted this from the viewpoint of Byzantine philosophy has enabled us to begin to sense that there are indeed ‘other types of knowledge’, and also, perhaps, that there are ‘things which are beyond’ understanding. But also, and perhaps most importantly, it has modeled, in some measure, a form of change consistent with this perspective: namely, the primacy of being—or, rather, being-as-ikon—over knowledge.


  In his ‘Advice to Christian Philosophers’, Alvin Plantinga calls on Christian philosophers to ‘display more faith, more trust in the Lord’. The primary reason he gives for needing to do this is that, as he puts it, ‘[t]he Christian philosopher quite properly starts from the existence of God, and presupposes it in philosophical work, whether or not he can show it to be probable or plausible with respect to premises accepted by all philosophers, or most philosophers at the great contemporary centers of philosophy’. Now, to readers who are aware of this ‘advice’, it may have occurred that what we have done in the previous chapters answers this call in some measure. For by beginning with the concept of being-as-ikon, we have indeed assumed the existence of God; however, in Part Two, we have gone beyond mere assumption. What we have done will not be accepted by all philosophers, not even most. Yet, for those who are sympathetic with the change promoted here, it is our hope that the concept of being-as-ikon might help to inspire new work (particularly in epistemology) on the critical appreciation of mystery; work which ‘starts from the existence of God’, and, thus, does not conquer the ‘abundance’—work that, therefore, models Pascal’s double form of submission. For if our epistemological concerns are to include ‘other types of knowledge’, then they will necessarily be more comprehensive than—but not exclusive of—propositional knowledge, and, thus, more expressive of ‘arbitrariness’ and ‘mystery’.


  Our study indicates that if we are to understand knowledge a bit more comprehensively, then we need to examine it in connection with relationship and prayer. The late Matta El-Meskeen, an important monastic figure in the Oriental Orthodox tradition, defines prayer as ‘a divine call and a human response’ (2003, p. 21); one way of understanding that ‘call’ might well be given in the concept of being-as-ikon; and three forms of ‘response’, or comportment, might well be found in the rational, material and linguistic capacities of being. Regarding rational capacities (or ways of knowing), in particular, Metropolitan Anthony (Bloom) says, in his Courage to Pray, that ‘[w]e know nothing and nobody except through a relationship’ (p. 9). Moreover, he maintains that ‘[p]rayer is born of the discovery that the world has depths; that we are not only surrounded by visible things but that we are also immersed in and penetrated by invisible things’ (p. 5). For when we see being as the harbor of the invisible, and, thus, (as Buber puts it) when ‘the lines of relationships intersect in the eternal You’ (1996 [1970], p. 123), then we know in relationship, and knowing being in that way somehow gives birth to prayer. But, as we see in Denys, that sort of prayer is not divorced from propositions. Thus, as noted a moment ago, while sympathy with ‘other types of knowledge’ will especially entail developing our understanding of acquaintance knowledge of the God ‘in whom we live and move and have our being’—that kind of knowledge whereby we know the un-created archetype through the mystery of being-as-ikon1—it will not also entail not heeding the role of propositional knowledge.


  Notes


  1. In the introduction it was stated that our endeavor was to find a language for mystery in the tradition of Christian thought. Having done this with Denys, one has grounds for contemplating the relation between his concept of being, the types of knowledge it anticipates and what we find in some forms of Asian philosophy regarding being and ‘other means of knowledge’ (Radhakrishnan and Moore (1989 [1959]), p. 584). I leave you with just one suggestive quote from the great mystic-philosopher Sri Aurobindo of India.


  
    But the steady eye of the ancient wisdom perceived that to know God really, it must know him everywhere equally and without distinction, considering and valuing but not mastered by the oppositions through which he shines (ibid., p. 583).
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