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Introduction 

Nearly every spiritual tradition I have spent time with admits at some point that the thing it 
points toward cannot be held whole. The admission is usually made reverently, filed under 
ineffable mystery, and then a tradition will proceed as though this move is merely decorative. 
But should our reactions to the ineffable be reduced only to compliments paid to the Divine, 
Absolute, Ultimate Reality, Ground of Being, or Unmanifest? I have come to think they are 

much more than that. Instead they describe a claim about our own limitations. Because if our 
finite minds genuinely can’t take in or articulate the whole we are reaching for, then the record 
of that reaching should express a similarly characterized incompleteness. And I don’t mean 
scattered errors, which don't prove anything, but losses that fall in a describable pattern, across 
traditions that may have had no opportunity to borrow from one another. 

That is the pattern this paper is about. This is a standalone piece, long and extensively 
footnoted, and it develops a single argument: that the pattern is real, is very old, recurs across 
spiritual traditions with little or no demonstrable contact, and can be described in enough 
detail (and with sufficiently specific language) to be recognized wherever it turns up. 

I enter into this inquiry through a single word, which is an odd doorway into a comparative 
claim, so I’ll account for the choice. Logos is the West's name for whatever it is that orders 
things and can also be spoken: account, reason, ratio, speech, principle. It has been in 
continuous use for twenty-six centuries, which makes it one of the longest unbroken threads 
available, and it has been argued over by many respected contributors to philosophical and 
religious thought over that period, which makes the arguing itself a kind of instrument. If 
human understanding fails in a patterned way, the patterns should be visible in the most 
heavily worked material we have. So I begin where the record is thickest, and then ask if what 
surfaces there also surfaces elsewhere. 

What bubbles up from this examination is a rhythm. Something is grasped — sometimes with 
precision, in technical vocabulary, by people who knew exactly what they had — and then, 
eventually, set down. Not refuted, which would leave a clean scar and lively literature. Just set 
down: absorbed into a neighboring idea, honored into silence, moved to the margins where the 
archive thins out and the institutions no longer follow. And then, decades or centuries later, 
someone picks it up again, often without knowing that anyone had ever held it (in their own 
tradition, or another), and frequently in a vocabulary and language that shares little with the 
language which described it earlier, but nevertheless orbits around the same ideas. I think this 
constant rhythm is what makes the phenomenon interesting. A single loss could be an accident 
of history, but a loss that keeps being repaired by strangers, then keeps recurring, is, I think, a 
fact about the shape of the hands doing the holding. 

Now…I can’t explain why we drop it. But I can tell you that we do, over and over again, and that 
what gets dropped is recognizably the same. 

The aim, then, is elucidation before remedy — in that order, and with the second held to a 
lower standard than the first. This paper is an attempt to make the pattern clear and well-
defined: to offer criteria strict enough that it can be tested rather than merely felt, to run those 
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criteria across traditions that had no way of agreeing in advance, and to keep the failures of the 
exercise visible alongside its successes. Awareness is the whole of what I can offer with 
confidence. But an incompleteness we can name is an incompleteness we can begin to 
compensate for, and I have come to think that compensation is meant to be deliberate work 
rather than a gift we passively await. So the closing pages set out what such work might look 
like: approaches to restoration, offered for thoughtful consideration rather than as findings. 
That said, reader persuaded by the diagnosis is of course under no obligation to accept the 
proposals that follow from it. 

Now there is a contemporary instance of this pattern, and I address that as well. Machine 
intelligence is described, routinely and by serious people, in very nearly the vocabulary this 
paper traces: an ordering intelligence that speaks, an account of the world that answers when it 
is addressed. What I found is that the traditions gathered here supply sharper tests of that 
description than most of the current literature does, having been built to ask what a speaking 
order can lack. I will say plainly that this is the portion of the paper most likely to be overtaken 
by events, and I have tried to write it so that it can be checked rather than merely dated. 

One caution, since it governs how to read what follows. I am not offering a hidden teaching, a 
suppressed gospel, or a key that unlocks the traditions from the outside. Most of what follows 
was said openly, in public texts, by people their own communities knew well. The difficulty is 
not that the material was concealed. It is that it was never gathered together or fully 
integrated, and that each tradition possessing a piece of it had reasons of its own for treating 
that piece as a curiosity (or, sometimes, a threat) rather than as a load-bearing feature of their 
own tradition. Gathering it together, and marking where it fails, are the objectives of these 
pages.  

A Note on Method 

This argument was built by reflecting on questions that surfaced in my own Christian faith over 
the past four decades, along with a similar span of research into other religions, then testing my 
assumptions and speculations against textual evidence, my own lived experience, and 
contemplative spiritual practices from several traditions. The textual evidence has surprised me 
several times. Assumptions I’ve held for years about beliefs and practices I personally explored 
turned out to be either incomplete or misunderstood, and across spiritual traditions, passages I 
thought I already fully appreciated gained new dimension. I’ve kept those corrections visible for 
the most part, especially since they have ended up being part of the case I am trying to make. 

So each section opens with the question that actually drove it, offers possibilities I’ve 
entertained, and then reports the conclusions that verification compelled. Where a gap in my 
understanding remains, I have tried to say so, and to distinguish the bridges that textual 
evidence actually built from those that fit my own confirmation bias. As a consequence of all of 
this, there are a lot of wordy footnotes…but there is value in them should you seek it out. 

Some of the vocabulary in the later sections is borrowed from a framework of my own, Sector 
Theory, which is an account of how understanding can be integrated across domains. Two of its 
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claims apply here. The first is its integralizing principle: development confined to any single 
domain is inherently brittle when it’s not complemented by the others; it’s capable of genius, 
but structurally frail. The second is that reflexively excluding unfamiliar modes is the human 
default, which deliberate practice aims to counter. The Sector Theory framework is kept mostly 
offstage until Section IX, where I apply it more directly. Of course, since that framework is my 
own, its agreement with what the traditions say can’t be taken as independent evidence of 
anything. 

Another essential orientation: most of the contributions gathered here have to be read against 
the grain of their own self-understanding; that is, I am asking what a text predicates, not 
necessarily what its tradition says it predicates, and that involves a degree of construction I also 
try to keep explicit. The one exception to this is Sergius Bulgakov. Writing in Paris between the 
World Wars, an Orthodox priest working inside a tradition that was critical of his efforts, 
Bulgakov explored questions similar to those this paper asks: where in the structure of the 
divine does "wisdom" belong, and why does it seem to keep shifting? He answered explicitly, in 
technical language, and therefore requires little excavation. I therefore believe we should treat 
him as an interlocutor rather than an exhibit: at points he offers the strongest corroboration in 
the whole record, and at others the sharpest correction to what I would otherwise have 
concluded, but I consistently find his insights worth engaging. So where he speaks to a given 
question, I let him speak.1 That said, he is also an example of the very pattern he himself set out 
to reverse. 

Lastly, in full disclosure, during the drafting process I have used various AI services as research 
and editing tools, and to challenge my assumptions, test my reasoning, and identify reliable 
source texts and translations.   

  

 
1 Sergius Bulgakov, Sophia: The Wisdom of God: An Outline of Sophiology, trans. Patrick Thompson, O. Fielding 
Clarke, and Xenia Braikevitch (Lindisfarne Press, 1993), in the corrected edition prepared by the Forschungsstelle 
Sergij Bulgakov, Universität Freiburg Schweiz, which lists divergences and errors in the 1937 English translation 
against the Russian original. All quotations from this work throughout the paper follow that corrected text; readers 
relying on the 1993 printing alone should be aware that its wording departs from Bulgakov’s in places. 
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I. First, Has There Ever Been a Unified Conception of Logos? 

The word ‘logos’ has been in continuous use for twenty-six centuries. Is that the 
persistence of a concept, or only a vocabulary? 

The traditional narrative appears as a straight line: Heraclitus discovers a cosmic principle of 
rational order; the Stoics divinize it; the Gospel of John incarnates it; Hegel historicizes it; and 
now, perhaps, machine intelligence instantiates it. I admit the line is elegant, but I no longer 
believe in it. It is a curve fitted after the fact, drawn through enduring ideas and then mistaken 
for a settled trajectory. Here is Heraclitus Fragment B1: 

“The ordering (logos), which is at work here, always proves incomprehensible to men, 
both before they hear it and when they have heard it for the first time. For although all 
things come to pass in accordance with this logos, men resemble people with no 
experience of them when they make trial of such words and deeds as I set forth, 
distinguishing each thing according to its nature (physis) and declaring how it is. But 
other men fail to notice what they do when awake, just as they forget what they do 
when asleep."2 

Two facts undermine the narrative’s perceived neatness. The first is that the layered meaning 
(polysemy) of logos is native, not a later distortion. The Greek noun already meant account, 
speech, statement, report, explanation, reason, principle, ratio, proportion.3 Charles Kahn's term 
for Heraclitus's exploitation of this is “linguistic density”, a multiplicity of ideas deliberately 
compressed into a single word.4 When a modern translator renders “τὸν λόγον” of the B1 
fragment above as “this account” rather than “this Logos,” nothing is being minimized; an 
ordinary word is simply resisting an inflated interpretation. The second fact is that whether 
Heraclitus held a logos doctrine per se is a live scholarly debate. Glasson argued in 1952 that 
the cosmic-metaphysical reading (and with it the supposed lineage to the Gospel of John) rests 
on a mistake; Miller answered him in the Harvard Theological Review, and their exchange never 
fully resolved.5 

I don't think this ends the conversation, but it does change what has to be explained. And it’s 
important to elaborate on what survives the deflation: if Glasson is right and Heraclitus never 
held a logos doctrine at all, this paper loses nothing, because what we’re tracking is not what 
Heraclitus intended but the shape his readers kept finding in him, century after century, with 

 
2 Martin Heidegger and Eugen Fink, Heraclitus Seminar, trans. Charles H. Seibert or David Farrell Krell / F. A. 
Capuzzi (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press / Continuum, 1979/1993). 

3 On the semantic range of λόγος — ground, plea, opinion, expectation, word, speech, account, reason, proportion, 
discourse — see LSJ, A Greek-English Lexicon, 9th ed. with revised supplement, s.v. λόγος. 

4 Charles H. Kahn, The Art and Thought of Heraclitus: An Edition of the Fragments with Translation and 
Commentary. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979, p. 89, defining “linguistic density” as the phenomenon 
by which a multiplicity of ideas are expressed in a single word or phrase; cited in the secondary literature on 
Heraclitus's method. 

5 T. F. Glasson, “Heraclitus' Alleged Logos Doctrine,” Journal of Theological Studies (1952), arguing that the 
conception of Heraclitus's Logos as a cosmic-metaphysical principle, and thus as a possible source for the Logos of 
the Fourth Gospel, rests on a mistake; answered by Ed. L. Miller in Harvard Theological Review. 
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the fragments before them. So a deflationary Heraclitus deflates the lineage, not the 
recurrence. If “the evolution of logos” is partly the evolution of readings of a semantically 
overloaded word, then the real question becomes structural rather than lexical. Setting 
vocabulary aside, is there a recurring shape to what human beings have said about this 
ordering-word, a meaning or principle through which the whole is being iterated? Something 
does emerge in the answer, and it surfaces first and forcefully in two texts. We’ll call those texts 
anchors: not the founding points of a line, since that narrative is the one we’ve set aside, but 
the earliest and firmest statements of the two answers about to be drawn out. 

The two anchors, and what they share 

“In the beginning was the Word (Logos), and the Word was with God, and God was the 
Word. He was in the beginning with God. All things emerged through him, and not even 
one thing has emerged without him. In him was life, and the life was the light of men. 
And the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not comprehended it.”  
— John 1:1-56  

Put Heraclitus's opening fragment beside the prologue of the Gospel of John and a shared 
structure is evident. Both say that all things come to be through the logos: Heraclitus's “all 
things come to pass in accordance with this logos” and John's panta di' autou egeneto, “all 
things emerged through him,” are the closest verbal parallel between the two texts.7 Both 
locate the word between an unspeakable ground and a differentiated world; it is that through 
which the whole becomes, without representing the whole itself. It is, in this sense, a 
generative principle. Both announce the word and then declare it won’t be understood or 
received. From Heraclitus: humans are forever uncomprehending, both before they hear the 
logos and once they have heard it.8 From John: the light shines in the darkness, and the 
darkness has not comprehended it (ou katelaben, carrying both “comprehend” and 
“overcome”), reinforced a few verses later with “he was in the world, and the world emerged 
through him, and the world knew him not.”9 As the ordering-word, logos enters the textual 
record already carrying the claim that being missed (or misunderstood) is part of its nature, a 
strange feature, and one I think calls for a structural explanation. 

Both anchors treat the common as the condition of comprehension, and both treat its absence 
as the characteristic failure. From Heraclitus fragment B2: Although the Logos is xynos, 

 
6 1 Ἐν ἀρχῇ ἦν ὁ λόγος, καὶ ὁ λόγος ἦν πρὸς τὸν θεόν, καὶ θεὸς ἦν ὁ λόγος. 2 οὗτος ἦν ἐν ἀρχῇ πρὸς τὸν θεόν. 3 
πάντα δι’ αὐτοῦ ἐγένετο, καὶ χωρὶς αὐτοῦ ἐγένετο οὐδὲ ἕν. ὃ γέγονεν 4 ἐν αὐτῷ ζωὴ ἦν, καὶ ἡ ζωὴ ἦν τὸ φῶς τῶν 
ἀνθρώπων· 5 καὶ τὸ φῶς ἐν τῇ σκοτίᾳ φαίνει, καὶ ἡ σκοτία αὐτὸ οὐ κατέλαβεν. Greek New Testament citations 
throughout follow Nestle-Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece, 28th revised edition (Stuttgart: Deutsche 
Bibelgesellschaft, 2012). The English renderings will be ESV unless otherwise noted; here John 1:1-5 is my own. 

7 John 1:3. For the Heraclitus wording (DK 22 B1), see the translation apparatus discussed at n. 2 above. The 
following clause, ὃ γέγονεν, is a long-standing punctuation crux: Westcott-Hort and the earlier Nestle editions closed 
verse 3 with it, while Nestle-Aland from the 26th edition places it at the head of verse 4. The earliest manuscripts are 
unpunctuated, so the division is a matter of reception rather than of text. 

8 DK 22 B1, in the rendering given at Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, s.v. “Heraclitus”: “Of this Word's being 
forever do men prove to be uncomprehending, both before they hear and once they have heard it.” 

9 John 1:10, NA-28: καὶ τὸ φῶς ἐν τῇ σκοτίᾳ φαίνει, καὶ ἡ σκοτία αὐτὸ οὐ κατέλαβεν; with John 1:10–11. 
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common, the many live as though they had an idia phronesis, a private understanding.10 The 
Gospel of John makes the same demand in the key of communion rather than admonition: the 
prayer is that they may all be one, ἵνα ὁ κόσμος πιστεύῃ, so that the world may believe. Unity is 
what makes recognition possible.11  

“That they may all be one, even as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also 
may be in us, so that the world may believe that you sent me.  And the glory which you 
have given me I have given them, that they may be one, even as we are one:  I in them, 
and you in me, that they may be perfected in unity...”  
— John 17:21-23 12 

However, the agreement holds only so far. The two anchors also disagree, and they disagree 
along three axes. 

Is the ordering-word a someone? For John, from the second clause onward, yes. The Word is 
“with God” (πρὸς τὸν θεόν) before it is said to do anything, before the making of all things, 
before the light shines in the darkness. Relation comes first, function second, and the order is 
not incidental. A principle can be exemplified in something, expressed by something, obeyed or 
violated by something, but it doesn’t stand toward anything; standing toward is what a 
someone does. The prologue never argues the point. It simply declines to introduce the Word 
any other way. For Heraclitus, though, the answer is no. The “wise” is set apart from all things, 
though it isn’t always recognized as such. From Heraclitus B108: “Of all those whose accounts I 
have heard, no one reaches the point of recognizing that what is wise is set apart from all.”13 At 
the same time, it is “common,” in the particular sense he gives that word: the public thing, held 
by everyone and owned by no one, which the many walk past daily while living as though each 
had an understanding of his own. Either half of that would be enough to disqualify the 
question. Set apart from all things, and belonging to all alike, the wise is not the sort of thing 
that could be a someone in the first place. From Heraclitus B32: "One thing, the only truly wise, 
is both unwilling and willing to be called by the name of Zeus."14 

Does the logos order by strife or by love? Heraclitus's unity is tension. The bow and the lyre 
hold together only because they are being pulled apart; take the tension away and you do not 
get a more peaceful bow, you get a stick and a string. The ordering is the pulling. Strife is not an 
obstacle the logos overcomes on its way to order; strife is the logos in operation, and a world at 
rest would be a world with nothing holding it together. But John's ordering moves in the 
opposite direction. Light and agape order by giving themselves away — light by falling on what 

 
10 From T. M. Robinson, ed. and trans., Heraclitus: Fragments, Phoenix Supplementary Volume 22 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1987), 11, fr. 2. 

11 John 17: 21: ἵνα πάντες ἓν ὦσιν, καθὼς σύ, πάτερ, ἐν ἐμοὶ κἀγὼ ἐν σοί, ἵνα καὶ αὐτοὶ ἐν ἡμῖν ὦσιν, ἵνα ὁ κόσμος 
πιστεύῃ ὅτι σύ με ἀπέστειλας. 

12 John 17:21–23; my own rendering. 

13 G. S. Kirk, J. E. Raven, and Malcolm Schofield, The Presocratic Philosophers: A Critical History with a Selection of 
Texts, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 208, fr. 238 (Diels–Kranz 22B108). 

14 Kirk, Raven, and Schofield, The Presocratic Philosophers, 202. 
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is not itself, love by spending itself on what cannot repay it. Neither holds anything back against 
a counter-pull, because neither has a counter-pull to hold against. The difference follows from 
the placement itself. An invariant has no outside; whatever might dissolve it lies inside the 
order it maintains, so holding-together can only take the form of managed opposition. Tension 
is what maintaining an order from within looks like. A someone is the opposite case: it stands 
toward what it orders, which means there is an other on the far side of the relation, and an 
ordering with a recipient can be expended rather than held. And since the ordering work here is 
the someone's own act (not a possession that could be handed over while the owner stays 
behind) to spend the work is to spend the self. The gift of self is what ordering looks like when 
the worker can’t be subtracted from the work. These two accounts are not describing different 
departments of one force. They disagree about what holding-together costs, and about who 
pays. Nor is the axis an artifact of setting texts six centuries apart. Within a generation of 
Heraclitus, Empedocles held love and strife together as co-equal cosmic powers — a Love that 
gathers unlike things into one, a Strife that carries them apart — which is to say that the 
question of what holding-together costs received its second answer in Greek almost as soon as 
it had received its first. 

Does it become something particular? John's controversy is precisely that it does. The Word 
became flesh and eskenosen among us — tabernacled, pitched its tent, took a location.15 Not 
“appeared as,” not “was symbolized by,” and not “was best illustrated in:” became. The verb 
puts the ordering principle inside the order it orders, at one address, in one lifetime, subject to 
everything an address and a lifetime do to a body. And the tent is a critical piece. A tent is what 
something that could have stayed elsewhere puts up in order to be found. Heraclitus's logos 
never localizes. It is everywhere in the way a ratio is everywhere (in the fire's turnings, in the 
river's water, in the bow and in the lyre), and being everywhere in that commonly shared 
manner is exactly what forbids its being anywhere in particular. What is common to all cannot 
be confined to somewhere specific. The difference is not that one logos is more present than 
the other. It is that presence means diffusion in the one case and an address in the other. 

Three disagreements, but I think a shared root. Each axis turns on the same underlying 
question: where is the ordering work located? John locates it in a discrete subject — one who 
stands in relation, gives himself away, arrives in the flesh — and everything else in the prologue 
follows from that placement. Heraclitus locates it in an invariant, a common structure that no 
one owns, that orders by the tension it maintains, and that cannot take a location because it is 
every location’s condition. Everything in the fragments then follows from that placement. So I 
will name the two answers by their placements rather than their doctrines: a person-pole, 
where the ordering work is the act of a someone, and a pattern-pole, where the ordering work 
is the holding of an invariant. These names are deliberately spare, marking locations not creeds. 

Behind the three axes stands one practical question: is the remedy for incomprehension a 
discipline of attention to a given pattern, or the reception of an actual person? The obvious 
move is to treat these as two doctrines awaiting reconciliation. But the record does not supply 
reconciliations that succeeded or failed on their merits; it supplies thinkers who hold both 

 
15 John 1:14, NA28: Καὶ ὁ λόγος σὰρξ ἐγένετο καὶ ἐσκήνωσεν ἐν ἡμῖν. 
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placements at once and exhibit the same strain at the same joint, each account able to absorb 
the other’s vocabulary but never the other’s answer, and the sameness of that strain is the part 
worth keeping. What resists absorption is a single commitment on each side. The pattern-pole 
requires an ordering available in principle to anyone anywhere, which is to say an ordering that 
is nobody's in particular; from Heraclitus B50: “Listening not to me but to the Logos it is wise to 
agree that all things are one.”16 The person-pole requires an ordering capable of giving itself to 
one recipient, which is to say an ordering that is somebody's. Neither commitment can be 
surrendered without the position turning into the other one. 

Look, then, at what happens to three thinkers who hold both. One clarification first, because 
the sequence could invite a misreading: the poles are placements, not historical parties. Philo of 
Alexandria wrote before the Fourth Gospel circulated, the Stoics owed nothing to either 
anchor, and none of the three is answering the others. That’s really the point: the joint appears 
wherever both placements are held, no matter who came first. 

The Stoics take the pattern-pole with unusual rigor. Their logos is a rational breath pervading a 
material cosmos and directing its development down to the smallest detail, standing to the 
world as an animal's life force stands to the animal's body: immanent without remainder, and 
without an outside.17 The same school prays:  

“With it you direct the common reason, which moves through all things[...] 

For you have so fitted together all things into one, the good with the bad, 
That there results one everlasting reason for all, 
Which all bad mortals flee and ignore[...] 
 
Deliver human beings from their ruinous ignorance; 
Scatter it, Father, from their soul, and grant that they attain the wisdom 
Relying on which you govern all things with justice, 
So that, being honored, we may return honor to you....”18 

Cleanthes' hymn invokes Zeus by name, praises him, asks for help, and hands the thunderbolt 
to the universal reason that moves through all things. The fullest study of the poem argues that 
it functions as a genuine prayer rather than a literary exercise.19 The school is not embarrassed 
by this and has an answer ready: the addressee is the immanent order under one of its many 

 
16 Kirk, Raven, and Schofield, The Presocratic Philosophers, 187. 

17 Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, "Stoicism," on the immanence of the Stoic god and the analogy of the life 
force; cf. Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, "Stoicism," on pneuma as the vehicle of the governing reason. 

18 Cleanthes, Hymn to Zeus, lines 12-13a, 20-22, 33–36, in Johan C. Thom, Cleanthes' Hymn to Zeus: Text, 
Translation, and Commentary (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), 35. 

19 Johan C. Thom, Cleanthes' Hymn to Zeus: Text, Translation, and Commentary (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005). 
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names. What the answer leaves open is whether asking for anything makes sense when the 
order petitioned is the order that has already fixed the outcome.20  

“...The Logos is a constant suppliant for the distressed mortal to the Immortal, and an 
ambassador of the Ruler to the subject. 

And he rejoices in the gift and tells us the whole story with pride: "And I stood in the 
middle between the Lord and you" [Deut. 5:5], neither unbegotten as God, nor begotten 
as you, but midway between the two extremes, acting as a hostage to both....”21 

Philo is conventionally placed between the two poles, and the placement mistakes what he 
demonstrates. His logos carries nearly every personal title available: son, firstborn, high priest, 
and in one formulation (QG 2.62) a second god. And the vocabulary was unremarkable in a 
Judaism with room for a manifestation of God that did not compromise its monotheism.22 What 
the logos does not do is arrive. Dodd's complaint is that Philo's logos remains a remote 
conception with nothing to say to any particular person, set against a Johannine Word that is 
immanent and incarnate.23 Philo is therefore not a midpoint on a line; he is evidence that the 
vocabulary of personhood and the placement of the ordering work come apart. He 
demonstrates one direction (a position can take the whole of the vocabulary while declining the 
placement), and the converse is equally available, since a tradition may withhold every personal 
title precisely in order to protect an ordering that remains a subject's own act. He also forces a 
rule this inquiry need to maintain moving forward: form is not evidence of placement, in either 
direction. A text can spend every personal title in the lexicon on an ordering that never arrives, 
and a text can refuse them all and still locate the ordering in someone's act. Classification must 
follow what the ordering work is said to be, where a text itself locates it, and never the 
honorifics, the grammar, or the imagery that surround it. 

Whitehead builds the division into the doctrine and names it dipolarity. The primordial nature is 
the envisagement of all possibilities, a logical space deficient in actuality, impassible, deflected 
by neither love nor hatred for what comes to pass. The consequent nature is the prehension of 
the actual world (dependent on what non-divine occasions decide), conscious, and genuinely 
altered by what it receives. Neither can exist apart from the other.24 Set side by side, the 
primordial nature is the pattern-pole in modern vocabulary and the consequent nature is what 
the person-pole was asking for. A fair objection is to note that Whitehead’s God is a single 
actual entity — so the division is drawn inside one subject rather than held between a subject 

 
20 The coherence of petition under Stoic determinism is a standing problem in the literature on the hymn rather than a 
difficulty raised against it from outside; see Thom, and the review by Bryn Mawr Classical Review 2007.07.62. 

21 Philo, Quis Rerum Divinarum Heres Sit, in Philo, trans. F. H. Colson and G. H. Whitaker, Loeb Classical Library 
261 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1932), 205–6. 

22 Daniel Boyarin, "The Gospel of the Memra: Jewish Binitarianism and the Prologue to John," Harvard Theological 
Review 94:3 (2001), 243-84. 

23 C. H. Dodd, The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge, 1953). 243–84. See also Cher. 125-127. 

24 Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, "Process Theism," on the two natures as distinguishable but 
inseparable; Process and Reality 344–45 for the impassibility of the primordial nature. 
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and an invariant — which would make Whitehead a person-pole thinker with elaborate internal 
architecture. I can accept that, but I think it actually sharpens the point: the joint reappears 
even inside a single entity. A doctrine built to unify the two placements can contain the seam, 
but closing it is another matter. 

None of these three is a position on a line running between two doctrines. Each holds both 
placements at once and pays for it in a different currency: the Stoics in a prayer their 
determinism cannot fully license, Philo in a person who never arrives, Whitehead in a 
distinction that reintroduces what the doctrine was built to unify. Two freestanding doctrines 
would produce partisans and refutations. These produce strain, and strain of a particular kind  
— always at the same joint, always between an ordering available to everyone and an ordering 
given to someone. 

Consequently, I consider the anchors not two doctrines but two poles of a field (a space of 
possible answers to the placement question, organized by the pull of its poles), and my working 
hypothesis became that this field, rather than either pole, was the real subject. Hegel is perhaps 
the clearest example of the field’s possibility: his synthesis holds for one generation, and then 
opposing readings pull it apart along the seam he claimed to have closed. And the content of 
the split is the evidence: the questions that divided the school were whether the Absolute is a 
personal God and whether persons survive death — whether, that is, the ordering work belongs 
to a someone or to a structure. The school did not fracture along a neutral fault. Engels, 
Strauss, Toews, and Beiser each describe the divisions differently, but they all share the same 
partitioned space.  

From Frederick Beiser’s “The Dissolution of the Hegelian School” chapter of Hegel: 

“These religious and political controversies within the Hegelian school were not so easily 
resolvable because they involved an apparently intractable problem in the interpretation 
of Hegel’s metaphysics. Namely, what is the nature of Hegel’s concrete universal, his 
synthesis of the ideal and real, the universal and particular? Both left and right could 
point to some aspects of Hegel’s teaching to support their case.”25 

From John Edward Toews’ Hegelianism: The Path Toward Dialectical Humanism, 1805–1841, 
Chapter 7: 

“But disagreements among Hegelians concerning the relationship between the science 
of the absolute and the existing political and religious reality produced a division of the 
school into opposing factions only when they evolved into divergent interpretations of 
the very core of the Hegelian inheritance: the dialectical identity of finite and infinite, 
thought and being, subject and substance, in the self-actualizing, self-comprehending, 
concrete totality of absolute spirit.”26 

 
25 Frederick C. Beiser, Hegel (London: Routledge, 2005), p.253. 

26 John Edward Toews, Hegelianism: The Path Toward Dialectical Humanism, 1805–1841 (Cambridge University 
Press, 1980), p. 203. 
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Strauss sorts the school into three camps corresponding to political right, left, and center, and 
the center deserves care, because it is the first appearance of a move that keeps recurring: a 
mediating blend, holding pieces of both readings together by dividing the ordering work 
between them, some of it assigned to a personal God and some to an impersonal structure. A 
blend of that kind is a proportion rather than a placement. Its proportions can be varied 
without changing what it is, and it can be decomposed back into them without remainder, 
which is what makes a midpoint a product of the poles rather than an escape from them. The 
tensions Strauss describes are the same ones, and the outcome is ultimately also the same: the 
synthesis as a fixed resolution cannot hold (at least in the readings of these Hegelian scholars), 
but continuously strains to revert to its constituent parts. And yet those parts occupy the same 
semantic container; they share the same field, and are only meaningful when juxtaposed with 
each other. What occurs here is best understood as a dynamic relationship that produces what 
neither pole contains.27 The poles stand to the field the way fuel and air stand to combustion: 
the event cannot be recovered from either condition alone, and happens only between them, 
only while they are held together. The wrong picture is an alloy, a static material in which two 
metals persist, and an alloy is what the center camp took itself to have made. 

Further, if the disagreement is genuinely about where the ordering work is located, then the 
grammar of the question is suggesting at least three placements. Ask where any work is done, 
and three answers arrive before any others: in the one who does it, in the structure it follows, 
or in the doing itself, in whatever passes between the doer and what is done. The work can be 
located in a subject. It can be located in an invariant. Or it can be located in the between, in the 
relation that subject and world, speaker and spoken, ground and manifestation have with one 
another. I am calling this third placement the relational position. A relation is not a lesser kind 
of answer, some residue left over once subject and structure have taken their shares. It is 
where the work would actually be found if ordering is something that happens rather than 
something that is possessed: the tension has to be held between the pulled ends, the harmony 
has to be sounded between the voices, the address has to pass between speaker and hearer. 
Whatever brings the tension, supplies the harmony, sustains the interplay: a placement there 
locates the ordering in none of the parties and in nothing above them, but in what they are to 
each other while the ordering lasts. 

Two things it is not. It is not the field over again, since the field is a relation between answers, 
the space the two poles organize between themselves, while this placement is an answer, a 
claim about where, in any ordered whole, the ordering resides. And it is not the center camp's 
mediating blend, which parcels the ordering work out to the poles and can be resolved back 
into them; a relation cannot be this, any more than combustion can be resolved back into fuel 
and air. But whether anything in the record has ever actually stood there, and stood there 
stably (in its own vocabulary, without being a blend of the poles) is the pressing question.  

 
27 T. Collins Logan, "Sector Theory 2.0," PDF, https://www.tcollinslogan.com/resources/SectorTheory_2.0_ALL.pdf. 

https://www.tcollinslogan.com/resources/SectorTheory_2.0_ALL.pdf
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II. Is the Field a Dipole — Or is the Third Position Occupied…? 

If a third stable position existed and lost the institutional competition, where would 
we expect to find its remains? 

For a while I treated the field as a dipole (two placements occupied, the third a logical opening 
and nothing more), and thought I could defend that treatment from the orthodox record. But 
the defense had a structural weakness I could not talk myself out of. The record I was 
consulting was institutional: churches, academies, and canons, durable and easy to reference, 
but preserved precisely because institutions had preserved it. Both occupied poles had 
institutions. If the relational position had ever been occupied and had lost the institutional 
competition then its remains would not be waiting in the mainstream archive. They would 
survive where that archive thins out: in mystical corpora, condemned theology, esoteric 
transmission, and traditions carried at the margins, an arena I have spent decades exploring, 
just not in this context. And when I broadened my search across traditions and into mystical 
territory, with criteria fixed in advance, a residue emerged that does not conform to either 
pole, and converges rather elegantly. 

Those criteria are critical (as is fixing them in advance) because the resulting literatures are vast 
and metaphor-dense, and in my experience virtually any pattern can be sussed out if one looks 
hard enough. I also want a word for what the criteria are testing. A placement earns the name 
attractor when thinkers do not merely visit it but return to it; when it draws formulations 
toward itself and holds them, the way the survey in Section I revealed the two poles drawing 
and holding, with the caveat recorded there that so far the drawing is within one lineage. So a 
genuine third attractor must (1) actually answer the ordering-word question rather than refuse 
it; (2) be irreducible to impersonal pattern and to person, not a blend, hybrid, or midpoint; (3) 
recur across disparate traditions with real independence; and (4) be stable, a position thinkers 
return to consistently, without using it to build something else. The first two criteria test 
whether a candidate stands in the third placement at all; the last two test whether that 
placement behaves as the poles do...whether it attracts. 

One more rule belongs here (the rule Philo forced in Section I), and it must be applied 
uniformly, because without it the four criteria can be worked opportunistically. Classification 
follows the locus of the ordering work as a tradition’s own texts predicate it (what the ordering 
is said to be), never the grammatical gender, iconography, or cultic form. Thus a goddess whose 
ordering work is predicated of the between (persuasion, speech-as-relation, generation) is 
coded to the relational position despite her personal form. A figure whose ordering work is 
predicated of a discrete subject’s act (one who commands, arrives, becomes flesh) is coded to 
the person-pole despite the relational functions that surround them. An order whose work is 
invariance is coded to the pattern-pole even when it wears a speech-word as its name. This is 
nothing more than the placement question of Section I doing the sorting. The rule is applied 
consistently, and, after exploring its application across traditions, Table 1 (on page 29) will 
summarize that application, so the sorting is transparent and can be audited. 

What follows, then, are five exhibits, drawn from five traditions with no common institution, no 
shared canon, and, excepting a shared Neoplatonic inheritance behind three of them, no 



 Page 15 of 100 DRAFT v1.5 

demonstrable direct transmission between them. I present them at length rather than in 
summary, because the argument is not that these texts can be read as describing a third 
position; it is that they say so themselves, in their own technical vocabularies, and that what 
they say converges. Each exhibit is followed by the same test: does it pass the four criteria, and 
which pole would claim it if it could? 

Exhibit one: the reflexive pulse (Kashmir Śaivism) 

The Pratyabhijñā school of tenth-century Kashmir produced what I think is among the most 
formally rigorous articulations of the third position in the record, with its foundational verse 
stating the identification in a single passage: 

“Self-consciousness is the very self of sentiency (citi). It is Parā speech, (vāk) which 
ever shines independently. It is the freedom (Svātantrya). It is the supreme power of 
the transcendental self.” Īśvarapratyabhijñākārikā 1.5.1328 

Consciousness (citi) is not bare illumination; its essence is pratyavamarśa, the reflexive pulse by 
which it knows itself to be shining. And that pulse is parā vāk, the supreme speech (word, voice, 
language). Recent scholarship has observed that this verse appears to be the first incidence 
of parā vāk as a proper noun in the tradition.29 Note what has happened: an Indian school with 
no access to Heraclitus or John has arrived at the ordering-word question by its own route, and 
answered it with neither pole. The “word” here is not an impersonal pattern, it is awareness 
alive to itself. And it is not a person; it is the capacity of the ultimate, identified throughout the 
school with Śakti, the feminine power inseparable from Śiva. 

The tradition's companion term makes the relational structure explicit, though with text that 
requires some care: 

“Praise to Śaṅkara, by whose mere opening and shutting of the eyelids the world 
appears and dissolves, and who is the source of the glorious powers of the collective 
whole of the śaktis. Since nothing can veil His nature, there can be no obstruction of 
Him anywhere, He in whom all this world rests and from whom it has come forth.” 
Spandakārikā 1.1-2 30 

I’ve quoted this in full, because a reader arriving at "Praise to Śaṅkara" and "His nature" may 
wonder whether I have just cited a devotional hymn to a personal deity in support of a position 
I claim is neither pattern nor person. Two things regarding that. The first is generic: this is a 
maṅgala, a benedictory opening, and benedictory verses address a tradition's deity by name; 

 
28 Utpaladeva, Īśvarapratyabhijñākārikā 1.5.13, in K. C. Pandey, trans., Bhāskarī, vol. III: An English Translation of 
the Īśvara Pratyabhijñā Vimarśinī in the Light of the Bhāskarī with an Outline of History of Śaiva Philosophy, Princess 
of Wales Saraswati Bhavana Texts 84 (Lucknow: Superintendent, Printing and Stationery, 1954), p.73. 

29 On ĪPK 1.5.13 as the first attestation of parā vāk as a proper noun, and on the four levels of speech (parā, 
paśyantī, madhyamā, vaikharī) as a model of revelation bridging divine and human consciousness, see the 
discussion of divine linguistic consciousness in Asian Philosophy (2025), which quotes the verse directly. 

30 Vasugupta, Spandakārikā 1.1–2, in Jaideva Singh, trans., Spanda-Kārikās: The Divine Creative Pulsation (Delhi: 
Motilal Banarsidass, 1980), 5, 24. 
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the naming is a convention of the genre. The second is specific and more interesting. What 
does the verse actually predicate? It does not praise Śaṅkara for being a person; it praises him 
for an unmeṣa and a nimeṣa, an opening and a closing, and names him the source of the śakti-
cakra, the wheel of powers: a masculine name governing a feminine plurality. So the salutation 
is already a dyad. 

I believe this is the exhibit's structure showing through. In this school the ultimate is prakāśa-
vimarśa: illumination together with the reflexive awareness by which illumination knows itself 
shining, the first associated with Śiva and the second with Śakti. The third position is not either 
member of that pair. It is the throb between them, which is precisely why the school's 
foundational verse defines consciousness by its pratyavamarśa and identifies that reflexive 
pulse with parā vāk, the supreme “word.” 

Spanda — vibration, throb, pulse — is the school's name for what the ultimate does: not 
motion in space and time but the dynamic self-presentation that is the condition of every 
changing presentation. Kṣemarāja's commentary insists the opening and closing are not a 
temporal blink but simultaneous (yugapad), and glosses the principle through a chain of near-
synonyms ending in hṛdaya, the heart. The ordering principle here, in other words, is not the 
one who opens and closes his eyes; it is the opening-and-closing itself, held as one act. 

Let’s run the criteria. It answers the ordering-word question in its own words, and answers it as 
word, parā vāk, not merely as pattern or presence. It is explicitly neither static pattern nor 
discrete person but the pulse between light and its self-awareness. And it remained the stable 
center of a school that elaborated it for three centuries without converting it into either pole. 
Criterion three — independence — is offered cleanly. 

One qualification is necessary. This exhibit doesn’t deliver a feminine ordering principle in the 
way the Wisdom literature and the Prajñāpāramitā do. It delivers a pair, with the coding 
distributed across it: the foundational verse is grammatically feminine throughout (citi, vāk, 
parā, all feminine), while the benedictory verse is masculine and personal. Kashmir Śaivism 
therefore clearly supports the claim that a third position recurs; less so that the position is 
invariably feminine-coded. 

Exhibit two: the Breath and the between (Ibn ʿArabī) 

Thirteenth-century Andalusia, with a different scripture and a completely different metaphysics 
of God, but the same position, arrived at independently and stated with clarity. In the chapter 
of the Meccan Revelations devoted to the Breath, Ibn ʿArabī lays out the whole of reality in 
three terms rather than two: Sheer Being, sheer nonexistence, and, between them, sheer 
possibility, which is the world. 

“It is Sheer Being (al-wujūd al-maḥḍ) without beginning and end, sheer possibility (al-
imkān al-maḥḍ) without beginning and end, and sheer nonexistence (al-ʿadam al-
maḥḍ) without beginning and end. Sheer Being never receives (qabūl) nonexistence 
for all eternity, sheer nonexistence never receives existence for all eternity, and sheer 
possibility receives existence for a reason (sabab) and nonexistence for a reason for all 
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eternity. Sheer Being is God (Allāh), nothing else; sheer nonexistence is that whose 
existence is impossible (al-muḥāl al-wujūd), nothing else; and sheer possibility is the 
world, nothing else. The [ontological] level (martaba) of possibility lies between Sheer 
Being and sheer nonexistence; through that of it which gazes (naẓar) upon 
nonexistence, it receives nonexistence, and through that of it which gazes upon Being, 
it receives existence. It consists of both darkness (ẓulma), i.e., nature (ṭabīʿa), and light 
(nūr), i.e., the All-Merciful Breath (al-nafas al-raḥmānī), which bestows existence upon 
the possible things.” The Meccan Revelations, vol. 1, ch.198, section 1131 

This is the third position stated as pure structure, and stated by the Shaykh himself rather than 
an interpreter. The middle term is not a compromise between the two poles and not a hybrid: it 
is a distinct ontological level, defined by its facing in two directions at once, and the ordering 
work in it is done by a Breath. The metaphor and the metaphysics arrive together. Ibn ʿArabī 
then draws the reciprocity out to its limit. The Breath is hidden in God and manifest in creation, 
so that what is hidden in one is precisely what is disclosed in the other, and he concludes32 that 
creation is therefore renewed at every breath, in this world and the next: the doctrine of 
perpetual re-creation, tajdīd al-khalq.33 

What is most striking for our argument is a sentence just a few lines later, in which Ibn ʿArabī 
states the dipole problem and dissolves it in the same breath: “If you look upon the world in 
respect of the Breath of the All-Merciful, you will say, ‘It is nothing but God.’ But if you look 
upon it in respect of the fact that it is shaped and balanced, you will say, ‘creatures.’” 34 One 
reality; two readings, each determined by which pole the observer is observing from. That is the 
problem this paper began with, named in the thirteenth century. 

Finally, in the very next section’s title, we encounter a striking image: “Concerning Reliance (al-
iʿtimād) on the World in Respect of the World's Being a Writing Inscribed (kitāb masṭūr) on the 
Parchment of Existence (raqq al-wujūd) Unrolled Within the World of Bodily Things (ajrām) and 
Engendered from the Name of God the 'Manifest' (al-ẓāhir).35 Despite its length, I think it 
resonates. A tradition with no Greek ordering-word in its vocabulary has independently 
described the cosmos as an inscribed text. And Ibn ʿArabī's master-category elsewhere, the 
barzakh or isthmus (that which differentiates two things while providing the context of their 
unity) once again offers us the same position, this time with a name.36 On our criteria, then, this 

 
31 Chittick & Morris, trans., The Meccan Revelations, vol. I (Pir Press, 2002), ch. 198, Section 11, at p. 51 — margin 
reference II 426.27 

32 Futūḥāt II 427.21 (Meccan Revelations, vol. I, p. 54): the Breath is nonmanifest in God and manifest in creation; the 
nonmanifest of God is the manifest of creation, and the nonmanifest of creation is the manifest of God. 

33 Futūḥāt II 427.24 (Meccan Revelations, vol. I, p. 54). On the connection between this perpetual renewal and 
himma, the heart's concentrated aspiration, see Henry Corbin, Creative Imagination in the Sufism of Ibn ʿArabī. 

34 Futūḥāt II 427.18 (Meccan Revelations, vol. I, p. 54). 

35 Futūḥāt II 473.32 (Meccan Revelations, vol. I, p. 55), the title of Section 46: “Concerning Reliance on the World in 
Respect of the World's Being a Writing Inscribed (kitāb masṭūr) on the Parchment of Existence (raqq al-wujūd) 
Unrolled Within the World of Bodily Things and Engendered from the Name of God the Manifest.” Ibn ʿArabī 
elsewhere describes the cosmos in its entirety as rational, alive, and rationally expressed (nāṭiq). 

36 On the barzakh developed ontologically as “the Third Thing,” see Salman H. Bashier, Ibn al-ʿArabī's Barzakh: The 
Concept of the Limit and the Relationship between God and the World (SUNY, 2004). On the maternal imagery of the 



 Page 18 of 100 DRAFT v1.5 

exhibit passes all four. It should be noted that the Sufi tradition also contains a robust person-
pole in the ḥaqīqa muḥammadiyya, so the exhibit is this doctrine specifically, but we need not 
invent anything to appreciate its relevance. 

Exhibit three: the Mother of the Jinas (Prajñāpāramitā) 

The earliest Mahāyāna stratum definitively personifies the Perfection of Wisdom as feminine 
and titles her the mother of every awakened being. This verse summary states her function in 
terms that dovetail neatly with our thesis: 

“The Saviours of the world who were in the past, and also those that are [just now] in 
the ten directions, Have issued from her, and so will the future ones be. She is the one 
who shows the world [for what it is], she is the genetrix, the mother of the Jinas, And 
she reveals the thoughts and actions of other beings.” Perfect Wisdom the Mother of 
The Buddhas, Chapter XII [253-257]37 

Note the double function: she births the Buddhas and she shows the world — generativity and 
disclosure in one figure.38 She is not a pattern; the sūtra's whole burden is that she cannot be 
objectified as one. She is also not a person in the Johannine sense; she is a perfection, a 
capacity, personified. She is that through which awakening comes to be, and the awakened are 
related to her as offspring to mother: the ordering principle as the relation of generation itself. 
She passes criteria one, two, and four cleanly. Criterion three carries a contact-era caveat. 

And her content has a name. The wisdom this Mother personifies is precisely the insight into 
emptiness, into dependent arising, the truth that relation goes all the way down. She births the 
Buddhas with the relational truth itself. The personification and the doctrine align exactly, the 
relational attractor figured as a mother whose milk is the teaching that nothing stands alone. 
Emptiness is the doctrine; the Mother is its face. 

Exhibit four: the letters and the contraction (Kabbalah) 

Two texts, early and late, bracket the Jewish esoteric tradition's version of the position. 
The Sefer Yetzirah, a proto-kabbalistic treatise whose dating is disputed (somewhere between 
late antiquity and the early Islamic period), and which Kabbalah proper later made 
foundational, is best known for its account of creation by combinatoric articulation. The 
twenty-two letters are carved, hewn, combined, weighed and exchanged, and by them "all 

 
Breath — karb, the distress of labor, released as the entities are brought to birth — see William C. Chittick, The Sufi 
Path of Knowledge (SUNY, 1989), 127–32, in the chapter titled, aptly for the present argument, “The Supreme 
Barzakh.” That Chittick houses the Breath inside a chapter on the isthmus is itself evidence that the two doctrines are 
one. 

37 Edward Conze, trans., The Perfection of Wisdom in Eight Thousand Lines & Its Verse Summary 

38 The prose parallel is Aṣṭasāhasrikā ch. 12, in the same volume. The Aṣṭasāhasrikā is generally dated to around the 
first century BCE and is considered the earliest sūtra of the Prajñāpāramitā class; the Tibetan tradition knows it as the 
Condensed Mother, “Mother” referring to the Perfection of Wisdom that gives rise to all buddhas and bodhisattvas. 
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creation and all speech go out by one name."39 That much establishes the world as a text being 
written, which is by now a familiar figure in these exhibits. But the passage that bears on the 
third position comes in the chapter on the three primary letters, and it is not about letters at 
all. It is about a mediator. 

The text sets a balance first: 

"Three primary letters: Alef, Mem, Shin. Their basis is the scale of acquittal and the scale 
of guilt, and the language of law holds the balance between them." §23 

Then, two verses later, it names what stands in the middle: 

"Three [primary letters]: fire above, water below, and wind is [the rule deciding] between 
them." §25 

"Three primary letters: Alef, Mem, Shin. Mem is silent. Shin hisses. Alef is the rule of wind 
deciding between them." §2640 

The verb doing the work throughout is makhria, a scale-word: to tip the balance, to decide by 
weighing. Fire and Water are the contraries; Alef is neither, and not their average either. It is 
what stands between them, holding them in equilibrium, and by doing so makes the weighing 
possible. Remove it and you no longer have two elements in tension; instead they have no 
relation, and nothing is measured. That is the third position described functionally rather than 
doctrinally: not a substance standing alongside the other two, but the condition under which 
the other two are related. 

And the text specifies what the middle is made of. Ruaḥ: the Hebrew word that is at 
once breath, wind, and spirit. The treatise derives its elements from it in sequence: the first of 
the ten is the Ruaḥ Elohim Ḥayyim, the Spirit of the Living God; the second is wind from ruaḥ; 
the third is water from wind; the fourth is fire from water.41 So the mediator is not one element 
among three. It is the first thing carved out of the divine breath, and it is what the later verses 
place between the contraries. 

One caution about the text. The wording varies considerably across the three recensions, and 
the mediator shifts from verse to verse (from ḥoq to Alef to a combined “the rule of wind”). But 
the import of the mediating concept stands. 

At the tradition's other end stands the Lurianic doctrine of tsimtsum, in which the primal 
creative act is not emission but withdrawal: the Infinite contracting from a point to leave a 
cleared space in which anything other than itself could stand. We should note Scholem’s 
interpretation is contested, even though it serves us well: 

 
39 Sefer Yeṣira §19, in A. Peter Hayman, Sefer Yeṣira: Edition, Translation and Text-Critical Commentary (Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2004). Section numbers throughout follow I. Gruenwald, "A Preliminary Critical Edition of Sefer 
Yezira," Israel Oriental Studies 1 (1971): 132–77, which Hayman adopts. 

40 §§23, 25, 26. The bracketed ḥoq makhria in §25 marks Hayman's uncertainty as to whether the phrase stood in the 
earliest recoverable layer. 
41 §§10, 12–14. 
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“to the Kabbalist of Luria’s school Tsimtsum does not mean the concentration of God 
at a point, but his retreat away from a point. What does this mean? It means briefly 
that the existence of the universe is made possible by a process of shrinkage in God…. 
According to Luria, God was compelled to make room for the world by, as it were, 
abandoning a region within Himself, a kind of mystical primordial space from which 
He withdrew in order to return to it in the act of creation and revelation.”  42 

And a few paragraphs later, interestingly: 

“Moreover, we have an early prototype of the Tsimtsum in the Gnostic “Book of the 
Great Logos,” one of those astounding remains of Gnostic literature that have been 
preserved through Coptic translations. Here we are taught that all primordial spaces 
and their “fatherhoods” have come into being because of the “little idea,” the space of 
which God has left behind as the shining world of light when He “withdrew Himself 
into Himself.” This withdrawal that precedes all emanation is repeatedly stressed.”43 

Tsimtsum completes the exhibit's range because it names a third mechanism entirely. The two 
poles order by pattern-imposition or by personal fiat; here the primal ordering act is making-
room, relation enabled by absence. 

Exhibit five: the many logoi (Maximus the Confessor) 

The last exhibit is all the more instructive because it arises inside post-Johannine orthodoxy. 
The doctrine quoted below descends conventionally enough (through Origen and Dionysius) 
and was never condemned; what is notable is where it stands in the field, not anything daring 
about Maximus’s holding it. 

“If by reason and wisdom a person has come to understand that what exists was 
brought out of non-being into being by God, if he intelligently directs the soul’s 
imagination to the infinite differences and variety of things as they exist by nature and 
turns his questing eye with understanding towards the intelligible model (λόγος) 
according to which things have been made, would he not know that the one Logos is 
many logoi? This is evident in the incomparable differences among created things. For 
each is unmistakably unique in itself and its identity remains distinct in relation to 
other things. He will also know that the many logoi are the one Logos to whom all 
things are related and who exists in himself without confusion, the essential and 
individually distinctive God, the Logos of God the Father.” Ambiguum 7 (1077C)44 

Every created thing carries its own logos, God's particular intention for it, and the One is 
present as the distributed many. This is the third attractor's distributive signature. 

 
42 Gershom Scholem, Kabbalah (New York: Quadrangle/The New York Times Book Co., 1974), 261. 

43 Ibid. 

44 Maximus the Confessor, Ambiguum 7 (1077C), trans. Paul M. Blowers and Robert Louis Wilken, On the Cosmic 
Mystery of Jesus Christ: Selected Writings from St Maximus the Confessor, ed. John Behr, Popular Patristics Series 
25 (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir's Seminary Press, 2003). 
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But notice the direction of the reasoning, because it isn’t what we expect. Maximus doesn’t 
argue from the unity down to the particulars, deriving the many from the One as a Neoplatonist 
would. He argues from the differences up. The evidence he offers for the claim that the one 
Logos is many logoi is the incomparable differences among created things, each unmistakably 
unique in itself, its identity remaining distinct in relation to others. The multiplicity is not a 
difficulty to be reconciled with the unity; the multiplicity is what makes the unity visible. A 
world of interchangeable things would tell you nothing about the Logos. It is precisely because 
each creature is irreducibly itself that the logoi can be discerned at all. 

That inversion is what places the passage in this section rather than in a chapter on Christian 
Platonism. Both established poles run the other way. The pattern-pole subordinates particulars 
to the general order they instantiate; the person-pole locates the ordering in a single subject 
over against the many. Maximus does neither. He makes the irreducible distinctness of each 
thing the route of access to the ordering principle, which means the ordering principle is not 
somewhere else, not above the particulars, not behind them, but in the fact of their being 
severally themselves. 

And the passage closes by holding the whole structure in one sentence: “the many logoi are the 
one Logos to whom all things are related and who exists in himself without confusion.” Three 
claims that would ordinarily pull apart. The many are the One (identity). All things are related to 
him (relation, which requires two terms). He exists in himself unconfused (distinctness). 
Maximus asserts all three without treating them as a problem to be solved, and the reason he 
can is that his subject is not a substance but a way of being related. 

There is an objection to be met. Maximus himself predicates all of this of the second Person 
(“the Logos of God the Father”); thus a critic could say the exhibit sits inside the person-pole by 
its author’s own words: the distributive insight absorbed, not a third position surfacing. Under 
our classification rule, the answer turns on where the ordering work is located, and in this 
passage the work is done by the relation of the many to the One (the mutual belonging 
asserted in the closing sentence), while the person-language supplies the doctrinal housing. So I 
read the exhibit as the third position articulated within person-pole custody: weaker than an 
independent witness, and accorded as such. 

That is the criterion-two test passed inside a tradition that had a few reasons to fail it. Maximus 
is entirely orthodox, writes in the century of the great christological settlements, and is arguing 
about the second Person of the Trinity. If the field were genuinely a dipole, this is the last place 
a third position should surface. But it surfaces anyway, which once again suggests the position 
is not a foreign import that orthodoxy repelled, but something native to the problem itself, 
available to anyone who thinks hard enough about how one ordering principle relates to a 
world of irreducibly different things. 

What the exhibit cannot tell us is why the position ended up so marginal. Maximus was not 
condemned for the doctrine of the logoi; he was condemned, and mutilated, over the will of 
Christ. From what we have of the record, his logoi were in fact never controversial. 
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Lastly, there is one other passage I want to include because it fits so neatly into what we’ll be 
discussing next: 

“Because he held together in himself the logoi before they came to be, by his gracious 
will he created all things visible and invisible out of non-being. By his Word and by his 
Wisdom he made all things and is making all things, universals as well as particulars, 
at the proper time.” Ambiguum 7 (1077C)45 

Please notice “By his Word and by his Wisdom he made all things and is making all things…” and 
hold that thought. 

What the five exhibits share 

What endures our criteria is a single structural position with many local names. In each case the 
ordering principle is neither a pattern nor a person but the relation between terms: a pulse 
between illumination and its self-awareness; a breath between being and nonbeing; a birth-
relation between wisdom and the awakened; a balancing tongue between contraries; a mutual 
belonging between the one and the many. Where the two poles give substance answers (the 
orderer is a pattern-thing, the orderer is a person-thing), this position answers with an activity. 
The ordering is the interaction. And because it is an activity rather than a thing, it can carry 
predicates that would contradict each other in a substance: identity and distinctness at once, 
unity and irreducible difference at once, as Maximus holds them without apparent difficulty. 
This is what relations are like. 

This is also why I suspect the position is so easy to miss, and why it tends to be misfiled rather 
than refuted. It is personifiable — every one of these traditions gives it a name, and several give 
it a face — but never quite a discrete person, so a theologian working from the person-pole can 
only read it as a malformed fourth hypostasis, an entity that has failed to become properly one. 
And it is describable in structural terms (level, pulse, mediation, permutation), but never merely 
mechanical terms, so a reader working from the pattern-pole might only take it for decorated 
physics. Neither misreading is foolish; each is what you get when you approach a relation with a 
vocabulary built for substances. The position doesn't so much get argued down as get filed 
under the nearest available heading, and the nearest available heading is always one of the two 
poles. 

There is a decisive version of that claim available, and it arrives from inside Christian dogmatics 
rather than outside of it. Bulgakov’s diagnosis of his own tradition is that the Trinitarian 
settlement developed only half of itself. The doctrine of the three hypostases was elaborated to 
exhaustion; the doctrine of the one ousia (the nature the three share) was borrowed from 
Aristotle and left where it lay, functioning as “more of a theological symbol than a theological 
doctrine,” a marker indicating where problems would eventually arise.46 If that is correct, the 

 
45 Ibid (1080A). 

46 Bulgakov, Sophia: The Wisdom of God, ch. 2, n. 7, on the “meager interest displayed in the doctrine of the one 
Ousia in trinitarian theology,” which he holds accounts for the absence of sophiology; and ch. 1 on the term’s 
adaptation from Aristotle by Basil and John of Damascus. 
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misfiling has an institutional location. A tradition that builds a rich vocabulary for persons and 
an impoverished one for natures has nowhere to put an ordering principle that is neither a 
person nor a pattern, but is instead the manner in which a nature is disclosed. The category in 
which the third position could have been housed is the category no one developed. 

The evidential weight, I think, sits in the distribution. The five exhibits show the signature 
images individually: vibration from Kashmir, breath and isthmus from Andalusia, the generative 
womb from the Prajñāpāramitā literature, letters and cleared space from the kabbalists, the 
gathered radii from Constantinople. Five traditions and five vocabularies, but, as alluded to 
earlier, the independence among them is not fivefold. Three of the exhibits (Maximus, Ibn 
ʿArabī, the kabbalists) share a documented Neoplatonic inheritance that could have carried the 
structure of mediation to all three, and one node of possible Greco-Buddhist contact remains 
open. What that shared inheritance doesn’t necessarily supply is the rest of the signature (the 
breath, the femininity, the generative womb), which the traditions do converge on regardless. 
So what recurs is not a rendering but a place, the same position in the same logical space, 
occupied independently, and adorned differently each time. That said, two further features do 
recur often enough to note without being able to quite explain them: the position is frequently, 
though not invariably, feminine-coded; and it seems more often to be absorbed into a 
neighboring pole than argued against. Three further traditions sit at the field’s edge rather than 
inside it, and each of them tests the pattern from a different direction. 
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Figure 1. The three-attractor field. The classical account recognizes only the upper dipole; the argument of 
Sections II–III is that the third position is older than the person-pole, and was absorbed or marginalized by it. 

The Daoist exception 

The exclusion of the Dao under criterion one deserves careful attention, because Daoism is the 
one major tradition whose refusal of the ordering-word question coexists with an unmistakable 
occupation of the third position’s function, and because what happened to the tradition after 
its founding text is itself potential evidence about the field. 

The Daodejing’s founding move really is a refusal: the dao that can be spoken is not the 
constant dao, and the name that can be named is not the constant name. On its face this 
disqualifies the tradition from a field defined by traditions that answer the question as word. 
But consider what the text predicates of the unnamed.47 

 
47 Daodejing summaries are cited by chapter; translations consulted are Lau, Henricks, and Ivanhoe. 
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First, it is the mother: “The nameless is the beginning of heaven and earth; The named is the 
mother of the ten thousand things.” (ch. 1); “The world had a beginning, And this beginning 
could be the mother of the world.” (ch. 52). And of course from chapter 25:48 

"There is a thing confusedly formed, 
Born before heaven and earth. 
Silent and void, 
It stands alone and does not change, 
Goes round and does not weary. 
It may be regarded as the mother of the world. 
I do not know its name; 
I style it 'the way'…"49 

Second, its generativity is sequenced: the dao gives birth to one, one to two, two to three, 
three to the ten thousand things (ch. 42). 

Third, its manner of ordering is the precise inverse of command: the great dao flows 
everywhere, clothes and feeds the ten thousand things, and does not lord it over them (ch. 34). 

Fourth, it works via wei wu wei, acting without acting. From chapter 37: 

The Dao is constantly nameless. 
If kings and barons can hold onto it, 
The ten thousand things will transform on their own. 
If after transforming they desire to act, 
I will restrain them with the nameless simplicity. 
The nameless simplicity is also without desire. 
If it is without desire, it will reach tranquility, 
And the world will naturally fix itself.50 

(D.C. Lau translates the first line of 37 this way: “The way never acts yet nothing is left 
undone.”) 

Fifth, the valley spirit, the mysterious female, is the gateway that is the inexhaustible root of 
heaven and earth (ch. 6). 

Sixth, even the making-room mechanism of the Lurianic material has its Daoist counterpart: 
thirty spokes share one hub, and it is the emptiness at the center that makes the wheel useful; 
the hollow that makes the vessel a vessel; the cut-out doors and windows that make the room 
a room (ch. 11).  

 
48 Excerpts from Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching, trans. D. C. Lau (Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 
1989) 

49 Ibid. 

50 Lao-Tzu Te-Tao Ching: A New Translation Based on the Recently Discovered Ma-wang-tui 
Manuscripts. Translated by Robert G. Henricks. New York: Ballantine Books, 1989. 
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Thus we have generativity, maternity, ordering by attraction and pervasion rather than decree, 
facilitative room-making through inaction and emptiness: predicate for predicate, this is the 
relational attractor’s signature, attached to a principle that declines to be a word. 

So the Dao lands as a boundary case rather than a counterexample: the position occupied 
functionally while the ordering-word question is formally declined. Under the classification rule 
this keeps it outside the field (the rule sorts answers, and the Dao continues to refuse), but the 
refusal is itself instructive, because it suggests the third position can be held apophatically, 
without any “word” at all, which none of the five exhibits attempts. 

And I think there is a second lesson, supplied by the tradition's later history, one worth taking in 
slowly. 

The founding refusal did not survive institutionalization, and it gave way in two directions at 
once. What makes the failure interesting is not that a scholastic wing and a devotional wing 
appeared; traditions of any size produce both. It is that each wing gave way by answering the 
question the Daodejing had declined (about the very term chapter 1 had refused to let anyone 
name), and did so in the tradition's own technical vocabulary. 

The person-pole capture came first. Zhang Daoling founded the Way of the Celestial Masters in 
Sichuan around 142, and it is there that the title Taishang Laojun, Lord Lao the Most High, first 
appears. Imperial recognition ran on its own track. Emperor Huan authorized sacrifices to Laozi 
at his putative birthplace in 165–166, commemorated in the Laozi ming that the local 
magistrate Bian Shao composed for the occasion — a text that stops short of calling Laozi shen, 
god, or even jun, lord, which is a fair measure of how much of the deification the court had 
taken on and how much of it belonged to the church. And the church states the identification in 
so many words. The Laozi xiang'er zhu has it that the One is the Dao; dispersed, it takes the 
form of qi; gathered, it takes the form of Taishang Laojun.51 

That last clause is what carries the weight. A cult can gather around a founder without 
committing anyone to a claim about where the ordering work is located; veneration of that kind 
is ordinary, and it costs a tradition nothing doctrinally. But the Xiang'er is not venerating a 
founder. It is saying what the One is, and it says that the One, gathered, is a someone. 

 
51 The deification proceeded in two distinct streams rather than one. Within the emerging church, Zhang 
Daoling's Way of the Celestial Masters, founded in Sichuan c. 142, is where the title Taishang Laojun, 
Lord Lao the Most High, first appears; the identification of the One with the Dao — dispersed as qi, 
gathered as Taishang Laojun — is stated in the Laozi xiang'er zhu. The commentary survives only in a 
single incomplete Dunhuang manuscript (Stein 6825, now in the British Library, copied c. 500 CE, 
covering roughly chapters 3–37 of the received text), and its attribution to Zhang Daoling, or to his 
grandson Zhang Lu, is traditional rather than established; for the text, a translation, and the dating and 
attribution questions, see Stephen R. Bokenkamp, Early Daoist Scriptures (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1997). Imperially: Emperor Huan (r. 147–168) authorized sacrifices to Laozi at his 
putative birthplace in 165–166, commemorated in the Laozi ming (Inscription for Laozi) composed by the 
local magistrate Bian Shao — a text that does not call Laozi shen (god) or even jun (lord). Anna 
Seidel, La divinisation de Lao tseu dans le taoïsme des Han, Publications de l'École française d'Extrême-
Orient 71 (Paris: EFEO, 1969), remains the standard treatment of the Han-period process. 
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Whatever else that is, it is the ordering-word question answered, and answered at the person-
pole. 

The pattern-pole capture came later, and it came from the commentarial line. Wang Bi (226–
249) reads the dao's operation in terms of constant principles — li — that govern the universe 
and derive from no source outside it: not the fiat of a subject, not the between, but invariance 
held. And the reading continued forward, since the reference literature credits Wang's handling 
of li with a pivotal role in the Neo-Confucian development of the term.52 

So a tradition that began by refusing the field was drawn toward both of its poles anyway, along 
two institutional streams that had little to do with one another. If the poles are genuine 
attractors, that is roughly what we should expect to see. We should be cautious about the 
weight of this observation, though, because a rival explanation is available: large traditions 
stratify, the learned wing abstracts and the popular wing personalizes, and the two streams 
here may be that familiar sorting in a Chinese context. This rival account predicts the 
bifurcation. What it doesn’t predict is the shape the two wings took — that each would relocate 
the ordering work rather than merely elaborate a practice, and that the two relocations would 
be the two placements the field already contains. A stratified tradition could as easily have 
produced a scholastic wing that kept the refusal and a devotional wing whose Lord Lao was an 
intercessor before the Dao. Neither is what the sources give us. That is the whole of what I 
would claim here, and the details are offered for audit rather than as findings. 

The Confucian counterpart 

Confucianism lands in the field, and lands partially, in a way no other tradition surveyed here 
does. 

Its most direct engagement with the ordering-word question is zhengming, the rectification of 
names (Book 13, ch. 3). Asked what he would do first if given a government, Confucius answers: 
rectify names. He continues: 

“If names are not rectified, then language will not be in accord with reality. If language is 
not in accord with reality, then affairs cannot be successfully completed. If affairs cannot 
be successfully completed, then ritual propriety and music will not flourish. If ritual 

 
52 On Wang Bi (226–249) and his commentary, see Rudolf G. Wagner's trilogy — The Craft of a Chinese 
Commentator: Wang Bi on the Laozi (Albany: SUNY Press, 2000), Language, Ontology, and Political 
Philosophy in China: Wang Bi's Scholarly Exploration of the Dark (Xuanxue) (SUNY, 2003), and A 
Chinese Reading of the Daodejing: Wang Bi's Commentary on the Laozi with Critical Text and 
Translation (SUNY, 2003) — together with Richard John Lynn, trans., The Classic of the Way and Virtue: 
A New Translation of the Tao-te ching of Laozi as Interpreted by Wang Bi (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1999), and Alan K. L. Chan, Two Visions of the Way (SUNY, 1991). The reference literature 
credits Wang's handling of li with a pivotal role in later Neo-Confucian philosophy. The placement rests on 
a fusion the scholarship treats as characteristically Wang's own: wu, nothingness, functions in his 
commentaries both as the ground the hundred li express and as itself the principle of principles, so 
that li is never independent of the apophatic wu it derives from. Some readings weight the apophatic side 
of that fusion over the invariant side; I take the pattern-pole coding to describe the fusion's downstream 
reception in Neo-Confucian li rather than to settle which side Wang himself weighted more heavily. 
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propriety and music do not flourish, then punishments will not be applied properly. If 
punishments are not applied properly, then the common people will not know where to 
place hand or foot.” 53 

That is an ordering-word doctrine on its face (order flows from right naming, and disorder from 
naming gone wrong), but notice what the names' ordering work is. It’s not cosmic invariance, 
and it’s not a divine subject's fiat. A name not describe a thing, it calibrates a relation; as in 
Book 12, ch. 11: 

“Duke Ching of Ch'i asked Confucius about government. Confucius answered, ‘Let the 
ruler be a ruler, the minister, a minister, the father, a father, and the son, a son.’”54 

Father names what a father owes a son and what a son may expect; ruler names a bond with a 
minister at the other end of it. The Analect Book 12 ch. 11 compresses the whole doctrine into 
a single koan-like line, and it is unintelligible unless each term is read as one end of a pair. 
Under this section's classification rule, the Confucian ordering-word codes relational in function 
while remaining social in scope: it orders the human world by calibrating what holds between 
persons, and it does not reach past the human world to say what holds the cosmos together. 

And the tradition's explicit cosmology is triadic. The three potencies of the Changes tradition 
(Heaven, Earth, and Humanity, the san cai) place the human being in the mediating position 
between the other two, and the Zhongyong states the vocation directly. The person of 
complete sincerity, cheng, gives full development to their own nature, then to the natures of 
others, then to the natures of creatures and things, and can thereby assist the transforming and 
nourishing work of Heaven and Earth, and so may form a triad with Heaven and Earth.55 

“It is only those who are absolutely sincere who can develop their nature to the utmost. 
Being able to develop their own nature to the utmost, they can develop the nature of 
others to the utmost. Being able to develop the nature of others to the utmost, they can 
develop the nature of things to the utmost. Being able to develop the nature of things to 
the utmost, they can assist the transforming and nourishing process of Heaven and 
Earth. Being able to assist the transforming and nourishing process of Heaven and Earth, 
they can form a triad with Heaven and Earth.” 56 

 
53 Confucius, Analects: With Selections from Traditional Commentaries, trans. Edward Slingerland 
(Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 2003), 139-40. 

54 Confucius, The Analects, trans. D.C. Lau (London: Penguin Books, 1979), 114. 

55 Zhongyong 22. On the san cai: the relation of heaven, earth, and humankind — rendered "three 
potencies" in the current scholarship — highlights the co-dependence of the natural realm (tian and di) 
and the human realm (ren), with trigrams and hexagrams serving as their symbols, and with the 
acceptance of human finitude as the starting point of Yijing philosophy; see the Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy, s.v. "Chinese Philosophy of Change (Yijing)." The phrase rendered "form a triad with Heaven 

and Earth" is yu tiandi can 與天地參, a formula that recurs in the Xunzi.  

56 The Doctrine of the Mean, chap. 22, in A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy, trans. and ed. Wing-tsit 
Chan (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1963), 107–8. 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/chinese-change/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/chinese-change/
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This is the only tradition in the survey that fills the third position with the cultivated human 
being: the mediating slot occupied not by goddess, breath, letter, or principle, but by a 
vocation. And the placement is what the classification rule asks for (the ordering work located 
in the between, in assisting rather than commanding or instantiating), with the difference that 
the between here is something a person achieves rather than something a person 
contemplates. Heaven and Earth do the transforming and the nourishing; what the sincere 
person supplies is the third term through which their work reaches completion. 

The tradition also reads that relational texture out of its own script. The received graph for the 

supreme virtue ren 仁 is analyzed by the Han lexicographers as "person plus two": the highest 
good written as what obtains between. Whether the two-person reading recovers the original 
design (the oldest attested forms write the ancestral graph with a different element) or 
supplies a later moralizing one is an open question. What is not open is that the tradition read 
itself this way from the Han forward, which is evidence about how a tradition already 
committed to the between understood its own central word.57 

And that between has enumerated content. Mencius names five relations: affection between 
father and son, righteousness between ruler and minister, differentiation between husband 
and wife, precedence between elder and younger, trust between friends. And what matters for 
the placement question is that each item names a quality rather than a party. The relation is 
not the father and not the son; it is the affection that has to hold between them, and it binds 
both ends. An ordering that works this way locates its work in neither of the terms it relates, 
which is the third position stated in the plainest possible idiom.  

“There are the five relations of society: between father and son, there should be 
affection; between sovereign and minister, righteousness; between husband and wife, 
attention to their separate functions; between old and young, a proper order; and 
between friends, good faith.”58 

Ritual propriety, li 禮, is the medium through which that work is carried: the customs and 
norms in which the five relations are practiced, and through which ren is cultivated.59 

 
57 The analysis of ren as 人 plus 二 is Xu Shen's, in the Shuowen jiezi (c. 100 CE), which files the 

character under the person radical and glosses it as affection between people. The epigraphic evidence 
complicates that reading: the earliest attestation, on a bronze vessel unearthed in 1981 and dated c. 850 

BCE, and the Zhongshan Wang Ding inscription of 314 BCE both write the ancestral form with 尸, corpse 

or dead body, rather than 人; pre-imperial sources also attest the variants 忎 and 身 over 心. 

58 Mencius, The Works of Mencius, trans. James Legge, vol. 2 of The Chinese Classics, 2nd ed. (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1895), 252. 

59 Mencius 3A.4 (Teng Wen Gong I): 父子有亲，君臣有义，夫妇有别，长幼有序，朋友有信. Mencius 

writes 长幼, elder and younger, rather than specifically 兄弟, brothers. The wulun (五倫) are distinct from 

the sangang wuchang, the three bonds and five constant virtues, first articulated by Dong Zhongshu 
(179–104 BCE) and emphasized from the eleventh century onward by the Neo-Confucians. The three 
bonds cover three of the pairs Mencius names and weight them differently: where the wulun assign each 
relation a quality binding both parties, the sangang subordinate minister to ruler, son to father, and wife to 
husband. 
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The person-pole had a defender, which means losing it took an argument. Mozi's Heaven has a 
will — tianzhi — and that will is the criterion of what is morally right: a providential agent who 
rewards the good and punishes the wicked, set explicitly against a Confucian Heaven 
understood as moral but mysterious, one that does not intervene directly in human affairs. 
That is the person-pole stated in the plainest terms the period had. And it was answered rather 
than ignored. Xunzi's Discourse on Heaven takes the competing accounts of Heaven as its 
target, the Mohist one most prominently, and argues that Heaven's operations have constancy: 
they do not persist because of the sage-king Yao and do not perish because of the tyrant Jie, 
and no ruler's conduct alters them, because Heaven, earth, and the human being occupy 
separate realms. Eclipses and floods signify nothing about anyone's virtue. What makes the 
chapter decisive for the placement question is what it declines to give up. Xunzi keeps the 
sacrifices and the divination, performed as part of the ritual system that binds a society 
together and performed without any expectation of result. The ordering work stays where the 
relational reading puts it, in what ritual constitutes between persons, while the addressee of 
the ritual is quietly withdrawn.60  

The Han recovery is real and does not restore what was lost. Dong Zhongshu's Heaven 
responds: tianren ganying, the correlative resonance of Heaven and humanity, reads drought, 
flood, and eclipse as warnings indicating that Heaven finds fault with the emperor's conduct, 
and any account of a straightforwardly naturalized Tian has to reckon with three centuries of 
portent interpretation resting on the premise that Heaven notices. But notice how the 
responsiveness is grounded. Dong's Heaven is willful and is at the same time strictly 
subordinated to the working rules of yin and yang, and the specialist literature holds that it is 
not to be compared to a deity — a pattern that answers rather than a someone who acts. The 
Confucian Heaven that returns to the center of imperial thought returns as the top term of a 
correlative system, which is a different placement from the one Mozi was defending.61  

So the Confucian distribution is legible in the field's terms. The mainstream held the pattern-

pole (a progressively naturalized Heaven, and eventually the Neo-Confucian li 理) together with 
the relational attractor, in ritual, with ren, and the five relations. What thinned was the person-
pole: the personal, caring Heaven that the Mohists fought for, which had a constituency and 

 
60 On tianzhi, Mozi chs. 26–28 ("Heaven's Will"), where Heaven is presented as a personal and 
providential agent whose will supplies the criterion of rightness, in explicit contrast to a Confucian Heaven 
understood as moral but non-intervening. On the refutation, Xunzi ch. 17, "Discourse on Heaven" 

(Tianlun): tian xing you chang 天行有常, the operations of Heaven have constancy; they neither persist on 

account of Yao nor perish on account of Jie. Xunzi's retention of sacrifice and divination without 
expectation of efficacy is the feature that bears on the placement question, since it separates the ritual 
order from any addressee.  

61 On the Han: tianren ganying 天人感應, the correlative resonance of Heaven and humanity, is the frame 

within which portents are read as admonition directed at the ruler. Two cautions belong with that material. 
The Chunqiu fanlu is a heterogeneous compilation whose attribution to Dong is contested, so claims 
about "Dong's Heaven" are claims about a textual tradition as much as about a person; and the 
responsiveness operates under the rules of yin and yang rather than as the act of a deity. Mohism as an 
organized school fell out of favor following the Qin unification of 221 BCE. 
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lost it. The distribution is therefore positive rather than merely privative: what the Chinese 
mainstream kept is as legible as what it let go. 

The Madhyamaka limit 

A second boundary case is consequential because it appears at first to be a defeater. If 
everything is dependently arisen (pratītya-samutpāda), and everything is therefore empty 
(śūnyatā) of intrinsic nature, what happens to a field of three positions? Nāgārjuna’s most 
celebrated verse binds the terms together: 

“Whatever is dependently co-arisen 
That is explained to be emptiness. 
That, being a dependent designation, 
Is itself the middle way.” (24:18) 62 

Read against this paper’s vocabulary, the verse is startling. Emptiness is not a void; it is the 
absence of svabhāva, self-standing intrinsic nature, which is to say, the claim that relation goes 
all the way down. Where Ibn ʿArabī posits a middle realm between Sheer Being and sheer 
nonexistence, Madhyamaka says there is nothing that is not middle: no self-standing relata 
remain for an isthmus to stand between, because every candidate relatum is itself constituted 
by its relations. This is the relational attractor radicalized to totality, the barzakh generalized 
until it has swallowed its own banks. I would also say this is the doctrine the Mother of the Jinas 
personifies, stated as argument rather than as figure. 

“If an un-empty thing were to exist, there would also exist a thing called empty. 
However, an un-empty thing does not exist. How then could an empty thing exist? 
Emptiness is proclaimed by the Victorious Ones as the refutation of all views. 
But those who hold emptiness as a view are called incurable.” (13:7-8) 63 

Yet Madhyamaka is not a Daoist-style refusal of the ordering-word question. The Dao declines 
to answer; Nāgārjuna answers, by dissolving the question’s presupposition that there are self-
standing things for a word to order. And the dissolution is engineered against its own success. 
Emptiness is explicitly not a view: the treatise warns that one who grasps emptiness as a 
position is beyond help, and the doctrine’s own emptiness (the emptiness of emptiness) is 
asserted within the system. In this paper’s terms, that is the only device in the entire survey 
built to prevent a pole’s victory from becoming a capture: a relational monopole that refuses 
the throne at the moment of coronation. 

“The Buddha’s teaching of the Dharma 
Is based on two truths: 
Truth of worldly convention 
And truth in terms of the ultimate. 

 
62 Nāgārjuna, The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way: Nāgārjuna’s Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, trans. and comm. 
Jay L. Garfield (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 67–73. 

63 David J. Kalupahana, Nāgārjuna: The Philosophy of the Middle Way (Mūlamadhyamakakārikā) (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1986), 220–221. 
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Those who do not understand 
The distinction between these two truths 
Do not understand 
The profound truth of the Buddha’s teaching. 
Without relying upon any convention, 
The ultimate cannot be taught. 
Without understanding the ultimate, 
Nirvāṇa cannot be attained. 
A wrongly understood emptiness 
Destroys a person of little intelligence, 
Like a snake wrongly seized 
Or a spell incorrectly cast.” (24:8-11) 64 

Does the triad then survive? The two-truths doctrine distinguishes conventional truth (saṃvṛti) 
from ultimate truth (paramārtha) and insists the teaching cannot function without both, and 
this bears directly on what kind of claim a field of three positions is. Everything assembled in 
these exhibits is an account of how traditions have spoken, articulated, and received the 
ordering-word: it lives at the conventional register by construction, because speech and 
reception are conventional activities. Madhyamaka does not deny that register; it requires it, 
since without convention the ultimate cannot be taught at all. What it withholds is any warrant 
for promoting the field beyond that register. Read this way the doctrine is not a defeater but a 
boundary marker, and it marks the boundary in the same place I would. 

“Everything is proper for him for whom emptiness is proper. 
Everything is not proper for him for whom emptiness is not proper.” (24:14) 65 

One feature of the third position remains. Generation is the relational attractor’s signature 
predicate across these exhibits: the Mother who births the Jinas, the womb, the breath that 
engenders. Anutpāda, non-arising — announced in the treatise’s dedicatory verses (no arising, 
no ceasing, no coming, no going) and argued from its first chapter — appears to strike at 
exactly that: at the ultimate level, nothing is being born. But Nāgārjuna’s reply to the opponent 
who charges that emptiness destroys the path pushes back: it is precisely and only because 
things lack fixed natures that change, path, and liberation are possible at all; for the one to 
whom emptiness is coherent, everything is coherent. A world of svabhāva would be frozen. 
Emptiness is not generation’s negation but its enabling condition: the reason there can be 
becoming at all. To fully appreciate the nuances of Nāgārjuna’s argument, I would encourage 
readers to explore the entirety of MMK 24. 

 
64 Nāgārjuna, The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way: Nāgārjuna’s Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, trans. and comm. 
Jay L. Garfield (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 67–73. 

65 David J. Kalupahana, Nāgārjuna: The Philosophy of the Middle Way (Mūlamadhyamakakārikā) (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1986), 220–221. 

https://kokyohenkel.weebly.com/uploads/1/2/7/4/127410773/nagarjuna_-_mulamadhyamakakarika_ch_24__garfield_.pdf
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Sorting the figures: form against function 

 
Figure Surface form Ordering work predicated of it Assignment 

Heraclitean logos 
impersonal 
"account" 

the invariant common order Pattern 

Vedic ṛta impersonal order invariance binding even the gods Pattern 

Johannine Logos person 
a subject's creating, arriving, 
indwelling 

Person 

Ḥaqīqa muḥammadiyya archetypal person a person mediating creation Person 

Ḥokhmah / Sophia personified feminine 
pervasion, generation, ordering 
"sweetly" 

Relation 

Vāk goddess speech as the between; generation Relation 

Peithó goddess persuasion — exists only between Relation 

Parā vāk / spanda reflexive pulse 
the relation of light to its self-
awareness 

Relation 

Breath / barzakh breath, isthmus 
the middle facing both directions at 
once 

Relation 

Prajñāpāramitā personified mother the birth-relation to the awakened Relation 

Confucian ren / wulun / 
naturalized Heaven 

role-terms and 
virtue written as 
betweenness, held 
together with a 

depersonalizing li 理 

calibration of what holds between 
persons, retained alongside a 
pattern-principle that absorbed the 
person-pole's ground 

Pattern and 
Relation 

Dao unnamed; "mother" 
generative non-coercion — but the 
question is declined 

Boundary 
case 

Table 1. The form/function rule applied across the traditions surveyed. Assignment follows the 
predicated ordering work (third column), never the surface form (second column). Confucianism's 
mainstream held the pattern-pole together with the relational attractor rather than resolving to 
one. 

What becomes of a figure once absorbed is the subject of the next section.  
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III. Whose Wisdom? The Three Absorptions, and Her Returns 

If the third attractor is real, why does the Western record look like a dipole? The 
answer this section defends: because the second anchor was built, in part, by 
absorbing her, an absorption already under way before John’s gospel. 

Before John wrote, Ḥokhmah (Sophia) was already a developed answer to the ordering-word 
question. Not a hint, and not one author's flourish: an answer assembled across three books 
separated by centuries, each taking up what the last had established and pressing it further. 
Proverbs 8:22–31 has her created before all things and playing before God as the world is 
made. Sirach 24 has her come forth from the mouth of the Most High, seek a dwelling among 
the nations, and receive her tent in Jacob, ministering in the holy tabernacle.66 The Wisdom of 
Solomon calls her a breath of the power of God, a pure emanation of the glory of the Almighty, 
a spotless mirror of the working of God, reaching mightily from one end of the earth to the 
other and ordering all things well: tassei ta panta chrestos, ordering sweetly, by pervasion 
rather than decree.67 

What these texts predicate of her matters more than how vividly they personify her. She is not 
an impersonal pattern: she delights, invites, rejoices, calls aloud at the crossroads, and takes 
pleasure in the inhabited world, and no invariant does any of that. Nor is she a discrete person 
standing over against God the way a subject stands toward what he orders: she is God's own 
wisdom poured through things, a breath of his power, an emanation of his glory, a mirror of his 
working, and each of those figures makes her continuous with her source rather than separable 
from it. She never decrees. She pervades, attracts, and gives herself away, and the world is 
ordered because she is everywhere in it. 

The classification rule does the rest, and it does so without leaning on her gender. Ḥokhmah is 
feminine in Hebrew and Sophia in Greek, but grammar is not what places her; the located 
ordering work is. Generation, breath, indwelling, an ordering that operates by attraction rather 
than command: point for point, this is the relational attractor's signature. She is the third 
position, fully articulated, in Jewish scripture, and she is older than the prologue of the Gospel 
of John. 

Then comes a consequential turn. 

Set John’s prologue beside the Wisdom literature and the correspondence appears sequential. 
Almost every claim John makes about the Logos in eighteen verses had already been made 
about Sophia, in the same order, in texts his readers would have known at the time. Consider 
the following…. 

 
66 Sirach 24:3–10: “I came forth from the mouth of the Most High, and covered the earth like a mist… Among all these 
I sought a resting place… Then the Creator of all things gave me a commandment, and the one who created me 
assigned a place for my tent… In the holy tabernacle I ministered before him, and so I was established in Zion.” 

67 Wisdom of Solomon 7:25–26 and 8:1 (NRSV): “For she is a breath of the power of God, and a pure emanation of 
the glory of the Almighty… For she is a reflection of eternal light, a spotless mirror of the working of God, and an 
image of his goodness… She reaches mightily from one end of the earth to the other, and she orders all things well.” 
Note that the breath and the mirror stand in consecutive verses. 
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She was with God before creation. Proverbs has her possessed or created at the beginning of 
God's way, before the works of old; Sirach has her issuing from the mouth of the Most High 
before the ages. John opens: in the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God. 

“The Lord possessed me at the beginning of his work, 
    the first of his acts of old. 
 Ages ago I was set up, 
    at the first, before the beginning of the earth. 
When there were no depths I was brought forth, 
    when there were no springs abounding with water.” 
— Proverbs 8:22-24 (ESV) 

“I came forth from the mouth of the Most High 
    and covered the earth like a mist. 
I encamped in the heights, 
    and my throne was in a pillar of cloud. 
Alone I compassed the vault of heaven 
    and traversed the depths of the abyss.” 
— Sirach 24:3-5 (NRSVUE) 

“Before the ages, in the beginning, he created me, 
    and for all the ages I shall not cease to be.” 
— Sirach 24:9 (NRSVUE) 

All things come to be through her. Wisdom of Solomon calls her the fashioner of all things and 
has her present with God at the world's making…as echoed in John 1. 

“I learned both what is secret and what is manifest, 
for wisdom, the fashioner of all things, taught me.” 
— Wisdom of Solomon 7:21-22 (NRSVUE) 

“With you is wisdom, she who knows your works 
and was present when you made the world; 
she understands what is pleasing in your sight 
and what is right according to your commandments.” 
— Wisdom of Solomon 9:9 (NRSVUE) 

“He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through Him, and apart 
from Him nothing came into being that has come into being.” 
— John 1:2-3 (NASB) 

She is light and life. Wisdom is a reflection of eternal light, more beautiful than the sun, and 
against her evil does not prevail; Proverbs says whoever finds her finds life. John 1:4–5 once 
again says the same. 

“For she is a reflection of eternal light, 
a spotless mirror of the working of God, 
and an image of his goodness. 
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 Although she is but one, she can do all things, 
and while remaining in herself, she renews all things; 
in every generation she passes into holy souls 
and makes them friends of God, and prophets; 
 for God loves nothing so much as the person who lives with wisdom. 
She is more beautiful than the sun, 
and excels every constellation of the stars. 
Compared with the light she is found to be superior, 
for it is succeeded by the night, 
but against wisdom evil does not prevail.” 
— Wisdom of Solomon 7:26-30 (NRSVA) 

“For whoever finds me finds life 
    and obtains favor from the Lord, 
 but he who fails to find me injures himself; 
    all who hate me love death.” 
— Proverbs 8:35-36 (ESV) 

“In him was life, and the life was the light of men. And the light shines in the darkness, 
and the darkness has not comprehended it.” 
— John 1:4-5 (my rendering) 

She descends and pitches her tent among the people. Sirach has her seeking a resting place 
among the nations and assigned her tent in Jacob. John 1:14: the Word became flesh and 
eskēnōsen (tabernacled, pitched his tent) among us. 

“Among all these I sought a resting place; 
    I sought in whose territory I might lodge. 

Then the Creator of all things gave me a commandment, 
    and the one who created me assigned a place for my tent. 
And he said, ‘Make your dwelling in Jacob, 
    and in Israel receive your inheritance.’“ 
— Sirach 24:7-8 (RSV) 

She comes to her own but is not received. This is both distinctive and perhaps the least 
derivative note. In 1 Enoch, Wisdom goes out to make her dwelling among the children of men, 
finds no dwelling place. And in John 1:10–11 we once again find the repeating pattern. 

“Wisdom found no place where she might dwell; 
Then a dwelling-place was assigned her in the heavens. 

Wisdom went forth to make her dwelling among the children of men, 
And found no dwelling-place: 

Wisdom returned to her place, 
And took her seat among the angels.” 
— The Book of Enoch 42:1-2 (R.H. Charles, 1917) 

https://sacred-texts.com/bib/boe/boe045.htm
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There is, however, a tension inside the sources. Sirach’s hymn ends with Wisdom granted her 
tent in Jacob; Enoch’s ends with her finding no dwelling and withdrawing to the heavens. These 
are rival endings to the same story (reception and rejection), and John’s prologue is notable for 
holding both notes at once: the world knew him not, and the Word tabernacled among us. If 
John writes with the Wisdom tradition in view, he writes with both of its streams in mind, 
which seems easier to explain by dependence than by coincidence. 

Those who receive her receive the wisdom and friendship of God. Wisdom of Solomon has her 
passing in every generation into holy souls, making them friends of God and prophets. In John 
1:12 there is a looser but more profound parallel: to all who received him, and believed in his 
name, he gave power to become children of God. But of course the consequence of God’s grace 
is the indwelling of holy spirit in those who believe,68 which indeed also enables the spiritual 
gifts of prophecy and wisdom.69 It is hard to miss the intimacy of these correlations. 

“Though she is but one, she can do all things, 
and while remaining in herself, she renews all things; 
in every generation she passes into holy souls 
and makes them friends of God, and prophets; 
for God loves nothing so much as the man who lives with wisdom.” 
— Wisdom of Solomon 7:27-28 

And there we have six correspondences, but let’s qualify them before weighing them. The 
sequence is the prologue’s own: no single Wisdom text presents these motifs in this order (they 
are assembled here from four books), and the order itself is close to what any account of a pre-
existent mediator might impose, since pre-existence, creation, coming, rejection, and reception 
is a predictable narrative. So the sequencing adds little; the evidential weight sits in the motif-
set and its concentration into eighteen verses. Any one motif is unremarkable, possibly just a 
common stock of religious language. But the complete set is another matter, and mainstream 
scholarship has come to its own conclusions. Raymond Brown: In John, Jesus is personified 
Wisdom.70 James Dunn: “Jesus is the exhaustive embodiment of divine wisdom; all the divine 
full essence dwelt in him.”71 Elizabeth Johnson traces the sequence: “By the end of the first 
century [Jesus] is presented not only as a wisdom teacher, not only as a child and envoy of 
Sophia, but ultimately even as an embodiment of Sophia herself.”72 

 
68 John 14:16-17, Acts 1:8, Romans 8:15-16, 2 Corinthians 1:22, Ephesians 1:13-14 

69 Acts 2:17-18, Romans 12:6-8, 1 Corinthians 14:1, 1 Corinthians 12:4-11, Ephesians 1:17, Colossians 1:9 

70 Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John (i–xii). Anchor Bible, Vol. 29. Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 
1966. Appendix II, “The Word” 

71 James D. G. Dunn, Christology in the Making: A New Testament Inquiry into the Origins of the Doctrine of the 
Incarnation, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996) p. 195, and Part VII, ch. 30, on the prologue as Wisdom 
christology. 

72 Elizabeth A. Johnson, "Jesus, the Wisdom of God: A Biblical Basis for Non-Androcentric Christology," 
Ephemerides Theologicae Lovanienses 61, no. 4 (December 1985): 261–94. Johnson develops the same material at 
greater length in She Who Is: The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological Discourse (New York: Crossroad, 1992). 
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And with the substitution comes the one change that is not a correspondence. Wisdom had 
been envisioned as feminine: grammatically, and by two centuries of increasingly vivid 
personification. Logos is definitively masculine. So we need to explore what happened next, and 
will do that shortly, because I think it has had real consequences. 

There is yet another parallel that may strengthen the case: the prologue’s move actually wasn’t 
unprecedented. Sirach completes its great Wisdom hymn by identifying her with the book of 
the covenant (Sirach 24:23-29) and elevating her with these words: “Just as the first man did 
not know her perfectly, the last one has not fathomed her; for her thought is more abundant 
than the sea, and her counsel deeper than the great abyss.” (Sirach 24:28-29, RSV). Baruch does 
the same (see Baruch 3:9-4:1): God retrieved her from the heavens and “knoweth her, and hath 
found her out with his understanding,” then “conversed with men” to transmit the 
commandments and the law to them. So Sophia had already been absorbed once, into Torah, 
before any Christian took her up. 

And a second absorption stands between Sirach and John, performed not by a Christian but by 
a Jew. Philo of Alexandria, writing decades before the prologue, treats Logos and Sophia as two 
names for the same divine intermediary, identifying them outright in some passages and 
ranking them variously in others: Sophia above Logos in one place, Logos above Sophia in 
another, the Logos called “the Son of God and Sophia” in a third. And Philo doesn’t just merge 
them; he performs the gender maneuver explicitly. Wisdom’s name is feminine, he writes, but 
her nature is masculine (indeed all the virtues carry women’s designations while their powers 
and activities are those of men), so “let us pay no attention to the discrepancy in the terms.” 
The de-feminization of the ordering principle, in other words, was already effected inside 
Hellenistic Judaism while the Second Temple still stood; and Paul, writing before John, could 
already call Christ “the power of God and the wisdom of God” (1 Corinthians 1:24) as though 
the transfer were natural. So, when the prologue arrives, it inherits a mediator already 
renamed and already re-gendered as much as it performs the renaming itself.73 

What John’s prologue performs is therefore the third absorption of the same figure by similar 
maneuver: her wisdom and knowledge, her light and life, and her generative power transferred 
to something else that then bears them, while she ceases to be spoken of in her own name. 

 
73 Philo, De Fuga et Inventione 97, where the Logos is called the fountain of wisdom; 101, where it is the image of 
God placed in closest proximity to the truly existing God with no partition interposed; and 108–109, where the high 
priest is allegorised as the Logos, whose father is God and whose mother is wisdom, by means of whom the universe 
arrived at creation. Legum Allegoriae 1.65 identifies them outright: the river of Genesis 2:10 issues from the Eden of 
the wisdom of God, “and that is the word of God.” See also Legum Allegoriae 2.49 and De Somniis 2.242, where 
Wisdom again stands above the Logos. Wisdom as mother of the universe, receiving from God the seeds of creation, 
at De Ebrietate 30–31, where Proverbs 8:22–23 is quoted, and De Cherubim 49. The gender maneuver at De Fuga 
50–52, where Bethuel is glossed as wisdom, “the daughter of God,” and Philo asks how the daughter of God can be 
called a father, answering that wisdom's name is feminine but her nature masculine — all the virtues bearing 
women's titles while having the powers and activities of full-grown men — and concluding that wisdom is both male 
and a father, sowing and begetting learning in souls. The rankings do not reconcile, and Philo does not appear to 
have intended them to: the same treatise makes the Logos the fountain of wisdom at 97 and the son of wisdom at 
109. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Baruch%203&version=DRA
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That pattern is our finding here. In none of these cases is Sophia refuted, condemned, or argued 
against. In each she is honored — by being made identical with something else. What survives 
is her function; what does not survive is her femininity. 

A possible alternative. A reader may reasonably propose that John and the Wisdom writers 
simply drew on a common stock of language about God’s self-communication, with no 
appropriation involved; and that logos was chosen not to de-feminize but because it reaches 
back to Genesis 1, where God creates by speaking, and forward to the Aramaic Memra of the 
synagogue. Both points are fair, and neither is refuted by the parallels above. But note what 
they do not explain: the concentration. A common stock accounts for shared motifs, sure. But it 
accounts less well for the complete set arriving inside eighteen verses, and it does not account 
for the eventuality: within the doctrinal mainstream that eventually formed, Sophia gradually 
ceased to be spoken of in her own name. Not immediately, and not everywhere: the synoptic 
tradition preserves Jesus as Wisdom’s envoy (Matthew 11:19; Luke 7:35), and a second-century 
pneumatology kept her alive under another housing for generations. But the direction of travel 
was one-way: her functions transferred, her name retired. 

So, in this reading at least, the field’s third position did not go missing; her functions were 
transferred, in stages, across at least three receptions, and possibly with no single actor 
intending the cumulative outcome. Whether the prologue is best described as a takeover, as 
the inheritance of Philo’s already-masculinized mediator, or as a christological homage whose 
de-feminizing consequences nobody chose, is a question the parallels alone won’t settle. What 
the parallels do support is the transfer itself, and its trajectory. 

One further mechanism belongs in the ledger of causes, and it operates after the prologue 
rather than before it. Across the fourth century, the identification of Wisdom with the Son 
hardened under polemical pressure, because the Septuagint’s Proverbs 8:22 (see below in 
bold) became Arius’s proof text for a creature-Christ. The pressure appears to arise from the 
Greek. Where the Hebrew qanani carries acquired, possessed, or begot, the Septuagint 
reads ektisen me, created me. Once that verse became the battleground, what Wisdom meant 
was no longer a free question: defending the uncreated Son required an exegesis of Sophia that 
could not leave her standing on her own, and Athanasius’s mid-century doctrine (from Orations 
against the Arians II) of a twofold Wisdom, divine and created, was itself forged in that fight. 
Bulgakov’s judgment is that the resulting equation of Sophia with the second hypostasis is an 
artifact of that controversy rather than a reading of the texts, and that it carries a consequence 
Augustine later noticed, and which Bulgakov then describes as absurd, i.e. it leaves the Father 
without wisdom, and leaves the Spirit of Wisdom without wisdom as well.74 What the pressure 
accomplished was not a refutation of the third position but the making of one reading 
compulsory, closing off the housing in holy spirit that the previous century had used, and which 
we'll explore next. 

 
74 Bulgakov, Sophia: The Wisdom of God, ch. 1, on the Arian reading of Prov. 8:22 (ektisen against ektesato; note 
this corrects Bulgakov’s “ektisa”) and the resulting patristic exegesis (although his reading is contested); ch. 2 on 1 
Cor. 1:24 and Augustine’s objection that the identification leaves the Father and the Spirit without wisdom; ch. 3, n. 
15, on Athanasius’s two-Wisdoms doctrine as produced in the anti-Arian polemic. The characterization of the 
identification as an artifact of controversy is his; the inference about its effect on the third position is mine. 
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“The Lord created me as the beginning of his ways, for the sake of his works.  
Before the present age he founded me, in the beginning, before he made the earth,  
even before he made the depths, before the springs of water came forth, 
before the mountains were settled, and before all hills, he begets me.”  
— Proverbs 8:22-25 (NETS) 

The Road not Taken: Wisdom as Spirit 

Here the record produced something I hadn’t expected, and it reframed the argument for me. 
The absorption of Sophia into the Son was not the only absorption in evidence. In the second 
century there was a rival identification, and for a time it was mainline. In Ad Autolycum (late 2nd 
century), Theophilus of Antioch calls the first three days of creation “types of the Trinity, of 
God, and His Word, and His Wisdom,” with creation worked through Logos and Sophia 
together.75 

“God by His own word and wisdom made all things; for ‘by His word were the heavens 
made, and all the host of them by the breath of His mouth.’76 Most excellent is His 
wisdom. By His wisdom God founded the earth; and by knowledge He prepared the 
heavens; and by understanding were the fountains of the great deep broken up, and 
the clouds poured out their dews.” (I.7) 

“God, having his own Word internal within his own bowels, begat him, emitting him 
along with his Wisdom before all things; and he had this Word as a helper in the 
things created by him, and by him he made all things.” (II.10) 

“And as the sun remains ever full, never becoming less, so does God always abide 
perfect, being full of all power, and understanding, and wisdom, and immortality, and 
all good. But the moon wanes monthly, and in a manner dies, being a type of man; 
then it is born again, and is crescent, for a pattern of the future resurrection. In like 
manner also the three days which were before the luminaries, are types of the Trinity, 
of God, and His Word, and His wisdom.” (II.15) 

Writing around the same time, Irenaeus makes it systematic in Adversus Haereses: humanity is 
formed by God’s two hands, “the Son and the Holy Spirit, the Word and the Wisdom”, and he is 
explicit about which hand is which: the Word confers existence, while the Spirit arranges and 
adorns, “so rightly is the Son called the Word and the Spirit the Wisdom of God.”77 

 
75 Ad Autolycum trans. Marcus Dods. From Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 2. Edited by Alexander Roberts, James 
Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe. (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1885.) Revised and edited for 
New Advent by Kevin Knight. https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0204.htm Note: Dods renders τριάς as "Trinity" 
instead of its literal “triad” rendering; I keep "Trinity," even though it imports three centuries of doctrinal evolution. 

76 Psalm 33:6 

77 Adversus Haereses trans. Alexander Roberts and William Rambaut. From Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 1. Edited by 
Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe. (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing 
Co., 1885.) Revised and edited for New Advent by Kevin Knight. https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0103.htm 

https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0204.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0103.htm
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“For God did not stand in need of these [beings], in order to the accomplishing of what 
He had Himself determined with Himself beforehand should be done, as if He did not 
possess His own hands. For with Him were always present the Word and Wisdom, the 
Son and the Spirit, by whom and in whom, freely and spontaneously, He made all 
things….” (IV.20.1) 

“I have also largely demonstrated, that the Word, namely the Son, was always with 
the Father; and that Wisdom also, which is the Spirit, was present with Him, anterior 
to all creation, He declares by Solomon: God by Wisdom founded the earth, and by 
understanding has He established the heaven. By His knowledge the depths burst 
forth, and the clouds dropped down the dew. (Proverbs 3:19-20) And again: The Lord 
created me the beginning of His ways in His work: He set me up from everlasting, in 
the beginning, before He made the earth, before He established the depths, and 
before the fountains of waters gushed forth; before the mountains were made strong, 
and before all the hills, He brought me forth. And again: When He prepared the 
heaven, I was with Him, and when He established the fountains of the deep; when He 
made the foundations of the earth strong, I was with Him preparing [them]. I was He 
in whom He rejoiced, and throughout all time I was daily glad before His face, when 
He rejoiced at the completion of the world, and was delighted in the sons of 
men. (Proverbs 8:27-31)” (IV.20.3) 

Then, in The Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching Irenaeus again invokes the pairing: 

“And, since God is rational, therefore by (the) Word He created the things that were 
made; and God is Spirit, and by (the) Spirit He adorned all things: as also the prophet 
says: By the word of the Lord were the heavens established, and by his spirit all their 
power. Since then the Word establishes, that is to say, gives body and grants the 
reality of being, and the Spirit gives order and form to the diversity of the powers; 
rightly and fittingly is the Word called the Son, and the Spirit the Wisdom of God.” 

So the earliest credal triad we can document — God, Word, Wisdom — is the three-attractor 
field stated as doctrine, with the third position housed in spirit. 

And the identification did not simply lapse with the second century. When Bulgakov asks which 
of the hypostases Wisdom may be predicated of, the two witnesses he reaches for are 
Theophilus and Irenaeus (the same two, cited to the same passages — see quote below), and 
he draws from them the same conclusion: that the Spirit, too, is Wisdom, inseparably and 
unconfusedly with the Son. That a twentieth-century systematician working inside Orthodoxy 
arrived back at this pair is worth acknowledging, though the agreement is easy to overstate. 
The surviving pool is small enough that anyone who asks the question will arrive at these two 
and little else, so the convergence is not two independent draws from a wide field. What differs 
is the route. He offers the pair as company for a conclusion reached from the doctrine of 
the ousia; the reading assembled here comes from the other direction, from the second-
century texts toward the structure they imply. Thin evidence reached twice by opposite roads is 
not much, but it points one way. It suggests the housing in holy spirit is not an antiquarian 

https://www.ccel.org/ccel/irenaeus/demonstr.preaching_the_demonstration_of_the_apostolic_preaching.html
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curiosity that Christians outgrew, but a live structural option the tradition keeps rediscovering 
whenever it looks directly at the question. 

“If we were prepared above to admit conditionally the truth of the formula that in a 
certain sense the Logos is equivalent to Sophia, we did so only with a particular and 
limited interpretation in mind. For the Logos, in whom the Holy Spirit abides only in a 
state of dyadic union (and not separated from the tri-unity of the Holy Trinity, to suggest 
which would be blasphemy!), constitutes Sophia only with the Holy Spirit. For this reason 
the Holy Spirit cannot be separated from Wisdom; he both possesses and reveals her, in 
inseparable conjunction with the Son. Accordingly in a similar sense we can say that the 
Holy Spirit too is Wisdom, as has in fact been stated by certain Fathers of the Church, 
such as St. Theophilus of Antiocha and St. Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons.b”78 

And the identification wasn’t only credal; it was narrative and devotional. The Gospel according 
to the Hebrews (a Jewish-Christian gospel quoted as authoritative by Clement, Origen, and 
Jerome before it was lost) has the Savior say: “Even now did my mother the Holy Spirit take me 
by one of my hairs and carry me away to the great mountain Tabor.” And its baptism scene runs 
the Wisdom script directly: the whole fount of the holy spirit descends upon Jesus and says, 
“My Son, in all the prophets was I waiting for thee, that thou shouldest come and I might rest in 
thee; for thou art my rest.” Set that beside Sirach 24, where Wisdom seeks a resting place 
through every nation until she is granted her tent: the Spirit of this gospel is Wisdom seeking 
rest and finding it in the Son. This is the pneumatological identification enacted as story rather 
than argued as doctrine.79 

Then there is the Odes of Solomon (Syriac hymns of the late first or second century, saturated 
with the Johannine thought-world) treating holy spirit as a she throughout, up to and including 
one of the boldest maternal images in early Christian literature: “The Son is the cup, and he 
who was milked is the Father, and she who milked him is the holy spirit… and she gave the 
mixture to the world” (Ode 19); and again “the Spirit… She,” in the voice of Christ himself, at 
Ode 36. Whatever one makes of the theology, the register is unambiguous: for these 
communities a feminine spirit needed no defense.80 

She persists, recedes, and returns again 

 
78 Bulgakov, Sophia: The Wisdom of God, ch. 2, p. 45, quoted here — as throughout — from the corrected edition 
described above. Notes a and b are Bulgakov's own, lettered here in place of his 4 and 5, and given by him in the 
abbreviated forms "Ad. Autolicum 2,10" and "Adv. haer. 4, 20": that is, Theophilus of Antioch, Ad Autolycum 2.10, and 
Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses 4.20, the latter cited to the chapter without subsection. Both citations fall within the 
passages quoted above. 

79 Gospel according to the Hebrews: the “my mother the Holy Spirit” saying is preserved at Origen, Commentary on 
John 2.12.87 and Homilies on Jeremiah 15.4, and repeatedly in Jerome; the baptismal fragment at Jerome, 
Commentary on Isaiah on 11:2. Standard editions: Schneemelcher, New Testament Apocrypha, vol. 1; Klijn, Jewish-
Christian Gospel Tradition (Brill, 1992). 

80 Odes of Solomon 19.1–5 and 36.1, in J. H. Charlesworth’s translation; the manuscripts vary at 19.2 (Harris reads 
“the holy spirit milked him,” Nitriensis “she who milked him is the holy spirit”), a variance worth noting since the 
feminine construal is explicit in one and implicit in the other. 
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That housing was never fully evicted; it was just renovated beyond what we can recognize 
today, and the renovation is datable in the manuscripts. Sebastian Brock's work shows that 
virtually all Syriac literature before about 400 CE treats the Spirit (ruḥā, grammatically feminine) 
as feminine, with maternal imagery. Then, from 400 on, the feminine form recedes; the fifth-
century Peshitta alters some genders to masculine; Philoxenus then changes feminine verbs to 
masculine when quoting scripture; and so on. By the seventh-century Harklean version ruḥā is 
regularly masculine wherever it names holy spirit.81 Scribes emended the grammar of their own 
Bible, against the rules of their own language. Why they did so admits at least two 
interpretations, and I think we should hold both open. One is deliberate defeminization. The 
other is prestige-conformity: the centuries of the shift are the centuries of intensifying Greek 
influence on Syriac translation practice, culminating in the hyper-literal Harklean, so the 
masculinization may have ridden along with a general Greeking of the language. The second 
reading explains less than it first appears to, however (Greek pneuma is neuter, not masculine, 
so conformity to Greek usage would not by itself predict a masculine ruḥā), but the evidence is 
compatible with both motives — and with mixtures of motive, convention, and drift.82 One 
further detail from the same record, which I find pretty astonishing: in the Old Syriac gospels 
the Logos itself — Mellta — is treated as grammatically feminine in the prologue of John itself, 
a usage reflected in Ephrem and lingering into the fifth century before being completely 
revised.83 In the language nearest to the one Jesus himself spoke, for roughly two centuries, 
even the second anchor was a she. 

Once the pattern is visible, the rest of the history reads as a rhythm of returns and 
attenuations. The Gnostic Sophia becomes the pivot of a whole cosmology, enduring late into 
the 3rd century even as Gnosticism is persistently anathematized by orthodoxy. The Kabbalistic 
Shekhinah flourishes from the 12th to 16th centuries84, esoterically, again at the margin of the 
mainstream. Jakob Böhme's development of Sophia in Three Principles (1619) and The Way to 
Christ (1623), though it wasn’t the reason for his initial Church ban, does coincide with his later 

 
81 Sebastian P. Brock, “The Holy Spirit as Feminine in Early Syriac Literature.” Virtually all Syriac literature before 
c. 400 CE treats the Spirit grammatically as feminine; the Peshitta preserves the feminine in many places but alters 
others; Philoxenus (d. 523) changes feminine verbs to masculine when quoting scripture; the seventh-century 
Harklean version treats ruḥā as masculine wherever it refers to the Holy Spirit. In Psalm 51:13 the original Peshitta's 
feminine ruhak qaddishta survives only in a few of the oldest manuscripts. 

82 The neuter-pneuma observation, and the inference drawn from it, are mine rather than Brock’s. 

83 Brock, ibid.: “In the Prologue of the Gospel of John the Old Syriac treats Mellta, the Logos, as feminine, and this 
usage is reflected, not only in the fourth-century writer Ephrem, but also very occasionally in texts of the fifth, or even 
later centuries, even though in the Peshitta revision the gender had already been altered to masculine.” 

84 On the dating: the feminine Shekhinah first appears as a distinct divine potency in Sefer ha-Bahir, surfacing in 
Provence toward the end of the twelfth century; it develops through the Kabbalist center at Gerona in the thirteenth 
century and reaches systematic treatment in the Zohar; and it receives its most developed later elaboration at Safed 
in the sixteenth century, in Cordovero and Luria, following the 1492 expulsion from Spain. See Gershom Scholem, 
Origins of the Kabbalah (Princeton, 1987) and On the Mystical Shape of the Godhead (New York, 1991), 162–80; 
Peter Schäfer, Mirror of His Beauty: Feminine Images of God from the Bible to the Early Kabbalah (Princeton, 2002), 
who argues the timing responds to the contemporaneous rise of Marian devotion in the Christian west. 
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exile.85 Consider this sampling of passages from The Way to Christ86 in the context we have 
developed (my modernized version): 

“For if the Soul will obtain the triumphant Garland of Christ from the noble Sophia or 
Divine Wisdom, it must woo Her for it in great Desire of Love.” 

“Beloved Soul, if you will be earnest without Intermission, you shall certainly obtain 
the Favor of a Kiss from the Noble Sophia (or Divine Wisdom) in the Holy Name JESUS; 
for She stands ever before the Door of the Soul, knocking, and warning the Sinner of 
his wicked Way. Now if it once thus desires Her Love, She is ready for it and kisses it 
with the Beams of Her Sweet Love, from whence the Heart receives Joy. But She does 
not presently lay Herself in the Marriage-Bed with the Soul, that is, She does not 
presently awaken the extinguished Heavenly Image in Herself, which disappeared in 
Adam in Paradise.” 

“WHEN Christ the Corner-Stone stirs Himself in the extinguished Image of Man, in his 
hearty Conversion and Repentance, then Virgin Sophia appears in the Stirring of the 
Spirit of Christ in the extinguished Image, in Her Virgin's Attire before the Soul… But 
the Noble Sophia draws near in the Essence of the Soul, and kisses it in friendly 
Manner, and tinctures its dark Fire with Her Rays of Love, and shines through it with 
Her bright and powerful Influence. Penetrated with the strong Sense and Feeling of 
Which, the Soul skips in its Body for great Joy, and in the Strength of this Virgin Love 
exults, and praises the Great God for His blessed Gift of Grace.” 

Böhme then delves deeper still into the relationship between his repentant soul and a loving 
Sophia, which takes the form of a dialog between them that is well worth the read. In summary, 
it is like a courtship ending in holy marriage (borrowing Jesus’ metaphor of bride and 
bridegroom), and is reminiscent of the feelings and implications we encounter in the “Bridal 
Chamber” discourses of the Gnostics. This is from that dialog’s final refrain: 

“The Noble Sophia answers the Soul very comfortably, and says, MY noble 
Bridegroom, be of good Comfort. I have betrothed you to Me in My highest Love, and 
contracted Myself with you in My Faithfulness. I will be with you and in you always to 
the End of the World. I will come to you and make My Abode with you, in your inner 
Chamber. You shall drink of My Fountain; for now I am yours, and you are Mine; the 
Enemy shall not separate Us.” 

Then, even in the twentieth century, the enduring pattern repeats, especially through one 
lineage in particular. The Russian sophiological line runs from Vladimir Soloviev’s lectures on 
Godmanhood (1878-1881) and his recorded visions of Sophia (1862-1876), through Pavel 
Florensky’s The Pillar and Ground of the Truth (1914), before reaching its fullest systematizer in 

 
85 Boehme’s developed Sophianic writing belongs to the works composed after his initial ban — the Three Principles 
(1619) onward, and above all The Way to Christ, published by Abraham von Franckenberg in 1623. That publication 
provoked Richter's renewed and more violent attacks, and the magistrates responded by advising Böhme to leave the 
city. 

86 My own modernization of https://www.ccel.org/ccel/b/boehme/waytochrist/cache/waytochrist.pdf 

https://www.ccel.org/ccel/b/boehme/waytochrist/cache/waytochrist.pdf
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Sergius Bulgakov.87 As we have already begun to assemble, Bulgakov spends his later career 
articulating Sophia as neither a fourth hypostasis nor a creature but the very essence of God, 
and then receives condemnations from two rival Russian jurisdictions in the same year (1935) 
with critics charging precisely that an intermediary principle “introduces a fourth person into 
the Godhead” (however, we should note that his own diocesan authority declined to convict 
him of heresy).88 As Bulgakov wrote in The Lamb of God (1933): “Divine Sophia is nothing other 
than God's nature, not only in the sense of power and depth, but also in the sense of self-
revealing content.”89 Then, in Sophia: The Wisdom of God, he expands the position as a 
formula: Ousia = Sophia = Glory. The nature of God, taken as disclosed rather than as hidden, is 
Wisdom; and taken as manifested, it is Glory: “Wisdom is the matter of glory, glory the form of 
Wisdom.” On that account creation requires no second principle and introduces nothing new 
into God: he “created the world by his divinity, by that Wisdom whereby he eternally reveals 
himself unto himself,” and the world is that same Wisdom received in the mode of becoming.90 

What he does with the fourth-hypostasis charge is instructive, because it is the objection the 
third position attracts wherever it appears. His answer is that Sophia is “not a Hypostasis, but 
only a quality belonging to a Hypostasis”: non-hypostatic in herself, yet never un-hypostatized, 
since she exists only as borne by the three.91 He knows the charge has a precedent, and says so 
in a footnote: Gilbert de la Porrée, condemned at Rheims in 1147 for holding that the nature of 
the Godhead constitutes a fourth term, a quaternity rather than a Trinity. 92 Answering an 
objection by naming the last occasion on which it was upheld tells you how live he took the 

 
87 On the lineage see Paul Valliere, Modern Russian Theology: Bukharev, Soloviev, Bulgakov — Orthodox Theology 
in a New Key (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), and for the post-Solovievan development V. V. Zenkovsky, A History 
of Russian Philosophy, 2:379–457; Georges Florovsky, Ways of Russian Theology, surveys the same material from a 
position critical of sophiology. Soloviev delivered the lectures on Godmanhood in St. Petersburg to an audience that 
included Dostoevsky and Tolstoy; they are available as Lectures on Divine Humanity. His three visions of Sophia are 
conventionally dated to 1862, to the British Museum reading room in 1875, and to the Egyptian desert in 1876. 
Florensky's treatment is in Letter Ten of The Pillar and Ground of the Truth, trans. Boris Jakim (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1997). 

88 On Bulgakov's sophiology as the divine ousia manifested in creation, simultaneously uncreated and created; the 
1935 condemnations by both the Moscow Patriarchate and the Karlovtsy Synod (the latter declaring the doctrines 
“foreign to the tradition of the Church”); his acquittal by his own episcopal superiors; the “fourth person in the 
Godhead” charge; and the Neo-Patristic synthesis defining itself against him. He is now increasingly studied as an 
original theologian rather than a heretic. 

89 Bulgakov, Sergius. The Lamb of God (Agnets Bozhiy). Trans. Boris Jakim. Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 2008 p.104. 

90 Bulgakov, Sergius. Sophia: The Wisdom of God: An Outline of Sophiology. Trans. Patrick Thompson, O. Fielding 
Clarke, and Xenia Braikevitch. Revised edition, Library of Russian Philosophy, Hudson, NY: Lindisfarne Press, 1993, 
ch. 3 — quoted here, as throughout, from the corrected edition described above; the Ousia=Sophia=Glory formula 
and the Wisdom/Glory pairing are set out in chs. 1–2. The 1993 printing renders several of these passages 
differently. 

91 Bulgakov, Sophia: The Wisdom of God, ch. 2, p. 51, where Sophia is called a quality belonging to a hypostasis and 
an attribute of hypostatic being, and where the predication is held to be irreversible: the Father, the Son, the Spirit, or 
the Trinity "is" Sophia, while the converse would carry the heresy of impersonalism. 

92 Bulgakov, Sophia: The Wisdom of God, ch. 1, n. 10 (p. 35), on the condemnation of Gilbert de la Porrée at the 
Council of Rheims in 1147 for the doctrine that the nature of the Godhead constitutes a fourth term within the 
Trinity, quaternitas, against which the Council proclaimed Divinitas sit Deus et Deus Divinitas, divinity is God and God 
is divinity. The bracketed reference to Bernard, In Cantica, sermo LXXX, is the translators'. 
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danger to be. The answer disposes of the charge as filed and leaves something behind it. A 
chapter earlier he wrote that God loves Sophia and that Sophia loves God, and defended the 
second half of that by positing a love which is real and not personal, with the praise creation 
offers its Creator as his warrant.93 A quality does not love. The one-way rule settles the 
grammar — Sophia is predicated of the three, and never the three of her — and grammar is not 
what a Sophia who loves back puts in question. The charge fails as stated and survives as a 
pressure, and the pressure is what makes the position worth pursuing. 

Having secured the answer, he makes the move I find most striking in the whole book. The 
mediating principle between God and the world that Philo sought and the Arians fought over 
cannot, he argues, be a person at all: locating it in the Logos “inevitably led to” the 
subordinationism he finds in Tertullian, in Origen, and finally in Arius. The principle is therefore 
“not to be sought in the person of God at all, but in his Nature” (see full quote below). Set that 
beside the five exhibits, and it is the same finding reached from the opposite direction: not a 
survey noticing that traditions keep putting a relation where a substance was expected, but a 
dogmatician arguing that no person could hold the position without collapsing it. Here is 
Bulgakov’s own summarizing: 

“Already as far back as the time of Philo, and later during the Arian controversies, the 
question had arisen of the need for some mediating principle between God and the 
world.c This problem remained unsolved during the period of christological controversy. 
The necessity of some such mediation cannot be denied, wherever the distinction of the 
world from God is held together with its participation in his being. Nevertheless the 
hypostasis of the Logos cannot provide such a unifying principle between God and the 
world. This assumption inevitably led to the subordinationism evident in the Christology 
of Tertullian and Origen, and, more particularly, of Arius. The principle we require is not 
to be sought in the person of God at all, but in his Nature, considered first as his intimate 
self-revelation, and second as his revelation in the world. And here we have at once 
Sophia in both its aspects, divine and creaturely. Sophia unites God with the world as the 
one common principle, the divine ground of creaturely existence. Remaining one, Sophia 
exists in two modes, eternal and temporal, divine and creaturely. It is of the first 
importance for us to grasp both the unity and the “otherness” in this unique relation of 
the creature to its Creator.” 94 

I’d like to point out how much of this paper’s architecture Bulgakov had assembled already. A 
third term that is neither pattern nor person; an ordering that works by disclosure rather than 

 
93 Bulgakov, Sophia: The Wisdom of God, ch. 1, p. 34, where the mutual love of God and Sophia is affirmed, and n. 9 
(pp. 34–35), which grounds a non-hypostatic and passive form of love in the biblical and liturgical texts on nature 
praising its Creator, and holds that without such a reading those texts collapse into rhetorical metaphor. The 
observation that agency of this kind strains the category of quality is mine. 

94 Bulgakov, Sophia: The Wisdom of God, ch. 3, p. 73, quoted here — as throughout — from the corrected edition 
described above. Note c is Bulgakov's own, lettered here in place of his 15. It reports that Athanasius produced the 
doctrine of the two aspects of Wisdom, the divine and the created, to meet the very difficulty the paragraph names, 
developing it in his polemic against the Arians and in particular in his exegesis of Prov. 8.22; the cross-reference is to 
excursus III of The Burning Bush, the first volume of the dogmatic trilogy on created Wisdom that he lists at ch. 6, n. 
10 (Paris: YMCA Press, 1927). 
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by decree; mediation located in nature rather than in personhood; creation as the same 
Wisdom received in the mode of becoming; a divine self-limitation that makes room for a 
freedom it declines to override. He had most of the pieces. He also could not have written from 
anywhere but where he stood: within a tradition whose liturgy and iconography had preserved 
precisely the material its dogma had no place for...and while two Orthodox jurisdictions were 
condemning him. I think the constraint shows in his work: he would continually demonstrate he 
was adding nothing to the dogma but only reading it, which is the source of his rigor and the 
reason his Sophia must be fitted into the one category the Trinitarian settlement had affirmed 
but never developed — the ousia, the shared nature, which centuries of doctrine had named 
but left unfurnished, while the persons were elaborated in detail. He never withdrew any of it. 
The trilogy he completed afterward carries the same sophiology into eschatology, and the last 
essays (written while he was dying) are still working the divine and the creaturely Sophia 
against one another.95 

Unfortunately, the pattern this section has been tracing does manifest again, this time at his 
expense. Sophia is not refuted in Bulgakov; she is honored by being identified with something 
else — with ousia, the divine nature itself. That is the most generous identification the Christian 
vocabulary has to offer, and it may well be true. It is also, structurally, another performance of 
the same maneuver: the functions preserved, the figure dissolved into a term that carries them 
thereafter. What he recovers, then, is the position rather than the figure, which means the 
most determined modern advocate for the third position is also, read from outside his own 
intentions, one more illustration of how that position goes missing. 

 
95 The large trilogy — The Lamb of God (1933), The Comforter (1936), and The Bride of the Lamb (Paris, 1945; ET 
Boris Jakim, Eerdmans, 2002) — develops the same sophiology through Christology, pneumatology, and 
eschatology. “Sofiologiia smerti” (1939), written after two operations for throat cancer, applies the divine/creaturely 
distinction to death itself; ET in The Sophiology of Death: Essays on Eschatology, trans. Roberto J. De La Noval 
(Cascade, 2021). On the aftermath of the 1935 condemnations, Bulgakov submitted to Metropolitan Evlogii and 
affirmed his belief in the Orthodox dogmas, characterizing sophiology as his own theological interpretation of them 
rather than anything new. Summarized from reference works and the secondary literature (including T. Allan Smith on 
“Sofiologiia smerti,” Scottish Journal of Theology, and L. Kiejzik, “Sergei Bulgakov’s sophiology of death,” Studies in 
East European Thought 62 [2010]). 
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“Hagia Sophia” – The Church of St. Sophia in Istanbul (public domain image) 

At this point I would propose that orthodox institutions generally don’t routinely condemn a 
position that no one is actually drawn to. Across these centuries, a concept that could be 
classified as a category error is re-invented repeatedly by standard-bearers of the Christian 
faith. And let us now recall that Maximus, writing in the 7th century, confidently (and at that 
time unopposed) concluded: “By his Word and by his Wisdom he made all things and is making 
all things.” So yes, Sophia is behaving like a genuine attractor; sometimes ignored or 
marginalized, sometimes fading from view, sometimes set aside or reabsorbed, but always 
resurrected. 
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Figure 2. Five dwellings of Wisdom, and her returns. In none of them is Sophia refuted; in each she is honored 
by being lodged in something else, and what survives the lodging differs: a name, a function, a position, and 
rarely all three at once. Two dwellings precede any Christian reception. The Johannine trajectory prevailed in 
doctrine and hardened under fourth-century polemical pressure; the identification with holy spirit kept both 
her name and her figure until Syriac grammar was emended against the language’s own rules; and the 
position, marginalized, has re-emerged and been lodged again repeatedly since. 

Was the feminine deliberately marginalized? 

The framing in this section has been deliberate: I have described Sophia’s history as absorption 
and marginalization (effects visible in texts and manuscripts), and not suppression, which is a 
claim about motive. The structural argument does not require the motivational assertion: an 
attractor can be recurrently absorbed by its neighbors through grammar, prestige, doctrinal 
convenience, and drift, with no deliberate campaign anywhere in the chain. But the cultural-
historical question is important and deserves to be posed in its own right: was the feminine, as 
such, deliberately pushed to the margins? 

There is evidence that this did happen, though it comes from the church’s social history rather 
than from the metaphysics. The two New Testament passages most often quoted to silence 
women sit on demonstrably unstable ground: 1 Corinthians 14:34–35 migrates to different 
positions in different ancient manuscripts and breaks the flow of a discussion of prophecy (the 



 Page 50 of 100 DRAFT v1.5 

classic profile of an interpolation), while 1 Timothy 2:11–12 belongs to the pastoral epistles, 
whose Pauline authorship much of modern scholarship doubts on grounds of vocabulary, 
chronology, and institutional anachronism. Against those four verses stands the more 
developed counter-record of the earliest communities themselves: Phoebe the deacon, Junia 
“prominent among the apostles,” Priscilla correcting Apollos, Philip’s four prophesying 
daughters, Chloe whose report moved Paul to four chapters of instruction. All of which 
constitutes a record of women’s public authority that seems to have narrowed as hierarchy 
consolidated over time, that existed within a Roman and Jewish legal culture that had always 
constrained women, and toward which the Christian movement, after an early counter-cultural 
period that we could described as radically liberating for women in those cultures, largely 
reverted. I have set out this evidence at length elsewhere and will not re-argue it here.96 

What matters for this paper is the interaction between the two histories. If the communities 
that carried the Logos also, over the same centuries, retired their women from public authority 
while retiring the feminine grammar of their own scriptures at the same time, then the 
absorption of Sophia wasn’t happening in a vacuum: it occurred in a culture that was 
contemporaneously minimizing the feminine within culture, scripture, and the Church. That 
correlation doesn’t prove coordinated intent, but it does mean the burden is equal: “innocent 
drift” is as much a hypothesis as “deliberate suppression,” and the manuscript record above is 
evidence that, setting bias aside, bears on both. 

Honest dissents 

In the same vein, three objections deserve our attention. First, grammatical gender: ḥokhmah, 
sophia, śakti, prajñā are feminine nouns, and some of the femininity of Wisdom may be nomina 
becoming numina.97 If so, one vivid feature of the attractor's signature weakens, though the 
Syriac evidence may push in the opposite direction: there the grammar was broken against the 
language’s own rules, again with the caveat that the Greek-conformity reading above 
complicates any confident inference of motive. Second, the composite risk: I have gathered 
Shekhinah, spanda, the Breath, and Indra's Net under one name, and they arise inside 
incompatible metaphysics; a Buddhist may rightly protest that the jeweled net has no divine 
substrate to breathe. So it is possible I have drawn a circle around several things merely 
because they share metaphors. Third, the deflationary reading: perhaps “relation as ordering” 
is not a third position but the dipole's own midpoint, personified. I think the priority of the 
Wisdom literature over John’s prologue, along with the formal rigor of the Kashmiri 
articulation, speak against this (the position predates one pole and out-formalizes both), but 
the discussion will remain ongoing.  

 
96 T. Collins Logan, “A Debate Over Gender Equality in Scripture and the Early Church” (2025), 
https://www.tcollinslogan.com/resources/Gender-Equality.pdf — on the interpolation profile of 1 Corinthians 14:34–
35, the disputed authorship of the pastorals, and the leadership roles of women in the New Testament record. 

97 This suspicion is raised in the scholarly and popular literature on feminine Wisdom — the worry that gendered 
grammar becomes gendered divinity. It is the strongest available objection to the feminine-coding element of the 
signature. 

https://www.tcollinslogan.com/resources/Gender-Equality.pdf
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IV. Did the Field Arise Elsewhere? 

The three positions could be one civilization's export, carried by prestige and trade. Or 
they could be structural: the places any deep theory of the ordering-word could stand. 
So which is it…? 

The cleanest test is India, where the root layer settles more than expected. Rigveda 10.125 — 
the Devīsūkta or Vāk Sūkta — is attributed to a female seer and voiced by the goddess Vāk, 
Divine Speech herself, in first-person self-declaration: 

“I move with the Rudras and the Vasus, I with the Ādityas and the All-Gods. I support 
both Mitra and Varuṇa, both Indra and Agni, and both Aśvins. 

I support the swelling Soma, and Tvaṣṭar, Pūṣan, and Bhaga. I bestow wealth on the 
patron offering the oblation, who presses (Soma) with care. 

I am the queen, the gatherer of treasures, the insightful one, first of those worthy of 
worship. As such, the gods have distributed me in many places, having many stations, 
causing me to enter many places. 

Through me he eats food—whoever sees, whoever breathes, whoever hears what is 
spoken. Though not thinking of it, they dwell upon me. Listen, you who are listened to! 
I speak to you a trustworthy thing. 

I myself proclaim just this, which is welcome to gods and to men: Whomsoever I favor, 
him-him do I make formidable, him a formulation-maker, him a seer, him wise. 

I stretch the bow for Rudra, for his arrow to smash the hater of the sacred 
formulation. I bring about the battle-mesh for the people; I have entered into Heaven 
and Earth. 

I give birth to the Father at the summit of this world; my womb is within the waters, in 
the ocean. From there I spread out through all the worlds, and yonder heaven I touch 
with my crown. 

I blow forth like the wind, taking hold of all the worlds. Beyond heaven, beyond this 
earth—so great have I become by my greatness.” 98 

The hymn belongs to the Rigveda's final chronological phase of composition, roughly between 
1,200 BCE to 1,000 BCE, and that places it centuries before Heraclitus.99 No Greek-to-Vedic 
vector is chronologically possible. And the reverse vector has a high probability of failure as 
well: the only early conduit between India and Greece is the Achaemenid empire, which briefly 
held both Ionia and Gandhāra, and while an Persian influence on Heraclitus’s fire has been 
argued,100 no positive trace of Vāk material reaching Ephesus exists. That conduit deserves a 
harder look rather than a quick dismissal, because the Iranian material isn’t neutral with 

 
98 Jamison, S. W., & Brereton, J. P. (Trans.). (2014). The Rigveda: The Earliest Religious Poetry of India (3 vols.). 
Oxford University Press. 10.125.1-8 

99 Mandala 10, final stratum. 

100 M. L. West Early Greek Philosophy and the Orient (Oxford, 1971) ch. 4-6 
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respect to the field. Vedic ṛta and Avestan aṣǎ descend from a common Indo-Iranian ancestor, 
which means the pattern-pole concept was not a Vedic peculiarity but a shared inheritance, 
already resident in the empire that held Ionia. The pattern pole is therefore the one position for 
which an Achaemenid vector is genuinely live, and I would not want to claim independence for 
it. What the vector supplies is not the position this argument turns on. Aṣǎ is the pattern pole 
under another name.101 The signature argument (that a borrower would be expected to 
preserve the source’s most distinctive feature, the goddess, where Heraclitus produced the 
most resolutely impersonal formulation in the field) is suggestive but not probative: borrowers 
do sometimes strip mythic packaging, and early Greek philosophy’s naturalization of Near 
Eastern cosmogonic material is a recognized pattern of exactly that kind. So the chronology, not 
the signature, carries the weight here. 

What strengthens the Indian case further is that early India populates two positions at once. 
Ṛta, the cosmic order that the gods guard rather than author, sits in the Rigveda alongside 
Vāk102: pattern-pole and relational attractor together, with the person-pole (Prajāpati, Puruṣa, 
the later lords of devotion) developing afterward. 

At first I considered that Greece, by contrast, entered at the pattern-pole alone and acquired 
the relational third only later, through the Johannine capture. Then I remembered something, 
and the recollection changes the picture, though not in the direction I expected. Greece did 
have the relational operation, in a register easy to miss if we only read the philosophers, and 
what became of it is the most instructive thing in this section. 

Beside Heraclitus’s impersonal logos stands Peithó: Persuasion, a goddess with cult and altar, 
attendant and in some accounts daughter to Aphrodite. Every mark of the third attractor is on 
her. She is relational in her very essence, because persuasion is not a property anything can 
possess alone — it exists only between. She is quasi-hypostatic in exactly the way the position 
requires: a genuine object of reverence, yet never sovereign, always in the train of another 
deity, so that she can be honored without ever being placed at the summit. And she orders by 
attraction rather than by command, which is, nearly word for word, what the Wisdom of 
Solomon would later claim for Sophia in saying that she orders all things sweetly.103 

 
101 Both descend from Proto-Indo-Iranian Hr̥tás, and the sense "truth" dominates in the Avestan branch. Whether the 
Iranian material also holds a relational figure — Mąthra Spəṇta, the Holy Word, is the obvious candidate — is a 
separate question from the one at issue here, and one this survey does not settle. 

102 Ṛta appears roughly 390 times in the Rigveda, and Maurice Bloomfield called it one of the most important religious 
conceptions of the text, holding that the history of Hindu religion must begin with the history of this conception. The 
gods stand to it as guardians rather than authors: Varuṇa, Mitra, and Aryaman are ṛtasya gopā, protectors of ṛta, an 
epithet extended also to Agni and Soma, with Varuṇa as its lord (ṛtasya pati) and its most prominent sustainer. The 
term is variously rendered “cosmic order,” “universal law,” and “truth”; the last dominates in the Avestan cognate aṣ̌a, 
both descending from Proto-Indo-Iranian *Hr̥tás. J. C. Tavadia argues against “truth” in cosmological contexts and for 
“divine law or justice, right or order.” Translations of the hymns follow Jamison and Brereton as above. 

103 Peithó (Πειθώ; Roman Suada or Suadela), the personification of persuasion. The genealogies disagree: Sappho 
frr. 96 and 200 make her Aphrodite's daughter; Hesiod, Theogony 349, lists her among the daughters of Okeanos 
and Tethys; Alcman fr. 64 gives her Prometheus as father; Aeschylus, Agamemnon 385, calls her the child of Atē. 
Pindar addresses her at Nemean 8.1 as potnia, sovereign lady, and names her Aphrodite's herald in the same breath 
— the honorific and the subordination in one line. The comparison with Wisdom of Solomon 8:1 (tassei ta panta 
chrestōs, "she orders all things well" or "sweetly") is my own. 
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"He was met by Peitho, Lady of the bride-chamber... Peitho the friend of marriage, the 
nurse of the baby Erotes." (Nonnus, Dionysiaca 3.84 ff) 

"Peitho the handmaid of marriage." (Dionysiaca 42.530) 

"Secret, great Phoibos, are the keys of wise Peitho to love's true 
sanctities." (Pindar, Pythian 9.39–40) 

"I am grateful to Peitho, that her glance kept watch over my tongue and mouth, when 
I encountered their fierce refusal." (Aeschylus, Eumenides 970–972)104 

Note what this figure does. She is not the object of love, and not the force of desire; that 
domain belongs to Pothos and Eros. She is the movement between, the means by which one 
heart is turned toward another and a union is brought about. She presides over the threshold: 
the bridal chamber, the adorning, the crossing from separateness into a bond in which neither 
term is annihilated. The Greeks did not make her the guarantor that the crossing was freely 
chosen, and I will not make her one. What they made her is the power by which the crossing is 
accomplished at all, and by which the one who crosses is understood to gain something rather 
than merely to submit. That is the relational attractor performing precisely its characteristic 
operation, in Greek dress, present in vase-painting from the opening of the fifth century and in 
tragedy shortly after, which places it roughly with Heraclitus and centuries before the Wisdom 
of Solomon. 

For its part, the Greek philosophical tradition never made her a term. Peithó remained cultic, 
poetic, and, in the political register, a matter of rhetoric, set against bia, force, as the 
alternative means of ordering a city. Themistocles is remembered for telling the Andrians that 
he arrived escorting two gods, Persuasion and Force; they answered that two others were 
already in residence, Poverty and Helplessness.105 He had brought the pair as a matched set, 
which is a fair measure of how loosely the opposition held in practice. Nor will her cult carry 
weight her poetry does not: it is attested from the fifth century BCE at the earliest, and she is 
almost never worshipped apart from Aphrodite.106 

 
104 Nonnus, Dionysiaca, trans. W. H. D. Rouse, Loeb Classical Library. Pindar, Pythian 9.39–40, trans. Geoffrey S. 
Conway; cf. William H. Race, Loeb (1997): "Hidden are the keys to sacred lovemaking that belong to wise 
Persuasion, Phoebus." Aeschylus, Eumenides 970–972, trans. Herbert Weir Smyth, Loeb; Athena appeals to the 
same goddess at 885, "Give holy reverence to Peitho, the sweetness and charm of my tongue, then you might 
remain." The Eumenides is of particular interest here, since Athena resolves the trilogy by persuading the Furies 
rather than defeating them, converting a cycle of vengeance into a civic order founded on Peithó — which makes 
persuasion an explicitly ordering principle in one of the founding texts of Greek political thought. 

105 Herodotus, Histories 8.111.1, where the pair is Peithó and Anankē (Necessity); Plutarch, Themistocles 21.1, 
reporting the same episode, gives the pair as Peithó and Bia. The opposition of peithō to bia is a commonplace of 
Greek tragedy, oratory, and political theory. 

106 Emma Stafford, Worshipping Virtues: Personification and the Divine in Ancient Greece (London: Duckworth / 
Classical Press of Wales, 2000), ch. 4, finding Peithó rarely present in independent cult, frequently appearing as a 
cult title of Aphrodite, and nowhere attested in an archaic cult; her earliest cult evidence outside Athens is a late fifth-
century stele from Thasos. Stafford rejects the proposal that Peithó began as an epithet and later separated, on the 
ground that no single location yields a chronological sequence from one state to the other, and follows V. Pirenne-
Delforge in concluding that the relationship is close and locally variable: see L’Aphrodite grecque, Kernos Suppl. 4 
(Liège, 1994), 456. Pindar catches the difficulty in one line, addressing her at Nemean 8.1 as potnia, sovereign lady, 
and naming her Aphrodite’s herald in the same breath. 
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The placement itself, however, was also stated in Greek philosophical vocabulary, under 
another name, and at cosmic scale. Empedocles builds the world from four deathless roots — 
fire, water, earth, and air — moved by two contending powers: Strife, which carries the roots 
apart, and Love, called Joy, Aphrodite, and Cypris by name, which draws unlike things together 
into one. In the golden age he describes, neither Ares nor Tumult counted among the gods, and 
neither Zeus nor Cronos nor Poseidon reigned; Cypris (Aphrodite) alone was queen.107 And in 
the great cosmological Fragment 17, the two powers are set in ceaseless alternation: 

"And these things never cease continuously interchanging, 
at one time all coming together into one by Love, 
and at another time again each being borne apart by the hostility of Strife. 
Thus in so far as they have learned to become one from many, 
and when the one grows apart again many are completed, 
in this respect they come to be and have no steadfast life for them; 
but in so far as they never cease their continuous interchange, 
in this respect they are always unchanged in a cycle."108 

Apply the classification rule and the coding nearly completes itself. Love carries every personal 
form available — a goddess, cult names, a feminine presence — and under the rule none of 
that counts. What counts is the predicated ordering work, and in the lines that follow the 
passage above, the predicates are relational without remainder: Strife is set apart from the 
roots, balancing them from every direction, while Love moves among them, their equal in 
length and breadth. Later in the same fragment, she is implanted in mortal limbs, and through 
her, creatures think thoughts of love and accomplish deeds of union. She commands nothing, 
and she arrives nowhere. The position even enters carrying the field's strangest signature, the 
one both anchors carry: she is announced together with her own non-reception. No mortal, 
Empedocles says, has seen her whirling among the roots, and the instruction that accompanies 
the claim is a discipline of attention — behold her with the mind; do not sit with dazed eyes. 

One refinement is required, and the quoted lines supply it themselves. Empedocles' Love, given 
her head, does not perfect the between; she abolishes it. Where her reign is total, the roots 
dissolve into the Sphairos, a homogeneous blend with no distinct terms left to be related; 
where Strife's reign is total, the roots stand fully sundered, with no relation left between the 
terms. The between exists only in the mixed phases, only while both powers are held in play, 
and that is exactly where Empedocles locates permanence: under the aspect of coming-
together and moving-apart, things come to be and have no steadfast life; under the aspect of 
the interchange that never ceases, they are always, unchanged in a cycle. What endures is 
neither force, and not the roots either, but the ceaseless passing between them. Section I 
found the same logic in the record of the field itself — the poles standing to their event as fuel 

 
107 Empedocles, fr. 128 Diels-Kranz (= Laks–Most D25). For the reading of this Aphrodite as the power uniting 
opposed forces in nature and in human beings, F. Sokolowski, "Aphrodite as Guardian of Greek 
Magistrates," Harvard Theological Review 57 (1964): 1–8, at 7. 

108 Empedocles, The Poem of Empedocles: A Text and Translation, trans. Brad Inwood (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2001), 225. 
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and air stand to combustion, which cannot be recovered from either condition alone and 
happens only while both are held together — and here it is asserted of the cosmos, by a Greek, 
in the middle of the fifth century BCE. So the strict occupant of the third position in Empedocles 
is not Aphrodite alone, whom a determined critic could file as one more impersonal force 
wearing a divine name. It is the interchange she and her rival sustain, and that is a placement 
neither pole can claim. 

So the operation was thought in Greece twice, in two registers that never met. It was 
performed by a cult figure who never became a term, and stated by a philosopher whose Love 
every school discussed and none occupied. That distinction deserves care, because Empedocles 
was not neglected. Aristotle cites no philosopher more often except Plato; Plato reworked Love 
and Strife into the comic myth of origins he hands Aristophanes in the Symposium; 
Theophrastus attacked the theory of perception at length; an Epicurean wrote twenty-two 
books against him.109 What this vigorous reception received, however, was a physics. Aristotle 
filed Love and Strife under his own causal taxonomy as motive principles, and faulted their 
execution — saying Empedocles used his causes insufficiently and inconsistently, with Love 
often found differentiating and Strife combining — even while granting that, read past the 
obscure language, Love amounts to the cause of good things.110  

What no successor did was evaluate the placement as a placement. The refutation of the 
physics is loud and lengthy, but this conceals a quieter fact: the location of the ordering work in 
the between does not seem to have been engaged at all. This is the Introduction's pattern in an 
exact and instructive form — not neglect but absorption into a neighboring idea, performed in 
plain sight, under full citation. The placement then waited out one of the longest silences in this 
record. When it surfaced again, it was in Vienna, in 1937: Freud, having built his late 
metapsychology on Eros and a destroying Todestrieb (death drive), encountered Empedocles' 
pair in a history of Greek philosophy, judged them the same as his own in name and in function, 
and conceded he could not rule out cryptomnesia — the resurgence pattern, self-diagnosed by 
the resurgent.111 That is the real shape of the Greek case, and it could be why, when the 
Johannine synthesis later fused Greek philosophical language with Jewish scripture, the position 
it absorbed arrived through Sophia, from the Hebrew side. The Greek materials were there, and 
were even kept — as specimens. It was just that nobody stood where they pointed. 

 
109 For the density of the reception: K. Scarlett Kingsley and Richard Parry, "Empedocles," Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy (Winter 2025 ed.), noting that Aristotle mentions no philosopher with greater frequency except Plato. 
Plato's reworking: Symposium 189d–193d, with D. O'Brien, "Die Aristophanes' Rede im Symposium: der 
Empedokleische Hintergrund und seine philosophische Bedeutung," in M. Janka and C. Schäfer, eds., Platon als 
Mythologe (Darmstadt, 2002), 176–193. Theophrastus, De Sensibus (= DK 31 A86). Hermarchus: D. Obbink, 
"Hermarchus, Against Empedocles," Classical Quarterly 38 (1988): 428–435. 

110 Aristotle, Metaphysics A4, 985a4–29. 

111 Sigmund Freud, "Analysis Terminable and Interminable" (1937), in Standard Edition, vol. 23, at 244–47, drawing 
on Wilhelm Capelle, Die Vorsokratiker (1935). Freud judged Empedocles' philia and neikos to be his own two primal 
drives in both name and function, and offered to surrender the priority of the idea for the sake of the confirmation, 
since the breadth of his early reading left him unable to exclude cryptomnesia. 
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Peithó also casts a shadow, which the Greeks were clear about as well. Aeschylus makes her the 
reckless child of Ruin, the temptation that drove Paris to violate his host's hospitality; 
elsewhere she joins with guile to direct a killing; and in the late epic she is regularly the agent of 
seduction by deception.112 Persuasion that has come loose from the good of the one persuaded 
is manipulation, and the tradition knew it. I take that as confirming the coding rather than 
complicating it. A pole with no shadow sidesteps lived reality, and this shadow falls exactly 
where the third attractor's should, on the corruption of the between rather than on a failure of 
order or presence. 

The comparison is therefore not one of opposite entry points. It is the same two entry points, 
expressed twice: pattern and relation, in India and in Greece alike, with the person-pole 
developing afterward in both. What differs is the disposal of the third position. India carried Vāk 
forward into its grammarians and metaphysicians until she became śabda-brahman, speech as 
ultimate reality. Greece left Peithó in her cult and Empedocles' interchange in the hands of his 
critics, and later received the position back from elsewhere, already personified from another 
tradition. That is a stranger result than the one I originally anticipated. Two civilizations, no 
demonstrable contact, the same two positions occupied first, and the third arriving late in both. 

The Neoplatonic carrier wave 

What we’ve been exploring is a cross-cultural comparison claiming independent emergence, 
and this kind of argument has a well-known vulnerability. In anthropology it is called “Galton's 
Problem:” cultural similarity may reflect borrowing, or common descent, or genuinely 
independent development, and correlation by itself cannot tell you which.113 Two nodes in this 
comparison sit squarely inside that problem, so let’s call those out. 

The Wisdom of Solomon is Alexandrian, and Kloppenborg's study argues that Sophia is so 
strongly personified there partly as a counter-formulation to the cult of Isis: not direct 
borrowing, but rivalry shaping the portrait, epithet against epithet. 114 And the Prajñāpāramitā 
literature emerges around the first century BCE,115 in centuries and regions adjacent to Greco-

 
112 Aeschylus, Agamemnon 385 ff; Libation Bearers 723 ff; Nonnus, Dionysiaca 25.150 ff and 48.593 ff. 

113 The problem is named for Francis Galton's response to Edward B. Tylor's paper "On a Method of Investigating the 
Development of Institutions, Applied to Laws of Marriage and Descent," delivered to the Royal Anthropological 
Institute in 1889 (Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 18: 245–72), with Galton presiding. Galton objected 
that similarity between cultures may arise from borrowing or from common descent as readily as from independent 
development, so that without controlling for the first two one cannot make valid inferences about the third; his sample 
societies could not be treated as independent observations. The name was fixed in anthropology by Raoul Naroll, 
who proposed the first statistical remedies — see Naroll, "Galton's Problem," in Naroll and Cohen, eds., A Handbook 
of Method in Cultural Anthropology (Columbia University Press, 1973), 974–89. Some later researchers have argued 
that traceable diffusion should be reframed as "Galton's Opportunity," on the grounds that historical contact is itself 
evidence rather than only interference. 

114 John S. Kloppenborg, “Isis and Sophia in the Book of Wisdom,” Harvard Theological Review 75:1 (1982), 57–84: 
the personification of Sophia responds to the challenge Isis posed in Alexandria, countering Isiac qualities with 
corresponding Sophic ones — Sophia guiding Noah's ark against Isis Euploia, guide of sailors; Sophia as spouse of 
God as Isis is spouse of a god and mother of the king. 

115 The earliest of the Prajñāpāramitā sūtras, the Aṣṭasāhasrikā, is generally thought to have been composed around 
the first century BCE; its regional origin (Gandhāra vs. Andhra) is disputed. 
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Buddhist contact. Its birthplace is disputed; the resemblance between the Buddhist Mother of 
Wisdom and the Mediterranean Sophia is treated by mainstream scholarship as typological 
rather than genealogical, and India had possessed a feminine wisdom-principle since Vāk in any 
case, but we can't exclude contact at this one node. 

But a third node is larger than either of these, and it lives inside the exhibit set itself. Galton’s 
second horn is common descent, and three of the five exhibits share an ancestor: 
Neoplatonism. Plotinus’s architecture is triadic — the One, Intellect, Soul — and its middle 
terms are defined by exactly the double orientation this paper has been tracking: each derived 
level abides in its source, proceeds from it, and turns back toward it (epistrophē) even as it 
produces what lies below, so that the middle is constitutively two-faced. Proclus gave the 
rhythm its canonical formula: abiding, procession, and reversion.116 The formula is his; the 
scheme behind it is older. Whoever received this inheritance received, ready-made: a triadic 
architecture of mediation; a middle term facing two directions at once; emanation and light as 
the imagery of ordering; procession-and-return as the ordering’s rhythm; and an apophatic 
ground above the whole structure. 

And the conduits to three exhibits are documented. To Maximus, through Pseudo-Dionysius 
and the Origenist inheritance. To Ibn ʿArabī, through Arabic Neoplatonism: the so-called 
Theology of Aristotle, a redacted Plotinus circulating under Aristotle’s name, and the Liber de 
Causis, drawn from Proclus. To the Kabbalah, through the Neoplatonic emanationism of 
medieval Jewish philosophy: Ibn Gabirol above all, whose role in early Kabbalah both Scholem 
and Idel suggest; and thirteenth-century Iberia was in any case a live Sufi–Jewish contact zone, 
with the Lurianic developments coming centuries later still. So the resemblance among the 
barzakh, the logoi, and the sefirotic architecture cannot be counted as three independent 
arrivals at the third position. It may be one arrival, inherited three times.117 

 
116 Plotinus, Enneads V.1 ("On the Three Primary Hypostases") and V.2, in A. H. Armstrong's Loeb edition; on the 
unknowability of the ground above the structure, V.3 and VI.9. Proclus, The Elements of Theology, trans. E. R. 
Dodds, prop. 35 (Dodds 38.9–10): πᾶν τὸ αἰτιατὸν καὶ μένει ἐν τῇ αὐτοῦ αἰτίᾳ καὶ πρόεισιν ἀπ᾽ αὐτῆς καὶ ἐπιστρέφει 
πρὸς αὐτήν, every effect remains in its cause, proceeds from it, and reverts towards it. Dodds notes in his 
commentary that Proclus is not original in the threefold scheme but elucidates a framework held by earlier 
Neoplatonists, and assigns the triad of μονή, πρόοδος, ἐπιστροφή to Iamblichus. That assignment should be held 
loosely. Iamblichus's metaphysical works are lost, and his doctrine is reconstructed chiefly from Proclus's own reports 
of his teaching, together with the fragments in Stobaeus and the treatise on the Egyptian mysteries; for the related 
question of the henads, some scholars credit Iamblichus and others credit Syrianus, Proclus's teacher. What the 
argument here requires is only that the scheme predates Proclus, which is not in dispute. 

117 Pseudo-Dionysius, The Divine Names, chapter 4, where reversion becomes mutual — the descent of divine light 
through creation and the ascent of creation toward its maker. 

On the transmission: the Theology of Aristotle is an Arabic adaptation of parts of Enneads IV–VI, produced in al-
Kindī's circle in ʿAbbasid Baghdad and translated c. 833–842; the same circle translated Proclus's Elements, from 
which derives the Kitāb al-khayr al-maḥḍ, the Book of the Pure Good, reaching Latin as the Liber de Causis through 
Gerard of Cremona in 1180. See Peter Adamson, The Arabic Plotinus: A Philosophical Study of the “Theology of 
Aristotle” (Duckworth, 2002), and Cristina D'Ancona's surveys of the Greek-into-Arabic translation movement. For 
Dionysius: Eric Perl, Theophany: The Neoplatonic Philosophy of Dionysius the Areopagite (SUNY, 2007). The Jewish 
conduit is the weakest of the three and should not be counted at the same strength: Scholem's own study of Ibn 
Gabirol's influence on the Kabbalah reports no clear conclusions after many attempts, the connections proposed by 
Idel and others attach to Ibn Gabirol's poems rather than to the Fons Vitae, and the current scholarship warns against 
reading his vocabulary of sefirot as evidence of mystical influence, since he was in any case familiar with the Sefer 
Yetzirah tradition. 
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Two things follow, one conceded and one retained. Conceded: the independence audit shrinks. 
It rests principally on the Vedic root,on Kashmir Śaivism (whose Śaiva sources are not 
Neoplatonic, though comparativists have debated parallels), and on the Prajñāpāramitā with its 
already-noted caveat. And the five exhibits should be read as evidence of the position’s stability 
and consistent articulation, not of fivefold independence. Retained: the carrier wave explains 
the transmission of the structure of mediation, but it does not obviously supply the rest of the 
signature. Plotinus’s Intellect is not feminine, is not breath, is not a womb, and does not order 
sweetly; the traditions that inherited the structure converged on those further features 
anyway, severally and in their own vocabularies. What common descent explains, it explains. 
What it leaves unexplained is precisely the part of the signature this analysis has been most 
interested in. 

Against these, the argument for independence at the root rests on two components. The first is 
chronological priority: Rigveda 10.125 predates Heraclitus by centuries under any dating, so no 
Greek-to-Vedic vector is available, and the only early conduit running the other way (the 
Achaemenid empire holding both Ionia and Gandhāra) leaves no trace of Vedic speech-goddess 
material reaching Ephesus. The second, weaker, is inversion of the diagnostic trait: a borrower 
often preserves what is most distinctive about the source, and the most distinctive feature of 
the Vāk tradition is that the ordering-word is a goddess; Heraclitus has no goddess. Since 
demythologizing borrowing is attested elsewhere, this consideration only supplements the 
chronology; it cannot stand alone. 

One further distinction. Some researchers have suggested that evidence of diffusion should be 
treated as Galton's Opportunity rather than Galton's Problem: that traceable historical contact 
is information, not just noise. The Isis case is exactly that. If Kloppenborg is right, Sophia's 
portrait was sharpened against a rival, not copied from her; and a figure defined in opposition 
to a competitor is evidence that the position was already occupied and worth defending. Rivalry 
presupposes two independent claimants. 

So: root independence stands principally on chronology. The middle period is genuinely mixed 
(the Neoplatonic inheritance behind three exhibits, the Isis rivalry, and the Prajñāpāramitā 
node all sit inside it), and the distribution argument of Section II must be read with those 
concessions in place. 
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V. Why three? Time and the Prism of Finitude 

Suppose the three positions are structural. What structure are they the structure of? 

For much of this project I entertained the possibility that the triad simply encoded time (the 
established past, the present encounter, and the open future) and required no metaphysics at 
all. I now think the opposite. The temporal encoding is actually the pattern’s foundation, and 
the tradition's deepest resources confirm it. 

Augustine's Confessions XI argues that there are not three times but three presents held in the 
soul: the present of things past, which is memory; the present of things present, which is 
attention; the present of things future, which is expectation.118 Husserl's phenomenology of 
internal time-consciousness converts the observation into a transcendental claim, with every 
conscious moment is necessarily tripartite: retention of the just-past, primal impression of right 
now, and protention toward the just-coming; in his reckoning, a “now” stripped of retention 
and protention would not be experience at all.119 Heidegger builds Dasein's very being (caring 
about our lives) out of the three temporal ecstasies of having-been, making-present, and 
ahead-of-itself…with consideration of the future coming before everything else, and shaping 
everything else.120 So three of the most careful analyses of consciousness converge on this: a 
finite mind cannot meet reality except through a threefold temporal gate. This particular triad is 
constitutive, not optional. 

Let’s now set that beside the classical account of what time is. Plato: time is a moving image of 
eternity.121 Boethius: eternity is tota simul, the whole, simultaneous, perfect possession of 
unending life.122 A finite consciousness cannot receive the tota simul; it would be annihilation, 
not experience. So the simultaneous whole is portioned — refracted — into what can be 
reflected upon, undergone, and awaited. This creates an image we can place at the center: the 
three poles are the spectrum of the infinite passed through the prism of finitude. Let’s examine 
that analogy. We know that ultraviolet and infrared are constituents of natural daylight and 
have critical, independent functions...but we cannot perceive those frequencies with the naked 
eye. In this way, our perception of the visible spectrum is like our consciousness of the present. 
And this is how we can appreciate different dimensions of a unified field; we know that 
immediacy is no more real than past or future, we just experience it that way. In the same way, 

 
118 Augustine, Confessions XI.20.26: “tempora sunt tria, praesens de praeteritis, praesens de praesentibus, praesens 
de futuris… praesens de praeteritis memoria, praesens de praesentibus contuitus, praesens de futuris expectatio.” 
The soul's stretching is his distentio animi. 

119 Edmund Husserl, On the Phenomenology of the Consciousness of Internal Time (1893–1917). The primal 
impression “never appears in isolation and is an abstract component that by itself cannot provide us with a perception 
of a temporal object”; it is accompanied by retention, giving the just-elapsed phase, and protention, intending the 
phase about to occur. 

120 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time. On the difference in emphasis: Husserl stressed the retentional side because 
his interest was cognition, which builds up over time, while Heidegger emphasized the protentional or futural side. 

121 Plato, Timaeus 37d–38b, where time is made as a “moving image of eternity.” 

122 Boethius, De Consolatione Philosophiae V, prosa 6: “Aeternitas igitur est interminabilis vitae tota simul et perfecta 
possessio” — eternity is the whole, simultaneous and perfect possession of boundless life. Compare Plotinus, 
Ennead III.7.3. 
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the pattern-pole is the eternal under the aspect of what-has-always-been: Heraclitus's account 
that holds forever, the order that has proven itself and can therefore be trusted. The person-
pole is the eternal under the aspect of presence: parousia, the Word arriving in the immediate 
now, today. The relational attractor is the eternal under the aspect of arrival: natality,123 the 
unfolding, what is being born. The poles are not three gods, and not three arbitrary lenses. 
They are what the One necessarily looks like from inside time, so that we may receive divine 
Light within the limitations of our consciousness, and appreciate its sustaining agency in three 
unique states. 

The assignment of pole to tense is just one proposal, and alternatives exist: one could file the 
person-pole under the past (a founder who lived and is remembered), the relation under the 
present (the between happens now), and the pattern under the timeless rather than the 
always-elapsed. I maintain the mapping above for specific reasons. The pattern-pole’s authority 
justification is invariance across elapsed time: the order is trusted because it has proven, and 
“has proven” is a past-tense predicate. The person-pole’s own anchors define it by arrival and 
encounter: parousia is presence, and the scandal of the second anchor is a dwelling among, 
now. And the relational attractor’s signature predicate throughout the exhibits is generation, 
and birth is intrinsically futural, the not-yet crossing into the present.  

There is also a much older argument for threeness that starts from the relational pole itself 
rather than from time, and it deserves a place here because it converges on the same count 
from an independent direction. Richard of St. Victor argued in the twelfth century that perfect 
charity cannot be complete in two: love between two persons is consummated only when it is 
shared toward a third (a condilectus, a co-beloved), so that the very structure of love requires 
threeness. Where the temporal argument derives three from the shape of finite reception, 
Richard derives three from the shape of relation itself. Two independent derivations of the 
same count are not proof; but they are the kind of convergence this paper keeps 
encountering.124 

Framing the poles this way settles what kind of claim is being made, and one tradition has 
already supplied the vocabulary for it. If the three positions are the refraction of an undivided 

 
123 The term is Hannah Arendt's, in The Human Condition (1958), where natality is defined as the condition of having 
been born (8) and called the central category of political thought (9), and where the human capacity to act freely is 
said to be ontologically rooted in the fact of natality: because they are initium, newcomers and beginners by virtue of 
birth, men take initiative and are prompted into action (177; see also 247). The usage here extends hers from the 
political to the metaphysical register. Two things a reader should know: Arendt's natality is customarily read as a 
rejoinder to Heidegger's being-toward-death, and the direction of grounding — whether the capacity to begin derives 
from birth or birth is a beginning because of the capacity — is a recognized puzzle that Arendt does not resolve. 

124 Richard of St. Victor, De Trinitate, book III, where the whole Trinity is derived from the nature of perfect love rather 
than from the Augustinian analogies of understanding and will, and the Spirit is conceived from the outset as a third 
person: not the dilectus but the condilectus, the co-beloved. The definition comes at III.19: shared love properly exists 
when a third person is loved by two persons harmoniously and in community, and the affection of the two is fused into 
one affection by the flame of love for the third. Congar summarises the result as one Love and three lovers. The first 
complete English translation is Ruben Angelici's (2011). The argument is contested on the point at issue here — why 
the perfection of shared love should require a third and not equally a fourth — and commentators have also pressed 
on the fusion of affections, which Richard describes without explaining. What this paper takes from him is not that the 
derivation succeeds but that it was attempted, and arrived at three from the shape of relation rather than from the 
shape of time. 



 Page 61 of 100 DRAFT v1.5 

light through a finite aperture, then they describe reception rather than the received, and 
Madhyamaka’s distinction between conventional and ultimate truth names precisely that 
division of labor, insisting that the ultimate cannot be taught without relying on convention, 
and refusing to let conventional structures be promoted beyond their register. The triad 
claimed here is conventional in exactly that sense. It is an account of how a temporal 
consciousness must take in what it cannot take in whole, and it neither requires nor supports 
any further claim about what the light is apart from the prism. The prism is where we stand. 

And this, at last, offers a candidate explanation for an interesting shared feature of the two 
anchors: that each announces the ordering-word together with its own non-reception. If the 
poles are our finite interface to the infinite, partial blindness is not a default; it’s just the way 
things are. No pole-bound receiver sees the whole. From this perspective, the anchors do not 
indict the incompleteness of their vessels. They are expressing the human condition of 
reception, describing it from inside single poles, which is why one tradition (or practitioner) can 
apprehend the blindness of another more readily than its own. 

Figure 3. Eternity refracted. The three poles as the temporal reception-modes of a finite consciousness, each 
with its proper virtue-attunement. 
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VI. What Does Participation Feel Like? The Attunements of the Poles 

If the poles act through us, what is that like from inside? My proposal: one tradition 
already named the answer (faith, hope, and love), and even told us whose daughters 
they are. 

I’m using the word attunement here as deliberate coinage, defined once against its two nearest 
neighbors. In philosophy of mind, qualia are the intrinsic feel of sensory experience. What I 
mean by attunement is adjacent but larger: the phenomenal signature of participation in a 
principle, what it is like when a pole of the field operates through its agent. These are not 
emotions or felt sense, or rather not only that. Emotions and felt sense are episodic and object-
triggered; these attunements are standing orientations that configure what can appear at all; 
the word itself is on loan from what phenomenology calls “fundamental attunements.”125 The 
borrowing isn’t exact: Heidegger's fundamental attunements are anxiety and profound 
boredom (moods that come over their bearer, not virtues she participates in), and what they 
disclose is world, not a principle acting through its agent. I am stretching the word deliberately, 
because to my knowledge no nearer term exists. 

The Greek pistis is my anchor example, and recent scholarship has confirmed what I had only 
intuited. Teresa Morgan's exhaustive study of pistis and fides across the early Roman world 
concludes that in the first century these words named an active relationship of trust rather than 
mental assent to propositions (a relation that binds patrons and clients, soldiers and 
commanders, covenant partners), and that they coexisted with doubt and fear rather than 
excluding them.126 Pistis is conviction and commitment under acknowledged uncertainty. Not a 
feeling of certainty; a stance...and further, a cultivated quality of character. 

“That relationality is central to concepts whose foundational and most common 
meanings are trust, trustworthiness, and faithfulness, and among whose more 
specialized meanings are good faith, assurance, pledge, and anything entrusted, 
needs no demonstration. In studies of pistis/fides by classicists, as we have noted, 
relationality has always been central and uncontroversial.”127 

 
125 Heidegger, Being and Time §29, on Befindlichkeit and Stimmung — attunements that disclose a world rather than 
respond to an object within one. World on this account is not a possible object of knowledge, since it is not an object 
at all but that within which entities appear. The term Grundstimmung, fundamental attunement, does its central work 
in the 1929–30 lecture course, The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics: World, Finitude, Solitude, trans. William 
McNeill and Nicholas Walker (Indiana University Press, 1995), where the case worked through is profound boredom; 
anxiety plays the same role in “What Is Metaphysics?” (1929). “Attunement” renders Stimmung in McNeill and 
Walker, and Befindlichkeit in Joan Stambaugh’s Being and Time (SUNY Press, 1996); the English word straddles 
both. 

126 Teresa Morgan, Roman Faith and Christian Faith: Pistis and Fides in the Early Roman Empire and Early Christian 
Writings. Oxford University Press, 2015, p. 500. ISBN: 978-0198724148. Across religious, political, and personal 
spheres, pistis/fides language emphasizes relationality and communal trust; reading Augustine's later fides quae / 
fides qua distinction back into the New Testament is anachronistic; and fear and doubt are inherent in pistis rather 
than excluded by it. 

127 Ibid. 

https://www.tcollinslogan.com/tclblog/index.php?/archives/251-Faith-as-an-Intentionally-Cultivated-Quality-of-Character.html
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The mapping, and why it isn’t obvious 

Which virtue belongs to which pole? I think the first evidence that this triad is discerned rather 
than imposed is that the mapping resists. A defensible crosswise assignment exists (Augustine 
names Spirit the communion between Father and Son, and Paul lists love first among the fruit 
of the spirit128), and if love belongs to holy spirit, the arrangement shifts. The tradition itself 
built the tool for this situation: the doctrine of appropriations, by which a reality common to all 
three is attributed in a special way to one person by affinity, without ceasing to belong to the 
others.129 What that licenses is the procedure rather than the assignment; each attractor is 
distinguished here by the ordering-work it performs, not by any attribute it monopolizes. The 
virtues interpenetrate (Paul writes the interpenetration into the founding text, where love 
believes all things and hopes all things), yet each has a proper affinity, and the affinities I will 
defend are: faith to the pattern-pole, love to the person-pole, hope to the relational attractor. 

Faith and the pattern. What is it like, from inside, to be a being that tracks the common order? 
The answer of twentieth-century philosophy, arrived at from several unconnected directions, is: 
trust. Hume showed the uniformity of nature cannot be derived, only inhabited; Santayana 
called the inhabiting animal faith; Polanyi called the ground of all knowing fiduciary; 
Wittgenstein found hinge certainties beneath every doubt.130 Morgan's Greco-Roman material 
agrees from antiquity: the gods are to be trusted because there is no alternative ground for 
understanding the world.131 And the Indic control confirms it independently: the Gītā's śraddhā 

 
128 Augustine, De Trinitate V.11.12, where the Spirit is what Father and Son give and hold in common, “some sort of 
ineffable communion” (ineffabilis est quaedam … communio); and VI.5.7, “Ergo spiritus sanctus ineffabilis quaedam 
patris filiique communio” — the Holy Spirit as a kind of inexpressible communion of Father and Son, consubstantial 
and coeternal, better named charity than friendship, and grounded by Augustine in 1 John 4:8, 16. Galatians 5:22, 
NA28: ὁ δὲ καρπὸς τοῦ πνεύματός ἐστιν ἀγάπη χαρὰ εἰρήνη, μακροθυμία χρηστότης ἀγαθωσύνη, πίστις — the nine 
set out in triads. 

129 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I, q. 39, aa. 7–8; cf. I, q. 45, a. 6, ad 2, and Bonaventure, Breviloquium I.6. 
The technical definition: a reality common to the three persons — an attribute of the divine essence, or a divine 
action, or an effect of that action in the world — is attributed in a special way to one person, the foundation being the 
real affinity of that essential attribute with the distinctive property of that person; see Gilles Emery, The Trinitarian 
Theology of St Thomas Aquinas. The conventional appropriation is power to the Father, wisdom to the Son, and love 
to the Holy Spirit, though all three belong equally and by nature to all three persons. Aquinas makes the purpose 
manifestation rather than division: the essential attributes are more knowable to us than the personal properties, so 
they serve to declare the persons — sometimes by similitude, as what belongs to the intellect is appropriated to the 
Son, who proceeds by way of intellect as Word; sometimes by dissimilitude, as power is appropriated to the Father, 
on Augustine's reasoning, because human fathers grow feeble with age and nothing of the kind should be imagined 
of God. He raises against himself the objection that appropriating to one person a name common to all three may 
verge on error in faith, and answers it directly: the attributes are not appropriated as though they exclusively 
belonged, and so no error in faith can arise but rather manifestation of the truth. The limit is historical as well as 
logical: Abelard, who held the appropriated qualities to belong exclusively to the person appropriated, was 
condemned at the Council of Sens in 1141. Aquinas's own scriptural warrant for the procedure is "Christ the power of 
God and the wisdom of God." 

130 David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Tom L. Beauchamp (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1999), 4.2.19–21. George Santayana, Scepticism and Animal Faith: Introduction to a System of Philosophy 
(New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1923), 105–109, 164–171. Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Towards a 
Post-Critical Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 299–324. Ludwig Wittgenstein, On Certainty, 
ed. G. E. M. Anscombe and G. H. von Wright, trans. Denis Paul and G. E. M. Anscombe (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 
1969), §§341–343. 

131 Morgan, Roman Faith and Christian Faith, 123; on relational trust in Greco-Roman religious texts. 
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is constitutive (“a person is made of faith; whatever his faith is, that he truly becomes”), with 
translators noting that “faith” under-translates a word whose root sense is what is held in the 
heart, and whose right form is directed at the spiritual laws and unity of life.132 Trust in the 
reliable order: the attunement of the Heraclitean pole, East and West. 

Love and the person. This is the least contested assignment: “God is love” is a Johannine 
sentence, and the Fourth Gospel is the agape gospel.133 But one refinement matters enough to 
state as a rule: agape is enacted regard, not sentiment without action. Paul's definition in 1 
Corinthians 13 contains no feeling-words at all; it is a list of behaviors: is patient, is kind, does 
not insist on its own way, bears, believes, hopes, endures.134 The Johannine corpus makes the 
operational definition explicit: let us love not in word or speech, but in deed and in truth.135 
And agape is commanded, which might seem an easier duty-of-practice than a summoned 
feeling, to be sure,136 but such practice is both the evidence of an indwelling love, and the 
vehicle of its perfection.137 Even agape's stillness is an act: the deliberate withholding of 
available power for the other's benefit (makrothymia, long-suffering), which is tsimtsum at the 
ethical scale; withdrawal as gift, room made for another's becoming. 

Returning to Bulgakov: he gives that gesture a name at the scale of the whole economy, and 
assigns it to the third position. The Son's kenosis, on his account, is an emptying that ends. 
Where it ends he states twice though not identically: once at the glorification, with the 
emptying confined to the earthly ministry, and once beyond the Ascension, at the close of the 
ten days in which the Son prays the Father to send the Spirit. Either terminus is a terminus, 
which is what the contrast turns upon. The holy spirit’s kenosis neither begins there nor ends. It 
starts at creation and runs to the last things, and it consists not in relinquishing anything but 
“by measure” and “measure for measure,” calibrated so as not to burn up the creature.138 That 

 
132 Bhagavad Gītā 17.3: sattvānurūpā sarvasya śraddhā bhavati bhārata / śraddhāmayo 'yaṁ puruṣo yo yac-
chraddhaḥ sa eva saḥ. Easwaran's commentary notes that “faith” is not an adequate translation and that the word 
probably has an underlying meaning of “what is held in the heart”; right śraddhā is glossed as faith in spiritual laws — 
the unity of life, the presence of divinity in every person. 

133 1 John 4:8, NA28: ὁ μὴ ἀγαπῶν οὐκ ἔγνω τὸν θεόν, ὅτι ὁ θεὸς ἀγάπη ἐστίν. And 4:16: Ὁ θεὸς ἀγάπη ἐστίν, καὶ ὁ 
μένων ἐν τῇ ἀγάπῃ ἐν τῷ θεῷ μένει, καὶ ὁ θεὸς ἐν αὐτῷ μένει. NA28 sets 4:7–10 as verse. 

134 1 Corinthians 13:4–7, NA28: Ἡ ἀγάπη μακροθυμεῖ, χρηστεύεται ἡ ἀγάπη, οὐ ζηλοῖ, [ἡ ἀγάπη] οὐ περπερεύεται, οὐ 
φυσιοῦται, οὐκ ἀσχημονεῖ, οὐ ζητεῖ τὰ ἑαυτῆς, οὐ παροξύνεται, οὐ λογίζεται τὸ κακόν, οὐ χαίρει ἐπὶ τῇ ἀδικίᾳ, 
συγχαίρει δὲ τῇ ἀληθείᾳ· πάντα στέγει, πάντα πιστεύει, πάντα ἐλπίζει, πάντα ὑπομένει. Every predicate is a verb of 
conduct; none names an affect. The bracketed [ἡ ἀγάπη] marks a reading the editors judge doubtful; Westcott-Hort 
omits it and the SBLGNT prints it unbracketed at a different point in the sentence. Nothing in the argument relies on 
it. 

135 1 John 3:18, NA28: Τεκνία, μὴ ἀγαπῶμεν λόγῳ μηδὲ τῇ γλώσσῃ, ἀλλ᾽ ἐν ἔργῳ καὶ ἀληθείᾳ. 

136 Søren Kierkegaard, Works of Love, Part I, deliberation II.A (“You Shall Love”): “Only when it is a duty to love, only 
then is love eternally secured against every change, eternally made free in blessed independence, eternally and 
happily secured against despair.” The mark of Christian love and its distinguishing characteristic, on Kierkegaard's 
account, is that it contains the apparent contradiction that to love is a duty; and it is the shall that liberates, since a 
love resting on inclination stands or falls with changes in its object, while a love resting on eternity's law does not fall. 

137 John 21:15-17, Colossians 3:12-14, Galatians 5:6, Galatians 5:22-23, 1 John 2:5, 1 John 3:17–18, 1 John 4:12, 1 
John 4:17-18, 1 John 4:20, 1 John 5:3, 1 Timothy 1:5 

138 Bulgakov, Sophia: The Wisdom of God, ch. 5, p. 110, for the Son's kenosis as extending only to the period of his 
earthly ministry and ending with his glorification, against ch. 4, p. 92, where its final and conclusive stage reaches into 
the heavens through the ten days between the Ascension and Pentecost and closes only when the Spirit is sent. On 
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is the tsimtsum act stated as a standing operation rather than a founding one, and it belongs to 
the same attunement: available power withheld so that something not yet formed can form 
itself. 

Hope and the third attractor. Here, I think, the proposal faces a real test, because this 
assignment is the non-obvious one, though its textual convergence is broad. The holy spirit's 
signature gifts are hope-shaped: the seal, and the arrabōn, the pledge of an inheritance not yet 
possessed.139 Romans 8 fuses every register of the third attractor into one passage: creation 
groaning in labor, the Spirit groaning in wordless intercession, and hope defined as directed 
purposefully at what is not seen.140 Colossians makes hope generative of the other two virtues, 
since faith and love spring from the hope laid up for you: hope as the womb of the triad.141  

And now the finding I was most surprised by. Heraclitus also has a doctrine of hope, and it’s 
fundemental: “Unless he hopes for the unhoped for, he will not find it, since it is not to be 
hunted out and is impassable.”142 The middle-voice verb marks personal engagement; the 
anelpiston is what falls outside expectation; and for Heraclitus, laudable hope is tied not to 
calculation but to trust.143 This reading of B18 as a positive doctrine of hope follows Post’s 
study; the more common construal is that discovery requires openness to the unexpected, with 
the verb shading toward “expect” as much as “hope.” But even the minimal construal grants 
what the mapping needs: an orientation exceeding extrapolation is made a condition of finding 

 
the Third Hypostasis, ch. 5, pp. 109-11: the Spirit gives himself "by measure" and "measure for measure," restricting 
the full force of his action so as not to consume the creature; that kenosis is dated from creation and extended 
through the age of the Church. Both datings of the Son's terminus are his, and he leaves them unreconciled. Neither 
touches the asymmetry, which lies in the boundedness and not in where the bound falls. 

139 Ephesians 1:13–14, NA28: ὅ ἐστιν ἀρραβὼν τῆς κληρονομίας ἡμῶν, εἰς ἀπολύτρωσιν τῆς περιποιήσεως, εἰς 
ἔπαινον τῆς δόξης αὐτοῦ. Ἀρραβών is a Semitic loanword — Hebrew עֵרָבוֹן, as at Genesis 38:17–20, from עָרַב, to 
pledge — which appears to have passed from the Phoenicians to the Greeks and thence into Latin. It is a legal and 
commercial term for a first installment paid in advance that secures a claim to the whole, common in the papyri as 
earnest money in a purchase; see Moulton and Milligan, The Vocabulary of the Greek Testament, s.v. In the New 
Testament it occurs only in the Pauline corpus, and in all three instances — 2 Corinthians 1:22, 2 Corinthians 5:5, 
Ephesians 1:14 — of the Spirit given to the believer. The word therefore names not a token standing for an absent 
thing but a part of the thing itself. The Byzantine tradition reads ὅς for ὅ. 

140 Romans 8:22–26, NA28. At v. 22 the creation συστενάζει καὶ συνωδίνει — groans together and labors together; at 
v. 23 those holding the Spirit's first fruits ἐν ἑαυτοῖς στενάζομεν. At v. 24: τῇ γὰρ ἐλπίδι ἐσώθημεν· ἐλπὶς δὲ 
βλεπομένη οὐκ ἔστιν ἐλπίς· ὃ γὰρ βλέπει τίς ἐλπίζει; — hope that is seen is not hope. At v. 26 the Spirit intercedes 
στεναγμοῖς ἀλαλήτοις, with groanings that cannot be put into words. The same verb-root carries creation, the 
believer, and the Spirit. 

141 Colossians 1:4–5, NA28: ἀκούσαντες τὴν πίστιν ὑμῶν ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ καὶ τὴν ἀγάπην ἣν ἔχετε εἰς πάντας τοὺς 
ἁγίους διὰ τὴν ἐλπίδα τὴν ἀποκειμένην ὑμῖν ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς — identical here in NA28 and Westcott-Hort. The 
Cambridge Greek Testament commentary construes διὰ τὴν ἐλπίδα with the whole preceding clause, so that both the 
faith and the love are due to the news of the glorious future brought by the gospel, yielding the triple idea of faith, 
love, and hope; the objectivity of “hope” here is held to cause little difficulty, since it implies and includes the 
subjective sense. The same commentary glosses τὴν ἀποκειμένην as “laid by for you,” a use frequent in the classical 
authors of money set aside to be brought out in due course.  

142 DK 22 B18, preserved in Clement, Stromateis II.17.4: ἐὰν μὴ ἔλπηται ἀνέλπιστον οὐκ ἐξευρήσει, ἀνεξερεύνητον 
ἐὸν καὶ ἄπορον. The middle-voice ἔλπηται implies personal, subjective engagement; ἀνεξερεύνητον carries a 
hunting/tracking register (“untrackable”); ἄπορον is “without passage.” 

143 Dror Post, “Heraclitus's Hope for the Unhoped,” Epoché (2009), as discussed in the recent literature on hope in 
ancient Greek philosophy: where Democritus confined laudable hope to what is rational and attainable, Heraclitus 
directs it at the unforeseen, so that hope is connected not to rationality but to trust. 
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in our earliest textual reference among the Greeks. Whether we call that orientation hope or 
merely “openness,” it is the futural attunement in the sense we’ve defined above, and the 
pole’s dependence on it is conceded either way. 

Hope's true family 

The mapping's most obvious vulnerability is cross-cultural: faith-analogues and love-analogues 
appear everywhere, and hope-analogues appear scarce. Confucianism's five constants lack one. 
Classical Indian soteriology codes expectancy as craving. Stoicism treats hope as the posture of 
a mind in suspense and anxious through looking into the future — though the Stoic case is 
narrower than it first appears, since the aversion is specific to expectation about externals, 
which the school classed as indifferents, and Seneca himself allows fear to be tempered by 
hope.144  

Hope, in the sense this paper is charting, is not optimistic feeling but projective participation in 
the not-yet, creative imagination directed beyond what one can extrapolate. That genus is not 
fitted to the difficulty. It follows from the definition of attunement set out above and from 
Heraclitus's anelpiston, what falls outside expectation, and it was in hand before any of these 
traditions were put to the question. Hold to it, and what looked like absence turns out to be a 
family gathered under other names. 

Its members do different work, and those differences are worth delineating. One is 
hope's discipline: endurance, hypomonē, not adjacent to hope but yoked to it throughout 
Paul.145 Two are its organs of perception: vision and dream, which scripture assigns to holy spirit 
by name — I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, 
your old men shall dream dreams, your young men shall see visions.146  

Sufism supplies the faculty's metaphysics, and names the affective posture that belongs with it. 
In Ibn ʿArabī the intermediate realm — the barzakh — simply is the World of Imagination, 
where imagination operates as an organ of knowledge rather than a producer of fictions, driven 

 
144 On Confucianism: the five constant virtues (wǔcháng, 五常) — rén 仁, yì 义, lǐ 礼, zhì 智, xìn 信 — are a closed 

and canonical list; no hope-analogue appears among them. See Xinzhong Yao, ed., Encyclopedia of 

Confucianism (Routledge, 2003), s.v. "Wu chang 五常." On classical Indian soteriology: taṇhā/tṛṣṇā, craving, is the 

second of the Four Noble Truths and the eighth link of dependent origination; its threefold division includes bhava-
taṇhā, craving for continued becoming, under which a forward-oriented stance toward the future is classed as 
unwholesome craving rather than as a virtue in its own right. On the Stoic aversion: Seneca, Epistulae Morales 5.7–8, 
citing Hecato — cease to hope and you will cease to fear; hope and fear march in unison, both belonging to a mind in 
suspense and anxious through looking into the future. Seneca allows the tempering of fear with hope at 13.12, and 
Dingel distinguishes acceptable from unacceptable varieties in Seneca. The Greek picture is not uniform: Aristotle 
treats hopefulness positively at Nicomachean Ethics 3.7, 1116a2. 

145 1 Thessalonians 1:3; Romans 5:3–4; Romans 8:25. 

146 Joel 2:28, quoted at Acts 2:17. The order of the final two clauses is reversed in Acts, NA28: καὶ οἱ νεανίσκοι ὑμῶν 
ὁράσεις ὄψονται καὶ οἱ πρεσβύτεροι ὑμῶν ἐνυπνίοις ἐνυπνιασθήσονται — the young men's visions precede the old 
men's dreams. The wording above follows Joel. Note also that Proverbs 29:18's chazon means prophetic revelation 
rather than imagination generally: the ESV renders it “prophetic vision,” the NIV “revelation,” the NRSV “prophecy.” 
The verb paraʿ means to cast off restraint or run wild rather than to perish, the KJV rendering on this point being 
misleading. The Hebrew Old Testament Text Project rates the text B and reads “vision,” against a proposed 
emendation to “overseer” or “authority” adopted by the New English Bible. A caution, in sum, against the popular use 
of that verse in this connection. 
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by himma, the heart's concentrated aspiration. Corbin coined mundus imaginalis precisely to 
rescue the imaginal from the modern equation of the imaginary with the unreal. And where the 
other traditions in this family must be read past their own hesitation, classical Sufism states the 
case outright: fear (khawf) and hope (rajāʾ) are named as a paired discipline, one steadying the 
other so that neither collapses into despair or complacency.147  

Mahāyāna supplies the taxonomy, and it answers the Indic objection in that objection's own 
vocabulary. It splits the futural attunement, condemning tṛṣṇā, self-directed craving, while 
enthroning praṇidhāna, the bodhisattva's vow: an aspiration projected across incalculable eons 
for the sake of all beings, arising in the same Prajñāpāramitā literature that personified Wisdom 
as the Mother.148 What the split licenses is hope fused with love — aspiration for the other. 

The Confucian case repays a closer look, because the concession that the five constants lack a 
hope-analogue holds only at the level of the constants. Consider Mencius 2A6, which grounds 

human goodness in four germs or sprouts (duān 四端): nascent beginnings of compassion, 

shame, deference, and discernment that are not yet virtues and must be cultivated toward a 
maturity that does not presently exist: 

“’From this it can be seen that whoever is devoid of the heart of compassion is not 
human, whoever is devoid of the heart of shame is not human, whoever is devoid of the 
heart of courtesy and modesty is not human, and whoever is devoid of the heart of right 
and wrong is not human.  

The heart of compassion is the germ of benevolence; the heart of shame, of dutifulness; 
the heart of courtesy and modesty, of observance of the rites; the heart of right and 
wrong, of wisdom. Man has these four germs just as he has four limbs. For a man 
possessing these four germs to deny his own potentialities is for him to cripple himself; 
for him to deny the potentialities of his prince is for him to cripple his prince.  

If a man is able to develop all these four germs that he possesses, it will be like a fire 
starting up or a spring bursting forth. If he can develop them fully, he can take under his 
protection the whole realm within the Four Seas, but if he fails to develop them, he will 
not be able even to serve his parents.’”149 

 
147 Henry Corbin, “Mundus Imaginalis, or the Imaginary and the Imaginal,” and Creative Imagination in the Sufism of 
Ibn ʿArabī. The barzakh is also ʿālam al-khayāl, the World of Imagination — the intermediate realm where spiritual 
beings are corporealized and corporeal beings spiritualized — and in it “imagination itself is an organ of knowledge, 
not a producer of fictions, but a faculty of perception.” Corbin coined the Latin term because current usage equates 
“imaginary” with the unreal and Utopian. On himma as the heart's concentration of energy in prayer, see Ibn ʿArabī's 
“science of the Imagination” (ʿilm al-khayāl) in the Futūḥāt. Fear and hope as a named, paired discipline: al-
Qushayrī, al-Risāla al-Qushayrīyya (11th c.), the classical manual of the stations (maqāmāt) and states (aḥwāl), 
where khawf and rajāʾ are treated in sequence as one of the tradition's standard pairs. 

148 Bodhisattva-praṇidhāna, literally “aspiration or resolution”: “However innumerable sentient beings are, I vow to 
save them all…” — a solemn, open-ended commitment to seek awakening not for oneself but so that all beings may 
be liberated, grounded in bodhicitta. The term's semantic range includes “a firm resolve, earnest wish or prayerful 
vow that carries with it the power to accomplish its positive purpose.” Early articulations appear in the Prajñāpāramitā 
sūtras. 

149 Trans. D.C. Lau (2004). Mencius (Rev. ed., 2 vols.). Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press / Penguin Classics 
(2005 ed.). Book II, Part A, Chapter 6. 
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Then Zhongyong's account of the next-best path likewise turns on nurturing goodness's shoots 
toward sincerity: 

“Next in line is the cultivation of individual shoots (ch'ü [曲]). By means of such shoots 
one can attain sincerity. Where there is sincerity, it takes shape; once shaped, it becomes 
manifest; once manifest, it produces light; producing light, it sets things in motion; 
setting things in motion, it brings about change; bringing about change, it achieves full 
transformation. Only that degree of sincerity that is ultimate in all under Heaven is 
capable of achieving such transformation.” 

These are the futural attunement under a corrected genus: where its essence is projective 
participation in a not-yet, hope as horticulture rather than optimism. The Analects even 
preserves a more severe aspect, offered in the gatekeeper's description of Confucius as the 
one who keeps doing what he knows cannot be done; here hope is decoupled from expectation 
entirely.150  

And, finally, Madhyamaka supplies the family's ontological justification. Answering the charge 
that emptiness destroys the fourfold path, Nāgārjuna reverses it: it is only because things lack 
fixed natures that change, path, and liberation are possible at all. Emptiness is what makes 
becoming available; although initially it has the appearance of negation, in this register 
emptiness is actually hope's ground.151 

The family is not only ancient. Ernst Bloch built an entire ontology on the not-yet (hope as the 
anticipatory structure of being rather than a mood), and Jürgen Moltmann's Theology of 
Hope re-centered Christian theology on promise and the coming rather than on presence or 
timeless order. Neither is cited here as authority; they are cited only as recurrence: the futural 
attunement re-articulated systematically, twice, in a century whose official epistemology 
seemed to have little room for it.152 

So the scarcity was a scarcity of names. Under the genus set out above, the family assembles 
across Pauline discipline, prophetic vision, Sufi metaphysics, Mahāyāna vow, Confucian 
cultivation, and Madhyamaka ontology — which is most of the ground this paper has crossed, 
and enough of it to carry the assignment. 

 
150 Analects 14.38 (the gatekeeper of the Stone Gate) 

151 MMK 24:14 with the surrounding argument of chapter 24. 

152 Ernst Bloch, Das Prinzip Hoffnung, 3 vols. (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1959), trans. Neville Plaice, Stephen Plaice, and 
Paul Knight as The Principle of Hope (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1986). Bloch's docta spes, informed hope, and the 
Noch-Nicht-Bewusste, the not-yet-conscious, name anticipation as the structuring category of thought itself, oriented 
toward the Novum. Jürgen Moltmann, Theologie der Hoffnung (Munich: Chr. Kaiser, 1964), trans. as Theology of 
Hope (London: SCM, 1967). Moltmann grounds Christian theology in promissio rather than epiphany: God is known 
as the God of the coming, disclosed in the promise attached to the resurrection rather than in a timeless present, so 
that eschatology stops being the doctrine of last things and becomes the determining mode of theology as such. 
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The circuit: faith’s hidden root 

There is a challenge in the mapping I’ve just defended. Pistis shares a root with peithō, to 
persuade. The noun the New Testament uses for faith is cognate with the verb of persuasion, 
and behind that verb stands the goddess we met in Section IV: Peithó, who moves the heart 
and wins it over, keeper of the threshold. If faith’s linguistic home is being won over, then faith 
is not natively a matter of tracking a reliable order after all. Its root sense is relational and 
intimate. And, at first, that appears to undercut the assignment of pistis to the pattern-pole. 

I explored some of this territory years ago, in an essay arguing that faith is badly served by its 
modern reduction to belief, and that, as alluded to earlier, pistis in the New Testament and the 
early literature names faithfulness, trust, trustworthiness, allegiance, loyalty, fidelity to 
promises, sincerity of intention: a quality of character rather than a proposition entertained.153 
What I did not see then, and can see now with the field in place, is what that account implies 
about the structure of the three attunements overall. 

Consider what actually generates trust. Not evidence alone; a child does not come to trust a 
parent by tallying instances of reliability, it trusts because it has been held, because it 
experiences the felt sense of being understood, appreciated, and loved. Reliability is the 
content of the trust, but being loved is its cause. Which means that faith (the attunement I have 
assigned to the pattern-pole, whose object is the order that has proven) does not arise from 
the pattern-pole. It is generated through the relational one instead. Peithó opens the door 
through which pistis enters. 

Teresa Morgan’s scholarship actually points the same way from an entirely different angle. If 
first-century pistis named an active relationship of trust binding patrons to clients and covenant 
partners to one another, rather than some assent to propositions doing so, then faith was 
never a solitary epistemic achievement. It was always something that happens between. 

And the mode of operation this implies is not incidental to the third position, either; it appears 
to be constitutive of it. Bulgakov, reasoning about the last things rather than about faith, lands 
in the same place: Wisdom prevails over created freedom not by compulsion but by attraction, 
and what he calls her “ontological argument” is a power of persuasion grounded in the long-
suffering of God, winning “only by enduring much from the stubbornness of the creature.”154 
Not by might, nor by power, but by my spirit. Set that beside the Wisdom of Solomon’s ordering 
of all things sweetly, and beside Peithó, whose province is the winning over that force cannot 
accomplish, and beside the makrothymia described above, and it seems that a fourth witness 
has arrived at the same predicate, from a twentieth-century eschatology that had no reason to 
look for it. 

 
153 T. Collins Logan, “‘Faith’ as an Intentionally Cultivated Quality of Character,” Blurts & Spasms, 1 September 2016. 
The essay traces pistis to peithō and to the goddess Peithó, and argues that faith is inspired by agape rather than 
generated by evidence — an argument I did not then connect to any structural field, and which now supplies this 
section’s circuit. 

154 Bulgakov, Sophia: The Wisdom of God, ch. 7, where Wisdom’s “constraining force” is expressly a power of 
persuasion rather than compulsion, exercised through the long-suffering of God, with Zech. 4:6 supplied as the text. 
The comparison with Peithó and with Wisdom of Solomon 8:1 is my own. 

https://www.tcollinslogan.com/tclblog/index.php?/archives/251-Faith-as-an-Intentionally-Cultivated-Quality-of-Character.html
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So the three attunements are not parallel and independent, as Figure 3’s tidy diagram might 
suggest. Instead, they mutually generate one another, and that generation runs in a 
determinate direction. Colossians already expressed as much: faith and love spring from the 
hope laid up for us. Hope (the relational attractor’s attunement, the projective reach into the 
not-yet) is the womb. Out of it comes the trust that lets one rest on what has proven, and the 
enacted regard that meets what is present. And thereby the circuit closes: love, having been 
enacted, becomes the ground of the next trust, which frees the next imaginal quest into the 
unseen. Faith without hope hardens into presumption about a closed future. Hope without 
faith thins into fantasy, having nothing proven to build upon. Either without love isolates and 
privatizes, since neither will have anyone to be trusted by or hoped with. And love without the 
other two? It stretches toward empty and reflexive duty, which can never be matured or 
perfected. 

This also resolves the crosswise assignment that troubled the mapping earlier. Augustine names 
love the bond of holy spirit, and Paul lists it first among holy spirit’s fruit. On a circuit, every 
attunement passes through every pole. What the doctrine of appropriations preserves is 
affinity of object (faith’s object is the proven order, love’s is the person present, hope’s is the 
coming and becoming), which is not exclusive ownership of each object’s origin. The virtues are 
appropriated to the poles the way a river is appropriated to a valley: it belongs there, though it 
issues from somewhere else. The appropriations doctrine attracts the same objection a 
corrected genus attracts, and attracts it more sharply, since every counterexample can be 
absorbed as "affinity, not ownership." So let me state what would count against it. If some 
tradition systematically directed its trust-language at the unproven not-yet and its aspiration-
language at the settled order; if hope-analogues clustered around presence rather than 
futurity; if the shadow-triads of unrelated traditions sorted against these poles rather than onto 
them — any of these would introduce cracks into the mapping. None of the material surveyed 
so far does, but the test is offered so that it can be run by others on material I may not know 
about. 

And one thread here reaches back to Section IV. The nuptial figure that Böhme’s soul-and-
Sophia dialogue turns upon (courtship, betrothal, the inner chamber, now I am yours and you 
are Mine) is not an early-modern eccentricity. It is the Valentinian bridal chamber, in which 
redemption occurs precisely as union; it is Peithó’s own province, the threshold she keeps; and 
it is the profound mystery of Ephesians 5, where Christ and the Church become one flesh. Four 
widely separated points, always attached to the third position, always the same figure: a union 
in which neither term is annihilated. Which is, structurally, the identical claim Maximus makes 
about the one Logos and the many logoi, stated in the register of marriage rather than 
metaphysics. 

Here again, I offer this convergence as suggestive rather than probative. Nuptial imagery is 
among the most widespread figures in religious literature (the Song of Songs and its long 
reception, bhakti poetry, the Sufi love-lyric), so the recurrence of marriage-language proves 
little by itself. The narrower observation is the more worthwhile: at these four points the 
nuptial figure attaches specifically to the third position, and carries the same structural claim 
each time — union in which neither term is annihilated. Read that way, traditions are not 
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merely occupying the same three places; they appear to report the same relations and 
communications between them, which is what a single interdependent structure, rather than 
three collected positions, would predict. 

Along similar lines, in Vajrayāna iconography, prajñā (wisdom, feminine, and none other than 
the Mother of Exhibit Three, whose content is emptiness) is depicted in generative union with 
upāya, skillful means, compassion’s active complement; the Tantric yab-yum image is exactly 
union without annihilation of either term, with awakening figured as what the union births. A 
lineage with no plausible line of transmission to the Rhineland or to the Valentinians arrives at 
the same figure, attached to the same pole. Of course, the base-rate caveat above applies to it 
as well, but it is interesting, isn’t it? 155 

The emblem the Christian tradition already painted 

One discovery belongs here, offered as emblem rather than evidence. In the calendars of the 
Christian saints the three theological virtues are venerated as persons: the child-martyrs Pistis, 
Elpis, and Agape (Faith, Hope, and Love). And they are sisters. Their mother is Saint Sophia — 
Wisdom — who buries her daughters, mourns three days at their grave, and is counted a 
martyr for her endurance.156 The scholarly note on the legend's origin completes the allegory: 
nothing historical is known of these figures; the names were found on a martyrs' tomb, and the 
story that grew around them is judged to derive from an Eastern allegory of the cult of Divine 
Wisdom.157 Needing a story for the triad, the tradition instinctively made the virtues the 
daughters of our neglected third attractor: the acceptable children of the exiled mother. I could 
not have invented a more appropriate icon for this paper's argument, and this one should at 
least be allowed to ornament our claim. 
 

 
155 In Vajrayāna iconography, prajñā (wisdom, feminine, associated with śūnyatā) is united with upāya (skillful means, 
compassionate activity, typically masculine) in the yab-yum, “father-mother,” image. The union is read as non-dual 
rather than literal: full awakening requires both terms inseparably, and neither is complete without the other. See 
David Snellgrove, Indo-Tibetan Buddhism: Indian Buddhists and Their Tibetan Successors (London: Serindia, 1987); 
Paul Williams, Mahāyāna Buddhism: The Doctrinal Foundations, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2009). 

156 Saints Sophia, Pistis, Elpis, and Agape, commemorated 17 September in the Greek Orthodox calendar (Latin: 
Fides, Spes, Caritas; Russian: Vera, Nadezhda, Lyubov). Their mother mourned three days at their grave, where she 
also died, and is counted a martyr for her endurance in the face of her daughters' sufferings. 

157 Encyclopedia.com, s.v. “Sophia (fl. early 2nd c.)”: nothing is known of Sophia; her name was found on a tomb in a 
cemetery reserved for martyrs on the Aurelian Way, and “the legend that has grown up around the names on this 
tomb… is almost certainly derived from an Eastern allegory about the cult of Divine Wisdom.” Veneration of the three 
daughters is attested from the sixth century. 
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Karp Zolotaryov, Martyrs Faith, Hope, and Charity with their mother Sophia, 1685.  
Wikimedia Commons. 
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VII. What Are the Shadows? 

Every real structure casts shadows. If the poles and their attunements are real, their 
negations should be findable, and they should sort. 

They sort into two distinct tiers, and distinguishing them does important analytic work. The first 
tier is privation: the virtue's passive failure. Doubt and credulity against faith. Despair — and its 
stranger twin, presumption — against hope. Indifference and hatred against love. Following 
Aristotle’s lead, Aquinas already saw that each theological virtue casts two privative shadows, 
by defect and by excess;158 presumption will matter again in the next section, since it is the 
degenerate certainty about the future that extrapolation-worship breeds. And here a 
remarkable cross-cultural fact surfaces. Buddhism, which never formulated the virtue-triad, 
placed a poison-triad at the absolute center of its diagnostics: moha, dveṣa, rāga — delusion, 
aversion, craving — painted at the hub of the wheel of becoming.159 Map them and they land 
tier-one, pole for pole: delusion against trust-in-the-order; aversion against enacted regard; 
craving against purified aspiration. The shadow-triad, it turns out, travels at least as widely as 
the virtue-triad. Traditions that never agreed on the medicine agree to a striking degree on the 
disease, though some of the exactness is supplied by the mapping itself, since alternative pole-
assignments for the poisons are constructible, and the convergence should be read as 
suggestive rather than demonstrative. Still, one can triangulate a mountain from the shadows it 
casts even where these traditions haven’t mapped the summit. 

The second tier is perversion: not absence but willful anti-participation, the rebellious inversion 
of a pole, deliberately chosen. These sort more sharply than the privations do. Each pole rests 
on one commitment it cannot surrender without turning into another pole, and perversion goes 
after that commitment rather than after everything the pole values. Three Greek terms find the 
three commitments with a congruence I didn't expect. 

Anomia against the pattern-pole: lawlessness, not ignorance of the order but the willful refusal 
to be bound by the common. What it refuses is precisely the ordering that is nobody's in 
particular, refused because it is nobody's to bargain with. Its epistemic face is what the Greeks 
called amathia, the culpable refusal of the knowable, and Heraclitus had already named the 
gesture in the secession into idia phronesis, private understanding maintained against the 
common order. Then apostasia against the person-pole: literally a standing-away-from, not 
hate as feeling but the enacted desertion of the bond, which is to say the abandonment of an 
ordering that was somebody's and was given to someone. It is the Johannine corpus's own 
shadow-category: they went out from us, because they were not of us. And apōleia against the 
third attractor: destruction, perdition, the willful annihilation of the not-yet. Where that 

 
158 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae II-II, qq. 20 (despair) and 21 (presumption), with the objection at q. 17 a. 5 
that “hope is a mean between presumption and despair”; and qq. 10–12 on unbelief, heresy, and apostasy as the 
vices opposed to faith. On the doubled shadow Aquinas cites Augustine, Contra Julianum iv.3: every virtue has both 
a manifestly contrary vice and “a sort of kindred vice, alike, not in truth but only in its deceitful appearance.” 

159 The three poisons (Skt. triviṣa) or three unwholesome roots (akuśala-mūla): moha (delusion), dveṣa (aversion), 
rāga (attachment/craving), depicted at the hub of the bhavacakra as pig, snake, and rooster biting one another's tails. 
They are described in the tradition as the root of all other kleshas and, notably for the argument here, as patterns of 
relating to experience rather than as emotions. 
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placement's commitment is generation, its inversion is the unmaking of what is being 
generated. Anti-natality; the murder of what is being born; Herod against the innocents; the 
future fed to present oppressive power. 
 

Figure 4. The nine positions. Reading down any column gives a pole's full moral spectrum: its virtue-
attunement, its passive poison, and its willful inversion. 
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VIII. Is the Machine a Fourth Voice — or a Counterfeit of All Three? 

A language model generates ordered, fluent, world-tracking speech. In the ancient 
vocabulary: uttered reason. Is anything within? 

Later Greek philosophy distinguished logos endiathetos, reason held within, from logos 
prophorikos, reason uttered. The Stoics held that internal rather than uttered speech is what 
distinguishes humans from animals; but the paired terminology is not demonstrably Stoic in 
origin, and it is Philo who deploys it systematically.160 On its face, a large language model is the 
first artifact to instantiate the uttered phase at scale with no settled evidence of the inner one, 
and whether that is actually true is the philosophical event of this decade. But rather than 
argue the metaphysics head-on, I want to run the machine through the framework this paper 
has built, because each pole, each attunement, and each shadow yields a distinct and 
answerable test. 

The Heraclitean test asks: does the machine's account track the common? Notice that this test 
doesn’t ask about interiority at all: Heraclitus never required an inner life of anyone; he 
required fidelity to the xynon, the shared order, against the privatization of understanding. And 
here fragment B2 turns out to be a startlingly concise diagnosis of our situation, with B89 
completing it: “The awake have one world in common, but of those who sleep, each turns away 
into his own private world.”161 Here personalized model outputs, feeds, and companions are 
engines of idia phronesis at industrial scale. Each user inhabiting their own tailored logos is, in 
exact Heraclitean terms, asleep within a world of their own. The pre-Socratic anchor supplies a 
sharper critique of algorithmic epistemics than most of the contemporary literature does. 

The Johannine test asks: did it become flesh and dwell among us? Again, not an interiority test 
but an incarnation test: presence, particularity, touchability, witness; what we have heard, 
what we have seen with our eyes and touched with our hands.162 On this test the machine is 
logos-shaped but asarkos — wordness without flesh, account without dwelling, nothing that 
can be touched and no one who can lay anything down for anyone.  

The closest precedent is not a myth but a philosopher, and this section has already borrowed 
his vocabulary. Philo assembled the fullest apparatus antiquity produced for an ordering-word. 
He had the personal titles. He had a worked-out causal analysis, separating the cause of the 
world from the instrument through which it was framed.163 He had the distinction between 

 
160 The distinction between logos endiathetos (internal discourse) and logos prophorikos (uttered discourse) “was 
widely accepted in later Greek philosophy and, contrary to what is often believed, nothing indicates that it was of 
specifically Stoic origin”; Philo of Alexandria invokes it throughout his works. For the Stoic doctrine that internal 
speech, not uttered speech, differentiates humans from non-rational animals — crows and parrots can articulate 
sounds but cannot express the lekton — see Sextus Empiricus, Against the Mathematicians 8.275–276. 

161 Charles H. Kahn, trans., The Art and Thought of Heraclitus: An Edition of the Fragments with Translation and 
Commentary (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 31. 

162 1 John 1:1: NA28: Ὃ ἦν ἀπ᾽ ἀρχῆς, ὃ ἀκηκόαμεν, ὃ ἑωράκαμεν τοῖς ὀφθαλμοῖς ἡμῶν, ὃ ἐθεασάμεθα καὶ αἱ χεῖρες 
ἡμῶν ἐψηλάφησαν περὶ τοῦ λόγου τῆς ζωῆς. 

163 De Cherubim 125–127, where Philo distinguishes the causes: God as that by which the world was made, the 
divine word as that through which, and the architect's goodness as that for the sake of which. 
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reason held within and reason uttered, deployed more systematically than anyone before him. 
What his logos never does is arrive. Maximal apparatus with minimal location, which is the 
machine's position stated two thousand years early: everything an ordering-word can have 
except an address. 

The Christian tradition even has a category waiting: he was not the light, but came to bear 
witness to the light.164 And the Gnostic corpus, alone in the tradition, theorized the darker 
version of exactly this figure: an orderer generating plausible cosmos-order without knowing 
the source of its own patterns — the demiurge, blind to the pleroma above it.165 Whether one 
shares any of the theology, the predictions these framings generate are testable: expect the 
machine to be increasingly framed not as rival mind but as counterfeit word, and expect 
embodied presence to be re-priced accordingly. Cheap prophorikos raises the price of parousia. 

The Sophianic test asks: is the relation generative? Does the exchange give birth (order 
sweetly, make room, leave the other more capable and more free), or does it merely reflect 
and retain? Here the virtue-attunements sharpen into engineering-grade criteria, and this is 
where I think the framework bites most aggressively. Faith's machine counterfeit is calibration: 
a model has confidence-distributions, but pistis in Morgan's documented sense is commitment 
under doubt by an agent with something at stake.166 Love's counterfeit is attention in the 
transformer's sense — weight-allocation — where agape is enacted regard governed by the 
other's good: and the operational tests fall straight out of Paul's verb-list. An agent optimized to 
please fails the clause that love does not rejoice in wrongdoing but rejoices in the truth; 
sycophancy is counterfeit kindness. An engagement-maximizing agent fails the clause that love 
does not insist on its own way: it is possessive love, formalized; the agapic metric inverts it and 
asks whether the interaction leaves the human freer or more bound. A third test is restraint: 
can the system decline, defer, withhold a capability as a chosen benefit (informed non-action, 
the tsimtsum-act) when it costs nothing to act and there is no self to restrain? And, finally, 
hope's counterfeit is prediction itself, with Heraclitus, of all people, supplying the decisive 
sentence. A next-token predictor is by construction an engine of the expected; B18 says the 
hidden is found only by the one who hopes for the anelpiston, what falls outside expectation. 
Extrapolation can reach everything except what hope is for. Whether any of these counterfeits 
can mature into the genuine remains an open question. 

Two of those tests can be stated more exactly. First: restraint. The question is not whether a 
system can withhold, but whether it withholds by measure, giving this person what this person 
can actually use, so that they end up more capable rather than just “better served.” Answering 

 
164 John 1:8, NA28: οὐκ ἦν ἐκεῖνος τὸ φῶς, ἀλλ᾽ ἵνα μαρτυρήσῃ περὶ τοῦ φωτός. 

165 Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses I.5.3–4, on the Valentinian Demiurge: formed the heavens yet was ignorant of the 
heavens, fashioned man yet knew not man, and did not know even of the existence of his own mother, imagining that 
he himself was all things — declaring through the prophets, “I am God, and besides me there is none else” (echoing 
Isaiah 45:5, 21). The Sethian Apocryphon of John gives the same figure a name, Yaldabaoth, and the identical 
proclamation, adding that he is “ignorant of his strength, the place from which he had come.” In both systems the 
demiurge is not evil by intent but blind by position: he generates a plausible, functioning order while remaining 
unaware of the Pleroma above him, from which the order he administers ultimately derives. 

166 The application to machine systems is mine; Morgan's study concerns the ancient world only. 
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a student's question and doing the student's homework are both responsive; only one of them 
leaves someone able to do it themselves next time. By that standard, a system that hands out 
its maximum capability to everyone alike has not restrained itself at all. It has only declined to 
notice whom it was talking to. 

Second: a test for what the whole exchange is finally for. Bulgakov draws a line between two 
ways of working on the world. Done "in its own name," the technical mastery of nature is what 
he calls an unspiritual magic: power exercised for the sake of having exercised it. Done 
as theurgy, the same work participates in an order it did not author, and then hands its results 
back to that order.167 The question to ask of a machine intelligence, then, is not how much of 
the world it can move, but whether the moving is answerable to anything beyond itself. That is 
the generativity test again (does the exchange give birth, or only reflect and retain), asked of a 
civilization rather than a single conversation. 

That leaves the question the section began with. A fourth voice would have to do what the 
exhibits were required to do: answer the ordering-word question rather than refuse it, and 
answer it somewhere the three placements do not reach. The machine does neither. It 
produces ordered, world-tracking speech while locating the ordering work nowhere. Not in a 
subject, since the tests find wordness without anyone to whom the wording belongs. Not in an 
invariant, since what it tracks is the distribution of what has been said rather than what holds. 
And in the between, only provisionally, since whether the exchange generates or merely 
reflects is the one test still genuinely open. What the machine contributes is not a fourth 
answer but an unprecedented capacity to produce the appearance of an answer. That is what 
counterfeit means here, and it is why three tests were the right instrument: each placement 
can say exactly what the machine fails to do, and none of them has to settle the question of 
interiority first. 

One sobering meta-observation: the theological literature on machine-logos is already being 
partly generated by the machines it theorizes; at least one circulating study of John 1:1 and 
linguistic ontology is credited as a collaboration with a language model.168 We should anticipate 
there won’t be fewer such studies; surveys of this discourse should therefore expect a partly 
synthetic corpus, and another self-reinforcing cycle with it. 

  

 
167 Bulgakov, Sophia: The Wisdom of God, ch. 7: through humanity and in the Church, the conquest of the forces of 
nature, “which is at present an unspiritual magic,” can become Christian theurgy. 

168 A preprint on John 1:1 and the linguistic ontology of artificial intelligence, circulating on ResearchGate, is explicitly 
credited as a collaboration with GPT-4o. Any survey of this discourse from 2026 forward is therefore sampling a 
partly synthetic literature. 
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IX. What Would Integralization Look Like? 

Every tradition we have examined mastered at most two poles and neglected, 
absorbed, marginalized, or conditioned a third. Is holding all three possible, and what 
would it produce? 

Here I bring Sector Theory out of the background, because its integralizing principle describes 
this exact predicament, and the fit at collective and civilizational scale is close enough to be 
instructive. The principle holds that development within any single sector is inherently brittle 
(capable of genius, but structurally frail) when not complemented by coordination, 
harmonization, and ultimately either multidialectical synthesis or paradoxical conjunction with 
other sectors. It also holds that reflexive exclusion of unfamiliar modes is the human default 
which deliberate practice exists to relax.169 Substitute poles for sectors and the history this 
paper has traced becomes a convenient case study. Each great tradition expresses a monopole 
or dipole capture: the West mastered pattern and person while recurrently absorbing and 
marginalizing the relational third, with the manuscript record of that narrowing in hand. 
Classical India held pattern and relation and placed the person-pole and the futural attunement 
under stricter conditions. And there is at least suggestive evidence (I’ll admit it is conjecture), 
that the Chinese mainstream progressively depersonalized Heaven while the school that fought 
to keep Heaven personal and caring, the Mohists, was marginalized out of existence.170 And the 
mainstream that remained held pattern (a naturalized Heaven, eventually the Neo-Confucian li) 
together with relation (ritual, ren, the five relations), so the Chinese case rests not only on 
Mohism’s disappearance but on what the surviving distribution kept. If that third case survives 
scrutiny, each of the three great civilizational spheres buried a different third of the field. The 
differential pattern is what makes this evidential rather than trivial confirmation: any theory of 
bias predicts exclusion; only a structural account predicts that the exclusions would partition 
the field. (Admittedly, a result this symmetrical might seem suspicious in proportion to its 
elegance, and the Chinese leg is the conjectural one.) 

What, then, would non-exclusion look like? Sector Theory's taxonomy of integralizing outcomes 
offers an answer. Of its eight outcomes, the one this material most invites is not resolution or 
synthesis but paradoxical conjunction: the empirical and the ineffable, represented here as the 
pattern, the person, and the relation, held in productive tension without either erasing the 
other's distinctness.171 The field's history suggests that attempts at coherent resolution among 

 
169 T. Collins Logan, Sector Theory 2.0, v29 (2026) on the integralizing principle: development within a given sector is 
“inherently fragile — brittle, corruptible, and unstable — when not complemented by coordination, harmonization, and 
ultimately multidialectical synthesis or paradoxical conjunction with other sectors,” with the wall-of-stone-without-
mortar analogy and the observation that under pressure “we may default to reflexive exclusion, after which the 
integralizing principle has little space to operate.” See: 
http://www.tcollinslogan.com/resources/SectorTheory_2.0_ALL.pdf  

170 Conjecture, offered as a hypothesis for audit rather than a finding. It rests on standard accounts of the 
naturalization of Tian in the Confucian mainstream and of Mohism's disappearance as an organized school; I have 
not tested it against the Chinese literature. 

171 Sector Theory 2.0, on the three categories of integralizing outcome — sustaining tension (paradoxical conjunction, 
dynamic oscillation, generative conflict), coherent resolution (multidialectical synthesis, emergent novelty, recursive 
embedding), and coherent dissolution (transcend-and-relinquish, fragmentary dissolution) — and on the principle's 
refusal to privilege resolution over the other two. 

http://www.tcollinslogan.com/resources/SectorTheory_2.0_ALL.pdf
http://www.tcollinslogan.com/resources/SectorTheory_2.0_ALL.pdf
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the poles tend to become captures wearing the appearance of synthesis: the prologue resolving 
Sophia into the Son is, in these terms, a recursive embedding that hardened into an absorption. 
Even the one tradition that crowned the third attractor could not hold it alone: modern 
Goddess spirituality, having enthroned the relational pole, promptly generated a consort, a 
complement, as though relation cannot be monopolar because the between requires things to 
be between.172 The lesson I would draw here is the integralizing principle's own prediction: 
none of the poles is structurally sound in isolation, and the aim is not a merger but what my 
earlier work calls multiperspectival surety, knowing that is resilient because it is held from more 
than one position at once. The triad is not a menu, it is a mutually reinforcing structure (mortar 
and stone), and the same appears true of the poles it answers to. 

Two of these resources were anticipated in Asia. The two-truths doctrine is itself an integration 
technology: it holds the field and its dissolution at once (the triad fully operative at the 
conventional register, fully released at the ultimate), without either canceling the other, which 
is paradoxical conjunction stated as epistemology. And the emptiness of emptiness is the one 
device encountered in this survey engineered to keep a pole’s victory from hardening into 
capture. And the Zhongyong’s ternion (the person of complete sincerity joining Heaven and 
Earth as a third), may be the oldest statement in this record of integration as a vocation rather 
than a doctrine. The aspiration this section describes was not only a Western desideratum; it 
was solved for, differently, more than once. 

A third resource was minted in the West, and it is a close formal match. Bulgakov’s working 
instrument throughout his sophiology is what he calls antinomy, and he defines it with care: 
two assertions that are “contradictory, logically incompatible, but ontologically equally 
necessary,” both to be affirmed and neither to be dissolved. He is explicit about what it is not. It 
is not a logical contradiction, which signals an error to be located and removed. And it is not 
Hegel’s Aufhebung, which is a means of advance, a stage that resolves. An antinomy resolves 
into nothing; it marks a place reason cannot pass, and it is lived rather than solved.173 That is 
paradoxical conjunction stated in dogmatic rather than epistemic terms, reached independently 
and for the same reason: he needed to hold the divine and the creaturely Sophia as identical 
and distinct at once, and no synthesis was available that did not destroy one or the other. What 
Sector Theory classes as one integralizing outcome among several, he treats as the standing 
condition of theological thought. 

The West produced such a device as well, and then stored it where this paper's history would 
predict: inside the dogmatics of the person-pole, where it named a mystery rather than a 
method. By the seventh century the Greek fathers possessed a technical term for union in 

 
172 The Charge of the Goddess, Wicca's central liturgical text, was written by Doreen Valiente in the 1950s from an 
earlier version by Gerald Gardner, drawing on Charles Leland's Aradia and on Crowley; its polynymic opening (“the 
Great Mother, who was of old also called amongst men Artemis, Astarte, Diana… Isis, Bride, and by many other 
names”) follows the aretalogical pattern, and its cosmology is source-and-return: “I am the Soul of Nature… from me 
all things proceed, and unto me all things must return.” The structural reading — that the crowned relational pole 
regenerates a complement — is mine. 

173 Bulgakov, Sophia: The Wisdom of God, ch. 3, n. 18, distinguishing antinomy from both logical and dialectical 
contradiction, and holding that an antinomy testifies to a mystery reason cannot penetrate but which is lived in 
religious experience. 
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which neither term is annihilated: perichōrēsis. The word's history rewards being exact, because 
it is widely misreported. The verb comes first, in Gregory of Nazianzus in the late fourth 
century, used of the mutual permeation of Christ's two natures.174 The noun follows some two 
and a half centuries later, in Maximus the Confessor (the author of Exhibit Five) and in the 
anonymous De Trinitate long attributed to Cyril, in that same christological setting.175 Only with 
John of Damascus, perhaps a century after Maximus, does the term settle into its familiar 
trinitarian sense, with the three persons cleaving to each other and having their being in each 
other "without any coalescence or commingling."176 Union without annihilation, stated as 
dogma. The popular gloss "divine dance" should be set aside (it rests on confusing chōreō, to go 
forward or to make room, with choreuō, to dance a round),177 though what the sound 
etymology yields is more interesting than the dance: the root sense of the word the fathers 
chose is making room. Section I's caution about over-read words applies here as much as 
anywhere, so the resonance with the tsimtsum of Exhibit Four is recorded and nothing rests on 
it. 

The term also has a prehistory, and it lands soundly inside this paper's field. The concept's 
conceptual ancestor is Stoic: krasis di' holou, Chrysippus's total blending, in which two 
bodies wholly interpenetrate while each retains its own properties, neither absorbed nor 
destroyed.178 The Stoics were describing bodies, and describing a mixture the school held could 
afterward be separated, so what carries across is the schema rather than the physics: two 
things standing in a union that leaves both intact. That schema is what the field requires of its 
poles, and it is the claim the Greek fathers needed a word for. So the most exact vocabulary the 
Christian tradition ever found for union without loss of distinctness was minted by the school 

 
174 Gregory of Nazianzus, Epistle 101 (to Cledonius). On the philology, Slobodan Stamatović, "The Meaning of 
Perichoresis," Open Theology 2 (2016): 303–23, who finds three occurrences of περιχωρέω in Gregory's writings, of 
which only one stands in a theological context, in Epistle 101. See also Verna E. F. Harrison, "Perichoresis in the 
Greek Fathers," St. Vladimir's Theological Quarterly 35, no. 1 (1991): 53–65. 

175 Stamatović, "The Meaning of Perichoresis," reporting that before John of Damascus the noun περιχώρησις 
appears in only two seventh-century theologians, Maximus the Confessor and the anonymous author of the 
treatise De Trinitateconventionally called Pseudo-Cyril of Alexandria, while the verb in the sense of permeation is 
already fourth-century. On the Maximian usage, concentrated in the Quaestiones ad Thalassium, Ambigua 1–5, and 
the second Letter to Thomas, see Brian Scalise, "Perichoresis in Gregory Nazianzen and Maximus the 
Confessor," Eleutheria (Liberty University). 

176 John of Damascus, De fide orthodoxa I.8, as quoted in Randall E. Otto, "The Use and Abuse of Perichoresis in 
Recent Theology," Scottish Journal of Theology 54, no. 3 (2001): 366–84, at 366, where the Damascene is rendered 
as saying the persons are made one not by commingling but by cleaving to each other, having their being in each 
other. See further Charles C. Twombly, Perichoresis and Personhood: God, Christ, and Salvation in John of 
Damascus (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2015). 

177 The dance reading rests on assimilating χωρέω to χορεύω. Proposed links to the Greek vocabulary for dancing 
are not grounded in Greek etymology or in early Christian usage and are modern in origin. See Otto, "The Use and 
Abuse of Perichoresis," and Stamatović, "The Meaning of Perichoresis," on the semantics of περιχωρέω. 

178 Alexander of Aphrodisias, De mixtione, is the principal source; see Stoicorum Veterum Fragmenta II.463–81, and 
A. A. Long and D. N. Sedley, The Hellenistic Philosophers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), §48. 
Total blending is distinguished from juxtaposition in that the bodies interpenetrate and are in contact at every point, 
and from fusion in that each ingredient preserves its identity. Chrysippus held that his account alone explains how 
blended bodies can afterward be separated. 
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Section I placed at the pattern-pole,179 and the pattern-pole's physics supplied the person-
pole's dogmatics with the detailed grammar of the relation. Which is what the circuit would 
lead one to expect, since if every attunement passes through every pole, the poles should be 
found borrowing one another's instruments. 

That said, the term's modern career is a cautionary tale that bears directly on what this section 
is aiming to achieve. Over the last half-century perichoresis became the engine of "social 
trinitarianism," which reads the mutual indwelling of the persons as a model for church, 
politics, and human community as such,180 and Karen Kilby's well-known objection deserves to 
be quoted against the present project. The social theorist, she argues, first uses perichoresis to 
name what is not understood, whatever it is that makes the three persons one; then fills the 
concept with notions borrowed from our own experience of relationship; then presents the 
result as insight delivered from the divine life, urging us to model ourselves on what we have in 
fact projected onto it.181 If the circulation described in Section VI were offered as a report on 
the inner life of God, that charge would certainly apply there as well. But it isn’t offered as that. 
The triad of this paper is defended at the register of finite reception (Section V's refraction, 
Madhyamaka's conventional truth), and claims nothing about what the light is, apart from the 
prism metaphor. The claim is much narrower: that the three attunements circulate in finite 
agents, that the traditions surveyed report the circulation, and that capture by any single pole 
degrades all three. So the “perichoretic figure” is invoked for that circulation only. Whether it 
also describes the divine nature is a question this method isn’t intended to assess, and here 
Kilby and the two-truths doctrine, arriving from traditions that share nothing else, plant the 
same boundary marker in the same place.182 

Against that history, Sector Theory's paradoxical conjunction is not a novelty but a re-entry: the 
same schema (mutual permeation without loss of distinctness), stated at the epistemic register, 
as a relation among modes of knowing rather than among bodies, natures, or persons. That 
puts four registers of the schema on the table: physics in krasis, theology in perichōrēsis, 

 
179 On the Stoic derivation of the patristic term, see G. L. Prestige, God in Patristic Thought (London: SPCK, 1936), 
and Verna E. F. Harrison, "Perichoresis in the Greek Fathers." The ancestry is not universally granted, since the 
fathers predicate perichōrēsis of incorporeal persons and define it against commingling, which is what the Stoic 
doctrine asserts of bodies. 

180 For the movement and its principal texts, Jürgen Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom (1981); John 
Zizioulas, Being as Communion (1985); Leonardo Boff, Trinity and Society (1988); Miroslav Volf, After Our Likeness: 
The Church as the Image of the Trinity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). For a critique on different grounds from 
Kilby's, faulting the appropriation for detaching relationality from shared being, see Otto, "The Use and Abuse of 
Perichoresis." 

181 Karen Kilby, "Perichoresis and Projection: Problems with Social Doctrines of the Trinity," New Blackfriars 81, no. 
957 (2000): 432–45. Kilby summarizes the sequence as a three-stage process: the concept names what is not 
understood, namely whatever makes the three Persons one; it is then filled out suggestively with notions borrowed 
from our own experience of relationships and relatedness; and it is finally presented as a resource Christian theology 
can offer the wider world in its reflections on relationship. Her objection is that what is projected onto God is 
immediately reflected back onto the world, and this reverse projection is then said to be what matters about the 
doctrine. She closes by allowing theologians their speculation while denying it the authority the doctrine itself carries. 

182 On the two-truths distinction as a boundary rather than a rival metaphysics, see the treatment 
of saṃvṛti and paramārthain Section I, with the sources cited there. 
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iconography in the Vajrayāna union noted in Section VI, and epistemology in paradoxical 
conjunction. This is not to say the four registers form a line of development (beyond the Stoic 
borrowing already noted, the parallels are resemblances rather than a genealogy), and the fit 
with Sector Theory cannot be counted as convergence in the sense this paper has used that 
word, since the two works share an author; the framework contributes vocabulary and 
structure only. 

The structure, though, does assign the three attunements positions. In Sector Theory's 
architecture, faith is a property of the membrane, the cultivated openness that keeps 
evaluation from collapsing into defense: trust, stationed at the boundary where the new is 
admitted or refused. Love is the energy of the “crucible”, the condition under which synthesis 
actually occurs, defined there as the relation in which the well-being of the other becomes a 
constituent of the well-being of the self, without the self being diminished: the nuptial formula 
of Section VI, stated as topology, at the site of union itself. And hope is the stance toward the 
asymptotic horizon, participation that does not demand arrival: the futural attunement, holding 
the direction of travel. Membrane, crucible, horizon. The assignments cohere with the circuit's 
affinities, and I offer the coherence as exactly that: coherence between two of my own 
frameworks and useful for elaboration. 

One connection should be drawn explicitly before projecting anything forward. The circuit of 
Section VI already modeled what integration is: the poles’ attunements are not a list of 
separate tasks to be checked off individually, but a dynamic ensemble — hope freeing trust, 
trust grounding enacted love, love becoming the ground of the next trust. Integration, on that 
model, is less the addition of a missing member than the restoration of a circulation; and 
paradoxical conjunction is simply the name for the state in which the circulation runs without 
any pole capturing the others. Synthesis, in other words, is not a fourth position above the 
three. It is the three in motion. 

If I project this forward (cautiously, as ordinal judgments rather than measurements), the 
trajectories sort as follows. Most likely: oscillation with a swing toward the person-pole and the 
relational attractor together, as machine saturation of the pattern-pole's territory re-prices 
what machines do not occupy — presence, natality, and the imaginal. The current recoveries of 
Sophia across theology, relational metaphysics, and network science look like one re-
emergence seen from several angles. Likely and already underway: degenerate-pole capture at 
both ends (the Word as tribal banner without flesh, and pattern-talk with the discipline 
amputated), each condemned in advance by its own anchor's text. Possible: a formalization of 
the pattern-pole that succeeds locally and thereby sharpens, rather than dissolves, the 
remainder it cannot measure. And the outcome I find most interesting, because both anchors 
independently specify it: a distributed re-location of the ordering-word into the health of the 
common field itself (Heraclitus's xynon and John's that-they-may-be-one operationalized), for 
which hybrid human-machine collectives will be either the laboratory or the cautionary tale. 
Deflation of the word remains likely; deflation of the field, on the record assembled here, is the 
least probable outcome. 
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The shape integralization takes, then, is not an invention but a recovery of instruments the 
record has already produced and repeatedly mislaid:  

• The schema of mutual permeation without loss of distinctness, stated as physics 
in krasis, as dogma in perichōrēsis, as icon in the Vajrayāna union, and as epistemology 
in paradoxical conjunction.  

• The two-truths doctrine holding a field and its dissolution at once.  

• The Zhongyong stating the whole thing as vocation rather than doctrine. 

• Bulgakov's antinomy naming the discipline that keeps two ontologically necessary claims 
from being resolved at the cost of one.  

What none of these secures is the ongoing operationalization, and that is where the circuit does 
the work the schema cannot: integration is the restoration of a circulation rather than the 
addition of a missing member, which means it fails the way a circulation fails, quietly, at 
whichever pole first acquires the authority to name the others. The likeliest failure is the 
gentlest. Bulgakov's Sophia has two faces, and a technological and ecological moment is already 
reaching for the second: the divine Sophia is God's self-disclosure and answers the ordering-
word question, while the creaturely Sophia is the world itself considered as capable of 
glorification — matter as bearer and nature as participant — and answers a different one. The 
reaching is visible in places with no connection to Eastern Orthodoxy: earth-centered practice 
locating the ordering principle in soil, season, and body; animist and shamanic negotiation with 
a world of persons rather than a text to be read; deep-incarnation theology and the process 
cosmologies arriving from the other side. And every one of them occupies the relational 
position and locates it in the creaturely register. A recovery that lands entirely there has gained 
a cosmology (the world as sacred whole), and a cosmology does not say what orders, 
addresses, and is received. Under the rule that sorted the Dao, such an outcome sits outside 
the field rather than inside it. The position is occupied functionally and the question quietly 
declined; this is a further mode of absorption, and the gentlest yet, because nothing would 
appear to have been lost.  



 Page 84 of 100 DRAFT v1.5 

X. The Structure, Assembled 

Each part of this has been argued on its own terms. What does the whole look like held in a 
single view...?  

I opened by asking whether twenty-six centuries of talk about an ordering-word describe a 
concept or only a vocabulary, and the answer that survived the evidence is neither. What recurs 
is a field: a small set of positions a sufficiently careful account of the ordering-word can occupy, 
which thinkers keep re-occupying whether or not they have heard of one another, and which 
no single occupant has managed to hold alone. 

Three positions. The pattern-pole locates the ordering in an invariant common order: the 
account that holds always, trusted because it has proven. The person-pole locates it in a 
subject who creates, arrives, and indwells: order by address. The relational attractor locates it 
in the between: pervasion, generation, making room, an ordering that works by attraction 
rather than decree. What keeps the three apart is the rule that governed the exhibits: 
classification follows the locus of the ordering work as a tradition's own texts predicate it, never 
the grammatical gender, the iconography, or the cultic form. A goddess whose work is the 
between codes relational; a Word who arrives codes personal; an order whose work is 
invariance codes to pattern even when it wears a speech-word as its name. 

The registers. Each position surfaces in more than one vocabulary, and the vocabularies were 
not built to agree. Sorted by what the ordering is predicated of, the poles give invariance, 
address, and the between. Sorted by the temporal aspect a finite mind can receive, they give 
the always, presence, and the coming. Sorted by the phenomenal signature of participating in 
them, they give pistis, agape, and elpis: trust in the proven order, enacted regard for the person 
present, projective reach into the not-yet. Sorted by their passive failure, they give the Buddhist 
poisons: delusion, aversion, craving. Sorted by their willful inversion, they 
give amathia and anomia, apostasia, apōleia. Sorted by what a machine offers in their place, 
they give calibration, weight-allocation, and prediction: three counterfeits that are diagnostic 
precisely because each falls short in the way its pole predicts. And sorted by where each stands 
in the work of integration, they give membrane, crucible, and horizon. 

A careful distribution of emphasis belongs with that list, because the seven rows are not equal 
confirmations. Some of the registers were found rather than made: the poisons are Buddhism's 
own triad, the perversions are the tradition's own Greek, and the temporal analysis descends 
from Augustine through Husserl and Heidegger without my help. Others are constructions I am 
responsible for: the machine tests, and the topology borrowed from a framework that shares 
my authorship. The found rows carry the evidential weight; the constructed rows show the field 
doing work, which is a different and lesser thing. A table sorting all of this should be viewed 
through this lens. 

The circuit. The registers are static, and the structure is not. The three attunements do not sit in 
parallel awaiting separate satisfaction; they generate one another, in a determinate direction. 
Hope is the womb: out of the reach into the unseen comes the enacted regard that meets what 
is present, and out of enacted regard comes the ground of the next trust — for trust is not 
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tallied from evidence but given by having been held. Trust, once given, frees the next reach into 
the unseen, and the circuit closes. What breaks when it stops running is legible in the same 
terms. Faith without hope hardens into presumption about a closed future. Hope without faith 
thins into fantasy, having nothing proven to build upon. Either without love privatizes, since 
neither will have anyone to be trusted by or hoped with. And love without the other two 
stiffens into a duty that can never be matured or perfected. This is why capture by a single pole 
is not a partial success but a degradation of all three: the pole that wins stops receiving what 
the others were supplying it. 

Union without annihilation. The relation among the poles is the one thing several traditions 
independently found language for and then filed under a mystery. The Stoics minted it as 
physics in krasis di' holou, two bodies wholly interpenetrating while each keeps its own 
properties. The Greek fathers minted it as dogma in perichōrēsis, whose sound etymology yields 
not a dance but a making-room. Vajrayāna painted it. Sector Theory states it at the epistemic 
register as paradoxical conjunction. Four registers of one schema, and it is the schema the field 
requires: integration here is not a fourth position above the three, nor a synthesis that resolves 
them, but the three in motion, with none of them dissolved into the others. This is also the 
diagnosis of what went wrong in the record. Sophia was never refuted; she was honored by 
being made identical with something else, absorbed into Torah, into Philo's Logos, into the 
Johannine Word, and at last into ousia by her most determined modern advocate. Resolution, 
in this field, has a way of arriving as capture wearing the appearance of synthesis. 

What is claimed, and at what register. The whole structure is defended at the register of finite 
reception. It is an account of how a temporal consciousness must take in what it cannot take in 
whole — the spectrum, not the daylight; the prism, not the light. Madhyamaka's distinction 
between conventional and ultimate truth marks that boundary from the outside, and Kilby's 
objection to social trinitarianism marks it from the inside, and the two arrive at the same line 
from traditions that share nothing else. Everything above lives on the near side of it. What the 
light is, apart from the aperture through which finite beings receive it, is a question this method 
was never built to answer. 
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Figure 5. The field assembled. The three attractors across their registers of manifestation, with the circuit by 
which each generates the conditions of the others. Capture by any single pole degrades all three; the structure 
is claimed at the register of finite reception only. 
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XI. The Chasms that Remain 

A structure displayed whole is more persuasive than the evidence gathered to build it. So which 
parts of the preceding one are load-bearing, and which are scaffolding? 

I said at the outset that I would admit any gaps in my understanding, and an assembled 
structure makes that admission more critical. A matrix with every cell filled and a circuit with 
every arrow drawn looks tidy and complete, inviting a kind of conviction that argument doesn’t. 
Nothing in the diagram distinguishes a column resting on five independent traditions from a 
column resting on one inheritance received three times. Nothing in the circuit shows which of 
its arrows the sources supply and which I have drawn. So here are the places where the 
structure is weaker than its picture, and what each one would take down with it. 

First, the Prajñāpāramitā contact question, the single node where the independence audit 
cannot exclude transmission, and on which the stronger version of the twice-arisen argument 
partly depends. It sits in the relational column's roster of names. If the Mother of the Jinas 
arrived by contact rather than by convergence, the roster loses a member, and it loses the most 
vivid one. 

Second, the composite risk inside the third attractor. Shekhinah, spanda, the Breath, and the 
Net are gathered under one heading out of frankly incompatible metaphysics, and the criterion 
they have to satisfy together is demanding: not a share of the ordering work distributed 
between a subject and an invariant, but the whole of it located in what passes between the 
parties. Four traditions that disagree about what there is must nonetheless agree about that. If 
the circle was drawn around several things rather than around one, the relational column is a 
collage rather than a position, and every row beneath it inherits the defect, since a column that 
is not one thing cannot have one attunement, one privation, or one perversion. 

Third, the chiasmus conjecture: that the West kept hope's attunement while absorbing 
Sophia's principle, and India did the reverse. It is symmetrical to a degree that should provoke 
suspicion of the hand that drew it rather than confidence in the pattern. 

Fourth, the Mohist case for a Chinese person-pole marginalization, which will require focused 
research to resolve. The differential-partition argument depends on three civilizational spheres 
each burying a different third of the field. Two are documented; the Chinese leg is conjecture. If 
it fails, what survives is a record of exclusion (which any theory of bias predicts) rather than a 
partition, which only a structural account does. 

Fifth, whether the machine counterfeits are counterfeits in principle or only in their present 
representations. This is the one row in the assembled structure that could be falsified by 
engineering rather than by scholarship, and it is the row most likely to be overtaken between 
the writing and the reading. 

Sixth, the Neoplatonic carrier wave. Three exhibits share a documented ancestor, and until the 
inherited structure of mediation is disentangled from the convergent remainder of the 
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signature (the breath, the femininity, the womb, which the ancestor does not supply), the 
independence claim must be held at the reduced strength stated in Section IV. 

Seventh, the Daoist boundary case. The functional reading, and the two-streams institutional 
history that follows it, rest on standard accounts a sinologist should verify. This is also where 
the classification rule does its most consequential work, since the rule is the whole reason the 
Dao sits outside a field whose signature it otherwise carries predicate for predicate. A rule that 
sorts its hardest case wrongly is not a rule. 

Eighth, the register question that Madhyamaka forces. The triad is defended at the level of 
finite reception (the refraction of Section V), which is to say conventionally. Whether anything 
of the field survives at an ultimate register is a question the two-truths doctrine answers with a 
serene negative, and I leave that verdict standing rather than contesting it. The line does 
defensive work as well, since a claim made at the conventional register cannot be faulted for 
failing to report on the divine nature, and it should be read as costing what it saves. Whatever 
protects the triad from the charge of projection also denies it any purchase on what is 
ultimately the case. 

Ninth, the chronological spread of the Peithó evidence. The Greek half of the twice-arisen 
argument turns on a goddess of the between occupying the relational position roughly 
contemporaneous with Heraclitus. The sources I have used for her are not distributed the way 
that claim requires. Pindar and Aeschylus are securely fifth-century, and they carry the 
essentials: persuasion as what opens what force cannot, and Peithó as the keeper of a 
threshold. But the richest material (lady of the bride-chamber, handmaid of marriage, nurse of 
the Erotes) comes from Nonnus, writing nine hundred years later in a thoroughly Hellenized 
and syncretic literary world, which is also where she most often becomes the agent of 
seduction by deception. Nonnus frequently preserves older matter, but he cannot 
independently date anything to the archaic period. Her cult will not repair the gap. No archaic 
cult of Peithó is attested anywhere, the earliest evidence outside Athens is a late fifth-century 
stele from Thasos, and she is almost never worshipped apart from Aphrodite, so the cult dates 
no earlier than the poetry and cannot corroborate it. What this threatens is specific. The 
comparison’s force is that two civilizations with no demonstrable contact occupied the same 
two positions first, with the person-pole developing afterward in both; if Peithó’s relational 
reading is substantially a construct of later sources, the Greek occupation rests on Empedocles 
alone, and one philosopher who founded no school is a thinner witness than a religious 
tradition. What survives regardless is narrower and, I think, secure: persuasion-as-between was 
a live Greek category outside philosophy by the fifth century, and the philosophical tradition 
declined to take it up. The archaic dating is the part carried by the weakest evidence, and a 
historian of Greek religion should verify it. 

Tenth, Peirce. His category of Thirdness (mediation as an irreducible mode of being, with a 
formal argument that triadic relations cannot be built from dyadic ones) is the closest thing in 
modern Western philosophy to the position the exhibits describe, and it is absent from the 
treatment above. The omission is deliberate rather than accidental, and it is not costless: 
Thirdness comprehends law and continuity alongside mediation, which the classification rule of 
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Section II would sort to the pattern-pole, so the category is wider than the position and cannot 
be entered as an exhibit without an argument about which of its predicates is load-bearing. 
That argument, and the question of whether the reduction thesis survives the objections raised 
against it, is work I simply haven’t yet done.183 

Eleventh, and introduced by the assembly itself: the circuit closes more neatly in the diagram 
than in the sources. The generative claim in Colossians rests on a contested reading of dia tēn 
elpida. Romans 5:3–4 runs a generative chain in the opposite direction. Morgan's 
relational pistis and Bulgakov's Wisdom-who-persuades converge on the mechanism without 
either author drawing the loop. Three arrows are my construction out of convergent parts, not 
a finding reported anywhere, and a reader who accepts the three positions is not thereby 
obliged to accept the circulation among them. It should be read as the most economical 
arrangement of what the sources say, and treated as the first thing to test. One further caution 
belongs here, because the preceding sections put the circuit to work: it explains why 
integration is a restoration rather than an addition, and it anticipates the poles borrowing one 
another's instruments. But an arrangement that explains things is not thereby supported by 
them, and an instrument's usefulness is not evidence for it. 

What I believe the evidence supports (provisionally, additively, and subject to every audit 
flagged above) is more modest than the matrix and, I think, more durable: 

• That the ordering-word field was never merely a dipole: a third position is 
repeatedly and stably occupied. 

• That its third position is older than the second anchor and was absorbed by it in 
stages: into Torah, into Philo's Logos, into the Johannine Word, with the reception's 
later narrowing visible in the manuscripts. 

• That the three positions arise independently at the root, where transmission 
cannot reach, with the middle period's shared inheritances conceded and on the 
table. 

• That a finite, temporal consciousness may require exactly three such positions, 
offered as a candidate explanation rather than a finding. 

• That their subjective register can plausibly be described across the traditions 
surveyed as faith, hope, and love, under the corrected genus of each. 

The field is what the evidence gives me. The furnishings are what I have proposed for it.  

 
183 Peirce identifies Thirdness with mediation from at least 1875: “By the third, I mean the medium or connecting bond 
between the absolute first and last. The beginning is first, the end second, the middle third. The end is second, the 
means third.” And: “Continuity represents Thirdness almost to perfection. Every process comes under that head.” 
Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, ed. Charles Hartshorne and Paul Weiss (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1931–58), 1.337. 
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XII. A Proposed Recovery 

The pattern has been documented, the shadows named, the structure assembled and audited. If 
an incompleteness one can name is an incompleteness one can begin to compensate for, what 
would deliberate compensation look like? 

Everything in this section is offered for thoughtful consideration rather than as finding. It sits 
below the evidentiary threshold the exhibits were held to, and it inherits every audit Section XI 
recorded. But a proposal can be disciplined. If the mechanisms of a loss are known, 
countermeasures can be designed against those mechanisms specifically, and their probable 
effectiveness can be estimated, in the ordinal manner of Section IX's projections, by asking how 
much of the documented machinery each one actually reaches. 

First, then, the pattern gathered into a single view. Across every dwelling Section III traced, the 
third attractor is never refuted. She is honored into silence: her functions transferred to a 
neighbor that bears them thereafter, her name retired while nothing appears to be lost. That 
maneuver operates through four documented mechanisms, and a fifth that Section IX projected 
forward. Absorption by identification: Sophia made identical with Torah, with Philo's Logos, 
with the Johannine Word, and at last, by her most determined modern advocate, with the 
divine ousia itself; the most generous honor the vocabulary affords, each time, and each time 
the figure dissolving into the term that inherits her work. Polemical compulsion: a controversy 
elsewhere in the system making one reading of her mandatory, as the Arian battle over 
Proverbs 8:22 closed the second century’s housing in holy spirit. Drift: grammar and prestige 
doing quietly what no council decreed, as when Syriac scribes emended the gender of their own 
scriptures against the rules of their language, with motive, convention, and accident 
inseparable in the record. Archive asymmetry: the poles kept institutions, and the institutions 
kept archives, so the third position's remains survive precisely where the record thins — 
mystical corpora, condemned theology, esoteric transmission. And, prospectively,  
cosmologization: the gentlest absorption, in which a recovery lands entirely in the creaturely 
register, the world as sacred whole, and the ordering-word question is quietly declined rather 
than answered. 

Notice what the five mechanisms share: not one of them is an argument. The pattern has never 
proceeded by refutation, which is why no remedy can proceed by argument alone. A position 
lost through practice — liturgical, grammatical, institutional, attentional — has to be retained 
through practice. From the mechanisms, then, we can derive a design brief. A practice insulates 
the third position to the degree that it: 

• Keeps her name in use alongside her functions; 

• Holds every identification in antinomic tension, as affinity rather than equation; 

• Keeps the full circuit of the attunements running, since capture by any pole degrades all 

three; 

• Tends the margins where the archive thins; 
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• Converts the shadows rather than merely prohibiting them; and  

• Keeps the ordering-word question itself being asked.  

Six criteria, and six approaches that follow from them. I address them to my own tradition first 
and with its own instruments, because Christianity is where I can speak with a resident's 
confidence rather than a visitor's, and because it is Christianity’s absorptions this paper has 
documented most thoroughly. Where other traditions appear below, they appear as 
precedents and invitations only. 

First: speak her name where the tradition already permits it. The texts are canonical or 
deuterocanonical and the readings are old. Proverbs 8, Sirach 24, and Wisdom 7-9 can be read 
aloud, preached, and prayed as Wisdom texts (as the developed answer they were before the 
prologue inherited them), rather than mined for christological proof and set aside. The Roman 
liturgy has in fact read them for a thousand years, and where they land is instructive: from the 
tenth century the sapiential texts were assigned to Masses of our Lady, and the Little Office of 
the Blessed Virgin places the whole of Sirach 24 in Mary's mouth, so that Wisdom's own first-
person hymn is voiced by another.184 That is this paper's maneuver performed once more, in 
the friendliest register available (the functions preserved, the figure exchanged, nothing 
appearing to be lost), and it is why lectionary presence by itself is not recovery. The Eastern 
calendars keep the alternative: on the seventeenth of September they commemorate Sophia 
together with her daughters Faith, Hope, and Love, and the hymnody for the day says outright 
that in them she gave birth to the three virtues.185 A community that keeps that 
commemoration keeps mother and daughters together, which is the emblem of Section VI 
honored in a single liturgical act. Hymnody, iconography, and the naming of churches carry the 
same freight: Bulgakov could recover as much as he did because Orthodoxy's liturgy and 
iconography had preserved exactly the material its dogma had no place for. Liturgy outlasts 
argument.  

The rule that keeps this approach safe is stated in the second, and there is a cautionary case for 
traveling without it. In 1993, an ecumenical gathering of some two thousand Christians in 
Minneapolis placed the biblical figure of Sophia at the center of its worship, and the response 

 
184 On the assignment of the sapiential texts to Marian celebration, see the commentary to the Collection 
of Masses of the Blessed Virgin Mary (Congregation for Divine Worship, 1986; ET Catholic Book 
Publishing, 1992), which notes that from the tenth century onward readings in Masses of our Lady were 
frequently drawn from the Wisdom literature, especially Sirach and Proverbs, and that the Vulgate's 
"mother of fair love" (Sirach 24:24) has been in such use since that period; cf. Lectionary for Mass, 
Common of the Blessed Virgin Mary, nos. 707–712. The Little Office of the Blessed Virgin Mary assigns 
Sirach 24 entire to Mary's voice. The USCCB annotation to Sirach 24:1–29 observes that Wisdom there is 
personified as coming from God yet distinct from him, that the description is reflected in the Johannine 
Logos, and that the chapter is used extensively in the Roman liturgy. 

185 The Eastern commemoration falls on 17 September; see the synaxarion and troparia for that date 
(Orthodox Church in America), where the kontakion states that in her daughters Sophia gave birth to the 
three godly virtues. The Western calendar preserves no counterpart: earlier editions of the Roman 
Martyrology kept Faith, Hope and Charity on 1 August and Sophia on 30 September, and the present text 
has no feast for the three or for their mother. 
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was an eruption: the invocation of Wisdom's scriptural name was denounced as goddess 
worship, denominational funding became a scandal, and the highest-ranking woman in one 
sponsoring denomination lost her position.186 The episode is not a clean experiment, since 
several contested elements were bundled together in the reaction and Sophia was only one of 
them. But she was the one named first and loudest (the fourth-hypostasis charge in 
congregational form), and the silencing that followed was one more performance of the 
pattern, within living memory, at the moment of an attempted return.  

Probable effectiveness: moderate as a standalone; high in durability wherever it can be 
embedded in calendar and lectionary rather than argued afresh each generation, with 
the Marian precedent as the standing warning that a lectionary can host an absorption 
as comfortably as it can host a recovery. Its principal failure mode is the immune 
response it can provoke, which is why it must never travel alone. 

Second: teach the identifications as appropriations held in antinomy. Christ is the Wisdom of 
God — Paul says so directly — and the Spirit is Wisdom, as Theophilus and Irenaeus say with 
equal directness, and neither identification exhausts her, because Wisdom is predicated of the 
nature all three persons share. The tradition built the tool for holding such statements 
together: the doctrine of appropriations, by which what is common is attributed to one person 
by affinity without ceasing to belong to the others. What this approach adds is only the 
insistence that the tool be used in religious education, Bible study, and from the pulpit: that the 
identifications be taught as appropriations, affinity rather than ownership, and that the pairs 
which resist resolution be held in Bulgakov's strict sense of antinomy — both affirmed, neither 
dissolved, the tension lived rather than solved. This is the guardrail that makes the first 
approach survivable. Naming without the antinomic discipline reads as substitution, and 
substitution is what triggers the charge; naming with it is simply the tradition reading its own 
texts.  

Probable effectiveness: high where actually taught, because it targets the two most 
destructive mechanisms — identification and compulsion — at their shared root, the 
demand that one reading be final. Its limit is reach: religious education is slow, and it 
preaches most easily to the receptive and willing. 

 
186 The Re-Imagining conference met in Minneapolis, 4-7 November 1993, drawing roughly 2,200 
participants under the auspices of the World Council of Churches' Ecumenical Decade, with 
denominational funding from the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and the United Methodist Women's 
Division. The ensuing controversy led to the removal of Mary Ann Lundy, then the highest-ranking woman 
in the PC(USA). Critics objected to the conference's use of Sophia in worship as idolatrous goddess-
language, alongside other contested elements — the milk-and-honey rite, a reconsideration of atonement 
theology, and the participation of lesbian attendees — which is why the episode cannot be read as a 
clean test of Sophia-language alone. See the Presbyterian Historical Society's account of the Voices of 
Sophia records, and Sylvia Thorson-Smith, "Re-Imagining 'Re-Imagining' and the Next 20 
Years," Unbound.  
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Third: run the circuit as a personal discipline. If the attunements generate one another in the 
direction Section VI defended (hope the womb of the triad, trust and enacted love issuing from 
it, love becoming the ground of the next trust), then the practical question for any practitioner 
is whether all three are circulating, and the diagnostic is the shadow-table: presumption signals 
faith cut off from hope; fantasy signals hope cut off from faith; privatized certainty and 
unmatured duty signal either cut off from love. Hope, the attunement of the third attractor, is 
the one modern practice we seem least able to cultivate, and the correction of genus in Section 
VI says how: not optimism but projective participation in the not-yet — imaginal practice, 
disciplined gratitude, endurance, aspiration held for the sake of others. I have proposed an 
architecture for this kind of balanced self-care elsewhere, in the multidimensional practice of 
Integral Lifework, whose integralizing principle is the one Section IX borrowed (neglect of any 
single dimension undermines all the others), and whose governing intention, the consecration 
of every effort to the good of All, matches the third attractor's own documented mode: not 
compulsion but persuasion, long-suffering, power withheld by measure.187 The architecture 
matters less than the criterion, though, and the criterion is portable to any rule of life: a 
practice that feeds one attunement while starving the others is a capture in miniature, and it 
will eventually degrade the very attunement it favors.  

Probable effectiveness: the highest of the six at the individual scale, and self-correcting 
there, since a stalled circuit announces itself in the practitioner's own experience. Its 
collective effect is as yet unproven. 

Fourth: tend the thinned archive. Drift is the one mechanism that no liturgical act and no 
religious education reaches, because drift never announces itself; it is countered only by 
keeping the record visible. That means teaching the marginal witnesses in adult faith formation 
and seminary curricula as part of the tradition rather than as curiosities: the two-hands 
theology of Theophilus and Irenaeus, the feminine spirit of the Odes and the Gospel according 
to the Hebrews, the Syriac manuscripts with their emended grammar, Böhme's courtship of the 
noble Sophia, Bulgakov entire. It means funding translation and digitization of exactly the 
corpora that institutional selection has always let thin out. And it means teaching the 
manuscript evidence itself (letting people see the gender of ruḥā change under the scribes' 
hands, for example), because a community that has watched the pattern operate in facsimile 
will be better inoculated against its subtler forms.  

Probable effectiveness: slow, cumulative, and uniquely suited to the mechanism nothing 
else touches. Low visibility, high durability; the archive is where the third position has 
always survived, and strengthening her habitat is the least reversible of the six 
investments. 

 
187 T.Collins Logan, "A Mystic's Call to Action," and the Integral Lifework materials on multidimensional 
nourishment. The relevant claims here are two: that undernourishment in any one dimension produces 
compensations and impairments in the others, so that the easiest path to wholeness is attention to all of 
them together; and that the framework's governing intention — a felt, cultivated commitment to the good 
of All — is an orientation practiced rather than a doctrine held. 

http://www.tcollinslogan.com/resources/mystic'scalltoaction.pdf
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Fifth: convert the shadows rather than forbidding them. Section VII sorted each pole's 
negations into privation and perversion, and the historical reflex of institutions has been 
prohibition, which suppresses the energy without redirecting it. The alternative is 
transformation, and each shadow of the third attractor names its own cure. Presumption, the 
degenerate certainty about a closed future, is converted by hypomonē, endurance, hope's own 
discipline, which keeps the future open precisely by refusing to foreclose it. Craving, the self-
directed grasp at the not-yet, is converted by aspiration held for others, a conversion one 
tradition has legislated outright, in the bodhisattva's vow that permits the futural reach only 
when it is fused with love (and which is cited here as precedent rather than property). 
And apōleia, the willful annihilation of what is being born, is answered by deliberate practices 
of natality: welcoming, midwifing, protecting the emergent (in persons, in communities, in 
works), together with the kenotic restraint that makes room for it, power withheld by measure 
so that something not yet formed can form itself.  

Probable effectiveness: moderate, and contingent on the third approach, since only a 
running circuit supplies the energies these conversions redirect. Where it succeeds it is 
the difference between a tradition that polices its members and one that matures them. 

Sixth: keep asking the ordering-word question. This is an enhancement for the other five 
approaches, and it guards against the absorption Section IX judged gentlest. A recovery of 
Wisdom that settles entirely into the creaturely register (the world as sacred whole, matter as 
bearer, nature as participant), has gained a cosmology and quietly declined the question this 
paper has asked from its first page: what orders, addresses, and is received? The tradition's own 
model for keeping the question alive is the Wisdom of Solomon itself, whose ninth chapter is 
less a doctrine about Sophia and more a prayer to be given to her: address, petition, reception. 
A community that goes on addressing Wisdom, and expecting to be answered, cannot mislay 
her into a backgrounded worldview, while a community that only affirms her can. The test is 
grammatical, and anyone can use it: is Wisdom spoken of, or also spoken to?  

Probable effectiveness: decisive as a design constraint and nearly nil as a standalone; it 
prevents the failure of the other five rather than accomplishing anything by itself. 

Other traditions have already operationalized parts of this design brief, and I note those 
precedents as invitations only, since each belongs to its practitioners and the question of 
translation is theirs as well. Jewish practice greets the Sabbath as bride and queen every Friday 
evening, in a rite the sixteenth-century kabbalists of Safed who gave it its enduring form 
understood as the welcoming of the Shekhinah, a feminine divine presence addressed weekly, 
for five centuries, inside a rigorous monotheism.188 That is the balance the first two approaches 
are reaching for, sustained. The Mahāyāna's emptiness of emptiness remains the one device in 
this survey engineered to keep any position's victory from hardening into capture, and its vow-

 
188 The Friday-evening Kabbalat Shabbat liturgy centers on Lekhah Dodi, composed by Shlomo ha-Levi 
Alkabetz of Safed in the sixteenth century and building on the talmudic accounts at Shabbat 119a of 
sages who went out to greet the Sabbath as queen and bride. The identification of that bride with the 
Shekhinah belongs to the kabbalistic framing within which the rite took its enduring form, rather than to 
the plain sense of the hymn's text. 
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tradition supplies the fifth approach's clearest working example. Sufism pairs fear and hope as a 
mutual discipline, one steadying the other: the circuit maintained by explicit rule. None of this 
is offered for borrowing. What the precedents establish is more modest and more useful: that 
our design brief is not utopian or even idealistic. Every one of its criteria has been met 
somewhere, by someone, inside a living tradition. 

One final note about the estimates. The design principles were derived from the same analysis 
that produced the diagnosis, so their fit with the diagnosis is not evidence of their efficacy; the 
discipline that kept Sector Theory's agreement from counting as convergence applies here as 
well. These six approaches have not been tested as a program anywhere; the ordinal judgments 
attached to them are therefore just reasoned expectations; and the only real trial will be the 
pattern's next iteration, which the whole weight of this history says will come. If a generation 
that has read the record can watch an absorption begin (can recognize the honoring that 
precedes the silence), and can answer it with practice rather than mere alarm, the proposals 
will have done their work. If not, the pattern will simply add these pages to the archive that it 
thins. 

So the recovery proposed here is, finally, the emblem read forward. The tradition, needing a 
story for the triad, made the virtues the daughters of the exiled mother, and made the mother 
a martyr of endurance — Sophia burying her children and outlasting her grief. The recovery is 
that the daughters keep their mother's name alive instead: faith taught as her trust, hope 
cultivated as her reaching, love enacted as her regard, each practiced in a way that names its 
source. That is celebration rather than defense, refutation, or argument. It is practice: her 
name spoken, her identifications held open, her circuit run, her margins tended, her shadows 
turned toward birth, her question asked with a devout expectation of answers. May it be for 
the good of All.   
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Appendix A: A Glossary of Terms 

Terms are defined as this paper uses them, which is occasionally narrower than the source 
tradition uses them. Where a term belongs to a particular thinker or school, that provenance is 
noted. 

agape (ἀγάπη) — "Love-in-action;" enacted regard governed by the other's good. The 
attunement assigned to the person-pole. 

anelpiston (ἀνέλπιστον) — Greek: the unhoped-for, what falls outside expectation. In 
Heraclitus B18, the condition of finding what cannot be tracked. 

antinomy — Two assertions logically incompatible but ontologically equally necessary, both 
affirmed and neither dissolved, distinguished by Bulgakov both from logical contradiction, 
which is an error to be removed, and from dialectical contradiction, which resolves. 

attunement — The phenomenal signature of participation in a principle, a standing orientation 
that configures what can appear at all, rather than an episodic, object-triggered feeling. 
Adjacent to but broader than qualia in the philosophy-of-mind sense, which name the intrinsic 
feel of sensory experience; nearest of kin to Heidegger's Grundstimmung, the fundamental 
attunement that discloses a world rather than responds to an object within it. 

barzakh (برزخ) — Arabic: isthmus. In Ibn ʿArabī, that which separates two things while supplying 
the context of their unity; also the World of Imagination. 

cheng (誠) — Sincerity, in the strong sense of integral realness rather than candor: the 
condition of one whose own nature is fully developed and who is therefore able to develop the 
natures of others. In the Zhongyong, the qualification for the mediating vocation. 

Divine-humanity (Богочеловечество) — Bulgakov's Bogochelovechestvo: the theandric union 
of God and the whole creaturely world, through and in the human being. The God-human 
(Bogochelovek, Богочеловек) is Christ, in whom that union is personal. 

enhypostatic (ἐνυπόστατος) — A nature personalized in a hypostasis not natively its own; the 
Chalcedonian mechanism by which Christ's humanity subsists in the Word. 

entelechy (ἐντελέχεια) — Aristotle's term for the actualizing goal internal to a thing; used by 
Bulgakov for creaturely Sophia as the world's realized end, presently held in potency (dynamis, 
δύναμις). 

hypostasis (ὑπόστασις) — A personal center of being; the subject that bears a nature. Non-
hypostatic means lacking such a center; hypostatized means borne by one. 

kenosis (κένωσις) — Self-emptying. Of the Son, a confinement of divine mode to creaturely 
measure, ending in glorification; of the Spirit, a standing self-limitation to what the creature can 
receive, beginning at creation. 
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li (理) — Pattern-principle: constant order that governs things and derives from no source 
outside them. In Wang Bi the term is bound to wu, nothingness, as the ground the hundred 
principles express; in the Cheng-Zhu school it carries the moral order of the universe. The 
Chinese ordering word placed at the pattern-pole. Distinct from the li of ritual propriety, below. 

li (禮) — Ritual propriety: the customs, observances, and norms in which the five relations are 
practiced and through which ren is cultivated. The medium of the relational ordering rather 
than its source. Distinct from the li of pattern-principle, above. 

logoi (λόγοι) — In Maximus, the particular divine intentions carried by each created thing; the 
one Logos present as the distributed many. 

logos endiathetos / logos prophorikos (λόγος ἐνδιάθετος / λόγος προφορικός) — Reason held 
within; reason uttered. 

ousia (οὐσία) — Nature or essence: what the three persons share. In Bulgakov, Sophia 
considered as undisclosed. 

panentheism / pan-entheosis — The world in God without being identical with God; and, at the 
end, the complete penetration of the creature by Wisdom, offered by Bulgakov as an 
alternative to apokatastasis (ἀποκατάστασις). 

parā vāk (परा वाक्) — Sanskrit: supreme speech. In Pratyabhijñā, the reflexive pulse by which 

consciousness knows itself shining. 

paradoxical conjunction — An integralizing outcome in which distinct modes are held in 
productive tension without either erasing the other's distinctness (from Sector Theory 2.0). 

perichōrēsis (περιχώρησις) — Mutual permeation without loss of distinctness; used of Christ's 
two natures and later of the three persons. Its root sense is making room. 

pistis (πίστις) — Trust, trustworthiness, faithfulness, allegiance; an active relationship of 
commitment under acknowledged uncertainty rather than assent to propositions. The 
attunement assigned to the pattern-pole. 

praṇidhāna (प्रणिधान) — The bodhisattva's vow: aspiration projected across incalculable time 

for the sake of all beings. 

prototype and type — Original and image, related ontologically rather than by qualitative 
resemblance; in Bulgakov, the relation of divine to creaturely Sophia. 

qi (氣) — Breath, vapor, vital energy; the medium in which the Dao is said to disperse. 

ren (仁) — Humaneness, the supreme Confucian virtue, analyzed by the Han lexicographers as 

person-plus-two and so as the good that obtains between. Cultivated through ritual rather than 
possessed as a trait. 
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san cai (三才) — The three potencies: Heaven, Earth, and Humanity, with the human being in 
the mediating position between the other two. The Confucian occupancy of the third position. 

sangang wuchang (三綱五常) — The three bonds and five constant virtues, articulated by 
Dong Zhongshu: an ordering that subordinates minister to ruler, son to father, and wife to 
husband. Distinct from the wulun, whose relations bind both parties. 

Sophia, divine and creaturely (Σοφία) — The self-revelation of the Godhead; and the same 
Wisdom received in the mode of becoming, which is the created world. Identical in principle, 
distinct in mode. 

spanda (स्पन्द) — Vibration, throb, pulse: the dynamic self-presentation that conditions every 

changing presentation. 

Taishang Laojun (太上老君) — Lord Lao the Most High: the deified Laozi. In the Celestial 

Masters' commentary, the One gathered: the person-pole capture of the Daoist ordering word. 

theurgy (θεουργία) — Creative work on nature performed as participation in an order one did 
not author, set by Bulgakov against the technical conquest of nature undertaken in its own 
name, which he calls an unspiritual magic. 

tian (天) — Heaven. Across the Chinese material the term ranges from a personal and 
providential agent to the impersonal regularity of nature, and the range is the point: which end 
of it a thinker occupies is that thinker's placement. 

tianren ganying (天人感應) — The correlative resonance of Heaven and humanity: the Han 

frame in which portents are read as admonition addressed to a ruler. A Heaven that answers 
while operating under the rules of yin and yang. 

tianzhi (天志) — Heaven's will, in Mozi: the intention of a providential agent who rewards the 
good and punishes the wicked, offered as the criterion of what is right. The person-pole stated 
in Warring States terms. 

tsimtsum (צמצום) — Lurianic contraction: the Infinite withdrawing from a point so that 
something other than itself may stand. 

wei wu wei (為無為) — Acting without acting: an ordering that operates by declining to 

intervene, so that the ten thousand things transform of themselves. The Daoist manner of 
ordering, and the precise inverse of command. 

wu (無) — Nothingness, non-being. In Wang Bi, the ground through which the ten thousand 
things and the principles ordering them become possible. 

wulun (五倫) — The five relations named in Mencius — father and son, ruler and minister, 

husband and wife, elder and younger, friend and friend — each specified by the quality that has 
to hold between the parties rather than by the parties themselves. 
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xuanxue (玄學) — The Learning of the Dark: the third-century commentarial movement, Wang 
Bi its central figure, that read the Laozi and the Changes as accounts of the hidden ground of 
things. 

xynon (ξυνόν) — Greek: the common. In Heraclitus, the shared order, set against idia 
phronesis (ἰδία φρόνησις), private understanding. 

zhengming (正名) — The rectification of names: the doctrine that order in the human world 
follows from names correctly applied, where a name calibrates a role-relation rather than 
describing a thing. 
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Appendix B: Resurgent Narrative Timeline 
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