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Introduction 
The ongoing debate1 about the value of the ecumenical creeds of Christendom 
from an Anabaptist historical perspective has generated polarizing judgments 
on their efficacy and function for early Anabaptist leaders and communities. 
However, few participants have sufficiently taken into account the patristic 
understanding of these proclamations of Orthodoxy, and of the Nicene-
Constantinopolitan Creed in particular. Even when this historical frame 
of reference is addressed, it typically elicits imprecise conclusions on its 
negative or positive impact on Christian responsibility or unity. By apprising 
the Anabaptist community of the Eastern, patristic, and therefore the original 
mindset, expectations, and conditions engendering the formulation of the 
creeds during the church’s first five hundred years, using St. Gregory of 
Nyssa as a paradigm, I hope to create a framework within which Anabaptist 
historians and theologians reluctant to abandon the church’s living tradition 
can be informed by the opposing view’s equally warranted concern for 
ethics and nonviolence.  

I will try to meet this objective by evaluating the fusion of spirituality 
and theology in the patristic era and in the East, its process of deterioration 
in the West, and the emergence of Anabaptist priorities amid the epistemic 
theological environment of the sixteenth century. Although serious 
consideration of this subject can be traced back to classic treatments such 
as that of Roland Bainton, who contended that Anabaptists are “commonly 
on the left also with regard to . . . [the] creeds”2 and Robert Friedmann’s 
endorsement of this designation,3 I will limit my involvement with 
contemporary Anabaptist concerns to viewpoints expressed during the 
current decade only, and only minimally after I have dealt with the Eastern, 
patristic, and 16th-century Anabaptist contexts and issues.4

After I describe the historical background, the chronological 
progression – from (1) the life of Jesus to (2) the observation of this divine 
life and its confluence with the divine operations of the Father as revealed 
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in the Hebrew Tanak, then to (3) the imitation of and ontological affiliation 
with this life, and finally to (4) the creedal description of his person5 – will 
begin to gain credibility. All of this transpired concurrent with Christ’s 
earthly ministry or almost immediately upon his ascension, with creedal 
expressions evolving concomitantly with the emergence of innovative 
heretical teachings that had to be addressed. 

Many portions of the circumscribed and intentionally formulated 
Rules of Faith were created not for Jesus’ followers but for calibrating 
heterodox misinterpretations in order to preserve a pre-existing soteriology 
that stressed a behavioral and ontological affiliation and union with Christ 
who is both divine and human.6 They did so by using christological and 
triadological phraseology purposely tailored for heterodox convictions that 
either failed to take the incarnation seriously enough or categorically rejected 
it. For that reason, such distant descendants of Latin Christianity as the 16th-
century Anabaptist leaders felt compelled to propel ethics and the imitation 
of Christ to the forefront of theological activity, by explicitly addressing 
ethical behavior7 and avowing the necessity of one’s transformational or 
ontological affiliation with the incarnate Christ.

This article contends that the gradual separation of theology and 
spirituality in the West, not (or less than) the creeds’ ostensible silence on 
the ethico-soteriological implications of the narrative of Jesus,8 contributed 
to 16th-century Anabaptism’s emphasis on Nachfolge and the illumination 
of the creeds’ soteriological and ethical intimations. I will enlist Eastern 
Orthodox voices that can guide us to a more thorough and accurate 
understanding of the purpose and essence of theology as prayer9 and as 
becoming,10 and soteriology as theosis or deification.  

Indeed, the Eastern view of salvation as theosis was not foreign to 
early Anabaptism. No component or dimension of Eastern Christianity is 
left untouched by the inexorable assimilation of spirituality and theology, 
the mutual suffusion between things of heaven and things of earth. This 
is true of liturgical theology; ecclesiology; the nature of worship and the 
sacraments; understanding of the scriptures; humanity’s mediatory role 
between heaven and earth, between the uncreated and created realms; the 
function of icons; the role of tears; the life of a saint; and the apprehension 
of the person of Christ.11  
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I will appeal to St. Gregory of Nyssa’s12 theological methodology in 
light of the creedal formulations to which he significantly contributed.13  I will 
discuss two specific contributions: (1) his “apophasis,” which regulates and 
permits insight into the precise function of theological concepts or images 
(epinoia) and the resulting emphasis on God’s operations (energeia); and 
(2) his concern for preserving an Orthodox soteriology as a manifestation 
of the fusion of spirituality and theology as well as the capacitation and 
authorization for his theological involvement. Gregory’s insights resonate 
with contemporary Anabaptist scholarship. He will at times agree with 
current perspectives but will also suggest new ways of participating in what 
Anabaptists already stress, e.g., discipleship and a soteriology manifesting 
itself ethically and acknowledging the salience of Jesus’ political, socio-
economic, and nonviolent measures.   

The Historical Sequence and Function of the Creeds
Fr. John Behr seeks to maintain the appropriate sequence of events leading 
from the life and teachings of the church as canon to the immortalization of 
this standard in the church’s doctrines and creeds. “The tendency is to begin 
with Nicaea,” he says, “and then look for anticipations of Nicene theology 
in the earlier periods. But, it is methodologically faulty to begin with the 
results of the controversies . . . .”14 Central to Behr’s thesis is the primitive 
creed formulated in 1 Cor. 15:3-5:

What is most important here is the phrase that the apostle 
Paul repeats twice: Christ died and rose “in accordance with 
the scriptures.” This phrase is so important that it is preserved 
in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed which is still said 
at every Orthodox Christian baptism and celebration of the 
Divine Liturgy: Christ died and rose in accordance with the 
(same) scriptures. It is important to recognize that the scriptures 
in question are not the gospels – Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 
John – they had not even been written when Paul made this 
statement, but rather what we call the Old Testament – the Law, 
the Psalms, and the Prophets.15

The circumstance whereby such creedal affirmations existed very 
early was largely due to the revelation of Christ from the Hebrew Tanak as 
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exegeted by Christ himself and sustained through the kerygma of the apostles 
and later by the Church Fathers.16 The authority of Christ was intuited from 
his person and narrative rather than from a philosophical abstraction of the 
same.

In isolation from the precise creedal expressions existing during 
his time, Aristides could affirm Jesus’ salvific authority by observing his 
miracles as described in the biblical narrative.17 Tertullian deduced from 
Scripture that an association between God and Jesus is evident from its 
implicit disclosure in the Sermon on the Mount: 

[T]hat he begins with beatitudes, is characteristic of the Creator, 
who used no other voice than that of blessing either in the first 
fiat or the final dedication of the universe: for “my heart,” says 
he, “has indicted a very good word.” This will be that “very 
good word” of blessing which is admitted to be the initiating 
principle of the New Testament, after the example of the Old. 
What is there, then, to wonder at, if he entered on his ministry 
with the very attributes of the Creator, who ever in language 
of the same sort loved, consoled, protected, and avenged the 
beggar, and the poor, and the humble, and the widow, and the 
orphan?18  

Elsewhere Tertullian arrives at the same conclusion by observing Jesus’ 
sinlessness,19 miracles,20 and transfiguration.21 However, despite conceding 
the capacity for following Jesus through observing in him certain theistic 
characteristics, all of which Christ’s own followers could detect, patristic 
authors such as Ignatius of Antioch,22 Aristides,23 Irenaeus,24 Tertullian,25 
Clement of Alexandria,26 Hippolytus,27 Origen,28 Gregory Thaumaturgus,29 
and Cyprian30 nevertheless did develop Rules of Faith, either for individual 
or regional use. Yet these creeds were intimately dependent on the “ethico-
soteriological” ramifications of Christ’s fulfillment of OT precepts and of 
his earthly existence and humanity’s vocation in view of these ramifications. 
The Rules sought to defend and preserve the ethical obligations of Christians, 
the life in Christ, and the synergistic requirements of God and humanity for 
salvation.31

However, the particular components of the Rules seemed intent 
on combating heresies whose syncretistic belief systems threatened this 
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ethico-soteriological nucleus of Christianity, this life in Christ.32   In fact, 
because these heresies were syncretistic their exponents could generate 
ethical standards based on their beliefs – ineluctably subsequent to ideology 
– rather than formulate beliefs or a creed of their own that would preserve 
their ethics and perpetuate a pre-established soteriology, as was natural to 
the continuation of a living Tradition.33 

Unlike the Orthodox situation, heresies could not base their behavior 
on the historical Jesus, because heretical sects were religious alloys, the 
products of a union between Christianity and a pagan religious system 
or philosophy. Patristic authors acknowledged this syncretism: Tertullian 
recognized the “lateness of date which marks all heresies”34 and insisted 
they “are themselves instigated by philosophy”35; Hippolytus claimed 
Noetianism was a product of the philosophy of Heraclitus36 while alleging 
that “from philosophers the heresiarchs [derived] starting points, [and] like 
cobblers patching together, according to their own particular interpretation, 
the blunders of the ancients, have advanced them as novelties to those that 
are capable of being deceived.”37 Kenneth Scott Latourette observes that the 
various forms of Gnosticism can be traced to “Orphic and Platonic dualism, 
other schools of Greek thought, Syrian conceptions, Persian dualism, 
the mystery cults, Mesopotamian astrology, and Egyptian religion.”38 
Manichaeism, whose founder was of Persian background, was a mixture of 
Zoroastrianism, Judaism, and Christianity.39 Latourette alludes to the origin 
of elements in Marcion’s heresy by specifying his birthplace at Sinople, “the 
country of the famous cynic, Diogenes.”40 Preserving Christianity’s ethico-
soteriological core against the immorality ensuing from heretical systems of 
belief was the primary goal of the Church Fathers’ patronage of appropriate 
creedal phraseology. Their formulations modified elements of heterodox 
conceptions seeking to facilitate debauched behavior41 while abating access 
to the divine and threatening the process of theosis.42 

The Eastern Indissolubility of Spirituality and Theology
The original outlook, retaining the fusion of theology and spirituality, is 
upheld to this day within the Eastern tradition, while the West has largely 
abandoned it in favor of a more analytical approach. As John Binns claims, 
“The word ‘theology’ […] is a case in point. In the East the theologian 
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is committed to the experience of God, not to the discussion of God,”43 
an observation echoed by John Chryssavgis.44 No doubt with free-church 
sentiments in mind, Peter Bouteneff observes that “Some insist that dogmas 
get in the way of their relationship with Jesus.”45 However, such concerns, 
usually associated with J. Denny Weaver,46 over apparent omissions in the 
creeds is not foreign to the Orthodox disposition: Jaroslav Pelikan asserts that 
“Maximus Confessor had observed that even […] the doctrine that salvation 
conferred deification had not been included in the creed or formulated by 
the councils.”47   

Orthodoxy does not pay mere lip service to retaining the fusion 
of spirituality and theology, soteriology and doctrine; it is an authentic 
expression with a deep imprint on the Orthodox conscience. Metropolitan 
Philaret of Moscow declared, “The Creed does not belong to you unless you 
have lived it.”48 Metropolitan Kallistos Ware affirms that “True theology 
[…] is always living, a form of ‘hierurgy’ or holy action, something 
that changes our life and ‘assumes’ us into itself.… [T]heology is not a 
matter for specialists but a universal vocation; each is called to become of 
‘theologian soul.’”49 Bouteneff observes that Christianity “does not consist 
in a series of verifiable and interlocking hypotheses. Nor is it a philosophical 
system consisting in satisfactory, mutually consistent presuppositions. Our 
approach has to be different,”50 eventually concluding that dogmas must 
“orient our lives.”51 This “existential character” of theology is familiar to 
both the Orthodox and Anabaptist experience.52 

What is unique to Orthodox theological inquiry – and what Anabaptists 
might learn from, adopt as their own, and even bring to its logical conclusion 
while being mindful of matters of social justice and nonviolence that 
Orthodoxy has occasionally overlooked – is the indissolubility of theology 
and spirituality. Vladimir Lossky insists that “spirituality and dogma, 
mysticism and theology, are inseparably linked in the life of the Church.”53 
Chryssavgis adds that “Truth is profoundly mystical, never merely 
intellectual. It is a reality that ultimately cannot be told. It is a knowledge 
that is translated into love and life,”54 and declares that theology uses “the 
language of silence translated as poetry, as liturgy, as doxology and as life.”55 
This silence has epistemological implications that require an “entering into” 
truth. Serge Verhovskoy maintains that “When we speak about knowledge, 
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we do not speak about abstract theories. True knowledge is a participation in 
its object. To know God is to be in communion with Him.”56  Commenting 
on John 1:18, Chryssavgis remarks, “This is the foundation of a language 
that through apophasis (or negation) opens up to the silence of theosis (or 
deification).”57

“Unlike Gnosticism, in which knowledge for its own sake constitutes 
the aim of the Gnostic, Christian theology is always in the last resort a means: 
a unity of knowledge subserving an end which transcends all knowledge,” 
says Lossky. “This ultimate end is union with God or deification, the 
[theosis] of the Greek Fathers.”58 This end is also a concern for the ontology 
of God into which humanity enters and for which Gregory of Nyssa, along 
with Athanasius, Basil the Great, and Gregory the Theologian (Nazianzen), 
toiled amid the doctrinal uncertainty and tumult of his day.59

The bond between theology and spirituality began to evaporate in the 
West through numerous religious and cultural inducements. Although the 
shift in theological priorities is highly complicated, some historians, such 
as Fr. John Meyendorff, locate the separation of spirituality and theology 
during the era when “Christian theology acquired, in the medieval Western 
universities, the status of a ‘science,’ to be taught and learned with the use 
of appropriate scientific methodology.”60 Lossky contends the separation 
occurred earlier, immediately after the 11th-century schism between East 
and West; the fusion was espoused by both East and West up until roughly 
1054 C.E.61  Latourette identifies hints of the division during the mid- to 
later patristic era:  

Certainly [the Western] part of the Church was not so torn by 
the theological controversies of the fourth and fifth centuries as 
were the Eastern portions of the Church. This may have been 
because the Latin mind was less speculative and more practical 
and ethical than was the Hellenistic mind of the East. It may be 
significant that the greatest schisms over questions of morals 
and discipline, the Novatian and Donatist, had their rise in the 
West, while the main divisions over speculative theology […] 
had their birth in the East.62

However, this does not mean the West was more cognizant of ethical 
issues than the East, but that the West could and did solve ethical disputes 
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directly and in isolation from conceptual descriptions of Christ and the Trinity. 
The implications are important. When Christians in the West assimilated the 
Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed as their own, they unavoidably acquired 
its ethical and soteriological implications. The West nevertheless addressed 
ethically-stimulated schisms without summoning or acknowledging the 
salvific components inherent in the creeds, thus allowing the Christendom 
of Roman partisanship to adopt a more lenient ethical stance – as it did in 
the face of concerns raised by Novatian and Donatus, however heretical 
these were.63  

Onto-behavioral Priorities in Gregory of Nyssa and Anabaptism 
In De Professione Christiana, Gregory of Nyssa declares, “If we who are 
united to him by faith in him, are synonymous with him whose incorruptible 
nature is beyond verbal interpretation, it is entirely necessary for us to 
become what is contemplated in connection with the incorruptible nature 
and to achieve an identity with the secondary elements which follow along 
with it,”64 which he identifies as the divine virtues emanating from God. For 
Gregory, the nucleus of Christianity is ontological or existential rather than 
epistemic:65 “The Lord does not say it is blessed to know […] something 
about God, but to have God present within oneself.”66

Such emphasis on “onto-behavioral” Christianity resembles 
early Anabaptist emphases. Hans Schlaffer, after describing behavioral 
characteristics such as forgiving the sins of others, declares that “From all of 
this it is easy to conclude who are the true believers and proper Christians and 
who not. Since not everyone who says Lord, Lord, will enter the kingdom of 
heaven, but whoever does the will of the heavenly Father.”67 Michael Sattler 
identifies the defining element of being a Christian as love, “without which 
it is not possible that you be a Christian congregation.”68 Peter Riedeman 
identifies the core of Christianity as ontological affiliation with Christ: “We 
confess also that God has, through Christ, chosen, accepted and sought a 
people for himself, not having spot, blemish, wrinkle, or any such thing, but 
pure and holy, as he, himself, is holy.”69  

Drawing on Alvin Beachy’s equation of the Anabaptist view of 
salvation with divinization,70 Thomas Finger claims that “Vergöttung71 was 
a common theme among early South German/Austrian Anabaptists, while 
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expressions like ‘partakers of the divine nature,’ with obvious allusion to 2 
Peter 1:4, frequently appeared in later South German/Austrian and Dutch 
Anabaptist circles.”72 Dirk Philips affirms that Christ’s followers become 
“participants in the divine nature, yes, and are called gods and children of 
the Most High”73 and that “whoever has become a partaker of the divine 
character, the being of Jesus Christ and the power and character of the Holy 
Spirit, conforms himself to the image of Jesus Christ in all submission, 
obedience, and righteousness serves God, in summary is a right-believing 
Christian.”74 In order to incorporate all major strands of 16th-century 
Anabaptism – Swiss, Dutch, and South German-Austrian – Finger employs 
more inclusive language: “However, since divinization language was 
uncommon among Swiss Anabaptists, I proposed the broader concept of 
ontological transformation, of which divinization is a variety, to designate 
the personal dimension of the coming of the new creation.”75 

In addition to this ontological urgency of Anabaptism, the patristic 
era, and Gregory of Nyssa, the ineffability of the christological composition 
and trinitarian economy that the creeds seek to disclose also leads us to re-
examine the apparent creedal rigidity and noeticism of the patristic era. In 
this regard, Gregory serves as a capable example.

Beyond Abstraction: The Narrative of Jesus and God’s Energeia
Regulating Conceptual Efficacy: Gregory of Nyssa’s Apophasis
We soon recognize the centrality of an “apophatic”76 outlook in Gregory 
of Nyssa’s writings. The incomprehensibility and ineffability of the divine 
essence is arguably the most prominent element in his philosophy. Further, 
he acknowledges the epistemological limits imposed on humans. Robert 
Brightman claims that “apophaticism is central” in Gregory’s approach77 
while insisting “that man cannot know the essence of God” is “at the heart” 
of Gregory’s theology.78 Brightman contends that any study that “does 
not give adequate treatment to his apophaticism is ipso facto defective.”79 
Gregory himself declares: 

The divine nature, whatever it may be in itself, surpasses every 
mental concept (epinoias). For it is altogether inaccessible 
to reasoning and conjecture, nor has there been found any 
human faculty capable of perceiving the incomprehensible; 
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for we cannot devise a means of understanding inconceivable 
things.80 

As Deirdre Carabine recognizes,81 Gregory is acutely aware of the 
limited function of trinitarian metaphysical categories, as he explains in his 
Great Catechism:

And so one who severely studies the depths of the mystery, 
receives secretly in his spirit, indeed, a moderate amount of 
apprehension of the doctrine of God’s nature, yet he is unable 
to explain clearly in words the ineffable depth of this mystery. 
As, for instance, how the same thing is capable of being 
numbered and yet rejects numeration; how it is observed with 
distinctions yet is apprehended as a monad, how it is separate as 
to personality yet is not divided as to subject matter.82

Gregory concedes the insufficiency of metaphysical categories to 
summarize the trinitarian economy. However, he applies his apophatic 
outlook not only to the divine essence and the trinitarian economy but to 
each hypostasis separately, since they each share in God’s ousia:83 

Whatever your thought suggests to you as to the mode of the 
existence of the Father, you will think also in the case of the 
Son, and in like manner too of the Holy Ghost.[…] For the 
account of the uncreated and of the incomprehensible is one 
and the same in the case of the Father and of the Son and of 
the Holy Ghost.   For one is not more incomprehensible and 
uncreated than another.84

This is not surprising, given Gregory’s common reference to the 
divine and human relationship in Christ as a “mystery of the incarnation”85 
and a “mystery of godliness.”86 Gregory insists that the union of divine and 
human in the person of Christ is “beyond all circumscription.”87  

Despite his cynicism about the limited function of theological 
concepts, Gregory does offer hope. He insists that they correspond to the 
operations (Greek, energeia) of the Godhead, as opposed to its essence.88 
After mentioning terms commonly used to characterize the divine essence, 
he asks, “Do they indicate his operations, or his Nature? No one will say 
that they indicate aught but his operations.”89 Theological concepts are 
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reflections of divine actions as apprehended in the created realm, not of 
the divine essence: “When we look at the order of creation, we form in 
our mind an image not of the essence, but of the wisdom of him who has 
made all things wisely.”90 God is “invisible by nature, but becomes visible 
in his energies, for he may be contemplated in the things that are referred to 
him.”91 This is precisely how God is “known by analogy.”92 

An Anabaptist Response
Gregory’s apophaticism is not represented in early Anabaptist theology to 
the extent accentuated by the Church Fathers, especially in the East. But 
Anabaptist emphases do demonstrate the limited function of objective 
theistic descriptions, and their language is at times compellingly similar 
to that of patristic sources. The Anabaptists’ stress on communal biblical 
hermeneutics reveals their acknowledging subjective dissonance when 
comparing one interpretation to another, thus requiring a certain amount 
of cooperation when illuminating scripture. Menno Simons insisted that 
church members could not use “human investigation” to conceptually 
explain and add to scripture’s “incomprehensible depths” but should “walk 
all their lives before their God with calm, glad hearts.”93 His analogy, 
comparing the inability to conceptualize God to pouring “the River Rhine 
or Meuse into a quart bottle,”94 is remarkably similar to Gregory’s statement 
that as the “hollow of one’s hand is to the whole deep, so is all the power 
of language in comparison with that nature which is unspeakable and 
incomprehensible.”95 

Menno additionally declares that “This one and only eternal, 
omnipotent, incomprehensible (unerforschliche), invisible, ineffable, and 
indescribable God, we believe and confess with the Scriptures to be the 
eternal, incomprehensible Father with his eternal, incomprehensible Son, 
and with his eternal, incomprehensible Holy Spirit,”96 while claiming that 
Christ is not a “literal word” but is instead the “incomprehensible Word” 
(emphasis added).97 Within the Anabaptists’ Western setting, such apophatic 
language is quite striking and significant, particularly when tethered to 
their attitude toward the creeds as powerless to preserve an onto-behavioral 
focus. 

Adherents of nascent Anabaptism sought instead to imitate Jesus’ 
observable teachings and example, and to determine how far Jesus’ actions 
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correspond to the operations of God, something of which humans can certainly 
obtain knowledge, as Gregory argued above. Alain Epp Weaver relates how 
John Howard Yoder concluded that for early Anabaptists, “the proper way to 
discuss Jesus’ unity with God was in terms of his motivation and his actions. 
[…] Such unity, which makes visible Jesus’ perfect obedience to the will 
of the Father, has ethical and political implications.”98 Christ’s observable 
actions thus directly correspond to God’s energeia or operations. Since Jesus 
manifested his authority by means of observable behavior, what it means to 
be a Christian revolves around the extent to which a human replicates such 
behavior; the nucleus of Christianity for 16th-century Anabaptism was thus 
behavioral and transformational, rather than knowledge-based.  

Menno again leads his audience to Christ’s very words and actions 
to be observed and imitated, in addition to complying with the creeds’ 
conceptual structures: 

I trust also that we who are grains of the one loaf agree not only 
as to the twelve articles [of the Apostle’s Creed] (as [Gellius 
Faber] counts them), but also to all the articles of the Scriptures, 
such as regeneration, repentance, baptism, Holy Supper, 
expulsion, etc. which Christ Jesus [whom together with Isaiah, 
Peter and Paul confess to be the only (einzige) foundation of the 
churches – and not the twelve articles as he has it (und nicht 
jene zwölf Artikel, wie er thut)] has preached by his own blessed 
mouth, and left and taught us in clear and plain words (und 
mit deutlichen Worten gelehrt und hinterlassen hat) [emphasis 
added].99 

Jesus’ words are clear and plain for the purpose of Nachfolge or 
discipleship. Elsewhere, Menno affirms Jesus’ salvific role, not because of 
his metaphysical composition but because of the “acts and attributes which 
are found in abundance with Him, as may be clearly deduced and understood 
from […] Scriptures.”100 These acts are Jesus’ authority to forgive sins, judge 
humanity, and discuss the nature of the kingdom of God; because of this, 
Jesus “bestows eternal life”101 or has the capacity and authority to do so. 

Pilgrim Marpeck identifies the foundation for Christian practice and 
responsibility as the observation of Jesus’ words and example derived from 
the biblical narrative, not from intellectual exploration: 
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Nor can an inward testimony be recognized, except when it 
is preceded by such outward teaching, deeds, commands and 
ceremonies of Christ which belong to the revelation of the Son 
of God in the flesh and which are like a new creation in Christ.  
These things must be received in a physical manner before the 
inner testimony can be felt and recognized. Although reason 
and thought and almost all conceited spirits strongly resist this 
act, nevertheless, they must all come under the physical feet of 
Christ.102

Marpeck is attempting to subordinate “reason” and “inner testimony” 
under the physicality of Christ’s teachings and deeds, the latter informing 
humanity of its salvific status and how far it has become a new creation in 
Christ. Dirk Philips also states that human obedience is rooted in the biblical 
witness of Christ rather than in creedal proclamations, since “humans do not 
live by other human words brought forth out of human will, but alone by the 
words of God proclaimed to us through Christ Jesus and his apostles.”103 

Anabaptist leaders were thus content to acknowledge the intersection 
between the motives of both Jesus and God apart from the assistance of 
human words. This affirms Gregory’s insistence that God’s energeia can be 
known, while Jesus’ salvific authority can be determined based on how far 
his actions and teachings replicate the Father’s actions and teachings.  

Christian Responsibility Preserved by Subsequently Developed Creeds
The Fusion of Spirituality and Theology: Gregory of Nyssa’s Theological 
Chronology and Priorities
In order to verify how Gregory is in solidarity with the patristic concern for 
inner transformation and behavior, and how doctrine developed after and 
in support of this ethical concern, we must determine how his christology 
and trinitarian convictions sustain his pre-existing soteriology. We may 
thus ascertain his theological motive, the same stimulus as that of the early 
Church Fathers who sought to systematize a theology to abate decadent 
behavior arising from an accommodating heretical ideology.  

Accordingly, we must show that Gregory’s soteriology appeared 
first, after which his christological and triadological formulations emerged 
consequentially. In fact, since one is permitted to apprehend God’s energeia 
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alone, God’s salvific operations must be recognized initially, after which 
Christ’s divine/human composition can be approached delicately and 
cautiously within a pre-established soteriological framework. Brian Daley 
expresses how Gregory is unique in this regard: 

[Gregory] is concerned above all with Jesus Christ as the man in 
whom and through whom the infinite and saving reality of God 
touches us all: with preserving the transcendence of the God 
who is present in him, and with emphasizing the transformation 
of that human reality which God, in the man Jesus, has made 
his own.104

One method for determining if his soteriology was envisaged first is 
to consider whether Gregory may have formulated an ad hoc christology 
dependent on the situation in which he found himself. 

Gregory’s customization of christological language to substantiate 
specific features of his soteriology is quite evident. His emphasis on Christ’s 
humanity is conspicuously expressed in Ad Simplicium de Fide: “He who 
was formed in the virgin’s womb […] is the servant, and not the Lord. […] 
He who was created as the beginning of his ways is not God, but the man in 
whom God was manifested to us for the renewing again of the ruined way of 
man’s salvation” (emphasis added).105 Christ is thus seen as human because 
humans need salvation and the restoration of the likeness of God.  

However, when the context is reversed, Gregory modifies his accent. 
Johannes Zachhuber claims that Gregory “under the pressure of maintaining, 
against Eunomius, the salvific necessity of Christ’s full divinity, shifted 
the emphasis of his soteriology away from the humanistic approach […] 
towards an approach stressing the salvific activity of the Logos.”106 Notice 
the austere contrast between the sentiment expressed in Ad Simplicium de 
Fide and that conveyed in Contra Eunomium: “Then he took dust from 
the earth and formed man, again he took dust from the virgin and not only 
formed man, but formed him around himself; then he created, afterwards 
he was created; then the word made flesh, afterwards the word became 
flesh in order to transform our flesh into spirit by partaking of our flesh and 
blood” (emphasis added).107   Evidently, Gregory is more concerned with 
maintaining a balanced soteriological approach by conveniently stressing 
Christ’s humanity or divinity and his equal status within the trinitarian 
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flesh in order to transform our flesh into spirit by partaking of our flesh and 
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economy when required.108 It is this balance that had to be immortalized in 
the final Nicene-Constantinopolitan formula.

Gregory is thus a fitting example of the fusion of spirituality and 
theology. In addition to his concern for substantiating a pre-existing 
soteriological outlook, his insistence that we must attend to our spiritual needs 
before participating in theological speculation is even more pronounced.109 
Indeed, our progressive transformation into, and union with, the Incarnate 
Christ is itself the way we know and see God with the eye of the soul.  

He who would approach the knowledge of things sublime must 
first purify his manner of life from all sensual and irrational 
emotion. He must wash from his understanding every opinion 
derived from some preconception and withdraw himself from 
his customary intercourse with his own companion, [that] is, 
with his sense perceptions, which are […] wedded to our nature 
as its companion. When he is so purified, then he assaults the 
mountain.110 

Again Gregory maintains it is God who is “promised to the vision of 
those whose heart has been purified.”111 One recognizes the identity of the 
archetype, namely the Incarnate Christ, by beholding one’s own purified 
soul: “If a man who is pure of heart sees himself, he sees in himself what 
he desires; and thus he becomes blessed, because when he looks at his own 
purity, he sees the archetype in the image.”112 

For Gregory, doing theology, in the sense of ascertaining the 
metaphysical composition of Christ and the Trinity that the creeds seek 
to expound, involves inferring from one’s own purity and the synergistic 
process involved, what the Incarnate Christ is. As Lossky observes, “This 
mystery of faith as personal encounter and ontological participation is the 
unique foundation of theological language, a language that apophasis opens 
to the silence of deification.”113  Participation in the purification process is 
doing theology.  

An Anabaptist Response
In effect, early Anabaptist leaders re-initiated the historical concatenation 
of events surrounding the creeds to resemble what unfolded in first-century 
Palestine before the composition of any detailed Rule of Faith. History 
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teaches that an understanding of Christ’s metaphysical composition was 
formulated after acknowledging the exceptionality and significance of Jesus’ 
behavior, ministry, and message, and after resolving to obey and imitate 
this same Jesus. Menno affirms that it is Jesus “whom we should serve and 
worship; that he is the truth, the One who forgives sins and bestows eternal 
life, in whom we must believe and who at the last day will raise us from the 
dead and judge us as it has been said, and so it follows of necessity (so ist es 
gewiss unwiderlegbar) that Jesus Christ must be true God with the Father” 
(emphasis added).114 Obedience to Christ emerges as a result of observing 
those actions of Jesus that correspond to the operations115 (energeia) of God 
(forgiving sins and bestowing eternal life); after identifying the salvific 
authority of Christ, Menno is prepared to follow him (in whom we must 
believe) and therefore establishes a rudimentary soteriological directive. 

Here Menno can validate the creedal claims concerning Christ and 
his relationship to the Father within the trinitarian economy. Significantly, 
Menno equates God’s operations that Jesus embodies as “glories, honors, 
works, and attributes which belong to no one in heaven nor upon the earth, 
except to the only eternal and true God.”116 This again shows how Christ’s 
exceptionality and salvific authority and license could be acknowledged 
apart from philosophical disclosure and instead through Christ’s fulfillment 
of OT patterns and precepts.

The priority in Anabaptism of purity of life and ontological 
soteriology, both chronologically and ecclesiastically, nuances the function 
of creedal descriptions. Early Anabaptists did not engage the creeds unless 
they were initiated into the discussion externally.117  Finger’s contention that 
“while Creeds provide a somewhat unnatural starting-point for Mennonites 
in ecumenical discussion, they do provide a possible one,”118 though 
theoretically true, can lead to difficulties and internal contradictions that may 
be why early Anabaptists rarely invoked the creeds as a starting point unless 
they felt it was necessary to draw attention to their limitations.119 In this 
way, since the creeds were a historical reality for 16th-century Anabaptist 
leaders, they commandeered their high christological claims in an attempt 
to convince the wider church of the normativity of Jesus’ teachings and 
example for Christian ethics.  

Ben Ollenburger’s somewhat dubious citation of Menno in a recent 
issue of Mennonite Life120 exemplifies the agenda of those who seem less 
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willing to account for the nuances inherent in early Anabaptist engagement 
with the creeds. Ollenburger provides a three-sentence quotation that spans 
five pages in the original, using it to affirm Menno’s endorsement of the 
creedal formula. What it omits are the ethical and thus soteriological additions 
that motivated Menno to write about the creeds in the first place. The missing 
elements include his insistence that, in addition to the creedal words, Christ 
is the “eternal, wise, Almighty, holy, true, living and incomprehensible 
Word”121 who thus “purified our hearts”122 so we can “serve the true and 
living God.”123 Overtly connecting soteriological concerns with trinitarian 
expressions contained in the creeds, Menno also states that Christians should 
“give no one the praise for our salvation, neither in heaven nor on earth, 
but the only and eternal Father through Christ Jesus, and that through the 
illumination of the Holy Spirit.”124 Elsewhere, with reference to Orthodox 
proclamations about Christ, Menno asserts that all who believe these things 
“obey his Word, walk in his commandments [folgen darum seinem Wort, 
wandeln in seinem Geboten], bow to his scepter, and quiet their conscience 
with grace, atonement, merit, sacrifice, promise, death and blood.”125  

Similarly, in affirming the creedal formula and the Orthodox 
understanding of Jesus therein, Peter Riedeman averred, “This Word 
proceeded from the Father that the harm brought by the transgression of 
Adam might be healed, and the fall restored.”126 However, “a power other than 
human strength [Christ’s divinity] was necessary,”127 which has “now taken 
us captive into his obedience and leads us in his way, teaches us his character, 
ways and goodness.”128 In opposition to the more epistemic soteriology of 
Western Christendom, Hans Denck, in his so-called Recantation, affirms 
both Menno’s and Riedeman’s additions to the creeds by declaring, “Glaube 
ist der gehorsam Gottes (faith is obedience to God).”129 

If the early Anabaptists merely stated the creeds and indicated 
consent and unqualified endorsement, that would show they were satisfied 
with the creeds’ structure for their own context and concerns. However, in 
order to criticize something, that something must be introduced into the 
conversation. So, although the creeds were introduced externally by virtue 
of their historical survival, early Anabaptists willingly addressed them not 
only to affirm their statements but to scrutinize them and illuminate what 
they omit.130 
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B. Royale Dewey’s remark that “rather than write off Nicea, 
Mennonites should be grateful for it”131 is contestable when within their 
own 16th-century setting the creeds failed to nurture what is central to 
Anabaptism, namely discipleship, nonviolence, and socio-economic equity 
and justice. While patristic initiatives and intentions at Nicea were arguably 
laudable and valid, an analysis of the process, subsequent outcomes, and 
political manipulation of creedal priorities warrants, for early Anabaptism, 
regulation of the creeds and amendment to the priorities of Christianity in 
general. The issue is thus not the legitimacy of the Church Fathers themselves, 
but the ramifications of the Constantinian and Nicene politico-ecclesial 
union, specifically in the West where access to the creedal mechanisms for 
preserving a life in Christ inherent in the Eastern conscience was limited. 

The 16th-century Western context within which Anabaptism emerged 
required a re-focusing on ethical matters. Ideally, creedal formulations could 
resolve behavioral and soteriological scruples. However, with Anabaptism’s 
emergence in a setting where the creeds were impotent to reinvigorate 
the affluent, fraudulent, and unscrupulous state of the magisterial Roman 
Catholic Church because of the separation of spirituality and theology, 
Anabaptist leaders had to address ethical concerns directly and explicitly. 
This is exactly what they did when they made soteriological additions to the 
creeds.132

In this sense, Anabaptist attempts at persuading the historical church 
of the importance of priorities such as nonviolence mimic Gregory’s 
insistence that creedal formulations emerged subsequent to, and in support 
of, a pre-existing soteriology. Like Gregory, the Anabaptists were primarily 
interested in defending their unique soteriology, which developed on the 
basis of observing Jesus’ teachings and example as described in the biblical 
narrative. If the metaphysical Greek categories used to describe Christ 
and the Trinity can be employed to support a pre-existing soteriology, 
Anabaptists could appeal to them for that reason alone, much like Gregory 
and other patristic bishops and decision-makers did. 

Indeed, as Alain Epp Weaver contends, “Nothing prevents 
contemporary theologians from appealing to the Creedal identification of 
Jesus as true man and true God in order to persuade other Christians of 
his normativity for ethics.”133 And specifically for Anabaptist values, only 
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a high christology can “provide the basis for discipleship to a non-resistant 
Jesus and an ecclesiology which renounces the violent ways of the world.”134 
Gregory is a fourth-century example of someone who contributed greatly 
to the discussion of appropriate christological and triadological language, 
but who periodically tailored this language for his own, and Orthodoxy’s, 
pre-established soteriological purposes.135 However, he was interacting 
with an Eastern audience who recognized the soteriological significance 
of such creedal language; this is precisely how Anabaptism’s emergence 
presented itself with the opportunity to be a prophetic voice to the Western 
church, whose separation of spirituality and theology resulted in distorted 
priorities. 

Although his effort to reclaim traditional Christian expressions and 
priorities is laudable, A. James Reimer seems to undermine the chronology 
inherent in the development of the creeds, as is evident from the title of 
his book Mennonites and Classical Theology: Dogmatic Foundations for 
Christian Ethics. If Reimer were more aware of the original circumstances 
and mindset out of which the creeds arose, the title should have been The 
Ethical-Soteriological Foundation for Christian Dogmatics.136 In reference 
to the ecumenical creeds of the fourth and fifth centuries specifically, 
Reimer would like to see “a theological imagination that is disciplined 
by the doctrinal categories.”137 Elsewhere he argues that the content of 
the creeds has “profound implications for how we live and act.”138 For all 
his oversights, J. Denny Weaver is nevertheless more responsible in his 
management of history in this regard: “If Jesus Christ is our foundation, 
then it is Jesus’ story and the ‘politics of Jesus’ – not the shape of a national 
ethos or fourth- and fifth-century Creedal formulas – that should determine 
the contour of our theological agenda,”139 a claim congruent at least with 
Finger’s methodology though not his conclusions.140 This assessment in no 
way conflicts with the priorities and typical avowal of the Church Fathers, 
and, surprising as this may be to someone of Weaver’s persuasion, is a 
sentiment shared by nearly all Orthodox theologians. 

Reimer should be praised for trying to resurrect classical expressions 
of Christianity. However, by acknowledging the chronology that anticipated 
the creeds (while rejecting the notion that they function(ed) as a foundation 
for ethics) and by affirming, indeed living, the fusion of spirituality and 
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theology inherent in any dogmatic investigation by the Church Fathers, 
we could follow through with Reimer’s vision while allowing ourselves 
to be better informed by the patristic conscience. Such an approach will, 
I hope, also appease those holding to Weaver’s view, since behavior, 
ethics, and soteriological concerns are not only enhanced by what the 
creeds communicate about the fusion of theology and spirituality, but, 
more significantly, because the church’s ethico-soteriological concerns 
could be – and indeed were – acknowledged before and apart from creedal 
prescriptions.

Conclusion
By evaluating the 16th-century Anabaptist attitude toward the creeds through 
examining the appropriate textual attestation as well as patristic sources, and 
particularly those of St. Gregory of Nyssa, what it means to be a Christian 
from a historical perspective begins to surface. If creeds were developed 
to preserve a pre-established emphasis on obedience and the imitation of 
Jesus, and could not even be formulated veraciously until this obedience 
and imitation or purification took place first, undoubtedly the nucleus of 
Christianity was, in both patristic and Anabaptist thought, the ontological 
affiliation of its adherents to the example and person of Christ.

Eastern Christianity, with its distinctive history, is entitled to endorse 
this decidedly ontological understanding of what it means to be a Christian 
with the use of creedal concepts alone, since here the fusion of spirituality 
and theology has not been defiled. However, in much of the Christian West, 
while retaining the possibility that the dominant epistemic conception of 
faith and doctrine might be forfeited in the future, the creeds’ ethical and 
ontological implications must be addressed unequivocally and forthrightly. 
Sixteenth-century Anabaptism’s resolve to do exactly that is justifiable when 
we consider the degeneracy of their ecclesial context, the consequence of 
the segregation of theology (doctrine) from spirituality (ontology), with the 
former regrettably taking precedence. The assimilation of the Anabaptists’ 
accent on the purity of the church with their affirming yet restrained 
approach to the creeds suggests a return to an emphasis on repentance and 
restoration typical of the patristic era, and an intentional estrangement 
from the unbridled, often violent focus on recantation during the sixteenth-
century Western ecclesial setting.
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death [.…] Now so evidently had the Lord Christ introduced no other god for the working 
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he wished to be understood as the meaning of that voice from heaven: ‘This is my beloved 
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and example, these formulas are insufficient; they have omitted the specifics of the New 
Testament narrative on which faith can be based [and] describe Christ apart from his rejection 
of the sword and teachings about love of enemies.… The formulas do not give shape to the 
peaceable community of Jesus’ disciples that poses a contrast to the world. In effect, they 
have marginalized ethics from christological understanding, or have provided the space for 
ethics to express convictions that do not stem from the particularity of Jesus”:  Weaver, 
Anabaptist Theology in Face of Postmodernity, 124-25. I would nuance Weaver’s thoughts 
by appealing to the Eastern fusion of spirituality and theology, but Weaver’s fittingly acerbic 
comments should be heeded for the current state of the Western, and specifically North 
American, church.
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(M.A. thesis, McMaster University, 2006), 67-71.
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reflect the style and peculiarities of that epoch. The Christological controversies and the 
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Sergius Bulgakov, The Orthodox Church, 31-32.  
140 Finger discusses investigating the person of Christ “from above” or “from below.” He 
favors the latter, which is how he discusses the work and person of Christ, as does Weaver 
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but with less nuance. See Thomas N. Finger, A Contemporary Anabaptist Theology: 
Biblical, Historical, Constructive, 330. Finger also acknowledges the correct chronology 
that anticipated the creedal formulations in the 16th-century Anabaptists and therefore the 
fusion of spirituality and theology.

Andrew P. Klager, a PhD candidate at the University of Glasgow, is 
evaluating sixteenth-century Anabaptist literary access to patristic sources, 
with special attention to Balthasar Hubmaier.
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