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TRINITARIAN SEMANTICS

1. A PRELIMINARY DEFINITION - 2. GRAMMAR AND PHILOSOPHY
3. GREGORY: A CREATIVE GENIUS.

1. A PRELIMINARY DEFINITION. In ancient times, Greek grammarians
knew “person” as a notion involved in the verbal inflection or in the
staging of drama. Nowadays, modern philosophers know “person” as a
concept of ethical—or human rights—theories. Having introduced the
notion of “divine person” as an intermediate step between the two, Gre-
gory of Nyssa is praised for having filled the gap between the gram-
marians’ wpéowmov and the moral one. His method claimed that any
ontological question should be formulated as concerning the meaning
of a sentence about the persons of God. This meant that the metaphys-
ical plan of argumentation was interestingly connected to the seman-
tic plan of human knowledge which is expressed by means of language.
Consequently, frinitarian semantics refers here primarily to a specific
method employed by Gregory in his trinitarian passages and writings.
Whether debating about the divinity of the Holy Spirit or discussing
the inenumerable nature of the Son, Gregory found in his semantic
tools the surest device for unmasking anyone who opposed the faith in
the divine personhood. Gregory’s way of arguing resulted in a prose so
impressive that even some later theologians such as Maximus the Con-
fessor or the Byzantine Leontius imitated this style. Trinitarian seman-
tics could be considered as a durable feature in Greek-language theology,
and this marks a significant difference from the philosophical style of
the majority of Latin theological writers. It is perhaps not incorrect to
describe the Nyssen’s method as a sort of “linguistic turn” in theology.
Talking, e.g., about the Godhead means analysing any relevant sentence
about God, in order to evaluate how its parts contribute to the truth of
the whole. The meaning of its constituents is derived from the mean-
ing of the complex as a whole. The most representative account of Gre-
gory’s semantic method is given in In illud Tunc et ipse (II1/11, 3-28). As
usual, the starting point is a sentence from Scripture: here, Paul’s much-
discussed statement in 1 Cor. 15.28: Tote Omotayrioeton 6 viog Td Ho-
tdEavt o0t T wévto (Cf. RAMELLI 2008).—In the second place, trini-
tarian semantics also designates a modern approach to Greek theology,
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carried out with help of the logical devices of the analytic philosophy
of language (cf. Lo MATINA 2007 and 2009; — PHILOSOPHY OF LAN-
GUAGE).

2. GRAMMAR AND PHILOSOPHY. To appreciate the novelty of Gregory’s
theoretical approach, it is useful to look at the commonly accepted vision
of parsing (i.e. the study of pépn to0 Adyov) as a part of grammar or
philosophy.

On the one hand, Hellenistic philologists considered grammar as
divided into three parts: historical, technical and systematic (or prop-
erly, the idiaiteov part). The exact nature of parsing was long disputed,
for the proper task of the idiaitegov was to fix both the elements of
any well-formed sentence (&Eiwpa) and the number of the word-classes
(neguopoc). However, all through late Antiquity there were no shared cri-
teria among the grammarians regarding the limits of each part. Sextus
Empiricus—who had a comprehensive knowledge of the human sciences
of his age—(Adv. Math., I 77, 81%.) refuted such a partition. Instead, he
accepted Crates’ distinction between the competences of the critic and
the grammarian: “The critic has to be an expert in logic” (tov pév xot-
TnoOV mdomg del hoyurfig Emotiung umegov elvar), “whilst the gram-
marian just ought to know the explanation of words, their pronunciation
and other similar matters” (tov 8¢ yoaupatndv dnhde Yhwoodv EEn-
MOV %ol TEooWding drodoTindv nal TMY TOUTOLS TTaQuTANTimY ei-
&nMuova). At any rate, grammar was generally considered as a method to
investigate the usages of idioms and concepts among different peoples (%
yoappatixt) ... pEtodog tig ot TV Tad Totag ETEQmV AexTdV TE
x0d vot@v). In spite of what Stoics were claiming, the sentential parsing
was accomplished regardless of any investigation of meaning (t6 onpou-
VOUEVOV).

From the philosophical point of view, the dominant approaches to
parsing were, of course, influenced by Aristotle’s logic and by Stoic semi-
otics. Both considered meaning as a constitutive issue for a philosophi-
cal analysis of language, although Stoics were especially interested in the
nature of the simplest signs (e.g., words) as well as in the theory of logi-
cal inference. The most accurate theory of philosophical parsing was due
to Aristotle. In Categoriae (2a30) he stated the priority of term over sen-
tence: “meaning” is what one can define before two terms do melt with
one another to form a sentence. Conceived in this way, semantics is a
matter of a set of categories whose definition is given “apart from any
bond” (zoatd pundepiov ouphoxtv). The semantic role of the sentence
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(Td pev odv xatd cupmhoxty, olov dvitowmoc Toéxel, dviowiroc vind)
is separated from the semantic role of concepts (ta 8¢ dvev cvumhoxdic,
olov dvipmmog, Botic, Toéxel, Vind.). Aristotle’s metaphysics was a con-
sequence of his term-oriented semantics. It is precisely such an approach
that Gregory turns upside down.

3. GREGORY: A CREATIVE GENIUS. All through the New Testament one
encounters sentences, whose trinitarian semantics is elusive; e.g. "Eya &v
@ wotpl xod 6 ot &v Epol o, “O Ewoaxdg Eut Edooxe ToV Tatépa,
etc. In many cases a heretical attitude sprang from a misunderstanding
of them. As Plato said: “It is difficult to conceive God, but to define
Him in words is an impossibility” (Tim. 28¢). In spite of this, Gregory’s
sentence-oriented semantics proved a powerful weapon against the most
common forms of reductivism, for it forced the interpreters (no matter
whether heretics or not) to distinguish between having a private concept
of God and explaining the word “God” in the context of a publicly available
sentence.

The Eun presents interesting arguments Eunomius claimed to impose
a rigorous pattern upon the language of both the Old and the New Testa-
ment (Eun 1, 1.741.). He endeavored to introduce a certain discontinuity
between the language the Fathers talked about (= the biblical xowvi)) and
the language the Fathers talked in (= the late-Antiquity Greek spoken in
the fourth century). His goal was to deconstruct the fatherhood of God,
Le. to divide God from God, true God from true God, by appealing to
a non-anthropomorphic semantics of yévvnua, moinua and dyevvnoia,
instead of the more weighty semantics of words like [Tatip and Yidc. The
reason why Eunomius introduced such a new Wortbildung—so Gregory
argues (cf. Eun 1.1.159.1 ff.)—is obvious to all: when people, in fact, hear
the words “father” or “son’, they could understand the proper and natu-
ral relationship between the pair of names (GAA& movei meddnhov ofjon
TV oitiav eivan Tijg xawviig Tadtng dvoparomotiag, dtL mdvtee dviow-
7oL watog xal viol mpoonyopiay dxovoavieg ebBIC TV olxelov av-
OV %ol puowiv teog dAnAa oxéowy Ui’ odTdY THV dvopdTtov Enmyi-
vaoxovol). Eunomius attempted to remove any anthropological depth,
so that theology could be reduced to an abstract algebra of divineness.
Moreover, he deliberately confused the odoic and the mpdowma of God
(Eun1, 1.93), sometimes misinterpreting, e.g., the name of the Father (cf.
Ref Eun 16.4: 1) 100 motpodg xhijolg odx odoiag 2ot magaotamxt), Gh-
AG TV oG TOV VidY oyEoy droomuaivet), and sometimes dividing the
semantics of the referring expressions, in order to divide the reference
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itself to the triune God (the personal oygowg of the persons; Eun L. 1,
168; cf. also I, 1.92 and 187,3). The same applies to the Holy Spirit (L1,
117).

The germinal account of Gregory’s trinitarian semantics is represented
by the famous Ep. 38 (— DIFF Ess HYP), where a theoretical distinction
between odoia and vmootaois is clearly traced. Everybody knows that
such words were synonymous at that time. Now Gregory—departing
from their usual semantics—assigns them a new role within the logical
analysis of trinitarian sentences. Instead of trying to differentiate odoic
and Uméotoowg as metaphysical (or ontic) concepts, he gives them a
different logical role in the context of sentences. Accordingly, every
metaphysical statement is to be interpreted as consisting of (a) an odoia
part and (b) a relational noun for the Uméotaoic (or mpdowmov). He
takes the otoia-words as very similar to what modern logicians call
“concept-words” (or Begriffsworter), while he considers the Ymdoraoic-
(or mpdowma-) words as similar to what is meant by “relation nouns”
(or oyemnd dvopato) or—just in anthropology—“verity names” (cf. La
MaATINA 2005 and 2005; MAuss 1938). In comparison to Aristotle, the
novelty is represented by the non-interchangeability of them. In Graec he
clearly says that “God” is not the name of God, for it is not a proper
noun at all: “If the name ‘God’ were indicative of person (mpoctmouv
drwTkov), by necessity we would say that there are three Gods when we
say that there are three persons. But if the name ‘God’ signifies substance
(ovotag onpavtindv), then when we confess one substance of the Holy
Triad we reasonably declare that there is one God, since the term ‘God’
is one name of one substance” (Graec, 1.19). Accordingly—as Gregory
elsewhere maintains—saying, e.g., that “the Father is God” will not imply
the converse, i.e. that “God is (the) Father”—for, in the affirmative, the
Son could not be God because of his not being (the) Father: £l ydip, rweidn
maT 6 o, St ToiTo xai Bedg 6 mothp, Eweldn ui) nathe 6 vidg, od
Bedg 6 viog (Graec, 1.23.17). On the contrary, the statement that “the Son
is everything that the Father is, apart from being the Father himself” (Ref
Eun, 111.1.85.10, mévta Gv obtog Soa Eotiv Exelvog A ToT ExEvoc
glvou) is semantically testable.

The semantics of relative terms (or oxemxa dvépata) involved a very
serious question: how was the unbegotten being (16 dyevvijroc eival)
of the Father to be related to the being begotten (10 yevwntov eivow)
of the Son? Eunomius’ supporters considered &yevvnota and yévvnouc
as a pair of hypostasis-nouns which could be used to name the Father
and the Son. Now, in at least three crucial passages of Eun, Gregory
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contests such an explanation, with the help of a stringent series of seman-
tical inferences. The pair—he claims—are not genuine names, for they do
not denominate the divine persons. Rather, they refer respectively to the
Father’s being Unbegotten and the Son’s being begotten. However, the real
semantics of dyevvnoia and yévvnoig does not appear, unless we presup-
pose some sentences about the way the ovola of God is given to us. This
way of being is for Gregory the self-determination (16 adteEoviowov) of
the divine Smootdoeg (or medowama). Thus, the problem of the dyevvy-
oia and yévvnog of the divine dyad is correctly stated if, and only if, it
is formulated in semantical terms. Gregory exemplifies his solution by
appealing to the sample-sentence “this one was begotten” (and its con-
trary “this other was not begotten”), which amazingly he compares with
Plato’s Sophist famous sentence about the sitting of Theaetetus (Ocaitn-
tog #antow—the Stranger said in the Sophist): 10 ydo “Eyevvidn” nai
“ovtn Eyevvnin” mg Gv tig Drodelypatt oagpnvioete, ToloTTdv EotLy olov
rol T “wdbnron” xad “ot nadmro” xoi doa T@ TolovTw AMéyeToL TOTW
(ce 2.1.18.81f. See also 2.1.25ff. and 2.1.34.1f.). The logical form is “the
such-and-such was begotten” or “the such-and-such was not begotten”;
the yevyntoc/dyévvnrog is thus relativised to the personal oyéoigc—and
not to the ovola—of the Father and the Son. It goes without saying that
in such sentences there is no room for any hypostatisation like that of
ayevvnolo.

Another crucial document of trinitarian semantics is the short treatise
Graec. Here Gregory questions the more common notions of the tradi-
tional Greek metaphysics. He clearly echoes Plato when he states the con-
nection between sentences and ontological commitments, though cap-
sizing Plato’s axiology. The word 9edg stands for an odoio, although it
cannot denote its T0 Ti, since we cannot have a finitely comprehensive
idea of God. So it only works as a “6MAwpa Tfic ovolag” (rather than asa
genuine concept-word) calling for some completion. The semantical role
of the odoia is thus void of any ontological commitment, until a person-
indicator (dAwpa Tpoowmmov) appears in the context of a sentence. Such
indicators for mpmooma are not visible in the surface structure of the sen-
tence, and can emerge only when a sentence is given alogical form. Antic-
ipating a similar distinction made by the logician Gottlob Frege around
the end of the 19th century, Gregory also seems to be aware of the dif-
ference between “features of an oboia” (later called Eigenschaften) and
“characteristics of the individuals falling under a given predicate express-
ing such an oboia” (then called Merkmale). He also fights a duel about
the semantics of indexical expressions like “this” and “the such-and-
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such” (see STROBEL 2006) and about the semantical connection between
being (existence) and numerousness. Among many original passages, we
should note I1L.1. 19,7-20,11, which seems to anticipate a parallel pas-
sage about the nature of number found in Gottlob Frege's Grundlagen
der Arithmetik (1884). Distinguishing among two uses of the connective
xai, Gregory argues that what it expresses is not only a difference among
individuals, but also the irreducibility of the persons to the oneness of
their common substance. The logical relation between being and person,
or oneness and numerousness, is the central topic of the short treatise
AbL. (for which see now MASPERO 2008).
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