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Summaries

BEYOND DEATH
DOGMATIC DEVELOPMENTS
BEFORE THE COUNCIL OF FLORENCE

Hans-Jiirgen MARX

Catholic dogma about the afterlife was ultimately defined by the
Council of Florence (A. D. 1438/39). In order to prepare the ground for
a proper evaluation of the definition and the preceding discussions
between the Eastern and Western participants, this paper attempts to
trace the development of each tradition until the time of its dogmatic
fixation in the thirteenth and fourteenth century. However, since
discussions at the Council of Florence were almost exclusively centered
around patristic arguments, the reconstruction of their original settings
will be the main scope of this research. Postpatristic developemts are
discussed only insofar as they had a direct bearing on the stafus
quaestionis at the Council of Florence.

The first part sketches the development of patristic eschatology
until the beginning of the fifth century. It is shown that its transforma-
tion in the political theology of Eusebios as well as in the ecclesiology
of Augustin was the result of a widespread reaction against apocalyptic
chiliasm. However, by indefinitely postponing the end of time, the new
eschatology henceforth concentrated Western minds on the fate of the
individual soul between death and resurrection.

The second part focuses on the idea of postmortal purgation which

at the time of the Council of Florence was the main point of contro-
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versy between East and West. First it is shown that the idea was born
in Eastern tradition, from were it disappeared since the beginning of the
fifth century in reaction to Origenism. Then the beginnings of Western
development are traced in the writings of Ambrosius, Ambrosiaster,
Augustin, Caesarius of Arles and Gregory the Great. From this it
becomes clear that Eastern participants of the Council of Florence were
correct in asserting that Augustin and his successors were not par-
ticularly interested in postmortal purgation fire as such; they rather
were concerned with protecting popular belief in its effectiveness from
permissive morality. In tracing later developments, the paper mainly
summarizes the results of Jacques Le Goof’s recent study while, at the
same time, correcting some extreme assertions about the date of the
birth of purgatory in the proper sense. Then the beginnings of the
controversy between East and West are sketched until the Second
Council of Lyon (A.D. 1274) and its immediate aftermath in the East.

In addition to postmortal purgation the beatific vision was one more
point of contention at the Council of Florence, actually here for the first
time between East and West. The final part of this paper first attempts
to trace the roots of the new controversy in patristic tradition. A few
decades before Augustin prepared the ground for the Western concept
of visio intellectualis, to which medieval scholastics assigned the Divine
essence as immediate object in the beatific state, the Cappadocian
Fathers—in reaction to Arian rationalism—forcefully stressed the
absolute incomprehensibilty of God’s essence even in beatific vision.
Later Greek Fathers then prepared the ground for the distinctio realis
between God’s essence and energies, as expounded by Gregory Palamas
in the middle of the fourteenth century. In the second paragraph,

Western development is sketched, starting from the scholastic contro-
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versies at the beginning of the thirteenth century until the dogmatic
definition by Pope Benedict XII in 1336. Finally, the Eastern contro-
versy between the hesychastic adherents of Gregory Palamas and his
theological and political foes are sketched, which resulted in the dog-
matization of the hesychastic tradition by the Council of Constatinople
in 1351. Even from these rather superficial sketches it becomes quite
clear that in each case the original controversy as well as its dogmatic
settlement were a purely internal affair of the respective Church.
However, the result was a diametrically opposed concept of beatific
vision. According to Western dogma before the Council of Florence,
the immediate object of beatific vision was the divine essence. Accord-
ing to Eastern dogma at the same time, it was the light of glory,
emanating from the Divine essence which itself remaines absolutely
incomprehensible and unapproachable. The Council of Florence, while
insisting on the beginning of the beatific vision right after death for the
saints and after postmortal purification for lesser souls, left the basic

question of its specific object unresolved.



