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THEOLOGY AND RHETORIC: NICHOLAS KABASILAS BETWEEN
THOMAS MAGISTROS AND MAKARIOS MAKRES

Ioannis POLEMIS*

ABSTRACT. This article contributes to the ongoing discussion about the
relationship between Nicholas Kabasilas and Palamite theology by examining
Nicholas Kabasilas’ understanding of the life in Christ as expressed in his
hagiography. In particular, it uncovers a new source for Kabasilas’ intellectualist
approach to spirituality in his encomium on St. Demetrios Myroblytes (BHG 543),
namely the Oration on Gregory of Nazianzus by Thomas Magistros. Kabasilas’
hagiographical encomia would later influence the writings of Makarios Makres,
a fifteenth-century Palamite author with somewhat different theological commit-
ments.
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This article presents a new source for Nicholas Kabasilas’ theory on life
in Christ, revealed in his treatise of the same name, and briefly investigates the
subsequent reception of his hagiographical as well as other writings on the
basis of a comparison with the works of Makarios Makres.

The Hagiographical Works of Nicholas Kabasilas:
An Application of His Theories on Life in Christ

The hagiographical works of Nicholas Kabasilas offer a clear example of
the way he understood the life in Christ in practice. They are practical exercises,
as it were, demonstrating to every Christian how a man can attain identification
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with Christ in this life through the example of various saints (the Three Hierarchs,
St. Nicholas of Myra, St. Theodora of Thessaloniki, St. Andrew of Jerusalem, and
St. Demetrios Myroblytes). A brief examination of the extensive encomium of
St. Demetrios, which illustrates this fact, is in order.

Nicholas Kabasilas’ encomium for St. Demetrios (BHG 543) is one of the
most classicizing pieces of this late Byzantine intellectual. Constructed according
to the rules of Byzantine rhetoric, this hagiographical work is based on previous
vitae of St. Demetrios. After explaining the difficulties encountered by any
orator wishing to praise the saint, Kabasilas proceeds to a rather lengthy praise
of the saint’s city, Thessaloniki, which also happens to be the author’s hometown.
Afterwards, Kabasilas enters the main part of his text, the encomium of the
saint’s virtues and achievements: the saint’s only concern from his tender age
had been to become the best of all; he studied Greek literature in order to have
the possibility to understand divine wisdom and achieved happiness through
baptism. After the death of his parents, he distributed all his belongings to those
in need and became filled with divine love, which is the foremost of all the graces
of the Holy Spirit. Through his thoughts he became able to enjoy a constant
communion with Christ, cleaning his soul and becoming God-like. He was
constantly praying to God, his only desire being the love of the Savior as a
reward for his struggles. He was most humble, brave, and prudent, and did not
refrain from teaching his contemporaries and trying to lead them to God. He
pointed out to them that knowing God is the only true happiness, and this is
based on the acceptance of the true doctrines of the Church. He urged them to
put their concern about God before anything else, pointing out that love for God
not only makes men truly happy but is something proper to human beings, since
everything by its nature loves God. Being aware of the dangers threatening the
faithful, he did not hesitate to sacrifice his life for the sake of eternity with
Christ. Kabasilas narrates Demetrios’ dialogue with the emperor Maximian (r.
286-305), who urged him to return to the faith and the gods of his forefathers.
Demetrios replies that the cult of the traditional gods is immoral, pointing out
that worshipping Christ, the only true God, safeguards his true happiness. After
briefly referring to Nestor, Demetrios’ companion, Kabasilas describes the saint’s
martyrdom. The author mentions the myrrh emanating from the saint’s grave,
and after insisting on Demetrios’ superiority to almost all the other saints both of
the Old (Job, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph) and the New Testament (John the Baptist),
he comes to the conclusion of his encomium.

While characteristic of Byzantine literature in general, this piece of
rhetoric also exhibits some elements which point to Kabasilas’ own particularities.
He insists on St. Demetrios’ struggle for the attainment of human perfection.
The way of the saint is a constant struggle to become virtuous. The term “real
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happiness” (e0Saipovia) is prominent in this text in a way reminiscent of Plato’s
dialogues. Quoting the teaching of the saint to his fellow-citizens, Kabasilas
begins with a traditional definition of philosophy:

The first thing of which he tried to persuade both Greeks and barbarians
was that their main concern should be the knowledge of what God really
is. Since knowing beings as beings is real happiness for prudent men,
what may we say about the knowledge of God? Since God is the first
being, we must make investigation concerning Him first of all. Afterwards,
we must consider as the true faith the doctrine that Christ is the true
God.t

Kabasilas stresses that true happiness consists in baptism, which unites man
with God.2 One notices the apodictic manner in which Kabasilas proceeds to his
exposition of St. Demetrios’ catechesis. This is far from unusual in Byzantine
theology, and the passage would likely not be worthy of further discussion if it
did not present certain striking similarities with Kabasilas’ primary and most
notable work, namely his extensive treatise On Life in Christ.3

The last two books (VI and VII) of this treatise give the impression of a
late antique philosophical diatribe dealing with the perennial problems of man
discussed in the philosophical schools of the time. It is noteworthy that book VI
begins with the question of how one may preserve and profit from the gifts he
has obtained through his communion with the three great mysteries of the

1 QOratio 5,373-379: llp&Ttov pev of)v Exevo Tavtag émelde kal "EAAnvag kal BapBapous kowf,
TpBTOV T®V AWV TTpOsTiKoV glvait ofeoBat Adyov ToteToBa, ToD Tiva 8T vopiGew etvan Oedv:
WG povny oboav TNV GvBp®TOLS 0VGLY svéatuowav Etyap 10, T) 6vta 0Tl Td Byt eidévay,
1016 €0 PpovoloL TV avBpwTwv evSatpovia, Ti ToT ad TV épolipev TNV émoTuny 10D Ocod;
Kal Gua mpwtou to¥ mavtog 6vtog, kal tolg UTEp avtol Adyous, TP®OTOUG TolElohat
TIPOGTKEY TAV EAAWVY TAVTOG OTOVODV: EMELTA, TATNY PoVNV TEpL TO BeTov Ly S6Eav eivay,
10, Xplotov vopilew sival Oedv. I quote the texts in question as edited by Christina
Hadjiafxenti, Die Heiligenenkomien des Nikolaos Kabasilas. Einleitung und kritische Edition
(Byzantinisches Archiv 40) (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2021). The first number refers to the number
of Kabasilas’ composition, while the second to the lines of the text.

2 OQOratio 5, 161-164: tv 8¢ Belav aktiva Tfj Puxi] de€dpevos, T@ MAVTWY PEV TV KAKGHY
€AevBépoug Tovg AvBpwToUg ToLobVTL, Oed® 6¢ cuvioTavTL Belw AovTp® Kal Thv BavpacTiv
TGV GvBpHTWV e08apoviay &rolafav, &ywyov Te TIpog OOV ATV E1XE, KAl CUVAYWVIGTV
glxe. See a passage from Kabasilas’ On Life in Christ 11, 101, 1-4: Totto to0 Bamticpatog 1o
€pyov, auapTdY amoAboal, dvBpwmw Oedv kataArdial, Oe@ TOV AvBpwtov elomolfjoal,
0@BaANOV Tals Yuxals avoitat, tig Belag aktivog yeboal The verb cuviotnu is frequently
employed with reference to the life in Christ in this treatise, see, e.g, 111, 1, 1.

3 Irefer to the edition of Marie-Héléne Congourdeau, Nicolas Cabasilas. La vie en Christ. Livres I-
IV. Introduction, texte critique, traduction et annotation (SC 355) (Paris: Cerf, 1989) and Nicolas
Cabasilas. La vie en Christ. Livres V-VII. Introduction, texte critique, traduction et annotation (SC
361) (Paris: Cerf, 1990).
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Church discussed in books II-V. Kabasilas speaks here about “true happiness”
once more. His answer is that this can be achieved only through virtue and fixing
one’s thoughts on God. No mention of Gregory Palamas’ views about hesychastic
prayer and the experience of the divine, or the uncreated, light of the divinity is
to be found in this work.4

Nicholas Kabasilas has another way of seeing perfection: he believes
that true happiness consists in communion with Christ, which is possible even
in this life. That communion is made possible through the three main mysteries
of the Church (baptism, chrismation, and holy communion), but man must try
hard in order to retain and profit from this communion. This can be achieved
only through virtue and the fixing of one’s mind in the direction of God.

St. Demetrios Myroblytes is a clear example of the life in Christ as
understood by Kabasilas. His thoughts are constantly turned towards Christ and
this is his real delight. “He considered his communication with Christ through his
thoughts as the culmination of happiness” (5, 211-212).5 Demetrios prays to
God (5, 247-249),¢ but it seems that this is prayer according to Kabasilas, who
in his On Life in Christ prefers a simple communication with God, condemning
those who insist on finding a proper place and suggesting particular ways of
addressing God.” The same applies to the other saints praised by Kabasilas.

Thomas Magistros’ Oration on Gregory of Nazianzus:
A Source of Nicholas Kabasilas’ Hagiographical Works

To begin, I have been able to observe that in composing his hagiographical
works, Kabasilas drew heavily upon the Oration (Logos) on St. Gregory of
Nazianzus written by Thomas Magistros, a scholar of the previous generation
and a fellow Thessalonian. I offer a list of the correspondences between Kabasilas’
hagiographical works and Magistros’ Oration:8

4 On Kabasilas’ relations with Palamas there is a vast bibliography, see, e.g., Milan Pordevic,
Nikolas Kabasilas. Ein Weg zu einer Synthese der Traditionen (Leuven: Peeters, 2015),129-163, and
Congourdeau, “Nicolas Calasilas et le Palamisme,” in Gregorio Palamas e oltre. Studi e documenti
sulle controversie teologiche del XIV secolo bizantino, ed. Antonio Rigo (Florence: Leo S. Olschki,
2004),191-210. Both these scholars tend to consider Kabasilas as amicably disposed towards
Palamism.

5 10 6¢ T0lg AoYLopOTS €Kelvw oLVEVaL, TTdon G T)oTvoooDV 1)Sovijg Nyelobat ke@dAatov.

6 TNV 8¢ POg Oedv evNV £xev poOVNV TOUTO TEPALVELY, UNSE Yap Gv GAAWGS EveTval cVppa)XoV
elAn@évat @0V, T060UTOU TWVOG AYELY WETO TIPOCEVXTV, WOTE Kal Katd Tovg [TawvAov vopoug,
0VK v 8Te pf) ouveptyvL Bed.

7 VI, 98, 1-7. In my view, this is a condemnation of the hesychastic practices suggested by
Nikephoros the Hesychast, Gregory of Sinai, Gregory Palamas, and other ascetic authors of the
fourteenth century.

8 The references are to PG 145, 216-352.
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Kabasilas, encomia of saints

Magistros, Oration
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Can Thomas Magistros Be Considered
a Source of Nicholas Kabasilas’ Theology?

There can be no doubt that Nicholas Kabasilas employed Thomas Magistros’
text while composing his rhetorical works. How can one explain Kabasilas’
predilection for this obscure text of Thomas Magistros? Was Magistros perhaps
his teacher in Thessaloniki? This possibility cannot be ruled out; both Magistros,
who must have died around 1350, and Kabasilas, who was born around 1322,10
were prominent members of the intellectual elite of Thessaloniki. But what
is more striking is that certain elements of Kabasilas’ theory on the life in Christ,
which formed the basis of his treatise On Life in Christ, appear already in
Magistros’ Oration on Gregory of Nazianzus. [ give a summary account of these
below:

9 Niels Gaul, Thomas Magistros und spdtbyzantinische Sophistik. Studien zum Humanismus urbaner
Eliten in der friihen Palaiologenzeit (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2011), 369.

10 Congourdeau, Nicolas Cabasilas. Ezéchiel, prophéte de I’ Incarnation. Introduction, traduction,
note et guide thematique (Paris: Cerf, 2021), 14.
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A. Man becomes united with God through virtue: 6Tt T®v pev &ig dpetnv
PEPOVTWV EVOG OVSEVOG TOTIAPATIAV ATIETY OV, GAAX KL TTAVTWV TOUTWYV ATIAGG
oUTWOL TEPLEGYOV, WG OVSEVOGS TIVOG TV AAAWV OVSEIS, TEKUNPLOV EVAPYEG 1)
Bavpao T ool PG OeoV 0ikelOTNG, Kl TO OdV dpédel yevéaBHal Ti TPOG avTOV
kowwvia (244A). In the beginning of book VI of On Life in Christ, Kabasilas
points out that what safeguards the blessedness of those united with Christ
through the mysteries is virtue and life according to reason (VI, 3, 1-2).

B. Both Magistros and Kabasilas seem to employ the image of philosophy
descending from heaven to earth employed by Plato in the Timaeus: 00 yap ov
fNéeocav £€66kovv 0pdv, AAL" OV Ewpwv, oVPaVOBEeY €ig Yijv fikew £80Kkouv ém’
evSapovia Tf) o@®V, kal Statodito Pelov 1) Kat’ dvBpwToUG TOUTW TIPOCETYOV
(256A). The relevant passage of Kabasilas is the following: dAA& kai olg T Biw
TV AvOpOTWV £Vop0BETEL HOVOG THV 0Vpdviov Ti] Yi] Tpodei§ag kal putevoag
@roocopiav (IV, 16, 7-8).

C. The Pauline view that the Christian lives in God in a hidden way:

"Emerta povn Tfi kot vodv évepyeld ouvteETAX®SG £€0VTOV, 0VTW
o@odpotepov kal omovdaldtepov avtéoxeto tol Oeol, w¢ év ToUTw
kot TOV MadAov kai Zfjv kail kweloBat kal elval, kai xaipev pév Eavtd
Ka@&ma éav, xaipewv 82 16 Xplotd pmdev firtov fi dvamveiv. Koo yap
Kol TOTG KOGHOU TIPAYHAGL TAVTATAGL VEKPWOELS, g pmd’ 6,TL moT’ olov
£€0€Aewv pepvijoBat, 0 8¢ TV év Xplotd kekpuppévny €4 {wnv 8" avtod
TGV aVToD KatamoAadwy xapitwy, kal ToUTolg EVvTpuE®EY doal wpal,
Og0v KaBOOOV EPIKTOV OpHV TE KAl Pavtalopevog, Kat Tioav Suaxépelav
¢vtebBev dmokpovouevog (257B).

Magistros insists that man must act according to the heart of God, xatd v T0U
Oe0D kapdiav wg elmelv moAteveohat (281B), and be totally dependent upon
God, T0 10U O€0l kaBdamag £EfBat katl ToUtov £€ 6AnG Srimov Yuxiig kai Stavoliag
@UEY (281C). The relevant passages of Kabasilas are the following: kai 0 Tfjg
KapSilag EMEKADG €0TL KAl TG KEQOATG KivouueBa kal {®OueV To Ye €i§ avTOV
nKov, g &xel {whg éxetvog (IV, 37, 10-12); tov év Xplotd v mponpnuévov
axoAovBov pev Tii¢ kapdiag kal Tiig ke@aAfic ékelvng @Ot (VI, 7, 1-2). It is
noteworthy that a manuscript gives the title of Kabasilas’ treatise as follows: To0
0oP®WTATOV Kal AoylwTdtov kupol NikoAdov Kafdaowa mepl g év Xplotd
KPUTITOUEWN G (Wi,

D. Man attains his likeness to God through his thoughts (Aoywopoi): méAat Sux
Biov kal Bewplag gig Vog Nppéve kat peta Tod Oeod cuVOVTL TOIG AOYLONOTG.
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Here is a similar passage of Kabasilas: XpiotoD 8¢ mépt kai v avTdg
@LaVOpOTIWG Trepl THG EUTiG Eunxaviioato cwtnplag, Slefléval ToiG A0YLONOTS,
AUTNV MUV GvTikpug Exel TNV NTouvuévny {w1Vv Kal SLd Tavtwy dmodeikvuot
nakapiovg (VI, 48, 2-5).

E. Both Magistros and Kabasilas insist that the Christian does not need miracles
to prove his superiority; his only concern must be the attainment of virtue:

SU fjv 008¢ Bavpatwy avToupyds N§lwoey év Td TapovTLyevESHaL, 0VEE
tépact kal onpeiolg émkoopfioat oV Blov Suvauevog, wg ovk ol &l Tig,
ol 8¢ petpiov povou @povtilwv Kal TV ékelBev dmoceldOpueEVOG SOV,
QAL TRV AV pakaploTnTa Lovny £0nteL kKai to peta Oeol TeTdyBot Kai
ToUToV Auéows opav (278D-280A).

Kabasilas refers to the same subject:

Kat 61 tov oUtw {oavta Tpo TV 0@BaAPGDY 6TNOAVTES, HoavOGvwuUeY
avtod v eveklav kal THV ®pav, mavtayxdbev TEPLOKOTOTVTES,
okePopeba 6¢ TOV pEv GAAWG aTOV KOGHOUVTWV 0VSEV, oud’ &l
Badpact Adumel kal tolxvtnyv idnge xapv, GAA” ahtov tolitov Kabapdg
Kal Tov ofkol k6opov TV Tij¢ Puxiic apetv. Exelvwg pev yap eikdoat
TG Gv TOV oToudaiov, kal ToUT alTO udvov dpetiic Gv €in Tekunplov
(VII, 2, 5-13).

AM 008" el Bewpl@dV TVwY amoAaol kal AToKaAVPEwY TUYXAVEL Kal
TA PUOT PLX TTAVTA 018 EV, ATTO TOVTWV aVTOV £icOpEDA KAl OAVUAGOEV.
Kat tatita yap éviote drkorovBel tot év XpLotd (Mo, o0 cuviotnot, o0’
¢pyaletar TV {wny, HhoTe pundev mAfov el dpeThv elvat T¢ TP TadTa
uovov opadvte (VII, 4, 10-15).

F. The virtuous man obtains some preliminary visions of the divine realities even
in this life: kai ) S1& TdvTwV 0UTOG OiKETOG Katl PEAWY Bed) peyioTag SexdUEVOg
TAG EUPAOCELS TOV £00uévwy EAAGuewv (344C). Here is a relevant passage
from Kabasilas: tolg 8¢ pakapiolg moAdal T®@V peAAovtwy €ml ToD TAPOVTOG
éupaoeis (1, 3,9-10).

One may conclude that Kabasilas was in a constant dialogue with Magistros’
Oration on Gregory of Nazianzus throughout most of his life. His theology was
contained in a primitive form within that text. Kabasilas employed Magistros’
teachings both in his hagiographical works and in his main theological treatise
(On Life in Christ), further developing and expanding upon them.
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Nicholas Kabasilas’ hagiographical works seem, in turn, to have been utilized
quite extensively by Makarios Makres, an important theologian of the early fifteenth
century. Here is an (indicative) list of parallel passages I have identified:

Kabasilas, encomia of saints

Makarios Makres, works1t

GAX’ 0V KaTd TATSAG £lxE TO PPOVIIA, 0VS’
elg TS LG Ewpa kat TNV EkelBev Tép Py Ti|g
apetijg étpdro (4, 87-88)

Taids yop GV 61 oV katd Taidag eiye T
@POVILLA E1XEY, 08 €lg TTaUSLAG Kol
KPOTOUG Kol GApaTa Kol TNV TTaSIknv Ewpa
pactwvny, oV8E TNV EKETBeV TEPYPLV TTOAAOD
twog fye (Life of Maximos Kausokalybes
79-81)

OUtw & dyaboug dpetijs texvitag (5, 83)

TAG Kt povayoLG GPETig TeEXVITNG
(Oration on Gabriel of Thessaloniki 380)

Tdv & évtedbev Anpntplov Sel KaAelv
NYELOVE, Kal TTapenG Ye w @idtate Tijg UTEP
600 omovdiic kowwvowv (5, 128-129)

Tnv onVv kaA® Betav Yruymy, kal Tapeing ye
@tarte Tijg £mi 6oL 6OV G KOV WVIIoWV poL
(Oration on Gabriel of Thessaloniki 37-38)

Kowmvovg oide Tapackevdlety Tdv
‘OAvpToL TTpaypdtwy (2, 53-54)

Kai kowvwvoug évtedBev kabilotwv TV
‘OAOpTIOL TTpaypdtwv (Oration on the
fathers of the seven ecumenical councils
448-449)

KOWwvoLg T@V ‘'0AvuToL KabloTdoa
mpaypatwv (Oration on Gabriel of
Thessaloniki 7-8)

® PUoEWS EvSeIELS kal @loTiia yévoug (5,
1034-1035)

® PUoEWS EVSELELS Kal AoTLia YEVOUG
(Oration on Gabriel of Thessaloniki 667-668)

OVtw St yuvauk®v (4, 76-77)

OUTWG G 8T YUVALK®DY
(Miracles of St. Euphemia 80-81)

B¢eol 6¢ kai TV ékeivou @Awv Exeobat pev
povny pdAlota mtacdv evdapoviay etvar (5,
206)

Mévov fidet Tipov v apetnVv xpfjpa, povnv
evSapoviav Evoule Td Oed xpijobat
(Oration on Gabriel of Thessaloniki 247-248)

Makarios Makres seems to have absorbed some basic teachings of
Kabasilas, at least as far as terminology is concerned. In his Oration on Gabriel of
Thessaloniki, v. 478-480, he uses the term 1) pakapia cvotain {wr which reminds
us of Kabasilas. Although he is very far from the theological depth of his older
compatriot, it seems that Makres had been an avid reader of Kabasilas’ writings.

11 T refer to the edition of Asterios Argyriou, Makapiov to0 Makpij ovyypduuata (Thessaloniki:
Kévtpov Bulavtivdv 'Epguvav, 1996). The numbers refer to the lines of the texts.
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Conclusion

Kabasilas had certainly benefited from Thomas Magistros’ Oration on
Gregory of Nazianzus, both in composing his hagiographical works, which are
mainly rhetorical, and in expounding his most important theological insights in
his main theological treatise On Life in Christ. This may be the reason for the
absence from the latter treatise of any points of contact between Kabasilas and
Palamas. Magistros’ Oration is a rhetorical work devoid of any interest in
hesychasm or mysticism of the Palamite type. Thus, Kabasilas seems to have
followed in the steps of Magistros. The intellectualistic way of approaching
man’s communion with Christ is a characteristic shared by both Magistros and
Kabasilas. Later on, the latter’s hagiographical works were considerably exploited
by the Palamite hieromonk Makarios Makres of Thessaloniki in the early fifteenth
century, who did not hesitate to incorporate some elements of Kabasilas’ theory
on life in Christ into his own rhetorical works.

REFERENCES

Primary Sources

Argyriou, Asterios, ed. Makapiov 100 Makpi] ovyypduuata. Thessaloniki: Kévtpov
Bulavtivwv Epsguvdv, 1996.

Congourdeau, Marie-Héléne, ed. Nicolas Cabasilas. La vie en Christ. Livres I-1V. Introduction,
texte critique, traduction et annotation. SC 355. Paris: Cerf, 1989.
, ed. Nicolas Cabasilas. La vie en Christ. Livres V-VII. Introduction, texte critique,
traduction et annotation. SC 361. Paris: Cerf, 1990.
. Nicolas Cabasilas. Ezéchiel, prophéte de I’ Incarnation. Introduction, traduction,
note et guide théematique. Paris: Cerf, 2021.

Hadjiafxenti, Christina, ed. Die Heiligenenkomien des Nikolaos Kabasilas. Einleitung und
kritische Edition. Byzantinisches Archiv 40. Berlin: de Gruyter, 2021.

Secondary Literature

Congourdeau, Marie-Héléne. “Nicolas Calasilas et le Palamisme.” In Gregorio Palamas e
oltre. Studi e documenti sulle controversie teologiche del XIV secolo bizantino,
edited by Antonio Rigo, 191-210. Florence: Leo S. Olschki, 2004.

Pordevic, Milan. Nikolas Kabasilas. Ein Weg zu einer Synthese der Traditionen. Leuven:
Peeters, 2015.

Gaul, Niels. Thomas Magistros und spdtbyzantinische Sophistik. Studien zum Humanismus
urbaner Eliten in der friihen Palaiologenzeit. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2011.

213






	Blank Page

