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Abstract:

Difficulties in understanding Pavel Floren’s work The Pillar and Ground of the TrL are
daunting due in large part to its methodical traesging of identities: between disciplin:
boundaries (his work drawing freely from philosopliyeology, logic and mathematics,
history, linguistics, and philology); between laey identities as he fluidly shifts betwee
literary criticism, logical proof, poetic discoursand philosophic. dialectics in his ow
writing; as well as in collapsing identities between corgdpat appei to be binary and
incompatible.Nor does his work proceed the developmental and synthetic mannel
German lIdealism, aiming toward higher and increggiimore hegemonic syntheses,
instead through emphasizing discontinuity, othesnaad antinomy. Important insights car
gained into both the foundatioand the broader importance of his work by seeimaq these
difficulties are intentionally generated by thetart and arise largely from his philosophi
commitments in logic and mathematics, and abovéiallattempt to go beyond the limits
the Arigotelian principle of identity through outliningraore fundamental principle of identi
influenced as much by Heraclitus and the ascetioltgy of the Eastern Church as it is
Georg Cantor’s research into the mathematics @fityfand by the celelated Russian Scho
of Mathematics, of which Florensky was himself arfding membe

This paper was first published in the volu
Schumann A. (ed},ogic in Orthodox Christian Thinkin Ontos Verlag, 2013, pj174-203.

1. Two Worlds

Pavel Florensky’'sThe Pillar and the Ground of the Tri [4] (hereinafterPillar) is surely
one of the most unusual books of philosophy pubtisin the twentieth century. More often tt
not, it produces in the reader a consternationithatcaused many to reject it altogether aftemne
glances, thinking it an example of the aesthsm and even decadence that has come fi
associated with Russianyi@bolism. This stigmatization is both unfortunate and unjdist,it is a
work of great logical, mathematical, and philosaphirigor as well as a urce of deep spiritual
insight. Moreove one of its primary claims is that the formalatigof logic and mathematics
ontologically rooted ot just applicable to the real, bif one piece with being itselAnd another
of its claims is that spirituality does not conceome rarified dimetion separate from empiric
reality, divorced from the human body and natucarsce and works of art, but that it extends
and illumines every aspect of life; it doest inhabit a world unto itselfTranscendence and
immanence, visible and invisil, are not just “two worlds,” but ultimately two asys of one
world. Like Heraclitus and Parmenic before him, Florensky seeks to show that “it isetis agres

that all is one,’hen panta
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Thus, for example, the sky-blue color which he ehtiw the cover of the book (and to
which he devotes a seventeen page excursus, gvsleiville’s chapter exploring the color white)
is a visual representation of one of his centrahtls, “Sophia” or Divine Wisdom — the theme for
which the book is best known, and which is perhagiser approached only after some of its more
basic concepts have been mastered. So too, theibawktten not as a series of chapters, but a
sequence of twelve “Letters” written to a closet bmspecified friend, each of which (like a
Japaneshaiku poem) begins with an evocation of the naturalaurdings that indicates the season
of its writing and reflects a mood that attunes wiodlows. Each chapter is headed by a different
graphic vignette, depicting some curious objectaction, and drawn from peculiar and esoteric
sources, along with rather cryptic sayings thabmage with the vignette in some indefinable
manner. Yet the text that follows is never someaghinerely “aesthetic.” It might just as likely
involve a discussion of scientific findings, of Wwbrmythology, of mathematical analysis or
philosophical logic, of comparative linguistics agtymology, of theological controversies from the
fourth or eleventh centuries, and of course peedrphilosophical difficulties — all interwoven and
mutually illuminating one another, all advancing tinvestigation which the book undertakes in a
rigorous and carefully crafted manner. But thishland lavish variety is not put forth merely to
display his extraordinary intellect and prodigiolesrning (which have made it fashionable to
compare him to Leonardo da Vinci) but to show haeheof these disciplines leads to the same
understanding of his great themes — and thus shgt, mathematics and theology and ethics might
be not just interconnected, but properly understabiflerent languages for the saying the same
things. If all things are one, then any startingnpowill lead to the same conclusion. And
demonstrating this is not extraneous to the sulojextter — aour de forceof intellectual virtuosity
— but part of the argument itself, one that musekperienced by the reader, rather than merely
asserted by the author.

At first glance, however, this bewildering juxtapms of writing styles from the lyrical to
the logical; of disparate disciplinary approached eoncepts; and of four different literary formats
that includes two sizes of type and some 1057 faethelucidations occupying one quarter of the
text, along with 15 often lengthy appendices —thit seems disconnected and discontinuous,
requiring strenuous leaps of understanding. And igijjust as Florensky intended, for the idea of
discontinuityis itself one of the key themes of the book, dreduthor attempts to lead the reader
to this insight precisely through the employment‘discontinuous thoughts,” as he characterizes
his writing — a mode of exposition that he sharéh Wierkegaard and Nietzsche before him, and
Heidegger after him, not to mention the “dark,” apstic style of his master, Heraclitus. Moreover,
the author goes on to announce that he will begaiog “without system, only placing a signpost
here and there” with the expectation of arrivindyaat “schemata” and “fragmentsP{llar, p. 13).
Visible and invisible, same and other, heaven arthetranscendence and immanence are not two
worlds but one. And yet it takes a leap, a discwdus trajectory, to realize this — to experieree t
epiphany of the one within the many, of the heayevithin the earthly — and the most demanding
and rigorous philosophical work to lead to the braf this leap — and to convince the reader not to
lose heart at the edge of the precipice. How, than,genuine rigor of thought be combined with
the kind of intuitive, and indeed existential, dems: that are more commonly expected in poetic
and religious writing?

“Letter One,” itself subtitled “Two Worlds,” begirearly in the morning, on that first day in
which it has become evident that summer is over‘aomhething new” is in the air. “Golden leaves
whirled over the ground in serpentine, wind-drivesidies,” fluttering like butterflies. “The air was
filled with the cool aroma of autumn, the smelld#caying leaves, a longing for the distances.”
“One after another, leaves were falling to eartbdescribing slow circles in the air as they
descended to earth.” “How good it was,” he exclaithew joyous and sad” was the “sight of these
fluttering leaves.” “Autumn leaves keep falling,tiout interruption,” the author continues, and as
he watches them he reflects on friends who haveecand gone, he reflects on temporality and
death: “Everything whirls. Everything slides intealh’s abyss.” Is there a center, he asks, toward
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which all these whirling trajectories would pointrecalling perhaps the transcendent “point at
infinity” that allows the infinite number of pointen a given plane to converge around the Riemann
Sphere, but more explicitly evoking that Center dodv\Whom is drawn “the whole course of
events, as the periphery to the center,” and towdndm “converge all the radii of the circle of the
ages,” the Center described by the nineteenth pemussian saint, Theophan the Recluse? Or
must we concur with the sad wisdom of Pliny theeEldhat since “in life everything is in a state of
unrest,” then “the only certain thing is that nathiis certain and that there is nothing more
miserable or arrogant than manPilfar, p. 12). How to draw together the two worlds of
Parmenides, the realms of being and appearance, a&md eternity, finite and infinite? How to
affirm with Heraclitus that within the change ardxfand fluttering upon which he dealt at such
length, there is yet a unity that draws togethérttahgs, and thereby allows us to gather them
together in thought and language?

2. Noumena and Numbers

In his autobiographical account of his boyhood e tCaucasus Mountains, Florensky
describes at length the way in which nature evegyelspoke to him, manifested to him its inner
life — described what he called “the unusual ye¢estly known and familiar revelation from native
deeps” that he found all around him in the ruggmayons and gentle seaside of his native Georgia,
and that continued to motivate his studies in nrattes, science, philosophy, and theology even
to his final days, during which he occupied himgsifstudying algae while confined in the brutal
Solovetsky Monasterulag on the White Sea, just below the Arctic Cirtlt.was not physical
nature as such that enthralled and enchanted hitnwbat he later called th&empyreafi — the
divine or heavenly — manifest in the empirical artely, and which he associated with the inner
reality of things, their noumenal character as tiveye rooted in the Divine, a rootedness that he
came to call “Sophia” or Divine Wisdom. And it wimsthe mysterious character of the symbol that
he found the locus of this conjunction betweentte worlds:

All my life | have thought, basically, about onenidx about the relationship of the

phenomenon to the noumenon, of its manifestattenncarnation. It is the question of

thesymbof

Not surprisingly, then, Florensky came to see hé&agnemesis in the philosopher whom,
perhaps more than any other, he felt had led matieught astray:

The Kantian separation of noumena and phenomerea (gien | had no suspicion of

the existence of any one of these terms: ‘Kantié&gparation,” ‘noumena’ and

‘phenomena’) | rejected with all my beifig.

Instead, Florensky felt strongly drawn to the ttiadi of Platonism, which he saw as joining
together these two worlds, of showing how the Wsimade manifest the invisible, and how the
invisible shines through the visibldt was, then, to a strongly realist approach tdhamatics (in
the Platonic sense of “realism” that sees mathesas ontological, rather than empirical or
psychological or constructivist) that Florensky wdaawn in his earliest studies, and above all éo th
investigations of Georg Cantor, whom he thankshigrown understanding that “the number is
therefore a prototype, an ideal schema, a primatggory [both] of thought and of being” [3], p.
195.

“For me,” wrote Florensky to his mother at the a§&8, “mathematics is the key to a world
view... for which there would be nothing so unintpat as not to be worth studying and nothing
that was not linked to something else” (cited i) p7 27). Several years later, he was to write:

My studies of mathematics and physics led me tom@asledge the formal possibility

of theoretical foundations for a religious worldewi for all humanity (the idea of

discontinuity, the theory of functions, numbersijgd in [7], p. 36f).

Most of Florensky's earliest papers were on mathiesieand a recent critic, S. S. Demidov,
has maintained that



without [an] understanding of the significance ofthematics in his method of

understanding the world, outside the frame of h@nions on the place of

mathematics in the Universe it is impossible adegjydo evaluate either his method

or his philosophical view3.

Florensky was fortunate to study with one of theagiiRussian mathematicians of the early
twentieth century, Nikolai Bugaev, and he is coased by a recent study in English to be (along
with Nikolai Luzin and Dimitri Egorov), one of th&rio” of founders of the Russian School of
Mathematics. In this paper, then, mathematics saélive as a key for understanding some of the
central concepts of his greatest work.

ThePillar and the Ground of the Trutlepnsistent with the very task it takes upon itsedf)
legitimately be read in many ways. It can be apghned as a sustained inquiry into the theology of
the Christian Trinity, perhaps one of the most imguat since Chalcedon. It can be read as one of
the great philosophical attempts to resolve phpbsts perennial problem of the One and the
Many, the Same and the Other. It can be read,saswn subtitle suggests, as an “Orthodox
Theodicy,” justifying the ways of God to man, byoshng the necessity of asceticism and
suffering, the ontological grounds of sin, and etlen possibility of what he calls “Gehenna” in the
ceaseless striving of “bad infinity.” But it cansal be approached from the direction of formal
reasoning, mathematics and logic, as will be dartbis paper. From this perspective, it can be read
as a sustained assault upon the primacy of thefadentity — a principle that has been taken since
Aristotle as the foundation of formal reasoningn-agsault that paradoxically employs important
concepts of mathematics and logic themselves, asithe concepts of actual and potential infinity,
discontinuous functions, the recurrence of antimsmiand the problem of irrational and
transcendental numbers. Yet paradoxically, it ity dhe primacy of the law of identity that
Florensky seeks to overthrow, not the law itselflded, he seeks to show that the law of identity is
grounded in something deeper and more basic thgie. Idust as Heraclitus and Parmenides
believed, it is grounded in the nature of beingliterhen it is understood according to the mode of
truth that is proper to it.

3. The Law of Identity and its Limitations

It will, perhaps, be useful to present at the begig a very abstract formulation of
Florensky’s claims concerning the law of identforensky argues that there are higher and lower
versions of the law of identity, one that is ultbelgg empirical and psychological (and which has
been traditionally embraced by logicians) and ttieeoreflecting an ontological understanding, a
radically realist understanding, whereby the knoimea most important sense becomes the known,
where A=A only by means of becoming nofAdere, the term identity applies to the relation of
knower to known, of thinking to being, and not tie&ation of the knower to himself. The knowing
self (A=A, which for Florensky is ultimately I=1) nst go out of itself, leave itself behind and unite
with the known, in order to know and in order toitself in more than an abstract sense. And
conversely, the not-A that is known, can be knowty avithin this unity of knowing: not-A must
become A.

A=A, Florensky argues, is first of all numericalityn and not simply generic or specific
unity. Yet this numerical unity cannot be foundaithing, which exhibits only generic identity, but
only in the person who isimselfself-forming, self-realizing, self-creating. THartg, in contrast,
can never be strictly speaking one, for it is meeetmember of a larger unity — even if it happens t
be the only member. Yet pure self-positing, in fiehtean sense, is something purely empty,
abstract, and ultimately negative. The “this-heog#i immortalized in the first chapter of Hegel's
Phenomenology of Spirits nothing more than the negation of every othes, there, and now, a
defensive or combative vacuum that indeed defitsedfias a self-identity, but only in an abstract
and purely negative way. “In excluding all the atkeéements, every A is excluded by all of them,
for if each of these elements is for A only nottAen A over against not-A is only not-not-A”
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(Pillar, p. 23). But how, and on what basis, could A ggopel its identity to become one with not-
A, | with not-I? How can the self go beyond itstdf become one with the other: how does the
merely psychological self-identity of self-assemtisecome the ontological identity that is proper to
a person? Here, logic and ontology merge with thgpglfor the A that is A through becoming not-
Ais an A that is able to love, and love in thidical sense, Florensky argues, can only be realized
through a kind ofiscesisof the self-contained self, resulting in an opessn® a mystical identity
with an eternal reality whose own very being caissis a dynamic of unity with otherness. And the
logical and mathematical principles with which Eisky seeks to undertake this philosophical
journey are the concept of discontinuity; the casitbetween actual infinity and potential infinity,
along with the Absolute Infinity first discussed Bantor; the antinomies of rationality, and thus
the contradictions to which the lower law of idéntmust lead; and the contrast between generic
identity and numerical identity. We will, then, &athe last of the principles first, proceeding bge
one through the other three until a point is redchtenvhich a brief overview of Florensky’s logical-
mathematical critique and correction of the lawdantity becomes possible.

4. Modes of Identity

Florensky argues that the neglect and misundernsigrad numerical identity extends back
to Latin scholasticism and its logic of terms. Exaimg the logical works first of Thomas Aquinas
and then Francisco Suarez, Florensky finds thredesiof identity enumerated: generic, specific,
and numericalgenerice, specifice, numericélhat is, identity is understood as the negating of
division according to genus, according to spe@esl, according to number. It is as if, he argues
guoting Suarez, a state of contract(status contractionisgan be observed at work here, in which
diversity of genus and species is progressivelyatezy and finally the size of the class itself is
contracted into a singular class: the individuatr@tes understood as no more than a class with
only one member. But this kind of understandingdeitity “remains limited to the category of
things,” leaving us with merely an impersonal gntitat is no more than the shrunken remnant of
its own tribe, a general concept identified witelf as a singular class. Strictly speaking,
Florensky argues, this is not yet numerical idgrditall — not truly one, but still essentially geic
and general. For true self-identity to be possitiiere must be something else entirely than such a
“gradual evolution” from genus to species to thmglation of one member after another until there
is only one left, a progression that can neverdyiebre than conceptual, and external, identity.
Rather, there must be a break, something new &ltege there must be the self-positing that is
possible only from within, and thus only for a persvho is not, nor cannot be, subordinated to any
class at all Rillar, pp. 365-368). The only beings capable of beingencally (rather than
generically of specifically) identical with themsges are persons: “the source of the idea of
numerical unity must be sought in the self-idendtyonsciousnessPfllar, p. 60). For

concrete individuals possesseativity, are capable of creating absolute, unforeseen

relations, which are not part of any group, no erakiow large, of already existing

relations Pillar, p. 374).

Rejecting the gradualism of a smooth, continuoumti@ction” of class membership that
stays within the realm of things and their progsitiFlorensky engages herealiacontinuitythat
moves beyond thingness altogether, emerging irgadintity of a realm of relations that cannot be
categorized and grasped through rationality atya,which before all concepts and rationality is
always already identifying itself.

A thing is characterized through siter unity i.e., through the unity of the sum of its

features, while a person has his essential chanacéinner unity i.e.in the unity of

the activity of self-building... Therefore, the ity of things is established through

the identity of concepts, while the identity of @gon is established through the unity

of his or her self-building or self-positing actiiPillar, p. 59).



5. The Need for Discontinuity

Florensky argues that numerical identity is founaed consciousness, i.e. on the self-
establishing reflexivity that is exclusively chatetstic of persons. But this would mean that the
law of identity, A=A, is really grounded in selfadtity, I1=I. Yet so far, the I=l is confined to e
self-positing: “I am I” means nothing more hererthaam not this not-1, nor that not-I, nor yet
another not-I, continuing unto a kind of infinity the potential infinity or endlessness that
Florensky argues characterizes the futility of mse#-identity in its various modes (and about
which more will be said later.) I=1 is sheer negatiand although it yields an actual (as opposed to
merely conceptual) self-identity, it is purely naga, and thus is itself a kind of prison of self-
affirmation and self-assertion. At the same timkgcks any positive content of its own, beyone th
negation that is entailed in self-assertion. Flekgmdescribes this powerfully in a passage thaeho
unaccustomed to the idea of linking thoughts indpmetaphysics, psychology, and theology may
find somewhat surprising:

The law A=A becomes a completely empty schema Ipfagirmation, a schema that

does not synthesize any real elements, anythirtggiveorth connecting with the “="

sign. “I=I" turns out to be nothing more than § of naked egotism: “I'” For where

there is no difference, there can be no conneclibiere is therefore only the blind

force of stagnation and self-imprisonment, only tego. Outside of itself, | hates

every |, since for it this [other] I is not-I; atgting, | strives to exclude this | from the

sphere of being. <...> Thus, since the naked “nmd pure zero of content, | hates

the whole of its content, i.e., the whole of iteli | turns out to be a dead desert of

“here” and “now” @illar, p. 23).

To escape from this “self-imprisonment,” somethiraglical must intervene, something
incommensurate with the monadic self-positing @& thit would have to break the bonds of the
Cartesiancogita which seeks in futility to transcend the bubbfesolipsism through concepts
alone. And it would also need to be more radicahtthe Hegeliardufhebungwhich, even as it
gradually raises the level of development, stilblges dialectically along an epistemological and
ontological continuum, seeking otherness only ®naiate it into an expanded self-identity. There
must be a second discontinuity, a leap traversm@lgyss that is even more radical than the first
one that led from thinghood to personhood discontinuitythat would lead the self beyond the
prison-walls of its own self-assertion (I=I), arnis would lead the law of identity itself beyone th
monadism of A=A. Somehow, | must be more than H @&xmore than A. And it is here that
Florensky's great theme of discontinuity, mentioredceady at several points above, assumes
decisive importance. If the soul is to ascend bdyself-affirmation, if it is to find life in a “lgher,
spiritual law of identity, rather than the “lowdlgshly law of identity” which confines it, thenigh
must be “attained not through gradual approachtimolugh continuous development, but through
discontinuous rejection of selfhoodPi(lar, pp. 224f). As Kierkegaard had also seen claarhjis
Concluding Unscientific PostscripTruth cannot be attained through the bad infimtywhat he
called an endless “approximation process.”

Florensky was always grateful to have studied withgreat mathematician Nikolai Bugaev
during his first semester at Moscow University. Beg sought to build on Cantor’'s work in set
theory, his work on transfinite numbers, and hialgsis of the “continuum,” as a set of points —
while himself pursuing research into the mathemsat€ discontinuous functions — in order to
develop a critique of what he believed were theemeinistic implications of the concept of
continuity, a concept he saw as dominating the ema#ttical and scientific work of his time. For
example, if every continuum is in fact an infinget of discrete points, then discontinuity is more
fundamental than continuity, an insight that he sswvimportant not just mathematically, but
metaphysically as well. As Bugaev had written ir974,8"discontinuity is a manifestation of
independent individuality and autonomy. Discontipuntervenes in questions of final causes and
ethical and aesthetic problems” [6], p. 68. Flokgnshen, took delight in these famous lectures of
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Bugaev, which linked the mathematics of discontusiofunctions with “excursions into
psychology, into philosophy and ethics,” an apphoapon which Florensky himself was to build
so richly ([7], p.27). The concept of discontinudgntinued to be crucially important for Florensky
throughout this work, and his undergraduate diasiert (for which he received the highest marks)
was entitled, “On the Characteristics of Flat Csras Loci for Breaks in the Continuum.”

But Florensky carried both the mathematics andrteaphysics of discontinuity beyond his
teacher Bugaev. He saw the principle of continaisythe calamitous “governing principle” of
nineteenth century thought as a whole, and he Jsliét was vital to overcome its dominance,
which manifested itself in areas as diverse as Mapkilosophy of history, the uniformitarian
philosophy of Lyell in geology, and Darwin’s view evolution as developing from gradual small
changes. “The cementing idea of continuity,” heuady “brought everything together in one
gigantic monolith” ([6], p. 88). Subsequent thoudtds in fact, as he anticipated, vindicated
Florensky on this point, from the post-modern gtig of meta-narratives such as Marx’s, to the
discovery of the role of chaos in meteorology atiftepearth sciences, to the realization of the role
of mutations in biology, to the paradoxes of digoanty in quantum mechanics, to the notion of
paradigm shifts in the history and philosophy ofesce, but at the time the assumption of
continuity and gradualism (perhaps a last manifiesteof the “great chain of being” assumed in
medieval thought) was dominant and everywhere tédegranted. As Florensky put it,

the idea of continuity, making these transitionskt possession of all disciplines from

theology to mechanics, and it seemed that anyone wotested against its

usurpations was a heretic ([6], p 88).

Nevertheless, Florensky countered,

inspiration, creativity, freedonmgscesis beauty, the value of the flesh, religion, and

much else... stands outside the methods and mdassiemtific research [as it is

currently practiced], for the fundamental presupppms of such methods and means

is, of course, the presupposition of connectednibgspresupposition of continuity,

gradualnessHillar, p. 94).

Yet Florensky sees this bondage to continuity andreedom as simply reflecting the
limitations of nineteenth century science and mathtecs, even as this presupposition was already
being left behind through more recent discoverikat tpointed instead to the primacy of
discontinuity Pillar, pp. 485f; 574).

Thus, both of the first two letters ®he Pillar and Ground of the Truttevolve around one
of the greatest of all discontinuities — the didoanty between life and death. The first letter,
discussed already, focuses not just on the mel&nofichange and the transitory character of life,
but more fundamentally upon the reality of deatat thnderlies them. The endless whirling and
fluttering of autumn leaves, “one after anotheyggests a kind of slow, spiritual death: the bad
infinity of one sin after another, one petty bassner inattention or cruelty after another scarring
the soul, and “gradually crippling it.” And

one after another, one after another, like thedsaf autumn, those people whom our

heart has come to love forever whirl above the dadsm. They fall, and there is no

return, no possibility of embracing the feet ofleat them” so that “now between me

and them lies an abyss.

This abyss and chasm of death — this discontinugtyveen life and death that radically
breaks with the continuity of decline — poses atghme time the thought of renewal and new life.
“It appears that the soul has a foretaste of restion in this fluttering,” and in this “fragrancé
faded aspen grovesPf{llar, p. 11). Just as the ceaseless fluttering leavekeethe longing for a
center, so too do the endless truths that corresfmoaur boundless curiosity suggest our need for a
single, central truth. Here we discover within @lves a hunger not just for

the particular and fragmented human truths, whrehusmstable and blown about like

dust chased by the wind over mountains, but [fothltand eternal Truth, the one

Divine Truth, the radiant and celestial TruBillar, p. 12).



And as will be discussed in a later section, far&hsky this one Truth was anticipated not
only in Trinitarian theology, but also in the Abst Infinity at which Cantor had arrived at the end
of his reflections on actual infinity; which botHoFensky and Cantor identified with God; and
which could never be arrived at through the smaottitinuity of a potential infinity.

But how, through what kind of discontinuity, are #n to approach this Absolute Truth
that Florensky identifies as the highest mode ofsd\te Infinity? Florensky proposes a
preliminary answer in his Second Letter, called@yriDoubt.” He begins with the foundational
thought of modernity, discovered by Descartes, tfattheoretical thought” the one Truth, “the
Pillar and Ground of Truth,” isertitude And Florensky analyses the attempts made by ahé s
hungry for Truth to fulfill this demand for certde, first through various modes of givenness,
which never lead beyond the self-assertion of lkd A=A discussed already, and secondly by an
analysis of the futile attempt of rationality orsdursive thought — the endless pursuit of one
explanation after another — to arrive at anythingrenthan yet one more truth, which leads to an
endless sequence of successive truths, where @vieryglerived from a not-A, which must in turn
be derived from what is not-not-A, and so on. Mod#rought, then, leaves us with the choice
between

an impenetrable wall and an uncrossable sea, tdlidess of stagnation [in the A=A]

and the vanity of unceasing motion [in the endteggession from A to its explanation

by not—A]; the obtuseness of the golden calf amdetiernal incompletion of the Tower

of Babel Pillar, pp. 26f).

In a subtle and complex dialectic that cannot b&lyeaummarized, Florensky proceeds
through skepticism and probabilism to a final ingggsn which thdonging for the Truth, whose
light manages to penetrate the darkness of thelurds the seeker to a willingness to go beyond
this bubble of self-identity, not just in an endlegiest for yet another conceptual not-A, which wil
in turn become subordinated back into the circlesadf-identity, but to leave the sphere of the |
altogether — to break with self-identity in a radig discontinuous movement that is nothing less
than, for the I, a death unto itself and to thevéo law of identity,” in order to be reborn through
the achieving of an impossible identity with whaniot-1, discovering in the process a higher, truer
law of identity, a “spiritual law of identity”Rillar, p. 348). If Parmenides’ “untrembling Heart of
immutable Truth,” and with it the ontological grauof the law of identity, is to be reached, then
the path must lead not through the serene, ethbeghts into which daimonic charioteers had
carried the Eleatic, but through the Garden of &atianeRillar, p. 45).

Consonant with all the great traditions of spirityathen, Florensky argues that it is only
through a kind of intellectuascesis- like the casting-off of all that is cumbersorodhe athlete in
training, as the word once suggested for the ah€eeeks — that the highest truth can be found.
The image upon which Florensky draws here is Abrghthe father of faith, and the father of
peoples, who is called to leave behind his andeBtrne for an unknown land, a new land, a
“better” and indeed “divine” countryPfllar, p. 55;Hehb. 11:8, 14-15). Likewise, the knower must
leave behind his own self-identity, leave behind ldw of identity itself, cross over the abyss of
rationality and go out to another — another whonoarbe proved, because He is Himself a “self-
proving Subject,” which alone could be Absolute thr{Pillar, pp. 33ff). Moreover, this “going
out” must at the same time be an “entering in,’batological union with the Truth who alone can
be considered asattual infinity, the Infinite conceived as integral Unity, as @wbject complete
in itself” (Pillar, p. 33). Thus,

the act of knowing is not only a gnoseologicallagt also an ontological act, not only

ideal but real. Knowing is a regbing of the knowerout of himself, or (what is the

same thing) a real going of what is known into kinewer, a real unification of the

knower and what is knowrP{llar, p. 55).

But this is to say that knowing is itself a model@fe: “in love and only in love is real
knowledge of the Truth conceivablePillar, p. 56). “Love takes the monad out of itself” dndity
in love is that which takes each monad out of tta¢esof pure potentiality, i.e. spiritual sleep,
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spiritual emptiness, and amorphous cha&slldr, p. 236). And in knowing (and loving) Absolute
Truth, which is related to every individual trute actual infinity is to every finite element — as
including them, without being contained by themt 4sipossible to then know (and love) finite
things as well, within that Absolute.

Knowing is not the capturing of a dead object bgredatory subject of knowledge,

but a living moral communion of persons, each sgnfor each as both object and

subject. Strictly speaking, only a person is knama only by a persorP{llar, pp.

55f).

Hence, in a manner entirely different from the wiays argued by Spinoza, every truth
known is a truth known about God. But, rather tkaod being dissolved into the world, the world
is itself personalized within the God whose veryergies it manifests, yet who nevertheless
essentially transcends it. “God is transcendemtattfe world, but the world is not transcendental
for God: rather it is wholly permeated with divieeergies” Pillar, p. 363). Thus, this mode of
knowing that frees the self from its own self-ingmmment, that is itself a mode of love allowing
every truth to entail a personal relation to Gadpossible only because in each case the initiative
always already proceeds from God. “God’s love goex to us,” and indeed, it is this divine love
itself that has lured the self beyond itself, ezdiche | to find itself in unity with the not-P{llar,
pp. 56f).

Happily, however, we need not somehow plunge inystical unity with God all at once,
and with no preparation. There are certain mode&nofwing within which we are offered an
anticipation, a preparation — nothing less thapraliminary hint... of the heavenly in the earthly”

This revelation occurs in the personal, sincere lok/two, in friendship, when to the

loving one is given — in a preliminary way, with@agcesis- the power to overcome

his self-identity, to remove the boundaries oflht® transcend himself, and to acquire

his own I in the | of another, a Friend. Friendslap the mysterious birth dhouy is

the environment in which the revelation of the Tirbegins Pillar, p. 283).

Crossing the abyss, making the leap, enteringtmsoradical discontinuity, going from the
life that is a kind of death, the empty self-idgntf the I=I, into a death (I= not-1) that is ankii of
life, the soul discovers a “new” self, finds thetlr that only by losing oneself can ones self be
found. But once again, we need not think that digsontinuous exit from the monadic hegemony
of self-identity necessarily requires some darkhhigf the soul, an anguished state of mystical
longing such as we find in some of the Western ioystt can take place, to some degree, in the
moment when some wisp of cloud, or an ancient daggetring in the autumn air, or the song of a
mockingbird in the calm depths of a Southern nigknetrates our shell and moves us beyond and
outside ourselves, i.e. the moment in which we, dwewr briefly, embody “the act by means of
which a creature is liberated from its selfhood gods out of itself”Rillar, p. 235). We are made,
Florensky argues in harmony with Patristic Christyg in the image of God. And thus,
remarkably,

to love visible creatures is to allow the receiM@wyine energy to reveal itself —

through the receiver, outside and around the recehin the same way that it acts in

the Trihypostatic Divinity itself. It is to allowhts energy to go over to another, to a

brother Pillar, p. 62).

6. The Uses of Contradiction

It would be a mistake, however, to see Florenskyitique of the law of identity as a form
of irrationalism, similar either to that of Bretand Duchamp in France, or to that articulated By hi
Russian contemporary Lev Shestov and his admirgt, Dawrence. Florensky was first of all a
mathematician and scientist, and long after hisopbphical voice was silenced, he continued work
in these fields. Rather, Florensky is appealing thstinction and contrast that goes back to ancien
Greek philosophy — and which was important to hes/&ohile predecessors such as Khomyakov —
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between lower and a higher modes of knowing, batwienoia andnous between what Florensky
terms in Russiamassudokor “rationality” andrazumor “reason,” or between discursive rationality,
which seeks to explain conceptually, and what Garidaalism called intellectual intuition, which
grasps higher truths through non-sensuous immed{&ilar, p. 7). While the former is
fragmented and divisive, the latter is integral amifying, drawing people together into a kind of
loving concord that in Russian is calledbornost(Pillar, p. 430). And while “rationality” insists
upon the “lower” law of identity, “reason” transamit and operates according to a “higher,”
spiritual law of identity.

Kant, of course, argued that such intellectualifim was impossible for human beings, and
employed a series of antinomies, or equally conmgellarguments supporting contradictory
conclusions, which arise when human understandieg to go beyond the limits of empirical
experience. Yet something on the ordenofisor theoria or contemplatio(or intellectual intuition)
has until modernity been seen by philosophersasitfhest mode of knowing, from Parmenides to
the Middle Ages. In his retrieval oioesisthroughascesisand the experience of religious mystery,
Florensky shows just how deeply the roots of padrispistemology extend into ancient Greek
philosophy, which characteristically (and notabiyParmenides, Plato, Aristotle, and Plotinus) saw
noetic rationality as the fulfilment of the humaondition, the mode in which (however they
articulated it) human beings could come closesth® divine — yet one that for the ancient
philosophers, for the most part merely flickeredtlb@ horizon, reachable if at all only for a few,
and only then for brief periods. And indeed, modgritself may be defined by its very rejection of
noetic or contemplative knowledge, this purportedihgct or immediate apprehension or intuition
of higher, eternal, transcendent realities, whiciditional, patristic Christianity saw as the
birthright of all the faithful who undertook thascesisof the ekklesia the ancient Christian
community. Florensky, then, may be seen as undegdke most significant attempt to justify this
putatively higher rationality since the German ld#ga had sought to overcome Kant's limitations
on human knowledge. But just as Feuerbach and Bkxthe need to go beyond German Idealism
not within theory, but through an exodus from tlyeiato praxis, so too (in a very different mode)
Florensky also seeks to justify higher knowledgeulgh something active and engaging — through
experience, and through the love that takes thevkndeyond the bounds of self-identity and the
law of identity itself, i.e. through an ontologicaligration from self-identity to identity with the
other.

How to activate or engender this higher mode o$ae@ In Book VII of the Republic, Plato
had posed the question of whatduld be apt to summon or stimulate noetic actii23e; [9], p.
202, translation altered). And Socrates here ergydge interlocutor Glaucon with a strange
exercise, asking him to hold up his fourth (ring)ddifth (little) finger, and report whether the
fourth finger is little or small, to which he answéhat it is large. Next, he asks Glaucon to hugd
his third (middle) and fourth fingers, upon whiclaGcon reports that the same finger, the fourth,
has now become little. The same thing, the fourgef, is thus both itself and not itself, both big
and small. And this contradiction in the visiblalre — and this encounter with what Plato in his
later philosophy called the indeterminate dyad precisely what he maintains is able to stimulate
and awaken the noetic intellect to go beyond tkéha toward what is intelligible, but not visible:
to make the transition from one world to anotheikelvise, Florensky takes the concept of
antinomy, which to Kant was a warning sign beyoridciv we must not advance, as in fact a spur
to awaken our noetic powers.

“Rationality,” clinging to the illusory safety ohé I=I and the law of identity, must undergo
the discipline ofascesis the rationalistic mind must be “tamed,” i.e. itust forgo its own
pretensions to absoluteness, in order to arrive g@énuine AbsolutePllar, pp. 7, 23). And it is
precisely the great antinomies or mysteries ofji@hi upon which this discipline and taming must
be exercised:

The mysteries of religion are not secrets that st not reveal. They are not the

passwords of conspirators, but inexpressible, eralite, indescribable experiences,
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which cannot be put into words except in the forfncantradictions, which are ‘yes’

and ‘no’ at the same tim®i{lar, p. 117).

Thus, when these mysteries of religious experieaiee put into words, they become
antinomies embracing both thesis and antithesisr toouse a word that for Florensky is
synonymous with religious antinomy, they becatogmas

The basis of dogma would thus be not some kind afidate based on “blind faith,” but
quite the opposite: dogma would in this case be“thi@d’s eye,” or rather “that eye by which
mankind looks at the inaccessible light of inefeablivine glory,” but stated in conceptual language
(Pillar, p. 79). Moreover, we should expdmforehandthat whenever these mysteries and this
noetic experience are translated into conceptaguage, the discourse of rationality, the result wi
be manifest as an antinomy. Moreover, it is jus$ #mtinomic character that should stimulate
rationality to purify and discipline itself, in cedto arrive at “living religious experience as Hue
legitimate way to gain knowledge of the dogmagillér, p. 5). The usual proofs for the existence
of God and all the other attempts to create whatelalsky sees as the absurdity of a “rational faith”
would thus be proceeding in precisely the wrongdation. “So-called ‘rational faith,” faith with
rational proofs... is a harsh, cruel stony growththe heart, which keeps the heart from God.”
Rather, “the truth is known only through itselPiflar, p. 48). Even the very “existence of Truth” is
“not deducible but only demonstrable in experience.

What are examples of such dogmas that invite thé tsoproceed beyond the safety of its
own self-identity? Surely, and above all, we mustt the dogma of the Self-proving Subject, the
Trihypostatic Unity which through the unity of itsvn embrace of otherness with itself, invites us
into the very loving dynamic which has been theotmgical mode of God from eternity. But there
are more accessible examples, and Florensky citéey mf them inThe Pillar and Ground of the
Truth. There is, for example, what he calls the antinashyhilia and agape that salvation is
esoteric and for the ele@ndthat it is open to everyone. Or that one shoul@&dph the gospel to
every creature” NIk 16:15)while at the same tim&either cast ye your pearls before swinsft (
7:6; Pillar, pp. 300f; see also pp. 295f). Or there is thatgemtinomy of faith and works, i.e.
“between God’s grace and humascesi$ (Pillar, p. 255). Indeed, sometimes the antinomy is
presented in a single passagai(. 2:12—-2:13) of scripture: “Work out your own salea with fear
and trembling” (the thesis) “for it is God which weth in you both to will and to do of his
pleasure” (the antithesis). Or the antinomy maya¢vself within a few pages of a single Gospel:
“For judgment | come into the worldJd¢hn9:39) and “I come not to judge the worldiohn 12:
47). Thesis and antithesis must both be embracediltsineously, not through conceptual
explanation, but through rising to the kind of noetxperience to which these binary realities in
each case point.

Again, Florensky’s affinity for paradox, first hashén his work with the paradoxes of
infinity around which so much of Cantor's work réwes, is pivotal in his theological and
philosophical insights here. One of the most ingdrappendices dfhe Pillar and Ground of the
Truth discusses how the problem of irrational numbensg Idismissed as “fictitious numbers” and
“numeri surdi; propel us to break through and leave behind thiecte of operations which
arithmetic knows... in order to be born into a néitherto unseen and unthought of worl@iliar,

p. 362). This is, he argues, the world of actuihity, entered through the portals of the paradoxe
generated by the juxtaposition of the finite and thfinite, effecting “a leap, a discontinuity in
development.” These insights into the role of paradontradiction, and antinomy cast new light
upon Christ’'s use gbarablesin his teaching, which usually entail an antinorayset of opposing
insights that must both be embraced. They allowdrsky important insights into the relation
between these two modes of rationality themselwbde aligning him against the one-dimensional
rationality of modernity, and alongside traditiomaligious discourse, such as is common not only
in the enigmatic paradoxes of Taoism, Zen Buddhidmduism, and Sufism, but above all in the
splendid paradoxes evoked by so many of the gredo@ox Kontakia and Stichera especially
those celebrating its holiest feast days, eachhoélwcenters upon a paradox: “Thou hast dwelt in a
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cave, and hast lain down in a manger, O thou whusme is in heaven... The Unseen is seen, the
Untouchable is touched, the Beginningless begirindtte who hung the earth upon the waters is
hung upon the Cross... He who wraps the heavefouds is wrapped in the purple of mockery”
([2], pp. 411f; [8], p. 609).

But when it encounters this antithetical charaofelogma, being foreign to the experience
that engenders and underlies it, “the rational mmabluntarily shudders,” for it senses “that it is
required to sacrifice itself’Rillar, p. 121). Rationality does not have the tasteherdapacity to
bring together thesis and antithesis, for “onlygielus experience apprehends antinomies and sees
how their reconciliation is possibleP{llar, p. 120). Rather, in its refusal to go beyonddeeurity
of its own self-identity, rationality clings to osé&le or another of the religious antithesis —

a one-sided proposition takes the place of absdluth, and such a proposition thus

excludes everything in which is seen the antinocoimplement to the given half of

the antinomy, rationally incomprehensible.

The Greek word for choice iairesis which came to mean “one-sidedness,” and which
forms the root of the English word “heresy.” Thu$fioosing one side or the other, thesis or
antithesis, this one-sidedness of rationality isesearily sectarian, “heretical,” or one-sided: “a
heresy, even a mystical one, is a rational onedgieles that claims to be everythingpillar, p.
119).

7. From Actual Infinity to Absolute Infinity

Surely the greatest paradox discovered by Camaordaubtless the one that meant the most
to him, as it did to Florensky after him, was thiare were higher and lower orders of infinity,
leading up to an absolute infinity that exceeds maihension altogether, and that both men
identified with God. Once Cantor began to takeasslly the concept of actual infinity, as opposed
to the merely potential infinity familiar from thearadoxes of Zeno and the ordinary concept of
endless iteration, the paradoxical notion of a drigry of infinities began to pose itself —
paradoxical, because it would seem that infinitgasmething that cannot be exceeded. And yet he
came to understand that there was, for examplewarlinfinity of the integers, and then a higher
infinity of the integers plus all the rational aatfjebraic numbers. Beyond this was a yet higher
infinity of what he called transfinite numbers, slearrational numbers (such as “Pi”) that were not
algebraic (i.e. capable of being designated byrmdta, such as “the square root of two”), and
whose infinite number so far exceeded all the mhecginfinite sets taken together that the ratio
had to be rounded to 1 — i.e. if the rational algklaraic numbers were mixed together with the
transcendental numbers, the probability of randoahigosing a transcendental number would be
one, and the probability of choosing one of thenité number of integers, or one of the infinite
number of rational fractions, or one of the inenitumber of algebraic numbers would be zero ([1],
pp. 90, 132)! And of course, the movement from waeloinfinity to a higher one is necessarily
discontinuous

Yet the infinity of the transcendental numberd slidl not stand at the top of the hierarchy.
For Cantor, to whom Florensky refers to as “thenfier of the modern theory of actual infinity,”
the realization that there were a hierarchy ofnities — at the pinnacle of which was what he
variously understood as the “set of all sets,”tbe“totality of everything conceivable” — led him t
an absolute limit to mathematical understandingnething that “cannot be known, not even
approximately,” and which he called absolute infinior simply “the Absolute,” and sometimes
compared to the “One” of PlotinuRi(lar, p. 574; [6], pp. 55, 95). Thus, for Cantor, tAissolute
was by no means an abstraction, but rather thathwhas most real of all:

it is the single, completely individual unity in wh everything is included, which

includes the Absolute, incomprehensible to the humaderstanding. This is the

Actus Purissimusyhich by many is called God.
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Perhaps Cantor was himself a mystic, having notelpearrived mathematically at the
incomprehensible concept of this Absolute thatddeed “God,” but had in some sense encountered
this reality in experience. But it is clear thabfénsky’s main innovations beyond Cantor were (a)
to show a path not just theoretically, but witheligious experience to this Absolute, and (b) to
show that this Absolute Infinity could only be goad by employing the higher rationality
discussed above, as Trihypostatic Unity and SelfdRg Subject, i.e. as the Trinitarian God of
Patristic Christianity and Orthodox Faith. It iseowf Florensky’'s main theses that there are
ultimately only two choicesitherthe endless futility and hopeless despair of theal“infinity,” i.e.
the potential infinitythat ceaselessly seeks what it can never have eethtral dynamic of torment
to many of the figures in Dante’s Infernoof ecstatic fulfillment of the search for Truth ineth
actual infinite, ecstatic because it entails a figdbeyond” itself for rationality and self-identitgr
in theological terms, &enosisor self-emptying, the sacrificing or abandonmehbonoeself that
makes possible a new, and higher kind of existeBcg.is there an actual infinity, let alone a
hierarchy of actual infinities? And if so, what caeter would this highest order of infinity poss&ss
Finally, through what path could experience aravéhe highest level of actual infinity?

Florensky's answer to these three questions isaesdmarily rich and complex, and can
only be addressed in outline here, although it khba possible to at least sketch out an answer to
them, for they will help illumine the other mainpios of this paper (the law of identity,
discontinuity, and antinomy). First, Florensky mslsome very simple observations concerning
what he regards as “the fundamental and wholly eigary distinction betweemctual and
potential infinity” a distinction that he feels has recently suffiefrom error and neglecP{llar, p.
351). Both potential and actual infinity are quanrilee any other kinds of quantum. But potential
infinity is a variable quantumchanging in relation to any other quantum withickhit may be
compared, since by definition it must exceed amgmgiquantum. Thus, potential infinity is not a
specific quantum at all, but simply “a special wafy considering a quantum,” i.e. that it is
indefinitely variable. Thus, potential infinity rsot something actual at all, but ans rationis an
entity posited by rationality. Its infinite charactnever actually exists, but is always variahte, i
process, underway, and thus it is never fully fitdeis what the ancient Greeks called tqmeiron
and viewed disparagingly, and what German Idealsaiied schlechte Unendlichkeit;bad
infinity,” the infinity of the ceaseless “etcetér&nd as we have seen already, Florensky associated
this with the endlessness of desire and dissatisfgaof unsatisfied striving, of a movement that
can never achieve its goal and for which it is isgble to ever find peace — for as soon as it sarie
to exceed one quantum, there remain endless grgad@ta which it must still exceeRillar, pp.
351f).

Actual infinity, in contrast, is complete in itsgffnd thus is not a variable quantum at all, but
aconstant quantunit is always already fulfilled, fully itself. As simple example, we may take the
set of all points inside a certain closed figurghsas a circle or square. Since the figure is dedn
the number or points within it is complete and ¢ant fully determinate, rather than variable. Yet
it is at the same time infinite, since the numbfepants exceeds each of the numbers in the series
1, 2, 3, ...,n ... and is greater than them. It is, then, amacinfinite. Or, to give a more
theologically significant example,

we can say that the powerfulness of God is actuifinite, because it, being

determinate (in God there is no change), at theestme is greater than all finite

powerfulnessHillar, p. 353).

Moreover, Florensky adds, the concept of actuanhiiryfis more basic than that of potential
infinity. For in order for potential infinity to bpossible, there must be an already infinite domain
within which its ceaseless variations can endlegslyceed. That isievery potential infinity
already presupposes the existence of an actualiiyfas its super-finite limit"(Pillar, p. 353,
italics in original). Moreover, it is also importaid observe that no actual infinity can be gragual
reached through the variation process of potemtiity, for between actual infinity and the
infinite increase of a quantum that we consideepully infinite, there is a radicaiscontinuity—
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not necessarily unreachable, but certainly notirettde through increase along a progressive
continuum, which could only aspire “farther andttiar, without ever being able to achieve a
synthesis and to find peace in the whokillar, p. 353).

Now we may return to thaporia discussed earlier between givenness and discursion
neither of which alone could provide a successéihpgoward Truth, leaving us with the dilemma
of choosing between the lifeless desert of the hacknow, which intuition offers, and the torment
and bad infinity of endless explanation, which nmeagives at its goal — between the egoistic
assertion of a particular givenness, certain mebelyause it isny givenness, and the ceaseless
discursivity that continually seeks to explain gvérby some new not-A, i.e. between the law of
identity and the law of sufficient reason. Yet Ahde Truth would somehow need to possess both
characters. On the one hand, if it is to be expe&d, it must bgivenin experience, arrived at by
finite intuition. But if it is to be more than arbitrarily assertégdmust be exhaustively explained,
and the grounds for it as a judgment absolutelygutipand this could only be possible not through
a potentially infinite process, but within the atunfinity of an already completedhfinite
discursion Absolute Truth, then, would need to be both dnitfinity and infinite finitude, both
actually infinite in having already synthesized gt®unds, and at the same time capable of being
intuited as a given, i.e. it must be a “unity ofpopites,coincidentia opositoruin(Pillar, p. 33).
Moreover, since finite discursion cannot itselfyade for it the actually infinite synthesis of &k
grounds, Absolute Truth would have to be self-pngvor self-grounding, a feature that we saw
earlier (in the discussion of numerical identitg) ¢haracteristic only of a person subject
Absolute Truth, then, if it exists, would be oupexrience of an Absolute Self-Proving Subject. And
we have seen already how tkenosisthat leads beyond self-identity and thecesisthat leads
beyond rationality open the self for the experieatsuch a Self-Proving Subject. But is there such
a reality? Florensky is clear that this must beelised through ascetic experience alone: the Truth
cannot be known beforehand, nor can it even be krfowsure whether it exists, but rather it must
be encountered in experience. He is able to shdw thiat there must be such a Self-Proving
Subject if there is to be not just truth, but thrath; for in the same way that actual infinity pices
the domain for potential infinity, Truth would ité&e necessary even for a single finite truthéo b
possible. Thus, Florensky concludes, “rationalgypossible not in itself but through the object of
its thought, and if, and only if, it has an objettthought in which both contradictory laws of its
activity, i.e. the law of identity and the law affScient reason, coincide.” And in addition, we stu
add that

rationality is possible if Absolute Actual Infinitis given to it. But what is this

Infinity? It turns out that such an Object of thbtigmaking thought possible, is the

Trihypostatic Unity?

But we may carry this yet another step further. beofully a subject, such an Absolute
subject would have to go beyond itself, to entdoue into another: “this Subject is such thasiti
and not-A” @illar, p. 36). Let us, then, designate this not-A aBi&.what is B? B too must go out
from itself, transcend itself, in order to be agueral reality. But if B is merely not-A, then its
going over in love to not-not-A would end up wittetresult that A has never really left itself df al
i.e. with A returning to itself. For if A=B, and B=A, then we have not left the solipsistic self-
identity of A=A. Thus, B must be something morartmot-A, which we can designate as C. But
here, Florensky concludes,

through C the circle can be closed, for in its &thin [B understood as] not-C, A

finds itself as A. In B ceasing to be A, [i.e.dbhgh B finding a not-B which is not

simply A] A receives itself mediately from anothémt not through the one with

which it is equated, i.e., [it receives itself] fnoC. And here it receives itself as

already ‘proved,’ already established. The sanmgthoes for each of the subjects A,

B, C of the triple relationshigP{llar, p. 36).

Or, as he summarizes, “Truth is the contemplatib@meself through Another in a Third:
Father, Son, and Spirit.But this contemplation is far from being a lifedebloodless “theoretical”
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state. Rather, “Absolute Truth is known in lovehet in love as a psychological condition but love
as a metaphysical act, the love that makes pos$ibleeap beyond the bad infinity of self-identity

into the actual infinity of ontological communioRillar, p. 67). Thus, Florensky has shown a path
whereby experience itself can “go beyond ratiopath enter the domain where rationality with all

its norms is rootedKillar, p. 44).

The First Nicene Council, which established thdiahiand guiding understanding of
Christian thought, can be seen as primarily thecketor the right word, a word that Florensky
takes as central for his entire mathematical-pbpbscal-theological project. For the Greek word
upon which the great Nicene Council of 318 finahttled as its cornerstone — the foundational
word of Patristic Christianity and the fundamemntald for this identity of substanceu(sig that is
constitutive of personhood — BBomoousios “of one substance,” or “consubstantial.” It isr fo
Florenksy the true Principle of Identity, not tmepoverished and paranoid self-identity of I=I, but
the fulfilled, peaceful identity between Same artleéd by way of a Third. If he is right, it is the
great, foundational principle of ontology. “It iImpossible,” exclaims Florensky here,

to mention without reverent fear and holy trepidatithat moment — infinitely

significant and unique in its philosophical and ohagic importance — when the

thunder ofHomoousiodirst roared over the City of Victory [i.e. AncieNikea, City

of Nikg (Pillar, p. 41).

Thus, Patristic Christianity can be seen, and iddea&s seen by many of the Church Fathers
(such as the Alexandrians and the Cappadocians)wene well versed in Greek philosophy, as
offering the solution to what is arguably the greasolved philosophical problem of antiquity: as
articulated in Plato’Sophist it is the problem resolving the unstable reladlip between the Same
and the Other, without ending up in the state opgkial warfare entailed by dualism, or the state
of inescapable totality entailed by monism. Moreove demonstrates the ontological identity
between thought and being that was sought andegoisit both Heraclitus and Parmenides, through
the experience of the Love of the Persons of theityrfor one another, by means of the grace-
given identity with the very dynamic of that lowsalf. And this would, at the same time, be the
experience of the identity between Reason and Theatween thought and being, between God and
humanity, between the world of fluttering leavesl éne Center toward which they, along with all
things, are drawn. As Florensky writes in his cadaig paragraph, “The Triune Truth lItself does
for us what for us is impossible. The Trihypostatath Itself draws us to ItselfRjllar, p. 348).
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Pavel FlorenskyFor My Children trans. in [7], p. 9. Pyman has an illuminatirigcdssion of Florensky’s
early, untranslated essay, “On the Empirical ard&mpyrean” on pp. 41-45. Written in 1904, it pdeg an
important prolegomenon to his major wotke Pillar and Ground of the Trutimuch of which was written by
1908, but which was not published until 1914.

Ibid., emphasis added.

Ibid.

“In contrast [to Kant] | was always a Platonisthe appearance was for me always the appearanite of
spiritual world” And thus, “the appearance — tweeine, spiritual-material symbol — was always prasito
me in its immediacy.” Florensky;or My Children my own English translation from the German tratish
[5], p. 212.

S. S. DemidoV;0O matematike v tvorchestve P.A. Florenskdgn 171, cited in [7], p. 260.

It would not be wrong to see this realism as somgtlanticipated in the anthropologies of Aristodad
Thomas Aquinas, who both argued that in a verytéichsense, the knower and known become united: iwhat
known, in the very act of being known, assumes w& being in the understanding of the knower. But
Florensky here is proposing something much moreahe more radical even than Hegel, who understand
the self as needing to discover itself throughréiation to the other. Rather, for Florensky, tmewing self
must unite in love with the known, both in order foeaningful knowledge to take place, and for #iéte be

a concrete self. Itis, one might say,eaaticsof identity.

From one of Cantor’s last letters to the Englishramatician Grace Chisholm Young, cited in [1]189.

Pillar, p. 347. For Florensky’s discussion of thiesolutumin Georg Cantor’s work, sdgllar, p. 354.

Pillar, p. 37. Florensky offers a detailed comparisorwbet the Christian understanding of Trinity and the
views found in non-Christian religions, such askhfiedu triad of Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva, on pp8-4482.

18



