
An intellectual and theological tradition exists within certain circles of Christianity to
avoid defining God by anything other than the negative. The heartfelt sense is that we
cannot fully know God who exists outside his creation, and so we describe him
primarily in terms of what he is not rather than what he is. He is not knowable. He is
not confinable. He is not conquerable. He is not limited. He is not exhaustible. Thomas
Aquinas began his Treatise on God with the statement, “Now we cannot know what
God is, but only what God is not; we must therefore consider the ways in which God
does not exist, rather than the ways in which God does.” Early church fathers Gregory
of Nyssa and Maximus the Confessor, mystics Meister Eckhart and John of the Cross,
and some contemporary theologians take this apophatic approach, defining God by
what he is not more so than by what he is.

We know God through Jesus Christ. Jesus
showed us what God says and how God acts
when fully human, although also fully divine.
In Jesus, we see God’s positive image for
humankind fully and perfectly expressed. Yet
we also know God as the Father and the Spirit.
We saw the Father and the Spirit in Jesus
Christ. That much we comprehend. But we
could never know all of God. Indeed, given
God’s infinite and eternal nature, any part or
portion of God we know is an infinitely small
part or portion. We cannot in any sense pin
down God. We can only accept that what he has
revealed of himself in Jesus Christ is essential

and fully sufficient for our destiny. The ancients, theologians, and mystics who
described God as unknowable and thus apophatic were on to something. Let’s continue
to learn of God and grow in God. But let’s also accept that when we know Christ, we
know enough.


