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ABSTRACT 

 

 The following paper addresses the issues of late antique understandings of religious 

authority through an analysis of ancient conceptions and representations of authority in 

religious literature. This examination entails the comparison and juxtaposition of several 

polytheistic and Christian texts from different authors, focusing on literary and rhetorical 

constructions of religious authority. Each chapter is dedicated to a religious subject, the holy 

man, the sacred text, and ritual, which together form a loose conceptual basis of religion and 

provide a rich understanding of religious identity in late antiquity. The research suggests that on 

the whole polytheists and Christians had fairly analogous understandings of their own religions 

in each of these three areas. There are significant divergences as well, the historical victory of 

the Christian church ensured that these Christians conceptions of religions were the ones which 

continued into the medieval and modern periods.  
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Auctoritas in Late Antiquity 

The Roman empire had reached the peak of its power and stability in the middle of the 

second century, incorporating a vast area with numerous cultures into the imperial system. The 

stability of this era allowed for the fluid interaction of Greco-Roman society with a variety of 

foreign civilizations. This confluence of disparate ideas and societies engendered a cultural and 

intellectual environment which continued into late antiquity, a period lasting from the end of 

the second century to the beginning of the sixth. The religious and philosophical views of 

ancient persons were influenced by this nexus of ideas, and polytheists and Christians formed 

their own religious identities out of this milieu and from their longstanding traditions. The 

people of the Greco-Roman world in late antiquity showed a marked ambivalence toward these 

old traditions and the new customs that were a product of this convergence of cultures. Still 

dedicated to many of institutions and ideas which formed the bedrock of belief in a time not 

long past, the men and women of late antiquity were nevertheless confronted with a different 

world. Some called for a return to the Republic, others for the formation of a new Christian 

kingdom. Regardless of which way they were looking, the diversity of late antiquity was a 

formative factor in how they conceived of themselves.   

Central to their conceptions of religious identity was auctoritas. The ancients were very 

concerned with who had auctoritas, and how a person or religion gained it. Auctoritas is a term 

with many connotations; though most directly translated as ‘authority’ the word held many 

resonances for the ancients, such as power, trustworthiness, influence, dignity, and worth. This 

word and its use in religious literature illustrate how late antique persons understood 

themselves and the world around them. The word is rarely used by the examined authors but 

retained powerful republican and imperial connotations for late antique persons. The evolution 
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of auctoritas in religion and literature is inextricable from the political and social developments 

of late antiquity. 

The cultural, political, and religious changes which occurred over this period have been 

interpreted in two ways. The first is a narrative of decline. Looking retrospectively from the 

collapse of the Western Empire to the domination of barbarian successor states and the 

transition into the ‘dark ages,’ late antiquity appears as the intermediary phase in which these 

transformations had their origins and were allowed to transpire. The weakness of emperors in 

the third and fifth centuries, growing religious and political factionalism, economic 

destabilization, barbarian invasions, and even the transition to Christianity with an imperially 

sponsored church have been cited as indicators and causes of this descent (Momigliano 158). 

Though there is no doubt that late antiquity experienced its fair share of instability, such a 

narrative often ignores or marginalizes some historical realities. There was a strong preservation 

of traditional culture along with the many attempts to protect the glory of the Roman Empire in 

the late antique period. Indeed, the emperors of the late third century and the fourth century 

reasserted the supremacy of the Roman Empire through both tradition and innovation. In the 

fifth century the eastern empire outlasted the storms that beset the western empire and 

achieved a stability that was, in part, to last until the conquest of Constantinople in 1453. The 

strength of the east manifested itself in the conservation of many classical traditions along with 

a prolonged period of high cultural production, while the emperor Justinian I (r. 527 – 565 C.E.) 

was even able to reconquer a large part of the western Mediterranean, temporarily restoring 

the empire to its former boundaries. Despite these triumphs and the unbroken succession of 

Byzantium this eastern manifestation of Greco-Roman power was different from its predecessor 

in geographic orientation, religion, and culture. The history of late antiquity must be understood 

in light of this interaction between decline and change.  
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 The tumultuous political developments of late antiquity explain how the ‘decline and 

fall’ narrative became so prevalent. With the death of Alexander Severus in 235 C.E. and the 

Severan dynasty with him, the so-called ‘Third Century Crisis’ was initiated, a period of intense 

political instability and foreign aggression that lasted nearly 50 years. During this period the line 

between usurper and emperor became increasingly blurry, due to the increasing number of 

usurpations and the ephemeral reigns of many emperors. The failure of emperors to establish 

their own legitimacy and the constant wrangling of usurpers led the empire into a storm of civil 

strife only paralleled by the civil wars which ended the republic. Though some emperors were 

able to assert their authority, such as Aurelian (r. 270-275), and produce a modicum of stability, 

the general atmosphere of uncertainty and internal warfare weakened the cohesion of the 

empire. Indeed, the third century saw the first severe contractions the empire was to 

experience, losing for a time both Gaul and Britain to Postumus (260-268 C.E.), and much of the 

eastern empire to Zenobia and her burgeoning state of Palmyra (269-274 C.E.). These divisions 

were compounded by foreign threats such as the Sassanid Empire (224-651 C.E.), the highly 

organized and aggressive successor state to the Parthian Empire, and Gothic incursions which 

succeeded in sacking Athens around 270 (Smith 23). Even after the third century, Rome was still 

embattled by such enemies. Thus, the disastrous defeat and death of the emperor Valens at 

Adrianople (378 C.E.),  the great Rhine crossing of 405, the sack of Rome by Alaric in 410, the 

loss of North Africa to the Vandals in 429, the coming of the Huns, and the seizure of the throne 

by Odoacer the Goth in 476. It was an Ira Deorum. 

  The exposition of such traumatic events in sequence, however, risks overlooking the 

passionate defense of classical traditions and the forceful reassertion of Greco-Roman culture 

that occurred during the period. Though late antiquity was fraught with troubles, there were 

attempts to rectify the situation, many of them quite successful, at least temporarily. For 
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example, the coinage reforms of Diocletian and Constantine were able to abate the steadily 

increasing inflation and coinage debasement that had afflicted the Empire as early as the reign 

of Nero (Cameron 5). In fact, Diocletian (r.284 – 305) and Constantine I (r.306-337) stand out as 

strong, authoritarian rulers w ho doggedly defended the ailing empire. These men set the 

precedent for the type of strong, military emperor which was to dominate in the west until the 

fifth century. Both Diocletian and Constantine worked hard to effectively reorganize the empire, 

by restructuring the provinces, increasing the bureaucracy, and overhauling the military 

(Cameron 36). Such reforms and the stability brought by these autocratic rulers were 

accompanied by many other changes in the Greco-Roman world. One of these prominent 

transformations was the evolving nature of the urban landscape and how this reflected 

transformation of social interaction. Even by the time of Diocletian, Rome had become 

marginalized. Diocletian had preferred Nicomedia as a capital. Late antiquity also saw the rise of 

regional capitals or centers, such as Trier, Antioch, Alexandria, and finally Constantinople. This 

last city, created and exalted by Constantine, began to overshadow Rome, becoming the capital 

to the East with the final division of the Roman Empire at the death of Theodosius I (395 C.E.).  

This trend toward larger and more significant urban centers reflected, in part, the growth of 

Christianity. Christianity was, at least initially, a predominantly urban religion due the ease of 

proselytization and organization in cities. With the rise of Christian emperors, starting with 

Constantine, Christians and churches began to receive significant imperial patronage. This 

produced increasingly influential and powerful churches; bishops and their constituencies 

became more dominant, with leading church figures often taking on political and civic 

responsibilities akin to imperial bureaucrats (Cameron 71). Especially prominent bishops such as 

Ambrose of Milan involved themselves with imperial politics and gave counsel to emperors. The 

church came to rule the political landscape of late antiquity. 
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Reorganization of the Roman empire under Diocletian and the Tetrarchy (293-313 C.E.) 

The course of the history of the Christian church was altered once granted imperial 

patronage. The creation and assertion of Christian identity was a struggle from the outset. 

Initially, Christians tried to reconcile their identity and religion with the Judaism from which it 

came. Indeed, for a time, Christians did not distinguish themselves from Jews. As Christianity 

spread, groups were formed from regional idiosyncrasies, political divisions, doctrinal positions, 

and particular biblical interpretations. These were contentious issues but remained localized 

until Constantine began to sponsor the church shortly after he won his decisive victory at the 

Milvian Bridge in 312. Constantine had to decide which church or group should receive his 

patronage, thus creating an orthodoxy out of the group he chose. With a mandated orthodoxy 
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in place, other Christian groups were marginalized; not receiving the patronage which they 

thought was rightfully theirs as Christians, while being asked (or demanded) to conform to this 

imposed orthodoxy. Attempts to codify what was orthodox and to force conformity only 

exacerbated the differences between sects. As Richard Lim states, “polytheists had once learned 

religious persecution rarely succeeded in extirpating its target; instead, well-organized dissident 

groups merely hardened under pressure, as they developed their own internal hierarchies, 

textual authorities, communal rituals, and group memory” (Lim 208). The efforts of the Council 

of Nicaea (325) to synchronize different Christian beliefs into one creedal statement were the 

first of many such enterprises which ironically caused further fragmentation. The role of the 

emperor as arbiter of the church was problematic, as shown by Constantine’s failed attempts to 

assuage the anger of the Donatists, who were upset over the readmission to the clergy of 

traditores (priests who had previously burned holy scriptures during Christian persecutions), by 

holding a series of clerical councils in 314 (Frend 492). The Donatists ended up outliving 

Constantine, his heirs, and the Western Roman Empire. Similar attempts to enforce orthodoxy 

forced the preacher Arius (256-336 C.E.) into exile, taking his heretical opinions with him. His 

mission spawned one of the most pervasive early Christian heresies, Arianism. The rise of such 

heretical movements challenged the political, social, and doctrinal unity of Christianity. 

The history of polytheism demonstrates its diversity. The term polytheism represents a 

loose assemblage of beliefs and practices spanning across the Mediterranean world. It was 

primarily based from tradition and practice as opposed to the intellectual and textual 

discussions of philosophy. However, philosophers played prominent roles in ancient society, 

often breeding different schools of thought. These philosophical schools rose and fell with 

regularity throughout the classical period. The profusion of often competing philosophies 

produced equally variegated approaches to myths and texts. Exegetical systems were also 
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applied to sacred texts, such as the Chaldean Oracles, produced sometime in the reign of 

Marcus Aurelius, and the Orphic Hymns, written sometime in the third century. These and 

similar texts offered up to their readers revelations in verse, expounding sorteriological and 

cosmological systems with both moral and ritual rules. The propagation of such texts can be 

seen as part of a larger trend in the Greco-Roman world of an openness to foreign wisdom and 

religion. This is best represented by the dissemination of the cults of Isis, Mithras, and 

Liber/Dionysisus, which, though introduced at earlier periods, received broad acceptance and 

unprecedented attention in the Greco-Roman world during late antiquity. These so-called 

‘mystery cults’ offered people salvation and a community experience in addition to, or as 

opposed to, the traditional Greco-Roman pantheon. The pantheon itself was also changing in 

ways that reflect this growth of diverse religious authorities. The Emperor Aurelian (r. 270-275 

C.E.) for example, introduced Sol Invictus Deus to the traditional Roman pantheon along with a 

college of priests to honor the god, called the pontifices solis. Polytheists certainly had no 

shortage of religious authorities to choose from.  

The record of polytheist and Christian interaction is dominated by strife. For the most 

part Christians and pagans must have lived together peacefully, though the literary tradition 

highlights their conflict. Persecutions and denunciations happened throughout the classical 

period, Diocletian’s ‘Great Persecution’ of 303 being the last sizeable, violent persecution of 

Christians. Nominally, this sort of persecution was ended with Constantine who approved 

religious toleration with the Edict of Milan in 313 C.E. Such open-mindedness was short-lived. 

Shortly after Constatine’s death, his sons, Constans and Constantius II (337-361 C.E.), began 

issuing anti-pagan legislation, a trend that would be perpetuated by more and more emperors. 

These events gave rise to increasing hostilities between polytheists and Christians. Alexandria 

experienced a series of heated religious riots and elsewhere bishops incited groups of monks to 
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the vandalism of pagan temples (Smith 167-8). Quintus Aurelius Symmachus, a Roman senator, 

instigated a famous altercation when he petitioned the emperor Valentinian II in 384 for the 

return of the altar of victory to the senate house. His impassioned speech argues eloquently for 

religious pluralism in a time of growing prejudice. Symmachus, however, was unsuccessful and 

the wave of anti-pagan legislation continued. The religious literature of late antiquity was 

influenced by this ongoing struggle.  

Such hostilities and the general intolerance of the late antique world generated an 

equally contentious dialogue between polytheists and Christians. Christianity had developed a 

strong apologetic tradition from its inception. The dismissive and hostile nature of the Greco-

Roman world necessitated this. These apologists emphasized the antiquity of Christianity 

through the Jewish connection, the moral superiority of the one God over the plurality of a 

pantheon, prophecies about the coming of Christ, and the historical significance of the Pax 

Romana viewed in terms of the arrival of Christianity. It was both a physical and ideological 

struggle. Polytheists hostile to Christianity initially were skeptical and insulting, using stock 

arguments about the idiocy and secrecy of Christianity (Origen 1.7). As the apologetic tradition 

built upon itself, however, polytheists dropped these arguments for more nuanced stances. 

Most of the anti-Christian literature of the late antique period does not survive, with works such 

as Porphyry of Tyre’s Adversos Christianos and Celsus’ Ο ΑΛΗΘΗΣ ΛΟΓΟΣ existing only as 

quotations in Christian apologies. The dialogue between Christianity and polytheism unfolded 

not only in a number of literary genres, such as biography or hagiography, satiric poetry, and 

direct polemic, but also in forums and agoras throughout the Mediterranean world. These 

discussions mutually shaped the polytheistic and Christian understandings of one another as 

well as their individual and group identities.  
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 This thesis attempts a systematic examination of religious identity in late antiquity with 

a particular focus on literary representations of religious authority. Religious authority is not a 

precise term. However, the concept of auctoritas, or authority, was significant to the ancients 

and bore powerful resonances. In this context it emphasizes how the ancients thought about 

their religion and presented it rhetorically; particularly, why it was appealing or trustworthy, 

how certain aspects of a religion validate it, and for what purpose religion functions. These 

questions I apply to polytheism and Christianity in three subjects, which together form a loose 

conceptual basis for religion. The first chapter investigates the holy man in ancient biographical 

works. Using the works of Philostratus, Marinus, and Athanasius, this chapter illuminates the 

ways in which the holy man was an appealing figure and what spiritual role he fulfilled. The 

second chapter concerns itself with the authority of religious texts in the polemical and 

apologetic works of Celsus, Origen, Julian, and Augustine, with specific emphasis on how 

religious texts were to be understood and in what ways they validated religion. The third 

analyzes the power and efficacy of ritual in the works of Iamblichus of Chalcis and Ambrose of 

Milan. This chapter underscores how the ceremony of rituals aids in their efficacy, how a ritual 

reflects the theology of its respective religion, and the relationship of the individual to a 

particular rite.  

 By comparing and contrasting how polytheists and Christians approached these 

questions a general idea of how they understood their religions can be achieved. The sources 

used in this work cover a broad spectrum in terms of genre, time, and religious devotion. 

Despite these disparities these men were all witnesses to the vicissitudes of late antiquity, its 

political upheavals and its religious persecutions. Furthermore, they were all of a fairly 

homogenous background, being wealthy, upper-class, and educated individuals. Though 

together they do not constitute a representative sampling of late antique persons, they 
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nevertheless represent a particular group, the only one which was textually preserved for 

posterity.  

 Given the significance of Christianity and polytheism this work endeavors to understand 

the ancient idea of auctoritas in religious thought and literature. The dialogue and rivalry 

between polytheists and Christians influenced these conceptions with both sides engaging in a 

discussion about religious authority through their texts. Part of each of these works is the 

cultural and religious assertion that a particular religion and its components have auctoritas. 

This is expressed through literature and rhetoric.  The representations of authority in each area 

by both polytheists and Christians have considerable conformity. These articulations of 

auctoritas in the holy man, the sacred text, and ritual appear similar across both authors and 

genres. Indeed, polytheists and Christians seem to have somewhat analogous ideas concerning 

how religious authority should be constructed. Though each representation differs in its own 

right, these idiosyncrasies often arise from social or political differences. In addition, the 

depictions of auctoritas can be split on religious lines with polytheists often providing for 

regionalism and variations within their own faith, while Christian constructions of auctoritas 

emphasize the exclusive power of the Bible. With the ultimate victory of the church, the 

Christian conceptions were the ones that were carried into the medieval and modern periods. 

The popular legacy of Athanasius, Augustine, and Ambrose assured this. The combination of 

these constructions offers a fascinating profile of religious identity in late antiquity.  
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Chapter One 

Holy Men, Holy Crap 

 At no other point in classical history was there such a profusion of religious authorities, 

both polytheist and Christian, as in late antiquity. The proliferation of philosophical schools, 

interpretive approaches, and heretical movements created a crowded marketplace of spiritual 

and philosophical leadership comprised of distinct and often decentralized religious authorities. 

In an effort to attain preeminence and become appealing to potential converts, both 

polytheistic and Christian groups struggled within their own ranks and against each other to 

define and then assert their authority. Bystanders witnessed the battle, while they themselves 

strove to find some meaning in this bazaar. Ultimately, the goal of a given religious group was to 

allay the doubts of the spectator and to fix their own legitimacy by the establishment of that 

group’s particular authority. One way this could be achieved was through the power and 

distinction of the figure of the holy man, be he saint, monk, philosopher, or wizard. The holy 

man represented an externalization and focalization of spiritual authority, one which could be 

manipulated to emphasize the authority of a particular religious faction. However, the ways in 

which these groups could make their holy men and, by proxy, themselves respectable and 

alluring are equally as variegated as the potential interpretations of those choices. The late 

antique authors Philostratus, Marinus, and Athanasius each offer their own presentations of the 

holy man figure with their respective works. The authors of the Vita Apollonii (c. 220), Vita Procli 

(c. 485), and Vita Antonii (c. 357) employ rhetorical and narrative elements to make their 

protagonists appealing and authoritative. Studying these elements will help to elucidate how 

these men were what audiences were looking for and why they were held worthy of the 

audiences’ attention, respect, emulation, and even worship. An examination of the differences 
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and similarities between the constructions and presentations of authority in these respective 

works will highlight how religious authority in late antiquity was understood, with particular 

emphasis on how the holy man came to symbolize religious authority and how arguments about 

religion were played out through the figure of the holy man.  

Socrates, Eat Your Heart Out  

 Little is known about the respective authors of the Vita Apollonii and the Vita Procli 

except for some anecdotal evidence of their engagement with the political and intellectual 

climate of their times. Philostratus, born sometime in the second century, entered the court of 

the empress Julia Domna, wife of the emperor Septimus Severus (r. 193-211 C.E.). She 

commissioned the Vita Apollonii, though she did not live to read it as it was completed after her 

death around 220 C.E. Apollonius of Tyana, the subject of Philostratus’ work, was a real person, 

though he was mythologized by later generations, most notably by Philostratus. It seems that he 

was born sometime in the reign of Augustus and became a neopythagorean itinerant, dying 

around the age of 100 during the reign of Nerva.  

 Even less information comes down to posterity about Marinus of Neapolis, the author of 

the Vita Procli and the main pupil of Proclus. Proclus, however, is quite famous. He was a 

neoplatonic philosopher born in Byzantium in 412 C.E. and one of the most prolific 

commentators on Plato. The Vita Procli seems to have been written shortly after Proclus’ death 

in 485 C.E (Edwards 51). In terms of genre, both the Vita Procli and the Vita Apollonii are 

biographical works. Ancient biography is a genre of fiction and reality, entertainment and 

didacticism.  

 These men and the works which describe them illustrate late antique, polytheistic 

attitudes toward holy figures. Though the characters themselves and the authors who wrote 
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about them are separated by philosophical schools and centuries of time there remains a 

remarkable continuity of depiction. Philostratus and Marinus develop the authority of these 

figures through a wide variety of characteristics and abilities. The Vita Apollonii and the Vita 

Procli represent a sort of forum through which the debate among Christians and polytheists 

concerning the authority of religion was played out. The construction and elaboration of traits 

such asceticism, philosophical insight, and the ability to perform miracles underscore ancient 

ideas of what makes a holy man an authoritative and appealing figure. When contrasted with a 

Christian counterpart it becomes clear that polytheists and Christians had similar conceptions of 

what designates the authority of the holy figure.  

 Philostratus places Apollonius in the Hellenic tradition of great philosophers. He begins 

the Vita Apollonii with the avowed intent of righting the allegations made against his hero. In 

response to accusations that Apollonius is a wizard and a charlatan, Philostratus says:  

For Empedocles and Pythagoras himself and Democritus consorted with wizards and 

uttered many supernatural truths, yet never stooped to the black art; and Plato went to 

Egypt and mingled with his own discourses much of what he heard from the prophets 

and priests there…For the circumstance that Apollonius foresaw and foreknew so many 

things does not in the least justify us in imputing to him this kind of wisdom; we might 

as well accuse Socrates of  the same, because, thanks to a familiar spirit, he knew things 

beforehand, and we might also accuse Anaxagoras because of the many things which he 

foretold (Philostratus 1.2). 

                                                                                                                                         

 Philostratus places Apollonius in the tradition of great Greek philosophers, thus lending him 

authority by association. This authority is tripartite in nature. The philosophers, among whom 

Apollonius is numbered, derive their own authority from an ascetic and morally virtuous 

lifestyle, a proper inculcation and celebration of Hellenism, and their pedagogical wanderings. 

This passage distances Apollonius from profane and indecorous channels of power and 
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authority, such as malign magic, while granting to him divine, and hence appropriate, powers. 

By creating such a dichotomy between profane and divine power the reader is forced into either 

decrying the supernatural powers of all the great philosophers or accepting their legitimacy and 

hence the authority of Apollonius. Having set Apollonius within this tradition and thus granting 

him authority by association, Philostratus is ready to develop his power and appeal ever further.  

 The philosophical discipline requires a particular mental aptitude and benign 

temperament. Philosophy, remarks one of the Brahman sages, can only be undertaken by one 

who is pure, “in respect of his parentage, that no disgraceful deed can be proved against either 

his father or mother…[then] whether he has a good memory… [and] whether he is modest or 

reserved in disposition, and does not merely pretend to be so” (Philostratus 2.30).  These 

attributes are not idiosyncrasies of a Philostratean ideal, but virtues generally esteemed as 

central to the philosophic life. Marinus claims that Plato had outlined these same attributes as 

the primary elements of a philosophical nature. He explains that Proclus “was lovely indeed to 

behold… [and] he had a good memory, learned easily… and showed a love and affinity for truth, 

justice, fortitude and temperance” (Marinus 3-4). Very much in this vein, Philostratus informs 

his audience that as a child Apollonius “showed great strength of memory and power of 

application…he was, moreover, conspicuous for his beauty” (1.7). Philostratus and Marinus 

reproduced the traditional Greco-Roman model of ideal philosophical attributes for their 

protagonists in order that these characters might seamlessly fit into these roles and receive 

their authority from the association. Both Philostratus and Marinus, then, have primed their 

protagonists to be the ideal philosopher from their very inception.  

 Knowledge and wisdom in Vita Apollonii and Vita Procli are presented as products of a 

broad education. This knowledge is authoritative in that it is rare and hard to obtain. The first 
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step on the way to Apollonius’ and Proclus’ authoritative understanding is the traditional, 

primary education which both men received from an early age. Apollonius “had as his 

companions in philosophy followers of Plato and Chrysippus and peripatetic philosophers. And 

he diligently attended also to the discourses of Epicurus, for he did not despise these either, 

although it was to those of Pythagoras that he applied himself with unspeakable wisdom and 

ardor” (1.7). Likewise, Proclus had attended “lessons with a grammarian in Lycia…he also 

attended the school of the grammarian Orion… Furthermore, he attended the Latin schools” 

(Marinus 8). And all of this occurred before he went to Athens, where he met the philosopher 

Plutarch (not the famous historian and biographer), who “was extremely taken with him, so that 

he readily let him join in his philosophical studies” (Marinus 12). The function of these education 

narratives is twofold. In receiving a traditional education, these men are ready to enter into the 

philosophical profession and may assume the role of a model philosopher with ease. 

Furthermore, the diversity of their education, in terms of their involvement with a vast number 

of studies and philosophical schools, lets them both claim the authority of an almost universal 

wisdom since they are acquainted with most of the liberal arts and philosophical schools. Thus, 

Philostratus and Marinus have forged the authority of their protagonists in the fires of education 

and knowledge.  

 The knowledge and wisdom of these men is not only founded in a diverse primary 

education, but they achieve their mythic knowledge through contact with and appropriation of 

the various wisdoms of foreign cultures. By participating in such journeys, Apollonius and 

Proclus are privy to secret, foreign wisdom and hence are rendered as unique authorities, in that 

their knowledge is exotic and not imitable. Marinus best illustrates the nature of this journey 

and the fruits of the reciprocal relationship:  
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He [Proclus] left Athens, just as he was, entrusting himself to the course of the world, 

and made the passage to Asia with the greatest profit. For it was in order to prevent his 

being uninitiated into the more ancient rites still practiced there that his personal 

daemon contrived this pretext for his departure. For he himself acquired clear 

knowledge of their customs, and for their part, they learned from the philosopher’s 

directions to serve the gods more perfectly (15).       

 

Similarly, Apollonius, when talking to the Persian Magi, states, “The goal of my voyage is India, 

but I had no intention of passing you by… [I] was desirous also of examining the wisdom which is 

indigenous among you and is cultivated by the Magi” (1.32). In response to the question of what 

knowledge the Brahmans possessed, Apollonius replied, “[I] consider that your lore is 

profounder than my own; and if I add nothing to my present stock of knowledge while I am with 

you, I shall have at least have learned that I have nothing more to learn” (3.26). The desire for 

foreign knowledge and wisdom is a common theme throughout both of the Lives, although 

Apollonius travels much more extensively than Proclus does. The authority attained from these 

multifarious journeys and alien tutelages is specific to each man, though clothed in a Hellenic 

veneer. No amount of schooling would be able to reproduce the knowledge gained from the 

experiences and encounters of these men. Moreover, this authority is culturally universal. 

Hence, Apollonius and Proclus are not culturally isolated teachers, but rather philosophers 

without borders, able to dispense their amalgamated wisdom and learning to any group. 

Marinus sums up this role succinctly, “For one maxim that this most god-fearing philosopher 

had always at hand and was always uttering was that a philosopher ought not to worship in the 

manner of a single city or the country of a few people, but should be the common priest of the 

entire world. And thus he practiced self-denial with a purity befitting holy things” (19). 

 When reading the Vita Apollonii and Vita Procli one is struck by the rigid asceticism 

which Apollonius and Proclus practice. Apollonius chooses the Pythagorean path, abstaining 
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from drink as well as the consumption and sacrifice of animal flesh (1.7). “He took to walking 

without shoes by way of adornment and clad himself in the linen raiment, declining to wear any 

animal product; and he let his hair grow long and lived in the Temple (of Aesclepius)” (1.8). 

Philostratus recounts these features of Apollonius’ lifestyle to show his audience how stalwart 

Apollonius is and to stress his uncommon commitment to philosophy. Marinus is equally eager 

to convey the ascetic virtues of his protagonist. Plutarch of Athens was initially impressed by 

Proclus’ mental acumen. But “when perceived that he [Proclus] was stoutly committed to 

abstinence from living creatures, he enjoined him not to abstain from these completely, so that 

his body also might subserve the activities of his soul” (12). Implicit in this advice is the 

admiration and respect inspired by those who abstain from specific foods. The fear that Proclus 

might become undernourished due to his rejection of flesh ultimately shows how striking this 

feat truly is. The audience is meant to be impressed by the intense deprivation and mortification 

of these figures. Thus, both Apollonius and Proclus receive the authority and admiration that 

comes from an adherence to a strict lifestyle. Apollonius’ and Proclus’ commitment to poverty 

and humble living legitimizes their asceticism and strict morality. This way of life becomes clear 

in their general contempt for greed, wealth, and luxury; Apollonius explains:  

 

a man must fortify himself and understand that a wise man who yields to laziness or 

anger or passion, or love of drink, or who commits any other action prompted by 

impulse and inopportune, will probably find his faults condoned; but if he stoops to 

greed, he will not be pardoned, but render himself odious as a combination of all vices 

at once. For surely they will not allow that he could be the slave of money, unless he 

was already the slave of his stomach or of fine raiment or of wine or of riotous living 

(1.34).  
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Marinus describes a similar contempt for wealth in Proclus: “As for avarice, no words can say 

how foreign it was to him, since, notwithstanding the great wealth of his ancestors, he thought 

little of it even from his boyhood on account of his extreme love of philosophy” (Vita Procli 4). 

This avowed disdain of wealth appears from the beginning of Apollonius’ life as an itinerant, 

when he bestowed his estate on his brother (1.13) and journeyed to Persia where he did not 

find the palatial splendor of the Mede to be “worth a glance” (1.30). There, making friends with 

the king, Apollonius rejected his gifts in order that he might obtain peace for the Eretrians (1.35; 

cf. 4.32 – 4.45). These elaborations of an ascetic code both verbal and physical, fix both Proclus 

and Apollonius in the philosophical tradition. The authority imputed to them by this association 

with philosophy serves several ends. Apollonius and Proclus are not merely to be respected as 

everyday philosophers; their authority is forged in their unwavering morality. This moral virtue 

is a buttress for the truthfulness and efficacy of their teachings. 

Chastity is another foundational virtue which validates their chosen role and bestows 

authority on these pagan protagonists. Philostratus emphasizes Apollonius’ resolve in these 

matters, as he says, “he [Apollonius] was resolved never to wed nor to have any connection 

whatever with women…he mastered and gained control of the maddening passion [lust]” (1.13). 

“For chastity consists in not yielding to passion when the longing and impulse is felt, and in the 

abstinence which rises superior to the form of madness” (1.33). This virtue of chastity situates 

Apollonius in the tradition of Greco-Roman philosophers and hence lends him authority by 

association. Marinus, as well, presents Proclus holding himself to a similar standard, “For he 

[Proclus] had no experience of marriage or children, and this was by his personal choice, 

notwithstanding many proposals of marriage…” (Marinus 17). Some of these ascetic traits 

resemble those of Christian saints and this association too lends Apollonius and Proclus further 

authority. In addition, this chastity is not simply a passive choice but an active pursuit. One can 
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understand and respect Apollonius or Proclus for their passive chastity, but their active 

domination of desire and trials by temptation present the true bodily mortification of 

asceticism. The chastity of Apollonius and Proclus, then, presents a new and distinct element of 

ascetic authority. Although it does place them both in the tradition of Hellenic philosophers who 

rejected the notions of wanton lust and appealed to the suppression of such passions, 

Apollonius and Proclus with their rigid chastity go beyond this. Both Socrates and Aristotle had 

families and engaged in coitus. Apollonius and Proclus, on other hand, are completely detached 

from any such connection, either emotional or physical. Apollonius and Proclus, although like 

Socrates in many ways, stand above him at least in regards to his observance of a stricter and 

more ascetic moral code.   

 The exercise of pacifism and the commitment to moral virtue can only be proven in the 

face of violence or danger. Indeed, the steadfastness and fortitude of Apollonius serve him not 

only in his battles with temptation but also those with fear. Philostratus presents this trait as a 

central characteristic of the philosopher. During the reign of Nero, Philostratus explains that 

there was a practical ban on philosophy and that anyone caught practicing it would be in peril of 

prosecution, to which Apollonius responds, “anyone who rises superior to such fear I will hail as 

a philosopher” (4.38). Marinus duplicates this virtue of courage as well. He says that Proclus 

thought “of human life as nothing, nor did he regard death as something terrible, as others do; 

he remained unterrified by everything that is dreadful to the eyes of others” (Marinus 4; see 

also 20). Such steadfastness is necessary if one is to adhere to tenets of a philosophic school in 

persecution and face the trials of a philosopher. Again, the audience is meant to reflect on these 

philosophical associations and perhaps the trial of Socrates as Apollonius and his disciples enter 

Rome ready “to die in behalf of their philosophy” (4.38). Implicit in this action is the belief that 

Apollonius’ command of philosophy, his personal authority, is above that of the state. The 
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fearlessness of Apollonius and Proclus is, in part, a product of their own awareness of their 

personal authority. As Apollonius makes explicit to Vespasian, “ 1Emoi\ politeav me\n ou1demia=v 

me/lei, zw= ga\r u3po \ toi=v qeoi=v” (5.35). Or rather, “To me no governments are a concern, for I 

live by the gods.” Ultimately, Apollonius’ and Proclus’ commitment to philosophy reveals how 

the characters and the audience are supposed to understand authority.  

 Apollonius additionally assumes the role of a traditional Greco-Roman philosopher in 

regards to the elenchic process which he uses to teach people about moral and natural laws. 

Indeed, Apollonius’ most zealous disciple, Damis, acts as a Socratic foil through which the 

audience may be directed to an understanding of Apollonius’ teachings. In typical Socratic 

fashion Apollonius begins the process with a question: “O Damis, is there any such thing as 

painting?’ ‘Why, yes,’ he answered, ‘if there be any such thing as truth” (2.22). Leading Damis 

into an ultimately untenable position through a line of questioning, Apollonius asks, “Then, O 

Damis, painting is imitation?’ ‘And what else could it be?’ he said…‘Then, Damis, God is a 

painter…and he sits down on these occasions to amuse himself by drawing these pictures, as a 

children make figures in the sand’(2.22). Damis is embarrassed by his answer and Apollonius has 

proved his point. Throughout the entire exchange Apollonius has guided Damis with a series of 

engineered questions, not responding with a statement until the end when he reveals the 

absurdity of Damis’ position. The entire discourse is formatted and unraveled like a Socratic 

dialogue (2.5 – 5.21). Philostratus means for his audience to associate Apollonius with Socrates 

and receive the proper authority and respect that comes with such an association. 

Unexpectedly, however, Philostratus does not persist in developing Apollonius’ Socratic manner. 

Rather, he alters it. After Damis is bested, Philostratus interjects, “But Apollonius, on his side, 

had no wish to humiliate him, for he was not unfeeling in his refutations of people, and said: 

‘But I am sure, Damis, you did not mean that” (2.22). The mindful scholar of the classics is quick 
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to remember the unabashedly ironic retorts of Socrates. Apollonius, in comparison, means to 

guide his disciples gently to correct conclusions without leaving them to wallow in their 

humiliation. Philostratus makes this distinction in order that his audience may understand that 

Apollonius is not alone a philosopher of the elite and highly educated, but rather a benefit to all 

who are willing to listen.  

 Apollonius often exhibits keen insight into the natural world, placing him in a different, 

although equally respected, philosophical tradition. The process of elucidating the mysteries of 

the natural world highlights the intelligence and the profound learning of Apollonius for the 

audience. For example, Apollonius explains the filial relationships of elephants (2.14) and the 

existence of volcanoes (5.17). Philostratus also tells his readers that concerning the oscillations 

of the tides, “Apollonius discerned the real truth. For in one of his letters to the Indians he says 

that the ocean is driven by submarine influences or spirits out of several chasms which the earth 

affords both underneath and around it, to advance outwards, and to recede again, whenever 

the influence or spirit, like the breath of our bodies, gives way and recedes” (5.2).  These 

exercises in explaining the natural world lend Apollonius the authority of a natural philosopher. 

Apollonius is not only an ascetic who teaches morals and rebukes the unchaste; he is a 

philosopher with new and profound insights into a large and confusing world. The audience 

respects both of these philosophical traditions, and they are meant to understand that this 

fusion of conventions is greater than the sum of its parts. Apollonius is not a philosopher to be 

pigeon-holed.  

 Apollonius’ and Proclus’ engagement with traditional Greco-Roman authors and myths 

fosters the authority imbuing association with philosophers and Hellenism, while giving them an 

almost scriptural basis for some of their teachings. In many examples, the engagement with 
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authors like Homer, Euripides, and Aesop is purely descriptive, as when Apollonius meets an 

Egyptian named Timasion, whose family life is disturbingly similar to that of Phaedra and 

Hippolytus (6.3; cf. 6.22 - 7.22). These and similar references, of which there are many, lend 

Apollonius and Proclus the authority of men who are steeped in a good education and the 

rudiments of fine culture. However, their understanding of the sources and the complexity of 

their citations goes beyond literary comparison. For instance, when Apollonius is arguing about 

whether to appear in court before Domitian, he responds, “but I will not betray even myself, but 

I will boldly wrestle with the tyrant, hailing him with the words of the noble Homer: Mars is as 

much my friend as thine” (7.14).  Indeed, in these and similar citations the use of a popular 

author is legitimizing. The audience, knowing the referenced author as an authoritative source, 

understands Apollonius’ point to be valid. Apollonius also participates with characters from 

classical literature. Within the course of the narrative, Apollonius stumbles upon the tomb of 

Achilles, who appears to him as a ghost. In return for restoring his temple, Achilles allows 

Apollonius to ask him five questions. Apollonius inquires as to historical accuracy of the events 

of the Iliad (4.16). Though Achilles accuses Homer of taking some liberties with the story, they 

both remain very respectful to him. Indeed, Apollonius’ attention to Achilles and interest in the 

Iliad only reinforce his understanding of traditional literature. 

 The public acclamation of Apollonius and his fame in general are the manifestations of 

his appeal and authority. They work in the narrative to enhance Apollonius’ authority further, 

while creating a relationship of reciprocal respect between the characters who praise him and 

the audience at large. Upon Apollonius’ decision to quit the company of the Brahmans, they 

“declared that he would be esteemed a god by the many, nor merely after his death, but while 

he was still alive” (3.50). This acclamation of divinity by others will be taken up again in the 

charges made by Domitian against Apollonius (7.20). The reverence and fear inspired by 
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Apollonius augment his authority, while providing precedents to shape the audience’s 

understanding of the man. This and similar tales of popular acclamation offer tangible and 

quantifiable sources of authority. Philostratus relates, “and when they saw our sage in Ionia and 

he had arrived at Ephesus, even the mechanics would not remain at their handicrafts, but 

followed him, one admiring his wisdom, another his beauty, another his way of life, another his 

bearing, some of them everything alike about him” (4.1). And in Athens, “no one passed him by, 

for they all guessed that is was Apollonius, and they turned and thronged around him and 

welcomed him warmly” (4.17); Philostratus, by relating these stories, bestows the authority of 

popular acclamation upon Apollonius. His acceptance by the denizens of random cities speaks to 

his power and allure, and additionally lends credence to his intellect, divinity, and teachings. 

Furthermore, these mass greetings are not conducted by particular classes of people but rather 

are representative of entire city populations. Apollonius is not merely greeted by the priests or 

academics, but also the artisans and commoners. He is acclaimed universally; with this portrayal 

Philostratus makes it seem as if there was a universal acceptance of his teachings and divinity 

(1.8 – 5.24). It is from this portrayal of popular acceptance and acclamation that Philostratus 

builds upon the distinct and powerful authority of Apollonius.  

Jesus Wishes He Was This Cool  

 Apollonius’ authority is not solely derived from the realms of asceticism and moral 

virtue. Indeed, this would not be enough. For Philostratus it is important that Apollonius’ 

authority springs from divine privilege, as well as his exemplary humanity. Accordingly, 

Apollonius receives divine blessing from his inception. Apollonius’ mother, a denizen of Tyana, 

was visited by an apparition to whom she asked “what sort of child she would bear. And he 

answered: ‘Myself.’ ‘And who are you?’ she asked. ‘Proteus,’ answered he, ‘the god of Egypt’” 
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(1.4). During this same dream she was warned that she should go out into a meadow and pluck 

flowers. She did so and was overcome by a powerful lethargy, as swans began to gather around 

her and sing: “She then leaped up at the sound of their song and bore her child…just at the 

moment of birth, a thunderbolt seemed about to fall to earth and then rose up into the air and 

disappeared aloft; and the gods thereby indicated, I think, the great distinction to which the 

sage was to attain, and hinted in advance how he should transcend all things upon earth and 

approach the gods, and signified all the things he would achieve” (1.5). The birth of Apollonius, 

then, is far from normal. The visitation of Proteus to Apollonius’ mother is centered around the 

question of “what type” of son she will bear. This line of questioning and the subsequent 

answers lead very heavy-handedly to the conclusion: a divine one. In addition, the miraculous 

portent and its optimistic interpretation by Philostratus are common tropes used to assign some 

legitimacy or authority to a character. Both these elements of his birth ascribe to him a certain 

authority which is both divine and exclusive.  

 Proclus too commands the authority of a man showered with divine grace. Marinus says 

of Proclus that, as a child, “his nurse, and midwife, as it were, was the tutelary goddess of 

Byzantium…For she, appearing to him in a dream, exhorted him to philosophy…and at the same 

time it became apparent that he was naturally very dear to the gods” (Marinus 7). The divine 

tutelage which Proclus receives endows him with an authority which is beyond human agency. 

Not only is Proclus subject to the benevolence of the gods, which suggests a certain authority on 

its own, but also he was raised by a god and guided to his profession by the divinity. Marinus 

even explicitly states that “in order that the succession from Plato might be preserved without 

adulteration or impurity, the gods were leading him towards [the city which is] the custodian of 

philosophy” (70). Hence, Proclus is legitimized in his future philosophic undertakings and laden 

with the authority of divine benevolence.  
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 The divine favor lavished upon Apollonius as a child manifests itself in certain 

supernatural abilities in his adulthood. The primary of these abilities is that of prophecy. The 

significance of this talent is made evident by the Brahmans in their speech to Apollonius. 

Speaking amenably, they say:   

My good friend Apollonius, those who take pleasure in divination are rendered divine 

thereby and contribute to the salvation of mankind…Consequently I consider that one 

who would foresee events must be healthy in himself, and must not have his soul 

stained with any sort of defilement nor his character scarred with the wounds of any 

sins; so he will pronounce his predictions with purity, because he will understand 

himself and the sacred tripod in his breast…therefore you need not be surprised, if you 

comprehend this science, seeing that you carry in your soul so much ether (3.43).  

 

This divine power has a twofold origin: one inherent and unique to the man, a certain innate 

divinity or divine favor, and another engendered by moral virtue, which he has long since 

proven to have. The authority of Apollonius, as is apparent in his ability to divine the future, 

must be derived from both these sources.  

 The nature of prophecy is partly problematic because of its similarity to magic, which 

represents an improper channel of authority. In order to undermine this association between 

divine power and magic, Philostratus begins to unpack their differences. He says:  

 

Let us consider these facts also; wizards, whom for my part I reckon to be the most 

unfortunate of mankind, claim to alter the course of destiny, by having recourses to the 

torture of lost spirits or to barbaric sacrifices, or to certain incantations or 

anointings…But Apollonius submitted himself to the decrees of the Fates, and only 

foretold that things must come to pass; and his foreknowledge was gained not by 

wizardry, but from what the gods revealed to him (5.12).  
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Philostratus makes it clear that magic ability and true prophecy exist as separate realms of 

power and knowledge, although with a similar end. Magic is devoid of divine favor and 

represents a harnessing of supernatural forces for personal ends. True prophecy is almost an 

inversion of this type of authority, in that instead of control it denotes submission to divine 

forces. Another important distinction between the two is that wizardry represents an attempt to 

alter the course of fate while true prophecy, that of Apollonius, is merely an expression of what 

will be. Philostratus, by delineating the nature of prophecy in such a way, lends Apollonius the 

authority of a true prophet, not the common charlatan who uses his power for personal gain. 

Apollonius, by the very nature of his power, cannot use it towards his own ends. Being that his 

prophecy is one of obsequiousness and not personal authority, the gods must have chosen 

Apollonius and not the other way around. Thus, Philostratus has made Apollonius and his 

predictions irreproachable, since they come from the gods themselves. 

 The divine power of prophecy is also alive in Proclus and grants him a similar authority 

to that of Apollonius. Marinus says that, “He spoke under divine inspiration…for his eyes 

seemed to be filled with a sort of brilliance, and the rest of his visage had a share of divine 

illumination” (Marinus 23). The numerous teachings of Proclus are legitimized by this device and 

it is the truthfulness of these predictions and teachings which grant Proclus a commanding 

authority. Thus, Proclus’ prediction of his own death at seventy stands as a truthful exercise in 

the divine art of prophecy, one which lends authority and credence to the man (Marinus 26). 

Similarly, the prophetic authority of Apollonius is perhaps best corroborated by the realization 

of his own numerous predictions. Apollonius predicts the length of his sojourn in India (1.22), 

pestilence and earthquakes in Asia (4.6), Nero’s failure to cut through the Isthmus of Corinth 

(4.24), the creation of an island (4.34), the death of Nero and the successions of Galba, Otho, 

and Vitellius (5.11), and the creation of a temple built to Zeus by Vespasian (5.30). All these 
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predictions and more come true. The effect is subtle yet powerful. It emphasizes Apollonius’ 

divinity, while offering further credence to his teachings and predictions. The authority 

engendered by the prophetic ability of both men is legitimizing. 

 Miracles and exorcisms highlight the power and superhuman or divine nature of 

Apollonius and Proclus. Both the Vita Apollonii and the Vita Procli are littered with examples of 

miraculous, supernatural workings. For instance, upon the request of a man with a sick 

daughter, “Proclus visited the shrine of Asclepius to pray to the god on behalf of the invalid…and 

while he was praying in the ancient manner, a sudden change was seen in the maiden and a 

sudden recovery occurred” (Marinus 29). Or, when approached by a man with a dead daughter, 

Apollonius went to her and by “merely touching her and whispering in secret some spell over 

her, at once woke up the maiden from her seeming death; and the girl spoke out loud, and 

returned to her father’s house” (4.45). The extraordinary exploits of these men are not confined 

to miraculous healings. Apollonius, finding a possessed boy, “merely gazed on him and the ghost 

in him began to utter cries of fear and rage, such as one hears from people who are being 

branded or racked; and the ghost swore that he would leave the young man alone and never 

take possession of any man again” (4.20; cf. 3.39 – 4.10). Or when Proclus “actually caused rains 

by an apposite use of a iunx (an ancient magical object), releasing Attica from a baneful drought. 

He also laid down defenses against earthquakes, and tested the power of the prophetic tripod” 

(Marinus 28). The feats which both these men perform are beyond the ability of the average 

man. Although the exact source and dimensions of these powers are unclear, they do suggest 

authority which is both personal and divine. The audience cannot help but think of these men as 

extraordinary and it is this hierarchical stratification which frames the authoritative relations 

which Apollonius and Proclus have with the audience.  
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 The divinity of Apollonius is not aimless; rather it abets his role as teacher by furnishing an 

irreproachable motive while granting a certain impunity in regards to the truthfulness of his 

teachings. This qeio=v dida/skalov, though still empowered by the traditional channels of 

authority, is special in both his approach and purpose. Apollonius at first stands out in his 

speech. Instead of cultivating literary and oratorical styles which were poetic, overwrought, and 

complex, Apollonius assumed “an oracular manner...his sentences were short and crisp, and his 

words telling and closely fitted to the things he spoke of, and his words had a ring about them as 

of the dooms delivered by a sceptred king” (1.17). Here, Philostratus means to distinguish 

Apollonius from the poetic and argumentative philosophers and academics of his age. Unlike the 

garbled, circuitous, and intellectual pontifications of his peers, Apollonius’ style and delivery not 

only make him more comprehensible but also more authoritative, like an oracle. This style which 

he cultivated lends itself to the education of crowds and the generally uneducated. Indeed, his 

advice and teachings were not reserved for societal elites or contained within academic circles, 

but rather he held his conversations “in public and addressed himself to all alike; for he did not 

hover about rich men’s doors, nor hang about the mighty, though he welcomed them if they 

resorted to him, and he talked with them just as much as he did to the common people” (4.41). 

In this regard as well Apollonius separates himself from some of his philosopher 

contemporaries. Apollonius does not spurn the audience of the poor and marginalized; rather 

he welcomes them. His instruction and conversation is not a sophistic commodity reserved for 

the rich. His plain style combined with his willingness and desire to propagate wisdom 

distinguishes Apollonius from many of his philosophical predecessors. 

 Apollonius’ simple manner aids him in his edifying adventures. Many of the didactic 

elements in the Vita Apollonii have already been discussed. Indeed, ancient biography is a genre 

greatly concerned with the pedagogical; Philostratus has even made this explicit, “let my work, I 
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pray, redound to the honor of the man who is the subject of my compilation, and also be of use 

to those who love learning. For assuredly they will here learn things of which as yet they are 

ignorant” (1.3). Philostratus goes one step beyond this, however. He endows Apollonius with a 

pedagogical purpose, a desire and intent to teach. In an argument with a quibbler Apollonius 

states, “’it is not my business to ask questions now, but to teach people what I discovered.’ 

‘How then,’ the other asked him afresh, ‘O Apollonius, should the sage converse?’ ‘Like a law-

giver,’ he replied, ‘for it is the duty of the law-giver to deliver to the many instructions of whose 

truth he has persuaded himself.’…He [Apollonius] converted to himself the most unrefined 

people” (1.7). Philostratus is providing his audience with Apollonius’ statement of purpose. 

Apollonius thus becomes more than just a vain seeker of wisdom and knowledge; he is an 

altruist desiring to share his discoveries with the world in hopes to better it. In addition, 

Philostratus ingeniously intertwines sage and law-giver. In equating these terms, Apollonius is 

granted the authority of both types but ascribed with the purpose of a law-giver, that is to hand 

down laws to the masses in order that they may learn and become better. Equipped with the 

proper authority, desire, purpose, and manner, Apollonius is thus poised to proselytize and 

reform.  

 The wanderings of holy men provide opportunities for didactic interaction. Apollonius 

and Proclus throughout their journeys offer moral, civic, and practical counsel to individuals and 

populations alike.
 1 

Apollonius teaches a family of the importance of abstaining from wine and 

how best to avoid this temptation for drink (3.40), he provides the priests in Cyprus with 

instruction in regard to the ritual of their temple (3.48), he exhorts the Ionians to philosophy 

and cautioned against idleness (4.2), in Smyrna he counsels the locals on how to rightly conduct 

                                                           
1
 It should be noted that Apollonius’ teachings and reforms only begin after he has done much traveling and 

learned the wisdom of the Brahmans and the Mede. He is ready to become a teacher only after he has been 

suffered and acquired foreign wisdom. 
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their social relations in regard to civic governance (4.8), he gives discourses to the Athenians 

concerning “how a religious man could best adapt his sacrifice, his libation, or his prayers to any 

particular divinity, and at what hours of day and night he ought to offer them” (4.19).
2
 

Apollonius also teaches the Athenians about the technicalities of ritual libation (4.20), he 

criticizes the impurity and inhumanity of the Athenian blood sports (4.22), and he corrects the 

religious rites of the temples and shrines in Dodona, Pythia, Abae, Amphiaraus, Trophonius, and 

Mount Helicon (4.24). The effect of these and other teachings of Apollonius are positive and 

immediate. In the case of his forbidding of pitch plasters and upbraiding of the Spartans for their 

laxity in falling into effeminacy and luxury, for example, the Ephors of Sparta “restored the 

ancient regime in every respect. The consequence was that the wrestling grounds were filled 

once more with the youth, and the jousts and the common meals were restored, and 

Lacedaemon became once more like herself” (4.27). After Apollonius had visited all the temples 

in Rome and instructed them, Philostratus tells his audience that, “the result of his discourses 

about religion was that the gods were worshipped with more zeal, and that men flocked to the 

temples where he was” (4.41). Philostratus is eager to set these examples before his audience 

because they redound to the authority, wisdom, and uniqueness of Apollonius.  

 Marinus provides similar examples concerning Proclus: “He gave practical 

demonstration of his skills in politics by his injunctions to those in power, by which he conferred 

benefits on whole cities” (Marinus 15). Apollonius’ and Proclus’ desires to teach and reform are 

evident from the amount of examples provided, while their authority and the efficacy of their 

teachings are implicit in the success of the instructions. Those people who have either Proclus’ 

or Apollonius’ company and counsel are granted an immediate benefit if they follow their 

                                                           
2
 Philostratus also references a book of Apollonius’ which instructs people in these affairs (4.19). 
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teachings. The audience is confronted by a type of man who, regardless of place or conflict, can 

solve the problems and woes at hand.  

 The manner in which the teachings of Apollonius and Proclus are presented highlight 

the exclusive command and understanding that they have. Philostratus and Marinus were aware 

just how dangerous the dissemination of philosophy and wisdom was. People could be exposed 

to misguided interpretations, garbled explanations, and incorrect information. The possibilities 

for corruptions are endless. The truth had to be presented authoritatively and conveyed in an 

appropriate manner. Apollonius himself presents the complexities of the issue in a discussion on 

fables and myths: 

I find them [fables] more conducive to wisdom than the [myths] others. For those 

others, of which all poetry is so fond, and which deal with heroes, positively destroy the 

souls of their hearers, because the poet related stories of outlandish passion and of 

incestuous marriages, and repeats calumnies against the gods, of how they ate their 

own children, and committed crimes of meanness, and quarreled with one another; and 

the affectation and pretense of reality leads passionate and jealous people and miser 

like and ambitious people to imitate the stories…[Aesop, on the other hand] made use 

of humble incidents to teach great truths, and after serving up a story he adds to it the 

advice to do a thing or not to do it. Then, too, he was really more attached to truth that 

the poets are…And the poet, after telling his story, leaves a healthy-minded reader 

cudgeling his brains to know whether it really happened; whereas one who, like Aesop, 

tells a story which is false and does not pretend to be anything else, merely investing it 

with a good moral, shows that he has made use of the falsehood merely for its utility to 

his audience (5.13). 

 

Though not explicit this charge certainly indicts Homer - not as a poor poet but as a bad teacher. 

Proclus is similarly concerned with the dangers in dissemination of wisdom, albeit with a 

different focus. He says, “If I had the power, of all the books of the ancients I would have only 

the Oracles and the Timaeus survive, and all the rest I would conceal from the men of the 

present, since they have caused harm to some of those who approached them in a casual and 
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uncritical manner” (Marinus 38). Apollonius and Proclus, with their knowledge of what 

constitutes proper teaching, become de facto educators. They appear the only ones equipped to 

distribute knowledge appropriately. This concern comes out in the ways in which Apollonius and 

Proclus teach. Marinus express this necessity, “the philosopher easily penetrated the whole 

theology of Greeks and of barbarians, clouded as it was by mythical fiction, and brought it to 

light for those who were willing and able to follow it, expounding everything in an inspired 

manner and bringing it into harmony” (Marinus 22).  

Monk! I need a monk!  

 

Athanasius of Alexandria was a bishop of Alexandria who was renowned for his political 

foibles. Born in 293 C.E, Athanasius quickly involved himself in the political and spiritual turmoil 

of North Africa. A charismatic figure who gained a large following, and an outspoken critic of 

Arianism and imperial policy, Athanasius was the object of enmity of several emperors, including 

Constantius II (r. 337-361). Nevertheless, Athanasius was a very influential writer and 

theologian. In particular, his Life of Saint Antony, written in 357 C.E, was a foundational text for 

early monasticism and became a very popular text among his contemporaries and throughout 

the Middle Ages. The Life of Saint Antony relates the many exploits of Antony an Egyptian monk 

born around the year 250. Athanasius presents Antony, a monk and holy man, as the ideal 

Christian spiritual figure. Antony becomes an authoritative type via many of the same channels 

which Apollonius and Proclus did. One finds Antony living a rigidly ascetic lifestyle, performing 

numerous miracles and exorcisms, giving advice both moral and practical, prophesying, and 

being the recipient of some divine dispensation. Athanasius, thus, has created a character to be 

both emulated and learned from just as Apollonius and Proclus are. Antony, however, stands 

apart from Apollonius and Proclus in significant ways, as Athanasius differs from Marinus and 
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Philostratus. The rhetoric of The Life of Saint Antony, although similar in regards to the creation 

of authority in the protagonist, explicitly promotes the primacy of Christianity over polytheism. 

More importantly, Antony’s authority is not the product of selective grace, exclusive knowledge, 

or supernatural ability. These elements in The Life of Saint Antony are just as pervasive as in Vita 

Apollonii, but their uniqueness and authority are undercut by the dominance of a Christian 

world view and order. Athanasius creates an engaging, authoritative protagonist that draws 

much of his own authority from scriptures and the church. Athanasius made his protagonist into 

a populist character; one meant more than just to be emulated, but encouraged to be 

replicated.  

Athanasius constructs authority in The Life of Saint Antony not on the basis of divine 

blessing but rather on a spiritually pragmatic asceticism. Antony, unlike his pagan counterparts, 

is the product of a fairly unremarkable birth and childhood. Born in Egypt to wealthy Christian 

parents, Athanasius tells his audience that Antony “did not take to schooling” (18). Unassuming 

and generally satisfied with his position, Antony, who lacked the formal education of Apollonius 

or Proclus, read the scriptures and learned virtue from the religious men in his community (21). 

The scriptures mark the primary point of transmission for Antony’s authority. This young man 

first distinguishes himself through ascetic living:  

 

But Antony, having learned from the Scriptures that the wiles of the Evil One are 

manifold, practiced asceticism in earnest…so he more and more mortified his body and 

brought it into subjection…he ate but once a day, after sunset; indeed, sometimes only 

every other day, and frequently only every fourth day did he partake of food. His food 

was bread and salt; his drink, water only. (25)  
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Antony’s ascetic fasting is an inspiring aspect of his authority. As noted earlier, fasting was 

considered impressive in the ancient world. Antony is legitimized by this feat, in that he receives 

the respect of one who engages in intense, bodily mortification and the authority bestowed by 

the association with monks or philosophers.  

The authority granted by his rejection of wealth and flesh can be understood in very 

much the same way as his fasting and the ascetic qualities of his pagan counterparts. For 

example, Athanasius makes it clear that Antony, after seeing gold on the roadside and rejecting 

it, “did not care for even genuine riches” (30). And moreover, after being tempted by demons in 

the form of comely ladies, Antony addressed his followers and said, “As to lusting after women 

or other sordid pleasure, we shall not entertain such at all, but turn our back upon it as 

something transitory” (36). In this way, Athanasius has constructed authority for his protagonist 

akin to that of his polytheist counterparts. However, Athanasius promotes the duplication of this 

asceticism for his audience more explicitly. For Athanasius, asceticism is practical because it 

keeps malevolent forces at bay.  In regards to the attacks and temptations enacted by demons 

Antony states, “But the more they do these things, the more let us devout ourselves to 

asceticism to counteract them, for an upright life and faith in God is a great weapon against 

them” (46).  

Exorcisms and general power over demons are foundational abilities in the construction 

of Antony’s authority. Demons in The Life of Saint Antony have a deeper purpose than just 

blanket tormenters; they function as an integral part of Christian cosmology. Antony explains, 

“They, too, were created fair, but they fell away from heavenly wisdom…they leave nothing 

undone to hinder us from entering Heaven: they do not want us to mount to the place from 

which they have fallen” (39). Demons, then, in their many attempts to torment and seduce 
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humanity, exist as trials to the ultimate reward of heavenly salvation. Antony receives authority 

by withstanding their numerous assaults, proving to God and the audience that he is a pious 

man worthy of salvation. However, Antony, much like Apollonius and Proclus, possesses power 

over these beings. Athanasius relates an illuminating example of an encounter with a demon: 

“Anthony simply made the Sign of the Cross and said: ‘I am Christ’s servant. If you are on a 

mission against me, here I am.’ But the monster with its demons fled so fast that is speed cause 

it to fall and die” (65; cf. 69 – 79). Antony’s control over demonic forces grants him powerful 

authority. However, this authority is neither innate nor personal but divine. Antony explains:  

We must not boast about casting out demons, nor give ourselves airs because of cures 

performed; nor must we honor only him who casts out demons and hold in contempt 

one who does not. Let a man study closely the ascetic life of each, and then either 

imitate and emulate it, or else correct it. For to work miracles is not for us…but as to 

casting out demons, that is the gift of the Savior who grants it (52).  

Antony’s clarification shifts authority from himself to God. He urges that people should not 

praise someone on their ability to perform exorcisms alone, for this is the provenance of the 

God who bestows it. Rather, one should extol God and aspire to an ascetic lifestyle. 

 Athanasius uses miracles and prophecies to articulate Antony’s power and his intimacy 

with God.  Indeed, Antony is far from reserved with his miraculous feats and one cannot help 

but feel awed by his abilities. For example, “He knelt down, stretched forth his hands and 

prayed. And at once the Lord made a spring come forth where he was praying, and so all drank 

and were refreshed” (66). Although this miracle happens upon the gesticulations of Antony, the 

language clearly states that it was the Lord who produced the effect. Likewise, Athanasius 

relates, “Antony, then, healed not by giving out commands, but by praying and calling upon 

Christ’s name, so that it was clear to all that it was not he who did this, but the Lord showing His 

loving-kindness to men and curing the sufferers through Antony” (89). Again, Antony is acting as 
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the intercessor or medium of God’s power and is not the source of these abilities himself; just as 

Apollonius and Proclus are. Antony’s role as mediator for the power of God is authoritative in 

itself and does express his close relationship with God. Antony must be a virtuous, spiritual man, 

or else why would God choose him as the outlet of his power? However, there is little evidence 

to suggest that God’s bond with Antony is unique or that this relationship could not potentially 

be duplicated by another person, unlike Apollonius and Proclus who are showed a very 

personalized divine favor. The authority of Antony is thereby humanized and the audience may 

understand him to be one of many valid human authorities. Antony’s ability to prophesy is 

defined by a similar relationship to the divine: “He [Antony] frequently foretold their [his 

visitors] coming, days and sometimes a month in advance and for what reason they were 

coming…While Antony had these powers of speech and vision, yet he begged that no one 

should admire him for this account, but rather admire the Lord” (73; cf. 88 – 91 - 93).  

In The Life of Saint Antony, Athanasius presents Antony in the authoritative role of 

spiritual guide worthy of the audience’s emulation and attention. Despite Antony’s 

unenlightened childhood, Athanasius points out that he “had a very high degree of practical 

wisdom. The wonder was that although he was without formal schooling, he was yet a man of 

ready wit and understanding” (80). It is this intelligence, and not formal knowledge, combined 

with virtuous living that allows Antony to step into the role of an educator. Indeed, Antony’s 

asceticism and moral lifestyle make him a model to be emulated: “But the Lord was guarding 

him for our own good and for the good of others, that to many he might be a teacher of the 

ascetic life which he himself had learned from the Scriptures. In fact, many from merely seeing 

his conduct were zealous followers of his way of life” (59-60). It is for the personal “good” of the 

audience that God allows and urges Antony to teach. By virtue of such an existence, then, 

Antony must be a trustworthy authority. The audience, seeing Antony’s most pious lifestyle and 
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the inspiration it causes in others, is led to understand Antony as an authority to be emulated. 

Antony’s role as an authoritative educator extends beyond the realm of being a model for 

emulation; he also pontificates and teaches others how best to live their lives. Athanasius 

relates that, “As Antony discussed these matters with them [those who visited him], all rejoiced. 

In some the love of virtue increased, in some negligence was discarded, and in others conceit 

was checked. All heeded his advice…” (57). Here, through the many implied discussions led by 

Antony, Athanasius places him even more prominently in the role of an educator. People come 

to Antony; he gives them advice and they listen to him. Though the exact nature of Antony’s 

teachings are unknown, their effect appears universally beneficial. It is through this benefit 

conferred by the advice of Antony that the audience is to understand him as an authoritative 

teacher, just as they perceive Apollonius or Proclus to be one. One can trust Antony and learn 

from him because he or she can see the manifold benefits Antony has bestowed through his 

teachings. Antony is not only a teacher but the right teacher.  

 Athanasius further develops Antony’s authority as a teacher by the power of faith and 

virtue. Both virtue and faith are presented as authoritative traits quite independent of any 

knowledge. Antony says, “Greeks go abroad and cross the sea to study letters; but we have no 

need to go abroad for the Kingdom of Heaven nor to cross the sea to obtain virtue. The Lord has 

told us in advance: The Kingdom of Heaven is within you. Virtue, therefore, has need only of our 

will” (37). This passage does two things. Athanasius first means to undercut polytheism, which 

he does by undermining its traditional mode of gaining power and authority. Second, it 

underscores Antony’s authority. Knowledge and education, removed as they are from the realm 

of virtue, are further debased and made less exclusive in Athanasius’ Christian understanding. 

Ultimately, Athanasius has removed knowledge from the equation of both authority and 

salvation entirely. As Antony challenges two philosophers:  
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How does precise knowledge of things come about, especially knowledge about God? It 

is by verbal proof or by an act of faith? And which comes first, an active faith or verbal 

proof?’ When they replied that the act of faith takes precedence and that this 

constitutes accurate knowledge, Antony said: ‘Well said! Faith arises from the 

disposition of the soul, while dialectic comes from the skill of those who devise it. 

Accordingly, those who are equipped with an active faith have no need of verbal 

argument, and probably find it even superfluous. For what we apprehend by faith, that 

you attempt to construct by arguments; and often you cannot even express what we 

perceive. The conclusion is that an active faith is better and stronger than your sophistic 

arguments. We Christians, therefore, possess religious truth not on the basis of Greek 

philosophical reasoning, but founded on the power of a faith vouchsafed us by God 

through Jesus Christ (83-84; cf 49). 

 

Athanasius has just enervated the idea of knowledge as an exclusive and authoritative trait. 

Knowledge is not only subservient to faith, it is superfluous in this cosmology. Though faith can 

be used as means to acquire understanding and knowledge, nevertheless it can also stand 

alone. The possession of truth, the ultimate source of authority, is not acquired through the 

accumulation of foreign wisdom but comprehended through a ubiquitously human disposition 

of the soul, such as faith. In this construction, then, Antony and his fellow faithful are the 

ultimate sources of authority, for they possess both faith and truth.  

 The authority of the Christian saint, then, is akin to that of his pagan brethren on the 

surface but is constructed under a hierarchy which shifts the true source of the authority 

towards either the divine or the human, leaving the saint himself as more of an exemplary 

vessel than a unique authority. Miracles, exorcisms, and the ability to prophesy become the gifts 

of divine benevolence as opposed to a unique divinity or authority. Asceticism becomes a 

necessary practice in order to flourish in a world of temptation, not the exercise of a 

philosophical elite, while the elite status of teacher and the divinizing effect of knowledge are 

undercut by the contrivances of faith and virtue, which afford a universal authority. Ultimately, 
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moreover, there is another distinction that denotes the limits of authority of a polytheist holy 

man as opposed to a Christian saint. Though both types are limited by the divine, the Christian 

saint must be also subservient to the authority of the Church, while the polytheist remains 

unencumbered. Athanasius, remarking on Antony, relates, “Renowned man that he was, he yet 

showed the profoundest respect for the Church’s ministry and he wanted every cleric to be 

honored above himself. He was not ashamed to bow his head before bishops and priests; and if 

ever a deacon came to him for help, he conversed with him on what was helpful…In fact, he 

would often ask questions and seek the view of his companions; and if he profited from that 

another said, he made acknowledgement of it” (Athanasius 76-77). Antony’s obsequious 

behavior towards the church and its officials emphasizes his subservience. Antony’s authority is 

hence limited by the Church, which Athanasius renders as a higher authority to Antony and to 

the audience.   

  

 O3 qei=ov a1nh/r  

 

 The auctoritas of these holy men is constructed upon an inclusive model which 

incorporates a variety of appealing and authoritative traits. Philostratus, Marinus, and 

Athanasius show considerable agreement in their representations of Apollonius, Proclus, and 

Antony. Indeed, the authority and appeal of such men have proven to be just as variegated as 

the marketplace of spiritual leadership itself. Apollonius, Proclus, and Antony represent an artful 

combination of such authoritative features which make them, among other things, appealing, 

respectable, and trustworthy. The many ways in which they parallel one another, such as in 

predilection for miracles, exorcisms, teaching, and maintaining a rigidly ascetic lifestyles, suggest 

how appealing these traits were to the ancient reader, regardless of religion. Yet the disparities 
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in these constructions of auctoritas illuminate the distinct understanding that Christians and 

polytheists had of their holy figures.  

Antony is constructed as authoritative figure through many of the same channels of 

power as Apollonius and Proclus are. The comparison stops short, however, with the 

introduction of faith and the church, which undercut Antony’s singular authority and divert it 

both down to the ordinary believer and up to the church. Thus Antony’s authority is 

contextualized within an earthly hierarchy with faith at the bottom as the common denominator 

of authority for the average Christian and the church at the top wielding executive, legislative, 

and judicial powers, while Antony floats somewhere in the middle (Momigliano 177). 

Apollonius’ and Proclus’ position is not so clearly defined. As far as earthly powers are 

concerned, Apollonius and Proclus are a summit of sorts, wielding religious authority over 

common folks, priests, emperors, the state in general, and even ancient, divinized philosophers 

(V.A. 3.48 – 5.35 – 1.2). Both of these men enjoy a certain ambiguous divinity rendering them 

dear to the gods and capable of supernatural feats. The audience, if at all unsure as to their 

relationship with Apollonius, are given further prodding by Damis, who confesses, “for when I 

first met with Apollonius here, he at once struck me as full of wisdom and cleverness and 

sobriety and of true endurance; but when I saw that he also had a good memory, and that he 

was very learned and entirely devoted to love of learning, he became to me something 

superhuman…if I followed him and shared his pursuits…I should be turned into a Hellene by him 

and be able to mix with the Hellenes” (3.43). This transcendental note which Damis picks up on 

illustrates the point. The specific mastery of Apollonius and Proclus in all realms elevates them 

to a new plateau of authority from which they can dispense wisdom and correct the myriad 

problems of the ancient world. They become definitive sources of Greco-Roman culture and 

wisdom.  
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The differences in these literary representations of holy men indicate how polytheists 

and Christians conceived of and approached such figures. Ancient polytheists and Christians 

were solicited by a showcase of philosophies and cults, each appealing and authoritative in their 

own right, yet often contradictory. Philostratus and Marinus present the solution to this 

perplexity in the characters of Apollonius and Proclus who appear to fill some authoritative and 

didactic gap in polytheism. These figures were carefully crafted to be more divine, powerful and 

knowledgeable than their contemporaries and predecessors, while being morally superior as 

well. Their authority is beyond earthly reproach, being the sole proprietors of exotic wisdom and 

maintaining the appropriate interpretations of that wisdom and others. Self-identified teachers 

and healers, Apollonius and Proclus interact with people of all walks of life, regardless of creed, 

class, or intellect. Philostratus, Marinus, and Athanasius attempted to construct the auctoritas 

of their protagonists by accruing a variety of positive traits, hence appealing to a larger 

audience.  Generally, they agreed on what traits a holy man should have and how he should 

conduct himself. Athanasius, however, incorporated the Christian concept of faith and the 

church into his presentations, thereby contextualizing Antony’s power. On the other hand, 

Philostratus and Marinus created their characters in the absence of an overarching 

institutionalized religious authority, presenting them as an attempt to fill that void.  
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Chapter 2 

The Power and Impotence of the Logos 

 In antiquity, scholars and philosophers used a variety of techniques to approach 

canonical texts. Concerned with problems of interpretation, they made an effort to make such 

religious texts consistent and viable both in themselves and in regards to other works. This 

process extends all the way back to the ancient scholia on Homer and Hesiod, which used 

exegesis and allegory to reconcile the problematic sections of these works. These techniques 

were, in turn, taken up by numerous philosophical schools, such as the Stoics and Epicureans, 

which promoted formalized methods of interpreting texts. The Stoics, for example, favored 

etymological allegories or ones that construed the gods as physical or natural elements, while 

neoplatonists, such as Porphyry, interpreted the Odyssey as a veiled history and journey of the 

human soul (Brisson 83). The proliferation of such methods and the responses of different 

schools engendered a profusion of exegetical systems and approaches to texts. These trends 

coincided with the rise of sacred texts, works such as the Orphic Hymns or Chaldean Oracles, 

which offered their own cosmological and sorteriological systems in verse. The Neoplatonists of 

the fourth and fifth centuries took up these texts and offered a complete syncretism of “the 

Platonic doctrine they looked upon as ‘theology’ and all the other Greek theologies that could 

be found in Homer, Hesiod, Orpheus, and Chaldean Oracles” (Brisson 2). Part of the authority of 

many of these texts became bound to their own exegetical systems. 

This debate concerning competing allegorical interpretations and the legitimacy they 

provided for religious texts finds further expression in the dialogue between polytheists and 

Christians. The Contra Celsum (c. 248 C.E.) of Origen approaches issues of scriptural and 

allegorical authority in the format of a religious discussion, using Celsus’ ο αληθης λογος, a 
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polemic against Christianity, as a foil. Little is known about Celsus himself other than that he was 

a semi-Platonic philosopher writing in sometime in the late second century (Chadwick xxvii). 

Origen, on the other hand, was a famous and prolific Christian writer of the mid-third century. 

The Contra Celsum itself is an apologetic work which sets out to refute Celsus and in so doing 

reveals both of their attitudes toward religious texts. Their arguments reach a number of 

impasses regarding the efficacy and authority of scripture.  The Against the Galileans ( c. 362 

C.E.) of the emperor Julian and De Doctrina Christiana (c. 427 C.E.) of Augustine of Hippo are 

apologetic works with a focus similar to that of the Contra Celsum. However, they go beyond the 

Contra Celsum, presenting solutions to the problems of scripture and allegory in terms of formal 

approaches to canonical texts.  Their particular answers emphasize the necessity of natural and 

functional knowledge outside the text while contextualizing the ancient understanding of 

religious authority derived from texts or oral traditions.  

Quotations and No-tations  

 Challenges to the reliability and authenticity of religious texts come to the forefront in 

the Contra Celsum. Celsus, for example, doubts the cleaving of the heavens, the appearance of 

the heavenly dove, and Jesus’ baptism by John the Baptist (Mt 3:13-17). He says, “What 

trustworthy witness saw this apparition, or who heard a voice from heaven adopting you as son 

of God? There is no proof except your word and the evidence which you may produce of one of 

the men who were punished with you” (1.41: cf. 2.16). Origen expands the charge, negating it 

by taking it to its logical conclusion. He says, “that an attempt to substantiate almost any story 

as historical fact, even if it is true, and to produce certainty about it, is one of the most difficult 

tasks and in some cases is impossible. Suppose, for example, that someone says the Trojan war 

never happened…How could we substantiate this…How could we prove the historicity of a story 
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like this?” (1.42). Origen admits that such religious texts are ultimately unverifiable but replies 

that it is the duty of the reader to examine the nature and authenticity of the particular story 

then to decide for him or herself what to accept, reject, or interpret in another way. For Origen 

the inexorable expansion of Christianity is proof enough of the reality and divinity of the 

scriptures (1.42). Despite Origen’s solution, some religious texts are not unlike all other 

historical works, being inherently unverifiable by the very remoteness and antiquity of their 

subject. Ultimately, the reader can either assume an Academic or Skeptic outlook, believing 

nothing which he or she cannot prove, or the reader can choose to accept the validity of a given 

work on whatever grounds he or she sees fit.  

 Problems of interpretation present another stumbling block for the understanding and 

the use of religious texts.  As Celsus is wont to point out, there are dozens of different Christian 

sects who interpret their scriptures differently. Not only do they not agree about what they 

believe, they also fight among one another. These Christians, Celsus says, “slander one another 

with dreadful and unspeakable words of abuse” (3.12, cf: 5.61). Origen responds that 

 any teaching which has had a serious origin, and is beneficial to life, has caused 

different sects…philosophy which professes to possess the truth and knowledge of 

realities instructs us how we ought to live and tries to teach what is beneficial to our 

race, and since the problems discussed allow of considerable diversity of opinion, on 

this account very many sects indeed have come into existence…Anyone who criticizes 

Christianity on account of these sects might also criticize the teaching of Socrates; for 

from his instruction many schools have come into being, whose adherents do not hold 

the same opinions (3.12-13).  

Origen points out that the propagation of diverse groups is not inherent to Christianity and 

is therefore not a criticism of it. Yet, in his retort practically all forms of religious or philosophical 

texts are implicated in this potential for misinterpretation. Religious texts are hence doubly 

problematic for Celsus and Origen in the likelihood of misinterpretation and the potential for 

the creation of divergent groups.  
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 The transmission of myths, ideas, and texts comes forth as another divisive issue in the 

debate over textual authority. Both Celsus and Origen wish to portray their specific catalog of 

works and the ideas which they contain as the original source. For example, Celsus claims that 

Moses “corrupted the story about the sons of Aloeus when he composed the narrative about 

the tower.” Origen responds, “I am convinced that the story about the tower recorded by Moses 

is much earlier than Homer and even than the invention of the Greek alphabet. Who, then, is 

more likely to have corrupted the stories of the other?” (4.22) Celsus and Origen emphasize 

antiquity and originality as primary authoritative aspects of religious texts. If both antiquity and 

originality can be proven the text is partly authenticated. The assertion that the other text has 

not only appropriated its material from a former source but also that the given story is a 

corruption from the original is damning to the derivative text. It is at best a blatant 

appropriation and at worst a corruption of the original. Without a definitive way to verify the 

original source of transmission, the argument between Celsus and Origen devolves into a series 

of assertions as to the antiquity and originality of the specific canon of each.    

 The arguments of Celsus and Origen next turn to the existence of hidden meanings in 

religious texts and the difficulties of accessing veiled knowledge. For these men, it is important 

that their texts are understood to be textured and contain within them certain hidden meanings 

apart from the obvious ones. Origen states, “The prophets, according to the will of God, said 

without any obscurity whatever could be at once understood as beneficial to their hearers and 

helpful towards attaining moral reformation. But all the more mysterious and esoteric truths, 

which contained ideas beyond the understanding of everyone, they expressed by riddles and 

allegories and what are called dark sayings, and by what are called parables and proverbs” 

(7.10). The existence of veiled truths grants a certain flexibility to the text and the interpreter; 

however, the problem of comprehension of those truths by the audience still exists. As Origen 
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has related, not only are these hidden meanings over the head of some readers, they also are 

couched in obfuscating language. Celsus would let those who do not understand wallow in their 

own ignorance, “Indeed it was because men of ancient times were touched by this spirit [of 

inspiration and divinity] that they proclaimed many excellent doctrines. If you are unable to 

understand them, keep quiet and conceal your own lack of education” (8.45).  For Origen, 

however, those who cannot comprehend the secrets of scripture must merely be content with a 

more superficial understanding:  

“just as some words are suitable for use with children and are appropriate for their 

tender age, in order to exhort them to be better, because they are still very young, so 

also with those whom…the ordinary interpretation of punishments is suitable because 

they have not the capacity for any other means of conversion and repentance from 

many evils, except that of fear of punishment” (5.16). 

 Celsus and Origen both accept the inevitability of readers not being able to comprehend 

particular ideas in their given texts. Though Celsus would simply abandon these people, Origen 

is content to have them believe on a lower level. Despite their different concerns in the matter, 

the problem is mutual. In either scenario, some readers will find the true significance of the 

work inaccessible; thus, whether they believe for other reasons or simply acknowledge their 

stupidity, the efficacy of the text as a means of conversion is undermined. This impossibility of 

having a work which is simultaneously rife with deep, hidden meanings while being fully 

decipherable to all burdens the authority of scripture.  

 Celsus and Origen are equally concerned with the  concept of allegory as a means to 

validate religious texts and the viability of such interpretations to convince people. Allegory 

presents a traditional solution to many of the problems of religious texts, yet it is not without its 

own problems. They first accuse textual allegory of being a mere contrivance used conveniently 

to justify myths. Celsus says that “the more reasonable Jews and Christian are ashamed of these 

things [the difficulties and ambiguities of scripture] and try to somehow allegorize them” (4.38). 
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“They take refuge in allegory” (4.48).  Origen demurs, “If one may criticize simply on the ground 

of the literal sense what is expressed by veiled hints, consider whether it is not rather the stories 

of Hesiod which deserve to be laughed at….Are the Greeks alone allowed to find philosophical 

truths in a hidden form, and the Egyptians too, and all barbarians whose pride is in mysteries 

and in the truth which they contain?” (4.38). As these authors have expressed, both pagan and 

Christian works are inherently vulnerable to misleading literal interpretations. Perceiving this 

problem, Celsus and Origen present allegory as a solution, each in their own way. For Celsus, 

allegory is an artificial way to defend scripture. For Origen, allegory is a necessity for 

understanding the true, hidden meaning of the text. Either way, Origen ultimately hardens the 

battle lines, suggesting with his rhetorical question that either they should allow both groups to 

use allegory or let both of their texts be relegated to idiotic and disdainful interpretations. 

However, even if one allows the use of allegory, difficulties still abound. Celsus explains that 

“the allegories which seem to have been written about them [the biblical scriptures] are far 

more shameful and preposterous than the myths, since they connect with some amazing and 

utterly senseless folly ideas which cannot by any means be made to fit” (4.51). Celsus harks back 

to his original criticism of allegory as convenient invention but develops his assertion in regard 

to the viability of the proposed allegorical interpretations. In Celsus’ thinking, allegory is 

problematic insofar as it can be concocted on the spot as an opportunistic defense of texts. 

Furthermore, such interpretations often do not match up to the text, being either inconsistent 

or nonsensical. Origen responds in kind, saying that these and other interpretations are 

legitimate and that pagan myth and worship are open to the same criticism: “Anyone who 

addresses worship to Athena, the daughter of Zeus, must accept many myths and fictitious 

stories which would not be accepted by anyone who avoids myths and seeks the truth. But 

supposing that Athena is given an allegorical interpretation, and is said to be Intelligence, let 
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anyone show that she has a real and substantial existence and that her nature conforms to this 

allegorical meaning” (8.66-67).   

 The Birds, the Bees, and the Bible 

 Flavius Claudius Julianus was the last ruling member of the Constantinian dynasty. 

During his reign (361 – 363 C.E.) he attempted a revivification of polytheism through imperial 

patronage while writing his ‘ΚΑΤΑ ΓΑΛΙΛΑΙΩΝ ΛΟΓΟΣ’ or the ‘Against the Galileans’ for the 

avowed purpose of exposing Christianity as “a fiction of men composed by wickedness” (39A). 

His work comes out of the polemical tradition which dominated the conversations between 

polytheists and Christians. The majority of Julian’s work is preserved in and recreated from Cyril 

of Alexandria’s Pro Christiana Religione, a refutation of Julian with no small similarity to Origen’s 

Contra Celsum. Julian too was indebted to his predecessors, taking up similar arguments against 

myth and poetry that Plato proposed in book 10 of the Republic. Additionally he followed Celsus 

in some of his critique of Christianity, noting the unverifiable nature of scripture (206B), 

problems of inconsistency (320B), and corruption (238B). His work is more than an imitation, 

however. Julian was raised as a Christian and therefore was more familiar with it than many of 

his pagan contemporaries. He takes nuanced stances on the issue of the morality of the Old 

Testament God (161A), the deficiencies and general absence of important information in 

scripture (49E), and the legitimacy of rituals or practices not justified by scripture (340 A). Julian 

attacks scripture in order to undermine Christianity, while he eschews myth as an authoritative 

source for both polytheists and Christians on a very fundamental level, as unverifiable, 

inadequate, and ridiculous. It is ultimately from the complete abandonment of myths that Julian 

develops his ideas concerning the authority of polytheism through anthropological, historical, 

and natural apology.  
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Julian’s critique strikes at the perceived absurdities of myth in an attempt to prove them 

unworthy as a source of religious authority.  Julian opens his attack by paralleling the ridiculous 

aspects of polytheistic myth with those of the Judeo-Christian tradition. “Now it is true that the 

Hellenes invented their myths about the gods, incredible and monstrous stories. For they said 

that Kronos swallowed his children and then vomited them forth; and they even told of the 

lawless unions, how Zeus had intercourse with his mother, and after having a child by her, 

married his own daughter…Compare with them the Jewish doctrine, how the garden was 

planted by God and Adam was fashioned by Him, and next, for Adam, woman came to be. For 

God said, ‘It is not good that the man should be alone. Let us make him an help meet for him.’ 

Yet so far was she from helping him at all that she deceived him, and was in part the cause of his 

and her own fall from their life of ease in the garden. This is wholly fabulous (µυθωδης)” (44A – 

75B). And in regard to the story of the tower of Babel, he scoffs, “And then you demand that we 

should believe this account, while you yourselves disbelieve Homer’s narrative of the Aloadae”  

(135A).  

Julian’s assessment of myth and scripture reveals a nuanced understanding of religious 

texts, one which acknowledges a hierarchy of religious authorities. Julian qualifies his 

statements about myth and scripture by allowing for potential allegorical interpretations for 

myth, though he does not give any examples (94A). Quickly, though, he abandons all talk of 

allegory, shifting rather to speak about Plato. Julian exhorts his audience to:  

compare the utterances of Plato. Observe then what he says about the creator, and 

what words he makes him speak at the time of the generation of the universe, in order 

that we may compare Plato’s account of that generation with that of Moses. For in this 

way it will appear who was the nobler and who was more worthy of intercourse with 

God, Plato who paid homage to images, or he of whom the Scripture says that God 

spake with him mouth to mouth (49A-49B). 
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 Julian goes on to cite a number of passages from the Timaeus discussing the creation and 

nature of the world, none of which contain any mythological narrative but are fully didactic and 

philosophical. A substantial exegesis of these passages illuminates Plato’s solution. These 

quotations are paralleled with the creation narrative in Genesis, which Julian finds summarily 

inadequate to explain the formation of the universe because it does not explain the creation of 

the deep, the darkness, the waters, or even the angels (49D). “Moses, as it seems, has failed also 

to give a complete account of the immediate creator of the universe” (66A). Julian’s original 

exhortation to objective judgment by the audience of these passages is merely a rhetorical 

façade which leads his readers to his own desired conclusion. By paralleling Plato and the Bible 

the audience is drawn into thinking about myth and scripture. Julian, however, has no intention 

of ceding ground. Julian’s entire presentation and explication of these different creation 

narratives guides the audience to the superiority of Plato. The works of Plato ultimately eclipse 

the Bible and its myths as a more efficacious teacher of divine truth (65C). Thus Julian presents a 

less than categorical rejection of religious texts (if it is acceptable to count the works of Plato in 

this category), allowing a certain hierarchy of authoritative works.   

It is the innate desire of humanity to search for the divine through nature that has given 

people their authoritative knowledge, not the texts or teachings of men. Julian says:  

Now, that the human race possesses its knowledge of God by nature and not from 

teaching is proved to us first of all by the universal yearning for the divine that is in all 

men whether private persons or communities, whether considered as individuals or 

races. For all of us, without being taught, have attained to a belief in some sort of 

divinity, though it is not easy for all men to know the precise truth about it, nor is it 

possible for those who do know it to tell it to all men…There exists no man who does 

not stretch out his hands towards the heavens when he prays; and whether he swears 

by one god or several, if he has any notion at all of the divine, he turns heavenward 

(52B- 52C). 

 Julian signifies the truth of this natural understanding of God by its commonality. All humans, 

regardless of differences in race or culture, have sought and obtained a fundamental conception 
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of the divine. Scripture and all the teachings of humanity are less authoritative than this bare 

comprehension, for they are all derivative of it. The pervasiveness of this truth is what proves its 

legitimacy. Furthermore, the natural understanding of divinity is even more authoritative, at 

least on a basic level, than the contrived teachings of humanity in that it universally has led 

people to the correct assumption that the divine must be associated with the heavens.  The 

existence of something higher than humanity and its vigilant position in the heavens signifies 

the highest of truths for Julian, one that is natural and could not be challenged by anybody.  

Julian represents these natural ideas of the divine as coalescing in a uniformity of 

religious law and worship across cultures. It is from this homogeny of worship that Julian 

develops the natural authority of polytheism over Christianity. For example, after enumerating 

the Ten Commandments, Julian asks, “Now except for the command ‘Thou shalt not worship 

other gods,’ and ‘Remember the Sabbath day,’ what nation is there, I ask in the name of the 

gods, which does not think that it ought to keep the other commandments? So much so that 

penalties have been ordained against those who transgress them, sometime more severe, and 

sometimes similar to those enacted by Moses, though they are sometimes more humane” 

(152D).  In this presentation Julian undercuts the moral high ground of Judaism and Christianity 

by emphasizing the universality of the other commandments. The arrangement fixes the other 

eight commandments as the natural, and therefore more correct and authoritative, 

manifestations of religious devotion and societal cohesion. He suggests that other cultures may 

pursue more fitting punishments for deviance from such commandments, though the similarity 

of punishments ultimately legitimizes them and the natural character of the laws themselves. 

Additionally, Julian remarks on the commonality of worship. After citing Leviticus a number of 

times regarding the different types of Jewish sacrifice, Julian states that: 



52 

 

 the Jews do sacrifice in their own houses, and even to this day everything that they eat 

is consecrated; and they pray before sacrificing, and give the right shoulder to the 

priests as the firstfruits; but since they have been deprived of their temple, or, as they 

are accustomed to call it, their holy place, they are prevented from offering the 

firstfruits of the sacrifice to God…I wished to show that the Jews agree with the 

Gentiles, except that they believe in only one God. That is indeed peculiar to them and 

strange to us; since all the rest we have in a manner in common with them – temples, 

sanctuaries, altars, purifications, and certain precepts. For as to these we differ from 

one another either not at all or in trivial matters (306A-B).  

Again, by stating the uniformity in religious devotion, Julian legitimizes those practices which are 

held in common by both Jews and Gentiles. These activities are not the product of specific 

myths or scriptures but rather the outgrowth of natural, human proclivity toward the divine. It is 

from this natural and common beginning that such practices are justified, not from a textual 

basis.  

Julian next stresses the anthropological foundations of polytheism, claiming that the 

innate yearning for the divine and its common expression in law and devotion fits into a larger 

polytheistic worldview. Julian offers up a fairly traditional Hellenic cosmology juxtaposed against 

the Hebrew God’s favoritism in order to explain the cultural and religious differences that occur 

between nations. Julian asserts that there is a common father to all gods who sent them to 

administer the world for him: 

since in the father all things are complete and all things are one, while in the separate 

deities one quality or another predominates, therefore Ares rules over warlike nations, 

Athena over those that are wise as well as warlike, Hermes over those that are more 

shrewd than adventurous; and in short the nations over which the gods preside follow 

each the essential character of their proper god…Come, tell me why it is that the Celts 

and the Germans are fierce, while the Hellenes and Romans are, generally speaking, 

inclined to political life and humane, though at the same time unyielding and warlike? 

Why the Egyptians are more intelligent and more given to crafts, and the Syrians 

unwarlike and effeminate, but at the same time intelligent, hot-tempered, vain and 

quick to learn? For if there is anyone who does not discern a reason for these 

differences among the nations, but rather declares that all this so befell spontaneously, 

how, I ask, can he still believe that the universe is administered by a providence? But if 

there is man who maintains that there are reasons for these differences, let him tell me 

them, in the name of the creator himself, and instruct me….Whence then come these 

differences of character and laws among the nations? (115E – 116A; 116B – 131B – D)  
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Julian proposes that this polytheistic cosmology is the only way to understand the myriad 

cultural differences of the Roman Empire and the world in general.  Julian’s argument is derived 

from a series of logical assumptions based on the character of human societies. These are 

engendered by a divine figure but it is the natural order that Julian presents as the justification 

for the existence of a divine hierarchy (which is further attested to by his earlier statements 

concerning the human inclination to search for the divine). The only other solution to the 

current ordering of the world for Julian is the Babel myth, which he calls a “wholly fabulous 

explanation” on the grounds that men could never build a tower to reach heaven, nor would 

God be angered by such an attempt (134D).  

Having established the natural authority of polytheism, Julian goes on to construct a 

historical apology for polytheism. Again, Julian contrasts the supposed favoritism of the Hebrew 

God with Greco-Roman history: 

He [God] bestowed on the Hebrews nothing considerable or of great value, whereas on 

us he bestowed gifts far higher and surpassing…Has God granted to you to originate any 

science or any philosophical study?  Why, what is it? For the theory of the Heavenly 

bodies was perfected among the Hellenes…And the study of geometry…Arithmetic 

began with the Phoenician merchants and among the Hellenes in course of time 

acquired the aspect of a regular science.  These three the Hellenes combined with music 

into one science… [the Hellenes count among their number] Plato, Socrates, Aristeides, 

Cimon, Thales, Lycurgus, Agesilanus, Archidamus, - or should I speak rather of the class 

of philosophers, or generals, of artificers, or lawgivers? For it will be found that even the 

most wicked and most brutal of the generals behaved more mildly to the greatest 

offenders than Moses did to those who had done wrong. And now of what monarchy 

shall I report to you? Shall it be that of Perseus, or Aeacus, or Minos of Crete, who 

purified the sea of pirates, and expelled and drove out the barbarians as far as Syria and 

Sicily? (176AB-178B-184B-190C)  

Julian highlights the divine munificence which the Romans have received from the time of Numa 

Pompilius up until and including the complete domination of Rome. Julian’s point is clear 

enough. The Greeks and the Romans have obtained a cultural, philosophical, scientific, and 

political hegemony which can only be explained by aid of divine favor. If the gods did not exist, 
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how then could all this have been achieved? Conversely, Julian challenges the partiality of the 

Hebrew God and the authenticity of the OT with his historical presentation.  Yet again, myth and 

scripture are proved superfluous in a justification of polytheism. History has spoken.  

 What the Gospels didn’t want you to know 

Augustine of Hippo’s De Doctrina Christiana proposes a methodical approach for 

reading and comprehending the scriptures, which confronts their inherent difficulties. The De 

Doctrina Christiana (c. 427 C.E.) comes out of the tradition of scriptural disputation which 

frames the Contra Celsum and the Against the Galileans, but attempts to work from the 

scriptures as opposed to rejecting them. In this apologetic work Augustine attempts to make 

Christian scripture as accessible as possible. Aware of the numerous quandaries which these 

earlier dialogues had produced, Augustine endeavors to create a systematic approach to 

studying Christian scripture as well as a standardized method to present and teach it. As he 

states, “Duae sunt res, quibus nititur omnis tractatio scripturarum: modus inveniendi quae 

intelligenda sunt, et modus proferendi quae intellecta sunt” (1.1). In a personal translation, 

“There are two things on which the entire management of scriptures depends: a mode of 

finding what must be understood, and a mode of bringing forth what things were learned.” For 

Augustine, the true authority and meaning of scripture can only be revealed by either proper 

presentation from a teacher or in-depth examination by the reader. Thus, Augustine projects 

the burden of authority from the text to those who search for meaning within it.  

The first prerequisite to approaching the scriptures is a proper mindset. Augustine 

articulates that this attitude is composed of three states: a pure heart, a good conscience, and 

an unfeigned faith. Quoting 1 Timothy 1:5, which mentions these states of mind (along with 

charity), he states that if someone: 
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 has related all of his understanding of the Divine Scripture to these three, he may 

approach the treatment of these books with security. For when he says ‘charity’ he adds 

‘from a pure heart,’ so that nothing else would be loved except that which should be 

loved. And he joins with this ‘ a good conscience’ for the sake of hope, for he in whom 

there is the smallest taint of bad conscience despairs of attaining that which he believes 

in and loves. Third, he says ‘an unfeigned faith.’ If our faith involves no lie, then we do 

not love that which is not to be loved, and living justly, we hope for that which will in no 

way deceive our hope (1.40). 

 By attaining these three states, Augustine assures his audience that they can approach the 

scriptures with “security” (securus). In this framework, however, problems of interpretation or 

authority are reflected back upon the reader, who is now charged to be in the proper mindset 

so that he may glean the appropriate interpretation of the scripture. The burden of proof for the 

correct interpretation of scripture is no longer laid upon the text itself but rather the reader and 

his or her approach to that work. Equipped with the appropriate outlook, the reader is one step 

closer to achieving the correct interpretation of the scriptures.  

Even if prepared with the proper mindset, the reader of scriptures still confronts 

numerous uncertainties. These difficulties, however, Augustine turns into a sort of spiritual boon 

to whoever attempts to discover their meaning. He says:  

But many and varied obscurities and ambiguities deceive those who read casually, 

understanding one thing instead of another; indeed, in certain places they do not find 

anything to interpret erroneously, so obscurely are certain sayings covered with a most 

dense mist. I do not doubt that this situation was provided by God to conquer pride by 

work and to combat disdain in our minds, to which those things which are easily 

discovered seem frequently to become worthless…For the present, however, no one 

doubts that what is sought with difficulty is discovered with more pleasure…Thus the 

Holy Spirit has magnificently and wholesomely modulated the Holy Scriptures so that 

the more open places present themselves to hunger and the more obscure may deter a  

disdainful attitude (2.6).  

Augustine presents a logical system (rationalized mental process) initiated by divine agency that 

all readers will encounter and work through in their study of the scriptures. The assorted 

obscurities of Scripture are engineered (both in regard to their content and style) by God so that 

the avaricious or prideful reader, when he or she comes upon them, may be tempered in some 
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way. Augustine proposes that this frustration, accompanied by a mental realignment, helps 

direct the reader to the proper interpretation. Furthermore, the difficulties met on the way to 

realizing the truth of the scripture only make the outcome more rewarding. In this approach, 

Augustine has shifted problems of interpretation and scriptural ambiguity to the realm of divine 

intent. In so doing, he sets what traditionally were considered impediments to understanding as 

aids on the path to proper analysis of the scriptures. Consequently, the responsibility is reflected 

from the scriptures themselves to the reader whose duty is to read, react, and continue his or 

her study until he or she finds satisfaction in the hard sought truth.  

An authoritative reading of scripture further requires a certain functional knowledge. 

Augustine continues his development of a systematic approach to reading the scriptures by 

laying this out. Such knowledge is necessary because there exist in the scriptures signs which 

indicate things other than themselves. These can be broken down into two sets, the natural or 

the conventional and the literal or the figurative (2.1-2.10). Each of these signs presents a 

particular challenge to the reader of scripture and each requires a specific remedy. Thus, 

Augustine prescribes a knowledge of Greek and Hebrew in order to deal with “unknown literal 

signs,” such as untranslated words like amen or racha, and all the problems of transmission and 

translation (2.11 – 2.13).  He also urges that if any figurative sign should impede the reader that:  

he should study them partly with reference to a knowledge of languages and partly with 

reference to a knowledge of things…An ignorance of things makes figurative expressions 

obscure when we are ignorant of the natures of animals, or stones, or plants, or other 

things which are often used in the Scriptures for purposes of constructing 

similitudes…Just as a knowledge of the nature of serpents illuminates the many 

similitudes which Scripture frequently makes with that animal, an ignorance of many 

other animals which are also used for comparisons is a great impediment to 

understanding (2.16). 

 Yet again, Augustine stresses reader accountability. The authority and legitimacy of the 

scriptures are not an issue; rather the problems of authority and proper interpretation are 
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reflected back upon the reader. Augustine suggests that the apparent obscurities of scripture 

are relative, in that when they are approached by an appropriately educated reader they are not 

obscure or ambiguous at all.  

Augustine next charges the reader with the identification of natural or conventional and 

literal or figurative signs. This, however, is no small task. The reader must be able to categorize 

each sign and then interpret it correctly. Augustine acknowledges the difficulty and responds: 

“But since one thing may resemble another in a great variety of ways, signs are not valid among 

men except by common consent” (2.25). Augustine likens this ‘common consent’ to that of the 

human institutions of weights and measures (2.25). Therefore the individual reader has to be 

aware of this familiar interpretation, whatever it may be, while the collective readers of the 

scripture must approve of a standard interpretation for a given sign. Such approved signs 

originate from other human institutions, such as the study of history or logical disputation, 

which may be of value in identifying signs and interpreting the scriptures, though they also may 

be used inappropriately (2.27-2.28-2.29-2.31).  However, Augustine warns that simply because 

men agree upon an interpretation or method that does not mean that the thing has any “innate 

value” (2.24). Rather, care must be taken lest these institutions be founded upon superstition 

rather than nature, of which he says that human institutions are merely a reflection (2.26). 

Therefore, it is not that humans create truth or validity by common consent but rather they 

discover the natural authority of something and then agree upon a common usage so that it 

may be an aid in learning and teaching (2.32). Thus, Augustine exhorts the reader to seek out 

certain human institutions or reasoning systems, such as a knowledge of inference, definition, 

and division, in order that they might better identify and interpret the signs in scripture (2.37). 

This system marks a slight deviation from Augustine’s standard presentation of scriptural 

authority. Though he does urge the reader towards caution and also the accretion of knowledge 
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as usual, Augustine has explained that some human institutions do have authority in 

themselves, particularly when applied to scripture. Thus, the authority of text is partly 

externalized, appropriated by human systems which provide a path to unlocking its secrets. 

However, it still remains for the reader to wade through these many institutions and common 

interpretations, to choose which is legitimate and which is not, and finally to apply them in a 

proper manner.  

Augustine again deals with the difficulties of ambiguous signs and language by creating 

systematic approaches and loopholes to scripture. These circumvent the convolution of 

scripture and place the burden of proof on the reader. He advises that:  

we must beware not to take figurative or transferred expressions as though they were 

literal, a further warning must be added lest we wish to take literal expressions as 

though they were figurative. Therefore a method of determining whether a locution is 

literal or figurative must be established. And generally this method consists in this: that 

whatever appears in the divine Word that does not literally pertain to virtuous behavior 

or to the truth of faith you must take to be figurative (3.10).  

For Augustine this method of differentiation is within the scriptures themselves but must be 

realized by the reader. This approach grants the scripture a powerful authority in that text 

provides certain imbedded solutions to its own apparent ambiguities. Similarly, Augustine 

develops another technique for solving the problems of scripture. He asserts that “those things 

which seem almost shameful to the inexperienced, whether simply spoken or actually 

performed either by the person of God or by men whose sanctity is commended to us, are all 

figurative, and their secrets are to be removed as kernels from the husk as nourishment for 

charity” (3.12). Under this system, therefore, Augustine frees scripture from its frequent charges 

of immorality and licentiousness. The reader must search out this natural system if he or she is 

to properly interpret the scriptures. Ultimately, however, Augustine proposes that all methods 

and approaches to scripture should be qualified to protect the reader, who is held almost 
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exclusively accountable for obtaining the authoritative interpretation. Regarding the proper 

interpretation of scripture, Augustine relates that “whether he [the reader] attains this end or 

finds another meaning in the words not contrary to right faith, is free from blame if he has 

evidence from some other place in the divine books…For what could God have more generously 

and abundantly provided in the divine writings than that the same words might be understood 

in various ways which other no less divine witnesses approve?” (3.27) Augustine suggests that, 

although there may be only one absolutely correct interpretation of a particular sign or passage, 

nevertheless, there are other positive and blameless interpretations. This fact speaks to the 

authority of the scriptures which masterfully provide for such contingencies. 

Anxious about the ability of such readers, Augustine next elaborates a system for 

teaching the scriptures to a larger audience. He says:  

The expositor and teacher of the Divine Scripture, the defender of right faith and the 

enemy of error, should both teach the good and extirpate the evil. And in this labor of 

words, he should conciliate those who are opposed, arouse those who are remiss, and 

teach those ignorant of his subject what is occurring and what they should expect. But 

when he has either found his listeners to be benevolent, attentive, and docile, or has 

caused them to be so, other aims are to be taught, exposition must be composed, if it is 

needed, that they may become acquainted with the subject at hand. In order that those 

things which are doubtful may be made certain, they must be reasoned out with the use 

of evidence. But if those who hear are to be moved rather than taught, so that they may 

not be sluggish in putting what they know into practice and so they may fully accept 

those things which they acknowledge to be true, there is need for greater powers of 

speaking. Here entreaties and reproofs, exhortations and rebukes, and whatever other 

devices are necessary to move minds must be used (4.4) 

The responsibility of the teacher of scripture is enormous. It is not enough merely to relate 

these texts, but much like the simple reader of scripture the teacher must be acquainted with 

the proper approach and then explain that to his listeners. Furthermore, the teacher has to 

judge his audience and then decide how best to engage and teach them. This is accomplished in 

part by intentionally altering the language and presentation of the sermon. Augustine says, 

“although our teacher should speak of great things, he should not always speak about them in 
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the grand manner, but in a subdued manner when he teaches something, in a moderate manner 

when he condemns or praises something” (4.19). By presenting scripture in varying styles the 

teacher can hope to engage the audience and to teach them. One cannot merely rely on the 

gravity and authority of the scriptures themselves but must take initiative. Augustine asserts 

that the scriptures “are so written and commended to posterity that not only the reader or 

hearer but even the expositor has a task to perform if he is not content with their surfaces and 

seeks their depths” (4.21). 

 Nature and the Individual  

 This ancient debate over the authority and legitimacy of religious texts and oral 

traditions approaches its extremes with the arguments of Julian and Augustine. Both Julian and 

Augustine attempted a leap from their predecessors. Their positions were not entirely new and 

they took stances at opposing ends of the spectrum. Augustine preserved the authority of 

religious texts, while Julian abandoned traditional myths and poetry entirely (though making 

room for Plato and other mystical works such as the Chaldean Oracles). Each argument 

represents a break from the tradition of the Contra Celsum, which suggested more moderate 

and syncretic solutions to the problems of religious texts and oral traditions. Julian’s and 

Augustine’s presentations of religious authority, however, go beyond the realm of the textual. 

Julian’s externalization of spirituality and authority to nature oppose Augustine’s internalization 

of authority to the scriptures and the individual reader. Despite their discordant approaches, the 

ideas of Julian and Augustine do partly converge in a meta-textual search for spiritual authority, 

one that urges the necessity of outside knowledge, either from nature or a human teacher, in 

order that a full realization of religious authority may take place. 
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 Julian’s argument concerning the legitimacy of scripture centers on the idea that the 

authority of texts and religion is derived from nature. Scriptures and myths ultimately prove 

themselves inadequate to justify belief and are often simply ridiculous. Rhetorically this position 

is convenient because Julian now has license to sidestep the problems of scripture established 

by the Contra Celsum. However, such a stance necessitates the creation of a system or method 

to justify polytheism. Julian sees this authority in human nature itself and its expression through 

the arrangement of human societies. The innate desire to search for the divine has generated a 

common conception of divinity across cultures. Furthermore, this idea finds articulation in the 

similarity of religious devotion among all human societies. Judaism and Christianity represent 

the primary examples of aberration from this system, but even they differ only slightly. With 

these commonalities in mind, Julian proposes that the only way to make sense of cultural 

differences and distinctions in ethnic character is by the cosmology of a central god at the head 

of an administration of lower gods. What is striking about this entire presentation is the 

emphasis on the natural and the universal. The authority of polytheism is not derived from the 

faith of the individual, the perception of the reader of religious texts, or the gravity of the 

scriptures themselves. Julian effectively externalizes spirituality and religious authority to the 

realm of universals. It is the existence of these commonalities in nature and religious devotion 

that proves polytheism’s legitimacy. Julian then takes this idea and places it in a historical 

narrative. In Julian’s thinking, the cultural, scientific, and political hegemony of Greco-Roman 

society can only be accounted for by some divine munificence. History provides further external 

justification for the authority of polytheism.  

  Augustine takes an opposing stance. In his De Doctrina Christiana, Augustine offers a 

method for reading the scriptures which not only internalizes the religious authority of text but 

also gives license or responsibility to the reader regarding his or her own interpretation of 
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scripture. Augustine presents a system where the authority of scripture does not even come 

into question. Though he acknowledges the many difficulties of scripture, Augustine ultimately 

conquers them by shifting accountability to the reader and providing internal solutions for their 

many apparent problems. Additionally, Augustine construes many of the confounding aspects of 

scripture as intentional obstacles meant to rehabilitate the reader and guide him or her to a 

proper interpretation. In both of these cases, the authority of scripture itself is internalized, 

paradoxically becoming the problem and the solution, the question and the answer.  This is only 

part of Augustine’s argument, however. He develops a receptionist theory regarding the ability 

of the reader and the necessary approach a reader should take to the scriptures. This marks a 

break from the Contra Celsum, where Celsus had abandoned the incapable reader and Origen 

had allowed him or her to be content with a more superficial understanding. Augustine, rather, 

charges the reader of scripture with the task of understanding and correctly interpreting the 

scriptures. To aid in this onerous mission Augustine elaborates a system whereby the reader 

must come to the scriptures with a certain mindset and a breadth of diverse knowledge. In 

doing so, the reader will be prepared to take on any of the many difficulties of scripture. 

However, Augustine still allows for a spectrum of “blameless” interpretations outside the single 

correct interpretation which exists for all passages of the Bible. By laying out this approach 

Augustine has empowered the reader with the ability to interpret the scripture authoritatively. 

Despite the apparent comprehensiveness of Augustine’s approach, he still tacitly acknowledges 

the inability of some readers to follow this path with his section on sermons and teaching. 

Surely not all readers could have the time or ability to learn Greek and Hebrew along with all the 

other requisite knowledge for proper interpretation of scripture, even a man of such profound 

intellect as Augustine had difficulty with Greek. As the adept reader must search for external 

knowledge if he or she hopes to understand scripture, so too must the incapable reader search 
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for a proper teacher. Authority and responsibility are thus reflected back upon the teacher who 

must function as both the informed interpreter and the enlightened expositor.  

 The problems of scripture, or any text or oral tradition which validate a given religion, 

are legion. In this dialogue between polytheists and Christians these difficulties were brought to 

the forefront both as accusations and defenses. Religious texts became a battleground for the 

legitimacy and authority of religion. Ultimately, these inherent problems necessitated the 

creation of a complex system to justify them and hence the religion for which they spoke. Julian 

proposed the abandonment of all myths. Polytheism could live without them and instead could 

look to nature, humanity, and history as the fundamental sources of its legitimacy. Augustine, 

on the other hand, engineered an elaborate approach to scripture, one that honored the 

authority inherent in the scriptures and guided the reader. This discrepancy between the 

externalization of authority by Julian and the internalization by Augustine may have indicated 

deeper epistemological concerns between polytheists and Christians along with the changing 

nature of the religions themselves. Julian in his ode to the natural expressed in pagan eloquence 

the importance of contextualizing one’s own religion. Who needed texts when the validity of 

polytheism could be seen in nature, society, and history? Conversely, Augustine’s stalwart 

defense of the Bible celebrates the power of text and the individual’s spiritual relationship to it.  
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Chapter 3 

 Ritual Reaction 

  Polytheistic rituals were spoken of by the ancients themselves with the kind of duty 

that is characteristic of an unbroken, immemorial antiquity. Indeed, the origins of many of these 

rituals predate the writing systems of the Greeks and Romans, some even the civilizations 

themselves as they represent standard forms of religious worship in the ancient Mediterranean 

and Mesopotamian worlds. Regardless of their antiquity and the reverence they received, there 

were certain anxieties regarding the legitimacy of many practices of divination and sacrifice in 

the Greco-Roman world as early as Xenophanes of Colophon, a philosopher of the sixth century 

B.C.E. In his De Divinatione, Cicero systematically subverts the act of divination in all its guises, 

allowing only for certain ceremonial practices simply as a means of upholding tradition and for 

political expediency (2.72). Though these Skeptics and Academics were by no means a majority, 

they provoked responses from many polytheists, most notably the Stoics, who assiduously 

defended the traditional rituals. However, doubts regarding the efficacy and validity of religious 

ritual grew in late antiquity as the number of philosophical schools and religious cults reached 

its peak.  

 Christianity was born into this environment, often capitalizing on the uncertainties and 

inconsistencies of the polytheistic world. Yet Christians faced their own challenges which were 

in some ways not dissimilar to those of their pagan counterparts. Since its inception, Christianity 

had been confronted by a hostile world, attacked by polytheists and Jews alike. In some ways 

these external condemnations strengthened the laws and rituals of Christianity. Such was the 

case with Christian martyrs whose deaths often initiated a hardening of opinion and belief. 

However, Christians also had to struggle among themselves to define and legitimize the ritual 
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elements of their own religion. This was no easy task. Indeed, as if the assorted Christian 

factions of antiquity were not enough to confound this effort, Christians vied to reconcile their 

own identity and religion in regard to Judaism. This ambivalence is exemplified by the numerous 

disagreements of Peter and Paul. In the face of these challenges and discrepancies the 

establishment and validation of formal rituals took some time, developing continually through 

the medieval and modern periods.  

 To explore this topic I turn to two men, Iamblichus of Chalcis and Ambrose of Milan, 

both stalwart defenders of ritual in the instability of late antiquity. In their respective works, the 

De Mysteriis and the De Sacramentis, Iamblichus and Ambrose try to justify a particular canon of 

rituals central to their own religions. Their attempts required in-depth examinations of the 

significance and authority of ritual. Though Iamblichus and Ambrose do not place equal 

importance on the formality and particular meaning of ritual ceremony, their conceptions are 

concordant in many regards. For both of these men the authority of ritual is founded upon the 

idea that rituals are divine institutions, that they conform to a natural and divine hierarchy, and 

that they confer benefit upon the world and the individual adherent alike.  

Theurgy, Theurgy, Theurgy 

Iamblichus of Chalcis was a neoplatonic philosopher from Syria writing in late third and early 

fourth centuries. A friend to the emperor Julian and associate of Porphyry and Proclus, 

Iamblichus was active in the intellectual polytheist milieu of the late empire. His most famous 

work, known as the De Mysteriis, attempts a reconciliation of neoplatonic doctrines among 

themselves and in regard to foreign wisdom, most specifically those of the Assyrians, Chaldeans, 

and Egyptians. The work is structured around a series of questions asked by Porphyry, which not 

only attack specific neoplatonic doctrines but also evoke apprehensions and uncertainties as to 
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the nature of divinity, human relations with the divine, the process and function of theurgy, and 

the validity of traditional sacramental customs or rituals. Theurgy, a word meaning ‘divine 

work,’ is a concept referring to practices of philosophy, magic, and ritual, which are meant to 

achieve purification and ascendance for their practitioners (S.I.J 726). The term is not exact, nor 

did the ancients all agree upon what it meant. Nevertheless, it was a central concept for 

Iamblichus. In the course of his work, Iamblichus, by responding to each question, unfolds a 

syncretic, neoplatonic cosmology. Iamblichus then presents common polytheistic rituals, 

divination, and theurgy as integral parts of this cosmology. The authority of each of these 

activities rests upon their own conformity to the natural and divine order. Consequently, modes 

of worship must correspond to this order while individual practitioners must adapt their own 

worship depending on how they fit into Iamblichus’ divine hierarchy. The legitimacy of such 

rituals, however, extends beyond their relationship to the divine. It is the efficacy of these 

activities and the benefits that they confer on their practitioners which speak to their authority 

and the validity of polytheism itself.  

 Iamblichus begins by delineating his own neoplatonic theology, which is founded upon a 

number of key principles. First, he argues that there is a hierarchy of gods and divinities which 

emanate out from the intellect or the One with the gods as the highest emanation, daemons as 

a middle emanation, and human souls at the bottom. This spectrum of beings is interconnected 

and each has a certain allotment in the universe as well as specifically defined powers (although 

the highest gods comprehend all things and are not necessarily restricted to any particular 

governance) (1.9). This stratification represents a perfect harmony as they are all bound 

together by the intellectual energy of the One (1.19). Next he argues that the gods are 

inherently good, sympathetic, and incorruptible. Iamblichus relates, “For all the Gods are good, 

and invariably the causes of good; and all of them are uniformly convolved to one good…[also 
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they] descend with invariable sameness for the salvation of the universe, and connectedly 

contain the whole of generation after the same manner. They are likewise impassive and 

immutable” (1.18). The impassivity and immutability of the Gods renders them pure, unwanting, 

and incapable of experiencing suffering, thus they are not in need of human rituals or sacrifices 

(1.10-1.11). Furthermore, Iamblichus proposes that evil stems from change and corruption. 

Therefore, since the gods are incapable of being affected by either of these changes they are 

never the source of evil. Rather, it is lower, terrestrial natures, which are corruptible, that 

produce and perpetuate evil (1.18-1.19). It is this theology of divine benevolence and sympathy 

along with the harmony of this natural hierarchy that governs a ritual’s form and the authority 

of rituals in general. 

Before investigating particular rituals or practices, Iamblichus first distinguishes 

between proper and improper rituals. For Iamblichus, inappropriate ritual proceeds from human 

ignorance and pride. He says, “men being in reality unable to apprehend the reasons of sacred 

institutions, but conceiving that they are able, are wholly hurried away by their own human 

passions, and form a conception of divine concerns from things pertaining to themselves. In so 

doing, however, they err in a twofold respect; because they fall from divine natures; and 

because, being frustrated of these, they draw them down to human passions” (1.21). Thus 

religious rituals or institutions formed by humans are invalid in so far as they do not agree with 

divine nature. This disparity often comes from the assumption that human desires should form 

the basis for divine ritual and that these so-called human passions are aligned with divine 

nature. Iamblichus presents this human notion as inherently incorrect and thus not a proper 

form of divine worship or communion. Rather, in order to be correct and efficacious, ritual must 

conform to divine nature. Iamblichus asks:  
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For what sacred institution, what religious cultivation, which is conformable to 

sacerdotal laws, is effected through passion, or produces a certain completion of 

passions? Is not each of these legislatively ordained from the first, conformably to the 

sacred laws of the Gods, and intellectually? Each also imitates both the intelligible and 

celestial order of the Gods…[by which] all things are accomplished through a divine 

cause alone, which is in so great a degree separated from passions, that reason is not 

able to come into contact with it (1.21). 

 Again, Iamblichus decries ceremonies oriented towards the fulfillment of human desire. Rather, 

proper sacred institutions and religious cultivations obey and mimic divine nature.   

Prayers, invocations, and supplications are the first of many ritualized practices which 

Iamblichus presents as in harmony with his theology and beneficial to their practitioners. 

Though Iamblichus does not go into detail about the precise ceremony of these rites, he 

suggests that they all are entreaties toward the divine aimed either at pacifying divine anger, 

honoring the gods, or achieving some spiritual purification and communion with them (1.13). 

Iamblichus begins by exhorting his audience to think of these and other sacred ceremonies or 

spectacles as “remedies,” both physical and spiritual, for the manifold afflictions of generation 

in which all souls are bound when in a body (1.11). Consequently, one must understand 

invocations to be an attempt at transcendence and divine illumination, as opposed to a 

controlling of divine natures through symbols or names. Iamblichus explains, “For an invocation 

of this kind does not draw down the impassive and pure Gods, to that which is passive and 

impure; but, on the contrary, it renders us, who have become passive through generation, pure 

and immutable” (1.12). The authority of invocation is not manifested in any human ability to 

drawn down the divine (indeed, this would be blasphemous and contrary to the divine order), 

but rather the realization of human insignificance and a sincere attempt at purification. The very 

act of invocation represents a conformity to Iamblichus’ theology, in that it acknowledges the 

subservience of human souls to the gods.  The process of receiving benefit through invocation is 

in accord with the divine hierarchy, initiating an “ascent” which liberates humans from passions, 
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then bodies, and ultimately draws them up to a perfect communion with beings of a higher 

nature (1.12). Similarly, Iamblichus asserts that prayer imitates the divine order and confers 

benefit on its exercisers. Regarding prayers to the gods, Iamblichus says, “I think it is necessary 

to pray to no others than these. For that in us which is divine, intellectual, and one, or 

intelligible, if you are willing so to call it, is most clearly excited in prayer; and, when excited, 

vehemently seeks that which is similar to itself, and becomes copulated to perfection itself.” 

(1.15) Prayer, then, activates the most divine aspects of human nature and causes them to 

search for familiarity with higher, more divine natures, which in turn produce perfection of the 

soul. Iamblichus emphasizes that the faculty which prayer energizes is divine and intellectual 

and therefore most adapted to communion with higher natures (as the One is inherently 

intellect). The validity of prayer stems from this association with the divine hierarchy and the 

benefit it brings. Supplication works in like manner. Iamblichus relates: 

 because we fall short of the Gods in power, purity, and everything else, we shall act in 

the most opportune manner, by invoking them with the most vehement 

supplications…from supplication, we are in a short time led to the object of supplication, 

acquire its similitude from intimate converse, and gradually obtain divine perfection, 

instead of our own imbecility and imperfection (1.15).  

Again, the efficacy and authority of the ritual are contingent upon its correspondence with 

Iamblichus’ theology. For him, the act of supplication, both physically and spiritually, represents 

a recognition of the soul’s place in the divine hierarchy. By participating in such a way, 

supplication allows the soul to rise toward the One or Demiurge and hence achieve spiritual 

perfection.  

 The corruption and misuse of ritual are unsettling issues for Iamblichus, which he 

attempts to correct through the agency of intent and effect. As stated earlier, the gods are 

inherently and essentially good, making them incapable of any evil or unjust acts (1.18. cf; 4.6, 

4.7). Since this is the case, Iamblichus argues that the gods are the sole authors of all good in the 
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world and that humans must understand that any good emanates from this higher divinity (3.7). 

Though the gods do things to punish people these actions are innately connected to justice and 

any human complaint regarding these actions arises from the human inability to distinguish the 

intent and scope of divine will (4.4-4.5). Divinity having been exonerated, Iamblichus asserts that 

the sources of evil and unjust rituals are humans and depraved, terrestrial spirits (3.31). These 

corrupted beings appropriate the traditional theurgic rituals in form but are inherently different 

in intention and result. In divination, Iamblichus claims that evil humans “being full of passions 

and vice, attract to themselves, through alliance, depraved spirits, and are excited by them to 

every kind of iniquity. They are also increased in wickedness by each other” (3.31).  Though a 

practitioner of this sort might find himself in control of certain daemonic forces he will certainly 

achieve no purification. For, as Iamblichus relates, this type of divination is corrupted and hostile 

to the gods. Not only is the intent of the diviner different from one seeking theurigc 

transcendence but also the effect is tantamount to a debasing of the soul (3.31). This form of 

divination effectively becomes an inversion of proper ritual, invalidated by its intent and also its 

result. Similarly, unjust invocations and prayers take the same form as proper ones but cannot 

procure any theurgic effect. The gods, Iamblichus says, are not subservient to the desires and 

prayers of men but choose to help some of them. Thus when an invocation is made the 

invocator munificently receives a certain energy from either corporeal or divine powers (4.10, 

4.13). The reception of these powers is not always used to a fitting end, however. Iamblichus 

explains that “those who receive them transmute them by their commixture and perversion, 

and transfer what is given to a purpose different from that for which it was imparted” (4.10). 

Iamblichus makes it clear, however, that when any evil or improper thing is achieved through 

invocation that it is contrary to the divine and natural order. The ritual’s lack of conformity 

precludes a participation with the higher gods and hence is invalidated.  
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 Iamblichus upholds divination and its ritual aspects as another important form of divine 

worship that not only conforms to the divine hierarchy but also bestows an advantage upon its 

practitioners. Iamblichus begins his presentation by addressing the various forms of divination, 

of which he finds those that are externally derived and based upon some human skill to be 

objectionable as opposed to divine possession which represents the truest form of divination 

(3.1; cf. 6.4). He says that there are “many species of divine possession, and divine inspiration is 

multifariously excited; whence, also, the signs of it are many and different. For either the Gods 

are different, by whom we are inspired, and thus produce a different inspiration; or the mode of 

enthusiasms being various, produces a different afflatus [inspiration]. For either divinity 

possesses us, or we give up ourselves wholly to divinity” (3.5). For Iamblichus these reasons 

explain and legitimize the manifold forms of divination, including direct possession (asleep or 

awake), interpretation through a human prophet, or the use of material mediums which initiate 

divine possession. Despite differences in medium or ceremony, the result of divine possession 

remains the same.  Iamblichus explains that divine energy or possession “is not drawn down and 

converted to us, but that it has a separate precedence, and gives itself, indeed, to its 

participants, yet neither departs from itself, nor becomes diminished, nor is ministrant to those 

that receive it; but, on the contrary, uses all things as subservient to itself” (3.17). The divine 

agent which possesses a human preserves its purity and position in the divine hierarchy by 

subjugating its object, instead of the other way around. Iamblichus maintains that this sort of 

possession cannot be effected by humans alone but comes about only from a participation with 

the gods (3.20). Through this process the possessed may achieve spiritual benefit. Iamblichus 

urges that concerning divine possession: 

 it is requisite that you, and everyone who is a genuine lover of the Gods, should give 

himself wholly; since by this mean irreprehensible truth will be obtained in divinations, 

and perfect virtue in souls; and through both these, an ascent will be afforded to the 
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theurgists to intelligible fire, which ought to be preestablished as the end of all 

foreknowledge, and of every theurgic operation (3.31).  

Iamblichus stresses the importance and ultimate goal of divine possession which is achieved 

through the intermediary of foreknowledge. For him, the authority of divination lies in the 

betterment of the soul and its transcendence to the “intelligible fire” or, put more simply, a 

union with the gods themselves. This process of possession, purification, and then 

transcendence not only preserves the divine hierarchy but represents the most appropriate 

communion with it.  

 Iamblichus next examines sacrifice as a mode of worship, anchoring its authority and 

efficacy to an accordance with the divine order. This conformity, however, goes both upward to 

divine natures and downward to human natures and the material objects of sacrifice. Iamblichus 

explains that familiarity and kinship apply as a general rule of sacrifice: “the law of religion 

distributes similar to similar, and thus extends from on high, through wholes, as far as to the last 

of things; assigning, indeed, incorporeales to incorporeales, but bodies to bodies, and this 

commensurately to the nature of each“ (5.20). This principle is likewise manifested in the 

ceremony and process of worship. Iamblichus says that:  

the sacred law of sacrifices is connected with the order of the Gods. In the first place, 

therefore, we say, that of the Gods some are material, but others immaterial…according 

to the sacrific art, it is requisite to begin sacred operations from the material Gods: for 

the ascent to the immaterial Gods will not otherwise be effected. The material Gods, 

therefore, have a certain communion with matter, so far as they preside over it…He, 

therefore, who wishes to worship these theurgically, in a manner adapted to them, and 

to the dominion which they are allotted, should, as they are material, employ a material 

mode of worship (5.14).  

The distinction between the material and immaterial gods along with the connection of the 

material gods to physical matter allows for a material form of worship to be offered that still 

conforms to Iamblichus’ theology. This imitation of the divine order extends through the lower 

levels of divinity as well, with certain daemones and spirits allotted dominion over particular 
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nations, temples, and even animals or objects (5.25). Though connected to matter and often the 

rulers of it, Iamblichus still cautions that “we ought likewise to be very cautious, lest we should 

offer any gift unworthy of, or foreign from, the gods” (5.25). Choosing the right sacrifice is not 

only a matter of the understanding the particular divinity one worships but also the disposition 

of the individual practitioner. Just as there is a division of divinities, so too Iamblichus creates a 

division of human souls with low corrupt souls at the bottom, holy souls (like Pythagoras and 

Socrates) at the top, and a middling level of souls somewhere in between (5.15). Iamblichus 

spends no time on the worship of these higher souls but explains, however, that lower souls 

“should embrace a mode of worship adapted by nature, and should choose for this purpose 

appropriate places, air, matter, the powers of matter, bodies, and the habits of bodies, qualities, 

and proper motions…both in other parts of piety and in that part of it which pertains to 

sacrifice” (5.18). In such a way, Iamblichus reflects the responsibility of sacrifice back upon the 

practitioner whose duty it is to know not only what is the proper sacrifice for a specific divinity 

but also how personally he or she relates to the object of the sacrifice. Thus, only when these 

preconditions are fulfilled, is sacrifice efficacious, causing the object of the sacrifice to become a 

proper receptacle of the gods : “For matter being generated by the father and demiurge of 

wholes, receives a perfection adapted to itself, in order to its becoming the receptacle of the 

Gods…the theurgic art, therefore, perceiving this to be the case, and thus having discovered in 

common, appropriate receptacles, conformably to the peculiarity of each of the Gods, it 

frequently connects together stones, herbs, animals, aromatics, and other sacred, perfect, and 

deiform substances of the like kind; and afterwards, from all theses, it produces an entire and 

pure receptacle” (5.23).  

The legitimacy of sacrifice as a mode of worship is bound in part to its formal ceremony 

and the advantages its adherents obtain. Iamblichus presents the ceremonial burning of the 
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object in sacrifice as paralleling to the subsequent purification and then transcendence of the 

soul.  He says that “the fire that is with us, imitating the energy of divine fire, destroys 

everything which is material in sacrifices, purifies the things which are offered, liberates them 

from the bonds of matter, and renders them, through purity of nature, adapted to the 

communion of the Gods. It likewise liberates us after the same manner from the bonds of 

generation, assimilates us to the Gods, causes us to be adapted to friendship, and conducts our 

material nature to an immaterial essence” (5.12). The ceremonial act of sacrifice is rendered 

effective in so far as it imitates the end of sacrifice, which is an expiation and liberation of the 

soul. Iamblichus construes the sacrifice itself as a pseudo-effigy of the soul. Just as the sacrifice 

itself loses its material bonds in the fire so too the soul is liberated from matter and allowed to 

ascend upwards. Iamblichus also stresses conformity to his theology in that through a material 

and spiritual purification the soul becomes more similar to the gods and is capable of 

communion with them. However, it is ultimately the advantages which the ritual of sacrifice 

confers that Iamblichus sets as the foundation of its authority. He explains, “but the greatest 

thing in sacrifices, viz. their efficacious power, and why especially they are so very beneficial that 

without them we are neither liberated from pestilence, nor famine, nor sterility of fruits, nor 

obtain seasonable showers of rain, nor things of much greater consequence than these, I mean 

such as contribute to the purification of the soul, or an emancipation from generation” (5.6). For 

Iamblichus, the power and efficacy of sacrifices prove their worth. The ritual of sacrifice is 

validated in its ability to accomplish both physical and spiritual transformations. Not only are 

sacrifices productive but also without them people could not effect an end to pestilence or a 

cleansing of the soul. Iamblichus proposes that sacrifice is effective in all of its aspects. The ritual 

itself maintains a spiritual importance which confirms the divine hierarchy and the practitioner’s 

purification while the result of sacrifice is manifested in physical and spiritual benefits.  
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Come on down to Baptism Town 

Ambrose is one of the most famous and prolific late antique Christian authors. Bishop of 

Milan from 374 – 397 C.E, Ambrose was a formative influence in the development of 

Christianity, engaging in many of the theological, social, and political debates of his time, while 

being an intimate friend of a young Augustine and a frequent counselor to the emperor 

Theodosius (r. 347 – 395). The De Sacramentis is a work of historically disputed authenticity, but 

is generally ascribed to Ambrose due to a similarity of language and anti-Arian sentiments 

(Bradshaw 103). Regardless of the authorship, the piece as a whole is clearly late antique and 

presents unique insight into the ancient Christian liturgy as well as explications of ritual. 

Couched in the form of several successive sermons, Ambrose addresses his audience in the De 

Sacramentis about the necessity and validity of ritual and liturgy. Though particularly focused on 

the sacraments of baptism and the Eucharist, Ambrose also delves into the correct practice of 

Christian prayer. According to Ambrose, the authority of these sacraments is derived partly from 

their ancientness and prefiguration in the Old Testament. Additionally, Ambrose lays out 

deliberate formulae for these rituals, bestowing each ceremonial step with symbolic and 

physical significance. The auctoritas of these rituals is also founded upon their efficacy which is 

intimately connected to their procedure.  

 The authority of baptism is, in part, demonstrated by its ceremony, which not only has 

symbolic and biblical significance but also aids in its soteriological purpose. Baptism is the formal 

Christian ritual wherein an adult believer is submerged three times in water and then inducted 

into a congregation. This sacrament is administered by a priest and included ceremonial 

purification and anointing. Done in front of the congregation, baptism symbolically emphasized 

the remission of sin and the adherent’s new identity as a member of the church, though this 
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sacrament probably was administered differently in different congregations and regions (P.R 

331). Ambrose relates how each formal action of baptism signifies a particular physical or 

spiritual revelation while together they confirm the sacrament of baptism. The sacrament of 

baptism confers preventative benefits, checking the guile of the devil and averting eternal 

damnation (1.18, cf. 2.18). The ceremonial formula is also important, however. Regarding the 

formal touching of the ears and nostrils by a priest before baptism, Ambrose relates, “It is this 

which our Lord Jesus Christ indicates in the Gospel, when a deaf and dumb man was brought to 

him, and he touched his ears and his mouth: the ears, because he was deaf; the mouth, because 

he was dumb: and said, Ephpheta. It is a Hebrew word, which rendered into Latin 

is adaperire, that is, Be opened. The reason, therefore, that the priest touched your ears was 

that your ears might be opened to the discourse and the address of the priest (1.2). Likewise, he 

says that, “you receivest myron, that is, ointment upon the head. Why upon the head? 

Because the senses of a wise man are in his head, says Solomon. For wisdom is lifeless without 

grace; but when wisdom has received grace, then its work begins to be perfect. This is called 

regeneration” (3.1). Ambrose’s discussion emphasizes how each step in the ritual of baptism has 

a legitimizing biblical corollary that signifies the ritual and contextualizes its beneficent result. 

The necessity of these steps is demonstrated by the advantage they bestow and how these 

benefits lead ultimately to the culmination of the ritual.  

 These steps represent only one part of the initial purification of the believer; further 

ceremony is still required if he or she is to be inducted into the congregation. The next stages 

begin with a believer taking an oath to renounce the devil and the world, which Ambrose 

explains binds the person about to be baptized to the ritual and God (1.5).  Next, the priest 

consecrates the water so that the Trinity may make it purifying, while he offers up a prayer. The 

consecration of the water mimics the biblical scenes of the spirit coming down in the form of the 
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dove and the apostles scattered by the descent of a divine voice while praying on the Pentecost 

(1.14- 1.15). The actual submerging of the person suggests a death, burial, and revival (2.19). 

Ambrose explains the biblical and symbolic power of this ritual:  

whosoever is baptized, is baptized in the death of Jesus. What is in the death? It is that, 

as Christ died, so you also should taste of death; that, as Christ died unto sin, and liveth 

unto God, so you also should be dead unto the former allurements of sins through the 

sacrament of baptism, and should rise again through the grace of Christ. It is a death, 

therefore; but not a death in the reality of bodily death, but in the likeness. For when 

you dip you take on the likeness of death and burial, you receive the sacrament of that 

cross (2.23).  

Again, Ambrose asserts that the ritual action of baptism is rooted in the Bible and takes on its 

own symbolic significance. The submersion of baptism is rendered efficacious in its connection 

to the passion and resurrection of Jesus which the believer experiences. The authority of 

baptism, then, is inextricable from the significance of its ritual processes.  

Ambrose further builds the authority of baptism by citing its prefiguration in the Old 

Testament. For Ambrose, the antiquity of the sacraments is validating but more specifically it is 

that they precede Jewish customs (1.11). Ambrose represents the flood in Genesis as a sort of 

baptism, asking, “Is not the flood the same thing as baptism, whereby all sins are washed away, 

only the mind and grace of the righteous is revived?” (2.1). Then, regarding the parting of the 

Red Sea, Ambrose guides his audience to another provenance of sacraments. “Again, that there 

was a figure of our baptism in the Red Sea is asserted by the Apostle, when he says that our 

fathers were all baptized in the cloud and in the sea. And he added, Now all these things 

happened unto them by way of figure; to them in a figure, but to us in reality” (1.20). Ambrose 

interprets the pillar of light as Christ and the cloud as the holy spirit, thus, when combined with 

the water of the Red Sea, there is a manifestation of baptism (1.22). Most abstractly, Ambrose 

cites a story of Elijah to prefigure the ritual of baptism. He says, “Elijah called fire from heaven, 

and fire came down from heaven. Elisha called on the name of the Lord, and the axe-head which 
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had sunk came up out of the water. Here is another kind of baptism. Why? Because every man 

before baptism is weighed down like iron, and sinks: when he has been baptized he is no longer 

like iron, but now rises like the fruit-bearing wood, which is a lighter kind of thing” (2.11). 

Covering these and other examples Ambrose justifies the practice of baptism through the office 

of antiquity. The adumbration of baptism in the Old Testament is further oriented to Christian 

uses, as Ambrose assures his audience that though the Jews may have experienced a sort of 

baptism in ‘figure’ first, it is the Christian form which was signified and predetermined (4.11). 

Hence, the authority of baptism is guarded by setting its origins in the distant past and lending it 

the prophetic power of the OT.  

The Eucharist and its authority are formed on similar premises as baptism, such as 

antiquity, biblical parallels, symbolic ceremony, and actual benefit. The sacrament of the 

Eucharist was a Christian ritual where the believer would receive the body and blood of Christ in 

the form of bread and wine by the hands of a priest. The OT story of Moses touching a rock, 

forcing water to come out of it, symbolically illustrates the antiquity of the Eucharist. Ambrose 

offers an allegorical interpretation, “Moses, that is to say, a prophet; the rod, that is the word of 

God. The priest touches the rock with the word of God, and the water flows and the people of 

God drink. Therefore the priest touches the cup, the water streams in the cup, springs up into 

eternal life, and the people of God drink, who have obtained the grace of God” (5.3). Again, 

Ambrose cites the antiquity of Christian ritual, its biblical foreshadowing, and its seniority to 

Jewish customs. The Eucharist is validated by its antiquity and its prefiguration in the OT, while 

Ambrose suggests, with the line ‘the people of God drink, who have obtained the grace of God,’ 

that Christians are the proper interpreters and successors of this rite as they have received 

grace through it while the Jews merely in form. The ceremony of Eucharist is further 
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corroborated by the New Testament. Ambrose elaborates on the priestly invocation before the 

Eucharist which uses quotes from Jesus at the last supper:  

Who the day before he suffered, he says, in his holy hands took bread. Before it is 

consecrated, it is bread, but when the words of Christ have been added, it is the body of 

Christ. Therefore hear him saying: Take and eat ye all of this; for this is my body [Mt 

26:26]. And before the words of Christ it is a cup full of wine and water. When the 

words of Christ have operated then and there it is made to be the blood of Christ which 

redeemed the people. Therefore, see in how many ways the word of Christ is mighty to 

change all things. There the Lord Jesus himself testifies to us that we receive his body 

and blood. Ought we to doubt of his trustworthiness and testimony? (4.23). 

 The structure of the Eucharist ceremony and the invocations during it are given biblical pretext. 

The significance of each step is more than symbolic, however. The invocations and 

consecrations effect a physical change, transforming the bread into the body of Christ and the 

wine into blood. Thus, the authority and efficacy of the Eucharist are bound to the proper 

completion of its ceremony. To all this Ambrose adds the benefit the believer receives from 

partaking in the Eucharist. It is a self contained and self explanatory good: “as often as we 

receive [the bread], we show the Lord’s death; if we show his death, we show remission of sins. 

If, as often as blood is poured forth, it is poured for remission of sins, I ought always to receive 

it, that my sins may always be forgiven me. I, who am always sinning, ought always to have a 

remedy” (4.28). 

Ambrose bases the authority of prayer upon its formal procedure, the intent of the 

practitioner, and its rhetorical force. Prayer in the Christian context takes on many regional and 

formal differences but in general centers on petitions and supplications to God spoken aloud 

with proper gesticulation (H.C., P.B 650). Regarding intent, Ambrose states that God is not 

receptive to any covetous or avaricious desires but only to divine things and therefore whoever 

prays only does so legitimately with divine will in mind (6.20). Furthermore, intent must be 

earnest. Ambrose explains, “This people honor me with their lips, but their heart is far from me 
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[Mt 15:8]. Let not then thy prayer proceed only from thy lips. Let the whole intention of thy 

mind be fixed, enter into the recess of thy heart, enter it with thy whole self. Let not him, whom 

you wish to please, see thee to be careless. Let him see that you pray from the heart, that when 

you pray from the heart he may deign to hear thee” (6.13). Ambrose highlights the importance 

of intent and its bearing upon the efficacy of prayer. Though the injunction to sincerity in prayer 

comes from the Bible, even this cannot guarantee the fulfillment of any given request. Intent 

and sincerity designate the proper approach to prayer. This approach, however, is situated in a 

formal presentation which also bolsters the efficacy of prayer. Ambrose inquires:  

what should be the beginning of prayer? Tell me, if you wished to make a request of a 

man and were to begin thus: “Come, grant me what I seek of thee,” does not this seem 

an arrogant form of prayer? Prayer, therefore, should begin with the praise of God, that 

you may ask of the almighty God, to whom all things are possible, who has the will to 

grant. Then follows the supplication, as the Apostle taught us when he said, I beseech, 

therefore, that first of all prayers, supplications, petitions, giving of thanks be made[1 

Tim 2:1]. The first part of the prayer, therefore, ought to contain the praise of God, the 

second the supplication, the third the petition, the fourth the giving of thanks. You 

should not, like a starveling for food, begin with food, but with the praises of God (6.22).  

Ambrose’s prayer formula is striking. He still uses biblical sources to legitimize prayer but each 

step does not produce a spiritual or metaphysical reaction. This particular formula is upheld as 

the correct way to pray based upon a logical and rhetorical schema. The efficacy of prayer 

seems bound to its rhetorical force, its ability to convince God. Not that God needs any 

convincing but Ambrose upholds this authoritative formula as a means to effecting prayer.  

 Altars of Madness 

 Iamblichus of Chalcis and Ambrose of Milan express the validity and efficacy of ritual in 

their respective works. Both of these men systematically expound upon the nature and 

legitimacy of specific rituals, defending them with enthusiasm. Rituals function as a medium 

through which an individual can effect a connection to the divine. Not only are they necessary 
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for these purposes but they afford great benefit to humanity and the individual practitioner. 

Despite their shared concern for the common believer and a general conception of ritual, 

Iamblichus and Ambrose deviate from one another in their presentation of ritual authority. This 

discrepancy is most stark in regards to the form of ritual. For Iamblichus, it is not so much the 

actual procedure of the ritual which gives it authority and efficacy (though he does distinguish 

between valid and invalid rituals) but rather the posture of the individual practitioner to the 

divine and the conformity of the action as a whole to the divine order. Conversely, Ambrose 

presents a standardized formula for each ritual, elucidating the significance of each step, 

historically and spiritually, while integrating this into the culmination of the ritual itself.  

 Iamblichus’ treatment of ritual has a marked emphasis on the relationship of the 

individual to the divine and not on the particular ceremony. Often, procedures for rituals are not 

even developed, though they are distinguished by the categories of valid and invalid. If this is 

due to an assumed understanding by the audience or because it fits into his theological 

framework, it is never made explicit. Whatever the exact form or ceremony of the ritual may be, 

it has a power all its own as shown by the ability of humans to manipulate rituals for either good 

or evil ends. Iamblichus would probably hesitate to call the depraved result ‘efficacy’ as it 

degrades the nature of the individual practitioner while harming the world in general. 

Iamblichus assures his audience that such wicked results are in no way comparable to the 

awesome benefits of purification and assimilation to the gods. Though the formal ceremony of a 

ritual gives it efficacy, the real power of ritual can only be unlocked through an examination of 

the individual’s relationship to the divine followed by an application of the appropriate worship 

based upon this status. Only under these circumstances is there a true conformity between the 

individual, the ritual, and the divine order. As these rituals and the world itself operate under a 

law of similarity and attraction, it is not surprising Iamblichus would emphasize this universal 
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sympathy as the foundation of ritual authority. Indeed, rituals become the representation of this 

divine sympathy and the mode through which humans can realize a union with divinity.  

 Ambrose’s representation of ritual and its authority pivots on biblical precedents, 

antiquity, and the precise formula of ceremony. These two former points corroborate one 

another, particularly in the case of the Old Testament. If some biblical precedent can be 

established then Christian rituals have a seniority which at least dates back to the Apostles, if 

not all the way to Moses and earlier. Ambrose’s insistence on announcing this antiquity may 

stem, in part, from the newness of Christianity and its desire to solidify itself in a hostile world. 

Indeed, this strategy was also employed by Origen against Celsus, though it is also one of the 

many common rhetorical tropes of antiquity. Using a religious text to justify ritual is one of the 

mainstays of Ambrose rhetoric, though it is completely foreign to Iamblichus. The Bible not only 

provides an authoritative framework for ritual but also yields compelling allegorical justification 

as well. With ritual situated in a legitimizing antiquity and bolstered by biblical evidence, 

Ambrose next validates the ceremony and formal ritual of the sacraments. For Ambrose, each 

step of the ritual has a particular meaning which justifies it and the larger sacrament. The 

efficacy and authority of ritual are fixed to the individual correctly carrying out each step and 

then experiencing the subsequent revelation. Through proper procedure the Christian 

sacraments fulfill a necessary function both for the salvation of the individual and his or her 

relationship to a greater Christian community.  

 The conceptions and presentations of ritual auctoritas by Iamblichus and Ambrose 

demonstrate a great deal of accord alongside several important distinctions. On a basic level, 

both men thought that their own rituals had important functions for the belief and practice of 

their religions, enough so to defend them. Moreover, these men broadly agreed on how and 
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why their particular canon of rituals was authoritative.  For Iamblichus and Ambrose, this 

auctoritas was most apparent in the conformity of rituals to the divine order and the intent of 

the believer. Despite major disagreements as to the nature of divinity, both men concurred that 

rituals were only legitimate and efficacious in so far as they conformed to and participated in 

the divine hierarchy. The efficacy of rituals was another predominant source of their authority. 

Iamblichus and Ambrose both looked to the ability of rituals to effect positive results for their 

practitioners and the world around them. This efficacy legitimized rituals and proved their 

worth. Just how rituals achieved their efficacy was a source of contention, however. Iamblichus, 

though concerned with the formula of rituals, did not uphold a specific ceremony for each. 

Rather, he asserted that it was the relationship of the believer to the divine which dictated the 

precise nature of a ritual on an individual level. As he often did not explain precise ceremonies, 

this concern for the individual may have been a provision for the regionalism and idiosyncrasies 

of polytheism. In contrast to this, Ambrose avows the universal authority of the Bible in its 

prefiguration of the sacraments and the exact formula of every Christian ritual. For Ambrose, 

the precise formula of a ritual is paramount, in that each step of the ceremony produces some 

beneficial effect and together these steps confirm the efficacy of the sacrament as a whole. 

These distinctions reveal that polytheists and Christians did have some fundamental differences 

in their conceptions of ritual authority. However, their representations of ritual are largely the 

same, underscoring the similarity of polytheist and Christian religious identity.  
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Eius Auctoritas, Eius Religio 

 In the preceding pages I have covered a variety of authors, religions, genres, and 

subjects over the span of late antiquity to provide a general sense of how polytheists and 

Christians presented auctoritas in religious literature. Through all their representations of 

auctoritas, these authors reveal their cultural and personal understandings of their own 

respective religions. In a broader sense the discussions concerning the authority of the holy 

man, the sacred text, and ritual functioned as a forum through which conceptions of religious 

authority could be asserted and defended. This exchange was mutually formative for polytheism 

and Christianity, as evinced by the general convergence of representations of authority. A 

comparison and juxtaposition of these sources underscores the many similarities in the ancient 

constructions of authority for holy men, sacred texts, and rituals. Polytheists and Christians 

ultimately had fairly analogous understandings of what made their respective religions 

appealing and authoritative. Despite these parallels, the divergences in presentations of 

religious authority signify some major differences between polytheism and Christianity.  

 Polytheist and Christian holy men are created on a similar authoritative model in the 

works of Philostratus, Marinus, and Athanasius. The appeal of such figures is emphasized partly 

through their asceticism, good deeds, and their popular acclamation by other people. 

Apollonius, Marinus, and Antony often receive triumphant audiences as they engage with 

people of all walks of life, helping, reforming, and teaching as they interact. Indeed, reform and 

didacticism seem to go hand in hand for all three, indicating the importance of such traits in 

their characters through numerous instances of moral lessons and dialectical disputations. (The 

audience is perhaps to learn from these as well.) These men are not ordinary tutors, however, 

but heavenly educators empowered by divinity. In each instance, the special relationship of each 
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man to divinity validates his teachings, while granting him a variety of supernatural powers. The 

ability to perform miracles, exorcisms, and other divine workings is presented as a central 

feature of the authority of these men. The way this divine authority functions is different in the 

polytheist and Christian contexts. Apollonius and Proclus have a particular innate divinity along 

with the benefit that is derived from constant divine favor. Antony, on the other hand, holds his 

divine powers through the office of faith, which is not unique to him (though he seems to 

possess a copious amount of it). Rather, as he himself says, anyone can achieve such powers if 

he or she can attain a similar level of faith and hence dearness to God. The auctoritas of these 

figures diverges further in the realms of education and knowledge. Antony’s humble origins and 

lack of traditional education are extolled along with his simplistic study of the Bible, though this 

does not stop him from dominating philosophical arguments. In contrast, the formal education 

and the exotic foreign wisdom that Apollonius and Proclus posses accord them both a certain 

authority. 

 Augustine and Julian share the notion that certain external knowledge is necessary if 

one is going to approach religious texts or discard them. Origen and Celsus set up this dilemma 

by attempting to address what they saw as the problems of religious texts. The arguments of 

Julian and Augustine evolved naturally out of the stalemate which Origen and Celsus created. 

For Julian, the solution to the difficulties of religious texts was their abandonment as an 

authoritative source, excluding Plato of course. Polytheism did not need such myths and poems. 

Rather, Julian conceived of the religious authority of polytheism in terms of the natural, the 

anthropological, and the historical. Nature and the innate human desire to search for divinity 

established a basic conception of the divine among all humans. This represented the ultimate 

form of auctoritas for Julian. Building upon this, Julian asserted that the similarity of divine 

worship across cultures averred the truth of polytheism which participated in the most universal 
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and hence most authoritative of these practices. Furthermore, the differentiation of cultures 

and the distinct hegemony and success of Greco-Roman society were indications of the plurality 

of gods and their support for Greeks and Romans contrasted for example against the misfortune 

of the Jews. Julian conceived of an auctoritas independent of myth and such traditions. 

Augustine’s argument ran the other way. For him, the Bible was inherently authoritative. 

Internally it guided the reader to correct interpretations and often provided imbedded solutions 

to its own difficulties. On the other hand, the reader or expositor of scripture had to gain 

auctoritas through a functional and natural knowledge which contextualized the Bible. 

Augustine urged that only through a proper mindset and equipped with certain knowledge 

could a reader unlock the meaning and authority of scriptures. Though if they were somehow 

unable to comprehend the Bible, it was the job of a teacher to fill in the gaps and provide the 

insights of scripture in an appropriate manner. Augustine and Julian would disagree over the 

power of religious texts, but both of their representations of auctoritas depend upon outside 

knowledge which clarifies or imputes authority to either the text or the religion itself.  

 Iamblichus of Chalcis and Ambrose of Milan present the efficacy of ceremony, the 

conformity to the divine order, and the intent of the devotee as central to the auctoritas of 

ritual. For them, the efficacy of rituals, their ability to produce some positive effect for the 

practitioner, is the most tangible manifestation of their power. This ability, however, is 

inherently bound to the ritual’s agreement to the divine hierarchy and the intent of the believer. 

Efficacy is predicated upon the acknowledgement of the divine order and then an appropriate 

participation with it. Thus, in both pagan and Christian prayer the practitioner must realize his 

subservient relationship to the divine and then properly invoke the divinity through a formula 

and with right intent. The representations of auctoritas begin to diverge from this point. In 

Iamblichus’ reckoning it is less the actual ceremony of ritual than the personal connection 
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between the adherent and the divine. The actual formula of the ritual and the extent to which it 

is efficacious can change based upon a person’s unique relationship to divinity. This is in direct 

contrast to Ambrose’s presentation which emphasizes the precise formula of ritual and how 

each ceremonial step grants a particular benefit on the initiate. Hence, the auctoritas of baptism 

and its ultimate efficacy are bound to its ceremonial components, which each perform a certain 

cathartic action and as a whole consummate the sacrament of baptism. Furthermore, Ambrose 

also calls upon the Bible as a legitimizing source for Christian rituals as he perceives that they 

are prefigured both temporally and symbolically in the Old Testament. The differences in these 

constructions of auctoritas are notable; however, the authority of rituals is represented with a 

fundamental uniformity in both Iamblichus and Ambrose.  

 The religious literature of late antiquity demonstrates just how similar the 

understanding of auctoritas between polytheists and Christians was. For the most part, these 

men had like conceptions of authority for holy figures, sacred texts, and rituals. They all shared a 

fundamental agreement on how and why these areas of religion were appealing and 

authoritative. Moreover, these explications of religious authority in each area more broadly 

represent an attempted justification of polytheism or Christianity. Each subject of religious 

discourse represents a forum through which a discussion concerning the auctoritas of a 

particular religion can take place. The parallels between these inform us of the general similarity 

of religious identities in late antiquity. However, that is not to say that Christians and polytheists 

had identical understandings of their own religions. In general, the polytheist sources 

demonstrate a greater provision for regionalisms and idiosyncrasies in their own religion than 

Christians did (perhaps necessarily so). This can be seen in Apollonius through his reformative 

attention to many different cities and people, his espousal of foreign wisdom, and his 

understanding of all languages (1.19). Julian shows similar concerns in his emphasis on natural 
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and universal principles to justify polytheism as opposed to the promoting a particular text or 

method of devotion, while Iamblichus manifests this in his insistence on personal relationships 

to the divine, which govern the way rituals are enacted on an individual level. The Christian 

sources, on the other hand, assert the exclusive authority of the Bible, the specific ways to 

approach it, and the precise formula of the sacraments. The ultimate victory of the Christian 

church ensured that these constructions of religious authority would be carried into the 

medieval and modern periods.  
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