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Pierre Hadot proposed that philosophical works from antiquity should
be approached with the idea of spiritual progress in mind. Even if the work
is apparently theoretical or systematic it was written to form readers and not
just to inform them. It was written to make them traverse a certain itinerary
which would allow them to make spiritual progress. Hadot finds this proce-
dure in the works of Plotinus and Augustine. The detours, starts and stops
and digressions are formative elements. The organisation of a work and its
mode of exposition can be explained by such preoccupations.' Studies which
have approached the Confessions and De trinitate with this idea of spiritual
progress in mind offer a new understanding of their parallel conceptual and
literary structures.? A Christian reconfiguration of the Plotinian ascent has
been discovered in both works.

I want to argue that the same procedure may also be perceived in Au-
gustine’s response to the Platonists in Book 10 of De ciuitate Dei. Hadots
approach discloses an unnoticed aspect of his argument about sacrifice in
chapters 1-7, where Augustine engages with Platonic accounts of spiritual
sacrifice and texts to present his account of the sacrifice offered by Christians.
He argues that this sacrifice allows them to attain what was sought by Platon-
ists in the ascent.> He can thus go on to refuse the division of cult and ascent
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proposed by Porphyry, who commends the practice of theurgy only to those
incapable of philosophy to allow them a partial moral and spiritual purifica-
tion. Augustine presents a universal sacrifice which sustains his account of
Christianity as the “universal way” of salvation for all kinds of persons that
Porphyry failed to discover. In polemical dialogue with Porphyry, and with
Plotinus as Porphyry interprets him, Augustine argues that the way to God
is sacramental. While there is no proof of any direct or even indirect literary
relation between them, Augustine’s argument is analogous to the defence of
a theurgic way to the gods offered by Tamblichus. Iamblichus too wants to
present a system which is valid for everyone, even for the simpliciores, and
not just for intellectuals.” Porphyry is their “common enemy” as both seek
to make sense of cultic life.

I. PLATONISM AND BEATITUDE

Augustine’s interest in these chapters remains centred on a higher intel-
ligible world and on ways to ascend to it. His citation of the question from
Micah 6.6 in chapter 5 is an indication of this interest: / guo inquit, adpre-
hendam Dominum, assumam Deum meum excelsum? So too is the definition
of true sacrifice that begins chapter 6. This sacrifice is every act which is
designed to unite us to God in a holy fellowship—every act, that is, which
is directed to that final good that makes possible our true felicity. At de ciui-
tate Dei 10.19 he describes the belief of those who think that visible pagan
sacrifices are suitable for other gods but not for the one God. This division
of sacrifices belongs to the koine of Platonic writings in late antiquity. Both
Sallustius and Macrobius consider this theme, and Macrobius’ account may
reflect Porphyry’s transposition of the discipline and contemplation of Plotin-
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ian philosophy into the language of sacrifice.® In De mysteriis Aegyptiorum
Iamblichus opposes Porphyry’s attempt to seek immaterial cult and union
with the One without passing through the necessary preparatory stages of
material cult. He argues instead that spiritual union is achieved through the
action of the gods when these ritual practices are performed, independently
of the thought processes of worshippers. Augustine too defines the Christian
sacrifice in relation to a Platonic notion of spiritual sacrifice. It is their sacrifice
that allows Christians to attain the ambition of the ascent. It allows them “to
cling to God”—inhaeremus Deo.

Thus he defines this sacrifice in relation to the writings of Plotinus and
Plato. In chapter 1, Augustine commends them because he says that they
have been able to realise that beatitude is attained by participation in the
light of God. He also affirms their assertion that this beatitude can only be
attained by adhering to God with the purity of a chaste love. This affirmation
is taken up in chapter 3. The final good about which philosophers dispute is
nothing else but to cleave to God whose spiritual embrace, sic dici potest, fills
the intellectual soul and makes it fertile with true virtues. Enneads 6.9.9 and
Enneads 1.6 use language similar to passages in chapter 2 where Augustine
writes of a higher love for the unseen, and a beauty which makes its lovers
beautiful. These passages may also be intended to evoke the Symposium
itself.” Augustine usually avoids this kind of erotic metaphor and expresses
hesitancy here. This however was the language of the Platonic ascent and of
the Symposium, the locus classicus of teaching about the ascent.®

Augustine defines the Christian sacrifice in relation to Platonic accounts
of spiritual sacrifice and Platonic texts, but the way he describes their teach-
ing is determined by his assumption that Platonist doctrine is identical with
scriptural teaching. Instead of quoting or paraphrasing Platonic books he
will cite scriptural texts as if they offered fair summaries of their contents.
In chapter 2, John 1:6-9 and 1:16 are presented as summarising a passage
of the Enneads. This appropriation is the context of his citation of Psalm
73:28, Mihi autem adhaerere Deo bonum est, in chapters 3 and 6 of Book
10, in juxtaposition to his reference and allusion to Platonic texts. Psalm
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73:28 is presented as offering a summary of Platonic teaching to assert a
shared conception of beatitude as union with God. The text evokes an erotic
metaphor for union which Augustine associates with the sense of touch.” The
place of Psalm 73:28 in his apologetic strategy is determined in relation to
another sequence of scriptural verses. Romans 1:18-25 allows him to praise
and appropriate the doctrines of the Platonists and at the same time to deny
their ability to attain the object of the ascent, adhaerere Deo." It also allows
him to present a Christian explanation of their polytheism.

Augustine further subsumes pagan cult within scriptural discourse by
identifying their gods with angels. In chapter 2, he describes how the angels
attain the desire of Platonist philosophers. He equates the contemplation of
Nous with the beatitude of the angels'' and insists on the created difference
of these beings from the light that beatifies them. His citation of jon 1:6-9,
16 intimates that this light is Christ. Chapter 7 again seeks to evoke a mi-
metic desire to join in the worship of the angels, whose Platonically defined
beatitude is presented in an elegant gradatio. In their love for us they choose
that we should sacrifice not to them but to him whose sacrifice they know
themselves to be along with us.

II. SACRIFICE AND ASCENT

To attain to a beatitude which Augustine thus defines in relation to Platon-
ist aspiration, the reader of De ciuitate Dei must perform the sacrifice of the
Christians. A reconfiguration of the Plotinian ascent informs his definition
of this sacrifice in response to the choice of ascent or theurgy presented by
Porphyry.

Augustine’s account of Platonism in Book 8 prepares for this definition
of the Christian sacrifice. At 8.1 Augustine asserts an axiom he claims to
share with the Platonic philosophers: uerus philosophus est amator dei. The
Platonist commitment to love God as the supreme good is related by Au-
gustine’s account to their perception of transcendent immaterial reality. At
8.5 the Platonists are described as coming nearer to Christianity than any
other philosophers. Other thinkers could not conceive of anything beyond
the fantasies suggested by imagination, circumscribed by the bodily senses.
At 8.3 Socrates is presented as grasping the importance of purification of the
intelligence to allow it to discover the causes of the universe. But Augustine
interprets the Platonist achievement as nothing but the unrecognized grace
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of God. They love God as the supreme good and so know more of reality.
This knowledge and love are the gift of grace. He believed that his praise for
the Platonist knowledge and love of an immaterial God was sanctioned by
Romans 1:19-25. At 10.29 he claims that Porphyry admits to receiving grace.
In the operation of grace, knowledge and love are intimately correlated for
Augustine. Love informs knowledge in his account of the Platonic tradition.
Thus it is subsumed within a Christian interpretation not only by his use
of texts such as Romans 1:19-25 and Psalm 73:28, and by his presentation
of the beatitude of the angels, but also by a theological epistemology. It al-
lows him to treat the ascesis of the Platonists as only a first and inadequate
purification.

This epistemology is set out in De trinitate Book 8 which was written
around 407. At its close he writes of having said enough to provide himself
with the frame of a kind of warp on which to weave what remains to be
said. This also seems to be the warp on which he weaves his account of the
Platonists. He considers two instructive failures to contemplate the divine
nature.'? The first is an attempt to reach God directly in his eternal being by
negating and abandoning one misconception after another in the expectation
of gaining a direct vision of the truth. But the mind is repulsed because of
its lack of preparation. His account of a second attempt is based on Romans
1:20. It plays on its phrase intellecta conspicere, the idea of glimpsing God in
the things that are made. It also refers closely to the language of the Plotin-
ian ascent.' We can begin with the finite perfections of being and good-
ness which we experience and then focus on the inward activity of judging
whether something finite is good. By discovering the notio ipsius boni,'" the
intuition we must have of goodness itself as the standard according to which
this judging is done, we may glimpse God who is the good.

Here Augustine is suggesting that we must love God in order to see him.
The will turns in love towards good things. God is the good itself which makes
them good. But if the good can be apprehended in this way the problem then
is to adhere to it. This is the problem he indicates in De ciuitate Dei Book 10
by his repeated citation of Psalm 73:28. Only the pure in heart can endure
God’s presence. The preparation for this union will be through a purification
of love. To accomplish this is the prerogative of Christianity."” His idiom in
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De ciuitate Dei 10.1-7 presents a fusion of Platonic and scriptural allusion
and citation to teach the need for a Christian “second purification” of amor !¢
which is presented to his readers as the uera sacrificia for angels and men.

A distinct doctrine of love is involved in this presentation of the Christian
sacrifice as a “second purification” of amor. Augustine’s doctrine of love be-
comes increasingly differentiated from the understanding he received from
the Platonists.”” This understanding inclined him to a realist interpretation
of the teleological tradition. Thus in De ciuitate Dei Book 8 he characterizes
the Summum bonum or beatitude objectively with the Platonists as a single
goal towards which all rational beings move, rather than simply as what
each philosophical school chooses to make it. The zelos is God or beatitude.
This conception of a single Sumum Bonum is confronted, however, with the
dominical command to have two objects of love, God and neighbour. So in
chapters 3 and 6 Augustine uses the preposition propter and the verb referre
to include the love of neighbour in the service of the love of God. Having
associated the commandment to love with the attainment of beatitude, in
chapter 5 he closes his treatment of visible sacrifice as sacramentum using a
sign theory, by stating that all the sacrifices described in the Old Testament are
to be interpreted as signifying the love of God and of one’s neighbour, citing
Matthew 22:40." In chapter 6 he goes on to describe the true sacrifice in terms
of this doctrine of love. He defines the true sacrifice as offered in every act
which is designed to unite us to God in a holy fellowship; every act, that is,
which is directed to that final good which makes possible our true beatitude.
This definition excludes even acts of mercy, si non propter Deum fit. They are
without love as Augustine understands it because they are disassociated from
this one dominant cosmic movement of all rational beings.

Despite its consonance with Platonic teleology Augustine proceeds to
show the subversive implications for Platonists of his account of Christian
sacrifice. This is evident in the meaning it gives to the body. After his defini-
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tion of sacrifice as a sacramentum and sacrum signum in chapter 5, in the next
chapter he presents the body as a sign and instrument of the intentions of the
soul. His conception of sacrament allows him to give a Christian response
to the Platonic notion of spiritual sacrifice. It also allows a response to the
Porphyrian injunction to flee everything corporeal. The whole person is saved
in Augustine’s account of the “universal way.” Our body as well as our soul
is a sacrifice when we discipline it with self-denial. He confronts his readers
with the exhortation of Romans 12:1. His apology for Christian /atreia in
chapter 3 presents the outline of a service offered in various sacraments or
in ourselves. It is a worship which uses signs and instruments to denote the
intentions of the soul. He referred in chapter 5 to the Christian martyrs with
a phrase from Hebrews 12:4. His citation of Romans 12:1 in chapter 6 also
allows allusion to them."

After this account of the meaning of the body in the Christian sacrifice
Augustine considers the soul. He contends that, if the body can be made a
sacrifice, much more does the soul become a sacrifice when it offers itself to
God so that it may be kindled by the fire of love and lose the form (formam)
of worldly desire, and may be reformed by submission to God as to the un-
changeable form, thus becoming acceptable to God because of what it has
received from his beauty. He states that this is the same thing (quod idem)
as the apostle Paul says in Romans 12:2 where he speaks of refusing to be
conformed to this age and of being reformed (reformamini) in newness of
mind. Again he is offering a scriptural text as a summary of Platonic teach-
ing. This quod idem refers again to the texts of Plotinus and his description
of the supreme beauty which fashions its lovers to beauty making them also
worthy of love.”® The word ‘form’ is especially apt to relate his reading of
scripture to Platonic discourse.*' Form gives not only existence but beauty.””
Christ is omne pulchrum pulchritudine.”® As we imitate him in love we receive
the form of Christ.?*

In presenting Romans 12:2 as a summary of Platonic teaching, this teach-
ing is reconfigured by the eschatological reference of the scriptural text.”
Alluding to Plotinus, Augustine describes conformity with the present zeon
as the mind’s estrangement from itself, the loss of its freedom of judgement
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in allowing itself to be submerged among its material preoccupations.”® The
judgement which the free mind is called to exercise on itself, and on the im-
ages of its concerns, is made, however, according to criteria desuper judicam
veritatis, a phrase which alludes to eschatological judgement.?”” Romans 12:2
is cited in Book 14 of De trinitate after an assertion of the mind’s inability
to become aware of itself as the image of the Trinitarian God. The text in-
forms the reconfigured ascent that Cavadini®® identifies as a lifelong process
of reformation in the image of God, in love of God and neighbour in faith.
Earlier in Book 14 Augustine argues that the image of God is to be found
not merely in the mind’s remembering, understanding and loving itself, but
in its remembering, understanding and loving God. He cites Job 28:28 to
assert that this is achieved in worship.? It is this reformatio which allows
entry to the united eschatological city of angels and the elect who are being
reformed, replenishing the angelic host whose number was depleted by the
fall of the rebel angels.*

The two eschatological cities are formed by two loves. At De ciuitate Dei
10.6 the soul is reformed when it is kindled by the fire of love. It is love
which allows the union, adhaerere Deo, which is the purpose of reconfigured
ascent that Augustine presents here. He suggests this in chapter 3, where he
asserts ad eum dilectione tendimus. Augustine identifies love with the Holy
Spirit, which he represents as heavenly fire.?' Romans 5.5 speaks of the love
of God shed abroad in our hearts. For Augustine this love is nothing other
than the Holy Spirit who sheds it.>

His theology of the Trinity understands love as the expression of an
ontological ground of unity between subject and object. While the unity of
Father and Son is a unity of being, at the level of relational subsistence in
the Godhead its unity is its love. It is the Holy Spirit who binds the Father
and the Son in one. Their common love proceeds as a gift to include men
and women in communion with God and with each other. The Holy Spirit
enkindles the person to whom he has been given with the love of God
and neighbour, and he himself is love.” By this gift our souls are given the
ability to adhere to God as if attached to him with glue.?* This unity is not
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“the flight of the alone to the Alone” associated with Plotinus by Porphyry,
who made these the final words of the Enneads. It constitutes an “ontologie
sociale de Ihistoricité.”® Chapter 9 of Book 12 cites Romans 5:5 to describe
the beatitude of the angels as participation in the love of God. Psalm 73:28
refers not only to mankind but first and foremost to the angels whose true
good is to adhere to God. Those who share in this good have holy fellow-
ship with him to whom they adhere, and also among themselves. They are
one City of God, and at the same time they are his living sacrifice and his
living temple.*®

This reconfigured ascent differs decisively from the ascent of the Plotinus
in its account of purification. Both accounts accept the premise that only
like knows like.”” But in Plotinian ascesis, to purify is to remove what has
attached itself from the outside to the inmost self and is superfluous, adven-
titious, and external. In order to know the One a person needs to become
like it. The “categorical imperative of the Plotinian ascent™® is to cut away
everything.*” This includes equally the sensible and corporeal realities which
are exterior and inferior and the multiplicity of concepts and ideas which
he also considers exterior and inferior to the pure unity of self-with-self and
self-with-the-One.

Augustine also accepts the premise that only like knows like. But he
believes that God is love. Augustine reconceives purification as detachment
of the will rather than as material separation. It is a “second purification” in
relation to the ascesis of the Platonists. De trinitate elucidates this contrast.
There Augustine interprets Christs prayer at john 17:22 (“ut unum sint”).
Augustine argues that the Father and the Son are one not only by equality
of substance but also by identity of will or love. Those persons for whom the
Son is mediator with God may be one through the same union of love. They
share the same harmonious will reaching out in concert to the same ultimate
beatitude, fused into one spirit by the fire of charity.®” The ascent is realized
in a life of self-imparting love united to the self-imparting life of God.*! Thus
the supernal court of the angels who participate in the divine intelligible
light (curia) is constituted by their care (cura) for men and women.*> What
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purifies the eye is not introspection but the works of mercy.* The incarnation
purifies and liberates, mediating the gift of the Spirit of God’s love which
allows men and women to come to him.%

Augustine goes on to contend that the union with the divine attained in
this “second purification” is realized in the sacrifice of the body of Christ.
If the individual body may be a sign or instrument of the intentions of
the soul, so may the fota redempta ciuitas, united by their love, a sacrifice
which is offered by the one high priest, Jesus Christ, and is celebrated in
the eucharistic liturgy. His citation of Philippians 2:7 in chapter 6 again
relates Pauline and Platonic discourses using the word forma. This relation
is determined by Augustine’s “Kirchlichkeit.”® He is insistent that the ascent
to the domus Dei can only take place within the tabernaculum which is the
ecclesia peregrina.’® In forma serui Christ is united to his body, the church.
Augustine’s Christology posits the dynamic continuity and unity of forma
serui and forma Dei.'” The church as the body of Christ on earth can hope
to share in the beatitude of heaven because of her union with Christ, her
head, who is in heaven.”® The Holy Spirit forms the basis of this unity in
love between the body and the head.”’

He thus subsumes and reconfigures the Plotinian ascent in an account
of the union in sacrifice of the congregatio societasque sanctorum with Christ
secundum forma Dei. In the Confessions Augustine uses Philippians 2:6-11
to define and limit his praise for the platonicorum libri. He finds that the
Platonists taught the existence of the Logos but not that the Logos humbled
himself to take the form of a servant and to die on the cross.’® His allusion
to the Philippians 2:7 in chapter 6 is to an alien wisdom for Porphyry. It is to
the imitation of Christ i forma serui that he exhorts his readers. They are to
present their bodies with his as a living sacrifice. But the Platonic reference
of the word forma remains and allows him to suggest how the congregation
and society of the saints participate in the sanctity of Christ in the same
way all beings in the world possess their identity, through participation in
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intelligible forms of Platonic ontology. The Church is the earthly, empirical
body that imitates, participates in, and is joined to Christ.”!

Another scriptural text is just as important as Philippians 2:7 in his ac-
count of the true sacrifice offered by the church in chapter 6. The title of
sacerdotem magnum which he gives to Christ is taken from Hebrews 8:1-2, the
only place in the New Testament where this title is given to Christ. Hebrews
also describes Christ as the mediator of the new covenant (8:6—13) who of-
fers the one true sacrifice (9:11-14; 25-28). These texts inform Augustine’s
description of the identity and gift of Christ as great high priest, mediator
and sacrifice.” It is a uniuersale sacrificium. Augustine asserts that no union
with God is possible except through the sacrifice of Christ. Augustine inte-
grates his interpretation of Romans 12:2 into this account of the universal
sacrifice and goes on to cite Romans 12:3—6 to stress the need for humility to
participate in this sacrifice, the humility he associates with the forma serui.>
This, he concludes, is the Christian sacrifice. Romans 12:5 defines their unity
in Christ: multi unum corpus in Christo.

II1. Trie UNIVERSAL SACRIFICE

It is the body of Christ, both the saints united to Christ their head by
the uinculum caritatis,’* and the great high priest who offers the sacrifice of
himself, that indivisibly constitutes the universale sacrificium. Augustine ends
chapter 6 with an assertion that the continual celebration of eucharist by
the church makes this sacrifice visible. Augustine speaks indirectly about the
sacrament of the altar that is well known to the faithful. The disciplina arcani
was still in force in his church.’® In the eucharist it is shown to the church
that she herself is offered in the offering she presents to God.*
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d’Hippone, Vingt-six sermons au people d'Afrique. Retrouves a Mayence, éd. F. Dolbeau (Paris:
Institut d’Frudes Augustiniennes, 1996).
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Augustiniennes, 1982), 372; lo. e. tr. 25.16. Augustine’s reconception of purification in terms
of the will and the specifically Christian virtue of humility is used to explain Porphyry’s failure
to see that Christianity is the “universal way” he sought. He is blinded by his pride. Like knows
like but Christus est humilis, uos superbi. ciu. 10.29.
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This account of the true sacrifice, which subsumes and reconfigures the
Plotinian ascent, is used to reject the relation of ascent to sacrifice proposed
by Porphyry. Augustine presents an account of a true and universal sacrifice
in the opening chapters of Book 10 because his concern in this book is to
define Christianity in relation to Platonism as the uniuersalis uia animae
liberandae which Porphyry sought in vain. This is his conclusion in chapter
32. His account of a universal sacrifice strikingly parallels the accounts of
theurgy offered by Martianus Capella and lamblichus.”” Like Augustine, they
will not separate cult and ascent. He testifies that Porphyry proposed such
a division in a work that he calls De Regressu Animae. Porphyry commends
the practice of theurgy only to those incapable of becoming philosophers.>®
Augustine associates theurgy with confusion about the power that mediates
between the divine and the human.”” No moral purification of the soul can
result from any mediation other than that of Christ. Only a mediator who
is the definitive, ontological conjunction of divine and human natures can
effect a true mediation. Theurgy cannot produce a true purification of the
soul because it appeals to false deities. He juxtaposes it with the true sacrifice
of the City of God, and interprets it as the worship of demons and angels.
This juxtaposition structures his treatment of the Platonists, which is divided
into a refutation of the worship, firstly of demons and then of angels.® He
will not, however, allow intellectualist Platonists and Christians to deny
the necessity of visible sacrifice.”’ Augustine’s response is the same as that
of Simplicianus to the intellectualist Platonizing Christianity of Marius
Victorinus.®? Walls make Christians, or, more specifically, participation in
the liturgy celebrated within those walls and reserved for the baptised. It is
this visible sacrifice which allows them to frustrate the malice of demons by
becoming themselves a sacrifice to God. The visible sacrifice signifies the
invisible sacrifice.®
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For Augustine there is no way to approach God apart from the universal
way which all Christians share, animales and spirituales alike.** The com-
munity of those whose way of life orientates them to a reconfigured ascent
includes simpliciores. If a few may be able to attain the truth through reason
while the majority can only rely on faith, the stronger must assist the weaker
to ascend by also adopting the way of faith. He argues in De utilitate credendi
24 that they should do this in deference to those for whom this is the only
way, so as not to encourage them to attempt something they cannot do and
which will cause them to fall. If they do not do this they will never reach the
goal, however clever they are, for God is only with those who, secking him,
have also a care for human society. No surer step can be found. Ascent now
involves human solidarity and communion.®> Augustine relates how at Ostia
he shared the ecstasy of an ascent described in similar language to that of the
Enneads with a devout but half-educated woman to whom he once had to
explain the meaning of the word “philosophy.”® His account of the Chris-
tian, whatever his or her social background, as a pilgrim set apart by a holy
longing,*” universalises the longing of an intellectual elite who identified with
Odysseus’ separation from his true patria.®® Like lamblichus in De Mysteriis,
Augustine is working out a conception of how all are capable of returning
to the patria, precisely because union with the divine ultimately requires
particular actions rather than an aptitude for theoretical philosophy.

Thus the itinerary of Augustine’s argument directs the way in which an
intellectualist Platonist or Christian, or even someone drawn to theurgy,
could appropriate the eucharistic mystery.”” His argument allows participa-
tion in the eucharist to become the reconfigured ascent of which he writes,
and the City of God, “cine sakramentale-eschatologische Grésse,”” to come
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69. Augustine corresponded with Longinianus in ¢p. 23335, who may have been drawn to
theurgy, and seems to address adherents of a possibly lamblichan form of Platonism who rever-
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have influenced Augustine’s expectations of Christianity in an unattended-to way, allowing him
to perceive the eucharist as a Christian counterpart to theurgy. Such a perception was perhaps
articulated in Ambrose’s lost de sacramento regenerationis sive de philosophia.
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within the grasp of his audience, invested with perceptible form by the
eucharistic liturgy. Christ is the priest and the sacrifice, and the eucharist is
the sacramental sign of this true sacrifice in which the Church, being the
body of which he is the head, learns to offer herself through him.”* In this
drama Augustine’s audience can attain to the reality of which he speaks as
they portray it.”?

71. cin. 10.20.
72. K. Flanagan, Sociology and Liturgy: Representations of the Holy (London: St Martins,
1991), 239-40.



