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This book by a learned contemporary
scholar is about the work of learned
Renaissance scholars who left us a legacy
of writings about the imaginative work
of a still more remote group of authors—
those of classical antiquity.

For centuries, “myth crouched at the
gates of Paradise without hope of ad-
mittance,” says Professor Allen. Biblical
exegesis was the only avenue open to a
Christian scholar interested in Greek and
Latin antiquity. Through the Middle
Ages the Bible was the sacred word, and
if pagan myth was to be read and studied
at all, it had to be read from the point of
view of the Old and New Testaments.
Early Christian apologists began by in-
terpreting their classical sources either as
imperfect copies or as Satanic perversions
of Christian history, and thus took the
initial step in developing an interpreta-
tive tradition of myth that came to blos-
som fully in the Renaissance.

By the middle of the sixteenth century,
Christian scholars were probing deeply
into Homer, Virgil, and Ovid, looking
for symbolic and allegorical readings hid-
den there. The then newly discovered
Egyptian material held a fascination for
these Renaissance mythographers, for
they were convinced that something es-
sentially mysterious and symbolic lay just
beneath the surface of these remnants of
the past. A similar passion for decipher-
ing mystery led Renaissance antiquarians
to study ancient coins, works of art, and
- other relics, and ultimately gave impetus
to development of a host of modern
systematic historical disciplines.

Professor Allen moves from one author
to another, mapping the intellectual
landscape of the Renaissance as he ex-
plains how the discovery of allegorical
interpretation of Greek, Latin, and
finally Egyptian myths came into exist-
ence and the effect this had on develop-
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sz PREFACE =»

IN THIS sSTUDY I have attempted to bring together some information
about what the discovery of Greek and Latin symbolical and allegorical
interpretation taught the Renaissance. It is obvious that what was
learned from classical sources simply enforced what centuries of biblical
exegesis had established; however, the piety of the sacred explicators
prevented them from reading either the Old or the New Testament as
myth. Until recent times, myth crouched at the gates of Paradise with-
out hope of admittance.

To some extent, myth is allegory; or, perhaps, allegory is myth; but
both modes of imaginative thought are little more than one or more
symbols with positive or negative value attached to some natural object
and provided with a predicate. A lion absolutely static stands for several
nominative or adjectival virtues and vices, although in the area of
physical reading a lion has no moral or theological value. When the
same animal companions another beast or attends a human being, one or
more of its symbolic attributes rubs off on its associate. The other
creature may alter the lion’s quality as easily as the lion changes that of
the other creature. The meaning may be also shifted by posture, color,
ornament, implement, garment, or the fashion in which garments are
worn. When to this individual or group motion is applied, allegory
begins; and when some other symbolic figure or figures are the object of
this motion, allegory merges into myth. At this point since sustained
allegory cannot be maintained for long, literalism enters and myth is
created.
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PREFACE

The humanists with whom I shall deal did not talk this way,
because they relied principally on what the new study of classical texts
added to the medieval practices of biblical and literary allegory. When
the Republic of Plato and the Symposium of Xenophon were discovered,
men learned that the earliest term for “‘the sense beneath” was ‘hypo-
noia.” In his essay on listening to poets, Plutarch testified to the antig-
uity of this expression by writing, “now we say allegorical interpreta-
tions.” But Plutarch, contrary to some etymological records, was not the
first to use the word “allegory’; Cicero equates it with “translatio” or
“the connection of many metaphors so that one thing may be said and
another understood.” In the Rhetorica ad Herennium, attributed by the
sixteenth century to Cicero, allegory is “permutatio,” a form of speech
in which one thing is said by the words, another by the meaning. The
ancient term is recalled when the rhetorician Demetrius of Phaleron
defines “‘allegory” as something that hides (kyponooumenon) the real
meaning. Definitions of “‘allegory” appear in Strabo and Longinus, but it
was Quintilian who supplied the locus classicus for Renaissance rhetori-
cians of all countries.

For Quintilian, “allegory” or “inversio” is to mean something
more than the words of a statement suggest or to mean something which
is absolutely opposite to what the words convey. The second half of this
definition also covers what Quintilian calls “‘ironia” or “‘illusio.” To
exemplify his definition of allegory, Quintilian uses the ship metaphor in
Horace’s fourteenth ode. He probably misread Horace’s literal intent,
but nonetheless he brought this metaphor into almost every full-scale
Renaissance account of allegory and made the ship a figure that never
stays long in any poetical port. Quintilian also distinguished what might
now be called “historical allegory” from the other kinds. To illustrate it
he points to the real persons masquerading in Virgil's tenth eclogue.
Using his critical razor with reasonable care, he decides that a con-
tinued metaphor becomes an allegory, whereas a continued trope is a
“figura.”

As definite as Quintilian is about the meaning of “allegory,” he is
indefinite about “enigma” and ‘“‘symbol.” For him “symbol” is “nota”
and “enigma” is an “‘obscure allegory.” He warns his students, as Aris-
totle had warned his orators, against a too great use of metaphor; it
wearies the audience and makes one’s language “allegorical and enig-
matic.” For the Renaissance, Quintilian represented the most modern of
classical opinions, although his authority was not that of Aristotle;
nonetheless, if humanists looked for clearer distinctions in Quintilian’s
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PREFACE

Greek predecessors, they must have received cold comfort. When these
ancients talk about something more obscure than the clear literal, or
something obscure in the literal, they use “mystery,” ‘“enigma,” and
“hyponoia’ with about the same emphasis. Heraclitus of Pontus, who
allegorized and symbolized all of Homer, will after summarizing the
literal append the hidden meaning with “Here Homer philosophizes.”
Although the Renaissance most frequently used ‘“‘symbol” in the legal
sense, when it employed the word otherwise, it thought of it as a
motionless ‘‘sign” which the eye transfers to the brain for an agreed
meaning that had been established by a long literary or theological
tradition. One could not invent a symbol. Allegory which made use of
symbols the way a noun uses adjectives had wider possibilities and could
be invented by an artist or found by the interpreter. It was not likely to
be continuous, and the interpretation having the most logical adjust-
ments of parts to whole was the best. The custom of symbolical reading
was so general that Thomas Nashe warns the readers of Summers Last
Will and Testament not to “wrest a never meant meaning” from his

book.

II

A half dozen years ago in Image and Meaning, and to a certain
degree in the earlier The Harmonious Vision, 1 attempted to demon-
strate that some understanding of what the Renaissance knew about
allegory and symbol might help modern readers understand the poetry
of that period. To this end I traced as well as I could the meanings of
myths and signs as they moved from Greek poetry into the literatures of
western Europe. I felt definitely that there were many occasions when
myths and signs were not mere decorations but emphasized, or even
revealed, the poet’s intent. I also felt that modern man, who has aban-
doned allegory and invented his own private symbols, might not easily
understand an imaginative mind of three centuries ago unless he knew its
traditional symbolism. I hoped to establish a balance between the mod-
ern readers of this literature who insist that its meaning is superficial and
nothing more and those free-wheeling interpreters ignorant of tradition
who concoct inadequate and absurd readings of their own. These earlier
books are my examples; this book is my reason. I have put the cart
before the horse.

Twenty years ago I had intimations of what was happening but I
saw through the glass darkly. In the following ten chapters I shall try to
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PREFACE

clear the glass, but I am afraid it is still fairly cloudy. During this
period, historians of biblical interpretation—Wolfson, Daniélou, and
Lubac—have made the Christian process apparent. There is no need to
prove that it was working hand in glove with secular interpretation.
Two decades ago, with the exception of a few special monographs and
papers, the knowledge of Greek allegorists had not gone much beyond
Decharme’s study; but in recent years the fine investigations of Pépin
and Buffiere provided me with a running start.

In the course of the following chapters I have attempted to explain
how the arguments of the apologists of the first four centuries were
revived by men of the Renaissance, eager to find Christian theology and
sacred history in pagan documents. With the discovery of the allegorical
and symbolic readings of Homer written by his Greek apologists, men of
the sixteenth century were given new reason to take up the deeper
reading of Virgil, Ovid, and the mythology which had been passed on to
them by medieval men. The discovery of the Egyptian remains only
added to the general conviction that something essentially mysterious—
philosophy, history, theology, and scientific lore—was just beneath the
surface of the remnants of the past. The antiquities from the Nile were
not on parchment, and the teasing nature of what they seemed to be
saying turned the eyes of men toward the equally dumb remains of
Greece and Rome. This passion for deciphering mystery had much to do
with the efforts of painters to create mystery, and it seems only natural
that men of letters should follow in their steps. It is my impression that
they did, but that in this as in everything else there was a slow evolution
so that the eventual alteration of attitude toward both myth and alle-
gory had a definite effect on literature.

I am aware that I have skated over the surface and made no
arabesques. I have ended up with an annotated bibliography or a thinly
masked Grundriss. I have presented the facts as I got them—the hard
way. I have no theories to offer although I have read many of the
moderns who have speculated about myth and symbol. Since I am with-
out thought I do not need interpretation. Endurance is all that is re-
quired.

At this point I want to thank the American Philosophical Society
for a summer grant in 1965 and the Huntington Library for a gift of
several weeks in that remarkable collection. Most of this book was
written during 1967—68 when I was a fellow of the National Endow-
ment for the Humanities.

D. C. A.
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s« PAGAN MYTH AND CHRISTIAN APOLOGETICS =

HE WITHERING AWAY of the great Olympians can be sensed

in the epics of Homer and is made plain when his cham-

pions defended his apparent irreligion with allegorical

explanations. The unacceptability of the pantheon to phi-
losophers is clear in Cicero’s philosophical treatises, in the poem of
Lucretius, and even in the late theologies of Plutarch and Marcus
Aurelius. When the last aristocratic defender of orthodoxy, Symmachus,
informed the Senate that the search for religious truth is a private
matter—'‘we do not come to so great a mystery by one road’’—he may
have been pleading for tolerance but he sounds very much like an indif-
ferentist. Nonetheless, the generous views expressed in ‘“The Oration
on the Altar of Victory” are probably to be preferred to the eclectic
superstitions buzzing in the skull of Constantine, Christ’s Warwick, or
the esoteric doctrines embraced by Julian, pagan precursor of St. John
of the Cross. Pagans and semi-pagans show a nervous liberalism toward
the new doctrine and an undiscriminating eagerness to tinker with their
own convictions that suggest the erosion of a theology. Actually, the
gods were turning into metaphors. By the fifth century, Sidonius, Count
of Lyons and Bishop to the Averni, can, as a Christian, reject them all

NOTE: Unless otherwise indicated, all references to patristic writers are to Migne, Series
graeca (Paris, 1857-1903), cited as PG, or Series latina (Paris, 1844-1903), cited as PL.
To avoid typographical problems, Greek titles are given in Latin translation or translitera-
tion. Volume and column numbers only are cited when the title is mentioned in the text.

1 Symmachus, Opera, ed. O. Seeck (Berlin, 1883), p. 282.



PAGAN MYTH AND CHRISTIAN APOLOGETICS

in a few verses of one poem but call them back as theological tinsel in
some marriage hymns written for Christian communicants.

The contest between the new and old faith began conventionally.?
First, the Jews, spoiled of their religion and scandalized by its perver-
sion, attacked and were counterattacked; then the idolators joined the
assault. Early Gentile opinion, as it echoes in the asides of Valerius
Maximus, Horace, the younger Pliny, Tacitus, and Suetonius, is con-
temptuous of Christian doctrine and disgusted with the vulgarity of
Christianity. As the Church prospered and became politically and
materially threatening, pagan responses became either occultly hilarious
or learnedly serious. The first tone is heard in Lucian or Philostratus;
the second probably dominated the lost book of Fronto (so charmingly
confuted by Minucius Felix), Celsus’ Book of Truth (partially pre-
served by Origen’s rejoinder), and the vanished A4 gainst the Christians
of the quasi-Christian Porphyry. Most of these anti-Christian complaints
were written early; nevertheless, Christian apologists continued to ad-
vance their case until the time of Augustine. Paganism was obviously a
tough snake that required a great deal of killing.

The records of Eusebius and the allusions of the controversialists
inform us that there were other second-century apologists besides
Justin, Tatian, Athenagoras, and Tertullian, whose polemics against
pagans we possess. But what these four men wrote plainly provided the
model schema for an apology. Some men before Christ, a synopsis might
begin, had glimmerings of Christian truth, but it was so altered by devils
disguised as gods it was more like a corrupted biblical imitation or a
very primitive form of Christian dogma. Because Christian truth was
debauched, wiser pagans assumed that the gods were either deified
heroes or allegorized natural processes. Once this truth, dark in the
revelation to Moses and the Prophets, was lighted by the New Dispensa-
tion, nothing could stand before it. This brief for Christianity carried
the court with it after numerous public trials, but the Church’s eventual
victory provided questions for many centuries: Is the Bible the oldest
book ? Will pious pre-Christians be granted salvation? Is all non-Chris-
tian myth or legend basically historical, philosophical, physical ?

2The disintegration of paganism and the Christian triumph has been handsomely
described. The first serious modern study is Christian Kortholt, De calumniis paganorum in
weteres Christianos sparsa (Rostock, 1663). The studies of C. T. Keim, G. Boissier, G. E. A.
Grindle, Sir Samuel Dill, A. Harnack, and P. de Labriolle were written in the nineteenth
century; more recent studies with bibliographies are W. W. Hyde, Paganism to Christianity
in the Roman Empire (Philadelphia, 1946); A. Momogliano and others, Paganism and
Christianity in the Fourth Century (London, 1963); and H. Chadwick, Early Christian
Thought and the Classical Tradition (Oxford, 1966).
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II

The double assault of the Christian apologist on both Jewish and
Gentile criticism can be surveyed in Justin’s two polemics, the 4pologia
pro Christianis and the Dialogus cum Tryphone Judaeo.’ In the debate
with Trypho, Justin practically invents typology* to convince his Hebrew
opponents of their erroneous blindness, but he also indicates what must
have been the common tenor of pagan jeering. Trypho had charged
Christians with basing the Christ story on the legend of Perseus, and
Justin responds to this accusation by attacking its lack of originality.’
The Gentiles had long been complaining that the life and nature of
Christ was stolen from the myths of Hercules, Bacchus, and Aescula-
pius. Justin responded by parading a series of ur-Christs so that he could
ask their pagan adherents why it was possible to believe in Hercules or
Bacchus and not in Jesus.® This was, of course, simply a means of turning
the pagans’ knives against them and in no sense can be considered
blasphemy on the part of the defending saint, who presumed that all
mythology had been invented by demons who eavesdropped on the
Prophets’ ecstasies and, foretasting the future, attempted to put obsta-
cles in the way of Christianity. Learning that Christ would ‘“tie his foal
to a vine and wash his robes in the blood of the grape,” the besotted
devils created the myths of Bacchus and Bellerophon. In similar wise
they tried to forestall and hence weaken belief in the Virgin Birth with
the story of Perseus’ immaculate origin. When they read that the prom-
ised Messiah would have “the strength of a giant to run his course,”
they concocted the myth of the demigod Hercules.”

The fiends spying on the manuscripts of Isaiah and Jeremiah might
be the inventors of the Graeco-Roman mythology. According to Justin,
however, Moses, who was more ancient than any Attic literate, is the
source of all Greek philosophy. Plato’s theory of creation, as expressed
in the Timaeus, is only one indication of the enormous pagan debt to
Genesis,® but there are numerous other obligations. Whenever the reader
finds a curiously Christian idea among the litter and trash of Greek

31t is known that Justin wrote an Oratio ad Graecos and a Cohortatio ad Graecos, but
the texts printed by Migne are spurious.

4 Justin, Dialogus, PG VI, 562—66, 690-94, 703-6, 715-19, 723-26, 735-38, 786-87.

5 Ibid., col. 630.

6 Justin, Apologia, PG VI, 358-82.

T Ibid., cols. 410-11, 426. Certain Christian rites, such as baptism and communion, were
incorporated in pagan ritual (cols. 422, 427).

8 Ibid., cols. 415-18.
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philosophy, he knows its divine source. ‘“‘So the seeds of truth seem to be
among all men, but their [Greek philosophers] contradictions indicate
the failure of men to grasp the exact meaning.””® Justin is just new
enough in controversy to be decent; hence, he is ready to grant that the
Logos was always available to men, even those ‘“‘considered atheists,”
who lived by right reason. “They who lived before Christ reasonably,
and still do, are Christians.”* As a consequence of this Christian but
highly doubtful conjecture, Socrates can be held a forerunner of Christ,
and there is for Justin sufficient evidence for this supposition. The Greek
philosopher urged men to reject the testimony of demons and to search
for the “unknown God,” warning his disciples “that it is neither easy to
find the Father and Maker of all, nor having found him is it safe to
declare him to all.” The Christian truth underlying the second half of
this statement became manifest when the devils, distressed by Socrates’
“vague knowledge,” saw to it that he was put to death.”

Three other Greek contemporaries of Justin, Athenagoras, The-
ophilus, and Tatian, commend the half-light of the philosophers, who
glimpsed, according to Theophilus, the basic truths present in divine
inspiration given all wise men.”” All of them mention the names of
eminent Greek thinkers (even the Aristotle of the First Mover) who
were aware of one, increate God.” Theophilus adds to the list the Sibyl,
whom he quotes relentlessly; she is comparable in authority to the
Prophets,™ but unfortunately her pronouncements on monotheism and
theodicy, like those of Homer, Hesiod, Pindar, Archilochus, Simonides,
Sophocles, and Euripides are probably the fruit of human excogitation
rather than divinely revealed.” These other apologists further agree
that the pagan pantheon, if not a poetic invention, is nothing more than
a roster of deified human heroes or a Mosaic revelation, once perused
and badly remembered.”

Theophilus reminds the Greeks that all they have in the way of
ancient history—the early floods of Deucalion and Clymenus—is merely

9 1bid., cols. 338, 395, 466-67.

10 1bid., col. 398.

1 Ibid., cols. 458-62, 335. The hallowing of St. Socrates apparently begins with Justin
according to J. Geffcken, Sokrates und das alte Christentum (Heidelberg, 1908).

12 Theophilus, 4d Autolycum, PG VI, 1143-44.

18 Ibid., cols. 1051-55; Athenagoras, Legatio pro Christianis, PG VI, 899—903; Tatian,
Oratio adversus Graecos, PG VI, 810. Tatian had a squint eye for Diogenes, Plato, Aristotle,
Heraclitus, and Zeno, but thinks well of Socrates.

14 Theophilus, 0p. cit., cols. 1063, 1110-15.

15 Ibid., cols. 1059, 1115-19,

16 Athenagoras, PG VI, 888-89, 922—26, 950-51, 954, 958—62; Theophilus, PG VI, 1038-39,
1050, 1069, 1106, 1156, 1164—65.
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a garbled version of the correct Mosaic account.” In a sense, the errors
of the pagan theologians are somewhat innocent. At the time Moses set
down the revealed truth, the remainder of mankind was totally illiterate.
In due course Homer and Hesiod either badly remembered the revela-
tion of Moses or purposely perverted the “glory of the unique God.”
The whole process of textual corruption, Theophilus writes, had been
carefully recorded by Euhemerus, “a man of extraordinary impiety . . .
who, after he had discussed the gods, concluded that they did not exist
and that the universe was self-governing.”*® Aware of the nature of
Greek interpretation, Theophilus offers his unbelieving opponents a fine
Christian interpretation of the mysteries hidden in Moses’ description of
the first days of Creation.”

Tatian devotes a book of the Oratio adversus Graecos to proving
that Moses lived long before the Trojan War and was the leader of the
most ancient of nations.”” He also was perfectly aware that some Greeks
saw only moral or physical allegory in their traditional legends,” but he
was also not ignorant of the double readings found in biblical texts by
Clement of Rome, Barnabas, and Justin. The modes of interpretation
were in his opinion utterly different, and he does not hesitate to inform
the Greeks that what can be found beneath the letter of the inspired
Scripture is quite opposite from what can be read into a mythology
invented by lying demons.

Believe me then, O Greeks, and do not see allegories in your gods. If you do
this, the divine as you conceive it disappears for you and for us. For these demons,
naturally evil, are restored by physical reading. I cannot bring myself to adore
material elements or persuade others so to do. Metrodorus of Lampsacus is childish
in his book on Homer when he turns it all into allegory and says that Hera, Athena,
and Zeus are not what those who worship them believe but are either natural things
or forces. You say the same of Hector, Achilles, Agamemnon, all the Greeks and
Trojans, and of Helen and Paris. They are poetic inventions and never lived.*®

With this opinion, Athenagoras, writing a few years later to Marcus
Aurelius, agreed; he stringently criticizes the Greek allegorists, whose
wealth of allegorical lore he displays and casts out as useless to believers
in the true God.?

17 Theophilus, PG VI, 1146—47.
18 Ibid., col. 1130.

19 1bid., cols. 1075-79.

20 Tatian, PG VI, 869, 879-87.
21 Ibid.

22 Ibid., col. 854.

23 Athenagoras, PG VI, 935-39.
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When Christian apologetics moved to the West, rather than Minu-
cius Felix,* it was Tertullian who was the legitimate heir of the Greeks,
and it was this erudite Carthaginian who kindled the passion for discov-
ering and separating the literal reading from the figurative understand-
ing.” Like Tatian, Tertullian maintained that second or nonliteral read-
ings were the exclusive property and privilege of the Church, because all
sectarians, the Gnostics for instance, use symbols and enigmas incor-
rectly.® Pagans, whose theologians he read expertly,” are naturally
inferior to Christian heretics in the method of under-reading; and,
hence, he laughs at their continual search for significant etymological
exposition and hidden physical theory.” The Ad nationes contains his
principal arguments against the non-Christians, but his objections to
pagan allegorical commitment come forward firmly in his Contra Mar-
cion.

The superstition of the masses inspired by common idol worship and ashamed of
the names and fables of their ancient dead now borne by idols turns to an interpreta-
tion of natural objects and so with cleverness covers its own disgrace by figuratively
making Jupiter a heated substance and Juno one of air . . . Vesta is made fire; the
Muses, water; and the Great Mother, earth. . . . Thus Osiris is buried and
expected to come to life as a symbol of the regularity of the return of fruits and the
restoration of life as the year turns. The lions of Mithra are emblems of arid and
dry Nature.”

On a level with his scorn of pagan allegory, Tertullian condemns stellar
theology,” but for him, as for Tatian, Euhemerus is a pagan of a more
sympathetic complexion because he was a comfort to Christians in his
sacrilegious fashion.

In the Apologeticus Tertullian details the human weaknesses, the
occupations, and the avocations of the unholy pagan pantheon.® The
heroes—Romulus, fratricide, rapist, and manurer of fields, and Aeneas,
bastard, traitor, and fornicator—fare no better. He finds their ultimate

** In a sense, Minucius Felix’s Octavius, probably written as a reply to Fronto (IX, 6;
XXXI, 2), is the obvious ancestor of the morality play. Octavius, commenting on the belief of
some philosophers in the One, says, “either Christians are philosophers, or the philosophers of
old were already Christians” (XIX-XX).

25 Tertullian, De resurrectione carnis, PL 11, 821-22, 811; Contra Marcion, PL 11, 316,
34547, 356, 387, 46970, 478, 485, 499—500.

26 De resurrectione, cols. 820-21.

21 Ad nationes, PL 1, 587-89, 597—98. Tertullian has read Varro most carefully and
mastered his categories of identity and interpretation.

28 Ibid., cols. 589—90.

29 Contra Marcion, PL 11, 260-61.

30 Ad nationes, PL 1, 606.

31 4pologeticus, PL 1, 329-31, 350~55.
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deification beyond human mirth.®® He knows, of course, the euhemerists’
theory that the gods were formerly benefactors of mankind; and he
inquires why this honor is no longer accorded men who have more
recently made great contributions to society. He points out that even in
the past, star-performers, Socrates, Demosthenes, Cato, Cicero, among
others, were not elevated to Olympus, but coldly left “among the
dead.”* The Egyptians had far more wisdom than most heathens when
they converted Joseph, “one of our saints,” into their god Serapis, and
Tertullian knows exactly how it came about.

The Egyptians called him Serapis from his turban . . . of pointed shape
memorializing his providing of corn and giving evidence, through the ears of corn
ornamenting its edges, that the care of provisions was on his head. For the same
reason that the care of the Egyptians was under his hand, they made a sacred figure
of the dog at his right, and put it under his hand.**

Tertullian’s conviction that everything holy the pagans know they
learned from the Jews governs to a degree his evaluation of Greek
culture. The classical poets are liars or immoral,” and the literature
found in the Scriptures is library enough for Christians;* nonetheless,
the Christian study of Graeco-Roman texts “partly cannot be allowed,
partly cannot be avoided.”*" He also inquires, “What does Athens have
to do with Jerusalem?” and almost shouts, “Away with all attempts to
make a speckled Christianity of Stoic, Platonic, and dialectic composi-
tion!” But he knows many of the great philosophers well. Seneca gets a
short ovation.* In general, however, Tertullian regards the heathen
poets and philosophers as so wrong, so unoriginal that he can hardly
tolerate his patristic predecessors, who quoted them because of their
seemingly brief glimpses of Christian truths.”

Now Tertullian does not doubt that monotheism is an innate idea
which is demonstrated by the fact that in moments of stress men every-
where exclaim, “Great God! Good God!” the testimony of a soul “natu-
rally Christian.”® But the cry also shows that Christian doctrine is

32 Ad nationes, PL 1, 598—99.

33 Ibid., col. 606; Apologeticus, PL 1, 336-37.

3¢ Ad nationes, PL 1, 596—97.

85 Ibid., cols. 575, 587, 595.

86 De spectaculis, PL 1, 660.

37 De idolatria, PL 1, 675.

38 D¢ praescriptione haereticorum, PL 11, 20; Apologeticus, PL 1, 342—43.

39 De testimonio animae, PL 1, 609.

40 4pologeticus, PL 1, 377. Minucius Felix makes the same point (XVIII. 11) and this
with other similarities suggests that he and Tertullian had some sort of relationship or used
the same predecessor. See H. J. Baylis, Minucius Felix (London, 1928), pp. 274-359.
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primal doctrine; light has come from the pagans, to be sure, “but it has
flowed from the first fountainhead, and we claim as ours all you have
taken from us and handed down.”* To support this conviction, Ter-
tullian states that Moses, a contemporary of Inachus and prior to Sat-
urn, lived four hundred years before the founding of Troy and, conse-
quently, fifteen hundred years before Homer, the earliest Greek writer.
At this earlier date the Hebrews promulgated their concept of God, but
the philosophers found it too simple.

They would not talk of Him as they found Him; they had to discuss His
quality, nature, and abode. Some think Him incorporeal; others corporeal (the
Platonists and Stoics). Others say He is atoms or numbers (the Epicureans and
Pythagoreans). Heraclitus says fire. The Platonists represent Him as taking care
of the world; the Epicureans think Him idle without human interest. The Stoics
put Him outside the world. . . ; the Platonists put Him inside.*

Because the philosophers had this original access to truth and twisted it
satanically, Tertullian, contrary to Justin, gives them no hope of grace.
Pythagoras, Plato, Aristotle, and especially Socrates (who was inspired
by a demon, and was both idolator and pederast), are surely damned.”
God has hardened His heart against these men, not because they were
ignorant of Christian teachings but rather because “they did not perceive
God in His works and followed idolatry instead.”’*

III

Although Tertullian, father of Latin apologetics, was a man of
immense learning, he is hardly in the same class either as scholar or as
thinker with his two great Greek contemporaries, Clement and Origen,
both Alexandrians. The former instructed the latter and probably re-
garded Christianity as a superlative philosophy; the latter was cer-
tainly the greatest theologian before Augustine and is the founder
of Christian dogmatics and biblical criticism. Christianity, which de-
nied both of them beatitude, is probably more indebted to them in
the long run than to the blood of the martyrs; on the other hand, they
are both in debt to the philosophizing Jew, Philo, and brought his Rab-

41 Tertullian, De testimonio animae, PL 1, 615-17; De anima, PL 11, 648-51; Apologeti-
cus, PL 1, 383-88, 515—16, s19-20; Ad nationes, PL 1, 588.

42 Apologeticus, PL I, s15-20.

43 Ibid., col. 405; De anima, PL 11, 647—-48.

44 dpologeticus, col. 376; De anima, PL 11, 720; Contra Marcion, PL 11, s11.
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binical version of Greek interpretation safely into the Christian circuit.*

For Clement, as for his predecessors, the Graeco-Roman theology
was the ultimate in superstitions,* but pagan philosophy, especially that
of Plato, had a tincture of divine inspiration.

Before the coming of Christ, philosophy was necessary to the Greeks for
righteousness . . . God is the cause of all good things, but of some before others;
hence, first the two Testaments and second, philosophy. Now philosophy was given
first to the Greeks until they could be called by God, because philosophy brought the
Greeks to Christ as the Law did the Jews. Philosophy, therefore, prepares the way
for him who would be perfected in Christ.*

The Greeks, Clement supposed, had their philosophy through the
ministrations of inferior angels* and also from Moses and the
Prophets.” The latter two sources were despoiled of ‘“fragments of
truth,” which the philosophers went on to claim as their own, ‘“‘masking
some points, using their ingenuity to sophisticate others, and, since they
were probably possessed by the spirit of perception, discovering certain
tenets on their own.”® But what they copied from the essential Christian
doctrines of faith, hope, love, temperance, repentance, and fear of God,
they invariably falsified;” nevertheless, a few sober-living men, styled
“‘atheists” by their contemporaries, men like Euhemerus, Diagoras,
Hippo, and Theodorus, “though they did not reach truth, suspected
error . . . and this suspicion is a seed which can grow into the plant of
wisdom.”’®

Other ancients, Socrates, who drew his ideas from Moses,* Or-
pheus, Linus, Musaeus, and Homer, who were instructed by the
Prophets, philosophized “by way of a hidden sense . . . poetry is for
them a veil against the many.”™ Plato, however, is Clement’s great
Christian before the Advent; he not only “heard right well the all-wise

45 H. A. Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Church Fathers (Cambridge, Mass., 1956),
I, 46-63; H. de Lubac, Exégése médiévale (Paris, 1959), I, 171-77.

46 Clement of Alexandria, Opera, ed. W. Dindorf (Oxford, 1869), Cokortatio ad gentes
II1. 44; II. 25-27; 29-31, 37; X. 102.

47 Clement, Stromateis, 1. 5. 28.

48 1bid., VII. 2. 6.

49 1bid., V. 14. 89-141.

50 1bid., 1. 17. 87.

51 1bid., II. 1. 1.

52 Clement, Cohortatio, I1. 24.

53 Clement, Stromateis, V. 11. 67.

54 Ibid., V. 4. 24. Clement states that Numa, influenced by the precepts of Moses, saw to it
that no graven images were adored and taught his subjects that the mind alone apprehends
the “Best of Beings” (ibid., I. 15. 71).
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Moses”* but can also be called “Moses Atticans.”” Clement spends a
large portion of the fifth book of the Stromateis explicating the doc-
trines of “Hebraizing Plato,”” who may have gone to the Egyptians,
Babylonians, and Assyrians for some of his other knowledge but learned
his religion from the Jews.® The Greeks, failing to find God in Nature,
should more wisely have followed the almost Christian doctrine of their
greatest philosopher.” But unlike Justin or his coeval, Irenaeus,” Clem-
ent, though he follows his predecessors thus far, seems unready to acquit
Socrates and Plato before the presiding magistrate in the tribunal of
Jehovah.

Given their acknowledged provenience, pagan writings properly
understood could yield Christian messages. Clement divides all nonlit-
eral meaning, which he calls by a variety of nondiscriminated terms,
into ethical, theological, and physical comprehension, and there is no
indication that he limited this sort of arcane interpretation to Christian
texts alone. He is precise in his knowledge of Egyptian symbolism,” but
he knows, too, that the Greeks “have veiled the first principles of things,
delivering the truth in enigmas, symbols, allegories, metaphors, and such
kinds of tropes.”® He states that he cannot live long enough to set down
the names of those “who have philosophized in a symbolical manner.”
The method they employed has many advantages. Truth shines more
brightly in the dark, thereby revealing its edges more sharply. Nonethe-
less, truth should not be commonly bestowed on all or communicated “to
those . . . who are not purified in soul,” nor are “the mysteries of the
Word to be explained to the profane.”®

This closing decision of Clement is not unlike those proposed by the
Neo-Platonic allegorizers of Homer, but his associate Origen is even
more obsessed than he with grasping the spirit lurking behind the letter.
His impulsion toward the occult comes not only from the practiced

85 1bid., V. 12. 78. (It should be observed that Eusebius devotes the tenth book of his
Praeparatio evangelica to Greek borrowings from the Bible.)

58 Ibid., 1. 22. 150.

57 Ibid., 1. 1. 10.

58 Clement, Cokortatio, V1. 70.

59 Clement, Stromateis, I1. 14. 1.

80 In his Adwersus haereses (PG VII, 1047) Irenaeus states that Christ did not come just
for Romans living in the age of Tiberius Caesar, “but for all men without exception, who
from the beginning by His aid . . . feared and loved God, practised justice and goodness
towards neighbors, desired to see Christ and hear His voice.”

61 Clement, Stromateis, V. 4. 19-21; 7. 41-42.

62 1bid., V. 8. 44-55.

68 Ibid., V. 9. 56—59.
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customs of his predecessors® and from the injunctions of St. Paul but
also from his own conviction that some stories in the Old Testament are
likely to turn the stomach of a decent man unless they can be explained as
mythical covers of an inner mystery.”” However, a better notion of his
temper in regard to the origin of legends and their pious explication can
be had from his distinguished controversy with the brilliant Celsus, long
safely dead.

In his Book of Truth Celsus had asserted that almost all Christian
doctrines were warped versions of Platonic idealism, but in addition
Christians had certain other dogmas and rites eclectically put together
of borrowings from the philosophy of the Stoics, the Jewish tradition,
the mysteries of Mithra, the myths of Typhon, Osiris, and the Cabiri.*
The story of Christ is no more than a concatenation of various old
myths plus the remembrances of various wandering Greek and barbarian
wonder-workers who had plagued antiquity.” Celsus was also a bit of a
Janus. He explained the impious or salacious pagan stories as allego-
ries,” but he refused this right to Christians. At least he did not follow
his principles when he read sportive biblical events.® Origen thinks that
all legends should be searched for their good or bad import. If this were
done, it would then be discovered that demons wrote the narratives of
the gods, whereas God saw to it that for moral or spiritual reasons, not
for sheer Rabelesian ribaldry, the account of Noah’s inebriation, Jacob’s
polygamy, and Lot’s incest were recorded.

To turn the tables, Origen recalls Celsus’ mirth over the silliness of
the story of Adam and Eve and his com