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Assignment 2.8: Critically examine the roles of divination in theurgy
Word count – 3001 excluding headings, captions and bibliography

Introduction:

This essay is a critical examination of the possible roles played by divination in the polytheistic ritual known as theurgy.  The main primary sources are key Neoplatonist philosophers from Late Antiquity such as Iamblichus (c. 240-325 CE) and what appear to be the original written documentation for theurgy known as the Chaldean Oracles (c. late second century CE).

The first part of the essay deals with basic definitions of divination and theurgy.  The origins of theurgy and theurgists were also considered to be important in beginning to understand the role of divination in its practice.  The main theme looks in more detail at the overall range of divinatory concepts, largely based on Iamblichus’ system of classification.  That section focusses on the divinatory processes that were key to the theurgists and contrasts them with other methods which were perhaps related to the more mundane questions arising in the material world.  

Definitions:

General definitions of divination are fairly consistent in that it is usually seen as a ritual to elicit from a higher power, such as the gods, ‘answers to questions beyond the range of ordinary human understanding’.[footnoteRef:1] Forecasting the future is often considered to be one reason for divination.  Cicero says in De Divinatione it is ‘the foreseeing and foretelling of events considered as happening by chance’.[footnoteRef:2]  As will be discussed below, theurgists appear to have focused on certain types and levels of divination that were more aimed at ‘mystical union with the divine’.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Blacker, Carmen and Michael Lowe, Oracles and Divination, (Boulder: Shambala 1981), p.1.]  [2:  Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione): W A Falconer (ed. and trs.), Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press), vol. XX 1923.]  [3:  Crystal, Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the gods, (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014), p.239.] 


The word theurgy itself means ‘god-working’ but as Crystal Addey states in Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: ‘Theurgy remains notoriously difficult to define, partly because ancient philosophers conceived of theurgy as a way of life......or way of being’.[footnoteRef:4]  It is perhaps easier to say what it is not, e.g. theology (the study of religion and religious belief) which is essentially an intellectual process.  In contrast, theurgy might be described as an experiential process.  For the theurgist it was also not first and foremost a means to forecast the future.  Addey summarises this as follows: ‘The goal of theurgy was the cumulative contact, assimilation and, ultimately union with the divine’.  She notes the similarity of theurgy to the various practices associated with Eastern religious traditions.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Crystal, Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: p.24.]  [5:  Crystal, Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: p.25.] 


Origins of theurgy and theurgists:

In the context of this analysis it was considered useful to understand who the theurgists were and where the practice came from.  Although the Late Antiquity philosopher Iamblichus was considered to be the first Neoplatonist to advocate the use of theurgy, according to Ruth Majercik this knowledge appears to have originated from late second century materials known as the Chaldean Oracles.  In her translation and commentary entitled The Chaldean Oracles she suggests that the Neoplatonists from Porphory (c. 232-303 CE) onwards regarded them ‘as authoritative revelatory literature equal in importance only to Plato’s Timaeus’.[footnoteRef:6]   [6:  Ruth Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles: Text, Translation and Commentary, Studies in Greek and Roman Religion Vol 5, (Leiden: BRILL, 1989), p.2.] 


The hexameter verses which comprise the remaining fragments of the Oracles appear to have been assembled by ‘Julian the Chaldean’ and his son ‘Julian the Theurgist’ in the late second century CE.  According to Majercik, the latter was most probably the actual author of most of the Oracles. There appears to be scholarly debate about the source and validity of these writings as it appears at least some of them may have been received through a mediumistic trance, perhaps using a theurgic technique known as ‘calling and receiving’.  Her review of the French studies on the Oracles suggests the possibility that Julian the Theurgist was receiving transmission from ‘Plato’s soul’.[footnoteRef:7]  Whilst these ideas might be considered nonsensical from a conventional perspective, the fact that the Neoplatonists considered the Oracles to be so important suggests they had significant content and value. [7:  Ruth Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles: Text, Translation and Commentary, p.1.] 


In Chaldean theology there is a hierarchy of beings above the material world culminating in a ‘Primordial Triad’.  Of interest in the context of this essay are those intermediaries who play various parts in the theurgical processes.  Majercik defines these as Iynges, Connectors, Teletarchs, angels and demons.  Of importance is the angelic order where the Oracles (frr. 137 and 138) suggest that the theurgist’s soul actually derives from that level.[footnoteRef:8]  Furthermore she suggests that they incarnate with the purpose of aiding mankind (frr. 122,123 and 138) and that this is a deliberate choice made by the theurgist’s soul which had the option of remaining in the higher ‘intelligible realm’ and not returning to the material world.  The Oracles talk about two kinds of humans, namely the theurgists and ‘the herd’ who comprise the mass of humanity in the material world (frr. 153 and 154).[footnoteRef:9]  However Iamblichus in De Mysteriis identifies three classes of humans with an additional group who are midway between the material world and the intelligible world.[footnoteRef:10]  These classifications suggest that the theurgists were considered to be either more advanced souls, or individuals who had certain talents and skills not seen in the general population. [8:  Ruth Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles: Text, Translation and Commentary, p.13.]  [9:  Ruth Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles: Text, Translation and Commentary, p.20.]  [10:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and J. P. Hershbell (eds.), Iamblichus: On the Mysteries, (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), V.18 (223.8-224.4).] 

 
Divinatory concepts:

· Introduction
When considering the role of divination specifically in theurgy it is necessary to understand the wide range of types of divination and divinatory processes in general.  As Addey notes in Divination and Theurgy ‘the most extensive surviving discussion of......the phenomenon of divination occurs in Iamblichus’ De Mysteriis’.[footnoteRef:11]  In particular DM Books III, VI and X contain a detailed description, typology and classification.    [11:  Crystal, Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: p.215.] 


Drawing on the introduction to Chapter 6 of Divination and Theurgy Iamblichus’ key concepts can summarised as follows.  In terms of classification divination can be broken into two categories, namely ‘inspired divination’ and ‘inductive divination’.  The former is based at least partly on states of divine inspiration and possession, i.e. direct connection with the gods or other beings in the intelligible world.  The nature of connection with the gods by humans is considered by Iamblichus to have three ascending levels, i.e. ‘participation, communion and union’.  In a wider context his understanding of divination appears to be centered on three axioms or starting points for reasoning and argument.  Firstly, the gods are simultaneously transcendent (wholly independent of the known physical universe) and immanent (manifested throughout the material world).  Secondly, there is a hierarchy of modes of causation which have the property of operating simultaneously.  Thirdly, the individual, in this case the theurgist, has a level of ‘receptivity’ to the divine information which can be enhanced through various practices.[footnoteRef:12]  The following subsections deal with the key concepts relevant to theurgy in more detail. [12:  Crystal, Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: pp.215-216.] 


· Inspired divination 
Given the earlier definition of theurgy it might be considered that ‘inspired divination’ is the key process to be studied.  The next sections therefore explore the difference between the two types of divination in Iamblichus’ classification.  At the beginning of De Mysteriis Book III, Iamblichus sets out his view on ‘inspired divination’.  He defines the principle of divination as: 

‘to know that it is activated neither by bodies nor by bodily conditions, neither by a natural object nor by natural powers, neither by human disposition nor its related habits.......Rather all of its supreme power belongs to the gods and is bestowed by the gods.  Divination is accomplished by divine acts and signs, and consists of divine visions and scientific insights.  All else is subordinate, instrumental to the gift of foreknowledge sent down by the gods.’[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Iamblichus, DM 3.1(100-101).] 


In summary he is saying that ‘inspired divination’ is that which has closest direct connection with the divine intelligible realm, or gods which, in any case, appears to have been the ultimate goal of the theurgist.  

Dream divination is an important element of the equation to be considered when evaluating theurgical processes.  Iamblichus was clear that there was a difference between ‘human’ dreams and those that are ‘god-sent’.[footnoteRef:14]  The former is classed as ‘inductive divination’ and he states they either come from the soul usually based on words, thoughts, fantasies or everyday concerns.  The inductive classification, according to Iamblichus, arises from some of them being true, sometimes false and in some cases happen to chance on reality.[footnoteRef:15]  He suggests that god-sent dreams, which are ‘inspired divination’, occur mostly at ‘a state between sleep and wakefulness’.[footnoteRef:16]   [14:  Iamblichus, DM 3.2 (103.1-8).]  [15:  Iamblichus, DM 3.2 (103.1-5).]  [16:  Iamblichus, DM 3.2 (104.12).] 


In a paper entitled Iamblichean Dream Theory, John Finamore suggests that these god-sent or ‘theopemptoi dreams’ may involve some form of trance state.[footnoteRef:17]  He traces the basic concept of this type of dream back to Plato who accepted divinatory dreams as being possible if the rational soul was under some form of restriction.[footnoteRef:18] Finamore proposes that Iamblichus went further than Plato in identifying at least five higher levels of theopemptoi dream divination where the dreamer’s intellect was increasingly conscious of the messages being imparted with the last being the ‘summit of the intelligible realm’.  Here the soul ‘even shares in the rank of the intelligible gods themselves’.[footnoteRef:19]   [17:  John Finamore, ‘Iamblichean Dream Theory’, in R. M. Berchman (ed.), Mediators of the Divine: Horizons of Prophecy, Divination, Dreams and Theurgy in Mediterranean Antiquity, South Florida Studies in the History of Judaism No. 163, (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press 1998), pp.155-164.]  [18:  Plato, Timaeus, trs: R. G. Bury (1929), Loeb, London and Cambridge MA: Heinemann and Harvard University Press, (71e2-6).]  [19:  John Finamore, ‘Iamblichean Dream Theory’, p.163.] 


It is possible that these descriptions correlate with relatively recent brainwave research such as in the Scientific American article written by Ned Herrmann.  An alert mental state would be 15-40 cycles per second (beta waves).  Relaxation or earlier stages of meditation normally involves alpha waves (9-14 cycles per second).  Theta waves are around 5-8 cycles per second and delta (sleep phase) are 1-4 cycles per second.  Herrmann’s observation was that there appears to be an enhanced flow of ideas when someone is experiencing an increased exposure to theta brainwaves.  He noted ‘The ideation that can take place during the theta state is often free flow and occurs without censorship or guilt’.[footnoteRef:20]  This suggests that the state between sleep (delta waves) and the beginnings of wakefulness (theta waves) could be key to the dream divination process particularly if, for example, a theurgist was able to access that brain wave boundary in a controlled manner as indicated above. [20:  Ned Herrmann, What is the function of various brainwaves? Scientific American 1997, https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/what-is-the-function-of-t-1997-12-22/  [accessed 25th July 2019].] 


Although Iamblichus clearly sets out other modes of inspired divination that may have been used by theurgists, such as divination by statues, in Theurgy and the Soul, Gregory Shaw makes an interesting case that Iamblichus also supported divination by numbers in this classification.  Shaw’s observation is that Iamblichus’ theories on this subject were deeply rooted in the Pythagorean traditions of mathematics which were much more of a religious exercise and way of life than is the case today.  He suggests that for Iamblichus ‘mathematics recapitulated the soul’s descent and return’.  In summary if mathematics was carried out in a Pythagorean manner it could be seen as a theurgic ritual.  As Shaw concludes ‘If, as the Platonists maintained, “god is always doing geometry”, then the theurgists were his instruments’.[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, Second Edition, (Kettering, OH: Angelico Press, 2014), pp.212-241.] 


· Inductive divination
Further on in De Mysteriis Book III Iamblichus addresses the concept of inductive divination: ‘let us turn to the mode of divination accomplished by human skill, which largely partakes of guessing and supposition’.[footnoteRef:22]  De Mysteriis was primarily written as a response to Porphory’s Letter from Anebo.  In the letter, Porphory had mentioned divination techniques such as entrails, birds and stars.  Iamblichus responded that there were many other such techniques but these were good illustrations of ‘artificial [inductive] divination’.[footnoteRef:23]  According to Iamblichus the gods give divine signs through nature or through the agency of lower order beings above the material world such as daemons.  While the divine signs are perfect in themselves Iamblichus is clear that it is the human divinatory interpretation of those signs that has a probabilistic element.[footnoteRef:24]  [22:  Iamblichus, DM 3.15 (135.1-3).]  [23:  Iamblichus, DM 3.15 (135.4-6).]  [24:  Iamblichus, DM 3.15 (135.7-17).] 


Taking entrails as an example, Derek Collins notes that next to the Delphic Oracle, extispicy [entrails divination] might have been one of the most important forms of divination in Classical Greece.  In his paper on Greek hepatoscopy [liver divination], Derek Collins suggests a model of how this worked by using analogues from contemporary extispicy in Africa.  He concludes this was essentially a binary system with a yes or no answer to the question.[footnoteRef:25] Based on Iamblichus’ view that this [extispicy] is ‘guesses at the divination, inferring it from certain probabilities’, it could be assumed that the answers were not close to one hundred percent accurate.[footnoteRef:26]   [25:  Derek Collins, Mapping the entrails: The practice of Greek Hepatoscopy, The American Journal of Philolgy, Vol. 129, No. 3 (Fall, 2008), pp. 319-345.]  [26:  Iamblichus, DM 3.15 (135.11).] 


The Chaldean Oracles go further than this: ‘The wide-winged flight of birds is never true, nor the cuttings and entrails of sacrificial victims.  All these are playthings, the props of commercial fraud.  Flee these things, if you would open the sacred paradise of piety’ (frr 107).[footnoteRef:27]  In the commentary on this fragment Majercik suggests that the oracle was saying all the other types of divination should be rejected in favour of theurgy.  Furthermore, she quotes the French literature as interpreting Iamblichus as contending that theurgy is the only legitimate form of divination.[footnoteRef:28]  However, based on the English translation by Clarke et al. it could be argued that Iamblichus was actually saying while the true path for a theurgist was primarily through certain modes of ‘inspired divination’, ‘inductive divination’ may have some value provided its stochastic nature was truly understood. [27:  Ruth Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles: Text, (frr. 107), pp.89-90.]  [28:  Ruth Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles: Text, Translation and Commentary, p.182; (DM III 27, 28, 31).] 


· Connection with the gods
As noted above, one of Iamblichus’ concepts was different levels of connection with the gods through divine inspiration and possession; participation, communion and union.[footnoteRef:29]  A key statement from Iamblichus when describing the three levels is ‘either the gods possess us [participation], or we become wholly the god’s property [communion], or we exercise our activity in common with him [union]’.[footnoteRef:30]  As the theurgist’s goal was ultimately union with the divine these words may have deeper meaning.  Addey suggests it implies a degree of recovering soul memory of the intelligible level on the part of the theurgist who achieves union with the gods.  Iamblichus appears to say that these three levels are a continuum of divine experience.  The implication is that even participation is an experience of divine consciousness but without an ability to remember.  That is in contrast to union where there was clear memory of the visions seen through the divinatory process.[footnoteRef:31]  All this perhaps fits with the Chaldean Oracles concept noted previously, i.e. the theurgist might be a soul descended from the angelic order that is more easily able to achieve union.[footnoteRef:32] [29:  Iamblichus, DM 3.5 (111.9-11).]  [30:  Iamblichus, DM 3.5 (111.7-9).]  [31:  Crystal, Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: p.229-230.]  [32:  Ruth Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles: (frr. 137 and 138).] 

     
                                                                                                   
· Receptivity                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
The theurgists ability to access these different levels of connection with the gods appears to have depended on another feature of the divinatory process, namely ‘receptivity’.  In De Mysteriis Book III Iamblichus describes with clarity and precision how the divinatory power of the gods works.  The key phrase regarding the concept of receptivity [of divinatory power] is at the very end of this section: ‘to the extent that each is able to share in it’.[footnoteRef:33]  Addey in Divination and Theurgy suggests Iamblichus saw this receptive ability was not simply innate but was something the theurgist had to develop through other religious practices such as meditation, contemplation and prayer, not just divination.[footnoteRef:34]   [33:  Iamblichus, DM 3.12 (129.10-11).]  [34:  Crystal, Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: p.27.] 


Iamblichus uses descriptions of how the oracles prepared for divination as some examples of how theurgists might have perhaps readied themselves for higher levels of connection with the gods such as union with the divine.  When describing the oracle at Colophon who drinks water from a subterranean spring before giving a prophesy, Iamblichus notes that the oracle fasts for twenty-four hours and removes himself from contact with other humans by withdrawing to sacred inaccessible places.  Thus ‘he purifies himself for receiving the god’.[footnoteRef:35]  Part of the ritual for the oracle at Delphi was to be seated on a stool that was sacred to the god.  As Iamblichus says ‘whenever she is found on the seat of the god, she is in harmony with the divine’.[footnoteRef:36] [35:  Iamblichus, DM 3.11 (125.11-14).]  [36:  Iamblichus, DM 3.11 (126.11-12).] 


· Divine inspiration and possession
Inspired divination appears to be the theurgist’s key path to union, so this section explores what Iamblichus meant by divine inspiration and possession.  As with the concept of receptivity, he says there are different levels or states of being for both: ‘There are therefore, many kinds of divine possession and divine inspiration is aroused in many ways.’[footnoteRef:37]  In this section of De Mysteriis he relates these different kinds back to the hierarchical levels of connection to the gods.  In Divination and Theurgy, Addey interprets Iamblichus as saying both these terms can be applied to the same phenomenon ‘viewed from a different perspective’.  That is to say divine inspiration can be seen as the transcendent manifestation of the gods in the theurgist or other practitioner.  On the other hand, possession often, but not always, represents the immanent presence of the gods from a human perspective.[footnoteRef:38] [37:  Iamblichus, DM 3.5 (111.3-4).]  [38:  Crystal, Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: p.217.] 


In response to Porphyry’s statements about the subject Iamblichus’ conclusion was that those practitioners genuinely experiencing ‘divine inspiration’ are not in a normal state of consciousness or sense perception, but they are conscious of the gods alone.  As he said ‘they are not even conscious of themselves......nor, in general do they turn their personal intelligence on themselves, nor do they project any personal knowledge’.[footnoteRef:39]  He offers evidence regarding the lack of sense perception by noting that in a state of possession they are not physically affected or do not react to burning and other acts of what could be described as self-harm with sticks and sharp implements.[footnoteRef:40] [39:  Iamblichus, DM 3.4 (110.1-3).]  [40:  Iamblichus, DM 3.4 (110.1-10).
] 


Conclusions:

There appears to have been a wide range of divinatory practices in Late Antiquity but only a limited number appeared to be directly relevant to theurgy.  This could have been due to the theurgists’ ultimate divinatory objective which was essentially one of direct union with the divine rather than more mundane divinatory objectives associated with the concerns of the material world.  The theurgists themselves appear to have been a relatively limited number of individuals with a high level of innate and/or developable talents for the more advanced types of divination.  Some sources suggest they were souls returning from the angelic orders in the ‘intelligible realm’ between the gods and the material world. Their ultimate purpose appears to have been to act as a kind of conduit for messages from the gods to help humanity in general.  

To achieve that theurgical objective required the higher levels of divinatory methods which have been classified here as ‘inspired divination’, essentially a direct unfiltered communication from the gods.  In contrast ‘inductive divination’ usually involved human evaluation of the divinatory signs leading to a variable or stochastic interpretation.  An important example of ‘inspired divination’ is what Iamblichus described as god-sent dream divination where the theurgists were able to access the higher levels in a controlled manner such that they were conscious of the divine communications without necessarily being aware of normal physical senses.  Apart from having innate abilities in this for this type of divination it is clear that the theurgists probably had to work extensively on the divinatory quality described as ‘receptivity’.
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