IAMIBLICHUS

DIVINATION AND THEURGY



De Mysteriis
A Caveat

De Mysteriis is a difficult text with problems of understanding the
writing style along with issues of interpretation.

So I’'m very conscious that this brief presentation selects and simplifies
theories and arguments that are much more complex and nuanced,
and much debated in lamblichus’ time and by contemporary
commentators nowadays.

The secondary sources listed towards the end were invaluable.


Presenter
Presentation Notes
I thought it appropriate to start with some sort of caveat.

If you’ve read the text or just Book 3 you’ll know that it’s not an easy read!

So what follows does very much select and simplify concepts and arguments  that are complex and nuanced. So we have to bear that in mind.

The secondary sources I mention later were invaluable in putting this brief presentation together..








OUTLINE OF SESSION

* PLATO

e« NEOPLATONISM — 2 APPROACHES TO DIVINATION/THEURGY

1. PLOTINUS
2. |AMBLICHUS

* QUOTES FROM IAMBLICHUS
* MY RESPONSES TO THE QUESTIONS

* CONCLUDING THOUGHTS


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Iamblichus was considered a Neoplatonist. Important to say that the Neoplatonists did not agree on everything!

I thought it would be useful to very briefly look at three ideas of Plato that have relevance  to Iamblichus and Theurgy

Then I’ll  mention a couple of approaches to divination by some Neoplatonists, which I hope will provide a brief context before turning to the 2 quotes from the Mysteries.

Next I’ll try and answer the questions posed about these extracts from Iamblichus,
Before some concluding thoughts about the text.




BACK TO PLATO!

e All material things around us in the world are imitations or
shadows of a higher reality. Also applied to qualities e.g.
beauty, goodness. (The “Forms”) (Republic -The Cave)

* The physical body was an impediment to the soul. (Phaedo)

* The soul has recollection of higher reality (Meno & Phaedo)


Presenter
Presentation Notes
So back to Plato!

Here are just 3 ideas from the great philosopher that I think are relevant to divination and theurgy.

The first relates to Plato’s notion of the Forms –  belonging to a higher reality to that we see around us. The allegory of the Cave in his Republic, vividly captures this idea..
Perhaps significantly for theurgy – escape from the Cave to the higher reality necessitated a physical movement, rather than contemplation.

In his dialogue Phaedo Plato, through Socrates describes how the physical body is an impediment to the soul

Thirdly Plato, again through Socrates held that the soul had once been part of the divine and has traces of recollection of that previous existence

So we’ll see how these ideas show up in some way as we look at Iamblichus’ ideas


NEOPLATONISM — DIVINATION & THEURGY

 Different views — different emphases
e Key question — how to achieve full contact with “the ONE”/gods

e At least two approaches


Presenter
Presentation Notes
As I said earlier Neoplatonists didn’t agree on everything and there were different views on divination and theurgy.

The had in common the task of making contact with the gods or the One (which I’ll come to in a minute)

And commentators have identified two types of approach (although some think maybe the two represent a difference of emphasis rather than being at odds with each other)


Emphasis on contemplation/philosophy

(Plotimus/Porphyry)

e rational — stress on thought not action — contemplation — abstract thought

e Assumed soul not completely descended from higher realm

e Highest part of soul still linked to the higher realm of being

e Contemplation/philosophy sufficient to re-establish full contact with the
((One”


Presenter
Presentation Notes
The first approach exemplified by Plotimus and Porphry  laid stress on contemplation and abstract thought. (reminds me of the caricature of the philosopher bent over in deep thought – his hand propping up his chin. (It seems it is always a he).

It assumed that a person’s soul was not fully separated from a higher reality – it was still linked

This led them to think that contemplation and philosophy was sufficient to regain access to the One

In relation to this last point – there’s the story that above the door to Plato’s Academy was written “Let no-one ignorant of geometry enter here”. Whether true or not no-one really knows.





Emphasis on Ritual

(lamblichus/Proclus)

e Assumed soul entirely descended from higher realm of being
e Completely different from any kind of soul “above” it

 Needs help of gods (divine love) through ritual acts rather than just
thought

e Theurgy — used symbols of the gods — likeness — external/internal


Presenter
Presentation Notes
,


QUOTE 1

o “... the divinatory power of the gods is bounded by nothing divisible,
neither by place, nor by a divisible human body, nor by a soul
contained in any single form of divisible entities, but being separate by
itself and indivisible, it is wholly present everywhere to those able to
share in it. And it both illuminates from without and fills all things,
and permeates all the elements: it embraces both earth, air, fire and
water, and leaves nothing deprived of itself, neither living beings nor
beings governed by nature, but to some it gives a greater portion of
its foreknowledqge, and to others a lesser portion. And existing itself
prior to the totality of things, it is sufficient by its own separateness,
to fill all things to the extent that each is able to share in it.”
lamblichus, De mysteriis 3.12 (129.1-11)



Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’ve underlined what I think are particularly important words and phrases that provide clues to Iamblichus’ ideas of divination and theurgy, which we’ll come back to in a minute


QUOTE 2

e “This, then, is one kind of mantic [i.e. divination], which is undefiled
and sacerdotal, and truly divine; and ‘this does not need’, as you say,
‘either myself or anyone else as umpire, in order that | prefer it to any
others’, but it is itself entirely removed from all, supernatural, and
eternally pre-existent, neither admitting any comparison nor
preeminence among many; it is free from all this, and takes
precedence over all according to its uniform self. And it is proper for
you and everyone who is a genuine lover of the gods to surrender
himself to it wholly. For in such a fashion arises, at the same time,
both infallible truth in oracles, and perfect virtue in souls. With both of
these, ascent to the intelligible fire is granted to theurgists, a process
which indeed must be proposed as the goal of all foreknowledge and
of every theurgic operation.” lamblichus, De mysteriis 3.31 (178.13-
179.8)



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Once again I’ve picked out words and phrases that seem to provide important information about the nature of theurgy


How does lamblichus characterize and conceptualise
divination?

Two types of divination

»Non-Divine - tied to material world —inductive e.g. augury — not as close to
gods as Divine divination — depends on human interpretation of divine
signs — conjecture — inductive - can lead to error

» True/Divine/Authentic — Union with the ONE — possessed- inspired — direct
communion with gods — higher level of being — depends on/caused by
divine power/love — transcends/surpasses rationality — has an ethical
sense, not usually associated with other forms of divination-purity —
changed nature



Presenter
Presentation Notes
This first question isn’t really covered in detail in the 2 quotes – but `I think it’s accepted that Iamblichus did distinguish between non-divine and divine divination

Non divine divination being seen as tied very much to the material world – dealing with human problems in living everyday. It was an inductive process depending on human conjecture and interpretation – so open to errors.

On the other hand divine divination – theurgy stressed a union with the One by being possessed by the divine which could bring you into the divine realm through the power of divine love. Importantly it went beyond reason and contemplation and appears to have an ethical dimension that the other forms of divination do not have. I’d be interested to hear what others think of that. 


What philosophical concepts underlie lamblichus’
explanation of the workings of divination and theurgy?

» Unity and interconnectedness of everything — Monism?

» Different levels/hierarchy of reality/being — Ontological concept — with divine
linking chains of understanding between different reality levels

» Immanence of gods’ divinatory power — everywhere!

» Concept of Divine Love — the key factor in theurgy practice - gives rise to
sympathy

» Likeness and sympathy — symbols have ontological link to what they represent



Presenter
Presentation Notes
The first point highlights UNITY and INTERCONNECTEDNESS OF EVERYTHING –This is made clear in the quotes we looked at. Philosophically this is a form of MONISM.
Though I don’t think unity necessarily means SAMENESS – as I think it can incorporate different levels of reality and being .- I think the key point is the connectedness of everything

Secondly I think Iamblichus recognises different levels of reality and existence. Philosophically this is about ONTOLOGY, the study of the nature of existence. The different levels are connected by chains of understanding – I think this aspect is a really interesting one to discuss further. It reminds me of the Chinese concept of Chi.

This concept of Divine Love is crucial to theurgy for Iamblichus and is necessary to enable the union that the theurgist seeks

Lastly the concepts of likeness and sympathy – here the use of symbols is so important – it seems they have a real ontological link with the god or gods that they relate to (not just a metaphorical representation). Another fascinating topic for discussion)




What is the relationship between divination and
theurgy?

e Divination — Various means of communicating with or receiving
communications from the gods - generally seems to emphasise knowledge

 Theurgy — wider term? — “God work(ing)” Aim — Divine possession & union
- Does theurgy encompass divination? Or is it a kind of divination —i.e.
“inspired divination”? lamblichus does appear to claim it is a kind of mantic
(divination). Above & beyond knowledge & rationality



Presenter
Presentation Notes
To be honest I found this a tricky question to answer – mainly because I don’t think it’s clear what the relationship really is. Which encapsulates the other?

Arguably theurgy as “God Working” can be seen as a broader term – which encompasses divination generally. It can also be seen as a form of divination as Iamblichus states in the second quote we looked at.

So here I’ve tried to make a few distinctions between divination in general and theurgy in particular.

Within theurgy I think the word “inspired” is important with its sense of receiving something  - which in turn relates to the notion of receptivity – which in turn reminds us of Iamblichus’ claim that  not everything (or I assume everybody) can share in the union to the same extent. Perhaps this is linked to his idea (not explicitly mentioned in the 2 quotes) of stages towards union with the godly realm namely participation, communion and finally full union
 




How do divination and theurgy relate to the gods in
lamblichus’ view?

e They tap into the divinatory power of the gods — which exists prior to all nature & is
literally everywhere, permeates everything, indivisible and surpasses rationality

* They recognise that some things have more of this power than others

* Theurgy relates to the gods by using truly divine power, divine love - for those able to

share in it (not everyone) requiring full surrender with the reward of attaining a virtuous
soul (salvation?)

e Theurgy as divine divination establishes the relationship with the gods via a process of
utilising divine symbols (e.g. obJects utterances) for ascent of the soul to the gods’
realm. This relationship is a union co-JommE) W|th the gods, sharing their |n5|ghts Stages
of participation, communion, union. *Is both ascent and descent involved?

* Importance of likeness/sympathy — interconnectedness -traces of divine in everything as
link/cause — but primary cause of inspired divination is the divine power — Divine Love.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
So in summing up I’d like to say that this exploration of divination and theurgy has been such an interesting and enjoyable journey for me. As I said at the start these ideas are complex and have a subtly that I haven’t been able to explore in detail. But I hope the presentation has provided an outline of some major themes and also opened up some questions for discussion. I do need to acknowledge the value of some secondary literature which was invaluable to me.

Secondly AS we’ve seen from the quotes this isn’t equally shared out although everything has some of it

Thirdly Theurgy is truly divine unlike some forms of divination and has a sense of real change in the individual – attainment of a virtuous soul – perhaps salvation?

Fourth – Theurgy as a process of using symbols which can be objects or words and utterances . I’ve already mentioned possible stages of ascent – which raises the question: is this union achieved by the souls ascent or by the gods descent – or is it both ? Another discussion point!

This brings me to almost the end of my presentation but I NEED TO ACKNOWLEDGE SOME OF MY MAIN SOURCES in putting this presentation together




SOURCES

* De Mysteriis

(lamblichus) trans. Emma C Clarke, et al)

e Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the Gods
(Crystal Addey) Details on moodle

 Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of
lamblichus

(Polymnia Athanassiadi) Search on JSTOR

e Theurgy: Rituals of Unification in the Neoplatonism of lamblichus
(Gregory Shaw) Search on JSTOR


Presenter
Presentation Notes
And Finally – I noted at the start the difficulties involved in reading On the Mysteries- so I wanted to finish by offering some advice about tackling this very interesting but complex text.
I hope you will forgive my poetic licence regarding where Iamblichus actually came from.


FINALLY! SOME ADVICE ON READING De Mysteriis

There was a young man near Rome
On the ‘Mysteries’ wrote a small tome
It’s not easy to grasp
So don’t read it too fast

Else the ‘Mysteries’ remain unknown!
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