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Through the investigations of this paper I will endeavor to provide a thorough understanding of theurgy and the role it plays within Neoplatonism. As will be shown, the nuance of theurgy renders it an evasive concept to synthesize, and so rather than speaking to it as an isolated system of belief, my aim is to anchor it within the philosophical lineage that it was generated by and carried on through, predominantly through the writings of Iamblichus and Porphyry. There is no single means of understanding theurgy, and so I offer a ‘co-mingling’ of interpretations by various ancient philosophers and contemporary scholars, with the recognition that it remains an enormous area of study. The first part of this essay will deal with theurgy’s surrounding philosophers directly, while the latter part will focus specifically on points of disruption of perceived boundary within theurgical cosmology where the divine meets the corporeal. I suggest that these points of contact constitute key aspects of theurgical world-view, and can therefore serve as an accurate analysis of theurgy as a whole.
Before seeking to understand the nuance of theurgy, especially in the ways that I intend to uncover it, I must first locate the questions by those who were first asking them. Central to the conversation of theurgy were the Neoplatonists, namely, Plotinus, Poryphry, Iamblichus and Proclus (loosely in that chronological order, though the list goes on). This paper will focus primarily upon the problems and beliefs put forth by these philosophers, despite much of their dialogue having been initiated greatly by the writings of those who came approximately 500 years before them, especially that of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. Neoplatonist scholar, Pauliina Remes, links the beginning of Neoplatonism to Plotinus’ resettlement to Alexandria, Egypt around 245 CE, which was at that time both the intellectual centre and capital of the Roman Empire (Remes 2014: 1). Here Plotinus began his own school, teaching his own unique interpretation of Plato’s philosophy (hence the term: Neoplatonism, though that title was not prescribed until the 19th century by German scholarship and remains contentious). Neoplatonism continued to spread to Syria, Asia Minor, and eventually back to the birthplace of Platonism; Athens. While the institutional element of Neoplatonism came to an end with the closure of the Neoplatonic School of Athens in 529 CE by the Christian emperor Justinian, the philosophy and systems of belief continued to be studied and practiced through their blending with Christianity, Paganism, and Western thought, specifically via the impact of theurgy, which will be discussed in the following pages. (Athanassiadi 1993: 127; Remes 2014: 2).
Theurgy is one of the defining features that sets apart Neoplatonism from an otherwise debated, and in many cases vague separation from Platonism and middle-Platonism. However, despite theurgy’s over-arching role within Neoplatonic thought, it resists being contained by any simple definition. As the basis of understanding theurgical world-view, one must first recognize that it is neither just a philosophy nor a practice but is rather a culmination of the two which as a unified praxis, positions the theurgist in the path of the divine. It locates humanity within the cosmos as being imperfect, yet in relationship to the divine, and offers a form by which the practitioner may come to resemble the divine, and through this resemblance, achieve greater unity with the gods. Iamblichus, who is regarded as one of the core-philosophers of theurgy, illustrates these concepts in De Mysteriis:
The consciousness of our own nothingness, if one judges it in comparison with the gods, makes us naturally turn to supplications; and by the practice of supplication we are raised gradually to the level of the object of our supplication, and we gain likeness to it by virtue of our constant consorting with it, and, starting from our own imperfection, we gradually take on the perfection of the divine.
(Iamblichus: I.15)
This passage highlights the humility of the theurgist who centralizes prayerful acts within his or her own life. However, in this case supplication is not simply a means by which to achieve some answered prayer or good fortune, but is rather an embodied communication with the divine through ritual, which in turn cultivates a web of relationship between the corporeal and incorporeal, bringing the theurgist closer towards union with divinity. This passage shows that theurgy is a system of belief where the ‘believing’ happens through both philosophy and action in a dynamic conversation with the divine. Scholar Polymnia Athanassiadi describes it as “. . . a dynamic state of mind, varying from individual to individual and additionally undergoing constant change . . .” which supports the notion that there is no ‘one’ theurgy but that it is rather contingent upon the individual’s unique and always transforming relationship to the divine (1993: 116). The subtlety of theurgical praxis is further realized as Athanassiadi, in her own interpretation of Iamblichus, goes on to describe it as the “. . . often involuntary manifestation of an inner state of sanctity deriving from a combination of goodness and knowledge in which the former element prevails” (ibid: 116). It is this combined outcome of goodness and knowledge that highlights the philosophy of theurgy, exposing an alternative definition of supplication as the act of asking questions which, as Heidegger would describe in resemblance to theurgical supplication centuries later, “. . . pushes us into the open . . . and casts a new space over and through everything” (2000: 32). 
	This relationship between knowledge and divinity is a recurring theme throughout theurgy and Neoplatonism (Greenbaum 2016: 274). In Proclus’ Commentary on the First Alcibiades of Plato, he investigates this link between knowledge and divinity as seen in the following passage:
. . . the inscription "Know Thyself" on the front of the Delphi sanctuary indicated the manner, I presume, of ascent to the divine and the most effective path towards purification, practically stating clearly to those able to understand, that he who has attained the knowledge of himself . . . can be united with the god who is the revealer of the whole truth and guide of the purgative life, but he who does not know who he is, being uninitiated and profane is unfit to partake of the providence of Apollo.
 (Proclus: I.5)

Here is an obvious example of Proclus’ belief that one cannot participate within the divine without first seeking knowledge of the divine and of “thyself.” This disrupts the notion that knowledge is of a purely technological nature, but rather proposes that knowledge in its truest form is of divine nature, in that it brings the individual closer to god, who is in this instance, the “revealer of the whole truth.” In the latter part of Book I of Commentary, Proclus goes on to describe what I believe is an essential component of theurgical belief, which is to answer the question: in the act of supplication, who is reaching for whom? That is to say, is the divine some impersonal fluidity located beyond the cosmos for whom the theurgist is reaching longingly for, or rather is theurgy the act of responding to what is already the entanglement between the corporeal and the incorporeal? Proclus writes:
We observe that everywhere the more divine seem to approach the less perfect, not relinquishing their own abode but remaining in themselves and seeming to approach on account of the suitability of the participant: both in invocations and visions the divine somehow seems to approach us, although it is we who reach up towards it.
(Proclus: I.92)

This illuminates the drawing together of the divine and the corporeal; that despite the imperfection of embodiment, the sensorial and human world is still caught by divinity. The path of theurgy in this sense becomes a relinquishing of oneself to the trust that god will meet them in their devotion to living a life of ‘goodness’, prayer, and knowledge; and that just as they hope to take on the likeness of the divine, the divine seeks to receive them. However, despite the entanglement, all of the passages so far speak in some sense to a very distinct boundary between the corporeal and the incorporeal. Theurgy begins to appear as a transgression of basic laws, complicating the clear and divided boundaries by points of disruption or ascent from lower realms to higher realms, and therefore demanding an in-depth investigation into its complex structure and layering. The most explicit form of this contact, and essential to the practice of theurgy, is divination. 
Kim Beerden writes in Worlds Full of Signs: Ancient Greek Divination in Context that “divination is essentially based on the idea that there is a particular connection between the past, present and future” (2013: 273). While a convenient definition for its simplicity, Iamblichus stresses a more complete and ethical understanding of divination in De Mysteriis, in that divination is not something that humans have the power to just ‘enact’ as if the source of its power originates in the human realm, or even functions within the framework of past, present and future, of which I will speak more on later (I.3). Rather, Iamblichus writes “. . . it is a thing divine, supernatural, sent from heaven above; both unbegotten and eternal, it takes priority by its own nature” (III.1). De Mysteriis – or more accurately, The Response of the Master Abamon to Porphyry's Letter to Anebo, with Solutions to the Problems Raised Therein – is held as one of the leading texts on theurgy and divine practices (Dillon 2004: 349). Iamblichus’ words come as response to Porphyry, who in his Epistle to Anebo asks boldly (and perhaps a bit incitingly) of him if divination is merely nothing more than a purely psychological phenomenon (II.4). Iamblichus goes on to respond that quite contrarily, “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…” (III.1). Throughout book III, Iamblichus describes divination as a phenomenon originating in and being sent down from heaven, through which humanity can then participate with the divine. This illuminates the key role that divination plays within theurgy as a bridge between otherwise-boundaried layers of existence. This bridgework is essential to the metaphysics of theurgy, and can be understood through the lens of three theurgical ideas: the notion of cosmic sympathy, the conduit of planetary bodies, and lastly through the manifestation of Kairos. 
Scholar Crystal Addey describes cosmic sympathy in the first chapter of her book Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the gods, as:
. . . the idea that certain chains of noetic ‘Forms’ and symbols . . . emanate from the gods through all subsequent ontological grades of reality, permeating every strand of the cosmos, including the physical world. Thus the notion of sympathy encompasses the idea that truth is expressed in different levels of reality in the way most appropriate to that level.
(2014: 30)
This passage describes one essential clarification of the basis for theurgy in that communication between “ontological grades of reality” is already in existence prior to the practice of divination taking place. Divination can then be understood as something that is not initiating divine communication of its own doing but is rather a methodology by which the theurgist is granted access to participate in a communication that is already well underway – and would continue whether they were present to it or not. It describes how the ‘truth’ of divinity is always being expressed in some form, contingent upon the particulars of that level. In what theurgists have identified as the sensorial, physical, or lower realm, this cosmic sympathy is incarnated through the use of symbols. Addey goes on to describe a symbol as “. . .a direct, efficacious and ineffable link with divine truth, operating on the level of a talisman” (ibid.). Along a similar, though astrologically-focused investigation, scholar Dorian Greenbaum’s The Daimon in Hellenistic Astrology: Origins and Influence calls attention back to a passage in book V of De Mysteriis as a primary example of the symbol’s centralization within theurgy and the relationship between superior beings and earthly matter:
. . . for since it was proper not even for terrestrial things to be utterly deprived of participation in the divine, earth also has received from it a share in divinity, such as is sufficient for it to be able to receive the gods. Observing this . . . the theurgic art in many cases links together stones, plants, animals, aromatic substances, and other such things that are sacred, perfect and godlike, and then from all these composes an integrated and pure receptacle.
(Iamblichus: V.23)

I will now turn towards the relationship between the divine and the corporeal to understand what properties the theurgist is navigating in their ascent towards unity with god. I propose that it is these points of union between the corporeal and the incorporeal that most directly locate the theurgist within their belief system, and so will investigate the positioning of planetary bodies within the planes of existence as crucial to this bridging. Porphyry asks of Iamblichus in reference to the sun, moon, and planetary bodies, “How do incorporeal divinities mix with corporeal ones?” (I.3d). To this Iamblichus begins his response by clarifying that “. . . they do not direct themselves towards their respective body, but that they have a body which is directed towards its divine causal principle . . .” (I.17). In other words, the heavenly bodies are first and foremost divine beings, and from this point of divinity incorporate into physicality which to be certain, “. . . does not interfere with their intellectual and incorporeal perfection, nor does it cause them trouble by getting in their way” (ibid.). Iamblichus goes on to say very directly: 
It must also be remarked that heavenly body is closely akin to the incorporeal essence of the gods . . . It also imitates their identity by its eternal movement according to the same principles, directed towards the same end and according to a single rationale and order, and their divine life by its life that is connate with the ethereal bodies.
(ibid.)

This passage offers a clear understanding of the role of planetary bodies as at once corporeal and incorporeal. For this reason, astrology played such a great role in theurgy, in that the planetary (or heavenly) bodies were seen as a direct physical embodiment of the divine, which would in turn provide divine location of all things physical, including the theurgist themselves. In describing the uniformity of their joint movement, Iamblichus is describing their perfect order as one fluid motion in reflection of eternity. Therefore, by aligning oneself with the planetary movements, one is aligning oneself with eternity, and consequently ascending towards a more perfect unity with god, which is the ultimate goal of theurgy (Addey 2014: 239). In this sense, the planetary bodies act as another passageway between the sensorial and the divine.
	The final point of cross-over and central aspect of theurgy that I will consider here is the notion of Kairos, which over the decades has taken on a long list of meanings, of which I will cover only a few. Scholar Melissa Shew’s essay The Kairos of Philosophy, contemplates Homer’s definition of time as “. . . a point and time at which an arrow strikes its target, delivering a deadly blow” (2013: 47). She recalls book VIII of The Iliad when Homer writes “Whether it is the top of a head or between the shoulder blade and neck, Kairos is an encounter that yields a mortal wound, a successful striking of a target in a deadly spot” (VIII: 83–86; ibid: 326–30). Kairos however extends far beyond a signifier of time and has come to be applied throughout history as meaning “. . . symmetry, propriety, occasion, due measure, fitness, tact, decorum, convenience, proportion, fruit, profit . . .” and the list extends further still (Sipiora 2002: 1). Despite these many definitions, Beerden argues that it most typically remained to be used as “the standard Greek term for ‘the right time’ . . .” (2013: 183). In the context of theurgy and the exploration of the divine mixing with the corporeal, I will stay closer to the older Homeric definition in some sense, though expand upon it to aide in the representation of theurgical cosmology. 
The Neopythagorean, Psuedo-Archytas’ Fragmenta divides time into two planes; the unhypostatic and the indivisible, which laid the groundwork for Iamblichus’ later reconfigurations (Pythagore 29.11–12). In very simplified terms, the unhypostatic can be compared to Aristotle’s definition of time in Physics, which describes it as “the number of motion” (220a). It is chronological, pertaining to structures of past, present and future and according to Plotinus, originates within the soul (III.7). The indivisible however, is of another form altogether, more closely resembling eternity and ‘divine time’, unaltered by the conduct of unhypostatic time (Trostyanskiy 2016: 193). This presents another case where there is a clear division between a lower and higher realm. Kairos is so significant to this particular investigation because it reiterates the theurgical theme of the boundary between higher and lower realms being crossed. Kristeva writes of Kairos that “. . . such a ‘coming to earth’ of the divine is vested in a specific temporality: it cuts through the homogenous flow of time, it breaks up the usual chronological experience” (2009: 30). Kairos signifies the divine moment of eternity penetrating chronology. It therefore describes the theurgist as participating within another time-scape; one that is not framed by ‘before’ and ‘after’, but one that is framed by eternity. 
These points of divinity crossing ontological planes and emanating into the material world illuminates theurgy as something deeply nuanced and dynamic. Throughout this essay, it is articulated as both the means of ascent by which the imperfect gains likeness to god through virtuous knowledge and ritual, and also the means of meeting the divine as it ‘approaches’ the imperfect (Proclus: I.92). It is the praxis of locating oneself by the recognition that the material world is constantly being transformed and interrupted by the divine. Consequently, it determines that the greatest opportunity presented to humanity in its imperfect state is the ability to touch god through theurgical practices and participate in that divine order. Theurgy’s centralization within Neoplatonic discourse established it as seminal to philosophical and religious debates, and in the case of Iamblichus, generated some of the most important texts of he Neoplatonic era (Athanassiadi 1993: 127; Remes 2014: 2).
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