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Critically examine the roles of divination within theurgy
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        This essay critically examines the roles of divination within late antique theurgy. Theurgy is a religious practise and ritual where Gods are called to work through the person in order to gain insight, knowledge, or power. Theurgy helps to unite us with and to intelligent and divine spirit, Gods, and nature[footnoteRef:0]. During a ritual divinators contact and ask for a higher divine power, Gods and or Demons to work through them to provide guidance, assistance, and knowledge and power. Proclus describes Theurgy as being a ‘power greater than all human wisdom and knowledge, embracing the blessings of divination, the purifying powers of initiation, and in a word all operations of divine possession.’ [footnoteRef:1] Theurgists believe it is through ‘training of our senses and the knowledge of the human self in relation to the Divine self’ [footnoteRef:2] that enhances the connection to divine entities and thus we are then able to receive the answers to our questions or the knowledge for which we are seeking to find. It is said that Theology is God talking whereas Theurgy itself is God’s work.[footnoteRef:3] Iamblichus divided Theurgy into ‘Higher’ and ‘Lower’ form [footnoteRef:4] with these different forms including the soul as being divided also as better and more purer verses and lower and less pure in state.[footnoteRef:5] When referring to the world soul the higher soul is said to be purer where deities and contact with divine presence occurs easily. One at the peak is the highest and is ‘transcendent and perfect, while the other is at the bottom, deficient, and relatively imperfect’. The highest soul can manifest and achieve anything instantly whereas the lower soul may take longer to achieve or not at all.[footnoteRef:6]  [0:  De Boussac, Plato Proclus Helena Petrovna Blavatsky Joseph-Louis. 2018. Magic or Theurgy. p.21]  [1:  H. D. Saffrey and L. G. Westerink, Proclus, platonic theory. 1951 (Dodds) 1.25-7-10 113; 291]  [2:  Blavatsky Joseph-Louis. 2018. Magic or Theurgy. P.22]  [3:  Pseudo-Dionysius. 2022. <https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/pseudo-dionysius-areopagite/>]  [4:  Addey, Crystal. 2014. Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the gods, Ashgate Studies in Philosophy and Theology in Late Antiquity P.39]  [5: Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, 1497. 1.7 29]  [6: Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, 1497. 1.6-7 - 27] 

In the third late century CE theurgy flourished with each culture and religion claiming their way as being the correct way to be one with God,[footnoteRef:7] as with the Christian church who later frowned upon such oracles and forms of divination with Ambrosiaster stating that ‘astrology is to be avoided, for the cunning and subtlety of the devil invented it’ and Origen also linking astrology to demons[footnoteRef:8]. A series of miraculous occurrences are said to have occurred within different forms of the ritualistic theurgic divination practises and ‘Celsus had argued that the miracles performed by polytheist's were on a par with those performed by Jesus Christ’.Many linked the practise of theurgy to magic including St Augustine who claimed that it almost toyed with the imagination. [footnoteRef:9] [7:   Graham H.Twelftree. 2011. The Cambridge Companion to Miracles Cambridge Companions to Religion p.88]  [8:  (Question 115.3) quoted in, Tim Hegedus. 2007. Early Christianity and Ancient Astrology Volume 6 of Patristic Studies, (Peter Lang) P.127]  [9:  Graham H.Twelftree. 2011. The Cambridge Companion to Miracles Cambridge Companions to Religion p.88
] 

       A key element to Theurgy is the use of divinatory tools to contact and connect with Gods, deities and daemons through rituals [footnoteRef:10]. There are different types of theurgic rituals one being Telestike, also known as Teletai where deities and gods are called to work into and through statues, often animating cultic statues of the Gods [footnoteRef:11] where one was able to transcend or even heal through what Plato described as ritual madness.[footnoteRef:12] During Telestike ritual the theurgist philosopher is also able to channel as a living status of the Gods, similarly to other religious rituals including the philosophic system of Iqbal aiming to bring Divine reality in contact with humans without causing harm or disrespect to the divine powers.[footnoteRef:13] Another form of Theurgic ritual to contact the divinity is through divine possession involving a direct oracular divination from the deity through to the theurgic practitioner often through a state of trance. Iamblichus describes that during a divine possession ritual the prophet of the Oracle should prepare by fasting, spending time in isolation to channel, and drinking sacred water from the ritual site. Through doing this the prophet is able to purify their soul to open their physical body as a portal for divine entities to enter in and speak through.[footnoteRef:14] Another form of ritual is through direct contact from the deity through means of dream and/ or oracular divination where the prophet would invoke the God's epiphany to gain knowledge and divine insight.  [10:  Addey, Crystal. 2014. Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the gods, Ashgate Studies in Philosophy and Theology in Late Antiquity P.25]  [11:  Rouget, Gilbert, and Brunhilde Biebuyck, 1985, Music And Trance P.196]  [12:  Daniel Ogden, A Companion To Greek Religion. 2010, p. 339.]  [13: Khatoon, Jamila, 1997 The Place Of God, Man And Universe In The Philosophic System Of Iqbal p. 63.]  [14:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, 1497. 3.11 126. 1-3] 

Divination is a ritual or tool used to contact the Gods for answers or guidance on what they require us to do and how; in order to receive what we are asking them for, this can be for information concerning our past, present or future. By using ritual and/ or physical tools from the physical world, it is believed that one can connect to spirit, and divine forces of energy or Godly power to operate on a level that is outside of the physical realm and reality. It is believed that not everyone is able to access the same level of contact to the divine as ‘to some it gives a greater portion of its foreknowledge, and to others a lesser portion.’ [footnoteRef:15] [15:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, 1497. 3.12 (129.1-11),] 


      There are distinct categories within divination such as natural inspired divination which is intuitive and a form of having direct contact with Gods naturally for example via dreams, visions and/or prophecies. There are also more complex forms of divination known to be artificial forms of divination, these can also be known as inductive or deductive divination. Here the diviner purposely sets out to seek answers to questions using material physical tools, instruments, and other deliberate practises. Examples of artificial and evoked forms of divination are Extispicy where the liver or entrail is used for divination which we will discuss later on in this paper. Augury which originated from reading the sky or by the sighting of birds in order to predict events in the future. There are also oracles. Oracles can be both provoked and unprovoked. Unprovoked divination is where one looks into an omen that happens to appear without being sought out and asked for examples of this. Opposite to this would be Provoked or Evoked divination where the diviner deliberately sets out to seek connection and answers from divine power for answers or the service they require. There are also many forms of Oracles for example, Kleromancy also known as cleromancy is a divination by lot for example to throw a dice often a special divinatory die, Lekanomancy where one reads droplets of oil or rocks placed in bowls of water to foresee the future.  Kledonomancy is where one would interpret the first sentence heard immediately after the ritual as an omen for what to expect, and also Astrology where one reads the cosmos and interprets planetary movements to read the past, present and predict future events.     
      Divination is a tool used differently depending on the religion and culture with each referring to it in their own expression other than Egypt which has no word for oracle as opposed to the Greek mantikē and theiasmos or Latin word divinatio. Ancient Egyptians were said to be one of the original founders and users of divination, with Iamblichus arguing that the Egyptians practise of theology included imitation of the gods and ‘nature of the universe’.[footnoteRef:16] Divination in Mesopotamia is similar to Egypt in its frameworks and in that it does not have a specific word for oracle or omen. Mesopotamian divination was said to be scientific in nature however, similarly to Egyptian divination or Ancient Eastern divination in general, it involved a mixture of worship, deity work and ritualistic ceremony which would involve religious and magical ‘non scientific’ acts of practise. Through repeated empirical observation, evidential tests, observation, and conceptual thoughts the scientific nature also supported the practise. In Mesopotamian divination the diverse types of divination could be related for example Extispicy and astrology where the universe has constant signs to be interpreted by it’s reader. Mesopotamia was polytheistic having multiple gods and goddesses as rulers of the natural world and nature itself, with the most powerful Mesopotamian deities being perceived through the ‘natural’ environment such as the sky. [16:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, 1497. 7.1-2. .291] 


Ancient Egyptians were said to favour using Oracles, dream interpretation, astral and time divination where they would seek answers and omens. The difference between an omen and an oracle is that an oracle question or form of contact is directed to the Gods from the human and then the answer returns to the human, however, an omen would be a direct sign that humans would interpret as being directly sent from Gods with or without a request first[footnoteRef:17]. Ancient Egyptians emphasised the importance of having statues as a way to connect with the Gods and used them also for divination purposes as well as worship, they honoured the Gods through processionals, oracles and statues. It is even claimed that Maximus of Ephesus used ‘statues of gods in order to perform miracles.’ [footnoteRef:18] There are diverse types of Ancient Oracles from other cultures such as Ancient Greece who would make contact with the divine not only for answers or to predict the future but also to ask for guidance and insight to situations revealing truths to past, present and future occurrences. These included oracle sanctuaries, where the divine entity was said to speak through a high, intermediary priest or priestess who was pure and able to be possessed. Healing Sanctuaries and incubation temples were used for this type of ritual, where answers and knowledge would be sent from divine source to the enquirer through dreams or a vision of the deity speaking directly to them, they would sleep in a secluded sanctuary until they were greeted by the Gods and delivered the information they were seeking. Similarly, to this, there was also Nekumanteion where the dead were said to be able to reply directly to the enquirer during dreams as the enquirer slept in special isolated oracular sanctuaries waiting for answers from the deceist. Many answers were sought to any questions about living life and life after death for reassurance and healing assistance.  [17:  Von Lieven 1999, Divination in Ägypten p.78]  [18:  Athanassiadi, P. 1993. Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: p.122] 


As mentioned above there are many different forms of divination, and some can be used conjointly, divination is an important tool used in theurgy with some being more popularly used than others. Other forms of divination would be via dreams, hemerology, and celestial divination. Hemerology is a time based or timing-based form of divination. Hemerology, is a study of calendars that gave insight to days that were considered as being good or bad. The Egyptians also had calendars of lucky and unlucky days [footnoteRef:19] with Herodotus stating that the Egyptians ’found out to which god every month and day belongs, and to tell by the day of a man’s birth what fortune he will have, when he will die and what manner of man he is.’[footnoteRef:20] Celestial divination was also used with there being no clear distinction made between both astronomy and astrology as with the modern day. Stars and planets were respected and thought to the manifestations of Gods with constellations being a huge part of wall and ceiling arts in royal tombs. Through reading the sky via observation of the stars, astrology was even used as astrological medicine combining Babylonian and Egyptian systems.[footnoteRef:21] It is presumed that magical culture may have transferred and been adapted from Near Easten culture to Greece through itinerant religious technicians, although Graeco-Roman texts[footnoteRef:22] during the Mycenean or Orientalizing period (ca.1500-1000 or 8th century B.C.E) show no evidence of this with others arguing that ‘much of our evidence of magical practice comes from the Hellenistic world. Ptolemaic Egypt has been a rich source of information in the form of magical papyri’.[footnoteRef:23] Extispicy was developed before the last quarter of the 3rd millennium BCE and continued throughout Mesopatamian history. Here the liver of a sacrificed animal would be inspected and intuitively read as a very useful form of divination. Through reading the liver many rulers would seek knowledge and guidance on their future political, military, religious or personal actions and matters. It was said that the animal organs provided divine insight and was refered to as a ’tablet’ sent from the gods. [19:  Bács, Tamás A. Two Calendars of Lucky and Unlucky Days.1990: 41–64.]  [20:  Histories II, 82.1, trans. Carter]  [21:  Jim.S Tester, A History Of Western Astrology. 1990, pp. 22-23.]  [22:  Tester, A History Of Western Astrology .1990. pp. 18-20]  [23:  Helleman, Wendy Elgersma, Plotinus And Magic, 2010. p.118] 

 
         Astrology has been a powerful tool for divination by ancient cultures with the Astral Omina being collected near the end of the 2nd millennium BCE documenting lunar, solar, stars, weather, earthquake happenings, planetary occurrences. During the middle Babylonian Period and thereafter celestial omen texts began with the MUL.APIN also known as "the plough star" ‘which includes a list of the three divisions of the heavens, the dates (in the ideal 360-day year) of the rising of principal stars and of those which rise and set together, and the constellations in the path of the moon; nearly complete.’ being available to view [footnoteRef:24]. MUL.APIN mainly set out the astronomical framework such as the 36 stars and 18 lunar constellations which could have been used for astrological divination purposes. Another important tablet discovered was the Enuma Anu Enlil a ’Fragment of a Neo-Assyrian clay tablet: the text comments on excerpts from tablet 50 of the celestial omen series 'Enuma Anu Enlil' ('When the gods Anu and Enlil . . .'). The text is written in 77 lines of cuneiform inscription.’[footnoteRef:25] includes the Venus tablet of Ammisaduqa and 54 other tablets containing 7000 omens said to be used for astrology from the 7-8th centuries BCE. Many theurgists believed that through astrology, one was able to access and converse with their own personal daemon, sub god or guardian angel. The inner daemons would encourage the enquirer to elevate their consciousness, offering them knowledge and wisdom.[footnoteRef:26] [24:  MUL.APIN Tablet | British Museum, The British Museum, 2022 <https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W_1899-0610-108> ]  [25:  Enūma Anu Enlil Tablet | British Museum, The British Museum, 2022 <https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W_K-4292> ]  [26:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, 1497.  9.9-10, 341] 


       There are many arguments against using divination and sacramental theology to contact the gods under the speculation that it is trying to control the gods or over glorify theurgy  [footnoteRef:27] however, in defence of divination and theurgy, Iamblichus believes that since humans have a lower power, they don’t have power to control the gods and instead are contacting the gods for consent or insight that will only come through with consent from the higher power, theurgy in essence requires the participation of the Gods Deo Concedente. Iamblichus was also supportive of sacrificial rituals believing that they were sacred and an important part of rituals, not limited to blood sacrifice. [footnoteRef:28] Iamblichus believes that the soul must descend into embodiment as only then can it affect its function there for Divinity of the soul may only be accessed through accepting human moral behaviour and conditioning hence the higher and lower levels of the soul - [footnoteRef:29] In order for one to contact and become pure and open to have a union with the gods one must perform in ritual ‘For it is not thinking that brings theurgists into contact with the gods, since what would hinder those who engage in contemplative philosophy from giving theurgic union with the gods? As it is, the truth lies elsewhere. It is the ritual accomplishment of ineffable acts, performed divinely, surpassing any intellectual processes, and the power of unspeakable symbols known only to the gods that accomplish theurgical union.’[footnoteRef:30] without the permission of the gods then nothing would happen. Similar to praying to Gods in religion therefore theurgists believes that the gods had to consent to the human as it was impossible for someone of lower power to demand insight from a divine source of power. Cicero argues against divination, despite being an augur himself, where he would use the flock and flight of birds as an oracle for omens. Cicero argues against Astrology stating ’the fact that men who were born at the same very instant, are unlike in character, career, and in destiny, makes it very clear that the time of birth has nothing to do in determining man’s course in life’, Cicero didn’t seem to agree that there was much purpose to even needing Astrology at all. Cicero also did not believe in dream divination as he believed that it was the brains way of trying to piece together information during sleep as the body is in a dead like state.[footnoteRef:31] Iamblichus argues for the use of theurgy and the importance of divination and how gods are both transcendent and immanent [footnoteRef:32]. [27:   John Dillon. 2004. Iamblichus on the Mysteries 54(2), 349–351.]  [28:  Crystal Addey. 2014. Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the gods. P.249-250]  [29:  Emma C. Clarke, Jackson P. Hershbell, John M. Dillon - Iamblichus. De Mysteriis. 2003. P.83]  [30:  Finamore, John. Iamblichus, Theurgy, and the Soul’s Ascent.2013, pp. 343-356. ]  [31:  Cicero. Trns W. A. Falconer. On Old Age. On Friendship. On Divination. 1923.]  [32:  Addey, Crystal. Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism. 2014 p.28] 


      To conclude this essay it is evident that regardless of culture and divination differences the claimed results seem to be the same. After slight adaptations it seems to have been shared between cultures with some favouring certain rituals and forms over others. The evidence suggests that through isolation, and sacrifice, whether this is animal sacrifice or be it through fasting or sacrificing ones own food in order for a pure soul and peaceful mind then those who practised divination in this state were not only able to connect and contact with divine power, they also would take on the power of the god.[footnoteRef:33] Although Iamblichus and Porphyry argue that ‘the Egyptians were the first of men who were allotted the participation of the Gods, the Gods when invoked Rejoyce in the Egypian rites.’[footnoteRef:34] many other scholars believe that it is not solely the Ancient Egyptians who were able to contact daemons and gods effectively and it is a collective of ancient beliefs that created the different tools and forms of divination. There is the claim that one must have a pure soul in order for the soul to be able to contact gods, daemons and higher entities[footnoteRef:35] , humans are not only the sacrifice's but also the sacrificed for it is through our own seclusion and loneliness where one can realise a hidden divinity and connect to a greater power. The Gods however must need us as much as we need them as without the physical being a possession could never take place in the first place. Human behaviour, conditioning and reason is not the pathway to enlightenment it is through ritual and practise that one can truly find salvation.[footnoteRef:36] [33:  Iamblichus, Porphyry · 1895 Iamblichus on the Mysteries of the Egyptians, Chaldeans,P.12]  [34:  Iamblichus, Porphyry · 1895. ,P.296]  [35:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, 1497. 1.8 33]  [36:  Dodds, E. R. Theurgy and Its Relationship to Neoplatonism. 2022. P.59] 

    Theurgy would not exist as effectively it seems without the use of divination be this through oracles or omens, as it is a belief system that stems primarily from being able to contact the dead or Gods of higher power through use of divinatory methods. It seems to have been a fascination to always require guidance and insight during times of need whether this is to discover information for the past, present or future, or whether people in positions of power need guidance on their next steps for political or war reasons. Humans seem to find peace in believing in a higher power with many claiming miracles to have happened through using divination and theurgic ritual. Divination is a tool that has held a powerful role in theurgy, enabling theurgists to contact the dead as well as the divine and powerful gods and although it has had times of oppression, it continues to strongly deliver messages, guidance, and insight to those who practise divination today. 
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