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Introduction 

Three-hundred years after Jesus of Nazareth was crucified in Judea, Christianity was well on its way to transforming history through its prolific integration throughout the Greco-Roman empire. Simultaneously, another more ancient mystical tradition was also transforming its legacy and impact. In Syria, the seven-hundred-year-old Platonic tradition was experiencing profound change under its head philosopher Iamblichus.[footnoteRef:30827]  [30827:  Gregory Shaw, 'Theurgy: Rituals of Unification in the Neoplatonism of Iamblichus', Traditio, 41 (1985), [hereafter Shaw, Theurgy], p. 1] 


Iamblichus was a mystical Assyrian ritualist who was deeply influenced by the Chaldean Oracles in which the philosophy and practice of theurgy was first documented. He became among the most influential of the Neoplatonists through his tome De Mysteriis, or On the Mysteries, where he tirelessly discussed theurgy in the style of dialogue with his teacher Porphyry.[footnoteRef:20191] Historian Crystal Addey describes theurgy not only in the necessary terms of ritual practice, but also as a 'way of life'.[footnoteRef:14768]  [20191:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, trans. By Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillion, and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta, GA: Societ of Biblical Literature, 2003) [hereafter Iamblichus]]  [14768:  Crystal Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the gods (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014), [hereafter Addey, Divination], p. 277] 


The magical practices of theurgy, which were intended to unify one with the divine, can be difficult to distinguish between other mystical practices of the time including those of Christianity.[footnoteRef:10241] Many distinct lineages have made use of strikingly similar magical rituals and have been adept at differentiating themselves, often by law. Historian Gregory Shaw notes xenophobic critiques of theurgy as 'the corruption of platonic rationalism with oriental superstitions'.[footnoteRef:7133] However, the need for rational distinction from other spiritual cults of the time appeared to bother Iamblichus very little in On the Mysteries. Instead, he appeared to embody the theurgic way of life not only as a set of ritual techniques, but also, according to historian Polymnia Athanassiadi, as 'a dynamic state of mind'.[footnoteRef:13014] [10241:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, 'Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus', The Journal of Roman Studies, 83 (1993), [hereafter Athanassiadi, Dreams] pp. 124-128 and Hans Dieter Betz, (ed.), The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation: Including the Demotic Spells, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1986), p. xii]  [7133:  Shaw, Theurgy, pp. 4-5]  [13014:  Athanassiadi, Dreams, p. 116] 


Addey recalled that philosophers in late antiquity were respected as highly educated and rational amongst the populace.[footnoteRef:28881] She astutely suggested that Iamblichus, an accomplished, devoted and respected spiritual leader, actually performed theurgic ritual through the writing of the mysteries through the initiatory device of philosophy. Porphyry, to whom the writings are addressed, as well as any subsequent readers of books within Iamblichus' work are indeed taken on a journey of riddles, hints and layers of meaningful reality. On the Mysteries is written in what Peter Kingsley called, 'the language of oracles', which is 'the language of initiation'.[footnoteRef:4816] [28881:  Crystal Addey, ‘Oracles, Dreams and Astrology in Iamblichus’ De mysteriis,’ in Seeing with Different Eyes: Essays in Astrology and Divination, ed. By Patrick Curry and A. Voss (Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2007),[hereafter Addey, Oracles], pp. 40-52]  [4816:  Peter Kingsley, In the Dark Places of Wisdom (Inverness: The Golden Sufi Center, 1999), [hereafter Kingsley, Dark Places], pp. 117-118] 


This paper seeks to analyse Iamblichus' initiatory defence of divination on the grounds of the rationality of paradox. Three themes are here explored through the consistency of their inconsistencies: the nature of the soul, the hierarchy of the gods, and the categorizations of divination. Athanassiadi demonstrated that Iamblichus divided and classified these various aspects of theurgic inquiry by speaking 'philosophically, theologically and theurgically'.[footnoteRef:15455] However, it should be emphasized that Iamblichus himself asserted that although hierarchies and division exist, any attempts to divide divinity are 'false', 'absurd' and do 'not properly reflect the totality of their essence of potency'.[footnoteRef:15084]  [15455:  Athanassiadi, Dreams, p. 119]  [15084:  Iamblichus, pp. 37-39] 



The Nature of the Soul 

On the Mysteries is replete with rational paradox regarding the nature of the soul. It is an ageless question that has captured thinkers without rest throughout the course of human history. Iamblichus, as a spiritual leader and philosopher, was unphased by the impossible task of defining the elusive and ephemeral spirit. One central dilemma was the at the core of his inquiry. Iamblichus believed that the gods were the source of all life and that the they simultaneously bound the soul without interruption to the cycles and manifestations of life while paradoxically liberating it from them. How the soul can be eternally connected to while also liberated from the divine cycles and manifestations of life is a question that Shaw claims 'goes to the very heart of theurgy'.[footnoteRef:32274] [32274:  Gregory Shaw, 'Astrology as Divination: Iamblichean Theory and Its Contemporary Practice' in Metaphysical Patterns in Platonism: Ancient, Medieval, Renaissance and Modern Times, ed. By John Finamore and Robert Berchman (New Orleans: University Press of the South, 2008), [hereafter Shaw, Astrology], p. 4] 


Using the initiatory tool of philosophical dialogue, Iamblichus addressed this paradox by authoritatively claiming that the soul has two lives, one within the body and the other apart from it.[footnoteRef:29400] These two lives, which are both of the soul as the 'least of divine beings' are in true essence free from the confines of body and at once defined within it by the laws of limitation.[footnoteRef:26374] The gods, which permeate all things, are themselves the soul but the soul itself cannot be the gods. Only the gods are limitless. This kind of logic is reflected in geometric law where every square is a rectangle, but rectangles are not squares. Perhaps the wisdom of the great mystic mathematician Pythagoras, to whom Iamblichus was biographer, influenced Iamblichus' understanding of the cosmos as a nested hierarchy of divinity and provided a logical framework for truths beyond reason.  [29400:  Iamblichus, p. 125]  [26374:  Iamblichus, pp. 29-45] 


According to this line of rationale, the original paradox of simultaneous unity and incarnate limitation is not without rationality. The soul may have double lives which are essentially bound, but the gods permeate completely and by the theurgic act of philosophising, as a means of 'salvation for the soul', unity is possible through the cosmic principal of likeness being draw unto itself.[footnoteRef:11148]  Iamblichus thus resolved the paradox of how one divides into many which in turn becomes one.  [11148:  Iamblichus, pp. 15-59] 


The distinction of displays of knowledge for knowledge's sake and philosophy as a ritual act of divine unification of soul and gods gave De Mysteriis a meaning and function beyond merely being a confounding 'manifesto of irrationalism', as suggested by ER Dodds.[footnoteRef:201] Through pure theurgic action, whether it be philosophical incantations or true form divination, Shaw claimed, 'the soul becomes the ritual'.[footnoteRef:10295] This ritual, in which the soul raises to meet the gods while they simultaneously descend for a more complete possession, is the ultimate concern of theurgic rites, according to Addey.[footnoteRef:19710] This distinct conception of the nature of the soul was critical to Iamblichus' defence of true divination. [201:  Dodds, E.R., The Greeks and the Irrational (Berkley: University of California Press, 1962), p. 287]  [10295:  Shaw, Theurgy, p. 26]  [19710:  Addey, Oracles, p. 221] 



The Hierarchy of the Gods 

Similar to his rational and contradictory understanding of the nature of the soul, Iamblichus' conception and subsequent tutelage on the gods is also paradoxical. Addey analyses Iamblichus' notion of the gods as superior beings who are transcendent of mundanity and how they manifest by true immanence throughout the lower material creations in the cosmos.[footnoteRef:11302] It is divine illumination which allows the gods to be omnipresent. Iamblichus understood divine illumination as the light of the gods which shines as 'a continuum, everywhere the same throughout, so that it is not possible to cut off any part of it'. This principal lead to the conclusion that although the world is indeed divided, it is only divided by the 'single, indivisible light of the gods'.[footnoteRef:21784] Here again, the power of theurgic philosophy takes the initiate on a journey of discernment through rationalizing that which cannot be rationalized. [11302:  Addey, Divination, pp. 224-248]  [21784:  Iamblichus, p. 39] 


Although the Platonists and Neoplatonists were the empiricists of their time, the gods nor the cosmos were phenomena which could be explained scientifically, according to Shaw's analysis.[footnoteRef:21942] 'Innate knowledge about the gods is coexistent with our nature and is superior to all judgement and choice, reasoning and proof',[footnoteRef:18083] claimed Iamblichus. Human beings, who are 'shameful' and 'nothing but a toy compared with the divine', remain somehow capable of this disgraceful status while at once possessing the incredible capacity to unify fully through right theurgic action. That the gods would or could manifest parts of themselves which at times are devoid of their essence is the Neoplatonic Gordian knot. The allegorical sword, which slices the knot into comprehension, is the theurgists' understanding of the true nature of reality: a unified oneness with divinity permeating throughout. The confounding knot, as it was, is thus the result of 'our lack of proper receptivity', in the words of Addey, which allows human beings to participate 'fully in these divine energies rather than indicating the nature of the gods themselves'.[footnoteRef:21553]  [21942:  Shaw, Theurgy, p. 135]  [18083:  Iamblichus, p. 11]  [21553:  Addey, Oracles, p. 51] 


That Iamblichus claimed throughout De Mysteriis that the power of the gods is indivisible and continued then to divide and classify their manifestations into higher and lower rankings is rationally justified when understood theurgistically. According to Athanassiadi, Iamblichus merely played the game of reason by treating duality and paradox as if they actually exist.[footnoteRef:5162] Theurgy itself transcends rationalism and is not limited to figures of speech or intellectual categorization. It is not only a way of life, but a living expression of the true essence of life. This principal carries on to Iamblichus' understanding of and subsequent defence of divine divination. [5162:  Athanassiadi, Dreams, p. 119] 



The Categories of Divination 

Iamblichus spent the entirety of Book III exemplifying the human imperative to divide the indivisible through defining the differences between two types of divination: inspired and inductive, otherwise referred to as 'true' and 'artificial'. He differentiates the two based on their proximity to the gods which also reveals their source, or causation. Addey describes how this hierarchical schema is a continuation of both the metaphysics of Aristotle, where all causes 'operate simultaneously... with the highest cause having the greatest effect',[footnoteRef:6209] as well as the traditional Greco-Roman cosmology outlined by Cicero and Plato.[footnoteRef:13834] Thus, Iamblichus' rational irrationality was born and nurtured by a lineage of mystical thinkers who were secure in the paradox of divinity. By this reason, inductive, or 'human' forms of divination were seen as more erroneous, drew greater suspicion and occupied the lowest rungs of the ladder to divinity, while only true, inspired divination was good and godly.  [6209:  Addey, Divination, p. 240]  [13834:  Addey, Oracles, p. 36] 


Throughout Book III, Iamblichus breaks from his unifying theory of divine illumination to diligently defend inspired divination, as opposed to artificial divination, as a thing absolutely separate from human causation. Referring to divine wisdom's superiority to humanity, he argues, 'that which is more perfect has no ability to be produced by that which is imperfect'.[footnoteRef:10469] True 'divination comes from without,' he continues, 'for it is from the gods.' For Iamblichus, inherent divinity is granted to nothing of the material world. It is only through true, inspired divination that the theurgist is able to embody and manifest divine illumination. The duty of the theurgist, according the Addey, is to be receptable to illumination through theurgic ritual and to actualize the will of the gods throughout the material world.[footnoteRef:6277] This opposed to the 'congenital futility'[footnoteRef:22145] of human attempts at divinity which purely corporeal, material and ultimately false.  [10469:  Iamblichus, pp. 171-177]  [6277:  Addey, Divination, p. 269]  [22145:  Iamblichus, p. 167] 


Dreams, although also subject to divine dichotomy, were a common means for divination through soul contact with the gods among theurgists and were discussed at length in Book III. However, dreams were not always prophetic nor true form divination. Sleep has long been identified with the state of death[footnoteRef:16289] and Kingsley suggested that Greek philosophical interest in stillness was the direct influence of Indian mysticism.[footnoteRef:23579] Oxford professor Sebastian Gertz postulates that the will to receive prophecy through dream state may have encouraged a greater devotion to right action and cultivation of receptivity through theurgic philosophy.[footnoteRef:688] Although not all dreams were theurgic acts, general accessibility by all to sleep provided an opportunity for divination through unity with the gods in a place free from ego. Thus, dreams could be truly inspired by the gods or the mere result of the human subconscious making order of its mundane experience.  [16289:  Dunand, Françoise, and Christiane Zivie-Coche. 'Of Men and Gods', in Gods and Men in Egypt: 3000 BCE to 395 CE, Trans. by David Lorton (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2004), p. 133]  [23579:  Kingsley, Dark Places, p. 180]  [688:  Gertz, Sebastian, 'Dream Divination and the Neoplatonic Search for Salvation', in On Prophecy, Dreams and Human Imagination ed. By Donald A. Russel and Heinz-Gunther Nesselrath (Germany: Mohr Siebeck GmbH and Co. KG, 2014), p. 124] 


Despite a lengthy discussion on the purities of magical practices, inspired divination or unifying dream states, Iamblichus admits that the ability to clearly describe what happens in pure theurgic divination is nearly impossible.[footnoteRef:14248] Divinity transcends any attempts at intellectualized rationality as it would be applied to divinatory practices, just as seen in discussions of the soul or the nature of gods themselves. The theurgic understanding of divination then, however irrational to the critic’s eye, requires no justification when acknowledged on its own terms. In the knowledge of oneness, many truths exist simultaneously. Thus, Iamblichus' defence of divination stands to reason.  [14248:  Iamblichus, p. 119] 



Conclusion 

For Iamblichus, philosophy and dialogue had meaning beyond the surface of its artistic expression. As a late Platonist, he understood the symbolism of dialogue as well as its utilitarian potential as a theurgic tool of experiencing unity with divine truths. It is noteworthy that some of the mystical philosophers of the Greco-Roman empire did not ascribe the same rigidity to the concepts of truth and lies as is understood by many in the modern era.[footnoteRef:25976] Even a lie was part of reality, which could simultaneously co-exist with divine truths in the ultimate paradox of life. Therefore, any irrationality in Iamblichus' arguments along with playfulness, ambiguity, or lack of intellectual clarity for which he has been criticized[footnoteRef:20088] are of no consequence to the theurgist whose task is to be 'aware enough to receive an ineffable presence regardless of the context'.[footnoteRef:12148]  [25976:  Kingsley, Dark Places, pp. 25-26]  [20088:  Athanassiadi, Dreams, p. 116]  [12148:  Shaw, Astrology, pp. 8-9] 


Through his text, Iamblichus appears to have consciously or unconsciously embodied the wisdom of the trickster, who forces those who would seek answers from outside of themselves and trust only the knowledge of others, to themselves unite souls with the divine in that dark place of paradox within. 'Sometimes', as Kingsley shrewdly advises, 'the wisest course of all is to allow others to trick you.'[footnoteRef:24527] On the Mysteries then, as Addey suggested, can be seen to function as an initiatory device and introspective into a way of life, which was created to inspire a state of mind that leads the reader to draw their own conclusions. Following Iamblichus' weaving patterns on the paradoxical fabric of reality creates a sense of expansiveness, akin to the inner darkness of dream states, death and trance. Here, divine truths can be revealed from within while simultaneously illuminated by the gods from without. [24527:  Kingsley, Dark Places, p. 20] 


Scholars have found that in contrast to sacred texts from the common era, which largely detail prescriptive cosmologies to be fully internalized by followers, the wisdom found in texts from the ancients were of a more utilitarian nature.[footnoteRef:18449] This not only provided the groundwork for the arts and sciences which dominate the modern west but also presented the opportunity to unify with the divine and manifest its will through embodied right and holy action.  [18449:  Dunand, Françoise, and Christiane Zivie-Coche. 'Of Men and Gods', in Gods and Men in Egypt: 3000 BCE to 395 CE, Trans. by David Lorton (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2004), p. 145] 


For theurgists, like Iamblichus, theurgy nurtured this meeting place of goodness and knowledge by ritualizing a journey to one's inner sanctity.[footnoteRef:15815] Here, in this sleep and death-like place of stillness, darkness and quietude, paradox reigns. For unification is the acceptance of that which is good, right and holy as much as that which is grotesque, absurd and irrational. Thus, acceptance of Iamblichus' defence of divination in On the Mysteries as a holy and whole continuation of Platonic lineage, provides a brief opportunity at enlightenment, should one be receptive enough to receive it.  [15815:  Athanassiadi, Dreams), p. 116] 
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