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CHRISTIANITY EAST AND WEST

In the Preface to Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche declares (in capital letters) that CHRISTIANITY IS PLATONISM FOR THE "PEOPLE". There is something a little strange about this. In the area Nietzsche knows best, and where Platonism had the most influence - the area of Western Christianity - Plato's actual writings were for a long time almost unknown.
 Aristotle only came on stream in the thirteenth century in the form of Latin translations of Arabic translations of the Greek originals. The writings of Plato and Aristotle that we possess now (together with the rest of what we have of the Greek classical heritage) were preserved in Eastern Christianity, but although a great deal of effort was put into finding and preserving good texts, and commentaries were written, there seems to have been very little interest in developing them as a living culture. N.G.Wilson finishes his book Scholars of Byzantium, quoting Gibbon: 'The Greeks of Constantinople ... held in their lifeless hands the riches of their fathers without inheriting the spirit which had created and improved that sacred patrimony; they read, they praised, they compiled, but their languid souls seemed alike incapable of thought and action.' Wilson continues; 'A closer look at what the byzantines wrote and the conditions in which they worked allows a more charitable version.' But actually his book gives little evidence for it. It is mostly a record of reading, praising and compiling.

The fact is that the Roman Empire continuing in Constantinople believed that the philosophical/religious problems raised by Plato had been largely resolved in Christianity, in particular through the development of the ascetic life, which provided a practical mans of coming to know God without having to go through a process of philosophical speculation. The masterpiece of eastern Christianity is the Philokalia, which is a compilation of texts on prayer and on the ascetic life. The emphasis throughout - and the literary style - is practical. 

Very crudely one could say that the problem facing Greek and Roman culture at the time of the conversion of Constantine was how to reconcile on the one hand the personal relationship that was possible with 'the gods', personifications of various natural and psychological forces that had to be appeased, with, on the other hand, the abstract, impersonal Unity, origin of all things, from which all things derive and to which they return, of the philosophers.

The particular obsession of all the tendencies outside Christianity (and within Christianity in the 'gnostic' tradition) was how the One becomes the many. It is a problem that goes back to Parmenides counterposing reality presented as an all-embracing unity with the constantly shifting appearances of the world of our everyday experience. It is easy to imagine that if Christianity hadn't got in the way, this line of thought would have produced something much closer to Hinduism or Buddhism. But Christianity, and in particular the doctrine of the Trinity, provided for a quite different approach. The changing world in time and space is not an emanation of an unchanging original Unity. It is a creation and therefore of a separate substance from the Creator but with its own distinct ontological reality. It isn't an illusion. The Trinity is of a separate substance from ourselves and so it is quite unknowable in its essence - but it can be known and experienced through its energies, as the Sun can be experienced through its light. A personal relationship is possible through Christ Who is the Union of God and Man, of the Uncreated and the created. The body - flesh, matter - is an integral part of the Creation, therefore assumed by Christ and brought into Eternity through the Ascension. Hence the Christian insistence - scandalous in the eyes of the NeoPlatonists - on the Resurrection of the body. We can also have direct experience of the energies of the Holy Spirit, Who 'spoke by the prophets' (in the words of the Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople), but the Father remains transcendent.

This body of thought is about as far removed from Platonism as one could wish. So why did Platonism assume importance in the Latin world, the world where Plato's own writings were  so completely unknown? And, we might add, given the importance of Greek as the language of the New Testament and of the Septuagint (the version of the Old Testament used by the apostles and early church fathers), not to mention the debates in which the basic doctrines were established, why was the knowledge of Greek so completely abandoned in the West?

My own views are influenced by the Greek theologian/historian John Romanides.
 He argues that what is called the 'Roman Catholic Church' was actually a new church formed in the 8th/9th century in the court of Charlemagne, largely in reaction against the Church of the Roman Empire whose centre was now Constantinople. The Frankish church, as he would call it, was in a state of tension with the Pope who was their patriarch but who was still part of the Roman system, albeit claiming a position of superiority over the other Roman patriarchs. It was only with the Hildebrandian reforms of the late eleventh century that the papacy was fully incorporated into the German, or Frankish system.

The church which formed round Charlemagne was based on peoples - Irish, Germans, Goths, Franks, Anglo-Saxons - who had never been fully incorporated into the Roman Empire, who had indeed often been at war with it. The Goths had been converted in the fourth century from Constantinople at a time when Constantinople was Arian (or 'semi-Arian') and so, according to the eventual settlement at the council of Constantinople in 384, heretical. The Anglo-Saxons, Germans and Franks had largely been converted from Ireland at a time when Ireland was cut off from the Christian world through the collapse of the Western Empire. These peoples were still notionally part of the Roman Empire centred on Constantinople but, though this had very little practical effect, Charlemagne was anxious to break free of it. One way of doing this was to convict Constantinople of heresy - hence quarrels over the veneration of icons and over the double procession of the Holy Spirit.
 Hence also the development of a distinctively Latin theology, heavily dependent on the voluminous writings of Augustine, Bishop of Hippo in North Africa. 

AUGUSTINE EAST AND WEST

Augustine has the distinction of being one of the very few early Church Fathers whose writings can be found in the Evangelical Bookshop in Belfast (I might have said the only one if I hadn't spotted one time to my amazement, Saint Gregory of Nyssa's very unCalvinist Life of Moses). At the end of his life he argued vigorously for what became the hard Calvinist doctrine of a 'double predestination' - that God had predestined not just the elect for salvation but also the non-elect for damnation, their own personal merits having nothing to do with the matter. But in his early writings, Augustine is nothing if not a NeoPlatonist.

He was certainly an intellectual, a man who delighted in the operations of his own mind, who loved posing and grappling with intellectual problems. Reading the Confessions we can see the young Augustine despising what he saw as the philosophical ignorance of his mother's Christianity. Then he meets Saint Ambrose, Bishop of Milan, and is impressed by the conversion of Marius Victorinus, one of Rome's leading NeoPlatonists. He sees that actually Christianity offers great scope for an intellectual like himself. Its very lack of philosophical culture opens up all sorts of opportunities.

So instead of going into the desert to bewail his sins, as any normal candidate for sainthood would do, he retires to a friend's estate, Cassiacum, in North Italy with a group of friends and teenage boys (they include his son, Adeodatus) who idolise him, and there he engages in a series of high spirited and enjoyable Platonic style dialogues with himself playing the role of Socrates (but, unlike Socrates, making sure the dialogues were recorded). This at a time when he was himself a 'catechumen' prior to his baptism and therefore ought to have been receiving rather than giving instruction. His project seems to have been to lay the sound philosophical basis for Christianity that he believes it lacks.

I wrote about Eastern Christian ('Orthodox') attitudes to Augustine in an essay, 'On Orthodoxy', first published in the Heidegger Review and now available on my website.
 I mentioned two writers from within the Orthodox tradition, the perhaps eccentric but nonetheless interesting 'Founder and President of the Kairological Society –  Reality Restructuring Resources Ltd', Nicholas Laos, whom I encountered on Alexander Dugin's 'Fourth Political Theory' website; and a French priest, Patric Ranson, author of a book on the seventeenth century French pioneer of biblical criticism, Richard Simon. Ranson's book is subtitled 'On the illegitimate character of of Augustinianism in Theology'.
 

Laos argues that Western Platonism is based on a misunderstanding of Plato's 'ideas': 

'When Plato elaborated the term idea (which is one of the most controversial philosophical terms), he emphasised that seeing, or vision, is the most representative sense of man’s mental life. But the medieval Western philosophers were ignorant of that aspect of Plato’s philosophy, and, therefore, the medieval West was ignorant of the fact that, in the context of Plato’s philosophy, knowledge ‒that is, the mind’s relation to truth ‒ is primarily a spiritual experience, and, hence, it primarily consists in a psychological state and only secondarily in the discovery of causal relations. [....]
'From the perspective of European rationalism, to know means to be able to give an account, and, hence, knowledge reduces to the formulation of causal relations. Furthermore, European rationalism attempts even to know God through causal relations, specifically through the subject’s syllogistic ascent to the most general concept, which the Western philosophical realists (such as Johannes Scotus Eriugena, Anselm of Canterbury, and Thomas Aquinas) equate with the divinity. On the other hand, Plato’s theory of ideas implies a different approach to the problem of knowledge, one that is founded on a peculiar mental sensation, or spiritual experience. Thus, from Plato’s viewpoint, an individual participates in the idea of humanity due to psychological relations among human individuals, i.e. because he experiences humanity, and not because he can logically conceive the notion of humanity.'

He goes on to argue that the basic error in Western theology was to think that understanding the logic of creation could be a means of understanding the Creator (and that understanding, or knowing the Creator was a matter of logical discourse). Hence, changes in our understanding of the logic of Creation can disturb our understanding of God. By contrast, Laos tells us: 'the genuine Orthodox Christian theologians never feel threatened by or at odds with any scientific theory, since, from the perspective of the genuine Orthodox Christian theology, science is concerned with the investigation of the logoi of the beings and things in the world, and the logoi of the beings and things in the world are not essential attributes of God, but they are God’s wills; therefore, science can prove/disprove nothing essential about God.'

Of course this also helps explain why 'science' (an interest in the logoi of created things) developed in the West, not in the East, at a time when everyone, East and West, would have agreed that the most important task was the knowledge of God.

Ranson's critique of Augustine is very wide ranging
 but broadly similar to that of Laos in that, in the Augustinian West, knowledge of God is seen as a process of intellectual speculation while in the East it is seen as a Revelation to be gained through ascetic practise (the word 'askesis' in Greek doesn't mean self deprivation, but 'exercise'). The 'dogmas' of the Church are not subject to a process of reasoning; they are practical aids to entering into relations with a Reality that is completely other than the reality of the world perceived in space and time. The dogmas and sacraments of the Church are the means by which that other Reality can be experienced through what the standard English translation of the Philokalia calls the 'noetic faculty' (in Greek the nous). The 'exercise' of the ascetic life is an exercise of this faculty which is quite other than the reasoning faculty but which has become clouded through the process that is represented in the story of the Fall.

HEIDEGGER AND AUGUSTINE

Ranson (before he died in a car crash while on a pilgrimage in Greece) edited a large collection of mostly hostile essays on Augustine. It includes two essays on Heidegger. In 1921, as perhaps his last foray into the domain of theology, Martin Heidegger gave a series of lectures on 'Augustine and Neo-Platonism.' It followed from an intense engagement with the thinking of Martin Luther and St Paul:

'According to Heidegger, Paul's message and its explanation by Luther, witnessed a profound faithfulness to "the actual experience of life", the experience of life in its radical irreducibility, and therefore its resistance to being definitively captured by any speculative system of conceptualisation ... If, according to Heidegger, there are many passages to be found in Augustine showing that he is inspired by the "actual" experience of life ... the idea of the "summum bonum" nonetheless presupposes a hierarchy of values whose consequence is that the "restlessness" inherent in the unfolding of life in its actuality is trapped in the midst of categories that are static. This hierarchy of values closes God and man up in a single speculative system in which the finality of life receives a predetermined definition. The falsification [détournement] of the character of life in movement of the actual experience of life can be seen clearly in the Augustinian idea of this finality in terms of "quietude" in the light of the eternal divinity. The influence of the Platonist and NeoPlatonist metaphysics in Augustine has, as Heidegger has indicated, played a preponderant role in the constitution of a Western tradition, considered in its totality.'
 

So, if we take that as an accurate account, there is Heidegger more or less endorsing Nietzsche's view that Christianity, or at least Western Christianity in the wake of Augustine, is Platonism for the "people", taking 'Platonism' to mean a coherent hierarchy of values continuous from God throughout creation. God is identified with a 'highest good' which in turn is identified with immutability, while distance from this highest good is measured by increasingly chaotic changeableness. From the age of fourteen Heidegger had been trained for the Catholic priesthood, given a solid grounding in Thomist philosophy. His 'habilitation' thesis, presented in 1915, was on Duns Scotus but he was already withdrawing from the scholastic systemisation  of human experience and the rational arguments that supported it, emphasising actual ('phenomenological') experience while understanding that actual experience is underpinned by historically determined preconceptions. In his much later Essence of Truth, discussing Plato's allegory of the cave in Book VI of The Republic, Heidegger argues like Laos that Plato's 'ideas' had been badly misunderstood in the West which interpreted them as thoughts abstracted from the experienced world rather than a more intense seeing (idea in Greek means appearance, idein is to see), a fuller experience, of the things we encounter in everyday life.

Nietzsche singles out 'Plato's invention of Pure Spirit and the Good in Itself' as the characteristics of Platonism that Western philosophy has to (indeed he suggests it already has) overcome. The 'good in itself' would be the summum bonum at the top of the hierarchy of values, the Augustinian process by which contemplation of earthly goods raises us up to contemplation of divine goodness, the idea of the 'Great Chain of Being' which fails to recognise the radical gap that separates Creator and created. 'Pure spirit' would refer to the notion - Heidegger and Laos would say a misinterpretation of Plato - that the truth or 'being', of the material world lies outside the material world.  

But Nietzsche also says that 'now when it has been surmounted, when Europe, rid of this nightmare, can again draw breath freely and at least enjoy a healthier sleep - we, whose duty is wakefulness itself, are the heirs of all the strength which the struggle against this error has fostered ... the struggle against Plato ... produced in Europe a magnificent tension of soul, such has had not existed anywhere previously; with such a tensely strained bow one can now aim at the furthest goals ...'
It was however a Platonism that had very little to do with Plato. And a tension that wasn't much experienced in the Orthodox world where Plato was known. The Greeks incidentally gave the Slav world their Christianity but kept their pre-Christian classical culture to themselves, probably feeling that, despite their own fondness for it, it wouldn't be much use to anyone else. So the Russians too missed out on that 'magnificent tension of soul'. It was only in the closing days of the Roman Empire before Constantinople fell to the Ottomans that the Greek classical texts began to pass into the West. So it is only with the 'Renaissance' that Plato himself, as opposed to Augustine's Christianised version of Neo-Platonism, becomes influential in the West and when it does the effect, together with other aspects of classical culture, is to contribute to that mental estrangement from Christianity - that huge loss of the dimension of depth in human experience - that goes under the name of 'Humanism'.

� The Timaeus was available from, I think, the twelfth century. But this is an exceptionally stodgy example of Plato's work, a monologue spoken by Timaeus, expounding an existing body of 'knowledge' and completely lacking the playful 'gadfly' quality we associate with Socrates. It is interesting as giving an idea of what we might mean by 'Eternity'. In my view, which I hope to argue elsewhere, a false, 'static' view.


� eg in John S. Romanides: Franks, Romans, Feudalism and Doctrine,  Brookline, Mass, Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 1981. A selection of his writings can be found at http://www.romanity.org/cont.htm


� The 'filioque' which the Latins had added to the authoritative Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople at the time when the Visigoths in Spain abandoned their Arianism. The original formula states that the Holy Spirit 'proceeds from the Father'. The Latin formula says 'proceeds from the Father and the Son'. Given that Arianism has the Son or Word of God as a created being, highest of created beings but still far below the uncreated Father, the intention was probably to stress the equality of Father and Son (albeit at the expense of the Holy Spirit). I have written on the controversy over veneration of icons in 'The Seventh Ecumenical Council, the Council of Frankfurt and the Practice of Painting' Article originally published in Janet Rutherford (ed): The Beauty of God's Presence in the Fathers of the Church (Proceedings of the eighth International Patristic Conference, Maynooth, 2012), Dublin, Four Courts Press, 2014. Also on my website at http://www.peterbrooke.org/art-and-religion/frankfurt/


� There is no evidence that Augustine knew Greek or that he ever read Plato. His 'Platonism' seems to have been based mainly on Victorinus's Latin translation of Plotinus. Later in the Carolingian court of Charles the Bald, the Irish philosopher John Scotus Eriugena had access to Greek texts, mainly the authoritative Eastern Christian writers SS Maximus the Confessor and Dionysius the Areopagite. Maximus is writing to confute the view that Gregory of Nazianzus and Dionysius had heretical ideas derived from Platonism. John, in his De Divisione Naturae, manages to turn his arguments into a very impressive NeoPlatonist style hierarchy of values.


� Heidegger Review No  2, May 2015, http://www.peterbrooke.org/politics-and-theology/orthodoxy-index/


� Patric Ranson: Richard Simon ou du catactère illégitime de l'Augustinisme en théologie, Lausanne, L'Age d'Homme, collection La Lumière du Thabor, 1990.


� Nicholas Laos: Civilisation clashes in Europe: the philosophical causes, accessible at http://www.4pt.su/en/content/civilization-clashes-europe-philosophical-causes


� The main issue between Augustine and the Orthodox tradition turns on the understanding of grace, an issue that does not concern us here.


�  Jeffrey Barash: 'Les sciences de l'histoire et le problème de la théologie. Autour du cours inédit de Heidegger sur saint Augustin' in Patric Ranson (ed): Saint Augustin, Lausanne, L'Age d'Homme (series Les Dossiers H), 1988. My translation from the French.


� See my essay Humanism and technology as understood by Albert Gleizes and Martin Heidegger at http://www.peterbrooke.org/form-and-history/humanism/
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