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“But [Plato] also says that there is a ‘Father of the Cause’.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Plotinus, Enn. 5.1.8.4, quoting Plato, ep. 6, 323d4.] 


The confession of Christian faith that emerged from late antiquity with imperial and ecclesiastical sanction was novel. The church professed belief in a creator God, a metaphysical first principle, who is not merely undifferentiated, simple unity, but “one God in Trinity and Trinity in unity.”[footnoteRef:2] Triads there had been, but to proclaim the first principle as triadic unity was new. Platonists had articulated a triad of three moments—being, life, and intellect—in the hypostasis of nous, but for them nous was not metaphysically first or ultimate; the absolutely first principle was the utterly simple One or the Good.[footnoteRef:3] Trinitarian faith, by contrast, contained two essential elements: a distinction of three hypostases and an identity of the three in substance, power, and glory, with no priority residing in either the unity or the trinity. Yet the uniqueness of this creed does not mean that its defenders relied solely on natively Christian premises. To the contrary, the principal Greek and Latin pro-Nicene theologians from the late fourth century drew extensively on non-Christian philosophical resources, and Platonism in particular, in their Trinitarian theologies.  [2:  Quicumque vult (4 Burn). ]  [3:  See John Dillon, “Logos and Trinity: Patterns of Platonist Influence on early Christianity,” in Godfrey Vesey, ed. The Philosophy in Christianity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 1–13; John D. Turner, “The Platonizing Sethian Treatises, Marius Victorinus’s Philosophical Sources, and Pre-Plotinian Parmenides Commentaries,” in John D. Turner and Kevin Corrigan, eds. Plato’s Parmenides and its Heritage, Volume 1: History and Interpretation from the Old Academy to Later Platonism and Gnosticism, Writings from the Greco-Roman World Supplements 2 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature Publications, 2010), 131–72; cf. Augustine, Confessions XIII.xi.12. ] 

	In fact, several Christian theologians presented the Christian Trinity as not wholly unique within ancient thought. A tradition going back to the second century sought to underscore the fundamental harmony between Christian and Platonist conceptions of the first principle. In his apologetic Legatio (ca. A.D. 170–80), Athenagoras summarizes Plato’s theological views. He says, with reference to Timaeus 28c, “Here [Plato] understands the unoriginated and eternal (ἀγένητον καὶ ἀίδιον) God to be one.”[footnoteRef:4] When Athenagoras turns to Christian belief, he picks up directly from his characterization of Plato: according to Christians, God is “unoriginated, eternal (ἀγένητον καὶ ἀίδιον), invisible, impassible, incomprehensible, and uncontained, apprehensible by mind and reason alone (νῷ μόνῳ καὶ λόγῳ καταλαμβανόμενον)”[footnoteRef:5] The epithets echo not only Athenagoras’s own description of Plato, but also contemporary presentations of Platonist doctrine such as Alcinous’s Didaskalikon, likely a rough contemporary to Athenagoras who says the “eternal” (ἀίδιος) God “is ineffable and apprehensible by mind alone” (Ἄρρητος δ’ ἐστὶ καὶ νῷ μόνῳ ληπτός).[footnoteRef:6] Athenagoras adds that Christians also believe in a Son of God, though not one like the poets write about in their myths. Rather, the Son is “Word of the Father in form and in act” (λόγος τοῦ πατρὸς ἐν ἰδέᾳ καὶ ἐνεργείᾳ) and the one “from whom and through whom all things come to be” (πρὸς αὐτοῦ καὶ δι’ αὐτοῦ πάντα ἐγένετο).[footnoteRef:7] He is the “mind and reason (νοῦς καὶ λόγος) of the Father,” who is himself “eternal mind” (νοῦς ἀίδιος); again, this language has parallels in Alcinous. For Athenagoras, the Father’s mind is called Son because he “came forth in order to be form and act (ἰδέα καὶ ἐνέργεια) for all material things.”[footnoteRef:8] The generally Platonizing drift of these terse labels is clear. Athenagoras thinks of the Son in the language of paradigmatic causality.  [4:  Athenagoras, Leg. 6.2 (12 Schoedel). Athenagoras does not directly ascribe any position on matter to Plato, but when he summarizes his own Christian position on it, his phrase “unqualified nature” (ἀποίου φύσεως) corresponds to Alcinous, who calls matter ἄποιον: Leg. 10.3 (22 Schoedel); Alcinous, Didaskalikon 8, 162.36 (19 Whittaker).]  [5:  Athenagoras, Leg. 10.1 (20 Schoedel).]  [6:  Alcinous, Didaskalikon 10, 165.5 (23 Whittaker).]  [7:  Athenagoras, Leg. 10.2 (20 Schoedel).]  [8:  Athenagoras, Leg. 10.3 (22 Schoedel).] 

Around 180, Theophilus of Antioch ascribes two contradictory views to “Plato and those of his school”: first, “that God is unoriginated (ἀγενήτον) and the father and maker of the universe” and, second, “that matter as well as God is unoriginated (ἀγενήτον).”[footnoteRef:9] God cannot be maker of all if there is another unmade principle. In a move that would become customary for Christians, Theophilus sides with the Platonists on the nature of God but against them on matter.[footnoteRef:10] While Theophilus does not connect this account of God’s nature with any proto-Trinitarian concerns, the reader cannot miss the partial overlap between Platonist and Christian theology of the first principle, as he presents them.   [9:  Theophilus, Ad Autolycum 2.4 (26 Grant).]  [10:  See Theophilus, Ad Autolycum 1.4 (6 Grant), where Theophilus in his own voice speaks of God as unoriginated (ἀγενήτον), father, and maker of the universe. ] 

	In his Stromateis (ca. 200–215), Clement of Alexandria promotes a harmony of the Christian Trinity with Plato’s theology. Note the following passage from Stromateis 5, in which Clement is discussing Timaeus 41a, where Plato calls the demiurge “Father.”[footnoteRef:11] He links this text with both the Second Epistle of Plato and the New Testament:  [11:  See Salvatore R. C. Lilla, “The Neoplatonic Hypostases and the Christian Trinity,” in Mark Joyal, ed. Studies in Plato and the Platonic Tradition. Essays Presented to John Whittaker (Aldershot, Brookfield USA, Singapore, Sydney: Ashgate, 1997), 127–89, at 129.] 

As a result, when [Plato] says “all things are around the king of all, and all things exist for it, and it is the cause of all beautiful things; and second around the secondary things, and third around the tertiary things” (ep. 2, 312e1–4), I for my part cannot understand these words in any other way than as revealing the Holy Trinity: third is the Holy Spirit and the Son is second, “through whom all things came to be” (John 1:3) according to the will of the Father.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Strom. V.103.1 (395, 12–17). See also Origen, Against Celsus 6.18 (222–24 Borret).] 

While some in the mainstream Platonist tradition might have balked at Clement’s connection of Plato with John’s Gospel, his “Trinitarian” reading of the Second Epistle was not strange.[footnoteRef:13] Plotinus uses the same Platonic text to a similar end: [13:  For evidence of non-Christian Platonist citations of John 1, see Amelius apud Eusebius, Preparation XI.19.] 

And it is also because of this that we get Plato’s threefold division: the things “around the king of all” —he says this, meaning the primary things — “second around the secondary things,” and “third around the tertiary things.” And he says there is a “father of the cause,” meaning by “cause” (aition) Intellect. For the Intellect is his Demiurge. And he says that the Demiurge makes the Soul in that “mixing-bowl.” And since the Intellect is cause, he means by “father” the Good, or that which transcends Intellect and “transcends Substantiality”.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Plotinus, Enn. 5.1.8.1–8 (trans. Gerson et al., 543, altered slightly); cf. Lilla, “Neoplatonic Hypostases,” 130. ] 

The Ennead from which this quote is taken (5.1) became a favorite for Christians beginning with Eusebius of Caesarea, who cited it in his Preparation for the Gospel as a parallel with the Christian Trinity.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Eusebius, Preparation for the Gospel XI.17–21.] 

Within the Latin tradition, the harmonization effort in a sense begins with Marius Victorinus’s Trinitarian works (359–62). On one hand, especially in Against Arius, Victorinus speaks of the Trinity in highly Platonic language; on the other hand, he does not mention any non-Christian author or directly quote any text. Scholarly discussion has focused on the question of what was Victorinus’s source, but the sheer fact that he left the source unnamed is noteworthy for present purposes, since his silence differs from other Christian texts that name their non-Christian interlocutors.[footnoteRef:16] In addition to his Trinitarian works, we know that Victorinus translated into Latin “certain books of the Platonists,” likely works of Plotinus and perhaps Porphyry too, which Augustine read in Milan in 385 shortly before his conversion.[footnoteRef:17] In a famous harmonization passage in Confessions VII, Augustine recounts what he had found, over a decade earlier, when he first encountered these books:  [16:  See Volker Henning Drecoll, “Is Porphyry the Source Used by Marius Victorinus?,” in John D. Turner and Kevin Corrigan, eds. Plato’s Parmenides and its Heritage, Volume 2: Reception in Patristics, Gnostic, and Christian Neoplatonic Texts, Writings from the Greco-Roman World Supplements 3 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature Publications, 2010), 65–80. ]  [17:  Conf. VII.ix.13 (101 Verheijen), VIII.ii.3 (114 Verheijen); see Pier F. Beatrice, “Quosdam Platonicorum Libros: The Platonic Readings of Augustine in Milan,” Vigiliae Christianae 43 (1989), 248–81.] 

There I read, not of course in these words, but with entire the same sense and supported by numerous and varied reasons, “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things were made by him, and without him nothing was made. What was made is life in him; and the life was the light of men. And the light shone in the darkness, and the darkness did not comprehend it” (John 1:1–3).[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Augustine, Confessions VII.ix.13 (101 Verheijen; trans. Chadwick, 121). ] 

 Augustine’s harmonization is not merely a product of the argument of Confessions VII. In City of God X, he characterizes Porphyry’s of first principles similarly: “he here refers to God the Father and God the Son, Whom he calls in Greek the intellect or mind of the Father.”[footnoteRef:19] In both works, Augustine presumes that the two traditions refer to the same subjects, despite differences of nomenclature. [19:  Civ. X.23 (296–97 CCSL; trans. Dyson, 425).] 

	We can mention two similar instances from fifth-century Greek Christianity. Theodoret of Cyrrhus cites various Platonists in his apologetic Cure of Greek Maladies (unknown date, prior to 449). Theodoret groups Plotinus together with Numenius, probably following Eusebius. After citing Ennead 5.1, Theodoret harmonizes these two Platonists’ triad with Christian teaching:
Plotinus and Numenius claimed that [Plato] said there are three beyond time and eternal—the Good, Intellect, and the All-Soul—giving the name ‘the Good’ to the one we call Father; and ‘Intellect’ to the one we entitle ‘Son’ and ‘Word’; and calling ‘Soul’ the power that gives life to and animates all things, which the divine books entitle ‘Holy Spirit’.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Theodoret, cur. 2.85 (161–62 Canivet).] 

Theodoret’s rival Cyril of Alexandria, in Book VIII of Against Julian, correlates Plotinus’s three hypostases with the Christian Trinity in precisely the way we have seen in Augustine and Theodoret. The presumption is that Plotinus merely gave different names for the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. For instance, after citing Ennead 5.1.2 on the World Soul, Cyril asks rhetorically: “Does he then not clearly and in the plainest terms describe the creative and life-giving operation of the Holy Spirit among us ourselves?”[footnoteRef:21] Cyril’s emphasis on the harmony between Plotinus and Christianity serves his agenda, as he debunks Julian’s anti-Trinitarian arguments through appeals to Christian scripture and to Julian’s own Hellenic tradition. Differently from Augustine and Theodoret, however, Cyril also points out the differences in theology, noting that Plotinus lacks the confession of consubstantiality and posits a diversity of natures among his three hypostases, a point to which we will return.  [21:  Cyril, Against Julian 8.33 (577 Kinzig and Brüggemann; trans. Crawford, forthcoming); cf. 1.47–49 (79–81 Riedwig). I am grateful to Matthew R. Crawford for sharing his draft translation, which he is preparing in collaboration with Aaron P. Johnson, in advance of its publication with Cambridge University Press. ] 

	The instances cited thus far contain overt references to or citations of Plato and Platonists. There were subtler ways of harmonizing the Platonist hypostases with Trinitarian theology, which we can bypass.[footnoteRef:22] The evidence cited here is not meant to suggest that Christian and Platonist Trinities were identical, or that the very idea of a Trinity was originally Platonist. The goal is merely to indicate the extent to which Christians were eager to harmonize their ideas with those of the Platonic tradition. Without taking the two traditions as identical, one can still hold that the similarities were more than superficial. They were more than purely apologetic or conciliatory olive branches that did not touch the core of Christian teaching. However, the view that Christian Trinitarianism was only incidentally related to Platonism is not uncommon within Christian theology today. To explain the foundations of this prevalent theological opinion, we must examine two scholarly tropes that have contributed to its dissemination. Once we have identified these tropes, which often function as hidden and unstated assumptions in contemporary theology, we will better positioned to offer a sympathetic picture of late ancient pro-Nicene Trinitarianism as integrally related to Christian Platonism. As we will see, the influence goes deeper than the attempts noted above at harmonization.  [22:  See, e.g., Basil of Caesarea, On the Holy Spirit 9.22–23, cited below, which bears the imprint of Plotinus without any mention of him; Pseudo-Dionysius, Divine Names 2.7—in Dodd’s words, a “grotesque” transfer to the Son and Spirit of “the epithets with which Proclus had adorned his henads”: Proclus: The Elements of Theology, ed. and trans. by E. R. Dodds, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1963), xxviii. ] 


Arianism as Platonism?
One major obstacle to a sympathetic portrait of Platonism within Trinitarian theology is the common assumption that only ante- and anti-Nicene theologies were inspired by Platonism, or at least that especially those theologies were so inspired. This is the Arianism-as-Platonism trope; with it, we can mention the concomitant idea that anti-Arianism was necessarily also anti-Platonism. Witness this example from Hans Urs von Balthasar’s influential monograph on Gregory of Nyssa: 
What distinguishes Gregory at once from Philo and Plotinus is the radical opposition between the triune God and the creature, an opposition that is not mitigated by any kind of intermediary zone. In Origen’s Trinity, the Son and the Spirit, even though they were formally affirmed as being God, served as ontological mediators between the Father and the world. After Arius, something like this is no longer conceivable.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Hans Urs von Balthasar, Presence and Thought: An Essay on the Religious Philosophy of Gregory of Nyssa, trans. by Mark Sebanc (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1995; orig. pub. 1942 as Présence et pensée: Essai sur la philosohie religieuse de Grégoire de Nysse), 18–19.] 

If Balthasar’s intent is merely to observe a difference between, on the one hand, Philo, Origen, Plotinus, and Arius and, on the other hand, Gregory, then the claim could in principle be assessed by a look at the relevant evidence. However, Balthasar seems to have something bigger and more nebulous in mind, namely, that Gregory’s purpose when writing against Eunomius was not principally to refute Eunomius but rather to rebut Origen and Plotinus by proxy, despite the lack of references to Origen and Plotinus in the work.[footnoteRef:24] Balthasar treats Gregory’s text as if it were principally a rebuke of Platonism. In a footnote Balthasar characterizes the theme of Contra Eunomium as the “victory of Christian thought over Greek thought” rather than intra-Christian controversy.[footnoteRef:25] [24:  See Michel René Barnes, The Power of God: Δύναμις in Gregory of Nyssa’s Trinitarian Theology (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2000), 221–22.]  [25:  Ibid., 19, n. 16. Balthasar drew on Endre von Ivanka, “Vom Platonismus zur Theorie der Mystik. Zur Erkenntnislehre Gregors von Nyssa,” Scholastik 11 (1936), 163–95.] 

	Of course, Balthasar did not invent the assumptions he brought to his reading. The conflation of Origen, Arius, and Eunomius on one hand with Plotinus and the Neoplatonists on the other had become by his time an ecumenical commonplace. In his Commentary on Boethius’ De Trinitate, Thomas Aquinas argues that Arianism was influenced, through the mediation of Origen, by Platonism’s three hypostases. To justify the narrative, Aquinas combines the account of the Neoplatonist hypostases in City of God X and Macrobius with Epiphanius’s argument that Origen was Arius’ inspiration.[footnoteRef:26] Various theologians, both well-known and forgotten, have followed suit.[footnoteRef:27] In 1827, the Pietist theologian Georg Christian Knapp, in an influential set of lectures, stated the equivalence unequivocally: “the belief in the subordination of the Son to the Father for which Arianism is the later name, flowing as it did directly from Platonic principles, was commonly accepted by most of these fathers [namely, Theophilus, Clement, and Origen] of the second and third centuries.”[footnoteRef:28] Thus, “subordinationism”—incidentally, it was perhaps from Leonard Woods’ translation of Knapp’s lectures that this term entered the English language[footnoteRef:29]—and “Arianism” are treated as interchangeable labels for a doctrine that is fundamentally Platonist in its roots. The rejection of such Platonism, a rejection which Knapp regarded as providential, was the accomplishment of the Nicene fathers.  [26:  Thomas Aquinas, Super Boetium de trinitate, q. 3, art. 4, co. 1–2. For the claim that Origen influenced Arius, Aquinas cites Epiphanius. ]  [27:  E.g. Denis Petau, Dogmata theologica, tome II: primum de praedestione, postea de Trinitate (Paris: Le Vivès, 1865–1867 [orig. pub. 1643]), De Trinitate I.i.iv (p. 284); I.vi.i (p. 319). In addition to Aquinas’s sources, Petavius cites Eusebius of Caesarea’s Preparation and Cyril’s Against Julian 1.]  [28:  Georg Christian Knapp, Lectures on Christian Theology, 2 volumes, trans. by Leonard Woods, 1st ed. (New York: G. & C. & H. Carvill, 1831 [orig. pub. (posthumously) as Dr. Georg Christian Knapp’s Vorlesungen über die Christliche Glaubenslehre nach dem Lehrbegriff der evangelische Kirche, hrsg. Johann Karl Thilo [Halle: Buchhandlung des Waisenhauses, 1827]), vol. 1, p. 299. ]  [29:  See Knapp, Lectures, vol. 1, p. 321. ] 

One can understand why the Trinity’s modern defenders would have been motivated to embrace this construal of orthodoxy as surpassing Platonism. Scores of anti-Trinitarians, beginning with Michael Servetus in the sixteenth century, had presented the traditional doctrine as damning evidence of a Platonized, and thus corrupted, version of Christianity.[footnoteRef:30] Perhaps the most famous version of the story was told by the liberal Protestant historian Adolf von Harnack under the influence of Albrecht Ritschl’s theology.[footnoteRef:31] According to Harnack, Arius subscribed to Platonic cosmology mixed with Aristotelian rationalism. In opposition, Athanasius emphasized redemption rather than cosmology, thus marking himself as authentically, though imperfectly Christian—imperfect, on Harnack’s reading, because of his inattention to the historical Jesus. However, for Harnack, later in the fourth century we see the revival of Aristotelian rationalism and Platonist cosmology, but now split between two parties: the Eunomian rationalists on one side and the Cappadocian Neoplatonists on the other. Hence the victory engineered by Athanasius of authentic Christianity over Platonist cosmological speculation was a pyrrhic one.[footnoteRef:32] According to Harnack, the Cappadocians re-enshrined the Platonism originally defeated at Nicaea. It was this sort of critical narrative that modern supporters of traditional doctrine—the doctrine of the Cappadocians and Augustine—sought to overturn. The apologetic counter-narrative of orthodoxy as breaking with Platonism enabled modern orthodox Protestant and Catholic theologians to place Platonist metaphysical and cosmological speculation squarely in the church’s past, as part of a youthful, unconsummated flirtation of the church with Greek thought. According to the counter-narrative, when fourth-century pro-Nicenes denied that the Son and Spirit were created and thus part of the cosmos, they definitively severed Trinitarian theology from Platonist cosmology.[footnoteRef:33]  [30:  Catalogued in Jonathan Z. Smith, “On the Origin of Origins,” in idem, Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of Early Christianities and the Religions of Late Antiquity. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990, 1–26.]  [31:  See Wolfhart Pannenberg, “The Appropriation of the Philosophical Concept of God as a Dogmatic Problem of Early Christian Theology,” Basic Questions in Theology: Collected Essays, Volume II trans. George H. Kehm (Philadelphia, Fortress, 1971), 119–83. Orig. pub. in German in Zeitschrift für Kirchengeschicte 70 (1959), 1–45. ]  [32:  See Adolf von Harnack, History of Dogma, Volumes IV and V, translated by Neil Buchanan (New York: Dover, 1961 [translated from the 3rd German edition of 1900]), 26–48, 88–89.]  [33:  See Friedo Ricken, “Das Homoousios von Nikaia als Krisis des altchristlichen Platonismus,” in Bernhard Welte, ed. Zur Frühgeschichte der Christologie: Ihre biblischen Anfänge und die Lehrformel von Nikaia, Quaetiones Disputatae 51 (Freiburg, Basel, Wien: Herder, 1971), 74–99 [orig. pub. in Theologie und Philosophie 44 (1969), 321–41].] 

The Arianism-as-Platonism trope appears throughout the twentieth century in influential books on the history of doctrine. J. N. D. Kelly, for instance, writes that “. . . the impact of Platonism reveals itself in the thoroughgoing subordinationism which is integral to Origen’s Trinitarian scheme.”[footnoteRef:34] Likewise, Kelly portrays Aetius and Eunomius as “presenting a restatement of fundamental Christian dogma in terms of a Neo-Platonic metaphysic of three hierarchically ordered, mutually exclusive οὐσίαι.”[footnoteRef:35] More recently, David Bentley Hart identifies an Alexandrian tendency to subordinationism that was common among Platonists and Jews like Philo, as well as ante-Nicene and Arian Christians.[footnoteRef:36] He elegantly contrasts the God of Nicaea and Constantinople with that system: “He was not the Most High God of Arius, immune to all contact with the finite, for the Logos in which he revealed himself as creator and redeemer was his own, interior Logos, his own perfect image, his own self-knowledge and disclosure; nor certainly was his anything like the paradoxical transcendence of the One of Plotinus, ‘revealed’ only as a kind of infinite contrariety.”[footnoteRef:37]  [34:  J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, rev. ed. (New York: Harper, 1978), 131. ]  [35:  Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 249; for a survey of the literature up to 1988, see R. P. C. Hanson, The Search for a Christian Doctrine of God: The Arian Controversy, 318–381 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 1988), 85–89.]  [36:  David Bentley Hart, The Hidden and the Manifest: Essays in Theology and Metaphysics (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2017), 143.]  [37:  Hart, The Hidden and the Manifest, 149–50.] 

It would be foolish to dismiss this sort of reading out of hand. Neither Eunomius nor Plotinus could countenance the idea that the divine hypostases are entirely coordinate. However, the connection between Eunomian and Platonist “subordinationism” is rarely, if ever, made in the late ancient sources, and where it is, the point is different from the Arianism-as-Platonism narrative we have encountered thus far. For instance, in one passage from Against Eunomius, Gregory of Nyssa notes that “some of [the Greeks] think that there is a great God supreme above the others and they confess certain inferior powers differing from one another as greater and lesser by some ordering and sequence but all equally subject to the superior one.”[footnoteRef:38] A parallel passage in Gregory’s Refutation of Eunomius’s Confession reveals that Gregory’s point is slightly different than one might expect. In the Refutation, Gregory accuses Eunomius of following either Judaism or Plato’s Timaeus in his understanding of the biblical title “Father.” [footnoteRef:39] To be sure, this parallel confirms that “the Greeks” whom Gregory has in mind in Against Eunomius are indeed Plato and his school. Thus Gregory was capable on at least one occasion of accusing Eunomius of possibly following Plato. However, the divinities in question are not the One, Nous, and Soul, but rather the Demiurge and the subordinate gods of Timaeus 39a–41d. Thus the equation between the Neoplatonist hypostases and the Arian or Eunomian Trinity is not one that Gregory ever draws. Gregory is more perceptive here than his modern defenders, since Eunomius’s theology, with its emphasis on the Father’s commands and the Son’s obedience, is much more akin to the relation of the Demiurge to his subordinates in the Timaeus story than it is to the three principal hypostases of Neoplatonism.  [38:  Eun. 3.9.59 (286.21–26 Jaeger).]  [39:  See the parallel at Refutation of Eunomius’ Confession 48 (332.4–14 Jaeger), where Gregory accuses Eunomius of following either Judaism or Plato’s Timaeus. ] 

	The familiar trope likewise is absent from Augustine. Neither in Confessions nor in City of God does Augustine raise any concern about “subordinationism” (under whatever name) in Platonism. The City of God passage cited above is more hostile to Platonism than is Confessions VII, but the two objections Augustine articulates there about Porphyry is not that his second principle was ranked below the first, but rather that he spoke in the plural of principles capable of purifying humanity, rather than maintaining a single principle of purification, and that he denied the incarnation. Of course, these are major differences, but the objections have nothing to do with subordination, and they should not lead us to neglect Augustine’s almost seamless harmonization of Christian and Neoplatonic language in naming the first and second persons of the Trinity.
	The more interesting case is Cyril of Alexandria, who does accuse the Plotinus and the Neoplatonists of positing a “dissimilarity of natures” among their three hypostases and of denying their consubstantiality.[footnoteRef:40] This terminology is telling. For modern scholars, Platonism is the root of the subordinationism found in Arius, Eunomius, and the like. Cyril’s formulation reverses this model. In his critique of Platonism, Cyril uses descriptions that derive from, and make the most sense within, pro-Nicene polemic against non-Nicene theology. Thus, Cyril’s anti-Platonism is implicit anti-Arianism, but not because Arianism is Platonism but rather because, to him, Platonism resembles Arianism. In using this explanatory model, Cyril follows the opening chapters of Gregory of Nyssa’s Catechetical Oration, where Gregory uses anti-“Arian” arguments against the polytheism of the Greeks, including philosophical Greeks.[footnoteRef:41] The Greeks, according to Gregory, err in positing a “more and a less” in the divinity—though again, this more likely refers to Timaeus than to the Neoplatonist hypostases. They key point here is that this is the same language Gregory uses to describe his opponents’ theology in his (likely earlier) books against Eunomius and the Pneumatomachians. Gregory and Cyril by implication, though not explicitly, accuse their non-Christian rivals of Arianism; they do not accuse their Christian rivals of Platonism, or at least not of copying the Neoplatonist three hypostases. The genealogy envisioned in modern works, according to which a common doctrine of subordinationism originates among the Platonists and emanates thence to the Arians, could nonetheless be true; the point here is that it is not native to the sources. To the contrary, the pro-Nicene texts instead emphasize the continuity between Platonism and what they take as orthodox Trinitarianism. In Cyril’s words: “the Greeks themselves also agree with the views of the Christians, since they set forth three primal hypostases, insist that the essence of God reaches as far as three hypostases, and sometimes even use the word ‘Trinity.’”[footnoteRef:42] In fact, Cyril notes that other Plotinian passages cohere well with pro-Nicene doctrine. He cites 5.16, where Plotinus emphasizes what Cyril calls the “inseparability” of the hypostases; in Plotinus’s terms, the three “are only separated by being different,” which Cyril notes is impeccably orthodox.[footnoteRef:43] [40:  Cyril, Against Julian 8.26 (567 Kinzig and Brüggemann; trans. Crawford, forthcoming); 8.30 (573 Kinzig and Brüggemann; trans. Crawford, forthcoming).]  [41:  See Andrew Radde-Gallwitz, Gregory of Nyssa’s Doctrinal Works: A Literary Study, Oxford Early Christian Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 247–56.]  [42:  Cyril, Against Julian 8.26 (567 Kinzig and Brüggemann; trans. Crawford, forthcoming). ]  [43:  Plotinus, Enn. 5.1.6.53, cited at Cyril, Against Julian 8.31 (573 Kinzig and Brüggemann; trans. Crawford, forthcoming). ] 

We know of no comparable harmonization effort by an anti-Nicene author. To be sure, Eusebius’s theology does not correspond to later pro-Nicene orthodoxy. Still, the work in which Eusebius lays out his harmonization, the Preparation for the Gospel, was composed prior to the outbreak of the Nicene and post-Nicene conflicts (such as Eusebius’s writings against Marcellus) and it bears no trace of those debates. Moreover, the Preparation was used liberally by later pro-Nicenes like Theodoret and Cyril, for whom its harmonizing argument was evidently not totally colored by an anti-Nicene agenda. 
	The purported similarity between “Arianism” and “Platonism” weakens further when we consider the importance of voluntarism to Arius and Eunomius. The strongly voluntarist character of non-Nicene theologies—as evident in the surviving works of Arius or Eunomius—clashes with mainstream Platonism.[footnoteRef:44] Plotinus insists that Intellect’s emergence from the One is not a result of any act of willing on the part of the One.[footnoteRef:45] The production of Intelligence from the One is instead like light radiating from the sun, heating from fire, cool from snow, scent from perfume. Plotinus does not entirely deny the voluntariness of the One’s activity, but for him it coincides with the necessity of its acts.[footnoteRef:46] He finds vacuous any appeal to divine will to explain the everlasting existence of the cosmos.[footnoteRef:47] By contrast, for Arius, God’s will is the sole explanatory principle for creation. The Son himself was created “by the will” of God.[footnoteRef:48] Arius explicitly rejects the comparison of the Son’s generation to the lighting of one lamp from another. For Eunomius, the Son was begotten by the Father’s will rather than from the Father’s being.[footnoteRef:49] The Son is obedient to the Father’s command in his works, as the Spirit is to him.[footnoteRef:50]  [44:  Rowan Williams, Arius: Heresy & Tradition, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids, MI and Cambridge, UK: Eerdmans, 2002), 209.]  [45:  Plotinus, Enn. 5.1.6.25–27; 5.3.12.28–31.]  [46:  Enn. 6.8.21.]  [47:  Enn. 2.1.1.1–4; R. J. Hankinson, Cause and Explanation in Ancient Greek Thought (Oxford: Clarendon, 1998), 419.]  [48:  Arius, Letter to Eusebius of Nicomedia 4 (3 Opitz); Letter to Alexander of Alexandria 2 (13 Opitz). ]  [49:  Eunomius, Apol. 14.(line)16 (50 Vaggione), 15.9 (52 Vaggione), 23.15–24.4 (64 Vaggione), 28.12–14 (a Eunomian confession appended to the Apol. in manuscripts; 74 Vaggione). ]  [50:  Eunomius, Apol. 17.12 (54 Vaggione), 20.20–21 (60 Vaggione), 26.22 (70 Vaggione), 27.2 (70 Vaggione), Expositio fidei 3.22–25, 35–36 (154 Vaggione). ] 

No pro-Nicene author represents the Trinity in such highly voluntarist terms.[footnoteRef:51] Take Gregory of Nazianzus as an example. On the surface Nazianzen seems to exemplify the narrative of pro-Nicene rejection of Platonism, since he rejects an image used by “one of the Greek philosophers” in which the first principle’s generation of the second hypostasis is likened to an “overflowing bowl.”[footnoteRef:52] The image apparently is taken both from Plotinus and the Chaldean Oracles.[footnoteRef:53] For Gregory, the image implies that the eternal generation is involuntary, a notion he rejects. But Gregory rightly associates his non-Nicene opponents with the opposite view, namely, that the Son is generated from the Father’s will. His response is not to embrace voluntarism or involuntarism but rather to deny that one can separate God’s will from God’s act of generating, an argument that seems rather like Plotinus’s account of the will of the One.[footnoteRef:54] Thus, Nazianzen, who on the surface distances himself from “the Greeks” on this issue, provides no evidence for any connection between anti-Arianism and anti-Platonism. [51:  See, e.g., Athanasius, Orations Against the Arians 3.59–67.]  [52:  Gregory of Nazianzus, Oration 29.2.19–22 (180 Gallay).]  [53:  Ruth Majercik. “A Reminiscence of the ‘Chaldean Oracles’ at Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 29,2: ΟΙΟΝ ΚΡΑΤΗΡ ΤΙΣ ΥΠΕΡΕΡΡΥΗ,” VC 52 (1998), 286–92.]  [54:  Plotinus, Ennead 6.8.21.] 

  The criticism offered here of the Arianism-as-Platonism trope should not be taken too far. There is no sense in denying any and all influence of Platonism on figures like Arius or Eunomius. There has been some controversy of the precise nature of the Platonism of Arius in particular, but unquestionably some of his language echoes Platonist metaphysics.[footnoteRef:55] The point of the present discussion is that it is not Arianism as such that was Platonist; Arius and those labeled “Arians” were no more especially Platonizing, and were in important respects less so, than their Nicene opponents. Nor was anti-Arianism implicit or covert anti-Platonism. In one or two cases, anti-Platonism was implicit or covert anti-Arianism, but generally the pro-Nicenes identified greater continuity between their own doctrine and that of their Platonist sources than between their opponents and the Platonists. [55:  Williams, Arius, 181–232 and the articles by Christopher Stead cited there. ] 


 From Platonism to Trinitarianism?
A second obstacle that a sympathetic account needs to overcome lies in the notion that the ‘authentically Christian’ Creator-creature distinction competed with, and perhaps rendered redundant, the ‘Platonic’ intelligible-sensible distinction. The kernel of truth in this view is that pro-Nicene theology, as it emerged in the later fourth century, depended heavily on an appeal to the absolute distinction between the uncreated and the created. This dichotomy appears especially in pro-Nicene works on the Holy Spirit, which was believed by some figures—labelled ‘Pneumatomachians’ or ‘Spirit–fighters’ by the pro-Nicenes—to occupy an ambiguous intermediary zone between God and creation, like the angelic spirits. Certainly, as figures like Gregory of Nyssa pointed out, the distinction of uncreated and created is different from the traditionally Platonic one between intelligible and sensible reality. However, the scholarship has pushed Gregory’s parsing of the two distinctions to do more work than it can bear. The implication of the scholarship is that the two distinctions were mutually exclusive and that they were the site of a kind of culture war between authentic Christianity and Platonism. Naturally, such a reading is important for those modern theologians who maintain that one can be dogmatically orthodox—espousing a Trinitarian theology and Christology in line with the first four councils—without espousing classical metaphysics.[footnoteRef:56] Whatever one’s perspective on that question, it is worthwhile to ask about the validity of the underlying historical narrative.[footnoteRef:57] [56:  Perhaps most influentially, Wolfhart Pannenberg, “The Appropriation of the Philosophical Concept of God.”]  [57:  For an account that stresses the centrality of the principles discussed here for pro-Nicene thought, see Lewis Ayres, Nicaea and its Legacy: An Approach to Fourth-Century Trinitarian Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 281.] 

	If we return to Augustine’s Confessions VII, we might recall that, in addition to identifying analogues to the persons of the Christian Trinity in the books of the Platonists, Augustine tells it was these books that first taught him to think of God as immaterial.[footnoteRef:58] This point bears emphasis. As Augustine’s own story makes plain, this Platonist tenet makes for a somewhat counterintuitive reading of the Christian scriptures, with their anthropomorphic imagery and their depictions of God as spirit and light. Some early Christians, most prominently Tertullian, endorsed the broadly Stoic principle that only what is corporeal has being, and thus held that God must be a refined sort of spiritual body.[footnoteRef:59] It is reasonable to believe that this ‘Stoic’ position was somewhat widely held, despite the relative lack of evidence for it; after all, it is the first misconception which Origen seeks to correct in On First Principles. But no matter how widespread Christian Stoicism might have been in Origen’s time, it had little influence on the development of Trinitarian theology. In Origen and many others we see a notion of God as entirely unoriginated, incorporeal, immaterial, unchanging, and metaphysically simple. These Christians described God’s nature, in the lingo of Platonism, as intelligible rather than as sense-perceptible. They read Exodus 3:14 (“I am the one who is”) as revealing that God is Being itself, not becoming and flux and dependency. [58:  Augustine, Confessions VII.x.16ff.]  [59:  Tertullian, On the Flesh of Christ 11.2–4 (258 Mahé).] 

	While scholars widely acknowledge that privatives like immutability and ingeneracy were central to early Christian Trinitarian thought, their rootedness in Platonism is sometimes obscured in scholarship. Sometimes such ideas are presented as implicit in scripture or in ideas, such as creatio ex nihilo, which are derived from scripture and native to early Jewish and Christian thought in contradistinction form Platonism.[footnoteRef:60] For instance, Janet Soskice has claimed that Philo stands behind such philosophical theology, and she reads Philo as a highly independent thinker whose great originality vis-à-vis Greek philosophy stems from his Jewish commitments.[footnoteRef:61] Such historical reconstruction makes Platonism unnecessary for explaining the attraction of early Christians to the idea of God as Being itself. An adequate response to such a genealogy would require a fuller study, but I see no reason why we should not follow Augustine—and we could cite other examples from the likes of Justin Martyr and Athenagoras—and credit Platonism for a salutary influence on Christian thinkers, as the latter joined the former in a twin battle against cruder interpretations of their respective religious traditions.  [60:  E.g., Stephen Duby, Divine Simplicity: A Dogmatic Acccount (London: Bloomsbury T & T Clark, 2016), 91; Jordan P. Barrett, Divine Simplicity: A Biblical and Trinitarian Account (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2017), 133–68. ]  [61:  Janet M. Soskice, “Athens and Jerusalem, Alexandria and Edessa: Is There a Metaphysics of Scripture?,” International Journal of Systematic Theology 8 (2006), 149–62. Similar claims have been made about Thomas Aquinas: E.g. Etienne Gilson, Christian Philosophy: An Introduction, trans. by Armand Maurer (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1993 [orig. pub. in French, 1960]), 31.] 

	A related scholarly narrative states that although Platonist accounts of God as intelligible influenced ante-Nicene theology, as Trinitarian orthodoxy developed, Christians moved past the intelligible-sensible distinction. In William Moore and Henry Austin Wilson’s prologue to the 1893 Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers volume of Gregory of Nyssa’s writings, the contest between this distinction and the Creature-creator distinction stands as microcosm of Christianity’s relation to Platonism: “instead of the Platonic antithesis of the intelligible and sensible world, which Origen adopted, . . . [Gregory] brings forward the antithesis of God and the world.”[footnoteRef:62] This account, which would be echoed by numerous later scholars, is puzzling, since Gregory endorses both antitheses. In distinct parts of Against Eunomius, Gregory first calls the one and then the other “the highest division of all beings” (πάντων τῶν ὄντων ἡ ἀνωτάτω διαίρεσις).[footnoteRef:63] Because the two distinctions do similar, but distinct work, Gregory continues to invoke both throughout his corpus for different purposes. From Moore and Wilson’s account, one would assume that the God–world distinction had superseded the Platonic intelligible–sensible distinction, the presumption being that the two were held to be in competition.[footnoteRef:64] The evidence, however, suggests a complementary rather than a competitive relationship between the two distinctions. A developmental hypothesis is out of the question, since in Gregory’s late homilies On the Song of Songs, as in Against Eunomius 1, Gregory invokes not only the uncreated–created distinction but also the intelligible–sensible distinction, which he calls the highest dichotomy (τὴν ἀνωτάτω διαίρεσιν) according to which “the nature of beings” (ἡ τῶν ὄντων φύσις) is bifurcated.[footnoteRef:65] It is logically though not ontologically prior to the uncreated-created distinction, since without it one could not account for the incorporeality of both God and created intelligibles, while any scheme that conflates the two distinctions could not account for the endless dynamism of created intelligible life.[footnoteRef:66] Only an account that includes both distinctions can capture both the relevant similarities and differences between God and created intelligible substances such as the human soul. If Gregory is at all representative in this regard, the task for scholars would be to narrate the history of Christian doctrine in a way that reflects this complementarity, rather than in a way that begs the question by presuming an irreconcilable conflict between Platonism and Christianity. [62:  Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Second Series, Volume 5: Gregory of Nyssa: Dogmatic Treatises, etc., translated, with prolegomena, notes and indices, by William Moore and Henry Austin Wilson, (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1999, reprint [orig. pub. 1893]), 18.]  [63:  Against Eunomius 1.270 (105.19 Jaeger), 3.6.66 (209.19–26 Jaeger), cf. 3.3.3 (107.5–108.1 Jaeger).]  [64:  E.g. David L. Balás, Metousia Theou: Man’s Participation in God’s Perfections According to Saint Gregory of Nyssa, Studia Anselmiana 55 (Rome: Herder and Herder, 1966), 34–52; For the broader tradition, e.g. Andrew Louth, St. John Damascene: Tradition and Originality in Byzantine Theology, Oxford Early Christian Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 93. ]  [65:  Homilies on the Song of Songs 3 (173.7–8 Langerbeck).]  [66:  Homilies on the Song of Songs 3 (173.7–174.20 Langerbeck).] 

	The more consequential historical dividing point on this topic is not that between ante- and pro-Nicene thought but that between Christians prior to and after Pseudo-Dionysius. While Gregory was happy to speak of the uncreated–created division as somehow fitting into a general division “of beings” (τῶν ὄντων), once we reach Pseudo-Dionysius a century or so later, we encounter a thoroughgoing criticism of any attempt to speak of God as being or a being. Drawing on Plotinus and Proclus, Pseudo-Dionysius insists that God, as the cause of being, is beyond even intelligible being. Of course, one should not overemphasize the gap between Gregory and Pseudo-Dionysius, since Gregory’s apophaticism and his portrait of the divine darkness were touchstones of Dionysian theology. Moreover, Pseudo-Dionysius continues to accept the intelligible–sensible distinction; he merely denies that God is either logically or ontologically encompassed by it. He is not entirely discontinuous with Gregory, but he does move beyond him in arguing that God transcends the category of substance itself. Yet, the key point for the present chapter is that even this move evinces increased influence of contemporary Platonism on Christian thought rather than a break with it.  
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Varieties of Trinity and Platonism: The Metaphysics of Participation 
[*THIS SECTION WILL LIKELY BE TRIMMED*]
If Christian Trinitarianism was integrally linked with but not reducible to Platonism, it is also true Platonist principles could be employed within quite distinct Trinitarian theologies. A sympathetic portrait of Christian-Platonist Trinitarianism ought to be sensitive to this variety. One Platonist principle that was adopted by several Christians had to do with the metaphysics of participation. Far from determining their thought, however, the principle was fitted into various Trinitarian schemes. This section will outline the use of participation in four distinct stages of Trinitarian theology: in Origen, in a trio of early pro–Nicene authors, in Gregory of Nyssa, and in Pseudo-Dionysius. 
		First, then, a brief remark on Origen. Origen’s use of the language of participation within his Trinitarian theology raises certain questions we cannot address here.[footnoteRef:67] It will satisfy our purposes to glance at a section of his Commentary on John which comments on John 1:1: “In the beginning was the Word (ὁ λόγος) and the Word (ὁ λόγος) was with the God (πρὸς τὸν θεόν), and the Word (ὁ λόγος) was God (θεός).” A question arises over the presence or absence of the article before Logos and God. Origen assumes that the shift from the God to God is deliberate and significant. His explanation involves participatory metaphysics: “For as the God who is over all is ‘the God’ and not simply ‘God,’ so the source of reason (λόγου), in each rational being is ‘the Word’.”[footnoteRef:68] The definite article tells the reader that we are dealing with whatever it is that causes the perfection in question, without itself receiving it from a higher source: “Everything besides the very God (τὸ αὐτόθεος), which is made God by participation in his divinity (θεότητος), would more properly not be said to be ‘the God,’ but ‘God.’”[footnoteRef:69] The two perfections, divinity and reason, are analogous, and their explanation requires to principles: “The reason which is in each rational being has the same position in relation to the Word which is in the beginning with God, which is God the Word, which God the Word has with God . . . For both hold the place of a source; the Father, that of divinity, the Son, that of reason.”[footnoteRef:70] Thus there is a relationship of participation between the Word and God and not merely between the two, on one hand, and the created world, on the other. Somewhat similarly, in a famous passage from On First Principles, Origen states that any creature that is holy is so by participation in the Holy Spirit; any creature that is rational is so by partaking in the Logos; and any creatures that has being does so by participating in the Father. Similar to the Commentary on John, Origen here envisions distinct relations of participation with the three hypostases. Differently from the Commentary, he does not speak of the Son or Spirit participating in the Father’s divinity, or at least not in the version we have from Rufinus.   [67:  See John Dillon, “Origen’s Doctrine of the Trinity and Some Later Neoplatonic Theories,” in Dominic O’Meara, ed. Neoplatonism and Christian Thought, Studies in Neoplatonism: Ancient and Modern 3 (Albany: SUNY Press, 1982), 19–23; Mark J. Edwards, “Origen’s Platonism: Questions and Caveats,” Zeitschrift für Antikes Christentum 12 (2008), 20–38, at 29–30.]  [68:  Origen, Commentary on John 2.15 (54 Preuschen; trans. Heine, 98).]  [69:  Origen, Commentary on John 2.17 (54–55 Preuschen; trans. Heine, 98–99). ]  [70:  Origen, Commentary on John 2.20 (55 Preuschen; trans. Heine, 99–100). ] 

	Origen’s idea of “intra-Trinitarian” participation would drop out in our second stage. Yet we still see a common argument regarding participation emerging in the texts of various supporters of Nicaea from around 360 through the mid-370s; here we can cite Athanasius, Didymus, and Basil. For these pro-Nicenes, a corollary of thinking of the Son or Spirit as divine is denying that either participates in any superordinate principle. We can begin with Athanasius’s De synodis, written around 359:
 And moreover, if, as we said, the Son does not exist by participation (ἐκ μετουσίας)—rather, while all generated things have grace from God by participation, he is the Wisdom and Word of the Father in whom all things partake—then clearly he is the deifying and illuminating power (τὸ θεοποιὸν καὶ φωτιστικόν) of the Father, in which all things are deified and given life, he is not foreign-in-substance (ἀλλοτριοούσιος) to the Father but same-in-substance (ὁμοούσιος).[footnoteRef:71]  [71:  Athanasius, On the Synods 51 (348 Martin and Morales; trans Radde-Gallwitz, 209–10).  ] 

While it would be a mistake to say that Athanasius came to accept the homoousion because of the principle that the Son is participated but does not participate, the sentence just quoted does present the creedal confession as following from that principle. In his roughly contemporaneous Letters to Serapion, Athanasius applies the same logic to the Holy Spirit. After affirming that creatures are “given life” in the Spirit, Athanasius specifies that the Spirit “does not participate in life, but is himself participated in” and is thus ontologically distinct from creatures.[footnoteRef:72]  [72:  Athanasius, Letters to Serapion 1.23.3 (PG 26, 584C; trans. DelCogliano, Radde-Gallwitz, Ayres, 89). Compare 1.24.1–4, 1.27.1–2.] 

Didymus the Blind likewise appeals to the premise to show the Spirit’s full divinity in On the Holy Spirit (360–65), a work that survives only in Jerome’s Latin translation.
. . . [E]verything which is capable of participating in the good of another is separated from this substance [of God]. All such realities are creatures. Now because he is good, God is the source and principle of all goods. Therefore he makes good those to whom he imparts himself; he is not made good by another, but is good. Hence it is possible to participate in him but not for him to participate. Furthermore, his only-begotten Son is Wisdom (1 Cor 1:24) and sanctification; he does not become wise but makes wise, and he is not sanctified but sanctifies. For this reason too it is possible to participate in him but not for him to participate . . . Let us once more consider the Holy Spirit: if he too is actually holy through participation in another’s sanctity, then he should be classed with the rest of creatures. But if he sanctifies those who are capable of participating in him, then he should be placed with the Father and the Son . . . [T]he Holy Spirit can be participated in and cannot participate in others.[footnoteRef:73] [73:  Didymus, On the Holy Spirit 16–17, 19 (156–60 Doutreleau; trans. by DelCogliano, Radde-Gallwitz, and Ayres, 148–49, altered for consistency); cf. Athanasius, ep. Serap. 1.23.3, 1.27.2.] 

Didymus stipulates that if something is capable of participating in another—that is, in a superordinate principle—it must be a creature, and if some subject is participated but does not participate in any superordinate principle, it must not be a creature. The Spirit is what makes holy without itself being made holy by participation; hence, it is ranked with the Father—called “God” in the passage—and the Son. Didymus thereby supplies content for understanding the uncreated–created distinction, as he identifies it with the relationship between holiness in the uncaused cause of holiness and in those who participate in it.
In his first major theological work, Against Eunomius (ca. 364–65), Basil of Caesarea likewise applies an equivalent distinction to the Spirit: “the holy powers and the Holy Spirit differ in this regard: for the latter, holiness is nature, whereas for the former, being made holy comes from participation.”[footnoteRef:74] As in Didymus, Basil presents this distinction as equivalent to the opposition of divinity and creation. The same type of argument appears more expansively in his On the Holy Spirit (373–75), where he maintains that one who hears the name “Spirit” will think of the underlying nature as follows: [74:  Basil, Against Eunomius 3.2 (SC 305, 154; trans. DelCogliano and Radde-Gallwitz, 188).] 

. . . one will necessarily think of an intellectual substance (νοερὰν οὐσίαν), infinite in power, unlimited in magnitude, not measured by times or ages, unsparing with the goods it possesses . . .perfecting others, but itself deficient in no respect . . .  filling all things with its power, but partaken of (μεθεκτόν) only by those who are worthy, and participated (μετεχόμενον) not to a uniform degree but dividing its activity “in proportion to faith” (Romans 12:6); simple in substance but diverse in powers; wholly present to each and being everywhere as a whole. Impassibly divided and participated (μετεχόμενον) in its entirety, as, for illustration, with the sun’s ray, whose charm is present to one who enjoys it as if to him alone, while it shines upon the earth and the sea and mingles with the air.[footnoteRef:75]  [75:  Basil, On the Holy Spirit 9.22 (324–26 Pruche), cf. 16.48. ] 

We can bypass the debated scholarly question of whether Basil used Plotinus in this passage and its immediate sequel.[footnoteRef:76] The key is that for Basil, as for Athanasius and Didymus, two dichotomies—either being participated or not being participated and either participating or not participating—structure the account of the relation between the creator and the universe. All three of these authors use this framework to explicate the divinity of the Son and the Spirit. It is notable that all three apply the logic to these hypostases individually, rather than to a shared divine nature.  [76:  See John Rist, “Basil’s ‘Neoplatonism’: Its Background and Nature,” in Paul Jonathan Fedwick, ed. Basil of Caesarea: Christian, Humanist, Ascetic, 2 volumes (Toronto: PIMS, 1981), vol. 1, 137–220, at 201, 208. For Rist, the only firm conclusion is that in On the Holy Spirit 9.23, Basil uses Enn. 5.1.10.24–26.] 

	In the polemical works of Gregory of Nyssa, which were written in the years following Basil’s death, we see the extension of the framework to the divine nature as such. Gregory distinguishes the uncreated nature of the Trinity from created intelligible natures. While angels and rational souls are like God in their immaterial nature, unlike God they admit of degrees of goodness corresponding to their moral inclinations and choices. 
The uncreated nature is far removed from this sort of differentiation, since it does not possess the good as something acquired and does not admit the beautiful in itself by participation in any transcendent beauty (κατὰ μετοχὴν ὑπερκειμένου τινὸς καλοῦ). Rather, whatever it is by nature, it is and is understood to be good and the simple, uniform, and non-composite source of good, as is testified even by our opponents.[footnoteRef:77] [77:  Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius 1.276 (107.4–10 Jaeger).] 

Here the subject is not the Son’s or the Spirit’s nature, but the nature distinguished by the “uncreated” differentia. The extension of the principle to cover a universal divine nature rather than merely the natures of the persons has clear benefits for Gregory’s Trinitarian argument. Yet it also removes one of the reasons that had motivated earlier Christians to apply the language of participation to the Trinity, namely, the appearance of homonymous terms as special names of the persons (for instance, logos for the Son and holiness for the Spirit) and as predicates of creatures. For Gregory, who here is following an insight in a few passages of his older brother, the relevant predicates are now viewed as common predicates of the divine nature. In the passage just quoted, Gregory’s point is that distinctions among the Father, Son, and Spirit must be understood as somehow within and corresponding to this common divine nature. This nature is the ultimate explanatory principle for the perfections he names; it therefore cannot admit of degrees of perfection. Accordingly, the persons who belong to it cannot be spoken of as greater or lesser than one another, as Eunomius had done. Gregory does not build his case, as earlier pro-Nicenes had done, by addressing the hypostases one by one; rather, he applies the participated-not-participating premise to the divine nature as such. For him, creatures participate in the divine nature; they do not stand in distinct participation relations with the three hypostases. The doctrinal effect of Gregory’s argument might be akin to that of his predecessors, but the underlying framework has changed.[footnoteRef:78]   [78:  Cp. Gregory of Nyssa, On the Holy Spirit Against the Macedonians 3–4 (90.19–92.30 Mueller).] 

	The ground shifts once again in the Corpus Dionysiacum. In Divine Names 2, Pseudo-Dionysius distinguishes those names which are said of the entire divinity from those which are said specifically of only one of the hypostases. The former are “united in keeping with the divine distinction.”[footnoteRef:79] That is, they are ascribed to the three persons in union, while respecting the distinctions among the three. The examples of such names link them with participation: [79:  Pseudo-Dionysius, DN 2.5 (128.17 Suchla)] 

. . . non-reciprocal gifts of participation (αἱ ἄσχετοι μεταδόσεις), creations of substance, life, and wisdom, and the other gifts of goodness of the cause of all, according to which [gifts] those which are participated without participation (τὰ ἀμεθέκτως μετεχόμενα) are hymned by the participations and the partakers.[footnoteRef:80] [80:  Pseudo-Dionysius, DN 2.5 (128.17–129.3 Suchla). On the translation of ἄσχετος, see Andrew Radde-Gallwitz, “Pseudo-Dionsius, the Parmenides, and the Problem of Contradiction,” in Turner and Corrigan, Plato’s Parmenides, Volume 2, 243–54 at 248–49. ] 

In context, the plural τὰ ἀμεθέκτως μετεχόμενα refers to the three persons. His reference to union within distinction is a way of saying, not unlike Gregory of Nyssa, that creatures participate in the entire Trinity, rather than in any single hypostasis. At the same time, the phrase introduces a nuance we have not yet encountered. The point is not, as we saw in our fourth-century authors, that the Trinity does not participate in a superordinate perfection, but rather that it is in one sense participated and in another sense unparticipated. The Trinity gives substance, life, wisdom, and the like, which are the subjects of participants’ praises, but it does not exemplify the perfections it causes. The non-reciprocal character of participation is such that it can in a sense be more adequately denied than affirmed; thus Pseudo-Dionysius speaks of “the non-participation (ἡ . . . ἀμεθεξία) of the all-causing divinity.”[footnoteRef:81]  [81:  Pseudo-Dionysius, DN 2.4 (129.9–11 Suchla). ] 

Pseudo-Dionysius’ terms ἀμεθέκτως and ἀμεθεξία evoke Proclean doctrine. According to Proclus, prior to any intelligible item that is participated (τὸ μετεχομένον) lies that which is unparticipated (τὸ ἀμέθεκτον); there is an ontological hierarchy descending from unparticipated to participated to participant (τὸ μετέχον).[footnoteRef:82] Pseudo-Dionysius alters Proclus’s scheme by identifying the levels of unparticipated and participated, using “unparticipatedly” as an adverbial qualification of “participated.” The move might seem to entail a contradiction, but the context suggests that he is merely saying that the participated source does not exemplify the state that it causes in the participant, just as fire burns other things but is not itself burned.[footnoteRef:83] Pseudo-Dionysius must identify the participated and the unparticipated, since for him what is participated is the Trinity beyond which there is nothing. Thus the denial of a superordinate order is implicit in his seemingly puzzling language. The entire divinity—Father, Son, and Spirit—is participated in each instance of participation; he leaves no opening for distinct participations in the three hypostases, such that the Father might be unparticipated while the Son and Spirit are participated. What distinguishes Pseudo-Dionysius from his predecessors is his thorough application of the idea that the Trinity exists beyond being and intelligence, which leads him to avoid the language of divine nature and substance that had featured prominently in previous authors. We have, then, the language of participation in the Trinity placed within a more thoroughly Neoplatonic metaphysical framework. At the same time, Pseudo-Dionysius’s Trinitarian commitments lead him to revise Proclus’s use of the language of non-participation.  [82:  Proclus, Elements of Theology 23–24 (26–29 Dodds). ]  [83:  Pseudo-Dionysius, DN 2.8 (132.17–133.133.4).] 

	Each of these four stages represents a distinct model of Trinitarian theology worthy of reflection in its own right. As we look across the four, we can at the least conclude that the development of Trinitarian orthodoxy did not lead to any disengagement with Platonist metaphysics. The survival of participation metaphysics in these authors, and many after them, forces us to ask whether Christian theology can get by without it. While it is true that, after Origen, participation ceases to do the work of explaining relations among the Trinitarian hypostases, it would not be easy to find an alternative scheme that expresses exactly the point made by Athanasius or his successors. Simply invoking a dichotomy between “Creator” and “creature” (or “God” and “world”) captures a difference but overlooks the concomitant likeness, and it fails to introduce the linguistic issue of homonymy that the doctrine of participation identifies. As we have seen, the patristic authors surveyed here are interested in cases where the same predicate is applied to both God and a creature: for instance, when one says “the Holy Spirit is holy” and “the angel Gabriel is holy”. Our authors give interestingly different accounts of the first proposition: is it true in virtue of the Spirit’s nature or the divine nature? Does the supersubstantial divinity transcend even holiness? Despite these differences, each account relies on the notion of divinity as that which is participated without itself participating. 

Conclusion
This chapter has highlighted the formative role of Platonism in the making of Christian doctrine. Even if one grants this point, however, it remains obviously true that not every element essential to pro-Nicene Trinitarian thought stems from Platonism. The development of this doctrine was rooted in the exegesis of the Christian scriptures, it was inextricably tied to the practice of baptism in the triune name, and it was shepherded by the institution of the Christian episcopacy, which since Constantine worked under imperial patronage. Even on the conceptual level, we have seen differences between the idea of three metaphysically co-ordinate hypostases and the absolutely undifferentiated first principle of Neoplatonism.[footnoteRef:84] Although a number of pro-Nicenes saw a harmony between the Father, Son, and Spirit and the One, Nous, and Soul, Platonism’s greatest substantive influences on Christian Trinitarian theology lay in the area of participation metaphysics as well as in inspiring the more general theological dictum of divine immateriality and intelligibility. These ideas gave content to how Christians understood the relation between the triune Creator and the creation.    [84:  On what appears to be an attempt at a compromise by Olympiodorus, see Jan Opsomer, “Olympiodorus,” in Lloyd P. Gerson, ed. The Cambridge History of Philosophy in Late Antiquity, Volume II (Cambridge: CUP, 2010), 697–710 at 702–4. ] 
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