
Reviews 
THE ORIGINS OF THE CHRISTIAN MYSTICAL TRADITION: from Plato to Denys, 
by Andrew Louth. Clarendon Press (OUP). 

The titles of most books have to bc 
laken with a pinch or two of salt; if they 
include words like “mystical”, most read- 
ers will not need to be told to increase thc 
dosage. In spitc of the title of this book, 
Andre* Louth shows few signs of wishing 
to maintain th31 there is any such thing as 
“the cliristian mystical tradition”; and, if 
there were such a thing, an account of 
“the origins” of it would patently have to 
include some reference to things (e.g. the 
bible) which he makes no pretence ofdis- 
cussing. What we are in fact offered is a 
gallery of writers, from Plato to Denys, 
who are both interesting in their own right 
and pertinent to the case which the author 
wishes to establish, against Festugie’re, that 
patristic mysticism is not sheer Platonism 
with “nothing original in the edifice”. 
Louth does not claim that the Christians 
all present a homogeneous mystical doc- 
trine, nor does lie suppose that there is a 
single line of development amongst them; 
his roi:lention is simply that the Christians, 
on the whole, differ from the Platonists in 
rairly regulai ways, and that “by the tune 
of Denys the various mystical tiaditions 
which the Patristic period bequeathed to 
later ages have all emerged”. The very 
modest chim is then put forward that the 
ddferences between the patristic writers 
and S t  John of the Cross are not as raairal 
or systpmatic: as has sometimes been alleg 
ed. A final chapter commentson the social, 
ecclesial, dimension characteristic of Chris 
tian mysticism, which sets it apart fronl 
tlie Plotmiail f i gh t  of the ahne  to the 
aloiie. 

The author is at his best iil his exposi- 
tion of mdividual christian writers and of 
Philo. Ire hjmself asks the reader to treat 
his extensive quotations as “the most i.ll 
impcrtant part of the book”, whirl1 sug- 
gests t l d  Ilc is more concerned to irilrc- 
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duce the reader to the Fathers than heis to 
exploit his witnesses for speculative pur- 
poses of his own. There are excellent and 
sensitive accounts of Philo, Origen, Greg- 
ory of Nyssa, Evagrius, pseudohlacarius, 
Diadochus, Augustine and pseudo-Denys. 
Louth’s original translations of pseudo- 
Dcnys are particularly welcome. 

It is, not surprisingly, in the more spec- 
ulative dimension of the book that the 
reader is likely to feel more dissatisfied. 
The whole notion of “mysticism” is so 
ynclear that any attempt to chart its con- 
lours is bound to be unsatisfactory. Louth 
sets himself two major themes to explore: 
(i) the allegation, already mentioned, that 
Christian mysticism is nothing but Platon- 
ism; and (3) the ‘‘fundamental co-inher- 
enca of mystical and dogmatic theology” 
in the patristic period, which was, accord- 
ing to Louth, lamentably lost in the West 
as early as the 12th century. 

The difficulty in any explora?ion of 
(i) is that “Platonism” is almost as slip- 
pery a word as “mysticism”, and Louth 
makes little attempt to clarify exactly 
what he means by either term. He offers 
us a chapter each on Plato, Philo and 
Plotinus, but the chapter on Plato seems 
to he unduly dependent on Festugie’re and 
ignores many of the exegetical and philo- 
soplucal issues debated in current scholar- 
ship. Pliilo is certainly an important influ- 
ence on Christian theology, but it is far 
fro111 clear that he can be treated as a typ- 
ical Middle Platonist. A serious attempt to 
char: the relationships between Middle 
Platonism and the Fathers would have to 
involve a much fuller account of people 
1iE.t Albinus and Numenius. Neo-Platonism 
too would have to be discussed in much 
greater detail if any clear and accurate pic- 
ture i. to emerge of the nature and limits 
of Platonist influence on Christian religious 
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thought. Louth pays hardly any attention 
to Porphyry and Proclus, although hc ack- 
knowledgcs the importance of the former 
for Augustine and of the latter for pseudo- 
Denys. But at least some of thc allegedly 
Christian features in pseudo-Denys (espe- 
cially his doctrine of God’s love) can be 
found in Proclus, and I wonder if it was 
not, paradoxically, due lo Proclus that 
pseudo-Denys, almost alone among the 
Fathers, allows a real role to the glorified 
body of Christ in the beatific vision (PG 
3 :5 92BC). 

A point on which Louth lays great 
strcss (and which straddles (i) and (ii)) is 
that the Fathers, after Origen, work with 
a strong doctrine of creatio ex nihilo, and 
that this effects a decisive break with cssen- 
tial features in Platonism (it is alleged to 
be onc of  the major factors in the Arian 
controversy). The “fundamental ontolog- 
ical distinction” is said to shift as a con- 
sequecce from the Platonist distinction 
between the material and the spiritual to 
Ihe Christian distinction between created 
and uxreated. This is certainly a sugges- 
tive observation, but I wonder if it can 
really carry ihe weight that Louth puts on 
it. In the patristic texts he himself quotes 
there seems still to be a considerable em- 
phasis on the distinction between material 
and immaterial, and in much of Platonism, 
including at least the later works of Plato 
himsclf, the more important distinction is 
surely that between the One and the mull 
tiple, a distinction which is not unlike that 
between God and creatures. And I wonder 
if the doctrine of creatw ex nihilo is really 
as different as it is alleged to be from later 
Platonist doctrines of emanation, espe- 
c&lly the doctrine of Proclus. In any cqse, it 
nceds to be clarified just what is involved 
in the doctrine of creation; after all, Dam- 
ascene, Eriugena and Aquinas, to name 
but three, have widely differing views of 
the meaning and consequences of belief in 
creatio ex nihilo. 

In general. Louth’s discussion of the 
interaction between doctrine and “mysti- 
cism” promises more than it achieves. Thc 
fascinating suggestion that the Arian con- 
troversy was part of a crisis of Christian 

Platonism which was cssential!y resolved 
in the realm of mystical theology is not 
really developed; and the suggestion that 
Athanasius’ dogmatic speculation led him 
to an anti-mystical view of monasticism 
and that this remains a strand in the subse- 
quent history of monasticism is not filled 
out with any reference to other pertinent 
sources or with any fuller theoretical dis- 
cussion. 

Then there are doctrinal issues which 
Louth barely even adverts to, though they 
arise in conliexion with topics he does dis- 
c ~ .  One example is the Mcssalian contro- 
versy over the effccts of baptism. Louth 
declares bluntly that Macarius is a Messal- 
ian (though hc admits that some scholars 
would not agree), and that thc Messalians 
deny all valuc to baptism. But in fact the 
larger collection of Macarian homilies 
(which Louth does not seem to have used, 
though hr notes its existence) explicitly 
rejects the view that baptism is ineffective 
(B 4 3 ,  though it is true that Macarius’ 
position is closer to that of the Mcssalians 
than to that, say, of Mark the Monk. Since 
this controvcrsy, directly or indirectly, 
had a profound effect on “mystical thc- 
ology”, it is a Pity that Louth docs not go 
into it. The theology of Mark the Monk, 
who is known to have becn an important 
source for Synieori and for the Byzantine 
Iiesychasts, was in part shaped by his dis- 
pute with the Mcssalians on baptism. And 
the fact that Gregory of Nyssa actually 
borrowed onc of Macarius’ works and 
adaptcd it gives us an unusuaUy well- 
documented instance of spiritual doctrine 
developing under prcssure From dogmatic 
considerations, but Louth makes no usc of  
it. 

Apart from specific points l i r  these, 
thc whole discussion is inevitably haunted 
by the problcm of what “mysticism” is 
anyway. Louth vcry prudently tried to 
evade this qucstion, but his evasion has 
wine queer results. In hisaccount of Pliilo, 
for instance, he sccm to imply that niysti- 
clsm really means what the great Carmclite 
doctors wrote about, SO that a linguistic 
similarity betwcen S t ‘fcrcsa’s dcscription 
of “infused contrmplation” and Philo’s 
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di:scripti{in of mcditat ing on scripture i s  
taken to signify that “we r i m /  scc i n  
I’hilo’s pondering on scripture sonic!hinp 
that passes beyond discursive medi ta t ion 
to contcniplat ion” (italics mine). Surely a 
dangcro us a g u i i i c n  t ! 

These criticisms, t l iough 1 l iavc dwel t  
on i l i m  at  wmc length, should not be 
ovcrcnipliasiscd. ‘Myst ica l  tlirolopy” i s  
sucli ;i hopeless mess that any p ropos i l  to 
sort i t  out is bound to be unsutist’actory 
and w i l l  almost incvitahly opcr;itc w i t h  
ovcr-siniplificd dichotomies :ind inadc- 
qu:itcly r lar i f icd terms. The m o s t  usct’ul 
contr ibut ion tha t  i inyonc can niakr i s  
probably t c 1  shed light on particular iirc:is, 
(Or cx;iiiipic by su1:gcsting w;iys of rciiding 
particular ;iiifliors (;ind t h i s  is adni irably 
dorir i n  t h i s  book)  and tlicn, nioving 
into niorc spcculativc issues, l ( i  provokr 11 

quarrel. And a great inany i i ioic qu:iircls 

wi l l  be needed bcl’orc w c  can 1 i q ) c  to gcl 

any preat consensus cvci i  3s to  wlial tlir 
quarrel i s  a l l  about. Loutli c l l c i~ t i vc l y  rc- 
buts tlic, surely ra thr r  iibsiird, belief Ilia1 
patristic mysticism is noth ing but Piaton- 
isiii. and hr uscful ly indicates various 
i tcins on the agenda fo r  schularly debiitc, 
and makes ;I few iiiovcs t o  provoke sucli 
dclxrtc. I liopc that weightier bulls than 
I wi l l  respond t o  his red rag. Rut what 
makes t l ic book valuable to the general 
rc;idcr and t o  tlic student i s  the unassurii- 
ing and conipctcnt way in which the suth-  
o r  in1roducc.s his patr ist ic friends to us. 
U i u u s c ~  of this. i t  is :I book of c-onsidcr- 
able charin. and is a useful addit ion to tlic 

cqitipmcnt 01‘ those whii wish to enrage in 
“;isking I I I C  l:iit Iiers”. 

SIMON TtGWI3,I.. 0 I’ 

SVMEOfJ ?HE NEW THEOLOGIAN - THE DISCOURSES, translated by C. J. dt 
Catanzaro. (Thc Classics 01 Western Spirituality, SPCK.1 pp xvii + 306. f8.50. 

adds rnorn ious ly  to tlir v:iluc of tlic hook 
undcr r rv icw:  i t  is a a i r !  o fsuni in i i ry  of his 
o w n  splrndid but occasionally orclrss 
h o o k  ( f r o n i  wliic-h I tr  repri i ts ii gaJfi cspc- 
ciiil ly striinyc in a Grcck?rpc:ikcr: ‘lor 
Syniclin. this plirase, l o  do tlic the coin- 

ni:indiiirnls a i l  Jesus Christ. is :tlniost ;I 

hcntli;idys for  lu l l i l l i i i~~ this t c w h i n p  of 
llic I i t i l y  1:;itIirrs’). ‘Gr;icc’, lit- hcrr  writrs. 
‘i>r l l i c  intlwrlling o l  thr Tr in i ty .  for Syni- 
coii, w i i s  niv;int, in thr tc:irliings o l  Jrsus 
(‘lirisl ;is recorded in thr N r w  l rs t i in icn l .  
t c i  lw di rcct ly  :in(! inimedi;itrly cszprri- 
cvicc.tl hg : i l l  <’hristi;ins’. Synicon u’;is :iI)bnt 
3 1  tlit. nion;istcrv t i t ’  St M:im;is in Conskin- 
tinGiplc from 980 t o  998: this 1)isroursc.s 
wi’w adtirrssccl l o  his nitinks. b1:iloncy’s 
t*cnc’r:il drscr ip t ion o l  tlicni cannot bc bet- 
1i.rcd. I l r  dclrcls ‘two ni:h cli:ir:ictiv- 
islit’s’: Thc first is tltr ;icccnt on tlic aitnir 
t rx l i t ion; i l  thrn1c.s lliiit 1lit. Iic*sych;rstic 
l~~:itlic.rs iir tlir inyst i~~: i I  tIirolopi;ins ol 
(lie (’Iiristian 1 , h t  wrotr ;ihciiit . . . tlic 
ot1it.r iii;iin c1i:mictvristic . . . is t l ic  ne* 
;in11 itisistcnt :ic.c-cnt on tlic qcr ; i t ions of 
t l i c .  1 1 ~ 1 1 >  Spii-it. wlit) c*l‘li*cls t l i v  end 01’ 1 1 1 ~  
s p i r i t i d  lilr and : i l l  (’1iristi:in :isct*sis :ind 
con1i%iiip1;1t i( In. nanic*ly t*rriitc*r nit, s t i i d  
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