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Here, upon the ground of her 
beloved Greek studies, some of 
Simone ,veil's central concepts stand 
most firmly and fully ordered. These 
are not private explorations from 
her Noteboohs but, with rwo excep­
tions, whole compositions which she 
prepared for reviews, or for informal 
talks in the crypt of the Dominican 
;'\lonastery at Marseilles. 

The Greek poets, dramatists and 
philosophers - especially Plato -
were her own preparation for the 
God of Christianity, and in these 
essays her aim was to show the place 
and importance of Greek spirituality 
"·ithin the Christian tradition. Here 
are intimations of the Passion, the 
Resurrection, the Immanence, fore­
shaclo\\'ecl in the Greek Myths, in 
Homer, Aeschylus, Sophocles, Plato, 
and the Pythagoreans. Throughout, 
but especially in the Pythagorean 
essay, Christ the Mediator is shown 
harmonizing opposites: Goel and 
;\Ian, Spirit and Matter, etc. Thus 
the book as a whole is about the 
implicit Incarnation as perceived by 
Simone "\Veil in Greek Thought and 
it may be summed up in one line 
which she quotes from Aeschylus: 
'By suffering (death) comes under­
standing· (rebirth).' 
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EDITOR'S NOTE 

Tms book is a collection of Simone Weil' s writings on Greek 
thought. It is taken partly from La S011rce Grecq11e and from 
Les I11tuitio11s Pre-chretie,mes, both of which were published 
posthumously. 

Because Simone Weil' s translations are as much a part of her 
whole view of Greek thought as her commentaries, we have 
attempted to render both as faithfully as possible. 
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I 
GOD'S QUEST FOR MAN 1 

'Quacrens me sedisti lassus ... .'2 

(Notice that in the Gospels there is never, unless I am mistaken, 
question of a search for God by man. In all the parables it is the 
Christ who seeks men, or else the Father has them fetched by 
His messengers. Or again, a man finds the Kingdom of God as if 
by chance, and then, but then only, he sells all.) 

* * * 

HOMERIC HYMN TO DEMETER 

ACCOUNT OF THE CARRYING AWAY OF PERSEPHONE 

I sing of the sacred goddess, radiant haired Demeter, 1 

and of her fine limbed daughter whom Hades 
ravished, having received her as a gift from Zeus, whose 

strn~e is heavy, whose view is long. --·--
He 1ca-11er far from Demeter of the golden scimitar, 

of the sweet fruits, 
while she played with the deep bosomed daughters of Ocean, 
gathering flowers: roses and crocuses and beautiful violets, 
in a soft grassy meadow, with iris and hyacinth. 

1 From Les Intuitions Preclzretiennes, pages 9-2 1. 

2 Faint and weary thou hast sought me. 
A I 



Intimations of Christianity 
And narcissus also, which was brought forth as a snare for 

the maiden with the rosebud face 
By Earth, showing favour, according to the will of Zeus, to him 

who gathers all. 
And she made it bright and marvellous; all were awed at the sight, 
Out of its root a hundred flowers sprang up; 
It gave off a lovely scent, and the whole broad heaven above 
and all the earth smiled, and the salt swell of the sea. 
She began to tremble, and stretched out both her hands, 
to seize the beautiful toy. Then the earth with its wide paths 

gaped open 
over the Nysian plain; there the king arose, he who harveSts, 
with his immortal horses Kronos's son of many names. 
He caught her up against' her will into his golden chariot: 
He carried her, weeping and crying at the top of her voice, 
invoking her father, Kronos's son, supreme and perfect, god. • • • 
In spite of herself he took her away by the counsel of Zeus 
He the brother of her father, who commandS, 3o 

and who gathers all. 

(The grief of Demeter hinders the growing of the whe~t; the 
human species would have perished and the gods been Wlthout 
honour, if Zeus had not sent word to Hades that he muSt allow 
the maiden to depart. Hades listens to the message: smiling. Aud 

he says to her:) 

'G ·1 6 s:.• P_ersephonc, home to your mother of the blue ve1 3 o 
ce m your breast you have the courage and the heart 

of a child 
And do h F not torment yourself so much too muc , 

or among the immortals I am a bridegroom not without 
honour. 

1y• own brother of your father Zeus. Dwelling here below, I, 
ou would rul 11 I And e over all that lives, and a t 1at moves, 

hamong the immortals you would have the highest 
• onours.' 
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God's Q11est for Man 

Thus he spoke. The prudent Persephone was delighted 3 70 

Immediately she started up with joy. She arose 
and he gave her a pomegranate seed, sweet as honey, to 

cat in secret 
planning for her, that she might not remain for always 
there above with the reverend Demeter of the blue veil. 

(Henceforth she passes two-thirds of the year with her mother, 
among the gods, and one-third with Hades.) 

Hades or Aidoneus, a name which means Invisible or Eternal, 
or the two at once, is presented sometimes as the brother of Zeus, 
sometimes as Zeus himself; for there is a subterranean Zeus. The 
name of Demeter very probably means Earth-mother, and 
Demeter is identical with all those goddess mothers whose cult 
has so many analogies with the role played by the Virgin in the 
Catholic conception. The narcissus flower represents Narcissus, a 
being so beautiful that he could be in love only with himsel£ The 
only beauty which can be an object oflove for itself, which can be 
its own object, is the divine beauty. The soul in quest of pleasure 
encounters the divine beauty which appears here below in the 
form of the beauty of the world, as a snare for the soul. By the 
power of this snare, God seizes the soul in spite of itsel£ This is 
the very same conception that we find in Plato's Phaedms. God 
must allow the soul to return to nature; but before that, by sur­
prise and by strategy, He furtively gives it a pomegranate seed to 
cat. If the soul cats this, it is captured for ever. The pomegranate 
seed is that consent which the soul gives to God almost without 
knowing it, and without admitting it to itself. This is as an in­
finitely small thing among all the carnal inclinations of the soul, 
and nevertheless this decides its destiny for ever. This is the 
grain of mustard seed to which Christ compares the Kingdom of 
Heaven, the smallest of the seeds, but which later shall become 
that tree wherein the birds of heaven alight. 

3 



Intimations of Clzristiauity 

There arc in this myth two successive acts of violence to which 
God subjects the soul, one which is pure violence, another to 
which the soul's consent to God is indispensable and upon which 
its salvation depends. These two moments arc f0tmd also in the 
myth of the Phaedrus and in that of the Cave. They have an anal­
ogy in the parable in the Gospels concerning the wedding banquet, 
for which servants go into the highways to seek guests at 
random among those who happen to be there, but for which only 
those are retained who have on the wedding garment. They have 
an analogy in the opposition between the 'called' and the 'Elect', 
and also in the parable of the virgins who go out together to 
find the bridegroom but among whom only those who have oil 
in their lamps are admitted, etc. 

The idea of a snare set for man by God is also the meaning of 
the myth of the labyrinth, if one takes away the stories added 
~fterwards which refer to the wars between Crete and Athens. 

I/Minos, son of Zeus, judge of the dead, is that unique being whose 
names in antiquity are Osiris, Dionysus, Prometheus, Love, 
Hermes, Apollo and many others. (The credibility of tl~ese 
assimilations can be established.) The Minotaur is the same bemg 
represented as the bull, just as Osiris is represented under the f~rrn. 
of ~he Ox Apis and Dionysus-Zagreus with horns (a syrn.?olis1~1. 

~hi.ch relates to the moon and to its phases may explam tlus 
image). The labyrinth is that path where man, from the moment 
he enters upon it, loses his way and finds himself eq~ally power­
less, at the end of a certain time to return upon lus steps or to 
d· • ' • l d fiirect himself anywhere. He errs without knowmg w 1.~re, an 
mally arrives at the place where God waits to devour hun. 

* * * 
SCOTCH TALE OF THE DUKE OF NORWAY 

(This story is repeated in the folklore of Russia, Germany, 
et cetera.) 

h A Prince(here called 'the Duke 0 ' Norroway') has, during the day, 
t e form of an animal and at night only, a human form. A princess 
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God's Quest for Man 

marries him. One night, tired of this situation, she destroys her lms­
band' s animal hide. But then he disappears. She must search for him. 

She searches endlessly, walking across the plains and the forests. 
In the course of her wanderings, she meets an old woman who makes 
her a present of three marvellous nuts to be used in case of distress. 
On and on she wanders for a very long time. At last she finds a 
palace where the prince lives, her husband in his human form. But 
he has forgotten her and in a few days he is going to take another 
wife. The princess, after her interminable journey, is in a miserable 
state, in rags. She enters the palace as a kitchen maid. She breaks one 
of the nuts, finds in it a wonderful gown. She offers this gown to 
the fiancee in exchange for the privilege of passing one whole 
night with the prince. The fiancee hesitates, then, tem.pted by the 
gown, accepts; but first she makes the prince take a drug which 
keeps him asleep the whole night. While he sleeps, the kitchen maid, 
who is his true wife, is at his side and without ceasing she sings: 

'Far hae I sought ye, near am I brought to ye; 
Dear Duke o' Norroway, will ye turn and speak to me?' 

She sings till /,er lzeart was like to break, a11d over agai11 to break. 
He does not awake and at dawn she has to leave him. A second 

night the same thing happens and still a third. Then, just before 
dawn the prince awakes, he recognizes his true wife and sends the 
other away. 

This story also represents, in my opinion, the quest of man by 
God. It contains, moreover, the two mom.cuts of God's capture 
of man. The first takes place in the night of the unconscious, while 
1nan's consciousness is still entirely instinctive and his humanity 
is hidden within him; as soon as God would draw him into the 
light, man flees, disappears far from God, forgets Him, and 
prepares for an adulterous muon with the flesh. God seeks man 
with pain and fatigue and reaches him as a beggar. God entices 
the flesh by means of beauty and obtains access to the soul but 
finds it sleeping. A term of delay in which to awaken is accorded 
the soul. If only it wakes an instant before the expiration of this 
delay, recog1iizes God, and chooses Him, then the soul is saved. 

The fact that the prince awakens only one minute before the 
5 



Intimations of Clzristianity 

·, third and last dawn signifies that at the decisive moment the differ­
: ence between the soul which is saved and that which is lost is 
but in£nitesimal compared with the whole psychological content 
~f th~ soul. It is this also which is meant in the Gospels by the 
likerung of the Kingdom of Heaven to a grain of mustard, to 
leaven, to a pearl, etc., in the same way as the pomegranate seed 
of Persephone. 

" The miserable appearance of the princess, her coming into the 
palace as a kitchen maid, indicates that God comes to us com.­
pletely bereft not only of His power, but also of His beauty and 
lustre. He comes to us hidden, and salvation consists in recognizing 
Him. 

There is another theme from folklore which doubtless refers to 
~he same truth; it is that of the princess who leaves for a long 
~o~mey accompanied by a slave to marry a prince (in certain tales 
It Is a prince who with his slave goes to marry a princess). Along 
the way an event forces the princess to change her clothes and her 
robe with that of her slave and to take a vow never to reveal her 
true identity. The prince prepares to marry the slave, and it is 
only at the last minute that he recognizes his real fianccc. 

The two themes may also be regarded as evoking the Passion. 
In the tale of the 'Duke of Norway', the interminable walk, ex­
ha~s~g to the legitimate bride, which mak~s her a~rive at the 
pnnce s palace in a sordid state, barefoot and m rags, IS perfectly 
appropriate to this evocation. The phrase 'Far hae I sought ye, 
near am I brought to ye' then takes on a heart-rending signi­
fication. And also the words 'she sang till her heart was like to 
break and • b k ' , over agam to rea . 

* * * 
THE MUTUAL RECOGNITION OF GOD AND OF MAN 

SOPHOCLES: ELECTRA AND ORESTES 

Electra, 1218 ff. 
ELECTRA. Wh . h ? • ere 1s t e grave of that unhappy man. 
ORESTES: Be has none. The living have no tomb. 

6 



God's Quest for Man 

ELECTRA: What do you mean, my child? 
ORESTES: There is nothing wltrue in my words. 
ELECTRA: Is he then a living man? 
ORESTES: Yes, if breath is in me. 
ELECTRA: Arc you then he? 
ORESTES: Examine this, my father's ring, and see ifI speak the truth. 
ELECTRA: 0 beloved light! 
ORESTES: Beloved, I am its witness. 
ELECTRA: 0 voice-are you there? 
ORESTES: No longer question elsewhere. 
ELECTRA: I have you in my arms? 
ORESTES: Thus henceforth forever hold me. 
ELECTRA: 0 dearest women, fellow-citizens, behold Orestes who 

found a means to die, now has fow1d means to be saved. 

If one reads these lines without thinking of the story of 
Electra and Orestes, the mystical overtones are evident. (Never 
again question elsewhere-thus hold me forever.) If after that one 
thinks of the story just as it is in Sophocles, the evidence becomes 
even greater. 

Here it is a question of recognition, a frequent theme in folklore. 
One believes a stranger· is before orie, but it is the most loved 
being. This is what happened to Mary Magdalene and a certain 
gardener. 

Electra is the daughter of a powerful king, but reduced to the 
most miserable state of slavery by the orders of those who have 
betrayed her father. She is hungry. She is in rags. Affliction not 
only crushes her, it degrades and embitters her. But she makes no 
covenant. She hates these enemies of her father who have all 
power over her. Only her brother, who is far away, could deliver 
her. She is consumed with waiting. At last he comes, but she 
does not recognize him. She believes she sees a stranger who an­
nounces her brother's death and brings his ashes. She falls into a 
bottomless despair, she hopes to die. But even though she hopes 
for nothing, she never for an instant thinks of giving in. She only 
hates her enemies the more intensely. While she holds the um, 
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Intimations of Cliristiallity . 1 r 
£ slave recognizes 1c 

weeping, Orestes, who had taken her or a . ' t He reveals 
by her tears. He informs her than the urn ts cmp y. 

himself to her. . . . zcs the soul by its 
There is a double rccogmt1on. God rccogm 

tears then makes Himself known to it. . c G d when 
' d h d 1t ror O ' Just when the soul is spent an as cease to wa . believe 

h • • ·d· forces 1t to tl:!_e exte9-1:~ _ _a@~tion _or ~ e ~~-cnor an tty oul still loves, 
that God 1s not a reality, 1f then nevertheless the s ld kc his 

dl • 1 l • l wou ta and holds in horror those worl y nc 1cs w uc 1 . lf s eaks 
place, then it is that God comes to the soul, reveals Himse l P dark 
to it, touches it. This is what St. John of the Cross names t 1e 
night of the soul. l cs of 

Furthermore, the mourning caused by the urn and the {5 1 ly as 
Orestes, followed by the joy of recognition, evokes as c car 
possible the theme of God who dies and is resurrected. ~ai 

One verse designates this theme without ambiguity: P,'YJXa.:tius 
/J,EV 8avovTa, vuv 8~ 11-11xava'is aeawaphov. A stratagem cause 
death, now a stratagem has saved him. , is 

But the word stratagem is not appropriate. The word P,'YJXoY'Y) -Y 
employed, by the tragic poets, Plato, Pindar Herodotus, in 1~1a11 

hi h h ' • direct, texts w c ave a reference to clear or hidden direct or ll1 . 
• • ' ' 011 certam ~r conjectural, the ideas of salvation and of redemptl 

1
~ 

notablymPrometheus. This is made credible bythefactthatthcsanl. 
word. has been u d h · 1' 11s 

d. . se upon t e same subject in the Mysteries. , 
wor defines itself d. d 'TT0poS 
, . as means an 1s synonymous with the wor . 1 
,concenung whi h h f l birt 1 
of L • h c see t e commentary on the myth o nc b 

ove m t e Sym • ) Thi . . t -Y 
Herodotus whi h p£osium • s word 1s employed m a te:X rr} c 

c re ers as 1 1 . • J. 1 
corresponding L • c ~ar Y as possible to the Passion. ds 

atm word I . d en ✓ upon the scene at th d is mac 1ma. That god who csc 
e en of th 1 · ' 1 · a 

. A~o~~ t__he Greek poets S e Pay, 1~ called Deus ex mac 11'.1 • of 
/ msp1rat1011 is the m • .' .. ophocles 1s the one whose quality 

n ,,h • • 0st v1s1bly Cl • . h ...-,ost 
.-.r-~~ \ e 1s to my kn l 1nst1an and perhaps t e ~ ... 

tragic poet of the last ~w edge much more Christian than ait'j 
generally recognized in tehnty centuries). This Christian quality is 

e traged f • . . 1 be 
8 Y O Antigone, which nug 1t 



God's Quest for Man 

an illustration of the saying: 'We ought to obey God rather 
than men.' The god who presides over this tragedy is not 
known as being in heaven, but beneath the earth. It comes to 
the same thing. It is always to the true God, the God who is in / 
the other world, that reference is made. Man in his charity must 
imitate the impartiality of God who watches over all. It is this 
that Christ bids us to imitate: the perfection of the Celestial 
Father who makes the rain to fall and the sun to shine over all 
creation. 

CREON: Was he not your brother, who died fighting him? (i.e. in 
fighting Polynices. He refers to Eteocles). 

ANTIGONE: My brother, born of one woman and of the same father. 
[Simone Weil translates: 'born of one and the same father.'] 

CREON: How then do you count as kindness what is dishonour to 
that other? 

ANTIGONE: The dead corpse will not bear witness thus. 
CREON: He will if you only honour him as much as the nngodly 

one-
ANTIGONE: But it was not a slave, but a brother who died. 
CREON: Laying waste the land; the other was defending it. 
ANTIGONE: Nevertheless the God of the Dead at least desires 

equality. 
CREON: But not that the good should win an equal share with the 

bad. 
ANTIGONE: Who knows if this is sacred in the world below? 
CREON: Never at any time is the enemy, even when dead, a friend. 
ANTIGONE: I was born not to share in hate but to share in love. 

This verse spoken by Antigone is splendid; but Creon's reply 
is even more splendid, for it shows that those who share only in 
love and not in hate belong to another world and have nothing 
to expect from this world but a violent death. 

v. 525-'D~c;:c;:l!d then, since you have such need to love, love 
those who are below.' 

It is only among the dead, in the other world, that one is free 
to love. This present world does not authorize love. It is only the 
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Intimations of Christianity 

dead whom one may love; that is to say, the souls in so far as by 
destiny they belong to the other world. 

Antigone is a perfectly pure being, perfectly innocent, perfectly 
heroic, who voluntarily gives herself up to death to preserve a 
guilty brother from an unhappy fate in the other world. At the 
moment when imminent death approaches her her nature 
betrays her, she feels herself abandoned by men and by the gods. 
She perishes for having loved beyond reason, Her sister tells her 
at the beginning: avovs µiv EPXrJ, ·ro'is <pt'Aots 8' op0ws cpD\7J. 'YOU arc 
mad, but for your friends, a true friend.' (Linc 99) Compare the 
Prometheus of Aeschylus.) 

, In several Greek tragedies we observe a curse born of a sin trans-
• mi~ted from generation to generation until it strikes a perfectly 

guiltles? person who suffers all the bitterness ofit. Then the curse is 
ended. Thus • a curse· is born of a sin of disobedience to God 
committed by Laios. The guiltless person wh~ stops_it by the fact 
that he endures it is Eteocles in Aeschylus, Antigone m Sophocles. 
!he guiltless person who stops the curse of the Pelopids is Or~stes 
m Aes<:hylus (the Electra of Sophocles is not in that perspectiv~)­
What is called Fate. in Greek tragedy has been very badly ~s­
understood. There is no such agency apart from this conception 
of th:. ~urse, which, once produced by a crime, is handed down 
by men from one to another and cannot be destroyed except 
by the suffering of a pure victim obedient to God. 

IO 



II 
THE LAMENTS OF ELECTRA AND 

THE RECOGNITION OF ORESTES 1 

Sophocles, Electra, 117 

ELECTRA: May God send me my brother! 
Alone I can no longer endure 
these griefs beneath which I am bowed .... 
Without rest I await him. Having no children 164 
alas! nor husband, I fail day by day 
and my tears endlessly flow. All vainly 
griefs pile upon griefs, still he forgets me .... 
The best part of my life is already past, 18 5 
poured out in despair. I have no more strength. 
Bereft of parents, sorrow corrodes me. 
There is no man to love or protect me. 
I must, like the least of his servants, 
work in my father's house; 
clothed in humiliating rags 
I must wait, standing by his empty tables .... 
In my own home, with the murderer of my father 262 

I must live: following his orders, depending upon him 
to provide my living, or to impose privations .... 
Under such conditions, dear friends, I cannot be either good 307 

1 From La Source Grecque, pages 47-56. 
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/ntimations of Christianity 
or reasonable,\Jhose to whom evil is done 
cannot save themselves from becoming evil. ... 

As for me I w Id b . 
, ou never su nut to these people 3 59 note 'f ' ven i anyone would give me gifts 

such as you n I . . y 
h ow uxunate m. ou may have 

; e sumptuously decked tables, the abundant life .... 
envy none of your privileges. . . . 364 

~{:1Y let him come now as quickly as he may! . . . 3 89 

C Hat I may part from among you as quickly as possible. 39r HRY. ave y . 
E I . ou no concern to save your life? 
c~Ec. tis a beautiful life truly! One may well adnure it! 
ELERY.CBut you might live happily if you were reasonable. 
CHRc. ~unsel ~e no cowardice with regard to my own. 

Y. Y advice is only that you submit to those who arc 
stronger .... 

ELEc. Oreste b l . 
I am. s e oved! How you destroy me by dymg .... 
I Wretched. Where now can I put my trust? 

am alon • 
a d f e smce I am bereft of you 
0~ rno ~y father. Once again I must yield to the orders 

808 

But y bitterest enemies. . . . . 
1 no, 1 Would rather yield the time that is left me to live, 
£ :"andlt no Ill.ore of it. I shall sit before tlus door, nen ess · • 

, Waitmg for my life to burn out. 

ff~mili b 
dialog . e moment when Orestes speaks, one reads the a ove 

ue With th h · d I tl certain thou e t ought that it concerns Chnst an t 1e sot , 
almost all 'hts become overwhelming. First one should read 
opening lino Electra's laments with this understanding. In the 
I seem t es spoken by Orestes the word µ17xav1J occurs, here 

o reco • . f 
Eleusis rel • gmze a liturgical term from the Mystenes o 

atmg t h 1 
not yet rec . 0 t e Redemption. Electra, whom Orestes 1as 
• h Ogttized • h . ki 
m er hands th 111 t e guise of a slave, has succeeded 1ll ta ng 
proceeds to e urn Which is said to contain Orestes' ashes. She 

lllourn for her brother. The sending away of the 
12 



The Laments of Electra and the Recognition of Orestes 

child Orestes, to save him from the m.assacrc, which Electra 
recalls, reminds one of the Flight into Egypt. Each word of the 
lines which follow have, besides their exten1al sense, a perfectly 
manifest mystical sense. 

ELECTRA: 0 vestige of him who was for me the best beloved of 
hu1nans, I 126 

last trace of the life of Orestes, how contrary 
to my hope in sending you forth I receive you back! 
Now I weigh you in 111.y hands and you are nothing, 
but as a child from this house I sent you forth in splendour. I 130 

If only you had been able to quit this life earlier 
before I sent you into a strange land, 
these hands that stole you away to save you from murder. 
For you would have died here in that long ago day, 
here also you would have shared in your father's tomb. II35 
But as it is, away from home, upon foreign soil, in exile, 
you have perished miserably and your sister was not near. 
I was not able with tender hands, I, grief-stricken, 
to wash and prepare you and upon a blazing fire 
to carry you as one ought to carry such a precious burden. 1140 

No, the hands of strangers tended your misery. 
Little weight now, here in this little vessel. 
Alas, I grieve that those fond cares of long ago 
are useless now, which often and not without sweet cost, 
I lavished upon you. For never I 145 

your own m.other held you more dear than I. 
You were not brought up by servants but by myself alone. 
It was I, your sister, who1n you always were calling. 
Now such things have vanished in a single day 
with you who arc dead; you have swept them all away with 

you 1150 

like a tempest. He is dead, our father, 
I am dead in you, you disappeared in death. 
Our enemies mock us, she is delirious with pleasure, 
that mother who is no mother, on whom, as you often 
secretly told me, you would have returned II55 
to take vengeance. But this, the tragedy 
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Intimations of Clzristimiity 

of our destiny, yours and mine, has forbidden 
and has sent back to me thus, in place of your beloved 
person, these ashes and a useless shadow. 
Alas, alas. 
Pitiful body. 
Ah, ah 
how terrible it is! 
I am affiicted. l 1 
On what terrible paths you were sent, and so made me oSt • 
You did truly lose me, O thou, my brother's hc~d ! 
So now I come to you, receive me in your dwellmg, 
that one which is not illusion, thus with you below 
I may dwell henceforth. For when you were here 
we shared the same fate. And how I long 
for death with you and to share your tomb. 
For those who are dead, I think, do not suffer. 

Y f: h l be 1110derate. 
CHORUS: our at er was mortal, E ectra, I 

0 . too 1nuc1 
restes was mortal. you must not grieve 

1160 

1165 

for this is a debt we all have to pay. 'bl words 
WI • 1poss1 c 

ORESTES: Alas! Alas! What shall I say! 1at 111 l JI75 
· · • y speec 1-nsc 111 me! I can no longer constram 111 d refer? 

Wh 1 d Your wor s 
ELECTRA: at do you suffer? To w 1at o b c me? 

I hi h 1 here erore 
ORESTES: s t s t e illustrious being, E cctra, 
ELECTRA: This is she, and in what a dreadful state!. I 1 

Ah . c tune is 1ere • 
ORESTES: , unhappy one! Ah what nusror . • , that you so 
ELECTRA: It is not certainly over me, stranger, u8o 

bemoan. d b 11 wasted! l. ho y cc 
ORESTES: How shamefully, criminally, has t us lf that you speak 
ELECT~A: It is thus truly of none other than myse 

th15 ill, stranger . • which 
ORESTEs:Ah this . • £ . l this degradation 111 

. ' 1s not or a young g1r , 
you live. ou 

ELECTRA: What is th . l sight of me to make y 
ere, stranger m t 1e 

groan? ' 
a:1: • u85 

ORESTES: It is that I kn hin ill f my own anucuon. cw not g t now o . 
ELECTRA: From which of d did you learn it? 
ORESTES: By seein my wor s 1 . d of sorrows. 
ELECTRA· And g you clothed. in a mu utu e • 

• yet Y0 u see but a small part of rny pams. 
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Tlze Laments of Electra mid tlze Recognition of Orestes 

ORESTES: And how could there be any more frightful to see? 
ELECTRA: This: that I live among murderers. u90 

ORESTES: Murderers of whom? Who brings you to this? 
ELECTRA: Of my fa:her; moreover they have forced me to be a slave. 
ORESTES: Who subjects you to this constraint, who among men? 
ELECTRA: She is called my mother, but is nothing of a mother. 
ORESTES: But how, by what blows or ill-treatments? 1195 
ELECTRA: By blows and mistreatments and all evil ways. 
ORESTES: And was there none to stand against them, none to defend 

you? 
ELECTRA: No, certainly. He whom I had you bring back to me in 

ashes. 
ORESTES: Poor sufferer, what pity I have felt since I first saw you. 
ELECTRA: Know this, that you are the only being who has ever 

pitied me. 1200 

ORESTES: That is because I alone am hereto grieve for your sufferings. 
ELECTRA: Might you perhaps be in some way related to us? 
ORESTES: I would explain this to you if these women were loyal. 
ELECTRA: They are loyal, you may speak in confidence. 
ORESTES: First, that you may learn all, relinquish this un1. 1205 

ELECTRA: No, in the name of the Gods, stranger, do not force me 

to this. 
ORESTES: Trust in my word and you will do well. 
ELECTRA: No, I solemnly beg you not to take from me all that I love. 
ORESTES: I will not let go. . 
ELECTRA: How afflicted am I for your sake, Orestes, 1£ I must be 

deprived of your sepulchre! . . . . 1210 

ORESTES: It is not fitting that you should hold it.1 1213 

ELECTRA: Am I then to such degree unworthy of him who is dead? 
ORESTES: You are unworthy of no one. But this does not belong 

to you. . 
ELECTRA: Why not, since it is the body of Orestes which I hold here? 
ORESTES: But this is not the body of Orestes, or only by trickery. 
ELECTRA: Then he, unhappy one, where shall I find his grave? 
ORESTES: He has none. The living have no grave. 

1 I reconstruct this line from memory, not having my papers (Simone Weil's 
note). 
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Wl d say 111y child? 
ELECTRA: iat O you ' • words. 
ORESTES: There is nothing untrue m my 
ELECTRA: Is he then a living man? 
ORESTES" Yes as life is in me. d ·de • ' 1 ? d eci 
ELECTRA: Then you, you arc 1e: . l m father an 
ORESTES: First only examine this nng fron y 

if I speak the truth. 
ELECTRA: O well-beloved lighd . 
ORESTES: Well-belovccl; I am witness to it. 
ELECTRA: 0 voice, you arc here? 
ORESTES: Henceforth never doubt. 
ELECTRA: I holcl you in my arms? 
ORESTES: Thus hold me forever. 
ELECTRA: 0 clearest women, fellow citizens, 

beho\cl Orestes is here, he who knew the way 
to die, now finds the way to be saved. earth, 

l ·1cd. upon • t 
If one accepts that Electra is the human sou exi oig11a11 

fallen into affiiction and that Orestes is the Christ, ho":7bPle words 
l • oss1 1 • t~en_ do the words of Orestes become: 'W 1at 11~1P d.· , Ah\ t115 

nse m me\ l can no longer hold back my speech. An • l . yot.U'lg 
is _not f?r a young girl, this misery in which you \iv~.' (T 1e l kt1e\\1' 
girl ~emg the classic sy~bol of the soul.) And: -~ill 110:,ls there 
notbing of my own nusfortunes.' And these reJolllclers. ell . yotl 
no one to defend you, none to take your part?' 'No assure dy ~hell 1:1:ve brought me the ashes of him whom I had.' J\.llh e-..,er. 

.c. ectra says 'Kn hi . ho as '- ow t s, you arc the only bemg W \1ai:c 
suownmen"ty' Tl l , to S 1 

r 1 • 1e rep y: It is that I am the only one 10 o0 your sorrow' d , th li . , f: lse l 
in my word/~d ~, :vmg have no tomb'. An~: No , a J\.tld the 
sub\ime di, . • Judge whether my word 1s true. the 

alogue 111 thr. l" ls at 
presence 0 £ her b 1 ;c mes where Electra marvc 

1
- crht, 

h . e oveu w· h h • ly· s r, 
e~nng and touch. The r _it_ t rec senses successive • l atTl-

Wltness to it'; 'H.e11ceforth eJomders of Orestes: 'Beloved, pi.ti£;• 
unless spoken by God A:. have tne always?' are without mea catJ.S 
to be dead, has fou._.1· nd Electra's words 'who found 111 .. J 

'\ «u tn.ea:n b ' wO• 
fJ,1'Jxa.v7J I• are clear evidenc/ to e saved' ( once again the 
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The Laments of Electra and tlze Recognition of Orestes 

Electra is obliged to stretch her detachment to its extreme limit, 
even to do violence to her love for Orestes, before Orestes reveals 
himself to her. She must let go the um. 

Before Orestes begins to speak, when Electra believes that 
nothing exists of all that she holds dear, that in the world are only 
her enemies, who arc at the same time her masters, she never for 
an instant dreams of trying to pacify or conciliate them. Her only 
thought is that since he whom she loves is in oblivion, she must 
also, by death, enter oblivion, she who is still alive feels herself 
already in oblivion. Belief in the apparently certain evidence that 
he whom she loves is absolutely non-existent never diminishes 
her love, but on the contrary increases it. This is the sort of 
fidelity raised to the point of madness which compels Orestes to 
reveal himsel£ He can no longer restrain himself from it; he is 
over-powered by compassion. 
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lll 
EDn:oR's NOTE ·\eel before 

, s pubhs 1 1ves, 

l HE A.R Tl CLE entitled.' A.ntigone wa ccH 011rsc :,1 · . Bct111 1 i~w 
tb.e war. in a little factory magazine. 1 was fott11° a {:I. 
Chronicle of Rosieres (_May 16th, 19~6)· t r 13ot1rgc5

1• ·c\t 
.i R res nca 'JJ)l 

recently by M. )acq_ues Caban.u at 0 ~\e ' 15y4) \iC 
letter. pub\isb.ecl in La Condition Ouvnere \PP· r ctor oft t 

6 the a.ire etc 
Simone Weu. wrote in A.pru or May 193 to \ e char"-
factor.y, wb.o was aho eclitor. of the magazine, shoWS t 1 • 
0£ tms wor.k ancl her. intention in writing it. lf to 'JJ!

1 t\ 
~l ':oncler.ecl, a~ou~ly? b.ow l could. take ~ipon n1.ysc ticstiol• ? 

witbin. tb.e r.eq_uirecl \inuts, for. obviously 1t was a ql 1,tic\Jli · · '-- . ab c. t-.it 
gwmg you tne most proper. prose of wluch l an1. cap heart; t~• 
l remember.eel an. olcl pro3ect wnich is very close to n1.Y • 11.atc\i 

o\£ makin'?, t\te master.pieces of Gr.eek poetry 'which l .pass\iot err.cit 
ove) u bl \ £ 1 pa O f ·t G t'a: a e to the masses. Sin.cc last year l have e t \e i 1 

c:~o. \et~ wou\o. be a hun.clrecl times closer to the pcO\? f;c11.C\i 
li.teratur: col~ b-\ tb.em, than classical or moclc~n 1f l ba~a 
succeeo.eo. 111 m~~:rt e: 1 have begun. with 'Antigone • est ait 

·1 "' ent1on £ '--' • ter t toucb. everyone fro h or tms work, it ought to 111. lo~es 
manual labourer i~ t ~ factory clirector down to the \ete 
access witb.out the tug. t to .provicle tb.em a\1 with cott1-f\? ,.11i 

east ltnt,re . o ., 
1 From r ssion of condescension or 

La Source G 
1-~cque, pages 57-63. 



Antigone 

arrangements having been made to bring the work within the_ir 
reach. It is thus that I understand popularization. But I am m 
ignorance as to whether I have succeeded. 

* * * 
Almost two thousand five hundred years ago in Greece, some 

very beautiful poems were written. These arc hardly read any 
more except by people who specialize in the subject; and this is a 
very great pity, because these old poems arc so truly human that 
they arc still very C:losc to us and can interest everyone. In 
fact, they would be much more moving for ordinary people, 
who know what it is to struggle and to suffer, than for those who 
have spent their lives between the four walls of a library. 

Sophocles is one of the greatest among these old poets. He has 
written works for the theatre, dramas and comedies; only a few 
of his dramas have come down to us. In each one of these the 
principal character is a courageous and noble being who wrestles 
alone against an intolerably painful situation; he is bowed down 
by the weight of solitude, of humiliation, of poverty, of injustice; 
at times his courage is at the breaking point, but he holds on and 
never lets himself be corrupted by misfortune. For that reason, no 
matter how painful they arc, these dramas never leave us with an 
impression of sadness. Instead, they leave an impression of serenity. 

Antigone is the title of one of these dramas. It is the story of a 
human being who, all alone, without any backing, dares to be in 
oppositi?n to her own country, to the laws of that cmmtry, to the 
head ?fits government, and who is, naturally, soon put to death. 

This takes place in ~ Greek city named Thebes. Two brothers, 
after the death of their father, are rivals for his throne on f 
th~m succeeds in exiling the other and he becomes ~ig. ;~e 
exiled brother fo~ds b~cking abroad; he returns with a foreign 
army t? attack lus native l_and in the hope of regaining power. 
There is a battle; the foreigners are put to flight; but the two 
brothers come face to face on the battlefield, and there they kill 
each other. 
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Intimations of Christianity 

Their uncle becomes king. He decides that the two bodies shall 
not be treated in the same manner. One of the brothers died 
defending his country; his body sha]l be buried with all the con­
ventional honours. The other died in attacking his country; his 
body shall be abandoned, left to rot on the ground, the prey of 
crows and wild animals. Here it is important to know that for 
the Greeks there could never be a greater shame or dishonour 
than to be treated in this way after death. The king let the citizens 
know his decision and at the same time let them know that who­
ever tried to bury the dishonoured corpse would be killed. 

The dead brothers left two sisters who arc still young girls. 
One of them, Ismene, is just a shy, sweet girl such as you s:e 
anywhere; the other Antigone has a loving heart and heroic 
c~urage. She cannot ~ndure the 'thought that her brother's body 
will be treated so shamefully. Between two loyalties, th~ loy_alty 
to her vanquished brother and the loyalty to her victorious 
country, she does not hesitate an instant. She refuses to abandon 
her brother, this brother whose memory is defiled by the p~op~e 
and by the State. She decides to bury his body despite the kings 
command and his threat of death . 
• The play begins with a dialogue between Antigone aud h:r 

SlSter Ismene Ant· I eiie to help her. Ismenc 1s • ~ • 1gone wants sm £ 
terrifiect;her disposition is better adapted for obedience than or revolt. -

We must submit ourselves to those who are strongest 
Execute all their orders, even more painful ones. · · · 
For myself I shall obey those in power 

63 

I was not made to stand up against the State. 

In Antigo ' . • d' She will act al ne s eyes this sub111iss1on IS cowar ice. one. 

Meanwhile the citizens of Thebes, rejoicing for the victory 
:~tte re-establish_ment of peace, celebrate the dawn of a new 

Shaft of the rising sun 
you bring to Thebes the fairest light 

JOO 
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You appear at last 
0 golden eye of day. 

It is no sooner discovered that someone has attcm.pted to bury 
the dishonoured body than Antigone is caught in the act, and she 
is brought before the king. For him the whole affair is first of all 
a question of authority. The order of the State requires that the 
authority of its chief be respected. He secs in what Antigone has 
done an act of disobedience to the country. That is why he speaks 
to her harshly. As for her, she denies nothing. She knows she is 
lost. Y ct she does not waver for an instant. 

Thy orders, to my mind, have less authority 453 
than the unwritten and inscrutable laws of God. 
All these present here approve me, 504 
they would declare it if fear had not closed their 111.ouths. 
But rulers possess many privileges, and above all 
that to act and to speak as they please. 

A dialogue between them ensues. He judges everything from. 
the point of view of the State; she holds to another view which 
seems to her superior. He recalls that the two brothers did not 
die under the sarn.e conditions: 

THE KING: One was attacking his country, the other defending it. 
Should the loyal m.an and the traitor be treated alike? 

ANTIGONE: Who knows what value these distinctions have among 
the dead? 

THE KING: An ene1ny, even when he is dead, docs not beco1ne a 
friend. 

ANTIGONE: I was born. not to share in hate, but only in love. 

Ismene arrives; now she wants to share in her sister's fate to die 
with her. Antigone will not permit this but tries to calm. i1er: 

You have chosen to live, I to die. 555 

Take courage and live. As for me, my soul is already dead. 559 

The king has the two young girls led away. But his son, who is 
engaged to Antigone, tries to intercede for her whom he loves. 
The king only sees in this attempt a new threat to his authority. 
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He goes int . 1 Intimations of Clzristianity 
o a v10 ent rage c • 11 to say that the peo l . ' specia Y when the young man dares 

turns to a quarrel.~~;;:, AnQgone. At this point the argument 

THE KING" I . g cnes out: 
. s it not for m 1 THE KING'S sow Th _ca one to rule this couutry? 

734 
man. · ere" no city which should belong to a single 

KING: Then docs not 1 soN: You m t le land belong to the ruler? 
ay as well it t1 I I • The kin h I ' 1 ,at case, ru e a 011c m a deserted land. 

nothing .!al~ ds on, the young man is beside himself, but gains 
witnessed the aves ml despair. A few citizens of Thebes who have 

q~rre ' admire the power of love. 

Love mvi "bl L ' 11°' e in combat 781 
ave, stealin • ' ancl co . g mto houses 

nung to rest 
u ypon the soft cheeks of young girls-

ou range b ' and eyond the seas, 
enter th , none e peasant s stable, 

or escapes you, either among the inunortal gods 

And h men who live but a day. among 

At thi w oever loves is mad. 
b smomentA • • oth her hand d nngone appears, led by the king. He, holdmg 
the Greeks b 5li'. rags her to her doom- She is not to be killed, for 

. l b e eved. • •fi f gu ; ut they d lt was unlucky to take the h e o a young 
thrust into a O worse. She is to be buried alive. she is to be 

th 1 cave and h • ere s owly • t e cave walled up so that she may agonize 
few instants 'a: te darkness, starving and asphyxiated. only a 
death, and of ad eft to her. She stands at the very threshold of 
her breaks. She eath so atrocious that the pride which supported 

T Weeps 

0 
ow ru.y l oward me, citizens of my cmmttY· 806 um • 

I £ 11 your eyes t 

I see the l ast course. 
I h ast ra s all never ys of the setting sun 

Sh h see ' e ears n any others. 
careful • 0 comfo • 

' m the kin , ttmg word. 'Ihose who sur,ound her are 
g 5 presence, to deny her the least sign of 
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sympathy; they are satisfied to remind her coldlY_ tha~ she would 
have done better not to have disobeyed. The Icing m. the most 
brutal tone gives her the order to hurry. But she still cannot 
resign herself to silence. 

See how I am by both hands dragged forth 916 
I, a virgin, without husband; I who have not had my share 
either of n1.arriao-0 e, or of nourishin,.,. ch,\,\n~\\. 

~ 

Abandoned as I am and unfricnLtd, ah,\ 
I shall enter still living into the grave of the dead. 
What crime have I committed before God? 
Why 1nust I, unhappy one, still tun1 my eyes 
toward God, Whom may I call to my aid? Ah! 
It is for having done what is right that so 1nuch wrong is done me. 
But if before God my affliction is legitimate, 
then in the midst of my suffering I will recognize my fault. 
But if it is they who arc at fault, I shall not wish them 
more sorrows than they make me suffer unjustly. 

The king loses patience and ends by carrying her off by force. 
He returns after sealing the cave where he has thrust her. But it 
is his turn now to suffer. A priest who can tell the future predicts 
the n1.ost terrible disasters for him if he does not deliver Antigone. 
After a long and violent discussion the king gives in. The cave is 
opened and there Antigone is found already dead, having 
succeeded in strangling herself. There also her fiance is fom1d, 
convulsively kissing her corpse. The young man had chosen to 
be entombed with her. As soon as he sees his father he gets up and 
in an excess of frustrated fury, kills himself before his father's 
eyes. The queen, as she learns of her son's suicide, kills herself 
also. When news of her death is announced to the king, this man 
who knew so well how to speak as a master breaks down, 
mastered by sorrow. And the citizens of Thebes conclude: 

The haughty words of arrogant men are paid for by terrible 
disasters, I 3 50 

From which in old age they learn m.oderation. 
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IV 
THE 'ILIAD', POEM OF MIGHT 1 

i/ THE TRUE HERO, the real subject, the core of the 
Iliad, is might. That might w~ch is wie!ded by men rules 
over them, and before it mans flesh crmges. The human 

soul never ceases to be modified by its encounter with might, 
swept on, blinded by that which it believes itself able to handle, 
bowed beneath the power of that which it suffers. Those who 
dreamt that might, thanks to progress, belonged henceforth to 
the past, have been able to sec its living witness in this poem: 
those who know how to discern ~ght throughout the ages, t~1ere 
at the heart of every human testament, find here its most beautiful, 
most pure of mirrors. 

( Might is that which makes a thing of anybody who comes 
under its sway. When exercised to the full, it makes a thing of 
man in the most literal sense for it makes him a corpse. There 
where some~ne stood a mo~cnt ago, stands no o~c. This is the 
spectacle which the Iliad never tires of presenting. ) 

·--' 

•.. the horses 
Thund:rcd the empty chariots over the battle-lanes 
Mournmg their noble masters. But those upon earth 
Now stretched, are dearer to the vultures than to 

their wives. 

1 From La Source Grecque, pages 9-43. 
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The 'Iliad', Poem of Might 

The hero is become a thino- drao-ged in the dust behind a chariot. 
t, t, 

All about the dark hair 
Was strewn; and the whole head lay in dust, 
That head but lately so beloved. Now Zeus had 

permitted 
His enemies to defile it upon its native soil. 

The bitterness of this scene, we savour it whole, alleviated by 
no comforting fiction, no consoling immortality, no faint halo 
of patriotic glory. 

His soul from his body took flight and sped towards 
Hades 

Weeping over its destiny, leaving its vigour and 
its youth. 

More poignant still for its pain of contrast is the sudden evoca­
tion, as quickly effaced, of another world, the far-off world, 
precarious and touc~iing of peace, of the .family, that world 
wherein each man 1s, for those who surround lum, all that 
counts 1nost. 

Her voice rang through the house calling her 
bright-haired maids 

To draw a great tripod to the fire that there might be 
A hot bath for Hector upon his return from combat. 
Foolish one! She knew not that far away from hot baths 
The arm of Achilles had felled him because of green-

eyed Athena. 

Indeed he was far from hot baths, this sufferer. He was not the 
only one. Nearly all the Iliad takes place far from hot baths. 
Nearly all of human life has always passed far from hot baths. 

The might which kills outright is an elementary and coarse 
form of might. How mud~ more varied in its devices; how much 
more astonishing in its effects is that other which does not kill; 
or which delays killing. It must surely kill, or it will perhaps kill, 
or else it is only suspended above him whom it may at any 
moment destroy. This of all procedures turns a man to stone. 
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Intimations of Christianity 

From the power to transform him into a thing by killing him 
there proceeds another power, and much more prodigious, that 
which makes a thing of him while he still lives. He is living, he 
has a soul, yet he is a thing. A strange being is that thing which 
has a soul, and strange the state of that soul. Who knows how 
often during each instant it must torture and destroy itself in 
order to comform? The soul was not made to dwell in a thing; 
and when forced to it, there is no part of that soul but suffers 
violence. 

A man naked and disarmed upon whom a weapon is directed 
becomes a corpse before he is touched. Only for one moment 
still he deliberates, he strives, he hopes. 

Motionless Achilles considered. The other drew near, 
seized 

By desire to touch his knees. He wished in his heart 
To escape evil death, and black destiny ... • 
With one arm he encircled those knees to implore him, 
With the other he kept hold of his bright lance. 

But soon he has understood that the weapon will not tu~l 

from him, and though he still breathes, he is only matter, still 
thinking, he can think of nothing. 

Thus spake the brilliant son of Priam 
With suppliant words. He hears an inflexible reply .. • 
He spoke; and the other's knees and heart failed him, 
He dropped his lance and sank to the ground with 

open hands, 

With ?oth hands outstretched. Achilles unsheathes 
his sharp sword 

Struck to the breastbone, along the throat, and then 
the two-edged sword 

Plunges home its full length. The other, face down upon 
the ground, 

Lay inert, his dark blood flowed drenching the earth. 

When, a stran~er, cotnpletely disabled, weak and disarmed, 
appeals to a warner, he is not by this act condemned to death; 
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The 'Iliad', Poem of Miglzt 

but only an instant ofimpaticncc on the part of the warrior suffices 
to deprive him of life. This is enough to make his flesh lose that 
principal property of all living tissue. A morsel of living flesh 
gives evidence of life first of all by reflex, as a frog's leg under 
electric shock jumps, as the approaching menace or the contact 
with a horrible thing, or terrifying event, provokes a shudde,; in 
no matter what bundle of flesh, nerves and muscles. Alone, the 
hopeless suppliant docs not shudder, does not cringe; he no longer 
has such licence; his lips arc about to touch that one of all objects 
which is for him the most charged with horror. 

None saw the entrance of great Priam. He paused, 
Encircled Achilles' knees, kissed those hands, 
Terrible slayers of men, that had cost him so many sons. 

The spectacle of a man reduced to such a degree of misery 
freezes almost as does the sight of a corpse. 

As when dire misfortune strikes a man, if in his own 
country 

He has killed, and he arrives at another's door, 
That of some wealthy man; a chill seizes those who 

see him; 
So Achilles shivered at the sight of divine Priam, 
So those with him trembled, looking from one to the other. 

But th.is only for a moment, soon the very presence of the 
sufferer is forgotten: 

He speaks. Achilles, reminded of his own father, longed to 
weep for him. 

Taking the old man by the arm, he thrusts him 
gently away. 

Both were lost in remembrance; the one of Hector, 
slayer of men, 

And in tears he faints to the ground at Achilles feet. 
But Achilles wept for his father and then also 
For Patroclus. And the sound of their sobbing rocked 

the halls. 
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Intimations of Clzristiauity 

It is not for want of sensibility that Achilles had, by a sudden 
gesture, pushed the old man glued against his knees to the ground. 
Priam's words, evoking his old father, had moved him to tears. 
Quite simply he had found himself to be as free in his attitudes, 
in his movements, as if in place of a suppliant an inert object were 
there touching his knees. The human beings around us exert just 
by their presence a power which belongs uniquely to themselves 
to stop, to diminish, or modify, each movement which our bodies 
design. A person who crosses our path docs not turn aside our 
steps in the same manner as a street sign, no one stands up, or 
moves about, or sits down again in quite the same fashion when 
he is alone in a room as when he has a visitor. But this undefinable 
influence of the human presence is not exercised by those men 
whom a movement of impatience could deprive of their lives 
even before a thought had had the time to condcnm them. Before 
these men others behave as if they were not there; and they, in 
turn, finding themselves in danger of being in an instant reduced 
to nothing, imitate nothingness. Pushed, they fall; fallen: they 
remain on the ground, so long as no one happens to tlunk _of 
lifting them up. But even if at last lifted up, honoured by cordial 
words, they still cannot bring themselves to take this resurrection 
ser~ously enough to dare to express a desire; an irritated tone of 
v01ce would immediately reduce them again to silence. 

He spoke and the old man trembled and obeyed. 

At least some suppliants, once exonerated, become again as 
other men. But there are others, more miserable beings, who 
witho~t dying have become things for the rest of their lives. 
In t?eir days is no give and take, no open field, no free road over 
':~ch anything can pass to or from them. 1:hesc arc not men 
livmg harder lives than others, not placed lower socially than 
others, these are another species, a compromise between a man 
an1 a cor~se. That a human being should be a thing is, from the 
pomt of view of logic, a contradiction; but when the impossible 
has become a reality, that contradiction is as a rent in the soul. 
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That thing aspires every moment to become a man, a woman, 
and never at any moment succeeds. This is a death drawn out 
the length of a life, a life that death has frozen long before 
extinguishing it. 

A virgin, the daughter of a priest, suffers this fate: 

I will not release her. Before that old age shall 
have taken her, 

In our dwelling, in Argos, far from her native land 
Tending the loom, and sharing my bed. 

The young wife, the young mother, the wife of a prince 
suffers it: 

And perhaps one day in Argos you will weave cloth 
for another 

And you shall fetch Messeian or Hyperian 
water 

In spite of yourself, under stress of dire necessity. 

The child heir to a royal sceptre suffers it: 

These doubtless shall depart in the depths of 
hollow ships . 

I among them; you, my child, will either go with me 
To a land where humiliating tasks await you 
And you will labour beneath the eyes of a pitiless master .... 

Such a fate for her child is more frightful to the mother than 
death itself. the husband wishes to perish before seeing his wife 

d ced to it. A father calls down all the scourges of heaven upon 
;~e ~nny that would subject his daugh_ter to ~t. But for those upon 
whom it has fallen, so br~ta~ a destmy wipes out damnations, 
revolts, comparisons, meditations upon the future and the past, 
lmost memory itself. It does not belong to the slave to be 

}aithful to his city or to his dead. 
It is when one of those who made him lose all, who sacked his 

city, massacred his own under his very eyes, when one of those 
suffers, then the slave weeps. And why not? Only then are tears 
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permitted him. They are even imposed. But during his servitude 
are not those tears always ready to flow as soon as, with impunity, 
they may? 

She speaks in weeping, and the women moan 
Taking Patroclus as pretext for each one's private 

anguish. 

On no occasion has the slave a right to express anything if not 
that which may please the master. This is why, if in so barren a 
life, a capacity to love should be born, this love could only be for 
the master. Every other way is barred to the gift of loving, juSt 
a~ for_a horse hitched to a wagon, the reins and the bridle bar all 
directtons but one. And if by miracle there should appear the 
hop~ of becoming again someone, to what pitch would not tl~at 
gratitude and that love soar for those very men who must still, 
because of the recent past, inspire horror? 

My husband, to whom my father and my revered mother gave me, 
I saw before the city, transfixed by the sharp bronze. 
My three brothers, born of our one mother, 
So beloved! have met their fatal day. 
But yo_u, when swift Achilles killed my husband 
~d laid Waste the city of divine M ynes, 
Did not allow me to weep. you promised me that the divine 

Achilles 

Would take me for his legitimate wife and carry 
me off in his vessels 

To Phthia t I b . I 0 ce e rate our mamage among t 1e 
Myrmidons. 

Therefore with . h h l out ceasmg I weep for you w o ave 
a ways been so gentle. 

HO~ cannot lose :more than the slave loses, he loses all inner life. 
he O )uredtrieves a little if there should arise an opportunity to 

c :ge s. estmy. Such is the empire of might; it extends as far 
as. e empiallre of nature. Nature also where vital needs are in play, 
wipes out interior life, even to; mother's sorrow. 
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For even Niobe of the beautiful hair, had thought 
of eating, 

She who saw twelve children of her house perish, 
Six daughters and six sons in the flower of youth. 
The sons Apollo killed with his silver bow 
In his anger against Niobe, the daughters, Artemis, 

lover of arrows, slew. 
It was because Niobe made herself equal to Leto saying: 
'She has two children, I have given birth to many.' 
And those two, although only two, brought death to all. 
Nine days they lay dead; and none came to bury them. 
The neighbours had become stones by the will of Zeus. 
On the tenth day they were interred by the Gods of 

the sky, 
But Niobe had thought of eating, when she was weary 

of tears. 

None ever express~d ':ith so much b~ttemess the misery of 
man, which renders lum mcapable of feeling his misery. 

Might suffered at the hands of another is as much a tyramiy 
r the soul as extreme hunger at the moment when food 

ove 1 A d. • • 
means life or dcat 1. . n its empire 1s as cold, and as hard as 
though exercised by lifeless mat~er. The r~1an who finds himself 

t""\!Where the most feeble of his fellows 1s as lonely in the heart 
eve~ 1 •· 
of a city, or more lonely, than anyone can be who is lost in the 

midst of a desert. 

Two cauldrons stand at the doorsill of Zeus 
Wherein are the gifts he bestows, the evil in one, 

the good in the other. • • • . . 
The man to whom he ma~es evil gifts he exposes to outrage; 
A dreadful need pursues hun across divine earth; 
He wanders respected neither by men nor by Gods. 

And as pitilessly as ~ght crushes, so pitilessly it maddens 
~hoever possesses, or belie:es he ~o~sesses_ it. None c~ ever truly 
possess it)fhe human race is not d1~1ded, m the Iliad, between the 
vanquislicd, the slaves, the suppliants on the one hand, and 

31 



Intimations of Christianity 

conquerors and masters on the other. No single man is to be 
found in it who is not, at some time, forced to bow beneath 
might. The soldiers, although free and well-armed, suffer no less 
outrage. 

Every man of the people whom he saw he shouted at 
And struck with his sceptre and reprimanded thus: 
'Miserable one, be still, listen while others speak, 
Your superiors. You have neither courage nor strength, 
You count for nothing in battle, for nothing in the 

assembly.' 

Thersites pays dear for these words, though perfectly reason-
able and not unlike those pronow1ced by Achilles: 

He strikes him so that he collapses with tears fast flowing, 
A bloody welt rises upon his back 
Beneath the golden sceptre; he sits down, frightened. 
In a stupor of pain he wipes his tears. 
The others, though troubled, found pleasure and 

laughed. 
But even Achilles, that proud unvanquished hero, is shown to 

us at the beginning of the poem weeping for humiliation and 
frustrating pain after the woman he had wanted for his wife was 
carried away under his very eyes and without his having dared 
to offer any opposition. 

. .. But Achilles, 
Weeping, sat down at a distance far from his companions, 
Beside the whitening waves, his eyes fixed upon 

the boundless sea. 

. Agamenmon humiliates Achilles deliberately to show that he 
1s the master. 

Th ... Thus you will realize 
at I have more power than you, and all others shall tremble 

To treat me d" as an equal and to contra ict me • 

. rut ~few days later even the supreme leader weeps in his turn, 
ids _orce ~o humble himself, to plead and to know the sorrow of 

01ng so m vain. 
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Neither is the shame of fear spared to a single one of the 
combatants. The heroes tremble with the others. A challenge 
from Hector suffices to throw into consternation all the Greeks 
without the least exception, except Achilles and his men, who 
are absent. 

He speaks and all were silent and held their peace; 
They were ashamed to refuse, frightened to accept. 

But from the moment that Ajax advances, fear changes sides: 

The Trojans felt a shiver of terror through their limbs, 
Even Hector's heart bounded in his breast, 
But he no longer had licence to tremble or 

seek refuge. 

Two days later, it is Ajax's tum to feel terror: 

Zeus, the father, from above causes fear to 1nount 
in Ajax; 

He stands, distraught, putting his seven-skinned 
shield behind him, 

Trembling before the crowd like a beast at bay. 

It happens once, even to Achilles: he trembles and groans with 
fright, not, it is true, before a man but before a great river. 
Himself excepted, absolutely all are at some moment shown 
vanquished. Valour contributes less in determining victory than 
blind destiny, which is represented by the golden scales of Zeus: 

At this moment Zeus the father makes use of his 
golden scales. 

Placing therein the two fates of death that reaps all 
One for the Trojans, breakers of horses, one for tl;e 

bronze-dad Greeks. 
He seized the scales in the middle; it was the fatal day of the 

Greeks tl1at sank. 

Because it is blind, destiny esta:6lishes a sort of justice, blind also, 
which pwushes men of arms with death by the sword; the Iliad 
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formulated the justice of retaliation long before the Gosepls, and 
almost in the same terms: 

Ares is equitable, he kills those who kill. 

If all men, by the act of being born, arc destined to suffer 
violence, that is a truth to which the empire of circumstances 
closes their minds. The strong man is never absolutely strong, 
nor the weak man absolutely weak, but each one is ignorant 
of this. They do not believe that they arc of the same species. 
The weak man no more regards himself as like the strong man 
than he is regarded as such. He who possesses strength moves in 
an atmosphere which offers him no resistance. Nothing in the 
human element surrounding him is of a nature to induce, be­
tween the intention and the act, that brief interval where thought 
may lodge. Where there is no room for thought, there is no 
room either for justice or prudence. This is the reason why men 
of arms behave with such harshness and folly. Their weapon sinks 
into an enemy disarmed at their knees; they triumph over a dying 
man, describing to him the outrages that his body will suffer; 
Achilles beheads twelve Trojan adolescents on Patroclus' funeral 
pyre as naturally as we cut flowers for a tomb. They never guess 
as. they exercise their power, that the consequences of their acts 
will turn back upon themselves. When with a word one can 
mak~ an old man be silent, obey, tremble, does one reflect upon 
the importance in the eyes of the gods of the curses of the old 
man, who is also a priest? Does one abstain from carrying off the 
woman Achilles loves when one knows she and he cannot do 
otherwise than obey? While Achilles enjoys the sight. of tl~c 
unhappy Greeks in flight, can he think that this flight, which w~l 
la~t as long and finish when he wills, may cost the life of lus 
fnend and even his own life? Thus it is that those to whom destiny 
lends_ ~ght, p_erish for having relied too much upon it. 

!t is impossible that they should not perish. For they never 
t~ of their own strength as a limited quanity, nor of their 
relations with others as an equilibrium of unequal powers. Other 
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men do not impose upon their acts that moment for pausing from 
which alone our consideration for our fellows proceeds: they 
conclude from this that destiny has given all licence to them and 
none to their inferiors. Henceforth they go beyond the measure 
of their strength, inevitably so, because they do not know its 
limit. Thus they arc delivered up helpless before chance, and 
things no longer obey them. Sometimes chance serves them, at 
other times it hinders, and here they are, exposed, naked before 
misfortune without that armour of might which protected their 
souls, without anything any more to separate them from tears. 

This retribution, of a geometric strictness, which punishes 
automatically the abuse of strength, became the principal subject 
of meditation for the Greeks. It constitutes the soul of the Greek 
epic; under the name of Nemesis it is the mainspring of Aeschylus' 
tragedies. The Pythagoreans, Socrates, Plato, take this as the point 
of departure for their thoughts about man and the miiverse. The ·~ 
notion has become faniiliar wherever Hellenism has penetrated. 
It is perhaps this Greek idea wliich subsists, m1der the name of 
Kharma, in Oriental countries impregnated by Buddliism; but 
the Occident has lost it and has not even in any one of its languages 
a word to express it; the ideas of limit, of measure, of equilibrium, 
wliich should determine the conduct of life, have no more than a 
servile usage in its tecluiiquc. We are only geometricians in regard 
to matter; the Greeks _"\\l"erc first of all geomctricians in the 
apprenticesliip of virtue. ) . 

The progress of t~1e war 111 the Iliad is no more than this play 
of the scales. The victor of the moment feels himself invincible 
even when only a few h?urs earlier he had experienced defeat; 
he forgets to partake of victory as of a thing which must pass. At 
the end of the first day of combat recotmted in the Iliad, the 
victorious Greek~ could doubtless have obtained the object of 
their efforts, that is, Helen and her wealth; at least if one supposes, 
as Homer does, that tlie Gre~k army was right to believe that 
Helen was in Troy. The Egyptian priests, however, who ought to 
have known, affirmed later to Herodotus that she was in Egypt. 
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In any case, on that particular evening, the Greeks did not want 
her. 

'Let us at present accept neither the wealth of Paris 
Nor of Helen; each one sees, even the most ignorant, 
That Troy now stands at the edge of doom.' 
He spoke and all among the Achaeans acclaimed. 

What they want is no less than all. All the riches of Troy as 
booty, all the palaces, the temples and the houses as ashes, all the 
women and all the children as slaves, all the men as corpses. They 
forget one detail; this is that all is not in their power; for they are 
not in Troy. Perhaps they may be there tomorrow, perhaps never. 

Hector, that very day, succumbs to the same fault of memory: 

For this I know well in my entrails and in my heart; 
That day will come when holy Ilion shall perish 
And Priam of the mighty sword and Priam's natio'.1. 
But I think less of the sorrow prepared for the Tropns, 
Less of Hecuba herself, and of King Priam, 
And my brothers, so many and so brave, , 
Who will fall to the dust beneath the enemy s lash, 
Than of you, when one of the Greeks in bronze 

arrnour 

Shall drag you away weeping, and rob you of your liberty. 
For rnyself: may I be dead and may the earth cover me 
Before I hear your cries or see you dragged away. 

What Id h • ·d ch horrors . Wou e not give at tlus moment to av01 su . . 
which he believes inevitable? All that he can offer must be 111 vam. 
Yet only two days later the Greeks fled miserably, and Aga­
~e~on hirnself wanted to take to the sea again. Hector, who 6J 
~ivmg Way a little might easily have obtained the enemy s 

eparture, Was no longer willing to allow them to leave with 
empty hands: 

Let us build fi h · b ·11· res everywhere that t cir n 1ance 
F ;;iay enflarne the sky 
or ear lest into the darkness the long-haired Greeks 
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May flee away and throw themselves upon the broad 
back of the seas .... 

Let n10re than one carry a wound to digest even at 
hon1e, 

And thus may all the world be afraid 
To bring to the Trojans, tamers of horses, the 

misery of war. 

His desire is carried out, the Greeks remain, and the next day, 
at noon, they make a pitiable object of Hector and his forces. 

They, fleeing across the plain, were like cattle 
Which a lion coming in the night drives before him .... 
Thus the mighty Agamemnon, son of Athens, pursued them, 
Killing without pause the hindmost; thus they fled. 

In the course of the afternoon, Hector regains advantage, with­
draws again, then puts the Greeks to rout, is set back in his tum. 
by Patroclus' fresh forces. Patroclus, pushing his advantage 
beyond its strength, ends by finding himself exposed, tmarm.ed, 
and wounded by Hector's javelin, and that evening the victorious 
Hector receives with severe reprimand Polydamas' prudent 

advice: 
'Now that I have received from the crafty son 

of K.ronos 
A glorious victory near the ships, forcing the Greeks into 

the sea, 
Fool! Never voice such counsel before the 

people. 
No Trojan will listen to you; as for me, I 

forbid it.' 
Thus spoke Hector, and the Trojans acclaimed him .. 

The next day Hector is lost. Achilles has pushed him back 
across the whole plain and will kill him. Of the two, he has 
always been the stronger in combat; how much more so now 
after several weeks of rest and spurred on by vengeance to victory 
against a spent enemy! Here is Hector alone before the walls of 
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Troy, completely alone awaiting death and trying to gather his soul to face it. 

Alas! ifI should retreat behind the gate and the 
rampart 

Polydamas would be first to shame me .. • • 
Now that by my folly I have destroyed my people, 
I fear the Trojans, and the long-robed 

Trojan women. 

And I fear to hear it said by those less brave 
than I: 

'Hector, too confident of his strength, has lo5t 
our land.' 

But what if! put away my arched shield, . 
My stout helmet, and leaning my lance agam5t 

the rampart 

I Went forth to meet the illustrious Achilles? ;i 

But why now sl1ould my heart give me such _counsel. 
I will not approach him; he would have no pity, 
No regard; he Would kill me if I were thus naked, 
Like a wo111an. 

Hector escape, none of the grief and ignominy that belong i'° 
the ruined. .Alone, •tripped of all the prestige of nught, ~:. 
courage that upheld him outside the walls ca1mot preserve from Right: 

Hector, at the sight of him was seized with 
treinbling. He could not resolve To reinain 

It is not fc • • • • J "d 
or a ewe nor for an ox- 11 e, 

Nor for the ordinary compensations of the hunt that 
they strive 

It is for a lifc h. f H 
e t at they run that o ector, tan.. f ' w~o~n~ . 

~atally W?unded, he augments the triumph of the victor by lus vam entreaties. 

I iinplore th b b h 
ee Y thy life by thy knees, Y t Y Patents. ' 

38 



The 'Iliad', Poem of Might 

But those who are familiar with the Iliad know the death of 
Hector was to give but short-lived joy to Achilles and the death 
of Achilles brief joy to the Trojans, and the annihilation of Troy 
but brief joy to the Achaians. 

For violence so crushes whomever it touches that it appears at 
last external no less to him who dispenses it than to him who 
endures it. So the idea was born of a destiny beneath which the 
aggressors and their victims arc equally innocent, the victors and 
the vanquished brothers in the same 111.isfortunc. The vanquished 
is a cause of misfortw1.e for the victor as much as the victor is for 
the vanquished. 

An only son is born to him, for a short life; moreover 
He grows old abandoned by me, since far from home 
I linger before Troy, doing harm. to you and to your sons. 

A moderate use of might, by which alone man may escape 
being caught in the machinery of its vicious circle, would demand 
a more than human virtue, one no less rare than a constant dignity 
in weakness. Further, moderation itself is not always without 
peril; for the prestige which constitutes three-fourths of might is 
first of all made up of that superb indifference which the powerful 
have for the weak, an indifference so contagious that it is com­
mwucated even to those who are its object. But ordinarily it is 
not a political idea which cow1.sels excess. Rather is the temptation 
to it nearly irresistible, despite all counsels. Reasonable words are 
now and then pronow1ced in the Iliad; those of Thersites are 
reasonable in the highest degree. So are Achilles' words when he 
is angry: 

Nothing is worth life to me, not all the rumoured 
wealth ofllium, that so prosperous city .... 

For one may capture oxen and fat sheep 
But a human life, once lost, is not to be recaptured. 

Reasonable words fall into the void. If an inferior pronounced 
them he is punished and turns sil~nt. If a leader, he does not put 
them into action. If need be he 1s always able to find a god to 
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counsel him the opposite of reason. At last the very idea that one 
might wish to escape from the occupation bestowed by fate, that 
to kill and to be killed, disappears from the consciousness . 

. . . we, to whoin Zeus 
From our youth to old age, has assigned the struggle 
In painful wars, until we perish even to the last one .... 

Already these combatants, as so much later Craonnc's, felt 
themselves 'wholly condemned'. 

They are caught in this situation by the simplest of traps. At 
the outset their hearts are light, as hearts always arc ':hen 01~e 
feels power within one and against one only the v01d. Their 
weapons arc in their hands; the enemy is absent. Unless one's soul 
is stric~en by the enemy's reputation, one is always stronger than 
he dunng hjs absence. An absent enemy docs not impose the yoke 
of necessity. As yet no necessity appears in the conscious1~ess of 
those who thus set forth, and this is why they go off as 1f to a 
game, as if for a holiday freed from the daily grind. 

Wh~re have our braggings gone, our vaunted bravery, 
W~ch We shouted so proudly at Lemnos 
While gorging upon the flesh of homed bullocks, 
An~ dri~g from cups overflowing with wine: 
Saymg: agamst an hundred or two hundred Trojans 
Each one Would hold combat; and here only one is 

too much for us! 

Even when War is experienced, it does not immcdi~tcly ~ease 
: appear_ as a game. The necessity that belongs to war is tcruble, 
o!olly d1~ercnt from that belonging to peaceful works; _th~ ~oul 

Y_ submits to the necessity of war when escape from It is ~m­
~~sss1ble; and so long as the soul does escape, it lives irrcspo~1S1blc 

yd ' empty of necessity days of frivolity, of dream, arbitrary 
an unreal D ' hi 1 

k • anger is then an abstraction, the lives w c 1 one 
h ta es_ see~ like toys broken by a child, and no more important; 

1,; ero1sm 1s a th • l tifi · 1 b · If. dd d hi . eatrica pose soiled by ar 1e1a raggmgs. , a e 
to t s, an influx of vitality comes to multiply and inflate the 
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power of action, the man bclie_ves t~iat, thanks to divine inter­
vention, he is irresistible, prov1dcnt1ally preserved from defeat 
and from death. War is easy then, and ignobly loved. 

But for the majority of soldiers this state of soul docs not last. 
The day comes when fear, defeat or the death of beloved com­
panions crushes the warrior's soul beneath the n~cessity of war. 
Then war ceases to be a play or a dream; the warrior understands 
at last that it really exists. This is a hard reality, infinitely too hard 
to be borne, for it comprises death. The thought of death cannot 
be sustained, or only in flashes from the moment when one tmdcr­
stands death as a possible eventuality. It is true that every man is 
destined to die and that a soldier may grow old among his 
comrades, yet for those whose souls are subservient to the yoke 
of war, the relationship between death and the future is different 
than for other men. For those others death is the acknowledo-ed 

. 0 
limit pre-imposed upon their future; for these warriors, death 
it~elf is their future, the future assigned to them by their pro­
fession. That men should have death for their future is a denial of 
nature. As soon as the practice of war has revealed the fact that 
each moment holds the possibility of death, the mind becomes 
incapable of moving from one day to the next without passing 
through the spectre of death. Then the consciousness is under 
tension such as it can only endure for short intervals. But each 
new dawn ushers in the same necessity. Such days added to each 
other make up years. That soul daily suffers violence which every 
morning must mutilate its aspirations because the mind cam1ot 
move about in a time without passing through death. In this way 
war wipes out every conception of a goal, even all thoughts 
concerning the goals of war. The possibility of so violent a 
situation is inconceivable when one is outside it, its ends are 
inconceivable when one is involved in it. Therefore 110 one does 
anything to bring about its end. '!'he man who is faced by au. 
armed enemy cannot lay down lus arms. The mind should be 
able to contrive an issue; but it has lost all capacity for contriving 
anything in that direction. It is completely occupied with doing 
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itself violence. Always among men, the intolerable afflictions 
either of servitude or war endure by force of their own weight, 
and therefore, from the outside, they seem easy to bear; they last 
because they rob the resources required to throw them off. 

Nevertheless, the soul that is dominated by war cries out for 
deliverance; but deliverance itself appears in tragic guise, in the 
form of extreme destruction. A moderate and reasonable end to 
all its suffering would leave naked, and exposed to consciousness, 
memories of such violent affliction as it could not endure. The 
terror, the pain, the exhaustion, the massacres, the deaths of 
comrades, we cannot believe that these would only cease to ravage 
the soul if they were drowned in the intoxication of force. The 
thought that such vast efforts should have brought only a neg­
ative, or limited profit, hurts too much. 

What? Shall we allow Priam and the Trojans, to glory 
In Argive Helen, she for whom so many Greeks 
Have perished before Troy, far from their native 

land? 
What? Would you abandon Troy, the city of wide streets, 
For which we have suffered so many afflictions? 

What does Helen matter to Ulysses? Or even Troy with all its 
wealth, since it can never compensate for the ruin oflt~aca? T~oy 
and Helen matter to the Greeks only as the causes of their sheddmg 
so much blood and tears· it is in making oneself master tha~ f ~e 
finds one is the master of horrible memories. The Soul, wlu_c 1 i} 
forced by the ev-;.t . f to destroy the part of itse • ~ cnce o an enemy, h d 
impl~ted by nature, believes it can only cure itself by t e e-
struct10~ of the enemy, and at the same time the death of bclove_d 
cdomkparuons stimulates the desire to emulate them, to follow their 

ar example: 

Ah, to die at . . h help M fri once, smce wit out my 
Hy :nds had to die. How far from home 
Ne penshed, and I was not there to defend him. 

ow I depart to find the murderer of one so beloved: 
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Hector. I will receive death at whatever mo1nent 
Zeus and all the other gods shall accomplish it. 

So it is that the despair which thrusts toward death is the san1.e 

one that impels toward killing. 

I know well that my fate is to perish here, 
Far from my loved father and mother; but still 
I will not stop till the Trojans have had their 

glut of war. 

The man torn by this double need for death belongs, so long as 
he has not become something different, to another race than 
the living race. When the vanquished pleads that he may be 
allowed to sec the light of day, what echo may his timid aspiration 
to life find in a heart driven by such desperation? The mere fact 
that the victor is armed, the other disarmed, already deprives the 
life that is threatened of the least vestige of importance. And how 
should he who has destroyed in himself the very thought that 
there may be joy in the light, how should he respect such humble 
and vain pleadings from the vanquished? 

I am at thy knees, Achilles; have pity, have regard 
for me; 

Herc as a suppliant, 0 Son of Zeus, I am worthy of 
respect: 

It was first at your house that I ate the bread of 
De1neter, 

When from my well-tended vineyard you captured me. 
And selling me, you sent me far from my father and 

n1y own, 
To holy Lc1m1os; a sacrifice of one hundred oxen were 

paid for me. 
I was redeemed for three hundred more; Dawn breaks 

for me 
Today the twelfth time since I returned to Ilium 
After so many sorrows. Again at the mercy of your 

hands 
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A cruel fate has pl d 

h ace me. How Zeus the father 
must ate me 

To have delivered • . me to you agam; for how s1nall 
a part m life • 

Did my mother L 1 d 1 
Al b ' aot lOe, aug 1ter of the ancient 

tos, car me. 

See what respo hi 
nse t s feeble hope gets! 

Come friend . 
, you must die too! Who are you to 

complain? 
Patroclus w 1 . d as Wort 1 much more than you yet he 

1s ead. ' 
And I, hands d 
I h 0 me an strong as you see n1e 

w o am f bl ' 
E O no e race, my mother was a goddess; 

ven over m h d WI h e angs eath and a dark destiny. 
1et er at d . 1 . 

My Ii£ awn, Ill t 1e evemng, or at noon 
e too shall be taken by force of arms .... 

Whoever has h d . . . . . 
tion to Ii . f a_ to mortify, to mutilate 111 1umself a1l asp1ra-
required b:tor: hhirn an effort of heart-breaking generosity is 
reason to e can respect the life of another. We have no 
effort un]suppose any of Homer's warriors capable of such an 

' ess preh · 1 occupies th aps Patroclus. In a certam way Patroc us 
e central • • · • · · · ] 'h knew how t b position m the Iltad, where 1t 1s said t 1at: e 

cruel or hru~ e tende~ toward all', and wherein nothing of a 
how many nature Is ever mentioned concerning him. But 

rnen d 1- • fl· who have . 0 We Know m several thousand years o ustory 
whether w geiven1proof of such divine generosity? It is doubtful 

. cou d 
os1ty the van . h name two or three. In default of such gener-

1 qu1s ed Id· . d b war, 1e, as mu h so 1er 1s the scourge of nature; possesse y 
become a thin c as the slave, although in quite a different way, is 

• g, and w d h 1 . 1 over lllert rnatt or s ave no 1nore power over 111n t ian 
slave suffer the er In_ contact with might, both the soldier and the 
or mute. nevitable effect, which is to become either deaf 

Such is the 
nature of . 

nught. Its power to transform man into a 
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thing is double and it cuts both ways; it petrifies differently but 
equally the souls of those who suffer it, and of those who wield it. 
This property of might reaches its highest degree in the midst of 
combat, at that 111.oment when the tide of battle feels its way to­
ward a decision. The winning of battles is not determined between 
men who plan and deliberate, who make a resolution and carry it 
out, but between men drained of these faculties, transformed, 
fallen to the level either of inert matter, which is all passivity, or 
to the level of blind forces, which arc all momentum. This is the 
final secret of war. This secret the Iliad expresses by its similes, 
by making warriors apparitions of great natural phenomenon: a 
conflagration, a flood, the wind, ferocious beasts, any and every 
blind cause of disaster. Or else by likening them to frightened 
animals, trees, water, sand, to all that is moved by the violence of 
external forces. Greeks and Trojans alike, fro1n one day to the 
next, son1.etimes from one hour to the next, a.re 111.a.de to suffer in 
tun1. these contrary tra.ns1nutations. 

Like cattle which a murderous lion assaults 
While they stand grazing in a vast and marshy meadow 
By thousands ... ; all tremble. So then the Achaians 
In panic were put to rout by Hector and by Zeus the 

father. 
All of them .... 
As when destructive fire runs through the depths 

of a wood; 
Everywhere whirling, swept by the wind, when the trees 
Uprooted are felled by pressure of the violent fire; 
Even so did Agamemnon son of Athens bring down the heads 
Of the fleeing Trojans. 

The art of war is nothing but the art of provoking such trans­
formations. The material, the procedures, even the inflicting of 
death upon the enemy, are only the means to this end; the verit­
able object of the art of war is no less than the souls of the com­
batants. But these transformations are always a mystery, and ~e 
gods arc the authors of them because it is they who excite mens 
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1magmat1ons. However th. . 
turning men to t . Is comes about, tlus double ability of 

s one Is cs • 1 • 1 contact with it onl scntia to m1g 1t, and a soul placed in 
Y escapes b f • 1 . . sort are rare and bric£ Ya sort o nurac c. Miradcs of tlus 

The frivolity the ca . . 
manipulate th ' pncwusness of those who disrespectfully 
they have at th ~en or the things which they have, or believe 
destroy the eirl ~ercy, the despair which drives the soldier to 

, crusung f I 
massacres all th O t le slave and of the vanquished, the 

' ese contr"b k . . horror. Might • h 1 Ute to ma e a picture of utter, umform 
would be a dis Is t le only hero in this picture. The resulting whole 
there, luminou~a monotony were there not, sprinkled here and 
of men. In such moments, brief and divine moments in the souls 
itself again to tI lllome~ts the soul which awakes, only to lose 
realizes itself wh r empire of might, awakes pure and intact; 
troubled or c :lu e. ~1 that soul there is no room for ambiguous, 
Sometimes a :: _ctmg emotions; courage and love fill it ail. 
self when he tr·an Is able to fmd his soul in deliberating with him­
gods or of nic:s, as Bector did before Troy, without the help of 
wherein men :fu;d ~ ~lone to face his destiny. Other moments 
a½nost no type f eir souls arc the moments when they love; 
Iliad. 0 pure love between men is lacking from the 

. The tradition of h . . 
tlons, has ascend ospitality, carried through several genera-

ancy h over t e blindness of combat: 
Thus I atn. fc 

A.rg or You a beloved guest in the heart of 
Le os. 

t us a" .d· •• 
01 011 

the fra e a11other's lances, even in y. 
The love of 

the son • a son for hi 
brief: ' 15 constant! s parents, of a father, or of a n:iother,_ f~r 

Y e:x:pressed in a manner as movmg as It IS 
Th • etts re Ii 
You p ed, sh dd· 

Were bo e tng tears: 
as You sa; ~o tn.e for a short life my child, .. 
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Likewise fraternal love: 

My three brothers born of our same mother 
So cherished .... 

\, Married love, condenmed to misfortune, is of a surpnsmg 
purity. The husband, in evoking the humiliations of slavery which 
await his beloved wife, omits to mention that one of which only 
to think would be to forecast memories that would soil their 
tenderness. Nothing could be more simple than the words spoken 
by his wife to the husband who goes to his death: 

. . . It were better for 111c 
If I lose you, to be under the ground, I shall have 
No other refuge, when you have 111et your fate, 
Nothing but griefs. 

No less moving arc the words addressed to the dead husband: 

You arc dead before your time, my husband; so 
young, and I your widow 

Am left alone in the house; with our child still 
very little, 

Whom we bore, you and I, the ill-fated. And I 
doubt 

He will ever grow up .... 
For you did not die in bed stretching 

your hands to 111e, 
Nor spoke one wise word that for always 
I might think on, while shedding tears day 

and night. 

.. The most beautiful friendship, that between companions m 
✓ combat, is the final theme of the epic . 

. . . But Achilles 
Wept, dreaming of his much-loved companion; 

and sleep 
That overcomes all, would not take him; as he 

turned himself from side to side. 
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But the triumph, the purest love of all, the sup~eme grace of all 
wars, is that friendship which mounts up to bnm the hearts of 
mortal e~~mies-:· this quells the hllllger to avenge the death of a 
son, of a friend. It spans, by an even greater miracle, the breach 
that lies between the benefactor and the suppliant, between the 
victor and the vanquished. 

But when the desire to drink and to cat was appeased, 
Then Dardanian Priam began to admire Achilles; 
How mighty and handsome he was; he had the look 

of a god. 
And Dardanian Priam, in turn, was admired by 

Achilles, 
Who gazed at his beautiful visage and drank in 

his words. 
And when both were assuaged by their contemplation 

of each other .... 

Such moments of grace are rare in the Iliad, but they suffice to 
make what violence kills, and shall kill, felt with extremest regret. 

And yet such an accumulation of violences would be cold 
without that accent of incurable bitterness which continually 
makes itself felt, although often indicated only by a single word, 
sometimes only by a play of verse, by a run over line. It is this 
:'hich makes the Iliad~ unique poem, this bitterness, issuing from 
its tenderness, and which extends, as the light of the sun, equally 
over all men. Never does the tone of the poem cease to be i111"'.' 
P~<:g_I!_at~d by this_ bit:_t~i:ness, nor does it ever descend to th;T~vel 
0i a c?mp~aint. Justice and love, for which there can hardly be a 
P1. ahce m this picture of extremes and unjust violence yet shed their 
1g t over the whole with t b • d" ' 
b h . ou ever emg Iscerned otherwise than 

y ~ e accent. Notlung precious is des . d l 1 
destmed to perish Th d - . pise , W 1et 1er or not 

• e est1tut1on and mis f ll . h without dissimulation d. d . cry O a men Is s own 
or is am no ma1 • h ld . h below the common lev 1 f ll ' 1 Is e eit er above or 

d e o a men and wh t . d d . regrette • The victors and th '. a ever 1s estroye 1s 
to us, in an equal perspectiv: ::~qmshed are shown equally near 

' seem, by that token to be the 
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oet as of the auditors. If there is a difference 

fellows as we~ of the lp ,hich is perhaps the more keenly 
. . h affliction oft ie enemy v, 
lt lS t e 
felt. 

Thus he fell there, overcome by a s~cep of br?nzc, 
The ill-fated, far from his wife, wlulc dcfcndmg 

his people ... • 

What a tone to use in evoking the fate of the adolescent whom. 

Achilles sold at Lemnos l 
Eleven days his heart rejoiced among those he lov~d 
Returning from Lenmos; on the twelfth _once agam 
God delivered him into the hands of Aclulles, 

who would 
Send him to Hades, although against his will. 

And the fate ofEuphorbus, he who saw but a single day of war: 

Blood drenches his hair, hair like that of the Graces. 

When Hector is mourned: 

... the guardian of chaste wives and of little 
children. 

These words arc enough to conjure up a picture of chastity 
ruined by violence and of little children taken by force of arms. 
The fountain at the gates of Troy becomes an object of piercing 
no~talgia when the condenmed Hector passes it running to save 
his life. 

There were the wide wash basins, quite near, 
Beautiful, all of stone, where splendid vestments, 
Were washed by the wives of Troy and by its m.ost 

beautiful daughters, 
Formerly, during the peace, before the advent of 

the Achaeans. 
It was this way that they ran, fleeing, and the 

other following behind. 

The whole Iliad is overshadowed by the greatest of o-riefs that 
can com h d . 0 

D e among men; t e estruct1on of a city. This affliction 
49 



Intimations( pf _Christianity 

could not appear more rgisl;rir\:EXfoct had been born in Troy. 
Nor is there a difference in tone in those passages which tell of the 
Achaeans dying far from home. 

The brief evocations of the world of peace arc painful just 
because that life, the life of the living, appears so full and calm: 

As soon as it was dawn and the sun rose, 
From both sides blows were exchanged and men fell. 
But at the very hour when the woodsman goes home to 

prepare his meal 
From the valleys and hills, when his arms arc wearied 
From cutting down great trees, 

and a great longing floods his heart, 
And a hunger for sweet food gnaws at his entrails, 
At that hour, by their valour, the Danaans broke 

the front. 

All that has no part in war, all that war destroys or threatens, 
the Iliad envelopes in poetry; this it never does for the facts of 
wa~. The passage from life to death is veiled by not the least 
reticence. 

Then his teeth were knocked out; from both sides 
Blood came to his eyes; blood that from his lips 

and nostrils 
He vomited, open-mouthed; death wrapped him in 

its black cloud . 

. TtmlcLbst~tality ~f the facts of war is in no way disguised 
Just ecause neither victors nor vanquished . I d . d 
despised or h t d D . are e1t 1er a rmre , 

a e • est111.y and th d 1 I 
changing fate of th b e go s a most a ways decide the 

e com atants Within tl li . . d b 
fate, the gods have saver . • ie rnits ass1gne y 
defeat; it is always they w{gn po;er to mete out victory and 
by which, each time peac: pr~b ~ thde madness, the treachery, 
province and their ocly 1.s lte • War is their particular 
h • motives are cap • d 

t e warnors themselves th . mil nee an malice. As for 
victors or vanquished ' b e 51 es w hi.ch make them appear 

, as easts or th.ii h ' 
igs, t ey cannot make us so 
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feel either admiration or disdain, but only sorrow that men could 
be thus transformed. 

The extraordinary equity which inspires the Iliad may have had 
other examples unknown to us; it has had no imitators. One is 
hardly made to feel that the poet is a Greek and not a Trojan. 
The tone of the poem seems to carry direct proof of the origin 
of the most ancient passages; although history may never give us 
light thereon. If one believes with Thucydides that eighty years 
after the destruction of Troy the Achaeans in turn were conquered, 
one may wonder whether these songs, in which iron is so rarely 
mentioned, may not be the chants of a conquered people of whom 
perhaps some were exiled. Obliged to live and to die 'very far 
from the homeland' like the Greeks before Troy, having, like the 
Trojans, lost their cities, they saw their likeness in the victors, who 
were their fathers, and also in the vanquished, whose sufferings 
resembled their own. Thu~ the truth of this war, though still 
recent, could appear to them as in the perspective of years, w1-

veiled either by the intoxication of pride or of humiliation. They 
could picture it to themselves at once as the fallen and as the 
conquerors, and thus understand what never the defeated nor the 
victorious have ever w1derstood, being blinded by one or the 
other state. This is only a dream; one can hardly do more than 
dream about a time so far distant. 

By whatever means, this poem is a miraculous object. The 
bitterness of it is spent upon t~<: gnly ~ru~ _cause oJ bitterness: the 
s~bord.ination of the human soul to might, which is, be it finally 
said, to matter. That subordination is the same for all mortals, 
although there is a difference according to the soul's degree of 
virtue, according to the way in which each soul endures it. No one 
in the Iliad is spared, just as no one on earth escapes it. None of 
those who succumb to it is for that reason despised. Whatever, in 
the secret soul and in human relations, can escape the empire of 
might, is loved, but painfully loved because of the danger of 
destruction that continually hangs over it. Such is the spirit of.the 
only veritable epic of the western world. The Odyssey seems to 
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be no more than an excellent imitation, now of the Iliad, then of 
some oriental poem. The Aeneid is an imitation which, for all its 
brilliance is marred by coldness, pomposity and bad taste. The 
chansons de geste were not able to attain grandeur for want of a 
sense of equity. In the Chanson de Roland the death of an enemy 
is not felt by the author and the reader in the same way as the 
death of Roland. 

4!tic tragedy, at least that of Aeschylus and of Sophocles, is. the 
trJ_c_ ~orit:muation of the epic. Over this the idea of justice sheds 
its light without ever intervening; might appears here in all its 
rigidity and coldness, always accompanied by its fatal results from 
which neither he who uses it, nor he who suffers it, can escape. 
Here the humiliation of a soul that is subject to constraint is 
neither disguised, nor veiled by a facile piety; neither is it an 
object of disdain. More than one being, wounded by the degrada­
tion of affiiction, is here held up to be admired. The ~ospcls arc 
the last and most marvellous expression of Greek gen1t~s, as the 
Iliad is its first expression. The spirit of Greece makes itself felt 
here not only by the fact of commanding us to seek to the exclu­
sion of every other good 'the kingdom of God and his right­
eousness' but also by its revelation of human misery, and by 
revealing that misery in the person of a divine being who is at 
the same time human. The accounts of the Passion show that a 
divine spirit united to the flesh is altered by affiiction, trembles 
before suffering and death, feels himself, at the moment of deepest 
agony, separated from men and from God. The sense of hum.an 
misery gives these accounts of the Passion that accent of simplicity 
w~ch is th~ stamp of Greek genius. And it is this same sense 
w~ch co~ntutes the great worth of Attic tragedy and of_ ~he 
I(iad. Cer~a1? expressions in the Gospels have a strangely familiar 
r1:11g, ~ellllruscent of the epic. The adolescent Trojan, sent against 
~swill to Hades, rerninds one of Christ when he told St. Peter: 
~oth.er shall gird thee and carry thee where thou wouldst not.' 

This tint is inseparable from the idea which inspired the 
Gospe s;{or the understanding of human suffering is dependent 
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upon justice, and love is its condition. Whoever does not know 
just how far necessity and a fickle fortune hold the human soul 
wider their domination cannot treat as his equals, nor love as 
himself, those whom chance has separated from him by an 
abyss. The diversity of the limitations to which men arc subject 
creates the illusion that there are different species among them 
which cannot commwucate with one another. Only he who 
knows the empire of might and knows how not to respect it is 
capable oflove and justice. 

The relations between the human soul and destiny; to what 
extent each soul may mould its own fate; what part in any and 
every soul is transformed by a pitiless necessity, by the caprice of 
variable fortw1e; what part of the soul, by means of virtue and 
grace, may remain whole-all these are a subject in wluch decep­
tion is easy and tempting. Pride, humiliation, hate, disdain, in­
difference, the wish to forget or to ignore-all these contribute 
toward that temptation. Particularly rare is a true expression of 
misfortw1e: in painting it one almost always affects to believe, 
first, that degradation is the innate vocation of the wuortw1ate; 
second, that a soul may suffer affliction without being marked by 
it, without changing all consciousness in a particular manner 
wluch belongs to itself alone. For the most part the Greeks had 
such strength of soul as preserved them from self-deception. For 
tliis they were recompensed by knowing in all dungs how to 
attain the liighest degree of lucidity, of purity and of simplicity. 
But the spirit which is transmitted from the Iliad to the Gosepls, 
passed on by the philosophe~s _ a_nd _tragic poets, has hardly gone 
beyond the limits of Greek c1vilizat1on. Of that civilization, since 
the destruction of Greece, only reflections are left. 

The Romans and the Hebrews both believed themselves 
exempt from the common misery of man, the Romans by being 
chosen by destiny to be the rulers of the world, the Hebrews by 
the favour of their God, and to the exact extent in wluch they 
obeyed Him. The Romans despised foreigners, enemies, the 
vanquished, their subjects, their slaves; neither have they any 

53 



/ 

Intimations of Christianity 

epics or tragedies. The Hebrews saw a trace of sin in all affliction 
and therefore a legitimate motive for despising it. They saw their 
vanquished as an abomination in God's sight and therefore con­
demned to expiate their crimes. Thus cruelty was sanctioned and 
even inevitable. Nor does any text of the Old Testament sound a 
note comparable to that of the Greek epic, w1less perhaps certain 
parts of the poem of Job. The Romans and Hebrews have been 
admired, read, imitated in actions and in words, cited every time 
there was need to justify a crime, throughout twenty centuries 
of Christianity. 

Furthermore, the spirit of the Gospels was not transmitted in 
all its purity to successive generations of Christians. From the 
earliest times it was believed to be a sign of grace when the 
martyrs joyfully endured suffering and death; as if the effects of 
grace could be realized more fully among men than in the Christ. 
Those who remember that even the incarnate God Himself could 
not look on the rigours of destiny without anguish, should under­
stand that men can only appear to elevate themselves above human 
misery by disguising the rigours of destiny in their own eyes, by 
the help of illusion, of intoxication, or of fanaticism. Unless 
protected by an armour of lies, man cannot endure might without 
suffering a blow in the depth of his soul. Grace can prevent this 
blow from corrupting the soul, but cannot prevent its wound. 
For having too long forgotten this the Christian tradition has been 
able only very rarely to find that simplicity which makes each 
phrase ~f the accow1ts of the Passion so poignant. . 

Despit~ the brief intoxication caused, during the Renaissance, 
by ~e ~scovery of Greek letters, the Greek genius has not been 
~eviv:ed m the course of twenty centuries. Something of it app~ars 
111 Villon, Shakespeare, Cervantes, Moliere, and once in Racme. 
In the Ecole des Femmes in Phedre human misery is revealed in its 
nakedness in conn • ' . h l ' h • . ectton wtt ove. T at was a strange century 111 
which contrary to h h . h - , • uld ' nl b w at appened 111 t e epic age, man s nuse~y 
co Ii . 0 h Yd ~ revealed in love. The effects of might in war and 111 

po tics a a ways to he enveloped in glory. Doubtless one could 
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add still other names. !;But nothing of all that the peoples of 
Europe have produced is worth the first known poem to have 
appeared among them. Perhaps they will rediscover that epic 
genius when they learn how to accept the fact that nothing is 
sheltered from fate, how never to admire might, or hate tht! 
enemy, or to despise sufferers. It is doubtful if this will happen 
soon. J 
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ZEUS AND PROMETHEUS 1 

Aeschylus, Agamemnon, 160-183 

'TOiiT6 VLV 7tpoaEVV€7Tw . ... 

Zeus, whoever he may be, if by this name it pleases him 
to be invoked, 

By this name I call him. 
Nothing is left that I can compare with him, having weighed all 

things, 
Except Zeus, 
Ifl am to cast this vain burden of anxiety from me. 
Nor shall he who was great long ago, bursting with a victor's 

boldness, 
Be said even to have existed, 
Nor shall he who followed and has disappeared in finding 

his vanquisher. ' 
But whoe_ver, with thoughts turned to Zeus, shall cry his glory, 
Shall receive the fullness of wisdom. 

He has opened the way of wisdom to mortals, proclaiming as 
sovereign law: 

By suffering comes understanding. 

1 From La Source Grecque, pages 43-47. 
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So accrues to the heart, drop by drop, during sleep, 
The wage of dolorous memory; 
And even without willing it, wisdom comes. 
From the gods who sit at the celestial helm, 

grace comes violently. 

This passage from a chorus of the Agamenmou of Aeschylus, 
which as Greek is difficult and almost untranslatable, is interesting 
as being one of those which obviously reflects the doctrine taught 
to the initiates of the Mysteries, notably that of Eleusis. The 
tragedies of Aeschylus are clearly impregnated by this doctrine. 
Zeus seems to be regarded therein as the supreme God, that is to 
say, the only God, and as being above all the God of Moderation, 
and of the chastisements that pllllish excess, the excess and the 
abuse of power under all their forms. To understand is presented 
as the supreme end, that is, of course, to understand the relation­
ship of man and the universe, of 1nen among themselves, of man 
with himsel£ According to this passage, suffering was regarded 
as the indispensable condition for such knowledge, and precious 
by this token, but by this token only. Unlike certain morbid 
valuations of our time, the Greeks never attributed value to 
suffering for its own sake. The word they chose to designate 
suffering, 7Ta.0os, is one which evoked above all the idea of enduring 
much more than of suffering. Man must endure that which he does 
not want. He must find himself in sub1nission to necessity. Mis­
fortunes leave wounds which bleed drop by drop even during 
sleep; and thus, little by little, they break a man by violence and 
make him fit, in spite of himself, to receive wisdom, that wisdom 
which expresses itself as moderation. M,i.n must learn to think of 
himself as a limited and dependent being, suffering_ alone_ qm 
teach him this. 

• Tep 1ra0ei p,a0os is evidently an equation sanctioned by the adepts 
of the doctrine which Aeschylus echoed and which is doubtless 
Orphism. The resemblance of the two words 1ra.0os, p,a.0os makes 
of this equation a sort of play on words. Equations of this sort were 
prized by the Greek initiates; compare the awp,a af]p,a of the 
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Pythagoreans ( the body is a tomb). Further on, the same choir 
chants LJ.tKa 8J To'is µEV 1ra0ovaw µa0€'iv e1rtppl1r€t, justice makes 
fall to the share (LJ.lKa = justice, e1TLppl1rw = to make fall [in the 
sense of 'to weigh out' trans. ]-or, rather, justice grants under­
standing to those who have suffered, or, grants knowledge. 

I would almost prefer to put 'those who have endured', instead 
of those who have suffered, to underline that those who know 
arc those who have endured misfortune, not those who have 
taken pleasure in tormenting themselves by pure perversity or by 
romanticism. 'E1TLppl1r€t indicates that those who have suffered 
may share in the possibility of knowing only if they use this 
possibility. This equation does not of course mean to say that 
suffering automatically yields wisdom. 

By its very colour this passage clearly reveals the origin of its 
inspiration to be that of the Mysteries. (The two solitary divinities 
are certainly not, as affirmed in a note by an unfortunate Sorbom1e 
professor, those of Hesiodic or Orphic genealogy, but false gods 
anterior to a revelation, which for the Greeks is probably that 
brought in by contact with the Pelasgians, the Phoenicians and the 
Egyptians.) These lines contain the sufficient and infallible method 
of perfection, which is to keep the mind turned in loving con­
templation towards the true God, that God who has no name. 
The 'dolorous memory' is Plato's reminiscence, the remembrance 
of what the soul saw upon the farther side of heaven; that dolorous 
memory which distils in sleep, is the 'dark night' of St. John of 
the Cross. 

If one compares lines from the Prometheus, the similarity of the 
st0_ry of Prometheus with that of the Christ appears ~th b~1_1~1g 
~~!1-~e. P~ometheus is the preceptor of men, who has· -taught 
them _all things. ~Here he (the preceptor) is said to be Zeus. 
Tha~ 1~ all the same thing; the two arc really one. It is in 
crucify-mg Prometheus that Zeus has opened the way of wisdom 
to men. 

Hencefor~h t~e law, 'by suffering comes understanding', may 
be brought m line with the thought of St. John of the Cross: that 
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participation in the suffering of the Cross of Christ alone allows 
penetration into the depths of divine wisdom. 

Moreover, if one compares the first lines spoken by Prome­
theus1 with the end of the Book ofJob,2 one sees in these two texts 
the same mysterious linking between extreme physical suffering, 
accompanied by an extreme distress of soul, and the complete 
revelation of the beauty of the world. 

* * * 
Com pare certain lines from the sixth-century Pythagorean 

comic poet Epicharmus on the subject of the folly of love with 
a verse from the Prometheus of Aeschylus spoken by Ocean: 

'The matter with you is not the love of mankind, but an illness; 
that you find joy in giving. '3 

The line spoken by Ocean is as follows: 

'There is no greater gain than to appear mad because one is good.' 

Prometheus replies: 

'That fault would seem rather to be mine.' (Pro111etlze11s, 385-6.) 

1 'O divine heaven, swift wings of wind, 
O rivers and their springs, 0 seas 

and numberless smiling waves, and thou, Mother of all Earth 
and that one who sees al_!, disk of the sun, I call upon y~u ' 
to see in me what sufferings the gods bring to a god.' 

2 Job, xxxviii-xli. (Prometheus, 88-92) 

3 0 i, <jJ,A.U.v8J'WTror y' €cnr', ; X'=L~ v1;uov, xalµ£Lr S,lluV!.. 
Diels, Fragmente der Vorsokratiker <th cl I f , , e ., , 203, r. 31. 
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VI 
PROMETHEUS 1 

THE EXACT MEANING of the name Prometheus is 
Providence. Hesiod relates that Prometheus was the arbiter 
at a contest between the gods and men ( eKp{vovro 0Eot 

0117JT6i T' av0pw7roi: Tlzeogony, 535) to decide which share of the 
sacrificial animals should fall to the gods and which to men; he 
relates that Prometheus gave the better part to men. 

This recalls an extraordinary passage in the Book of Job (xvi, 
19-21): 'Also now, behold, my witness is in heaven, and my record 
is on high. My friends scorn me: but mine eye poureth out tears 
unto God. 0 that one might plead for a man with God, as a man 
P!eadeth for his neighbour!' (King James Version). 'O that God 
himself might be the arbiter between man and God, between the 
son of man and his fellows' (French Version). 

Aeschylus first shows the crucifixion of Prometheus upon the 
rock, during which Prometheus is completely silent. This recalls 
the silence of Isaiah's just man and the silence of the Christ: 'He 
was_ oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth' 
(Isaiah liii ) '7. 

0 /r~rn. the_rnorn.ent that Prometheus is alone, he has an explosion 
.. J~ which leaves no doubt as to the carnal character of his 

Suuenng. 

Pr Aeschhylus also rnakes it clear that he suffers for love. From the 
omet eus Bound: 

1 From, Les Intuitions Prechretiennes, pages 93-108. 
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Divine heaven, swift wings of wind, 89 
O rivers and their springs, 0 seas and numberless 
smiling waves, and thou, mother of all, Earth, 
and he who sees all, orb of the sun, I call upon you 
to see in me what suffering the gods bring to a god. 
Behold by what hmniliations 
I am torn, and must struggle throughout thousands of years. 
It is this the new master of the blest 
has devised for me; degrading fetters. 
Alas, alas, the present and the future of my affliction 
wring groans from me. At what point in my pains 
shall an end be assigned to all of this? 
And yet, what do I say? All this I knew in advance, IOI 

exactly, all the future. Nothing new for me can come 
to add to my affiiction. Since it is destined, one's lot 
must be endured the best one can; I know well 
that invincible necessity is in power. 
But neither keeping silent nor failing to keep silent 
is possible in this state. To mortals I have given 
a grace, and these laws master me, their victim. 
In the hollow of a rod I captured 
the stolen source of fire, who teaches skill, 
shows all skill to mortals and is a great treasure. 
It is the ransom of this fault that I pay, 
in the open air, enchained and nailed .... 
Behold me enchained, a miserable god u9 
whom Zeus hates, who1n all the gods 
hold in horror, all those who 
attend the court of Zeus, 
because I have loved mortals too well. 
Alas, alas, what movements do I hear 
of birds close by? Upon the air the whirr 
of beating wings rustles gently. 
All that comes near is frightening to me .... 

... see 
how I am held by a hook! 
Above this abyss, upon this rocky height, 
my lot shall be the watch that none can envy .... 
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If only beneath the earth, under the dwelling of Hades, 
welcomer of corpses, in that immensity 
of Tartarus, he had flung me! Though unbreakable chains 
should cruelly hold me, yet no god, 
nor any other being, could take pleasure. 
But here, wretchedly battered by the wind, 
my enemies exult over my suffering .... 
His (Zeus] will shall soften one day, when 
as I have said, he shall be shattered; he, the inflexible, 
he shall appease his anger; in union with me 
and in friendship 
he shall hasten to me as I hasten to him. • • • 
They [the Titans] believed that without trouble, by force, 

they should be masters .... 
They deigned not the least in the world to look upon 

me .... 
[The best] seemed to take my mother with me . 
and to consent to be allied with Zeus, who consented to it. 

It was by my advice ... 
[ that they had the victory] 

... the unhappy mortals; he took no account of them, 
none at all; on the contrary, his wish was to dcstroy 

the species 
completely, and to sow a new race. 

152 

208 

215 

219 

231 

And to that none made opposition, but only I 
have dared. I have delivered mortals 
from the damnation that would have flung them into Hades. 
It is for this fault these tortures crush me. 
They are bitter to suffer and pitiable to sec. 
Fo: mortals I have had pity, while to myself, none 
~c1gns to accord pity, but fierce, :fierce 
1s the measure that I receive here, an inglorious 

spectacle before Zeus .... 
and certainly to my friends I am a lamentable sight .... 
I caused mortals no longer to foresee the day of doom. 

CHORUS: What remedy did you invent for this illness? 
PROMETHEUS: I caused blind ho es to dwell in them .... 

[after a new ev • P_ . ] ocat1on of lus suffcnngs 
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and I, all these things, I knew them, 265 
I consented, I consented to be in the wrong, I'll not 

deny it. 
To mortals I brought succour and found sufferings 

for mysel£ 
However, I had not thought to pay such a ransom, 
not wasted away, upon these high cliffs 
to have the desert and this abandoned mountain for 

my lot .... 
See this spectacle, this friend of Zeus 304 
who helped to establish his kingdom, 
beneath what tortures he makes me bow! ... 

n/2AN: Nothing is better than to will good for others 385 
J~~ to the point of appearing mad. 

PROMETHEUS: It is I who appear to be in that error. ... 
OCEAN: Thy calamity, 0 Prometheus, is a lesson. . . . 391 
PROMETHEUS: One thought gnaws at my heart, 437 

that I see how I have been outraged 
and yet, who determined the privileges 
of these new gods, if not I alone? ... 

• • • Of the afflictions of mortals 442 
hear these, and how, knowing nothing at first, 
I endowed them with a mind and the possession of 

wisdom. 
I will say it, not in any way to blame men, 
but to show what there was of goodness in my gifts. 
They, who at first, when they saw, saw in vain 
heard without understanding; and resembling ' 
the figures in dreams, the whole of length their life 
they confused all things at random .... 
All these inventions, I, unhappy one, found them 469 
for mortals; and for myself I have no wisdom which can, 
from this present torture, deliver me now. 

CHORUS: You suffer a painful humiliation. Fallen 
from your wisdom 

you err, like a bad physician succumbed to 
sickness. You have lost courage and 

for yourself are not able 
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to decide by which potions to cure yourself .. • • 
PROMETHEUS: In a single word learn the whole at once: 5°3 

all mortal arts come from Prometheus. 
CHORUS: Be not useful to mortals above measure, 

and careless of your own misfortune; as for me 
I have good hope that one day delivered from these bonds 
you shall be not inferior to Zeus 

in power .... 
CHORUS: You do not tremble before Zeus, and 

following your own will, you venerate mortals too 
much, Prometheus. 

PROMETHEUS: Behold Prometheus, giver of fire to 
mortals. 

543 

612 

IO: 0 thou, who hast shown thyself the universal benefactor of 
mortals 

unhappy Prometheus, for what reason do you suffer thus? 
PROMETHEUS: I have just concluded the account of my pains. 
IO: Then give me this one grace. 
PROMETHEUS: Say which one. You may ask me any question. · • • 

PROMETHEUS: In reality there is before me no end to my 755 
torments until Zeus fall from royal power. 

10: Zeus fall from power, is that possible? ... 
PROMETHEUS: You may accept that as reality. 76o 
IO: By whom shall he be robbed of his royal sceptre? 
PROMETHEUS: ~mselfby himself and by his designs 

empty of wisdom .... 

He shall make such a marriage as he shall be ashamed of. . . . 764 
His _wife shall bring the world a son stronger than 768 

his father. 

IO: Is there nothing that can tum this fate from him? 
PROMETHEUS: _No, nothing, except myself, if I were freed from 

my chams .... 

PROMEhTHEus: yes, it is a fact, no longer a saying: 1080 
T e earth 1s shaken 
subterranean echoes roar in reply 
to the thunder and. to th fl . Ii 

f £. . : e armg nes 
o ery lightning; in the eddies the dust 
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whirls; winds leap up breaking 
winds, all arc against each other; 
a war of winds is declared. 
There is a confounding of sky and ocean. 
Against me the tempest from Zeus, 
bringing terror advances visible. 
0 my mother and her holiness, 0 heaven, 
by whom the common light of all turns, 
do you see what wrongs I suffer? 

These words are the last of the tragedy. It finishes with the word 
7Taaxw so near to the Passion. 

He had pity and received no pity. Antigone also says, in 
Sophocles' ..-play, that having shown piety she suffered impious 
treatment.~1e Greeks were haunted by the thought that caused 
a sain,t of the Middle Ages to weep: the thought that Love is not 
lovedJ 

Tlfu vocabulary of this tragedy presents many oddities, rare 
words, which are doubtless words of double meaning to which 
we have lost the key. The key ought to be in the liturgy of the 
Mysteries. Concerning the words 7Topos and µ:rixav~ which re­
appear constantly and must, here and in the other works in 
which they figure, be an allusion to that liturgy. 

Some probable allusions to Aeschylus' tragedy, or to a common 
source in Plato's Symposium, have been noted earlier. Prometheus 
is without a roof, exposed to the rigours of the open air, so is Love. 
Prometheus, at the hunt, captured the source of fire. Love is also 
a mighty hw1tsman. Prometheus is a physician who cannot find 
a cure for himsel£ Love is a physician who cures the evil that robs 
man of the supreme felicity. Love is skilful in finding potions. 
There are still other comparisons to be made. But above all, Love 
does not exercise nor submit to constraint. The relations between 
Prometheus and Zeus are of this sort, contrary to what the nails 
and the chains nught lead one to believe. Their relations are of 
the type indicated by such grammatical constructions as lKovB' 

EK6vn, G7TEVOWV G7TEVOOVTt. Plato also says lKWV lKovn. The 
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Pythag?r~an_ character of the thought which inspires Aeschylus' 
drama 1s mdicated by several signs. When Prometheus explains 
how his ed_~i:,~tiye actio}l brought men out of their state of con­
fused niglifanare, he enumerates the kinds of knowledge that he 
gave them. These are, in the poet's order, the construction of 
houses; work with bricks and wood; the knowledge of the seasons; 
that of the stars; and of numbers; and ofletters; the domestication 
of the horse; navigation by sailboat; medicine; divination; sacri­
fices; work with metals-briefly, all the arts. In this slightly 
confused enumeration, the knowledge of numbers is called egoxov 
ao<fnaµ&:rwv, the wisdom which surpasses all others. This is a 
specifically Pythagorean idea. 

Be it said in passing (although the Bible I believe says some­
where that it is from Wisdom that men learned ploughing and 
all the crafts) such thoughts are completely lacking among us 
today. And yet, if we thought of all the teclm.iques as ~ifts from 
Christ, would not all of life be transformed by that belief? 

When Prometheus speaks of his future reconciliation with 
Zeus, he uses the word dp0µ,6v, union (190), a very rare word 
and which must be used here as a sort of play on words with 
a.p,0µ,ov, number. When he says ws Jppv0µ,,aµ,a,, it is certainly 
because Aeschylus wants to invoke the idea of rhythm that to say 
'this is the way one treats me' he so fantastically seeks out a word 
derived from pv0µ6s. Elsewhere Prometheus begins a phrase by 
clpµo'i, which means 'in a little while'. This is also a rare word, 
the adverbial dative of the word which means 'adjusting, dove­
tailing', coming from the same root as harmony. 

What is more important is that Prometheus speaks of having 
determined the privileges of the gods, of having prescribed their 
limits, S,wp,a€V (440). This bears directly upon the Pythagorean 
ideas concerning the limit and the unlimited, which are the 
foundation of that doctrine. Upon this subject, see further on. 
The connection is in no way arbitrary, for Plato attributes this part 
of the doctrine precisely to a revelation from Prometheus. This 
revelation is elsewhere linked to that of the teclmiques. 
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TTETpais TTESapa{ois, upon high cliffs [from atpw]. 

This expression recalls 'the Son of man must be lifted up'. 
aWepLOV K{vvyµa, a thing buffeted about by the winds. 

That doubtless means exposed to the elements. However, the 
expression is strange for a body nailed to a rock. It would be 
more appropriate for a hanging body. Here one might believe 
that to the torture of crucifixion Aeschylus superimposes the 
torture of hanging. For mysterious reasons the Christian tradition 
has always done the same for the Christ (hanged on a tree, hanged 
upon the Cross). 

Prometheus suffers because he has loved men too well. He 
suffers in man's stead, The wrath of God against the human 
species is entirely carried by him, who, nevertheless, was and is, 
destined again to become the friend of Zeus. 

He who, by his counsels, secured the reign of Zeus, who dis­
tributed to the gods their portions and their functions, all of 
which belongs to the sovereign ruler, he whom one expects to see 
as equal to Zeus in power, reduces himself to total powerlessness. 
Left in a deserted place where none can speak to him or hear 
him (if in the actual tragedy he has interlocutors, that is because 
such are necessary for the theatre), secured by nails and chains in 
complete immobility, in an unnatural position, unable to satisfy 
the need to hide himself which is so terribly intense in humiliation 
and affiiction, exposed to the sight of whoever may happen to 
come to mock his distress, he is hated by the gods, abandoned 
by men. 

H~ ha~ no fear of Zeus, and ~le venerated men. The very power 
of his will for good proved him mad. (All these expressions are 
in the text.) 

His gifts_ to h~~a~ty are first of all salvation, in that he pre­
vented their annihilation by Zeus. He does not say how, but it is 
for this that he suffers. Then he gave them fire and knowledge of 
the order of the world, and of numbers and of techniques. But 
he has also freed men from the fear of death by filling them with 
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blind hopes. Blind is used here as the night of faith in St. Jolm of 
the Cross. It is the hope of immortality. This brings Prometheus 
in line with the Egyptian Osiris, the god of immortality. 

But he who delivered men cannot deliver himscl£ 
And yet, all powerless as he is, he is in a sense more powerful 

than Zeus. There is something very singular about Zeus in this 
tragedy. Everywhere else in Aeschylus the essential attribute of 
Zeus is Wisdom. He is only secondarily powerful, just, good, and 
merciful. He is above all the Wise God. In this tragedy he lacks 
wisdom to the point where this deficiency threatens the future of 
his reign, he is condemned to lose his kingdom because his 
'counsels are empty of wisdom', and there is no other help for 
him than to deliver Prometheus from his chains. 

ThE,_rnnclusion i111poses itself upon us that Prometheus himself 
is the Wisdom of Zeus. Henceforth, when we see in Aga111e111no11 
that it suffices to turn one's thoughts to Zeus to o~tain the 
plenitude of wisdom, that Zeus has opened the way of wisdom to 
mortals, and when one brings this saying in line with Prometheus' 
words where he says how he has been the preceptor of men, one 
is convinced that Zeus and Prometheus arc one and the self-same 
God; and one must interpret the words 'He decreed as sovere~gn 
law: By suffering comes understanding' as a link with the passion 
of Prometheus. The Christian likewise knows that he must go 
by the Way of the Cross to be united with divine Wisdom. 

Without Prometheus Zeus would have a son more powerful 
than himself and would thus lose his domination. It is not by 
might, it is by wisdom that God is the ruler of the world. 

'!'he idea of a situation where God would be separated from his 
Wisdo~ is very strange, But it appears also, although less insist­
ently, ill the story of Christ. The Christ accuses His Father of 
havmg abandoned Him· and Saint Paul says that Christ has 
become a curse before G~d in our stead. At the supreme moment 
of ~he Passion, there is an instant where there appears a thing 
'i:_hich to human eyes seems a separation, an opposition between 
t e Father and the Son. Certainly this is no more than an appear-
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ance. But in Aeschylus' tragedy, a few words scattered here and 
there-which doubtless would have much more significance for 
us if we knew the Pro111etlze11s U11bo1111d-indicate that the hostility 
between Prometheus and Zeus is only an appearance. 

See an attempted interpretation of this appearance further on, 
in connection with the Pythagorean idea of harmony, pages 
195-199). 

Prometheus has for mother a goddess who has, among other 
names, Themis, justice; another name is Gaia, Earth. This is the 
mother goddess, whom one also meets under the name of Isis, 
and of Demeter, she of whom Plato in the Timae11s speaks in 
mysterious terms, naming her matter, mother, nurse, door, hall­
mark, describing her as always intact, though all things are born 
of her. It is she who was adored in several places where today 
a black Virgin is preserved. 

As for the father of Prometheus, Aeschylus does not speak of 
him at all. 

When Ocean says to Prometheus 'Thine affliction is a lesson', 
that seems at first the flat statement of a prudent thought. But a 
second sense appears in this speech when one brings it next the 
words: 'By suffering comes understanding.' There is in reality 
no greater teaching than that of the Cross. 

All is freedom in this drama built of chains and of nails. At the 
beginning of the struggle between the Titans and Zeus, each 
of the two adversaries is free to take the wisdom of Prometheus 
to his side. But the Tita?s do not want it. They refuse it. They 
chose simply to use nught. They do not accord Prometheus 
·so much as a glance. This is the choice which condemns them 
to defeat, for destiny was to award the victory to whichever of 
the two adversaries should not use force alone, but also wisdom, 
and Gaia, Prometheus' mother, knew this. Prometheus, when the 
Titans turned from him, turns freely toward Zeus, who receives 
hir.n freely and by his consenting becomes sovereign of the 
U111verse. 

Later, it is also freely, freely and consciously, that Prometheus 
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gives himself to affliction out of love for miserable humanity. 'I 
knew all that, I consented, I have consented to take the blame', 
f , t I a 

EKWV, EKWV, 7JµapTOV. 

Only at the moment when affliction falls is there no more 
liberty, but only constraint. Affliction then is not merely 
suffered by constraint but also inflicted by constraint. Instead of 
EK6v0' EKovn, one has here the equation aKovTa a' a.Kwv (invitum 
invitus) from the mouth of Hephaistos, keeper of the flame, son 
of Zeus, and by him charged with Prometheus' punishment. 
'It is without your consent or my own that I am going to nail 
you.' At this moment God appears as submitting to necessity; not 
only God as victim but God as executioner; not only the God 
who has taken the form of a slave but also the God who has kept 
the form of the master. 

But the reconciliation between Prometheus and Zeus shall 
again come freely from both sides: a1rd8wv a1rev8ovn. 

Notice that Hephaistos speaks of Prometheus as ~fa god of the 
same origin, avyyevij 0Eov, and as his friend. He 1s the god of 
artistic fire. 

The supernatural fire, the divine fire, which Prometheus gave 
to men, is the same which even in spite of himselfleads him to his 
agony. 

Prometheus' sacrifice never appears as a historical dated fact 
which might have happened at a certain point of time and at a 
certain place. Hesiod, although he does once speak of the deliver­
ance of Prometheus, at another place speaks of him as being 
forever nailed to the rock. 

The story of Prometheus is like the refraction into eternity of 
the Passion of Christ. Prometheus is the Lamb slain from the 
foundation of the world. 

An historical anecdote whose central character is God cannot 
be refracted into eternity. Pascal speaks of 'Jesus in agony unto 
t~e end of the world.' St. John, with the sovereign authority 
0 f revealed texts, says that He has been slain since the fonndation 
0 the world. Among the resemblances between the story of 
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Prometheus and that of the Christ there is none that could be of 
an anecdotal order. They can in no case serve as arguments 
against the historical character of the Gospels. Consequently they 
can only confirm, and not weaken, the Christian dogma. Hence­
forth, why should anyone refuse to recognize them, since they 
are self-evident? 

Outside the New Testament itself, and outside the liturgy of 
Holy Week, nowhere could there be fow1d words so poignant 
as those of certain passages of this tragedy, words to express the 
love God bears us and the suffering linked to this love. 

Is it not an extremely powerful thing to be able to say this to 
all the unbelievers: without the haw1ting of the Passion, this 
Greek civilization, from which you draw all your thoughts 
without exception, would never have existed? 

There are all sorts of arguments against such a conception of 
history, but as soon as one enters into this one, it appears to be of 
such a crying truth that one can never abandon it. 

Another essentially Christian conception which existed in 
Greek tradition, and which appears in Aeschylus, especially in the 
tragedy of the S11pplia11ts, is the thought that the supplication 
of a sufferer comes from God himself, and that one cannot push 
the sufferer away without offending God. The Greeks stated that 
thought by an admirable expression, 'Zeus suppliant', not Zeus 
the protector of suppliants but 'Zeus the suppliant'. 

Here are a few lines from the tragedy of the Suppliants which 
contains that statement: 

Z ' , , ,/.. I > I~ ,J.. I 
€VS' µev a'f'iwrwp e1rwoi 1rpo'f'povwS' . ... 

I 

May suppliant Zeus look with mercy. 
t I , I\ > ,,:- I A I 

tKrYJptaS', aya11µaT awowv "-'WS'. 192 

The wands of supplication, images sacred to Zeus who has a 
right to our respect. 

aloofoS' is impossible to translate. This word refers to the 
particular sort of respect which we owe to an Wlfortunate being 
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when he implores us. In the Iliad also this idea of respect is always 
joined to that of pity to express the respect to which the suppliant 
has a right. Thus the youthful son of Priam who falls without 
arms or armour into the hands of Achilles: 'I am at thy knees 
Achilles, have respect for me, have pity.' It is no credit to us that 
neither in French nor, to my knowledge, in any other modem 
language, have we a word to express this shade of meaning. 
(Notice that besides Zeus, the Suppliants also invoke: 

'A I ' 'A I'\'\ ,I. ,,:,, ' ' , - 0 I yvov T 7TOI\I\W, .,,vyao a7T ovpavov eov. 214 

The pure Apollo, exiled god of heaven. 

Apollo had been exiled from heaven after a quarrel with Zeus 
provoked by the resurrection of a dead person; and for this he 
had to descend to earth to become the servant of a man.) 

QI I Z''l I I ,-,apvs ye µ,evrot 7JVOS KEGLOV KOTOS. 347 

Stem is the anger of Suppliant Zeus. 

Does this not belong to the very same spirit as the words: 
'I was an hungred and ye gave me no meat'? 

'1 1 £\ I A • '\ I 360 Keaia 'l!:!Jeµ,is .utos Kl\apwv. 

The suppliant Justice, daughter of Zeus, Dispenser of fate. 
[ Splendid expression.] 

µ, , z . 'l I I EVEt Tot 'f}VOS KTatOV KOTOS 

8va7Tapa0l)..KTovs 7Ta06v-ros otKTots. 

The anger of Suppliant Zeus awaits those 
whom the cry of a suffering being touches 

but little 
or, who are but little moved by the cry of a 

sufferer. 
z . . 

evs ETepoppe7Tfis. 

Zeus who inclines to both sides. 

aOµW S' ~ , ' , "" , 
, _ s avayKTJ ZT)vos ai8eia0at 1<0Tov 
LKTT)pos• iJ.I. • ' /3 - ,I. '/3 'f'LUTos yap EV poTOtS .,,a OS, 
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And yet one cannot choose but to have respect for the anger 

of Zeus 
the Suppliant; for that is the cause of supreme fear 

among mortals. 

( There is, then, no greater sacrilege than insensitiveness toward 
those who suffer.) 

This anger of Suppliant Zeus recalls the prodigious words of 
the Apocalypse: 'They shall say to the mountains and to the rocks: 
Fall on us, and hide us from the face of him that sitteth on the 
throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb' (Revelation vi, 16). 
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VII 
GOD IN PLAT0 1 

Spirituality in Plato, i.e. Greek spirituality. 

RISTOTLE IS PERHAPS the only philosopher, in 
the modem sense, in Greece, and he is quite outside the 
Greek tradition. Plato is all that we have of Greek spirit-

uality, and-~f him only the vulgarized works. _ . . 
One can but surmise from the fact that a particular idea ts not 

fo~d there, or not explicitly .... What then is Plato? A mystic, 
hetr to a tradition of mysticism wherein all of Greece was bathed. 

The vocation of each of the peoples of antiquity: a view of 
divine things (all but the Romans). Israel: God in one person. 
India: assimilation of the soul with God in mystical union. China: 

/ ?0 d'_s own method of operation, fullness of action which seems 
J ~act10n, fullness of presence which seems absence, emptiness and 

silence. Egypt: immortality, salvation of the virtuous soul after 
deat~ by assimilation with a suffering God, dead and resurrected, 
~hanty toward one's neighbour. Greece (which greatly felt the 
influence of Egypt): the wretchedness of man, the distance and 
transcendence of God. 

Greek history began with an atrocious crime: the destruction 
of :roy. Far from deriving glory for itself from this crime as 
nations ordinarily do, the Greeks were haunted by the memory 

1 From La Source Grecque, pages 65-77. 
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of it; that is, by remorse. From this they derived a sense of 
human misery. No other people has expressed as they have the 
bitterness of human misery: 

Two cauldrons stand at the threshold of Zeus 
wherein are the gifts he bestows, the evil in one, the good 

in the other. 
Those for whom Zeus, who delights in thunder, mixes his gifts, 
are sometimes in misfortune, sometimes in prosperity. 
The man to whom he makes evil gifts he exposes to outrage; 
A fearful need pursues him across divine earth, 
he wanders, receiving respect neither from men nor from the 

Gods.1 

\., There is no picture of human destitution more pure, more 
bitter and more poignant than the Iliad. The contemplation of 
human misery in its truth implies a very high spirituality. 

All Greek civilization is a search forj,ridg<;s to relate human 
misery and divine perfection. Their art, which is incomparable, 
their poetry, their philosophy, the sciences which they invented 
(geometry, astronomy, mechanics, physics, biology) are nothing 
but bridges. They invented (?), the idea of mediation. We have 
kept those bridges to look at them. Believers no less than non­
believers. But we have almost no trace of Greek spirituality before 
Plato. And yet here are some fragments. Orphic fragment: 

Thou shalt find near the dwellings of the dead, on the left, a spring 
near which there soars an all white cypress tree. 
Do not go to that spring, do not approach it. 
Thou shalt find another which flows from the lake of memory, 
a jet of cold water. There are sentinels before it. 
Say to them: I am _the_ da~ghter of Earth and of the starry sky 
but I have ~y begmnmg m heaven._ This you know yourselves. 
A deadly thirst consumes me. Ah, give me quickly 
of the cold water that brims fr~m the lake of memory. 
And they shall.allow thee to dnnk from the divine spring 
and henceforth thou shalt reign among the heroes. 2 

1 Iliad, XXIV, 527-533. 2 Diels, 5th ed. I, p. 15. 
75 



Intimations of Christianity 

This Memory is that very one which is the principle of Platonic 
reminiscence and of the 'grieving mcmory'1 of Aeschylus. It is the 
knowledge of divine things. The white cypress tree has perhaps a 
connection with the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, 
which, according to the 'Quest of the Holy Grail', was entirely 
white. 

This text already contains a part of Greek spirituality as one 
finds it in Plato. It comprises many things. That we arc children 
of Heaven, which is to say, of God. That earthly life is a forgetting. 
That here below we live in forgetfulness of the supernatural and 
transcendant truth. Then, that the condition of salvation is thirst. 
We must thirst for that forgotten truth to the point of feeling 
that this thirst consumes us. Finally, that this thirst is certain to be 
quenched. If our thirst for that water is great enough, and if we 
know that as children of God it belongs to us to drink of it, then 

the water will be accorded us. 
Pythagoreans: Of this heart of Greek civilization we know 

almost nothing, except from Plato. 
Fragments from Heraclitus: A6yos, Zeus, Eternal fire, fragment 

from Cleanthes. 
Hippolytus of Euripides: absolute chastity as a means to mys-

tical communion and friendship with divinity. 
Plato: Two known facts concerning him. 
I. That he is not a man who discovered a philosophic doctrine. 

Contrary to all other philosophers (without exception I believe), 
he constantly reiterates that he has invented nothing, that he only 
follows a tradition which sometimes he docs, sometimes he docs 
not, name. One must take his word for this. 

He is inspired sometimes by earlier philosophers whose frag­
ments "':e possess, whose systems he has assimilated into a superior 
synthesis, sometimes by his master Socrates, or again by some 
secre~ Greek traditions of which, except for him, we know almost 
not~g, the Orphic tradition, the tradition of the Mysteries of 
EleuSis, the Pythagorean tradition (which is the mother of Greek 

1 Aeschylus, Agamemnon, 180. 
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civilization) and very probably by the traditions of Egypt and 
other Oriental countries. We do not know whether Plato was the 
best of Greek spirituality; he is simply all that we ha vc. Pythagoras 
and his disciples were doubtless still more marvellous. 

2. Of Plato we possess only those popularized works which 
were destined for the larger public. They are not to be compared 
with the parables of the New Testament. Y ct the fact that a certain 
idea is not found in them, or not explicitly, docs not permit the 
conclusion that Plato and the other Greeks did not possess that idea. 

W c must try to penetrate to the heart of these works by basing 
our thought upon indications that are often brief and by assem­
bling scattered texts. 

My interpretation: that Plato is an authentic mystic and even 
the father of Occidental mysticism. 

Texts concerning God: 
His remark upon 0Eo£, 0Eos, o 0Eos. Ehot: Either he is joking. 

Or: the divinity (cf Elohim). Or often something analogous to 
angels: finite beings but perfectly pure. 

Theaetetus, 176a 

THEODOR US: Socrates, if you could persuade everyone as you do 
me, there would be more peace and less evil among men. 

SOCRATES: But it is not possible that evil should disappear, Theo­
dorus. For something is always needed which is more or less 
the contrary of good (v7TEVaVT£ov). And this something cannot 
have its seat among the Gods, hut it must circulate in the realm 
of_mortal natur~ in this present_world. That is why one should 
stnve to .flee tlus world as swiftly as one can. This flight is, 
as far as possible, an assimilation in God. This assimilation 
consist~ in b:c~ming just and hol~ by the help of reason. But, 
dear fnend, it 1s not easy to convmce mankind to flee sin and 
~eek virtu:, not merely in order to appear to be good, which 
1s the motive of the common man and which I take for an old 
woman's folly. The true motive is this: that God is never in 
any way unrighteous. He is righteous to the supreme degree 
and nothing resembles him more than that man among us who 
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is _the most righteous. . . . The understanding of this is true 
wisdom and virtue. To be ignorant of this is to be manifestly 
stupid and vile. All the other apparent abilities, other skills in 
politics, business or crafts, are coarse and mercenary. And as for 
those who commit injustices, whose words or whose actions 
are profane, it is better not to admit that they might be danger­
ous [ clever J by [in J ·their wickedness. For they take pride in 
reproaches and believe themselves to be regarded 11ot as empty 
beings, useless weights of the earth, but as virile and manly 
such as one must be to keep safe and sane in the city. To 
tell the truth, they arc all the more what they believe them­
selves not to be, by not recognizing what they arc. For ~h~y 
lack a knowledge of the punishment of injustice, and that is m 
all the world the thing one should the least lack. This punish­
me~t is not what they expect, not the death and the bl~ws 
which sometimes wicked men do escape, but another pmush­
ment which it is impossible to escape .... There arc in fact two 
patterns, one divine and blessed, the other devoid of God and 
wretched. But they do not perceive that th.is is so. Their 
sturidity, their Utter ignorance blinds them to the fa~t that by 
the1.r unjust behaviour they resemble the second and di_ffer fr~m 
the first. They are punished by the fact that they live a life which 
matches the pattern which they resemble. 

Principal ideas to be drawn from this: Flight. Pythagoras: that 
he who leaves does not return (the violence of fear, June 1940)-
an~ Ass~milation (c£ geometry, Epinomis). . 
. ?od is perfectly just.' The Greeks were obsessed by the idea of 
~ustice (because of Troy?). They perished for hav~g a~nndoned 
it. They knew two sets of ethics, one external, which 1s human, 
the ~ther, the real one, which is supernatural, being from God, 
and mterchangeable with the knowledge (yvwais, a word from 
t~e Gospels) of the most exalted truth (note about the four 
virtues): The reward of good consists in the fact that one is good, 
the puruslunent of evil in the fact that one is evil, and these are a 
reco~pense and a punishment that are equally automatic (I do 
not Judge, they condemn themselves). 
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(The very important consequence of this assimilation:· the 
'Ideas' of Plato are the thoughts of God, or God's attributes.) 

Otherwise expressed: whereas in the domain of nature (includ­
ing psychology) good and evil mutually and endlessly produce 
one another, in the spiritual domain evil only creates evil and 
good produces nothing but good. (The Gospels.) And that good 
and that evil consist solely in the contact with (contact by simi­
larity), or the separation from, God. It is a question here of some­
thing very different from such an abstract conception of God as 
the human intelligence may achieve without grace; here the 
question is of an experimental conception. 

What is this justice? How can the imitation of God by a man 
be possible? We have an answer. That answer is the Christ. What 
was Plato's answer? 

The Republic, II, 36oe 

(Compare with Hippolytt1s of Euripides.) Let us take nothing 
either from the injustice of the unjust man or from the justice of 
the just man, but consider each one in his perfection. [Everything 
succeeds for the unjust.] ... Take the just man, simple and generous, 
who, as Aeschylus says, does not want the appearance but the reality 
of justice. Let us then take away all appearance .... Let him be 
naked of all except justice that he may be proven in his justice by 
the fact that he be not softened (reyyw0ai) by dishonour and its 
effects, but w1wavering unto death, going through life in the 
appearance. of injustic_e but in t~e reality of justice ... the ju~t man 
being so disposed will be whipped, tortured, enchained, his eyes 
will be burnt_ out and at the _end of all his sufferings he will be 
impaled (crucified] then he will know that what he should desire is 
not the reality, but the appearance of justice. 

Adeimantus would have us also subtract questions of salvation 
and damnation: 

The Republic, II, 3 67b 

Do not only demonstrate to us that justice is worth more than 
injustice, but by what process each by itself makes him who possesses 
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one or the other, either good or evil. And from each let the appear­
ance be subtracted. For unless you take away the reputation that 
truly belongs and replace it by the opposite, it may be said that you 
do not praise justice, but the appearance of justice .... Therefore 
show us not only that justice is worth more than injustice, but by 
what process justice itself, and by itself, makes him who possesses it 
good irrespective of whether manifest or hidden before the gods 
and before men. 

Hide the appearance of the just even to the sight of God. Let 
the just man be abandoned even by God. 

We find again this image of nakedness linked with that of death 
in Gorgias. 

Gorgias, 523a 

Hear this beautiful account. You may think it is a fable, but as for 
me, I think it is true. I shall tell it as a thing which really happened. 

[Long, ago,] judgment of the Jiving was rendered by the living . 
. . . Each one was judged on the day of his death. That is why the 
judgments were wrong. Pluto and the guardians of the Isles of the 
Blest came to tell Zeus that from both sides men arrived who were 
not worthy. Therefore Zeus said: Well, I'll put an end to that. At 
present wrong judgments arc pronounced. That is so beca\isc th0se 
who are judged arc clothed, in that they arc living. But while ma,~y 
of th~se who arc judged have criminal souls, they are ~rcsscd m 
beautiful bodies, in nobility and wealth, and when the Judgment 
takes ?lace, many witnesses accompany them to testify th~t they 
have lived righteously. All this makes an impression upon the Judges. 
And moreover, the judges themselves arc clothed. The C)~cs, the 
ears, _the whole body act as a veil before their souls. Their own t0thing and that of the accused blinds them. So, first of all, men 
s ould not know, as at present they do know, the hour of their death. 
Let Prometheus be told to put an end to that. Then let all con1.c 
naked befor~ their judges, which means they must be judged after 
they have died. The judge also should be naked, that is, he should 
be d~ad. B)'. the soul alone he should weigh the naked soul of each 
one il11.111.ehdiately after death, abandoned by all its kin, having left 
upon eart all hi h · d b • 1 I cart y array so that t e JU gment may c ng 1t. , 
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having knowledge of these things before you, have appointed my 
sons to be judges ... and when they shall be dead they shall judge 
in the open fields and at the parting where the two ways divide; 
one leads to the Isles of the blest, the other to Tartarus. 

Death in my opinion is nothing else than the sundering of two 
things, the soul and the body, and when these are separated, each is 
in about the same condition as when the man was living .... If such 
a one was tall ... so shall his corpse be, and likewise for the rest ... -
If his living body bore marks of the whip-lash, scars and welts and 
wounds, these arc also visible upon his dead body .... It seems to 
me the same is true of the soul. All that is in the soul becomes 
apparent when the soul is naked, being stripped of its body, all 
natural dispositions and their effects which the soul suffers as a result 
of each worldly attachment. When it comes before the tribunal .. • 
[ the judge] searc!1es each soul without knowing to whom it belo~1gs, 
then often, conung upon the soul of a great king, or a lesser king, 
or son1.c other 1nan of power, he sees that because of its perjuries 
and injustices, that soul is covered with stripes and scars which his 
acts have imprinted and that the whole is twisted by lies and vanities 
so that nothing in it is upright, being reared without truth .... 

527e. Therefore believe me and follow me in this place which 
assures a happy life and a happy death when one arrives there. And 
allow whoever will to despise you for a senseless being, to insult 
you if he_ wants, and by Z~us learn to accept without wincing e:7en 
that slap m the face of wluch you are always speaking; for nothing 
terrible can happen to you if you are truly good and noble, being 
practised in virtue. 

In this context one finds: 

I. Again the idea that ju~gment is nothing but the expression 
of what each one really 1s. Not an appreciation of what he 
has done, but a showing forth of what he is. Evil actions are 
reckoned only by the scars which they leave upon the soul. Here 
there is no application of a set rule, but a working out of strict 
necessity-

2 _ The image of 1~udity joii_ied to_ that of death (the most 
ancient text? ... ). This double image 1s the purest mysticism. 
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There is no man, however wise or perceptive or just he may 
be, who is not influenced by the physical aspect and even more by 
the social position of people (if you believe ... ) . An effect of the 
imagination. No one is unimpressed by dress. Victory or defeat, 
etc. 

The truth is hidden by all that. The truth is secret. ('Your Father 
who sccth in secret'.) The truth is not revealed except in naked­
ness and that nakedness is death, which means the rupture of all 
those attachments which for each human being constitute the 
reason for living; those whom he loves, public esteem and 
possessions, material and moral, all that. 

Plato docs not say, but he implies, that to become wise, which 
exacts the knowledge of self, one must become, already in this 
life, naked and dead. The examination of conscience exacts this 
breaking of all the attachments which make up our reasons for 
living. 

Moreover, he says explicitly in the Phaedo1: 

Those who devote themselves as they should to the pursuit of 
wisdom, have no other goal than to die and to remain dead. : •.• 
Death being nothing else than that state of the soul whe~ It IS 
separated from the body .... The soul of him who seeks Wisdo~ 
scorns the body and flees it in order to be alone with itsc1£ • • • It IS 
only at this moment that we seem to possess our desires, that with 
which we claim we are in love: reason. Which means after our 
death, not while we are alive. For ifit is impossible to have any pure 
knowledge so long as we are in the body, one of two things follows, 
either we never shall possess knowledge, or only after death; for 
then the soul will be itself, by itself, being far from the body, then 
and not before. And even while we live it seems clear that we shall 
he that much closer to wisdom as we refuse, beyond what is strictly 
necessary, to have dealings or union with the body, that we may not 
he filled by its nature, that we may purify ourselves of the flesh until 
God ~mself comes to deliver us. . . . This purification consists in 
separatmg the soul as much as can be from the body, in setting it 
apart. And, having set it apart with itself alone, without the least 

1 64a-67d. 
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contact with the body, in reassembling and in recollecting the soul, 
to make it dwell as far as possible, now and in the future, alone with 
itself and as freed as may be from the bonds of the flesh .... Finally, 
the detachment and the separation of the soul from the body, has 
for name: death. 

It is almost certain that this double image of nakedness and 
death as symbol of spiritual salvation stems from the traditions of 
those secret cults which the ancients called 'The Mysteries'. Sec 
the Babylonian text of Ishtar in Hell. The Seven Doors: 'At each 
door one is stripped of something.' The meaning of the im.age of 
the door: 'Knock and it shall be opened unto you.' Osiris, and 
following him, Dionysus, died and was resuscitated. Descent into 
Hell as initiation. 

The role of this double image in Christian spirituality: Death, 
St. Paul. Nakedness, St. John of the Cross and St. Francis. 

If justice demands that during this life one be naked and dead, 
it is evident that this justice is impossible to human nature, and is 
supernatural. . 

It is first of all the flesh wluch prevents the soul from assimila-
tion with God by justice, the flesh of which Plato, following the 

✓Orphics and the Pythagoreans, says: 'The body is the tomb of the 

soul.'1 

Philolaus: [We know] by the testimony of ancient theologians 
and prophets it is because of chastisement that the soul is yoked 
to the body and buried in it as in a tomb. 2 

Numerous passages of Plato speak of the peril of the flesh. 
Plato also took up another Pythagorean image comparing the 

sensitive and carnal part of the soul, the seat of desire, to an urn 
which for some men has its base pierced. For those who have 
received no light, the urn is pierced; they are thus continually 
busy pouring in all that they can without ever being able to 

fill it.3 

1 Gorgias, 493a; Cratylus, 400 c. 
3 Gorgias, 494a. 

2 Diels, 5th ed., I, p. 414. 
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But an even greater obstacle than the flesh is society. Upon this 
subject the image is terrible. This is an idea of first importance 
with Plato, one which runs through all his works, but not 
explicitly expressed, except in this passage, for reasons which the 
passage itself will explain. One never gives it enough importance. 

Do you believe as the vulgar do that only a few young men. arc 
corrupted by the sophists? Do you believe that this corruption, 
accomplished by a few sophists, a few private persons, is worth the 
trouble of mention? It is those who speak thus who arc themselves 
the greatest sophists, it is they who administer mass education, they 
who form the character they desire in men and women, youths 
and old men. 

When is that? he asks. That, says Socrates, is when a great crowd 
is gathered in an assembly or tribunal, a theatre, or place of arms, 
or any assembly, and blames or praises words or actions with much 
tumult. They blame and praise to excess, they scream and clap their 
hands till the very rocks, and the place where they are assembled 
echoes, redoubling the tumult of blame or of applausc.1 

N.B. This seems to refer particularly to Athens, but one must 
transpose it. What follows shows that Plato meant it of all forms 
of social life without exception. 

In;uch a sit~ation what _would be the state of heart of the young 
man. What pnvatc education could make him steadfast enough not 
to b_e overwhclme~ by these blames and these eulogies, not to be 
carned_away by this cu~rent wherever it may be going? What could 
save lum from _dcclanng certain tirings beautiful, certain others 
shameful, accordmg to the opi1iion of others? Would he not pursue 
the same tlungs as they and become as they are 

He would b_e powerfully forced to tlus, Soc~·atcs. 
Al :1d yet, said Socrates, I have not spoken of the greatest co1n­

pu Sl011. 

Winch? The action that th d 
against those whom tl ese e ucators, these sopliists, take 
know that he who wil;ey c:mot persuade by words. Do you not 

not e persuaded they punish with disgrace 
1 RepuMic, VI, 492. 
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and :fines and death? Do you believe that any private sophistry or 
single individual could successfully stand up against that? No, 
certainly, and it would be great foolishness even to try. 

For there is not, there never was, there never will be, any other 
teaching concerning morality than that of the multitude. At least 
no other human teaching. For concerning what is divine there 
must be exception. This must be well understood. Whatever is saved 
and becomes what it ought to be, so long as cities have their present 
structure, if one means to speak truly, must be considered saved by 
the effect of a predestination which comes from God.1 (0eov µ,o'ipav ). 

N.B. It is impossible to affirm more categorically that grace is 
the unique source of salvation, that salvation comes from God and 
not from man. The allusions to the court oflaw, the theatre, etc., 
which refer to Athenian life, might lead one to believe that this 
conception had no general bearing, but the words 'there is not, 
never was, nor ever will be' are proof to the contrary. Public 
opinion imposes itself under one form or another in every society 
without exception. There are two moralities, social morality and 
supernatural morality, and only those who are illumined by grace 
have access to the second. 

The wisdom of Plato is not a philosophy, a search for God by 
means of human reason. Such a research was made as well as it 
can be made by Aristotle. Plato's wisdom is nothing but an 
orientation of the soul toward grace. 

As for individuals who give paid lessons, the multitude calls them 
so~l~sts and regards them as our rivals. But they only teach the 
opm1ons of the multitude, opinions which arise when a crowd is 
assembled. It is that which they call wisdom. Take for comparison 
a great, powerful beast; his keeper learns to know his ano-ers and 
his desires, how best to approach him, from which side t~ touch 
him, at what moments and for what reasons he becomes irritable 
or ~entle, what callshecustomarilymakesinsuch and such a humour, 
wluch words are apt to soothe or excite him. Suppose, having 
learned all such by practice over a period of time, the keeper calls 

1 VI, 492c. 
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that wisdom, and he makes a method of it, and uses it as subject­
matter for his teaching. He knows nothing in reality of what among 
those opinions and desires is beautiful or ugly, good or evil, just or 
unjust. He uses those terms as they apply to the opinions of the great 
beast. Whatever pleases the animal he calls good, whatever annoys 
him he calls bad, and he has no other criterion. Things that arc 
necessary he calls good and beautiful, for he is incapable of seeing or 
showing to others to what degree the essence of the necessary is in reality 
different from the essence of good. 

Wouldn't this be a strange instructor? Well, he is exactly so who 
believes he can take for wisdom the aversions and the tastes of a 
crowd made up of dissenting elements, whether these be upon the 
subject of painting, or music, or politic{Thus if anyone has dealings 
with the multitude and communicates a poem or any other work of 
art or political idea, if he allows the multitude to become master 
outside the domain of necessary things, an !r5{1 necessity will force 
him to that which the multitude approvesJ 

This great beast, which is the social animal, is by every evidence 
the same as the beast of the Apocalypse. 

This Platonic conception of society as the obstacle between man 
and God obstacle which God alone can overcome, may also be 
compared with the words of the devil to Christ according to 

St. Luke: 

He showed him all the kingdoms of the world in a moment of 
time. And the devil said unto him, All this power I will give thee, 
and the glory of them: for that is delivered unto me; and to whom­
soever I will I give it.2 

In parenthesis such a theory of society implies that s_oc~ety is 
essentially evil (in which Machiavelli is no more than a d1sc1ple of 
Plato, as were almost all the men of the Renaissance) and that the 
reform or tranformation of society can have no other reasonable 
object than to make it less evil. This is what Plato understood and 
his construction of an ideal city in the Republic is purely symbolic. 
There is frequent misunderstanding upon this subject. 

1 Republic, VI, 493a. 2 St. Luke iv, 5-6. 
86 



God i11 Plato 

Richelieu's remark. Machiavelli. Marxism so far as it is true. , 
Irreducible evil which one can only hope to limit. Rule: not to 
submit to society outside the domain of natural necessity. 

It is difficult to grasp the import of this conception of Plato's 
because one does not realize to what degree one is the slave 
of social influences. By its very nature this slavery is almost 
always unconscious, and at those moments when it appears to the 
consciousness there is always the resource of lying to oneself in 
order to veil it. 

Two remarks to throw a little light: 
r. The opinions of the great beast are not necessarily con­

trary to the truth. They are formed by chance. It likes certain 
things that are bad and hates certain good things; but on the other 
hand there are some bad things which it hates, and some good 
things which it likes. But just where its opinions seem to accord 
with the truth, they are essentially foreign to the truth. 

Example: If a person wants to steal but resists doing so, there 
is a great difference between resisting from obedience to the great 
beast or from obedience to God. The trouble is that one can easily 
tell oneself that one is obeying God and in reality be obeying the 
great beast. Because words can always be made to serve no 111.atter 

what. 
Thus the fact that upon a certain point one thinks or acts 

according to the truth in no way proves that upon this point one 
may not be a slave to the _great be~st. 

All the virtues have their reflection in the morality of the great 
beast except humility, that key to the supernatural which is 
also mysterious, transcendent, indefinable and unrepresentable. 

(Egypt.) . 
2 _ In fact all that contnbutes to our education is made up 

exclusively of things which at one or anotl1er epoch have been approved 
by the great beast. , . . 

Racine. Andromaqtte and Phedre. If mstead he had begun with 

Phedre .... 
The historical facts: Those men whose names have come down 
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to us have gained fame by means of the great beast. Those 
whom it does not make famous continue unknown to their 
contemporaries and to all posterity. 

Finally, notice that the blame of the great beast had the power 
to lead all the disciples of Christ, without exception, to abandon 
their master. As we are worth so much less than they, it is certain 
that the great beast has at least as much power over us without 
our realizing it (which is much worse) at every instant, even at 
this very moment. And that part of us which it has, God has not. 

Granted that the grace necessarily emanates from God, of what 
does that grace consist, by what process is it accomplished, in 
what manner may a man receive it? Texts: The Republic, Plzaedms, 
The Symposium. Plato uses images. The fundamental idea of these 
images is that love is the disposition of the soul to which grace is 
given, which alone is able to receive grace, love and none other 
than love.(Love of God is the root and foundation of Platonic 
philosophy.) 

Fundamental idea: Love, oriented toward itself, as object that 
is to say, perfection, makes contact with the only absolutely real 

vea~ty. ~rotagoras said: 'Man is the measure of all th!ngs,: Plat~ 
\replie~: Nothing imperfect is the measure of anytlw1g. And. 
• God 1s the measure of all things.' 2 . 

The one good is above justice and above all other virtues which 
we seek because of that part of good which is in them. 

1 RepuMic, VI, 504a. 2 Laws, IV, 716c. 
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VIII 
DIVINE LOVE IN CREATION 1 

PHERECYDES 

(A Syrian who was perhaps the master of Pythagoras at the 
begi.tuung of the sixth century n.c.) 

Pherecydcs said that Zeus transfonned lumself into Love at 
the moment of crcati.t1g; for, m composing the order of the 
world out of contraries, he has brought it into harmony and 
love, and he has sown in all things the identity and the unity 
which spreads throughout the muverse. 

Timaeus, 28 a-b 

All that is made comes of necessity from a maker. It is completely 
impossible that without a creator there should be a creation. If the 
artist looks at what is eternally interchanging, and when using that 
as a model, he reproduces the essence and meaning of it, perfect 
beauty is thereby of necessity accomplished. If he looks at what 
passes, if his model is transitory, what he makes is not beautiful. 

These few lines comprehend a theory of artistic creation. There 
is no true beauty unless the work of art proceeds from a transcend­
ent inspiration (the transcendent model simply signifies the 
veritable source of the inspiration). A work of art which is 

1 From Les Intuitions Precl1retiennes, pages 22-41. 
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inspired by sensual or psychological phenomena cannot be of the 
very first order. This verifies itself experimentally. One cannot 
imagine creation except by translating it into terms of human 
activity. But, whereas today we take as point of departure an 
activity such as that of a clockmaker, which leads into absurdities 
from the moment we make the substitution, Plato chose an 
activity which, although human, had already something of the 
supernatural. Moreover, one can verify the legitimacy of this 
analogy. One can never find enough visible finality in the 
world to prove that it is analogous to an object made with a view 
to a certain end. It is even manifest that this is not the case. Yet 
the analogy between the world and a work of art has its experi­
mental verification in the very feeling itself of the beauty of the 
world, for the beautiful is the only source of the sense of beauty. 
This verification is valid only for those who have experienced that 
feeling, but those who have never felt it, and who arc doubtless 
very rare, cannot perhaps be brought to God by any path. In 
comparing the world to a work of art, it is not only the act of 
creation but Providence itself which is found to be assimilated in 
the artistic inspiration. That is to say that in the world, as in the 
work of art, there is completion without any imaginable end. All 
human creations are adjustments of means in view of determinate 
ends, except the work of art, in which there is adjustment of 
means, where obviously there is completion, but where one 
cannot conceive of an end. In a sense the end is nothing but the 
very arrangement, the assembling itself of the means employed; 
in another sense the end is completely transcendent. Exactly the 
same is true of the universe and of the course of the universe, of 
which the end is eminently transcendent and not representable, 
since that end is God Himself. Art is thus the unique legitimate 
term of comparison. Moreover, this comparison alone leads to 
love. One can use a watch without loving the watchmaker, but 
o~e cannot listen with attention to a faultlessly beautiful song 
without love for the composer of the song and for the singer. In 
the same way the watchmaker does not need love to make a 
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watch, whereas artistic creation (that sort which is not demonic 
but simply human) is nothing but love. 

Ti111ae11s 

28c. The creator and father of this universe is found only by 
toil and it is not possible for the man who finds Him to reveal Him 
to all men. Therefore let us examine again which of the two models 
this carpenter has chosen to execute, the one identical with itself and 
so remains, or that which passes? If this world is beautiful, if the 
artist is good, obviously he has looked towards the eternal; in the 
other case, of which it is blasphemous even to speak, towards the one 
that passes. It is indeed entirely manifest that he looked towards the 
eternal. For the one (world) is the most beautiful of works, and the 
other (God) the most perfect of causes. Therefore this world of 
becoming has been executed in the likeness of that unchangeable 
being who is possessed of intelligence and reason. 

29d. Let us now determine for what reason the composer com­
posed this becoming and this universe. He was good, and, in him 
who is good, never in any case, never in any manner, was envy 
found. Being without envy, he wanted all things to be made as much 
as possible like himsel( ... God willed that all things should be 
good and that nothing should be deprived of that value which is its 
own. 

30b. Let us admit that this worl l • . . 1. . . 
soul, that it is a spiritual being dl 115 ,l_ ivmg bcmg who has 

d d an t lat m v • . h a 
gen ere such by the Providence of God. enty It as been cn-

3oc. This being admitted, it must next b, d. I d I . _ 
one among living creatures in whos. lik c ischosc w uch.1s the 

d 1 e cness t e com 1 
compose t 1e world. It cannot be l . poser ias 
incomplete. That would be alnyt ung which is essentially 

unwort 1y for 1 
imperfection cannot be beautiful T hi ' w iatevcr resembles 

. . • 0 m whose b . • • 11 
livmg creatures, considered individuall d . emg compnses a 
this world bears the greatest bl Y an m their species as parts, 

• • . . . ' rescin ance. This bein contains in J1i1n-
self all hvmg spmts, Just as the world comp l dg_ • If 1 re 1cn s 1n 1tse ourse ves 
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and all visible creatures. For God wanted the world to resemble 
completely that one among spiritual beings who is absolutely 
beautiful, absolutely perfect in every way; and He composed a living 
visible being, unique, having within Himself all living beings who 
arc related to Him by nature .... In order that by unity, the world 
should be like the absolutely perfect being. For this reason, the 
creator did not create two worlds or numberless worlds; for there 
has been born, there exists, there sl;all exist, a single heaven which is 
this one, who is the only begotten son. 

Plato, when he speaks of the world, or heaven, means essentially 
the Soul of the World; just as when we call a friend by his na~ne 
we have in mind his soul and not his body. This being which 
Plato calls the Soul of the World is the unique Son of God; Plato 
says, 'monogenes' like St. John. The visible world is his bo_dy. 
That does not imply pantheism; he is not in the visible world JUSt 
as our soul is not in our body. Plato says this explicitly elsewhere. 
T~e Soul of the World is infinitely more vast than matter, con­
tams matter and envelopes it from all parts (34b). It was begotten 
before the visible world, before time, consequently from ~II 
eternity (34c). The Soul of the World commands the material 
world as the master commands the slave. It contains in itself the 
substance of God united to the principle of matter. . 

The model in whose likeness the Soul of the World is en­
gendered is a living spiritual being, or a living spirit. It is t_herefore 
a person. This is the spirit which is absolutely perfect 111 every 
way. He is therefore God. There arc then three divine persons, 
the Father, the Only Son d th Model. To understand that the hid b ,an e . 
t r can e named the Model, one must go back to the com~ar~-
son ~t the beginning of Timaeus, the comparison with art1Stic 
creation. The artist of the very first order works after a transcend­
ent model, which he does not represent, which is only for him the 
supernatural source of his inspiration. As soon as one replaces 
model by the wo d • • . · f I · · 

• r lllspirat1on the appropriateness o t us unage when applied to th LT ' ·d · 
• • e '-~oly Spirit becomes ev1 ent. Even m con-ce1vmg the compa • • . h · k 

nson lll 1ts coarsest form, w en a pamter ma es 
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• tl1e 111odel is the link between the artist and the a portrait, 
picture. 

34b. The Soul [i.e. of the World] he places in the centre; he 
spreads it out ac~oss _the whole an~ ev~n- beyo'.1d tl~e cor!,oreal 
universe, envclopmg 1t, and, by rollmg It m a circle 111 a circular 
heaven, he establishes it one, unique, solitary, capable by its own 
virtue of being its own companion, having need of nothing other 
than itself, known and loved sufficiently itself by itself. In this manner 
he begets this happy God: the world. 

34c. He has established the Soul [ of the World] first among 
members of the body in age as in dignity, and has given it to the 
body as a mistress and a sovereign to be obeyed. 

36b. This whole composition he split in two by its length, then 
he applied the parts one upon the other, by the middle as in the 
letter X; he bent them in a circle and attached one to the other 
opposite the point ?f cro~sing'. then he enveloped them in the move­
ment which turns m an 1dent1Cal 111anner upon the san1e centre. 

This composition is the substance of the Soul of the W odd, 
made of a synthesis of the divine substance itself and of the 

principle of matter. . 
A while ago Plato said that the Soul of the W odd, the only son, 

is a happy God, known and loved Himself by Himself. In other 
words, He has in Himself the blessed life of the Trinity. But here 
Plato shows that same God torn apart. It is the involvement with 
space and tin:c which constitut~s this cleavage, which is already 
a sort o~Passion. ~t. John also, m the A~ocalypse (xiii, 8), speaks 
of the Lamb slam from the foundation of the world.' The 
two halves of th~ Sou~ of the W odd are crossed, one upon the 
other; the cross 1s oblique, but all the same it is a sort of cross. 
But opposite to that cr~ssing point the two halves are joined and 
welded, and the whole 1s enveloped by the circular movement a 
movement which changes nothing, which curls upon itself; the 
perfect image of the eternal and blessed act which is the life of the 

Trinity. 
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1 Presents t e 

The image of the two circles which P ato uses re fi ld of 
. . l d il t of the te equator which deternunes t 1c a y movcmcn al ' . . . 1 d • s the a1u1u 

fixed stars, and that of the ecliptic, wluc 1 etcrnunc . l ross 
. 1 1 t . o circ cs c movement of the sun. The pomt w 1crc t 1c w . ts the 

marks the equinox of spring (the fact that among the ancile~i k in 
. . . l . er I tun ' year began ill many countries ill t 1c sprmg, ncv ' . f the 

autumn, outrules the supposition that it could be a queSt10l~ 0 in 
autumnal equinox.) The position of the equinox of spru~~•the 
Plato's time, was in the constellation of the Ram, ~he s~ii u oint. 
Easter position and the moon at the opposite cqumoct1a Pd the 
If people read Plato in the same state of mind as they rea lines. 
Old Testament, they would perhaps sec a prophecy in these_ the 
By this prodigious combination of symbols, Plato shows _us 111 . at 
heavens, and in the course of days, and of seasons, an image 
once of the Trinity and of the cross. f 

l eptioll o 
36d. When the composer had realized his who e cone . the 

the Soul (of the World], he next spread throughout the inte':1or the 
whole corporeal universe and he adjusted the two by inaking veil 
centres meet. He spread the Soul from the centre throughout, e 0 f 
to the confines of heaven and he enveloped the whole sphc~e · c 
h · ' } d1VJJl eaven outside. The Soul turning upon itself began t 1e . 
b • • · · • ' ' · f un1e-egmrung of an mextmgmshable and wise life for the totality O ul 
An~ the visibl~ body of the heavens was born; and the invisible So er: 
whi~h shares m proportion and in harmony, was born as the p al 
fe~~on of begotten spirits, begotten of the perfection of eterll 
spmts. 

One should t b • l d l • raisotl 
d, A • no e nus e by these two plurals. T 1eir . s etre 1s purely gr . 1 1 uve 

d d ammatica • They are brought in by super a 
an o not prevent th F h 

This p h e at er and the Son being unique. l 11 assage s ows that • h. d Vv 1e 
Zeus passes to th h . 111 t e myth from the Phae rus, st 
it is his only son\:~ er ~ide of heaven to partake of his repah; 
transposition of God ~m he eats, the reference here being to \ 0 
eat him. 111 t e communion. The beatified souls a 5 

The participation of h d 
t e Soul f h • a11 0 t e W odd in proport1°11 
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in harmony should not be understood only as the ordering 
function of the Word. It should be w1derstood in a much m.ore 
profound sense. Proportion and harm.any are synonyms. Propor­
tion is the bond established between two numbers by a mean 
proportional; thus 3 establishes a proportion. between I and. 9, 
that is !- = {I. Harmony is defined by the Pythagoreans as the umty 
of contraries. The first couple of contraries is God and the 
creature. The Son is the unity of these contraries, the geometrical 
mean which establishes a proportion between them: He is the 
mediator. 

37d. The Model, having eternal life, has tried to give as much as 
possible of that life to the universe also. Now the nature of the living 
(Modell, being eternal, could not be absolutely given to that which 
is begotten. So he conceived the idea of creating a mobile image of 
eternity. At the same time as he established the order of heaven, he 
created a thing which, revolving by the law of number, is the eternal 
image of that eternity which is fixed in unity. That image is what 
we call time. 

38a. The past and the future appeared as the forms of time which 
imitate eternity by revolving according to the law of number. 

38~. So, _according to God's order and thought concerning the 
creatJ.on of time, to which end time was made, the sun and the inoon 
and t~e fiv~ other stars which are called planets, appeared. Their 
fufrn~tion bemg the measurement and the preservation of the nmnbers 
o time. 

39b. So that the sun might be from all sid • "bl . 
and that the living might have part in numb:: a~v1~1 e as possible, 
whom such was appropriate. ' a t iose at least for 

. 4 7b. Contemplation of the circula . . 
m the heavens should serve as . r move~ents of mtelligence 
thought in ourselves whi h gwdl e £dor the circular translations of 

c are re ate to th B h h nl 
movements are untroubled while . em. ut t e eave y 
instructed by this a d t k . 01urs are disturbed; we should be 

n a e part 111 t 1e essential rectitude of heavenly 
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proportions. By the imitation of God's circular motions, which arc 
absolutely without error, we should make our own errant motions 
stable. 

Thus the Word is a model for man to imitate. Not in this case 
the Word incarnate in a human being, but the Word as the 
orderer of the world, so far as incarnate in the wiiverse as a 
whole. Here is the source of the idea-of microcosm and of macro­
cosm whlch so haunted the Middle Ages. Its profundity is almost 
impenetrable. The symbol of the circular movement is the key to 
it. We must force tliis_ insatiabl~ desi_re in us, wliicl~ is always 
turned outward and wluch has an 1magmary future for its domain 
to turn back upon itself and to focus upon the present. Th~ 
movements of the celestial bodies whlch divide our life into days, 
months and years arc our model in this regard, because their 
rotations arc so regular that for them the future in no way 
differs from the past. By contemplating this equivalence of the 
future and the past we pierce through time right to eteniity, and 
being delivered from desire oriented toward the future, we arc 
delivered also from the imagination wliich accompanies it and 
is the unique source of error and of untruth. We share in the 
rectitude of proportions in wliich there is nothing arbitrary, 
therefore no field open to the play of the imagination. But 
doubtless tliis idea of proportion also evokes the Incarnation. 

47e. Now what happens by necessity must also be added to this 
exposition. For the creation of th.is world took place by a combina­
tion composed partly of necessity and partly of mind. But the mind 
reigns over necessity by persuasion. Mind persuades necessity tc 
move the greater part of created things toward .improvement. It .is 
in this manner, according to this law, by means of a necessity van­
quished by a wise persuasion, it .is thus that from the beginning this 
universe was created. 

These lines recall the Chinese conception of God's non­
agg~es~ive action, whlch, moreover, is found again in many 
Christian texts; also the passages from the Symposium on the 
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gentleness of Love, who does no violence, who is obeyed volun­
tarily; also these lines from Aeschylus: 

Zeus strikes down ruined mortals 
from their hopes lofty as towers, 
but he arms himself with no violence. 
All that is divine is without effort. 
Seated above, his wisdom knows 
from there how to accomplish all dungs, 
from his pure throne. 

(S11pplia11ts, vv. 95 sqq.) 

God does no violence to secondary causes in the accomplish­
ment of his ends. He accomplishes them all through the inflexible 
mechanism of necessity without warping a single wheel. His 
wisdom remains above (and when it descends, it does so, as we 
kn.ow, with a like discretion). Each phenomenon has two causes, 
of winch one is its cause according to the mecha.iusm of nature 
that is, natural law, the second cause is in the providential orderin~ 
of the world, and it never is permissible to make use of the one as 
an explanation upon the plane to wluch the other belongs. 

This aspect of the order of the world should also be imitated 
by us. Once a certain threshold is crossed, the supernatural part 
of the soul reigns over the natural part not by violence but b 
persuasion, not by will but by desire. y 

90a. It must be understood concerning that part of the ul 
. . b I so to 

which the sovereignty m us e ongs, that this is a divine bein 
God-given to each one of us. I affirm that this being 1• h b· g, 

f b d d h b I · 1-,_ hi 11 a its the summit o our o y, an t at y us KlllS ·p with heave l lifi 
hi b 11 le ts us 

above the cart y ecause we are not an earthly but a he nl l 
1 k I F £i ave y p ant 

One may correct y spea t ms. or rom the place wh . . • 
. f h 1 . d hi . . ' ere ong1nally the birth o t e sou germmate , t s d1vme being h Id h h 

hil • 0 Ste ead 
suspended, w c 1 1s our root, and thus he maintains th b d 

e o yup­
right. 

90c. [One must] always be at the service of this di · b . 
I . l . h . vine emg • 

maintaining t 1at station w uc 1s appropriate for the di - b . ' 
who dwells within us. vme emg 
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There is never but one manner to serve a bcino- that is to give . I o' 
It t 1c food and the movement which it needs. The movements 
which arc natural to the divine being in us arc the thoughts and 
the circular movements of the universe. Each one should apply 
himself to follow these, to correct the circular movements in his 
head relative to things which pass and those that arc corrupt, by 
learning the harmonies of the circular movements of the universe. 
The contemplative being must be brought, as his original nature 
demands, to a resemblance of what is contemplated. Once this 
resemblance is attained, he possesses the accomplishment of the 
perfect life proposed to men by the gods for their present and 
future existence. 

In speaking of the circular motions of the universe, Plato is 
thinking not only of the cycles of the day, th~ m~nth and the 
year but also of the ideas which wiitc them m lus sy~tem of 
symbols, that is the Same and the Other; in other words: identity 
and diversity, wiity and multiplicity, absolute and rc~atlve, pure 
good and good mixed with evil, spiritual and perceptible, super­
natural and natural. The stars turn only parallel to the equator, 
the sun turns parallel at once to the equator and to the ecliptic. 
Similarly, in these contrary pairs, which make but one, the second 
term is not symmetrical with the first but subordinate, even 
while being opposed to it. All possible events come to fit them­
selves into the framework constituted by the two combined move­
~en~s of the celestial sphere and of the sw1, the fra~1e of days 
~1stnbuted in seasons throughout the year is there w1~hout ever 
111 _any way being able to disturb it. Such a disturbance 1s not even 
t~kable. Likewise the pleasures and the pains, the fears ~nd the 
desires, even the most violent, must fit in us without causmg the 
least disturbance in the established relations of our soul between 
the part turned toward tlus world and the part that is turned 
toward the other world. Tms relationship must be such that it 
perpetually sheds a light of eternity over the course of 11llllutes, 
no ~at~er what may be the events that come to fill those minutes. 

T e image of man as a plant whose root penetrates heaven is 
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linked in the Ti111ac11s to a theory of chastity, which Plato has 
concealed by separating it in several parts so that I do not know 
whether anyone has seen it there. This plant is sprinkled by 
celestial water, a divine semen, which enters the head. In that 
man who continually exercises the spiritual and the intellectual 
part of himself, by contemplating and by imitating the order of 
the world, in him the whole contents of the head, including the 
divine semen, is propelled by circular move1nents like those whic~1 
govern the rotation of the heavens, the stars and the sun. Tlus 
divine semen is what Plato calls the divine being lodged with us, 
in us, and whon1 we 1nust serve. But in the man or the wo1nan 
who leaves these highest faculties of the soul inert, the circular 
movements in the head arc disturbed or arrested. Then the divine 
semen descends the length of the vertebral colmnn and becon1es 
carnal desire. It is still an independent being inhabiting the 111.an, 

but now a demonic being who hears no reason and wants to 
dominate all by violence. It is thus that Plato speaks of it at the 
end of the Timaeus. 

To express it otherwise, instead of seeing love of God as a 
sublimated form of carnal desire, as many people in our wretched 
epoch do, Plato thinks that carnal desire is a corruption, a degrada­
tion, of love of God. And, although it is very difficult to interpret 
certain of these images, it is certain that he conceived this relation­
ship as a truth not only spiritual but biological as well. He 
evidently thought that the glands of those who love God do not 
function in the same manner as the glands of those who do not. 
The love of God being, of course, the cause and not the effect of 
this difference. 

Tl~s conception is in~pired by the religion of the Mysteries; for / 
the lmk between chastity and love of God is the central idea in 
the Hippolytus of Euripides, a tragedy of Eleusinian and Orphic 
inspiration. (Be it said in passing that there has not been to my 
knowledge during the last twenty centuries in the theatre of the 
different countries of Europe any other tragedy which has this 
idea for its central theme.) 
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To understand the range of meaning which Plato comprised 
under the symbolism of circular motion it should be noted that 
this motion is the perfect combination of whole number and 
continuity. The moving point passes from one point to the 
next without any break in continuity, as it would in passing 
along a straight line. But at the same time if one fixes one's 
attention on any one point of the circumference, the describing 
point must necessarily pass over it an integral number of times, 
Circular motion is thus an image of that unison of the limited 
and the limitless of which Plato says in Philebus that it is the key 
of all knowledge and the gift to mortals from Prometheus. It 
is moreover strictly true that this union constitutes our idea of 
time, and that time re.fleets the circular movement of the astral 
bodies. Time is continuity, but we count the days and the years 
by whole numbers. To recognize that this is not a t~1eme for 
meditation by intellectuals but a thing absolutely essential fo~ all 
men, it is sufficient to remember that one of the most horrible 
of tortures consists in putting a man in a dungeo~1 _com~letely 
dark, or alternatively in a cell always lighted by clectnc!ty, without 
ever telling him the date or the hour. If one only thinks o_f that 
enough, one will find a profound joy in the simple success_1on of 
days. Such considerations being surely no less cogent ill the 
time of St. Benedict· the monastic rules have among other 
purposes that of making the circular character of tin~e more 
clearly felt. Herein is also the secret of the virtue of music. 
. 1:he Pythagoreans said, not the union of the limi~ed and the 

lirmtless, but what is much more beautiful: the Ul11011 of that 
which limits and the non-limited. That which limits is God. God 
who says to the sea: Hitherto shalt thou come, but no further. • • · 
That which is unlimited has no existence except in receiving a limit 
from outside. All that exists here below is similarly constituted; 
~ot only all material realities but all the psychological realities 
ill ourselves and in others as well. So in this world there are none 
but fu_nte joys and sorrows. The infinite joys and sorrows which 
we think of as existing in this world, and which furthermore we 
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necessarily situate in the future, are absolutely imaginary. The 
desire for infinite good which dwells at every moment in all men, 
even the most degraded, has its objective outside chis world, and 
the privation of this good is the only ill not subject to limitation. 
To place the knowledge of this truth at the centre of the soul, in 
a maimer whereby all the movements of the soul arc ordered in 
relation to it, is to imitate the order of the world. For thus the 
content of the soul is unlimited, that is to say, absolutely all that 
is contained in its natural part receives a limit imprinted from. 
outside by God present with.in the soul. It is still full of the sam.e 
naturally disordered pleasures and pains, fears and desires, just as 
in the world of nature there arc very hot sununcrs and freezing 
winters, floods and droughts, but all these arc nevertheless con­
tinually bound up with, and in submission to, an absolutely 
unalterable order. 

The contemplation of relationships of arithmetical and geo­
metric quantity is very useful in achieving this, as all that partakes 
of quantity in whatever mam1er clearly shows. This 111.cans that 
not only matter and space but all that is in time and is susceptible 
to degree is pitilessly and by the chains of necessity subordinated 
to limit. 

Th.is contemplation attains its whole fruit when the incom­
prehensible ordering of these relationships, and the marvellous 
concordances which one finds in them, 111.ake one feel that the 
very enslavement, which is necessity, or law, upon the plane of 
the intelligence, is beauty upon the plane immediately above, and 
is obedience in relation to God. 

When one has understood to the depths of the soul that 
necessity is only one of the faces of beauty, the other being the 
good, then all that makes necessity felt, contradictions, sorrows, 
ills, obstacles, become a further reason for loving. Among the 
people there is a saying that when an apprentice hurts himself, it 
is the craft entering into the body. 

Beauty itself is the Son of God. For he is the image of the 
Father, and the beautiful is the image of the good. 
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The end of the book of Job, and the first verses spoken 
by Prometheus in Aeschylus' tragedy, indicate a mysterious 
bond between suffering and the revelation of the beauty of the 
world. 

'O divine heaven, swift wings of wind, 
0 rivers and their sources, 0 seas and 
numberless smiling waves, and thou, 

mother of all, earth, 
and that one who sees all, disk of the sun, 

I call upon you 
to see in me what sufferings the gods bring 

to a god.' 
(Prometheus, vv. 88 sqq.) 

Of course, joy is also a manner in which beauty enters into us, 
even the coarsest of joys, so long as they arc innocent. 

There are a few lines from Plato's Symposium upon the beauty 
of the sciences, as one of the highest rungs on the way which 
leads to Beauty itself, that is, toward the Image of God. Upon the 
employment of sorrow and of joy there is one indication in 
Philebus. These two are quoted further on. 

The essential idea of the Timaeus is that the fotmdation, the 
substmce of this universe wherein we live, is loye_ It has bee;1 

-created by love and its beauty is the reflection and the irrefutable 
sign of this divine love, as the beauty of a perfect statue, of a 
perfect song, is the reflection of supernatural love which fills the 
soul of a truly inspired artist. 

Moreover, the dream of every sculptor to make a statue having 
a soul and real flesh, is a dream realized by God. He has given a 
soul to his statue and that soul is identical with himsel£ 

When one sees a truly beautiful human being, which is very 
rare, or when one hears the song of a truly beautiful voice, one 
ca1mot deny the belief that behind that beauty which speaks to 
the senses there is a soul made of the purest love. Very often this is 
fal~e, and such errors often cause great misfortunes. But for the 

/ umverse it is true. The beauty of the world speaks to us of the 
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Love which is its soul, as the features of a human face which did 
not lie might be perfectly beautiful. 

There are unfortunately many moments, and even long periods 
of time, when we are not sensitive to the beauty of the world 
because a screen comes between it and ourselves. That screen may 
be men and their wretched fabrications, or it may be the ugliness 
of our own soul. But we can always know that beauty exists, 
and know that all that we touch, sec and hear is the very flesh 
and the very voice of absolute Love. 

Once again, there is in this conception no hint of pantheism, for 
such a soul is not in this body but contains it, penetrates it, 
envelops it upon all sides, being itself outside space and time; 
being not entirely distinct from these but governing them. And 
this soul allows itself to be perceived by us through our sense of 
beauty, as an infant finds in its mother's smile, in an inflection of 
her voice, the revelation of the love of which itself is the object. 

It would be an error to believe that a sensitivity to beauty is 
the privilege of a small number of cultivated people. On the 
contrary, beauty is the only value that is universally recognized. 
Among the people the term beautiful, or synonymous terms, arc 
constantly employed to praise not only a town, or a cow1try, but 
even the most unexpected things, for example a machine. The 
general bad taste is responsible for the fact that men, cultivated 
or not, often apply these terms very mistakenly, but that is another 
question. The essential is that the word beauty speaks to a\\ \w,\\'t\. 

The second idea in the Ti111ac11s is that this wnr\l\ ·\t t\\, ·, . . . h . . , , I: -:;,\\\\~ 
trme as It Is t e nurror of tlus Lo , l , ·l . , r' l l . l' . 
th d 1 l . h Ve W Uc l ls uOL 11111sc i: Is also 

e mo e w llc we m t • • ' 
b · d . us 111lltate. For we also have originally 

een, an 1nust agam b • 1 • . econ1c, 1111.agcs of Goo. W c can only do 
this by the imi~ation of the perfect Im:1gc which is the only Son 
of God who dunks the order of the world. 

This ~de_a o~ the order of the world as object of contemplation 
a~d of Inutatlon can alone make the supernatural destination of 
s5Ience unde~stood. Nothing is 1110-~e important today, seeing the 
current prestige of science and the place which it holds even in the 
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minds of almost illiterate people._Science in all its branches, from 
mathematics to sociology, has the_order of the world for object. 
This is only seen under the aspect of_necessity, all consideration 
of appropriateness or of purpose having to be rigorously excluded, 
with the exception of the very notion of universal order itself 
the more rigorous, precise, demonstrative, strictly scientific 
science is, the more the essentially providential character of the 
order of the world becomes manifest. What we call the design or 
designs, the plan or plans, of Providence, are only imaginings 
invented by ourselves. What is authentically providential, what 
is Providence itself, is this very order of the world itself, the stuff 
of which it is woven, the woof of all events, and which, beneath 
one of its aspects, is the pitiless and blind mechanism of neccss.ity. 
Because, once and for all,_ necessity has been vanquished by the 
wise persuasion of Love:_ This wise persuasion is Providence. 
Tlus submission without constraint on the part of necessity to 
loving wisdom is beauty. Beauty excludes selfish ends. When, 
in a poem, one can explain that such a word has been placed 
where it is by the poet to produce such and such an effect, for 
instance a rich rhyme, an alliteration, a certain image, and so on, 
the poem is second-rate. Of a perfect poem one can say only that 
each word is in the place-where it is absolutely appropriate to be. 
Likewise for all beings (including oneself), for all things, f~r a11 
happenings which insert themselves into the course of time. 
W!1en again, after a long absence, we sec an ardently love~ human 
bemg, and he speaks to us, each word is infinitely precious, I~ot 
because of its significance but because the presence of hi~ 
whom we love makes itself understood in each syllable. E"."en if, 
by chance, we are suffering at the moment from such a v10lent 
headache that each sound is painful, the voice which brings us this 
presence is no less dear and precious on account of the pain it 
c~uses. Likewise, he who loves God has no need to picture to 
himself such and such a good which may possibly result from 
an event which has taken place. Every event that takes place is a 
syllable pronounced by the voice of Love hirnsel£ 
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It is because Providence governs the world, as inspiration 
governs the material of a work of art, that it is also a source of 
inspiration to us. The idea of a table in the mind of a cabinetmaker 
produces a table and nothing more. But the work of art which is 
the effect of the artist's inspiration is a source of inspiration to 
those who contemplate it. Through the work of art, the love 
which is in the artist begets a like love in other souls. So does 
absolute Love throughout the universe. 

This transcendent conception of Providence is the essential 
teaching of the Timaeus. A teaching of such depth that I cannot 
believe it could have come down to the human mind except by 
revelation. 
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IX 
THE 'SYMPOSIUM' OF PLATO1 

THE SUBJECT of the Symposillm i~ Love, th:t is to say 
the divinity who bears that name. Anstophanes myth, of 

. incontestably Orphic inspiration, shows Love, contaii1ed 
like the germ of the chicken in the egg of the World, which 
hatches with golden wings, indicating that Love is the same thing 
as the Soul of the World. It is therefore the Son of God. It is 
moreover significant that Aristophanes should be one of the 
orato~s of the Symposium; his dissertation is i1:deed one of t~1e most 
beautiful; and yet Plato had the gravest motives for resentmg hiin 
because of his cruel mockeries and injustices toward Socrates 
whic~ were perhaps not without influence upon the verdict of 
the tnal. If, nevertheless, Plato put Aristophanes in this work, one 
may legitimately suppose that it is precisely on account of these 
verses _concerning Love and the egg of the World. On the other 
~1ancl, if one reads the Prometheus of Aeschylus and the Sy111posi111n 
m the Greek, one immediately after the other, one finds in Plato's 
text _a certain number of words which seem clearly to constitute 
allusions t? Aeschylus'tragedy, and that notably in the discourse 
0 ~ the tragic poetAgathon. Finally, the setting itself of this dialogue 
tis b~nquet where there is hardly a question of food, but wher~ ~tt _is ceaselessly a question of wine, the arrival of a drunken 

ct iades at the end, the discourse where, in a long comparison, 
1 From Les Intuitions Prechretiennes, pages 41-71. 
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he likens Socrates to Silenus, that is, to an attendant of Dionysus, 
all this is evidently designed for placing the work under the 
protection of Dionysus. And Dionysus is the san~e god as 
Osiris, the god whose passion was celebrated, the Judge and 
saviour of souls, the Lord of the truth. 

DISCOURSE OF ERYXIMACHUS THE PHYSICIAN 

186b. Th.is great and marvellous God holds sway over all, m 
things human and in those which arc divine. 

186d. The opposed and contrary things arc, the cold and the 
hot, the bitter and the sweet, the dry and the hum.id, and so on. It is 
after having learned how to bring love and concord to these clc111cnts 
that our ancestor Asclcpius constituted our art. Thus all 111cdicinc is 
directed by the God of Love, as also arc gynmastics and agriculture. 
For music, the same reconciliation of opposites is entirely m.anifcst 
... starting with what is at first divergent, the high and the low pitch, 
when these are subsequently brought into proportion, harn1ony is 
produced by the art of music. For harmony is like an accord of 
voices, and the agreement of voices is a certain proportion. 

187b. Similarly, rhythm is produced from the slow and the 
rapid, first divergent, then brought into proportion. 

187c. In these contraries music, as in other contraries m.cdicine, 
implants proportion, thus creating love and n1.utual accord; and 
music is the science oflove in the domain ofhannony and of rhytlun. 

188b. And again the :"hole business of sacrifices and prophetic 
inspiration-which con~t1tute tl~e mutual association of gods and 
men-arc concerned with nothmg else than the security and the 
health of all that belongs to Love. For every impiety ensues when 
one does not try to please Love, the god of order, when one docs not 
honour him, when one docs not venerate him in every action; but 
pleases the other, the love of disorder .... The work assigned to 
prophetic inspiration is to watch over and to heal the loves. 
Prophecy is the worker of friendship between the gods and men 
by understanding human loves in their relationship with justice and 
impiety. 
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Lo_ve, the orderer, is divine Love. The love of disorder is 
demoniac love. 

188d. Tl~e love which has its perfection in the good along with 
self-restraint and justice possesses the supreme power among ~s, 
and among the Gods, and it prepares complete felicity for us 111 

making us capable of fellowship and friendship among each other 
and among those who are worth more than ourselves: the Gods. 

DISSERTATION OF ARISTOPHANES 

189d. Of all the Gods, Love is the greatest friend of men, their 
defender and the physician of those ills whose healing would be the 
supreme felicity for the human species. 

This comparison between Love and a physician, a comparison 
which Christ in the Gospels applies to His mission, here concerns, 
as it did for Christ, the healing of original sin. Original sin is that 
ilh1ess whose cure would constitute the supreme felicity for man. 
For immediately after these lines in Plato's text there follows a 
story of the felicity of primitive man, of his sin, and his chastise­
ment. This story needs to be interpreted. 

Long ago man was a complete being. He had two faces, four 
le~s and was capable of_circular movements. He was guilty of 
pnde and attempted to chmb up to heaven (this recalls the Tower 
of Babel, but also the sin of Adam and Eve who wanted to be 
like God). Zeus wanted to punish these men, but without going 
so far as to destroy them, for in that case the honours and the 
praise_ t~at men gave to the gods would have disappeared. 

This 1s a~so the same reason which, in the Eleusinian hymn to 
Demeter, influences Zeus to concede to Demeter when she 
threatens to stop the growth of the wh t h b . 

d. f h ea, t ere y causmg men 
to ie_ o_ unger. It recalls the covenant which God makes in 
Genesis ix, 9-12 after the first sacrifi f N l 
h £ h I • h ice o oa 1 to spare men 

ence ort • t 1s t us clearly ind" t d h . ' . hi 
mediocrity and his insolence 1· iclal e td at if man, despite s 

d , s a owe to Ii th t • lely because Go wants to be 1 d b hi . ve, a 1s so 
ove Y rn. It 1s only in this sacrifice 
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The , Sy111posi11111' of Plato \ . so t iat n1.an 
. God allows man existence 

that man fm.ds lus purpose.f . er 1· t out of love for Goe\. 
1 ·bility O renom1c1n0 • may have t1e poss1 . . \ t d~stroyincr hnn, cuts 
. t..:. hasnse n1an wit 1ou c o • 

Zeus, w1S1w1g to _c f · uent custo1n of cutting a nng, 
him in two. The ancients h_a_d a_ req d of aivincr one half to a 

1 ob1ect n1 two an o o f, or a coin, or any ot ier J . ,d by each side rom. 
. Tl - halves were preserve 

fnend or a guest. 1e~e . . . a the descendants of the two 
. to o-eneratton perm.1ttu1::, 

generation i:, • i' \ . f ·r centuries. 
friends to recogmzc eac l ?~ 1er a tc 11,d a symbol. That is the 

Such a sign of recogmtton was ca c • f 

Primitive sense of the word. In this sense, Plato says, caclh one o 
b l f d s'cks t1e corre-

us is not a man, but the sym. o o a nun, a~1 c • 
s ond.ino- symbol, the other half. This quest is Lo_vc. Love m us 
i; therefore the fcelino- of our radical insufficiency in conseque~1ce 
of sin, and the desire~ coming from the very _sources of ?ur bemg, 
to be reintegrated. into the state of completion. Love 1s thus the 
right physician for our original illness. _We need not ~sk ou:sclves 
how to have love, it is in us from. birth to death, in1penous as 
hunger. We need only to know in what direction to direct it. 

Carnal desire is a degraded form of this hunger for complete­
ness~ This form appears among men and women who arc each half 
. of an androgyne, it docs not appear among those who are halves 

of completely masculine or feminine beings. This might leacl one 
to believe in a distinction of the sexes in the original state, but as 
-Plato also says that in that original state there was no union of the 
sexes, that procreation. was operated differently, it is clear that he 
pictures that state as being without distinction of sex, and that 
when he divides those beings having two faces and four legs into 
three classes, m~les, females and androgynes, this is simply a 
m~1er of speaking. He calls those who incline to the basest desire 
the issue of androgynes. This is explicitly said: 'Men who arc 
halves of what we have named androgyncs love wmnen, and 
the greater part of adulterers issue from this species. Likewise 
among women, those who love men and are adulteresses are bon1 
of this species' (191e). In speaking of men who are halves of 
complete males, he designates them simply as those who are 
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capable of chastity. That also is explicitly said: 'None could 
believe that it is for the practice of carnal pleasures that they 
so ardently rejoice in being together.' And the same for the 
women. 

This whole discourse of Aristophanes is obscure, of an evi~­
ently wilful obscurity. But the essential idea is manifestly tlus. 
Our vocation is unity. Our affliction is to be in a state of duality, 
an affliction due to an original contamination of pride and of 
injustice. The division of the sexes is only a sensible image of that 
state of duality which is our essential defect, and carnal union is 
the deceitful appearance of a remedy. But the desire to escape 
from the state of duality is the sign of Love in us, and only the 
god of Love can bring. us back from that duality to the unity 
which is our sovereign good. What is that unity? It evidentl~ 15 

not a question of the union of two human beings. That duality 
which is our affliction is the division by which he who loves 15 

other than that which is loved, he who knows is other than that 
which is known, the material of the action other than the one who 
acts, it is the separation of the subject and the object. Unity is that 
state w~erein the subject and the object are one single and the 
same thing, the state of him who knows himself and who loves 
himself. But only God is thus, and we camiot become thus except 
by assimilation in God, which the love of God accomplishes. 

~9~d. Each of us then is the 'symbol' of a man who has been 
split m two in the manner of a fish and each one is perpetually 
searching for the 'symbol' which belongs to him. 

192c. Anld those who pass their whole lives together are the 
very ones w 10 could not tell wh t th f e 
could believe it to be for the t ey want o each other. For noll 
such intense joy in bein to /a e of carn~l _pleasure that they have 
of each one longs £or arig tl g th1 :r, rather it Is manifest that the soul 

o 1er tung whi } • • d expresses this desire as b l c 1 It Is unable to name, an 
y orac es and enigmas. 

192d. If Hephaestus sh uld k 
I hi o as 
s t s your desire to b • • • 

' ecome absolutely one and the same each 
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with the other, to the extent of not being separated day or night? 
If this is what you desire, I am willing to weld and to unite you in a 
single being, in such a way that from being two you shall become 
one, and that all your life, being one, you shall lead a common 
existence. And when you die, there below in that other world also, 
instead of two, you shall be but one in death .... We know well that 
upon hearing such a proposal neither would refuse, it would be 
manifest to each that he desires nothing else, he would th.ink he has 
by miracle just heard the expression of the very thing he has long 
desired, which is to be united and welded to the one he loves and 
instead of being two, to become one. The reason of th.is is that our 
primitive nature was such: we have been whole beings. The desire 
and the quest for integrity has love for its nam.c. And originally, I 
affirm it, we were a unity. Now, because of our injustice, we have 
been divided by God. 

r93a. Every man should encourage every other to piety toward 
the gods .... 

r93b. To th~ end that we may receive those blcssinrrs for th, 
conquest of wluch Love is our • d. , l l 1 . ::, t: 
disobey him. All those dis b lg:n c ,lllll our l'aul'r. Ll't n1.1 one 
F "f O cy 11111 w 10 arl' lnt ,f l t l 1 

or I we become friends with G d d . f , l' ll o t ll' gous. 
him, we shall each receive th. b_o ' afn 1 Wl' are reconciled with 

c o ~ect o our loves .... 

193c. I say that for all men and 11 . . 
that our species would be bl. da . w01ncn, It is by this n1eans 
'f h come csse if we Id li 
I eac would obtain the obie t f 1 . '1 . ~au rea ze our love, 

• • • J c O us ave 1t 1s b • pnrrutive state. If herein is th , y returrung to our 
that among the things of t suprc17e good, it necessarily follows 
wh.i~h most nearly approacl: us tor d th: greatest good is that 
rcc~1ve that object of love w~c~11~t st~t~; m which each one shall 
praise the God who k 1 . Is spintually essential to l • T 

L war s t 1at m • • . h um. o 
to ave, who is at this moment tl us, It is ng t that we should sing 
toward our own nature and I le most useful of all in guiding us 
of hope, the hope that if we~ 10 for_ the future gives us the fullness 
establish us in our p . . . s 10w piety towards the gods He will 
blessedness nrrut1ve state, will heal us and k ' . • eepusm 
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It appears in these lines that not only carnal love but also 
platonic love and friendship, although of a higher order, arc only 
images of that integrity, that primitive unity, to which man 
aspires from the depth of his soul. In fact, Hephaestus never 
addresses anyone in the language which Plato pretends for a 
moment to put in his mouth. It is not with a man that a man ca~l 
be thus indissolubly united. This can only be with God. It is 
only in becoming again the friend of God that man can hop~ to 
receive, in the other world, after death, the unity, the integnty, 
which he needs. 

Plato never tells all in these myths. It is not arbitrary to extend 
them. It would be much more arbitrary not to extend them. In 
this one Plato says that after the complete man has been cut in two, 
the front of the body corresponds to the incision, Zeus ordered 
Apollo to change the face from the side to the front, that is to say 
the organs of the senses, and the sexual organs. It is natural to 
imagine, in extending the metaphor, that in the return to the 
state of integrity all that would somehow become internal to thc 
complete being. Otherwise expressed, the complete being is, as 
Plato says of the Soul of the World in the Timaeus, 'known and 
suf:i~iently_ loved hin:isclf by himself' at once subject and object. 
It 1s JUst_ this state wluch Plato points to when he says that he ~ho 
loves will make but one with him who is loved, this unique bcuig 
~ust be at once the subject and the object, otherwise love would 
~isapp_ear and there would be no felicity. Granted that such 
mtegn~ belongs only to God, man may have part in it only by 
~he ~on of lo_ve with God. Plato's myth points out that the 
mteg1:ty _to which man arrives by the grace of Love in blessed 
1:-te~ty 1s of a s~perior order to that which he lost by sin, that 
sli~ is thefirel~ore a happy fault', just as it is called in the Catholic 

turgy, e ix culpa. 
It is impossible to empl • 1 

that the God who h 1as1ze mor~ clearly than Plato does iere 
m e names Love is d f d • The analogies betw L a go o re emption. 

een ove and p h b · ear in this discourse of A · h romet eus cgm to app 
nstop anes. First by the epithet 'the grcate5t 
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friend of men'. Aeschylus in his tragedy constantly says of 
Prometheus that he is the friend of men, that he has loved mortals 
too much, even that he has venerated them too much (sec cita­
tions further on). It is impossible to show oneself more the friend 
of man than Prometheus did. This superlative applied to Love 
would be entirely rn~ust if the two names did not belong to the 
same God. Another analogy appears in the link between Love and 
the anger of Zeus against men. In Aristophanes' speech, Zeus 
considers completely exterminating humanity, but refrains from 
it in order not at the same time to abolish religion itself; instead 
of that he inBicts upon humanity an ill of which Love is the 
physician. In the tragedy of Aeschylus, Zeus wants to exterminate 
~~manity _but does not do so because Prometheus prevents him, 
it is not said by what means; then, instead of punishing humanity, 
~esu. makes Prometheus suffer. The two myths are far frmn 
identical but still not without resemblance. For the rest one must 
not regard these myths and all those which bear a rescm.blance to 
tl~em as factual accounts but as symbols, in such a way that 
dd~fferent myths may correspond to the same truth seen from 

ifferent angles. 

DISCOURSE OF THE TRAGIC POET AGATHON 

I95a. I affinu that of all the G d L . l . 
most beautiful d 1 o s, ove Is t le most Joyful, the an t le most perfect. 

Therefore Love is the equal of z . 
these superlatives are r-1 t· l eus. Notice that althouo-h. 
b e a ive t 1ey b d 0 

a solute superlatives for it Pl , h _must e un erstood as 
' l ato t ere is no childish polyth . 

1 d e1sm. 
95 • He walks not upon what is hard b . 

• • • for he establishes his hab·t . . l ut upon what 1s tender 
gods and of men and not i 1{ ~tion in t le hearts and the souls of 
character is hard he t n a t le souls; ifhe encounters one whose 

d , urns away toward l 
ten er, and there he establi 1 l . 1 one w lose character is 

d . s 1es umse f. H · l 
an very delicate, moreover hi b • • • e IS t ms very young 
Would be incapable of insinuat:~u ta.nee is fluid. For otherwise he 
II g umself everywhere through the 

II3 



Intimations of Christianity 
whole soul and he could not pass unseen as he does, at first, wl~en he 
enters and when he leaves if he were made of a hard material. A 
great proof that he has pr~portion and fluidity is the beauty of his 
form, an incomparable beauty according to universal opinion, f~r 
there is perpetual war between ugliness and Love. The beauty oflus 
complexion is indicated by his habitual habitation among the 
flowers, for Love does not come to rest upon a body or upon a so_ul 
or upon any other thing which is without flower, which has lost its 
flower, but every place that is embellished with flowers and 
perfumes, it is there that he alights and lives. 

Love is represented here as an infant god, which moreover 
conforms with a certain tradition. A few lines higher, Agatl~on 
criticized Phaedrus, the author of the first discourse, for having 
said (basing this upon the authority of the Orphics, of Hesiod, of 
Parmenides) that Love is the first and the most ancient of the gods. 
Agathon affirms that he is the youngest. It 111.ust be understood 
that the two propositions, however contradictory, arc true, that 
Love is absolutely ancient and absolutely young. 

Agathon uses the stories of war between the gods in the 
Hesiodic genealogies as argument; these would not have taken 
place, he,~ays, if Love, who is the pacifier of the gods, had been 
present; mstead there would have been friendship and peace, as 
at present, since Love reigns over the gods'. 

I95c ••••• <pt"Ma KaL elp77v7J <~v), WGTTEP vfiv et ov "Epws TWV 

0ewv f3aatAEVEL. 

One d~es 1:ot at first see the point of such an argument, since 
nowhere 111 his work docs Plato indicate that he attaches import­
ance to these Hesiodic legends. But in Aeschylus' tragedy, 
Pr~~etheus puts an end to the war between Zeus and the Titans 
ahn mstalds £Zeus upon the throne. He says also: 'Who else than I 

as trace or these new god th li • , A • d 
A th £i h s e 111.lts of their privileges? D-J-1 

ga on says urt er on th t • • L d 
• hi a It ts ove who has taught each go 

to exercise s proper functi N . 
the King of the G d A ~n. otice here that in naming Love 
this has only the O s, gat on makes him the equal of Zeus; 

appearance of • · • 1 oppos1t1on to the equation wit 1 

II4 



• ' .r Plato 
Tlie 'Symposium OJ ill' o- to 

l been very w 111..:, 
1 · 1 Plato seems to 1avc 

Prometheus; w uc l tl e 
l • 1 • 1preo-nates 1 

indicate. · di of Love, w uc 1 111 -=> • 
What Plato says of the fl.\.u ty . unseen is to be brought lll 

whole soul even whil~ at fas: a:~s~!spcls be~ween tl1e Kingdo:1 
line with the comparisons o l . o-rain of mustard seed, the s . t, 
of Heaven and the leaven: t 1eof ;hat capital conception wlud~ 
etc ... lt is always a qu~suon . . at once infinitely s1nall an 
is that the supernatural lll nature is ' 

infinitely active. . . . b Phto between the beauty of the 
The rclationslnp remarkcdl yfl . d' 1· s extremely remarkable. 

· 1d t 1e Ul ity, , 
form the proportion, a1 . l ·y which he supposes 

, . l allusion to a t 1cor f 
It is apparently a s.1mp c , 1 1 . e11ders perfect account o 

1 . d Now t1at t1cory r known to us rea ers. all .l of Greek sculpture 
. bl. b. uty never cqu cu, 

the mco1npara c ea , adc 1·11 such a mam1er that the 
l • di Tl statues arc m ' 

before p u as. fl :de substance which has run in layers and then 
stone secm.s a Ul . • b l fl • d' ty 

. c ct eq,.,1:brium The relat1onslup etween t 1.e m 1 
set m a pen.e ~llll • l fl • d t 

d l ili·br1· um c01ncs fro1n the fact t 1at a tu ca11.110 
an ne cqu . . . lik l 1• .1 \ • 1 
b d . ob1'le except by cquihbnun1., un ·et 1.e sonu, w uc 1. 

e ma e 1111.111 . . l £ 
is maintained by an internal coherence. The fluid 1s thus t 1e per ect 
balance, as Archimedes was later to demonstrate. Furthcrm.ore 
equilibrium implies proportion, which was also to be dem.onstrated 
by Archimedes. This passage from Plato and some others seem. to 
show that there was already at that time knowledge of the 
mechanical theories of which we possess, under the na1ne of 
Archimedes, a rigorously geometric exposition. This is, m.ore­
over, very natural. Proportion and beauty were inseparable in the 
eyes of the Greeks, and it follows that what was fluid should always 
and everywhere be beautiful. These few lines from Plato, and tl1.eir 
marvellous concordance with the appearance of Greek statues, 
show how much at that epoch art was indissolubly linked, not 
simply in its inspiration but in the most intimate secret of its 
technique, with religion and philosophy and, by their intermediary, 
with science. We have lost this unity, we whose religion should 
be the rn.ost incarnate of any. We must rediscover it. 
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The lines concerning Love and the flowers makes one think of 
the Song of Songs: 'My beloved is gone down into his garden ... 
he feedeth among the lilies' (Song of Solomon, vi, 2 ,3). 

196b. The most important is that Love neither causes nor sub­
mits to injustice, be it among the gods or among men. For, when 
suffering happens to him he docs not suffer by force, for force 
cannot reach Love. And when he acts, he docs not proceed by force, 
for each one consents to obey Love in everything. That agreement 
which is made by mutual consent is righteous, according to the 
laws of the'City royal'. 

These lines are perhaps the most beautiful in Plato. Here is the 
very centre of all Greek thought, its perfectly pure and luminous 
core. The recognition of might as an absolutely sovereign thing 
in all of nature, including the natural part of the human soul, with 
all the thoughts and all the feelings the soul contains, and at the 
same time as an absolutely detestable thing; this is the innate 
grandeur of Greece. Today one sees many people who honour 
might above all, whether they give it that name or other names 
possessed of a more agreeable sound. One also sees many, h~~­
ever, in rapidly decreasing number, who despise might. T~us IS 
because they are ignorant of its powerful effects. They lie to 
themselves, if need be, in order not to learn about it. But who 
knows the whole extent of the empire of might and at the same 
time despises it? (T. E. Lawrence, the liberator of Arabia, was one 
but he is dead) and perhaps some Christians very near to s~int~­
ness, but seemingly few. And yet this double understanding IS 
perhaps the purest source of love for God. For to know, not 
abstractly but with the whole soul, that all in nature, including 
psychological nature, is under the dominance of a force as brutal, 
as pitilessly directed downward as gravity, such a knowledge 
~lues, so to s~eak, the soul to prayer like a prisoner who, when he 
1s able, remams glued to the window of his cell, or like a fly stays 
stuc~ to the bott~m of a bottle by the force of its urge toward 
the light. There Is correlation between the words of the devil 
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in the Gospels: 'all this power will I give thee, for that is delivered 
unto 1ne' and 'Our Father which art in heaven'. 

This double knowledge concerning might was not common in 
Greece either, but it was sufficiently widespread to impregnate the 
whole civilization, at least during the best epoch. First of all, it is 
the very inspiration of the poem of the Iliad, and sheds light upon 
almost every one of its parts. The same is true for Greek tragedy, 
for the historians and a large part of the philosophy. 

Herc is another aspect of that double knowledge. Today, faced 
by an act of violence, some people accord their sympathy to him 
who exerts violence, others to him who suffers it. There is 
cowardice in each of these two attitudes. The best among the 
Greeks, beginning with the poet or poets of the Iliad, know that 
all that submits to or that exerts might is in the same way and in 
the same measure subject to its degrading empire. Whether one 
wields might or whether one is wounded by it, in whatever 
manner, its contact petrifies and transforms a man into a thing. 
That alone deserves to be called the good which escapes from its 
contact. But God alone escapes from this contact, and partly also 
those men who, by love, have transported and hidden a part of 
their souls in Him. 

Such a conception of might alone permits one to distribute 
equitably the same compassion among all beings who are 
entirely plunged beneath its empire, and thus to imitate the equity 
of the heavenly Father who sheds the rain and the light of the sun 
equitably over all. Aeschylus has an admirable word to express 
this equity. He names Zeus, ZEvs ETEpopprn~s, Zeus who inchnes 
to both sides (S11ppliants, V, 403). ' 

Plato, in this passage, af-lirms as stroni,ly . , , _. 11 1 . • l . l . o ,ls pusst ) l' tlt·\t t\ a one IS JUSt w uc 1 Is completely wi'tl d. . • • ' Llt . 1 1 rawn fro1 . 
m1g 1t. Now there is but one facult f I 11 contact with 

· h I · I • y O t le luunan soul vvliich mtg t cannot touc 1, e1t 1er to influence th, , f' • . • 
· Tl· · h c use O It or to p1·cvc11t 
its use. us 1s t e faculty of consent to the g d h f I f 

11 . . oo , t e acu ty o 
supernatura ove. Tlus 1s also the only faculty f 1 l fi . . o t 1c sou ro111 
which no brutality of any sort can proceed It · 1 c 1 

• 1s t 1crernre t 1c 
II7 



Intimations of Christianity 

only principle of righteousness in the human soul. The analogy 
obliges us to think that this is also the principle of divine justice. 
But since God is perfectly just, he is entirely Love. 

This Love, which is God himself, acts, since he is God, but he 
acts only so far as he obtains consent. It is thus that he acts upon 
the souls of men. It is even thus that he acts upon matter, since, 
according to the Timaeus 'necessity has been vanquished by the 
persuasion of wisdom'. 

A more surprising thing for a God, for him who is the king of 
all the Gods, for the supreme God, is that he not only acts, he 
submits: 77cf.axEL11 means at once to be modified, to submit, to 
suffer. From which comes 77cf.07Jµa, the Greek word employed to 
designate the Passion. Love is modified, submits, suffers, but not 
by constraint. Therefore by consent. 

Herc once again one thinks of Prometheus. The word EKdJJJ, 

which designates consent and by which Plato expresses that 
perfect justice, which is the monopoly of Love, recurs several 
times in Aeschylus, tragedy, with insistence, or else rep_laced by 
syn?nyms. Prometheus had gone to take his place besid~ _Zeus 
agamst the Titans, lKov0' JKoJJTL (v. 218); he went there willmgly 
a~d there ~e was willingly received. Later he wil~ully ac~o1;1-
plished, with consent, the act which causes his disaster, eKwv, 

EKwv. ifµa~70v, (v. 266), 'voluntary, voluntary was my fault'· 
Despite his affliction, never shall he do the will of Zeus so long 
as _he is in chains, but only when freed. However, the reconciliation 
with Zeus will come. If one holds to the literal and vulgar sen~e 
0 ~ t~e account, one might believe that Prometheus had to obtam 
hi_s liber:Y by stress of blackmail, but in reality there woul~ be 
fnenclship, willing reconciliation consented to from both sides, 
els ap0µov EfJ, , , ,1.. ... , ', c::: , c::: , 0' "{;EL 'He OL Kat 'f'LI\OTYJTU U7TEVOWJ/ U7TEVOOJ/TL 770 Yjs ' 
sh~ll be there one day aspiring to that union and that friendship 
with 1:1e t~ which I aspire' (v. 190). (See further on for more 
extensive citations.) 

Finally, of course, one is led by this Love, who is God, and who 
nevertheless suffc b 1 · k f h Ch • ers, ut not by force, to t 1111 o t e nst. 
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Notice that if one couples the perfectly just being, who is a 
man and whom the anguish of the crucifixion puts to death, and 
Prometheus, who is an immortal god and whom a tradition 
recalled by Hesiod regarded as per~etually crucifi~d, one reacl:ies 
the analogy of the double conception of the sacrifice of Chnst, 
sacrifice which has once been consummated, but which, by the 
Mass, renews itself perpetually to the end of the world. 

The kinships between the perfectly righteous one, Prometheus, 
Dionysus, the Soul of the W odd, on the one side, and on the 
other, Love, makes apparent beneath all these names a single and 
same Personage, who is the only Son of God. One could add 
Apollo, Artemis, celestial Aphrodite and many others. 

All these concordances, short of denying the historic character 
of the Gospels, which it would seem. difficult to do sincerely, 
carry no threat to the faith, but arc on the contrary an over­
whelming confirmation of it. They arc even necessary. One sees 
everywhere-notably the lives of the saints show it clearly-that 
God wanted to bind Him.self with respect to us in such a manner 
that even His goodness, to be exercised, has need of our prayer. 
He can give infinitely more than we can ask, for, at the moment 
when one asks, one does not yet know the fullness of the oood 

b 
contained in what one asks. How could God have given His only 
son to the world if the world had not asked for Him? This 
dialogue makes histo:y infinitely more beautiful. In showing this 
beauty one could give contemporary intelligences that shock 
which they need to bring a new attention to the Christian 
faith. 

If one said to them: 'This prodigious ancient civilization with 
its art which we admire from so far beneath it, with this s~icnce 
which it has entirely created and which is the basis of our own, 
with its conception of the city forming the frame of all our 
opinions, and _all the rc~t, all this was produced by the thirst, 
prolonged dunng centuries, for that source which finally sprang 
up and toward which today you do not even turn your , 
eyes .... 
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If divine Love is the perfect model of justice, and that because 
he is withdrawn from all contact with might, neither can man be 
righteous except by preserving himself equally from contact with 
might, and he cannot preserve himself except by love. By love 
he must imitate Love, who never suffers anything without having 
consented to suffer it. It is also possible for man to be ]ikc this. It 
suffices for him to consent fully, at every instant, with love for 
the order God has created in the world, to all wounds without the 
least exception which the course of events may bring him. This 
unconditional 'Y cs' which is pronounced in the most secret point 
of the soul, which is but silence, is entirely withdrawn from all 
danger of contact with force. Nothing else in the soul can be 
withdrawn from it. This method is simple. There is no other. 
This is amor fati, it is the virtue of obedience, the Christian virtue 
excellent above all others. But this 'Y cs' has no virtue unless it is 
absolutely unconditional, then truly it transports that part of the 
soul which pronounces it to heaven, to the bosom of the Father. 
It is a wing. 

To imitate divine Love, no force must ever be exercised. Being 
creatures of flesh and caught in necessity, we can be constrained 
by a strict obligation to transmit the violence of the mechanism 
of which we arc a wheel; for example as leaders over subordinates, 
as soldiers over enemies. It is often very difficult, painful, and 
agonizing to determine just how far strict obligation goes. But 
it is simple to take as rule with regard to others, and even with 
regard to oneself, in the wielding of stress, never to go even so 
much as a millimetre beyond strict obligation, and that not only 
concerning what is properly called constraint but also in all the 
disguised forms of constraint; pressure, eloquence, persuasion 
which we use as psychological aids. Not to use any kind of con­
straint, either toward others or toward oneself outside the domain 
of strict obligation, and not to hope for any kind of power or 
prestige, even in view of the good, this is also a form of the virtue 
of obedience. Outside what is strictly obligatory, it is necessary 
only that what is best in a human being, the reflection of God in 
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him, or rather the orientation of his desire toward God, should 
act by radiance, as an inspiration upon himself and those who 
approach him. This is the maimer in which divine Love acts and 
this we should imitate. 

196c. Besides justice, he has the highest degree of temperance. 
For all concur to define restraint as the mastery of pleasures and of 
desires, and to say that no pleasure is stronger than Love. If they are 
less strong, they are mastered by Love and he rules over them. If 
he is master of pleasures and of desires, Love above every being 
possesses temperance. 

Again a few marvellously profow1d lines. We are only in­
toxicated by the pleasures which fill us, and beyond that, fill us 
to rWllllllg over, the desires which thrust us toward them. Then 
there is drwikenncss, then satiety and disgust, almost hate, then 
once again desire. But Love is the essential desire, infinite, 
absolute, which no joy can fill to the point of rwining over. Even 
in God, the infinite joy which infinitely fills, and the infinitely 
insatiable desire for Love, exist together. As for us, we have 
infinity in us only in this central desire. Our joys can be but 
finite and the desire for Love in us consumes and burns them as 
they arise in us. We can only be intemperate by mistake, when we 
believe that to satisfy ourselves we only need joys that are a little 
greater than those we have known till now. If one gives himself 
up to love, if for the sake of love one accepts to have always 
within one a never fulfilled yearning, one has the perfection of 
restraint. 

For the rest, the word restraint, like temperance, is very 
inadequate to translate aw<f,poaVVTJ, a much stronger and more 
beautiful term. It is this term which is constantly employed in the 
Hippolytus of Euripides to designate perfect and virginal chastity. 
Purity would perhaps be better. 

196d. And as for valour, Ares himself is no match for love. 
For it is not Arcs who holds Love, it is the love of Aphrodite which 
holds Ares captive, as the story goes. He who holds is stronger than 
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he who is held. He who masters, he who is the most valorous of all 
must be absolutely courageous. 

This seems to be a jest, but that is an appearance. It is clear that 
Ares cannot conquer Love, since force cannot attain to Love. Love 
conquers Ares. Which is to say that warlike bravery (and all the 
analogous forms of bravery also) has need of a love to inspire it. 
A base love inspires a base courage, an absolutely pure love 
inspires an absolutely pure valour. But without love there is only 
cowardice. Love never exerts force, carries no arms, and yet is 
the source from which those who carry the sword draw their 
virtue. Love contains in itself the eminent form of that virtue; 
contains in itself all there is of valour which is other than brutality 
and armed might. One does not know how to imitate valour so 
long as one does not possess more warlike valour than the warriors, 
and that without being a warrior. 

196d. What is left concerns wisdom ... this God is so learned 
in poetry that he even makes poets of others, for whoever is touched 
by Love becomes a poet though formerly he had no part in the 
Muses. Herein we find proof that Love is a good artist, and in a word 
for all artistic production which has a relationship with music. For 
none can give or teach another what he lacks, or what he docs not 
know himsel£ And in the generation of living beings none will deny 
that Love possesses the wisdom which begets and develops all 
creatures. And do we not know that in the practice of the arts and 
techniques all that this God has taught us to do is admirable and 
brilliant, while all that he docs not touch is gloom.y? Apollo invented 
archery, medicine, prophecy, being guided by love and desire, thus 
he is also the pupil of Love. So too the Muses invented music, 
Hephaestus metallurgy, Athena weaving, Zeus the government 
of gods and of men. It is thus that the affairs of the gods were 
ordered when Love was born, the love of beauty, of course, for 
Love has nothing to do with ugliness. Formerly, as I have said, many 
atrocities were committed among the gods because they were under 
the dominance of necessity. When this God appeared, the desire for 
the beautiful caused every good to surge up among the gods and 
among men. Therefore it appears to me that Love himself is first 
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absolutely beautiful and perfect, and that he is the cause of all others 
becoming so. 

By this enumeration of the four virtues one sees that in Plato's 
mind, justice, temperance, courage and wisdom are not natural 
virtues. Supernatural Love is their inspiration and immediate 
source, and they cannot proceed from elsewhere. The intelligence, 
where it is creative, in true poetry, and even in techniques where 
it discovers things that are truly new, proceeds directly from 
supernatural love. Herein is a capital truth. It is not the natural 
capacity, the congenital gift, nor is it the effort, the will, the 
work, which in the intelligence has sway over the energy capable 
of making it fully efficacious. It is wuquely the desire, that is, the 
desire for the beauty. Tlus desire, given a certain degree of 
intensity and of purity, is the same thing as genius. At all levels 
it is the same thing as attention. If tlus were understood, the 
conception of teaching would be quite other than it is. First one 
would realize that the intelligence fwictions only in joy. In­
telligence is perhaps even the only one of our faculties to which 
joy is indispensable. The absence of joy asphyxiates it. 

The lines wherein Love is represented as the instructor of all 
the techniques without exception brings out even more clearly 
than all before love's resemblance to Prometheus, who says in 
Aeschylus: 'all the techniques have come to mortals from Prome­
theus'. He says also that Zeus himself is subjected to Necessity, 
which condemns him to a misfortune from wluch he, Prome­
theus, alone can free lum. This is again an analogy. 

The role of Love as the author and developer of all that lives, 
brings him near to Dionysus and Artemis, as well as to Osiris. 
There is an interweaving of symbols here. As among plants and 
animals, the muon of the sexes is the image of supernatural Love, 
so the increase of ~he ~c~en and ~perm produced by this 
union from at first infi111tes1mal particles is the image of the 
development of the Kingdom of God in us. It is the meaiung of 
Persephone's pomegranate seed, the mustard seed, and the grain 
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of wheat in the Gospels. The property of chlorophyll to draw 
energy from the sun is also an image of the mediatory function 
of divine Love. 

197d. It is he who empties us of hostility, who fills us with 
friendship, thus establishing every sort of reunion by which we can 
join with one another, who makes himself our guide at feasts, in 
choruses and sacrifices. He brings us courtesy and sends away rude­
ness. He gives kindness liberally; he never gives hate. He is favour­
able to the good, an object of contemplation for the wise, of admira­
tion for the gods. He is worthy to be followed when one has no 
share in him, to be treasured when one belongs to him. He is father 
of tender delights, of delicacies, of graces, of allurement, of desire. 
He attends to all that is good, he neglects what is bad. In trouble, in 
fear, in desire, in reasoning, he is the pilot, the warrior, the guardian, 
the perfect saviour, he is the leader of all the gods and of all men, the 
beautiful and perfect guide whom every man should follow with the 
singing of beautiful hymns, joining in with his beautiful voice by 
which his song touches the spirits of all the gods and of all men. 

THE DISCOURSE OF SOCRATES 

In this work Socrates docs not speak in his own name, he 
repeats the teachings given him by a very wise woman who came 
to Athens to make a sacrifice and who, by this sacrifice, rid Athens 
of the plague for ten years. Her sex, the circumstances and the 
words pertaining to initiation and mystery which she ceaselessly 
employs, show sufficiently that he is talking of a priestess of the 
Eleusinian religion. The Symposium is a sufficient reply to those 
who believe that Socrates and Plato despised the mysteries. In it 
also there is a sufficiently clear indication that the doctrine con­
tained in this work does not issue from philosophical reflection 
but from a religious tradition. Diotima begins by making Socrates 
understand that Love, being the desire for good, for beauty and 
for wisdom, is neither good nor beautiful, nor wise, although, of 
course, it is not ugly, nor evil nor ignorant either. Agathon said 
a while back that Love possesses the plenitude of goodness, there-

124 



Tlze 'Sy111posi11111' of Plato 

fore of beauty and of wisdom. Herc also it must be understood 
that contradictory propositions are at the same time true. And 
since Love suffers nothing except by his own consent, he has 
vohmtarily emptied himself of good, of beauty and of wisdom. 

Diotima explains that Love is a 8a{µwv. The use of the word 
8a{µwv in Greek is very variable. Sometimes th.is word is syn­
onym.ous with 0Eor;, God. Sometimes it indicates a being who is 
above man, who belongs to a supernatural world, but who is 
beneath the divinity, something similar to an angel. Furthermore, 
01, 0eo{, the gods, sometimes also means something resembling 
the angels. And again 8a{µwv sometimes means demon in the 
sense in which we use that word. But here Diotima defines the 
use which she makes of the word 8a{µwv. It designates the 
mediators, the intermediaries between man and God. 

202e. Love is an intermediary between that which is mortal and 
that which is immortal ... it is a great 'daimon'. And all of this 
species is intermediary between God and man. 

'And what is his function?' I asked. To interpret and to transmit 
human messages to the Gods, and divine messages to men, from one 
side the supplications and sacrifices, from the other commandments 
and answers to those sacrifices. The function of this species, being in 
between these two, is to fill and span this breach between them, thus 
reuniting all to itsel£ By him the art of prophecy and that of the 
priests, of sacrifices, of mysteries and of incantations, are accom­
plished. God does not ~ngle himself with man, it is uniquely by 
means of Love, or, the da1mon that there is intercourse and dialogue 
between the gods and men. 

It is difficult to know whether in Plato's mind there are several 
mediators of this species or a single one. He says that there are 
several of them a?d that Love is one of them, but does he really 
mea1~ several berngs, or sev~ral aspect~ of the same being? In 
the lines above he uses the srngular as 1£ there were but a single 
being. 

The word epµ,YJvEvov, he who interprets, compares Love and 
Hermes, the interpreter, the messenger of the Gods, who accom-
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panies souls into the other world, the inventor of the lyre, the 
god who was an infant prodigy. 

In these lines Love appears as the ideal priest. 
It must not be forgotten that this god who is priest and 

mediator, who is between the divinity and man, is the same who 
is, according to Agathon's speech, at least equal to Zeus, who 
teaches Zeus the art of government, who is the king of the gods. 

Plato affirms here, as categorically as possible, that apart from 
divine mediation there can be no relationship between God and 
man: 'No man cometh unto the Father except by me.' 

Concerning the arithmetical and geometric idea of mediation, 
and the role of this idea in the first discovery of science, sec 
further on. 

MYTH OF THE BIRTH OF LOVE 

203 b. When Aphrodite was born, the Gods held a banquet, and 
among them was the son of Wisdom, Resource. After the meal, as 
is the custom at banquets, Want came to beg. She stood by the gates. 
Resource, drunk with nectar, for wine did not yet exist, entered the 
Garden of Zeus, and being heavy, he slept. Want, because of the lack 
of resource iu her, sought how to have a child by Resource. She 
stretched out beside him and became pregnant with Love. This is 
why Love is born the companion and attendant of Aphrodite, having 
been engendered at the feast of her birthday. Moreover, he is by 
nature in love with the beautiful, and Aphrodite is beautiful. As the 
son of Resource and of Want, the fortune of love is to be as 
follows: first he is perpetually in want, and he is far from 
being delicate and beautiful as the multitude believes him. He is 
hardened and dried up, barefoot, without a roof, always stretched 
~ut u~on the ground, sleeping in front of doorsteps, along the road­
sides, m_the open_air._ Having his mother's nature, he is always the 
compamon. of ~nvat1on. But like his father, he is enterprising in 
regard to beautiful and good things he is courag al b sy 
1 . f, , eous, ways u , 

a ways mtense, a orm.idable hunter perpetually · ort 
of plan, desirous of wisdom creatin~ his o weavm1~ome ; . 
ing the whole length of life accompli wh ndr:soulrces, P . osop uzd-
. · d · ' s e 111 amentat10ns, an 
mcantatlons an m remedies, a skilful sophist. His nature is neither 
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immortal nor yet mortal, but sometimes the same day he flourishes, 
and lives while he is resourceful, or sometimes then he dies and again 
is resuscitated by reason of his father's nature .... 

204b. Wisdom is of supreme beauty and Love is love of the 
beautiful, therefore necessarily he loves Wisdom, and loving 
Wisdom, Love is the intermediary between the knowing and the 
ignorant. The cause of this is in his birth. For his father is wise and 
resourceful, his mother wants wisdom and wants resource. 

Each word of this delicious myth deserves to be meditated. 
Five (six?)1 personages are named in it: Aphrodite, Wisdom, 
Resource, Zeus, Want and Love. However unsatisfying, one 
caimot translate 7ropos except by Resource. For 7ropos has but two 
meanings, one is: way, passage, path; the other is: means, resource. 
To make an opposition to Want, the meaning resource must be 
taken. But the other meaning, that of a way, must also be 
retained. The Chinese call God Tao, which is to say Way. Christ 
said: 'I am the Way'. But on the other hand 7ropos is the origin 
of the verbs 7ropw and 7ropl,w, literally to open the way, but above 
all to procure, to supply, to give. If one could take 7ropos in its 
secondary sense, that would be to say gift .... In Catholic theology 
Gift is the proper name of the Holy Spirit. In the Prometheus of 
Aeschylus there is a play of words upon th.is verbal root, which is 
repeated three times in a few lines. 

-r~v 7TE7rpwµ,EVr}v XP~ afoav <f>epEtv, 'I must endure the fate which 
has been given me' (perfect past participle of 7ropw ). 0VYJ-ro'is yepa 
7ropwv, 'having given a privilege to mortals'. 7rvpos 7TT)y~v . . . TJ 
8toaaKaAos ... 7TE<PTJV€ Kat µ,eyas 7ropos, 'the source of fire ... 
which appeared as an instructress and a great resource ( or a great 
treasure, or a great gift) (lines 103, 108, ur). In this last verse the 
name of 7ropos is applied to fire. It is very probable besides that 
there is a play of words between 7rfJp and 7ropos. In the Heraclitan 
trinity, which appears so clearly in the hymn to Zeus by Cleanthes, 
Zeus, the Word, the lightning or the fire, the fire corresponds to 
the Holy Spirit, which is also the case for several New Testament 

1 The text reads five personages, but six are listed. (Tr.) 
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passages (Matthew iii, I I: 'He shall baptize you with the Holy 
Ghost, and with fire'; Luke xii, 49: 'I am come to send fire on the 
earth', etc.) and Pentecost. First one may conclude that the 
being whom Plato names Poros is the Holy Ghost, since there is a 
close connection known to Plato and perhaps also to Aeschylus, 
between this myth and that of Prometheus. 

Poros is the son of Metis, Wisdom, whose name is almost the 
same as that of Prometheus. Hesiod relates that the Earth, Gaia­
which in Aeschylus is identical with Themis and the Mother of 
Prometheus-one day warns Zeus that Wisdom was destined to 
have a son stronger than he who would dethrone him. . . . 
To avoid this danger, Zeus cats Wisdom. She was his wife and 
already pregnant. The child issued from the head of Zeus, this 
was Athena. 

Here the child is Poros. If Wisdom is the Verb, there is nothing 
astonishing in this genealogy: Q11i ex Patre Filioque procedit. 

Notice in passing that Athena is the Goddess of the olive tree 
and that the oil in the Catholic religion is associated with the 
sacraments which have a relationship most particularly with the 
Holy Spirit. Notice also that Athena is called Tritogene, epithet 
whose most natural meaning is 'the third born'. In Egypt, it is in 
the Temple of Athena, according to Herodotus, that the sepulchre 
of Him who has suffered a Passion, is found. Athena is the only 
divinity besides Zeus who handles the Aegis (shield), an object 
closely connected with lightning, which is the symbol of the Holy 
Spirit. But here it is not a question of Athena. 

Celestial Aphrodite is divine beauty. The beautiful being the 
image of the good and the good being God. She is, also, the 
Word. Herodotus says that she passed into Persian religion wider 
the name of Mithras. Mithras is probably that Wisdom which 
seems to have appeared in the sacred books oflsracl after the exile. 
Love was conceived on Aphrodite's birthday, he is her loving 
companion. These are two aspects of the same divine person, 
who is here Aphrodite as the image of God, and Love as the 
mediator. 
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This Love, represented a while ago as the king of the gods, is 
here a miserable vagabond. This is as he wanted it. He wante~ to 
be born. the son of Want. If what is meant here is the Incarnation, 
and if Poros is the Holy Spirit, the concordance is perfect. 

There cannot be a want more radical than that of being other 
than God. This is the poverty of every creature. Creation ~ its 
distress invented the plot of a poor woman who hopes to associate 
herself in some enduring manner with the destiny of a rich man, 
without his knowledge, by bearing him a child even in spite of 
himself. She imagined having a child by God. She chose a 
moment when God was drm1k and sleeping. There must be 
intoxication and sleep for such madness. 

(Plato says that wine had not been discovered at that time. 
Doubtless he wanted thereby to stress the identity of Love and 
of Dionysus.) 

The child is destitute, as is appropriate for our brother. This 
delicious picture of poor and vagabond Love, always lying upon 
the bare ground, inevitably reminds us of St. Francis. But before 
St. Francis, of the Christ who is poor and homeless, having no 
place to lay his head. He also had poverty for companion. 

In this picture there are also words which seem intended to 
recall the Prometheus of Aeschylus. Love's body is withered, 
avxµ:rypos. So is Prometheus' body, 7Tpoaavatvoµ,EVov, and the 
bloom of his complexion faded (23). Love sleeps, vrrat0pws, in the 
open air, without shelter. Prometheus is also u7ra{0pws (113) and 
al0lpwv Ktvvyµ,a, suspended in the air (157). 'Sophist' is Hermes' 
insult to Prometheus. The word µ,77xav1J-procedure, trickery, 
de_ceit, contrivance, me~ns, ~vcntion-also recurs endlessly in 
this tragedy. (One finds 1t also m the Electra of Sophocles immedi­
ately after Electra's recognition of Orestes.) Aeschylus speaks of 
Prometheus' talent for finding remedies, g,apµ,aKa. 

Love is said to be a formidable hunter, which makes him akin 
to Artemis, but akin also to another who gathered sinners about 
him. And Prometheus also captured in the hunt 07Jpwµ,a, (ro9), the 
source of fire. 
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. L~ve appears here as the author of the most complete harmony, 
mt e ~ythagorean sense, that is to say of the unity between the 
contraries which themselves are the most contrary possible, known 
as God and want. 

205d. To sum up, aU desire is desire for the good and for happi­
~e;s- • • • There is a doctrine which says that those who seek the other 
1 a f of themselves arc the ones who love. My theory affirms that 
hove has for object neither the half nor the whole, unless such 
:~pens to be the good. For men will consent to have their feet and 

t eir hands cut off if these seem evil to them. I do not think that 
anyone cherishes what belongs to him, unless he calls that the good 
which i hi ·1 1 hi s s own, and belongs to him, and unless he names ev1 t lat 
w ch is not his own. There is no other object of love for men than 
the_ good. • •. Briefly, it is by means of love that one perpetually 
desires to possess th d . c goo . 

~ere is a refutation of Aristophanes' myth, the myth of the man 
cut m tw h · · 0, W ose halves search for each other. But here agam It 
must be understood that the affirmations which contradict one 
an~ther are both true. The phrase which seems to contradict 
Anstopl , _ 1 • • 
fi 1anes myth, as often happens, 0111y reveals its true s1gru-

1~~nce. W c are indeed incomplete beings who have been deft by 
vio cnce, fragments perpetually starving for their complementary 

fipart. ~ut contrary to what Aristophanes' myth would seem at 
irst sight t • d. I b . 1ik O m 1cate this comp ement cannot e 111 our own 

eness. Our completion is the good; that is, God. We are frag­
m~nts torn from God 

There • • r h d' C 15 no other object of love ror men save t e goo . 
lo onsefuently, none but God We need not search how to put the 
lo:e O God in us. It is the ~ery foundation of our being. If We 

c anythin ls h ul f . k idcnti g e e, we do so by error as t c res t o nusta en 
tow tyd • We are like someone who runs joyfully down the street 

ar a str I fi · d But wh a~gcr whom at a distance 1c mistook for a nen . 
atcver is d" b • . f If- . 

and by means fmell 10crc in us, y ~n mst~~tdo sc -preserv~t~on 
of the t h O a sorts of lies, tnes to 1w1 er our recogmt1on 

rut • h h 
• W at we perpetually love, from the first to t e 
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last instant of life, is nothing else than the true God. Because as 
soon as we recognize this, all the mediocrity in us is condemned 
to death. 

In the Republic there is another passage dealing with this theme 
which is still more beautiful and more powerful. 
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k he motive of 
VI 505e [The good is 1 what every soul see s, t b . at a 

' • d b l soul emg all its actions, whose importance is sense , ut t 1e ' ung the 
loss, is unable completely to grasp its essence. Thus concen rytlung 
good the soul cannot have a firm belief as it has ~bout tve and the 
else. This is the reason why the soul lacks other dungs a so, 
usefulness which they may have. 

. . 1 a s in us, 
Plato compares this love of the good, which 1s a w Y ares 

to the power of sight, and the revelation of good he co~P ical 
to the light. From this concept the following metap or 
description of conversion stems: 

e declare 
VII, 518b. The instruction [of the soul] is not what som l theY 

it to be. For they affirm that knowledge, not being in the sou i reas 
will put it there, as if one might put sight into blind eyes. Wieder' 
the theory which I will expound teaches that the faculty of u: ch 
standing, and the organ of this faculty, is innate in. the soul O ea 1 e 
one. But it is as if one were unable to turn. one's eye towards .k tl 
l"h d Lie' ig t, away from darkness, without turning the whole ho Y· l t 

• • • . h h £i w 1a wise it is wit t e whole soul that one must tun1 oneself rom l 
is becoming (the temporal) until the soul becomes strong enoug 1 

d h • ous ~o en ure t. e contemplation of reality, and all that is most lumUl d 
m that reality· which h 1 d d b 1 e goo • ' we ave a rea y declare to e t 1 

1 From Les Intuitions Prechretiennes, pages 71-86. 
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The art of conversion consists in this, that it is the easiest and most 

rapid method of bringing someone to turn round. This is quit~ a 
different thing from a method for putting sight into the soul, wluc~ 
we know it has already. But that sight is not well directed, and 1t 
does not look where it should. It is this that the soul must find a 
means to learn. 

Here again is that word µ,11xav~, which recurs so often in Plato 
and in the tragedies where the theme is one of salvation and of 
redemption. 

This saying from the Symposium: 'my theory is that love has 
for object neither the half, nor the whole, of man's self ... there 
is nothing that men love except the good', is of great depth. It 
destroys the false idea of egoism. Men are not egoists. They are 
not able to be. Their misfortune is in not being capable ofit. God 
is the only egoist. Man can only approach a certain shadow of 
love for himself when he knows how to see himself as God's 
creature, loved by God, redeemed by God. Otherwise a man 
cannot love himsel£ 

What is generally named egoism is not love of self, it is a 
defect of perspective. People give the name of disaster to that 
alteration of a certain arrangement of things which they see from 
the point where they arc; from that point, things at a little distance 
are invisible. The massacre of one hw1dred thousand Chinese 
hardly alters the order of the world as they perceive it, but if 
instead a fellow worker has a slight rise in pay which they have 
not, the order of the world is turned upside down ! This is not 
love of self, it is that men, being finite creatures, only apply the 
idea oflegitimate order to the immediate neighbourhood of their 
hearts. 

They have the power of choice and of transposing the heart 
where their treasure is. It is not so uncommon to see a man absol­
utely devoted to another man, known or unknown to him 
personally, to a wife, to a child, to a party, to a nation, to what­
ever collectivity, to no matter which cause. One ca1mot in that 
case say he is an egoist. But the mechanism of the faulty per-
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spective remains the same, and the errors remain no less grave. 
Such devotion is not higher, or is hardly higher, than what is 
called egoism. 

To escape from the errors of a false perspective the only way is 
to choose one's treasure and to carry one's heart beyond space, 
and beyond the world, to God . 
. The principal image which Plato uses in the Rep11blic, notably 
rn the passage about the cave, the image of the sun and of sight, 
shows exactly what love is in man. One would make a com.plete 
rmstake in believing that the metaphor of the cave relates to 

know\e?gc and that sight signifies the intelligence. The sun is the 
good. Sight is then the faculty which is in relationship with the 
g~od. Plato, in the Symposium, says as definitely as possible that 
~ s faculty is love. By the eyes, by sight, Plato means love. This 
image makes the impossibility of egoism evident, for the eyes 
cannot see themselves. The unreality of things, which Plato_ so 
p~werfully depicts in the metaphor of the cave, has no connectton 
with t~1e things as such; the things in themselves have the f~ess 
of reality in that they exist. It is a question of things as the obJect 
for love. In this reference they are like shadows cast by puppets. 

To understand this one must recall the image of the great 
bea~t. Human society and any collectivity contained within that 
society • lik ' 1 t t ' is ened to the great and powerful beast w 10se as es 
and • • b aversions are to be studied and assembled into a treatise Y 
th
1 e man who has charge of caring for him. Morality is nothi11g 

e~ F • l • or those who teach it 'call whatever pleases this amma 
g~od~ and whatever displeases him evil, and they have no ot~er 
cntenon. They call righteous and beautiful those things which 
:re ~cessary, being incapable of seeing, or of showing 0thers, 
~ w at degree the essence of the necessary differs from that of 

t ;rod:' (vi, 49Jc.)l 
and ~:ei:s no other morality than that taught by the great beast 

d eepers, unless God Himself descends to reveal the true 
goo to the soul 

1 Cf. p. 86. 
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492e. There is not, there has not been, there never will be any 
other moral education than theirs, I mean to say, my friend, no 
other human education. God, according to the proverb, must be 
excepted. For this must be well understood, he who is saved and 
becomes what he ought to be according to his nature, so long as 
states are constituted as they are, to speak exactly, one should say 
that he has been saved by a predestination from God. 

Except for the predestined who have come out of the cave, or 
are on the right road for coming out of it, we all choose . for 
treasure those values that have their substance in social presage. 
This is true even for the desires which seem only to have reference 
to individuals. So is the desire of the lover. 'Love without vanity 
is only an invalid,' said La Rochefoucauld. The pleasures of 
eating and drinking are much more social than they seem at 
first. Riches, power, advancement, decorations, honours of every 
kind, reputation, recognition, are values of an exclusively social 
order. Under the names of beauty and of truth almost all artists 
and scholars seek social prestige. The etiquette of charity, oflove 
for one's neighbour, is generally a cover for the same article. 
/,,..Social prestige, as the name itself indicates, is pure illusion, is , 
a thing which has no existence. And yet power is ninety per cent. ,/ 
prestige, and power determines all in this world. That is the lesson 
in Grimm's story Qf the Valiant Little Tailor, and in nwnberless 
other similar storie~ little man, having crushed seven flies at a 
single stroke, goes about the world proclaiming: 'I have killed 
seven at one stroke.' A country that is on the point of being 
invaded by a very powerful enemy takes him for its general. As 
he has never been on horseback, the day before the battle he has 
himself tied to a horse for practice. To his great dismay the horse 
sets off at a gallop and carries him straight into the enemy camp. 
The enemy, seeing the sudden arrival of a galloping horseman, 
believe him to be followed by a vast army, and they flee in 
disorder. The little tailor becomes son-in-law to the king. 

This story expresses the pure truth. There is nothing more real 
in this world than war, including also under that name the con-
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Icts of masked o r-. • • hi 

slav f P wcr, ror It Is t s, as Heraclitus says that makes 
cs o some and £ f 1 , 

-b t r.1 rcemcn ° ot 1crs, men of some, gods of others 
u La sc gods of Tl . . 1 . 

life h r-. ' . course. us 1s t 1c act1vc principle of social 
' w osc rortun c. il . 1 by th· ill . c, success or ra urc, 1s a most entirely determined 

Is us1011 W • d f 
permit h d. : ar IS ma c up o prestige. It is this which 
th . s dtl c_ evil to say to Christ: 'all this power and the glory of 

cm is e ivcred t ' Th 
uni l O me . c supreme social value or rather the 

que va uc is • h . . d d 1 , Th hin ' ~rcst1gc. T at 1s m cc a s 1adow. That is a lie. 
pupp;tt -Jt _which project this sha~o': arc,_ according to Pla_to, 
imit t· uch means real but artificial dungs, fabricated like 

a IOns of real d 1 1 • Th 1 'al institut' an natura t ungs. csc puppets arc t 1e soc1 
gold is ~:~ T_he good which the miser believes he can find in 
of c h u~ion, a shadow. On the contrary, money, as a means 
a g/c adi:g.c, Is a good, but a purely conventional good. There is 

eat Iueren b d . hav cc etwecn illusion an convention. Convent10ns 
e a certain Ii b d 1 d If gold rea ty, ut of a secon ary and artifi.cia or er. 

Were no 1 d h Id b valu · l 0 nger use as money, t ere wou e no more 
of .,,.e 111 hgo d: If no other value than its usefolncss in the circulation 

.. ,ere and1s r-. 1 1 • b 
good • l e Were round in it, t 1erc would be not ung ut 
admix:~ go d, a limited and low-ranking good, but pure, without 
that gou: ~f evil. The good contained in the smile of Louis XIV, 
sevente O h or which the greater part of all Frenchmen of the 
The go:~t bc~ent~ry would have suffered death, was a shadow. 
real, but l ong111g to the person of a man upon a throne _was 
purely c on Y ?Y relation to the institution of royalty and m a 
the institon:ventional manner. Like the institution of currency and 

Ution of I d across the ll roya ty, such arc the puppets whose sha ows pass 
truths of ta of the cave. In all human institutions the images of 
Plato calls t~upernatural order are to be found, and this is why 
recognizes t~m puppets, likenesses of real beings. But one only 
institutions wh resemblance in so far as one considers them as 
from the pres ~none has turned from the shadows, that is to say, 
thought of tige. To do this is supposed to be easy, is even 

hih asaJr d d b w c one re lI ea Y accomplishe . For the prestige a out 
a Y cares is not recognized as such. The total 
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renunciation. of all prestige is what St. John of the C~o~s calls 
spiritual nakedness. By that alone one attains to God. Tlus IS why 
Christ said: 'The Father who is in secret.' Which is the same as the 
Father who is in heaven. Un.fortunately for us, the secret is 
equally distant, at a distance as inaccessible as the heavens. Fo~ all 
of us, save a few of the elect, are consumed by desire for prestige. 

Christ, throughout his life, had very little prestig~. ~e _was 
totally stripped of it after the Last Supper. Even lus discipl~s 
completely abandoned him. Peter denied him; Peter who today IS 
wrapped in a mantle of prestige deriving from the Church_ an~ 
twenty centuries of Christian history. During the life of Chnst It 
was extremely difficult to continue wholly faithful to him in his 
misfortune. Today there is an even greater difficulty. Because of 
his prestige, which acts as a screen, it is possible to be faithful even 
to death without being sure that it is to him one is faithful. 
Doubtless it is not impossible even to be a m.artyr without ever 
leaving the cave, without ever having turned one's gaze from the 
shadows which follow one another across the wall. 

Plato knew that the real and perfect justice must be without 
prestige. It is the absence of prestige, and not the physical suffer­
ing, which is the very essence of the Passion. The words of Isaiah: 
'a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief' have their true 
meaning only for a people among whom illness is despised. But 
the physical suffering would have been too little. A suffering of 
penal character was required, for man is not truly stripped of all 
participation in social prestige until penal justice has cut him off 
from society. No other type of suffering has this character of 
irreducible, ineradicable degradation which is essential to the 
suffering inflicted by penal justice. But it must truly be pen.al 
justice; that w~ich strikes common criminals by common justice. 
A man who 1s persecuted and condemned for his fidelity to 
a cause, to a collectivity, to an idea, or a faith, for national, 
political or religious reasons, does not undergo this total loss of 
prestige. Even though he should submit to death after many and 
atrocious tortures and humiliations, his sufferings would be very 
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~ar from those of the Cross. For all that the Christ may have been 
lI1 a certain sense the first of the martyrs, their master and the 
model for them all, in another sense it is still more true to say that 
he was not a martyr at all. He was ridiculed like those madmen 
W~o- take themselves for kings; then he perished like a com~on 
cr.unmal. There is a prestige belonging to the martyr of which 
~e _was entirely deprived. Also he did not go to his martyrd?m 
m )0 Y, _but in a swoon of all the powers of the soul, after havmg 
vainly implored his Father to spare him and having vainly asked 
men to console him. 

T~s es~entially and irreducibly penal character of redemp_tive 
~uffenng 1s what the Greeks understood very well. It is m~feSt 
m the story of Prometheus. It is also in the picture of the suffermgs 
of the perfectly just man, as Plato depicts it in the Republic. 

II 6 1 ti 1 • • • s of the . ' 3 oc. Let us subtract nothing cit 1cr rom t 1c lllJUStI~e 
Ulljust man, nor from the justice of the just man, but consider each 
one in his own way .... 

36Ib. Take the just man let us show him forth by our words. 
Simple and generous desiring' as Aeschylus says, not the appearance 
b h • ' ' Let ~t t e reality of the good. Let us take away all appearance._ ... 
lu~_be shown naked of all things except justice, ... that w~le_ co~n­
?"ttJng no injustice he may have the greatest reputation for lllJUStlce 
In order that this may be a touchstone for his justice, to pr~ve 
whether this evil reputation, and the consequences thereof, ma~e Ju~ 
~a~er, or whether on the contrary he continues steadfast, seemmf :ii 
h s life to be unjust but being truly just. In this way, when they s 1 
d ave go~1e [i.e. the just and the unjust man] each one _to the ~ast 
?hree eitb~r of justice or of injustice, it will be discermble wluch 

o t e two is the h . 
app1er .... 

361e B • • J · d 
• • emg 111 that state of soul the just man shall be w uppe ' 

given over t ' h ll b b t and 
at last, ha • 0 tortu_re, to chains, his eye~ s a e . urnt ou , 
h d Tv;:ig been mflicted with all possible suffermgs, he shall_ be 
bantghe • en he Will know that he should desire not the reality, u t e appearan f 

ce O justice .... 
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367b. Show us by your words not only that justice is bet:er 

than injustice. Show us by what process each by itself makes lum 
who possesses the one or the other, either good or evil. Take away 
the appearances. For unless you take from its true appe~rance, 
replacing it by the false appearance, we shall say you praise ~ot 
justice itself but the reputation of justice, that you blame_ no~ m­
justice but the reputation of injustice, and that, without lettmg It be 
seen, you are really advising us to be unjust .... 

367e. Therefore show us by your words not only that justice is 
better than injustice but by what process each, itself, and by itself, 
makes him who possesses it good or bad, whether manifest or 
hidden before the Gods and before n1en. 

Who this perfectly just man might be, in case he should exist, 
is seen in an.other passage from the Republic. 

V, 472b. If we find what justice is, should we hold that the just 
man must in no way differ from that, but must be in all regards 
absolutely just? Or should we be satisfied if he comes nearer than all 
others and has within him. a greater share of justice? 

Let us be satisfied with that approximation, said he. 
But to arrive at an ideal, we were trying to discover what justice 

is in itself, and what the ideal of a perfectly just man is, in case he 
might exist, and what he would be if he did exist, and the same for 
injustice and the unjust; so that we might con.template each one 
and to see if happiness or its contrary is manifest in one or the other. 
For we are obliged to adnut that for ourselves likewise, whoever 
most resembles one or the other model, must also live a life which 
most resembles the_ life of t~at model. But it has not been our goal 
to show that all this does eXIst, any more than a painter who might 
paint his ideal of the most beautiful man, and might be satisfied with 
his picture, should be considered an inferior painter because he could 
not prove that such an ideal man exists in reality. 

Compare this text with the following from the Theaetetus: 

176a. One must strive to flee from this world as quickly as 
possible. This flight is an assimilation in God . . . this assimilation 
consists in becoming righteous and holy with wisdom .... 
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176b. God is never in any manner unjust, he has the supreme 

degree of justice, nothing resembles him. as much as that man among 
us who is perfectly just. . . . d' · 

176e. In reality, my friend, there exist two ideals, the one 1:'1't 
and perfectly blessed, the other deprived of God and ~ntlrhe ! 

1 1 .. dmteir 
wretched. But these people do not sec t 1at t us IS so, an . t 
extreme and stupid madness they arc not aware that by their unJll5 

actions they resemble the second, and arc unlike the first. 

Upon the subject of the pity due these madmen and the rarity 
of truly just men, there arc a few lines in the Republic. 

. d d' g that II, 366c. Whoever has a sufficiently ccrtam un erstan 111 

justice is the greatest good, will be full of forgiveness for unjuSt me'.1' 

he will not be angry with them, knowing that except for th0sc 1:: 
whom a supernatural aversion for iniusticc is innate, and those wl . 

. . J • • by 11s 
shun lt after havmg learned about it from others, none 1s J0st 

. . - l - cakness 
own means. It IS cowardice, or old age, or some ot 1cr w l f 
which makes them blame the injustice which they are incapab c 0 

accomplishing. 

There is in these lines something resembling an echo of t111e 
d , . d , T1e 

':or s: Forg~vc t!1em for ~hey know not what they 0 • ds: 
hnes concerrung likeness with the evil model recall the wor 
'I come not to judge ... they judge themselves.' 

The passage concerning the perfectly just man demonstrates 
the idea of divine incarnation more clearly than any other Greek 
text. For it is stated in the Phaedrus that justice in itself is to be 
found in that place beyond the skies where Zeus, accompanied by 
~he gods _and the souls of the blessed, takes his repast. It is evident 
m the Timaeus, that what is found in this place is the Soul of the 
World, the only S J ( . l • 1 very 
1 . . . on. ust or ng 1tcous) men are s1mp Y 

c ose to Justice itself th l . • rder 
h ,. ' ey 1ave a very large share in 1t. But 1n ° 

t at a man m no w d'ffc £ , ld b the · ll ay I ers rom justice itself , shou e 
same m a respects a • • 'd· d the ki d s JUst1ce, ivine Justice from beyon 
s es, must escend upo h' , ' , ,1.., €t1', 
,n, ~ 11 eart , /J,'f/Oev ... avT,;:;S' eKEW1JS' oia'f'Ep 

U/V\U 7TUV'Taxn 'TOtoihov r r ., 
' €VUtOQV0 I > I 

Plato understandabl tKawavv17 wnv. . 
Y refused to demonstrate that such a thing 
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could be possible. Yet one cannot doubt his intim_at~ th~ug?t o?­
the subject if one remembers that the centre of lus 111spirat1on 1s 
the ontological proof, the certainty that the perfect is more real 
than the imperfect. 

The ideal model for relatively just men can only be a perfectly 
just man. Relatively just men exist. If their model is to be real, he 
must have an earthly existence at a certain point in space, and at a 
certain moment of time. There is no other reality for a man. If the 
ideal cannot have this existence, it is nothing but an abstraction. 
Is it acceptable that an abstraction should constitute the model 
and the perfection of real beings? 

One must be careful to notice how Plato clearly affirms that 
justice in itself is not a sufficient model. The model of justice for 
men is a just man. 

It is he, doubtless, who is also the divine and blessed ideal 
spoken of in the Tlieaetet11s. When Plato speaks of assimilation 
with this model, the word assimilation is used in the sense which 
we give it today, it is a question of resemblance. Only the meaning 
is more rigorous, it is of a resemblance such as exists between two 
geographical maps of two different scales, wherein the distances 
are different but the relationships are identical. For the word 
assimilation in Greek, and especially for such a Pythagorean as 
Plato, is a geometrical term which refers to the identity of rela­
tionships, to proportion. When Plato speaks of assimilation in 
God, it is no longer a question of resemblance, for no resemblance 
is possible, but one of proportion. No proportion is possible 
between men and God except by mediation. The divine model, 
the perfectly just man, is the mediator between just men and God. 
On this topic, see below a discussion of the Pythagorean doctrine. 

Everything leads us to believe that the absolutely just Love of 
the Symposium is the same as the divine model of the Theaetetus 
and the perfectly just man of the Republic. 

In order that divine justice may be a model for men to imitate, 
it is not enough that it should be incarnate in a man. In that man, 
moreover, the authenticity of perfect justice must be manifest. 
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For that, the justice in him must be seen without prestige, na½ed 
without honour divested of all the brilliance which the reputatio~ 

. . . ' . . . d. • If J. usticc 1s 
of JUSt1ce gives. Tlm 1s a contradictory con 1t1on. . . d 

. . . . d • • If 1t oes 
apparent, 1t 1s veiled m appearance, envelope m preSt1ge. . . st 

. r 1 • t nan 1s JU ' not appear, 1f no one knows that the penect y JUS i ' 
how can he serve as model? 0f 

The true justice is as much disguised by the appear~nce ay 
justice as by the appearance of injustice. In orde~ that ~t :ar­
serve as model it must therefore be seen naked, without 'PP l at 

. . h d. . Tl •• absurd In t1 ance; 1t must appear wit out 1sgmses. us 1s , • th, 
case justice could serve no purpose by coming d_o':n °11 ear 
Its presence is useless if our contact with it is nussmg. re 

We have access only to appearances, and these appearances a r­
of the prestige belonging to the kingdom of might. The appe;or 
ance of justice is a means of procuring certain advantages the 
oneself, and one obtains it by certain processes. It belongs to 11 
mechanisms of necessity. There is an infinite distance be~~\ 
the n~ture of the necessary and that of the go~d. ?ur_ -w:; this 
the kingdom of necessity. The appearance of Justice is 
world. Real justice is not of this world. . 'fhe 

Ins_oluble contradictions have a supernatural soluu~n- -Jy 
solution of this one is the Passion. But it is truly a solution °1 

for those souls who arc entirely possessed by the Jiaht of grace-
h C h~ 

For ~ e others, the contradiction endures. During the_ days -w fall 
Christ was, as Plato would have him, completely stripped 0 

appearance of justice, even his friends themselves were no lon~er 
wholl • f hi . 0th r-wise Y conscious o s bemg perfectly righteous. e 
co~d th~Y have slept while he suffered could they have fled, ha-v-_e 
derued him? Aft th R . ' . of htS 

d al • er e esurrect1on the mfamous character . 
or e was effaced b 1 . turies 

f d . h Y gory, and today, across twenty cen he 
o a oration, t e de d • . . f t 
P . . h gra at1on which 1s the very essence 0 

ass1on 1s ardly felt b a:, iJ1g, 
d f h b Y us. We think now only of the suner 

an o t at ut vagu 1 £ h • are 
al 1 kin . e Y, or t e sufferings which we imagute . 

ways ac g m gravi W . cbr1st 
as a common c • . ~- e no longer imagine the dymg . t 

runina • St. Paul himself wrote: 'If Jesus Chris 
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be not risen, then is our faith vain.' And yet the death on 
the Cross is something more divine than the Resurrection, it is 
the point where Christ's divinity is concentrated. Today the 
glorious Christ veils from us the Christ who was made a male­
diction; and thus we are in danger of adoring in his name the 
appearance, and not the reality, of justice. / 

In short, only the penitent thief has seen justice as Plato con-✓ 
ceived it, naked and perfect, veiled beneath the appearance of 
a crinunal. 

Plato, in going so far as to suppose that the perfectly just man 
is not recognized as just, even by the gods, had premonition of 
the most piercing words of the Gospel: 'My God, my God, why 
hast thou forsaken me?' 

The reason which Plato gives for the suffering of the perfectly 
just man is different from redemption, different from the sub­
stitution of punishment which appears in Christianity, and even 
earlier, in the Pro111ethe11s of Aeschylus. But there is a bond 
between the two ideas. It is because of the regression set working 
in human affairs by original sin that there is this incompatibility 
between the appearance and the reality, and it is this which 
obliges perfect justice to appear here below in the form of a 
condenmed criminal. If we were innocent, the appearance would 
be of the same colour as the real and have no veil to be torn 
away. 

It is because the appearance is false that the desire, which 
constitutes our very being, even though it may be desire for the 
good, inclines us only toward evil, so long as our conversion is 
not accomplished. 

The image of the cave illustrates the workings of conversion 
in a maimer that is well known. 

In the Symposium one also finds depicted the stages by which 
the soul comes to salvation. Here it is a question of salvation by 
beauty. 

Diotima begins with the theory of carnal Love as being the 
desire to beget in beauty with a view to immortality. The instinct 
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for reproduction is what is most indestructible in animal life. The 
desire of eternity in us goes first by mistake toward that material 
image of eternity. By a mysterious alliance, of which Plato does 
not attempt to give an accow1t here, the desire for propagation 
is aroused only by beauty, carnal beauty, since the subject here is 
carnal procreation. Correspondingly, among those who arc cap­
able of it, spiritual beauty excites a desire for spiritual generation; 
thus love causes virtues, understandings, and works of the spirit, 
to be born. 

(Notice that here in the matter of carnal love Plato docs not 
regard as legitimate any but that directed to the generation of 
children. This refutes the slanderous accusations of immorality.) 

The stages of the soul's progress described here lead from the 
consideration of physical beauty in a person, to the consideration 
of physical beauty wherever it is fow1d. From there they lead to 
the beauty of souls, from there to the beauty in laws and institu­
tions, from there to the beauty in the sciences, till finally one 
reaches the consummation of love, the contemplation of beauty 
in itsel£ 

Symposium 

210c. That he may sec the beauty of the sciences and look at 
last toward the fullness of beauty. On 

. 21 Ia. . .. turning to the vast sea of the beautiful t? contemplate 
It, he shall beget vast doctrines, full of many beautiful a_nd great 
t~oughts in a generous philosophy, until, being thus fortified and 
npened, he discerns a unique science which is this one of beauty. 

2Ioe. For he who has come to this point in amorous education, 
by considering beautiful things in their correct order, arriving at the 
accomplishment of love suddenly shall contemplate a miraculous 
sort of beauty .... This is first of all eternally real, neither begotten, 
nor mortal, which neither waxes nor wanes. Moreover this is not a 
beauty which is beautiful from one side but ugly from another, 
beautiful at one time but not at another, beautiful in one reference, 
and ugly in another, beautiful for some, ugly for others. And this 
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beauty will not appear to him as a face, or as hands or anything 
corporeal; not as a theo_ry, nor_ a_ny sc~cncc, nor will it ~ppear as 
dwelling in any thing, or many hvmg ~cmg upo:1 earth ~r u~ heaven 
or anywhere. But this will be beauty 1ts~lf, b~ itself, with itself, ~f 
a unique nature, ctcmally real. All beautiful tlungs have ~art of this 
beauty, but in such a way that when they arc born or ~cnsl:, beauty 
itself suffers no increase, no decrease nor the least modificat10n. 

2I1b. He who undertakes the contemplation of this beauty has 
very nearly attained to perfection. 

211c. . .. he knows at last what beauty is. 

212a. Do you believe that the life of a man who searches into 
such a matter, who uses the appropriate organ to contemplate and 
to unite himself with it, can be mediocre? Consider this; what we 
have here is the only being who secs the beautiful with that faculty 
capable of seeing it. To him it will be given to beget, not sham 
virtues, for he has not laid hold upon a phantom, but real virtues, 
because he has laid hold on the real. And in creating and nourishing 
true virtue, it is accorded him to be the friend of God; and if ever a 
man became immortal that man will become so. 

212b. In this work it would be difficult for human nature to 
find a better collaborator than Love. 

These passages show how mistaken are people who consider 
Plato's ideas as solidified a~stractions. Here it is a question of a 
spiritual marriage with the beautiful, by the grace of which the 
soul truly begets virtues. Further, the beautiful does not reside in 
anything. It is not an attribute. It is a subject. It is God. 

The formula which recurs so often in Plato, avTo Ka0' avTo 

p,E0' avTav, itself, by itself, with itself, might well have a 
relationship with the Trinity. For this formula indicates two 
relationships within a unity. And is it not exactly thus that St. 
Thomas defines the Trinity? 

Moreover, Plato says that he who contemplates beauty itself 
has almost reached the goal. Which indicates that there is still 
something else. In the myth of the cave, the object of con-
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templation, immediately before the sun, is the moon. The moon 

~s the reflection, the image of the sun. The sun being the good, it 
Is natural to suppose that the moon is the beautiful. In saying that 
he who has attained to beauty has almost arrived, Plato suggests 
that the supreme beauty is the Son of God. 

In Greek mythology, absolute beauty is the heavenly Aphrodite. 
(Be it said in passing that it is all the more appropriate to use 

the moon as symbol of the Son because the 1110011 undergoes a 
diminution, a disappearance, then a rebirth; thus it is also an 
appropriate symbol of the Passion.) Certain details of the myth 
of _Osiris are thereby explained. A bull represents O~iri~ ~ecau~e 
of Its horns in the shape of a crescent moon. Its body 1s d1v1ded m 
fourteen parts, and fourteen is the number of days which separate 
the full moon from the new moon. Isis assembles thirteen of these, 
and thirteen is the number of lunar months in the year. As for 
Isis, she is identical with Demeter the mother goddess whose 
symbol is the earth. Plutarch also s~ys that Osiris is the p~inciple 
of ~he humidity tliat fecundates, of the sap, the role_ which the 
ancients attributed to the moon. Zagreus, elsewhere, is called by 
Nonnus the horned new-born one who rises to the throne of 
Z~us and seizes the lightning. The Titans catch him in_ a trap. T~e 
T1t~ns are twelve in number and in comparing their names 111 
Hes1 d • h h • ' 1 d-o Wit t e signs of the Zodiac one finds severa correspon 
lences. To escape from the Titans Zagreus takes many forms, the 
ast • h ' d £ In t ~ne Is t at of a bull, that is to say once again a !10rne o~m. 

ts form the Titans kill him. This story may easily be applied 
tofthe phases of the moon Sophocles calls Dionysus: 'Fire, leader 
0 t e ch f • 1 · orus, o the breathing stars guardian of nocturna voices, overseer ' All h ' · 1 

• t at applies very well to the moon, the last ep1t 1et, on account f h r- . 
find • .0 t e months. Notice with a bit of rorcmg, one can 

again m h , hin 1ik 
th 1 • t e day, the month and the year, somet g e 

e re ationshi f ' · 'd · li 
abl nl b P O a mean. The Hippolytus of Eunp1 es 1s exp c-e o y y th .d . d . r-
Hi 1 • e 1 entification of Artenus an Dionysus, ror 

ppo ytus 1s an O hi · fEI · Th 
bow of Art . rp c initiated in the mysteries o euS1S. e 

emis and of Apollo, the lyre of Apollo and of Hennes 
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(for Hermes according to the Homeric hymn is the child-god 
inventor of the lyre) are by their shape reminiscent of the crescent 
moon. Pan also is a horned god. His name m.eans 'all'. Plato con­
sistently calls the Soul of the World 'the all', and he says, in the 
Cratyl11s, that Pan is the Aoyos. Many things in mythology are 
clarified if one admits the assumption that all that relates to the 
moon, to horns (because they are images of the moon) and to 
vegetable sap symbolizes the Word. Furthermore, such divinities 
as Athena and perhaps Hephaestus seem to correspond to the 
Holy Spirit. Athena was begotten by Zeus alone. Hephaestus 
is the son of a legitimate union. All the other children of Zeus 
come of adulterous unions. Here is perhaps a symbol of scandal, 
of the madness which the muon of God with lus creature implies. 
In this case, all these cluldren of Zeus would be names of the 
Word. Hestia the central fire is the Holy Spirit. 

Absolute beauty is something as concrete as sensible objects, 
something which one sees, but sees by supernatural sight. After 
a long spiritual preparation one has access to it by a sort of revela­
tion, of rending: 'suddenly he shall perceive a species of miracu­
lous beauty'. This is the description of mystical experience. 
This beauty is not modified when beautiful things are born and 
perish; although they are beaut~ful they are so only by participa­
tion in Absolute Beauty. Here 1s the supreme consolation for all 
evil. No evil does har?-1 t? ?o~ .. He who sees absolute beauty by 
the only organ to wluch 1t 1s vmble, which is to say supernatural 
love, places his treasure and lus heart beyond the reach of all evil. 

The ord_er of the stages enumerated by Plato may surprise us. 
From sensible beauty he passes to the beauty of souls, that is, to 
moral_ beauty_, the splendour of virtue. When we want to praise 
an a~tlon _which ~as ~ruly t~uched ~s, we don't say 'that is good' 
but that 1s beautiful , and 1f the Samts attract us, that is because 
we sense the beauty in them. Virtue only touches us in so far as it 
is beautiful.. The analogy b~tween this beauty and the beauty of 
the senses 1s very mysterious. A certain equilibrium, almost 
impossible to define, is the secret of one and of the other. Laws 
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~nd institutions constitute another equilibrium which is placed as 
if at the intersection of virtue and of natural necessity. But it is 
almost impossible to make out exactly what Plato has in mind: 
whether it is the city as a metaphor, as an enlarged image of the 
soul, as it is studied in the Republic, or a study of the harmony 
belonging to social relations, such as one finds in the Statesman. 
Anyway, the Pythagorean idea of harmony as the union of 
contraries, and the combination of that which limits and of that 
which is limitless, must successively dominate these three studies. 
As for beauty in the sciences, this is nothing but the beauty of the 
order of the world perceived through the most rigorous necessity, 
that which is the material of mathematical demonstration, for 
Plato calls both pure and applied mathematics sciences. It is not 
surprising that this should be the last stage. To him who lovingly 
contemplates the order of the world, there shall come a certain 
day and moment when suddenly he shall contemplate another 
thing, a miraculous sort of beauty. 

Along the way which Plato here traces there is no question of 
God so long as real contact has not been established by mystical 
experience, and not even then except by allusion. This is the very 
opposite of the Christian way, in which one speaks of God 
long before having the least suspicion of what that word signifies. 
The advantage is that this word by itself has a power, the dis­
advantage is that the authenticity is lessened. fo. any case, the differ­
ence should not lead to a misunderstanding of the essential identity. 

_In all the preceding texts, Plato speaks of God in His re~ation 
with creation or with Man. But there is one text wherem he 
describes the perfect and infinite joy in God Himsel£ This is in 
the Phaedrus. 

246e. The great sovereign, Zeus, driving his winged chariot, 
advances the first, watching over the order of all things. He is 
followed by an army of gods and demi-gods arranged in eleven 
hands. For Hestia alone remains in the dwelling of the gods .... 
:V"hoever wishes to, and is able, follows them, for envy has no place 
m the choir of the gods. When they go to a repast, or a banquet, 
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they advance to the extreme limit of the sky, and there they m.ount 
higher .... 

247b. The souls of those called the imm.ortals, when they arrive 
at the summit, go outside, and standing there upon the outer side 
of heaven, they allow themselves to be carried by its rotation, gazing 
upon all that is outside the vault of heaven. Of what lies beyond 
heaven, no poet of this world ever has sung, nor ever shall sing, 
worthily. This is how it is .... Essence without colour, without form, 
without anything that can be touched, yet real, which can only be 
contemplated by the master of the soul, by the mind. In this place 
dwells that essence with which true knowledge is concerned. Just as 
God's thought nourishes itself upon spirit and upon understanding 
without mixture, so that of every soul receiving what is appropriate 
for it throughout time, gazing upon pure being, loves and 
contemplates and feeds upon truth and is happy, until the revolution 
of the universe has brought it back to its original place. During 
the course of the rotation, the soul sees justice itself, it sees purity, 
it sees knowledge, not that knowledge which is concerned with 
birth, which is different in different things, nor that which today we 
call by that name, but the science which is real in the reality of its 
being, and so all the realities, these the soul contemplates and 
nourishes itself upon them. Then, slipping back into the interior 
of heaven, the soul returns home. 

God's life consists in an act of God upon God which is at once 
contemplation and communion. God eternally feeds upon Him­
self and contemplates Himself. Those are two relationships in 
God. This is the Trinity. 

The great misfortm1e of man, very keenly felt in childhood, 
which explains many human deviations, is that for him gazing 
and eating are two different operations. 

249e. Every soul, by its nature, has contemplated reality .... 
The remembrance of the things of the other side of heaven is not 
easy for every man on this side .... Only a few are sufficiently en­
dowed with memory. These, when they see an image of things 
there, are seized with giddiness, lose possession of themselves, but 
because they lack sufficient discernment, they are ignorant of what is 
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h~ppening to them. Justice, purity and all the virtues of the soul, are 
w~tho~t the least splendour in their earthly copies, but a few people 
with difficulty and by dim instruments, approaching the reflections of 
them, contemplate the essence of their models. But formerly beauty 
itself was resplendent to see .... 

2 50d. Beauty shone with them in their procession. And here 
below we seize beauty itself in its manifest splendour through the 
clearest of our senses. For sight is the sharpest of the bodily senses; 
but it docs not see wisdom. For wisdom would create terrible loves, 
if like beauty it produced a manifest image of itself which was 
capable of being seen. And the same is true for all that we love. In 
fact, only beauty has this destiny: to be what is the most manifest 
and the most loved. 

Plato says that here below we sec beauty itself. In his vocab­
ulary that means the Idea of the Beautiful itself, the divine Beauty 
itself, is accessible to human senses. But a few lines further on, 
speaking of the trouble caused by the beauty of a human be½1g, 
~e ~ays that this beauty is called by the same name as the B~aut1ful 
Ill itsel£ It is therefore not the Beautiful in itself. God s own 
beauty made manifest to the senses, is the beauty of the world, 
as it is set forth in the Timaeus. The beauty of a yom1g girl, or of 
an adolescent youth, is only of the same name. 

The beauty of the world is God's own Beauty, as the beauty 
of_the body of a human being is the beauty which belongs to that 
bemg. • 

But wisdom, righteousness and the rest cannot appear to us in 
the world but only in a human being who will be God. 
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XI 
THE PYTHAGOREAN DOCTRINE 1 

PYTHAGOREAN THOUGHT is for us the great 
mystery of Greek civilization. It recurs everywhere, again 
and again. It impregnates almost all the poetry, almost all 

the philosophy-and especially Plato, whom Aristotle regarded as 
a pure Pythagorean. The music, the architecture, the sculpture, 
all the sciences of ancient Greece proceeded from it; so did 
arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, mechanics and biology-that 
science which is fw1damentally the same as ours today. Plato's 
political thought (in its most authentic form, which means as it is 
formulated in the dialogue the Statesman) also derives from the 
Pythagorean doctrine. It embraced almost all secular life. There 
was then, between the different parts of secular life, and between 
the secular life as a whole and the supernatural world, as much 
unity as today there is separation. 

The roots of Pythagorean thought extend far into the past. 
In expow1ding the concept which is at the centre of that doctrine, 
Plato evokes a very ancient revelation, which is perhaps the 
primal one (Pliilebus). Herodotus says that the Pythagoreans 
borrowed a large part at least of their beliefs from Egypt. Another 
ancient historian, Diodorus Siculus, I believe, points to the 
analogies between Pythagorean thought and Druidic thought, 
which, according to Diogenes Laertius, was considered by certain 

1 From Les Intuitions Prechretiennes, pages 108-171. 
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people as one of the sources of Greek philosophy. This, be it said 
in passing, obliges one to regard the Druidic religion as oflberian 
origin, just as the metaphysical and religious part of Greek 
civilization comes from the Pelasgians. 

{In parenthesis, Iberians, Pelasgians-that is to say, Aegean­
Cretans-Trojans and those assimilated with them, Phoenicians, 
Sumerians, Egyptians, seem before historic times to have formed 
around the Mediterranean a homogeneous civilization impreg­
nated by a supernatural and pure spirituality. Most of these 
peoples are named in the Bible among the descendants of Ham. 

/ The Hellenes, according to the testimony of Greek writers, 
arrived in Greece ignorant of all spirituality; one may perhaps 
draw from that a valuable conclusion for the mass of Indo­
Europeans. The Bible shows that there was very little spirituality 
in Israel until the Exile. Among the Inda-European peoples, 
whom one generally associates with Japhet, and those whom the 
Bible regards as Semites, there arc two kinds. Certain of these 
learned from the peoples they conquered and thus assimilated the 
spirituality of their captives. Such were the Celts, the Greeks, the 
Babylonians. Others remained obstinately dca£ Such were the 
Romans, probably the Assyrians and the Hebrews, at least w1til 
the facile. If, with these thoughts in mind one re-reads the episode 
o_fNoah's three sons, it appears that Noa~, who was a pure being, 
nghteous and perfect, had a mystic intoxication accompanied_ by 
nakedness in the mystical sense. It appears tl1at Noah had a revela­
tion in which Ham shared and-m which his two other sons refused 
to share. The curse which fell upon the descendants of Ham would 
then be what is, in this world, the lot of those who are too pure. 
The Hebrews wou_ld have arranged the story in a way to justify 
the massacre of the Canaanites. But Ezekiel expressly compares 
Egypt to the tree of life of the earthly Paradise, and Phoenicia, at 
least at the beginning of his story, to the cherub standing by the 
tree. If this view of the matter is correct, ~_c_urrent of perfec~lY. 

-;-: p~r_e _ _s£i.ti:tuality would have flowed across Antiquity from pre­
historic Egypt· to Christianity. This current flowed throug~ 
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