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Chapter 5

Platonism

Willemien Otten

For anyone reflecting seriously on the tradition of Christian mysticism in the medieval West, it is hard not to notice the hold that Platonism has exercised on that tradition throughout much, if not all, of the period. Upon closer inspection, it appears there are actually two divergent, be it equally central ways—which I shall call below the inherent and the forensic—in which Platonism has left a lasting imprint on the Christian mystical tradition. The aim of this particular essay on Platonism, which for me will include the wider Platonic influence, is first of all to survey and analyze this twofold impact of Platonism, dwelling on the different approaches to the mystical quest which it yields. This will lead to an assessment of their relative importance as we survey the developing medieval mystical tradition. I shall limit my analysis to the impact of Platonism on the tradition of Christian mysticism in the medieval West, bringing in the tradition of ancient Christianity and the East for comparative purposes. 

Hoping that the proposed approach will facilitate a more nuanced way of thinking through the medieval mystical tradition, I want to state by way of preliminary comment that I take medieval Christian mysticism to have a rather wide, i.e., non-doctrinal sense. My primary reason for doing so is that I want to emphasize the capacious attitude with which Christianity, thereby impacting Christian mysticism, has been surprisingly open to outside influences. Although I cannot elaborate in full on what may seem a rather sweeping statement, I tend to regard the Christian religion, notwithstanding its claims to scriptural revelation, as a complex intellectual construct involving both teaching and practice, and allowing for both communal and individual expression. Seeing the constructed and flexible nature of the Christian religion as one of the major reasons why the impact of Platonism could be so widespread and pervasive from fairly early on, we should add the malleability of Platonism itself as playing a role of almost equal importance. Taken together, the dance between Christianity and Platonism in the Middle Ages unfolds very much as a tango for two. Although it is not always clear who is leading and who is following, it has generated a steady intellectual excitement, captivating the interest of medieval readers and religious practitioners from various backgrounds, while at the same time continuing Platonism’s mystical hold. 

As for the twofold impact of Platonism on Christian mysticism mentioned above, I take Platonism first of all as having provided Christian mysticism with its intellectual scaffolding by outfitting it early on with a set of basic and elemental intellectual principles that would continue to play a role of importance not just in medieval mysticism but in Christian thought more widely. To that end, this article’s first section will comment on the inherent Platonic aspects of Christian mysticism. If for a long time Christian thought developed according to Platonic fault lines, which in my view was roughly the case between 200-1200 ce, the introduction of Aristotle whose thought would come to underlie the new scholastic method in the West marked a veritable sea change. From the 1200s onwards Aristotelian thought held sway for centuries until under the influence of the Renaissance, which actually saw a Platonic comeback, and of the Reformation with its rediscovery of the importance of literary sources, Christianity underwent a rapid process of biblical retooling leading to what may well have been its first biblical makeover ever. It is from this time onward that Christianity adopts the kind of nonfoundational philosophical character that has allowed it since to negotiate the impact of the respective cultural crises of Enlightenment, modernity, and postmodernity. 

If, by contrast, we take more of a bird’s-eye view of Christianity’s development as having been marked down the centuries by a succession of intellectual influences, an alternative view of Platonism emerges, one in which its influence is seen as quintessentially forensic. As such the influence of Platonism is comparable to other influences, the main difference perhaps being its greater prominence and historical dominance early on. In this second view, the influence of Platonism is seen as potentially compromising, even embarrassing the tradition of Christianity and Christian mysticism. Instead of being at least co-formed by Platonism, Christianity is here seen as a religion that demonstrated a steady revelatory and / or biblical character from its inception, but needed time to come out from under its Platonic shadow. The perception underlying this latter scenario, which takes hold especially in the Reformation era, where it is directed against Aristotelian influence, is that Platonic and other influences cannot but rival with and taint Christianity more than that they stand in its service. This article’s second section will be devoted to an analysis of this view of extraneous Platonic influence, as we will pay special attention to those elements by which it is perceived, if not rejected, as a kind of Fremdkörper (alien body) in the tradition of Christian mysticism. 

In a third section, our focus will be on the thought of Johannes Scottus Eriugena and of Bonaventure [SEE HUGHES] as representing two medieval cases of Platonic influence. Eriugena and Bonaventure resemble each other in that they mix a unique take on medieval mysticism with a certain representative quality for Platonic thought at large. In this way their cases also allow us to draw a fruitful comparison with two earlier and more famous cases of late ancient Platonic influence, namely, Augustine [SEE KENNEY, BURNS] and Dionysius [SEE STANG, COLLESS], which shaped if not determined the medieval Platonic reception to no small degree. I will use the third section on Eriugena and Bonaventure to bring the aforementioned assessments of Platonism in further conversation with each other. As we move towards a deeper evaluation of the meaning of Platonism for Christian mysticism, creative imaging rather than schematic confrontation may well be the most fruitful way to proceed. Finally, it is in this section that hermeneutical meaning of Christology will be thematized. As indicated by Augustine in Confessions 7.19.25-7.21.27, incarnation is itself foreign to Platonic thought
 but it proved instrumental in his conversion and would be of remarkable consequence for medieval Platonic mysticism. 

In a brief fourth section, I will formulate a historical assessment of the overall role of Platonism, as seen from the perspective of medieval Christian mysticism. By way of conclusion I will comment briefly on the connection between gender and Platonism in late medieval mysticism. 

Preceding our first section on Christianity and Platonism, however, a few introductory comments on my non-doctrinal view of medieval mysticism are in order. Contrary to what may be surmised, I do not thereby want to distance medieval mysticism from medieval scholasticism. It is a serious misunderstanding in my view—and one that I would like to correct, since it is rather grave in its persistence—to think that mysticism and scholasticism are by definition mutually exclusive, even though I realize that recent interest in medieval mysticism may well feed on their distinction and, what is more, assume their underlying contradiction. Yet the adequacy of such a view for a deeper and better understanding of medieval mysticism is very much in doubt. Not only did there not exist the same kind of complementary relationship between mysticism and scholasticism as there seems to have existed between scholasticism and monasticism, with the latter two representing distinct intellectual and institutionalized movements whose philosophical modus operandi was closely tied to their chosen locations—the cloister as distinct from the school or university—but it should be acknowledged that the most eminent medieval mystic, Meister Eckhart (1260-1327) [SEE RADLER], was also a scholastic thinker par excellence (Turner 137-85; Sells 146-79). What is clear is that scholasticism, Eckhart’s thought included, is deeply influenced by the thought of Aristotle, while the earlier medieval intellectual tradition, including the monastic mindset, is more Platonically oriented. But while the mystical quest inside Christianity qua origin had a more natural affinity with Plato than with Aristotle, we should not infer that medieval mysticism is therefore by definition Platonic. Not only does the Dominican tradition to which Eckhart but also Albert the Great and Thomas Aquinas belong simply prove otherwise (McGinn 2005), but the acuity of Eckhart’s trained scholastic mind may well have contributed to the intellectual audacity and transgressive nature of his mystical vision. 

A related reason for correcting the misunderstanding of mysticism and scholasticism as mutually exclusive is that I want to nuance the idea that medieval mysticism by definition prioritizes love and faith—each of them primary theological virtues and as such key components of most medieval mystical quests—above reason or intellect. Medieval mysticism has a surprisingly rational and intellectual profile, especially in its Platonic guise. We may qualify this view by adding that medieval mysticism, not unlike Plato himself, uses reason in a wide-ranging, evocative, symbolic, and not only instrumental role. Where we find mysticism and scholasticism parting ways perhaps is not in any assumed contrast between love and intellect, but rather in the fact that in the final analysis their respective uses of reason are profoundly different, with mysticism seeing reason as a friend and partner, and scholasticism mobilizing it as a strategic ally. Scripture and tradition also play important roles, in addition to reason, as the other two staples of the medieval outillage mental (intellectual paradigm). For now, however, I want to uphold the statement that both scholasticism and mysticism each display a refined, highly developed and technical, but not therefore contrasting, approach. In this way, much more than might be expected from the outset, we can elevate the discussion of medieval mysticism beyond the perfunctory stalemate of faith or love versus reason, as we set out to find a way to bridge the different valuations of its Platonic ingredients. 

Christian Mysticism and Platonism: Inherence and Inheritance.

Christian mysticism begins with Scripture. Notwithstanding the direct revelation to, in, and by Jesus Christ on which the Christian religion bases itself, it is through its literary sources, namely the letters of Paul and the gospels, that word about Christ the Word (Logos) and Savior spread across the Mediterranean. Not merely new ones, Christ’s words consciously hark back to and build upon the Hebrew Scriptures. As a result, the proclamation of Christianity harbors an inherent hermeneutical quality. The search for right interpretation mingled with the tension that separated the new Christian communities advocating a stable institutional structure from those wanting them to be inspired by a prophetic, charismatic drive. Gnostics, heretics, proto-orthodox and orthodox Christians—however much these groups differed from each other, they all shared the desire to anchor their views in Scripture, even if for some this meant writing their own. With the ongoing institutionalization of the church, however, came the codification of its texts. This raised the threshold for textual interpretation, now to be limited to the canon, and increased the value placed on Christian hermeneutics. 

In the Mediterranean culture in which early Christianity thrived, other authoritative texts had been interpreted as well, notably the Homeric texts. It was in this other textual world that Platonism had inserted itself, quickly dominating the art of Homeric interpretation through its mastery of allegory.  In Philo of Alexandria, it had extended allegory to the reading of the Pentateuch (Armstrong 137-57). In all this it seemed Platonism projected something that nascent Christianity lacked: a coherent storyline linking its texts, consisting of a cosmology, a soteriology, and guidelines for the moral life. The encounter between Christianity and Platonism was so fruitful because Christian interpreters could borrow elements from the Platonic storyline to solidify their own story of creation and salvation. Platonism and Christianity thus existed side by side until the fourth century, when the matrix of ancient culture shifted and Platonism came under the influence of the Christian exegetical tradition (Young 285-99). There is no denying that this had been prepared by a long tradition of reading Christian texts Platonically, whereby they were opened up to a wider audience and gradually inducted into ancient culture. 

Yet whereas a storyline projects a largely horizontal, historical plot of communal redemption, Christian mysticism, however one wants to define it, is permeated by a strong vertical, individual drive for the divine, which was prototypically foreshadowed in Paul’s ascent to the third heaven in 2 Cor. 12:2-4. Following the insight formulated by Augustine in Soliloquies 1.2.7 we may summarize Christian mysticism in the medieval period as revolving about God and the soul: their encounter, their conversation, their embrace, leading to their eventual union.
 Where Platonism and Christianity met and mixed in earnest in late antiquity, to the effect that it became increasingly difficult to tell them apart, is where we see the first powerful Christian mystical vision arise. This occurred when the Christian exegetical storyline from creation to resurrection, soon to be instituted as its normative salvation history, became intertwined with a parallel vertical approach to God. Origen of Alexandria (185-254 ce) [SEE CASIDAY] was the first Christian Platonic mystic of this kind as—equipped with a profound knowledge of Platonic philosophy, honed philological skills, and a keen allegorical intuition—he turned scriptural interpretation radically inward (Armstrong 182-92; Young 186-213). Creating a dwelling space for the divine in the royal bedchamber as depicted in the Song of Songs, Origen strove for direct intimacy between the divine and the soul, whereby he linked the tripartite Pauline division of the human into body, soul and spirit with the letter-spirit divide of the biblical text. The well-known bridal mysticism that developed in the medieval West as a subset of the larger Augustinian quest of the soul for God ultimately had its cradle in Platonic Alexandria (McGinn 1991, 108-130; Matter 20-48).

When we contemplate the question why accomplished Christian exegetes like Origen in addition to St. Paul’s anthropological scheme also depended on and even promoted the use of such seemingly obfuscating Platonic principles as, in descending order, the One above Being, the Logos, the Nous or Mind, the Psyche or Soul, and Matter or Non-Being, the suggestion presents itself that these principles persisted as a helpful spiritual X-ray of cosmic reality. Propping up and fully intertwined with their exegesis, they allowed Christians like Origen to see themselves in harmony with the cosmos that surrounded them, while they saw the cosmic structure simultaneously as being mirrored inside themselves. The unitive visionary hold that this philosophical X-ray offered, whose hierarchies became triadically multiplied between the Middle Platonism of Philo and Origen, through the Neoplatonism of Plotinus (d. 270) and Proclus (d. 485), to the ecclesial and celestial triadic hierarchies of Dionysius the Areopagite (fl. ca. 485-525), served as more than an auxiliary tool to be dispensed with as soon as the Christian message of redemption behind it was grasped. Instead, the structure of this Platonic X-ray remained consistently attractive for Christians, the more so the more Christ’s actual parousia seemed delayed. Just as we know the bones on an X-ray to be enveloped by muscle tissue and flesh, so the Platonic principles were seen as embedded in an ever more refined web of exegetical or, in the case of Dionysius and Maximus Confessor, liturgical interconnections. Lodged in an inner textual world, they beckoned and guided Christian readers to an ever-deeper intimacy with the divine, which was seen as lurking underneath the biblical text and beyond the horizon of history. In short, the vision offered by the Platonic X-ray came close to the eschatological promise contained in Christianity itself. 

It is in the never-ceasing drive to unearth a deeper, hidden truth that we see a profound natural affinity emerge between Platonism and Christian mysticism. This affinity explains the Christian adoption of further Platonic ground rules, such as the valuation of the intellect above the senses, the One above the many, and the passive above the active, all of which resonate well with the Christian impulse to find unity with the divine in an outwardly fragmented and lost world. For just as Christians knew from the gospel that being in this world did not mean being of it (John 15:19), so the Platonic thinker always needed to peer underneath the surface, in search of a deeper, more permanent truth. 

It is perhaps for reasons of natural affinity that the matter of heresy was at first not a grave concern in the increasing coalescence of Christian and Platonic thought. Since Plotinus resented the Gnostics as much as orthodox Christians did, Christian intellectuals were not perceived as straying from the trodden path when embracing a Neoplatonic outlook. The technical expertise involved in applying the correct Pauline distinction between the letter that kills and the spirit that vivifies (2 Cor. 3:6) precluded the possibility of easy shortcuts to salvation. Adding a measure of verifiability, it guaranteed that Christian mysticism remained a textual affair, embedded in an ever-expanding exegetical matrix that, in its turn, was supported by a growing network of Christian communities.

It is inside this orthodox communal structure that, following the lead of Philo and Origen, a class of Christian intellectuals begins to develop who were specialists in decoding the dynamic interplay between letter and spirit, exterior and interior, world and word, appearance and reality, body and soul (and spirit), and who thereby charted a more individual and, in the case of Origen, at times contested course. Not surprisingly, the early Christian intellectual thought that developed against this background coincided with Platonic thought, while admitting Stoic and other influences as well. From roughly the late third through the sixth century, therefore, it generally seemed as if there was little difference between a Christian intellectual and a Christian mystic: both were exegetically precise, theologically oriented, and Platonically versed. Gregory of Nyssa and Dionysius the Areopagite in the East are cases in point, but so are Ambrose and Gregory the Great, with the latter directly inspired by Origen’s allegory of the Song of Songs. It would take until the high Middle Ages and the creation of a separate intellectual class in the cathedral schools and universities before the mystical dimension ceded before a theology that was decidedly non-mystical. As women were excluded from this new class, just as they were from the medieval schools, it is no surprise that it is especially among women that medieval mysticism began to thrive after the twelfth century.

It is important to realize that the Platonism that was to influence Christianity projected the overtly religious, even monotheistic outlook of Middle- and Neo-platonism. Representing successive strands of Platonic interpretation, Middle- and Neo-platonic authors often resorted to Homeric interpretation, by which they aimed at cementing Plato’s legacy and at reconciling Plato and Aristotle. Consequently, there is a degree of Aristotelianism lodged inside medieval Platonic Christian mysticism, such as a role for the senses as the windows of the soul. This inherent Aristotelianism may also explain Boethius’ translation of Porphyry’s Isagoge, his introduction to Aristotle’s Categories, and lies behind his unfinished project to unite Plato and Aristotle. As is clear from Augustine’s ideas about Christ as the soul’s inner teacher in his On the Teacher, the meaning of Platonic anamnesis had lost its universal appeal, and new ways of linking fragmented sense information to the unity of a deeper truth were needed. It is here that Dionysius’ interlocking system of celestial and ecclesial hierarchies in the East sets a new standard that, especially after Eriugena’s ninth-century translation and commentary, would also influence the West, no doubt aided by Dionysius’ reputation as follower of St. Paul, and even more important, as martyr-saint of France.

It is in Augustine of Hippo (354-430), however, that we meet the first representative Christian mystic of the West: a Christian bishop who embraced a profoundly Platonic intellectual orientation and who was thoroughly exegetical. His desire that the soul unite with God no longer depended on the Logos, however, as it did in the Middle-Platonic outlook of Origen, but on the biblical Incarnate Christ, fittingly called mediator, after which it received an overtly Trinitarian elaboration. In consonance with Neo-platonic triadic preference, but inspired rather by an embryonic Christian Trinitarianism, and fueled by Scripture’s emphasis on God as love in 1 John 4:8, Augustine situated the desire for God in humanity’s Trinitarian psychological structure. In the various Trinitarian psychological models that Augustine espoused, the Platonic imprint is indelible. We famously find the Father represented by memory, the fertile receptacle and near-passive storehouse of infinite images, while the Son is represented by the intellect, harking back to the Logos, and the Spirit is represented by the will, more active than passive (De Trin. 15.23.43, cf. McGinn 1988). The assumption of an inner life to the divine Trinity ruled out any Origenian subordinationist tendencies. 

In terms of Western Christian mysticism Augustine’s Confessions are an important milestone in the way they combine the outward journey of life, sketched on a metahistorical level in his City of God but here laid out in the form of the soul’s journey to God. Modern fascination with the autobiographical and experiential aspects of Augustine’s journey—he mentions touching on the divine in the so-called vision of Ostia (Conf. 9.10.23-25)—as well as with the need to pinpoint his exact moment of conversion, has directed readers away from the way in which his mysticism speaks about cosmic redemption in almost Origenian style, as is evidenced in the last three books. Yet Augustine does so in terms of Genesis rather than Plato’s Timaeus, attention to which would nonetheless thrive in the Middle Ages and merge seamlessly with Genesis. What animated both Augustinian journeys, the individual-historic and the cosmic, nesting the one in the other, is the Platonic pattern of procession and return, seen in more Pauline terms as fall and redemption. In this pattern the source of reality lies with the singular initiative of the divine, as the universe descends and extends from there, while imposing on those humans capable of philosophical insight the moral need to point the way back to God not just for themselves but for the entire universe in their retinue. Whether reality is seen as flowing out through the plethora of Platonic principles on the spiritual X-ray or structured according to the days of Christian creation in Genesis made little difference. Still, substantial differences in the valuation of the human creature remain, as we will next analyze the sources of tension between Platonism and Christian mysticism. 

Christian Mysticism and Platonism: Tensions and Suspense 

Depending on the degree to which one sees Platonism as consonant with Christianity, and on the flexibility of one’s hermeneutical take on its founding biblical corpus, various tensions divide the respective views of Christianity and Platonism. Given that, historically, Platonism was so foundational for Christian mysticism, these tensions tend to impact one’s interpretation of what qualifies as bona fide mystical, which is why I want to address some of them here. My aim is not to pass judgment, but to bring out from a historical perspective where potential frictions between Platonism and Christianity have arisen in the past or are currently detected, whereby to refine our historical assessment of the Platonic contribution to Christian mysticism.

Traditionally it has been argued that there were two insuperable differences that divided Christianity and Platonism. One of these touches on the difference between creation and emanation, while the other involves the status of the human being (Armstrong 425-31). In what follows I will discuss the cosmological and the anthropological problem in order. 

In terms of cosmology, the operative term generally associated with Platonism is the concept of emanation, which has generally been seen as standing in opposition to the Christian notion of creation. Accordingly, in Platonism we do not find a personal God who created the world and all its creatures through divine will. Instead, the eminence of the Platonic One is seen as so majestic that it transcends even being itself, thereby relegating everything below itself inevitably to a lower level, a shadowy reality. Still, it is the divine that calls those lower levels into being, if not by means of the will, then through the overflowing (i.e., emanation) of its fullness, which causes them to be, almost as if they are rest products. It has always struck me that this pejorative comparison is driven by a prior condemnation of Platonism as pagan, as Platonism obviously does not factor in the biblical God of Genesis. Yet it fails to take account of the richly variegated spectrum of divine activity in late antiquity, as in Christianity one likewise has to aspire to higher forms of reality for greater insight, for an escape from the shadows and fogs of every day existence. This is admittedly not so because of a negative valuation of matter, as was the Platonic view, but because of the fall of Adam, which affected not just humanity but all of the cosmos. 

In both cases, that of Christian mysticism and Platonism, the escape from the shadows takes place through an upward drive, which in Platonism is guaranteed through the inbuilt concept of participation, whereby the lower strata of reality still connect to the higher ones in and through, rather than despite, their lowly status. In a more individualized fashion, the concept of participation would become a major medieval mystical concept, allowing mystics to make swift and creative interconnections between the highest angels and the lowest animals. But it also allows for greater moral depth and intimacy with the divine, as when Augustine can call God interior intimo meo et superior summo meo (more inward than my most inward part and higher than the highest element within me) (Conf. 3.6.11), suggesting that on the heels of Christ’s mediation an ensouled intimacy developing along Trinitarian lines can overcome and even eliminate hierarchy, crossing the supposedly unbridgeable gap between the transcendent creator of Christianity and the world of creation.

My suggestion is to table any notion of a hard and fast difference between creation and emanation, and to look in open fashion for the different ensouled patterns whereby the divine is made to relate to the cosmos. A chain of hierarchies, such as in Dionysius, presents us with one such pattern: the world of triads and/or Trinity with another. Throughout both patterns one senses the push and pull of the divine, distancing itself from the cosmos, causing fragmentation, alienation and even despair, only to draw it nigh again in an ever expanding and retracting pattern. To the extent that this zigzag pattern interrupts a straight ascent, Christian mysticism is thoroughly Platonic.

Even more tension between heterodox Platonism and orthodox Christianity emerges when we think about their respective cosmic end goals. Origen was famously condemned for his sense of apocatastasis (restoration of all things at the end of time), as everything would be allowed to return to God but could consequently fall away again; a similar closeness between the world of nature and the divine was assumed by Platonic thinkers in the twelfth century, as a result of which they were condemned as pantheistic. In what seems another guise of the same difference, Platonic thought as essentially cyclical is often contrasted with Christian mysticism as uniquely historical. But the question arises whether Platonism does not allow for a unique expression of the cycle of life, while the Christian mystic must allow for a certain repeatability of the mystical quest in order to be able to reappropriate his or her own vision and open it up to others. 

As the Middle Ages progressed, however, the emphasis in Christian mysticism decidedly switches from a more balanced treatment of procession and return to a focus on the return only. This may well be the consequence of the anthropological focus as found elaborated in Augustine, especially when we compare him with the more undiluted cosmological perspective of Boethius’ Consolatio Philosophiae (ca. 524) or the great moral laments found in the Moralia in Job by Pope Gregory the Great(fl. 590-604) (McGinn 1994, 34-79). Among the most powerful resonances of this anthropological Augustinian mysticism is Anselm of Canterbury’s Proslogion (ca. 1078). As in Augustine’s Soliloquies, what there unfolds as a search for knowledge—i.e. a rational proof of God—is in fact the mirror image of the soul’s yearning for union with God. This yearning is both sustained and fulfilled in Anselm’s methodological push not to employ a chain of arguments but unum argumentum (one single argument) (Gersh 1988). While masking as a rational phrase, embedded in an address to God but with the unpacking force of a Boethian syllogism, Anselm’s near-tautological appeal to God in Proslogion 2 that “we believe that you are something than which nothing greater can be thought (et quidem credimus te esse aliquid quo nihil maius cogitari potest)” may be the closest analogue Christian mysticism has to offer to a Buddhist mantra, to the extent that with each repetition this single argument does not just notionally confirm the existence of God but brings God’s redeeming presence within the purview of the fallen soul.

In contrast to the Benedictine Anselm (ca. 1033-1109), the Cistercian Bernard of Clairvaux (1091-1153) [MCGUIRE} continued in his masterful Song of Songs commentary the bridal mysticism of Origen, mediated through Gregory the Great. An astute allegorical exegete and a master of the human psyche, Bernard adhered qua form to the mystical quest of the monastic soul for God. Yet there is an element of display and personal distance in his texts, which both mediate and delay the intimate encounter with the divine, as if aimed at heightening suspense rather than effecting return. His is a mysticism of the monastic shock waves, as when in his Third Sermon on the Nativity he sees the Abbreviated Word from one moment to the next first in the child in the manger and then hanging on the cross (transl. in Pranger 240-44), or when in sermon on the Song 2.2.3 he equates the incarnation with the lover who kisses with the kiss of the mouth in Song of Songs 1:1. Despite drawing on the so-called liber experientiae (Book of experience) (Sermon on the Song 3.1), Bernard’s mysticism is as literarily virtuoso as any in the Middle Ages—but, due to the suspenseful rhetoric of his Song exegesis and its delayed mystical vision, less Platonic than either Anselm’s or Augustine’s.

We encountered in Anselm and Bernard two famous medieval mystical theologians representing the monastic sphere, which dominated the cultural and intellectual outlook of the Middle Ages from the eighth through the twelfth century [SEE STEWART]. While the identity of Christian thought and Platonic thought continued in the monastic era of the early Middle Ages, monastic mysticism stands out by being shaped at once by its enclosure of physical space and its heavily reliance on memory. This created great freedom for the human soul which, with the aid of biblical tools and liturgical reminiscences, could map out its own way to God. Whereas Bernard’s was a more psychological mysticism, echoed by other Cistercians like Aelred of Rievaulx (1110-67), because of the heightened social isolation of Cistercian monasteries, it was also freer in its linguistic experiments. This is clear, for example, when Bernard emphasized the abbot’s role as mother (Bynum 154-59) or argued that in the life of faith you can touch Christ’s deep and mystical breasts (sermon on the Song 28), all creative variations on the monk’s traditional role as bride of Christ, in which he is confirmed yet can never be entirely comfortable. As the Middle Ages continued, the experimental quality of Christian mysticism became increasingly foregrounded, not dissimulating its Platonic roots but, as will appear in our final example from Marguerite Porete, pushing them in unanticipated directions.

This experimental freedom of medieval mysticism, which only increased when it became separated from the more institutionally conceived theological tradition, was ultimately rooted in a strong anthropological self-awareness of the mystical author. Medieval mystics displayed indeed a remarkable trust in the ability of the human mind to sketch out a trustworthy route back to God, assuming what appears to be a kind of a priori affinity between (especially the higher parts of) the human soul and God. Traditional scholarship has noted a second doctrinal difference between Platonism and Christian mysticism precisely on this point. It has been argued that, while for Platonism the major cosmic dividing line lies between the intelligible and the sensible world, for Christianity it lies between God as the creator ex nihilo, and the world of sensible and intelligible creatures. Thus in Platonism humans are souls lost in a material world where they do not really belong; as their real affinity is with the spiritual world of the divine, the return is but an extension of their natural desire. In Christian mysticism, by contrast, humans are fallen creatures who naturally belong in and with the spatio-temporal world. And while the material world itself is not residually evil, our knowledge of it has greatly suffered the effects of Adam’s fall. 

As with the difference between emanation and creation, however, I see this as a somewhat artificial difference to the extent that in Christian mysticism, especially of a Platonic bend, human nature is ranked consistently close to God, endowed as it is with the dignity of being imago dei (Gen. 1:26-7). Humanity’s status as divine image puts it on the cusp of the material and the spiritual realm, with Christian mystics seeing great advantage to its mixed status. After all, in this view humans can oversee both spheres, which the angels, while themselves enjoying higher spiritual status but not created in the divine image, are incapable of doing. Hence humanity’s creaturely status does not seem to have negatively impacted its potential to transcend creaturely limits and, inspired by divine grace, move as closely as possible to the divine. For Christian mystics the return to God is very often framed as a homecoming, a pilgrimage to the fatherland. This explains why they see ordinary, fallen life in Platonic fashion as a place from which to flee, in terms used by both Augustine and Bernard: a regio dissimilitudinis (region of unlikeness, cf. Conf. 7.10.16; Bernard, De gratia et libero arbitrio 10.32).

Mysticism and Platonism in Eriugena and Bonaventure
The Carolingian Irishman Johannes Scottus Eriugena (810-77) and the Franciscan master general Bonaventure (1221-74) are both medieval Christian-Platonic mystics who uniquely combined the Western-Platonic influence of Augustine, which we already discussed, with the Eastern Platonizing influence of Dionysius the Areopagite, whose use of negative theology and coinage of the concept of hierarchy stand out. Situated as they are in rather different ages, Eriugena and Bonaventure present us with a cross-section of medieval mysticism. In what follows I will briefly discuss both authors individually before engaging in comparison. I will conclude with comments on Christology as a central component in their mysticism, and one on which—more than on the questions of creation versus emanation or the dignity of human nature—certain allowances had to be made to make the Platonic tradition fit Christian mystical purposes. 

The Periphyseon of Johannes Scottus Eriugena
Eriugena’s Periphyseon (“On natures”) is not generally seen as part of the medieval mystical canon. This is in part because Eriugena’s career and life are little known, but even more because the work is considered impenetrable. With the critical edition of his oeuvre now complete, however, it is imperative to integrate Eriugena with the broader spectrum of medieval Christian-Platonic mysticism. The Periphyseon contains five books divided across four natures: natura creans et non creata (God), natura creans et creata (the primordial causes), natura non creans et creata (spatio-temporal reality) and natura non creans et non creata (God). From the fact that God occupies the first and the last position, it is clear that these four forms manifest a temporal unfolding, a story of procession (with nature emanating from God as first cause in Books 1-3) and return (with nature returning to God as final cause in Books 4-5). 

I am inclined to see the work neither as a pantheist nor a monist system, even though I am conscious of Eriugena’s apodictic declaration that “causes are made in their effects” (Periph. 2.528B), by which God effectively comes into being and gets to know Godself through his engagement in creatio continua. And despite Eriugena’s comment that the existence of beings in the divine mind supersedes their actual material being, culminating in the statement that the human mind is a notion conceived eternally in the divine mind (Periph. 4.768B),
 I do not for this reason see his thought as idealist. While the Periphyseon’s features are best seen as creative moves within a shared Platonic matrix to which the term dialectical mysticism best applies (McGinn 1994, 80-118), in the final analysis it is Eriugena’s idiosyncratic synthesis that defines the work’s originality. 

Unique to this synthesis, in which Augustine and Dionysius never contradict each other, and in line with the crucial importance of human nature is its unfolding along an anthropological axis. Prior to presenting his four natures, Eriugena divided reality into being and nonbeing, assigning being to things that can be understood and nonbeing to things that transcend the human sense and understanding, while calling the whole by the name of natura. From the Periphyseon’s inception, therefore, human nature fulfills a creative role not unlike the divine itself, as nature as a construct only comes into being when Eriugena, who quite self-consciously acts as the exponent of human nature throughout the work’s dialogue, engages in its division. Also, while human nature resides in the realm of spatio-temporal creation as a part of natura non creans et creata, Eriugena singles it out again at the opening of Book 4, when in un-Augustinian fashion we find the beginning of the return coinciding with the creation, rather than the fall, of humanity. In an interesting twist, however, Eriugena often illustrates this affinity with an Augustinian comment from De vera religione 55.113 about the lack of distance between our mind’s understanding of God and the truth through which we understand him.
 

Dionysius comes in on Eriugena’s journey from procession to return in two ways. In Book 1, Eriugena expounds and flirts with the interplay of affirmative and negative theology. His interpretation is aided by his translation of the Dionysian corpus, which Eriugena translated into Latin, thus introducing Dionysius into the medieval West. Yet despite Eriugena’s fascination with Dionysius’ hyper-predications, and his effective display of negative theology to dismiss the applicability of all the Aristotelian categories to God, even that of being, he does not pursue this line of questioning, returning to negative theology once more in a masterful digression on God as nihil in Book 3 (Sells 34-62). He continues the dialectic of procession and return by taking up the concept of theophany, which is influenced by Maximus Confessor’s idea that the condescension of the divine wisdom can be matched through grace by the exaltation of the creature in theosis (Periph. 1.449A-B). Theophany also has a moral overtone for Eriugena. Just as God wanted to reveal God to us in creation, and wants the good souls to return to Godself, so the evil ones will be punished at the end of time by viewing empty theophanies, with which Eriugena replaces physical hell. In a special return, the blessed will enjoy individualized theophanies of near union with the divine.

Despite the obvious spiritualizing tendencies that pervade Eriugena’s synthesis, it is ultimately grounded in his firm conviction of incarnation, which prevents it from being either statically monist or cyclically pantheist, and preserves its scriptural embeddedness. As he describes in his Homily on the Prologue to the Gospel of John, which was wrongly attributed to Origen, and for that reason circulated especially among the allegorically-minded Cistercians, John’s eagle soars to great heights only to dive down in John 1: 6: ‘There was a man, sent by God, whose name was John’ (Hom. 14, transl. in O’Meara 168). Of the four Timaean elements of aether, air, water and earth mentioned here, lowly earth is where John’s eagle descends, thus preparing the way for Christ’s incarnation. With another term from Maximus, Eriugena calls the incarnation a thickening (incrassatio), and in a unique reading of the parable of the prodigal son, goes so far as to compare ‘the man Christ’ to the fatted calf that will be sacrificed upon the feast at his return (Periph. 5.1005B). With this holocaust, the stage is set for humanity’s transitus, a staged contemplative return to God.
 Despite the spiritual vision that Eriugena’s concept of nature presents when unpacked, it has a solid concreteness about it. This concreteness is further underscored by the way in which the dialectical journey of procession and return in Books 3-5 is framed as a Hexaemeron, an exposition of creation in Genesis.

What remains among the most remarkable aspects of Eriugena’s synthesis, besides the notion of transitus which we also encounter in Bonaventure, is how the entire work kicks off as a drawn-out moment of human reflection: saepe mihi cogitanti (Periph. 1.441A: often when I ponder). He thereby endows the labored Periphyseon from the start with the daring sense that its cosmic mysticism may disappear where it came from: into the mystical folds of condensed reflection, as his own majestic theophany (Otten 470-2).
The Itinerarium mentis in Deum of Bonaventure
Bonaventure’s Itinerarium has various aspects in common with this view of the Periphyseon, but is much more patterned on return, as the process that we find outlined in it is explicitly framed as an interiorized hierarchy (Turner 102-34) towards mystical union. Yet we should not underestimate the degree to which this spiritualized view is still meant to describe the unfolding of actual creation as well, even if in a more schematized and interiorized form. As we know from the Reduction of the Arts to Theology, Bonaventure had a strong programmatic interest in the organization of knowledge, driven as he was by the desire to unify knowledge by subsuming all its branches under the aegis of theology. Insofar as he thereby wanted to oppose the scholastic instrumentalization of knowledge, he is keen to integrate in Augustinian-Anselmian fashion, mediated further by Richard of St. Victor’s [SEE COOLMAN] method in On the Trinity, the acquisition of knowledge with actual progress on the spiritual path. In this way Bonaventure, like the Victorines before him, was interested in continuing a mystic-monastic trajectory outside the monastic sphere.

The above paradigm communicates to us that a strong Augustinianism characterizes Bonaventure’s mystical framework. We find this Augustinianism in the difference he assumes between use and enjoyment, for example, which helps to energize the spiritual ascent, but also in his awareness of the double effect of humanity’s fallenness, as intellectual ignorance and moral concupiscence are strongly intertwined for him. At the same time there is considerable Dionysian influence as well, of the kind that will become very prominent in Eckhart and other late medieval mystics, namely an adherence to the triadic sequence of purgation, illumination, and perfection, manifest especially in his De triplici via. One may say that this triad, which seems absent from Eriugena’s fascination with the divine names, unfolds on every stage of the Itinerarium’s ascent, seven stages in all, while the ascent as a whole also covers these three stages. 

The treatise begins with a Trinitarian appeal by Bonaventure to find the peace of Christ as mediated through Francis, to whom thirty-three years after his death he is the seventh successor. It starts properly with his vision of a six-winged seraph in the form of the Crucified, which Francis had also had, and which Bonaventure therefore immediately recognizes as a fitting model of contemplation. Following the model of ascent known from Augustine’s Confessions—exterior, interior, superior—we can trace every two Bonaventurean steps as representing one stage. In chapter 1, God is contemplated through God’s vestiges in the natural world, while in chapter 2 God is contemplated in those same vestiges, which together complete the contemplation of the outside world. In chapter 3, God is considered in God’s image as it is imprinted on our natural powers, while in chapter 4 God is considered in God’s image as reformed by grace, which completes the contemplation of the inner life of the soul. Ascending to the Godhead next, Bonaventure first engages in a consideration of the divine unity under the name of Being, while contemplating God next as Trinity under the name of the Good. Bonaventure picks up here on Dionysius in two ways. First, departing from Thomas Aquinas and other scholastics, he prefers goodness to being as divine attribute, while in making this choice, secondly, he harks back to the Latinized Dionysian principle of God as self-effusive goodness (bonum diffusivum sui in 6.2, cf. On the Divine Names 4.1). Since it is inherent in goodness to spread itself, so God communicates and shares Godself through creation.

The culmination of Bonaventure’s ladder of ascent is a unique seventh step. It marks a final and climactic transitus, which takes one beyond the mirrors (specula) whereby the visionary mystic traveled until now, and even beyond the self until one reaches a state of excessus mentis, which is mindful both of Richard of St. Victor and of Dionysian ecstasy. This final step is thoroughly Christological, with Christ being both the means and the end of the transitus, i.e., the way and the door, the ladder and the vehicle, the mercy seat above the ark and the hidden mystery (7.1). But there is a twist to the transitus here in comparison with Eriugena. In the Bonaventurean transitus, which performs an actual transformation, one sees Christ hanging on the cross, as transitus is here directly connected to the biblical story of passion and resurrection. While transitus is a Latin translation of the Hebrew term for Passover, in connection with the paschal vigil the term had since early Christianity also been brought into connection with the Greek paschein (to suffer, Lat. pati) and hence with Christ’s passion (Mohrmann), to which Augustine also spoke in Conf. 7.21.27. The tradition of double passion that Bonaventure affirms here—i.e. that of the mystic’s affection as lit up by Christ’s suffering—will feed into later mystical traditions of the night of the soul, marking the development of a new Christian kenotic spirituality reminiscent of Neo-platonic apophasis. Pledging loyalty to his order, Bonaventure affirms that his is indeed the mystical contemplation that Francis had also had. While he integrates it with the Christian-Platonic tradition by citing a long quotation from Dionysius’ Mystical Theology 1.1 about leaving the senses and contemplation behind to arrive at the unity above all, the mystic’s transport here is different from preceding uses of this Dionysian text to the extent that Christ’s passion is now driving it.

In a magnificent final section (7.6), Bonaventure takes passion in a third direction, for besides affectivity and suffering passion it also points to consuming fire. God’s furnace is in Jerusalem (Is. 31:9) and Christ kindles it in the fire of his passion. Taking his cue from Dionysius again, Bonaventure leads us into the darkness of death, as together with Christ crucified he wants to pass out of this world (transeamus) to the Father.

Platonism in Medieval Mysticism: Questions, Conclusions, and a Comment about Gender

Let us end with a short evaluation following a pattern that is the reverse of how we started, namely not by stating what Platonism contributed to medieval mysticism but rather by what we learn more if we interpret medieval mysticism with an awareness of its Platonic background. Doing such a reverse analysis may help to instill in readers a sensitivity for what I have tried to phrase periodically throughout this article, namely that until the thirteenth century mysticism was not a separate category but an extension and intensification of medieval intellectual thought. This is true for the period from Augustine to Anselm and probably even to Bonaventure, although his lifetime saw the rise of a culture of independent, more compartmentalized rational thought. Until Bonaventure medieval thought can be generally called Platonic, which even applies to such incipient logicians as Peter Abelard (1079-1142). 

The above affects our reading of these medieval-mystical texts in two ways. First, medieval thought is—in consonance with the double statement in Augustine’s Soliloquies— not just about acquiring knowledge about God and the soul, but it is at the same time driven by the idea that upon acquiring such knowledge the soul will be united with God. To this extent all medieval thought, which takes it cue from early Christian Platonic thought here, clearly has a mystical component to it, insofar as the goal of union with the divine permeates the sort of knowledge that is pursued. Thus we find an emphasis on monastic exegesis, which was deeply embedded in the medieval arts of the trivium, including grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic, and geared towards unitive purposes. While in the Augustinian tradition the moment of actual union is seen as taking place after death, in his vision at Ostia but also in Anselm’s argument there seem to be foretastes possible. Since these are framed within a larger on-going dialogue with God, however, they are always more exemplary than personal, as they neither require nor rely on recourse to any special gifted experience or authority. 
Secondly, medieval thought, but medieval mysticism in particular, tends to unfold by drawing concentric circles around an anthropological core, expanding from the human being seen in the image of God to the very outskirts of the cosmos. But it is the excitement of intersecting these circles of macro- and microcosm that makes medieval Platonic mysticism so exciting. It is this second dimension that after Bonaventure seems to become lost, as a more devotional but not thereby more experiential emphasis leads to a focus on negative theology as evidenced in the late fourteenth century anonymous Cloud of Unknowing (Turner 186-210). But the macro-microcosmic dialectic reemerges in the Renaissance Platonism of Pico della Mirandola’s On the Dignity of Man (1486), which to that extent can be considered heir to the medieval Christian-Platonic tradition.

I have pointed out the important Christological aspect of medieval mysticism in Eriugena, where in Maximian vein it is linked to procession and incarnation, and in Bonaventure, where it is more linked to the return and Christ’s passion. I have also pointed out the future of passion mysticism in the notion of the dark night of the soul. What remains to be discussed is the fate of Platonic Christological mysticism in certain late medieval women authors.

The status of late medieval women’s mysticism is at this point of scholarly development not entirely clear: does it oppose scholasticism by being written in the vernacular, does it continue the monastic tradition outside the walls of the cloisters, are its visions designed to have an empowering quality and what role does gender play in the visionary process? Also, to what extent is women’s authorship linked to mystical authority? While these and other questions take us outside the scope of the present article, I would like to close with a comment on Marguerite Porete’s Mirror of the Simple Souls [SEE ROLFSON, HORNBECK]. Burned at the stake as a relapsed heretic in 1310, the thought of this beguine betrays certain similarities with Eckhart, but, from a medieval Platonic perspective, what is especially interesting is the way in which she, as a woman and in continuation, it seems, with the affective tradition of both Augustine and Bonaventure, implicitly contested the scholastic monopoly on reason, while—not unlike Eriugena—she maintained in total control of her own independently intellectual and visionary program of fluid hierarchies and interconnections. In a spirit of radicalized Dionysian apophaticism, however, this led her to take leave of the virtues (ch. 6) and proclaim even the death of Reason as friend (ch. 87), as Reason’s task is now taken over by Love. Marguerite’s journey, which leaned on the earlier beguine tradition of Hadewijch and Mechtild of Magdeburg and gestured to the tradition of courtly love, culminated in a kind of union that is at the same time the opposite of union, namely the annihilation of the soul (ch. 81; ch. 92). As Michael Sells has argued, the annihilation of soul is deeply Platonic in that it is a return to a precreative state of being, a reversion to what soul was when she was not, a sacrifice of its quoy (quidditas) in return for ecstatic freedom (131-34). The result of ‘living without means’ (intermedium) and ‘without a why’ is thoroughly innovative and, what’s more, entirely her own. To the extent that, for Marguerite, mystical union contracts to the union-in-act of radical desire, her mystic nihilism (Dronke 209) may be seen both as a product and as the eclipse of medieval Platonic mysticism.
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� See Conf. 7.19.25: For my part I admit it was some time later that I learnt, in relation to the words ‘The Word was made flesh’, how Catholic truth is to be distinguished from the false opinion of Plotinus.


� The Soliloquies are a dialogue between Reason and Augustine. In Solil. I.2.7 Reason famously asks Augustine: What then do you want to know? Augustine answers that he wants to know God and the soul and nothing more. 


� Not unlike Origen but without the focus on allegory, Augustine also strove for intimacy with God. Thus in Solil. II.1.1 we find a more personal outcry, as Augustine exclaims: Deus semper idem, noverim me, noverim te! (Oh God who is always the same, may I come to know me and come to know you).


� Periph. 4.768B: Possumus ergo hominem definire sic: Homo est notio quaedam intellectualis in mente divina aeternaliter facta.


� De vera religione 55.113: Inter mentem nostram qua ipsum intelligimus patrem et ueritatem per quam ipsum intelligimus nulla interposita creatura est (Between our mind with which we understand the father and the truth through which we understand him no creature is interposed). This is a favorite quote of Eriugena’s, see e.g. Periph. 2.531B and 4.759B-C.


� See the prayer in Periph. 5.1010C: And what is the path (transitus) along which Thou leadest them, O Lord, but an ascent through the innumerable steps of Thy contemplation (per infinitos contemplationis tuae gradus ascensus)? And ever dost Thou open that way (te transitum facis) in the understandings of those who seek to find Thee. Ever art Thou sought by them and ever art Thou found—and yet ever art Thou not found: Thou art found in Thy theophanies (inveniris quidem in tuis theophaniis).
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