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Werner	Beierwaltes,	Platonism	in	Christianity1		

Introduction	

	

Nulli	nobis	

quam	isti	[Platonici]	propius	accesserunt	

(Augustine)	

	

	

[Athens	and	Jerusalem]	

	

[7]	“What	has	Athens	to	do	with	Jerusalem?	What	concord	is	there	between	the	Academy	and	

the	Church?	What	between	heretics	and	Christians?	Our	instruction	comes	from	‘the	porch	of	

Solomon,’	who	had	himself	taught	that	‘the	Lord	should	be	sought	in	simplicity	of	heart.’	Away	

with	 all	 attempts	 to	 produce	 a	 mottled	 Christianity	 of	 Stoic,	 Platonic	 and	 dialectic	

composition!	We	want	 no	 curious	 disputation	after	 possessing	 Christ	 Jesus,	 no	 inquisition	5	

after	enjoying	the	gospel!	With	our	faith,	we	desire	no	further	belief.	For	this	is	our	victorious	

faith	that	there	is	nothing	which	we	ought	to	believe	besides.”2	

	 The	rhetoric	of	this	unargumentative	and	purely	apologetic	text	of	Tertullian	conceals	

the	truth	of	the	historical	facts.	It	constructs	an	exclusive	opposition	between	philosophy	and	

Christianity	 between	which,	 as	 is	 stated	 in	 the	manner	 of	 a	 creed	 in	 need	 of	 [8]	 vigorous	10	

defence,	there	can	be	no	reconciliation	at	all.	This	rhetoric	matches	the	title	of	the	work	from	

which	it	is	taken:	De	praescriptione	haereticorum.	Praescriptio	denotes	an	“objection”	that	is	

aimed	at	turning	away	an	“accuser”	at	once	without	allowing	him	to	speak	in	his	“defence”	

(sine	retractatu	doctrinarum),	which	could	perhaps	lead	to	a	different	decision	and	mediation	

regarding	 the	 contested	 issues.	 Hence,	 philosophy	 can	 be	 summarily	 condemned	 as	 the	15	

debtor	of	all	“heresy”.	

																																																													
1	Werner	Beierwaltes,	Platonismus	im	Christentum,	Frankfurt:	Vittorio	Klostermann,	22001,	pp.	7–16.	
2	De	praescriptione	haereticorum	VII	9	ff,	CCL,	I	193	(Refoulé):	Quid	ergo	Athenis	et	Hiersolymis?	Quid	academiae	
et	 ecclesiae?	Quid	 haereticis	 et	 christianis?	Nostra	 institutio	 de	porticu	 Salomonis	 est,	 qui	 et	 ipse	 tradiderat	
Dominum	in	simplicitate	cordis	esse	quaerendum	(Sap.	I,1).	Viderint,	qui	Stoicum	et	Platonicum	et	dialecticum	
Christianismum	 protulerunt.	 Nobis	 curiositate	 opus	 non	 est	 post	 Christum	 Jesum	 nec	 inquisitione	 post	
Evangelium.	Cum	credimus	nihil	desideramus	ultra	credere.	Hoc	enim	prius	credimus	non	esse	quod	ultra	credere	
debeamus	…	Quorsum	enim	a	Platone	aut	Aristotele	pendebis	ut	christianus	sis?	–	Cf.	also	Apologeticum	46,5ff	
(Becker).	On	the	significance	of	philosophical	conceptions	in	Tertullian’s	own	work	–	despite	this	“opposition”	–	
see	R.	Braun,	Deus	Christianorum,	Recherches	sur	la	vocabulaire	doctrinal	de	Tertullien,	Paris	1977	(2nd	edition).	
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	 However,	a	sensible	reflection	on	the	relationship	between	“Athens	and	Jerusalem”	at	

key	junctures	of	Christian	theology	proves	that	Christian	theology	as	an	understanding	of	faith	

could	 neither	 have	 come	 to	 be	 at	 the	 beginning	 nor	 further	 evolved	 in	 its	 subsequent	

development	without	philosophy	and	that	this	relationship,	in	changing	forms	and	in	different	20	

intensity,	 continues	 to	 this	 very	 day:	 theology	 needs	 philosophy	 as	 its	 form	of	 conceptual	

reflection	 and	 as	 the	 theoretical	 foundation	 and	 implication	 of	 its	 own	 intellectual	 core	

contents.	Philosophy,	in	turn,	needs	theology	if	it	does	not	want	to	eschew	right	away,	i.e.	in	

irresponsible	negligence,	ignorance	or	systematic	refusal,	that	question	which	has	been	at	its	

heart	from	the	beginning,	the	question	of	the	absolute,	of	being	itself,	of	God	as	the	fulness	25	

of	being	and	thought.	

	 The	question	of	 the	 relationship	between	philosophy	and	 theology	has	been	 full	of	

complications,	perils	and	aporiai	ever	since	Christianity	entered	history.	

	 As	 it	 came	 into	 being	 and	 evolved,	 Christian	 theology,	 as	 a	 science	 that	 could	 not	

completely	and	systematically	stand	aloof	of	philosophical	thought	if	it	was	to	compete	with	30	

its	intellectual	environment,	first	had	Greek	metaphysics	as	its	disposal.	Not	only,	however,	

did	 theology	 engage	 with	 the	 Greeks	 to	 defend	 itself,	 but	 it	 also	 had	 to	 gain	 its	 own	

understanding	 and	 definition	 of	 theoretical	 elements	 of	 this	 very	metaphysics	 in	 order	 to	

conceptualize	its	own	thought	based	on	Christian	revelation:	a	reflexive	understanding	of	faith	

which	renders	itself	intelligible	in	an	interpretation	that	cannot	forgo	conceptual	thought.	This	35	

process	is	better	matched	by	Anselm	of	Canterbury’s	phrase	that	we	should	have	a	“faith	that	

seeks	understanding”	(fides	quaerens	intellectum)	than	Tertullian’s	Credo	quia	absurdum	with	

its	 hostility	 to	 reason	 and	 reflection.	 Hence,	 it	 would	 in	 fact	 be	 more	 historically	 and	

theoretically	 appropriate	 to	 turn	 Tertullian’s	 question:	 “what	 has	 [9]	 Athens	 to	 do	 with	

Athens”	around:	“what	would	Christian	theology	be	without	Jerusalem	and	Athens?”	What,	40	

for	instance,	would	the	Christian	doctrine	of	the	Trinity	be	(not	only	in	Marius	Victorinus	and	

Augustine)	without	its	underlying	philosophical	reflection,	even	though	it	is	not	declared	to	be	

such	by	its	authors?	We	always	have	to	consider	all	those	conceptual	reflections	beneath	the	

“surface”	of	an	author’s	polemics,	the	defence	of	his	own	thought	and	the	anti-philosophical	

stance	 of	 allegedly	 unphilosophical	 and	 unreflected	 faith	 which	 implicitly	 give	 form	 to	 a	45	

thought	 in	the	first	place.	This	happens	more	deeply	and	without	all	“guilty	conscience”	 in	

those	Christian	theologians	who	could	not	even	diagnose	philosophical	(=	Greek	or	“pagan”)	

matters	as	such,	because	they	already	found	them	within	a	Christian	conception.			
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….	

	50	

[The	Hermeneutics	of	Christian	Platonism]	

	

[12]	 Throughout,	 the	 hermeneutical	 axiom	 holds	 true	 that	 there	 is	 no	 appropriation	 and	

transformation	of	philosophical	terms,	problems,	motifs	or	methods	in	theology	that	can	be	

viewed	as	a	merely	formal	application.	In	each	case,	the	matter	itself	that	is	to	be	understood	55	

or	 explained	 is	 likewise	 affected	 in	 an	 essential	 way.	 It	 is	 affected	 by	 the	 philosophical	

intention	articulated	in	the	language	used,	receiving	and	retaining	an	infinite	court	of	possible	

philosophical	associations.	Hence,	the	process	of	the	reception	and	transformation	of	Greek	

philosophical	ideas	in	theology	throughout	the	ages	cannot	be	reduced	to	a	mere	“problem	

of	language”	as	though	concepts,	images	and	metaphors	derived	from	Greek	philosophy,	as	is	60	

claimed	 by	 many	 time	 and	 again,	 were	 used	 only	 in	 an	 “external”	 fashion	 (the	 so-called	

“linguistic	garment”)	without	retaining	any	of	its	original	contents.	Instead,	it	can	be	proved	

that	philosophical	terms	and	metaphors	in	Christian	theology	are	not	random	ornaments	of	a	

completely	 different	 thought,	 but	 obvious	 signs	 of	 philosophy	 also	 contributing	 to	 the	

definition	of	the	essence	of	the	theological	matter	itself.	65	

	

…	

	

[False	Antitheses]	

	70	

[14]	I	shall	list	only	a	few	of	those	much-belaboured	“anti-theses”	without	explaining	them	in	

detail	or	even	tracing	them	to	a	common	cause,	nor	can	I	correct	and	refute	them	in	their	false	

fixation:	

	

1. Greek	thought	–	in	general!	–	enquires	into	being	as	intransient	in	time	and	immutable,	75	

focusing	 on	 the	 general.	 [Though	 true	 in	 principle,	 this	 observation	 is	 false	 and	

misleading	if	only	“one	side”	of	the	thought	is	shown	which,	if	realized	in	its	entirety,	

encompasses	 the	 concept	 of	 the	 singular,	 the	 special,	 the	 individual	 and	 the	

contingent.]	By	contrast,	 the	New	Testament	and,	 consequently,	Christian	 theology	

are	 directed	 towards	 facticity,	 towards	 the	 single	 incommensurable	 event	 of	 the	80	
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incarnation,	announcing	the	eschatological	moment.	Whereas	Christian	thought,	in	its	

core,	is	historical,	and	even	develops	a	theory	of	history	(which	is	widely	discussed	in	

the	 case	 of	 Augustine,	 for	 example),	 Greek	 thought	 is	 essentially	 unhistorical	 and	

incapable	of	developing	a	philosophy	of	history.	It	is	because	of	its	unhistorical	nature	

that	 it	 favours	 a	 merely	 “technical”	 interpretation	 of	 man,	 i.e.	 man	 becomes	 an	85	

“object”,	 since	 the	categories	of	 interpreting	 reality	are	 throughout	modelled	upon	

unchangeable	 laws	 of	 nature.	 In	 this	 sense,	 “the	 Greeks”	 are	 identical	 with	 an	

ahistorical	“metaphysics	of	ideas	and	nature”	devoid	of	“subject”.		

2. To	this	generally	abstract	and,	hence,	 inadequate	or	even	 ideologically-fixated	view	

corresponds	the	equally	dismissive	claim	that	Greek	thought	is	“cosmocentric”,	while	90	

Christian	thought	is	“anthropocentric”.		

3. Greek	 thought	 is	 said	 to	 be	 “static”,	 whereas	 Hebrew	 and	 Christian	 thought	 is	

“dynamic”;	this	anti-thesis	 is	closely	tied	to	that	between	unhistorical	and	historical	

thought.	

4. On	account	of	its	overriding	interest	in	the	“general”,	Greek	thought	is	“impersonal”.	95	

The	concept	of	a	person	could	only	be	sufficiently	conceived	of	in	a	Christian	context.	

This	claim	holds	true	for	man	and	God	alike.	Hence,	the	concept	of	God	as	determined	

by	Greek	philosophy	must	be	viewed	as	 impersonal,	whereas	 the	Christian	concept	

must	be	seen	as	personal	and	dialogical.		

5. Greek	thought	knows	Eros	only	as	a	striving	for	another	thing	or	person,	including	God	100	

(or	rather	a	metaphysical	principle).	Key	to	Christian	thought,	by	contrast,	is	the	New	

Testament	and	especially	Johannine	concept	of	Agape;	Eros	is	a	demigod,	while	the	

Christian	God	is	Agape	in	his	essence.	[16]	

6. The	world,	at	least	in	late	antique	philosophical	thought,	comes	into	being	through	the	

“emanation”	 of	 the	 first	 principle,	 conceived	 of	 as	 a	 necessary	 production.	 The	105	

Christian	notion	is	that	of	a	creation	of	the	world	from	nothing	consciously	brought	

about	by	God’s	will,	freedom	and	goodness.	

	

This	 series	of	 anti-theses	 could	be	expanded.	However,	mentioning	 it	must	 suffice	 for	 the	

purpose	of	a	first	preliminary	elucidation	in	this	context.		110	


