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- Augustine, Socrates fought foolishness, Plato perfected philosophy

From "The City of God", tr. by M. Dods

O OCRATES is said to have been the first who directed the entire effort of
5 philosophy to the correction and regulation of manners, all who went

before him having expended their greatest efforts in the investigation
of physical, that is, natural phenomena. However, it seems to me that it
cannot be certainly discovered whether Socrates did this because he was
wearied of obscure and uncertain things, and so wished to direct his mind
to the discovery of something manifest and certain, which was necessary in
order to the obtaining of a blessed life- that one great object toward which
the labour, vigilance, and industry of all philosophers seem to have been
directed- or whether (as some yet more favourable to him suppose) he did
it because he was unwilling that minds defiled with earthly desires should
essay to raise themselves upward to divine things. For he saw that the
causes of things were sought for by them- which causes he believed to be
ultimately reducible to nothing else than the will of the one true and
supreme God- and on this account he thought they could only be
comprehended by a purified mind; and therefore that all diligence ought to
be given to the purification of the life by good morals, in order that the
mind, delivered from the depressing weight of lusts, might raise itself upward by its native vigour to
eternal things and might, with purified understanding, contemplate that nature which is incorporeal and
unchangeable light, where live the causes of all created natures.

It is evident, however, that he hunted out and pursued, with a wonderful pleasantness of style and
argument and with a most pointed and insinuating urbanity, the foolishness of ignorant men, who
thought that they knew this or that, sometimes confessing his own ignorance and sometimes
dissimulating his knowledge, even in those very moral questions to which he seems to have directed the
whole force of his mind. And hence there arose hostility against him, which ended in his being
calumniously impeached, and condemned to death. Afterwards, however, that very city of the Athenians,
which had publicly condemned him, did publicly bewail him, the popular indignation having turned with
such vehemence on his accusers that one of them perished by the violence of the multitude, whilst the
other only escaped a like punishment by voluntary and perpetual exile.

Hlustrious, therefore, both in his life and in his death, Socrates
left very many disciples of his philosophy, who vied with one
another in desire for proficiency in handling those moral
questions which concern the chief good, the possession of which
can make a man blessed; and because, in the disputations of
Socrates, where he raises all manner of questions, makes
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assertions, and then demolishes them, it did not evidently appear
what he held to be the chief good, every one took from these
disputations what pleased him best, and every one placed the final
good in whatever it appeared to himself to consist. Now, that
which is called the final good is that at which, when one has
arrived, he is blessed. But so diverse were the opinions held by
those followers of Socrates concerning this final good that (a
thing scarcely to be credited with respect to the followers of one
master) some placed the chief good in pleasure, as Aristippus,
others in virtue, as Antisthenes. Indeed, it were tedious to recount
the various opinions of various disciples. But, among the disciples
of Socrates, Plato was the one who shone with a glory which far excelled that of the others and who not
unjustly eclipsed them all. (...)
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As he had a peculiar love for his master Socrates, he made him the speaker in |
all his dialogues, putting into his mouth whatever he had learned, either from
others, or from the efforts of his own powerful intellect, tempering even his
moral disputations with the grace and politeness of the Socratic style. And, as
the study of wisdom consists in action and contemplation, so that one part of
it may be called active, and the other contemplative- the active part having
reference to the conduct of life, that is, to the regulation of morals, and the
contemplative part to the investigation into the causes of nature and into pure
truth- Socrates is said to have excelled in the active part of that study, while
Pythagoras gave more attention to its contemplative part, on which he brought
to bear all the force of his great intellect. To Plato is given the praise of having
perfected philosophy by combining both parts into one. He then divides it into
three parts- the first moral, which is chiefly occupied with action; the second
natural, of which the object is contemplation; and the third rational, which
discriminates between the true and the false. And though this last is necessary
both to action and contemplation, it is contemplation, nevertheless, which lays
peculiar claim to the office of investigating the nature of truth. Thus this tripartite division is not
contrary to that which made the study of wisdom to consist in action and contemplation. Now, as to what
Plato thought with respect to each of these parts- that is, what he believed to be the end of all actions,
the cause of all natures, and the light of all intelligences- it would be a question too long to discuss and
about which we ought not to make any rash affirmation. For, as Plato liked and constantly affected the
well-known method of his master Socrates, namely, that of dissimulating his knowledge or his opinions, it
is not easy to discover clearly what he himself thought on various matters, any more than it is to discover
what were the real opinions of Socrates. We must, nevertheless, insert into our work certain of those
opinions which he expresses in his writings, whether he himself uttered them, or narrates them as
expressed by others, and seems himself to approve of- opinions sometimes favourable to the true religion,
which our faith takes up and defends, and sometimes contrary to it, as, for example, in the questions
concerning the existence of one God or of many, as it relates to the truly blessed life which is to be after
death. For those who are praised as having most closely followed Plato, who is justly preferred to all the
other philosophers of the Gentiles, and who are said to have manifested the greatest acuteness in
understanding him, do perhaps entertain such an idea of God as to admit that in Him are to be found the
cause of existence, the ultimate reason for the understanding, and the end in reference to which the
whole life is to be regulated. Of which three things, the first is understood to pertain to the natural, the
second to the rational, and the third to the moral part of philosophy. For if man has been so created as to
attain, through that which is most excellent in him, to that which excels all things- that is, to the one
true and absolutely good God, without Whom no nature exists, no doctrine instructs, no exercise profits-
let Him be sought in Whom all things are secure to us, let Him be discovered in Whom all truth becomes
certain to us, let Him be loved in Whom all becomes right to us. (...)
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Though he is not necessarily blessed who enjoys that which he loves (for many are miserable by loving
that which ought not to be loved, and still more miserable when they enjoy it), nevertheless no one is
blessed who does not enjoy that which he loves. For even they who love things which ought not to be
loved do not count themselves blessed by loving merely, but by enjoying them. Who, then, but the most
miserable will deny that he is blessed, who enjoys that which he loves, and loves the true and highest
good? But the true and highest good, according to Plato, is God, and therefore he would call him a
philosopher who loves God; for philosophy is directed to the obtaining of the blessed life, and he who
loves God is blessed in the enjoyment of God. (...)

Certain partakers with us in the grace of Christ wonder when they hear and

read that Plato had conceptions concerning God, in which they recognize No error will ever be incurred if we
considerable agreement with the truth of our religion. Some have concluded Seel(; the “if,alh‘)f beau,tyf on the lsame
from this that when he went to Egypt he had heard the prophet Jeremiah, ;:;apufsr;v;\léc c a‘rllvfr;?rtllesd%’ ai;;p e
or, whilst travelling in the same country, had read the prophetic scriptures,  ynderstand why the ideal form of a
which opinion I myself have expressed in certain of my writings. But a Venus, of a Juno, and of an Apollo, is
careful calculation of dates, contained in chronological history, shows that to be sought not at Rome, but in
Plato was born about a hundred years after the time in which Jeremiah Greece, if we contrast the Greek

prophesied, and, as he lived eighty-one years, there are found to have been Elo o%‘élf;;:r;’tgf;tligchg;gtéﬁt:}z boxing,

about seventy years from his death to that time when Ptolemy, king of racing, and intellectual rivalry at
Egypt, requested the prophetic scriptures of the Hebrew people to be sent to  oOlympia, with the Roman people
him from Judea, and committed them to seventy Hebrews, who also knew gloating over the agony of a
the Greek tongue, to be translated and kept. Therefore, on that voyage of gladiator.

his, Plato could neither have seen Jeremiah, who was dead so long before, Schiller

nor have read those same scriptures which had not yet been translated into

the Greek language, of which he was a master, unless, indeed, we say that,

as he was most earnest in the pursuit of knowledge, he also studied those writings through an interpreter,
as he did those of the Egyptians- not, indeed, writing a translation of them (the facilities for doing which
were only gained even by Ptolemy in return for munificent acts of kindness, though fear of his kingly
authority might have seemed a sufficient motive), but learning as much as he possibly could concerning
their contents by means of conversation. What warrants this supposition are the opening verses of
Genesis: "In the beginning God made the heaven and earth. And the earth was invisible, and without
order; and darkness was over the abyss: and the Spirit of God moved over the waters." For in the
Timaeus, when writing on the formation of the world, he says that God first united earth and fire; from
which it is evident that he assigns to fire a place in heaven. This opinion bears a certain resemblance to
the statement, "In the beginning God made heaven and earth." Plato next speaks of those two
intermediary elements, water and air, by which the other two extremes, namely, earth and fire, were
mutually united; from which circumstance he is thought to have so understood the words, "The Spirit of
God moved over the waters." For, not paying sufficient attention to the designations given by those
scriptures to the Spirit of God, he may have thought that the four elements are spoken of in that place,
because the air also is called spirit. Then, as to Plato's saying that the philosopher is a lover of God,
nothing shines forth more conspicuously in those sacred writings. But the most striking thing in this
connexion, and that which most of all inclines me almost to assent to the opinion that Plato was not
ignorant of those writings, is the answer which was given to the question elicited from the holy Moses
when the words of God were conveyed to him by the angel; for, when he asked what was the name of
that God who was commanding him to go and deliver the Hebrew people out of Egypt, this answer was
given: "I am who am; and thou shalt say to the children of Israel, He who is sent me unto you"; as though
compared with Him that truly is, because He is unchangeable, those things which have been created
mutable are not- a truth which Plato zealously held, and most diligently commended. And I know not
whether this sentiment is anywhere to be found in the books of those who were before Plato, unless in
that book where it is said, "I am who am; and thou shalt say to the children of Israel, who is sent me unto
you." (...)

Cf. Whitehead, Wide opportunities for experience #~ Russell Lowell, Fecundating minds = Emerson, Disclosing in every fact a
germ of expansion +~ Heidegger, Through a foundational poetic and noetic experience of Being = W.K.C. Guthrie, Life of Plato
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