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The Contra Celsum was among the last of Origen's major works to be complet-
ed, and most likely in the year 248.” Origen himself tells us that it was composed at
the request of his long-standing patron Ambrose.” But what do these bare facts tell us
about Origen's purposes in composing the work? We simply do not know with any
precision why Ambrose asked Origen to write a refutation, and we do not know why
Origen chose to respond at that particular point. We can, however, say a little more
about how Origen understood his task.” He comments in the preface that he had ini-
tially decided to provide only brief notes responding to Celsus's main charges, but
eventually decided to produce a more extensive, and more finished response to Cel-
sus's charges. Was this because Origen found Celsus's charges more worthy of answer

the more he responded to them, or because he found that answering those charges en-

1. T am grateful to the participants in the original seminar at which this paper was presented
for their comments, especially to Rowan Williams for responding, and to George Boys-Stones,
Matthew Crawford, Mark Edwards, Brendan Harris and Teresa Morgan for help during the
process of revision.

2. See the discussion of Marcel Borret at SC 132: 15-21; Pierre Nautin, Origéne. Sa vie et son
oeuvre (Paris: Beauchesne, 1977), 439-440.

3. Cels. pref 3. Eusebius, h.e. 6.34.

4. In understanding the preface I have found particularly helpful Gilles Dorival, "La forme
littéraire du Contre Celse d'Origene", in L. Perrone, ed., Discorsidi verita: paganismo, giudaismo e
cristianismo a confronto nel Contro Celso di Origene (Rome: Augustinianum, 1998), 29-45.
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abled him to draw out themes that seemed worth putting before his public? Some-
thing of both, I suspect. We are told that the resulting text is aimed at either non-
Christians or those of only weak in faith (dofevoiow év 7§ miorer).” The referent of this
last phrase is not immediately clear, though Rowan Williams seems quite right, in his
response to this paper, to note that Origen uses the work in part to defend himself
against Christians who saw his speculative work as denying the simple truths of Chris-

tian belief.

The polemic of the Contra Celsum has most frequently been viewed through the
lens of their philosophical disagreements - Celsus charging that Christians are philo-
sophically crude, Origen responding that Celsus himself holds to philosophically un-
tenable positions, and that he fails to understand how Christian belief is an appropri-
ate point of departure for philosophically sophisticated reflection. While such a
viewpoint has been highly fruitful, in this essay I will focus on Origen's persistent claim
that Celsus fails as a scholar, that Celsus fails to study Christian texts and beliefs as one
should who has been skilled in the techniques of investigation and analysis taught ini-
tially by the grammatikos, and then developed within all branches of higher learning in

Origen's time.’

5. Cels. pref 6. (SC 132. 76).

6. This theme has been understudied in treatments of Cels. It does not, for example, play a
significant role in either M. Fédou, Christianisme et religions paiennes dans le Contre Celse d'Origene
(Paris: Beauchesne, 1988), in C. Reemts, Vernunfigemdfer Glaube. Die Begriindung des Christentums in
der Schrift des Origenes gegen Celsus (Bonn: Borengasser, 1998), or in the excellent collection L.
Perrone (ed.), Discorsi di verita.Paganesimo, Giudaismo e Cristianesimo a Confronto nel Contro Celso di
Origene (Rome: Institutum Patristicum Augustinianum, 1998). For Origen's use of techniques
taught by the grammatikos see Bernhardt Neuschifer, Origenes als Philologe, 2 vols. (Basel:
Friedrich Reinhardt, 1987), Andrea Villani, “Origenes als Schriftsteller: ein Beitrag zu seiner
Verwendung von Prosopopoiie, mit einigen Beobachtungen tber die prosopologische
Exegese”, Adamantius 14 (2008), 130-150, and see the various essays and attendant
bibliographies in H. Pietras & S. Kaczmarek (ed.), Origeniana Decima: Origen as Writer (Leuven:
Brepols, 2011). From the vast literature on grammar I would point to the particular usefulness
of Jaap Mansfeld, Prolegomena. Questions to be Seitled Before the Study of an Author, or a Text (Leiden:
Brill, 1994), Roos Meijering, Literary and Rhetorical Theories in Greek Scholia (Egbert Forsten:
Groningen, 1987), René Nunlist, The Ancient Critic at Work: “Terms and Concepts of Literary Criticism
in Greek Scholia Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009).
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When Origen argues that Celsus fails as a scholar he shows himself, at least ini-
tially, to be arguing within an intellectual culture shared between Christians and non-
Christians, but to be arguing for a particular vision of how that culture's promise can
be realized. And vyet, the tensions of Origen's world are soon acutely apparent here,
for his vision of the Christian scholar shows itself increasingly distant from anything
Celsus could value; the Christian scholar must possess the 'eyes of the soul"” that have
been opened by Christ, and opened to Christ's economy of redemption. Origen shows
us this Christian scholar as one inexorably drawn into the life of a community of
those who seem to Celsus simply the uneducated and foolish, a community of those
who know that martyrdom may be their fate even in a time of peace for the Church.
In this account Origen seems to describe not merely the Christian scholar in the ab-
stract, but himself - a scholar by all ancient standards, and yet one whose life stretched
between his father's martyrdom and his own sufferings in the Decian persecution.
Thus, I suggest that implicitly or even explicitly Origen's polemic against Celsus is also

a description and justification of his life as Christzan scholar.

However, the better we understand the vision of the Christian scholar that
Origen promotes, and the better we understand how much it had evolved since the
last decades of the second century, the more this perspective on the the Contra Celsusm
also highlights for us a series of questions about the different worlds of Origen and
Celsus. Origen's vision of the character of good biblical exegesis, his vision of appro-
priate exegetical techniques, as well as of the authority and shape of the biblical text,
was a vision only just beginning to take form when Celsus most likely wrote. The
Christian scholar Origen defends would probably have been considerably surprised by

the Christian world that Celsus knew.” Continuities in both belief and practice there

7. See Cels. 3.14 & 6.68, as well as n. 35 below.

8. I assume here the date of ¢.177-80 for which Chadwick advocates; see Origen, Contra
Celsum, trans Henry Chadwick (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1963), xxvi-xxviil.
Marco Rizzi, “Some reflections about Origen, Celsus and their views on the Jews,” in Jews and
Christians i Antiquity: A Regional Perspective, ed. Pierluigi Lanfranchi and Joseph Verheyden
(Leuven: Peeters, 2018), 37-59 argues for a slightly earlier date.
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certainly were, and yet exploring the work from the perspective of this essay makes
even clearer how careful we must be when we explore the relationship between Ori-

gen and Celsus.

My first task, then, is to show that among his central charges Origen claims
Celsus fails to deploy responsibly (or even knowledgeably) that body of literary-critical
and investigative techniques central to the good practice of almost any higher learning
in his day. At Contra Celsum 1.40 Origen criticizes Celsus's failure to examine the gospel
accounts in an appropriate order. It is those overcome with passion and hatred who
are unable to speak or argue in appropriate order (kara Taéw Aéyew). And thus the dis-
cerning reader finds many things in Celsus's book are scattered indiscriminately
(ovykexvuévws). "Those who know how to look for and preserve order' will find Celsus
arrogant in his claims to knowledge.” It is likely that Origen here is criticizing both
Celsus's failure to examine passages from the gospels in the order that they are found

within the overall text, and Celsus's failure to order his own discourse appropriately."

A parallel critique of Celsus's scholarly habits is to be found in Book 5. Celsus
ridicules Christian reports of miracles, but Origen opposes to him the serious discus-
sion of the miraculous in Chrysippus, Pythagoras, Plutarch and Numenius. And, thus,

with reference to Celsus:

9. Cels. 1.40 (SC 132. 182-4). Throughout my translations are based on those of Origen,
Contra Celsum, trans Henry Chadwick (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965). I have
not noted the various changes that I have made to his translation. I have also consulted the
French of Marcel Borret published in Sources Chrétiennes 132, 136, 147, 150 & 227. On the
concept of 7aéis in ancient literary theory see Meijering, Literary and Rhetorical Theories,1 381T.

10. Though this raises a number of scholarly questions. I assume, in line with the work of
Johannes Arnold in his magisterial Der Wahre Logos des Relsos: Eine Strukturanalyse (Miunster:
Aschendorfl' Verlag, 2016) (see also Arnold's chapter in this volume), that we are wrong to
assume Celsus's treatise was poorly argued.



It is not reasonable to decide in this arbitrary way whether people are telling
the truth or falsehood. For those who practice avoiding all mistakes take great
pains to search and examine the statements on each subject and give their
opinion rather slowly and carefully when they are deciding that one group of
people is telling the truth and another telling falsehood in their narratives
about miraculous happenings. For not all give clear evidence of their

credibility..."

Here Origen attacks Celsus in terms that can be paralleled from a number of ancient

. . . . 1
commentators, rhetoricians and historians."”

At 3.20 Origen responds to Celsus's charge that while the seeming worship of
animal forms by the Egyptians veils profound truths about the worship of the immate-
rial, Christians' worship is aimed at realities no better than 'the goats and dogs of the
Egyptians'. To Celsus Origen says 'but you do not act as you should in criticizing us',

and he suggests Celsus needs to attend to Paul's insistence that Christians 'speak God's

11. Cels. 5. 57 (SC 147. 156): AAN’ ovk eVloyov oltw kplvew Ta meplt alnbevdvTwv 1)

Pevdoucvav. Ot yap 76 avefamdrnTov dokobvTes peta moANTs kal akpiBols épevvms kal et

doews TOV kaTa Tovs Tomous Bpddiov kal dodalds amopalvovTal TEPL TOD TOVS TOLOVGOL jué
5 ’ \ \ \ ’ > e ~ ’

v aAnledew Tovs Towovodi de Yievdeolar v ols toTopotol mapadsfots...

12. E.g. see the discussion, focusing on Galen but also commenting on some Neoplatonic
commentators, of Mansfeld, Prolegomena, 161-173. For historians criticizing their peers for
failing to discern the truth because they are driven by passion see e.g. Lucian, Hist. Conscr 47
(in the context of the discussion at 38-40), or Polybius's polemic against Timaeus, which
distinguishes between careful study and writing which reflects only emotion and personal
prejudice: 12.4c-d (on Timaeus's failure to investigate properly), 14.5-7 (on the dangers of
allowing passion to guide historical investigation), and 25e (on the necessity of beginning
history with the careful study of documents). On the centrality of truth itself in historical
accounts see Cicero, De Orat. 2.62 (even if one follows A.J. Woodman, Rhetoric in Classical
Historiography (Beckenham: Croom Helm, 1988), 78-83 in seeing truth here as opposed to
partiality rather than fiction). On the necessity of carefully mastering the facts see e.g. Cicero
De Orat. 2.99. In a philosophical context Simplicius's attacks on John Philoponus in his i Cael.
offer another example of one scholar accusing another of ineptitude. We find the same
charges of inordinate passion: Philioponus is rash (mpomerns 173 Heiberg), arbitrary
(amokAnpwTikds 161) and 'swims in a sea of irrationality' (v 7@ 77js aloyilas movTw
vmxopevos 185). He simply fails to understand arguments (u1 mapaxolovlov avrds 170), and
does not seek to harmonize seemingly contradictory statements in an author, the act of
someone without sufficient education (158-9).
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wisdom in a mystery' (1Cor 2.7), and that 'we speak wisdom among the perfect' (1Cor

2.6)."” What form would appropriate attention take?:

..first, understand clearly the epistles of the man who says this, and look care-
fully into the meaning of each word in them (7 BovAjuart ékdors €v avrals
Néfews), for example, in the Epistles to the Ephesians, the Colossians, the
Thessalonians, the Philippians, and the Romans; then show that you have un-
derstood Paul's words, and that you can show some to be silly or foolish. If he
devotes himself to attentive reading (Eav yap émdd éavrov 7jj pera 7od
mpooéxew avayvaoe), I know well that he will admire the mind of the man
who uses an ordinary vocabulary to contemplate great truths (év uwrwcyj Aéfed
peydha mepwooivtos), or, if he does not do that, will himself appear ludicrous,
whether he explains what he has understood of the man's meaning, or at-

tempts to oppose and refute what he imagined he had understood."

For Origen, Celsus has failed to read appropriately kata lexin, examining the words
used by Paul, and then straining to understand the dianoia, hypothesis or boulema of his
texts. Had he done so, he would have recognized that Paul's writings, like the religious
texts and beliefs of the Egyptians, are texts that use plain language to speak of deep

truths. Once again Origen is dependent on an account of judiciousness that almost

13. Cels. 3.19.
14. Cels. 3.20 (SC 136. 48).



any ancient scholar of his day might have weaponized against an opponent,"” and in-

deed an account that seems to have deeply informed his own teaching, '

II

The obvious accompaniment to the charge that Celsus fails as a scholar i1s a
defense of the Christian Scriptures as a worthy object of such study - especially im-
portant given Celsus's strong attack on their structure, style and content. From one
perspective Origen's defense reveals the full extent of his faith in ancient scholarly

practices and assumptions. But, this defense also provides the perfect background

15. E.g. see again Mansfeld, Prolegomena, 161-173. At the end of the next section of the paper
I provide some non-Christian parallels to Origen's defense of a literature which might be
thought inferior as worthy of study. On the theme of authors hiding their teaching through
stylistic choice (though here through the choice of obscure expression) see also Simplicius's
account of Aristotle at In Cat 1, 7-8 (Kalbfleisch). Like other great philosophers Aristotle does
not give us his teaching in words of 'obvious clarity' (dca v mpodpawouévny cadnrewar), but
hides by obscurity (aodgeta) (rather than in the myths or symbols others used; the theme goes
back to Plato, Theat. 180d). But anyone who can follow a logos knows that Aristotle's obscurity
does not owe to an inability in reasoning; when he does want to teach clearly he does so with
remarkable efficiency of expression. Hence, the worthy exegete of Aristotle must know about
the subjects concerning which Aristotle writes, have a sense of his stylistic habits and possess
the quality of impartiality (adékaoTos) (which here, showing a difference between the biblical
and philosophical scholar, may involve recognizing that Aristotle is no¢ infallible). The good
interpreter must also look not only to the letter of the text but to Aristotle's nous, he must be
virtuous, and practice the in-depth examination of Aristotle's concepts (T@v ApioToTeAik@v
vonudTwv éééracw). A translation of this fascinating passage may be found in Simplicius, On
Aristotle Categories 1-4, tr. Michale Chase (London: Duckworth, 2003), 22-3.

16. Here Gregory Thaumaturgus, reporting on Origen's teaching in Caesarea, pan. Or. 7.102
(SC 148.%*; translation Michael Slusser in FoC 98) comments: 'As for our lack of judgement
and impetuosity - we would agree to anything at all, even if it happened to be false, and often
contradict what was said even if it was true - out of this too he educated us... For this part of
philosophy is of general application, accustoming us not to tear testimonies to shreds and
reject them out of hand, whether carelessly or by accident, but to examine them with
precision... (moAvewes yap Tovtl TO uépos Tijs Ppuhooodias, ovvelilov un eikij und ws érvye
pirTew Te Tas papTuplas kal maAw avavevew, aAN eferalovtas axkpBas). Note that here
Gregory seems to be speaking of studies preliminary to the exegesis of Scripture, and that if
the thesis of Knauber, in its slightly more subtle form as revised by Crouzel is correct, Origen
is probably teaching both Christians and non-Christians (Henri Crouzel, L'Ecole d'Origéne a
Césarée: Postscriptum a une édition de Grégoire le Thaumaturge,' Bulletin de litérature
ecclésiastique 71 (1970): 15-27). The passage thus likely shows scholarly values Origen highly
valued, and which were held in common high regard.
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against which to see how Origen also offers a distinctively Christian account of schol-
arly attention and practice, and how he identifies his role as one within a community

composed of learned and the unlearned Christians.

Central to Origen's defense of the Christian Scriptures as worthy objects of
scholarly attention is the claim that they are historically reliable witnesses to well or-
dered teaching. In Book 3 we find Origen complaining about those who accept tradi-

tional Greek mythology by reading allegorically:

Does Celsus want to make out that their stories are true, while these of Jesus
are inventions, although they were recorded by eyewitnesses (ratra d¢
avaypapévra vmo Tav Teleapévwv), and showed in practice their clear appre-
hension of the one whom they saw (mv evdpyewav ijs kartahijfews mepl T0D
Tebfewpnuévov), and proved their sincerity by the persecutions which they will-

ingly suffered for his doctrine."’

Again Origen has deployed commonplace assertions about the value placed in actual

eyewitnesses, especially those who are of reputable character."

Turning to the quality of the rhetoric embedded in the scriptures we find Ori-

gen insisting that,

[the Jews] were won over not only by [Jesus's] well-reasoned arguments (for he

always expressed himself in language appropriate to his hearers) (kparodpeva

ov pdvov vmo Tis Ty Adywv avtob akolovlias apudlovra Tols axovovow del
Aéyovros), but also by the fact that by his miracles he impressed those who did

not believe the sequence of the argument (106 Adyov atrot drorovlia).”

17. Cels. 3.23 (SC 136. 54-6).

18. E.g. Quintilian, Inst. 5.7.4: ..nullam firmiorem probationem esse... quam quae sit
hominum scientia nixa. At 5.7.34 one of the natural questions that pertains to witnesses is,
utri meliores viri...

19. Cels. 2.39 (SC132. 376).



Christ speaks in a manner appropriate to his audience, and offers arguments that are
well-ordered. Moreover, his actions are ordered toward the same ends. Along the same
lines Origen will later comment that the sending of the Son to restore the world is in
line with the divine character (kara 7ov Oedv), following consistently from the earlier

actions of the Logos at the time of the flood.” He culminates that comment thus:

...those who are interested in the exactness and accuracy of everything in the
Bible (rijs mavrwv yeypapuévawv duapbpdoews kai axpiBeias) will try to show not
only the antiquity of the men who wrote these things, but also the dignity of
what they say, and the consistency of their teaching (mpy ceuvémra Tv

> > ~\ 21
Neheypévav kal 70 axolovlov adTols).

If one attends to these texts as if they are deserving of the most serious historical at-

tention, their oeuvdrys and the akolovbia of what they say will be evident.

These claims about the manner in which Christian scripture is not just resilient
to scholarly perusal, but needs some form of scholarly attention if its riches are to be
uncovered imply much about the authors of that scripture. We have already seen Ori-
gen accord Christ great rhetorical skill, and we will see the same with regard to the
gospel writers and the apostle shortly. Note also Origen's commentary in Book 3 on
Stephen's comment at Acts 7:22 that Moses was 'Instructed in all the wisdom of the
Egyptians.' For Origen this testifies to Moses's molvudfera, and must stem from
Stephen's access to documents that are otherwise unknown.” Similarly, in Book 6 Ori-
gen quotes Celsus saluting Plato's emphasis on the rational process of 'questions and
answers' at ¢p. 7, 344B, and then tells us that the 'divine Word exhorts us to study
draexTucn).! Solomon tells that 'unchallenged education goes wrong' (Prov. 10:17) and

the author of Wisdom likewise tells us that 'as unexamined words' are the knowledge

20. [Add note on propriety to God]
21. Cels. .20 (SC 136. 230-2).
22. Cels. 3.46 (SC 136. 110) & 6.4fT.



of the 'unwise' (Sir. 21.18).” A little later, Origen argues that, when appropriate Chris-
tians themselves utilize the very process of rational questions and answers that Celsus
had celebrated in Plato.” It is no surprise, then, that Peter Martens in his recent treat-
ment of Origen's exegesis can show us Origen's deep commitment to the view that
philology (in a broad sense) is a divine gift enabling us to unfold the order of things.”
Although I spoke above of the Scriptures 'needing' scholarly attention if they
are to be appropriately understood, Origen does not present the Scriptures as only
comprehensible to one with an advanced level of philological skill. One strategy he
deploys is to emphasize the vividness or self-evidence of Scripture's presentation, a
quality subject to extensive discussion in ancient rhetoric.® At Contra Celsum 2.30 Ori-
gen contradicts Celsus's claim that if’ the Son of God had appeared he would have re-
vealed himself by incontrovertible evidence, by stating that the facts about Jesus are
'self-evident' (ws 7 évapyewa mapiomyor wept 70 Inood). At 1.57 Origen states that it was
'self-evident' that Simon Magus was not divine (kai 7 évdpyeia épapripnoer 6Ti ovdév
fetov 0 Liuwv 7). For a more complex example, see Contra Celsum 1.62. Origen criti-
cizes Celsus's inattentiveness in calling the disciples 'the most wicked tax collectors and
sailors." Celsus has failed to observe that only Matthew was a tax collector, and he
'muddles together' (elme ovykexvpévws) James and John into a 'set' of sailors. As an al-
ternative to Celsus's sloppy analysis Origen sketches the character and consequences
of a more attentive study. Those who study 'intelligently and reasonably' (rots
duvauévows povipws kai evyvwudvws eferalew) will be forced to conclude that the apos-
tles succeeded in their teaching through divine power. Why? Because if Jesus had cho-
sen disciples as a philosopher would have done, that is, had he chosen those who 'were

wise in the eyes of the multitude' and those 'who were capable of thinking and

23. Cels. 6.7 (SC 147. 194).

24. Cels. 6.10 (SC 147. 202): dA\ows 3¢ dom dlvaus amodekTikdds O €pwTicewy Kal
amokploewv mpooepyouela

25. Martens, Origen and Scripture, 77-81.

26. For discussions of évdpyeia in non-Christian contexts see Meijering, Literary and Rhetorical
Theories, 29-53; Nunlist, The Ancient Critic at Work, 194-98.

- 10 -



speaking acceptably to crowds' then his method (aywyr) would be like that of any
philosopher leading a sect. The divine character of his teaching shines out, is self-evi-
dent, because of his disciples' rhetorical inability (mept 700 Oeiov eivar Tov Adyov
émayyelia dvepaivero).”” 'Shining out' seems to be a synonym for the quality of
evdpyewa. The sophistication of Christ's teaching is thus evident in the vividness with
which he can draw in those without intellectual training, and this teaching is an appro-
priate object of study because it so easily reaches those who know little of scholarly

practice.

The most important strategy Origen uses to show that the Scriptures are an
appropriate object of scholarly study, and yet able reach both the educated and the
uneducated, is through his insistence that the Scriptures open toward a higher
learning. I quoted above a section of Contra Celsum 3.20 in which Origen exhorts his
readers to careful study of Paul's letters in order to discover the skill with which he
writes in 'ordinary vocabulary to contemplate great things' (év SuwTwi) Aéfer peydia
mepwootvtos). That passage is part of an extensive attack on Celsus's commendation of

Egyptian 'mysteries.' After the passage I quoted earlier Origen continues:

I have not yet mentioned the careful study of everything written in the gospels
(mepl Tijs €v Tols eVayyelios Typrioews TavTwy TOVY yeypaupévwr). Fach saying
possesses a great meaning (moAvv... Adyov), hard to perceive not only for the
multitude but even for some of the intelligent (rols moAAols dA\a kal Tiot TV
owerav), together with a most profound interpretation of the parables
(Bujynow Babvramyy wapaBoldv). Jesus spoke them to the people outside, and
kept their explanation for those who had advanced beyond exoteric under-

standing and who came to him privately 'in the house."...”

27. Cels. 1.62 (SC 132.246).
28. Cels. 3.21 (SC 136. 48-50).
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In this passage Origen is not making a claim about the possibility of allegorical read-
ing, but about the existence beyond the letter of a higher understanding of intelligible

. . D 9
realities.

This treatment of the Gospels is complemented by Origen's insistence on the

educative value of the law and the prophets:

But, while we have avoided the mythologies of the Jews, yet we are made wise
and are educated by mystical contemplation (uvorwjj fewpia) of the law and
the prophets. The prophets do not limit the meaning of their sayings to the
obvious history and to the text and the letter of the law (rov voiv Tav
Aeyouévwy év 1§ mpodavel ioTopia und €év Tj kata Tas Aéfeis kal TO ypdupa
vouoBeoig). For in one place, when about to recount supposed history, they

say: 'I will open my mouth in parables, I will utter dark sayings of old" (Ps.

77.9).%

Here Origen repeats his career-long insistence that on occasion the ioropia simply
lacks sense and must be read allegorically, and, in another career-long insistence, that
even when the history does make sense the prophets 'do not limit themselves' to that
level of meaning” These two quotations, I suggest, give us the same two types of
higher learning that we encounter in Book 5 of Clement's Stromateis, where the sym-
bolic in scripture 1s restricted to two categories: that which 1s foreshadowed in prophe-

cy and revealed in Christ, and the higher fewpia of the Church's teaching.”

29. With this passage one might compare Origen's insistence that each event in the life of
Christ is also a symbol of some higher truth, see Cels. 2.69 (SC132. 446): Ta ovuBeBnrévar
avayeypaupéva ¢ Inood ovk év Yi\j) ) Aéfew kal T toTopla v waoav éxer Oewplav Tis
aAnbeias: €xkaotov yap aiT@V kal OUUBOAGY Twos €lvar Tapa  TOIS OUVETWTEPOV
evTvyxavovor T3 ypadi amodelkvvrar. Cf. prin. 4.2.3.

30. Cels. 2.6 (SC 132. 294).
31. For classic statements from the early part of Origen's career see e.g. Prin. 4.2.2,5 & 9.

32. Clement, Strom. 5.10.61 (SC 278. 126): dhoTe dA\\a wév 70 pvoTijpLla TG ATOKEKPUUUEVA
dxpt T@V amooTo wv kal vm avTdv mapadobévra ws amd Tob kvplov mape\ipacty
(amokexpuppéva 8¢ év 14 malad Swabijky), & viv épavepddldy Tois dylos, dAho 8¢ 7O

~ ~ ’ ~ 14 ~ > ~ Y, |4 > < 4 \ < > \ < 3>
mAovTos Ths d6éns Tob pvoTnpiov ToU €v Tols €dveow, 6 éoTw 1) WOTIS Kal 1) EATIS 1) €S
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Origen ascribes to Moses exactly the oratorical skill and purpose that he had

ascribed to Paul. Whereas the poets that Celsus values wrote:

...only for people able to interpret figuratively and allegorically... But in his
five books Moses acted like a distinguished orator who pays attention to out-
ward form and everywhere keeps carefully the double meaning of his words
(O 8¢ Mwioijs avdloyov yewvaiw piTopL OXTUE UEAETOVTL Kol TAVTAX0D TNV
dumAomy  Tijs  Aéfews mepuAaypévws mpodepopévew €mi TV mEvTe PifAicwv
memoinke). To the multitude of the Jews under his legislation he provided no
occasions for them to come to any harm in their moral behaviour, and yet he
did not produce a work which gave no opportunities for deeper study for the
few who are able to read with more understanding, and who are capable of

searching out his meaning (ujre Tols OAlyois kal ovveTwTEpOY EVTUYYAVEW

duvapévors ovxt m\jpn Oewplas éxTléuevos, Tois épevvav 10 Bolvlyua aiTod

Svvapévows, ypagiy).”

Lest anyone forget how much weight Origen places on the necessity of scholar-
ship for the opening of these scriptural mysteries, note that in Book 7 he rejects Cel-
sus's charge that Christians defend their beliefs with an implausible selection of texts

drawn from prophets who speak unworthily of God:

He ought to realize that those who desire to live in accordance with the divine
scriptures, and who know that 'the knowledge of the fool is as unexamined
words'... do not merely take refuge in affirming that there matters were pre-
dicted. They also attempt to solve the apparent absurdities (ras Soxovoas

ameupaoes ANew mepdvrar), and to show that in the words there is nothing

XptoTov, ov aAlaxi Oeuélwov eipnkev. 1 have learnt a great deal about this book from the
excellent PhD thesis of H. Clifton Ward, 'Clement of Alexandria and the Creative Exegesis of
Christian Scripture,’ PhD Diss., Durham 2017.

33. Cels. 1.18 (SC 132. 122).
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wicked, or disgraceful, or impure, or abominable, but that they only appear so

to people who do not know the right way to understand the divine scripture.*

The deeper one's attention and devotion to the text of scripture, then, the more one

will be found making use of detailed scholarly techniques to unlock its mysteries.

So far, Origen's defense of the Christian scriptures as worthy of study despite
seeming unworthiness finds a number of parallels in non-Christian literature. Two
examples will suffice. In Book 10 of the Institutions Quintilian defends the quality of
Latin literature over against Greek, and Cicero as only a close second to Demos-
thenes. Quintilian argues that their virtues are similar: Cicero and Demosthenes are
similarly skilled at all the parts of mwventio, at arranging discourse in a suitable order, at
appropriate division of an argument, at providing convincing proof and the rest. They
differ in some aspects of style, showing different aspects of that art, even if Cicero's
Latin means that he lacks the Atticism of Demosthenes. And yet Cicero excels in cer-
tain respects: "who can give information more precisely, or stir feelings more
deeply?"” And, a little later, "instead of the partisanship of an advocate, he displays
the trustworthiness of a witness or a judge."” Interestingly, for our purposes, even
though Cicero's Latin prevents him exhibiting Demosthenes' stylistic beauty, his accu-
racy and impartiality as a witness, and his emotional effectiveness bring him in only a

close second.

The mysterious Heraclitus defends Homer's fundamental piety by proof-text-
ing the constant solemnity with which he speaks of the Gods.”” Heraclitus then con-

demns those who, because of their hastiness, have failed to see 'the sacred depths of

34. Cels. 7.12 (SC 150. 42). Eusebius notes, A.e. 6.18.4, that Origen encouraged even the
uneducated to undertake some basic study in aid of a better knowledge of the Scriptures.

35. st 10.1.110.
36. mst. 10.1.111.
37. Al 2.
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[Homer's] wisdom' or to recognize that he speaks philosophos.” Indeed, when he comes
to Plato and Epicurus, Heraclitus condemns them both for their impiety in not ac-
knowledging that Homer was the source of their teaching. Once again, the parallels
with aspects of Origen's defense of the Christian Scriptures are striking. Now, just as
Quintilian defends an author most of his audience already value, Heraclitus defends
an author already central to Hellenic culture, even if deeply contested. Origen's de-
fense must bridge a broader gap, but the techniques he uses should have been easily

recognizable to his audience, at least so far.

III

However, alongside and interwoven with the arguments we have so far studied
- arguments that involve Origen presenting Christianity as intellectually respectable by
canons shared with Celsus - we find distinctively Christian arguments that show us
Origen also distinguishing himself quite radically from the target of his polemic. The
Christian scriptures speak to both the learned and the unlearned, and they do so be-
cause Christ himself reveals in a way that draws the unlearned even as it allows the
learned to grow in knowledge and love of God. This Christological core to his ac-
count of revelation proceeds along paths that we have followed already, Origen offer-
ing an account of how Christianity's texts and teachings possess great philosophical
depth if we are appropriately attentive. But, at the same time, this Christological core
pushes Origen to set out a distinctively Christian account of scholarly attention and of

the community to which one must adhere if that form of attention is to be learnt.

At Contra Celsum 2.64, in response to Celsus's claim that Christ should have dis-
played his divine power 'to everyone everywhere,' Origen first states that Christ was

one and yet plural in érivoiar.”’ Christ was consequently perceived differently accord-

38. 4l 3.3.

39. For the classic discussion of Christ's émivoiar in Origen's corpus see fo. 1, esp. 1.118-119,

200, 218, 222, lo. 2.66.
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ing to the capacity of those looking (ws éxapovr ot BAémovTes); just as the parables were
spoken to crowds with their meaning hidden, and only explained to a small group,
Christ himself was seen differently not only with the 'eyes of their souls' but also with
their physical sight (ol7ws kal Tals dfeor mdvTws pev Tijs Puyijs, éym & nyotuar 67 Kal
700 odparos).”” 'For when he was sent into the world," Origen remarks, 'he did not

merely make himself known; he also concealed himself.""!

The overall character of Christ's revealing and hiding may be seen in Origen's
response to the question of whether it would have been appropriate for Christ simply
to come down from the cross and reveal who he was (as Celsus thinks). While Origen
thinks that Christ could have done so he did not, Origen explains, because of the in-
appropriateness of such an act 'for the whole dispensation' (mpos v oikovouiar SAnv)
of the incarnation.” Christ acts consistently at the literal level, but in a sequence of
actions and words that creates a world of signs through which the one who recognizes
may ascend.” Christ's spoken rhetoric is thus matched by a metaphysical rhetoric.
Christ accepts crucifixion, death and burial partly because this fits with the character
of his previous actions, but also because those actions contain the truth of Paul's 'be-
ing conformed into his death' and other statements about our own death and resurrec-
tion in Christ. Even the details that the evangelists record about the burial, for exam-
ple, are there so that the attentive examiner of the scriptures will find 'some point

worthy of comment,' by which Origen means worthy of an allegorical reading to

40. Cels. 2.64 (SC 132. 434-6). Similarly, at 2.65 only some were taken up to see the
transfiguration because not all could bear the sight of him thus; and through 2.65-7 Origen
argues that the resurrected Christ did not appear to all probably because he was sensistive to
their incapacity.

41. Cels. 2.67 (SC 132. 44): wéudln yap od udvov, va yvwolij, aAN’ wa kal Adfy. On this
theme see Henri Crouzel, Origéne et la 'connaissance mystique’ (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1961),

389-91. Marguerite Harl, Origéne et la_fonction révélatrice du Verbe Incarné (Paris, Editions du Seuil,
1958).

42. Cels. 2.69 (SC 132. 446).

43. In the same regard one should note Origen's insistence at Cels. 2.40 (SC 132. 378) that

Christ acts in accord with the role or persona that he assumed: ...d\\a év 7¢ mapa v
vmolleow ol avel\ngpe mpoowmov Toujoad...
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draw out the spiritual truths indicated by these details'."" The consistency found at the
literal level is matched by, and intended to reveal, the consistency and inter-relation-

ship of spiritual realities.”

But who knows how to follow this ascent from literal to spiritual played out for
us in Christ's oracular and metaphysical rhetoric? Let us return to a passage, the be-

ginning of which I quoted earlier, but now at a little more length:

Jesus spoke [the parables] to the people outside, and kept their explanation for
those who had advanced beyond exoteric understanding and who came to
him privately 'in the house." Celsus would be amazed if he understood what
meaning there is in the fact that some are said to be outside, and others 'in the
house.' Again, who would not be astounded if he could see the changes of Je-
sus when he ascends the mountain to preach certain doctrines or to do certain
things or for his transfiguration, while down below he heals the weak who are
not able to ascend to where his disciples follow him? But now it is not the time
to discuss here the truths of the Gospels which really are solemn and divine,

or the mind of Christ, that is of wisdom and of the Logos in Paul.*

Celsus, being 'outside,' does not understand the depths of Christ's spoken and meta-
physical rhetoric. There is, in this passage, a vital sleight of hand. On the one hand,
Origen 1s keen to hold out to his non-Christian readers enough so that they see that
there is a higher learning here, enough to tempt them. But, on the other hand, even
though he will not reveal the full character of Christian higher learning to the audi-

ence of the Contra Celsum, he needs to let us know that those 'within the house', those

44. Cels. 2.69 (SC 132. 450).

45. This language is intended to reflect Origen's emphasis on the principle that the letter and
narrative of Scripture may make known 'mystical economies' (otkovopiat... pvoTkal) (princ.
4.2.2) and that the principle purpose in the Word's construction of scripture was to announce
'the sequence of spiritual things' (Tov év Tols mvevpatikols eippov) (princ. 4.2.9). However we
interpret this language Origen's concern is not simply with a correspondence between isolated
terms or incidents and isolated 'spiritual' truths.

46. Cels. 3.21 (SC 136. 48-50).
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who do know, are those who are able to understand Christ's complex economy of ap-
pearance. Thus, Origen is telling us, while this looks like pagan higher learning, the
more one grasps its content, the more one sees its quite distinctive constitution. Only
one who comes to faith in Christ, and thus to acceptance of the Christian valorization
of Christ's death can fully appreciate why Christianity should be accorded the status
of true philosophy! The theme is here heard only sotto voce, but already it may be clear
that making such a claim involves Origen in treating those with faith in Christ and yet
little education rather differently from the manner in which Celsus envisions the

unlearned.

In similar fashion, at Contra Celsum 3.28, Origen defends the character of the
incarnation against Celsus's charge that Christ should have revealed his divine status

more directly:

Both Jesus himself and his disciples did not want people who came to them to
believe only in his divine nature and miracles, as though he did not share in
human nature and had not assumed the human flesh which lusts against the
Spirit; but as a result of their faith they also saw the power that descended
into human nature and human limitations... For Christians see that with Jesus
human and divine nature began to be woven together (cp@ow 67v am’ éxelvov
fpéato Oela kal avlpwmivy ovvugaivestaw Ppiocs), so that by fellowship with div-
inity human nature might become divine, not only in Jesus, but also in all

those who believe..."

Christ does not simply lead Christians in an ascent away from the flesh (even though
such a movement in the intellect is necessary to see the relationship between flesh and spirit),
but leads Christians as they come to understand the constitution of his person toward a realiza-
tion of the true end of flesh. In other words, at the heart of that to which one must at-
tend is the bridging of dualities embodied and effected by the incarnate Logos. Atten-

tion to the Logos's bridging of dualities then orients our understanding of the

47. Cels. 3.28 (SC 136. 68).
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movement from sensible to intellectual. In so doing we are, as Origen describes in

Book 6, 'following the rays of the Logos'.*

I will return to the mention of 'community' shortly. First, I suggest that, just as
Origen has subtly recast the nature of 'higher learning' through his Christological
framing, he similarly attempts to recast the very phenomenology of scholarly atten-
tion. At a number of points Origen insinuates into his discussion of the Christian
scriptures a sense of how one should feel as a result of exercising scholarly virtues.
Thus, to take one small example, at Contra Celsum 4.41, Origen responds to Celsus's
dismissal of the flood story as a 'debased' version of the Deucalion narrative. The true
scholar, we are told, should see in this dismissal Celsus's 'unphilosophical hatred' of
Jewish scripture. Instead we should pay attention to scholarly opinion on the ark to
understand more fully its size and scope. We should 'admire' the planning and con-
struction, be 'amazed' at God's providential activity. Without such appropriate modes
of attention we will miss the meaning and give only a show of correct reading. The al-
legorical complexity of the text can only be seen when one's reading unites particular
scholarly techniques with appropriate attention and wonder at Christ's revelatory

49
economy.

With Origen's attempt to show us where admiration and wonder will be
evoked in the truly attentive scholar of the Scriptures we should link his claim that
only Christians are capable of fully rational prayer and worship. Here we find Origen
sets out a general account of Christians as (at their best) possessing an account of
humble attention to Christ that provides an overarching frame for all other virtue. To-
ward the end of Book Eight - a book in which the question of correct worship takes
centre-stage - Origen responds to Celsus's claim that Christians' refusal to set up or

worship at altars reveals them to be a secret society. Celsus has failed to notice that

48. Cels. 6.66 (SC 147. 344): ...mavra Tov Tals Tob Adyov avyals akolovtjoavra...
49. Cels. 4.44. Origen's attempt to offer a phenomenology of Christian scholarly attention to
the Scriptures finds a parallel in the way that he offers Christ's prayer as a model for our own.

See Lorenzo Perrone, 'Prayer in Origen's Contra Celsum: The knowledge of God and the Truth
of Christianity,' VigChr 55 (2001): 1-19, esp. n. 23.
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Christians do have altars, their minds, from which a fragrance, their prayers, rises to-
ward the divine.” There are even images on these altars: the virtues, prudence, right-
eousness etc, through which we may honor the image of the invisible God. While
many images of the divine are constructed by painters and sculptors who produce ma-
terial representations, Christians construct their images 'by looking to God with a pure

151

heart.” This looking to God is only possible, for Origen, because: 'through the teach-
ing of Jesus (rv Inoob didaokaAiav) we have found the way to worship God.' In those
with intellectual gifts rational judgements about what does and does not assist true
worship become possible. In those without those gifts Christ's teaching nevertheless
makes possible the development of virtue. And thus, Origen argues, because no ratio-
nal explanation is possible for partaking of public feasts then it is rational to avoid
them.” Because, on the basis of Christ's teaching, the Christian community exhibits

virtue, and at its best rational piety, it is able to make judgments about how the com-

munity should attend to God.

This passage follows on from the discussion at Contra Celsum 7.41 where Origen
discusses whom we should follow. Celsus reccomends to us 'the inspired poets... and
wise men and philosophers'. Origen offers Moses, the prophets and Christ. Christ has
provided the educated with a feoloyia that enables the raising of the soul through the
Logos toward the Father of the Logos (Beohoyia means something like an account of
the divine that enables worship) and a doctrine (8dyua) according to their capacities for
the less able Christian (a doctrine which, nevertheless, may result in the virtues de-

scribed, for example, in the passage from Book Eight discussed above).”” Thus Origen

50. Cels. 8.17.
51. Cels. 8.18.
52. Cels. 8.20.

53. Cels. 7.41 (SC 150. 110). On the term feoloyia see Christoph Markschies, Kaiserzeitliche
christliche Theologie und ihre Institutionen: Prolegomena zu einer Geschichte der antiken christlichen Theologie
(Ttbingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007), 5-14. For further examples of Origen's usage see 6.4 & 6.18;
for comparison see Celsus's similar usage at 7.42, 6.22. One of the clearest accounts of the
difference between faith and rational piety or understanding is at Cels. 4.9 (SC 136. 206).
Origen writes, 'anyone who philosophises [as a Christian| will need to argue the truth of
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is able to give an account of Christ's teaching - as feoloyla or merely déyua - as that
which forms the mind that it may, according to its capacity, look toward God. As the
mind is thus formed, the virtues in the soul that the careful scholar exhibits are also

formed.

Here humility has taken centre stage. At Contra Celsum 6.15 Origen responds to
the charge that Christian interest in humility is merely a distortion of Plato's insistence
that happiness involves humility before justice (at Laws 715e). Celsus in particular con-
demns the Christian practice of accepting public signs of penance, the wearing of
sackcloth and ashes. In defense Origen claims that the Psalmist advocates humility
long before Plato: '...neither would I have gone into great matters nor into things too
wonderful for me, if I had not been humble' (Ps. 130.1-2 LXX). For Origen the key
principle set out here is that it is because of his humility that the humble one may walk
in 'great and wonderful things' which are the 'truly great doctrine and wonderful in-
sights' (Tots aAnlds «peydlows» ddyuaot kal Tots «lHavuaoiows» vorjuaoct). Moreover, the
truly humble one - in a manner that surpasses the one Plato describes - is humble vol-
untanly (éxoiv), and 1s so when uplifted by such doctrines (not before being uplifted, or
because the doctrines are simply unattainable). Humility is, most importantly, not a re-
sponse of failure, but a necessary accompaniment to the knowledge that 1s given us.
Moreover, this humility is not to a human being, but humility before Jesus, the one
who 'humbled himself unto death' and who teaches us the dogma of humility (3dyua

70 mepl Tamewodpoavvys) himself.”*

Returning for a moment to Book Seven, one more step here is necessary. The

"images' within the Christian soul are differentiated from pagan images not only by be-

[Christ's] doctrines with proofs of all kinds, taken from the divine scriptures and from rational
arguments (ravTodam@v amodelfewv, TMV Te Ao TV Oelwv ypouudTwy kKal TOV Ao TS
€v Tols Aoyots akolovlias). The simple minded masses, however, who cannot comprehend
the complex theology of the wisdom of God (un dvvauevov Taparxolovleiv Tois
ToKIAWTATOLS TT)S cogias Tod Oeod Jewpriuaow), must trust themselves to God and to the
Saviour of our race with the ipse dixit of Jesus rather than with anything beyond this (...7ov7ov
waA\ov dpkeabivar ¢ "AvTos épa” ) dAov ovTwoocoiv)'.

54. Cels. 6.15 (SC 147. 214-6).
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ing invisible rather than visible, but also by being alive because the spirit of God 'sits'

on them and is in them.” At 7.42 Origen writes:

But we affirm that human nature is not sufficient in any way to seek for God
and to find him in his pure nature, unless it is helped by the God who is the
object of the search. And he is found by those who, after doing what they can,
admit that they need him, and shows himself to those to whom he judges it

right to appear...”’

The seeking for God that Origen encourages depends upon the Christian's ability to
admit the need for help, and it is striking that over against Celsus's rather restrictive
account of prayer Origen feels the need to note in Book Seven the importance of all

Christians praying 'Create in me a clean heart, O God..."”’

This discussion in Book Seven 1s part of Celsus's assertion that one knows God
by synthesis, distinction, and analogy informed by 'a certain indescribable power™ - a
power that appears to be operative only in the intellectually capable. To this Origen

opposes a far more inclusive vision:

when the Logos of God says that 'no one has known the Father except the
Son, and the one to whom the Son may reveal him,' he indicates that God 1s
known by a certain divine grace, which does not come about in the soul with-
out God's action, but with a sort of inspiration.. Moreover, it is probable that
the knowledge of God is beyond the capacity of human nature
(kata T avlpwmimy dvow elvar v yvdow 1o Beod)... but that by God's kind-
ness and love to man, and by a miraculous divine grace

(mrapaddéw kai Beotépa xdpire), the knowledge of God extends to those who by

55. Cels. 8.18.
56. Cels. 7.42 (SC 150. 114).

57. Cels. 7.45.

58. For synthesis, distinction and analogy see Cels. 7.42, for the mention of 'power' see 7.45

(SC 150. 122).
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God's foreknowledge have been previously determined, because they would

live lives worthy of Him after he was made known to them.”

Origen here is not talking only about the higher knowledge, feoAoyia. He follows this
passage immediately with reference to the martyrs as those who, despite the ridicule
that Celsus pours on them, possess the knowledge that comes through divine action.
Here, then, gnosis 1s that which all faithful Christians possess, whatever their intellectu-

al powers.”

There is then, a tension shot through Origen's defense of the Christian Scrip-
tures. Origen offers a defense whose elements would have been familiar to any inhab-
iting the Greek and Roman scholarly world. And yet, this defense also has a distinctly
Christian twist, presenting the Christian scholar as one fascinated with the modes of
Christ's appearing, aware that the divine economy demands a rethinking of what it
means to attend, and to attend as part of a group that includes the uneducated as well
as the educated. This Christian twist certainly answers some of Celsus's charges, but
the subtlety and complexity with which Origen develops it perhaps reflects him de-
scribing his own self-understanding - showing Celsus and his Christian readers how
one may both be a scholar and identified oneself with the full shape of the Christian

14 61
community.’

v

59. Cels. 7.44 (SC 150. 116-120). On this text see Perrone, Prayer,' 13-19.

60. Similarly, the unity that even Celsus confesses the Christians to possess comes from grace:
Cels. 3.14.

61. And we may fairly read this theme as also a defense of his own position against those in
the Christian community who seem him to be moving too far beyond the faith of the
sumpliciores.
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Origen's discussions of his role within this community exhibit the very same
tensions I have explored throughout this paper. The Christian scholar is conceived as

an apologist and educator of those in the body of Christ:

For now we need words to root out ideas contrary to the truth from every
soul which has been distressed by Celsus' treatise or by opinions like his.
And we also need ideas to destroy buildings of all false opinions and the
arguments in Celsus which are like the building of those who said 'come
let us build ourselves a city and a tower, of which the top shall reach to
heaven.' (Gen 11.4)... we must therefore pray to the Lord who bestowed
the gifts described in Jeremiah, that he may give words also to us which
build up the doctrines of Christ and plant the spiritual law and the

prophetic words corresponding to it.”

The first task here is one of refuting ideas that may undermine Christian belief,and
the second two tasks seem to involve supporting basic Christian doctrine and deep-

ening awareness of the 'spiritual law' to which that doctrine points.

In Book 3, Origen turns to Celsus's claim that Christians are 'divided and rent
asunder.' In reply Origen begins by asserting that 'any teaching which has had a
serious origin, and is beneficial to life (omovdaia €éoriv 7 dpxn) kat 7@ Blw xprjowwos) has
caused different sects.' The seriousness of medicine and philosophy is not in doubt,
but in both cases, differences of opinion about reality lead to division. Judaism itself
was divided in its interpretation of the Torah, and in similar fashion Christianity also
divided because 'several learned men made a serious attempt to understand the
doctrines of Christianity' (dwa 70 omovdalew ovviévar Ta xpLoTiaviopod Kal TAV

Pth\oAdywv mhelovas), that is they differed over scriptural interpretation. * In the case of

62. Cels. 4.1 (SC 136. 186-188).

63. Cels. 3.12 (SC 136. 34-6). At Cels. 3.58 Origen presents Christians as discoursing about 'the
greatest and most advanced truths', a discourse for which traditional training in philosophical
study 1s an acceptable preliminary. This account of Christian philosophy's culmination of
Hellenic traditions also, of course, locates its practitioners as philosophers. A portrait of
Origen as Christian exegetical expert is offered by dial.
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medicine, the truly 'excellent' is the one who trains in and examines judiciously many
different sects. But, at the same time, it is important not to confuse sects with Christian
proper, and it is Celsus's intellectual inattentiveness that leads him to equate what are,
Origen argues, probably Ophites and Cainites with other types of Christians.”* Thus
there are both disputes within what Origen considers the body of believers, and
disputes with other groups who share only a few of the markers Origen considers
necessary for Christian identity.

And yet, Origen takes care to describe his work as a Christian scholar always
within a unified community where strength of faith bears no direct correlation with
strength of intellect. Moreover, he does so in ways that present what seem to a Celsus
the most irrational aspects of Christianity as revealing true virtue. Origen comments a
number of times on Christianity's success in teaching virtue. For example, Chrysippus
rightly recommends control of the passions (though, illogically, refusing to be clear
which doctrines are true and will aid such control); yet the church has taught many
more to control those very same passions.” However, Origen also pushes the envelope
of this argument, by not only claiming that even those of few intellectual gifts have
learnt, but that the specific exempla and virtues Christians hold dear should be under-
stood as reconfiguring the canons of virtue. Thus, at Contra Celsum 2.40, the claim that
Christ's death was unworthy demonstrates for Origen that Celsus has simply failed to
discern the nature of piety. Celsus has failed to see the virtue in those who are drawn
by the paradeigma of Christ's death and give themselves up even to death 'because of
their clear vision of the one supreme God." Here Origen casts as virtuous that which

Celsus has marked out as irrational 'extremism'.

Book Seven contains one of the most extended and interesting considerations
of this theme. Celsus criticizes Christians as 'bound to the flesh', and then offers a

short account of the difference between being and becoming (ovoia kat yéveois) which

64. Cels. 3.12-13.
65. Cels. 1.64. Cf. Cels. 3.51.
66. Cels. 2.40.
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he claims is for those of intelligence (avfpdimois votv éyovow) - as opposed to those who
lack education.”” Origen argues that Celsus abuses those who seek to live piously un-
der the God of all things, and that God approves the 'faith' of common folk and the
'rational piety' of the educated (amodexduevor Buwrdv T els avTov moTw Kal
ovveTwTépw TNV peTa Adyou eis avTov evoéBewar). But this is to abuse the 'reasonableness
and tranquility of spirit' that has been 'implanted in the rational nature' (70 émewés kal
70 evoTalés, eveomapuéva duokds Vo Tob dnuovpyod T3 Aoy ¢voer). That which Ori-
gen seeks to characterise as a distinctive Christian virtue is now simply an innate
marker of rational life (one should also note that this virtue is close cousin to the de-

tachment and equanimity he has already presented as a quintessential scholarly virtue).
Christians, educated and not, are also characterised thus:

It is those who, among other things, have learnt from the divine scriptures (a
command which they also put into practice) that they should bless when they
are reviled and endure when they are persecuted and entreat when defamed,
who have ordered correctly the steps of their lives and who purify and restore
their soul entirely. It is not merely a matter of theory when they distinguish
between being and becoming (ovy va Aéfeot povais ovoiay amo yevéoews
xwpllwor), and between what is intelligible and what is visible, and when they
associate truth with being and by all possible means avoid the error that is
bound up with becoming, They look, as they have learnt, not at the things
which are becoming, which are seen and on that account temporal, but at the
higher things... It is in this way... that the disciples of Jesus look at the things
that are becoming, so that they use them as steps to the contemplation of the

nature of intelligible things. (07w 8¢ kat Tois yevéoews evopdow ot Tob Inood
pabinral, dote otovel émBdbpa xpijobar avTols Tpos TV kaTavonow THS TOV

vonTaw dioews).”

67. Cels. 7.45 (SC 150. 120-2).
68. Cels. 7.46 (SC 150. 124).
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This passage seems to speak first of Christians in general, and then turns to those
Christians who are able to distinguish 'being and becoming'. A few sentences later
Origen admits that some of the latter fail morally - but if they do so they have no ex-
cuse before God. Thus while Origen certainly sees the 'rational piety' of the intellectu-
ally trained Christian as a higher state than the 'faith' of the simpliciores, it is the living
out of the key virtues 'tranquility of spirit' even in the face of martyrdom, and purity
of heart, that are most to be admired. And so, Origen celebrates those uneducated
Christians held to be 'fools and slaves', many of whom yet remain entirely pure
(mavrerds kabapevew).” Through this section of Book Seven Origen argues that Chris-
tianity and the prophets of Israel have long taught the best of the principles that Cel-
sus espouses and ridicules the Christians for not grasping; yet he also identifies as the
true object of emulation not the philosopher - Christian or non-Christian - but those
with tranquility of mind and purity, whatever their level of education. In emphasizing
the unlearned and the martyrs as exemplars he consciously draws in those whom Cel-
sus can see only as a manifestation of the irrational. In this aspect of Origen's apology,
behind the calm face of Origen the philologist and philosopher, we see again his
fierce determination to celebrate the distinctive social contours of the Christian com-
munity. Despite the clear differentiation he allows between the learned and the un-
learned Origen is determined to undercut the judgements one might make about the
latter because the virtues (even unto martyrdom) that they may exhibit are the
standard for all Christians. There are some occasional celebrations of humility, and of
the virtues exhibited by the uneducated in prior Classical tradition, but nothing to
parallel this celebration of a unified community cutting across the distinction between
educated and uneducated and in which the educated learn the true interrelationship,
between and character of appropriate virtues by recognizing the virtues that may be
exhibited by those without learning and whose faithfulness may result in a martyrdom

that seems only to take them out of the realm of rationality.”

69. Cels. 7.48 (SC 150. 128). See also 7.49.

70. 1 am grateful to Mark Edwards and Teresa Morgan for their responses to my questions

-97-



Against Celsus Origen does not simply claim that Christians may demonstrate
serious rational inquiry in modes that non-Christians should honour, but that
Christians demonstrate a form of rational inquiry that encompasses, re-orders and
perfects non-Christian scholarly traditions, and that it does all this through celebrating
those whom to Celsus cannot but appear the epitome of irrational passion. In
developing his polemic Origen seems to go far beyond what might be necessary as
mere refutation; he seems to be as much articulating in internal theological terms how
he understands his own role as a Christian scholar within the Christian community as
whole. The various aspects of the intellectual life that Origen draws together here
were themselves also drawn together in Origen's own life. Whether or not Origen's
account would have allayed the fears of those Christians worried about his speculative
work we cannot know; but we can be clear that Origen sets out a strongly
Christological vision of a unified Christian community as the context for his own
work. There 1s no certainty to be had here, of course, but the suggestion that he has
found himself offering a self-justification (for both Christian and non-Christian
audiences) every bit as much as he is attempting to refute Celsus has considerable
plausibility.

If this is an acceptable reading of the Contra Celsum, it points us also toward one
of the great ironies in the work. While Origen opposes Celsus by showing us his own
particular vision of the Christian scholar, in some important ways the constituent
features of that vision had not yet coalesced when Celsus wrote. If we try to imagine
the difference between the Christian community of the mid-third century and that of
the 170s (supposing that we think Celsus to have been writing then), we should not
simply imagine an even smaller community of Christian scholars, a smaller

community of less well-able or less well-financed Origens. Rather, we need to

about this point.
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recognize that some of the fundamental assumptions that Origen makes about the
shape of the Christian intellectual life resulted from shifts that occurred only in the
180s and 190s, in the generation of Irenacus and Clement of Alexandria.”' The social
makeup of the Christian community - as one that drew together people from a
remarkable social range - was most likely similar in both periods.”” T would also
suggest that the set of Christian texts that were most central in worship and
theological discussion was pretty much continuous between the 170s and 240s. But
there was, I suggest, one very significant difference. Origen's assumptions about the
central place of close grammatical study in the analysis of a unified Christian
scriptural text resulted from conflicts underway at the time in which Celsus 1s likely to
have been writing. While I certainly think there is continuity between Origen's vision
of the Christian philosopher and scholar,” and that one might see in Justin,
Valentinus, or Tatian, there is still a considerable gap. Both Celsus and Origen would
have been surprised had they been able to visit the Christian community in the other's

day.

71. Lewis Ayres, "Irenacus vs the Valentinians: Toward a Rethinking of Patristic Exegetical
Origins,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 23 (2015): 153-187. It is also worth noting that, at
Cels. 6.14, Origen himself comments on how few of his peers possess his own level of
scholarly learning.

72. One might point, e.g, to Tatian, orat. 32, or to Justin's description of the range of people
persecuted as Christians, 24pol. 12.4 (a passage that, in its mention of 'our people's slaves'
fights against any romantic assumptions that the striking social makeup of the Christian
community automatically involved the rejection of the Roman social institutions that we find
particularly reprehensible).

73. As T have tried to argue in Lewis Ayres, “Continuity and Change in Second Century
Christianity: A Narrative Against the Trend,” James Carleton Paget & Judith Lieu (eds.),
Christianaty in the Second Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 106-121.
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