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In this companion volume to his From Achilles to Christ: Why Christians Should Read the Pagan Classics, Louis Markos contributes to the ongoing project of restoring to evangelical Protestants an appreciation of the church fathers as well as the classical tradition of education. Plato here is at the core of a distinctly humanist Christianity, whose first great representative is Origen and whose most prominent recent representative is C.S. Lewis.  

The book is divided into two parts, the first presenting “Plato's Pre-Christian Vision” through a discussion of selected writings of Plato, with special attentions to his myths about the origin and destiny of the soul, and the second presenting “Plato's Christian Legacy” through a series of sketches of humanist Christian writers.  The series begins with a chapter on Origen and concludes with a chapter on Lewis.  Augustine shows up in the middle sharing a chapter with Boethius and Dante as representatives of the West, parallel to a chapter on the three Gregory's (Naziansen, Nyssa, and Palamas) in the East, and followed by a chapter on the Platonism of the Renaissance and Romanticism, with vignettes of Erasmus, Descartes, and Coleridge. (Descartes, as a rationalist who believes in the crucial distinction between sensible outward perception and inward intelligible truth, stands as a foil to Locke's much more modern, anti-Platonist empiricism). 

Markos puts himself explicitly in the Eusebian tradition that sees in classical philosophy a preparatio evangelica.  He finds a great deal of truth in Plato's vision, which however must be assessed by the measure of “Christ, the Bible and the creeds of the church” (119).  Yet the movement in Markos' book is not so much from Plato to Christ and the Bible, as from Plato to Christian writers who bring Platonist convictions to their reading of the Bible and Christian spirituality.  By design, Christ himself does not quite fit in, for one of the many Christian truths that Plato could not possibly have known is that the supreme Good, which is also the True and the Beautiful, would come to dwell among us in the flesh of one particular crucified man. The interesting question is whether he would have liked it if he knew.  

The way Markos combines Christianity and Platonism follows a common Augustinian pattern with an evangelical Protestant twist.  Humanist Christians draw together the confession that Jesus Christ is Lord with the Delphic imperative, “Know Thyself.”  Self-knowledge comes by way of a philosophical education in which the soul journeys on an ascending path out of Plato's cave, away from the illusion that the body and its desires define what is real, rising beyond the World of Becoming (Lewis's “Shadowlands”) to a vision of the World of Being (“the Real Narnia” in Lewis' fiction), which is ruled by a supreme Good.  Plato thus defines the telos of human life and Christian spirituality as Beatific Vision, though he does not think of the Good we desire to see as a person.         

The great challenge is to discern how Platonist spirituality ought to be incorporated into Christian life.  Markos recognizes a profound gap between the ascending path of philosophical education and the salvation of sinners by grace through faith.  He proposes to bridge the gap by distinguishing, in evangelical Protestant fashion, between salvation and sanctification. The ascending path to Beatific Vision can be taken as the journey of progressive sanctification, so long as certain extreme variants of Platonist soul-body dualism, such as gnosticism, are properly rejected.  It is a journey to be taken by Christians who already have salvation by grace through faith in Christ.  As an Augustinian might point out, this Protestant view of the Christian journey contrasts with earlier catholic teaching that we are not yet saved in reality (in re) but only in hope (in spe), and that the journey of Christian life is precisely that marked out by the humanity of Christ.   

Indeed, students of Augustine will find many questions to raise about Markos' Christian Platonism that do not arise in his vignette of Augustine or elsewhere in this short book.  It may be that evangelical Protestants have embarked on an adventure in which they are facing many old questions of the Christian tradition as if for the first time.  Consider for example Markos' reading of Origen.  He zeros in on the common patristic teaching that Christ is the Wisdom of God by which all things are created and governed, which as Origen points out means that the cosmos is subjected to order not by divine force but by divine reason.  When Markos contrasts this with “Christian theologians [who] have treated sovereignty as the central attribute of God's nature” (142), one suspects that the ghost of Calvin or certain strands of Calvinism are hiding in the shadows.  

Markos presents Origen as a champion of free choice, one who argues (for example) that Pharaoh's heart was hardened not by the sovereign decree or election of God but by the stubbornness of his own will.  Markos clearly loves Origen's analogy explaining how one and the same benevolent operation can produce different results in different materials, as sunlight both softens melting wax and hardens drying mud.  This is the kind of analogy that Augustine used in his early writings, when he tried to explain the difference between the saved and the damned (represented by Jacob and Esau) in terms of their different responses to one and the same divine grace.  But by the time of his mature writings against the Pelagians, Augustine came to teach quite clearly that it was grace itself that made the difference between a Jacob and an Esau, as God by his gracious election chose to give the gift of faith to one and not the other.  This is the Augustinianism inherited by Calvin as well as Luther and other Reformers, and for that matter by the Dominican tradition going back to Thomas Aquinas.  

Evangelical Protestants embracing a renewed Christian humanism may find they have to wrestle with teachers weightier than John Calvin.  They may find their confident assumption that it is the very nature of God to be a person, someone who engages the world with passion, challenged at its depths by classical theism in the tradition of Augustine, Aquinas, and even the Protestant scholastics, with their common insistence on the immutability and impassibility of God.  Even today, evangelical Protestants have not yet reckoned with the extent to which their notion of going to heaven when they die is derived from Plato rather than the Bible. But when they do realize and are drawn into the philosophical inquiries that result, Markos' book may serve to remind them of the good company they keep as they embark on this adventure. 
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