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“To forgive, and not to harm those who cause them
harm, would be an injustice scarcely conceivable—let
alone a virtue to be cultivated.”

@
Kai &peg Muiv 1o dpoptiog qudvy, kal yip avtol dplopey I
noavti Ogeihovrt Mpive kol pR eloevéykme Mudg eig
TEPUSHOV. | ‘

—Lk 11:4

“And forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who
trespass against us. And lead us not into temptation.” The ||
words are so well known that they can trip off the tongue
without much reflection—about their theological weight or
long linguistic history. And yet, this exhortation in the Lord's
Prayer touches on the deepest aspects of Christian faitht

human sins and sinfulness, divine forgiveness, the call for
mankind to imitate God’s mercy and agapeic generosity, and
in such Christlike love to gain redemption from evil. Humai
imperfection, God’s loving forgiveness, salvation—the issues
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couched on here with such seeming simplicity go to the very
core of belief.

The exhortation is also in Greek, of course, and the
whole complex of themes is articulated in words that hail origi-
jally from a land and culture quite alien to Jesus’ Judaea. This ar-
iicle will focus mainly on one operative word, hamartia—Luke’s
Original for “trespasses” or “sins”!
er and early Greece down to the tragedians and philosophers of
Classical Athens. In their changing usage from Homer to the
gospels, these hamartia cognates are from the beginning bound up
with the Greeks’ tangled and shifting ideas about the relation be-
tween the human and the divine. Hence the single term hamartia
offers a window on their diverse ideas regarding human crimes,
guilt, and fallenness, divine justice and gifts, and even possible
thessis. Throughout this essay I will try to balance a fidelity to
historical specificity with an openness to the possible resonances
with the gospels. Threading a way between sameness and differ-
ence, continuity and rupture, my recurrent theme will be that
pre-Christian Greek conceptions of sin are less developed than
the Christian. For throughout the longue durée of Greek religious
development, from early Archaic to late Classical Greece, reli-
gious and ethical life are only sporadically reconciled: there is no
Greek Decalogue, the gods do not legislate proper human behav-
ior in unambiguous ways, and even when their justice does ex-
tend to setting ethical imperatives for human beings, it remains
an ambiguous justice, as the gods in their sublime superiority re-
main profoundly alien to mankind. Plato’s theological revolution
also entails an ethico-religious reorientation: reacting against the
ethos of Homer and “tragic” Greece, and drawing out the ten-
dencies of Hesiod even more strongly, Plato may come closest to
the notion of a deity who secks to elevate fallen mankind. Yet,
true to his own Greek past, not even Plato really countenances
the exhortation to forgive.

—and its cognates, from Hom-

I. The words that St. Matthew uses for frespasses and trespassers are

Ooethipara and dpethétag, literally “debts™ and “debtors,” respectively—hence

St. Jerome’s fairly literal Latin equivalents, debita and debitores (et dimitte nobis
debita nostra, sicut et nos dimittimus debitoribus nostris), and indeed the literal ren-
dt'-rlng of some Protestant versions (“and forgive us our debts, as we forgive
our d::l)tnrs"}, St. Luke’s use of both apepria and forms of dgpeilo may reflect
the greater literary artifice of his Greek.
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1. HAMARTIA AND COGNATES: AN OVERVIEW

Let us begin by exploring in more detail the typical f\]"("hﬂic
and Classical meanings and associations of the noun hamartiq, Its

verbal cognate, hamartanein, means, most literally, “to miss the

F()y
or not; N;msicﬂa
throws the ball and “misses” her playmate; Herodotus’s Adrastyg

mark,” as for instance when shooting: warriors in Homer’s T

often throw spears that “miss” their targe
“misses” a boar with his javelin; a character in Arisr()ph‘-mcs.s
Wealth wonders whether she has arrived at the house of ]'Iutus,
or, she asks, “have we missed the way entirely?”? Again, in 4
trial for murder, the legal speechwriter Antiphon argues tha hig
young client did not “miss the target” in the gymnasium a¢ alls
what happened, rather, was that the victim ran into the .if'"t‘-]in,
and so was killed “through his own hamartia.” For his part, the
young defendant “would not have erred if nobody had run under
the projectile.”?

Antiphon’s clever use of both verb and noun forms of
hamartia more succinctly illustrates some of the meanings of it
cognates, and displays how the literal meaning can blend intg 4
more metaphorical sense: “to fail of one’s purpose, to go wrong”
or “to make a mistake.” The metaphor of “missing” a “target”
(skopos), whether an answer, idea, or final telos, enters into many
epistemological and ethical discussions of Plato and Aristotle:
like a bad “archer,” false opinion or judgment “misses” and does
not “hit” the right combination of concepts; knowledge can be
defined as true opinion “without error”; deliberative “errors’
occur (for Aristotle) regarding either universals or particulars;
legislation often “misses” and does not “hit” the good or ex-
pedient goal; any discourse should begin with a definition of
terms, for otherwise one “must go completely astray.””* Thus, the

2. See Homer’s Iliad 10.372 (hereafter cited as I1.); on Adrastus, sec Herodo=
tus, Histories 1.43; on Nausicaa, sec Homer’s Odyssey 6.116 (apoutdrov pEY
dpapre) (hereafter cited as Od.), and on Aristophanes’s lady, see Aristophanes,
Plutarch 962 (ij t7ig 6500 t ruparay fpaprijkapey).

3. Antiphon, Tetralogies 2, 4.5 (emphasis added) (to® oxomod épaptov . .- Il
iy abTod dpaptiav Sédpukev . . . & piv yip dpeic ondiv dv fuapte).

4. Regarding judgment, see Plato’s Theaetetus 189b12—¢7 (apapravav @
goromet Sikaing v kahoito wevdii Sokalwv), 19¢36—194a5 (olov ToEoTv A
igvra mapudddur Tol oronod xol dpapreiv. & 61 kai yeDdog Gipa dvopactal); &
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HAMARTIA, EVIL, AND DEITY

physical meaning of the term that predominates in Homer often
remains metaphorically operative in more philosophical abstract
usage. With Plato and Aristotle, perhaps the most succinct and
revealing lexical fact is that hamartia is most commonly paired
with orthotés as its twin and opposite: “error” and “rightness.”
[n turn, this cognitive connotation garners in Plato’s work an
often more noticeably religious aura: in many passages, hamartia
and cognates could be translated as “sin,” construed as crime
against the divine. One almost offthand example in the Phaedrus
illustrates this blending of cognitive (even technical), ethical, and
religious registers: Lysias’s speech not only makes a “mistake” in
rhetorical form (it begins without an essential definition), but
also “sins” against divine eros; in imitating its content and ignor-
ing the divine blessings of eros, Socrates’s first speech turns out to
be a hamartéma for which he must seek purification.®

In all, Socrates’s playful banter here draws on the three
main meanings of hamartia cognates—umiss the mark, go wrong or
make a miistake, and sin.” Many other usages are more univocal,
but the fact that Socrates can evoke and blend the various mean-

199b1-b5 (grabbing the wrong “bird” in the “aviary” of the mind) (hereafter
cited as Tht.). Regarding knowledge, sece Tht. 200e4-6 (dvapdpintdv yé mov
gotwv 1O S0EGLely dAndij). Regarding deliberation, see Aristotle, Nichomachean
Ethics 1142a20-22 (hereafter cited as Eth. Nic.). Regarding legislation, see
Tht. 177¢4—178a4; cf. Eth. Nic. 1094a23-24 (xadmep T0E6TAL GKOMOV EYOVTEG
piikhov dv Toyyxévoipey Tod déovrog). Regarding discourse, logos, see Plato’s Pha-
edris 237b7—c3 (i mavtOg Gpaptdvely dviykn).

5. Among many other examples, see Plato’s Euthydentus 287e¢1-288al,
Charmides 173e7; Cratylus 387268, 387bl1-c4; Protagoras 340d7-8; Gorgias
488a2-b1 (hercafter cited as Grg.); Republic 339¢1-5 (hereafter cited as Resp.);
Tht. 146c4-5; Philebus 37¢1-8; Leges 627d3, 668¢5—8; and Aristotle’s Topica
111a15-18, Eth. Nic. 1142b7-12.

6. Phaedrus 242c1—-d2 (of this and other apoptiparta gig 10 Oiov against which
Socrates’s divine “voice” warns), 242d11-a5 (the two speeches juoptavéyv);
cf. 235e3, 262¢5 (Lysias’s technical “mistake”).

7. 1 basically follow the meanings given in Liddell & Scott’s Greek-English
Lexicon (9th ed. [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996]), but I would separate the
third meaning (“sin”) from the more cognitive second meaning (“go wrong,”
“do wrong,” “make a mistake”), given their significantly different connota-
tions. Similarly, Jan M. Bremmer’s threefold division into usages meaning
“miss,” “err,” and “offend” does not capture the full semantic range, or the
sense of “sin” as offence against the divine (Hamartia: Tragic Error in the Poetics of
Aristotle and in Greek Tragedy [Amsterdam: Hakkert, 1969]).
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ings suggests that they were not necessarily felt to be mutually o

clusive by Plato or his readers.” In his major study of the term, T
Bremmer says that “it is hard to find one’s way in the l:lbyrjnth
of the implications of the apparently simple language of Plato,
This is true, and Plato is exceptional—but not unique—j, hig
polysemy, for many moments of cultural psychology can be 1:[th
rinthine when one delves deep enough. It would be i]"pUSSib]e
here to thread one’s way through all the lanes and Passagewaye
of Greek culture across some five centuries, but in attempyj,

to unravel at least some of the tangled associations of the term
hamartia, I will be somewhat expansive in either quoting or refep.
ring to (seemingly) representative passages. The coexistence and
sometimes even blending of different senses of hamartia is eviden;
from the “beginning,” for here Homer sets the stage, as he doeg

tor Greek religious mythology generally.

2. EARLY GREECE

The dominant form of Greek ritual was always animal sacrifice.
So too, from Homeric beginnings, the gods’ prime demand is
the honor of sacrifice, and the witholding of this honor can be
said to constitute the prime “sin” of traditional Greek religion.
Thus, in the Iliad, Zeus defends Hector to Hera because he never
“missed” giving a sacrifice.

Hera, do not be utterly consumed in anger against the gods.
For the honor of Achilles and Hector will not turn out the

8. In his survey of hamartia terms from Homer to the fourth century BC,
Bremmer detects a “continuous semantic shift from the first category [hanartia
cognates meaning ‘miss’] via the second [‘err’] to the third [‘offend’], and the
centre of gravity is from the fourth century onwards already in the third cat-
egory; in the Septuagint and the New Testament hamartanein never occurs in
its literal meaning, and even diiamartanein is used to denote sin (Nunt. 15, 22).
In this continuous development Aristotle is the surprising exception” (Brem-
mer, Hamartia, 60). Succinct tables and comparative statistics reflect Brem-
mer’s confidence in separating usages into one and only one of the threc basic
meanings. In many cases this may be justified, but it does abstract from the
total linguistic reality and “feel”~—which itself draws upon broader conceptual
and cultural contexts: true not only of Platonic passages, but also Antiphon’s
Second Tetralogy, Homer’s Iliad 24.64-70, among others.

9. Bremmer, Hamartia, 51.
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same. But Hector too, of all mortals here in Troy—Hector
is the most beloved to the gods. He is to me at least, since
he never missed appropriate gifts [énel o 11 pidov fpdprove
dopov]. My altar never lacked its equal feast, its libations
and savor of burnt sacrifice. For this is the gift of honor
[vépag] that we receive as our due share.'”

The use of the term hamartano here is termed “rare” by Lid-
dell & Scott, who would translate it as “neglect”: Hector has
not “neglected” the gifts that the gods expect as their rightful
honor (geras). This is true of course, but abstracts from the mul-
tiple meanings of this hamartia cognate. “Missing” due sacrifice
would make Hector hateful to the gods and earn their righteous
anger: more succinctly, it would be a “sin.” The verb here clearly
verges on the notion of sin as action that violates divine law. Or
more precisely, what is potentially sinful here are acts of omission.
Omitting sacrifice is what displeases the gods, while Hector’s
scrupulosity has at least endeared him to Zeus. One may notice,
in addition, the rather casual nature of Zeus’s remarks: there is
no question of a determinate formulation (let alone a written
statement) of what sacrifices Zeus exactly wants—in contrast,
say, to Yahweh’s scrupulosity in Leviticus. Subsequent centuries
of Greek religious practice would enact certain expectations of
which gods preferred which sacrifices and when, but beliefs were
diffuse and never centralized into a single statement of what not
to “miss.”

There are other ways that the passage captures the dy-
namic of Homeric polytheism and its heirs. Omission of sacrifice
is a hamartia hateful to the gods, but the source of that hate lies
with the gods” own jealous natures, rather than in any faults, im-
perfections, or impurities felt by their human worshipers. Name-
ly, sacrifices such as Hector’s are not performed to expiate human
“sins” or sinfulness, a theme that does not seem to overly pre-
occupy Homer. Similarly, Hector expresses his piety in animal
sacrifices (and accompanying words, presumably), but not in the
thoughts or intentions of the pious heart—in two of Augustine’s
categories: opera and ora, but not cor, that is, in external “works”
but not internal “faith.” Such a simple, frank outlook (common
perhaps in pre-Axial Age religions) is mirrored in Homer’s gods.

10, 1. 24.64-70 (emphasis added) (translation mine).
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They want their sacrifices, and they jealously defend their rap
and privileges before perceived slights, whether from human pe_
ings or other deities. Hence the typical sociological explanatigy,
of Homer'’s deities: like Feuerbach’s god, the Olympians are the
projection and mirror image of the heroic society that produceg
them. Homer’s aristocratic world of warrior-kings, with their
retainers. smiths, bards, fighting, feasting, and glory, are all wrj;
large in the life of Olympus, where the great gods too have thejy
divine underlings, their squabbles, banquets, and bouts of boggg.
ing. The one crucial difference is that the gods (“the immm't;:ls”)
do not die, and so the wars and quarrc]s that prove so tragic oy
carth are in Olympus rather comic interludes in the endless di.
vine soap opera.

Many outsiders (and Greek philosophers such as Xeno-
phanes and Plato) have taken a skeptical attitude toward Homer’s
gods, who can seem so unserious, sO unworthy of respect, leg
alone reverence. Yet in focusing on their power—so irresistible,
unpredictable—Homer may name a central attribute of the divine
generally. In their “aristocratic” superiority, the gods may requite
human honors with favors—or they may not. Such an unequal,
unpredictable relationship is a source of anxiety for frail mortals,
Homer’s style does not stress this anxiety: his peoples do not ap-
proach their deities on their knees, or in an atmosphere of obi-
ous “fear and trembling.” Nevertheless, the typical formula for a
prayer betrays the anxiety of the fragile human being, uncertain
of the gods’ will or even of their concern. The typical Homeric
prayer therefore begins with an invocation—sometimes a litany
of names and sobriquets—to attract the deity’s attention (which s
not gu:n';nltccd). proceeds to a recitation of past honors accorded,
and ends with a request. So the action of the Iliad launches forth

from the fierce prayer of Chryses to his patron Apollo:

Hear me, Lord of the Silver Bow, who protects Chryses and
Cilla the divine, and rules over Tenedos in your power—
Sminthean Apollo! If ever I built a beautiful-roofed temple
for you, or if I ever burned the fat thighs of bulls and goats
for you, fulfill then my desire: for my suffering, let the
Greeks pay by your arrows."

11. II. 1.37—47 (translation mine).
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The atmosphere is remarkably foreign to that of the Lord’s Prayer.
Between servant priest and Lord Apollo there is no sense of the
intimate Jove between a son and kind Abba. Nor is Apollo trou-
pled by old Chryses’s fierce call for vengeance: far from rebuking
Chryses for failing to forgive the trespasses of Agamemnon (who
refused to ransom his daughter), Apollo takes on his desire for
yengeance as if it were his own, launching arrows of plague that
kill many soldiers, as well as mules and dogs. Thus is Agamem-
non punished by the deaths of innocents.'> Moreover, the prayer
is mainly transactional, even contractual. Implicit in the propi-
tiatory invocation is the reminder to Apollo that Chryses has
pot “missed” any past sacrifices himself. Not having “sinned”
or acted unpleasingly to Apollo, Chryses foists a certain hopeful
expectation on Apollo that he should reciprocate.

This is of course not stated. Nevertheless, the anxiously
optimistic hope that the gods will reciprocate favors can come
to more conscious formulation. Take the statement of Phoe-
nix (Achilles’s foster-father) that the gods can be “won over” or
“turned,” even when one has “transgressed and sinned”:

Achilles, tame your unruly spirit! You must not keep your
heart so pitiless [vnieec fitop]. The gods too can themselves
be turned [otpentol]. Their excellence and honor and
power is even greater. But them too human beings can
win over by sacrifices and pleasing prayers, by libation and
the savor of burnt sacrifice—by praying [Moaépevor|, when
someone has overstepped the mark [drepBrin] and sinned
[apépn].”

Phoenix goes on to personify Prayers (Awtai) as aged daughters
of Zeus, who limp slowly after Delusion (Atn), bringing heal-
ing to the reverent, but interceding with Zeus to punish those
who persist in wrongdoing. The immediate context of Phoe-
nix’s speech is the attempt to persuade Achilles to let bygones

12. The common soldiers were doubly innocent, in fact, for “all” shouted
out their desire to “reverence priest Chryses and receive the glorious ransom”

(Il 1.22-23).

13. 1. 9.496-501 (translation mine). The lines became classic or quasi-
tanonical, quoted for instance by Plato’s half brother Adeimantus, when he
challenges Socrates to redefend Jjustice without reference to divine rewards or
Punishments (Resp. 364d2—e2; cf. 365¢1-366a4),
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be bygones, and it is Achilles who is the immediate target of ¢y,
central statement that “the gods too can themselves be turneq »
persuaded by sacrifice to overlook some past hamartia. Under tl;e
power of Delusion, Agamemnon has acted rashly, but now ¢,
Embassy comes with “prayers” and gifts to effect healing apg
reconciliation, with Phoenix exhorting Achilles to imitate the
divine forgiveness (as it were) by accepting the offer. Achilleg
does not do so, of course, unable to let go of the sense of griey.
ance at Agamemnon’s “‘sin” against him."* The petition does ng¢
“curn” the hero and demigod (son of Thetis), much to the be_
wilderment of Ajax, Diomedes, and the army at large. Achilleg
shifting, ambivalent responses to the Embassy’s “prayers” mirroy
on the human level the uncanny responses of many gods: Apollg
(as we have seen) grants Chryses’s petitionary prayer, but Zeus
only half grants Achilles’s requests for Patroclus, while in other
scenes a deity may ignore an invocation altogether.”

Phoenix’s prayer broaches the significant notion of di-
vine powers bringing “healing” after some hamartia, reconciling
the offended parties—a process that demands reverence, as if it
could be personiﬁed in the guise of divine “Prayers, daughters of
Zeus.” Yet when Achilles rejects the Embassy’s “prayers,” there is
Little sense that Achilles has sinned against divine ordinances; on
the contrary, he does so in keeping with the overarching “plan of
7eus.” There are, however, significant moments when the gods
issue decrees that human beings should obey: Achilles states that
humans should best obey divine commands; Diomedes obeys

14. Achilles broods on Agamemnon'’s treachery and “sin” in I 9.375 (&%
yisp 81 GméTnoe Koi MTEY). Achilles’s verb alitaino is (along with its cognates)
irreligious, offensive behaviour” (Bremmer, Ha-
the “semantic history [of alitaino and cog-
nates| probably mirrors that of hamartia, moving from ‘missing’ [a target] to
in' (ibid,, 27). (One might add that dhtpéce cant be used teasingly [Od. 5.182],
analogous perhaps to the English “you old sinner!”) The effect of Achilles's
vocabulary and condemnation of Agamemnon is reinforced if Bremuuer i
right about the essential “identity of ate and hamartia: of delusion and wrong
action, of divinely-wrought damage and human failure” through the “tragic
lliad—as characters like Patroclus, Paris, Helen, Hector, Agamemnon, A/
Achilles himself recognize too late the divine sources of their delusion/error
(Bremmer, Hamartia, 103—11).

15. On Zeus, see Il 16.249-50. See also II. 6.311, where Athena ignores

very strong, used “ro decry
martia, 26). Bremmer goes further:
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Athena; to break an oath is a “sin,” and not to obey one’s elders
1% Most impor-
fant 18 the climactic scene in [liad 24, when Achilles obeys the

direct command to return the body of Hector to Priam. Here

. . . .
may be associated with sin against the “daimons.

s a rare occasion when Homer’s Olympians forgo their relative
indifference to humans’ actions and lives—for their petty Trojan
wars, their generations as ephemeral as leaves.” But now, the mu-
rilation of the corpse of Hector (“most beloved™) displeases and
even enrages the gods.” Messengers are sent, and Hermes escorts
priam to Achilles’s tent, where he “prays” for Hector’s release:

Great Priam entered, unseen by the others, and then standing
near he seized Achilles’ knees with his hands and kissed his
hands—those terrible man-murdering hands, that killed his
many sons. It was like when viscous Delusion [Ate] takes
hold of a man, who after killing another in his own country
arrives at the house of a rich man in some distant land—
and wonder [0dpPog] takes hold of those who see him. In
this way, Achilles wondered as he gazed on god-like Priam.
And the others also wondered, and looked at each other in
surmise. And Priam, addressing his prayer to Achilles, said,
“Remember your own father, Achilles (so like the gods!)—
an old man like I am, at the fearful threshold of old age.”"

In response to Priam’s astonishing gesture and words,
Achilles relents. He lets go of Hector’s body—without ransom.
More metaphorically, he lets go of his gathered rage at Hector,
Priam, Priam’s sons, and all Trojans. That rage is not entirely
extinguished, it would seem, for Achilles is at pains to control
it still—for fear that he might kill Priam and so “sin against the
gods’ commands.”?® He does not commit this sin, and lets Priam

16. On Achilles, see Il. 1.206-21. On Diomedes, see Il. 1.814-24 (notice
too his lack of fear and trembling [30g, 6xvog] in addressing Athena). On
breaking caths, see Il. 19.265. On daimons, see Il. 23.595.

17. See 11. 6.145-9, 21.463—6.

18. Achilles’s atrocity stirs the gods’ pity (Il. 24.22—23) and Apollo’s anger
(24.32--54): the mutilation of Hector’s corpse has indeed become a cause of
divine wrath (pjvipa, 22.358).

19. 11. 24.477-87.

20. Il. 24.560—61 (uf} . . . Awg 8 dhitopar épstpdc); cf. 24.186 (obte yap éot’
tppav ot Boxomog obt’ dhTip@y), 24.586.
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go home alive—and without ransom. In this spontaneous letti,

go, and in the quoted simile, it is as if the histories and identjg,
of the two men coverge: Priam stands in for the frail, d“f‘t‘ilsclcs:
father that Achilles left at home; Achilles, doomed to die soop
stands in for the valiant son that Priam has just lost. Each hag 105;
his dearest other. Each sees himself in the other. Enmity i Stse
pended; they share a meal and agree on an armistice, Whatevyey
the future will bring, the past is laid to rest.

The scene is a favorite one, and its multivalence hyg L
spired many readings. In his philosophical study of forgivenegg
Charles Griswold claims that the scene explores the “recognitio];
of shared humanity,”® which (Griswold argues) is necessary by
insufficient for forgiveness per se. It is indeed true that the saljep
Greek cognates for “forgiveness” (suggnameé) do not yet appear i
Homer’s vocabulary. Indeed, the concept itself is fairly alien ¢4
his heroic world: Homeric gods and heroes do not forgive those
who harm them, in word or deed; vengeance is an ethical dugy
and a divine activity. And yet for all this, the climactic moment
of the Iliad depicts a scene of—how should one name 1t?—letting
go, release, deliverance, absolution, if not explicit “forgiveness”
It is certainly true that the scene overturns the Iliad’s dominang
ethos of heroic strength, victory, and jealously guarded reciproc-
ity. The surprise of it all is reflected in the thick language of rev-
erential wonder (0aupoc). Priam and Achilles gaze at each other,
as if some strange epiphany were at hand. We may be put in mind
of the New Testament’s word for forgiving: aphiemi, literally “I
send or throw away” (noun form: aphesis), as if forgiveness were
a casting off of burdens or unwanted matter. Homer uses the verb
only for “throwing” missiles, yet there is a clear sense that Achil=
les has now at last listened to the “prayers” of this father figure:
Até and wrath are banished, and healing comes.

In her interpretation of the scene, Simone Weil (like
Griswold) points to the fact that the war will continue, that an-
ger still simmers within the two men, that the grief is still raw
for both. And yet, for Weil, this one moment sees Achilles and
Priam together transcending the mechanical cycle of vengeance,
the sheer habit of brutality, and all that Weil sums up as the

21. Charles L. Griswold, Forgiveness: A Philosophical Exploration (Cams=
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 77.
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gyranny of “force.” Opposed to this pervasive “force”—heavy,
impersonal, pitiless—is the other reality of “grace,” as that which
suddenly and unexpectedly lifts the weight and restores people to
their half-forgotten, more universal selfhood. For Weil, almost
paradoxically, suffering “force” is a “precondition” of love, for
«pe who does not realize to what extent shifting fortune and
necessity hold in subjection every human spirit, cannot regard as
fellow creatures nor love as he loves himself those whom chance
separated from him by an abyss.”?? So in Weil’s Iliad, the suffer-
ing of a war gives way to a near miraculous grace—which allows
former enemies not merely to recognize their shared humanity
but to love the other as themselves, as almost happens in the mu-
tual wonder of Priam and Achilles. The wonder of it all makes
the Iliad the greatest poem, and its sorrowful affirmations are
revived in Attic tragedy, and ultimately in the Gospel, whose ac-
count of the Passion and Resurrection sees “the last marvellous
expression of the Greek genius.”?

Weil’s essay “The Iliad or the Poem of Force” (1939)
remains inspiring, but one should hesitate (I suggest) to over-
emphasize any points of continuity between the Iliad and the
Gospel, between Achilles’s tragic suffering and Christ’s Pas-
sion, or his “forgiveness” of Priam with Christ’s last words on
the Cross. A final passage from the Iliad sees Achilles trying to
comfort Priam with a quintessentially Greek (and profoundly
un-Christian) image of the human condition and its divine
hinterlands:

Two jars [n{Boi] stand on Zeus’s threshold, filled with the
gifts that he gives—one of good, the other of evil. To
whomsoever thunder-loving Zeus gives a mixture of the
two, that person stumbles now on evil, now on good. To
whomsoever he gives of misery only, that person he makes
a laughingstock: ravening hunger drives him across the
divine earth, and he wanders honored neither by gods nor
mortals.”

- 22. Simone Weil, “The Iliad or the Poem of Force,” in An Anthology, ed.
Sian Miles (London: Penguin, 2005), 212.

23. Ibid., 212.
24. 11. 24.527-33 (translation mine).
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The passage is an early instance of the so-called “Archyie
pcsshnism," that feeling of human helplessness (Gpnyavin) thag
is so pronounced in the poetry of the seventh and sixth ceng,_
ries BC: the gods exist, beautiful, powerful, immortal; but theiy
Olympus is distant, their will opaque, their gifts unprediceap..
«7eus’s will” is to dispense botl good and evil, sometimes good,
but always evil, and so human life is inevitably crossed by Sor:
row and even disaster; there 13 Jittle hope of divine redemptigy
and at worst, the gods actively hate human beings, even for thei;
virtues. This general pessimism has been called a “tragic” viey,
of life, and though Homer does not state directly that “the beg
of all is not to have been born,” the sense of mankind’s helplegs
ness is strong enough for him to be called “teacher and leader
of the tragic poets.”? One might briefly compare and contragt
this gunyevin with Judaeo-Christian notions of human fallen-
ness. Homer’s Greeks know that they are lower creatures in thag
they sometimes glimpse an Olympian radiance that 1s not their
lot: Homeric man is as ephemeral as leaves,?® and lives for those
moments of glory when they are “graced” (as it were) by the
gods with godlike menos and strength, charis and beauty;” Pin-
dar’s humans are “creatures of a day” and “dreams of a shadow”
except when visited by some “god-given brilliance”;* characters
of tragedy often see chemselves as coming to “nothing” through
the gods’ power; more optimistic are Plato’s mortals who inhabit
the shadows of becoming—unless enlightened by rays of some
eternal Beauty or Goodness.”? Through all these instances of a
general type, the difference with the biblical parallel is telling;

[

25. Resp. 595c1-3; cf. 598d8. On Archaic pessimism, se€ the collection
of essays in Douglas Cairns, ed., Tragedy and Archaic Greek Thought (Swansea:
Classical Press of Wales, 2013), especially Easterling’s “Sophocles and the Wis-
dom of Silenus: A Reading of Oedipus at Colons 1211-48" (193-204), and
Lloyd’s “Mutability of Fortunc in Buripides” (204-06).

26. See Il. 2.468, 6.146-149, 21.463-6.

27 See Il. 5.1-8 (Athena grants pévog to Diomedes), and Od. 6.229-357
(Athena sheds ypg over Odysseus), with; e.g., E. R. Dodds, The Greeks and
the Irrational (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1951), 8-10.

28. Sec Pythian Odes 8.95-97.

29. E g, Sophocles, Ajax 12526 (Opid yitp g 008EY Svtog fho AN g‘i&m)ﬁ
doouep (Mpey, i kodeny oxi); cf. Herodotus, I fistories 8.106 (10 pmdeV elvau)s
Symposinm 211d-212a; Phaedrus 249¢—d; Resp. 515¢—517b.
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the divine may inform the temporal and temporarily uplift the
wartior, athlete, or philosopher, but it does not do so out of or
through love:

As for man, his days are like grass; he flourishes like a
flower in the field; for the wind passes over it, and it is
gone, and its place knows it no more. But the steadfast love
of the Lord is from everlasting to everlasting on those who
fear him, and his righteousness to children’s children.*

Sin—both in terms of mankind’s distance from the gods
and of the gods’ greater attention to human behavior—may well
come more to the fore in the great post-Iliadic epic poems. If so,
one must disentangle the theme from the language of divine jus-
ice in which it is couched. Reflecting the ostensible language of
their sources, many studies of the Odyssey and of Hesiod’s poems
hardly treat “sin” or even “evil” as a central concept, and it is
certainly true that hamartia as sinful “error” or “wrong-doing”
yis-a-vis the gods is not an important word in these poems. Nev-
ertheless, there are approximations: hubris, atasthalia (“folly”),
and even adikia (“injustice”) itself can be said of those who of-
fend the gods by their properly ethical behavior, that is, in their
relations to other humans (as opposed to the gods).* Thus, in the
Odyssey, as the “much-enduring” hero wanders about the Medi-
terranean and alights on unknown islands, he often asks whether
he has come to a place inhabited by “hybristic, wild and unjust
people, or by those who welcome strangers and have a god-fear-
ing mind.” ** Among the former are the Cyclopes and the Suitors,
who do not fear Zeus or the duty of hospitality sanctioned by
him, and who hubristically ignore the “law” (at once religious

30. Ps 103: 15-17, ESV. John Taylor’s discussion in Classics and the Bible:
Hospitality and Recognition ([London: Duckworth, 2007], 23) overlooks the key
difference—the divine covenant and “steadfast love” basically absent in the
Homeric (and Classical) passages.

31, See, e.g., Zeus's lament over the atasthaliai of mortals, exemplified in
Acgisthus’s deeds—seducing Clytemnestra, killing Agamemnon, and ignoring
t_h" gods’ prohibitions thereto (Od. 1.32—-43). In Aegisthus’s case, the “wages of
Sk are death,” to paraphrase 1.37-43 with Romans 6:23. Cf. Euryalus, who to
Odysseus seems atasthalos and unfavored by the gods (Od. 8.166-70).

32, Od. 6.119-21, 8.572-76, 9.173-76, 13.200-202.
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and ethical) that “travellers and beggars are sacred to Zeus "3 S4
the Cyclops Polyphemus and the Suitors earn the wages of sin, 5
it were, and rightfully pay for their transgressions.” So tog (at 4
strictly religious level) do Odysseus’s men, when in their “olly»
they disobey the divine command and eat the cattle sacreq £
Helios; only Odysseus abstains and is saved.” More genery]
then, the just and god-fearing king is rewarded with m:ltcl.iai
wealth and honors:* this is, indeed, the happy ending enjoyeq by
Odysseus and Penelope.

In such a dispensation, well might one claim that ¢,
gods, including Zeus himself, wander the earth, observing and
punishing those who “err” or “sin.”* Well too might one tell
of a place in the underworld reserved for divine punishmeny.
here is Minos, son of Zeus, overseeing justice done to Tityus,

113

33. Od. 6.208, 14.58. The sacred law of hospitality is reiterated emphag-
cally in a remarkable passage of Plato’s Laws (729c8-730a9), which divides
human excellence into two spheres: “obedient service to the laws of onels
country” (dmnpeoiag tdv oikot vopov), and avoidance of “wrongs to strang-
ers” (elg Todg Eévoug apaptipata). Toward the latter (vulnerable foreigners), the
best, most Zeus-like person will act like a “genius and god” (Sainov ki fedg
10 Eevip), while the “greatest” (&paptnpe), that against the suppliane, will be
punished by god, the “guardian of the sufferer” (pvAag tod naboévrog). Here jig-
martia cognates are at once legal and moral “errors” and “sins,” for Magnesias
domestic laws are also divinely grounded.

34, In Od. 22.411-17, Odysseus claims that the Suitors were punished by
the gods’ fate and their own criminal deeds, a statement perhaps consistent
with Zeus’s “programmatic” utterance that humans by their own folly (atast-
haliai) bring evil and suffering on themsclves—"beyond what is fated,” i.e., in
addition to divine punishment (1.32-34).

35. Od. 1.7-9, 12.300.

36. Od. 19.106-114: the righteous king is sound both religiously (6eovd)
and ethically (s08iog avéynot) in properly human interactions. The sentiment
and language of Hesiod in Opera et Dies 225-37 is similar. Both arc echoed by
Plato’s Adeimantus in Resp. 363a7—c2.

37. Od. 13.213-214 (Z&bg 6peag teicarto iketholog, 8¢ Te kot BAhovg avepOovS
popd xai telvutay, 8¢ Tig apdpn); cf. Od. 17.485-86. The motif underlies Ov-
id’s tale of Philemon and Baucis, visited by Zeus and Hermes (Metamorphoses
8.611-724), and enters history when Paul and Barnabas were mistaken by thc
Lystrans for Zeus and Hermes (Acts 14:8-18). See Charles H. Talbert, Readilig
Acts: A Literary and Theological Commentary on the Acts of the Apostles (Macoll
GA: Smyth and Helwys, 2005), 124. Such events may inform such passages 4%
Mt 25:40 (ESV): “And the King will answer them, ‘Truly, I say to you, as yoU
did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me.”” Cf. Lk 10:16;
Taylor, Classics and the Bible, 1-8.
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Tantalus, Sisyphus, forever punished for assaulting or deceiving
the gods. “Such place divine eternal justice had prepared for
chose rebellious.”® Near the place of punishment (as narrated
by Odysseus) is Heracles: he was rewarded with apotheosis
for his “godlike” virtues and endurance, yet one is reminded
of his labors in life—those divinely appointed punishments for
crimes committed in a fit of madness. Through all this, there is
2 heightened awareness of divine justice for transgressions within
the propetly human realm. At the same time, there is hardly a
hint of divine forgiveness for what amount to sins against the gods’
will. And where the gods lead, heroes, kings, and other divine
favorites follow: in the Odyssey’s climactic scene of vengeance,
Odysseus kills all the Suitors and refuses to spare suppliants
and maidservants, for they were traitors too. So is justice done,
according to the Greek proverbial wisdom: “Help friends, harm
enemies.” To forgive, and not to harm those who cause them
harm, would be an injustice scarcely conceivable—let alone a
virtue to be cultivated.

The fate of the Suitors and “happy” ending of the
Odyssey, with Odysseus aided by Athena, and ultimately by Zeus,
would promulgate a certain moral optimism about the power of
good, as Homerically conceived. Zeus’s justice is also Hesiod’s
great theme, explored somewhat more abstractly through his
cosmological Theogony and his agricultural “almanac,” Works
and Days. Both poems brood on the reality and origins of evil,
both cosmic and moral. An original crime stands as the cause of
evil for human beings: the theft of Prometheus. Works and Days
tells the story from a more anthropocentric perspective. Evil is
clearly a reality in Hesiod’s human world: one eris may bring
healthy competition, but the other brings wars and conflict,
not least between Hesiod himself and his brother, Perses, who
criminally conspires with the “gift-devouring” nobles. Why do
the wicked prosper? The poem argues Hesiod’s hopeful response
that in the end they do not. Zeus has so ordered the cosmos
that work is both necessary and right: Perses’s ilk will eventually

38. Od. 11.568-600. Milton’s lines (Paradise Lost, bk. 1, line 70) could be
allmost ditectly applied to Homer’s “hell,” which would find successors in He-
siod (e.g., Theogony 509-25), Plato’s eschatological myths (Phaedo, Grg., Resp.),

s well as in Virgil's Aeneid 6 and Dante’s Inferno.
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suffer for their laziness and expropriations, while I—{csi{)d,s
seasonal labors as well as his poetic “almanac™ are halloweq b
the order of things. Much of Works and Days is given ovep o
practical moral wisdom by which to accommaodate oneself g that
order: cooperate with neighbors; reciprocate; be frugal; Sy
but have a witness; get a house, woman, and ox; do each Work
in its season. The great aggregate of precepts, both Pragmati,
and moral, reach back up ultimately to Zeus’s will and “Justice »
Most succinctly, that one should work for wealth, rather thay
take it by violence, is “the law Zeus established over mankind »»
Therefore, wrongs against fellow humans are not merely Crimeg,
but sins against the divine order. Hence Hesiod will use a strong
term like alitainein in places: Zeus visits collective punishment oy
whole cities because of one bad man who “sins”; Zeus is angry
at those who in their “folly” commit “sin” against orphans, 4
well as those who steal, harm suppliants and strangers, cuckolq
their brothers, or abuse elderly parents with harsh words.* The
commands and prohibitions come in scattered bundles. Although
Hesiod (like shepherd Moses)* had been to the mountaintop,
he received there no sharply ordered Decalogue—though the
gift of song and poetic inspiration may be a partial substitution,
Certainly, his ethico-religious insight fortifies him for any strife
with Perses and the formidable nobles: Hesiod stands on the side
of cosmic justice, and should by rights not suffer the fate of Abel.

[t was on “holy Helicon” (Hesiod reports) that the
Muses granted him a “divine voice” with the knowledge to sing
true words about the past, the future, and the blessed gods who

1942 ])

“always are. art of the revelation they permit is a deeper

39, On Zeus’s “law” (vopog), see Op. 274-76.

40, On the collective punishment of a city, see Op. 240—41. One thinks
of Sodom and Gomorrah (“whose apaptior were great”), yet Yahweh is
“reasoned down” by Abraham to spare Sodom if there are but ten righteous
(8ixarot) people in it (Gn 18:20-33), while Hesiod’s Zeus will punish all for
the sin of one. Regarding sins against orphans, see Op. 330 (8¢ ¢ tev Gppeding
dhraivie Opeavi tékva). Regarding other various wrongs, see Op. 320-41.

41. Modern commentators commonly juxtapose Hesiod and his near con-
temporary, Amos. The conceptually more interesting parallel with Moscs as a
fellow cosmologist and lawgiver appears in Philo’s O the Eternity of the World
17-19, for example.

42. Theogony 22-34.
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HAMARTIA, EVIL, AND DEITY

insight into the nature of evil. For while Hesiod’s labors are
pltimately hallowed by Zeus’s will, nevertheless the “blessing”
of productive labor is a mixed one, since the need for work
arose from a more primal sin: Prometheus’s theft of fire. The
centrally important story of Prometheus earns versions in both
poems. Works and Days alludes to it briefly and concentrates
on its human consequences: prior to the theft, a day’s work
would “easily” produce a year’s food, but in jealous anger at
prometheus’s “hiding” of fire, Zeus himself “hid mankind’s
livelihood,” thus punishing mankind in perpetuity for that
primeval rebellion.* To compound the punishment (and
perhaps to make the work even harder), Zeus gifted mankind
a “beautiful evil” in which men can take a foolish delight.
Pandora, adorned by the gods with “all the gifts” (pan-dora)
of wifely industry, erotic grace (charis), desire, and mercurial
treachery,* comes to mankind like a beautiful bride, but the
veritable dowry that she brings proves to be a third and final
punishment. Pandora’s box—or rather her “jar,” pithos—like
Zeus’s two jars in Achilles’s speech—proves a dubious wedding
gift, as out of it fly endless evils:

Before this, the tribes of mankind lived on the earth with-
out evils, without hard labor and cruel diseases. . . . Now
myriad sorrows [Avypd] wander among mankind. The
earth is full of evils [kaxdv], the sea too is full. Diseases
wander freely among mankind by day and night, bringing
evil to mortals-——in silence, for Zeus in his cunning has
taken their voices. Thus it is impossible to escape the mind
of Zeus.®

And does Zeus in his ineluctable cunning devise yet another,
Jourth punishment for hapless mortals? Hope alone remains in the
pithos, a detail that has been variously construed, but a very likely
interpretation is that Hope is in fact a merely apparent good, a
“beautiful evil” like Pandora herself, if what Hope personifies
is deceptive expectation. In Archaic literature down perhaps to

43. Sec Op. 42-50 with the emphatic repetition of forms of kruptein (42,
47, 50).

44. Op. 59-82.

45. Op. 90-105 (translation mine).

|
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Thucydides, Hope can be that which leads people into temptagiqy,
and consequent ruin.*¢

All this is due to the “mind of Zeus,” but [ have Pointeg
more systematically to the series of punishments that Hesiogy
Zeus inflicts. It is therefore superficial merely to compare Pro.
metheus’s theft to that of Adam and Eve (both resulting in man
needing to “eat in the sweat of his brow™), or merely to cal]
Pandora “the Greek Eve™ This may be partly true, but Zeusy
vengeance seems more thorough and cruel than Yahweh’s;
“delights” in deceiving Prometheus and requiting the “gift” o
fire with compensatory counter “gifts” of his own—indeed gifis
hidden within gifts, if Pandora comes bearing the box, whicl j.
self conceals Hope, the last of a series of trick presents. If so, why
could escape the labyrinthine jealousy of Zeus’s mind? Hesiod
contrasts this Pandoran present with a paradisiacal predecessor
from the time when man did not know labor, disease, or othey
evils. One naturally links this with the passage that shortly fol-
lows the Golden Age when people lived “like gods,” without
sorrow or old age, feasting until subdued by sleep and eventually
“hidden” completely by Zeus.” The earth bears them crops, but
the happiness of this golden people “under Kronos” seems de-
fined more by its lack of evils than by any positive good.” They
do not walk in the Garden like Adam and Eve did, hearing God
call out to them. If so, Zeus’s justice lacks Yahweh’s more kindly

46. On Hope the tempter, deceiver, see, ¢.g., Aeschylus, Agamenmnon 811;
Sophocles, Auntigone 615-19; Thucydides, The History of the Peloponnesian
War 5.102-103; the proverb “in hope we hunger” (Antiphon, frag. 123.7;
Menander, Mon. 42); Cairns, Tragedy and Archaic Greek Thought, xii; and, above
all, E. M. Cornford, Thucydides Mythistoricus (London: Edward Arnold, 1907),
224-26 (and clsewhere). W. J. Verdenius interprets Hesiod’s Hope as an evil
(A Commentary on Hesiod: Work and Days, vr. 1-382 |Boston: Brill, 1985];
66-71), while Bremmer lists other interpretative possibilities (Jan N. Breimn-
mer, Greek Religion and Culture, the Bible and the Ancient Near East [Boston:
Brill, 2008], 28-29). The image of Pandora’s box has transcended its Greek
origins altogether as a universal symbol of evil: see Dora Panofsky and Er-
win Panofsky, Pandora’s Box: The Changing Aspects of a Mythical Synibol (1956;
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991).

47. On the comparison, see Bremmer’s Greek Religion and Cultuie, 19-34,

48. Op. 109-126.

49. Sce esp. Op. 11215 (Gxndéo Bupov éxoves / vooev dtep 1€ qovov Kat
oG, 003 TL dethdv / yiipag Exfiv . . . kakdv Extocbev ATAVTOV).
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HAMARTIA, EVIL. AND DEITY

Jimension, even before the “fall” preciptated by Prometheus and
the serpent.

The Theogony tears aside the veil of the narrow pres-
ent to reveal the terrifying origins and deeper nature of the
Jdivine cosmos. Not created in an orderly succession of days
Gr pmnmlm‘vd “very good” by the Lord, but rather evolv-
ing through cosmic couplings, rapes, castrations, wars, and
Jeceptions—Hesiod’s cosmos eventually settles into the more
«iust” and intelligible reign of Zeus, who takes Intelligence
(f\xh','g'_\‘). Law (Themis), and, we could say, Eurynome (“Wide-
ruling one”) as wives and allegorical helpers, producing such
offspring as the Seasons (Horae), Good Order (Eunomia), Jus-
iice (Dike), Peace (Eirene), the Graces, and other brighten-
ing deities. Yet even despite Zeus’s beneficent mingling of
force and persuasion (to phrase it in Plato’s terminology in
the Timaeus), Hesiod’s cosmos remains darkened by inexpun-
gible evils. The terrible offspring of Night clearly still wan-
der the earth: hateful Destiny and dark Fate, Death, Blame,
Woe, punishing Fates, Nemesis, Deception, cruel Old Age,
hard-hearted Strife, painful Toil, Forgetfulness, Famine,
Pains, Battles, Wars, Murders, Manslaughters, Quarrels, Lies,
Controversies, Lawlessness, Delusion-—a list that also includes
Sleep, Dreams, Love, and the Qath, perhaps because these too
are blessings as dubious as Hope. Broken oaths, for example,
do the “greatest damage.”® These children of Night are ul-
timately descendents of Chaos—a “family” of elements that
resists the improving powers of Zeus, similar perhaps to the
way “the receptacle” resists Plato’s Demiurge.*’ In such a cos-

50. Theogony 211-32.

51, David Sedley broaches this comparison in interesting ways, though he
is too schematic (I venture) in positing a two-stage “‘actiology of evil” in He-
siod and Plato’s Timmaens (“Hesiod’s Theogony and Plato’s Timaeus,” in Plato and
Hesiod, eds. G. R, Boys-Stones and J. H. Haubold [Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2010], 246—58). For Hesiod, Death, Old Age, and all Night’s offspring
are clearly active and “‘actual” (in human life and beyond), and do not mark
simply a “potentiality” for evil that will be “actualized” by the creation of
Pandora. Strauss Clay more accurately describes Night's brood as “eternal de-
structive forces, personifications whose influence on the cosmos must hence-
ﬂf’l]l be reckoned with” (Jenny Strauss Clay, Hesiod’s Cosnios [Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2003], 19). Nor, concerning Plato’s cosmological
scheme and beneficent Demiurge, can one blithely assert that “when evil is
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mos, pervaded by this legion of daemonic forces, well migly
hapless mankind have need of its guardian angels. Hesiod pyq_
vides them: the ghosts of Golden Age people remain on eary,
as “holy daimons . . .
mankind.” One might struggle to map this catalog of v,
onto Leibniz’s trifold distinction of evil into the moral, phys;_
cal, and metaphysical. Early gods such as Mother Earth 3,4

warding off evil, guardians of moyy)

Ouranos, or the allegorical offspring of Night, are at once
natural (physical) and divine (metaphysical). And althoug],
Zeus seems more civilized and moral than Kronos, all the d;_
vine powers from lowly Sleep to Zeus on high are enmesheq
in the same single web: the theogonia, the gods’ genealogy, o
better, the birth-chain of the divine as a whole.

Curiously, recent commentators do not (to my knowl-
edge) name Hesiod a pantheist, although he is one. And like
pantheists generally, he struggles to name an absolute distinc-
tion between good and evil (cf. Gn 2:9). So even the stories
of Prometheus, Pandora, and the box, while at one level name
the origin of evil for mankind, at another level they also hint at
Prometheus’s philanthropy, to be contrasted with Zeus’s cruelty.
This is certainly how Aeschylus read Hesiod and extended his
myth: Aeschylus’s play problematizes the seeming evil of Zeus,
a “tyrant” who punishes Prometheus for his “love of mankind”
(philanthropia). The characterization is so dramatically effective
that some readers spontaneously identify with Prometheus as
the rebel against all tyrants, secular or ecclesiastical. Some, like
P. B. Shelley, even identify Aeschylus’s Zeus with Yahweh or
the Christian God, forgetting that neither of the latter 1s defined
by the jealousy vis-a-vis humanity that is so integral to the
Zeus of early Greece.

realized, it descends from a divine cause, rather than representing the divine
cause’s failure” (Sedley, “Hesiod’s Theogony and Plato’s Timacus,” 258). Foris it
true that the creation of woman (Tinaeus 42d3—4) first introduces cvil into the
created cosmos, when in fact the Demiurge is at such pains to “persuade” (and
not “force”) the imperfect, recalcitrant triangles, and to make such mortal
flaws as, for example, death, old age, and disease as good as possible (81e—82a)?

52. Op. 122-23. In Op. 248-55, the “immortal guardians” who watch over
kings’ justice and picty are “nearby” and legion—30,000 strong.
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HAMARTIA, EVIL, AND DEITY
3. TRAGIC GREECE

[n a tragedy like Aeschylus’s Prometheus Bound, one encounters
2 religious attitude that (taking a page from A. N. Whitehead)
conceives God or the gods as the “enemy.”* Far from pitying hu-
man frailty or forgiving human sins, the deity now can actively
ceck to diminish little humans even further by tempting, delud-
ing, and cutting them down. This notion is present in Homer,
erhaps even stronger in Hesiod, and positively programmatic
:n later Archaic and tragic literature. Here the issue is couched
in terms of divine jealousy (phthonos).>* The gods are jealous of
their rank and power; they grow angry not only at slights and
sacrifices omitted, but also at human greatness and even virtue,
which they punish. Here is a theology inimical to New Tes-
tament writers, yet it is almost a commonplace for Theognis,
Solon, Aeschylus, and others. One programmatic passage from
Herodotus’s Histories captures the idea:

You see how the god smites with his thunderbolt creatures
of greatness and does not suffer them to display their pride,
while little ones do not move him to anger; and you see
how it is always on the tallest buildings and trees that
his bolts fall; for the god loves to bring low all things of
surpassing greatness. Thus a large army is destroyed by a
smaller, when the jealous [0oviicag] god sends panic or the
thunderbolt among them, and they perish unworthily; for
the god suffers pride in none but himself.>®

The principle is borne out most programmatically for Herodotus
in the story of Croesus. To him, Solon communicates his

53. Alfred North Whitehead, Religion in the Making (New York: Macmil-
lan, 1927), 16-17.

54. Another central pattern (in, e.g., Theognis, Solon, Pindar, Aeschylus)
is that of olbia-koros-hubris-nentesis: wealth or happiness bring excess and hubris,
calling down divine punishment. See, e.g., William Chase Greene’s thought-
ful “Fate, Good, and Evil, in Early Greek Poetry,” Harvard Studies in Classical
Philology 46 (1935): 1-36; Bremmer, Hamartia, 112-23; N. R. E. Fisher, Hybris
(Liverpool: Aris & Phillips, 1992); and Helm’s conclusion that, for poets like
Theognis, “from koros and Jubris comes every evil—“capital vices,” as it were
(J. H. Helin, ““*Koros”: From Satisfaction to Greed,” Classical World 87, no. 1
[1993]: 5-11, at 11).

55.7.10 (trans. A. D. Godley).
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“Archaic wisdom™ “O Croesus, knowing that all diviniry is Agamen
jealous and disposed to cause disturbance, [ am questioneq B pentheus
you about human affairs. . . . To very many people the gog has plato’s S
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HAMARTIA, EVIL, AND DEITY

Agamemnon, Sophocles’s Oedipus and Antigone, Euripides’s
Pentheus, and by extension even such quasi-“tragic” figures as
plato’s Socrates, as they stumble toward a doom that they have
ostensibly embraced?®® That the victim goes voluntarily is also
important in the common rituals of scapegoating. There is evi-
dence that in cities across the Greek Mediterranean—in Col-
ophon, Abdera, Athens, Chaeronea, Massilia (Marseilles), and
elsewhere—a marginal person (e.g., a criminal, slave, foreigner,
or deformed/ugly individual) was ritually paraded out of the city,
led to the borders, driven abroad, and in some cases even pos-
sibly killed. The expulsion of this pharmakos or perikatharma was
felt by the citizens as bringing salvation, purification, and release
(katharsis), in the belief that scapegoats carried with them all the
sins, pollution, and evils of the city. Such a ritual “expulsion of
evil” may have mythic parallels in royal personages voluntarily
sacrificing themselves to save their people, especially if kings and
princesses are also marginal figures, on their lonely heights. Are
such rituals (and their possible mythic forebears) somehow sub-
Jimated in the great spectacles of the tragic stage, when a king’s
exile or death brings katharsis to the land or royal house, as with
Sophocles’s Oedipus or Euripides’s Hippolytus? And do they
have a further, attenuated echo in Aristotle’s theory of tragic ha-
martia and katharsis?

Further speculative associations note that in latr. centu-
ries Euripides’s plays proved especially popular across the Hel-
lenized world. One may ask whether such plays as his Phoenissae
(in which Menoeceus sacrifices himself for the city) or Alcestis
(where Alcestis might be characterized as a voluntary pharmakos)
influenced the earliest Greek-speaking Christian communities as
they reflected on the nature of Jesus” sacrifice.”” Does one hear

58. Such ideas are associated mainly with the “Cambridge Ritualists,” in-
fluenced by James Frazer's Scapegoat and Golden Bough. On tragedy, sce, c.g.,
Gilbert Murray, “Excursus on the Ritual Forms Preserved in Greek Tragedy,”
in Jane Ellen Harrison, Themis: A Study of the Secial Origins of Greek Religion
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1912), 341-63. Robert P. Parker’s
great study of the complex ramifications of miasma gives some attention to
tragedy: Miasma: Pollution and Purification in Early Greek Religion (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 1983), 308-21.

59. Bremmer’s cross-cultural study of scapegoat rituals concludes: “All we

can say is that the tragedies of Euripides are very likely to have contributed to
the interpretation of Jesus' death [i.e., a pharmakos-type form of atonement].
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echoes of old Greek rituals and tragedies in the Greek Worg
describing Christ as the Paschal sacrifice: “Behold, the Lam} 0;'
God, who takes away the sin [hamartia] of the world IL"’-"”’U-\'I!":m.
The scholarship is impressive; its web of associations and smrnlis
es across cities, genres, and centuries, may or may not be \‘itron‘
enough to support any deep historical influence between Greek
magico-religious scapegoating and early thinking about J‘Csus'
death. Certainly, reflection on the witnessed miracles of healjy
emphatically distinguish these as miraculous “remissions of J'mg_
martiai”—and not magic.”’ Furthermore, from the perspectiye of
faith, a positive scholarly link between the Greek pharmakos a g
Jesus’ atonement would place Christ even more firmly withiy,
one historical nexus, and so affirm his totally human nature, At
the same time, if Christ as pharmakos fulfills the expectationg o
the old Greek world, it is with astonishing paradox. Here it i jq
mere king or criminal who volunteers, but God himself, iden_
fied as both simultaneously. Here are multiple stumbling blockg
for Greeks of all religious stripes, Homeric and Platonic alike, foy
whom the gods are simply “the immortals” and do not die.

To return to the tragic associations of the term hamartia,
one stands on firmer ground (mirabile dictu) when examining Aris-
totle’s controversial statements about tragedy. His general notion
of a “tragic flaw” has passed into common use. Most popular is
the claim that tragic heroes evince the flaw of hubris or f..ide, and
50 invite a quasi-divine nentesis that undoes them. Aristotle’s own
statements do not quite match this “Archaic” pattern. In trying
to articulate what kind of hero will elicit the properly tragic feel=
ings of pity and fear, Aristotle proceeds by way of elimination:

The available evidence does not allow us to go any further” (Greek Religion
and Crlture, 214). Underlying this modest verdict is the understanding that
“the carly Christians . . . were often no less Greck than many an inhabitant of
Asia Minor or Egypt, pace the prejudices of great classicists as Mommisen and
Wilamowitz” (ibid., 232).

60. Jn 1:29, ESV ("18e 6 @pvodg 1ol Oeod 6 alpov v dpaprioy Tod KOTHOL):
Deeply Greek (e.g., with its reference to the theatre, a specifically Greek cul-
tural institution), yet at the same time startlingly paradoxical, are St. Pauls
words about apostleship in 1 Cor 4:9-13 (Oéarpov éyeviinpey 16 KOG+ D5
repicabappara 108 koopov Eyevibnpey).

61. On such passages featuring dpsotg dpoptidyv as Lk 3:3 (John's baptisms);
Lk 5:18-26 (healing), and Acts 2:38 (Pentecost), see Talbert, Reading A

37-38, 42, 6973, 170.
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the downfall of a good person inspires disgust, not pity or fear;
that of a bad person evokes fellow feeling (fo philanthropon)—or
(a Greek might well add) the satisfaction of seeing justice done.
What is left is that the protagonist must hover somewhere “in the
middle,” between virtue and vice: in Aristotle’s verdict, he or she
must be basically good, yet have a hamartia that causes the tragic
reversal of fortune (peripeteia) from happiness to misery.

There remains, then, the intermediate kind of personage [6
peteéd], a man not pre-eminently virtuous and just, whose
misfortune, however, is brought upon him not by vice and
depravity [81& koxiav kai poyfnpiav] but by some error of
judgment [81" épaptiav rvé], of the number of those in the
enjoyment of great reputation and prosperity; e.g. Oedipus,
Thyestes, and the men of note of similar families.®

Every phrase of passages like this has been parsed and fought
over, perhaps none more than the term hamartia. Bywater’s trans-
lation reflects one school of thought: hamartia is a particular “mis-
take” or error, as in an “error of judgment,” or some singular act
whose broad-reaching consequences are not foreseen. This seens
reasonable, given the implication that “vice and depravity” are
more deplorable, ethically speaking, than hamartia. If so, then the
“error” of Prometheus in Aeschylus’s play might be named as his
theft of fire; Thyestes’s as his banquet; Oedipus’s his patri-.de and
incest; Croesus’s his mistaking the oracle, and so forth.*> Perhaps
still more prevalent, however, is the interpretation of Aristotelian
hamartia as a more deeply ingrained vice that mars an otherwise
“noble” character. This is the “tragic flaw” once so popular, es-
pecially in Shakespearean criticism d la A. C. Bradley: Othello’s
jealousy, Hamlet’s indecision, Macbeth’s ambition, and Lear’s
pride are tragic moral failings—along with (say) Prometheus’s
stubbornness, Agamemnon’s self-assertion, Oedipus’s curiosity

62. Aristotle, Poctics 1453a7—12 (trans. Ingram Bywater).

113

tragic error,’

63. This is Bremmer’s conclusion: Aristotelian hamartia is
Le,, a wrong action committed in ignorance of its nature, effect, etc., which
s the starting point of a causally connected train of events ending in disaster”
(Hamartia, 63). A recent variation on this approach is offered by Kim, who
argues that hamartia is “ignorance of particulars as per EN 3.1”7 (Ho Kim,
“Aristotle’s Hamartia Reconsidered,” Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 105
[2010]: 33-52, at 51).
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or ignorance, Antigone’s obduracy, Hippolytus’s chastity, Me.
dea’s jealousy, and Pentheus’s disbelief.

4. PHILOSOPHICAL GREECE

A third line of interpretation would establish links between Aris-
totle’s acsthetics and a larger ethical framework. Often admired for
“scientifically” treating poetry and art as independent activities,
with “rules” of their own, Aristotle in fact also draws upon an ex-
tensive background of virtue theory. Whether tragic protagonists
are “good,” “evil,” or intermediate; whether they are “better” or
“worse” than the spectators; whether the fall from happiness to
misery can be pleasing or not—in asking such questions of tragic
art, Aristotle’s thinking is pervaded by moral categories. Here the
tragic hamartia may resonate with Aristotle’s doctrine of virtue as a
mean or middle between two opposite extremes or vices. The vir-
tue of courage, for instance, lies “between” the vices of cowardice
and recklessness; these vices involve an excess and deficiency of
fear, respectively, while “courageous” describes actions with the
amount of fear that is “right” for a particular situation. Through-
out Aristotle’s framework, a spatial metaphor is operative: a virtue,
with its attendant vices, is placed along a continuum o~ une, which
extends from utter privation (e.g., of fear: recklessness) to utter
saturation (c.g., of fear: cowardice), with the virtue to be found
somewhere in the middle, that “between” being determined by
deliberation and practical wisdom. More particularly, the spatial
metaphor lends itself to the related metaphor of “hitting” or “miss-
ing” the right spot, the morally “correct” middle.** And indeed,
Aristotle does use hamartia in its almost literal sense to designate
vice: cowardice is “missing” the mean.®” Bad deliberation, like-

64. On virtue as the mean that “hits” the middle,” see, esp., Eth. Nic.
1106b14-28 (pecbTng Tig Gpa Eotiv 1 dper), STOYROTIKN YE ovca tob [EcOV),
immediately preceding the formal definition of virtue (Eth. Nic. 1106b36~
1107a8). Bremmer also illustrates “Aristotle’s etymologizing™ by Ethica Eti-
demia 1222240 (54n90).

65. Eth. Nic, 1115b15-20: “Of the faults that are committed [t@v GuapTLidv]
one consists in fearing what one should not, another in fearing as we should
not, another in fearing when we should not, and so on; and so too with respect
to the things that inspire confidence” (trans. W. D. Ross).
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wise, is defined as “missing” the mark, as distinct from the orthotés
of good deliberation.®® Being virtuous is difficult, not so much
pecause of any demonic forces, perversion of the will, or confus-
ing temptations, but because cognitively it is difficult to see, know,
and “hit” the mean, while “missing” is easy. There is, therefore,
only one form of virtue, while the forms of vice are myriad, and
often nameless.”’

Aristotle’s ethical treatment of hamartia seems to have led
us onto anthropocentric terrain, and indeed it is perhaps strange
that both Aristotle’s Poetics and Nicomachean Ethics fairly neglect
the role of the divine in tragedy and life, respectively. In the
former, the protagonist’s hamartia (however interpreted) is cer-
tainly not to be construed as a “mistake” or character “fHaw” that
displeases the gods or contravenes their law; Aristotelian hamartia
can hardly be translated as “sin.”® So too in his ethics: a vice (or
its occasional synonym, hamartia) is not a “‘sin” any more than the
various virtues are forms of piety. Again, the practical wisdom
(phronésis) that informs and becomes habitual through good de-
liberation is one whose associations are not obviously religious:
phronésis is, of course, the highest practical virtue, to be jux-
taposed with (and perhaps subordinated to) theoretical virtues
such as knowledge (epistemé), insight (nous), and wisdom (sophia).
In these latter, one might more properly find, or enter into, the
Aristotelian god—that self-thinking thought (noasis noésess) that
is wrapped in eternal contemplation but does not deliberate about
temporal, mutable affairs and practical actions. That is, the realm
in which tragic or moral hamartiai can occur seems ontologically
removed from Aristotle’s god. This god cannot “forgive hamar-
tiai” any more than it can lead into temptation or reach down
into the soup of circumstances to expiate impurity, heal disease
or delusion, or “deliver us from evil.” To pray to “him” to do

66. Eth. Nic. 1142b.7-9 (énel 6 pév koxdg Bovkevdpevog dpaptaver, 6 & E)
opBiag Bovheveta, Sikov b1t dpboTNG T1g T sDPoVAia foTiv). The expected antonym
of 6pbotne would make bad deliberation dpopria.

67. The difficulty of virtue and the ease of vice is a theme for Hesiod (Op.
287-92), Prodicus’s fable, “The Choice of Heracles” (Xenophon, Memorabilia
2.1.21-34), Plato’s Adeimantus (Resp. 364d1-2, quoting Hesiod), and ulti-
mately Mt 7:13—-14 (cf. Taylor, Classics and the Bible, 32-33).

68. See Gerard F. Else, Aristotle’s Poetics: The Argument (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1963), 474-75; Bremmer, Hamartia, 111-12.
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any of this would be a category mistake. Insulated, and perhapg
altogether isolated from mutable particulars, this pure nous must
be indifferent to particular actions, whether sinful “misses” and
omissions or virtuous “hits.”

If this analysis is fair, then Avristotle’s ethical and religious
thought has, in some respects, a quite different tenor from Ply-
to’s. Turning to Plato as our final case study, let us sample his rich
deployment of hamartia cognates in political, ethical, and Socratic
contexts as an entry into some of his broader ethico-religious
ideas. One must give pride of place to the Socratic principle,
“knowledge 1s virtue-—or rather to its logical converse, “igno-
rance is vice.” Here, the cognitive connotations of hamartia (ha-
bitually contrasted with orthotes, rightness) inform many separate
discussions. Socrates’s speculations of a “royal fechné” draw not
only on analogies with other crafts (especially medicine and ship
navigation), but also on the conceit that the “true” ruler will not
make “mistakes” and will be technically (and perhaps ethically)
“unerring” or “infallible” (avopéptntog).” A more humorous
(though little noticed) variation may be the reference in Theaete-
tus to a children’s game: those interlocutors, Socrates teases, who
make mistakes or “misses” will become the “donkeys,” while
the one who comes out “without error” (avopépntog) will be
“king” over the others.”! Yet while these discus..ons of a royal
techné, mathematician-kings, and direct theocracy flirt with the
ideal of infallibility, they also query whether this epistemic ideal
is too high for merely human politics here.

In more purely ethical discussions, Socrates’s principle
that “nobody does evil willingly” commonly employs hamartia
cognates.”' In Protagoras, for instance, people “err” in their choice
of pleasures and pains due to their lack of the proper knowledge

69. Sec, ¢.g., Resp. 339c¢=342b, including questions about whether rul-
ers are “uncrring” {Gvapgptirol) or able “to ery” (Gpopteiv) and “mistake”
their own self-interest (Stapapraver oD ¢antoig pertioton. CE. Aristotle, Politics
206b9—c4 (regarding ervors in medicine and politics); Tht. 177¢4—8, Cf. Aris-
totle on faults, hamartiai of Spartan (Politics 127049, 1338b12), Cretan (12720b2)
and tyrannical (1310b6) constitutions.

70. Tht. 146215 (dc & dv mepryévnrol gvapaptrog Puctiedoet UaV).

71. See, ¢.g., Apology 26al—a4, Protagoras 345d9—c4 (00BEva dviphnov EKOVTU
sbapaprivew), Grg. 488a2-b1 (00y txdv EE0papTAVO anN i T Sui), Resp
336e2—4 (fxovTeg GpopTAVOREY).
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of the “measuring art.”’> Here Socrates’s language of making
the “right choice” (orthe hairésis) of pleasure and pain and hav-
ing the knowledge to calculate pleasures—the greater and lesser,
the “excess” and “deficiency” thereof—foreshadows Aristotle’s
doctrine of phronesis and virtue. Here, practical deliberation is
also brought to bear on psychic matters (pleasures, emotions) so
that one can make the “right” hairesis in each situation, though
Aristotle rejects the notion of a merely quantitative calculation.
Plato’s Socrates, for his part, speaks of the calculating art as the
potential “salvation of human life” (f} copic 100 Biov).

In a slightly different way, both Socratic principles in-
form the great Platonic myths of divine punishment. Here po-
litical and ethical arguments combine in a vision of the divine
society that binds the living and the dead, mortals and immor-
tals alike: earthly vices, crimes, and injustices are ultimately sins
(often hamartia cognates) against a greater order. Punishment is
enacted for good: either as an “education” that would “release”
souls from their self<imposed ignorance (i.e., vice), or as an edu-
cation to deter others from wrong. A related metaphor makes
punishment a medicine for psychic disease. If justice and other
vices are disnrders of the soul, then divine punishment is the
salve resto- ing their natural equilibrium.” This metaphor is evi-
dent in the striking classification of sins into the “curable” and

72. See, e.g., Protagoras 356e8-357d7 (ti tv Ecolev Nuiv tov Plov; dp” &v ovk
gmoTipn; kol &p” v od petpniian Tig, éneldninep VrepPoric te kai évdeiog éotiv 1
téyvn . . . &mel 68 &1 MSovilg Te kol AOTng év OpBij T oipéoel £pavn Npiv 1 cotnpia
10® Biov oloa . . . dpokoyikate dmoThung Evdeig dEapaprdvey mepi TV @V RSovidvV
aipecty kai Aoady Tovg EEapaptdvovtag).

73. On virtue as psychic “health,” see Resp. 444c—e (Apetny . . . dyileid 18 Tig
dv £ xkGAhog ke evetio yoyfig, kakio 88 vooog Te kai oloyog koi dodévern); Anthony
P. J. Kenny, “Mental Health in Plato’s Republic,” in The Anatomy of the Soul
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1973), esp. 1-27; Gerasimos Santas, Understanding Plato’s
Republic (Chichester, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 207-12. Boesche com-
pares Plato with Freud, for whom “mental health involved a proper balance
of ego, superego, and id” (Roger Boesche, Theories of Tyranny: From Plato to
Arendt [University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010], 28).
On justice as a “medicine of evil” that restores temperance, see Grg. 478d4-7
(latpixyy yiyveron movnplag 1y 8ikm). Aristotle also uses the metaphor: “healthy”
states are able to endure many “faults” (apaptior) (Politics 1320b33-39). New
Testament language too associates hamartia with sickness, as in the healing
miracles in Mt 9:1-8, Mk 2:1-12, Lk 5:17-26. On this association, cf. Parker,
Miasma, 236-37.
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“incurable.” There is punishment as education/medicine for gy,
former, but for the latter (since redemption is impossible) fiepcq
punishments, enacted as “paradigms, spectacles and warnings”
others.” The incurables (Socrates generalizes) are almost alWﬂys
from the ranks of the great—kings, potentates, tyrants—and
he alludes approvingly to Homer’s image of Tantalus, Sisyphyg
and Tityus punished. Such visions of cosmic justice cap Socrates’s
persistent preference for justice over injustice (Republic), and evey,
for “suffering injustice rather than perpetrating it” (Gorgias)——,
preference that may be borne out in his refusal to violate the layysy
of Athens by fleeing execution (Crifias).

The same spirit is evident in his final words to the Athe.
nian jurors. Socrates does not quite forgive those who condemp
him, because “they know not what they do,” but he continues to
reasor with them, possibly because the true requital for ignorang
“mistakes” is correction, education, and “divine” philosophy,75

74. See Grg. 525b6—¢8, which contrasts the éviator (odror ot avidoya
Guapmpota dudprosty) with others the punishment of whose édpaprion will
serve as mopodetypata . . . Bedpota kai vovBetipata, The metaphor reappears in
Phaedo 113a—114c, where the “incurables” include the worst temple-robbers
and murderers. On the other hand, those who commit great but “curable”
sins (i6otpo peydhe fpapryrévor apaptipote) include people who do violence
to their parents or commit murder. The latter, to be “cured,” must repent
(retapédov) for the rest of their lives and must “supplicate” and “persuade”
their victims in Tartarus to “let them go out” (iketevovst kai dsovrar sdoul
6pag éxPrvar). Griswold passes over the passage with a throwaway mention in
a footnote, and in his disappointing omission of Christianity he misses how
strikingly close the vocabulary of these supplications is to the “forgive us our
sins” of the New Testament. At the same time, one should note that Socrates
concludes his vision by a reference to divine justice, not mercy (eleos) or for-
giveness (suggnome).

75. Griswold’s paraphrase (“he predicts that ‘vengeance will come’ . . . evi-
dently at the hands of his followers” [Forgiveness, 10n13]) is misleading. Socrates’s
prediction of rational efenchus (i.c., “punishment” as education) at the hands of
younger followers is hardly tinopta in Homeric style. Socrates does not forgive,
yet his calm pronouncement of a parting of the ways (Apology 39¢1-d9) has the
air of a tranquil letting go—the words of a man who has risen above the crowd
and its noise. And indeed, as a “witness” to the truth, Socrates’s vow to obey
God rather than the Athenians (Apology 29d—e) has many Jewish and Christian
parallels and even echoes (e.g., Paul on the Areopagus: see Talbert, Reading
Acts, 45, 54, 152-53). In light of this, onc might well juxtapose Socrates’s final
speeches in the trial with Jesus’ final words of forgiveness (Lk 23:34), themselves
echoed by Stephen and other early martyrs (see Talbert, Reading Acts, 65-60).
For recent contributions to the age-long juxtaposition of Socrates and Jesus,
see Emily Wilson, The Death of Socrates (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
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Similarly, incidents throughout his trial and death (as “recorded”
by Plato) use hamartia cognates in ways that verge more obvi-
ously on the notion of sin. In speaking with Euthyphro before
his trial, Socrates fears that in the mind of his accuser Meletus,
he “errs/sins with his innovations about the divine.””® In the Apol-
ogy, he more boldly states that he is giving his defense speech
on behalf of the Athenians (and not himself), “for fear that if
they condemn him, they would commit some sin concerning the
gods’ gift to them.”’" In prison, the personified laws of Athens
ask him whether he will do anybody any good by “transgress-
ing and erring” (sinning) against them.” The whole trial was
of course for impiety, tried under King Archon (responsible for
religious crime), since in Athens (or polytheistic Greece) there
was no sharp separation of the secular and the sacred. Yet, in the
face of critiques of traditional religion and ancestral nomoi (e.g.,
by pre-Socratic and Sophistic thinkers), Plato seeks to ground
more consciously these all too human institutions on knowledge
of their “divine” source.

The Socratic principles then, and the hamartia cog-
nates that may reflect them, lead on naturally to Plato’s great
thoughts on divinity, goodness, evil—a theology by which Plato
would essentially revolutionize society. The basic theses of his
theology—that the divine is good, cause only of what is good,
is not deceptive or many-formed, but simple and changelessly
perfect—are formulated in the Republic in express opposition to
Homer and Hesiod, and enacted, theoretically, into an ideal my-
thology, art, and political constitution.” The addition that the

2007); and Paul W. Gooch, Reflections on Jesus and Socrates: Word and Silence (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2013).

76. Euthyphro 5a3—-8 (xouwvotopobvra nepi tv feiov ébapaptave) (emphasis
added); cf. 6a6-9. For his part, Euthyphro defines piety first as what he is do-
ing now, prosecuting those who commit some adikia (murder, temple robbery)
or some similar hamartia (5d8-¢2).

77. Apology 30d5—el (Ongp dpdv, un 1 E€apapnts mepi TV ToD 00D 601V Huiv)
(translation mine).

78. Crito 5326-bl (nopofag ol é€apaptdvav); cf. Il 9.501 (dmepPrn xoi
Gudpty), quoted above.

79. On the divine nature, see Resp. 379b—383c. Contra Homer, see, e.g.,
Resp. 379¢9—e2 (Socrates quoting, condemning Il. 24.527-32) or 381d (reject-
ing Od. 17.485-86).

139




140

WILL DESMOND

divine is not jealous, but positively generous in its inclination ¢
overflow or cause another as like itself as possible, underlies iy,
the Timaeus a mythico-scientific attempt to construe the cog.
mos and all its denizens as maximally beautiful and good. The
“second-best” society in the Laws is based on the propositiong
that the gods exist, care for mankind, and cannot be bribed (pace
Homer’s Phoenix and the whole culture of petitionary offerings,
statues, temples). The laws of Magnesia are sacred laws: they re_
flect the changeless order of the heavens, and are laid down by
wise legislators whose legacy should be maintained scrupulously,
So too in the Republic’s kallipolis, the less knowledgeable workers
and auxiliaries know enough to respect and obey the guardians,
who rule by grace of their knowledge of the Good. But the best
condition would be to be ruled by god directly, as is suggested
in the myth of the Statesman. All three societies are variations of
the principle that knowledge of the divine order should inform
the political order.*” More generally still, the Platonic divine is
associated with the truly real, the unchanging, and the Good.
Before this divine “light,” evil is driven into the shadows, as it
were: evil is privation of good, without an independent or even
real existence in a cosmos where everything reflects to some de-
gree its divine original (whether that is named the Ideas, the Idea
of the Good, or the Demiurge’s paradigm). Ultimately Socrates’s
ethical propositions are given metaphysical depth: knowledge of
the divine reality equals virtue and social cohesion, while those
who “miss” it descend to depths of wickedness and madness co-
extensive with their ignorance. Worst of all, the most fallen, and
thus least godlike, are tyrannical souls—or in the logic of the
Laws, unrepentant atheists.

Thus, somewhat paradoxically, despite stressing the
primacy of the divine good (in various forms), Plato also
demonstrates a continuous awareness of the limits of its efficacy.
The Demiurge translates eternity into the motions of time
and mathematical forms into matter, but they hold the imprint
imperfectly (Timaeus). The soul that once contemplated Ideas
loses its wings and falls into the heaviness of body (Phaedrus). The
sun’s light is present in the cave (through the puppet masters’ fire),

80. At least this is my argument in Philosopher-Kings of Antiquity (London:
Bloomsbury Academic, 2011), 19-43,
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ot darkened by shadow (Republic). Divine beauty is present in
yet diminished somehow

peaut iful sciences, laws, poems, bodies
(S}mqms.ﬁmr). Some fatal neglect of the “perfect number” brings
the decline of the ideal kallipolis, and knowledge of the Good
fades as cities degenerate through the various constitutions:
from timocracy to oligarchy, democracy, and tyranny.*' In each
dialogue, the interlocutors know at some level the universal in
question, yet struggle to articulate it perfectly. Certain individuals
prusquely assert themselves over and against others, even while
«ill part of the conversation. A Thrasymachus, Alcibiades, or
Callicles look to the tyrant as the human ideal; their pride would
reach a pinnacle in the eros fyrannos, which in the soul (as in the
state) is the “king” of all drones, the chief source of evil—in St.
Thomas’s language, the “capital vice,” or in the language of the
Catechism, the “predominant sin or our ruling passion.”

In the Laws, the chief vice is identified as “self-love” in a
resonant passage worth quoting at length:

Of all evils the greatest is one which in the souls of most
men is innate [Epgutov], and which a man is always excusing
in himself and never correcting; I mean, what is expressed
in the saying that “Bvery man by nature is and ought to
be his own friend.” Whereas the excessive love of self is in
reality the source to each man of all offences [0 8& dhn@eiq
ye TavToy Gpaptpdrov st T o@odpa Eavtod @ikioy uitiov
#xaote yiyverar éxdorote]; for the lover is blinded about the
beloved, so that he judges wrongly of the just, the good,
and the honourable, and thinks that he ought always to
prefer himself to the truth. But he who would be a great
man ought to regard, not himself or his interests, but what
is just, whether the just act be his own or that of another,
Through a similar error men are induced to fancy that
their own ignorance is wisdom, and thus we who may be
truly said to know nothing, think that we know all things;
annd because we will not let others act for us in what we
do not know, we are compelled to act amiss [Gpoapraver]
ourselves. Wherefore let every man avoid excess of self-
love, and condescend to follow a better man than himself,
not allowing any false shame to stand in the way.™

81. Regarding the “perfect number,” sce Resp. 546b—d.
82. Laws 731d6—732b4 (trans. Benjamin Jowett).
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The final exhortation to imitate an excellent paradigm resoup s
with the whole natural theology we have been sketching, ang
with Plato’s celebrated call to theasis.* In addition, it may put one
in mind of St. Matthew and other sinners (Gpaprorot) who ab

doned their selves and self-love to follow Jesus—a better

an-
man,
The passage as a whole certainly anticipates Plotinus’s analysis of
evil as a turning away from the One, a misplacing of love, just 45
eros fyrannos is a perversion of the innate eros toward the divine,
The passage may look forward also to Kant's notion of a “radica]
evil” in the will, an inclination or even temptation toward the
sensual and nonrational; or to Freud’s selfish id. It looks foward
to St. Augustine’s Confessions, where he searches his own sou] in
memory, and finds there the self-love that tempted him to repeat
the primal sin.

Finally, this passage of Plato’s old age may verge on
ground similar to that of St. Paul when he speaks of the mystery
and reality of original sin:

It was through one man that sin | guoptia] came into the
world, and through sin [ tfig dpaptiag] death, and thus
death has spread through the whole human race because
everyone has sinned [é¢ & néviec fipaptov]. Sin already
existed in the world before there was any law, even though
sin is not yeckoned when there is no law.*

The Greeks, from Homer and Hesiod to Plato and Aristotle, did
not know the Mosaic Law or its later fulfillment. The highlights
of their religious history see only a wavering sense that the gods
legislate for human action: stronger in Hesiod’s Works and Days
than Homer’s Iliad, stronger (in a negative way) in the “tragic”
vision of jealous gods, and stronger still in Plato’s now optimis-
tic reevaluation of the divine. Throughout, there was always
an anxiety that human beings can commit hamartia before the
gods—whether by omitting sacrifice, by “thinking big” and hu-
bristically courting nemesis, or by “missing” fundamental truths
and throwing one’s soul into disorder. Homeric, tragic, and Pla-
tonic varieties of sin already existed in the Greek world before
any Corinthians or Athenians heard “the law” evangelized. In

83. Tht. 176a8—b3.
84. Rom 5:12-13 (NJB) (emphasis added).
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relative ignorance of “the law” of a loving Father, the Greeks
gave relatively little “reckoning” of sin. Of course, as we have
seen, Homer, Hesiod, Plato, Aristotle, and others all do evalu-
ate sin, each in his own distinctive way. But the notion is not
dominant, not even in Plato, and one must abstract it from the
labyrinthine language of delusion, justice, virtue, and knowledge
in which it is enfolded. One can regard this essay therefore as a
modest and indirect commentary on Paul’s statement: for Greek
culture as a whole, with its weak sense of divine legislation and
love for mankind, sin was not given the strong “reckoning” and
singular attention that it has received in Christian cultures—even
from the very beginning, when Christ taught his disciples how
to pray. O
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