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At first glance, the purpose of the book is broadly formulated and the range 
of topics and traditions to be discussed is broad as well. The book deals, as 
the title indicates, with prayer and contemplation in Late Antiquity. The 
back cover informs us that the book focusses on the interactions and ten-
sions between philosophy and religion and briefly mentions the different 
aspects and traditions that will be discussed in addressing this issue. The 
book is well organized and, besides the collection of articles, provides an 
introduction by the editors and indices of ancient authors, references, and 
subjects.  

 The introduction teaches us that the articles collected in this volume 
were presented at the conference Praying and Contemplating: Religious and 
Philosophical Interactions in Late Antiquity and deal with texts that were 
written between the third and seventh century AD. The introduction further 
provides the usual overview of the content and argument of the individual 
contributions and ends with a unifying programmatic statement: the editors 
take a position against the view of some scholars (Geffcken, Dodds, and 
Gilbert Murray) who have estimated the role of certain religious elements 
within philosophy as undesirable and ‘irrational’. The papers that are 
collected in this book instead aim to show the rationalism of (various forms 
of) religion and the close encounters between different traditions (espe-
cially Platonism, mystery cults, and Christianity), rather than their pro-
claimed oppositions. With this statement, and the volume as a whole, the 
editors clearly aim to correct (or at least problematize) a view that is held 
by some prominent scholars in the field of ancient studies.  

 The first four articles focus on the Neoplatonic tradition. John Dillon, 
Chapter 1, ‘Prayer and contemplation in the Neoplatonic and Sufi traditions’ 
(pp. 7-22), describes the different stages of prayer and contemplation in the 
work of Plotinus, Iamblichus, and Proclus, and uses some notions of the Sufi 
tradition to shed light on what the highest stage, the ἕνωσις, might consist 
of. His comparison with and use of the Sufi tradition is interesting and useful 
in addressing the question of what is involved in obtaining the ἕνωσις within 
the Neoplatonic tradition. Eleni Pachoumi, Chapter 2, ‘Magico-religious and 
philosophical interactions in Proclus’ theurgic unions’ (pp. 23-37), discusses 
the interactions between the Neoplatonic (especially Plotinus, Iamblichus, 
and Proclus) and magico-religious tradition in their exemplification of the-
urgic unions. Therein she focuses on the notions of mixture and sympathy 
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and on theurgical attributes that appear in the writings of both traditions, 
showing the overlap between them. Explicitly problematizing Dodds’ claim 
that Iamblichus introduced the irrational into philosophy, John Finamore, 
in his Chapter 3,  ‘Reason and irrationality: Iamblichus on divination 
through dreams’ (pp. 39-58), traces the rationality of the irrationality in 
dream-divination. He argues that the embrace of an irrational component 
within philosophy stands in a long tradition – stretching from Homer, 
through Plato, to Iamblichus – in which dream-divination is widely ac-
cepted. As Finamore shows, Iamblichus actually builds on and addresses 
issues from within the metaphysical framework of this tradition in a rational 
and consistent manner. Mark Wildish, Chapter 4, ‘Iamblichus on the lan-
guage of prayer’ (pp. 59-70), subjects Iamblichus’ account of prayer to a lin-
guistic analysis and contrasts it with Ammonias’ neo-Aristotelian account. 
In the latter, a hierarchical distinction between the invoker and the invoked 
is maintained, based on the doxastic use of language which is distinguished 
from the intellective content that is called upon in prayer. In Iamblichus’ 
account, the higher forms of prayer (for example, via symbols) annul this 
distinction, as the utterance of the prayer is infused with the intellective 
content that is performed in the act of prayer, establishing a bond between 
invoker and invoked. 

The two subsequent articles deal with prayer in the work of Boethius and 
the emperor Julian respectively. Wayne Hankey, Chapter 5, ‘Ratio, preces, 
intuitus: prayer’s mediation in Boethius’ Consolation’ (pp. 71-96), uncovers the 
role of prayer in the structure of Boethius’ Consolation as a necessary mo-
ment of mediation between reason and Intellect, by drawing on the book’s 
own content and (Neo-)Platonic and Christian background. The mediation 
involves the initial and momentary overcoming of reason’s limitations, in 
order to apprehend the divine Providence, via the act of prayer that lifts the 
mind up to its higher source. John Hilton, Chapter 6, ‘Public and private 
prayer in the works of the emperor Julian’ (pp. 97-110), discusses private and 
public prayer in the work of Julian. Whereas his private, silent prayer in 
search for personal guidance shows the influence of Christianity, his public 
prayer, concerning the well-being of the empire and his subjects, is pre-
dominantly inspired by theurgic practices and theurgy’s conception of 
man’s relation to and interaction with the gods. We learn that, while Chris-
tianity and theurgy seem to have very different views on prayer, in Julian’s 
conception of prayer, these two traditions are not so distinct and exist side 
by side.  

Following these articles on prayer, are three articles that address other 
topics in the context of early Christianity. Mark Edwards, Chapter 7, ‘Primi-
tive Christianity and magic’ (pp. 111-22), discusses Christ’s miracle works in 
Christian literature as a form of magic. Christ’s miracle works are, when 
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judged by what they accomplish, a form of magic, but distinguished there-
from, in the Christian tradition, on grounds of the authority by which they 
were performed (in the name of God) and the ease with which they were 
performed by Christ. Where pagan magicians needed elaborate rituals, 
Christ could work magic by uttering one word. Therefore he was able to do 
more and – by doing so in the name of God – more majestic deeds, making 
them miracles instead of magic according to the Christian tradition. 
Bronwen Neil, Chapter 8, ‘Dream-visions, prophecy and contemplation in 
Origen’s Contra Celsum’ (pp. 123-37), discusses Origen’s conception of dream 
vision as a form of spiritual seeing in which divine realities are conceived 
and contemplated with the aid of the imagination. Origen, as opposed to 
many of his contemporaries, accepts the value of dream visions on account 
of the Christian notion of ἔκστασις in prophecy. Biblical texts show examples 
of how the ἔκστασις can lead to truthful apparitions of the divine. This shows 
that dream divination is also valuated within the Christian tradition. 
Annemaré Kotzé, Chapter 9, ‘Augustine addressing God and Man in the Con-
fessions’ (pp. 139-55), uncovers the way in which the narrator of Augustine’s 
Confessions reaches out to the reader by addressing God in a variety of 
prayers that appeal to readers of a similar background as Augustine and to 
the emotions and allusions of the will. Kotzé contends that, although the 
addressee in the Confessions is God, the prayers are phrased in such a way 
that they convey a message to the reader instead.  

The last three articles are concerned with the mystery cults. Matthew 
Dickie, Chapter 10, ‘The meaning of initiation in Late Antiquity’ (pp. 157-80), 
argues that the goal of initiation in mystery cults, under the influence of 
Platonism, has, from the second century AD onwards, changed from the 
purification of the initiate into the unification with the divine. In his article 
he discusses the relevant sources from this period and pinpoints the crucial 
moments on which this change took place. Lech Trzionkowski, Chapter 11, 
‘Hieroi Logoi in Twenty-four Rhapsodies: the Orphic codex?’ (pp. 181-94), 
considers, in his article, the genesis of the Hieroi Logoi in Twenty-four 
Rhapsodies and contends that it is a codex containing a selection of Orphic 
hymns that was compiled within a circle of Neoplatonic philosophers of the 
Athenian school somewhere in the fourth and the beginning of the fifth 
century AD, considerably later than usually is assumed. Closing the gates of 
this volume, Philip Bosman, Chapter 12, ‘The end of the ancient oracles: from 
deception to dangerous demons’ (pp. 195-210), elaborates on how, due to the 
appropriation of Platonic demonology, an initial positive attitude towards 
the demons from pagan divination rites changed into a negative attitude in 
early Christianity. Subsequently, pagan religion was no longer merely seen 
as a faulty or inferior religion, but as dangerous for worshipping creatures 
that serve reputable interests and for attracting powers that are harmful, 
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leading to an increasing abolishment of pagan religion. 
 Looking over the collection of articles, there is a great variety in subjects 

and disciplinary approaches. While that might have its benefits, it does not 
serve those that demand a single σκοπός of a book, as that will not be easily 
found here. Some of the articles explicitly focus on prayer and/or contem-
plation, but not all.1 The interaction and/or tensions between different trad-
itions and between philosophy and religion are sometimes explicitly or 
implicitly discussed, but not in all articles. And, although some of the other 
articles contribute to re-evaluating the role of religion in philosophy, 
Finamore is the only contributor who explicitly mentions and problematizes 
the presuppositions of earlier scholars with respect to the ‘irrational’ and 
religious elements within philosophy. Unfortunately, the contributors also 
do not make use of and refer to each other’s contributions, which would 
have been nice in general, but particularly so where there seems to be a 
contradiction between two authors.2  

With respect to the argumentation, the contributors show themselves to 
be experts in their fields of research. They support their claims with the 
relevant and up to date literature and engage in discussion with the existing 
viewpoints on their topic of interest. In some cases, argumentation is less 
central, as instead the paper focuses, for example, on the discussion of 
examples (Pachoumi), leaving it to the reader to find the thread running 
through it. Other articles, however, and especially Kotzé, are very clear and 
explicit in their lines of argumentation and overall aims. 

 The editors have apparently chosen to allow for variations in style and 
lay-out. Translations are sometimes given besides the original in the text or 
in footnote, sometimes without the original and sometimes the translation 
is omitted altogether or the original is paraphrased. The era indication 

 
1 Prayer and contemplation do not have a prominent role in the articles of Edwards, 
Dickie, and Trzionkowski, for example. 
2 Finamore, for example, argues that dream-divination and -interpretation was 
widely accepted in antiquity, ‘was part of Platonic philosophy from the beginning’ 
(p. 50) and that ‘the literary and philosophical tradition, while not universally 
supportive of divinatory dreams, was largely favourable towards the idea’, adding 
that the interest in it increased in the first and second century AD (p. 51). Neil, on 
the other hand, emphasises the hostile attitude towards dream-divination when she 
says that ‘[t]he early Church Fathers condemned divination in dreams, as did many 
of their non-Christian or ‘pagan’ contemporaries’ (p. 124) and later says that dream 
visions were particularly disregarded within the middle Platonic and Neoplatonic 
tradition (p. 127). It would be interesting to see how they evaluate each other’s 
position. 
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varies between the articles (for example, from AD to CE) and some contribu-
tors (for example, Dillon, pp. 14-15 and Dickie, p. 172) occasionally use trans-
literated words instead of the Greek. Besides the variations in style and lay-
out, the book contains some typos and formatting mistakes.3  

 On the whole, the book comes across as a journal, rather than a unified 
whole, which made me rather hesitant to read it from cover to cover. 
However, in the end I did really enjoy reading it from cover to cover, as the 
contributors do address topics that did not receive a lot of attention in 
recent scholarship, (re-)introduce outstanding issues with respect to the 
relation between philosophy and religion and the interrelations between 
different traditions in (late) Antiquity, and, therewith, show a high degree 
of originality. They go down pathways that are overgrown due to neglect, 
tickle the imagination and invite the reader to go along with them. 
Particularly refreshing is John Dillon’s search for the subjective experience 
of the ἕνωσις (pp. 15-16). In contemporary scholarship the subjective experi-
ence in doing philosophy is generally shunned, while it is, one could safely 
say, at the heart of Platonism and is worth asking about, because – to dust 
off and appropriate an old saying – ‘theory without experience is a mere 

 
3 I sieved out the following things that I would consider as corrigenda: p. 1, line 14 
(reads ‘though’ instead of ‘through’); p. 17, n. 30 (a couple of letters of the word 
‘pointing’ are italicized); p. 53, line 10 (given the context, I believe that ‘irrational’ 
should here be ‘rational’); p. 59, line 18 (inverted comma after ‘Iamblichus’ is out of 
place); p. 97, line 4 (the ‘to’ in ‘need to’ can be omitted, as it appears later in the 
sentence); p. 102, line 6 (‘was urge’ needs ‘to’ in-between); p. 108, line 8 (reads ‘is this 
case’ instead of ‘in this case’); p. 113, line 18 and later on p. 116, line 1 (‘life of 
Appolonius’ refers, I assume, to the work of Philostratus and thus needs a capital 
and be italicized); p. 117, line 9 (‘One might say this less confidently it were true’ is 
grammatically not correct and can be adjusted in different ways); p. 120, line 26 (has 
a hyphen instead of an em dash); p. 160, line 10 (after ‘his’, a word is omitted; from 
the context, I think it should read ‘his ancestors’); p. 173, line 4 (a semicolon is 
followed by a capital, where before it is not and should not be); p. 175, line 4 (‘at the 
same’ should read ‘at the same time’); idem, line 5 (the comma after ‘nephew’ should 
be omitted); p. 176, line 2 (‘whom Julian in AD 355 left Ephesus to find’ is gram-
matically awkward and needs a ‘for’ somewhere in the sentence); idem, line 18 (the 
dot indicating the end of the sentence is missing); p. 182, line 24 (‘I advance the 
thesis’ needs either the addition of ‘that’, a colon or inverted comma’s to introduce 
the thesis); p. 183, line 27 (‘Marinus’ is in the wrong spot as he is not the master who 
is referred to); p. 186, line 11 (reads ‘canonical schools’ where, I presume from the 
context, it should read ‘canonical texts’); p. 189, line 18 (‘it is not accident’ is gram-
matically incorrect and can be adjusted in different ways); p. 198 n. 20 (the note is 
nowhere to be found in the main text).  
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intellectual play.’4 
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4 L. von Bertalanffy (1962), ‘General system theory: a critical review.’ In L. von 
Bertalanffy and A. Rapoport, General Systems, 7.11. Michigan. This dictum is generally 
attributed to Immanuel Kant.  


