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Directions That Diverge:  
“Jerusalem and Athens” Revisited

There is nothing so painful to anyone as is separation from Athens and 
one another, for those who have been comrades there.

Gregory of Nazianzus1

Within the “limits of reason” one can create a science, a sublime ethic, 
and even a religion; but to find God one must tear oneself away from 
the seductions of reason with all its physical and moral constraints, 
and go to another source of truth. In Scripture this source bears the 
enigmatic name “faith,” which is that dimension of thought where truth 
abandons itself fearlessly and joyously to the entire disposition of the 
Creator: “Thy will be done!”

Lev Shestov (1866–1938)2

I do not know. That may sound like a profession of ignorance that 
would constitute my closest possible approach to Socrates, but it is 
more plausibly understood as an admission of incompetence. Only 
rarely does incompetence ever stop anybody from anything, and it will 
not stop me.

Werner J. Dannhauser3

The ten essays by Hugh Nibley included in The Ancient State appear to be 
scholarly treatises on topics like education, or on rhetoric and its corrupting 
influence on ancient and modern civilization, or on ancient statecraft and its 
related ideology and supporting rituals, and so forth. These essays are certainly not 
conventional or even arcane scholarship fashioned for the sake of a struggle for 
tenure, promotion, and an academic career. The essays assembled in The Ancient 
State are not unlike Nibley’s other efforts to explicate Mormon things by means of 
intellectual history—whatever else they appear to be, they are apologetic “Mormon 
essays.” From my perspective this is a strength—they are part of Nibley’s larger 
effort to defend the gospel of Jesus Christ against its critics.

Though Nibley occasionally employs both the product and the authority of 
philosophical inquiry as a tool in defense of divine special revelations and hence 
as an element in his effort to warrant faith in God as revealed in the scriptures,4 



his scholarly endeavors constitute intellectual history (which is often coupled to 
stinging social criticism); they are not genuinely philosophical, since he already 
begins with the understanding of the objects or contents of faith as revealed by 
God. 

Instead of commenting on the full range of essays found in The Ancient State, 
as tempting as that might be, I will focus exclusively on two essays written in 
1963 and published in this book for the first time nearly three decades later. Nibley 
first set forth his schema in lectures entitled “Three Shrines: Mantic, Sophic, and 
Sophistic” (pp. 311–79) delivered on 1, 2, and 3 May 1963 at Yale University.5 (At 
approximately the same time he drafted a manuscript entitled “Paths That Stray: 
Some Notes on Sophic and Mantic,” pp. 380–478). In these essays he depicts what 
he argues was an old but also continuing struggle between the quest for or a claim 
to a wisdom available through human reason and a longing for a wisdom that 
comes from another world.

Nibley compared and contrasted “two basic human attitudes” (p. 315), which 
he also described as addictions (p. 319), expectations (p. 314), hopes (p. 317), 
traditions (p. 319), or inclinations (p. 331). He called these attitudes mantic and 
sophic. The term mantic, which will be recognized in the name “praying mantis” 
(Mantic religiosa)—an insect that holds its forelegs in a position suggestive of 
hands folded in prayer—is a Greek word identifying the prophetic, that is, the 
words of those claiming to be in various ways the spokesmen for the will of God 
(proph∑tai). Both mantic and sophic attitudes are, it turns out from Nibley’s 
perspective, thoroughly religious even when their advocates disdain that label. 
Nibley found evidence in Greek literature, and especially in the poets, for these two 
contrasting and competing religious dispositions. He also sketched the presence 
of sophic and mantic moods in the literature of both classical antiquity and the 
modern world.

Though Nibley focuses on Greek literature and religiosity, the New Testament 
also displays something similar to what he describes as contrasting sophic and 
mantic attitudes. I will demonstrate that the products of these longings and 
expectations either constitute or flow from the competing claims to wisdom now 
widely symbolized by Jerusalem and Athens. I will also show that the literature 
on this confrontation of religious attitudes bolsters and also corrects some of what 
Nibley has written on these issues.

Foolishness or What?

In the New Testament we find the claim that “God was pleased through the 
foolishness of what was preached” concerning Jesus as the Messiah or Christ 
“to save those who believe,” even though “the world through its wisdom did not 
know him” (1 Corinthians 1:21 NIV). Many who heard the prophetic message 
concerning Jesus Christ, of course, rejected it. At least part of the reason for this 
rejection, according to the Apostle Paul, was that the Greeks turned instead to 
their own “wisdom” (v. 22).6 From this and similar remarks, it appears that at least 
some of the Greeks seemed to Paul to have been charmed by pagan philosophy, 



that is, they were enthralled by the wisdom of this world. Paul thus ridiculed a life 
dedicated to philosophy, one endeavor for which the ancient Greeks are still very 
much celebrated.

Paul thus insisted on a radical disjunction between “the wis-
dom of God” made available through Jesus Christ (and support-
ing special revelations) and the “wisdom” that some of the  
more sophisticated Greeks were then apparently demanding. But the quest for 
worldly wisdom, it turns out, constituted a life driven by a noble effort to acquire 
knowledge of the highest or divine things by reason alone. Something like Paul’s 
radical separation between opposing truth claims was later set forth by the first 
prominent Latin Christian writer, the remarkable Tertullian (ca. A.D. 160–225),7 
in a famous enigmatic question: “What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem? 
What concord is there between the Academy and the Church?”8 

It seems that Tertullian read Paul—and I believe correctly—as yearning “to 
confound even philosophy itself. For (philosophy) it is which is the material of the 
world’s wisdom, the rash interpreter of the nature and the dispensation of God.”9 
In setting forth his argument, Tertullian pointed to the “unhappy Aristotle . . . who 
invented for these men dialectics, the art of building up and pulling down” among 
those he saw advancing an ultimately and radically corrupting worldly wisdom 
(or philosophy). But his primary target was the Academy, which was, incidentally, 
an effort to revive a school originally founded by Plato. Tertullian specifically 
mentions Platonism and “Plato’s school,”10 which may have been for him either 
Alexandrian Platonism or the incipient Neoplatonism attributed to Ammonius 
Saccas,11 who is sometimes thought of as the founder of this school. Be that as it 
may, Tertullian’s position on the danger to Christian faith found in the teachings 
of Platonism (and certain other philosophical schools) seems clear: “Away with 
all attempts to produce a mottled Christianity of Stoic, Platonic, and dialectic 
composition!”12

My first encounter with Tertullian’s stunning contrast between what he 
considered the wisdom available from God through inspired men—prophetic 
wisdom—and the teachings of pagan philosophy came when I heard Hugh Nibley 
read an address entitled “Prophets and Philosophers” over KSL, a Salt Lake City 
radio station, on 16 May 1954, on what was then the regular 9:00 P.M. Sunday 
evening LDS radio program.13 Nibley quoted passages from Tertullian that 
illustrated at least some early Christian qualms about philosophy.

Though noting that “the subject of philosophy” was one with which he was “not 
competent to deal,”14 Nibley indicated that he would, instead, report the opinions 
of some of the earliest Christian writers on the encounter of the faithful with the 
teachings of pagan philosophers. This then constitutes the content of Nibley’s essay 
on “Prophets and Philosophers,” as well as part of additional remarks concerning 
philosophy found in portions of The World and the Prophets.15

The Famous Question

It turns out that Tertullian’s famous enigmatic question is still very much with 



us.16 There is a recent, sizeable, and sophisticated literature that attempts in one 
way or another to deal with it.17 We are certainly entitled to ask: Was Tertullian right 
when he argued that the claims to wisdom symbolized by Athens and Jerusalem 
are not equivalent or commensurate? Are they, instead, when properly understood, 
dissimilar and competitive? And, if Tertullian was in some fundamental way right, 
how can one justify (or even account for, apart from an apostasy) the appropriation 
by Christian theologians of the categories and explanations, and not merely some 
of the vocabulary, of pagan philosophy? And how can one justify the work of 
those who fashioned the great ecumenical creeds that have subsequently more or 
less defined God? These creeds employ categories borrowed from or controlled 
by pagan philosophy. Yet they are found in the more sophisticated versions of 
orthodox Catholicism and Protestantism to the perhaps surprising inclusion of the 
Protestant evangelical or fundamentalist faction.

“Jerusalem and Athens” in Recent Jewish Thought 

If Nibley has not seen himself as competent to deal with ancient pagan philosophy 
in more than rhetorical and historical ways, is there someone from whom we might 
begin to glimpse the intellectual horizon of pagan philosophy, who could also assist 
us in reflecting upon its possible impact on the life of communities claiming to 
manifest prophetic faith? I believe there is such a one. I have in mind Leo Strauss 
(1899–1973), an influential Jewish philosopher whose celebrated lecture entitled 
“Jerusalem and Athens” first appeared in 1967. When I discovered this lecture in 
booklet form,18 I was fascinated by its somewhat enigmatic contents. Here was 
an atheist Jew, or so I supposed,19 deeply involved in explicating and defending 
ancient philosophy against certain of the excesses of modernity (that is, modern, 
as opposed to premodern, notions of the limits of rationality). And yet he also had 
much to say about the confrontation of two competing claims to wisdom that he, 
silently following Tertullian, symbolized as Jerusalem and Athens. He did not, as 
one might have expected, just assume that even his own brand or understanding of 
philosophy—which was deeply indebted to, if not identified with, what he believed 
was ancient philosophy properly understood—necessarily had the final word.

I was led to opine about Strauss and what I could make of his arcane remarks 
regarding the eventual impact of the quest for knowledge by reason alone on the 
faith of Jews and hence on their commitment to the Bible and their fidelity to 
its moral demands.20 Whatever his own personal predilections might have been, 
Strauss seemed to me to have steadfastly and correctly left open the question 
of whether a life focused on faithful obedience to God or a life dedicated to the 
quest for knowledge by unaided human reason was the proper way to live. He 
also brushed aside as unworthy choices other ways of living on the grounds that 
those who followed them were oblivious to the evils that haunt human nature and 
afflict this world or they were inattentive to the noble possibilities within. And he 
seems to have insisted, silently echoing Tertullian, that no synthesis was ultimately 
possible between the claims of Jerusalem and those of Athens.

Quite unlike Nibley, Strauss saw himself as engaged in a radical quest for 



knowledge by unaided human reason; he was thus a philosopher even or especially 
when he was engaged in composing histories of ancient or modern philosophy, and 
also when he was dealing with the claims he symbolized by Jerusalem and Athens. 
Precisely because of his own commitment to the philosophic life—to the quest for 
knowledge by reason alone—it is possible to draw upon his account of ancient 
philosophy with some confidence that his writings can assist us to begin to under-
stand the inner structure and hence charms of that world. Grasping philosophy 
in its nascent forms may facilitate our own effort to clarify exactly how and why 
the commitment to the philosophic life may challenge the faith of communities 
grounded on prophetic truth claims or may corrupt and transform the faith of those 
who see themselves as guided by the Bible.

Strauss seems not to have mentioned that it was Tertullian who first used the 
symbols of Jerusalem and Athens to identify competing claims to wisdom, nor 
did he draw attention to Tertullian’s writings.21 The reason may have been that 
he was Jewish and Tertullian was Christian. To me, Strauss seems to have been 
at least somewhat contemptuous of Christian theologians.22 Why? Because they 
were not Jewish? There seems to have been a somewhat deeper reason. From his 
perspective, Christian theologians were too anxious to draw upon pagan teachings: 
they rushed into the arms of philosophy, perhaps without knowing what they were 
doing. They did not comprehend the tensions between the two claims to wisdom. 
In their understandable desire for the polemical weapons they could borrow from 
pagan sources and their equally understandable desire to fashion a systematic, 
rational structure and support for their faith, they either knowingly or perhaps 
unwittingly ended up corrupting their faith. They also garbled what they borrowed 
from pagan sources by turning it into a set of dogmas rather than understanding 
that it is a radical quest for knowledge and hence a way of life rather than a specific 
teaching or set of finished dogmas.

When Jews like Moses Maimonides (1135–1204)23 eventually took an interest 
in pagan philosophy, they never forgot that it was dangerous both to themselves 
and also to the faith of the community they loved and in which they lived. They 
often thought that much of what they really believed ought to be concealed from 
the uninstructed or vulgar. They understood that what they had appropriated from 
pagan sources was profoundly threatening—at least to the faith of uninstructed 
believers (that is, to most of those in their own faith communities).

Strauss wrote as if the practice of contrasting Athen’s wisdom (understood 
as ancient pagan philosophy) with Jerusalem’s (or divine revelation) was the 
intellectual property of Jewish writers and hence not Christian at all. What he 
did not acknowledge publicly was that his own favorite way of contrasting what 
he saw as the tensions between what appear to be radically competing claims to 
wisdom had its origin with a remarkable Christian writer.

Is Nibley’s sophic, from the perspective provided by the treatment of Jerusalem 
and Athens by Strauss, just another name for ancient pagan philosophy? I believe 
that what Nibley calls sophic is what Strauss (and his many disciples) most 
emphatically associate with philosophy understood in its ancient form. Ancient 



philosophy is perhaps best known and accessible to us in the popular teachings of 
various Epicureans and Stoics, and then in the Neoplatonic elements found at the 
heart of Augustine’s highly influential Christian “theology.” 

Augustine does not seem to have described himself as a theologian, but 
rather seems to have favored the label philosopher. In Books IV and VI of his 
famous City of God he introduces the Christian world to the classification of 
theology known at least within the Stoic school of philosophy. Following the 
famous Stoic philosopher Varro, Augustine distinguishes political (or civil) from 
poetic theology and condemns both as absurd and unseemly. But instead of then 
introducing a presumably revealed theology, Augustine again follows Varro and 
describes instead “natural theology,” which turns out to be what philosophers, and 
specifically what he, believed were Plato’s views concerning divine things. He 
obviously understood that natural theology was the work of various philosophers 
attempting to discover divine things by reason alone. Augustine argued that Plato, 
as he understood (or, more likely, misunderstood) him, drawing upon Neoplatonic 
sources for his command of Plato, provided a necessary intellectual grounding for 
a mature Christian faith. It also seems that Augustine saw Christian faith, when 
properly understood, as somehow rising above what one might find even in the 
Neoplatonism with which he was familiar. But one way to read the scriptures was 
through the lens of Neoplatonism. If we accept Augustine’s own account of his 
conversion to Christianity as set forth in his Confessions, the role of Neoplatonism 
seems to have been crucial in his coming to see that God is incorporeal. This also 
seems to account for his favorable remarks concerning the Neoplatonist manifesta-
tions of natural theology that he sets forth in the City of God.

If something like this is true, are we not then, in the final analysis, still forced 
to deal with the issues raised by Tertullian, only now under a somewhat different 
set of labels? The efforts of Leo Strauss to sort out and assess the merits of the 
competing claims to wisdom symbolized by Jerusalem and Athens are thus, I will 
strive to demonstrate, potentially useful for Latter-day Saints. But to see exactly 
why this is so, we must examine Nibley’s early essays on the mantic and sophic.

Nibley on “The Confrontation of Greek and Christian Religiosity” 

As early as 1954, Nibley argued that “the unique thing about Mormonism is 
that it is a nonspeculative religion in a world of purely speculative religions.” From 
his perspective, 

that remarkable characteristic establishes at once the identity or kinship 
of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints with the original, 
primitive Christian church, which in ancient times also had the unique 
distinction of being a nonspeculative religion in a world completely 
“sold” on philosophy.24

In this early distinction between speculative and nonspeculative religions we seem 
to have access to a key element in what Nibley later claimed is the struggle between 



religion that is either dominated by sophic or by mantic components. Once such a 
distinction is clearly in mind, it is possible to begin to trace the dialogue between 
those alternatives among the ancients and also in the modern world, especially 
among a cultural Mormon fringe group currently operating on the margins of the 
Mormon intellectual community.25

As is well-known, Nibley has long been engaged in the corroboration of 
prophetic wisdom, or of what he also labels “nonspeculative religion.” As part 
of the historical clarification and vindication of prophetic religions, he contrasted 
the claims of the vast array of teachings generated and maintained by the host of 
often competing philosophers, theologians, mystics, officers, reformers, scholars, 
and preachers26 with the essentially nonspeculative manifestations of mantic 
religiosity. The latter rest, among other things, on the attitudes and yearnings of 
people interested in (or at least open to the possibility of) a wisdom from another 
world—people who are thus open to divine special revelations.

Nibley can be read as arguing that, by focusing on the distinction between 
sophic and mantic, we can begin to move beyond the more traditional discussions 
of such seemingly enduring issues as the confrontation of reason with revelation, 
or of science with religion. Both of these he pictures as later and confused offspring 
of an earlier confrontation between two different claims to wisdom, and hence two 
different types of “religion,” at least when viewed through his sophic-mantic (or 
philosophic-mantic) lens.

That this is possible can be seen when we sense that the mantic, which is 
more difficult to identify clearly than the sophic (or philosophic) quest for wisdom, 
seems most accessible to us when we focus on the desire for prophetic truth claims 
that are more or less linked to the Bible. (In the case of Latter-day Saints, they are 
also linked to the Book of Mormon and other revelations.) Similar yearnings are 
found in some but of course not all expressions of Jewish, Christian, and Muslim 
religiosity. Nibley also sees mantic yearnings at work in much of Greek literature, 
poetry, and religion, and even standing behind Near Eastern cultures until “around 
600 B.C.,” at what he likes to call, appropriating a label from the French scholar 
Lasaul, “the ‘Axial Period’ of world history.”27 (The phrase is also discussed by 
the German philosopher Karl Jaspers.)

How does Nibley distinguish mantic yearnings and the resulting manifestations 
of religiosity from the stress on rational speculation—on theoria (or theory)—that 
constitutes both the substance and ground of sophic religiosity? In 1967 he briefly 
alluded to Erwin R. Goodenough’s rather offhand reference to a distinction 

in Judaism between the “horizontal” and the “vertical” types of religion, 
that is, between the comfortable and conventional religion of forms and 
observances as opposed to a religion of revelations, dreams, visions, 
and constant awareness of the reality of the other world and the poverty 
of this one.28 

Nibley then indicated that he had previously “called this the conflict between the 
‘sophic’ and the ‘mantic,’ and,” he added, “it goes back to the earliest records of 



Greece and the Levant.”29 He identified a quest in ancient Greece for a wisdom 
through unaided or unassisted human reason that yielded—to use Immanuel 
Kant’s much later formulation—a “religion within the limits of reason alone,”30 
which itself called into question and strove to replace the earlier mantic religious 
substratum. Such essentially religious celebrations of skepticism and rationalism 
Nibley called sophic. He thus contrasted a “smug ‘horizontal religion’ with . . . its 
utter contempt for visionary prophets”31 with a longing for a wisdom that comes 
from or that discloses another world. And he held that one can find this going on 
in Greece and Egypt, as well as in Palestine. Following the terminology he first 
introduced in 1963, Nibley thus described a dialectic between the sophic (or philo-
sophic) and a contrasting yearning for the mantic, or a struggle between horizontal 
and vertical types of religiosity. Are these affirmations, we may ask, equivalent, 
commensurate, and harmonious, or are they, if not simply contradictory, at least 
competitive? He insists that the two are at least competitive, just as Leo Strauss saw 
tensions and even radical contradictions between what he symbolizes as Jerusalem 
and Athens.

Wisdom, Wonder, and Wayfaring: Sophic and Mantic Addictions 

An important discussion has been taking place both within and outside Latter-
day Saint circles on the confrontation of the wisdom sought through unaided 
human reasoning and the wisdom that has presumably been revealed by God 
through prophets. If we think of those two claims to wisdom as forming the basic 
foundations of Western civilization, which I do, then this discussion takes on an 
added importance. And if one is concerned about the confrontation of Mormon 
things with modernity, as I am, then taking part in the conversation is crucial, 
and that necessitates getting clear on the historical background of the discussion, 
thereby bringing these issues into focus and providing the proper bearings so that 
we can sort them out.

What Nibley labels as sophic yields an understanding resting entirely on the 
resources of the human mind, or, more narrowly, it consists of the quest for wisdom 
through unaided human reason. By contrast mantics long for at least some glimpse 
of the meaning of the magnificent and also tragic drama within which they tend 
to see themselves. We should not, however, assume that Nibley has ever been 
anxious to defend from criticisms all manifestations of mantic longings. Unlike 
some of his early efforts to vindicate the prophetic, in Nibley’s treatment of these 
longings we see him at work describing both the virtues and vices of the mantic. 
And he likewise does not shy from noting the virtues of sophic endeavors. 

Nibley drew his categories and descriptions from the vocabulary in which 
such things were discussed by ancient Greeks. That has certain advantages. By 
so doing, he avoids imposing modern categories upon the past, as would be the 
case if he had addressed what he calls the “old donnybrook between science and 
religion” (pp. 380–81). Instead, he borrows ancient categories with which he 
eventually strives to understand the modern world. He argues, much as Leo Strauss 
did, that our current way of seeing things is a confused outgrowth of old, and now 



half-forgotten, quarrels. His approach requires the reader to acquire a subtle new 
vocabulary; it also demands that we avoid jumping to conclusions.

Nowadays we like to contrast science and religion, or reason and revelation, 
or facts with faith. And given the charming ideologies of secular modernity, when 
such amorphous and yet simple binary sets come to define the alternatives, it is not 
difficult to imagine which one will have a political or rhetorical advantage. We are, 
for example, often easily persuaded to see a contest between science and religion, 
with the word science presumably identifying the solid rational position, while 
religion is reduced to vague feelings, mere sentimentality, or raw emotion, if not to 
myth, magic, or superstition. Even among Latter-day Saints, some today feel the 
need for talk about divine things to appear credible or be vindicated in the light of 
the currently fashionable notions of science. When this is the case, what is labeled 
science clearly tends to call the tune. But the quarrel between science and religion 
is not what is directly at stake in the confrontation of sophic and mantic attitudes.

Even in The World and the Prophets, Nibley did not address exclusively the 
quarrel between science and religion, though it was mentioned here and there in 
that book. Instead, he argues that the old donnybrook can be better understood when 
examined historically, when we know something of its roots and contours over 
time. When this is done, it turns out that the quarrel is derivative and also confused, 
at least partly because it turns out to be a by-product of a more fundamental and 
earlier confrontation between what Nibley labels sophic and mantic.

And it is not that one of these two presumably competing expectations, attitudes, 
or claims to wisdom is “religious” and the other is not. For it turns out that the 
choice between sophic and mantic necessarily commences before the grounds for 
either alternative can be made entirely evident, and hence involves hopes, longings, 
assumptions, and beliefs. In a broad sense both are thus “religious,” and both are 
expressions of “faith,” though with radically different and even contradictory 
contents. Those whose attitudes can be described as sophic—whose way of life 
rests entirely on the resources of the unaided human mind, of reason alone, or 
who may be involved in a quest for knowledge of First Things by unaided human 
reason—are “religious,” even when they tend to reject this label.32 It also turns 
out that both are necessarily articulated, explicated, and defended with words and 
hence involve arguments. Thus both are at least in that sense rational. It is a serious 
mistake to see one as rational and the other as irrational, as some have done,33 for 
both have elements of what can be called the rational and nonrational. 

For there to be genuine faith—a rare thing indeed, according to Nibley—the 
possibilities of a wisdom from other worlds must be understood unequivocally (or 
literally); otherwise sophic assumptions dominate. What this means is that much 
of the world’s pious religiosity, according to Nibley, is not genuinely mantic at all, 
since it is made to rest on the currently accepted intellectual fashions and involves 
in one way or another sophisticated equivocations about divine things. It turns 
out that hostility to even the possibility of wisdom from other worlds fuels one or 
another of the host of rationalizing naturalistic explanations of mantic longings 
and also of prophetic truth claims.



These essentially naturalistic explanations are sophic precisely because, among 
other things, they demand a closed universe of what they see as the natural and 
hence rule out in advance the possibility of other worlds. They are also sophic 
because they rely ultimately on reason alone or the unaided resources of the human 
mind. The post-Enlightenment tendency has been for those representing what 
they understand as the correct and controlling intellectual currents to find in the 
science of the day either a surrogate for faith (hence often called “scientism”), or 
to appeal to the mystique and authority of science. They thereby transform science 
into a secular religion. But it is hardly irrational or anti-intellectual to avoid such 
dogmatic scientism.

Whatever its charms, by itself the sophic is, from Nibley’s perspective, 
ultimately destructive, for it demands magnanimity (megalopsychia) and hence 
breeds what we know as pride.34 And, for the mantic, pride is lethal. From Nibley’s 
perspective, about the only thing in which we can appropriately and genuinely 
excel is repentance (when that is grounded in trust in divine mercy); everything 
else is a potential trap capable of decoying us away from divine things and into 
a world in which “religion” is debased as it becomes another commodity to be 
advertised and merchandized.

There have been, of course, according to Nibley, many attempts to find a 
synthesis or harmonization between the sophic and mantic. That sort of thing 
has been the business of swarms of popularizing preachers and rationalizing 
theologians and other fashionable intellectuals. Nibley treats such endeavors with 
scorn, describing them as sophistical and often merely rhetorical, even when they 
manifest considerable ingenuity; he strives to demonstrate that they corrupt and 
weaken what is genuine in both the sophic (or philosophic) and mantic; they tend 
to blur and obscure the real alternatives. In fact, they both cause and flow from 
confusion over the real alternatives.

From Nibley’s point of view, there are only two ways between which we must 
choose, and phantasms result from attempts to mix or blend the two or when we do 
not confront clearly the radical choice we must all face. He therefore distinguishes 
between the prophetic, oracular, and inspired, on the one side, and essentially 
naturalistic accounts of “religious” things, on the other. The one attitude is mantic, 
while the other is sophic. This distinction places theology, traditionally understood 
as rational speculation about divine things, squarely within the realm of the sophic. 
And hence Nibley is not interested in doing theology; he abhors theology, whether 
dogmatic or systematic, including that done by Latter-day Saints.35

Nibley thus describes what he sees as the corruption of the mantic tradition 
brought on by its marriage to philosophy in the Christian world of Origen, Minucius 
Felix, Justin Martyr, and especially Augustine.36 The union between Christian faith 
and pagan philosophy turns out to have been a kind of shotgun wedding.37 Why 
was faith in Jesus as the Messiah or Christ, when guided and directed by divine 
revelation, not sufficient? Why was philosophy needed to support faith? Putting 
the question in a different way, Nibley asks,

why was the marriage with philosophy necessary? Answer: “To 



overcome the objections of reason to revelation”—that is St. Augustine’s 
famous reconciliation of Classical and Christian learning. But how can 
you call it reconciliation when it is always the church that gives way? 
It is always reason that has to be satisfied and revelation that must be 
manipulated in order to give that satisfaction; this is no compromise 
but complete surrender, by which Theology “becomes the train-bearer 
of the Old Queen Philosophy.” (p. 367)38

In this and other similar passages, Nibley describes what he believes was the 
end result of attempts to draw upon the sophic as a way of supporting an original 
and now sagging mantic tradition, if not to find a place within the sophic for some 
elements merely drawn from the earlier mantic foundations as recorded in the sa-
cred scriptures. But in such schemata it is always either the grounds or contents of 
faith that are adjusted to the currently fashionable demands of reason. And when 
these efforts more or less take hold, the earlier mantic tradition is thereafter seen 
through a lens provided by the newfangled sophic rationalization of the contents 
of the scriptures.39

In his examination of sophic and mantic, Nibley is certainly not setting 
forth a distinction that can somehow be transformed into a key to a metaphysics 
(an understanding of nature or being) that he somehow thinks stands behind 
true religion; it is precisely that kind of philosophical enterprise that he sees as 
sophistical, if not genuinely sophic. It is therefore a mistake to understand or 
reduce what Nibley does with sophic and mantic to the categories derived from 
or attributed to Greek philosophy. Nibley is not attempting to figure out an 
ontology or provide a metaphysics. From his perspective, to attempt to do that 
(and especially for religious purposes), whatever else might be said about it, would 
constitute a vain and fruitless exercise in sophic pride. It should be remembered 
that, from Nibley’s perspective, genuine manifestations of prophetic religion are 
embedded in narratives and are essentially practical or moral, and not speculative 
or theoretical, as such things are understood from within the horizon of ancient 
Greek philosophy. What God desires from us is faithful response to his message, 
not clever speculation. He requests a broken heart and contrite spirit, repentance 
understood as a change of heart, or a turning or returning to him witnessed by 
our obedience. We are to flee from Babylon and make genuine efforts to build 
Zion.40

In attempting to clarify certain fundamental alternatives by probing a past 
that was then and there, Nibley calls attention to what he sometimes describes as 
“the split between rationalists and believers.”41 This split points to or involves a 
contest over the question of what constitutes the proper or highest way of life— 
that is, over the proper mode of “religion.” In such endeavors, Nibley is not engaged 
in theology—either systematic, natural, or dogmatic—but in essentially historical 
explications of meanings and possibilities.

Such an approach has merit. Other than direct contact with divine things, our 
understanding of such rests on accounts of God’s mighty acts and man’s halting 
responses that are contained in texts. That is, it is found in the written word, which 



is our tiny window to the past. This helps explain Nibley’s concern with what is 
contained in and can be derived from ancient texts.

Both sophic and mantic involve various longings, hopes, and expectations; 
they constitute alternative approaches, styles, or stages which even some of the 
most disparate communities share. Neither sophic nor mantic is a single entity, 
and hence, when different versions confront each other, they tend to recognize the 
similarities and the common ground upon which their competing claims are made 
to rest; they also tend to become petulant toward those who seem to share a similar 
territory.42 Jewish, Islamic, and Christian believers, from Nibley’s perspective, 
constitute in an important and obvious sense a single mantic “People of the 
Book,” despite having sometimes different and even contradictory understandings 
of the book (or even different books). Whatever the confrontations and quarrels 
between the adherents of different strands or modes of mantic tradition, the more 
fundamental contest turns out to be between sophic and mantic, and not the sophis-
tic corruption of both resulting from attempts at a synthesis or blend of the two.

The dialectic between sophic and mantic, though accessible to us through a 
study of the past, should not be thought of as merely a matter of antiquarian curiosity, 
for something like it can be seen here and now, even among the Latter-day Saints. 
For example, the principle behind the writing of some recent Mormon history— 
which has been described as “Revisionist” (or, more vaguely, as “New Mormon 
History”)—is that historians ought to strive for neutrality or scientific objectivity, 
or what is sometimes called balance or detachment, as they deal in “human or 
naturalistic terms” with the Mormon past.43 What seems to be an essentially 
sophistic if not genuinely sophic hope is found among those who hold that history 
and culture can be furthered by the employment of naturalistic explanations of what 
they label “the Mormon myth.”44 In that way some hope that Mormon culture and 
history can be “humanized” without completely disabling the traditional account 
of the church’s origin. Of course, those enthralled by such an essentially sophistic 
agenda like to picture theirs as the genuinely “scientific” attitude, or at least as 
detached, critical, balanced, neutral, objective, secular, and rational. They may 
grant that even though full objectivity is impossible, such is still a worthy ideal 
that can be more or less approximated, for they assume that there are degrees of 
neutrality or detachment. And they imply that they have these in large measure.

For some with revisionist proclivities, any sign of faith in God may be seen 
as a corrupting bias. In addition, some historians continue to assume that the truth 
about what really happened in the past makes itself known, insofar as it can be 
known, only to the extent that even vestigial elements of faith are shed. In that way 
the mantic elements of Mormon faith are managed and manipulated. As one writer 
concluded: “subservience to a particular religion is therefore incompatible with 
honest inquiry, whether by historians or by anyone else.”45

Such approaches seem rhetorical and dogmatic. And from Nibley’s perspective 
they are also essentially sophistic. Such formulations, graced with the protean 
expressions subservience and particular religion, suggest a distinction between 
servile attention to the special tenets of a particular faith (or religion), presumably 



including that of the Saints, which is then set over against neutrality, detachment, 
and objectivity—a kind of presumably rational (and hence sophic) “religion in 
general.” From such a perspective the trappings of conventional religion are not 
entirely jettisoned, but properly subordinated to a currently fashionable and regnant 
scientism.

At the present time it is unfortunately still common for a few secularized 
historians to praise detachment, and, in the binary opposition thus implied, to 
eschew attachment to a particular faith. All of this fits rather nicely within what 
Nibley describes as sophic (or even the sophistic); the end result has been that some 
writers want to “distinguish studies which tend to be basically ‘faith-promoting’ 
from those done in ‘secular’ graduate schools which insist upon naturalistic or 
humanistic description and analysis.”46 Given that distinction, it turns out that 
much of Mormon history has been routinely dismissed by some as “basically faith-
promoting.” Historians like Nibley are, of course, apologists in the sense that they 
both defend the faith and tend to be sympathetic with the mantic tradition. But, if 
Nibley’s analysis is at all sound, we are all faced with a choice between competing 
religious faiths, and there is no neutral or higher perspective from which to judge the 
competing claims. In addition, it turns out that all accounts are “faith-promoting” 
in the sense that they all must necessarily rest upon or support either one or another 
of the various sophic or mantic hopes and longings. Or they may exemplify the 
confusion of the two that Nibley labels the “sophistic junk yard.”47

Neither the sophic nor mantic constitutes a single claim to wisdom. For 
example, philosophers squabble; they are divided into competing schools, brands, 
or varieties of philosophy. One fashion in philosophy follows and competes with 
another. To label something sophic, as Nibley does, is not to imply that there is a 
single ontology or body of knowledge or a single claim to wisdom known by that 
name, or anything like a single metaphysical stance. Likewise, the longing for a 
mantic wisdom, presumably flowing from another world, also comes in different 
and competing shapes and varieties. Unlike the historical arguments found in The 
World and the Prophets, which are intended to vindicate the prophets both ancient 
and modern, Nibley’s arguments on sophic and mantic do not lead to the conclusion 
that every manifestation of the one or the other is sound or authentic.

Sophic and mantic are both open to excesses, corruption, and distortion. In 
addition, according to Nibley, even as yearnings, the presence of the one may act 
as a corrective for the abuses or excesses of the other. Western civilization can be 
seen as at least partially the product of the confrontation of these two seemingly 
different and competing claims to wisdom, and hence also with various efforts of 
the one to challenge or accommodate the claims of the other. In the end, however, 
instead of calling for a balance between the two or a synthesis, Nibley makes it 
clear that he sides with the mantic, despite all of its actual or potential abuses. From 
his perspective there is no genuine middle ground between sophic and mantic, and 
no higher ground from which it is possible to assess competing claims.

Nibley tends to avoid the designation sophistic, and uses, instead, the term 
sophic as his designation for the employment of unaided human reason in the 



quest for knowledge of highest or First Things. He also tends to skirt the word 
philosophic, though he grants that the word sophic, albeit present, was much less 
common in the ancient Greek world than either sophistic or philosophic. All three 
terms are versions of what was called “wisdom.” A philosopher, from Pythagoras 
to the present, is a lover (philos) of wisdom (sophia). By turning his focus on 
the word sophic, rather than on philosophic, Nibley avoids having to determine 
exactly what is going on among those known as philosophers as they attempt to 
deal with divine things.

He thus skirts the thorny question of whether this or that author involved in 
the philosophic is what he calls sophic, or whether their stances must ultimately 
be subsumed under that category. The reason seems to be that he wants to claim 
Plato, and especially Socrates, as mantic.48 That is possible if, among other things, 
one ignores the host of seemingly ironic statements in Plato’s dialogues, as well 
as their dramatic components and the quarrel Plato sets forth between philosophy 
and poetry, since it is the poets who are the ones most often driven by mantic 
longings. Nibley holds that Plato was not being ironic (and hence paraphrastic, if 
not esoteric) when he put into the mouth of Socrates (or one of the other figures 
in his philosophic dramas) what appear to be mantic longings, sentiments, and 
thoughts.

No doubt much evidence of the tension between sophic and mantic can be 
found in Plato’s dialogues. And given the form and style of those dialogues, it 
has not been easy to determine exactly where Plato (or Socrates) comes down on 
various issues. Hence, Plato’s writings have been open to various different and even 
competing interpretations, that being one of their charms. Not everyone will agree 
with Nibley’s assessment of Plato. But little if anything is lost of his argument, if 
it turns out that he is wrong about where exactly Socrates or Plato (or Aristotle) 
ought to be placed in his mantic-sophic classification schema. What counts is not 
whether he managed to classify all the players correctly, but whether he managed 
to identify the broad outlines of a struggle between two radically different and 
competing claims to wisdom.

Encountering the Alternatives

For a long time, as I have shown, at least since the second century, there has 
been a tendency to minimize the possibility of a radical disagreement between the 
Bible and Greek philosophy. There are certain justifications for playing down the 
possibility of such a conflict. First of all, much of what has subsequently taken 
place in the West involves, in one way or another, attempts to reach a synthesis 
between or harmonize Greek philosophy and the Bible. This is clearly the case 
with Christianity,49 but a similar process can be found in certain Jewish and 
Islamic circles. The clearest manifestation of an attempted synthesis is to be seen 
in the flowering of what eventually came to be known as Christian theology. Be 
that as it may, the story of Christianity cannot be told without dealing with the 
encounter with and then the appropriation of Greek philosophy, either knowingly 
or unknowingly, by various zealous and clever churchmen.



But a closer look at the relationship of Greek philosophy and biblical wisdom 
seems to indicate that, instead of a harmonization, what has taken place is more 
of an attempt to reach or attain a synthesis. Is this attempt ultimately doomed to 
failure? Will the confrontation of the two claims to wisdom result in the one find-
ing a home, merely being more or less accommodated, within the larger context of 
the other? Will one be a guest on terms set by the host? Will both be transformed 
by attempts to reach a harmonization? Are such attempts at harmonization merely 
instances of the weakening or corruption of either or both philosophy and the 
Bible?

While in “Paths That Stray” Nibley provides a number of insightful propositions 
setting forth certain of the attributes—which are coupled to the subsequent 
history—of the two traditions, he does not provide a systematic account of exactly 
what constitutes what he called the sophic (or philosophic) quest for wisdom. For 
this we can turn to the writings of Leo Strauss.

“Nature” and the Philosophic Quest 

We must have a closer look at what Nibley calls the sophic (or what I prefer to 
call the philosophic) tradition in its original form. Nibley complains about the way 
in which the sophic attitude looks to nature (and hence to a closed natural world) 
for the explanation of everything. He specifically targets what the philosophers 
called nature (physis), claiming that sophics tend to look to it for a full account of 
reality (see, for example, pp. 338–39). He is right. Ancient philosophy involved, 
above all else, the attempt to close the door to genuine manifestations of prophetic 
charisms by fashioning naturalistic explanations intended to account for all of 
reality. Nibley correctly emphasizes that the first philosophers strove to discover 
the nature (physis) or essence (ousia) standing behind the multiplicity of finite 
things—they were what might be called physical investigators.

“The first philosophers,” according to Leo Strauss, “are called by Aristotle 
‘those who discourse on nature’; he distinguishes them from those ‘who discourse 
on the gods.’ The primary theme of philosophy, then, is ‘nature.’”50 But the quest 
for the physis or nature (or essence), or for the form, idea, or substance of a thing 
is not what we call nature and it is also problematic. Why? Well, for one reason, it 
turns out that

Nature, however understood, is not known by nature. Nature 
had to be discovered. The Hebrew Bible, for example, does not have 
a word for nature. The equivalent in biblical Hebrew of “nature” is 
something like “way” or “custom.” Prior to the discovery of nature 
[by the “physical investigators” who stand at the beginning of classical 
Greek philosophy], men knew that each thing or kind of thing has its 
“way” or its “custom”—its form of “regular behavior.”51

Among other things, what this tells us is that philosophy, understood as the inquiry 
into nature, has a history; it is a unique, temporally located, and hence conditioned 



intellectual endeavor and is not necessarily coextensive with human thought 
as such. And this history of the idea of an essential “nature” of things is itself 
significant.

With the discovery of nature, the Greek notion of the “way” or “custom” 
of a thing was split “into ‘nature’ (physis) on the one hand and ‘convention’ or 
‘law’ (nomos) on the other.”52 Aristotle could therefore hold that it was natural for 
human beings to communicate with language,53 but that it was conventional for 
some to speak Greek and others Egyptian and so forth. Likewise, it is natural for 
humans to be political, that is, to live in a city or ordered community (polis), but 
the specific laws (nomoi) governing any particular regime are conventional, artifi-
cial, mere opinion (doxa). Hence, they differ from time to time and place to place 
like all other human conventions. One might say that it is natural for human beings 
to govern themselves with conventions, for without the powerful effects of moral 
and legal rules, we would not be genuinely human.

So what is the essence or nature of a thing? Physis identified “the character of 
a thing, or of a kind of thing, the way in which a thing or a kind of thing looks and 
acts, and the thing, or the kind of thing, is taken not to have been made by gods 
or men.”54 So we should not be surprised to learn that “the Greek word for nature 
(physis) means primarily ‘growth’ and therefore also that into which a thing grows, 
the term of the growth, the character a thing has when its growth is completed, 
when it can do what only the fully grown thing of the kind in question can do or 
do well.”55 But it should also be obvious that “things like shoes or chairs do not 
‘grow’ but are ‘made’: they are not ‘by nature’ but ‘by art.’”56 Included among the 
artificial things that it is natural for humans to make or craft by skill (i.e., artifacts) 
are such things as language and the communities in which we live, and hence also 
the opinion (doxa), including the laws, upon which communities necessarily rest.

But some things, and perhaps even the deepest or highest things, simply are. 
They do not grow and are not cultivated or cultured; out of some of these things 
everything else comes. Or, put another way, some of these things, understood as 
nature or natures, ultimately determine, dominate, or control all other things and 
hence are the First Things. Those who sought the nature of things were therefore 
especially eager to discover the nature of what they imagined were these highest or 
First Things. Such things as atoms and the void, fire, air, water, numbers, ideas, a 
prime mover, and the boundless or infinite have been included by different schools 
of philosophers among the candidates for the First Things. Other than providing 
us with a general label for the inquiry into First Things, philosophers have never 
reached anything like a consensus on these matters.

The quest for a knowledge of the nature of the First Things, beginning with and 
hence grounded in the inquiry into nature, is commonly known as ontology (on, 
being, and logos, inquiry).57 The quest for an ontology, that is, for an understanding 
of being-itself and not simply for an encounter with some existing thing that just 
happens to be, commencing with a knowledge of the physis of finite, existing things 
and mounting methodically up to an ultimate ground of these natures, constituted 
what was eventually called the “first part of philosophy.” Logos (word, inquiry, and 



hence rationality),58 or how one can come to know the nature of things, was known 
as the “second part of philosophy.” Together these two inquiries constituted theory 
(theoria)—that is, speculation about the nature of things. Inevitably questions about 
the nature of divine things, and how or to what extent their nature can be known, 
were included within the category of theoretical inquiries by Aristotle.59

It seems that with Socrates what was called praxis (the practical or moral) 
came to be known as the “third part of philosophy.” These practical or moral 
inquiries into how one ought to behave and hence into what we easily recognize 
as ethical and political issues, though introduced by Socrates, constitute major 
themes in several of Plato’s dialogues and are dealt with in much detail by Aristotle 
(especially in his Nicomachean Ethics and Politics). And the subsequent schools 
of philosophy (Stoic, Epicurean, Academic, and so forth) also focused on ethical 
or moral and hence political issues.

Socrates is thus said by Plato to have “turned away from the study of the 
divine or natural things and directed his inquiries entirely to the human things, 
i.e., the just things, the noble things, and the things good for man.”60 And why did 
Socrates turn away from the inquiry into natural or divine things, and take up, in 
their place, questions about virtue, justice, courage, and so forth? “It seems that 
Socrates was induced to turn away from the study of the divine or natural things 
by his piety. The gods do not approve of man’s trying to seek out what they do not 
wish to reveal.”61

If this is true, a genuinely pious man will focus on human things and leave 
those other and perhaps dangerous matters alone. Socrates is thus known both for 
his piety and for asking questions that begin with “what is . . .?” These questions 
still dealt with the nature of things, but more precisely with human things; Socrates 
thus sought to grasp “the nature of the kind of thing in question, that is, the form or 
the character of the thing.”62 And he also sought to relate each thing to the whole 
in which it is situated. Plato tells us that Socrates was especially concerned about 
actual human society, but even more about the nature of man, since he assumed 
that one cannot genuinely understand human things without seeing how individuals 
might become truly human. And the inquiry into this and related questions began 
with an examination of the opinion found in actual communities, and hence into 
moral and legal rules, which were seen by him not as divine or natural imperatives 
but as human conventions intended to cultivate the noble and just in man, or at 
least to control the base, degrading, and dehumanizing. This inquiry led directly to 
a consideration of the question of the status of the rewards and punishments that 
seem to support the behavior demanded by moral and legal rules and hence also 
led to questions of what became known as theology.

The Situation and Function of “Theology” in the Quest for Wisdom 
concerning Human Things 

The word theology (theologia) was first introduced into philosophic discourse 
in Book II of Plato’s Republic, where it describes models of the “fine tales” that 



poets, broadly understood, ought to be required to tell children in a well-ordered 
city.63 The argument goes as follows. Virtue or human excellence (aret∑) is acquired 
by education; it must be learned. Virtue cannot exist outside a community, for its 
higher elements are cultivated or cultured. But children (or childlike adults, that 
is, most humans for most or at least some of the time) cannot understand the real 
reasons for habitually acting justly. They must therefore be told stories that link the 
virtues to stories of proximate and also ultimate divine rewards and punishments. 
Nothing short of such “fine tales” will have the power to persuade children (and 
hence also childlike adults) to habitually obey the legal and moral rules and hence 
to act justly. And a community short on the necessary virtues (or educated habits) 
will be filled with factions—will be disorderly, ungoverned, and ungovernable.64

For Plato, at least, it seems that the necessary “fine tales” about divine rewards 
and punishments for obeying or disobeying laws are not, strictly speaking, true; 
they are, instead, “noble lies.” The problem is that the poets have often not told 
the necessary “fine tales.” Instead, “with one tongue they all chant that moderation 
and justice are fair, but hard and full of drudgery, while intemperance and injustice 
are sweet and easy to acquire, and shameful only by opinion and law.”65 In doing 
this the poets produced a literature and other artifacts that undercut the crucial link 
between virtue and obedience to moral and legal rules. They thereby overlooked the 
ultimate and decisive bond between the need for just acts and the deeper pleasure 
or happiness that presumably attends genuine human excellence or the whole of hu-
man virtue; they dismantled the ultimate sanction for law, that is, they questioned 
divine rewards and punishments.66

It is necessary “to supervise the makers of tales; and if they make a fine tale, it 
must be approved, but if it’s not, it must be rejected.”67 The poets, including even 
Homer and Hesiod, have “surely composed false tales for human beings.”68 It is 
not that they have necessarily told lies. In fact, it might be better if they had, since 
even the “fine tales” that ought to be told to children (or childlike adults) are not 
always or necessarily simply true, “though there are true things in them too.”69 If 
we are to have virtuous human beings and also a well-ordered city, we will need 
some model for the songs to be sung, the stories told, the “embroideries woven” 
for the habituation in virtue that is necessary in a just city (polis). And this means 
that poets “must be compelled to make speeches” that conform to these rational 
models.70 In a well-ordered polity there must be what we would recognize as cen-
sorship of the various arts (including music, sculpture, drama, literature, poetry) 
and hence thereby control of opinion (doxa). It is exactly at this point in Plato’s 
Republic that the hypothetical model for the speeches that ought to be made by 
poets to children (and childlike adults) is given the designation “theology.”

It appears that Plato does not have Socrates (or the Athenian Stranger in his 
Laws) inquire into the nature of divine things as such, though much is said about 
divine things in these and some of his other dialogues, but only into the question 
of what ought to be taught and believed about such matters for the sake of the 
best possible regime. “Theology” is thus political. It is not mantic. It is not what 
the Gods reveal about themselves through prophets, though it is located in and 



expressed by what poets say about such matters. In Plato’s Laws the content of 
theology is what wise men come to understand should be believed by children (or 
childlike adults, that is, most people) about divine things. The truth of “theology” 
is thus seen as a social cement.

If we seek guidance regarding the proper contents of “theology,” understood 
as the “fine tales” that must be told to youths, or to those unable to control their 
desires, appetites, or passions without the threat of divine rewards and punishments 
(that is, all those unqualified for the philosophic life, the quest for knowledge of 
First Things), then we must turn to Book X of Plato’s Laws.71 It is there that we 
find the initial effort to set forth rudiments of what would eventually become the 
famous proofs for the existence or reality of God. Here we have, set forth for the 
first time, the God of the philosophers.

And it is at this point that Plato has the characters in his didactic dramas 
argue that atheists are the mortal enemies of a well-ordered community precisely 
because they sever the crucial link between the divine and the ultimate sanctions 
for either obedience or disobedience to the laws.72 It is also where prophets—once 
again those Nibley sees as driven by mantic longings or expectations—are seen 
as disruptive to the social order. Why? A well-ordered community is threatened 
by individuals who might suddenly claim that the actual laws governing a given 
community are in fact an abomination in the sight of God. Proph∑tai (prophets) 
also ought to be terminated, since their presence could also be disruptive to the 
proper order of a well-constituted community.

So, from the perspective of philosophy, it is useful and perhaps even necessary 
for wise men to set forth arguments that seem to demonstrate the reality of the 
divine and also assert a link between the existing laws of a community and the 
divine as understood by wise men. And here we have, for what appears to be 
the first time, the inactive, static God of the philosophers being set in place—
for essentially political (or ethical) purposes.73 Why? It appears, or it is at least 
possible, that for Plato the “proofs” for God, though they may contain some truths, 
are actually noble lies. They appear intended to place powerful controls on the 
desires of youths and others lacking the habits that constitute the virtues necessary 
for a well-ordered soul or community. They are designed for those incapable of a 
life fully controlled by reason.

For Aristotle the inquiry into divine things (that is, into the nature of God) seems 
to have been subsumed under the “first part of philosophy,” within the life driven 
by the quest for knowledge of the nature of things and mounting up to the inquiry 
into First Things.74 The way was thus paved for God to become another name for 
whatever the philosopher considered the First Thing. And it was argued, beginning 
with Plato, that the essential and “by nature” most noble or highest thing for man 
is the use of reason in the noble quest for knowledge and wisdom. The highest 
manifestation of such a virtue is to be found in one genuinely engaged in the quest 
for virtue, beginning with questions such as “what is virtue?” It therefore should 
not come as a surprise that Aristotle thought that God is a kind of disembodied 
philosopher—that God, when properly understood, is pure thought thinking about 



thought. I suppose that this turns God into something like the ultimate ground of 
rational discourse.

So there is, at least from the perspective of classical philosophy, an inevitable 
collision between what every actual community and its poets or prophets happen 
to teach about divine things, and what ought to be taught and believed in a well-
ordered community. There are, therefore, different types or levels of “theology.” 
The vulgar or uninstructed must hold to the opinions common to the community 
in which they find themselves, while philosophers, those pursuing the knowledge 
of the nature of things, may come to somewhat different and even contradictory 
opinions. Philosophers also tended to be tolerant of the received opinions about 
divine things found in more or less stable communities. There were various reasons 
for this tolerance. One was the threat of persecution for heterodox opinions.

But there is a deeper reason that philosophers like Plato seem to have held 
that a well-ordered regime actually needs opinions that may not necessarily be 
simply true. Philosophers, at least in public, tended to respect the theology of the 
community, or what eventually came to be called political (or civic) theology. 
In private, however, they engaged in inquiries that at least potentially called 
into question the opinions that they knew grounded the moral and legal order of 
their communities.75 But whatever their private opinions, their public endeavors 
consisted of support for notions of divine rewards and punishments, while they also 
engaged in presumably noble efforts to refine the “theology” of their communities 
for the sake of these communities.76 And this was often done by subtly redefining 
divine things in an effort to bring the popular beliefs more in line with what they 
considered the nature of First Things. In this way they sought to provide a more 
noble conception of divine things by engaging in rational inquiries into the nature 
of God.

The so-called “proofs” for God—and in this sense a theology resting on an 
inquiry into the nature of things—is thus not always entirely consistent with the 
work of poets or even with the accepted opinions on such matters found within 
any actual community. Those demonstrations of God originally offered by Plato77 
were set forth as the best efforts of wise old men who were engaged in a journey 
(or a quest involving an ascent) moving symbolically from low to high things, from 
human things to divine. These old gents are thus pictured as busy during their sym-
bolic ascent setting forth a model and a rational grounding for the laws necessary 
for a well-ordered polis, and also in linking divine rewards and punishments to 
those laws.

The Appropriation of “Theology” by Christians 

Later the variations on these arguments would be identified by the famous Stoic 
philosopher Marcus Terentius Varro (116–27 B.C.) as “natural theology” (theologia 
naturalis)—that is, what philosophers might presumably demonstrate through 
unaided human reason about divine things—which he then contrasted with the 
political (or civic) and the poetic theology common to actual human communities. 
Varro’s classification of theology (and also his similar classification of the gods) was 



later appropriated by Augustine (A.D. 354–430)78 and other Christian theologians 
eager to find a synthesis between the Bible and classical philosophy, or between 
what Tertullian and others identified as the wisdom of Jerusalem and the wisdom 
of Athens. How did efforts to generate this synthesis come about?

As we have seen, theology (a term from theos or god, and logos or word, 
and not found in either ancient or modern scripture) was first employed by Plato 
to describe the stories appropriately told by poets in a well-ordered city.79 As 
such it constitutes one of the “noble lies.” The word theology was not crafted to 
describe the mantic (that is, divine special revelations, or the word of God), but 
merely human inquiries into the nature of things. Aristotle has theologians offering 
mythological explanations, while philosophers look to nature for explanations. 
He also assigned theology, as he understood it, to the first part of philosophy 
(theoria), which looks to nature for an understanding of First Things.80 In the 
Christian tradition, Origen (A.D. 185–254) seems to have been the first to describe 
the opinions of Christians, rather than those of the pagans, as theology. With 
Augustine we see the elaboration of a classification scheme in which natural theol- 
ogy (what philosophers, probing nature, say about God) is given priority over the 
stories told in the community (civil or political theology) and over what poets have 
made of those stories (poetic theology).81

What was understood as theology within the horizon of pagan Greek philosophy, 
which I have just described, was originally cautiously introduced into Christianity 
by Origen and more thoroughly but also cautiously by Augustine in his famous 
City of God. Theology thus understood is not biblical.

The fruit of this borrowing from pagan philosophy can be seen in the works 
of the councils, in the vocabulary of the ecumenical creeds, and especially in the 
theology that took its cue from the efforts of the three so-called Cappadocians: 
Basil of Caesarea (ca. 330–79), Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 332–95), and Gregory of 
Nazianzus (ca. 329–89), who struggled to devise formulas to explain how the 
Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, though clearly separate beings from the perspective 
of the New Testament, could still be understood as one God. This was accomplished 
by invoking categories borrowed from pagan sources and hence foreign to the 
Bible.82 

Among those writing in Greek it became common to refer  
to God’s “being” or “essence” (ousia), which was sometimes 
translated as “substance” (Latin substantia). But in order to pro- 
tect against monarchians (mono + arche, literally “one-rule”) and Sabellians (or 
modalists), who stressed that there really was only one God, Christians began to 
insist on there being what they called three persons (personae in Latin, borrowed 
from the Greek prosopon). Tertullian seems to have used this word to identify the 
mask worn by an actor in a play, but he also insisted, against the modalists, that a 
“person,” at least in Roman law, was a separate, distinct entity and hence capable 
of owning property (substantia). In this way he attempted to avoid having Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit simply dissolved into one Being, which is exactly what the 
modalists were doing.



Augustine uses the label theology to identify the received opinions about the 
gods found in Rome and also what the poets have done with those opinions. He 
does not, as later Christian writers have done, connect theology with the divine 
revelation or with the contents of the scriptures nor does he use the word to identify 
knowledge gained by reflections on what is found in the scriptures, that is, on the 
content of faith. Instead, when Augustine borrows from Varro—whom he praises 
for his considerable understanding and deep learning—what he called “natural 
theology,” he treated this as something very much like the science (scientia) or 
wisdom (sapientia) available to unaided human reason. Christians eventually 
came to use the term natural theology to describe rational, as opposed to mystical, 
efforts to capture the divine self-understanding—the nature, being, or mind of God 
that can presumably be known either by analogy from the created world (the so-
called teleological and cosmological arguments) or by reflection on being-itself 
(the ontological arguments).

But this sort of intellectual endeavor has been much more at home among 
Roman Catholics than among Protestants. And it is customary to find Protestants 
either uninterested in or actually opposed to “natural theology,” or to theology 
overtly drawn from a philosophical culture. What many Protestants do not seem to 
understand is that, whatever their insistence on a so-called dogmatic or “biblical 
theology” and hence on theology understood as the word of God, they also have 
inherited an understanding of God that is heavily influenced by the infusion of 
pagan philosophy into medieval Christian theology, some of which is found in the 
creeds, while other elements were passed on to them by Augustine. 

This is the point made repeatedly by Norman Geisler and Ralph MacKenzie in 
a recent study, though, of course, they put the best possible face on the facts they set 
forth. In comparing traditional Roman Catholicism with contemporary evangelical 
religiosity, these two evangelical theologians advance the thesis that what they 
label “Augustinianism” was “the major soteriological framework that informed 
Western Christianity. Both Roman Catholics and Protestants are indebted to the 
Bishop of Hippo [Augustine].”83 They claim that “both Catholics and orthodox 
[evangelical?] Protestants have a common creedal and Augustinian doctrinal 
background. Both groups accept the creeds and confessions and councils of the 
Christian church of the first five centuries. Both claim Augustine as a mentor.”84 
I certainly agree with the opinions of Geisler and MacKenzie on this matter. One 
major theme of their arguments is that, whether evangelicals know it or not, they 
are profoundly indebted to Augustine for much of their theology. 

That Protestantism in its various manifestations is grounded in medieval 
theological speculations turns out to be true despite the common assumption by the 
more biblically oriented factions of recent Protestantism (that is, the most recent 
varieties of evangelical, as well as fundamentalist and Pentecostal, religiosity) that 
their dogmas are drawn only from the Bible. What they do not see is that their 
way of reading the Bible is heavily influenced by later philosophically grounded 
theology and is also dependent on the creeds, which borrow much of their crucial 
terminology from pagan philosophy. Proof of this is found in the obvious fact 



that portions of evangelical and fundamentalist dogmatic theology rest on notions 
about divine things that are set forth in language borrowed from a philosophical 
culture. For example, notions of the Trinity or even salvation “by grace alone” 
were originally not biblical at all. They were, instead, hammered out by people 
like Augustine, who were working at least in part within the categories already 
borrowed from various schools of philosophy. 

“A Nonspeculative Religion” 

Even when the business of theology is seen as essentially descriptive or 
apologetic, it is not entirely at home among Latter-day Saints, who have not 
manifested much sympathy for the notion that divine things can be discovered with 
the unaided resources of the human mind.85 From the perspective of the restored 
gospel, what can be known about divine things has been, must be, and still can be 
revealed by God to seers and prophets. Though the beliefs of Latter-day Saints 
are rationally structured (that is, more or less coherent and ordered), the content 
of the faith is not the mere fruit of philosophical speculation about the nature of 
First Things, nor has it been deduced from premises or in some way derived from 
philosophical or scientific inquiries into the nature of things. Instead, the beliefs of 
the Saints are derived from or are grounded in divine special revelations or from 
reflection on such revelations. Hence, portions of the faith of the Saints have been 
at times set forth in what are considered authoritative statements.

The test of faith for the Saints is thus not the work of a council 
and is not set forth in a traditional confession, nor is it linked  
to one or more of the ecumenical creeds. Faith should be—must be—grounded on 
a witness that Jesus of Nazareth is the Christ, and it should reflect genuine mantic 
longings. The presence of the Book of Mormon and other sacred texts, when 
coupled with the belief in continuing contact between God and his prophets, allows 
the beliefs of the Saints to be identified and also allows a space for corollaries to 
these basic beliefs to fit changing circumstances, as God sees fit to reveal his mind 
and will to his prophets. The Saints may draw on their scriptures and the words of 
their prophets to meet their spiritual needs, and also on charisms broadly available 
within their own prophetic community. This leaves little need or even much room 
for a formal theology, and even less room for systematic treatises intended to 
fix, order, and settle the understanding of the believers. It does, though, allow an 
appropriate, subordinate role for reason, broadly understood, as a powerful and 
necessary tool for attaining coherence and for understanding and also working out 
the meaning and implications found in the revelations.

It is theology, understood as the attempt to discover the nature of divine things 
by unaided human reason, that the Saints see as challenging, radically altering, or 
competing with the original understanding of biblical messages. From a Latter-day 
Saint perspective, attempts to provide systematic accounts of divine things on the 
basis of categories drawn from philosophy are seen as indications of apostasy, signs 
of which are detected when categories and explanations foreign to the scriptures 
are used to replace (or to corrupt) the revealed content of faith. The Saints look with 



suspicion on speculation about divine things and hence have not been particularly 
attracted to proofs about the nature or the reality of God—that is, to what has been 
known as natural theology since Augustine borrowed that label from Varro.

Not having what has traditionally been understood as theology, Latter-day 
Saints instead have sacred texts that describe theophanies and special revelations 
and contain inspired teachings. These are accompanied by several accounts of 
God’s establishing his covenant people, usually coupled with accounts of a dialectic 
of obedience and disobedience that followed such events. Such accounts may be 
said to contain “theology,” but not in the sense that it is assumed to be a body of 
knowledge accessible to human ingenuity rather than the word or will of God as 
revealed to and through prophets.

The Book of Mormon, along with the account of its coming forth, anchors the 
faith of Latter-day Saints. It is, however, not theological speculation. Instead, it is a 
long and tragic history, providing those who now possess it with prophetic warnings 
about deviations from their own covenants with God. In the Book of Mormon (and 
other sacred texts) the doctrine of Jesus Christ provides the rock (or foundation) 
for all other beliefs, practices, and understandings. What the Book of Mormon calls 
“the doctrine of Jesus Christ” is a singular teaching, having several points, includ-
ing faith in Jesus of Nazareth as the Messiah or Christ, repentance, baptism, and the 
gift of the Holy Ghost.86 Those who observe these points of doctrine, which are all 
set within a cosmic plan of redemption (see, for example, Alma 12:25; 34:9), and 
who “endure to the end” as they strive to keep the commandments will be saved 
in the kingdom of God by the merits and mercy of the Holy One of Israel (see 2 
Nephi 25:29; 31:20; 3 Nephi 15:9). This understanding of the gospel was known 
to the original prophets of the Lehi colony (see, for example, 1 Nephi 15:14) and 
was later taught by Jesus on his visit to his faithful followers (see 3 Nephi 11:30–
40; 27:1–22). As both ground and substance of the faith of the Saints, these are 
simply realities and not matters of conjecture.87 It is a mistake to see the basic 
points of doctrine or what is built upon them as theological speculation, just as it is 
inaccurate to see them as myths or to see Joseph Smith as a mystic.88

The content of the faith of Latter-day Saints is thus rooted in events they firmly 
believe actually happened. Jesus was the literal Son of God, was born in Palestine, 
was crucified, rose the third day, and appeared to his disciples in both the Old 
and the New Worlds. Jesus Christ appeared to Joseph Smith and sent his mes-
sengers to restore the fulness of his gospel and provide additional sacred texts. 
Hence, it is in historical work, especially that which records the crucial founding 
revelations, that both the explication and also the defense of the faith takes place. 
The Saints can scarcely be said to have much in the way of a dogmatic theology, 
though they sometimes informally borrow the tendency that was established by 
Roman Catholic writers as early as the eleventh century to designate the whole of 
Christian dogma by the label theology.

Coming as they did from mostly Protestant sectarian backgrounds, the early 
Saints were fond of the word theology, and it turns up here and there among their 
writings. And they seemed to desire something like an authoritative compendium 



of their beliefs. An example of the literature this desire seems to have generated 
is provided by Parley P. Pratt’s Key to the Science of Theology, once a popular 
little book.89 Such books seem to have filled a need for an orderly explication of 
what was believed to have been revealed through Joseph Smith, but they do not 
approach what is commonly understood as theology in Christian circles and have 
never enjoyed anything approaching the popularity of the scriptures as authoritative 
texts in the life of the Saints. And some Saints also seem to have felt a need for 
something approaching a creed or an orderly and authoritative setting forth of their 
beliefs. What they managed to produce were initially called “theological lectures,” 
which were later known as Lectures on Faith.90 Formal theological treatises found 
in Protestant sectarian circles such as those fashioned by Charles G. Finney (1792–
1875) or Alexander Campbell (1788–1866) may have provided models for these 
materials.91 Even though the Lectures on Faith have been widely available92 and 
attempts to breathe life into them have not entirely disappeared,93 these efforts to 
set forth LDS beliefs have had little influence on the life of the Saints.

The desire for definitive answers to a host of seemingly interesting or perhaps 
even vexing questions has been satisfied recently by books written by Elder Bruce 
R. McConkie.94 His writings have obviously not been influenced by a philosophical 
culture, as is much of Christian theology, and hence represent more nearly an 
instance of dogmatic rather than speculative, formal, or systematic theology. Such 
compendia have no official standing among Latter-day Saints and offer only the 
opinions of their authors.95

The desire to have “Mormon” teachings set forth in a seemingly philosophically 
sophisticated manner has been gratified by Sterling McMurrin, who attempted to 
show how traditional philosophy and Christian theology might be accommodated to 
what he believed was the ontology (or metaphysics) somehow necessarily inherent 
in LDS teachings. But his obvious failure to take into account divine special 
revelations seriously undermined his project, as did his misunderstanding of many 
LDS beliefs. He discounted the possibility of divine revelation and looked instead 
for signs of naturalism and humanism in the beliefs of the Saints. McMurrin thought 
that what he called “Mormon theology” manifests a “humanistic temper.” He also 
liked to refer to the “naturalistic facet of Mormon thought” and the “naturalistic 
quality of Mormon philosophy.”96 What McMurrin rather gratuitously attributed 
to the Saints were some of his own naturalistic biases. 

McMurrin, among other things, asserted without argument that the “Mormon 
religion” manifests “a naturalistic and humanistic quality uncommon in theistic 
religion.”97 His use of philosophical, theological, and ideological terminology, 
though elegant, smacks of what one might find in the glossary of an introductory 
textbook. Hence, his characterization of what he calls “Mormon theology” and 
“Mormon religion” simply doesn’t makes sense, since he employed terms like 
naturalism and humanism in their most ordinary meaning. “It is,” he opined, 
“perhaps not entirely inaccurate to describe Mormonism as a kind of naturalistic, 
humanistic theism.”98 In making such assertions, he never once gave even a hint 
that he was engaged in shrewd terminological legerdemain by means of which 



he had radically redefined his terminology. Instead, he read into the faith of the 
Saints some of the slogans that defined his own ideology.99 His views remain 
incomprehensible to most Latter-day Saints, though at times they seem to draw 
attention from those not familiar with Mormon things. They thereby divert attention 
to matters of speculative theology and to the ideological labeling that often takes 
the place of genuine philosophy—and hence away from historical matters and the 
crucial prophetic claims upon which the faith rests.100

Certain elements of McMurrin’s stance, not always fully understood, have been 
appropriated by a few cultural Mormon critics eager to show that there has been 
a radical “reconstruction of Mormon doctrine” as it has allegedly shifted from a 
pessimistic orthodoxy to a presumably more fashionably optimistic liberalism and 
then back toward an even more dreadful, pessimistic neoorthodoxy. Offended by 
what they perceive as the pessimistic account of man found in LDS scripture, since 
the sacred texts obviously take sin and the need for a redemption seriously, a few 
“liberal” critics have striven to find grounds for denying the necessity of an atoning 
sacrifice by Jesus of Nazareth.101 The literature containing such arguments is not 
well-known among Latter-day Saints generally and has had virtually no impact 
on the life of believers. Instead, the influential scholarly works among Latter-day 
Saints tend to be either historical or exegetical, though these too have no official 
standing. But these attempts to link Mormon beliefs to the vocabulary of Protestant 
liberalism are marginal even within the Latter-day Saint intellectual community.

Is an Accommodation Possible between Jerusalem and Athens? 
According to Strauss, some hold that what he considered the two crucial 

“roots of the Western world,” which he symbolized by Jerusalem and Athens, are 
incompatible. They contend that a harmonization of the Bible and Greek philosophy 
is ultimately simply impossible, precisely because

each of these two roots of the Western world sets forth one thing as the 
one thing needful, and the one thing needful proclaimed by the Bible 
is incompatible, as it is understood by the Bible, with the one thing 
needful proclaimed by Greek philosophy, as it is understood by Greek 
philosophy.102

Strauss argued that “the one thing needful according to Greek philosophy,” 
from within the horizon of that cultural perspective, “is the life of autonomous 
understanding,”103 or the quest for a knowledge of First Things accessible by 
reason alone. Philosophy thus understood was not a set of dogmas, but a way of 
life. On the other hand, from the perspective of the Bible, the one thing needful is 
“the life of obedient love.”104 Hence, the tension between what is symbolized by 
Jerusalem and Athens turns out to be a radical quarrel between two contrasting and 
competing ways of life. 

Strauss argued that this apparent “radical disagreement” between the Bible and 
Greek philosophy



today is frequently played down, and this playing down has a certain 
superficial justification, for the whole history of the West presents itself 
at first glance as an attempt to harmonize, or to synthesize, the Bible 
and Greek philosophy.105

Strauss also argued that all efforts to reach a synthesis or harmonization of the 
Bible and Greek philosophy are necessarily “doomed to failure. . . . [For] a closer 
study shows that what happened and has been happening in the West for many 
centuries is not a harmonization but an attempt at harmonization.”106 At this point 
in his study, we see Strauss offering an argument that supports the general thesis 
advanced by Nibley for distinguishing between sophic and mantic traditions.

Even if we admit that in the final analysis it is impossible to harmonize the 
Bible and Greek philosophy, one need not necessarily argue that it is impossible to 
find a way of accommodating either the Bible to philosophy or philosophy to the 
Bible. Perhaps a place within the one, a lodging or home—an accommodation in 
that sense—can be found for the other, even if no real synthesis or harmonization 
is possible. Accommodations between philosophy and the Bible might be possible, 
even when a harmonization is not, precisely because, according to Strauss, “Greek 
philosophy can use obedient love in a subservient function, and the Bible can use 
philosophy as a handmaid; but what is so used in each case rebels against such use, 
and therefore the conflict is really a radical one.”107 In other words, reason may 
and even must be placed in the service of divine special revelations. In that case, 
reason would no longer stand alone or be strictly unaided. Instead, reason would 
then be aided or directed by faith, and hence controlled by its presuppositions. And 
faith, from the biblical perspective, is not dependent on unaided human reason but 
on something transcendent—the mighty acts of God in human affairs. That much 
at least can be seen, if not in the Apostle Paul, at least in Tertullian, who clearly 
drew on the forms and some of the content of pagan culture to support the faith as 
he understood it.

But is there still not a tension between the two even when the one has been 
made subordinate or subservient to the other? Does not every attempt at finding 
an accommodation between philosophy and the Bible open the possibility of the 
underground resistance and rebellion of the one against the claims of the other? 
Would not an accommodation open the possibility of subtle transformations in one 
or both of the parties? If we grant that there is a real or at least a potential tension 
between the claims of Greek philosophy and the Bible and if the two ways of life 
are ultimately incompatible when radicalized, then is an attempt at an accommo-
dation either necessary or desirable?

Put another way: are there areas of agreement between the Bible and Greek 
philosophy that make possible (or even necessary) some effort at reaching a kind 
of accommodation between the two, or that encourage efforts at accommodation 
from within the horizon of either of the two claims to wisdom? What exactly might 
be an area of agreement between Greek philosophy and the Bible, other than their 
opposition to certain elements of what is now commonly called modernity?108 This 
seemed to Strauss (and also to Nibley) to be a rather fruitful avenue to explore.



The Third Part of Philosophy and Biblical Morality 

It may not be entirely misleading to say that the Bible and Greek philosophy 
agree on morality on many, if not all practical matters (if not on theoretical ones). 
But this statement is vague. More specifically, they appear to agree on several 
matters, including the importance of morality and even concerning some of the 
formal “content of morality, and regarding its ultimate insufficiency.”109 But are 
such areas of agreement sufficient to allow either Greek philosophy or the Bible 
to subordinate the one to the other? They seem, for instance, to differ concerning 
what “supplements or completes morality.”110 In order to begin to answer that 
question, we must take notice of the disagreements between the two that have 
made Strauss and Nibley, each coming from a different perspective, see them in 
radical disharmony, whatever the obvious areas of agreement.

Though both Greek philosophy and the Bible appear implicitly to reject the 
leading assumptions behind the understanding of divine things common to various 
stands of modernity, they also disagree on at least the following: (1) the place of 
theoretical (or speculative) matters and (2) practical (or moral) matters, specifi-
cally concerning the basis or grounds of morality.

Some, of course, may wish to claim that Greek philosophy and the Bible 
disagree entirely on morality.111 Whatever else might be said about such a stance, 
it is certainly an exaggeration. Moving further from the surface, some may wish to 
assert that there is a radical opposition between biblical and philosophic morality 
because they find passages here and there that seem to manifest plain differences. 
They may find evidence for the radical opposition of biblical morality to that found 
in Greek philosophy because of what they see as advocacy or permissiveness 
concerning homosexuality or pederasty among the Greeks. But some statements 
in Plato’s dialogues seem to support the Mosaic teaching on those matters.112 And 
it appears to have been “as obvious to Aristotle as it was to Moses that murder, 
theft, adultery, etc., are unqualifiedly bad.”113 And both seem to agree, according 
to Strauss, that the framework of morality is the family, since both see the family 
as the cell of society.114

The Bible and Greek philosophy can be seen as agreeing in assigning a very 
high place to what might be called justice, rather than to courage. At least, both 
turn away somewhat from courage toward justice as the higher or controlling virtue 
or moral requirement. And both seem to mean by justice something occasioned 
by obedience to law.115 They both see law as consisting of rules—both moral 
and civil, both religious and secular—to invoke the modern terminology on such 
matters. Both see that, for the community to prosper, full obedience to the law is 
required. Strauss points out that in the language of the Old Testament it is the Torah 
that provides the guidance for the whole of life, for it is the “tree of life for those 
who cling to it to them that lay hold upon her” (Proverbs 3:18, as cited by Strauss), 
while in Plato we find language indicating that “the law effects the blessedness 
of those who obey it.”116 Law is also seen as comprehensive both for the Greek 
philosophers and in the Bible. Only within a community regulated by law is it 
possible to be human, according to Aristotle. Similarly, for the Jew, what Moses 



delivered from God—the Torah—is light and life, and for the Christian, the one 
who descended from the Father as the Christ is the new Moses, and hence the new 
lawgiver. Put another way, the gospel or doctrine of Jesus Christ is the way, truth, 
light, and life.

When we look deeper into either the content or the ground of morality, we 
begin to see differences—some of which are radical—between Greek philosophy 
and the Bible. Some language in Plato’s Laws (Book X) about divine retribution 
reminds one of similar language in the Bible, where it is clear that disobedience to 
divine commandments provokes divine retribution. For the Bible, the rule of law 
is at the same time the rule of God, since it is commanded by God. So it appears, at 
least on the surface, that the Bible and Greek philosophy agree on certain practical 
(or moral) matters, specifically on the place each assigns to notions of justice and 
the connection between justice and obedience to laws, and even in part on the 
character of law. They even agree on the importance of belief in divine retribution, 
if not entirely on the fact of divine retribution. They also seem to agree, to some 
extent at least, concerning the problem posed by the misery of the just and the 
prospering of the wicked. Plato, it will be recalled, mentions in the second book of 
the Republic the problem of the just man who suffers the fate of the unjust, and the 
unjust man who seems to prosper. Such observations remind one of certain biblical 
language (for example, the book of Job or Isaiah 53:7).117 And the Republic ends 
with what seems like a restoration of prosperity to the just, as the book of Job ends 
with a restoration of what he had temporarily lost.118

If we assume that justice, from the perspective of Greek philosophy, has 
something to do with obedience to laws that are believed to be divine commands 
or to have been derived from divine law, we find what appears to be a common 
ground between the Bible and Greek philosophy. But this common ground, upon 
closer inspection, seems problematic. Each seems to solve the problem of the status 
of what is commonly believed to be divine law in a different way.

I have mentioned the place of justice in the Bible and Greek philosophy. If we 
are interested in getting clear on the root of the difference between the two truth 
claims, this may be a good place to focus attention. If we assume that Aristotle’s 
Ethics is “the most perfect, or certainly the most accessible, presentation of phi-
losophic ethics,” then we will immediately notice that Aristotle not only insists 
on justice and obedience to law, but that he also has a large place for noble pride 
or magnanimity.119 It appears that, for Aristotle, in some crucial ways justice 
and magnanimity comprise all other virtues. Justice “comprises all other virtues” 
because it relates to actions between human beings and thus forms the summit of 
civic virtue.120 But then magnanimity or pride comprises the intellectual virtues 
because Aristotle seems to believe that it is proper for a genuinely wise man to 
claim great honors because he justly deserves those honors. Such a notion is totally 
alien to the Bible.121 Why? From the perspective of the Bible, obedience to God’s 
will involves lowering oneself in fear and trembling in an act of humility, without 
which obedience to the law is of no avail. Finally, the biblical insistence on humility, 
coupled to an intense opposition to pride or arrogance, “excludes magnanimity in 



the Greek sense.”122

Language in the Bible seems to insist on man’s duties to the 
poor, a point Nibley is noted for emphasizing,123 which seems 
to be a rejection of the Greek idea of a gentleman, even though it  
is true that philosophers were not vulgar worshipers of wealth. Socrates is pictured 
as living in something approaching poverty, and Aristotle’s Ethics contains some 
interesting things about greed. Strauss notes that Socrates is said to have wondered 
why we can say that a horse is good without having money, but a man cannot 
be called good without wealth.124 On the other hand, Plato suggests that health, 
beauty, and wealth form the foundation for human if not divine goods.125

According to Strauss, “the Bible . . . uses poor and pious or just as synonymous 
terms.”126 And those who do not care for the poor are warned that they will lift 
up their eyes from hell. Hence, “compared with the Bible, Greek philosophy is 
heartless in this as well as in other respects.”127 Why? Strauss argued that the 
reason is that “magnanimity presupposes a man’s conviction of his own worth. It 
presupposes that man is capable of being virtuous, thanks to his own efforts.”128 
Such noble pride was thought to be derived from the recognition of one’s own 
superiority in reason and hence in human wisdom. But the Bible will have nothing 
of that, for merit is always made dependent on divine mercy.

Shame, from the perspective of Greek philosophy, appears to be appropriate 
only to youths who have not genuinely attained virtue or who lack a genuine 
love of noble things, but not for old men who have attained ethical maturity. A 
consciousness of human failings is inappropriate in those who have been habituated 
to avoid wrong in the first place. But, of course, Greek philosophers differed over 
whether any human being can ever really become fully virtuous or fully wise. If 
some deny the possibility (for example, Plato in his account of Socrates), they 
replace the self-satisfaction or self-admiration—the magnanimity or pride—of the 
virtuous man with the subtle self-congratulation of the one moving toward virtue 
or deeply concerned with the whole of virtue, which is seen as itself the highest 
possible virtue.129

The Bible and Greek philosophy thus also seem to differ over the question of 
guilt. Guilt seems to be the guiding theme of tragedy. And Plato seems to expel 
tragedy from the best city. The philosopher, the best of men, is a comic and not a 
tragic figure. Tragedy is thus replaced by choruses praising the virtues and hence 
those genuinely virtuous. The reason for this is that tragedy is for the multitude and 
its purpose is to purge both pity and fear from the city.130

But fear and pity both seem to be passions associated with guilt. If I genuinely 
feel guilty, I may perhaps have some pity for those I have harmed as I failed to 
obey the laws. And then I may also even begin to fear divine retribution. God, 
king, and judge are thus objects of fear. God, the father of all, makes men brothers 
and thus hallows pity. But Greek philosophy seems to want to avoid such a thing, 
viewing it as excessively and even unnecessarily morbid. Greek philosophy does 
not seem especially interested in the ruthless examination of intentions. That sort 
of thing is stressed, on the other hand, in the biblical demand for purity of heart. 



“Know thyself” means, for the philosopher, to know one’s nature, what it means 
to be human, to know one’s place in the larger pattern of nature, to examine one’s 
prejudices—not to search one’s heart and come away guilty and hence humiliated 
and with a crushed or broken heart. All of that is biblical language and quite unlike 
what is found in Greek philosophy. Such a stance as that held by Greek philosophy 
can be maintained only if one assumes that God is not really concerned with man’s 
goodness or if man’s goodness is assumed to be entirely man’s own affair.131

What all this means is that “the Bible and Greek philosophy agree . . . as to 
the importance of morality or justice” and the resulting order they generate. They 
even concur, to an extent, on the formal content of morality, on the place of law 
in ordering the community and individual souls, “and as to the insufficiency of 
morality.”132 “But they disagree as to what completes morality,”133 and also on 
the grounds of morality.

For Greek philosophy it is understanding or contemplation —rationality or 
the fruit of reason—that completes morality. Strauss conceded that this obviously 
tends “to weaken the majesty of the moral demands, whereas humility, a sense of 
guilt, repentance, and faith in divine mercy, which complete morality according to 
the Bible, necessarily strengthen the majesty of the moral demands.”134 What this 
means is that, according to Strauss, the life of philosophy, from the perspective of 
the Greeks, “is essentially a transsocial or asocial possibility, whereas obedience 
and faith are essentially related to the community of the faithful.”135 Biblically, by 
contrast, there can be no genuine obedience and faith without a community guided 
by divine law and living in the hope of divine mercy.136

Finally, Plato can be read as holding that “evil will never cease on earth, whereas 
according to the Bible the end of days will bring perfect redemption.”137 The force 
of the moral demand is thus weakened in philosophy because it is not backed up 
with divine promises. This is one reason why hope is enshrined as a Christian virtue 
by Paul and others and is associated with faith and love. These three stand outside 
the philosophic catalogue of the virtues. According to Strauss, “the philosopher 
lives in a state above fear and trembling as well as above hope.”138 The ultimate 
goal of a life lived with an understanding of the nature of things is tranquility and 
apathy. But nothing like that is possible from the perspective of the Bible.

Likewise the philosopher finds the beginning of wisdom in wonder—in a 
sense of wonder specifically concerning the nature of the First Things. On the 
other hand, “Biblical man lives in fear and trembling as well as in hope” grounded 
on the promises of a merciful and just God. Philosophers thus seem to have a sense 
of serenity. Notice how Xenophon (in On Tyranny) tries playfully to convince a 
tyrant who had committed many “murders and other crimes that he would have 
derived greater pleasure if he had been more reasonable” and moderate.139 Strauss 
contrasts this story with the account of Nathan’s rebuke of King David “for having 
committed one act of murder and one act of adultery.”140

Now it is true that there is much talk of divine things in Greek philosophy. 
And it is sometimes said that the gods can do anything. But why? Because they are 
thought to know the nature of things? What this implies is that they are subordinate 



to something exterior or that they are somehow models of the philosophic life cast 
in mythological form—and that something exterior is also approachable by man 
through his reason. Hence the philosopher is a kind of divine man or one worthy 
of being called a god. In Greek thought we seem to find in one form or another an 
impersonal or natural necessity higher than any personal being. I must apologize 
for such language, for it obviously caters to the current sense of what constitutes 
a person, which is somewhat confused if not misleading. In the Bible the one 
who rules in the heavens is what we would now call a “person.” Why is this so? 
Part of the reason is that one of the things that distinguishes Greek philosophy 
from the Bible is that ancient Greek philosophy is possible precisely because of 
the discovery or invention of the idea of nature, an idea for which there is no 
Hebrew equivalent. Instead, there is the notion of the way (derekh in Hebrew).141 
Philosophy is thus rooted in the quest for knowledge of First Things as that can 
be found by investigating (with unaided human reason) what the Greeks and those 
who follow in their footsteps knew as nature, or as the natures of things. From 
the biblical perspective there is only the way or custom of a people—the statutes 
and the law which is binding on them because of the covenant that God has made 
with them. That covenant proffers to them both blessings for their faithfulness and 
cursings when they falter. Accordingly, they live with an awareness of the threat 
of divine retribution.

Some Tentative Conclusions 

Nibley, of course, is not the first or the only one to notice something like the 
quarrel between sophic and mantic dispositions. His general theme, as I believe 
I have demonstrated, has drawn considerable attention from Leo Strauss and 
others influenced by him. Sophic and mantic dispositions, from his perspective, 
ground what others have described in metaphorical language as a confrontation 
between Jerusalem and Athens. But we have also noted that this confrontation 
was alive even within Greek culture and was identified in Plato’s dialogues as a 
quarrel between philosophy and poetry. In addition, these Straussians tend to see 
the atheism in ancient philosophy as much less blatant than in modernity. Ancient 
atheists were not, as are modern atheists, bold and adventuresome. Why? They 
believed that the discussion of divine things is an important beginning element 
in the quest for knowledge of First Things. And they also believed that those in-
capable of knowledge must live by opinion, hence they respected the beliefs of the 
communities in which they found themselves. What may tempt us now to conclude 
that certain ancient philosophers were partial to or even toyed with mantic things 
is that they were shy and retiring in their atheism.

Some have seen in the pantheism of Stoic thought a ringing affirmation of 
the divine, though hardly one congenial with or resting upon mantic notions or 
otherwise touching the passions of believers. But Stoic pantheism is more nearly 
a form of sentimental atheism couched in language congenial to the uninstructed. 
The closest thing to a conspicuous atheism among ancient philosophers is found in 
Epicurean thought, and even there some provision, at least nominally, was made 



for the gods.142 One of the reasons for a lack of candor by ancient philosophers 
about divine things may have been the threat of persecution from believers. But 
the deeper and hence real reason for the cautious treatment of divine things by 
Greek philosophers, when compared with the moderns, would seem to be that 
the ancients did not discount the political utility or social significance of faith. 
Therefore they made room for the mantic in some entirely subordinate role. In 
Plato’s case, it was in providing edifying tales of divine retribution to support the 
laws of a city. But, from the perspective of the believer, attempts to reduce God to 
a useful social convention must be considered as blasphemous as attempts to deny 
the reality of divine things.

When confronted with complex and subtle argumentation about divine things 
by ancient philosophers, it would seem worthwhile to be at least a little skeptical 
of what is being said. After all, it is those same writers who fasten upon us what we 
know as natural theology—that is, what some philosophers think they can discover 
by unaided human reason about God. Such an enterprise may appropriately be 
symbolized as the wisdom of Athens in contrast to that of Jerusalem, or as distinct 
from what Nibley sees as authentic mantic longings.

Leo Strauss, a secularized Jew whose own way of life seems to have involved 
the quest for knowledge of First Things by unaided human reason, argued that 
philosophy, which term once described such a radical and uncompromising quest 
for demonstrable knowledge, had a powerful competitor in the claim to wisdom 
that was believed to have been revealed by God to prophets. Their wisdom was 
not merely the product of unaided human reason,143 and hence was ultimately not 
believed to have been a human manufacture or merely a human discovery.144

Of course, even among philosophers there were and still are vast differences 
over the question of what exactly constitutes the wisdom available to unaided 
human reason. The philosophic way of life, for which the metaphor Athens seems 
appropriate, is characterized by the assumption that knowledge of First Things or 
of the highest things can be attained, or is available to the extent that such things 
are possible, solely through human reason. Athens thus symbolizes a quest for 
knowledge of First Things and not necessarily the possession of such knowledge; 
it is a way of life that is thought to be the highest, most excellent, or virtuous. On 
the other hand, the wisdom of Jerusalem is believed to have its origin with God and 
is known only because and to the extent that it has been revealed to and through 
prophets.

As useful as the Jerusalem-Athens distinction may be, that way of setting the 
matter out also has the tendency to lead to the conclusion that the actual Athens 
of antiquity housed only those who sought for knowledge of First Things solely 
through the resources of the human mind, and that Jerusalem only made a place 
for those who followed the prophets and divine revelation. Nibley strives to show 
that in antiquity something like those two competing claims to wisdom were found 
among the Greeks, and not just among those peoples with biblical roots. And the 
actual Jerusalem was, according to Jesus, worthy of divine cursing.

And, we might add, something like that ancient religious struggle can also 



be seen taking place wherever secular views are being pushed by dissidents on 
the fringes of the church. It occurs, for example, here and there in the pages of 
Sunstone and Dialogue, or in the secular ideology at work in much of what gets 
published by Signature Press, or when the claims of the restored gospel are reduced 
to mere sentimentalities or to the slogans of advertising copy.

In the prophetic tradition, the giving of reasons is necessarily subordinated to 
explicating and defending a wisdom that the believers trust comes from deity. By 
contrast, in its more radical or purer and original articulations, the philosophic quest 
looked only to the resources of the human mind. The sophistic is Nibley’s name 
for the clumsy effort to harmonize the two. And modernity is the label Strauss used 
to identify the profound transformation of the philosophical quest into a system 
or even an ideology that presumably makes irrelevant the longing for genuine 
answers to what Nibley calls the “Terrible Questions.”

Contrary to what some critics have claimed,145 Nibley has not been busy 
providing proofs for the prophetic—he has always been within the mantic tradition. 
His has always been a modest effort fully within the province of the historian. 
On the other hand, those anxious to advance a knowledge set within the sophic 
tradition would have us believe that science, or at least competent scholarship, 
as such matters are currently understood, is entirely their business, and that they 
have all the answers. Nothing could be further from the truth. Nibley has striven 
to show that, by providing the plot, the prophetic yields a plausible alternative to 
secular, naturalistic explanations. He has done this with historical arguments, even 
though secularized historians may not recognize them as such or appreciate them 
when they begin to see what he is doing. From the point of view of the prophetic, 
plausibility is about as much as is possible. But it is all that is really necessary 
for faith. Proofs turn out to be a chimera that those enthralled with sophic pride 
assume is both necessary and possible.

There is still a possibility for what can be called an accommodation, though 
not a harmonization, of at least some of the fruit of human reason with divine 
special revelations as set out in the scriptures. But this kind of accommodation can 
only flourish on terms laid out from the perspective of faith. It will be corrupting of 
faith if some specific school or brand of philosophy begins to call the tune.

The problem for many of those who believe that they possess a wisdom found in 
the Bible has been that there really are many interpretations and hence many ways 
of understanding divine things as they are disclosed in that text. What this means 
is that any particular faith, if it is in any way grounded in the scriptures, will find 
itself confronted by other competing brands of faith also claiming roots in mantic 
longings, which also make similar appeals to the Bible. And every manifestation 
of mantic longing will also face sophic skepticism concerning prophetic truth 
claims.

How can one account for the diversity of religious claims presumably 
resting on an original mantic foundation? From the perspective of ancient Greek 
philosophy, it was precisely the existence of many laws (and lawgivers) and also 
many different gods that made the quest for knowledge by unaided human reason a 



search for that which stands beneath (or beyond) the opinions, customs, laws, and 
ways of any actual people. 

There is neither a higher ground from which one can adjudicate the conflicting 
affirmations of philosophy, nor a presuppositionless way to assess the different 
claims made by those with differing understandings of the Bible. One obvious 
problem for those who focus their mantic longings exclusively on the Bible is 
that they deny to themselves (and hence also to others) even the possibility that 
what they presumably admire in the Bible can be a possibility in their own lives. 
This is especially true of certain recent evangelical or fundamentalist factions of 
Protestants who insist on the Bible alone. In place of divine special revelations, 
which they flatly deny are possible outside the Bible, they tend to stress the 
necessity of an emotional experience of regeneration and in some instances 
encourage highly emotional expressions of piety. And they also read the Bible 
through a lens provided for them by theologians dependent upon sophic categories 
and explanations. 

Whether one embraces one of the fashions of recent philosophy or some 
version of faith in God will ultimately rest on a moral choice and therefore on 
an act of faith. Why? As Strauss has shown, neither claim can be made entirely 
evident.146 Since we all must begin to act before we can begin to know in any 
full sense, we necessarily all live by some faith, even when we dogmatically deny 
that this is what we are doing. We should not be ashamed of our faith. Nor should 
we hide from ourselves and others that our choices are ultimately a way of life 
and hence are moral and not ever entirely or genuinely theoretical. I prefer what 
is symbolized by Jerusalem, with its mantic mood and tradition, and with its pro-
phetic faith. I strive to put my trust in God. I seek to learn from what I believe are 
divine revelations precisely because these offer hope, while the philosophic quest 
for wisdom—unless its useful moral elements are strictly subordinated to faith in 
another world and hence to a wisdom from the heavens that is not merely a human 
invention—ends with the grave.
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