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Philosophical Climate

Part I: Philosophical Sects 
Platonists

The eternal, transcendent world of the forms is true reality--what is most real is not a particular chair but “chairness,” the form of “chair” in which all particular chairs share.  Everything is ordered to the form of the Good.

Pros:

· Recognition of a world higher than the visible world

· Belief that the spiritual realm is more fundamental than the material realm

· Belief in the fundamental unity of truth and goodness, and thus that one must not just believe the right things, but also act rightly

· Immortality of the soul

Cons:

· The material world seen as inherently evil and the enemy of soul

· Inherent goodness of man—if we know the good, we will do it

· Reincarnation
Stoics

"How ridiculous and how strange to be surprised at anything which happens in life!" (Marcus Aurelius, xii.13)—because surprise itself is ridiculous.  The wise man remains unmoved in the face of both external good and evil, and is therefore not harmed by either.

Pros:

· Belief that man’s ultimate blessedness does not consist in the fortunes or misfortunes of this world, but in inner virtue
· Belief that all humans, slave and free alike, are children of the gods and therefore of equal dignity

Cons:

· Perishability of the soul

· Pantheism—God and Nature equated

· Equation of ultimate good with self-control; tendency towards asceticism
Epicureans


Not the pure hedonism usually suggested by the catchphrase:  “Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die.”  Rather, the hedonism of Epicureanism is founded on the absence of pain, which means avoided excesses, even of pleasure.

Pros:

· Highest good consists in knowledge, friendship, and living a virtuous and temperate life.
Cons:

· Materialism – physical pleasure the highest good, matter all that exists

· Tendency towards asceticism

· Deism – the gods were too far away from the world of men to care about what we do, so we don’t need to worry about them (no need to sacrifice, for example)

Neo-Platonists
Due to the profundity of its impact on Christianity, we will discuss Neoplatonism in detail later.
Part II: Philosophical Climate (Ideas in the Air)

The following are some philosophical assumptions which were common in the period we are studying.  Often called “classical theism,” the following ideas were not seriously questioned by any theist in our period, including the Church Fathers.  They will come up at every turn of our journey through the development of Christian thought.

· Simplicity – God is not composed of parts.  This also means that the divine attributes are not different things, but different ways of saying the same thing.  God’s mercy is not one thing, his justice another; “mercy” and “justice” are two different ways of referring to the one divine being.
· Immutability – God cannot change.  Basis of this:  Change can only be from better to worse or from worse to better.  There is nothing better than God, so he cannot become better.  It is blasphemous to suggest that God would want to become worse, or could be forced from outside to become worse.  Therefore he cannot change.
· Impassability – This means that God can’t suffer (semantic root “passion”).  That means that nothing external to God can cause a reaction in God.  The most immediate upshot is that God does not have emotions—he is never really angry or sad, we are only speaking metaphorically when we say that he is.  (Note: this last does not apply to the human nature of Christ)
