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salvation of the devil:

Let us, for the time being, be content to be assured of
this: That the demonic nature itself is not punished nor
ever shall be punished, but that the glory of its primeval
state before it waxed proud and seduced mankind, abides
in it eternally and immutably without any diminution
and shall ever so abide; while the wickedness which it
contracted through pride shall be totally destroyed lest it
should be coeternal with the goodness of God. But con-
cerning its salvation and its conversion (reditus) into its
proper Cause we presume to say nothing, for this reason:
that we have no certain knowledge of it from Sacred
Scriptures or from the Holy Fathers who have dealt with
this matter, and therefore we prefer to honour its obscu-
rity with silence, lest in searching into matters which are
beyond us we would rather fall into error than ascend
into the truth. (941AB)

Earlier it was stated that the Periphyseon is a patchwork. In fact,
that is the impression we receive of it at first glance. However, if
we take the time to examine attentively its textual fabric, we dis-
cover in it a plan, a structure, the themes of Procession and
Return which are the warp and woof of this variegated tapestry.
Above all, we find that the author is animated by a clear purpose:
to reconcile, as much as it is possible, faith and reason, Christian
tenets and secular wisdom.

NOTES
(1) I would like to thank my colleague Claude P. Desmarais, who
generously helped me improve both my English style and my
thought.
(2) Proclus, The Elements of Theology, 35; ed. Dodds, p. 38.
(3) Read, for instance, the lines in which Dionysius shows how
the divine Eros is like an everlasting circle [..], always
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that is, after its dissolution and its return into the four
cosmic elements from which it was gathered up and com-
posed, until the end of the world and the resurrection of
bodies and the day of judgment. (858AB)

This passage could enrich scholarship’s discussion of the ”prehis-
tory of Purgatory.”(®

If humanity is restored at the end of time, why not the fallen
angels too? Why should the aforementioned principle, ie. that
wretchedness cannot be coeternal with blessedness, apply to the
human race only and not to angelic nature as well? No doubt
Eriugena applied the principle of universal salvation to the fallen
angels and to their master, the devil. In Book V of the Periphyseon
(930CD) Eriugena quotes a passage of the Periarchom, in which
Origen includes the devil in the general restoration (apocatastasis)

of all creation: 17

Even the last enemy (I Cor 15, 26), the devil,"® who is
called death, is said to be destroyed: so that there is no
sorrow any more, for there is no more death, no more di-
versity, for there is no enemy. The destruction of the last
enemy, indeed, is to be understood, not as if its substance,
which was made by God, shall perish, but because its de-
sign and hostile will, which proceeded not from God, but
from itself, will cease to exist. It will be destroyed, there-
fore, not in the sense of ceasing to exist, but of being no
longer an enemy and no longer death. For nothing is im-
possible to the Almighty, nor is anything irreparable to
its Creator: He made all things that they might exist, and
those things which were made in order to exist cannot
cease to exist.'?

Although Eriugena does not show the least sign of disagreement
with “the great Origen, that most diligent enquirer into the nature
of things” (929A), he does express some reserve concerning the
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Against them, it seems, are these words of the Gospel (Mt 25, 41):
Go, ye accursed, into everlasting fire.1® Yet, among the “many”
who share in this opinion is the very author of the Periphyseon.
Eriugena thought that evil cannot be coeternal with divine
Goodness, nor death and damnation with life and blessedness, impi-
ety with divine worship, falsehood with truth (927B, 935AB, 960B,
963D). Contrary to Nisifortinus, Eriugena did not think that the
words of the Gospel quoted above oblige us to believe that wretch-
edness will be coeternal with blessedness. He maintained this view
in light of other Biblical texts. For instance: “The Lord rejoices in
His works, when the sinners and evildoers should fade from the
earth as though they had not been” (Ps 103, 3435); “The impious
shall not rise on the day of judgement” (Ps 1, 5). For how could
we speak of sinners, when all sins have been destroyed? Or of
evildoers, when evil is done away with? “When humanity is re-
stored in the resurrection, it shall be purged of all impiety and
damnation and death. Therefore there shall be no resurrection of
the evil and the wicked: for only nature shall rise again; evil and
wickedness shall perish in eternal damnation” (935B). Moreover,
Eriugena thinks that human souls, after they have been separated
from their bodies, may still better themselves. Commenting on the
words of God to Adam after his sin — “Cursed is the ground be-
cause of you; in toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life”
(Gen 3, 17) — Eriugena applies them allegorically to the human
mind:

I think that the days of the life of the mind, in which it
toils purging the earth of its heart, signify not only those
days through which the seasons of the present life pass
and in which the body is sustained by the soul, but also
that temporal interval in which the souls, relinquishing the
control of their bodies, abide in another life until they take
back their bodies. For we believe that souls can be purged
both in this present life, which soul and body spend to-
gether, and in the other life after the death of the body,
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does not eliminate the chief difficulty here: With fire or without,
the privation of the supreme good, if eternal, is definitely a failure
of Return. Moreover, when the Christian exegete interprets the
Bible, he does not enjoy the same freedom as did an ancient phi-
losopher interpreting Greek mythology. For instance, Eriugena
could not simply explain away as mere allegories these words of
the Gospel (Mt 25, 41): “Depart from me, ye accursed, into the
eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.” Conscious of the
paradoxical situation of the Christian exegete, Eriugeha writes: “In
this battle, pierced as it were by weapons from either side, not
knowing which way to turn nor which path I had better follow, I
stand still, in a state of anxiety. For the choice is not easy between
the two alternatives: either to eliminate the eternal punishment of
wicked angels and wicked men, or to conclude that Divine
Goodness and Blessedness will not reign everywhere in every crea-
ture, and that every evilness and every wretchedness will not be
destroyed” (924C). Once more Eriugena finds a way to escape
from such a dilemma. He does so by creating a distinction between
two kinds of Return: a general return (reditus generalis) common
to all, good or evil; and a special one (reditus specialis) reserved
exclusively for the elect. Such a distinction!® allows Eriugena to
reconcile, after a fashion, Christian tenets with both the
Neoplatonic theme of Return and another point of Christian doc-
trine, namely, God’s will to save all (I Tim 2,4). Thanks to the
general return, all human beings will recover the primeval condi-
tion in which they were created. Thanks to the special return,
some of them, the elect, will be elevated beyond and above all na-
ture to enjoy the grace of deification.

This solution may seem timid to us. Certainly, some of
Eriugena’s contemporaries found it to be too bold. One of his disci-
ples, in fact, his first editor Nisifortinus,'® objected directly to the
opinion of his master. Moreover, he did so in a manuscript of the

Periphyseon which we have good reasons to consider as being
Eriugena’s working copy: “Many think that it is incongruous to be-
lieve that wretchedness should be coeternal with blessedness.
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were convinced by these arguments. That is not our concern. What
matters here is that, in order to integrate the Christian doctrine of
the resurrection of the dead with the Neoplatonic theme of Return,
Eriugena felt compelled to establish that the resurrection of the
body is not the effect. of divine grace alone, but also that of na-
ture: “If the general resurrection of the dead (of which we have
the supreme example in Christ) is the very miracle of miracles
[..], would we be wrong in thinking that the resurrection will be
brought about by the effective power (subject to the Divine Will)
of natural causes?” (902CD) The answer, of course, is no. Thus, the
resurrection of the dead may find its place within the framework
of Return. However, resurrection is not the final stage of Return,
but just a step towards it. In his Periphyseon Eriugena distin-
guishes between five steps of Return, of which resurrection of the
body is only the second. The third step follows when the body is
changed into spirit; the fourth when spirit, and in fact the whole
of human nature, reverts to its primordial causes; and the fifth
when nature itself with its causes is transformed into God, as air
is transformed into light (876AB).

The Christian tenet most difficult to reconcile with the
Neoplatonic theme of Return is probably that of eternal punish:
ment. Greek mythology also knew of endless chastisements in the
underworld. But one should keep in mind that these were narrated
as myths, and that philosophers experienced no difficulty interpret-
ing them allegorically. Eriugena seems to have taken notice of at
least some of these allegorical interpretations. For he writes: “The
Greeks, as usual, examining things more sharply and expressing
their thoughts more accurately, called the infernal regions Hades,
that is to say sadness” (955A). The place for the torments of the
damned, therefore, is nothing other than the privation of those
things which they immoderately desired. Hell is not a place, but a
privation, the privation of the supreme good, which is the contem-
plation of the Truth: “For it is the presence of the Truth that
makes someone blessed, and its absence which makes him
wretched” (988B). But to interpretate the fire of Hell allegorically

(8)



If the Word of God had not taken human nature upon
Him and had not risen therein from the dead, nobody at
all would have received the grace of resurrection, but the
bodies of men like the carcasses of the other animals
would lie forever in the dust of the earth. (899B)

But if the resurrection of the dead is the effect of divine grace
alone, without any participation of nature, it is a miracle which, as
such, escapes human understanding. There is no room for this
miracle in the Neoplatonic triad (Immanence, Procession, Return),
which forms the dialectical framework for the whole of the
Periphyseon. Caught in such a quandary, human reason, which
Eriugena praises so highly, has but one thing to do: to give up the
struggle. This amounts to an annihilation of Eriugena’s project,
which sought to trace the path from faith to an understanding of
faith, from the realm of belief (credere) to that of intelligibility
(intelligere). To be intelligible, the resurrection of the dead must be
the work not solely of divine grace, but also of nature. Here too
Eriugena manages to find a solution. Coming to his aid this time
are not Latin grammarians, but a Greek theologian, Epiphanius of
Salamis (899C-900C). Addressing the pagans — he calls them
“Greeks” —, who refuse to believe in the resurrection of the dead,
Epiphanius enumerates several natural phenomena, ranging from
the everyday to the fantastical, which he considers to be “signs of
the resurrection”: Hair and nails which, cut every day, always
grow again; doves, dung-beetles, even the mythical Phoenix of
Arabia, all of which die and rise up again.(m Hence, Eriugena con-
cludes: “If then there is a natural power which effects these resto-
rations in nature and renews the parts of the human body and
brings irrational animals to life again, as our author shows by his
examples, we should not be surprised to find that there is a vital
and innate virtue which never abandons the human body and is
capable of restoring the body itself to life and to the fulness of its
human nature” (900C). It is not certain that either the “Greeks”
whom Epiphanius addressed, or the readers of the Periphyseon
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that he will put forth his hand, that is, stretch his zeal for
good conduct by practising the virtues, so that he may
take of the fruit of the Tree of Life. (862D)

Similarly, the Cherubim and the flaming sword placed at the door
of the paradise “to guard the path of the Tree of Life” are not put
there to prevent us from returning to our primeval dignity. On the
contrary, their function is to allow us to “have before the eyes of
our hearts the memory of that Tree and the way which leads to-
wards it” (865A).

Another objection to the theme of Return can be found in
these words of Christ: “Heaven and earth shall pass away, but my
words shall not pass away” (Mk 13, 31). The Master asks: “Into
what shall heaven and earth pass away? Into nothing?” (887B) If
so, this constitutes a failure of Return. Once again, an ingenious
exegesis allows Eriugena to avoid such a conclusion. Heaven and
earth will not pass away into nothing: “God forbid,” says the
Disciple in the Periphyseon. They will pass away into the principles
whence they sprang, i. e. the primordial Causes (887BC).

These objections arising from Biblical texts resolved, other dif-
ficulties come to the fore. First, the universe of Plotinus and
Proclus ignores the doctrine of supernatural grace.'” Yet, accord-
ing to Christian faith, one of the stages of the Return of the
human race to its principles is the resurrection of the body, a doc-
trine which Saint Paul once preached in Athens before the
Areopagus; albeit without great success (The Acts, 17, 32).
Eriugena had long thought that the resurrection of the body was
the effect of divine grace alone (899AB). Had not the Word of
God become flesh, he thought, had He not lived among men, had
He not assumed the whole of human nature, there would be no
resurrection of the dead at all. Eriugena drew this conclusion from
the words of Christ: “I am the resurrection and the life” (Jn 11,
25). Eriugena summarizes his former opinion concerning the resur-
rection of the dead as follows:

(6)



said: Behold, Adam has become like one of us.” The text which fol-
lows immediately is (Gen 3, 22-24): “Now, lest he put forth his
hand, and take also of the Tree of Life, and eat, and live forever.
And He cast Adam out, and set Cherubim before the Paradise of
pleasure, and a flaming sword turning every way to guard the
path to the Tree of Life.” Eriugena remarks that the Latin text
alone does not allow us to decide whether the words “Now, lest he
put forth his hand, etc.” are God’s words or Moses’s words. But the
Greek text, the Septuagint, leaves no room for doubt: These are in-
deed God’s words. Yet, another question arises here. Does the Latin
text Nunc ergo, ne forte mittat manum suam, etc. really mean: “Now,
lest he put forth his hand, etc.”? If so, are we to understand that
God, having expelled Adam from paradise, took all the necessary
measures to prevent him from returning and eating the fruit of
the Tree of Life ? In that case, it is more than difficult to reconcile
the Bible with the theme of the Return. It is absolutely impossible.
Fortunately, there is an escape route, not one based on philoso-
phy or theology, but on grammar, as all the difficulty lies in the
interpretation of the conjunction 7ze. Eriugena surmises that this
conjunction must not be understood in its negative sense, but
rather interrogatively. In this he is quite correct: Latin grammari-
ans acknowledge that the particle ne has not only negative, but
also interrogative or dubitative values.'? Is Eriugena correct in
his assessment of the interrogative function or value of the parti-
cle ne in the passage in question (Gen. 3, 22)? It is not my inten-
tion to discuss this point here. It suffices to observe that thanks to
this grammatical explanation the verses of Genesis (3, 22-24),
which at a first glance seemed to be irreconcilable with the theme
of Return, in fact foretell this Return (859D-826D). God does not
fear man’s return to paradise. On the contrary, the meaning of the
speech which He addresses to the angels after man’s sin is:

We must not mourn unduly the death of man, nor weep
so profusely for his fall from Paradise; for hope of the
Return is not entirely taken away from him. It may be
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De diuisione naturae, any great literary masterpiece, the Iliad, the
Eneid, the Divina comedia, if preceded in some manuscript by a
table of contents, could be called “table of contents!” It is hard to
believe that after this point has been firmly established,” scholars
continue to speak of the De diuisione naturae, and that editors or
translators of the Periphyseon feel obliged to couple the authentic
title given by Eriugena, i.e. Periphyseon, with the inept subtitle of
“On the division of Nature.” The phrase “On the Division of
Nature,” used as a title or subtitle for the Eriugenian dialogue,
should be once and for all banished from any work with scholarly
pretensions.

Having spoken elsewhere of the themes of Procession and
Return,® I would like, with the risk of repeating what I have al-
ready said elsewhere, to take up the matter of the Return again
here. In so doing, I follow an invitation addressed by the Disciple
to his Master in Periphyseon (1001A): “Redi, quaeso, ad reditum”
(Return, I pray, to the Return). Yet, it is not my purpose to give
a complete account of this treatment. Rather, I would like to single
out some of its more salient aspects.

Reading Book V of the Periphyseon is particularly interesting
because we can perceive therein, more clearly perhaps than in the
other books, the efforts made by Eriugena to surmount the ines-
capable conflict between Neoplatonic Weltanschauung and the ten-
ets of Christian faith. In Books III and IV, it does not seem that
Eriugena experienced any difficulty harmonizing the historical nar-
rative of creation in Genesis with the timeless theme of Procession.
Even original sin finds its place and its role within the
Neoplatonic framework. Following in the steps of Gregory of
Nyssa, Eriugena sees the division of the human race into two
sexes as the result of original sin.®

Things change when we approach the theme of the Return,
and that, right at the outset of Book V (859D). This book resumes
the Biblical narrative of creation at the very point where Book IV
had left off (Gen 3, 2122): “The Lord God made for Adam and for
his wife garments of skin, and clothed them. Then the Lord God
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“tapestry,” but it would be more accurate, perhaps, to say “patch-
work.” However, the themes of Procession and Return are so
tightly interwoven in this dialogue that “it is impossible for any-
one to give any worthy and valid account of either by itself with-
out introducing the other, that is to say, of the Procession without
the Return and collection, and vice versa.”® It is for this reason
that the title De diuisione naturae (On the Division of Nature) com-
monly given to the Eriugenian masterpiece since 1681 is particu-
larly inadequate, if not frankly misleading. The purpose of
Eriugena is not to divide nature — if that were the case, the
Periphyseon would be nothing more than a catalogue —, but to
make it intelligible. And in order to make nature intelligible, it is
not enough to show its divisions, one must also treat of its unifica-
tion (or Return). The title given by Eriugena to his work,
Periphyseon, mentions neither division nor unification. Instead, it is
a treatise On Nature, or, more precisely On the Natures, since in
Greek physeon is plural. In fact, the Latin title given to the
Periphyseon in some medieval catalogues is: De naturis, never De
diuisione naturae.

As is customary for didactic literature, the author begins his
work with a short paragraph in which he enumerates the main di-
visions of his treatise. The subject being Nature, he enumerates the
various forms or species of Nature. These are, as stated above: 1.
Nature which creates and is not created; 2. Nature which is created
and also creates; 3. Nature which is created and does not create; 4.
Nature which neither creates nor is created (441D). In his working
copy, Eriugena wrote in Greek the title of this first paragraph: Peri
physeos merismou (IIEPI OTXEQY MEPIXMOT), which his
copyists transcribed into Latin as De diuisione naturae.® Thus, De
diuisione naturae is the title of the first section of the Periphyseon,
not that of the whole work. Nature being the subject of the whole
work, the Diuisio Naturae is also a Divisio operis (table of con-
tents). It follows that the title given since 1681 to the Periphyseon,
namely “On the division of Nature,” is tantamount to calling the
work “table of contents.” If the Periphyseon could be rightly called

(3)



into Latin, first by Hilduin in the second quarter of the ninth cen-
tury, then by John Scottus Eriugena in the third quarter of the
same century, the works of Dionysius the Areopagite were increas-
ingly made available to Latin readers through the centuries.
Certainly, important elements of Neoplatonic philosophy borrowed
by the Latin Fathers, notably by Saint Augustine, had already en-
tered the Latin world. However, thanks to Eriugena’s Latin render-
ing of the works of Dionysius, a new stream of Neoplatonic
philosophy penetrated the Western part of the Christian world.
While the Augustinian stream was mostly indebted to Plotinus and
Porphyry, the Dionysian one owed much to Proclus.

Yet Eriugena’s importance is not exhausted by his role as
translator from Greek to Latin. The inventive nature of his
thought created, for the first time in history, an original synthesis
of the two main streams of Neoplatonism, the one originating in
Plotinus and the other in Proclus. The work in which this synthe-
sis is presented is a philosophical dialogue between a Master and
his Disciple, which the author entitled Periphyseon. The general
framework of this dialogue is the famous triad of which we spoke
above, or, more precisely, the last two parts of it: Procession
(processio) and Return (reditus, reuersio). The Procession, which is
also multiplication (multiplicatio) and division (diuisio), is the
movement by which all things descend from Divine Goodness. The
Return, which is also unification (congregatio, adunatio), is the
movement by which all things return to the supreme unity, God.
The plan itself of the Periphyseon faithfully follows this twofold
movement. Books I, II, IIl and IV correspond to the movement of
Procession: From “Nature which creates and is not created” (Book
I), we descend to “Nature which is created and also creates” (Book
II), and then to “Nature which is created and does not create”
(Books III and IV). Book V is entirely dedicated to the movement
of return, a return whose end is “Nature which neither creates nor
is created.” ¥

Procession and Return are the warp and the woof from which
this marvellous tapestry, the Periphyseon, is woven. I use the term
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The Neoplatonic Theme of Return
in Eriugena®

by

Edouard Jeauneau

Among the many triads dear to Neoplatonists, one of the best
known is probably that which they use to explain how the uni-
verse is regulated by harmonious relations between the cause and
its effects. These relations are formulated by Proclus (d. 485) in
proposition 35 of his Elements of Theology: “Every effect remains in
its cause, proceeds from it, and reverts upon it.” @ Hence, in Greek
the three parts of the triad are: moné (immanence in. the cause,
rest), proodos (procession from the cause), epistrophé (return to the
cause, conversion). This famous triad, with many other
Neoplatonic teachings, found its way into Christian thought, ®
thanks to a skillful writer who claimed to be Dionysius the
Areopagite. But the man in question could not have been the same
one who had converted to Christianity upon hearing the discourse
of Saint Paul before the Areopagus of Athens in the year 51 A.D.
In fact, an analysis of writing style and vocabulary demonstrates
that the text attributed to Dionysius the Areopagite could not
have been written before the end of the fifth century. The “for-
gery,” however, was clever, for to attribute writings strongly and
deeply influenced by the “pagan” philosophy of Proclus to
Dionysius the Areopagite, the first bishop of Athens, was the sur-
est way to protect them against any suspicion of heresy. Who
could contradict the convert of Paul, depositary of an esoteric
teaching which complemented the exoteric teaching delivered by
the Apostle to the Gentiles in his Epistles? Translated from Greek
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