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WHEN I WAS BAPTIZED in the United Methodist Church, my parents renounced the “spiritual forces of wickedness” and rejected the “evil powers of this world” on my behalf. My Catholic friends got to renounce “Satan and all his pomps” at their daughter’s baptism last year, and I watched my Orthodox friends spit on the devil when their son was baptized. Even in less liturgical traditions, there is at baptism a recognition of the turn away from sin and toward Christ. So those of us who have been baptized have rejected evil, perhaps even Satan by name, but I dare say most of us do not give this a second thought. I have never heard my parents bring it up. In fact, when I was interviewing for faculty positions with my work on John Chrysostom’s demonology, I was advised by one of my professors to have an answer prepared for when deans and provosts asked me whether I believed in the devil.1 The realm of the demonic is something that a lot of the modern, Western church (excluding the more charismatic branches) is uncomfortable with. Demons make us nervous in this part of the world.

The ancient world, however, was populated with spirits: some good, some evil, some indifferent or even ambiguous. Though Jews, pagans, and Christians told different narratives about what these daimones (δαίμονες) were, where they came from, and how they interacted with human beings, most people in the ancient world understood the same thing by the term. Daimones were the spirits active in the world around them. Most people also understood this invisible population to be worthy of fear. Daimones could and often did cause physical harm: illness, poverty, pregnancy complications, even death. In response, people of late antiquity employed amulets, magic bowls, and magical papyri to protect themselves and their families from the threat demons posed. The fear was not debilitating however. It was just a way of life. Fourth-century Christians and Jews, intellectuals and the uneducated, rich and poor, all ancient Mediterranean people participated in such anti-daimones magic as a part of life. It was what one did.

In this world lived John Chrysostom (c. 347–407 CE). Raised in Antioch by his mother as a Christian and educated in classical rhetoric under the pagan orator Libanius, Chrysostom then apprenticed himself to Diodore of Tarsus to learn theology. Chrysostom became a monk after his mother died and lived in such extreme asceticism in the mountains outside Antioch that he damaged his health and was forced to return to the city. On his return, he was ordained a deacon (381) and then a priest (386). Chrysostom served as priest in Antioch for about eleven years and gained his reputation (and nickname) as the “golden-tongued.” In 397 he was appointed the bishop of Constantinople, where he served until 407, when Empress Eudoxia exiled him for the second time. His health was too ravaged, and Chrysostom died on the forced march.


CHRYSOSTOM’S DEMONOLOGICAL DISCOURSE


Chrysostom’s world, and that of his congregants, was populated by daimones, just like all of his neighbors’ worlds. Unlike in the works of Chrysostom’s contemporaries, however, demons run rampant through his preaching: “How many demons are carried about in this air? How many opposing powers? If God permitted them to show their frightening and joyless faces, we would lose our minds.”2 “Do you not know how many demons are in this space . . . how many evil spirits? Therefore if we have that light, they will not be able to do us any harm; but if we put it out, they will conquer us quickly, they quickly rob us of everything.”3 Before I continue, I want to make one note about terminology. From here on I will use demons when discussing Chrysostom’s thought in particular or Christian thought more generally and reserve daimones for accounts of pagan demonologies. Christians believed the daimones to be agents of the devil and their aim the hindering of salvation. That is, daimones were always evil, and demons denotes this particular Christian understanding of demons with which this work is concerned.

In many instances Chrysostom’s concern is that his congregants know that demons are not as dangerous as they think. He preaches, “Some would be so bold as to say that demons govern our affairs.”4 “[The devil] does not conquer with force, nor with tyranny, nor by compelling, nor by being violent. If this were the case, he would have destroyed all people.”5 Yet elsewhere Chrysostom preaches that demons are more dangerous than they think: “The enemy is at war with us, not simply, nor openly, but craftily. . . . I mean something like this: he never sets sins before us plainly; he does not speak of idolatry, but he dresses it up differently, using craftiness, that is, making up a plausible argument, using disguises.”6 The congregants need to be on their guard against all this craftiness. Chrysostom urges his audience, “Mighty and violent, the devil presses in, besieging our salvation on every side.”7 It is not merely the flu or a bad reputation that is at stake but salvation itself.

Much of this demonological discourse takes place in the context of discussions about suffering and the origin of evil. Chrysostom’s congregants think the devil and his demons are responsible for the suffering they experience and see in the world. In response to their fear, Chrysostom tells his audience not to be afraid. Demons may, in fact, be responsible, but if they do cause suffering, it is with God’s permission and within God’s providence, for God is the one governing the world, not the devil. Moreover, these illnesses, destructions, and deaths are not true harm. Applying categories he borrows from Stoic philosophy, Chrysostom says that these sufferings are only apparent harm; the only true harm is harm to the soul: sin. It is sin that Christians should fear, and neither the devil nor his demons can cause this, for each person has control of her own proairesis (προαίρεσις), her choice. Everyone has a proairesis, a faculty of the soul that is an ability to choose, which is free and what makes a human self-determining. Since it is free, neither demons nor God can compel a person’s proairesis. It is entirely within a person’s own control. The devil attacks and deceives, dressing up sins in fancy clothes, and for this reason Christians must be vigilant that they not lose their salvation.8

When Chrysostom uses demonological discourse in places other than these conversations about suffering, the demonological is still usually related to questions of human virtue. This relationship is particularly apparent in Chrysostom’s baptismal homilies. He tells his catechumens not to be afraid but to be ready to engage in a struggle, for the whole of the Christian life is a contest with Satan. Chrysostom preaches, “These thirty days are like the practices and gym exercises in some wrestling school. Let us learn in this time to overcome that wicked demon. For we are about to strip for that [struggle] after the baptism.”9 Yet, because the contest is rigged, Christians need not fear this struggle. Christ has bound the devil and is “wholly with us.”10 Even more, Chrysostom says that he is going to talk of demons in order to prepare them to defend.11 Baptism is about the change from being the devil’s captive to joining Christ’s service. For Chrysostom, every baptized Christian is in battle with the devil daily, and they all need sermons about the devil so that they can defeat him with their virtue.12

What becomes clear in reading Chrysostom’s discussions about demons is that he does not discuss them in order to speculate where they come from or what their composition is; Chrysostom discusses demons for the purpose of encouraging his congregation to be virtuous. Chrysostom insists that demons are not as dangerous as people assume and that there is no need for magic to repel them; humans are in themselves stronger than the devil. Demons, in fact, are powerless to cause any sort of true harm because humans have proairesis, an innate ability to choose their actions.

Humans are meant to exercise their proairesis against temptation and against sin. This proairesis is the locus of moral responsibility and the reason virtue can be virtue, for only thoughts, words, and deeds that one chooses can be sin or virtue. Additionally, only things a person chooses to say, think, or do can be punished or praised. Commenting on the parable of the sheep and the goats in Matthew 25:31-46, Chrysostom preaches, “How then was the end [of each group] not the same? Because the proairesis did not allow it. For this alone created the division. For this reason the one set went to Gehenna, but the other to the Kingdom. . . . Again, do you see that the proairesis is the cause of the end, not the devil?”13 In this way Chrysostom’s demonological discourses become anthropological discourses, and, because virtue is a key aspect of salvation for Chrysostom, they become soteriological as well. In examining Chrysostom’s thought, one cannot treat demons without also treating the nature of human beings and their salvation.

The literature on Chrysostom has tended either to ignore his demonology or to engage with it in one of two ways. The first way is as part of Chrysostom’s baptismal liturgy, as in Thomas Finn’s The Liturgy of Baptism in the Baptismal Instructions of St. John Chrysostom and Dayna Kalleres’s “Exorcising the Devil to Silence Christ’s Enemies: Ritualized Speech Practices in Late Antique Christianity.”14 These studies tend to focus on the function of catechetical exorcisms. The second way scholars engage Chrysostom’s demonology is in relation to demon possession and mental illness, as in Claire Salem’s “Sanity, Insanity, and Man’s Being as Understood by St. John Chrysostom.”15 The exception to this pattern is Dayna Kalleres’s City of Demons: Violence, Ritual, and Christian Power in Late Antiquity.16 Kalleres argues that Chrysostom, Ambrose of Milan, and Cyril of Jerusalem used demonological rhetoric as part of their projects to Christianize the cities where they served. In Chrysostom’s section, the argument is that the diabolization of various behaviors is Chrysostom’s strategy to turn his congregants away from these behaviors and to create a fully Christianized city, his ideal politeia (πολιτεία).

What all of these approaches have in common is scholarship that is primarily sociohistorical in nature and provides a picture of Chrysostom as a fiery preacher concerned with using a Christian philosophia (φιλοσοφία) to transform Antioch or Constantinople into a Christian politeia.17 Demons appear only briefly in the scholarship as part of this program, though the devil and his demons appear frequently in Chrysostom’s rhetoric. The work does involve Chrysostom’s anthropology and soteriology, but still missing is a theological account that makes sense of Chrysostom’s moral-philosophical program. It is this theological framework that I aim to provide here.18

In what follows, I argue that Chrysostom understands demons to be created beings who cannot harm human beings without their consent. Therefore, Chrysostom’s demonology and account of self-determination exert a mutual influence on one another: self-determination is necessary for virtue, and virtue is integral to salvation. That is, Chrysostom’s demonology highlights—through its relation to his account of virtue and self-determination—the depth to which humans are responsible for their own salvation. These are the internal logic and theology that undergird Chrysostom’s rhetoric of diabolization that he deploys in Christianizing the city. Therefore, Chrysostom’s actions and rhetoric are better understood when the complex interactions between his demonology, anthropology, and soteriology are taken into account.

My first task in this effort is descriptive. Chapter one sets the scene of late antique demonology in order to place Chrysostom within his context and its trajectories of thought. Chrysostom’s particular understanding of demonology is a forceful rejection of the ideas of the laity in his congregation so it is important to describe the demonological milieu in order both to understand the target of his rejection and to understand how unique Chrysostom was. This first chapter is a broad treatment of the pagan, Jewish, and Christian demonologies from Origen to Chrysostom that provide context for Chrysostom’s own treatment of the demons’ (non)influence on human sin. This broad outline provides only specific and concentrated treatments of those sources and traditions that are necessary for understanding Chrysostom’s context.

Chapter two is an exploration of Chrysostom’s demonology in two parts. The first part is an outline of Chrysostom’s demonology proper: How does Chrysostom understand the origin, nature, and activities of demons, and how does his understanding compare to that of his predecessors? The second part looks at the rhetorical function demonology serves for Chrysostom. He does not discuss demons for the sake of speculating about demons’ origins or what they are composed of the way that Origen does; Chrysostom discusses demons for the sake of encouraging his congregants to virtuous lives. Chrysostom’s demonological discourse is overwhelmingly practical. Demons are real, and demons can also be useful. Chrysostom employs demonic rhetoric often when he exhorts his congregation to a given act, virtue generally, or a way of life.

Similar to the descriptive task of chapter one, chapter three examines the place of proairesis in Stoic theological anthropology and the possible philosophical sources of Chrysostom’s anthropology. This background sets up and gives depth to the argument of chapter four, which explores Chrysostom’s theological anthropology with a particular emphasis on his account of human virtue. This chapter demonstrates that Chrysostom uses demonology to highlight anthropology. Demons are limited, created beings, unable to harm a human unless given permission by God and freely followed by the human himself. In Chrysostom’s discussions of the devil and his demons, Chrysostom’s account of the demons’ powerlessness in the face of the Christian’s proairesis becomes clear.19 Humans have the ability to choose good and to resist the devil and thus to “defeat” him. The devil cannot harm a human being; a human being can only harm himself by choosing to follow the devil, that is, by choosing to do evil, to sin. Chrysostom draws on what appear to be Stoic categories for discussing “harm” to humans, distinguishing between true and apparent harm. The only true harm, he says, is harm to the soul, that is, sin; everything else—poverty, unemployment, natural disaster, disease—is only apparent harm.20

Sin is avoidable in Chrysostom’s understanding because every person has a proairesis. The term has a history in both Aristotle and Epictetus’s ethics, and Chrysostom uses it to refer to the faculty of a person’s soul that God created within the person’s own control, which cannot be compelled by either God or the devil. Therefore, the proairesis is the locus of moral responsibility. God created everyone with freedom and self-determination, lodged in each person’s proairesis, and for this reason a demon cannot, however much he tempts or deceives, compel a person to sin. By the same token, one must exercise one’s proairesis for an act to be virtuous. This is further significant because there are people in Chrysostom’s congregation who claim the devil has caused their sins. Chrysostom attempts to correct his people’s errant understandings by explaining the limitations of the demons’ power.

Responding to misplaced blame for sin is not Chrysostom’s only objective, however. He is also offering a theodicy. In responding to the suffering in the world and among his congregants, Chrysostom argues that neither God nor the devil is responsible; humans are responsible for suffering. In the line of Methodius, the Cappadocians, and others, Chrysostom answers questions of theodicy by having recourse to anthropology. If evil is not God’s fault—and Christians hold that it cannot be—then whose fault is it? Chrysostom answers first with his distinction between true and apparent harm and second with his claim that all true harm is the responsibility of the human. What makes Chrysostom different from his predecessors is his injection of demons into the conversation. Demons, like God, are not responsible for true injury (sin), however much they seem to be.

Chapter five is an exegesis of a passage from Chrysostom’s Homiliae in Genesim 8.6. This passage is a typical homily-ending exhortation to virtue, and it ties together all the themes here discussed. By concluding with this close reading, I intend to show that the purpose of all this information about demons, virtue, and responsibility is aimed at salvation. Chrysostom tells his congregants to use this information to attain their salvation. Moreover, this homily-ending exhortation is typical, which adds insight into the purpose of Chrysostom’s homily-ending exhortations to virtue: they are exhortations against temptation and toward salvation.

The exegesis of Homiliae in Genesim 8.6 will show that Chrysostom portrays the Christian life as one of struggle with the devil for virtue and salvation. When a person is tempted, she is supposed to remember that she has proairesis, spit in the devil’s face, and stand tall and virtuous. This is important to Chrysostom because for him virtue is an integral part of salvation. Salvation is a cooperative venture between God and the human being wherein God’s work is sufficient, all-encompassing, and primary, but salvation also requires something of the human. God’s work is the incarnation, death, and resurrection of Christ, and the human contribution is a virtuous life. This virtue is made possible by God’s work, but a person must still make a choice for his salvation and struggle to maintain it in the face of the attacks of the devil, who is the enemy of our salvation. By tempting Christians to sin, the devil and his demons are trying to thwart salvation, but salvation is a matter of a person’s proairesis.

The study concludes with a reflection on the significance of Chrysostom’s narrative for modern Christianity. I look at the current American climate of fear, especially fear of the other, and what Chrysostom’s virtuous demonological discourse has to contribute to the conversation. I also touch on the deliverance movement and prosperity gospel in global Christianity. I raise questions about how Chrysostom might respond to these two strains, given his understanding of demons, responsibility, and salvation. For Chrysostom, everything is connected and the story is simple. Though God woos and the devil tempts, neither God nor the devil compels: God because he does not, and the devil because he cannot. A person must make an active choice. Christ and the devil each try to lead people to their respective homes, and it is up to the Christian to choose whom to follow home each day.
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Jewish, Pagan, and Christian Demonology Before Chrysostom
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DAIMŌN (Δαίμων) is an ambiguous term and an ambiguous spirit in the ancient world. Pagans, Jews, and Christians agreed that spirits called daimones (δαίμονες) existed, but they did not agree about what these spirits were or what they did. Some pagans used daimōn as a synonym for theos (θεός), some used it to refer to the souls of the dead, and some used it to indicate something like a person’s conscience. Some ancient writers claimed all daimones were good and others that daimones were capable of being either good or evil. Jews believed daimones to be evil spirits, ontologically similar to angels but in a state of rebellion against God. Christians began with intertestamental understandings of daimōn and used the term to refer only to evil spirits. Though ancient Christians’ demonologies were not uniform, they did believe all daimones to be evil, the enemies of God and of human beings. Christian authors had different narratives about the origin of demons, different ideas about the nature of demons, and different emphases with regard to demonic activities.

There are extant writings from Jewish, pagan, and Christian traditions, and there is also much archaeological evidence of magical artifacts that provide a window into the popular spirituality of the time. There are papyri, gems, amulets, bits of metal, bowls, and other objects inscribed with spells for every realm of life from headaches and fevers to love to protection against evil demons. Most significantly, not only have these items been found in pagan traditions, but there are items distinctly Jewish and Christian as well. Spirits were everywhere in the ancient world, and people wanted to control them. There were also voices that wanted to subdue this magical trade, primarily Christian preachers and bishops. Christian ascetics, even as they too saw a world inhabited by spirits and demons who wanted to harm them at every moment, had an entirely different way of controlling the demons.

This was the lively spirituality John Chrysostom encountered as a fourth-century preacher in Antioch and then Constantinople.1 Such traditions constituted the ideological milieu in which Chrysostom’s congregation lived and in which Chrysostom spoke. Therefore, in order to understand Chrysostom’s demonology well, it is necessary to survey Chrysostom’s demonological context. This is particularly true because Chrysostom’s most elaborate articulation of his demonology is a forceful rejection of the ideas of the laity in his congregation.


JEWISH DEMONOLOGIES


Jewish demonology in the fourth century focused on the activities of demons against human beings more than on their origin or nature, and the spirits known as daimones, or demons, were evil.2 All activities of these spirits were for harm. The demons’ maliciousness is explained in both primary narratives of demonic origins, both of which developed in intertestamental literature. The most prominent of these, and that which Chrysostom explicitly rejects, is in 1 Enoch 6–11, expanding on Genesis 6:2. The narrative, called the watchers myth, recounts that Semjaza, the chief angel, saw the daughters of men on earth and lusted after them. Semjaza convinced a large number of other angels to go down with him and to have intercourse with the women. The rogue angels joined Semjaza and went to earth to sin with women. The sin was not about the lust and intercourse alone, however. Semjaza, Azazel, and Ezeqeel, the three archangels who transgressed, also revealed knowledge of things like astrology and metallurgy to the humans. The author of 1 Enoch writes that the fallen angels “revealed to them [humans] all kinds of sins. And the women have borne giants, and the whole earth has thereby been filled with blood and unrighteousness” (1 Enoch 9:9b-10).3 These events were a further corruption. Michael was charged with hunting down the fallen angels, binding them, and throwing them into a pit where they will be until the final judgment, when they will go into eternal fire.

The other prominent narrative comes from the Greek Life of Adam and Eve 12-17. Life claims the devil’s jealousy of Adam and Adam’s place in creation, and the devil’s attempt to make the angels worship him instead, as the reason for the resulting punishment of his fall. In this section of the Life, the devil (ho diabolos [ὁ διάβολος]) tells the story:

And when Michael kept forcing me to worship, I said to him, “Why do you compel me? I will not worship one inferior and subsequent to me. I am prior to him in creation; before he was made, I was already made. He ought to worship me.” When they heard this, other angels who were under me refused to worship him. . . . And the Lord God was angry with me and sent me with my angels out from our glory; and because of you [Adam], we were expelled into this world from our dwellings and have been cast onto the earth.4


The devil’s refusal to worship Adam caused his fall. Similar in theme to this story is a verse from the apocryphal Wisdom of Solomon: “Through the devil’s envy death entered the world, and those who belong to his company experience it” (Wisdom of Solomon 2:24).

These two origin narratives are the most common in Jewish literature and the two that most often appear in early Christian literature as an explanation for demons’ existence. By the fourth century, Jewish literature assumes these narratives and does not speak much about them. Demons exist, and there are reasonable explanations for their existence, but fourth-century Jews were primarily concerned about the activities in which demons engaged, the things for which they were feared.

One account of the nature of demons will suffice to demonstrate the way demons’ natures relate to their ability to induce fear. In the Babylonian Talmud Berakhot, the rabbis describe demons as innumerable, invisible, and responsible for difficulties:

If the eye had the power to see them, no creature could withstand the demons. Said Abaye, “They are more numerous than we and stand around us like the ridge around a field.” Said R. Huna, “At the left hand of each one of us is a thousand of them, and at the right hand, ten thousand.” Said Raba, . . . “The fact that the clothing of rabbis wears out from rubbing comes on account of them, the bruising of the feet comes from them. If someone wants to know that they are there, take ashes and sprinkle them around the bed, and in the morning he will see something like the footprints of a cock.”5


Though these demons are invisible, they make footprints in ashes. Footprints imply bodies, as does “rubbing against” the scholars’ clothes and wearing them out. Therefore the demons are not incorporeal, even as they are invisible and, according to other statements, spiritual. Note, too, the dark and foreboding tenor of this passage. “No creature could endure seeing them” likely because they were so awful to behold; the demons “surround us,” implying an inability to escape the demons. There is a note of fear here, or at least a description of corporeal, though spiritual, demons and their physical harm that are both worth fearing, a theme repeated in this period.6

The primary feature of the Talmud and Midrash that differs from earlier Jewish sources is that increasingly more sins are attributed to the work of Satan, here a chief demon, than in previous sources.7 Babylonian Talmud Shabbat claims Satan was responsible for people worshiping the golden calf: “At the end of forty days Satan came along and confounded the world” and convinced the Israelites that Moses was dead.8 Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin attributes David’s sin with Bathsheba to Satan: “Bath Sheba [sic] was shampooing her hair behind a screen. Satan came to [David] and appeared to him in the form of a bird. He shot an arrow at [the screen] and broke it down, so that she stood out in the open, and he saw her.”9 In both cases, Satan makes sin possible, though in neither is Satan the cause of sin. He is responsible only indirectly, for example, for breaking the screen and exposing Bathsheba, but not for possessing David or forcing him to commit adultery. In fact, the rabbi says that David asked God to be tested as Abraham was tested, and God obliged, suggesting a sanctioned adversarial role for Satan not unlike the one in the story of Job. In the case of the golden calf, Satan works independently of God, inciting Aaron for his own purposes rather than for God’s. Thus, in terms of agency, Satan tempts and deceives, but the human being commits the sin. The Talmud also records demonic temptations of rabbis, not only interpretations of scriptural narratives:

R. Meir would ridicule sinners. One day Satan appeared to him on the opposite side of a canal in the form of a woman. There being no ferry, he grabbed a rope and got across. As he had reached half way down the rope, Satan released him.10


Demons appear as instigators of sin, not at all unlike what we will see in Christian monastic literature.

Jews understood demons to be malicious spirits. One talmudic warning reads, “It is forbidden to a man to greet another by night for fear that he is a demon.”11 Demons can also be the explanation for any kind of misfortune, from disease12 to robbery to death, and for this reason it was not uncommon for Jews in late antiquity to carry amulets or to use incantation bowls and other devices for repelling demons.13 Jews, no less than pagans—or Christians—worried about what demons could do to a person, what (primarily physical) harm they could inflict, and took the necessary precautions. These amulets and talismans, found in graves, private homes, public spaces, and even in synagogues, demonstrate what precisely people feared demons were capable of doing.14 Many of the Jewish magical items were either for exorcising demons afflicting a patient or for preventing harm from demons in general, such as in this inscription on an incantation bowl:

This is the figure of the mbklt’-demon who appears in dreams, and in images. Gabriel and Suriel appear to him. This bond is from this day and forever, amen, amen, selah. This strong seal and guarding and sealing of Solomon is for Pana’-Hormiz bar Resanduk and for Bustai bat Givat . . . and for all of their household, their possessions, their food, and all their houses, that they might have favorable healing from heaven in the name of El Saddai.15


Other incantations are more specific: “To heal . . . the body of Marian daughter of Sarah and of her fetus that is in her belly . . . Afflictions and enemies . . . That they may have power neither over Marian nor over her fetus.”16 Another reads, “Exorcise the fever and the shiver, the female demons (and) the spirits from the body of Ya’itha the daughter of Marian.”17 And, “I adjure you evil spirit, whether flying or resting, that you should not touch Habibi son of Herta, and that you should not appear to him by any likeness by which you appear to people.”18 These imply that pregnancy complications, fevers, and appearing to people in various guises were common actions of demons.19 These are all offenses against individuals. Illness is the foremost affliction caused by demons, but there are amulets and bowls for protection of a person’s house and for protection against thieves as well, and even one accusing a demon of murder and asking protection against further killing.20 The magical objects do not refer to natural disasters or events against large communities. The attacks are also primarily, though not exclusively, physical; some refer to dreams, as in the quotation above about “the demon who appears in dreams and in images.” Another amulet reads, “I adjure you, spirit . . . you should not be seen to Shlamsu daughter of . . . neither at night nor at daytime.”21

Such frequent use of these objects and practices led to the Jews having a reputation as magicians.22 To Jewish clients, Jewish magicians could offer a “kosher” version of magic, and to non-Jewish clients, Jewish magicians could promise powerful and effective techniques and names they had not encountered in their pagan contemporaries. Even Christians were known to seek them out for magical remedies for illnesses or other needs.23 The world was populated with spirits that could harm physically and sometimes mentally, and people hoped the spirits would not harm them or their families. People wanted protection, a way to ward off these spirits who cause bruises, diseases, and miscarriages.




PAGAN DEMONOLOGIES


Iamblichus (c. 245–325 CE) and Calcidius (early fourth century CE) provide a sketch of fourth-century pagan demonologies. In his De mysteriis, Iamblichus describes the various inhabitants of the cosmos: gods, archangels, angels, daimones, heroes, and souls. Daimones are intermediaries connecting gods with souls since the order and harmony of the universe require that the extremes—gods and souls—be linked.24 Iamblichus does not explain how daimones link gods and souls, but we know that it is not, as for Calcidius a few years later, because daimones are immortal like gods but subject to the passions like human beings.25 Iamblichus is adamant that none of the superior beings—daimones included—are passible: “They [superior beings] completely transcend the distinction between passible and impassible, because they do not even possess a nature that is susceptible to passion.”26 Furthermore, Iamblichus is concerned with the spectrum between gods and souls, all “superior beings,” rather than gods and humans, as Calcidius is. Iamblichus understands that daimones have been given administration “over certain restricted portions of the cosmos,” and they are also in service to the gods and must do what they command.27

Iamblichus claims that daimones, like the other “superior beings,” are able to manifest themselves to human beings, and he spends considerable time describing the effects of such a manifestation so that humans may be able to recognize when they are seeing a daimōn. Daimones may appear in any shape or size, will be accompanied by “tumult and disorder,” will be obscure, and “glow with smouldering fire.” There are both good and wicked daimones, but most of Iamblichus’s work concerns daimones in general. Toward the end of De mysteriis, Iamblichus explains the personal daimōn each person’s soul has, which the soul has chosen to be its guide:

It [the daimōn] stands over it as the fulfiller of the various levels of the life of the soul, and as the soul descends into the body it binds it to the body, and it supervises the composite living being arising from it, and personally regulates the particulars of the life of the soul; and all our reasonings we pursue thanks to the first principles which it communicates to us, and we perform such actions as it puts into our minds; and it continues to direct men’s lives up to the point at which, through sacred theurgy, we establish a god as the overseer and leader of our soul; for then it either withdraws in deference to the superior principle, or surrenders its administrative role, or subordinates itself so as to contribute to the god’s direction of the soul, or in some other way comes to serve it as master.28


The daimōn is a guide that directs the soul where it needs to go, even so far as putting thoughts in a person’s mind, until it can deliver the soul to a being higher than itself, to a god. Here is a guiding daimōn who is good, an echo of Socrates’s diamonion.

Calcidius, too, like Iamblichus, claims that daimones have charge over humanity. As mentioned, Calcidius also understands daimones as necessary intermediary beings, though between the extremes of gods and humans rather than gods and souls.29 Daimones are immortal and passible, and their passible nature is what makes them care for humans.30 Calcidius even gives a definition of daimones: “A demon is a rational, immortal, sensitive, ethereal living being taking care of men.”31 Like the beings Jews call angels, daimones take humans’ prayers to God and make God’s will known to humans.32 Calcidius is primarily concerned with these good daimones, who watch over and take care of humanity, but he does mention wicked ones also, who can act as avengers of “crimes and impiety according to the sanctions of divine justice.”33 This description of wicked daimones’ activities—the only one Calcidius provides—implies a limit: they are subject to “the sanctions of divine justice.” Thus, though the moral status of daimones is ambiguous, even the wicked daimones are not unrestrainedly wicked. Calcidius prefers to speak of the good daimones who watch over humanity.

Beyond the more formal descriptions of Iamblichus and Calcidius, there were popular expressions of demonology as well. Pagan cults were still in existence, though sacrifices and mystic rituals were much less common than they had been in prior centuries. Libanius, Chrysostom’s own teacher, was a strong advocate for classical pagan worship.34 Another of Libanius’s students, Emperor Julian (c. 331–363), was mocked even by pagans for his excessive piety. Julian saw himself as returning the empire to its old religion and promoted sacrifices, cults, and other rituals intended to seek the favor of the gods. In his Letter to a Priest, Julian tells the priest his job is to “take care to exhort men not to transgress the laws of the gods, since those are sacred.”35 Just prior to this, Julian writes about evil demons who punish those who do not sacrifice to the true gods:

The tribe of evil demons is appointed to punish those who do not worship the gods. . . . Some men there are also who . . . seek out desert places instead of cities, since they have been given over to evil demons. . . . And many of them have even devised fetters and stocks to wear; to such a degree does the evil demon to whom they have of their own accord given themselves abet them in all ways, after they have rebelled against the everlasting and saving gods.36


Julian sees demons as servants of the gods. Though the first part of the letter has been lost, Julian’s designation of the punishing demons as “evil” suggests that he believed there were also good demons.

People used daimōn to refer to any divine or occult power when it was impossible or undesirable to attribute a given event to a specific deity.37 Daimones caused illness, disease, and natural disaster. Additionally, diabolos (διάβολος) does not appear in ancient pagan literature, nor does a concept of a chief daimōn. The devil is a peculiarly Judeo-Christian figure. People made sacrifices to daimones in order to placate them and to curry favor since the daimones could not only cause evil to befall a person but were also capable of conferring prosperity. Just as the amulets do in Jewish traditions, various Greek magical papyri and other magical texts allow a glimpse at popular Greek religion. Common were curse tablets, or defixiones, thin sheets of lead or other metal with a magic inscription, often rolled or folded and either worn or deposited somewhere said to be effective for the particular kind of spell. Often these spells were either for inducing a person to fall in love with the spell caster or for invoking harm to one’s enemies.38 For instance, one defixione reads, “Rouse yourselves, you daimones who lie here and seek out Euphemia. . . . Let her not be able to sleep for the entire night, but lead her until she comes to his feet, loving him with a frenzied love, with affection and with sexual intercourse.”39 This particular example has a lengthy inscription, invoking the daimones several times to bring the desired woman to the man who used this defixione. Some of the defixiones seem to be written by amateurs, possibly by the user himself, but others appear to be written by professional scribes, often even written in advance, with a blank left for the name of the client.40 Magic texts were a common trade. Many of these tablets called on the gods, not daimones, but many were left in or near graves, with the understanding that the souls of the departed would help carry out the curse or spell. They speak to the magical world populated with spirits in which the Greeks lived, spirits who constantly interact with human beings but whose actions may be either malicious or beneficent and require proper attention from humans to ensure good treatment.




CHRISTIAN DEMONOLOGIES


At the popular level, Christians thought about demons much the same way their Jewish and pagan neighbors did. Demons were the spirits who populated their world and could be assuaged or incited, so Christians, like their neighbors, used various magical items to control demons and keep them from causing harm. Christian theologians, bishops, and other leaders, on the other hand, developed more formal demonologies and tried to temper their audiences’ background fear of demons. For simplicity, I divide these leaders into theologians and ascetics.41 Origen and the Cappadocian fathers serve as representatives of the theologians, and Antony and various collections of sayings serve as the ascetics. Both groups are voices heard by Chrysostom and his congregation.42

Origen. Though he is not a fourth-century writer, Origen’s (c. 182–254 CE) influence on the Greek theologians of the fourth century and Chrysostom’s relation to the Origenist controversies, as well as his significance in the development of Christian demonology, make his demonology worth noting in brief. Origen wrote the first developed, explicit Christian demonology, and this account is a fusion of pagan, Jewish, and Christian thought about demons. His biggest contribution to Christian demonology regards the origin of demons. Origen accepts that demons are some kind of fallen spiritual being, but his origin narrative has a distinctively pagan flavor to it. Instead of a narrative similar to intertestamental accounts and those told by first- and second-century Christians, where the fall of Satan and his angels occurs after the creation of the earth, Origen, in his De principiis 3.2, claims that the rogue angels’ fall was pre-cosmic. Origen has a theory of preexistent minds or intelligences (noes, νόες) that rebelled against God, their creator, and thus fell. What the minds became when they fell depended on how deep their sin was. The worst minds became demons, the next became souls, and the best became angels. Origen writes,

Before the ages minds were all pure, both daemons and souls and angels, offering service to God and keeping his commandments. But the devil, who was one of them, since he possessed free-will, desired to resist God, and God drove him away. With him revolted all the other powers. Some sinned deeply and became daemons, others less and became angels; others still less and became archangels; and thus each in turn received the reward for his individual sin. But there remained some souls who had not sinned so greatly as to become daemons, nor on the other hand so very lightly as to become angels. God therefore made the present world and bound the soul to the body as a punishment.43


In telling of preexistent minds that fell and became angels, demons, and souls, Origen’s narrative resembles pagan narratives, in particular the Plutarchian narrative, more than 1 Enoch’s description.44 Plutarch recounts the movements of souls that enter bodies, depart bodies, and sometimes enter new bodies; 1 Enoch tells of spiritual beings, not minds, who look on the creatures of earth and who lust. First Enoch’s fallen angels initially descend to earth voluntarily, whereas Plutarch’s souls waft around in the air and hope not to fall too low. Origen’s demons, like Plutarch’s, sinned above the earth, not on its surface. Origen’s narrative is also similar to Plutarch’s in that the degree of descent is proportional to the degree of sin, or ethical behavior, just as the just and unjust souls ascend or descend according to their deeds.45 After Origen, the standard Greek Christian demonological narrative is that demons are “fallen angels,” and the fall occurred before the creation of the rest of the world. Competing narratives about where demons come from disappear at this point. The fall was a rebellion of angels against God; the angel’s motive of rebellion was pride; the watchers myth plays no part in the narrative. This is a significant point for demonology. In the watchers myth, according to some Christian readings, Justin Martyr’s among them, demons are the progeny of miscreant angels and human women, which means that demons are born evil. In Origen’s explanation, demons were created good by God but became evil by their own will. Following Origen, Christians would hold that demons are not evil by nature, only by choice.
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