The Function of "Mediator" in
St. Augustine's De civitate Dei, Book IX
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St. Augustine acknowledges that "the books of the Platonists" played an important role in teach-
ing him "to seek for truth beyond corporeal forms.” Elsewhere Augustine exhorts Christians not
to fear philosophers who have said anything that is true and agreeable to the faith, “the Platonists
.above all.” That Augustine was influenced in some way by Neoplatonist thought is therefore
incontrovertible. Nevertheless, scholars continue to keep busy with attempts to define the exact
nature of the relationship between Augustine and Neoplatonism.? In light of this John O'Meara
is surely right when he says, "there is no simple statement adequate to describe Augustine's use
of the Neoplatonists".* This article will seek to demonstrate how Augustine was able simultane-
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ously to appropriate and criticise aspects of Neoplatonist thought in the development of his own
mature theology.’

Unfortunately, providing a theory that can account for the complexity of the relationship
between Augustine's thought and that of the "Platonists” is difficult, especially since the relation-
ship itself seems to have dynamically changed throughout Augustine’s life. This article, therefore,
will focus upon Augustine's mature doctrine of incarnation vis-a-vis his concept of “mediator” as
used in Book IX of De civitate Dei* Here it will be argued that Augustine seeks to provide a dis-
cerning response to what he saw as certain inadequacies of Neoplatonist thought, even while con-
tinuing to uphold other key Neoplatonist assumptions. As the evidence will show, "mediator” for
Augustine serves both a rhetorical and theological function. Rhetorically, "mediator” functions for
Augustine as an apologetic "point of contact" with Neoplatonism and in particular, Neoplatonist
demonology. Theologically, however, "mediator” simultaneously functions as a thorough critique
of Neoplatonist ontology and soteriology and as the foundation of a truly Christian ontology and
soteriology. In short, Augustine certainly makes use of Neoplatonist thought, but as James McEvoy
has put it so well, "The parting of the ways between Platonism and Christanity is the Incarnation
of the Word and the doctrine of the mediation of Christ” (McEvoy 167).

The Structure and Content of Book IX

Reading through Book IX, one must not forget that Augustine writes not only as a theologian, but
also as a master of rhetoric.” Thus, it is just as important to heed any rhetorical clues that the struc-
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Augustine's doctrine of the incarnation fails to take into account evidence contrary to his thesis.
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agreement (De civ. D. 9.4). Augustine then outlines an alternative Christian perspective on passion
(chapter 5). Christians, he says, are indeed subjected to the influence of passions, but they do not
allow passions to turn them toward vice, but rather train themselves to direct these passions toward
righteous action. This is in stark contrast to the demons, which allow their minds to be "subjugat-
ed and oppressed by vicious passions" (De civ. D. 9.6).

Having given this rather extended discussion on passion and its effects, Augustine asks, How
is it possible to distinguish between the poetic description of "gods,” who are said to be separated
from passion yet engaging in factional strife, and "demons,” who also appear to be subject to these
same passions? Apuleius’ answer is that it is a "poetic fiction" written under "poetic license" that
demons are said to be gods. In reality, he says, it is only demons that exercise such factional strife,
and not the gods (De civ. D. 9.7). Thus, Augustine concludes, Apuleius "seems to have been at pains
to ensure that, when these tales were sung by the poets, they should not be believed of the gods
themselves . . . but of the demons who occupy the middle region” (De civ. D. 9.7). Though to be
examined more fully later in the article, it is interesting to note that even here Augustine simply
Jeaves the explanation of Apuleius standing, even though, as will become clear later in the book, he
is certainly not satisfied with the explanation given.

Augustine then shifts his discussion in chapter 8-14 from the "psychology" of the demons to
the place of demons in relationship to the gods and to humans. Or to put it another way, Augustine
shifts from a discussion of "psychology” to "social ontology.” Whereas in the opening section
Augustine centres his discussion upon the character of the demons, in the second section he focus-
es more upon the ontological position of the demons in the "intermediate" location supposedly held
between "gods” and "men.”

At the outset of chapter 8, Augustine introduces Apuleius' definition of demons. According to
Apuleius, demons are "animal in genus, passive in soul, rational in mind, aerial in body, and eternal
in duration” (De civ. D. 9.8). However, Augustine is disappointed with this definition because it in
no way specifies how "good" demons are to be distinguished from "bad," even though this norma-
tive distinction between "good" and "bad" appears to be crucial to certain Platonists. Then, in chap-
ter 9, Augustine extends the argument further and asks, If these demons are truly intermediaries
between the gods and men, what kind of mediators are they? Ironically, he says, these beings who
are supposedly men's mediators, are "suspended upside down" because they have "an eternal body,
like the gods" but, due to the fact (already discovered in chapters 1-7) that demons are agitated by
passion, they have "a flawed soul, like that of men" (De civ. D. 9.9). Ingeniously, in chapter 10
Augustine appeals to the authority of Plotinus to support his suspicion that the demons are unable
to act as men's mediators. For it is Plotinus who says that men are indeed happier than demons; for
though men may be miserable in soul, they are mortal in body and therefore can escape the bounds
of earthly misery. On the contrary, demons are miserable in soul, but cannot escape their bounds of
misery, because they are imprisoned in eternal bodies.

As if to leave no stone unturned in his questioning of the truth of the Platonic belief in demon-
ic mediators, Augustine engages in chapter 11 the opinion of Apuleius who suggests that the souls
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of men become either good or bad demons, depending on whether they depart this life deserving
well or ill. But Augustine will have none of this and immediately refutes this suggestion, arguing
that if this were true, then the souls of wicked men in this life could look forward to being "invoked

with sacrifices and divine honours.” Surely such a suggestion is a "whirlpool of moral perdition!"
(De civ. D. 9.11).

Chapters 12 to 14 are crucial to Augustine's argument and therefore worthy of more careful
analysis, for it is here that he most explicitly explores the possibility of demons being mediators
between the gods and men. Apuleius concludes that there is no means of direct communication
between gods and men because of a great gulf separating them. This is because of the gods' "sub-
limity of location, everlastingness of life and perfection of nature." Naturally, Augustine concludes,
men must be the opposite of the gods and therefore have the attributes of "lowliness of station,
mortality, and misery"” (De civ. D. 9.12). This being the case, demons, as intermediary beings, must
reside "in the middle.” This is without controversy, Augustine concedes, because it is reasonable
that demons, having aerial bodies, reside between the sublime position of the gods and lowly sta-
tion of men. But the problem is that to be truly intermediate beings, in the full ontological sense of
the term, they must then share one remaining attribute each with the gods and with men, lest "they
either rise upwards or fall downwards, as the case might be" (De civ. D. 9.13). This means there are
only two options if Apuleius' characterization is correct: demons either share immortality with the
gods and miserable souls with men, or they share mortal bodies with men and blessed souls with
the gods. For if they share immortal bodies and blessed souls with the gods, then they fail to be
intermediate beings and are closer to gods than to men. But if they share mortal bodies and miser-
able souls with men, then they cannot in any way give aid to men since they would be closer to men
than to the gods. In light of this dilemma, Augustine finally and soundly indicts the Platonist posi-
tion: "The Platonists will labour in vain to show how the good demons, if they are immortal and
blessed, can rightly be placed midway between the immortal and blessed gods and mortal and mis-
erable men." Therefore, he concludes, "when we search for a being intermediate between the
blessed immortals and miserable mortals, we should look for one which is either mortal and blessed
or immortal and miserable" (De civ. D. 9.13).

In his search for a true "mediator,” Augustine briefly considers in chapter 14 the possibility
that certain wise men, though mortal, may actually succeed in obtaining blessedness of soul in this
life. If so, then such men could apparently function as mediators between the gods and men. But
Augustine takes a "humbler view of mankind's condition” (De civ. D. 9.14) and posits, at the begin-
ning of his climactic chapter 15, that 2 more credible and probable view is that “all men must nec-
essarily be miserable while they are mortal." Consequently, the only solution is to "seek a Mediator
Who is not only man, but also God: Who, by the intervention of His blessed immortality, may lead
men out of their mortal misery to a blessed immortality, and Who must neither fail to become mor-
tal nor remain mortal" (De civ. D. 9.15).

It is in chapter 15, the pinnacle of Book IX's argument, that Augustine explains why there can
only be one mediator between God and man. As if to give the platonic system one last chance,
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taminated in some way. But if this is so, Augustine argues, then how can the demons, who suppos-
edly mediate between men and gods, not also be contaminated? For if the gods are separated so as
to avoid contamination, how indeed are demons, as lesser beings, able to avoid contamination? In
frustration, Augustine asks, “Who could believe such things, unless the most deceitful demons had
practised their deceit on him?" (De civ. D. 9.16).

Once again, Augustine allows the platonic assumption to stand: "things below, which are mor-
tal and impure, cannot approach the immortal purity which is above." Therefore, "to remedy this
condition of separation from God, a mediator is indeed needed.” But unlike the demonic media-
tors, who share in the situation of men in having a "diseased soul," humans "need a Mediator Who
is united with us in our lowest estate by bodily mortality, yet Who, by virtue of the immortal right-
eousness of His spirit, always remains on high." Who is this? None less than that one which Holy
Scripture proclaims: "the 'Mediator between God and man, the man Christ Jesus.""*

Finally, in chapters 18 to 22, Augustine begins to wrap up his examination of the platonic
demonology, pointing out its theological weaknesses along the way. Augustine concludes in chap-
ter 18 that contaminated demons fail to "furnish us with a path to God; rather, they prevent us from
keeping to the path" (De civ. D. 9.18). Paradoxically, they are mediators who fail to mediate! With
this in mind, Augustine then pushes the argument thus pursued to the logical end in the final chap-
ters. This ontological category of spiritual beings-demons-is said to consist of both good and bad,
but such a categorization goes against common usage and, Augustine quips, "hardly any literate and
educated mean would venture to say, in praising his slave, "You have a demon" (De civ. D. 9.19).

Yet does not the word "demon" itself suggest something worthy of consideration? Alluding to
Plato's Cratylus, Augustine admits that the word "demon” signifies "knowledge.” In response,
Augustine says, Yes, demons do have knowledge, but it is a knowledge without charity (De civ. D.
9.20). Unlike the angels, who dwell in the presence of God's "immutable light," the demons are
only exposed to enough light to “terrify those whose tyranny He was about to redeem the predes-
tined of His kingdom" (De civ. D. 9.21). As a result, when speaking about these beings, whether
angels or demons, the distinction is not to be made between good and bad demons, but between
angels, who "enjoy participation in [God] and contemplation of Him endlessly” and demons, all of
whom "do not contemplate in the wisdom of God" (De civ. D. 9.22).

By now, Augustine has reached the limis of his argument, and thus, in one final chapter, brings
a conclusion to his explorations. That the Platonists may wish to call "the angels gods rather than
demons . . . let them say this if they wish." For Scripture testifies that God truly is God over all the
gods. But let us not, Augustine exhorts, allow evil spirit beings to be spoken of as gods, but let us
rightly distinguish between the immortal, blessed creatures which are God's holy angels, and the
miserable beings who "deserve their misery because of their malice.” But most importantly of all,
he concludes, let us not assume that these beings, whether good or bad, or specified as angels, gods,

® De civ. D.9.17. Cf. 1 Timothy 2:5.
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hand: How can these demonic beings, so agitated in their souls by passion and vice, be mediators?
Through allowing the Platonists themselves to speak about these passions experienced by the
demons, Augustine, by implication, calls the worthiness of the demons as mediators into question.
However, this is not to say that Augustine calls into question the need for mediation. On the con-
trary, he upholds the Platonist principle of "mediation” as necessitated by the gap between the
divine and the human.

But Augustine does not stop there. In fact, he goes one step further and accepts the Platonist
criterion of what would qualify as a successful mediator: a mediator would ideally share equally in
the attributes of the divine and the human. Again, he appeals to Apuleius' definition and distills the
attributes down to the three pairs of opposites: location (high or low), status of soul (blessed or mis-
erable), and status of body (mortal or immortal.)

But when he proceeds to examine the demons as candidates for being mediators, he finds they
fall short, even by Platonist expectations. Not only have the demons already failed from the stand-
point of their psychological constitution, being suspect to the agitations and tempests of passion,
but they also fail in that they share the miserable soul of men and therefore are rendered incapable
of mediation. Though ontologically they are intermediary beings, that is, "half-way” between gods
and men by virtue of their "aerial bodies," this virtue alone is in no way adequate to represent men

before the gods.

The foregoing analysis has shown that throughout the opening section of Book IX, Augustine
makes use of the concept of "mediator” as a rhetorical, or, as it were, apologetic point of contact
with the Platonist philosophers. But Augustine's use of "mediator,” however, is not restricted to the
rhetorical. In addition, Augustine uses the "mediator” concept in a uniquely theological way. And
it is precisely in his theological use of "mediator" that the complexity of the relationship between
Neoplatonist and uniquely Christian categories are illustrated. In fact, Augustine's theological use
of "mediator” provides evidence to show that Augustine's use of neoplatonic categories is highly
nuanced. Though Augustine is willing to accept the necessity of "mediator” in neoplatonic terms,
it is in his simultaneous commitment to the necessity of incarnation, that Augustine demonstrates
his willingness to part ways with Platonist doctrine, when necessary, in favour of genuinely
Christian conclusions. Or as Robert Russell concludes, "As an apologist . . . it was incumbent upon
Augustine to show, not where Platonism had succeeded, but where it had filed" (Russell 410). Four
lines of evidence to demonstrate this conclusion can be cited.

First, though Augustine's opening discussion on the "psychology” of demons and their
propensity toward passionate vice is clearly meant to indict the demons as flawed in character,
Augustine does not, however, rule out the proper place of passion, and in particular, compassion.
Citing Cicero as an eminent authority, Augustine counts compassion itself as a virtue. As he says,
"For what is compassion but a kind of fellow feeling in our hearts for the misery of another which
compels us to help him if we can?" (De civ. D. 9.5). ‘Though Augustine does not explicitly link this
definition to the mediator at this point, one can sense, at the very least, a foreshadowing of the com-
passionate character of a good Mediator. But such a Mediator, in order truly to display such "fellow
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feeling” would obviously need to be a "fellow" partaker of the human situation; in cont'radistinc-
tion, demons (or angels, for that matter) cannot experience this kind of genuine compassion for or
with humans,

Second, Augustine accepts as a given the great gulf between the divine and human; in this, he
is unified with the Platonists. On the other hand, Augustine refuses to accept first, the theor)f so
prevalent among the Platonists, that it is humanity qua humanity which contami.nates the ijme,
and second that demons, by virtue of their aerial bodies, are better suited to function as mediators.
On the contrary, Augustine argues, "There are two wholesome lessons of no small importance
which His incarnation reveals to us at the present time: that true divinity cannot be contaminated
by the flesh; and that demons are not to be thought better than ourselves because they do not have
flesh.” Thus, for Augustine, a true and good Mediator is not one who shuns human ﬂc?sh. Rather,
the good Mediator shares fully "in the humanity with which He clothed Himself" (De civ. D. 9.17).
The Mediator is ensarkos Logos, the Word clothed in flesh.

It is in Augustine's affirmation of the incarnate Mediator that he is able, in the last section of
Book IX, to deal with the problem of contamination. For unlike the Platonists who see the prob-
lem in terms of bodily contact, Augustine refuses to see this as a problem at all. In contrast,
Augustine's "Mediator," by virtue of being human himself, upholds the essential gqodness 9f the
created human body while simultaneously rejecting the neoplatonic ontology whm.h‘ requires a
mediator to somehow occupy an intermediate locale to bridge the gap between the divine and the
human. Instead, Augustine's solution is for the divine to become human and thus to solve the pr‘ob-
lem of mediation while simultaneously ruling out the need for a mediator located in a spatially
intermediate location between heaven and earth. In other words, mediation between two "realms”
does not occur through introducing the necessity of a third realm—the .real.m of the demonic (or
angelic). Rather, mediation occurs through the divine being actually entering into d‘ae human rfaa.lm.
In this way, Augustine deconstructs the neoplatonic ontology of three types of beings (i.e., d1@e,
demonic and human) and maintains the distinctive Christian ontology of two types of beings
(Uncreated Creator and created creatures).

This ontology is not to be confused with Augustine's distinction, in the rest of De civitat.e Dei,
with the twofold distinction between the "City of God" and the "City of Man." For even in the
present state of affairs, as history moves forward to its consummation, angels and dfamons are
already associated either with the City of God or as part of the City of t.his vYorld respe:ctlvely; 'thexr
ultimate destiny is already determined. However, humans presently reside, in Markus terms, in an
intermediate "ambivalent" state called the "secular," that is, a realm "capable of being linked either
with damnation or with salvation, depending on the ultimate purposes to which it is harm?ssed"
(Markus 85). But this is a realm which, upon completion of history, will cease to P:Xist. According to
Augustine, however, created creatures will 2/ways remain ontologically created beings, though some
of these creatures will suffer eternal damnation and separate from the bliss of God's presence (Cf.
De civ. D. 21) while others will eternally contemplate, in their resurrected bodies, the bliss-bestow-

ing Beauty of the Eternal God. (Cf. De civ. D. 22).
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Third, Augustine’s Mediator becomes Mediator on the basis of his humanity more than upon
any other factor. This is especially important to emphasize in light of Colin Gunton's assertion that
“the doctrine of the divinity of Christ is more important for Augustine than that of the humanity”
(Gunton 37). In Book IX, particularly chapter 15, Augustine clearly and resoundingly confutes this
description. Not only does Augustine repeatedly quote from 1 Timothy 2:5 ("the mediator between
God and men, the man Christ Jesus") but he even goes so far to say that it was precisely in the
humanity of Christ that mediation was possible.

He is not, however, the Mediator because He is the Word; for as the Word, supremely
immortal and supremely blessed, He is far removed from miserable mortals. Rather, He is
the Mediator because he is Man; and by His manhood He shows us that, in order to obtain
that good which is not only blessed but bliss-bestowing, we need not seek other mediators
by whose aid, as we might sappose, we are gradually to strive towards it."

It is interesting that Augustine opens the door to a human mediator in chapter 14, though, he
asks, if there are such wise and blessed humans, “why is it not these same wise men who are appoint-
ed as mediators between miserable mortals and the blessed immortals3" (De civ. D. 9.14). Of
course, in the end the Mediator is human and it is precisely because he is human that he is enabled
to be the best Mediator after all.

Fourth and last, Augustine argues that for a mediator to be effective as a mediator, he or she
must in some way "lead” humans to the divine. Yet the demons, so Augustine argues, can hardly be
trustworthy in this task. For in the first place, their minds are tossed about by the storms of evil pas-
sion. As a result, "they cannot even been compared even to wise men . . . [because] such wise men
do not yield to the temptation to approve or do anything which might turn them aside from the
path of wisdom" (De civ. D. 9.4). Consequently, “they do not furnish with a path to God; rather,
they prevent us from keeping to the path” (De civ. D. 9.18). And secondly, demons, because they
are "suspended upside down" are hardly to be trusted to lead mortals to the divine. Rather, the evil
mediator "interposes himself in order to prevent us from passing to a blessed immortality.” This is
in stark contrast with the good Mediator who “interposes Himself" in order that he may "lead us"
to God the Trinity (De civ. D. 9.15). In so leading humans to God, the Mediator must have over-
come mortality, lest he be rendered incapable of leading other humans once he himself dies. But
unless the Mediator was once mortal himself, he would be unable to represent the miserable mor-
tal soul in her or his state. As a result, the Mediator must be one who himself was mortal, as humans,
but only in a transient way. Thus, the good Mediator must have "passed through mortality" so that
"He might make the dead immortal by the power by which He showed in His own resurrection,
and bestow upon the miserable the blessedness which He Himself had never relinquished” (De civ.
D. 9.15). Thus, for Augustine, the Mediator is not one who sheds the flesh of humanity, but rather
the one who, more accurately, sheds the mortal flesh. For Augustne, the contrast is between the
corruptible and incorruptible, not the soul and the body.

" De civ. D. 9.15. {Emphasis added to text]
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Conclusion . - | |
Evidence has been given in this paper that Augustine, as a Christian Rhetorician and Bishop, did

size Neoplatonist thinking with Christianity in an undiscerning fashion. Though
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; i i i Platonism, more than other philosophies,
Although [Augustine] remained convinced th:.at , mor s,
had :)nogre closi?y approached the Christian faith, yet any doctrine that Qroposed a mc;l(illla
torship apart from that of Christ was of itself sufficient to turn Platonism from a philo-
sophic aily of Christianity into a formidable and dangerous enemy (Russell 407).
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