5 Traces of animal ethics in early Christian literature

In the first 250 years of its existence, Christianity was practised by a vanish-
ingly small minority in the Roman Empire. In the face of an environment
that did not believe at all or believed differently, it had more than enough
to do to clarify its central core messages internally, to make them plausible
and to defend them internally and externally. These include belief in the
Resurrection and eternal life, in Jesus Christ as Saviour of the world, in a
God who can be experienced in three ways, and the design of the central
liturgical celebrations. Against this background, a separate form of animal
ethics is not to be expected. Nevertheless, early Christian theology cannot
develop in a way that is completely free of animal ethical positions. In
their everyday lives, people deal with animals on a daily basis, and they are
also mentioned in abundance in biblical and philosophical texts. Inevitably,
the early Christian theologians had to adopt a position on this. In doing
so, they set a decisive course for the long term, without realising it. The
basic paradigms they adopted to describe the relationship between God,
humans and animals are, once chosen, very difficult to correct. In fact, they
continue to have an effect to this day.

So we are going on the trail of animal ethics in early Christian literature.
In terms of time, we are concerned with the phase up to the beginning
of the migration of peoples and the end of the Western Roman Empire.
Augustine, who died in 430, will therefore be the last author examined here.
This study is thus limited to the first two of three phases of Christianity
in Late Antiquity as formulated by Peter Gemeinhardt (2022, 7), namely
the two phases of the formation (until the middle of the 3rd century) and
stabilisation (until the middle of the 5th century) of Christianity, while
the phase of pluralisation (until the end of the 7th century) plays no role
for our specific question. Spatially, Christianity of this epoch is an “urban
religion” (Peter Gemeinhardt 2022, 16). It is formed predominantly from
the urban population and in the cities and can thus tie in well with the high
education in the cities.

Of course, from a historical point of view, it would be interesting to
arrange the authors according to their linguistic and theological locations
(Latin literature with its dualism between Rome and North Africa, Greek-
Antiochene, Greek-Alexandrian, Syrian-Aramaic literature, etc.) in different
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strands of tradition, so that, on the one hand, influences within Latin
as well as Greek or Syrian literature would become more apparent and,
on the other hand, adoptions from Greek into Latin or Syrian literature
would become more clearly recognisable. I, however, am not a historian
and feel that such an in-depth reconstruction of individual strands of
tradition would be too much for me. However, a somewhat simpler and
less in-depth reconstruction of early Christian animal ethics can suffice in
good conscience for the systematic interest in knowledge represented here,
namely to create perspectives for overcoming Christian anthropocentrism
by identifying its roots.

The traces of the Church Fathers” animal ethics can be found in a wide
variety of literary genres and thematic contexts. They embody important
indications of the direction in which the specifically Christian perception
of non-human creatures were to move in the centuries or millennia that
followed. For with the entry of the Christian message into Hellenistic
culture, a transformation of this message took place, such as probably only
happened to the same extent again in the age of secularisation.

Two guiding questions will be decisive for our investigation: 1) Which
paradigms of Greco-Roman philosophy that are relevant to animal and
creation ethics do the early Christian theologians adopt and reinforce,
relativise and weaken, conceal and ignore or criticise and correct? 2) How
do they receive and interpret the passages of the Bible relevant to animal
and creation ethics? Which passages are quoted, which are not? And how
strongly are these incorporated into the philosophical paradigms or how
independently are they interpreted? It should be noted that practically all
the Church Fathers read only the Greek, and in some cases even only the
Latin, translation of the Bible—one-sidedness and errors in the translations
must therefore be taken into account, and we will encounter them very
regularly in some biblical passages.

Ultimately, the question is how Christianity transposes the biblical mes-
sage of divine creation and the human treatment of animals and non-hu-
man creation into Greco-Roman culture. In this regard, the patristic spe-
cialist debate of recent times is characterised by a series of “partly extreme
research positions on the relationship of early church theology and [sic!] to
ancient philosophy. They range from the assertion of a philosophical over-
forming of Christianity to the statement that Christianity only took a few,
peripheral and formal means of expression from contemporary philosophy,
but never received its substance” (Charlotte Kockert 2009, 6).
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It should first be noted that the biblical message and Greco-Roman
culture do not stand side by side on an equal footing and are fused to-
gether from an impartial third position. Nor is it a matter of integrating
Greco-Roman ideas into Hebrew-Jewish culture, as is the case in some late
Old Testament books (cf. chapter 4.1). Rather, the challenge of the Church
Fathers was to inculturate the biblical message into Greco-Roman culture.
The ideological coordinate system, the philosophical matrix, is provided by
this Greco-Roman culture. The early Church had to fit its message into this
culture.

With regard to animals and non-human creation, this endeavour has a
serious difficulty to overcome: Animals hardly play a role in Greco-Roman
philosophical discourse and certainly have no value. Rather, the Platonic
creation myth of Timaeus is dominant here, in which the animate living
beings are created by sub-gods (Plato, Timaeus 41 a-d) and at the very
end are just worthy of the remark that they do not need to be dealt with
separately: “And now, then, the task set us of tracing the universe from its
beginnings to the emergence of human beings seems to have pretty much
reached its goal. For as to how the other animals came into being, we have
only to state very briefly, since a lengthy discussion is unnecessary.” (Plato,
Timaeus 91 e-92 ¢).

In addition, in the short comment immediately following from Plato’s
Timaeus, the birds are created from simple-minded men, the land animals
from those people who follow their instincts more than reason, the reptiles
from the most unreasonable and the water animals from the most unrea-
sonable and uneducated people. They are therefore not created directly but
are “recycling products” from (and I apologise) human waste.

Against this background, it becomes understandable why many of the
Church Fathers presented in the following and their audience are moved
by the question of why, according to the biblical Creation narrative, man
is only created after the animals and why there is such extensive mention
of animals at all. The broad and largely positive thematisation of animals,
their significance for God and human beings, and their value are alone in
need of justification in Greco-Roman culture. The Church Fathers faced
this challenge, and this should not be overlooked.

Now, it was clear to the Church Fathers in the 3rd and 4th centuries
at the latest: “A Christian cosmology is gained in the interpretation of
the biblical account of creation” (Charlotte Kockert 2009, 542). It can
be “read and interpreted as a natural philosophical text, because in the
natural philosophy of that time, and especially in Platonism, cosmology was
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decisively pursued in the interpretation of authoritative texts” (Charlotte
Kockert 2009, 543). However, most of the Church Fathers read only Gen
1-2 as a Creation narrative. They do not perceive the significant role that
the continuation of the narrative with the Flood and Noah’s covenant (Gen
6-9) plays in biblical cosmology. Only Irenaeus of Lyons (chapter 5.3),
Ephraim the Syrian (chapter 5.9) and Ambrose of Milan (chapter 5.13)
devote themselves to the animals in the ark in the sense of real animals
and the covenant. All the other Church Fathers mention the ark at most
ecclesiologically as an image for the Church uniting a diverse “zoo” of
people, or soteriologically and sacramentally as an image for redemption
through the wood of the cross (ark) and the water of baptism (Flood) (cf.
Hugo Rahner 1964, 504-547). But Ephraim and Ambrose, unlike Irenaeus,
also do not notice that the Noah covenant is a covenant with all living
beings. Even here, therefore, there is a remarkable reduction of the natural
philosophical, animal ethical and creation ethical potential of the Bible.

Charlotte Kockert takes the reduction one step further. In her analysis of
early Christian cosmology in Origen, Basil and Gregory of Nyssa, she limits
herself to their interpretation of the first verses of Genesis, especially Gen
1:1-2, i.e. the introduction, and marginally Gen 1:3-19, i.e. the first four days
of Creation. She omits the patristic interpretation of the second half of the
Creation narrative without giving any reasons, and thus the question of the
creation of animals and man. It seems as if for her the cosmos is only the
living house of the earth, without its inhabitants. But this is precisely where
it gets exciting. The Christian creation myth is more comprehensive than
the Platonic one, and that says something about the Christian understand-
ing of creation. A house without inhabitants is meaningless. The Church
Fathers certainly recognised and addressed this in their interpretation of
Gen 1-2, even, as we will see, in an anthropocentristic framework and not
biocentristically as in the biblical text itself.

After these content-related remarks, some formal preliminary remarks
are necessary. In this chapter, we are dealing with a new phenomenon in
the sociology of religion, which is determined by three components. Firstly,
collectively we are dealing with a new religion that had broken away from
the mother ground of the Jewish religion and had yet to find its own way.
“Christianity” in the singular did not yet exist. The early Christian move-
ment was divided into innumerable groups, some of which fought fiercely
against each other. Even the rapid formation of a hierarchical leadership
structure could not put a stop to this. It was not until the councils of the
4th and 5th centuries that a certain “homogenisation” (or, if one wants to
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be precise, “oligogenisation”) began, at least in relation to the fundamental
dogmatic questions.

Secondly, in the first three Christian centuries, almost all theologians
underwent individual “conversions”—mostly not from Judaism, but from
the pagan god cults to Christianity. The overwhelming majority of Chris-
tians were already former “pagans” in the 2nd century and at least until
the beginning of the 4th century. In order to understand the theology of
the early Christian authors, one must therefore always consider whether
and why they converted from pagan religion to Christianity and how far
they really broke away from their former religion. It will also be important
to consider what they understood as belonging to the pagan religion and
what they understood as belonging to Greco-Roman culture. The former
had to be discarded, the latter could be retained. In this way, their biogra-
phy decisively shapes their theology. From the 4th century onwards, we
then increasingly encounter theologians who grew up in Christian families
and confidently looked back on one or two generations of Christian ances-
tors. Their theology sometimes had noticeably different accents and char-
acteristics. Christianity became the majority religion, following different
dynamics than the small minority of the early period. Its embedding in the
Greco-Roman culture was, of course, the same—nothing changed for the
time being.

Thirdly, it must be taken into account that Christianity positioned itself
positively in relation to the Hellenistic culture of Greco-Roman society
from the very beginning. It made every effort to integrate itself as best it
could into this culture and to keep up intellectually and communicatively
with its opinion-makers. What was a break with the past on the religious
level—the abandonment of pagan cults and the turning to the God of Jesus
Christ in a “conversion”—therefore remained intentionally without inflict-
ing drastic changes on the level of daily life and culture. The Hellenistic
way of life was to be maintained. Of course, there were a few significant
deviations, e.g. the Christian rejection of abortion, child abandonment and
killing, or the opposition to gladiator fights. But they were very carefully
dosed and did not establish an ecclesiastical “contrast society”. Rabbinic
Judaism went a significantly different way, at least from the 2nd century
onwards—its Hellenistic wing dissolved completely.

There were undoubtedly movements within Hellenism that were critical
of society. One thinks, for example, of Neo-Pythagoreanism or Neo-Platon-
ism. These are movements that developed their positions out of the tradi-
tion of Greek philosophy, although they did not agree with the social-cul-
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tural mainstream on important issues, for example, on the question of the
relationship between humans and animals, which visibly manifests itself in
the dispute over meat consumption or abstinence from meat. Moreover,
in the Roman Empire of late antiquity, there were increasingly religious
and cultural movements that did not originate in the Greco-Roman cultur-
al sphere but, like Judaism, seeped in from other (Far Eastern) cultural
spheres. One only has to think of Manichaeism or the cult of Mithras. How-
ever, these immigrant cults, just like Christianity and Judaism, are faced
with the necessity of justifying themselves before Greco-Roman culture
with their paradigms.

One could, of course, ask the hypothetical question of whether early
Christianity could not have positioned itself against the social mainstream
on the animal issue in the same way as some of the aforementioned groups.
However, it should not be ignored that Christianity, unlike the aforemen-
tioned movements, did not see itself as elitist, but wanted to go to all
people and convert and baptise them in accordance with the Gospel’s Great
Commission (Mt 28:16-20). In view of this objective, more compromises
with society inevitably had to be made than when one wants to be a small
elite, as it declared.

In the following, we will therefore examine more closely how the Church
Fathers place the animal ethical and animal theological impulses in the
Bible in the matrix of Greco-Roman mainstream philosophy. Particular at-
tention will be paid to those core aspects that span the web of ideas of Stoic
anthropocentrism (cf. chapter 3.5.6): divine providence and care, man’s
endowment with reason and language as his exclusive proprium, dealing
with feelings as the “animals in us”, and dealing with real animals. At the
centre, however, is the question of the teleology of anthropocentrism. For
reasons of presentation, these five points of view are not always discussed in
the same order, but they appear in each author’s work, provided they have
written something about them.

5.1 Tatian

The first author relevant to our topic belongs to the minority of those
people who are critical of or even hostile to Hellenism, both before and
after his conversion to Christianity. Tatian, who was born around 120 and
who died around 180 AD, comes from the “land of the Assyrians” (Tatian,
Oratio ad Graecos 42, 1), that is, the “Aramaic-speaking heartland on the
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middle Tigris” (Jorg Trelenberg 2012, 1). In Rome he became a disciple of
Justin, who converted him to Christianity (Tatian, Oratio ad Graecos 18, 6;
Eusebius, Church History 4, 29). Due to Tatian’s radical convictions and his
rejection of any Hellenistic influence on Christianity, however, he fell out
with Justin (Irenaeus of Lyons, Adversus haereses 1, 28, 1). Tatian therefore
returned to his Syrian homeland and founded an Encratite community
there. The Encratites (from éyxpdrteia, abstinence) were a strict ascetic
movement of the early church from the end of the 2nd to the end of the
3rd century. They abstained completely from the consumption of meat and
wine and lived sexually abstinent lives. As a movement demanding this
lifestyle from all Christians, they dissolved around 300 AD. However, their
ideas lived on in a moderate form in early monasticism, which practised
this lifestyle as a voluntary option without demanding it from all Chris-
tians.

Tatian’s most famous work is the Diatesseron, a gospel harmony which
was still used in worship in Syria in the 4th century, but was deliberately
destroyed afterwards, so that we only possess fragments of it. A book mept
{®wv which Tatian claims to have written about animals (Tatian, Oratio ad
Graecos 15) has also been lost. A work by Tatian which completely survived,
on the other hand—albeit on a relatively narrow and poor source base
(Miroslav Marcovich 1995a, VII)—is "EmiotoAr) mpog “EAAnvag/ Oratio ad
Graecos, a polemic against the arrogance of Greek culture and for a non-
Hellenistic understanding of Christianity written between 165 and 172 AD
(Miroslav Marcovich 1995a, 2), which begins with the following sentence:
“Do not be so hostile to the ‘barbarians’, you confessors of Greekism, and
do not judge their teachings so begrudgingly! For which of your institutions
does not owe its origin to barbarians?” (Tatian, Oratio ad Graecos 1). The
fact that this work has survived proves that, unlike Tatian’s other writings,
it has always been considered helpful for Christian doctrine.

First of all, it is striking that Tatian places the killing of animals and
the killing of humans in a close relationship. He opposes the eating of
meat just as he opposes gladiatorial fights: just as the meat eaters feed
themselves physically from animal flesh, the spectators of gladiatorial fights
feed their souls with “human food”. Both are reprehensible. However, for
Tatian, killing gladiators for sheer spectatorial pleasure is even worse than
killing animals for meat, because in gladiatorial fights, killing becomes an
end in itself: “You slaughter animals ({®a) for the sake of eating flesh
(xpewpayia), and you buy men to offer man-eating (dvBpwmoopayia) to
the soul and to nourish it with most impious bloodshed. The robber, at any
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rate, murders in order to rob, but the rich man buys gladiators in order
to murder” (Tatian, Oratio ad Graecos 23, 5). Tatian thus rejects killing
altogether, of humans as well as animals, but condemns it more harshly
when it is done for the sake of killing, for pure pleasure. The purpose of
food does not justify killing, just as robbery does not justify murder. But
the act weighs more heavily when it is carried out for an end in itself. It
is noteworthy that for Tatian the killing of gladiators does not weigh more
heavily because they are human beings, but only because their death has no
purpose outside itself. A gradation of the animals is therefore not connected
with his evaluation.

Tatian does not shake the Stoic terminology of animals as “reasonless”.
The wording of his criticism of the natural and “wild” life of the Cynics
could thus also have come from the Stoics: “Man, you who emulate the
dog: you do not know God and have gone over to imitating the reasonless
(&Aéywv pipnotg)” (Tatian, Oratio ad Graecos 25, 2). Here Tatian adopts
Greek aloga terminology, which one would not necessarily expect him to
use, especially considering its origin.

In terms of content, however, Tatian distances himself from the aloga
thesis. He explicitly opposes the conviction of the “raven-croakers”—as he
contemptuously calls the sophists—according to which humans differ from
animals by reason, understanding and knowledge. In demarcation from
both Stoic anthropology (Janet E. Spittler 2010, 357-358) and the Hellenis-
tic ontologisation of the Septuagint and Philon, he interprets the image of
God from Gen 1:26-27 as an endowment with the Spirit of God. While
this interpretation also does not correspond to the intention of the Hebrew
text, it is much closer to it as a relational interpretation. Tatian writes: “Man
is not, as the raven-croakers (xopaxdépwvor) teach, ‘a being endowed with
reason, susceptible to understanding and knowledge’ ({@ov Aoywov vod
Kol EMOTAUNG SexTik6v), for if one follows them, it will be seen that even
the reasonless beings are susceptible to understanding and knowledge (xoi
To GAoyo vob kal EmioTrpng OekTikd). But man alone is God’s image and
likeness (eixwv xai 6poiwoig tod Beod); but I do not mean a man who
behaves like the animals (Spola toig {wolg Tpdttovta), but one who has
gone far beyond his humanity to God Himself. [...] Now suppose that this
organism [of man] thus formed resembles a temple, God wills to dwell in
him by the Spirit (mvedpa), his emissary; but if he be no such sanctuary,
man is superior to the animals only by his articulate voice (mpolyet t@v
Bnpinv 6 GvBpwtog xata v Evapbpov ewvrv pdvov) and, since his other
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expressions of life are quite like the animal ones, not a 'likeness of God'
either” (Tatian, Oratio ad Graecos 15, 3-5).

This interpretation of Gen 1:26-27 is unique in early Christian theology.
It proves that there is definitely a minority in Christianity that resists the
Hellenistic ontologisation of biblical key texts and adheres to a relational
interpretation. At the same time, the identification of Godlikeness with
religiosity rather than humanity, with faith rather than morality, is highly
problematic and itself unbiblical. Tatian sees only Christians as true human
beings—all non-believers or those who believe otherwise have ultimately
forfeited their humanity (Janet E. Spittler 2010, 358), not to mention ani-
mals, which cannot be spiritual at all.

Although tending to be strongly anti-Stoic and rather animal-friendly,
Tatian explicitly excludes the resurrection of animals. Only humans will
be resurrected to be judged: “And therefore we cherish the belief that after
the consummation of all things, bodies will also be resurrected [...] only
once, after the consummation of the present time, and for the sole purpose
of gathering men together for the sake of judgement” (Tatian, Oratio ad
Graecos 6, 1).

It is recognisable that Tatian does not yet manage to position himself
clearly and consistently with regard to animals. For all his reserve vis-a-vis
the Stoa and Hellenism, some of his core theses are in fact Greek. On the
other hand, his distance from the aloga thesis and his linking of animal
killing and human killing suggest tones that are rare in early Christianity.

5.2 Theophilos of Antioch

The next texts relevant to our question have come down to us from
Theophilos, who was Bishop of Antioch from about 169 AD until the year
of his death around 183 AD. Theophilos had a classical education and came
to Christianity through the study of the Bible. As a Christian, he wrote
numerous writings, of which only the three-volume apology Ad Autolycum
(written around 180) has survived, along with a few fragments. In it, the
bishop tries to convince the pagan Autolykos of the Christian religion. It is
a kind of “crash course” in the Christian faith, presenting the religion’s most
important contents briefly and concisely. Literarily and philosophically,
it is not of a particularly high standard and does not present an overly
sophisticated argument. Nevertheless, it is the oldest post-biblical testimony
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to those shifts in the view of the human-animal relationship that took place
in the Christian mainstream within less than one century.

With Theophilos we turn to Antioch on the Orontes for the first time.
In Roman times, Antioch was, along with Alexandria, the largest and most
important city in the eastern Mediterranean and the centre of one of the
most venerable and largest Jewish diaspora communities. The very early
foundation of the Christian community in Antioch “goes back to Hellenists
expelled from Jerusalem, especially men from Cyprus and Cyrenaica, who
also missionised Gentiles in Antioch [...] the consolidation of the communi-
ty in Antioch is connected with the sending of Barnabas from Jerusalem to
the Syrian capital, where he becomes the leading man” (Rudolf Pesch 1986,
350).

The Christian community of Antioch, which became the missionary base
of Peter, Paul and Barnabas, was composed of three (!) groups from the
beginning: Hebrew-Aramaic Jews, Hellenistic Jews and Hellenistic Gentiles.
On the one hand, this shows the breadth and openness of the community,
but it also provides an idea of the conflicts that could arise, for in Antioch
there were uncircumcised Christians for the first time (Acts 15), which
demanded a position to be taken on the following question: Do all men
who convert to Christianity have to be circumcised, or do they not? The
Apostles’ Council in Jerusalem in 48 AD (see chapter 4.3.4) goes back
to this dispute in Antioch. If the Jesus community continued to see itself
as a Jewish group, its members had to keep the commandments of the
Torah, i.e. also the commandment of circumcision. If the Jesus Community
became (more) independent of Judaism, circumcision could be dispensed
with. The Apostolic Council decided in favour of the second option and
thus opened the door for the Gentile mission. In Antioch, the members of
the Jesus Community were called “Christians” (xptotioavér, Acts 11:26) for
the first time.

In Ad Autolycum, Theophilos is first concerned with the image of God.
The one and incomprehensible God can be recognised in many ways—
among others in his works of creation: “Consider, o man, his works: The
timely change of seasons, the changes of weather, the orderly course of
the heavenly bodies, the regular course of days and nights, months and
years, the colourful beauty of seeds, plants and fruits, the various kinds
of quadrupeds, birds, swimming and crawling animals, river and water
animals; or the understanding (c0veoig) put into the animals themselves
for the reproduction and nourishment of their young, not for their own
benefit, but for the use of man (oVx €io (diav ypiiowv, OAA €lo TO ExeLV TOV
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avBpwmov); then the care (mpévota) which God bears in providing food for
all flesh (maom capxi), or the subordination (bmotayt)) in which, according
to his arrangement, all beings are under man.” (Theophilos of Antioch, Ad
Autolycum 1, 6)

The signals of this passage are very contradictory: On the one hand,
Theophilos seems to think in a relatively animal-friendly manner, for the
fact that animals possess insight (cUveoig) had until then only been assert-
ed by Plutarch (chapter 3.6.2) and Tatian (chapter 5.1). In mainstream
Greek philosophy, this qualification is reserved for humans. And God’s
“care” for “all flesh”, i.e. all creatures, is also entirely in line with the biblical
message, but cannot be done with the Stoa. On the other hand, Theophilos
claims that the reproduction of animals is not for their own benefit, but for
the benefit of humans. And he speaks of the “subordination” of all living
beings to man. One does not quite know how he intends to bring these
contradictory statements together.

Theophilos begins his interpretation of the Creation narrative with the
following reflections: “Nothing existed apart from God, but he himself
was his space, was perfect enough for himself and was there before all
times. But he wanted to create man in order to be known by him; for
him, therefore, he prepared the world. For the created are in need of many
things, but the Eternal is without need. So God, with his wisdom, begat his
Word, which he had determined in his own interior (Adyov évdiGBetov),
making it come forth from himself before all things. This word therefore
he used as the means of all his creations, and created all things by the
same (Jn 1:3)” (Theophilos of Antioch, Ad Autolycum 2, 10). As early as
in these first sentences, Theophilos clarifies for what purpose God created
the world: He wants to be known by a counterpart. And this counterpart
is man, at whom the creation of the world is consequently aimed. However,
man is needy, he needs the supportive and sheltering house of life on
earth, which is therefore created for his sake (cf. Andrew Louth 2009, 43).
Finally, Theophilos emphasises from the beginning that creation has to do
with the divine Logos, Christ: Through the Word all things were created,
and through the Word man can know God. The anthropocentrism that is
visible here is thus a form of logocentrism and Christocentrism, as we will
encounter in many authors.

In Ad Autolycum 2, 16-18, Theophilos interprets the fifth and sixth of
the seven days of creation from Gen 1. Ad Autolycum 2, 16 explains the
fifth day of creation and sees the aquatic animals as images of baptism, the
carnivorous birds as images of greed and iniquity, and the carnivores in
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general as images of robbery and murder. For the first time, the animals are
interpreted exclusively allegorically—a form of interpretation that is consid-
ered typical of Alexandria for the following centuries, but which apparently
also existed in Antioch in the early days of the Church. This hermeneutic
is also continued in Ad Autolycum 2, 17, where the wild land animals serve
as an image for godless people. However, allegories only work if the factual
half is correctly represented. Therefore, Theophilos feels compelled to say
something about the sinfulness of the animals. The animals were by no
means created evil by God but were only corrupted by man’s sin: “Because
he is the master (xUplog), the subordinates (ta dodha) also sinned with
him. Now when man shall rise again to an existence suitable to his nature,
and shall do no more evil, they also shall return to their original gentle na-
ture” (Theophilos of Antioch, Ad Autolycum 2, 17). Quite incidentally, the
human-animal relationship is interpreted here as a relationship between
master and servant—an absolute hierarchy clearly beyond the Bible. The
attribute x¥ptog normally only belongs to God himself.

Theophilos also maintains this steep hierarchy between humans and
animals in his explanations of the creation of man. Ad Autolycum 2, 18,
like 2, 11, quotes the verses Gen 1:26-27 verbatim from the Septuagint
and thus adopts its essential ontological interpretation of the image of
God. God creates man in his image, not as his image, as the Hebrew
Bible says. Theophilos concludes by underpinning the subordination of the
“secondary” animals to the only “worthy” human beings with the following
sentences: “For after God had created everything by his word, he consid-
ered everything secondary works (mdpepya, more accurately translated: ir-
relevant works), but only the creation of man as a work worthy of his hands
(G&ov Epyov). [...] Having therefore created and blessed him, that he might
grow and fill the earth, he subordinated all beings to him as submissive and
servile (Vmétagev avt® vmoyeipla kal VédovAa ta mavta).” (Theophilos
of Antioch, Ad Autolycum 2, 18).

Even if we do not yet find in Theophilos a thoroughly composed and
coherent body of thought of a Christian doctrine of creation, the shifts from
biblical to Hellenistic paradigms are clearly recognisable. Within just less
than a century, mainstream Christianity, which in the meantime consisted
almost exclusively of Christians of non-Jewish origin, had distanced itself
far from its biblical roots and assimilated to its Hellenistic environment.
The hierarchy between God, man and animal had become very steep.
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5.3 Irenaeus of Lyons

Irenaeus (c. 135 Smyrna—c. 200 Lyons) probably comes from Smyrna (to-
day’s Izmir) in Asia Minor and is therefore still called “Irenaios of Smyrna”
in the Eastern Church. According to his own account, he was a disciple
of the bishop of his hometown, Polycarp of Smyrna (Irenaeus of Lyons,
Adversus haereses 3, 3). Via Rome he reached Lugdunum (Lyon), where he
was elected second bishop of the city in 177 AD.

Of his writings, apart from the Epideixis discussed at the end of the
chapter, only the five-volume treatise against heresies, Adversus haereses,
written around 180 to 185 AD (Norbert Brox 1993b, 101) has survived, and
only in a relatively free Latin translation. Only a few scattered fragments
of the original Greek text still exist, but not for most sections discussed
here, so we have to make do with the Latin terms. In this work, Irenaeus
deals with the heresies of the Gnostics, a very diverse and completely
non-uniform current of thought, who take ideas from the most diverse
religions and put them together in a patchwork fashion (Norbert Brox 1993,
8). Thus, the canon of topics in Adversus haereses is also determined by
gnosis and in that respect is not representative of a complete exposition of
Christian doctrine (Norbert Brox 1993, 13).

Irenaeus presupposes the Greek aloga thesis as a matter of course. Thus,
he calls the animals “dumb animals (muta animalia)” (Irenaeus of Lyons,
Adversus haereses 4, 33, 5; 4, 38, 4) and “reasonless animals (animalia
irrationalia)” (Irenaeus of Lyons, Adversus haereses 4, 4, 3; 5, 8, 2). This
denies the animals the two Stoic characteristics of reason: thinking and
speaking. The casualness of the formulations shows that Irenaeus does not
even think of doubting Stoic ontology. For him, its correctness is obvious.

Irenaeus is more reserved where he alludes to the Stoic scala naturae.
While he adopts their classifications unchanged, he nowhere emphasises
the hierarchy implied by the Stoics. Rather, he is concerned with God’s
wise and benevolent provision, which assigns to each creature the quality
suitable for it as well as the optimal place in the house of life of creation:
“In himself according to that which is inexplicable and inscrutable to us,
he predestinatedly made everything as he willed (omnia praedestinans fecit
quemadmodum voluit), and gave to each its place and order and the begin-
ning of its creation (consonantiam et ordinem suum et initium creationis
donans), to the spiritual beings the spiritual and invisible, to the celestials
the celestial, to the angels the angelic, to the animals the animal (animalibus
animalem), to the water-dwellers the water, to the earth-dwellers the earth,
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and thus he gave to all the suitable constitution (omnibus aptam qualitatis
substantiam). But all things that were made he made by his ineffable
word (infatigabili verbo).” (Irenaeus of Lyons, Adversus haereses 2, 2, 4).
Compared to Philon (chapter 4.2), Irenaeus here stays much closer to the
meaning of the biblical text: The Creator assigns a place to everything, no
creature goes empty-handed, and the characteristics of every living being
are appropriate to its habitat. One can feel the breath of the paradisiacal
state of peace that Gen 1 wants to convey. At the same time, in the last sen-
tence of the quotation, Irenaeus already hints at the Logos of God, Christ,
through whom creation takes place. From the beginning, Christianity reads
Gen 1 against the background of Jn 1—the Old Testament in the light of
the New—and thus foreshadows the Christocentrist underpinning of Stoic
anthropocentrism.

The interpretation of the image of God from Gen 1:26-27, on the other
hand, moves in the ontologising thinking of Hellenism, for Irenaeus sees
it embodied in free will and in the capacity for moral action: “Since,
however, man has free will from the beginning (liberae sententiae ab initio
est homo), just as God has free will, in whose image he was created, so
he [the Apostle] always gives him advice to hold fast that which is good,
which is accomplished in obedience to God.” (Irenaeus of Lyons, Adversus
haereses 4, 37, 4). What is unspoken but implied is the Stoic conviction that
animals have no free will. The image of God in human beings thus consists,
at least in part, in resembling God in the ability to make free decisions of
will.

When interpreting Isaiah’s vision of the peace of all beasts (Is 11:1-9)8,
on the other hand, Irenaeus, quite in keeping with his Asia Minor origins,
distances himself from an allegorical interpretation and insists on a literal
interpretation: “Now I know well that some try to apply this to those
uncultured people who have become believers from different peoples and
circumstances and now agree with the righteous. But although this now
applies to some people who come to the one conviction of faith from
different peoples, yet at the resurrection of the righteous this also applies to
those animals, for, as I said, rich in everything is God. And when creation is

18 In the interpretations of the peace of creation by the Church Fathers, different
conclusions sometimes become apparent, depending on whether we are dealing with
the protological animal peace in paradise or the eschatological one at the end of days.
These differences, however, concern exclusively dogmatic points of view. They have
no bearing on animal ethics, which is why no stronger distinction is made in the
following.
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restored, then all animals must obey and submit (obedire et subiecta esse)
to man and return to the first food given them by God, to the fruit of the
earth, just as they were in obedience (in obedientia subiecta) to Adam. By
the way, even now no one can show a lion feeding on straw. But this points
to the size and fatness of the fruit. For if the lion feeds on straw, what
must be the wheat itself, the straw of which serves as food for the lions!”
(Irenaeus of Lyons, Adversus haereses 5, 33, 4).

The abundance of God’s kingdom after resurrection will be so immea-
surable that even the great carnivores like lions will be satisfied with plant
food. Thus, in eternity, all living beings can live together without violence,
without eating each other. And although the hierarchy between humans
and animals is not abolished there either, but the animals must continue to
subordinate themselves to and obey humans, they are nevertheless included
in the resurrection. One can see that Irenaeus rejects the Stoic “dogmas”
(only) where they do not seem to him to be compatible with the Bible.
How he imagines the presence of the animals In the paradisiacal peace
remains in the dark. But in any case, they play a considerable role there:
“Irenaeus should not be understood to propose the personal resurrection of
individual creatures. [...] Nevertheless, Irenaeus’ emphasis on the presence
of animals in the eschatological future is a significant departure from other
patristic thinking” (Janet E. Spittler 2010, 360-361).

Irenaeus compares, quite in the line of Greek philosophy, those people
who do not control and steer their feelings by reason and do not use their
free will to make a rational decision with the animals who cannot do this
by nature, also doing so once with the idea of the chaff separated from
the wheat from John the Baptist’s sermon on repentance (Mt 3:12): “But
wheat and chaff, which are without life and understanding (inanimalia et
irrationalia exsistentia), became so by nature (naturaliter); but the rational
man (homo rationabilis), by this the image of God, that he can freely
choose and determine himself (liber in arbitrio factus et suae potestatis),
bears in himself the cause, if he once becomes wheat, the other time chaff.
Therefore he will also be justly condemned if, in spite of his understanding,
he has lost his true understanding, and living irrationally (irrationabiliter
vivens), has challenged the justice of God by yielding to all the spirit of
the earth and serving all lusts, according to the words of the prophet who
says: ‘When man was in honour, he did not understand; he became like
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the unintelligent (insipientibus) beasts and became like them’. (Ps 48:13
LXX)¥” (Irenaeus of Lyon, Adversus haereses 4, 4, 3).

Irenaeus presents his interpretation of the narrative of the Fall in Gen
3 in the following sentences: “Irrational (irrationabiles), then, in every
respect, are those who do not wait for the time of growth and attribute
the weakness of their nature to God. These insatiable and ungrateful ones
know neither God nor themselves, if they do not want to be what they
have become first: human beings capable of suffering (homines passionum
capaces); and transgressing the law of the human race, they want, even
before they have become human beings, to be like the Creator God and
to admit no difference between the uncreated God and the now created
human being. More irrational are they than the dumb animals (plus irra-
tionales sunt quam muta animalia). For these do not reproach God for not
having made them men, but each of them gives thanks with what it is for
being” (Irenaeus of Lyons, Adversus haereses 4, 38, 4).

According to Irenaeus, the original human sin consists in not accepting
the weakness and capacity for suffering of one’s own nature and corporeal-
ity, thus denying one’s own creatureliness and wanting to be uncreated,
incorporeal and incapable of suffering, just like God Himself. Later, in
patristic literature, the opposing concepts of pride (superbia) and humility
(humilitas) will be used for this, which do not yet appear in Irenaeus. How-
ever, while animals willingly accept their nature and thank God for it, many
humans do not and are thus “more unreasonable” (plus irrationales) than
animals—a comparative that is strictly logically impossible: you cannot be
more unreasonable than unreasonable. This attribution hits those it refers
to all the harder.

19 This psalm verse is often quoted in the patristic texts. The problem is that it already
undergoes a considerable shift in meaning when it is translated into Greek. In the
Hebrew Ps 49:13, it is said of rich and poor, wise and foolish alike: “But man does
not abide in his splendour; he is like cattle that fall silent” In death, the thought
goes, all are equal: rich and poor, man and cattle. In the Septuagint, the second
half-sentence of Ps 48:13 reads thus, .. tapacvuvepAr|0y Toi xT1jveotv Toig dvorjtolg
kol wpowwdbn adtoic” — “. he resembles the unintelligent cattle and becomes like
them. In the place of being dumb in death is incomprehensibility in life—a totally
different statement. One can see how the Septuagint Hellenises the Hebrew text:
According to the Stoic conviction, man and animals are precisely not equal to each
other in death, since the soul of man is immortal—a conviction that is unthinkable
in Israel at the time of the Psalms. And it is equally unthinkable for the Psalms to
describe animals as “incomprehensible”.
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A third time, Irenaeus compares people who live irresponsibly and give
in to their desires to reasonless animals: “But those who reject the counsel
of the Spirit, serve the lusts of the flesh, live irrationally, and throw them-
selves unrestrainedly into their desires (carnis autem voluptatibus serviunt
et irrationabiliter vivunt et ineffrenati deiiciuntur in sua desideria), since
they have no breath of the divine Spirit, but live after the manner of swine
and dogs; the apostle rightly calls them carnal, since they know nothing but
carnal things. And the prophets, for the same reason, compare those who
walk so unreasonably to reasonless animals (irrationabilibus animalibus
assimilant eos). [...] For through his own fault ‘he has become like cattle
(assimilatus est iumentis)’ (Ps 48:13 LXX), because he has given himself up
to an unreasonable life. And accordingly, we also say of such people that
they have become reasonless cattle and animal-like! [...] Rightly, then, the
apostle called all these, who, because of their unbelief and opulence, do
not obtain the divine Spirit, and by various characters cast out the Spirit
that makes them alive, and walk unreasonably in their lusts, carnal and
beastly; the prophets called them cattle and wild beasts; custom interprets
them as beasts and reasonless (irrational); the law proclaims them unclean.”
(Irenaeus of Lyons, Adversus haereses 5, 8, 2-3). As in Greek philosophy,
the aloga thesis is interpreted by Irenaeus as an admonition to people to use
their own reason and to live life responsibly. One’s own guilt is more than
clearly emphasized, and the entire Bible (Torah, prophets and writings, as
well as Paul—but not Jesus!) must be used to support the reprehensibility of
“animal behaviour” by humans.

In summary, it can be stated that Irenaeus is the first of the authors
presented here to advocate the aloga thesis without qualification, albeit
predominantly with a moral pedagogical impetus. The Latin translation,
however, is very free at this point. The fact that the Greek GAoyo is
rendered with the Latin “irrationalia” and not (imitating the alpha priva-
tivum) with “arationalia” is correct, since the prefix “in-“ corresponds to the
“a-“ privativum and the term “arationalis” does not exist in Latin. However,
in “adversus haereses” “irrationabilia” is used more often, literally “those
who are not capable of reason”, which corresponds to the Stoic intention,
but is an interpretation and not an exact translation. The writings of the
Latin Stoa used in chapter 3.5 do not include this terminology. In terms of
content, the classification as “irrationabilis” means for Irenaeus, in line with
Paul and the Stoa, above all to abandon oneself to one’s own desires and
feelings. Whereas animals, in his view, cannot do otherwise, in humans it is
a free, albeit irresponsible, decision.
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Although Irenaeus consistently and clearly advocates the aloga thesis,
he is more reserved with regard to the hierarchy between humans and
animals. In any case, he receives the Stoic scala naturae without its steep
gradient of values. The Bishop of Lyons, referring to Is 11, furthermore
can only imagine eternity with the inclusion of all creatures. He resolutely
rejects an allegorical interpretation of the text. Above all, however, there is
no trace of Stoic anthropocentrism in him. One senses that Irenaeus wants
to hold on to the animal-friendliness of the Bible within the framework of
Greek ontology.

The Epideixis, the exposition of the apostolic proclamation mentioned by
Eusebius of Caesarea (Historia ecclesiastica 5, 26), has also only survived in
a single Armenian manuscript discovered in Yerevan in 1904 (Norbert Brox
1993a, 23-24). In terms of diction and content, however, it is so typical of
Irenaeus that it can be regarded as authentic. It is a summary of Adversus
haereses, which was written after these five books (Norbert Brox 1993a, 24)
and a kind of “catechism of early Christianity” (Norbert Brox 1993a, 27).
Therefore, it will be briefly examined for its passages relevant to our topic.

First of all, it is striking that in the Epideixis, unlike in Adversus haereses,
Irenaeus interprets the vision of the peace of creation in Is 11 allegorically.
The prophet thus indicates “in a symbolic way that people of very different
descent gather together in unity and peace through the name of Christ.
This is the assembly of the righteous, who are likened to oxen and lambs
and kids, because they do no harm to anyone, whereas in former times
they were like wild beasts by their extortions, both men and women, so
that some of them became like wolves and lions, since they robbed the
weak and made war with their own kind; but the women like panthers
and vipers, who by deadly poisons or by their lusts (?) were even able
to kill their loved ones. Gathered together in the one name, they adopt
right customs by the grace of God, changing their wild and crude nature.
Which is what has happened now.” (Irenaeus of Lyons, Epideixis 61). Here,
Irenaeus apparently adapts to the mainstream, which he had previously
explicitly opposed.

Otherwise, however, he sticks to his animal-friendly positions, for in
the Epideixis he also advocates formal anthropocentrics without material
anthropocentrism: “As the image of God, created man was placed on earth.
[...] Now he was free and independent, having been created by God to rule
over all those who are on earth” (Irenaeus of Lyons, Epideixis 11). This is a
very restrained interpretation of the image of God from Gen 1:26-27.
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The animal theological highlight of the Epideixis, however, is the inter-
pretation of the Flood narrative. For Irenaeus, the starting point is the
irrevocable community of fate between humans and animals: “And since
destruction overtook all, both humans and animals that were on earth,
only what was protected in the ark remained alive” (Irenaeus of Lyons,
Epideixis 19). This leads him to a statement that must be unique for the
entire time of the Fathers. Indeed, Irenaeus explicitly emphasises that the
Noahide covenant applies to all living creatures: “But after the Flood, God
decreed a covenant with the whole world, especially with all living creatures
and human beings, so that all the growth of the earth would no longer be
spoiled by a flood.” (Irenaeus of Lyons, Epideixis 22). I have not found a
comparable statement anywhere else in the texts examined here.

5.4 Clement of Alexandria

Titus Flavius Clemens, or Clement of Alexandria for short (c. 150-c. 215
AD), provides more extensive, though not yet consistent, systematisation of
Christian thought. Biographically, we know relatively little about him. Born
into a Greek milieu, he received a good Middle Platonic education, but later
converted to Christianity. In Alexandria, where he stayed for the longest
time of his life, he also became acquainted with the Stoa. The important
Jewish community of Alexandria, on the other hand, had already largely
perished during the revolt in the years 115 to 117 AD, and Clement did
not get to know them. He taught at a Christian school in Alexandria until
around 202, before leaving the metropolis for unknown reasons.

With his writings, Clement made a decisive contribution to the Christian
reception of Greek philosophy and to the adoption of Platonic and Stoic
elements in the Christian doctrinal edifice that was forming at this time.
Despite his different religious affiliation, he was strongly oriented towards
the earlier Alexandrian Philon. His three main works, which will be anal-
ysed below, are: the Protrepticus, an exhortation to interested pagans about
Christianity as the true philosophy, the Paedagogus, which directly follows
the Protrepticus, in which Christ is presented to the already baptised as
the true teacher for a good life (including a very conscious diet), and
the Stromateis, a mixed collection of philosophical aphorisms, the deeper
truths of which, according to Clement, only Christians can recognise.

First of all, the interpretation of the animal ethical norms of the Torah,
which is surprisingly strongly oriented towards Philon’s treatise De vir-
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tutibus, is striking. The five commandments referred to there are discussed
in exactly the same order, which does not correspond to the Bible. Clement
fully adopts Philon’s logic that mercy towards animals also teaches mercy
towards humans and consequently allows the analogy and the argument
a minori ad maius. However, he expands and deepens the argumentation.
Pythagoras, as Clement introduces, took his explanations on mercy with
animals from the Torah, which establishes the following commandments:

- “When an ox, a sheep or a goat is born, the young one shall stay with its
mother for seven days.” (Lev 22:27; cf. Philon, De virtutibus 25, 126-133).
On this point Clement elaborates, “In any case, the law commanded to
abstain from immediate use, even for the purpose of sacrifice, in the
case of the animals newly born in the flocks of sheep, goats, and cattle,
both for the sake of the young and their mothers (éx yovéwv te &vexa
kol pnTtépwv). In this way, beginning from below with the reasonless ani-
mals, it wished gradually to educate towards mildness [...] For if nothing
happens without a definite purpose, and milk flows to the mothers after
birth for the nourishment of the young, nature disregards (&tipdlet v
Vo) whoever deprives the newborn of the care offered to it by milk.
So the Greeks, and all who otherwise find fault with the law, ought to
be ashamed, since, while the latter shows clemency even in the case of
reasonless animals, they even abandon human offspring, although the
law, by the precept just stated, since ancient times prophetically wanted
to restrain them from cruelty. For if it forbids the young of reasonless
animals (@GAoya {@a) to be separated from their mothers before they
have been suckled, much more, where men are concerned, does it seek to
influence in advance the brutal and unruly nature of the senses, so that
they may listen, if not to nature, at least to instruction.” (Clement, Stro-
mateis 2, 18, 92). First of all, Clement holds that the purpose of the Torah
is to spare animals—the offspring as well as the mother. It has intrinsic
moral value. Secondly—and here Clement turns a Stoic argument against
the Stoa—anyone who separates mother and offspring before weaning
disregards the nature of animals. While the Stoa applies the maxim of
living according to nature to human nature alone, Clement broadens its
scope and also considers the nature of animals to be normative. Finally,
taking this animal ethical commandment of the Torah as a starting point,
he criticises the generally accepted Greek practice of child abandonment
by analogy and the argument a minori ad maius. If they do not listen to
the voice of nature, they should at least respect the Torah’s instruction!
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- “You shall not slaughter an ox or a sheep or a goat on the same day as its
young.” (Lev 22:28; cf. Philon, De virtutibus 26, 134-140). Here, Clement
refers to exactly the same analogy as Philon, namely the sparing of a
pregnant woman condemned to death until the birth of the child. And
he concludes, “Thus the law extended its clemency (émewrs) even to
the reasonless animals, so that we might exercise clemency on those who
are not of the same nature (Gvopoyevéq) as us, and then to a far higher
degree exercise philanthropy (@tAavOpwmia) against those like ourselves
(6poyevég)” (Clement, Stromateis 2, 18, 93). From the Greek terms, it
can be seen that Clement confines philanthropy to human beings as an
enhancement of clemency, as is also in keeping with the etymology of the
term. Philon had used the two terms equally for humans and animals.

— “You shall not boil a kid in its mother’s milk.” (Dt 14:21b; cf. Philon, De
virtutibus 26, 142-144). Going beyond Philon, Clement cites an example
from Plutarch of a practice that contradicts the biblical commandment.
And he justifies the Torah’s commandment with the natural purpose of
milk: “For food intended for the living shall not, it is said, become the
seasoning of the slaughtered animal, and that which is intended for the
preservation of life shall not be used in the eating of the dead body”
(Clement, Stromateis 2, 18, 94). Respect for the mother animal, which
is the original aim of the Torah commandment, is not addressed by
Clement.

- “You shall not muzzle the ox for threshing.” (Dt 25:4; cf. Philon, De
virtutibus 27, 145). This commandment is also relatively briefly justified,
this time by reversing the analogy by invoking justice: “for the labourer
too shall receive his deserved wages (Lk 10:7; Mt 10:10)” (Clement,
Stromateis 2, 18, 94).

- “You shall not harness an ox and an ass together to the plough.” (Dt
22:10; cf. Philon, De virtutibus 27, 146-147). Here, Clement takes his cue
entirely from Philon. The weak animal is to be protected, just like the
weak man, namely the unclean, the goy (Clement, Stromateis 2, 18, 94).
Again, it is a question of justice.

In comparison with Philon, Clement expands the argumentation consider-
ably. The animal-friendliness of the Torah is just as unquestionable for
him as the analogy to human-friendliness. This is also shown in his inter-
pretation of Mt 6:26, where Jesus emphasises God’s care for the animals.
Clement writes: “No one, however, is poor in necessities, and never is a
man completely forgotten. For it is one, God, who feeds all that flies and
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all that swims, and in a word the reasonless living creatures (GAoya {®a);
neither do they lack the least thing, though they do not provide for their
food. But we are worth more (apeifvoug) than they, because we are their
masters (k0ptot), and are nearer to God, because we are more understand-
ing (cwepovéatepol).” (Clement, Paedagogus 2, 1, 14). As with Jesus, and
by analogy with the interpretation of the animal ethical commandments of
the Torah, the argument a minori ad maius also appears here. However, the
designation of humans as “masters” over animals, which is supplemented
by the comparative “more understanding”, is surprising. In order to justify
the higher value of human beings, there would be no need to refer to the
relationship of dominion. Jesus, in any case, does not do this.

Like Neo-Platonism and Neo-Pythagoreanism, Clement is very critical
of meat-eating, but without, like Tatian, elevating abstinence from meat to
a general duty: “It is good not to eat meat or drink wine’ (Rom 14:21),
therefore he [Paul] himself says, and likewise Pythagoras with his followers.
For this is more fitting for animals; and since the exhalation thereof is
more impure, it darkens the soul. However, one does not sin if he also
eats such food, only he should do it with moderation and not consider it
indispensable or become dependent on it, and must not be greedy for the
flesh; for otherwise a voice will sound to him saying, ‘Do not destroy the
work of God for the sake of a food!” (Rom 14:20)” (Clement, Paedagogus 2,
1, 11). Clement here abbreviates the original meaning in Paul, who, as seen
above (chapter 4.3.2), only rpoblematizes the consumption of non-kosher
meat, demands consideration for the “weak” and has not the slightest
interest in the animals that are killed. Clement, on the other hand, reflects
on the consumption of meat itself and, citing Pythagoras, pleads for great
restraint, for he considers it not in accordance with human nature: “Nor
[...] must we take too much meat for ourselves; for man is by nature
(pvoet) not a glutton (dyopdyog), but an eater of bread (attopdyog) (cf.
Xenophon, Memorabilia III 14, 2-3)” (Clement, Paedagogus 2, 7, 55).

Like Philon, Clement resolutely opposes the Egyptian animal cults and
their theriomorphism: “Be convinced that these words are told to you on the
basis of divine inspiration: ‘Do not think that stones are sacred (iepa), and
trees, and birds, and serpents, but men are not!” (Plato, Minos 319 A). On
the contrary, consider men truly sacred, but animals and stones for what
they are! For truly pitiful and unhappy men think that God speaks through
a raven or a jackdaw, but through a man is silent; and the raven they hold
in honour as a messenger of God, but the man of God they persecute,
though he does not cry or squawk like a raven, but, as I think, speaks
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reasonably”” (Clement, Protrepticus 10, 104). Hidden in this text is again an
argument a minori ad maius (this time negative): if one already considers
non-human beings sacred, one should consider human beings all the more
sacred. And unlike Jesus, who regards the argument as self-evident and
does not substantiate it further, Clement hints at a rationale: the reasonable
speech of God-like man.

With regard to the abilities of animals, it is striking on the one hand that
Clement, citing Plato, attributes language to them. Plato “believes that even
the reasonless animals have language (81dAextog), which animals belonging
to the same species understand” (Clement, Stromateis 1, 21, 143). In detail
Clement proves his thesis with scientific observations on elephants, scorpi-
ons and fish. On the other hand, he affirms that animals by their nature
do not possess knowledge of God: “Now as we do not compel the horse to
plough, nor the bull to hunt, but use every animal for what it is naturally
suited, so we justly call man, who is created for the contemplation of
heaven, and is in truth a ‘heavenly plant’ (putov ovpdviov, Plato, Timaeus
90 A), to the knowledge of God (yviaig tod Beol); having recognised
what is his own, what is exclusive and what is peculiar compared with all
other creatures (t0 oixelov adToD kol e€aipeTov kol ISLwpaTkOV Topd TA
aMa {da), we advise him to acquire godliness as a provision sufficient
for eternity” (Clement, Protrepticus 10, 100). The knowledge of God, then,
is the most intrinsically human thing, which Clement assigns to man as
exclusively as possible by means of three adjectives. One of them would
have sufficed—this series of three signals the highest importance of this
assignment.

After all, animals do not possess reason either—they therefore rightly
bear the designation as aloga. But for Clement this is no reason for false
self-assurance, for unreasonable people are much worse than reasonless
animals: “Truly the animals (Bnpla) are happier than people caught in
error; like you they dwell in ignorance, but they do not hypocritically
pretend to possess the truth. There are no clans of flatterers among them;
the fishes are not superstitious; the birds do no idolatry; only the sky do
they marvel at, because they have not been dignified with reason (Adyoq)
and therefore cannot know God. And so you are not ashamed that you
have made yourselves more unreasonable than the reasonless animals (té@v
aAGywV apag aToVG AAOYWTEPOUG TETOLNKGTEG), having worn yourselves
out in godlessness through so many ages?” (Clement, Protrepticus 10, 108).
The comparative dhoywtépoug is striking, for strictly speaking “more rea-
sonless than reasonless” is an impossibility. Like Irenaeus with the “plus
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irrationalis”, Clement deliberately accepts this paradox in order to make
clear the drama of a form of behaviour in which people do not use their
abilities of cognition and insight. As a collateral benefit, the irrationality of
animals is thus somewhat defused—they are better off than unreasonable
humans. Later we will see that Origen omits the comparative and equates
the unreasonable humans with the unreasonable animals. For the animals,
this clearly means a deterioration.

Clement first interprets the image of God in man from Gen 1:26-27 in
the light of the fertility blessing that follows in Gen 1:28—without consid-
ering that animals also receive it: “And in this respect man becomes an
image of God, inasmuch as a man helps to generate a man.” (Clement,
Paedagogus 2, 10, 83). Then, however, he joins the line of interpretation
that we first found (still without Christological deepening) in Alexandrian
Diaspora Judaism: “Image of God’ is his Logos; but image of the Logos
is the true man, the spirit (vod¢) in man, of whom it is therefore said
that he was created ‘in the image and likeness of God’, who through
thinking (pp6vnotg) in his heart became like the divine Logos and thereby
reasonable (Aoywdg)” (Clement, Protrepticus 10, 98). And elsewhere: “For
understanding (voepdg) is the word of God, and accordingly the image
of the Spirit (tod vod eikoviopds) is manifested in man alone, just as
the good man according to his soul is God-like and divine (Bgo1d1ig kol
Beoeikelog), and on the other hand God is man-like (&vBpwmoeidnc).
For the constitution (£idog) of each is the spirit (vodg), and by it we are
characterised.” (Clement, Stromateis 6, 9, 72). Here, Clement plays on the
Greek word &i8og, which is also contained in the two complementary terms
God-like and man-like. The likeness between God and man is established
by the endowment of the Spirit and mediated by the Logos, that is, Christ.
Again, we encounter the close connection between anthropocentrism and
Christocentrism, which is beginning to take shape in outlines.

The exclusive endowment of humans with reason and knowledge of
God, however, has a drastic consequence in Clement: the exclusive attribu-
tion of immortality to humans. “Come to me, that you may be classed
under one God and the one Logos of God, and not only have something in
advance of the reasonless animals through your reason (A6yog); rather, of
all mortals (Bvnt@v) I grant it to you alone to enjoy the fruit of immortality
(aBavoaaia). For I will, yea, I will also make you partakers of this grace, and
give you the consummation of the benefit, incorruption (a¢pBapcia); and
the Logos I give you, the knowledge of God (yv®ois tod Be0d), perfectly
I give you myself” (Clement, Protrepticus 12, 120). The self-gift of God,
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the idea goes, is only possible through reason, as an intellectual gift. And
it establishes immortality, which cannot exist without knowledge of God.
This Stoic thesis, that reasonable humans will see eternity, but reasonless
animals will not, appears here for the first time in early Christian literature.
It continues to have an intense effect right up to the present day.

Finally, methodologically it is striking that in Clement the allegorical
interpretation of animals increases significantly, predominantly as images
for negative behaviour and aspirations in man. Thus, he interprets Jesus’
cohabitation with wild animals in Mk 1:13 as follows: “He [Christ] alone
among all who ever lived tamed the wildest beasts (8np{a), men, both birds,
which are the reckless, and creeping animals, which are the deceitful, and
lions, which are the irascible, and swine, which are the lustful, and wolves,
which are the rapacious. But stone and wood are the unreasonable; yea,
even more unfeeling than stone is a man sunk in folly. [...] See what the
new song accomplished: men it made of stones, men of beasts” (Clement,
Protrepticus 1, 4).

In Paedagogus in particular, animals are portrayed as lustful and vora-
cious. All raw desires are seen in them, and people are compared to them
who cannot control their passions: “.. no longer reasonable (Aoywkog) is
he who has erred against reason (6 moapa Adyov apoptavwv), rather a
reasonless beast, given over to desires, ridden by all lusts (®rpiov d¢
81 aloyov, Exootov embupiolg, & Tdoo emikdnvton dovar)” (Clement,
Paedagogus 1, 13, 102). “Other men live in order to eat, as indeed do the
reasonless animals (GAoya {wa), for whom life (Biog) is nothing but their
stomach; but we, according to the admonition of the Educator, ought to eat
in order to live. For our purpose in life is not food, and our purpose in
life is not pleasure; rather, for the purpose of our remaining on this earth,
that the Logos may educate to incorruption (ap8apoia), food is admitted.”
(Clement, Paedagogus 2, 1, 1). A few paragraphs further on, the comparison
is intensified by comparing the immoderately gluttonous with creepers,
the lowest animals according to the view of the time: “People who for the
delight of their stomachs give up reason (Adyog) or friendship (piAia) or
even life ({7}), who crawl on their bellies, animals in the likeness of men
(Onpla avdpeikera), ...” (Clement, Paedagogus 2, 1, 7).

In summary, a contradictory picture emerges: on the one hand, Clement
continues to emphasise the animal-friendliness of the Torah, which he,
like Philon, places in analogy to human-friendliness. Also, as far as the
consumption of meat is concerned, his restraint shows a certain closeness
to the animal-friendly positions of the Neo-Platonists and Neo-Pythagore-
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ans. In this line, Clement finally even recognises the ability of animals to
speak. On the other hand, as far as reason and knowledge of God are
concerned, he deepens and intensifies the binary view of the Stoa: while
animals do not possess these two gifts, they are given to humans—and
in this their being an image of God is revealed. This is also the basis of
their exclusive immortality, an idea that appears here for the first time but
will accompany Christianity for two millennia. Even if anthropocentrism
is still not explicitly advocated, the way is increasingly paved for it. Finally,
the gloomy animal allegorism, which equates animals with uncontrolled
desires, will also cast a long shadow. This will already become apparent
with the next Alexandrian, Origen (chapter 5.6).

5.5 Tertullian

Quintus Septimius Florens Tertullianus (c. 160-220 AD) lived almost at
the same time as Clement, but in Carthage and thus in the western, Latin
half of the Roman Empire. He had an extensive literary, philosophical and
juridical education and was married to a Christian woman. Towards the
end of the 2nd century, he converted to Christianity and composed at least
31 theological writings. Since the persecution of North African Christians
under Emperor Septimius Severus (193-211 AD), these had increasingly
focused on apologies in defence of Christianity against external attacks.
Tertullian’s philosophical basis was largely Stoic—considerably more so
than that of the authors presented above. As the first important writer of
the Western Church, he shaped the Latin key concepts of theology for a
long time.

Only a few passages in his work deal with animals. Once, Tertullian
refers to the widespread conviction in ancient philosophy that animals,
in case of illness, know about the herbal remedies that can help them
recover, and gives some examples of this (Tertullian, De paenitentia 12). At
one point, Gen 1:26-27 is also interpreted when it says in a subordinate
clause: “man himself, the work and image of God, the possessor of the
whole universe (ipsum hominem, opus et imaginem dei, totius universitatis
possessorem)” (Tertullian, De spectaculis 2, 12). For the first time, the
term “possessor” appears here, which later gains such great importance
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in René Descartes’ interpretation of Gen 1:26-2820. But these issues are
not particularly important to Tertullian, so that it remains with the short
subordinate clause.

The Carthaginian deals more intensively with the doctrine of creation,
especially with regard to two topics. The first is the doctrine of the transmi-
gration of souls. Interestingly, for him the core problem is not the migration
of the soul from a human body into an animal body, but the migration from
the body of one individual into that of another individual. The soul is very
specifically organised for a certain living being and cannot possibly exist in
another. Each soul is unique and perfectly created for the equally unique
body in which it dwells. According to the species-specific nature (natura),
there could be a similarity between different individuals, but not according
to individual substance (substantia) (Tertullian, De anima 32). A transmi-
gration of souls is therefore unthinkable. Tertullian thus proves that one
can effectively refute the doctrine of the transmigration of souls without
disparaging animals. One does not even have to use the idea that a human
rational soul migrates into an irrational animal in order to recognise the
problematic nature of the doctrine of the transmigration of souls. It is quite
sufficient to perceive the soul as part of creaturely individuality. With this
much more fundamental categorisation, Tertullian is able to undermine the
doctrine of transmigration considerably more sustainably.

The second theme, in which the doctrine of creation plays a role,
is Tertullian’s dispute with Markion or with the Markionites. Markion
(around 85, presumably in Sinope/ Province of Pontus-around 160) was
initially a successful shipowner before he went to Rome around 140 and
joined the Catholic community there. In 144, he broke with this commu-
nity and founded his own church. Its core elements include distancing
itself from Judaism, clear, easily understandable dualism between good and
evil, and rigorous asceticism, including a general commitment to celibacy
and sexual abstinence (Volker Lukas 2015, 7-8). In connection with this,
Markion postulates a fundamental contrast between the good, merciful
God of the New Testament and the ruthless, strict God of the Old Testa-
ment. Consequently, for him the Old Testament does not belong to the
Holy Scriptures of Christianity. Despite some overlaps with Gnosticism,
Markion is not a Gnostic in the full sense of the word (Volker Lukas 2015,

20 Science and technology make us “comme maitres et possesseurs de la nature”—“like
masters and possessors of nature” (René Descartes 1637, Discours de la méthode
VI,2).
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10-13). Nevertheless, his community was remarkably successful and spread
rapidly, also to North Africa.

For this reason, Tertullian has to deal with the Markionites. Around 203
he wrote his extensive work Adversus Marcionem (Volker Lukas 2015, 19).
Tertullian evaluates Markionite dualism, which goes hand in hand with a
devaluation of the material and corporeal, as disrespect for the Creator and
his creatures and calls on Markion to respect animals and their Creator:
“But inasmuch as you want to have your mockery of the little animals (ani-
malia minutiora), whom the greatest artist (maximus artifex) has purposely
so abundantly endowed with skill and power, teaching that great things are
revealed in the humble, much as, according to the words of the Apostle,
virtue is revealed in weakness, do once imitate, if you can, the houses of
bees, the tunnels of ants, the webs of spiders, the weavings of silkworms;
endure and withstand, if you can, the small animals that find themselves
in your bed and home, the venom of wasps, the sting of flies, the buzzing
and biting of mosquitoes. How will you fare with the larger animals, since
you already experience from the small ones partly advantages and partly
disadvantages, so that you cannot despise the Creator even in the small (ut
nec in modicis despicias Creatorem)?” (Tertullian, Adversus Marcionem 1,
14, 1-2). Here a typical train of thought becomes visible, which is found in
many Church Fathers: It is precisely in the smallest creatures that the great
God can be recognised and marvelled at particularly well, because despite
their tininess, these animals have so many wonderful skills.

However, Tertullian defends the Old Testament not only on the basis
of its Creation narratives, but also on the basis of the Torah, which he
regards as outstanding evidence of man’s special position. Here we are with
the Greek philosophers, who regard man’s capacity for justice and morality
as proof of his superiority. At the same time, Tertullian wants to hold on
to the goodness (bonitas) of the Old Testament and contradicts the thesis
of the vengeful, punishing Old Testament God: “The goodness [of God]
places man at the head of everything, which he should enjoy and master
and even name (bonitas praefecit universis fruendis atque regnandis, etiam
cognominandis) [..] Even the law [of the Torah], which you accuse so
vehemently, which you so tug at in controversy, is enacted by goodness
(bonitas), which counsels man to adhere to God, lest he appear as free
as he is cast out. He would then resemble his own servants, the rest of
the animals (aequandus famulis suis, ceteris animalibus), who are without
connection with God, spurned by Him, left to themselves. But he alone,
as man, should have the glory, alone be deemed worthy to receive a law
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from God, and as a rational creature, capable of knowledge and science
(animal rationale intellectus et scientiae capax), should also be held in
bounds by rational freedom (libertate rationali) itself, subject to him who
had subjected everything to him (ei subiectus qui subiecerat illi omnia).”
(Tertullian, Adversus Marcionem 2, 4, 4-6).

Here Tertullian goes far into Stoic waters. According to him, the distinc-
tion of man above all creatures is shown in his capacity for justice and
morality, knowledge (also of God), science and freedom of will. He regards
animals, on the other hand, as separate from God because they do not
possess all these abilities. By virtue of his reason in cognition and decision-
making, man stands between God and non-human living beings, subject to
the one and master of the other. Tertullian defends the Stoic scala naturae
here, invoking the Torah in which he believes it is evident—here he will
have had in mind the dominion mandate from Gen 1:28.

Even if Tertullian’s doctrine of creation remains very fragmentary and
is certainly not one of the core impulses of his work, it is more strongly
influenced by stoic anthropocentrism than anything we have read so far
from the early theologians. And as if it were the greatest matter of course,
he obviously invokes the Old Testament Creation narratives. On the basis
of his gift of reason and by virtue of divine commission, everything is
subject to man; he is the “owner” of the universe. With Tertullian, Christian
anthropocentrism clearly comes to the fore.

5.6 Origen

Origen (185 Alexandria-253/254, probably in Tyros) came from a wealthy,
Christian Alexandrian family. His mother was presumably of Egyptian
descent, while his father Leonides was a Roman citizen (Alfons Furst 2011,
47 and 51). Leonides was killed in 202 in the North African persecution of
Christians under Emperor Septimius Severus (193-211). The family was left
impoverished, their property confiscated by the state. Thereupon, a woman
of the Alexandrian upper class financed Origen’s education (Eusebius of
Caesarea, Church History 6, 2).

Origen was thus, unlike most theologians of his time, ocialized as a
Christian from his youth. Due to his high qualifications, he was soon ap-
preciated as a teacher of asceticism and therefore gave up teaching grammar
in order to teach Christian philosophy and theology, but was nevertheless
“a theological lateral thinker of distinction who caused offence even dur-
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ing his lifetime” (Eberhard Schockenhoff 2012, 46). Some of his students
were imprisoned, and Origen accompanied them pastorally to martyrdom.
After the end of the persecution of Christians in 210, Bishop Demetrius of
Alexandria entrusted him with public instruction in Christian philosophy,
“the first and greatest lay theologian of the Church” (Eberhard Schocken-
hoff 2012, 47). Origen developed intensive travelling activity, among others
to Rome, Athens, Caesarea and Palestine. Because of a conflict with Bishop
Demetrius, he left Alexandria around 231/232 and settled permanently in
Caesarea. In the meantime, ordained as a priest, he ran a house church
there. He preached daily on a biblical text, wrote biblical commentaries
and engaged in fruitful exchange with the rabbis of the Jewish community.
Origen was one of the few early Christian theologians who understood
some Hebrew and also read the original text of the Bible with the help
of Greek translations. During the Cyprianic plague, he was called upon to
sacrifice to Apollo, as are all citizens of the Roman Empire. Because of his
refusal to do so, he was imprisoned and tortured, and after his release he
presumably died as a result of the ordeal.

Most of Origen’s works have not survived in the original Greek, but only
in a Latin translation by the monk Rufinus of Aquileia (ca. 345-411/412).
Many have been completely destroyed by his opponents. Three are relevant
to our question: ITepl apy@®v/ De principiis is a kind of Christian dogmatics
written by Origen “probably in the early twenties” in Alexandria (Herwig
Gorgemanns/ Heinrich Karpp 1985, 6). The other two works were written
in Caesarea, namely his sermons on the Book of Genesis around 245 and
Contra Celsum, a defence of Christianity against Kelsos, whom we have
already met (chapter 3.6.4), around 248.

Philosophically, Origen represents a Middle Platonic world view. “At
the time of Origen, this school of thought had already integrated Stoic
thought” (Agnethe Siquans 2016, 58), including above all anthropocentrism
and the perception of animals as aloga (Max Pohlenz 1959, 449; Agnethe
Siquans 2016, 59). Although animals are ensouled, they are at the bottom
of the hierarchical scala naturae, especially creeping and aquatic animals.
Origen, on the other hand, takes the method of his biblical interpretation
from Paul and Philon (Agnethe Siquans 2016, 55), i.e. from the tradition
of Hellenistic Diaspora Judaism. In addition to the literal interpretation
of the biblical text “secundum litteram”, there is also a spiritual symbolic
interpretation “secundum allegoriam”, as in Clement of Alexandria (Maria
Di Pasquale Barbanti 2003, 85-94). In fact, the latter gained an enormous
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preponderance, while the former disappeared almost entirely. This had
serious consequences for the perception of animals.

5.6.1 About the beginnings

In his systematic-theological treatise “De principiis’, Origen presents his view
of the world order strictly hierarchically from top to bottom. First, he talks
about God the Father, Son and Spirit, then about rational beings and their
moral capacity. This brings him to his core concern: A virtuous life, which
is impossible for reasonless beings, but commanded for rational beings and
the basis for reward and punishment (Origen, De principiis 1, 5, 2). Even
spiritual beings, when they sin, “can, by virtue of their depravity, be bound
to the coarse body of the reasonless cattle” (Origen, De principiis 1, 5, 5).
Already here, one can see that Origen counts corporeality as something
animal and evaluates it negatively.

The second book of De principiis t’en d’als with the levels arranged
under human beings, namely animals, habitats and plants (Origen, De
principiis 2, 1, 1; cf. also 2, 9, 3). Stoic teleology is echoed here: The entire
cosmos with all creatures is created only for the sake of rational beings. Fur-
thermore, Origen interprets diversity in a good Platonic way as something
that has been split. This is not wanted and must be brought back to unity
through a process of return.

Origen then arrives at his main topic, the doctrine of the soul. For his
thesis that all animals are animate beings, he cites the Bible, where Gen
1:20,24 tells of the creation of “animate beings” and Lev 17:14 describes the
blood as the soul of all living things. On the other hand, he refers to a
conceptual analysis according to which animate beings are those that have
senses and drives. Philosophy and the Bible were therefore in complete
agreement on this question (Origen, De principiis 2, 8, 1).

But if animals, like humans, have a soul, what distinguishes them? Ori-
gen classically interprets the soul as a certain principle of movement from
within. Inanimate objects are moved only from without, animate ones
also from within, for they bring forth an idea, and this is an impulse.
Animals produce this idea “naturally”: “Of everything that moves, some
have the cause of movement in itself; others are moved only from without
[...] Inanimate objects move from without themselves, animate ones from
within themselves. From itself, namely, the animate moves when an idea
(pavtaoia) arises which gives rise to a drive (6pp1}); and again, in some
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living beings, ideas arise which give rise to a drive when the power of
imagination (@vog @avtactiki]) arouses the drive according to a plan”
(Origen, De principiis 3, 1, 2). Origen cites the web-building of a spider and
the honeycomb-building of bees as examples of this.

Unlike animals, however, humans also possess a critical filter that checks
the impulse generated by imagination for reasonableness and morality:
“The rational being, however, in addition to the power of imagination, has
reason, which judges ideas (To pévtot Aoyk6v {dov xou Aéyov éxet Tpdg )
PovTooTIKY QUOEL, Tov kpivovta Tdg pavtaciog) and rejects some, adopts
others, so that the living being may be guided by them. Further, since rea-
son has the faculty of discerning between good and evil, by virtue of which,
from deliberation, we choose good and avoid evil, so we are to be praised
if we devote ourselves to the practice of good; to be censured if we do the
contrary. It is not to be overlooked that the majority of the natural force
diffused through the universe is in some way, though in varying degrees, in
living beings. [...] The fact that this or that reproach from outside awakens
this or that idea in us is admittedly not up to us: but the judgement whether
we wish to apply the given in this way or in another is, after all, solely a
matter for the reason in us (év fjpiv Aéyou éativ), which, on account of the
causes lying in it, leads us to those impulses which prompt us towards the
beautiful and appropriate (pog TG €Tl TO KAAOV TPOKAAOVPEVOG KOL TO
kaBfjxov 0ppds), or misleads us towards the opposite path.” (Origen, De
principiis 3, 1, 3).

The fact that a certain external stimulus awakens a certain idea in a
living being is natural and is out of its control. And the fact that the natural
force that awakens this idea and, through it, the corresponding drive, is
differently pronounced in human and animal creatures is also not their
fault. The power of judgement, on the other hand, which is based on
reason, is in principle possessed by every human being and can therefore
relate to inner ideas and drives. Yes, the power of judgement even develops
“legal and moral drives”, thus pushing man towards the good. According to
Origen and the entire Greek mainstream philosophy, this is precisely what
distinguishes humans from animals.

Consequently, a person who does not bring their reason to bear is similar
to an animal: “But if the soul has not turned to the spirit and becomes
one with it, but still clings to the body and thinks of carnal things, it is
[...] similar to an animal (animali similis)” (Origen, De principiis 3, 4, 3).
As usual in Platonism, Origen interprets “the soul as the middle between
two conflicting laws, which can conform either to the higher principle of its
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existence, the vedpa, or to the lower, the odpt” (Christian Hengstermann
2016, 94 citing Origen, Commentarius in epistulam ad Romanos 1, 7). Man,
who is placed between God and animals in the hierarchy of being, is to
follow the spiritual in order to be God’s likeness, not the corporeal, which
would make him an animal. “Where man does not follow the ‘law of the
spirit’ [...] but abandons himself to the ‘drives’ of the soul, which he has in
common with the animal [...], his movement is not that of a man, not a
self-determined ‘movement through himself” or ‘self-movement’, but the in-
stinct-steered ‘movement of himself” of the animal. In contrast, it is a matter
of offering the animal in the human [...] in a ‘life according to the word, as
it were, as a sacrifice”” (Christian Hengstermann 2016, 105 in interpretation
of Homiliae in Leviticum 2,2). Origen like the Stoic tradition does not
speak of “instinct-driven”, but of “natural”. Biology has also abandoned the
instinct theory since the middle of the 20th century, because “instinct” was
only a black box for processes in the brain as long as its functional mech-
anisms were not known. Apart from that, however, Hengstermann aptly
characterises the horror image of animalisation of the soul conjured up in
De principiis and “especially in the Homilies” (Christian Hengstermann
2016, 104). At the same time, he suggests that Origen also interprets the Old
Testament animal sacrifices allegorically: man should sacrifice the animal
within himself in order to live rationally.

The interpretation of Gen 1:26-27 is also to be placed in this context.
Origen interprets the statement of the Greek Bible that God creates man
in his image and likeness as follows: Man has been the image (idog) of
God since his creation. Likeness (o0poiwotg), literally becoming like, is the
potential that man must realise himself through a virtuous life. His primor-
dial image for this is the Logos, Christ Himself. Thus, the opoiwag Be@ is
“the highest good to which the rational nature as a whole aspires” (Origen,
De principiis 3, 6, 1; cf. Christian Hengstermann 2016, 96). According to
Origen, the Greek philosophers would have recognised this from the Bible
without naming its source.

5.6.2 The Homilies on Genesis

The second group of texts of importance for our topic are the homilies on
Genesis. They were delivered in Caesarea around 245 AD in a relatively late
phase of his life. A total of sixteen homilies have survived. “They probably
represent only a section of an originally much larger number of homilies”
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(Peter Habermehl 2011, 7). While the Abraham cycle (Gen 12-25) has been
preserved in its entirety, only two exemplary homilies each have survived
from the prehistory cycle (Gen 1-11) and the Jacob-Joseph cycle (Gen 26-
50) (Peter Habermehl 2011, 8). In concrete terms, this means that the first
homily is dedicated to Gen 1, the second to Gen 6-8.

The first homily interprets the creation of the world as an allegory for the
moral life of man. Origen interprets the creation of animals as an image
of the creation of thoughts in the heart (Origen, Homiliae in Genesim 1,
8-11): The good thoughts rise like birds to the sky, the bad ones remain like
creepers on the ground (Origen, Homiliae in Genesim 1, 8). On the basis
of this allegory, however, a problem arises for the literal sense: Why does
God consider all the animals in Genesis 1:21 to be good, even the creepers?
Origen explains this by saying that good only becomes recognisable as good
through that which is bad and that what is bad is a valuable challenge that
man can grow from by confronting it: “What beauty and splendour the
light possesses would remain hidden if the darkness of the night did not
confront it” (Origen, Homiliae in Genesim 1, 10). His negative interpreta-
tion of land animals lies in the same logic (Origen, Homiliae in Genesim 1,
10).

Origen makes a momentous statement about the creation of animals:
“Only the heavens and the earth, the sun, the moon and the stars, and
finally man were created by God; everything else, it is said in Scripture,
came into being at his command” (Origen, Homiliae in Genesim 1, 12).
Here, Origen refers to Scripture, which says exactly the opposite: animals
are also created by God, directly and completely independently of man.
“It is hardly conceivable that the famous commentator on Genesis should
have inadvertently made such a blunder. Did Origen sacrifice philological
textual fidelity for the theological message here?” (Peter Habermehl 2011,
13). Habermehl’s question can be answered with “no” with regard to the
text of the Septuagint. Origen reads in his Bible “Let the waters bring forth
(producant) creeping creatures and birds” (Origen, Homiliae in Genesim 1,
8; cf. Gen 1:20 LXX: E€ayayétw) and “Let the earth bring forth (producat)
living creatures according to their kind” (Origen, Homiliae in Genesim 1,
11; cf. Gen 1:24 LXX: E€ayayétw). So, according to the Septuagint, God
gives the command to the water (unlike in the Hebrew text) and the earth
(like in the Hebrew text) to bring forth the animals and thus apparently
does not create them single-handedly like the heavenly bodies and man—at
least if one reads over Gen 1:21 and Gen 1:25, where it also says in the
Septuagint that God created the animals in question (émoinoev 6 0eog).
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Origen is thus not philologically unfaithful to his biblical text, but selective-
ly faithful. He over-interprets one formulation of the Septuagint, overlooks
the other and draws from it the conclusion of man being privileged, which
is not intended in the Hebrew text of Gen L.

Finally, in Gen 1:28, God gives man the “principatus bestiarum”, which,
according to Origen, is dominion over wild animals. Origen interprets this
in such a way that the mind (mens) is to rule the senses (sensus) and
not vice versa the senses the mind (Origen, Homiliae in Genesim 1, 12
and 1, 16). The image of God thus becomes the key to immortality: “It
is our interior man, invisible and incorporeal, incorruptible and immortal
(interior homo noster est, invisibilis et incorporalis, et incorruptus atque
immortalis).” (Origen, Homiliae in Genesim 1:13). Ultimately, the Logos of
God, Christ, is this image of God in man. Even the seed-bearing fruits
given to man for food in Gen 1:29 are interpreted allegorically by Origen.
They embody the capacity for anger and desire in us, which we can use
rationally for justice (rationabiliter utimur ad justitiam; Origen, Homiliae
in Genesim 1,17).

Overall, the consistent allegorisation as collateral damage entails an ex-
tremely negative view of animals (and, by analogy, of the body!): “Although
he talks about spiritual realities and spiritual struggles in the human micro-
cosm, there is no room for a positive attitude towards the animals in the
macrocosm, i.e. the physically existing animals, insofar as microcosm and
macrocosm correspond to each other. Of course, animals are created by
God, of course they are useful to humans, but they are—based on the idea
of a graduated order of being—interpreted in the allegorical view [...] as
inferior and dangerous, so that they have to be fought. This reflects the
basic tenor of Origen’s moral interpretation, which thus implies a hostile at-
titude towards animals not only in the allegorical sense but also in physical
reality” (Agnethe Siquans 2016, 64).

In the second homily on Genesis, Origen preaches on the Flood narrative
Gen 6-8. One after the other, he explains the text in the classical threefold
sense: in his literal or historical interpretation, he takes up almost exclusive-
ly the technical construction of the ark—its size and its materials, its rooms
and their function. In the spiritual or mystical interpretation, he takes up
the Christological and ecclesiological interpretation that has been common
since Justin (Dialogus cum Tryphono Judaeo 138): The human and animal
inhabitants of the ark symbolise different groups of people who are united
in the one ark of the Church by the “spiritual Noah” (Origen, In Genesis
homilia 2, 5) through the wood of the cross and the water of baptism.
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Origen compares the coexistence of the animals in the ark with the vision
of the messianic peace of creation in Is 11:1-9 and interprets both as images
for the coexistence of different and sometimes even very wild people in the
Church. As a third image, he draws on Peter’s vision of the unclean animals
in Acts 10: the unclean animals become clean, that is, the unredeemed
people are redeemed because they are bound in the one cloth of faith,
which has four corners, i.e. is held by four gospels. Finally, in the third,
moral interpretation, Origen interprets the ark as the library of Christians,
in which the Holy Scriptures have their place on the upper floors, but in the
basement even pagan writings can have their place.

One can see that hardly anything remains of the actual intention of
the Old Testament story when it is allegorised and condensed into a few
statements. The animals as such completely lose their meaning. And this is
the case even in the literal interpretation, in which Origen shows himself
to be very fond of technology but has no interest whatsoever in living
creatures®. In this respect, Origen stands in a long tradition: before him,
Justin Martyr (Dialogus cum Tryphono Judaeo 138) and Tertullian (De
baptismo 8) interpreted the Flood narrative purely allegorically. Cyprian of
Carthage (De unitate ecclesiae 6) and Augustine (In Ioannis Evangelium
Tractatus 6, 2; 6, 19; 7, 3; 9, 11; 11, 7; 120, 2) follow him. The only Church
Fathers who interpret the narrative literally with regard to animals besides
the aforementioned Irenaeus of Lyons (chapter 5.3) are Ephraim the Syrian
(chapter 5.9) and Ambrose of Milan (chapter 5.13), both, however, by using
it contrary to its intention of supporting strong anthropocentrism.

5.6.3 The treatise against Kelsos

The third of Origen’s writings to be analysed here is Contra Celsum, a
defence of Christianity against Kelsos, whom we have already met (chapter
3.6.4), written around 248 A.D. As a reminder, the Platonist (Michael
Fiedrowicz 2011, 20) Kelsos lived in the 2nd half of the 2nd century. In

21 There is only one flash of fascination for the living in Origen's work, and that is in
Contra Celsum 4, 41. Against Kelsos’ argument that the Flood narrative is a “fairy
tale for underage children”, Origen first emphasises, as he did in the second homily
on Genesis, that the dimensions of the ark were to be multiplied by 300 according to
Egyptian mathematics, and then there would be enough room for the animals. But
then he asks his opponent: “Must it not finally arouse astonishment that by divine
providence pairs of animals of every kind were brought into the ark, so that the earth
in turn would have seed from all living creatures..”.
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his lost work “True Doctrine” (AAn67g Aéyog), which he wrote in Alexan-
dria around 180 AD, he is the first to criticise Stoic anthropocentrism in
its Christian guise and, in contrast, advocates consistent Platonic cosmo-
centrism (precisely the “true” doctrine because it is ancient, cf. Michael
Fiedrowicz 2011, 25). At the time Origen wrote his defence of Christianity,
Kelsos had long since died, but his book was still on people’s minds, so
Origen sought to confront it.

Kelsos’ work is obviously characterised by provocative comparisons be-
tween humans and animals—in modern terms we could say by biocentristic
egalitarianism. In Origen’s first reaction one already senses how much he
feels provoked by this: “Now, in answering these diatribes against us, we
address the question to those who take pleasure in them: Do you hold that
all men without distinction, because of the surpassing greatness of God,
are ‘like a swarm of bats or ants or frogs or earthworms? [...] But no well
thinking man (o0d¢eig TV €0 @povouvtwv) is likely to maintain that the
reasonless (ta dAoya) stand higher than the reasonable ones (ta Aoywkd)
because of the size of their bodies, for reason raises the sensible high to
superiority over all the reasonless (oAb yop eig Umepoynv avdayet 6 Adyog
TO AOYIKOV Tapd TavTa T0 dAoya).” (Origen, Contra Celsum 4, 24). One
can literally feel Origen’s speechlessness. In itself, Kelsos™ thesis is quite
comprehensible: In view of the immeasurable greatness of God, the “size”
differences between creatures disappear. But for Origen, reason has such
weight that the gulf between humans and animals is for him as great as that
between God and humans. With his word play of the direct opposition of
aroyo and Aoywd ({da would be added to that), Origen shines rhetorically
and at the same time covers up his argumentative weakness. There is no
equidistance between God, humans and animals—Kelsos is right about
that.

In the next section, Origen asks whether Kelsos perhaps considers hu-
mans as small as animals because they have sins, weaknesses and faults
in their souls. But even if Kelsos thought so, Origen would reject this
because the capacity for reason and virtue alone ennobles man. “Basically,
no rational being (10 Aoywov), be it what it may, may well be compared
to an ‘earthworm’ because it possesses endowments of virtue (dpoppog
g€xov mpog apetijv). For these do not permit persons to be compared to
an ‘earthworm’ who are capable of virtue and can never entirely lose their
seed (omépparta). It is thus shown that by no means are men in general
only ‘earthworms’ towards God. For since reason owes its origin ‘to the
word’ ‘which is with God’ (Jn 1:1-2), the rational being must therefore not
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be altogether denied kinship with God (6 yop Aéyog v dpxnv Exwv &mo
To Tapa Be® AGyov ok £3 TO Aoykov {@Hov TavTy AAASTPLOY voaTjvon
Be0D). [...] If the nature of reason (v} Tod Adyov @uoig) does not permit such
a comparison to be adopted, we shall certainly not dishonour the human
nature fitted for virtue (tv mpog Gpetnv koteTKEVATPEVNY AvOpwTivrV
@Vow), even if she should sin through ignorance, and not put herself on
an equal footing with such living beings ({®a).” (Origen, Contra Celsum 4,
25).

At this point it is easy to see how central the idea of the indwelling of
the divine Logos, Christ, in man is for Origen. His anthropocentrism is
ultimately based on logocentrism or, more precisely, Christocentrism. In
contrast to the Logos hymn of John’s Gospel (cf. chapter 4.3.3), however,
Origen interprets the incarnation in the Stoic spirit as becoming human
and not in the biblical sense as becoming creature-like. Being steeped in
Stoicism right down to the roots, it does not even occur to him that non-
human creation can also participate in the divine Logos and be redeemed
by it.

The central passages for our topic are found in Contra Celsum 4, 75-
93. There, Origen works through the three most important themes in a
very structured way: the question of cosmic teleology with the answer
of anthropocentrism (Origen, Contra Celsum 4, 75-80), the question of
animal reason with the answer of the aloga thesis (Origen, Contra Celsum
4, 81-87) and the question of the relationship of special animals to God
with the answer of their possession by demons (Origen, Contra Celsum 4,
88-93). With this last part, a new level of devaluation of animals is reached.

On the question of the first theme of cosmic teleology, Origen already
writes in an earlier passage: “And as for the plants, so many and var-
ious, which are governed by an invisible, natural power working with-
in them, and are created for no small benefit to all mankind (mpog
xpelav yeyovotwy ovk edkotappdvnTov €v TQ Tavti avBpwnwv), and
as for the animals that are there for the service of men (t@v &vBpdmotg
draxovoupévwy {wwv), ..” (Origen, Contra Celsum 4, 54). One senses the
matter-of-factness with which Origen states anthropocentrism in the subor-
dinate clauses. It is not problematised in the least. However, this is done in
great detail in the passages from 4, 75 onwards.

Origen begins by praising the Creator and a quotation from Scripture:
“But we Christians, who worship only one God as the Creator of these
things, we also thank Him for creating them and preparing for us such a
glorious dwelling place, and for our sake also the animals that serve us (&t
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10g Tolg dovhevovawy Nuiv {wois). ‘He causeth grass to grow for cattle, and
plants for the service of men, to bring forth corn out of the ground, and
that wine may gladden the heart of man, and that the countenance may be
gladdened with oil, and that bread may strengthen the heart of man’ (Ps
104:14-15). But if God has also prepared food for ‘the wildest beasts’, there
is nothing striking in this. For these living creatures (tadta yap ta {®a), as
other philosophers have also said, were created for the sake of exercise for
the rational living creature (yvpvaciov évexa yeyovévar @ Aoywd {Hw).”
(Origen, Contra Celsum 4, 75).

Psalm 104 sings of the Creator, who gives food to all living creatures,
non-human and human alike. The Psalm makes only a gradual distinction
between them, listing more food for humans than for animals: bread, wine
and oil, the triad of the most prestigious (and, nota bene, vegan!) foods
of the Mediterranean region of antiquity (cf. Michael Rosenberger 2014,
353 and 400-401). Nevertheless, the Psalm breathes great “biocentrist egali-
tarianism”. Before God, all living beings are equal: equally needy, equally
mortal, equally loved, equally cared for. There is no trace of a hierarchy of
purposes. That Origen nevertheless reads it in this sense shows how strong-
ly he is influenced by Stoic teleology. He thinks he discovers it everywhere,
even where the Bible describes the exact opposite.

In the Stoa, the fact that animals are physically much better adapted to
their way of life than humans is interpreted as proof of their lack of reason,
for if they possessed reason, a less well-suited body would suffice for them,
as it does for humans. They could make tools, use animals as helpers and
thus compensate for their physical shortcomings. Origen receives this thesis
in the following sentences: “Therefore one might well admire Providence
(mpbvola) precisely because, in comparison with the reasonless beings (ta
aloya {@a), it has created the rational (t0 Aoywév) as relatively needy for
its own benefit. For the reasonless creatures their food is ready, because
they have no means of using arts; nature also gives them clothing, for they
are provided with hair or feathers or scales or housing.” (Origen, Contra
Celsum 4, 76). That a correct biological insight is described here is beyond
question. However, the binary opposition of lack of reason and endowment
with reason remains without justification—modern biology assumes a con-
tinuum of intelligence, as some animal-friendly authors already assumed in
antiquity.

An important touchstone of teleology is the question of the direction of
the food chain and the dynamics of domestication. Origen writes on this:
“Kelsos counters himself [...] that [...] the reasonless creatures were created
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for their sake, and says: 'If anyone should wish to call us the rulers of the
reasonless (dpyovtag T@v GAdywv), since we hunt and eat the reasonless
creatures, we shall ask: Why are not rather we created for their sake, since
they hunt and eat us? But we also need nets and weapons and many men
and dogs to help us against the animals we hunt, whereas they were imme-
diately and intrinsically provided by nature with the weapons with which
we are easily conquered by them. But just there we can see how powerful
an aid we have been given in the mind, which affords more protection than
any weapon the animals seem to possess. Although, therefore, in bodily
strength we are far inferior to the living creatures (téwv {®wv), and in
bodily size we are even greatly surpassed by some, yet by our intellect we
rule over the wild beasts (xpatodpev S v olOveowv v Bnpilwv). We
drive away the mighty elephants; those animals which can be tamed we
compel by mild treatment; against those which cannot be tamed, or from
the taming of which we cannot expect any benefit, we behave cautiously,
and protect ourselves from them by keeping such animals confined when
we please; but when we need their flesh for our food, we kill them as
easily as we kill domestic animals. All things, then, the Creator has made
subservient to the rational living creature and its natural mind (AodAa 00v
mavto 100 Aoykod {Hov kal THg PUOIKT|S alTOD GUVETEWS KATETKEVOTEY O
dnpuovpy6g). And for one purpose we need the dogs, for example, to guard
our flocks of sheep or herds of cattle or herds of goats or houses; for other
purposes we need the oxen, for example, to cultivate the fields; the draught
and pack animals we use again for other things. And so it may also be said
that the lions, bears, panthers, wild boars, and similar wild beasts are given
to us, that we may train the disposition that is in us to manly strength”
(Origen, Contra Celsum 4, 78).

Kelsos challenges the all-encompassing, monolinear teleology of Stoic-
Christian anthropocentrism by turning it on its head: Just as humans
use animals, animals use humans—even as food. Kelsos does not want to
resolve the contradictory nature of nature at all, but to leave it at that in
great serenity. The only thing he wants to prove is that anthropocentrism is
under-complex. Origen does not understand this point and wants to decide
according to the majority of examples. He cannot bear the complexity of
Kelsos’ argumentation because it contradicts his Stoic understanding of
divine providence. So he talks past Kelsos and comes back to his “ceterum
censeo™: “In contrast, note that although ‘men catch wild beasts (6npia)
and ‘wild beasts rob men’, yet there is a great difference between men who
gain the upper hand by their intellect (cuvéoet) and beasts, to whom their
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wild and brute nature gives the upper hand over those men who do not use
their intellect to protect themselves against the attacks of beasts” (Origen,
Contra Celsum 4, 79).

Finally, Origen invokes Gen 2:18-20, where the creation of animals is
underpinned by God’s intention to give man assistance. The Bible and
philosophy therefore agreed in relation to anthropocentrism: “God has not
subjected men to animals’; on the contrary, he has caused men to be able
to bring animals under their control by means of their intellect and the
artificial aids they are capable of inventing. For without divine assistance
men would not have found the means to protect themselves against the
animals and to become masters of them.” (Origen, Contra Celsum 4, 80).

One has to admit that Origen’s arguments for anthropocentrism have
clear flaws: In terms of natural science, there is at most sufficient evidence
that humans are more intelligent than animals—but not that animals are
reasonless. Cosmologically, the problem of the monolinearity of divine
providence, which Kelsos impressively addresses, is not understood. And
biblically, the testimonies for anthropocentrism that are cited are thin, in
the case of Psalm 104 even simply wrong.

Origen apparently opens the question of the second theme of animal
reason with a surprise, for he admits that animals have a certain analogy
to rational beings: “But the Deity must be admired because he has given
even to the reasonless animals the faculty of being, as it were, an image
of rational beings (10 olovel pog & Aoywd pipnpo), perhaps with the
intention of putting the rational beings to shame, so that they may become
more industrious and economical in the use of their goods with regard to
the ants, and so that, looking after the bees, they may render obedience to
the authorities and take their share in the necessary affairs of state for the
salvation of the cities.” (Origen, Contra Celsum 4, 81).

First of all, the two key terms from Gen 1:26-27 of the Septuagint,
namely image (eikwv) and parable (6poiwaig), do not appear. Given Ori-
gen’s linguistic sensitivity, this is probably no coincidence. Nevertheless,
for an anthropocentrist, the thesis that animals are an image (p{pnpa) of
rational beings seems very daring. If the analogy is to be even rudimentarily
justified, there must, for all the dissimilarity, be a resemblance with regard
to the thing depicted, that is, the Aoywov. The classical Stoic thesis that
animals participate in the Aoywov through their nature and not through
their intellect, which Origen will use in Contra Celsum 4, 87, is not really
convincing, for it destroys the analogy. The animals are then precisely not
an image of rational beings.
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Only a little later, however, Origen returns to the pure aloga thesis: “But
why do I say ‘irrational animals’, since according to the opinion of Kelsos
the animals are not irrational beings at all, as they are commonly called?
So he is of the opinion that even the ants are not without reason, he who
has presumed to want to speak ‘about the whole of nature’ and boastfully
promises the truth in the title of his book. For he says of ‘the ants’, whom
he makes ‘converse with one another’, as follows: And when they meet,
they also converse (StaAéyovtat) with one another; therefore they do not
fail to find their way’. Have they not, therefore, perfectly formed reason,
common conceptions of certain general [facts] and a language and events
and terms (00x0DV kol AGYOU GUUTAYpwC(G £0TL TTop  AVTOLG KOl KOLVOL
gvvolon kaBoMk@V TIvewy kol Qwvy) Tuyyavovta kol onpovopeva)?’ For
when one converses with another, it is in a language that ‘makes some
concept clear’, but often also gives information about things that are called
accidental. But to attribute this to ants is the most ridiculous thing in the
world” (Origen, Contra Celsum 4, 84).

Kelsos presents an exact observation: ants communicate with each other.
They therefore have a common language and use it to exchange common
ideas that they can express and through which they learn from each other.
Now, it can be argued whether and to what extent this observation by Kel-
sos is correct. Origen, however, refrains from doing so because he considers
it ridiculous and not worthy of discussion.

“He [Kelsos] does not hesitate, in order to show the ugliness of his
teachings to posterity, to add the following words: ‘Now then, if someone
were to look down on the earth from heaven, what difference would he
find between what we do and what ants and bees do? [...] But it would be
foolish to suppose that he who looks down from heaven on earthly things
would observe from so far away only the bodies of men and ants, and not
rather look at the nature of the forces that move them, and the source of
the movements, whether they be rational or irrational. But once he sees the
source of all movements, it is clear that he will also perceive the difference
and the precedence of man not only over ants but also over elephants. For
he who looks down from heaven will be able to discover in the reasonless
(év p&v ol dAGyotg), however large their bodies, no other principle than,
if I may say so, reasonlessness (GAoyio); but among rational beings (&v 6¢
Toig Aoywkoig) he will find reason (Aéyog), which men have in common
with divine and heavenly beings, nay, perhaps even with God who rules
over all. Hence, it is also said of them that they were created ‘in the image
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of God’ (Gen 1:26-27); for ‘image’ (eixwv) of God who rules over all is his
Word (Aéyo5)” (Origen, Contra Celsum 4, 85).

With an appealing thought experiment, Kelsos tries to draw Christians
out of their shells: Imagine looking down at the earth from heaven! This
experiment, which imagines the perspective of God, has been used in
many contexts in the course of the history of philosophy and theology and
has proved very fruitful if used correctly. Origen does not engage in this
experiment, for he only sees what he has always seen and refuses to step
out of his own edifice of thought at least once for a moment. A constructive
dialogue is not possible in this way. It is a petitio principii, a classic circular
argument.

We had already seen in the analysis of the Stoa (in chapter 3.5) that they
considered the diversity of behaviour of individuals of the same species
as an indication of the use of reason, and the stereotyped behaviour of
all individuals of a species as an indication against it. Origen agrees with
this reasoning: “And supposing that other ‘remedies’ are known to animals,
how is it to be proved that it is not nature but reason that invents these
remedies in animals? For if reason were the inventor, [..] there would
be as many remedies in animals as in men. But since every animal has
received means of healing corresponding to its nature, it is clear that they
possess neither wisdom nor reason, but only natural (guow) wisdom, a
disposition (xatooxevr]) bestowed by reason (010 T0D Adyou yeyevnuévn)
to such things as are conducive to the well-being of every living thing (mpog
0 T014de owtnplag Evexev TV {Wwv).” (Origen, Contra Celsum 4, 87).

Urs Dierauer sees in this passage “probably the best and most complete
description in ancient literature” of what has been called “instinct” since
the Middle Ages (Urs Dierauer 1977, 217): a natural, “innate” disposition
that enables certain performances and serves “to maintain the life” of living
beings. The Stoic and Christian philosophies classified this ability as irra-
tional, but, like Origen, attributed it to divine reason. Despite all the excel-
lent interpretation that Dierauer provides and from which I have profited
extraordinarily, considerable objections remain at this point: Firstly, the
term “innate” does not occur, but only the term “natural”. Secondly, there
is no mention of “life preservation”, but of the “salvation” or “well-being”
of living beings, which is much more comprehensive. Thirdly, the instinct
theory was already outdated long before Dierauer’s dissertation, because
the first insights into the former “black box” brain have been gained and
animal behaviour can thus be described in a much more nuanced way. And
fourthly, modern behavioural research has been able to gain fruitful in-
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sights using the heuristic instrument of differentiating between behavioural
variance and behavioural stereotypy as used by the Stoics. In the process,
an enormous variance has also been revealed in animal behaviour, which
the Stoics had not reckoned with. The Stoic method of proving the aloga
thesis has become an instrument of its refutation. Origen could not yet have
known this with such clarity, but there were already observations in this
direction in antiquity, as we have seen on various occasions.

Most touching and depressing at the same time, of course, is the passage
that reveals Origen’s deeper motivation for his anthropocentrism: “In the
case of ants, since they are irrational animals, there is no reason to fear
that they will become proud and haughty if their actions are compared with
those of humans, but humans, who by virtue of their rational disposition
can perceive how lowly their participation is valued for others, could per-
haps suffer harm, insofar as it depends on Kelsos and his words” (Origen,
Contra Celsum 4, 83). Here Origen reveals his deepest concerns and fears:
Humans might lose their sense of self-worth, feel set back, humiliated
and offended if they are put on a par with the rest of the animals. This
passage is strongly reminiscent of Sigmund Freud’s second, “biological
mortification”, which he sees as caused by Darwin’s theory of evolution?>.
Freud relatively precisely describes the causes of the alienation between
humans and animals that precede this mortification: anthropocentrism and
the aloga thesis. Avoiding mortification by denying reality, according to
Freud, is not a solution. Origen pursues the good intention of giving people
self-confidence by bad means. At some point, the mortification becomes
effective.

There remains the question of the third theme, the relationship of animals
to God. Are animals possibly particularly “divine” and capable of recognis-
ing things that remain hidden from humans? Especially in Alexandria with
its Egyptian animal cults, this question was hotly disputed. Origen could

22 “In the course of his cultural development, man threw himself up as master over his
fellow animal creatures. But not satisfied with this supremacy, he began to put a gulf
between their nature and his own. He denied them reason and ascribed to himself
an immortal soul, invoking a high divine descent that allowed him to break the bond
of communion with the animal world. It is strange that this exaltation is still remote
from the little child, as it is from primitive and primeval man. It is the result of a
later sophisticated development. [...] We all know that the research of Ch. Darwin, his
co-workers and predecessors, put an end to this exaltation of man a little more than
half a century ago. [...] But this is the second, the biological mortification of human
narcissism.” (Sigmund Freud 1917, 4).
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not avoid it any more than Kelsos. Since it is no longer relevant today to the
same extent as the first two questions, we can deal with it relatively briefly.

As an argument against the special power of animals to prophesy, Origen
cites a simple but indisputable fact: “If a divine power were really inherent
in them, which makes future things known to them beforehand, [...] none
of these animals could be caught by men at all” (Origen, Contra Celsum
4, 90). Origen does not leave it at that, however, to state the inability of
animals to prophesy. He goes beyond this and sees some animals—as terri-
ble as this may sound to modern ears—as the dwelling place of demons:
“According to our view, certain evil and, as it were, titanic or gigantic
demons have transgressed against the truly divine and against the angels
in heaven, and have therefore fallen down from heaven (Lk 10:18) and are
now doing their business on earth in the fatter and impure bodies. At the
same time, they have a certain keen eye for what is to come, since they
themselves are not clothed with earthly bodies. Since all their striving and
activity after their descent is directed towards persuading the human race
to fall away from the true God, they take up residence in the bodies of the
most ferocious, wild and vicious animals and direct them wherever they
want and whenever it pleases them [...], so that men allow themselves to be
blinded by this prophesying power present in the reasonless animals and
do not seek the God who encompasses the universe, nor do they fathom the
true worship of God, but turn their thinking to earthly things..” (Origen,
Contra Celsum 4, 92).

The fact that animals become an image for vices is something we have
already encountered in several authors, especially in the animal allegory
of the older Alexandrian Clement. Origen’s allegorical interpretation of the
creation of animals in the first homily to Genesis stands in this tradition.
But to regard some animals as dwellings of demons goes a considerable
step further. With all due understanding for people’s fear of tigers, lions or
crocodiles, the Bible writes in Genesis that God considered animals to be
good. Origen must completely ignore the literal sense of the biblical text in
order to maintain his thesis.

But that is not all. Origen also thinks that he can find confirmation for
his thesis in the purity commandments of the Torah and in the prophets:
“In any case, in classifying the animals, he [Moses] determined that all
those should be unclean which were considered prophesying by the Egyp-
tians and the other peoples, while the others could generally be considered
pure. [...] And it will be found in general, that not only in the law, but also in
the prophets, these animals are always used as emblems of what is worst [...]
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There seems now to exist for each genus of demons a kind of communion
with each genus of animals” (Origen, Contra Celsum 4, 93). The unclean
animals in the sense of the biblical purity regulations are thus supposedly
the very ones that are worshipped as sacred in the Egyptian animal cults.
And it is precisely those that the prophets would use as images for morally
reprehensible attitudes. Again, Origen violently contorts the meaning of the
biblical texts. The question of pure or impure does not imply any moral
judgement in the Bible but orders the world. The “unclean” animals are just
as “good” as the “clean” ones, for all are created by God. It is only that some
may be eaten and sacrificed and others not.

5.6.4 Summary

A generation after Tertullian and Clement of Alexandria, an enormous
amount had been clarified and developed. Thus, Origen reached a com-
pletely new level of systematisation of Christian anthropology and the
doctrine of creation. In doing so, he concentrates (well Neo-Platonic) ma-
terially very strongly on the relationship between God or Christ and the
human rational soul. Formally, his almost exclusive interpretation of bibli-
cal texts in an allegorical sense (exacerbating the Alexandrian tendency) is
striking. What Philon (for Dt 22:10) and Paul (for Dt 25:4) had begun quite
tentatively and selectively, now becomes the only method of interpretation,
at least for the passages of the Bible referring to animals: the animals are
nothing but images for inner-psychic processes.

One quickly realises that the material object and the formal object corre-
spond perfectly—and therein undoubtedly lies Origen’s genius. In itself, his
world of thought is extremely consistent. The result, which is nevertheless
fatal for animals, follows compellingly from the two premises. Origen rep-
resents consistent anthropocentrism, which under the surface is a form of
concealed Christocentrism or logocentrism, and a harsh interpretation of
the aloga thesis. For him, animals have no value in themselves. More than
that, in his engagement with the animal cults of his Egyptian homeland,
he gets caught up in the whirlpool of demonising some animals. I have
not noticed a single place in his work where he shows empathy or even
appreciation for animals. This is clearly different with most of the authors
presented here.
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The next leap in time in our treatise is not just one, but two generations.
Lucius Caecilius Firmianus Lactantius (c. 250-c. 320), known as Lactance
for short, came from western North Africa (from the area of present-day
Tunisia). Emperor Diocletian appointed him as an official rhetor in his
residential city of Nicomedia in Asia Minor (at the eastern end of the Sea
of Marmara), where he met the Neo-Platonist Porphyrios, a sharp critic of
Christianity who advocated a very animal-friendly philosophy (cf. chapter
3.6.5 above). During the Diocletianic persecution of Christians in 303,
Lactance converted to Christianity and resigned from his state office. Still
in Nicomedia, he witnessed Galerius™ edict of tolerance in 311. In 314/315,
Emperor Constantine entrusted him with the education of his son Crispus,
which is why Lactance moved to “Gaul”, presumably to Constantine’s resi-
dence in Augusta Treverorum (Trier). Whether he died there or elsewhere
is not known.

Lactance was a brilliant artist in his use of the Latin language. It is a
pleasure to read his writings. Two of his numerous works play a role in the
following: De opificio Dei on the creative work of God and De ira Dei on
the wrath of God.

The theme of De opificio Dei, which was probably written during the
Diocletianic persecution of 303/304, is corporeality in animals and humans
(including the bodily correlations for the soul and spirit). By means of
a strongly scientific approach, Lactance wants to provide proof of the
Creator’s benevolent providence and great wisdom. He does so without any
reference to the Bible, which is very helpful in the debate with non-Chris-
tian philosophers.

Lactance begins with a programmatic prelude that actually says it all:
“God the Father, our great Creator, gave us sense and reason (sensum atque
rationem) so that we could recognise that we were created by him, because
he himself is insight (intelligentia), he himself is sense and reason (sensus
ac ratio). For the other living creatures, since he has not given them that
power of mind (rationale), he has nevertheless provided (providit) their
lives with great security” (Lactance, De opificio Dei 2, 1-2). Thus, Stoic
anthropocentrism is out of the question for Lactance from the very first
sentence. But unlike the Stoics, he sees no reason at all to doubt the divine
care and provision for non-human creatures.
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As evidence that God also cares for animals, Lactance describes with
much love and empathy that they have fur to protect them from the cold,
as well as “weapons” for defence, the ability to flee quickly or places to
hide from predators. Thus, he can conclude, “Every animal (animans)
possesses its means of protection.” (Lactance, De opificio Dei 2, 4). Where
these were insufficient and a greater number of individuals fell prey to
predators, greater fecundity could compensate for the losses (Lactance, De
opificio Dei 2, 5). This is a most remarkable and biologically very accurate
observation for the time?3.

Lactance contrasts the physical advantages of animals with the mental
superiority of man—which is also scientifically very correct. Man does not
receive such physical advantages, but he does not need them either: “But to
man, to whom he gave the gift of reason and the ability to think and speak
(ratione concessa, et virtute sentiendi atque eloquendi data), he granted
none of these qualities given to the animals, because reason could provide
him with what nature had denied him. He put him into the world naked
and bare, because he could arm himself by his spirit and clothe himself
with the help of his reason.” (Lactance, De opificio Dei 2, 6). Here, the
thesis of the “deficient human being”, which was already several centuries
old at the time of Lactance and is still outdated today, is summed up
magnificently and elegantly in language.

Of course, Lactance is not concerned with establishing the thesis of the
deficient human being, but with its interpretation and evaluation. His op-
ponents are above all the Epicureans, who claim that there is no providence
because there is no God, but rather that everything came into being by
natural chance (Lactance, De opificio Dei 2, 10-4, 24). “They complain
that man, compared to the animals, comes into the world all too weak
and fragile (nimis imbecillus et fragilis), [...] naked and defenceless (nudus
et inermis), as if thrust into this misery (miseria) after a shipwreck [...].Ac-
cording to this, nature is not the mother, but the stepmother of mankind,
who [...] has shown herself to be so kind to the animals” (Lactance, De
opificio Dei 3, 1-2).

Lactance refutes the Epicurean thesis in two steps: On the one hand, na-
ture is by no means always only kind and maternal, even towards animals.
He refers to the birds, which can neither walk nor fly when they hatch
and need a lot of parental care. In a sense, they too were born naked and

23 Today, we speak of the so-called r-strategists, i.e. animal and plant species that
compensate for their higher mortality with a higher reproductive rate r.
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defenceless. The parental care of birds therefore reveals that they “possess
something of human intelligence (aliquid humanae intelligentiae)”. On the
other hand, humans do not need many natural advantages because they
have reason: “But if such a creature is endowed with reason, why does
it still need physical protection, since reason can replace nature? Reason
serves to adorn and distinguish man to such a degree that nothing greater,
nothing better could have been given to him by God.” (Lactance, De opifi-
cio Dei 3, 14).

Lactance sees people faced with the (fictitious) alternative of choosing
either reason without the physical advantages or the physical advantages
without reason. The Epicureans, however, are so foolish as to want both
(Lactance, De opificio Dei 3, 12-13). In this, reason was such a great advan-
tage that it far outweighed all the physical advantages of animals: “So it is
the case that reason grants more to men than nature does to dumb animals,
because in the case of the latter neither their mighty bodily strength nor
their strong build could prevent them either from being oppressed by us
or from being subject to our power (aut opprimantur a nobis, aut nostrae
subiecta sint potestati).” (Lactance, De opificio Dei 3, 17).

In the context of his reflections on physique (Lactance, De opificio Dei
5-15), Lactance also comes to speak of the special characteristic of man’s
ability to walk upright, which already belonged to good tradition in Greek
philosophy, but appears for the first time in the Christian context: “Since
it was God’s intention, of all living creatures, to make man alone heavenly,
but all the rest earthly (ex omnibus animalibus solum hominem facere
coelestem, caetera universa terrena), he created man upright for the con-
templation of heaven (ad coeli contemplationem), and set him on two feet,
that he might look whence he came; but the animals he created looking
towards the earth, so that, since they have no immortality to expect (nulla
immortalitatis xpectation est), they would have only the belly and the lining
(ventri pabuloque) to follow. Thus, the right reason and upright posture
(recta ratio et sublimis status) of man alone, as well as his face, which is
entirely similar and close to God the Father (vultus Deo patri communis ac
proximus), indicate his origin and creator. His almost divine mind (divina
mens), since he has been given dominion (dominatus) not only over the
animals of the earth but also over his own body, has its seat at the very top
of the head, and like from a high castle he sees and perceives everything”
(Lactance, De opificio Dei 8, 2-3).

For Lactance, the upright gait thus proves not only man’s endowment
with reason and the raised gaze not only his being made in the image of
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God (a new interpretation of Gen 1:26-27!), but also his dominion over
his own body and animals as well as his sole vocation to immortality,
which animals, looking towards the earth, cannot expect. Stoic-Christian
anthropocentrism has grown here into a highly stringent edifice of thought
that hardly seems surmountable once one has adopted even one of its
premises.

Johannes N. Vorster (2015, 262-265), following Michel Foucault, shows
how Lactance uses the representation of a bodily difference at this point
to normatively demand a spatial difference and thus a social order: Man’s
upright gait (bodily characteristic) underpins his calling to heavenly heights
(characteristic of social order), the animals’ gaze to earth (bodily character-
istic) justifies their exclusion from eternity (characteristic of social order).
Here, Lactance adopts a common argumentation model from Greek philos-
ophy, which he, however, brings to the point rhetorically in a particularly
impressive way.

In the second work relevant here, De ira Dei, Lactance wants to refute
the thesis from Greek philosophy advanced against Judaism and Christian-
ity that God is never angry. In order to defend religion as such in this
context, he presents it as the decisive difference between man and animals.
First of all, Lactance states that no one questions the fundamental differ-
ence between man and animals: “But no philosopher has ever claimed
that there is no difference between man and animals. And in general, no
one who wanted to give himself even some semblance of wisdom has ever
put the rational animal on an equal footing with the dumb and irrational
(rationale animal cum mutis et irrationabilibus coaequavit). This is done
only by some inexperienced individuals (imperiti), who themselves belong
to the ranks of animals (pecudes).” (Lactance, De ira Dei 7, 1-2).

Despite the recognition of this difference, however, some would now
claim that man and animals have the same destiny, namely death, and that
is the end of everything. It is easy to recognise the Epicurean doctrine. In
contrast, Lactance sees “something divine in man” and, on the basis of the
spirit, “a manifest kinship (cognatio) with God” (Lactance, De ira Dei 7, 4).
An animal walks on all fours and is turned towards the ground, a human
being walks upright and looks upwards. He “exchanges glances with God,
and reason cognizes reason (confert cum Deo vultum, et rationem ratio
cognoscit). Therefore, as Cicero says, there is no creature on earth except
man that has even the slightest knowledge of God (notitia Dei). He alone is
endowed with wisdom to know religion as the only one, and this is between

186



https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748940289-137
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

5.7 Lactance

man and beast the outstanding or even the only difference (vel praecipua,
vel sola distantia).” (Lactance, De ira Dei 7, 5-6).

In comparison with the stoic mainstream, Lactance thus limits the spe-
cial gift of man to a single ability, religion. Animals also have language,
even laughter and forward planning for the future. Based on his unbiased
and empathetic observation of animals, he leaves no doubt about this.
Religion then emerges all the more clearly as the proprium humanum—and
that obliges: “If, then, of all the qualities usually ascribed to man, some
resemblance is also found in animals, it is clear that it is religion alone
of which no trace and not the slightest inkling can be found in animals.
One peculiarity of religion is justice (religionis est propria iustitia), which
no other animal attains. For man alone commands (imperat); animals
know only care for themselves. To justice is added the service of God (Dei
cultus); he who does not submit to this service lives, alienated from the
nature of man, the life of animals under human form (a natura hominis
alienus, vitam pecudum sub humana specie vivet). [...] Thus, it is obvious
that religion cannot be abolished in any way” (Lactance, De ira Dei 7,
12-13).

From the perspective of modern natural science, one might find fault
with the fact that Lactance ties justice so closely to religion that he must
also deny it to animals. He obviously did not perceive the complex struc-
tures of social organisation in many animals. However, if one leaves this
small flaw aside, his reflections testify to a high degree of differentiation
and a clear effort not to assert more than he can prove. Lactance does not
consider it expedient to unduly inflate the special position of humans and
to base it on empirically refutable assertions. The anthropological point
becomes all the more credible the more respect it also shows to animals.

The same intention guides Lactance when he once again addresses an-
thropocentrism. Unlike most Stoics, he accepts the objection that some
animals are of no use to humans: “The Stoics have rejected this objection
quite clumsily out of ignorance of the truth. For they say: 'There are many
among plants and among the number of animals whose use is at present
still hidden; but in the course of time, it will be found, just as many things
that were unknown in earlier centuries have already found necessity and
use. What benefit then can be found in all the world in mice, in moths,
and in serpents, all of which are troublesome and pernicious to man?”
(Lactance, De ira Dei 13, 11-12). The attempt to construct the benefit of
mice and moths for man is thus considered by Lactance to be quite abstruse
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and nonsensical. He does not see the teleology of the cosmos running so
linearly towards man.

It is not because nature itself has shaped everything for the benefit of
man that man is called to rule over creation, but because his wisdom,
given by God, enables him to make use of the world in spite of all lasting
adversities: “The Stoics could have answered more briefly and more truly
in the following way: When God created man, as it were in the image of
God and as the culmination of the divine work of creation (divini opificii
summum), he breathed into him wisdom alone, so that he might subject
everything to his rule and command and make use of all the amenities of
the world (ut omnia imperio ac ditioni suae subiugaret omnibusque mundi
commodis uteretur).” (Lactance, De ira Dei 13, 13).

Lactance proves that anthropocentrism does not have to be anti-animal
and exploitative per se. The basis of his argumentations is an unbiased,
precisely observed natural science, which he noticeably enjoys. Philosophi-
cal and theological argumentation must be measured against this empirical
evidence. Connected with this is a great love for animals and a high regard
for them. Lactance likes animals and concludes from this that God loves
them. Although he explicitly rejects the resurrection of animals with Stoic
arguments, he nevertheless sees them, in contrast to the Stoa, as gifted with
many great abilities and very largely included in the care of the Creator
(although Christ does not play a role here, since Lactance deals with non-
Christians, cf. John N. Vorster 2015, 261). Compared to Origen, Lactance at
any rate ensures that other tones of the relationship between humans and
animals are heard in Christianity.

5.8 Aphrahat

“Most people imagine early Christian literature to be exclusively the prod-
ucts of authors writing either in Greek or Latin: tertium non datur. The
reality, however, is quite different: Besides the Greek East and the Latin
West, there is a third component that could be called the ‘syriac Orient™
(Sebastian Brock 2004, 7). The next two authors examined here come from
this “Syrian Orient”. The first of them is Aphrahat, who is later repeatedly
dubbed the “Persian Sage”.

Biographically, we do not know much about him. If we compile statistics
on loan words in his writings, we find that he is hardly influenced by Greek
or Persian vocabulary, “so that only the west of the Sassanid Empire comes
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into question as his place of residence” (Peter Bruns 1991, 43). By his own
admission, Aphrahat lived a celibate life and belonged to the ascetic “sons
of the covenant”, a community similar to monasticism within the Syrian
Church of the 4th century, which combined ascetic life with active social
and church political activity. Asceticism and celibacy were prerequisites
for admission to this group, which determined the ecclesiastical life of the
region. Whether Aphrahat was also a cleric remains uncertain.

Literarily, what we know of Aphrahat primarily are his 23 expositions,
which according to his own dating were written between 337 and 345
(Peter Bruns 1991, 36). They are conceived as a unit since the initial letters
follow the Syriac alphabet and the 23rd exposition begins again with the
Aleph. Their topics are exclusively questions of lived Christian piety, while
dogmatic theological treatises, for example on Christology or the doctrine
of the Trinity, are lacking. Aphrahat was concerned with spiritual practice
and not with the dogmatic disputes of his time. Since he wrote in Syriac,
I can only quote and discuss his expositions (as well as those of Ephraim
below) from translations.

The expositions reveal “very clearly anti-Jewish polemics” (Peter Bruns
1991, 54), because in view of the threat of persecution under the Sassanid
ruler Shapur II (309-379 AD), many Christians apparently flirted with
conversion to officially tolerated Judaism. At the same time, however, the
accounts testify that Aphrahat had intensive contact with rabbis and con-
ducted lively discourses with them.

Animals come into play in the exposition 13 about the Sabbath—in the
prominent role of the chief witnesses. Aphrahat’s core thesis is directed
against the Jews around him: God did not give the Sabbath to reward those
who keep it and punish those who do not, but to relieve those who have
to work hard, and that includes non-believers and animals: “The Sabbath
is not set between death and life, nor between righteousness and sin, but
is given for rest [..] but not only for men to rest, but also for cattle”
(Aphrahat, Expositions 13, 2).

Aphrahat explains in detail that animals can neither sin nor earn salva-
tion on working days and the Sabbath, for, he refers to a belief shared be-
tween Jews and Christians that “The animal has no resurrection to receive
retribution for keeping the Sabbath. Nor does it go to judgement. Just as
no other commandment, no law, was given to the beast to keep, so it has
no profit from the Sabbath” (Aphrahat, Expositions 13, 2). And at the end
of this section he concludes affirmatively, “This is the proof which I have
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written down, that the Sabbath was given for rest to every creature that
toils” (Aphrahat, Expositions 13, 3).

From the meta perspective, one can easily recognise his strategy: by
means of the exclusion of a third party, namely animals, from redemp-
tion, the dispute between the first two parties, i.e. Jews and Christians,
is bridged. Here they can meet and agree. At the same time, however,
it becomes clear that Aphrahat and Syrian Christianity in his region are
obviously more Hellenised than one might assume at first glance, for the
clear emphasis on the conviction that only man can be judged and reach
resurrection is typically Hellenistic—as is the talk of “dumb cattle” in the
next section, which testifies to the adoption of aloga terminology into the
Syrian world of language and thought. So it is Hellenism, of all things,
that is supposed to unite Jewish and Christian convictions and unify their
interpretation of the Sabbath commandment.

At the same time, Aphrahat also preserves classical biblical thinking
when he speaks of a God who cares for animals as much as for all other
creatures. “Therefore, the Sabbath is given for keeping, that the servants
may rest, the maidservants, the hired servants, the strangers, and the dumb
cattle (Ex 23:12), that all who toil may rest. For God is concerned for all
his creation, even for beasts and cattle, even for the birds and the beasts
of the field” (Aphrahat, Expositions 13, 9). To underline God’s concern for
animals, Aphrahat cites a considerable list of biblical quotations, pointing
to two animal ethical commandments from the Torah, namely Ex 23:10-11
(in the Sabbatical year animals may eat what grows in the fields) and Dt
22:6-7 (one shall not take the incubating mother out of the nest together
with her eggs), as well as Ps 147:9 and 36:7, Job 39:5-6, 30 and 38:41, Ps
104:27-29 and Is 34:15-17—Dbiblical passages that speak in general terms of
God’s care for animals. And Aphrahat summarises: “From this it is evident
that God cares for all his creatures and that he forgets nothing” (Aphrahat,
Exposition 13, 9).

In this way, Aphrahat’s position is ambivalent: on the one hand, he
categorically excludes animals—in good Hellenistic tradition—from (heav-
enly) salvation; on the other hand, he includes them—in good biblical
tradition—in the faithful (earthly) care of the Creator. This is hardly a
position to be attributed originally to Aphrahat, but rather a reflection of
widespread convictions in Syrian Christianity at the time and its confronta-
tion with neighbouring Judaism. The doctrine of creation and the doctrine
of redemption enter into an insurmountable hiatus. As inconsistent, even
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schizophrenic as this position is, it can still be found today in many debates
on Christian animal ethics.

5.9 Ephraim the Syrian

The second author from the “Syrian Orient”, Ephraim the Syrian, was
born around 306 in Nisibis, today’s Nusaybin/Turkey directly on the bor-
der to Syria, into a Christian family and died in 373 in Edessa, today’s
Sanliurfa. Unlike Aphrahat, Ephraim lived in the Roman domain and not
in the Persian one. In this border region between the Greek, Syrian and
Persian cultural spheres, Christianity was theologically very diverse and
experienced strong conflicts (Sebastian Brock 1985, 3-5). Ephraim was
above all marked by controversies with the followers of Markion, Bardaisan
and Mani (Thomas Kremer 2012, 94). He taught as an ascetic and deacon
and was an advisor to numerous bishops. When Emperor Jovian (363-364)
had to surrender Nisibis to the Persian Sassanids, Ephraim moved to the
city of Edessa, a little further west. It was the Roman centre of the region
and at the same time the city with the largest Christian community.

Like Aphrahat, Ephraim wrote his works in Syriac. The basis of his
teaching is the Bible, which he mostly quotes by paraphrasing. While he
was largely unfamiliar with contemporary Greek theologians and their dog-
matic (Christological and Trinitarian) key concepts such as person, being
and nature, he thought in a very Greek way in terms of the perception of
man, animal and creation. He adopted anthropocentrism and its justifica-
tion quite naturally. However, Ephraim interpreted the scriptural texts in
the Antiochian tradition less allegorically than most of his contemporaries
and thus added some original arguments to the familiar figures of thought.

Before we deal with his commentary on Genesis, we will first discuss his
hymns. In them it becomes abundantly clear that for Ephraim man stands
far above animals according to divine order: “He has set you apart from
the animals” (Ephraim, Hymni de fide 36, 8). Entirely in accordance with
the Greek aloga thesis, for Ephraim the animals also have no language and
are mute. But this still makes them better than the demons, who constantly
speak evil (Ephraim, Hymni de fide 38, 2). Theologically, Ephraim justifies
the inability of animals to speak with a difference in their creation. While
God breathed a soul into humans and thus made them capable of speech,
he did not breathe a soul into animals themselves, which is why they are
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mute (Ephraim, Carmina nisibena 44, 1-13 based on Gen 2:7,19; cf. Thomas
Kremer 2012, 223-224).

Through the Fall, man became like animals. But in redemption, God
offers man the opportunity to return from the animal-like to the God-like
state: “As soon as we had become like the animals, God came down and
became like us, so that we could turn around and become like him. O
Blessed One, whose mercy has called us from here to there!” (Ephraim,
Hymni de fide 37, 2).

Before the Fall, there were no unclean animals: “Before Adam sinned,
all creatures were clean. And while they were pure, he adorned them with
their names. When that man sinned in his will, the Creator rejected [the
creatures] because of [Adam’s] sins. He declared some of them unclean so
that he might teach [Adam] through them and bring him to purity. As it
is written, he became both like wild and domesticated animals (Ps 48:13
LXX). Through them [God] presented [Adam’s] uncleanness, that he might
see how unclean he had become, that when he saw his slothfulness he
might despise it, that when he saw his great wound he might be ashamed,
and when he saw how he had become he might weep and seek the splen-
dour he had given away.” (Ephraim, Hymni de fide 34, 1-2). So some of the
animals are made unclean only for the sake of educational benefit to man.
God uses animals as a teaching tool—an extraordinarily anthropocentristic
and typically Stoic idea.

It should also be noted that Psalm 49:13 is rendered in the Septuagint
version (there under the numbering 48:13). It is completely irrelevant
whether Ephraim quotes directly from the Greek Bible or from a Syriac
translation with the same and thus also Hellenised wording. What is de-
cisive is the shift in meaning away from the dying human being, who
resembles the cattle that fall silent in death, to the unreasonable human
being, who becomes like the reasonless cattle when he deviates from the
path of reason. And as if to reinforce this, Ephraim emphasises that the
animals become a mirror for man because he has voluntarily given up his
reason and has become exclusively body like them (Ephraim, Hymni de
fide 34, 4). Only because man has turned from the spiritual to the physical
can the animals teach him something, for they are exclusively bodies.

While for some Church Fathers some animals stand for good qualities,
for Ephraim animals are exclusively images of bad qualities: “By means of
the animals man admonishes and reproves himself that he does not become
ravenous like a wolf nor kill like a wild animal. He will not adopt the
hissing of the serpent or the silence of the scorpion. Neither will he, like
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the latter, strike his friend in secret, nor will he, like the dog, rage against
his Maker, nor be ‘like a horse or a mule that is without understanding’ (Ps
32:9)” (Ephraim, Hymni de fide 34, 5). Only Origen has ever spoken so
negatively about animals.

In this ductus, it is relatively clear that, as already stated by Aphrahat, hu-
mans alone are destined for resurrection, whereas animals are entirely part
of everything that is perishable (Ephraim, Carmina nisibena 44, 14-24).
According to Ephraim, the work of animals already remains without reward
on earth, so that they are also without hope of a reward in eternity. Human
work, on the other hand, is already rewarded in this world, which is why
God rewards humans with resurrection after this life (Ephraim, Carmina
nisibena 44, 25-57). Moreover, animals do not practise asceticism, but
humans do. Their reward is resurrection (Ephraim, Carmina nisibena 44,
58-68). Finally, animals may be killed just like plants, whereas humans
must not be killed even in the case of serious illness or old age. This can
only mean that animals and plants are not resurrected, but humans are
(Ephraim, Carmina nisibena 44, 69-134). All three of Ephraim’s arguments
for the exclusion of animals from resurrection could be questioned. For us,
however, it is sufficient that they manifest (in agreement with Aphrahat, but
in far greater detail) the fundamental Greek dichotomy between humans
and other animals and underpin a classical Greek conviction.

Ephraim also interprets (like Origen, cf. chapter 5.6.2) the similarities
between humans and animals less than their differences from his Bible, as
we can see in his commentary on Genesis. To do this, we first have to look at
the Hebrew text of Gen 1:20-27. It reads as follows: “Then God said, ‘Let
the waters swarm (1§W*—vyisrosh) with swarms of living creatures, and let
birds fly above the earth in the firmament of the heavens. And God created
(X33n—wayyibrd’) the great aquatic animals and all living creatures that
move about after their kind, of which the waters swarm (1¥7¢—Sarast1), and
all feathered birds after their kind. [...] Then God said: Let the earth bring
forth (X}1n—tds€’) living creatures of every kind, of cattle, of creeping
things, and of wild animals of the earth after their kind. And so it came to
pass. God made (2yn—wayyaas) the wild animals of the earth after their
kind, cattle after their kind, and all the creeping things on the ground after
their kind. [...] Then God said: Let us make man (7%¥3—na‘d$é) in our im-
age, like us! They shall rule over the fish of the sea, over the birds of the air,
over the cattle, over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps
on the earth. God created (X31—wayyibra’) man in His image, in the im-
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age of God He created (X72—bara’) him. Male and female, he created (X72
—bara’) them”

So we are dealing with three verbs for God’s creating, two of which are
used to refer to both animals and humans:

- bara, “to create”, a term reserved exclusively for God’s creative work, first
appears in Gen 1:1 (God created the heavens and the earth), but then
again in Gen 1:21 for the water and air animals, and finally in Gen 1:27
three times for man.

- asa, “to make”, is used first in Gen 1:25 for land animals and then in Gen
1:26 for humans.

— Only the third term, bringing forth from the earth, refers to land animals
only.

In Ephraim’s Bible the weighting is significantly shifted (as in the Septu-
agint, cf. chapter 5.6.2), for he reads the same term “bring forth” in the
creation of the water and air animals as in the land animals: “Let the
waters bring forth all kinds of creeping things as living creatures, and let
birds fly above the earth. And God created the greater dragons, and every
living soul that the waters brought forth after their kind.” (Ephreem, Com-
mentarium in Genesim 1, 26). Thus, Ephraim’s Bible, like the Septuagint,
aligns the process of creation of water, air and land animals—in the sense
of a greater difference between them and humans. Man is now (if one
passes over Gen 1:21 and 25!) the only living being that is not indirectly
“brought forth” by water or earth, but directly created by God. Moreover,
according to Ephraim, man is “formed” by God and not simply “created”
(Ephraim, Commentarium in Genesim 2, 9; cf. Thomas Kremer 2012, 213)
—a difference that Ephraim probably interprets from Gen 2 and projects
into Gen 1. “For Ephraim, therefore, there is an essential difference between
the way God ‘formed’ man, i.e. shaped and created him, and the way the
animals were brought forth” (Thomas Kremer 2012, 213). Thus, it can
be summarised “that in Ephraim almost all the details are already to be
found that are of importance in Greco-Latin patristics in the question of
the imago character of man” (Thomas Kremer 2012, 215). Ephraim is very
Hellenistic in his approach to these questions.

Ephraim’s emphasis on the difference between humans and animals
is heightened by his statement that land animals were created outside
Paradise, but near it, “so that they might dwell near Adam” (Ephraim,
Commentarium in Genesim 1, 27). This opens up a deep chasm between
humans and animals, which the Bible does not know, and at the same
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time underpins maximum anthropocentrism: only so that they can serve
humans (after the Fall) are the animals placed near Paradise at all. As long
as man is in Paradise, he does not need them.

Ephraim’s interpretation of Gen 1:28 also corresponds to this. The fertili-
ty blessing for man is entirely in the service of the dominium terrae. It is
a blessing for dominion over animals, for God is already thinking of the
time after the Fall. In Paradise, according to Ephraim, man does not need
a blessing of his own, because Paradise is blessed per se. The blessing takes
place temporally before man is placed in Paradise, but spatially outside it
(Ephraim, Commentarium in Genesim 1, 31), for the animals are there, and
man only has contact with them after the Fall.

In his interpretation of the second Creation narrative, Ephraim also re-
veals relatively harsh anthropocentrism, which is only somewhat mitigated
by his sentences about the paradisiacal peace of creation. Thus, in interpret-
ing Gen 2:19, Ephraim writes: “He [God] brought them [the animals] to
Adam, that he might show his wisdom, and how the peace was between the
animals and Adam before the transgression of the commandment. For they
came to him as to a loving shepherd [...] and without fear of him, and they
feared neither him nor each other. In front went the band of wild beasts
of prey, and behind them went without fear the family of those whom they
harm” (Ephraim, Commentarium in Genesim 2, 9). For a moment, the
vision of peaceful coexistence between caring humans and fearless animals
flashes here.

But in the very next paragraph, Ephraim returns to the language of harsh
submission. He interprets the act of naming the animals as an exercise of
almost total dominion: “God made Adam a god of creation by making
him a ruler who would establish the names [of the animals] exactly as
He had established these beings. But whenever Adam desired to become a
god, he would be rebuked, reproved and shamed on account of his theft.
Since Adam had indeed become a partner [of God], God established the
names of all creatures, but reserved for Adam the names of all animals,
so that by means of His wise knowledge they would receive the naming
of their names as living beings. For without names, children and young
people are considered dead. On account of names, those who are called
are alive” (Ephraim, Commentarium in Genesim 2, 26, 1). Thomas Kremer
(2012, 220) emphasises that the idea of man as a second God was also
present in the early Jewish and Persian traditions at that time. And the
Greek positioning of man between gods and animals is not far from this
idea either. “According to Ephraim, the only thing that matters in Gen 2,19f
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is that Adam takes up his dominion over the earth and becomes lord over
everything. [...] Adam is granted universal dominion” (Thomas Kremer
2012, 267 in reference to Ephraim, Commentarium in Genesim 2, 9-10).
For Ephraim, this naming testifies to “a tremendous fullness of power:
[...] authority to dispose of the essence of the divine work of creation. [...]
And by giving the animals names, he really calls them into being, as it
were” (Thomas Kremer 2012, 267). Ephraim himself affirms this with the
following summary: “Wiser than all the animals was Adam, who was set
before the animals as lord and ruler, and wiser than all was he who gave
names to all” (Ephraim, Commentarium in Genesim 2, 15).

To substantiate the enormous special position of man in creation,
Ephraim uses a metaphor that we have not yet found anywhere: Man
is clothed with glory and splendour (cf. Thomas Kremer 2012, 223). We
had already seen that animals, according to Ephraim, are created outside
Paradise and only man inside in his commentary on the first Creation nar-
rative (Ephraim, Commentarium in Genesim 1, 27, 1 and 1, 31, 1). Ephraim
gives the reason for this in his interpretation of the second Creation narra-
tive: Man dwells in Paradise in a room full of glory that the animals cannot
look at and which they are consequently not allowed to enter (Ephraim,
Commentarium in Genesim 2, 15, 2). For Ephraim, the paradisiacal human
being is clothed with a glory that he loses with the Fall, so that he becomes
naked (Ephraim, Commentarium in Genesim 2, 13, 2). This is an emphasis
that is rarely encountered elsewhere and may have Persian as well as early
Jewish roots (Thomas Kremer 2012, 226-232; also Sebastian Brock 1985,
66-69). The metaphor of a garment of glory is there a metaphor for kings
and rulers. For Ephraim, man is thus a king and ruler over creation.

Moreover, in the interpretation of the Flood narrative (Ephraim, Com-
mentarium in Genesim 6, 9, 1 and 6, 10, 2), old familiar and new thoughts
emerge in equal measure in comparison with the Greek and Latin authors.
Ephraim interprets the narrative explicitly literally and not allegorically, as
in Carmina nisibena 1, where he compares Noah’s situation with his own
persecution and expulsion. The ark is a “place of refuge for man and beast”
(Thomas Kremer 2012, 390 in reference to Ephraim, Commentarium in
Genesim 6, 9, 3), while an allegorical ecclesiological interpretation of the
ark, as it dominates in the vast majority of the Church Fathers, is found in
Ephraim only in some hymns (Thomas Kremer 2012, 399).

The dominant motif for the interpretation of the Flood narrative is com-
prehensive animal peace, for the Creator had instilled passivity into preda-
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tors for the time of the Flood and placed a limit on their predatory nature:
“Lions go into the ark and cattle without fearful rushing and seeking shelter
with the lions. At the same time with them wolves and lambs go in, hawks
and sparrows, doves and eagles” (Ephraim, Commentarium in Genesim
6, 9, 3). “And this is marvellous; neither did the lions remember their
ferocity, nor did any other kind of land animal or bird desire their habits”
(Ephraim, Commentarium in Genesim 6, 10, 2). All living creatures on
the ark live in “holiness” (Ephraim, Commentarium in Genesim 6, 12, 4).
This interspecies peace on the ark is thus an archetype of the eschatological
peace of creation (Ephraim, Hymni de Ecclesia 51, 2)—both an image of the
archetype in Paradise and “a prefiguration of the redemption to be expected
for humans and animals” (Thomas Kremer 2012, 209 and 390)24,

A specific feature of the two Syriac Church Fathers Aphrahat and
Ephraim is their strong emphasis on sexual abstinence, corresponding to
the view of the “sons of the covenant” to which they belong. In Ephraim,
this resonates with the Flood narrative. He interprets the sin and violence
of the people who cause the Flood primarily in sexual terms—and in turn
interprets the asceticism of Noah and all the human and animal inhabitants
of the ark primarily as sexual abstinence. He portrays Noah as a priest
who must live abstinently during his priestly consummation (cf. Ephraim,
Carmina nisibena 1, 45-50). For him, this is an even greater miracle than
the paradisiacal peace that reigns between animals and humans on the ark.

The narrative of the Noahide covenant is also highly abbreviated in
Ephraim (Ephraim, Commentarium in Genesim 6, 14-15; cf. Thomas Kre-
mer 2012, 405). He comments only on the three Noahide commandments:
the prohibition of eating blood, the prohibition of killing people and the
commandment of killing those people who have killed themselves. It is
important for Ephraim to emphasise that animals that have eaten people
or parts of them on earth must give them back when they rise from the
dead. What happens in the reverse case to animals that have been eaten by
humans is not an issue he addresses. Again, the conviction that resurrection
is reserved for humans is evident. Finally, not a word is said about the
fact that Gen 9 explicitly states four times that God’s covenant applies to

24 Note that according to Kremer, the image of the ark does have soteriological conse-
quences. In the logic of this image, animals will also experience redemption. In this
respect, this biblical strand clearly rubs shoulders with the Greek conviction, also
received by Ephraim, that there is no resurrection of animals.
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all human and animal creatures. Ephraim ignores this, as do all the other
Church Fathers examined here, except Irenaeus of Lyons (cf. chapter 5.3).

In summary, it can be said that the hope that the two Syriac Church
Fathers would have a different, less Greek-influenced view of animals has
not been fulfilled?>. Even though they may selectively emphasise animal-
friendly ideas, they are firmly anchored in Greek anthropocentrism, which
Ephraim even increases with his metaphors and topologies in his commen-
tary on Genesis. The difference between humans and animals achieves an
emphasis that is otherwise rare among the Church Fathers?.

510 Cyril of Jerusalem

With Emperor Constantine, we enter a new era in which Christian the-
ologians are increasingly brought up as Christians as children. Cyril of
Jerusalem, for example, was born in 313 in the environs of Jerusalem to
Christian parents. He later became a priest and, because he was known as
an excellent preacher, Patriarch of Jerusalem in 350. He died in Jerusalem in
386.

Cyril was not a scientist, but a pastor and preacher. His 24 catecheses on
the individual articles of the Nicean Creed of 325 have come down to us
in writing. Catecheses are sermons or lectures for a mixed, not necessarily
educated audience who wish to receive baptism. We are therefore dealing
with a different literary genre, which is, however, possibly more meaningful
than many scientific treatises. Because they were written down, Cyril’s
catecheses were probably used in many places in the Near East to prepare
for baptism.

In the ninth catechesis, Cyril speaks about the article of faith “Creator
of heaven and earth, of all that is visible and invisible”. He goes through

25 Therefore, the thesis of Sebastian Brock 1985, 2-3 must be relativised, at least for the
area of creation and animal ethics, which says: “here is a form of genuinely Asian
Christianity which is free from the specifically European cultural, historical and
intellectual trappings that have become attached to the main streams of Christianity
[..] he is the one major representative of Semitic—Asian Christianity in its as yet
un-Hellenised—un-Europeanised—form”.

26 Sebastian Brock completely ignores this aspect and sees in Ephraim “an appropriate
patron saint for ecologically minded people” (1985, 136). That he then tries to support
this thesis by comparing Ephraim with the New Age theorist Fritjof Capra (Sebastian
Brock 1985, 139-140) is a hardly forgivable faux pas. Even in 1985, Lynn White’s thesis
should have been known and taken seriously!
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God’s six-day work from Gen 1 day by day, so he finally comes to aquatic
animals and asks by way of introduction: “Who can describe the beauty of
the fish of the sea? Who can describe the size of the sea monsters and the
nature of the amphibians, which soon live on dry land, soon in the water?”
(Cyril of Jerusalem, Procatechesis et Catecheses ad illuminandos 9, 11).
Similarly, he introduces reflection on birds and finally asks, “If you cannot
discern the dumbest bird that soars on high, how will you understand the
Creator of the universe?” (Cyril of Jerusalem, Procatechesis et Catecheses
ad illuminandos 9, 12). In a third step, he comes to land animals and
asks, “What man knows even the names of all the animals? Or who can
write a special natural history? But if we do not even know the names of
the animals, how will we understand their Creator?” (Cyril of Jerusalem,
Procatechesis et Catecheses ad illuminandos 9, 13). The diversity, beauty
and adaptability of animals is a good reason for Cyril to admire the Creator
and his wisdom.

Cyril marvels at the tremendous abilities of animals, but even more at
the creativity of God who created them: “God spoke the one word: ‘Let the
earth bring forth wild, tame and creeping animals (Onpia) after their kind’
(Gen 1:24). And at the one word, out of the one earth have become different
kinds of beasts: the so pious lamb and the carnivorous lion. There have
become the various movements of the reasonless living creatures ({wv
aréywv xwnoels), to imitate the expressions of human wills (pproets
gxovoou dlopdpwy Tpoatpéoewv avBpwivwy): the fox expresses human
cunning, the snake shows the poison of human friendships, the neighing
horse the exuberance of youth. The busy ant has become to awaken the
sluggish and lazy man. If a man spends his youth in laziness, then he will
be taught by the reasonless creatures; for the divine Scripture rebukes him
with the words: ‘Go to the ant, you lazy one, see its ways and imitate it, and
be wiser than it!" (Prov 6:6) For take heed how it gathers its sustenance in
due season, and do likewise: gather for yourself as treasures for the future
the fruits of good works! And again, it is said: ‘Go to the bee and learn how
diligent she is!” (Prov 6:8) On various flowers they fly about to gather hon-
ey for your benefit. Thus, you shall wander through the divine scriptures to
work your salvation, and, being satiated by them, say: ‘How sweet are your
words to my palate; more than honey are they to my mouth. (Ps 118:103
LXX)” (Cyril of Jerusalem, Procatechesis et Catecheses ad illuminandos 9,
13).

Of course, Cyril understands animals here anthropocentristically as
God’s teaching tools for humans. But on the one hand, most animals come
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off excellently, both cognitively and morally, and on the other hand, Cyril
even emphasises that they “imitate” human decisions, that their behaviour
thus shows a certain analogy to human behaviour. And this must be the
case if one wants to postulate that humans learn from animals. Finally,
with four biblical quotations in a single paragraph, Cyril is much closer to
biblical texts than any author we have examined so far. This may be partly
due to the genre of the sermon. And yet the biblical references reinforce
Cyril’s extremely positive view of animals.

Thus, he concludes the treatise on animals with some questions: “Is the
artist, then, not worthy of praise? Is creation already evil because you do
not penetrate the essence of all that is created? Can you know the powers
of all plants? Can you know what benefit each animal brings you? [...]
From the various arrangement in creation you shall infer the power of the
Creator.” (Cyril of Jerusalem, Procatechesis et Catecheses ad illuminandos
9,14).

After praising the human body in relation to the sixth day of Creation,
Cyril concludes his catechesis as follows: “I have now taught you at length
about creation. But I have still left out a thousand things, especially from
the incorporeal, invisible creation. Now you shall hate those who blas-
pheme against the wise, good artist. From what has been said and read,
from what you can find and know through self-observation, from the great-
ness and beauty of creation, you shall recognise the Creator accordingly.
Reverently you shall bow the knee before the Creator of the world, who
made the sensuous and the spiritual, all things visible and invisible, and
in grateful, praising words, with unwearied lips glorify God, saying: ‘How
admirable are your works, O Lord, all things have you made with wisdom’
(Ps 104:24), to you be due honour, glory, greatness now and forever. Amen.”
(Cyril of Jerusalem, Procatechesis et Catecheses ad illuminandos 9, 16).

Cyril quotes the same Psalm 104 here as Origen does in Contra Celsum
4, 75 (cf. chapter 5.6). But while Origen uses the Psalm as (supposed)
proof of anthropocentrism and explains that animals were only created for
human exercise, Cyril simply leaves the Psalm as praise to God. He invites
us to wonder, to joy and to praise, for every creature is for him a single
miracle.

Nonetheless, Cyril does not avoid an explicit confession of anthropocen-
trism in another passage, and does so in the context of a theme that, at first
glance, seems to have no relation to non-human creatures. It is his twelfth
catechesis on the article of faith “who took on flesh and became man”. Here,
Cyril first of all inevitably poses the classic dogmatic question “cur Deus
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homo?” and elaborates: “First let us examine the question: Why did Jesus
descend to earth? Pay no attention to reasons that my own mind comes
up with! [...] If you want to investigate the reason for Christ’s incarnation,
go back to the first book of Scripture! In six days, God created the world,
but the world because of man (6 xéopog i Tov GvBpwmov). The sun,
shining in most brilliant rays, was created to shine upon us. All animals
were brought into being to serve us. Plants and trees were created for our
benefit. Glorious are all creatures, but none of them is an image of God,
man alone excepted (008&v eixwv oD, pévog 8¢ avBpwmog). The sun was
formed by the mere word, but man was formed by the hands of God: ‘Let
us make man in our image and likeness! (Gen 1:26). One honours the
wooden image of an earthly king; how much more does the spiritual image
of God deserve honour?” (Cyril of Jerusalem, Procatechesis et Catecheses
ad illuminandos 12, 5).

According to Cyril, the doctrine of creation could do without the com-
mitment to anthropocentrism. Christology and soteriology, on the other
hand, which lie behind the question “cur Deus homo?”, would not. Every-
thing in God’s creation must come down to man, so that everything in
God’s creation can come down to Christ, the Logos of God—even before
the Fall. For Cyril, like many other Church Fathers after him, interprets
Gen 1:26 in such a way that the plural of God “let us make man” refers
to God the Father and God the Son together (Cyril of Jerusalem, Procate-
chesis et Catecheses ad illuminandos 10, 6; 11, 23). Man as a logos-gifted
being is thus also an image of Christ, and Christ is not only a special divine
man, as the Arians claim, but God from eternity. One senses how much the
Christological and Trinitarian questions push to the fore in the 4th century
and cover everything else, especially the doctrine of creation.

In order to be able to single out Christ, Cyril, like Origen, must single
out the human being. Unlike Origen, however, Freud’s second, biological
mortification does not play a role for him. Cyril does not see man’s self-es-
teem in danger. Therefore, he can speak very impartially of the beauty
and usefulness of animals, marvel at their wonder and ascribe to them out-
standing qualities. Like Lactance, he represents sympathetic, animal-friend-
ly anthropocentrism.
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5.11 Basil of Caesarea

Basil, born in 330 in the Cappadocian metropolis of Caesarea (today’s
Kayseri) and who died there in 379, was at least the third generation of
his family to be Christian. His grandfather died as a martyr in the Diocle-
tianic persecution of Christians, which strengthened the family’s religious
self-confidence. Basil, whose younger brother Gregory of Nyssa we will get
to know in the following sub-chapter, studied in Caesarea, Constantinople
and Athens and acquired broad scientific knowledge. Influenced by his old-
er sister Makrina, who was already a nun, he decided to become a monk,
founded a monastery in Cappadocia in 355 and lived there for five years,
during which time he wrote the monastic rule that is still authoritative in
Orthodoxy today. His baptism, which was still an adult baptism, took place
during this time, in 356. As a monk, Basil lived a strictly vegetarian life
and maintained this lifestyle even when he left the monastery to support
Archbishop Eusebius of Caesarea. In 364 he was ordained a priest, and in
370 he was elected successor to Eusebius as Archbishop of Caesarea. He
held this office until his death.

Basil was in the middle of the dispute between Arians and Nicenes
about the appropriate Christology and doctrine of the Trinity, in which the
Roman emperors interfered considerably for political reasons. In numerous
sermons, however, he also dealt with creation and animals. A new genre
of literature goes back to him: the Hexaemeron, literally translated “the
six-day”, i.e. a series of sermons on the six days of creation in Gen 1. Philon
of Alexandria and Theophilos of Antioch had already written extensively
on this. Now, however, the interpretation of Gen 1 took on a far greater
significance, not only for Basil, but also for several of the early Christian
authors who followed. Basil preached the series of sermons during Lent
378, the last year of his life.

His intensive use of pagan scientific literature was a complete novelty.
“This approach is anything but self-evident. His predecessors apparently
still shied away from treading this path. The Cappadocian’s procedure can
only be explained against the background of Christian Chrésis, i.e. the use
of non-Christian spiritual and cultural goods.” (Rainer Henke 2000, 39).
This is justified with two arguments: Systematically, Christian theology
assumes that pagan authors also recognised some true things, since they
were created by the one God and endowed with reason. And biblically,
the three verses Ex 3:22; 11:2; 12:36 are interpreted allegorically, in which
the Israelites fleeing Egypt are asked to take with them golden and silver

202



https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748940289-137
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

5.11 Basil of Caesarea

artefacts of the Egyptians. In this interpretation, the Egyptians are the
pagan philosophers and gold and silver their accumulated knowledge. This
also indicates the necessity of selection: not everything that shines in Greek
philosophy is gold and thus worthy of being adopted into Christian tradi-
tion.

If we think back to the diagram that summarised Stoic anthropocentrism
and its core ideas (Chapter 3.5.6), we can easily understand from this
example what the method of Chrésis means for Basil. He adopts statements
about animals and the relationship between humans and animals (lower
right quadrant) if and only if it

- serves to prove cosmic teleology and the benevolent providence of the
Creator (mpévota) (upper left quadrant): Natural scientific “information
is not an end in itself but serves the preacher as eye-opening evidence
that all natural processes are subject to the Creator’s providence, that
there is ‘neither anything superfluous... nor anything deficient’ (Hex 9,5:
154,20).” (Rainer Henke 2000, 59)

- is conducive to the clarification of the relationship between God and
humans, i.e. portrays man as endowed with the divine Adyog in the
image of God and Christ as the Adyog of God in person and thus as the
mediator between God and man (upper right quadrant). The attribution
of reason to humans alone aims at “the theocentristic orientation of
zoology” (Rainer Henke 2000, 46) or

- serves the ethical-spiritual maturation of man (lower left quadrant):
“The Christian homilet... takes up... the characteristics of animals cited
by the pagan zoologists only where he wants to demonstrate the wisdom
of the Creator God on the basis of the purposeful arrangement of fauna
or to encourage man to make moral progress or deter him from bad
behaviour” (Rainer Henke 2000, 47)

Behind all this lies the conviction that animal behaviour is designed by the
Creator in such a way that it can serve man in making ethical and spiritual
progress in these three respects. At the same time, its presenta