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Neoplatonism as a Framework for Christian
Theology: Reconsidering the Trinitarian

Ontology of Marius Victorinus

Albert Haig

Abstract:This essayexaminesthe Trinitarianismof MariusVictorinus in
relation to the Neoplatonismof Plotinusand Porphyry,and to orthodox
understandingsof the doctrine.Victorinus always remaineda consistent
and thorough-goingexponentof Neoplatonism.Victorinus' theory is not
as far from Plotinusas it might seem;he hasessentiallythe sameontology,
but has characteriseddifferent componentswithin that ontology as the
secondand third elementsof his triad. Victorinus' doctrineof the Trinity
differs from later orthodox formulations of the doctrine such as those
found in Augustine and Boethius. He understoodconsubstantialityin
quite different terms to later orthodoxy. His theology, nonetheless,is
genuinely Trinitarian; it represents a form of "non-standard
Trinitarianism". Victorinus' theory pavesthe way for the articulationof
Christiantheologywithin a Neoplatonistframework,thusopeningit to the
possibilitiesinherentin this rich andmysticalphilosophicalsystem.

1. INTRODUCTION

THE NAME OF MARIUS VICTORINUS (the"AugustinebeforeAugus-
tine") is not well-known in the contemporaryChristianworld. He was
nonethelessan outstandingfigure of his age. Born in Africa sometime
between281 and 291, hehad becomeone of the leadingNeoplatonist
thinkers in Rome by around350, and his statuewas erectedin the
Forum of Trajan, a rare honour for a philosopher.!His conversionto
Christianity, which is describedin Augustine'sConfessions,is datedto
around 356. In 362 hewas forced to stop teachingwhen Julian the
Apostate outlawed the practice by Christians. He made Latin
-_...ＭＭＭｾＭＭＭＭＭＭＭＭ

1. M. T. Clark, "Introduction", in Marius Victorinus: Theological Treatises on theTrinity, in
"The Fathersof the Church: A New Translation", vol. 69 (WashingtonDC: Catholic
University of AmericaPress,1981) 3-44, 4.
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translationsof key Neoplatonisttexts, someof which were usedby
Augustine and Boethius.sHe also wrote various theological and
exegeticalworks. The most significant of these,written in defenceof
orthodoxyduringtheArian controversy,washis AdversusArium.

AdversusArium hasbeencalled"the first systematicexpositionof the
Trinity") Nonethelessin developingthis expositionVictorinus relied
heavily upon contemporaneousNeoplatonistthought. In this essayI
arguethat Victorinus' Trinitarianism representsa uniqueand under-
utilised contribution to Christian philosophicaltheology. Victorinus'
formulation adheresmuchmorerigorously to "orthodox" Neoplatonist
ontologythando later Trinitarian theoriesinfluencedby Neoplatonism,
such as those of Augustineand Boethius. I proposethat Victorinus'
theory representsan interestingand viable alternativeexpressionof
Trinitarianism,which may ultimately prove to be philosophicallyand
theologicallydefensible.

Although his deep commitmentto Neoplatonistmetaphysicshas
neverbeenin dispute,sin the pastsomecommentatorshave claimed
that Victorinus abandonedNeoplatonistprinciples when thesecon-
flicted with Trinitarianorthodoxy.sI argueherethata careful readingof
Victorinus demonstratesthat this is not true.Victorinus remainedtotally
committedto a thorough-goingNeoplatonism.Victorinus did not see
Neoplatonismas merelyproviding someuseful conceptswhich maybe
employed in the service of Trinitarian theology, once the light of
revelation had provided some additional information. Rather, he
believedthatNeoplatonismwasitself intrinsically truly Trinitarian, and
thata carefulphilosophicalanalysismustdemonstratethat the orthodox
Christianview merelyarticulatedwhatwasalreadyimplicit in Plotinus
and Porphyry. There is no division of labour betweennatural and
revealedtheology.Theyoccupythe samespace,andindependentlyeach
shouldarrive at the sameconclusion.Indeed,for Victorinus, it is this
harmonybetweenphilosophyandorthodoxythat servesto validatethe
latteragainstArianism.

Plotinus famously argued for the existence of three divine
"hypostases".However, as is also well known, in his ontology these
hypostasesexhibiteda hierarchicalsubordinationto eachother that is

2. Clark, "Introduction",5.
3. P.Henry, "The Adversus Ariumof Marius Victorinus, the FirstSystematicExposition

of the Trinity", JournalofTheologicalStudiesI (1950) 42-55.
4. Porphyry, "Porphyry", in J.Dillon and1. P. Gerson(trans.),NeoplatonicPhilosophy:

Introductory Readings(Indianapolis: Hackett PublishingCompany,2004) 178-220, 209,
translators'note11.

5. M. T. Clark, "A NeoplatonicCommentaryon the Christian Trinity: Marius Vic-
torinus", in D. J. O'Meara (ed.), Neoplatonism and Christian Thought(Albany: State
Universityof New York Press,1982) 24-33, 30.
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incompatible with Trinitarianism, and, indeed, proved useful for
advancingthe causeof Arianism. Somepastinterpretersof Victorinus
may havebeenled astrayby the assumptionthat the elementsof the
Plotinian(andI or Porphyrian)triad arethe sameas thosein Victorinus'
Trinity. VictorinusexaminedNeoplatonistontologyandfound within it
a different triad, one of more fundamental importance than that
elaboratedby Plotinus, and one which involves the kind of con-
substantialityandequalityof naturethatTrinitarianismdemands.

However, it is also essentialto recognisethat Victorinus' under-
standing of consubstantiality differs from standard orthodox
formulationsof the doctrine.Victorinus' perspectivethereforecreates
difficulties with respectto theboundariesof orthodoxy.It is thoroughly
Trinitarian but doesnot coherecompletelywith subsequentorthodox
developments;it representsa form of "non-standardTrinitarianism". It
is neithersubordinationist,nor Arian, nor modalist,nor tritheistic; it is
genuinelyTrinitarian, but it is not absolutelyorthodoxin the full sense
(which largely evolved, and certainly was dogmaticallydefined, sub-
sequentto his writings in any case). Victorinus' theory suggeststhe
possibility of a thorough-goingNeoplatonistexpressionof Trinitarian
theology,thusopeningup a paradigmfor a mysticalChristiantheology
with a rich philosophicalbackground,and presentingmany potential
avenuesfor the establishmentof commonground with a numberof
significant non-Christian religious traditions, including [udaism,s
Islam.?andHinduism,8 aswell ascontemporaryWesternspiritualities''.

2. THEOVERALL STRUCTURE OF VICTORINUS' ADAPTATION OF
NEOPLATONISM

2.1 Plotinus and Victorinus

In Victorinusi'' the threehypostasesof the Trinityit arecharacterised
as "To Be" (the Father),the Myoe; (the Son), andvoOe; (the Holy Spirit).

6. T. Rudavsky,"MedievalJewishNeoplatonism",in D. H. FrankandO. Leaman(eds.),
History of Jewish Philosophy,in "RoutledgeHistory of World Philosophies",vol. 2 (London:
Routledge,1997) 149-87.

7. J. Owens, "The Relevanceof Avicennian Neoplatonism",in P. Morewedge(ed.),
Neoplatonismand Islamic Thought, in R. B. Harris (ed.), Studiesin Neoplatonism:Ancientand
Modern, vol. 5 (Albany: StateUniversityof New York Press,1992) 41-50.

8. A. M. Wolters, "A Survey of Modern Scholarly Opinion on Plotinus and Indian
Thought", in R. B. Harris (ed.), Neoplatonismand Indian Thought (Norfolk: International
Society forNeoplatonicStudies,1982) 293-308.

9. See W. J.Hanegraaff,NewAge Religion andWesternCulture: Esotericismin theMirror of
SecularThought(Albany: StateUniversityof New York Press,1998) 388-91.

10. M. Victorinus,Marius Victorinus: Theological Treatises on theTrinity, trans.M. T. Clark,
in "The Fathersof the Church: A New Translation",vol. 69 (WashingtonDC: Catholic
University of AmericaPress,1981) 179-87.
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Thesedo not correspondvery preciselyto the threehypostasesas found
in Plotinus,of the One (TO EV), Intellect (vouc), andSoul (ljIuXJi).12 In
Plotinus, from the One comesforth Intellect, and from Intellect, Soul.
This is a strictly "vertical" relationship,in which eachhypostasisis less
thanthe oneprior to it (xed naTTov &€ EauTou ｙｅｖｖｾＩＮＱＳ Intellect is less
than the One, and Soul is less than Intellect. In short, the Plotinian
hypostasesexhibit a subordinationto eachother that is unacceptable
from a Trinitarian point of view. In Plotinus,the AciyoC; is the "forming
principle" of reality, which hasa complexrelationshipto thehypostases
of voul; and ljIuXtl, but is expressed"in" bothby meansof descentfrom
the highestform down to the plurality of AciYOl manifestedin physical
reality.» Each hypostasisis the AOY0C; andEvtpyEla of the preceding
one,15

2.2 The Influence of Porphyry

One influential explanation for these differences, proposedby
Hadot.ieis that theprimary NeoplatonistinfluenceuponVictorinus was
Porphyry and not Plotinus. Porphyry's characterisationof the Neo-
platonic triad doesresembleVictorinus' Trinity to a somewhatgreater
extentthandoesthePlotinianversion,17althoughthe extantwritings of
Porphyryleavemuchto be desiredin termsof makinghis positionclear.
Furthermore,Hadot'scasedependsrathercrucially on his attributionof
Porphyrianauthorshipto the anonymousCommentaryon Parmenides.v
sincethis is wherethemoststriking parallelsto Victorinus arefound.

Victorinus' preferredmannerof distinguishingthe Fatherand the
Sonis to refer to themas the Pre-existentand the Existentrespectively:
"It follows that God [i.e. the Father] is the total Proon (preexistent)and
Jesusis the total On (existent)...."19

11. Although he prefersthe Latin termsexistentiaandsubsisientia,ratherthanthe Greek
ｵ ｔ ｔ Ｖ ｡ ｔ ｡ ｡ ｬ ｾ ［ seeClark, "Introduction",41-42.

12. Plotinus,Plotini ｏｐ･ｲｴｾ vol. 2, ed. P.Henry andH. R. Schwyzer(Oxford: Clarendon
Press,1977),EnneadsV.1.10 (200).

13. Plotinus,Opera(vol, 2), EnneadsV.1.6 (194).
14. K. Corrigan, "Essenceand Existencein the Enneads",in L. P. Gerson(ed.), The

Cambridge Companion to Plotinus(Cambridge:CambridgeUniversity Press,1996) 105-129,
110-111.

15. Plotinus,Opera(vol. 2), EnneadsV.1.6 (194).
16. SeeClark, "Introduction", 7-8, andalsoJ. Rist, "PlotinusandChristianPhilosophy",

in Gerson,The Cambridge Companion toPlotinus, 386-413, 412.Unfortunately,Hadot's
influential two-volumemagnum opuson the subject(Porphyreet Vietorinus,1968)hasnever
beentranslatedinto English.

17. Rist, "PlotinusandChristianPhilosophy",402.
18. See Rist,"Plotinusand ChristianPhilosophy",412, and Porphyry, "Porphyry", 205

(translators'introductionto theCommentary on Parmenidesi.
19. Victorinus, TheologicalTreatises,62.
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The Commentaryon Parmenidesalso commonlycharacterisesthe first
hypostasisas "beyondBeing" (brEKEtva ouo(ae; KatOVTOe;),20 and the
secondas "Being", in which the first hypostasisparticipates.21 This
similarity extendsto verbal parallels,so that, for example,Dillon and
Gerson22 note that the conjunction of the adjectivesavouolOv and
EvOUOIOV (usedin relation to the first two hypostases)is found only in
the Commentary on Parmenides and in Victorinus. Furthermore,
Porphyry'spositionin the Commentaryon Parmenides(assumingthathe
wrote it), while closeto Victorinus, differs from Plotinus,who sawthe
secondhypostasisprimarily in termsof Intellect.PHowever, insofaras
there is a differencehere, it is one only of emphasis,not of substance.
The characterisationof the secondhypostasisas Being is not alien to
Plotinus.xon the contrary,it is quite explicit in his writings (the second
hypostasisis both TO QV Kat voDe;).25 However, Plotinus prefers to
emphasiseits natureasvoDe;. Porphyry(or the authorof the Commentary
on Parmenides,at any rate) emphasises,instead,its characteras TO Qv.
Victorinus, following him, goesevenfurther andno longerrefersto the
secondhypostasisasvoDe; at all, applyingthis term insteadto the third
hypostasis.

The influence of Porphyryon Victorinus can perhapsalso be seen
with regardto the third hypostasis,the Holy Spirit. Unfortunatelythe
extantwritings of Porphyrydo not addressthis subjectvery directly.
However,Augustinerefersto a lost work of Porphyrynow known only
by its Latin title De RegressuAnimae.s:He writes:

For if, like Plotinusin his discussionregardingthe threeprincipal
substances,he [Porphyry] wishedus to understandby this third the
soulof nature,he would certainlynothavegivenit themiddle place
betweenthesetwo, that is, betweenthe Fatherand the Son. For
Plotinus placesthe soul of natureafter the intellect of the Father,
while Porphyry, making it the mean,doesnot place it after, but
betweentheothersP

20. Porphyry,"Porphyry",209(translators'note15).
21. Porphyry,"Porphyry",209-210.
22. Porphyry,"Porphyry",209 (translators'note11).
23. Porphyry,"Porphyry",208(translators'note8).
24. Indeed, the idea that the first principle must transcendBeing originatesin Plato

himself. SeeJ. Whittaker, Studies in Platonism and Patristic Thought(London: Variorum
Reprints,1984) 91.

25. Plotinus,Opera(vol. 2), EnneadsV.UO (200).
26. Porphyry,"Porphyry",199(translators'introduction).
27. Augustine,The City of God,trans.M. Dods, in P. Schaff(ed.), "The NiceneandPost-

Nicene Fathers",series1, vol. 2, in "The SAGE Digital Library Collections", version1.0
(Albany: SAGESoftware,1996) 8-1086,bookX chapter23, 430.
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If Augustine'srepresentationof Porphyry'swork is accurate,then the
resemblanceto Victorinus is clear. In Victorinus, as will be seen,the
Holy Spirit is a "bridge" or mediatinghypostasisbetweentheothertwo.
Apart from the commentsof Augustine, there are also explicit
suggestionsin Porphyry that the participationof "the One" (the first
hypostasis)in "Being" (the secondhypostasis)inducesa transformation
in both with the synthesisof the two forming a new entity (a kind of
tertium quid).2B

2.3 The Relocation of NoDe; from Second to Third Hypostasis

The ideafound in Victorinus of characterisingthe third hypostasisas
voDe; (ratherthanthe secondhypostasisas in Plotinus)mayormay not
be found in Porphyry;therehasbeencontinuingdebateon the subject.29

Victorinus often characteriseshis triad in terms of esse, vivere,and
intelligere, a triadic formula which is found in Plato'sSophist.»but is not
unambiguouslypresentin any Neoplatonistwriter beforeProclUS.31 In
any case,whetheror not this versionof the triad hasits explicit origin in
Porphyry,he arguablypavedtheway for this moveby shifting the focus
in terms of characterisingthe secondhypostasisto Being rather than
Intellect. This openedthe way for the aspectof Intellect to be located
somewhereelse, in the third hypostasis;and in moving the third
hypostasisto play a mediatingrole betweenthe first two, Porphyry
similarly enhancedthe plausibility of characterisingit in terms of
Intellect. In addition,by moving the third hypostasisto this mediating
role, and characterisingthe first two in terms of pre-existenceand
existence,Porphyryproduceda somewhatmoreegalitariantheorythan
Plotinus,without the sameextentof vertical subordinationismfound in
the Plotinianhierarchy,andthis madehis theorythe ideal candidatefor
developmentin anorthodoxTrinitariandirection.This is not to saythat
Porphyryaffirmed the kind of egalitarianconsubstantialityof the three
hypostasesfound in ChristianTrinitarianism,but only that his theory
wasmoreamenableto suchanappropriationthanwasthatof Plotinus.

More importantly,however,Victorinus andPlotinushimself are not
so far apartwith respectto voOe; as it might superficiallyappearbased

28. Dillon and Gersoncommenton the Commentaryon Parmenides:"This conceptof a
mutual "contamination"of the One and Being, which resultsin their combiningto form
somethingthat is distinct from either of them, is a subtle and distinctive notion."
(Porphyry,"Porphyry",210,translators'note18).

29. M. J. Edwards,"Porphyryand the Intelligible Triad", The [ournal of HellenicStudies
110 (1990) 14-25, 14;A. Smith, Porphyry'sPlace in theNeoplatonicTradition: A Studyin Post-
Plotinian Neoplatonism(The Hague:Martinus Nijhoff, 1974) 49.

30. Edwards,"Porphyryandthe Intelligible Triad", 14.
31. Edwards,"Porphyryandthe Intelligible Triad", 14.
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on this shift in applicationof the term from the secondto the third
hypostases.Both Plotinusand Victorinus agreethatYOUe; representsthe
divine mind, that it representsthe "knowing" aspectof deity. That this
divine Intellectmustbe distinct from theOneitself is entailedby the fact
that eternal truths, being groundedin the Platonic Forms and their
necessaryrelations, are complex, whereasthe first principle or ＼ｩｰｸｾ

mustbe perfectlysimple.32 Both PlotinusandVictorinus agreethat this
divine "knowing aspect"or YOUe; may be distinguishedfrom the object
of that knowledge(i.e. the totality of that which canbe known), which
theybothagreeconstitutesthe completemanifestationof theMyoe; in all
its fullness (in all the AOyOl). However, in Victorinus the Myoe; has
becomeidentified with the secondhypostasisof the Trinity, whereasin
Plotinusit is not a hypostasisat all. Since"knowing" (vouc) has to be
distinguishedfrom "what is known" (the Aoyoe;), and since what is
known (the Myoe;) is now the secondhypostasis,thenit follows that if
YOUe; is to remain a hypostasis,and only three hypostasesare to be
preserved,thenit mustbe identifiedwith the third of the triad, theHoly
Spirit. This necessitatesthat it have an "ascending"or mediating
positionbetweenthe first two, sincethe knowing (the Holy Spirit) must
connecttheknower(theFather)with whatis known (theSon).

All this might seemto entail that there should be a sharperdis-
tinction in Victorinus betweenYOUe; and the Aoyoe; than there is in
Plotinus,since they havenow becomedistinct hypostases.In Plotinus
YOUe; is itself the first Aoyoe; of the One. However, Victorinus brings
himself backtowardsconventionalNeoplatonismby emphasisingthat
the third hypostasisis "in" the second.The third hypostasisrepresents
the Aoyoe; engagedin passiveascentback to the Father,ratherthan in
active descentfrom the Father.The "active" phaseof the Myoe; (life) in
which it is actualised(which is the secondhypostasisor Myoe; proper),
is masculine,whereasthe "passive"phaseof the MyoC; (wisdom)which
is vouc, is feminine. "For life is descent;wisdomis ascent."33The Holy
Spirit thereforeis the "mother" of Christ.xThis also allows Victorinus
to tie in this feminineYOUe; with the figure of "wisdom" personifiedin
feminine form in JewishWisdomliterature(e.g. Provo1:20,3:15-18,etc.).
This figure of "wisdom" hadoftenalsobeenassociatedwith Christ and
the Aoyoe;, andVictorinus accommodatesthis by emphasisingthat the
third hypostasisis in the second,that the Holy Spirit or YOUe; represents
the Myoe; in its passive,ascendingaspect.HenceChrist, the Myoe;,
himself is androgynousand incorporatesboth a masculineand a

32. Gerson,Ploiinus (London:Routledge,1994) 65-66.
33. Victorinus, Theological Treatises, 174-75.
34. Victorinus, Theological Treatises, 184.
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feminine aspector pole ("the Logos being himself both male and
female"35).

2.4 The Distinctive Aspects of Victorinus I System

By insistingthat the third hypostasisor voOe; is "in" the second(the
AcSyoc;), therefore,Victorinus is able to describehis systemin termsthat
closely parallel the vocabularyof traditional Neoplatonism.Are there
any real differences,then,whenall is saidanddone?Thereare, indeed,
significantdifferences,but the claim of this paperis that they relate to
terminology, rather than ontology. Let us summarisethe differences
betweenVictorinus and Plotinus in terms of their triads. In Plotinus,
soul or ljJ ｕｘｾ is relatedto voDe; in the sameway that voDe; is relatedto
the One. In Victorinus, however,voDe; is relatedto the Onein precisely
the oppositeor inverse,"mirror image" mode("ascent")that the AcSyoe; is
relatedto theOne("descent").In Victorinus, the relationof ｬｪｊｵｸｾ to voDe;
is not hypostatic,and is also the inverseof the relation of ljJ ｕｸｾ to the
Aoyoe;.Whereas,in Plotinus, it is the relation of the AcSyoe; (which
representsthe "forming principle") to theOnewhich is nothypostatic.

From this summary,we caninfer that the underlyingchangesfrom
Plotinusin Victorinusare:

(a) The conceptof "hypostasis"hasalteredin relationto the second
hypostasis.It now refers to the entire "motion" of "downwards
descent"of the Aoyoe; itself, which spansall the levels in the great
hierarchyof being, and not to a particular tier or level within the
hierarchyof being.

(b) This necessitatesa changein the conceptof "hypostasis"in
relationto the third hypostasisalso. Victorinus introducesa concept
of "ascent",or a reversingof the forming motion of the AcSyoe;. This
reversemovementis characterisedasvouc.

(c) voue; no longerrepresentsjustoneparticular(thesecondhighest)
tier in the hierarchyof being. Instead,like theAcSyoe; in Plotinus,it
spansthe entire "great chain of being", but it spans it going
("mOVing") upwards,whereasthe Myoe; spansit going ("mOVing")
downwards.

In short, what has happenedis a changein the conceptof what a
hypostasisis with respectto the secondand third hypostases.The last
two elementsof Victorinus' triad correspondto different entitiesfrom

35. Victorinus, TheologicalTreatises,193.
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thoseto which the term lJlTOOTaGl<; in Plotinusrefers.Victorinus' concept
of voO<; seemsto correspondin fact, more than to anything else in
Plotinus,to his doctrineof the ascentof the soul backto the One.36 The
totality of this ascent, the upwardly directed force which Plotinus
describesas the "love" of that which is lower gazing upwardsand
desiringtheOne,37correspondswith whatVictorinusmeansby voO<;.

Given this changein relation to what the secondand third elements
of the triad representin Victorinus, it is importantto note that he care-
fully avoidedusing the Greekterm urrooTaol<;,preferring insteadthe
Latin existentiaandsubsistentia.38 This might appearsomewhatpuzzling;
he seeminglyhad every reasonto use urrooTaolC;, and he freely em-
ployed Greek terminology when inclined to do so. The reasonswe
might expecthim to haveusedurrooTaou;includethat, on the onehand,
it wasa standardterm in this contextwithin Neoplatonism;andon the
other,althoughtherewasstill someambiguitysurroundingthe precise
meaningof the term within the Christiancommunity(confusionwhich
was only finally dispelledat the Council of Constantinoplew)it had
becomecommonlyemployedamongstorthodoxChristiansin the West
to refer specifically to the threepersonsof the Trinity (e.g. by Hilary of
Poitiers).40It seemsreasonableto conclude,therefore,that Victorinus'
avoidanceof the term urrooTaol<; was a deliberatechoice on his part
designedto distancehis theory- or at leasthis terminology- from that
of Plotinus.uVictorinus' ontologyis, in fact, virtually indistinguishable
from Plotinus. It is only his terminologythat differs; he has chosento
include different componentsof Plotinian ontology in his triad to
Plotinus.The entitieswhich Plotinusrefers to as urrooTaon<;arenot in
Victorinus' Trinity at all, exceptin the caseof the first of the three(the
One).

36. Plotinus,Ploiini Oper'l vol. 3, ed. P.Henry andH. R. Schwyzer(Oxford: Clarendon
Press,1982),EnneadsVI.7.34-35(226-229).

37. See S.Rappe,Reading Ncoplatonism:Non-discursiveThinking in the Textsof Ploiinus,
Proclus, andDamascius(Cambridge:CambridgeUniversityPress,2000) 65-66.

38. Clark, "Introduction",42.
39. The final demarcationbetweenthe technical termsouowand ｵ ｔ ｔ ｯ ｯ ｔ ｡ ｯ ｬ ｾ Ｌ with the

former referring to the commondivine nature,and the latter to the personsof the Trinity,
camethroughthe influenceof the CappadocianFathers,andwascodified as orthodoxyat
the Council of Constantinoplein 381. See W. H. C. Frend, The Early Church: From the
Beginningsto 461,3'ded. (London:SCM Press,1991) 173, 175-76.

40. Clark, "Introduction",42.
41. Clark, "Introduction",42.
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3. THE FATHER, SON AND HOLY SPIRIT IN VICTORINUS

3.1 The Incomprehensibility of the Father

In Victorinus' metaphysicsthe Fathermust be identified with the
Neoplatonist"One", althoughhe avoidstheuseof this termin favour of
the designations"To Be" and the "Pre-existent".«In Victorinus, the
Father,or "To Be", is potentiality,not actuality,andhenceis prior to all
the forms (which are actualisedin the AOyO<;). Victorinus statesof the
Father43:

You, a God areunknown,you, a God, are incomprehensible;
But of theunknownandincomprehensible,thereis a sortof form
without form;
Henceyou are calledProon (Preexistent)ratherthanOn
(Existent)....44

Whatarewe to makeof the paradoxicalstatementthat the Fatherhas
"a sort of form without form"? It seemsthat Victorinus intendsus to
construetheFatheras the incomprehensible"entity" of which the forms
are the visible expression.Hencehe speaksof the AOyO<;, the forming
principle,asthe"Act" of theFather,as"Begotten"of theFather.

It is important to recognisethat what is being maintainedby Vic-
torinuswith respectto theFatherhereis not just an incomprehensibility
which is due to the limitations of human cognitive finitude or
conceptualcapacity,but a radical and absoluteincomprehensibility.45

----_._---..__. ---

42. Christian theologianstypically avoidedusing the term TO Ev for the Fathereven
when they were borrowing their metaphysicsfrom Neoplatonism,simply becausethat
term wasassociatedin the mindsof manywith both paganthought,and Arianism (Rist,
"PlotinusandChristianPhilosophy",395).

43. The contextmakesclear that the word "God" hererefersdirectly to the personof the
Father,as isusually the case inVictorinus. This is an excerptfrom threeversesof a hymn:
the first verse,cited (in part) above(commencing"You, 0 God... "), refersto the Father;the
secondverse(commencing"You, 0 Logos ... )refersto the Son, and the third verse,cited
below (referencedby note 70, commencing"You, Holy Spirit... ") refersto the Holy Spirit.
Thesethreeversesare introducedby one which states,"One substancethereforeis God,
LogosandSpirit... " It is impossibleto argue,therefore,that the entireTrinity is in view in
this citation;Victorinus is speakingonly of the Father.See Victorinus,Theological Treatises,
332-33.Note alsothatelsewhereVictorinus insiststhat the FatherisProon whereasthe Son
is On (seequotationreferencedby note 17); and herehe speaksof "God" as Proon but not
On. Thustheterm"God" refersto theFather.

44. Victorinus, Theological Treatises, 332.
45. The Neoplatonistsarguedthat apprehensionof the One was possible,but only by

meansof a kind of directmysticalencounter,not by meansof intellectualconceptualisation
- KaTll TTapouaiav ｴ ｔ ｔ ｬ ｡ ｔ ｾ ｾ ｔ ｝ ｃ ［ KpdTTova, Plotinus, Opera (vol. 3), EnneadsVL9.4 (276).
Victorinus, however, seemsrelatively uninterestedin the mystical aspectsof Neo-
platonism,althoughthat lack of interestmay also reflect the contextand purposeof his
writing (i.e. to rebutArianism).
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He is not merelyclaiming thatwe humanslack the conceptsto describe
the "To Be". He is saying that there is no way that he can be
conceptualised,no matter how extensiveone's knowledge. God is
"inscrutable"and "out of the reachof every rational process",as the
unknownauthorof Pseudo-Dionysiuslaterwrote.wIndeed,the Father's
essencemust remain incomprehensibleeven to himself. The Father
knowshimself in the samemannerthat we do, throughthe Son,who is
the visible expressionof the Father'sbeing. "In knowing the Son the
Fatherknowshimself."47

Given Victorinus' identification of the Father with "the One" of
PlotinusandPorphyry,he is necessarilycommittedto a doctrineof the
incomprehensibilityof the Father in fairly radical form. Strictly
speaking,nothingcanbepredicatedunivocally of theFatherperseat all;
we canonly describethe Myoe; in univocalterms,andin doingso we are
describingthe Fatherphenomenologically,in terms of his visible
expression(which is theMyoe;). In describing"deity from view" (SEOTTle;
from sta, in the words of Gregoryof Nyssass).we describethe Myoe;,
who is thevisible expressionof the "To Be".

The doctrine of divine incomprehensibility involves various
difficulties, and, in addition, Christiantradition and scriptureimpose
certainconstraintswhenit is formulatedwithin that context.However,
for presentpurposesthesedifficulties canbe passedover, exceptin one
respect,becauseit is so crucial to Victorinus' purposein writing. This
concernsthe issueof consubstantiality.If theFather,SonandHoly Spirit
are to be consubstantial,then- at least as it hasgenerallybeeninter-
pretedby orthodoxy - it appearsto follow that even the incompre-
hensibleFathermusthaveor be, in somesense,substance.In the context
of Neoplatonism,this createsa problem, becauseboth Plotinus and
Porphyry describe"the One" as being "beyond" ouofc, which was
preciselythe term usedat Nicaeafor "substance",and which was, of
course,renderedinto Latin (for betteror worse)as substantia.

It has already been noted that Porphyryw describedthe one as
f:TTEKEl va ouolae; xcl OVTOe;. Similarly, Plotinusstatedthat ouola was

Ｍ Ｍ Ｍ Ｍ Ｍ Ｍ Ｍ Ｍ Ｍ ｟ Ｎ ｾ Ｍ Ｍ Ｍ ----
46. Pseudo-Dionysius,Pseudo-Dionvsius:The Complete Works,trans.C. Luibheid, in "The

Classicsof WesternSpirituality" (New York: PaulistPress,1987) 49-50.Note,however,that
there is a differencehere: in Victorinus, only the Fatheris incomprehensible,whereasin
Pseudo-Dionysius,all threeof the personsof the Trinity possessa sharedincomprehen-
sibility (seequotationreferencedby note66).

47. Clark, "Introduction",16.
48. Gregoryof Nyssa,On "Not Three Gods",trans.H. A. Wilson, in P. Schaff (ed.), "The

Nicene and Post-NiceneFathers", series 2, vol. 5, in "The SAGE Digital Library
Collections",version1.0 (Albany: SAGE Software,1996) 645-56, 649.

49. Or theauthorof the Commentaryon Parmenides.
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theoffspringof the One,not the Oneitself: ylYVWOl<0IlEVOV Sf: llaAAOV Ti\l
emal)TOO ｙｅｖｖｾｬｬ｡ｔｬＬ Tn ouaiq.50

Rather than characterisingthe unity or haecceityof the One in a
positivemannerin termsof "substance",Plotinusinsistedinsteadthat
speakingof it as a unitary entity involves a purely negativecharac-
terisation,in which all plurality and compositenessare denied,rather
thana positiveaffirmationthat it is a monador unitarysubstance.»

Victorinus was not unawareof this problem,and it is interestingto
note that in his correspondencewith Candidus.vhis "opponent"
specifically claims againstTrinitarianismand along Neoplatonistlines
that the Father cannot be substance.Candiduswrites: "For every
substanceis an effect of God. God therefore is not substance.For
throughGod thereis substance.How then, if substanceis after him, do
we saythatGod is substance?"53

PlotinusandPorphyrywould haveagreed.Somecommentatorshave
claimed that Victorinus does, in fact, assertunequivocally that the
Fatheris substance,andthathe therefore"forsakeshis Neoplatonism"54
at this point. A closeexaminationof the text, however,suggeststhat
thesecommentatorsare wrong; Victorinus never abandonshis Neo-
platonism,andhe neveraffirms the substantialityof the Fatherliterally
or univocally. While Victorinus does indeedoccasionallyappearto
affirm the Father'ssubstantiality,when theseassertionsare considered
in a wider context,it seemsthathe meanssomethingratherdifferent to
what at first might seemto be the case;he is speakingof the sub-
stantialityof theFatheranalogously,andnot univocally.For instance,after
arguing that his opponents,in affirming that God hasno substance,
mustmeanthat he is "wholly abovesubstance",ratherthan that he is
"wholly without substance",55Victorinuswrites:

Do we truly understandsubstancein divine thingsandthusin God
as we understandbodies in material things and the soul in

50. Plotinus,Opera (vol. 3), EnneadsVI.9.5.
51. Plotinus,Plotini Opera, vol. 1, ed. P.Henry & H. R. Schwyzer(Oxford: Clarendon

Press,1964),EnneadsII.9.1 (203);Plotinus,Opera (vol. 2), EnneadsV.3.14 (227-28);Plotinus,
Opera (vol, 3), EnneadsVI.7.38 (231-32), VI.9.5 (278-79).

52. It wasonceheld that CandidusandVictorinus musthaveshareda common,but no
longerextant,philosophicalsource.However,it is now widely believedthatCandidus was
a fictional creationof Victorinus himself, a reconstructionof Neo-Arianismin literary form
that is designedto act as atarget for Victorinus to attack(Clark, "Introduction", 19-20;
Victorinus, Theological Treatises,59, translator'snote1).

53. Victorinus,Theological Treatises, 54.
54. Clark, "A NeoplatonicCommentaryon theChristianTrinity", 30.
55. Victorinus,Theological Treatises, 200.
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incorporeal things? For this IS substanceup there: to be above
subsiance.w

Therefore,oneshouldnot fear to affirm substanceof God, because
when the terms are lacking to speakproperly of the first or the
highestrealities,it is not inappropriatefor us to usefor our under-
standingof theseintelligibleswordsthatare knownto us....57

Thesepassagesandotherssuggestthat Victorinus speaksof the Father
as substanceonly in analogousterms,not in a precisesenseas in the
caseof other entities. If this were the end of the matter, one might
concludethat he ratherseverelyundermineshis caseagainstArianism.
After all, if we assertthat the FatherandtheSonareconsubstantial,but
thenqualify this by addingthat the substantialityof the Fatheris only
being assertedanalogously,whereasthe substantialityof the Son is
being assertedunivocally, we are only a hair'sbreadthaway from the
Homoiousians.As will be seenlater, however,Victorinus is actually
operatingwith a different conceptof consubstantialityaltogetherand
the relationof the Son, theMyoc;, to the divine substanceis moresubtle
than mere identity. Recall Victorinus' assertionthat the Father is
avouolOv whereastheSon isEvOUOlOV. The importantpoint to notehere,
however, is that Victorinus holds rigorously to the Neoplatonistidea
that the Father is not substance,and never surrendersit in order to
conformto orthodoxy.

3.2 The Son (Myoc;) as "the Form of the Father"

As noted above,in Plotinus the Myoc; is the downwardly directed
"forming principle", not a hypostasisper se.In Victorinus, however,it
becomestransformedinto the secondhypostasis.The AOYOc;, in both
PlotinusandVictorinus, is the causeof all physicalrealities.58 This idea
fits well with the Christian idea of an incarnatingAOYOc;, derived
primarily from the Gospelof John. Predictably,therefore,Victorinus
cites this book far more than any other in the canon;indeed,citations
from Johnin Victorinus are roughly equivalentin numberto thosefrom
the entire remainderof the New Testament.59 Also importantare certain
passagesin the Paulineepistles(and especially the deutero-Pauline
epistlesof ColossiansandEphesians)which portrayChrist as "the first

56. Victorinus, Theological Treatises,201.emphasisadded.
57. Victorinus, Theological Treatises, 201.
58. M. F.Wagner,"Plotinuson the Natureof PhysicalReality", in Gerson,The Cambridge

Companion toPlotinus, 130-70, 136, 156;Victorinus, Theological Treatises, 161.
59. Victorinus, Theological Treatises, 354-56.
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bornof all Creation"(Col. 1:15,cited8 timesby Victorinusj.wandwhich
assertthat "He is beforeall things,andin Him all thingshold together"
(verse 17, also cited 8 times).61Such descriptionssit very well with
Victorinus' conceptof the MyoC;, althoughit also tendsin the direction
of an emanationistpanentheismrather than theism, by blurring the
distinctionbetweentheMyoC; andthe createdorder.62

To lessenimplications of panentheism,in Victorinus the A<5yoC; is
arguedto havean "inner" and an "outer" aspect.The "inner" aspect
consistsof the forms as theyexist timelesslyin themind of God, interior
to God, prior to their expressionin creationin physical reality.63The
"outer" aspectconsistsof the AOY0C; expressedin creationand incarn-
ation. TheMyoC; is the "actuality" of the Father'spotentiality.Giventhat
the AOY0C; is the "To Act" of the Father's"To Be", orthodoxChristian
theology,andin particularthe doctrineof exnihilocreation,would seem
to requirea sharpdistinctionbetweenthe"Act" involved in manifesting
the inner aspectof the Logos (begetting)from the "Act" involved in
manifestingits outeraspect(creating).This distinction is not something
thatcanbe exploredfurther in this paper.

Victorinus' theoryimplies that the Sonis not incomprehensible.«but
only the Father.This vertical distinctionbetweenthem, inheritedfrom
Neoplatonism,might seemsomewhatat oddswith the orthodox idea
that the Fatherand the Son are both fully and equally God. In most
subsequentorthodoxthoughtincomprehensibilitycameto be regarded
as an attribute of deity per se (as much as, say, omniscienceor
omnipotence).LaterWesternformulationsof the doctrineof the Trinity
abandonedVictorinus' vertical distinctionbetweenFatherand Son in
theseterms;it is not found in eitherAugustine65 or Boethius.66 Atherton
distinguishesthe orthodox Trinitarian view from the Neoplatonist
perspectiveas follows: "The trinitarian ｡ ｰ ｸ ｾ Ｌ by contrast [with

60. Victorinus, TheologicalTreatises,357.
61. Victorinus, TheologicalTreatises,357.
62. "The model for creation [in Victorinus] is Neoplatonic emanation" (Clark,

"Introduction",16).
63. Clark, "Introduction",25.
64. Nor, indeed,perfectlysimple.
65. Augustine,On the Trinity, trans. A. W. Haddan,in P. Schaff (ed.), "The Niceneand

Post-NiceneFathers",series1, vol. 3, in "The SAGE Digital Library Collections",version
1.0 (Albany: SAGE Software,1996) 5-448,book V chapter5,166-167;book V chapter8,171-
72.

66. Boethius,TheTheologicalTractatesand theConsolationofPhilosophy,trans.H. F. Stewart
andE. K. Rand(London:William Heinemann,1918) 27-31.
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Neoplatonism],appearsas an attemptto reconcilethe requirementof
unity with thatof differencewithin theprinciple itself."67

If that is true, then we would have to classify Victorinus as a
Neoplatonistrather than a Trinitarian, becausefor Victorinus, like
Plotinus,the ｡ ｰ ｸ ｾ wasabsolutelywithout difference,andcorresponded
only to the person of the Father within the Trinity. In line with
Atherton's characterisation,later Christian appropriationsof Neo-
platonismtendedto identify "the One" with thedivine naturesharedby
all threepersonsof theTrinity, andnot just with thepersonof theFather
exclusively- so, for example,Pseudo-Dionysiuswrites, "with a trans-
cendentfecundity it [the One] ismanifestedas'threepersons'."68

Nonetheless,despitethe fact that it was eclipsedby later develop-
mentswithin orthodoxy,thereis no questionthatVictorinus' doctrineof
the Fatheras hidden and revealedonly in the Son has precedentin
Christianscripture,especiallyin the Gospelof John(e.g. 1:18; 14:9).It
providesVictorinus with important passageswhich he can turn to in
supportof his doctrineof the relationshipbetweenthe Fatherand the
Son in termsof comprehensibility.Furthermore,the claim that incom-
prehensibilityis an attributeof deity per se,and thereforemustbe held
in commonby all the personsof the Trinity, presupposesa different
ontologyandconceptof consubstantialityto thatheldby Victorinus (his
is a "non-standardTrinitarianism"). This will be discussedin more
detail later.

3.3 The Holy Spirit (voGe;)

As notedin section2.4,theHoly Spirit or voGC; representsthe reversal
of the downwardlydirectedforming principle, the MyoC;. It is anascent
from the forms backto the One.However,sincetheAoyoe; includesnot
just the downwardly directed forming principle, but also the forms
themselves,the vouc; might by comparisonseemsomewhatinsub-
stantial,sinceit seemsto merely representthe relaxationor ascentback
to the One. However,voGe; consistsin the knowing of the forms by the
One.The One is the knower, theAoy0C; is what is known,andthe voGC; is
the knowing. The voOe; canbe thoughtof as the intentionalconnections
betweenwhat is known and the knower, as the "directedness"or
"aboutness"of knowledge.

Victorinus hasmuch less to say aboutthe Holy Spirit thanhe does
abouteither the Fatheror the Son, which is not surprisinggiven the

67. J. P. Atherton, "The Neoplatonic"One' and the Trinitarian "ARXH"', in R. B. Harris
(ed.), The Significanceof Neoplatonism (Norfolk: InternationalSociety for Neoplatonic
Studies,1976) 173-85, 174-75.

68. Pseudo-Dionysius,The Complete Works, 51.
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contextof his writings, sincetheArian controversywasfocussedalmost
entirelyon the relationof the Fatherto theSon.This lacunawith respect
to the Holy Spirit leadsto a degreeof ambiguity in his writing on the
subject,so that it is necessaryto fill in thegapssomewhatandattemptto
reconstructwhathis positionmight havebeen.It hasalreadybeennoted
(section2.4) that the ascendingimpulsewhich representstheHoly Spirit
probablycorrespondsmost closely to the conceptof the ascentof the
soulbackto the Onein Plotinus.This claim is alsosupportedby the fact
that the third hypostasisin Plotinus is ljI ｕｘｾ or soul. This allows us to
make a close connection,althoughnot an identification, betweenthe
third hypostasisin Plotinusandthat in Victorinus, in termsof ｬｪｉｵｸｾ［ in
the former, the third hypostasisis ｬｪｉｵｸｾＬ whereasin the latter, the third
hypostasisis theprinciple of motion ofljI ｕｘｾ in its ascentback towards the
One.

This ascentis describedin Plotinus as a turning away from the
sensuousworld andits desires,towardsthehigherworld of intellectual
contemplationof the Forms;and throughmystical awarenessand love
for the Good (the One), the soul eventuallyrises throughthe realm of
Intellect and ultimately unites with the One,69having reachedthe
journey'send(TEAOe; QV EXOl Tile; TTopdac;).70

JustastheMyoe; is the downwardlydirected"forming principle" that
brings all of physicalreality into being,71and is a principle that tends
towardsincreasingcomplexityanddeterminateness,so in Victorinus the
voOe; seemsto representthe upwardly directedprinciple of "escape"
from physicalreality, towardsdecreasingcomplexity and determinate-
ness,and eventualunion with the One.Victorinus emphasisesthat the
Holy Spirit constitutesthe love of the Aoyoe; for the One, and the
principleof unionbetweenthem:

You, Holy Spirit, are abond;but a bondis whateverunitestwo;
In orderto unite all, you first unite the two;
You, the third, are theembraceof the two; embraceidentifiedwith
theone,sinceyou makethetwo one.i?

In Plotinus, the ascentof the soul seemsto be a result of its own
effort, its wilful determinationto turn awayfrom the temptationsof the
sensualworld, its choosingto know the Good.Nonetheless,the capacity
or possibility for this turning towardsthehigherrealmsmustbe inherent

69. J. Bussanich, "Plotinuss metaphysicsof the One", in Gerson, The Cambridge
Companionto Plotinus, 38-65, 56-57.

70. Plotinus,Opera (vol. 3), EnneadsVI.9.11 (290).
71. Wagner,"Plotinuson thenatureof physicalreality", 136, 156.
72. Victorinus,Theological Treatises, 333.
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in the natureof soul. This freedomor powerto tum towardsthe Oneis
divine, and is groundedin the unfallen part of the soul.F' It seemsa
reasonablemove to assertthat this divine impulse to ascendback
towardsthe One, is a unitary principle or potency,in much the same
way as the Myo<; is. If it is reasonableto assertthat the pureunformed
potentialityof theOnehasa creativepotencyor principle thatactualises
the Forms,it may alsobe reasonableto assertthat the actualisedForms
themselveshavea dissipativetendencythatdissolvesthembackinto the
One. The AOyO<; is the "forming principle", but the vou<; is the
"unforming priniciple". From this we can also seehow voO<; could be
assertedto be in theMyo<;. If this"unformingprinciple" is anexpression
of actuality, then since the AOY0<; brings actuality into being, the
"unforming principle" or voO<; mustbe apotentialitywithin the AOyO<;
itself. In actualisingthe Formsthe Myo<; generatesthevouc, just as the
purepotentialityof theOnebegattheMyo<;.74

In this conceptof the Holy Spirit as the "unforming principle",
drawingeachindividual oojji backto the One,we createthe possibility
for the Christiandoctrineof salvationas beingbasedon grace,rather
thanmerelyworks or individual effort (as sometimesappearsto be the
casein Plotinus). It is the work of the Holy Spirit that draws each
individual soulbacktowardsits source.In light of theseconsiderations,
the modelpresentedaboveseemsto be thebestway to understandwhat
Victorinus assertsaboutthe Holy Spirit from the contextof Neoplatonist
metaphysics.

4. THE DOCTRINE OF CONSUBSTANTIALITY IN VICTORINUS

4.1 The Divine Substance as the Totality of Being

Froma Trinitarianpoint of view, the crucial questionthatarisesfrom
out of all this concernshow, onVictorinus' view, the threehypostasesof
the One, the Myo<; andthe Holy Spirit (voO<;) canbe consubstantial.The
answerseemsto be asfollows. The AOyO<; is the "forming principle"
itself. ThevoG<;, onthespeculativeinterpretationof Victorinusdiscussed
above,is the "unforming principle". However,what they form, or what
theyunform, is the samein bothcases.It is the totality of the greatchain
of Being, from the Forms of Intellect all the way down to individual
soulsdwelling in the physicalworld. It seemsthat it is this totality of
Being that is the commonelementthat the Myo<; and the voO<; both
contain"within" them.In Victorinus, therefore,thereis a sensein which

73. G.Leroux, "HumanFreedomin the Thoughtof Plotinus", in Gerson,The Cambridge
Companion toPlotinus, 292-314, 304.

74. Victorinus, Theological Treatises, 82-83.
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this totality of Being can beconsideredthe divinesubstance.Both the AcSyot;
andthevoGt; aresomethingmore thanmerely this totality of Being (the
formerbeingthis Being in "actualisation",andthe latterbeingthis Being
in "unactualisation"or "dissolution"). In contrastto both, theOneis the
pure potentiality that generatedthe AoyOt;, and hencecontainedall
Being within itself as potentiality.On this basis,then, Victorinus could
claim to hold that the three are "consubstantial";eachof the three
hypostasescontainswithin itself the totality of Being, but doesso in a
different mode.75 The One containsthe totality of Being within itself as
potentiality; the AOYOt; containsthe totality of Being within itself in its
actualisation;andvoOt; containsthe totality of Being within itself in its
dissolution.

Such a model of consubstantialitywould hold that each of the
personsof the Trinity representsthe onedivine substancein a particular
mode(purepotentiality,actualisation,dissolution).The divine substance
itself is, in one sense,"everything" (that is, all Being); every existing
being is a part of the one divine substance.However, this totality of
Being itself originatesin purepotentiality, is actualisedas Being,andis
also dissolvedfrom Being, and neither potentiality, the actualising
momentor the dissolvingmomentcan themselvesbe characterisedas
mereBeing, as just the one divine substance.Neoplatonismrejectsthe
Aristotelianideaof thepriority of actualityoverpotentiality,andasserts
the reverse: that actuality is an expressionof potentiality, and is
secondaryto it. This requires that potentiality have some kind of
"potency" or creative"force" (a tendencyto expressits possibilitiesin
actuality), which is identified with the AoYOt;. This meansthat the
"modes" of potentiality, actualisation,and dissolution, cannot be
reducedor accountedfor merelyin termsof whatis actual("Being").

Hence,Victorinus is, on this interpretation,a kind of panentheist.To
be divine is to encompassall that is, and to do so in amannerwhich
transcendsit. Eachof the personsof the Trinity is thereforefully and
equallydivine. They eachtranscendthe totality of Being, but do soeach
in a different mode. On this view, being "divine" is not to be
characterisedin terms of attributes such as incomprehensibility,
simplicity, omniscience,omnipotence,or whatever.To be divine is to be
"all in all", to encompassthe totality of Being, to expresswithin oneself
the fullness of Being. Hence, the irrelevanceof the objection that
attributing,say, incomprehensibilityandsimplicity only to the Father,is
to deny the deity of the other two persons.Such objectionsbeg the

----------._----

75. See M. T.Clark, "Marius Victorinus Afer, Porphyry,andthe History of Philosophy",
in R. B. Harris (ed.), The Significanceof Neoplatonism(Norfolk: InternationalSociety for
NeoplatonicStudies,1976) 265-73, 270.
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question,becausethey presupposea different ontologyof divinity (i.e.
"classical theism"). The theological claims of Trinitarianism can be
expressedwithin different metaphysicalframeworks; they can be
expressedin termsof classicaltheism,or they canbe expressedin terms
of Neoplatonism,as Victorinus does.Therearemanyotherpossibilities.
Therecanbe avarietyof Trinitarianisms.

4.2 Victorinus and Early Non-Trinitarian Theologies

WhetheroneclassifiesVictorinus' theologyas "orthodox" or not, will
dependupon how strictly one defines the term. For example,if one
regardsadherenceto classicaltheism, and doctrineslike the shared
incomprehensibilityof all threepersonsof the Trinity, as amarkerof
orthodoxy,thenhe cannotbe consideredorthodox.On the otherhand,if
one adoptsa broaderview, and acceptsany genuinely Trinitarian
theologyas orthodox, then he falls within the definition. Nonetheless,
whatevertheologicalcritiquesone might bring againsthis theory, it is
not legitimateto identify it with any of the conventionalnon-Trinitarian
"heresies"76 or theologies condemned by the early orthodox
community.

Although the personsof the Trinity have beendescribedhere as
representing"modesof Being" in Victorinus' thought, this doesnot at
all imply that he was a modalisticmonarchian.The term "mode" just
has adifferentmeaningin the two cases.In modalism(i.e. Sabellianism),
thereis only onedivine person,who presentshimself in variousmodes
or functional roles: Father,SonandHoly Spirit. However,in Victorinus,
the various modesof Being are the divine persons.The one divine
substance,Being, isnot personal.It is only Being in a particular modethat
is personal.Hence,thereis no basisfor the chargethat Victorinus has
only one divine person.We might summarisethis by saying that in
modalism,the triad is seenin termsof threemodes(of action) of one
divine person,whereasin Victorinus, the triad is seenin termsof three
modes(of person)of one divine substanceor Being. In Victorinus, and
Neoplatonism,personhoodis not ultimately groundedin actuality or
Being,but alwaysspringsfrom a primitive andirreduciblepotentiality.

Equally, Victorinus cannotbe accusedof tritheism. The threemodes
of Being cannotbe referred to as distinct gods, becausethere is a
disanalogybetweenthis caseand the caseof say, threehumans,all of
whominstantiatethe form "human".Eachindividual humanconsistsin
the form "human" plus accidents,which are potentialitiesof the form
which havebeenactualisedin constitutingthemas aparticular,distinct

76. This termis usedin a historicalsense,andno pejorativeimplicationsareintended.
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individual. Whereas,on Victorinus' view, eachof the threepersonsof
the Trinity comprisesthe divine substance,plus nothing; the divine
substanceis just presentin different modes(potentiality, actualisation,
dissolution).Thesemodesdo not add anything (that is, any Being,
anythingactual) to the divine substanceor totality of Being. They are
not accidentsor instantiatedpotentialitiesof the form; rather,the form is
anexpressionof the modes,andnot vice-versa.Thereis only one form
of divinity - the onedivine substance,the totality of Being. But it exists
andis instantiated(onceonly) as anexpressionof potentiality, through
actualisationand in dissolution; it exists in three modes.The simul-
taneous(or timeless)presenceof the oneform in threedifferent modes,
and the instantiationof the one form in threediscreteobjects,are, on
Victorinus' metaphysics,two different things.

Finally, Victorinus cannotlegitimatelybe accusedof subordination-
ism or Arianism. Certainly there is some differentiation in terms of
function, so that the Father is the origin/source, the Son is the
revelation/action, and the Holy Spirit is the love/unionof the two. It
doesnot follow, however,that suchdifferentiationof function, which is
groundedin the differencesin their variousmodesof Being, implies any
superiorityor inferiority betweenthem. In termsof what they eachare,
they are one, they are the totality of Being, the"all in all". Differences
betweenthemrelateto differencesin themodein which theyencompass
the totality of Being, and it doesnot seemobviousthat anyonemode
shouldbe superiorto anyother;indeedtheyeachimply theothers.

5. CONCLUSION

On the interpretation of his position presentedin this essay,
Victorinus' Trinitarian theology obviously standsor falls with Neo-
platonism. Philosophicalargumentsfor or againstNeoplatonism,or
classical theism, fall outside the scopeof the presentwork. Crucial
philosophicalissuesinclude the metaphysicsof possibility, possible
worlds, andmodal logic, the priority of potentiality over actuality, the
distinction betweenunity and Being, and a careful metaphysical
characterisationof the three modesof potentiality, actualisationand
dissolution.

However, if Neoplatonismis acceptedas adefensiblemetaphysical
system,thenVictorinus' articulationof Trinitarianismseemsitself to be
plausible within that framework. Although Victorinus has chosen
different features of Neoplatonistontology from Plotinus as the
elementsof his triad, the choiceshe makesare reasonablein termsof
conventionalNeoplatonisttheory. Furthermore,Victorinus' theology
opens up an immenseand rich field of possibilities in terms of
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articulatingotherelementsof Christiantheology,suchasthe incarnation
of the AOYOC; and the hypostatic union, the atonement,grace,
eschatologyand theosis, and so forth, within the framework of a
profoundandmysticalphilosophicalontology.It providesanimportant
alternativespeculativetheological perspectivethat deservesa place
within theorthodoxChristiantradition.


