Plutarch at Delphi:  Religious Transformations in Platonic Philosophy
The state of philosophy in the third and fourth centuries CE, in particular Platonic philosophy, has presented a challenge for scholars. By this time the Roman Empire had seen a radical shift in the institutions of intellectual authority. The Platonic Academy, for example, saw skepticism yield to dogmatism and, with it, the use of sacred texts in philosophical discourse, the rise of holy men who present miracles as philosophical proof, and the abandonment of the Socratic persona in favor of that of the Eastern (that is, barbarian) models. Historians of both philosophy and religion, moreover, from the end of the nineteenth century until today, as Guy Stroumsa put it, “have not hesitated to speak of a new religiosity or piety, even a religious revolution, that sets in during the third century [and] assert[s] itself during the fourth” (Stroumsa 2009). This paper, far from offering any definitive solution to this problem, will suggest that what scholars have seen as a “revolution” in third century philosophy (especially in Platonic philosophy) was rather the culmination of a much longer philosophical and literary process that began to meld philosophical discourse with religious questioning. While interest in the relationship between philosophy and religion was undoubtedly part of philosophy from the very beginning (after all, Socrates was tried and executed primarily for questioning religious phenomena), this paper will round up an unusual suspect in the transformation during the Roman Empire: Plutarch.

The scholarship on Plutarch is vast, studying everything from religion and philosophy to his identity as a Greek living under the Roman Empire (see, e.g., Jones 1971). In fact, recent attention to Plutarch’s work has focused on the division between the cultural centers of Greece and the political power of Rome in his writing (see, e.g., Swain 1996). But in this paper I will present a conflict that has received much less consideration: that between the religious center of Delphi and the philosophical center of Athens. Plutarch began his intellectual career as a student of Ammonius in the Platonic Academy and, sometime at the end of the first century or at the beginning of the second, became one of the two permanent priests at Delphi. Thus Plutarch inherits Delphi’s claim to Socrates in the Apology and prefigured later thinkers as Platonic philosophy’s first true priestly philosopher.  

My paper will argue that Plutarch played an underappreciated role in bringing about that cultural shift that eventually informed the religious revolution of the later Neoplatonists. In order to make my case, I will examine the interface between the two sides of Plutarch’s persona—the Platonic philosopher and the Delphic priest—and the integration of philosophical and religious wisdom in three key texts from Plutarch’s Moralia: The E at Delphi, The Obsolescence of Oracles, and the Isis and Osiris. I will argue that Plutarch highlighted the importance of approaching the religious mysteries associated with the oracle from the perspective of philosophy. Plutarch’s theology suggests that the gods do not directly dispense knowledge to mankind; rather, the shrines and religious practices associated with them presented the participant with questions for further investigation. According to Plutarch, the oracle’s riddling responses invited the questioner to examine his life and the cosmos philosophically. The gods, then, convert their worshipers to philosophy while inviting them to consider theological explanations alongside scientific ones because to understand the cosmos was to understand the divine processes that governed it. 
I believe that a closer look at the relationship between rationalism and mysticism in Plutarch’s writing will create new inroads for understanding a difficult problem in ancient thought: the transformation of philosophy into religion.
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