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THEOSEBEIA IN PLETHON'S WORK:
A CONCEPT IN TRANSITION*

+*

Plethon 1s generally regarded today as a link between medieval and
modern Greek philosophy'. He is the last philosopher of the Byzantine
period but also the first thinker of modern Greece to have formulated the
questions that arose before a degenarating hellenism®. As we have already
pointed out in a previous paper, Plethon’s work remained unkown as such to
the Greek thinkers up to 18th century®. At the beginning of the 19th century
1s browdly known the De Virtutibus and some other minor works of Plethon
in Greece; he is then considered more as a Renaissance platonist than as the
first Greek thinker of modern times, although he shares many common
points with the thought of the Enlightment —which at that time was spread in
the Greek territories— and is considered as its forerunner with his
anticlerical and antischolastic attitude®, his preference for the «bourgeois»
ideology and his attempt to establish a natural religion’.

The concept of theosebeia has in Plethon’s work several meanings and
persists throughout the 19th century in Greece. Though the Greek thinkers
of the 19th century never mention their debt to Plethon and refer generally to
«the inheritage of their ancestors»”, a comparison is necessary between the
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notion of theosebeia as it appears on the one hand in the Laws and in De
Virtutibus and on the other in the texts of Greek thinkers of the 19th century,
such as Constantine Coumas (1777-1836), Theophilos Cairis (1784-1853) and
George Cozakis-Typaldos (1790-1867) who played an important role in
establishing the ideology of modern Greek state. Although four centuries
separated them, they had in common the same historical goal, which was the
reelavation of hellenism in order to restore the Greek nation politically. In
these two different moments of the history of hellenism we have attempts of
reapproching christianism for the sake of hellenism: in the first time with
Plethon, when the Greek nation was loosing its political character and in a
second time with Coumas, Cairis, Cozakis-Typaldos, when the Greek nation
was restoring its political dimensions as a national modern state. This
restoration for all of them was to take place with the transfer of the religious
element from Christianity to hellenism, element which acts both as a social
and moral stimulus.

Plethon in the Laws identifies theosebeia with what he calls «Greek
theology» or with all aspects of religion’. It is a key notion in the reforms that
Plethon had in mind for the revival of hellenmism; for he thinks that correct
religious 1deas about the divine determine a good form of political
government®. In the De Virtutibus, Plethon utilises theosebeia in its classical
meaning’ as we find it in the works of Plato, Aristotle, lamblicus, Xenophon
and the neoplatonists, that is God’s knowledge and worship'”. It is important
to mention that in the Laws, Plethon himself acknowledges these philoso-
phers as his masters''.

Plethon i1s even characterized as «theosebes» by his contemporaries,
friends and ennemies. Michael Apostolis in his letter to John Argyropoulos
writes about Plethon as «Beooebnc Nuag déEetan IMARBwv»'? and an
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anonymous writer mentions him for his theosebeia and justice'’. What is
equally important to mention, is that Gennadius Scholarius critisizes Plethon
in order to preserve «mv matplov Huav Beoocébetavs'.

However, there are several differences between Pletho’s use of the word
and its ancient meaning. First of all, Plethon does not accept the neoplatonic
use of theosebeia as an immanent knowledge of God. For Plethon theosebeia
is a specific virtue which belongs to a more general virtue, phronessis.
Theosebeia is the highest virtue in Plethon’s scale of virtues; its role is to
assimilate man to the highest beings and introduces him to God’s
knowledge'>. For Plethon, theosebeia corresponds to man's need for
communication with God in worshiping him while facing the religious
problem in a rational way.

In the 19th century, Constantine Coumas writes that «the philosophy of
our ancestors urges us to venerate the “Theon sevou™»'®. Coumas, as a little
later Cairis, sees God not only as truth but as a person, for whom one must
have a determined type of worship'’. Coumas, more than Cairis, points out
the rational element of God’s worship because he believes that we should
love the commandments dictated by God’s word, toward ourselves and
toward the other members of society. «Each human act should begin from
God and finish in God. The realization of this is what we call theosebeia,
which is the first and greatest honour of man»'".

For Coumas, theosebeia derives from Christian thought and the obliga-
tions that theosebeia implies are to be found in the love of God and of our
neighbor, a precept which characterises Christianism. Coumas stays away
from the natural religion, the rational conception of the divine and believes
in a God, who has not lost his personal substance and is indentified with the
supreme word of beings'”. But the harmony, that is needed in man’s practical
and moral actions is impossible, if there 1s not a Being, that can realize the
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idea of good and that can last indefinitely. Coumas places theosebeia in this
eternity of man’s existence, when he writes, that morality makes us happy
during this life and theosebeia promises us the benefits of future beatitude?.
On this point, Coumas’ attitude toward theosebeia agrees with that of Cairis,
when Coumas states that the tendency of man for eternal life, the
«apeirotatikon» as he calls it, is connected with theosebeia’’. Thus
theosebeia serves both Coumas and Cairis, in a teleological way, as an
argument for the justification of the immortality of the soul and the existence
of God. The difference between Coumas and Cairis is that theosebeia for
Cairis has a universal sense and becomes the center of a religious reform in
19th-century Greece with political implication, whereas for Coumas theose-
beia is not regarded outside Christian morality. The meaning that theosebeia
has for Coumas and Cairis is the same with he use of this concept by Plethon,
in whom we find theosebeia as a source for religious reform and as a
Christian virtue.

Theosebeia remains a dynamic concept of the ideology of hellenism and
still is associated with its revival. For George Cozakis-Typaldos in his
Philosophical Essay on the Progress and Fall of Old Greece, theosebeia is the
religious sentiment «par excellence»**; theosebeia along with philosophy and
law define a national culture®. G. Cozakis-Typaldos combines theosebeia
with justice and morals. It is good laws, good manners and God’s veneration
(theion sevas) that gave glory and progress to the Greek nation and 1t i1s the
lack of them that brought it bondage. Therefore theosebeia for Cozakis-
Typaldos brings about strength in social ties and abolishes corruption and
anarchy; it is theosebeia with its social and dynamic sense that brings
hellenism to its highest point.

One other aspect of the theory of theosebeia in Plethon’s work 1s the
connection of the concept of theosebeia with that of Divine Providence.
Without divine Providence there cannot be any theosebeia for Plethon as for
the Greek thinkers of the 19th century. If for Plethon divine Providence is
associated to heimarmene (eipappévn®), for Coumas, Cairis and Cozakis-
Typaldos divine Providence is explicitly present throughout their works.
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In this discussion we have tried to demonstrate that the concept of
theosebeia as it appears in Plethon’s work is in reality a concept in transition
between its ancient Greek origins and modern Greek thought; theosebeia is
one more point that unites Plethon’s philosophy to modern Greek thought,
which as we saw retains the dynamic sense of the concept of theosebeia given
to it by Plethon. In other way of considering this problem, we may assert that
by accepting Plethon’s views, the Greek thinkers of the 19th century also
justified him. Plethon saw correctly the role that religion and God’s
veneration could play in a hellenism in bondage and his vision was
appreciated four centuries later, when hellenism had won its own battle
against time and political misfortune.

Roxane ARGYROPOULOS
(Athens)

H ©EOZEBEIA ZTO EPIO TOY IMAHOQNA:
MIA METABATIKH ENNOIA

[MepiAnyn

‘O IMBwv Bempeital ofjuepa ovvdeopos avapeoa oty duCavrivi xai
vedTepn EAANVLXY @rhocogia- elvar 6 tehevtaiog 6ulavivog grhdoogog xai
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