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Origen, Plotinus, Mani: Categorizing Religion in Late Antiquity 
 

[An Annotated Syllabus] 
 

 
Course Description:   
 
Origen (d. 254 CE), Plotinus (d. 270 CE), and Mani (d. 276 CE) were all active in the third century 
CE, and the effects of all three were felt acutely in the intellectual life of the late antique 
Mediterranean world (and, in some cases, beyond).  Yet one of them is remembered as a 
groundbreaking theologian on the margins of Christian orthodoxy; another is considered by many to 
be the pre-eminent Western philosopher between Aristotle and Aquinas; and the third was revered 
as an inspired prophet from Carthage to China.  This course will examine how these three thinkers 
inherited many shared traditions in diverse ways, which in turn led to still more divergent lineages of 
religious thought.  Working with similarly Platonic tools, they all built up their own frameworks for 
interpreting the world and its relation to the divine.   
 
Yet the aim here is not solely historical, but also methodological.  As we read these texts, we will 
have to critically reflect upon the categories we bring to bear upon them.  Recent discussion about 
the validity of the category of ‘Gnosticism’ will serve as a reference point, helping us to develop a 
methodological vocabulary for talking about the problem of categorization at the intersection of 
philosophy and religion.  This kind of reflection should bring to our attention the intellectual 
flexibility and cultural variety involved in the way each of these thinkers creatively reshaped the 
worldviews into which they were born.  To put all this in the form of a question: what makes Origen 
Christian, Plotinus pagan, and Mani—well, Manichean? 
 
Readings: 
 
E-Resources 
(available through the library catalog) 
 
Iain Gardner & Samuel Lieu, eds., Manichaean Texts from the Roman Empire (Cambridge UP, 2004) 
Dominic J. O’Meara, Plotinus: an Introduction to the Enneads (Oxford UP, 1993) 
 
Required Texts 
 
Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford UP, 2009) 
David Brakke, The Gnostics: Myth, Ritual, and Diversity in Early Christianity (Cambridge MA: Harvard 

UP, 2012) 
R.M. Grant, Augustus to Constantine (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2004) 
Rowan A. Greer, ed. & trans., Origen (Mahwah NJ: Paulist, 1979) 
Karen King, What is Gnosticism? (Cambridge MA: Harvard Belknap, 2003) 
Plotinus, Enneads I-III, trans. A.H. Armstrong, Loeb series vol. 440-442 (Cambridge MA: Harvard 

UP, 1966-1967) 
 
Recommended Texts 
 
Augustine, City of God, trans. R.W. Dyson (Cambridge UP, 1998) 
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Nicholas Baker-Brian, Manichaeism: an Ancient Faith Rediscovered (New York: T&T Clark, 2011) 
John M. Dillon, The Middle Platonists (Ithaca NY: Cornell UP, 1997) 
Bart Ehrman, Lost Christianities (Oxford UP, 2003) 
Majella Franzmann, Jesus in the Manichaean Writings (New York: T&T Clark, 2003) 
Hans-Joachim Klimkeit, Gnosis on the Silk Road: Gnostic Texts from Central Asia (San Francisco: Harper 

Collins, 1993) 
Samuel Lieu, Manichaeism in the Later Roman Empire and Medieval China (Dover NH: Manchester 

University Press, 1985) 
Christoph Markschies, Gnosis: an Introduction (London: T&T Clark, 2003) 
Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: the Neoplatonism of Iamblichus (University Park PA: Penn State UP, 

1995) 
 
Course Requirements: 
 
This course will consist of both lecture and discussion portions.  Students will also be asked to 
submit reflections on the week’s readings to the Chalk discussion board.  Coursework will culminate 
with a 15-20 page final paper, which will critically assess one of the three key figures covered here.  
The goal of the paper will be to (a) demonstrate an understanding of the chosen figure’s place in the 
intellectual-historical context explored here, and (b) reflect upon the categorization of the same 
figure within the varieties of religion in late antiquity. 
 
Grades will be broken down as follows: 
 
Discussion Participation – 25% 
Weekly Chalk Reflections – 25% 
Final Paper – 50% 
 
Plagiarism in any form will not be permitted.  For tips on how to avoid the pitfalls of plagiarizing, 
see the Writing Center’s helpful webpage:  
http://writing-program.uchicago.edu/resources/collegewriting/but_what_if_you_get_stuck.htm 
 
Schedule: 
 
Week 1: Contextualizing Ancient Religion 
 
[The purpose of the first week will be to lay the groundwork for the students’ understanding of what 
is to come.  This would entail brief overviews of: the political and geographical layout of the 
Mediterranean and Mesopotamia in the third century CE; the shape of Middle Platonism as it was 
understood during the same period; and the contemporary status of Christian communities 
(including the kinds of splinter communities that fostered minds like that of Mani).  Special mention 
will be made of Alexandria, which was the venue for lively debates between thinkers variously 
regarded as Christian, Platonist, and/or Gnostic in the first three centuries CE.  (Think of Philo, 
Pantaenus, Ammonius Saccas, Clement—not to mention Origen and Plotinus.)]  
 
Reading: R.M. Grant, Augustus to Constantine (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2004), 3-20 (on the 
Roman empire generally), 165-178 (on Rome and Christianity in the third century), 198-215 (on 
school and church at Alexandria); Dominic J. O’Meara, Plotinus: an Introduction to the Enneads (Oxford 
UP, 1993), “Introduction: On Plotinus’ Life and Works” (available as an e-resource); Iain Gardner & 
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Samuel Lieu, eds., Manichaean Texts from the Roman Empire (Cambridge UP, 2004), 1-8 (on Mani’s 
origins). 
 
Recommended: O’Meara, Plotinus, Ch. 1-3 (on soul and body; the sensible and the intelligible; the 
intellect and the forms); John M. Dillon, The Middle Platonists (Ithaca NY: Cornell UP, 1997), 114-182 
(on Platonism at Alexandria).  
 
Week 2: Gnosticism and the Question of Categories 
 
[Having established some general context, we will then turn to scholarship on the troubled category 
of ‘Gnosticism.’  This will help us build up a conceptual framework that we can use to think about 
the categorization of Origen, Plotinus, and Mani over the coming weeks.  While the main attraction 
is the methodological value of addressing Gnosticism, it helps that this topic is not alien to the three 
figures under consideration in this course.  Origen was an enemy of the Valentinian ‘gnostics,’ but 
was often suspected of being far too close to their brand of esoteric speculation.  Plotinus wrote 
against the ‘gnostics,’ and yet obviously offered up his own brand of salvific knowledge.  Mani, 
finally, is generally considered to fall within (or at least close to) the realm of Gnosticism, although 
his legacy might prove too idiosyncratic to fit comfortably into that category.  The awkwardness of 
this one typological term (‘Gnosticism’) will then spur reflection on the generalizations we use to 
make sense of the rich diversity of late antique religious thought, as it confronts us over the 
remaining weeks of the course.] 
   
Reading:  David Brakke, The Gnostics: Myth, Ritual, and Diversity in Early Christianity (Cambridge MA: 
Harvard UP, 2012), 1-51 (on imagining and identifying Gnosticism); Karen King, What is Gnosticism? 
(Cambridge MA: Harvard Belknap, 2003), 1-54. 
 
Recommended: Grant, Augustus to Constantine, 120-130 (on the ‘gnostic crisis’); Christoph 
Markschies, Gnosis: an Introduction (London: T&T Clark, 2003), 1-28 (the typology of Gnosticism); 
Bart Ehrman, “Christians ‘In the Know:’ the Worlds of Early Christian Gnosticism,” Chapter 6 of 
Lost Christianities (Oxford UP, 2003), 113-134. 
 
Week 3: Origen as Platonist 
 
[With Week 3, we will begin our transition from contextual and methodological concerns to close 
readings of our three authors.  Origen will be introduced by way of his more speculative works.  By 
doing so, we will be able to foreground the way that he used Platonic principles to shape his 
approach to Christian theology.  Attention will be paid both to the ethical and to the cosmological 
aspects of his writings.] 
 
Reading: Origen, On First Principles (Book IV), in Rowan A. Greer, ed. & trans., Origen (Mahwah NJ: 
Paulist, 1979), 171-216. 
  
Recommended: the Introduction to Greer, Origen. 
 
Week 4: Origen as Christian 
 
[In Week 4, we will complicate the picture of Origen we began to sketch out in Week 3.  Instead of 
emphasizing his speculative explorations, we will focus on how his thought is embedded within the 
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Christian worldview as he received it.  We can go about that by looking at his approach to Scripture 
or his complex relationship to Christian teachings about the body and materiality (including his 
fondness for martyrdom).] 
 
Reading: Origen, An Exhortation to Martyrdom, in Greer, 41-81; Origen, Prologue to the Commentary on the 
Song of Songs, also in Greer, 217-244. 
  
Week 5: Plotinus as Platonist 
 
[Moving on to Plotinus in Week 5, we will begin by characterizing his philosophy as a synthesis of 
Platonic presuppositions with an Aristotelian appreciation for systematic subtlety.  More broadly, the 
aim is to sketch out what is commonly called ‘Neoplatonism,’ and to place that tradition in relation 
both to the ancient Greeks and to Origen’s simultaneous appropriation of the Platonic lineage.]  
 
Reading: Plotinus, “What is the Living Being, and What is Man?,” Ennead I.i, in A.H. Armstrong, 
ed. & trans., Ennead I, Loeb series vol. 440 (Cambridge MA: Harvard UP, 1966), 91-122; Plotinus, 
“On Beauty,” Ennead I.vi, in Armstrong, Ennead I, 229-264. 
 
Recommended: Armstrong’s preface in Ennead I, vii-xxviii. 
 
Week 6: Plotinus as Pagan 
 
[Week 6 will emphasize Plotinus’ role as something of a religious reformer.  Here, instead of 
focusing on his contribution to theoretical philosophy, we will locate him in relation to polytheistic 
theurgy, demonology, and those he called the ‘gnostics.’  It will also be necessary to point briefly to 
his legacy in multiple religions, as it manifested in the figures of Porphyry, Iamblichus, and 
Augustine.  His treatise on the guardian spirits will also make a nice lead-in to Mani’s doctrine of the 
divine twin or syzygos.] 
 
Reading:  Plotinus, “Against the Gnostics,” Ennead II.ix, in Armstrong, Ennead II, Loeb series vol. 
441 (Cambridge MA: Harvard UP, 1966), 224-301; Plotinus, “On Our Allotted Guardian Spirit,” 
Ennead III.iv, in Armstrong, Ennead III, Loeb series vol. 442 (Cambridge MA: Harvard UP, 1967), 
139-162; Porphyry, “On the Life of Plotinus,” in Armstrong, Ennead I, 1-90. 
 
Recommended:  Augustine, City of God, trans. R.W. Dyson (Cambridge UP, 1998), X.ix-xi, p.403-410 
(on the Neoplatonic descent into theurgy, which he attributes to Porphyry); O’Meara, Plotinus, Ch. 
10 (on Platonism and Mysticism); selections from Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: the Neoplatonism 
of Iamblichus (University Park, Penn State UP, 1995): “Introduction: To Preserve the Cosmos” (1-18) 
and “Platonizing Popular Religion.” (231-236). 
 
Week 7: Mani as Gnostic 
 
[The goal of Week 7 is to position Mani within the rich variety of alternative Christianities that 
flourished in the first few centuries CE, and perhaps especially so just at or beyond the borders of 
the Roman Empire.  Mani is often treated as a less philosophical mind than Origen or Plotinus, but 
we will try to bring out a rigorous account of his cosmology and its relation to other aspects of his 
thought.  This will produce a general overview of his complex cosmogony, his light/dark dualism, 
and his message of salvation.] 
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Reading: Gardner & Lieu, eds., Manichaean Texts, 46-72 (on Mani’s childhood and calling); 176-179 
(‘The Community Sing the Knowledge of Mani’), 191-199 (on Mani’s polytheism and his divine 
twin), 202-204 (on Mani’s vision of eschatology and the hope for salvation), and 231-232 (on 
Manichaean ethical precepts). 
 
Recommended: Gardnieu & Lieu, eds., Manichaean Texts, 8-21 (their summary of Mani’s teachings) 
and 179-187 (non-Manichaean authors’ accounts of Manichaean cosmology); Nicholas Baker-Brian, 
Manichaeism: an Ancient Faith Rediscovered (New York: T&T Clark, 2011), 61-139 (as a useful secondary 
source on Manichaean theology). 
 
Week 8: Mani as Christian 
 
[Week 8 will force us to reconsider the rather conventional approach to Mani taken in Week 7, as we 
look more closely at how he preserved the figure of Jesus in his mythology.  This will also give us a 
chance to explore the extent—both chronological and geographical—of his experiment in religious 
thought.  In so doing, we will be able to catch a glimpse of how one alternative view of Jesus lived 
on until its last gasp in sixteenth-century China.] 
 
Reading: Gardnieu & Lieu, eds., Manichaean Texts, 168-173 (the Fundamental Epistle and the Letter 
to Menoch), 218-219 (the Descent of Jesus), and 252-258 (on Christ, the Holy Spirit, the love that 
binds the church together, and the soul); Hans-Joachim Klimkeit, Gnosis on the Silk Road: Gnostic 
Texts from Central Asia (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1993), 63-76 (Iranian Manichaean texts on 
Jesus, including a reading of the Passion as an entry into Nirvana). 
 
Recommended: Majella Franzmann, Jesus in the Manichaean Writings (New York: T&T Clark, 2003), 1-
26 (on Mani’s Jesus) and 133-146 (a summary of the figures of Jesus in Manichaeism); Samuel Lieu, 
Manichaeism in the Later Roman Empire and Medieval China (Dover NH: Manchester University Press, 
1985), 202-219 (on Mani as the Buddha of Light). 
  
Week 9: Augustine at the Intersection of Christianity, Platonism, and Manichaeism  
 
[The course will culminate by taking a brief glance at Augustine of Hippo, a figure in whom the 
rough generalities of Christianity, Platonism, and Manichaeism produced a very fruitful tension.  
Debate has raged in the past over whether Augustine is more fundamentally a Christian or a 
Neoplatonist, and his own contemporaries often suspected him of never leaving his first religion of 
consequence: Manichaeism.  In him, then, we should get a sense for how different strands of 
intellectual and religious thought could continue to intermingle—even within the same person—
without either dissolving into each other or resolving themselves into mutually exclusive ways of 
thinking.] 
 
Reading: Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford UP, 2009), Books III (on his 
attraction to Manichaeism by way of philosophy), VII (on Platonism), and VIII-IX (for his turn to a 
different form of Christianity). 
 
Recommended: Gardnieu & Lieu, eds., Manichaean Texts, 187-191, 218-219, 244-246 (excerpts from 
Augustine’s works against Manichaeism). 
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Week 10: Reflecting on Religious Difference in Late Antiquity 
 
[For the last week, as the students work on their research papers, we will reflect more generally upon 
the methodological questions we have dealt with over the quarter.  Students will be invited to 
discuss the demarcation of religious difference—both in the sense of (a) differences between 
religious traditions and (b) the differentiation of religion from philosophy—as they have 
encountered it in the figures they have read and are now writing on.] 
 
Reading: Brakke, The Gnostics, 112-137 (on strategies of self-differentiation). 

 

 

 

 

 

 


