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controversial as his approach to hiblical 
interpretation, which he famously outlines 
in On First Principles, where he advocates a 
threefold meaning of the biblical text: the 
historical, foe moral, and the spiritual.1

T h e  objections to O rig en ’s spiritual 
in te rp re ta t io n  are w ell-know n. O rigen  
derives this threefold interpretation from his 
tripartite anthropology: the literal meaning 
corresponds to the body; the moral meaning 
to the soul; and the spiritual meaning to the 
spirit. Thus, a tr ipartite, Platonically based 
anthropology determines Origen’s approach 
to Scripture. He seems to rely more on 
Philo and thus on Platonic philosophical 
categories than  on Scripture itself, which 
means that in his exegesis, the philosophical 
dross covers over the pure gold of Scripture. 
T h is  Philonic in f luence can be seen in 
O rigen’s allegorical interpretation, which 
far too often downplays, ignores, or denies 
the historical meaning of the text. History, 
according to this objection, disappears as 
a meaningful category, to be replaced with 
o therw orld ly  concerns. Briefly put,  the 
vertical displaces the horizontal.

Furthermore, by moving directly from 
a historical to a moral reading of Scripture, 
Origen’s interpretation is allegedly moralistic 
in character. He is m ainly concerned, so 
the argument goes, with what the text says 
about Christians’ moral actions; as a result, 
the historical particu la r i t ies  o f  the text 
move into the background. Immediate ly 
co n n ec ted  to this is the observation that 
O rig en ’s allegorizing makes h im  largely 
overlook the literal meaning in order to jump 
straight to the moral and allegorical levels of

A
m ong  the m any  th ings  th a t  fill 
me w ith  g ra ti tude  w hen I th in k  
o f  ] im  H ouston , three stand  out. 
First, like Origen, ] im  has always 
rejected a party  spirit and wants to 
be know n primarily  by the name 
of  Christ ,  as a vir ecclesiasticus (man of  the 

church),  ] im  has taugh t me to focus on 
what is central to the C hris t ian  faith and 
to celebrate this w ith  others who belong to 
Christ. Second, ] im  has taught me to look 
for the real presence o f  Christ wherever it 
may be found. His focus on w hat Origen 
term s the “ in c a rn a t io n s” o f  the e ternal 
Logos— found  p r im ari ly  in C hris t ,  and 
in and  th rough  h im  also in m any people 
a n d  p laces  a r o u n d  u s — has saved me 
from pitfa lls  and  made me gratefu l  for 
the ways in w hich  G od  is present to me 
today. Finally, ] im ’s deep conviction tha t 
the Scriptures are the book of  the church 
and  are to be read spiritually  and  in line 
w ith  the broad C hris t ian  tradition  places 
h im  in O rig en ’s trajectory, and for this, 
too, 1 am thankful .  In each of  these ways, 
] im  has been a m odern-day Origen to me. 
It is in thankfulness to G od for ] im ’s real 
presence in my personal and academic life 
that 1 dedicate this essay to him.

Introduction
Origen  o f  A lexandria  (ca. I8 5 -c a .  251), 
both one of  the most influential and one of 
the most controversial theologians of  the 
ante-Nicene church, continues to inspire 
discussion and debate am ong exegetes o f  
Scripture as well as dogmatic theologians. 
Ferhaps fow aspects o f  his legacy are as



Joshua ه Sacramentaux: Fall 2012/V ء ol. 48 , No. 3

Origen’s Polem ical Context
T h e re  is no d en y in g  th a t  O r ig e n ’s 
in terp retation  of Scripture is m arkedly 
different from nearly all modern and late 
m odern readings. The very strangeness 
o f his exegesis, the mere fact th a t it is 
so different from w hat we are used to, 
makes it difficult for us to recognize its 
value. 1 suspect tha t in many cases, we 
do not disagree w ith  O rigen from the 
outset. D isagreem ent, after all, implies 
understanding. O ne significant obstacle 
in our understanding of O rigen’s reading 
of Scripture is that we are so conditioned 
by our modern surroundings that reading 
Origen leads us into an alien world, a world 
that, at least initially, we have difficulty 
recognizing, let alone comprehending. And 
without comprehension, we cannot possibly 
come to agreem ent ٠٢ d isagreem ent— 
which, o f course, hinders our enjoyment 
o f O rigen’s exegetical work. One of our 
first tasks then, if  we are to evaluate his 
allegorizing o f Scripture, is to familiarize 
ourselves w ith some of his writings, and 
for this occasion, 1 have chosen to reflect 
on O rigen’s hom ilies on Joshua. 1 have 
purposely chosen ك/ضء particular Bible book 
because it is, more than any other, a book 
o f violence. It is a book tha t offends, a 
book that not only ancient readers but also 
contemporary Christians find difficult to 
appropriate. How is a book such as Joshua—  
with its stories of congest, its incitement to 
genocide, and its distributions of conquered 
areas— how is this Christian Scripture?

This question— how we can consider 
the book  o f Joshua to be C h ris tia n  
S c rip tu re -w as  Origen’s question no less 
than it is ours. To be sure, as 1 indicated, 
our twenty-first-century context is rather 
d ifferen t from  O rig en ’s th ird -cen tu ry  
world. O ur apprehension of violence is 
fuelled by late m odern sensibilities that 
condition us to be fearful of the role that 
religion may play in m ilitary  conflicts, 
nervous about the imposition of ideological 
regimes that do not allow for difference or 
dissent, and concerned with the victims of 
oppression, abuse, and m arginalization.

reading, which— seeing they are bereft of 
historical grounding— cannot but lapse into 
an arbitrary imposition of meanings. The 
historical and the spiritual seem separated 
in Origen’s interpretation, with the former 
disappearing imo oblivion and the latter 
taking on a capricious character.

These objections have most famously 
and forcefully been presented by R. ? . c .  
H anson  in his in flu en tia l 1959 study  
Allegory and Event.1 To be sure, H anson’s 
position forms by ٨٠ means the consensus 
among patristic scholars. Nine years before 
H anson’s book appeared, Henri de Lubac 
published a study of Origen’s interpretation 
of Scripture, entitled History and spirit, in 
which he presented a vigorous defence of 
the Alexandrian theologian’s approach to 
Scripture. De Lubac’s study has recently 
been published in Tnglish translation  De ي.
Lubac’s defence of Origen notwithstanding, 
H an so n ’s d en u n c ia tio n  o f the  la rre r’s 
approach has been tremendously influential, 
not in the least because it fit the more 
historical mould that dominated so m uch 
biblical exegesis of the twentieth century.

In this essay, 1 will focus on Origen’s 
homilies ٠٨ Joshua, and I hope to show from 
these homilies (as well as from additional 
reflections ٠٨ Origen’s theology) that, even 
though he does downplay the historical 
character of some events related to us in the 
book ofjoshua, Origen nonetheless values 
the historical level ؛٨  a penultimate sense as a 
result of the sacramental cast of his exegesis. 
We can only appreciate how  O rig en ’s 
exegesis functions if and when we come 
to understand the sacramental structure 
that lies at the basis o f his interpretation.4 
W hat is more, inasmuch as history serves 
in  this sacram ental role, the footing of 
Origen’s valuation of history is more secure 
than that of many contemporary historical 
exegetes, for whom foe category of history 
has no grounding beyond itself.5 In this 
essay, therefore, 1 hope to show something 
of the sacramental character o f O rigen’s 
interpretation of Scripture, particularly as it 
comes to the fore in his homilies ٠٨ Joshua.
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unseem ly, even an ti-S em itic .11 But we 
need to be careful with such accusations, 
u n d erstan d ab le  th o u g h  they  may be, 
particularly  in the light o f the horrible 
history of the twentieth century. W ithout 
trying to excuse the excesses of some of 
O rigen’s ad hominem  statem ents against 
the ]ews, we need to keep in mind that for 
Origen, anti-Jewish rhetoric is less a matter 
o f anti-Sem itism  than  it is a m atter of 
securing the right to interpret the Scriptures 
from the perspective of the 
reality of Christ. We cannot 
understand the fathers’ ami- 
]ewish discourse if  we fail to 
keep in mind the importance 
o f  th e  q u estio n , “W hose 
Bible is it?” w ith regard to 
the Hebrew Bible or the Old 
Testam ent. So, in H om ily 
17, Origen insists that in the 
division of the land of]udea 
th a t the book  o f Joshua 
relates, we can see a “copy 
and shadow” of a heavenly 
d iv ision  (cf. H eb. 8 :5 ) .12 
Accordingly, Origen regards 
the earth ly  Jerusalem , the 
temple and the altar there, the 
visible worship with its priests 
and high priests, as well as the 
various regions and towns 
o f Judea, as im ita tions of 
“heavenly things.”^ He observes that all 
these “im itations” have disappeared w ith 
the Incarnation. The reason is that “at the 
coming of God our Savior, tru th  descended 
from heaven.”^ And so, Origen appeals to 
the Jews to tu rn  from the “shadows” and 
“types” to the “tru th ” of the reality that has 
come with Christ:

If therefore, 0  Jew, coming to 
the earthly city ofjerusalem, you 
find it overthrow n and reduced to 
ashes and embers, do not weep as 
you do now “as if with the mind 
of a child” [1 Cor. 14:20]; do not 
lament; but search for a heavenly 
city instead of an earthly one.

The postmodern celebration of difference 
goes hand in hand w ith the rejection of 
the violent hegemony o f sameness tha t 
characterized modernity. In such a context, 
it is difficult to appropriate Old Testament 
books such as Joshua.

Nonetheless, Origen, too, struggled 
w ith  the a p p ro p ria tio n  o f Joshua. It 
was particu larly  the opposition of two 
religious groups that made it difficult for 
C hristian theologians such as Origen to 
refer to the book of Joshua as Christian 
Scripture. Two alternative interpretations 
vied for people’s allegiance, both of which 
rejected a Christian reading of this Bible 
book. The first was a Jewish reading of 
the book. T hroughout his homilies and 
com m entaries, O rigen finds him self at 
odds w ith Jewish readings of the text. In 
particular, he objects to the literalness of 
Jewish interpretation. Repeatedly, when 
he makes his case for a spiritual reading of 
the text, Origen polemically questions the 
Jewish approach. For instance, when Joshua 
the son of N un is told to circumcise the 
Israelites a second time (Josh. 5:2), Origen 
immediately comments: “I may wish in this 
place to inquire of the Jews how anyone is 
able to be circumcised a second time with 
the circum cision of the flesh O ة”. rigen 
here makes the simple observation that it 
is physically not possible to circumcise a 
person twice. As a result, he puts forward 
a spiritual reading, according to which the 
first circumcision is the putting  aside of 
the errors of idolatry in favour of the law 
of Moses and the second is the acceptance 
of C hrist, the circumcision by means of 
“the rock, who is C hrist.”? Origen speaks 
of “those Jewish defenders of the letter who 
are ignorant of the spirit of the Law.”8 He 
mentions the person who is “outwardly a 
Jew” and thinks that “nothing else but wars” 
constitute the topic of the book of Joshua.؟ 
As a result, the Jews “become cruel and 
implacable,” maintains Origen  A strictly ص.
historical reading, in Origen’s context, is the 
reading advocated by his Jewish opponents.

O ur first instinct, perhaps, is to shrink 
back from such anti-Jew ish rhetoric as
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 was primarily the reading of Scripture آن
th a t d iv ided  the C h ris tian s  from  the 
Gnostics. In the late second century, St. 
Irenaeus had done battle with the Gnostics 
in his five books Against Heresies, and in 
the third century, it was up to Origen and 
others to fight these same heretical groups. 
O rigen repeatedly m entions Valentinus, 
Basilides, and M arcion in one b rea th  ؟’.
Preaching in Caesarea, he was perhaps 
mostly concerned w ith M arcion and his 
disciple A p e lle s .M a rc io n  discarded the 
Old Testament as unworthy of the God of 
the New Testament. The human ways in 
which the o ld  Testament described God 
(its amhropomorphisms), the violence that 
this God and his people embraced, and the 
many immoralities described in the O ld 
Testament Scriptures led Marcion to reject 
the Old Testament altogether and to posit 
the existence of two gods: the god of the 
O ld and the god of the New Testament. 
As a result, when Origen did battle w ith 
the Gnostics, this was a struggle against a 
literalist reading of the O ld Testam ent, 
as was also his fig h t ag a inst Jew ish  
interpretations.

T h u s , w hen  Jo sh u a  en lis ted  the 
Gibeonites as “hewers of wood” and “car- 
riers of water” in the service of the Tsrael- 
ites (Josh. 9:21), the Marcionites objected 
to such an inconsiderate, perhaps even 
immoral, attitude on the part of Joshua. “O f 
course,” comments Origen in Homily 10, 
“it must be observed that the heretics read- 
ing this passage, those who do not accept 
the Old Testament, are accustomed to make 
a malicious charge and say, ‘See how Jesus 
the son of N un showed no hum an kind- 
ness, so that, although permitting salvation, 
he inflicted a mark of infamy and a yoke of 
servitude upon those men who had come to 
him  in su ^ h ca tio n .”’̂  Origen then pro- 
ceeds to defend Joshua’s actions by contrast- 
ing the unworthy attitudes of the Gibeonites 
to the exemplary behaviour of Rahab, and 
he then provides a spiritual interpretation 
of the Gibeonites* identity. Gibeonites are 
people who go through all the right motions 
in church while making no effort to restrain

Look above! And there you will 
discover “the heavenly Jerusalem 
that is the mother of all” [Gal.
4:26].15

For O rigen, as well as for m any other 
church fathers, anti-Jewish rhetoric was in 
the first place a polemic aimed at securing 
the Old Testament as Christian Scripture. 
It had to be read not in a fleshly but in a 
spiritual fashion. This is not to suggest that 
anti-Jewish w riting never slid into anti- 
Semitism. O n a regular basis, it did. But we 
do need to keep in mind the hermeneutical 
concern— and, tied in with this, the even 
more im po rtan t question o f C h ris tian  
identity— that m otivated church fathers 
such as Origen. W ith twenty centuries of 
Christian history behind us, we have a long 
tradition that recognizes the Old Testament 
as Christian Scripture, and as a result we 
simply do not experience the same anxious 
concern as the church fathers did to secure 
the Old Testament as the church*.؟ hook- 

The second alternative Old Testament 
in terpretation  was that o f the Gnostics. 
D uring  m uch of the second and th ird  
centuries. G nostic  groups were h ighly 
influential in their attem pt to supplant 
m ainstream  C hristian ity  as the leading 
religion of the em pire. Since G nostics 
tended to be syncretistic in character and 
wem quite willing to adopt elements of the 
C hristian  Scriptures tha t they could fit 
in w ith their own theological emphases, 
Gnosticism turned out to be a dangerous 
alternative to the church .16 Many Gnostic 
groups aimed at secret knowledge (gnosis), 
which would allow them to escape this evil, 
material world. As Walter W ink puts it, “For 
many Gnostics, Creation was not followed 
by a Fall, as in Judaism and Christianity; 
Creation was the Fall. They were a single, 
tragic event.”17 Valentinian and Basilidian 
Gnostics were prom inent in Alexandria, 
while in Caesarea the Marcionites proved 
to be influential in their rejection of the 
authority of the Old Testament.’*

Since for the fathers doctrine was 
always a matter of scriptural interpretation.
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book Spiritual Exegesis and the Church in 
the Theology ofH enri de Lubac, makes the 
point that for de Lubae— and, we eouid 
add, for many of the fathers and medieval 
theologians— “the structure of allegory is 
fundamentally sacramental.”^؟ She explains 
fois statement as follows:

The content ٠٢ signification of 
both the historical event and foe 
future historical reality of Christ 
and the Church to which the 
allegorical meaning refers exceed 
what is observable within history.
]ust as what is observable within 
history does not limit the mystery 
it embodies, so too, Christian 
allegory is not limited to the 
historical dim ension. That is, 
allegory points not only to future 
historical realities, but to future 
mysteries which, belonging to the 
fulfillment of history, surpass his־■ 
tory. Thus the concept of myste- 
rium, that which is hidden within, 
is proper to both the past histori- 
cal event and the future reality it 
prefigures.^

Two comments may help clarify what 
it is that Wood is suggesting about spiritual 
in te rp re ta tio n , f i r s t ,  w hen allegorical 
exegesis insists that Old Testament events 
point to New Testament realities, it is آس  
lust moving from point A  to point ء  on a 
chronological timeline. Allegory is not lust 
like a prophecy-fulhllment scheme. Instead, 
W ood maintains, both point A  and point 
B have a signification that exceeds or goes 
beyond what is observable within history.ال  
Historical events are never ءسم'ر that; they 
are never ءسم'ر historical events. Particularly 
salvation-historical events always carry an 
extra dimension. They always point beyond 
history.

Second, when ه1ك  Testament events 
point to future events— referring to Christ 
or to the church— they point, says Wood, 
to “future mysteries.” She uses the term 
mysterium. T h is is a sacram ental term .

their vices and to cultivate virtuous habits: 
“Let them know they will be assigned a part 
and lot w ith the Gibeonites by the Lord 
Jesus.”22 Origen defends Old Testam ent 
Scripture against the Gnostic accusation of 
cruelty by insisting on an allegorical inter- 
pretation of the text ofjoshua.

O ur context is in many ways different 
from that o f Origen. But this does not 
render his exegesis any less timely. Origen 
aim s his polem ics against Jew ish and 
G nostic  in te rp re ta tio n s  o f S crip tu re . 
Over against the Jews, he insists that their 
exegesis cannot circumvent the accusation 
that the biblical text, with its violence and 
immorality, is unworthy of God. They need 
spiritual exegesis to overeóme this difficulty. 
W hile the Gnostics do not suffer the same 
im plication regarding religious violence, 
they only avoid this problem by simply 
rejecting the book o fjo sh u a  altogether. 
Both groups, however, make the same basic 
mistake, according to Origen: they read 
foe text on a literal level only, and by doing 
so, fall into the trap of a carnal reading 
of the Old Testament Scriptures  Both ص.
problems with which Origen struggles—  
that o f an overly literal reading of the 
text and that of religious violence— are 
issues we today face, as well. H istorical 
readings of Scripture, when they are solely 
concerned with authorial intent, are unable 
to overcome the postm odern accusation 
against the Christian faith— namely, that 
it has served and continues to serve as an 
instrum ent of violence. M odern exegetes 
who advocate a strictly literal reading of the 
text are faced with a stark choice: they either 
have to justify the violence inherent in the 

ه1ك  Testament or they have to abandon it 
as Christian Scripture. Since either option 
seems to me detrim ental to the church, 
I suggest that a serious look at the third- 
century exegesis ofOtigen is well worth our 
whilefo

Scripture as Incarnate Logos
For much of the Great Tradition, the term 
“mystery” functioned as a synonym for the 
word “sacrament.” Susan K. Wood, in her
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For O r ig e n ,  ail d iv in e  reve la t ion  
fu n e t io n e d  in th o ro u g h ly  sac ram enta l  
fashion. Robert ]. Daly malees this clear in 
his foreword to an anthology of  O rigen’s 
work, edited by Hans Urs von Balthasar and 
entitled spirit and Fire. The Word, or Logos, 
of God, Daly explains, is central to Origen’s 
theology. W h e n  G od  reveals h im se lf  in 
history, the eternal Logos takes on the 
form of  earthly, temporal existence. Daly’s 
sum m ary  o f  the various “incarnations” of  
the Logos is worth quoting in full:

W hen Origen speaks of  the bibli- 
cal W o r d , the W o r d  incarnate in 
the scriptures, at least four inter- 
connected levels of meaning are in 
play. First, this W o r d  is the pre- 
existent, eternal, divine Logos, the 
Logos proclaimed in the prologue 
of  ]ohn’s gospel and expounded 
in extraordinary detail and depth 
in Origen’s commentary on this 
prologue. ح ج?م , this same divine 
Logos is the one who took flesh 
of the Virgin Mary, lived and 
worked among us, suffered, died, 
rose again and ascended to the 
Father, where he continues to 
intercede for us and to work until 
all things have become subjected 
to the Father who is all in all.
Third, this same eternal W©RD 
who took flesh of  Mary has also 
become incarnate in the words of 
scripture. Fourth, this same divine 
W o r d , born of Mary and also 
incarnate in the scriptures, also 
dwells and is at work within tts, 
espoused to our souls, calling us 
to make progress toward perfcc- 
tion, and to work with him in 
ascending to and subjecting all 
things to the Father . ت و

Daly explains that there are four levels 
o f  m eaning  in connection with the word 
“Logos.” The starting-point is the eternal 
Logos itself, the eternal, pre-existing Son 
of  God. T h is  eternal W ord takes on the 
characteristics of  time and space itt three

and  we w ould  not go w rong  by simply 
translating it as “sacrament.” Sacraments are 
often described as visible signs of  invisible 
realities.  W h a t  sacram ents  do is m ake 
present G o d ’s invisible grace in our visible 
reality. Or, if we take our starting point in 
this tangible world, we could say that when 
created realities function  as sacraments, 
they carry an extra, mysterious dimension; 
they carry a dimension tha t is mysterious 
¡ ) ١ the sense that if  one were to take all the 
measurements o f  a particular  object tha t  
one possibly could— if  one were to map 
its DNA, so to speak— he still would not 
fully grasp or comprehend the object. The 
reason is this: there’s a sacramental mystery 
to the object, which simply isn’t subject to 
measurement. It belongs to the invisible, 
e ternal realm, to which we do not have 
access by means of  the senses. W ood calls 
mysterium  “that which is hidden w ith in .” 
We could also say it is “that which exceeds 
or transcends” the empirically observable.

Mysteries point from o l d  Testament 
events to New Testament realities. They  
do so not as i f  these were two unconnected 
events, like sign A  p o in t in g  to rea li ty  
B. Rather,  the  n o t io n  o f  m ysterium  or 
sacramentum means that the New Testament 
reality B already l؛es embedded within the 
original, O ld  Testam ent event A . Event 
A  carries a mysterious presence B tha t  is 
unobservable by the senses, but tha t is no 
less real. Event A  carries the “real presence” 
o f  event B. S usan  W o o d ’s express ion  
“fu tu re  m ysteries ,” borrow ed from the  
Great Tradition, is paradoxical in character, 
since it combines horizontal, chronological 
connections w ith  vertical, spiritual links. 
Old Testament events both point forward in 
time— hence the word “future”— and they 
point upward toward the invisible realm—  
hence the term “mysteries.”

D iagramا

Logos

Jesus Christ
ا ر Seri Jture Soul

■iL■
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ensures rhat the believer will find just the 
right, objeetively correct, interpretation. For 
Origen, there is no such thing, and neither 
is there such a thing for de Lubac. Rather, as 
de Lubac puts it, “Every time 1 am faithful 
to the Spirit of  G od in the interpretation 
o f  the  S cr ip tures ,  my in te rp re ta t io n  is 
valid in some respect . ” ال  M ult ip lic i ty  o f  
interpretat ion , on this unders tand ing ,  is 
simply a reflection of  the Spirit’s plurality 
of  gifts in the lives of  believers. As long as 
the believer's soul reflects the “im prin t” of 
foe image of God, she will identify spiritual 
readings tha t  reflect the presence of  the 
eternal Logos .̂ ٢

As already indicated, I believe Daly is 
fundamentally  right in his understanding 
o f  a threefold  incarna tion .  At the same 
time, his helpful discussion does need some 
amplification. We need to keep in mind that 
Origen was, as he himself calls it, a “man of 
the church” (vir ecclesiasticus) : “1 want to be a 
man of the church. 1 do not want to be called 
by the name o f  some founder of  a heresy 
but by the name of Christ, and to bear that 
name which is called blessed on the ^arfo 
It is my desire, in deed as in Spirit, bo th

Diagram 2

ج]جزجوج
to be and to be called a Christian-’’̂  This ؛
beautiful passage highlights an im portant 
concern for Origen . د  De Lubac has strongly ء
insisted that the individual quest for God is 
neverر ' » ث  an individual quest. It is always in ء
¿«corporation into an em bodim ent in the 
body, or corpus, o f  the church . ٢  So close, in 
fact, is the link between the church and the 
individual that it may be mom appropriate 
to speak of the W o rd ’s incarnation in the 
church than of  the W o rd ’s incarnation in 
the individual soul. O n as diagram 2 makes 
clear, perhaps we could speak of  a fourfold

different ways; or, we could also say, there 
are three incarnations of the eternal Word: 
( ط ل ؛ء (  Incarnation  o f ]e su s  Christ  ira the 
V irgin  Mary, (2) the incarnation  in the 
Scriptures, and (3) the incarnation in our 
own souls (see diagram I).

D a ly ’s analysis is essentially  r ight,  
it seem s to m e — th o u g h ,  o f  c o u rse ,  
the d if fe rences  b e tw een  these var ious 
“incarnations” do have to be kept in m ind .  ص

It is fascinating to see how for Origen the 
second incarnation (the W ord’s presence in 
Scripture) is intimately linked to the third 
(the b ir th  of  C hr is t  in our souls). Daly 
adds that this final level of meaning is the 
“dominating” one, as it constitutes Origen’s 
“central hermeneutical principle.”ق° And, 
indeed, for Origen, the Logos that is present 
in Scripture is the same Logos that dwells 
also in the believer. Henri de Lubac reflects 
on this in his book History and spirit. He 
makes the point that for Origen, we need to 
read the soul ira a similar manner to the way 
we read Scripture. De Lubac com ments: 
“W hat we call the spiritual sense in Scripture 
we name the image of God in tire soul. And 
if  the divine Logos is planted in each soul 
as Ire is inserted into the fabric of Scripture, 
am the inspired words not as engraved ‘with 
the image of  the great King’ as is the human 
soul? It is on both sides the same impression, 
or rather the same Presence.”31 As we read 
Scripture, we come to understand ourselves 
in the process; and, o f  course, vice versa: 
as we come to understand ourselves better, 
we becom e more equipped  to read and 
understand Scripture. The  same Word is 
active bo th  in Scripture and in ourselves, 
explains de Lubac . ال

We need to briefly pause here, because 
de L u b a c ’s re f le c t io n  is im p o r ta n t  in 
connection w ith  the fear o f  arbitrariness 
th a t  o f ten  ar ises  in c o n n e c t io n  w it It 
O rigen ’s allegorical exegesis, ff it is true 
that Scriptum and the soul have the same 
structure— if it is true that both are, ira some 
sense, incarnations o f  the eternal Logos—  
then Spirit-guided exegesis can hardly be 
arbitrary. I do not mean, of course, that the 
presence of  the Logos in the believing soul
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Jesus’s suffering prnphesie¿ in Isaiah 
50, continues in the church, m aintains 
Origen. In a real sense, we could say that for 
Origen, the church is Christ, so that, along 
with Christ, the church is an incarnation of 
the eternal Logos.

De Lubac, too, draws attention to this 
unity between Christ and the church. In 
fact, he makes the daring point that the 
church is a “more perfect, fuller realization 
of the divine design” than the historical 
body born of the Virgin.43 The reason for 
this is that the church is the reality ofwhich 
the historical body of Christ was the “type” 
or the symbol.44 De Lubac captures Origen’s 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  th e  C h ris t-c h u rc h  
relationship as follows: “The historical life 
of Christ in his flesh and the mystical life 
in his Church are thus one and the same 
lifo under two different aspects, in two 
‘bodies’, one ofw hich is symbolic and the 
other symbolized.”43 For Origen, both the 
historical body and the ecclesial body are 
incarnations of the one Logos. The historical 
body is a préfiguration of the completion of 
the Logos in the eschatological, full reality of 
the church. In short, what we have seen so far 
is that the existence of multiple incarnations 
of one and the same Logos implies a close 
relationship among these various incarnate 
earthly realities. There is an intimate link 
between Scripture and the soul as well as 
between Christ and the church.

At the historical or horizontal level, 
there are, of course, all kinds of differences 
among these various incarnations of the 
Logos— differences that we can observe 
with the senses. Still, the close connection 
that we have already observed between 
Scripture and the soul, as well as between 
Christ and the church, points to the fact 
tha t i f  we move beyond the observable 
to the eternal Word itself, we come to the 
point (an eternal, heavenly one) where 
the four are not just similar, but actually 
identical. The multiple earthly words find 
their point of unity and their coherence in 
the eternal Word. For de Lubac, it is our 
purpose as believers finally to reach beyond 
the m ultiplicity of words (plural) to the

” ----------------------------------------------------

incarnation of the Logos: in Jesus Christ, 
in Scripture, in the believer, and in the 
church.38

The way in which Balthasar, in his 
anthology of Origen’s work, structures the 
lengthy section on foe “W ord” captures this 
ecclesial element well. He first has a section 
entitled “Word with God,” dealing with the 
eternal Logos. He then moves to a threefold 
incarnation: “Word as Scripture,” “Word 
as Flesh,” and “C hurch .” As Balthasar 
himself puts it: “Incarnation in the scripture 
and in an individual body were both an 
image and means to the third incarnation 
which was the meaning and purpose of the 
redemption: the incarnation of the Logos in 
his mystical body.”39 This mystical body, the 
church, has existed, according to Origen, 
since foe beginning of the world. The result 
is that throughout the Old Testament we see 
types or figures of the church. Adam and 
Eve’s union, N oah’s ark, Abraham, Jael, the 
bride of the Song of Songs, and the Queen 
o f Sheba all prefigure the church of the 
Gentiles.40

T he fact th a t the W ord becom es 
incarnate both in Jesus Christ and in foe 
church enables Origen to posit a close link 
between the two. W hat happens to the 
church happens to Christ and vice-versa, 
since both share in the eternal Logos.4؛ 
Balthasar’s anthology pulls together some 
fascinating passages from Origen’s writings 
that illustrate this close link. Referring, for 
example, to opposition coming from both 
Jews and pagans, Origen comments:

1 see Jesus every day “giving his 
back to the smiters” (Isa 50:6).
Go into the Jewish synagogues 
and see Jesus being beaten by 
them with blasphemous tongue.
Look at the pagan assemblies, 
plotting against Christians and 
how to capture Jesus. And he 
“gives his back to foe smiters.” ...
So many beat and strike him, and 
he is silent and says not a word.
... And to this day, Jesus “has not 
hid his face from shame and spit- 
ting” (Isa 50:6 م(
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more th a n  there are two Spirits.”47 The  
Word of Scripture is none other than  the 
eternal hogos. De Lubac explains that it is 
“still the same word, the same biblical word, 
and there is no play on words in that.”48

The obvious implication—-although to 
my knowledge de Lubac does not spell this 
out-—is that the soul of the individual, too, 
to the extent that she reaches perfection, 
f inds  her p o in t  o f  u n i ty  in the eternal 
Logos. And w ith  regard to the church, 
O rigen makes the same point.  N o t only 
is the body o f  Jesus Chris t  a type o f  the 
hody o f  the church, but this connection 
between Christ and his church implies that 
the m any m em bers  are eschatologically 
united in one body. Origen comments, for 
instance, that “when this resurrection of  the 
true and perfect Body of  Christ takes place 

then his multiple meinhers will form a 
single body.”49 It seems as though Origen is 
suggesting that the full unity of the church 
in the eschaton is the fullness of the eternal 
Logos. We may fairly suggest, then, that 
on the great day o f  the resurrection, the 
incarnate Christ, the Holy Scriptures, the 
individual soul, and the hody o f  the church 
all reach their unifying apex ٥ ٢  climax in 
the fullness of  the eternal W ord of  God. 
Diagram 3 thus makes clear that each of the 
four “incarnations,” as they render present 
the reality to which they point (understood, 
respectively, as Chris t’s divine nature, the 
spiritual sense of  Scripture, the image of 
God in the soul, and the fullness ofecclesial 
unity) ,  f ind  their  po in t  o f  un ity  in the 
eternal Logos.

simplicity of the one Word. Thus, when in 
the incarnate Christ we reach beyond the 
h u m a n  nature  tha t  we observe w ith  the 
senses, we arrive at his divine nature, at 
the eternal Word of  God. Likewise, when 
in Scripture we go beyond the literal sense 
o f  the text to the spiritual m eaning ,  we 
come to the eternal Word itself. De Lubac 
summarizes Origeit’s thought as follows:

In his Scripture as in his earthly 
life. Origen thought, the Logos 
needs a body; the historical mean- 
ing and the spiritual meaning are, 
between them, like the flesh and 
the divinity of the Logos. All of 
Scripture is, so to speak, “incor- 
porated”; like the One whom it 
proclaims and prepares for, it is 
“non in phantasia, sed in veritate”
(not in fantasy, but in truth). Cer- 
tainly, just as one must not stop in 
Christ at the matt who is seen but, 
through the flesh that veils him to 
carnal eyes, perceive hy faith the 
God who is in him, so one must 
go through the external history 
that is offered to us in the Holy 
Books, particularly in the Old 
Testament, in order to penetrate 
to the “spiritual mystery” that is 
hidden there.46

According to Origen, in the spiritual 
sense o f  the Bible, as in the d iv in i ty  of  
C hris t ,  one arrives at one and the same 
eternal Logos. Origen’s working assumption 
here is tha t “there are not two Words any
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Testament type to New Testament reality; 
from the sacrament of the historical event 
to the mystical reality of the eternal Word.”  
He starts Homily 1 magnificently with an 
allusion to Philippians 2:9: “God gave the 
name that is above every name to our Lord 
and Savior ]esus Christ. For this ‘name that 
is above every nam e’ is Jesus.””  N oting 
that Moses was unable to lead the army 
and asked Jesus (Joshua) to choose mighty 
men (Exod. 17:9), O rigen com m ents: 
“Therefore؛ when 1 become acquainted with 
the name ofjesus for the first time, 1 also 
immediately see the symbol of a mystery 
[mysterii video sacramentum]. Indeed, Jesus 
leads the army.””  Origen’s use of the terms 
mysterium and sacramentum right at the 
outset of his commentary confirms for us 
the nearly synonymous meaning that these 
two words carried for the church fathers 
and the medieval tradition. Throughout his 
homilies. Origen speaks of the literal sense 
as the mystery or sacrament of the spiritual 
sense.55

It may be w o rth  our w hile to go 
through a few examples, in order to get a 
sense of how im portant this sacramental 
relationship between the divine Word and 
human words is for Origen. In Homily 11, 
the Alexandrian preacher comments: “But 
meanwhile Jesus destroyed the enemies, not 
teaching cruelty through this, as the heretics 
think, but representing the future sacraments 
in these affairs, so that when Jesus destroys 
those kings who m aintain a reign of sin in 
us, we can fulfill that which the Apostle 
said, ‘Just as we presented our members to 
serve iniquity for iniquity, so now let us 
present our members to serve righteousness 
for sanctification’ [Rom. 6:19].”5، We may 
notice in this passage both the paradoxical 
language o f “future sacram ents,” which 
we saw Susan W ood borrowing from the 
Great Tradition, and the seamless way in 
which Origen moves from the historical to 
the spiritual meaning when he comments 
that “Jesus destroys those kings.” W hen he 
first says that “Jesus destroyed the enemies,” 
Origen’s words contain a certain ambiguity: 
the clause may speak either of Joshua the

Mysterii video sacramentum
So fa r, 1 have d e sc r ib e d  O r ig e n ’s 
understanding of the temporal and sensible 
appearances of Christ, Scripture, soul, and 
church as em bodim ents or incarnations 
o f the eternal Logos. T his is certain ly  
true to Origen’s description of things. But 
w ith equal validity, we could describe the 
relationship between these four aspects and 
the eternal Logos as sacramental in character. 
Thus, we could say that Jesus’s hum anity 
is the sacrament of the eternal Logos and 
that the literal meaning of Scripture is the 
sacrament of the eternal Logos. After all, the 
Logos has a “real presence” in the incarnate 
Christ by means of the divine nature and in 
Scripture through the spiritual meaning of 
the text. Likewise, we may add, the Logos 
has a “real presence” in the soul and in the 
church.

We need to note the im plication of 
th is sacram ental view point particularly  
with regard to Holy Scripture. Robert Daly 
makes the point that there is a “raz/incarna- 
tion and hence ‘real presence’ of the eternal 
W o n  in the scriptures.”5ه He goes on to 
say: “ft is thus not mere metaphorical lan- 
guage but precise theological description to 
speak of the ‘sacramentality of the biblical 
word’ according to Origen.”5' It seems to me 
that Daly is quite right in his observation. 
We have already seen that the term “mys- 
tery” has the sacramental connotation that 
we have just been tracing in connection with 
the W ord’s various incarnations. The events 
described in the biblical text are myster- 
ies; they are sacraments. That is to say, the 
eternal Word or Logos of God shows up in 
them. There is a real presence of this eternal 
Word in the events that the Bible describes.

T hat O rigen is firm ly convinced of 
this real, sacramental presence of the Word 
in the Old Testament is something that we 
can trace throughout the Commentary on 
Joshua. The very fact that Joshua’s name in 
the Septuagint is simply rendered as “Jesus” 
and tha t O rigen uses this Greek nam e 
throughout his homilies enables him to shift 
back and forth nearly seamlessly from Old
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these passages because heavenly mysteries 
are described in them.”“  The reference to 
“heavenly mysteries” in connection with the 
various place names implies, according to 
Origen, that one should not think that the 
book of Joshua relates something “worth- 
less” when it presents us w ith these many 
proper names. “Rather, know that ineffable 
things are contained in these mysteries and 
things greater than either the human word 
is able to utter or the mortal sense of hear- 
ing to hear.”61 Earthly events such as the 
drawing of lots, as well as the names of cities 
mentioned in Joshua thus turn out to be sac- 
ramental “mysteries” of heavenly realities.

As he discusses the detailed description 
of the inheritance that the various sons 
of Levi receive, he in terrupts him self in 
Homily 25 with the words:

W ho is able to follow and to com- 
prehend all these things? w h o  
can even remember and pay atten- 
tion to the order of the mysteries 
[mysteriorumY. But if, according 
to the letter alone, we can explain 
the difficult text of the narra- 
tion and unfold the confusion 
either of places or of persons that 
are bound together in the story, 
what do we say concerning those 
sacraments [sacramentis] that are 
depicted through this, and in 
which the distributions of a future 
inheritance are dimly sketched?62

Again, Origen uses the terms “mysteries” 
and “sacraments” to denote the heavenly, 
eternal realities given in earthly, th is- 
worldly descriptions.

Finally, in the next homily, when he 
discusses the trans-Jordanian tribes building 
an altar in imitation of that of Judah (Josh. 
2 2 :1 0 -2 0 ) , O rigen  firs t recoun ts the 
historical event, and then immediately adds: 
“But let us see whatsacramentXvzs within this 
deed.”65 He then proceeds with the spiritual 
interpretation o f this particular chapter. 
The “sacrament” is obviously the spiritual 
explanation of the passage.

son of N un or o f Jesus Christ; the Greek 
id en tity  betw een the two makes bo th  
understandings possible. It is only the rest 
of the passage that makes clear that Origen 
is really speaking of Christ. It is Jesus, not 
Joshua, who destroys our demonic enemies 
so that we can live holy lives in line w ith 
Romans 6.

In  H o m ily  22 , O rig en  observes 
tha t Joshua reports three times that the 
C an aan ites  live am ong the people of 
Ephraim . He then com m ents tha t i f  we 
investigate these three occurrences carefully, 
“we shall not doubt that these things were 
w ritten  not so tha t only a narration  of 
exploits might be transm itted to us [i.e., 
the h istorical sense], but so tha t these 
things be filled with divine sacraments and 
th ings w orthy  o f G od .”57 T he “divine 
sacraments” speak of the spiritual reality 
to which the historical accounts point. In 
the same homily, when Origen notes the 
com m and to “purge the Rephaites from 
among you” (Josh. 12:15), he comments: 
“We find Rephaites to be interpreted ‘slack 
mothers.’ According to that which is said 
in a mystery [in sacramento] concerning the 
soul as though concerning a woman, there is 
a certain power in our soul that brings forth 
perceptions and is, so to speak, the mother 
of those perceptions.”“  W hen the power of 
these perceptions is “slack and languid,” this 
is indicated “under the name ‘Rephaites,’ 
so that we may purge ourselves of these 
langu id  m others, who bear weak and 
useless thoughts.”59 Origen intentionally 
and explicitly identifies the Rephaites in 
sacramental fashion.

W hen in Homily 23 Origen discusses 
the drawing of lots to divide the conquered 
cities, he makes the point that this dividing 
of lots mirrors an angelic drawing ٠۴ lots in 
heaven. He then comments: “Insofar as it 
was permitted, we have dared to offer to you 
these things concerning the distribution of 
the lots of the land o fju d ah  by the invita- 
tion of Scripture, which calls Jerusalem and 
Mount Zion heavenly, and the rest of those 
places that are written to be in heaven. This 
gave us the opportunity to remark about all
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T h ese  ex am p les  fro m  O r ig e n ’s historical questions modern scholars tend
homilies on Joshua present us with a rather to put to the text. He is almost oblivious to
impressive number of occurrences of the what the original author may have meant
words “sacram ent” and “mystery.” There w ith the text of the book ofjoshua. The
is little doubt that for Origen the words of reason is this: O rigen doesn’t so much
the biblical text, while they relate historical look backward as forward. For Origen,
events, also carry ه  deeper meaning, one biblical in terp re ta tion  is not first and
that is located in heaven and refers to Jesus foremost a historical discipline. Such an
Christ, the eternal Son of God, him self It approach would have struck him as an oddly
is im portant to note that this sacramental reductionist؛،: enterprise.
interpretation is thoroughly christological. F u rth e rm o re , w hen  it com es to
We need to keep this in mind in connection h is to ry  itse lf, u n lik e  m any m o d ern
w ith the objections that we noted at the historians, Origen does not reduce history
beginning of the essay regarding Origen’s to m easurable cause-and-effect, to that
allegorizing. Origen, 1 indicated, is often which we can observe with the senses. This
viewed as a moralist, who jumps straight means that he regards history as open to a
from the Old Testament to how we should providential ordering of events. His sermons
live. Certainly, Origen is concerned w ith are predicated on the notion that the history
the virtuous habits o f the C hristian life. of salvation is divine in character. He does
But he is also thoroughly christological in not begin with attempting to ascertain the
his exegesis. The sacramental meaning of historicity of particular events. Instead,
the historical event refers first and foremost he takes them  for granted (most o f the
to Jesus, who him self is the Incarnation time), and he reads them as guided by God
of the eternal Logos. Origen is a “man himself.
of the church,” a vir ecclesiasticus. And as W hen, for example. Origen turns in
such, his prime concern is Jesus Christ. Homily 23 to the drawing of the lots for the
The Alexandrian tradition stemming from seven tribes as described in Joshua 17-19,
Origen is thus a sacramental tradition that he engages in a theological discussion of
has Christology for its starting-point. providence. He begins by discussing the

drawing of lots in Leviticus 16, where one
H istory’s R ightful Place lot was taken for God and another for the
At this point, we need to ask the question. scapegoat (Lew 16:8).65 Origen observes
does history receive its rightful place in that Caleb was assigned a share «٠؛  by lot.
Origen’s sacramental reading ofjoshua? In but “according to the commandment of the
addressing this question, it is probably wise Lord” (Josh. 14:13).66 Many others on the
to think carefully about what we mean by west side of the Jordan River, however, get
history’s “rightful place.” If we regard as the their portions assigned through the casting
purpose of biblical exegesis to find out what of lots. And Origen adds the theologically
the human author really meant, this often weighty comment that “that lot is not tossed
tends to imply, as the nineteenth-century by chance, but according to that which
Oxford critic Benjamin Jowett famously put was predestined by G od.”67 Origen then
it in 1860, that we read Scripture “like any goes through several additional biblical
other مظ0ءل.”هة  Seeing that authorial intent occurrences of the lot: Jonah was selected
is a historical matter, the resolution to such by lot to be cast into the sea; Solomon
a quest inevitably yields varying degrees of appeals to the lot in the book of Froverbs;
probability. If, with such an understanding and the apostles filled the place of Judas by
of biblical interpretation, we ask whether casting the lot. Again, Origen concludes
Origen gave history its “rightful place,” that “when prayer preceded, it was no longer
the answer m ust be negative. O rigen is by chance but by providence that the lot
singularly ««concerned w ith the kinds of announced divine judgm ent.”68 Next, he
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heavenly lots, so that earthly arrangements 
are in line with heavenly ones.

It should he elear at this point that 
history is not insignifieant for Origen. We 
may even say that he has a more exalted view 
of history than do many modern historical 
exegetes. The reason is precisely that he 
refuses to reduce h istory  to im m anent 
cause-and-effect. Because h istory is for 
Origen a matter of providential ordering, 
it is much more than  just inner-worldly 
cause-and-effect observable by the senses. 
A view of history as purely autonomous 
and this-worldly would have struck him as 
terribly reductionistic. History, to Origen, 
has significance because it is the outcome of 
G od’s eternal providential ordering.

It seems unlikely, therefore, that when 
Origen allegorizes, he means to suggest 
thereby tha t the h istorical event never 
occurred. His spiritual reading can hardly 
be meant to كمح«و / history, at least not across 
the board. B oth O rig en ’s sacram ental 
understanding of interpretation and his 
insistence on the providential ordering of 
history militate against this. If it is historical 
events that carry a sacramental dimension, 
then this means that the spiritual reality 
is present in historical events. And if  God 
orders history providentially, then, again, 
th is  im plies an acknow ledgem ent o f 
its significance. Accordingly, H enri de 
Lubac, in his book on G rigen’s biblical 
interpretation, shows at length that usually 
Origen affirms the historicity of the events. 
‘A ll that happened,” explains de Lubac, 
“happened ‘in mystery’: but the mystery 
presupposes the real event. One must believe 
‘the testimony of the history.’”^

In his book On First Principles, Origen 
distinguishes a threefold interpretation, and 
he makes clear that each o f the three levels 
is integral to a full-orbed understanding of 
the text:

One must therefore pourtray the 
meaning of the sacred writings in 
a threefold way upon one’s own 
soul, so that the simple man may 
be edified by what we may call

relates this providential ordering o f the 
lot to Christology: “But still I sought in 
the Hew Testament if anywhere the lot is 
mentioned in relation to Christ or to the 
Church, or even to mystic things that seem 
to relare to foe soul.”69 fie then observes that 
several Hew Testament passages speak of the 
believers’ predestination “by lot.”70 Origen 
insists that these passages, too, should be 
understood not just in their historical sense: 
“But according to the inner understanding, 
as Paul seems to indicate when he says, ‘in 
the portion of the lot of the saints’ [Col. 

ل:ل2ل , and ‘called by lot in C hrist’ [£ph. 
ل:ل1ءل  it must be seen whether perchance 

the lot is drawn not only among humans, 
but also among the celestial powers.”7’ All 
of Scripture, including the Hew Testament, 
is subject to spiritual interpretation  for 
Origen. The Hew Testament, too, points to 
eternal realities.

W hen we draw lots here on earth , 
the results are in line with lots drawn in 
heaven. This explains, according to Origen, 
why D euteronom y 32 :8—9 can say that 
G od divided the nations and fixed the 
boundaries of the nations “according to the 
number of the angels of God.” “We must 
not th ink,” insists Origen, “that it was by 
accident that it indeed fell to one angel to 
receive by lot one nation, for example, that 
of the £gyptians, but to another, the nation 
of the Idumeans, and to another, foe nation 
of the Moabites, and to another, India or 
every single nation on earth.”72 Origen thus 
a rriv es  at the conclusion “that not even 
for a single one of us does anything come 
to pass except by a lot o f this kind that is 
d ispensed by the judgm ent of G od .” و7  

It now becomes clear tha t when by lot 
Benjamin receives ]erusalem and M ount 
Zion, this is not just an accidental matter: 
“Doubtless, it is because the nature o fth a t 
heavenly Jerusalem established it that the 
earthly Jerusalem, which preserved a figure 
and form of the heavenly one, ought to 
be given to none other than Benjamin.”^  
(Origen here has in mind Hebrews 10:1 and 
12:22, which he has just ،quoted.) It is divine 
providence that arranges human affairs by
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“the scripture wove into the story something 
w hich  d id  no t h ap p en , occasiona lly  
som ething which could not happen, and 
occasionally something which might have 
happened but in ؛act did not.”79 Even when 
speahing of the Gospels and the writings 
of the apostles, Grigen comments that “the 
history even of these is آس  everywhere pure, 
events being woven together in the bodily 
sense w ithout having actually happened; 
nor do the law and the com m andm ents 
contained therein entirely declare what is 
reasonable.”®؛؛ O n Origen’s understanding, 
the Spirit sometimes included along with 
the historical account descriptions of things 
that were either contradictory or immoral, 
and which God thus intended as obstacles, 
deliberately placed in the text in order to 
drive people to the benefit of a spiritual 
reading.

We see such n o n -h is to rica l read- 
ings also in the Homilies on Joshua. ٨  few 
examples will suffice to clarify the point. 
In Homily 7, Origen comments: “I would 
like to in ^ ire  of the Jews and of those who 
are called Christians, but who still preserve 
the Jewish interpretation of Scriptures, how 
they explain that ‘Rahab the prostitute was 
joined to the house of Israel up to this very 
day’ [Josh. 6:25], How is Rahab said to be 
‘joined up to this very day’?”81 Similarly, 
when Joshua defeats the alliance of Jabin, 
King of Hazor, he destroys all his people—  
“so that ص one remained there who might 
recover” (Josh. ل1:11ر — and he hamstrings 
their horses. Noticing the order of events, 
first the destruction of every single person 
and then the hamstringing of their horses, 
Origen comments in Homily 15:

Concerning this, we say first of 
all to those who wish these things 
to be understood only according 
to the letter, that if any o f the 
enemies had survived, it seemed 
reasonable that the horses be 
hamstrung so that س  one could 
use them for flight. But here, 
w hen it is said that no one was 
left among the enemies who could

the flesh of the scripture, this 
name being given to the obvious 
interpretation; while the man who 
has made some progress may be 
edified by its soul, as it were; and 
the man who is perfect and like 
those mentioned by the apostle;
“We speak wisdom among the 
perfect; yet a wisdom not of 
this world, nor of the rulers of 
this world, which are coming to 
nought; but we speak of G od’s 
wisdom that hath been hidden, 
which God foreordained before 
the worlds unto our glory” [1 Cor. 
2 :6-7]—  this man may be edi- 
fied by the spiritual law [cf. Rom.
7:14], which has “a shadow of 
the good things to come” [Heb.
10:1]. For just as man consists 
of body, soul and spirit, so in 
the same way does the scripture, 
which has been prepared by God 
to be given for man’s salvation/*

There are three levels o f m eaning, 
acco rd ing  to O rigen : the  lite ra l, the 
moral, and the spiritual. These three levels 
correspond to the various aspects o f the 
human person: the literal level corresponds 
to the body; the moral level to the soul; 
and the spiritual level to the spirit/7 The 
historical level of interpretation is part and 
parcel of the overall pattern with its various 
levels. For Origen, one cannot interpret 
Scripture without doing justice to history. 
The common assumption, therefore, that 
allegory is a jumping away from  history is, 
to put it bluntly, simply based on a lack of 
knowledge of the fathers. Once we start 
reading the fathers for ourselves, we come 
to recognize that historical realities are an 
integral part— although by no means the 
most important part— of the reading of the 
text.

This is not to say that Origen never 
devalued or even discounted the literal 
meaning. There “are certain  passages of 
scripture which, as we shall show in what 
follows, have no bodily sense at all,” he 
insists in On First Principles/؛؛ Sometimes,
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Interestingly؛ Origen’s homilies often 
discuss and justify his hermeneutical moves 
as he presents his understanding of the 
text. O n various occasions؛ the text’s very 
meaning, according to Origin, refers to the 
principle of allegorizing. In other words, 
he sees the biblical text as addressing the 
،question of interpretation. Such is the case 
in Homily 2, when God promises Joshua 
(or Jesus) that he will give him every place, 
“wherever [he] will ascend with the soles of 
[his] feet” (Josh م)وتل.  Origen insists:

The letter of the law is placed on 
the ground and lies down below.
O n no occasion, then, does the 
one who follows the letter of the 
haw ascend. But if you are able 
to rise from the letter to the spirit 
and also ascend from history to a 
higher understanding, then truly 
you have ascended the lofty and 
high place that you will receive 
from God as your inheritance.^؛

The very phrase “ascend w ith  the soles 
o f y o u r fe e t” ca rrie s , for O rig en , a 
hermeneutical principle, namely, that we are 
to ascend from the historical to the spiritual 
level. Apparently, when we read the text 
allegorically, the allegorical level gives us the 
justification for this practice of allegorical 
exegesis in which we have just engaged.

It may seem hard to avoid the conclu- 
 -ion that this involves a form of circular rea؟
soning: Origen assumes the results of spiri- 
tual interpretation to justify its practice; it 
is an allegorical reading of Joshua’s ascent 
“with the soles of [his] fret” that shores up 
his allegorical approach. I am not so sure, 
however, that Origen asks us to take his 
reading of Joshua 1:3 in a strictly logical or 
demonstrative sense. 1 suspect that his desire 
to delight the reader and to bring to the 
fore readings that allude to G od’s eternal 
beauty drives him (as well as other fathers) 
to engage in this sort of exegetical practice.87 
Txegetes such as Origen would hardly con- 
sider this particular reading of Joshua 1:3 as 
the definitive meaning of the text. Instead,

take a breath, why were the horses 
still commanded to be ham- 
strung, especially those that were 
able to be of use and service to the 
victors?^

Origen takes the logical improbability of 
these passages as sufficient reason to move 
to a spiritual reading. He does the same 
thing on at least five other occasions.8ت The 
reason is, no doubt, that his relative neglect 
of history (or, we might say, his urge to get 
beyond history to the spiritual meaning) 
is such that he cannot bother taking the 
tim e to investigate possible solutions to 
the apparent contradictions that he finds 
in the literal meaning of the text. 1 don’t 
th ink there is an adequate defense for such 
neglect. But if we ask which neglect is more 
،serious, the nearly wholesale neglect o f 
spiritual levels of interpretation in a great 
deal o f m odern historical exegesis or the 
occasional neglect of history in Origen and 
other practitioners of allegorical exegesis, 
the answer seems to me fairly evident.

From H istory to spirit: Biblical Rationale
T his leads us to the question: on what 
b iblical basis does O rigen move from 
history to spirit? w h a t is his rationale for 
this sacramental approach to Scripture? 
Doesn’t such a move from history to spirit 
lead to a supersessionism in which foe Hew 
Testament simply supersedes and replaces 
the Old? Put sharply, what real use can 
Origen possibly have for the Old Testament?
O f course, we have already seen his main 
motive for the move from history to spirit: 
he holds to a sacramental view of history 
and of the Scriptures. Furthermore, we have 
seen that on occasion, when the text appears 
problematic, Origen jumps straight to the 
spiritual meaning without worrying about 
the historical event. So, we know why it is 
that Origen saw multiple levels of meaning 
in the text: his sacramental view of reality 
demanded as much. But the question we have 
آس  yet asked is this: how does Origen ground 
this sacramental view biblically? Does the 
Bible support his allegorical exegesis?

----------------------------------------------------ء
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letter of the Law empty and void 
of all those things we have men- 
tioned above [the Old Testament 
saerifieial rites and the like], you 
have the Moses who is dead in the 
body; but if you are able to draw 
back the veil from the Law 
[2 Cor. 3:16] and perceive that 
“the Law is spiritual” [Rom.
7:14], you have the Moses who 
lives in the spirit.^

For Origen, Moses is both dead and alive. 
As long as we read him  spiritually, he 
remains alive for us. So, yes, in an important 
sense, the New Testament does supersede 
the Old, just as the new covenant supersedes 
the old. At the same time, however, the New 
Testament also renders the fullest and truest 
meaning of the Old Testament, by drawing 
out its deepest mystery, its sacram ental 
meaning. And in so doing, Origen spots a 
greater treasure in the Old Testament than 
it had been possible to find prior to the 
coming of Christ.^

It is not the purpose of this essay either 
to defend each and every exegetical choice 
that Origen makes, or to suggest that he 
investigates the historical meaning of the 
Scriptures with the kind of care with which 
one perhaps would have liked him  to. 
Still, the common objections to Origen’s 
interpretation of Scripture remain largely 
unconvincing because they are predicated 
on a view of h istory tha t approaches it 
w ithout regard either for the providential 
ordering of history or for its sacramental 
functioning. It is because he recognizes this 
sacramental function of history— as well 
as of the Scriptures recording historical 
events— that Origen sees in history much 
greater signi^cance than do his modern-day 
detractors.94 آث
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