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The Life of Antony and Pythagoras Contrasted

Athanasius’ Life of Antony is book written to clearly specify and demonstrate proper practice for early Christians. In contrast, Iamblichus: On the Pythagorean Life was written in the same epoch to discuss the correct practices for Greco-Roman world. Both texts display views on “G-d”, “the self”, “goodness”, and “commitment”, all the components that are used to discuss our definition of spirituality. On some aspects the texts align and others they oppose. Despite the similarities it is to see that that the Life of Antony clearly defines Christianity as a unique religion, with its own spirituality.


Turning first to the component of G-d or G-ds. It is clear that in the Antony the notion of G-d is singular and omnipotent. Antony’s G-d is good, and has a personal relationship with each and every person who believes. The following passage from Life of Antony best describes Antony’s concept of G-d.
'Wherefore, children, let us hold fast our discipline, and let us not be careless.  For in it the Lord is our fellow-worker, as it is written, "to all that choose the good, God worketh with them for good."’ (Antony, 19)

This passage shows singular G-d and also the goodness. To Antony G-d is personal, and will act for the individual, regardless of who the person is as long as he/she believes in G-d and strives for goodness. In another section of Antony’s speech he states: “So then we ought to fear God only, and despise the demons, and be in no fear of them. But the more they do these things the more let us intensify our discipline against them, for a good life and faith in God is a great weapon.”(Antony, 30) Antony used this point to show us that G-d was willing to help us all in the fight against evil. He uses the terms “a good life and faith in G-d”, here to show us the two things he finds most important in surviving in terms of G-d. One last important point about Antony’s belief on G-d is his opinion on Jesus, the Son of G-d. Antony states: “…the Son of God was not a created being, neither had He come into being from non-existence, but that He was the Eternal Word and Wisdom of the Essence of the Father”(Antony, 69). Antony states that Jesus is definitely not a typical Human being in the fact of birth and existence. This will become important when talking about the existence of Pythagoras.


The Pythagorean view on G-ds is significantly different from Antony, yet also shares some similarities. The text refers to multiple G-ds, such as Zeus and Apollo (Pythagorean, 2). It states “The g-ds, we may suppose, will pardon those who honour their parents above all, for our parents taught us to honour the g-ds”(Pythagorean, 8). This one passage shows that the text believes in multiple g-ds. Despite the number, g-ds still have relatively the same purpose as in Antony; they are there to reward the good. 

People know that justice is needed everywhere, so they made the myth that Themis ranks with Zeus and Dike does with Pluto and as law does in cities, in order to make it clear that man who does not deal justly with his charge thereby commits a crime against all the universe. (Pythagorean, 9)

Here we the stress on equality in the power system and the righteousness of the laws of the importance of goodness. This view is common between Antony and Pythagoras. The last important point is the relationship between g-ds and humans and the term son, as it refers to “son of a g-d”. Pythagoras himself is son of a g-d. “Pythagoras, borne to Zeus-beloved Apollo by Phythais, the fairest of the Samians”(Pythagoras 2). It is later said, “among rational beings there are g-ds, and humans, and beings like Pythagoras” (Pythagoras, 6). Here we see a difference between Pythagoras and humans, akin the Antony separation of Jesus from humankind. Unlike Jesus, however, Pythagoras is born, comes into existence, and then dies. He has a normal human life, while being favored by the g-ds.


Similar to the issue of G-d is the issue of Self. Self is the concept of which one is before the addition of G-d. To Antony there is no self without a belief in g-d. We come into existence because of g-d and live with G-d. The text states:

Wherefore a man, Fronto by name, who was an officer of the Court and had a terrible disease, for he used to bite his own tongue and was in danger of injury to his eyes, having come to the mountain, asked Antony to pray for him. But Antony said to him, ‘Depart and thou shalt be healed.' But when he was violent and remained within some days, Antony waited and said, 'If thou stayest here, thou canst not be healed. Go, and having come into Egypt thou shall see the sign wrought in thee.' And he believed and went. And as soon as he set eyes on Egypt his sufferings ceased, and the man became whole according to the word of Antony, which the Saviour had revealed to him in prayer. (Antony, 57)

In this quote we see Antony’s view on self. Fronto, came to the mountain a man in trouble, needing help. Antony says that while the man has no faith he cannot be saved. He cannot be whole and function in the world, without faith. Antony would argue that G-d has given us a soul, and only will the soul be realized if one believes in G-d. What is the soul? In talking about Antony’s realization of a soul 13 days away rising to heaven the Life states “And both these and the others marvelled at the purity of Antony's soul, how he had immediately learned that which was taking place at a distance of thirteen days' journey, and had seen the soul as it was taken up”(Antony, 60). Here we see that to Antony the soul is something that can be seen and observed, a physical quality to the self.


Similar to Antony, there was something noticeable about Pythagoras, as noted in: “They saw something superhuman in the lad’s self-displine…”(Pythagoras, 3). Pythagoras believed that self was a combination of body and soul, and that health of the self is very important. Pythagoras believes in tending to the self: “The original harmony of the soul’s powers was restored, and Pythagoras devised remission, and complete recovery, from diseases affecting both body and soul”(Pythagoras, 15). For Pythagoras, education was Paramount. He believed that through education the soul was purified. The belief structure was in contrast to Antony in the fact that faith was what was needed to heal the self, and soul. Pythagoras’ continued insistence on education to heal the soul shows a stark contrast.


The last two factors, goodness and commitment, are really interconnected in both of the texts. For Antony the view on goodness and commitment requires faith and devotion to prayer and G-d. At a young age, Antony’s parents die. Deciding to follow a spiritual path, for he believes in its virtue, Antony gives up his earthly possessions to the poor.

Thus conducting himself, Antony was beloved by all. He subjected himself in sincerity to the good men whom he visited, and learned thoroughly where each surpassed him in zeal and discipline. He observed the graciousness of one; the unceasing prayer of another; he took knowledge of another's freedom from anger and another's loving-kindness; he gave heed to one as he watched, to another as he studied; one he admired for his endurance, another for his fasting and sleeping on the ground; the meekness of one and the long-suffering of another he watched with care, while he took note of the piety towards Christ and the mutual love which animated all. Thus filled, he returned to his own place of discipline, and henceforth would strive to unite the qualities of each, and was eager to show in himself the virtues of all. With others of the same age he had no rivalry; save this only, that he should not be second to them in higher things. And this he did so as to hurt the feelings of nobody, but made them rejoice over him. So all they of that village and the good men in whose intimacy he was, when they saw that he was a man of this sort, used to call him God-beloved. And some welcomed him as a son, others as a brother. (Antony, 4)

Here we see Antony as good, and see his practices. Antony learns from others, but in the end compiles everything for himself. Along with the practice of learning about prayer, and religion, came the practice of asceticism. The practice of abstaining from earthly pleasures and fulfillments was what Antony believed help you purify yourself so that you could be good. The Life states:

He ate once a day, after sunset, sometimes once in two days, and often even in four. His food was bread and salt, his drink, water only. Of flesh and wine it is superfluous even to speak, since no such thing was found with the other earnest men. A rush mat served him to sleep upon, but for the most part he lay upon the bare ground. He would not anoint himself with oil, saying it behoved young men to be earnest in training and not to seek what would enervate the body; but they must accustom it to labour, mindful of the Apostle's words, ' when I am weak, then am I strong.' 'For,' said he, 'the fibre of the soul is then sound when the pleasures of the body are diminished.'(Antony, 7)

Here we see emphasis on depriving oneself of earthly pleasures to strengthen the spiritual self. It is also implied that this type of devotion is part of being good in the practice, which is directly related to Atony’s definition of goodness. It also shows a level of devotion or commitment to the faith. For Antony, the commitment in the belief in G-d and devotion to that belief were key to being good. To The Life, learning is not important; it is not ones learned skills that really matter, but faith. This is demonstrated by the following.

For it is not productive of virtue, nor is it any token of goodness. For none of us is judged for what he knows not, and no one is called blessed because he hath learning and knowledge. But each one will be called to judgment in these points--whether he have kept the faith and truly observed the commandments. (Antony, 33)

Here we see the stress Antony places on the faith over knowledge and that one achieves goodness by belief and practice, not by the knowledge which the posses.


Goodness and commitment are also connected for Pythagoras. Instead of devotion to prayer, however, Pythagoras views learning and knowledge as the path one must be committed to do achieve goodness. In his teachings to the young, Pythagoras “encouraged the young men to seek education, telling them to reflect how absurd it would be to think intelligence is the greatest asset, and use it to deliberate on other matters, but not to invest any time or effort in training the intelligence”(Pythagoras, 8). Pythagoras mentions intelligence as the greatest asset that one can have. While Antony would learn from many people, it is clear from the writing that in the end it is the belief in commitment to G-d, which is important. Contrary to that belief, Pythagoras believes that education is the greatest asset. In agreement with Antony is the Pythagorean view on asceticism. It is said of his selection of pupils,

He required vigor in tackling the hard work of learning and training, and it was a basic rule for those who undertook them to apply ingenious trails and chastisements and onslaughts “by fire and sword” to the self-indulgence and greed which are innate to all of us…. For the same reasons he enjoined the abstinence from wine, frugal diet, and rationing of sleep; spontaneous contempt for fame, wealth and the like, and resistance to them; sincere reverence for those who have gone before, unfeigned goodwill and fellow-feeling for one’s peers, willing encouragement, without envy, of those younger than oneself, and friendship of all for all. (Pythagoras, 16)

Pythagoras believes that by refraining from obsessive bodily pleasures, one could purify the mind such that it could learn and become good. This view is in conjunction with Atony’s view on the matter.


Similarities in some of the concepts taught by Antony and Pythagoras are many and could be related to common practices at the time of creation of both texts. Despite the similarities it is important to note their differences. Antony’s text shows a change in belief structure, most notably in the change from a belief in the goodness of knowledge to strength in the goodness of faith. This is a key component to the success of Christianity, for it helps the religion appeal to those who are not wealthy enough to afford an education. The Life of Antony is written carefully to not change many of the modern practices, but allow people through some of the common practices such as asceticism to partake in goodness previously only obtainable by the wealthy.

Personal Comparison
The view presented in Antony, in my opinion, is the view that faith remains supreme to all others. The view presented in the Pythagorean text is that education is the most important aspect of life. In contemporary spirituality, it is my humble opinion that, that it is faith that is most important. Modern life is separated into spheres of existence: professional life, religious life, and personal life. In the ancient times all these components were brought together into one common life. I would say that the Pythagorean view is very much a stronghold in the professional life. It is not common for one a United States Citizen to grow up without any education. Most US citizens are given at least the basic knowledge of reading. Those who gain more education are often rewarded with the better jobs and lifestyle. In contrast to the professional sphere of life, the religious sphere takes on Antony’s view of faith. I find today that most people (especially myself) are less educated about the facets of their religion (thus religiously uneducated) but have a strong belief or faith in G-d (whether it be G-ds existence, or non-existence). In the personal sphere, I feel that we have completely separated from the belief structure of both texts. American people as a whole are obese and take much time in recreation. Both Antony and Pythagoras would find this approach to life incorrect. 
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