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the Christian evangelization through the inherent missionary and sacramental characters 
of the Church could have enlightened or explained further the seeming madness of 
Christians and the threat they post to the stability of the Roman empire; that human life 
includes a transcendent dimension, and not merely driven by nature, body, and reason; 
that it has spiritual layer that at times can be beyond human understanding; that eventually 
Christianity finds her way to express her faith in a way palpable to the Greco—Roman 
world, albeit not necessarily compatible. This could have been a fitting discussion in an 
expanded Nota Conclusiva. But again, Ruggiero may just have stuck to the objective of 
his book: to present accusation of madness levelled against Christians in the ancient times. 
For that intent, he succeeds.  
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There is a peculiar kind of philosophical awkwardness that arises when two 
thinkers who ought to be friends have been kept apart by misunderstanding. D. T. Sheffler 
opens his remarkable study with precisely this image: Platonism and Christian personalism 
are like two guests at a party who share far more than either suspects, estranged not by 
genuine incompatibility but by the accumulated distortions of centuries of hasty reading. 
The task Sheffler sets himself is to pour the wine, nudge the conversation, and let the 
family resemblance speak for itself. The result is one of the most philosophically serious 
and theologically suggestive works to emerge from the Hildebrand Project in recent years, 
a book that deserves a wide readership among scholars of ancient philosophy, Christian 
anthropology, and the personalist tradition alike.

The thesis is stated with admirable clarity in the preface: all the central concerns 
of Christian personalism find their historical origin, though not their full expression and 
development, in Plato (p. xviii). This is not a claim that Plato was a Christian avant la 
lettre, nor that the dialogues contain, in embryonic form, the full doctrine of the Imago 
Dei or the resurrection of the body. Sheffler is too careful a reader for such anachronism. 
His claim is more precise and, in its precision, more interesting: that the conceptual seeds 
from which personalism grew were first planted in Platonic soil, and that the personalist 
tradition has been too quick to disown its own genealogy.

The book is organized around five chapters, each targeting a specific node of 
tension between Plato and the personalist tradition. Chapter one surveys the charges: 
Étienne Gilson’s claim that Plato’s metaphysics leaves no room for the individual person, 
Joseph Ratzinger’s insistence that the concept of person is a purely Christian theological 
invention, Karol Wojtyła’s critique of “cosmological” anthropology, and Metropolitan 
John Zizioulas’s argument that Platonic ontology makes personhood metaphysically 
impossible. Sheffler treats each interlocutor with genuine respect, granting the force of 
their objections before demonstrating, through careful textual analysis, that the charges 
rest on a systematically impoverished reading of the dialogues. Chapter two, on “Soul,  
Body, And Person,” is where Sheffler’s philosophical contribution is most acute. Against 
the standard personalist narrative, he argues that the soul in Plato occupies a genuinely 
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intermediate ontological position, and that it is precisely this intermediacy that makes 
the Platonic account of the person philosophically generative rather than reductive. The 
famous passage from the Alcibiades is given its full weight: when you and I talk to each 
other, one soul uses words to address another soul (p. 36). Sheffler reads this not merely 
as a metaphysical claim about the soul’s priority over the body, but as evidence that 
personalist themes have been rooted first and foremost in the conceptual space of I-Thou 
encounter and conversation, rather than exclusively in terms of solitary introspection (p. 
36). This is a genuinely illuminating observation, and it reframes the entire subsequent 
discussion. The treatment of the Phaedo is particularly impressive. Rather than dismissing 
the dialogue’s anti-body rhetoric as straightforwardly dualistic, Sheffler reads it in its 
rhetorical context, attending carefully to the way Socrates consistently uses anthropos 
to mean a mortal biological organism belonging to the human species, distinct from 
the person who may happen to belong to the species for a time (p. 40). The soul, on 
this reading, is not one half of a hostile dualism but the conscious subject, the true self, 
whose temporary habitation in a human body does not exhaust its identity. The myth at 
the end of the Phaedo confirms this: Socrates seeks to establish not just ‘immortality of 
the soul’ but continuity of the conscious person (p. 47). The joke Socrates makes just 
before drinking the hemlock, telling Crito to bury his body but not him, is read as a 
summary of the entire dialogue’s argument: If the identity between soul and self were 
not operative throughout the dialogue, Socrates would have no hope, and no joke (p. 
50). Chapter three, on “Tripartition,” is the most technically demanding section of the 
book and also among the most rewarding. Sheffler introduces what he calls the “moving 
spotlight” view of personal identity in Plato: which configuration of the three parts that is 
‘lit up’ as ‘me’ depends on the direction I choose to point the ‘spotlight’ of my conscious 
attention, affections, and motivations (p. 64). This is a genuinely original interpretive 
proposal, and it allows Sheffler to navigate between two inadequate readings of the 
tripartite soul, the “homunculi” interpretation that treats the parts as three complete selves, 
and the deflationary reading that reduces them to mere faculties. The story of Leontius 
is read with particular care: we might instead characterize it as a struggle between two 
distinct versions of Leontius battling over who Leontius himself will be (p. 74). The ethical 
stakes of tripartition are thus not merely about self-control in a narrow sense but about the 
achievement of identity itself.

Sheffler draws a close and illuminating parallel between this Platonic picture and 
Dietrich von Hildebrand’s account of “true consciousness” in Transformation in Christ. 
Hildebrand writes that unconscious persons “tacitly identify themselves with whatever 
response their nature suggests to them” and “have not yet discovered the possibility of 
emancipating themselves, by virtue of their free personal center, from their nature” (p. 
85). Sheffler notes that this notion of ‘identifying with’ either lower impulses or higher 
reasons is thoroughly Platonic. It could have been lifted straight from the image of the 
farmer, lion, and beast in the Republic (p. 87). The parallel is persuasive, and Sheffler is 
honest about where it breaks down: the tripartite model simply lacks the later conception 
of the will (p. 86), and Plato’s emphasis remains primarily epistemic where Hildebrand 
insists on a volitional center proper to the personal mode of existence. Chapter four, on 
“Nous, Divinity, and Theosis,” is the most theologically ambitious section of the book. 
Sheffler argues that the Platonic tradition provides an indispensable “golden thread” in 
the history of personalism: the identification of nous with the divine element in human 
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beings. The philosopher, Socrates says in the Phaedrus, is the one whose memory always 
keeps it as close as possible to those realities by being close to which the gods are divine 
(p. 115). Sheffler reads this carefully: the gods are not divine simply by being gods, but 
in virtue of their proximity to the forms. The philosopher participates in that same mode 
of life, and to that extent stands outside human concerns and draws close to the divine (p. 
115). The parallel with Hildebrand’s account of value-response is drawn with precision. 
Hildebrand himself cites the Phaedrus directly, identifying the inner transformation of the 
person with the regrowth of the soul’s wings: “the soul grows wings, that is, the deepest 
inner transformation takes place, only if there is a real penetration of values and a real 
self-forgetfulness is achieved” (p. 122). Sheffler’s summary formula is elegant: “noesis = 
theosis = personalization” (p. 124). The chapter is also admirably honest about the limits 
of the parallel. The forms in Plato are never spoken of as themselves persons, and the 
ultimate object of the philosophical ascent is something else entirely, taking us beyond 
the logical space of an I-Thou interpersonal encounter to that of an I-It contemplation of 
impersonal intelligible principles (p. 124). For Christian personalists, by contrast, grace 
conceived as a personal gift from a personal God is an indispensable cornerstone of the 
whole philosophical and theological edifice (p. 126). Sheffler does not paper over this 
difference; he names it clearly and explains why it matters. Chapter five, on “Individuality 
and Uniqueness,” addresses what is perhaps the most persistent objection to the Platonic 
inheritance: the worry that the soul’s ascent toward nous ultimately dissolves individual 
identity into a Cosmic Mind or World Soul. Sheffler calls this the loss-of-identity thesis 
and argues that it cannot be found in Plato and is ultimately antithetical to the whole 
purport of many of his best ethical arguments (p. 130). The Socratic maxims about 
suffering injustice rather than committing it, the myths of judgment and rebirth, the whole 
structure of moral responsibility in the dialogues, all presuppose individuated souls that 
each survive death and, even in the ideal state, remain one and the same, numerically 
distinct person (p. 130). Sheffler concedes, however, that Plato simply did not develop a 
metaphysics of individual persons as individuals: individual persons qua individuals are 
not the proper object of dialectic, and hence cannot feature in the passages of rigorous 
argument that are used to establish the forms (p. 130). This is an honest and important 
admission, and it points toward the genuine work that later thinkers in the tradition had 
to do.

There are places where one might wish for more. The book’s engagement with the 
secondary literature on Plato is selective rather than comprehensive, and readers familiar 
with the debates around the Parmenides or the late dialogues may find the treatment of 
Platonic metaphysics somewhat compressed. The discussion of theosis in chapter four, 
while illuminating, moves quickly past the question of how Plato’s account relates to 
the specifically Christian doctrine of deification as developed by figures like Gregory of 
Nyssa or Maximus the Confessor, figures who are mentioned but not examined in depth. 
And the book’s focus on Hildebrand as the representative personalist, while justified 
by the context of the Hildebrand Project, occasionally leaves one wondering how the 
argument would fare against the more relational personalism of, say, Emmanuel Levinas 
or Martin Buber.

These are minor reservations about a book of genuine distinction. Sheffler 
writes with clarity, philosophical seriousness, and a genuine love for both traditions he is 
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bringing into conversation. He is, as Mark Spencer notes in the foreword, “a fair-minded 
reader of all his source texts” who “readily grants when a personalist (or other) criticism 
of Plato is correct” while also showing “how, surprisingly, even those criticisms of Plato 
are generally rooted in a Platonic insight, which Plato himself just failed to adequately 
develop” (p. xiv). That combination of generosity and rigor is rare, and it makes Plato 
and Christian Personalism a model of how the history of philosophy ought to be done. 
Alfred North Whitehead’s famous remark that the European philosophical tradition is “a 
series of footnotes to Plato” is quoted at the book’s close. Sheffler has written a footnote 
that illuminates the original text rather than obscuring it, and in doing so has rendered a 
genuine service to both the Platonic and the personalist traditions.

Blaise D. Ringor

Laubscher, Leswin. Levinas for Psychologists. New York: Routledge, 2024. pp. 258. 
ISBN: 9781003315612.
DOI: https://doi.org/10.55997/2010pslxi185br4

There were already attempts to integrate the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas 
into psychology. Writing this work entails an attempt to add to what has already been 
started in the field of social sciences. One commendable aspect of Laubscher’s writing 
is to examine Emmanuel Levinas’ notions not simply chronologically, but also how the 
philosopher matured throughout his philosophizing. 

Here, he acknowledged that Levinas’ life contributes to his thinking and 
philosophical position. To write this way entails acknowledging that the work does 
not function solely as a philosophical reference for studying Levinas, which was well 
written, but as a text that integrates the discipline of psychology to further understand 
Levinas’ complex philosophy. By situating himself at the intersection of philosophy and 
psychology, he showed that Levinas’ ethical philosophy poses a profound and necessary 
challenge to the assumptions of psychological practice. From the standpoint of a clinical 
practitioner, Laubscher not only exposed the philosophy of Levinas but also provided a 
sustained engagement with how the philosopher’s work can reshape the way psychology 
understands the human person, clinical encounters, and the broader social world and 
interactions.

The structure of the book provides a good and substantial idea of the life and 
philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas. The author provided an introduction that contextualized 
the reader for the book’s goal: to bring Levinas’s thought into a meaningful dialogue with 
psychology. In doing so, he provided, in Chapter 2, the context in which these disciplines 
are the same, different, and the points at which they might overlap and converge. Here, 
one understands how psychology draws on phenomenology, looking into the lifeworld, 
and how philosophy, especially Levinas’s, takes into account how therapy occurs as 
looking at the other as an ‘other.’

Additionally, his essay on Levinas’s biography provided an account that helped 
one understand not just Levinas’s life but also the historical and political context that 
shaped his philosophy. 


