
SORTES SANCTORUM

Sacred Lots, Christian Divination,

and the Search for God's Answer

––––––––

Lila Glenn



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      SORTES SANCTORUM: SACRED LOTS, CHRISTIAN DIVINATION, AND THE SEARCH FOR GOD’S ANSWER

    

    
      First edition. April 17, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Lila Glenn.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8233383724

    

    
    
      Written by Lila Glenn.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Lila Glenn

	    

      
	    
          
        
          
	          The Predictive Tarot

          
        
          
	          Sortes Sanctorum: Sacred Lots, Christian Divination, and the Search for God’s Answer

          
        
          
	          The Witch’s Book of Numbers

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Lila Glenn

Sortes Sanctorum: Sacred Lots, Christian Divination, and the Search for God’s Answer

A Note on Method and Sources

Introduction: The Oracle in the Church

Part One | The Meaning of Sacred Lots

Part Two | The Ancient World Before the Saints

Part Three | The Birth of Christian Divination in Late Antiquity

Part Four | The Earliest Sortes Sanctorum Texts

Part Five | From 216 Answers to 56: How the Oracle Worked

Part Six | Prayer, Purity, and Preparation

Part Seven | Shrines, Saints, and Holy Places

Part Eight | The Church's Anxiety and the Council of Vannes

Part Nine | Augustine, Clergy, and the Problem of Chance

Part Ten | Sortes Sanctorum, Sortes Biblicae, and Sortes Apostolorum

Part Eleven | Manuscripts, Languages, and Medieval Transmission

Part Twelve | The People Who Used It

Part Thirteen | Reconstructing the Method Today for Study

Part Fourteen | Sacred Chance and the Christian Imagination

Bibliography

About the Author

Sign up for Lila Glenn's Mailing List

Also By Lila Glenn

Black Bell Books

For those who have ever stood in a moment of uncertainty

and longed to hear something true.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A Note on Method and Sources
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This book draws on the surviving manuscript witnesses to the Sortes Sanctorum, on the conciliar records of late antique Christianity, on the shrine archaeology of Roman Egypt, and on the modern scholarly literature that has clarified the textual tradition over the past four decades. The most important reorientation of the field came through William E. Klingshirn, whose argument that Sortes Sanctorum names a specific divinatory text rather than a loose category of Christian lot practice has been essential to the precision of this study. Robert Wisniewski's broader survey of Christian divination in late antiquity has provided the social and institutional context without which the specific text cannot be fully understood.

Where manuscript evidence is incomplete, the analysis is stated as inference rather than conclusion. The reconstruction of oracular method offered in Part Thirteen is presented as historical scholarship rather than spiritual instruction, in the spirit in which a musicologist might transcribe a lost medieval chant: to understand what once existed and how it functioned within its own world. All translations from Latin and Greek are the author's own unless otherwise indicated, and the spelling of ancient and medieval proper names follows the form most familiar in modern English scholarship.
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Introduction: The Oracle in the Church
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Somewhere in the late antique Mediterranean world, a person with a question entered a space that held both a saint and a set of instructions. The question may have been about illness, about travel, about a decision that felt too large to carry alone. The person prayed, cast a small number of dice, counted the result, and found an answer in a numbered sequence of short advisory texts gathered under the title that scholars now know as the Sortes Sanctorum. The answer was not a prediction in the modern sense. It was counsel, held within a moral and theological framework, spoken as if from a voice that could see further than human anxiety could reach.

That scene, ordinary in its human desperation and extraordinary in its formal architecture, is the subject of this book. The Sortes Sanctorum, which translates as the Lots of the Saints, represent one of the most intriguing and poorly understood phenomena in the religious history of early Christianity. They occupy a place where several worlds touch: the ancient Mediterranean habit of consulting oracles through randomized procedures, the Christian transformation of that habit into something theologically intelligible, the institutional suspicion that arose whenever the church confronted unofficial guidance, and the enduring human desire for a form of knowing that exceeds ordinary reason.

The scholarship on the Sortes Sanctorum has been both illuminating and, at times, confused by imprecision. For much of modern scholarship, the phrase was used as a loose umbrella covering any Christian use of lots or random Bible consultation. The work of William Klingshirn established that the term properly refers to a specific surviving text, a text with an identifiable structure, an ancient probable origin in a system of 216 possible answers, and a demonstrable manuscript tradition stretching from late antiquity through the medieval centuries. This clarification matters because it allows a historian to ask precise questions: not merely what did Christians do with lots, but what is this specific text, how was it used, how did it survive, and what does its survival reveal?

This book follows the Sortes Sanctorum from its probable roots in the late antique world through its complex medieval afterlife: from the shrine of Saint Colluthus in Roman Egypt and the theology of martyrs and relics, through the conciliar condemnations and the manuscript scriptoria where monks copied what bishops forbade, to the vernacular translations that carried the text into new languages and new centuries. It explains what the text is, how it worked, what theological problems it raised, and how it survived in the face of repeated suppression. It offers a full historical reconstruction of the consultative method, presented with the exactness the subject demands.

The subject has been understudied partly because it is uncomfortable. Divination sits poorly beside the official self-image of Christian orthodoxy. But discomfort is not the same as marginality. The Sortes Sanctorum was read, copied, consulted, condemned, and copied again. That pattern says that the text answered something real in the lives of the people who used it, something rooted in a need that institutional Christianity, for all its resources, could not fully meet. What follows is an attempt to take that need seriously.
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Part One

The Meaning of Sacred Lots
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What the Name Contains

The phrase Sortes Sanctorum is Latin, and its literal meaning is straightforward: the lots of the saints. But both halves of the phrase carry weight that the translation does not immediately convey. Sortes in Latin encompasses a wide field of meaning. It refers to lots in the ancient sense, the physical objects cast or drawn to produce a random result, but it also carries the extended meanings of fate, portion, destiny, and the divine assignment of outcomes. The word connects the physical act of casting with the metaphysical claim that something beyond chance governs the result. When a Roman spoke of consulting sortes, the word held inside it both the mechanism and the theology: the randomized procedure and the belief that a higher power shaped what that procedure revealed.

The second half of the phrase, sanctorum, is the genitive plural of sanctus, the holy ones. In the Christian Latin tradition that produced the Sortes Sanctorum, sancti refers to the saints, specifically the martyrs and confessors whose holiness was understood as objectively real, whose intercessory power remained active beyond death, and whose presence could be sought at shrines, through relics, through prayer, and through the mediation of texts gathered under their authority. To call a divinatory text the lots of the saints was to make a specific theological claim: that the answers contained within it were not mere chance, not human wisdom, and not the work of demons, but the guidance of holy persons who stood close to God and could transmit something of divine will to those who asked in faith.

The name thus contains the entire argument of the practice. Consulting the Sortes Sanctorum was not supposed to feel like consulting a fortune teller. It was supposed to feel like consulting a saint, through a procedure that the saint, or the sanctity embedded in the text, would govern. The randomness of the dice was not an obstacle to divine guidance but its vehicle. God, or the saints acting in God's name, could work through the fall of dice just as providential action worked through every contingent event in creation.

The Central Problem

The practice of the Sortes Sanctorum raises a question that was never entirely resolved in its own time, and that gives the tradition much of its historical interest. The question is where guidance ends and divination begins, and whether any procedure using randomized mechanisms could be made theologically legitimate by wrapping it in Christian language, Christian symbols, and invocations of Christian saints.

The Christian tradition was not univocal on this point. There was a strand of thought, visible in Augustine and in later pastoral theology, that regarded all randomized consultation as inherently suspect, either because it presumed upon divine providence in an unlawful way, or because it opened a channel that demonic powers could exploit. An entity wishing to deceive a Christian could produce plausible answers through randomized mechanisms just as convincingly as through any other form of false prophecy. The Christian wrapper around a divinatory practice did not, from
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Establishing the Stakes
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