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Introduction

Phillip Cary, John Doody, and Kim Paffenroth

Augustine of Hippo—bishop, saint, church father, and theologian—is also a philosopher. Indeed the word “also” is misleading, because philosophy is not an add-on to all his other work, but is well-nigh inseparable from everything he does. As he frequently reminds his readers, “philosophy” means love of wisdom, and in that sense he expects that every worthy impulse in human life will have something philosophical about it, something directed toward the attainment of wisdom. In Augustine’s own writing we find this expectation put into practice in a stunning variety of ways, as key themes of Western philosophy and intricate forms of philosophical argument turn up everywhere: in the story of his own life in the Confessions, in his writings against his opponents, and even in his sermons to local congregations. The collection of essays in this book examines just a few aspects of the relation of Augustine and philosophy, both in Augustine’s own practice as a philosopher and in his interaction with other philosophers, both past and future.

We begin by focusing on aspects of Augustine’s own philosophy. Johannes Brachtendorf begins the collection with an essay arguing that Augustine, when dealing with philosophy, follows two strategies. First he holds on to the idea of philosophy as an endeavor of reason alone. Second he limits the power of philosophy to the realm of reason, as opposed to the will. Philosophy teaches well, but it is unable to convert the human soul. Through this claim Augustine makes room for faith and divine grace as the sole condition for human salvation. With his first strategy Augustine follows the ancient notion of philosophy; with his second strategy he critizes the central idea of ancient thinking that philosophical ethics could be a way to happiness. Augustine’s view on philosophy as supporting but not replacing faith lived on in Aquinas, Descartes and Kant.

Frederick Van Fleteren’s essay considers the sense in which Augustine is a philosopher. The distinction between philosophy and theology postdates Augustine by a good eight hundred years. Augustine is philosopher in the etymological sense of the term—he searches for wisdom. According to Augustine the best of ancient philosophy finds its fulfillment in the wisdom of Scripture. Christianity provides the means to attain the end which the best of ancient philosophy saw. The criterion of acceptance of ancient philosophy is harmony with the Bible. Augustine interprets and assimilates his sources into his own original synthesis.

Gareth Matthews then shows how Augustine the philosopher is our contemporary. Augustine introduced the first-person perspective to Western philosophy, responding to the threat of global skepticism with his si fallor sum (“If I am mistaken, I exist”), which predates Descartes’s cogito, ergo sum by twelve centuries. His discussion of knowing that one knows anticipates debates today about closure principles for knowledge. His reflections on language acquisition, a priori knowledge, mind-body dualism, intentionalism in ethics, even time and creation, all reflect his characteristic first-person point of view. Moreover, the richly introspective character of his thought makes Augustine seem unexpectedly modern.

Alexander R. Eodice next takes us to Book XI of the Confessions, where Augustine gives an extended philosophical account of the nature of time. There he raises certain puzzles about the measurability and divisibility of time as a kind of physical phenomenon and is seemingly left with the prospect of having to assert the unreality of time. Dissatisfied with this conclusion, Augustine argues that time is real but only as a function of consciousness. Eodice reviews the major strands in Augustine’s argument and considers three critical responses to it: the first is directed against the argument’s opening idea that, given the distinction between time and eternity, time cannot be created in time; the second questions Augustine’s metaphysical conclusion that time is extendedness of mind; and the third, from Wittgenstein, challenges the very sensibility that gives rise to philosophical problems like that of time in the first place.

Phillip Cary contributes an essay defending Augustine’s compatibilism while critiquing his doctrine of election. Augustine’s compatibilism is his teaching that human free will is compatible with divine grace, even the prevenient grace that determines what we shall will. Augustinian Christians, who pray for the gift of grace and give thanks to God for granting them a good will, are not irrational in accepting this compatibilism, Cary argues, but they cannot give a reason why God chooses to bestow such grace to some people rather than others. Thus the doctrine of election or divine choice, which marks a crucial point at which religion exceeds the bounds of philosophy, looks to be not merely beyond intelligibility and reason but arbitrary and unjust. Cary argues that a more biblical doctrine of election, in which God chooses some for the blessing of others, does not have this problem.

Jesse Couenhoven rounds out examination of Augustine’s philosophy by showing how in the Confessions, Augustine tries to reject the possibility of our sinning in dreams by arguing that the mind’s eye is passive before them, much like seeing what happens to persons who are awake. His own moral psychology, however, undermines this view: Augustine believes that his full mind is implicated in his dreaming, partly because he believes he owns thoughts he cannot (without divine help) refrain from having. This point is clarified in his anti-Pelagian writings, where Augustine argues that we are judged in our waking lives not primarily for actions but states of mind, yet that we lack control over our states of mind even while awake. One can be responsible for one’s dream-actions, as well as for the content of one’s dreams, because one is often personally present in one’s dreams in much the same way as one is present in one’s waking mental life. Dreams can teach us about our own hopes and fears—and, as King Solomon learned, “some merits shine out even in dreams.”

The second part of our collection, which deals with Augustine and other philosophers, begins with two essays on Augustine’s own interaction with other thinkers. Wayne Hankey’s essay “Recurrens in te unum,” which takes its title from Augustine’s assertion in Book XII of the Confessions that “all things return to you, the One,” shows how Augustine (Books I–IX) and the created universe as a whole (Books XI–XIII) come forth from the One and return to him, thereby demonstrating some features of the Neoplatonism of the Confessions. Aspects of both form and content are considered and the essay concludes by drawing together Books I, XII and XIII. Because Augustine describes his movement to the Platonism which enabled his conversion to Christianity as a passage by way of forms of Stoicism, philosophical physics, and Academic Skepticism, treatments of these enter into Hankey’s account of Augustine’s philosophical journey.

John Kenney examines Book XII of the Confessions from another angle, exploring the tension between Augustine and several groups of opponents. The most pressing of these contradictores—who are Nicenes and not Manichees—reject Augustine’s spiritual exegesis of Scripture, in particular his metaphysical understanding of the “heaven of heaven” in his interpretation of the first chapter of Genesis. The underlying question is a larger one: the conception of divine transcendence which Augustine advocates. As such this polemical interlude late in the Confessions helps us to recover the persistence of materialist forms of Christian orthodoxy and to discern the revisionist force of Augustine’s Christian transcendentalism.

Next we have two essays that focus on Augustine and his medieval successors. In his essay, Paul A. Macdonald Jr. expounds the accounts of Christian faith offered by Augustine and Aquinas, with the aim of deriving an enduring epistemological model of Christian faith. This entails analyzing central claims of both thinkers in order to determine how Christian beliefs are reasonable as well as properly grounded. Augustine argues that Christian faith is reasonable insofar as it is derived from a viable epistemic authority—the Catholic Church—which proclaims divine truths we could not attain by following reason alone. Augustine, along with Aquinas, also shows us that the true “ground” of faith—that which actually moves or leads us to believe—is the grace of God, which illumines the intellect and charges the will inwardly with love, thereby furnishing a basis in the intellect and the will for believing what the Church proclaims about God. Macdonald further argues that this ground of belief is distinctly rational, in a more contemporary epistemological sense, insofar as it is distinctly truth-conducive: through it, God directs and draws us to form and hold true beliefs about God, thereby also enabling us to know God (or at least begin to know God) in this life.

Roland Teske’s essay points out the influence of Augustine on three areas of the philosophy of Henry of Ghent. The essay first focuses on Augustine’s influence on Henry’s arguments against Academic Skepticism. Secondly, it examines how Henry’s account of human knowing is deeply influenced by both Augustine and Aristotle, and attempts to combine them into a coherent whole. Finally, it examines Augustine’s influence on Henry’s metaphysical argument for the existence of God. Though Augustine certainly influenced Henry in many other areas of his philosophy, these three clearly show that the Augustinian influence was both extensive and profound.

Our examination of Augustine and other philosophers concludes with two essays about Augustine’s presence in modern philosophy. James Wetzel shows how Augustine is the inner voice of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy; one may even say that he is the voice of Wittgenstein’s conscience—the part of him that refuses to reduce philosophical problems to mere problems of logic, the part that calls him to work on himself. The first entry of the Philosophical Investigations starts off with a quotation from Confessions 1.8.13, where Augustine is recalling his emergence out of infancy and into a stormy life of communicable desires. In his subsequent commentary, Wittgenstein ignores at first the odd spectacle of a soliloquizing infant (the strange child of Augustine’s recollection) and focuses instead on the picture of language that Augustine seems to have been presuming: that sentences are strings of words, that words are names of objects, that the objects are the meanings of the names. This can seem a natural, albeit childishly simple, picture, but through Wittgenstein’s artful analysis we are gently led to notice its arbitrary and distorted features, born of a fundamental forgetfulness. It turns out that Wittgenstein has taken up Augustine’s confessional voice at a moment of dialectical breakdown, where Augustine lapses into soliloquy and imagines himself more alone and bereft of parenting—whether human or divine—than he can possibly be. Consequently Wittgenstein’s critique of Augustine’s picture is both a restoration of Augustine’s confessional voice and the introduction of this voice into the inner life of Wittgenstein’s own philosophy.

Our collection concludes with John Caputo offering a reading of two twentieth-century philosophers reading Augustine. He introduces readers to the text of Heidegger’s 1921 lecture course on Augustine’s Confessions, an important precursor to his major work, Being and Time, as well as to Derrida’s text Circumfession, an autobiographical reflection on his circumcision and his mother’s death, which includes many allusions to Augustine’s Confessions. Caputo finds in these contrasting texts two quite different versions of a theology of the cross: Heidegger’s leading to an interpretation of life as struggle (Kampf) and Derrida’s leading to prayers and tears and suffering flesh.

The collection of essays in this book does not attempt to present a full-orbed presentation of Augustine’s philosophical thinking, but rather offers diverse soundings in Augustine’s philosophy and perspectives on his interactions with other philosophers. The result is not one picture of the relation of Augustine and philosophy but many, as the authors of these essays ask many different questions about Augustine and his influence, and bring a large diversity of interests and expertise to their task. Thus the collection shows that Augustine’s philosophy remains an influence and a provocation in a wide variety of settings today.


I

AUGUSTINE’S PHILOSOPHY
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Augustine on the Glory
and the Limits of Philosophy

Johannes Brachtendorf

PHILOSOPHY AND THE PEDAGOGICAL FUNCTION OF BELIEF

Several renowned Augustine interpreters hold that Augustine developed a notion of rationality based precisely on the unification of reason and revelation. Étienne Gilson, for example, writes in his Introduction à l’étude de Saint Augustin: “One never knows if Augustine speaks as a philosopher or a theologian.”1 Rowan Williams claims that for Augustine not even self-knowledge, as expressed in his proto-Cartesian formula “si enim fallor, sum,” is possible without the mediation of God’s revelation: “There is nothing that can be said of the mind’s relation to itself without the mediation of the revelation of God as its creator and lover. At the heart of our self-awareness is the awareness of the self-imparting of God.”2 Williams judges the unification of philosophy and revelation to be a particular achievement of Augustine’s, in contrast to which the modern isolation of reason from faith represents a regression.3 Even Alvin Plantinga praises Augustine for that concept of rationality which—in contrast to the Thomistic tradition—joins philosophy and faith in order to exhaust all sources of knowledge available to us.

In what follows, I will argue against the thesis that Augustine laid out a unified science in which reason and faith merge. In my opinion, Augustine frames the relationship between philosophy and revelation as a well-differentiated coordination of independent parts. Augustine argues first that philosophy is insufficient for salvation, second that philosophy is not even necessary because faith suffices for redemption, and third that philosophy is still valuable since it is helpful in supporting and clarifying Christian faith.

Augustine entertains a notion of philosophy as an endeavour of autonomous reason. For Augustine the whole of metaphysics, including the proof of God’s existence, is a work of reason alone, as is epistemology and ethics. As Augustine reports, all of this was already taught accurately by Plato—and that means without the support of revelation.4 Augustine states that Plato found in God “the cause of being, the principle of reason and the rule of life,”5 and he credits the pagan philosopher with rightly maintaining “that the wise man is the man who imitates, knows and loves [this] God, and that participation in [this] God brings man happiness.”6 Most of Augustine’s metaphysics is derived from Plato and Neoplatonism: the immateriality of God and the human soul; unity, truth and goodness as transcendental determinations of being; and evil as a deprivation of good are just several of the metaphysical theses Augustine inherits from Plotinus and Porphyry. In the realm of practical philosophy, he adopts the doctrines of the purposefulness of all action, of God as the final goal and highest good for humans and of virtue as the necessary means to that goal.

To some extent, Augustine even adopts the Platonic notion of belief in authority as a necessary preparation of knowledge. In De ordine, for example, Augustine asserts: “With respect to time, authority comes first, but in the order of reality reason is prior.”7 Authority comes first, because human beings are so trapped in their false orientation that any attempt to lead them directly to understanding fails. One may also think of Plato’s cave allegory, in which the one climbing toward the light must first be persuaded and even compelled to turn away from the shadows and ascend to true reality. The will and ability to gain insight must first be produced, and, according to Plato and Augustine, authority achieves this. Through its call, authority induces human beings to take up the way of understanding. Augustine sees this as the task of rhetoric: it drives human beings on, it is “full of seductive stimuli, which it displays to the people in order to lead them to the end most useful to them.”8

At some point, however, human beings should outgrow the “cradle of authority,” as Augustine says,9 and turn toward reason and insight. Some of the Bible passages cited most frequently by Augustine should be understood in this sense, for example Isaiah 7:9, “If you do not believe, you will not understand” (nisi credideritis, non intellegetis) and Matthew 7:7, “Search, and you will find.”10 Belief in authority prepares for understanding, search motivated by belief leads to knowledge. This preparation, however, is merely pedagogical, just like in Plato’s allegory. Belief in this sense does not ground understanding. On the contrary, understanding, once it is reached, supports itself with its own evidence, which allows it to leave the preparatory method of belief behind. The course of the conversation in De libero arbitrio makes the transitory character of belief in authority very clear. Again and again Evodius, Augustine’s interlocutor, proposes a thesis, to which Augustine responds, “Do you know for sure what you say, or do you only believe it based on authority?” Evodius willingly confesses that he has spoken out of belief in authority,11 with the result that Augustine invariably leads him to the evidence of insight, which no longer needs to be grounded on belief.

In Confessions I–VII Augustine confirms this concept of the relationship between understanding and belief in terms of his own life path. As a child Augustine had been brought up in the Catholic faith by his mother Monica, and even during his restless youth, he never gave this faith up. His intellectual escapades—his enthusiasm for Cicero and his Manichaeism and Neoplatonism—were basically just paths on which Augustine the believer hoped to find understanding.12 For Augustine, Neoplatonism represents the most important philosophical movement, because with its help he was first able to implement the program of transforming belief in authority into understanding. Furthermore, the Platonic philosophers introduced Augustine to the well-known schema of the movement toward God: turning away from the external world, turning inward into oneself, ascending upward to transcendence beyond the ego. Even Augustine’s accounts of his intellectual ascents to God are clearly modelled after similar reports by the pagan philosopher Plotinus.13 The encounter with Neoplatonist philosophy enabled Augustine himself to outgrow the “cradle of authority,” i.e., to substitute knowledge for belief.

FAITH AND THE LIMITS OF PHILOSOPHY

For Augustine, Platonic philosophy does provide insight, but insight alone is not wisdom, nor does it enable us to lead a happy life. The second half of Confessions VII and book VIII are designed to show that autonomous reason, although perfectly legitimate in itself, is unable to let us reach the ultimate goal of life. As Augustine says, the Platonists glimpse “from a wooded summit the homeland of peace,”14 and even know that virtue is the path to this homeland. But they do not know how one reaches this path and actually becomes virtuous, so that instead of only seeing the homeland from a distance one is actually capable of inhabiting the homeland.15 For Augustine, reaching the goal and holding on to what is seen requires faith in Jesus Christ.

According to Augustine, Christian faith comes into play with the question: Can human beings make what they objectively recognize as the highest being into what they subjectively strive for as their supreme goal? The question that induces faith is not “what is the highest good?” or “what is virtue?” but “how can we obtain the highest good?” or “how do we become virtuous?” Augustine believes that without the grace of God that comes from faith in Jesus Christ, human beings can indeed recognize what the good is, but do not have the strength to do good. Here philosophy hits its limit. For Augustine, philosophy is able to instruct, but not to convert us to a life of virtue.

Augustine explains this view in several places in his work, most impressively in his Tractates on the Gospel of John.16 In these tractates, he explicates the relationship of philosophy and Christian faith by assuming, modifying and augmenting Plato’s image of ascent.17 According to Augustine, we do not have to rise up from a cave into the light of day as Plato imagines; rather, we have to scale a mountain from the plains. Just as Plato’s cave person beholds the sun from the earth’s surface, Augustine’s mountain climber sees the truth, the goal of life and the homeland he wants to arrive at from the mountain peak. But for Augustine this homeland is not reached by sight alone. It lies in the distance and is only glimpsed from afar, for between the mountain summit and the homeland there is a sea that must be overcome—the sea of life. The means of passage is a ship constructed of wood, namely the wood of the cross. It is only aboard this ship that humans can cross the sea and truly reach the homeland glimpsed from the mountain peak.

Augustine’s image is readily deciphered. The view from the mountain peak represents the noetic vision of the highest good as Plato describes it in the allegory of the cave and in his divided line analogy. By extending this image with the element of the sea, however, Augustine makes his reservation against Platonic noesis apparent. The metaphysical vision of God does not entail that one has reached the goal, he argues; rather this vision is merely a contemplation from afar. Augustine therefore draws a distinction between the sight of God and abiding with him, between intellectual vision and willed adhesion to God, between the glimpse of the highest good and the ability to hold fast to the summum bonum.18 Augustine acknowledges that Platonic philosophy does attain to such a vision, but he does not believe that it enacts a sustained conversion of the will, away from the orientation towards finite goods to a focus on God as the highest good. Philosophy is capable of teaching up to the noetic vision, but it is incapable of converting. Conversion occurs only through the grace of God, which presupposes faith in Jesus Christ. Augustine’s expansion of the cave allegory with the parable of the mountain and the sea demonstrates his esteem for the theoretical competence of Platonic philosophy but also his denial of its therapeutic competence, which he attributes to religion.

Augustine further elaborates his depiction by distinguishing three types of humans: the great ones, the little ones and the proud ones. Of the great ones he writes, “It is good . . . and best of all, if it be possible, that we both see whither we ought to go, and hold fast that which carries us as we go. This they were able to do, the great minds . . . they were able to do this, and saw that which is. For John, seeing, said, ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.’ They saw this, and in order that they might arrive at that which they saw from afar, they did not depart from the cross of Christ, and did not despise Christ’s lowliness.”19 The great humans—and Augustine obviously counts the evangelist John among them—can see; they dispose of the noetic vision of the divine, and simultaneously they trust in the cross in order to traverse the sea and arrive at the envisioned reality. Through philosophy they possess the highest form of knowledge, and through religion their will is entirely oriented towards God. To philosophize and to believe, to see the good itself and to love it above everything else, this is the best way to live according to Augustine.

Of the little ones he writes, “But little ones who cannot understand this, who do not depart from the cross and passion and resurrection of Christ, are conducted in that same ship to that which they do not see, in which they also arrive who do see.”20 Philosophical training, culminating in the visio intellectualis of the Platonists, is therefore desirable, according to Augustine, but it is not necessarily required in order to arrive at the goal. For those who cannot see also reach the longed-for homeland, if they simply board the ship of faith and trust that it will bring them to the desired place.

Augustine clarifies this point in Confessions VII. Comparing the Platonic writings with the Gospel of St. John, he finds the two overlap: “There [in the Neoplatonists] I read, not of course in these words, but with entirely the same sense and supported by numerous and varied reasons, ‘In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God,’”21 and so forth. Neoplatonist metaphysics and the Gospel thematically coincide. The coinciding, however, is only partial. It pertains just as far as the Gospel teaches metaphysical truths. Within this partial overlap of contents, Augustine notes a difference in method. Scripture bears these truths as a matter of faith, while philosophy presents the same truths in the mode of reason and insight (“supported by numerous and varied reasons”). If the metaphysical truths about God are taught not only by the philosophers but also by Holy Scripture, and if they need not be intellectually grasped but can be held by faith instead, then philosophizing is simply not necessary to adopt the right views about God. According to Augustine, belief in metaphysical truths can be overtaken by insight, and intellectuals like Augustine himself will certainly strive for knowledge as far as knowledge goes. Still, for those with lesser mental abilities, i.e., for those with weak (mental) eyes, belief in the authority of Scripture suffices even where Scripture advances metaphysical theses.

For Augustine, those who have the intellectual power to do so should philosophize, but the simple believer will suffer no harm from not doing philosophy. On the contrary, the learned are in danger of taking pride in their knowledge and thus of losing God’s grace. According to Augustine’s autobiography, he himself was at risk of glorying in his education even after his conversion. In his Cassiciacum dialogues, Augustine does think that even if dialectic and the liberal arts cannot lead to happiness, they are still necessary to reach the goal of life. The Confessions, however, back away from this view, denouncing it as an expression of the pride of the school.22 And the Retractations say that many of the saints knew nothing about the liberal arts, and many of the learned were no saints.23 Those saints reached happiness without philosophy, i.e., just by faith. For Augustine, philosophy is not necessary for salvation.

Augustine thus rejects the elitism of antiquity, which allows only the few who have access to the good of education a chance at happiness. From a Christian point of view, this possibility is open to all, even to those who due to a lack of philosophical training cannot attain a vision of the eternal, but who faithfully appropriate the teachings of God through trust in the authority of Holy Scripture. This is what Augustine means when he writes, “For no one is able to cross the sea of this world, unless borne by the cross of Christ. Even he who is of weak eyesight sometimes embraces this cross; and he who does not see from afar whither he goes, let him not depart from it, and it will carry him over.”24

Augustine allots the pagan Neoplatonists to the third type of human, the proud ones. What Paul says in the epistle to the Romans applies to them: “Professing themselves to be wise, they became fools” (1:22). Their foolishness does not consist in not knowing God, Augustine claims, but in the fact that they saw him and still could not summon the humility to recognize the son of God become human in Jesus Christ. Augustine writes, “Those, therefore, concerning whom he said, ‘who, when they had known God,’ saw this which John says, that ‘by the Word of God all things were made.’ For these things are also found in the books of the philosophers; and that God has an only-begotten Son, by whom are all things. They were able to see that which is, but they saw it from afar: they were unwilling to hold the lowliness of Christ, in which ship they might have arrived in safety at that which they were able to see from afar, and the cross of Christ appeared vile to them. The sea has to be crossed, and do you despise the wood? Oh, proud wisdom!”25

Augustine links the pride of the Neoplatonists to their refusal to accept the doctrine of incarnation. Though the Neoplatonists also speak of the divine logos and of its metaphysical presence in the world, they reject the teaching of the Word become human at a particular time in history. For Augustine as for the Platonists, philosophy can provide secure knowledge, because its proper objects are immutable, eternal principles. Historical facts, however—and the incarnation of the logos is such a fact—are bound to space and time. They come into being and pass away. They cannot be grasped by intellectual evidence but have to be believed, mostly by crediting testimonies made by others: eyewitnesses, the Gospel writers, or Church tradition.

Thus Augustine claims that the incarnate son of God is not accessible by philosophy but only by faith. Since recognition of the incarnation is the way for us to become humble and open ourselves for God’s grace, faith is required for the healing of the soul. All attempts to become virtuous through one’s own efforts must in principle remain fruitless, and even worse, they give testimony of human pride and haughtiness. To admit one’s inability, to shed tears of confession, this means to take the humility of the divine logos as a model and to become meek oneself. If we humbly admit our inability to attain the good, then, Augustine asserts, God in his grace will bestow on us the strength to change our lives and to live according to our insight. For Augustine, the strength of philosophy, namely its power to provide insight, represents also its weakness, because intellectual evidence is unable to approach and appropriate Christ’s work of salvation.

Augustine characterizes the wisdom of philosophy as a proud wisdom as long as it does not acknowledge the limits of its competence. In its best form, it is a valid theory—even and especially in the sense of the Greek theoria, noetic vision—but it must accept that such theory is solely a matter of knowledge that has to be supplemented by a reformation of the will, a therapy, a conversion. Augustine clearly grants philosophy its epistemological claims to a large extent, but he disputes its capacity to transform the human will from evil to good. Philosophy may be the love of wisdom, but this love remains unhappy, according to Augustine, if it does not recognize that it is unable to attain the object of its striving without faith. With his critique of the project of philosophical wisdom, Augustine simultaneously restricts the power of knowledge in order to make room for faith.

INTELLECT, WILL AND HAPPINESS: AUGUSTINE’S CRITIQUE OF ANCIENT ANTHROPOLOGY

Whereas for Plato and Plotinus the ascent to knowledge is necessarily accompanied by moral reform, Augustine separates the aspect of ethical refinement from the aspect of noetic vision and thereby reduces the Platonic endeavor to a mere acquisition of knowledge. He accounts for this separation through penetrating anthropological observations, which he develops once again by critical interaction with ancient philosophy. These observations, which in turn have exercised enormous influence on the modern notions of the human, cannot be outlined in detail here, but they deserve brief mentioning.

First, Augustine makes the will independent from reason. One cannot call this voluntarism in the fullest sense, but it is a clear rejection of so-called “Socratic intellectualism.” Albrecht Dihle regards Augustine as the “inventor of our modern notion of the will” precisely for this reason. Augustine, he argues, emphasized that the will does not by implication follow the judgment of reason but is autonomous over against it.26 According to the famous thesis in Plato’s Protagoras, moral wrongdoing is rooted in a deficiency of insight into the true standing of a good or an ill caused, for example, by passions that cloud the intellectual gaze or, to some extent, by perspectival illusion: goods that are temporally near appear greater than temporally remote ones even if, seen objectively, they are lesser.27 For Plato, philosophy is an art of measurement—that is, the skill that overcomes perspectivity and recognizes the objective magnitude of goods and ills.

In contrast, Augustine explains in his Confessions that he acquired all the knowledge of God that the highest and best philosophy had to offer. Guided by the writings of the Neoplatonists, he claims even to have attained the noetic vision of God but still could not stop striving for finite goods like honor or sexual lust as ultimate goals. “All doubt had been taken from me that there is an indestructible substance from which comes all substance. My desire was not to be more certain of you but to be more stable in you.”28 Insight does not entail a new orientation of one’s way of life because the latter requires an act of the will, which must be performed independently and which can at times fiercely resist better understanding. This is the reason why humans, in Augustine’s image, have not only to scale a mountain but also to cross a sea. If the will is independent from the understanding, the achievement of perfect understanding does not suffice to set right the will.

Second, in addition to the independence of the will over against the intellect, Augustine introduces another novelty—the notion of a division of the will. He deems it possible that even if the good burgeons in the will and the human wants to turn towards the good, he is nonetheless incapable of doing so. In this case, the will finds itself in contention with itself. Augustine thus develops a true conception of a weak will, which—unlike in Plato’s Protagoras (or even in Aristotle’s works)—is not based on a mere deficiency of knowledge. In Confessions VIII Augustine describes how he suffers from a divided will. One of its components follows the insight gained by reading the Platonists and strives for the true good, but another component remains imprisoned by old habits. He already has a new good will, but simultaneously he still has his old perverted will so that the new will cannot assert itself.29 The will is thoroughly split, so that its division cannot be healed through the will itself. Augustine describes the dichotomy of the will with words from Paul’s letter to the Galatians, “For what the flesh desires is opposed to the spirit, and what the spirit desires is opposed to the flesh” (Galatians 5:17) and from the letter to the Romans, “I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate” (Romans 7:15). This is Augustine’s situation after studying philosophy. Thus Augustine maintains that philosophical insight is incapable of resolving this dilemma of the will. Reason alone cannot make us virtuous. The self-blockade of the divided will cannot be dissolved through understanding, not even through a strenuous act of the will itself. It can only be resolved by God’s help, which requires from a person an acknowledgement of weakness and consequently an attitude of humility.30 Philosophy is incapable of liberating humans from their self-dividedness. Therefore, the ship that can carry across the sea must be carved from the wood of the cross.

Thirdly, Augustine criticizes the Hellenistic ideal of eudaimonia as unrealistic, at least as concerns earthly existence. A felicitous life is utterly unattainable here on earth, which, at best, can be a life lived in the hope of happiness.31 There are two reasons for Augustine’s comparatively pessimistic estimation of what may be expected from earthly life. First of all, happiness, according to him, necessitates eternal life. Happiness thus—in contrast to what Epicurus and the Stoics believed—cannot occur in mortal existence. Happiness remains reserved for a transcendental existence. Second, Augustine regards the Platonic ideal of the virtues as exaggerated. In Plato’s Republic, justice includes not only wisdom and courage but also prudence, according to which the lower parts of the soul understand that they should allow themselves to be guided by reason and do so gladly. The just therefore live in harmony, tranquility and inner peace.32 For Augustine, on the contrary, virtue is an instrument in the inner struggle. Even the converted person, he contends, is constantly in danger of falling into the ways of this world and has to perpetually collect himself and direct himself anew towards God. The passions consistently strive for dominion over reason, and false self-love seeks the subtlest ways of gaining advantage. Although the will of the converted person is firmly aimed at God, the passions still have to be actively restrained. Humans remain subject to temptation, Augustine claims. Constant self-examination is thus required in order to assess whether one’s way of life is really determined by a good will or whether a false self-love has subtly intervened.33 Due to a constitutional diremption, humans can never attain in earthly life that psychical uniformity and inner peace Plato attributes to the just. Therefore, in Augustine’s view, the Greek ideal of eudaimonia is unrealizable in earthly life. Philosophy, he concludes, cannot lead humans to self-unity, and even faith, in this respect, can ultimately only awaken the hope of transcendental perfection.

CHRISTIAN FAITH AS TRUE PHILOSOPHY?

At a few but significant places, Augustine speaks of Christian faith as philosophy. In De vera religione (8, 25) Augustine says, “We Christians hold the view . . . that philosophy, that is striving for wisdom, is not different from religion.” And in Contra Julianum (IV 72), he urges Julian: “Do not estimate pagan philosophy higher than our Christian philosophy, which is the one true philosophy, because the word ‘philosophy’ signifies the search and love of wisdom.”34 If Augustine distinguishes reason and faith in the manner described above, how can he speak of Christianity as “true philosophy”?

What Augustine has in mind at these places is the claim of ancient philosophy to convert humans and to provide wisdom so they can attain ultimate happiness. As manifold and heterogeneous as the different schools were, Hellenistic philosophy contains a common focus in the idea of an ars vivendi—the art of life—which enables humans to lead a good and successful life.35 This good life allows human nature to evolve and attain perfection against all cultural deflections. The human who lives well knows which of the many offered goods is the highest and how one reaches it. Indeed, humans strive for the happiness that results from the possession of the summum bonum in everything they do, but due to the influence of errors and false dispositions, they mostly search for the highest good in the wrong places. According to the common conviction of the major Hellenistic schools, the task of philosophy consists, first of all, in the elaboration of an adequate conception of the highest good in order to dispel human ignorance of the truly good, and, second, in the development of inner attitudes (namely virtues), which give humans a set orientation in their ways of living so that they may attain the highest good, possess it and out of this possession enduringly act justly. “Wisdom” designates the condition of perfection in which humans have appropriated the summum bonum and henceforth lead a good and happy life. The purpose and goal of philosophy, therefore, is to free humans from their ignorance and vice and help them become wise.36

The Platonic-Neoplatonist philosophy—which, for Augustine, represents the best philosophy in general—operates with the notion of human perfection, too. The ascent out of the cave in Plato’s parable leads humans to the pinnacle of their possibilities of being, both in terms of their understanding and with respect to virtues.37 For the goal of the movement is the intellectual vision of the idea of the good. This ascent is a cognitive-voluntative double endeavor, just as the elevation to the vision of the divine in Plotinus’s Enneads I 6, “On the Beautiful,” presupposes and brings about a moral purification of the soul.38 The perfection of human life cannot be procured by way of a one semester course in Plato’s doctrine of ideas. It obtains rather at the end of a decade-long cultivation process that entails both an expansion of a person’s understanding and a re-formation of her orientation of values.39 From a Platonic perspective, philosophy constitutes the decisive means on the path to human perfection. It is the philosopher who descends into the cave, loosens the chains of the cave inhabitants, compels them to conversion and accompanies them to the exit. Along this path, those released themselves become philosophers, i.e., virtuous humans capable of intellectually gazing directly into the sun.40

Augustine, however, levels a penetrating critique against Neoplatonist philosophy in particular and against the ancient philosophical project of ars vivendi in general—a critique that concerns the scope, the power, and the claim of philosophy. Philosophy, according to Augustine, is valuable because it can help people come to the path of wisdom and advance along it. He contends that it cannot, however, lead humans to the goal of that path. This step is reserved for religious faith. What is more: he states that philosophy is not only insufficient for attaining the goal of life; it is not even necessary for it because religious faith can equally fulfill the signposting function of philosophy. While Augustine concedes that it is better if philosophy assumes this task, he insists that if this is not possible—for example, because someone does not possess the required education or is occupied with a common profession such that he does not have the requisite leisure—faith suffices. In Augustine’s view, ancient philosophy made a pledge which it was never able to redeem. For him, only Christianity can fulfil the promise of wisdom originally made by philosophy. In this sense, he calls Christianity “true philosophy.”

PHILOSOPHY IN SUPPORT OF FAITH

Although Augustine holds philosophy to be neither sufficient nor necessary for salvation, he engages quite a lot in this business. In fact, a large part of the Western philosophical heritage can easily be traced back to Augustine. Why does Augustine do so much philosophy? Philosophy allows him to give a clearer exposition of Christian faith. I will mention just three examples of the use Augustine makes of philosophy. First, in De libero arbitrio II Augustine develops a philosophical proof of God’s existence. Second, in De civitate dei XIX Augustine takes up a philosophical discussion with the Epicureans, the Stoics and the Peripatetics to show that their notions of human fulfilment are inaccurate. Augustine adduces philosophical anthropology to claim that humans by their very nature long for eternal life, not for pleasure alone, or virtue alone, or even both combined. Then he tries to show that Christian faith is the only means to obtain what everybody wants. Anthropology does not give proof of Christian faith. The idea that God became human could still be false. However, Augustine’s philosophical argument is meant to expound the relevance of the Gospel by showing that humans have a natural desire (a desiderium naturale as Aquinas puts it), a desire which—in Augustine’s terms—makes our hearts restless until they rest in God, as promised by faith. Augustine demonstrates not the truth, but the relevance, of faith by philosophical anthropology.

The third example is De Trinitate, Augustine’s speculative masterpiece. Augustine sets out to explain what Scripture means when it calls humans images of God. First he develops a theological notion of the divine trinity. Then he gives a philosophical analysis of the human mind. If humans are created in the image of God, the decisive feature must be detectable by a philosophical analysis of human nature. Augustine finds a Trinitarian structure in the human mind, corresponding to the structure of divine trinity. The theological part of the argument enables Augustine to reserve the mystery of divine trinity for faith. The philosophical part, however, allows him to explain to believers and non-believers alike what faith refers to when it states that humans are likenesses of God. In De libero arbitrio II as well as in De civitate dei XIX and in De Trinitate, Augustine uses philosophy to give support and a clearer exposition to faith.

THE RECEPTION OF AUGUSTINE’S VIEWS: AQUINAS, DESCARTES, KANT

Since Augustine was considered an uncontestable authority in the Middle Ages, it is not surprising that one frequently encounters his estimation of philosophy and its relationship to religion during this time. At the very beginning of his Summa Theologiae, Aquinas discusses the relationship of philosophy and theology. “Do we need another doctrine beside philosophy?” is the opening question of the entire work. Aquinas’ answer is well known. Yes, we do need another doctrine, the so-called sacra doctrina or theologia, without which humans cannot reach their final destination, namely happiness in the vision of God.41 Augustine criticizes philosophy not by contaminating reason with faith, but by restricting the range of reason to theoretical insight that cannot change our lives. Imposing limits on knowledge and thus making room for faith is truly Augustine’s achievement. When Aquinas declares philosophy insufficient, he draws on Augustine’s critique of ancient thinking. The bishop of Hippo paved the way for Aquinas’ claim that we need another doctrine beside philosophy, namely the sacra doctrina that is based on faith.

Obviously, Aquinas’ answer rests on a separation of philosophy and theology, for if the two were identical, his thesis about the necessity of theology in addition to philosophy would be nonsensical. Like Aristotle, Aquinas holds a deductive concept of science. To do science means to derive judgments from given principles. According to this view, sciences are identical if they rest upon the same principles; otherwise they are different. For Aquinas, philosophy and sacra doctrina do not share the same premises, for the principles of philosophy are self-evident to reason and thus do not require any further grounding, whereas the principles of theology are far from self-evident—or, as Aquinas puts it, they are self-evident only to God and his saints, but not to human understanding.42 Sacra doctrina starts with truths that are obvious for God, but for us need to be accepted in the mode of belief. Whereas philosophy rests upon reason, theology is based on faith. Thus, for Aquinas, theology is different from philosophy.

Given the differences of the two disciplines, what role can philosophy play for the sacra doctrina? For Aquinas, it is the role of a handmaiden.43 The metaphor of the handmaiden is spelled out in three theses. First, philosophy is insufficient for attaining salvation. Even the perfect philosopher needs something beyond philosophy, namely divine grace and faith, to reach the goal of life. Second, philosophy is not even necessary. According to Aquinas, a Christian believer can obtain happiness without doing any philosophy. Philosophy is accessible only for the learned, i.e., for an intellectual elite that has the leisure to occupy itself with abstract theories, while salvation in the Christian sense should be attainable for everybody. Furthermore, human reason is always prone to error, while faith, for Aquinas, is secure. Also, philosophy, even if it deals with God, does not know him as well as faith does, for at its best philosophy might have a correct metaphysical notion of God, but still falls short of what faith knows about God’s actions in history, above all in the incarnation.

Third, despite these shortcomings, Aquinas does not entirely reject philosophy, for sacra doctrina, even though it does not depend on philosophy, can still make use of it. For Aquinas, philosophy is capable of giving Christian faith a clearer exposition (maior manifestatio).44 For example, sacra doctrina uses the metaphysical proofs of God to fend off those who reject Christianity on the ground that no God exists. Also, it uses philosophical anthropology to justify the universality of its claims. If we can show that humans as such long for ultimate happiness, we can argue that all humans should at least listen to the Christian message, because what is promised here is precisely the fulfilment of a universal and natural human desire. Thus, this message must be made known to everybody, and nobody should remain indifferent. Clearly, even for Aquinas philosophical anthropology cannot prove the truth of Christianity, but it can do enough to show that faith makes sense to everybody.

Aquinas’ view of the relationship of philosophy and theology is largely equivalent to Augustine’s. According to both, philosophy is neither sufficient nor necessary for humans to reach their ultimate goal. Instead faith, whose claims exceed the realm of truths accessible to reason alone, plays the decisive role. However, faith is not restricted to super-rational truths, but extends into the realm of reason as well, thereby creating a sphere of overlap where truths of faith and truths of reason coincide. Here sacra doctrina can make use of philosophy and its rational method to explain and defend its own assertions. In numerous passages Aquinas even expressly adduces the authority of Augustine to support his own view of sacra doctrina. For Aquinas the idea that faith beyond reason is necessary goes back to Augustine,45 as well as the view of faith as a source of truths about God, which do not contradict the truths of reason, but either coincide with them or transcend them.46 Thus for Aquinas the scientia fidei is entitled to utilize the arguments of the philosophers, much as the Israelites, according to Exodus 3:22, were allowed to seize the gold and silver of the Egyptians, as Augustine had already pointed out.47

Like Augustine, Thomas Aquinas is of the opinion that philosophy is neither sufficient for the attainment of salvation, because it cannot mediate the grace of God, nor necessary, because everything that is essential to know can be found in Holy Scripture. Nevertheless, philosophy is highly valuable because it is capable of mediating much of what Holy Scripture teaches by authority through the discernment of reason.48

Augustine had considerable influence in modernity. René Descartes, for instance—as recent research has shown—is dependent on Augustine for several central points of his thinking.49 The cogito ergo sum of the second meditation is anticipated in Augustine’s si fallor, sum;50 the proof of God from the idea of infinity in the third meditation recalls Augustine’s proof in De libero arbitrio;51 and Descartes’ arguments for the difference of the mind from the body reflect Augustine’s deliberations in De trinitate down to the very wording.52 Descartes even follows Augustine’s guidelines concerning the question about the possibilities and limits of philosophy. In a letter to Mersenne in March 1642, he distances himself from Pelagius, who made the claim, “that one can do good works and merit eternal life without grace, which was condemned by the Church; and I say that one can know by natural reason that God exists, but I do not thereby say that this natural knowledge, of itself and without grace, merits the supernatural glory we await in heaven.” And Descartes continues, “However, one must note that what is known by natural reason, such as his being absolutely good, almighty, wholly truthful, and so on . . . cannot suffice to attain heaven, because for this one must believe in Jesus Christ and other things that are revealed, which is something that depends on grace.”53 To attain metaphysical knowledge of God is consequently a genuine task of natural reason and philosophy. But the capacity of doing good works by which one achieves happiness is not mediated by philosophy alone. In Descartes’ view, philosophy may prepare humans for moral improvement, but to achieve it does not lie in its power. Since there is no happiness for humans without moral perfection, however, philosophy cannot make people happy. Therapy, in the sense of a moral conversion of the person from evil to good, is therefore not a possible task for philosophy according to Descartes.

The wake of this estimation of philosophy and its limits even reaches Immanuel Kant. His Critique of Practical Reason offers a fundamental determination of moral good and also a theory of the highest good (summum bonum) in which moral good coheres with happiness such that the moral good, although it is a goal in itself, also represents a prerequisite for happiness. Since it is not in our power to bring about this happiness, however, Kant feels justified in postulating the existence of God as a moral ruler of the world who alone can add happiness to virtue.54 Kant criticized the eudaimonism of antiquity—particularly its representatives in Epicurus and the Stoa, which were entangled in the antinomies of practical reason—because it was conceived without recourse to God and thus led to the strange thesis that the appetite or virtue alone is already the highest good.55 A comparison of Kant’s dialectic of practical reason with Augustine’s critique of the Epicurean and Stoic definitions of the highest good would immediately bring many parallels to light.56

I would like to demonstrate Kant’s connection to Augustine on another, deeper point of his ethics. Kant’s ethical theory tells us how humans should be in order to be allowed to hope for happiness—they have to have a good will. But the question of how to acquire a good will is not thereby answered. If we are radically evil, as Kant claims at the beginning of his book on religion, how can we become good?57 This question raises the issue of therapy and with it, as Kant is of course aware, the topic of grace. It is, naturally, a difficult topic because it gives occasion to all sorts of “ignoble religious ideas” and is especially suited to abetting “religions which are endeavors to win favor” in complete contradistinction to “religions of good life-conduct.”58 Nonetheless, philosophy needs to consider the concept of grace. It cannot do without it, for it belongs, as Kant states, to the “parerga [by-works] to religion within the limits of pure reason; they do not belong within it but border upon it.”59 In this context, Kant writes: “How it is possible for a naturally evil man to make himself a good man wholly surpasses our comprehension; for how can a bad tree bring forth good fruit? But since, by our previous acknowledgment, an originally good tree (good in predisposition) did bring forth evil fruit, and since the lapse from good into evil (when one remembers that this originates in freedom) is no more comprehensible than the re-ascent from evil to good, the possibility of this last cannot be impugned. For despite the fall, the injunction that we ought to become better men resounds unabatedly in our souls; hence this must be within our power, even though what we are able to do is in itself inadequate and though we thereby only render ourselves susceptible of higher, and for us inscrutable, assistance.”60

Kant’s move from “ought” to “can” initially sounds quite Pelagian: “we ought to become better men . . . hence this must be within our power.” His further line of thought, however, demonstrates that Kant is ready to concede that Augustine was right when he maintained that human reason could not conduct therapy on itself. For, according to Kant, it is not only the dispensing of happiness to the virtuous but also the prior moral conversion from a radically evil will to a radically good will that is impossible without divine assistance. Humans, he argues, must be allowed to hope that what is not within their power—to become better persons—will be accomplished by higher assistance.61 Philosophy cannot make positive use of the idea of such assistance because it remains incomprehensible to it how my own moral goodness does not emerge from my own act but rather from another being. Grace is not a genuinely philosophical concept. But philosophy need not reject the possibility and reality of a moral-transcendent idea like that of divine assistance for the conversion of character.62 In his own, sober and careful manner, Kant expresses the reservation towards philosophy that Augustine had already formulated. Philosophy knows how humans should be in order to attain happiness, but it might not be able to make them what they should be because self-conversion might be outside the realm of natural human faculties. Therefore, even Kant fosters basically the same reservations toward the therapeutic competence of philosophy as Augustine.
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Augustine and Philosophy

Intellectus Fidei

Frederick Van Fleteren

On a third century sarcophagus, Christ is pictured as shepherd and philosopher.1 Christ is pastor and concurrently fulfillment of the Greco-Roman search for happiness. Almost immediately after his intellectual conversion effected by his reading libri platonicorum, Augustine began to assimilate Christ as philosopher.2 Later as priest and bishop, he of course followed Christ as pastor.3

Augustine’s intellectual conversion in June, 386 has been the focus of countless studies.4 He was surely converted, but to what? To Neoplatonism or Christianity? When the question was placed in this manner, scholars opted for one or the other. In 1950, Pierre Courcelle’s Recherches sur les Confessions put surcease to the question so framed. He clearly showed Augustine’s conversion was to a Neoplatonic Christianity. An informal circle of Christians, the Milanese Circle, was searching for parallels between Neoplatonism and Christianity. This circle was the ambience of Augustine’s conversion. In principle, Courcelle’s observation has been universally accepted. In fact, however, it has been honored more in the breach than in the observance. Scholars of nearly all stripes, enamored of Quellenforschung, still constantly write of Ciceronian, Neoplatonic or Christian elements in Augustine’s thought, as if they were separate facets. Such analyses help our understanding, but Augustine would be surprised. A close examination of Augustine’s sources, both scriptural and Greco-Roman, his attitude toward and use of his sources, and his criteria for acceptance of Hellenistic thought should help us understand in what sense Augustine is a philosopher.

PHILOSOPHERS

For Augustine, philosophi are the ancient Greek and Roman philosophers. Augustine’s use of this term does not evolve.5 Pythagoras, Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Varro, Cicero, Apuleius, Plotinus, Porphyry and countless others are philosophi. Platonism, Stoicism, Epicureanism, the Cynics, Peripatetics, and Academics are schools of philosophi. Christians are never called philosophi. The chief characteristic of the philosophi is their division into mutually exclusive sects.6 They argue interminably concerning the world, happiness, and acquisition of that happiness. This diversity renders philosophers incapable of leading man to happiness—it has led only to confusion; similarity to our present circumstances is only too evident. The best of these philosophi, however, have known and seen the end for man, the vision of God.7 Changing a few words, these philosophers could, and indeed have, become Christians.8 But even the best of the philosophers have not of themselves possessed the means to attain this end permanently. The best of them have attained this end fleetingly.9 Plotinus and Porphyry knew the proper end for man, the vision of the One, but not the means, Christ’s incarnation.

PHILOSOPHIA

Philosophia, however, is another case. Philosophia literally means a love or desire for wisdom.10 Vera (uerissima) philosophia can designate a teaching which has been purified through the centuries from Pythagoras until Augustine’s day, a kind of philosophia perennis.11 In Augustine’s day, this philosophia is found pre-eminently in Plotinus and Porphyry. Interpreted correctly, it is in agreement with the Christian mysteries (sacra mysteria).12 Philosophia is divided into three parts: moral (ethics), physical (physics), and rational (philosophy of knowledge).13 This philosophia Augustine gradually assimilates into his own synthesis. Christianity is sometimes designated as vera philosophia.14

CONFESSIONES

Augustine’s Confessiones reports various conversions, Augustine’s and others’. In reading Cicero’s Hortensius, he is converted to the pursuit of wisdom;15 in reading the libri platonicorum,16 he is converted to pursuit of beauty and truth; under the fig tree in Milan, he is converted to a celibate form of Christianity.17

Augustine recounts reading Cicero’s Hortensius at age eighteen as his first conversion, a conversion to philosophy. He read this work during the course of his studies. Hortensius is a protreptic to philosophy similar to, and an imitation of, Aristotle’s protreptic. Neither is extant. This work reached Augustine at precisely the opportune time. As an exhortation to the philosophic life, Hortensius influenced Augustine to abandon fame and fortune, and to seek wisdom itself. Augustine was introduced to a philosophical life of leisure in the pursuit of truth. Traces of this life can be found in Augustine’s monasteries in Tagaste and Hippo.18 In Hortensius Augustine found the predominant thesis of ancient Greek philosophy: all men seek happiness.19 This fundamental thesis remains with Augustine his entire life.20 Thirdly, through Cicero’s eclecticism Augustine became familiar for the first time with various philosophical sects. Many years later Hortensius finds a place in De trinitate. In fact, attempts to reconstruct Hortensius find Augustine’s works the central source.21

Augustine was restrained, however, in his pursuit of wisdom. The name of Christ did not appear in Hortensius. From a historical perspective, this comment appears nonsensical. But it indicates Monnica’s Christian influence on the young Augustine. Cicero’s inquiry, as Augustine comes to know it, was incomplete. Man could seek beatifying truth, but could not ultimately attain it. Augustine turned to Scripture, as he did at other crucial junctures of his life.22 However, Hebrew literary style was not to be compared to the canons of Ciceronian rhetoric. Augustine’s aspirations remained unfulfilled. In retrospect, Augustine regards youthful pride as the underlying reason why he did not accept Scripture.

Augustine the bishop gives an exegesis of Colossians 2:8, Videte ne quis uos decipiat per philosophiam et inanem seductionem secundum traditionem hominum, secundum elementa huius mundi, et non secundum Christum; quia in ipso inhabitationis plenitudo diuinitatis coporaliter, in a manner entirely different from his fellow African Tertullian.23 Paul does not advise against philosophy. Rather he prohibits philosophizing secundum elementa huius mundi. The best of ancient philosophy, however, is in conformity with Scripture. Accord with Scripture is Augustine’s criterion of acceptance of Greco-Roman philosophy. He retains this principle his entire life. Ancient philosophy at its best is interpreted in terms of Christianity and can be assimilated. There is no true philosophy without Scripture.

During his Manichean years, Augustine reports a direct acquaintance with philosophical works.24 He found Manicheanism at variance with the science of his time. Speculation has abounded concerning what works Augustine read.25 Encyclopedias and doxographies of philosophy have engaged contemporary scholars. But these philosophers did not worship God. Philosophy had not led them to religion.26 According to Augustine, philosophy is not one thing and religion another.27 As a professional rhetor, Augustine would also have read Seneca, Terence, Horace, and Quintillian, among many others. This reading would have acquainted him with a philosophical koine, the “stock-in-trade” of professional rhetors.

Augustine records his intellectual conversion through reading libri platonicorum, given him by a non-Christian Neoplatonist.28 What he found in the Platonist books was in harmony with Scripture: “Not in the same words, but with several various reasons.”29 Augustine cites the prologue of John’s Gospel and a few Pauline texts to tell us what doctrines he found in the Platonist books: in particular the relationship between the Father and the Son, a metaphysics of esse and non esse, the nature of spiritual being, and a theory of knowledge. He believes all these doctrines, properly interpreted, harmonize with Scripture and help explain scriptural truths.30

What he did not find in libri platonicorum was Christ’s incarnation and salvation through it.31 A few years later, he will see that the resurrection of the flesh is at odds with Neoplatonic teaching.32 In these matters, Augustine followed scriptural teaching, such as he knew it. Obviously, Augustine not only read, but interpreted and then assimilated his sources. Marius Victorinus and Ambrose had done this before him. The Nicene party in the West had interpreted Plotinus in a non-subordinationist manner.33

The effect on Augustine, most influential in his entire life, was the attempted ascents of soul to God.34 They achieved some momentary success. However Augustine expected much more. The occasion of these ascents was Augustine’s reading of the the Peri Kalou, Enneads I, 6. He had been prepared for this reading by the sermons of Ambrose.35 The scriptural justification for these ascents was Pauline (Rom 1:20). Throughout his life, Romans 1:20 is of paramount importance, as providing scriptural criteria for the ascent. The vision at Ostia is of the same variety.36 Augustine of course had interpreted this Enneads I, 6 in light of the scriptural Trinity: aeternitas, ueritas, caritas.37

At roughly the same time, von Harnack and Bossier remarked on Augustine’s conversion.38 Discrepancies between Augustine’s account of his conversion shortly after its occurrence in the Cassiciacum dialogues and his conversion narrative in Confessiones were duly noted. Since that time, the works of Augustine, Plotinus, and to some lesser extent, Porphyry have been mined to ascertain influence on Augustine’s writings.39 Some modernists even went so far as to posit a conversion to philosophy in 386 and conversion to Christianity circa 390. This thesis has been superceded. Courcelle proved a conversion to both, always with the proviso that Scripture provided the criterion of truth. In general two schools of thought have arisen: a maximalist and a minimalist school. The maximalist school includes Grandgeorge, Alfaric, O’Connell, and their disciples. These men would claim that Augustine read as many as twenty-six treatises of Plotinus at the time of his conversion or shortly hereafter. This conclusion hardly accords with the “few drops” Augustine mentions.40 The minimalist school would include Henri, O’Meara, and their disciples, who think that Augustine read four or five treatises at Milan and perhaps a few others later. There are of course shades of opinion in between with a host of names too numerous to mention. It is often said that Augustine possessed an “in depth” knowledge of Plotinus and Porphyry.41 What does this statement mean? If it means that Augustine possessed knowledge of all or most of the treatises in the Enneads, the statement is clearly false. Augustine did not have available to him a cover to cover copy of the Enneads, comparable to what we possess. He would have read select treatises according to need and interest. If the statement means that Augustine knew a few treatises, but these he knew well, the statement is true. Even then, we must bear in mind that Augustine interpreted and assimilated these treatises. He was not involved in textual analysis. In fact most of Augustine’s citations of Plotinus are epigrams.

Beginning in the third decade of the twentieth century, some mostly Protestant scholars concluded that Neoplatonism, especially its version of eudaemonism, was not harmonious with Christianity.42 The eros and agape worlds—so they thought—were antagonistic. Augustine’s teaching of uti and frui, the use of this world to attain enjoyment of God, was thought to be a Neoplatonic doctrine at odds with Christianity. This modern emphasis on disharmony between eros and agape may well come from Kant’s denial of metaphysics. In some quarters, it is taken as almost axiomatic that Augustine’s doctrine of uti and frui stands in opposition to Kant’s second principle. This is untrue. Augustine has a metaphysical perspective—Kant does not. This world has only a relative value. Full enjoyment of God exists only in the next. Augustine himself realized that the analysis of uti and frui, as he had received it, was flawed. He corrected the doctrine in light of Paul. Human beings can enjoy each other in God, frui in deo.43 In any event, Augustine never saw uti and frui as antagonistic to Scripture.44

Methodologies have been developed to study the question of Augustine and his sources—Quellenforschung. At first thematic similarities were pointed out. This method was insufficiently rigorous. Therefore, methods of philological parallelism were developed to show precisely what treatises Augustine had read and when.45 Such methodologies tended to minimize the number of treatises read by Augustine. By its very nature this methodology is limited to extant treatises. Certainly Augustine had read treatises, even in Milan in 386, which are no longer extant. Many otherwise brilliant scholars today tend to minimize the influence of Porphyry on the grounds that the treatises which Augustine had surely read cannot be directly studied. At Milan Augustine probably read parts of four or five treatises of Plotinus and parts of Porphyry’s de regressu animae and Philosophy from Oracles. What precisely the Porphyrian works contained is difficult to judge.46

Philological methodologies are by nature analytic. Texts of Augustine and Plotinus, for example, are broken down and then analyzed for specific verbal influence. Augustine himself never used such a methodology. His interest was res, not uerba. Ours should be the same. Augustine synthesized. This synthetic mentality causes problems to modern thinkers in analyzing Augustine. For him philosophy as pursuit of truth is not separate from a life of faith. There is no such thing as a secular Augustinian philosophy.

CASSICIACUM DIALOGUES

Examples of intellectus fidei are found in Augustine’s earliest writings. In the preface to De beata uita, the first work which Augustine completed, an allegory of conversion to philosophia is found.47 The harbor of philosophia, into which one enters by various routes, is Christianity. The mountain which lies before the harbor as a trap probably represents Manicheanism or perhaps non-Christian Neoplatonism. Augustine often accuses both of pride. In the end, union with the triune Christian God is proposed as beata uita.48 An Ambrosian hymn, Deus creator omnium, referred to by Monnica, portrays this God. A solid faith, an eager hope, and a burning love lead us there. Attempts have been made to cull Neoplatonic from Christian elements in de beata uita.49 Such analysis may help us to understand Augustine, but may also lead us astray. It is not Augustine’s synthesis. He sees these various “elements” as a unity. The last paragraphs of De beata uita represent Augustine’s first attempt to reach an intellectus fidei concerning the trinity. Similarity to Confessiones 7.13 ff (and Confessiones 9.23–26) is evident.

In Contra Academicos, Augustine asserts his position on philosophy and Christianity quite succinctly:


After a short temporal interval stubbornness was removed. The purified and clear mouth of Plato emanated especially in Plotinus, with the clouds of error removed. He is judged to be the Platonic philosopher so similar to him [Plato] that he [Plotinus] is thought to have lived at the same time, but since there is great temporal distance between them he is thought to be Plato redivivus. . . . In my opinion one true philosophy has been purified. It is not a philosophy of this world which our sacred mysteries rightly detest, but of another intelligible world.50 To this world most subtle reasoning51 would never recall souls, blinded by the darkness of error in its many forms and stained by the deepest filth unless the highest God by a certain clemency for the masses would lower and submit the authority of the divine intellect to the human body. Awakened by precept and deed souls can turn into themselves to breathe once again the fatherland without use of the dialectic. . . . No one doubts that we are impelled to learning by a two-fold weight of authority and reason. To me it is certain never to depart from the authority of Christ, for I do not find a stronger. With regard to subtle reasoning I am now so affected that I desire impatiently to apprehend truth not only by belief but also by understanding. I provisionally trust that I will find among the Platonists what is not repugnant to our sacred [mysteries].52



Augustine began Contra Academicos before, but finished it after, De beata uita at Cassiciacum in autumn, 386. He clearly indicates the relation of biblical teaching to rational thought which will be his the rest of his life. Philosophia perennis exists. This philosophia is resident in the works of Plotinus and is a philosophia of the intelligible world.53 Subtle reasoning is not capable of delivering man to this world. Human salvation comes through the incarnation of the divine intellect. Augustine has rejected skepticism and seeks intellectus fidei—the purpose of the ancient wisdom is to provide it. Provisionally Neoplatonism is accepted as a means to attain this understanding. Accordance with the authority of Christ and sacra mysteria provides the criterion of acceptance of this philosophia. Augustine intends to assimilate ancient wisdom. Matthew 7:7, quaerite et inuenietis, is the biblical foundation for the success of his enterprise.54 Augustine states here in prospect what will be his lifetime project, understanding the Christian mysteries with philosophia as an aid. Augustine’s rejection of skepticism, a life of seeking and never finding, as in Cicero, entails a belief that he can find beatifying truth.

De ordine, composed during the same period, widens our understanding of Augustine’s perspectives on philosophia:


There is a twofold way for us to follow when obscure matters trouble us: reason or at least authority. Philosophia promises reason and frees very few. Philosophy forces them nevertheless not only not to contemn these mysteries, but to understand those mysteries alone55 as they ought to be understood. The true and, as I say, genuine philosophy has no other business than to teach what is the beginning of all things itself without beginning, how great an intellect remains in him, and what has thence flowed for our salvation without any degeneration. These venerable mysteries teach the one, omnipotent and tripotent Father Son and Holy Spirit who free people of sincere and unshakeable faith, not with confusion, as some preach, and not with pride, as many preach.56



This is a clear example of what philosophia is to do. The role of philosophia is to help the few understand the Christian mysteries, in this case the triune God. Philosophia is not separate from the Christian mysteries—it is united with them. Faith in these mysteries offers salvation, with neither confusion, as did Porphyry, nor pride, as did the Neoplatonists in general.57 Augustine presents us with an intellectus fidei.

Obviously, Augustine uses Neoplatonism to interpret Scripture. Just as obviously he interprets Neoplatonism in terms of Christianity. In this endeavor he had predecessors: Marius Victorinus and Ambrose of Milan, to name two.58 Both of these men interpreted the Neoplatonism of Porphyry and Plotinus in terms of the Council of Nicea, the equality between the Father and the Son.

DE UERA RELIGIONE

Some four years later (390 CE), Augustine fulfils a promise to Romanianus, his close friend and patron, to address a work to him on true religion.59 This work, De uera religione, is both anti-Manichean and anti-Porphyrian. The text may have various redactional stages.60 In a preface directed to the conversion of non-Christian Platonists—no doubt Porphyrians—to Christianity as the universal way of salvation, Augustine turns to the relation between Christianity and the ancient wisdom.61 During pre-Christian times, philosophers differentiated between esoteric doctrine and public worship. Not so with Christianity. Religion is not one thing and philosophy another.62 Teaching and worship are united. Plato would have thought a man divine, with the power and wisdom of God, who could persuade the masses to purify their lives and minds, as was occurring throughout the then-known world due to the spread of Christianity. With the change of a few words and opinions, Platonists would have become Christians. In fact such conversions were occurring during Augustine’s lifetime—he may be referring to Milanese Porphyrians of his acquaintance. Comparison of De uera religione and De ciuitate dei 10.23-32 is instructive for understanding the Porphyrian background of this preface. The unity of faith and reason as the true way to salvation, sought by Porphyry, is the theme of both.

DE DOCTRINA CHRISTIANA

Contemporaneous (396–398 CE.) to Confessiones, Augustine wrote De doctrina christiana 1–3.25.63 The work is a Christian De oratore and, at the same time, a charter of Christian education.64 The learned Christian should be acquainted with ancient wisdom and contemporary science to interpret Scripture. Philosophers, especially Platonists, have spoken truth. They are not to be feared but appropriated. The divine command to the Hebrews in Exodus to take Egyptian gold with them is an allegory for the Christian to assimilate ancient wisdom.65 The criterion of acceptance of the ancient wisdom is accordance with Scripture. In fact, De doctrina christiana 1 is a Christian metaphysics assimilating ancient wisdom—probably Porphyrian—which provides the foundation for the semiotics of De doctrina christiana 2–3.

The scriptural basis for the unity of faith and reason is nisi credideritis, non intelligetis.66 Augustine is aware of a variant translation, nisi credideritis, non permanebis. Today the latter is preferred. But for Augustine, this textual ambiguity comes under divine providence. The divine author could have intended both. Both lead to divine truth. Augustine’s understanding of this text is known in the Middle Ages.67

EPISTULA CXVIII

Circa 410 Augustine replied to a letter of a student, Dioscorus, concerning ancient philosophy.68 At first, Augustine excoriates the student for asking unnecessary questions asked out of pride—the student did not want to appear unlearned.69 Such pride is not worth a bishop’s time. Eventually, however, during recuperation from an illness, Augustine answers his questions—we may surmise not to Dioscorus’ satisfaction. All men desire happiness. Happiness is attained by possession of the highest good and truth. This true Platonic doctrine lay hidden within the Academy for centuries, to protect it from materialism. In due course, several Platonists became Christians. The universal spread of Christianity is testimony to its truth—the Truth and Wisdom of God its foundation.70 His answer constitutes a distillation of Greco-Roman philosophy, appropriated into his own synthesis. It is a realization of Augustine’s search since reading Hortensius thirty-eight years previously. During his explanation, Augustine refutes the materialism of Epicureans, Stoics, Anaximenes, and Anaxagoras.71

DE TRINITATE

Various books of De trinitate are almost impossible to date—the work was perhaps begun circa 404 and completed circa 421. Augustine discontinued the work, but resumed working on it at the request of Aurelius, bishop of Carthage. Somehow, to Augustine’s great displeasure, the first twelve books had become public without his permission. Undoubtedly, he ceased writing the work because he did not know what to say about human knowledge of God in this life. The principle of the work is fides quaerit, intellectus invenit.72 De trinitate 5–7 translates philosophical terms, borrowed from the Greek, and uses them to reach some understanding of God. Arianism provides the background. Augustine’s approach is apophatic,73 but God has asked us to say something rather than nothing.74 De trinitate 8–15 is an ascent of the soul to God. From 386–394 Augustine thought a permanent vision of God was possible for man in this life. That hope is now only a distant memory. In De trinitate, Augustine analyzes the activities of the human mind as an exercitatio animae to find an image of God within man. The ascent proceeds from the exterior to the interior, and then to God. This entire procedure reminds one of Porphyry. Genesis informs us that man is made in God’s image.75 In what does this image consist? From the time of hearing Ambrose, Augustine believed this image to lie in the rational human soul. After much effort, Augustine offers memoria dei, intellectus dei, amor dei under God’s grace as the closest image of God within man.76 This image is but distant—man can only know God per speculum et in aenigmate.77 These passages do not contain a philosophy of the human person in itself. The philosophy of the human person is a means to knowledge of God. No doubt much can be learned of the human being and his powers from this ascent from De trinitate. But no individual part can be understood without Augustine’s goal, knowledge of God, in mind.

DE CIUITATE DEI

In De ciuitate dei 8–10, Augustine confronts the best of ancient philosophy as found in Plato and the Platonists. Philosophy is taken in its etymological sense as love of wisdom.78 The superiority of Plato and the Platonists to other ancient philosophers consists in the formers’ belief that the human soul becomes ultimately happy by participation in the unchangeable and incorporeal light. Of all the ancient philosophers, Plato and the Platonists are closest to the Christians because they have seen the summum bonum. Plato and Porphyry are the most noble of the ancients.79 The error of even the best of the Platonists—Augustine has Porphyry in mind—was to seek happiness through sacrifices to daemons. True adoration is found in adoration of the one true God. Visible sacrifice should be a sign of internal sacrifice, a contrite heart. Human interior sacrifice to the true God becomes acceptable by union with Christ’s sacrifice.80 Porphyry, the most noble of the ancient philosophers, sought a universal way of salvation, but, being a true Platonist, could not accept incarnation as that means. The theme since the time of his intellectual conversion remains: The best of ancient philosophy saw the goal of human happiness, but was unable to attain it.

RETRACTATIONES

Augustine’s final confrontation with ancient philosophy appears in Retractationes. Augustine’s primary focus in that work is the Pelagian controversy—he did not want his early works read in a Pelagian manner. However, commentary on his earliest works includes a retrospective on Platonism. He regrets a too facile concordism with ancient philosophy. He regrets any and every trace of accepting Porphyry’s omne corpus fugiendum. He rejects study of the liberal arts as a means to salvation. He rejects a failure to recognize the importance of the resurrection. He rejects any trace of Platonic reminiscence theory. Nevertheless, he accepts Plato’s world of ideas, when placed within the divine intellect, as a rational explanation for creation. His final assessment remains:


It displeases me that I have approved of two worlds, one sensible and the other intelligible, not from the person of Plato or the Platonists, but from myself, as if the Lord wished also to signify this, since he did not say “my kingdom is not of the world,” but rather “My kingdom is not of this world” (John 18:36); although what was said could be found in another manner of speaking. If another world is signified by Christ there, the world would be better understood as the new heaven and the new earth (Acts), for which we pray when we say “your kingdom come” (Matt 6:10). But Plato did not err when he said there is an intelligible world. Even if the word does not accord with church custom we should look at the matter. He called the intelligible world that eternal and unchangeable reason by which the Lord created the world. Were anyone to deny this it would follow that he would say that God created irrationally, or that when he created it or before he created he did not know what he was making, were he to have had no basis for creating. If there was such a basis, as there surely was, Plato apparently called this the intelligible world. But we would not have used this word had we been more educated in church literature.81



Here August uses Plato’s doctrine of an intelligible world to help explain the biblical teaching of creation. Augustine’s attitude here applies mutatis mutandis to his entire use of ancient wisdom. In many instances ancient wisdom accords with the Bible. Augustine interprets and assimilates this wisdom into his own Christian synthesis. The standard of acceptance is the Bible. Church custom determines the proper vocabulary. But Augustine’s interest lies in res, non uerba.

CONTEMPORARY DISCUSSION

There appear within Augustine’s corpus certain passages, indeed certain works, which could bear the interpretation of an Augustinian philosophy, apart from Scripture. Examples of such passages would include, but not be limited to, Contra Academicos, De immortalitate animae, De quantitate animae, Confessiones 10 (the discussion of memory), and Confessiones 11 (the discussion on time). At first blush, these writings appear distinctly and purely philosophical. In a search for the literary sources scholars could reinforce this conclusion. Upon further investigation, however, such an interpretation is illusory. Augustine assimilates ancient philosophy even into his incipient thinking. Contra Academicos is a search for beatifying truth. Such a search is both entirely biblical and entirely philosophical. Augustine is refuting Cicero’s skeptical inability to reach truth. Augustine cites Matthew 7:7: Quaerite et inuenietis.82 Augustine uses this scriptural text as assurance of the success of his intellectual quest. De immortalitate animae is notes for a projected Soliloquia 3, never to appear.83 It is an attempt to prove the immortality of the human soul through its spirituality. De quantitate animae attempts to prove the spirituality of the human soul.84 Both works are part of an ascent of the soul to God. In them, the ascent reaches interiority, return to oneself. Familiarity with Confessiones indicates the importance in Augustine’s own life of reaching a notion of spiritual being, preparatory for knowledge of self and God. The early works are part of an Augustinian ascent of the soul to God, a simultaneous effort of Christianity and Neoplatonism. Augustine assimilated the ascent of the soul in a Christian sense. In a similar context, discussion of memory in Confessiones 10 and time in Confessiones 11 are part of an ascent to knowledge of God, a theme essential to Confessiones. In Confessiones 10, memory is the site of traces of true happiness, possession of God. In the next book, Augustine discusses human time only as a means to understand divine eternity—the nature of time is not investigated for its own sake. Augustine’s use of truths arrived at through philosophy to interpret Scripture is a further example of his methodology. Investigation of his scriptural methodology would take us too far afield. No passage in Augustine can be alleged, nor can one be found, to show use of philosophy apart from Christianity or Scripture. Agreement with Scripture is without exception the criterion of assimilation. We ought not let a perspective of discontinuity between Scripture and Greek philosophy, between Hebrew and Hellenism, intrude upon our understanding. Augustine was not a de-Hellenizer. Nor should we be. Efforts to de-Hellenize Augustine inevitably lead to erroneous interpretation.

In Milan of 386 an ongoing effort to appropriate Neoplatonism into his own Christian synthesis begins. In the works of Augustine’s immediate predecessors, assimilation of Neoplatonic sources is not nearly mature as in Augustine. There is no real synthesis in Marius Victorinus or Ambrose of Milan, such as we find in Augustine. Rather whole passages are extracted from Porphyry or Plotinus and placed within their works, emended with an eye to Christian doctrine.

CONCLUSION

At least three interpretations of Augustine as Christian thinker have taken hold in recent times: (1) Augustine is purely a theologian; (2) Augustine is a Christian thinker acquainted with philosophy; (3) Augustine possesses a philosophy not only distinct, but actually separate from theology. Recent German scholars have maintained this third position.85 These three positions, implicitly or explicitly, interpret Augustine from the same perspective. All of them think of philosophy as distinct, sometimes even separate, from theology. This perspective Augustine would not have understood, let alone appropriated. Augustine evolved in his understanding of what parts of ancient wisdom were in harmony with Scripture. He interpreted the ancients in such a way as to be harmonious with the Scripture. Then he incorporated them into his synthesis.

Is Augustine a philosopher? This survey of texts, brief as it is, clarifies the situation. If philosophy is a love of wisdom, the answer is a resounding “yes.” Augustine’s life is a continuing search for beatifying truth, a search for Wisdom and Truth realized in Christ. If philosophy is to be taken as an aid in understanding the Christian mysteries, once again the answer is clearly “yes.” Augustine seeks intellectus fidei. Philosophy helps. If philosophy is to be taken as a life of leisure in the pursuit of wisdom, Augustine desired preeminently to be a philosopher. He had too many pastoral and ecclesiastical duties. As a bishop, judicial obligations intruded daily upon a life of philosophical leisure. But he always desired to pursue wisdom as found in Scripture.86 However, if philosophy is to be taken as a post-Cartesian rational pursuit divorced from truths of faith, the answer is an unambiguous “no.” Augustine would have thought such separation utter foolishness. Such a pursuit is mere curiositas. Any attempt to wheedle out an exclusively Augustinian philosophy must end in failure and disarray. There can be no Augustine in a post-Cartesian world. Of course, philosophical themes can be extracted from Augustine’s writings. Time, freedom of the will, and refutation of skepticism are three such themes—there are many more. Augustine speaks eloquently to these themes and has much to offer contemporary discussions. But to extract these principles and speak of them alone is to rip them from their original Augustinian context. We would then have not Augustine—we would have a contemporary philosopher.

History is replete with instances of appropriating Augustine and adapting him to questions of the particular time. Jansenism is one, ontologism another, Calvinism a third. History should make us beware of such efforts. The possibility of misappropriation is only too apparent. Much better we should determine what Augustine himself meant and then attempt to show how such universal Augustinian truths apply beyond his age. Pursuit of truth, Augustine teaches us, is paramount. Philosophy does not advance as material science: one theory does not replace another. Rather, certain geniuses have understood reality profoundly and have seen truths extending beyond their time and place. Such intuitions are relevant to our, or any age—it is the human task to ferret out their relevance.
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Augustine’s
First-Person Perspective

Gareth B. Matthews

In Book 3 of his Confessions Augustine describes his encounter with Cicero’s book, Hortensius. He says that reading that book changed his life and led him to devote himself to philosophy. But the way he describes this conversion to philosophy might make a present-day philosopher wonder whether what Augustine was converted to bears any significant resemblance to what we think of as philosophy today. Augustine writes:


The book [Hortensius] changed my feelings. It altered my prayers, Lord, to be toward you yourself. It gave me different values and priorities. Suddenly every vain hope became empty to me, and I longed for the immortality of wisdom with an incredible ardour in my heart. (3.4.7)1



One suspects that an applicant for graduate study in a good philosophy department today who submitted a personal statement that included the line, “I long for the immortality of wisdom with an incredible ardor in my heart,” would not gain admission. And so one might well wonder how there could be anything to say about Augustine’s philosophy that would be relevant to what we now think of as philosophy.

There are other reasons to suspect that none of the works of Augustine would likely appear on a “must-read” list for philosophers today. After all, Augustine lived almost his whole life in North Africa, which was not, at the time, an important intellectual or academic center. To be sure, he did spend five years in Italy. But after that visit he returned to North Africa and never again strayed very far from the town of his birth. He became Bishop of Hippo Regius, which was a significant port city at the time, but hardly an intellectual center—except for the presence in it of Augustine.

Augustine was both by training and by early profession a rhetorician, not a philosopher. He became an important theologian and counts as one of the “Fathers” of the Christian church. He did read for himself some Neoplatonism. But much, perhaps most, of what he knew of philosophy he got from reading Cicero, who was not himself an original philosopher. Moreover, Augustine seems not to have known, personally, any (other) philosopher of real significance. For all these reasons one might reasonably expect that he would have little of interest to engage a philosopher today.

Yet, all expectations to the contrary, Augustine was indeed a philosopher of significant originality and enormous influence. For one thing, he was the first great Christian philosopher. Moreover, he and St. Thomas Aquinas were the two most influential Western philosophers in the medieval period. In a way it is odd to count him as a medieval philosopher. His dates, 354–430 CE, place him more appropriately in “late antiquity” than in the Middle Ages proper. However, since historians of philosophy are reluctant to multiply periods beyond necessity, he counts among them as a medieval philosopher, indeed, one of the most important medievals.

THE FIRST-PERSON POINT OF VIEW

Arguably the most striking innovation in Augustine’s thought is its incorporation of a first-person perspective. To be sure, Augustine did not write everything he wrote from an explicitly first-person perspective. But significant portions of what he wrote take this point of view. Consider his Confessions, which assumes the literary form of an “overheard” personal prayer. Incidentally, it is also the first important autobiography in Western literature. Then there is his Soliloquies, which is a dialogue between Augustine himself and reason, and therefore an “inner dialogue.” In that work Augustine admits that he himself has coined the word that serves as the book’s title, Soliloquia,2 where, as he says, he understands this work to record the soul’s conversation with itself.

Intriguingly, it may also be the case that Augustine’s early work, On Free Choice of the Will (De libero arbitrio), was meant as an inner dialogue. Modern editions make this work a dialogue between Augustine and his friend and later fellow bishop, Evodius. However, Simon Harrison has pointed out that no manuscript copy of this work identifies the speakers in the dialogue as Augustine and Evodius, or, indeed, identifies the speakers at all. The speaker names, “Augustine” and “Evodius,” appear first in Auerbach’s printed edition of 1506.3 They are thus a Renaissance interpolation. Augustine may actually have intended this work, too, as a dialogue with himself.

One obvious consequence of Augustine’s interest in taking a first-person perspective is his recognition that ‘I exist’ may state an important beginning point for philosophy. Consider this exchange from On Free Choice of the Will, understood now, as perhaps it always should have been understood, as Augustine’s conversation with himself:


Augustine: To start at the beginning, with the most obvious, I will ask you first whether you yourself exist. Are you perhaps afraid that you are being deceived by my questioning? But if you did not exist, it would be impossible for you to be deceived.

  [Self:] Let us move on. (2.3.20)



No ancient philosopher had thought that the statement each of us can make by saying, “I exist,” expresses a thought of any great philosophical significance. Augustine changed that, even if it was not until Descartes formulated his cogito, ergo sum that the world appreciated fully the philosophical significance of doing philosophy from a first-person point of view.

Augustine tells us in his Confessions, at 4.13.20, that the first book he wrote was something he called On the Beautiful and the Fitting (De pulchro et apto). But that work did not survive. Fortunately, his next work, a dialogue called Against the Academicians (Contra academicos), did survive. It is a dialogue aimed at responding to the skepticism of the “New Academy,” usually thought to have been founded by Arcesilaus in the third century BCE. Although this dialogue is not an inner dialogue, the way Augustine responds in it to skepticism, as we shall see, brings out the importance of Augustine’s first-personalism.

SKEPTICISM

In young adulthood Augustine had been a Manichean “auditor,” or disciple. But, after nine years in that role, he became disenchanted with Manicheanism and overburdened with belief more generally. About the time he left Carthage for Rome, he found himself attracted to the skeptical view of the “Academicians,” that is, the followers of Arcesilaus and the New Academy, who held, he writes, that “everything was a matter of doubt and that an understanding of the truth lies beyond human capacity” (Confessions 5.10.19). His flirtation with skepticism did not, however, last very long. In Contra academicos, written three years after his arrival in Italy, Augustine discusses a criterion for knowledge put forward by Zeno of Citium, according to which something can be known just in case it cannot even seem to be false. Arcesilaus, the Academic skeptic and Augustine’s interlocutor at this point, supposes that, since nothing satisfies this definition, there is no knowledge. In response to him Augustine reasons this way: “Knowledge still doesn’t abandon us, even if we are uncertain about [Zeno’s criterion]. We know that Zeno’s definition is either true or false. Hence we do not know nothing”4 (3.9.21). Augustine goes on to offer knowledge claims of his own that he dares the skeptic to reject, including this one: “I’m certain that the world is either one [in number] or not—and, if there isn’t just one world, the number of worlds is either finite or infinite” (3.10.23). Augustine imagines the skeptic responding to this claim of certain knowledge by pouncing on the assumption that there even exists a world. This is Augustine’s response to that skeptical move: “I call the whole that contains and sustains us, whatever it is, the world—the whole, I say, that appears before my eyes, which I perceive to include the heavens and the earth (or the quasi-heavens and quasi-earth)” (3.11.24). This response makes a philosophically startling suggestion. And, of course, in offering this response it draws on Augustine’s first-person perspective in philosophy. Augustine here stipulates that “world,” as he is now going to use the term, in response to the skeptic’s challenge, will simply be whatever “appears before his eyes” (quod oculis meis apparet). But even talk about what appears before his eyes is already to suppose that he at least has eyes, before which things appear. Eyes are presumably physical things. And if something appears before those physical things, there is presumably a physical world that includes both the eyes and perhaps what appears before them.

Strikingly, Augustine is prepared to withdraw even from the common-sense assumption that there is a physical world “out there” to appear to him. That is why he adds the intriguing qualification: “or the quasi-earth and quasi-heavens” (aut quasi terram et quasi caelum). Thus he is not including in what he is calling “the world” an independently existing heaven and earth. He adds: “If you deny that what seems so to me is the world, then you’re making a fuss about a name, since I said I call this ‘world’” (ibid.). Now it seems that the reference to (physical) eyes has been canceled as well and what Augustine is stipulating should be called “world” is simply one’s phenomenal world. That suspicion is reinforced by his response to the next skeptical challenge: “You’ll ask me: “Is what you see the world even if you’re asleep?” It has already been said that I call ‘world’ whatever seems to me to be such (3.11.25).”

The idea is thus that I can know, even in a dream, that there is a world, if what “world” means is only “whatever seems to me to be such.”

THE CONCEPT OF MIND

Richard Rorty, in his Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, refers to the novelty of the concept of mind we find in Descartes, as well as in John Locke. Before them, Rorty writes, there had not been “the conception of the human mind as an inner space in which pains and clear and distinct ideas passed in review before a single Inner Eye.”5 In a footnote Rorty acknowledges that “there are passages in Augustine which are remarkably close to passages usually cited from Descartes to show the originality of his notion of “thinking” to cover both sense and intellect.6 To back up his point, Rorty goes on to cite a paper of mine, in which I refer to the above passage from Augustine’s Contra academicos. And so, as Rorty acknowledges, the novelty of the Cartesian concept of mind had been anticipated by Augustine.

To see how fully Augustine develops what we moderns think of as Descartes’s concept of mind, we need to read Book 10 of Augustine’s On the Trinity, which is devoted to understanding mind (mens). There Augustine characterizes the mind as something that “lives, remembers, understands, wills, thinks, knows, and judges” (10.10.14). Similarly, Descartes, in Meditation II characterizes the mind, the “thinking thing” (res cogitans), as something that “doubts, understands, affirms, denies, is willing, is unwilling, and also imagines and has sensory perceptions.”7

Augustine’s characterization of the mind, although similar to Descartes’s, is not identical with it. The most striking difference between the two characterizations concerns the connection Augustine makes, and Descartes rejects, between thinking and living. For a discussion of this point, and its considerable significance, see my paper, “Consciousness and Life.”8

THE AUGUSTINIAN COGITO

No doubt Augustine’s most famous response to skepticism is his claim to know that he exists. (What could be more first-personal than that?) Although this response is mentioned in the passage from On Free Choice of the Will quoted above, and even in a passage in his Contra academicos (at 3.9.19), it is more fully developed much later, in Book 15 of his On the Trinity and in Book 11 of his City of God. Here is the latter passage:


In respect of these truths I have no fear of the arguments of the Academics. They say, “What if you are mistaken?” If I am mistaken, I am [Si fallor, sum]. Whoever does not exist cannot be mistaken; therefore I exist, if I am mistaken. Because, then, I exist if I am mistaken, how am I mistaken in thinking that I exist, when it is certain to me that I am if I am mistaken. (11.26)



The anticipation here of Descartes’s cogito, ergo sum is quite clear. One should add that Augustine does not go on, as Descartes does, to reconstruct what he can be truly said to know on the foundation of “I exist.” However, in Book 15 of On the Trinity, where Augustine offers a parallel justification for “I know that I am alive,” he argues that he can parlay that bit of knowledge into an indefinitely large number of things that he also knows. Thus he writes:


If only such things [as the knowledge that I am alive] belong to human knowledge, then they are very few; unless it be that they are so multiplied in each kind that they are not only not few, but are even found to reach an infinite number. For he who says: “I know that I’m alive,” says that he knows one thing; if he were then to say: “I know that I know that I’m alive,” there are already two things. Indeed this, that he knows these two, is already to know a third thing; and so he can add a fourth and a fifth, and innumerable more, so long as he is able to do so. But because he cannot either comprehend an uncountable number by adding units, or speak uncountable times, he comprehends this very fact most certainly and says both that this is true and so uncountable that he cannot comprehend or speak the infinite number of its words. (15.12.21)9



Exactly how this “multiplication thesis,” as we may call it, is supposed to work is not immediately obvious.

THE KK PRINCIPLE

Jaakko Hintikka, in his seminal work, Knowledge and Belief: An Introduction to the Logic of the Two Notions,10 cites the above passage as an early assumption of the “KK Principle” (If I know that p, then I know that I know that p). In fact, according to Hintikka’s reading of this passage, Augustine not only considers “I know that I know that p” to follow from “I know that p,” he considers the two statements to be equivalent.11 I myself once thought that Hintikka was right in supposing Augustine to be at least making implicit appeal to the KK Principle here. However, I no longer think that is correct. Charles Brittain has called my attention to a passage in the previous book of On the Trinity, which offers what I now think is the best explanation of Augustine’s KK claims. Here is part of that passage:


. . . one who reminds another [of what he knows] may rightly say to the one he reminds, “You know this, but you do not know that you know it; but I shall remind you and you shall find that you know what you thought you did not know.” (14.7.9)



According to this passage, I can know that p and not realize that I know it. However, if I am reminded or otherwise come to realize that I know that p, then I know that I know that p. So Augustine may not suppose that it follows, by a principle of epistemic logic, from “I know that p” that I know that I know that p. But, if Augustine is not here relying on the KK Principle, how does he go from “I know that I am alive” to “I know that I know that I am alive” and, especially, how does he get to innumerably more knowledge claims? I’ll try to say a little bit later what Augustine might think makes the multiplication thesis plausible.

CLOSURE PRINCIPLES FOR KNOWLEDGE

Under much discussion among epistemologists today are closure principles for knowledge. Suppose that, in broad daylight, I see a tree. Do I know that I see a tree? That seems right. But presumably I also know that actually seeing a tree entails that know I am not asleep and only dreaming that I am seeing a tree. Now if knowledge is closed under known entailment, then it follows from

(1) I know that I see a tree plus

(2) I know that actually seeing a tree entails that I am not asleep and dreaming entails

(3) I know that I am not asleep and dreaming.

Yet there are circumstances in which one might be inclined to accept (1) and yet reject (3). So, it seems, one should reject the general principle that knowledge is closed under known entailment, and so reject (2). Indeed, that seems to be Augustine’s view.

Augustine makes a distinction between two kinds of things known, as in the very passage from On the Trinity we have been discussing:


In fact, since there are two kinds of things which are known, one [kind] is [knowledge] of things which the mind perceives through the bodily senses and the other [kind] is [knowledge] of those things which it perceives through itself. These [Academic] philosophers have babbled many things against the senses of the body, but they have been utterly unable to cast doubt upon the most certain perceptions of the things that are true, which the mind knows through itself, such as that which I have already mentioned, “I know that I’m alive.”

But far be it from us to doubt the truth of those things which we have perceived through the senses of the body. For through them we have learned of the heavens and the earth, and those things in them which are known to us insofar as He, who has also created us and them, wanted them to become known to us. Far be it also from us to deny what we have learned from the testimony of others; otherwise, we would not know that there is an ocean; we would not know that there are lands and cities which the most celebrated fame commands. (15.13.21)



Augustine here clearly thinks that one can have knowledge of the world through the senses. But he is also inclined to think that, as a general thing, one does not know whether one is dreaming. So he will reject the alleged entailment from “I know I am seeing a tree” to “I know I am not dreaming,” as in (2) above. For a different reason, he will also reject the suggested entailment from “I know that I’m alive” to “I know I’m not dreaming.” On his view, I would have to be alive to be dreaming. So dreaming, far from being incompatible with being alive, actually requires being alive, according to Augustine’s reasoning above.

I have already suggested that Augustine does not think “I know that p” entails “I know that I know that p.” On his view, apparently, knowing that one knows is realizing that one knows and one can know that p and yet fail to realize that one knows that p. So, according to him, I know that I am alive and, if I realize that I know this, I know that I know that I am alive. But how does Augustine think one can go on to generate “innumerable more” knowledge claims from knowing that one is alive and knowing that one knows this?

CLOSURE UNDER CONJUNCTION

A close look at On the Trinity 15.12.21 above reveals that the sort of multiplication Augustine has in mind here is, to put the point paradoxically, multiplication by addition. Thus, let’s begin with

(4) I know (that I’m alive).

Knowing that I’m alive is something I can achieve, Augustine thinks, by an inner knowledge. Now suppose I realize, by this same inner knowledge, that I know that I’m alive. Then

(5) I know (that I know that I’m alive).

Augustine says that in knowing (that I’m alive), I know one thing, and in knowing (that I know that I’m alive) I know a second thing. But he adds that in knowing the first and second things, I know a third thing, and so on ad infinitum. Why does he think that? The simplest answer would be that he thinks knowledge is closed under conjunction. Thus, if I know that 2 + 2 = 4 and I also know that 2 + 3 = 5 there is also a third thing I know, namely both that 2 + 2 = 4 and that 2 + 3 = 5. But now I can know a fourth thing, namely, that I know the first, the second, and also the third. And so, by this reasoning, I can see that I know an innumerable number of things.

So far the principle that knowledge is closed under conjunction seems to be quite innocuous. However the principle, although apparently innocent, can be shown to make trouble for other assumptions we are likely to make. A prominent source of trouble is what has come to be called the “Preface Paradox.” As originally formulated by D. C. Makinson,12 the paradox concerns rational beliefs, but it can be restated as a paradox about knowledge.

We are to imagine an author who has made a number of knowledge claims in a book. In the preface the author says something to this effect:


Although I have been scrupulous about each of the knowledge claims I have made in this book, I realize that even the most conscientious scholar will occasionally make a mistake. So, in all modesty, I must say that I know there will be at least one knowledge claim that is, unfortunately, false. I invite readers to point out any mistakes I have made.



If knowledge is closed under conjunction, then the author claims to know (1) everything set forth as a knowledge claim in the book as well as (2) that at least one claim in the book is false. And if knowledge is closed under conjunction, then what the author says in the preface, put together with what is claimed in the rest of the book, is incoherent.

I mention the Preface Paradox, not because Augustine discusses it, but only to point out that Augustine’s implicit appeal to the idea that knowledge is closed under conjunction introduces a topic under discussion by epistemologists today. And Augustine seems to rely on it to multiply the items of knowledge he thinks he has by virtue of knowing that he is alive.

Is this multiplication thesis a mere intellectual curiosity? Not at all. It is important to Augustine to think that he can parlay his knowledge that he is alive, plus his knowledge that he knows this, into an indefinitely large store of knowledge. And the reason it is important to him is, apparently, that he sees his mind as an image of God’s mind. He thinks that the infinite greatness of God’s mind is beyond our human comprehension. Nevertheless, he also thinks that the greatness of his own mind is, in a certain respect, beyond his understanding. And, in that limited respect, it resembles God’s mind.

LANGUAGE ACQUISITION

Wittgenstein begins his Philosophical Investigations with this quotation from Book 1 of Augustine’s Confessions:


When they [my elders] named some object, and accordingly moved towards something, I saw this and I grasped that the thing was called by the sound they uttered when they meant to point it out. Their intention was shown by their bodily movements, as it were the natural language of all peoples: the expression of the face, the play of the eyes, the movement of other parts of the body, and the tone of voice which expresses our state of mind in seeking, having, rejecting, or avoiding something. Thus, as I heard words repeatedly used in their proper places in various sentences, I gradually learnt to understand what objects they signified; and after I had trained my mouth to form these signs, I used them to express my own desires.13



Wittgenstein takes this passage to mean that, as a young child, he learned the meaning of words by having the objects they name pointed out to him by his elders. Wittgenstein himself rejects this view of language acquisition. But, as Myles Burnyeat has pointed out,14 the passage Wittgenstein quotes is prefaced with these words:


It was not that grown-ups instructed me by presenting me with words in a certain order by formal teaching, as later I was to learn the letters of the alphabet. I myself acquired this power of speech with the intelligence which you gave me, my God. (11.8.13)



So Augustine also rejects the picture of learning by ostension that Wittgenstein had taken him to be committed to. In fact, in his early dialogue, On the Teacher, Augustine brings out the Wittgensteinian point that any attempt to “show” the meaning of a word by pointing to what it names or denotes will be subject to multiple interpretations. Here is an important exchange with his son, Adeodatus, from that dialogue:


Augustine: Come now, tell me, if I, knowing absolutely nothing of the meaning of the word, should ask you while you are walking what walking is, how would you teach me?

   Adeodatus: I should walk somewhat more quickly.

   Augustine: Don’t you know that walking is one thing and hurrying is something else? (3.6)15



Later on in the dialogue Augustine uses the example of trying to show what birdcatching is, and hence what the expression “birdcatching” means, by a demonstration of birdcatching. There follows this exchange:


Augustine: On seeing this birdcatcher, he follows closely in his footsteps, and, as it happens he reflects and asks himself in his astonishment what exactly the man’s equipment means. Now the birdcatcher, wanting to show off after seeing the attention focused on him, prepares his reeds and with his birdcall and his hawk intercepts, subdues, and captures some little bird he has noticed nearby. I ask you: wouldn’t he then teach the man watching him what he wanted to know by the thing itself rather than by anything that signifies [that is, by words of a language]?

   Adeodatus: I’m afraid that everything here is like what I said about the man who asks what it is to walk. Here, too, I don’t see that the whole of birdcatching has been exhibited.

   Augustine: It’s easy to get rid of your worry. I add that he’s so intelligent that he recognizes the kind of craft as a whole on the basis of what he has seen. (10.32)



In this passage Augustine presents his son as having more appreciation of the problem of “ostensive learning” than he has himself. In any case, it is clear that a satisfactory solution to the problem will require a major epistemological commitment.

ILLUMINATION

Augustine’s major epistemological commitment is his idea that we come to understand, not only a priori truths, but also things like what walking is, and what birdcatching is, by an inner illumination. This idea appears in his writing, apparently for the first time, in On the Teacher, in the following passage:


[Augustine:] When we deal with things that we perceive by the mind, namely by the intellect and reason, we’re speaking of things that we look upon immediately in the inner light of Truth, in virtue of which the so-called inner man is illuminated and rejoices. Under these conditions our listener, if he likewise sees these things with his inward and undivided eye, knows what I’m saying from his own contemplation, not from my words. Therefore, when I’m stating truths, I don’t even teach the person who is looking upon these truths. He’s taught not by my words but by the things themselves made manifest within when God discloses them. (12.40)



Thus, Augustine’s account of how it is that we can have knowledge is not based on the idea of abstraction, as we find it in the Aristotelian tradition. The abstractionist’s idea is the we acquire concepts by abstracting universals from particulars and general truths by abstraction them from particular truths. Augustine’s idea of intellectual illumination, including the appeal to a light metaphor, is rather Platonic. But Augustine rejects Plato’s idea that learning is recollecting things the soul has known from a previous life. “We ought rather to believe,” he writes, “that the nature of the intellectual mind is so formed as to see those things which, according to the disposition of the Creator, are subjoined to intelligible things in the natural order, in a sort of incorporeal light of its own kind” (On the Trinity 12.15.24).

In Book 15 of Augustine’s On the Trinity we also get the idea that an “inner word,” or concept, mediates between (1) the word or phrase of a natural language and (2) items in the world around us our words can be used to refer to. This development in his own thinking helps him resolve a difficulty he had raised already in the On the Teacher (at 7.20) about how two words can mean “as much” (tantundem) without meaning “the same” (idem), that is, how they can have the same extension without having the same meaning. Thus Augustine supposes that every word (verbum) is a name (nomen) and the other way around, but, nevertheless verbum and nomen do not mean the same thing. We might say that something is called a verbum for one reason and a nomen for another. The idea of an inner word, or concept, or meaning, mediating between the things it can be used to refer to seems to alleviate this problem.

The idea that thinking is the speaking of inner words, found already in Plato’s Theaetetus (at 189e) and Sophist (at 263e), is also prominent in Augustine, again, for example, in Book 15 of his On the Trinity. But it is Augustine to whom, for example, William of Ockham refers when he develops his own idea of mental language in his Summa logicae 1.1.

MIND-BODY DUALISM

When Plato has Socrates argue in the Phaedo that we have knowledge we could not have acquired in this life and therefore our souls must have existed before they took on this bodily form, he argues for soul-body dualism from an impersonal point of view. In his other arguments for soul-body dualism Plato also reasons from an impersonal point of view. Augustine, by contrast, argues for mind-body dualism in Book 10 of On the Trinity from a first-personal point of view. He argues there that the mind (mens) is fully present to itself and so knows and is certain of its own substance or nature. However, he goes on, the mind does not know nor is it certain that it is air or fire or any other body that philosophers have theorized it to be; therefore, it is none of these things, that is nothing bodily (10.10.16).

Anticipating the critics of Cartesian dualism over a millennium later, Augustine himself presents the philosophical problem of other minds, that is, the problem of how any one of us can know that other living creatures have minds. Augustine’s answer to this problem is a form of what we know in recent philosophy as the Argument from Analogy. “Just as we move our body in living,” he writes, “so, we notice, those bodies are moved,” and so we come to think that there is a mind [animus] present in another body, “such as is present in us to move our mass in a similar way” (On the Trinity 8.6.9).

THE WILL


I knew myself to have a will in the same way and as much as I knew myself to be alive. (Confessions 7.3.5)16



References to the will, and indeed, to his own will, are very prominent in Augustine’s writings. Albrecht Dihle17 and others have maintained that the concept of the will originated with Augustine. Certainly there is nothing exactly like the idea of the will to be found in Plato or Aristotle. In On Free Choice of the Will Augustine writes that the will, which he thinks is the first cause of sin, is itself uncaused. “What cause of the will could there be?” he asks rhetorically, “except the will itself?” (3.17.49.168). So the human will is free. It is also, he thinks, that component of our being that makes us moral agents, capable of sin, but also capable of moral rectitude.

For us today the main threat to the idea that each of us has free will is the plausibility of causal determinism. For Augustine, by contrast, the main threat to free will is the idea of God’s foreknowledge. If God foreknew, indeed, foreknew before all creation, that Adam would sin, then it may well seem that Adam had no choice in the matter—or, at least, no free choice in the matter. Moreover, it seems that, if Adam had no free choice in the matter, Adam should not be held culpable for his sin.

Augustine’s efforts to show that, contrary to appearances, God’s foreknowledge is compatible with free will are most prominent in Book 3 of his On Free Choice of the Will. One of his responses is to say that we cannot will what is not in our power. So what we will is in our power, and, “since it is indeed in our power, it is free in us” (3.3.8.33). Evodius, Augustine’s nominal interlocutor in that work, points out that God’s foreknowledge should apply to Himself as well as to us. Thus it should include what God Himself will do, before He does it, without limiting His perfect freedom. Since God’s foreknowledge of what He will do does not rule out His having free will, it should not rule out free will in the case of a human agent either (3.3.6.23–24).

CREATION

Although the first-person perspective is salient in much of Augustine’s philosophical thought, it is not true that everything he discusses philosophically he discusses from his own first-person point of view. Thus he has much to say about the world, which, of course, he views as God’s creation. However, even on this topic, as we shall see when we come to discuss what he has to say about time, he manages to put the stamp of his first-personalism on what he has to say.

Augustine wrote no fewer than five commentaries on the creation story in the book of Genesis. He rejects, or at least severely qualifies, the picture of God the Creator as a divine craftsman, which is, for example, found in Plato’s Timaeus. “You did not hold anything in your hand,” he writes in Confessions 11.5.7, “of which you made this heaven and earth, for how could you come by what you had not made to make something?” According to Augustine God created heaven and earth out of nothing (ex nihilo). Although Augustine concedes that the opening verses of Genesis allow multiple defensible interpretations, he insists that nothing besides God exists, except through God’s creation, not even space or time.

Interestingly, Augustine also, like Descartes after him, supposes that God sustains creation. If God’s power “ever ceased to govern creatures,” he writes,


their essences would pass away and all nature would perish. When a builder puts up a house and departs, his work remains in spite of the fact that he is no longer there. But the universe will pass away in the twinkling of an eye if God withdraws his ruling hand. (Literal Commentary on Genesis 4.12.22)



One thing that motivates Augustine’s discussions of the creation story in the biblical book of Genesis is to make coherent sense of the story one finds there. In his nine years as a Manichean he had heard over and over again the derision with which Manicheans treat the book of Genesis. In his On Genesis: A Refutation of the Manichees he tells us that they ridicule the creation story by asking this question: “If God made heaven and earth in some beginning of time, what was he doing before he made heaven and earth? And why did it suddenly take his fancy to make what he had never made previously through eternal times?” (12.3).18

TIME

In Book 11 of his Confessions Augustine returns to this Manichean taunt and argues that God created time “in the beginning,” when he created heaven and earth. So the Manichean taunt falls flat. It didn’t “suddenly take his fancy to make what he had never made previously through eternal times” because there was no time before God created it. But that leads Augustine to ask, famously, “What, then, is time?” He adds, “If no one asks me, I know; if I should want to explain it to a questioner, I do not know” (11.14.17). This passage is emblematic of philosophy. In a way, time is an everyday notion. We all know what it is. We also know how to tell time and keep our appointments. But we will be unlikely to be able to give an account of the nature of time that will satisfy a philosopher.

To begin his discussion of the nature of time Augustine draws on a perplexity to be found in Aristotle (Physics 4.10), but not likely to be original even with him. Augustine draws it out to underline its importance. Times are long or short, he points out. But it is obvious, he thinks, that the past is no more and the future is not yet. Only the present exists. But, strictly speaking, not all of the present century, the present year, the present day even the present minute is ever really present. Strictly speaking, only the “now,” conceived as a durationless divider between the past and the future, is ever present. But that is neither long nor short, so it cannot be time. Thus, if only the present exists, there is no time.

Characteristically, Augustine resolves this conundrum by looking inward. “It is in you, my mind, that I measure my times” (11.27.37). So time is the measure of something mental. That is, it is the measure of past events as remembered, future events as anticipated, and present events as experienced and held together in the mind. This is a classically subjective view of time.

This famous discussion of the nature of time is embedded in an account of God’s creation of heaven and earth according to the beginning of the book of Genesis. Augustine wrote no fewer than five commentaries on the biblical creation story, the longest being his De genesi ad litteram (Literal Commentary on Genesis). In Confessions 11 he responds to the skeptical challenge (which he attributes in other works to the Manicheans), “What was God doing before he made heaven and earth?” His response is that, in creating heaven and earth, God created both time and place. Thus there was no “before creation” (11.8.15), nor was there any place where God made heaven and earth (11.5.7).

In the Confessions Augustine rejects the idea that time could be the measure of the movement of the heavenly bodies. In the other commentaries, however, he claims that time is the measure of motion. On perhaps the most plausible interpretation of these writings, his idea is that “unordered time” began with the thinking of the angels. But human time began with the creation of Adam’s mind.

EVIL

The problem of evil seems to have occupied Augustine’s thinking throughout most of his adult life. It is, no doubt, central to what he found attractive about Manicheanism in his nine-year period as a Manichean disciple. If there is a cosmic principle of evil coeval with, and equally powerful to, the cosmic principle of good, then there is no philosophical problem of evil, that is, no philosophical problem about how it can be that evil exists. It is when we suppose, as Augustine came to believe, that “God is good and is most mightily superior” to everything else that the problem becomes acute. “Then where and whence is evil?” Augustine asks (Confessions 7.5.7).

Augustine considers simply denying that evil exists. “Can it be,” he asks, “that there simply is no evil?” he asks. Then, he reasons, the fear of evil is unfounded. Still, an unfounded fear of evil would itself be evil (ibid.). Augustine returns a little later in Confessions 7 to embrace the Neoplatonic idea that evil has no real substance; instead it is privation and so, in a way, does not exist.

In various of his writings Augustine finds the root cause of evil in human free will. And he insists that having free will is necessary for moral agency. His idea is that, first, even though God created human beings and they created evil, God did not therefore create evil. Moreover, genuine moral agency is such an important good that God, in His goodness, gave it to human beings, despite His foreknowledge that Adam and his progeny would choose wrongly and create evil.

In On Free Choice of the Will Augustine’s interlocutor, Evodius, is not satisfied with this response. “Doesn’t it seem to you,” he asks Augustine, “If free will is given for acting morally, it ought not have been possible to turn it to sinning. Shouldn’t it have been like justice, which was given to a human being for living in a good way?” (2.2.4.8).

We might expect Augustine to argue that, quite possibly, even an omnipotent being could not grant human beings free will without the possibility that they would use it wrongly. But, toward the end of his life anyway, Augustine allows that the blessed in heaven will have the most perfect freedom of the will, which carries with it an inability to sin (City of God 22.30). But, he argues, this perfect freedom could not have been given to Adam or his progeny, without letting them partake in God’s impeccable nature.

Especially striking in Augustine’s writing is his discovery of evil in himself, as in this passage of his Confessions: “I became evil for no reason. I had no motive for my wickedness except wickedness itself. It was foul, and I loved it” (2.4.9).

I have argued elsewhere that Augustine rejects this principle, which is embraced by Plato, Aristotle, and still considered a truism by many philosophers:

(W) Wanting something is always wanting something one believes at the time to be good.

If he does reject (W), as I believe he does, he does so partly, perhaps chiefly, because of reflections on his own personal motivation.19

INTENTIONALISM IN ETHICS

Given Augustine’s first-personalism in philosophy it should be no surprise that he is an intentionalist in ethics. In his Commentary on the Lord’s Sermon on the Mount he identifies three conditions necessary and sufficient for a complete sin: (i) suggestion, (ii) pleasure, and (iii) consent. The immediate inspiration for this account is the saying of Jesus, “Everyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matthew 5:28). On Augustine’s view, consent to perform a sinful action already constitutes a complete sin; no “outward” action needs to have been carried out.

Augustine’s intentionalism leads him to worry about whether he is responsible for the acts of his dream self. Here is a passage in which he seeks relief from this worry:


You [O God] commanded me without question to abstain “from the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the ambition of the secular world” (1 John 2:16). You commanded me to abstain from sleeping with a girlfriend and, in regard to marriage itself, you advised me to adopt a better way of life than you have allowed (1 Cor. 7:38). And, because you granted me strength, this was done even before I became a dispenser of your sacrament. But in my memory of which I have spoken at length, there still live images of acts that were fixed there by my sexual habit. These images attack me. While I am awake, they have no force, but in sleep they not only arouse pleasure but even elicit consent, and are very much like the actual act. (10.30.41)



Augustine longs to dissociate himself from the sinful acts of his dream self. There seem to be three possibilities:

(1) He is not his dream self, so the sinful acts of his dream self are not his.

(2) What happens in a dream does not really happen, so his dreamt sins are not real sins.

(3) ‘Ought’ implies ‘can,’ and so, since he has no real control over the acts of his dream self, he has no obligation to see to it that his dream self does not sin.

Augustine seems to want to affirm (1). He writes, “During this time of sleep surely it is not my true self, Lord my God?” But then, finding himself in his reason, he writes:


Surely reason does not shut down as the eyes close. It can hardly fall asleep with the bodily senses. For, if that were so, how could it come about that often in sleep we resist, and mindful of our commitment and adhering to it with strict chastity, we give no consent to such seductions? (ibid.).



As for (2), the trouble for Augustine is that he thinks he gives actual consent to commit adultery in his dreams. Given his strong intentionalism in ethics, he has committed a sin, even if no bodily action follows the consent.

As for (3), Augustine thinks we do no good apart from the grace of God. So if he resists seduction in a dream, it can only be through the grace of God. “It cannot be the case, almighty God,” he writes, with at least a tinge of resentment, “that your hand is not strong enough to cure all the sicknesses of my soul and, by a more abundant outflow of your grace, to extinguish the lascivious impulses of my sleep” (ibid.).

Thus, although it seems to him unfair to count dreamt adultery as a sin, it is unclear how his various ethical, metaphysical, and religious commitments can allow him to escape moral responsibility for acts he commits in his dreams.20

AUGUSTINE, OUR CONTEMPORARY

Readers are sometimes surprised by the psychologically self-reflective nature of Augustine’s Confessions. The richly introspective character of that work seems to make it unexpectedly modern. But the modernity of Augustine’s thought extends, not only to its psychological richness, but also to Augustine’s philosophical point of view. No doubt it was Descartes who first convinced modern philosophers that it might be valuable to try to reconstruct what one actually knows, if anything, by starting over with the foundational certainty of “I think, therefore I am.” But, in several important respects, Descartes was anticipated in his first-personalism by Augustine. Moreover, Augustine’s first-personalism in philosophy, as I have tried to bring out, is of more than historical interest. I have tried to highlight some of the ways in which Augustine was not just a philosopher of his own remote time and, to us, rather obscure place, but also a philosopher for us here and now.
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Keeping Time in Mind

Saint Augustine’s Proposed Solution to a Perplexing Problem

Alexander R. Eodice


“Time is the longest distance between two places.”

—Tennessee Williams, The Glass Menagerie



INTRODUCTION

It is a commonplace to think of human consciousness as temporally ordered; the past, as Proust might say, is “incarnate in the present” through recollection and the future is, in some sense, felt as real through conscious acts of expectation. Moreover, the temporality of consciousness is manifest in manifold ways through the ordinary metaphors used in association with certain states of experience. It is not uncommon, for instance, to describe joyful experiences in terms of “time flying” or painful ones in terms of “time standing still”; we sense the appropriate by thinking “it is just the right time” or feel hope in thinking that “time heals all wounds.” In many respects, what it means to be conscious is to feel time in certain ways—as fleeting, as passing slowly, as an instant, as extensive, etc. Through such metaphors we come to see that the very conception of ourselves is largely a function of such a temporal consciousness, in so far as a unified life is presented, or represented, through memory and anticipation.

While such a metaphorical understanding of time in consciousness provides the ground for the kind of autobiographical narrative that constitutes much of his Confessions, Saint Augustine takes a decidedly different turn in Book XI of that work.1 There he shifts from the rhetoric of autobiography to a more discursive and properly philosophical treatment of the nature of time; he endeavors to understand time as distinct from eternity and as a feature of the created universe. In raising certain puzzles about the measurability and divisibility of time as a kind of physical phenomenon, he is seemingly left with the prospect of having to assert the unreality of time. Discontent with this conclusion, he asserts that time is real but only as a function of consciousness; in this instance, however, the claim is put forward as a conclusion to a lengthy philosophical argument and is not simply the rhetorical underpinning of an autobiographical and confessional narrative.

In this paper, I review the major strands in Augustine’s line of reasoning about time as expounded in Book XI of the Confessions. The argument prefigures many more modern philosophical concerns about the nature of time, its movement, measurability, and objectivity, and poses problems that have yet to be determinately resolved. Wittgenstein, in The Blue and Brown Books, offers a particularly potent criticism of Augustine’s argument by focusing on the kinds of puzzles and perplexities that emerge from a “mystifying use of our language” about time.2 Following the exposition of Augustine’s argument, I then consider several critical responses, paying particular attention to Wittgenstein’s approach as a way of understanding the source of Augustine’s puzzlement and as a possible resolution of it. In all, it should be readily apparent that the discussion of time constitutes one of Augustine’s most enduring contributions to philosophy.3

AUGUSTINE ON TIME

Augustine strikingly opens his discussion with a question to God that embraces the distinction between eternity and time. “Lord, since you are in eternity, are you unaware of what I am saying to you? Or do you see in time what takes place in time?”4 With this distinction in mind and with the knowledge that all things that are mutable must be made, Augustine wonders about the beginning of the universe, about how all created things come to be at all. Eternity and temporality are in strict opposition to each other, and it is precisely this opposition that poses a particularly perplexing problem when trying to define the nature of time. Eternity is tenseless, unchanging, and indivisible; in it, there is no past, present, or future, no before or after. Time, as it seems to be a changing feature of the physical world correlated with successive mental states (remembering the past, attending to the present, anticipating the future), must, like all objects subject to change, have been created. Eternity is not infinitely extended time; it is timelessness. Augustine occasionally speaks as if we could understand the eternal as a sort of constant present, but even this would not suffice as a definition of eternity; at best, given the limitations of human imagination and language, experience of the present would provide a “metaphorical base for the leap that carries the contemplative mind towards the eternal,” but only to have the mind retract “before the impossible abyss is vaulted.”5 It is within the overarching framework of this notion of eternity that Augustine provides his argument concerning the nature of time.6

With this distinction in place, Augustine begins his argument by noting that it would be self-contradictory to suppose that time was created in time. It is senseless, he argues, to ask what God was doing before he created anything. “Before” itself is a tensed term and as such makes sense only in a temporal context; in eternity there is no before or after. God created all things, including time, from the perspective of a tenseless and changeless eternity, so it is impossible for there to have been a time when God created time as that would imply the contradiction that there was a time before time. Addressing God as the “Maker of all times,” Augustine writes:


if there was any time before You made heaven and earth, how can it be said that You were not at work? If there was time, You made it, for time could not pass before You made time. On the other hand, if before heaven and earth were made there was not time, then what is meant by the question “What were You doing then?” If there was not any time, there was not any “then.”7



For Augustine, there could be no time “when there was no time.”

“What then is time?” Augustine wonders. While recognizing that the word “time” is common in ordinary language and that we seemingly understand the term when we or others use it, he is nonetheless perplexed by the question. His perplexity results from the attempt to wrest the term from its place in common discourse and view the question as one about the definition or nature of time. And so he famously remarks: “What is time? If no one asks me, I know; if I want to explain it to a questioner, I do not know.”8 With this, he is asking what kind of object or thing is time. The question seems to spring naturally from his commitment to the idea that time is created, like all things, by God. What, then, are the defining marks of this kind of created thing?

Augustine begins with the affirmation that time moves; its movement is the very indication of its changeability. Time passes from the present to the past and from the present approaches the future; if this were not the case, there would be no past or future time, but only an “eternal” present, which would not be time but eternity. Leaving aside the idea that eternity can be understood as an everlasting present, the salient point here is that time exists only to the extent that it “tends not to be.” Neither the past nor the future can properly be said to exist, since the past is no longer and the future is not yet; it is difficult, as well, to determine the existence of the present since it flows immediately into the past.9

The perplexity compounds for Augustine. Despite the difficulty we encounter in attempting to assert the existence of the past, present, and future, we are inclined to apply durational terms to the past and the future. We speak of the past or future, respectively, as long/short time ago or long/short time ahead. But if the past is no longer and the future not yet, in what sense can we attribute to them any durational length? In so far as neither the past nor the future exist in the present, neither can be said to have any duration, for only that which currently exists could be said to have such length. Thus it would seem we should be able to determine the duration of the present. But how long could the present be? By considering varying “lengths of time”—a hundred years, a year, a month, a day, an hour, a minute, etc.—Augustine infers that only an indivisible “moment” can be considered the present, but it would be so fleeting so as to have no durational extent whatsoever. If the present, then, is anything, it is a temporally dimensionless point and so is not divisible; if it were a complex of moments, the present would be divisible into the past and future, in which case it could not be simply the present.10

So far, the Augustinian puzzle takes the following shape: Since neither the past nor the future exist, they cannot be measured; and since the present, though it exists, is an irreducible atom of time, it cannot be measured; and since time is composed of the past, present, and future, time itself cannot, seemingly, be measured. “Yet,” Augustine says, “we are aware of periods of time,” and “we measure how much one is longer than another.”11 How is it possible to measure time given the ontological problem associated with the existence or duration of the parts of time? Augustine’s initial, and rather enigmatic response, is that we can measure time passing but not time that has passed. I take it that the significance of this remark has to do again with the notion of time as a created thing that moves; time’s passing is, like all motion, perceptible and thus measureable; but as Augustine eventually determines, the movement of time is not a kind of motion in the physical world.

Perhaps in a final attempt to validate ordinary intuitions about time, Augustine considers the prospect that the future and the past may exist in “secret” places; it may be that “time comes forth from some secret place when future becomes present, and departs into some secret place when from present it becomes past.”12 For it seems that unless the future and past truly existed, neither prophecy nor historical description could be true.13 Augustine argues, however, that if the future and the past actually exist, then it should be possible to know them where they are, precisely as future and past; but he does not know them where they are. Yet, wherever and whatever they are, they are manifest in the present—through memory and anticipation. When we remember past events, it is not as if those events still exist; instead the past is recollected through mental images, which exist in the present. It is likewise with respect to the future; we anticipate that certain events will occur, i.e., the sun will rise tomorrow, but such events do not exist now. What do exist now are the signs and causes of future as presented to a conscious mind.

On the basis of his argument up to this point, Augustine arrives at the skeptical conclusion that it is impossible to assert the existence of the past and future. It is thus technically incorrect to say that time consists of three distinctly existing components—the past, present and future. He adds, however, that:


Perhaps it would be more correct to say there are three times, a present of things past, a present of things present, a present of things future. For these three exist in the mind, and I find them nowhere else: the present of things past is memory, the present of things present is sight, the present of things future is expectation. If we are allowed to speak thus, I see and admit that there are three times, that three times truly are.14



In this respect, the skeptical conclusion regarding the ontological status of the future and the past gives way to a kind of linguistic idealism. The past and future, metaphysically understood, could not conceivably be the present; but they could be understood, grammatically, as the past present and the future present. In an idealized language it is possible to construct, as A. N. Prior notes, complex sentences expressing these times by prefixing to a sentence in the present tense the phrase “It was the case that” or “It will be the case that” to form the past present and future present, respectively.15 We can say, for example: “It was the case that I am reading the Confessions,” or “It will be the case that I am reading the Confessions.” While these are not ordinary locutions, the constructions may reveal, as Prior observes, “the truth behind Augustine’s suggestion of the ‘secret place’ where past and future times ‘are’, and his insistence that wherever they are, they are not there as past or future but as present.”16 We may then, according to Augustine, “continue to say that there are three times, past, present and future; for, though it is incorrect, custom allows it.”17 Custom allows it in the sense that grammar allows it. That said, Augustine recognizes that in making this claim we bump up against the limits of language. “There are few things that we phrase properly,” he writes; “most things we phrase badly.” Despite this, “what we are trying to say is understood.”18

Having asserted that it is impossible to measure past and future time but that it is possible to measure time passing, Augustine proceeds to analyze the concept of measurement as it pertains to time. He recognizes that we do, in fact, measure time in its passing; it is empirically possible to compare durational lengths and determine proportions among them. The oddity in this, however, is that “no time has yet been discovered which has any duration.”19 Augustine, once again, appeals to ordinary language and recognizes the fact that we use temporal expressions extensively in common discourse. He writes:


We are forever talking of time and of times. “How long did he speak,” “How long did it take him to do that,” “For how long a time did I fail to see this,” “This syllable is double the length of that.” So we speak and so we hear others speak, and others understand us, and we them. They are the plainest and commonest of words, yet again they are profoundly obscure and their meaning still to be discovered.20



The meaningfulness of such expressions must be grounded in an intelligible sense of how we measure intervals of time.

In an initial attempt to discover how we measure time and what exactly is measured by the measuring process, Augustine considers the possibility that time is simply the movement of celestial bodies. He rejects this idea for several reasons. First, why should we limit the measurement of time to the motion of the heavenly bodies rather than consider the movement of all bodies. So, for instance, if the light of heaven were to cease but the potter’s wheel kept turning, we should still have to say that the wheel turned faster or slower or at equal intervals; and though the turning of the potter’s wheel would clearly not signal the seasons or days or years, it is not that it involves no time at all. Second, what if the sun moved at different rates of speed, completing a circuit from east to west, for example, in half the time it usually takes. Augustine wonders whether a day would be defined as that movement itself or simply the time it takes for the sun to make its circuit. Third, even if the sun stood still, other concurrent events would have a measurable duration. Such logical possibilities lead Augustine to the specific conclusion that time is not the movement of heavenly bodies.21

But could time be the movement of bodies at all? While it is the case that no body moves except in time, such movement could not be identified as time, for the simple reason that we can measure how long any particular body happens to be in motion or how long it takes to traverse the distance between two points in space. Moreover, we can measure the time a body is at rest and determine proportions relative to its resting and moving states. From this, Augustine arrives at the more general conclusion that time is not the movement of bodies at all.22 It is evident that in making such claims, Augustine ultimately rejects any idea that time is a dimension of the physical universe.23

In saying that time is not physical motion, Augustine does not yet say what time is. Holding firm to the idea that time is measurable, he proceeds with his analysis by asking what it is he uses to measure time. Do we measure a longer time by a shorter time, analogous to how we measure a beam in terms of cubits?24 What follows is a remarkable series of passages in which Augustine introduces “with the beguiling innocence of the accomplished orator,” as James McEvoy describes, “one of those sudden lunges of his that prove determinant of the entire sequence of his thought.”25 Augustine specifically suggests that we do not measure the length of a poem in terms of pages, for this would be to measure space; instead, we measure the poem metrically in terms of lines, feet, and syllables in the context of its being spoken.


Thus we say that the duration of a long syllable is measured by the space of a short syllable and is said to be double. Thus we measure the length of poems by the lengths of the lines, and the lengths of the lines by the lengths of the feet, and the lengths of the feet by the syllables, and the lengths of long syllables by the lengths of short. We do not measure poems by pages, for that would be to measure space not time; we measure by the way the voice moves in uttering the poem and we say: “It is a long poem, for it consists of so many lines; the lines are long for they are composed of so many feet; the feet are long for they include so many syllables; this syllable is long for it is the double of a short syllable.”26



Augustine cautions that this is not an exact measurement of time, for a poem and its constituent lines, feet, and syllables can be recited at varying speeds so that shorter lines may take longer to utter than longer lines spoken swiftly.

The description almost perfectly conveys why time cannot be measured in any way approximating the measurement of physical objects in space; instead time is measured more along the lines of poetic or even musical rhythm, cadence, and tempo; that is, it is not simply the sound that matters, but the “way the sound moves.” Moreover, the aural imagery points to the radical separation of time from space, in that it demonstrates the aesthetic (primarily in the sense of immediate) quality of sound.

The conclusion Augustine initially draws from such observations is that time is extendedness, but at this point he is still unsure as to what it is a distention of. He tentatively suggests that time is probably extendedness of the mind. He gives a final example in an effort to arrive at a more secure stopping place. Here he considers a line of verse from a hymn by Ambrose:


Deus creator omnium: This line is composed of eight syllables, short and long alternately: the four short syllables, the first, third, fifth, seventh are in single relation to the four long syllables, the second, fourth, sixth, eighth. Each long syllable has double the time of each short syllable. I pronounce them and I say that it is so, and so it is, as quite obvious to the ear. As my ear distinguishes I measure a long syllable by a short and see that it contains it twice. But since I hear a syllable only before the one before it has ceased—the one before being short and the one following long—how am I to keep hold of the short syllable, and how shall I set it against the long one to measure it and find the long one is twice its length—given that the long syllable does not begin to sound until the short one has ceased? And again can I measure the long one while it is present, since I cannot measure it until it has completed? And its completion is its passing out of existence.27



In order to determine proportions and intervals it is necessary, as per this example, for the sound to be punctuated by gaps of momentary silence. A sound cannot be measured while it lasts, but only in terms of what precedes or follows it. Each discrete sound or syllable, upon its completion, is impressed upon the mind and stored in memory.

The past no longer exists and so cannot be measured; the future does not yet exist and so cannot be measured; the present while passing cannot be compared to other moments and so cannot be measured; but still, Augustine argues, we measure time. Time is extendedness, but must be an extendedness of the mind. Moments once completed are stored in memory and relations among them only then determined. If time were a continuum of instants with no punctuated gaps, it would, like an unending sound, be immeasurable.

By means of the acts of remembrance, attention, and expectation, the mind imposes temporal order on experience. In so far as time is extendedness of the mind, it is the mind itself that is measured when we measure time. It is not the present, a dimensionless point, but our attention that endures and through it the future is diminished on its way to becoming part of an increasingly larger past; and since neither the future nor the past exists independent of the mind, a long past is simply a long memory and a long future is simply a long expectation.28 Thus time flows or has directionality, but only for creatures with minds.29 While it is impossible to measure the past, present, and future as external things, it is possible to measure time in the sense of employing mental operations in the determination of relations among the impressions given through experience. Augustine concludes that “either that is what time is, or I am not measuring time at all.”30

In rejecting the more ancient understanding of time as a dimension of or movement in the physical world and in acknowledging that time is of the essence of mind itself, Augustine’s theory marks a pivotal turn in the history of the philosophy of time. In many respects, Augustine anticipates Kant’s notion that time is the form of inner sensibility, not itself a property of objects but an “intuition of ourselves” and a condition for the possibility of ordering phenomenal experiences successively in consciousness. For Augustine, time is subjective, not in the sense of being a private experience but in the sense that the mind—any human mind—contributes temporal order to the vast manifold of impressions it receives, and it is by means of this that we both perceive the world and conceive of ourselves as moving through time.31

CRITICAL RESPONSES TO AUGUSTINE ON TIME

Augustine’s argument on time is open to several lines of attack. In this section, I consider three such approaches: the first is directed against the argument’s opening idea that, given the distinction between time and eternity, time cannot be created in time; the second questions the argument’s metaphysical conclusion that time is extendedness of mind; and the third, from Wittgenstein, challenges the very sensibility that gives rise to philosophical problems like that of time in the first place.

The first argument may be framed as follows: To say that time was created at some particular time t is self-contradictory; therefore, time could not have been created in time. Augustine says as much, but infers that therefore time must have been created from some atemporal perspective (eternity). This strong inference, however, is not warranted in the sense that saying time was not created in time is perfectly consistent with the notion that time may not have been created at all, i.e., that time itself is eternal, that there is no beginning to time.

The argument proceeds on linguistic grounds. Do the phrases “when there was no time” or “before time” make sense, particularly as they are meant to signal something’s having taken place, namely God’s creation of time? Augustine says, “There was no then, when there was no time;” but how can there be no “then” yet still a “when”? “When” is as much a temporally charged term as “then.”32 Moreover, the use of the term “when” seems to indicate that God’s creation of time is an event and an event is understood simply as something that happens in time. This would be the case whether the event of God’s creation of time has happened, is still happening, or is always happening.

None of this addresses the issue of God’s creative power; it is only to suggest that time and eternity may be coextensive. Augustine may respond that this is no refutation of his position since our ordinary language, thick as it is with temporal imagery, may be inadequate to express the mysterious nature of what God does in eternity. If this were so, as Ronald Suter points out, “one would no longer know what would count as an answer or criticism of Augustine’s view,” because “whatever hinges primarily on a mystery and the ineffable wisdom of God has a kind of invulnerability, the invulnerability due to the cessation of philosophy.”33

The second argument challenges the metaphysical claim that time really is extendedness of mind. The argument may be cast as follows: To say that an event is past does not entail that anyone remembers it; to say that an event is present does not entail that anyone perceives it, and to say that an event is future does not entail that anyone anticipates it. This is part of our ordinary understanding of time. Augustine’s subjective theory of time proposes that “time is unreal in a world devoid of consciousness, for there can be no past, present, and future events unless they are respectively remembered, perceived, and anticipated.”34 This statement of the theory clearly conflicts with what we logically claim in virtue of our ordinary understanding of time. That is, if the subjective theory of time is true, then we could not hold, without contradiction, that “to say that an event is past, present, or future does not entail that anyone respectively remembers, perceives, or anticipates it.”35 The oddity here, as indicated by Richard M. Gale, is that the metaphysical statement of the subjective theory of time is paradoxical in that it “entails that certain noncontradictory statements of ordinary language are contradictory.”36

Gale argues further that metaphysical statements about time may be construed as disguised verbal recommendations so that the paradoxes they generate might be said to reveal some aspect of human experience that we might otherwise neglect and “shock us into seeing the world in a different light.”37 In this instance, the paradoxical character of the statement of the subjective theory might serve to heighten our sense of the role of consciousness in temporal experience and reveal that “a world devoid of consciousness would be a rather drab and dull place, lacking that which is most distinctive and significant about human experience—its retention of the past so as to enrich the present and guide us in forming future projects.”38 Understood in this way, the subjective theory importantly gives us a sense of time with a “human face” or an idea of why time matters to creatures like us, but it does not justify the metaphysical claim that time is in fact unreal in a world devoid of consciousness.

Augustine undoubtedly means his conclusion in the metaphysical sense; that is, for him time is a protraction of the mind, and the past, present, and future are strictly identical with the mental acts of remembering, attending, and anticipating, respectively. In large measure, Augustine is led to this conclusion because while he conceives of time as an ordered whole, he can find nothing in the nonmental world that can link the nonexistent past and future with a dimensionless present to frame the order of time. Consciousness, for him, serves that purpose; it is the “thread by which the long, nonexistent arms of the past and future can be sewn together in the present.”39 But, as the counterargument goes, this conclusion rests on a misleading analogy between the spatial and the temporal.

While it is perfectly logical to say that the parts of spatial wholes must exist together, it does not necessarily follow that we must say the same about temporal events. As J. N. Findlay puts it:


We might say we were dealing with two totally different sorts of parts and wholes. And we do in fact rule so; for we regard it as nonsense to say of an event that takes time, that its parts are present together. And we recognize the difference between the two sets by talking of coexistent parts in the one set of cases, and of successive parts in the other: the successive parts of a whole are, in fact, just those parts of it that don’t need to be together.40



Consider the difference between a baseball stadium and a baseball game. It would be absurd to say of the stadium that its parts do not exist together, but not so of the baseball game. The game is a whole, but of a different sort; its parts do not exist together but successively. Now with respect to the game, we might remember in the third inning what happened in the first and anticipate what will happen in the fifth. Our mental acts, while they may contribute to a more interesting time of it at the game, do not collectively constitute the whole (nor are they individually parts) of the game; the innings will proceed in order irrespective of what we and fifty thousand other fans may be consciously attending to at any moment during the game.

While the previous arguments are directed toward specific elements in Augustine’s account of time, Wittgenstein’s brief commentary on time in The Blue and Brown Books raises a deeper and more challenging criticism, one that calls into question the very conditions that give rise to philosophical puzzlement generally, a kind of puzzlement “caused by the mystifying use of our language,” and the puzzlement about time in particular. Philosophy itself motivates bewilderment through its craving for generality and definition. With this attitude, it tends to view language as functioning according to exact rules, as a kind of calculus. In this way, we are inclined to look for a thing every time a substantive is used. Wittgenstein remarks:


This is a very one-sided way of looking at language. In practice we very rarely use language as such a calculus. For not only do we not think of the rules of usage—of definitions, etc.—while using language, but when asked to give such rules, in most case we aren’t able to do so. We are unable clearly to circumscribe the concepts we use; not because we don’t know their real definition, but because there is no real “definition” to them.41



He suggests further that “the man who is philosophically puzzled sees a law in the way a word is used, and, in trying to apply the law consistently, comes up against cases where it leads to paradoxical results.”42 For Wittgenstein, Augustine’s puzzle about time perfectly illustrates how conceptual difficulties emerge when philosophy adopts a rigid view of language and presses for substantive definition.

The Philosophical Investigations opens with a passage from the Confessions43 in which Augustine describes language in terms of an object-designation grammar; that is, the individual words of a language name objects and the meaning of a word is the object it designates. Here is the passage:


When they (my elders) named some object, and accordingly moved towards something, I saw this and I grasped that the thing was called by the sound that they uttered when they meant to point it out. Their intention was shown by their bodily movements, as it were the natural language of all peoples: the expression of the face, the play of the eyes, the movement of other parts of the body, and the tone of voice which expresses our state of mind in seeking, having, rejecting, or avoiding something. Thus, as I heard words repeatedly used in their proper places in various sentences, I gradually learnt to understand what objects they signified; and after I had trained my mouth to form these signs, I used them to express my own desires.



It is just this sense of language that gives rise to Augustine’s puzzle about time. In asking the question “What is time?” Augustine is craving for a definition, looking for a thing or substance to which the substantive term “time” refers. “What is time?” looks like any other question of the form “What is x?” The problem is, however, that not all such questions function in exactly the same way. It is often the case that a definition clarifies the grammar of a word, Wittgenstein says, but there are instances where we may be puzzled by the grammar of a word itself.44 Such is the case with “time.” Here the puzzlement is uniquely philosophical. It is not, for instance, like working at a technical problem in mathematics; the technical language of mathematics is the ordinary mode of the mathematical language-game. Philosophical perplexity arises from the sense that our ordinary language must function in a way analogous, say, to mathematics. It may just be the case, however, that ordinary language is fine the way it is.

As Augustine himself repeatedly recognizes, the word “time” is a perfectly common one and is used intelligibly in ordinary language; his problem emerges in his effort to wrench the term from its ordinary context and give it some extraordinary definition. Further, he knows what time is (what the word “time” means) in its ordinary context, until someone asks him. But why must someone’s question be construed as a request for a definition of time? It is not the ordinary use of the concept but rather the notion that time must have a nature beyond whatever is readily grasped by understanding its ordinary use that makes time seem to be a “queer thing.” The question about time may be more properly understood as one seeking clarification of ordinary usage. That is precisely the point of Wittgenstein’s claim that “it is not new facts about time which we want to know. All the facts that concern us lie open before us.”45 We need perhaps to be reminded of the role(s) the word “time” plays in ordinary language, to bring the word back from its metaphysical heights to its ordinary place.46

Wittgenstein does suggest that investigating the grammar of a word could issue in apparent contradictions. This is what happens when we consider the idea of “measuring” time. Augustine was puzzled by the notion of time’s measurement because he could find no things to which the terms “past,” “present,” and “future” could be affixed; that being so, it appeared that time could not be measured. This apparent contradiction emerges from a confusion of two different uses of the term “measure.” Wittgenstein writes:


Augustine, we might say, thinks of the process of measuring a length: say, the distance between two marks on a travelling band which passes us, and of which we can only see a tiny bit (the present) in front of us. Solving this puzzle will consist in comparing what we mean by “measurement” (the grammar of the word “measurement”) when applied to a distance on a travelling band with the grammar of the word when applied to time. The problem may seem simple, but its extreme difficulty is due to the fascination which the analogy between two similar structures in our language can exert on us.



While Wittgenstein does not tell us what measurement of time is, he does tell us what it is not; that is, the measurement of time is not like spatial measurement.

Augustine would agree, I think, that there is an important disanalogy between spatial and temporal measurement. His puzzlement runs deeper and is more the result of the need, the philosophical urge, to provide a definition of the word “time.” Although he may rightly reject the definition, “Time is the movement of physical bodies,” as unsatisfactory, he is compelled to think he must replace it with a different one. So Augustine believes that, “Time is the extendedness of mind,” is the correct definition and, accordingly, applies the grammar of “measurement” to mental acts. In making this move, Augustine does not succeed in solving the puzzle about time but may, in fact, deepen its complexity. Wittgenstein suggests that we, “Compare with this the case of the definition of number. Here the explanation that a number is the same thing as a numeral satisfies the first craving for a definition. And it is very difficult not to ask: ‘Well if it isn’t the numeral, what is it?’”47 The temptation to provide a general definition is certainly understandable, for philosophy has an obsession about closure and conclusion; but it may just be that giving into that temptation generates more perplexing problems. Resisting the temptation leads back to the ordinary, where we may just have to be content with knowing what time is but not knowing how to explain it. I make no pretense that this is a solution to Augustine’s puzzle about time, but I would suggest it points to its dissolution.
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Augustinian Compatibilism
and the Doctrine of Election

Phillip Cary

What do we want the concept of free will for? If we are philosophers or theologians, at least three reasons come to mind:

(1) free will helps explain the origin of evil;

(2) free will is necessary for moral responsibility;

(3) free will gives persons control over their own moral character.

Augustine is a pioneer of the kind of reasoning involved in (1), beginning early in his career when he argues against the Manichaeans that evil is neither eternal nor a creation of God, but results from rational creatures misusing the good gift of free will.1 He was also clear from the beginning on the importance of (2). In one early text, for instance, he lays it down that God punishes sin, that unmerited punishment is unjust, and that no merit (good or bad) is possible without free will.2 The unstated but unmistakable conclusion is that free will is a necessary condition of the justice of God. This of course is a compelling reason for Christians to believe in free will.

However, in the last decade of his life Augustine develops a view of free will that does not include (3). This view is closely connected with his doctrine of divine election (where “election” is simply a Latinate way of saying “choice”). According to Augustine’s doctrine, God’s choice is to give grace to some people rather than others, thus determining not only who shall become a good (or righteous) person but also who shall ultimately be saved. God does not do this without the human will or in violation of its freedom, but precisely by turning human free will toward the good. Thus one of the things God can choose is what human free choices will be. As Augustine puts it, “God works in the hearts of human beings to bend their wills wherever he wills.”3 Call this “Augustinian compatibilism.” It is not a compatibilism about free will and determinism generally, for Augustine firmly rejects any determinism of fate or physical necessity.4 It asserts specifically the compatibility of free will and God’s power to determine what human beings shall will, both of which Augustine affirms in his mature theology of grace. Whether one finds Augustine’s compatibilism convincing depends in part on whether one is willing to affirm (1) and (2) without (3). This in turn depends on whether one can believe in a free will that makes us responsible for evil but not capable of good.

The issue is closely connected, as theological conceptions of free will typically are, with questions of divine justice. Augustine thinks that a free will capable of doing evil but not good is sufficient basis for divine justice, because justice is the ground of eternal punishment and punishment is merited by willing evil. Salvation is a different story, however. For while punishment of evil must be just, the salvation of evil persons (and that means all of us) can only be an act of mercy, which like the forgiving of a debt is not unjust but is much more than mere justice.5 Unaided by grace, our free will is not capable of any good that divine justice must reward. Our free will does make an indispensable contribution to the process of salvation—for we must will the good to be saved—but this contribution is not possible without God helping us to will the good. So grace is necessary for us to will the good, which is necessary for us to be saved.

What is more, in his later works Augustine insists that our fallen will is so evil that it cannot even choose to accept the grace of God unless it is moved to do so by a prior gift of grace, which God chooses to give us for no merit of our own. So if we accept grace and become capable of willing the good and fit for salvation, it is because God has first chosen to give us grace. In consequence, grace is not only necessary for our salvation but sufficient. For the contribution our own free will makes to our salvation is itself a result of grace, which is not simply a necessary but a sufficient cause of our freely willing the good and making the necessary contribution. In this sense our salvation is ultimately determined by God’s choice, not ours: we freely choose the way of salvation because he has graciously chosen that we shall choose so. Such is Augustine’s compatibilism with regard to salvation: our freely willed choice is necessary for salvation, but it is also a result of God’s choice to give us grace.

To be an Augustinian Christian is to find such a view of divine grace, justice, and salvation believable, even beautiful, and to try to live by it. Augustinian spirituality involves praying for a grace one could not have merited by good works, and being grateful, delighted, and encouraged when it is given. From that perspective it is good news that God moves our wills when we can’t, causing us to love and choose and do good things of which our free wills are incapable without the help of grace. For Augustinian Christians, Augustinian compatibilism is not only believable but a great comfort, a source of strength and hope.

But there is a further question of justice which troubles the Augustinian tradition. For while Augustinian compatibilism is good news for those who receive grace, it is bad news for those who do not. The contrast between the two is built into Augustine’s doctrine of election, which conceives of God choosing to give grace to some people rather than others. As we shall see, Augustine argues that the resulting distribution of grace, though unequal, is not unjust. This argument has not convinced everyone, however, and lately it has even begun failing to convince a great many Augustinian compatibilists. Hence what I propose to explore in this essay is how an Augustinian compatibilist might reject Augustine’s doctrine of election. I contend that the biblical conception of God’s choices is different from Augustine’s, and when combined with Augustinian compatibilism does not raise the same worries about divine justice as Augustine’s doctrine. It does, however, preserve a strong sense of God’s choices being beyond the grasp of human reason, which serves to mark an important boundary where the Christian religion surpasses the limits of philosophy.

PREVENIENCE AND THE POWER OF GRACE

To begin with, let us see why Augustine develops his distinctive sort of compatibilism. It takes shape as he elaborates his conception of prevenient grace in the later phases of his polemics against Pelagius and his followers, in the years 417–430. The term “prevenient” is post-Augustinian, but it arises from Augustine’s use of the verb praevenire (literally, “to come before”) to describe how God’s grace comes before any good merits of our own.6 In the early years of the Pelagian controversy (412–417) Augustine’s focus was on grace that God gives in response to prayer.7 Taken by itself, such grace is not prevenient, because it comes after the good will of the faith in which one prays, and such good will can be said to merit grace.8 Hence it was a new challenge when Augustine learned, sometime in 417, that Pelagius had conceded our need for the help of God’s grace but had added that “God gives all graces to him who has been worthy of receiving them, just as he gave them to the apostle Paul.”9 It seems there could be such a thing as Pelagian grace, so long as it is merited.

Augustine’s objection to this Pelagian move is hardly surprising. Grace (gratia) that is merited is not gratuitous or freely given (gratis) and therefore is not really grace at all.10 So although grace does come in response to our prayers, there must also be grace that comes before our prayers, before the faith in which we pray, before any meritorious act of the will whatsoever. This is prevenient grace, the divine mercy that “comes before me,” as the Psalm says.11 The apostle Paul himself is a perfect example of prevenient grace, as he is converted on the Damascus road from unbeliever to believer. Far from being worthy of receiving grace, as Pelagius thought, the man on the road to Damascus is violently hostile to Christ’s grace and the faith by which it is received, actively persecuting Christ and all who believe in him. So here is a clear case in which no good will, faith or merit precedes the gift of grace. What God’s grace gives Paul is a faith, he has not deserved and does not even want. He is converted, as Augustine puts it, from unwilling to willing.12 “Conversion,” in Augustine’s usage here, means that God works inwardly to turn (convertere) the will. As Paul himself says, “God works [operatur] in you both the willing and the working”13 Hence the grace by which God converts us comes to be called operative grace: it refers to God working in us by operating or acting directly on our wills, turning them toward the good, changing them from unwilling to willing.

God can do such a thing because, in the first place, he has power over all that he has made. “He who made everything he willed in heaven and on earth, works [operatur] also in the hearts of human beings.”14 So “the Almighty acts [agit] in the hearts of human beings even on the motion of their wills.”15 But Augustine’s doctrine of operative grace rests on more than an appeal to sheer omnipotence. The language of turning should not lead us to picture God as exerting some sort of mechanical force on our insides. For the action of grace involves final more than efficient cause. Grace works in us by causing us to desire our ultimate end, as “the love of God is poured out in our hearts” by the gift of the Holy Spirit.16

The explanation Augustine gives of this makes use of the Platonist conception of love as erotic desire for the beautiful.17 The highest Beauty of all is also the highest Good, which to attain is our deepest desire and the substance of our eternal happiness.18 This explains why God’s working inwardly on the will is not coercion: grace does not compel us from without but delights us from within.19 God is the inner Truth we seek to understand, the supreme Good we long to possess, and the eternal Beauty that fills us with unending delight. That is why, as Augustine puts it in the famous saying at the opening of the Confessions, “our heart is restless until it rests in You.”20 Grace turns our will by causing us to delight in that which leads us to the only thing that can make us truly and permanently happy. Apart from the details of the Platonist psychology, the key notion is that our ultimate happiness consists in right relationship with God, so that grace is irresistible the same way our ultimate happiness is. Of course we are capable of turning away from our ultimate happiness (we do it all the time), but only because something is wrong with us: we have some sinful defect of mind or will that prevents us from perceiving and loving what makes us truly happy. Grace repairs that defect so that we experience delight in God, our true and ultimate happiness—and that is why our will is in the power of grace.

Without grace we are capable of turning away from the Good that makes us eternally happy, but only with grace are we capable of willing that Good as we ought. Augustinian compatibilism thus assumes two asymmetries: we are capable of evil not good, and we are by nature fitted for good not evil. The first asymmetry explains why Augustinian compatibilism holds (1) and (2) but not (3): we are not in control of our own moral character, because apart from grace our free will is capable of evil but not of good.21 The second is a fundamental assumption about the intrinsic goal of free will, without which the grace that causes us to will the good can only appear as coercion.

Free will, for Augustinian compatibilists, is a teleological concept. As the eye is designed to see the light and the mind to see the truth, so free will is designed to love the good, and thus to arrive in the end at the ultimate happiness of embracing the supreme Good. This design and its ultimate goal belong to the very nature of free will.22 We cannot choose that something other than God will make us ultimately happy, for nothing else really can. Only the one eternal Good makes us eternally happy. So God in his goodness designed us for nothing less than Himself.23 Of course we can choose not to love the good, and we can try to find ultimate happiness in good things that are not the supreme Good—in pleasure or alcohol or art or friendship—but this is folly as well as sin. The early books of the Confessions try to convince us of this, to get us to feel it as well as understand it. Even friendship, which is literally the best thing on earth, is not good enough for us. There is no lasting happiness in “loving those who will die as if they will not die.”24 All our friends will die, and our grief when this happens should teach us that “unhappy is every soul chained by love of mortal things; it is torn apart when it loses them, and then feels the unhappiness with which it was unhappy even before it lost them.”25 It is not that mortal things should not be loved at all (for all things God made are good) but that we should not be chained by love of them, tied up so that we do not love God with our whole heart and mind and strength of will. We should love things in the right order: God first, then neighbor and self—and the kind of love which seeks ultimate happiness and eternal rest should be directed to God alone.26 So our duty to love God is not an externally imposed obligation but stems from the deepest truth about who we are. God is Truth, and our happiness consists of “taking joy in the Truth.”27 Our free will is inherently oriented to that joy as the mind is oriented to the splendor of truth and the eye to the goodness of light.

But because of the first asymmetry, we cannot reach our ultimate goal—and cannot even get properly started on our way to it—without the help of grace. We are incapable of what we were designed for. This may sound paradoxical, but it is a familiar enough phenomenon in our bodily lives: it happens whenever we suffer an illness that renders us incapable of some bodily good that is natural to us. So metaphors of disease and infirmity are pervasive in Augustine’s writing. A sick body may not be free to do the good that is most natural to it. A starving man may lose his appetite.28 A diseased eye may be dazzled by the light of the sun and prefer to look at shadows.29 In such a way our free will is sick, too weak to choose the good that makes it truly happy. Moreover, it is responsible for its own sickness, having freely made the kind of choices that led to its state of moral ill health. So it is a just penalty that “someone who did not will to do right when he was able, should lose the ability to do so whenever he wills.”30 It is as if we must now dwell in darkness because we liked living in the shadows so much that our eyes have grown incapable of bearing the sunlight.31 Yet the will’s natural orientation toward the happiness of the good remains, just as the starving man still requires food and the eye that prefers darkness can only function as an eye by receiving the light. Even the diseased and blinded will finds true happiness only in God. Its disease is precisely its incapacity for its own happiness.

This intimate and ineradicable relation between God and free will explains why God’s grace is so effective, working irresistibly on our will but without coercion: it restores to the sick soul a glimpse of its long-lost happiness.32 With that glimpse comes the capacity to delight in the supreme Good and to seek it wholeheartedly—i.e., to love God with the whole heart and mind and, we must add, with a whole will. This wholeness of will comes to us as a gift from the same Good we previously willed in a half-hearted way.33 There is nothing strange in this, since all that is good in us—even the goodness in our will—comes ultimately not from our own will but by participation in the unchangeable Good.34 Thus Augustine’s Platonism dovetails perfectly with a text from Paul that serves as a keynote of his doctrine of grace, “What do you have that you have not received?”35 As Augustine once put it in a sermon on Acts 17:18, the Epicureans try to find their good in the body (pleasure) and the Stoics try to find it in the mind (virtue), but the true source of any good in us is God.36 Augustine’s treatises against the Pelagians thus repeatedly warn against trusting in our own virtues or the strength of our free will (a kind of Christian Stoicism) and instead urge us to be grateful for a gift of good will we receive by participation in the supreme Good (a form of Christian Platonism).37

Always the most powerful weapon in Augustine’s polemics against the Pelagians, however, is a type of argument that requires no particular metaphysical assumptions. It is an argument based on the practice of Christian prayer. We pray to become good people, we pray for own wills to be strengthened in goodness, and we pray to be given the gift of charity, a love which not only delights in the good but can do it. If we can pray for this, God can give it. This is the rationale for Augustinian compatibilism in a nutshell: if it makes sense for us to ask God to change our wills, then changed wills are a gift God can give.38 To this extent, Augustinian compatibilism coheres with a familiar modern form of compatibilism originating with Harry Frankfurt.39 We can think of the Augustinian prayer for grace as a second-order desire to have the first-order desire called charity. When God gives us this new first-order desire, he is responding to our previous second-order desire. In this regard God respects our will even while changing it.

The problem is that prevenient grace goes back further in our lives than this, and thus goes beyond the limits of Frankfurt’s approach. Since grace is prevenient, it comes before our prayers as well as after them. We pray in faith for God to change our wills, but God’s grace gives us the gift of faith without which we cannot willingly pray in the first place.40 So like Paul, we find that “faith is granted even when not asked for, so that other things may be granted when faith asks.”41 Thus even our good second-order desires are themselves the gift of God, like all good things in us. Otherwise Pelagius has the last word, and God gives his grace only to those who somehow deserve it.

To agree with Augustine rather than Pelagius on this point is to endorse what can be called the logic of prevenience. Prevenience requires that grace be gratuitous, which implies it is not merited or deserved. It follows that grace is given not only in response to our prayers and faith but also prior to any meritorious act of our will, including acts of faith and prayer. This is a causal, not just temporal, priority. By Augustine’s reckoning it is not enough to say merely: before we can believe, God must first call us to faith (e.g., by sending someone to preach the Gospel to us, so that we may choose to believe the message). For then it might ultimately be up to us to decide whether or not to believe.42 That would make the actual giving of grace causally dependent on our choice to believe and receive it, which would mean grace is given to people who in some measure deserve it, just as Pelagius said. So the logic of prevenience requires that grace be a sufficient as well as necessary condition of our choice to believe. God’s grace does not merely make faith possible for us, it causes us to believe. We come to faith because God chooses to draw us, as Augustine argues, quoting John 6:44 where Jesus says, “No one comes to me unless my Father draws him.”43 When the Father draws us in this way, however, we are not dragged against our will but drawn by our own desire and delight.44 This divine gift of delight is irresistible, in the sense that it is a sufficient cause of our belief. As Augustine explains, using another quotation from the same chapter, “Everyone who has learned from the Father not only can come but does come.”45

JUSTICE AND INSCRUTABLE ELECTION

The Western Christian tradition as a whole has followed Augustine rather than Pelagius. The most influential and beloved theologians of the West are Augustinian compatibilists. This is not merely “Calvinism,” as it has sometimes been labeled, but the common Augustinian legacy shared by the likes of Calvin, Luther, and Aquinas.46 It comes connected with a widely shared set of assumptions about the nature and destiny of the soul, the universal disease of sin, and the nature of ultimate happiness or beatitude, roughly as sketched above. Most fundamentally, it means agreement about the doctrine of election: that it is God’s choice that determines who shall be saved and even who shall become a good person—and that this is a good thing. It is good news that our salvation and even our moral character are ultimately in God’s hands rather than our own.

Of course this is easier to believe if you feel yourself to be the beneficiary of God’s grace. The Augustinian spirituality of the West cultivates the experience of grace by devotional practices of repentance, prayer, and gratitude: confessing the failures of our free will, praying to be given a clean heart and a willing spirit, and rendering thanks when such gifts result in good works. It is not hard for people who cultivate such practices to be glad that their salvation and even their own moral character are ultimately in the power of God’s choice rather than their own. Their religious lives are built around tasting that the Lord is good and seeing that this explains even their own good wills.

But it is one thing to trust that God will give you saving grace, and another to consider that there are some to whom God gives no such grace. The great pastoral problems of the Augustinian tradition arise when individuals get worried that they are among the latter. But the root problem remains even for those who trust that they are among the elect. It is a problem of equity and therefore of justice: why does God choose to give grace to some and not to others? The logic of prevenience rules out the answer that some are more deserving than others. In fact, Augustine argues, if God gave us only what we deserved then none would be saved.47 That is the crucial premise in his argument for the justice of divine election. Before we receive grace, we merit only eternal punishment. So when God chooses to save some human beings, it is an unmerited gift. When he does not choose to save others, this results in their merited condemnation. No one gets unmerited punishment, but some get unmerited (i.e., gratuitous) grace and salvation. Though this is clearly unequal treatment, Augustine argues that it is not unjust.48

The great difficulty with Augustine’s argument at this point is that he pushes the logic of prevenience back to the very beginning of every human life. It is not as if God chooses those who are less undeserving or somehow closer to salvation. He can choose to save the chief of sinners, such as Paul.49 Indeed his choice is made before any human being has merited anything besides eternal punishment, so there is no morally relevant difference at all between those who are chosen for salvation and those who are not. To illustrate this point Augustine turns repeatedly to what Paul says about God’s choice of Jacob over Esau, which was announced “when they were not yet born and had done nothing good or evil” (Romans 9:11). Augustine himself was initially inclined to think there must be some distinction of merit between the two—perhaps one which God foresaw in their future—which could be the basis of God’s choice. For, as he argues in one early treatment of this text, “If it is not by any merit, then it is not a choice. For prior to merit everyone is equal, and there can be nothing called choice amongst things that are entirely equal.”50 In the treatise in which he changes his mind on this point, he begins by stating the same problem. Without some morally relevant difference, he says, not only divine justice but even divine choice appear impossible: “How is it just, how is it even a choice, when there is no distinction? If Jacob was chosen for no merit (being not yet born and having done nothing) he couldn’t be chosen at all, since there was no difference by which to choose.”51

The question of the justice of election is thus closely connected with the question of the intelligibility of divine choice. A just choice is based on some “difference by which to choose” and is to that extent intelligible. Or so one might think. But this is precisely the assumption Augustine ends up denying. In his mature doctrine of grace he teaches that God’s judgments are just but inscrutable, precisely because there is no morally relevant difference between a Jacob and an Esau. God is just in saving Jacob and in damning Esau, but inequitable and inscrutable in differentiating between the two. This is what is logically most strange about Augustine’s doctrine of grace.

For Augustine, God’s inscrutable choice is the ultimate source of the difference between the saved and the damned. For although the damned are the ultimate cause of their own damnation—by the evil merits of their own free will—God is the ultimate cause of salvation for all who are saved. And since all would be damned without God’s grace, it follows that God’s choice is what makes the difference. Augustine uses a logically elegant metaphor to illustrate this point, taken from the same chapter of the Bible in which Paul speaks of Jacob and Esau. Due to our equal involvement in original sin, we all start out in an undifferentiated mass of damnation, like a lump of clay from which a potter takes one portion to make a vessel for honor and another for some ignoble use (think of the difference between a sacred vessel used in the temple and a chamber pot). Nothing in the original mass of clay makes the difference in their ends. The difference is entirely due to the potter’s choice. And the potter has every right to choose to set apart one portion of the clay for a noble purpose that will bring it honor, while leaving the other portion for some ignoble purpose that will result in its destruction. In the same way God separates some undeserving sinners from the common mass of damnation and brings them to salvation and glory, leaving the rest to suffer the well-earned penalty of eternal destruction. So at least goes the governing metaphor in Augustine’s argument for the justice of election.52 But the same metaphor also sets forth the logical problem of his doctrine of election with admirable clarity. For if there really is no relevant difference between one portion of a mass of clay and another, then a potter’s choice to use the one portion rather than the other can only be made arbitrarily and at random. Likewise, if the original mass of human damnation is entirely undifferentiated in all respects relevant to moral character and salvation, then there can be no reason why God chooses one portion of it for salvation rather than another.

We can think of this logical problem in both Platonist and Leibnizian terms. First of all, Augustine’s doctrine reverses the usual Platonist understanding of the relation of one and many. According to that understanding, all things come from one source or first principle, which is the supreme Good. The many that come from this One may differ in goodness, but only insofar as they differ from the ultimate and original Good. For the One is the source only of good things, not of evil. So the morally relevant differences between good and evil persons must originate not in the perfect goodness of the One but in the imperfections and defects of the many. Evil differentiates; Good unites. That is the pattern of Augustine’s early anti-Manichaean arguments, where diverse free wills make the ultimate moral difference between persons. The differing degrees of access that souls have to the Truth and Wisdom of God within them is due to how their wills differ in goodness.53 The difference between good and evil persons originates not with the good but with the evil, for if there were no evil choices all would be united in good.54 Rather than choosing out of an undifferentiated mass, God’s judgments respond to prior moral differences among souls by imposing one and the same law equitably on all, punishing the evil and rewarding the good. Moral differentiation between persons thus originates in a differential falling away from the good, not in the choices of the Good itself, which is the source of nothing but unity in goodness and just punishment for those who are not good.

The radical new doctrine of Augustine’s mature anti-Pelagian works reverses this relation of one and many. Though the origin of moral evil still lies in our free will, the original evil of Adam’s sin serves not to differentiate human beings but to unite us all in one mass of damnation. The profoundly un-Platonist thought here is the conception of an original unity in evil. Of course this can only work historically rather than ontologically: our unity in evil stems not from our very nature but from a contingent historical event, a catastrophic first sin. But the reversal of the Platonist way of relating the one and the many is no less stunning for all that. For Augustine’s doctrine of grace implies that evil generates a kind of oneness, while the Good brings the many into a state of ultimate and irreconcilable difference. God’s goodness does not unite all, nor is it extended equally to all, nor does it even treat similar cases similarly (as the case of Jacob and Esau illustrates). God chooses to differentiate some undeserving sinners from the original mass of damnation rather than others, thus making the ultimate moral difference between the just and the unjust. Solidarity in sin comes from us; the difference between the saved and the damned comes from God.

The Leibnizian version of the problem is that there appears to be no sufficient reason for God’s choice to differentiate one person from another. Augustine is aware of the logical generality of the problem, for he sees that the same issue is raised by the popular belief that God created the world at some particular moment of time. Apparently a number of good Christians had asked him the question: why did God create the world at this point in time rather than that, when there is no good reason to prefer the one to the other? Augustine’s standard answer is that there is no time before creation.55 But in one discussion he is willing to affirm another answer, at least hypothetically. Suppose (he says in response to an imagined interlocutor asking this question) that there is not only an infinite amount of time before the existence of the world, but likewise an infinite space outside it. Then we can ask: why did God create the universe at this precise place as well as this precise time? The place where the world is actually located has “no superior merit” to the infinite number of equally available places, just as “there is no difference by which one time can be preferred to another in choosing it.”56 So what makes the difference? God’s incomprehensible choice, which occurs not fortuitously but by divine reason. It’s just that it is a “divine reason which no human reason can comprehend.”57 As Augustine clearly sees (and hints by his vocabulary) the answer he gives here has the same logical form as his conclusion about the mass of damnation: in both cases God’s choice or election is the ultimate cause of differentiation between items in which there is no relevant difference on which to base a choice.

Augustine is Leibnizian enough to say that there is a reason for God’s choice, but un-Leibnizian enough to say it is altogether hidden from human reason. The cause for such differentiation between one person and another, he says on several occasions, may be inscrutable but it cannot be unjust.58 As in the choice of when and where to create the world, there is indeed some reason for God’s choice, else there would be no ground for calling his choice wise. Yet Augustine leaves us nowhere to look for this ground. This is not accidental. Augustine cannot give us anywhere to look for it without undermining the prevenience and gratuity of grace, which exclude any antecedent human merit as the basis of God’s choice. Divine election is necessarily inscrutable to us.

The language of inscrutability is one more element of Augustine’s doctrine of grace taken from the apostle Paul. When pressed to answer the question why God chooses one person rather than another, Augustine regularly quotes the conclusion of the same Pauline discussion that had begun with Jacob and Esau: “O the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God, how inscrutable are his judgments and unsearchable his ways!”59

In its original context this is a doxology, an outburst of praise, but Augustine reads it as a cry of terror, a shudder of horror at unfathomable depths.60 Calvin is echoing Augustine when he says the eternal decree of election is “indeed horrible”61—the Latin horribile meaning literally, “giving cause to shudder.” We could say: here human reason shudders.

THREE PROBLEMS AND A BIBLICAL REVISION

Thus Augustine’s theology of grace poses at least three interrelated problems, concerning free will, justice, and reason. One need not take the same attitude toward all three. The first problem is whether Augustinian compatibilism actually succeeds in upholding a credible concept of free will. I have suggested it is rational to accept the Augustinian view of free will if one is a person who prays for grace and thanks God even for the gift of faith which makes it possible to pray. Such persons can be logically consistent in claiming responsibility for their own sins while also being grateful to God for turning their will in the right direction. The second problem is more difficult, for it requires us to consider those who are in no position to be grateful for grace. God’s choice may treat each individual no worse than he or she justly deserves—and often a great deal better—yet nonetheless individuals are not treated equally, and this raises a question of justice. Is it really just for God to give grace to some and not others, when there is no difference of merit? I will soon give reason for thinking that Augustine’s response to this second problem is inadequate. The third problem is about our inability to know the reason for God’s choices. Augustine has no answer to the question why God chooses to give grace to some rather than others, except to refer to the inscrutable judgments of God. His insistence on this non-answer sets a definite limit to what human reason can understand. This limit is not the familiar philosophical doctrine of the incomprehensibility of God (which Christians share with pagan Platonists like Plotinus)62 but the conviction that the reasons for God’s choice to give grace or not cannot possibly be available to us. In short, the problem is not the incomprehensibility of the divine nature but the inscrutability of the divine will. I will argue that this would indeed be a good place to locate one of the deep limitations of human reason, if only the answer to the problem of justice were more satisfactory. So it is the second problem that is the most serious difficulty in Augustine’s position, which I suggest needs to be revised in favor of a more biblical doctrine of election.

But first notice that predestination does not count as one of the really important problems here. Augustine does have a doctrine of predestination, but it adds nothing new to the three problems already listed. Predestination, by Augustine’s definition, is simply God’s foreknowledge of his own good gifts, including in particular the gifts of grace.63 Divine foreknowledge, for Augustine as for Boethius, does not really mean a foreseeing of the future but rather an unchanging knowledge of what for us is past, present, and future, seen all together in an eternal now.64 So Augustine’s writings contain a precursor of the Boethian argument that God’s knowing our future free actions does not make them necessary, but rather sees them for what they are—thus knowing them precisely as free actions.65 But this argument, even if successful as a defense of the compatibility of free will and divine foreknowledge in general, does not apply to the specific foreknowledge involved in predestination, which concerns not merely how God knows our free choices but how he causes them by his grace. Predestination is God’s foreknowledge of the good he will cause in our wills.66 It is not as if God first foreknows who will be good or faithful, and then determines in advance to give such people grace (as in the doctrine of predestination held by many theologians who reject Augustinian compatibilism). Rather, for Augustine God foreknows to whom he will give the prevenient grace which causes them to be good and faithful in the first place (so that Jacob, for instance, is chosen not only before he was born, but “before” all time, in an eternal knowledge).67 Thus the divine foreknowledge in predestination amounts to God knowing his own choices in his eternal now. Predestination, in effect, is just divine election plus eternal knowledge. This adds nothing of importance to the interrelated problems of Augustinian compatibilism. To the claim that God chooses to turn Jacob’s will toward the good but not Esau’s, all the doctrine of predestination adds is the claim that God knows this from eternity. But if God can choose to do such a thing without injustice to Esau and without violating Jacob’s free will, then his choosing to do so from eternity is not an issue. So if you can live with the first problem of the Augustinian doctrine of grace (concerning free will) then you can live with Augustinian predestination.

Likewise, if you can live with the second problem (concerning justice), then you can live with the third (concerning reason). Indeed, anyone whose religion is not purely philosophical should expect some such problem as the third. Divine choice must somehow surpass human reason, or the divine is not a person but a principle. In Plotinian Neoplatonism, for instance, the divine first principle, called “the One” or “the Good,” does not make choices. It can be said to have a kind of will, by which it loves its own goodness, but it does not choose between particular possibilities outside itself.68 So it has will but not election or choice (since all choices, as Aristotle points out, are about particulars).69 If divine judgment is possible at all under such a metaphysics, it must be rigorously equitable, treating similar cases similarly, precisely by subsuming particulars under the universal law of their common Forms, so that by one and the same Law the good are rewarded for their merits and the evil are punished as they deserve. The divine being may be incomprehensible, but its judgments cannot be inscrutable, precisely because it is metaphysically incapable of favoring one particular person over another, except according to their deserts. The God of the philosophers could not prefer Jacob to Esau, as if it had a favorite son. Any story about gods and their dealings with favored mortals is, from this purely philosophical standpoint, either falsehood or an allegory about how the divine discriminates between the just and the unjust.

In other words, any revealed religion which cannot give a convincing account of divine choices that are inscrutable to reason is liable to be reduced by Platonically inclined philosophy to the status of myth, a story whose true meaning is about the unchanging justice that rules all our changing ways. Pagan philosophy had already treated classical mythology in this way, and it is hard to imagine a polytheist mythology that could escape such treatment: either the gods are petulant oversized human beings behaving rather badly or they are symbols of some deeper, eternal justice and truth. Of all the gods proposed for human belief, only the God worshiped in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam is likely to survive this kind of demythologization. Only the God who chooses to reveal himself to Abraham is one whose choices could plausibly be held to be both inscrutable and wise. The doctrine of election thus marks the difference between religion and philosophy, or rather the boundary beyond which religion surpasses philosophical reason (for there is a great deal which religion and philosophy have in common, especially if the philosophy is Platonism). We can gain some sense of the wisdom of God’s choices after the fact by their fittingness (their convenientia, as Aquinas calls it) but they cannot be reduced to any rational principle known to us. They are irreducibly choices about particulars. It is as if God himself could fall in love (taking his chosen people as his bride) with all the devotion to particular persons which that involves—and without tracing that particular love back to any higher and more universal loveliness. We can see no reason why God would decide that “Jacob have I loved and Esau have I hated.”

The difficulty, of course, is that the exclusive devotion to a particular person that is entirely appropriate in human marriage looks like favoritism when it comes to the source of all being making a choice between two brothers. Here the problem of justice and the problem of reason meet. In the Scriptures, God is a father who has a favorite son. In the Hebrew Bible, this favorite son is called Israel—the new name God gives to Jacob after wrestling with him all through the night.70 Israel of course is the ancestor of the nation which bears his name. Thus “Jacob have I loved and Esau have I hated,” in its original context, means that the nation of Israel rather than the nation of Edom (descended from Esau) is God’s chosen people.71 In this sense God calls the people of Israel “my firstborn son,”72 just as Jesus is God’s beloved and only-begotten Son.73 Since the Scriptures themselves are full of narratives of the jealousy of brothers such as Jacob and Esau, we can well ask: why shouldn’t those who are not favored by God’s choice be jealous? Jacob has stolen his brother’s blessing and made off with his birthright,74 and God has evidently approved. The Jews are God’s chosen people, and where does that leave the Gentiles? Jesus is God’s favorite son, and where does that leave everyone else?

The biblical answer to these question is good news. Christ is the elect, the one chosen from before the foundation of the earth to be the savior of the whole world. So God’s choosing Jesus for special favor (and a special task) is good news for all the rest of us. Election, in this case at least, does not mean God chooses to save some rather than others. It means God chooses one for the salvation of all the rest. This is how Judaism has always understood election as well. Jacob, that is Israel, is chosen for the blessing of all nations. The logical structure of the biblical story of the chosen people follows the pattern of the original blessing of Abraham, the father of Isaac, the father of Jacob, in which God promises to bless those who bless him, and curse the one who curses him.75 So a curse upon Israel’s enemies is part of the biblical story, which is why God frees his firstborn son by destroying Pharoah’s,76 but the end of the story, its telos as well as its happy ending, is not curse but blessing. The calling of Abraham concludes, “All families of the earth shall be blessed in you.”77 Jacob, like his grandfather Abraham as well as his descendent Jesus, is chosen for the blessing of all. Esau is not excluded from this blessing, though much later in the biblical story the nation of Edom, which descends from him, is destroyed because of its hatred of Israel.78 Thus “Esau have I hated” is an instance of “I will curse the one who curses you.” But this is a far cry from Augustine’s reading of the text, according to which God chooses to give grace to Jacob but not to Esau, with the result that Esau is damned. On the standard Jewish understanding, God’s choice of Jacob is a blessing for Esau, though one he can refuse.

This Jewish understanding of God’s choices, which conforms so much better to the logical structure of God’s choice of Jesus Christ, provides us with a more biblical doctrine of election than Augustine’s. The logical structure of election is not that God chooses some rather than others, but that God chooses some for the sake of others. It is like the difference between cutting all your children except one out of your will, and giving all your money to one daughter with the charge that she invest it for the purpose of sending all her siblings to college. In both cases one person is specially favored, but in the second case the choice is not bad news for everyone else. Thus Jacob, like Jesus, is a favorite son chosen for the blessing of all nations, not for the damnation of Esau or the Gentiles. So in the Jewish understanding of God’s choice the Gentiles need not be jealous of God’s chosen one, but rather should be willing to receive the divine blessing through him. This is an understanding Christians should share, for the New Testament teaches that salvation comes to the world from the Jews,79 and in particular from the one Jew, Jesus Christ. What is both hard and beautiful about this biblical doctrine is that it means we receive our blessing indirectly, through other human beings chosen for this purpose. This, I suggest, is the biblical reason why we should be glad to affirm that our moral character is not in the power of our own free will. God gives us the blessing of becoming good people through those outside of us, and if we are Gentiles, specifically through the Jews. Gentiles have every reason to be grateful, therefore, that the Jews are the chosen people.

The really odd part of the story, as Paul tells it in the portion of his letter to the Romans to which we keep returning, is that the reverse is now also the case. The Jews receive their blessing through the Gentiles, who have believed in the Messiah that Israel has not been quick to welcome. For Paul is hopeful that the Jews will become jealous of the blessing that has come upon the Gentiles through Christ, and will thereby be saved.80 How exactly this is to happen he does not say—perhaps he hopes Jacob will steal the blessing back, as he did in the first place! But in any case Paul clearly thinks that what is happening to Israel is not an accident but part of God’s predestined plan to bring about not the exclusion of Israel or the nations, but their reconciliation in Christ.81 So the fullness of the good news of election is that not only are the Gentiles blessed through the Jews, but the Jews are blessed through the Gentiles. Each is blessed only through the other.82

The problem with Augustine’s doctrine of election is that, in contrast to the biblical doctrine, it is bad news for those who are not chosen.83 This means that the unequal treatment of Jacob and Esau amounts to injustice. Of course Augustine is right that inequality need not imply injustice. For example, in Jesus’ parable about the day laborers who are jealous of latecomers, everyone gets paid at least as much as they have earned, and some get more than that.84 There is a kind of inequity here, but no injustice. Augustine’s doctrine of election is different, however. It is not a matter of workers getting paid but of criminals getting punished, which means that those who get no more than they deserve are not well paid, as in Jesus’ parable, but damned forever. It is as if two men who took equal part in a murder were sentenced unequally, the one deservedly hanged and the other graciously pardoned.85 It is hard to see how this inequity could be anything but unjust, precisely to the extent that there is no difference in merit between the two. If the man sentenced to hang claims to be unfairly treated, who could gainsay him? Even the man who is acquitted ought to agree—and we could understand and even approve if he were noble enough to regret being the one who was saved. In this way salvation itself can have a bitter taste in the Augustinian tradition, where Jacob is saved at the expense of Esau. How can we imagine Jacob dwelling in eternal happiness, unless he has somehow lost all sympathy for the brother who is now damned but was originally no different from himself?

The biblical doctrine of election sets limits for reason in the right way, I suggest, precisely because it safeguards the prevenience of grace without giving us reasons to mistrust God’s justice. God does not treat everyone equally, but this means mercy and blessing for all. He does have a favorite son, whom he chooses not for any antecedent merit but out of overflowing kindness and love. (Augustine points out that this is particularly true of Jesus, a man who could do nothing to deserve being the Son of God, because he did not exist prior to being the incarnate Son of God.)86 Why God chose this one human being rather than another must remain a mystery to us (especially if we use the word in its biblical sense of a secret long hidden but now revealed),87 but not one in which we can see no wisdom or justice. We can perceive something of its fittingness after the fact, the way we can see that a shocking turn of events in a story is in fact the consummate plot twist of a well-told tale. In general, this is how God’s choices in the biblical story do look. They are surprises—not hidden from us but revealed—inscrutable in their origins but glorious in their outcome. God’s judgments are inscrutable not because they appear to violate the Leibnizian principle of sufficient reason but because they are like the choices of a great artist who brings a beautiful work to completion in a stunningly unexpected way (for instance, by insisting that his chosen people are to be blessed by the Gentiles’ belief in the Jewish Messiah). This goes beyond reason in the sense that human reason could never have figured it out in advance or a priori—just as reason could never have known until after the fact that a man named Jesus is the incarnate Son of God. The divine choice about this particular person—that Jesus the Jew is Lord of all nations—is the deepest of the mysteries of God.88

Nor is this choice unjust. The God of Abraham lavishes his gifts on humanity with an abounding and gracious love, and therefore unequally, beyond the calculations of justice about how much is due to each. But the inequality implies no unfair distribution of punishment but rather an exuberant bestowal of gifts. The biblical doctrine of election gives us no reason not to hope that all shall be saved. It does not exclude the possibility of divine punishment or curse, but it does imply that the end of punishment is blessing for all. It gives us no reason to think that the distribution of good things may not in the end be just like that in Jesus’ parable, where no one lacks any good thing that another has, yet claims of equity in merit are sovereignly disregarded. Not that our free will does not matter: by the end everybody works in the vineyard of their own free choice. But our free will does not determine the distribution of God’s good gifts, and does not make the ultimate determination of what kind of person each of us is and where we end up. God does that, and it is good. At least that is how Augustinian compatibilism looks when combined with the biblical rather than the Augustinian doctrine of election. If this sketch of the biblical doctrine is correct, I think it is sufficient to show that Augustinian compatibilism need not undermine free will (our first problem), nor require us to believe in a divine judgment that is unjust (our second problem) nor commit us to a religion that is irrational (our third problem).

NOTES

1. Most important here is the early treatise On Free Choice (De Libero Arbitrio, often translated On Free Will) written in the years 388–395, long before Augustine had ever heard of Pelagius—and thus representing a stage of his thought much earlier than the anti-Pelagian doctrine of grace which gives rise to Augustinian compatibilism. Nevertheless, the contention that free will is the origin of evil remains central to Augustine’s theology throughout his career, as for instance in City of God 12:1–9 (on the fallen angels) and 14:10–15 (on the fall of humanity).

2. On Eighty-three Different Questions, question 24.

3. On Grace and Free Will 43. All translations in this article are mine.

4. City of God 5:9.

5. See To Simplicianus 1:2.16.

6. E.g., On the Proceedings of Pelagius 34, Against Two Letters of the Pelagians 2:21, Letters 186:10 and 194:9 (these letters are not private correspondence but important documents in the public controversy over Pelagianism). Note in all these passages Augustine’s use of Psalm 59:10, which the King James Version translates “The God of my mercy shall prevent me,” reflecting the presence of praevenire in the Vulgate and in Augustine’s own Latin rendering, misericordia ejus praeveniet me.

7. Most notably in On the Spirit and the Letter 22 and 51–52. See also the argument from the necessity of praying for the help of grace in the episcopal correspondence between Africa and Rome which secured the initial papal condemnation of Pelagianism. The African bishops’ letters are included as numbers 175–77 in the collection of Augustine’s letters, and were likely composed by Augustine himself (see Letter 186:2).

8. The mature Augustine is willing to say that faith merits grace, though only in contexts where he quickly adds that faith itself is a gift of grace (e.g., Letters 186:7-10, 194:9).

9. On the Proceedings of Pelagius 32 (Augustine is quoting Pelagius). For the crucial developments in the years 417–418, which mark the beginning of what I am calling Augustine’s “mature” doctrine of grace, see J. Patout Burns, The Development of Augustine’s Doctrine of Operative Grace (Paris: Études Augustiniennes, 1980), chapters 4 and 5, and Cary, Inner Grace: Augustine in the Traditions of Plato and Paul (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), chapter 3.

10. On the Proceedings of Pelagius 33.

11. Ibid. 34, alluding to Psalm 59:10.

12. Against Two Letters of the Pelagians 1:37-38 (commenting on Acts 9:1-19). Augustine can make the same point about Paul as example of prevenient grace using materials from Paul’s letters without reference to the experience on the Damascus road, as he does in his immediate response to Pelagius’ point in On the Proceedings of Pelagius 36, using 1 Corinthians 15:9–10 (“I am not worthy to be called an apostle, for I persecuted the Church of God. But by the grace of God I am what I am”). For fuller discussion of Augustine’s use of the figure of Paul against Pelagius, see Cary, Inner Grace, chapter 4.

13. Philippians 2:13. Augustine’s Latin rendering is Deus operatur in vobis et velle et operare, e.g., in To Simplicianus 1:2.12, On the Grace of Christ 1:26, Against Two Letters of the Pelagians 1:36. See also On Grace and Free Will 32–33, where the implication that God causes us to will the good is made particularly clear.

14. On Grace and Free Will 42.

15. Ibid.

16. On the Spirit and the Letter 5, quoting Romans 5:5. Augustine interprets “love of God” here to mean our love for God.

17. Anders Nygren, Agape and Eros (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982) includes a very influential but controversial account of the importance of a Platonist concept of love in Augustine’s thinking (pp. 449–558). In contrast to Nygren (pp. 468–70), I see Augustine’s Platonism underwriting rather than conflicting with his doctrine of prevenient grace, and thus take a position closer to John Burnaby’s in Amor Dei (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1938). See Cary, Inner Grace, chapter 1.

18. See Confessions 10:27.38 (“Late have I loved You, O Beauty so ancient and so new, late have I loved You. And look! You were within, and I was outside and sought You there . . .”).

19. See the emphasis on inward delight in On the Spirit and the Letter 5, 16, 26, and 28, as well as the important observations of Peter Brown in Augustine of Hippo, 2nd ed. (Berkeley: University of California, 2000) pp. 148–49.

20. Confessions 1:1.

21. Even in the case of Adam, “free will is sufficient for evil but not enough for good, unless helped by omnipotent Good” (On Rebuke and Grace 31).

22. Later Roman Catholic theology speaks more cautiously at this point, allowing for the possibility of a “pure nature” that is not oriented to the supernatural happiness of beatific vision (see Pius XII, Humani Generis 26, as well as the discussion in von Balthasar, The Theology of Karl Barth [San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1992] III, 2, pp. 267–325). But I do not think there is any room for such a possibility in Augustine’s theology; see Cary, “The Incomprehensibility of God and the Origin of the Thomistic Concept of the Supernatural” in Pro Ecclesia 11:3 (Summer 2002) 340–55, as well as Augustine’s Invention of the Inner Self (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000) chapter 5. Thus what I call here “the very nature” of free will in Augustine appears in contemporary Roman Catholic theology as concrete or actually graced human nature rather than “pure nature,” which remains an abstract but unrealized possibility.

23. See again Confessions 1:1. “You have made us for Yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests in You.”

24. Ibid. 4:8.13.

25. Ibid. 4:6.11.

26. See how Augustine situates Jesus’ twofold command of love (God first, then neighbor as oneself) in the context of his strongly teleological ethics in On Christian Doctrine 1:3–28, a discussion which had an immense influence on Western thinking about ethics and human happiness throughout the middle ages and beyond.

27. Confessions 10:23.33.

28. See ibid. 3:1 and On the Usefulness of Belief 29.

29. The metaphor of the diseased eye of the mind dazzled by the light of God is everywhere in Augustine; see for example Soliloquies 1:12 and 1:23 (with strong echoes of Plato’s Allegory of the Cave), On Free Choice 2:36, Confessions 7:16 and 7:23, City of God 11:2, and On the Trinity 1:4 and 8:3. And this is just a small sampling.

30. On Free Choice 3:52. See also the elaboration of this point in On Nature and Grace 81. The point is familiar to Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics 3:5, 1114a13–22. How this notion of moral illness applies to infants born in original sin is another story, leading to a large set of questions that I must leave aside here.

31. On Free Choice 2:43, On the Morals of the Catholic Church 11, On the Usefulness of Belief 4. This metaphor for our moral condition derives of course from Plato’s Allegory of the Cave (Republic 7:514a–517a).

32. We seek God in memory, as a happiness we have lost but desire to find, like the woman in the parable seeking the lost coin (Confessions 10:18.27–20.29).

33. Wholeness of will is the fundamental gift of grace given in response to our prior good will in prayer. See the relation between good will and “great will” in Confessions 8:8.20–9.21, echoed decades later in On Grace and Free Will 31.

34. Letter 140:31.74. In Retractations 2:36 Augustine describes this very long letter (composed so early in the Pelagian controversy that only its later chapters are clearly directed against the Pelagians) as a treatise bearing the title, On the Grace of the New Testament.

35. 1 Cor. 4:7. See its use in Letter 140:21.52, On the Merits and Remission of Sins 2:28, On the Proceedings of Pelagius 34, Letter 194:15, Against Two Letters of the Pelagians 1:38 (end) and 2:15, and Letter 214:3 (which serves as a preface to On Grace and Free Will), On Rebuke and Grace 4 and 10, and On the Gift of Perseverance 43.

36. Sermon 150:8.

37. See the later portions of the treatise On the Grace of the New Testament (Letter 140:29.69-37.85) where the ontological grounding of Augustine’s doctrine of grace is a concept of participation in the supreme Good.

38. Among many examples, see Augustine’s argument that since the church prays for God to give the gift of faith to unbelievers, God must be able to turn their wills to believe, On Grace and Free Will 29, On the Predestination of the Saints 22, and On the Gift of Perseverance 15.

39. See especially “Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility” and “Free Will and the Concept of a Person,” now in Frankfurt, The Importance of What We Care About (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).

40. E.g., Letter 194:10, “it is faith that prays, which is given to one who does not pray—indeed unless it were given, one could not pray.”

41. On Grace and Free Will 28.

42. Augustine takes this view in some of his early works (Exposition of Some Propositions from Romans, 60–62), rejects it in the pivotal treatise To Simplicianus 1:2.12-13, and makes this rejection a centerpiece of his mature theology of grace in On the Proceedings of Pelagius 34, On Grace and Free Will 27–32, and On Predestination of the Saints 3–6, which is followed by a retrospective account of how he came to this change of mind in ibid. 7–8.

43. On the Grace of Christ 1:11, On Two Letters of the Pelagians 1:6, and On the Predestination of the Saints 16.

44. Sermon 131:2 and On the Gospel of John 26:4.

45. On the Grace of Christ 1:15, alluding to John 6:45: “Everyone who has heard my Father and learned, comes to me.”

46. See Luther, On the Bondage of the Will, and Aquinas, Summa Theologica I, 23, the question “On Predestination.” Probably the most influential Western theologian who is not an Augustinian compatibilist is John Wesley.

47. On Nature and Grace 5 and Enchiridion 27.

48. See especially Letters 186:16 and 194:5, and the references to the “mass of damnation” below.

49. See Sermon 175, on 1 Timothy 1:25 (“Jesus Christ came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am chief”); see also Sermon 176:3-5.

50. Exposition of Some Propositions from Romans 60. Note also the argument made by one of Augustine’s interlocutors in his early philosophical dialogue On Order 1:19: God is just “by distributing to each his due [sua cuique distribuendo]. But what distribution can there be to speak of, where there is no distinction?”

51. To Simplicianus 1:2.4.

52. See for example To Simplicianus 1:2.16-17, City of God 15:1 and 21:12, Against Two Letters of the Pelagians 2:14-15, On Rebuke and Grace 12, On the Gift of Perseverance 35.

53. On the Teacher 38, On Free Choice 1:23-30.

54. On Free Choice 2:37.

55. Confessions 11:12.14–13.16.

56. City of God 11:5.

57. Ibid.

58. E.g., On the Merits and Remissions of Sins 1:29, Letters 149:22 and 194:10.

59. Romans 11:33, quoted in whole or in part in answer to a question of the form “why some rather than others?” in To Simplicianus 1:2.16, On the Merits and Remission of Sins 1:29–30 (where it is repeated as a kind of refrain), Letter 194:10, and On Rebuke and Grace 17, On the Predestination of the Saints 16, and On the Gift of Perseverance 30.

60. On the Merits and Remission of Sins 1:29; see also Against Two Letters of the Pelagians 2:15.

61. Calvin, Institutes 3:23.7.

62. The reasons why most Christians share this doctrine are, however, specifically theological and indeed trinitarian, as I argue in “The Incomprehensibility of God and the Origin of the Thomistic Concept of the Supernatural.”

63. On the Gift of Perseverance 35. This is a companion treatise to On the Predestination of the Saints. However, both topics (perseverance and predestination) are treated in a more systematic and illuminating way in the slightly earlier treatise On Rebuke and Grace 10-25.

64. Confessions 1:6.10 and 11:31.41; City of God 11:21; see Boethius, Consolation of Philosophy 5:6.

65. City of God 5:10. See also On Free Choice 3:9-11.

66. On the Gift of Perseverance 47 (end).

67. Enchiridion 98 and On the Predestination of the Saints 34-39.

68. Plotinus, Enneads 6:8.13, 15, and 21. Thomas Aquinas agrees with the theses Plotinus develops here, that God necessarily wills his own goodness and that in God will and being are one (see Summa Theologica I, 19.1 and 19.3), which is why Thomas must take very seriously the question whether God wills things other than himself (ibid. 19.2).

69. Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics 2:1, 1110b7–9. Notice how this sets a limit to the value of general rules in ibid., 2:1, 1104a6.

70. Genesis 32:24–31. This takes place the night before Jacob’s reconciliation with Esau.

71. See Malachi 1:2–5.

72. Exodus 4:22.

73. For example, Matthew 3:17 and 17:5 (Jesus’ baptism and transfiguration), John 1:14 (“only-begotten,” the same term used to describe Abraham’s favorite son in Hebrews 11:17, which echoes the description in Genesis 22:2 of the command that Abraham sacrifice “your only son, whom you love.”) I am grateful to Rev. Peter Rogers, St. John’s Episcopal Church, New Haven, for pointing out the latter connection in a sermon.

74. Genesis 25:29–34 and 27:1–40.
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76. Exodus 4:23.

77. Genesis 12:3.

78. See especially the little biblical book of Obadiah.

79. John 4:22.

80. Romans 11:11–14.

81. Cf. Ephesians 4:11–16.

82. To see this biblical understanding of the divine blessing worked out more fully, see R. Kendall Soulen, The God of Israel and Christian Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), chapters 5–8.

83. Cf. Karl Barth’s argument that a properly Christian doctrine of election must be seen as “the sum of the Gospel,” which means good news in Christ, Church Dogmatics II/i (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1957) 32.1, esp. pp. 12–18. Barth proceeds to re-orient the doctrine of election around Jesus Christ, in a discussion which is of decisive importance for the approach to the biblical understanding of election taken here.

84. Matthew 20:1–16.
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86. Jesus is thus the supreme example of unmerited grace in Sermon 174:2, On Rebuke and Grace 30, On the Predestination of the Saints 30-31, and On the Gift of Perseverance 67.
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Dreams of Responsibility

Jesse Couenhoven

In Paradise Lost Milton’s prelapsarian Eve is given a dream by Satan, in which she walks alone “to the tree of interdicted knowledge.”1 As she tells Adam upon waking, her dream-self finds the tree more fair than her waking self had previously, and its fruit “so quick’nd appetite, that I, methought, could not but taste.”2 This worries Eve, but Adam reassures her, arguing that while he dislikes her evil dream, she harbors no evil of her own:


Yet evil whence? in thee can harbour none,
Created pure . . .
Evil into the mind of God or Man
May come and go, so unapprov’d, and leave
No spot or blame behind: Which gives me hope
That what in sleep thou didst abhorr to dream,
Waking thou never wilt consent to do.3



Adam’s theory is that dreams are produced not by the will but by “fancy,” which shapes imagination. In persons who are asleep, imaginings are free from the influence of reason, and thus cannot receive consent, but only be viewed.4 There is nothing that might be considered sin in Eve’s unsettling dream of a fall, because “the approval of the will alone makes a mind evil [but] the presence of evil as an object of thought does not.”5

St. Augustine sympathizes in his Confessions with Milton’s view that persons should not be held responsible for what they do in their dreams. Even in that relatively early work, however, Augustine is more uncertain about this view than Milton, and over time Augustine nuances his treatment of the possibility of sinning in one’s dreams. This essay focuses on his mature views, in comparison with his earlier thoughts about dreams, and in doing so provides a novel angle from which we can view Augustine’s mature thoughts about the human body, sin, and responsibility as well.

Our discussion will be easier to follow if I begin by clarifying what I mean by two key terms. First, to inquire whether we can be responsible for the evils in our dreams is to ask whether the content of our dreams is attributable to us in such a manner that it is fair to consider us accountable for them, and therefore to blame us for them. For the sake of clarity, I refer to this sense of the term “responsibility” as “deep responsibility.” The term “responsible” is also often used to mean being a virtuous person, or one who fulfills one’s duties or roles, but that sense of the term is not the one with which we will be primarily concerned in this essay.6

Second, it may be helpful to indicate what I take a dream to be. I will follow the suggestion of recent dream researchers that dreams are “an experience of complex and organized perceptual imagery” that undergoes “some temporal process or change”; a definition that excludes “the isolated visual images, fragmented auditory recall, and thoughts that are also part of the more general category of sleep mentation.”7

CONFESSING DREAMS

Augustine has a number of reasons to believe that it is possible to sin in dreams, but it takes him some time to fully acknowledge and develop the sometimes radical implications of his own thought. He is forced to do so, however, in his controversies with the Pelagians, especially in response to his most capable opponent, Julian of Eclanum. As a result, Augustine’s latest works tend to be more internally consistent, at least on the topics of sin, grace, and responsibility, than those written in the middle of his career.8 We will focus on those works later in this paper, but let us first turn our attention to his initial treatment of what Owen Flanagan calls “Augustine’s problem” about dreams.9

In the Confessions, Augustine is divided over whether he can sin in his dreams. He explicitly concludes that he cannot, because “the very difference between sleep and waking is obvious enough to convince us that we did not really do the disgraceful thing [we dreamed], even though we are sorry that it was in some sense done in us” (Conf 10.30.41).10 Yet, as Gareth Matthews astutely notes, Augustine’s conscience is obviously not clear as he reflects on the content of his dreams. Moreover, Augustine’s conclusion that he is not responsible for sexual or other improper content in his dreams is unwarranted because “he has no way to understand the difference between waking and sleeping that will justify his putatively clear conscience.”11

Augustine seems to find it difficult to believe that he can sin in his dreams because he finds something like the following argument persuasive: “I am not directly responsible for what I dream because I do not have properly robust ownership of what happens in my dreams.” This argument allows for the possibility that one might be indirectly responsible for one’s dreams and dream-actions. If one could voluntarily take steps to influence the content of one’s dreams—perhaps by trying to practice the ability to have “lucid” dreams, in which dreamers are not only aware that they are dreaming but apparently often able to voluntarily control what they do in their dreams—one might be able to influence one’s dreams in such a manner as to take ownership of them, thereby making oneself responsible for their content.12 Most of us, however, lack such control over our dreams. Moreover, we tend to doubt—as Augustine seems to have doubted—that we can gain such a high degree of control over our dreams. Thus, we wonder if we “have” our dreams in the manner necessary to be accountable for them.

When Augustine raises this question, he quickly rejects one reason for thinking that we do not own our dreams: a strong dissociation of one’s self from one’s dream-self. One owns one’s evil dreams in at least the weak sense that we are the subjects who dream, and act in our dreams; a person’s identity remains constant in sleep. Yet Augustine also believes that “the moment of passing from wakefulness to sleep or back again certainly marks a great change in me” (Conf 10.30.41). Thus, while we are ourselves even in dreaming, in sleep we are ourselves with a difference.

Augustine’s initial attempt to explain the difference between his sleeping and waking self is much like Milton’s: perhaps during sleep his reason, which enables him to resist sensual suggestions made by his imagination while he is awake, is “shut down along with my eye-lids” (ibid.). If so, only Augustine’s lower faculties are involved in dreaming, and he can rest easy in the knowledge that the better part of himself is not tainted by the evil in his dreams.

Yet Augustine goes on to note that he is sometimes able to resist consenting to pleasurable sensations and images even in his dreams, which leads him to conclude that his reason is not “asleep” during sleep. The implication is that his reason is involved in Augustine’s dreams, and that his whole mind is corrupted by evil in a manner that sometimes manifests itself in his dreams. Augustine hints that he sees this implication when he goes on to pray that God “heap gift after gift upon me, that my soul may shake itself free from the sticky morass of concupiscence” so that his soul will not be divided against itself any more (Conf 10.30.42).13 The division of which Augustine speaks likely lies within his reason, as well as between reason and abilities such as imagination; even if he has only the latter in mind, that implies the fallenness of reason, since Augustine believes that it should not be so weak that it cannot guide and direct other aspects of his mind.

Yet Augustine does not pursue this insight. Although he indicates that his reason is, or at the least could be active, to some degree, while he is asleep, he seems to believe, nevertheless, that he lacks a kind of active control while he is dreaming, a control that is required for him to be blameworthy for sexual images in his dreams, as well as for the bodily erections and emissions that sometimes seem to be provoked by those images. Augustine does not explain why he believes there is such a great difference between waking thoughts and actions and those in his dreams that he is not responsible for the latter—but perhaps we can make some inferences from his conclusion that the difference between waking and sleeping is such that what happens in our dreams is not really done by us, but rather is “in some sense done in us” (Conf 10.30.41). Augustine may mean to imply, as Flanagan suggests, that dreams are “happenings not actions.”14 Things are done in our dreams—they happen to us—but what simply happens to us is not done by us, in that we do not own what happens in dreams in the robust manner required for responsibility. In effect, Augustine appears to be saying that although it is clearly he who dreams, he is passive before his dreams, not active in them. Thus, while his dreams are indeed his, they are his in a manner akin to the way in which an accidentally upset stomach is his—that is, they are not robustly his own.

So Augustine’s belief that he does not really do the evil that happens in his dreams seems to be tied to a sense that he lacks robust ownership of his dream-evil because he lacks an appropriate kind of activity in and control over it. Yet Augustine’s argument falters here, for he not only fails to say why we should think that we do not do the things done in our dreams, but contradicts the reasons to believe the contrary that he himself offers. After he concludes that dreams are done in but not by us, Augustine repeats the suggestion that the fault lies with “bestial imagination” which “drives the flesh to the point of polluting itself” (presumably, he is thinking of “nocturnal emissions”; Conf 10.30.42). Yet he should not return to simply faulting imagination, because he has already indicated that his reason is also implicated in his evil dreams.

In Augustine’s day, as in our own, many believed that one is only deeply responsible for what one is able to choose or reject. If, as seems plausible, we are unable to make such choices in our dreams, those who accept this condition should deny that we are responsible for what happens in our dreams. Yet Augustine has two reasons for rejecting this reason to think that we do not properly own our dreams. First, as we have seen, Augustine indicates that on some occasions he has refused consent to the seductions his dreams offer. It appears, therefore, that some of his dream-actions pass this test.

Second, and more importantly, Augustine’s arguments with Pelagius were started by his repeated insistence, in the Confessions, that we must confess as sin even evils from which we cannot, by our own power, refrain (but which can be resisted with the help of divine grace). Augustine therefore rejects the notion that the robust ownership required for responsibility depends on the ability to do or not do a thing on one’s own; to the contrary, his view is that we can be deeply responsible even for things, like Augustine’s own conversion, that we cannot choose on our own. Augustine seems to feel that dreams fall into this category, given his prayer in Confessions 10.30.42 that God reshape his soul so that it will no longer be titillated by sexual images in his dreams. Thus, even if Augustine cannot, by himself, control whether he consents to evil in his dreams, he should not take that as a reason to believe he cannot sin in his dreams.

In summary, Augustine’s discussion of his “dream problem” in the Confessions is internally divided: Augustine tries to reject the idea that he can sin in his dreams by arguing that his dreams simply present themselves before his mind’s eye, much like seeing happens to a person who is wide-eyed and awake. His own distinctive views, however, imply otherwise: because Augustine believes that his full mind is implicated in his dreaming, and because he believes that he can be responsible even for what he cannot, without divine help, refrain from doing, Augustine should credit his uneasy conscience with more wisdom than he wants to admit it possesses. On the account he offers in the Confessions, Augustine should believe that he owns his dreams in the robust manner required for him to sin in them.

CONTEXTUALIZING AUGUSTINE’S CONTINUING INTEREST IN DREAMS

Dreams, and dream-activity that includes what we call “nocturnal emissions,” remain a matter of interest and concern to Augustine for the rest of life. He rarely discusses these topics at length, yet he returns to them on a number of occasions, developing and revising the views expressed in the Confessions. He does so not mainly because of prurient interest, or because he blames the body for sin but for three other reasons.15 First, Augustine’s own flock appears to have wondered what to make of their dreams, especially when those dreams seemed to involve apparitions of deceased relatives or embarrassing nocturnal erections and emissions. The latter may have been a problem Augustine dealt with in the confessional, while the former was a matter that Augustine personally investigated, even to the point of interviewing people about the visions they claimed to have had (cf. Cura Mort 15; CJul 6.10; DeTrin 11.2.7).

Second, while the question of whether one can sin in one’s dreams is a very practical pastoral problem for Augustine, he also finds dreams of theoretical interest because they provide him with useful thought-experiments. The question of whether we can be responsible for what we do in, or as a result of, our dreams is a fascinating test case for Augustine, one sometimes invoked in his arguments with the Pelagians. Augustine also discusses the nature and meaning of dreams with other interlocutors, most prominently a young Donatist convert, Vincentius Victor, who argued that the content of Perpetua’s visions prove the corporeality of the soul, a view Augustine rejected.

Third, Augustine often returns to a variety of questions about sexual desire, whether in dreams or elsewhere, because he believes that topic proves with special clarity a larger point about our post-fall existence. This point will be more clear if we first summarize his mature moral psychology, according to which sin resides in both the postlapsarian “flesh” and soul (GPO 1.12.13). As this terminology is often misread, it is essential to keep in mind that Augustine is attempting to appropriate a scriptural terminology, which refers to the whole human being, often negatively, by the term “flesh” (AnOr 1.18.31). Augustine believes that the flesh cannot desire without the soul; indeed, pains and pleasures are really an experience of the soul (CD 21.3; GnLit 10.12.20). Thus, when he speaks of the desires of the flesh, he is speaking of the soul desiring in a carnal (i.e., evil) manner (PerIust 8.19). Correspondingly, he writes of “the desires of the soul which are called desires of the flesh, because the soul has carnal desires, when it has such desires that the spirit, which is its better and higher part, has to resist” (CJul 5.5.28).

In accord with his psychology, Augustine believes (unlike Julian) that human sexual desire is not merely animal or biological; it reaches and expresses our deepest inner being.16 Yet in our fallen state, this desire comes and goes illogically, and without integrating peacefully with the other powers of our minds and desires of our hearts; it seems not only to resist and distort reason but also move the body in a manner that bypasses the activity and desires with which we would like to identify ourselves (CJul 4.14.71). Thus, it violates the order that ought to exist within human persons. In fact, Augustine believes sexual desire exemplifies the disordered lives of sinners with especially painful clarity. Yet though it is a clear and poignant example, Augustine does not consider sexual desire unique, but merely illustrative. The effects of the fall are such that our flesh and spirit are in conflict; spirit does not rule over flesh as it ought—this is the point Augustine is trying to highlight in his discussions of sexual desire, and one of the issues he attempts to explore in raising his problem about dreams.

Paul Ramsey has expressed a common misconception regarding the implications of Augustine’s idea that the “spirit” should rule the “flesh,” criticizing him for deploring postlapsarian sexuality because it lacks the “personal presence” of those involved in it. He thinks Augustine holds this belief because Augustine cannot imagine any other form of personal presence in the body than a conscious and voluntary presence.17 Ramsey argues, to the contrary, that not every “personal appearance” need be or is a “command performance.” Indeed, he suggests that if sexuality is as deeply tied to human identity as he and Augustine believe, persons can be disclosed all the more in a sexuality that is not at our beck and call.18

Ramsey is right to note that Augustine’s discussion of prelapsarian male sexuality in City of God (14.23) is tied to an excursus on the amazing things even some fallen persons can command their bodies to do (CD 14.24).19 Yet he misinterprets Augustine’s mature view and his motivations for holding it. This is partially because Augustine modifies his position on prelapsarian sexuality only after he writes the portion of City of God just cited. Augustine continues to prefer the view that Adam and Eve had conscious, passionless control over all their sexual activity—because he thinks it would result in fewer unsatiated desires, and less temptation (CJul 3.14.28)—but he grants that Julian could be right in speculating that they had a sexual desire that was not opposed to the good (DNC 2.35.59–60; CJul 4.5.35, 14.69, 5.15.60). The deeper issue, however, is that Augustine is able to make this concession because he is not committed to the idea that having proper ownership of one’s desires (or actions) requires their being consciously controlled; his main concern is to assert that they should not be a source of division, perversely at odds with the good desires that Augustine calls the concupiscence of the spirit (cf. DNC 2.10.23, 2.12.25; CJul 4.13.62, 5.15.63). Thus, even when it comes to prelapsarian sexuality, Augustine is not stuck on a “command performance” view. Nor is he opposed to Ramsey’s suggestion that persons can be disclosed in their involuntary behaviors—in fact, as the discussion below indicates, he embraces that suggestion wholeheartedly.

THE ANTI-PELAGIAN CONTEXT OF AUGUSTINE’S DREAM PROBLEM

The insight that one’s robust self can be disclosed especially clearly in behaviors concerning which one does not rationally deliberate, or make voluntary choices, is central to Augustine’s anti-Pelagian philosophical soteriology in general, and his treatment of the problem of dreams, in particular. Evil dreams can, Augustine suspects, be one example of “personal presence” without “command performance”—but to understand why he thinks so, we must first understand, at least in broad outline, Augustine’s mature theory of deep responsibility. Considering the basis on which Augustine defends our being deeply responsible for waking thoughts and actions will make it easier to understand and evaluate, by comparison, his discussions of dreams. Only a brief overview of this complex topic is possible here—a summary that not only ignores dissenting views but inevitably makes Augustine’s views seem more coherent than they are in his own words—but it should not be hard to see the ways in which his mature response to his dream problem connects to his debates with Pelagius and Julian.

First, we should remind ourselves that, for Augustine, what counts in assessing a person is that person’s motivations, beliefs, and other states of mind. For him, the central questions about sin are “what does one love?” and “towards what is one oriented?” He makes this explicit when he tells Julian that if one desires carnally, even without consent of the mind or action of the bodily members, such concupiscence of the flesh is evil in itself (OpImp 5.50). Moreover, evil beliefs and desires deserve blame even if they are not put into action (CG 16.4; CJul 5.7.28), and God judges us for what we would prefer to do, if we could get away with it (SL 8.13; CD 1.18). Thus, we are judged in our waking lives not primarily for our physical actions but for our states of mind, our mental activities. I will call this view Augustine’s “mentalism.”

Second, Augustine believes that we are responsible for what we will, because we cannot deny that we own the things we will. More precisely, Augustine ties praise and blame to ownership, and he appears to believe that if something is part of or originates in what he calls the voluntas, that is a sufficient condition for responsibility. Unlike one who is coerced by threats, the sinner who acts from his or her own voluntas is not under compulsion by some external power; rather, the power that moves him is his or her own disordered desires. So Augustine writes:


That person is, however, very much mistaken who, while consenting to the concupiscence of the flesh and definitely deciding to do what it desires, still supposes it is right to say, It is not I who do it. After all, a person consents, even if one hates the fact. For these two can coexist in one person: both the hating it because one knows it is evil and the doing it because one decided to do it. (DNC 1.28.31; cf. Retr 1.23.1-2)



Augustine goes on to say that even if those who consent to sin are displeased with their behavior, they must nevertheless see themselves in their consent.

In order to understand the implications of these claims, it may be helpful to turn to Augustine’s early Commentary on the Sermon on the Mount, written a few years prior to his Confessions, where Augustine argues that “there are three things which go to complete sin: the suggestion of, the taking pleasure in, and the consenting to” (SermInMont, 1.12.34).20 He expands on the meaning of these terms in the following manner:


Suggestion takes place either by means of memory, or by means of the bodily senses, when we see, or hear, or smell, or taste, or touch anything. And if it give us pleasure to enjoy this, this pleasure, if illicit, must be restrained. Just as when we are fasting, and on seeing food the appetite of the palate is stirred up, this does not happen without pleasure; but we do not consent to this liking, and we repress it by the right of reason, which has the supremacy. But if consent shall take place, the sin will be complete, known to God in our heart, although it may not become known to men by deed. (ibid.)



This tripartite rubric continues to be important to Augustine over time, and he often invokes it both explicitly and implicitly.21

As Augustine’s views mature, he comes to believe that what comes to mind—what is suggested to us—is something over which we lack direct control, even while we are awake (DDP 8.20). Moreover, what we find pleasurable or delightful is no more voluntarily controlled by us than what is on our minds. As we become adults, and our minds develop, we find that we take delight in some things, and not others. One might hope that we can control these delights by the power of choice, but Augustine increasingly emphasizes that our choices actually depend on what motivates us, and that our motivations are provided by the very delights we have just noted the difficulty of controlling. Thus, it is often impossible to voluntarily control what we consent to. The fact that we often cannot do otherwise than consent to what seems pleasurable to us is one reason why Augustine concludes we need the assistance provided by divine grace.

Augustine develops a technical terminology for talking about this situation by distinguishing what we might consider the will (properly so-called) from an act of the will, that of choice or consent. The former Augustine names the voluntas, a term that implies for him what we call wishes, desires, and attachments—though we must keep in mind that Augustine thinks of these goods as deeply rational, in the sense that desiring a thing implies believing that it is good, and while desires can be foolish, they are never without their reasons. The latter Augustine speaks of as the liberum arbitrium, the ability of the voluntas to endorse and identify with that which the voluntas seeks.22 The fact that Augustine thinks of liberum arbitrium (free choice) as being “of the voluntas (will)” is significant, because it implies that that to which a person consents is tied to, and depends upon, what a person desires.

In Augustine’s mature thought, “liberum arbitrium” need not imply a power for alternatives. Many of Augustine’s modern interpreters have either denied or overlooked this, fearing perhaps that accepting it makes Augustine a “compatibilist” who believes responsibility and necessity are compatible. I believe that the late Augustine is fairly obviously a compatibilist, and that that is a good thing, but all I can offer here in defense of those claims is the following: Augustine gives a fair indication of how he conceives of liberum arbitrium when he writes that “If we look for the free choice of a human being that is inborn and absolutely unable to be lost, it is that by which all will to be happy, even those who do not will those things which lead to happiness” (OpImp 6.11).23 In this passage, Augustine makes it clear that he considers the paradigm example of liberum arbitrium the natural affirmation of the desire for happiness, a consent we find unavoidable. This is not a choice that involves alternative possibilities, because Augustine believes that we cannot desire to be unhappy; we seek happiness by natural necessity (OpImp 4.92–93).

In summary, what we might as well call Augustine’s “compatibilism” is his belief that what is required for deep responsibility is a kind of ownership, one that does not depend on an ability to choose between alternative possibilities, but is signified by whether a person has a thing willingly—whether a person desires and consents to that thing with his or her own voluntas and liberum arbitrium. Thus, merely bodily states or actions are not owned in the manner necessary for deep responsibility, and being physically beautiful or having leprosy are (under ordinary circumstances) not things for which persons should be considered responsible. Expressions of one’s loves, beliefs, and commitments, however, can very well be owned in the manner necessary for responsibility, even when they are not voluntarily chosen or expressed.24 Augustine draws on St. Paul to defend his views:


Who ever said . . . that anyone else commits anyone’s sin? For even he who says “It is no longer I who do it” immediately adds “I know that the good does not dwell in me.” He shows that whatever that it is it is his own, because the flesh belongs to the one who is composed of flesh and spirit. (OpImp 2.15)



DREAMS, VISIONS, AND DELUSIONS

Augustine draws on the ideas summarized above as he thinks about his dream problem, not only because the theory of responsibility just sketched provides the context for his thinking about sin in dreams, but because Augustine believes that what happens in dreams is often much like what happens when a person who is awake responds to sensory experiences.

On Augustine’s view, the suggestions offered in dreams usually occur when a sleeper’s memory presents images to the “mind’s eye.” This is not always what happens in dreams, however, and that fact allows Augustine to distinguish between kinds of nocturnal narrative experiences. He differentiates, in particular, between dreams and visions. The latter differ from dreams in that they are presented to the mind’s eye not by the mind, via memory, but by the operation of God, in a manner much like the way objects are presented to waking vision (AnOr 4.18.26, 21.34; Cura Mort 15; DeTrin 11.2.7; Ep 159, 162). Such experiences do not violate human proper function, though Augustine argues that they are more rare than many of his flock seem to have thought. Augustine also holds that, waking or sleeping, persons can have delusions, visions improperly produced in the mind by diseases, drugs, or even demons (CG 22.22).25

In any of these cases, the subject of the dream-experience is not someone or something other than oneself. Augustine also rejects the idea that only part of the soul is active in one’s dream-self—as his psychology, summarized above, implies.26 These views are most clearly delineated in On the Nature and Origin of the Soul, where Augustine treats a number of questions about the nature and reality of dream-pains and pleasures. Among other things, Augustine argues that these feelings are real, though the experiences had in dreams are not always what they may initially seem to be. Thus, he writes that “even in dreams, when we endure harsh and troublesome experiences, it is certainly we ourselves who do so” (AnOr 4.17.25, cf. 4.18.27). One really does have pleasures and pains, and even consent to them (even if one does not choose to), in dreams. This means that the late Augustine admits what the Augustine of the Confessions did not: one really does act, mentally, in one’s dreams.

In his commentary on Paradise Lost, C. S. Lewis appears to agree with Milton that persons are not responsible for what they dream, or what they do in their dreams; his succinct defense of Milton is the comment that “common sense tells us that we no more become bad by thinking of badness than we become triangular by thinking of triangles.”27 Augustine appears to find Lewis’s suggestion partially right: he indicates that “there is no harm in . . . imaginative fancies, just as there is no harm in experiencing sensory things and retaining them in the memory, provided you do not desire them covetously” (DeTrin 11.8, cf. GnLit 12.14.30-31). So Augustine agrees with Lewis that simply seeing things in one’s mind’s eye is not necessarily blameworthy or harmful; this includes even the bad things that Augustine himself at times imagined, without bad motives, in his writing.28

However, Augustine also distinguishes between thinking a person blameworthy and thinking that person responsible. Thus, while he agrees that there are times when it is not blameworthy to think of bad things—in a fallen world, one might have a good reason to think about an evil thing—he is committed to believing that we are often responsible for our thought-lives, waking and sleeping. In sleep, Augustine thinks humans are often personally present in their dreams, and that one may learn something about oneself from the content of one’s dreams because of what we might call the psychological reality of dream-experiences.

In light of the distinctions Augustine makes between kinds of dreams, it is important to note that he does not think we mentally act in all of our dream-experiences: only those dreams that are not visions or delusions are properly said to be produced by one’s own mind, because “it makes all the difference whether on the one hand the senses of the body are lulled in sleep, or shaken from their inner moorings by madness, or otherwise alienated in divination or prophecy” (DeTrin 11.2.67). In a vision, one’s mind is at least partially taken over by a person other than oneself; one might be able to control one’s dream-response to the content given in a vision, but much depends on what sort of vision one has. One’s actions in a delusion cannot be trusted to be one’s own, because the mind is too incapacitated for that to be the case. What we have seen so far, then, is that Augustine is confident that our own minds are properly the authors of our dream-actions and experiences only when we are dreaming, as opposed to experiencing a vision or delusion. Many visions, and all delusions, can plausibly be said to fit the claim Augustine made in the Confessions about all dreams: they happen to us, but are not done by us—not in the sense required for them to be attributed to us, or for us to be praised or blamed for them.

Augustine’s distinction between robustly owned dreams authored by oneself and visions and delusions makes it possible for him to agree with Milton’s Adam in thinking that Eve is not responsible or blameworthy for her prelapsarian vision. His reasoning, however, differs from Milton’s, because Augustine does not believe that Eve’s dream is typical. Rather, it is a special case, in that the visions in her mind are forced on her by Satan. According to Augustine’s moral psychology, many dreams are not forced on us, but rather produced by our own minds, functioning under their own impulse. We are personally active in such dreams, and the question of responsibility for them remains, along with the possibility of sinning in them.29

DREAM-MERITS AND SINS

In dealing with this question, Augustine does not always make explicit use of his mentalism and compatibilism, but we have already seen the impact of these views in his suggestion that the kinds of dreams in which a person might sin are those produced by that person’s mind when it is not under external influences including drugs, disease, or another person. We have also seen that while one’s experiences and actions in such dreams differ from one’s waking sensory experiences and actions, Augustine does not indicate that they differ in any respect that would make it impossible to sin in the former. While we lack the ability to choose what we dream, and only rarely can choose what we do in our dreams, Augustine believes that a similar story can be told about most of our waking mental lives. Though we do not typically choose to find them attractive or annoying, the people and things around us often provoke thoughts and desires that enter our heads unbidden, and we may or may not be able to suppress further reactions related to such perceptions. Given this analysis, the fact that Augustine holds persons responsible for much of their waking mental lives presents a prima facie reason for him to hold human persons responsible for the content of their dreams.

Augustine seems to hold persons responsible for their dreams in two ways. First, when it comes to the actions of one’s dream-self, that to which one’s dream-self consents can be attributed to a person as a real disclosure of who that person is. While dream-actions do not take place in the physical world—Augustine makes it clear that if a person is baptized in a dream, that is not at all the same as actually being baptized—if one chooses to be baptized in a dream, that can be a psychologically real action of one’s heart (and one should indeed be baptized! Cura Mort 15). In fact, Augustine believes that Scripture itself teaches in the story of King Solomon’s vision that we can be responsible for our dream-actions (1 Kings 3:5–15). When God offers to give Solomon whatever he most desires, and he answers that he desires wisdom, this expression of Solomon’s desires was not necessarily a conscious choice, but it was nevertheless an action of his mind in which he was personally present. Augustine claims, accordingly, that “some . . . merits shine out even in dreams” and that Solomon’s wish “found favor with the Lord, who was not slow to give him a good reward for a good desire” (GnLit 12.15.31). Augustine’s suggestion is that we can be responsible for our dream-actions because we can be personally present in them in a way that makes those actions self-expressive. And if persons can be praised and even rewarded for their self-expressive dream-actions, it follows that persons can be responsible for their dream-actions, and that persons can also be blamed (and perhaps even punished?) for their dream-actions, as well.

Second, Augustine extends this logic to cover not just one’s dream-actions but the content of one’s dreams themselves. Whether or not one’s dream-self consents to various actions in one’s dreams, it appears to mean something to Augustine that one’s dreams have the specific narrative content and images that they have. Insofar as one’s own mind is the author of one’s dreams, the narratives one constructs say something about who one is; that is why it makes some sense for Augustine to feel guilty about the content of his evil dreams, and pleased insofar as the evil content in his dreams diminishes. We have evil dreams, Augustine believes, because our wills are corrupt: “if in paradise, where there was no evil of concupiscence, there was the cycle of waking and falling asleep, their dreams while they were asleep were as peaceful as their life while they were awake” (CJul 5.10.42). Misplaced loves express themselves in both the waking and sleeping lives of sinners. Thus, the content of our dreams reflect our character, and it does so in the active sense that one’s beliefs and desires influence one’s dreams, and are disclosed in one’s dreams. Dreaming is, of course, quite different from authoring a novel, or deliberately making up a story, but one can nevertheless be personally present in the content of one’s dreams, when dreaming expresses one’s hopes, fears, or loves.30

A few passages in Augustine’s later works have led some scholars to believe that his mature view of dreams is more like his view in the Confessions than I am suggesting.31 However, attention to these texts shows that Augustine’s position is more subtle than most of his readers have recognized. In Augustine’s Literal Commentary on Genesis Augustine argues (1) that


When the mental pictures that occur in his thoughts while he is speaking [in a sermon] are also imprinted on his vision while he is dreaming in such a way that he cannot distinguish between them and the real coupling of bodies, the flesh is at once stirred into movement, and the result is what usually follows upon this movement; and this happens without sin . . . (GnLit 12.15.31)



In City of God, in the midst of an argument that those who are about to be raped should not commit suicide to avoid being implicated in sin, Augustine indicates (2) that


that lustful disobedience which still dwells in our dying members sometimes moves itself as if by its own law, apart from the law of our wills: when we are asleep, for instance. In this case also, however, there is still no guilt in the body of one who does not consent. (CG 1.25)



In an argument with Julian, however, Augustine suggests (3) that concupiscence can steal consent even from the chaste, by deceiving the sleeping senses (CJul 4.2.10, cf. 3.20.38). He later adds (4) that “when sleep holds our members in its grasp, it does not make them disobey the will, because it takes from the will its power of command by distracting the soul with visions in dreams . . .” (CJul 5.10.42).

Passages (1) and (4) have been taken to mean that dreams cannot be an occasion of sin because they lack the voluntary choice many believe to be required for responsibility. Yet we have already seen Augustine challenge such ideas about responsibility; he believes we can consent without choice. Moreover, in (3), written not too long before the other passages, Augustine clearly indicates that there can be a kind of consent in nocturnal emissions. Perhaps Augustine is simply being inconsistent, but I propose that we can make sense of these passages once we note that they all focus on the question of what to make of nocturnal emissions, which are not themselves dreams or actions in dreams, but bodily movements that occur in response to dream-images. Thus, the question in which Augustine is interested in these passages is not whether we can sin in our dreams, but whether nocturnal emissions are sinful.

Augustine’s answer to the latter question is that because the will is not properly involved in nocturnal emissions, we are not responsible for them. As he indicates in (1) and (2), our members—our bodies—can be moved by instinct, rather than via the will. This happens when we are awake, too, of course: we have already seen Augustine note the hunger pangs and salivation those who are fasting must endure when they encounter the sight and smell of food (SermInMont, 1.12.34). Such unwilled “consent” can also happen, Augustine is concluding, in sleep: the consent that is stolen while we are sleeping is not the consent of the will, which cannot command the body in sleep, but merely the consent of the body, reacting to a stimulus. Augustine notes that the will loses command of one’s limbs while one is sleeping, and just as a person’s limbs may nevertheless move in sleep, without regard for what one desires, they may also respond sexually, but without sin, because one’s personal presence is bypassed insofar as the voluntas and liberum arbitrium are.

Thus, Augustine considers emissions a sign of the fallenness of the body much like other disorders of the body that do not engage the will, including death. Augustine does not clarify how it is possible for the will to be bypassed in the action of a sleeping person’s bodily members. Nor do these passages focus on assessing the sexual images that provoke nocturnal emissions; Augustine’s attention is on asserting the point that the latter, as bodily actions that bypass the voluntas, should not be considered sinful.

At the same time, there are signs that Augustine is divided in his thinking about some of the dream-images produced by his memory. As we see in (1), he sometimes speaks of sexual images in dreams as merely left over in the memory from a day’s work that included writing or speaking about sexuality. This suggests that Augustine sometimes thinks of dream-images as a kind of “mental junk,” dissociated fragments of his waking thoughts, now meandering meaninglessly through his brain.

On balance, however, he cannot accept that all dream-images are debris in which he is not personally present, because he believes that the minds of those who were fully pure would not produce disturbing images in their sleep—a prelapsarian Eve could not have had evil dreams of her own. Sinners, by contrast, find disordered loves and beliefs within themselves even when they have made up their minds to seek what is best. Thus, it is not surprising that the secret depths of one’s heart can be disclosed in one’s dream-life—when, for instance, a person takes pleasure in narratives that may be the product of desires on which that person fears to act (cf. Ser 161.8).

AUGUSTINE AND THE MODERN FIELD OF DREAMS

Augustine’s mature response to his dream problem is incomplete in certain ways. Perhaps his most important oversight is that he says nothing about the degree of responsibility persons have for their dream-desires, pleasures, and actions—surely an evil desire indulged only in one’s dreams is less bad than one indulged in one’s waking life? He also leaves us wondering about the status of other actions persons might perform in their sleep—if you are angry at your spouse, have a dream about hitting him or her, and wake to find that you have actually thrown a punch across the bed, how should we think about that?32 Finally, Augustine leaves us with questions about a number of boundary issues: he does not make it easy to know precisely what a person is responsible for in his or her dreams, or when; he does not indicate exactly how to differentiate between dreams, visions, and delusions; and he fails to clarify the extent to which we should think of dream-images as “mental junk” as opposed to narratives in which we can be personally present. Yet his answers to the questions he first posed in the Confessions are a fascinating example of and window into his mature views about sin and responsibility. They are also provocative, in that they challenge us to engage Augustine’s dream problem for ourselves.

As we consider the merits of Augustine’s views, it is important to recognize that recent dream-research appears to support key elements of Augustine’s view of dreams. Freud, of course, thought of dreams as subconscious wishes in need of interpretation, because their true meaning is hidden behind bizarre mental images. Dream-research suggests that while Freud was right in thinking that dreams are often much more than a merely meaningless by-product of brain activity, he was wrong in thinking that dreams are an unusual form of mentation that tends towards the bizarre.33 As William Domhoff has argued, the popular imagination has exaggerated the degree to which a person’s dreams are disconnected from that person’s everyday life, or differ from waking mentation.34 In part, the problem is that popular ideas about dreams rely heavily on self-reporting that tends to be skewed to emphasize the unusual and disturbing.

More rigorous studies in which large numbers of subjects have been awakened and interviewed about their dreams suggest that dreaming is a complex cognitive achievement, one that children—whose dreams tend to be more static than dynamic until they are over ten years of age—grow into only gradually, as their ability to engage and represent the world around them grows. In adults, Domhoff concludes that “dreams dramatize conceptions and concerns, and . . . are generally consistent over time and continuous with waking thoughts.”35 Some dreams are indeed inexplicable, but such dreams tend to occur when the conceptual abilities of the dreamer are under strain, such as in times of illness or during transitions from waking to sleeping. In general, “comparison of dream content with waking life suggests that dreams express our conceptions of the people and activities that concern us in waking life.”36 Thus, while some dreams may be mental junk, and even though dreams are typically not a command performance, we are often personally present in the content of our dreams. Indeed, whether a person’s dreams disclose that person’s personality has little to do with whether a person can voluntarily, consciously direct his or her dreams. And that makes Augustine’s notion that we can involuntarily disclose who we are in our dreams seem quite plausible.

The main barriers to agreeing with Augustine’s solution to his dream problem are, therefore, more theoretical than empirical. It may be that those who accept Augustine’s “mentalism” are likely to find his compatibilism attractive as well. The two are connected by the conviction that certain states of the heart and mind are intrinsically blameworthy and sinful. Indeed, Augustine believes that the individual sins we knowingly choose to enact are less significant than the states of our hearts, because the former are less new and independent sins than external signs of the continuance of the more fundamental sins that already exist inside us. It is congruent with this understanding of the nature of sin to believe that our dreams, like our other, more overt actions, can be a barometer of our hearts. Given these convictions, Augustine dreams of a day when our secret mental lives will, by the grace of God, be more responsible than they are in this life.
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Recurrens in te unum

Neoplatonic Form and Content in Augustine’s Confessions

Wayne J. Hankey

Since Henry Chadwick’s translation appeared in 1991, readers of the Confessions in English can be in no doubt about its Neoplatonic content.1 His introduction also gives very helpful indications about what Neoplatonism contributes to its structure.2 Augustine testifies at the very center of the Confessions that he read “some books of the Platonists, translated from Greek into Latin” by Marius Victorinus,3 and Dr. Chadwick makes the effects thoroughly evident. These books are the instrument of the central of the three fundamental (and bookish) conversions Augustine confesses—the other books are the Hortensius of Cicero and Paul’s Epistle to the Romans.4 Chadwick’s references to the words and doctrines of Plotinus and Porphyry supply detailed precisions. However, they do not go beyond what Augustine himself told us. After all, what more could be said than Augustine’s identification between almost all of the Prologue of John’s Gospel and what he read in those books “not of course in these words, but with entirely the same sense (idem omnino),” and with the advantage of being “supported by numerous and varied reasons”?5 In the end, inquiries into Augustine’s Neoplatonism come to whether we believe what he himself wrote about the matter.

Chadwick’s footnotes make clear that Augustine’s overloaded rhetoric at the absolutely crucial point when the Platonic books admonished him to return into himself, and became the means of God’s own guidance,6 disclose, rather than conceal, the substantial truth. What he saw on that interior journey, described in Plotinus’ language, finally gave him the positive conception of incorporeal substance which he required to move beyond Academic Skepticism.7 Immutable light—that is to say, unchanging and unchangeable knowing—was both the means and the content of the vision he describes. The identity of knowing and being which is NOUS as what underlies and makes possible the changing ratiocination of soul’s knowing—as Plotinus puts it8—, or the light of the eternal Word illumining his mind,—as Augustine called it, following St John and Philo Judaeus—gave true knowledge of the incorporeal, eternal, and immutable God, and, consequently, of himself, as immortal, incorporeal, but mutable soul. This knowledge enabled solving the problem of evil in a Platonic, rather than in a Manichean, way.9 As Augustine told his readers repeatedly, without the positive intuition of incorporeal substance, he had been unable to complete his movement to Christian faith. Book VII, the book at the center, together with its “books of the Platonists,” are thus the hinges on which the Confessions turn. However, Dr. Chadwick’s footnotes do more than prevent our doubting Augustine’s testimony that Providence guided him through his reading of Neoplatonists at this crucial point.

Many scholars have questioned the specifically Neoplatonic character of his conversion by what Augustine says “love knows”10 in Book VII because God here, and elsewhere in the Confessions,11 is seen and mystically touched as Being (esse), the “I am, who I am” of Exodus 3:14.12 Plotinus, following the Chaldean Oracles, also apprehends the First by “intellect in love”13 but “the One” is the name by which Plotinus designated the First, and it is the One-Non-Being with whom he has intuitive and erotic union. As a result of the work of scholars, primarily French, like Pierre Hadot,14 Pierre Aubenque,15 and Jean-Marc Narbonne,16 this doubt has evaporated. Plotinus lies at the origin of two traditions of Neoplatonism. One, coming to Augustine through modifications Porphyry and Marius Victorinus made to Plotinus, results in a “a metaphysics of pure being” and, besides the Bishop of Hippo, this tradition includes Boethius, Anselm, Aquinas, Pico della Mirandola, as well as the Arabic Neoplatonised Peripatetics, among its notable adherents. Its logic, laid out in an Anonymous Commentary on the Parmenides,17 which substitutes an infinitive “to be,” with neither subject or predicate, for “the One,” is evident in Thomas’ Summa Theologiae, where the identity of essence and existence in God is made a consequence of his absolute simplicity.18 The other tradition, with the First as One-Non-Being, culminates among the pagan Neoplatonists in Proclus; its Christian examples include Gregory of Nyssa, Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite, Eriugena, the Rhenish mystics, and Nicholas of Cusa. However, the Confessions has henological moments and they are both doctrinally and structurally important.

When Dr. Chadwick translates the passage in Book XII which I have used as a title (recurrens in te unum), he renders it in a way which inescapably carries our minds to the One/Good of Plotinus as the ultimate source and end of all else. Crucially, for considerations of the structure of the Confessions, Augustine is writing here of creation, and we recollect that the first nine “autobiographical” books are completed by the last three books interpreting Genesis. Augustine testifies that all things “return to you, the One,”19 in a way which gives creation the form his younger Neoplatonic pagan contemporary, Proclus, will systematize as the structure of everything except the One: all things remain in the One as source, go out from, and return to the One as perfecting end. Some features of Augustine’s development of Neoplatonism are better compared to those of Proclus and Iamblichus than to Plotinus and Porphyry.20 He and his fellow Christian Platonists, Greek and Latin, are so thoroughly within the Neoplatonic tradition that they, as much as the pagans, contribute to and move within its evolution. Thus, Proclus, in his On the Existence of Evils, against and explicitly criticizing Plotinus, along with Augustine against the Manichees, judge that matter is not evil. Nonetheless, in the passage we are considering, Plotinus comes to mind. Augustine asserts that all things are created out of nothing as from a formless dissimilarity (ex nihilo dissimilitudinem informem) to which God stands as the form of all things. Chadwick notes that this passage interprets “‘out of nothing’ to mean out of next to nothing.”21 This formless Plotinian matter, which has its origins in the Timaeus, will remain part of Augustine’s imagination of the creation, reappearing in Confessions Thirteen. There, formless matters, both spiritual and physical, fundamental dissimilarities, are created as the first stage of making the cosmos.22 However, another point in the same note has more structural import.

Chadwick refers us to “the region of dissimilarity” from which we have just departed in Book VII, where he has provided a reference to the Enneads.23 There, Plotinus likens the fall into vice to entering “the region of dissimilarity” where the soul goes on sinking into the mud of darkness. When, in Book VII, after he has found his sight too weak to abide the shock of the strong radiance of the First which Plotinus also describes,24 Augustine confesses that “I found myself far away from you ‘in the region of dissimilarity.’”25 Thus, for both of these Neo platonists, the return of the self out of division, ugliness, weakness, chaotic lack of control, and moral turpitude into the unity, beauty, power, life, and goodness of the One, and the conversion of all creation to the same, belong together. God, as the One, is origin and end of the self, and of the whole creation.26 The exitus and reditus of both must be seen simultaneously if either is to be understood by us. So, for example, in Book IX, we find Augustine crying from the bottom of his heart: “‘O in peace! O in the self-same,’” I shall have my repose because “in you is rest which forgets all toil because there is none beside you, nor are we to look for the multiplicity of other things which are not what you are. For ‘you Lord have established me in hope by means of unity.’”27 This is the doctrine of Plotinus for whom the self-identity of the One is a rest which transcends the opposition of rest and activity. This is exactly the character of the Sabbath rest which concludes the Confessions, as we shall see later.28 Again, in Book XI, because his “life is a distension,” Augustine asks God to look at him in the mediator “between you, the One, and us, the many, . . . so that I might be gathered to follow the One.”29 Although here we have touched on the fundamental structure of the Confessions, something to which we must revert, we are not yet finished with the hints our title passage, as annotated by Chadwick, gives us about its Neoplatonism.

For Augustine, while all things return to “you, the One,” what, on the other side of the teleological circle, gives existence to all things is the immutable divine will “which is identical with your self.” Chadwick provides here a reference to Ennead Six, where Plotinus says that God’s will is his substance.30 Indeed, the Ennead goes on, “He himself is primarily his will” so that, as Augustine also says, there is nothing before his willing.31 The identity of the First, either as One or as Being (esse), with what our dividing reason improperly attributes to it, is standard Neoplatonic doctrine. There is something else in the same Ennead, which is at the heart of Augustine’s theology, and is crucial for the content and structure of the Confessions. Plotinus declares of the One that “he, that same self, is loveable and love and love of himself.”32 High up among the trinitarian analogies in the De Trinitate, this doctrine reappears when Augustine understands God as “the Trinity of the one that loves, and that which is loved, and love.”33 In the Confessions, it occurs most strikingly, and with structural power, at the beginning of Book II, that is, in the midst of the first three books, which I take, as a matter of emphasis only, to be primarily concerned with love—the next three primarily concern knowing, although III provides a transition. Books VII through IX combine the two, and, as we shall see below, the decisive movement of will to which VIII is devoted completes his conversion to philosophy as love of wisdom in Book III.

Whether or not the first three books are, in fact, centered around love, Augustine wants to leave us in no doubt as to what Book II concerns. The rhetorician is at work. The first two paragraphs look like a grammatical exercise in declining and conjugating amor and amare. Augustine testifies: “I remind myself of my past foulnesses . . . not because I love them, but so that I may love you, my God. It is from love of your love that I make my act of recollection.”34 He goes on in the next paragraph: “The single desire that dominated my search for delight was simply to love and to be loved.”35 We encounter here perhaps the most paradoxical, and the most fundamental, doctrine of the Confessions: what sustains us, even in our opposition to God, and what brings us back to him, is the divine trinitarian love as constituting our own loving. For Plotinus, we are drawn back to the One because our being is the One in us—all being depends on unity.36 This unity may equally be called goodness or the love of love. The same notion also is found in these passages of the Confessions. By love of God’s love, Augustine tells us, he is collecting himself out of his dispersion. He is able to do so because “You gathered me together from the state of disintegration in which I had been fruitlessly divided. I turned from you the One to be lost in the many.”37

That the pull of love by the One/Good, constituting human being and the being of all creation, is prior to our consciousness of what is moving us is a doctrine common to Augustine and the pagan Neoplatonists. For the latter, this follows from the fact that the One is not an object of knowledge (when it becomes an object, it is being for the knowing which constitutes NOUS). Iamblichus is explicit:


For an innate knowledge about the gods is coexistent with our nature, and is superior to all judgement and choice, reasoning and proof. This knowledge is united from the outset with its own cause, and exists in tandem with the essential striving of the soul towards the Good. Indeed to tell the truth, the contact we have with the divinity is not to be taken as knowledge.38



The doctrine is found throughout the Confessions, and is most completely developed in Book X:


How then am I to seek for you, Lord? When I seek for you, my God, my quest is for the happy life. . . . How shall I seek for the happy life? Is it through an urge to learn something quite unknown . . . Is not the happy life that which all desire, which indeed no one fails to desire? But how have they known about it so as to want it?”39



One of the many treasures in Gary Wills’ Saint Augustine’s Childhood is an explanation of the working of a triad terminating in love. Measure, number, and weight hold together the Confessions, because this trinity has forms in the human self, the physical cosmos, and in God. Its most well-known appearance is in Book XIII where its context is a question about the moving of the Holy Spirit, and the quest for rest and peace. These, as Chadwick notes, both Plotinus and Augustine locate in a good will.40 Love and God’s “good Spirit” lift us to rest and peace. Will is weight in physical things. In Augustine, because he is a rational being, “My weight is my love. Wherever I am carried, my love is carrying me.” Will is also “carried” for Plotinus.41

Gary Wills helps us to understand how this triad works in Book I, where, just after Augustine’s notorious exposure of the viciousness of the jealous infant,42 he speaks of the coordinating unity which sustains the child despite its wickedness. This is the good on which evil is parasitic, to use the language of Proclus.43 Wills writes: “the third endowment of the baby is a coordinating unity in all its different components’ actions, the binding together in love that is a prerogative of the Third Person of the Trinity.”44 So we find of the infant: “You, Lord my God, are the giver of life and body to a baby . . . endowed it with senses . . . co-ordinated the limbs. You have adorned it with a beautiful form, and, for the coherence and preservation of the whole, you have implanted all the instincts of a living being.”45 The conclusion of Book I picks up again the instincts of a child, this time in the form of love of itself, as the working of God’s unity, his love of himself, in us: “I existed, I lived and thought and took care for my self-preservation (a mark of your profound latent unity whence I derived my being). An inward instinct told me to take care of the integrity of my senses . . .”46 Wills’ translation of this triad of mode, number, and weight reveals more: “I preserved myself—by an echo of your mysterious oneness.”47 This is the point from which Book II departs. In Book III we move towards a greater emphasis on knowing, by way of Augustine’s first conversion, which like that in Book VII, depends upon a philosophical book, a work of the stoicized Platonism (or platonized Stoicism) out of which Neoplatonism emerged.

Books III and IV seem to work in terms of the conversion in the cave of Plato’s Republic understood through Plotinus.48 Be that as it may, Book III begins like Book II with forms of amo. In Carthage, for Augustine “a cauldron of illicit loves,” he had not yet been in love and he longed to love. “I sought an object for love, I was in love with love.”49 He does indeed fall in love, and with God, but by what may seem astonishing means. He read Cicero’s Hortensius, an exhortation to philosophy, taking it up because, for a rhetorician, Cicero was the pre-eminent model, but in this case he stayed for the content.50 He writes that this book literally “changed my feelings.”51 It changed his experience, religious practice, values, and desires in respect to God himself: “It altered my prayers, and created in me different purposes and desires.”52 Inflamed by philosophy, Augustine repented his vain hopes; in their place, he writes: “I lusted for the immortality of wisdom with an incredible ardor of the heart.” Now his conversion begins, and he represents it, in language Neoplatonists use, as the return to the divine source: “I began to rise up to return to you.”

Augustine describes his new love, the love which is philosophy, the love of wisdom, the wisdom which itself is God. He continues to employ the language of passionate feeling: “How I burned, my God, how I burned.”53 This representation of himself as an erotically inflamed lover of philosophy is not one which Augustine will repent later. At the point in Book VIII when he is about to describe the Tolle lege conversion, he recollects the conversion to philosophy which enabled, and is completed, by the decisive new movement of his will in the Milan garden. He writes that he had been “excited” to the study of wisdom by reading the Hortensius.54 What lies between the conversion of Book III and that of Book VIII is a long philosophical journey which reached its positive result in the Neoplatonism described in Book VII. While, with our distinctions within the new Platonisms between Middle and Neoplatonism, we locate Cicero in a different category than Plotinus, Augustine may not have done so. Certainly the work of another Middle Platonist, Philo Judaeus, has a massive, if largely unexplored, influence on Augustine’s allegorical interpretation of Genesis in Books XII and XIII, and Cicero reappears through his Tusculan Disputations in Book VII. Phillip Cary puts it like this:


It contributed to both the language and the conceptuality of Augustine’s inward turn, as Augustine himself signals by using Cicero’s own words to indicate a key step in the inward turn in Confessions 7. The reasoning power of the soul, Augustine says, rises up to examine its own intelligence as it “draws thought away from habit,” by withdrawing from the contradictory crowd of phantasms . . . in order to look at the mind alone, illumined by the immutable light.55



The quotation from Cicero occurs in the second of the ascents the mind makes in Book VII. Having risen from bodies to the soul, from the soul to its inward force, and from that to reasoning, he says that this mutable power “withdrew from the contradictory swarms of imaginative fantasies, so as to discover the light by which it was flooded.”56 Here Cicero is supplemented by Plotinus, who supplies not only the illumination of reason by an intellectual light above it, but the “flash of a trembling glance” in which “it attained to that which is.”57 This language of union is well beyond Cicero.

The journey from a conversion by the Hortensius, depicted in Neoplatonic language in Book III, to the Tusculan Disputations, with Plotinian supplements in Book VII, heals a division which the conversion to philosophy created, and which Book III reports. Augustine tells us that, although delighted by Cicero’s exhortation “so that his words excited me, set me on fire, and enflamed me,”58 one thing held back his enthusiasm for philosophy from being total: he did not find the name of Christ there. Having drunk in that name with his mother’s milk, he could not be “totally ravished” by any book lacking it.59 In consequence, he turned to the “holy Scriptures.” These, however, proved unsatisfactory to his newly sophisticated mind because it lacked a hermeneutic by which the scriptural metaphors could be interpreted. Cicero’s Stoic Platonism did not supply Augustine with that by which “the sharp point of his mind could penetrate their interiority.”60

Augustine always thinks within the mutual connection of the subjects and objects of knowledge, which the Platonic analogy of the line images, and which the Neoplatonists modify and elaborate.61 On the one hand, he writes that “I did not know that God is spirit, not a body whose members have length and breadth”;62 on the other hand, he confesses that he dwells outside himself and sees only “with the eye of the flesh.”63 In that subjective externality, he supposes that the words of the book of Genesis depicting the human as made in the image of God require God to be “confined in a bodily form and to have hair and nails.”64 The philosophical method, and the positive philosophical doctrine, which will simultaneously unlock the knowledge of true being and of his own self, and, thus, will enable him to read Scripture as a Catholic Christian, is Neoplatonism—precisely because, as he testifies in Book VII, and as scholarship agrees, in Plotinian Neoplatonism interior experience and acquisition of conceptual content are united.65 As long as Augustine lacks the method of interior introspection, and retains a corporeal conception of God and of himself, a very limited philosophical sophistication holds him to the still more circumscribed Christianity of Manicheism. The sect keeps its long grip on Augustine until after he arrives, in Book V, at the Skepticism which is the antechamber to the Platonism both of Plotinus and of Augustine66—and of their followers like Descartes.

Both Books IV and V belong to the development of his Skepticism and have to do with knowing. He tells that he “was a teacher of the arts,” discusses the difference between astronomers and astrologers, considers which books are useful (Aristotle is not), gives us his version of the standard Neoplatonic criticism of the Aristotelian categories, judges the truthfulness of natural science, and tells his readers that he had a better mastery of the liberal arts than the Manichean wise man, Faustus.67 Book IV, focused around the death of a friend, prepares us for the crucial philosophical move in Book V. The death brings the expansion of the self with which Skepticism is enwrapped. The ancient Skeptic, frustrated when he seeks truth outside himself, returns to himself through doubt, rather than committing to what is outside by judgment.68 In passages of Ennead 5.1, Plotinus uses the contradictions involved in this position as a way of moving the soul inward and upward; from language we find especially in Book VI, it seems Augustine had read these. After the friend’s death and, as its result, Augustine tells us: “I had become to myself a vast problem.”69 For him, man had become “a vast deep.”70 This experience of our vast, labyrinthine, horrifying interior will remain valid for him and is elaborated in Book X.71 He knew himself in his friend, “another self,” as he calls him.72 Because he does not yet believe in God in such a way as to possess his friend in God’s immortal life, when his other self dies, he is thrown back on himself in an intolerable way. He cries: “I had become a place of unhappiness in which I could not bear to be, but I could not escape from myself.”73 This terrible experience is not merely negative. The self has become central, the thing being questioned, and it has been doubled, so to speak.

In Book V he is still living outside himself: “I had departed from myself.”74 What moves him forward here is taking up the science of the external, because his study of physics turns out to be a crucial step towards escaping Manicheism. He writes about a process like that described in Plato’s Timaeus, which, having begun with fables about the gods and the universe, arrives at “probabilities” about the physical world “as likely as any others.”75 For Augustine and other Platonists, there can only be probability in respect to the realm of genesis, where opinion reigns. Nonetheless, it is crucial, at this point, that Augustine finds the stories told about nature within the philosophical disciplines to be more probable than the fables of the Manichees. Augustine tells us that he “read many works of the philosophers,” and, having compared them to the “long fables of the Manichees,” he judged what the philosophers said “seemed more probable.”76 By “their own minds and ingenuity,” the natural philosophers “have found out much,” and can predict celestial events far in the future.77 Here Augustine has discovered a kind of philosophy which is authoritative in its own sphere. For him, as opposed to what the Manichees do with their myths about nature, physics must not be confused with what religion knows. The “mundane things themselves” have nothing to do with religion, indeed it was sacrilegious for the Manichees to have mixed them up.78 However, his discovery of this mundane philosophy has religious consequences, insofar as it leads him to take a further philosophical step—Skeptical suspense.

Augustine represents Skepticism as not “making a judgment, but rather doubting everything, and fluctuating between all.”79 In his version of Skepticism, which remains a position within the Platonic school (thus the “Academics”), arriving at the required suspension of judgment demands that something positive be set against his negative opinion about the Manichean account of nature.80 This positive experience is his encounter with the Neoplatonic interpretation of Scripture by Ambrose of Milan. The attractions of the Bishop were many, and it took some time before Augustine began to pay attention to the content of what he was teaching; however, as with Cicero, he eventually got beyond attending to the rhetoric. Then, he confesses:


I heard first one, then another, then many difficult passages of the Old Testament, interpreted figuratively. After many passages of these books had been expounded spiritually, I now found fault with that despair of mine caused by the belief that there was nothing at all to counter the hostile mockery of the law and the prophets.81



In Skeptical suspense between the negative and the positive, Augustine could not continue anything as definite and partisan as his identification with the Manichees. Consistently with his Skepticism, he also refused to make positive judgments; he will not even identify himself with the Skeptics as a school. He does not entrust himself to these philosophers, for the same reason as before—namely, because, like Cicero, these philosophers were “without the saving name of Christ.” Nor, at the same time, will Augustine move from his state as a Christian catechumen to baptism. What would a genuine positive movement take? Augustine tells us: “conceiving spiritual substance.”82 For Augustine entering the spiritual interior of Scripture requires that God be known as incorporeal substance and this is reciprocally connected to discovering his own interiority. Thus the required discovery is not only (1) the finding of a spiritual method, it is also (2) coming to a positive philosophical conception, one which will enable him to understand (i) his own nature and (ii) the nature of God; (iii) the nature and cause of evil; (iv) human freedom; and (v) his own responsibility for his sins. Book VII reveals how he conceived incorporeal and true being by way of reading the Platonic books, but our passage to them is delayed by Book VI where the uncomfortable, and ultimately impossible, consequences of Skepticism are experienced.

Book VI begins and ends with Augustine still projected outside himself and now in despair of ever finding the truth.83 He cannot remain in this state, where he suffers acute and critical peril,84 and which he characterizes as a restless tossing and turning.85 During the course of the book, Augustine continues his investigation of Catholicism guided by Ambrose,86 who nourishes his mind with Neoplatonic allegorical interpretations of the Old Testament.87 Augustine gives his “preference to the Catholic Faith,”88 and, in the face of the constant threat of death, tries to turn against secular ambition and to dedicate himself solely to the search for wisdom.89 Rhetorically, Book VI is dominated by the language of tossing and turning, the frustration of running about in circles.90 It culminates in an analysis of the misery of “the rash soul” where Isaiah and Plotinus are united.

According to Plotinus, the rash soul, whose tolma has projected it into the sensible externality beneath it where it feels a self-deceived mastery, must turn inward and upward to find rest. The requisite disciplines are twofold: one is negative, critical, and purgative, separating us from what is inferior to ourselves; the other, the “leading” discipline, recalls us to the dignity we have in virtue of our divine origin.91 Augustine concludes Book VI, which looks forward to his reading of “the books of the Platonists”:


What tortuous paths! How fearful a fate for “the rash soul” (Isa. 3:9) which nursed the hope that, after it had departed from you, it would find something better! Turned this way and that, on its back, on its side, on its stomach, all positions are uncomfortable. You alone are repose. You are present, liberating us from miserable errors, and you put us on your way, bringing comfort and saying: “Run, I will carry you, and I will see you through to the end, and there I will carry you” (Isa. 46:4).92



With this Plotinian purgative preparation for the Plotinian knowledge and loving ascents of Book VII, we have the end of Augustine’s journey before us.

A chapter of this size does not permit a full account of the Neoplatonism of the Confessions. In consequence, rather than reentering Book VII, I shall terminate with a further reflection on the overall structure of the work.93 This will take us to the beginning of Book I and the conclusion of Book XIII. Before going there, I indicate some considerations relevant to Neoplatonic aspects of books I have not treated.

Book VIII culminates in the third conversion with a book at its center, Augustine’s decision in a garden in Milan to “put on the Lord Jesus Christ and make no provision for the flesh in its lusts.”94 The scene is set, in part, by a quotation from the Hortensius and, as a result, his decision to be baptized appears as the completion of his conversion to philosophy recorded in Book III. It is crucial, then, that Augustine recognizes this turning, as well as the one effected by the books of Platonists in VII as acts of God’s providence: “I did not know what you were doing with me.”95 Augustine confesses that it is now twelve years since he was “stirred to a zeal for wisdom,” and that he had not preferred her to “physical delights,” as the Hortensius exhorted, and as he, at least from time to time since he fell in love with immortal truth, desired.96 He goes on to recreate the Skeptical suspense of Books V and VI,97 this time as “a single soul wavering between different wills,98 “twisting and turning,”99 until the decision comes through an act of divination using a book of St Paul’s epistles. The technique was a sortilege, which as Chadwick’s note elsewhere indicates,100 normally went with a Neoplatonic notion of the internal sympathy of the cosmos.

The height of Book IX is a mystical experience undertaken in common with Monica. It involves many questions, but I only note that, among Augustine’s several descriptions of the ascent to union in the Confessions, this one is especially full at the upper end. There, as Chadwick’s notes indicate, the characteristics of Plotinian mystical henosis recur: “we touched it [the eternal] in some small degree by a moment of total concentration of the heart”;101 at that point the mind surpasses “itself by no longer thinking about itself.”102 This “touching”103 by means of a flash of mental energy,104 lasts only for a moment. In Augustine’s ascents, as compared to those Plotinus describes, there is a flattening of the goal: God’s Being is treated as if it were the absolute One/Good, and the One/Good is treated as if were simple, stable, eternal Being. Accordingly, for Augustine in contrast to Plotinus, there is much more emphasis on human effort in the final stage of the mystical union, less on grace, patience, waiting on the One/Good to give what is beyond human striving. Precisely because of the fleeting character of the union, and its dependence on inadequate human effort, Augustine turns to the need for a Mediator, who stands on both sides of the divine/human divide.105

Augustine touches and describes eternity in this ascent: “in this wisdom there is no past or future, but only being, since it is eternal.”106 Like that in Book XI, the eternity here is Plotinian.107 God’s eternity is where “nothing is transient, but the whole is present.”108 Time is transcended not, as in Aristotle, endlessly extended: “It is not in time that you precede times.”109

Book X is governed by a Platonised Delphic Gnothi seauton assimilated to Paul’s desire to know even as he is known.110 Students in the Neoplatonic Academy began with the search for self-knowledge. Following Iamblichus, it made Plato’s Alcibiades the first work they read. This dialogue reaches the conclusion that we must know ourselves as mirrored in God, who is the standard by which we are also to evaluate ourselves. The same is true for Augustine. When he makes his confession of sin, he declares: “You, Lord, are my judge.”111 Because this requires judging by “the immutable light higher than my mind,”112 showing how he lives in relation to this standard involves another ascent. It includes some of Augustine’s most remarkably Neoplatonic statements about the human self: “what is inward is superior,”113 “the created order is understood by those who hear its outward voice and compare it to the truth within themselves,”114 and “through my soul I will ascend to him.”115 Many other Neoplatonic aspects of Book X might be mentioned, for example, the development of spiritual senses,116 and the crucial role of reminiscence.

As a way of advancing to my conclusion, however, I push on to note the Neoplatonic way in which the desire for the good, the desire for happiness, leads to knowledge (rather than, as in Aristotle, the good being chosen as known).117 Because we all necessarily seek happiness, because “the happy life is joy based on the truth,”118 and because “where I discovered the truth, there I found my God, truth itself,”119 Augustine makes another ascent to what is “immutable above all things” and always present to everyone.120 As a result, Augustine is able to pose this rhetorical question about his search for happiness: “Truth, when did you ever fail to walk with me, teaching me what to avoid and what to seek after when I reported to you what, in my inferior position, I could see, and asked your counsel?”121 Whether we are conscious of it or not, God is, in fact, “the truth presiding over all things,”122 by which Augustine evaluated what he ought to seek and what to avoid. Thus, in repentant self-knowledge, Augustine is judged by God’s truth. He knows as he is known. By way of such a Middle, or Neo, Platonic rendition of the governing ideas in the Divine LOGOS or NOUS, Augustine comes to Christ as the Mediator between God and man. This is a Christian Platonism.

We have already noted that the pull of the Good prior to knowing which summons knowledge into existence, is fundamental to Neoplatonism. Such a draw of the Good begins and ends the Confessions, functioning by way of the Plotinian desire for rest in the One, “You have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests in you.”123 The quest of the cor inquietum is not vain. The long itinerarium of the soul in the Confessions concludes with its fruition in the Sabbath rest, given, as we have said already, in a God, who, like the One of Plotinus, transcends the difference between work and rest. Augustine writes: “we also may rest in you for the sabbath of eternal life.”124 God’s is not a rest in opposition to action or work. “You are always working and always at rest,”125 in an eternity described in Plotinian terms: “Your seeing is not in time, your movement is not in time, and your rest is not in time.”126

The goal which transcends these oppositions is “God, one and good.” Understood, as Plotinus did, “you, the Good, in need of no other good, are ever at rest since you yourself are your own rest,” the First is addressed by Augustine in a way that would delight Plotinus: “tu vero deus une bone.”127 Thus, at the end, we return to our beginning “in te unum.”
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The Contradictores
of Confessions XII

John Peter Kenney

We all have our enemies, real or imagined. In Confessions XII Augustine adduces a cluster of his own opponents, contradictores who seem intent on rejecting his exegesis of Genesis. Some seem to be real enough, old enemies like the Manichees. But others appear more shadowy, persistent representatives of that old North African Catholicism whose Biblical literalism had soured him long ago on the childhood faith imparted by his mother.1 His sparring with these opponents throughout Book XII is somewhat vague and difficult to locate with any precision. As James O’Donnell remarked of this material in Book XII: “This dialogue is both internal and imaginary: the real conflict is between different interpretations that A. himself might choose to present.”2 This certainly seems to be true of many of the exegetical strategies under review. Yet there are also powerful emotions coiled beneath the surface of Augustine’s text, for some of these contradictory readings of scripture seem at times to be not just abstract matters but genuinely wounding attacks, cutting deep into the fabric of his new spiritual self.3 There is more going on in the internal dialogue of Confessions XII than just disputed exegesis. This paper is a tentative exploration of Augustine’s deeper conflict with these more disquieting contradictores. Its purpose is to understand the personally exigent issues that are at stake for Augustine. Section one will locate Book XII within the narrative purpose of the later books. The second section will offer an initial inventory of the contradictores. Then we will examine some of the texts that articulate the notion of the caelum caeli, the heaven of heaven, around which the most heated exegetical disputes of Book XII cluster. The final section will return to the contradictores in an effort to offer some suggestions about the true source of Augustine’s intense irritation with their approach to Genesis.

1. Schemes abound to explain the final, theological books of the Confessions.4 At the very least, it seems fair to say that these sections draw out theological issues that seemed to its author salient in the autobiographical narrative itself. Book X offers a long excursus on the power of memoria, followed by a contemporaneous examination of conscience by Augustine, now speaking explicitly with the authoritative voice of Episcopal introspection. On its surface, Book XI concentrates on exegesis of the first words of Genesis: “In the beginning God created. . . .” But the discussion centers in fact on the issue of time and eternity. Indeed Augustine’s interest is not just cosmological, that is, he is not concerned only, or even primarily, with explaining the emergence of the created, temporal cosmos from its eternal source. For behind his discussion of time and eternity lie its author’s autobiographical assertions—recorded in Books VII and IX—claiming to have given time the slip and to have ascended spiritually into the presence of eternal Wisdom itself.

This autobiographical residue can be found throughout Book XI’s ostensibly cosmological exposition. That is partly because this book, and indeed the other late books as well, are all exercises in scriptural contemplation. That practice, as Augustine describes it, is the outcome of his spiritual breakthrough in Milan. It was the practice of Ambrose, whose silent meditation on scripture once seemed arresting to the young North African rhetorician but which would later become an exemplary discipline for him as a Catholic.5 From those stolen minutes of scriptural contemplation came the great orations that brought the deeper coherence of the Bible to the skeptical mind of Augustine. Ambrose’s preaching, which impressed him for its substance as well as its style, had a dramatic impact on him, “convincing me more and more that all the knots of sly calumnies which our deceivers had tied against the divine books could be dissolved.”6 Most importantly, Ambrose’s contemplative reading demonstrated how to find the transcendent God by going within the soul rather than out into the physical cosmos. When Ambrose was rightly preaching the word of truth,7 he did so because he had come to understand the deeper meaning of scripture and now discerned that texts like Genesis 1:26 did not teach that humans were made in the likeness of God’s physical body. For God was not bound by a finite body, but was instead a spiritual substance (spiritalis substantia). It is worth noting that in this Ambrosian interlude Augustine upbraids his youthful, Manichaean self for “barking” (latrasse) against the idea of divine transcendence. We will hear more barking when we turn to the contradictores of Book XII.

Ambrose’s scriptural contemplation would one day become the practice of the bishop of Hippo, to be exhibited for others to observe in the later books of the Confessions. For it was Ambrose, adhering to 2 Cor. 3:6, who had allowed the spirit to give life and who then “laid bare the scriptures spiritually, removing the secret veil.”8 The later books of the Confessions are an exhibition of this method and a witness that the spiritual nature of God can be discovered by searching behind the veil of the literal meaning of scripture. This is how Christians can exercise a quotidian mode of contemplation, less episodic and dramatic than the unmediated contemplation of Milan9 or Ostia,10 but still a means of discovering the presence of the One who is “highest and yet nearest, most hidden and yet most present.”11

These two modes of contemplation—the mediated or scriptural, and the unmediated—are, in the end, about transcendence. And they are both catalyzed by the eternal Word which in each case lifts the fallen soul up, though in different ways. The ascension narratives of Books VII and IX do not describe autonomous spiritual acts, but instead record the action of the Word drawing the soul out of time and into eternity. The lynchpin of the conversion narrative is constituted, therefore, by these episodic encounters with transcendent and eternal Wisdom. The pilgrim only came to know the true nature of God when he discerned eternal being in his innermost soul, having been lifted up to a level that he himself did not inhabit.12 Unmediated knowledge of incorporeal truth13—that is what initiated his new life. This was at the behest of the eternal Word itself: “And so your Word, eternal truth, being above the higher parts of your creation, raises the one who is submissive up to himself.”14 The same breakthrough—from the temporal sequence of past, present and future to the eternal Wisdom—is decisive in the vision at Ostia. In order to understand the disputes of Book XII it is critical to notice how the apex of the Ostian ascension is an unmediated moment of association with the eternal and transcendent Wisdom. Then, as the souls of Monica and Augustine slip away, back into time and the dispersal of human discourse, Romans 8:23 is invoked—“the firstfruits of the Spirit”—suggesting an initial offering of their spiritual lives is somehow left there as an act of eschatological propitiation.15 This is a scriptural passage that will return in Book XII; here it is a marker of the soul’s momentary spiritual association with eternal Wisdom. In IX. x (25) Augustine reiterates this spiritual itinerary. Here the mediation of all language and every sign (omnis lingua et omne signum) is left behind, and then the divine voice is heard—not through the tongue of the flesh (non per linguam carnis) nor through the enigma of analogy (nec per aenigma simulitudinis)—but directly. This moment of unmediated understanding (momentum intellegentiae) was dispositive for his spiritual life, but it was also quite exceptional. Henceforth the practice of contemplation will be mediated, and his association with the eternal Wisdom will be grounded in discernment through the enigmas of scripture.

It is in light of these ascension narratives that the contemplative exegesis of the later books must be read. Through these episodes—at once cognitive and spiritual—Augustine comes to an absolute conviction of divine eternality and transcendence. Now he turns to the authorized means of mediated association with Wisdom, the sacred text itself. Scripture becomes a source for retrospective interpretation of the contemplative ascensions and a key to the spiritual geography that they revealed. Scripture offers the mediation by which that unmediated knowledge of the transcendent can be conceptualized and remembered. Without it, an event like Ostia would fall beneath the level of discourse required to make it meaningful. And yet, conversely, those instances of unmediated contemplation became, for Augustine, the keys to finding spiritual depth behind the literal meaning of the scriptures. It was direct awareness of the transcendent that gave him the initial impetus to look behind scripture’s surface enigmas. In the discussion of Genesis in Books XI and XII, the ascension narratives are never far from view, giving a subtle context and a personal dimension to his reflections on time and eternity. Repeatedly, and perhaps incongruously, these books shift from cosmological exposition to themes drawn from the ascension narratives. A good example is XI. iv (6), where heaven and earth are depicted as crying out that they were merely creatures and could not have brought themselves into existence. This is a reiteration of the voices of the created order in the Ostian narrative at IX. x (25) where they also admit their ontological contingency. So too the simultaneity of eternity, so prominently achieved at Ostia, is examined at XI. vii (9). At XI. xxvi (33) we discover that time is the distension of the mind—distentio animi. Time is the mind’s recognition of the soul’s scattered and confused existence in its fallen state. Indeed we are told that human life is a distension in several directions.16 But that broken existence will one day end, as it soon did for Monica, and the soul will retrace its earlier ascension and recover its place before the divine Wisdom. Then the soul will find stability and solidity in its form, there in the presence of divine truth.17 His thoughts, the innermost parts of Augustine’s soul, are now scattered in the confused events of time, until the fire of divine love purifies and melts him, and he flows back into God.18 Contemplation, eschatology and cosmology are thus all bound together in unfolding exegesis of Book XI.

2. The same is true of Book XII. Yet there is one important difference: Augustine’s text becomes explicitly dialogical and even polemical. The views of unnamed contradictores are now brought to the fore, alternative interpretations of Genesis to which Augustine feels constrained to reply. Some of his reactions are pained and his responses heated. There is considerable tension in Book XII; anxieties surface that suggest deeper conflicts behind the surface disputes about exegesis. Here is one of Augustine’s outbursts against the contradictores:19


Those who deny these things can bark as much as they want and sound off; but I will try to persuade them to remain silent and to allow your word into themselves. If they are unwilling and repel me, I beseech you, my God, do not be silent to me. Speak truly in my heart, for you alone speak so. And I will dismiss them blowing in the dust and sending soil into their own eyes.



And so the barking (latrent) has resumed. Something in the denials of the contradictores has deeply annoyed the bishop.

To get at that issue, we might begin with a brief inventory of the contradictores, and a survey of their differing objections.20 The first opponents he discusses at XII. xiv (17) are not really contradictores; they are straightforward enemies (hostes) of scripture. These are the Manichees.21 Since they reject the Old Testament, they are not exegetical interlocutors since too little is shared for contradiction. The second opponents then mentioned are those who do not despise Genesis but praise it.22 Yet they reject Augustine’s interpretation of it. This second group is the specific focus of his ire in the section just quoted above; they are the most annoying and damaging class of contradictores. Finally there is a third class of opponents: those with whom Augustine is pleased to debate about exegesis, for they accept all the insights that divine truth has spoken to his inner mind. These contradictores are the genial interlocutors of much of Book XII.23 Their alternative views on various points may indeed be correct, for there is no single, final interpretation of scripture. That position is enunciated at XII. xviii (27). God alone can be the arbiter in such matters. The common grounds of agreement for this exegetical discussion are iterated in detail at XII. xix (28). Those who have also been granted the inward insight for spiritual interpretation of scripture can come to see the deeper meanings of Moses who spoke with the spirit of truth.24 They may disagree with one another in their spiritual readings of scripture, but they share a common commitment to discovering a deeper truth. They may disagree on exactly what Moses intended, but they recognize that he wrote in veiled ways about a transcendent God.25 But those who have not had that deeper insight go so far as to deny such spiritual interpretations. And in doing so they deny—either directly or indirectly—that the transcendence of God can be found in scripture. These determined literalists are the hardened contradictores of Book XII.

This second class of contradictores is especially vexing: they accept scripture, yet their specific exegetical approach is sharply and critically opposed to his own. Why is Augustine so intensely negative in his treatment of them?26 Why doesn’t he just dismiss them as he does the Manichees? What is at stake here? The short answer is transcendence—which Augustine believes that he and Monica had encountered in an unmediated fashion at Ostia. These contradictores—the barkers—are seen by him to deny the validity of that claim by the literalism of their interpretation of Genesis. The critical point at issue is how to understand the word caelum in Genesis 1:1. In order to get at the core of this vexing dispute, we might now turn back to a consideration of Augustine’s overall project in Book XII and its theological significance. That will allow us to get some further perspective on these disputes.

The overt topic of Book XII is continuing exegesis of Genesis 1:1, concentrating on the meaning of caelum et terram. But this phrase is much richer—we are told—than it appears on a literal interpretation alone. Augustine insists on a spiritual reading, identifying the caelum of Genesis 1:1 with the caelum caeli of Psalm 113:16.27 His intent is to postulate a spiritual or transcendent heaven distinct from the cosmic or physical heaven. This conflation of the caelum of Genesis with the caelum caeli of Psalm 113 is announced at the very beginning of Book II, in ii (2). At issue is discovering Augustine’s core credendum in Genesis: belief in a God who transcends the cosmos and is, in consequence, its creator.28 This leads him to ask the question: where exactly does the caelum caeli exist? This is ostensibly an exegetical issue. Yet the larger issues are ontological and those are to be the main drivers here. The key questions before the reader are the validity of Augustine’s spiritual reading of Genesis and his postulation of a transcendental heaven generated by God as the first created product. A great deal hangs in the balance for his theology.

That this is so can be seen by a closer look at his exposition of the notion of caelum caeli. Augustine is concerned in his discussion of this concept to address two central problems for his transcendental monotheism. First, how can created reality be articulated so that production can occur without changing the nature of God? Second, how can God’s nature and function be explained without assimilating God to the cosmos? For Augustine, God is that which generates all finite existence in such a way that the value, nature, and character of this derivative reality are rooted in that source. But at the risk of ontological regress, the first principle must nonetheless be distinct from that which it is invoked to explain. And so God must be balanced, as it were, between presence and distance, between explanation and mystery. To address these issues, Augustine proposes a first product of divine generation, the heaven of heaven. This is at once entirely distinct from God, and yet also intimately connected to God. As the first product of creation, the heaven of heaven is uniquely representative of God’s perfection at the level of finite existence.

This understanding of divine production is laid out in XII. vii (7). Augustine begins with the notion of degrees of reality: the farther things are away from God, the more dissimilar they are to God, although the distance involved is not spatial.29 He also maintains that God, as the source of all reality, must be distinct from everything else, for nothing can be equal to him:30


And thus you, Lord, are not one thing at one time and something else at another, but self-same and self-same and self-same, holy, holy, holy, Lord God almighty. In the beginning, which is of you, and in your wisdom, which was born of your substance, you made something from nothing. Thus you made heaven and earth not of yourself lest it be equal to your only begotten son and thus to yourself. And it would be in no way proper for anything to be equal to you which is not of you.



This is a Nicene formulation: the first product cannot be the only begotten son, for that would place the son among the created order. Moreover the first principle might be confused as being equal to its product unless a precise line of demarcation is established. The first created product is then identified at the beginning of viii (8) as the caelum caeli. It is both distinct from the only begotten son—the divine wisdom—and also from the physical and the visible heaven. It thus occupies an intermediary position. Yet Augustine is also keen to maintain that the heaven of heaven is very close to God, for only God is superior to it.31 This is reiterated and further developed at XII. ix (9):32


Without doubt the heaven of heaven, which you made in the beginning, is a type of intelligible creature. Although not by any means coeternal with you, O Trinity, it nonetheless participates in your eternity. Because of the sweetness of its joyful contemplation of you, it restrains its mutability. And without any lapse resulting from its having been created, by adhering to you it rises above the whole whirling vicissitude of time.



Thus we have a first creature which is intellectualis in nature. As an element of the intelligible world, it participates ontologically in the eternity of God. Yet that status is the result of its exercise of contemplation directed back towards the first principle, an exercise that is its delight. It is this attention to its source that checks any inherent tendency towards mutability and the vicissitudes associated with it. That gravity towards change and ultimately disorder is a mark of its creaturely status, for to be a creature is to be contingent. Thus the first product of divine creation is prone—by the fact of its creation—to declension into lower levels of reality. Yet it forestalls the effects of that nature by the intensity and immediacy of its direct contemplation of God. We can discern in this text several central claims:33

1. The caelum caeli is the first product of divine creation.

2. It exists outside space and time. It is an immaterial being at the intelligible level.

3. Although at the intelligible level, it is neither uncreated nor eternal.

4. It exists by participation in God’s eternity.

5. This participation takes the form of continuous contemplation.

6. That continuous contemplation prevents the mutability, to which it is liable as a created being, from taking hold.

7. Its exercise of contemplation is a free act.

Throughout this discussion of the caelum caeli in Book XII we find a series of “dominical audition” passages, instances where Augustine maintains that he has heard God’s voice in his inner ear. The formula—“you spoke to me with a strong voice in my inner ear”—is repeated with slight variations several times in XII. xi (11–12), underscoring the authority he attaches to his interpretation. This gives us a clue to the larger significance of the heaven of heaven in his theology. XII. xi (11) has two dominical audition passages. The first authoritatively restates the eternal and unchangeable nature of God and of the divine will.34


You have already spoken to me, Lord, with a strong voice in my inner ear, that you are eternal, for you alone have immortality, since you are not changed by any shape or motion, nor is your will altered over time—because no immortal will is one thing and then another. In your sight this is clear to me; may it be more and more clear, I pray you, and in this manifestation may I abide with surety beneath your wings.



Eternality, immortality, immutability and volitional stability are here described as being interconnected. But beyond its theological content, the passage is especially interesting for the personal dimension of its claims. For the text makes a claim on a deep, spiritual insight that Augustine has already had, a spiritual cognition that is dominical in its origin and conveyed by interior contemplation. The prayer beseeches God to deepen and clarify that antecedent moment of insight. In some measure, that is Augustine’s purpose in Book XII: to amplify scripturally what he has already come to know through unmediated contemplation.

Section xi (11) continues in the same fashion with a second dominical audition:


Moreover you have spoken to me, Lord, with a strong voice in my inner ear, that you have made all natures and substances which are not what you are and yet exist. And only that which is not from you does not exist. And the motion of the will away from you, who does exist, towards that which exists to a lesser degree, is a fault and a sin. And no one’s sin either harms you or disturbs the order of your rule, whether first or last. In your sight this is clear to me; may it be more and more clear, I pray you, and in this manifestation may I abide with surety beneath your wings.



Once again the interior audition offers metaphysical clarity. In this case a sharp line of ontological demarcation is set down between God and all else. God is the sole source of reality, which is represented as variable in degree. To exercise volition away from God is to move to a lesser level of reality, an act that is culpable. This recognition is, once again, a matter of clarity and surety within the soul, certified because of its divine origin.

Section 12 begins a third time with the exact same audition language, now referring explicitly to the heaven of heaven:35


Moreover you have spoken to me, Lord, with a strong voice in my inner ear, that this creature whose delight is you alone, is not coeternal with you. And with a persevering purity it draws itself to you and never betrays its mutability on any occasion. For you are always present to it, and it holds onto you with its total affection. Having no future to expect and not passing into the remembered past, it is altered by no change and is not distended into the succession of time.




O blessed one, if this creature be thus, clinging to your blessedness, blessed with you as its everlasting dwelling and source of light! I can find no better name for the Lord’s heaven of heaven than your house, which contemplates your delight without any failure or departing to something else. That pure mind in concord is the unity in enduring peace of holy spirits, the citizens of your city in the heaven above this visible heaven.



This remarkable passage collects many of the central themes in Augustine’s understanding of the heaven of heaven and amplifies them. The authoritative pattern of dominical auditions is continued here. Again the eternity of God is distinguished from the created and mutable status of the caelum caeli. The contingency of its association with God is underscored, as is its consequent freedom from time. We should notice the unusual character of this claim. Not eternal, the caelum caeli is nevertheless not in time, never distended into the fragmentation of temporal succession. It occupies a middle zone of contingent temporality, having the potential for discrete, sequential moments in time, but forestalled from actualizing that option by its joyful adherence to God. Moreover the caelum caeli is described as God’s house, another term that has turned up before in Augustine’s descriptions of similar matters. One good example is the final section of Book IV, where it is said that souls should have no fear lest they have no place to return after their fallen life in the world. Their heavenly house suffers no ruin in their absence because it is God’s eternity.36 Now in Book XII that notion of a transcendent home for souls is being refined and clarified. It is not directly part of God’s eternity, only a willing participant in that eternity. But it is a stable dwelling place, now understood to be the collective contemplation of the saints concentrated purely and without cessation upon God.

Perhaps the most salient aspect of this exegesis is its defining emphasis on the transcendence of the caelum caeli and its location at the level of intellect. This Platonic dimension offers a metaphysical sub-text for Augustine’s otherwise cryptic assertions.37 Notable too is the collectivity of the caelum caeli. Whereas we had previously encountered it as a single entity, we now can discern that it is, in fact, a collection of souls. Again, Platonic resonance is evident—whether one thinks about either the collectivity of psyche or of nous in Plotinus. But whatever the source of this metaphysical model, here Augustine is accentuating the conjoined unity of our transcendent homeland. And the simultaneity of its collective mental life is also a critical feature on which he dwells. This is evident at XII. xiii (16):38


So in the meantime my understanding is that the heaven of heaven is an intellectual heaven, where the intellect knows simultaneously, not in part, not in an enigma, not through a mirror, but completely, openly, face to face. This knowing is not of one thing now and then of another, but—as has been said—simultaneous and without any temporal alteration.



The blessed souls of the caelum caeli are to be seen as engaged in joint intellection of God, simultaneous in their mental grasp of that higher level and free from any mediation. Their intellective knowledge has something of the character of God’s life, an approximation of the total simultaneity of eternity. Moreover they need no intermediary elements to perceive God intellectually, but do so directly and transparently. No wonder that, though created and thus contingent in its nature, the caelum caeli does not deviate from its continuous contemplation of its source. The immediacy of its association with God is collectively compelling and wholly beguiling.

3. Back now to the contradictores, specifically to that most challenging group of barking opponents. Their offense was accepting the Old Testament but rejecting a spiritual reading of it. In doing so, they were denying that there is a scriptural foundation for the transcendence of God. And moreover they were not only rejecting a central tenet of Augustine’s theology—one that he learned from no less an authority than Ambrose—but they were impeaching his own experience of God. For, as his personal narrative in Books VII and IX makes plain, it was those contemplative encounters with transcendent Wisdom that secured his commitment to Christ. The moment of unmediated understanding at Ostia is denied meaning if the scriptures do not teach an eternal God beyond time, space and the physical cosmos. The ascensions to which he had attributed the force of conversionary insight would lack biblical warrant. In his dispute with these contradictores in Book XII, Augustine clearly regards the core of his own spiritual narrative to be on the line. Indeed, he says so explicitly. The choice is between his confessions and the contradictions of his opponents, and he calls upon God to be the arbiter: arbiter inter confessiones meas et contradictiones eorum.39

The principal section on the contradictores begins at XII. xiv (17). It opens with a contrast between surface and depth reading of scripture, the latter being rejected by Augustine’s critics. With God as his arbiter, he returns once more to the content of a divine audition:40


Will you say that these things are false which truth speaks with a strong voice in my inner ear about the eternity of the creator: that his substance would never be changed over time nor his will be external to his substance?



Augustine goes on to explain that God’s will is not exercised through time. He wills once and simultaneously and forever: semel et simul et semper. Creation is not a new act of will and God did not undergo change in the act of production. Nor is his knowledge transient because of his grasp of the changes that occur in creation. All these aspects of the inner life of God are once again declared to be indubitable, for they have been spoken in his inner ear.41

Augustine then asks some critical questions with subtle implications—evidently too subtle for his most forceful opponents: Do the contradictores reject this eternal and transcendent God outright?42 No, they do not do so directly. Then what do they deny? The intelligible wisdom, the heaven of heaven: that is the point of their exegetical opposition. Augustine is acutely alert to the implications of that rejoinder. Without a mediating principle between the temporality of creation and the eternity of God, the latter would be drawn directly into association with the vicissitudes of time. Augustine believes that the heaven of heaven is a necessary level of reality, systematically required to secure the eternity of the creator. To deny its existence is to undercut divine transcendence. The contradictores who reject his spiritual reading of the caelum of Genesis are thus denying divine transcendence, even if they do not explicitly recognize that. They are, in effect, postulating a God who must contend directly with the matter which he creates in order to fashion the created cosmos. That theory would present God in the role of a demiurge, a cosmic craftsman who molds unruly and discordant matter into order. But Augustine wants to avoid that messy role for the transcendent God.43 God’s creation out of nothingness brings both the spiritual caelum and matter into contingent existence. And God does not engage in a new exercise of will in order to do so. An eternal God is not one who creates through volitional episodes, which then become part of his ongoing knowledge. That too would entail a loss of eternity and the transcendence of time. As he declares: “And I discover that my God, the eternal God, did not fashion creation by a new act of will, nor does his knowledge undergo any transience.”44 To secure a transcendent God, Augustine believes that an intermediary power must be postulated between the eternal God and the temporal flux of creation, and he discovers it through his spiritual interpretation of the caelum of Genesis 1:1. Augustine’s response to his opponents is to explain the logic of his position:45


What then? Do you deny that there is a certain sublime creation that adheres with such pure love to the true and truly eternal God that, though not coeternal with him, it never separates itself from him and never flows down into the change and vicissitudes of time, but rests in the truest contemplation of him alone? For since you, God, show yourself to that which loves you as you command and are sufficient for it, then surely it does not turn away from you nor towards itself. This is the house of God, neither made of earth nor corporeal from some heavenly mass, but spiritual and participating in your eternity since it is forever without stain. You have established it for ever and ever; you have given it a law that will never pass away. Yet it is not coeternal with you, since it is not without a beginning, for it was made.



What we find here, in direct response to the contradictores, is a plea to recognize the logic of Augustine’s exegesis. The notion of creation requires a first product that shares essentially in the nature of the created order and yet is somehow fundamentally connected to God. Augustine describes it here as a created mediator between God and creation, the finest creature because of its direct and unceasing contemplation of divine eternity. It has no matter, whether earthly or heavenly. It is a being that was made and had a beginning, and so it has a tacit temporal dimension. As such it shares a common nature with the temporal level of reality. It thus stands between the eternal and the temporal, between the creator and the created. Those who would deny this spiritual exegesis of Genesis are undercutting the inherent nature of God’s transcendence.

In XII. xv (20) Augustine pulls this discussion together by succinctly differentiating the eternal wisdom with the Trinity and the created wisdom to which the text of Genesis refers:46


For though we do not find that time existed before this wisdom, since wisdom was created before all things, certainly this is not your wisdom—God and father of wisdom—a wisdom that is wholly coeternal and equal to you, through whom all things were created and the beginning in which you made heaven and earth. But this other wisdom is indeed that which is created, an intelligible nature which is light by its contemplation of the light.



The conclusion of this line of exegetical analysis is thus a theory of two wisdoms: one that is divine and eternal, and a second that is intelligible and created. Both transcend the physical cosmos, though the created wisdom only participates in eternity. Its life is an everlasting act of contemplative attention upon its source.

Yet there is much more to the challenge of the literalist contradictores than just rival theological readings of Genesis. For rejection of Augustine’s idea of a transcendent caelum would also impeach his own confessions themselves. He had, after all, elaborately prepared his readers throughout the autobiographical narrative for those moments of transcendental insight when the divine wisdom was encountered without mediation. His ascension narratives in Books VII and IX were carefully wrought, expressing how those instances out of time were encounters between his mortal soul and its eternal creator, and not the spiritual self’s apotheosis.47 To achieve an understanding of those events, especially the vision at Ostia, Augustine needed to clarify what level of reality his soul, and that of Monica, had reached. How did his soul come into the presence of God? And, to attenuate the spatial metaphor, where was it at that critical moment of unmediated contemplative understanding?

His account of the vision at Ostia is a quite careful attempt to address these questions. We find Augustine using a series of images to express this contemplative encounter with eternal wisdom. And central to that depiction is a contrast between the highest station that the created soul can reach in contemplation and the eternity of uncreated wisdom. If we look back at these well-known passages from Book IX with the spiritual caelum of Book XII in mind, we might discern the connections that Augustine is making. Indeed in the first ascension account of IX. x (24) the uncreated wisdom features prominently:48


and we came into our minds and we transcended them so as to reach the region of inexhaustible abundance where you feed Israel eternally with truth for food. And there life is the wisdom through which all things come to be, both those that were and those that will be. But wisdom is not made but is as it was and always will be. Indeed in wisdom there can be no “has been” or “will be” but only “being,” since wisdom is eternal and “has been” and “will be” do not pertain to the eternal. And while we were talking and gazing at it, we just barely touched it by the total force of the heart. And we sighed and left behind the firstfruits of the spirit bound there, and we returned to the noise of our speech where a word begins and ends. But what is like your word, O Lord, which remains within itself, never becoming old and yet making all things new?



This is a familiar passage. Yet we might think about it from the perspective of Book XII. The souls that make this ascension are not themselves eternal, nor do they become so by this interior journey. Yet Augustine emphasizes that they do indeed come into the presence of wisdom and touch it to some limited extent. Two questions seem to follow from this extraordinary contact as Augustine describes it. First, if the souls do not themselves become eternal by reaching the divine wisdom, what is achieved by this ascension? Second, how are we to understand the use of Romans 8:23—the firstfruits of the spirit—to describe the aftermath of the souls’ momentary closure with eternity? An answer to both questions is offered by the caelum caeli of Book XII. In the retrospective reflections of that book, Augustine will amplify his understanding of the level of reality that these ascending souls had reached. For he had come to believe that the ascension at Ostia brought those souls to their proper place in the structure of creation. They have come to the heaven of heaven, the house of God, to which they may hope to return. Romans 8:23 is, after all, an eschatological text. Augustine employs it in reference to personal eschatology, to underscore hope for the soul of his mother, whose death is imminent, and for himself. The caelum caeli is for Augustine the unseen place for which we hope (Rom. 8: 23); it is where the souls hope to dwell forever in the presence of that eternal wisdom that they have now reached. They fall back into time leaving behind the firstfruits of their own spiritual harvest in the transcendent place of their hope.

The second iteration of the Ostian ascension at XII. x (25) helps draw out the unmediated nature of contemplation. After a long and rhetorically brilliant contrast of unmediated and mediated perception, he continues:49


but him whom we love in these things, we would hear without them. It was just so at that moment as we extended ourselves and in sudden meditation touched the eternal wisdom that remains above all things. If only this could be sustained and other visions of a far lesser sort could be withdrawn, then this could ravish and absorb and envelop in inward joys its beholder. And so too is everlasting life like that moment of understanding after which we sighed. Is this not what is meant by “enter into the joy of your Lord”? And when will that be? When we all rise again, but are not all changed.



Everlasting life for created souls will be a state of continuous contemplation of the eternal wisdom. The soul will enter into the joy of its Lord and be absorbed in divine contemplation without confusion, distraction, or cessation. And in Book XII that is the nature and condition of the caelum caeli. What Monica and Augustine enter spiritually in the ascension at Ostia is the house of God, the caelum caeli, the heavenly place where collective souls exercise continuous contemplation.

That instant of his soul’s transcendence is what is at stake for Augustine in the debate with the literalist contradictores of Book XII. Without scriptural support for a spiritual exegesis identifying a transcendent caelum, the biblical account of creation would not bear witness to what he believed his own experience had disclosed. The choice is between his confessions and the contradictores. It is this group that Augustine describes as barking and shouting; they are the ones who most disturb him with their assault on the caelum caeli. The connection between the disclosures at Ostia and the caelum caeli is then articulated in the argument’s dénouement at XII. xvi (23):50


I will enter into my chamber and sing songs of love to you, groaning indescribable groans on my pilgrimage and remembering Jerusalem with my heart stretched out towards it, Jerusalem my homeland, Jerusalem my mother; and to you above it, ruler, illuminator, father, tutor, husband, pure and strong delight and solid joy and all ineffably good things, and all these things at once since you are the one supreme and true good. And I will not be turned away until in the peace of this dearest mother, where the firstfruits of my spirit are and from which are my certainties, you gather all that I am from this dispersion and deformity and you shape and strengthen me forever, my God, my mercy. But as for those who do not say that all those things which are true are in fact false, and who honor your sacred scriptures brought forth by blessed Moses and who agree with us that we must follow its highest authority, but who contradict us on some matter, I say this: You, our God, be the arbiter between my confessions and their contradictions.



So it has come to this: a clear choice between those literalist contradictores and his own confessions. And it is now clear why this is so. If there is no spiritual heaven, no intermediary level to which the souls ascended at Ostia, then his confession of direct contemplation is impeached. We can see in this text the force of his commitment to this understanding of transcendence. God is the divine father, the one supreme good. The caelum caeli is our mother, our homeland, Jerusalem. It is the place where the firstfruits of his conversion were deposited in that ascension and from which he now derives the certainty of his spiritual knowledge. It is his hope that his soul will one day be gathered again to that level of reality out of the distention of time, there to be further formed in the image of the supreme good. In ascending after death to the caelum caeli, his soul will join a collective unity of souls that make up that heavenly Jerusalem, joined in everlasting contemplation of God. The conversionary force of his transcendentalism is thus bound up with this single idea.

Book XII is, therefore, about confession. It is a retrospective confession, a meditation on the audition of Ostia. Augustine revisits what he had heard there in the face of contradictores who deny what God said to him on that occasion in his heart. And what he then heard is resonant still within him, never to be denied, as he addresses himself to God in the face of his adversaries. Book XII traces a continued pattern of audition, as his memory recovers in words the unmediated revelation of Ostia. He finds the truth of that moment of understanding as well in the scriptures whose divine author is the same wisdom he enjoyed in that garden. This tells us something about the nature and structure of the Confessions as a whole. We can see the tacit unity of the work beneath its surface,51 as the inner meaning of that contemplative moment from long ago is now revealed before God and before those who would deny its significance. And we can discern here as well the nature of the God whom Augustine discovered at Ostia, a God who wholly transcends the physical world and who can be discovered by going into the interior of the soul through contemplation. The God of Ostia is a transcendent God, one whose very transcendence is written in the heart and in the scriptures. This, surely, no contradictor should deny.

NOTES

1. For the Jesuit R. J. O’Connell, these appear to be “conservative Catholics” who resist Augustine’s Platonically grounded exegesis. Cf. R. J. O’Connell, St. Augustine’s Confessions: The Odyssey of Soul (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1969) 18–20.

2. See James O’Donnell, Augustine: Confessions (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992) vol. 3:318.

3. Cf. esp. XII. xvi (23).

4. See O’Donnell 1992, vol. 3: 150–54.

5. VI. iii (3).

6. VI. iii (4): . . . et magis magisque mihi confirmabatur omnes versutarum calumniarum nodos quos illi deceptores nostri adversus divinos libros innectebant posse dissolvi. All translations from the Latin are my own, based on the O’Donnell text (O’Donnell 1992, vol. 1).

7. VI. iii (4). Cf. 2 Tim 2:15.

8. VI. iv (6): . . . remoto mystico velamento, spiritaliter aperiret . . .

9. VII. x (16); VII. xvii (23).

10. IX. x. (23–25).

11. VI. iii (4): . . . altissime et proxime, secretissime et praesentissime . . .

12. VII. x (16): et cum te primum cognovi, tu adsumpsisti me ut viderem esse quod viderem, et nondum me esse qui viderem.

13. VII. xx (26): incorpoream veritatem.

14. VII. xviii (24): verbum enim tuum, aeterna veritas, superioribus creaturae partibus supereminens, subditos erigit ad se ipsam . . .

15. IX. x (24): et dum loquimur et inhiamus illi, attingimus eam modice toto ictu cordis. et spiravimus et reliquimus ibi religatas primitias spiritus et remeavimus at strepitum oris nostri, ubi verbum et incipitur et finitur.

16. XI. xxix (39).

17. XI. xxx (40): et stabo atque solidabor in te, in forma mea, veritate tua . . .

18. XI. xxix (39): donec in te confluam purgatus et liquidus igne amoris tui.

19. XII. xvi (23): nam qui haec negant, latrent quantum volunt et obstrepant sibi: persuadere conabor ut quiescant et viam praebeant ad se verbo tuo. quod si noluerint et reppulerint me, obsecro, deus meus, ne tu sileas a me. tu loquere in corde meo veraciter; solus enim sic loqueris. et dimittam eos foris sufflantes in pulverem et excitantes terram in oculos suos . . .

20. Augustines applies the term contradictores repeatedly in the chapter to those who contradict his views: XII. xv (19), XII. xv (22), XII. xvi (23), XII. xxv (34), XII. xxv (25).

21. Cf. O’Donnell 1992 vol. 3:316: “The Manichees are certainly meant . . .”

22. non reprehensores sed laudatores libri Geneseos . . .

23. Esp. those whose positions occupy his attention from xx (29) through the end of the book.

24. XII. xx (29): ex his omnibus veris de quibus non dubitant, quorum interiori oculo talia videre donasti et qui Moysen, famulum tuum, in spiritu veritatis locutum esse immobiliter credunt . . .

25. Cf. XII. xxiii (32).

26. Particularly in the section running from xv (18) through xvi (23).

27. There are several studies of this concept in Confessions: Jean Pepin, “Recherches sur le sens et les origins de l’expression Caelum Caeli dans le livre XII des Confessions de S. Augustin,” Bulletin du Cange 23 (1953) 185–274; Roland J. Teske, S. J., “‘Vocans Temporales, Faciens Aeternos’: St. Augustine on Liberation from Time,” Traditio 41 (1985) 36–58; “The Heaven of Heaven and the Unity of St. Augustine’s Confessions,” American Catholic Philosophical Association Quarterly 74 (2000) 29–45. These articles are reprinted as chapters 13 and 14 of To Know God And The Soul: Essays on the Thought of St. Augustine, (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2008). Cf. J. P. Kenney, “Transcendentalism in the Confessions, Studia Patristica XLIII, (Leuven: Peeters Press, 2006).

28. XII. ii (2): confitetur altitudini tuae humilitas linguae meae, quoniam tu fecisti caelum et terram . . .

29. XII. vii (7): sed tanto a te longius, quanto dissimilius, neque enim locis.

30. XII. vii (7): itaque tu, domine, qui non es alias aliud et alias aliter, sed idipsum et idipsum et idipsum, sanctus, sanctus, sanctus, dominus deus omnipotens, in principio, quod est de te, in sapientia tua, quae nata est de substantia tua, fecisti aliquid et de nihilo, fecisti enim caelum et terram non de te. nam esset aequale unigenito tuo ac per hoc et tibi, et nullo modo iustum esset, ut aequale tibi esset quod de te non esset.

31. XII. vii (7): unum prope te . . . unum quo superior tu esses . . .

32. XII. ix (9): nimirum enim caelum caeli, quod in principio fecisti, creatura est aliqua intellectualis. quamquam nequaquam tibi, trinitati, coaeterna, particeps tamen aeternitas tuae, valde mutabilitatem suam prae dulce-dine felicissimae contemplationis tuae cohibet et sine ullo lapsu ex quo facta est inhaerendo tibi excedit omnem volubilem vicissitudinem temporum.

33. This summary is a revision of an earlier effort to sort out the logic of Augustine’s position in Kenney, 2006.

34. XII. xi (11): iam dixisti mihi, domine, voce forti in aurem interiorem, quia tu aeternus es, solus habens immortalitatem, quoniam ex nulla specie motuve mutaris nec temporibus variatur voluntas tua, quia non est immortalis voluntas quae alia et alia est. hoc in conspectu tuo claret mihi et magis magisque clarescat, oro te, atque in ea manifestatione persistam sobrius sub alis tuis.

item dixisti mihi, domine, voce forti in aurem interiorem, quod omnes naturas atque substantias quae non sunt quod tu es et tamen sunt, tu fecisti (et hoc solum a te non est, quod non est, motusque voluntatis a te, qui es, ad id quod minus est, quia talis motus delictum atque peccatum est), et quod nullius peccatum aut tibi nocet aut perturbat ordinem imperii tui vel in primo vel in imo. hoc in conspectu tuo claret mihi et magis magisque clarescat, oro te, atque in ea manifestatione persistam sobrius sub alis tuis.

35. XII. xi (12): item dixisti mihi voce forti in aurem interiorem, quod nec illa creatura tibi coaeterna est cuius voluptas tu solus es, teque perseverantissima castitate hauriens mutabilitatem suam nusquam et numquam exerit, et te sibi semper praesente, ad quem toto affectu se tenet, non habens futurum quod expectet nec in praeteritum traiciens quod meminerit, nulla vice variatur nec in tempora ulla distenditur. o beata, si qua ista est, inhaerendo beatitudini tuae, beata sempiterno inhabitatore te atque inlustratore suo! nec invenio quid libentius appellandum existimem ‘caelum caeli domino’ quam domum tuam contemplantem delectationem tuam sine ullo defectu egrediendi in aliud, mentem puram concordissime unam stabilimento pacis sanctorum spirituum, civium civitatis tuae in caelestibus super ista caelestia.

36. et non timemus ne non sit quo redeamus, quia nos inde ruimus. nobis autem absentibus non ruit domus nostra, aeternitas tua.

37. The Platonic aspects of the caelum caeli are examined in Teske, 2000.

38. XII. xiii (16): sic interim sentio propter illud caelum caeli, caelum intellectuale, ubi est intellectus nosse simul, non ex parte, non in aenigmate, non per speculum, sed ex toto, in manifestatione, facie ad faciem; non modo hoc, modo illud, sed, quod dictum est, nosse simul sine ulla vicissitudine temporum . . .

39. XII. xvi (23).

40. XII. xv (18): num dicetis falsa esse, quae mihi veritas voce forti in aurem interiorem dicit de vera aeternitate creatoris, quod nequaquam eius substantia per tempora varietur nec eius voluntas extra eius substantiam sit?

41. XII. xv (18): item quod mihi dicit in aurem interiorem . . .

42. XII. xv (19): quid ergo dicetis, contradictores? an falsa sunt ista? “non” inquiunt. quid illud?

43. On the long history of Platonic theology and the gradual demotion of the demiurge from the Timaeus, see J. P. Kenney, Mystical Monotheism: A Study in Ancient Platonic Theology. (Providence, RI and Hanover, NH: Brown University Press, 1991), chapters 1 and 2.

44. XII. xv (18): et invenio deum meum, deum aeternum, non aliqua nova voluntate condidisse creaturam nec scientiam eius transitorium aliquid pati.

45. XII. xv (19): quid igitur? an illud negatis, sublimem quandam esse creaturam tam casto amore cohaerentem deo vero et vere aeterno ut, quamvis ei coaeterna non sit, in nullam tamen temporum varietatem et vicissitudinem ab illo se resolvat et defluat, sed in eius solius veracissima contemplatione requiescat, quoniam tu, deus, diligenti te, quantum praecipis, ostendis ei te et sufficis ei, et ideo non declinat a te nec ad se? haec est domus dei non terrena neque ulla caelesti mole corporea, sed spiritalis et particeps aeternitatis tuae, quia sine labe in aeternum. statuisti enim eam in saeculum et in saeculum saeculi; praeceptum posuisti et non praeteribit. nec tamen tibi coaeterna, quoniam non sine initio, facta est enim.

46. XII. xv (20): nam etsi non invenimus tempus ante illam—prior quippe omnium creata est sapientia, nec utique illa sapientia tibi, deus noster, patri suo, plane coaeterna et aequalis et per quam creata sunt omnia et in quo principio fecisti caelum et terram, sed profecto sapientia quae creata est, intellectualis natura scilicet, quae contemplatione luminis lumen est . . .

47. On these ascension narratives, cf. J. P. Kenney, The Mysticism of Saint Augustine: Rereading the Confessions. (London: Routledge, 2005), part two.

48. IX. x (24): et venimus in mentes nostras et transcendimus eas, ut attingeremus regionem ubertatis indeficientis, ubi pascis Israhel in aeternum veritate pabulo, et ibi vita sapientia est, per quam fiunt omnia ista, et quae fuerunt et quae futura sunt, et ipsa non fit, sed sic est ut fuit, et sic erit semper. quin potius fuisse et futurum esse non est in ea, sed esse solum, quoniam aeterna est: nam fuisse et futurum esse non est aeternum. et dum loquimur et inhiamus illi, attingimus eam modice toto ictu cordis. et suspiravimus et reliquimus ibi religatas primitias spiritus et remeavimus ad strepitum oris nostri, ubi verbum et incipitur et finitur. et quid simile verbo tuo, domino nostro, in se permanenti sine vetustate atque innovanti omnia?

49. IX. x (25): sed ipsum quem in his amamus, ipsum sine his audiamus (sicut nunc extendimus nos et rapida cogitatione attingimus aeternam sapientiam super omnia manentem), si continuetur hoc et subtrahantur aliae visiones longe imparis generis et haec una rapiat et absorbeat et recondat in interiora gaudia spectatorem suum, ut talis sit sempiterna vita quale fuit hoc momentum intellegentiae cui suspiravimus, nonne hoc est: “intra in gaudium domini tui”? et istud quando? an cum omnes resurgimus, sed non omnes immutabimur?

50. XII. xvi (23): et intrem in cubile meum et cantem tibi amatoria, gemens inenarrabiles gemitus in peregrinatione mea et recordans Hierusalem extento in eam sursum corde, Hierusalem patriam meam, Hierusalem matrem meam, teque super eam regnatorem, inlustratorem, patrem, tutorem, maritum, castas et fortes delicias et solidum gaudium et omnia bona ineffabilia, simul omnia, quia unum summum et verum bonum. et non avertar donec in eius pacem, matris carissimae, ubi sunt primitiae spiritus mei, unde ista mihi certa sunt, conligas totum quod sum a dispersione et deformitate hac et conformes atque confirmes in aeternum, deus meus, misericordia mea. cum his autem qui cuncta illa quae vera sunt falsa esse non dicunt, honorantes et in culmine sequendae auctoritatis nobiscum constituentes illam per sanctum Moysen editam sanctam scripturam tuam, et tamen nobis aliquid contradicunt, ita loquor. tu esto, deus noster, arbiter inter confessiones meas et contradictiones eorum.

51. This point is also argued convincingly in Teske, 2000.
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The Epistemology of Faith
in Augustine and Aquinas

Paul A. Macdonald Jr.

INTRODUCTION

Christian faith consists of true beliefs about God derived from God’s revelation of himself, as reflected in the authoritative teaching of the Catholic Church. To this, we should add that Christian faith is not based primarily on external arguments or evidence for the truth of God’s revelation, or the credibility of the Catholic Church for that matter, but rather on the grace of God, or God’s own self, which moves the Christian believer inwardly, through the faculties of intellect and will, to believe that truth. This is what I take to be the position that both Augustine and Thomas Aquinas take concerning Christian faith; and it is my task in this essay to unpack the most important claims both Augustine and Aquinas make about Christian faith (hereafter just “faith”) in more detail.

In particular, I discuss and defend Augustine’s and Aquinas’s respective epistemologies of faith. This entails analyzing central claims both thinkers make in order to determine the ways in which the true beliefs about God the faithful form and hold are reasonable as well as properly grounded. In the first two sections of the essay, I highlight what I take to be some of Augustine’s enduring epistemological insights concerning the reasonableness and origins of faith. First, I expound Augustine’s claim that it is eminently reasonable to believe what the Catholic Church teaches as true, even in the absence of rational demonstration or proof of that truth, because the Catholic Church is a credible authority, and believing the testimony of a credible authority is a main avenue by which we can attain truth that nevertheless remains “unseen.” Second, I show how, on Augustine’s account, the authority of the Church does not move us fully to believe that truth, even though we derive the truth about God from the teaching of the Church. The actual ground of faith—that which actually gives rise to our faith-beliefs, or which moves us to believe—is the inward movement of God in the mind and will by grace. By illuminating our mind and charging our will with love, God directs and draws us inwardly to believe the truth that God teaches us through the Church.

I read Aquinas’s own account of faith in a distinctly Augustinian light, so in the third section of the essay, I turn to Aquinas to explain more fully how faith-beliefs are adequately or rationally grounded—that is, based on a specifically truth-conducive ground. On Aquinas’s view, we principally form and hold true beliefs about God on the basis of God “moving inwardly” in us, as well as the “inward instinct of the divine invitation” to believe the truth about God that God has revealed. Like Augustine, then, Aquinas sees love, or desire more broadly, as an essential component of faith (specifically what Aquinas calls “formed faith”): it is our love of God, infused in our will by God’s grace, that draws us to believe what our intellect also recognizes in the infused “light of faith” to be true revelations from God. Thus, on my reading of Aquinas, God’s grace is indeed sufficient from an epistemic point of view as a distinctly rational ground for forming and holding faith-beliefs.

In the final section of the essay, I consider and then counter three main objections to my reading of Augustine and Aquinas. Thus, by the end of the essay, I not only discuss some of the main features of the accounts of faith that Augustine and Aquinas respectively offer; I also defend those accounts, as well as the epistemology of faith that I derive from them.

AUGUSTINE ON THE REASONABLENESS OF BELIEF

At a pivotal moment in Book VI of his Confessiones, Augustine claims that he no longer is under any epistemic obligation to withhold his assent from certain propositions—particularly those proposed by the Catholic Church—that cannot readily be demonstrated or proven to be true. Previously, under the influence of the Manichees, Augustine had been unwilling to submit to the Church out of fear of falling into intellectual error. “Fearing a precipitate judgment,” he writes, “I kept my heart from giving any assent, and in that state of suspended judgment I was suffering a worse death. I wanted to be as certain about things I could not see as I am certain that seven and three are ten.”1 However, having now recognized the Manichean demand for absolute certainty to be faulty and unreasonable (as well as costly to his spiritual health), he defends his “preference” for the Catholic faith as follows:


I thought it more modest and not in the least misleading to be told by the Church to believe what could not be demonstrated—whether that was because a demonstration existed but could not be understood by all or whether the matter was not one open to rational proof—rather than from the Manichees to have a rash promise of knowledge with mockery of mere belief, and then afterwards to be ordered to believe many fabulous and absurd myths impossible to prove true. Then, little by little Lord, with a most gentle and merciful hand you touched and calmed my heart. I considered the innumerable things I believed which I had not seen, events which occurred when I was not present, such as many incidents in the history of the nations, many facts concerning places and cities which I had never seen, many things accepted on the word of friends, many from physicians, many from other people. Unless we believed what we were told, we would not do anything at all in this life . . . . [So] you persuaded me that the defect lay not with those who believed your books, which you have established with such great authority among almost all nations, but with those who did not believe them.2



In this passage, Augustine begins to offer argumentative support for the epistemic principle that it is often (but certainly not always) reasonable to believe (credere) what it is not possible to know (scire). There are clearly a great many facts about events, places, and other things that we cannot “see”—that is observe directly, or prove to be true. And yet, regarding those facts, “unless we believed what we were told, we would not do anything at all in this life.” Thus, belief derived from authority (auctoritas) becomes a genuine mode of obtaining or learning truths that we cannot in principle know or “see,” including those divine truths about which the Catholic Church speaks.

In De utilitate credendi, Augustine makes a more finely grained epistemological distinction between knowing and believing. Knowledge is a paradigm deliverance of reason, and specifically of rational demonstration or proof. Belief is derived not from rational demonstration or proof but rather from an external authority. Finally, opinion (opinio) is belief put forward as knowledge: hence, it manifests a fundamental error, even if it is not necessarily false.3 Augustine writes: “Our knowledge, therefore, we owe to reason; our beliefs to authority; and our opinions to error. Knowledge always implies belief, and so does opinion. But belief does not always imply knowledge, and opinion never does.”4 So, for example, Augustine says he believes but does not know “that most wicked conspirators were once put to death by the virtuous Cicero;” and yet, he also readily admits, “Not only do I not know that, but I am quite certain that I cannot possibly know it,” since this fact occurs in the past, and lies beyond what reason can demonstrate or prove to be true.5

Like Plato before him, then, Augustine also thinks there is a great epistemic disparity between knowledge and belief. Consider his reading of Daniel 3, as he recounts it in De magistro:


But what about those young men of whom we have heard (Dan. 3) how they vanquished King Nebuchadnezzar and his fiery furnace by faith and religion, how they sang praises to God, and won honors from their enemy? Have we learned about them otherwise than by means of words? I reply, yes. But we already knew the meaning of all these words. I already knew the meaning of “three youths,” “furnace,” “fire,” “king,” “unhurt by fire” and all the rest. But Ananias, Azarias and Misael, are as unknown to me as those sarabarae [also from Dan. 3], and their names did not help me one bit to know them, nor could they help. I confess I believe rather than know that everything we read of in that story happened at that time, just as it was written down. . . . And I know how useful it is to believe many things which I do not know, among them this story about the three youths. Thus although there are many things I cannot know, I do know how useful it is to believe them.6



The claim here is that propositions (most notably, propositions about the past) that contain terms whose meanings are unknown or even unknowable—in this case, the proper names “Ananias,” “Azarias,” and “Misael,”—cannot furnish the content of knowledge, but only belief. Augustine then clarifies why: “Everything we perceive we perceive either by bodily sense or by the mind . . . . When we are asked about the former we reply if they are present to our senses . . . . But when we have to do with things which we behold with the mind, that is, with the intellect and reason, we speak of things which we look upon directly in the inner light of truth which illumines the ‘inner man’ and is inwardly enjoyed.”7 Knowledge of a given truth therefore entails sensory or intellective contact with the persons, things, or events about which that truth speaks. When we lack such contact—for example, when we are separated by time from facts of ancient history—the only path open to us is belief.

Consequently, belief is often the appropriate epistemic stance to take towards things that fall outside the range of what we can know, properly speaking. Take, for example, the will of a friend: our friends’ good will towards us remains hidden within their own hearts, and yet we trust that their will toward us is good, so we readily believe that their will toward us is good. In De fide rerum invisibilium, Augustine writes,


For the truth is that from your heart you trust a heart other than your own and are prepared to believe what you are unable to see either with the eye of your flesh or with that of the mind. With your body you can see the face of a friend, with your mind you can see your own trust, but the trust of your friend cannot be the object of your love if no such mutual trust is found in you, a trust which enables you to believe something you cannot see in your friend.8



Augustine certainly realizes that we should choose whom we trust and hence believe with caution and care; and yet, no friendship is based solely on rational proof or the sort of evidence that is convincing to the senses or the mind. No matter how often our friends demonstrate their benevolence towards us, their behavior and words remain open to interpretation and doubt; and yet, out of trust, we believe them anyway. “For it remains true,” Augustine says, “that if we are not to believe what we cannot see, yet, at those times when the dispositions of our friends remain somewhat uncertain and we do give them our trust, then, when we eventually ascertain proof of their intentions in adverse circumstances, it still comes down to a matter of believing rather than seeing their goodwill towards us.”9 If the trust and the belief it engenders were absent, then “friendship as a whole would therefore disappear, because its essence is mutual love.”10 Such love unites not only friends but also married couples and families; it therefore binds the members of human society together. Thus, Augustine even goes so far as to claim that “nothing would remain stable in human society if we determined to believe nothing that we could not scientifically establish.”11

Augustine’s main argument here may seem to be pragmatic rather than intellectual; but in fact, by pointing out how ubiquitous and necessary belief is in our lives, he further underscores the utter reasonableness (that is what he also means by the “use” or “advantage”) of believing that which we cannot know or “see,” as well as the utter unreasonableness of not believing that which we cannot know or “see,” when we have a credible authority on which to rely.12 As we already have seen, in his Confessiones Augustine states that the intellectual “defect” actually lies with those who refuse to entrust themselves to the requisite authority in matters of belief (religious belief in particular), rather than those who do so entrust themselves. And this is because Augustine realizes that often the only path to attaining truth—itself of supreme epistemic value—is by believing, rather than knowing, what we cannot “see.”

Augustine therefore claims that it is eminently reasonable to believe the teaching contained in Christian Scripture and the Creeds, and proclaimed by the Catholic Church, even if it concerns mysteries and realities past, present, and future that we cannot know or “see.” Again, since we readily assent to many truths that remain “unseen”—otherwise, “human society itself could not endure”—“how much more credence should be given to those divine matters which remain unseen!”13 But there is more that Augustine claims here. The Catholic Church serves as a credible authority in matters of religious belief, and the visible evidence for this is found in the providential ordering of salvation history itself, “through the predictions of the prophets, through the incarnation and teaching of Christ, through the journeys of the apostles, through the reproaches, crosses, blood and deaths of the martyrs, through the laudable lives of the saints, and in every case through miracles worthy of such achievements and virtues, and suitable to the various times.”14 Moreover, the Church “has reached the highest pinnacle of authority, having brought about the conversion of the human race by the instrumentality of the Apostolic See and the succession of bishops.”15 Augustine also says that the Church serves as a credible authority in matters of faith because it is the Church that God promised through Abraham, testified to through the prophets, fulfilled and established in Christ (who is the “seed of Abraham”), and then handed on to the apostles and bishops, as well as the whole human race, as the recipients of God’s power and grace.16

Augustine is certainly not advancing these series of claims as rational proof that the Church is the epistemic authority in matters of religion that God has established. Accepting the Church as the source from which we receive divine truth is itself primarily a matter of faith or trust, not reason, even if reason aids us in discerning whether the Church is an authority worthy of our faith or trust.17 Thus, Augustine defends the credibility of the Church’s authority in order to provide some guidance about which authority in religious matters it is to which we should entrust ourselves, since, on Augustine’s view, there is religious truth to be found (why else would we seek it so fervently?), and reason alone cannot tell us where that truth is to be found. Fear of being deceived by the Church should be no obstacle here: as Augustine knows first-hand, “So long as we cannot know pure truth it is misery no doubt to be deceived by authority; but it is certainly greater misery not to be moved by it.”18 Moreover, “there is no need to give up the hope that God himself has constituted some authority relying on which as on a sure ladder we may rise to him.”19 So once more, it is not only epistemically justifiable, but also epistemically advantageous to take the Catholic Church at its word, and believe what it claims and teaches to be true about God.

In concluding this section, it is important to note that on Augustine’s view, even if reason does not normally move us to assent to divine truth (Augustine readily admits that “it is a difficult matter [for us] to know God by reason”), it still plays an important role in the acquisition of theological knowledge.20 In De vera religione, Augustine states plainly that “Authority demands belief and prepares man for reason. Reason leads to understanding and knowledge.”21 Thus, Augustine affords reason the primary role of furnishing depth of understanding (intellectus) to what we believe in faith even if we only can achieve full understanding, and thus perfect happiness, in the life to come.22 In matters of religion, then, faith enables the proper use of reason, since divine truth only can be cognitively attained piecemeal, or “gradually step by step.”23 More specifically, faith is necessary because it makes the mind more supple and willing to inquire into divine truth: we become more “fit to receive the truth” by first believing what we are told. Just as “every kind of scholastic discipline, however humble or easy to acquire, demands a teacher or master if it is to be acquired,” so the study of religion, which deals with things that remain “unseen,” demands a teacher or master—in this case, the Catholic Church, as appointed by God—to whom we must first submit in faith and from whom we must learn so that we can continue to grow in our understanding and knowledge of God.24 Furthermore, for Augustine, growth in such understanding and knowledge requires not only the right state of mind but also the right state of will, because it is our love of God that orients us fully towards God and propels us on the journey towards achieving full understanding and knowledge of God.25

THE GROUND OF FAITH IN AUGUSTINE

My claim so far is that faith for Augustine consists of reasonably held beliefs about God derived from the teaching of the Catholic Church, which Augustine also takes to express revealed truth about God. But by “reasonable,” Augustine means something like the following: credible authorities such as the Catholic Church are a viable means of acquiring true belief, so by believing what they say—even if we lack rational demonstration or proof of what the say—we are still doing something of positive epistemic value, well within the bounds of rational sense. This is why it is irrational, broadly speaking, to withhold assenting to teaching proposed by a credible authority (as Augustine himself did in his youth); in doing so, we not only forfeit the opportunity of attaining truths otherwise not available to us, we also forfeit the opportunity (at least in the case of religion) of subsequently understanding and knowing (in Augustine’s technical sense) those truths that we first attain through belief.

But now we need to face the more difficult epistemological question—one which I realize Augustine did not directly face—concerning what actually grounds the true beliefs we form about God in faith. As William Aston defines it, “a ground for a belief is something that fulfills a certain function in the formation and/or sustenance of the belief.”26 Alston further claims that the grounds on which we base our beliefs may be either “doxastic” or “nondoxastic.” Doxastic grounds are other beliefs with propositional contents; nondoxastic grounds primarily include experiences (sensory and otherwise), but like beliefs also constitute psychological states internal to the believer that guide the formation of beliefs (as well as sustain those beliefs). “Basing” a belief on a specific ground requires taking account of that ground, or being guided by it, allowing the ground to influence and inform the psychological process by which one forms and holds certain beliefs. Now, from an epistemic point of view, it is obviously advantageous to base our beliefs on the right sorts of grounds: that is, grounds that lead us to form true beliefs, or are truth-conducive. Alston deems these sorts of grounds “adequate”: so a ground on which a given belief is based (and which also sustains that belief) is adequate if it entails the probable truth of that belief, on the condition that the belief is based on that ground.27 I also think we can use the term “rational” to describe grounds of these sorts; so “rational ground” is the term I will use throughout the remainder of the essay to pick out a ground that is specifically truth-conducive, and which therefore motivates (guides, leads) us in forming true beliefs.

So now we can ask: on Augustine’s account, on what rational ground does the person of faith base his beliefs about God, or his faith-beliefs? Some of what Augustine says (particularly in his earlier writings) might suggest that the person of faith bases his faith-beliefs on the aforementioned arguments for the credibility of the Church, which constitute specific doxastic grounds. While these arguments certainly do not amount to rational demonstrations or proofs, they certainly appeal to reason (as Augustine also suggests), and specifically lend rational support to the Church’s authority in matters of religious belief. However, we need to ask, do these arguments or “motives of credibility” (as they are commonly referred to) really move us to believe what the Church teaches? While it is true these arguments may begin to move us to believe, or at least enable us to take the Church’s authority in religious matters more seriously, they seem to lack the rational force necessary to move us to believe the Church’s teaching with full conviction concerning the truth of that teaching: at best, they attest to the probable truth of that teaching. And even if we grant that these arguments do constitute rational grounds sufficient to move us to believe, it is not clear who they appeal to, apart from those philosophers or apologists willing and able to assess their rational credentials.28 Additionally, these arguments seem to be directed more to those who already accept the authority of the Catholic Church than to those who do not accept it. Those with faith are far more likely to accept the fulfillment of prophecy, the lives of saints and martyrs, as well as the unprecedented growth of the early Church, etc., as visible evidence of the Church’s divinely appointed status than are those who lack it. Finally, Augustine states quite clearly and consistently that we accept the authority of others because of the personal bonds that conjoin us: children believe their parents, students believe their teachers, and friends believe one another not on the basis of arguments but rather on the basis of trust, which in turn enables “mutual love.”

Some of what Augustine says may suggest that it is not arguments for the credibility of the Church that furnish rational grounds for faith-beliefs but simply other beliefs about the Church. In short, we believe what the Church says about maters of faith because we also believe that the Church is a credible authority in matters of faith; so the latter belief grounds the former. And yet, this latter belief itself seems to be a faith-belief, which we form and hold primarily not on the basis of rational arguments (as we just saw) but on the basis of still other beliefs: for example, the belief that the Church has been appointed and constituted by God. But again, this particular belief is also formed and held in faith: so even if we possess arguments that support it (and Augustine clearly thinks we do), these arguments do not seem to possess the rational force necessary to move us to believe it, nor do they seem to be at all a part of the psychological process by which we come to believe it and continue to do so—even if we subsequently employ those arguments to help bolster its rational credentials. Thus, it too needs another ground.

Perhaps, then, we should construe the Church’s authority differently: we hear what the Church proclaims and straightaway believe what it says, without making inferences from any other beliefs. Thus, we could identify the rational ground of faith simply as the Church’s telling or proclaiming certain things to us. However, we then have to face the empirical fact, which Augustine readily recognizes, that the Church’s teaching does not elicit faith from all who hear it proclaimed to them, perhaps most obviously because the Church teaches things that are difficult to believe, especially using reason alone.29 Why, then, do some believe what they hear, and others do not believe what they hear? Augustine says:


For all men do not possess faith, who hear the Lord in the Scriptures promising the kingdom of heaven; nor are all men persuaded, who are counseled to come to Him, who says, “Come unto me, all you who labor.” They, however, who have faith are the same who are persuaded to come to Him. This He Himself set forth most plainly, when He said, “No man can come to me, except the Father, who has sent me, draw him.” And some verses afterwards, when speaking of those who do not believe, He says, “Therefore I said unto you, that no man can come unto me except it were given unto him of my Father.” This is the grace which Pelagius ought to acknowledge, if he wishes not only to be called a Christian, but to be one.30



In this passage from De gratia Christi, one of his later anti-Pelagian treatises, Augustine explicitly identifies God as the cause of faith, since God alone provides the grace that can persuade us to believe what God teaches through the Scriptures, and hence the Church. Thus, Augustine readily recognizes that the exterior teaching of the Church is entirely insufficient to move us to believe. There needs to be an inner teaching or light, given to us by God, so that we may be moved by God to believe: “they who believe at the voice of the preacher from without, hear of the Father from within, and learn; while they who do not believe, hear outwardly, but inwardly do not hear nor learn.”31

We must note that Augustine’s claim here is entirely consistent with a central tenet of his overall epistemology. In De magistro, Augustine argues that no genuine learning is possible without divine aid, and specifically the direct illuminating presence of God to the mind. Typically, we think that all learning occurs by means of words or other signs: teachers talk and we listen, expecting to gain the knowledge that teachers possess and aim to pass on to us. But words themselves, Augustine says, cannot impart knowledge, because words by themselves do not show us what they signify, and hence what they mean: “from words we can learn only words.”32 Even the pedagogical activity of pointing to a word’s signified object, or showing without words by ostension what a word signifies, is fraught with ambiguity and hence remains open to misinterpretation.33 (For example, Augustine highlights the obvious difficulty in showing someone what “walking” means when one is already walking).34 Thus, no amount of exterior teaching can yield the sort of inward knowledge or understanding (“seeing” for ourselves) necessary for grasping what a word truly signifies and means. “Even when I speak what is true and [the learner] sees what is true, it is not I who teach him. He is taught not by my words but by the things themselves which inwardly God has made manifest to him.”35 We are, then, fundamentally reliant on the divine light to teach us: “our real Teacher is he who is so listened to, who is said to dwell in the inner man, namely Christ, that is, the unchangeable power and eternal wisdom of God.”36

So if it is the case that all learning requires the divine light—God’s pointing us to the real referents and meanings of the words we hear spoken to us—then much more divine light (God’s augmented presence to the mind by grace) is needed to teach us concerning the divine mysteries we hear about proclaimed to us in Church teaching, so that we may in turn believe what it is that we hear. Now, in the case of faith, it is not initially clear how far the divine pedagogy extends and what we actually “learn” by God’s grace, even though clearly, the illumination that God provides does not unveil the full truth concerning the mysteries of faith. As we already have seen, Augustine claims that understanding always follows faith, and that our understanding of divine truth in this life is always partial. But at the same time, Augustine also recognizes that the inner cognitive state of those who believe versus those who do not believe is fundamentally different: the mind of the believer is clearly illuminated by grace in an epistemically significant and positive sense, given that such illumination leads him to believe. For the moment, then, I claim the following on Augustine’s behalf: God leads us to believe by way of teaching us inwardly what to believe, or illuminating our minds so that we recognize what is proposed to us for belief as true (since God is indeed Truth itself), even if we do not and cannot understand that truth fully.

God’s drawing us to believe—an act of persuasion rather than coercion—of course also requires our willing cooperation, or a free act of will. While God indeed “acts upon the reasonable soul in order that it may believe in Him (and certainly there is no ability whatever in free will to believe, unless there be persuasion or summons towards someone in whom to believe),” it still remains the case that “to yield our consent to God’s summons, or to withhold it, is (as I have said) a function of our own will.”37 Thus, even in illuminating us regarding what we should believe, God does not force us to believe. God draws us freely to believe what God shows us to believe by working in our wills, creating in us a desire and love for God himself. In De spiritu et littera, Augustine says:


We . . . affirm that the human will is so divinely aided in the pursuit of righteousness, that (in addition to man’s being created with a free-will, and in addition to the teaching by which he is instructed how he ought to live) he receives the Holy Ghost, by whom there is formed in his mind a delight in, and a love of, that supreme and unchangeable good which is God, even now while he is still “walking by faith” and not yet “by sight;” in order that by this gift . . . he may conceive an ardent desire to cleave to his Maker.38



The gift of himself to us in the person of the Holy Spirit provides precisely the divine aid we need in order to cleave to God as our “supreme and unchangeable good,” and therefore act out of that desire in conformity with God’s teaching on how we ought to live. This applies specifically to the act of faith as well, since it too requires a free choice of will. So coming to have faith in God is inseparable from loving who God is.

The act of faith on Augustine’s view is thus a function of both the intellect and the will: it is “thinking with assent.”39 Here, Augustine actually means much more than this definition initially suggests: the assent of faith, which certainly entails the intellective act of believing what the Catholic Church proposes for our belief, is motivated by our love of God—a love that we express by believing what God teaches us through the Church. The will, then, is surely involved; but as John Rist argues, Augustine’s voluntas, only roughly and inaccurately translated as “will,” actually refers to our most fundamental mindset or orientation—we could say, again, our heart’s determining desire—which guides not only how we live but also how and what we believe.40 If our voluntas is directed toward God, then we accordingly will give full assent to the truth that God teaches us through the Church; in effect, we will want to believe divine truth not because we understand it (at least not at first) but because we love it. If our voluntas is not directed toward God, then we will fail to assent to the truth that God teaches us through the Church; we will not want to believe divine truth, not merely because we do not understand it, but rather because we do not love it. Thus, Rist writes, “To be able to believe in God, to have faith in him, is to have something of the love of God (itself a gift of God)—that loving belief being the further prerequisite to further moral and theological understanding. . . . In religion (widely conceived) thinking the truth cannot be separated from loving the truth, and in our present world loving the truth cannot be separated from faith.”41 In this sense, Rist says, love not only prepares the mind to believe, it also prepares the mind, and thus reason, to “fully to perform its proper and most important functions”—that is, understanding and knowing God better in this life, fully in the next life.42

As I read Augustine, then (the mature Augustine in particular), it is not the authority of the Catholic Church itself that moves us to believe, but rather our love of God, and thus our love of divine truth as illumined for us by God in the teaching of the Catholic Church. That is, it is our love of God, or our rightly ordered voluntas, that moves us to accept the authority of the Church and believe what it says about God, just as it is often the trust in our parents, teachers, and friends—itself the root of love—that rightly moves us to accept their authority and believe what they say.43 Faith truly is an act of loving belief, or “thinking with assent”: believing the Church, and hence believing God, because of our love of God. Or, as Augustine also says, true faith entails believing in God, rather than merely believing God:


But the Lord Himself says openly in another place: “This is the work of God, that you believe in Him whom He has sent.” “That you believe in Him,” not, that you believe Him. But if you believe in Him, you believe Him; yet he that believes Him does not necessarily believe in Him. For even the demons believed Him, but they did not believe in Him. . . . What then is “to believe in Him”? [It is] believing to love Him . . . believing to go to Him and to be incorporated in His members.44



In other words, while the demons believe God, they do not believe in God, or we could say, for God’s own sake. Those who believe in God love God—which the demons clearly do not. Once more, then, on a fully Augustinian view, the act of faith is inseparable from the love that spurs and accompanies it.

We are finally in a position to locate the requisite ground for forming and holding faith-beliefs on Augustine’s view: our being drawn by grace in love to believe the truth about God that God illuminates for us in the teaching of the Catholic Church. Or more concretely: we believe that p, where p expresses a divine truth in propositional form, on the ground of being directed by divine light and drawn by divine love to believe that p, when we hear it proclaimed to us by the Church that p. And this means that it is God’s grace, or we could even say God himself, that is the ground of faith, because it is God’s grace that illumines the intellect and charges the will, thereby furnishing a basis in the intellect and the will for forming faith-beliefs. This nondoxastic ground is also clearly rational, or truth-conducive, on the condition that we base our faith-beliefs on it: because by taking account of it, and allowing it to influence the psychological process by which we form and hold faith-beliefs, we in turn are led to know the Truth itself as depicted in the Church’s teaching.

In concluding this section, I must make two important points. First, the epistemology of faith I am advancing on Augustine’s behalf does not undermine the importance of the Church’s authority, even if faith for Augustine, on my reading, is not testimony-based belief, properly speaking. Neither am I undermining Augustine’s explicit claim that we “owe” our beliefs to authority. Here, I take Augustine to mean that we derive our beliefs about God from the Church—and rightly so. The Church’s testimony is imperative because it is through that testimony that we hear divine truth proclaimed to us.45 Second, although Augustine’s account of faith is foundational and instructive, we need to consider how faith-beliefs are grounded in God’s grace in more detail. In order to complete this important task, we turn to Aquinas, who I think offers a more nuanced but still deeply Augustinian epistemology of faith.

THE GROUND OF FAITH IN AQUINAS

Following Augustine, Aquinas also defines faith as a species of belief, or “thinking with assent.”46 And by this, Aquinas means an act of the intellect firmly cleaving to the propositional truths that constitute divine revelation, or sacra doctrina; truths which nevertheless remain “unseen” by the intellect in this life. More specifically, faith is an act of intellect determined by the will, so for Aquinas, as for Augustine, the act of believing what is revealed by God is voluntary. But the true cause of faith does not originate in the will: it comes directly from God. First, God must reveal those divine truths that surpass what natural reason can grasp. Second, God must create faith within us by grace, so that we are able to assent to those same truths:


As regards the second, viz. man’s assent to the things which are of faith, we may observe a twofold cause, one of external inducement, such as seeing a miracle, or being persuaded by someone to embrace the faith: neither of which is a sufficient cause, since of those who see the same miracle, or who hear the same sermon, some believe, and some do not. Hence we must assert another internal cause, which moves man inwardly to assent to matters of faith. The Pelagians held that this cause was nothing else than man’s free-will: and consequently they said that the beginning of faith is from ourselves. . . . But this is false, for, since man, by assenting to matters of faith, is raised above his nature, this must needs accrue to him from some supernatural principle moving him inwardly; and this is God. Therefore faith, as regards the assent which is the chief act of faith, is from God moving man inwardly by grace.47



Like Augustine, Aquinas claims that the assent of faith is internally rather than externally caused: that is, it originates in a distinctly “supernatural principle” internal to us, rather than any “external inducement” such as a persuasive miracle or sermon. Thus, while “seeing a miracle, or being persuaded by someone to embrace the faith” indeed figures as a cause of faith, which may dispose us to have faith, “seeing a miracle . . .” is not sufficient to motivate us fully to believe in faith. God must first “move inwardly” so that we believe in faith.

Aquinas further explains that the intellect must be empowered by grace in order for the assent of faith to occur. By the infused habit or “light of faith,” “the human mind is directed to assent to such things as are becoming to a right faith, and not to assent to others.”48 So while unbelievers remain in ignorance regarding matters of faith, even when they hear them proclaimed to them, “the faithful, on the other hand, know them, not as by demonstration, but by the light of faith which makes them see that they ought to believe them.”49 Why ought the faithful to believe those truths that God has revealed? The answer: because God has revealed them: “for the faith of which we are speaking, does not assent to anything except because it is revealed by God.50 However, the intellect does not assent to divine truth by reasoning from divine authority (or, for that matter, by way of rational argument or demonstration), but rather by the power of God’s grace, and specifically the light of faith, which enables the intellect to recognize or discern, immediately or non-inferentially, what propositions are have been revealed by God, and therefore are worthy of belief.51

Moreover, the light of faith “does not move us by way of the intellect, but rather by way of the will,” which we have seen, moves the intellect to assent.52 In expressing the truth about God, the propositions of faith also express the truth about the will’s “end”: they depict God as the object of the believer’s supernatural beatitude, the guarantor of eternal life.53 Consequently, also under the influence of God’s grace, and empowered by an infused habit, the will moves the intellect to assent to the propositions of faith, since it is drawn to the “last end” that those propositions depict as a great good. “Faith, which is a gift of grace, inclines man to believe, by giving him a certain affection for the good, even when that faith is lifeless,” or devoid of love.54 This inclination is in turn amplified by love, which Aquinas claims is the true “form” of faith. He writes: “Now it is evident from what has been said . . . that the act of faith is directed to the object of the will, i.e. the good, as to its end: and this good which is the end of faith, viz. the Divine Good, is the proper object of charity. Therefore charity is called the form of faith in so far as the act of faith is perfected and formed by charity.”55 On Aquinas’s view, then, only formed faith (fides formata)—faith that is linked with a love for God as the Divine Good—is a theological virtue, properly speaking, because without love, the mind of the believer is not fully ordered to God (its final end) as a good.56 Thus, when infused with the virtue of faith, the intellect is fully disposed to assent to divine truth; when infused with love, the will is fully disposed to move the intellect to assent to divine truth. Aquinas says, “It is part of the very account of faith that it always carries the understanding to the truth, since the false cannot come under faith. . . . From charity, which forms faith, the soul has it that it is infallibly ordered to the good end. And so all formed faith is a virtue.57

In sum, then, Aquinas argues that God infuses the habit of faith in the intellect in order to direct the intellect to himself as the First Truth. So God directs the intellect to himself as the First Truth by empowering the intellect to assent to revealed truths about God, as expressed by the propositions of faith. That is to say, God extends the cognitive “range” of what the intellect considers to be worthy objects of assent: the propositions of faith, which the intellect recognizes to be revelations from God. Additionally, since the intellect assents to divine truth (which remains “unseen”) with the aid of the will, God infuses a habit in the will, which in turn draws the intellect to assent to divine truth as a desired good, especially in love. Perhaps most importantly, then, by working internally in the intellect as well as the will, God ultimately causes or motivates the intellect to assent by way of directing and drawing or inviting and inclining the intellect to assent through the will, proposing divine truth (and thus himself) as a worthy object of belief and as a good to be desired and loved.

We are now in a position to ask: what is it, precisely, that grounds the assent of faith in an epistemically relevant and positive sense on Aquinas’s view? It is certainly clear for Aquinas what causes and motivates that assent: it is “God moving man inwardly by grace,” directing the believer to divinely revealed truth and drawing him to believe it, on account of God himself, who is both the True and the Good. But again, does “God moving man inwardly by grace” constitute a sufficient rational ground for believing? Consider what Aquinas says:


The believer has sufficient motive for believing, for he is moved by the authority of divine teaching confirmed by miracles, and, what is more, by the inward instinct of the divine invitation: hence he does not believe lightly. He has not, however, sufficient reason for scientific knowledge, hence he does not lose the merit.58



In this passage, Aquinas draws an important distinction between two different types of motives for believing: “the authority of divine teaching confirmed by miracles,” on the one hand, and “the inward instinct of the divine invitation,” on the other hand. And while he recognizes that the believer can be moved to some degree by external evidences for the authority of divine teaching, he clearly views God’s inward, personal invitation to the believer as the superior motive. He further claims that the believer’s inward instinct to believe God is a sufficient motive for believing, even if it does not provide the sort of motive—an argument or demonstration—that would compel belief. As Aquinas says elsewhere, only the devils believe under compulsion, and thus against their will, since they possess unique epistemic access by way of their “natural intellectual acumen” to evidences for the authority of the Church’s teaching.59

I claim, then, that Aquinas identifies the inward instinct to believe God as the primary rational ground of faith on which we base our faith-beliefs; and this means that for Aquinas, as for Augustine, grace is indeed sufficient from an epistemic point of view.60 The divine invitation, or inward instinct to believe, is clearly a psychological state (a nondoxastic ground) internal to us; thus, it is precisely the sort of ground that we have access to and which guides the process by which we form beliefs about God; and it is clearly truth-conducive, insofar as it draws us—or perhaps better, God draws us through it—to form beliefs about God whose content is the truth that God has revealed, which we hear proclaimed to us in the teaching of the Church.61 Thus, when faith-beliefs are based on the divine invitation and inclination to believe, that gives those beliefs an extremely high probability of being true on the condition that they are so based. Obviously Aquinas would add that in the case of formed faith, where the virtues of faith and love perfect the intellect and will respectively, there is a guarantee that those beliefs are true, on the condition that they are so based, since it is God who is inviting and inclining us to believe and God cannot fail in directing and drawing us to himself as the True and the Good. The inward instinct to believe operates in us when our cognitive and volitional powers are heightened by grace: when we rightly recognize God in the teaching of the Church as both the revealer of truth and our supreme good, and we are rightly moved by God (ideally in love) to believe accordingly. Upon analysis, the psychological process by which we form true beliefs about God reflects an intimate cooperation between the intellect and the will, working as they ought to under the power of God’s grace in bringing us to form true beliefs about God. Like Augustine, then, Aquinas claims that the act of faith truly is an act of loving belief.

OBJECTIONS AND REPLIES

In the final section of the essay, I consider and then reply to three main objections to the epistemology of faith I have sketched on Augustine’s and Aquinas’s behalf. I list these objections now and then deal with them in turn. (1) The epistemology of faith I assign Augustine and Aquinas makes God’s inward invitation and inclination, or God’s directing and drawing us to have faith in love, the ground for forming true beliefs about God in faith. But in order to be fully justified in believing, the person of faith needs further external grounds for believing that he possesses this ground; and yet, no such grounds seem to be available. Thus, the assent of faith remains unjustified. (2) Isn’t it more accurate to say that Augustine and Aquinas identify the primary ground of faith as divine authority, exercised through the teaching of the Church, rather the inward instinct to believe? The primary reason why we believe what God has revealed to us is because God has revealed it, even though we still need grace to believe. Consequently, I have misidentified the proper ground of faith. (3) Finally, in what sense is the assent of faith voluntary, if it is caused and motivated by God’s grace? Or, in what sense are our faith-beliefs truly our own, if it is God who causes and motivates us to form and hold them?

In response, I think that the first objection expresses a distinctly modern mindset, one which holds that the ultimate ground for believing any proposed truth must be publicly recognizable and verifiable. According to this mindset, then, we should withhold assent from any proposed truth for which we cannot furnish such a ground. If this is the case, then the Christian believer, on my reading of Augustine and Aquinas, is flouting a major epistemic obligation, since he assents on the basis of God’s inner invitation and inclination to believe. But now I ask, why should we be skeptical, rather than prima facie open-minded, that there are is such a ground, and that the believer rightly employs it in forming and holding certain beliefs about God? We readily form beliefs all the time on the basis of grounds, whether they are beliefs or experiences, which are part of our own psychological make-up, and thus are not available for public evaluation or scrutiny.

For example, I cannot publicly verify that I am presently seeing red in an external red object; but I certainly remain well within my epistemic rights in forming the belief that I am seeing red in that object—assuming I have no reason to doubt that my visual faculties are in good working order, and other external conditions (e.g., the lighting in the room) are suitable for my really seeing red. We could say that I trust that my visual faculties are in good working order (they haven’t failed me so far in comparable conditions), so I believe what I see without hesitation (even though my seeing red remains the ground of my belief). Similarly, why should we expect the Christian believer to verify that he really is enjoying the inward instinct to believe what he hears proclaimed to him by the Catholic Church? He trusts that his cognitive and volitional faculties are in good working order, under the influence of God’s grace, in the requisite conditions (his hearing the Church’s teaching proclaimed to him), so he believes what he hears without hesitation (even though the inward instinct remains the ground of his belief).62

Perhaps, then, the objection should be rephrased as follows: it is because the ground for forming and holding faith-beliefs is so utterly unique and difficult to verify that we should be skeptical regarding both its actual occurrence and its veracity. There seems to be a clear difference between seeing red in an external object—a reliable experience that most of us have regularly—and being inclined to believe proposed truths that many regard as incredible, let alone false. So while it is true that the character of sensory experience is irreducibly first-personal, it is practically universal; consequently, we in fact can verify that it occurs and that it is reliable with some level of confidence. For example, I can verify, to some degree, that you are seeing red in an external object by matching your visual experience with my own (assuming I am observing the same object), as well as those of others who claim to enjoy the same visual experience. This sort of public verification is clearly absent, though, in the case of faith.

In response, I once again think we need to be careful about making public verification the criteria for determining the occurrence or the adequacy of all of the grounds on which we base our various beliefs. Certainly, since sensory experience of colors is practically universal, and for the most part veridical (at least as far as we can tell), then there is little room for doubting its existence and importance as a ground for forming and holding sensory beliefs. But we need not make sensory experience the criterion for determining whether certain other sorts of grounds are epistemically legitimate. I think both Augustine and Aquinas would happily admit that the ways in which God’s grace enables us to have faith, and consequently form and hold true beliefs about God in faith, are well beyond our powers of verification. So just because we cannot verify the working of grace in us does not mean that we should doubt its existence in us or its adequacy as a ground, because this would entail doubting that God is sufficient not only to cause faith but also to ground it.

We must also say that the objection, even as reformulated, fails to take into account the essential difference between the activity of justifying a belief and the state of being justified, so construed as a property of a belief. While it is true that justifying a belief—furnishing an argument, reason, or evidence for it—renders that belief justified, it also remains the case that we can be justified in forming and holding certain beliefs without having actively justified them, or being able to justify them.63 Since I have chosen to employ the term “grounded” in place of “justified” in this essay (precisely in order to avoid the confusion between justifying and being justified), we also can state the problem with the objection as follows:


On this reading, S’s belief, B, being based on a certain ground, G, requires S to have a higher-level belief about the relation of G and B. The trouble with this is that it seems that normal mature human subjects do not have such higher-level knowledge whenever they form a belief on a certain basis. To do so they would have to have some conceptual grasp of PES [positive epistemic status] and would have to identify the ground sufficiently to take it to be what is conferring that status. And not all human believers generally are cognitively sophisticated enough to satisfy these requirements.64



Here, Alston nicely pinpoints the problem with requiring “normal mature human subjects” to have some sort of further privileged epistemic access that enables them to determine the adequacy of the grounds of their beliefs, and therefore the positive epistemic status of their beliefs. In short, such a requirement is simply unreasonable. And it seems especially unreasonable to require normal Christian believers to have higher-level belief or knowledge about the supernatural ground of faith, including its relation to their faith-beliefs and its adequacy, or truth-conducivity, in particular. Once more, this sort of knowledge is simply beyond their ken. What is most important, then, from an epistemic point of view is not that the believer should be able to assess the God-given ground of any particular faith-belief in order to determine its adequacy (for how could he?), but only that he does, in fact, base his belief on that ground.

However, lest the reader think I am quarantining the ground of faith from epistemic evaluation altogether, I certainly also think, along with Augustine and Aquinas, that Christian believers can justify their faith-beliefs to some degree, and that such a task is important, since justifying a belief clearly increases its positive epistemic status. As both Augustine and Aquinas note, there are at least some discernible signs that grace is at work in the believer more generally: the virtue of faith in particular is characterized not only by conviction—a firm adherence to revealed truth—but also by a love of God, which manifests itself in the lives and good works of the faithful. God’s grace not only transforms the mind, causing the faithful to hold to truths that surpass what natural reason can demonstrate; it also transforms the will, causing the faithful to live lives characterized by moral virtue, and in some cases, unparalleled acts of sacrifice and strength (e.g., the martyrs and saints).

Moreover, it certainly is of positive epistemic value for the believer to further justify his faith-beliefs by furnishing broader reasons and evidence for the credibility of the Church; such reasons and evidence also support, albeit indirectly, the existence and epistemic efficacy of grace, since it is grace that leads the believer to accept what the Church teaches. Finally, it falls to at least some believers to offer a rationally persuasive and even compelling account of how grace both causes and grounds faith (which is, in fact, the goal of this essay). As Augustine argues, once faith is active in our minds, and love is at work in our hearts, we put ourselves in a prime epistemic situation to understand better what it is we believe; and it is this understanding, or higher-level knowledge (we could say), that helps us better inquire into and grasp both the nature of what we believe as well as how we believe it. But such understanding and knowledge, on a genuine Augustinian view, must be preceded by faith; because only by possessing the virtue of faith does the person of faith become more attuned to mysteries of faith.65

We now can turn to the second objection I voiced above. I have already argued that faith is not testimony-based true belief, properly speaking, because the testimony of the Church, through which God reveals divine truth to us, is not sufficient to move us to have faith, on either Augustine’s or Aquinas’s account. And yet, so the objection goes, isn’t it still more appropriate to say that we assent to divine truth not on the basis of any divinely implanted instinct, but rather on the basis of God himself, because God has revealed such truth?66 Here, in reply, we need to identify what it means to believe in God himself, or on account of God. If we believe that p on the ground of our further belief that God has revealed that p, then the question arises as to what grounds this latter faith-belief: on what ground do we base our belief that God has revealed that p? Here, we might appeal again to other beliefs we have about how God has worked in salvation history, per the teaching of the Church, which we also believe primarily in faith, even if we possess additional reasons and evidence to support them. But if these reasons and evidence do not ground those beliefs—and I don’t think they do—then what does ground them?

My own view, which I also claim to derive from Augustine and Aquinas even more specifically, is that our faith-beliefs are not formed or held on the basis of any other beliefs: that is, they are basic. This does not mean that our faith-beliefs lack any ground, only that they are primarily based on a nondoxastic ground. Both Augustine and Aquinas imply that we actually see, by way of divine illumination or the inner light of faith (rather than pure vision), that God has revealed that p, and that we assent accordingly. In fact, Aquinas argues that the light of faith “is more capable of causing assent than any demonstration,” given that it, unlike the light of reason, “cannot fail, anymore than God can be deceived or lie.”67 This suggests, once again, that the requisite rational ground for believing divine truth is our recognizing divine truth when we hear it proclaimed to us, and our being drawn accordingly through our own will to believe it. But if this is the case, then God truly is the ground of faith in a very real sense: we believe divine truth on account of God himself, whose own truth is recognized by the intellect and esteemed—ideally loved—by the will.

We should also note that the rational ground on which we base our faith-beliefs need not be the very thing we cite when pressed to offer a reason why we hold those beliefs.68 When asked why certain faith-beliefs I hold are reasonable, I could offer any number of replies: I could cite the motives of credibility, which strengthen the Church’s authority, or I could cite divine authority itself. I might also say that I believe what the Church teaches because I also believe that the Church is the chosen authority through which God teaches us about himself. So my professed reason why I hold certain-faith beliefs may diverge considerably—at least initially—from the actual ground on which I base those beliefs. But why should this concern us? As I just argued above, our ability to justify our faith-beliefs further strengthens the positive epistemic status of those beliefs, even if the further justification we provide need not form any part of the actual grounds on which we base and continue to hold those beliefs. So just because we may not explicitly cite God’s inward instinct in us as the actual ground of our believing God (again, at least initially) does not mean that we are not basing our faith-beliefs on that ground. In fact, we need not be actively aware that this process is occurring: we base beliefs on adequate grounds all the time without actively reflecting on those grounds. (Think of the myriad sensory beliefs we form and hold at any moment without being aware of how our sensory capacities function).

That said, I do think that the rational ground of our beliefs cannot be so buried in our consciousness that it evades any identification by us; otherwise, we would have no reason for thinking that we have taken account of it in forming and holding our beliefs. So when pressed, I suspect the faithful would reply—as I think both Augustine and Aquinas would reply—that the reason they hold certain beliefs about God in faith is, at bottom, because their heart tells them to believe, or because they are ineluctably drawn in love to the One about whom the Church teaches, and whom they recognize in that teaching. This sort of faith clearly only can be created in us by grace; and this is the faith about which I claim both Augustine and Aquinas speak.

The final question remains, however, to what extent a faith caused by and grounded in grace, which directs and draws us to form and hold faith-beliefs, is really our own. How is it that we are the ones freely forming and holding faith-beliefs if it is God who is always leading us to do so? As we have already seen, Augustine argues that while God indeed “acts upon the reasonable soul in order that it may believe in Him (and certainly there is no ability whatever in free will to believe, unless there be persuasion or summons towards someone in whom to believe),” it still remains the case that “to yield our consent to God’s summons, or to withhold it, is (as I have said) a function of our own will.”69 I take Augustine’s claim here to be the following: apart from God’s grace there is no real freedom to believe, because apart from God’s grace there is no real “persuasion” or “summons” that would make us want to believe. Apart from the influence of grace, that is, our will is indifferent or even resistant to God’s invitation to believe, especially given our captivity to sin.70 Grace, then, not only heals the will, but also liberates and enlarges it so that we can freely will the good and believe, even if, as Augustine argues, our willing the good is also assisted by grace: “[God] operates, therefore, without us, in order that we may will; but when we will, and so will that we may act, He co-operates with us. We can, however, ourselves do nothing to effect good works of piety without Him either working that we may will, or co-working when we will.”71

This answer may seem even more mystifying to the philosopher looking to carve out space for the act of faith independent of God’s grace. Clearly, one could argue, if God not only works in us so that we may believe that p but also cooperates with us in forming and holding the belief that p, then we cannot properly be credited with forming and holding the belief that p; once again, it is entirely unclear how we are the authors of what we believe. In response, I think it is helpful to turn once again to Aquinas. Like Augustine, Aquinas argues that in order to will the good and believe we must first be freely turned toward God by God, or “the gratuitous help of God moving [us] inwardly.”72 This movement by God in us then prepares us to receive habitual grace, or what Aquinas also calls the “light of grace,” which resides as an accidental quality in the soul.73 The light of grace in turn serves as the “principle and root” of the requisite infused habits and virtues, specifically the theological virtues of faith and love, which respectively perfect our faculties of intellect and will and in turn fully dispose us to assent to divine truth.74 Aquinas, then, clearly thinks that God’s grace works through and with our created nature and faculties (particularly our intellect and will) rather than against them: “as from the essence of the soul flows its powers, which are the principles of deeds, so likewise the virtues, whereby the powers are moved to act, flow into the powers of the soul from grace.”75 That is to say, we receive grace so that we can in turn make the assent of faith with our own intellect and will and thereby form true beliefs about God. Hence, Aquinas concludes, “the act of believing is an act of the intellect assenting to the Divine truth at the command of the will moved by the grace of God, so that it is subject to the free-will in relation to God.”76

The larger point here, of course, is that Aquinas, like Augustine, sees no opposition between divine and human agency, or grace and free will, in bringing about the assent of faith. And this is because neither Aquinas nor Augustine sees any opposition between nature and grace. If grace actually elevates and builds on nature, since nature itself is the creative product of God’s grace (or the love God has for all of creation), then there is no possibility that God’s grace in us will interfere with our nature, and hence interfere with the free exercise of our will.77 Or put another way, if grace elevates and builds on nature, there is no way divine and human agency, or grace and free will, are forced to compete for the same causal “space.” Clearly, God must give us grace in us in order for us to have faith: Aquinas, like Augustine, recognizes the need for operating grace. But in doing so, God does not commandeer the soul or its powers. Aquinas says that grace acts in us as a formal and not an efficient cause, making us partake or “participate” in the divine nature, albeit accidentally rather than substantially, “as whiteness makes a surface white.”78 The further effect of this divine action in us is simply the work of God’s grace cooperating with us in the actual operations of our will. Thus, just as “the work of heat is to make its subject hot, and to give heat outwardly,” so the work of God’s grace is to inhabit the soul and thereby become the “principle” of free meritorious acts such as the assent of faith.79

There is, of course, much more we could do in rendering Augustine’s and Aquinas’s account of the relation of grace and free will more philosophically perspicuous. My own brief approach here has simply been to diffuse the objection that rooting faith in grace undermines our own willful participation in forming faith-beliefs; and I have done so following Augustine and Aquinas in treating the relation of grace and free will theologically, in terms of the broader relation of nature and grace. If we can begin to show how God’s grace works on behalf of human agency rather than against it, since grace elevates and builds on nature, then we clearly have a theological basis for denying that grace undermines the causal efficacy and autonomy of our will in forming faith-beliefs. It then remains the task of the philosopher or philosophically attuned theologian to demonstrate or explain the compatibility of grace and free will in greater detail.80 But completing this momentous task lies well beyond the scope of this essay: it requires the ongoing activity of faith seeking understanding.

CONCLUSION

In this essay, I discussed and defended what I take to be central to Augustine’s and Aquinas’s respective epistemologies of Christian faith. While Augustine and Aquinas certainly do not speak on behalf of all of the Christian tradition, they certainly exercise considerable authority in it: thus, one of my further goals was to compose and defend a genuine epistemological model for Christian faith culled from Augustine and Aquinas. I realize, of course, that Augustine and Aquinas do not speak in one voice, even though I admittedly hear their voices overlapping in important ways: both uphold the reasonableness of faith, and both emphasize the sufficiency of grace as the cause and rational ground of faith. I also realize that the epistemological model I derive from Augustine and Aquinas is only a model for what faith looks like, since neither Augustine nor Aquinas offers us a singular model for faith. Nevertheless, I do think this model is founded on important insights that these two eminent Christian thinkers offer, and therefore can and should be located in the enduring Augustinian and Thomistic traditions.
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Augustine’s Influence on the
Philosophy of Henry of Ghent

Roland J. Teske

Henry of Ghent (before 1240–1293)1 is frequently characterized as one of the chief representatives, if not the chief representative of the neo-Augustinian reaction to the Aristotelian philosophy of the 13th century. The influence of the thought of the bishop of Hippo on the thought of the Solemn Doctor, as Henry has been called, is immense and would take much more than a single article to treat even somewhat adequately.2 Augustine’s words and ideas are present throughout Henry’s work. For example, in Summa 21–24 I have counted one hundred and six quotations or allusions to twenty-two works, sermons, or letters of the bishop of Hippo, and I have no reason to think that this is atypical. The number of references to Aristotle is, I suspect, almost as many, if not more. But the influence of one thinker upon another cannot be correctly determined simply by counting references.

What this article will attempt to do is focus upon Augustine’s influence on three important aspects of Henry’s thought: (1) his rejection of skepticism, (2) his account of knowing, and (3) his metaphysical argument for the existence of God.3

HENRY’S REJECTION OF SKEPTICISM

In his History of Christian Philosophy in the Middle Ages, Étienne Gilson began the section on Henry of Ghent with a claim that unjustly minimizes the content of the philosophy of Augustine: “The philosophical doctrine of Saint Augustine had largely been a neo-platonist answer to the semi-skepticism in which he himself had lived for some time between his repudiation of Manichaeism and his conversion to Christianity.”4 According to Gilson, Augustine not only transmitted to his medieval readers a battery of skeptical arguments, but also imposed on them the task of refuting them. Augustine did do that in the case of Henry, as the first section of this paper will show, but he also had a much more extensive influence on the Solemn Doctor, as the second and third parts of this paper will show.

In the very first article of his Summa quaestionum ordinarium Henry asks about the possibility of our attaining any knowledge.5 Acknowledging the influence of Augustine, he says in the introductory lines to the whole Summa:


In order that, in accord with the procedure of Augustine and his intention in the books, On the Academics,6 there may be removed by reasons, to the extent we can, “those people’s arguments that induce a despair of finding the truth for many people,” that is, the arguments of those who say that “everything is uncertain” and that “nothing can be known,” we must start a bit more profoundly and ask here, first, about knowledge and what is knowable in general.7



In his first article on the possibility of knowledge Henry poses twelve questions, the first of which is: “Whether it is possible for a human being to know anything.”8 Henry offers seven arguments against our being able to attain knowledge and six arguments to the contrary in defense of the possibility of human knowledge. In his resolution of the question he begins with a definition of knowledge in the wide sense as “every certain apprehension by which a thing is known as it is without any error and deception”—a definition that includes knowledge based on the external testimony of others and knowledge derived internally from one’s own experience.

In defense of knowledge based on the testimony of others, Henry appeals to the words of Augustine,


against the Academics in book fifteen of On the Trinity, chapter twelve. “Heaven forbid,” [Augustine] says, “that we deny that we know what we learn by the testimony of others. Otherwise, we do not know the ocean, nor do we know lands and cities that their high repute commends to us. We do not know that human beings and their actions existed, of which we learn from reading history. . . . Finally, we do not know in what places and from what people we came to be, since we learn all these things by the testimonies of others.”9



In defense of knowledge derived from one’s own experience Henry again appeals to Augustine, first, concerning the reliability of sense knowledge: “Heaven keep it from us that we should doubt that those things that we learn through the senses of the body are true. For through them we learn of heaven and earth and those things that are known to us in them.”10 Henry also appeals to Cicero’s work against the Academic Skeptics on the possibility of both sensory and intellective knowledge. On the latter knowledge he again cites Augustine who distinguished “two kinds of things that are known, one of them that the mind perceives through the senses of the body, the other of them that it perceives through itself.” Henry continues, still quoting Augustine that, although the Academics


“say many foolish things against the senses of the body,” they still “could by no means call into doubt certain perceptions of true things, which are most solid through themselves . . . such as this one: I know that I am living. . . . On this we are not afraid of being deceived . . . by some likeness of the truth.” For “it is certain . . . that one who is deceived is living.” Here even “an Academic cannot say: Perhaps you are asleep and do not know it, and you are seeing in a dream,” because “in that knowledge one cannot be deceived even by dreams, because even sleeping and seeing in dreams are marks of someone who is living. Nor can an Academic say” this: “Perhaps you are insane and do not know it, for what the insane see is like what those who are sane see. But someone who is insane is living,”11 and the Academic does not contradict this. He, therefore, is not deceived “nor can he lie who says that he” is living, and no other proof is required for this than what one has by the exercise of his intellect and has through evident signs from experience.12



In the resolution of the question Henry provides arguments against seven errors that flourished in antiquity from the side of the senses and from that of the intellect: five that Aristotle refuted in book four of the Metaphysics, the error of Meno that the Philosopher refuted in the beginning of the Posterior Analytics, and the error of the Academics refuted by Cicero and Augustine.13

In his reply to the fourth objection that knowledge requires an object that is unchanging, Henry sketches a history of epistemology from Heraclitus, who held that everything is in flux, and Protagoras, who introduced the mathematicals into natural things, to Aristotle, who,


held that universal genera and species are abstracted by the intellect from singular things, in which they have being in terms of the truth. . . . And in this way he held that fixed knowledge is had concerning particular, natural, sensible, changeable things through their universals existing in the intellect.14



For Thomas Aquinas this would have been the end of the story, but as Carlos Steele noted, “This is not Henry’s view. The final stage in the development of the theory of knowledge, surpassing both Aristotle and Plato, was worked out by Augustine.”15

In what seems to be a conscious, but unacknowledged quotation from Aquinas, Henry says, “Augustine, however, was imbued with the philosophy of Plato, and if he found anything in it in harmony with the faith, he took it up in his writings, but what he found opposed to the faith, he interpreted for the better to the extent that he could.”16 As evidence of Augustine’s Platonism Henry points to the divine Ideas, which Aristotle had located outside the divine mind and at which God looked in creating the world. Augustine, however,


interpreting the statements of Plato in a better way than Aristotle did, held that the principles of certain knowledge and cognition of the truth consist in eternal, immutable rules, and that by participation in them through intellectual knowledge any pure truth is known in creatures. As a result, [God] is by his entity the cause of existing for all things insofar as they are, and he is by his truth the cause of knowing for all things insofar as they are true.17



In the following section we shall see how Henry accounted for our coming to a knowledge of the truth and how he followed Augustine in this as he did in his refutation of skepticism.

HENRY’S ACCOUNT OF HUMAN KNOWING

Henry’s account of human knowing is a strange combination of Aristotelian and Platonic or Augustinian philosophy. In fact, it has seemed to some scholars that, given the extent of the Aristotelian influence on Henry, the Augustinian addition is superfluous. Jerome Brown has written: “This is one area where we can see very clearly how the introduction of Aristotle has affected the Augustinianism of the latter part of the thirteenth century. . . . You can see Henry presenting a complete theory of knowledge derived from Aristotle and Averroës, struggling to make room for an Augustinianism that is quite unnecessary.”18 Henry clearly does offer an account of how human beings know that is thoroughly Aristotelian and that might seem to render the Augustinian elements needless. Henry, however, is being quite Augustinian in his efforts to combine both accounts of human knowing.

In the final chapters of Contra Academicos, Augustine presented a history of ancient philosophy in accord with which the Academics—that is, the successors of Plato in the Academy—suppressed the true teachings of their master because of the hostility that Plato’s teachings encountered among the Stoics and Epicureans. Henry explains, quoting from Augustine:


For the Academics had certain knowledge of the truth and did not want to disclose it rashly to souls that were ignorant or had not been purified. “Why, then,” as [Augustine] says in book three, “did such great men decide to behave so that it seemed that no one attained true knowledge? Listen now,” he says, “a little more attentively, not to what I know, but to what I think. . . . Plato” was “the wisest and most learned man of his time,” and it is certain that “he held that there were two worlds, one intelligible in which the truth dwells, but the other this sensible world made to the image of that one, and from that intelligible world the truth is polished, as it were, and made clear in the soul that knows itself. From this world, however, not knowledge, but only opinion can be generated in the minds of the foolish.”19



Henry continues to quote from the bishop of Hippo’s Contra Academicos in his explanation of the secret doctrine of the Academics:


These and other such truths seem to have been kept and guarded as secrets among his successors, as far as they could be. For they are not easily perceived except by those who purify themselves from all the vices and enter upon another manner of living that is more than human, and anyone who knows them sins gravely if he wants to teach them to just any human beings.20



Hence, according to Augustine and according to Henry, the Academics, who were regarded by others as skeptics, actually held the real teachings of Plato on the intelligible world and knowledge of the pure truth. In his Letter to Dioscorus, which Henry cites, Augustine explained how the errors of the Epicureans and Stoics lasted down to the Christian era:


And “the errors, whether concerning morals or the nature of things or the method of investigating the truth,” lasted “up to Christian times, but we now see that they have ceased. . . . From this it is understood that those philosophers of the Platonic kind, after changing a few things of which Christian doctrine does not approve, ought to bow pious heads to Christ, the one unconquered king . . . who gave the command and the people believed what the Platonists were afraid even to utter.”21



Augustine, Henry explains, followed the teaching of Plato, and Henry quotes again from the end of Contra Academicos, where he said:


No one has any doubt that we are driven to learn by the twofold weight of authority and of reason. I am, therefore, resolved never to depart from the authority of Christ. For I find none stronger. But with regard to what must be pursued by very subtle reason—for I am so disposed that I desire to grasp what is true, not only by believing, but also by understanding—I am confident that I will find in Plato what does not disagree with our sacred teachings.22



And then in words of touching exhortation to his students, Henry adds that this “is the view [Augustine] maintains in all his books, and let us also maintain it with him, by saying that no certain and infallible knowledge of the pure truth can be had by anyone except by looking at the exemplar of uncreated light and truth.”23

Before we examine why Henry held this Platonic or Augustinian position on the knowledge of the pure truth, it is important to see why he thought that an Aristotelian account of knowing was not simply incompatible with the Platonic-Augustinian appeal to the divine exemplar. The reason is that Henry sees Aristotle as one of those Academics who concealed from others the real teaching of his master—a teaching that, Henry believes, Aristotle himself held. Though Henry regards the Platonic-Augustinian view as truer than the so-called Aristotelian account of knowing, Henry believes, as he tells us, that Aristotle himself held the view of Plato, and he supports his claim with an appeal to what the Philosopher said in a Platonic passage from his Metaphysics. The Platonic-Augustinian way, Henry says,


is a truer way of acquiring knowledge and the apprehension of the truth than that which Aristotle set forth on the basis only of the experience of the senses—if Aristotle did in fact understand it in that way and did not agree with Plato on the same position. In fact, as is more correctly believed, even if he deviated from Plato in his way of speaking by concealing the divine doctrine of his master, as the other early Academics did, he had the same view about the knowledge of the truth along with Plato, in accord with what he seems to have implied when, speaking about the knowledge of the truth, he says in book two of the Metaphysics that what is “most true” is “the cause of the truth of those” things “that come afterward,” and that for this reason “the disposition of each thing in being is its disposition in the truth.”24



Hence, if Aristotle himself held the doctrine of his master, then Henry, following Augustine, can maintain that the Aristotelian and Platonic views of knowledge of the truth are not incompatible, but complementary, although of the two views the Platonic view is in Henry’s eyes preferable.

Henry does give an account of knowing that is thoroughly Aristotelian and that can leave one wondering why he thought it necessary to add the Augustinian elements. For example, in Summa 1.5 Henry asks “whether it is possible for a human being to know by himself by acquiring knowledge without a teacher.”25 In his resolution of the question Henry gives an account of human knowing that is basically derived from books two and three of Aristotle’s De anima. The human intellect is, Henry explains, initially knowing only in potency, and it “does not go into act of itself, but through what it receives from the species of intelligible things.”26 As these species are in sensible things outside the intellect, they are not intelligible in act, but only in potency. Hence, there must be “another power existing in act that makes the intelligibles in potency intelligible in act so that they can move the passive intellect. This is the power that we call the agent intellect.”27 Once the passive intellect has been informed by the intelligible species, “the possible intellect naturally conceives the first intentions of non-complex intelligibles . . . and in that way the intelligence of the mind is first informed by the first concepts of things . . . such as the intentions of being and one, number and magnitude. . . .”28 From such an understanding of non-complex intelligibles “the intellect that composes and divides . . . naturally conceives without any discursive reasoning the first conception of complex intelligibles, such as that a whole is greater than its part, or that, if you take equals from equals, those that are left are equal.”29

From such first principles we can go on to attain the conclusions of any sciences naturally understood through themselves that are naturally to be acquired by purely natural abilities. That is, Henry excludes from the knowledge that human beings can naturally acquire “the apprehension of the pure truth and also . . . the apprehension of supernatural objects of knowledge, such as those that pertain to faith and revelation.”30 But apart from such knowledge of the pure truth and of supernatural mysteries, the first principles include in potency “the apprehension of all the particular conclusions that follow, which are brought from potency into act through study and hard work.”31 Henry goes on to describe how the intellect can acquire habits of the principles and of conclusions and explains that at times human beings—if sufficiently clever and industrious—are able to acquire such knowledge by themselves without the aid of a teacher.

Why, then, did Henry think that this Aristotelian account needed to be supplemented by the Augustinian account? In Summa 1.2 Henry asks “whether it is possible for a human being to know something purely by natural effort without a special divine illumination.”32 Henry lists five objections to the possibility of our knowing anything by purely natural endeavor without a special divine illumination, two of them taken from St. Paul and three—surprisingly enough—taken from Augustine. It is also interesting to note that the two arguments to the contrary are taken from Augustine and Aristotle.

In his resolution of the question Henry first of all points out that there clearly are some things that human beings cannot know by purely natural means without a special divine illumination, such as things that are simply matters of faith, which we would not know at all without a special divine illumination. Certain people, however, want, Henry says, to extend this sort of knowing to all human knowledge on the basis of statements of Augustine, such as his words “in book nine of On the City of God, chapter ten. ‘It is not incorrectly said that the soul is illumined by the incorporeal light of the simple wisdom of God, as the body of the air is illumined by bodily light.’”33 Henry insists that such people who make all human knowledge dependent upon a special divine illumination “take much away from the dignity and perfection of the created intellect” since they deprive it of its natural operation.34 After citing John Damascene and Aristotle on knowing as a natural operation of the human intellect, Henry concludes: “It is necessary, therefore, to grant absolutely that a human being can know or apprehend some things by purely natural means without any special divine illumination.”35 This is, furthermore, true both of sense knowledge and of intellective knowledge.

With regard to intellective knowledge, however, Henry draws an important distinction because “it is one thing to know about a creature that which is true in it, and it is another to know its truth,” that is, “there is one knowledge by which a thing is known and another by which its truth is known.”36 Every cognitive power, even the senses, Henry claims, “that apprehends a thing through its knowledge, as it has being outside the knower, apprehends what is true in it. But by this it does not apprehend its truth.”37

Henry explains this distinction between knowing what is true in a thing and knowing the truth of a thing from the side of the intellect and from the side of what is known. From the side of the intellect the difference lies in the distinction between knowledge by simple intelligence, which grasps what the thing is, and knowledge by the intelligence that composes and divides, that is, that judges affirmatively or negatively. In simple intelligence the intellect can grasp the thing as it is, but it does not understand the truth of a thing, for example, that it is a true human being or true color.

From the side of the thing known, however, there are two intentions, one by which the thing is known as being, the other by which it is known as true. But, Henry claims, “the intention of truth in the thing cannot be apprehended without apprehending its conformity to its exemplar.”38 That is, the being of a thing is an absolute or non-relative intention, but in order to know the truth of a thing one must judge the conformity of the thing to its exemplar, for example, that it is a true human being or true tree, which can only be known by comparing the thing to its exemplar in the divine mind.

At this point the Augustinian influence on Henry’s account of knowing becomes apparent for he insists,


And it must be said . . . that the truth of a thing can only be known on the basis of the knowledge of the conformity of the thing known to its exemplar, because, according to what Augustine says in On the True Religion: “True things are true insofar as they are like the principal One,” and Anselm says in On the Truth: Truth is the conformity of a thing to its truest exemplar.39



That is, according to Augustine and Anselm, to know the truth of a thing is to know that the thing conforms to the exemplar in the divine intellect according to which it has been created.

There is, however, a twofold exemplar, as Henry learned from Plato’s Timaeus 28A–29A, one that has been made and one that is perpetual and eternal.40 In Henry’s interpretation of Plato the two exemplars amount to the species of a thing derived in Aristotelian fashion from the thing through sensory knowledge and “the divine art that contains the ideal reasons of all things.”41 Henry holds that it is necessary to have a species acquired from a sensible thing in order to have knowledge of it, but also insists that “it is absolutely impossible that an entirely certain cognition and infallible knowledge of the truth is had through such an exemplar.”42 He gives three reasons: first, because “an exemplar . . . abstracted from a changeable thing . . . necessarily has the character of something changeable.” In support of this Henry cites from Augustine that “the pure truth is not to be sought from the senses of the body.”43 The second reason is that “the human soul is mutable and subject to error.” In support of this Henry again cites from Augustine that “the law of all the arts in absolutely immutable, but . . . the human mind that is permitted to see such a law can suffer the mutability of error.”44 The third reason is that, because it is abstracted from a phantasm, such an exemplar has a likeness both with what is true and with what is false so that one cannot distinguish between them. For Augustine had said that the immutable truth above the mind “does not have an image of something false from which it cannot be distinguished.”45

Hence, Henry held that “the concept of the mind informed by the species and exemplar received from the thing is not sufficient for knowing . . . the knowledge of the pure truth.”46 Rather, he insisted that,


there is required the species and eternal exemplar that was the cause of the thing and that also does not act for generating the apprehension and knowledge of the truth in us, in accord with the common course of knowledge and the apprehension of the truth, except by means of the temporal exemplar.47



Thus the accounts of Aristotle and Plato have to be joined together, and in that way, Henry claims, “there will be filtered out one discipline, the truest philosophy, as Augustine says at the end of On the Academics.”48 Hence, as Henry sees it, the teaching of Aristotle, taken alone, is deficient because it attributes too much to particular causes, and the teaching of Plato, taken alone, is also deficient because it attributes too little to particular causes.49 However—and here’s the rub—Henry claims that any knowledge of the pure truth by knowing the divine exemplar is a matter of a free illumination on the part of God which “God offers to whom he wills and takes away from whom he wills.” As Carlos Steele has well said, “The problem of the illumination theory as developed by Henry is that it introduces the notions of ‘grace’ and ‘divine will’ to explain what is supposed to be a natural process of our minds, namely the grasping of the eternal truth.”50 But in this respect too, as Steele says at the conclusion of his article, “Henry is much more an Augustinian than a Platonist.”51

KNOWLEDGE OF THE EXISTENCE OF GOD

In Summa 22.4 Henry asks whether the existence of God can be demonstrated from creatures, and he answers that “the fact that God exists certainly can be demonstrated to a human being,” and he immediately points out that the being of God that is demonstrated is not “the being of God that he has in himself, but the being that signifies the composition of the intellect, that is, this proposition that says, ‘God exists,’ is true.”52 This being that consists in the truth of the proposition—what Henry calls “the diminished being” of God in our intellect—can be demonstrated irrefutably from creatures.53 In support of this claim Henry appeals to passages from Augustine’s Homilies on the Gospel of John and from On the True Religion.54

Henry then presents demonstrative and dialectical arguments for the truth of the proposition that God exists. The demonstrative arguments proceed in the ways of causality and of eminence. In the way of causality Henry presents arguments from efficient, formal, and final causality, since creatures are related to God in each of these ways.55 The three arguments in the way of efficient causality are Aristotelian in source as is the single argument in the way of final causality, but the two arguments in the way of formal causality are derived from Augustine’s De vera religione and De libero arbitrio.56 In the way of final causality Henry presents a single argument taken from book four of Aristotle’s Metaphysics.57 In the way of eminence Henry has proofs from Richard of Saint Victor’s De trinitate and Anselm’s Monologion.58 The dialectical arguments, which must all be reduced to demonstrative arguments, are taken from Richard of Saint Victor, John Damascene, Aristotle, Anselm, and Augustine.59

In Summa 22.5, however, Henry presents another proof, a metaphysical proof—that is, one that pertains to first philosophy as opposed to physics or natural philosophy. He also gives an a priori proof—that is, one that does not move by the ways of causality from creatures to God, but one that moves from the concept of the divine essence or quiddity to the existence of God.60 The metaphysical proof is a hallmark of Henry’s philosophy, and although Henry calls it “the way of universal intelligible propositions,” taking the name from Avicenna’s Metaphysics,61 the content of the proof is purely Augustinian. For, when Henry offers an explanation of this a priori and metaphysical proof he appeals to two puzzling and difficult passages in Augustine’s De trinitate. In the first Augustine addresses his reader and tells him:


See if you can, O soul weighed down by the corruptible body and burdened by many and various earthly thoughts. See if you can that God is truth. For it was written that God is light (1 Jn 1:5); see not as these eyes see, but see as the heart sees, when you hear “truth.” Do not ask what truth is, for the fog of bodily images and the clouds of phantasms will immediately present themselves and disturb the clarity that shone forth for you at the first moment when I said “truth.” Behold; remain, if you can, in the first moment in which you were struck as if by lightning when “truth” is said. But you cannot. You will fall back into these familiar and earthly things.62



And in a second passage to which Henry returns again and again, the bishop of Hippo wrote in words of great beauty but no less difficulty:


When you hear “this good” and “that good,” which can be said to be not good in other respects, if you can, see without those good things that are good by participation the good itself, by participation in which they are good. For you understand it at the same time when you hear “this good” or “that good.” If you are able to set aside those good things and see the good by itself, you will have seen God.63



Of this latter passage Henry explicitly says:


Avicenna, I believe, understood this when he said that a human being can know that God exists by way of universal intelligible propositions, not by way of the testimony of the senses. But those universal propositions are about being, one, good, and the first intentions of things, which are first conceived by the intellect and in which a human being can perceive being without qualification and the good or the true without qualification.64



The two passages from De trinitate are often taken as representative of Augustinian mysticism rather than as any sort of rational proof of the existence of God.65 Yet Henry claims that the Avicennian proof in the way of universal intelligible propositions, which he identifies with what Augustine does in these passages, is a distinct proof, one that is metaphysical and a priori, and one that is “much more perfect” than the a posteriori proofs from sensible creatures that he presented in Summa 22.4.66

Although Henry claims that his metaphysic proof is a priori, he insists that it is not completely a priori since the concepts of being, one, good, true, beautiful, etc. must be derived from sensory experience.67 But the proof is a priori in the sense that it moves from a concept of God to the existence of God in much the same way as Anselm’s argument does in the Proslogion.68 On the other hand, Henry argues that the existence of God is not self-evident, as Thomas Aquinas took the Proslogion argument to be.69 The reason why Henry denies that the argument is self-evident is that the concept of God is not one that is naturally and immediately known, like the concepts of being and non-being, whole and part, etc., but requires a great deal of rational development before one attains a concept of the essence or quiddity of God that includes existence.70

In order to have an argument from the concept of the divine quiddity or essence to God’s existence, one obviously needs to have a concept of the divine quiddity or essence. In Summa 24.6 Henry argues that we can attain knowledge of God either as natural philosophers or as metaphysicians:


In the first way knowledge of whether God exists is obtained from created, sensible substances, that is, from the relation of effect to cause and of something moved to its mover. . . . But in the second way our knowledge of whether God exists and our knowledge of what he is . . . is obtained from created, sensible substances in another way, that is, in another way than by deduction from creatures.71



We cannot, of course, know what God is by a vision of his bare essence, as the blessed do in heaven, but we can, Henry claims, know what God is through his general attributes that he has in common with creatures by analogy.

In what is basically a commentary on Augustine’s words in De trinitate 8.3.4, Henry says that “the abstraction of form from an individual thing that partakes in this form is twofold: in one way as related to the individual things, in another way as completely abstracted from the individual things.”72 In the first way we have “the abstraction of the universal from the particular, for example, of good from this or that good.”73 In the second way we have “the abstraction of a form considered completely separate from matter, that is, as subsisting in itself, for example, the good separate from anything participating in that good . . . the self-subsistent good.”74 In the first sort of abstraction we “abstract good from the particular good” and “consider good without qualification as it is a certain common and universal good.”75 Through the second sort of abstraction “we come to know . . . the good through its essence of the creator himself.”76 But as we can do this with good, we can do this “with all the other attributes that belong in common to a creature and the creator.”77

What God is can be known through creatures in three degrees of knowledge—general, more general, and most general. In knowledge that is most general and most confused, we know what God is by understanding whatever has excellence and worth in a creature. In this way, Henry says, we know what God is, as Augustine said in book eight of De trinitate. Most general knowledge itself has three degrees. In the first there is this sensible good, such as a tree or a dog.


For, when I say “this good,” I say two things, both that it is good and that it is this. That it is said to be “this” belongs to the creature; that it is said to be “good” is common to the creator and to the creature. If you abstract from it “this” and “that,” this is the second way of understanding the good. . . . And this is the analogous good common to God and a creature.78



The analogous concept of the good common to the creator and creature is a confused concept in which we do not understand the goodness of God as distinct from that of a creature, although these are, Henry insists, distinct concepts.79


But if you can distinguish one from the other by understanding the good as subsistent and as not existing in another, not as a participated good, but as other than the goods that are good by participation—as that by participation in which other things are good, this is the third way of understanding the good. . . . This is the good of the creator only.80



Again Henry reminds his reader that, as it is with good, so it is with being, true, beautiful, just, and the other first intentions that express some dignity and nobility in the creator and creatures.

Before turning to more general knowledge and general knowledge of the quiddity of God, one should note that in Summa 24.7 Henry distinguishes two sorts of knowledge of God from creature: a natural knowledge and a rational knowledge. Natural knowledge of God’s quiddity “is conceived immediately and naturally with the first intentions of being,” while rational knowledge is “obtained by way of rational distinction.”81 In rational knowledge “what God is is not the first thing that a human being knows from creatures, but rather the last.”82 Henry illustrates what he means by such rational knowledge of what God is by repeating his account of the twofold abstraction in moving from this or that good, first, to the universal participated good and, secondly, to the unparticipated, subsistent good.83 Rational knowledge enters in at the point where one distinguishes the subsistent good from the universal participated good. In natural knowledge, which is found in the first two degrees of most general knowledge, what God is is the first thing known (primum cognitum) by a human being in the first intentions because Henry claims that our intellect always knows what is indeterminate before what is determinate:

“The intellect always understands about anything whatsoever . . . that it is a being before understanding that it is this being, that it is good before it is this good . . . always understanding the confused universals before what is more particular and determinate.”84 Moreover, Henry distinguishes a privative indeterminateness and a negative indeterminateness. When one understands “this good,” one understands good as determined in the highest degree. But when one understand the good as the universal participated good, which “is naturally able to be determined by this or that good,” one understands it with privative indeterminateness.85 When one understand goods as good “as subsisting good, not as this or that, nor as of this or of that, because it is not a participated good and cannot be determined,” one understands good with negative indeterminateness.86 But since negative indeterminateness is greater than privative indeterminateness, “our intellect understands [in any good] by a natural priority the good that is indeterminate in the negative sense. And this is the good that is God. As it is with good, so it is with all the other things understood about God from creatures.”87 Hence, in the first two degrees of most general knowledge, that is, in natural knowledge,


what God is is the first object that has to be understood from creatures so that nothing can be known in creatures and understood from creatures to be true, good, beautiful, just, being, one, and anything else of the sort . . . unless by a natural priority . . . there is known what is unqualifiedly and indeterminately true, good, beautiful, being, one, and anything else of the sort.88



Hence, Henry can conclude that what God is in the first two degrees of most general knowledge is the beginning of all our knowledge, just as the vision of what God is in heaven is the end of our knowledge.

In more general knowledge one understands what God is in his general attributes “under a certain preeminence—insofar . . . as he is a most excellent nature.”89 In this degree of knowledge each of the general attributes is “conceived under the some character that belongs to God alone.”90 This level is attained by the simultaneous application of the ways of eminence and of removal in which the concept is raised to its highest degree with the removal of all the imperfection with which it is found in creatures.91 In support of such knowledge of what God is Henry quotes from a variety of works of Augustine. For example, he quotes from the Homilies on the Gospel of John on how we are to know God by transcending all creatures: “Transcend . . . the body, and think of the mind; transcend . . . the mind, and think of God. You do not reach God unless you also transcend the mind. . . . Remove yourself from the body; transcend even yourself. . . . For no one will reach him unless he has transcended himself.”92 Similarly Henry cites a passage from On True Religion:


One should not aimlessly and in vain gaze upon the beauty of the heavens and the order of the stars. . . . which preserve their proper limit and natures in their own kind. In considering them, we should not display idle and fleeting curiosity, but we should make a step towards immortal and everlasting things.93



In this more general knowledge we conceive what God is in his general attributes by the ways of eminence and removal.

In the third way, that is, in general knowledge one comes to know what God is


by reducing all his attributes of nobility and dignity to this one, first, most simple attribute, that is, through understanding that whatever is in him is his essence and that his essence is absolutely nothing else, either really or intentionally, than his being or existence.94



Thus by removing all composition we come to a concept of what God is and come to understand that at the level of general knowledge all the general attributes, such as being, one, good, true, etc., in their highest degree are identical with the divine essence, which is nothing other than the divine being or existence. Again Henry quotes from Augustine, stressing that our knowledge of what God is in this life is slight in comparison with what is known about him in heaven in the vision of his bare essence. Quoting from the Homilies on John, he says: “We speak about God. Why is it surprising if you do not comprehend him? For, if you comprehend, it is not God. . . . To touch him a little is great blessedness. But to comprehend him completely is impossible.”95 And from De Genesi ad litteram Henry quotes: “For to perceive him in part, however slightly, is more excellent in incomparable happiness than to comprehend all these [created] things.”96

In this section we have seen that Henry’s metaphysical argument for the existence of God is essentially an unpacking of Augustine’s lines from De trinitate 8.3.4, a passage that, I confess, had always left me baffled. Whether Henry has interpreted Augustine correctly or not is a matter of debate, but he has at least provided an account of the words of the bishop of Hippo that makes what Augustine said intelligible and has made it something less than pure mysticism. In unpacking Augustine’s words we have also seen why Henry claimed—another hallmark of his thought—that God is the first known object of the human intellect.97

CONCLUSION

The influence of Augustine upon the philosophy of Henry of Ghent is truly immense, and only someone who thoroughly knew the works of both could provide a complete account of the influence of the bishop of Hippo on the Solemn Doctor, and could do so only in a multi-volume work. Raymond Macken, who certainly knows Henry better than I do, has singled out other ways in which Augustine influenced Henry’s thought, especially emphasizing the primacy of love and the affective way to God in both thinkers.98 In speaking of Henry’s Platonism, Carlos Steele has in many ways illustrated Henry’s debt to Augustine, for Henry’s Platonism is the Platonism of Augustine, since Henry knew Plato only through the Latin translation of the Timaeus and through the interpretation of Augustine.99

What I have done in the preceding pages is show how Henry followed Augustine in three areas. First, in his refutation of the Academic Skeptics, Henry allowed Augustine to speak for him concerning knowledge of the truth from others and through one’s own sensory and intellective knowledge. Secondly, in how we attain knowledge Henry combined in typically Augustinian fashion the accounts of knowing in both Aristotle and Plato, maintaining that knowledge of the pure truth requires a twofold exemplar, one derived from the sensible thing through the senses and intellect and the other the eternal exemplar in the mind of God by which alone the human mind can judge that the thing known is a true thing of its kind, for example, a true tree or true human being. Thirdly, in explaining how we can know the existence of God, Henry accepted a posteriori proofs in the ways of causality and eminence, but then added an a priori metaphysical proof, which he called, following Avicenna, “the way of universal, intelligible propositions,” but which he explained by doing an exegesis of Augustine’s words in De trinitate 8.3.4 about how in seeing this good and that good, we at the same time see the unparticipated good that is God. Henry’s metaphysical proof and his claim that God is the primum cognitum of the human intellect are hallmarks of his philosophy, and both are, as Henry claims, grounded in the thought of Augustine of Hippo. Hence, I have shown Augustine’s influence on Henry of Ghent in three areas that were important to the philosophical thought of both men. Augustine had claimed that Plotinus was so like Plato in his philosophy that one might be tempted to think that he was Plato come back to life.100 So too, Henry is so steeped in the thought of the bishop of Hippo that one might be tempted to think that he is Augustinus redivivus, albeit in a century in which the Stagirite’s philosophy was much better known than it was in the age of Augustine.
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Wittgenstein’s Augustine

The Inauguration of the Later Philosophy

James Wetzel


Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.

—Matthew 18:3



Wittgenstein personally admired Augustine and chose to open the Philosophical Investigations with an excerpt from Book I of the Confessions (1.8.13)—the part where Augustine is describing his passage from infancy into a first language. It is clear from Wittgenstein’s subsequent commentary that he is nevertheless critical of the picture of language that Augustine’s self-description seems to presuppose. While many readers of Wittgenstein have been ready to endorse and elaborate his critique of that picture, few have given much thought to the confessional context of Augustine’s offering and how that context may have informed Wittgenstein’s reception of Augustine. In this essay, I join the small company of readers who have given sustained attention to this issue and propose that Wittgenstein’s invocation of Augustine signals a new form of confessional writing.1 It is right to place the Philosophical Investigations in the genre of confession, but it is also true that its form of confession is novel, a transformation of the Augustinian paradigm.

I try to make good on my proposal by subjecting the inaugural passage of the Investigations—the excerpt from Confessions 1.8.13 and Wittgenstein’s gloss in PI §1—to two closely related readings. In the first, I emphasize the peculiar nature of Augustine’s recollection of his initiation into language. It is a problematic memory; strictly speaking, it is no memory at all. Augustine admits to being forgetful of his time as an infant, and so he clearly can have no recollection of what he was “thinking” before he could use words to convey his desires. None of this deters him, however, from inventing a memory of infancy based on what he has been able to infer from the testimony of nurses and from his own adult acquaintance with infant behavior. Augustine recasts his external access to infancy as a personal recollection, and in so doing he affects to have a more direct acquaintance with his original human desires than he in fact has. Since he admits to the pretense, he is obviously not trying to fool his readers into according him extraordinary powers of self-recollection. I take him to be dramatizing what his sense of himself must have been like at the time of his initiation into language. When Wittgenstein raises questions about Augustine’s picture of first language learning, he works to relieve his intended readers—all those tempted by what tempts Augustine—from having to buy into the necessity of Augustine’s picture.

It is crucial to my reading of Wittgenstein that Augustine’s memorial to his own infancy not be taken as a simple mistake about how any infant comes to acquire a first language. If it were a simple mistake, then we should be able to detach Augustine’s theory of language-learning from his memorialization of it and come up with a better theory. In the Investigations, Wittgenstein disavows having an interest in theorizing2; instead he seems bent on exposing some of the myriad ways that language-use gets unhelpfully idealized and set in theoretical stone. It may seem that Augustine moves away from theory and into the form and flow of his own life when he trades in an inference for a personal memory, but his resulting self-conception, from Wittgenstein’s perspective, remains hostage to a preconception about the work that words ideally do. In my second go at a reading of the inaugural passage, I emphasize this aspect of Wittgenstein’s critique. It is not so much that Augustine will be shown by Wittgenstein to have misremembered his entry into language, as if there were something here to get over and be done with; the suggestion is more that Augustine’s preconception of language-use hinders him from recognizing the different forms that an initiation into language can take.

This preconception—that ideal language-use assigns words to referents and does so without ambiguity—is no stupid prejudice; it is born of an innately human desire to be understood. The idea that we can speak with one another only if there is, in some ideality, a preconceived meaning for all the words we venture is nevertheless a tyrannical one. It encourages the notion—arguably infantile—that we are racing against one another in life to perfect the meaning of our words; the winner gets to be understood first. Wittgenstein associates the desire for idealized clarity with his favorite saint not to expose a weakness in Augustine’s character but to underscore that a mind even as great as Augustine’s can fall into this kind of temptation.3

The issue for me, however, is not whether Wittgenstein’s critique of Augustine is admiring or respectful; it is whether his critique is invested enough in confession to be counted as confessional itself. If we stick to the root meaning of ‘confession’ (cum + fateor)—an act of speech that seeks its completion in another’s acknowledgement—then Wittgenstein’s emphasis on the play of meaning between speakers can be read to be broadly confessional. Admittedly this reading seems a far cry from the Augustinian paradigm, where to confess is to address God and trade in sin for grace. “I resolve to recall my passed-over impurities and my soul’s flesh-fixated corruptions, not,” writes Augustine (Conf. 2.1.1), “that I may love them again but that I may love you, my God.”4 His confession is indeed a communicative act that seeks acknowledgement from another (in the form of both judgment and forgiveness), but there is no possible substitute in his mind for God’s acknowledgement. Suppose that we drop God from confession, devote all of our attention to human interlocution, and think of sin as a disposition, fed by fear and arrogance, to fix a meaning that is still up for social negotiation. The chatty notion of confession that is apt to follow from this would be a parody, not a transformation, of the Augustinian notion.

The reading that stands most in the way of catching Wittgenstein’s confession is precisely the one that reads him as taking on Augustine without taking up Augustine’s theological preoccupations with sin and grace. This pragmatic, unmystical Wittgenstein persistently redirects a long and venerable tradition of idealism in philosophy, one often given to devotion, away from supramundane revelations and towards the inescapably imperfect but fully human business of improving human understanding. Those attached to this kind of reading do not, of course, see Wittgenstein as reducing the notion of confession to parody; they see him as abandoning the idea altogether—at least when the context is philosophical.

Take, as illustration, the case of Miles Burnyeat, whose influential essay on Augustine’s De magistro brings Augustine’s thesis there about teaching to the scene of Wittgenstein’s critique of Confessions 1.8.13.5 In De magistro, a dialogue that comes some eight to ten years before the Confessions, Augustine introduces and defends the surprising thesis that no one ever teaches anyone anything; properly speaking, Christ, the inner teacher, is the only teacher.6 With regard to the negative part of the thesis, Burnyeat is prepared to tease out the affinities between Wittgenstein and Augustine, both of whom notice that no outward display of signs—words, gesticulations, pictures—can ever guarantee the delivery of an intended meaning. The effect of this notice is that both Wittgenstein and Augustine accord the first-perspective an irreducible integrity: whether I grasp a meaning or not is in some primitive way, impossible to define further, about me. Burnyeat argues that Wittgenstein obscures this aspect of his kinship with Augustine by the way he chooses to excerpt Confessions 1.8.13; he leaves out the part where Augustine confesses to having learnt language not from adult speakers (maiores homines) but by means of the mind that God gave him.7 This is no simple case of inadvertence, thinks Burnyeat, but a decision on Wittgenstein’s part to stay clear of Augustine’s posit of an inner teacher, able to light up a mind from within. In Burnyeat’s words: “To leave out God and the Platonic mind for the beginning of the Philosophical Investigations was to accept Augustine’s problem as his own and to declare that it must now be solved in naturalistic, purely human terms.”8

Burnyeat’s sense of the indeterminacy of ostensively defined meaning, the integrity of the first-person point of view, and Wittgenstein’s revival, via Augustine, of “the ancient understanding of the complexity of understanding,”9 is considerably more subtle than I have been able to convey above. In this case, however, I am less interested in the subtle side of Burnyeat than in his blunt confidence that his readers will find his contrast between Wittgenstein’s naturalism and Augustine’s reliance on God of obvious philosophical import. Although I am not one of those readers, I suspect that the implied import is that Wittgenstein is more philosophical than Augustine; both men may have had a genius for seeing where a philosophical perplexity lies, but only Wittgenstein, the story goes, solves his perplexities honestly, in “purely human terms.” It strikes me, on the contrary, that a triumphant naturalism, when applied to Wittgenstein, ends up with little or nothing in the way of a triumph. Wittgenstein is just not very forthcoming with all those naturalistic solutions to philosophical problems. So he is either some kind of skeptical naturalist, a latter-day Hume, or he is not helpfully described as a naturalist.10 The problem with attributing a deus-ex-machina kind of supernaturalism to Augustine is that he never asks his God for superhuman understanding or for a redemption that would exempt him from having to reckon with time. What he hopes for from God is a reading of himself and his loves better than he has been able or willing to give.

It is not obvious to either Augustine or Wittgenstein that the problem of human understanding, when couched as the inability of one speaker to fix meanings in the head of another, is really a problem. If we take it to be a problem, then our real problem may be that we are moved to see a problem where there is none. The conception of philosophy that would attempt to address and undo a disposition to see a problem where there is none may be thought to liken a philosophical problem to a psychosomatic illness; the distress is real, but the source of the problem has been displaced by a fiction, a ghostly body-double. As Augustine becomes aware of his sinfulness, he begins to notice his disposition to fictionalize himself. He has been inclined, in all kinds of subtle ways, to confuse the pain of his alienation from God and his own body with an aching desire to find himself complete in the eyes of someone else. Eventually he finds himself able to take to heart this bit of Paul (Romans 13:14): “No more wild parties and drunken fits, bedroom antics and indecencies, rivalries and wrangling; just clothe yourself in Jesus Christ, your master, and don’t look to lusts to care for your flesh.”11

It is fair to wonder whether the need that Augustine feels to adopt God’s way of being human has anything to do with the “real need” (unser eigentliches Bedürfnis) that Wittgenstein invokes to free a philosophical investigation from a sublimed and, one might say, bodiless logic.12 It is also fair to wonder whether Wittgenstein’s fascination with words and his relation to them carries enough heart to move Wittgenstein into Augustine’s neighborhood. When I question Burnyeat’s confidence in Wittgenstein’s naturalism (a widely shared confidence), I am not hoping to apply a salve of bland religiosity to an awkwardly de-naturalized Wittgenstein. I am issuing a caveat: the naturalism that makes it easy for us to part Wittgenstein from Augustine’s company is likely to be no more illuminating than the bland religiosity it displaces.

There is in fact a significant divergence between Augustine and Wittgenstein over confession, and it shows up in Wittgenstein’s expropriation of Augustine’s confessional voice. I will speak to that divergence as explicitly as I can in the concluding section of my essay. In the meantime, I will be working through my two readings of the inaugural passage, hoping to show how Wittgenstein’s investment in his own initiation into a language is a form of confessing that he expropriates from Augustine. If someone still wants to call Wittgenstein’s takeover a move into naturalism, I have no objection provided that the naturalism invoked is not preemptive and the nature of Wittgenstein’s divergence from Augustine remains an open question.

Wittgenstein begins his Investigations by taking over a saint’s troubled memory of his murky human beginnings. It is Augustine’s memory; it is Wittgenstein’s own; it is no one’s. Much turns on the image of an unclaimed, perhaps abandoned, childhood.

AN UNCERTAIN CHILDHOOD: AUGUSTINE’S MEMORY

Here is Augustine’s memorial to his infancy as Wittgenstein has, by virtue of his excerpting, chosen to define it (PI §1; Conf. 1.8.13):


When adults were calling something by name and doing so by moving their bodies in accord with an utterance, I would notice this and commit to mind the sound they were making when they wanted to point this thing out. That they wanted to do this was further apparent from their body language, the language that is, as it were, the natural speech of humankind: a change of countenance, a look, a gesticulation of limbs, a tone of voice that indicates an intent to seek and possess something, or reject and avoid it. Over time I made the right associations between words in sentences and sounds frequently used to point out objects, and once I had wrung the requisite sounds from my mouth, I used them from then on to announce my desires.



I have already indicated in my prefatory remarks what is tellingly selective about this excerpt. If Wittgenstein had begun his excerpt just a few lines prior to where he began it, we would know that Augustine remembers his boyhood (pueritas) but not his infancy (infantia) and that he discovered only later in life (later than his boyhood) the means by which he had first come to speak. In retrospect, he credits himself and God for bringing that means into some kind of fruition, but not the adults that were, as described above, modeling his words for him.

Left with what we have, Augustine is made out to be recalling his infant consciousness directly, and it turns out that his inner infant is remarkably given to soliloquy. He describes to himself his entry into language before he has ever acquired a public means of speaking. At first Wittgenstein glosses over this striking aspect of Augustine’s self-description. He simply tells us that Augustine’s words put him in mind of “a particular picture of the essence of human language” (ein bestimmtes Bild von dem Wesen der menschlichen Sprache)—one where words name objects and sentences coordinate names. On the face of it, Wittgenstein is alluding to the theory of meaning he was attempting to elucidate in the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, the great work of his early career, but the logically simple objects of the Tractatus and the names that are of their essence are hardly the stuff of an infant’s attention, even a preternaturally self-aware one.13 Wittgenstein asks us to imagine, in conjunction with Augustine’s picture, the following use of language (PI §1):


I send someone shopping, I give him a slip marked “five red apples.” He takes the slip to the shopkeeper, who opens the drawer marked “apples”; then he looks up the word “red” in a table and finds a color sample opposite it; then he says the series of cardinal numbers—I assume that he knows them by heart—up to the word “five” and for each number he takes an apple of the same color as the sample out of the drawer.



Wittgenstein’s shopkeeper is almost as odd as Augustine’s infant. Perhaps he was that infant once, but now that he knows the rudiments of a public discourse, he is no longer quite so infantile. Still we need to assume—as if there were some question—that he can count to five on his own. It is hard to know what to do with this picture. I want to ask, how did this shopkeeper get to be this way? Wittgenstein’s alter ego, the voice that craves definitiveness and perfect clarity, wants to know how the shopkeeper knows the meaning of his words.14 It is not a question that Wittgenstein seems interested in answering: “Well, I assume,” comes the response (PI §1), “that he acts as I have described. Explanations come to an end somewhere.”

Augustine’s description of his move out of infancy does invite at least a question or two about the mechanics of the move, about what makes it work. His inner infant knows what he desires and deems his desires significant: they can be assigned signs and then signified to those who are aware of having, or of having had, the very same desires in themselves. But how does the infant ever know that his conception of the desire-sign conjunction is the very same conception that the speaking members of his world have been assuming all along? A slip of paper with the words “five red apples” scribbled on it does not, after all, look much like an armful of red apples, and a cry of “milk!” is no naturally nearer to a desire for milk than a cry of “milch!” or “lac!” or a word intoned more like a question. I suppose that as long as the shopper keeps getting his desired number of apples and the infant his milk, the matter of how words like “five” and “milk” manage to have meaning need not come up. Hence Wittgenstein’s curt dismissal of his alter ego’s metaphysical anxiety over meaning (PI §1): “But what is the meaning of the word ‘five’?—No such thing was in question here, only how the word ‘five’ is used.”15

Just as I can imagine the shopper always getting his apples from the shopkeeper, I can also imagine, admittedly with some strain, that Augustine’s infant always gets what he cries for. What I cannot imagine is that same infant entering into a language; for apart from having a desire go unmet, the infant has no motive to assign significance to any of his desires. At some point in a human life, memorable only after infancy, each of us faces a question of moment: am I being misunderstood, or is my desire being flatly refused? In the face of such a question, it would not be unnatural or even unusual for me to wonder whether I command the meaning of my words. Augustine reads his desire for command back into his infant awareness, apparently under the supposition that he once had, and perhaps still has, the ability to fix the meaning of his words on his own. If his memory is to be credited, then he knew what he meant by the words he used apart from having to participate in a prior practice of sign-exchange (e.g., apples for a slip of paper that says “apples”) and apart from having to take for granted the form of life that sustains the practice (e.g., the buying and selling of groceries).16 One easy moral of Wittgenstein’s shopping analogy is that Augustine has confused a question of meaning with a question of use; like every other infant on the planet, he learned how to use words before he ever knew or cared what they meant.

But like many easy morals this one too is misleading. It will incline us to think that Wittgenstein is idealizing language and reducing meaning to a matter of word-use. A first use of words, when idealized, gets accorded an extraordinary (I am tempted to say miraculous) power: it is able to contain all possible meanings within its own, preexisting idiom. It becomes, in short, the mother of all meanings. Consider, along these lines, the sentiment that Wittgenstein expresses about Augustine in Investigations §32:


Someone coming into a strange country will sometimes learn the language of the inhabitants from ostensive definitions (hinweisende Erklärungen) that they give him; and he will often have to guess the meaning of these definitions; and will guess sometimes right, sometimes wrong.

And now, I think, we can say: Augustine describes the learning of human language as if the child came into a strange country and did not understand the language of the country; that is, as if it already had a language, only not this one. Or again: as if the child could already think, only not yet speak. And “think” would here mean something like “talk to itself.”



Assuming, as I think is the case, that Wittgenstein is offering a critique of Augustine, what is the critique? At the very least Augustine seems to have forgotten the difference between a speaking child and an infant.17 The “infant” of Confessions 1.8.13 already has a first language, albeit a private one, and he uses this language as a basis for acquiring a strange tongue—in this case the language into which he was born. However misguided it may be to think of one’s birth language as foreign, I do not think that Wittgenstein’s implied alternative is to publicize “infant” consciousness and exchange bad interiority for bad, perhaps worse, publicity. I hear his critique of Augustine hitting on the note of the child’s estrangement: Augustine describes being born into a life where everyone is a stranger to him—not hostile necessarily, but strange in the way that people from different countries can be strange to one another.

From here, I see two ways to develop Wittgenstein’s critique. In one we run with the notion that Augustine has illicitly shifted the focus of his memory. Let’s not forget that he was father to a son whom he well loved and long outlived. Around the time of the Confessions, when Augustine was a few years past forty and Adeodatus nearly ten years gone, Augustine may still have remembered something about his son’s infant efforts at first words. He would have remembered nothing, however, about his own efforts. No one—not Augustine, not Adeodatus—can remember his first entry into a language. When Augustine recasts his outside observer’s point of view as a piece of introspection, he asserts a memory where there can be none. If this line of critique is reliable, then a theory in developmental psychology—that infants lack self-awareness—will have been verified by way of a thought-experiment. Is it thinkable that we know the meaning of a word before we know how to use it? If not (and ‘not’ is the presumption here), then self-awareness is quite unintelligible outside the context of socially regulated language-use. Although I find this use of a thought-experiment to be out of keeping with Wittgenstein and tending (again) towards the idealization of language, I have a simpler reason for rejecting the line of critique I have just adumbrated: it pays no attention to the specificity of Wittgenstein’s critique. The child that Augustine describes cannot feel himself to be anything if he lacks self-awareness, but if that is Wittgenstein’s point, then why does he suggest, more particularly, that the child is strangely made out to feel like a stranger?

In the alternative line of critique that I am about to follow, we need to entertain a more radical possibility about Augustine’s fictionalized memory: that he does more than engage in a kind of sham introspection; he suppresses his memory of infancy altogether. The relevant memory is indeed wrapped up with Augustine’s sensitivity to the infancy of others, but here we might be tempted to think that no amount of sensitivity can turn an inference into a personal memory. And of course if we mean by “personal memory” an inner viewing, originally (and perhaps permanently) private, then it is surely right to think that infancy is either observed or inferred but never remembered. On the other hand, it seems perverse to insist too strongly on parents having to observe the infancy of their children and never getting to experience it. The sober truth may be that I cannot have the experience of others, not even the ones I love intimately and raise from infancy, but the more supple realization is that a parented life is never unambiguously bounded. We tend to spill into our parents as they spill into us, all the way back to Adam and his father. When Augustine draws a boundary about his infancy and resolves the domain of inquiry into either inference or private memory, he makes infancy unconfessable—something that can never come between progenitor and child, for good or ill.

In his critique of Augustine, Wittgenstein aims to move Augustine back to confession, or more accurately (as we shall see), he corrects Augustine’s confession in order to advance a confession of his own. He thereby honors one of Augustine’s professed hopes: to be received and corrected by a confessional reader, a brother in spirit: “He is brother to me,” writes Augustine (Conf. 10.4.5), “who delights on my behalf when he approves of me and grieves for me when he does not, for he loves me all the same whether he approves or disproves. It is to him and his like that I reveal myself.”

In my next section, I focus directly on the confessional aspect of Wittgenstein’s reading of Confessions 1.8.13. For the remainder of this one, I hope to suggest where some inkling of Augustine’s genuine memory of infancy can be found. Again this is not a matter of coming up with an alternative report of Augustine’s mental state; it is a matter of finding what truth there is in his confession of infancy. To this end, I rely on the distinction that Wittgenstein makes in the sketchy addendum to the Investigations (Part II), the passage where he speaks to the nature of true confession:


The criteria for the truth of the confession that I thought such-and-such are not the criteria for a true description of a process. And the importance of true confession does not reside in its being a reliably correct report of a process. It resides rather in the special conclusions which can be drawn from a confession whose truth is guaranteed by the special criteria of truthfulness.18



Wittgenstein is using the notion of confession (Geständnis) loosely and so not with an overtly religious or moral intonation. Stanley Cavell evokes a basic sense of confession when he writes: “In confessing, you do not explain or justify, but describe how it is with you.”19 Let’s play out a bit what defeats or blocks confession at a basic level. You offer me some self-description and then tell me that I need, before presuming to understand you, to get into your head and note the meanings that you associate with your words. You are no longer confessing anything; you are mortgaging your words to a standard of correctness that neither you nor I can hope to meet. I cannot meet it because I cannot in fact get into your head. You cannot meet it because you cannot rely on your words to convey your intended meaning. When Augustine offers us his description of infancy in Confessions 1.8.13, he tempts us to get into an infant’s head and note there the presence or absence of a world of meaning. If we resist this temptation, we are left having to draw conclusions from a truthfulness that rests on the application of “special criteria.”

Wittgenstein says nothing about what those special criteria may be, but I suspect that nothing could be said about them in the abstract that would be other than vacuous. (And so why say anything?) When we turn to the specific case of Augustine’s confession of infancy and its truthfulness, we clearly have to have more than Confessions 1.8.13 to work with. Otherwise we are left with a self-description that invites alienation from the condition of infancy, of the sort that Wittgenstein’s describes in PI§32: the infant child, infancy itself, seems to belong to no one.

Tellingly we find more of what we need from Augustine in his description of his conversion. For most of Book VIII of the Confessions, he recounts the anguish he once felt over his spiritual impotence, his inability to discard his old and discredited erotic fantasies and resolve upon a new life. We get to hear his agonized argument with himself in a garden retreat, to feel the futility of argument, and to wonder with Alypius, his friend and silent witness, whether Augustine has a way out of his private Gethsemane. In far less space than it took him to define the anguish, Augustine finally describes the moment of turning (Conf. 8.12.29):


Suddenly I hear a voice coming from a nearby house—hard to say whether it was a girl’s or a boy’s; it just kept chanting the words: “pick up and read; pick up and read” (tolle, lege). Right away I felt more relaxed, and I began to think hard about whether children use a chant like that in some game they play. But I couldn’t remember ever hearing it before. My tears now in check, I stood up, convinced that the chant was nothing else than a divine command to me to open my book and read the first verse that comes to view.



Augustine’s book is a book of Paul’s letters, and when he opens it he hits upon Romans 13:13-14. At that moment an imperative to pick up and read gives way in his mind to an imperative to clothe himself (induite) with Jesus Christ, his master, and junk the old erotic fantasies: they do the flesh no good. He reports having no need to read further; a “light of relief” (lux securitatis) fills his heart.

Augustine’s reception of his new imperative is, I think, incomprehensible apart from the mediating voice of the child. It is a voice whose sexuality is latent (male or female, who can tell?) and whose offering to Augustine is to introduce him to a new, or perhaps just forgotten, form of play. Augustine takes that offering to be authoritative; he concludes that God is relating to him through a child’s voice. Perhaps the child’s voice just is God’s voice; Augustine already believes, after all, that God was once a child—having been a child is an aspect of who God is. Perhaps the voice conveys what God remembers about being a child, a memory that Augustine is being prompted to share as he turns to the serious business of picking up a holy book and looking for himself in its pages. A spirit of play is not frivolity to a beginner in life, but a necessity, and the adult looking for a new start in life may well have to remember this before continuing on with too much serious business. If Augustine can still hear the child’s voice in his divine call to a new humanity, then he is freed for a time from the oblivion that makes a child so strange to an adult.

The other way to read the force of the imperative, a reading I resist, is to accent Christ’s persona as Augustine’s lord and master and assume that Augustine is being given a divine gift of adult self-mastery—a gift that he is obliged over time, though perhaps a very long time, to accept. Whatever the merits of this reading, it tends to confuse self-mastery (which can’t be a gift) with being released from a tyranny (which can be). And it is not always an act of will that brings about a person’s liberation, but something more akin to a memory. A child’s desire, in its remembered innocence, can sometimes get the better of adult lust and redeem aging flesh from the violence of unmet needs. When that happens, the adult is, in effect, trying on an original innocence.

Augustine believed, in keeping with his complex teaching about original sin, that only Jesus and Mary were originally innocent. The rest of us have to remember all the way back to Adam for some connection to an innocent beginning, and Adam’s innocence did not, in any case, keep him from falling into sin. If adults and infants are equally defined by a history of disaffection, then infancy is simply disaffection looking for a name. But I do not think that this is Augustine’s settled view of the matter. Yes, he sees some connection, a bloodline, between infant desire and adult disaffection, but he also has some inclination to put Christ into that same bloodline. Even when he relates to Christ more as a garment than as an extension of his own skin, the promise of a greater intimacy is always there for him. In confessing to conversion, he confesses to an innocence, distantly remembered, that checks his presumption to be speaking out of disaffection alone. Perhaps he has to unspeak the illusion of a language before he can speak at all. If so, then his conversion is his awareness that he is still learning a first language.20

AN UNCERTAIN CHILDHOOD: WITTGENSTEIN’S CRITIQUE

I return now to Wittgenstein’s critique of Augustine’s picture of language, this time with a focus on its confessional aspect. Augustine confesses to sin, to a disposition to mistake his life’s end and so also to misconceive his life’s beginning. More than Augustine does, Wittgenstein sees misconception at work in Confession 1.8.13, where Augustine describes his way into words. The language that Augustine imagines as his first—an affair of matching names to concrete objects of desire—rests on a picture of language that Wittgenstein considers to be, if not mistaken, then impoverished. Say that Wittgenstein is right. It is hardly a confessional critique to point out the mote in a brother’s eye and not notice the beam in one’s own. Does Wittgenstein ever confess to difficulties of his own? And are those difficulties of a piece with a saint’s struggle to see through to the other side of a sinful disposition?

In the Investigations, Wittgenstein often gives voice to a disposition to expect the wrong kind of clarity in life. Here is one example (PI §101):


We want to say that there can’t be any vagueness in logic. The idea now absorbs us, that the ideal ‘must’ be found in reality. Meanwhile we do not as yet see how it occurs there, nor do we understand the nature of this “must.” We think it must be in reality; for we think we already see it there.



For Wittgenstein, the temptation to idealize language as logic and then expect reality to follow suit is neither trivial nor neatly intellectual, and it can operate in unexpected ways. In the preface to the Tractatus, the work of his most obsessed with clarity and yet given to nonsense, Wittgenstein tells us that the sense of his entire book comes down to this: “What can be said at all can be said clearly, and what we cannot talk about we must pass over in silence.”21 But, as it turns out, Wittgenstein cannot speak about what makes a sentence speakable without lapsing into nonsense.22 This is because the narrator of the Tractatus finds himself in the same spot as the infant in Confessions 1.8.13: he has to give words to the preconceptions of meaning that give words meaning—as if he were somehow able to speak ahead of himself. Wittgenstein hopes to make a virtue out of the irony: once the Tractatus gets us to see that there can be no special language of logic and that the logic of our language, of any language, has to be taken for granted, we will be less likely to indulge in unintended nonsense and more likely to speak correctly. We will speak, that is, only about objects of sense, as Augustine’s child does, but with an adult’s comprehension of the broader world of objects, basically the world of natural science.23 More than this, we will have the good grace to honor logic, ethics, and aesthetics with a reverential silence. For now we know that there is no correct way to speak about what defies objectification.

In his preface to the Investigations, Wittgenstein encourages the notion that his new thoughts are all about his struggle to break from the grip of his old way of thinking:


Four years ago I had occasion to re-read my first book (the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus) and to explain its ideas to someone. It suddenly seemed to me that I should publish those old thoughts and the new ones together: that the latter could be seen in the right light only by contrast with and against the background of my old way of thinking.24



In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein counsels us to keep silent in the face of what fails to admit of a correct description. In the Investigations, we are invited again and again to play with the idea that where the one correct description seems impossible or unutterable, there many descriptions may be usefully ventured. What we are given in the Investigations is not logic, but forms of life.25 Wittgenstein tries to remind us there—and to remember himself—that what any of us begins with is a life and that this life can take a variety of forms.

Since it is not so easy to imagine having forgotten so mundane a truth, I can see why Wittgenstein would have wanted to bind his two ways of thinking—the old and the new—into a single book. We have to feel force of a temptation before we can take much interest in the life that is free from its grip. A confession of grace can sound puerile when the fight against sin is removed from it and we are left only with a vision of child’s play. Wittgenstein, as we know, never realizes his idea of publishing his two great works side by side, but he does bind his two ways of thinking together. In the Investigations the old way shows up as a voice of temptation, down but not out. If he were to have taken a more literal approach, setting his new thoughts against the letter of the Tractatus, he might have given us a more vivid sense of his self-scrutiny and struggle for catharsis. But I am more inclined to think that he would have succeeded mainly in making Augustine seem less interesting: Augustine makes the same mistake as the author of the Tractatus, but more crudely, like someone philosophically naive.

As the text of the Investigations now stands, Augustine holds a place of honor and authority. Wittgenstein allows Augustine to supply him with his most perspicuous picture of a subtle, but profound, temptation. In Confessions 1.8.13, Augustine writes as if the meaning of his words were given to him independently of his unfolding life in the flesh with others (a sin against the incarnation?); the result, as Wittgenstein shows us, is a picture of alienated childhood and a missing beginning to a life, a lost infancy. The moral for Wittgenstein is certainly not that Augustine is a clumsy philosopher, lacking in good grammatical sense (of course not all words are nouns); it is that Augustine’s need to confess is so serious, so close to the bone of a human life, that even his slip at confession is illuminating. Augustine’s slip in Confessions 1.8.13—the slip out of infancy and into something unconfessed—gives Wittgenstein a captivating insight into his old (and unconfessed) need for a “preconception of crystalline purity.”26

The picture of language in the Tractatus is not a pictorial picture: it is a verbal prompt of the imageless form that a proposition and a state of affairs (real or possible) supposedly share in common. Apart from that form, no proposition would make sense (i.e., have a truth-value). The self that intuitively grasps logical form is what Wittgenstein calls “the philosophical self” (das philosophische Ich). His characterization of it in the Tractatus is largely by way of negation: “The philosophical self,” writes Wittgenstein (5.641), “is not the human being, not the human body, or the human soul, with which psychology deals, but rather the metaphysical subject, the limit of the world—not a part of it.” That may not sound like much of a self to be, but keep in mind that the alternative, the self that is of interest to psychologists, is for Wittgenstein a rather dingy affair. It fears death, wills to live inside a narrow point of view, and looks for happiness in altered circumstances. Meanwhile the properly philosophical self stays above all that: it lives at the limits of the world (6.43), regards with sublime indifference the world’s particulars or the how of things (6.432), and, most beguiling of all, it never experiences death (6.4311). This is not a confessional self or any kind of self that looks at itself. If it were to write a book called, The World As I Found It, then it would, Wittgenstein suggests (5.631), have to leave itself out of the account.

Augustine too is hoping not to identify himself with a dingy, grasping, puny self, but he seems to know better than Wittgenstein that it is possible to live at the limits of the world and still be that self. In Confessions 1.8.13, Augustine affects to speak at the limits of spoken language; both the affectation and the ambition make his infant persona seem philosophical in the Tractarian sense of that notion. In Confessions 1.6.8, in a passage closely allied to the one Wittgenstein excerpts from 1.8.13, Augustine accords his infant persona its infantile desires:


Little by little I was becoming aware of my surroundings, and I began to want to indicate my wants to those able to satisfy them. I wasn’t able to do this, seeing that my wants were inside me and they were on the outside, lacking all sense for how to get into my soul. So I moved my limbs and used my voice, signing with my few signs, in the best way I could, what I wanted; but my signs did not really look like my wants. And when I wasn’t getting what I wanted, either due to a lack of understanding or in order to spare me harm, I grew resentful of the adults—free people, not slaves—who weren’t being subdued, and I revenged myself upon them with a flood of tears. I have learned that infants are like this from infants I have been able to study, and they showed me that I was like this, more so than the nurses who, unlike them, knew me back then.



The last sentence makes it clear that Augustine is not claiming introspection as the source of his knowledge. He has no memory of his own infancy, but as I tried to show earlier, in keeping with a suggestion from Wittgenstein, the offer of a confession is not the self-report of a mental state. With that caveat in mind, notice what Augustine is offering us here. From his adult study of infants he claims to know what he must have been like as an infant. He paints his infant self as a narcissistic tyrant, bent wholly on getting his wants met.

Still his portrait is not simply of a tiny self-aggrandizer; there is as much pathos in what he depicts as aggression. The infant is angry and frustrated because he finds that his body-language of desire is frequently breaking down. He tries to embody some desire of his, and the adults either miss his meaning or fail to respond to him for reasons he cannot yet comprehend, having little or no sense of harm. If he wants to recover an effective language of desire, he will need to study adult body-language, which will include verbal gesticulating, and cue his desires to that. It will finally be someone else’s body that will redefine for him the significance of his desires. We get the portrait of the infant-student attending to foreign bodies in Confessions 1.8.13. If we combine the student with the tyrant, we are left with someone who looks to lusts to care for his flesh (Romans 13:14) and forgets the significance of his own body; the portrait is of self-tyranny. Augustine has not reminded us of what it is like to be an infant; he has reminded us of what it means to remain an unconfessed sinner.

Now try to imagine the confession of the philosophical self. First hear this self speak about death and its freedom from death (6.4311):


Death is not an event in life: we do not live to experience death.

If we take eternity to mean not infinite temporal duration but timelessness, then eternal life belongs to those who live in the present.

Our life has no end in just the way in which our visual field has no limits.



In Wittgenstein’s German, the self that relates itself so to death is impersonal (“Den Tod erlebt man nicht”) and, because an impersonal self is everyone’s, it is also first-person plural (“Unser Leben ist ebenso endlos”). As I write about the passage above, I revert to the first-person singular, and I signal by this reversion the solipsistic perspective of the philosophical self, if one can still call a perspective the bare conceit of a perspective. Death is not an event in life: true, if my death is the only death that matters to me. Then I can claim, as if it were some kind of philosophical virtue, that I have no birth and no death: my recollection of the one is as inconceivable to me as my anticipation of the other. There is no “I” that comes to be and none that ceases: none, that is, until I recall that I may be someone in the eyes of someone else. My birth can be marked and celebrated; my death marked and mourned. Still I will not be able to claim the memories of my birth and death as my own; I can remember the limits of only the life that claims me from without—the one that enters my visual field and relieves me (for a time) of my timelessness. The memory of a limited life is always a confessional memory: it wrecks the integrity of the first-person point of view and puts us into one another’s keeping.

Having invited Augustine to open the Investigations, where the old philosophical self assumes a more recognizably human form, Wittgenstein does not then advance the argument—which would have been a rather ungrateful one—that Augustine’s first try at words is, as he describes it, inconceivable. It is conceivable that Augustine could have come to believe that he needed to translate his body into another’s or another’s into his own in order to be understood at all, but no one who loves Augustine will want to think that this is how he entered his life with others or how he exited from it. Wittgenstein’s loving tribute to Augustine is his playful insistence, carried throughout most of the Investigations, that Augustine’s picture of language in Confessions 1.8.13 is simply unnecessary.

If he had claimed more than this, insisting in the style of the Tractatus on what is impossible to say, he would have usurped the power of logos that Augustine reserves for God. No longer the master of words, Wittgenstein is prepared to confess, in a voice never entirely his own, the darker possibilities of conception—the ones that orphan the soul and render the body a prison-house or a coffin. He is also open to the possibility of correction without self-torment.27 I am tempted to say that Wittgenstein now writes out of humility, but I know too little about that peculiar virtue. It strikes me all the same that he begins the confession of his later philosophy when he looks without condemnation or approval at the unconfessed sin of someone he loves.

SIN AND GRACE: REPRISE

Once it is granted that the Wittgenstein of the Investigations is a confessional writer, his preference for conceptual perplexity over prayerful agony ceases to be a simple matter of a naturalized outlook: it speaks to a shift that he effects within the idiom of a confession, one that suggests more than a few degrees of separation between him and Augustine. I am ready now to speak to that confessional shift of focus, and I begin with a bit of anecdotal information. In one on his informal remarks on religion, Wittgenstein has this to say about his grasp of divine election:


In religion it must be the case that corresponding to every level of devoutness there is a form of expression that has no sense at a lower level. For those still at the lower level this doctrine, which means something at the higher level, is null & void; it can only be understood wrongly, & so these words are not valid for such a person.

Paul’s doctrine of election by grace, for instance, is at my level irreligious and ugly nonsense. So it is not meant for me since I can only apply wrongly the picture offered me. If it is a holy & good picture, then it is so for a quite different level, where it must be applied in life quite differently than I could apply it.28



Paul’s doctrine of election by grace is usually taken to have these elements: (1) all of us, by virtue of original sin, are hell bent on sticking with an unhealthy self-love, (2) some of us have nevertheless been predestined for a better love and (3) those precious few, the elect, are in no position to resist God’s “offer” of a better love.

The doctrine, thus parsed, is not Paul’s but Augustine’s. Augustine just happened to be very good at making the doctrine seem like Paul’s.29 It was from his reading of Romans 9 that he derived his doctrine of gratuitous and irresistible election, and with that doctrine in place he became ever more inclined to blame human beings for being Adam’s heirs. Original sin developed in Augustine’s mind into something between a fatal illness and a capital crime. If the trifecta of gratuitous election, irresistible grace, and original sin can be said to inform the Confessions—and it certainly would be hard to write out its influence altogether—then the Wittgenstein who finds ugly and irreligious nonsense in Paul is not likely to be reading Augustine at “the higher level.”

Personally I have always found it profoundly unhelpful when reading Augustine to suppose that his doctrines have a life apart from the confessional context that supplies them with their application. It is crudely correct to say that Augustine holds to unmerited election, irresistible grace, and original sin. But I cannot, any more than Wittgenstein can, imagine those abstracted doctrines as my truths; they suggest to me a picture I cannot apply but wrongly—a picture of willfulness and the abdication of love. On the other hand, I cannot remember having chosen to be born, I did not earn the love I was first offered, and I have been unable, try as I might, to refuse my need for unmerited love. My point is not that Augustine’s doctrines, once confessionalized, become ordinary and livable. I mean something more along these lines: that we cannot fairly distance ourselves from the confession he models for us simply by gesturing to a supernaturalism that only he (deluded man or superman) can appreciate. When Wittgenstein is feeling less Kierkegaardian and more Augustinian about religion, he resists the lure of false sublimity very well.

In one respect, Wittgenstein resists it better than Augustine does, and here is where I would locate Wittgenstein’s shift of confessional focus. He does not accept Augustine’s notion that we are born into a world having to will, ever more desperately over time, the privacy of our desires. Where there is a tendency to forget how often a desire to live can be for another’s desire to live, Augustine puts a darkly sublime will to preempt the exchange of desire that leads to mutual self-awareness. Too confidently he accuses himself of having pressed all his desires into the exclusive service of his own, original body—as if that determination were obvious. No wonder he discounts so easily the role that his parents may have played in eliciting his first words. They are, to his infant self, just two more adults more or less disposed to guess at his desires. They have to guess at his desires just as he has to guess at theirs. The language that sets in between outsiders is a monument to alienation. There is no sign of an original parenting here, no nod to the responsiveness that comes before all the guesswork. When Wittgenstein contests the necessity of Augustine’s account of language-learning, he contests the idea that the world is naturally an orphanage. I cannot confess to having been born to such a world; there would be no one, not even God, to take my confession.

I can confess only to the sin that reminds me that I lack the synoptic view of my condition. Were I to see ahead of all the exits and entries of my shared life with others, I would be making yet another exit and falsely imagining it to be my grand entry. Here Wittgenstein reassures me that a language of timeless definitiveness and a perspective at the limits of my world is not in any case what I want: none of that would meet my “real need” (eigentliches Bedürfnis). Augustine warns me that I have taken my taste of the knowledge that is both disaffecting and full of promise and that now only God can help me. I do not think, despite how it may sound at first, that Wittgenstein and Augustine are speaking to very different forms of deliverance. The God who writes the synopsis of Augustine’s life also remembers being an infant—a being whose power of logos lies in its need. Admittedly God’s entry into infancy is only one expression of the power of God, but it is the one that defines the rest. That, at least, is what Wittgenstein calls us to believe.

Here is Wittgenstein again, on Paul’s religion (though really Augustine’s):


In the Gospels—as it seems to me—everything is less pretentious, humbler, simpler. There you find huts—with Paul a church. There all human beings are equal & God himself is a human being; with Paul there is already something like a hierarchy; honors and official positions.30



Doubtless Wittgenstein has a point to press against Augustine and his church, a serious claim of grievance. Still it is Augustine who describes his soul as a cramped lodging (domus angusta), a hut in need of repair (ruinosa).31 And what is a church really but a village of such huts?

NOTES

1. I am especially indebted to Stanley Cavell and to two other interpreters of Wittgenstein who are also astute readers of Cavell: Stephen Mulhall and Richard Eldridge. Cavell has shaped my basic sense of Wittgenstein’s confessionalism, Mulhall has unearthed for me some of the theological content of that (peculiar) confessionalism, and Eldridge has helped me see why the unfinished business of Augustine’s conversion is so important to Wittgenstein. See Cavell, “The Availability of Wittgenstein’s Later Philosophy,” in Must We Mean What We Say?: A Book of Essays, updated edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2002) and “Notes and Afterthoughts on the Opening of Wittgenstein’s Investigations,” in Philosophical Passages: Wittgenstein, Emerson, Austin, Derrida (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995); Mulhall, Inheritance and Originality: Wittgenstein, Heidegger, Kierkegaard (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2001) and Philosophical Myths of the Fall (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), especially chapter 3, “The Child and the Scapegoat”; Eldridge, Leading a Human Life: Wittgenstein, Intentionality, and Romanticism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997) and “Wittgenstein, Augustine, Mind, and Morality,” in Wittgenstein and the Philosophy of Culture, ed. Kjell Johannessen and Tore Nordenstam (Vienna: Hölder-Pichler-Tempsky, 1996).

2. As in PI §128: “If one tried to advance theses in philosophy, it would never be possible to debate them, because everyone would agree to them.” I will be taking all my quotations of Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations from the third edition, German text and revised English translation, trans. G. E. M. Anscombe (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001).

3. Norman Malcolm, a friend and student of Wittgenstein, noted Wittgenstein’s intense admiration for Augustine. See Wittgenstein: A Memoir, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2001), pp. 59–60: “he revered the writings of St. Augustine. He told me he decided to begin his Investigations with a quotation from the latter’s Confessions, not because he could not find the conception expressed in that quotation stated as well by other philosophers, but because the conception must be important if so great a mind held it.”

4. My source for Augustine’s Latin is James J. O’Donnell, Augustine: Confessions, Introduction and Text (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999). All translations of the Latin in this essay are my own.

5. His essay, “Wittgenstein and Augustine De magistro,” first appeared in Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Supplementary Volume 61 (1987) 1–24. It has since been reprinted in The Augustinian Tradition, ed. Gareth Matthews (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999). My citations are keyed to the latter.

6. Garry Wills offers a very fine translation of De magistro (The Teacher) as an appendix to his annotated translation of Book I of the Confessions. The title of the ensemble is Saint Augustine’s Childhood (New York: Penguin, 2001).

7. There are some translation issues that have made this part of Confessions 1.8.13 less than self-evidently about autodidactic linguistic ability. Since I happen to agree with Burnyeat about how the issues should be resolved, I will not go into them here; but see Burnyeat, “Wittgenstein and Augustine,” pp. 300–1, n. 3, for the details.

8. Burnyeat, “Wittgenstein and Augustine,” p. 300.

9. Burnyeat, “Wittgenstein and Augustine,” p. 300.

10. The most influential attempt to render Wittgenstein into a late-modern skeptic has been that of Saul Kripke, Wittgenstein: On Rules and Private Language (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982). For a dense but rewarding response to Kripke, see Stanley Cavell, Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), the chapter entitled, “The Argument of the Ordinary: Scenes of Instruction in Wittgenstein and in Kripke.”

11. I am translating Paul directly from Augustine’s quotation of him in Conf. 8.12.29. As my translation of the final clause is a bit free, here is the Latin: “sed induite dominum Iesum Christum et carnis providentiam ne feceritis in concupiscentiis.”

12. PI §108, and cf. his remark in PI §36: “Where our language suggests a body and there is none: there, we should like to say, is a spirit.”

13. The Tractatus comes out of Wittgenstein’s experience in the First World War (he finished a draft a couple of months before his internment in an Italian POW camp). I will be using the D. F. Pears and B. F. McGuinness edition (London: Routledge, 1961). For my purposes, I need not go into the nitty-gritty of Wittgenstein’s picture-theory of meaning, but here is a small taste of the complexity surrounding his notion of a logically simple object, “2.0123: If I know an object I also know all its possible occurrences in states of affairs. (Every one of these possibilities must be part of the nature of the object.) A new possibility cannot be discovered later.”

14. In “The Availability of Wittgenstein’s Later Philosophy,” Cavell notices the presence in Wittgenstein’s text of two distinct voices: Cavell calls one voice “the voice of temptation” and the other “the voice of correctness.” The tempter’s voice asks for once-and-for-all clarity; the correcting voice undermines the motive for that request. For a more detailed discussion of Wittgenstein’s use of dual, even multiple, voices in the Philosophical Investigations, see David Stern, Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations: An Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004).

15. This exchange ends PI §1, the passage I have been calling “the inaugural passage.” In Philosophical Myths, 96–106, Mulhall plays out an inventive reading of the shopping analogy: he suggests that the shopper is Wittgenstein’s stand-in for a child and that this stand-in is a far more promising representative of childhood than the child that Augustine portrays. The contrast seems less clear to me, but I am nevertheless indebted to the ingenuity and provocation of Mulhall’s reading.

16. The concept of a Lebensform or “form of life” is a term of art in Wittgenstein and one whose significance is much contested. For some insight into that contestation, see Stern, Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, 160–69. I am not trying to lay a fix on Wittgenstein’s use of the term other than to suggest that a form of life is always shared. When Augustine writes about his initiation into language, he makes it seem as if he enters into his life with others only after he has inwardly established the significance of all his desires—established their coincidence, that is, with the signs that the adults around him were using to convey theirs. Note Conf. 1.8.13, the line that immediately follows where Wittgenstein’s excerpt leaves off: “So it was that I came to exchange tokens of vocalized desire (voluntatum enuntiandarum signa) with those around me and took my big step into the stormy sociability of human life, clinging all the while to my parent’s authority and the nod of other adults.”

17. The German word for “infant”—Säugling—picks up on an infant’s tie to the breast and not on a lack of language; even so, Wittgenstein is clearly struck by the prior literacy of Augustine’s first-language learner, whom he refers to as “das Kind.”

18. PI, Part II, sec. xi, 189e. In preparation for the third edition of the Investigations, Anscombe’s translation was updated and the text repaginated. In the second edition, the quoted passage is to be found on 222e.

19. Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?, 71.

20. When he speaks of Augustine’s appeal to Wittgenstein, Eldridge emphasizes Augustine’s awareness of the intimacy between conversion and language-learning. I have taken a page (or two) from Eldridge and tried to develop his fundamental insight. See Leading a Human Life, 121–28.

21. Trac. 3.

22. In 6.54, the penultimate proposition of the Tractatus, Wittgenstein makes his famous declaration about the nonsensical nature of all of his propositions: “My propositions serve as elucidations in the following way: anyone who understands me eventually recognizes them as nonsensical, when he has used them—as steps—to climb up beyond them.” The proper interpretation of 6.54 has given rise to a controversial new school of Wittgenstein interpretation, one largely associated with the efforts of James Conant and Cora Diamond. For a class portrait of this school, see The New Wittgenstein, ed. Alice Crary and Rupert Read (London: Routledge, 2000).

23. See Trac. 6.53, where Wittgenstein identifies correct method in philosophy: “. . . to say nothing except what can be said, i.e., propositions of natural science.”

24. PI, preface, x.

25. PI, Part II, sec. xi, 192e (2nd edition, 226e): “What has to be accepted, the given, is—so one could say—forms of life.”

26. PI §108 “das Vorurteil der Kristallreinheit”

27. Wittgenstein was well known for the severity of his self-judgments and his compulsive need to confess his shortcomings to friends and acquaintances. For a sensitive but unsparing portrait of this side of his personality, see Fania Pascal, “Wittgenstein: A Personal Memoir,” in Wittgenstein: Sources and Perspectives, ed. C. G. Luckhardt (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1979).

28. Quoted from Ludwig Wittgenstein: Culture and Value, A Selection from the Posthumous Remains, ed. G. H. von Wright and revised by Alois Pichler (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998), 37e. The remark dates from late November of 1937. I have slightly modified Peter Winch’s translation.

29. For Augustine’s reinvention of Paul, see two landmark essays: Krister Stendahl, “The Apostle Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the West,” Harvard Theological Review 56 (1963) 199–215 and Paula Fredriksen, “Paul and Augustine: Conversion Narratives, Orthodox Traditions, and the Retrospective Self,” Journal of Theological Studies, new series, 37:1 (1986) 3–34.

30. Culture and Value, 35e.

31. Conf. 1.5.6: “Cramped is the place in my soul where you come to lodge: stretch it out, God, for it’s a wreck.”
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Toward a Postmodern
Theology of the Cross

Augustine, Heidegger, Derrida1

John D. Caputo

In this age of the death of God, it is of no little interest and significance that two of the major European philosophers of this century, two of the masters of postmodernity, if this is a word we still can use, have chosen (at different points in their work: one very early on, the other only later) to comment on the ageless power and beauty of Augustine’s Confessions. In the summer semester of 1921, at the very beginning of his work, when he was still thinking within a Christian context, the young Heidegger (then thirty-two years old) devoted a lecture course to the tenth book of the Confessions; the course is a remarkable anticipation of the main lines of Being and Time, arguably the major work by any continental European philosopher written in this century. In 1989–90, at the age of fifty-nine, an age when he says he was learning the meaning of the word “dying,” Derrida, supposedly a very secular and anti-traditional philosopher, wrote a beautiful autobiographical piece entitled Circonfession, which, like the famous narrative of his North African “compatriot” Saint Augustine, tells the story of his life, including the story of his dying mother, by grafting it upon numerous and sometimes lengthy citations of Augustine’s Latin text.

Heidegger and Derrida produce very different texts and find strikingly different Augustines. Heidegger’s Augustine is mediated to him by Luther and Kierkegaard—this lecture course was held two years after his formal break with Catholicism—while Derrida’s Augustine seems indebted to Levinas and is hence a much more Jewish Augustine. Heidegger’s Confessions recount a battle with concupiscence, while Derrida’s tell the story of his circumcision, of the cut in his flesh which also signals a deep cut or severance from which all his thinking originates. Heidegger’s Augustine is a very Pauline Christian soldier, fighting the good fight of faith, outfitted in the breastplate of hope and the helmet of faith, one for whom the Christian faith spells battle and trouble, so that his “confessions” read like a war journal. Derrida’s Augustine is a man of prayers and tears, a much more womanly man, weaving together womanly tears and a manly circumcision, a man for whom confession is a matter of asking pardon, of confessing one’s faults, of concern for the other.

Interestingly enough, and at the risk of shocking devout and orthodox readers of Heidegger, Derrida, Augustine, and the Scriptures (both Jewish and Christian), I would say that Heidegger and Derrida offer different renderings of the cross—two different, let us say postmodern, versions of what Luther called the theologia crucis—and it is around this thematic of a postmodern theology of the cross that I will organize my remarks here.

Heidegger’s reading of the Confessions, while it is quite brilliant in its own right and though it provides a fascinating glimpse of the genesis of Being and Time, is extremely one-sided and very much held captive by the spiritual militancy of Paul, Luther, and Kierkegaard. Inspired by Luther’s theologia crucis, Heidegger singles out the trials and tribulations by which factical life is buffeted in fighting the good fight of faith. But the phenomenon of the cross admits of another and significantly different emphasis, for the cross stands for suffering flesh and for the solidarity of Jesus with everyone who suffers. Seen thus, the cross points in the direction of an ethics of compassion rather than to an existential analytic of authentic self-possession. As I have argued elsewhere, that is a direction which Heidegger never took and, indeed, to which he seems endemically, systematically blind. When he read the New Testament, he found there only a Kampfsreligion, a Pauline battlefield with a self that wills what it does not and does what it wills not.2 Heidegger seems never to have noticed the widows and the poor, the lame and the lepers, the young man raised from the dead, the blind and the crippled, and the systematic work of therapeuein, of healing, of cura as healing, around which the ministry of Jesus was organized. That, in turn, explains why Heidegger was so defenseless against the Kampfsphilosophie of the Nazis and against the bizarre extremes to which Kampfsphilosophie was taken by Jünger and Jünger’s strange version of Nietzsche, which cleared the way for Heidegger’s embrace of National Socialism. Had Heidegger a little more care for cura as healing, had he cared more for the cross as a symbol of solidarity with the suffering other, and had he cared less for a heroic freedom that stares into the abyss—out there all alone in the dark night of Eigentlichkeit, coram morte—he might have been less inclined to lend his good name and considerable genius to the Nazi nightmare. Qui amat periculum, incidet in illum.

What interests me in the present study is the entirely different reading of Augustine’s Confessions to be found in Derrida’s Circonfession. Without trying to undermine or simply jettison Heidegger’s provocative gloss upon the Confessions, I maintain that Derrida provides the more sensitive rendering of Augustine, indeed, one that is quite sensitive to the theologia crucis and, let us say, more generally, to the biblical theology of suffering, Christian or Jewish. The spirit of Derrida’s rendering of the Confessions is nicely captured in Daniele da Volterra’s Woman at the Foot of the Cross, a stunning drawing of a weeping woman that Derrida includes in Memoirs of the Blind (the text accompanying his Louvre exhibit). This magnificent figure of a woman bent by grief, of a woman of sorrow, is not narrowly Christian but more broadly biblical, and not narrowly biblical but a broader figure of the human condition generally. That is why Derrida can say—this is the hope, the risk, the wager—both that Circonfession is a story of something that happens only once, with him, “It only happens to me” (Circ., p. 282/Circum., p. 305), and that this is “Everybody’s Autobiography” (Circ., p. 288/Circum., p. 311).

AUGUSTINE, HEIDEGGER, AND THE HERMENEUTICS OF FACTICITY

Qui amat periculum, incidet in illum
(He who loves danger, perishes by it.)
Ecclus. 3:27; Augustine, Confessions 6:12.22; Derrida, Circumfession, p. 137

In a remarkable footnote in Being and Time, Heidegger says that the analysis of “care” (Sorge) “is one which has grown upon the author in connection with his attempts to interpret the Augustinian (i.e., Helleno-Christian) anthropology with regard to the foundational principles reached in the ontology of Aristotle” (SZ, p. 199, n. 1; BT, p. 492, n. vii).3 With the recent appearance of Heidegger’s 1921 lecture course on Augustine’s Confessions, it is at last possible to make sense of this fascinating remark.

Heidegger’s reading of the Confessions is important for two reasons. In the first place, Heidegger undertakes there an existential phenomenological Destruktion of Augustine’s work,4 that is, he attempts to break through, or read back past, the heavy overlay of Neoplatonic metaphysics in Augustine in order to find the concrete, historical experience of life, what he calls in the early Freiburg period the “factical life” that pulsates beneath it. For the Confessions are not a metaphysical tract but a confiteri, a distinctive way of interpreting things that is rooted in Augustine’s experience of Christian Life (GA 60, p. 212). The distinction between the “metaphysical” and the “factical” thus amounts to a distinction between the Greek and Christian, a distinction which is also an indistinction inasmuch as Heidegger thinks that by the time of Augustine, it is not possible perfectly to distinguish Greek and Christian, the two having become already inextricably intertwined in the Patristic period. In order to find the authentically Christian, one would need to return to the early Christian, to primitive Christianity (Urchristentum), of which the only record is the New Testament, an effort undertaken by Heidegger during the preceding semester, in which he offered a commentary on Paul’s letters to the Thessalonians, the earliest documents in the New Testament.5 In the second place, Heidegger seeks to formalize Augustine’s account of factical life—that is, to raise it to the level of an existential-phenomenological formality, a structural generality, or what in the 1920s he calls a “formal indication,” so that what results from the analysis is broader than its specifically Christian contents and could stand as an indicator of factical life in general, rather like the distinction in Being and Time between the existential and the existentiell.

Heidegger’s lecture course, entitled “Augustine and Neoplatonism,” focuses on Book X of the Confessions. The heart of the Destruktion—that is, of the hermeneutic retrieval of Christian facticity from the Confessions—is the analysis of the soul as a terra difficultatis (SZ, pp. 43-44; BT, p. 69), a land of difficulty (Confessions, bk. 10, chap. 16) and struggle (Kampf), a being that has become a question to itself (GA 60, p. 247), beset by molestias et difficultates (Confessions, bk. 10, chap. 28). The analysis focuses on the phenomenon of tentatio, the life of the soul as trial and temptation. In its mode of confiteri, the soul is not a stable self-identity, a substance at rest and at one with itself, but rather a being that has become a question unto itself, at odds with itself. Ecce ubi sum, Augustine says. See in what a state I am, in what turmoil and unrest. Flete mecum et pro me flete. Weep with me and weep for me, all you who feel within yourselves that goodness from which good actions come. Tu autem, domine deus meus, exaudi et respice et vide et miserere et sana me. But do thou O Lord my God hear me and look upon me and see me and heal me, in cujus oculis mihi quaestio factus sum, in whose eyes I have become a question to myself (Confessions, bk. 10, chap. 33). Life is through-and-through insecure, and “no man ought to be oversure that though he is capable of becoming better instead of worse, he is not actually becoming worse instead of better” (Confessions, bk. 10, chap. 32). This phenomenon of the questionability of the self to itself, of the insecurity of the self, is what organizes Heidegger’s reading of the Confessions.

To be sure, the question of the self for Augustine is inseparable from the question of God. As Kierkegaard, whom Heidegger cites at this point, says: “The greater the conception of God, the more self there is; the more self, the greater the conception of God” (SUD, e.t., 80). What constitutes the self as a self, Kierkegaard says, is that in the face of which the self takes its measure, that before which it stands face to face, and what “an infinite accent falls on the self by having God as the criterion” (SUD, 79; GA 60, p. 248). The more immediately the soul stands before God, coram deo, taking God as its measure, the more deeply it enters within itself. Heidegger emphasizes that struggle is thus the measure of life coram deo. “God is there,” Heidegger comments, “in troubling over the life of the self” (GA 60, p. 289). The life of the soul before God, the very facticity of factical life, is struggle (Kampf), difficulty (Schwierigkeit), burden (onus), trouble (molestia) (Confessions, bk. 10, chap. 28). Vita . . . tota tentatio [est] (Confessions, bk. 10, chap. 32).6 Life is all trial and temptation, an “inner Kampf” (GA 60, p. 275) of the self with itself. To take the easy way out (leichtnehmen), to give into the drift into the “world,” to “fall” into the world—that is to decline the invitation to Christian life. The dynamics, or better, the “kinetics,” of tentatio are described in terms of a pull (Zug) and a counter-pull (Gegenzug) having to do with the force of “concupiscence,” the pull or lure that worldly things exert over our heart’s affections, dragging us into the world and turning us away from God. A moles is not to be understood as it ordinarily is, as a natural thing, like a stone, Heidegger comments, but rather as a suction or a pull that draws me away from myself (GA 60, p. 267). [C]adunt in id quod valent (Confessions, bk. 10, chap. 23): some men fall in among what they prize while others resist, fighting the good fight against the “concupiscence of the eyes, the concupiscence of the flesh, and the pride of life” (1 John 2:16), the famous tripartite division of the spiritual battleground around which Augustine has organized Book X.

In short, for Heidegger, the life of the soul before God is cura, a condensation of Augustine’s text in transparent anticipation of the central claim of the existential analytic, that the Being of Dasein is care. But Heidegger translates cura in 1921 as Bekümmerung, being troubled, anxious, or disturbed, and not yet as Sorge, as in Being and Time. “The end of care is delight (delectatio)” (Enarrationes in Psalmos, 7.9); the goal and telos of care is the delight it takes in that for the sake of which it has troubled itself. Augustine says that we “are scattered abroad in multiplicity” and dispersion (in multa defluximus), dissipated by many worldly cares, but by “continence we are collected and bound up into unity within ourself” (Confessions, bk. 10, chap. 29), turned back to the one thing necessary. Just so, in Being and Time, “everyday” Dasein is scattered and disseminated (zerstreut) in the world of the “they,” and by resolutely projecting upon death, it is brought back to itself. Tentatio, Heidegger adds (GA 60, pp. 248–49), is not a property of something objectively present, not something that may or may not accompany experience, but rather it is the very stuff of experience, the fabric of which factical life is woven. For factical life is not a thing with properties but a possibility—with the freedom either to fall into the world or to gather itself together before God. To exist is to live radically in possiblity (GA 60, p. 249). The possibility and the counterpossibility, the movement toward God/self and the countermovement, are not isolable psychic events but co-given tendencies, each constituted by its strife and contention with the other. So, Augustine says, I am made a burden to myself because I weep over sorrows in which I should rejoice and rejoice in pleasures over which I should sorrow. Again, when I am in adversity, I desire prosperity; but when I am in prosperity, I fear adversity. Each is what it is over and against the horizon of the other, in an interplay of desire and fear, rejoicing and sorrowing. The pull and the counterpull, the tendency to scatter and regather, belong together in a unity of opposing tensions.

Tentatio has what Heidegger calls a “Vollzugsinn,” translated by Kisiel as “actualization-sense” and by van Buren as “fulfillment sense,” meaning, as van Buren says, “the sense of enacting, performing, actualizing, or fulfilling the horizontal prefiguration of the whole intentional relation.”7 The notion is perhaps best seen as an existential adaptation of Husserl’s distinction between an intention and its fulfillment, the difference being that a Vollzugsinn is sense that demands not intuitive but actional or actualizing fulfillment. A Vollzugsinn is grasped in actu exercitu, in the very doing of it, actionally and existentially. Tentatio, accordingly, is not to be understood as signifying a constative or theoretical content but as a formal indication of a disturbance in life that is understood only if it is undergone. “Weep with me and weep for me,” Augustine says, “all you who feel within yourselves that goodness from which good actions come. Those of you who have no such feeling will not be moved by what I am saying” (Confessions, bk. 10, chap. 33). My life will be alive (viva erit vita mea), Augustine says, when I will adhere to you with all of myself (Confessions, bk. 10, chap. 28). My life is authentic (eigentliches), Heidegger comments, I truly exist, when I let the whole of my facticity be permeated and transfixed by You, when my life is “so actualized (vollzug) that every action is carried out before You” (so vollzogen, daß aller Vollzug vor Dir vollzieht) (GA 60, p. 249).

The three directions of concupiscence, of the defluere, the three directions in which the soul’s life may run off, are three “dangers” (Gefahren) (GA 60, p. 211) to the soul not “objectively” (bringing about its metapysical destruction) but “factically” (confessionally, concretely, existentially, having to do with a corruption of its cura, the ruination of that which the heart treasures). They are not to be taken as objective items on a list, but “in their full factical ‘how,’ in which I have and am the world and my life” (GA 60, p. 214). They cannot be analyzed in terms of metaphysical distinctions like body and soul, reason and senses, but rather in terms of the quotidianum bellum (Confessions, bk. 10, chap. 31), of the daily war the soul wages against the tendencies that pull it apart and scatter it abroad, malitia diei et nocti, the evils of the day and night, the little skirmishes of everydayness, whether walking or sleeping. Thus, as I am pulled off course by the flesh (caro), so that I eat not in order to nourish myself but in the disorder of taking delight in food instead of God, so I must counter this tendency with fasting (Confessions, bk. 10, chap. 31). Again, the eyes (the cognitive sphere, generally) are disordered by curiositas, by the desire for something novel (Neugier), by a throng of endless vanities, and this is under the pretense of seeking knowledge, an excess carried to the point of “morbid” curiosity, which takes a perverse delight in seeing a mangled corpse (Confessions, bk. 10, chap. 35). Augustine’s analysis of the three tendencies of concupiscence makes an explicit appearance in Being of Time in the analysis of the way that everyday Dasein “falls” into the world (§35–38): a generous citation of the text of Confessions, Book X, chapter 35, on the curiositas oculorum, appears in §36.

The first two forms of concupiscence, Heidegger comments, are “umweltlich,” having to do with our worldly commerce with things (weltliches Umgehen)—with people and things in which we seek sensual gratification. But the third struggle—with worldly pride and ambition (ambitio saeculi)—has more directly and explicitly to do with the self, with being a self (Selbstsein), with how the self “is there” (GA 60, p. 228), because in it we take delight in the validity and importance of the self in the world. Here the energies of cura are spent in winning ourselves standing in the with-world (Mitwelt), in winning “with-worldly validity” (GA 60, p. 229). This war is conducted on the battlefield of language: quotidiana fornax nostra est human lingua; “we are tried daily in the furnace of the human tongue” (Confessions, bk. 10, chap. 37). Here, language is conceived as a battlefield—not as a medium of expression or communication but as the medium in which the soul strives with itself, with its vanity, with the regard in which it is held in the Mitwelt. I make my way around the world emendicato, like a beggar, in search of words of praise and approval from other people (Confessions, bk. 10, chap. 38). More insidious still (intus etiam), I am inclined by pride to make myself important in my own eyes, to be secretly pleased with myself in the interior of my own heart. After all, I am doing things for which I should indeed be praised; am I supposed to do evil in order to avoid praise? The fault is to regard my good deeds as my own doing, not God’s in me.

When Augustine writes “[i]n all these and other similar perils and toils, You see the trembling of my heart,” Heidegger comments, “Augustine clearly sees the difficulty and the ultimately anxiety-producing character (beängstigende) of Dasein in such having-of-the-self (in full facticity)” (GA 60, p. 241). Still, captured as he is by Neoplatonic metaphysics, Augustine lacks the full methodological resources, lacks the conceptuality adequate to the demands of factical life that could articulate fully the land of difficulty he has discovered, the hidden regions of the self he would explore (GA 60, p. 230). The most one can do at this point is to stake out the direction that a factical interpretation would take, a direction that tends finally toward Being and Time itself.

For Augustine, the whole of life is trial and temptation, and it is only in temptation that a human being knows of what sort (qualis) it is. Life is hard and beset by difficulty, tending by an inner momentum to fall away from itself, transfixed by the possibility of being drawn away from its own inner course. This posibility grows more intense, Heidegger says, “the more life is lived,” that is, the more intensely our cura is directed into the world of our concerns (umweltlich), into the with-world (mitweltlich), and towards oneself (selbstweltlich). Again, this possibility of falling grows more intense “the more life comes to itself,” that is, the more the very being of life as a concern about itself is intensified, which means the more life takes itself as its own measure. Life grows as molestia grows; conversely, as molestia increases, we become increasingly aware of the full determination and genuine sense of life. Molestia was misunderstood by Greek asceticism and by Christian asceticism, too, insofar as it had come under the spell of the Greek, as if it were some sort of objective thing that could be simply cut off or detached by apatheia. The Greeks failed to see that life is trial and trouble all the way down. Life would not be life, would not be living, were it not shot through with the possibility of falling, were not the task of winning oneself back from the pull of Abfall dangerous all the way down (GA 60, pp. 244–45). To work this out, Heidegger says, a radically new categorical determination of “life” is required (GA 60, pp. 243–44). To be sure, this project of thinking through factical “life” was ultimately superseded for Heidegger—life (vita, Leben) would be regionalized as a “biological” category in Being and Time (§10)—by the problematic of “Dasein,” whose “essence” is “Existenz.”

THEOLOGIA CRUCIS

The distinction Heidegger makes between the Neoplatonic metaphysics of Augustine and the experience of factical life draws heavily upon Luther’s distinction between the theologia crucis and the theologia gloriae, something which is made clear in the Oscar Becker manuscript that appears as appendix 2 in Phänomenologie des religiösen Lebens. Augustine’s Neoplatonism turns on what Heidegger calls Augustine’s “axiology,” a schema for rank ordering higher and lower values, from the lowest objects of use (uti) to the highest objects of enjoyment (frui). As the fundamental characteristics of life, cura is itself distributed into uti, a care for the temporal things we need to use, and frui, the ultimate and irreducible enjoyment of unchangeable things (GA 60, p. 273). The vita beata—the highest, happiest, most blessed life of all—is to enjoy the highest value, God, the summum bonum, while the worst and lowest life—one in which care is set adrift by the pull of concupiscence—is to use the visible and changing things of this earth. When Augustine says that God is “decus meum,” “my pride and glory,” Heidegger comments that “this is a Neoplatonic thought” (GA 60, p. 286). The good life is a well-ordered life: you obey God, and the flesh obeys you! A good man is a good valuator (“integer aestimator,” De doct. Christiana, bk. 1, chaps. 27–28; GA 60, p. 279). Heidegger emphasizes that this axiology has a fundamentally “aesthetic” sense—the beautiful belongs to the essence of Being (GA 60, p. 271)—for frui means to take delight in beauty and in the good, too, insofar as it is also beautiful. Heidegger claims that the fruitio dei is a “specifically Greek” conception—going back not to Paul but to Plato (GA 60, p. 277), to Greek conceptions of nous and theoria—which is decisive for the subsequent history of medieval theology and mysticism. Nonetheless, frui is redirected by Augustine away from its Greek orientation to “intuitive” enjoyment and is “rooted in the characteristically Christian conception of factical life” (GA 60, p. 272). Thus, while we live in hope of eternal rest and enjoyment, the present, temporal life remains one of labor and difficulty.

Heidegger questions the suitability of this Greek metaphysical hierarchy to the “phenomenon” of factical life. The Confessions clearly reveal to us the interweaving of the authentically Christian problematic—the question of tentatio, of the deflux in multum, and of the quaestio mihi factus sum—with axiology that is fundamentally Greek and metaphysical in origin (GA 60, pp. 280–81). They freely intermingle the contemplation of eternal and unchangeable being, which Heidegger suggests is a way that “Greek philosophy plays itself into Augustine’s thought” (GA 60, p. 279), with the dynamics of factical life. The Christian and the Greek constitute not only different historical epochs but phenomenologically different ways of making God accessible, resulting in different determinations of God’s Gegenständlichkeit, the way God comes to stand in experience (GA 60, pp. 179–80, 292–93). It is one thing to make God accessible as summum bonum or summa pulchritudo, which is to treat God, in Hellenic and Neoplatonic terms, as the summit of a desire for intuitive vision and unity. But it is a radically different thing to approach God in fear and trembling, with a chaste and pure fear, what Augustine calls a timor castus—a loving, even trusting, fear of separation from God—as opposed to the more slavish fear (timor servilis) of eternal punishment (GA 60, pp. 293–97).8 Augustine arrived at this distinction by way of resolving the seeming contradiction between the psalmist’s cry that the fear of the Lord is pure, enduring forever (Ps. 19:9) and John’s reminder that perfect love casts out fear (1 John 4:18) by saying that love casts out servile fear while loving fear lives forever. The God given in chaste fear, on the battlefield of tentatio, is the living God, the biblical and Pauline God, who competes for attention throughout Augustine’s texts with a Neoplatonic summum bonum, a being of peace and light, of rest and beauty:


But on the whole, the explication of the experience of God in Augustine is specifically “Greek” (in the same sense in which indeed our whole philosophy is “Greek”). It never comes to a radically critical posing of the question and consideration of origins (destruction). (GA 60, p. 292)



And what is true of God is no less true of the “self,” treated alternatively by Augustine as spiritual substance and as a land of difficulty, and the “world,” which is not only an aggregate of entities for him but a phenomenological region of lure and temptation. Augustine’s texts oscillate between metaphysics and facticity, on the verge of a conceptual and categorical revolution of which they are never quite capable, which both invite and require a Destruktion that would transform the three great themes of metaphysics—God, the self, and the world—around which Descartes and Kant organized modern philosophy. Today, Heidegger laments, we read Augustine through the lens of modern and especially of Cartesian philosophy, mistaking the factical life of the self that is astir in Augustine for a Cartesian cogito born of Descartes’ epistemological problematic of doubt and certitude (GA 60, pp. 298–99).

The conflation of Greek and Christian thematics in Augustine, perhaps even the inundating of the Christian by the Greek, was authorized and made possible, Heidegger points out, by the reading of Romans 1:20 that prevailed from the patristic period throughout medieval philosophy, according to which the invisible things of God are seen through the visible things he has made. This text was taken to be a Pauline confirmation of the Platonic ascent of the soul from the sensible to the supersensible world (GA 60, p. 281). It is only in Luther, Heidegger contends, that the meaning of this text is properly elucidated. “Only Luther in his earliest works has opened a new understanding of primal Christianity (Urchristentum),” Heidegger says (GA 60, p. 282), an understanding which, it is not too much to say, fundamentally shaped Heidegger’s conception of a hermeneutics of facticity, particularly in the mediation of Luther to Heidegger by Kierkegaard, although later on, Heidegger laments, even Luther fell into a scholasticism of a peculiarly Protestant kind.

Luther’s conception is most clearly articulated in three theses from the Heidelberg Disputation of 1518: “No. 19: ‘The man who looks upon the invisible things of God as they are perceived in created things does not deserve to be called a theologian.’” Upon which Heidegger comments, “The initial giving (Vorgabe) of the object of theology is not attained by way of a metaphysical consideration of the world” (GA 60, p. 282). The second thesis reads thus: “No. 21: ‘The theologian of glory calls evil good and good evil, while the theologian of the cross says what a thing is.’” Upon this, Heidegger says, “The theologian of glory, who amuses himself aesthetically with the wonders of the world, calls the sensible God. The theologian of the cross says what things are” (GA 60, p. 282). The third thesis follows: “No. 22: ‘The wisdom that looks upon the invisible things of God from His works, inflates us, blinds us, and hardens our heart’” (GA 60, p. 282).

As Alister McGrath explains, “[t]he ‘theologian of glory’ expects God to be revealed in strength, glory and majesty, and is simply unable to accept the scene of dereliction on the cross as the self-revelation of God.”9 The theologian of glory looks to sensible things to embody in their beauty the surpassing beauty of God, hoping to find the majesty of God in a majestic mountain and to find the glory of God in a sunrise. This is dangerously close to paganism for Luther, to a Greek and Neoplatonic ascent from the sensible to supersensible. Above all else, it ignores the distinctively Christian message of the cross. For in the cross, contrary to the expectations of human reason, God reveals himself not by analogy and by an approximate ascent through similitudes, but, per contaria, through his opposite, and per posteriora (Thesis No. 20), through his back or “rearward” parts (Exod. 33:23). In the cross, God reveals himself not through the order of the natural world, which is a common and natural revelation, but through Christ, through the perversity and disorder of his death, per passiones et crucem. In the cross God is revealed not through the glory of natural manifestations but in the concealment of death and ignominy.

Thus, God reveals his power through weakness, his heights through lowliness, his wisdom through foolishness. He has revealed his power and justice by concealing it in the humiliation and death of Jesus on the cross. He has chosen for his own the least among men, those whom the world counts as me onta, the nothings and nobodies, who are not wise or powerful by the world’s standards, and these he employs “to reduce to nothing the things that are” (1 Cor. 1:28). The defining feature of Christianity, that which sets it apart from paganism and a merely natural knowledge of God, is the cross, something that is neither visible to the senses nor understandable to reason but that is accessible only to faith. “Crux sola est nostra theologia.” So he is “worthy to be called a theologian” (dignus dicitur), a genuinely Christian theologian, who relies not on reason but faith and who proceeds not from the visible manifestations of God’s glory but from the scenes of ignominy and distress that beset the human condition under which God has paradoxically revealed himself precisely by concealing himself from human wisdom.

What Luther calls the theologia gloriae lies unmistakably behind what Heidegger calls Augustine’s “axiology,” that is, his Neoplatonic scale of lower and higher, his metaphysics of ascent to the summum bonum, his ordering of human life to the enjoyment of self-sufficient and all-fulfilling goodness and beauty. By the same token, Luther’s theologia crucis lies no less clearly behind Heidegger’s valorization of struggle and difficulty, trial and trouble, and his insistence that what is distinctively Christian in Augustine, the still detectable traces of Urchristentum in Augustine, is his narrative of the life of tentatio, which goes to the essence of what Heidegger means by “facticity” or “factical life.”

Indeed, Heidegger sketches the “dimensions” of factical life, let us say its factical spatiality (anticipating the existential spatiality of Dasein discussed in §22-24 of Being and Time), in terms of Augustine’s account of the “symbolism” of the cross in Sermon 53. When Augustine speaks of “interiority,” Heidegger warns, we must avoid every “cosmic-metaphysical reification of the concept of God” (GA 60, p. 290). God is found in the inner man, in the heart, but only so long as we understand the dimensions of interiority—the proper dimensionality of the heart—whose measure is to be taken from the cross. When we turn within, we do not find an inner nook of the world from which everything else is excluded but rather the infinite length and breadth of God’s infinity. We do not lose everything else but find everything anew “in te.” The inner life and spatiality of the heart does not have the sense of a res extensa but of a Vollzugssinn, an actional or operative sense, a sense that is grasped or understood only in the doing, in actu exercitu, in the very act and action of concrete life.

Thus, according to Augustine, the breadth (Weite, latitude) of the inner world, symbolized by the outstretched hands of Jesus nailed to the cross, is the richness and fullness of good works. Its length (Länge, longitudo), symbolized by the upright post of the cross extending from the transversal that tends toward the ground, upon which Jesus’ body is stretched out, is its patience and perseverance. Its height (Höhe, altitudo), symbolized by the upright from the transversal to the sky above (supernus), is its expectation of what lies above it, to which the heart must lift itself (sursum corda). Finally, its depth (Tiefe, profundum), symbolized by the part of the cross which is sunk into the ground, is the hidden grace of God, which, itself unseen, is that from which what is seen rises up (GA 60, p.290).10

Odd as it may sound to secular ears, this Pauline theology of the cross, of Christ and of Him crucified, which so captured Luther (and after him, Kierkegaard), lies behind what Heidegger called in the early Freiburg lectures the “hermeneutics of facticity”; it lies also behind the famous account of Dasein as a being of “care” (Sorge) in Being and Time, from which it issued. Thus is it possible to understand what Heidegger meant when he said, in that remarkable footnote, that the analytic of Dasein as a being of care is “one which has grown upon the author in connection with his attempts to interpret the Augustinian (i.e., Helleno-Christian) anthropology with regard to the foundational principles reached in the ontology of Aristotle” (SZ, p. 199, n. 1; BT, p. 492, n. vii). To understand the reference to Aristotle we would need to follow a separate lecture course on the Nicomachean Ethics, in which Heidegger focused on the Aristotelian demand to hit the mark of arete, which is but one, neither overshooting nor undershooting it, as a task of a particular “difficulty” (GA 60, pp. 108–10), while there are many ways to miss it, which is accordingly “easy” to do (Nicomachean Ethics, 1106 b 28 ff.).

CIRCUMFESSION: THE PRAYERS AND TEARS OF JACQUES DERRIDA

The issue of Derrida’s reading of the Confessions is not a “hermeneutics of facticity” but a deeply personal meditation on the passion and death of his mother, not a war journal but a journal of her death agony. The Confessions, Derrida tells us, are the place that he “discovered the prayers and tears of Saint Augustine” (Circ., p. 12/Circum., p. 9)—not the dynamics of authentic Dasein. He does not write a commentary on the Confessions in the third person; rather, he identifies with the Confessions, with Augustine, “my compatriot” (Circ., p. 19/Circum., p. 18)—he, the son of these tears (filius istrarum lacrimarum) (Circ., p. 126/Circum., p. 132), whose mother is dying, like Monica, on the other side of the Mediterranean. He does not write on the Confessions, but he confesses, in the first person, like Augustine. “[F]or like SA [Saint Augustine] I love only tears, I only love and speak through them” (Circ., p. 95/Circum., p. 98). He confesses with tears and prayers—“not only do I pray, as I have never stopped doing all my life” (Circ., p. 57/Circum., p. 56)—asking for pardon, addressing You, or God. But what is there for him to confess? He confesses by writing his Judaism and his breach with Judaism, his circumcision and his “de-circumcision,” a divided spirit which suffers both the guilt of being Jewish and the guilt of having bid farewell to Judaism. But that cut in his flesh, that divided self, is creative, constituting the passion of his life and work.

He writes of his bodily fluids, of the flow of his tears, of his blood, semen and menstrual blood, too, and of the running bedsores (escarres) of his dying mother, all circulating in the image of circumcision, in a flowing, fluid paratactical prose whose fifty-nine chapters (one for each of his fifty-nine years of life) constitute the flow of a single sentence or phrase (Circ., pp. 110–11/Circum., p. 115). If the Christian Augustine confesses the winding path by which he was drawn to faith in Christ, Derrida, the “little black and very Arab Jew,” confesses the cut in his flesh, his circumcision—“Circumcision, that’s all I’ve ever talked about” (Circ., p. 70/Circum., p. 70)—about which all his writings on limits, margins, marks, cuts, incisions, inscriptions, the ring of economy and the gift, etc., turn.

The counterpart to the theologia crucis in Circonfession is not the robust vitality of Selbstbekümmerung but the flowing blood and wounded body of his dying mother, which stands in for the death of every other, in connection with which he cites a line from Celan: “It was blood, it was, that you shed, O Lord” (Es war Blut, es war, was du vergossen, Herr) (Circ., pp. 99–100/Circum., p. 103). He lives with “the terror of an endless crucifixion, a thought for all my well-beloved Catherines of Siena,” who wrote about the blood of Christ shed in his circumcision and on the Cross. In his texts, Derrida says, he is always shedding his own blood, tearing at his skin until he hits blood, although he does so by writing about others, so that we will be indebted to them, not him (Circ., pp. 222–23/Circum., pp. 239–40). Circonfession is a remarkably Derridean theologia crucis—sans the theology, a deconstructivist theologia crucis.

So, unlike Heidegger, Derrida’s interest is not confined to Book X, but he is drawn to the preceding autobiographical books, to the narratives of Monica and Augustine’s youth. Still, like Heidegger, Derrida is also fascinated by Book X: Ecce ubi sum; See in what a condition I am. Flete mecum et pro me flete; Weep with me and weep for me. But when this text is cited, it refers not to the athletic robustness of factical life, but to his dying mother—once a lovely young woman who loved to play card games and stayed up late playing poker the night before Derrida was born—now unable to drink from a cup, the water running down her chin, and to his own condition when he suffers a facial paralysis that is eventually identified as a form of Lyme disease (Circ., p. 95/Circum., pp. 98, 115, 120). Tu autem, domine deus meus, exaudi et respice et vide et miserere et sana me; But do thou O Lord my God hear me and look upon me and see and heal me—in cujus oculis mihi quaestio factus sum—in whose eyes I have become a question to myself (Confessions, bk. 10, chap. 33). But for Derrida, the questionability of life does not signify the insecurity of the self, the battle the self wages with itself for authenticity, but rather the longing of love and desire when I love and desire what is “to come” (à venir), which is what Derrida calls “the impossible”—“having never loved anything but the impossible” (Circ., p. 7/Circum., p. 3).

For Derrida, Augustine’s Confessions are the occasion of a prayer, of revealing the “secret” of his prayers and tears—“I wonder if those reading me from up there see my tears . . . if they guess that my life was but a long history of prayers” (Circ., p. 40/Circum., pp. 38–39)—not of an analysis of the formal structure of factical life. Derrida finds in Augustine not the virile militancy of a spiritual battlefield but bodies bent by sorrow and grief, not the brawny bravado of Eigentlichkeit but the woman weeping at the foot of the cross, not the combative strength of a Christian soldier but the weakness of a suppliant begging for God’s help, not a masculinized Kampfsphilosophie but love, not a soul whose mettle is fired by a war with concupiscence but saintly eyes blinded by tears.

For Heidegger, the hermeneutic presupposition of confiteri, of the confessional mode, is that the soul is the scene of battle, turmoil, and unrest. But for Derrida, confession reduces us to tears and to asking for pardon, and it is linked with the flow of blood. Cruor, Confiteor: to confess is to let my blood flow, to draw my blood with a syringe/pen, and to store my confession of faith (cru) in a labeled bottle like wine (cru) (Circ., p. 13/Circum., p. 10). To confess is to mix the outpouring of blood with the outpouring of tears. “I owe it to autobiography to say that I have spent my life teaching so as to return in the end to what mixes prayer and tears with blood” (Circ., p. 22/Circum., p. 20). Blood is the color of mortal life, of “desire, history, or event” (Circ., p. 82/Circum., p 80). Circumfession is the confessing in writing, in litteris, of Derrida’s circumcision, the confession of his Jewish/Arab provenance and of his lack of language, for the Christian/Latin/French in which he writes these confessions is and is not his, and that is brought home by the generous citations of Augustine’s lush Latin. I am the last of the Jews (Circ., p. 145/Circum., p. 154), he says, like his namesake Elijah, the last of the prophets—a philosopher, who, having left Judaism, revisits or is revisited by his Jewishness, in this age after the death of God. Confession means for him to make a gift without return, like a last will and testament, beyond the circle (Circ., p. 221/Circum., p. 238), leaving behind a secret that everyone understands but him.

Monica never makes an appearance in Heidegger’s lecture course. Like Kierkegaard, this Heideggerian Augustine seems to have no mother. But Circonfession is, from the first page on, all about Monica/Georgette Safar Derrida, dying in her emigrant home, on the other side of the Mediterranean in Nice (having emigrated from what is today Algiers), like Monica dying in Ostia (Circ., p. 20/Circum., p. 19). Derrida looks like his mother, favors his mother’s side, resembling perhaps an ancestor on the mother’s side who emigrated from Portugal to Algeria at the beginning of the nineteenth century (Circ., pp. 232–34/Circum., 253). When he weeps, he never knows who is weeping, he or his mother (Circ., p. 243/Circum., p. 263). There is no evading death and dying in Being and Time, but that always means my death, while Circonfession is a journal of the death of Derrida’s mother, of the other, of what Mark Taylor calls the “(m)other,” and of my death insofar as it concerns the other. In Circonfession, at fifty-nine years of age, Derrida says, he is learning how to die, but that is always seen from the point of view of the other. He tries to give himself death, se donner la mort, not in the sense of committing suicide but in the sense of seeing himself dead and of seeing others “seeing me lying on my back,” gathered around his grave, “and I weep like my own children at the edge of my grave” (Circ., p. 41/Circum., p. 40). He fears for his life, not for himself but for her, from her fear for him, so that he fears too that perhaps, after her death, he will no longer fear death (Circ., p. 198/Circum., p. 212).

As Augustine’s Confessions (though they are addressed to God) do not tell God anything God does not know (bk. 9, chap. 1), so Derrida’s Circonfession consists not in disclosing the truth, in communicating some secret truth to anyone, to G(eoffrey), God, or us. Derrida has no truth to tell but is making the truth, doing the truth, facere veritatem, confessing in writing, confiteor in litteris, with prayers and tears, as much religion as literature. But what then is confessed? The “essential truth of avowal” has “nothing to do with truth, but consist[s] . . . in asked-for pardon,” because to write is to ask pardon (Circ., pp. 47–50/Circum., pp. 46–49). As Augustine is not trying to give God some information that God otherwise lacks but rather “to arouse my feeling of love toward Thee, and that of those who read these pages” (bk. 10, chap. 1), Derrida, who does not know the secret, who has no secret Truth to tell, is trying to arouse his love of life and ours, to transform himself through and through (Circ., pp. 75–76/Circum., pp. 76–77), and to learn how to die (Circ., p. 193/Circum., p. 208). He walks around with a secret unknown to himself, in a sealed text, which he is always commenting upon, which others will open and read (Circ., pp. 238–39/Circum., pp. 257–58).

If Heidegger identifies the formal structure of Vollzugsinn, Derrida actually carries it out, enacts a confession, performs it, in litteris. Circonfession is written with the personal passion of the Confessions, as a work of “memory and heart” (Circ., p. 85/Circum., p. 87). Of his dying mother, Derrida writes, “a little while ago she pronounced my name, Jackie, in echo to the sentence from my sister passing her the receiver, ‘hello Jackie,’ something she had not been able to do for months and will perhaps do no more, beyond the fact that through her whole life she scarcely knew the other name” (Circ., pp. 80–82/Circum., p. 83). “Jackie,” we learn, is his given name, “Jacques” a pen name, and “Elie” a Hebrew name given to him at birth, a name so secret that it was unknown until recently even to him, a “given name that I received without receiving . . . a sign of election (on élit)” (Circ., p. 82/Circum., p. 84). He thought of calling a notebook on circumcision that he had been keeping the “Book of Elijah,” Elijah being the prophet guardian of circumcision. Like Monica weeping for Augustine when he set sail for Europe, Georgette weeps over the nineteen-year-old Jackie setting sail for France (Circ., p. 16/Circum., p. 177). He remembers feigning illness one day as a child when, holding his mother’s hand, she walked him to school; when later in the afternoon she returns to pick him up, he reproached her for leaving him “in the world, in the hands of others,” having forgotten that he was supposed to be sick. “She must have been as beautiful as a photograph” (Circ., p. 250/Circum., p. 271). These are secrets of the heart that he communicated to us, in litteris, in a personal memoir.

There is pain in Circonfession, not the pain of factical life struggling for authenticity but the pain emblematized in circumcision. That, of course, is a pain I do not remember but whose trace is unmistakable, hence a “phantom pain,” a pain we think, presumptuously, that the infant does not much mind. We assure and comfort ourselves with the thought, possibly the fantasy, Derrida says, that the orange flower water with which the child is bathed immediately after the rite of circumcision has an anesthetic virtue. The phantom pain I cannot remember, with which I try to identify, is the pain of the mother who is kept in a separate room, in tears, while the rite is enacted; or the pain of the mother, Monica/Georgette, dying on the other side of the Mediterranean. The unmistakable trace of pain left by circumcision is the pain of the other—“a threat which returns every time the other is in pain, if I identify with him, with her, even” (Circ., p. 66/Circum., p. 66), whose pain is always a phantom for me, for, like the trace of circumcision, I see it but do not feel it and can only try to remember it.

The lively kinetics and spiritual athleticism of the hermeneutics of facticity that Heidegger finds in the Confessions stand in remarkable contrast to the dominant motifs of Circonfession: a dying woman confined to bed, her running bedsores, fading memory and speech; and Derrida’s facial paralysis, finally diagnosed as Lyme disease, which appears as a filial counterpart to mother’s terminal illness. The cause of Derrida’s facial paralysis was at first unknown, an alarming symptom of a stroke perhaps and perhaps the prelude to a more massive stroke and an untimely death. Might Derrida’s death overtake and precede his mother’s? Would he be dead before her, before he finished these confessions? He sees himself dead before her, while she, her memory gone, does not see his death. Ecce ubi sum: a twisted mouth, a disfigured face, a cyclops: “my left eye fixed open like a glass-eyed cyclops” (Circ., p. 98/Circum., p. 95), an invisible scar to match the visible escarres of the dying mother, an invisible scar to match the visible scar of circumcision, a “scarface . . . the monocular warning light of his [God’s] evil” (Circ., p. 101/Circum., p. 104; cf. Confessions, bk. 7, chap. 5), a punishment perhaps for any of many faults—Ecce ubi sum: the dying mother, increasing blindness, distorted speech, inability to recognize her children, living, dead or dying—if that is what is happening to Jackie.

There is a conversion, a metanoia, in Circonfession, but it is not the self-recovery of authentic Christian freedom from the sway of sin that Heidegger reads in Augustine but a conversion brought about in Derrida from without—“I am no longer the same since the FP [facial paralysis], whose signs seem to have been effaced though I know I’m not the same face, the same persona” (Circ., p. 117/Circum., p. 123). Derrida is learning how to die and what his death means for others.

One of the surprises that is in store for us in Circonfession is Derrida’s love of God. “What do I love when I love you,” “my God,” Augustine asks (Confessions, bk. 10, chaps. 6–7). For Heidegger, the name of God is the name of struggle (Kampf): to love God is to love difficulty (Schwierigkeit), burden (onus), and trouble (molestia) (Confessions, bk. 10, chap. 28). Vita . . . tota tentatio [est] (Confessions, bk. 10, chap. 32): “God is there,” Heidegger says, “in troubling over the life of the self” (GA 60, p. 289). Struggle gives the measure to life, and the life of the soul before God, coram deo, raises struggle (Kampf) to its highest pitch and to its most exuberant vitality. But for Derrida the name of God is mingled with tears. Where is God? In memoria mea. Where in my memory?


Well, I’m remembering God this morning, the name, a quotation, something my mother said . . . to quote the name of God as I heard it perhaps the first time, no doubt in my mother’s mouth when she was praying, each time she saw me ill, no doubt dying like her son before me, like her son after me . . . I hear her say, “grace à Dieu, Dieu merci” when the temperature goes down, weeping in pronouncing your name . . . I’m mingling here the name of God with the origins of tears. (Circ., pp. 112-13/Circum., pp. 117–18)



For “Jackie,” this weepy, pusillanimous little child whom the adults love to tease and reduce to tears, the name of God commingles with tears; for the internationally known philosopher, for “Derrida,” the name of God remains the question of all questions. Unlike Heidegger, for whom this name spells the end of questioning, Derrida asks again and again, confesses that he has been asking all his life, quid ergo amo cum deum [meum] amo: What do I love when I love my God? “Can I do anything other than translate this question by SA into my own language?” (Circ., p. 117/Circum., p. 122), having slightly altered the position of the meum in the text of Confessions (bk. 10, chap. 6). The emphasis in this very biblical expression “my God” is on the my, not in the sense that this is merely some sort of subjective fabrication on his part but in the sense of a God who belongs to him even as he belongs to his God, to this most personal God who knows the secrets of his heart and to whom he confesses; a little like, in the beginning of Genesis, the God “of Abraham” and “of Jacob” had such a personal sense that it needed to be made plain that these are the same God. This preoccupation with Judaism and God: “that’s what my readers won’t have known about me,” he says, “like my religion about which nobody understands anything” (Circ., p. 146/Circum., p. 154).

Even Monica/Georgette, worrying over the faith of the son of these tears, knows nothing of this religion. She had been afraid to ask Jackie whether he still believed in God, even though she might have known that “the constancy of God in my life is called by other names, so that I quite rightly pass for an atheist” (Circ., p. 146/Circum., p. 155). God is omnipresent for Derrida, in this “absolved, absolutely private language,” not in the form of a eyewitness who sees everything he does nor of a transcendent law regulating every moment of life but in the sense of being “the secret I am excluded from,” the “open secret” (secret de Polichinelle), which is known to others but not to him. The name of God is the name of the secret that penetrates and suffuses everything he does and writes, where the secret is not a deep and hidden magnum mysterium in the sense of a negative theology but rather the secret that there is no secret, that there is no deep Truth to which only a few initiates have access. The secret is that there is no Secret Truth, which is why there is no Truth or Secret to confess but only texts. To be sure, this is no cause for despair for Derrida but rather a source of passion, what he calls elsewhere la passion du non-savoir, the passion which arises from non-knowledge, from the un-truth, which does not condemn but enjoins the endless play of interpretation. That is why the secret is known to everyone but him, why it is an open secret, for it is precisely in the ear of the other, or in their countersignatures to come, that the secret of Derrida will be laid bare. His secret is nothing he knows and nothing he can confess, so that his God “circulate[s] among the unavowables” (Circ., pp. 146–47/Circum., pp. 155–56), God being the name of the secret, of I know not what, of the passion of not knowing that drives writing.

For Heidegger, language is the furnace in which authentic Dasein is tried, the chatter of the “they” which distracts and dissipates authentic resolve. But for Derrida, language is a mark of dispossession: “I’m reaching the end without ever having read Hebrew” (Circ., pp. 264–65/Circum., pp. 286–87), the notorious convolutions and learned circumlocutions of his texts being, thus, the way he constantly gropes with the unknown grammar of Hebrew in “Christian Latin French,” “a language made a present to me by its colonization of Algeria in 1830” (Circ., p. 263/Circum., p. 285). Even circumcision, the thing itself, has been relayed to him in the word “circoncision,” which is Christian/Latin/French; indeed, even that word was dropped among Algerian Jews who, “through fearful acculturation,” preferred to speak of their “baptism” and to call Bar-Mitzvah “communion” (Circ., pp. 71–72/Circum., pp. 71–73). Derrida speaks the language of the outside, an outsider’s language, the Latin of the numerus clausus. He took flight from Hebrew when they tried to make him learn it as a child, even as French could never be his (Circ., p. 267/Circum., p. 289). That exile, that loss, engendered his taste for words and letters and became the passion that would make his whole life a confiteri in litteris. That is a profoundly different conception of language than is to be found in Heidegger’s thought, where language is the language of the Heimat, Germany’s or Being’s, where speaking is empowered by autochthony, by the gathering together of the essential power of the Volk or Sprache from which one speaks.

In Being and Time, Heidegger speaks of a primordial and ontological guilt, of a finitude which it is the whole point of authentic Dasein to assume, to appropriate and take over, to make one’s own. In the Heideggerian analysis of guilt, the idea is to refine guilt into the fine point of authentic resoluteness so that authentic Dasein is pointed into the definite, finite, refined finitude of its own singlemost Seinkönnen, the Seelenfünklein of authentic freedom. Primordial or ontological guilt for Heidegger is thus the scene of freedom, but for Derrida, guilt is the scene of confession. Derrida, too, writes of a guilt for which he can remember no fault: “scenes of guilt in some sense faultless, without any deliberate fault, situations in which the accusation surprises you,” scenes that constitute a paradigm for a whole life, scenes he must not precisely “assume,” since they are older than freedom (Levinas) but which he must allow to become productive, for they “play in their Confessions an organizing and abyssal role” (Circ., p. 278/Circum., p. 301). This incomprehensible fault is “all Hebrew [not Greek] to me” (Circ., p. 279/Circum., p. 302), the fault of being all Hebrew, or not quite all, “for I am perhaps not what remains of Judaism.” But then again, “what else am I in truth, who am I if I am not what I inhabit and where I take place, ich bleibe also Jude, i.e., today in what remains of Judaism to this world,” a fragment of Judaism, a broken shard and remainder (Circ., pp. 279–80/Circum., pp. 302–3). This faultless guilt, which is to be Jewish and then again to have broken with Judaism, is like the scar of circumcision for which he can remember no pain, or like Augustine’s notion of original sin, that which we inherit but do not commit (which Kierkegaard, whose lead Heidegger followed, felt compelled to rewrite in The Concept of Anxiety so as to give freedom a place), or like Kafka (another prisoner of Prague), or like Issac (whose fate on Moriah was even more incomprehensible than father Abraham’s).

Derrida speaks of the “despair” that stretches from “the innocent child who is by accident charged with a guilt he knows nothing about, the little Jew expelled from Ben Aknoun school” to “the drug-factor incarcerated in Prague, and everything in between” (Circ., p. 282/Circum., p. 306). “I always thought,” he writes, “the other must have good reason to accuse me” (Circ., p. 277/Circum., p. 300), and he did not then see that “it was enough to seek to track down the event by writing backward, never seeing the step”—about the future, always to come (à venir), he is essentially blind—in order to prepare “the moment when things turn round, the moment at which you will be able to convert and see your sacrificer face on,” not in order to continue the cycle of persecution but to “make the truth,” facere veritatem, to confess in writing. His fault is the crime of being Jewish, the guilt of being the hated other, which is compounded by his own unfaithfulness to being Jewish, his breach with, his crime against, Judaism. He is chosen from of old to be Jewish, but he has abandoned the chosen (élu) people, the people of élu/Élie, abandoned (abandonné) his givenness, himself, so that by marrying outside Judaism and by not circumcising his sons, he too is one of those who persecutes the Jews, who does nothing to save the Jews, in Christian/Latin/French.

Circonfession ends on May 1, 1990, in Laguna Beach, California, not far from Santa Monica, California (Derrida’s mother still lay dying in Nice—she would not succumb until December 5, 1991), on the occasion of the “Final solution” conference at the University of California—Los Angeles. After his address, a “young imbecile,” apparently unaware that Derrida is Jewish, asks Derrida what he did to save the Jews during the war. Still, the youngster might be right, the other is always right, for he did not do enough to save one Jew, himself, for his Jewishness, this being an alliance mostly honored in the breach, or from his Jewishness, this lack of continuity with his Jewishness also amounting to a lack of rupture. His circumcision signifies his cut from the covenant cut in his flesh, from the community of the covenant, but a cut that is not clean.

Sero te amavi, pulchritudo tam antiqua et tam nova (Confessions, bk. 10, chap. 27), Augustine writes: “Too late I have loved thee, o beauty so ancient and so new.” Too late, Derrida writes, you are too late (trop tard), you (toi), the counterpart of me (moi), for this secret which is withheld. “You have spent your life inviting calling promising, hoping sighing dreaming, convoking invoking provoking, constituting engendering producing, naming assigning demanding, prescribing commanding sacrificing”—so that you, the witness and the counterpart of me, will attest this “secret truth, severed from truth, that you will never have had any witness.” (Circ., pp. 290–91/Circum., p. 314)

The truth is that there is no Truth; the secret is that there is no Secret, no Secret Truth to which we have some secret access or witness. Unlike Heideggerian Denken, which is steered by a mighty Geschick, a destiny and moira, our destiny on Derrida’s account is “destinerrance,” destiny gone errant, cut off from destiny and the Truth of Being. The cut of circumcision in Circonfession comes down to being cut off from truth, sevrée de la vérité, from the Truth of Being or of the book. “[Y]ou alone, whose life will have been so short, the voyage short, scarcely organized, by you with no lighthouse and no book, you the floating toy at high tide and under the moon, you the crossing between these two phantoms of witnesses that will never come down to the same” (Circ., p. 291/Circum., pp. 314–15), where toi and moi, the witness and the one to whom witness is given, can never be one, where both the witness and the one to whom one gives witness are both in the blind, where no Truth, no Truth of truth, no Secret Truth can ever be testified to and secured. But this destinerrant condition, the blindness of eyes blinded by tears, these prayers and tears, are for Derrida not a paralyzing and immobilizing despair but the passion of non-knowing, the prayers and tears of a somewhat Jewish, avant-garde Augustine, who has in his own repeatable way found a way to repeat the Confessions of Augustine and even to repeat, in a slightly postmodern beat, the theologia crucis.

NOTES

1. This essay originally appeared in Postmodern Philosophy and Christian Thought, ed. Merold Westphal (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999) 202–25. It is reprinted here by permission of the author. The essay was retyped by Mr. Brian Heaphy of Iona College and the editors are very grateful for his hard work.

2. John D. Caputo, Demythologizing Heidegger (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993) chaps. 2–3.

3. The following abbreviations are used in this study: SZ, Martin Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 15. Aufl. (Tübingen, Germany: Niemeyer, 1979); BT, Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New York: Harper and Row, 1962); GA 60, Phänomenologie des religiösen Lebens, 1, “Einführung in die Phänomenologie der Religion” (Wintersemester 1920–1921), ed. Matthias Jung and Thomas Regehly; 2, “Augustinus und der Neuplatonismus” (Sommersemester, 1921); 3, “Ausaurbeitung und Entwürfe,” ed. Claudius Strube, Gesamtausgabe, B. 60 (Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1995); SUD, Kierkegaard’s Writings, vol. 19, Sickness unto Death, trans. Howard and Edna Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980); Circon., Circonfession: Cinquante-neuf périodes et périphrases, in Jacques Derrida, Geoffrey Bennington and Jacques Derrida (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1991); Circum., Circumfession: Fifty-nine periods and periphrases, in Jacques Derrida, Geoffrey Bennington and Jacques Derrida, trans. Geoffrey Bennington (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993).

For excellent accounts of the matters discussed in the first part of this article, see Theodore Kisiel, The Genesis of Heidegger’s “Being and Time” (Berkeley: University of Chicago Press, 1993), and John van Buren, The Young Heidegger: Rumor of the Hidden King (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994).

4. As van Buren shows in Young Heidegger (pp. 162–67), the very term Destruktion, first appearing in Heidegger’s early Freiburg lectures, in the winter semester 1919–1920 course, seems to have been taken from Luther’s use of the Latin destructio, which describes the “right” attitude a Christian theology should take to that “blind pagan Master Aristotle.” The Lutheran destruction became for Heidegger the paradigm of the task of the destuction of Greek and scholastic metaphysics, down to its sources in primal Christianity. See Heidegger, Gesamtausgabe, vol. 58, Grundprobleme der Phänomenologie (Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1993), pp. 139 ff., 61–62, 205.

5. Indeed, Heidegger was early on interested in the work of theologian Franz Overbeck, who has declared that even by the time of the New Testament, the primitive Christian experience was beginning to be turned over to theological objectification because of contamination by Greek philosophy. See Istvan Féher, “Heidegger understanding of the Atheism of Philosophy,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 69 (1995): 189–228 (appendix 2).

6. “Ecce unde vita humana super terram tota tentatio est.” Augustine, Epistulae, 95.2; cf. GA 60, p. 241 n. 1.

7. Van Buren, Young Heidegger, p. 29. It is distinguished from the content-sense or intentional content; and the relational-sense, or meaning of the way we are related to the content. See van Buren, Young Heidegger, pp. 29-32).

8. See Augustine, In Epist. Joannis ad Parthos., 9.5, and In Psalmos, 19.10. In a note to the analysis of Angst in §40 of Being and Time, Heidegger draws our attention to Augustine’s distinction between timor castus and timor servilis and treats it as a predecessor of the distinction between Angst and Furcht, on which latter distinction, he says, the most headway has been made by Kierkegaard (SZ, p. 190n; BT, p. 492, n. iv). This is a not entirely generous way of saying that he has taken this distinction over, in all of its phenomenological particulars, from Kierkegaard and then reinscribed it within his own project, the “existential analytic.” Pure fear, Heidegger says in 1921, is self-fear, a salutary troubling about one’s own being, while servile fear is world-fear, a concern directed at things or other persons (GA 60, pp. 296–97).

9. Alister E. McGrath, Luther’s Theology of the Cross (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990), p. 167. My characterization of this distinction is greatly indebted to McGrath, pp. 148–75. See also van Buren, Young Heidegger, pp. 159–67, 187–90, 196–202, 376–82.

10. See Augustine, Sermones, 53.15–16.
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and philosophy See also Augustine: conversion(s) of

Couenhoven, Jesse

Courcelle, Pierre

creation

and heaven

source of

and time. See also God: as creator; time: creation of

cross

symbolism of

theology of

Cynics

Derrida, Jacques

Circonfession

circumcision of

and confession

on death

and Judaism

Lyme disease of

mother of

Descartes, René

cogito ergo sum

reception of Augustine

determinism. See also election; predestination

Dihle, Albrecht

Dioscorus

Domhoff, William

Donatism

dreams

control over

evil

and imagination

and reason

responsibility for actions in

sexuality in

sinning in. See also visions

education

election

Augustine on

biblical doctrine of

inscrutable

and merit

Elijah, the prophet

Eodice, Alexander

Epicureans

and Augustine

Esau. See Jacob: and Esau

eternal life

eternity

of God

and time

Eve. See Adam: and Eve

evil

and good

Evodius

faith

Aquinas on

Augustine on

and grace

ground of

in Jesus Christ

and limits of philosophy

and love

and prayer

and reason

and Scripture

as a theological virtue

and understanding. See also belief; Christianity; trust

Findlay, J. N.

first-person point of view

Flanagan, Owen

flesh

circumcised

and spirit. See also body

Frankfurt, Harry

free will

and determinism

and divine foreknowledge

and evil

and God

and grace

necessary for moral agency. See also will

Freud, Sigmund

friendship

Gale, Richard M.

Gilson, Étienne

God

choice by

as creator

delight in

existence of

as Father

foreknowledge of

as highest good

human knowledge of

image of

inscrutability of

justice of

love for

love of

mind of

moving inwardly in the mind and will

nature of

as the One

as spirit

transcendence of

as Truth

voice of

wisdom of. See also election; will: divine; Trinity

good

desire for

and evil

highest

news. See also gospel

Gospel

grace

and faith

and free will

irresistible

and merit

necessity of

power of

prayer for

prevenient

and salvation

Gregory of Nyssa

Hadot, Pierre

Hankey, Wayne

happiness

and God

and the highest good

philosophy as way to

search for

Harrison, Simon

Hebrew Bible. See Old Testament

Heidegger, Martin

Being and Time

on concupiscence

hermeneutics of facticity

on life as struggle

Henry of Ghent

and Academic Skepticism

account of knowing

on existence of God

on human knowledge

influence of Aristotle on

influence of Augustine on

Summa quaestionum ordinarium

Hintikka, Jaakko

Hippo

Horace

Iamblichus

incarnation. See also Jesus Christ

intellect

conversion of

empowered by grace

and faith

and understanding

and the will. See also knowledge; mind; reason

Isaac, son of Abraham

Israel

Italy

Jacob

and Esau

Jesus Christ

authority of

clothed in

death of

as Jew

as mediator between God and humans

and philosophy

as Son of God

teachings of. See also cross

John, the evangelist. See also New Testament: John

John Damascene

Judaism

and Derrida

Julian of Eclanum

justice

divine

and equity

Kant, Immanuel

reception of Augustine

Kenney, John Peter

Kierkegaard, Søren

knowledge

acquisition of

Aristotle on

and belief

closed

about God

and philosophy

and reason

sensory

unmediated. See also Henry of Ghent

language

acquisition of

Augustine on

body

limits of

and meaning. See also Wittgenstein, Ludwig

Levinas, Emmanuel

Lewis, C. S.

liberal arts. See education

Locke, John

logic. See also intellect; reason

logos

love

and faith

for the good

for mortal things

of self

and will

of wisdom. See also God: love for; God: love of

Luther, Martin

on the theology of the cross

Macdonald, Paul, Jr.

Macken, Raymond

Makinson, D. C.

Manichaeanism. See also Augustine: as a Manichaean; Augustine: against the Manichaeans

Marius Victorinus

Matthews, Gareth

McEvoy, James

McGrath, Alister

Mediterranean

memory

and Augustine

of infancy

and time

Middle Ages. See also Henry of Ghent

Milan

Milton, John

Paradise Lost

mind

and body

dreams as product of

illuminated by grace

and time. See also dreams; intellect; knowledge; nous

Monica

death of

vision at Ostia

moral character

Moses

mysteries, Christian

Narbonne, Jean-Marc

Nazis

Neoplatonism

and Christianity

in the Confessions. See also Augustine: and Neoplatonism; Plotinus; Porphyry

New Academy. See Academic Skepticism

New Testament

Matthew

John

Acts

Romans

1 Corinthians

2 Corinthians

Galatians

Ephesians

Philippians

Colossians

1–2 Thessalonians

1 Timothy

2 Timothy

Philemon

Hebrews

1 John

Nicene Christianity

Nicholas of Cusa

nocturnal emissions. See dreams: sexuality in

North Africa

nous

O’Donnell, James

Old Testament

Genesis

Exodus

1 Kings

Psalms

Isaiah

Daniel

Obadiah

Malachi

Ecclesiasticus

Ostia

vision at

Paul, the apostle

and grace

writings of. See also New Testament

Pelagius

and grace. See also Augustine: against Pelagius; Augustine, writings of: anti-Pelagian

Peripatetics

Philo Judaeus

philosophy

Augustine on

and Christianity

and faith

as insufficient for salvation

and knowledge

limits of

as love of wisdom

and reason. See also Augustine: as philosopher; Neoplatonism; Platonism

Plantinga, Alvin

Plato

cave allegory

on knowledge

on the intelligible world

Protagoras

Republic

Timaeus

Platonism

and Augustine

and Christianity

libri platonicorum

Stoic. See also Augustine: and Platonism; Neoplatonism

Plotinus

Enneads

influence on Augustine

on rest

similar to Plato

Porphyry

prayer

and Derrida

and faith

for grace

predestination. See also determinism; election; God: foreknowledge of

Prior, A. N.

Proclus

punishment

Pythagoras

Quintillian

Ramsey, Paul

reason

and dreams

and faith

and God

and knowledge

limitations of. See also intellect; logic

religion: and philosophy. See also Christianity; Judaism

rest

revelation, divine. See also Scripture

Richard of Saint Victor

Rist, John

Rome

Rorty, Richard

salvation

and election

and grace

history of

and philosophy

Scripture

on divine election

interpretation of

literal meaning of

Neoplatonic interpretation of

spiritual meaning of

teachings of

and wisdom. See also Augustine: and Scripture; New Testament; Old Testament

Seneca

senses, bodily

perception through

sexuality: Augustine on prelapsarian sexuality. See also dreams: sexuality in

sin

and grace

original. See also Adam: sin of; Augustine: on sin; dreams: sinning in

Skepticism. See Academic Skepticism

sleep. See also dreams

Socrates

Solomon, King

soul

ascent of

and body

nature of

struggle of

Spirit, Holy

firstfruits of the

Steele, Carlos

Stoicism

and Augustine

summum bonum. See also good: highest; God: as highest good

Suter, Ronald

Taylor, Mark

Tertullian

Teske, Roland

theology

and philosophy. See also Catholic Church: teachings of; cross: theology of

Thomas Aquinas. See Aquinas, Thomas

time

and consciousness

creation of

and eternity

as extendedness of mind

language about

measurability of

nature of

and space. See also Augustine: on time

Trinity

trust. See also belief; faith

truth

attained by believing authority

divine

knowledge of

love for

revealed by God

search for

unseen

Van Fleteren, Frederick

Victorinus, Marius. See Marius Victorinus

visions

delusional. See also dreams

Wetzel, James

will

conversion of

divine

free choice of

good

and grace

and love

rightly ordered

wrongly ordered. See also Augustine: on the will; free will

William of Ockham

Williams, Rowan

Williams, Tennessee

Wills, Gary

wisdom

divine

eternal

and Scripture. See also love: of wisdom; philosophy: as love of wisdom

Wittgenstein, Ludwig

and Augustine

and confession

on idealization of language

on language about time

on language acquisition

naturalism of

Philosophical Investigations

Tractatus

words. See language

Zeno of Citium
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