
THE PRINCETON THEOLOGICAL 

REVIEW 

Volume V July 1907 Number 3 

AUGUSTINE’S DOCTRINE OF KNOWLEDGE 
AND AUTHORITY. 

Augustine marks almost as great an epoch in the history 
of philosophy as in the history of theology. It was with 
him that the immediate assurance of consciousness first took 
its place as the source and warrant of truth. No doubt 
there had been a long preparation for the revolution which 
was wrought by his announcement of the principle of “self- 
assiired^subjectivity”, as Windelband calls it, and his estab¬ 
lishment of it in “the controlling central position of phil¬ 
osophic thought”. But the whole preceding development 
will not account for the act of genius by which he actually 
shifted the basis of philosophy, and in so doing became “the 
true teacher of the middle ages”, no doubt, but above and 
beyond that “one of the founders of modern thought”.1 He 
may himself be said to have come out of Plato, or Plotinus; 
but in even a truer sense out of him came Descartes and his 
successors.2 When he urged men to cease seeking truth 
without them, and to turn within, since the home of truth 

1 Windelband, A History of Philosophy, E. T., pp. 276, 264, 270. 
1 Leder, Augustins Erkenntnistheorie, p. 76: “If we must see in Plo¬ 

tinus the father of Augustine’s Platonism, we may yet recognize it as 
an especially original service of the Church-Father, that he established 
over against all scepticism the first point of all certitude in self-con¬ 
sciousness. He found in Plotinus no guidance for this: rather by an 
act of genius he anticipated in it the line of thought which Descartes 
(1640) made in his Meditationes the starting point of his expositions.” 

[23] 
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is inside of man, he already placed them upon the firm 

footing which Descartes sought with his cogito ergo sum.3 
If Augustine can be said to have had a philosophical mas¬ 

ter before he fell under the influence of the Neoplatonists, 

that master must be discerned in Cicero. And from Cicero 

he derived rather k burning zeal in the pursuit of truthlHafT 

a definite body of philosophical tenets or even a philosophical 

point of view. It is a mistake to think of him as ever sur¬ 

rendering >himself to the scepticism of the New Academy. 

He does indeed tell us that, in his disillusionment with Man- 

ichaeism and his increasing despair of attaining the truth, 

the notion sprang up within him that the so-called Aca¬ 

demics might after all prove the best philosophers, contend¬ 

ing as they did that everything hangs in doubt and truth 

cannot be comprehended by men.4 It is not strange that at 

such moments his thoughts surged in great waves towards 

their teachings.5 But he tells us also that he could not com¬ 

mit himself to them; not only because he was repelled by 

their heathenism,6 but also because he was shocked by their 

scepticism.7 His difficulty at the time lay, in fact, in another 

quarter. He found no obstacle in the attainment of certi¬ 

tude : but nothing but apodeictic certitude satisfied him. 

He entertained no doubt, for example, that seven and three 

3 De vera religione, 39: Noli foras ire, in te ipsum redi, in interiore 

homine habitat veritas. 

* ConfF. v. 10. 19. 

5 De utilitate credendi, viii. 20: Saepe mihi videbatur [verum] non 

posse inveniri, magnique fluctus cogitationum mearum in Academicorum 

suffragium ferebantur. He proceeds to say that so often as he was 

thus tempted, he reacted on considering the vivacity, sagacity, perspi¬ 

cacity of the human mind; he could not believe this mind so much 

incapable of truth as ignorant as yet of the right way of going about its 

discovery: thus he was led to meditate on the problem of authority. 

De beata vita, I. 4: at ubi discussos eos [Manichaeos] evasi maximo 

trajecto isto mari diu gubernacula mea repugnantia omnibus ventis in 

mediis fluctibus Academici tenuerunt. 

s ConfF. v. 14. 20: “I utterly refused to commit the healing of my 

soul to these philosophers, because they knew not the saving name of 

Christ.” 

’ ConfF. vi. 4. 6: “I was not so insane as to fancy that not even 

this”—mathematical truth—“could be comprehended.” 
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make ten; what he demanded was the same kind and degree 

of certainty he had here, for everything else. In other words, 

he would not commit himself to any truth for which he did 

not have ready at hand complete demonstration. 

Augustine’s point of departure was therefore the precise 

contradictory of that of the Academics. They asserted that 

we can never get beyond suspense because we lack all crite¬ 

rion of truth. The best we can do is to say that this or that 

looks like truth; that it is verisimile or probcibile: we can 

never affirm that it is truth, verum; though, of course, we 

can as little affirm that it is not truth. Lacking all sigmrm 

we are left in utter and hopeless uncertainty. Augustine, 

on the contrary, in the apodeictic certainty of, say, mathe¬ 

matical formulas, was in possession of a sure criterion on 

the basis of which he could confidently assert truth. His 

difficulty was that he wished to apply this signum mechanic¬ 

ally to every sphere of truth alike, and could content himself 

with no other kind of certitude. He was tempted to declare 

that nothing resting on less cogent grounds is known, or 

can be known, at all. What he needed yet was to learn that 

so far from the possession of apodeictic certitude for some 

things throwing into the shadow of doubt all for which it 

cannot be adduced, it provides a basis for valid assurance 

with respect to them too. On the basis of this signum we 

may obtain in every sphere at least the verisimile, the proba- 

bile—a sufficient approach to truth to serve all practical 

purposes; or rather truth itself though not truth in its purity, 

free from all admixture of error. In other words, in every 

department of investigation there is attainable real and 

clear, if somewhat roughly measured, knowledge. What 

we currently call a yard of muslin, for example, though 

shown by the application of a micrometer not to be an exact 

yard, is yet by the self-same test just as truly shown to be a 

yard for all the practical ends for which muslin is used. 

The possession of a criterion gives validity to the verisimile; 

for who can declare that anything is like the truth unless 

he has the truth itself in mind with which to compare it and 

by which to judge it? 
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It was by a line of reasoning something like this that 

Augustine overthrew the Academics when, in his retirement 

at Cassiciacum, in the interval between his conversion and 

his baptism, he undertook to lay the foundations of a posi¬ 

tive Christian philosophy. It is absurd to talk of a veri- 

simile, he urged, unless the standard, the verum, is in our 

possession. And not only is this standard, this verum, cer¬ 

tainly in the possession of every man and instinctively em¬ 

ployed by him; but no one can by any means rid himself of 

it. Do what we will, we cannot help knowing that the 

world is either one or not one ;8 that three times three are 

nine ;9 and the like; that is to say the principles which under¬ 

lie, say for example, logic and mathematics. And in know¬ 

ing these things, we know them not only to be true, but to 

be eternally and immutably true, quite independently of 

our thinking minds,—so that they would be equally true 

if no human minds had ever existed, and would remain 

true though the whole human race should perish.10 With 

this indefectible certainty of necessary truth the mind un¬ 

avoidably knows, therefore, the laws of the true, the beauti¬ 

ful and the good,11 according to which, as its criterion, it 

judges all of the true, beautiful and good which is brought 

into observation in the experience of life. Nor can doubt 

be thrown upon these things by calling in question the 

reality of the very mind itself by which they are known, 

and therefore the validity of its convictions. Rather, the 

reality of the mind is given in the very act of knowledge: 

for what is not cannot act. Say even that this act is an act 

of doubt. If the mind did not exist, it could not even 

doubt.12 The act of doubt itself becomes, thus, the creden¬ 

tial of certitude. It is impossible even to doubt unless we 

are. and remember, and understand, and will, and think, 

8 Cont. Acad. iii. io. 23. 

9 Cont. Acad. iii. ix. 25. 
10 Cont. Acad. iii. 11. 25: necesse est, vel genere humano sterbente, 

sit verum. Cf. De lib. arbitr. ii. 9. 21; De Trinitate, ix. 6. 

™De lib. arbit. ii. 8, 9, 10, 15, 16: Dc Trinitate ix. 6; viii. 3; xiv. 15. 

13 De lib. arbit. ii. 3, 7. 
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and know, and judge: so that he that doubts must not 

and cannot doubt of these things, seeing that even if he 

doubts he does them.13 Even he who says ‘I do not know’, 

thereby evinces not only that he exists and that he knows 

that he exists, but also that he knows what knowing is and 

that he knows that he knows it.14 It is impossible to be 

ignorant that we are; and as this is certain, many other 

things are certain along with it, and the confident denial 

of this is only another way of demonstrating it. 

What Augustine is doing in this reasoning, it will be 

observed, is wathdrawing attention from the external world 

and focussing it upon the inner consciousness. There, there 

alone, he asserts, can truth be found. Those who seek it 

without, never attain to it;15 it is in the inner man that it 

makes its home, and it can be discovered, therefore, only 

by those who look within.16 His polemic is turned upon 

that Sensationalism in philosophy which had long reigned 

supreme in the schools, and the dominion of which he was 

the first to break. In this polemic, he considered himself 

to be building upon the New Academy, whose mordant 

criticism of knowledge he persuaded himself was only the 

negative side of a defence of an essential Platonism which 

they kept, in its positive side, meanwhile in reserve. In this 

judgment of fact he was certainly mistaken; the Academy 

had itself fallen into the prevalent Sensationalism and was 

itself, therefore, as truly as the Epicurean and Stoic schools 

of the time the object of his confutation.17 But to the 

Sensationalistic maxim that ‘there is nothing in the intellect 

which was not beforehand in the senses’, by whomsoever 

taught and in whatsoever forms, he opposes the direct con¬ 

tradiction that truth is to be sought, in the first instance, in 

the intellect alone. As Robert Browning phrases it, “to 

13 De Trinitate, x. io. 14. 

14 De Trinitate, x. I. 3. 

KDe vera religione, 49: . . . veritas, ad quam nullo modo perve- 

niunt qui foris earn quaerunt. 

16 De vera religione, 39: noli foras ire, in te ipsum redi, in interiore 

homine habitat veritas. Cf. Retract, i. 3. 

17 Cf. Leder, Augustins Erkenntnistheorie, p. 35. 
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know rather consists in opening out a way whence the im¬ 

prisoned splendor may escape, than in effecting entry for a 

light supposed to be without”. In other words, Augustine 

came forward as a flaming Rationalist in the philosophical 

sense of that term; in the sense, that is, in which it describes 

those thinkers who hold that the “reason” is the funda¬ 

mental source of knowledge; and, in opposition alike to Sen¬ 

sationalism and Empiricism which teach respectively that 

our knowledge is derived exclusively from sensation or 

experience (that is, sensation and reflection), contend rather 

that it is the “reason”, acting under laws of its own, which 

supplies the forms of thought without which no knowledge 

can be obtained either by sensation or by experience. 

Arnobius, his fellow African of a hundred years before, 

on the basis of the popular Stoicism was as flaming a Sen¬ 

sationalist as Augustine was a Rationalist, and it is interest¬ 

ing to contrast the strong expressions which the two give, 

each to his own point of view. Arnobius calls to the aid 

of his exposition the imaginary case of a man secluded from 

infancy to maturity in a dark cavern, guarded from every 

possible commerce with the external world. Such an one, 

he contends, would remain mentally empty; and, if con¬ 

fronted, not with some complicated problem, but with even 

the simple twice two are four, “would stand like a stock or 

the Marpesian rock, as the saying is, dumb and speechless”, 

understanding nothing.18 In staring contrast with Arno¬ 

bius, Augustine sometimes speaks as if contact with the 

external world and the intrusion of sensible images into the 

mind were a positive hindrance to the acquisition of knowl-' 

edge; and as if the mind would do its essential work better 

if it could do it free from what, in that case, would be 

conceived as the distractions of sense; as if, in a word, 

something like the condition in which Laura Bridgman or 

Helen Keller were found were the most favorable for the 

development of human intelligence. This exaggeration, 

however, is no part of his system; and its occasional sug- 

w Arnobius, Adv. Gent. ii. 20 (American ed. of Ante-Nicene Library, 

VI. 442). 
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gestion serves only to throw into a high light the strength 

and seriousness of his Rationalism. 

This Rationalism, however, it may be observed, is never 

pressed to the extreme of conceiving the reason as the 

creator of its own object. That is to say, it never passes 

into the Idealism which in more modern times has lain so 

frequently in its pathway. To Augustine the world of ob¬ 

servation was far from being merely a “psychological phe¬ 

nomenon”. Indeed, not only does he recognize the objec¬ 

tivity of the world of sense, but, with all the vigor of his 

contention that we must look within for truth, he insists 

equally on the objectivity of even the intelligible world. 

Man no more creates the world of ideas he perceives within 

him, that the world of sense he perceives without him. In 

his assertion that the objects of sensible and intellectual per¬ 

ception alike have indubitable objectivity lies, indeed, one of 

the main features of Augustine’s philosophy.19 Perhaps we 

may best catch his general idea, in the distinction he made 

between the two modes of knowledge—sense perception and 

intellection—corresponding to the two worlds, sensible and 

intelligible—if we represent him as thinking of the human 

soul as existing in a double environment, with both of which 

it is connected by appropriate organs of perception. On the 

one hand, it is connected with the sensible world by the 

external senses; on the other hand, with the intelligible 

world by the sensus intimus which is the intellect.20 Au- 

19 Cf. Nourrison, La phil., Vol. II, p. 295: “To affirm the certitude of 

consciousness is, for him, to affirm in the same act the certitude of the 

external world. . . . It is well to take note of the sagacity with which 

he distinguishes the phenomenon from the being and thus exonerates 

the senses from the errors which are commonly attributed to them. 

Organs and witnesses of what passes, and not of what does not pass, 

of the phenomenal and not the real, they are not the judges of truth— 

judicium veritatis non esse in sensibus. It is the intellect that knows 

or the intellect that deceives itself. Its knowledge is certitude. No 

Scotchman of our day could express it better.” 

20 Cont. Acad. iii. 17. 37: Platonem sensisse duos esse mundos, unum 

intelligibilem, in quo ipsa veritas habitaret, istum autem sensibilem, 

quern manifestum esse nos visu tactuque sentire. Itaque ilium verum, 

hunc verisimilem. 



360 THE PRINCETON THEOLOGICAL REVIEW 

gustine’s notion is, essentially, that the soul, by these two 

modes of contact with its double environment, is enabled 

to read off the facts of each. His mode of statement com¬ 

monly takes the form that as the sensible world impresses 

itself upon us through the external senses, so the intelligible 

world impresses itself upon us through the intellect: but 

we must not press the passivity of the soul to its several 

impressions which might seem to be implied in this mode of 

statement. If, now, these two worlds, the sensible and the 

intelligible, stood contradictorily over against each other, 

the soul of man lying between them and invaded by impres¬ 

sions from each, would be in parlous case. Such, however, 

is not Augustine’s conception. The sensible world is not 

thought of by him as itself independent of the intelligible. 

It not only has its source in the intelligible world, but derives 

its whole support and direction from it; and reflects, after 

its own fashion, its content. It can not be perceived, there¬ 

fore, save, so to speak, from the angle of the intelligible 

world; and in order that it may be understood, the soul 

must bring to its perception the principles derived from the 

intelligible world. In a word, the soul is caparisoned for 

the perception and understanding of the sensible world only 

by prior perception and understanding of the intelligible 

world. That is to say, the soul brings over from the intelli¬ 

gible world the forms of thought under which alone the 

sensible world can be received by it into a mental embrace. 

This is, of course, a very developed form of Intuition¬ 

alism. According to the Stoics—those Sensationalists a 

outrancc—the human mind is in the first instance a tabula 

rasa, on which outer things impress themselves (Tibnao-t?). 

But even the Stoics could speak of truths of nature. In 

their most materialistic development they could find a place 

in their system for general ideas common to all men (icoivai 

evvoiat, communes notiones), which they not only recog¬ 

nized as real, but valued as the best constituents of human 

knowledge. As men have practically the same environ¬ 

ment, they explained, the sum of the impressions made by 
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surrounding nature upon each, is practically the same as the 

sum of the impressions made upon all. Hence peculiar con¬ 

fidence should be put in the ideas common to all men: they 

are the general teachings of nature, that nature life in con¬ 

formity with which is the wise man’s mark. “Natural 

ideas” are not foreign, then, to the Stoic system; but when 

the Stoics spoke of these ideas as “natural”, they did not at 

all mean that they constitute a part of the nature with which 

man is endowed. Man was not supposed to bring them 

into life with him, but distinctly to acquire them in the 

process of living: they are impressed by nature on his soul. 

The transition is easy, however, from the conception of a 

body of ideas natural to man in this sense, to a conception 

of a body of ideas belonging to his nature as such, or, in 

other words, innate. Along with his reason, it is now said, 

every man possesses by nature, that is, by his constitution as 

man, a body of ideas : they belong to his nature as a rational 

being. In making this step we have definitely passed over 

from Sensationalism to Rationalism, and have so far ap¬ 

proached Augustine’s conception. But we have not yet 

reached it. The doctrine of innate ideas, strictly construed 

in that form, is Deistic. These ideas are ours because they 

have been from the beginning once for all impressed upon 

our nature by our Maker, who has made us thus and not 

otherwise,—namely so that by the action of our intellect we 

become aware of the principles thus made a part of our 

very structure. Augustine, however, was as little Deistic 

as Sensationalistic in his thinking, and necessarily advanced 

a step further to a truly Theistic Intuitionalism. These 

ideas, he teaches, are natural to man in the sense that they 

inhere in his nature as such, and are not impressed on him 

by external nature; and they are innate in the sense that 

they belong to his nature from the beginning of his being. 

But he cannot conceive them merely as impressed on the 

mind, or rather built into its structure, once for all at its 

creation. He thinks rather of the soul as constantly de¬ 

pendent on God, who is no more its Creator than its Up- 
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holder and Director; and of its intrinsic ideas as, therefore, 

continuously impressed on it by God. Thus its light is God 

alone; and the soul, in intellection, bears the same constant 

relation to God the Illuminator as in ethical action it bears 

to God the Sanctifier. God, he is never weary of saying, 

in his own adaptation of a Platonic formula, is at once the 

Author of all being, the Light of all knowledge, and the 

Fountain of all good; the God of creation, of truth, of 

grace: or, otherwise put, the causa subsistendi, the ratio 

intelligendi and the or do vivendi. His ontology of “innate 

ideas”, accordingly, is that they are the immediate product 

in the soul of God the Illuminator, always present with the 

soul as its sole and indispensable Light, in which alone it 

perceives truth. 

No doubt there is a Neoplatonic factor in this construc¬ 

tion, and possibly also the modes of expression employed 

may betray a reminiscence of Stoic Tvircoms— with the 

source of the impression elevated, however, from nature to 

nature’s God. But we must beware of pushing it out of its 

theistic sobriety into the regions of an essentially panthe¬ 

istic mode of thought, whether developed or only implicated. 

Nothing could be farther from Augustine’s meaning than 1 

that God, as the Universal Reason and Sole Intelligence, 

comes to the knowledge of the truth in us, and we in and 

by Him, so that our knowledge simply coalesces with His. 

His doctrine of creation, by which the creature is set as an 

objective somewhat, with powers of its own, over against 

God the Creator, placed him at a whole diameter’s distance 

from the pantheistic tendencies of Plotinus, otherwise so 

much his master.21 But neither does the “ontologism” of 

William of Paris and Malebranche, Fenelon and Bossuet 

precisely reproduce his meaning. Augustine does not teach 

that we contemplate immediately the Divine Being, and in 

Him the intelligible world, that pleroma of eternal and im- 

21 Cf. Nourrison, op cit. II. 301. 334; Grandgeorge, St. Augustine et 

le Neoplatonisme, p. in; Portalie in Vacant-Mangenot, Dictionaire de 

Theologie Catholique, I. 2330. Per contra, however, Ritschl, Loesche, 

etc. 
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mutable truths which constitutes the world of divine Ideas.22 
It would be much nearer his meaning to say that we see 

God in the eternal truths which by our sensus intimus we 

contemplate, than that we see them in Him. Undoubtedly 

he teaches that the soul has an immediate knowledge of 

God; and, in a sense, he does identify with God the intelli¬ 

gible world into contact with which the soul is brought by 

its sensus intimus. We should not be far from his meaning, 

however, if, reverting to a mode of representation we have 

already employed, we should say that the soul, set in its 

double environment, the sensible world on the one hand and 

the intelligible world on the other, as it knows the sensible 

world directly through the senses, so knows God in the 

intelligible world directly through the intellect. But God 

is not identified with the intelligible world, as it appears in 

the soul of man, except as its immediate author. He is in 

the soul of man not substantialiter but only effective; and 

it is precisely in this that the difficulty of the conception lies. 

If we may be permitted to employ theological conceptions 

here, we may say that Augustine’s ontology of the intuition 

by which man attains intelligible truth, embraced especially 

two factors: the doctrine of the image of God, and the 

doctrine of dependence on God. To put it briefly, man’s 

power of attaining truth depends, in his view, first of all 

upon the fact that God has made man like Himself, Whose 

intellect is the home of the intelligible world, the contents 

of which may, therefore, be reflected in the human soul; 

and then, secondly, that God, having so made man, has not 

left him, deis.tically, to himself, but continually reflects into 

his soul the contents of His own eternal and immutable 

mind—which are precisely those eternal and immutable 

truths which constitute the intelligible world. The soul is 

therefore in unbroken communion with God, and in the 

body of intelligible truths reflected into it from God, sees 

God. The nerve of this view, it will be observed, is the 

theistic conception of the constant dependence of the crea- 

23 Cf. Portalie as cited, p. 2335; and Storz, Philosophic d. hi. Aug., 

p. 65 sq. 
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ture on God. This stands midway between the deistic con¬ 

ception, on the one side, that has no need of God except 

for the primal originating of the creature, and supposes that 

after that the creature’s own powers suffice for all its acts; 

and the pantheistic view, on the other side, which substi¬ 

tutes the divine action for the creature’s action and, having 

no need of a creature at all, transforms it into a mere simul¬ 

acrum without reality of being or action. In the theistic 

view, there is postulated the creature as the product of a 

real creation, by which is produced a real thing with real 

activities of its own; and alongside of this, the real depend¬ 

ence of this creature for the persistence and use of all its 

activities on the constant action of God. Applying this 

conception to the problem of intellection, Augustine con¬ 

ceives the soul as at once active and acted upon, but as active 

only because acted upon. It is only in the light of God, the 

sun of the soul, that the soul is illuminated to see light. 

There was nothing novel in the ascription of all human 

knowledge to the illumination of God. It was not only 

Numenius who declared all knowledge to be but the kind¬ 

ling of a little light from the great light which lightens the 

world.23 Platonist and Stoic alike offered a metaphysical 

and epistemological basis for such a representation. Ac¬ 

cording to the one, knowledge is recollection; and Cicero 

had explained this—or explained it away—as meaning that 

right knowledge is implanted in the soul by God at its crea¬ 

tion, and is, therefore, inherent in it; while Plotinus’ lan¬ 

guage on the subject is scarcely distinguishable from Augus¬ 

tine’s.24 According to the other, the human logos is but a 

fraction of the universal Logos and reproduces in its 

thought His normative mind. In the mere matter of forms 

of statement, therefore, Augustine had harbingering enough. 

It was, nevertheless, quite a new spirit which informed his 

declarations, the spirit of a pure theism, derived, not from 

his philosophical predecessors, but from those Scriptures 

23 Eusebius, Praep. Evang. xi. 18. 8. 

24 Cf. De civitate Dei, x. 2. 
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which themselves also told him of the true light that lighteth 

every man who cometh into the world.25 It was the per¬ 

sonal God, therefore, whom he spoke of as the “Sun of the 

soul, by whose illumination alone can intelligible verities be 

perceived”,20 the “Light of the truth”, by which alone is 

knowledge of the truth awakened in the soul,27 or—chang¬ 

ing the figure only—the inner Monitor and Master of the 

soul.28 It was the personal Logos that he had in mind, 

through whose immanent working all things that exist exist, 

all things that live live, all things that understand under¬ 

stand. Surely if it be true even of the body that in Him we 

live and move and have our being,29 it must much more be 

true of the mind, which, having been made in His likeness, 

lives and moves and has its being in Him in some more 

excellent, but of course not visible but intelligible way.30 
“Our illumination”, he says, “is participation in that Word, 

that is to say, in His life, which is the light of men.”31 
We perceive that the outcome of this conception is that 

the condition of all knowledge is Revelation. Accord¬ 

ingly, our action in seeking knowledge is represented as 

essentially a consultation of God; God’s action in giving 

us knowledge as essentially a transference of truth to 

us by a divine imprinting of it on the soul. That mental 

act which we call understanding, Augustine explains,32 
is performed in two ways: either by the mind or reason 

within itself, as when we understand that the intellect itself 

exists; or on occasion of a suggestion from the senses, as 

when we understand that matter exists : in the first of which 

two kinds of acts we understand through ourselves, that is, 

by consulting God33 concerning that which is within us; 

25 Cf. Tract, in loan. II. 7; Epist. 120. 4; De pecc. merit. I. 25, 37, 48. 

" Solill. 1. 8. 

27 De pecc. merit, i. 25. 37. 

28 De magistro. 

20Epist. 120. 4; De Trinitate, xiv. 12. 

20 De Trinitate, xiv. 12. 

31 De Genes, ad litt. iv. 2. 

33 Epist. xiii (to Nebridius), 4. 

“Deum consulendo. 
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while in the second we understand by consulting God re¬ 

garding that of which intimation is given us by the body 

and the senses. That is- to say, in brief, knowledge of the 

sensible and of the intelligible alike is God-given, and in 

both instances is to be obtained only by referring to His 

teaching. He adds, in another place,34 that this God who 

is so consulted, and who, being so consulted, teaches us, is 

none other than Christ, who dwells in the inner man,—that 

is to say, “the incommutable Virtue of God, and His eternal 

Wisdom, which every rational soul, indeed, consults, though 

to each there is given only in proportion to his receptive 

capacity as determined by his own bad or good will”. The 

divine act of giving, Augustine presents by predilection 

under the figure of an impressing as by a seal or stamp, 

upon the soul. In what may be thought, perhaps, the classi¬ 

cal passage on this subject,35 he raises the question whence 

men obtain their knowledge of God and of the moral law. 

Not from memory, he answers, whether of their former 

existence in Adam or of any other state. Whence, then? 

Can we suppose that they can read off these immutable laws 

from their own mutable natures; these righteous laws from 

their own unrighteous hearts ? “Where, then, do these rules 

stand written, whence even the unrighteous may recognize 

what is righteous; whence he that has not may learn what 

he ought to have? Where can they stand written save in 

the book of that Light which is called the Truth, whence 

every righteous law is transcribed, and transferred into the 

heart of the man who works righteousness, not by a process 

of transportation, but by a process of imprinting, as the 

device from a ring while it passes over into the wax, yet does 

not leave the ring.” What the soul receives, therefore, is 

not the ring itself with its device; certainly not the device 

in the ring; but the device as impressed upon it from the 

ring, and the ring only in and through the device. The 

care which is taken here to represent the process as a trans- 

**De magistro, II. 

35 De Trinitate, xiv. 15. 21. 
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ference of the laws without transfusion of the substance 

may be said to be the characteristic feature of this passage, 

as it is of the entire teaching of Augustine on the topic. The 

figure itself is in repeated use by him, and always with the 

same implication. Nowhere does he permit the reader to 

suppose either that God in His substance invades the soul, 

or that the soul sees in God the ideas which constitute the 

intelligible world: although he insists steadily that these 

ideas are the ideas that are in God and that he who sees 

them, therefore, so far sees God—but in a glass darkly. In 

a word, he preserves the distinctness of the human soul at 

the same time that he discovers in the intelligible world 

open to the soul a point of contact with God; and in the 

soul’s perception of the intelligibles a perception at the same 

time of God, whose existence thus becomes to the soul as 

intuitively certain as is its own. 

The effect of such an ascription of all human knowledge 

to a revelation from God, is naturally greatly to increase 

the assurance with which truth is embraced. The ultimate 

ground of our certitude becomes our confidence in God. 

In the last analysis, God is our surety for the validity of 

our knowledge; and that, not merely remotely, as the author 

of our faculties of knowing, but also immediately as the 

author of our every act of knowing, and of the truth which 

is known. We must guard, indeed, against supposing that, 

in Augustine’s view, the human mind is passive in the acqui¬ 

sition of knowledge, or that the acquisition of knowledge 

is unconditioned by the nature or state of the acquiring 

soul. We have already had occasion to cpiote passages in 

which the contrary is asserted, but we must now emphasise 

it with some energy. We have been contemplating thus 

far only Augustine’s ontology of knowledge: that we may 

be sure that we understand him aright we need to attend 

also to his expositions of its mode. The fundamental prin¬ 

ciple which rules his thought here may be brought into rela¬ 

tion with his favorite figure, if we bear in mind that an 

impression from a seal is conditioned not only by the device 
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on the seal from which the transference is made, but also 

by the nature and state of the wax into which it is made— 

which “takes” the impression, as we say. Suppose, for 

example, that the wax is not of a quality, or is not in a 

condition, to take or to retain with exactness or with clear¬ 

ness the device which is impressed upon it? Augustine ac¬ 

cordingly insists that, although “every rational mind con¬ 

sults the eternal wisdom”, that is to say, by virtue of its very 

rationality is a recipient of impressions from the divine 

world of ideas, and thus has the acquisition of truth opened 

to it, or even, rather, thrust upon it: yet this truth is 

“actually laid open to it (‘unfolded to it,’ panditur) in 

each case, only so far as it is able to lay hold of it (‘receive 

it’, ‘take it’, capere) by reason of (propter) its own will, 

whether evil or good”.36 In the interests of this point 

of view, Augustine made, in effect, a distinction between 

' ideas, conceptions and perceptions. The ideas, which are 

reflections from the divine mind are always shining into 

the souls of men, unchangeable in the midst of men’s 

multiform changes, whether these changes are due to 

their natural development from infancy to maturity, and 

on to old age, or to any other accident of life. But the 

perception of these ideas by the differing souls of men, or 

by the same soul in its varying stages or states, and, much 

more, the conceptions built up upon the foundation of these 

perceptions by the differing souls, or by the same soul in 

its varying states—obviously these are very different mat¬ 

ters. In these things the soul itself comes into play, and 

m De magistro, n; cf. also De Trinitate, xiv. 15. 21, ad finem; In 

Psalmos iv. 8, med. et fin. Knowledge, therefore, with Augustine, is 

conditioned by the will; though we must be careful not to take the term 

‘will’ in too narrow a sense—as if it always must mean in Augustine 

the faculty of determination. It is, rather, quite frequently the whole 

voluntary nature; and what Augustine is really teaching is that the 

ethical state of the soul conditions knowledge. See the whole subject 

discussed from different points of view by W. Kahl, Die Lehre vom 

Primat des Willens bei Augustinus, Duns Scotus und Descartes, 1886, 

and O. Zanker, Der Primat des Willens vor dem Intellekt bei Augustin, 

1907. The literature of the subject is cited by these writers. 
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the result will differ as soul differs from soul, or the soul 

in one of its states differs from itself in another of its states. 

If the condition of all knowledge, then, is revelation, and *ULaS * 

therefore all knowledge is in its source divine; yet it is 

equally true that the qualification of all knowledge is rooted 

in the human nature that knows, and in the specific state of "" 

the human being whose particular knowledge it is. It is in 

this fact that the varying degrees of purity in which knowl¬ 

edge is acquired by men find their explanation. 

The underlying conception here is the very fruitful one 

that knowledge is not a function of the intellect merely but 

involves the whole man. There is nothing on which Augus¬ 

tine more strenuously insists; as indeed there is nothing 

upon which from his psychological or ethical point of view 

it became him more strenuously to insist. His psychological 

insight was too clear, and his analysis too profound, for him 

to lose sight of the simplicity of the soul and its consequent 

engagement as a whole in all its acts; and the demands of 

his ethical nature were too clamant and his religious sense 

too lively to permit him to forget for an instant the deter¬ 

mining effect upon every movement of the soul of the 

influences proceeding from them. Accordingly he does 

not content himself with declaring that no one can hope 

to see the truth without giving to philosophy his whole 

self.37 Applying this conception in detail, he insists that 

God accords the truth only to those who seek it pie, caste et 

diligenter,38 and urges therefore to a strenuous and devout 

pursuit of it, because it is only those who so seek whom God 

aids,39 and the vision of the truth belongs only to those who 

live well, pray well and labor well.40 The conception in¬ 

cludes more than a contention that for the actual framing 

of knowledge there is required no less than the action of 

” Contr. Acad. ii. 3. 8: ipsum verum non videbis, nisi in philosophia 

totus intraveris. 

38 De quant, animae, xiv. 24. 
39 De vera religione, x. 20: intende igitur diligenter et pie, quantum 

potes; tales enim adjuvat Deus. 

40 De ordine, ii. 19, 5L 

[24] 
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God reflecting truth into the soul, an action of the soul’s 

own in embracing this truth, and prior to that a preparation 

of the soul for embracing it. It seems to be further implied 

that the several orders of truth need different kinds or at 

least degrees of preparation for their reception. In pro¬ 

portion as we rise in the scale of knowledge, in that propor¬ 

tion embracing the truth becomes difficult and the prepara¬ 

tion of the soul arduous. To attain the knowledge of God, 

which stands at the apex of achievement, demands therefore 

a very special purgation. Drawing near to Him does not 

mean journeying through space, for He is everywhere; it 

means entering into that purity and virtue in which He 

dwells.41 “O God,” he prays, “whom no one finds who is 

not fully purged.”42 The influence of his Neoplatonic teach¬ 

ers is here very apparent, and is further manifested in a 

tendency to represent the purgation of the soul for the higher 

knowledge as consisting largely in its emancipation from 

sense. With him as with them knowledge of the truth is 

constantly spoken of as hanging essentially upon the escape 

of the soul from entanglement with the sensible.43 This, 

as we have seen, is a corollary of his Rationalism and was 

perhaps inevitable with his training. But these expressions 

which might be almost exactly matched in Plotinus, have in 

Augustine nevertheless an indefinitely deeper implication 

than in his Neoplatonic predecessors. With him the purely 

intellectualistic bearing which they have with them, has 

41 De doetr. Christ, i. io. io: “The soul must be purified that it may 

have power to perceive that light and to rest in it when it is perceived”; 

this purification is journeying to God, for it is not by change of place 

that we draw near to Him who is everywhere, but by becoming pure and 

virtuous. Cf. De Trinitate, iv. 18. 24: Sinful men need cleansing to be 

fitted to see eternal things; De agone Christiano, xiii. 14: A vicious 

life cannot see that pure and sincere and changeless life. 

43 Solill. i. 3. 
43 Contr. Acad. ii. 2: “It is philosophy which now that I have attained 

the leisure for which I have longed, nourishes me and comforts me. 

It is she who has delivered me finally from the superstitions into which 

I had fallen. For it is she that teaches me and teaches me truly, not to 

give my affections to what is perceived by the bodily eyes, to what 

strikes the senses, but rather to turn from it with contempt.” 
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noticeably given way to a profoundly ethical one. Though 

he may still say that “the filth of the soul” “from which filth 

the more one is cleansed, the more readily he sees the 

truth”, is shortly “the love of anything whatever except 

God and the soul”;44 and though, therefore, he may still 

relatively depreciate all knowledge other than that of God 

and the soul; yet after all, as he uses these terms, it is of 

something far more profound than the relative intellectual 

rank of the several objects of knowledge that he is thinking. 

The implications of this general conception carried Au¬ 

gustine very far. Three of the corollaries which flow from 

it seem especially worthy of attention here. The first of 

these it that, the human soul being finite, it cannot hope to 

attain to absolutely perfect knowledge. The second is that, 

the human soul being subject to development, it can hope to 

attain to anything like adequate knowledge only by a slow 

process, and by means of aid from without. The third is 

that, the human soul in its present condition being sinful, 

there is a clog upon it in its aspiration to knowledge which 

it can never in its own strength overcome. In order that 

we may apprehend Augustine’s thought we must therefore 

attend to his doctrine of mystery as lying at the heart of all 

our knowledge; to his doctrine of authority as the necessary 

pedagogue to knowledge; and to his doctrine of revelation 

as the palliative, and of grace as the cure, of the noetic 

effects of sin. 

In his assertion of the certitude of human knowledge, 

Augustine is far from asserting that the human soul can 

know everything; or that it can know anything with that 

perfection of knowledge with which the infinite mind knows 

all things. It is impossible for the finite intelligence to com¬ 

prehend in its mental embrace all that is the object of knowl¬ 

edge: it is as impossible for it to penetrate to the bottom 

of any object of knowledge which it embraces. For it, 

mystery not only surrounds the circle of knowledge illumi¬ 

nated by its intelligence, with a vast realm of impenetrable 

De utilitate credendi, 34. 
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darkness; mystery equally underlies all that it knows as an 

unfathomable abyss which it cannot plumb. We know, 

then, and can know, only in part: only part of what there 

is to know, and what we do know only in part. This is true 

of all our knowledge alike, whether of sensible things or of 

intelligible things, whether of the world without us or of 

the world within us, or—in the highest measure,—of the 

world above us, culminating in God, the mystery that sur¬ 

rounds whom dismays the intellect and compels us to ex¬ 

claim that no knowledge can be had of Him beyond the 

knowledge of how ignorant we are of Him.45. Of our very 

souls themselves, the very selves which know and which are 

known most intimately of all things, we know next to noth¬ 

ing. Augustine exhorts his somewhat bumptious young 

correspondent who fancied, apparently, that he knew all that 

was to be known of the soul, “to understand what he did 

not understand, lest he should understand nothing at all.”46 
For who knows either how the soul comes into existence, or 

(that impenetrable mystery), how it is related to the body? 

So far is Augustine from supposing, therefore, that the soul 

is clothed in omniscience, or that it can know unto perfection 

any single object of its knowledge, that he rather teaches 

that all our knowledge rests on mystery and runs up into 

mystery. What we know we know; and our certitude of 

that may be complete. But what we do not know surges all 

about us, an ocean of illimitable extent, and sinks beneath 

our very knowledge, a bottomless depth. We penetrate with 

our knowing but a very little way into the knowable before 

we lose ourselves in profundities which baffle all our inqui¬ 

sition. 

The limitation which is placed upon our knowledge by 

our very nature as finite beings is greatly aggravated by the 

circumstance that we are not only finite but immature beings. 

We do not come into existence in the maturity of our pow¬ 

ers ; indeed, we remain throughout life, or we would better 

45 De ordine ii. 18. 47: cujus (Dei) nulla scientia est in anima, nisi 

scire quomodo eum nesciat. Cf. De doctr Christ, i. 6. 6. 

45 De anima et ejus origine, iv. 11. 15. 
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say throughout eternity, creatures whose very characteristic 

is change, or, to put it at its best, ever progressing growth. 

At no given point in this development, of course, are we all 

that even we shall become. For the attainment, then, in our 

immaturity, of such knowledge as belongs to us as finite 

beings, there is obvious need of help from without. In 

other words, there is place for authority, and its correlate, 

faith. This is an ordinance of nature. Those who are first 

infants, then children, and only through the several stages 

of gradual ripening attain the maturity of their powers, will 

need at every step of their growth the guidance of those who 

are more mature than they, that they may accept on their 

authority, by faith, what they are not yet in a position to 

ascertain for themselves, by reason. And, as it is inevitable 

even among mature men, that some should outrun others in 

the attainment of knowledge; and especially that some 

should become particularly knowing in this or that sphere 

of knowledge, to which they have given unusual attention, 

or for which they have enjoyed uncommon facilities; there 

will always remain for creatures subject to change and de¬ 

veloping progressively in their powers, not only a legitimate 

but a necessary place for authority on the one hand and for 

faith on the other. Not, of course, as if faith should, or 

could, supplant reason, or be set in opposition to reason. 

On the one hand, a right faith is always a reasonable faith; 

that is to say, it is accorded only to an authority which 

commends itself to reason as a sound authority, which it 

would be unreasonable not to trust. On the other hand, 

faith is in its idea not so much a substitute for reason as a 

preparation for reason; and the effort of the wise man 

should be to transmute his faith into knowledge, that is to 

say as his powers become more and more capable of the 

performance and opportunity offers, gradually to replace 

belief by sight. But in any event for such creatures as we 

are, our walk must largely be guided by faith, and it is only 

through faith that we can hope to attain to knowledge.47 

41 For this doctrine in its highest application, cf. e. g. De Trinitate xv. 

27. 49: “But if they think they ought to deny that these things are. 
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Now add the factor of sin,—sin, which enters the soul of 

man, already, one would think, sufficiently handicapped in 

attaining truth by its finiteness and its immaturity, and 

refracts and deflects the rays of truth reflected into it from 

the divine source, so rendering the right perception of the 

truth impossible. The finiteness of the soul only so far 

limits it in the attainment of truth, that, being finite, it can¬ 

not know all truth nor all that is true of what it truly knows : 

what it does know is truth, and so far as it is known this 

truth is truly known. The immaturity of the soul passes 

gradually away as its powers develop, and therefore imposes 

only a temporary check upon the attainment of truth,—de¬ 

termines that attainment to be a process of gradual advance 

instead of an instantaneous achievement. Neither the soul’s 

finiteness, nor its mutability, accordingly, need more than 

warn us of the limitations of our powers and induce in us 

a becoming humility and patience. But the invasion of the 

soul by sin is a different matter. Here is a power which 

acts destructively upon the soul’s native powers of appre¬ 

hending truth, blinds the eyes of the mind, distorts its vis¬ 

ion, fills it with illusions, so that it sees awry; and a power 

which so far from passing away with time and growth, 

battens by what it feeds on and increases in its baleful influ¬ 

ence until it overwhelms the soul with falsehood. No 

merely incomplete, or as yet uncompleted, knowledge ac¬ 

cordingly results; but just no knowledge at all, or even 

anti-knowledge, positive error, vanity and lies; and thus 

a condition is created which assuredly calls not for humility 

and patience, but for despair. 

The question obtrudes itself whether such a doctrine does 

not render nugatory all of Augustine’s carefully built up 

theory of the acquisition of knowledge. Granted that nor- 

because they, with their blind minds, cannot discern them, then those 

who are blind from their birth, also, ought to deny that there is a sun. 

The light shines in darkness, and if the darkness comprehend it not, let 

them first be illuminated by the gift of God, that they may be believers: 

and let them begin to be light in comparison with unbelievers; and when 

this foundation has been laid, let them look up and see what they believe, 

that at some time they may be able to see.” 
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mal man may look within and find there impressed upon his 
very being the forms of thought by which God thinks, in 
the light of which he may see truth and know it to be divinely 
certain because certainly divine. Man as we know him is 
not normal man. Afflicted by the disease of sin which 
darkens the light that shines into him from God, clouding 
his vision of truth and deflecting all the activities of his 
mind,—who will give him true knowledge? Surely, what¬ 
ever may be true of abstract man, sinful man, which is the 
only man we know, is on this teaching condemned to eternal 
nescience. Must not Augustine, on his own showing, in 
the case of actual man, take his place, then, among the 
Sceptics? It certainly is important for the understanding 
of Augustine’s doctrine of knowledge to observe how he 
meets this obvious criticism. 

Of the form in which the criticism itself is often urged, 
we may find a very instructive example in the formulation 
of it by Mr. John Owen, who, as an outcome of the very 
line of reasoning which we have suggested, formally classes 
Augustine not only among the Sceptics, but among the 
Sceptics of the worst order. Simple Scepticism, he tells us, 
affects the basis of knowledge only; Augustine’s variey of 
Scepticism undermines the foundations not only of truth 
but also of morals. For, according to Augustine, he con¬ 
tinues,— 

“By the disobedience of its ancestor the majority of the 
whole human race has become totally incapacitated for 
knowing or doing what is right and good. The faculties 
of every man, both of soul and body, have become perverted 
and misleading. It is needless to dwell on the theological 
aspects of this momentous doctrine; our present concern is 
with its philosophical bearings. We here see, as I have 
already suggested, the Augustinian theology in intimate 
relationship with Skepticism. With one voice the Greek 
Skeptics had declared the senses to be untrustworthy, the 
reason to be perverted, all the natural powers of man to be 
insufficient to attain knowledge, and precisely the same con¬ 
clusions were arrived at by Augustine with the portentous 
extention of the incapacity to all right and good action. The 
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latter fact renders, in my opinion, Augustine’s theological 
Skepticism much more mischievous than any amount of 
mere speculative theoretical unbelief could possibly have 
been. . . . That man with all his efforts is unable to attain 
truth may conceivably be an unavoidable necessity of the 
only possible modus operandi of his faculties, and therefore 
the fact may not in the least detract from the beneficence of 
his Creator; but the moment we make his creation and fall, 
and perhaps his consequent eternal misery, indissoluble 
parts of the original intention of Omnipotence concerning 
him, that moment God is shorn of his attribute of good¬ 
ness, man becomes the hapless victim of a caprice as un¬ 
reasonable as it is irresistible, and the creation, so far as the 
majority of human beings is concerned, is a stupendous act 
of despotism and cruelty.”48 

We have required to quote so much of Mr. Owen’s re¬ 

marks in order to place his representation fully before us; 

and we require to say this much to exonerate ourselves from 

the suspicion of having quoted so much merely in order that 

we might stultify Mr. Owen’s profession of concerning him¬ 

self solely with the philosophical bearings of Augustine’s 

doctrine of original sin. In point of fact he concerns him¬ 

self with little except its theological aspects. After having 

barely remarked that is has philosophical bearings, he lapses 

at once into an assault on the doctrine on the ground that it 

contradicts the beneficence of God and indeed transmutes the 

good God into a cruel demon. We must refuse to be led 

off from our proper subject by this impertinent display of 

the odium theologicum; and we take note here accordingly 

merely of Mr. Owen’s philosophical criticism that Augus¬ 

tine’s doctrine of original sin brings him into intimate re¬ 

lations with Greek Scepticism. 

Apparently what Mr. Owen’s means to suggest is that 

Augustine reached “precisely the same conclusions” with 

the Greek Sceptics, and differed from them only in the 

grounds upon which he based these conclusions. They con¬ 

tended that human faculties are, as such, incapable of ascer¬ 

taining truth; he, that human faculties have been so injured 

48 John Owen, Evenings with the Skeptics, vol. II. p. 196. 
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by sin as to have become incapable of ascertaining truth. 

That there is a sense in which this representation is perfectly 

just, is obvious. Augustine did hold that the native de¬ 

pravity of man has noetic as well as thelematic and ethical 

effects: and that sinful man, as such, is therefore precluded 

by his sinfulness from that perception of truth which can be 

only pie et caste attained. To him it was therefore axiom¬ 

atic that the natural man is incapable of attaining to true 

knowledge, at least in its highest reaches,—those reaches in 

which the deflection of sin would be most apparent. But 

in his hatred of Augustine doctrine of original sin, Mr. 

Owen has failed to observe that Augustine did not leave 

matters at that point. Where he differs by a whole diameter 

from the Sceptics is that he knows a remedy for the dreadful 

condition in which human nature finds itself. When the 

Sceptics declared that it belongs to human nature as such 

to be incapable of knowledge, there was an end of the mat¬ 

ter. The condition of man is hopeless: he actually lacks 

faculty for knowing. Augustine’s contention, on the con¬ 

trary, is that it is knowledge, not nescience, which belongs 

to human nature as such. And if he finds human nature 

in a state in which it cannot fulfil its destiny of knowing, 

he knows how it may be recovered to itself and to the 

capacity for knowledge which properly belongs to it. In 

other words, the sinful condition of human nature is viewed 

by Augustine as abnormal; and all the results of this sin¬ 

fulness as abnormalities which may be and are to be over¬ 

come. That Mr. Owen says nothing at this point of the 

provisions for overcoming these abnormalities cannot be 

set down to the credit of his account of Augustine’s teaching. 

At another point of Mr. Owen’s discussion, no doubt, 

there does occur some suggestion of these provisions, though 

certainly a very insufficient one. He remarks49 that “from 

the earliest history of Christianity the Skeptical argument 

had been employed, for evidential purposes, as an a priori 

justification of Divine Revelation both in its ethical and 

49 Op. cit. p. 190. 
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intellectual acceptation.” And he supports this by remark¬ 

ing further that “by the early Christian Fathers the confes¬ 

sions of ignorance, limitation, &c., on the part of Greek 

Skeptics were put forward to show the necessity of super¬ 

human knowledge.” Even this suggestion is introduced, 

however, not to palliate but to accentuate Augustine’s fault, 

—not to point so much to the remedy which he offered for 

the noetic effects of sin, as to the excess of his “depreciation 

of human nature.” Augustine had so low an opinion “of 

the intellectual imbecility of humanity”, it seems, that he 

readily accepted the dogma “of the natural depravity of 

man” “as a complete solution of what would otherwise have 

been an enigma” to him. Nevertheless, it is not difficult to 

perceive that the postulation of a divine revelation comes in 

upon the conception of the sin-born “imbecility of humanity” 

as a mitigation of its otherwise hopeless condition. The 

proclamation of the provision of a divine revelation, if on 

the one hand it implies a need for it, on the other hand 

asserts a remedy for that need. Nor does the assertion of 

divine revelation cover the whole provision which Augus¬ 

tine offers for the removal of the natural incapacities of sin¬ 

ful man. He did not confine himself to pointing out a 

mitigation for the symptom; he sought and found also a 

remedy for the disease. If the noetic effects of sin might be 

neutralized by divine revelation, sin itself might be removed 

by divine grace. It is certainly grossly unfair to Augus¬ 

tine’s teaching as to man’s condition to focus attention upon 

the disease under which he holds that man suffers, and with¬ 

draw it entirely from the remedy which he asserts has been 

provided for this disease. 

We must not, then, be misled into supposing Augustine 

to teach, even by remote inmplication, that man is hopelessly 

sunk in nescience or even in sin. Perfectly true as this is 

of his teaching of the condition of man considered in himself 

alone and so far as his own powers are concerned, it is con¬ 

siderably less than half the truth of Augustine’s teaching 

of the condition of man. It means, no doubt, that Augus- 
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tine, as he looked upon the virtues of the heathen as little 

more than splendida vitia, so looked upon the philosophy of 

the heathen as very much a farrago of nonsense. What a 

multitude of philosophers there have been, he exclaimed, in 

effect, and almost more opinions than philosophers! Who 

can find any two of them who perfectly agree? Varro 

enumerates not less than two hundred and eighty-eight pos¬ 

sible sects. It would be easier to find a needle in a haystack 

than truth among these professional purveyors of truth.50 
But then Augustine knew something better than heathen 

thought to which to direct one in search of truth, as he 

knew something better than heathen ethics to which to 

direct one in search of holiness. His great word was Reve¬ 

lation; and behind and above and all through Revelation, 

there was the greater word still, Grace. No doubt this 

means that he transferred dependence for truth, as for holi¬ 

ness, from man to God. He did distrust human nature as 

he found it. He did consider it in its own strength incapable 

of any good thing, and equally of any right thought. He 

did cast men back for all good on God’s grace, for all truth 

on God’s teaching. So far writers like Mr. Owen are quite 

right. Augustine did believe in the ingrained depravity of 

man in his present manifestation on earth; he did believe 

that this depravity renders him morally incapable and intel¬ 

lectually imbecile, if this somewhat exaggerated language 

pleases us. But he believed also in the goodness of God; 

and he believed that this good God has intervened with His 

grace to cure man’s moral inability, and with His revelation 

to rescue man from his intellectual imbecility. 

Nor was this doctrine of Revelation and Grace as rem¬ 

edies for man’s sinful incapacities and condition a mechan¬ 

ical intrusion of an alien idea into Augustine’s general con¬ 

ception. It rather stands in the most direct analogy alike 

with his whole conception of man’s relation to God and with 

his particular view of man’s natural needs and the natural 

provision for their satisfaction. Even had man not been 

50 See the City of God, xviii. 41. 
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sinful, Augustine would never have allowed that he was in 

a position of himself, apart from God, to do any good or to 

attain any truth. That would have seemed to him a crass 

Deism, of which he would have been incapable. Even sin¬ 

less man would have been to him absolutely dependent on 

God, the Author of all being, the Light of all knowledge, 

the Source of all good. We have seen him openly teaching 

that man as man can see light only in the Light; that all 

truth is the reflection into the soul of the truth that is in 

God; in a word, that the condition of all knowledge for 

dependent creatures is revelation, in the wider sense of that 

word. When now he teaches that revelation in a narrower 

sense and a more objective form, is the condition of all right 

knowledge of higher things for sinful man,—a revelation 

which is an integral part of a scheme of grace for the recov¬ 

ery of sinful man, not only from the effects of his sin but 

from his sin itself,—he is speaking in close analogy with his 

fundamental theistic conception of the universe. He is 

but throwing sinful man back afresh on the God on whom 

men in all states and conditions are absolutely dependent. 

Similarly, the provision which Augustine makes, in reve¬ 

lation, to meet the sin-bred inability of men to attain right 

knowledge, is only an extension in a right line of the pro¬ 

vision he discovered for meeting man’s natural weakness 

growing out of his finiteness, and especially out of his only 

gradually attained maturity. In that case, we remember, 

he pointed to authority as the remedy for as yet ineffective 

reason. The child is naturally dependent on the authority 

of its elders, who offer to its faith the truth which its reason 

is as yet incapable of discovering or authenticating for itself 

In every sphere of life we remain dependent on the authority 

of those who are in this or that or the other department of 

knowledge better instructed than we; and he who will be 

taught nothing, but insists on following his reason alone, is 

soon at the end of living in this world. Revelation plays 

precisely the same role for the mind darkened by sin. The 

heavenly Father intervenes to meet the needs of sin-blinded 
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souls by offering to their faith, on the authority of God, the 

truth which they are as sinners incapable of ascertaining for 

themselves. This is the essence of Augustine’s doctrine of 

revelation. Of course the condition of man as sinner de¬ 

termines as well the nature of the truths he needs to know 

as the manner in which alone he can come to the kaowledge 

of them: the whole content of revelation is determined by 

the needs of those to whom it is made. But that may be 

left to one side here. What we are at present especially 

concerned with is that the need of revelation and the pro¬ 

vision of revelation for sinful man stand in perfect analogy 

with the need and provision of instruction for, say, the im¬ 

mature child. The principle which governs in both cases is, 

not that reason is superceded by something better, but that, 

in default of reason due to special circumstances, provision 

is taken to supply the lack of reason, until reason may come 

to its rights. The lame man is supplied with a crutch until 

his lameness is healed. Here we have in brief Augustine’s 

whole doctrine of revelation. 

Clear and reasonable, however, as is Augustine’s doctrine 

of revelation as the remedy for man’s sin-bred disability to 

know aright, it seems to be very difficult for some writers 

to believe that it could have been a reality to him. It is not 

rare, therefore, to hear it intimated that he passed all his 

days under the torture of gnawing doubt, and flung himself 

upon the authority of the church as some sort of palliation of 

his wearing despair. His permanent state of mind regard¬ 

ing Christianity, we are told, is much that which is ex¬ 

hibited in a certain class of Romish controversial literature, 

in which after every other support for human trust has been 

sedulously removed we are ultimately invited to take refuge 

in the authority of the Church as the sole haven of peace. 

This representation is given expression, as well as elsewhere, 

in some remarks of Professor Adolf Harnack’s, when he 

comes, in his History of Dogma, to deal with Augustine’s 

attitude to the authority of the Church.51 Here we are told 

61 English translation, vol. V. p. 79. 
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that Augustine had become convinced, in his conflict with 

himself, “of the badness of human nature,” and had been 

left by Manichasism “in complete doubt as to the foundations 

and truth of the Christian faith.” And then:— 

“His confidence in the rationality of Christian truth had 
been shaken to the very depths, and it was never restored. 
In other words, as an individual thinker he never gained 
the subjective certitude that Christian truth (and as such 
everything contained in the two Testaments had to be re¬ 
garded) was clear, consistent and demonstrable. When he 
threw himself into the arms of the Catholic Church, he was 
perfectly conscious that he needed its authority not to sink 
in scepticism or nihilism.” 

Dr. Harnack is too good a scholar to enunciate a his¬ 

torical judgment utterly without elements of truth. There 

are elements of truth of great importance even in this judg¬ 

ment, far from the mark as is the application which is made 

of them; and there are even points of great interest in the 

use which Dr. Harnack makes of these elements of truth. 

It is certainly true that in his experience with the Manichae- 

ans Augustine learned to distrust unaided reason as the 

source of religious truth; and discovered that there is a 

legitimate place for authority in religion. The Manichaeans 

had promised him a purely rational religion; he found on 

testing it that what they gave him was a mass of irration¬ 

alities; and on feeling out for himself he discovered that 

unaided reason was inadequate to the task of meeting all 

the needs of man. There is truth, therefore, in saying that 

he once for all discarded reason as the sole instrument for 

the acquisition of truth in the religious sphere, and cast 

himself on instruction as the single hope of the soul in its 

longing after truth. But the sense in which this is true of 

Augustine is indefinitely different from the sense it takes 

upon itself in Dr. Harnack’s representation. Beneath Dr. 

Harnack’s representation there lies Dr. Harnack’s own con¬ 

ception not only of the place of authority in religion, but of 

the nature of the Christian religion and its relation to au¬ 

thority, and of the nature of the particular source of author- 
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ity to which he conceives that Augustine fled in his need, 

and of the rationality of Augustine’s act in taking refuge 

with it. His whole statement, therefore, leaves the impres¬ 

sion that Augustine in despair of reason renounced ration¬ 

ality, and gave himself over to an unreasoned authority for 

guidance; and never again recovered, we will not say object¬ 

ive rationality in his religious views, but even subjective 

confidence. The very interesting defence of authority in 

religion—from the historical point of view at least, if not 

from the intrinsic—with which Dr. Harnack closes his dis¬ 

cussion52 does nothing to modify this impression. It re¬ 

mains the gist of his exposition that Augustine took refuge 

in authority, because he despaired of reason, and therefore 

his attitude towards Christianity remained throughout life 

that of an irrationalist. 

Nothing, however, could be less true than this of Augus¬ 

tine’s real attitude. His appeal to authority was in his own 

mind not a desertion of reason but an advance towards 

reason. He sought truth through authority only because 

it became clear to him that this was the rational road to 

truth. It was thus not as an irrationalist, but as a rational¬ 

ist, that he made his appeal to authority. His breach with 

Manichaeism and his gradual establishment in Christian 

truth, in other words, was on this side of it merely the dis¬ 

covery that the Christian religion is not a natural religion 

and is therefore not either excogitable or immediately de¬ 

monstrable by reason working solely on natural grounds; 

but is rather a revealed religion and therefore requires in 

the first instance to be told to us. It is thus in the last analy¬ 

sis, supernaturalism as versus naturalism that he turns to ;53 
and this is far from the same thing as irrationality as versus 

rationality—except, indeed, on the silent assumption that 

the supernatural is an absurdity, an assumption which was 

ss Pp. 82-83. 

63 De utilitate credendi, 29: “Therefore this so vast difficulty, since 

our inquiry is about religion, God alone can remedy: nor, indeed, unless 

we believe both that He is, and that He helps men’s minds, ought we 

even to inquire of the true religion itself.” 
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decidedly not Augustine’s. In the sixth book of the Con¬ 

fessions he recounts to us the several steps by which he rose 

from the pure naturalism which had hitherto held him to 

this Christian supernaturalism. His disillusionment with 

Manichaeism did not at once deliver him from his natural¬ 

istic point of view. He had found the tenets of the Man- 

ichaeans irrational. But his rejection of them as such, did 

not at once entail the adoption of another set of tenets as 

rational. His sad experience with them operated rather 

to make him chary of committing himself to any other body 

of conclusions whatever. He remained in principle a nat¬ 

uralist a outrance. He demanded the apodeictic certainty 

of mathematical demonstration for conviction; that is to say, 

he still depended for the discovery of truth upon immediate 

rational demonstration alone. This alone seemed to him 

adequate evidence upon which one could safely venture. All 

this time, says he, he was restraining his heart from believ¬ 

ing anything, and thus in avoiding the precipice was strang¬ 

ling his soul: what he was demanding was that he should 

be made as certain of things unseen as that seven and three 

make ten.54 He goes on to remark that a cure for his dis¬ 

tress lay open before him in faith (credendo), had he chosen 

to take that road, since thus the sight of his mind might 

have been purged for vision of the truth. But as yet he 

could not enter that path. It was not long, however, before 

it began to invite his feet, slowly but surely. He could not 

avoid perceiving after a while that it is the path of nature. 

He reflected upon the host of things which he accepted on 

testimony. He reminded himself that in it lay the founda¬ 

tion of all history: and that life itself would soon come to a 

standstill if we refused to act on the credit of others. He 

meditated further upon the strength of the conviction which 

testimony produces when its validity and adequacy are be¬ 

yond question. As the great place which faith fills in com¬ 

mon life thus became more and more clear to him, he could 

not escape the query why it should not serve a similar end 

64 Confessiones, vi. 4. 6. 
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in higher things. The principle of faith and its correlate 

authority, having once been recognized, it became indeed 

only a question of time before it should take its proper place 

in these higher concerns also. And, then, it was only a 

question of fact whether there existed in the world any 

adequate authority to guide men into the truth. Thus, says 

he, the Lord drew him on little by little, with a hand of 

infinite gentleness and mercy, and composing his heart 

gradually convinced him that in the Scriptures He had given 

to men an authority to which their faith is due, and through 

which they may attain by faith that knowledge of divine 

things to which they are as yet unable to rise through reason. 

“And also,” he adds, “since we are too weak to search out 

the truth by mere (liquida) reason, and therefore need the 

authority of Holy Scriptures, I began to believe God never 

would have given such surpassing authority to those Scrip¬ 

tures throughout the whole world except that He wished to 

be believed through them and to be sought by their means.”55 
There is depicted for us in this vital narrative, no despairing 

act of renunciation in which Augustine offered up his intel¬ 

lect a sacrifice upon the altar of faith, and sought peace from 

insatiable doubt in an arbitrary authority to which by an 

effort of sheer will he submits. What we see is a gradual 

advance under the leading of reason itself to a rational 

theory of authority in religion, on the basis of which rational 

certitude may be enjoyed in the midst of the weakness of this 

life. 

What has been thus incidentally brought before us, it will 

be perceived, is Augustine’s doctrine of faith and reason. 

The relations of faith and reason, as thus outlined, re¬ 

mained to him always a matter of sincere and reasoned con¬ 

viction. We may read them so stated in the books Against 

the Academics and in the books On the Predestination of the 

Saints alike. It will be enough for our purpose, however, 

to observe how he deals with the matter in two or three 

treatises which are devoted expressly to elucidating certain 

58 Ibid. c. 8. 

[25] 
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aspects of it. Take for example the treatises On the Profit 

of Believing (391) and On Faith in Things Not Seen 

(400), which were written not very far apart in time and in 

very similar circumstances. In both of these treatises he 

begins by setting himself sharply in opposition to the Sen¬ 

sationalists, “who fancy,” says he,56 “that there is nothing 

else than what they perceive by those five well-known re¬ 

porters of the body,” and “essay to measure the unsearch¬ 

able resources of truth” by “the deceitful rule” of the “im¬ 

pressions (plagas) and images they have received from 

these”; whom, in a word, “folly has so made subject to their 

carnal eyes that whatsoever they see not through them they 

think they are not to believe.”57 From this starting-point, 

in both alike, however, the advance is made at once to the 

defence of faith as a valid form of conviction, with respect 

not only to things not perceived by the bodily senses, but 

also to those lying beyond the reach of the intellect itself.58 

And in both alike the stress of the argument is laid upon the 

naturalness of faith and its indispensableness in the common 

life of men.59 Why should that act of faith which lies at 

the very basis of human intercourse be excluded from the 

sphere of religion,—especially in the case of one, say, of 

weak intelligence? Must a man have no religion because 

he is incapable of excogitating one for himself?60 Certainly 

we must not confound faith with credulity: nobody asks that 

Christ should be believed in without due evidence that he 

is worthy of being believed in.61 But, on the other hand, 

it is just as certain that we shall not attain to any real relig¬ 

ion without faith. Say you are determined to have a relig¬ 

ion which you can demonstrate. The very search for it 

presupposes a precedent faith that there is a God and that 

he cares for us; for surely no one will seek God, or inquire 

M De utilitate credendi, 1. 

87 De fide rerum quae non vid. 1. 

“ Ibid. 2 sq. 

89 Ibid. 4; De util. cred. 23. 

80 De util. cred. 24. 

61 De fide rer. q. non vid. 5: cf. De utilitate credendi, 22sq., and 25, 

where the necessary distinctions are drawn. 
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how we should serve Him, without so much to go on.62 

And where and how will you seek? Perchance you will 

inquire the way of those who are wise ? Who are the wise ? 

How will you determine who are wise in such things? In 

the manifold disagreements of pretenders to wisdom, it will 

require a wise man to select the really wise. We are caught 

in a fatal circle here; we must needs be wise beforehand in 

order to discriminate wisdom.63 There is but one outlet; 

and that outlet is, shortly, revelation. For revelation is a 

thing which can be validated by appropriate evidence even to 

those who have not yet attained wisdom; and which, when 

once trusted on its appropriate grounds, gradually leads us 

into that wisdom which before was unobtainable. Thus, 

to man unable to see the truth, a justified authority steps 

in to fit him to see it; and it is authority alone which can 

bring such wisdom.64 This is the reason the Lord has 

chosen this method of dealing with us. Bringing us a 

medicine destined to heal our corrupted condition, “he pro¬ 

cured authority by miraculous works, acquired faith by 

authority, drew together numbers by faith, gained antiquity 

by numbers, confirmed religion by antiquity: so that not 

only the supremely inept novelty of heresy in its deceitful 

working, but even the inveterate error of heathenism in its 

violent antagonism can never root up this religion in any 

way whatever.”65 Here we have Augustine’s golden chain. 

Miracles, authority, faith, numbers, antiquity, an absolutely 

established religion: that is the sequence, travelling along 

which men arrive at a secure conviction which nothing can 

shake. 

We may hear him argue the question with even more 

specific application to the Christian religion in a notable 

letter which he wrote about 410 to an eminent courtier and 

scholar.66 “The minds of men,” he tells us here, “are 

62 De utilitate credendi, 29. 

^ Ibid. 28. 

“Ibid. 34- 
85 Ibid. 32 ad tin. 

68 Epist. 118 (to Dioscorus), 5. 32-33. 



388 the PRINCETON THEOLOGICAL REVIEW 

blinded by the pollutions of sin and the lust of the flesh”; 

they are therefore lost in the mazes of discussion and are 

unable to discover the truth of things by reason. There¬ 

fore, that men may have the truth, Christ came—the Truth 

Itself, in union with a man,—to instruct them in truth. Thus 

men are given the truth through faith, in order that “by 

instruction in salutary truth they may escape from their 

perplexities into the atmosphere of pure and simple truth.” 

That is to say, we are introduced to truth by Christ’s author¬ 

ity, so that, thus receiving it by faith, we may then be able 

to defend it by reason. “The perfection of method in train¬ 

ing disciples,” we read, “is, that those who are weak should 

be encouraged to enter the citadel of authority, in order that, 

when they have been safely placed there, the conflict neces¬ 

sary for their defence may be maintained by the most stren¬ 

uous use of reason.” “Thus,” he adds, “the whole suprem¬ 

acy of authority and light of reason for regenerating and 

reforming the human race has been made to reside in the 

one saving Name, and in His one Church.” For Christ 

has “both secured the Church in the citadel of authority.. . . 

and supplied it with the abundant armor of equally invin¬ 

cible reason.” The former He has done by means of the 

“highly celebrated ecumenical councils, and the Apostolic 

sees themselves”;—which is as much as to say, apparently, 

that the authority of the Church finds expression through 

these organs. And the latter He has done “by means of a 

few men of pious learning and unfeigned spirituality”;—that 

is to say, apparently, these are the organs through which 

the inherent rationality of Church teaching evinces itself. 

The entire sense seems, then, to be that what is taught by 

the Church on authority, through the appropriate organs of 

authority, is equally defended by the Church by reason, 

through the appropriate organs of reason. The Church as 

the pillar and ground of the truth commends it to faith; the 

Church, giving a reason for the faith that is in it, defends 

it to reason. The Doctor,67 in other words, is as truly a 

,T On the “Doctor” in the early church, see Smith and Cheatham, 

Diet, of Christ. Antiquities, 1876, vol. I. p. 57oa; and Harnack, in his 
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manifestation of the Church’s inherent life as the Bishop 

himself: reasoning is as inamissibly her function as authori¬ 

tative definition. Here is certainly an elevation of authority, 

properly grounded, as a source of conviction; an elevation of 

faith, properly placed, as a mode of conviction. But here 

is no depreciation of demonstration and reason to make 

way for authority and faith. On the contrary, the two are 

placed side by side, as joint methods and organs for attain¬ 

ing truth; and the contention is merely that to each its own 

sphere belongs into which the other cannot intrude. 

It has seemed most convenient to present in the first in¬ 

stance Augustine’s entire doctrine of faith and reason in 

concrete form, and in its application to the main problem to 

which he applied it. But having in this way caught a 

glimpse of it as a whole and in its ultimate bearings, it seems 

desirable to pause and to glance in some detail at the main 

elements which enter into it. 

Let us first look at the doctrine in its most general aspects. 

The fact of primary importance to note here is that with 

Augustine faith and reason are never conceived as antagon¬ 

ists, contradictories, but always as coadjutants, cooperating 

to a common end. The thing sought is truth: what Augus¬ 

tine has discovered is that there are two modes of mental 

action by which truth may be laid hold of. It may be 

grasped by faith, or it may be grasped by reason. “No one 

doubts,” he tells us, “that we are impelled to the acquisition 

“of knowledge by a double impulse,—of authority and of 

reason.”68 And, though we may be so constituted as 

eagerly to desire “to apprehend what is true not only by 

faith but by the understanding” ;69 and may, therefore, give 

to reason the primacy in rank, yet we are bound to acknowl¬ 

edge for faith a priority in time.70 Granted that faith may 

seem to be a mode of conviction more suitable for the ignor- 

larger edition of the Didache, 1884, pp. 131 sq; and in his Expansion of 

Christianity, E. T. vol. I. pp. 444 sq. 

68 Contr. Acad. iii. 20. 43, ad fin.; cf. De ordine ii. 9. 26, ad init. 

89 Contr. Acad. 1. c. 

10 De ordine, 1. c. 
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ant multitude than for the instructed few; yet there is no 

one who does not begin by being ignorant, and there are 

many things great and good which we could never attain 

were the door not opened to us by faith.71 Life is too short 

to attempt to solve every question for ourselves, even of 

those which are capable of being solved. We must be con¬ 

tent to accept many things on faith and leave difficulties to 

be dealt with afterwards, or never to be dealt with.72 And 

surely it is the height of folly, because of insoluble difficult¬ 

ies, to “permit to escape from our hands things which are 

altogether certain.”73 What is it but pride—which is the 

destruction of all true knowledge—that leads us to demand 

that we shall, as we say, “understand everything” ? 

Not, of course, as if faith should be lightly or irrationally 

accorded. If there is a sense in which faith precedes reason, 

there is equally a sense in which reason precedes faith. That 

mental act which we call faith is one possible only to rational 

creatures ;74 and of course we act as rational creatures in 

performing it. “If, then, “Augustine argues, “it is rational 

that, with respect to some great concerns which we find 

ourselves unable to comprehend, faith should precede rea¬ 

son ; there can be no question but that the amount of reason 

which leads us to accord this faith, whatever that amount 

may be, is itself anterior to faith.”75 Faith is by no means 

blind: it has eyes of its own with which, before it completes 

itself in giving that assent which, when added to thinking, 

constitutes it believing,76 it must needs see both that to 

which it assents, and that on the ground of which it assents 

71 Ibid. 

72 Epist. 170 (to Deogratias; A. D. 408 or 406) c. 38: sunt enim 

innumerabiles [quaestiones] quae non sunt fiiniendae ante fidem, ne 

finiatur vita sine fide. 

73 De musica, vi. 5. 8. 

74 Epist. 120 (to Consentius) : etiam credere non possumus, nisi 

rationales animas haberemus. 

76 Ibid. 

78 De praedest. sanctt. 2: “Believing is nothing else than cum assen- 

sione cogitare”; Enchirid. 20: “But if assent is taken away, faith too 

falls; for sine assentione nihil creditur”. 
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to it. As we cannot believe without knowing what it is to 

which we accord our faith, so we cannot believe without 

perceiving good grounds for according our faith. “No 

one believes anything unless he has before thought it worthy 

of belief.”77 Reason, therefore, can never be “wholly lack¬ 

ing to faith, because it belongs to it to consider to whom 

faith should be given.”78 This function of reason, by which 

it considers to what men or writings it is right to accord 

faith is then precedent to faith; though faith is precedent to 

reason in the sense that, an adequate ground of credit having 

been established by reason, conviction must at once form 

itself without waiting for comprehension to become perfect. 

Our knowledge thus embraces two classes of things; 

things seen and things believed. The difference between 

them is this: “ with respect to things we have seen or see, 

we are our own witnesses; but with respect to those which 

we believe, we are moved to faith by other witnesses.”79 

The distinction which Augustine erects between faith and 

reason, that is to say, is briefly that faith is distinctively 

that conviction of truth which is founded on testimony as 

over against that conviction which is founded on sight.80 

All the corollaries which flow from this distinction were 

present to his mind. He is found, for example, pointing 

out that all so-called knowledge itself rests on faith, so that 

in the deepest sense an act of faith precedes all knowledge. 

And on the other hand—and it is this point which is of most 

present interest to us—that all faith presupposes reason, and 

is so far from an irrational act that an unreasonable faith, a 

faith not founded in a reasonable authority demanding 

credit on reasonable grounds, is no faith at all, but mere 

“credulity”, while what is thus unwarrantedly believed is 

" De praedest. sanctt. ii. 5. 

78 De vera religione, xxiv. 45, also 46. 

78 Epist. 147. 3. 8. 

80 Epist. 147. 3. 7; Eighty-Three Questions, Quaest. 54. In Retract, i. 

104. 3 he allows that in such distinctions he is employing the word 

‘knowledge’ in a strict rather than a popular sense: in common speech 

we say ‘we know’ even what rests on testimony. 
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mere “opinion.”81 As distinguished from knowledge on 

the one hand and credulity on the other, faith is that act of 

assent which is founded on adequate testimony; and the 

form of conviction which is so called may be free from all 

doubt whatsoever.82 So far is faith thus from being a cloak 

for inextinguishable doubt, that doubt is inconsistent with 

it and is excluded just in proportion to the firmness of the 

grounding of faith, or, we may better say, just in proportion 

as faith fulfils its own idea. Its distinction from knowledge 

does not turn on the strength of the conviction it describes, 

but on the ground of this conviction. We know by sight; 

we believe on testimony. 

We turn now to the application of this abstract doctrine 

of faith to the problem of the Christian religion. In this 

instance the testimony on which faith rests,—on the basis 

of which that conviction we call faith is formed—Augustine 

supposed to be the testimony of God Himself. The grounds 

on which he accepted as such what he took to be a revelation 

from God may be assailed as insufficient; and the channels 

through which he considered that what he took to be a reve¬ 

lation from God asserts its authority over us, may be subject 

to criticism. But we can scarcely refuse to recognize the 

formal cogency of his reasoning. If it can be established 

that God, condescending to our weakness, has given us a 

revelation, then, undoubtedly, that revelation becomes an 

adequate authority upon which our faith may securely rest; 

and, as rational beings, we must accept as true what it com¬ 

mends to us as such, even though our reason flags in its 

atempts even to comprehend it, and utterly fails to supply 

an immediate rational demonstration of its truth. Here, 

above everywhere else, faith obviously must precede reason, 

and prepare the way for reason. It is here accordingly that 

Augustine’s insistence on the priority of faith to reason cul¬ 

minates. It is with this application in mind that he repeats 

81 De utilitate credendi, n; De mendac. 3. 

82De mendac. 3: ille qui credit, sensit se ignorare quod credit; quamvis 

de re quae se ignorare novit, omnino non dubitet; sic enim firme credit 

Qui autem opinatur, putat se scire, quod nescit. 
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most assiduously that ‘'before we understand, it behooves us 

to believe”;83 that “faith is the starting-point of knowl¬ 

edge”;84 that we “believe that we may know, not know that 

we may believe.”85 Least of all, in this highest application 

of faith, does he mean that this faith does not itself rest 

upon reason, in the sense that it is accorded to an authority 

which is not justified to reason on valid grounds.86 What 

he means is rather that the particular truths commended to 

us on the authority of a revelation from God, validated as 

such by appropriate evidence, are to be accepted as truths on 

that authority, prior to the action of our reason upon them 

either by way of an attempt fully to comprehend them, or 

by way of an attempt to justify them severally to our logical 

reason; and that this act of faith is in the nature of the case 

a preparation for these efforts of reason. The order of 

nature is, in other words, first the validation of a revelation 

as such on its appropriate grounds; secondly, the acceptance 

by faith of the contents of this revelation on the sole ground 

of its authority; and thirdly, the comprehension by the in¬ 

tellect of the contents of the revelation and the justification 

of them severally to reason so far as that may prove to be 

possible to us. This order of procedure Augustine defends 

against the Manichaeans—who were the philosophic natural¬ 

ists in vogue at the time—from every conceivable point of 

view, and with endlessly varied arguments. The gist of 

the whole, however, is simply that when a revelation has 

been validated as such, we owe to the truths commended to 

us by it immediate credit, on the sole authority of the reve¬ 

lation itself, and neither need nor are entitled to wait until 

each of these truths is separately validated to us on the 

grounds of reason before we give our assent to it. In a 

word, the rational ground on which we accept each truth is 

the proof that the authority by which it is commended to us 

is adequate, and not a particular verdict of reason immedi- 

83 De Trinitate viii. 5-8. 

“Ibid. ix. I. 1. 

“ Tract, in Joann, xi. 9. 

ME. g., Epist. 120. I. 3 (as quoted above). 
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ately passed upon each several truth. The particular ver¬ 

dict of reason on each several truth must wait on the act of 

faith by which we honor the general verdict of reason on 

the validity of the authority; and it may wait endlessly 

without invalidating or weakening the strength of conviction 

which we accord to the deliverances of a revelation which 

has been really validated to us as such. 

We may revert, of course, to the prior question, whether 

the assumed revelation on the authority of which faith is 

yielded has been soundly validated as such to reason. It 

is at this point that criticism of Augustine’s system of faith 

becomes possible; and it is at this point that such criticism 

becomes sharp. We are told that Augustine accepted an 

alleged revelation on insufficient evidence; and that it is this 

fact which justifies the suspicion that his acceptance of it 

and the subjection of his reason to its authority were acts of 

violence done to his intellect in despair of ever attaining a 

solid basis in reason for religious conviction. It is quite 

possible to confuse in such a concrete judgment a number of 

suggestions, which we should discriminate if we are to form 

an estimate of the value of the criticism offered. We shall 

need to ask, for example, if what it is intended to suggest is 

that the evidence in existence for the reality of the revela¬ 

tion which Augustine accepted as a true revelation from God 

is insufficient to validate it; or only that the evidence which 

was actually before Augustine’s mind and on which he per¬ 

sonally depended in reaching his decision was insufficient. 

In the latter case we shall need to ask further if what is 

meant is that the evidence actually before Augustine’s mind 

would be insufficient to convince us—seems to us in itself 

insufficient to command credit; or that it was actually in¬ 

sufficient to convince Augustine, so that, despite his protesta¬ 

tions of conviction, he remained in reality unconvinced and 

at heart an actual sceptic all his days. It is the last of these 

propositions, it will be remembered, that Dr. Harnack af¬ 

firms ; although he does not keep it as rigorously separate 

from the others as would seem desirable. It is surely one 
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thing to say that Augustine is open to criticism for giving 

credit to the Evidences of Christianity and recognizing the 

revelatory character of the Christian system; and quite 

another thing to say that Augustine is open to criticism for 

the particular conception he entertained of the Christian 

evidences,—the selection he makes of the special items of 

evidence upon which he personally relies for the validation 

of the Christian system as a revealed religion; and still quite 

another thing to suggest that Augustine is open to criticism 

for his inaccessibility to the evidences of the Christian sys¬ 

tem as a revelation from God, and for remaining therefore 

all his life a doubter of the intellect, finding only a precarious 

peace for his distracted soul in an act of submission to an 

external authority arbitrarily yielded to in defiance of in¬ 

satiable scepticism. 

It can scarcely be expected that the whole body of the 

Christian evidences should be subjected to a new critical 

examination merely because a writer not himself able to 

look upon them as supplying a satisfactory proof of the 

Divine origin of the Christian religion, blames Augustine 

for placing upon them a value beyond that which he is him¬ 

self able to accord. We must be prepared to find those who 

resist the force of this evidence themselves, despising those 

who yield to it as superstitious, or even accusing them of 

intellectual dishonesty. It surely is enough at this point 

simply to recognize that this not unnatural tendency of the 

naturalistic mind is not without its influence upon the 

proneness in some quarters to speak of Augustine as making 

a sacrifice of his intellect in throwing himself upon authority 

in matters of religion. One thing is perfectly clear: if 

Augustine made such a sacrifice he was himself completely 

unconscious of doing so. He nowhere betrays the state of 

mind which is here attributed to him. He speaks always in 

terms of the most complete conviction of the truth of the 

Christian religion, and rests himself with entire confidence 

upon the evidences which appealed to him. To go behind 

his obviously sincere asseverations of security of mind and 
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heart, because we are conscious that, in his place, we should 

have felt less secure, is to push the biographer’s (and crit¬ 

ic’s) privilege of “imputing himself to his victim” to an un¬ 

warrantable extreme. Whatever we may feel Augustine 

ought to have done; whatever we may feel we, in his place, 

should have done; it certainly is a matter of historical fact 

that Augustine confidently accepted the Christian revela¬ 

tion as a genuine revelation, and found for his faith in it 

abundant justification. No fact in his mental history is 

more patent, or call it flagrant if you will. When in the 

closing words of his first Christian composition,87 in the 

very act of consecrating himself to a life-long search of 

truth, he declares that “he certainly would never more give 

up the authority of Christ, because no stronger could be 

found,” he speaks out of an unmistakably sincere conviction. 

And the note thus struck so far from fading away swells 

steadily to the end. Clearly the restless heart had found 

at last its rest: and rest is the characteristic of his Christian 

life. A sceptic, intellectual or moral, may be found in any 

man rather than in Augustine. He who in his despair as, 

in the crumbling of his former beliefs, he almost gave up 

hope of ever attaining assurance, yet could not fall in with 

the Academics because he still knew some things to be in¬ 

disputably true, and only began to wonder whether the right 

way to truth was known to man—certainly could not lose 

his confidence after he had discovered the Way and estab¬ 

lished himself in it. 

It remains a matter of interest of course to determine the 

nature of the grounds on which Augustine was convinced, 

or sought to convince others, of the truth of the Christian 

religion. To do so with any fulness would be, however, to 

write a section of the history of Apologetics, and would 

find its importance in that connection. We need not go so 

far afield in seeking to apprehend Augustine’s doctrine of 

authority in religion. What is of primary importance here 

*7 Cont. Acad. iii. 20. 43. It was the common sentiment of the men of 

the time: Paulinus of Nola says: Plurima quaesivi, per singula quaeque 

cucurri, Sed nihil inveni melius quam credere Christo. 
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is merely to ascertain in a simple manner his conception of 

the sources, nature and seat of this authority and the mode 

of its validation to men. In the next number of this 

Review we shall seek to do this with as much completeness 

as is requisite for our purpose. 

Princeton. Benjamin B. Warfield. 




