LESSON #8 - 

TRIUMPHS AND DEFEATS IN CHURCH HISTORY
Imperial Church #4: Augustine and Pelagius on

Man, Sin, and Salvation

Introduction

Augustine is indisputably the greatest thinker of the Western branch of the Church. He is a towering figure!  He is the climax of patristic thought in Latin and can rightfully be called the “Architect of the Middle Ages.”  He has been a major influence on both Catholic and Protestant theology—on Catholic because of his views on the church and sacraments, on Protestants because of his teaching on grace and salvation. 
I. Augustine’s Life (A.D. 354-430) 
A. Childhood

Augustine was born in 354 A.D. in the little town of Tagaste, in North Africa. His father, Patricius, was a pagan and his mother, Monica, was a devout, godly Christian woman, though uneducated yet wise. Her constant prayer for her husband’s conversion was eventually answered.  He was baptized shortly before his death.  Augustine does not appear to have been very close to his father; he hardly mentions him in his writings.  By contrast, his mother Monica was everything to him—praying, urging, directing, instructing. He was her only son. 
B. Student Days

Both parents were aware of young Augustine’s exceptional gifts and sought for him the best education they could afford.  When the money ran out, Augustine abandoned his studies and began running with the “street kids.”  As he himself later said, he “wandered with my companions through the public squares of Babylon and wallowed in their mud as if it were cinnamon and precious ointments” (Confessions). With these friends, he boasted of his sexual exploits and actions which he later regretfully deplored as an evidence of his profound sinfulness. At seventeen he went for further study to Carthage, the cultural center of Latin North Africa.  While pursuing his studies, he also indulged his flesh and soon had a concubine who bore him a son whom he named Adeodatus, meaning “given by God,” or “by a god.”  
Augustine studied rhetoric in preparation for a career in law or government.  The goal was not truth, but rather persuasion, elegance.  Pursuit of truth was left for the philosophers.  But in his quest of rhetorical skill, he came upon the writings of Cicero, the famous orator of classical Rome.  Cicero, besides being a master of rhetoric, was also a philosopher. Augustine was captured by the man and concluded that just being a rhetorician was not enough; he must also become a philosopher.  He must seek Truth. 
C. Pagan Experiments: Manichaean and Neoplatonist Periods 
His first experiment in the search for truth was to consider Manichaeism, a Persian philosophy taught by Mani in the 3rd c.  This philosophy/religion had spread throughout the Mediterranean region and claimed to be “the” rational faith.  Mani claimed there were two eternal principles mixed in man, one of light, the other of darkness.  The “light” was spiritual; the “darkness” was matter.  Salvation consisted in separating the light from the darkness and returning it to the realm of pure light to be re-absorbed. To avoid further mingling light with darkness and thus furthering the evil, the true believer must avoid procreation. Augustine joined these Manichees and spent 9 years as a “hearer” (But he had doubts and these doubts kept him from joining the ranks of the “perfect.”)  When he found that the reputedly great Manichee teacher Faustus could not answer his questions, he was disappointed and became disillusioned.  He turned away and sought answers in another direction. 
In the meantime, he had found his students in Carthage were an unruly lot and thought better pickings could be found in Rome.  But the students there were not much better and also were slow in paying for his services.  He thus departed for Milan and in 384 was appointed professor of rhetoric.  It was there he met Simplicianus, presbyter and teacher of Ambrose.  It was Simplicianus who introduced Augustine to the writings of the Neo-Platonists.  Augustine now became a Neoplatonist.  The latter taught that through study, discipline and mystical contemplation, one could reach the ineffable One, the source of all being.  This would result in ecstasy, a lostness in contemplation.  Moral evil, it taught, consists in looking away from the One, and turning one’s gaze to the inferior realms of multiplicity.  
D. Conversion and Early Christian Development
But Simplicianus also introduced Augustine to a commentary on Paul written by a famous Marius Victorinus, who had been converted in 355 from Neoplatonism to Christianity. Also, Augustine had been attending Ambrose’s church, initially to study his rhetorical skills but then, increasingly, to consider the content of Ambrose’s sermons.  Moreover, news came to Augustine of two high civil servants, who, upon having read Athanasius’ Life of Saint Anthony, abandoned career and honor in order to follow the hermit’s example.  Augustine underwent an intellectual conversion but not yet a moral one.  There was still the matter of his concubine.  His mother finally convinced him to put away his consort and so secure a respectable marriage—not morally Monica’s best advice.  He complied but within 2 weeks he had another.  He found himself praying, “Give me chastity and continence; but not too soon.”  Sexual self-control was beyond him.  

These events led to Augustine’s flight to a garden where he agonized over his moral failures. There, over the garden wall, he heard a child’s voice say, “Take up and read. Take up and read.”  As if in obedience to the voice, he took up the Biblical manuscript which he had been reading and was stricken with the words of Paul:

“Not in reveling and drunkenness, not in debauchery and licentiousness, not in quarreling and jealousy.  But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires” (Rom 13:13-14).  

It was there he found a moral courage he did not of himself possess.  “All the shadows of doubt were swept away” (Conf. 8:12).  His bondage to lust was shattered, his self-seeking glory abolished.  He found peace and purpose for life which none of the intellectual fads of his day could provide.  He made a decision to devote himself to the service of God.  He abandoned his career as a professor and set himself on a course that would make him one of the most influential figures in the entire history of Christianity (Gonzalez). 

E. Later Bishopric

Augustine’s life changed radically.  He broke all ties with his immoral past.  Bishop Ambrose baptized him in 387.  He then returned to North Africa where he entered on a lifetime of study and ministry to Christ’s church.  His ordination to the ministry is somewhat unique.  While attending church in Hippo, Bishop Valerius preached about how God always sends shepherds for the flock.  He then asked the congregation to pray for God’s guidance in case there was among them someone sent to be their minister.  The congregation responded exactly as the bishop had expected, and Augustine, much against his will, was ordained to serve with Valerius in Hippo.  Four years later, he was made bishop jointly with Valerius, who feared that another church would steal his catch. He was ordained a presbyter in 391 and, in 395, at the death of Valerius, he became the sole bishop of Hippo (Gonzalez).  His enormous power and influence were felt for many years from that bishopric, especially through his voluminous writing.   
II. Ministry and Theology

A. Writings
Augustine wrote an enormous number of works. Some of these are:

1. Confessions (shortly before 400 A.D.) 
2. Enchiridion (or Faith, Hope, and Love; 423-424 A.D. )
3. On Christian Teaching

4. On Catechizing the Uninstructed

5. On Good Marriage

6. The City of God (413-426 A.D.)
7. On the Trinity (400-416 A.D. 
8. Anti-Pelagian Writings
9. Anti-Manichaean Writings

10. Anti-Donatist Writings

11. Biblical Commentaries

12 Retractions, 

13. Etc., etc. ...
B. Refutation of Manichaeism

Augustine felt the need to refute this religious philosophy since he had earlier helped lead some of his friends into this false religion.  He therefore maintained the essential goodness of all creation in opposition to the Manichaean claim of an existing evil agency eternally opposed to a good God.  Augustine maintained that God was the sole creator of all things and alone sustained them in being.  Evil is simply the privation of the good.  It is not a “thing,” not a substance, as the Manichaeans implied when they spoke of it as the principle of darkness.  It is rather a decision, direction, and negation of good.  Physical evil results from the imperfect character of creatures; moral evil springs from free-will. 
C. Donatist Controversy

The Donatists were a split-off from the African Church through their refusal to accept Caecilius, Bishop of Carthage (consecrated 311). This was based (falsely) on the grounds that during the Diocletian persecution, a certain Felix, the consecrating bishop of Caecilius, the new bishop of Carthage, was guilty of surrendering copies of the Scriptures to the authorities during the persecution. This made Felix a traditor (one who “handed over” the church’s books). They claimed this made Caecilius’ ordination invalid. The critics of Caecilian maintained that Felix had denied the faith and so could not perform a valid ordination.  Thoroughly “orthodox” in doctrine and organization, yet the Donatists rejected the Catholic Church as impure, because they were allowing the sacraments to be administered by men who may have been guilty of “deadly” sins.  This raised the question, “What does the moral character of a clergyman have to do with the validity of his actions on behalf of the church?” Other issues provoking the split were the disciplining of a rich woman, Lucilla, for her penchant of kissing the bone of a martyr before taking communion, and the refusal of some older members of the church to return, when called for by Caecilius, the possessions of the church entrusted to them during the persecution.  Donatus came to be the head of this rival church in Carthage. The Donatists demonstrated a superior moral rigor, were identified ethnically with the native populations of North Africa, and appealed to the fathers of African Church, Tertullian and Cyprian. 
Augustine unsuccessfully tried to win the Donatists back with a friendly and moderate approach.  He then moved to the position of employing the government to “compel them to come in” after the analogy of the parable of the wedding feast (Luke 14:23).  Resort to this approach led to deleterious church-state relations later in church history (the Inquisition). To answer the Donatists’ rejection of the Catholic clergy and sacraments, Augustine argued that an indelible character was imprinted on one at baptism and ordination (later described by the phrase ex opere operato”—i.e., “it is worked by the work”).  He thus made ordination a permanent possession of the cleric (Gonzalez).  Similarly, the sacraments administered by such a one would have validity regardless of his moral character or faithfulness to the church, because ultimately it was God doing the work, not the human administrator. This view made ordination no longer an act of the community, but an individual possession that could be exercised apart from the congregation.  This interpretation also meant that baptism would be valid, irrespective of whoever performed it, because it imparted an objective character. Whereas Donatist baptisms he regarded as valid and such persons stood in no need of re-baptism, Augustine saved Roman catholicity by saying that sacraments administered outside the church have only a formal validity, and can only be actually effective for salvation exclusively within the catholic church. Augustine prepared the way for ending a separatist view of the church in favor of a “catholic” one.  Donatist believers are sinning against brotherly love and though not needing to be re-baptized, nevertheless cannot be saved as long as they separated themselves from the Catholic Church. The Donatist church survived till the Muslim conquest in the 7th century. 
III. The Pelagian Controversy

A. Pelagius (late 4th, early 5th c.)
This was Augustine’s most famous controversy.  As Donatism was important for Augustine’s elaboration of ordination and the nature of the church, so also was Pelagianism important for his elaboration of baptism and the doctrine of original sin.  Pelagianism has been regarded as the West’s great heresy, comparable to the East’s Arianism.  Augustine began to debate Pelagius and associates about 412 A.D. and kept up a continuous opposition till his death in 430 A.D.  It was against Pelagius and Pelagianism that Augustine wrote his most important theological treatises.  Who was Pelagius?

Pelagius (A.D. 370?-440?) was a British monk who was known for his piety and austerity.  He apparently was a man of calm temperament, excellent reputation, much learning and great moral earnestness.  He was probably an old man when about 400 A.D., he settled in Rome.  Disgusted and shocked by the low moral standards he found there, he began energetically to secure more strenuous ethical standards.  In agreement with the Eastern church generally and with the many in the Western church, he held firmly to the freedom of the will. He taught, “If I ought, I can”—i.e. obligation implies ability.  He therefore denied original sin inherited from Adam and maintained that all men now have the power not to sin. Adam’s sin injured only himself but his bad example led others to follow in his footsteps. After baptism, he taught, man has full power and duty to keep God’s law. In effect, man had the ability to save himself.  Children have no sin until they, out of their own free will, decide to sin.   
Augustine gave a definitive response.  Human beings are guilty and corrupt with sin because of Adam’s fall.  They are in absolute need of God’s saving grace. They cannot save themselves. The power of sin takes hold of the will and, under its sway, one cannot move his will to be free of it.  The sinner can will nothing but sin.  In the sinful state, there are certainly good and bad choices, but even the best choices still fall within the category of sin (Gonzalez).  Fallen man still has freedom, but it is a freedom that is exercised within the sphere of sin’s bondage.  Augustine outlines 4 states in which freedom is exercised: 
1. Before the Fall in the garden, man had the freedom both to sin and not to sin. 

2. In the fallen state, man had only the freedom to sin.

3. In the redeemed state, man has restored to him both the freedom to sin and not to sin.
4. In the heavenly state, redeemed man has only the freedom not to sin. He is in a state of confirmed righteousness and holiness. 
Fallen man has freedom, but it is the freedom of alternative choice—i.e., choices of relative good and bad within the sphere of sin, choices between things of the same sinful moral character.  He does not have the power of contrary choice, choices between absolute moral opposites, choices contrary to his sinful state.  This is why he desperately needs a Savior.  But more than this, he needs the grace that the Savior applies to heart and will.  Until this happens, one is not free not to sin, and not free to decide to accept grace. The initiative in conversion is not human but divine.  This grace is irresistable and given by God only to those who have been predestined to it. 
Pelagius’ views were condemned at the synods of Carthage and Numidia in 416 and again in 418 in Carthage. Pelagius now disappears from view.  His death date is unknown.  
B. Celestius

A native also of Britain, he was practicing law in Rome when he met Pelagius. The latter turned him from secular pursuits to Christian teaching.  Both men were appalled at the low morals of the day, such that they carried on a campaign of reform by stressing the responsibility of men for their actions. Celestius so followed Pelagius that it is difficult to separate the ideas of the two.  Like Pelagius, Celestius taught a docrine of free will that eviscerated the Biblical doctrine of grace.  
C. Julian of Eclanum (386-454 A.D.)
The views of Pelagius were taken up and advocated with more energy than was exhibited by Pelagius and more prudence than that of Celestius.  This bishop led a minority who opposed the condemnation of Pelagius.  He and his followers entered on a lively controversy with the great Augustine himself.  He charged Augustine with holding Manichaean opinions. He failed however in securing the church’s acceptance of his views.   
IV. Semi-Pelagianism 

A. John Cassian (fl. A.D. 428), Vincent of Lerins (fl. A.D. 428), Faustus of Lerins (fl. A.D. 494):
As noted, the doctrines of Pelagius and Celestius, though condemned, continued to influence the church.  An attempt was made in southern Gaul to find a middle ground between Pelagianism and Augustinianism. This position maintained that there were 2 forces at work in the regeneration and salvation of man—the grace of God and the will of man. Though man is affected by the sin of Adam, he is not rendered utterly incapable of doing good.  He may sometimes begin the work of salvation which the grace of God helps him complete, whereas at other times, the grace of God begins it and he cooperates. The most prominent leaders of this position were John Cassian, Vincent of Lerins, and Faustus of Rhegium.  Cassian especially rejected the doctrine of Augustine on predestination.  It was this form of “semi-Augustinianism” (semi-Pelagianism) that found general acceptance in the medieval church. 
B. Prosper of Aquitaine (ca. A.D.390-463), and Fulgentius of Ruspe (A.D. 468-533)
These two defended Augustine’s views against the semi-Pelagians after Augustine’s death in 430.  Prosper warmly accepted Augustine’s theology of grace and predestination, publishing a number of works in their defense.  After Cassian’s death, Prosper appears to have become more conciliatory.  He rejected predestination to damnation and affirmed God’s will [desire?]to save all men, though he believed in fact in the reprobation of a great number. 
C. Caesarius of Arles (ca.A.D. 470-542) and the Synods of Orange (A.D. 529) and Valence (A.D. 529)

These synods adopted a generalized form of Augustinianism.  Caesarius was largely influential in securing the condemnation of semi-Pelagianism and endorsing a qualified Augustinian theology. The Augustinian doctrines of grace were upheld against Faustus though the synods rejected any predestination of man to evil. With God’s grace, man can fulfill the will of God.  The synods were silent on matters of irresistable grace, the fate of unbaptized infants, and the manner of transmission of original sin. 
PAGE  
1

