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I. Introduction

In this paper I will juxtapose two Christological paradigms: a Christo-
logy of manifestation, a Christological paradigm that I take to be the 
dominant paradigm in twentieth-century theology; and a moral Christo-
logy, of which I take Augustine to be an example. This juxtaposition will
serve various purposes. First, it will be useful for showing the major dif-
ference between the Christologies of Radical Orthodoxy and Augustine.
When it comes to Christology, my suggestion will be that Radical Ortho-
doxy and Augustine have hardly anything in common. It would be unfor-
tunate, however, if my argument served merely this purpose, being yet an-
other proof of the fact that Radical Orthodoxy misreads its sources,
including Augustine.1 Secondly, therefore, the purpose of this paper is to
reclaim the Augustinian Christological paradigm for today, by showing the
flaws and risks of the twentieth-century paradigm on the one hand, and
bring out the strength of the Augustinian paradigm on the other. The struc-
ture of the paper will follow the flow of the argument. In the next section
(section II), I will discuss Radical Orthodoxy’s version of a Christology of
Manifestation – primarily drawing on John Milbank and Catherine Pick-
stock’s reading of Aquinas’ view of the incarnation. After that (section III),
I will turn to Augustine and discuss the Christological elements from De
Trinitate. This is followed by a section (section IV) titled ‘Reshuffling the
argument’ in which I will try to make my analysis more profound in terms
of reconstructing the role of Christology in De Trinitate from a more syste-
matic point of view. The idea will be that the most plausible view from a

1 A collection of essays that entirely focuses on Radical Orthodoxy’s use of its sources, is Wayne
J. Hankey, Douglas Hedley (eds.), Deconstructing Radical Orthodoxy: Postmodern Theo-
logy, Rhetoric and Truth (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006). For another discussion of Radical
Orthodoxy’s approach to Augustine, see: Maarten Wisse, “Was Augustine a Barthian? Radi-
cal Orthodoxy’s Reading of De Trinitate,” in: Ars Disputandi, 7 (2007) URL: http://www.
arsdisputandi.org/publish/articles/000274/index.html; Johannes Brachtendorf, “Ortho-
doxy without Augustine: A Response to Michael Hanby’s Augustine and Modernity,” in: Ars
Disputandi, 7 (2007) URL: http://www.arsdisputandi.org/publish/articles/000273/index.html,
and the reply in Michael Hanby, “A Response to Brachtendorf and Wisse,” in: Ars Dispu-
tandi, 7 (2007) URL: http://www.arsdisputandi.org/publish/articles/000275/index.html.
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systematic viewpoint is also the most historically plausible one. Finally
(section V), a comparison is made between the Radical Orthodox Christo-
logy of manifestation and Augustine’s moral Christology. 

II. Radical Orthodoxy’s Christology of Manifestation

A good place to start when seeking to understand Radical Ortho-
doxy’s Christology is Hegel’s well known distinction between a bad and a
true infinity. The God of theism, that is a mere first cause in a chain of
secondary causes, is a bad infinite as it is the mere negation of the finite. As
something over against the finite, a bad infinite is ‘limited’ by the finite and
as such not really infinite. The idea of the bad infinite is central to Radical
Orthodoxy’s critique of contemporary culture and theology,2 as it repre-
sents a thinking of the world as devoid of God – the famous nihilist world
that Radical Orthodoxy speaks of. Instead, the true infinite must include
the finite, so that nothing in the world can be thought apart from its rela-
tion to God as the true infinite. Thus, everything that is, is insofar as it
exists in God. 

To make matters still more complex, we should now deal with the
heritage of Platonism that Radical Orthodoxy reflects on, and ask in what
way the finite exists in the infinite. Much of the Platonic tradition wrestled
with the relationship between the finite and the infinite in terms of matter
as the principle of appearance of the infinite in the finite. The absolute One
does not appear as the One in a multiple and changing world. It is matter
that makes the One appear in the form of multiplicity. This led to the
famous negative view of matter in Platonism, symbolized by the story of
the cave in which the mind defectively grasps something of the eternal ideas
flowing from the One/the Good. However, this well known story also leads
to a tendency deeply embedded in the Western tradition, namely the ten-
dency to think of the Real/Absolute/God as the beyond, and furthermore 
of the ultimate purpose of human life and happiness beyond earthly ex-
istence. 

Matter is an entirely negative principle. In fact, it merely explains why
we come to know the absolutely simple in the form of that which is not
simple. As such, matter is nothing. Where matter is thought of as some-
thing, Platonism crosses over into gnosticism, in which the Platonic Demi-
urge becomes a separate metaphysical principle. Radical Orthodoxy takes
up the discussion concerning the status of matter in Platonism by opting for
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modernity: John Milbank and the Return of the (Christian) Masternarrative,” in: ARC the
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a specific version of the Platonic heritage, namely the so-called Iamblych-
ian-Proclean line of Neoplatonism, a form of Platonism in which matter
itself is treated as participating in the one, thus allowing for a much more
positive view of matter.3

The Platonic tradition of Iamblych and Proclos is combined with the
Christian tradition. In line with its doctrine of creation, Christianity could
not accept the negative view of matter common to Platonism, as the world
was good because created by God. Once more, Radical Orthodoxy holds
that the Christian doctrine of creation forces one to rethink the relationship
between the infinite/Absolute and the finite/world in a more radical way
than Platonism will ever be able to do, namely in terms of the doctrine of
the Trinity. 

Thinking of the world as ‘gift exchange’ between the Father and the
Son (and thus pursuing Augustine’s reference to Hilary), they hold that this
gift exchange is the Spirit. Thus, the One/Absolute is no longer a static
transcendent notion over against a changeable and dynamic world, but the
world is part of the inner dynamics of Godself. Here, a phrase from Di-
onysius Areopagite plays a key role to account for this Christian rethinking
of the relationship between the One/Absolute and the world in a meta-
physical way: “God must be that in himself which goes outside God”. This,
then, is in fact a Christological dynamics that can only be adequately
accounted for in terms of theology.4 If we think of God as Trinity, we think
of God as the dynamics of incarnation, of the infinite becoming finite,
becoming expressed in language and materiality, of God becoming man. In
Milbank and Pickstock’s specific terminology: 

[T]his eminent ground of eventuality in God is none other than the issuing forth of the Son
and the procession of the Holy Spirit, which the Incarnation and the instituting of the Church
fully disclose once again to fallen humanity. Through this disclosure we come to understand that
there can be a created exterior to God, because God’s interior is self-exteriorization.5

This for Radical Orthodoxy also includes soteriology. Creation as the
gift exchange between the Father and the Son is essentially a matter of
grace, of reconciliation and pardon. Thus, the being of the world is the
being reconciled of God with the world, the reconciliation between the in-
finite and the finite. 
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3 Catherine Pickstock, “Justice and Prudence: Principles of Order in the Platonic City,” in:
Graham Ward (ed.), The Blackwell Companion to Postmodern Theology (Oxford: Blackwell,
2001), 162–176; John Milbank, Catherine Pickstock, Truth in Aquinas (ROS; London:
Routledge, 2001), 12–13; For a critical discussion of Platonism in Radical Orthodoxy, see: Eli
Diamond, “Catherine Pickstock, Plato and the Unity of Divinity and Humanity: Liturgical
or Philosophical?” in: Hankey and Hedley, Deconstructing Radical Orthodoxy (see above
n. 1), 1–16.

4 Cf. Milbank and Pickstock, Truth in Aquinas (see above n. 3), 12–13.
5 Ibid., 86.



Given this relationship between the infinite and the finite within a
Christian trinitarian framework, we are now in a position to see how Jesus
Christ as a concrete historical figure is related to it. One may ask, what the
historical figure of Jesus Christ adds to the ontological incarnational rela-
tionship between the infinite and the finite. From the perspective of Radi-
cal Orthodoxy, the answer is that Jesus Christ ‘manifests’ the incarnational
relationship, God’s being reconciled with the world, in excess: 6

[I]f the Incarnation is not a further gift, it still brings about something in excess even of
absolute divine gift, namely the conjoining of humanity to divinity. This is indeed a sharing in
excess of gift, in excess of Creation, even though there was nothing originally withheld. The
structure of divine redemption simply repeats this structure of divine creation, and therefore the
ontological excess of the hypostatic union over its instrumental occasion in turn explicates the
impossibility of this redemption. God can only restore what has gone wrong by rendering it also
at one point (but to which all other points are connected – and there are many thorny problems
here) united with him, identical in subsistent character to him, even though this ‘adds’ nothing to
his own character.7

The specific Christology that Radical Orthodoxy defends is very much
motivated by its counterpart; in Milbank’s main essay on Christology 
this is the Christology of John Duns Scotus.8 Milbank’s reading of and
objections to Scotus’ Christology are interesting because we will see that
many of the characteristics that Milbank sees in Scotus’ Christology will
return in mine, although I will attribute them to Augustine and will 
evaluate them positively rather than negatively. 

In Scotus, in distinction from Aquinas, Milbank holds, the relation-
ship between the infinite and the finite is no longer providing the onto-
logical basis to the relationship between Creator and Creation, between the
two natures in the hypostatic union of Christ, and hence, it no longer pro-
vides a theological basis for an account of reconciliation and forgiveness.9

Thus, Creation becomes something actually distinct from God, something
‘outside’ God. Accordingly, God becomes something over against Crea-
tion, thereby becoming an item among worldly items: the beginning of
ontotheology. Thus, however, Milbank interestingly observes, it also be-
comes impossible to locate Christology within the rational relationship be-
tween the infinite and the finite. The incarnation becomes, so to speak, an
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6 In ibid., 66, it is suggested that the incarnation somehow modifies the original relation be-
tween God and the world, in that the incarnation changes the relation of the whole of creation
into an incarnational or in fact a theurgic relation, that is a relation in which the particular can
really coincide with the infinite. In John Milbank, Being Reconciled: Ontology and Pardon
(ROS; London: Routledge, 2003), 66–74, however, it seems that there is no fundamental dif-
ference between the order of creation and incarnation, because the incarnation is the mere
manifestation of the original order.

7 Ibid., 67, 70.
8 Ibid., 61–78; this essay is very much a sequel to the essay in Milbank and Pickstock.
9 Ibid., 74–78.



accident within the contingent history between God and the world. If one
does not locate the person of Christ within the proper relationship between
the infinite and the finite, then indeed traditional Christology becomes
something of an irresolvable riddle, in which it becomes a major problem
how to think of one person as having two natures that are ultimately
incommensurable. The same, Milbank holds, happens to the theological
notions of reconciliation and forgiveness. In a Scotist theology, one thinks
about reconciliation and forgiveness as something that matters on earth
only, as an occasional problem to be resolved by a human suffering for the
sins of fellow humans, rather than as the eternal reconciliation of God with
humanity, thus rendering reconciliation and forgiveness a ‘secular’ rather
than a theological meaning. 

In Radical Orthodoxy, we have a post-Barthian Christology and onto-
logy in which it is very difficult to account for the distinction between God
and the world or, differently phrased, the humanity of Jesus.10 In Radical
Orthodoxy, Jesus is actually the mere manifestation of the being of being,
the being of the Absolute in its inner dynamics. In this regard, as Milbank
himself admits, it is in fact difficult if not impossible to account for the
specificity of the divine-human relationship in Jesus over against the world
as a whole. 

As a Christology of manifestation in which everything that is, is
thought of along Christological lines, it becomes also very difficult to
incorporate a serious notion of historicity. The way out of this problem is
found by turning the vice into a virtue: declare the whole of the Absolute
an infinite becoming: 

Thus if what creation discloses of esse is that it somehow can exist outside of itself, what
the ontological revision that is the hypostatic union discloses is that esse is in itself this ecstatic
going outside itself. For divine esse is now shown to be such that a new thing can inhere in it, to
be such that it can become entirely the suppositum of a creature outside itself, yet without real
addition to itself. This last negative safeguarding of divine aseity might seem to deny that divine
esse is also divine event, but in fact it achieves the opposite. It denies that divine esse can become
event, but affirms that it is event, since an event can entirely come to belong to it without adding
anything new. The point must be that God already was, eminently, the new event.11

This, however, still bypasses the problem that is at the root of the lack
of historicity in Radical Orthodox Christology. It is difficult to account for
the historicity of the incarnation in this Christology precisely because the
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10 In a later chapter of Milbank, Being Reconciled (see above n. 6), notably entitled “Christ
the exception”, Milbank attempts to stress the singularity of the incarnation in Jesus, but he
clearly does not succeed: “The point is that Christ’s earthly self-giving death is but a shadow
of the true eternal peaceful process in the heavenly tabernacle, and redemption consists in
Christ’s transition from shadow to reality – which is also, mysteriously, his ‘return’ to cosmic
omnipresence and irradiating of the shadows […].” (Ibid., 100; see also, for Milbank’s 
grounds for the specificity of Jesus, 103).

11 Milbank and Pickstock, Truth in Aquinas (see above n. 3), 85.



‘historical’ incarnation of the Son in Jesus of Nazareth is not ontologically
distinct from the incarnation of the infinite in the finite. If everything is
Christological, Jesus Christ becomes superfluous, indeed, as Milbank re-
peatedly says: ‘an impossibility’: 

The structure of divine redemption simply repeats this structure of divine creation, and
therefore the ontological excess of the hypostatic union over its instrumental occasion in turn
explicates the impossibility of this redemption. God can only restore what has gone wrong by
rendering it also at one point (but to which all other points are connected – and there are many
thorny problems here) united with him, identical in subsistent character to him, even though this
‘adds’ nothing to his own character.12

In this sense, Milbank’s objection to Scotus, namely that the incarna-
tion is an alien addition to the being of God, is a case of the pot calling the
kettle black, because in a sense, in Milbank, although the idea of the
incarnation is put at the heart of the concept of God, the historical incarna-
tion of the Son in Jesus of Nazareth is in fact an alien addition to the being
of God, which is incarnation by default. 

A similar problem becomes evident with regard to the soteriological
consequences of Radical Orthodoxy’s Christology. Milbank objects to an
allegedly Scotist Christology because it renders reconciliation and forgive-
ness into a non-theological and henceforth nihilist category. Reconciliation
and forgiveness become categories that are external to the nature of God,
accidental results of the contingent history between God and the world.
However, with Milbank, reconciliation and forgiveness become non-theo-
logical in another sense, namely in the sense of becoming mere reformula-
tions of the reconciliation between two principles. Milbank’s typically
twentieth-century rebuttal of an Anselmian satisfaction theory of atone-
ment is telling here, insofar as it is combined with his anchoring of recon-
ciliation in the reconciliation between everything in the being of God.13

This, I would say, is indeed an enormous reduction of what reconciliation
amounts to in a theological sense. Reconciliation between God and human
beings is something quite different from the reconciliation of two meta-
physical principles. Even if one, following the twentieth-century tradition,
calls creation a matter of gift and grace, that does not mean that grace is
also automatically forgiveness, as forgiveness has to do with sin, and sin
should be taken as something more than a mere lack of recognition of the
true nature of things.14
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12 Milbank, Being Reconciled (see above n. 6), 70.
13 See, e.g.: Milbank, Pickstock, Truth in Aquinas (see above n. 3), 60: “By this assertion,

he assures us that God had no need to be appeased in order to become reconciled to us, and
that, in himself, he always and eternally was so reconciled.” See also Milbank, Being Re-
conciled (see above n. 6), 62–64

14 For the idea of faith as recognition of the true state of things, cf. ibid., 100.



III. Augustine’s Moral Christology

After having dealt with the contemporary Christological paradigm for
quite some time, it is now high time to take many steps back and consider
Augustine’s Christology. The discussion of contemporary Christology 
served two purposes. On the one hand, I tried to show the aporias of con-
temporary Christology in order to be able to bring out the advantages of 
an Augustinian Christology more clearly. On the other hand, the discussion
of contemporary Christology serves to point out how enormously different
the Christological interests of contemporary theologians are from those
found in Augustine. This is useful because as I will show when discussing
Augustine’s Christology, many contemporary interpreters of Augustine’s
Christology tend to approach his work from contemporary Christological
questions rather than those in which Augustine himself is interested.
Hence, the better we know from what sort of paradigm we tend to
approach Augustine, the better we see the differences between the things he
was interested in, and the things we think of when ‘doing Christology’.
Therefore, as a minimal summary of the above, let us keep in mind that
contemporary Christology was about ‘showing the nature of God’, namely
God as becoming human in Jesus. 

III.1. Book 1: Forma servi and forma dei

We start in Book 1. After the ‘my pen is on the watch’ passage (1.1–3)
and some discussion of how to take the book as a whole (1.4–6), Augustine
proceeds with what in fact is the main theme of the first half of the book:
the defence of the Nicene/Constantinopolitan confession of Father, Son,
and Spirit as one God in three persons.15 Hence, what Augustine is inter-
ested in is the full equality and unity of the Trinity. In Books I to IV, he deals
with the equality and unity of the Trinity with regard to exegetical issues.
The central question is how the Nicene tradition can be brought in agree-
ment with various elements from Scripture in which it seems there has been
suggested a difference of rank – equality – and a difference of substance –
unity – in the Trinity that is God (1.7ff). In 1.7–13, Augustine tries to prove
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15 For the idea of Augustine’s De Trinitate as mainly and perhaps merely a defense of the 
Nicene tradition, see: Michel René Barnes, “Rereading Augustine’s Theology of the Trini-
ty,” in: Stephen Davis, David Kendall, Gerald O’Collins (eds.), The Trinity: An
Interdisciplinary Symposium on the Trinity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999),
145–176; Lewis Ayres, “The Fundamental Grammar of Augustine’s Trinitarian Theology,”
in: Robert Dodaro, George Lawless (eds.), Augustine and his Critics: Essays in Honour of
Gerald Bonner (London: Routledge, 2000), 51–76; Lewis Ayres, “The Christological Con-
text of De trinitate XIII: Toward Relocating Books VIII–XV,” in: Augustinian Studies, 29
(1998), 111–139.



from Scripture that the Son and the Spirit are God. From 1.14 and
onwards, then, Augustine deals with the distinction that determines the
subsequent argument in Book 1, the so-called regula canonica,16 that distin-
guishes between expressions about Jesus according to the form of a slave
(secundum formam servi) and expressions about Jesus according to the
form of God (secundum formam dei): 

But because of the Word of God’s incarnation, which for the sake of restoring us to health
[salus] took place that the man Christ Jesus might be mediator of God and man (1 Tim 2,5),
many things are said in the holy books to suggest, or even state openly that the Father is greater
than the Son. […] And so it is not without reason that scripture says both; that the Son 
is equal to the Father and that the Father is greater than the Son. The one is to be understood in
virtue of the form of God, the other in virtue of the form of a servant, without any confusion.
(1.14)17

Several things in these quotations are worth noticing. First, the pur-
pose of the incarnation, as the title of the lecture has it: “pro salute nostra
reparanda”. We will see in due course what the salus is that Augustine has
in mind. Here, we see at least that the salus needs to be repaired, that is:
there was an original salus, we have lost it now, and we need to regain it,
and it was for this purpose that the Son of God, the second Person of the
Trinity, became a human being. As we will see in the remainder, this is
Augustine’s Christology in a nutshell. Then, we see something special
about Jesus as the mediator: “ut mediator dei et hominum esset homo 
Christus Iesus”. This is to state explicitly that it is the concrete human
being Christ Jesus that is the mediator between God and man. We will see
some reasons for this in due course, as for Augustine, it cannot be the God-
man Jesus who mediates to see God, because for Augustine, this would
mean: to know Jesus as a human being, would mean to know him as God
also, which implies salvation. 

Finally, the ‘sine ulla confusione’ is catching our attention. It is tempt-
ing to find in it an anticipation of the ‘without confusion’ of the Chalcedon-
ian Creed. Still, I think we should be very careful not to equate these two 
phrases all too easily, because Augustine is not, as the Chalcedonian Creed
is, dealing with the relationship between the two natures of Christ in one
person. It is very tempting to read Augustine’s distinction between the
forma servi and the forma dei in parallel to the distinction between the two
natures of Christ, but it is important to notice that Augustine does not use
the distinction for this purpose. He does not, as for example the Tomus
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16 Basil Studer, Augustins De Trinitate. Eine Einführung (Paderborn: Schöningh, 2005), 92.
17 »Sed quia multa in sanctis Libris propter incarnationem Verbi Dei, quae pro salute nostra

reparanda facta est ut mediator Dei et hominum esset homo Christus Iesus, ita dicuntur ut
maiorem Filio Patrem significent vel etiam apertissime ostendant, […] Non itaque immerito
Scriptura utrumque dicit, et aequalem Patri Filium, et Patrem maiorem Filio. Illud enim prop-
ter formam Dei, hoc autem propter formam servi sine ulla confusione intellegitur.«



Leonis does, use the distinction to suggest what Jesus can do as a human
being – suffer, forget, etc. – and what he cannot do as God.18 Augustine’s
distinction is primarily a hermeneutical device.19 Thus, it does not auto-
matically lead to what twentieth-century dogmaticians call a Nestorian
Christology. What is said of Jesus secundum formam servi and secundum
formam dei points to the two perspectives from which Scripture ap-
proaches the life of Jesus on earth. It does not explain the relationship be-
tween the divine and human nature within the person of Jesus. 

Before we go on to see how Augustine hints at the soteriological sig-
nificance of the incarnation in Book 1, let us take a look at some concrete
examples of how the distinction between forma servi and forma dei actu-
ally works. An interesting example is Augustine’s discussion of the well
known saying of Jesus: “No one knows about that day or hour, not even
the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.” (NIV, Mark 13:32)
Augustine explains this text by pointing to various cases in the Gospels
where Jesus says something for paedagogic purposes, and he refers to the
apostle Paul who says to the Corinthians that he taught them as children
rather than grown ups. In other words, Jesus in fact knew the day and hour
of the last judgement, but he did not say it because the disciples were not in
the appropriate disposition to know it. He then closes the discussion with
this remark: 

It is by the same manner of speaking that one is said not to know something when one con-
ceals it, as a corner that is concealed is called blind. The scriptures employ no manner of speak-
ing that is not in common human usage – they are, after all, speaking to human beings. (1.23)20

In fact, this reading of Mark 13 is an anti-Nestorian use of the
distinction between forma servi and forma dei, as the divine-human person
Jesus knew the moment of the last judgement. A Nestorian reading would
split up Jesus and suggest that as man, Jesus did not know it. 

Let me give a second example: Augustine’s discussion of 1 Cor 2:8,
where it is said that “the Lord of glory has been crucified”, an example
with much more ‘Nestorian’ implications. Augustine reads this text in the
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18 Tomus Leonis, 6. T. J. van Bavel argues in a note to the Dutch translation of De Trinitate
that Augustine prefers to speak of the concrete humanity or divinity of Jesus rather than 
his divine or human nature: Augustinus van Hippo, Over de Drie-eenheid, trans. T. J. 
van Bavel (Leuven: Peeters, 2005), 448.

19 As to the transition from a hermeneutical and a ‘metaphysical’ use of the proto-Chalcedonian
concepts in Augustine, see: Hubertus R. Drobner, Person-Exegese und Christologie bei
Augustinus: Zur Herkunft der Formel una persona (PP, 8; Leiden; Brill, 1986), although 
I disagree with a number of the claims that Drobner makes with regard to Augustine’s 
Christology.

20 »Eo namque genere locutionis nescire quisque dicitur quod occultat quo dicitur fossa caeca
quae occulta est. Neque enim aliquo genere loquuntur Scripturae quod in consuetudine hum-
ana non inveniatur quia utique hominibus loquuntur.«



light of another one, 2 Cor 13:4: “For to be sure, he was crucified in
weakness, yet he lives by God’s power.” Augustine then says: 

[A]nd yet the Lord of glory was crucified, because it is quite correct to talk even of God
being crucified – owing to the weakness of the flesh, though, not to the strength of godhead.
(1.28)21

Although the emphasis in Book 1 is on exegetical issues, Book 1 also
gives some hints towards the soteriological significance of the incarnation,
as we had in the phrase “pro salute nostra reparanda”. Augustine is moved
to the soteriological significance of the incarnation in his discussion of the
phrase from Paul: “When he hands over the kingdom to the Father”, which
some used to suggest that the Son was less than the Father because he gives
the kingdom to the Father. Augustine, however, interprets the handing over
of the kingdom as the initiation of the beatific vision, and it is exactly this
that makes up our sole salus: to see God face to face. As Augustine says it
a little later: “For the fullness of our happiness, beyond which there is none
else, is this: to enjoy God the three in whose image we were made.” (1.18)22

This, however, is not something that is given to the faithful in this life and
the reason is given in perhaps Augustine’s most favourite quote: “Blessed
are the pure of heart, because they will see God.” (1.17 and 28)23 Because
none of the faithful reaches the state of purity of heart in this life, they are
not allowed to see God, because Augustine says with another reference to
Scripture: “Who will see God and live?” This, then, is also the reason why
only the man Jesus is the mediator between God and human beings. And
why, as Augustine says in 1.24, Christ is the head of his body, the Church,
secundum formam servi, that is, according to his humanity, as the Church
is an earthly community comprising both good and bad people. Christ as
the head of the Church according to his divinity would, following the logic
of Augustine’s soteriology, inevitably lead to a Donatist Church. God as
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21 »Et tamen Dominus gloriae crucifixus est, quia recte dicitur et Deus crucifixus, non ex 
virtute divinitatis sed ex infirmitate carnis.« Cf. Tarsicius J. van Bavel O.E.S.A., Recherches
sur la christologie de saint Augustin. L’humain et le divin dans le christ d’après saint Augus-
tin (P, 10; Fribourg: Éditions universitaires, 1954), 57–58, for a dubious reference to this
passage, skipping the last part of the sentence.

22 »Hoc est enim plenum gaudium nostrum quo amplius non est, frui trinitate deo ad cuius 
imaginem facti sumus.«

23 Michel René Barnes, “The Visible Christ and the Invisible Trinity: Mt. 5:8 in Augustine’s
Trinitarian Theology of 400,” in: Modern Theology, 19 (2003), 329–355. Although I agree
with Barnes that this text provides the key to understanding Augustine’s theology, I disagree
with the way he attempts to reconstruct the significance of it. In an attempt to do away with
the non-Christological character of Augustine’s thought, Barnes overstates and thereby mis-
represents Augustine’s Christology by suggesting that the vision of God is impossible for
human beings in this life. In suggesting this, he ignores the importance of the distinction be-
tween a pre-lapsarian and a post-lapsarian account of the knowledge/vision of God. In 
Augustine, a pre-lapsarian access to God through the mind keeps determining his Christo-
logical solution to the problem of sin, as I try to show below.



God can never be seen by sinful human beings. It is important to see that in
Augustine’s argument, not only here, but in De Trinitate as a whole, the
impossibility to see God is not primarily ontologically or philosophically
motivated. It is not, as some twentieth-century critics of the tradition held,
that God cannot be seen because of the finitum non capax infinitum
adagium. This adagium is in fact rejected by Augustine, as we see in books
2 and 3, where Augustine holds that the Father (!) can speak to us. Thus,
the Father need not reveal himself only in the Son, but can reveal himself 
as the Father. This is true of God as Trinity too, as is also evident, for ex-
ample, from the ‘Ego sum qui sum’ in Confessiones 7. The reason that we
cannot see God in Augustine is motivated by what we could call an Old
Testament – although from a New Testament frame of reference – ‘fear of
the Lord’, what we might call the kabod YHWH, the glory of the Lord.
This, as we will see below, will have crucial ramifications for the sort of
soteriological significance that Augustine will see in the incarnation. 

As a final note to Book 1, we see here a problem that will return in
later books, namely the question as to how this rendering invisible of the
‘God in Jesus’ is to be maintained with regard to Christ as mediator. The
question will be whether, and if so, in what way, the human Jesus mediates
the knowledge of God. In trying to answer this question, we skip books 2
and 3, be only to put my conviction to practice that the attention to these
books and the ‘doctrine of divine missions’ supposedly developed in
them,24 is a mere product of an anachronistic reading of twentieth-century
interest in salvation history back into Augustine. 

III.2. Book 4: The Incarnation

In Book 4, we arrive at the discussion of the incarnation proper. The
mission of the Son of God, which was the topic of Book 2 and 3, must be
distinguished from the way in which the Son can be said to have been sent
in the Old Testament period. Dealing with Book 1, we have ignored the 
significance of the introductions for the discussion of Augustine’s Christo-
logy. Mostly, the introductions take a step back and address more general
questions of a proper approach to the search for God, Augustine’s open-
ness to criticism, and his motives for putting his ideas on the Trinity to
paper. Book 4 is no exception to this rule, but in this case, I think Augusti-
ne’s remarks are important for understanding the context of Book 4 as a
whole, more than the prologues to the other books, because here, almost
immediately at the beginning of the book, the discussion of the soteriologi-
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24 Studer, Augustins De Trinitate (see above n. 16), 155–179. The exaggerated attention paid
to the ‘theophanies’ is to be attributed to Studer, and is now taken over in particular by 
Barnes and Ayres.



cal significance of Christology is related to the background and situation of
the intended audience: 

[T]he mind that knows its own weakness deserves more respect than the one that, with no
thought at all for a little thing like that, sets out to explore, or even knows already, the course of
the stars, while ignorant of the course it should follow itself to its own health [salus] and strength.
But take a man who has been roused by the warmth of the Holy Spirit and has already woken up
to God; and in loving him he has become cheap in his own estimation; and being eager yet un-
able to go in to him, he has taken a look at himself in God’s light, and discovered himself, and
realized that his own sickness cannot be compounded with God’s cleanness. So he finds it a 
relief to weep and implore him over and over again to take pity and pull him altogether out of
his pitiful condition, and he prays with all confidence once he has received the free gratuitous
pledge of health through the one and only saviour and enlightener granted us by God. (4.1)25

Let me draw attention to a number of central tenets directing the dis-
cussion in Book 4: 1. The polemics against those who seek to find the truth
in the boldness of their own intellectual capacities. Those seeking for the
real truth have been touched by the Holy Spirit and thereby discovered
their weakness and humility. 2. Those taught humility cannot approach
God because they discover their illness that is not in accordance with the
purity of God. They pray for mercy, they deplore their sins. 3. They pray
with hope, because they have already received the security of salvation in
their ‘unicum saluatorem hominis et illuminatorem’. 4. This trust in the
only saviour and light of humanity is the guarantee for true knowledge.
The knowledge of one’s own weakness is more important than the know-
ledge of the limits of the world. 

A little further, we get a glimpse of the purpose of Augustine’s argu-
ment in this Book, we also get a glimpse of who these people were that are
proud of the knowledge of the world: 

As one of this sort of men,26 O Lord my God, I sigh among your poor ones in the family
of your Christ, and I beg from you a morsel of your bread with which to reply to people who do
not hunger and thirst for justice (Matt 5:6), but are well fed and have more than enough. What
has satisfied them is their own imaginings, not your truth. This they thrust away from them, and
so bounce back and fall into their own emptiness. (4.1)27
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25 »Laudabiliorque est animus cui nota est vel infirmitas sua quam qui ea non respecta vias
siderum scrutatur etiam cogniturus aut qui iam cognitas tenet ignorans ipse qua ingrediatur
ad salutem ac firmitatem suam. Qui vero iam evigilavit in Deum, Spiritus Sancti calore ex-
citatus atque in eius amore coram se viluit, ad eumque intrare volens nec valens eoque sibi
lucente attendit in se invenitque se suamque aegritudinem illius munditiae contemperari non
posse cognovit, flere dulce habet et eum deprecari ut etiam atque etiam misereatur donec
exuat totam miseriam, et precari cum fiducia iam gratuito pignore salutis accepto per eius
unicum Salvatorem hominis et illuminatorem.«

26 That is: as such a person humiliated by the Holy Spirit.
27 »In hoc genere hominum, in familia Christi tui, Domine Deus meus, si inter pauperes tuos

gemo, da mihi de pane tuo respondere hominibus qui non esuriunt et sitiunt iustitiam sed
satiati sunt et abundant. Satiavit autem illos phantasma eorum non veritas tua quam repel-
lendo resiliunt et in suam vanitatem cadunt.«



It is important to bear this strong interest in bringing those “not
hungering and thirsting for justice” to Christ in mind when reading 
Book IV, because in fact, we will see Augustine’s profound interest here to
bring his Christian and Catholic faith in Christ to the attention of his pagan
or heterodox readers. 

The attempt to bring foreigners to Christ starts immediately when
Augustine proceeds to deal with the purpose of the incarnation. Notice
how carefully Platonic notions of alienation from the One have been inter-
twined with the Christian history of salvation: 

But we were exiled from this unchanging joy, yet not so broken and cut off from it that we
stopped seeking eternity, truth, and happiness even in this changeable time-bound situation of
ours – for we do not want, after all, to die or to be deceived or to be afflicted. (4.2) 28

In the meantime, however – but of course Augustine is eager not to tell
his readers – we are already jumping into Christianity: 

So God sent us sights suited to our wandering state, to admonish us that what we seek is
not here, and that we must turn back from the things around us to where our whole being springs
from – if it did not, we would not even seek these things here. (4.2)29

One would almost be deceived, believing that the leap into Christian-
ity fits into the Platonic framework, but it does not. In Platonism, the
dependency on the One is embedded in our rational relationship to it. In
Augustine, we are suddenly taught that we need revelation to be able to
know that we have been alienated from our true destination and that if we
were not reminded, we would never search for it. 

And then, of course, if the trap has been opened, we should immedi-
ately fall into it: 

First we had to be persuaded how much God loved us, in case out of sheer despair we
lacked the courage to reach up to him. Also we had to be shown what sort of people we are that
he loves, in case we should take pride in our own worth, and so bounce even further away from
him and sink even more under our own strength. So he dealt with us in such a way that we could
progress rather in his strength; he arranged it so that the power of charity would be brought to
perfection in the weakness of humility. (4.2)30
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28 »Sed quoniam exsulavimus ab incommutabili gaudio, nec tamen inde praecisi atque abrupti
sumus ut non etiam in istis mutabilibus et temporalibus aeternitatem, veritatem, beatitatem
quaereremus (nec mori enim nec falli nec perturbari volumus).«

29 »Missa sunt nobis divinitus visa congrua peregrinationi nostrae quibus admoneremur non hic
esse quod quaerimus sed illuc ab ista esse redeundum unde nisi penderemus hic ea non quae-
reremus.«

30 »Ac primum nobis persuadendum fuit quantum nos diligeret Deus ne desperatione non
auderemus erigi in eum. Quales autem dilexerit ostendi oportebat ne tamquam de meritis
nostris superbientes magis ab eo resiliremus et in nostra fortitudine magis deficeremus, ac per
hoc egit nobiscum ut per eius fortitudinem potius proficeremus atque ita in infirmitate humi-
litatis perficeretur virtus caritatis.«



What do we need? Exactly, we need Christ, because Christ brings us
forgiveness of sins through his death at the cross, and Christ shows us the
way to God, namely the way of humility. Augustine quotes Paul: “For my
strength is made perfect in weakness.” (2 Cor 12:9). 

But it might be that the pagan is not convinced so easily. This is all too
Christian, is it not? But wait, Augustine has another arrow in his quiver. 
He starts all over again, playing with the Platonic preoccupation with 
unity and multiplicity. Again, the background is in fact the prologue from
the gospel of John; hence, no real Platonism, but a Platonism baptized by
Christianity beforehand: 

So because there is but one Word of God, through which all things were made (John 
1:1–6), which is unchanging truth, in which all things are primordially and unchangingly
together, not only things that are in the whole of this creation, but things that have been and will
be; (4.3)31

This then leads to an elaboration on everything existing in the Word
of God, finished with a quote from Paul on the Areopagus in Acts 17: “In
him do we live and are we”. 

Wonderful, isn’t it? This sounds familiar: everything is in the Word,
we need to go from multiplicity to unity, from chaos to harmony to reach
our true state of being. The pagan readers are satisfied again; this is just
business as usual. They will read on where they had almost given up. But
beware: they get their next blow from the very same prologue of John’s
Gospel: 

But the light shines in the darkness and the darkness did not comprehend it (John 1:5). The
darkness is the foolish minds of men, blinded by depraved desires and unbelief. To cure these and
make them well the Word through which all things were made became flesh and dwelt among us
(John 1:14). Our enlightenment is to participate in the Word, that is, in that life which is the light
of men (John 1:4). Yet we were absolutely incapable of such participation and quite unfit for it,
so unclean were we through sin, so we had to be cleansed. Furthermore, the only thing to cleans
the wicked and the proud is the blood of the just man and the humility of God; to contemplate
God, which by nature we are not, we would have to be cleansed by him who became what by
nature we are and what by sin we are not. (4.4)32
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31 »Quia igitur unum est Verbum Dei, per quod facta sunt omnia, quod est incommutabilis veri-
tas ubi principaliter atque incommutabiliter sunt omnia simul, non solum quae nunc sunt in
hac universa creatura, verum etiam quae fuerunt et quae futura sunt.«

32 »Sed lux in tenebris lucet, et tenebrae eam non comprehenderunt. Tenebrae autem sunt 
stultae mentes hominum prava cupiditate atque infidelitate caecatae. Has ut curaret atque
sanaret Verbum, per quod facta sunt omnia, caro factum est et habitavit in nobis. Illuminatio
quippe nostra participatio Verbi est, illius scilicet vitae quae lux est hominum. Huic autem
participationi prorsus inhabiles et minus idonei eramus propter immunditiam peccatorum;
mundandi ergo eramus. Porro iniquorum et superborum una mundatio est sanguis iusti et
humilitas Dei, ut ad contemplandum Deum quod natura non sumus per eum mundaremur
factum quod natura sumus et quod peccato non sumus.«



Let me draw attention to the details: 1. The sinner will not be able to
reach his or her destination: participating in the unity and harmony of the
Word. Remember: “blessed are the pure of heart”. How could they be
saved? By the incarnation of the Word, who dies for our sins at the cross,
and shows us the way to God: humility. Again the theme we encountered
both in Book I, the prologue to Book IV and the previous paragraph. 2. It
is now interwoven with the typically Platonic theme of participation and
even deification: 

So he applied to us the similarity of his humanity to take away the dissimilarity of our 
iniquity, and becoming a partaker of our mortality he made us partakers of his divinity. (4.4)33

This is certainly the most difficult quotation for my anti-participatio-
nist reading of De Trinitate as a whole, but we should not be triggered by
the concept of deification,34 because it occurs here only in passing. We will
come back to it in due course. The context in which it appears is in fact the
context of sin, sacrifice, and forgiveness. We are in the context of the Old
Testament and Paul, but at any rate, carefully interwoven with central 
themes from Augustine’s Christian and pagan contemporary context. 

This does not change with the sentence immediately after touching on
the concept of deification: 

It was surely right that the death of the sinner issuing from the stern necessity of condem-
nation should be undone by the death of the just man issuing from the voluntary freedom of
mercy, his single matching our double. This match – or agreement or concord or consonance or
whatever the right word is for the proportion of one to two – is of enormous importance in every
construction or interlock – that is the word I want – of creation. What I mean by this interlock,
it has just occurred to me, is what the Greeks call harmonia. (4.4)35

Notice how subtle the rhetoric is. Could anyone believe that “it […]
just occurred to [me]”? Notice how the theme is profoundly scriptural, the
typically Pauline double death of humanity combined with the single death
of Christ, but the way of putting the matter is Platonic, playing with the
duality of multiplicity and unity. 

This introduction of the harmony between single and double leads to
one of the most esoteric passages in De Trinitate (4.5–10), the discussion 
of the ratio between the single and the double, followed by a kind of
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33 »Adiungens ergo nobis similitudinem humanitatis suae abstulit dissimilitudinem iniquitatis
nostrae, et factus particeps mortalitatis nostrae, fecit participes divinitatis suae.«

34 See, more generally, Gerald Bonner, »Augustine’s Conception of Deification«, in: Journal of
Theological Studies, 37 (1986), 369–386.

35 »Merito quippe mors peccatoris veniens ex damnationis necessitate soluta est per mortem
iusti venientem ex misericordiae voluntate dum simplum eius congruit duplo nostro. Haec
enim congruentia, sive convenientia vel concinentia vel consonantia commodius dicitur quod
est unum ad duo, in omni compaginatione vel si melius dicitur coaptatione creaturae valet
plurimum. Hanc enim coaptationem, sicut mihi nunc occurrit, dicere volui, quam graeci har-
monia vocant.«



Midrashic speculation about the number six in Scripture. We should not
overlook, however, that in spite of all the esotericism, the play with the
number six does not do away with the overall soteriological context of
Augustine’s Christology: the twofold restoration that humanity needs to be
able to see God and the unique role of Christ in making this restoration
possible. 

This soteriological context then, is the main problem of the Radical
Orthodox appropriation of Augustine’s Christology in favour of an
aesthetic Christology of manifestation. In fact, Radical Orthodoxy declares
a flirtation with Platonic terminology and conceptuality the main thrust of
Augustine’s argument, overlooking the fundamental changes that Augus-
tine applies to the Platonic framework. 

In the case of Augustine’s Christology, speaking of fundamental
changes is even an understatement. Here, the seemingly esoteric form of the
argument is no more than a superficial marketing trick to sell profoundly
biblical truths to people with Platonic or more broadly heterodox or pagan
preferences. We see a precious example of this again at the end of the 
discussion of the ratio between single and double. At the beginning of 4.11,
we get a new play with the concept of unity: 

By wickedness and ungodliness with a crashing discord we had bounced away, and flowed
and faded away from the one supreme true God into the many, divided by the many, clinging to
the many. And so it was fitting that at the beck and bidding of a compassionate God the many
should themselves acclaim together the one who was to come, and that acclaimed by the many
together the one should come, and that the many should testify together that the one had come.
(4.11)36

Then, quoting John 17, Augustine introduces the unifying work of the
one mediator between God and humanity, who prays to his Father: “Let
them all be one, as we are one”. Nothing is more pleasing to the ears of the
Platonics of course: everything becomes one. Notice, however, how imme-
diately afterwards, Augustine fills the quest for unity among the Platonics
with a profoundly Christian concept of unity: 

So it is that the Son of God, who is at once the Word of God and the mediator between
God and men the Son of man, equal to the Father by oneness of divinity and our fellow by taking
of humanity, so it is that he intercedes for us insofar as he is man, while not concealing that as
God he is one with the Father, and among other things he speaks as follows: […] that they may
all be one as you, Father, in me and I in you, that they too may be one in us […] He did not say
“that I and they may be one [thing/substance],” though as he is the Church’s head and the
Church is his body he could have said “that I and they may be” not one thing but ‘one person’,
since head and body make the one Christ. But he is declaring his divinity, consubstantial with the
Father in his own proper way, that is, in the consubstantial equality of the same substance, and
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36 »Quia enim ab uno Deo summo et vero per impietatis iniquitatem resilientes et dissonantes
defluxeramus, et evanueramus in multa discissi per multa et inhaerentes in multis, oportebat
nutu et imperio Dei miserantis ut ipsa multa venturum conclamarent unum, et a multis con-
clamatus veniret unus, et multa contestarentur venisse unum.«



he wants his disciples to be one in him, because they cannot be one in themselves, split as they are
from each other by clashing wills and desires, and the uncleanness of their sins; so they are 
cleansed by the mediator that they may be one in him, not only by virtue of the same nature 
whereby all of them from the ranks of mortal men are made equal to the angels, but even more
by virtue of one and the same wholly harmonious will reaching out in concert to the same 
ultimate happiness, and fused somehow into one spirit in the furnace of charity. (4.12)37

In fact here, we get a refutation of Augustine’s own play with the 
notion of deification here. What Christ does is not make us gods, but he
makes us members of the Church! And, as Augustine mentions in Book I,
the Church is not a divine, but a human body of which the man Christ is
the head.38 One might wonder about the reasons behind Augustine’s idea
of becoming angels (see also 1.11). Is this not some sort of Platonic residue
where we get rid of our corporeality, gender, materiality, etc.? Not at all. 
It is a simple quote from Scripture: “At the resurrection people will neither
marry nor be given in marriage; they will be like the angels in heaven.”
(Matt 22:30; Mark 12:25; Luke 20:36). In addition, it should be emphasiz-
ed that the becoming of angels does not mean to get rid of one’s corpo-
reality, as is primarily clear from the fact that even Jesus takes his corpo-
reality with him into heaven, and as Augustine clearly describes of all the
faithful at the end of De civitate Dei.39
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37 »Sic ipse filius dei, verbum dei et idem ipse mediator dei et hominum filius hominis, aequalis
patri per divinitatis unitatem et particeps noster per humanitatis susceptionem, patrem inter-
pellans pro nobis per id quod homo erat nec tamen tacens quod deus cum patre unum erat et
inter cetera ita loquitur: […] ut omnes unum sint sicut tu pater in me et ego in te, ut ei ipsi in
nobis unum sint […] Non dixit: ›Ego et ipsi unum‹, quamvis per id quod Ecclesiae caput est
et corpus eius Ecclesia posset dicere: ›Ego et ipsi‹ non unum sed ›unus‹, quia caput et corpus
unus est Christus. Sed divinitatem suam consubstantialem Patri ostendens (propter quod et
alio loco dicit: Ego et Pater unum sumus), in suo genere, hoc est in eiusdem naturae consub-
stantiali parilitate, vult esse suos unum, sed in ipso quia in se ipsis non possent dissociati ab
invicem per diversas voluntates et cupiditates et immunditiam peccatorum; unde mundantur
per Mediatorem ut sint in illo unum; non tantum per eamdem naturam qua omnes ex homi-
nibus mortalibus aequales Angelis fiunt, sed etiam per eamdem in eamdem beatitudinem con-
spirantem concordissimam voluntatem in unum spiritum quodam modo caritatis igne confla-
tam.«

38 Augustine is alluding here to the concept of ‘Christus totus’ that he uses elsewhere, primarily
in the Homilies on the First Epistle of John, see: Tarsicius J. van Bavel, “The ‘Christus totus’
Idea: A Forgotten Aspect of Augustine’s Spirituality,” in: Thomas Finan, Vincent Twomey
(eds.), Studies in Patristic Christology (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1998), 84–94. Contrary to
van Bavel and, more recently, Robert Dodaro, Christ and the Just Society in the Thought 
of Augustine (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), I do not see the concept of
‘Christus totus’ as an example of a transition between Christ’s divine and human nature.

39 Civ. 22.30.



III.3. Book 13: The Purpose of the Incarnation

In Book 13, we come back to issues concerning Christology, but now
after and in the context of the discussions concerning the traces (vestigia)
and more importantly the imago of the Trinity. The second half of the De
Trinitate is the subject of many complicated questions. It has been associat-
ed with Platonic speculation, with subjectivity theory, Cartesianism, with a
Platonic ascent, etc. There is not space here to resolve all these questions,
and I think it is also not necessary, because the Christological framework
that we have encountered so far provides the context for the discussion in
book 13. We will take elements from the intermediate books (5–12) up into
the attempt to make sense of the purpose of the incarnation as Augustine
develops it in book 13. 

As we have seen in the earlier books, the salus of the human being
consists in the visio Dei, the seeing of God face to face. This vision of God
has become impossible because of sin, which binds human beings to mate-
riality and desire. Therefore, the second Person of the Trinity enters into
human history to show us that God is willing to receive us and forgive our
sins, and to show us the way back to God, not through the way of intel-
lectual speculation, but through the way of humble acts of righteousness
and love. 

This is the matrix of Augustine’s Christology in books 1 to 4. In book
13, this matrix is phrased in terms of the distinction that Augustine de-
veloped in book 12, the distinction between science and wisdom. Wisdom
is, so to speak, the direct link between the mind and the eternal things:
God. Science is the link between the mind and the material changeable
world.40 Book 13, then, shows how we learn to know God – in terms of the
second half of the De Trinitate: grow into the image of God – through
science, that is the knowledge of the world. Naturally, parallel to books 1
to 4, this results in a discussion of Christology, more specifically, the 
purpose of the Incarnation. 

Before we enter into this discussion, it is important to notice the im-
plications of the overall Christological matrix for the interpretation of
book 13, especially the quotation that forms the key to recent interpreta-
tions of De Trinitate: 

Our knowledge therefore is Christ, and our wisdom is the same Christ. It is he who plants
faith in us about temporal things, he who presents us with the truth about eternal things.
Through him we go straight toward him, through knowledge toward wisdom, without ever 
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40 In book 11, Augustine explains how the two are related. See Maarten Wisse, “Truth in Au-
gustine, Plotinus, and Radical Orthodoxy: The Trinity in Outer Man,” in: Lieven Boeve,
Mathijs Lamberigts, Terrence Merriga (eds.), Orthodoxy, Process & Product: The Meta-
Question, (BETL; Leuven, Peeters, 2008), forthcoming.



turning aside from one and the same Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and
knowledge (Col 2:3) (13.24)41

It is very tempting to use this quote to suggest a Christology of mani-
festation in Augustine, because here, as one of the few cases, the wisdom of
the second Person of the Trinity, that is the wisdom as the knowledge of
eternal things, is closely linked to the wisdom of the incarnated Christ.
Thus, it seems that here, God – as God is – becomes revealed in the divine-
human Person of Christ, so that the event of the incarnation as such, is the
key to the restoration of our salvation in the sense that God becomes 
revealed in history.42 Still, this is to take this quote entirely out of context.
In terms of the overall soteriology and Christology that Augustine develops
in De Trinitate, the only thing he wants to say is that the earthly Christ 
teaches us righteousness, and dies for our sins, in order to bring us back 
to the Christ as the wisdom of God. The divinity of Christ as such, how-
ever, does not bring us back. Christ provides forgiveness, purifies us and
teaches us humility, so that we grow in our direct link to God – the topic of
book 14. 

The key thing that book 13 adds to what we have already seen, is 
the discussion of the purpose of Christ’s death. Cur deus homo? is not a
question that originated in Anselm; it is central to Augustine as well. Inter-
estingly, Augustine is well aware of the problems of construing the purpose
of the incarnation in terms of the death of Christ as a sacrifice. For ex-
ample, he is aware of the internal trinitarian conflict that might result from
such a view of atonement: 

But what is this justified in his blood (Rom 5:9)? What, I want to know, is the potency of
this blood, that believers should be justified in it? Is it really the case that when God the Father
was angry with us he saw the death of his Son on our behalf, and was reconciled to us? Does this
mean that then that his Son was already so reconciled to us that he was even prepared to die for
us, while the Father was still so angry with us that unless the Son died for us he would not be
reconciled to us? […] But if it comes to that, I observe that the Father loved us not merely before
the Son died for us, but before he founded the world, […] Thus the Father and the Son and the
Spirit of them both work all things together and equally and in concord. (13.15)43

“Pro salute nostra reparanda” 367

41 »Scientia ergo nostra Christus est, sapientia quoque nostra idem Christus est. Ipse nobis
fidem de rebus temporalibus inserit, ipse de sempiternis exhibet veritatem. Per ipsum pergi-
mus ad ipsum, tendimus per scientiam ad sapientiam: ab uno tamen eodemque Christo non
recedimus, in quo sunt omnes thesauri sapientiae et scientiae absconditi.«

42 Thus Ayres, “Christological Context” (see above n. 15), 111–139 and Michael Hanby,
Augustine and Modernity (ROS; New York: Routledge, 2003), in his wake. See also Doda-
ro, Christ and the Just Society (see above n. 38), chapter 5. The way for this reading was
paved by Williams and Studer.

43 »Sed quid est, iustificati in sanguine ipsius? Quae vis est sanguinis huius, obsecro, ut in eo
iustificentur credentes? Et quid est, reconciliati per mortem Filii eius? Itane vero, cum irasce-
retur nobis Deus Pater, vidit mortem Filii sui pro nobis, et placatus est nobis? Numquid ergo
Filius eius usque adeo nobis iam placatus erat, ut pro nobis etiam dignaretur mori: Pater vero
usque adeo adhuc irascebatur, ut nisi Filius pro nobis moreretur, non placaretur? […] Sed 



So in fact, Radical Orthodoxy is right to insist that God did not need
to be appeased, as this would result in a kind of internal conflict within the
Trinity. Still the question remains why Christ had to die to justify sinners.
This question is not so easily answered. At first, it seems Augustine gives a
very peculiar explanation of this. In Augustine’s view, so it seems, the death
of Christ is a debt paid to the Devil, rather than to God. Through sin, the
Devil got a legitimate right to the souls of sinners to take them captive. The
death of Christ is then the liberation from the power of the Devil: 

What then is the justice that overpowered the Devil? The justice of Jesus Christ – what
else? And how was he overpowered? He found nothing in him deserving of death and yet he 
killed him. It is therefore perfectly just that he should let the debtors he held go free, who believe
in the one whom he killed without his being in his debt. This is how we are said to be justified in
the blood of Christ. This is how that innocent blood was shed for the forgiveness of our sins.
(13.18)44

If we take a closer look at the role of the Devil, it turns out that the
question of to whom the debt for the liberation of sinners is paid is a dif-
ficult one. It is paid to the Devil in the sense that without Christ’s sacrifice,
the Devil continues to exert a claim on sinners, because they have justly 
brought themselves under his dominion. On the other hand, the standards
of justice by which the Devil is able to exert his claim, are not the standards
of the Devil, but God’s. Hence, in a way, the debt is not paid to the Devil,
but the debt is paid to God, as the Devil merely uses a possibility created by
God’s maintenance of the standards of justice. By paying the debt (to God),
a legal possibility comes into existence, on the basis of which sinners can
legally be liberated. 

IV. Reshuffling the argument

Let us leave the question of to whom the debt is paid aside for a
moment, taking a look at the whole of our analysis so far. We now face a
whole amalgam of notions concerning the role of the incarnation in the
restoration of salvation for human beings. From book 1, we took the key
role of ‘seeing God’ as the exclusive right of the pure of heart, as the over-
all background against which Augustine’s soteriology should be read. In
line with this, in book 4, we found a double purpose of showing the love of

Maarten Wisse368

video quod et antea Pater dilexit nos, non solum antequam pro nobis Filius moreretur, sed
antequam conderet mundum, […] Omnia ergo simul et Pater et Filius et amborum Spiritus
pariter et concorditer operantur.«

44 »Quae est igitur iustitia, qua victus est diabolus? Quae, nisi iustitia Iesu Christi? Et quomodo
victus est? Quia cum in eo nihil morte dignum inveniret, occidit eum tamen. Et utique iustum
est ut debitores quos tenebat, liberi dimittantur, in eum credentes quem sine ullo debito occi-
dit. Hoc est quod iustificari dicimur in Christi sanguine.«



God to enable people to return, and the teaching of humility to show us 
the way in which to return. We found strong notions of the death of Christ
as a sacrifice to enable our forgiveness of sins, also from book 4. From
book 13, we have an explanation of forgiveness of sins as a debt paid to
liberate sinners from captivity by Satan. Finally, we have an element that
we did not discuss, the death of Christ as a reversal of the order between
power and justice, as we find it in the context of book 13: 

But the Devil would have to be overcome not by God’s power but by his justice. What,
after all, could be more powerful than the all-powerful, or what creature’s power could compare
with the creator’s? The essential flaw of the Devil’s perversion made him a lover of power and a
deserter and assailant of justice, which means that men imitate him all the more thoroughly the
more they neglect or even detest justice and studiously devote themselves to power, rejoicing at
the possession of it or inflamed with the desire for it. So it pleased God to deliver man from the
Devil’s authority by beating him at the justice game, not the power game, so that men too might
imitate Christ by seeking to beat the devil at the justice game, not the power game. Not that
power is to be shunned as something bad, but that the right order must be preserved which puts
justice first. (13.17)45

As becomes clear from this quotation, the preference of justice over
power from the side of God in the incarnation has its opposite at the
anthropological level, where sin is the preferring power over justice. 

Still, the overall picture of the role of the incarnation in restoring our
salvation remains somewhat blurred, and it contains a number of elements
that are highly problematic from a systematic point of view: the role of the
Devil, the idea of a debt to be paid, and also the fact that the divinity of
Christ seems in fact merely a guarantee of the righteousness of the man
Jesus, but not the revelation of the being of God in time. This leads to the
suggestion of a sort of defective Chalcedonian Christology, in which the
divinity of Christ is indeed inseparably connected to his humanity, but
whereby this connection is in fact not made use of in the account of the
purpose of the incarnation.46
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45 »Non autem diabolus potentia Dei, sed iustitia superandus fuit. Nam quid Omnipotente
potentius? Aut cuius creaturae potestas potestati Creatoris comparari potest? Sed cum diabo-
lus vitio perversitatis suae factus sit amator potentiae, et desertor oppugnatorque iustitiae; sic
enim et homines eum tanto magis imitantur, quanto magis neglecta, vel etiam perosa iustitia,
potentiae student, eiusque vel adeptione laetantur, vel inflammantur cupiditate: placuit Deo,
ut propter eruendum hominem de diaboli potestate, non potentia diabolus, sed iustitia vince-
retur; atque ita et homines imitantes Christum, iustitia quaererent diabolum vincere, non
potentia. Non quod potentia quasi mali aliquid fugienda sit; sed ordo servandus est, quo prior
est iustitia.«

46 I am well aware that this reading of Augustine brings me in sharp dispute with the main-
stream reading of Augustine’s Christology, Van Bavel, Drobner, Ayres, and Dodaro for ex-
ample. I hope to deal with the polemics surrounding these issues elsewhere. Let me say here
that I found very few, if any passages in Augustine that suggest a transition between the 
divinity and the humanity of Christ – a communicatio idiomatum, technically phrased – and
I believe that the logic of Augustine’s soteriology as described in this paper, resists a reading
of Augustine in terms of a direct participation of believers in God on earth through Christ.



Of course one may object that these are all typically twentieth-century
problems of which Augustine had no idea. Apart from the fact that this is
only partly true – he was at least aware of a problematic implication of the
idea of a debt to be paid to God – I think we should take the systematic
worries seriously at the level of a historical analysis too, in order to develop
a historical interpretation of Augustine’s theology that is as powerful as
possible. A lack of systematic plausibility is often a sign of a weak histori-
cal interpretation, because one has only part of the overall historical pic-
ture, and thus interprets these parts in a way that is alien to the original
context. The view from the past will be more plausible for the present the
stronger we make it from the perspective of its own context. 

Hence, in the remainder of this section, I will reshuffle all the cards
that we found until now, take a number of elements from other books of
the De Trinitate and make an attempt to integrate the whole in a new way. 

Let me start with God. In Augustine’e conception, God as one who is
perfectly good in essence – outside time, unchangeable – cannot but do the
perfectly just in God’s relationship to the world. God as perfectly merci-
ful, which is by definition an attribute of God in relation to the world,
cannot but be perfectly merciful. In addition, God in God’s essence is
always in perfect possession of everything, without any need for some-
thing from outside to be added to God’s perfection, so the idea of God
being in need of some sort of debt is impossible from the very outset.
Thus, the ‘need’ for a debt to be paid can only be a way of expressing that
in God’s plan of bringing salvation to humanity, God will design a plan in
which God’s perfect mercy will be in perfect coherence with God’s perfect
justice. And all the works of the Trinity ad extra will be the works of 
Father, Son, and Spirit inseparably. So the Father, and the Son, and the
Holy Spirit will design a plan in which each individually and conjointly
unite the perfect coherence of justice and mercy to bring salvation to
humanity. 

Yes indeed, there the first price of twentieth-century theology will
need to be paid: indeed for being able to forgive sinners, God will not be
able ignore the principles of God’s perfect justice, and thus, a price will
need to be paid. Interestingly, one could say that the alternative, to forgive
without satisfaction, would be sin in terms of book 13, that is, it would be
a case of using one’s power while ignoring the principles of justice. It would
be transgressing the laws that God ordered for the whole of creation. One
may make this somewhat plausible if one takes the relationship between
God’s forgiveness and human forgiveness into account. What if God for-
gives my neighbour without paying the debt my neighbour has to me! What
if God forgives someone who committed incest to his daughter? After all,
the debt was a debt to the daughter. The price needs to be paid. God not
only takes the relationship to the sinner seriously, but also the victims. This
noble principle, however, has a sad disadvantage, as it means also to take
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the freedom of the sinner seriously. It means that if one freely decides to do
evil, this needs to be respected, and the Devil is thus justly granted a right
regarding the sinner. 

From this perspective, it is clear why in Augustine – some say this is
also the case in Anselm47 – there is in fact no debt to be paid to God, as if
God would be in need of something, but still a price needs to be paid to
make forgiveness of sin possible. This also implies that it does not really
matter that much whether the Devil is seen as a personal figure – notice
that person is a typically modern category – or not. Augustine probably
did, but we can follow his line of reasoning with regard to atonement also
if we do not accept this. 

Let us now turn to the anthropological perspective and see what can
be said about the purpose of the incarnation in the light of the whole of
what De Trinitate has to say about human beings. Human beings were
created, as book 12 puts it – explicitly in contradistinction to the Platonic
idea of the soul as participating in and thus ‘remembering’ God: 

The conclusion we should rather draw is that the nature of the intellectual mind has been
so established by the disposition of its creator that it is subjoined to intelligible things in the order
of nature, and so it sees such truths in a kind of non-bodily light that is sui generis, just as our
eyes of flesh see all these things that lie around us in this bodily light, a light they were created to
be receptive of and to match. (12.24)48

This natural sensibility for God, as God is the highest Good, consisted
in what, paraphrasing the Heidelberg Catechism, one might call ‘true
knowledge, righteousness, and holiness’.49 Any view of God that is not
embedded in doing the good without exception will fail miserably, because
it will no longer be able to know God as the absolute Good (book 8)!
Knowing the absolute Good requires that we are absolutely just. With the
favourite quote: “Blessed are the pure of heart …” – yes, Jesus knew logic
too. Hence any sin that we commit is the death blow to our relationship
with God. But it is the death blow to us too, as books 8–11 points out. The
loss of justice destabilizes one’s image of God, which, as the beginning of
book 4 told us, causes anxiety, one’s image of oneself, which forces one to
seek stability in power play, pride, self-estimation, and nevertheless leaves
one in a constant flow of unrest. Finally, the loss of justice destabilizes
one’s image of one’s neighbour, leading to power play, copy and paste of
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47 Georg Plasger, Die Not-Wendigkeit der Gerechtigkeit: Eine Interpretation zu »Cur Deus
homo« von Anselm von Canterbury (Aschendorff: Münster, 1993).

48 »Sed potius credendum est mentis intellectualis ita conditam esse naturam, ut rebus intelle-
gibilibus naturali ordine, disponente Conditore, subiuncta sic ista videat in quadam luce 
sui generis incorporea, quemadmodum oculus carnis videt quae in hac corporea luce cir-
cumadiacent, cuius lucis capax eique congruens est creatus.«

49 Heidelberg Catechism, q. 6.



oneself to another, disregard of the otherness of the other, love that takes
the form of desire – desire as the negative side of love is in fact love in
which power takes precedence over justice! 

Now that we have this impression of what sin did to one’s relationship
to God, oneself and one’s neighbour, we can see how the incarnation of the
Son of God, his death on the cross restore our original salus. Jesus’ death
on the cross as a sacrifice for the sins of the world restores our view of God,
as through the death of Christ, the being of God as love, who forgives 
sinners on the basis of justice becomes evident again – the first purpose of
the incarnation according to book 4 and the reversal of the hierarchy of
power and justice from book 13. Thereby, our anxiety is cured, because we
are able to see the true nature of God, in which mercy and justice can 
go together, for which reason we dare to return to our heavenly Father
without fear. Our return to God in Christ begins to reorient our will, 
liberating it, teaching us the way in which Christ is the just man, the way of
humility – the second purpose of the incarnation from book 4. Finally,
Christ as the just man who dies for our sins, teaches us the love of our 
neighbour, preferring justice over power, the communion of saints which is
the Christus totus. The more we grow in our image of Christ, the better we
will know God as the supreme Good; the more we will grow in loving our
neighbour, the better we will know God who is love (book 8), that is God
in whom mercy and justice are in perfect harmony. 

Looking back at one of the main twentieth-century objections, name-
ly the objection to Augustine’s Christology as one in which the being of
God is not really revealed,50 we are now in a position to see this in a new
light. Indeed, in Augustine, the incarnation is not a definitive event in the
life of God. The incarnation is an accidental relation of God to humanity
(book 5). In addition, as we have seen from book 1, the humanity of Christ
is mediating God to humanity; the divinity of Christ is not ontologically
mediated to the world in the incarnation.51 Still it is the humanity of Jesus,
his teaching of justice, his acts of love to sinners, his death on the cross,
etc., that show us the true being of God as love and deliver us from our
false images of what God is. The typically twentieth-century question:
“how can an absolutely changeless and self-sufficient God reveal his true
being?” is answered by Augustine as follows: the eternal character of God
as love will become evident in salvation history, where God’s actions
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50 The idea here is that for twentieth-century theology, God needs to be defined by God’s be-
coming human in Jesus Christ, which is not the case in Augustine.

51 Interestingly, I agree here with Barnes, although our arguments for this thesis differ consider-
ably. See Barnes, “Visible Christ and Invisible Trinity” (see above n. 23), 329–355.



towards the world will show the eternal character of God according to the
mode of God’s contingent actions.52

Finally, it is now also clear why book 13 fulfils the role that it does 
in the second half of the De Trinitate, namely to provide an image of the
Trinity in man at the level of science, that is at the level of the inner man,
but in its direction to the material world. Christ as a human being and thus
as part of the material world, cures our inner self in its relationship to God,
itself and its fellow humans, and thus restores the image of God as it had
been damaged by sin. Seen from this perspective, the restoration of the
image of God at the level of scientia is really indispensable to the restora-
tion of the image of God at the level of sapientia, the topic of book 14, 
although the unity of the person of Christ does not make the sapientia of
Christ as God visible at the level of scientia.53 Christ is both our scientia
and sapientia in that he restores our salvation, which resides in loving God
above all, and our neighbour as ourselves. 

V. A Comparison: Milbank versus Augustine

If we finally compare the moral Christology that we found in Augu-
stine with the Christology of manifestation of Radical Orthodoxy, we in
fact compare two different Christological paradigms, two different worlds.
They are not only two different worlds in the sense of containing different
ideas, but also two different spiritual worlds. The one is a world in which
it seems only important to know, to have the right view of how the world
is related to God. From this right view of the world and God, then, flows a
politics of what we have to do in order to let the world be according to 
its very essence of a unity in difference. We can know this truth even if our
life is not in accordance with it. Beauty, eros, love, a dazzling intellectual
dynamics is said to be our source of joy and happiness. The other world is
one of fear and trembling, one in which intellectual attempts to unravel 
the ontological structure of God and world will be dealt with in a very
sceptical if not sharply negative way. Knowing God is no intellectual 
achievement, it is the eschatological destiny of the pure of heart, paving
their way with humility and putting their trust in Christ. 

The difference is not only spiritual; it also appears in the doctrinal
development of the two Christologies. In this regard, there is an ironic 
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52 A helpful illustration of how this is possible is offered by Augustine in book 9.11, where he
discusses the case of meeting a martyr that one loves because of his endurance, but turns out
to be a deceiver. The norm on the basis of which one approaches the martyr remains the same,
although the relation to him changes.

53 Contra Hanby, Augustine and Modernity (see above n. 42), 55–68, who follows Ayres,
“Christological Context” (see above n. 15), 111–139.



difference between the way twentieth-century Christology dealt with tradi-
tional (Chalcedonian) Christology, and the way the (proto-)Chalcedonians
did themselves. Modern Christology has blamed traditional two-nature
Christology for being speculative, rooted in Greek substance ontology and
whatever other objections have been raised. Still, what we have seen in
Augustine is in fact very little interest in what we nowadays tend to call
Christology: no speculation about the relationship between the two natu-
res of Christ,54 only the sine ulla confusione and the affirmation that the
Son of God became man in one person – the Chalcedonian creed in a nut-
shell indeed. 

Insofar as we obtained indications of the relationship between the two
natures in Christ in Augustine, we saw a remarkable feature of Augustine’s
Christology. Although for the soteriological significance of the incarnation,
Augustine needs a proto-Chalcedonian Christology, that is: Christ must be
vere Deus and vere homo without separation and confusion, Augustine
does not use the notion of the incarnation to mediate the being of God to
humanity; only Christ as man is the mediator between God and humanity.
Such a mediation is impossible to Augustine. As we have seen, this is not so
much the case because of a Greek finitum non capax infinitum maxim,
because that maxim has already been violated in his doctrine of creation
and in his affirmation of the inseparable unity of God and man in Christ.
Rather, this impossibility of crossing the boundary between God and man
in Christ is motivated by the Pauline/Old Testament fear for the Lord and
the conviction that seeing God in a sinful state will kill the sinner. 

A radical consequence flows from this for all those who read Augusti-
ne’s theology as a sort of ‘incarnational’ theology, where the ontological
structure of the universe mirrors the relationship between the two natures
of Christ, the infinite becoming visible in the material world. In Augustine,
the relationship between God and the world is not an incarnational rela-
tionship. This, it seems to me, has also very serious consequences for the
way in which twentieth-century research has read Augustine’s theory of
language, although it is not the place here to argue for that. 

Given the minimal attention to reconstructing the divine-human per-
son of Christ, in a sense, the twentieth-century critique of and interest in –
we find both quite prominently in twentieth-century theology – is indeed a
bit ironic. Those criticizing the tradition of two natures-Christology as too
rooted in an attempt to reconstruct the person of Christ in terms of a sub-
stance ontology not only missed the point, but fell into a trap that Chal-
cedon avoided, namely into the trap to indeed look for a reconstruction of
Christ’s person as the final aim of Christology. An even further irony is that
the Fathers of the Church were much less interested in a metaphysical 
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concept of God and Christ than those twentieth-century theologians and
philosophers that are so eager to criticize them. For them, the mediatory
function of Christ was on a totally different level. 

The advocates of a version of a Chalcedonian Christology, those
twentieth-century theologians that seek to define the whole of Christian
theology in terms of the relationship between God and humanity in Christ –
Radical Orthodoxy is by far not alone in doing this – fall into the exact
same trap. They mostly see the promise of a Chalcedonian Christology in
providing a sort of incarnational and mostly Hegelian dialectics between
God and the world, whereas in fact, the creed was intended to keep the two
apart as far as ontology was concerned, and keep them together as far as
the concrete historical man Jesus Christ was concerned. Thus, rather than
falling into the trap of a substance ontology, Nestorianism or whatever
awful heresies alike, a minimal Christology in the sense of Chalcedon
draws a set of boundaries within which the concreteness, uniqueness and
historicity of the incarnation get their proper place.55

SUMMARY

In recent years, a new type of Neo-Augustinian theology has received extensive attention:
Radical Orthodoxy. Leading figures behind Radical Orthodoxy such as John Milbank, Catherine
Pickstock, and Graham Ward assert that they reclaim Augustine’s theology over and against
almost every major types of modern theology. Their leading claim is that an Augustinian parti-
cipationist theological ontology overcomes Enlightment sourced secularism. In this essay, the
Augustinian character of Radical Orthodox theology is put to the test in terms of a comparison
and confrontation between Radical Orthodoxy and Augustine’s Christology. It is shown that
Radical Orthodoxy’s sole concern with regard to Christology is in the manifestation or expres-
sion of the ontological relationship or unity of God and the world. Thus, Radical Orthodoxy has
its roots in a post-Hegelian rethinking of unity in difference rather than being a rediscovery of
Augustine’s theology. Subsequently, it is shown that Radical Orthodoy’s reading of Augustine
denies his understanding of the manifestation of the being of God in Christ; furthermore, it does
not account for Augustine’s doctrine of atonement: where we recover our original justice and
happiness through the substituting life and death of Christ, an atonement which prepares us for
the vision of God in the Eschaton. 

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

In den letzten Jahren hat ein neuer Typus von neoaugustinischer Theologie in der angel-
sächsischen Theologie Furore gemacht: die Radical Orthodoxy. Die führenden Köpfe der Be-
wegung sind John Milbank, Catherine Pickstock und Graham Ward. Sie haben eine augustini-
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experts at the conference on Neo-Augustinianism for their comments on an earlier version of
this paper. The research for this paper has been funded by the Flemish Research Foundation
(FWO-V) and the Research Fund of the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven.



sche Alternative zu fast allen gängigen Formen der gegenwärtigen Theologie entwickelt. Ihre
Hauptthese lautet, dass eine augustinische Theologie die Säkularisation der Welt, die typisch für
die Tradition der Aufklärung ist, zu überwinden ermöglicht. Das geschieht, indem alles Weltliche
so gedacht wird, dass es in Gott partizipiert. Dieser Aufsatz prüft den augustinischen Charakter
der Radical Orthodoxy-Bewegung dadurch, dass die Christologie der Radical Orthodoxy mit der
von Augustin selbst verglichen wird. Es wird gezeigt, dass das einzige Anliegen der Christologie
der Radical Orthodoxy darin besteht, die Einheit Gottes mit der Welt auszudrücken. Die Wurzeln
der Radical Orthodoxy liegen somit eher in einer nach-Hegelschen Neudefinition von Identität
und Differenz als in einer Neuentdeckung der Theologie des Augustin. In einem nächsten Schritt
wird gezeigt, dass und wie in Augustins Christologie das Manifestwerden Gottes in Christus ver-
neint wird, liegt doch für Augustins das Ziel des Christus-Geschehens im stellvertretenden Leben
und Sterben Christi, das uns zur Schau Gottes im Eschaton befähigt.
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