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Radical Orthodoxy’s Reading of De Trinitate

1 Introduction
[1] ‘Augustinus totus meus est’, Luther said.1 Calvin said something similar.

Everyone has his Augustine – saint or not – so it seems. This is still true of the use of
Augustine in contemporary theology. Although most of the Reformed theologians
seem to have sold their souls to the twentieth-century church father Karl Barth,
Augustine is still in high esteem among Roman-Catholic – pope Benedict XVI –
and Anglican theologians—the archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams. After
reading Michael Hanby’s book entitled Augustine and Modernity, one may well
ask: ‘is the difference between the fourth- and twentieth-century church father
so big?’ In this response to Hanby, I will argue that it is indeed big, at least big
enough to deserve our attention.

[2] But, before turning to that, an additional remark on the many Augustines
in the literature is warranted. In many cases, if the reception of an author is
very diverse, this is often an indication of diverging strands in the works of
these authors themselves—here again the strikingly diverse reception of Barth’s
theology is an excellent case in point. Consequently, even when I strongly disagree
with Hanby’s interpretation of Augustine, this does not mean that I do not see
the lines that support his reading. As Hanby rightly observes, the preference for
a certain strand in Augustine is motivated by contemporary theological concerns.
This is true in my case as much as in his. How we should take note of those aspects
of Augustine’s thought which we necessarily omit is another matter. As I will
indicate at the end of this essay, I think realizing the distance between Augustine
and our contemporary uses of his work is a crucial part of the hermeneutical
enterprise. But again, as we will see, this is entirely consistent with my underlying
theological commitments.

[3] In writing my response I am in a rather favourable position, as Hanby
himself has provided an outline of the book at hand. Thus, I am able to to devote
the bulk of my contribution to criticism of the work, and, as the reader will see
in due course, there will be quite a bit of critique in the remainder of this paper.

1. Martin Luther, Vom unfreien Willen (1525), WA 18, 640.
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Therefore, it is all the more important to start with those points where I agree with
Hanby.

2 Points of Agreement
[4] First of all,2 I agree with the overall aim of Hanby’s project, the aim

to develop a ‘systematic Augustinianism,’ (1)3 although, as I will show below,
my systematic Augustinianism takes almost the opposite form of his. Still, I
find it very important that the interconnections between Augustine’s Trinitarian
theology, primarily Book I–VII, and the ‘anthropological’ books (VIIIff) are clearly
seen. In addition, I find Hanby’s decision to read the Confessiones and De civitate
Dei in the light of a ‘synthesis’ quite justified, although we of course differ on the
question of what this synthesis should look like. Augustine has all too often been
read from an overly superficial reading of the Confessiones. To me, it seems that
reading the other way round, from De Trinitate to the Confessiones, is a much more
helpful strategy, as the De Trinitate elucidates in a technical and philsophical way
many of the governing concepts behind the lively conversation in the Confessiones.
To me, for example, the argument against natural theology in Book I4 and the
designation of God as ‘Ego sum qui sum’ in book V5 provide helpful building
blocks for an interpretation of the ‘Neoplatonic’ book VII of the Confessiones.
Similarly, the analysis of trinitarian love as a key to knowing God in Books VIII
and IX of De Trinitate helps to explain the significance of the saints and friends in
book VIII of the Confessiones. Similar parallels may be drawn between De Trinitate
and De civitate Dei.

[5] A second major point of agreement is Hanby’s view of the Trinitarian
structure of the self and hence, his view of the distinction between Augustine’s
Trinitarian self and Descartes’ modern self, although, it must be said, I would
formulate my view in different terms than Hanby. I basically agree with the
main point of Hanby’s book, namely the rejection of Augustine’s concept of
self-consciousness as self-sufficient.6 Against those who interpret Augustine’s
account of self-consciousness in De Trinitate Books VIIIff as a precursor of the
Cartesian ego, Hanby argues that in Augustine, self-consciousness relies on the
self’s relationship with God:

It is the vocative, ecstatic soul which is more itself the more God is in it and
it is in God, just as Jesus is paradigmatically human for being hypostatically
united to the ecstatic delight of divine love. (3)

2. Of course, this list of where I agree with Hanby is by no means exhaustive. For example,
I will bypass my approval of much of his criticism of the older literature and certain proponents
of Trinitarian theology (e.g. Gunton and LaCugna).

3. All references in the text are to Michael Hanby, Augustine and Modernity, Radical Ortho-
doxy Series (New York: Routledge, 2003).

4. De Trinitate I, 1.
5. De Trinitate V, 3.
6. ‘Basically’ means that I agree with the difference that Hanby sees. I am quite uncertain

about the historical development between Augustine and Descartes that Hanby’s argument relies
on.
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[6] I agree with Hanby’s critique of the self-sufficiency of self-consciousness in
Augustine and I think there is clear textual evidence for his claim. Still, rather than
saying that the mind (Augustine rarely uses ‘soul’ [anima] in De Trinitate) becomes
itself the more God is in it and it is in God, I would say it becomes more and
more itself by being in a trinitarian relationship with God, doing away with the
participationist overtones of Hanby’s way of putting the matter (see section 4). In
my view, as I will explain below, putting the matter in terms of being in God rather
than being in relation with God underplays the ontological distinction between
God and the world. We are neither Jesus nor God, and to become truly human is
precisely, it seems to me, to stop thinking of someone else in terms of oneself, be
this God or fellow human beings.

3 The Relation between God and the World
[7] The points of agreement between Hanby and me make our disagree-

ments all the more pressing. Whereas Hanby develops a systematic Augustini-
anism in terms of a participationist ontology, I would like to put Augustine to
the service of developing a systematic non-participationist theology.7 In any
case, it is remarkable that one single author can be used to such completely op-
posite ends. Hanby’s participationist reading poses a serious challenge to my
non-participationist interpretation, and as I hope, the reverse is also true.

[8] Before I am in a position to criticize the participationist ontology that
makes up the core of Hanby’s reading of the De Trinitate, we will need some sort
of picture of what this ontology looks like. The introduction to chapter 2 provides
a good point of access to Hanby’s overall argument:

This chapter intends to counter these inadequate portrayals by reconstruct-
ing a more comprehensive “Augustinianism,” from the De Trinitate and other
texts, wherein what is philosophically interesting—Augustine’s theory of lan-
guage, anthropology, moral psychology and treatment of voluntas—emerges
as a function of what is doctrinally most important: his trinitarian theology,
Christology, and the ecclesiology and doctrine of grace that flow from them.
The argument requires that Augustine himself be resituated within the on-
tological context from which he presumed to write, namely, the hypostatic
unity of the one Christ, in which the creation unfolded within the love be-
tween the Father and the Son is recalled to union with its Creator. The effect
is to reconfigure cosmology as creation, creation as soteriology, soteriology as
aesthetics and aesthetics as doxology. (27)

[9] As becomes clear from this quote, a particular Christology – later on Hanby
calls it ‘proto-Chalcedonian’ – is Hanby’s key to understanding Augustine’s theol-
ogy as a whole. A bit further in chapter 2, Hanby explains the role of Christology
in his argument in a bit more detail:

7. Cf. Maarten Wisse, ‘“Ego sum qui sum.” Die trinitarische Essenz Gottes nach Augustins
De Trinitate’, in: Markus Mühling and Martin Wendte, editors, Entzogenheit in Gott. Beiträge
zur Rede von der Verborgenheit der Trinität, Ars Disputandi Supplement Series 2 (Utrecht: Ars
Disputandi, 2005), 〈URL: http://adss.library.uu.nl〉, 63–76.
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In its unity of sapientia and scientia, exemplum and sacramentum, time and eter-
nity, Augustine’s Christology becomes the focal point for the manifestation
of the eternal beauty of God in the temporal economy and the unfolding of
the temporal economy within the eternal beauty of God. And Christ becomes
the mediator toward whom the Augustinian mens is ordered, by whom and
in whom it acts and through whom the psychological analogy is rendered
intelligible. (27–28)

[10] The trinitarian context becomes clearer in a previous remark on Augus-
tine’s notions of will and subjectivity:

Augustinian “will” and “subjectivity” are a function of Augustine’s trinitar-
ianism and Christology. They are, in short, doxological. Situated within
Christ’s union of creature and creator, they seek and praise the divine beauty
and invoke the love between the Father and the Son as a prior gift. This is
grace; it is what makes action intelligible for Augustine. it is finally what
makes human action human. Augustine’s understanding of the Holy Spirit
as donum, which recalls creation through the unity of Christ into the beatury
of divine love, is a milestone in trinitarian theology. (2)

[11] This trinitarian and Christological ontology is worked out in chapter 2 in its
central areas: Augustine’s theology of language, the aesthetics of the Cross and
Resurrection of Christ, the Church and the doctrine of grace (chapter 3 and 4). A
neat description of Augustine’s theology of language in Hanby’s reading is this:

This [argument] serves, first, to situate all signs within the Father’s speaking
of the Son and the Son’s responsio to the Father. This will mean, secondly, that
all creatures are most fully constituted in their creaturehood as signs within
the delight intrinsic to this exchange. (31)

[12] The implications for the understanding of the Church become clear in this
quote:

If the Trinity is manifest in creatures made signs of the divine love, then
the appearance of the Trinity is intrinsically bound to the most enduring
of these signs: the Church, whose temporal unfolding likewise exhibits, in
intensified form, the gift exchange and the ratio of time to eternity entailed in
the Christological union. (31)

[13] This should suffice to give the reader an impression of what Radical Ortho-
doxy’s reading of Augustine amounts to. I deliberately chose to present Hanby’s
Augustinian ontology with a number of concise quotes, just to make sure I did not
misrepresent a sometimes complex argument developed with the aid of a rather
uncommon terminology.

[14] One of the problems that make it difficult to assess the concrete passages
from Augustine upon which Hanby’s argument is based, is that for most of the
evidence in favour of the ontology he proposes, he relies on secondary literature.
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For the governing role of the aesthetic soteriology, he makes use of Carol Harri-
son.8 For the pre-Chalcedonian Christology governing the whole of De Trinitate,
he relies on Lewis Ayres,9 etcetera.

[15] That being said, I think the root of the Augustinian ontology Hanby
proposes is a Barthian Christology, that is a Christology where God is God in
Christ from the very outset,10 and where creation is created in Jesus Christ rather
than through the Son/Word, technically phrased the logos asarkos.11 Unfortunately,
however, Augustine did not read the Church Dogmatics.

[16] There are a number of passages in Augustine where he uses Logos-
language to describe God’s act of creation out of nothing. Confessiones Book XII
and XIII come to mind.12 I also readily admit that some of these passages poorly
fit into my anti-participationist reading of Augustine – based on the De Trinitate
– insofar as these passages suggest that the order in creation reflects the ‘logic’ of
God, and as such, suggest the participation of creation in the being of God.13 At
the same time, even in these passages, Augustine is quite insistent to distinguish
the logic of God from the logic of creation, so he retains the ontological distinction
between God and the world.14 In Confessiones XIII, he even draws a close parallel
between the way God created the world, and the way God recreates sinners
by faith in Christ.15 Indeed, in regeneration, Augustine can freely speak of the
believer as growing in Christ.

[17] However, what Augustine does not do, and Radical Orthodoxy does, is
to relate creation through the second Person of the Trinity to the person of Christ,
the incarnated Son of God in the human being Jesus of Nazareth.16 As the hypo-
static union of the divine and human nature of Christ in a proto-Chalcedonian
manner is the key to Radical Orthodoxy’s ontology, this has far reaching conse-
quences for the entire theological enterprise that makes up the Radical Orthodox
critique of nihilism.

[18] Let me list these consequences concisely before reflecting on some of
them in more detail. First and foremost, the distinction between creation through
the Word and recreation in Christ means the death blow to the soteriological
ontology that is at the heart of Radical Orthodoxy’s critique of nihilism. At the
heart of Radical Orthodoxy is an attempt to counter nihilism by conceiving of the

8. Carol Harrison, Revelation and Beauty in the Thought of St. Augustine, Oxford theological
monographs (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992).

9. Lewis Ayres, ‘“Remember that You are Catholic” (Sermo 52.2): Augustine on the Unity
of the Triune God’, Journal of Early Christian Studies 8:1 (2000), 39–82.

10. Barth develops this particularly in volume II/1, section 28 and volume II/2, 33.
11. Barth, CD, IV/1, 54–56.
12. E.g. Confessiones XII, xx, 29ff and XIII, iii, 2–6, v, 6.
13. See, e.g. Confessiones XII, ix–x.
14. Confessiones XII, viii, 7, and xi, 11–12.
15. Confessiones XIII, xii, 13ff.
16. A clear example of this is In Euangelium Ioannis tractatus, II, 2: ‘Truly, brethren beloved,

those things which were said before [i.e. on the creation of all things through the Word], were said
regarding the ineffable divinity of Christ, and almost ineffably.’ (Translation from the Post-Nicene
Fathers series).
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world and culture as a place of grace. According to Radical Orthodoxy, the root
of nihilism is a seeing of the world, society, culture, and human beings as beings
on their own, (collections of) individuals without a common unifying structure.
This unifying structure it finds in the analogy of everything that exists to the
one Trinitarian being of God through Jesus Christ. Hence, it is vital to Radical
Orthodoxy’s critique of nihilism to conceive of reality as grace, as permeated by
Christ from the very beginning. Grace, in this way, is the most natural way of
looking at the world and the way we are.17 Allowing for some sort of condition in
which it would not be the most natural thing to be in Christ is precisely to allow
for nihilism. For Radical Orthodoxy, the world is the space of delight between
the Persons of the Trinity or it is nothing at all. As we have seen in Augustine,
Augustine allows for some sort of creation in which there still is the possibility
to be ‘outside Christ.’18 To be, in Augustine, is not the same as to be saved, thus
allowing for precisely the sort of nihilism that RO seeks to counter.

[19] From this death blow to the critique of nihilism follow several other
consequences. Second it allows for a much more radical notion of sin than Radical
Orthodoxy’s ontology of grace allows. Radical Orthodoxy’s notion of sin is, again
in typical parallel to Barth’s, an impossible possibility as the turning away from
true being.19 Third, it does away with the parallel between time and eternity,
making room for a much more radical – RO would say: nihilist – notion of
history. Fourth, the distinction calls for a different way of relating ontology and
the doctrine of grace. Let me go into three of these points in more detail, skipping
the question of time and eternity.

3.1 Augustine and Neoplatonic Ontology
[20] As I have mentioned above, the influence of Platonic participationist

ontology on Augustine’s theology of creation can hardly be denied. In order
to get a better understanding of the specific character of that influence, and in
order to see better how Radical Orthodoxy’s soteriological ontology relates to it,
we should dig a bit deeper into the pecularities of Neoplatonic thought.20 This
need is motivated by the fact that Neoplatonism has important consequences for
questions of transcendence and immanence, Augustine takes these consequences

17. This naturalizing of grace is the background of the vigorous critique that Radical Or-
thodoxy, Graham Ward this time, got from the side of the orthodox Reformed Barthians, Bruce
McCormack in particular. Radical Orthodoxy’s fusion of Barthianism and Platonism (see below)
does away with the ‘dialectics of veiling and unveiling’ that is at the heart of Barth’s theology. See
Bruce McCormack, ‘Graham Ward’s Barth, Derrida and the Language of Theology’, Scottish Journal of
Theology 49 (1996), 97–109; David Guretzki, ‘Barth, Derrida and Différance: Is there a difference?’,
Didaskalia 13 (2002), 〈URL: http://www.ptsem.edu/grow/Barth/Difference.htm〉, 51–71.

18. To be clear, this does not mean that Augustine allows for some sort of being that is
not totally dependent on God. It does mean, however, that in this world, one can live a life in
ignorance of and resistance to this dependence.

19. Barth, CD, section 50.
20. An excellent introduction to Neoplatonic philosophy is—still only in German: Jens

Halfwassen, Plotin und der Neuplatonismus (München: Beck, 2004).
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up in his own way, and then again, Radical Orthodoxy goes its own way with
Augustine and Platonism together—adding a pinch of Barthianism.

[21] Neoplatonism is a philosophy of the one, that is the absolute. If we think
about the absolute, the absolute is that which has no alternative over against itself.
This, however, implies that the absolute cannot be thought of as the absolute, since
in thinking of it, there are still two, I as the thinking subject, and the absolute over
against me. Thus, when I want to know the absolute – yes, this is a contradiction of
terms – I should move beyond knowledge and perception and become united with
the absolute itself. This is what climbing the ladder of being amounts to, as we
have it in Plotinus and in a similar way in Augustine, and it is the very reason for
Neoplatonism being a form of mysticism, a moving beyond reason and reflexivity
into union with the absolute. Keep this line in mind as the transcendence line.

[22] Now there is another line which you can call the immanence line. It
runs at follows: suppose the absolute were of such a kind that it would not in
any sense appear in that which is not the absolute as the absolute. In that case,
the absolute would not be accessible to knowledge at all. In addition, that sort
of ‘absolute’ would not be the absolute, as it would be an absolute that exists
over against that which is not the absolute, that is the world we know. So, if
the absolute is the real absolute, it must include the world, since otherwise, the
world would exist over against the absolute. This is the rationale behind actually
climbing the ladder and it is why the ladder makes sense. Climbing the ladder
is moving from elements of the world where the absolute appears in a less ‘pure’
way to elements of the world where it appears more clearly. Thus, Platonism says,
everything exists insofar as it exists in the absolute. It participates in it.

[23] I will now bypass the problems internal to this kind of reasoning,
for example the question of whether not a second principle is necessary in this
thinking of the absolute, namely the principle that explains the existence of the
ladder. If the absolute is the absolute, it may well be said that I cannot move
outside it, since there is no outside to it. This would make the ladder superfluous,
given that everything is in the absolute in the same way. A second principle
would then be necessary to explain why some things are ‘closer’ to the absolute
than others—matter in Plotinic Neoplatonism. For my argument, it suffices to see
that there is some tension between thinking the absolute as the absolute, and thus
implying the participation of everything in the absolute, and the need to climb
the ladder as an indication of the absolute as the other of the world.

[24] After this crash course in thinking the absolute, we may now proceed
to see how Augustine employs Neoplatonic terminology to develop his theology
of creation. Augustine makes the most of the otherworldliness of the absolute,
identifying God with that which is other than the world.21 This is comprehensible,
since Augustine breaks with the participatory structure too, and replaces it with
the notion of creation out of nothing. Creation means that God and the world are
ontologically distinct. In addition, Augustine’s God is distinct from the absolute
because God is ‘personal’. In Platonism, the absolute can never appear as the

21. De civitate Dei VIII, 5.
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absolute. It cannot reveal itself. Augustine’s God, however, speaks.22
[25] What do Augustine’s modifications of Platonism mean for the role

of the ladder in his theology, and the idea of participation in particular? This,
it seems to me, is a difficult question to answer because Augustine seems not
always crystal clear about whether, so to speak, one can only climb the ladder,
or could also come down from it. What does that mean? I believe the general
rule in Augustine is that in order to come to God, one can only climb the ladder.
That is, one can only come to God by negating the identity between God and the
world. This is valid, as far as I can see, of almost all cases of an ascent from the
world to God in Augustine, be they from the relatively early De vera religione23 to
the late De civitate Dei,24 the Confessiones25 and De Trinitate in between.26 A good
example is book X of the Confessiones, where the whole of creation shouts loudly
to Augustine: ‘We are not God! You should seek higher!’27

[26] This break with the Platonic immanence line is confirmed by the onto-
logical distinction between God and the world that is even emphasized in such
‘participationist’ books as Confessiones XIII. It is also confirmed by the being of
God as Ego sum qui sum – that is: a category of its own – in De Trinitate. So, in
Augustine, one cannot, as in a Platonic system, say that every act of knowledge
is enabled by the participation in the absolute/God. As one can easily see, this
has dramatic consequences for one’s theory of knowledge and for one’s theology,
as God does not share the ontological structure of the world—in anachronistic
terms: there is no analogia entis. The world does not ‘flow’ from God; it is created
by God.

[27] Still, it seems there are a number of passages in Augustine, passages
which seem important in the reception of Augustine in the Middle Ages, where
he uses Platonic language that suggest a participationist ontology, for example
Confessiones books XII and XIII mentioned above, and De Trinitate IV, 3–4, where
Augustine draws on John 1 and Paul’s quote from the philosophers in Acts 17:
28: ‘For in him we live and move and have our being.’ A final example is De
civitate Dei XII, 2, where Augustine draws on ‘Ego sum qui sum to suggest that the
whole of creation is constituted by its level of being, God being the highest being
by which all other being is created.

[28] Here, Radical Orthodoxy’s ‘solution’ to the transcendence/immanence
problem comes in. Radical Orthodoxy interprets Augustine’s theology by way of
a remarkable fusion of Platonism and Barthianism. From Platonism, it takes the
notion of participation. Everything is insofar as it participates in God. This move
is motivated by the attempt to do away with the ‘desacralized’ world of Western
nihilism. At the same time, Radical Orthodoxy is well aware of the danger of
pantheism, and of Augustine’s emphasis on the ontological distinction between

22. Confessiones VII, x, 16; De civitate Dei IX, 16.
23. De vera religione III, 3.
24. De civitate Dei XI, 2.
25. Confessiones VII, x, 16, and xvii, 23ff.
26. De Trinitate VIII, 3ff.
27. Confessiones X, vi, 8–vii, 10.
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God and the world. Therefore, it adopts Karl Barth’s Christological theology of
participation as unity in distinction.28 As the Person of Christ is the unity of the
divine Person and the human nature of Christ, thus creation is the manifestation
in time of the Trinitarian Being of God mediated by Christ. Thus, the whole of
creation becomes ontologically linked to the being of God, sacralizing the whole
of reality and turning it into a way to God by grace in Christ, as grace in Christ is
the ultimate manifestation of the very being of reality.

[29] It must be said that this fusion of Platonism and Barthianism leaves
neither of them untouched. Bypassing the implications for Platonism for the
moment, Radical Orthodoxy ontologizes Barth’s Christological theology, trans-
forming Barth’s analogia fidei into an analogia entis, thus doing away with the
‘nihilistic’ elements in Barth’s theology. For Barth, our relationship to God in
Jesus Christ can never be a matter of ‘being’, as that would do away with our ab-
solute dependence on grace. Grace cannot be simply ‘given’ in a general way, so
that we can rely on it. Grace is to be freely given by God. What exactly motivates
Barth for developing a Christological dogmatics is the refusal of allowing for an
ontological relationship between human beings and God.

[30] The difference between the implications of Augustine’s versus Radical
Orthodoxy’s view of the relation between God and world can be most clearly seen
in the soteriological realm. Radical Orthodoxy, given its Christological mirror
structure between the divine and the created order, opts for a rather innerworldly
spirituality. It is quite happy in a world of culture and beauty, as long as this world
remains within the realm of the Church as the temporal manifestation of the Trinity.
Augustine’s spirituality, on the other hand, is deeply otherworldly—one might
even say too otherworldly. Although the world is created by the Word of God, not
even salvation in Christ makes for a return to the world in soteriological terms.
Everything is directed towards the other of the world, the immediate vision of
God. Here, Augustine is still profoundly affected by the transcendence line from
Platonism, even one that is radicalized by the transformations that Christianity
required, a spirituality where one is the happier the closer one is to God. In
this regard, it is no surprise that Augustine profoundly influenced the mystical
tradition.

3.2 Augustine’s Notion of Sin
[31] As I have argued above, I do not think that Augustine saw creation

through the Word of God, the second Person of the Trinity, as creation in the
incarnated Christ; even less did he model the relationship between God and the
world after the relationship between the divine and human nature of Christ. The
almost exclusively negative use of the ascent into the divine makes clear that for

28. Bruce McCormack, ‘Participation in God, Yes, Deification, No: Two Modern Protestant
Responses to an Ancient Question’, in: Dalfterth, Ingolf U., Fischer, Johannes and Großhans,
Hans-Peter, editors, Denkwürdiges Geheimnis. Beiträge zur Gotteslehre. Festschrift für Eberhard Jüngel
zum 70. Geburtstag (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004), 347–374.
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Augustine, approaching God along the lines of creation is principally different
from the knowledge of God through the incarnated Christ.

[32] However, there is an additional notion in Augustine that breaks the
logic of the Platonic participationist ontology: the notion of sin. As mentioned
above, sin is barely mentioned in Hanby’s reading of Augustine. In parallel to
Barth, Radical Orthodoxy’s notion of sin is the impossible possibility of turning
away from one’s true being as being in relation to God in Christ. One certainly
finds the concept of sin as estrangement of God in Augustine. It is particularly
used for refuting the Manichean heresy of evil as a distinct ontological category.
However, in Augustine, sin as estrangement from God is no longer a simple turn-
ing away from the true being of reality. Augustine’s notion of sin is profoundly
influenced by his reading of the Old Testament and Paul, sin taking the meaning
of transgression of God’s law given in revelation. A remarkable example of this
influence is his introduction of Christianity in De vera religione, where an apolo-
getic description of Platonism is followed by introducing Christianity as living a
just life according to God’s commandments.29 I do not have the space to argue
for it in detail, but one perspective of looking at De Trinitate VIII to XI is to see it
as one lengthy exposition of the summary of the law, the commandment to love
God above all and one’s neighbour as oneself. That is the true way to happiness
that Christianity teaches, and sin is precisely the lack thereof.

[33] This rethinking of sin in terms of transgression of God’s law is not a
merely accidental consequence of his reading of the Old Testament and the Pauline
letters. It is prompted by rethinking the relation between God and the world as
well. In Platonism, evil can only be thought of as estrangement from the absolute
as the absolute, that is in the sense of falling apart. In Plotinic Neoplatonism,
this falling apart of the one to multiplicity is the relationship of form to matter.
Whether one explains the role of matter in dualist terms or not, returning to the
One is a turning away from matter, as it is a turning away from multiplicity. In
the Iamblichian-Proclean Platonism that Radical Orthodoxy favours, it takes the
form of individualisation of things from their inner unity in God. Augustine’s
theology of creation precludes to think of matter as the principle of estrangement,
since matter as such is created by God and thus (a) good in itself. However, it
also surpasses the Iamblichian-Proclean concept of sin as individualisation as it
builds on the Old Testament understanding of sin as transgression of the law, the
idea that the God/World distinction precludes the possibility to know the good
by nature. Thus, reconceiving cosmology as creation calls for a more radical or at
least different concept of sin than Platonism had to offer.

[34] The introduction of an Old Testament concept of sin as transgression,
however, has important ramifications for the Augustinian vis-à-vis Radical Or-
thodox concept of the will and of soteriology—I’ll deal with the consequences
for grace and predestination in the next subsection. Sin is the transgression of
God’s commandment presupposes that there is a real choice to live according to
God’s commandments or not. Sin is not merely the irrational bracketing out of

29. De vera religione VII, 13.
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one’s always being inside the grace of God. Sin as transgression presupposes
the posse peccare as a real possibility given in the fundamental freedom of human
beings before God. As we will see in the next subsection, it implies the non posse
non peccare as a fallen state for the restoration of which more is needed than the
mere recognition of the gift of God’s grace in creation. All in all, it means that
Augustine’s concept of the will is much closer to an alledgedly ‘Stoic’ concept of
the will than Hanby suggests.

[35] This, however, also implies a soteriological frame of reference that is
different from Radical Orthodoxy’s. All that Radical Orthodoxy’s soteriology is
concerned with is manifestation. Christ is the manifestation of divine beauty the
sacrament of trinitarian love. In this context, Hanby claims Augustine’s support
for the typically twentieth-century rejection of a view of atonement as satisfaction:

Immediately, Augustine rejects as incoherent the sort of propitiatory sacri-
fice that is often misattributed to Anselm, which would have Christ’s death
somehow appeasing the offended anger of the Father. (43)

[36] Although Hanby is right in pointing to Augustine’s rejection of the idea that
the love of the Father is caused by the Son’s passion, and indeed, in Book XIII of
De Trinitate, the emphasis is not on Christ’s work as satisfaction, this should not
be taken as if Augustine thinks of atonement in Christ in merely aesthetic terms.
There are numerous examples in Augustine where he speaks of Christ’s work in
terms of satisfaction.

[37] But we need to return to the consequences of the more radical notion
of sin for soteriology, as that is what I want to explain. In Radical Orthodoxy, the
concern for manifestation and aesthetics as the key to understanding the work
of Christ highlights the cognitive focus of its soteriology. We are saved already.
What Christ does is to show us what we really are, so that we realize it and begin
to enjoy it. In Augustine, Christ has quite a bit more to do for our being able
to return to God. For Augustine, we do not merely need to know of our being
created in the grace of Christ. Besides the fact that we need some special sort of
grace – I come back to that in the next subsection – Augustine is deeply concerned
with our need to learn to live according to God’s commandments. This, I hold, is
the reason why in De Trinitate book XIII, most emphasis is on Christ as the teacher
of righteousness—although satisfaction language is by no means absent. Christ
is the key to our trinitarian reintegration that is called for in Augustine’s analysis
of sin as disintegration of one’s trinitarian structure, the topic of books VIII to
XI. Hence, to be saved is not only to learn a new view of the world. It is to learn
a new way of living in the world according to God’s will. This, in my view, is
also the principal function of the saints in Augustine’s theology. The saints are
not primarily sparkling stars manifesting the beautiful being of God, but moving
examples of what it means to live a just life before God. Hence Augustine’s
favourite quote: ‘Blessed are the pure of heart, for they will see God.’ (Matth. 5:
8)
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3.3 The Ontological Foundations of the Pelagian Controversy
[38] As a final elaboration of my critique of Hanby’s reading of Augustine,

I turn to the connection between Augustine’s ontology and the Pelagian Contro-
versy. Hanby’s purpose is to save Augustine’s doctrine of grace from its nasty
aspects – predestination of course – relocating it into the Christological ontology
that he has described in chapter 2 of his book:

I shall counter this in the ensuing section by contending that Augustine’s
doctrine of grace flows from the doxological ontology articulated in the previ-
ous chapter, and that his objections to the Pelagians were thus fundamentally
Christological and ultimately trinitarian in nature. At issue, in other words,
is the Trinity itself and whether nature, the meaning of being huamn, and
human agency are understood to occur within Christ’s mediation of the love
and delight shared as donum between the Father and the Son. [. . . ] For it is
Christ who determines for Augustine what it means to be human, the Trinity
who determines what it means to be and Christ working inseparably with the
other trinitarian personae who incoporates us fully and finally into our being.
[. . . ] Pelagianism institutes a rupture in this christological and trinitarian
economy, and, insofar as it determines the direction of subsequent Christian
thought, creates possbilities for human nature “outside” the Trinity and the
mediation of Christ. (73)
[39] Here, in connection with the doctrine of grace, I see a third Barthian

strand in Radical Orthodoxy’s reading of Augustine, seeing our natural created
human being as being constituted by the grace of Christ – typically resulting in
a universalist conception of grace – whereas Augustine always thinks of grace
as a free gift of God in response to self-corruption of our human nature by free
choice. In a separate section (82–90), Hanby is at pains to argue for creation as a
form of grace, drawing on Book XIII of the Confessiones—among others. Although
indeed Augustine draws a close parallel there between the work of the Word of
God in creation and the work of Christ in regeneration, this, as I have argued
above, cannot be seen as an argument in favour of the identification of grace
in creation and regeneration. In this case, the common traditional distinction
between God’s grace in creation as the bonitas Dei over against the gratia Dei in
regeneration, as we find it for example in the seventeenth-century Dutch theolo-
gian Johannes Cocceius, is much more Augustinian than the Barthian ‘revisionist’
reading.30 Whereever one looks in Augustine, one will find a distinction between
the knowledge of God in creation and the knowledge of God in Christ by grace,
that is, the Holy Spirit.31

[40] As I have already indicated above, the identification of grace in creation
and regeneration is also inconsistent with a number of key elements of Augus-
tine’s theology. In this regard, it is astonishing to see Hanby interpret Augustine’s

30. Willem J. van Asselt, The Federal Theology of Johannes Cocceius (1603-1669), trans. from
the Dutch by Raymond A. Blacketer, Studies in the history of Christian thought 100 (Leiden: Brill,
2001), 260–270.

31. See, for example, Confessiones VII, xviii, 24ff, In Evangelium Ioannis tractatus I and II, and
De spiritu et littera V, 7.
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doctrine of grace in entirely universalist terms. With regard to Augustine’s latest
works, those that were particularly important in the reception of Augustine in
the Reformed tradition, De preadestinatione sanctorum and De dono perseverantiae,
Hanby remarks: ‘Though Augustine does insist that Christ himself is predestina-
tion and that we finally are as we are constituted as his Body through the Spirit,
perhaps he is unsuccessful in these treatises in making the ontological stakes of
the question clear.’ (119) Is it surprising that Augustine did not bring out the on-
tological background of his argument as clearly as possible in these works? I do
not think so. It is totally comprehensible, as the evidently particularist character
of these works does not allow for an ontological interpretation of grace!

4 The Ontological Roots of the Methodological Problem
[41] We have to fear, however, that Hanby is not at all impressed by all these

charges of a Barthian anachronistic frame of reference behind Radical Orthodoxy’s
reading of De Trinitate, as Augustine and Modernity already includes a repeated
warning against the charge of anachronism. As early as the introduction, Hanby
warns us that we should not take his reading of Augustine as a historical or
exegetical analysis of what Augustine has to say:

A certain measure of “anachronism” is thus unavoidable. Yet for a perspec-
tive as deeply committed as Augustinianism to tradition as an ontological
modality, this is not a defect. For this is the modality of creation. There is
always something intrinsically formal, intrinsically analogous about it; it is
always and simultaneously ancient and new. From within this position, the
real question concerns the ends funding the appropriation, and here, I hope,
Augustine is my ally. (4, see also 28)

[42] So, not only does Hanby allow for a certain measure of ‘anachronism’ from the
very outset, he also argues that this anachronism is inevitably part of what it means
to be an Augustinian! To develop an Augustinian theology is to conceive of history
as an ontological modality and hence, is to allow for each new interpretation as an
understanding of the same ontological reality: the unfolding of the inexpressible
Trinity along the lines of time. Thus, Hanby can say:

By Augustine’s own lights, the best literal reading of Augustine’s theology
would be a new Augustinian theology. Indeed the best literal reading of
Augustine would be a figurative reading of Augustine. (5)

[43] Hence, not only does Hanby not practise historical and exegetical analysis,
he would not even be able to do it, as it contradicts Radical Orthodoxy’s ontology.
Historical analysis as the contemporary sciences know it, is a mere product of
nihilism.

[44] Let me finally draw on De Trinitate to hint at another way of avoiding the
danger of individualism without falling into the trap of totalitarianism, as Radical
Orthodoxy does in my view. In book VIIIff of the De Trinitate, Augustine develops
a trinitarian concept of love. The key to this concept is, in my view, that in true love,
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there is a trinitarian relationship between the lover, the beloved, and love itself,
the latter being God, more precisely the Holy Spirit. This trinitarian relationship
means that for the union of love to exist, all three partners must be present without
any of them being reduced to one or two of the others. What makes up sin is that
I start reducing the other partners in the relationship to myself.32 When God falls
of sight, I begin to copy my neighbour into my memory according to my own
purposes.33 I don’t take recourse to the real other. I merely see my neighbour as a
copy of myself. I get frightened, not only of others, but also of myself.34 I have lost
love, as ‘love drives out fear.’ (1 John 4: 18) Theologically, this trinitarian view of
love is rooted in Augustine’s view of God as ‘Ego sum qui sum,’ and his theology
of creation as ontologically distinct from God. Faith in the ineffable Trinity as
not reducible to or representable in the world makes it impossible to reduce my
neightbour to myself. Once we start conceiving of God as a copy of ourselves –
a danger inherent in Radical Orthodoxy’s ontology inasmuch as it makes us the
manifestation of God’s trinitarian being – our neighbours will disappear from our
sight as well. We will no longer listen to them, for if my neighbour is in the same
ontological structure as me, then I myself am the key to all others. Beware, you
will get frightened!

[45] This, to my mind is what happens in Radical Orthodoxy’s integrating
the whole of history in one and the same world of signs pointing to the one single
reality. To me, it seems precisely crucial to make the most of those elements
in Augustine that fit into my reading least. In that way, I will be able to learn
most—yes I am sometimes frightened too. Hence I am very grateful to Hanby for
pointing out those areas where Augustine, Hanby, and I differ, and I look forward
to his reply.35

32. De Trinitate IX, 13.
33. This presupposes Augustine’s trinitarian theory of knowledge in De Trinitate XI. I see

this book as a revolution over against the Platonic theory of knowledge as participation, which,
ironically, made it into the tradition.

34. De Trinitate X, 11.
35. I would like to thank dr. Stephen Menn, Tom Jacobs, and Henk-Jan Prosman for their

comments on an earlier version of this paper.
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