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that he was not thought worthy of a reply, “and the whole
Monastery,” he says, “is witness to whatwe in our insignificance
assert.”

Against the Pelagians:

Dialogue Between Atticus, a Catholic, and Critobulus, a
Heretic.

————————————

The anti-Pelagian Dialogue is the last of Jerome’s controversial
works, having been written inthe year 417, within three years of
his death. It shows no lack of his old vigour, though
perhapssomething of the prolixity induced by old age. He looks at
the subject more calmly than those ofthe previous treatises, mainly
because it lay somewhat outside the track of his own thoughts.
Hewas induced to interest himself in it by his increasing regard
for Augustin, and by the coming ofthe young Spaniard, Orosius, in
414, from Augustin to sit at his feet. Pelagius also had come
to

448

Palestine, and, after an investigation of his tenets, at a small
council at Jerusalem, in 415, presidedover by Bishop John, and a
second, at Diospolis in 416, had been admitted to communion.
Jeromeappears to have taken no part in these proceedings, and
having been at peace with Bishop John fornearly twenty years, was
no doubt unwilling to act against him. But he had come to look
uponPelagius as infected with the heretical “impiety,” which he
looked upon (i. 28) as far worse thanmoral evil; and connected him,
as we see from his letter to Ctesiphon (CXXXIII.), with
Origenismand Rufinus; and he brings his great knowledge of
Scripture to bear upon the controversy. He quotesa work of
Pelagius, though giving only the headings, and the numbers of the
chapters, up to 100(i. 26–32); and, though at times his conviction
appears weak, and there are passages (i. 5, ii. 6–30,iii. 1) which
give occasion to the observation that he really, if unconsciously,
inclined to the viewsof Pelagius, and that he is a “Synergist,”
not, like Augustin, a thorough predestinarian, the Dialogue,as a
whole, is clear and forms a substantial contribution to our
knowledge. Although its tone is lessviolent than that of his
ascetic treatises, it appears to have stirred up the strongest
animosity againsthim. The adherents of Pelagius attacked and burned
the monasteries of Bethlehem, and Jeromehimself only escaped by
taking refuge in a tower. His sufferings, and the interference of
PopeInnocentius in his behalf, may be seen by referring to Letters
CXXXV.–CXXXVII., with theintroductory notes prefixed to them.

The following is a summary of the argument: Atticus, the
Augustinian, at once (c. 1) introducesthe question: Do you affirm
that, as Pelagius affirms, men can live without sin? Yes, says
thePelagian Critobulus, but I do not add, as is imputed to us,
“without the grace of God.” Indeed, thefact that we have a free
will is from grace. Yes, replies Atticus, but what is this grace?
Is it only
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our original nature, or is it needed in every act. In every act,
is the reply (2); yet one would hardlysay that we cannot mend a pen
without grace (3), for, if so, where is our free will? But, says
Atticus(5), the Scriptures speak of our need of God’s aid in
everything. In that case, says Critobulus, thepromised reward must
be given not to us but to God, Who works in us. Reverting then to
the firstpoint stated, Atticus asks, does the possibility of
sinlessness extend to single acts, or to the wholelife? Certainly
to the whole as well as the part, is the answer. But we wish, or
will to be sinless;why then are we not actually sinless? Because
(8) we do not exert our will to the full. But (9) noone has ever
lived without sin. Still, says the Pelagian, God commands us to be
perfect, and hedoes not command impossibilities. Job, Zacharias,
and Elizabeth are represented as perfectlyrighteous. No, it is
answered (12), faults are attributed to each of them. John says,
“He that is bornof God sinneth not” (13); yet, “If we say we have
no sin we deceive ourselves.” The Apostles,though told to be
perfect (14) were not perfect: and St. Paul says (14a), “I count
not myself to haveapprehended.” Men are called just and perfect
only in comparison of others (16), or because ofgeneral subjection
to the will of God (18), or according to their special
characteristics (19), as wemay speak of a bishop as excellent in
his office, though he may not fulfil the ideal of the
pastoralepistles (22).

The discussion now turns to the words of Pelagius’ book. “All
are ruled by their own will” (27).No; for Christ says, “I came not
to do My own will.” “The wicked shall not be spared in
thejudgment.” But we must distinguish between the impious or
heretics who will be destroyed (28)and Christian sinners who will
be forgiven. Some of his sayings contradict each other or are
trifling(29, 30). “The kingdom of heaven is promised in the Old
Testament.” Yes, but more fully in theNew. Returning to the first
thesis, “That a man can be without sin if he wills it,” the
Pelagian says,If things, like desires which arise spontaneously and
have no issue, are reckoned blamable, wecharge the sin on our
Maker; to which it is only answered that, though we cannot
understand God’sways, we must not arraign His justice. In the rest
of the book, Atticus alone speaks, going throughthe Old Testament,
and showing that each of the saints falls into some sin, which,
though done inignorance or half-consciousness, yet brings
condemnation with it.

Prologue.————————————

1. After writing the5128letter to Ctesiphon, in which I replied
to the questions propounded, Ireceived frequent expostulations from
the brethren, who wanted to know why I any longer delayedthe
promised work in which I undertook to answer all the subtleties of
the preachers ofImpassibility.5129 For every one knows what was the
contention of the Stoics and Peripatetics, thatis, the old Academy,
some of them asserted that the πάθη, which we may call emotions,
such assorrow, joy, hope, fear, can be thoroughly eradicated from
the minds of men; others that their power

5128 Letter CXXXIII.

5129 ᾽Απάθεια.
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can be broken, that they can be governed and restrained, as
unmanageable horses are held in checkby peculiar kinds of bits.
Their views have been explained by Tully in the “Tusculan
Disputations,”and Origen in his “Stromata” endeavours to blend them
with ecclesiastical truth. I pass overManichæus,5130
Priscillianus,5131 Evagrius of Ibora, Jovinianus, and the heretics
found throughoutalmost the whole of Syria, who, by a perversion of
the import of their name, are commonlycalled5132Massalians, in
Greek, Euchites, all of whom hold that it is possible for human
virtue andhuman knowledge to attain perfection, and arrive, I will
not say merely at a likeness to, but an

449

equality with God; and who go the length of asserting that, when
once they have reached the heightof perfection, even sins of
thought and ignorance are impossible for them. And although in
myformer letter addressed to Ctesiphon and aimed at their errors,
so far as time permitted, I touchedupon a few points in the book
which I am now endeavouring to hammer out, I shall adhere to
themethod of Socrates. What can be said on both sides shall be
stated; and the truth will thus be clearwhen both sides express
their opinions. Origen is peculiar in maintaining on the one hand
that it isimpossible for human nature to pass through life without
sin, and on the other, that it is possiblefor a man, when he turns
to better things, to become so strong that he sins no more.

2. I shall add a few words in answer to those who say that I am
writing this work because I aminflamed with envy. I have never
spared heretics, and I have done my best to make the enemies ofthe
Church my own.5133Helvidius wrote against the perpetual virginity
of Saint Mary. Was it envythat led me to answer him, whom I had
never seen in the flesh?5134Jovinianus, whose heresy is nowbeing
fanned into flame, and who disturbed the faith of Rome in my
absence, was so devoid ofgifts of utterance, and had such a
pestilent style that he was a fitter object for pity than for
envy.So far as I could, I answered him also.5135Rufinus did all in
his power to circulate the blasphemiesof Origen and the treatise
“On First Principles” (Περὶ ᾽Αρχῶν), not in one city, but
throughout thewhole world. He even published the first book
of5136Eusebius’ “Apology for Origen” under the

5130 Priscillian was a Spaniard, who began to propagate his
views, which were a mixture of various heresies, about the year

370. See Robertson, p. 295 sq., and Note on Jerome, Letter
CXXXIII.

5131 Evagrius Iberita. The name is taken either from a town
named Ibera or Ibora in Pontus, or from the province of Iberia.

Jerome, in the letter to which he refers, styles Evagrius
Hyperborita, but this is thought to be an error for Hyborita. It
has been

suggested that Jerome was playing on the word Iberita. He was
born in 345. He wrote, amongst many other works, a treatise

Περὶ ἀπαθείας (On Impassibility), and no doubt Jerome refers to
this a few lines above. He was a zealous champion of Origen.

See also Jerome, Letter CXXXIII. and note.

5132 The Massalians or Euchites derived their name from their
habit of continual prayer. The words are etymological
equivalents

(Massalians, from to pray). The perversity lay in the
misinterpretation of such texts as Luke xviii. 1, and 1 Thess. v.
17.

5133 He was a Roman lawyer. His treatise was written about a.d.
383. See Jerome’s treatise against him in this volume.

5134 See introduction to Jerome’s treatise against Jovinianus in
this volume.

5135 See Rufinus’ works, especially the Prolegomena, and
Jerome’s controversy with him in vol. iii. of this series.

5136 That is, Eusebius of Cæsarea (a.d. 267–338), who was called
Pamphilus from his friendship with Pamphilus the martyr.
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name of5137Pamphilus the martyr, and, as though Origen had not
said enough,5138 vomited forth afresh volume on his behalf. Am I to
be accused of envy because I answered him? and was hiseloquence
such a rushing torrent as to deter me through fear from writing or
dictating anything inreply?5139Palladius, no better than a
villainous slave, tried to impart energy to the same heresy, andto
excite against me fresh prejudice on account of my translation of
the Hebrew. Was I5140enviousof such distinguished ability and
nobility? Even now the5141mystery of iniquity worketh, and everyone
chatters about his views: yet I, it seems, am the only one who is
filled with envy at the gloryof all the rest; I am so poor a
creature that I envy even those who do not deserve envy. And so,
toprove to all that I do not hate the men but their errors, and
that I do not wish to vilify any one, butrather lament the
misfortune of men who are deceived by knowledge falsely so-called,
I have madeuse of the names of Atticus and Critobulus in order to
express our own views and those of ouropponents. The truth is that
all we who hold the Catholic faith, wish and long that, while the
heresyis condemned, the men may be reformed. At all events, if they
will continue in error, the blamedoes not attach to us who have
written, but to them, since they have preferred a lie to the truth.
Andone short answer to our calumniators, whose curses fall upon
their own heads, is this, that theManichæan doctrine condemns the
nature of man, destroys free will, and does away with the helpof
God. And again, that it is manifest madness for man to speak of
himself as being what God aloneis. Let us so walk along the royal
road that we turn neither to the right hand nor to the left; and
letus always believe that the eagerness of our wills is governed by
the help of God. Should any onecry out that he is slandered and
boast that he thinks with us; he will then show that he assents
tothe true faith, when he openly and sincerely condemns the
opposite views. Otherwise his case willbe that described by the
prophet:5142 “And yet for all this her treacherous sister Judah
hath notreturned unto me with her whole heart, but feignedly.” It
is a smaller sin to follow evil which youthink is good, than not to
venture to defend what you know for certain is good. If we cannot
endurethreats, injustice, poverty, how shall we overcome the flames
of Babylon? Let us not lose by hollow

5137 Suffered martyrdom a.d. 309. He erected a library at
Cæsarea of 30,000 volumes. See Rufinus’ Preface to his Apology

in this series, vol. iii., with introductory note.

5138 See Rufinus on the adulteration of the works of Origen, in
this series, vol. iii. p. 421.

5139 Palladius, bishop of Hellenopolis, the biographer and
trusted friend of Chrysostom, was born about 367. He visited

Bethlehem about 387 and formed a very unfavourable opinion of
Jerome. He highly commended Rufinus. According to Epiphanius,

as well as Jerome, he was tainted with Origenism. Tillemont,
however, thinks that another Palladius may be referred to in
these

passages. His accounts of Jerome and Rufinus are given in his
“Historia Lausiaca,” c. 78 and 118.

5140 Jerome was accused of envy or ill-will by Palladius. “Tanta
fuit ejus invidia ut ab ea obrueretur virtus doctrinæ. Cum

ergo multis diebus cum eo versatus esset sanctus Posidonius,
dicit mihi in aurem, “Ingenua quidem Paula, quæ ejus curam
gerit,

præmorietur, liberata ab ejus invidia. Ut autem arbitror,
propter hunc virum non habitabit vir sanctus in his locis, sed ejus
pervadet

invidia usque ad proprium fratrem.”—Pallad. Hist. Laus., § 78,
cf. § 82.

5141 2 Thess. ii. 7.

5142 Jer. iii. 10.
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peace what we have preserved by war. I should be sorry to allow
my fears to teach me faithlessness,when Christ has put the true
faith in the power of my choice.

450

Book I.————————————

1. Atticus. I hear, Critobulus, that you have written that man
can be without sin, if he chooses;and that the commandments of God
are easy. Tell me, is it true?

Critobulus. It is true, Atticus; but our rivals do not take the
words in the sense I attached tothem.

A. Are they then so ambiguous as to give rise to a difference as
to their meaning? I do not askfor an answer to two questions at
once. You laid down two propositions; the one, that5143 man canbe
without sin, if he chooses: the other, that God’s commandments are
easy. Although, therefore,they were uttered together, let them be
discussed separately, so that, while our faith appears to beone, no
strife may arise through our misunderstanding each other.

C. I said, Atticus, that man can be without sin, if he chooses;
not, as some maliciously makeus say, without the grace of God (the
very thought is impiety), but simply that he can, if he chooses;the
aid of the grace of God being presupposed.

A. Is God, then, the author of your evil works?C. By no means.
But if there is any good in me, it is brought to perfection through
His impulse

and assistance.A. My question does not refer to natural
constitution, but to action. For who doubts that God

is the Creator of all things? I wish you would tell me this: the
good you do, is it your’s or God’s?C. It is mine and God’s: I work
and He assists.A. How is it then that everybody thinks you do away
with the grace of God, and maintain that

all our actions proceed from our own will?C. I am surprised,
Atticus, at your asking me for the why and wherefore of other
people’s

mistakes, and wanting to know what I did not write, when what I
did write is perfectly clear. I saidthat man can be without sin, if
he chooses. Did I add, without the grace of God?

A. No; but the fact that you added nothing implies your denial
of the need of grace.C. Nay, rather, the fact that I have not
denied grace should be regarded as tantamount to an

assertion of it. It is unjust to suppose we deny whatever we do
not assert.A. You admit then that man can be sinless, if he
chooses, but with the grace of God.C. I not only admit it, but
freely proclaim it.

5143 See S. Aug. De Sp. et Lit., c. i.
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A. So then he who does away with the grace of God is in error.C.
Just so. Or rather, he ought to be thought impious, seeing that all
things are governed by the

pleasure of God, and that we owe our existence and the faculty
of individual choice and desire tothe goodness of God, the Creator.
For that we have free will, and according to our own choiceincline
to good or evil, is part of His grace who made us what we are, in
His own image and likeness.

2. A. No one doubts, Critobulus, that all things depend on the
judgment of Him Who is Creatorof all, and that whatever we have
ought to be attributed to His goodness. But I should like to
knowrespecting this faculty, which you attribute to the grace of
God, whether you reckon it as part ofthe gift bestowed in our
creation, or suppose it energetic in our separate actions, so that
we availourselves of its assistance continually; or is it the case
that, having been once for all created andendowed with free will,
we do what we choose by our own choice or strength? For I know
thatvery many of your party refer all things to the grace of God in
such a sense that they understandthe power of the will to be a gift
not of a particular, but of a general character, that is to say,
onewhich is bestowed not at each separate moment, but once for all
at creation.

C. It is not as you affirm; but I maintain both positions, that
it is by the grace of God we werecreated such as we are, and also
that in our several actions we are supported by His aid.

A. We are agreed, then, that in good works, besides our own
power of choice, we lean on thehelp of God; in evil works we are
prompted by the devil.

C. Quite so; there is no difference of opinion on that point.A.
They are wrong, then, who strip us of the help of God in our
separate actions. The Psalmist

sings:5144“Except the Lord build the house, they labour in vain
who build it. Except the Lord keepthe city, the watchman waketh but
in vain;” and there are similar passages. But these men endeavourby
perverse, or rather ridiculous interpretations, to twist his words
to a different meaning.

3. C. Am I bound to contradict others when you have my own
answer?

451

A. Your answer to what effect? That they are right, or wrong?C.
What necessity compels me to set my opinion against other men’s?A.
You are bound by the rules of discussion, and by respect for truth.
Do you not know that

every assertion either affirms, or denies, and that what is
affirmed or denied ought to be reckonedamong good or bad things?
You must, therefore, admit, and no thanks to you, that the
statement towhich my question relates is either a good thing or a
bad.

C. If in particular actions we must have the help of God, does
it follow that we are unable tomake a pen,5145or mend it when it is
made? Can we not fashion the letters, be silent or speak,
sit,stand, walk or run, eat or fast, weep or laugh, and so on,
without God’s assistance?

A. From my point of view it is clearly impossible.C. How then
have we free will, and how can we guard the grace of God towards
us, if we cannot

do even these things without God?

5144 Ps. cxxvii. 1.

5145 Pumice terere.
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4. A. The bestowal of the grace of free will is not such as to
do away with the support of Godin particular actions.

C. The help of God is not made of no account; inasmuch as
creatures are preserved through thegrace of free will once for all
given to them. For if without God, and except He assist me in
everyaction, I can do nothing. He can neither with justice crown me
for my good deeds, nor punish mefor my evil ones, but in each case
He will either receive His own or will condemn the assistantsHe
gave.

A. Tell me, then, plainly, why you do away with the grace of
God. For whatever you destroyin the parts you must of necessity
deny in the whole.

C. I do not deny grace when I assert that I was so created by
God, that by the grace of God itwas put within the power of my
choice either to do a thing or not to do it.

A. So God falls asleep over our good actions, when once the
faculty of free will has been given;and we need not pray to Him to
assist us in our separate actions, since it depends upon our
ownchoice and will either to do a thing if we choose, or not to do
it if we do not choose.

5. C. As in the case of other creatures, the conditions of
elicit creation are observed; so, whenonce the power of free will
was granted, everything was left to our own choice.

A. It follows, as I said, that I ought not to beg the assistance
of God in the details of conduct,because I consider it was given
once for all.

C. If He co-operates with me in everything the result is no
longer mine, but His Who assists,or rather works in and with me;
and all the more because I can do nothing without Him.

A. Have you not read, pray,5146 “that it is not of him that
willeth, nor of him that runneth, butof God that showeth mercy!”
From this we understand that to will and to run is ours, but the
carryinginto effect our willing and running pertains to the mercy
of God, and is so effected that on the onehand in willing and
running free will is preserved; and on the other, in consummating
our willingand running, everything is left to the power of God. Of
course, I ought now to adduce the frequenttestimony of Scripture to
show that in the details of conduct the saints intreat the help of
God, andin their several actions desire to have Him for their
helper and protector. Read through the Psalter,and all the
utterances of the saints, and you will find their actions never
unaccompanied by prayerto God. And this is a clear proof that you
either deny the grace which you banish from the parts oflife; or if
you concede its presence in the parts, a concession plainly much
against your will, youmust have come over to the views of us who
preserve free will for man, but so limit it that we donot deny the
assistance of God in each action.

6. C. That is a sophistical conclusion and a mere display of
logical skill. No one can strip meof the power of free will;
otherwise, if God were really my helper in what I do, the reward
wouldnot be due to me, but to Him who wrought in me.

A. Make the most of your free will; arm your tongue against God,
and therein prove yourselffree, if you will, to blaspheme. But to
go a step farther, there is no doubt as to your sentiments, and

5146 Rom. ix. 16.
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the delusions of your profession have become as clear as day.
Now, let us turn back to thestarting-point of our discussion. You
said just now that, granted God’s assistance, man may besinless if
he chooses. Tell me, please, for how long? For ever, or only for a
short time?

C. Your question is unnecessary. If I say for a short time, for
ever will none the less be implied.For whatever you allow for a
short time, you will admit may last for ever.

A. I do not quite understand your meaning.C. Are you so
senseless that you do not recognize plain facts?

452

7. A. I am not ashamed of my ignorance. And both sides ought to
be well agreed on a definitionof the subject of dispute.

C. I maintain this: he who can keep himself from sin one day,
may do so another day: if he canon two, he may on three; if on
three, on thirty: and so on for three hundred, or three thousand,
oras long as ever he chooses to do so.

A. Say then at once that a man may be without sin for ever, if
he chooses. Can we do anythingwe like?

C. Certainly not, for I cannot do all I should like; but all I
say is this, that a man can be withoutsin, if he chooses.

A. Be so good as to tell me this: do you think I am a man or a
beast?C. If I had any doubt as to whether you were a man, or a
beast, I should confess myself to be

the latter.A. If then, as you say, I am a man, how is it that
when I wish and earnestly desire not to sin, I

do transgress?C. Because your choice is imperfect. If you really
wished not to sin, you really would not.A. Well then, you who
accuse me of not having a real desire, are you free from sin
because you

have a real desire?C. As though I were talking of myself whom I
admit to be a sinner, and not of the few exceptional

ones, if any, who have resolved not to sin.8. A. Still, I who
question, and you who answer, both consider ourselves sinners.C.
But we are capable of not being so, if we please.A. I said I did
not wish to sin, and no doubt your feeling is the same. How is it
then that what

we both wish we can neither do?C. Because we do not wish
perfectly.A. Show me any of our ancestors who had a perfect will
and the power in perfection.C. That is not easy. And when I say
that a man may be without sin if he chooses, I do not contend

that there ever have been such; I only maintain the abstract
possibility—if he chooses. For possibilityof being is one thing,
and is expressed in Greek by τῇ δυνάμει (possibility); being is
another, theequivalent for which is τῇ ἐνεργεί& 139·
(actuality). I can be a physician; but meanwhile I am not.I can be
an artisan; but I have not yet learnt a trade. So, whatever I am
able to be, though I am notthat yet, I shall be if I choose.
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9. A. Art is one thing, that which is5147above art is another.
Medical skill, craftsmanship, andso on, are found in many persons;
but to be always without sin is a characteristic of the Divinepower
only. Therefore, either give me an instance of those who were for
ever without sin; or, ifyou cannot find one, confess your
impotence, lay aside bombast, and do not mock the ears of foolswith
this being and possibility of being of yours. For who will grant
that a man can do what no manwas ever able to do? You have not
learnt even the rudiments of logic. For if a man is able, he is
nolonger unable. Either grant that some one was able to do what you
maintain was possible to bedone; or if no one has had this power,
you must, though against your will, be held to this position,that
no one is able to effect what yet you profess to be possible. That
was the point at issue betweenthe powerful logicians,5148Diodorus
and5149Chrysippus, in their discussion of possibility. Diodorussays
that alone can possibly happen which is either true or will be
true. And whatever will be, that,he says, must of necessity happen.
But whatever will not be, that cannot possibly happen.
Chrysippus,however, says that things which will not be might
happen; for instance, this pearl might be broken,even though it
never will. They, therefore, who say that a man can be without sin
if he chooses,will not be able to prove the truth of the assertion,
unless they show that it will come to pass. Butwhereas the whole
future is uncertain, and especially such things as have never
occurred, it is clearthat they say something will be which will not
be. And Ecclesiastes supports this decision: “Allthat shall be, has
already been in former ages.”

10. C. Pray answer this question: has God given possible or
impossible commands?A. I see your drift. But I must discuss it
later on, that we may not, by confusing different

questions, leave our audience in a fog. I admit that God has
given possible commands, for otherwiseHe would Himself be the
author of injustice, were He to demand the doing of what cannot
possiblybe done. Reserving this until later, finish your argument
that a man can be without sin, if he chooses.You will either give
instances of such ability, or, if no one has had the power, you
will clearlyconfess that a man cannot avoid sin always.

C. Since you press me to give what I am not bound to give,
consider what our Lord says,5150“That
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it is easier for a camel to go through a needle’s eye, than for
a rich man to enter into the kingdomof heaven.” And yet he said a
thing might possibly happen, which never has happened. For nocamel
has ever gone through a needle’s eye.

A. I am surprised at a prudent man submitting evidence which
goes against himself. For thepassage in question does not speak of
a possibility, but one impossibility is compared with another.As a
camel cannot go through a needle’s eye, so neither will a rich man
enter the kingdom of heaven.

5147 Reading quod super artes est.

5148 That is, Diodorous, surnamed Cronus, who lived at
Alexandria in the reign of Ptolemy Soter (b.c. 323–285). He was
the

teacher of Philo. For his discussions On the Possible, Zeller’s
“Socrates and the Socratic Schools,” Reichel’s translation, pp.

272, 273, and authorities there cited, may be consulted.

5149 Died b.c. 207, aged 73. He was the first to base the Stoic
doctrine on something like systematic reasoning.

5150 S. Matt. xix. 24.
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Or, if you should be able to show that a rich man does enter the
kingdom of heaven, it follows,also, that a camel goes through a
needle’s eye. You must not instance Abraham and other rich
men,about whom we read in the Old Testament, who, although they
were rich, entered the kingdom ofheaven; for, by spending their
riches on good works, they ceased to be rich; nay, rather,
inasmuchas they were rich, not for themselves, but for others, they
ought to be called God’s stewards ratherthan rich men. But we must
seek evangelical perfection, according to which there is the
command,5151

“If thou wilt be perfect, go and sell all that thou hast, and
give to the poor, and come, follow Me.”11. C. You are caught
unawares in your own snare.A. How so?C. You quote our Lord’s
utterance to the effect that a man can be perfect. For when He
says,

“If thou wilt be perfect, sell all that thou hast, and give to
the poor, and come, follow Me,” Heshows that a man, if he chooses,
and if he does what is commanded, can be perfect?

A. You have given me such a terrible blow that I am almost
dazed. But yet the very words youquote, “If thou wilt be perfect,”
were spoken to one who could not, or rather would not,
and,therefore, could not; show me now, as you promised, some one
who would and could.

C. Why am I compelled to produce instances of perfection, when
it is clear from what theSaviour said to one, and through one to
all, “If thou wilt be perfect” that it is possible for men tobe
perfect?

A. That is a mere shuffle. You still stick fast in the mire.
For, either, if a thing is possible, ithas occurred at some time or
other; or, if it never has happened, grant that it is
impossible.

12. C. Why do I any longer delay? You must be vanquished by the
authority or Scripture. Topass over other passages, you must be
silenced by the two in which we read the praises of Job, andof
Zacharias and Elizabeth. For, unless I am deceived, it is thus
written in the book of Job:5152 “Therewas a man in the land of Uz,
whose name was Job; and that man was perfect and upright, a
trueworshipper of God, and one who kept himself from every evil
thing.” And again:5153“Who is hethat reproveth one that is
righteous and free from sin, and speaketh words without
knowledge?”Also, in the Gospel according to Luke, we
read:5154“There was in the days of Herod, king of Judæa,a certain
priest named Zacharias, of the course of Abijah: and he had a wife
of the daughters ofAaron, and her name was Elizabeth. And they were
both righteous before God, walking in all thecommandments and
ordinances of the Lord blameless.” If a true worshipper of God is
also withoutspot and without offence, and if those who walked in
all the ordinances of the Lord are righteousbefore God, I suppose
they are free from sin, and lack nothing that pertains to
righteousness.

A. You have cited passages which have been detached not only
from the rest of Scripture, butfrom the books in which they occur.
For even Job, after he was stricken with the plague, is
convicted

5151 S. Matt. xix. 21.

5152 Job i. 1.

5153 This appears to be an inaccurate quotation made from
memory.

5154 S. Luke i. 5 sqq.
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of having spoken many things against the ruling of God, and to
have summoned Him to the bar:5155

“Would that a man stood with God in the judgment as a son of man
stands with his fellow.” Andagain:5156“Oh that I had one to hear
me! that the Almighty might hear my desire, and that the judgewould
himself write a book!” And again:5157 “Though I be righteous, mine
own mouth shall condemnme: though I be perfect, it shall prove me
perverse. If I wash myself with snow-water, and makemy hands never
so clean, Thou hast dyed me again and again with filth. Mine own
clothes haveabhorred me.” And of Zacharias it is written, that when
the angel promised the birth of a son, hesaid:5158“Whereby shall I
know this? for I am an old man, and my wife well stricken in
years.” Forwhich answer he was at once condemned to silence:5159
“Thou shalt be silent, and not able to speak,until the day that
these things shall come to pass, because thou believest not my
words, which shallbe fulfilled in their season.” From this it is
clear that men are called righteous, and said to be without
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fault; but that, if negligence comes over them, they may fall;
and that a man always occupies amiddle place, so that he may slip
from the height of virtue into vice, or may rise from vice to
virtue;and that he is never safe, but must dread shipwreck even in
fair weather; and, therefore, that a mancannot be without sin.
Solomon says,5160 “There is not a righteous man upon earth that
doeth goodand sinneth not”; and likewise in the book of Kings:5161
“There is no man that sinneth not.” So, also,the blessed David
says:5162 “Who can understand his errors? Cleanse Thou me from
hidden faults,and keep back Thy servant from presumptuous sins.”
And again:5163 “Enter not into judgment withThy servant, for in Thy
sight shall no man living be justified.” Holy Scripture is full of
passagesto the same effect.

13. C. But what answer will you give to the famous declaration
of John the Evangelist:5164“Weknow that whosoever is begotten of
God sinneth not; but the begetting of God keepeth him, andthe evil
one toucheth him not. We know that we are of God, and the whole
world lieth in the evilone?”

A. I will requite like with like, and will show that, according
to you, the little epistle of theEvangelist contradicts itself.
For, if whosoever is begotten of God sinneth not because His
seedabideth in him, and he cannot sin, because he is born of God,
how is it that the writer says in the

5155 Job xvi. 21. Vulg. R.V. Margin—“That one might plead for a
man with God as a son of man pleadeth for his neighbour.”

5156 Job xxxi. 35.

5157 Job ix. 20, 30, 31.

5158 S. Luke i. 18.

5159 Ib. 20.

5160 Eccles. vii. 21.

5161 2 Chron vi. 36.

5162 Ps. xix. 12, 13.

5163 Ps. cxliii. 2.

5164 1 John v. 18, 19.
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same place:5165“If we say that we have no sin, we deceive
ourselves, and the truth is not in us?”You cannot explain. You
hesitate and are confused. Listen to the same Evangelist telling us
that5166“Ifwe confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive
us our sins, and to cleanse us from allunrighteousness.” We are
then righteous when we confess that we are sinners, and our
righteousnessdepends not upon our own merits, but on the mercy of
God, as the Holy Scripture says,5167“Therighteous man accuseth
himself when he beginneth to speak,” and elsewhere,5168“Tell thy
sins thatthou mayest be justified.”5169“God hath shut up all under
sin, that He may have mercy upon all.”And the highest righteousness
of man is this—whatever virtue he may be able to acquire, not
tothink it his own, but the gift of God. He then who is born of God
does not sin, so long as the seedof God remains in him, and he
cannot sin, because he is born of God. But seeing that, while
thehouseholder slept, an enemy sowed tares, and that when we know
not, a sower by night scatters inthe Lord’s field darnel and wild
oats among the good corn, this parable of the householder in
theGospel should excite our fears. He cleanses his floor, and
gathers the wheat into his garner, butleaves the chaff to be
scattered by the winds, or burned by the fire. And so we read in
Jeremiah,5170

“What is the chaff to the wheat? saith the Lord.” The chaff,
moreover, is separated from the wheatat the end of the world, a
proof that, while we are in the mortal body, chaff is mixed with
the wheat.But if you object, and ask why did the Apostle say “and
he cannot sin, because he is born of God,”I reply by asking you
what becomes of the reward of his choice? For if a man does not sin
becausehe cannot sin, free will is destroyed, and goodness cannot
possibly be due to his efforts, but mustbe part of a nature
unreceptive of evil.

14. C. The task I set you just now was an easy one by way of
practice for something moredifficult. What have you to say to my
next argument? Clever as you are, all your skill will not availto
overthrow it. I shall first quote from the Old Testament, then from
the New. Moses is the chieffigure in the Old Testament, our Lord
and Saviour in the New. Moses says to the people,5171“Beperfect in
the sight of the Lord your God.” And the Saviour bids the
Apostles5172“Be perfect as yourheavenly Father is perfect.” Now it
was either possible for the hearers to do what Moses and theLord
commanded, or, if it be impossible, the fault does not lie with
them who cannot obey, butwith Him who gave impossible commands.

5165 1 John i. 8.

5166 1 John i. 9.

5167 Prov. xviii. 17, Vulg. nearly.

5168 Is. xliii. 26, Sept.

5169 Rom. xi. 32.

5170 Jer. xxiii. 28.

5171 Deut. xviii. 13.

5172 S. Matt. v. 48.

844

St. JeromeNPNF (V2-06)


http://www.ccel.org/ccel/bible/asv.Matt.5.html#Matt.5.48http://www.ccel.org/ccel/bible/asv.iJohn.1.html#iJohn.1.8http://www.ccel.org/ccel/bible/asv.iJohn.1.html#iJohn.1.9http://www.ccel.org/ccel/bible/asv.Prov.18.html#Prov.18.17http://www.ccel.org/ccel/bible/asv.Isa.43.html#Isa.43.26http://www.ccel.org/ccel/bible/asv.Rom.11.html#Rom.11.32http://www.ccel.org/ccel/bible/asv.Jer.23.html#Jer.23.28http://www.ccel.org/ccel/bible/asv.Deut.18.html#Deut.18.13


	
A. This passage to the ignorant, and to those who are
unaccustomed to meditate on HolyScripture, and who neither know nor
use it, does appear at first sight to favour your opinion. Butwhen
you look into it, the difficulty soon disappears. And when you
compare passages of Scripturewith others, that the Holy Spirit may
not seem to contradict Himself with changing place and
time,according to what is written,5173“Deep calleth unto deep at
the noise of thy water spouts,” the truthwill show itself, that is,
that Christ did give a possible command when He said: “Be ye
perfect asyour heavenly Father is perfect,” and yet that the
Apostles were not perfect.

C. I am not talking of what the Apostles did, but of what Christ
commanded. And the fault doesnot lie with the giver of the command,
but with the hearers of it, because we cannot admit the justiceof
him who commands without conceding the possibility of doing what is
commanded.
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A. Good! Don’t tell me then that a man can be without sin if he
chooses, but that a man can bewhat the Apostles were not.

C. Do you think me fool enough to dare say such a thing?A.
Although you do not say it in so many words, however reluctant you
may be to admit the

fact, it follows by natural sequence from your proposition. For
if a man can be without sin, and itis clear the Apostles were not
without sin, a man can be higher than the Apostles: to say
nothingof patriarchs and prophets whose righteousness under the law
was not perfect, as the Apostle says,5174

“For all have sinned, and fall short of the glory of God: being
justified freely by His grace throughthe redemption that is in
Christ Jesus: whom God set forth to be a propitiator.”

14a. C. This way of arguing is intricate and brings the
simplicity which becomes the Churchinto the tangled thickets of
philosophy. What has Paul to do with Aristotle? or Peter with
Plato?For as the latter was the prince of philosophers, so was the
former chief of the Apostles: on himthe Lord’s Church was firmly
founded, and neither rushing flood nor storm can shake it.

A. Now you are rhetorical, and while you taunt me with
philosophy, you yourself cross overto the camp of the orators. But
listen to what your same favourite orator says:5175“Let us have
nomore commonplaces: we get them at home.”

C. There is no eloquence in this, no bombast like that of the
orators, who might be defined aspersons whose object is to
persuade, and who frame their language accordingly. We are
seekingunadulterated truth, and use unsophisticated language.
Either the Lord did not give impossiblecommands, so that they are
to blame who did not do what was possible; or, if what is
commandedcannot be done, then not they who do not things impossible
are convicted of unrighteousness, butHe Who commanded things
impossible, and that is an impious statement.

A. I see you are much more disturbed than is your wont; so I
will not ply you with arguments.But let me briefly ask what you
think of the well-known passage of the Apostle when he wrote to

5173 Ps. xli. 7.

5174 Rom. iii. 23, 24. So R.V. Margin—“To be propitiatory.”

5175 Cic. Lib. iv. Acad. Quæst.
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the Philippians:5176 “Not that I have already obtained, or am
already made perfect: but I press on,if so be that I may apprehend
that for which also I was apprehended by Christ Jesus. Brethren,
Icount not myself to have yet apprehended: but one thing I do;
forgetting the things which are behind,and stretching forward to
the things which are before, I press on towards the goal unto the
prize ofthe high calling of God in Christ Jesus. Let us, therefore,
as many as be perfect, be thus minded:and if in anything ye are
otherwise minded, even this shall God reveal unto you,” and so on;
nodoubt you know the rest, which, in my desire to be brief, I omit.
He says that he had not yetapprehended, and was by no means
perfect; but, like an archer, aimed his arrows at the mark setup
(more expressively called5177σκοπός in Greek), lest the shaft,
turning to one side or the other,might show the unskilfulness of
the archer. He further declares that he always forgot the past,
andever stretched forward to the things in front, thus teaching
that no heed should be paid to the past,but the future earnestly
desired; so that what to-day he thought perfect, while he was
stretchingforward to better things and things in front, to-morrow
proves to have been imperfect. And thus atevery step, never
standing still, but always running, he shows that to be imperfect
which we menthought perfect, and teaches that our only perfection
and true righteousness is that which is measuredby the excellence
of God. “I press on towards the goal,” he says, “unto the prize of
the high callingof God in Christ Jesus.” Oh, blessed Apostle Paul,
pardon me, a poor creature who confess myfaults, if I venture to
ask a question. You say that you had not yet obtained, nor yet
apprehended,nor were yet perfect, and that you always forgot the
things behind, and stretched forward to thethings in front, if by
any means you might have part in the resurrection of the dead, and
win theprize of your high calling. How, then, is it that you
immediately add, “As many therefore as areperfect are thus minded”?
(or, let us be thus minded, for the copies vary). And what mind is
it thatwe have, or are to have? that we are perfect? that we have
apprehended that which we have notapprehended, received what we
have not received, are perfect who are not yet perfect? What
mindthen have we, or rather what mind ought we to have who are not
perfect? To confess that we areimperfect, and have not yet
apprehended, nor yet obtained, this is true wisdom in man: know
thyselfto be imperfect; and, if I may so speak, the perfection of
all who are righteous, so long as they arein the flesh, is
imperfect. Hence we read in Proverbs:5178 “To understand true
righteousness.” Forif there were not also a false righteousness,
the righteousness of God would never be called true.The Apostle
continues: “and if ye are otherwise minded, God will also reveal
that to you.” This
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sounds strange to my ears. He who but just now said, “Not that I
have already obtained, or amalready perfect”; the chosen vessel,
who was so confident of Christ’s dwelling in him that he daredto
say “Do ye seek a proof of Christ that speaketh in me? ”and yet
plainly confessed that he wasnot perfect; he now gives to the
multitude what he denied to himself in particular, he unites
himselfwith the rest and says, “As many of us as are perfect, let
us be thus minded.” But why he said this,

5176 Phil. iii. 12–16.

5177 From σχέπτομαι , to keep watch.

5178 Prov. i. 3, Sept.
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he explains presently. Let us, he means, who wish to be perfect
according to the poor measure ofhuman frailty, think this, that we
have not yet obtained, nor yet apprehended, nor are yet perfect,and
inasmuch as we are not yet perfect, and, perhaps, think otherwise
than true and perfect perfectionrequires, if we are minded
otherwise than is dictated by the full knowledge of God, God will
alsoreveal this to us, so that we may pray with David and say,5179
“Open Thou mine eyes that I maybehold wondrous things out of Thy
law.”

15. All this makes it clear that in Holy Scripture there are two
sorts of perfection, two ofrighteousness, and two of fear. The
first is that perfection, and incomparable truth, and
perfectrighteousness5180and fear, which is the beginning of wisdom,
and which we must measure by theexcellence of God; the second,
which is within the range not only of men, but of every
creature,and is not inconsistent with our frailty, as we read in
the Psalms:5181 “In Thy sight shall no manliving be justified,” is
that righteousness which is said to be perfect, not in comparison
with God,but as recognized by God. Job, and Zacharias, and
Elizabeth, were called righteous, in respect ofthat righteousness
which might some day turn to unrighteousness, and not in respect of
that whichis incapable of change, concerning which it is
said,5182“I am God, and change not.” And this is thatwhich the
Apostle elsewhere writes:5183 “That which hath been made glorious
hath not been madeglorious in this respect, by reason of the glory
that surpasseth”; because, that is, the righteousnessof the law, in
comparison of the grace of the Gospel, does not seem to be
righteousness at all.5184“Forif,” he says, that which passeth away
was with glory, much more that which remaineth is inglory.5185And
again, “We know in part, and we prophesy in part; but when that
which is perfect iscome, that which is in part shall be done away.”
And,5186“For now we see in a mirror, darkly; butthen face to face:
now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I have been
known.” Andin the Psalms,5187“Such knowledge is too wonderful for
me; it is high, I cannot attain unto it.” Andagain,5188“When I
thought how I might know this, it was too painful for me; until I
went into thesanctuary of God, and considered their latter end.”
And in the same place,5189 “I was as a beast

5179 Ps. cxix. 18.

5180 The reading is much disputed.

5181 Ps. cxliii. 2.

5182 Malach. iii. 6.

5183 2 Cor. iii. 10.

5184 Ib. 11.

5185 1 Cor. xiii. 9, 10.

5186 1 Cor. xiii. 12.

5187 cxxxix. 6.

5188 Ps. lxxiii. 16, 17.

5189 Ibid. 22, 23.
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before thee: nevertheless I am continually with thee.” And
Jeremiah says,5190 “Every man is becomebrutish and without
knowledge.” And to return to the Apostle Paul,5191 “The foolishness
of God iswiser than men.” And much besides, which I omit for
brevity’s sake.

16. C. My dear Atticus, your speech is really a clever feat of
memory. But the labour you havespent in mustering this host of
authorities is to my advantage. For I do not any more than
youcompare man with God, but with other men, in comparison with
whom he who takes the troublecan be perfect. And so, when we say
that man, if he chooses, can be without sin, the standard isthe
measure of man, not the majesty of God, in comparison with Whom no
creature can be perfect.

A. Critobulus, I am obliged to you for reminding me of the fact.
For it is just my own view thatno creature can be perfect in
respect of true and finished righteousness. But that one differs
fromanother, and that one man’s righteousness is not the same as
another’s, no one doubts; nor againthat one may be greater or less
than another, and yet that, relatively to their own status and
capacity,men may be called righteous who are not righteous when
compared with others. For instance, theApostle Paul, the chosen
vessel who laboured more than all the Apostles, was, I suppose,
righteouswhen he wrote to Timothy,5192 “I have fought the good
fight, I have finished the course, I have keptthe faith: henceforth
there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord,
the righteousjudge, shall give to me at that day: and not only to
me, but also to all them that love His appearing.”Timothy, his
disciple and imitator, whom he taught the rules of action and the
limits of virtue, wasalso righteous. Are we to think there was one
and the same righteousness in them both, and that hehad not more
merit who laboured more than all? “In my Father’s house are many
mansions.” Isuppose there are also different degrees of merit. “One
star differeth from another star in glory,”and in the one body of
the Church there are different members. The sun has its own
splendour, the
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moon tempers the darkness of the night; and the five heavenly
bodies which are called planetstraverse the sky in different tracks
and with different degrees of luminousness. There are
countlessother stars whose movements we trace in the firmament.
Each has its own brightness, and thougheach in respect of its own
is perfect, yet, in comparison with one of greater magnitude, it
lacksperfection. In the body also with its different members, the
eye has one function, the hand another,the foot another. Whence the
Apostle says,5193 “The eye cannot say to the hand, I have no need
ofthee: or again the head to the feet, I have no need of you. Are
all Apostles? are all prophets? areall teachers? are all workers of
miracles? have all gifts of healing? do all speak with tongues?
doall interpret? But desire earnestly the greater gifts. But all
these worketh the one and the same Spirit,dividing to each one
severally even as He will.” And here mark carefully that he does
not say, aseach member desires, but as the Spirit Himself will. For
the vessel cannot say to him that makes

5190 Jer. x. 14.

5191 1 Cor. i. 25.

5192 2 Tim. iv. 7, 8.

5193 1 Cor. xii. 21, 29, 11.
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it,5194 “Why dost thou make me thus or thus? Hath not the potter
a right over the clay, from the samelump to make one part a vessel
unto honour, and another unto dishonour?” And so in close
sequencehe added, “Desire earnestly the greater gifts,” so that, by
the exercise of faith and diligence, wemay win something in
addition to other gifts, and may be superior to those who, compared
withus, are in the second or third class. In a great house there
are different vessels, some of gold, someof silver, brass, iron,
wood. And yet while in its kind a vessel of brass is perfect, in
comparisonwith one of silver it is called imperfect, and again one
of silver, compared with one of gold, isinferior. And thus, when
compared with one another, all things are imperfect and perfect. In
a fieldof good soil, and from one sowing, there springs a crop
thirty-fold, sixty-fold, or a hundred-fold.The very numbers show
that there is disparity in the parts of the produce, and yet in its
own kindeach is perfect. Elizabeth and Zacharias, whom you adduce
and with whom you cover yourself aswith an impenetrable shield, may
teach us how far they are beneath the holiness of blessed Mary,the
Lord’s Mother, who, conscious that God was dwelling in her,
proclaims without reserve,5195

“Behold, from henceforth all generations shall call me blessed.
For He that is mighty hath done tome great things; and holy is His
name. And His mercy is unto generations and generations of themthat
fear Him: He hath showed strength with His arm.” Where, observe,
she says she is blessed notby her own merit and virtue, but by the
mercy of God dwelling in her. And John himself, a greaterthan whom
has not arisen among the sons of men, is better than his parents.
For not only does ourLord compare him with men, but with angels
also. And yet he, who was greater on earth than allother men, is
said to be less than the least in the kingdom of heaven.

17. Need we be surprised that, when saints are compared, some
are better, some worse, sincethe same holds good in the comparison
of sins? To Jerusalem, pierced and wounded with manysins, it is
said,5196 “Sodom is justified by thee.” It is not because Sodom,
which has sunk for everinto ashes, is just in herself, that it is
said by Ezekiel,5197 “Sodom shall be restored to her formerestate”;
but that, in comparison with the more accursed Jerusalem, she
appears just. For Jerusalemkilled the Son of God; Sodom through
fulness of bread and excessive luxury carried her lust beyondall
bounds. The publican in the Gospel who smote upon his breast as
though it were a magazine ofthe worst thoughts, and, conscious of
his offences, dared not lift up his eyes, is justified rather
thanthe proud Pharisee. And Thamar in the guise of a harlot
deceived Judah, and in the estimation ofthis man himself who was
deceived, was worthy of the words,5198 “Thamar is more righteous
thanI.” All this goes to prove that not only in comparison with
Divine majesty are men far fromperfection, but also when compared
with angels, and other men who have climbed the heights ofvirtue.
You may be superior to some one whom you have shown to be
imperfect, and yet be

5194 Rom. ix. 21.

5195 S. Luke i. 48 sq.

5196 Lam. iv. 6.

5197 Ezek. xvi. 55.

5198 Gen. xxxviii. 26.
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outstripped by another; and consequently may not have true
perfection, which, if it be perfect, isabsolute.

18. C. How is it then, Atticus, that the Divine Word urges us to
perfection?A. I have already explained that in proportion to our
strength each one, with all his power, must

stretch forward, if by any means he may attain to, and apprehend
the reward of his high calling. Inshort Almighty God, to whom, as
the Apostle teaches, the Son must in accordance with
thedispensation of the Incarnation be subjected, that5199“God may
be all in all,” clearly shows that allthings are by no means
subject to Himself. Hence the prophet anticipates his own final
subjection,saying,5200 “Shall not my soul be subject to God alone?
for of Him cometh my salvation.” And

458

because in the body of the Church Christ is the head, and some
of the members still resist, the bodydoes not appear to be subject
even to the head. For if one member suffer, all the members
sufferwith it, and the whole body is tortured by the pain in one
member. My meaning may be more clearlyexpressed thus. So long as we
have the treasure in earthen vessels, and are clothed with frail
flesh,or rather with mortal and corruptible flesh, we think
ourselves fortunate if, in single virtues andseparate portions of
virtue, we are subject to God. But when this mortal shall have put
on immortality,and this corruptible shall have put on incorruption,
and death shall be swallowed up in the victoryof Christ, then will
God be all in all: and so there will not be merely wisdom in
Solomon, sweetnessin David, zeal in Elias and Phinees, faith in
Abraham, perfect love in Peter, to whom it was said,5201

“Simon, son of John, lovest thou me?” zeal for preaching in the
chosen vessel, and two or threevirtues each in others, but God will
be wholly in all, and the company of the saints will rejoice inthe
whole band of virtues, and God will be all in all.

19. C. Do I understand you to say that no saint, so long as he
is in this poor body, can have allvirtues?

A. Just so, because now we prophesy in part, and know in part.
It is impossible for all thingsto be in all men, for no son of man
is immortal.

C. How is it, then, that we read that he who has one virtue
appears to have all?A. By partaking of them, not possessing them,
for individuals must excel in particular virtues.

But I confess I don’t know where to find what you say you have
read.C. Are you not aware that the philosophers take that view?A.
The philosophers may, but the Apostles do not. I heed not what
Aristotle, but what Paul,

teaches.C. Pray does not James the Apostle5202 write that he who
stumbles in one point is guilty of all?A. The passage is its own
interpreter. James did not say, as a starting-point for the
discussion,

he who prefers a rich man to a poor man in honour is guilty of
adultery or murder. That is a delusion

5199 1 Cor. xv. 28.

5200 Ps. lxii. 2.

5201 S. John xxi. 15–17.

5202 James ii. 10.
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of the Stoics who maintain the equality of sins. But he proceeds
thus: “He who said, Thou shaltnot commit adultery, said also, Thou
shalt not kill: but although thou dost not kill, yet, if thoucommit
adultery, thou art become a transgressor of the law.” Light
offences are compared withlight ones, and heavy offences with heavy
ones. A fault that deserves the rod must not be avengedwith the
sword; nor must a crime worthy of the sword, be checked with the
rod.

C. Suppose it true that no saint has all the virtues: you will
surely grant that within the rangeof his ability, if a man do what
he can, he is perfect.

A. Do you not remember what I said before?C. What was it?A. That
a man is perfect in respect of what he has done, imperfect in
respect of what he could

not do.C. But as he is perfect in respect of what he has done,
because he willed to do it, so in respect

of that which constitutes him imperfect, because he has not done
it, he might have been perfect,had he willed to do it.

A. Who does not wish to do what is perfect? Or who does not long
to grow vigorously in allvirtue? If you look for all virtues in
each individual, you do away with the distinctions of things,and
the difference of graces, and the variety of the work of the
Creator, whose prophet cries aloudin the sacred song:5203 “In
wisdom hast thou made them all.” Lucifer may be indignant because
hehas not the brightness of the moon. The moon may dispute over her
eclipses and ceaseless toil, andask why she must traverse every
month the yearly orbit of the sun. The sun may complain and wantto
know what he has done that he travels more slowly than the moon.
And we poor creatures maydemand to know why it is that we were made
men and not angels; although your teacher,5204theAncient, the
fountain from which these streams flow, asserts that all rational
creatures were createdequal and started fairly, like charioteers,
either to succumb halfway, or to pass on rapidly and reachthe
wished-for goal. Elephants, with their huge bulk, and griffins,
might discuss their ponderousframes and ask why they must go on
four feet, while flies, midges, and other creatures like themhave
six feet under their tiny wings, and there are some creeping things
which have such anabundance of feet that the keenest vision cannot
follow their countless and simultaneous movements.Marcion and all
the heretics who denied the Creator’s works might speak thus. Your
principle goesso far that while its adherents attack particular
points, they are laying hands on God; they are askingwhy He only is
God, why He envies the creatures, and why they are not all endowed
with the same

459

power and importance. You would not say so much (for you are not
mad enough to openly fightagainst God), yet this is your meaning in
other words, when you give man an attribute of God, andmake him to
be without sin like God Himself. Hence the Apostle, with his voice
of thunder, says,

5203 Ps. civ. 24.

5204 According to some, Plato: more probably, Origen, the word
ἀρχαῖος being an allusion to the title of his chief work, Περὶ

᾽Αρχῶν.
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concerning different graces:5205 “There are diversities of
gifts, but the same spirit; and differencesof ministrations, but
the same Lord; and there are diversities of workings, but the same
God, Whoworketh all things in all.”

20. C. You push this one particular point too far in seeking to
convince me that a man cannothave all excellences at the same time.
As though God were guilty of envy, or unable to bestowupon His
image and likeness a correspondence in all things to his
Creator.

A. Is it I or you who go too far? You revive questions already
settled, and do not understandthat likeness is one thing, equality
another; that the former is a painting, the latter, reality. A
realhorse courses over the plains; the painted one with his chariot
does not leave the wall. The Ariansdo not allow to the Son of God
what you give to every man. Some do not dare to confess the
perfecthumanity of Christ, lest they should be compelled to accept
the belief that He had the sins of a manas though the Creator were
unequal to the act of creating, and the title Son of Man were
co-extensivewith the title Son of God. So either set me something
else to answer, or lay aside pride and giveglory to God.

C. You forget a former answer of yours, and have been so busy
forging your chain of argument,and careering through the wide
fields of Scripture, like a horse that has slipped its bridle, that
youhave not said a single word about the main point. Your
forgetfulness is a pretext for escaping thenecessity of a reply. It
was foolish in me to concede to you for the nonce what you asked,
and tosuppose that you would voluntarily give up what you had
received, and would not need a reminderto make you pay what you
owed.

A. If I mistake not, it was the question of possible commands of
which I deferred the answer.Pray proceed as you think best.

21. C. The commands which God has given are either possible or
impossible. If possible, it isin our power to do them, if we
choose. If impossible, we cannot be held guilty for omitting
dutieswhich it is not given us to fulfill. Hence it results that,
whether God has given possible or impossiblecommands, a man can be
without sin if he chooses.

A. I beg your patient attention, for what we seek is not victory
over an opponent, but the triumphof truth over falsehood. God has
put within the power of mankind all arts, for we see that a
vastnumber of men have mastered them. To pass over those which the
Greeks call5206βάναυσοι, as wemay say, the manual arts, I will
instance grammar, rhetoric, the three sorts of
philosophy—physics,ethics, logic—geometry also, and astronomy,
astrology, arithmetic, music, which are also parts ofphilosophy;
medicine, too, in its threefold division—theory, investigation,
practice; a knowledgeof law in general and of particular
enactments. Which of us, however clever he may be, will beable to
understand them all, when the most eloquent of orators, discussing
rhetoric and jurisprudence,said: “A few may excel in one, in both
no one can.” You see, then, that God has commanded whatis possible,
and yet, that no one can by nature attain to what is possible.
Similarly he has given

5205 1 Cor. xii. 4, 5.

5206 That is, mean.
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different rules and various virtues, all of which we cannot
possess at the same time. Hence it happensthat a virtue which in
one person takes the chief place, or is found in perfection, in
another is butpartial; and yet, he is not to blame who has not all
excellence, nor is he condemned for lacking thatwhich he has not;
but he is justified through what he does possess. The Apostle
described thecharacter of a bishop when he wrote to Timothy,5207
“The bishop, therefore, must be without reproach,the husband of one
wife, temperate, modest, orderly, given to hospitality, apt to
teach; no brawler,no striker; but gentle, not contentious, no lover
of money; one that ruleth well his own house, havinghis children in
subjection with all modesty.” And again, “Not a novice, lest, being
puffed up, hefall into the condemnation of the devil. Moreover, he
must have good testimony from them thatare without, lest he fall
into reproach and the snare of the devil.” Writing also to his
disciple Titus,he briefly points out what sort of bishops he ought
to ordain:5208“For this cause left I thee in Crete,that thou
shouldest set in order the things that were wanting, and appoint
elders in every city, as Igave thee charge; if any man is
blameless, the husband of one wife, having children that
believe,who are not accused of riot or unruly. For the bishop must
be blameless (or free from accusation,for so much is conveyed by
the original) as God’s steward; not self-willed, not soon angry,
no

460

brawler, no striker, not greedy of filthy lucre; but given to
hospitality, kind, modest, just, holy,temperate; holding to the
faithful word which is according to the teaching, that he may be
able bothto exhort in the sound doctrine, and to convict the
gainsayers.” I will not now say anything of thevarious rules
relating to different persons, but will confine myself to the
commands connected withthe bishop.

22. God certainly wishes bishops or priests to be such as the
chosen vessel teaches they shouldbe. As to the first qualification
it is seldom or never that one is found without reproach; for whois
it that has not some fault, like a mole or a wart on a lovely body?
If the Apostle himself says ofPeter that he did not tread a
straight path in the truth of the Gospel, and was so far to blame
thateven Barnabas was led away into the same dissimulation, who
will be indignant if that is deniedto him which the chief of the
Apostles had not? Then, supposing you find one, “the husband of
onewife, sober-minded, orderly, given to hospitality,” the next
attribute—διδακτικόν , apt to teach,not merely as the Latin renders
the word, apt to be taught—you will hardly find in company withthe
other virtues. A bishop or priest that is a brawler, or a striker,
or a lover of money, the Apostlerejects, and in his stead would
have one gentle, not contentious, free from avarice, one that
ruleswell his own house, and what is very hard, one who has his
children in subjection with all modesty,whether they be children of
the flesh or children of the faith. “With all modesty,” he says. It
is notenough for him to have his own modesty unless it be enhanced
by the modesty of his children,companions, and servants, as David
says,5209 “He that walketh in a perfect way, he shall ministerunto
me.” Let us consider, also, the emphasis laid on modesty by the
addition of the words “having

5207 1 Tim. iii. 2 sq.

5208 Titus i. 5 sq.

5209 Ps. ci. 6.
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his children in subjection with all modesty.” Not only in deed
but in word and gesture must he holdaloof from immodesty, lest
perchance the experience of Eli be his. Eli certainly rebuked his
sons,saying,5210 “Nay, my sons, nay; it is not a good report which
I hear of you.” He chided them, andyet was punished, because he
should not have chided, but cast them off. What will he do
whorejoices at vice or lacks the courage to correct it? Who fears
his own conscience, and thereforepretends to be ignorant of what is
in everybody’s mouth? The next point is that the bishop must befree
from accusation, that he have a good report from them who are
without, that no reproaches ofopponents be levelled at him, and
that they who dislike his doctrine may be pleased with his life.I
suppose it would not be easy to find all this, and particularly one
“able to resist the gain-sayers,”to check and overcome erroneous
opinions. He wishes no novice to be ordained bishop, and yet inour
time we see the youthful novice sought after as though he
represented the highest righteousness.If baptism immediately made a
man righteous, and full of all righteousness, it was of course
idlefor the Apostle to repel a novice; but baptism annuls old sins,
does not bestow new virtues; it loosesfrom prison, and promises
rewards to the released if he will work. Seldom or never, I say, is
therea man who has all the virtues which a bishop should have. And
yet if a bishop lacked one or twoof the virtues in the list, it
does not follow that he can no longer be called righteous, nor will
he becondemned for his deficiencies, but will be crowned for what
he has. For to have all and lacknothing is the virtue of Him5211
“Who did no sin; neither was guile found in His mouth; Who, whenHe
was reviled, reviled not again;” Who, confident in the
consciousness of virtue, said,5212 “Beholdthe prince of this world
cometh, and findeth nothing in me;”5213“Who, being in the form of
God,thought it not robbery to be on an equality with God, but
emptied Himself, taking the form of aservant, and became obedient
unto death, even the death of the cross. Wherefore God gave Himthe
name which is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every
knee should bow, of thingsin heaven, and things on earth, and
things under the earth.” If, then, in the person of a single
bishopyou will either not find at all, or with difficulty, even a
few of the things commanded, how willyou deal with the mass of men
in general who are bound to fulfil all the commandments?

23. Let us reason from things bodily to things spiritual. One
man is swift-footed, but notstrong-handed. That man’s movements are
slow, but he stands firm in battle. This man has a fineface, but a
harsh voice: another is repulsive to look at, but sings sweetly and
melodiously. Therewe see a man of great ability, but equally poor
memory; here is another whose memory serves him,but whose wits are
slow. In the very discussions with which when we were boys we
amusedourselves, all the disputants are not on a level, either in
introducing a subject, or in narrative, or indigressions, or wealth
of illustration, and charm of peroration, but their various
oratorical efforts

5210 1 Sam. ii. 24.

5211 1 Pet. ii. 22.

5212 S. John xiv. 30.

5213 Phil. ii. 6 sq.
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exhibit different degrees of merit. Of churchmen I will say
more. Many discourse well upon theGospels, but in explaining an
Apostle’s meaning are unequal to themselves. Others, although
mostacute in the New Testament are dumb in the Psalms and the Old
Testament. I quite agree withVirgil—Non omnia possumus omnes; and
seldom or never is the rich man found who in theabundance of his
wealth has everything in equal proportions. That God has given
possible commands,I admit no less than you. But it is not for each
one of us to make all these possible virtues our own,not because
our nature is weak, for that is a slander upon God, but because our
hearts and mindsgrow weary and cannot keep all virtues
simultaneously and perpetually. And if you blame theCreator for
having made you subject to weariness and failure, I shall reply,
your censure would bestill more severe if you thought proper to
accuse Him of not having made you God. But you willsay, if I have
not the power, no sin attaches to me. You have sinned because you
have not donewhat another could do. And again, he in comparison
with whom you are inferior will be a sinnerin respect of some other
virtue, relatively to you or to another person; and thus it happens
thatwhoever is thought to be first, is inferior to him who is his
superior in some other particular.

24. C. If it is impossible for man to be without sin, what does
the Apostle Jude mean bywriting,5214 “Now unto Him that is able to
keep you without sin, and to set you before the presenceof His
glory without blemish”? This is clear proof that it is possible to
keep a man without sin andwithout blemish.

A. You do not understand the passage. We are not told that a man
can be without sin, which isyour view, but that God, if He chooses,
can keep a man free from sin, and of His mercy guard himso that he
may be without blemish. And I say that all things are possible with
God; but that everythingwhich a man desires is not possible to him,
and especially, an attribute which belongs to no createdthing you
ever read of.

C. I do not say that a man is without sin, which, perhaps,
appears to you to be possible; but thathe may be, if he chooses.
For actuality is one thing, possibility another. In the actual we
look foran instance; possibility implies that our power to act is
real.

A. You are trifling, and forget the proverb, “Don’t do what is
done.” You keep turning in thesame mire,5215 and only make more
dirt. I shall, therefore, tell you, what is clear to all, that you
aretrying to establish a thing that is not, never was, and,
perhaps, never will be. To employ your ownwords, and show the folly
and inconsistency of your argument, I say that you are maintaining
animpossible possibility. For your proposition, that a man can be
without sin if he chooses, is eithertrue or false. If it be true,
show me who the man is; if it be false, whatever is false can never
happen.But let us have no more of these notions. Hissed off the
stage, and no longer daring to appear inpublic, they should stay on
the book shelves, and not let themselves be heard.

5214 Verse 24.

5215 Literally, wash a brick (that has not been burnt). Hence
(1) labour in vain, or (2) make bad worse. The latter appears
to

be the meaning here.
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25. Let us proceed to other matters. And here I must speak
uninterruptedly, so far, at least, asis consistent with giving you
an opportunity of refuting me, or asking any question you think
fit.

C. I will listen patiently, though I cannot say gladly. The
ability of your reasoning will strikeme all the more, while I am
amazed at its falsity.

A. Whether what I am going to say is true or false, you will be
able to judge when you haveheard it.

C. Follow your own method. I am resolved, if I am unable to
answer, to hold my tongue ratherthan assent to a lie.

A. What difference does it make whether I defeat you speaking or
silent, and, as it is in the5216

story of Proteus, catch you asleep or awake?C. When you have
said what you like, you shall hear what you will certainly not
like. For though

truth may be put to hard shifts it cannot be subdued.A. I want
to sift your opinions a little, that your followers may know what
an inspired genius

you are. You say, “It is impossible for any but those who have
the knowledge of the law to bewithout sin”; and you, consequently,
shut out from righteousness a large number of Christians,
and,preacher of sinlessness though you are, declare nearly all to
be sinners. For how many Christianshave that knowledge of the law
which you can find but seldom, or hardly at all, in many doctorsof
the Church? But your liberality is so great that, in order to stand
well with your Amazons, youhave elsewhere written, “Even women
ought to have a knowledge of the law,” although the Apostlepreaches
that women ought to keep silence in the churches, and if they want
to know anythingconsult their husbands at home. And you are not
content with having given your cohort a knowledge
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of Scripture, but you must delight yourself with their songs and
canticles, for you have a headingto the effect that “Women also
should sing unto God.” Who does not know that women should singin
the privacy of their own rooms, away from the company of men and
the crowded congregation?But you allow what is not lawful, and the
consequence is, that, with the support of their master,they make an
open show of that which should be done with modesty, and with no
eye to witness.

26. You go on to say, “The servant of God should utter from his
lips no bitterness, but ever thatwhich is sweet and pleasant”; and
as though a servant of God were one thing, a doctor and priestof
the Church another, forgetting what was previously laid down, you
say in another heading, “Apriest or doctor ought to watch the
actions of all, and confidently rebuke sinners, lest he
beresponsible for them and their blood be required at his hands.”
And, not satisfied with saying itonce, you repeat it, and inculcate
that, “A priest or doctor should flatter no one, but boldly
rebukeall, lest he destroy both himself and those who hear him.” Is
there so little harmony in one and thesame work that you do not
know what you have previously said? For if the servant of God
oughtto utter no bitterness from his mouth, but always that which
is sweet and pleasant, it follows eitherthat a priest and doctor
will not be servants of God who ought to confidently rebuke
sinners, andflatter no one, but boldly reprove all: or, if a priest
and a doctor are not only servants of God, but

5216 Virg. Georg., iv.
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have the chief place among His servants, it is idle to reserve
smooth and pleasant speeches for theservants of God, for these are
characteristic of heretics and of them who wish to deceive; as
theApostle says,5217 “They that are such serve not our Lord Christ
but their own belly, and by theirsmooth and fair speech they
beguile the hearts of the innocent.” Flattery is always insidious,
crafty,and smooth. And the flatterer is well described by the
philosophers as “a pleasant enemy.” Truthis bitter, of gloomy
visage and wrinkled brow, and distasteful to those who are rebuked.
Hence theApostle says,5218 “Am I become your enemy, because I tell
you the truth?” And the comic poet tellsus that “Obsequiousness is
the mother of friendship, truth of enmity.” Wherefore we also eat
thePassover with bitter herbs, and the chosen vessel teaches that
the Passover should be kept withtruth and sincerity. Let truth in
our case be plain speaking, and bitterness will instantly
follow.

27. In another place you maintain that “All are governed by
their own free choice.” WhatChristian can bear to hear this? For if
not one, nor a few, nor many, but all of us are governed byour own
free choice, what becomes of the help of God? And how do you
explain the text,5219 “Aman’s goings are ordered by the Lord”?
And5220 “A man’s way is not in himself”; and5221 “No onecan receive
anything, unless it be given him from above”; and elsewhere,5222
“What hast thou whichthou didst not receive? But if thou didst
receive it, why dost thou glory as if thou hadst not receivedit?”
Our Lord and Saviour says:5223“I am come down from heaven not to do
Mine own will, but thewill of the Father who sent Me.” And in
another place,5224 “Father, if it be possible, let this cup
passfrom Me; nevertheless not My will, but Thine be done.” And in
the Lord’s prayer,5225 “Thy will bedone as in heaven, so on earth.”
How is it that you are so rash as to do away with all God’s
help?Elsewhere, you make a vain attempt to append the words “not
without the grace of God”; but inwhat sense you would have them
understood is clear from this passage, for you do not admit
Hisgrace in separate actions, but connect it with our creation, the
gift of the law, and the power of freewill.

28. The argument of the next section is, “In the day of
judgment, no mercy will be shown tothe unjust and to sinners, but
they must be consumed in eternal fire.” Who can bear this, and
sufferyou to prohibit the mercy of God, and to sit in judgment on
the sentence of the Judge before theday of judgment, so that, if He
wished to show mercy to the unjust and the sinners, He must
not,

5217 Rom. xvi. 18.

5218 Gal. iv. 16.

5219 Prov. xx. 24.

5220 Jer. x. 23.

5221 S. John xx. 11.

5222 1 Cor. iv. 7.

5223 S. John vi. 38.

5224 S. Luke xxii. 42.

5225 S. Matt. vi. 10.
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because you have given your veto? For you say it is written in
the one hundred and fourth Psalm,5226

“Let sinners cease to be in the earth, and the wicked be no
more.” And in Isaiah,5227 “The wickedand sinners shall be burned up
together, and they who forsake God shall be consumed.” Do younot
know that mercy is sometimes blended with the threatenings of God?
He does not say that theymust be burnt with eternal fires, but let
them cease to be in the earth, and the wicked be no more.For it is
one thing for them to desist from sin and wickedness, another for
them to perish for everand be burnt in eternal fire. And as for the
passage which you quote from Isaiah, “Sinners and thewicked shall
be burned up together,” he does not add for ever. “And they who
forsake God shallbe consumed.” This properly refers to heretics,
who leave the straight path of the faith, and shall
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be consumed if they will not return to the Lord whom they have
forsaken. And the same sentenceis ready for you if you neglect to
turn to better things. Again, is it not marvellous temerity to
couplethe wicked and sinners with the impious, for the distinction
between them is great? Every impiousperson is wicked and a sinner;
but we cannot conversely say every sinner and wicked person is
alsoimpious, for impiety properly belongs to those who have not the
knowledge of God, or, if they haveonce had it, lose it by
transgression. But the wounds of sin and wickedness, like faults in
general,admit of healing. Hence, it is written,5228 “Many are the
scourges of the sinner”; it is not said thathe is eternally
destroyed. And through all the scourging and torture the faults of
Israel arecorrected,5229“For whom the Lord loveth He chasteneth,
and scourgeth every son whom He receiveth.”It is one thing to smite
with the affection of a teacher and a parent; another to be madly
cruel towardsadversaries. Wherefore, we sing in the first
Psalm,5230 “The impious do not rise in the judgment,”for they are
already sentenced to destruction; “nor sinners in the counsel of
the just.” To lose theglory of the resurrection is a different
thing from perishing for ever. “The hour cometh,” he says,5231

“In which all that are in the tombs shall hear His voice, and
shall come forth: they that have donegood unto the resurrection of
life, and they that have done ill unto the resurrection of
judgment.”And so the Apostle, in the same sense, because in the
same Spirit, says to the Romans,5232“As manyas have sinned without
law shall also perish without law; and as many as have sinned under
law,shall be judged by law.” The man without law is the unbeliever
who will perish for ever. Underthe law is the sinner who believes
in God, and who will be judged by the law, and will not perish.If
the wicked and sinners are to be burned with everlasting fire, are
you not afraid of the sentenceyou pass on yourself, seeing that you
a
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