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1b: Knowing and Believing


Student Resource Sheet 8: Saint Augustine (AD 354 – 430)
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 “Fecisti nos ad Te et inquietum est cor nostrum, 
donec requiescat in Te.”

Thou madest us for Thyself, and our heart is restless, 
until it repose in Thee.”

This statement is at the beginning of the ‘Confessions’ of St Augustine, one of the most powerful and influential thinkers of Early Christianity. In his ‘Confessions’, which are a form of prayer written in thirteen books, Augustine describes his life until his conversion to the Christian faith. His life was filled with a search for the truth which he found in Christianity after many trials and errors with contemporary sects and various schools of philosophy. Christianity represented for him the ultimate answer to philosophical dilemmas. In this faith his search came to an end and his soul found rest. Knowing God is knowing oneself. Revealed knowledge is true knowledge. Faith provides the final answers to reason.

His most famous works touch on areas such as:

· The immortality of the soul

· The problem of evil

· Language and learning

Augustine agreed with Plato that there were ‘natures’:

· Bodies, which are limited in space and time

· Souls, which are limited in time but not in space

· God, who is not limited by space or time

Greek Philosophy, Christian religion and the Church Fathers.

The first few centuries of Christianity were characterised by attempts by the Church Fathers (early Christian thinkers) to reconcile Greek philosophy and the Christian faith. It was from within Greek Philosophy that the philosophical language was found through which ideas could be explored. This was important as the Christian Church wanted to appear intellectually respectable. The church Fathers found that they were having to answer many questions which had no answer in the bible; how could Jesus be God and Man? Did God create the world out of previously existing matter or nothing? Augustine was the greatest of these early Church Fathers and he has been hugely influential not only in the development of Christianity, but in the thinking of other philosophers such as Luther, Pascal and Kierkaard.

Influences on Augustine

Augustine was born at Tagaste, North Africa, a prosperous and very literary culture. He studied law at Carthage when he was 16 but turned to philosophy when he read Cicero’s Hortensius. He converted to the Manichaean cult (which had two principles or gods – Light and Dartkness. Light was the source of the human soul, while Darkness was the source of matter and the physical universe which were evil) and became Professor of Rhetoric at Rome in 383. He moved to Milan and was deeply influenced by Bishop Ambrose. After a struggle within himself he converted to Christianity and was baptised by Ambrose in 387. In 391 he was ordained Bishop of Hippo (no Annaba in Algeria). He wrote extensively and his Confessions are an autobiography in thirteen volumes started in 391; nine autobiography and four theology. 

Ambrose and Augustine

Ambrose was influenced by Platonism which followed the teaching of Plutinus (206 – 270) Plutinus adapted the philosophy of Plato and taught that all creation flowed from God who was good. So all creation must be good which was a teaching in direct contrast to that of the Manichees. The Platonists offered a vision of God (or the Good) which people could reach by working up to the world of Ideas or Forms.

However, because of Ambrose, Augustine turned from these teachings to that of St Paul. As he read St Paul’s letters he realised he was a man very like himself who described his own experience. He realised that reason was not enough; people also needed help from God, or grace, in order to become whole people. At the age of thirty two he realised that Christ was the source of help, salvation and revelation , and the Bible was the source of authority and revelation. 

Augustine’s beliefs

After his conversion he realised that it was God, and not reason alone, that had shown him the truth. People could not reach salvation by their own power.His key beliefs were:

· God is totally good and loving

· Original sin: all people are born sinful and are in need of God’s grace.

· God became man in Jesus (the incarnation) and the only way to have eternal life is to trust in Jesus and submit to the Church. 

· Faith in the risen Christ convinced him that death was not the end.

Philosophy now became for Augustine the study of God and the soul. He saw his own story as being a reflection of creation itself. So his story is personal and cosmic. Faith and reason are both part of the universe. But he saw the limits of reason which must be based on faith. Faith itself must be based on the bible which is the only answer to scepticism. But he does not talk about blind faith; reason gives the understanding that leads to faith. Both faith and reason, philosophy and theology are all rooted in the one truth of God. Philosophy helps us to interpret the Bible, and Christ is over all reality.

� Saint Augustine, Confessions


� Philosophy of Religion for A level, A Jordan et al., STP 1999, page 3.
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