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The Centrality of Christ in Augustine’s Theological Method in De Trinitate
INTRODUCTION

In the last decade or so, there has been a burgeoning body of academic research seeking to present revisionist interpretations of the Trinitarian theology of Augustine of Hippo.
 The scholars in question are reacting to the tendency among modern systematic theologians to present what is seen as a less than accurate negative portrayal of Augustine’s thought. The following are among the objections raised. First, there is observed a tendency “well entrenched within academic guilds, to treat the philosophical Augustine separate from the doctrinal Augustine.” And this contributes to a second tendency, “which sees the ‘modern self’ instituted by René Descartes as the legitimate fruit of Augustine’s seed and the logical outcome of something called the Western metaphysical tradition which has now collapsed” (Hanby 2003, 1).

Also criticized is the tendency to posit an unwarranted dichotomy between Greek and Latin approaches to the Trinity, wherein the former is regarded as proceeding from the distinct persons, while the latter – represented by Augustine – begins from the unity of the divine nature.
 “There is no evidence in De Trinitate that Augustine asserted divine unity to be prior to Trinity, nor Trinity to unity. He states that there is no divinity apart from the three divine Persons.”
 In particular, the late Catherine Mowry LaCugna’s work, God For Us: The Trinity and Christian Life
 has come under fire for its caricature of Augustine. “It is possible in Augustine, she argues, to know the Trinity without Christ. And if this is the case then the economy ‘is irrelevant to a theology of God.’”
 

In contrast to LaCugna, however, it has been observed that “Augustine’s thought is always Christocentric; his understanding of God as Trinity… (takes) the person and work of Christ as (its) point of departure.
 Drawing from the more recent research, it will be the concern of this paper to demonstrate the centrality of Christ in the theological method that Augustine adopts in the De Trinitate (DT).
 The discussion will be in four parts. Beginning with a discussion of the purpose and polemical context of its composition, and the kind of work that it is, we shall go on to examine its method and structure, and the central role that Christ plays therein.
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The complexity of DT has led to varied scholarly opinions about Augustine’s motivations for writing it, the kind of work it is, as well as its structure. Citing the historical circumstances surrounding the authorship and publishing of DT – begun in 399, finished possibly before 421, and hurriedly published after the appearance of an unauthorized edition – as evidence, Hill opines that DT “is not really a polemical work… nor was it undertaken to meet any particular need or occasion.” Rather, DT seems to be “a gratuitous work, undertaken to express the interest that lay nearest the author’s heart,” namely, the quest for God. But given Augustine’s awareness of his own public persona, “he presents his quest for God the Trinity as both an all-absorbing personal preoccupation, and a kind of plan for the spiritual life of any Christian.”


While this view is helpful in focusing attention on the spiritual aspect of DT, close attention to the text and to its historical setting leads one to conclude that although polemical concerns may not have been of such urgency as to compel Augustine to write and publish DT quickly, they certainly figured prominently in its composition. Augustine “never entirely moves away from the polemical issues of his age.”
 In this regard, Clark notes that the 350s to the 380s was “a period of response and reaction to the Nicene Creed. Pro-Nicene and anti-Nicene theologians used technical expressions for the Son as equal to the Father or similar to the Father, or of one will with the Father.” In this dispute, Augustine clearly sided with the pro-Nicenes, structuring his theology “around the inseparable activities of the Trinity, with the Son as revealer of God the Trinity. His Trinitarian theology and Christology are not separated” (Clark 2001, 91-92). This polemical concern is unmistakable in the text. For example, we might note that DT begins with a critique of those who do not proceed from the “starting-point of faith” (DT, I, 1). And books V-VII are intentionally written in response to the homoians.


Further, in his examination of the Christological context of DT Book XIII, Lewis Ayres has argued for a “multi-dimensional polemical context” within which Augustine developed his notion of the necessity of a purifying intellectual ascent to God within the Body of Christ. Highlighted as Augustine’s opponents in this context, are the homoians (cf., e.g., DT V-VII), the Neo-platonic philosophy of Porphyry (cf., e.g., DT, XIII, 12), the Academics (cf., e.g., DT, XV, 21), the Donatists and the Pelagians.  For Ayres, attention to DT’s multi-polemical context reveals the “central importance of Augustine’s Christology and theological anthropology for understanding the investigations of Books VIII to XI.” 


In sum, then, we might assert with Clark that Augustine had three main objectives in writing DT.

He wished to demonstrate to the critics of the Nicene creed that the divinity and co-equality of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are rooted in scripture. He intended to tell pagan philosophers the need for faith in a divine mediator so that divine self-revelation and redemption can occur. Finally, he wanted to convince his readers that salvation and spiritual growth are connected with knowing themselves as images of the Triune God, from whom they came and toward whom they go, with a dynamic tendency to union realized by likeness to God who is Love (Clark 2001, 91).
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Consideration of the multi-dimensional polemical context of DT is important not just as a matter of historical interest, but should also contribute to the development of an accurate interpretation of DT as a whole. What kind of work is it? Scholarly opinion has offered diverse answers to this question.

In reaction to those who would see it simply as a purely speculative work in Trinitarian theology, some scholars have emphasized the practical, spiritual and ascetical aspects of DT. For example, for Hill, it is important to focus attention upon the way in which Augustine inserts humanity into the “historical and dramatic revelation of the mystery of the Trinity.” Doing so enables one to see that the central point of DT is “the mystery of the Trinity as a complete program for the Christian spiritual life, a program of conversion and renewal and discovery of self in God and God in self” (Hill 1991, 19). Along the same lines, but within an exclusively anti-Neoplatonic polemical context, John Cavadini sees DT as an argument for the futility of a “Neoplatonic soteriology of ascent” apart from Christ.
 And in a recent article, C.C. Pecknold has emphasized the functional aspect of DT, in which the doctrine of the Trinity, having reached some level of regulative stability, “is used to function on a variety of levels, hermeneutic, systematic, and salvific.”

The renewed emphasis on the practical and spiritual aspects of DT is a timely corrective to earlier accounts that tended to see DT as a purely speculative work. However, it is perhaps important to make two observations. First, emphasis placed upon the spiritual aspects of DT should not lead to a neglect of the role played by the more theoretical and polemical arguments that take up the first half of the work. What seems crucial is a retrieval of the more holistic approach to the theological enterprise that was current in Augustine’s day. “The historical context of DT makes it an exegetical, theological, philosophical, and polemical work. Its systematic and pastoral character is also discernible” (Clark 2001, 92). Thus, in paying attention to hitherto neglected aspects of the work, it is submitted that one should be careful not to offer an opposing interpretation that is just as reductionistic.

Second, while the distinction between regulative and functional aspects of doctrinal development might prove useful, it should not be so sharply drawn as to make us lose sight of the need for continual reinterpretation of doctrine. After all, although he does stress the importance of adhering to the rule of faith, not only does Augustine spill much ink in DT on polemical arguments, he also welcomes well-intentioned criticism and prays for divine guidance in the formulation of his views (cf., e.g., DT, III, 2; V, 1-2).

How then might we characterize the kind of work that DT is in a way that takes its different aspects – including the polemical and spiritual – into consideration? For Williams, DT is “more than a meditation on a particular doctrine; it is an integral theological anthropology… in which diverse doctrinal themes are woven together in an account of how human acting, desiring, and thinking come to participate in the action of God” (Williams 1999, 846). In other words, DT is about the constitution of the human person in relation to God. We might add that this is a uniquely Christian anthropology that Augustine weaves together from within his particular polemical context. And given that polemics is often ultimately about self-definition, it is perhaps not too far-fetched to argue that – although Augustine would probably not have thought of his work in such terms – DT is essentially concerned with demarcating the boundaries, as it were, of Christian identity in its various aspects. It will be our concern in the rest of this paper to examine how he goes about doing this, and the role that Christ plays in his project.
METHOD AND STRUCTURE: FAITH SEEKING UNDERSTANDING
Contextualization


“All fifteen books of (DT) follow the method of faith seeking understanding” (Clark 2001, 92; and cf., e.g., DT, I, 1; IX, 1). However, important qualifications need to be made regarding this deceptively simple methodological statement, especially in light of the tendency to understand it in terms of the medieval scholastic distinction between faith and reason, by which the latter abstracts from the former. 

To better comprehend what is meant by faith seeking understanding, we need to first consider that Augustine contextualizes his project in DT within his particular view of the object, nature and course of the human/ Christian project. One metaphor that Augustine uses to characterize this project is that of a search. In reflecting on the Trinity, Augustine declares that “the safest intent… is that of a seeker” (DT, IX, 1). He describes the object of this search in various ways. He speaks of the universal human search for happiness (DT, XIII, 8), of his own search, in DT, for “a trinity… that God is” (DT, IX, 1), and for the truth (ibid). However, it is clear that, for Augustine, these terms ultimately refer to the same thing. The human/ Christian project is a search for happiness that can only be found in the triune God, who is Truth eternal (e.g., DT, I, 18; VIII, 3). Further, the terminus of this search is at once existential and eschatological. One only attains to eternal Truth “at the end of the world” when the image of God who is the human person, will come “to the perfect vision of God…. bear God’s perfect likeness…. (and so) be like God” (DT, XIV, 23). 


The nature of this search for the eternal is conditioned at once by the fallen nature and temporal location of the human seeker, who is easily distracted by inordinate attachments to material and temporal things, and so is unable to delight in the spiritual and eternal Truth. For Augustine, the human person is

a special creature, designed to be a fellow-citizen with the angels in the eternal Jerusalem; but… also a fallen creature, whose being has been damaged and distorted as a consequence of the sin of Adam, though it still retains something of its original capacity to enjoy God and to participate in His goodness.”

As such, the search is also necessarily a graced process of transformation, purification, and healing, whereby the seeker regains the original taste for spiritual things, and ultimately for God (cf., e.g., DT, XIV, 22-23). 


It is within this wider view of the human search for God that Augustine contextualizes his method of faith seeking understanding. For Augustine, the Christian’s purification and healing takes place in two stages. The first stage is baptism, when the cause of the debility is removed through the pardoning of sins. Having thus accepted the faith, the Christian then undertakes the second stage of a gradual curing of the debility itself by “making steady progress in the renewal” of the image of God in the self by living out the implications of that faith (cf., DT, XIV, 23). Thus, after being baptized, the Christian’s search naturally begins from “the starting-point of faith,” which, for Augustine, has to do with the revelation of God’s self in the Church’s tradition (DT, I, 1).


However, given the existential aspect of this search, this point of departure is more than simply a series of doctrinal premises from which to construct a coherent body of doctrine. And given that the end-point of the search is ultimately eternal and eschatological, the understanding that Augustine, or the Christian, seeks is less a point of rest than it is a point of repeated departure. This reflects the dynamic and often provisional quality of Augustine’s theology, which springs from its holistic character. Thus, “Augustine’s thought proceeds by way of ceaseless inquiry… (and) must be seen as a constantly changing whole.”
 It “begins and ends in prayer, which is to say it never properly ‘begins’ at all” (Hanby 2003, 20). It is with these qualifications in mind, that we should approach the notion of Augustine’s theological method as faith seeking understanding.

And these clarifications should also influence our conception of the structure of DT. Although, DT “divides… into two parts, Books I-VII, in which the mystery is discussed in itself, and Books VIII-XV, in which the (Trinitarian) image of God in (the human person)… is investigated with the aim of inspecting the divine mystery at… closer quarters” (Hill 1991, 20), this division should not be seen as corresponding to an inquiry proceeding from faith and then from reason. For Augustine, “the quest for truth is at heart a single and not a multiple effort…. From the beginning to the end, in his quest for God, he is trying to understand what he believes, and never for a moment does he prescind from… the starting point of faith” (Hill 1991, 22-23).

So Augustine describes the division between the first seven and the last eight books of DT in terms of the latter being an investigation of the same mystery of God “in a more inward manner than the things discussed” in the former. And all the while he wishes to adhere to the rule of not withholding the assent of faith to anything that is not yet fully understood (DT, VIII, 1). For Hill, the first seven books of DT deal with the problems presented to Augustine by tradition, which “have been mainly problems of words… of scripture and of logico-metaphysical speculation… But he has not made contact with the divine mystery in itself,” hence the need in the later eight books to cover the same ground in an inward manner, allowing the language of faith to mediate some access to the divine mystery (Hill 1991, 52).


Coherence

We shall now continue our examination of Augustine’s theological method in DT by considering, in turn, each of the two halves of DT. In light of Hill’s characterization of Augustine’s problem in the first seven books as being one of words, we might also think of their linguistic concern as being primarily a preoccupation with coherence. As we have noted above, Augustine’s notion of the human/ Christian project is that of union with the eternal God. And his starting point is that of faith understood as God’s revelation of God’s Trinitarian self, received within the Church’s tradition. However, Augustine’s polemical context, as noted above, prevents him from taking these faith statements regarding the Trinitarian God at face value. He has to “account for the one and only and true God being a trinity, and for the rightness of saying, believing and understanding that the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit are of one and the same substance or essence” (DT, I, 4). He does this by arguing, in Books I-IV, for the coherence of these Trinitarian assertions with scripture – seeking to “establish by the authority of holy scriptures whether the faith is in fact like that” (ibid). He then goes on, in Books V-VII, to establish their internal logical coherence.

What is noteworthy in the first four books is, on the one hand, the normative role that scripture plays in ascertaining the truth of the propositions of faith – it seems clear that the former norms the latter – and, on the other hand, the creative ways in which Augustine tries to resolve the paradoxes inherent in the scriptural revelation about God. In these early books of DT, “the absolute equality of nature between the divine persons is a constant theme” (Williams 1999, 847). In particular, the problem presented by the fact that “scripture says both; that the Son is equal to the Father and that the Father is greater than the Son,” is addressed by invoking the principle of interpretation that “the one is to be understood in virtue of the form of God, the other in virtue of the form of a servant, without any confusion” (DT, I, 14). As such, the scriptural passages in question do not prejudice the Son’s equality with the Father. Likewise, scriptural passages such as John 16:13, which refers to the Spirit speaking only what he hears, are not to be interpreted in a subordinationist sense. Instead they are to be taken as referring to the Spirit “as proceeding from the Father” and so speaking what is heard from the Father (DT, II, 5).


In addition, Augustine also refutes the Arian axiom that “the one who sends is greater than the one sent” by developing his notion of the divine missions – the sending of the Son and the Spirit. He asserts that being sent does not necessarily imply being subordinate in nature. Rather, to be sent is first understood in terms of the Son and Spirit being made manifest in the world. And this takes place, properly, only in the New Testament, with the Incarnation, which is seen as “indivisibly wrought” by all three of the divine persons, thus underscoring their equality and unity of operation (DT, II, 9). Also, contrary to earlier assumptions, the Old Testament manifestations of God are not properly manifestations of the Son, or the Spirit, understood as more readily visible, and so less transcendent than the Father. Rather “the entire Trinity is involved in the divine work in the Old Testament…. (And) all the divine persons share the same transcendence” (Williams 1999, 847; cf., e.g., DT, II, 28ff.).


Further, in DT IV, Augustine gives his argument a soteriological emphasis, by asserting that “Christ becomes a sharer in our human nature so that we may share his divine nature, and this would not truly be salvific if the nature of the Son were not the same as the nature of the Father” (Williams 1999, 847; DT, IV, 4). “And to speak of the Son’s or the Spirit’s ‘mission’ is simply to designate the process whereby we come to recognize that Son and Spirit are from the Father” (Williams 1999, 847; DT, IV, 25-32). Augustine thus correlates the divine missions inaugurated by the Incarnation with the eternal divine processions of the Son and Spirit from the Father. To say that Son and Spirit are sent by the Father means that they are “apprehended as born or proceeding, apprehended by creatures in the economy of salvation” (Williams 1999, 847).


In Books V-VII, Augustine turns to questions of logical coherence. The problems arise from the application of prevailing linguistic and ontological categories to the Trinitarian God. According to these categories, predicates are attributed to things either as substances or as accidents. However, predicates of God cannot be said in the category of accident, since God has no qualities. But to restrict predicates of God to the category of substance would then imply that the terms Father, Son and Spirit, indicate three different substances, which contradicts the Church’s Trinitarian faith.

Drawing from earlier Christian thinkers, such as Gregory of Nazianzen and Didymus the Blind, Augustine proposes that the Trinitarian names are posited of God not as substance or accident, but as relation. Thus, among the Trinitarian persons, “there is no difference of substance, because they are not called these things substance-wise but relationship-wise; and yet this relationship is not a modification, because it is not changeable” (DT, V, 6). However, while the terms Father and Son are properly relational, the relational quality of the term Holy Spirit is not as clear. Augustine thus proposes that the Spirit be thought of as Gift (cf., DT, V, 12). “Because the Holy Spirit’s proper name is the relational one of Gift of Father and Son who are holy and spirit, the Gift’s distinctive name is Holy Spirit” (Clark 2001, 96). Once again, Augustine’s creative interpretation of the received tradition is apparent.

Even in these logical considerations, however, the soteriological and Christological concerns are not far away, as is evident from Augustine’s approach to the so-called problem of appropriation in Books VI-VII. The problem is how to understand passages like 1 Cor 1:24: Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God, in a way that respects the triune nature of God. Augustine’s solution is to see wisdom and power as substance words applicable to the consubstantial persons of the Trinity. “So the father is wisdom, the Son is wisdom, the Holy Spirit is wisdom; and together they are not three wisdoms but one wisdom… and… one being” (DT, VII, 6). And the reason why “it is the Son who is being introduced to us whenever mention is made of wisdom,” is because, being the divine image of God, the Son is presented by scripture to us, who are created in God’s image, for our imitation. Thus, by his self-emptying Incarnation, Christ becomes “a model of return to man who had fallen away,” so that we might “be refashioned to the image of God… by living wisely” in the Son’s footsteps (DT, VII, 5).

Mediation

If the earlier books have to do with coherence, Books VIII-XV can be thought of as being more concerned with mediation. Situated within the above-discussed Augustinian conception of the human/ Christian project as a search for union with the triune God, these later books explore the ways in which this process is necessarily mediated by an existential appropriation of the faith “in a more inward manner” (DT, VIII, 1). In Book VIII, Augustine speaks in epistemological terms of the necessity of this mediation by faith rooted in human experience. While asserting that in order to understand “the eternity and equality and unity of the trinity… we must believe before we can understand,” he also notes that we firmly believe propositions of faith “because we think of them in terms of general and specific notions that we are quite certain of.” And so, “we believe about (God) what we experience in ourselves” (DT, VIII, 7-8). In other words, we can only come to the knowledge of God – or anything else – from the basis of the knowledge and experience that we already have.

Thus, in addition to being a search for the image of the Trinity, Books VIII-XV also constitute “a search for an understanding of the belief that human persons are created to the image of the Trinity (Genesis 1:26)” (Clark 2001, 96). For this belief provides the “direct ontological link” between the human knower and the triune God (Hill 1991, 24). The search for God is thus mediated both by faith, as well as by the seeker’s interior experience of the structures of one’s own human consciousness. It follows then, that the process discussed in these later books of DT constitutes “not merely an introspective, psychological search… (since) it is guided by the divine missions and the desire to know the value of realizing that one is the image of God” (Clark 2001, 96). Because the self is created in the image of God, the process of seeking God involves also a process of seeking deeper self-knowledge.

As Hill has amply demonstrated, DT Books IX to XIV can be correlated with Augustine’s anthropology, psychology and soteriology (Hill 1991, 258-269; & cf., 2 Cor 4:16). In the course of these books, Augustine proposes various mental triads corresponding to the inner person (DT, IX, X & XIV), and two triads corresponding to the outer person (DT, XI). The aim is to lead the fallen and converted human seeker inwards and upwards from the images found in the outer person towards those in the inner person, and ultimately to the reality that is God.

What most concerns us here is the way in which Augustine understands the correlation between faith and the human knower. In addition to his distinction between the outer and inner person, Augustine also subdivides the latter into two functions. The higher function, called wisdom, pertains to the “contemplation of eternal things,” while the lower function, called knowledge, pertains to temporal things and to action (DT, XII, 22). In Book XIII, Augustine situates faith within the latter of these functions, but also makes faith the indispensable condition for progressing to the former. On the one hand, “all (the) things that the Word made flesh did and suffered for us in time and space (which constitutes the content of faith) belong… to knowledge and not to wisdom” (DT, XIII, 24). On the other hand, however, “faith in eternal things is also necessary for gaining these eternal things, though faith itself is temporal and finds a temporal dwelling in the hearts of believers” (DT, XIV, 3). 

Thus, in his discussion of DT Book XIII, Williams describes its treatment of “the hybrid nature of Christian revelation: it puts before us both historical, contingent matters… and also the eternal source and rationale for these historical happenings” (Williams 1999, 849). In order to avail oneself of the saving effects of the faith, the human/ Christian seeker, must progress from remembering “the sounds of the words that express this faith,” to recollecting “the meaning of those words,” and then to loving “what these meanings proclaim, command and promise.” In so doing, one is “already living according to the trinity of the inner man; every man lives according to what he loves” (DT, XIII, 26).

However, the image of God is not yet to be found in this trinity of faith because it is still focused on temporal things, albeit things proposed by faith (cf., DT, XIV, 4). What is required is for the seeker to continue living the implications of this faith, and so be gradually reformed into the image of God, finally coming “to the perfect vision of God” (DT, XIV, 23). “This is the contemplative wisdom” that comes only through the knowledge of faith (DT, XIV, 26). But, for Augustine, even this image of God still falls far short of the reality. For “the dissimilarity between temporal being and eternal Being, between changeable and unchangeable Being, is greater than the similarity” (Clark 2001, 99). And in DT Book XV, he indicates the various ways in which this dissimilarity manifests itself. However, rather than prejudicing the importance of faith, this apophaticism of Augustine’s only serves to underscore its indispensability (cf., DT, XIV, 44). The Christian’s journey towards divinization must be mediated by faith.

ROLE OF CHRIST


Thus far, we have offered a three-fold outline of Augustine’s theological method in DT. For convenience, our discussion of the centrality of Christ will also be structured according to each of these elements.


Context:  The Incarnation and the Drama of Salvation


The Augustinian context that we sketched above is one by which fallen humanity is converted and progresses towards its eternal destiny in God. And central to this salvific drama is the Christ-event. As Bonner has pointed out, “the foundation of Augustine’s teaching of the glorification of the image of God in man is Jesus Christ. Without His Incarnation, death and resurrection there could be no healing of diseased humanity” (Bonner 1987, III, 509). For Augustine this centrality of Christ is correlated with the indispensability of faith for salvation. According to him, we could only be purified for adaptation to eternal things by temporal means… (So that) just as the rational mind is meant, once purified, to contemplate eternal things, so it is meant while still needing purification to give faith to temporal things” (DT, IV. 24). And it is the Incarnation that constitutes the temporal things in which we have to put our faith. For it was to prevent our faith “from clashing with the truth of contemplating eternal things… (that) the Son of God came in order to become Son of man and to capture our faith and draw it to himself, and by means of it to lead us on to his truth” (ibid).


In recent times, this context has been characterized as a drama of salvation. Hill, for example, sees how in DT, “with a stroke of almost unconscious genius, we are presented with the dramatic history of God” (Hill 1991, 18). And according to Ayres, in DT Books IV and XIII, Augustine is concerned to show that “the ‘logic’ of the Incarnation, is peculiarly suited for its purpose in healing fallen humanity.” And this ‘logic’ is “portrayed in ‘dramatic’ terms, placing the life, death and resurrection of the incarnate Christ within the context of God’s redemptive dispensatio” (Ayres 1998, 123).


Thus Augustine says, “there neither was nor should have been a more suitable way of curing our unhappy state” than the Incarnation, by which God demonstrated to humanity the depth of God’s love thus enabling us to hope for the immortal happiness for which we all long (DT, XIII, 13). After describing the salvific significance of the Incarnation in terms of a debt theory of atonement, Augustine goes on to describe the benefits it won for us (DT, XIII, 13ff.). These include the way in which Christ’s shedding of his blood on the cross gained for us the “reconciliation of God” by which “the wrath of God” was ended (DT, XIII, 21). And Christ’s dual nature – both human and divine – also demonstrates the dignity of human nature in its capacity to be “so joined to God that one person would be made out of two substances.” Also, “in the man Christ (the Incarnation) advertises the grace of God toward us without any previous deserts on our part, “ thus confuting and curing our pride through the humility of the Son of God. In this way, humanity comes to learn “how far (it) has withdrawn from God” (DT, XIII, 22).

Scriptural Coherence: The Incarnation as Paradigm of Revelation


In arguing for the coherence of the Trinitarian propositions of the faith with the scriptures, Augustine clearly privileges the Incarnation as the paradigmatic event of God’s self-revelation. On the one hand, he views the theophanies to the patriarchs and prophets of the Old Testament as manifestations staged “by creature control… in order to represent the invisible and intelligible God – not only the Father, but the Son too and the Holy Spirit” (DT, II, 25). And this was not done directly by God but “whenever God was said to appear to our ancestors before our savior’s incarnation, the voices heard and the physical manifestation seen were the work of angels” (DT, III, 27). On the other hand, however, while the earthly body of Jesus “was not the very substance of the Word of God… but something created” (ibid), it was “the very Word of God (that) was made flesh, that is, was made man, without however being turned or changed into that which he was made” (DT, IV, 31).

Logical Coherence: Christ and the Aesthetics of Salvation

The significance of Christ in Augustine’s demonstration, in DT Books V-VII, of the logical coherence of Trinitarian doctrine can perhaps be seen in the aesthetic terms used by Hanby to characterize Augustine’s salvific context. While some see this context as a drama or story, Hanby highlights its ontological and aesthetic character. It is ontological in that it is centered on “the hypostatic unity of the one Christ, in which the creation unfolded within the love between the Father and the Son is recalled to union with its Creator.” It is also an aesthetic context in that “there is a dual concern for both the apprehension and the manifestation of the divine beauty” (Hanby 2003, 27). This ontological and aesthetic interpretation of the Augustinian vision finds support, for example, in DT Book IV, wherein Augustine explains “how the single of our Lord Jesus Christ matches our double, and in some fashion enters into a harmony of salvation with it” (DT, IV, 5).

And, drawing from Hilary of Poitiers, Augustine speaks of the Trinity as “the divine art” that has created in all things “a certain unity and form and order,” and “whose traces appear in creation in a way that is fitting.” “In that supreme triad is the source of all things, and the most perfect beauty, and wholly blissful delight” (DT, VI, 11-12). Further, Augustine describes the Son as the form of beauty, “where there is no discord and no inequality and no kind of unlikeness, but identical correspondence” with the Father (DT, VI, 11). And by being the divine image made incarnate, the Son has become for us “a road or way in time by his humility, while being for us an eternal abode by his divinity” (DT, VII, 5).
Mediation: Christ as Mediator

One of Augustine’s favorite appellations for Christ in DT is mediator. For example, in Book IV, he contrasts the work of Christ the true “mediator of life” with that of the devil, “the false mediator” (DT, IV, 13ff.). Whereas the devil mediates “the road to death” (DT, IV, 13ff.), Augustine speaks of “struggling to return from this far country… by the road (God) has made in the humanity of the divinity of his only Son” (DT, IV, 1). And not only is Christ the road, he is ultimately also the destination. For when the image of God that is the human person attains to the beatific vision, “we will be like God, but only like the Son, who alone in the triad took a body in which he died and rose again, carrying it up to the heavenly regions” (DT, XIV, 24).

In addition, Augustine also speaks of the death and resurrection of Christ as both the “sacrament for the inner man” and the “model for the outer one” (DT, IV, 6). For Hill, this means that Christ’s bodily death and resurrection “is the sacrament or sacred sign… (of the) hidden realities of our salvation.” And that Christ is not just sacrament but also model indicates that “he is the means of access for us in our whole nature, body and soul, to those realities” (Hill 1991, 178, n. 18.). By imitating his self-emptying sacrifice, we have access to God. For humanity “ought to follow no one but God in (its) search for bliss, and yet (it) was unable to perceive God; so by following God made man (it) would at one and the same time follow one (it) could perceive and one (it) ought to follow” (DT, VII, 5).

This mediating function of Christ is rooted in his very nature – the unity of both divine and human, both temporal and eternal. As we noted above, a central feature of Augustine’s more inward discussion of the Trinity is his distinction between knowledge and wisdom, and his insistence on the need to rise beyond the former to the latter. He also speaks of the hybrid nature of Christian revelation that enables the believer to do this. For Augustine, this hybrid nature of Christian revelation, by which the human knower is saved and comes to the knowledge of Truth, arises from the hybrid nature of Christ himself. “Our knowledge… is Christ, and our wisdom is the same Christ. It is he who plants faith in us about temporal things, he who presents us with the truth about eternal things” (DT, XIIII, 24).

It seems fitting, then, that we should close this section on the centrality of Christ with an exhortation of Augustine’s: “Let us love him and cling to him with the charity that has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us (Rom 5:5) (DT, VII, 5).

CONCLUSION TC \l2 "

Our discussion of Augustine’s theological method in DT has attempted to highlight the following points. First, that Augustine’s project in DT amounts to a constitution of Christian identity from within a multi-dimensional polemical context. Second, that the Augustinian project can be seen to consist of three elements, namely, contextualization, coherence, and mediation. And finally, that Christ plays a central role in this project. To conclude, we might note that we live in times that are perhaps no less polemical than Augustine’s. And the constitution of Christian identity requires as much, if not more, attention now as it did then. In considering the Augustinian project in DT, it is hoped that we might be able to find some useful insights into what a contemporary approach to the constitution of Christian identity might look like. 
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