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ABSTRACT
THE DEVELOPMENT OF AUGUSTINE'S DOCTRINE OF OPERATIVE GRACE
James Patout Burns, Jr.

Yale University, 1874

This study analyzes the developuent of Augusgtine's doctrine of
the operative graces through which God effects the conversion and per-
severance of his elect and thereby achieves his predestining purpese.
In interpreting Augustine the established practice hag been to ackuow-
ledge an increased emphasis on gratuitous divine election which begins
in 417 and lasts until the end of his life in 430. The Insistence of
providential manipulation of the cuvironment of man's free choice which

characterizes Augustine's discussion of operative grace im Pe diversis

a3

guaestionibus zd Simplicisaum, Confessiones, and De spiritu et iitter

is then used to temper the deterministic rigorism apparent in his later

writings. The fundamental assumption of such icterpretztions is the sta-
bility of Augustine's doctrine of diviac operation.

The primary hypothesis of this investigation states that Augustire's
doctrine of the grace of conversion changed in De gratia Christi, which
was written in the spring of 418, Before thig time, he explained that
God effects the initial act of faith by presenting the motives he knows
will actually win an individual's congent; but in 418 and thereafter,
he asserts that the Roly Spirit works within a pereon's heart to overcome
his oppoaitlon to Christ and to effect his daclsion to convert, A secon-
dary hypothesis affirms that the subsequent doctrine of the gifc of per=

severance is modelod on the thaory of the Spirit's interior werkiang of



faith rather than on the exposition of providential control given in 397.

Augustine appears to have developed a new explanation of conver-
sion in order to defend the gratuity of charity against Pelagian arguments
that this grace is earned by the prior act of faith. The structure of
the new theory seems to have been determined by the development of his
appreciation of the work of the Holy Spirit during the polemic against
the Donatists. The subsequent analysis of the divine working of perse-
verance grows out of this new explanation of faith and draws on its sup~-
positions.

The usual exposition of Augustine's doctrine of operative grace
begins with De diversis guaestionibus ad Simplicianum (written in 397),
moves immediately to De spiritu et littera (412), and then makes the doc-
trine of these two works normative for interpreting Augustine's later
thought. This study, however, uses a developmental analysis of all of
Augustine's writings to specify the variations in both the theological
context and the problematic of each of his successive discussiong of the
efficacy of divine action. Only those sermons and commentaries on the
Psalms which cannot be dated near the critical period beginning in 417
are excluded from the investigation. In the process, the growth of Augus-
tine's theories of original sin, sacramental efficacy, divine coercion,
and human freedom and servitude are traced. The significance of the Donatist
controversy in shaping Augustine's reaction to Pelagius 1s central to the
analysis.

Establighing this difference between Augustine's early and later
explanations of the efficacy of divine operation specifies the proper
context for understanding his final teaching on predestination and repro=
bation, and excludes certain mitigating or exaggerating interpretations

of hig deterministic tendencies. N
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INTRODUCTION

This investigation centers not on Augustine's theory of predas-
tinatfon but on his elaboration of a doctrine of divine sovereignty, of
the dominion of God over the free choice of man. Augustine not only as-
gserts that man's salvation is consequent upon God's predestining purpose;
he explains how divine grace accomplishes this design without violating
human free choice. The understanding of how God achieves the good of
the elect is the subject of this study; its hypothesis is that Augustine's
theory changed. .

Augustine first affirmed a divine predestination without prior

merits in De diversis guaestionibus ad Simplicianum, the first written

work after his elevation to the episcopacy, between 395 and 397. The
assertion grows out of an analysis of the ninth chapter of Paul's Epistle
to the Romans, and in particular of verse sixteen: [salvation] is not
from man's willing and exertion, but from God's mercy. The accompanying
explanation provides for a divine control over man's acceptance or rejec~
tion of the means of salvation through God's knowledge of an individual's
dispositions and preferences and his providential manipulation of the
environment of choice. Since God can find some appeal which would win
the congent of any given person, his decision to present a motive which

he knows will be successful actually determines the conversion and faith

1



of his elect. The environment in which he must choose lies beyond a per-
son's own control, yet exercises a significant i{nfluence on his decision;
thug, by asserting divine control over these factors, Augustine can ex-
plain divine dominion without violating human freedom. Once a perscn
has believed in Christ as Savior and prayed for assistance to live well,
God bestows the gift of the Holy Spirit, which disposes him to love, pre-
fer, and accomplish the good works which merit eternal 1ife. This much
Augustine asserts and explains in 397.1

During the next twenty years, Augustine avoids the discussion of
predestination and divine dominion over man's free choice. He subsequently
explains that he skirted the issue lest the questions it entails compli-
cate other discussions and derail his arguments.2 Such indications as
he gives, however, indicate the stability of his adherence to this expla-
nation of God's dominfon. A discussion of the genesis of tha act of faith
in De spiritu et littera in 412 appears fully compatible with both the
casertign of sovereignty and the explanation of its exercise which had
been put forward in Ad Simglicianum.3

As Augustine gained ascendancy over Pelagius in proving the neces-
sity of divine assistance to gain eternal l1ife, he moved to block an appeal
to a human initiative which would earn the grace which saves man. The
assertion of the gratuity of God's help, of his operation of man's initial
act of faith, and of the doctrines of predestination and govereignty then

became the focal point of the debate. To gecure the gratuity of grace,

Lad simp1., 1.2,
223 praed. sanect,, 9,18,

SDQ aplr, et 1lite., 31,53-34,60,




Augustine asserts that man's conversion to Christ is accomplished by God's
sovereign operation rather than by the autonomous response of man to an
offer of assistance; and he advances a new and significantly different
explanation of the way God works man's act of faith. Without relinquish-
ing the divine control over the environment, Augustine affirms that the
efffcacy of the preacher's ministry derives from the operation of the
Trinity within man's heart. Faith {s attributed to the interior teaching
of the Father and the work of the Foly Spirit. Thus the explanation shifts
from the use of exterior means, and assimilates the operation of faith to
the Spirit's working of charity and its fruits. At the same time, in-
creased emphasis is placed on the Spirit's efficacy in moving man to good
works. The discussion of election itself continues to center, however,

on the initial stages of the process of salvation.

When the question of predestination next returns to prominence in
the final five years of Augustine's life, the focus has shifted to the
fulfillment of the Christian life. The accompanying explanation of divine
sovereignty deals not simply with the initial act of faith, but with man's
perseverance in good. The operation of faith through the interior work-
ing of the Holy Spirit is complemented by a gimilar activity which accom=
plishes the predestined person's continued commitment to justice and his
avoidance of sin. The original assertion of Rom., 9.16 reaches its full
scope in the final doctrine of predestination and perseverance,

The present study docs not center on the early affirmation of pre-
destination in the initial act of salvation and the late development of
a theory of predestination to eternal 1ife in themselves. Itg hypotheges
deal, rather, with the explanation of the way in vhich the divine dominion

over the will of man achieves these purposes. The primary assertion is



that Augustine shifted his explanation of the divine operation of faith

in 418 from the presentation of motives adapted to a man's dispositions

to an immediate divine operation in the willing itself. The secondary
hypothesis is that the explanation of God's operation of the predestined's
perseverance in good is patterned on and derives from the doctrine of

the working of conversion developed in 418,

Establishing these hypotheses would break an impasse in the inter-
pretation of Augustine's doctrine of predestination by describing a shift
in his thiiiing in 418 which divides his earlier from his later thought.
A failure to specify the differences in his explanations of the exercise
of God's domination over man's free choice has led many commentators to
reject his entire teaching wholesale as hopelessly deterministic. Other
interpreters have been more concerned to harmonize his assertions with
acceptable doctrine; but many of their expositions have been notably un-
faithful to the text and suppositions of Augustine. Six different inter-
pretationg can be grouped into three categories. Those who view Augus-
tine as.a determinist reject his explanation of the Christian mystery.
Others attempt to save him as a Christian theologian and interpret his
deterministic statements according to earlier explanations which guard
man's freedom. A third approach distinguishes the earlier and later
emphases, but without specifying tﬁe difference in the understanding
of divine operation.

Without undertaking an anal&sis of Augustine's earlier writings,
Odilo Rottmanner insisted that a rigorous doctrine of predestination which
is accomplished through the irresistible efficacy of the divine will is
taught by Augustine after 417, He submits that the later works must be

congidered definitive of Augustine's thought and concludes that his

*



doctrine is incompatible with Catholic dogma.6

Those who attcmpt to rescue Augustine from conclusions such as
Rottmanner's use different explanations taken from the earlier writings
to interpret his later, more determinist statements in a way fundamentally
compatible with the affirmation of human freedom. Four different approaches
can be distinguished withir this second category. These will be expounded
by taking one modern representative of each school. .
Xavier Leon-Dufour argued in a much-cited article that a statement

in De spiritu et littera, which Augustine wrote in 412, must serve as the

general principle for interpreting all his writings on grace and fteedom.5
God wills to save all men, but man can accept or reject the means God

offers, consentire vel dissentire propriae voluntatis est. God never

e S———————

determines man's decision or encroaches on his freedom of choice.

Eugéne Portali& uses the Molinist principle of scientia media to

elaborate an Augustinian explanation of God's determination and control

of man's choice in a way which does not violate his proper autonomy.6

4odilo Rottmanner, Der Augustinismus (Munich, 1892).

SXavier Leon-Dufcur, "Grice et libre arbitre chez saint Augustin A propos
de: Consentire vocationi Dei...propriae voluntatig est," Recherches de
science relipieuss, XXXIII (1946), 129-163. Francois Joseph Thonnard
defends this interpretation in, "Bulletin augustinien pour 1954," No.
569, in Revue des Gtudes augustiniennes, IIT (1957), 321-322. Others
presume its accuracy: Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, "L'équilibre supérieur
de la pensée de saint Augustin dans les questions de la grice,” in
ugustinug Magister (Paris, 1954), II, 763-771; Maurice Huftier, "Libre
arbitre, liberté, et péché chez saint Augustin," Recherches de thdologie
ancienne et médifvale, XXXIII (1966), 218-222,

62ug§ne Portali€, "Saint Augustin," in Dictionnaire de théolosie catholique,
4 ed, (1931), 1, Pt. 11, 2388-2392, 2399-2404, This article was written
between 1899 and 1902: it was separately published, A Guide to the Thought
of St. Augustine, trans. by Ralph Bastian (Chicago, 1960), see pp., 198«

204, 215-223. Among Portalié's predeccessors in this tradition are: Otto




In the sixteenth-century controversy de auxiliis, Luis de Molina proposged
that three different forms of divine knowledge be distinguished according
to their objects: the events which actually occur, the pure possibilities,
and the decisions which creatures would freely make in various circumstances.
The third knowledge, whose object is midway between actuality and pure pos-
sibility was termed scientia media. With such knowledge, God could achieve
his predestining purpose through providential manipulation of the environ-
ment of the elect's free choice. Such an explanation harmonizes with that
which Augustine advanced in Ad Simplicianum in 397, and Portalif makes
this theory normative for interpreting the later statements.

A. M. Jacquin takes exception to Portalié's r¢ading of the text
of Ad Simplicianum and proposes an interpretation inspired by the prin-
ciples of Molina's chief opponent, Domingo Baﬁbz.7 In both the early
and later works, Augustine teaches that God wing man's consent not simply
by providing motives which are adapted to the dispositions of his elect's
will, bgt by an interior grace which modifies these dispositions as well.

In this sense, God not only callsg the elect by a vocatio congrua but also

PfU1f, "Die Pradestinationslehre des hl, Augustin," Zeitschrift fllr
katholische Theologie, XVII (1893), 492-493; and Joseph Schwane, Histoire
des dogmes, trans. by A. Degert (Paris, 1903), III, 190-229, Subsequent
defenders include: Trindad Salguerio, La doctrine de Saint Ausustin sur
la price d'apres le traité 3 Simplicien (Porto, 1925); H. Lange, who re-
views Salguerio in Scholastik, II (1927), 428-432; Fulbert Cayre, "La
prédestination dang saint Augustin," L'Anne thZolopique, II (1941), 42-
63; Fmile Bailleux, "La liberté augustinienne et la grace," Mélanges de
gcience relirciecuse, XIX (1962), 30-48, ’

7A. M. Jacquin gets out his interpretation of the effective vocation in
the second of three articles on predestination, "La question de la pré=-
destination aux Ve et Vie siécles," Revue d'histoire ecclésiastique, V
(1904), 727-746; and in, "La prédestination d'aprés saint Augustin, " in
Miscellanca Avostiniana (Rome, 1931), II, 853-878. Me attacks Portalif
and Schwane by name.




prepares his will to respond. Jacquin draws his proof from the frequent
use in Augustine's later writings of the Septuagint text of Proverbs 8.35,
“The will is prepared by the Lord." 1In both these explanations, God ac-
tually determines the consent to his grace; and the elect cannot claim
an autonomous decision. Thus each must ultimately reject Leon-Dufour's
agsertion of the elect's freadom to reject God's grace and to frustrate
his will to save.

Eugene TeSelle's interpretation of Augustine is more compatible with
Leon-Dufour's defense of mrn's freedom.8 He accepts the text of De spiritu

et littera as granting man a freedom to accept or reject God's grace.

However, he also notes a change in Augustine's explanation of the process
of conversion. In De gratia Christi, written in 418, the operation of
faith and the bestowal of charity are not distinguished and placed in

the normal sequence. Instead, Augustine analyzes the Process of conver=-
sion as a reorientation of man's will by the interior grace of charity.
TeSelle insists, however, that the explanation does not involve an imme=
diate divine action on the will. God works man's choice by presenting
motives to his understanding, through sensation or interior inspiration.
TeSelle also distinguishes the doctrine of predestination expressed in
the final five years of Augustine's life from his earlier teaching of
election and conversion.9 The one is concerned with providing the external
conditionsg for beginning the process of salvation; the later doctrine
involves the prior election of the faithful who are not chosen for eter-

nal life,

8Eugene TeSelle, Augugtine the Theologian (New York, 1970), pp. 320-322,
3

.

YIbid., 325-326, 329-330.



Jean Lebourlier is the principal modern interpreter to suggest a
shift in Augustine's explanation of the efficacy of the grace of faith
from the vocatio congrua to an internal operation of man's choice. Le-
bourlier dates the change in 418, and in the later works finds further
evidence of Augustine's having abandoned his former explanation%o Fol=-
lowing Lebourlier, Guy de Broglie also notes the assertion of an interior
action of man's willing which had not been discussed in De spiritu et
littera.11 Neither Lebourlier nor de Broglie, however, attempted to es-
tablish or elaborate the hypothesis; and it has been subsequently ignored.

Although the present investigation did not draw its inspiration
from the remarks of Lebourlier, it undertakes to establish this interpre-
tation. It challenges the assumption that a single explanation of divime
operation of man's choice can account for all of Augustine's statements.
Rottmanner provides no adequate interpretation of the earlier viewpoint;
and Jacquin fails to give an accurate exegesis of the text of Ad Simpli-
clanum, Portalié's interpretation of this text is adequate; but his
theory cannot express the more deterministic explanation of the later
works. The principle which Leon-Dufour advances to generality is hcre
rejected as incompatible with Augustine's fundamental assertion of divine
sovereignty, and his proposal is shown to be the consequence of s migin-
terpretation of the single passage of Augustime in which it occurs.
Finally, TeSelle's observation of the assimilation of the operation of

faith to the bestowal of charity is developed in support of a divine

10;0an Lebourlier, "Essai sur la responsabilité du pécheur dans la ré-

glgxion de saint Augustin," in Augustinus Mapgister (Paris, 1954), 1II,
96-300,

11cuy de Broglie, "Pour une meilleure intelligence du 'De Correptione
et Gratia,'" in dupustinus Mapister (Paris, 1954), 111, 332, n, 1,




operation of the will which is not limited to the mediation of intellec-
tual motivation. 1In this way, a genetic link is established between the
two forms of predestination which he distinguishes.

The hypothesis that Augustine developed a new theory of the divine
operation of the initial act of faith is establighed by an anaiysis of
the texts of the Pelagian controversy between 418 and 422, by contrast-
ing the problematic of this explanation with that of Ad Simplicianum,
and by specifying the development of his understanding of related issues
in the intervening twenty years. The analysis of the theological context
and problematic of the two discussions demonstrates that a shift in aoc-
trine underlies the change in Augustine's language. In Ad Simplicianum,
Augustine seeks an explanation of the first act of faith which will satisfy
the attribution of salvation to God's mercy and exclude any human autonomy
vhich could frustrate that mercy; but in 418, he must exclude all human
werit from the initial act of faith in order to protect the gratuity of
the grace of charity. A number of significant doctrines were developed
after 397 and provide a mew context for the discussion in 418: a doctrine
of original sin which justifies the condem:iation of all Adam's children
vithout subsequent personal sin, the understanding of a sacramental effi-
cacy in baptism which is independent of the consent of the recipient,
an affirmation of the immediate operation of the Holy Spirit which supplies
the efficacy of human ministry, the assertion of a divine election which
vorks the salvation or condemnation of children by providing or withhold-
ing the sacrament of baptism, a theory of coercion which Justifies the
use of persecution to force man to abandon evil and turn to good, and an
appreciation of the servitude of the human will vhich restricts man's

power to choose good. Through these developments, Augustine had devalued
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man's autonomoug freedom in preferring good to evil and had become more
inclined to assert a divine operation of his choice.

The secondary hypothesis that Augustine's doctrine of the opera-
tive grace of perseverance grew out of his new explanation of the opera-
tion of faith is established by showing the genetic conmection between
the two sets of writirLés and the similarity of his argumentation. Augus-
tine himself shows the relation of this problematic to that of his expla-
nation of conversion in Ad Simplicianum; and this makes the influence
of the Pelagian controversy on his theological context even more striking.

A procedure adapted to the scope and goals of this investigation
has been adopted. The analysis concentrates on the development of Augus-
tine's own thought and the influence of its various elements on the doc-
trine of grace and divine sovereignty. Thus no attempt is made to discover
the origins of certain ideas in Ambrosiaster and Tyconius, or to specify
the influence of Ambrose or Cyprian on his assertion of related doctrines.
The significance of Caelestius, Pelagius and Julian of Eclanum is limited
to Augustine's own perception of their teaching and his attempts to cope
vith it. Within the range of Augustine's own thought, attention is focused
on the controversy with Pelagius. Efforts are made to isolate those ele~
ments in the controversies with the Manicheans and the Donatists which
structure his subsequent polemic against the Pelagians. Through this
narrowing of focus and concentration of attention, the present investi-
gation attempts to establigh the meaning’ of Augustina's statements about
the first motions and fulfillment of salvation in the period after 418,

As the limits of the issues lavestigated have been set by the queg=
tion to be decided, so the materials examined are epecified by the genetic

msthodology. In a developmental atudy, writings which cannot be located

‘
.
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in a chronological sequence are of marginal value. Further, their dating

must be established by external evidence, or by internal evidence inde-

pendent of the issues under investigation. Through his Retractationes
Augustine has himself provided the proper sequence of his major works,
though difficulties remain with the dating of individual parts of works

vhich were composed over longer periods. Only the Enarrationes in Psalmos

and the Sermones which cannot be dated within the Pelagian period have

been excluded from this research. Although all of Augustine's other
writings have been surveyed, further problems of dating have restricted

the use of some. The Tractatus in Johannis evangelium subsequent to the

first sixteen cannot be relied upon to trace a development between 412

and 422.12 The principles according to which Kunzelmann dates the Sermones
of this period also draw heavily on evidence internal to the controvetsy.
itself, and particularly on some of the developments integral to the pre-

sent Interpretation of Augustine's doctrine.13 Such materials can be

1z'rhe chronology of these expositions proposed by S. M. Zarb, Chronologria
Tractatuum S. Ausustini in Evaneelium primamque Epistulam Johannis Arostoli
(Rome, 1933), and further elaborated by Maurice Le Landais, Deux anntes

de prédication de S. Aucustin (Paris, 1953), was challenged by Anne Marie
La Bonnardire, Recherches de chronologsie aupustinienne (Paris, 1965),

PP+ 19-118. Her dating of the first sixteen expositions of the Gospel

and all ten of the First Epistle before 410 may be considered established.
The exact dating in 406-407 and the dating of the subsequent expositions
has been challenged effectively by Marie-Francois Berrouard, '"La date

des Tractatus I-LIV in Johannis Evangelium de saint Augustin, ' Recherches
gugustiniennes, VII (1971), 105-168. The argument for the Tractatus

after number sixteen hinges on the interpretation of references to Arianism
and Pelagianism; but the anti-Arian material is quite ambiguous, and the
question comes down to judging the stage of development to which the anti-
Pelagian material belongs. Even if the results of the present investigae~
tion could be presumed, the question would not be settled. )

13A. Kunzelmann, '"Die Chronologie der Sermones des hl. Augustinus,' in

Miscellanca Apostiniana (Romwe, 1930), 11, 456-460,
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used to amplify an exegesis firmly established through other evidence.

The uncertainties of the chronology of Ep. 98 ad Bonifatium and the tenth

book of De Genesi ad litteram cause difficulties in the exposition of the
development of Augustine's doctrine of original sin, which is divided
between the final section of the second chapter and the first section

of the third chapter. 1In the absence of clear contrary evidence, the
more convenient separation of the material in these works from that in
the works proper to the Pelagian controversy has been adopted. Because
the chronological sequence of the writings against the Pelagians is so
clearly established, these restrictions on the use of other materials

do not significantly limit either the investigation or its results.

The exposition proceeds in six chapters, of which the final two
deal with the hypotheses themselves. The first chapter expounds Augus-
tine's original position on the responsibility of human free choice and
the assistance of God's grace and then charts his progress through the
explanation of divine efficacy in Ad Simplcianum. The period of the
Donatist controversy is coﬁsidered in the second chapter, which concen-
trates on the evolution of Augustine's theology of the Holy Spirit and
the doctrine of original sin. The scene is thus set for the outbreak
of the controversy with the Pelagians. The third chapter interrupts the
historical sequence to attempt synthetic statements of Augustine's teach-
ing on the freedom of man's will and the guilt inherited from Adam which
supply the necessary background for tracing the growth of his undersgtand=
ing of the ianterrelation of grace and free choice during the critical
period from 412 to 422, The fourth chapter picks up the thread of the
narrative agaiu, explaining the course of the polemic until the Council

of Carthage in 418, With the paraneters of development thus establighed,

.



the fifth chapter undertakes the proof of the primary hypothesis by ana-
lyzing Augustine's statements on the divine operation of faith in the
period from 418 through 422, The secondary hypothesis is then established
by following the subsequent discussions within the orthodox camp in the

last five years of Augustine's life, 425-430.



