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Faith, Learning and Christian Higher Education 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Responding to the absence of readily available models in Australia for thinking about 

Christian higher education, this thesis investigates what might constitute its 

foundational principles and distinctive character. 

 

The thesis considers the Western Christian tradition, the history of the university, and 

the contemporary experience of Christian higher education in the United States to 

identify models for thinking about Christian higher education. It is argued that a central 

issue to be addressed in developing a distinctively Christian approach to scholarship is 

the relationship of faith and reason, an issue to which the Christian tradition offers a 

range of approaches. The question of faith and reason has a wider cultural significance 

since, it is argued, Western culture is fundamentally constituted by the relationship of 

Jerusalem and Athens, in which the inherent tensions do not obscure an ultimate 

commitment to the unity of truth.  

 

In contemporary debates over Christian higher education, the concept of faith-learning 

integration is a central issue. Given the variety of definitions and models proposed, the 

thesis considers the approaches which have been adopted in the Christian tradition.  

 

The approaches of Philo and the Church Fathers to classical learning are considered, 

with extended attention given to the “faith seeking understanding” model attributed to 
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St Augustine. Drawing upon Neoplatonism, Augustine’s theory of illumination 

explained why true knowledge was dependent upon divine revelation. Augustine’s 

approach also held that “all truth is God’s truth”, and justified the appropriation of 

classical learning as analogous to the Hebrews “spoiling Egypt” at the time of the 

Exodus. The Augustinian approach offers significant insight into the role of the will and 

the affections in knowing, and justifies belief as a reliance upon authority. While 

Augustine’s is not the only model that might validly be termed “Christian”, and is not 

without its problems, it is a model which still has much to offer to Christian higher 

education today. The Augustinian approach has a profound historical significance since 

it established the epistemological framework for western Christendom throughout the 

middle ages. 

 

In responding to the criticism that the term “Christian university” is an oxymoron, the 

thesis also considers aspects of the history of the medieval and Reformation universities, 

seeking to establish the extent to which it is possible for the university to be regarded as 

a Christian institution. It is argued that the university did not arise out of the rediscovery 

of Aristotelian philosophy, and that it is indeed possible to regard the university as a 

Christian institution for much of its history. The possibility of a Christian university 

today is thus not inconsistent with the history and institutional character of the 

university.   

 

The contributions to thinking about faith and learning and Christian higher education of 

Thomas Aquinas, Martin Luther, John Calvin, and John Henry Newman are also 

discussed. One of the critical tasks of Christian higher education generally, and of a 

Christian university specifically, is the synthesis or integration of faith and learning, of 
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which both Augustine and Thomas Aquinas were exemplars. It is argued however that, 

while the Thomistic approach can validly be termed “Christian”, it has been more 

successfully pursued in Catholic institutions than in their Protestant counterparts in 

which a central authority to regulate the boundaries of the domains of faith and reason is 

absent.  

 

A critical issue for Christian higher education today is that of secularising pressures, 

and thus the recent history of the secularisation of Christian higher education 

institutions in the United States is also considered. It is argued that the secularisation of 

these institutions was due particularly to the view of faith and learning which they had 

adopted.  

 

The study concludes that the “worldview” approach advocated by Abraham Kuyper 

offers an approach to scholarship which is both resistant to secularisation, and 

consistent with the Christian tradition, particularly as expressed by Augustine and 

Calvin.  
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Writings of St Augustine 
 

Latin titles and English equivalents 
 

For the convenience of the reader, English translations are used for the titles of 

Augustine’s works in citations in this thesis. English rendering of the Latin titles 

generally follow Bourke (1974). A simplified format for paragraph numbering has also 

been employed throughout the thesis. 

 

Against the Academics  Contra Academicos 

Answers to Eighty-three Different De diversis Quaestionibus LXXXIII 

 Questions 

City of God    De civitate Dei 

Confessions    Confessiones 

Epistle of John to the Parthians In Epistolam Joannis ad Parthos 

Expositions of the Psalms  Enarrationes in Psalmos 

Letters     Epistolae 

Literal Commentary on Genesis De Genesi ad litteram 

On Christian Doctrine   De doctrina Christiana 

On the Ideas    De Ideis 

On Order    De Ordine 

On the Freedom of the Will  De libero arbitrio 

On the Gospel of John  In Joannis Evangelium 

On the Predestination of the Saints De praedestinatione Sanctorum 

On the Spirit and the Letter  De spiritu et littera 

On the Teacher   De Magistro 

On the Trinity    De Trinitate 

On the Value of Believing  De utilitate credendi 

On True Religion   De vera religione 

Retractations    Retractationes 

Sermons    Sermones 

Soliloquies    Soliloquia 

The most readily available collection of Augustine’s works is to be found in the First 
Series of  Philip Schaff (ed.) (1884, reprinted 1979),  A Select Library of the Nicene and 
Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church. 
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Chapter 1  

Introduction 

 

This thesis investigates ideas of Christian higher education, and their roots in the 

Western Christian tradition.  

 

The issue of Christian higher education in Australia can be seen in the context of 

Christian education more generally. Christian education has been experiencing rapid 

growth in Australia over the past twenty-five years at primary and secondary levels 

(vide Long 1996), and the Christian schools sector now consists of more than two 

hundred and fifty schools educating more than 77,000 students (Crimmins 2004). This 

growth is beginning to be reflected in higher education as well, particularly as a 

consequence of the need for teacher education programs which reflect the distinctives of 

Christian education, and serve needs of the Christian schools sector for initial teacher 

education and for professional development.  

 

Discussion of the growth of Christian education is complicated by questions of 

terminology. The term “Christian education” logically refers to any educational 

philosophy or practice that reflects Christian theology or principles, broadly defined. 

But the term can also be a convenient shorthand expression of a more specific meaning 

for evangelical Protestants, amongst whom there often exists a shared understanding of 

a Christian vision of education that transcends denominational labels and divisions. 

Thus the term “Christian schools” is commonly used to identify a relatively recent 

development in Australian education, namely the multiplication and growth of low-fee 
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non-government schools, attached to evangelical Protestant churches or governed by 

groups of Christian parents, and sharing a conviction of the authority of Scripture. This 

thesis will use the term “Christian education” for convenience and simplicity, and 

whether it is being used in a broad sense or in a more specifically Protestant sense will 

generally be evident from the context.  

 

Turning now to the profile of Christian higher education in Australia, it is apparent that 

the Catholic commitment to school education has translated into a significant presence 

in higher education, with the amalgamation of the Catholic teachers’ colleges into the 

multi-state, multi-campus Australian Catholic University following the Dawkins 

reforms to Australian higher education in 1988-89. Other significant developments in 

Catholic higher education in Australia include the establishment of the University of 

Notre Dame Australia in Fremantle, and the planned opening both of a Notre Dame 

campus and of Campion College in Sydney in 2006 (Fraser & Symons 2004, p. 21). 

 

Thus Catholic higher education is now well-represented in Australia. For Protestants 

however the picture is rather different, at least outside of specifically theological 

institutions which are focused on the training of clergy. Christian institutions with a 

broader focus on liberal and/or professional studies have in common an interest in 

teacher education, although some have become more diversified and now offer other 

fields of study as well. These institutions reflect a variety of religious traditions: 

Australian Lutheran College (Lutheran), Avondale College (Adventist), Christian 

Heritage College (Pentecostal/Charismatic), National Institute for Christian Education 

(Reformed), Southland College (formerly Institute for Christian Tertiary Education) 

(Evangelical), Tabor College (Pentecostal),  and Wesley Institute (Uniting). 



 3

 

Some of these institutions aspire to university status. However the task of establishing a 

Protestant Christian university in Australia is complicated by several obstacles, 

including the relatively small size and religious diversity of the existing Protestant 

colleges. However a further obstacle is the paucity of readily available models of what a 

Christian university in the Protestant tradition might look like. The current growth of 

Christian higher education would thus benefit from inquiry into its principles and its 

aims, and strategies for achieving them. The rationale therefore for investigating 

foundational principles of Christian higher education and the distinctive character and 

aims of a Christian university is to aid the progress of Christian higher education 

institutions that aspire to university status in the Australian context.  

 

Discussion of these questions concerning higher education and universities again calls 

for clarification of terminology. As this thesis is concerned particularly with higher 

education, it follows logically that the term “Christian higher education” should be 

adopted. This term is currently in common usage in the United States (e.g. Carpenter & 

Shipps 1987, Wells 1996, Hughes & Adrian 1997, Wolterstorff 2004), although it 

should be noted that use is also made in the US context of both a narrower term 

“Christian scholarship” (e.g. Marsden 1997, Diekema 2000) and a broader term 

“church-related higher education” (e.g. De Jong 1990, Guthrie & Noftzger 1992, 

Migliazzo 2002). 

 

The terms “university” or “Christian university” will also be used where appropriate to 

refer to higher education institutions which are either generally recognised as 

universities, or which share a typically self-governing academic and organisational 
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structure. However it should be noted that in recent times, both in the United States and 

in Australia, non-university institutions usually termed “colleges” or “institutes” also 

have a significant presence as higher education providers; hence the common use in the 

US context of the broader term “church-related higher education”.  As the thesis 

addresses the possibility of Christian universities from the perspective of the present 

reality of Christian colleges, discussion will focus at times on universities specifically, 

and at times on higher education more broadly. Both terms will be found in common 

use in the thesis, with “university” normally referring to a specific institution or a 

typical organisational structure, and “higher education” referring to educational practice 

more generally, whether carried out in universities alone, or also in non-university 

institutions. It might be noted that current Australian practice uses both the term 

“university” and also the rather unwieldy terms “higher education institution” and 

“higher education provider”.  

 

There is an understandable desire, while on the subject of terminology, to seek to define 

these terms “university” and “Christian university” more precisely, since they bear such 

a close relationship to the subject of the thesis, and will recur repeatedly throughout it. 

Definition of the term “university” has however become a current issue, following calls 

by Guthrie and by the Commonwealth Minister for Education, Science and Training, Dr 

Brendan Nelson, for debate on the definition and characteristics of an Australian 

university (Guthrie et al. 2004, DEST 2005).  Guthrie comments that, in spite of an 

extensive international literature that has attempted to define the character and purpose 

of universities, there is no internationally agreed definition of a university.  Nor is there, 

in the Australian context, a nationally agreed statement about what is a university, or 

indeed what is higher education more generally, beyond the National Protocols for 
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Higher Education Approval Processes adopted by the Ministerial Council on Education, 

Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) in 2000 (Guthrie et al. 2004, p. 

6; MCEETYA 2000).  The MCEETYA protocols identify inter alia criteria such as 

legal authorisation to grant degrees and to establish their own standards, engagement 

with advanced knowledge, and scholarship which extends to the creation of new 

knowledge; however these criteria are now under review (MCEETYA 2000, pp. 7-8; 

Guthrie et al. 2004; DEST 2005). Indeed, there is a worldwide tendency, according to 

Guthrie, toward greater flexibility in the criteria used to define a university, and thus 

there is an inherent difficulty in attempting a more specific definition of the term 

(Guthrie et al. 2004, p. 7).  

 

However there is a more fundamental reason to resist the temptation to attempt to define  

the term “university” at this point of the thesis, namely that it is unproductive to attempt 

to define in advance problematic concepts which the thesis actually sets out to explore. 

Of course there are probably many people in Australian higher education for whom the 

idea of a university, particularly as it is expressed in the 2004 model of an Australian 

metropolitan research-oriented public university, is not at all problematic. However 

such a time-bound adherence to a single model fails to acknowledge how different 

universities have been in the past, and how different they may possibly become in the 

future. This thesis deliberately avoids a detailed definition of “university” and 

“Christian university” since its approach is basically one of historical inquiry.  This 

historical approach is intended to allow the characteristics of models which might 

justifiably merit both the adjective “Christian” and the noun “university”, including the 

conceptions of faith and learning which underpin those models, to emerge from the 

study of historical periods and of significant thinkers about Christian education.   
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It will become apparent in Chapter 2 that the thesis adopts a preferred model of the 

relationship between faith and learning, but this does not mean that it argues for the 

application of the term “Christian” exclusively to higher education which reflects this 

particular approach. As the argument of the thesis unfolds, it will be apparent that it has 

a special interest in exploring the possibility of a Christian university, which has been 

called into question, and thus the thesis is naturally oriented towards identifying the 

broadest range of institutions which might credibly fit this category. At a number of 

points in subsequent chapters, the thesis reflects on the characteristics which might 

justify the description of an institution as a Christian university. 

 

A central issue in the current definitional debate about universities is the balance of 

research and teaching in university activities, and specifically the possibility of 

“teaching-only” universities. It is legitimate to ask whether this thesis is concerned with 

teaching universities or research universities, since the answer to this question may well 

have a bearing on the further issue of the relationship of faith and reason. The answer to 

the question is that the thesis is primarily concerned neither with research universities 

nor with teaching universities, but rather with the possibility of Christian universities, 

and thus it does not set out to decide in advance what models might be included in or 

excluded from that category.  

 

Nelson’s discussion paper contends that a comprehensive research profile is not 

necessarily required as the sine qua non of university status, and notes in support of this 

contention that in the United Kingdom the link between university status and research 

has recently been broken DEST 2005, pp. 10-11). In addition to this argument from 
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present practice, the discussion paper also argues that an insistence upon research as a 

defining characteristic of a university does not accord with history. As will be discussed 

in Chapter 8, the idea of a research university developed only in the nineteenth century 

in Germany. At that time it was a novel idea, as universities were primarily places of 

teaching and scholarship (DEST 20005, p. 18).  Moreover in Australian universities it is 

only in the last fifty years that an emphasis on research has developed (DEST 2005, p. 

19). Consequently, rather than insisting in advance upon a single idea of a university, 

this thesis deliberately aims to allow the examination of a wider range of models to 

discover which ones might be fruitfully explored further in the quest for viable models 

of a Christian university. Nevertheless it is probable that the idea of “teaching only” 

universities in the strictly literal sense is a red herring which would find little support in 

any quarter (Guthrie et al. 2004, p. 13). More appropriate terminology would include 

“teaching-intensive” or “predominantly teaching” universities, and it is readily 

conceded that Guthrie’s recommendations may represent practical minimum criteria for 

recognition as a university. The Guthrie review recommended that a broader definition 

of research and scholarship be adopted on the Boyer model (Boyer 1990, pp. 17-25), 

and that the requirement for research be re-written to provide for greater diversity in 

university models: 

A culture of sustained scholarship and research, extending from that which 
informs inquiry and teaching and learning, to the creation of new  knowledge 
and original creative endeavour . . . that scholarship of teaching and learning is 
required across all fields of study offered, and that research representing the full 
range is required within the institution, including research doctoral programs in 
areas of research strength. (Guthrie et al 2004, p. 18) 
 

In essence the Guthrie recommendations would require that a university must at least be 

characterised by scholarship, with a commitment to scholarship across all fields of study 

offered, but that a full range of research activities would be required only in fields of  

identified research strength (DEST 2005, p. 17).  
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Although the overriding interest of the thesis lies in the applicability of Christian 

university models to Australia, it has already been noted that Australia offers a limited 

range of models, and consequently much of the thesis will be concerned with 

developments in other parts of the Western world. That the historical development of 

universities in Europe and in Britain are considered will be no surprise, but the 

applicability to Australia of United States models of Christian higher education might 

be questioned, given that the higher educational practice and religious traditions of the 

US are quite different from those of Australia. However, it might be observed of 

Australian higher education generally that its models have been and still are usually 

imported. There can hardly be an objection then to an argument that the US experience 

might offer models of Christian higher education worthy of careful consideration, 

provided the differences in context are kept in mind. 

 

Whereas the development of higher education in Australia has been generally secular, 

with limited involvement of the Protestant Christian churches in higher education 

beyond the training of clergy and the more recent initiatives in teacher education 

already noted, a substantial body of literature concerning Christian higher education 

does exist in the United States. Some of this literature reflects the particular faith 

traditions of European immigrant communities and American religious experience 

which are not well represented in the Australian Christian community. The twenty-

seven denominations represented in the membership of the Coalition of Christian 

Colleges and Universities in the United States include, for example, churches 

identifying as Mennonite, Nazarene, Christian & Missionary Alliance, Disciples of 

Christ, Evangelical Free Church, Christian Reformed, Church of Christ, Church of God, 
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and Southern Baptist. However it will be argued that Australian Christian colleges can 

profit from examination of the American experience, particularly in relation to strategies 

for resisting secularisation.  

 

Resistance to secularising pressures is a particularly important issue for Christian 

colleges aspiring to university status, if achievement of the goal is not to be at the 

expense of an institution’s Christian character. Institutions will benefit therefore from an 

understanding of the idea of a Christian university and the principles and processes by 

which that idea might be realised; that is, a model that can sustain and direct an 

institution and keep it true to its calling as a distinctively Christian institution of higher 

learning.  

 

At the same time, a defensible model can also help to answer the critics, both Christian 

and secular, who question the possibility of academic integrity in a Christian university. 

In an apparent echo of George Bernard Shaw’s remark that a Catholic university is an 

oxymoron, the eminent Australian Protestant scholar Edwin Judge recently argued that a 

Christian university was a contradiction in terms. According to Judge (Judge 1994, 

Judge 1997), a Christian university is an unstable compound which must resolve its 

internal tensions in one of two possible ways. Either it would emphasise its Christian 

character at the expense of its scholarly aspirations, and effectively become a Bible 

college, or it would pursue scholarship at the expense of its Christian character. That is, 

if an institution is to be Christian, it cannot be a university; and if it is to become a 

university in the fullest sense of the term, it cannot maintain its Christian commitments. 

Consequently, according to Judge, attempts to establish a Christian university will 

generally end in dissolution of that unstable compound. In his view an institutional 
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Christian commitment is incompatible with the commitment to free inquiry that should 

characterise the pursuit of knowledge. Judge appeals to the recent history of Christian 

higher education in the United States of America to support his argument (Judge 1997).  

 

While no advocate of Christian higher education would wish to understate the 

difficulties of establishing and maintaining a Christian university, it is legitimate to 

question whether centrifugal separation of faith and learning is truly a matter of 

necessity or inevitability, or whether there are other possible options.  

 

There are other critics of the idea of a Christian university within the Christian 

community, such as those who are suspicious that higher education is fundamentally 

antagonistic to Christian faith. In this view, at the institutional level, secularisation and 

infidelity are ever-present dangers, while at the personal level, human frailty entices 

both teacher and student away from simple piety and towards proud self-sufficiency and 

critical scepticism. To answer such concerns requires a robust and compelling model 

which demonstrates the virtues of distinctively Christian intellectual engagement.  

 

Within the diversity of the Christian community, there are faith traditions with a record 

of commitment to learning that spans centuries. However out of the religious ferments 

of the twentieth century, there have also emerged new streams of Christian life and faith, 

some of which found a cause for celebration in being deliberately non-traditional. Such 

non-traditional groups, including Pentecostal and charismatic movements, face 

particular challenges in finding a philosophical and theological base from which to 

wrestle with the challenges of establishing and sustaining a Christian presence in higher 

education. 
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Almost by definition, the central question in Christian higher education is the place of 

faith in scholarship. Certainly other questions may seem to loom larger in an everyday 

sense. The nature of humanness, for example, is a critical question on which a Christian 

model of the person will sharply diverge from the assumptions of secular approaches to 

the social sciences. Yet such questions, profound and vital as they may be, are 

ultimately derivative, in that the divergence of Christian and secular paradigms finally 

rests upon differing epistemological assumptions concerning faith and scholarship.  

 

This question of faith and scholarship might be characterised in a number of ways. It is 

often identified, depending upon the context, as that of the relationship of faith and 

learning, or faith and knowledge, or faith and reason. These terms are essentially 

complementary, in that they focus attention on different aspects of the relationship 

between faith and scholarship. “Faith and learning” for example highlights the role of 

faith in the process or activity of learning in an educational context. “Faith and 

knowledge” highlights the epistemological status of the products of learning vis-à-vis 

belief. “Faith and reason” places emphasis on the faculties employed in arriving at 

knowledge or belief, and on the various claims of divine revelation and human reason. 

Implicit therefore in the latter element of these dialectical couplets is a view of 

scholarship and learning, or of knowledge more generally, as the product of the 

operation of human reason. It is common in the modern mind, although by no means 

universally so, for reason and its products to be sharply distinguished from the data of 

faith and belief. The relationship of faith and reason is therefore an issue at the heart of 

Christian thinking about education.  
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The question of the relationship of faith and learning might be pursued in philosophical, 

theological or historical terms, or more commonly as a combination of these. The 

research question motivating this investigation, while focused on models of Christian 

higher education, reflects such an inter-disciplinary approach:  

To what extent does the Christian tradition, the history of the university, or the 

contemporary experience of Christian higher education in other contexts offer 

viable models of a Christian university and of the relationship of faith and 

reason?  

 

In John Henry Newman’s terms, this question might also be seen as one concerning the 

“idea” of a university, and more specifically the idea of a Christian (which was, in 

Newman’s thinking, a Catholic) university (Newman 1915). 

 

While studies of the implementation or application of the idea in particular contexts 

might be fruitfully explored in a variety of ways, this particular research question does 

not appear to be one that is amenable to the common methodological approaches for 

educational research. The question, at this level of generality, is by its very nature 

historical and philosophical, and thus needs to be addressed by means of historical 

inquiry and philosophical analysis. This thesis will therefore examine aspects of the 

Christian tradition, the history of the university, and recent approaches to Christian 

higher education in the United States - which are themselves in dialogue with the 

Christian tradition - to identify approaches to the question of faith and reason that might 

provide a model for an Australian Christian university. As the research question  

indicates, this thesis is concerned with both Christian higher education (as a form of 

educational practice) and with ideas or models of a Christian university (as an 
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institutional structure within which such practice might be conducted). From a slightly 

different perspective, it is concerned both with the relationship of faith and reason and 

with the university as an institution which reflects a particular understanding of  faith 

and reason. It might be argued in passing that all universities have an implicit view of 

faith and reason,  most commonly a firm belief in their strict separation, and as Chapters 

8 and 9 demonstrate, this may be the case even in institutions which have a formal 

denominational link. As will become apparent in Chapter 2, the thesis is particularly 

concerned to pursue models of a Christian university that embody an intentional 

relationship between faith and scholarship. 

 

There is no standard form of preparatory training for leaders in Christian higher 

education that introduces the issues raised in this thesis, and consequently some leaders 

may have taken up their duties without the benefit of significant prior engagement with 

the questions asked and the issues addressed. However this thesis is animated by a 

conviction that insights are to be found in the issues under consideration that have a 

profoundly important bearing on Christian thinking about higher education. 

 

In essence, this thesis will argue that the Western Christian tradition offers two basic 

models of the relationship of faith and reason, identified as the Augustinian and the 

Thomistic. The Augustinian model insists upon a relationship in which faith precedes 

reason, whereas the Thomistic model limits faith and reason to largely separate realms. 

These models pose important questions. Is the idea of a university, for example, 

necessarily wedded to the Thomistic model of autonomous reason? Does the Thomistic 

model lean inevitably towards secularisation? What are the implications for the idea of a 
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Christian university? And, if necessary, how might an alternative to the Thomistic 

model be elaborated? 

 

It will be argued in this thesis that both the Augustinian and the Thomistic models, in 

their original formulation, are consistent with the mainstream of the Western Christian 

tradition. Both have strengths and weaknesses. It will be argued, for example, that the 

Thomist model which has been particularly associated with the Catholic tradition 

depends upon magisterial authority to restrain faith and reason in their proper realms. 

When various streams of Protestantism have taken up the Thomist idea of autonomous 

reason, they have lacked the scaffolding of authority which would constrain the attack 

of reason on faith. Consequently, where Protestantism combines an individual locus of 

authority with the autonomy of reason, there appears to be a particular tendency towards 

secularisation. If Protestant Christian higher education therefore is to withstand the 

pressures of secularisation, a robust alternative model of faith and reason is required. 

 

There are two final points to be noted by way of introduction, which will be followed by 

a brief excursus that locates these questions of faith and reason within a broader context. 

Firstly, the question of faith and reason is a fundamental theological question, and 

indeed one that can be seen to lie at the heart of all theology (Miller 1996, p. 1). 

Secondly, the debate about faith and reason is generally concerned with the impact of 

reason on faith, that is, the reasonableness of belief in God, rather than on the impact of 

faith upon reason or upon knowledge (e.g. Nash 1988). The question is not usually 

framed as one concerning the implications of faith for reason, that is, the faithful 

operation of reason. Hence the mainstream debate focuses on philosophy of religion, in 

a way that sometimes appears to be tangential to the concerns of the teacher who is 



 15

seeking to develop an educational model that integrates faith and learning, or that leads 

to an identifiably Christian curriculum. These two dimensions of the issue of faith and 

reason are however two sides of the same coin, for both are concerned with the status 

and implications of knowledge and belief in relation to God. The mode of formulation 

of the question however is often indicative of assumptions as to whether faith is to be 

subjected to the test of reason or reason to the test of faith. 

 

Finally, there is more at stake in the consideration of the relationship of faith and reason 

than the future prospects of, say, an emergent Christian college or university in 

Australia. The question of faith and reason goes to the very heart of the Western 

tradition. This is made clear in Jeffrey Hart’s engaging polemic Smiling Through the 

Cultural Catastrophe: Toward the Revival of Higher Education (2001). 

 

The Hart thesis 

Hart, formerly professor of English literature at Dartmouth College in the United States, 

suggested that, of all the narratives about Western civilisation, the most central is that of 

“Athens and Jerusalem”, referring not only to two actual cities, but also to two goals of 

the human mind. Athens represents a “philosophic-scientific approach to actuality, with 

the goal being cognition”, while Jerusalem represents “a scriptural tradition of 

disciplined insight and the aspiration to holiness” (Hart 2001, p. x-xi). 

 

Hart suggested that Western civilisation has not answered the question posed by these 

two cities with an “either-or” response, but rather with a “both-and”, in a creative 

tension which is formative of the Western tradition: 
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The interaction between Athens and Jerusalem has been a dynamic one, 
characterized by tension, attempted synthesis, and outright conflict. It has been 
this dynamic relation that is distinctive in Western civilization, and has created 
its restlessness as well as energized its greatest achievements, both material and 
spiritual (Hart 2001, p. xi). 
 

 
According to Hart, the consequences of the dialectical interaction of Athens and 

Jerusalem have been decisive for the character of Western civilization, setting it off 

from other cultures both past and present (Hart 2001, p. 4). Hart quotes the historian of 

science Edward Grant (1997), who suggested that there were, in other civilizations, 

scientific accomplishments that far outstripped those of Western civilisation. However 

science remained separated from the heart of institutional life in cultures such as the 

Islamic and the Confucian. The uniqueness of Western civilisation, according to Grant, 

was to be located in a critical theological development: the incorporation, not without 

intense struggle, of Greek philosophy by early Christianity. Grant argued that it was the 

third century apologists, Clement and Origen, who institutionalised the Athens-

Jerusalem dialectic by concluding that Christianity could profitably utilise pagan Greek 

philosophy and learning. Greek philosophy, they argued, was not inherently good or bad, 

but one or the other depending on how it was used. The momentous consequence was 

that the search for understanding and the aspiration to holiness would not, in the 

centuries that followed, be compartmentalised against each other (Hart 2001, pp. 4-7). 

Western man, according to American philosopher Leo Strauss, became what he is 

through the coming together of Biblical faith and Greek thought (Strauss 1983, cited in 

Hart 2001, p. 8). 

 
The mainstream of Western civilisation, Hart emphasised, has held that Athens and 

Jerusalem, although in tension, are compatible: 

This amounted to the assumption that ultimately there is a single truth available 
to both Athens and Jerusalem, even if the two paths may not finally meet within 
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human understanding. The dominant Islamic tradition, in contrast, evolved a 
tradition of compartmentalized truths . . .  a proposition might be true in science 
and philosophy but false in religion. The central Western tradition . . . held with 
Greek logic that a proposition cannot be both true and false at the same time. 
Western truth, both scientific and religious, had to be unitary (Hart 2001, p. 11). 
 

The major part of Hart’s work is the tracing of parallel phases of development that he 

claims fundamentally constitute the traditions of Athens and Jerusalem. The first is the 

heroic, exemplified by the Homeric hero Achilles on the one hand and Moses on the 

other. In the succeeding phase, heroic virtue is internalised as heroic philosophy. Hart’s 

exemplars of this phase are Socrates and Jesus: “External heroism becomes internal 

aspiration, in Socrates to cognition, in Jesus to perfection of the soul” (Hart 2001, p. 7). 

 

Hart then suggested that St Paul - Jew, Christian, Greek, and Roman - embodied in his 

own person both the polarities of the Athens-Jerusalem dialectic, and the “immense 

conjunction” of Athens and Jerusalem that emerged in the first century. Indeed Hart 

went so far as to suggest that Paul “presided over the birth of the Western mind” (Hart 

2001, pp. 105-106). Paul was of course not entirely alone; he was, for example, a 

contemporary of Philo, and also of the apostle John, who opened his gospel by 

identifying Jesus Christ as the logos. Hart commented that John’s use of logos declares 

that Jesus is to be understood in terms of both the “Word” of the Old Testament and the 

“universal unifying pattern” of Greek philosophy (Hart 2001, pp. 109-110). But pre-

eminently it was Paul addressing the Athenian philosophers at the Areopagus (Acts 17) 

who symbolised the great conjunction of Athens and Jerusalem.  

 

On the nature of this conjunction, Hart noted that although Paul’s epistles also appealed 

to logos philosophy (cf. Colossians 1:16) the most complete exposition of his theology, 

in his Epistle to the Romans, demonstrated that his final appeal was to the Hebrew 
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scriptures as his preferred way of speaking about ultimate realities. Moreover, while 

Paul sought to establish continuities with both traditions, neither Athens nor Jerusalem 

remained unaltered by their conjunction in his mind. Both the abstraction of Greek 

philosophy and the transcendence of Yahweh in the Hebrew mind were contradicted by 

the resurrection of Jesus which was, for Paul, compelling proof of His deity.  

 

Hart’s summation is worth quoting at length: 

The lasting importance of Paul lies in both the substance and the form of his 
thought. In substance many of the central themes of the Western mind are 
especially prominent.  .  .  .  In his Greek aspect he looks back to philosophy, 
while as a Jew he is rooted in Scripture, pulled in one direction towards 
generalization and clarification and in another toward particularity and mystery. 
When you trace Western thought back along its many roads you find Paul 
standing there at a moment of strategic crystallization. 
 
If Paul is important in substance he is at least equally important in overall form. 
He brought Athens and Jerusalem together, sought to see them as one coherent 
whole, yet there persisted in him a tension that was inherent in the things 
themselves and would remain at the centre of the Western mind . . . . between 
the Greek tendency toward generalization and clarity and the Hebrew tendency 
toward history, unpredictability and awe.  .  .   Which is to say that the mind of 
the West was born amid tension and contradiction and draws strength from 
refusing to either-or but rather both-and, both Greek and Jew (Hart 2001, pp. 
120-121). 
 
 

In the next stage of Hart’s account, Augustine began as a Roman and Neoplatonist but, 

as recounted in his Confessions, eventually chose the way of Paul and holiness. 

Augustine’s pursuit of inner perfection represented a shift of focus away from the 

external world towards the inner exploration of the depths of the soul. This shift, 

according to Hart, marked the transition from the classical Roman culture to the 

medieval sensibility.  

 

In his pursuit of holiness, Augustine discovered that the Platonic assumption that to 

know the good is to will it did not hold true. Rather, the human will is defective in the 
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face of the strength of desire, is bent towards sin, and in need of help; which led 

Augustine to a recognition of man’s utter dependence upon divine grace, a conviction 

that looked back to Paul and forward both to Luther and to Wesley (Hart 2001, pp. 127-

131). In the subsequent developments of Hart’s grand sweep of Western history, Dante 

briefly held the polarities together in grand synthesis, but following the Enlightenment, 

the balance in Western civilisation has tilted decisively towards Athens (Hart 2001, p. 

7). Inquiry into the characteristic modes of knowing of Athens and Jerusalem has the 

potential therefore not only to establish a paradigm for the Christian university, but also 

to critique the culture within which such a university will carry out its mission. 

 

In pursuit of the research question outlined above, Chapter 2 of this thesis will consider 

theoretical and definitional questions. Chapters 3 will review the approaches of early 

Christianity to pagan literature generally and Greek philosophy specifically, with a view 

to establishing the position of the Church Fathers on the relationship between Christian 

faith and the products of human reason. This discussion will lead on to extended 

consideration of Augustinian epistemology in Chapter 4, since it was Augustine who 

developed most fully the view of faith and reason that was normative for the church in 

its first millennium, and that, it will be argued, provides the epistemological 

underpinning of the view of Christian higher education advanced in this thesis. Pursuing 

the question of faith and reason more specifically in relation to higher education, 

Chapter 5 will examine the significant place of Christianity in the origin and 

development of the university. Chapter 6 discusses specifically the contribution of 

Thomas Aquinas to the question of faith and reason, a contribution that both extended 

the Augustinian legacy and offered an alternative to it. Aquinas, like Augustine before 

him, had to deal with critical challenges that philosophy posed for orthodox Christian 
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faith. Chapter 7 considers the university in the Reformation era, with a view to 

discerning whether distinctively Protestant perspectives emerged on the relationship of 

faith and learning. Moving to the more recent past, Chapter 8 will examine modern 

conceptions of the university, including the arguments of John Henry Newman about 

the special features of university education and its relation to faith. Chapter 9 will 

explore the significance of recent experience of Christian higher education in the United 

States of America, and Chapter 10 will outline the conclusions of the thesis.  
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Chapter 2 

Definitional Questions 

 

The integration of faith and learning: the contemporary literature 

There is an extensive literature on the religious dimension of the educational task; that is, 

what it is that Christian educational institutions aspire to in their students’ development 

and Christian experience.  

 

Much of the literature on religious goals in education is concerned with psycho-spiritual 

change in the individual. For example, the concept of faith development has generated 

theoretical studies such as that of James Fowler, which has been widely cited in 

subsequent studies in Christian education (Fowler 1981; cf. Groome 1980, Astley & 

Francis 1992, Doring 1997). 

 

Related concepts, again with an individualist psycho-spiritual focus in higher education 

settings, include moral education (e.g. Holmes 1991), spiritual growth (e.g. Birkholz 

1997, Dudley 1999), spiritual formation (Palmer 1993), and faith transmission 

(McClintock 1997). 

 

A more epistemologically oriented concept is that of the integration of faith and 

learning (Hasker 1992, Badley 1994). Ken Badley suggested that faith-learning 

integration had been a popular topic in Christian higher education for at least the 

previous two decades, and cited William Ringenberg’s view that few themes had 

received greater emphasis in Christian colleges (Ringenberg 1984, p. 199). In recent 
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years, faith-learning integration has been the subject of both theoretical inquiry 

(Korniejczuk & Kijai 1994, Joldersma 1996, Matthews & Gabriel 2001) and research 

into educational practice (e.g. Knowlton 2002, Burton & Nwosu 2003).  

 

Studies of the application of faith-learning integration have used a variety of 

terminology. In studies of primary and secondary education, concepts have included 

faith-based learning and faith-affirming learning (Van Brummelen 2001, Vryhoff 2002; 

cf. Zylstra 1997). In higher education, the place of faith in scholarship has been 

considered as a question of faith and knowledge (Sloan 1994), and the integration of 

faith and learning has been addressed specifically as faith-discipline integration (Heie & 

Wolfe 1987).  

 

William Hasker defined faith-learning integration as  

a scholarly project whose goal is to ascertain and to develop integral 
relationships which exist between the Christian faith and human knowledge, 
particularly as expressed in the various academic disciplines (Hasker 1992, p. 
231). 
 

Hasker argued that faith-learning integration has an epistemological focus; it is 

concerned with the cognitive content of faith rather than with personal Christian living. 

This latter point implies a distinction that might be questioned by those who favour a 

more wholistic approach to Christian education. Less contentious perhaps is Hasker’s 

view that faith-learning integration presupposes what Hart described as the central 

conviction of Western culture, namely the unity of truth (Hasker 1992, p. 232).  

 

Badley’s influential 1994 article has become a point of reference for subsequent 

discussion of the concept of faith-learning integration. Badley suggested that the term 

appears to originate with Frank Gaebelein, who saw integration as:  
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. . . the living union of [education’s] subject matter, administration, and even of 
its personnel, with the eternal and infinite pattern of God’s truth (Gaebelein 
1954, p. 9). 

 
The concept was subsequently explored in detail by Arthur Holmes in the original 1975 

edition of The Idea of a Christian College (1987). Holmes argued that the goal of a 

Christian education was not merely piety or religious commitment, but rather that 

Christian faith would have a profound impact on students’ learning. In principle, 

claimed Holmes, Christian perspectives are “all-transforming”, and the goal of the 

Christian college was “to relate faith and learning as a coherent whole from the ground 

up” (1987, p. 45). Not surprisingly, Holmes argued that this enterprise was never a 

completed achievement, but rather an ongoing intellectual activity (Holmes 1987, p. 46).  

 

Holmes suggested four possible approaches to faith-learning integration, arranged 

perhaps in ascending order of comprehensiveness. The first approach, the attitudinal, 

consisted of a positive attitude to liberal learning as a Christian vocation. The second 

approach, the ethical, arose from the recognition that facts inevitably give rise to 

questions of values. Thirdly the foundational approach emphasised that the development 

of modern disciplines took place within the religious traditions of Western Christendom, 

and thus historical, philosophical and theological study provide insights and entry points 

into Christian understandings of these disciplines. The fourth of Holmes’ approaches, 

the “worldviewish”, saw Christian faith as an all-encompassing “world and life view”. 

A world and life view was both “integrational”, providing a framework of meaning that 

could encompass all other knowledge, and “perspectival”, offering a “way of seeing” 

the world and humanity (Holmes 1987, pp. 47-60). Holmes concluded that “integration 

is ultimately concerned to see things whole from a Christian perspective, to penetrate 

thought from that perspective, to think Christianly” (Holmes 1987, p. 60). Having 
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originally outlined this worldviewish approach in the 1975 edition of The Idea of a 

Christian College, Holmes subsequently expanded upon it in later publications (Holmes 

1983, Holmes 1985). 

 

The concept of “worldview” needs further explanation. David Naugle argues that its 

origins lie in the German Weltanschauung, a term originally coined by Immanuel Kant. 

The concept was introduced into the Protestant tradition particularly by the Scottish 

Presbyterian James Orr (1844-1913) and the Dutch neo-Calvinist Abraham Kuyper 

(1837-1920), and subsequently popularised by leading Christian intellectuals such as 

Gordon Clark (1902-86), Carl Henry (1913-2004), Herman Dooyeweerd (1894-1977) 

and Francis Schaeffer (1912-1984). Naugle argues that the idea of a Christian 

worldview is intended to stress the comprehensive and systematic character of the 

Christian view of reality which has been increasingly challenged by secular 

interpretations of the world and humankind since the Enlightenment (Naugle 2002, pp. 

4-6). The concept also incorporates the belief that every person has a worldview; that is, 

a pre-theoretical way of seeing the world that is rooted in ultimately religious 

commitments, and that precedes and shapes rational thought (Holmes 1983, pp. 32-33, 

cf. Clouser 1991). 

 

Following its discussion of Gaebelein and Holmes, Badley’s article proceeded to survey 

in some detail the literature on the topic of faith-learning integration from 1975 to the 

present. In addition to the Christian worldview (Holmes 1983, Walsh & Middleton 1984, 

Wolters 1985, Marshall, Griffioen & Mouw 1989, Nash 1992, Naugle 2002, Sire 2004), 

recurring themes included the Christian mind (Blamires 1979, Holmes 1985, Blamires 

1988), and transformation (e,g, Walsh & Middleton 1984, Heie & Wolfe 1987). 
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While several recent publications apply the concept of faith-learning integration to 

evaluate institutional strategies (e.g. Hughes & Adrian 1997), or to provide advice to 

faculty and students (e.g. Beck 1991, Dockery & Thornbury 2002, Migliazzo 2002, Poe 

2004), Badley contended that discussion of the integration of faith and learning has 

often remained at the level of sloganeering in which the nature of integration is not 

made clear. In an effort to resolve some of the semantic ambiguity and theological 

diversity that compounds the difficulty of discussion of the concept, Badley critiqued 

five models of faith-learning integration that he identified in the literature. These five he 

termed “fusion”, “incorporation”, “correlation”, “dialogical”, and “perspectival” 

(Badley 1994, pp. 24-30).  

 

Badley regarded the fusion model, in which the constituent elements lose their identities 

in a larger whole, as a logical impossibility when applied to faith and learning. The 

incorporation model, in which one element is absorbed into the other, also fails to 

describe accurately what proponents mean by the term “integration”. The correlation 

model focuses on finding points of intersection or common interest. While he 

acknowledged that this is a model that logically justifies the term, Badley argued that it 

falls well short of what many contributors to the debate envisage integration to mean 

both in theory and in practice. Similarly the dialogical model, which implies a 

continuing conversation between the constituent elements, perpetuates rather than 

resolves the dualism that Badley saw as the issue that efforts at integration are intended 

to resolve. Badley finally settled, like Holmes, upon the perspectival model as that 

which most closely aligns with his goal of taking every thought captive to Christ (II 

Corinthians 10:5). According to Badley,  
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Those educators who use the term integration of faith and learning believe that 
the Christian worldview makes a special contribution to learning because it 
contributes the overall framework, or perspective, in which learning takes place. 
All the parts take on meaning because they are viewed as parts of a larger whole 
(Badley 1994, p. 28).  

 

Badley recognised the close parallels between his preferred model and the approach 

proposed by Nelson (1987). Analysing the various contributions on faith-discipline 

integration collated by Heie & Wolfe (1987), Nelson identified three common 

approaches: the compatibilist, the reconstructionalist, and the transformationalist. 

According to Nelson, the compatibilist model looks for areas of compatibility or 

common ground between faith and the concerns of the discipline. The 

reconstructionalist model denies any possibility of common ground and demands a 

fundamental reconstruction of the discipline on explicitly Christian principles. The 

transformationalist approach accepts that there is common ground, but sees a need for 

transformation. That is, secular knowledge can be, and needs to be, transformed by 

integration into a framework of Christian presuppositions, and by reinterpretation within 

such a framework. Thus the transformationalist approach does not simply accept the 

dualistic status quo, as in compatibilism, nor attempt to abolish it entirely, as in 

reconstructionalism. Rather, as elements of secular knowledge are reformulated on 

Christian presuppositions, they are transformed into Christian knowledge. It is an 

approach of this kind, according to Nelson and Badley, that can rightly be described as 

faith-learning integration.  

 

Badley went on to argue that while these notions of perspectival or transformational 

integration are particularly characteristic of Reformed educational philosophy, faith-

learning integration is also an issue of concern to a broader range of fundamental and 

evangelical Protestant traditions, and to some Roman Catholics as well (Badley 1994, p. 
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22). However Sandsmark, writing from a Lutheran perspective, insightfully observes 

that the very concept of integration reflects a Calvinist frame of reference (Sandsmark 

1997, cf. D.G. Hart 2001). The Calvinist conviction of the sovereignty of God over all 

creation commonly translates into an aspiration to redemptive transformation of all 

aspects of education as they are brought under Christ’s lordship. This insistence upon 

the explicit integration of faith and learning contrasts sharply with the Lutheran doctrine 

of two kingdoms, and, as Hughes points out, also involves a different understanding of 

the sacred and the secular to that of Roman Catholicism (Hughes 2001, pp. 61-63, 67-

76). 

 

Sandsmark’s criticism raises the possibility of yet other approaches to faith and 

scholarship that might offer an alternative to the various integration models. The 

broader question of modes of engagement between Christian faith and the wider culture 

has given rise to several typologies of approach; of which Richard Niebuhr’s is the best 

known and most enduring (Niebuhr 1951; vide Bloesch 1992, p. 252ff.; Toon 1995, p. 

145ff.). Albert Wolters drew upon Niebuhr to analyse the relationship between 

Christian faith and pagan Graeco-Roman culture in the history of the Church. Wolters 

suggested that the questions of faith and reason, theology and philosophy, Christ and 

culture, and so on, are all formulations of the fundamental theological problem of the 

relationship of grace and nature. The concepts of grace and nature are multi-faceted, but 

refer generally to the relationship of the sacred and the secular or profane realms of 

reality. In epistemological terms, the parallel distinction is between divine revelation 

and human reason (Wolters 1990, pp.190-93; vide Wolters 1989).  

Wolters (1990, pp. 193-202) suggested that Niebuhr’s five categories of the relationship 

between Christ and culture, that is, between Christian faith and human culture, reflected 
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different formulations of the grace-nature relationship. The models of Christ and culture 

in turn gave rise to varying attitudes to the humanist wisdom of Graeco-Roman culture, 

as shown in the table below.  

 

Niebuhr 
(Christ & culture) 

Wolters 
(Grace & nature) 

Attitude to classical 
tradition 

Christ against culture Grace opposes nature Overt rejection 

Christ of culture Grace equals nature Equated with Christian 

truth 

Christ above culture Grace perfects nature Praeparatio evangelica 

Christ & culture in 

paradox 

Grace flanks nature Parallel authority 

Christ transforms culture Grace restores nature Spoliatio motif 

 

In the first model, Christ against culture, the realms of grace and nature are seen to be 

directly opposed, leading to an explicit, principled rejection of the wisdom of classical 

culture. Tertullian’s exclamation “What does Athens have to do with Jerusalem?” 

reflects this position although, as Wolters wryly notes, this famous speech was 

fashioned by a classically trained lawyer according to the best models of classical 

rhetoric and advocacy, indicating perhaps that rejection is a position easier to sustain in 

principle than in practice. Wolters argued that the strength of this position, which was 

also later reflected in the Anabaptist tradition, is that it honours the religious antithesis 

between the Gospel and Graeco-Roman culture. 

In the Christ of culture model, there is no sense of antithesis, but rather an identification 

of human wisdom with Christian faith. Wolters saw this position as manifested to some 

extent in the Renaissance, but more commonly associated with the modern era. 

The Christ above culture model represents the mainstream position of Roman 

Catholicism. In this view, the natural order is good, but incomplete, imperfect and in 
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need of fulfilment. As Wolters explained, “nature calls for grace and grace is the answer 

to the call, but in such a way that it supervenes upon nature as its crown or culmination” 

(Wolters 1990, p. 197). This notion of grace perfecting nature leads to the praeparatio 

evangelica position that sees classical learning paving the way for the Gospel. 

 

The view of Christ and culture in paradox reflects particularly the “two-realm theory” of 

Lutheranism. In this view, sacred and secular orders co-exist, giving rise to parallel, if 

paradoxical, authorities with no intrinsic connection between them, and thus no way of 

thinking about a specifically Christian critique of human wisdom. 

 

The final model of grace restoring nature sees Christian faith transforming human 

culture. This position is often associated with Augustine and Calvin, and parallels the 

transformational approach of Badley above. Augustine defended the use of classical 

literature, and explained this position through the use of the motif of spoliatio 

Aegyptiorum (spoiling Egypt). This motif refers to the story of the Hebrews at the time 

of the Exodus being commanded by God to take from the Egyptians all kinds of 

treasures, which were later used in the construction of the Tabernacle as a place for the 

true worship of God (Exodus 12:35-36). For Augustine, this was an analogy of the 

Christian appropriation of Greek culture. What was particularly significant in this 

analogy, according to Wolters, was Augustine’s use of the word convertere to describe 

the way in which these pagan goods are turned to Christian use. That is, human wisdom 

is not simply transposed into another context, but rather  

. . . must be transmuted for the worship of the true God. In a sense it has to 
undergo a conversion, it has to be reformulated in order to serve its new purpose 
(Wolters 1990, p. 199). 
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In Augustine’s thought, Wolters concluded, all the riches of classical antiquity were not 

rejected, nor simply accepted without qualification, but rather through a process of inner 

renewal were drawn into a great project of Christianisation. Augustine and his treatment 

of Platonism and Neoplatonism will be discussed further in Chapter 4 below. 

 

Assessing the applicability to Christian higher education of the concept of faith-learning 

integration, and of these models of integration variously described as “worldviewish”, 

perspectival, or transformational is one of the central tasks of this thesis. It is apparent 

that the approaches described by these three adjectives are essentially similar, and thus 

some simplification of terminology is both possible and desirable. In assessing the 

utility of the existing terminology, it might be noted that “worldviewish” emphasises the 

comprehensiveness of the approach, while “perspectival” emphasises the idea of a “way 

of seeing”. “Transformational” conveys a stronger sense of an active process than is 

implied by the perspectival approach. The term “transformational” also has the 

advantage of pointing specifically to the integrating and “converting” action of the 

Christian point of view in relation to human wisdom and knowledge, and consequently 

will be used as a shorthand description of kind of faith-learning integration envisaged 

by Holmes, Badley, Nelson and Wolters. 

 

An assessment of this transformational model of faith-learning integration will involve 

an investigation of the extent to which appropriate epistemological and theological 

foundations for these approaches can be located within the Christian tradition. Badley 

rightly recognised the centrality in such an assessment of the relationship of faith and 

knowledge, which is itself rooted in the relationship between theology and philosophy. 
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As noted above, this way of framing the question commonly describes the issue as one 

of faith and reason (Badley 1994, pp. 14-15). 

 

Faith and Reason 

As Hart’s exposition of the Athens-Jerusalem dialectic and the contemporary literature 

have already demonstrated, the core issue in the relationship of faith and scholarship can 

be elaborated in several different, yet related, ways. However it generally consists of 

various related sets of concepts, generally seen to be in some form of dialectical tension 

or opposition, so that they are in need of integration or of definition of their proper 

domains. 

 

These concepts reflect the tension and/or synthesis of the Hebrew and Greek roots of 

Western culture: 

 
Jerusalem Athens 
Hebrew Greek 
Grace Nature 
Christ Culture 
Revelation/Faith Reason 
Faith Learning 
Belief/Faith Knowledge/Understanding 
Theology/religion Philosophy/science 
Church University 
Authority Autonomy 

 
 
Important linkages can be identified between the rows and columns of the table above. 

Jerusalem and Athens, as discussed in Chapter 1, stand as metaphors for the typical 

modes and emphases of Hebrew and Greek thought. The Hebrew and Greek mindsets 

involve differing emphases on grace and nature; that is, on the transcendent as opposed 

to the mundane world of human culture. These two mindsets also involve differing 

epistemic emphases and approaches, stressing on the one hand divine revelation which 
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is a matter of belief and which is received by faith. On the other hand, the stress is on 

human knowledge, which is the product of human reason. These epistemic emphases 

are further reflected in the different disciplinary approaches of theology and philosophy 

within the “sciences of meaning”, stressing on the one hand the authority of the divine 

revelation and on the other the autonomy of human thought. To some extent, these 

epistemic distinctions might arguably also be associated with central institutions in 

Western culture, namely the church and the university. 

 

As noted earlier, there is a subtle, but important, distinction between faith and learning 

and the various formulations of the faith and reason dualism. Faith and reason or faith 

and knowledge represent comparable epistemic approaches. By contrast, faith and 

learning seems to go beyond this epistemic counterpoint to articulate an educational 

program or agenda for action, whereby both the content and the process of human 

knowledge are to be informed and transformed by the perspectives of faith.  

 

Philosophy and theology 

One central question concerning faith and reason is the nature of the relationship 

between these concepts: whether they are in fact distinct opposites or whether some 

form of integration or reconciliation is possible. One way of addressing this question is 

to consider the relationship between philosophy and theology. Are these disciplines 

necessarily distinct and separate, as the proponents of autonomous reason would argue, 

or is there, for example, the possibility of a “Christian philosophy”? How these two 

“sciences of meaning” are to be understood and related together is of vital concern to an 

understanding of Christian higher education. 
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As an example of the modern perspective, the philosopher Max Charlesworth asserts a 

clear distinction between philosophy and theology. Charlesworth contends that 

Christianity has always drawn a sharp distinction between what is knowable by unaided 

natural reason and what may be known by supernatural religious faith, which goes 

beyond and transcends reason. Revelation is precisely God’s own revealing, at His own 

initiative, of what cannot be known by unaided reason. In this view, theology involves 

reflection upon divine revelation, while philosophy involves the exercise of pure reason, 

independent of religious authorities. Otherwise, Charlesworth argues, there is no real 

philosophy, but rather merely religious speculations with a more or less philosophical 

colouring, but where the final arbiter is faith or revelation, not reason (Charlesworth 

2002, p. 12). 

 

Charlesworth asserts a further important distinction, namely one between philosophy 

and religion, arguing that whereas philosophy can be a matter of abstract speculative or 

theoretical assent, religion is concerned with action, practice, a way of life, and indeed 

with conversion of a person’s entire life to that way of life. Theology, the “theoretical 

content of religion”, is subordinate to religion’s practical purpose. Therefore while 

philosophy may be elitist, religion, and by extension theology, will generally be popular 

in approach and objective, within reach of both the educated and the uneducated. This 

distinction has a long history, but it is not without its difficulties. Charlesworth 

recognises that the portrayal of religion and theology as popular and practical is 

complicated by a tendency to intellectualism in Christianity up until the time of the 

Reformation: an admission which suggests that the distinction Charlesworth seeks to 

draw between philosophy and theology, between reason and revelation, is not 
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necessarily as clear and unambiguous as he would like it to be (Charlesworth 2002, pp. 

13-14).  

 

Charlesworth’s argument is further brought into question by Frederick Copleston’s 

acknowledgement that patristic and medieval Christendom did not make any clear 

delineation of the spheres of theology and philosophy. Indeed Augustine’s use of these 

terms differs markedly from the common modern usage. Augustine used the term 

theology to describe pagan efforts to systematise polytheistic teachings. Philosophy on 

the other hand was the love of wisdom, which was taken to be the finest use of the 

human mind. Augustine sometimes referred to Christian faith as “the true philosophia” 

(e.g. On Christian doctrine 5.8). Yet he did not equate faith with theology, seeing both 

theology and philosophy as the exercise of the developed human understanding as 

opposed to the simple faith of the ordinary believer (Bourke 1974, p. 20).  

 

Copleston comments further that the early medievals, in accordance with the maxims 

credo ut intelligam (I believe in order to understand) and fides quarens intellectum 

(faith seeking understanding), did not draw a sharp distinction between faith and reason. 

Rather they applied reason to the mysteries of faith in an attempt to understand more 

fully what they believed on the basis of divine revelation. It was not until the time of 

Thomas Aquinas, according to Copleston, that there emerged a clear distinction that saw 

theology taking as its premises the data of revelation, and philosophy as the work of 

human reason unaided by revelation. (Copleston 1993, p. 6).  

 

Copleston thus affirms in Thomistic and later thought a similar distinction between 

dogmatic theology and philosophy to that asserted by Charlesworth:  
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. . . since the application of reason to theological data, in the sense of the data of 
revelation, is and remains theology; it [viz. dogmatic theology] does not become 
philosophy (Copleston 1993, p. 6). 

 
Yet Copleston’s portrayal of the early medieval approach does make it arguable that 

that the dichotomy between faith and reason, and between theology and philosophy, is 

not universally applicable to the Christian tradition, but rather arises from the Thomist 

approach.  

 

Moreover, to accept the distinction evident in Thomist thought, as Copleston does, is 

not necessarily to yield to Charlesworth’s argument for a radical separation of 

philosophy and theology. In Fides et Ratio, John Paul II takes issue with a view of 

philosophy as completely independent of faith and revelation. John Paul asserts the 

possibility of a Christian philosophy, which he sees as having two aspects: a subjective 

aspect in which faith purifies the operation of reason, and an objective aspect in which 

the content of faith includes truths not accessible to reason (John Paul II 1998, paras 75-

77). In this view, philosophy needs faith for its proper operation. Along similar lines, 

Gavin Colvert comments that one of faith’s most important contributions to philosophy 

is epistemological optimism (Colvert 2002, pp. 38-39). 

 

The deeper dichotomy then is not so much between faith and reason, giving rise to 

distinct disciplines, as between reason in service of revelation, unfolding its mysteries, 

and reason unaided by revelation exceeding its proper limits and going astray. 

 

Robert Wilken takes issue with the frequent supposition that Christianity in Roman 

times had supplanted reason by faith. Rather, he says, there was an ongoing dialogue 

between Christians and pagan philosophers in which both appealed to reason and used 
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reason to defend their positions. In fact, according to Wilken, the pagans particularly 

resented the Christians’ use of Greek ideas and methods to develop and expound 

Christian teaching: “the debate between paganism and Christianity was at bottom a 

conflict between two religious visions” rather than between faith and reason, or between 

theology and philosophy (Wilken 1984, pp. 200-201). 

 
In another comment on the interaction of faith and philosophy in the early church, Colin 

Brown observed that philosophy is like language. It was the medium of thought in 

which both friends and foes could develop their ideas and explore their implications. 

From this time on then, philosophy in one form or other was “here to stay” as a means 

of exploring the meaning and truth of Christian faith (Brown 1990, p. 99). 

 
 
The evangelical theologian Donald Bloesch aptly summarises debate over the 

relationship between theology and philosophy. While addressing, like most 

commentators, the implications of reason for belief rather than those of belief for the 

exercise of reason, Bloesch recognises division on the issue of faith and philosophy 

throughout the history of the church. In an extended chapter on the subject, Bloesch 

contrasts the Augustinian “faith seeking understanding” with the Thomistic confidence 

in the natural man’s knowledge of God. Bloesch sees theology, “the systematic 

endeavour to render a faithful and compelling witness to the truth of divine revelation”, 

as in continual tension, if not outright conflict, with philosophy, “the human attempt to 

fathom ultimate reality” (Bloesch 1992, pp. 37-38). Bloesch contends that “true 

theology necessarily excludes philosophy – not its concerns, not even its language, but 

its worldview, its metaphysical claims” (Bloesch 1992, p. 43). At the heart of Christian 

orthodoxy, according to Bloesch, is a proper understanding of faith and reason working 

together, a position which avoids the extremes of rationalism and fideism. Where 
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rationalism holds to credo quia intelligo (I believe because I understand), and fideism to 

credo quia absurdum est (I believe because it is absurd), classical evangelical orthodoxy 

subscribes to the formula of Augustine and Anselm, credo ut intelligam (I believe in 

order to understand). Pointing to this understanding of reason in the service of faith, 

Bloesch concludes :  

We do not believe without our reason, but we also do not believe on the basis of 
reason (Bloesch 1992, p. 58). 
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Chapter 3 

Early Christianity and the Classical Heritage 

 

The previous chapter has noted the emergence in the early church of thinking about the 

relationship between Christian faith and classical culture. While these discussions may 

seem remote from the modern university, they do demonstrate the development of 

views of the relationship of faith and reason in the Western Christian tradition, a subject 

that this present chapter will examine further.  

 

In its formative period, observes Wilken, Christian thought was in continuous 

conversation with the classical intellectual tradition (Wilken 2003, p. 3). It was thus 

familiar with the original Platonic articulation of the theory of knowledge, a theory that 

is somewhat counter-intuitive to the modern mind. Plato offered a view of the nature of 

knowledge that reflected his metaphysical assumptions. Knowledge, according to Plato, 

is a direct acquaintance of the mind with the eternal and immutable Forms. Knowledge 

in this view is sui generis, consisting of experience or acquaintance by means of reason 

with transcendent reality, and is in sharp contrast to belief. Belief arises from encounter 

with physical reality, with the material and temporal; whereas knowledge is the state of 

mind that results from contact with the ultimate reality which is immaterial, eternal and 

immutable. Knowledge and belief therefore are essentially different states of mind 

formed by their contact with different forms of reality. Knowledge is fixed and infallible 

because the reality that is its object is unchanging. Belief is fallible because its object is 

subject to flux and change (Hoitenga 1991, pp. 6-9). 
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It will be evident that the standard modern view of knowledge is almost the exact 

reverse of the Platonic view. That is, knowledge in the modern view is typically seen as 

arising from experience with physical reality whereas belief is of a lesser epistemic 

status because it is typically concerned with intangibles which are not objectively fixed 

and with claims that are empirically unverifiable. These epistemological shifts parallel 

corresponding metaphysical shifts from idealism to naturalism. 

 

More broadly, the Platonic approach holds to human autonomy in knowing, to reason 

rather than sense experience as the basis of knowledge, to knowledge of the immutable 

and transcendent Forms as true knowledge, and to an ascent of the soul in 

enlightenment as it leaves sense experience behind (Hoffecker & Smith 1986, p. 187). 

Moreover all knowledge of any object presupposes a prior knowledge of some Form or 

rule or standard to provide an explanation of what the object is (Nash 1999, p. 79). In 

this sense, all knowledge is dependent upon knowledge of Forms. 

 

The approach of the early church to the Graeco-Roman cultural inheritance is evident 

firstly in the church’s response to the classical literary, rhetorical and philosophical 

traditions. That response, according to Wendy Helleman, was neither uncritical 

acceptance nor outright rejection. The relationship therefore involved either tension or 

synthesis. Synthesis according to Helleman was a process of “juxtaposition or union of 

at least two component parts in the formation of a new entity” (Helleman 1990a, p. 15). 

However the idea of synthesis poses questions about the commensurability of the parts, 

and of what might be lost through compromise or accommodation in such an 

arrangement. 
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A further question is concerned with identifying what are the parts that might be 

synthesised. Some scholars have sought to suggest a distinction, questionable at best, 

between religion and culture, and have therefore argued that the synthesis is one of 

incommensurable parts, and thus one that does not do violence to either of the 

constituent elements (Helleman 1990a, p. 16). A more defensible argument is that of 

Wilken above, which suggests that the synthesis is a more problematic one of 

competing religious visions. 

 

Etienne Gilson argued that while Christianity is primarily religion, that is, a way of life, 

religion does give rise to philosophical questions, and a philosophical structure had been 

inserted into the general framework of the Judeo-Christian view of the world as early as 

the time of Origen (Gilson 1972, p. 35). 

 

Helleman’s study concluded that the degree of influence of classical culture on the 

Christian church also depended on the mode of religious observance. An intellectualistic 

interpretation of religion, emphasising dogmatic formulations, was more conducive to 

synthesis with the classical heritage. However there was also an anti-intellectual 

reaction, represented by monasticism, mysticism and pietism, which emphasised the 

primacy of the experience of renewal in the Christian life over against an abstract 

conceptualisation of the faith, and which was therefore resistant to cultural synthesis 

(Helleman 1990a, p. 19).  

 

The teachings of the Church Fathers reflect this diversity of approach. The dominant 

figure of course is Augustine who represents, according to Hoitenga and Wolters, the 

definitive and most influential synthesis of Greek and biblical ideas (Hoitenga 1991, p. 
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xiv; Wolters 1990, p. 199), and who will therefore be considered in greater detail in the 

following chapter. Yet Charlesworth argues that, in many respects, Augustine simply 

sums up the Early Christian Fathers on the relationship of faith and reason 

(Charlesworth 2002, p. 52). Thus the earlier developments that prefigure his approach 

are worthy of note in their own right. 

 

Philo 

The Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria (20BC-50AD) established principles that 

were largely followed by his Christian successors for the next 1200 years. According to 

Charlesworth, Philo was effectively the pioneer of the “philosophy as handmaid of 

religion” approach, an approach largely followed in turn by the Alexandrian Fathers, 

Justin Martyr (c.100-c.165), Clement of Alexandria (c.150-213) and Origen (c.185-

254), whom Charlesworth terms “Christian Platonists” (Charlesworth 2002, p. 48). 

 

As noted in the discussion of Charlesworth’s arguments in the preceding chapter, there 

is, in certain contexts, a virtual equivalence between the philosophy/theology and 

philosophy/religion distinctions, particularly when theology is viewed as the 

“theoretical content” of religion. Thus religion and theology, when viewed in their 

relation to philosophy, might be seen as practically equivalent. A different view may 

well emerge of course when religion and theology are considered in contexts other than 

their relation to philosophy. 

 

Philo saw the relationship between philosophy and religion as an analogue of the Greek 

view of the liberal arts as handmaid of philosophy. His view of philosophy as handmaid 

of religion involved several core elements, including a sharp distinction between 
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revealed truth and human wisdom, and a conviction that divine wisdom was a higher 

order of truth. Nevertheless divine wisdom was seen to be continuous with and 

reconcilable with human wisdom. Philosophy served religion by explicating its meaning 

and defending it from attack. Finally, since both revelation and philosophy come from 

the same God there can be no contradiction; that is, there is an a priori conviction of the 

harmony of reason and revelation. Philo thus saw no contradiction between the Mosaic 

Law and Hellenic philosophy (Charlesworth 2002, pp. 48-49). It is noteworthy, in 

passing, that Charlesworth’s discussion of the relationship of philosophy and religion, 

like that of Bloesch and others, whether coming from a philosophical or a theological 

starting point, focuses on what philosophy contributes to religion rather than what 

religion contributes to philosophy. That is, the scholarly debate focuses on the role of 

reason in theology rather than on the contribution of faith to learning. 

 

Philo’s firm a priori conviction of the harmony of reason and revelation accorded to 

reason a major role in the interpretation of the Scriptures. The proper interpretation, he 

held, could not be at variance from the truth discerned by reason. Hence those parts that 

might appear to contradict reason were to be interpreted allegorically rather than 

literally. However presupposing the harmony of philosophical and revealed truth does 

involve an essentially circular argument in which the true sense of Scripture is already 

declared to be not in conflict with reason and philosophy:  

If philosophy and faith do not conflict, it is because philosophy so interprets the 
truths of faith that they cannot conflict (Charlesworth 2002, p. 62). 
 
 

Put another way, the determination of what is or is not a truth of faith inevitably 

involves indirect recourse to reason. 
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Origen and Clement 

Nevertheless the Philonic approach appealed to the Alexandrian Fathers, and thus, as 

early as the third century, certain recurring themes had emerged. Origen held to the 

superiority of the divine Logos of Christianity over the human logos of philosophy. This 

term logos had been employed by the Apostle John in the prologue to his Gospel to 

build a bridge between the Gospel and the Hellenistic mind. John’s use of logos, usually 

translated “word” or “reason”, identified the second person of the Godhead with the Old 

Testament usage of the term “word”. Greek philosophy commonly used logos in its 

sense of “reason” to refer to the universal organising pattern, the manifestation of the 

divine in the world, or the presence of reason in the individual mind. John thus 

challenged the Greek mind with the idea that it was the incarnate Christ who was 

creator and sustainer of the world rather than the impersonal reason of philosophy 

(Elwell 1984, s.v. logos). 

 

The God of faith, Origen argued, was superior to philosophy precisely because He was 

available to all men, whereas the wisdom of philosophy was available only to those few 

who had the leisure and opportunity to pursue it (Charlesworth 2002, p. 52). This did 

not, however, imply a negative judgement on philosophy. Origen used Platonic 

philosophy in his response to Celsus, and in his development of the first Christian 

theology (John Paul II 1998, para 39). For Clement of Alexandria, Origen’s teacher and 

predecessor in the Christian engagement with Hellenic philosophy, philosophy and the 

cultivation of reason were means appointed by God to spiritual enlightenment and 

blessing (Miller 1996, p. 3). 
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Origen argued that God is known less by the ascent of the mind, than by God’s own 

gracious descent into history in the person of Jesus Christ, the Logos. The starting point 

for knowing God is thus not the human mind, but God’s revelation. However this did 

not imply fideism. It was better, claimed Origen, to accept teachings with reason rather 

than solely by faith. Yet human faculties were insufficient to know God; as Irenaeus 

wrote, no one is able to know God unless taught by God: “God cannot be known 

without the help of God” (Against Heresies 4.6.4). As Wilken put it, the knowledge of 

God begins with God. Consequently there can be no knowledge of God without a 

relationship between the knower and God. Knowing is participatory, not merely mental. 

Hence without relationship, indeed without love, there can be no knowledge of God. 

This did not imply a distrust of reason, but rather a greater confidence in reason when 

its starting point was understood to be God’s self-disclosure in history (Wilken 2003, pp. 

10-24). 

 

Basil and Gregory 

Consistent also with the Philonic tradition was Basil the Great (c.329-379), bishop of 

Caesarea, humanist and ascetic, one of the Cappadocian fathers. 

 

Basil’s praeparatio evangelica also saw Greek authors as taking a subordinate and 

inferior role with respect to biblical truth (Helleman 1990a, p. 25). The praeparatio 

evangelica motif regarded classical learning as propaedeutic, appealing to the exemplars 

of Moses and Daniel being trained in pagan wisdom. For the Greek fathers, Plato was 

generally regarded as an ally, one who had “anticipated” biblical truth (Helleman 1990b, 

p. 38). 
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Helleman comments that Basil’s view of pagan authors as propaedeutic is itself rooted 

in Platonic distinctions between the world of eternal truth and that of shadows and 

dreams. Yet it would not be appropriate to regard Basil as more Platonist than Christian, 

since he clearly saw biblical truth as superior to pagan wisdom (Helleman 1990b, pp. 

44-45). Moreover Helleman suggests that Basil should be given credit for a positive 

approach to the classical Graeco-Roman heritage, as evidenced by his affirmation of the 

acceptability of intellectual pursuits within monastic circles, and his insistence that 

education need not be a threat to faith (Helleman 1990b, p. 46). 

Basil’s position on the pagans was often cited in the lengthy Christian humanist 

tradition (Helleman 1990b, p. 45). Erasmus, for example, took up Basil’s praeparatio 

evangelica argument. Calvin, on the other hand, attacked Basil’s position, claiming that 

the praeparatio motif gave the pagans too much credit as anticipating Christian truth. 

For Calvin, the classics’ shadowy anticipation of virtue (arête) was insufficient to be 

credited as preparation for the Gospel (Helleman 1990b, pp. 45-46). 

 
 
For Gregory of Nyssa (335-395), Basil’s brother and successor as champion of 

Christian orthodoxy, the data of revelation are accepted on faith; they are not the result 

of logical reasoning. The mysteries of faith are thus not philosophical and scientific 

conclusions; if they were, then supernatural Christian faith and Hellenistic philosophy 

would be indistinguishable. But faith nevertheless has a rational basis. Although divine 

revelation is the touchstone and criterion of truth, reason is not to be despised or 

rejected. But human reasoning must be judged by the word of God, not vice versa. For 

Gregory, the Christian was right to employ reasoning in relation to dogma, but reason’s 

conclusions were not valid unless they were in agreement with Scripture. The objective 
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of reason was to render the mysteries of faith more intelligible, not to rationalise them 

away (Copleston 1993, pp. 31-32).  

 

Copleston comments that the Christian writers of the patristic period did not make any 

clear distinction between theology and philosophy. Rather they regarded Christianity as 

“the one true wisdom or philosophy” (Copleston 1993, p. 38). They aimed 

. . . at presenting Christian wisdom or “philosophy” in a very wide sense, which 
was primarily theological, though it contained philosophical elements in the 
strict sense (Copleston 1993, p. 15). 

 
 
Helleman agrees: “for the Greek fathers of this period (fourth century AD) . . . theology 

and philosophy were in fact so closely intertwined as to be almost indistinguishable in 

purpose” (Helleman 1990b, p. 43). 

 

Yet there were dissenting voices that disputed the value of classical learning. As noted 

above, Clement’s contemporary Tertullian (c.155-c.220), although himself steeped in 

classical rhetoric, was explicit in his contempt for pagan learning (Copleston 1993, p. 

23). Tertullian’s rejection of human reason was summed up in his celebrated question: 

What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem? What concord is there between 
the Academy and the Church? (“On Prescription Against the Heretics”, quoted 
in Gilson 1972, p. 44). 

 
Underlying this stance was a denial of the primacy of reason over faith. The Gospel, 

held Tertullian, was believable precisely because it was absurd; “the fact [the 

resurrection of Christ] is certain because it is impossible” (“On the Flesh of Christ”, in 

Roberts & Donaldson 1950, vol. 3, p. 525; quoted in Bloesch 1992, pp. 35, 279n). 

 

It is difficult at a distance to weigh the relative strength of the position of Tertullian and 

that of Clement and Origen concerning openness to Graeco-Roman culture. Yet it is 
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evident that, despite Tertullian, there was a substantial and ultimately dominant strand 

of the early Christian tradition that envisaged at least the possibility of a constructive 

and fruitful interaction between Christian faith and classical culture. The essential 

features of the developing synthesis of faith and reason were the unity of truth and the 

superiority of divine wisdom; the harmony of revelation and reason and the value 

accorded to reason in the interpretation of divine revelation; the subordinate and 

complementary role of philosophy as handmaid of theology and the close intertwining 

of theology and philosophy in the pursuit of Christian wisdom.  
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Chapter 4 

Augustine 

 

Augustine’s contribution is central to the Western Christian tradition of the relationship 

of faith and reason. While Augustine’s approach is not the only one that might be 

termed “Christian”, he articulated one of the two principal models of faith and reason in 

the Western tradition, and consequently this thesis includes an extended discussion of 

the famous Bishop of Hippo. Although Augustine did not work out in detail the 

implications for scholarship of his epistemological model, the Augustinian view 

represents the philosophical foundation of the transformational model of faith-learning 

integration discussed above. Moroever those succinct formulations of the relation 

between faith and reason, such as fides quaerens intellectum (faith seeking 

understanding) and fides praecedit intellectum (faith precedes understanding), which are 

generally ascribed to Augustine, are well known and often cited in Christian circles. 

However the epistemological foundations that underpin these popular ideas are less well 

known, and need to be made explicit before the implications for Christian scholarship 

can be properly assessed. A study of Christian approaches to faith and reason must 

therefore explore the Augustinian model in some detail. Moreover it will be argued that 

the Augustinian approach still has much to offer to thinking about Christian higher 

education in the present time. 

 

Augustine (354-430) was born in Thagaste in the Roman province of Numidia in North 

Africa; son of Patricius, a pagan farmer, and Monica, a zealous Christian. Augustine 
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thus had a Christian upbringing, although not baptised as a child. After schooling in 

classical literature, the young Augustine became a student and subsequently a teacher of 

rhetoric in Carthage from 370 to 383 (Brown 2000).  

 

In Carthage, Augustine became interested in Manicheism, a religion founded by the 

Persian prophet Mani, who taught that there were two supreme deities, one good and 

one evil. Augustine had many questions, and became disillusioned when the Manichean 

leader Faustus proved to be unable to answer his questions (Confessions 5.6-7). Moving 

to Rome in 383, Augustine was attracted for a time to scepticism. In the following year, 

when he took up a position as teacher of rhetoric in Milan, he was accustomed to listen 

to the sermons of the Bishop of Milan, Ambrose, whom he saw as an outstanding 

exponent of rhetoric. Discovering that some of his previous ideas about Christian faith 

were mistaken, Augustine began thinking seriously about baptism. While in Milan, 

Augustine also explored Neoplatonism, but following his celebrated and dramatic 

conversion, he was baptised by Ambrose in 387 (Confessions 8.12). 

 

Augustine then returned to Africa, attracted to the monastic life-style. However by 391 

he had been ordained a priest, and in 395 was reluctantly consecrated as Bishop of 

Hippo. From the time of his consecration until his death in 430, Augustine wrote about 

one thousand books, articulating Christian belief across a wide range of theological 

topics and engaging in all of the great religious controversies of his day. He was, 

according to Bourke, “for thirty-five years . . . the pillar of Christianity, not simply in 

Hippo or Numidia but throughout the civilised world”, and came to be revered in later 

generations as the greatest of the Church Fathers. Two of his many works have entered 

into the Western literary canon: his remarkable spiritual biography Confessions and his 
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lengthy essay in philosophy of history City of God, in which he defended Christian faith 

against the charge that Rome’s conversion to Christianity had led to the downfall of the 

empire (Bourke 1974, pp. 11-13).  

  

Like his predecessors in the Philonic tradition, Augustine made no clear distinction 

between dogmatic theology and philosophy. According to Copleston, Augustine’s 

writings were an attempt to see the world and life in the light of Christian wisdom. 

Augustine’s primary concern was not with philosophical speculation, but rather with the 

knowledge of God and the human soul:  

I desire to have knowledge of God and the soul.  
 
Of nothing else?  
 
No, of nothing else whatsoever (Soliloquies 2.1, cf. On Order 2.18). 
 

In Augustine’s theology, human life was to be directed towards God, memorably 

summed up in the opening to his Confessions: “you made us for yourself and our hearts 

find no peace until they rest in you” (Confessions 1.1). Speculation was not an end in 

itself; knowledge was to be sought for the sake of the truth and wisdom to which it led, 

thereby bringing true happiness. Augustine thus intermingled theological and 

philosophical themes without clear distinction in pursuit of an essentially religious 

concern to attain wisdom and to understand the Christian faith (Copleston 1993, p. 51). 

Colin Brown concurs that very few of Augustine’s writings were philosophical in the 

strict sense of the term. Indeed, for Augustine, it was the Christian faith itself that was 

the true philosophia. He considered that that those who called themselves philosophers 

were not truly lovers of wisdom, since true wisdom consisted of the love of God (Brown 

1990, p. 98). Although Augustine was preoccupied with practical religious concerns 

rather than philosophical abstractions, nevertheless Gilson suggests that, with Augustine, 
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philosophical speculation reaches a new height, compared to his predecessors (Gilson, 

1972, p. 67; Copleston 1993, p. 48). 

 

Augustine’s writings reveal some development of his approach over time, according to 

Philip Schaff. His early works, such as Against the Academics, addressed to the sceptics 

of the Athenian New Academy, particularly reflected philosophical thinking. However 

Schaff argues “the philosopher in him afterwards yielded more and more to the 

theologian”, although this should not be seen as an abandonment or repudiation of 

Athens in favour of Jerusalem. Schaff, like Gilson, considers that Augustine is truly the 

founder of a Christian philosophy, and thus a confirmation of the possibility of a 

Christian philosophy (Schaff 1910, pp. 1009-10). And it is perhaps a measure of 

Augustine’s philosophical achievement that Neoplatonism, in its Augustinian 

reformulation, remained the dominant system of thought in Europe until the thirteenth 

century (Brown 1990, p. 88).  

 

Augustine and Neoplatonism 

Neoplatonism, particularly as it was developed by Plotinus (c.205-270), was the 

philosophical milieu of the late Roman world in which Augustine preached and wrote. 

Augustine’s response to Neoplatonism has been criticised as having engaged, in a 

similar way to Thomas Aquinas centuries later, in a process of synthesising Christian 

faith and pagan philosophy. Yet, again like Aquinas, Augustine was faced with a pagan 

philosophical system that he believed to pose a grave danger to Christian faith, and that 

presented him with a critical task and challenge. 
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In the fourth century, Neoplatonism was the centre of a concerted pagan effort to 

prevent the triumph of Christianity in the Roman world (Bewkes et al. 1963, pp. 398-

99). In particular Porphyry (232-303), the compiler and editor of Plotinus’ philosophy, 

posed a deliberate challenge to Christianity. Porphyry’s attack involved firstly a critique 

of Christian approaches to scriptural interpretation, and thus of the authority 

underpinning the Christian claims. His second line of attack involved a restatement of 

traditional pagan religion’s view of God. His objective was to drive a wedge between 

Christianity and the mainstream Graeco-Roman culture of the day, arguing that, by 

abandoning the worship of the Hellenistic high god, Christians had overturned the 

traditions and values at the heart of the culture. Christianity, according to Porphyry, was 

foreign to the Graeco-Roman worldview: 

. . . Christianity appeared . . . as a religion out of joint with the natural 
assumptions of a whole culture. The great Platonists of their age, Plotinus and 
Porphyry, could provide them with a profoundly religious view of the world, 
that grew naturally out of an immemorial tradition. The claims of the Christian, 
by contrast, lacked intellectual foundation (Brown 2000, pp. 299-300). 
 

To accept the Christian claims, Porphyry argued, an educated Roman had to abandon 

not only the most advanced, rationally based knowledge of the day but also the entire 

culture built around the religious and intellectual achievements of Greece and Rome. 

Augustine viewed this attack as sufficiently serious to require a response to it a full 

century later (Brown 1990, pp. 87-88). Yet at the same time, Augustine continued to 

regard Porphyry as “the most learned of philosophers” (City of God 19:22). Indeed, 

Augustine credited “the books of the Platonists”, most likely referring to the 

Neoplatonists, with leading him towards acceptance of the Christian faith (Confessions 

7.9). 
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As noted in Chapter 2 above (pp. 23-24), Wolters sees Augustine’s response to 

Neoplatonism as involving a reformulation or inner renewal of classical human wisdom 

as part of “a great project of Christianisation” (Wolters 1990, p. 199). If Wolters is 

correct, Augustine’s approach provides a “transformational” model of the relationship 

between Christian belief and human wisdom which is important to thinking about 

Christian higher education.  

 

Other commentary on Augustine’s approach to Neoplatonism recognises a degree of 

synthesis, but offers varying views on its extent and its value. According to Theodore 

De Bruyn, Augustine saw the Neoplatonist tradition of Plotinus and Porphyry as the 

closest approximation in the pagan world to Christian teaching, although he clearly 

distinguished between Christian and pagan thought (De Bruyn 1990, p. 54). De Bruyn 

suggests that Augustine saw the “limited and relative value of those aspects of pagan 

philosophy that admit of co-existence with Christianity” and lent themselves to 

reformulation within a Christian framework (De Bruyn 1990, pp. 62-63, 66; cf. 

Helleman 1990a, p. 20). Nash likewise recognises many affinities between Augustine 

and Plotinus on a range of philosophical issues (Nash 1999, p. 143). 

 

These views are consistent with the comments of Thomas Aquinas concerning his 

eminent predecessor:  

. . . whenever Augustine, who was imbued with the doctrines of the Platonists, 
found in their teaching anything consistent with faith, he adopted it; and those 
things which he found to be contrary to faith he amended (Summa Theologiae, 
part I, qu. 84, art. 5, resp., quoted in Gilson 1972, p. 70). 

 
 
 
However Cornelius Van Til argues that Augustine’s thought should be seen as the 

antithesis of Platonism:  
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Instead of thinking of Augustine as a general idealistic philosopher with certain 
inconsistent orthodox elements in his thinking . . . Augustine should be thought 
of as a Christian theistic philosopher with certain elements of Platonism in his 
thinking (Van Til 1932, p. 44). 

 
 
Julius Weinberg concurs that Augustine should not be considered to be either a Platonist 

or a Neoplatonist: 

This would have been impossible for a Christian, for some of the characteristic 
doctrines of these schools are radically incompatible with Christian belief . . . 
but such ideas as could be used in a Christian philosophy were mainly derived 
from Platonic and Neoplatonic sources (Weinberg 1964, p. 30). 
 

 
Gilson makes a similar comment: 

That Plato has influenced Augustine, through Plotinus, is beyond discussion, but 
his doctrine cannot be reduced to those of either Plato or Plotinus. Any attempt 
to interpret Plotinus in the light of Augustine, and vice versa, would be doomed 
to failure; the two doctrines do not aim to reach the same goal; they disagree on 
the first principles and the consequences which they deduce from these two 
distinct sets of principles are not the same (Gilson 1972, p. 80-81). 

 
 
What all historians agree upon, according to Gilson, is that the technical formulation of 

Augustine’s doctrine betrays a marked Neoplatonist influence. But Gilson credits 

Augustine with “limiting the invasion” of Neoplatonism and keeping it within the 

bounds of the Christian faith. He suggests that Augustine attributed new meaning to the 

doctrinal elements that he borrowed from Plotinus, although Plotinus “remained present 

in the mind of Augustine even while he was correcting him” (Gilson, 1972, pp. 67, 70-

71). Wilken suggests that the notion of the hellenisation of Christianity has outlived its 

usefulness: “a more apt expression would be the Christianization of Hellenism” (Wilken 

2003, p. xvi). Indeed Augustine and his predecessors, 

. . . while working within patterns of thought and conceptions rooted in Greco-
Roman culture, transformed them so profoundly that in the end something quite 
new came into being (Wilken 2003, p. xvii). 
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This achievement is perhaps all the more remarkable since, as noted above, Augustine 

did not deliberately set out to construct either a theological or a philosophical system 

(Copleston 1993, p. 48; Brown 1990, p. 98). 

 

Augustine’s epistemology 

Augustine’s epistemology is derived from an ontological synthesis which included 

distinctly Platonic and Neoplatonic elements. In the light of Platonism, Augustine 

distinguished an immaterial, intelligible (i.e. intellectual or rational) world of ideas, and 

the physical world of sensory perception. True reality was thus spiritual and intelligible, 

not physical and sensible: 

There are two worlds: one the intelligible world in which Truth dwells, and this 
sensible world, which, it is clear, we perceive by sight and touch. The former is 
the true world; this one is similar to it and made in its image (Against the 
Academics 3.17.37). 
 

Although equating reality with the Neoplatonic Idea, Augustine moved beyond 

Platonism and Neoplatonism in important respects. While praising Plato for recognising 

the transcendence of God, Augustine proposed, in place of the Platonic One (the arche, 

or ultimate principle of reality), a view of God as incorporeal, immutable and infinite 

reason that was nevertheless consistent with the God revealed in the Old and New 

Testaments. Hoitenga suggests that Augustine was the first to combine, in a definitive 

way, the God of the Bible with the ultimate principle of the universe sought by the 

Greeks (Hoitenga 1991, p. 57; Luscombe 1997, p. 9-10; Nash 1999, p. 149).  

 

Plato’s forms were, for Augustine, eternal ideas subsisting in the mind of God, the so-

called rationes aeternae. Augustine firstly related the rationes aeternae to their source 

in God; no longer manifestations of the One but rather the direct result of God’s own 
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action (Leff 1958, p. 40). In God’s own immutable nature are the archetypes or Ideas of 

all that exists:  

There are certain ideas, forms, or reasons, of things which are immutable and 
constant which are immaterial and contained in the divine intellect (Answers to 
Eighty-three Different Questions 46). 
 

Similarly, in On the Ideas:  

The ideas are certain archetypal forms or stable and immutable essences of 
things, which have not in themselves been formed but, existing eternally and 
without change, are contained in the divine intelligence (On the Ideas 2).  

 
 

Secondly Augustine gave the concept of the immaterial soul a Christian interpretation. 

Instead of the Platonic contradiction of body and soul, for Augustine both soul and body 

were God’s good creation, though subsequently marred by sin. The soul mirrors the 

divine nature, and is master of the body (Leff 1958, p. 42). Thirdly, since reality is 

essentially spiritual and immaterial, truth too is immaterial: immutable and eternal ideas 

subsisting in the mind of God. True knowledge consists of the soul relating all things to 

the divine Ideas that are their models.  

 

Augustine’s epistemology was primarily concerned with the question of certainty; not 

whether it could be attained, of which he had no doubt, but how it was that the finite 

human mind could attain certainty about transcendent eternal truths (Copleston 1993, p. 

52). Whereas for Plato, to appeal to divine revelation was to give up philosophy, for 

Augustine it was divine revelation that made knowledge possible, and indeed certain 

(Van Til 1932, p. 50). 

 

Augustine’s view of knowledge held that the soul grasped the Ideas by illumination, an 

inner light, which is the means by which the soul reaches sure knowledge. Thus all truth 
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and understanding are the result of a divine light which is God Himself. The light that 

illumines human minds is not the impersonal abstract Good of Platonism but rather 

Christ, the Word, the Logos of the universe: “the light of men . . . the true light which 

gives light to every man” (John 1:4, 9). As Copleston explains: 

This divine light, which illumines the mind, comes from God, who is the 
“intelligible light”, in whom and by whom and through whom all those things 
which are luminous to the intellect become luminous (Copleston 1993, p. 62). 
 

Indeed, of itself, the soul is unable to see intelligible truth; the rationes aeternae are 

unknowable to the ordinary faculties of the human mind, which is thus entirely 

dependent upon divine illumination: “Man cannot perceive the immutable truth of 

things unless they are illuminated as by a sun” (Soliloquies 1.8.5). This sun metaphor 

compares the action of divine illumination with that of natural light. The mind sees 

intelligible things “in a certain incorporeal light which is sui generis, just as a corporeal 

eye sees adjacent objects in the corporeal light” (On the Trinity 12.15.24). For 

Augustine then, divine illumination makes truth visible to the mind just as the sun’s 

light illuminates material objects, thereby enabling the changeable and temporal human 

mind to “see” immutable and eternal truth that transcends the mind. This did not involve 

seeing of a physical kind, but rather a rational apprehension. Reason, for Augustine, is 

not discursive logic, but rather the gaze of the mind (aspectus mentis) (Bourke 1974, p. 

19).  

 

Augustine’s emphasis on the necessity of divine illumination reflects his theological 

conviction of the insufficiency of natural human powers to transcend the natural. Just as 

God can only be reached through the supernatural aid of His grace, so too is knowledge 

dependent upon the Sun who illumines truth and enlightens human minds. Augustine 

also made use of a second metaphor to explain the working of illumination in the mind. 
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Impressed on the mind, like a wax seal, is an imprint, a finite replica of the ideas of God. 

Hence knowledge, of moral truths for example, comes from the impress of God:  

Where indeed are these rules written, wherein even the unrighteous recognises 
what is righteous, where he discerns that he ought to have what he himself has 
not? Where, then, are they written, unless in the book of the Light which is 
called Truth, whence every righteous law is copied and transferred (not by 
migrating to it, but by being as it were impressed upon it) to the heart of the man 
that worketh righteousness; as the impression from the ring passes into the wax, 
yet does not leave the ring (On the Trinity 14.25.21). 
 

Augustine, at least in his later life, did not support the Neoplatonic view that the soul by 

contemplation beholds the mind of God, and the metaphor of the wax seal explains how 

one perceives the rationes aeternae without actually directly seeing God. What the 

mind sees in beholding truth is not the mind of God per se, as in Neoplatonism, but 

rather truth and its necessary and eternal characteristics which are disclosed by God’s 

illuminatory acts (Copleston 1993, pp. 60-63).  

 

The wax seal metaphor also explains the implications of the present human state for 

knowledge. Augustine sees fallen humanity’s present condition as noetically abnormal. 

Not all wax is equally receptive to the seal, and thus the impress of God may be 

imperfectly reproduced on hardened wax. Consequently, nobody can have true 

intellectual knowledge of God without first having a righteous heart that is morally in 

tune with God; and no one is morally in tune with God without first having faith; which 

is given only by the grace of God (Van Til 1932, pp. 51-52). 

 

Augustine’s insistence upon humankind’s dependence upon divine grace and divine 

illumination is also in sharp contrast to Thomas Aquinas’ confidence in the natural light 

of reason, which meant for Aquinas that God created the human mind with such powers 

that further illumination was unnecessary. Augustine’s light was not the mind itself; 
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indeed it is precisely because of the deficiencies of the human mind that the divine light 

is such an essential precondition of knowledge of the truth (Copleston 1993, p. 63).  

 

Nevertheless Augustine recognised a participatory role for the mind in knowing: “for no 

creature, howsoever rational and intellectual, is lighted of itself, but is lighted by 

participation in eternal Truth” (On the Freedom of the Will 2.13.35). The idea of 

“participation” in truth points to the mind’s role in perceiving truth. Having created 

humankind in His image, God has endowed the soul with a structure of rationality 

patterned after the divine ideas in His own mind: “God has created man’s mind rational 

and intellectual, whereby he may take in His light” (Expositions of the Psalms 118, 

Sermons 18.4).  

 

Human knowledge then is a reflection of the truth originating in the mind of God (Leff 

1958, pp. 35-41; Gilson 1972, pp. 77-78; Nash 1999, pp. 153-57). The human mind 

does not learn or discover truth, but rather recognises it and assents to it. Knowledge of 

the rationes aeternae is a priori; it cannot be taught, but rather arises from within the 

soul as a consequence of divine illumination, so that truth is found to be present within 

the mind (Copleston 1993 p. 59). The mind cannot claim ownership of truth, “which 

thou canst not call thine, or mine, or any man’s, but which is present to all and gives 

itself to all alike” (On the Freedom of the Will 2.12.33). The mind does not constitute 

the truth, nor can it amend it. Rather the mind has to bow before it and accept it, 

recognising that this truth transcends it and rules its thoughts rather than the other way 

around: “The mind varies in its apprehension of truth . . . whereas truth remains ever the 

same” (Copleston 1993, p. 68). In the Augustinian view, knowing necessarily must 

involve more than just the mind and the object, for eternal truth cannot reside either in 
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the human mind or in the object, since both are mutable and temporal. In fact, for 

Augustine, the existence of immutable truth in mutable minds, and many minds holding 

truths such as those of mathematics or morality in common, was a powerful proof of the 

existence of God, since there must be an inner cause responsible for many minds seeing 

truth in the same way at the same time (Gilson 1972, pp. 72-78).  

 

In order for the soul to attain to knowledge of truth, it must first dissociate itself from 

sensible knowledge in favour of intelligible knowledge (Leff 1958 p. 35). Thus, as with 

Plato and Plotinus, there is an ascent of the soul in knowledge, and a corresponding 

hierarchical valuing of forms of knowing: 

. . . I realised that above my own mind, which was liable to change, there was 
the never changing, true eternity of truth. So, step by step, my thoughts moved 
on from the consideration of material things to the soul, which perceives things 
through the senses of the body, and then to the soul’s inner power, to which the 
bodily senses communicate external facts . . .  The next stage is the power of 
reason, to which the facts communicated by the bodily senses are submitted for 
judgement. This power of reason . . . proclaimed for certain that what was 
immutable was better than that which was not .  .  .  (Confessions 7.17). 

 

The highest and most profound knowledge of course was the knowledge of God, and 

Augustine’s narrative of his epistemological journey recounts the moment of its 

attainment: 

And so, in an instant of awe, my mind attained to the sight of the God who IS. 
Then, at last, I caught sight of your invisible nature  . . . (Confessions 7:17; cf. 
City of God 11.2). 

 

Within the epistemological hierarchy, Augustine distinguished two functions of the 

human intellect; to look up via the higher reason (ratio superior) to eternal realities, and 

to look down upon visible physical reality via the lower reason (ratio inferior). The 

higher and lower reason were not separate faculties, but rather different functions of the 

same mind. These different rational functions produced two kinds of knowledge. The 
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exercise of higher reason led to wisdom (sapientia), a knowledge of eternal truth. The 

lower reason led to knowledge (scientia), a knowledge of temporal reality (On the 

Trinity 12.3, 12.14; cf. Nash 1999, p. 149). The Augustinian model also included a 

middle level of knowledge between sapientia and scientia, in which the rational soul 

judges temporal and mutable things by eternal and immutable standards (Copleston 

1993, pp. 56-58).  

 

In relation to sense knowledge, Augustine followed Plato in seeing such knowledge 

residing not in the senses themselves but in the soul. Sense knowledge is an act of the 

soul using the sensory organs as its instruments. Rather than the senses informing the 

soul, the soul informs the body of its own state, and hence sensation is of the soul, not 

of the body (Leff 1958, p. 42). Sensory knowledge, while relative and changeable, is 

true to the extent that the senses never deceive, although we might mistakenly assume 

that what we see actually corresponds to reality. But while the possibility of error in 

scientia might be acknowledged, it is another thing entirely to deny any credibility at all 

to sensory knowledge, since practical life is greatly dependent on sensory knowledge. 

Against the Academics and On the Trinity maintain the validity of sense knowledge 

against sceptical arguments, and Augustine argues against the sceptics that we should 

not doubt the truth of sensory perception (On the Trinity 15.12; Gilson 1972, p. 76).  

 

But, although sensory knowledge of mutable things is sufficient and indeed 

indispensable for practical purposes, scientia is the lowest level of knowledge, and is 

not to be considered as true knowledge. Augustine saw the soul’s relation to God, not 

mutable things per se, as the proper object of knowledge, and true knowledge and 

certainty are found in the contemplation of eternal truths. Moreover knowledge of the 
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physical and temporal is dependent upon the immaterial and immutable. Like Plato, 

Augustine believed that knowledge of the rationes aeternae was necessary to interpret 

and give meaning to sense perception, and thus all knowledge must ultimately be 

explained in terms of divine illumination (Copleston 1993, pp. 54-56; Nash 1999, pp. 

153, 158). 

 

Copleston sums up Augustine’s epistemological approach: 

[His] outlook is markedly Platonic in character. There is the same depreciation 
of sense-objects in comparison with eternal and immaterial realities, the same 
almost grudging admission of practical knowledge as a necessity of life, the 
same insistence on “theoretic” contemplation, the same insistence on increasing 
purification of soul and liberation from the slavery of the senses to accompany 
the epistemological ascent. Yet it would be a mistake to see in Augustine’s 
attitude a mere adoption of Platonism and nothing more . . . Augustine’s interest 
is always first and foremost that of the attainment of man’s supernatural end, 
beatitude . . . he found in Platonism doctrines which he considered admirably 
adapted for the exposition of a fundamentally Christian philosophy of life 
(Copleston 1993, p. 58). 
 

Knowledge and belief 

Synthesising dependence upon divine illumination with the Platonic view of knowledge, 

Augustine drew a clear distinction between knowledge and belief. His view of 

knowledge, as discussed above, was one of “seeing” made possible by divine 

illumination, which accords with the Platonic view of knowledge as direct acquaintance. 

Belief, according to Augustine, is not a form of knowledge, but is in contrast to it.  

Whereas knowledge is certain because its objects are eternal and immutable, belief is 

fallible because it involves reliance upon authority or testimony.  

 

Hoitenga comments that it is essential for understanding Augustine’s view of faith and 

reason to recognise that the clear line drawn between knowledge by acquaintance and 

belief on authority is not identical with the distinction between rational knowledge and 
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sensory perception. Augustine saw the distinction between knowledge and belief, 

between seeing and believing, as applying to both the rational and the physical levels of 

knowing. The fundamental distinction in Augustine’s epistemic thinking, argues 

Hoitenga, is not between reason and the senses, but between seeing, whether by reason 

or sensation, and believing, where belief involves acceptance of or assent to what we do 

not see for ourselves on the testimony of others who have seen (Hoitenga 1991, pp. 60-

64; Bourke 1974, p. 19). For what is believing, asks Augustine, “but consenting to the 

truth of what is said?” (On the Spirit and the Letter 21.54). 

 

Augustine explored the concept of belief by identifying three different categories of 

objects of belief. Firstly there are those objects that are inaccessible to direct 

acquaintance such as matters of history, which are therefore always a matter of belief 

and never of understanding. Secondly there are those that, as soon as they are believed, 

are understood. In this category are rational truths such as those of mathematics or logic. 

The third category includes those things that are first believed, and only afterwards 

understood. These are truths about God that cannot be understood except by “the clean 

of heart” (Answers to Eighty-three Different Questions 48). Thus believing precedes 

seeing, and seeing is the reward for believing: “Now it is faith to believe that which you 

do not yet see; and the reward of faith is to see that which you believe” (Sermons 43). 

Thus faith precedes understanding and it is the task of faith to seek understanding.  

 

As Leff observes, it is a necessary consequence of the doctrine of illumination that true 

knowledge is dependent upon believing and loving God. Since all knowledge is 

dependent upon illumination at God’s own initiative, there is an inseparable connection 

between truth and faith, for divine illumination is given to those who love and believe 
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Him. The foundation of all knowledge therefore lies not in autonomous reason, but in 

the pursuit of God, the love of goodness and the search for beatitude (Leff 1958, p. 45). 

Indeed the desire to know truth presupposes a love of truth which is given by God’s 

grace (Leff 1958, p. 37). Knowledge presupposes an intellectual clarity that is 

dependent upon a whole way of life. Before knowledge and understanding, there must 

be righteousness and sanctification. As Augustine put it: “Only the pure in heart behold 

the truth” (On the Value of Believing 1.2) or, in Answers to Eighty-three Different 

Questions, “only the pure in heart can understand the divine” (48.68).  

 

John Rist further explains why this is so, helpfully elucidating Augustine’s idea of faith. 

Rist asks why all of Augustine’s examples of faith preceding understanding are 

theological. Does this imply, as Charlesworth contends, that the principle is limited to 

theological knowledge (Charlesworth 2002, p. 53)? Rist suggests not, noting that one 

evident feature of religious belief, at least in the Augustinian view, is that it must be not 

only cognitively grasped, but also affectively experienced. For Augustine, the idea of 

believing as “thinking with assent” (On the Predestination of the Saints 2.5) points to 

the fact that a certain disposition of the will (voluntas) must accompany cognitive grasp. 

Assent is the role of the voluntas (On the Spirit and the Letter 34.60; Rist 2001, p. 31).  

Augustine’s account of the role of the will centres on love. Just as the two loves in City 

of God give rise to two cities, so too in the individual, there is an assent to what we love 

and hate. By the habit of assent, we form a mindset, which is what Augustine means by 

voluntas. The voluntas is primarily formed either by love for God or by the lack of it 

(City of God 14.28, Literal Commentary on Genesis 11.15.20). Indeed we commonly 

use the term love to describe an intensity of will (Epistle of John to the Parthians 2.14). 
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Augustine suggests that we do not hold false beliefs through ignorance, but rather 

because we love the falsehood (Confessions 2.4.9, 2.8.16). In thinking with assent, then, 

the assent is not only a determining judgement, but also a determining love. Thinking 

the truth cannot be separated from loving the truth. Thus it is loving that prepares the 

mind for reason, or indeed love of falsehood that leads the mind astray. Our reason is 

directed by what we love (Rist 2001, pp. 31-38).  

 

This is a profound insight, which demonstrates why all true knowledge begins with faith, 

and why faith is an indispensable prior element of every act of knowing (Nash 1999, p. 

151; cf. On the Trinity 9.1.1). Reason’s starting point is a habit of loving assent to 

revealed truth; faith precedes and understanding follows (Weinberg 1964, p. 32). 

 

Faith and reason 

Augustine repeatedly articulates this idea in several slightly different forms. The fuller 

version is found in his commentary on John’s gospel: 

 
Understanding is the reward of faith. Therefore seek not to understand in order 
that you may believe, but believe in order that you may understand (On the 
Gospel of John 29.6). 

 
On the Freedom of the Will (1.2.4) includes the shorter epigram: “Unless you believe, 

you will not understand”. Two other expressions of this idea later found in Anselm’s 

Proslogion are also commonly attributed to Augustine. The phrase credo ut intelligam 

(I believe in order to understand) is expanded as:  

For I do not seek to understand in order to believe but I believe in order to 
understand. For I believe even this: that I shall not understand unless I believe 
(Proslogion 1.93). 
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The second phrase taken up by Anselm, fides quaerens intellectum (faith seeking 

understanding), also had a variant: fides praecedit intellectum (faith precedes 

understanding) (quoted in Schaff 1910, p. 998). 

 

The other classic Augustinian formulation is nisi credideritus, non intelligetis (if you 

will not believe you will not understand). On this possibly inaccurate rendering of Isaiah 

7:9 in the Septuagint, Augustine commented: 

Therefore the Prophet said with reason: “if you will not believe, you will not 
understand”; thereby he undoubtedly made a distinction between these two 
things and advised us to believe first so as to be able to understand whatever we 
believe. It is, then, a reasonable requirement that faith precede reason . . . 
(Letters 120.3). 

 
 

Although believing precedes understanding, Augustine’s view of faith and reason 

involves much more than a simple fideistic assertion of the necessity of faith. Biblical 

faith is not at the expense of Platonic reason, but rather consistent with it. Augustine is 

anxious to affirm the value of human intelligence and the desire to know. Reason has 

inherent value, not solely as the handmaid of religion, for it is this divinely endowed 

reason that makes man superior to the rest of creation (Charlesworth 2002, p. 53). 

Although Augustine insisted upon the superiority and precedence of faith; he did not 

despise reason, but rather valued it as a God-given faculty (De Bruyn 1990, p. 56). It is 

not offensive to reason that faith should precede it; the precedence of faith is entirely 

reasonable, since some things are beyond the grasp of reason (Charlesworth 2002, p. 54). 

Moreover sanctification liberates reason: “the reason of a purified soul . . . is able to 

arrive at clear truth” (On True Religion 25.47). So Augustine exhorts his readers to have 

“a great love of the intellect” (Letters 120.1.6, 120.2.13). To the proponents of simple 

faith, Augustine argued: 
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Correct your position, not so that you reject faith, but so that what you already 
hold by faith, you may also see by the light of reason . . . Heaven forbid that God 
should hate in us that by which he has made us more excellent that the animals 
(Letters 120.1.2-3). 
 

 
Leff argues that Augustine has none of the later medieval distinction between the realms 

of reason and faith or between theology and philosophy (Leff, 1958, p. 39; cf. Copleston 

1993, p. 49). Indeed, faith and reason work together, and both play a part in the 

acquisition of knowledge (Brown 1990, pp. 96-97). Faith and reason were never in 

conflict with each other, Augustine insisted, as they were for the Manichees (Nash 1999, 

p. 151).  

 

In the relationship of faith and reason therefore, reason also has a necessary role in 

relation to faith: 

We must refuse so to believe as not to receive or seek a reason for our belief, 
since we could not believe at all if we did not have rational souls (Letters 120.3). 

 
As a balance to the oft-quoted credo ut intelligam formula, Augustine was also fond of 

writing intellige ut credas (you must understand in order to believe). These two ideas 

were also juxtaposed: 

Understand, so that you may believe . . . believe so that you may understand 
(Sermons 43.7). 

 

The rationality of faith is also expressed in another common formula fides quaerit, 

intellectus invenit (faith seeks, understanding finds) (On the Trinity 15.2.2). The act of 

believing is therefore a rational act. After all, believing is “nothing else than to think 

with assent” (On the Predestination of the Saints 5), or “consenting to the truth of what 

is said” (On the Spirit and the Letter 21.54).  

 
Thinking therefore is a necessary part of believing:  
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No one believes anything unless he has first thought it believable  . . . . 
Everything that is believed is believed after being preceded by thought .  .  . Not 
everyone who thinks believes, since many think in order not to believe; but 
everyone who believes thinks - both thinks in believing and believes in thinking 
(On the Predestination of the Saints 5). 
 

 
Charlesworth comments that reason’s role in relation to faith is both anterior and 

posterior. In its anterior role, reason precedes belief (On the Predestination of the Saints 

5), for belief depends upon the rational soul, and reason persuades the mind to faith. In 

its posterior role, reason seeks to understand and to justify what is believed by faith 

(Charlesworth 2002, pp. 53-54). Copleston concurs that reason plays its part both in 

bringing man to faith, and subsequently in penetrating the data of faith (Copleston 1993, 

p. 48). On the one hand, there is a natural human desire to inquire into the truths of faith: 

“That which we believe, we desire to understand” (On the Freedom of the Will 2.2.5). 

Yet on the other hand it remains that “Believing is one thing, and understanding another. 

We must first believe whatever great and divine matter we desire to understand” (On the 

Freedom of the Will 2.2.6).  

 

Authority and reason 

An important aspect of Augustine’s view of faith is the role of authority in relation to 

believing, which he particularly developed in De Utilitate Credendi, translated as “The 

Usefulness of Faith”, or alternatively “The Reasonableness of Faith” or “The Value of 

Believing”. As the Gospels and Acts demonstrate, knowledge of the truths of faith 

depends upon the testimony of eyewitnesses. Wilken argues that faith therefore might 

be defined as trust in testimony. Augustine contrasts mathematical knowledge, which he 

takes to be certain and demonstrable, with historical knowledge. Faith is an integral 

element in historical knowledge, which is not certain and demonstrable, but rather based 

upon trust in the testimony of eyewitnesses. Augustine concludes that the proper term to 
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describe historical knowledge therefore is not knowledge but rather belief (Wilken 2003, 

pp. 167-69). 

 

The degree of trust involved in believing highlights the issue of authority. The term, as 

Augustine used it in its initial derivation, refers to auctor, the term used for a legal 

witness who guaranteed the validity of a legal document. Such a person was understood 

to be of such a truthful character that it was possible to act with confidence in the 

truthfulness of documents witnessed in this way. For Augustine, the ordinary business 

of society was dependent upon trust in the authority or truthfulness of witnesses: 

In practical life, I cannot see how anyone can refuse to believe altogether . . .  
Nothing would remain stable in human society if we determined to believe only 
what can be held with absolute certainty (On the Value of Believing 11.25; 
12.26). 

 
Thus all people in their ordinary knowing act inescapably on the basis of faith in 

authorities (Wilken 2003, pp. 170-71). The issue of faith and reason is therefore equally 

one of authority and reason, which together represent Augustine’s famed “twofold path”. 

As Augustine put it: 

With regard to the acquiring of knowledge, we are of necessity led in a twofold 
manner: by authority and by reason (On Order 2.9.26). 
 
The medicine for the soul . . . is divided between Authority and Reason. 
Authority demands of us faith, and prepares man for reason. Reason leads to 
knowledge and understanding. But reason is not entirely useless to authority; it 
helps in considering what authority is to be believed (On True Religion 24.45). 

 

A major difference between Augustine and Plato is Augustine’s diminished confidence 

in the capacity of the human mind to understand the Good. The fallen mind cannot by 

itself apprehend truth; it can only choose between authorities. There is therefore an 

important role for reason in discerning among authorities which or who is worthy to be 

believed (Rist 2001, pp. 30-31). 
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Wilken probes Augustine’s view of the nature of knowledge along similar lines to Rist 

(2001), suggesting that knowledge acquired by faith is not just information, but attitudes, 

practices, dispositions and loves. To acquire such knowledge involves an apprenticeship, 

and Augustine suggests that we must “become servants of wise men”. He repeatedly 

refers to a process of becoming “docile” (On Order 2.9.26). Knowledge therefore 

begins not with autonomous reason, but with following those exemplars worthy of our 

trust. To illustrate this principle, Augustine points out that literary interpretation and 

criticism requires giving of oneself to the author. In response to the Manichees’ 

cynicism, scepticism, and critical “tearing to pieces books they do not understand”, 

Augustine asserted that the only way to understand Virgil was to love him and to yield 

one’s mind to him as a disciple (On the Value of Believing 6.13). Authority is thus a 

necessary part of knowing; the fundamentally important question is not firstly what we 

should believe, but rather whom we should trust. Wilken concurs that the fundamental 

orientation of life lies precisely in what is loved (Wilken 2003, pp. 172-75). Conversion 

therefore is at heart a conversion of loves (Meagher 1998, p. 264). 

 
Knowledge as trust in worthy authorities thus involves obedience. In On True Religion, 

Augustine insists that knowledge rests on obedience and love: “Rational life does not 

owe its excellence to itself, but to the truth which it willingly obeys” (On True Religion). 

Similarly, it is the “obedience of believing” that makes understanding possible (On the 

Gospel of John 29.6). Faith thus involves not only believing but also the affections, in 

loving surrender: 

By believing we love him, by believing we esteem God, by believing we enter 
into him and are incorporated in his members. This is why God asks faith of us 
(On the Gospel of John 29.6). 
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Faith therefore is the pathway to reason; it enables reason to exercise its powers in 

realms to which it would otherwise have no access (Wilken 2003, pp. 184-85). 

 

Refutation of scepticism 

A study of Augustine’s epistemology would not be complete without a brief 

examination of his refutation of scepticism. Earlier in his life Augustine had been 

attracted to the scepticism of the New Academy. In his subsequent refutation of 

sceptical arguments, Augustine then had the benefit of a former sympathy with them. 

Indeed a degree of scepticism had released him from the speculations of the Manicheans 

(Confessions 5.6).  

 

Augustine focused on three arguments for the possibility of knowledge that he saw to be 

invulnerable to sceptical attack: the existence of the self, the truths of mathematics and 

the principles of moral conduct (Weinberg 1964, p. 33). Augustine accepted that one 

could approach natural knowledge with some scepticism, agreeing that in the physical 

world appearances can be deceiving. However the possibility of deception is not an 

argument against the possibility of knowledge. Augustine’s intent is not to endorse a 

sceptical attitude, but rather to claim certainty for what one knows by inner experience 

or by self-consciouness. For if certain truth is not to be found in the sensory realm, truth 

can yet be found in inner experience. Augustine sees that even if one doubts or is 

deceived, even in the act of doubting he must at least be certain about his own existence. 

Augustine argues si fallor sum, if I make a mistake in thinking, I exist (Bourke 1974, p. 

20; Copleston 1993, pp. 53-56). Thus inner experience confirms existence of the self:  

You, who wish to know, know you that you are?  
 
I know.  
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Whence know you?  
 
I know not . . . .  
 
Know you that you think?  
 
I know.  
 
Therefore it is true that you think.  
 
It is true (Soliloquies 2.1). 
 
Everyone who is aware that he doubts, knows the truth and is certain of it . . . 
and should not doubt that he has the truth within him (On the Trinity 10.10). 

 

In this recognition that the sceptic’s doubt provides a starting point to knowledge, 

Augustine remarkably anticipates Descartes’ cogito ergo sum. However Augustine 

declined to regard doubt as the sole foundation of knowledge as Descartes did, since he 

was confident that divine revelation also made available an indubitable awareness both 

of God and of the self, and that these provided a sure foundation for knowledge 

(Weinberg 1964, p. 38; cf. Matthews 2003). 

 
 

Hence the starting point for natural knowing lies in our own thought, which in turn 

gives rise to rational categories and logical truths. For not only does the sceptic know 

that he doubts, he must also acknowledge certain self-evident rational truths such as 

those of mathematics, logic or ethics (Against the Academics 3.10.23; On the Freedom 

of the Will 2.3.7; On the Trinity 15.12.21). Furthermore, these truths transcend our own 

experience and are signs pointing to a yet higher truth. Augustine’s argument on this 

point begins with the fact that these self-evident truths are known by more than one man, 

indeed by many. As minds do not overlap, these truths cannot be derived either from 

sensation in the temporal world, or from communication among men. The causal origin 

of the same unchanging truth in many distinct minds therefore demonstrates that truth 
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has an inner, singular source above the temporal human mind. Hence truth is taught to 

us by Christ, the interior teacher who is always present illuminating each man’s soul 

and who will teach any man of good will who inquires after truth: “Thus God is the 

causal origin of a body of mathematical and moral truth common to the minds of many 

men” (Weinberg 1964, p. 41). The unchanging nature of such truths constitutes a proof 

of the existence of the world of ideas and indeed of the existence of God (Leff 1958, pp. 

39-40; Weinberg 1964, p. 371). 

 

This discussion of Augustine would also be incomplete without some consideration of 

the implications of his thinking for education. Augustine saw Christianity as the true 

philosophia focused on the contemplation of God, which is man’s highest good, and 

thus education is to be directed towards the knowledge of God. In On Order, Augustine 

argues that divine reason has implanted an order in creation that can be discovered 

through the disciplines of language, grammar and dialectic, logic, mathematics, poetry 

and music, geography and astronomy; that is, the seven liberal arts. Augustine’s 

enumeration of seven liberal arts, a specific number adopted by neither the Greeks nor 

the Romans, established the first educational framework of Latin Christianity, and one 

that was to be normative for the Middle Ages (Luscombe 1997, p. 12; Curtis & 

Boultwood 1977, pp. 87-88).  

 

In an extended discussion of education in On Christian Doctrine, addressing the vital 

question of the proper approach to classical culture, Augustine justifies incorporation of 

the pagan classics in a program of Christian education on the basis that truth is one, and 

all truth is God’s truth:  

Every good and true Christian should understand that, wherever he may find 
truth, it is the Lord’s (On Christian Doctrine 2.18.28). 
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Christians were thus justified in adopting those elements of classical culture that were 

found to be useful to the Gospel. For Augustine, this was “spoiling Egypt” (spoliatio 

Aegyptiorum), a reference to the Exodus (On Christian Doctrine 2.60; Exodus 12:35-

36). This view was not original with Augustine; similar views had been expressed by 

Justin, Clement, Basil, Gregory and Ambrose. As already noted in Chapter 2 above, the 

spoliatio motif does not simply involve transposition, but has an inherent sense of 

conversion, inner renewal, reformulation or transformation (Wolters 1990, p. 199).  

 

Augustine explains that the liberal arts are a means toward understanding the Scriptures, 

which contain what one needs to know in order to be saved. Without the liberal arts, the 

Scriptures cannot be read or properly understood. Each of the arts is thus a means of 

understanding transcendent truth, whereby the mind may be brought from a focus on 

material things to the immaterial (per corporalia ad incorporalia) (Vos 1990a, p. 70; 

Luscombe 1997, p. 15). However since education’s goal is the knowledge of God, 

Christians should study the classical disciplines only to the extent that they can be put to 

use in the discovery or teaching of scriptural knowledge (On Christian Doctrine 2.40.60; 

cf. Goyette 2002, p. 202-203). 

 

Curtis and Boultwood comment that Augustine  

. . . entirely transformed earlier views about Christian education and established 
a tradition which was to govern the curriculum of the schools, and later, the 
universities, for many centuries to come (Curtis & Boultwood 1977, p. 88). 

 

Of course Augustine was under no illusion that the seven liberal arts led to holiness: 

“Many holy people have not studied them at all, and many who have studied them are 

not holy” (Retractations 1.3.2). Rather there should be an integration of holy living with 
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scholarship: “Vision will be granted to him who lives well, prays well, and studies well” 

(On Order 2.51). 

 

Hoitenga also makes the point that “faith seeking understanding” is not just Augustine’s 

approach to religion but his approach to education as well. In On the Teacher, 

Augustine asks why a man would be so foolish to send his son to school merely to learn 

what the teacher thinks (On the Teacher 14.45). Augustine holds that the aim of 

teaching is not for the teacher to impart his beliefs or opinions, but rather to lead the 

student, in a Socratic fashion, to see the truth, to know reality for himself. The goal of 

education then is not belief, in the sense of trust in the teacher’s authority, although this 

will be the starting point, but rather the student’s understanding, in the sense of direct 

personal acquaintance with, or “seeing”, the truth (Hoitenga 1991, p. 66). Augustine 

described his own journey in similar terms: 

No one doubts that we are prompted to learn by the twin forces of authority and 
reason. Therefore I am resolved not to depart from the authority of Christ on any 
score whatsoever . . . As for what is to be sought out by the most subtle 
reasoning – for my character is such that I am impatient in my desire to 
apprehend what the truth is not only by belief but also by understanding – I am 
still confident that I am going to find it with the Platonists, and that it will not be 
opposed to our Holy Writ (Against the Academics 3.20.43). 
 

Before passing on to an evaluation of Augustine epistemology, one other Augustinian 

innovation should be briefly noted. Hart’s view that Augustine’s inner exploration of 

the depths of the soul marks the transition to the medieval sensibility has already been 

noted above (Hart 2001, p. 127ff.). In a similar vein, Phillip Cary (2000) credits 

Augustine with “the invention of the inner self”. This invention consists of the 

presentation of the inner self as a space in which exploration and discovery can take 

place, leading to a closer and fuller understanding of God. Cary argues that Augustine 

was puzzled by the nature of the self and its relation to God, and made use of both 
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Neoplatonic and biblical tools in an effort to explain the self. In his earlier Neoplatonic 

phase, Augustine saw the soul as capable of knowing God through looking inward. 

However, in responding to the Pelagian controversy, Augustine moved to a more 

thoroughly orthodox position. Nevertheless, as the Confessions and other writings show, 

the inner self remains a space where the soul and its relation to God may be explored 

(Griffiths 2002, pp. 120-124). Richard Tarnas offers an engaging description of a 

personal psychological landscape that still resonates with Augustine’s readers today: 

Augustine’s self-consciousness as a volitional, responsible moral agent was 
acute, as was his awareness of the burdens of human freedom – error and guilt, 
darkness and suffering, severance from God. In a sense, Augustine was the most 
modern of the ancients: he possessed an existentialist’s self-awareness with his 
highly developed capacity for introspection and self-confrontation, his concern 
with memory and consciousness and time, his psychological perspicacity, his 
doubt and remorse, his sense of the solitary alienation of the human self without 
God, his intensity of inner conflict, his intellectual scepticism and sophistication 
(Tarnas 1996, pp. 143-144). 

 
 
Widely regarded as the most significant figure in church history from St Paul to the 

present, Augustine left a profound legacy to the church. Not until the body of 

Aristotelian writings had been translated and absorbed in the thirteenth century was 

there to be any rival to Augustine’s dominance of the mind of western Christendom 

(Weinberg 1964, pp. 44-45). 

 

How might the implications of Augustine’s thought for Christian higher education be 

assessed? What are the strengths of the Augustinian model? Firstly, Augustine offers a 

view of faith and reason that reflects a Christian view of God, the world and humanity. 

This chapter has made explicit the philosophy underlying Augustine’s view of faith and 

reason and the memorable expressions of that view. The Augustinian view offers a 

synthesis of faith and reason that reflects the Philonic conviction of the unity of truth. 



 77

Augustine constrains critical rationality within a framework of belief while offering a 

positive role for both faith and reason. 

 

Augustine has offered an explanation of why faith precedes reason that goes well 

beyond simple fideism, and of why knowledge and understanding depend on faith and 

the condition of the human heart. He has pointed to the role of love of truth in leading to 

truth. He has recognised the role of the will and the habit of assent in creating a mindset 

in which the exercise of reason is directed by what we love and yield to. Augustine has 

provided a defence against scepticism and has legitimated the role of authority in 

knowing. 

 
In teaching that all truth is God’s truth, Augustine practised what he preached. In an 

achievement that is of great significance to the Western Christian tradition, Augustine 

took a pagan philosophy that threatened Christian faith and synthesised it into a 

Christian philosophy. This incorporation of Neoplatonism into Christian philosophy 

demonstrates the transformational spoliatio approach that he espoused. 

 
Augustine is the founder of an important Christian educational tradition in which the 

educational model is closely aligned with its philosophical and theological foundations. 

Augustine has offered a view of the role of faith in scholarship that provides an answer 

to the central question in Christian higher education, and thus provides a possible model 

for a Christian university. 

 

As the preceding discussion has shown, Augustine has been credited with constructing 

the medieval mind; that is shaping the way Western Christians would think for at least 

the next seven or eight hundred years, and having a continuing influence beyond that 
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era up to the present time. He has maintained between Athens and Jerusalem the 

productive synthesis and tension that characterises the Western tradition. It should 

therefore be no surprise that Augustine’s thoughts would be taken up by others in later 

stages of the story of Christian higher education.  

 

Some other assessments of a general nature are also appropriate. Copleston comments 

that the Augustinian approach never deals with the fiction of a purely natural man 

without regard to his supernatural vocation and end. Rather Augustine takes a realistic 

view of human nature, always contemplating humanity as it is in relation to God: fallen 

and redeemed, with the supernatural ends of life continually in view (Copleston 1993, p. 

49). Hoitenga comments that Augustine’s view of faith and reason harbours some of the 

critical ambiguities that plague epistemology, since much of epistemology is a defence 

of how these ambiguities are best resolved; involving key concepts such as knowledge, 

faith, belief, certainty and trust. Nevertheless Augustine’s great contribution “was to 

rescue faith, that is, belief on testimony, from the prejudice of Platonic rationalism 

against it and to emphasise its importance not only for religion but for all of life”. But in 

Hoitenga’s view, Augustine failed to work out fully a view that embraces both reason 

and faith in the theory of what it is for human beings to know (Hoitenga 1991, pp. xiv-

xv).  

On Augustine’s legacy, Leff comments that “the dependence of reasoning upon the 

dictates of faith is central to the whole of medieval thinking”. But the requirement that 

reason should conform to the tenets of revelation made for no easy relationship between 

faith and reason, and thus the effort to harmonise faith and reason was the motive force 

of medieval Christian thought (Leff, 1958, pp. 11, 19). Leff suggests that this effort 

faced two fundamental and ongoing difficulties. The first was 
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. . . the paradox that while there could be no philosophy without a body of 
metaphysics, logic and natural knowledge, as soon as these reach a degree of 
self-sufficiency they challenged theology; that is, they offered a rival 
interpretation based upon natural considerations to that which theology held by 
dogma.  
 
. . . [The second difficulty was that] the very process of study and teaching, to 
which profane knowledge gave rise, tended to negate its ultimate end. Instead of 
being a means to a theological end (the better comprehension of the Christian 
faith), it became an end in itself, carried on by specialists whose job it was to 
teach it (Leff 1958, p. 19). 
 

This led to a clash between those who followed theology and those who followed 

philosophy as far as it would take them. The primary setting for this clash, the 

University of Paris arts faculty in the later thirteenth century, will be taken up in the 

following chapter. 
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Chapter 5 

The University and the Aristotelian Synthesis 

 

Introduction 

Inquiry into possible models of Christian higher education, and into the relationship of 

faith and learning that they involve, must include examination of the medieval 

university, for the medieval university was, arguably, a “Christian” university in some 

way.  

 

Any serious discussion in the English language of the nature and purpose of the 

university will at some point make reference to “the idea of the university”, the phrase 

coined by Cardinal John Henry Newman (1801-1890) in his celebrated lectures on the 

subject in Dublin in 1852. Newman’s particular interest lay in articulating the spirit of 

nineteenth century Oxford within a Catholic frame of reference, but it is not inconsistent 

with Newman’s purpose to make use of his terminology in discussing the early history 

of the university, and thus to speak of the “idea” of a university that was being worked 

out in the early centuries of that history. In view of Judge’s criticism of the oxymoronic 

character of the term “Christian university”, it is important to consider whether there is 

an “idea” of a Christian university that can be identified in the history of the university.  

 

This raises the question of the criteria that might be employed to determine whether the 

idea is or is not a Christian idea. Arthur Holmes suggests that four recurring emphases 

constitute the heart and soul of the Christian academy: the usefulness of the liberal arts 
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as preparation for service in both church and society, the unity of truth, contemplative or 

doxological learning (that is, learning that leads one to give God praise); and a concern 

for the soul (that is, for moral and spiritual formation of the student) (Holmes 2001, p. 

2ff.). However in view of the specific concerns of this study, the criteria that will be 

adopted here are firstly a view of the relationship of faith and scholarship, and secondly 

a relationship of the university with the Christian faith, or possibly with its institutional 

expressions, that gives the university some identifiable Christian character. This chapter 

thus provides an important historical dimension to the idea of a Christian university, and 

the ideas of the relationship of faith and reason that it worked out. The historical 

dimension is important since the university is not merely an idea in the abstract, but an 

idea embodied in historical entities at particular times and in relationship to the 

institutional Christianity of those times.  

 

Any inquiry into the idea of the university in general logically commences with a 

consideration of the features of the university as it first appeared in the middle ages, but 

such a starting point is particularly appropriate in relation to the idea of a Christian 

university. One striking feature of the history of the university generally is that it is 

usually cast as a story of the emancipation of the university from ecclesiastical control, 

thereby highlighting the institutional dimension of the tension between Athens and 

Jerusalem, between reason and faith, and generally assuming that the emancipation of 

reason was an unambiguously good thing.  

 

The university was the institution within which, through its wrestling with the synthesis 

of Greek philosophy and Christian faith, the middle ages worked out in theory and in 

practice the relationship of faith and reason. However Colin Brown suggests that: 
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With the creation of the universities an unconscious step was taken in a process 
which over the centuries led to the separation of faith and knowledge. With the 
secularisation of the modern university, faith became the province of the church 
and knowledge the province of the university. (Brown 1990, p. 104) 
 

Whether this process as described by Brown was either necessary or inevitable needs to 

be considered. 

 

The Medieval Idea of a Christian University 

Universities, declared Charles Haskins, like cathedrals and parliaments, are “a product 

of the Middle Ages” (Haskins 1957, p. 1), for such distinctively organised institutions of 

higher learning did not develop in the ancient world, or appear in other parts of the 

world except as European transplants in the modern era (Cobban 1975, pp. 21-2). 

Indeed, write the history of the great universities, said Nathan Schachner, and you have 

an almost complete history of medieval thought and culture (Schachner 1962, p. 3). 

 

While the origins of the university are not entirely clear, they reach back to the early 

twelfth century, and even to the closing decades of the eleventh century. The rise of 

universities coincides with the great revival of learning commonly called the Twelfth 

Century Renaissance (Haskins 1957, p. 4). The precise causes of this revival of learning 

are broadly relevant but not central to this study. They are to be found in the re-

emergence and consolidation of European society after the barbarian invasions of the 

ninth, tenth and eleventh centuries; in the expansion of trade and the growth of urban 

centres that occurred as a result; in the resurgent demand for educated individuals from 

social institutions such as Church, court and professions; in the interest in philosophical 

questions provoked by the realist-nominalist controversy; and in the appropriation of the 
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influx, largely from Arab sources, of the learning of the ancient world (Boyd & King 

1995, pp. 133-4).  

 

The earliest universities were not deliberate creations, but rather grew somewhat 

haphazardly as “a natural expression of the spiritual, intellectual and social energies” of 

the age (F. M. Powicke, quoted in Wieruszowski 1966, p. 15). Prominent among those 

energies, although it might safely be said that it did not involve the majority of the 

population of western Europe, was a desire for learning. The studia generalia, as they 

were known until the late fifteenth century when the term universitas came to refer to 

the institution itself rather than to the guild (union) of masters, were fundamentally 

“meeting places of students and masters drawn together by a common desire for 

learning” (Wieruszowski 1966, p. 16).  

 

Alan Cobban argues for a more utilitarian view of the origin of the universities: on the 

demand side, as “institutional responses to the pressures to harness educational forces to 

the professional, ecclesiastical and governmental requirements of society”; and on the 

supply side of course as a route to professional and social advancement and a rewarding 

career: “the clerical status of students could not disguise their secular intent” (Cobban 

1975, p. 8). Haskins sidesteps the debate between idealistic and utilitarian perspectives, 

arguing that the best definition of a university is a functional one; simply as “a society 

of masters and scholars” (Haskins 1957, p. 5). 

 

But if the university was a product of the middle ages, most of its manifestations were 

also products of the leading institution of the middle ages, the Church. The studia 

generalia developed out of the cathedral schools that had been established as part of the 
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educational reforms initiated by Charlemagne (d. 814). Charlemagne’s decree placing 

upon bishops and abbots responsibility for educating future clergy, and for providing 

education for all those laymen who wanted it, had led to the formation of both cathedral 

and monastic schools. In Charlemagne’s imperium christianum, according to James 

Bowen, education was regarded as an instrument of Christian civilisation (Bowen 1981, 

p. 4). However the monastic schools over time grew more ascetic, separated from the 

outside world, and focused on serving God and His Church. Their emphasis was on 

preparation for the priesthood through the study of the Scriptures and of church ritual. 

Thus, while the monks had done much to preserve learning during the Dark Ages and to 

foster its revival and spread afterwards, ultimately no monastic school ever developed 

into a studium generale. The monks saw learning at the studium to be unconducive to 

holiness (Dawson 1958, p. 181; Wieruszowski 1966, pp. 17-18; Lawson 1967, p. 57). 

 

Concurrently, the cathedral schools enjoyed a new prominence arising from the 

consolidation of Christendom and urban population growth, and the more prominent of 

the schools (studia) came to merit the title studia generalia. The prestige of this title 

was such that later popes and emperors attempted to grant it by charter (a practice 

resented by the studia that had gained it by merit and reputation), but initially the title 

came to be applied when the leading schools began to attract masters and students from 

beyond their local region. As students gathered to the studia generalia, candidates for 

the priesthood came to be outnumbered by the new clientele of town dwellers desirous 

of obtaining an education (Strasser 1973, p. 5; Cobban 1975, pp. 23-26).  

 

In fulfilling their teaching obligations in the cathedral school, the bishop and chapter 

generally appointed a head teacher, variously known as scholasticus, magister 
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scholarum, or caput scholae. During the twelfth century, the scholasticus, already a 

prestigious position, acquired further legal and secretarial responsibilities for the 

cathedral chapter, and often took on the title of chancellor, which carried with it a 

primary role as legal officer to the bishop. Consequently, it was common practice for 

the scholasticus or chancellor, faced with burgeoning numbers of students, to share or 

delegate his teaching responsibilities by licensing others to teach in his place. This local 

licence to teach, the licentia docendi, being granted upon examination after completion 

of the prescribed course of studies, was the earliest form of what later developed into 

the university degree (Wieruszowski 1966, pp. 20, 30; Lawson 1967, p. 12).  

 

After the division of Charlemagne’s empire by the Treaty of Verdun in 843, the 

histories of France, Italy and Germany had followed divergent paths, and this was true 

also of the twelfth century revival of learning. Initially Italy and Germany outpaced 

France in the revival of learning. The honour of being the first university is contested by 

Bologna, which emphasised the study of law, and by Salerno, which specialised in 

medicine. While their origins are obscure, both were clearly functioning in an organised 

way by the year 1200. However it is appropriate here to concentrate on Paris, which 

provided the archetype of the northern, more overtly theological, university (Strasser 

1973, p. 5). “Paris was pre-eminent in the Middle Ages as a school of theology”, argued 

Haskins, and as theology was the “supreme object of medieval study”, this meant that 

Paris was pre-eminent as a university (Haskins 1957, p. 19). Certainly Paris claimed this 

title early in the thirteenth century. According to Christopher Dawson, Paris surpassed 

all other medieval universities, “in its intellectual activity and its corporate authority as 

the intellectual organ of Christendom” (Dawson 1958, p. 185; cf. Seckinger 1973). Such 

a position carried great responsibility as the stronghold of orthodoxy: to defend 
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orthodoxy against external and internal threat, to advise the Church on what was and 

what was not heretical, and to carry out the intellectual role that successive popes had 

marked out for it (Wieruszowski 1966, p. 49ff.). Such was the reputation of Paris that it 

provided the model for the universities of northern Europe; in short, it represented the 

idea of a university as the Middle Ages understood it, and the phrase ad instar studii 

Parisiensis, conveying faithful emulation of the Parisian model, neatly captured the 

claims and aspirations of many of its imitators. Scholarly opinion is divided on whether 

Oxford followed the Parisian archetype or was sui generis, but there are undeniable 

historical links between Paris and Oxford, and thus with the English idea of a university.  

 

The Organisation of the University 

The organisational form of the university developed through struggle. This struggle was 

initially with civil authorities over recognition of the clerical status of masters and 

students, meaning that they were subject to ecclesiastical rather than civil jurisdiction 

(Wieruszowski 1966, pp. 21, 32). Indeed the University of Paris dates its formal 

existence from the proclamation in 1200 of its charter from King Philip Augustus II of 

France granting full recognition of its clerical privileges.  

 

The guilds of masters (universitas magistrorum) appear to have begun to organise 

around the middle of the twelfth century. In Paris, the Masters of Arts took the initiative 

in the struggles with the chancellor of Notre Dame, since the Arts faculty had two-thirds 

of the students and the three higher faculties (Theology, Medicine and Canon Law) 

were more immediately subject to church authorities. The Masters of Arts claimed the 

prerogative to establish their own standards and to control admission to their guild 

(inceptio or inception), a stance that brought them into conflict with the chancellor’s 
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authority in matters of licensing, examination, and related functions (Cobban 1975, pp. 

83-4). The nascent universities’ conflicts with local ecclesiastical authorities typically 

led to appeals to the pope, and it was clear that popes were both interested in regulating 

the universities, and inclined to support and protect them against local bishops and 

chancellors. Helene Wieruszowski comments that Rome had established for itself a 

permanent role in the organisation of the universities as early as 1179, when the Third 

Lateran Council issued decrees regulating the granting of licences, the charging of 

tuition fees, and other aspects of university life (Wieruszowski 1966, p. 31; cf. pp. 30-33 

passim). Hastings Rashdall argued that Paris had become a university by 1179, although 

later scholars have tended to date the emergence of the university around 1200 or a little 

later (Rashdall 1936, vol. I, p. 294; cf. Seckinger 1973, p. 27).  

 

Papal regulation was strengthened in Paris in 1215 by the statutes of the papal legate 

Robert de Courcon, which enforced compromise between the masters and the diocesan 

authority, the cathedral chapter, and also regulated courses, textbooks, academic dress 

and inception. However it was a clash with civil authorities in 1229 which brought 

about a landmark in the organisation of the university. The Parisian masters considered 

that the actions of troops brought in to quell a riot that had begun as a tavern brawl were 

in violation of the privileges granted to them by King Philip Augustus. In response, the 

masters resorted to their common weapon of cessatio, a strike or boycott of lectures. 

When this proved ineffectual in gaining redress of their grievances, the masters 

dissolved the university, resulting in the Great Dispersion of 1229-31. Pope Gregory 

IX’s peacemaking efforts resulted in the concessions contained in the papal bull Parens 

scientiarum of 1231, often called the Magna Carta of the University of Paris. Gregory 

IX’s statutes re-affirmed ecclesiastical jurisdiction and the clerical status and privileges 
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of the masters and students, legalised the cessatio, and widened the range of aspects of 

university life over which the masters were given control. However he reasserted the 

church’s control of licensing and examination, and these continued to be matters of 

contention until the end of the thirteenth century. Gregory’s bull was significant also for 

the important concessions which it made on the study of Aristotle, discussed further 

below (Wieruszowski 1966, pp. 34-5).  

 

The struggles of the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries also produced internal 

organisation as the masters banded together in pursuit of their privileges (Leff 1968, p. 

51ff.). Paris in particular demonstrates the emergence within the masters’ guilds of 

elected officials (proctor and rector) who came to act for and to speak for all masters 

and students. Due to the greater activism of the Masters of Arts, the position of the 

Rector of the Faculty of Arts became pre-eminent, and by the middle of the fourteenth 

century, this position had evolved into a Rector who was the elected head of the entire 

university (Wieruszowski 1966, pp. 37-8; Leff 1968, p. 64; Cobban 1975, p. 84).  

 

In England the process was somewhat different, since Oxford did not arise from a 

cathedral school, but seemingly from a gathering at a convenient location of masters and 

students following an exodus from Paris in 1167. Cambridge too had its origins in the 

migration of scholars; in its case scholars taking refuge from hostile townsmen at 

Oxford in 1209. It was as a result of such a “town and gown” conflict that the masters at 

Oxford sought the protection of their local bishop, whose seat was actually over one 

hundred miles away in Lincoln. Given the distance, the Bishop of Lincoln in 1214 

appointed a local representative to exercise his authority over the university. Although 

initially the appointee of the bishop, the chancellor in time drew closer to the university, 
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and the position eventually passed to the head of the guild of masters (Wieruszowski 

1966, p. 56).  

 

Also worthy of note in the development of the organisation of the university was the 

challenge posed to the guild of masters by the mendicant friars, in particular the 

Dominicans. The friars had their own schools, but desired also the right to be admitted 

to the universitas of masters and to enjoy its privileges without necessarily recognising 

the authority of the guild or being committed to its collective interests. The friars’ 

position was tested in Paris in 1253 when three of their number refused to comply with 

an order for cessatio in the course of a dispute with civil authorities. The masters 

responded by expelling the friars, placing them under an academic ban, and demanding 

an oath of obedience to the statutes and the rector as the price of re-admission. They 

succeeded in maintaining their position in the face of papal intervention on the side of 

the friars and although the masters did not succeed in enforcing the oath until 1318, the 

principle of the authority of the universitas over its masters and students, and their 

rights to teach and study, had been greatly strengthened (Wieruszowski 1966, pp. 48-9; 

Leff 1968, p. 34ff.; Cobban 1975, p. 91). Oxford also faced a similar challenge to its 

organisational authority from the friars, and its eventual victory was, if anything, more 

emphatic than that of its French counterpart (Wieruszowski 1966, p. 58). 

  

There was one further aspect of the involvement of the papacy in the early 

organisational development of the university. The leading universities claimed for their 

masters jus ubique docendi, the right to teach anywhere without further examination 

(Boyd & King 1995, p. 149; Cobban 1975, pp. 28-30). As universities emerged across 

Europe in response to the demands of political advantage or civic prestige, questions of 
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recognition became more complex and difficult. These new universities sought a 

universal imprimatur, rather than the merely local episcopal standing, in order to gain 

the widest possible recognition for their degrees. The options for universal recognition 

were either imperial or papal and since, following the investiture controversy, the 

papacy of the twelfth and thirteenth century was at the zenith of its power and influence, 

it was the papal imprimatur that was most commonly sought. In doing so, the 

universities set in train an artificially levelling, but ultimately irresistible, process:  

So well established was this principle by the end of the Thirteenth Century that 
even the older universities like Paris and Oxford sought to strengthen their 
position by seeking from the pope an express recognition of the jus ubique 
docendi for their graduates. In this way the universities of Europe were brought 
directly under the jurisdiction of the pope, and the licence to teach which had 
originally been conferred by the chancellor of a cathedral or some other Church 
dignitary for purely local purposes came to be given on behalf of the pope as a 
universal qualification (Boyd & King 1995, p. 149; cf. Cobban 1975, p. 30). 

 

This brief account suggests that in its medieval origins the university, or at least its 

manifestation north of the Alps, was an identifiably Christian institution on a number of 

levels. The university was a product of medieval Christendom, and Christian theology 

was at the heart of its curriculum. Organisationally, masters derived their authority to 

teach from ecclesiastical authorities, and both masters and students were themselves 

clerks subject to Church regulation. Examination and licensing were under diocesan 

authority. In their development, the universities were beneficiaries of papal support, and 

increasingly the universal recognition of university awards was the consequence of 

papal charter.  

 

One might ask why the papacy should have encouraged such a seemingly unruly 

challenge to both civil and ecclesiastical authority, or indeed why universities were 

treated by both Church and State as “treasures, sources of pride, objects of general 
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beneficence” (Wieruszowski 1966, p. 15). Christopher Dawson argues that the support 

of the university was in fact a far-sighted policy, for the university was seen by popes 

such as Innocent III as an essential weapon and ally in the fight for orthodoxy and 

against the very real threat of heresy. One must recall that Innocent, the pope who had 

most strongly supported the privileges of the University of Paris had, at virtually the 

same time, also proclaimed a crusade against the French heretics, such as the 

Waldensians and the Albigensians, at the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215 (Clouse, 

Pierard & Yamauchi 1993, pp. 182-185). 

 

According to Dawson, the universities and the mendicant orders were seen to be the 

great intellectual organs of Christendom, and their co-ordination was a deliberate policy 

of the papacy, the decisive step in the intellectual organisation of Christendom (Dawson 

1958, pp. 194-5):  

There can in fact be little doubt that the creation of the universities and the 
formation of the new religious Orders alike formed part of the far-reaching 
design of the medieval Papacy for the intellectual organization of Christian 
civilization, which is one of the most remarkable examples of the planning of 
culture on a large scale that history has ever seen (Dawson 1958, p. 197). 
 

Dawson’s perspective challenges the common version of the story of the medieval 

university as one of emancipation of guild from church control, and of progress toward 

university self-government (Wieruszowski 1966, p. 130). A story of emancipation from 

ecclesiastical authority is particularly amenable to modern sensibilities. However self-

government need not and clearly did not imply a secular or irreligious institution. 

Emancipation from local ecclesiastical control and allowing the learned to govern the 

learned are equally evidence of the shaping of the organisation of the university by the 

Church for that universal religio-cultural role that, Dawson contends, the popes had 

intended for it. 
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At a yet more fundamental level, the medieval university can be seen as existing within 

and expressing the medieval worldview. Adriaan Bredero points to the close connection 

between the medieval view of reality and the Christian faith. The Christian faith, he 

argues, “even if not completely orthodox, continued to occupy a central place in the 

religious experience of the time” (Bredero 1994, p. 7). Christendom, the earthly state 

consisting of all Christians, had not survived the demise of the Carolingian empire as a 

political reality, but had nevertheless become a social reality by the late eleventh 

century (Bredero 1994, pp. 16-19). Apart from its formal organisational links with the 

church, therefore, the university can be seen as embodying and expressing the 

worldview of a society itself grounded on Christian principles and at war with those it 

saw as enemies of those principles (Cobban 1975, p.6). This immersion in a Christian 

cultural milieu is particularly evident in the university curriculum, and the response of 

the university to the influx of pagan knowledge. 

 

The University Curriculum  

The pervasive culture-forming nature of the medieval Christian worldview becomes 

particularly evident in its shaping of the university curriculum. The educational 

provision decreed by Charlemagne was to consist of such learning as the emperor and 

his educational advisors considered would provide: 

. . . all the knowledge necessary to read and interpret the Holy Scriptures and to 
correct all the books needed for religious instruction and the church service (in 
Wieruszowski 1966, p. 17). 
 

Such knowledge was to be gained through the seven liberal arts prescribed by 

Augustine, taught with the help of ancient and early medieval manuals. Charlemagne’s 

educational prescription was consistent with the thinking of his time and was repeatedly 



 94

re-affirmed by succeeding generations. In 1079, for example, Pope Gregory VII ordered 

all of the bishops of the Latin church to have the artes litterarum taught in their 

churches for the education of young priests and of all who wanted to learn 

(Wieruszowski 1966, pp. 20-21).  

 

The liberal arts involved the use of classical authors, and thus raised the issue of the 

place of pagan knowledge in a Christian education. As noted previously on this point, 

the view of the church fathers was mixed. On the one hand was Tertullian’s rejection of 

pagan knowledge, while on the other hand, Origen, Clement of Alexandria, Basil, and 

others had seen pagan learning as a preparation for Christianity (praeparatio 

evangelica). Caught in the middle was Jerome who spent his entire life unable to 

resolve the inner conflict between his study of the Scriptures and his love of the classics 

(Curtis & Boultwood 1977, pp. 70-71). 

 

The church’s position had been authoritatively stated by Augustine: all truth is God’s 

truth. The spoliatio motif legitimated taking the best of pagan culture for the service of 

Christ, and Augustine had been therefore untroubled about adopting the Graeco-Roman 

liberal arts in a Christian education, although, as noted above, only to the extent 

required to read and understand the Scriptures, and subject to their inner “conversion” 

(Curtis & Boultwood 1977, pp. 87-88).  

 
Following Augustine, Boethius and Cassiodorus organised the seven liberal arts into the 

trivium (grammar, dialectic and rhetoric) and the quadrivium (arithmetic, music, 

geometry and philosophy/astronomy). Isidore established the sequence; that the trivium 

was preliminary to the quadrivium, which in turn served as an introduction to the higher 

studies in theology and philosophy. Theology, according to Cobban, assumed in the 
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hierarchy of medieval education the crowning position that philosophy had occupied in 

the Greek world (Cobban 1975, pp. 9-12; cf. Curtis & Boultwood 1977, pp. 90-2).  

 

In theory the trivium was undertaken in the grammar school, where the student also 

attained the necessary mastery of Latin, and the quadrivium in the university, but in 

practice the standard of school education was such that the trivium occupied a 

significant part of the bachelor degree.  

 

Until the university curriculum shifted towards the study of logic following the 

appearance of the Aristotelian corpus in the West, the liberal arts were considered 

indispensable for character development and the pursuit of truth (Wieruszowski 1966, p. 

128; Piltz 1981, p. 40; Copleston 1993, p. 175ff.;). For most medieval scholars, it was 

simply the case that “the pagans towered over them” (Wieruszowski 1966, p. 26). 

Cobban argues that, in essence, after a long period of decline in learning, there was 

simply no alternative organisation of studies that could provide a coherent educational 

preparation for the study of theology (Cobban 1975, p. 12). 

 

The characteristic intellectual method of the medieval university, scholasticism, took its 

name from the scholasticus (the university master). Scholasticism involved the strict 

application of deductive logic in stating a thesis, establishing supporting arguments, 

examining and answering objections and finally re-asserting the thesis. Thus reason’s 

role was to elucidate and defend the truths of religion (Bewkes et al. 1963, pp. 446-47). 

While scholasticism and its adherents were later endlessly excoriated by both humanists 

and Protestants during the Renaissance and Reformation, Clara McMahon argues that: 

Far from being narrow-minded, uncritical pedants who marked time for three 
centuries, they were men of great learning and profound discrimination, men 
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who were masters of the Scriptures and of the writings of the patristic fathers, 
men who possessed great acumen .  .  .  . The purpose of Scholasticism was to 
find proof for the doctrines which the Church had already formulated, and for 
the statements in the Bible which they accepted on faith because they believed it 
was inspired (McMahon 1968, pp. 2-3). 

 

Scholasticism was not however uncontested. There were sharp differences between the 

cultures of the university and the monasteries, between the scholastics and the 

monastics. Prominent amongst the monastics was Bernard of Clairvaux (1091-1153), 

but the contest was perhaps sharpest between the University of Paris and the nearby 

abbots of St Victor, who considered themselves the true heirs of Augustine. Against the 

university culture of disputation, the mystical theologians of St Victor, such as Hugh 

(1096-1141) and Richard (d. 1173), stressed the study of the Bible and the cultivation of 

an inner spirituality that was idealist and contemplative. Whereas scholasticism stressed 

clarity and did not hesitate to use abstract language, the monastics sought to retain 

poetic language and Biblical imagery, and a sense of awe at the mysteries of God (Le 

Clerc 1982, pp. 199-200; cf. Leff 1958, pp 134-140; Sire 2000, pp. 159-161; Evans 

2002, p. 71ff.).  

 

However the contest between scholastic and monastic approaches should not obscure 

the reality that a student’s educational experience was often governed by the principle 

of utility, which dictated the speedy absorption of a selected area of learning in 

preparation of a career. Against Rashdall’s or Wieruszowski’s idealisation of learning, 

Schachner emphasises the utilitarian spirit. Learning, according to Schachner, was “a 

matter of achieving a degree, of obtaining social cachet, of opening up paths to riches 

and fame and easy preferment in Church and State” (Schachner 1962, pp. 372-3; cf. 

Wieruszowski 1966, p. 16). Most notably, this simply involved the acquisition of 

rudimentary literary skills, in particular the science of letter-writing (the ars dictandi), 
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given the demand for skill in drafting official correspondence (Cobban 1975, pp. 221-

223). 

 

But in spite of its utilitarian applications, the fact remains, argued Dawson, that the 

medieval educational tradition was essentially religious, and that learning was 

fundamentally seen as a preparation for the study of the Bible (Dawson 1958, p. 181; 

Piltz 1981, p. 24). The co-existence of these religious and the utilitarian motivations 

suggests that they were not in conflict, except perhaps within the recesses of the 

individual heart; and that the middle ages saw no essential difficulty, either in the 

provision of utilitarian professional studies within a religious frame of reference, or in 

the same course of study providing a preparation both for religious and for more 

mundane pursuits. 

 

The Impact of New Knowledge 

Between 1000 and 1150, scholars in the west had become aware of “a vast corpus of 

material which had hitherto been but dimly glimpsed” (Cobban 1975, p. 7). During the 

twelfth century, scholars flocked to places such as Toledo in Spain and Palermo in 

Sicily to learn of Aristotle from his Arab commentators; and some even made the 

arduous journey to Constantinople to acquire the knowledge of the Greeks. Aristotle to 

this point had been known in the West only as a logician; his other works were not 

known in Europe as they had not been translated into Latin, a slow and difficult task, 

and few Western scholars could read Greek. In the first half of the twelfth century 

Aristotle’s “new logic” became available, followed later by his Physics, Metaphysics 

and books of natural philosophy, the libri naturales, together with his Arab 

commentators (Gilson 1972, p. 244ff.). Aristotelian philosophy was usually divided into 
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three parts: the natural, the rational and the moral philosophy, and it was Aristotle’s 

natural philosophy that excited the greatest interest, and caused the greatest anxiety for 

the Church (Leff 1968, p. 195; Luscombe 1997, p. 75).  

 

However the role of this new knowledge in the history of the university is a matter of 

debate. Haskins contended that as long as knowledge was limited to the seven liberal 

arts, there could be no universities, for there was essentially no knowledge to teach. 

Haskins thus saw the development of the university as a consequence of this great 

twelfth century influx of new knowledge of the works of the Greeks such as Aristotle, 

Euclid and Ptolemy, chiefly mediated by Arab scholars in Spain (Haskins 1957, pp. 4-5).  

 

Cobban, however, contends that this argument that the discovery and assimilation of the 

classical heritage provided the cultural base for the universities is tenuous. In Cobban’s 

view, the distinctive features of the university took shape prior to the assimilation of the 

new knowledge, and essentially involved a fresh examination and restatement of 

existing knowledge. In particular, this involved the emergence of the core of 

scholasticism, the dialectical method, from the “old logic”; that is, Aristotle’s 

elementary logic which had been known in the West for centuries.  

 

Moreover the value of this new material in terms of Christian ethics had yet to be 

assessed. Early euphoria about new knowledge was replaced by a more cautious and 

selective approach in the second half of twelfth century, and a sense of unease that 

Christian civilization was being infiltrated by a disruptive and distorting pagan morality. 

Any swamping of the existing Christian order by pagan culture was to be resisted 

(Cobban 1975, pp.7-8). Nevertheless Dawson suggests that the synthesis of Christian 
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and classical heritages did implant in the universities the values of Christian humanism, 

which, he argues, represents “the central tradition of higher culture in the west” 

(Dawson 1958, p. 184; Cobban 1975, p. 13).  

 

Once again, the story of the re-shaping of the intellectual terrain of the West out of both 

old and new knowledge is a story in which the University of Paris played a central role. 

Gilson comments that as an institution of the Catholic Church, “the early University of 

Paris was a sort of clearing-house for the intellectual transactions of Christendom” 

(Gilson 1972, p. 252).  Contributing to Parisian pre-eminence was the flawed genius of 

Peter Abelard (1079-1142) (Rashdall 1936, vol. I, p. 49ff.; Gilson 1972, p 153ff.; 

Bredero 1994, pp. 225-245). While Abelard has been hailed by later generations as “the 

herald of free thought” (Wieruszowski 1966, p. 28), it was his personality and his 

methods more than his conclusions that aroused controversy.  

 

Abelard perhaps epitomises the medieval thirst for knowledge. The son of a minor 

provincial French vassal, Abelard first studied logic and set up as a teacher in Paris. His 

brilliance, and his love of showing it, made him deeply unpopular with his peers who 

forced him out of Paris. Abelard then turned to theology and returned to Paris as a self-

appointed expert in that field. Abelard’s fame as a teacher was compounded by 

notoriety of his personal life. His liaison with his young student Heloise ended with his 

castration at the hands of ruffians hired by her outraged uncle and Abelard’s own flight 

from the ridicule of Paris. 

 

Abelard’s methods involved the application of reason to the data of faith. Although he 

believed the Church’s teaching, he sought its logical justification, and proof of the 
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articles of faith by reason. Abelard followed Anselm of Canterbury in applying for the 

first time to theology the dialectical method of the Aristotelian “old logic”, long known 

through Boethius’ translation of Aristotle’s elementary logic but systematically studied 

for the first time only in the eleventh century. 

 

The medieval mind, following Augustine, gave priority to revealed truth, and to faith as 

the starting point in the pursuit of truth. Faith preceded reason, constrained its operation, 

fixed its boundaries, and prescribed its conditions. And if reason’s boundaries were set, 

then reason should be humble. Thus Gregory IX in Parens scientiarum in 1231 would 

later remind the masters and students of Paris that they should  

. . . strive to exercise themselves laudably in the branch which they profess; they 
shall not show themselves philosophers, but let them strive to become God’s 
learned (quoted in Wieruszowski 1966, pp. 139-141).  

 

Gregory’s warning further reminded the masters that they should restrict themselves to 

“theology in its purity” and to dispute only on questions that could be resolved by 

revelation and by recourse to the writings of the Fathers (Haskins 1957, p. 51; 

Wieruszowski 1966, p. 44). Abelard’s approach did not necessarily suggest that reason 

took precedence over faith, but rather that reason now asserted its own canons of truth 

and its own important complementary role in the pursuit of truth. Thus he argued that 

tradition and authority alone were not sufficient to answer theological questions; instead 

doubt and constant questioning led to truth.  

. . . We thought it good to collect the diverse statements of the Holy Fathers . . .  
containing some problem which they seem to raise because of their lack of 
agreement, so that it may stimulate youthful readers to greater energy in the 
inquiry after truth and make them more acute in the pursuit of it. For the first 
key to wisdom is this constant and frequent questioning . . . For by doubting we 
are led to question, and by questioning we arrive at the truth (quoted in Curtis & 
Boultwood 1977, p. 101).  
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Abelard’s delight in reasoning about points of doctrine at times flirted with heresy, and 

threatened to strip away the sense of mystery that many of his contemporaries saw as an 

essential element of faith. Abelard applied this approach of doubt and relentless 

questioning in his celebrated Sic et Non (Yes and No), in which he listed opposing 

views on one hundred and fifty-eight points of Christian doctrine on which the 

traditional Christian authorities, the Church Fathers, appeared to have contradictory 

positions. Sic et Non commenced significantly with “should human faith be based on 

reason or no?” (Piltz 1981, pp. 81-2). 

 

In pointing out the contradictions among the Fathers, Abelard, ostensibly in pursuit of 

those who read their own opinions into the Scriptures, made it clear that the Fathers 

were fallible and there was no obligation to accept them as there was for the canonical 

Scriptures themselves. That which was “plainly written” in the Scriptures was true. 

Abelard saw himself as an apologist for Christian faith, not an opponent of it. 

Nevertheless he championed free rational inquiry on the basis that it was impossible to 

believe what was not first understood. For Abelard, one must first understand in order to 

believe (Bewkes et al. 1963, p. 451). 

 

As might be expected, there are conflicting assessments of Abelard. To his major 

opponent Bernard of Clairvaux, Abelard was a heretic:  

When he speaks of the Holy Trinity, it is in the style of Arius; he is a Pelagian 
when he treats of grace, and a second Nestorius when he speaks of the Person of 
Jesus Christ. His vanity is such that he brags as if there were nothing in heaven 
and earth he did not know; and in truth he knows a little of everything except 
himself (quoted in Drane 1867, vol. I, p. 466; cf. Piltz 1981, pp. 83-4). 

 

Other assessments tend to see him as not opposing Christian orthodoxy, but rather 

trying to provide the Church’s teachings, which he believed, with a rational foundation; 
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that is, he was a rationalist, but not a sceptic or free thinker. More charitably, Weinberg 

portrays Abelard as seeking to use philosophy to defend faith against heretics and 

unbelievers (Weinberg 1967, pp. 74-5). Luscombe concurs, arguing that Abelard had 

always subordinated dialectic to revealed truth, and had considered that dialectics could 

play a valuable role in evaluating and refuting objections to faith (Luscombe 1997, p. 

50). Perhaps the best evidence of Abelard’s essential orthodoxy is the fact that his 

methods and many of his results were adopted by later theologians who were never 

accused of heresy (Strayer & Munro 1942, pp. 256-7). Indeed it was Abelard’s 

application of the dialectical approach which laid the foundations of the scholastic 

method which would dominate the northern universities for the next three centuries 

(Boyd & King 1995, p. 137).  

 

Abelard’s most enduring contribution was to turn the old logic into a science, a tool to 

organise reality in a way that promised to extend the bounds of knowledge and bring 

about a new intellectual conception of the world. Cobban comments that dialectical 

logic seemed to provide the means whereby thinkers could introduce order and system 

into the apparently chaotic world that surrounded them. The methods for logical 

arrangement and analysis championed by Abelard made it seemingly possible to 

penetrate into the heart of nature, to see hitherto unrelated facts in their essential 

relationships. According to Cobban, it was logic that was the decisive new element, and 

thus the intellectual roots of the universities lie in a Europe-wide ascendancy of logic of 

the twelfth century. This ascendancy was also reflected in the university curriculum 

where the dialectical logic came to dominate at the expense of the liberal arts of 

grammar and rhetoric. Logic invaded the higher faculties as well, resulting in a boom in 

theological studies, while marginalising Biblical studies to such an extent that the biblici 
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complained that they were forced to “go begging” for an hour to lecture (Dawson 1958, 

pp. 184-5; Wieruszowski 1966, pp. 29, 44; Cobban 1975, pp. 19-20; Piltz 1981, pp. 8-9, 

55, 81). 

 

While Aristotle’s “old logic” was accommodated within Christian orthodoxy in the 

twelfth century, the other, newly available Aristotelian works posed greater challenges. 

With Aristotle’s natural philosophy, the scholars of western Europe were confronted by 

a complete philosophical system without a Christian foundation, and represented by its 

adherents as the last word in human wisdom:  

The rediscovery of Aristotle as a complete philosophy rather than a system of 
logic confronted Paris with an awe-inspiring and coherent synthesis that had 
been created without any influence from Christian beliefs (Piltz 1981, p. 133). 

 

Indeed the new Aristotle represented an acute crisis for Christian civilisation. For in the 

midst of external and internal challenges of heresy, the new Aristotle appeared to 

undercut the foundations of Christendom and to side with the heretics; indeed to 

threaten the complete disintegration of Christian civilisation. The problem was two-fold: 

the questions posed for faith by the Aristotelian method, and the further problem of the 

anti-Christian answers given to those questions by his Arab commentators 

(Wieruszowski 1966, p. 40; Curtis & Boultwood 1977, p. 98; Brown 1990, p. 120). 

 

The Aristotelian system included the impersonal unmoved mover and the eternity of the 

universe, thereby challenging orthodox ideas of God and Creation. Aristotle’s 

determinism left no room for the action of God in the world, and his denial of the 

individual soul also threatened Christian understanding of humanness and of personal 

immortality. Aristotle also denied the possibility of direct knowledge of God; 
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knowledge consisted only of sense knowledge and logical operations based upon it, a 

further challenge to the Augustinian view of knowledge (Bewkes et al., pp. 460-61). 

 

Leff suggests that the scholars of Paris had three possible options. The first was that of 

the later Augustinians: to hold to Augustine, which did allow for acceptance of anything 

of Aristotle that was consistent with the Augustinian tradition. Faced with 

contradictions, the Augustinians refused to be forced into acceptance of a “double truth” 

theory, according to which a belief could be true in philosophy yet false in theology at 

the same time. Aristotle’s reasoning was wrong, they held, as reasoning always would 

go wrong without the light of faith to guide it. The second option was to Christianise 

Aristotle, the option that was taken by Aquinas, and which will be considered in detail 

in the following chapter. The third option was the most controversial and dangerous: to 

accept Aristotle in toto, and reinterpret everything else in Aristotelian terms. This was 

the option taken by the Islamic scholar Averroes and by the so-called Latin Averroists 

in Paris who followed his approach. The Latin Averroists such as Siger of Brabant 

adopted the “double truth” theory as a way of accepting Aristotelian philosophy while 

recognising its incompatibility with Christian doctrine. The cost involved in the double 

truth theory was severance of the relationship of faith and reason and consequently 

surrender of the foundational principle of Western culture: the unity of truth (Leff 1958, 

pp. 190-91; Copleston 1993, p. 322). 

 
 
In the light of Hart’s comments noted earlier on the Islamic tradition of 

compartmentalised truth (2001, p. 11), it is interesting to note also Michael Novak’s 

argument that Islam and Christianity diverged principally as a result of how they used 

Plato and Aristotle to resolve theological issues. Faced with the task of resolving the 
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transcendence and immanence of God, Islam followed Greek philosophy and opted for 

transcendence without immanence. Similarly, on the question of the creation and time, 

Islam followed Aristotle in seeing the world as eternal, thereby abandoning an 

understanding of creation in time. Likewise, in anthropology, Islam stresses the 

greatness of God to such an extent that it loses the concepts of human freedom and the 

creation of human beings imago dei (Novak 2002, pp. 17-18). 

 

As Rashdall put it:  

Aristotle thus came to Paris in an orientalised dress; and that was not all. He was 
accompanied or followed by Arabic commentators . . . the Arabic interpretation 
of Aristotle as exhibited by Avicenna and more decidedly by Averroes . . .  
emphasised and developed precisely the most anti-Christian elements in the 
teaching of the philosopher - the eternity of matter, the unity of the “active 
intellect”, the negation of individual immortality (Rashdall 1936, vol. 1, p. 353). 

 

According to Leff, Aristotle was “at once both necessary and abhorrent”. The problem 

was that on the one hand Aristotle provided the indispensable foundations of knowledge 

of the natural world, and of the logic on which all other intellectual activities depended, 

and on the other he threatened to overturn the foundational tenets of Christian belief 

(Leff 1968, p. 190). However Leff contends that the problem was not precipitated so 

much by a sudden influx of new knowledge as by scholars’ choices to adopt Aristotelian 

rather than the traditional neo-Platonist metaphysics as the foundation of the theological 

system (Leff 1968, p. 189).  

 

Lecturing on Aristotle’s metaphysics and natural philosophy was forbidden in Paris by 

the Council of Sens in 1210: “We forbid Parisian masters to lecture on Aristotle’s books 

of natural philosophy and the commentaries on them, either privately or publicly” 

(quoted in Curtis and Boultwood 1977, p. 97; cf. Leff 1968, p. 191; Gilson 1972, pp. 
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244-6). The ban was reiterated in Robert de Courcon’s statutes of 1215 and in Gregory 

IX’s bull Parens scientiarum of 1231 which reaffirmed that the books “are not to be 

used at Paris until they have been examined and purged of all suspicion of error” 

(quoted in Wieruszowski 1966, p. 141). By 1254 however Aristotle’s natural philosophy 

was required reading in the Master of Arts course, not as a result of successful 

expurgation but rather of progress towards its reconciliation with Christian faith, and 

indeed of its supplanting of the liberal arts in the curriculum (Haskins 1957, p. 53; 

Wieruszowski 1966, p. 42; Luscombe 1997, p. 91).  

 

Virtually all of the theologians involved in the work of reconciling the new knowledge 

with Christian faith were associated with the university at Paris as either masters or 

students: including such leading figures such William of Auvergne, Alexander of Hales, 

Albertus Magnus, Thomas Aquinas, Bonaventura and Roger Bacon. Many of them were 

friars, particularly of the Dominican order, for the Dominican vocation was an 

intellectual one, and every convent was a school of theology. By the thirteenth century, 

the friars had come to dominate the Faculty of Theology at Paris (Lawson 1967, p. 62).  

 

To some extent, the conflict over Aristotle did not involve solely an external threat, for 

there was also an internal conflict between the Faculty of Arts and the Faculty of 

Theology, as the Masters of Arts asserted the right to pursue their philosophical interests 

without regard to the anti-Christian theological implications of their work (Weinberg 

1967, pp. 170-174; Leff 1968, p. 192; Luscombe 1997, pp. 91-92). Theology and 

orthodoxy eventually triumphed with the condemnation and suppression of these so-

called Latin Averroists between 1270 and 1277 (Leff 1968, p. 225ff.; Luscombe 1997, p. 

108ff.). As Haskins observed, academic freedom generally prevailed in the medieval 
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university, except where issues of theological orthodoxy and heresy were concerned 

(Haskins 1957, pp. 52, 55). 

 

The later medieval university 

The later medieval period brought change to the university. While the Church and its 

bishops had come to accept in principle the university’s organisational autonomy, “that 

the academic guild was a legally constituted autonomous entity standing outside the 

ecclesiastical structure” (Cobban 1975, pp. 75-76), the later medieval period was to 

prove that university privileges were not sacrosanct, and that academic freedom was an 

ephemeral possession not easily compatible with the exercise of external power by 

either church or state. The fifteenth century witnessed the rise of the nation state and the 

concomitant decline of papal authority. As the University of Paris looked more to king 

than pope as the protector of its privileges, it became vulnerable to monarchical control 

(Kibre 1961, p. 208ff.). This state of affairs reflects the more insular pattern of 

university development in the late middle ages, in which universities were generally 

more identified with the nation state and the international movement of students 

declined dramatically. Even the great international centre of Paris became less 

ecumenical and more French (Leff 1968, p. 270; Cobban 1975, pp. 94-5). According to 

Cobban, there was a decline in the vitality of the universities, and also a decline in 

support for the ideas of university autonomy and an independent profession of scholars. 

As the Renaissance dawned, humanism eclipsed the scholarly values that the university 

had derived from logic and scholasticism (Cobban 1975, p. 231). Socially, the 

universities moved into a closer association with the aristocracy, although they 

remained a significant social force, retaining a role as sounding boards for public debate 

of the controversial and theological issues of the day (Cobban 1975, p. 234). 



 108

 

With the dominance of utilitarian values, the later medieval period was also a time of 

spiritual decline in the universities. As Cobban notes, the collegiate movement 

represented a reaction against utilitarian views of education by attempting to unite 

spiritual vitality with education; in effect, a partial return to a contemplative, quasi-

monastic ideal (Cobban 1975, p. 228). 

 

Conclusions 

In response to Judge’s argument against the idea of a Christian university, what picture 

emerges of the Christian university in its medieval historical formulation? The 

discussion in this chapter suggests several key features of the historical idea of a 

university.  

 

Firstly, the university emerged out of the medieval Christian worldview and the social 

and cultural framework which that worldview supported. The university did not emerge 

as a result of the influx of pagan or secular knowledge, but rather arises out of the 

Christian cultural matrix of the Twelfth Century Renaissance. Contra Haskins, it is a 

Christian, rather than an Aristotelian, institution.  

Secondly, the medieval university was uneasily poised between church and state, and 

vulnerable to the intrusion of either power. The story of the organisational development 

of the university may well be a story of the growth of autonomy and emancipation from 

church control, but the supposed glory of its emancipation from the bishops is rather 

dimmed by its surrender to emperors and kings. 
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Autonomy may be argued to be an essential characteristic of a university, but clearly it 

is a fragile one and not absolute in the face of the power of church and state. University 

autonomy and academic freedom are qualified concepts, which generally did not extend 

to matters of theological orthodoxy. Questions of theological orthodoxy after all were 

questions that went to the heart of the legitimacy of the foundations of medieval society 

and culture. Furthermore, the organisational autonomy of the university did not 

represent either secularisation or irreligion. 

 

Thirdly, as Dawson demonstrated, the university played a vital cultural role: shaping the 

intellectual foundations of western culture, defining and defending Christian orthodoxy, 

and synthesising and transforming pagan knowledge into a Christian intellectual system. 

The great achievement of the medieval university was the construction of this Christian 

philosophical framework encompassing pagan knowledge (Dawson 1958, p. 197). At 

the risk of over-emphasising the distinctions between the various arms of Christendom, 

the monasteries may have been more effective in training clergy, the friars may have 

been more effective in preaching the Gospel, but it was the universities that had the task 

of resolving the critical intellectual issues upon which the fate of Christian society may 

well have depended.  

 

The medieval university was fundamentally Christian in that its confessional 

commitments were central to its purposes, to its scholarly concerns, and to its 

Weltanschauung. Although the motivations of many students may have been utilitarian, 

religious issues were central to the university, and its principal scholarly concerns were 

with theology and philosophy. At the heart of these concerns was the relationship of 

faith and reason. The medieval university saw, not the triumph of reason, but rather, as 
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the next chapter will show, the drawing of reason into a complementary, if fragile, 

relationship in which reasons’s boundaries remained circumscribed by faith. Perhaps the 

answer to Judge’s criticism of the idea of a Christian university lies in the extent to 

which a relationship between faith and reason can be maintained. What can be said at 

this point is that the medieval university did not represent an institutional division of 

faith and knowledge, whereby faith remained the province of the church and knowledge 

the domain of the university. Thus, in answer to Brown’s comment at the beginning of 

this chapter, the later secularisation of the university does not appear to be either 

necessary or inevitable (Brown 1990, p. 104). 

 

Fourthly, within this framework of faith, the medieval university found a constructive 

place in its curriculum for knowledge initially arising from pagan sources.  

 

Fifthly, the university was conscious of the importance of the relationship between 

learning and personal spirituality and, in varying degrees, sought to address the spiritual 

life and moral development of its masters and students. 

 

Sixthly, the university developed an important social role as sounding board for the 

important issues of the day. 

 

This summary suggests a range of issues for a contemporary idea of a Christian 

university to engage with. It also raises the question of what features are essentially 

required to call a university “Christian”. Nevertheless it does suggest that there is a 

compelling argument for the medieval idea of the university as a Christian idea. 
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Chapter 6 

Thomas Aquinas 

 

The key figure in the response of the Church and the university to Aristotle was St. 

Thomas Aquinas (1225-74), the greatest theologian of the Middle Ages (Leff 1968, p. 

221ff.; Gilson 1972, p. 361ff.; Piltz 1981, p. 185ff.; Copleston 1993, p. 302ff.). If Paris 

is the archetype of the medieval university, perhaps Thomas is the archetype of the 

medieval Christian scholar: articulating Christian orthodoxy, integrating and 

synthesising pagan knowledge into a precisely logical, Christian intellectual system, and 

seeking to establish a proper relationship between faith and reason. Thomas adopted the 

Aristotelian method as the basis for the greatest achievement of scholastic theology, his 

Summa Theologiae, composed between 1259 and 1268. This work was neither an 

uncritical assimilation of Aristotle nor a surrender of Christian truth to Greek 

philosophy (Vos 1990a, pp. 71-73). 

 

Thomas’ self-imposed task was to comment on Aristotle’s philosophy from the 

perspective of Augustine’s theology; that is, to attempt a general synthesis of 

Aristotelian philosophy and Augustinian theology (Rae 2000, pp. 62-63). This synthesis 

was by no means a repudiation of Augustine, even though the approach was markedly 

different. Where Augustine’s theology began with the interior life of the soul and its 

relation to God, Thomas’ philosophy had an objective character, being built up from 

rational argument and reflection on sensory experience (Copleston 1993, pp. 309-10). 

While this meant that the rigour of dialectical logic replaced the more supple reasoning 

of Augustine’s rhetorical and literary approach, it also meant that theology was 
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becoming an organised and teachable science, no longer grounded in personal 

experience but rather in objective exposition. Gilson comments that Thomas considered 

himself to be a true disciple of Augustine, and demonstrates the extensive continuities 

with Augustine in Thomas’ thought. Thomas’ purpose was not to amend Augustine’s 

theology, but to ground it upon a better philosophical foundation; upon Aristotle rather 

than Plotinus (Gilson 1972, pp. 80-81, 362-64).  In doing so, Thomas was also pursuing 

an apologetic purpose. He set out to answer the Latin Averroists whom he regarded as 

enemies of the Church, and to provide an alternative interpretation of Aristotle that 

would make his philosophy useful in the service of Christian orthodoxy, to make 

Aristotle an ally rather than an enemy of Christian faith (Bewkes et al 1963, p. 462). 

While he drew a sharp distinction between theology and philosophy, Thomas would 

have no part of the Averroist double theory of truth. A proposition that was true in one 

branch of knowledge must also be true in all other branches of knowledge. While the 

distinction between faith and reason was sharper since reason had become more 

rigorously logical and its domain more defined, faith and reason properly understood 

could never be in conflict. God’s word is true and what God teaches will always be 

consistent with whatever truth humans discover outside the realm of special revelation 

(Nash 1999, p. 169). 

 

Thomas worked out the relationship between revealed theology and philosophy in his 

Summa contra Gentiles. Where Augustine had seen all knowledge as dependent upon 

divine illumination, Thomas followed Aristotle by beginning with human sense 

experience. Nash comments that Thomas’ theory of knowledge relies heavily upon 

Aristotle’s account of the passive and active intellects. Thomas’ epistemology begins 

with his metaphysics and his psychology, since the manner of knowing will necessarily 
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correspond to the manner of being. In place of the Platonic view of the soul “using” the 

body, Thomas argues that the human being is a composite unity of human “substance”, 

in which the soul is the form of the body (Gilson 1972, p. 377; Copleston 1993, pp. 375, 

383). The passive intellect receives sensory data of particular things; corporeal objects 

acting upon the senses give rise to a sensory image or phantasm. The active intellect 

then uses the natural power of reason to produce the universal by abstracting its idea 

from the particular sensory data. Thomas denies the existence of innate ideas; rather the 

mind has a natural capacity for abstracting and forming ideas (Copleston 1993, pp. 388-

92). Thus the origin of human knowledge is in the senses, and knowledge is the result of 

collaboration between the senses and the intellect. Since the mind is dependent entirely 

on sense perception as the source of knowledge, Nash suggests that it is fair to call 

Thomas an empiricist (Gilson 1972, p. 377; Nash 1999, p. 177). This empiricism has 

implications for the knowledge of God. Where Augustine had held that the knowledge 

of God was innate, Thomas’ empiricism denies the possibility of direct knowledge of 

immaterial substances. During physical life, according to Thomas, there is no possibility 

of the direct apprehension or experiential knowledge of God which is so characteristic 

of the Augustinian approach (Gilson 1972, p. 377; Nash 1999, pp. 177-178). 

 

However it would be an over-simplification to regard Thomas as having abandoned 

entirely the Neoplatonic framework inherited from Augustine, for he added to 

Aristotle’s empiricism a superstructure of orthodox supernaturalism (Aertsen 1990, pp. 

83-88). Thomas held that reason itself leads to a knowledge of the existence of God, and 

to a recognition of the necessity of revelation if one is to know more of God (Inglis 

2002, pp. 18-20). He took a view of faith as an act of mind and will similar to that of 

Augustine. Faith is a “consent without inquiry” in that the consent or assent to revealed 
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truth is not the result of rational investigation, although this does not mean that faith is 

irrational (Geisler 1991, pp. 57-63). 

 

Just as there is a clear distinction in Thomas’ thought between philosophy and theology 

as largely separate domains that have very different starting points, there is a similarly 

clear distinction between faith and reason, which he saw as different modes of approach 

operating in these distinct domains. The domain of reason is philosophy, an autonomous 

order that includes all knowledge that humans could acquire by sensory perception and 

by the natural light of reason (naturali rationes humanae lumine) unaided by divine 

revelation. Philosophy begins with sensory data and relies solely upon rational 

methodological principles that are themselves known by reason. Philosophy considers 

the nature of things as they are in themselves.   

 

Theology on the other hand considers things in their relation to God. Theology begins 

with God, accepting its first principles as a matter of faith in revealed authority.   

Augustine too had seen faith in authority as a pathway to the knowledge of God, but the 

Augustinian approach had also embraced the possibility of direct human apprehension 

of God which was ruled out by Thomas. With the one exception of natural theology, 

which is discussed below, the sources of the knowledge of God in Thomism are thus 

effectively limited to the Scriptures and their interpretation in the traditions of the 

church. Moreover Thomistic theology turned to dialectical reasoning to organise the 

content of the revealed knowledge of God, and consequently systematic theology 

represents the mode of theologising which is most characteristic of scholasticism. 

Nevertheless, while it made use of dialectical reasoning to organise and inquire into its 

content, theology remained a domain of faith, since it was founded upon divine 
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revelation of those truths about God that are not ascertainable by reason and which 

therefore must be accepted by faith.  Theology remains theology because its first 

principles are always in revealed truth. Faith therefore permits access to truth that is 

otherwise beyond reason; it is not in conflict with reason, for reason itself acknowledges 

the superior reach of faith (Gilson 1956, pp. 9-13; Vos 1990a, pp. 75-77; Copleston 

1993, pp. 312-13; Mulhall 1994, p. 7; Nash 1999, p. 170).  

 

The one area of intersection between these largely separate domains of faith and reason 

concerns knowledge of the existence of God. Thomas saw the existence of God as both 

provable by reason and knowable by divine revelation; that is, it was at once both a 

theological and philosophical truth. While much of the content of faith, such as God’s 

Trinitarian nature, is knowable only by revelation, Thomas held that the existence of 

God can be grasped by the unaided intellect. This truth thus constituted a natural 

theology, which in Thomas’ view had an evangelistic value in the church’s contacts 

with Jews and Moslems who could not be expected to be persuaded by appeals to the 

New Testament scriptures. Yet while the existence of God was knowable by reason, 

revelation remained necessary. For the true end of all knowing was the knowledge of 

God, but few had the leisure to discover God by reason alone. Moreover humankind 

was created for a more profound knowledge of God than that attainable by reason, and 

truth leading to salvation was known only by revelation (Gilson 1972, pp. 365-66; 

Copleston 1993, pp. 310, 314, 321). 

 

Apart from the content of this area of natural theology, Thomas believed that it is 

impossible both to know and to believe the same thing at one time. Consequently, where 

reason can understand, faith has no further role to play. However this position did pose 
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difficulties in explaining the standing of revealed truth in relation to those elements of 

natural theology that were knowable by reason (Gilson 1956, p. 13; Copleston 1993, p. 

315). 

 

Thomas’ division of reality into domains of theology and philosophy thus divided 

reality on an epistemological principle; into a realm of nature knowable by reason and 

the senses, and a realm of supernature or grace in which knowledge came by God’s 

gracious revelation of Himself (Copleston 1993, p. 313; Miller 1996, p. 27; Nash 1999, 

p. 170). Faith and reason each has its own proper domain. They are thus complementary, 

not antithetical. In the modern parlance of Fides et Ratio, faith and reason are “like two 

wings on which the human spirit rises to the contemplation of truth” (John Paul II 1998, 

p. 1). Nor can faith and reason contradict the other since all truth is one and comes from 

God. As Aquinas put it in Summa contra Gentiles: “The truth that the human reason is 

naturally endowed to know cannot be opposed to the truth of the Christian faith” (1.7.1). 

Thomas thus held to two sources of truth about a singular reality, not to two types of 

truth in an Averroist sense. Faith has a positive role in relation to reason; it preserves 

reason from error, and corrects and heals reason, thereby making possible true reasoning: 

“The gifts of grace are added to those of nature in such a way that they do not destroy 

the latter, but rather perfect them” (Commentary on the De Trinitate of Boethius q2 art3). 

Faith also leads believers beyond reason; and is above reason in that it puts human 

minds in possession of truth beyond reason that they were naturally incapable of 

grasping. Conversely reason is the handmaid of faith which prepares the mind for faith 

(Gilson 1956, pp. 17-18; Bewkes et al 1963, pp. 465-67; Brown 1999, pp. 3-4). These 

features of the relationship of faith and reason point clearly to the categorisation of 
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Thomas’ thinking according to the schemas discussed in Chapter 2: Christ above culture; 

grace perfects nature; and the praeparatio evangelica motif.  

 

Nash points out that Aquinas’ definition of faith and reason differed from that of 

Augustine. For Augustine, reason’s gaze was involved in whatever we could come to 

know on our own, without dependence on the testimony of others. Faith includes 

whatever we come to know on the basis of authority, that is, the testimony of a person 

or a document. Faith and reason both operate in both physical and intelligible realms. 

Whereas for Thomas, faith and reason represent mutually exclusive, stratified ways of 

knowing, Augustine believed that we could not know anything unless we first believed 

something. Thus for Augustine, the division between reason and faith is not nearly as 

clear-cut as it was for Thomas: “Everything known by Thomas’ reason is dependent on 

one or many acts of Augustinian faith” (Nash 1999, p. 171). 

 

Thomas’ bifurcation of faith and reason did have the effect of resolving the difficulty 

posed by the Aristotelian teaching about the eternality of the world. Thomas argued that 

reason was not capable of discovering whether or not the world had a beginning in time. 

The doctrine of creation is a truth of faith, not of reason, and can only be known by 

divine revelation (Nash 1999, p. 171).  

 

Thomas’ study of Aristotle also resolved his dissatisfaction with the implications of the 

Platonic view of the metaphysical structure of the human being that had first led him to 

Aristotle. To the problem of the relationship between body and soul, Thomas saw in 

Aristotelian approaches a solution:  

Where the Platonic method in philosophy threatens to leave man in a void of 
abstractions, the Aristotelian critique of Plato has the basic merit of saving the 
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reality of the world from Platonic abstractionism (Pegis 1948, p. xxvii; cf. 
Gilson 1972, p. 361ff.). 

 

Thomas also found in Aristotle an answer to the central problem of medieval 

philosophy, the realist-nominalist debate concerning the nature of knowledge, or the 

question of universals (McMahon 1968, p. 3). On the one hand was realism (either the 

Platonic extreme realism or the Aristotelian moderate realism) which held that 

universals such as genera and species had a real existence. On the other hand, 

nominalism saw universal concepts as being merely mental constructs with no 

independent existence beyond the particulars. Nominalism held that common nouns 

were merely words that described individuals, that the collectivities of genus and 

species were names rather than actual realities. At stake in this controversy were not 

merely abstruse philosophical niceties, but the reality of orthodox concepts of God, the 

Trinity, original sin, the Church, salvation and so on. Here Thomas steered a middle 

course between nominalism and the transcendence of Platonism, asserting the reality of 

universals, but following the Aristotelian argument that Form was to be found in matter, 

not above and beyond it. 

 

Thomas’ adaptation of Aristotelian philosophy to serve the needs of Christian thought 

incorporated the Aristotelian confidence in reason as particularly applicable to 

understanding the realm of natural experience (Leff 1968, p. 202; Luscombe 1997, p. 

99): 

Thomas accepted Aristotle as the supreme philosopher, the supreme exponent of 
the power of human reason to know the world of nature and to abstract 
principles from it. However as a Christian Aquinas also accepted that there was 
beyond the world of nature, the created universe, a supernatural world that 
Aristotle did not know and which reason, human reason, cannot of itself 
discover in full. God is known partly by reason and partly by virtue of 
revelation . . . .  Aquinas sought to explore and determine the relationship 
between these two worlds, those of nature and supernature, and, with the aid of 
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both reason and faith, to study the relationship between nature and grace 
(Luscombe 1997, pp. 99-100). 

 

Leff comments that Thomas was:  

. . . the first to attempt a synthesis of philosophy and theology, founding their 
harmony on the explicit recognition of their distinctiveness. It worked for 
Thomas because of both his genius and his profound Christian convictions 
which made faith the final arbiter. To faith Aristotle no less than any other pagan 
philosopher had to bow (Leff 1968, p. 221). 

 

The magnitude of Thomas’ achievement in turning Aristotle to the service of Christian 

orthodoxy and articulating the theology of the Church as a compact and well-ordered 

system is difficult to overstate (Drane 1867, vol. I, p. 418). This was far from a simple 

synthesis or surrender, or an inevitable natural progression. Gilson commented that 

Thomas’ philosophy cannot be understood simply as a further stage in the progressive 

discovery of Aristotle: “It did not come out of Aristotelianism by way of evolution, but 

of revolution” (Gilson 1972, p. 364-65). 

 

The nineteenth century Catholic writer, Augusta Drane, argued that, given Aristotle’s 

hold on the European mind, a complete repudiation of the philosopher would have been 

a hopeless enterprise: 

St Thomas therefore achieved his triumph in another way. He humbled . . . 
Reason under the hand of her mistress Faith, and presented the truths of 
Revelation in the language of philosophy . . . he purged the text of the pagan 
philosopher from everything opposed to the truths of Christianity . . . and he 
used the Aristotelian system of reasoning to combine these truths in one vast and 
harmonious whole (Drane 1867, vol. II, pp. 80-81). 

 

If, as Rashdall averred, Aristotle came to Paris in oriental dress, then he left it in 

thomistic garb: “St. Thomas’ Aristotle is a Thomist who, on some basic fundamentals, 

was never an Aristotelian” (Pegis 1948, p. xxix).  
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The overall result, according to Dawson, of this great influx of new knowledge and new 

ideas was to provide the universities and the scholars who frequented them with the 

materials from which to construct a new intellectual synthesis:  

. . . the intellectual synthesis of the thirteenth century was not a contradiction but 
the crown and completion of centuries of continuous effort to achieve an 
integration of the religious doctrine of the Christian Church with the intellectual 
tradition of ancient culture (Dawson 1958, p. 194). 

 

Western Christendom, through the universities, had “reconquered the lost world of 

Hellenic science and annexed the alien world of Moslem thought without losing its 

spiritual continuity or its specifically religious values” (Dawson 1958, p. 194). Thus, in 

this great task of shaping and re-shaping western Christian culture, Thomas Aquinas 

and the new institution of the university had played a central role. Rather than being 

birthed in pagan knowledge, as Haskins suggested, the university had in fact acted as 

midwife to the integration of pagan knowledge into the framework of faith. 

 

However, while Thomism as a system of thought has shown itself to be durable and 

capable of re-invention (John Paul II 1998, Kerr 2002), the scholastic synthesis was not 

to last. As Copleston observed, 

The acceptance of a great system of philosophy known to have been thought out 
without the aid of revelation was almost certainly sooner or later to lead to 
philosophy going her own way independently of theology . . . the synthesis 
achieved by St Thomas was intrinsically precarious (Copleston 1993, p. 430). 
 

The risk inherent in the dual insistence upon the unity of truth and the autonomy of faith 

and reason, namely of reason constraining faith  rather than faith curbing reason, proved 

to be real.  The ongoing controversy over nominalism demonstrated that Thomas’ 

synthesis was indeed an unstable compound. With the seeming triumph of nominalism 
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in the late middle ages, the ascendancy of human reason undermined the moderate 

realism of Thomas’ carefully crafted synthesis.  As John Paul II observed,  

From the late medieval period onwards however, the legitimate distinction 
between the two forms of learning became more and more a fateful 
separation . . . there eventually emerged a philosophy which was separate from 
and absolutely independent of the contents of faith (John Paul II 1998, para 45).  

 

Bewkes et al. commented on the “disintegration” of scholasticism. With a rejection of 

the authority of faith over reason that had marked medieval thought, the constituent 

elements of reason and faith fell apart, separating into empiricism and fideism. On one 

hand was Ockham (1290-1349) and nominalism, while the other dimension of this 

“fateful separation” was a repudiation of reason and philosophy by sceptical fideists and 

those who sought to pursue the mystical path to faith and holiness (Bewkes et al. 1963, 

p. 475; cf. Leff 1958, pp. 19, 293; Dulles 2003, p. 193).  

 

Evangelical Protestant assessments of Thomas Aquinas highlight the instability of 

Thomas’ synthesis and its consequences. Although Geisler offers a sympathetic 

evangelical assessment of Thomas’ theological achievements, the Protestant criticism 

popularised by Francis Schaeffer held that Thomas was essentially responsible for the 

emergence of nihilism and existentialism in Western culture. Schaeffer argued that, due 

to Thomas’ trust in the natural light of reason as unaffected by the Fall, he made reason 

autonomous, thereby setting in motion the process in which “nature eats up grace”. This 

phrase describes a causal sequence in which reason presses against the boundaries set 

by faith, leading to an inexorable expansion of the philosophical domain knowable by 

reason, and reason’s intrusion into what were once considered to be revealed truths of 

faith above and beyond natural inquiry. Schaeffer’s criticism was that the autonomy of 

reason leads inevitably to belief in naturalistic determinism ruling all of life, to the loss 
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of human freedom, and thus to nihilism and despair, at which point modern Western 

culture must seek an “escape” from reason. Schaeffer’s view thus lays at Thomas’ feet 

the blame for the rationalism and ultimate irrationalism of Western culture (Schaeffer 

1968, p. 11ff.; Geisler 1991, p. 12ff.; vide Hoffecker & Smith 1986, vol. I, pp. 100, 110-

112; Brown 1990, p. 119).  

 

Although it might be argued in Thomas’ defence that he did not anticipate that reason 

and revelation should come into conflict, this was surely an unintended effect of his 

views of faith and reason. That is, the Thomistic synthesis was an unstable one in which 

the sharp distinction between faith and reason opened the door to rationalism for 

successors who were less zealous about recognising the superior jurisdiction of faith. 

 

As a further assessment of Thomism we might ask to what extent Thomas contributes to 

resolving the problem of harmonising faith and reason that Augustine bequeathed to his 

successors. While Thomas did insist upon the complementary and non-contradictory 

relationship between faith and reason, the question remains whether granting autonomy 

to reason in its proper domain is a solution to the problem, particularly given the 

criticisms already noted of the effects of autonomous reason. While Thomists might 

argue that Thomas successfully synthesised Augustinian theology with Aristotelian 

philosophy, Augustinians would question whether Augustine was in need of such 

assistance.  

 

It is perhaps fair to say that a driving force in Thomas’ work was the need to answer 

Aristotelianism, the impact of which was already well-advanced and posed significant 

challenges to Christian orthodoxy. Thomas’ achievement in meeting these challenges 
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must be given due recognition. In parallel with Augustine’s reformulation of 

Neoplatonism, Thomas made Aristotelian philosophy available within a Christian frame 

of reference, and indeed enlisted the aid of Aristotelian philosophy in the development 

of a logically ordered and systematic Christian theology. 

 

In assessing the implications of Thomism for Christian higher education, it is evident 

that Thomas’ view of the natural light of human reason, and the consequent autonomy 

of reason in its domain, represents the major alternative to the Augustinian fides 

quaerens intellectum. While Augustinians would contend for the necessity of faith 

preceding understanding, it might be argued that Thomism “works” to a degree if the 

superiority of faith and the boundaries of the domains of faith and reason are strictly 

respected. This requires a magisterial authority to enforce the boundaries, which 

explains why, as later chapters will show, the Thomistic synthesis, precarious as it is, 

demonstrates a durability in Catholic contexts that is lacking in Protestant variations.  

 

It is perhaps self-evident that both Augustinianism and Thomism are intended as modes 

of thought for believers. However they appear to respond differently to non-believers. 

Thomism recognises that the autonomy of reason within its domain establishes some 

intellectual common ground for believers and unbelievers. However Augustinians 

would argue that the autonomy of reason is an illusion; that for believer and unbeliever 

alike reason is always directed by the habit of mind formed by what we love. 
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Chapter 7 

The University and the Reformation 

 

Introduction 

It has been argued to this point that the university in the middle ages was, by any 

reasonable criterion, an identifiably Christian institution, thereby demonstrating in a 

historical sense at least the possibility of a Christian university. Moreover the history of 

the engagement of Christian faith with Greek thought has provided two models of the 

relationship of faith and reason in Christian scholarship: the Augustinian model of faith 

preceding reason and the Thomistic model of the autonomy of reason in its domain. The 

focus of discussion now turns briefly to the university and the Reformation, in order to 

inquire whether the emergence of Protestantism brought with it a different idea of the 

university or a different model of faith and reason. 

 

The university and the Reformation 

If it is accepted that autonomy, such as it was, did not necessarily imply secularisation, 

then clearly the university remains a Christian institution in the centuries immediately 

following Thomas Aquinas. Its fidelity to Catholic orthodoxy in the Renaissance was 

perhaps ensured by the university’s commitment to scholasticism, which meant that the 

more extreme currents of humanism swirled around rather than through the university. 

The reformers however saw value in the humanist culture of the Renaissance that 

looked to Plato more than to Aristotle and that valued classical languages and literature, 

rhetoric and poetry above the strict formal logic of scholasticism. From the perspective 
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of the reformers, the studia humanitatis provided a valuable preparation for roles in both 

church and society, as well as enabling laymen to study the Scriptures for themselves 

(Holmes 2001, p. 57-61).  

 

Cobban’s view of the university as sounding board for the public debate of the 

controversial and theological issues of the age suggests that the universities would 

become deeply engaged in the question of the reformation of the Church, and this was 

indeed the case (Cobban 1975, p. 234). Many of the leading figures of the reform 

movement were to be found in the university: amongst the early reformers for example, 

John Wycliffe (1329-1384) teaching at Oxford and Jan Hus (1374-1415) at the 

University of Prague (founded in 1347) (Dickens 1967, pp. 105-113; McMahon 1968, 

pp. 14-15; Bredero 1994, pp. 45-48). On the other hand, the University of Paris, as the 

stalwart defender of orthodoxy, was strong in its condemnation of Wycliffe and Hus, as 

indeed it would be of Luther and other reformers more than a century later (Elton 1963, 

p. 113). Paris, says Geoffrey Elton, was “always single-mindedly hostile to the faintest 

trace of the Reformation” (Elton 1963, p. 118). 

 

The lives of the Reformers do not reflect any conviction that committed engagement in 

great theological controversies was incompatible with the scholarly vocation of the 

university. Martin Luther (1483-1546) spent almost his entire working life as Professor 

of Theology at Wittenberg (Bainton 1978). Luther’s colleague Philip Melanchthon 

(1497-1560) was Professor of Greek at Wittenberg (Conerman 1973, p. 104). Luther’s 

main disputants were also university scholars: John Eck, Professor of Theology and 

Chancellor at Ingolstadt in Bavaria, and Jerome Aleander, Rector of Paris (Elton 1963, 

p. 20; Bainton 1978, p. 156).  
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Since Luther was an Augustinian monk, it is no surprise that he would follow Augustine 

and St Paul in the pursuit of holiness. Luther was also a practical man, who regarded the 

scholastics as men of “stupid audacity and thickheadedness”. Luther saw natural reason 

as the “empress of all things” in the secular realm, a gift from God to enable people to 

find their way around this world (Siemon-Netto 2002, p. 42). However the Augustinian 

priority of faith is evident in Luther’s theology which has, of course, justification by 

faith at its core. Luther’s principle of sola scriptura, according supreme authority to the 

Scriptures, also involved the reading and interpretation of the Scriptures in the light of 

faith (Bewkes 1963, p. 524).  

 

The relationship of faith and reason mirrors Luther’s view of the world in which church 

and state represent two incommensurate realms or kingdoms, each of which has a 

legitimate claim upon the individual’s commitment in its domain. Thus reason rules in 

earthly affairs while faith is the key to the individual’s relationship with God and His 

church. This is a view that clearly owes something to Thomas Aquinas, although 

Luther’s general outlook was Platonic and Augustinian rather than Aristotelian. In terms 

of Niebuhr’s and Wolters’ categories, the Lutheran doctrine of two kingdoms, that is, of 

the sacred and the secular as intrinsically separate realms each with its own authority, 

results in a view of Christ and culture in paradox, of grace “flanking” nature, and human 

wisdom as a parallel authority in the secular realm (Wolters 1990, pp. 197-98). 

 

The universities of France and Germany played major roles in the debates over Luther’s 

views. Luther’s debate in 1519 with Eck was before the University of Leipzig (Bainton 

1978, pp. 111-120). Following the Leipzig disputation, during which Luther called into 

question central aspects of Catholic teaching, both men agreed that their respective 
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positions should be placed before the universities of Erfurt and Paris for evaluation. 

Bainton records that, when Erfurt declined and Paris did not respond, condemnation of 

Luther’s position was sought from other universities, and Eck armed himself with 

statements of condemnation from Louvain and Cologne (Bainton 1978, p. 143). Paris’ 

tardiness was not due to any waning of interest in matters of theological rectitude. Its 

difficulty was due to the fact that to comment on Luther’s challenge to papal supremacy 

would precipitate the university and its privileges into the middle of a three-way tussle 

between the French Church, which treasured its liberties, the French monarchy and the 

papacy. The university’s eventual condemnation of Luther as a heretic in 1521, notably 

aided by his publications in the previous year, did not put an end to Parisian interest in 

Lutheranism. McGrath notes that the Faculty of Theology at Paris met one hundred and 

one times in 1523 in the course of its debates about Lutheranism (McGrath 1990, pp. 

47-49). 

 

In that year, the University of Paris welcomed a new student by the name of John 

Calvin (1509-1564). McGrath suggests that the formation of Calvin’s religious ideas is 

“the tale of three cities and their universities: Paris, Orleans and Bourges” (McGrath 

1993, p. 19). Like Luther, Calvin’s outlook was Platonic and Augustinian, and Calvin 

too was critical of scholasticism. Vos notes the enduring influence of the humanist 

education that Calvin gained while studying law at Orleans and Bourges, which is 

reflected in his adoption of humanist approaches to revitalising scriptural exegesis, and 

his view of the goal of education as “wise and eloquent piety” (Holmes 2001, p. 65). In 

pursuit of that objective the liberal arts had an important role as preparation for service 

in both church and society. For Calvin, as for Augustine before him, the use of Graeco-

Roman classics was justified since all truth belongs to God and comes from Him: 
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. . . no drop will be found either of wisdom and light, or of righteousness or 
power or  rectitude, or of genuine truth, which does not flow from Him, and of 
which He is not the cause (Institutes 1.2.1). 

 

Calvin is credited with developing the idea of common grace to explain why truth could 

be found in the words of pagans: 

Whenever we come upon these matters in secular writers, let that admirable light 
of truth shining in them teach us that the mind of man, though fallen and 
perverted from its wholeness, is nevertheless clothed and ornamented with 
God’s excellent gifts. If we regard the Spirit of God as the sole foundation of 
truth, we shall neither reject the truth itself, nor despise it wherever it shall 
appear, unless we wish to dishonour the Spirit of God (Institutes 2.2.15; cf. 
Nelson 1987, p. 322). 

 

While generous in his praise for classical writers, Calvin was nonetheless adamant that 

the true credit for their wisdom belonged to God: 

. . . we cannot read the writings of the ancients . . . without great admiration. We 
marvel at them because we are compelled to recognize how preeminent they are. 
But shall we count anything praiseworthy or noble without recognizing at the 
same time that it comes from God? (Institutes 2.2.15). 

 

However Calvin’s interests were primarily theological rather than philosophical. He 

gave little consideration to questions of epistemology or of the relationship between 

theology and philosophy, other than taking a negative view of philosophy and 

emphasising the limitations of reason (Vos 1990b, pp. 113-116; Hoitenga 1991, pp. 

159-163, 168). The divine light of common grace did not imply a Thomistic confidence 

in the natural light of human reason. In opposition to Aquinas, Calvin’s doctrine of total 

depravity extended to the natural intellect, rendering it blind in spiritual matters, and 

thus utterly reliant on God’s grace. The Fall, according to Calvin, destroyed 

supernatural gifts and corrupted natural gifts, although enough of reason remained to 

distinguish humanity from beasts (Institutes 2.2.19-20). Humanity was blind in relation 

to God and salvation. Without the light of the Spirit, all was darkness, although “the 
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Lord indeed gave them a slight taste of his divinity that they might not hide their 

impiety under a cloak of ignorance” (Institutes 2.2.18, cf. Romans 1:18-21).  

 

Calvin, like Augustine, appealed to the Platonic tradition of innate ideas to explain how 

one came to this knowledge of God’s existence. Calvin is clear that human knowledge 

of God (sensus divinitatis) is immediate and direct, not based upon human testimony, or 

upon abstract rationalisation, or upon logical inference as in Thomism (Hoitenga 1991, 

pp. xii-xiii). Following the argument of Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, Calvin held that 

all men are truly without excuse since the knowledge of God is undeniable:  

There is within the human mind, and indeed by natural instinct, an awareness of 
divinity . . . This conviction, namely, that there is some God, is naturally inborn 
in all, and is fixed deep within . . . nature itself permits no one to forget 
(Institutes 1.3.1, 1.3.3). 

 

Calvin’s appropriation of the Platonic and Augustinian framework has been described 

as “perspectival”. He likened the Bible to a pair of spectacles; only by looking through 

these glasses can a person see the world in proper perspective:  

Just as old or bleary-eyed men or those with weak vision . . . with the aid of 
spectacles will begin to read distinctly; so Scripture, gathering up the otherwise 
confused knowledge of God in our minds, having dispersed our dullness, clearly 
shows us the true God (Institutes 1.6.1; cf. 1.14.1). 
 

Without the Biblical lens, says Calvin, our picture of the world is incomplete and 

distorted, and we fall into error and confusion (Institutes 1.6.3).  For Calvin, this 

Biblical perspective was not limited to a religious dimension of life, for he rejected any 

segregation of reality into sacred and profane realms. Calvin did recognise a practical 

distinction between heavenly and earthly things, but this did not imply a separation of 

authorities since both faith and reason were equally subject to the sovereignty of Christ 

(Institutes 1.6.1). Thus Calvin gave an expanded role to the Scriptures in the pursuit of 
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truth, and laid the foundation for the neo-Calvinist claim that Biblical perspectives 

should underpin learning in all academic disciplines (Hull 2003, p. 206). As previously 

noted, in terms of Wolters’ typology, Calvinism represents a continuity with the 

Augustinian position of Christ transforming culture, grace restoring nature, and human 

wisdom requiring conversion in accordance with the spoliatio motif.  

 

However while the universities clearly had an impact on the Reformation, the 

destabilisation of European society by the Reformation also impacted directly on the 

university. Conerman suggests that the religious radicalism of the Reformation 

threatened to destroy the desire for higher learning and the institution of the university 

itself (Conerman 1973, p. 104). As one example of the turbulent and changeable 

feelings excited by the university, Melanchthon the humanist had earlier sought reform 

of the university curriculum on humanist principles to save the liberal arts from 

scholastic barbarism. Melanchthon the early Reformer proclaimed that universities were 

created by the devil, and rejected both theology and philosophy as incompatible with 

Christianity. The later Melanchthon sought, not the destruction of the university, but its 

salvation through a marriage of Protestantism and humanism, advocating the 

replacement of Peter Lombard and the scholastic doctors with the study of the Bible, 

especially the Pauline epistles (Conerman 1973, pp. 104-105; Fletcher 1981, p. 4; 

Hoffecker & Smith 1986, vol. I, p. 252; Brown 1990, p. 146). 

 

Luther had also wanted reform of the university curriculum to purge it of scholasticism, 

although his desire to exclude Aristotle may have been motivated more by a desire to 

make room for Biblical studies than by his hostility to Aristotle per se. Nevertheless 

Luther the university professor was equally capable of strong denunciations of the 
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university as the synagogue of Satan or the gates of hell, of reason as the devil’s whore, 

and of philosophers as having less knowledge of nature than a potter. Yet not all of the 

Reformers were hostile to scholasticism; Bucer and others remained Thomists. And 

while Calvin’s emphases were unmistakably Augustinian, his writings too were full of 

classical and scholastic references, including Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas. 

Nevertheless it was generally the case that the universities of the Calvinist and 

Reformed realms sought to reform the curriculum in accordance with the principle of 

sola scriptura, replacing the scholastic theologians with exegetical study of the 

Scriptures (Conerman 1973, pp. 105-106, 125; Evans 1981, p. 173; de Jonge 1981, p. 

113; Brown 1990, p. 148-150, 152-153). 

  

The Reformers’ condemnations of the university did not ultimately mean a lesser 

religious role for the Protestant university than for its Catholic counterpart. The Faculty 

of Theology at Wittenberg by 1533 had been invested with authority to decide 

controversial questions of faith and to exercise denominational censorship, thus making 

a significant contribution to the development of Protestant orthodoxy (Conerman 1973, 

p. 106).  

 

However the price of such a deep engagement in the great religious questions of the age 

was again a decline in the autonomy of the university. Fletcher comments that as the 

Protestant-Catholic split widened, the liberties of the university came under increasing 

challenge. The luxury of a free university could not be tolerated by any ruler fearing for 

the peace of his realm and the safety of his throne. In the Protestant states, the need to 

reign in the individualist and fissiparous energies of the Reformation led to the 

imposition of a dogmatic orthodoxy (Bewkes 1963, p. 543; Vos 1990b, p. 116). Indeed, 
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the religious and political leaders of both Reformation and Counter-Reformation looked 

to the universities they controlled to produce learned defenders of their different 

versions of orthodoxy (Fletcher 1981, p. 1). Thus the confessional divisions of Europe 

were mirrored in the universities. Robert Evans notes the division of the universities of 

the Holy Roman Empire in the seventeenth century as fifteen and a half Catholic, 

thirteen and a half Lutheran and six Calvinist (Evans 1981, p. 173). There were of 

course other important currents in the continental Reformation, such as the Anabaptist 

tradition, that fall outside the scope of this discussion since they were not represented in 

the universities. 

 

The Reformed orthodoxy that emerged by the late sixteenth century did not entirely 

exclude Aristotle from the university curriculum. While Luther and Calvin had shied 

away from Aristotle and Thomism, their successors were more divided in their 

approaches. Although the Reformed university would be characterised by a humanist 

curriculum and an emphasis on Biblical studies, Aristotelian logic also often held a 

prominent place in the curriculum  (Vos 1990b, pp. 120-123; Sinnema 1990, pp. 119-

143). However, as Donald Sinnema observed,  

The tendency to accommodate Aristotle to the Reformed faith was a significant 
factor in the late sixteenth century emergence of Reformed scholasticism, a 
movement that would become an important source of rationalist theology a 
century later (Sinnema 1990, p. 143). 
 

Vos also comments that Calvinism’s failure to take a definitive stance in relation to 

Aristotle would cause significant difficulties in the relationship of faith and reason when 

the Calvinist tradition was later confronted with the rise of modern science (Vos 1990b, 

p. 116). Charlesworth argues that although the Protestant Reformation rejected the 

natural theology of Thomism, and was suspicious of the pretensions of philosophy, it 
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nevertheless adopted a sharp distinction between faith and reason, between the natural 

and the supernatural, between what can be known by our own efforts and what we are 

given to know by God’s gracious disclosure (Charlesworth 2002, p. 12). Richard 

Neuhaus agrees that whereas the Catholic tradition stresses the compatibility and 

complementarity of faith and reason, in Protestantism there is a greater separation, and 

faith and reason generally do not talk to each other (Neuhaus 2003, p. xvi). Hoitenga 

acknowledges that this separation of faith and reason originates in Calvin’s own 

thinking, which reflected his distaste for “empty speculation” and thus gave little 

priority to clarification of philosophic issues. Nor did Calvin articulate a model of what 

pious rational inquiry guided by faith might look like (Hoitenga 1991, pp. 170-172).  

 

A similar pattern is evident in England where, John Lawson argues, the universities, 

greatly influenced by Calvinism, played a decisive role in advancing the Reformation 

(Lawson 1967, p. 95). A.G. Dickens sees Cambridge as central to the beginnings of 

English Protestantism, as the great majority of the leaders of the first generation of 

English Protestantism were Cambridge scholars (Dickens 1967, pp. 101-105). Indeed 

English Protestantism, says Lawson, was largely an academic movement, stemming 

particularly from Cambridge. The Privy Council in 1549 declared that the universities 

were “the wells and fountains of religion within our realm” (Lawson 1967, pp. 95-98).  

 

However the cost, in the English context, of such an involvement in the great religious 

questions of the day, of upholding the state religion and royal supremacy, was a 

capitulation of the universities to the crown. Lawson suggests that the universities thus 

became instruments of ecclesiastical policy and “engines of the new Protestant 

orthodoxy” (Lawson 1967, p. 99). McMahon however points out the autonomy of the 
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English universities had been subordinated since early in the fifteenth century when the 

power of Church and State combined in an effort to stamp out the Wycliffite heresy at 

Oxford. Despite a papal bull exempting Oxford from the Archbishop of Canterbury’s 

jurisdiction, Oxford had been forced to recognise the archbishop’s right of visitation, 

which was, of course, a right to inquire into the internal affairs of the university, the 

orthodoxy of its scholars’ religious opinions, and the zeal with which the university 

assured itself of that orthodoxy. The consequence, according to McMahon, was “a long 

period of passive submission to king and chancellor” (McMahon 1968, pp. 33-35). 

 

The subordination of the universities to the principle of religious uniformity is evident 

in the evictions of Protestant scholars during the Marian reaction. Dickens names twelve 

leading figures at Oxford and Cambridge, including the Vice-chancellor of Oxford 

Richard Cox, who were exiled for their support of the Protestant cause during Mary’s 

reign. Of course the Protestants were to return when their Catholic counterparts were 

themselves evicted a few years later following Elizabeth’s accession (Dickens 1967, pp. 

386-7; Lawson 1967, p. 99). 

 

The subordination of the universities to ecclesiastical policy also resulted in religious 

tests being applied for entry. By the time of James I, university education had become 

entirely closed to non-Anglicans, with admission being subject to assent to the royal 

supremacy, the Book of Common Prayer and the Thirty-nine Articles. As Lawson 

comments, both Oxford and Cambridge were converted into strongholds of the 

Established Church, and so they remained until the reforms of the late nineteenth 

century (Lawson 1967, pp. 100-101; cf. Ward 1965, p. 180ff.). 
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Religious tests on entry were abolished only in 1871; the clerical status of most dons 

remained until the 1880s, and compulsory chapel attendance survived until well into the 

twentieth century. Interestingly, Lawson’s account demonstrates how the distinctive 

features of the English universities were shaped by the Reformation: the ascendancy of 

the colleges over the professoriate, the tutorial system, their role as Anglican seminaries, 

the concurrent laicisation of the student body and the emergence of the aristocracy as 

the universities’ clientele, and thus the emergence of a university education that was 

predominantly undergraduate, and that was liberal rather than professional (Lawson 

1967, pp. 101-104). It is to this tradition that John Henry Newman’s classic articulation 

of the idea of a university looks back.  

 

Before moving on to consider Newman’s idea of a university, some brief concluding 

thoughts on the Reformation university are appropriate. Clearly the Reformation does 

not represent a different idea to that of the medieval university. Rather, this era discloses 

a picture of universities on both sides of the theological divide as institutions with a 

religious identity that are engaged in the defence of the faith, and paying a price in 

diminished autonomy for that engagement. 

 

In considering whether the Reformation generated new models of the relationship of 

faith and reason, it might be noted Calvin’s perspectival view of the Scriptures 

represents a continuity of the Augustinian approach, while Luther perhaps represents a 

mediating position between Augustine and Thomas Aquinas. However the Protestant 

emphasis on scriptural authority and on the study of the Scriptures does contribute an 

element to the faith-reason relationship that is not necessarily out of place in either the 

Augustinian or the Thomistic model. However the leaders of the Reformation were 
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theologians rather than philosophers, men with a distaste for what they saw as empty 

speculation. Although they criticised scholasticism and emphasised the limits of reason, 

they did not fully work out the philosophical implications of the great movement of 

ideas they were engaged in. While the early Reformers’ thought was typically Platonic 

and Augustinian, the later Reformation was more accommodating of Aristotle as a 

Protestant scholasticism emerged. The absence of a resolution of the philosophical 

issues meant an increasing divide between faith and reason, which would later lead to 

problems with rationalism that would challenge the very authority of the Scriptures on 

which the Reformers had taken their stand.  
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Chapter 8 

The Modern Idea of a Christian University 

 

The vigorous beginnings of the university became hidebound with the passage of time. 

According to Clark Kerr, by the eighteenth century universities had become rigid, 

introverted, reactionary oligarchies (Kerr 1963, p. 10). The nineteenth century however 

brought transformations, sufficiently dramatic to be termed a resurrection of the 

university, that were seminal in the emergence of the modern university and that 

reshaped thinking about the purposes of the university (Rothblatt 1989, p. 21; Rothblatt 

& Wittrock 1993, p. 305).  

 

Debate about the character of the university since the nineteenth century has centred on 

the “idea” of the university. The idea, according to Rothblatt, exists in the mind 

antecedent to history and circumstance, yet embodies a sense of ultimate aim and 

purpose that defines the university (Rothblatt 1989, p. 5). The exposition of these 

characteristics that is most associated with the “idea” is of course that of Cardinal John 

Henry Newman in Dublin in 1852. 

 

Newman’s exposition of the idea of the university has been described as “a masterly 

harmonisation of Catholicism and contemporary Oxonianism . . . [which] remains the 

outstanding and classic exposition of the latter” (R.L. Archer, quoted in Curtis & 

Boultwood 1977, p. 429). This definitive statement of the value of the Oxford model of 

a liberal education is the aspect of Newman’s idea that is most commonly discussed 

today. What is less widely recognised is that Newman’s idea is equally an idea of the 
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place of theology in the university curriculum, and of the relationship of the university 

to the church. Newman’s idea is clearly a Christian idea of the university, according to 

the criteria adopted in Chapter 5 above.  

 

These three elements of Newman’s argument represent three fronts in the battle of ideas 

in which Newman was engaged. Firstly, and most famously, Newman was arguing for 

liberal rather than utilitarian education. Secondly, against Sir Robert Peel’s proposed 

non-sectarian colleges, Newman argued for universal knowledge; that is, for the 

necessary place of theology in the university. Thirdly, Newman advocated the value of 

university education to the Irish bishops who, he suspected, would rather have a 

seminary than a university (Heft 2003, p. 8; Livingstone 2000 passim). 

 

The case for liberal education was that knowledge was an end in itself: 

. . . capable of being its own end . . . its own reward . . . an end sufficient to rest 
in and to pursue for its own sake . . . worth possessing for what it is, and not 
merely for what it does . . . [which] stands on its own pretensions, which is 
independent of sequel, expects no complement, refuses to be informed (as it is 
called) by any end, or absorbed into any art, in order duly to present itself to our 
contemplation (Newman 1915, pp. 83-84, 88, 94). 
 

In contrast to “servile” knowledge which was pursued for some specific purpose, the 

proper purpose of the university was liberal knowledge which was its own end, and in 

which the intellect: 

Instead of being formed or sacrificed to some particular or accidental purpose, 
some specific trade or profession, or study or science, is disciplined for its own 
sake, for the perception of its own proper object, and for its own highest culture 
(Newman 1915, p. 129). 
 

Newman’s focus on liberal education meant that the university was to be considered 

principally as an undergraduate teaching institution; its function was teaching rather 
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than research, the diffusion rather than the advancement of knowledge. Its goal was to 

develop in the student a cultivated mind.  

 

A cultivated mind did not merely possess knowledge, but had learned “to leaven the 

dense mass of facts and events with the elastic force of reason” (Newman 1915, pp. 99-

100, 104). Such a mind also possessed a capacity for sound judgement, “the instinctive 

just estimate of things as they pass before us”. A cultivated mind was characterised 

particularly by an understanding of relationships; “knowledge not only of things, but of 

their mutual and true relations”; that is, in the larger context of their relationship to God. 

(Newman 1915, pp. 112, 129). This mind was the mark of a gentleman, a man of 

civilised behaviour, and thus the university had more than an intellectual purpose. It had 

a moral purpose; to form moral character, to shape and form the whole person, to 

develop virtue. Its task was the formation in the undergraduate of a mentality that was 

both thoroughly educated and thoroughly religious. Newman was adamant that 

knowledge by itself produced pride, and that the acquisition of knowledge had to be 

accompanied by a moral and spiritual development in the depths of the heart that 

resulted in humility (Newman 1915, pp. 176-79). 

 

The intellectual cultivation that liberal education developed prepared the gentleman to 

discharge his duties to society, principally in providing social leadership. As Ben-David 

and Zloczower point out (1962, p. 70), Newman’s argument imbued the university’s 

traditional role in the intellectual and moral preparation of national leadership with a 

religious significance and purpose, that provided a rationale for the church’s 

involvement in university education: 

. . . when the church founds a university, she is not cherishing talent, genius, or 
knowledge for their own sake, but for the sake of her children, with a view to 
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their spiritual welfare and their religious influence and usefulness, with the 
object of training them to fill their respective posts in life better, and of making 
them more intelligent, capable, active members of society (Newman 1915, p. 
xxxi). 

 

Herein lies one of the distinctive features of Newman’s argument. John Goyette points 

out that Newman and Augustine represent the best known models of the integration of 

Catholic and liberal education, but they provide contrasting responses to the question of 

how faith should act as the organising principle of a Catholic university. For Newman, 

the organising principle of knowledge, the “science of sciences”, was not theology, but 

philosophy. However Augustine had argued that a Christian education was one in which 

theology ordered other disciplines by directing them to itself, and that only those 

disciplines should be included in a Christian education that contributed either to the 

study or to the teaching of the wisdom of the Scriptures. Other disciplines were to be 

pursued only as ancillary to theology. Thomas Aquinas essentially agreed: “all other 

sciences are ancillary and propaedeutic” (Commentary on the De Trinitate of Boethius 

q2 a4 ad 7, quoted in Goyette 2002, p. 208).  

 

Newman however argued that the secular sciences were to be pursued for their own 

sake. Science and literature were not needed for theology, but were necessary for a 

liberal education that fitted men for their roles in society. The secular sciences 

contributed, not to theological understanding, but to this general cultivation of mind that 

was its own reward, and that was to be pursued for its own sake. Newman thus drew a 

sharp contrast between liberal education and servile education which was education 

pursued for a specifically useful purpose. Newman did not go so far as to put the 

ancillae theologiae approach directly into the category of servile education, but then 
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perhaps he did not have to for his audience to catch his meaning (Goyette 2002, pp. 

208-215). 

 

The second major strand of Newman’s argument was a defence of the place of theology 

in the university. In opposition to Peel’s proposals for a non-sectarian curriculum that 

excluded theology, Newman argued that it was the role of the university by its very 

nature to teach “universal knowledge”. In keeping with the Christian tradition of the 

unity of truth, Newman insisted that “knowledge forms one whole, because its subject 

matter is one” (Newman 1915, p. 42). Since all of the sciences study the same unified 

reality, no branch of knowledge could be excluded from the university curriculum, since 

the omission of any one science impairs the accuracy and completeness of others. No 

science can be taught without taking into account the other sciences that impinge upon it, 

for the sciences influence each other, restraining reductionist accounts and providing a 

larger interrelated picture that is a more accurate picture of reality (Holmes 2001, p. 93).  

 

Newman argued that universal knowledge embraced both the physical sciences and 

theology, which must itself be regarded as a science and accorded a place among the 

sciences. Consequently the sciences without theology give an incomplete view of things 

as they really are. Religious truth therefore is not only merely a portion of the domain of 

knowledge, but is rather a condition of knowledge, and thus not to teach theology is “to 

impair the completeness and invalidate the trustworthiness of all that is actually taught” 

(Newman 1915, pp. 53-54). Nevertheless theology and the sciences were in a mutual 

relationship. Theology completed the secular sciences, and was itself completed by 

them.  
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Newman thus challenged the separation of faith and reason that characterised the 

Enlightenment model of objective neutral science arising from Cartesian rationalism 

and Baconian inductive empiricism (Holmes 2001, p. 75-76, 88, 100). In Newman’s 

view there is a convergence of faith and reason. His insistence that theology is a science 

implied that theology is a form of knowledge, albeit one developed on the basis of faith 

in revealed truth. Faith itself is an act of the intellect to accept revealed truth. However, 

following Augustine, Newman saw faith not only as a rational act but also as the act of a 

right mind that was formed by love for God (Holmes 2001, pp. 93, 98).  

 

Following Thomas Aquinas, Newman regarded reason as properly supreme in the 

scientific domain. However he was convinced of the ultimate harmony of faith and 

reason, because of the unity of knowledge and the sovereignty of truth: “truth cannot be 

contrary to truth” (Newman 1915, p. 214). Assured by these convictions, Newman 

invites scholars to go about their work untroubled by apparent incompatibilities and 

contrarieties, “in full faith in the consistency of that multiform truth . . . in generous 

confidence that they will be ultimately consistent” (Newman 1915, p. xvi). However, in 

a remarkable reprise of Philo, this a priori conviction of unity and consistency is 

maintained since reason becomes the judge of what is revealed: 

If it [reason] reaches a demonstration at variance with received religious opinion, 
those opinions are only opinion even if people had thought they were revealed 
truth (Newman 1915, p. xv). 
 

In his essay “Christianity and Scientific Investigation”, Newman offers three possible 

solutions to apparent conflict between faith and reason. If a conclusion contrary to 

revealed truth appears to be proven, then that conclusion is either not actually proven, or 

not actually contradictory, or the truth that it appears to contradict was not actually 

revealed (Newman 1915, p. 219). For Newman, the crucial distinction is not one 
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between faith and reason, but between reason lawfully exercised and fallen reason. 

Reason lawfully exercised, that is, under the superintendence of the corporate 

judgement of the university, leads to truth. But fallen reason is “perverted by passion, 

exceeding its lawful limits” and leads to unbelief. Reason therefore needed to be 

restrained by revealed truth because of its proneness to transgress its proper bounds and 

to usurp the church’s authority in matters of faith (Newman 1915, p. xvii). 

 

Just as theology was necessary to the trustworthiness of knowledge in an 

epistemological sense, so also institutionally the church had an important role in relation 

to the university. The church exercised authority over the university, and the university 

in turn served the church. Firstly the church provided the university with the “unifying 

principle” necessary for its intellectual integrity, and exercised a “steadying” influence 

upon the university in its intellectual task (Newman 1915, pp. xxix). More importantly, 

for Newman the Catholic Church was the ultimate arbiter of truth; it has sovereign 

authority, and “when she speaks ex cathedra must be obeyed” (Newman 1915, p. 212). 

The church thus exercised over the university an authority that defined the proper 

boundaries of reason and restrained encroachments upon the Church’s domain: 

If the Christian faith is true, a University cannot exist externally to the Catholic 
pale, for it cannot teach Universal Knowledge if it does not teach Catholic 
theology . . . a direct and active jurisdiction of the Church over it and in it is 
necessary, lest it should become the rival of the Church with the community at 
large in . . . theological matters (Newman 1915, p. 186). 

 

This stance may appear at first glance to contradict Newman’s arguments for free 

inquiry. However, over the course of his life Newman was engaged in two battles that 

ultimately involved the same principle. Firstly at Oxford he opposed the “usurpations” 

of liberal rationalism, while subsequently in Dublin he argued for the autonomy of 

reason against theological obscurantism. Underlying these seemingly contradictory 
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battles was a consistent principle of opposition to the sovereignty and autonomy of 

“private judgement”. In relation to liberal rationalism, the authority of the church’s 

tradition acted as a brake on the excesses of reason. Tradition represented an 

accumulation of the experience of the human race that was not accessible to individual 

reason, and was not provable or disprovable by it (Newman 1915, p. x-xiv).  

 

But authority by itself is inherently conservative and, rather than discriminating between 

innovations on their merits, will eventually oppose all innovation. Newman 

consequently argued that reason must be allowed the freedom to go about its inquiries. 

Free inquiry was necessary for progress in science for “great minds need elbow room” 

(Newman 1915, pp. 222, 227). However it was the role of the university to be the 

intellectual authority that both limits the excesses of private judgement and at the same 

time uses reason, submitted to the collective judgement of scholars, to advance human 

knowledge (Newman 1915, p. xv).  

 

It was in a role of this kind that the university served the church. Newman’s conviction 

that the university was the institution fitted to govern the lawful exercise of reason at the 

intersections of science and theology later led Newman to moderate his stand on the 

university being strictly concerned with teaching and not with research. In his lecture 

“Christianity and Scientific Investigation”, he had come to see the university as having 

the role as arbiter or umpire of competing claims, a place where disputes between 

science and theology could be considered without “needless antagonism”, “angry 

collision” or “popular commotion”, where a synthesis between modern science and 

theology might be worked out (Newman 1915, pp. 209, 211-12). The university was an 
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imperial power ruling over and arbitrating between the many tribes that lived within its 

borders. It was  

The high protecting power of all knowledge and science, of fact and principle, of 
inquiry and discovery, of experiment and speculation; it maps out the territory of 
the intellect, and sees that the boundaries of each province are religiously 
respected, and that there is neither encroachment nor surrender on any side. It 
acts as umpire between truth and truth, and, taking into account the nature and 
importance of each, assigns to all their due order and precedence (Newman 1915, 
pp. 211-12). 

 

The university did not merely lodge all of the arts and sciences under its roof, but had an 

active role, professing 

. . . to assign to each study which it receives its own proper place and its just 
boundaries, to define the rights, to establish the mutual relations, and to effect 
the intercommunion of one and all (Newman 1915, p. 210). 
 

Newman’s ideal Catholic scholar therefore was one who had a great and firm belief in 

the sovereignty of truth; who was therefore patient with incompatibilities knowing that 

while error might flourish for a season truth would eventually prevail; who was 

confident that “reason cannot but illustrate and defend revelation”; and who was full of 

confidence in revealed truth: “he laughs at the idea that anything can be discovered by 

any other scientific method which can contradict any one of the dogmas of his religion” 

(Newman 1915, pp. 212, 215-18, 229). And the Catholic university, in Newman’s ideal, 

represented: 

Wisdom safe from the excesses and vagaries of individuals, embodied in 
institutions which have stood the trial and received the sanction of ages 
(Newman 1915, p. xli). 

 

Summarising Newman’s idea of the university, several features stand out: the 

importance of liberal education for intellectual cultivation and moral growth, the unity 

of truth, the necessary place of theology in the university curriculum, the value of 

reason when submitted to corporate judgement, confidence in the harmony of reason 
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and revelation, and the necessity of the relationship between the university and the 

Church. 

 

Kerr comments that Newman’s idea of the university was passing away even as he 

articulated it (Kerr 1963, p. 3). Broadly speaking, the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

produced three ideas of the university: in national terms, the English, German and 

American models, although Kerr identifies them also in terms of classical models as the 

Platonic, the Pythagorean and the Sophist (Kerr 1963, p. 8). The English model, as we 

have seen, emphasised undergraduate teaching, and cultivation of intellect and character. 

But the origin of the modern university was in Germany, typically identified with 

Wilhelm Von Humboldt and the founding of the University of Berlin in 1809 (Curtis & 

Boultwood 1977, p. 427; Howard 2003, pp. 35-37). The international publicist of the 

German idea in the early twentieth century was Abraham Flexner, who believed that 

only the Germans had given higher education its proper value (Flexner 1967). The 

German model of research and scholarship, arising out of Idealist philosophy, was 

underpinned by the idea of Bildung or individual self-realisation. In moving away from 

the liberal Hellenic-Renaissance tradition, the German model represented a significant 

transition from a student-related to a knowledge-related idea, and from a pastoral 

concept of teaching to an emphasis on scholarship; that is, from a social function to a 

cerebral one (Kerr 1963, pp. 3-4; Rothblatt 1989, pp. 11, 25; Rothblatt & Wittrock 1993, 

p. 315). Flexner’s idea of a “modern university” embodied a research-oriented ideal: 

Intensive study of phenomena under the most favourable possible conditions – 
the phenomena of the physical world, of the social world, of the aesthetic world, 
and the ceaseless struggle to see thing in relation – these I conceive to be the 
most important functions of the modern university (Flexner 1967, p. 35). 
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Despite Flexner’s advocacy, and the profound influence of the German model on 

American higher education, the German model was itself overtaken by an American 

model, which Kerr suggests emerged from a pragmatic adaptation of the best elements 

of the English and German models. According to Kerr, the striking feature of the 

American model is that it has become a multiversity, as a consequence of competing 

ideas of its purpose. The idea of a single idea of the university is resisted. The metaphor 

of the American university, as a service station, embodies three key developments; 

firstly an orientation towards serving the needs and demands of multiple publics, 

secondly the absolutising of consumer choice; and thirdly the emergence of mass higher 

education (Kerr 1963, pp. 6-8; Rothblatt 1989, pp. 16-19). A further feature of the 

American model is its valuing of useful and applied knowledge: 

. . . while German universities were bent on creating new science, and English 
universities intended to teach it to those using it . . . American universities have 
tried not only to teach and create new science but also new applications and 
professions catering for the elite as well as the masses (Ben-David & Zloczower 
1962, p. 76). 
 

It might be argued that the American model has now become the dominant model, and 

has been exported around the world particularly as nations make the transition from 

elite to mass higher education. While the American model therefore offers a perspective 

on developments in other jurisdictions, recent American experience is of particular 

relevance to the prospects and possibilities of Christian higher education.  
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Chapter 9 

Christian Higher Education in the USA 

 

The Christian character of American higher education had been established at its outset, 

with the founding in 1638 of Harvard College on the Cambridge model. Harvard was 

established by John Cotton (1584-1652) and Thomas Hooker (1586-1647), refugees 

from Cambridge during the Stuart repression of Puritanism (Bowen 1981, p. 133), and 

as Beaty et al. observed, up to the latter part of the nineteenth century, to be a college in 

America was to be a Christian college (Beaty et al. 1997, p. 151).  

 

There was however a “remarkable revolution” in the character of the university during 

the twentieth century, in which this formidable Protestant educational tradition was 

abandoned, leaving the modern university to be constructed as a thoroughly secular 

enterprise (Marsden & Longfield 1992, pp. 11-12). A general account of this process of 

secularisation is beyond the scope of this study, and the topic has already been 

extensively researched (vide Marsden & Longfield 1992; Marsden 1994; Burtchaell 

1998). At its heart however, the issue of secularisation concerns the relationship of faith 

and knowledge, for secularisation entails primarily a severing of the relationship 

between faith and scholarship. The more visible dimensions of secularisation, such as 

the cutting of ties between faith and the wider life of the institution, and of 

organisational relationships with sponsoring denominations follow as a consequence of 

the dissolution of links between faith and scholarship. Some central aspects of the 

American experience of secularisation therefore have an important bearing on this study, 

and these are addressed specifically in George Marsden’s 1983 article. Marsden asks 
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why such a “total rout” occurred in the American evangelical outlook in the face of the 

challenge of scientific positivism and Darwinian evolutionary theory. His answer is that 

Darwinism hit hard because American Christian higher education had made a 

superficial accommodation with modern science prior to the late nineteenth century 

(Marsden 1983, pp. 221-223). 

 
Marsden argues that academic leaders of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries had 

almost universally adopted a view of faith and reason based on Scottish “common 

sense” philosophy. Concerning James Witherspoon’s leadership of Princeton for 

example, James Bratt comments:  

Princeton met the Enlightenment by baptizing it . . . Its Common Sense 
philosophy held that knowledge was innocent of any bias or framing functions, 
that human modes of understanding were tailor-made for the world as it is, and 
that simple induction from empirical observation would merit universal rational 
assent (Bratt 1997, pp. 135-36).  
 

In the Common Sense view, the relationship between faith and reason, between 

theology and philosophy, was harmonious and complementary. Marsden says the view 

that faith and science could never conflict was a core belief of the entire evangelical 

outlook. Evangelicals had therefore assumed a position of naïve objectivism in relation 

to science. They had great faith in Baconian science and the inductive method, and in 

the accessibility of objective knowledge to common-sense perception. They had 

assumed that science was not dependent on any pre-scientific belief commitments, that 

the scientific method would produce unassailable certitude, and that science and 

theology would always agree. As a consequence, they saw no need for any distinctively 

Christian starting point in science, and had developed no critique of the assumptions and 

principles on which modern science was based. Having assumed that science in fact 

supported faith by demonstrating intelligent design in both nature and human beings, 
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the evangelicals had embraced an uncritical faith in science. Marsden says that only 

Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758) had recognised that the primary questions were 

metaphysical (Marsden 1983, pp. 224-247; cf. Beaty et al. 1997). 

 

Consequently, when Darwinism undercut the intelligent design argument and therefore 

its assumptions about the Designer, and called into question what had seemed to be self-

evident, Marsden says “common-sense philosophy, claiming to be objective, claiming 

to rest on no prior assumptions, had no adequate response to such an attack on one of its 

fundamental principles” (Marsden 1983, p. 242). Its supposed objectivism suffered from 

the fatal flaw that common sense could not settle a dispute over what was a matter of 

common sense. That is, “the argument from consensus could not survive the fracture of 

consensus” (Marsden 1983, p. 246).  

 

As Beaty et al. point out, college leaders had great difficulty in resisting the secularist 

demand that, in order to be a real university, academic studies must be religiously 

neutral, because the prevailing common-sense philosophy had already led them a long 

way in that direction (Beaty et al. 1997, p. 152ff.). Ringenberg points to other factors 

that also contributed to the first wave of secularisation during the half-century between 

the Civil War and World War I, namely theological liberalism and the growing 

influence of the German model of the modern university (Ringenberg 1984, pp. 114-121; 

vide Sloan 1994, pp. 15-23). Himmelfarb, however, argues that it was a displacement of 

religion by humanistic culture rather than by science that was responsible for the 

secularisation of the university in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century 

(Himmelfarb 1996, p. 16). This first wave of secularisation of once religiously-affiliated 

universities included institutions such as Harvard, Yale, Johns Hopkins, Dartmouth, 
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Chicago, Michigan, Duke and Illinois, which now rank among the “Ivy League” of 

leading American universities (D.G. Hart 1992). In response, Protestant denominations 

typically wound back or withdrew their support from the secularised institutions 

(Mahurin 2004).  

 

As an historical parallel to this account of the impact of secularisation on American 

Protestantism, Leo XIII’s 1879 papal encyclical Aeterni Patris called Catholic scholars 

to return to the study of Thomas Aquinas. For the next three quarters of a century, until 

Vatican II in 1962, neo-scholasticism and the Thomistic model of faith and reason 

dominated Catholic higher education (John Paul II 1998; vide Gleason 1995). As a 

consequence, Catholic higher education institutions have generally been more 

successful in resisting secularisation than many of their Protestant counterparts have 

been. 

 

Marsden compares common-sense philosophy’s disarray with what might be termed the 

Kuyperian tradition, a second major influence on American evangelicalism that came to 

North America via Dutch Reformed immigrant communities. According to Holmes, the 

Kuyperian approach both stands in the Augustinian tradition of faith seeking 

understanding, and also represents an anticipation of the postmodern reaction to the 

failure of the Enlightenment to deliver on its promise of a universal objective rationality 

(Holmes 2001, pp. 104-05). The Dutch neo-Calvinist philosopher and politician 

Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920) began with the central conviction that the entire universe 

and all of life belongs to Christ:  

There is not a square inch on the whole plain of human existence over which 
Christ, who is Lord of all, does not proclaim “This is Mine” (quoted in Bratt & 
Wells 1997, p. 143). 
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From this conviction all thought and action must begin. Kuyper argued that Calvinism, 

in its recognition of the claims of Christ, constituted a worldview (Weltanschauung), 

and indeed that there was a vital need for a Christian worldview to counter the 

mentalities of modern culture such as secularism, humanism and naturalism (Bratt & 

Wells 1997, p. 143). Recognising the claims of Christ meant that not just theology and 

philosophy but all academic disciplines, being inquiry into different domains of 

Creation, are part of a distinctively Christian education. Secularism must be confronted 

at the level of the very foundations of the academic disciplines.  

 

Kuyper further insisted that perception and cognition are never value-free, but are 

rooted in and shaped by one’s worldview (Bratt 1997, p. 138). Kuyper did not object to 

common sense impressions, since these were the epistemic result of God’s common 

grace. He went further, however, by claiming the same epistemic status for the 

knowledge of God; that is, granting a comparable level of certainty to religious belief. 

 

According to Marsden, Kuyper refused to accept naively the objectivity of thought. He 

recognised the effects of sin in darkening the mind, and saw scientific thought as riddled 

with subjectivity (Marsden 1983, p. 247-250). In his 1899 Lectures on Calvinism at 

Princeton University, Kuyper put it in these terms: 

. . . I do not speak of a conflict between faith and science. There is no such thing. 
All science proceeds out of faith. All science presupposes that we ourselves 
believe; presupposes a belief that the laws for thinking are correct; presupposes 
beliefs about life; and presupposes above all faith in the principles from which 
we proceed. No, the conflict is not between faith and science, but between the 
claim that the present state of the cosmos is normal or abnormal (Kuyper 1931, 
quoted in Kok 1998, p. 182). 
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Following the argument of Augustine’s City of God, Kuyper argued that there are two 

kinds of people in antithetical relationship: the regenerate, those transformed by the 

power of God and enlightened with Biblical perspective, and the unregenerate:  

. . . one is inwardly different from the other, and consequently feels a different 
content rising from his consciousness; thus they face the cosmos from different 
points of view, and are impelled by different impulses. And the fact that there 
are two kinds of people occasions of necessity the fact of two kinds of human 
life and consciousness of life, and of two kinds of science (Kuyper 1954, p. 154). 

 

Kuyper argues that to deny this conclusion is to deny the fact of regeneration and thus to 

reject the Christian religion. There are then two kinds of science – and indeed two kinds 

of politics, two kinds of economics, and so on. In spite of their apparent likeness due to 

common grace perceptions of the law-structure of Creation, these two kinds of science 

are actually based on divergent principles. There is a primal conflict between Christian 

and non-Christian thought. Hence Kuyper rejected the idea that science stands outside 

the authority of Scripture, and he rejected also the Enlightenment notion that science 

(and other fields of human endeavour) are philosophically and theologically neutral. 

Christianity and secular humanism are two antithetical faiths (Holmes 2001, pp. 104-

105). Christian education then, whether school education or higher education, is the 

product of teaching from a Christian perspective (Hull 2003, p. 207). Christian 

education is “perspectival”, in the Calvinist sense discussed in Chapter 7 above, and the 

integration of the presuppositions of faith is central to the scholarly task: 

Not required chapel or Bible courses, not opportunities for extra-curricular 
“service”, not the cultivation of “character” or “citizenship”, not the baptism of 
middle-class decency with Christian rhetoric or the frosting of Christian 
commitment with cultural refinement, not the promotion of piety alongside of 
scholarship or professional preparation; but the classroom as a chapel, 
scholarship as devotion, Christianity at the base of the curriculum and suffusing 
all studies, the norms of faith guiding professional development – that was the 
essence of Christian education, honoring the integrity of learning and the faith 
alike and promoting their genuine integration (Bratt 1997, p. 139). 
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An important division within North American evangelicalism can be seen in terms of 

the argument between Kuyper and the Presbyterian theologian B.B. Warfield (1851-

1921) on whether the regenerate and the unregenerate were alike in their knowing. 

According to Marsden, Warfield insisted that all minds were of the same essential 

structure, thereby clinging to Baconian inductivism and the Enlightenment ideal of one 

science for all humanity. On the other hand, Kuyper emphasised the role of faith and of 

presuppositions in knowledge, taking a critical view of the Enlightenment mindset 

(Marsden 1983, pp. 250-253). It can be argued that Warfield and the evangelicals had 

taken an essentially Thomist view of knowledge, in which faith and reason are distinct 

yet complementary, in which reason is autonomous, and in which certain objective truth 

was attainable through the unaided light of natural reason. On the other hand, Kuyper 

had adopted a Calvinist and Augustinian view that stressed that neutrality and 

objectivity were illusory, highlighted the power of presuppositions to shape perspective, 

and emphasised the importance of faith to knowing aright. 

 

As Douglas Sloan outlines, the twentieth century offered an opportunity for Protestant 

re-engagement in higher education. The emergence of neo-orthodox theology in the first 

half of the twentieth century resulted in a “theological renaissance”, which by mid-

century had opened up fresh possibilities for a significant re-engagement of mainline 

Protestantism in American higher education (Sloan 1994, pp. 12-15, 39ff.). Sloan’s 

account is however ultimately one of failure. He notes that some of the reformers 

involved in the Protestant re-engagement with the university did realise that the success 

of their undertaking would depend on how effectively they could come to grips with the 

relationship of faith and knowledge (Sloan 1994, p. 50). However Sloan argues that, 

despite a promising moment for re-engagement with higher education, the leading 
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Protestant theologians of the day, Reinhold Niebuhr (1892-1971, H. Richard Niebuhr 

(1894-1962), and Paul Tillich (1886-1965), failed to bridge the faith-knowledge divide, 

or to challenge the ruling positivistic-scientistic view of knowledge as sense experience 

and abstractions from sense experience, separated from faith, value and meaning. 

Consequently, says Sloan, the theologians accepted a “two-realm” or “two-spheres” 

theory of truth, in which faith and knowledge are two separate realms of truth, thereby 

leaving unchallenged the autonomy of reason; what Marsden calls “the Kantian 

defence” (Marsden 1987, p. 297; vide Sloan 1994, pp. 51, 100, 111ff.). But, as Sloan 

comments, such an approach did nothing to resolve “the problems of faith posed by the 

acceptance of an exclusively sense-bound reason and mechanistic science” (Sloan 1994, 

pp. 127-128). Eventually the mainline Protestant churches acquiesced entirely to the 

modern dichotomy between faith and knowledge and therefore, having no further reason 

to maintain the engagement with the modern university, began a retreat that quickly 

became a rout in the 1960s (Sloan 1994, p. 213). 

 

However as mainline Protestantism was withdrawing from higher education, American 

evangelicals were renewing their involvement. As Mark Noll has shown, there was a 

significant evangelical emergence after 1945 from the self-imposed isolation that had 

been the response to theological liberalism in the late nineteenth century and early 

twentieth centuries (Noll 1991, p. 91ff.). Part of the evangelical re-engagement with 

wider society was the establishment of new Christian institutions of higher education 

which, in view of the loss to secularism of an earlier generation of now prestigious 

universities, the churches were determined not to lose. The struggles against 

secularisation since the 1960s have largely taken place in this category of “second 
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wave” institutions (Mahurin 2004; vide Ringenberg 1984, pp. 173-205; Badley 1994; 

Patterson 2001, pp. 22-25). As Sloan argues:  

Many critical “neoevangelical” scholars have become keenly aware of the need 
to wrestle with the central epistemological issues in faith-knowledge 
relationship . . . a new relationship of the evangelical movement with American 
higher education [has] come to the fore in the late 1960s and early 1970s, just as 
the mainline Protestant engagement with the university was falling apart . . . In 
many ways it seemed that the neoevangelical scholars had caught the falling 
banner of the mainline Protestant engagement with higher education, and they 
were renewing the battle in their own turn (Sloan 1994, pp. 228-229). 
 

As Sloan recognises, the evangelicals who were taking up that battle had the advantage 

of reflection on the failed strategies of earlier generations for responding to the 

pressures of secularisation. It was at least clear what would not work as a defence 

against or response to the pressure of secularisation. A study by Miller (1960), 

following Williams (1954), suggested that Christian institutions had responded to 

secularising pressures in three ways. Miller noted that institutions could institute stricter 

theological control of education, alternatively allow the pursuit of free inquiry at the 

expense of religious coherence or, more commonly, compromise by focusing on the 

development of virtue and character (something all could agree on) as the distinctive 

emphasis of the Christian college. Beaty et al. note the frequent recourse to this 

compromise strategy of focusing attention on character development and spiritual 

values. They point to the pervasive idea of paideia, the view that the intellectual, moral 

and spiritual formation of young people to be leaders in church and society was the 

defining task and distinctive goal of the Christian college. However Beaty et al. concur 

with Miller’s conclusion that restricting the range of religious engagement to the pursuit 

of spiritual values concedes the realm of knowledge to the secular protagonists, and fails 

to provide any adequate rationale for a Christian university (Miller 1960, pp. 171-175; 

Beaty et al. 1997, p. 146). 
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A later study by Hull (1992) noted three common approaches to maintaining religious 

identity in the Christian college: administrative control by church authorities, academic 

requirements (e.g. compulsory Biblical studies), and an emphasis upon maintaining 

institutional ethos or environment. Often institutional leaders adopted a combination of 

all three approaches. However each of these approaches, Beaty et al. argue, represent an 

“add-on” view that presumes that academic activities are religiously neutral, and accepts 

a clear separation between the academic and religious dimensions of institutional life 

(Beaty et al. 1997, pp. 146-148; vide Hull 1992, pp. 441-443).  

 

Although Hull did point to a fourth alternative, namely the integration of the religious 

and academic life of the institution, his analysis was ultimately pessimistic. For Hull, 

this integration approach defines a Christian university as “one that works on the 

boundary between faith and learning, seeking to integrate the entire scope of human 

reason with the entire scope of divine revelation into a living whole” (Hull 1992, p. 442). 

However, in Hull’s view, this boundary is ultimately more like a schism or a yawning 

chasm, across which conversation between church and university is problematic (Hull 

1992, pp. 445-452).  

 

Another sober assessment is offered by Solomon, who comments that the past record of 

Christian universities would suggest the inevitability of the secularisation of the few 

remaining institutions with commitments to sustaining a Christian character of some 

kind. Solomon does however see some cause for optimism in the determined nature of 

current efforts to resist secularisation (Solomon 1995, p. 19). These comments point to 
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the fact that the struggle with issues of secularisation is ongoing and impacts differently 

upon different institutions. 

 

Other observers are more upbeat. Alan Wolfe, tracing developments in Christian 

scholarship in the 1980s and 1990s, notes “a determined effort by evangelical-Christian 

institutions to create a life of the mind” (Wolfe 2000, p. 58). Wolfe noted that this effort 

was largely occurring in Christian groups that were not in the mainstream of American 

Protestantism, most notably the Dutch Reformed Church with its Kuyperian legacy 

(Wolfe 2000, pp. 60-61, 73). 

 

Jeffery notes that colleges that are largely teaching institutions have proven to be more 

able to sustain their Christian character than aspiring research-intensive universities 

have been. He agrees that secularising forces present an ongoing problem for 

institutions attempting a renaissance as Christian universities. Whatever a Christian 

university might look like, Jeffery argues, it is now clear that the “two spheres” 

approach described by Sloan will not do (Jeffery 2004). Beaty et al. agree that the “two 

spheres” approach is inherently unstable and encourages secularisation (Beaty et al. 

1997, p. 159). They conclude: 

As long as the “faith and knowledge” epistemological crisis remains unresolved, 
being a modern university will mean separating one’s religious commitments 
from the central tasks of the modern university . . . New epistemological 
possibilities must be envisioned, possibilities that bridge rather than re-erect 
boundaries between faith and knowledge . . . transcending the mesmerising 
bifurcation of faith and knowing is the project for Christian scholars in a post-
Enlightenment world (Beaty et al 1997, p. 164). 
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Chapter 10 

Reflections and Conclusions 

 

At its outset, this thesis posed the question: 

To what extent does the Christian tradition, the history of the university, or the 

contemporary experience of Christian higher education in other contexts offer 

viable models of a Christian university and of the relationship of faith and 

reason?  

 

We are now in a position to draw some conclusions concerning these questions.  

 

Firstly, in relation to Judge’s criticism of the possibility of a Christian university, it is 

clear that for most of its history the university has had strong and enduring links of 

various kinds with organised religion, and has played a key role in the religious 

questions of the day. One would have to demand exceptionally narrow definitions, 

ignore three quarters of the history of the university, and unduly privilege the German 

model as the only acceptable model of the university in order to sustain Judge’s 

criticism. Neuhaus warns against an uncritical assumption that the secular model of the 

university is the definitive model: 

In the Western tradition, from the Middle Ages until this century, from Bologna 
and Oxford to Yale and Princeton, the university was explicitly constituted and 
typically inspired by Christian truth (Neuhaus 1996, p. 20). 

 

It is true that the US experience to which Judge appealed points to some institutional 

difficulties in preserving Christian identity while attaining university status. It is 

apparent, however, from the discussion in the preceding chapter that these difficulties 
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were not universal, but rather arose from a particular view of faith and reason in 

Common Sense philosophy that rendered institutions particularly vulnerable to 

secularisation. Neo-orthodox theology then failed to offer an alternative to the ruling 

positivist assumptions about faith and knowledge. It is equally apparent that there have 

been traditions in Christian higher education that have proven to be resistant to 

secularisation. Consequently, while secularising pressures are an issue, secularisation 

does not appear to be the inevitable lot of any Christian institution of higher learning. 

Moreover the history of the university offers a range of models, from the middle ages to 

Cardinal Newman, of unambiguously Christian universities. This investigation therefore 

does not support Judge’s criticism of the idea of a Christian university. 

 

In addition to the argument from history outlined in the preceding paragraph, there is 

also an increasing weight of  philosophical argument, both secular and Christian, which 

challenges Judge’s assumptions from a variety of perspectives. Judge’s argument rests 

upon an insistence that faith and scholarship, or more fundamentally faith and reason, 

are incompatible. In this view faith is subjective, while true knowledge is objective, 

rational, neutral and value-free. This view of knowledge has now been under challenge 

for decades. One of the main challenges was that of Thomas Kuhn, who pointed to the 

paradigmatic nature of knowledge, arguing that the growth of knowledge does not 

proceed in a rational and orderly way but rather by revolution. Data  does not speak for 

itself, but is interpreted in the light of the ruling paradigm, being forced into or rejected 

by the “preformed and relatively inflexible” framework which the paradigm provides 

(Kuhn 1970, p. 24).  Along similar lines, Karl Popper, in his critique of logical 

positivism, had earlier argued that the inductive reasoning underpinning the scientific 

method is logically inadmissible, thereby calling into question the rationality and 
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objectivity of knowledge so prized in the Enlightenment’s adoption of the scientific 

method as the norm for human knowing (Popper  1972 [1934]). In a further challenge  

to the supposed objectivity of knowledge, Michael Polanyi argued that knowledge is 

personal, due to the “personal participation of the knower in all acts of understanding 

(Polanyi 1962, p. vii). Complete objectivity, according to Polanyi, is a delusion and a 

false ideal (Polanyi 1962, p. 18). Along similar lines, the Christian philosopher Roy 

Clouser has argued that neutrality is a myth, since there is a substantial, if largely 

hidden, role of religious belief in all scientific theorising (Clouser 1991). Clouser builds 

on earlier work by Nicholas Wolterstorff , who explored the power of “control beliefs”  

in determining the acceptance or rejection of “data beliefs”  (Wolterstorff 1976).  

Wolterstorff and Clouser are just two examples of the large number of neo-Calvinist 

writers whose advocacy of the presuppositional, perspectival or worldviewish nature of 

knowledge has been noted earlier in this thesis. Their argument that all people carry 

with them ultimate faith commitments which precede rational thought and yet 

profoundly shape their knowing reflects the indebtedness of the Reformed tradition to 

its Augustinian heritage.  From this perspective, Judge’s argument for a strict separation 

of faith and reason represents an epistemological choice rather than something self-

evidently true. 

 

A further challenge to Judge’s reasoning comes from a slightly different perspective, 

although still within the Reformed camp.  George Marsden followed up his studies of 

secularisation in American higher education (Marsden 1983, Marsden 1987, Marsden 

1994) with an argument that mainstream higher education should be more open to 

explicit discussion of the relationship of faith and learning. According to Marsden, 

scholars with faith should bring the implications of faith into the academic mainstream, 
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into an ongoing dialogue between Christian scholars, scholars of other faiths, and 

scholars without explicit faith commitments (Marsden 1997, pp. 3-4).  Marsden argues 

that mainstream academia accepts a wide range of ideological schools of thought, and 

yet expects Christians to keep quiet about their faith and to observe a strict separation of 

faith and learning (Marsden 1997, pp. 6-7).  Marsden’s concept of  “faith-informed” 

scholarship emphasises that belief systems built around organised religious faith should 

in principle have equal standing in the academy with other worldviews (Marsden 1997, 

p. 10). He claims that Christian perspectives can “fit in nicely” with the current rules of 

the academy, if those rules are applied equally and impartially to both religious and 

non-religious views (Marsden 1997, p. 57).  In Marsden’s view, “liberal pragmatism” 

and practical acceptance of pluralism provide the common ground for dialogue between  

faith-informed perspectives. Underpinning Marsden’s position is a recognition of the 

decline of  the “Enlightenment project” with its modernist, scientistic ideal of objective 

rationality (Marsden 1997, pp. 26-28). Marsden’s argument represents a challenge to  

Judge in three ways; firstly by questioning the epistemological basis of  Judge’s position, 

secondly by arguing for the place in the academy of faith-informed perspectives, and 

thirdly by affirming the possibility of genuine scholarly dialogue between faith-

informed scholarship and mainstream perspectives. Thus there is a significant weight of 

philosophical argument against Judge’s position  which supports the arguments from the 

history of the university noted above.  

 

Implicit in Judge’s criticism is the assumption that the adjective “Christian” in some 

way imposes an unacceptable, indeed oppressive, limitation upon the noun “university”. 

But, as Neuhaus again argues, 

In the Christian university, the word Christian is not a limiting label but the 
starting point, the end point, and the guiding inspiration all along the way. The 
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words of Psalm 36 express the guiding inspiration of the Christian university: 
“In your light we see light” (Neuhaus 1996, p. 22). 

 

As to whether the university is by nature an Aristotelian institution, the discussion of the 

origins of the university has shown that the rise of the university was not a result of the 

new knowledge, but rather preceded its arrival. Institutions are not therefore obligated to 

pay homage to Aristotelian empiricism in order to make a valid claim to be institutions 

of higher learning; indeed over the course of its history the university has been more 

Christian than it has been Aristotelian. Moreover, as noted above,  the claims to the 

neutrality and objectivity of human reason that typically accompany the waving of the 

Aristotelian banner are increasingly recognised as naïve and unsustainable. 

 

For colleges and universities seeking to be institutes of Christian higher education, one 

other useful reference point is Holmes’ summary of the enduring characteristics of 

Christian higher education: 

• The usefulness of the liberal arts 

• The unity of truth 

• Doxological learning and 

• Moral and spiritual formation (Holmes 2001, p. 2ff.). 

Institutions seeking to follow this pattern will, like Newman’s university, be 

characterised by a primary focus on their students, and will engage students in liberal 

learning as a preparation for service in the church and in the wider society. 

 

We turn now to the specific question of models of faith and learning. 
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What Sloan described as one of the clearest statements of the faith-knowledge problem 

and its importance for the future of Christian higher education was penned in 1957 by 

Yale Professor of Divinity and editor of The Christian Scholar, J. Edward Dirks (1957, 

pp. 46ff.; Sloan 1994, p. 52, 57-59). Dirks suggested three possible approaches to the 

relationship between faith and reason.  

 

Firstly faith and reason could be regarded as wholly distinct and contradictory ways of 

knowing. The second approach would recognise that faith and reason have a common 

object but distinct functions. The third approach would stress the mutual attraction of 

faith and reason (Dirks 1957, pp. 51-52). 

 

An analysis of the options that Dirks presents is illuminating as they reflect the three 

approaches discussed in this thesis. Dirks’ first option, regarding faith and reason as 

contradictory, would represent adoption of a “double truth” theory, and hence can be 

termed the Averroist option. The cost of this option however is that, whether in its 

medieval or its modern form, it regards faith as non-rational. The second option, 

regarding faith and reason as distinct but complementary, is clearly the Thomist 

approach. It is noteworthy that much of the modern debate about faith and knowledge 

can be represented as repeated attempts to escape the secularising bind of “nature eating 

up grace” in Thomism (Schaeffer 1968). Many of the voices in the debates of the 

middle of the twentieth century reflect fruitless attempts to escape the autonomy of 

reason which is the logical conclusion of accepting Thomist models of inquiry as a 

given (e.g. Miller 1960, Wittenberg 1964).  
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Dirks’ third option, the mutual attraction of faith and reason, is clearly an Augustinian 

option. According to Dirks, this option involved “no depreciation of reason, but rather a 

desire to use it to the full to understand what is known by faith, and without faith, 

reason is impotent” (Dirks 1957, p. 52). 

 

Before moving on to consider these options, it should be noted in passing that the 

Thomist and Augustinian models have much that is common; they have much to be 

commended in terms of their articulation and defence of Christian orthodoxy; and as 

human attempts to communicate divine truth they contain inevitable problems and 

difficulties. It is only in relation to faith and reason that they are in stark contrast, 

although this of course is the aspect that is of greatest interest in this thesis. 

 

Considering Dirks’ three options then, the Averroist option represents intellectual 

suicide for Western culture. As Hart pointed out, it is insistence upon the unity of truth, 

upon a relationship between faith and reason, and upon a synthesis between Athens and 

Jerusalem that is constitutive of the Western tradition. Indeed the Averroist option, with 

its “double truth” theory, was seen by Thomas Aquinas as a profound threat to Latin 

Christendom, and it might be argued that postmodern flirtations with multiple truths 

pose a similar threat to Western culture as their medieval counterpart did.  

 

The Thomist option, as originally articulated by Thomas Aquinas, must be regarded in 

historical and philosophical terms as a Christian view of faith and reason. An institution 

could adopt a Thomist model of faith and reason, and credibly claim to be a Christian 

institution. The Thomist model is however a fragile model, and its instability stems 
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from the essential elements of the model: the separate but complementary roles of faith 

and reason, and the autonomy of reason in its domain.  

 

The Thomist model has proven to be durable in association with an assertive 

magisterium that presses the claims of faith to limit reason, and to restrain its excesses. 

Catholic higher education in the United States has had more success in resisting 

secularisation than its Protestant counterpart. However the difficulties associated with 

the Protestant versions of Thomism are the same as those of the late Middle Ages: 

sustaining the “separate but complementary” relationship of faith and reason, and 

defining the domain of reason. Proclaiming reason’s autonomy appears to be an 

invitation to secularisation. The Protestant and Enlightenment versions of the Thomist 

model with their emphasis on individual autonomy have generally been unsuccessful in 

addressing these difficulties and in resisting secularisation. In essence the problem for 

Christian higher education in the USA from the nineteenth century to the present is that, 

having granted autonomy to reason, neither church nor academy had any way of 

restraining its relentless expansion. The “two-realm” theory of truth inexorably reduces 

to one realm, that of reason. Indeed from the twenty-first century perspective, what 

stands out is the illusory nature of the claims to objectivity in reason and to the 

possibility of value-free inquiry.  

 

The Augustinian option is clearly unpalatable to modernism, although it is consistent 

with the critique of modernism that questions the supposed objectivity and neutrality of 

reason and of the knowledge that it produces. An Augustinian approach is not without 

its problems, but the Thomistic alternative appears to work only within the context of a 

supportive magisterium. It is the conclusion therefore of this thesis that the Augustinian 
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model of fides quarens intellectum (faith seeking understanding) is to be preferred as 

the model of the operation and relationship of faith and reason for the Christian 

university. 

 

The strengths of the Augustinian model of faith and reason are several:  

• The idea of voluntas (will) creating a habit of mind is consistent with the concept 

of Weltanschauung (worldview). 

• The voluntas concept points to the fact that what is loved gives rise to a basic 

orientation of one’s life which precedes rational thought. Thus the Augustinian 

model incorporates a realistic recognition that thinking and reasoning are shaped 

and directed by the deep orientations of the heart. The Augustinian recognition of 

the effects of sin upon reason is consistent with the Christian understanding of 

the fallen nature of humanity. 

• Recognising that believing on the testimony of authority is inevitable and 

necessary in life is more realistic than scepticism or the claimed self-sufficiency 

of critical reason. 

• Against claims of the autonomy of reason, Augustine’s emphasis on the role of 

trust, obedience and love is again more realistic and recognises the role of the 

affective domain in knowing. 

• The Augustinian model is consistent with the twentieth century critique of the 

claims of reason, and recognises the significance of the subjective inner life in 

thinking. 

• Against the claimed neutrality and objectivity of reason, the Augustinian fides 

quarens intellectum approach highlights the role of worldview and 

presuppositions in thinking. The Augustinian approach emphasises the 
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perspectival nature of knowing, and the ubiquity of presuppositions in contrast to 

Thomist claims of epistemological neutrality.  

• Contra human pride and self-sufficiency, the Augustinian model recognises God 

as the ultimate source of all knowledge, and that all truth is God’s truth. Thus the 

Augustinian model is consistent with Christian understandings of Christ’s claim 

to be Lord of all. 

• The Augustinian model articulates a specifically Christian view of knowledge, 

one that explains why knowledge depends on faith, and one in which knowledge 

accords with the deepest orientation of the heart and mind. 

• The Augustinian model demonstrates the possibility of transformational synthesis 

incorporating secular knowledge into a Christian frame of reference. 

• While not without difficulties, the Augustinian literary model offers a robust 

model of the active operation of the mind and an invitation to explore the 

processes of thinking rather than a sterile scholastic formula or set of rules.  

 

Fortunately this enumeration of the features of the Augustinian model is not purely 

hypothetical, as the US experience to which Judge appealed also offers exemplars of the 

Augustinian approach.  

 

According to Holmes (2001), Abraham Kuyper and the tradition he established stands 

squarely in the Augustinian fides quarens intellectum tradition. As noted in the previous 

chapter, the Kuyperian variant of the Augustinian approach is in fact the model that, at 

least in the experience of North American Protestantism, has proven to be the most 

resistant to secularisation, and has thus become the preferred approach of much of the 

recent resurgence of Christian higher education in America (cf. Ringenberg 2005).  D.G. 
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Hart, although a critic of the Kuyperian perspectivalist view of the role of faith in 

academic work, agrees that the Kuyperian approach has now become the dominant way 

of conceptualising the place of Christianity in the modern university (D.G. Hart 2001, p. 

384). 

 

The Kuyperian model has emphasised the concept of “worldview” discussed in Chapter 

2. However Sloan’s discussion of the faith-knowledge problem offers cautionary 

counsel. Sloan comments that the notions of worldviews and presuppositions also 

formed part of the vocabulary of an earlier generation of Christian scholars, but that the 

language did not go beyond slogans or translate into new epistemological possibilities. 

Rather it assumed that established disciplinary ways of knowing were adequate and 

unproblematic: 

The neo-orthodox distinction between biblical assumptions and naturalistic 
assumptions did not entail merely a clash between two worldviews, but between 
a worldview with an established and working epistemology and one without, and 
the one without eventually had to give way (Sloan 1994, p. 230). 

 

Sloan also notes the frequent appeal to the slogan “all truth is God’s truth”. This too, 

rather than providing the basis for critique of existing ways of knowing, was more often 

a glib cover for uncritical acceptance of existing disciplinary ways of knowing. The 

challenge for the neo-evangelicals, according to Sloan, is to translate the language of 

worldviews and presuppositions into new epistemological possibilities; without these, 

nothing essential is changed (Sloan 1994, p. 230; cf. pp. 53-56).  

 

It would appear that evangelical scholars have taken to heart Sloan’s warning, and 

indeed also Badley’s challenge to ensure that discussion of faith-learning integration is 

taken beyond the level of slogans. Along with the concept of worldview, faith-learning 
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integration has been a key idea of the neo-evangelical resurgence, and few themes have 

received greater emphasis. According to Ringenberg, the innovative feature of this 

recent emphasis on faith-learning integration is the conscious, overt effort of institutions 

to achieve it; that is, for their faculty to “think Christianly” about their disciplines 

(Ringenberg 1984, p. 199).  

 

This effort has not been restricted to the internal activities of individual institutions. 

Patterson’s 2001 history of the Coalition of Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU) 

also highlights the major emphasis given in Coalition activities to faith-learning 

integration which, he says, the Coalition regarded as a crucial priority for collective 

action in Christian higher education. Patterson’s history applies the term “the Carl 

Henry project” to faith-learning integration, referring to the evangelical theologian’s 

long advocacy of the need for Christians to think in terms of worldviews. There have 

been other noteworthy contributions to the priority given to faith-learning integration. In 

time, says Patterson, “the Carl Henry project” became the “Arthur Holmes project”, in 

recognition of Holmes’ leading role in the elaboration and application of the concept. 

Holmes had argued from the time of his original 1975 discussion that the distinctive 

feature of a Christian college should be an education that “cultivates the creative and 

active integration of faith and learning, of faith and culture” (Holmes 1989, pp. 6, 45ff.). 

And like Ringenberg, Patterson recognises the contribution to evangelical higher 

education of the Kuyperian model of faith and learning mediated through the 

institutional leadership provided by Calvin College, a Reformed liberal arts college in 

Grand Rapids, Michigan. Widely regarded as an exemplar of the Kuyperian approach, 

and with a present enrolment of over four thousand students, Calvin College had been 



 171

established in 1876 by Dutch immigrants  dissatisfied with the ruling religious 

establishment in Holland (Patterson 2001, pp. 34-35, 39; cf. Ringenberg 1984, p. 199).  

 

Bratt and Wells, in commenting on Calvin College’s unexpected leadership role as 

exemplar of faith-learning integration, observe that the idea of perspectival scholarship 

has recently gained widespread acceptance; that perhaps “the evangelical world has 

arrived historically at the point that Dutch Neo-Calvinism might have been the first to 

discern” (Bratt & Wells 1997, p. 160). 

 

With the activity of the Coalition of Christian Colleges and Universities, individual 

institutional efforts to integrate faith and learning now have a depth of organisational 

support. The review of the literature on faith-learning integration earlier in Chapter 2 

noted the publication of books intended to be of practical assistance to institutions and 

faculty wrestling with the issue of Christian perspectives, many of them sponsored by 

the CCCU or by philanthropic foundations (e.g. Heie & Wolfe 1987, Hughes & Adrian 

1997, Dockery & Thornbury 2002, Poe 2004). The CCCU has also undertaken the 

publication of a series of undergraduate textbooks, dealing with a range of disciplines 

“through the eyes of faith”.  

 

Moreover these promising faith-learning integration initiatives are not taking place in 

isolation from other epistemic developments that impact on confidence in science and 

reason. Most obvious is the parallel, already noted above, between “worldviewish” 

thinking and the argument that scientific inquiry is theory-laden rather than neutral, 

objective and value-free (Polanyi 1962, Kuhn 1970, Feyerabend 1978).  
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Secondly, anticipations of the inevitability of secularisation have not been realised. 

Jenkins points out that secularism is actually in retreat in most of the world. In the 

United States, to the dismay of the secular elites, a majority of people cling stubbornly 

to their religious identity (Jenkins 2002, pp. 10-11). 

 

Thirdly secularism is actually in retreat in some key areas of the academy. The 

philosopher William Lane Craig points to the lament of one of his atheist colleagues 

Quentin Smith, editor of the philosophy journal Philo, concerning “the desecularisation 

of academia” that has taken place in philosophy departments since the 1960s. According 

to Smith, this state of affairs was largely due to the work of another Dutch Neo-

Calvinist, the Notre Dame philosopher Alvin Plantinga, earlier on the faculty at Calvin 

College (Craig 2002, pp. 2-3). Smith comments that the secularisation of mainstream 

academia began “to quickly unravel” following the publication of Plantinga’s influential 

book on realist theism, God and Other Minds, in 1967: 

It became apparent to the philosophical profession that this book displayed that 
realist theists were not outmatched by naturalists in terms of the most valued 
standards of analytic philosophy: conceptual precision, rigor of argumentation, 
technical erudition, and an in-depth defense of an original world-view. This 
book, followed seven years later by Plantinga’s even more impressive book, The 
Nature of Necessity, made it manifest that a realist theist was writing at the 
highest qualitative level of analytic philosophy (Smith 2001). 
 

As a consequence, says Smith, the belief that naturalism is true and theism is false is no 

longer justified; in fact the justification of most contemporary naturalist views is 

defeated by contemporary theist arguments. Smith says that naturalistic philosophers 

have been forced to concede the rationality of arguments for theism, and that it is now 

academically respectable to argue for theism. He notes the embarrassment of 

philosophers at being the only academic field that has allowed itself to lose the 

secularisation it once had. Ignoring theism has been a disastrous failure philosophically 
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and culturally, according to Smith, and the sciences have not yet woken up to the 

implications of the fact that naturalistic assumptions can no longer be regarded as 

philosophically justified. Smith concludes: “God is not dead in academia. He returned to 

life in the late 1960s and is now alive and well in his last academic stronghold – 

philosophy departments” (Smith 2001). Craig argues that far from being a final redoubt, 

the theists’ presence in philosophy is actually a beachhead that is beginning to impact 

on other disciplines (Craig 2002, p. 3). It is possible that a theistic reformulation of 

secular philosophy of Augustinian or Thomist proportions may be under way. 

 

Several examples could also be cited of a new convergence of science and religion; for 

example, the work of John Polkinghorne, formerly professor of theoretical physics at 

Cambridge. Theoretical physics, according to Polkinghorne, does not provide a safe 

bastion for conventional approaches to science. Instead, not only is the universe stranger 

than we thought, Polkinghorne argues, it is stranger than we could possibly have 

imagined. Polkinghorne contends that this strange universe poses many questions that 

lie outside the limits of science; and for ways of answering these “metaquestions” one 

must turn from physics to metaphysics (Polkinghorne 2001). 

 

In arguing the case for adoption of an Augustinian model of faith and reason in 

Christian higher education, it is apparent that there are several issues in need of further 

investigation. Firstly, the project of Christian scholarship should include working out 

afresh the implications of the Augustinian position. This might include: 

• Revisiting in greater depth some of the medieval debates over faith and reason; 

• Identifying key questions and difficulties in faith-learning integration in need of 

further  exploration; 
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• Considering how human reason functions under the guidance of Christian 

revelation; 

• Outlining in greater detail how Christian faith, or a Christian worldview, shapes 

scholarship in practice; 

• Considering the nature and methodology of distinctively Christian scholarship in 

specific disciplines; and 

• Elaborating the features of a twenty-first century Christian university which is 

faithful to its Christian heritage. 

 

In considering the way ahead, another issue worthy of further consideration is that of 

the terminology of faith-learning integration. While fully endorsing the neo-Calvinist 

vision of “learning that grows integrally out of faith in Jesus Christ”, Carl Zylstra (1997) 

has questioned the value of the term “faith-learning integration”.  Responding to 

Marsden (1997), Zylstra suggests that the term is dualistic, and implies a concession 

that faith and learning are discrete and separate entities. According to Zylstra, the term 

“simply leaves far too much of an impression that what we’re really trying to do is mix 

together a couple of things that really don’t fit together very well at all” (Zylstra 1997, p. 

3). After considering several options he regards as unsatisfactory, Zylstra proposes two 

possible options: either returning explicitly to the Augustinian terminology of credo ut 

intelligam and fides quaerens intellectum or, more conveniently, adoption of the term 

“faith-based learning” as a more accurate description of the aspiration of Christian 

higher education institutions (Zylstra 1997, p. 4). The question of terminology is not, of 

course, a trivial matter, and it thus calls for an ongoing debate aimed at refining 

precisely both the aspiration and the model of Christian scholarship.  
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One final issue clearly in need of further exploration is that of academic freedom or free 

inquiry. While academic freedom is a touchstone question with the secular academy, it 

is also a crucial issue for Christian higher education. On the one hand, the Western 

conviction of the unity of truth and Newman’s arguments points toward free inquiry. On 

the other hand, free inquiry is seen to have contributed to secularisation in the past. A 

starting point for consideration of the issue of academic freedom in Christian colleges 

will be Diekema’s defence of academic freedom in Christian scholarship (Diekema 

2000). Neuhaus’ comments are apposite. He argues that academic freedom is 

necessarily related to truth. Freedom that is not grounded in truth is built upon “the 

shifting sands of fashionable opinion and brute power”. Truth, he says, can never be the 

enemy of the search for truth. But when freedom is not tethered to truth, it is no longer 

possible to make a reasonable argument for academic freedom (Neuhaus 1996, p. 21). 

It is apparent that problems that can arise in relation to academic freedom actually have 

their origins elsewhere. It might be argued that if an institution has to consider whether 

to resort to rules to govern the search for truth, it has lost something important. Perhaps 

on this issue Augustine should have the last word. For Augustine, people’s lives are 

constituted by the loves that rule their lives. Thus, in City of God, two loves, the love of 

God and the love of self, constitute the two cities (14.28). Augustine argued that a 

person does not continue in error because of ignorance but rather because of his love for 

the untruth. The fundamental issue therefore is what is the ruling love of a person’s life. 

With Augustine, we can agree that if love for God is the ruling love of a person’s life, 

their inquiries will not lead them to persist in error. Hence prior to any question about 

academic freedom there is a deeper question about the love that rules a person’s life. 

How such questions are raised and addressed is an important issue for a Christian 

academic community. 
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It was noted in Chapter 1 that there was no readily available way in Australia for leaders 

in Christian higher education to be apprised of the issues discussed in this thesis, or to 

consider their implications for educational leadership. This thesis has been undertaken, 

at least in part, to provide guidance to leaders and intending leaders in Christian higher 

education. It is animated by the conviction that its historical, philosophical and 

theological  inquiries provide a framework for analysis of practical problems and for 

guidance in decision-making. It is timely in view of the anticipated growth in private 

higher education as a result of the introduction of FEE-HELP student loan arrangements 

in 2005. 

 

The thesis has important implications for leadership and management in Christian 

higher education which extend well beyond the ongoing research agenda outlined above.  

These implications are discussed briefly below. 

(a) The ideas explored in this thesis need wider dissemination, both within Christian 

higher education institutions and also beyond their walls. In particular 

institutional  leaders will need to articulate continually certain key ideas to 

faculty and administration. 

(b) Research into the implementation of the Augustinian model, and its 

contemporary Kuyperian formulation, will need sustained institutional support, 

including support for the development of a scholarly forum. 

(c)  Equally important from a management perspective is the development of a 

Christian higher education leadership forum, which will provide opportunity for 

leaders to discuss issues and problems and to explore practical solutions. 



 177

(d) The thesis demonstrates that educational leaders in Christian higher education 

need to recognise, as a matter of primary importance, that secularisation 

represents a major challenge to the achievement of institutional mission and 

goals, and that strategies to resist secularising pressures need to be intentionally 

developed and implemented.  One implication of the relative success of Catholic 

higher education in resisting secularisation is that Protestants need to identify 

some mechanism which might perform a similar function to the Catholic 

teaching magisterium. This might take the form of a scholarly intellectual 

community which could provide space for critical yet supportive dialogue, 

reflection and debate, particularly in relation to issues surrounding institutional 

practice of free inquiry in a Christian context. The question of how to develop 

and sustain such a community in a small and scattered subset of Australian 

higher education needs further thought. 

(e) Leaders in Christian higher education need to build links and initiate dialogue 

with institutions which are further advanced in the implementation of the 

Kuyperian model, and in particular Calvin College in the US. In view of its 

major emphasis in recent years on faith-learning integration, links should also be 

developed with the US Coalition of Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU). 

Ways of  making CCCU resources in perspectival scholarship and faith-learning 

integration more readily accessible to Australian scholars should be explored.  

(f) In addition to initiating visits to selected Christian higher education institutions 

in the US, leaders in Australian institutions should organise and fund  invitations 

to key leaders in Christian higher education in the US to visit Australian 

institutions. 
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(g) Dialogue concerning faith-learning issues should also be initiated with Catholic 

higher education  in Australia. 

(h) Leaders in Christian higher education need to remember Sloan’s challenge that 

institutions need to translate worldview language into more than slogans; that is, 

to encourage exploration of new epistemological possibilities which would 

provide Christian higher education with a robust and workable epistemology. 

(i) The budget implications for educational leaders in Christian higher education 

include: 

• Sustained budget allocation for research and scholarship, which will need 

to be defended when medieval debates occasionally seem remote from 

immediate and pressing needs and issues; 

• Funding for library acquisitions, which gives priority to discussions of 

perspectival scholarship and its disciplinary applications.   

• Funding for the program of conference attendance and international 

visits outlined in (e) and (f) above. 

• Support for a project to explore the viability of an Australian journal in 

Christian higher education.  

(j) Leaders in Christian higher education need to contribute to the current debate 

about the criteria for recognition as a university. 

(k) They also need to develop a plan and model for a Christian university, 

identifying key steps and stages in the process of achieving that objective. The 

model needs to be sufficiently detailed that it can provide practical guidance for  

planning and decision-making. 

(l) Leaders in Christian higher education should identify key  stakeholders and 

opinion leaders in higher education and government who need to persuaded that 
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the Kuyperian model represents a credible model for Christian higher education 

in Australia. A strategy needs to be developed for publicly  articulating the 

distinctive features of Christian higher education. Such a strategy might include 

the establishment of a formal association of Christian higher education 

institutions. 

(m) Finally leaders in Christian higher education need to take the long view, 

recognising that the time-scale for the development of universities should be 

measured in decades, if not centuries. 

 

This paper has provided a series of connections to the Christian inheritance in higher 

education that will help those working in Christian higher education to locate their work 

in a larger context of time and place. Returning to our starting point in Athens and 

Jerusalem also helps to locate Christian higher education in its wider cultural context. 

Reflection on Hart’s thesis suggests two comments. Firstly, since Athens and Jerusalem 

have been in “both-and” tension for two millennia, we should not assume that Christian 

higher education now has the settled and definitive solution; tension in the relationship 

is the norm. Secondly the decisive tilt towards Athens in the Enlightenment has 

produced, as an unintended consequence, a reaction that has tipped many into the 

postmodern Averroist option, which is actually outside the mental world of Western 

culture.  

 

Western civilisation thus is in great need of fresh articulation of its distinctive character, 

as it arises out of the Athens-Jerusalem tension. Heroic synthesis has been achieved in 

the past, and more than any other social institution, this is a task for the Christian 
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university if it is to maintain its historical role as an intellectual clearing house for 

Western civilisation (cf. Himmelfarb 1996). 
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	Hart, formerly professor of English literature at Dartmouth College in the United States, suggested that, of all the narratives about Western civilisation, the most central is that of “Athens and Jerusalem”, referring not only to two actual cities, but also to two goals of the human mind. Athens represents a “philosophic-scientific approach to actuality, with the goal being cognition”, while Jerusalem represents “a scriptural tradition of disciplined insight and the aspiration to holiness” (Hart 2001, p. x-xi).
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