Augustine, ON CHRISTIAN DOCTRINE, transl. from Select Library of Nicene and
Post-Nicene Fathers.

Book 2: Interpretation required by ignorance of the meaning of sighs. ARGUMENT

CHAP. 40.--WHATEVER HAS BEEN RIGHTLY SAID BY THE HEATHEN, WE MUST APPROPRIATE TO
OUR USES.

60. Moreover, if those who are called philosophers, and especially the Platonists, have said
aught that is true and in harmony with our faith, we are not only not to shrink from it, but
to claim it for our own use from those who have unlawful possession of it. For, as the
Egyptians had not only the idols and heavy burdens which the people of Israel hated and fled
from, but also vessels and ornaments of gold and silver, and garments, which the same people
when going out of Egypt appropriated to themselves, designing them for a better use, not doing
this on their own authority, but by the command of God, the Egyptians themselves, in their
ignorance, providing them with things which they themselves were not making a good use of;(1)
in the same way all branches of heathen learning have not only false and superstitious
fancies and heavy burdens of unnecessary toil, which every one of us, when going out under
the leadership of Christ from the fellowship of the heathen, ought to abhor and avoid; but
they contain also liberal instruction which is better adapted to the use of the truth, and
some most excellent precepts of morality; and some truths in regard even to the worship of
the One God are found among them. Now these are, so to speak, their gold and silver, which
they did not create themselves, but dug out of the mines of God's providence which are
everywhere scattered abroad, and are perversely and unlawfully prostituting to the worship of
devils. These, therefore, the Christian, when he separates himself in spirit from the miserable
fellowship of these men, ought to take away from them, and to devote to their proper use in
preaching the gospel. Their garments, also,--that is, human institutions such as are adapted to that
intercourse with men which is indispensable in this life,--we must take and turn to a Christian
use.

61. And what else have many good and faithful men among our brethren done? Do we not see
with what a quantity of gold and silver and garments Cyprian, that most per suasive teacher and
most blessed martyr, was loaded when he came out of Egypt? How much Lactantius brought
with him? And Victorinus, and Optatus, and Hilary, not to speak of living men! How much
Greeks out of number have borrowed! And prior to all these, that most faithful servant of God,
Moses, had done the same thing; for of him it is written that he was learned in all the wisdom of
the Egyptians.(2) And to none of all these would heathen superstition (especially in those times
when, kicking against the yoke of Christ, it was persecuting the Christians) have ever furnished
branches of knowledge it held useful, if it had suspected they were about to turn them to the use
of worshipping the One God, and thereby overturning the vain worship of idols. But they gave
their gold and their silver and their garments to the people of God as they were going out of
Egypt, not knowing how the things they gave would be turned to the service of Christ. For what
was done at the time of the exodus was no doubt a type prefiguring what happens now. And this
| say without prejudice to any other interpretation that may be as good, or better.
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Augustine, The Teacher, transl. by Peter King, Hackett Publishing Co. 1995.

[pp.138-39: 11.37-38]... | do admit that | believe rather than know that everything we read in the
story happened then just as it is written. Those whom we believe are themselves not unaware of
the difference, for the Prophet says:

Unless you believe, you shall not understand.*

He surely would not have said this if he had thought there was no difference. Therefore, what |
understand | also believe, but not everything | believe | also understand. Again, everything I
understand | know; not everything | believe | know. Hence I'm not unaware how useful it is to
believe even many things | do not know, and I also include in this usefulness the story of the
three boys. Accordingly, although the majority of things can't possibly be known by me, I still
know how useful it is to believe them.?

Regarding each of the things we understand, however, we don't consult a speaker who makes
sounds outside of us, but the Truth that presides within over the mind itself, though, perhaps
words prompt us to consult Him. What is more, He Who is consulted, He Who is said to dwell in
the inner man,? does teach: Christ--that is, the unchangeable power and everlasting wisdom of
God,* which every rational soul does consult, but is disclosed to anyone, to the extent that he can
apprehend it, according to his good or evil will. If at times one is mistaken, this doesn't happen
by means of a defect in the Truth consulted, just as it isn't a defect in light outside that the eyes
of the body are often mistaken--and we admit that we consult this light regarding visible things,
that it may show them to us to the extent that we have the ability to make them out....

* * *

[p.145: 13.46].... At another time we shall, God willing, look into the whole problem of the
usefulness of words--which, if considered properly, is not negligible! For the present, | have
prompted you that we should not attribute more to words than is suitable. As a result, we should
be now not only believe but also begin to understand how truly it has been written on divine
authority that we should not call anyone on earth our teacher, since there is one in heaven Who is
the Teacher of all.> Furthermore, He Himself will teach us what 'in heaven' is--He Who prompts
us externally through men by means of signs, so that we are instructed to be inwardly turned
toward Him. To know and love Him is the happy life which all proclaim they seek, although
there are few who may rejoice in having really found it....

! Isaiah 7:9. The Vulgate has permanebitis in place of Augustine's intelligetis.

2 Augustine expresses his point at the end of this paragraph obscurely. Briefly: knowledge and understanding entail
belief, but not conversely; belief, even when unaccompanied by knowledge, can be useful (and one can know this
last fact). The story of the three boys fall into the category of useful belief that is not knowledge.

3 Ephesians 3:16-17. See also The True Religion 39.72: "The Truth lives in the inner man."

*| Corinthians 1:24. See Against the Academicians 2.1.1.26.

> This citation is a compressed paraphrase of Matthew 23:9-10.






