THE PELAGIAN HERESY: OBSERVATIONS

ON ITS SOCIAL CONTEXT

By

KAREN CASH HUBER
Iy
Bachelor of Arts
University of Colorado
Boulder, Colorado
1969

.lMaster of Arts
State University of New York at Plattsburgh
Plattsburgh, New York
1974

Submitted to the Faculty of the Graduate College
of the Oklahoma State University
in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the Degree of
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY
December, 1979



Thesis
ISUED
H%fﬂp
QO\D.Q



THE PELAGIAN HERESY: OBSERVATIONS

ON ITS SOCIAL CONTEXT

Thesis Approved:

-}Lm ‘c‘}\ \éxzﬁmg&

hesis Adviser

43044a.auo AENQLJ&k_

%maw/dmw

/9%&1 /g,{,é /é)w Cﬁﬂ%/ﬁ
Qi Eosin

Dean of the Graduate College

ii
1072153

UNIVERSITY

LIBRARY




PREFACE

This study concerns the Pelagian heresy: in a specific sense, its
chronological development, but more generally its social and political
background. The primary objective was to investigate a particular gene-
ration of people--those Romans who lived in the twilight days of late an-
tiquity--and to determine how the events which shaped their existence re-
lated to Pelagius' career. As such the topic encompasses rather broad
horizons. Hopefully, I.have been relatively successful in approaching
this breadth without too radically sacrificing depth.

Various people and institutions have aided me in the production of
this work. I welcome the opportunity to thank them now. On a purely
academic level, I am indebted to the members of my doctoral committee:
Drs. Neil Hackett, Theodore'Agnew, Paul Bischoff, Douglas Hale, and David
Levine., Two institutions of higher learning have been instrumental for
allowing me access to thelr libraries. To the library staffs at the
United States Air Force Academy and the University of Colorado at Boulder,
I wish to express my gratitude for their generosity of time and sources.

I am convinced, however, that the deciding factor in the production
of any thesis is the encouragement and support of one's acquaintances,
friends, and family. In this respegt, I have been favored by a group of
dear and remarkable people whose contribﬁtions have been varied. Two "role
models" have suggested that it is possible to remain calm under pressure
and surmount the frustrations which come with any complex production. To

Dr. Hazel Barnes, Chairman of the Classics Department at the University
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of Colorado, and to Lieutenant General Evan Rosencrans, Commander in
Chief, United States Air Force, Korea, my profound admiration. On a

more personal level, I must thank my friends Ms. Renate Steffen and Dr.
Helen Jordan, who always gave unsparingly of their time and encouragement.
But greatest thanks must be given to my family for their patience and
support: to my parents, Mark and Wilma Cash; to my children, Tonya and
David; and most of all to my husband, Captain Benedict E. Huber, without

whom this work would hot have come to completion.
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A NOTE ON ABBREVIATIONS

Certain titles have been abbreviated throughout the text. These
works are as follows:

By Augustine:

De Civ. Dei . . . . . . De Civitate Dei

De Gestis . . . . . . De Gestis Pelagii

De Grat. Christi . . . De Gratia Christi .

De Pecc. mer. . . . . . De peccatorum meritis et remissione et de baptis-
mo parvulorum

De pecc. orig. . . . . De peccato originali

De perf. just. . ... . De perfectione justitiae hominis

De Spir. et Lit. . . . De Spiritu et Littera

By Jerome:

Dialog. ad. Pel. . . . Dialogus adversos Pelagianos

In addition, there are miscellaneous references. Theodoret, Eusebius,
Socrates and Sozomen all produced works which are called The Ecclesias-
tic History or Historia Ecclesiastica. They will be abbreviated herein
as HE,

There are also numerous entries from the Theodosian Code or Codex Theo-
dosii. These will be listed as CT.

Unless specified, all dates in the text refer to A. D.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTORY NOTES

The history of an idea is often a circuitous affair, all the more
so if that idea is theological in nature. A case in point is the heresy
which grew up around the person of Pelagius and culminated in the famous
ecclesiastic duel between him and St. Augustine in the years immediately
prior to 420 A. D. Pelagian attitudes have continued to surface from
time to time, nagging reminders‘of an argument long since officially
closed. The durability of Pelagius' fascination is in large measure due
to the fact that he touched on one of the central issues of Christian
dogma. At its most rudimentary level, Pelagianism is identified with a
belief in human goodness and perfectability, as opposed to the Augustinian
alternative: the inevitability of sin and the resultant need for divine
Graée in effecting salvation. Alfhough Pelagius' view was pronounced un-
acceptable by the Roman Church, the basic argument between the two view-
points refused to retire quietly and permanently. Given the complexity
of the issue, it will probably remain forever unresolved.

If Pelagius warrants attention as a theologian--and one modern scho-
lar places him in the category of a "great and innovative” theologianl-—
he is also interesting because his career spanned the event-filled days
of the late fourth and early fifth centuries. He saw the triumph of
Catholicism (aided by imperial fiat) against paganism and variant strands

of Christianity. During travels throughout the Mediterranean world, he
met, influenced, taught, and bickered with the most important people of



late antiquity. He watched barbarian encréachments and strained relations
with Constantinople graw away at the dwindling political stability in the
West. In short, Pelagius is a noteworthy figure from a noteworthy age.
There is, however, a major problem in approaching the Pelagian heresy.
It is an extremely complex subject, at times discouragingly amorphous as
a topic. It involved a vaiiety of personalities, all dynamic individuals
worthy of biographical elaboration. It produced torturous theologigal ar-
guments. It covered great geographical scope. We could easily investigate
its influence on Africa, Italy, Palestine, and Britain. It was influenced
by secular developments and Church history alike. Any one approach is
bound to do an injustice of some éort. To investigate each aspect of the
heresy allows for breadth at the expense of depth. Yet a narrower focus
cannot completely account for the heresy as an entire phenomenon., Perhaps
it is the lesser evil to take the heresy as a social movement which illumi-
nated the Roman Empire at a critical time of change and assimilation. On
this basis, the study will resemble something of an anthology: interrelated
essays focusing on the various contributing factors involved.
Chronologically we are working with about thirty-five years} the time
from (roughly) 384, when Pelagius first appeared in Rome, to 418, when he
disappeared from view. These dates are a logical chéice in another respect.
They overlap important social and political happenings under the Theodosian
house. As for the topics we shall discuss, three are of primary signifi-
cance. Each requires some elaboration as to ihe inherent probleﬁs and
major questions we hope to clarify.

I. The Theological Argument. It goes without saying that we must

elaborate the major debate between Pelagius and Augustine. St. Jerome
must also be taken into account. In addition to the contribution he made

to the theological debate, recent scholarship has attempted to cast Jerome,
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rather than Augustine, as the initliator of the controveréy.2 This is a
tenuous theory, and it is Augustine whose.name is forever tied to the
theological offensive which left Pelagius excommunicate. Yet the triad
must be iaken into consideration. Furthermore, we must look into Pela-
glus' possible motives for drafting his particular outlook. One of the
ironies of this heresy was that Pelaglius consistently maintained that

he was defending orthodoxy against the menace of heterodox systems. If
today's scholars are correct, Manichaeism was the primary culprit against
which Pelagius labored: and this by using Augustine's earliest Chris-
tian tieatise for quotations and logic.

Two complications must be kept in mind when we deal with the respec-
tive philosophies of Pelagius and Augustine. First, precisely what do
we mean when we say "Pelagian" theology? In one sense, it is an inaceu-
rate eponym. We would do better to term certain ideas "Caelestian" or
"Julian" after. two admirers who took Pelagius' views to their logical
and most radical conclusions. Pelagius himself espoused views,fgr less
eccentric; and yet Augustine addressed.all three men within the context
of the "Pelagian" heresy. Approximately half of Augustine's "anti-
Pelagian" writings are directed at persons other than Pelagius. To fo-
cus on those Augustinian treatises which deal specifically with Pelagius
is to truncate the Bishop's greater theological system of Grace. But
the alternative is to expand our topic to unwieldy proportions.3

As a second complication, the writings of each disputant cannot be
sald to represent a unified system of thought. More often than not they
were reactions to a given situation. For many years Pelagius remained
a respectable Churchman (so respectable, in fact, that Augustine could
praise him for his worku). But as the furor of ecclesiastic brawling

intensified, Pelagius modified his theology to suit the occasion and the
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audience. What he said to the Eastern bishops was different from what
he told Westerners. Which was "Pelagian"? For his part, Augustine also
did some timely redaction. The African bishop was consistently embar-

assed by the fact that Pelagius borrowed freely from De Libero Arbitro:

Concerning the Free Will. This was an early work which reads as authen-

tically "Pelagian" as anything the heretic himself produced. Augustine
later clarified his own views, but only after confused parishioners
asked for his reaction to Pelagius. In short, we are working with two
philosophies which emerged piecemeal, at least partially as reactions to
external circumstances. |

Because of these two characteristics, it will be beneficial to de-
fine very precisely what we intend to encompass in the expression "Pe-
lagian" heresy and literature. Fortunately, we can establish relatively
precise perimeters to that definition. The theological issue crystal-
lized rather quickly after 411 and for seven years continued until it
was finally resolved by papal and imperial intervention., It is true
that pockets of Pelagian sympathizers continued to exist for some time,
undeterred in their choice of philosophies. But Pelagius himself does
not figure importantly following 418. We will also concentrate on the
treatises involved in this phase of the controversy. These will be -
elaborated below.

II. The Relation between the Eastern and Western Churches. Pela-

gilus was recelved in strikingly different manners by the Eastern and
Western Churches. He fared well in the East. Greek eéclesiastics sup-
ported him against the attacks of Augustine, Jerome, and Orosius--Wes-
terners all. Furthermore, while Rome condemned him as heretical in 418,
the East waited for more than two decades to follow suit, and then only

when Pelagianism had become grafted onto another and more objectionable



heresy. And still the heresy was not eradicated. It lingered for a
century longer in a modified form known as semi-Pelagianism. In 539
the Council of Orange, reiterating emphatically Augustine's logic, put
‘the final end to the heresy. But once again it was the West which was
concerned, not the East; Part of this, of course, can be explained on
the basis that‘Eastern theologians usually differed with thelr Wes-
tern counterparts in perspective and emphasis. But we hope to demon-~
strate that a growing hostility between the two sections of the Empire,
in religious and other matters, was partially responsible for the dif-
ferent reception Pelagius enjoyed. This will be told almost entirely
from the Western point of views the Church as a whole was quite con-
tent to refer the heresy to Rome on the basis that it was indeed a Wes-
tern problem.

ITII. Social and political patterns. Pelagius' career can largely

be explained on the basis that he was originally the right voice at the
right time. When conditions changed, as they did most dramatically in

the middle of his career, his appeal waned. Faulty theology cannot be

dismissed as a primary reason Pelagius fell into disfavor, but more is

involved.

One of the curiosities of Pelagius' life is the way it divides into
two very neat portiéns. Once the favorite of aristocratic Roman families
and Eastern bishops, nothing more is heard of him following official de-
nunciation. It is noteworthy that Pelagius' troubles began almost to the
moment when he left Rome, fleeing Alaric's approach. It is possible that
these circumstances were related. To decide how accurate such a possi-
bility might be, it will be necessary to investigate two subject: the
nature of the "factions" which attached themselves to Augustine and Pela-

glus, and the effect of historical events upon such factions.
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The fulcrum around which both subjects rotate is the Roman aristo-
cracy. Pelagius' original support came from leading families in Rome.
Given the nature of fifth-century Africa, Augustine's "faction" had the
same base. Jerome's association with Roman aristocrats is well known.
If any description can be applied to the Roman nobility at this time,
it would stress uncertainty, change, and opportunism. How would such
circumstances enhance a theology which says, in effect, that man is iﬁ
control of his own destiny? The Pelagian heresy probably has as much
to say about fifth-century Rome as about fifth-century theology.

By its very nature, any ivestigation of the Roman nobility will in-
clude the politics of the age. The aristocracy imagined itself to be a
counterpoise to the imperial court in Milan or Ravenna and at one 6r two
critical moments did indeed approach a semblance of autonomy. One aspect
of this political maneuvering may well have affected Pelagius. It was
through the Roman aristocracy that paganism made its last tired attempt
to stave off the ascendency of the Christian Church. The attempt was
defeated by time, a process of assimilation, and the Theodosian edict

Cunctos populos, which made it binding upon all citizens of the Empire to

become Catholics. The resultant ingression of ﬁominal Christians vul-
garized the Church. Pelagius was noted for a morality so strict it bor-
dered on elitism. His followers were exhorted to the same. How does
this relate to his initial éppeal?

In attempting to elaborate such topics, we are favored by one circum-
stance. The literature of the age 1s comparatively abundant. The sources
fall roughly into four categories: (a) the theological treatises them-
selves; (b) personal correspondence and forensic material; (c) imperial
and ecclesiastic histories; and (d) legal codices. Some descrfption of

these sources is in order.
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The.three ecclesiastics primarily involved in the dispute--Pelagius,
Augustine, and Jerome--have left sizeable bodies of work. Pelagius, as
the central figure of a heresy, has been comparatively well-documented.
Some seventy pieces of "Pelagian" literature survive from antiquity,
snatches from letters and sermons. These are generally found in the

Corpus Scriptoggg Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum. While authorship of the
5

various fragments is the subject of some debate”, the theology is suf-
ficiently normative to aid in defining what Pelagius' attitudes were.
Taken in conjunction with statements from Augustine and Jerome, we can
define with a falr degree of accuracy a "Pelagian" theology. As for
materials which come unquestionably from the hand of Pelagius, five works
are of key importance. Four are preserved in fragmgntary form by Augus-

tine, a situation which warrants some caution on our part. These ineclude

the Letter to Demetrias, On Nature, On Free Choice, and the Letter to

Innocent. These pieces were composed some time between 412 and 418 as
the debate raged. A fifth piece has been preserved independently. Pe-

lagius® Exposition on the Thirteen Epistles of St. Paul is the only work

which survives from the heresiarch's period of "acceptability": 1i. e.,
it was written sometime between 384 and 409, when he resided in Rome.
This particular work has been edited and annotated by Alexander Souter.
Orthodox views are (unsurprisingly) better documented. The Augus-
tinian response 1s voluminous. The anti-Pelagian treatises and their

dates are as follows: On the Merits and Forgiveness of Sins, from 412;

On Man's Perfection in Righteousness, 415; On Nature and Grace, 415; On

the Proceedings of Pelagius, 417; On the Grace of Christ, 418; and On

Original Sin, 418, In addition we should take into account Augustine's

early anti-Manichaean On ihe Free Will, which seems to hayeﬁinspired Pe-
lagius.



Jerome must also be kept in mind. In 415 he wrote the Dialogue

against the Pelagians. This is a valuable source for understanding

purely Pelagian ideas. At variance with his usual acerbity, Jerome
limited himself to a comparatively dispassionate appraisal of rival the-
ology. Furthermore, Jerome and Augustine kept in regular contact with
each other. Jerome, in fact, produced more letters than any other Latin
author beside Cicerb. Letters between the two Churchmen and their ac-
quaintances offer a great deal of insight into the chronological develop-
ment of the cpntroversy.

Lesser Churchmen had things to add to the discussion. While de-
livering an anti-Pelagian volley to the Eastern Churgh. Augustine's young

protégé Orosius produced the Liber Apologeticus. This particular work

is invaluable, for it supplies the only eye-witness account of Pelagius'
career in the East. Marius Mercator, a Roman cleric, distinguished be-
tween Pelagius and the eccentric Caelestius, a follower who caused much
trouble for Pelagius. Moreover, Mercator preserved papal reaction to the
entire affair. Mercator's and Orosius' writings can be found in the Pat-

rologiae Latinae series edited by J. P. Migne. Another vital source of

information comes in the form of the so-called Palatine Collection, a
body of ecclesiastic documents dealing with the Pelagian and Nestorian
heresies. The collector himself is unknown, but he preserved all secre;
tarial material dealing with the two heresies: papal remonstrances, im-
perial rescripts, and the decisions of pertinent synods.6
The history and life-style of the Roman aristocracy are likewise

comparatively well-documented. The age was one which prided itself on
literary output. Would-be Ciceros and Plinys abounded. A large portion
of the extant material is in the form of letters between this nobility

and the notables of Italy and Africa. And when the aristocracy was not
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busy producing what it considered to be witty letters, it was often at
odds with the Theqdosian dynaéty and the Christian Church. Arguments
and interaction between these grbups, preserved largely in oratorical
exchanges, fill considerable space. Symmachus and his circle are key
figures in this context. Their letters and orations are contained in
the edition of Otto Seeck. In a different genré. Macrobius gave an in-
teresting view into the state of life and religious affiliations in
fourth~century Rome. The Saturnalia is the last tribute to a way of
life that was rapidly diéappearing. While much of the Saturnalia is
purely pedantic--a lengthy discussion of Vergil's literary excellence--
the work is valuable in that its interlocutors are twel?e of the most
celebrated Roman aristocrats of the day, men whose names keep appearing
in political and religious contexts.

The Christian Church had its own champions engaged against the
pagan party of Rome. Prudentius battled Symmachus in political terms,

his Contra Symmachum being the most germane to the issue at hand. The

letters of St. Ambrose must also be taken into aceount, as the Bishop
of Milan (himself a Roman aristocrat) was quite capable of highly so-
phisticated political manipulation. Furthermore, Christian attitudes
toward the pagan element in Rome are the subject of two fragmentary -
poems. Perhaps the most interesting thing about these is thelr dating:
they have been idenfified as coming from the last decade of the fourth
century, precisély the time Pelagius lived in the city. It was also the
decade when Theodosius applied pressure to hasten pagans into the Chris-
tian Church and the Roman aristocracy responded, at the first opportune
moment, with an attempted coup. The fragments have self-explanatory

titles: the Carmen ad senatorem ex Christiana religione ad 1dolorum

servitutem conversum and the Carmen adversos paganos. These poems have
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been edited and are found in the works of Hartel and Mommsen, respec-
tively.7

Various "historians" detail much of Western political activity during
the period under consideration. For different'reasons, each 1s somewhat
tendentious and must be approached with reservations. Ammianus Marcel-
linus concentrated on imperial history from Nerva to the death of Valens
in 378. VWhile this slightly antedates our boundaries, Ammianus does il-
luminate trends that continued into the fifth century, notably the ten-
sion between different groups of Roman society. A self-named "miles et
Graecus," Ammianus had little love for the Roman aristocracy or the
Christian Church and hié work is slanted accordingly.

Zosimus was also a pagan with the same bias as Ammianus. However,
his ﬁork is particularly valuable because of the time period he elaborates.

The Historia Nova focuses on events in the Western Empire from 393 to

the sack of Rome in 410. He is the best source of information for the
pattern of Alaric's activity.

For details on the reign of Honorius and the career of Stilicho,
attention must be paid to Claudian, .Although he gives some useful his-
torical detall, Claudian was also the official court poet. The glowing
panegyrics which he addressed to the mediocre Honorius must be taken as
the questionable praise of a hanger-on. The pertinent works by Claudian

are as follows: The War agalinst Gildo, On the Third Consulship of Honor-

ius, On the Fourth Consulship of Honorius, On the Sixth Consulship of

Honorius, On Stilicho's Consulship, and The Gothic War.

In addition Orosius put his hand to historical composition. The

Historia Ecclesiastica and Historia contra paganos are apologetic ef-

forts and as such are filled with certain inaccuracies and biased rea-

soning. However, there is also a glimmer of insight and helpful detail.
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Furthermore, Orosius'is valuable if only as a Westerner among a group of
Basterners. The age was one in which prolific Church historians werked.
Most were Greek authors, whose interest was primarily in Eastern develop-
ments. Their works are, however, quité pertinent to the issue of general
Church history and for occasional remarks about political happenings.
Sozomen, Socrates,’Theodoret, and Philostorgius all produced books en-

titled The Ecclesiastic History. We shall have occasion to quote these

histories below.

Beside the preceeding sources, we have é sizeable number of im-
perial rescripts and legal codices, from which can be inferred the needs
and habits of fourth and fifth-ceptury society. In particular, the

sixteenth book of the Theodosian Code should be consulted. .It deals en-
| tirely with religious matters. The fifth chapter of that book, entitled
De Haereticis, gives some indication of the scope of unorthodox sects
during the period un&er question. The tenth chapter is devoted exclus-
ively to legal attacks upon paganism.,

With this background in mind, we can now turn to an investigation

of the Pelagian heresy as a product of its times,



FOOTNOTES

lpeter Brown, Augustine of Hippo (Berkeley, 1967), 248.

2See especially, Robert Evans, Pelagius: Inquiries and Reappraisals
(New York, 1968), 6-43. _

3Anti-Pelagian polemic relating to people other than Pelagius him-

self include the following Augustinian works:

On the Soul and Its Origin, 419.

On Marriage and Concupiscence, 419-420,

Against Two Letters of the Pelagians, 420,

Against Julian, 420-421,

On Crace and Free Will, 426-427,

On Rebuke and Grace, 426-427.

On the Predestination of the Saints, 428-429.

On the Gift of Perseverance, 428-429,

Against the Second Reply of Julian, 430.
These can be found in various editions of Augustine's works. One of the
better sources is Volume 5 of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, edited by
Philip Schaff (Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1956).

uSee especially, De Pecc. Mer., 3:1:l

5John Morris, "Pelagian Literature," Journal of Theological Studies,
16 (April, 1965), 26-60.

6This can be found in J. P. Migne ed., Patrologiae Latinae (Paris,

1862), Volume 48.

7The Carmen ad senatorem is located in Hartel's biography of St.
Cyprian (Berlin, 1887), pages 302 to 305 of the Appendix. The Carmen
adversos paganos can be found in Hermes, 4 (1870), 350-363.

8RQQ§E History, 31:16:9.
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CHAPTER II

THE TIMES AND THE HERESY

Pelagius no doubt represents a case in which the age made the man.
What is known of Pelagius emphasizes that he was grappling with the time,

its excesses and outlooks. His theological interpretation and personal
conduct were reactions against the uglier side of society: and there

was much to react against.

Among other things, Pelagius was a man with an answer: the belief
that the individual could count for something. Take responsibility and
act upon it, he was saying. From the number of his admirers and the ten-
acity with which they held to their cause, it is evident that people wanted
to hear what he had to say. In one sense this was surprising, for Pela-
glius insiéted on a strict, disciplined existence. To understand the ap-
peal of a demanding rigorism, it is necessary to recall the extreme in—v
stability of his world. With chaos pressing everywhere, and on such a
écale that the individual could not possibly affect or control his immedi-
ate circﬁmstances, it was perhaps comforting to at least control one's
own existence. Small:consolation. perhapé, but something to be done in

the face of anarchy.

And anarchy, unfortunately, was the hallmark of the day. The world
which Pelagius knew was one of transition and assimilation. As such it
was also a mass of ambiguity. For every trend, for every viewpoint and
philosophy, a contradiction could be found. Among all the aspects of late

antiquity, this must be remembered when we approach the topic of Pelagi-

13
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anism,

Here was the Roman Empire at low ebb, soon to dissolve entirely but
still possessed of a surprising vitality and staying power. It was, in
short, a twillight realm. To today's scholarship,.endowed with the luxury .
of hindsight, it was an age of great instability and atrophy: economically,
socially, culturally, politically. Whether contemporaries realized what
we know now is a moot point. For every gloomy Orosius, wondering if the
barbarians were not preferable to imperial rule, there was an optimistic
Ausonius or Numantianus, singing of Rome's glorious past and future.

The most prominent feature of Pelagius' day was its violence, at
every level and in every respect. The fourth century opened and closed
with massacres of innocent foreiénefs at the order of the Emperor. On
lesser levels, violence was Jjust as pronounced. A page might be beaten
to death for loosing a hunting dog too early.l And in more generalized
terms the age was violent, largely because the Empire was for ail practi-
cal purposes in a state of constant siege. All life revolved around this
very simple fact. Capitals were established on.the basis of military ne-
cessity, finances were geared to the situation, and society was kept in
its place to feed the army.

Since the middle of the fourth century, citizens of the Empire had
been victimized by periodic incursions from foreign tribes. In the East,
the Perians, led by the vigorous Sapor, posed a constant threét. They
were never completely neutralized. The West was in almost constant tur-
moil, To the northwesf. Picts and Scots overran Britain repeatedly.2
Huns and Alans pressed along the Danube; Quadi and Sarmatians terrorized
\Pannonia and pushed as far south as Aquileia.3 From time t6 time the
Berber tribes of Africa made forays against the centers of population

there. Added to these peoples, the western Emperor had to contend with
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Franks, Goths, Alemanni, Saxons, and Burpgundians.

And the danger was not entirely from the forelgners without. Anarchi-
cal times always breed opportunism, and during the last years of the fourth
century, various Roman magistrates aspired to the purple. One coup after
another checkered the age. Would-be Emperors disrupted the peace in Gaul,
Britain, and Africa. The historian Ammianus summed up this grey time suc-
cinctly: "It was as if a war trumpet had given the signal throughout thé
whole Roman world."LP Another man, of completely different temperament and
purpose, corroborated this viewpoint. St. Jerome urged his friend Rusti-
cus to leave Gaul and become a monk in Palestiné, arguing not the glories
of monasticism, but the horrors of the day. Let Rusticus dally too long
amid the frightful conditions of his native land and the results‘would be
only too predictable.5 |

Jerome's escapism pervaded society in one form or another. The flow
of pious souls to the monastery was developing the appearance of a flood
in the offing; and whatever the sincerity of their religious motives, there
is the lingering suspicion that some merely felt the need to flee an un-
pleasant world. Others, such as the cultivated circle of the Roman aris-
tocrat, hid successfully by becoming antiquariahs. The letters of Symma-
chus made small mention of the disasters engulfing the Roman state, but
dwelt at length on the majesty of dactylic hexameter and the difficulty of
securing healthy crocodiles for the games.6 Still others escaped literally,
absconding to the hills to avoid financial responsibilities.

Economic troubles were as bad as, and the result of, the chaotic
military situation. By Pelagius' day the economic ills which helped topple
the Roman Empire were well advanced, having had several centuries to fes-
ter. It is possible that the process which led to the bleak conditions of

late antiquity began as early as Republican days. The conquests of the
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second and first centuries B. C. had poured foreign gold into Italy, al-
lowing further expansion. So long as the imperial government had a good
supply of money readily available, paying for wars and border garrisons
presented little problem. Unfortunately, the flow of gold in substantial
quantities dwindled early, leaving Rome with the dilemma of policing its
expansive borders against unwanted visitors. By fhe third century A. D.;
Septimius Severus was giving grim, if realistiq advice: "Pay the soldiers
well," he is reported to héve said, “and forget everyone else."7

To pay for constant vigilance required some‘imagination. The treasury
had no reserves and no system of credit finéncing. Thus, the Emperors were
faced with only'one logical resort: taxation, whose misapplication forced
further troubles on the Empire. The problem was exacerbated by the fact
that sound money no longer existed. By the mid-third century, the state
issued denarii which contained only 2% silver. Under Aurelian in 275, the
coinage was devalued 8 to 1.

By the fourth century, emergency measures had bécome, by long usage,
a way of life., 3oclety was becoming stratified, aided in its compartmen-
talization by the economic ills. The burden of taxation (which, néedless
to say, was not progressively graduated) had fallen upon those least able
to bear it: small landowners, merchants, decurions from the towns. The
middle class, the curiales, was held to the municipal services and imperial
taxes traditionally required of it. The legal codices of the day are filled
with disabilities imposed on this class lest it escape its duties to the
fisc. The curiales could not go abroad without the governor's permission;
if they did leave and remained away five years, their property was confis-
cated; if they had no children, three-quarters of their property reverted
to the state at their death.8 Many succumbed. The lower classes also felt

the pinch of hard times. The coercive power of the state was employed often
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enough to extort labor, food, and supplies from its citizehs. The peasantry
was also caught in the cycle. Seeking the security of the large estates,
these coloni were gradually transformed from tenant farmers to serfs.

Predictably, as the poorer elements of socliety found it more and more
difficult to cope financially, the wealthy aggrandized their holdings.

The aristocracy, Jjoined by nouveaux riches from the imperial services, be-

came richer still, retalning estates and buying out less fortunate people.
In short, society was on its way to becoming a caste system.9

The sad economic and social conditions of the fourth century were
paralleled by politicalvincompetence. With the éxception of Constantine
and Theodosius, emperors of the century were remarkably maladroit. Some,
like Valentinian, were cruel; some, like Honorius, merely incapable. Of—
ten they were proclaimed by the soldiery, with regard not to the size of
their jalénts, but the size of their pocketbooks. This was particularly
unfortunate at a time wﬁen crisis called for strong and able leaders.
Problems were all the more pronounced during the last quarter of the cen-
tury. Coups and barbarian agtivity intensified.

To meet these repeated crises, Emperors embarked upon a poliéy which
would prove ultimately disastrous. In 382 Theodosius initiated a policy
of some consequence for later events. The Visigoths, partially Romanized
and Arian Christians, asked for permission to settle within the Empire as
a federate people. Theodosius consented. Over the years these foreigners
came to dominate the important military commands and to direct the more
pliable Emperors. Stilicho, Bauto, and Arbogast were such generals. And
if the foederati were instrumental in holding back bands of less civilized
invaders--Huns, Slavs, Tartars--they were still the object of hatred from
the older, more established citizens ofvthe Empire. Various writers of

late antiquity inveighed against their presence, perhaps not so much be-
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cause the foederati were objectionable per se, but rather that their exis-
tence merely confirmed that the Empire could no longer maintain itself
without extraordinary means. Sozomen spoke for everyone when he said:

He (the Emperor) neglected to recruit the army

by Roman levies; and despising those veterans

by whose bravery he had subdued his enemies in

foreign wars, he put a pecuniary value on that

militia by which the inhabitants of the pro-

vinces, village by village, had been accustomed

to furnish. He ordered the collectors of his

tribute to demand eighty pieces of gold for

every soldier, although he had never before

lightened the public burdens. This change was

the origin of many disasters to the Roman Em-

pire subsequently.lo

Still, against the generally unhappy scenery of the late fourth cen-
tury, the Empire showed a resilience. It was capable of assimilating new
citizens. Goths, Franks, and Vandals were absorbed and Romanized, despite
the natives' xenophobia. And even in such a violent age, socliety made at~
tempts to better itself. Through Christianity's influence, the harsher
customs were jettisoned. Debtors could no longer be scourged, conditions
were ameliorated for women, children, and slaves., Society itself, despite
trends to the contrary, remained fluid. Men of talent were still capable
of climbing high. The period is filled with tales of people travelling
from one side of the Empire to the other, and this on a regular basis.
Jerome made note of 6ne Firmus, who travelled from Palestine to Ravenna
to Sicily to Africa on a mission in behalf of two noble Roman women. And
Firmus had much company in his travels.ll In short, while conditions were
bleak, they were certainly not desperate.
Such was the general world in which Pelagius functioned. Very little

is known of the man's early life. Legends, which always attach themselves

to the famous or the controversial, are the only things which rimain con-

cerning his origins. He is said, by remarkable coincidence, to have been
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born on the same day as St. Augustine: that is, on November 13, 354. A
more reliable tradition identifies him as British. Antiquity always re-
ferred to Pelasius as a native of the British Isles. Augustine remarked

once that he was known as "Pelagius Brito" to distinguish him from another

Pelagius.l2 Orosius termed him "noster Britannicus." And Jerome, who

never overlooked an opportunity to insult someone, rendered Pelagius a
"Scotus": "Irish" in its strictest meaning, but "barbarous" in a more
general sense.14

What is known of Pelagius' early days:in Britain is equally vague.
The man's name, obviously, is not Celtic. It is Greek, and this again pro-
duces conjecture. Pelagius, "man of the sea," might be a transposition of
the Celtic "Morgan." Possibly, Pelagius Egg Greek. One modern scholar
suggests that his father could have been an imperial functionary stationed
15

in Britain. Certainly Pelagius' education would suggest that he came

from a relatively affluent background. His knowledge of the classics was

16

refined to the point that Jerome once called him a "homo latinissimus."”

The earliest date we can apply to Pelagius with any degree of accu-
racy is approximately 384, the time at which he arrived in Rome to study
law. Why Pelagius came to Rome at this particular time is uncertain. If
indeed he was British, rather than lrish, it is curious that he left Bri-‘
tain at a moment when conditions were particularly anarchical. At exactly
this time, rebellious leglons had raised their favorite to the purple and
were soon to invade Gaul with him. The relation between Pelagius' departure
for Rome and the state of British affairs remains uncertain.

What is certain, however, is that Pelagius indeed arrived in Rome--
in both senses of the word. As the center for legal training, Rome was un-
paralleled. And as the center of advancement and influential patronage,

Rome had no other equal in the West beside the court at Milan. The city
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certainly appealed to Pelagius. Twice Augustine commented on the length
17

of the Briton's residence there: "in urbe Roma, ubi ille diu vixit,"

and again, "in urbe diutissime vitam duxera_t."18 Certainly Pelagius had

found his niche and did not leave until extreme circumstances necessitated
a mass exodus by the city's wiser, and wealthier, citizens.

He had alsoﬂfoﬁnd his calling. Within a decade of his arrival, Pe-
lagiusvleft the study of léw for a more appealing occupation: a career
in the Church. 3cholars unanimously agree that Pelagius came to Rome a
Christian; he was not converted while there. As a British Christian, Pe-
lagius would have been commendably orthodox. Jérome, a critic difficult
to please,. remarked that believers in Britain "worship the same Christ and
observe the same rule of truth as the rest of the Christian world."19 Al-
though Pelagius was never authentically associated with any monastic in-
stitution, he was known throughout his career as a monk. Augustine him-

self specified this fact: Pelagius monachus.zo‘

In this capacity, Pelagius' residence in Rome would prove to have
long-lasting consequences. It was there that he attracted the attention
of influential pairons. Augustine mentioned that the Briton was a friend
of Paulinus of Nola, a theologian of some note.21 More important stiil,
Pelagius was drawn into the orbit of Rufinus of Aquileia, an eminent cleric.
Rufinus became a significant acquaintance in three respects.

First, he circulated ;mong high Roman society. Through Rufinus,
Pelagius gained introduction to‘the most substantial Roman families. Pe-
lagius met the Probi, who had provided the first Christian senator after
Constantine's conversion and whose matriarchs, at this time, were aunts to
the Western consul. Pelagius was most likely a protégé of the gens Anicia,
one of the highest placed Roman families. Certainly he was known to

22

Anicia and Juliana, two of Rome's greatest ladies. Again through Ru-
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finus, Pelagius was inirodﬁced to Melénia, a noblewoman soon to be canon-
ized for her charity and ascetic life.

Second, Rufinus' theology and way of life were things which had
some influence over the Briton. The extent of that influence is debated
but it unquestionably shaped Pelagius' career.z3 Rufinus in certain re-
spects gravitated Eastwardly. He had been trained in Alexandria and was
theologically attuned to the Eastern tradition. He was noted for his
translation of Origen's philosophy and St. Basil's monastic Regulae. It
is possible that Pelagius hiﬁself spent some time in the East. He cer-
tainly had a profound admiration for John Chrysostom, the controversial
Bishop of Constantinople.zg Whatever the validity of that suggestion, it
is true that Rufinus intensified a certain association with the Eastern
tradition.

It is significant that Rufinus particularly emphasized moral pre-
cepts, rather than metaphysical speculation. Like Pelagius after him,
Rufinus stressed that the desire to do the right thing could effect mar-
velous results: and this desire, according to Rufinus, was instilled in
people through "Grace."25 Again like Pelagius, Rufinus directed his ad-
vice primarily toward aristocratic women. An opening passage from Rufi-

nus' translation of 3St. Basil is especially revealing as to his purpose

and philosophy of religious instruction:

His (Basil's) work is moral in nature, fit for
gulding souls toward the good life and for re-
lieving them in their labors. 1In this it is

also most suitable for religiously-minded women

« « o since it is not burdened with questions of
a dogmatic nature. Rather, it goes along as a
limpid stream, flowing softly and with sufficient
calm.26

Catholic society in Rome appreciated moral strictures from its mentors,
perhaps more than explanations of the theological concepts upon which

those strictures were based. In this respect we can understand some of
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Pelagius' appeal. He was known for his probity and for admonishing his
followers to the same conducﬁ.z?

There is a third influence which Rufinus exercised upon Pelégius,
in thié case with a negative effect. 1f Rufinus reinforced Pelagius' an-
thropological theology and introduced the Briton to important connections,
he probably also provided his associate with an enemy of some significance.
Pelagius' friendship with Rufinus was poorly calculated to please St. Je-
rome. Jerome would later prove to be a formidable opponent. He wés one
of the most influential (if controversial) Churchmen of the age; so much
so that a modern scholar places him with Ambrose and Augustine in a "Wes-
tern triumvirate}"28

Jerome was learned; his fame as an exegete requires little elaboré—
tion. It was that expertise which caused Pope Damasus to commission him
with production of the Vulgate. What is pertinent here is the fact that
Jerome had an extensive network of acquaintances. He knew popes, bishops,
governors, and aristocrats in all parts of the Empire., And considering
his personality, which would brook no insult (real or imaginary) to him-
self or his faith, Jerome would become a dangerous adversary. When the
furor surrounding Pelagian theology became acute, Jerome would be found
behind the scenes, writing lettérs and prodding people to action.

It is more than likely that Pelagius met Jerome sometime between
382 and 385, when both men were in Rome. There is also fair indication
that Jerome and Pelagiué took a mutual dislike to one another from the
first meeting. Given Jeromé's well~known propensityifér lasting and en-
compassing grudges, Pelagius may have fallen foul of the exegete simply

because of his relationship to Rufinus. Prior to 382 Jerome had had in-

termittent battles with Rufinus, largely over Origenist phildéoPhy. Fol-

lowing 393 Jerome again engaged in literary salvoes with Rufinus. Pela-
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glus was undoubtedly caught up in the hostility between the two men,

It is almost certain that Jerome and Pelagius encountered each other
in the home of some influential person. Rome's wealthy residents prided
themselves on learned discussions, with religion forming a favored topic.
It was evidently fashionable to talk about religious considerations at
soirées. The letters of Volusianus, for example, suggest that Augusfine's
answers to the Roman nobleman were passed round from peron to person.29
And the fact that Augustine, Jerome and Pelagius all addressed congratu-
latory letters to the same young girl argues for this type of social con-
~tact. Considering the close-knit nature of the Roman aristocracy, with
its extended friendships and associations, it is quite possible that Je-
rome and Pelagius encountered one another under such circumstances. Fur-
thermore, Pelagius and Jerome were probably dranw to the circle of the
same people. Eaﬁh man sought to foster asceticism, something which recom-
mended itself to certain members of the nobility at this time. Like-
minded peoplé would have céngregated and invited clerics to Jjoin their
meetings. '

These circumstances suggest the probability that Pelagius and Jerome
were acquainted. Against this background, there is a curious letter from
Jerome which may add to our knowle&ge of Pelagius. The Letter to Domnio30
mentions an unspecified monk, whose description conforms very precisely
to those things which we do know about Pelagius, both from Jerome's later
' works and other sources. In his letter to Domnio, Jerome described a man
who always had a crowd around him; who took special care of women;ba man
with no formal Church traiﬁing; a man who expressed strong opposition to
the Jovinian heresy; a monk who had access to the highest Christian fami-

lies; a man who was physically very large. Jerome ended his epistle by

stating that he and this particular monk had taken an immediate dislike-
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to each other. If we are éorrect in assuming that Pelagius was indeed
the subject of this letter, we have a fair indication of his life at
Rome.

Other personality traits can be gleaned from the literature of his
opponents. Augustine is the most reliable source of information about
Pelagius as an individual. At variance with Jerome and Orosius, who were
given to exaggeration and caricature, Augustine remained charitable and
objective. The Bishop of Hippo made numerous references to Pelagius' so-

briety and zeal for Christian life. -

He inspired loyalty and admiration
in others. Augustine reported that "the doctrines associated with his
name were warmly maintained and passed from mouth to mouth among his re-

n32 Pelagius' personal behavior at least partially re-

puted followers.
sponsible for his effect on others. The Briton's admonitions to asceti-
cism and morality were most surely practised in his own life, to the ex-
tent that he inspired two young aristocrats to adopt asceticism by his
own example.

There was a darker side, however. His enemy Jerome later accused
him of pride.33 And Augustine suggested that Pelagius was very clever at
hiding his true opinions, susing his followers instead to propagate the

34

more objectionable theories. There was a certain peculiar opportunism
pervading Pelagius' behavior when the controversy raged, a fact which casts
a shadow over the man.

But this controversy lay in the future. During his time in Rome,
Pelagius merely acted as a friend and advisor to the ﬁighty. It is im-
possible to completely unravel the nature of Pelagius' connections, but

one modern scholar plausibly suggests that the Briton was attached to the

household of some senatorial family.35 Certainly he used his time in the

city to produce theological treatises. It is ironic that the future here-
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siarch was almost slavishiy devoted to the defense of orthodoxy. He
systematically refuted Manichaeism, Jovinianism, and Arianism, beliefs
all declared héterodox.36 Manichaeism was especially troublesome to Wes-
terners at this time. In his battle with that sect, Pelagius was happy

to quote from St. Augustine's De Libero Arbitrio, a fact which later

proved most embarrassing to the African bishop. Arianism was also be-
leaguering the West, as numerous proscriptions in the Theodosian Code at-
test.j? Jovinianism, however, was the most menacing, if only because of
its proximity. It seemed to claim Rome as its stronghold, a situation
which occasioned the cbnvention of an Italian'synod in 390. This synod
pronounced the sect heretical, largely on the basis that Jovinians be-
lieved all sins to be equal.38 This heresy also eschewed infant baptism.
Augustine and Jerome later attempted to caSt Pelagius as Jovinian in in-
spiration.

Whatever the truth of this accusation, Pelagius' residence in Rome
was marked by nothing other than total respectability. He produced a
treatise on the Triniﬁy and a commentary of the Epistles of St. Paul.
Such was the nature of Pelagius' exposition that Augustine himself was
able to say:

. . I read ceftain writings of Pelagius, a
holy man, as I heard, and of no small Christian
devotion, writings which contained small letters
of exposition about the apostle Paul3? '

Indeed, Pelagius may have lived out a life of moderate acclaim and
unquestioned orthodoxy had it not been for an unfortunate choice of com-
panions. While in Rome Pelagius formed a friendship with one Caelestius,
another monk whose personality combined theological eccentricities with

a great enthusiasm for expounding his views to any available listeners.

There is no doubt that Caelestius was the most vocal and objectionable

of the two. Augustine recognized this fact. "Caelestius . . . incredi-
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bili loquacitate," he wrote. And compared to his British friend, Caeles-
40

tius was "pertinacior, mendacior, vel certe . . . liberior et astutior.”

If Caelestius wai responsible for drawing unfavorable attention to
Pelagius, the Briton had nonetheless begun leaning toward questionable
views., Sometime around 405 Pelagius was formulating beliefs which would
forever be associated with his name--with or without Caelestius' help.
Long before the Briton left Rome, he was disposed toward an anthropolo-
gical interpretation of Grace. Prior to 411 Augustine had received re-
ports that "he (Pelagius) disputed against the Grace of God."u1

Moreover, the Bishob of Hippo told fhat;Pelaéius, while in Rome, had
flown into a rage over a passage from the Confessions. In the tenth

book of that work, Augustine had cast all activity to God's prerogative:

"Da quod iubes et iube quod vis."L1L2 Pelagius reportedly declared that

he could not tolerate such an attitude. From his standpoint, this was
perfectly understandable., Pelagius was known to-be disgusted with the
lax moral climate of contemporary society. He felt that "determinism"

and "human helplessness" were too often used an excuse for moral flab-
biness. He also disliked "ignorance" as a pretext for misbehavior. To
counteract these tendencies, he evolved a théology suited to his tastes:

In dealing with ethics and the principles of

a holy life, we first demonstrate that the power

to decide and to act are inherent in human na-

ture. Then we show what it can achieve, lest the

mind be careless and sluggish in its pursuit of

virtue in Broportion to its lack of belief in its

own power.*3
Hence his emphasis on human responsibility was adopted at least in part
to counteract antinomianism. For this reason Augustine's statement was
particularly unacceptable. From this incident can be traced the first
direct indication of a coming disjuncture between the two Churchmen.uu

A further hint came in 405 or 406. At that time Pelagius addressed
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a letter to his friend Paﬁlinus of Nola, a respected bishop. Pelagius
himself thought the letter to be an encomium to God's Grace. Augustine
did not. To Pelagius Grace waé beét viewed as a cleansing from sin, but
as a result of illuminatibn: that is, from a natural faculty. Pelagius
did not regard Giace as a strictly theological doctrine. Related to this
explanation of Grace was a peculiarly Pelagian interpretation of the Fall
and original sin. Pelagius rejected the notion of original sin, declar-
ing that Adam's transgression was in no way transmitted to his descendents.
Augustine later received a copy of this particular letter and asserted
that its contents were unacceptable. The African bishop found himself
"absolutely uncertain" what Pelagius meant by the term "Grace." Was it
a remission of sins, an example of Christ's life, or a help toward good
living?45

As Pelagian theology crystallized, other events occurred which

would bring the controversy to a head. The first was Pelagius' displace-
ment from Rome. Critical times had begun to disquiet Itaiy, particularly
the approach of Alaric in 409. As the Cothic tribes progressed south-
ward through the peninsula, the wealthier citizens fled to estates in
Africa, Egypt, and Palestine. Amid this press of aristocrats, Pelagius
and Caelectius made their way to Sicily, where they may have propagated

L6

their ideas. ‘It soon became apparent that they could not return to Rome

and so they proceeded on thelr way throughout the Mediterranean world.

By 410 the pair were in Africa, ironically preceded by a reputation

for being commendably upright clerics. Augustine could report,

L7

Pelagii

nomen cum magna eius laude cognovi," The pair passed through Hippo

Regius, Augustine's town. Augustine himself was away at the time, busy

with the Donatist heresy. The great African bishop, then aged 57, was
at the height of his powers and prestige.



28

The future adversaries were not destined to meet. Augustine did,
however, issue Pelagius a letter of welcome, as was customary under the
circumstances. Sometime between 411 and 413 the two Churchmen exchanged
a second serles of letters, again as a formal courtesy. The wording of
Augustine's second letter was somewhat ambiguous and could be interpreted
in a variety of ways:

I am most grateful to you for being so kind as to
favor me with a letter giving news of your wel-
fare. May the Lord reward you with good things,
my beloved lord and much desired brother. May
you always be blessed in them and may you live
forever with the eternal God. Although I do not
recognize myself in the eulogies which your letter
contains, I cannot be ungrateful to your good will
toward me. I urge you rather to pray for me that
I may become such, by the Lord's help, as you believe
I am now. May you. remain safe and pleasing to the
Lord. Rﬁgember us, beloved lord and much desired
brother.
Pelagius would later use this second letter as an indication--incorrect,
as 1t happened--that Augustine endorsed his ideas.

During the sojourn in Africa, Caelestius began explaining his theo-
ries with an ill-advised ardor. He evidently made quite an impression
on- certain Roman emigres and residents of Carthage. Augustine related
that the heretical Caelestius had "deceived a great many persons and was
disturbing the brethren who remained unconvinced."49 It is important to
note that Pelagius himself had departed for Palestine before his compat-
riot became so talkative.

Murmurs of dissent began to circulate. Eventually several formal
complaints against Caelestius were presented to Aurelius, Archbishop of
Carthage. A written account of Caelestius' most objectionable statements
finally convinced Aurelius to summon a council. Six points were held to

be in error:

1. Adam would have died even if he had not sinned, be-
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cause he was a mortal man. (Adam mortalem factum,
qul sive peccaret, sive non peccaret, moriturus
fuisset.) '

2. Adam's sin injured only himself, not all humanity.
(Quoniam peccatum Adae ipsum solum laesit et non
genus humanum.)

3. New-born children are in the same condition as Adam
was before the Fall., (Quoniam parvuli qui nascuntur
in eo statu sint in quo fuit Adam ante praevaricati-
onen.)

4, It is not true that because of the death and the sine
of Adam all mankind dies. Neither is it true that
because of Christ's resurrection, all men rise again.
(Quoniam neque per mortem vel praevaricationem Adae
omne genus hominum moritur, neque resurrectionem
Christi omne hominum genus resurgit.)

5. The Law, as well as the Gospel, leads to heaven.
(Quoniam lex sic mittit ad repnum caelorum guo-
modo et Evangelium.)

6. BEven before the coming of Christ, there were men with-
out sin. (Quoniam et ante adventum Domini auerunt
homines impeccabiles, id est sine peccato
Caelestius was exahined on these points. Augustine, who waé not‘present
at the synod, related that on the second point Caelestius expressed doubt
that sin was inherited. To support his contention, Caelestius noted that
even within the ranks of the Church, there was considerable diversity of
opinion regarding original sin., When pressed by the Africans to name
someone who doubted the validity of original sin as a theological concept,
Caelestius would cite only Rufinus of Aquileia.51
According to Augustine, the synod waé particularly concerned with the
third point relating to infant baptism. Again Caelestius fell back upon
his assertion that sin is not inherited, thereby negating any need for
baptism as a remission of sin., At this juncture, the synod demanded that

he recant., Caelestius refused to do so. Excommunication was then pro-

nounced against him. In return, Caelestius threatened to appeal his case

to Rome, a subject which was then particularly reprehensible to the Af-
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ricans.
Caelestius immediately departed for Ephesus, where he attempted to
secure for himself a place among the body of‘priests. But his absence
in Africa did not end the'controversy. A group of his admirers. remained,
influential and vocal enough to irritate the orthodox. Augustine's
friend Marcellinus héd dark views on Caelestius and requested that the
Bishop put his hand to polemical treatises., Not the least of their
crimes was the fact that the Pelaglans were possessed of a missionary

fervor. It was then, during 410, that Augustine first entered the foray.

He obliged Marcellinus by producing De Peccatorum Meritis et Remissione

et de Baptismo Parvulorum. In that work Augustine asserted that by

Grace it is possible, though not probable, for man to livé sinlessly. An
elaboration of this potentially confusing theory was in order. Augustine

then composed De Spiritu et Littera, which stressed that the working of

the Holy Spirit was the method by which Gréce was bestowed and implemented,
rather than by any human faculty.

Augustine's works did not result in stemming the proliferation of
Pelagian pronouncements. Augustine received a letter from a Sicilian
named Hilary, who was concerned about "some points which certain Christians
at Syracuse maintain."53 These points were precisely those which Caeles-
tius had espoused at Carthage. The Pelagians in Africa, moreover, had
become more restive than before, perhaps offended by Augustine's assault.
These malcontents attacked the Bishop in return, arguing that he was in-
novative and they orthodox.5h In reality it is difficult to see that
elther side was innovative. Augustine sounded much like St. Cyprian in
his attitudes toward infant baptism., For his part, Pelagius had certain
parallels with Tertullian. Indeed, one of the ironies of this ecclesias-

tic brawl was the nature of the insults exchanged. Pelagius and Augus-
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tine argued that the other had invented novel theories, while Jerome saw

old heresies lurking in Pelagius' teachings: notably Origenism and Jo-
55

vinianisnm.
While Augustine wielded his weaponry against Pelagianism, he remained

on good terms with Pelagius himself, He was always quite clear on this

"56

point. "Hominem non odi, sed eius vitia.

Furthermore, Augustine
made a very curious remark concerning Pelagius' ideas.‘ He mentioned that
certain of those ideas bordergd on acceptability.57 Nonetheless, it was
a proximity, not an actual acceptability. Christians throughout the Medi-
terranean region were still confused.

Sometime foliowing 411 the distinction between Caelestius and Pela-
gilus had become blurred. The quarrel was no longer merely with the out-
spoken Caelestius. It was with a system of ideas which were somehow re-
lated to the Briton as well. This still remains problematic: precisely
who should be named heresiarch. The ancients always identified the here;
tics as Pelagiani, and Augustine noted that Pelagius allowed others to
propagate his theories. Furthermore, Pelagius never denied that the
loquacious Caeleétius was speaking for him., Still, there is no explana-
tion why attentlion diverted from Caelestius to Pelagius himself.

Yet this did occur: the attack more and more focused on the Briton.
Two of Pelagius' own followers, young men named Timasius and James, ad-
dressed doubts to Augustine. They sent the Bishop a caopy of Pelagius'
On Nature and asked for a response. Augustine refuted the Pelagian work

with On Nature and Grace, written early in 415,

On Nature was normative Pelagianism, produced while the Briton re-
sided in Palestine. Its author described Grace as a natural faculty, not
a supernatural agency. Furthermore, Pelagius stressed that probability

was not the primary subject of his treatise, but rather possibility:



32

"Nos . . . de sola possibilitate tractamus."58 For Pelaglius it was cer-

tainly possible for a person to live sinlessly. If this were not the
case, the scriptures would not contain quotations enjoining man to be
sinless. God would certainly not expect the impossible from His crea-
tures.

Augustine's objection was with Pelagius' thoroughly inadequate ex-~

planation of Grace. The response in On Nature and Grace was irenic. Au-

gustine suggested that human nature had originally been created in a sound
condition, but was now corrupted by sin. Man himself was incapable of
eradicating that corruption from his soul. Only the Grace of Christ
could effect that change, a Grace freely given and not based on merit.59
In 415 Augustine was also given a copy of an anonymous document which

was circulating in Sicily. It was generally believed that Caelestius was
the author. The document contained a series of sixteen conundrums, de-
signed to make anti-Pelagian arguments appear specious. An example:

Again it must be asked: what is sin? 1Is it a natural

quality or is it something accidental? If it is in

the nature of things, it is not sin; but if, on the

other hand, it is accidental, it can disappear. And

what can disappear can be avolded. And what can be

avolded--that, a man is able to do without,00

Augustine's rejoinder to this unhappy logic came in his essay De Perfec-

tione Iustitiae Hominis. In keeping with the anonymous pamphleteer's

style, Augustine gave curt and pointed replies.

The forementioned activity was confined to Africa and Sicily. But
while Augustine was battling Pelagian admirers in his own immediate re-
glon, Pelagius and Caelestius were faring well in the East. Caelestius
had indeed secured for himself a place in the body of priests at Ephesus,
the Eastern Church being either ill-informed or unconcerned over Western

developments. Pelagius had ensconced himself in Jerusalem, surrounded

by former Roman patrons. Palestine had become the prime location for
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monastic-minded aristocrats. But it was not so much Roman patronage that
would serve Pelagius well over the next few years. It was Eastern patro-
nage. The Briton found himself admitted to the select circle of John,
Bishop of Jerusalenm.,

But Pelagius' old nemesis was also in the area. Jerome lived in
Bethlehem with a group of Roman ascetics. From his vantage point, Jerome
could literally watch Pelagius' activity. It should be noted that Jerome
and Pelagius' new patron thrived on a hearty animosity for one another.
In 39 Jerome had argued with John over Origenism; and John's part in
the events to follow is still the subject of unéertainty. To Greek ec-
clesiastical historians he was "a man of exemplary piety."él But the |
Latins had reason to suspect him. Jerome and others considered John too
close to unorihodoxy, so much so that Jerome prayed, "Lord, grant John
correct