1

Values

Lecture Notes 5: Ethics of St. Augustine
I. The history of Western ethics: St. Augustine
A. At its beginning Christianity had a set of scriptures incorporating many moral injunctions, but it did not have an moral philosophy. 
1. The first serious attempt to provide such a philosophy was made by St. Augustine of Hippo (354–430). 
2. Augustine was acquainted with a version of Plato’s philosophy, and he developed the Platonic idea of the rational soul into a Christian view in which humans are essentially souls, using their bodies as a means to achieve their spiritual ends. 
3. The ultimate objective remains happiness, as in Greek ethics, but Augustine conceived of happiness as consisting of the union of the soul with God after the body has died. 
4. It was through Augustine, therefore, that Christianity received the Platonic theme of the relative inferiority of bodily pleasures. 
5. There was, to be sure, a fundamental difference: whereas for Plato bodily pleasures were inferior in comparison with the pleasures of philosophical contemplation in this world, for Christians they were inferior to the pleasures of spiritual existence in the next world. 
6. Moreover, Christians came to regard bodily pleasures not merely as inferior but also as a positive threat to the achievement of spiritual bliss.

B. Christianity and Platonism

1. It was also important that Augustine could not accept the view, common to so many Greek and Roman philosophers, that philosophical reasoning was the means to achieving wisdom and happiness. 
2. For a Christian, of course, wisdom and happiness can be had only through love of God and faith in Jesus Christ as the Savior. 
3. The result was to be, for many centuries, a rejection of the use of unfettered reasoning in ethics.
4. Augustine was aware of the tension between the dual Christian motivations of love of God and neighbor on the one hand and reward and punishment in the afterlife on the other. 
5. He came down firmly on the side of love, insisting that those who keep the moral law through fear of punishment are not really keeping it at all. 
6. But it is not ordinary human love, either, that suffices as a motivation for true Christian living. 
7. Augustine believed that all human beings bear the burden of Adam’s original sin and so are incapable of redeeming themselves by their own efforts. 
8. Only the unmerited grace of God makes possible obedience to the “first greatest commandment” of loving God, and without it one cannot fulfill the moral law. 
9. This view made a clear-cut distinction between Christians and pagan moralists, no matter how humble and pure the latter might be; only the former could be saved, because only they could receive the blessing of divine grace. 
10. But this gain, as Augustine saw it, was purchased at the cost of denying that man is free to choose good or evil. 
11. Only Adam had this choice: he chose for all humanity, and he chose evil.

