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An evening with Robert Louis Wilken
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AG and I went to a talk at Notre Dame Seminary here in New Orleans given by the noted Christian scholar, Robert Louis Wilken. A former Lutheran pastor and a convert to the Catholic Faith in 1994, Dr. Wilken this night gave a talk entitled, Reading St. Augustine in the 21st Century. Dr. Wilken, as many will know, is an expert in early Christian thought, having written and edited such books as Remembering the Christian Past and On the Cosmic Mystery of Jesus Christ. He is the William R. Kenan, Jr. Professor of the History of Christianity at the University of Virginia as well as having taught at many notable universities around the world. He is also a New Orleans native, having grown up in the lower Ninth Ward, and gave a biographical prelude to his talk on how good it was to be back in his hometown. There was a good turnout for the event on a rainy Friday night, and the talk itself was followed by a lively and equally interesting Q & A session.

Dr. Wilken decided in his limited time to tackle perhaps the most prolific and influential of ancient writers, St. Augustine of Hippo. Wilken had to start out surveying the vast expanse of Augustine’s thought and writings, not to mention his equally impressive legacy on Western thought. He began with some rather broad yet profound themes that Augustine touched upon in his writings: time, memory, the self, and the soul. In these, what is most important is the 'inner life' of man; it is the "most important part of being human’". In Augustine, above any other thinker in antiquity, we have a "turn towards the self". In no other author then or now can we get a deeper sense of the 'inner life' as it journeys towards the truth. For Augustine, reflection and the turn towards the self were a "step on the way back to God". His task was to explore the infinitely vast universe within, of which the outer universe is but a mere shadow, and there find God.

Dr. Wilken chose a few surprising and not so surprising themes to explore during the course of the night. The first that he mentioned was that of marriage. Contrary to what many scholars have said about Augustine, Wilken stated that the saint’s view was much more optimistic than many of the Church Fathers in the sense that he saw marriage and celibacy as being complimentary to each other. Citing the lesser known work, De bono coniugali or On the Good of Marriage, he held to the idea that the primary end of marriage is the procreation of children, but also upheld marriage as a sign (sacramentum) of Christ’s union with the Church. For Wilken, the true breakthrough of Augustine’s thought was to apply both Scripture and natural law principles to the issue, both addressing marriage as the primary social building block of the body politic and a mystical sign of the higher reality of the Supper of the Lamb in Heaven.

Another unexpected topic discussed was St. Augustine’s view of lying. Dr. Wilken made the necessary distinctions of what lying is and isn’t. According to the professor, it is neither ignorance nor being rash, but rather asserting that something is true when one knows it to be false. He then posed the question if it is defensible to lie in any particular circumstance. Here again he cites St. Augustine’s two prong approach of Scripture and natural law, bringing up the appropriate verses of Holy Writ that condemn lying without any nuance, as well as the philosophical principles of human speech. For Wilken’s Augustine, speech is grounded in God’s truth, and to speak is to participate in the Word that made heaven and earth. Thus, the lie breaks the relation between us and God. In this I was reminded of one scholar’s summary of Proclus’ idea of the human speech when she stated that for the pagan philosopher, to speak is an hieratic act. The lie then is not just a social misdeed the affects of which can be destructive, but a violation of the metaphysical principles at the heart of the universe.

Politics was the last theme touched upon by Dr. Wilken, and Augustine’s idea of the two cities was discussed in the context of our own political situation. He began by giving a bit of historical background to Augustine’s writings, stating that Augustine was living at a time when people were wavering in their idea of the marriage between Church and empire. With the barbarians at the door, people were wondering whether it was a good idea to have a sacred Christian power existing as the strong arm defending the Catholic Faith. This is where Augustine’s two cities, the city of God and the city of man, entered into the picture. Wilken stated that Augustine was not trying to create an ideology of how the two cities would interact, but rather trying to create a peace between the two which would allow human life to flourish. They would "coalesce by remain distinct", always allowing man to be open to a "higher order". In all of this, however, God could never be relegated to the periphery or the "private world".
Thus, far from Augustine advocating a complete separation between the city of God and the city of man, he stated that without the former the latter could not really exist. Wilken said that no genuine justice or peace can be had without giving God His due. The absence of this right ordering would only lead the earthly city into decline. The caveat he gave here was that he was not agreeing with the Roman philosopher Varro who thought that people should participate in the cult of the State merely out of civil duty. The professor said that to promote religion for any other reason than giving God His due leads to the decline of religion. "To spread faith," he stated, "faith is needed". Christianity may have many advantages over the ancient pagan cults, but its true advantage is that it can show man "a glimpse of the heavenly city". No earthly benefit of religion can be better than that.

Wilken ended his talk by discussing Augustine the man. He died with the Vandals at the door of the city where he had been bishop for decades, and within a generation the Church in North Africa would be on its way to extinction. According to one contemporary biographer of Augustine, he had penitential psalms scrawled on the wall next to his death bed, and he spent his last hours gazing upon them and reciting them over and over again. While his legacy would die a tragic death in his homeland, he would bequeath to the Church and the world a treasury of writings that will be valued and studied until the end of time.

The question and answer section was equally interesting and lively. A few questions put Dr. Wilken "on the spot", but he handled them admirably, drawing interesting gems of wisdom out of them. The first was about Dr. Wilken’s conversion from Protestantism to Catholicism, asking him to relate it to St. Augustine’s own transformative religious experience. Dr. Wilken, like many in his situation, was quick to dismiss the "conversion" paradigm in describing his entry into the Church. I found this a bit problematic, but I will leave that theme alone for now. He did say, however, that it was only in the Catholic Church that he felt that he was indeed in the same church that the Apostles had founded. According to the former Lutheran, it is not enough to have the "same doctrine" as the past, but one must have the "same people" as well. In other words, the communion of the Church rests just as much in persons as it does in ideas. That is the essence of Apostolic succession, and it leads to a certainty that he did not have as a Protestant.

I myself had another question that may have made Dr. Wilken squirm a bit. I wanted to know what he meant about promoting religion for strictly political purposes, and whether he thought that such a phenomenon was occurring in the United States today. He would not be specific, probably because he was personal friends with Fr. Richard Neuhaus and the group surrounding the magazine First Things, the conservative religious think tank of the nation. He did comment, however, that the "thickness" of Catholicism in this country has been lost in the decline of Catholic culture. One concrete example of this for him is the moving of such feasts as Epiphany and Ascension to the following Sunday, as if there was ever such thing as an "Epiphany Sunday" or "Ascension Sunday". I would draw this thought out in saying that if we create a religion of convenience, we not only lose ancient symbolism, but we lose the people. People will "convenience" themselves out of the Church altogether. This already seems to be what is happening in many places.

I don’t know if the evening will make me want to read any more Augustine than I already have. I have found that my readings in Patristics have both helped and hindered my Faith in multiple ways. On the one hand, one can find the voice of the ancient Church intoxicating in its poetry and splendor. On the other hand, one has to realize that a lot of that fascination is due to a romanticism for a past that never was. The written word is very feeble and makes it through history only with the great distortion known to the modern scholar as "hermeneutics". We cannot help but read ourselves into the past. I for one chose to take the more recent past, that which I know best, and place it at the forefront of how I read the world. If the far distant past can enforce and inform the past that I have known more immediately, I will accept its lessons. In places where it seems to not fit as well, I have to chalk all of that up to the frail nature of human knowing. But I refuse to sort through ancient blueprints to make ships in bottles. That is just futile in the worst sense.

From Dr. Wilken, however, I did come to realize how deeply in the soup non-Catholics really are. When Dr. Wilken was growing up Lutheran, there was an orthodox Protestant culture in this country that could lead one to believe that it was part of the Church of Christ. In Dr. Wilken’s lifetime, that has become less and less evident. So there is nowhere to turn for people in his situation other than the Catholic Church. When everything else is moving, sometimes the thing that moves the least looks as if it is standing still. That I suppose is the Roman Church in the context of the 21st century. And that is, perhaps, the reason we should all hold on for dear life.

Why Evangelicals Turn to the Church Fathers

http://blog.christianhistory.net/2009/11/evangelicals_and_the_church_fa.html
By David Neff, November 4, 2009

Because of their mutual commitment to Scripture, says Robert Louis Wilken, evangelicals and the church fathers have a natural affinity

On October 29, the nation's attention was focused on Yankee Stadium and game two of the World Series. But at Wheaton College, several hundred people chose instead to crowd into Barrows Auditorium to mark the public beginning of the Wheaton Center for Early Christian Studies. 

Robert Louis Wilken, professor emeritus at the University of Virginia, promised baseball fans he'd keep the Center’s inaugural lecture brief. In his short address, he dashed through the church fathers’ approach to interpreting Scripture, touching the bases at Isaiah 6, Matthew 5, and Job 14, before coming home with key insights on patristic exegesis. 
In addition to relating the Fathers’ comments on these passages, Wilken explored why evangelical Protestants in particular should pay attention to writers like Gregory the Great, Augustine, John Chrysostom and Gregory of Nyssa, and why evangelicals are indeed beginning to realize "that the early heritage is theirs also."
The large majority of Wilken’s graduate students over the past ten years have been evangelicals, he said. The success of the ambitious Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture (InterVarsity Press) testifies to such interest as well. Now the opening of the Wheaton Center for Early Christian Studies institutionalizes that interest — and in a first-rate location. 

First, Wilken posed the question, Why this renewed interest? 

Precisely because evangelical theology and spirituality are built around Scripture, and so were those of the patristic writers. You cannot read them without an open Bible in your hand. Their writings are shot through with Scripture. Evangelicals and the church fathers thus have a natural affinity.

Second, Wilken asked whether giving some priority to these early interpreters of Scripture isn’t at cross-purposes with the evangelical principle of scriptural perspicacity. Evangelicals have long taught that the meaning of Scripture is open to every Spirit-led reader, and that biblical interpretation must not be held hostage by church tradition. Isn’t the Bible intelligible without the Fathers? 

Yes, of course, in a sense it is. But the Fathers help us go more deeply into the Bible, Wilken said. They teach us to read it more slowly and enter it more deeply. He illustrated this by looking at several passages through their eyes, showing the way in which they treated the Bible as a single, coherent book in which difficult passages are illuminated by other passages. Indeed, those other texts raise the questions that lead us deeper. 

Thus Isaiah‘s report in chapter 6 that the prophet "saw God" is clearly in tension with passages (such as John 1:18) that suggest no human has seen, or even can see, God. The key, however, is found in the Beatitudes, "Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God." By mining the notions in that passage, the Fathers were able, not only to explain in what sense some might "see God," but also to point the way toward the ideal Christian life. Thus to see God is to be united to him through purity of life. Understand, said Wilken, that the Bible is not primarily about the head; it is about the heart.

Third, Wilken reminded us, the patristic writers were the best minds of their day. From their engagement with Scripture, they forged the language with which we express the Christian faith. To ignore their reading of Scripture is also to undercut the foundations upon which the great creeds were built. 

* * *

The Fathers are replete with interpretations that diverge from the plain meaning of the text. This makes modern evangelicals nervous — though as Robert Webber has argued, because this approach is rich with imagery, it should have greater appeal to postmodern evangelicals. We have many ways of knowing, and imagistic thinking has been marginalized in some streams of evangelical theology. 

Wilken made several key points about the Fathers’ non-literal and image-laden reading of the Bible.

1. The New Testament authors clearly applied Old Testament texts in ways that departed seriously from the plain, surface meaning of the text. When Paul cites Psalm 19 in Romans 10 ("their voice is gone out into all the world"), he applies the Psalmist’s statement about the heavens to the preaching of the apostles. This runs against the plain meaning, said Wilken. 

2. The books of Scripture do not bear their own significance. They must be united to something greater, which is Christ. Thus Paul interprets the creation of man and woman as a great mystery, which is Christ and the church; and he interprets the water-giving rock in the Sinai desert as Christ. 

3. Typically, such creative renderings of the Bible are focused on the Old Testament. That is because the Old Testament text signifies Christ, but the New Testament text does not signify another Christ. It requires no allegory or analogy to reveal the Incarnate Word. 

4. The Fathers also understood the interpretation of Scripture to require the reader’s participation in the spiritual reality of the text. Thus it is not enough to say that Christ was crucified. We must also say, "I am crucified with Christ," and thus also I am raised with Christ. 

All of this is new territory for many evangelical Protestants. It involves an ancient way of reading texts that is at odds with contemporary methods being taught in the classrooms of Christian colleges. Students will feel at first that the Fathers’ method places no limits on allegorical fantasy. 

It will take some time for this kind of reading to take its place alongside our linguistic and historical approaches. Neither approach needs to edge out the other. But if we do not make an effort to imbibe the spirit of the church’s first interpreters, we can easily miss something close to the heart of Christian faith.

Recent Converts to the Catholic Church

http://dogmatics.wordpress.com/2008/04/05/recent-converts-to-the-catholic-church/ EXTRACT
By Kevin Davis, April 5, 2008

The number of converts in academia to the Catholic Church has been one of the more fascinating phenomenons of late. Here are some whom I would love to see on "The Journey Home":
Robert Louis Wilken, Professor of the History of Christianity at the University of Virginia. Wilken is one of the leading early church scholars in the world. His works include The Myth of Christian Beginnings (Doubleday 1972) and the greatly influential work, The Christians as the Romans Saw Them (Yale 1984, 2003). His latest work is the highly acclaimed, The Spirit of Early Christian Thought: Seeking the Face of God (Yale 2005). Former Lutheran.
