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Peiagianism

Pelagianism is a Christian theological position that holds that the fall did not taint human nature and that
humans by divine grace have free will to achieve human perfection. Pelagius (g, 355 — ¢, 420 AD), an
ascetic and philosopher from the British Isles, taught that God could not command believers to do the
impossible, and therefore it must be possible to satisfy all divine commandments. He also taught that it was
unjust to punish one person for the sins of another; therefore, infants are born blameless. Pelagius accepted
no excuse for sinful behaviour and taught that all Christians, regardless of their station in life, should live
unimpeachable, sinless lives.

To a large degree, "Pelagianism" was defined by its opponent Augustine, and exact definitions remain
elusive. Although Pelagianism had considerable support in the contemporary Christian world, especially
among the Roman elite and monks, it was attacked by Augustine and his supporters, who had opposing
views on grace, predestination and free will. Augustine proved victorious in the Pelagian controversy;
Pelagianism was decisively condemned at the 418 Council of Carthage and is regarded as heretical by the
Roman Catholic Church and Eastern Orthodox Church. For centuries afterward, "Pelagianism" was used in
various forms as an accusation of heresy for Christians who hold unorthodox beliefs, but some recent
scholarship has offered a different opinion.

Background

During the fourth and fifth centuries, the Church was experiencing rapid change due to the Constantinian
shift to Chris‘u'anity.[l] Many Romans were converting to Christianity, but they did not necessarily follow
the faith strictly.[z] As Christians were no longer persecuted, they faced a new problem: how to avoid
backsliding and nominal adherence to the state religion while retaining the sense of urgency originally
caused by persecution. For many, the solution was adopting Christian asceticism.[!]

Early Christianity was theologically diverse. While Western Christianity taught that death was the result of
the fall of man, a Syrian tradition, including the second-century figures Theophilus and Irenaeus, asserted
that mortality preceded the fall. Around 400, the doctrine of original sin was just emerging in Western
Christianity, deriving from the teaching of Cyprian that infants should be baptized for the sin of Adam.
Other Christians followed Origen in the belief that infants are born in sin due to their failings in a previous
life. Rufinus the Syrian, who came to Rome in 399 as a delegate for Jerome, followed the Syrian tradition,
declaring that man had been created mortal and that each human is only punished for his own sin.[3]

Pelagius (¢, 355—¢, 420)[4] was an ascetic layman, probably from the British Isles, who moved to Rome in
the early 380s.216] [ jke Jerome, Pelagius criticized what he saw as an increasing laxity among Christians,
instead promoting higher moral standards and asceticism. 417161 He opposed Manicheanism because of its
fatalism and determinism!!! and argued for the possibility of a sinless life.[8] Although Pelagius preached the
renunciation of earthly wealth,®! his ideas became popular among parts of the Roman elite. [PI711
Historian Peter Brown argued that Pelagianism appealed "to a powerful centrifugal tendency in the
aristocracy of Rome—a tendency to scatter, to form a pattern of little groups, each striving to be an elite,
each anxious to rise above their neighbours and rivals—the average upper-class residents of Rome."[10]



The powerful Roman administrator Paulinus of Nola was close to Pelagius and the Pelagian writer Julian of
Eclanum,!!! and the former Roman aristocrat Caelestius was described by Gerald Bonner as "the real
apostle of the so-called Pelagian movement".[8] Many of the ideas Pelagius promoted were mainstream in
contemporary Christianity, advocated by such figures as John Chrysostom, Athanasius of Alexandria,
Jerome, and even the early Augusﬁne.[12][13]

Pelagian controversy

In 410, Pelagius and Caelestius fled Rome for Sicily and then North Africa due to the Sack of Rome by
Visigoths.[BI14] At the 411 Council of Carthage, Caelestius approached the bishop Aurelius for ordination,
but instead he was condemned for his belief on sin and original sin.13116]al Caglestius defended himself
by arguing that this original sin was still being debated and his beliefs were orthodox. His views on grace
were not mentioned, although Augustine (who had not been present) later claimed that Caelestius had been
condemned because of "arguments against the grace of Christ".[17] Unlike Caelestius, Pelagius refused to
answer the question as to whether man had been created mortal, and, outside of Northern Africa, it was
Caelestius' teachings which were the main targets of condemnation.'®! In 412, Augustine read Pelagius'
Commentary on Romans and described its author as a "highly advanced Christian".[18] Augustine
maintained friendly relations with Pelagius until the next year, initially only condemning Caelestius'
teachings, and considering his dispute with Pelagius to be an academic one.[8119]

Jerome attacked Pelagianism for saying that humans had the potential to be sinless, and connected it with
other recognized heresies, including Origenism, Jovinianism, Manichaeanism, and Priscillianism. Scholar
Michael Rackett noted that the linkage of Pelagianism and Origenism was "dubious" but influential. 2%
Jerome also disagreed with Pelagius' strong view of free will. In 415, he wrote Dialogus adversus
Pelagianos to refute Pelagian statements.21] Noting that Jerome was also an ascetic and critical of earthly
wealth, historian Wolf Liebeschuetz suggested that his motive for opposing Pelagianism was envy of
Pelagius' success.l22] In 415, Augustine's emissary Orosius brought charges against Pelagius at a council in
Jerusalem, which were referred to Rome for judgement.[!®1123] The same year, the exiled Gallic bishops
Heros of Arles and Lazarus of Aix accused Pelagius of heresy, citing passages in Caelestius' Liber de 13
capitula.[B124] Pelagius defended himself by disavowing Caelestius' teachings, leading to his acquittal at the
Synod of Diospolis in Lod, which proved to be a key turning point in the controversy.[a][25][26] Following
the verdict, Augustine convinced two synods in North Africa to condemn Pelagianism, whose findings
were partially confirmed by Pope Innocent 1.18109] 1 January 417, shortly before his death, Innocent
excommunicated Pelagius and two of his followers. Innocent's successor, Zosimus, reversed the judgement
against Pelagius, but backtracked following pressure from the African bishops.[B1125119] Pelagianism was
later condemned at the Council of Carthage in 418, after which Zosimus issued the Epistola tractoria
excommunicating both Pelagius and Caelestius.B127) Concern that Pelagianism undermined the role of the
clergy and episcopacy was specifically cited in the judgement. [28]

[29]
[27]

At the time, Pelagius' teachings had considerable support among Christians, especially other ascetics.
Considerable parts of the Christian world had never heard of Augustine's doctrine of original sin.
Eighteen Italian bishops, including Julian of Eclanum, protested against the condemnation of Pelagius and
refused to follow Zosimus' Epistola tractoria. 301127 Many of them later had to seek shelter with the Greek
bishops Theodore of Mopsuestia and Nestorius, leading to accusations that Pelagian errors lay beneath the
Nestorian controversy over Christology.[?’l] Both Pelagianism and Nestorianism were condemned at the
Council of Ephesus in 431.[32131] with jts supporters either condemned or forced to move to the East,
Pelagianism ceased to be a viable doctrine in the Latin West.20] Despite repeated attempts to suppress



Pelagianism and similar teachings, some followers were still active in the Ostrogothic Kingdom (493-553),
most notably in Picenum and Dalmatia during the rule of Theoderic the Great..33] Pelagianism was also
reported to be popular in Britain, as Germanus of Auxerre made at least one visit (in 429) to denounce the
heresy. Some scholars, including Nowell Myres and John Morris, have suggested that Pelagianism in
Britain was understood as an attack on Roman decadence and corruption, but this idea has not gained
general acceptance,[8134]

Pelagius' teachings

Free will and original sin

The idea that God had created anything or anyone who was evil by nature struck Pelagius as
Manichean.!3>] Pelagius taught that humans were free of the burden of original sin, because it would be
unjust for any person to be blamed for another's actions.!?%] According to Pelagianism, humans were
created in the image of God and had been granted conscience and reason to determine right from wrong,
and the ability to carry out correct actions.3%) If "sin" could not be avoided it could not be considered
sin. 351241 1y Pelagius' view, the doctrine of original sin placed too little emphasis on the human capacity
for self-improvement, leading either to despair or to reliance on forgiveness without responsibility.[37] He
also argued that many young Christians were comforted with false security about their salvation leading
them to relax their Christian practice.[BB]

Pelagius believed that Adam's transgression had caused humans to become mortal, and given them a bad
example, but not corrupted their nature, [39] while Caelestius went even further, arguing that Adam had been
created mortal.*?) He did not even accept the idea that original sin had instilled fear of death among
humans, as Augustine said. Instead, Pelagius taught that the fear of death could be overcome by devout
Christians, and that death could be a release from toil rather than a punishment.[‘”] Both Pelagius and
Caelestius reasoned that it would be unreasonable for God to command the impossible,37124) and therefore
each human retained absolute freedom of action and full responsibility for all actions.[291361b] Pelagius did
not accept any limitation on free will, including necessity, compulsion, or limitations of nature. He believed
that teaching a strong position on free will was the best motivation for individuals to reform their

conduct.36!

Sin and virtue

In the Pelagian view, by corollary,

sin was not an inevitable result of He is a Christian

fallen human nature, but instead
came about by free choicel** and
bad habits; through repeated sinning,
a person could corrupt their own
nature and enslave themself to sin.
Pelagius believed that God had given
man the Old Testament and Mosaic
Law in order to counter these
ingrained bad habits, and when that
wore off over time God revealed the

who shows compassion to all,

who is not at all provoked by wrong done to him,
who does not allow the poor to be oppressed in his
presence,

who helps the wretched,

who succors the needy,

who mourns with the mourners,

who feels another's pain as if it were his own,
who is moved to tears by the tears of others,
whose house is common to all,

whose door is closed to no one,

whose table no poor man does not know,
whose food is offered to all,



New  Testament!3%]  However, whose goodness all know and at whose hands no one
because Pelagius considered a person experiences injury,
g P who serves God all day and night,

to always have the ability to choose who ponders and meditates upon his commandments

the right action in each circumstance, ur;\ce_asingly, - i -
. . . m rin r
it was therefore theoretically possible who is made poor in the eyes of the world so that he

may become rich before God.
(though rare) to live a sinless
life. 2911451361 jesus Christ, held in
Christian doctrine to have lived a life
without sin, was the ultimate
example for Pelagians seeking
perfection in their own lives, but there were also other humans who were without sin—including some
notable pagans and especially the Hebrew prophets.[35][46][d] This view was at odds with that of Augustine
and orthodox Christianity, which taught that Jesus was the only man free of sin.47] Pelagius did teach
Jesus' vicarious atonement for the sins of mankind and the cleansing effect of baptism, but placed less
emphasis on these aspects.[35]

—On the Christian Life, a Pelagian treatise[431(C]

Pelagius taught that a human's ability to act correctly was a gift of God,[>! as well as divine revelation and
the example and teachings of Jesus. Further spiritual development, including faith in Christianity, was up to
individual choice, not divine benevolence.!29148] Pelagius accepted no excuse for sin, and argued that
Christians should be like the church described in Ephesians 5:27, "without spot or wrinkle" [3811451149](50]
Instead of accepting the inherent imperfection of man, or arguing that the highest moral standards could
only be applied to an elite, Pelagius taught that all Christians should strive for perfection. Like Jovinian,
Pelagius taught that married life was not inferior to monasticism, but with the twist that all Christians
regardless of life situation were called to a kind of asceticism.!] Pelagius taught that it was not sufficient for
a person to call themselves a Christian and follow the commandments of scripture; it was also essential to
actively do good works and cultivate virtue, setting themselves apart from the masses who were "Christian
in name only", and that Christians ought to be extraordinary and irreproachable in conduct.’8! Specifically,
he emphasized the importance of reading scripture, following religious commandments, charity, and taking
responsibility for one's actions, and maintaining modesty and moderation. 361l Pelagius taught that true
virtue was not reflected externally in social status, but was an internal spiritual state.[36] He explicitly called
on wealthy Christians to share their fortunes with the poor. (Augustine criticized Pelagius' call for wealth

redistribution.)[g]

Baptism and judgment

Because sin in the Pelagian view was deliberate, with people responsible only for their own actions, infants
were considered without fault in Pelagianism, and unbaptized infants were not thought to be sent to hell. [51]
Like early Augustine, Pelagians believed that infants would be sent to purgatory.>2} Although Pelagius
rejected that infant baptism was necessary to cleanse original sin, he nevertheless supported the practice
because he felt it improved their spirituality through a closer union with Jesus.[>3] For adults, baptism was
essential because it was the mechanism for obtaining forgiveness of the sins that a person had personally
committed and a new beginning in their relationship with God.[33145] After death, adults would be judged
by their acts and omissions and consigned to everlasting fire if they had failed: "not because of the evils
they have done, but for their failures to do good".BB] He did not accept purgatory as a possible destination
for adults.[19] Although Pelagius taught that the path of righteousness was open to all, in practice only a few



would manage to follow it and be saved. Like many medieval theologians, Pelagius believed that instilling
in Christians the fear of hell was often necessary to convince them to follow their religion where internal

motivation was absent or insufficient.[38]

Comparison

Significant influences on Pelagius included Eastern Christianity, which had a more positive view of human
nature, 371541531 4pq classical philosophy, from which he drew the ideas of personal autonomy and self-
improvement.[l] After having previously credited Cicero's lost Hortensius for his eventual conversion to
Christianity,!>>] Augustine accused Pelagius' idea of virtue of being "Ciceronian”, taking issue with the
ideology of the dialogue's author as having overemphasized the role of human intellect and will. P61
Although his teachings on original sin were novel, Pelagius' views on grace, free will and predestination
were similar to those of contemporary Greek-speaking theologians such as Origen, John Chrysostom, and
Jerome. 3]

Theologian Carol Harrison commented that Pelagianism is "a radically different alternative to Western
understandings of the human person, human responsibility and freedom, ethics and the nature of salvation"
which might have come about if Augustine had not been victorious in the Pelagian controversy.[l]
According to Harrison, "Pelagianism represents an attempt to safeguard God's justice, to preserve the
integrity of human nature as created by God, and of human beings' obligation, responsibility and ability to
attain a life of perfect righteousness."®8! However, this is at the expense of downplaying human frailty and
presenting "the operation of divine grace as being merely external".[>8] According to scholar Rebecca
Weaver, "what most distinguished Pelagius was his conviction of an unrestricted freedom of choice, given
by God and immune to alteration by sin or circumstance."?]

Definition

What Augustine called "Pelagianism" was more his own invention than that of Pelagius.[40][60] According
to Thomas Scheck, Pelagianism is the heresy of denying Catholic Church teaching on original sin, or more
specifically the beliefs condemned as heretical in 417 and 418.16118) 1y her study, Ali Bonner (a lecturer at
the University of Cambridge) found that there was no one individual who held all the doctrines of
"Pelagianism”, nor was there a coherent Pelagian movement, (6] although these findings are
disputed.[92163] Bonner argued that the two core ideas promoted by Pelagius were "the goodness of human
nature and effective free will" although both were advocated by other Christian authors from the 360s.
Because Pelagius did not invent these ideas, she recommended attributing them to the ascetic movement
rather than using the word "Pelagian".[GO] Later Christians used "Pelagianism" as an insult for theologically
orthodox Christians who held positions that they disagreed with. Historian Eric Nelson defined genuine
Pelagianism as rejection of original sin or denial of original sin's effect on man's ability to avoid sin.[64]
Even in recent scholarly literature, the term "Pelagianism" is not clearly or consistently defined.[6>]

Pelagianism and Augustinianism

Pelagius' teachings on human nature, divine grace, and sin were opposed to those of Augustine, who
declared Pelagius "the enemy of the grace of God" [22118](h] Augustine distilled what he called Pelagianism
into three heretical tenets: "to think that God redeems according to some scale of human merit; to imagine
that some human beings are actually capable of a sinless life; to suppose that the descendants of the first
human beings to sin are themselves born innocent" 30l Augustine's writings, Pelagius is a symbol of



humanism who excluded God from human salvation.18] Pelagianism shaped Augustine's ideas in
opposition to his own on free will, grace, and original sin,[881621701 and much of The City of God is
devoted to countering Pelagian arguments.[47] Another major difference in the two thinkers was that
Pelagius emphasized obedience to God for fear of hell, which Augustine considered servile. In contrast,
Augustine argued that Christians should be motivated by the delight and blessings of the Holy Spirit and
believed that it was treason "to do the right deed for the wrong reason".38! According to Augustine, credit
for all virtue and good works is due to God alone,”1! and to say otherwise caused arrogance, which is the
foundation of sin.l”2]

According to Peter Brown, "For a sensitive man of the fifth century, Manichaeism, Pelagianism, and the
views of Augustine were not as widely separated as we would now see them: they would have appeared to
him as points along the great circle of problems raised by the Christian religion".[73] John Cassian argued
for a middle way between Pelagianism and Augustinianism, in which the human will is not negated but
presented as intermittent, sick, and weak, [58] and Jerome held a middle position on sinlessness.”4 In Gaul,
the so-called "semi-Pelagians" disagreed with Augustine on predestination (but recognized the three
Pelagian doctrines as heretical) and were accused by Augustine of being seduced by Pelagian ideas.”5]
According to Ali Bonner, the crusade against Pelagianism and other heresies narrowed the range of
acceptable opinions and reduced the intellectual freedom of classical Rome.”®] When it came to grace and
especially predestination, it was Augustine's ideas, not Pelagius', which were novel. [771178179]

Belief Pelagianism Augustinianism

Sets a bad example, but Every human's nature is corrupted by original sin, and they also

Fall of man gg;eusr el}gi]%f;‘]ect human inherit moral quilt44135]

. Absolute freedom of
Free will Ch;z(ﬁz%][g%? emeo Original sin renders men unable to choose good!€”
Status of [51] Corrupted by original sin and consigned to hell if
infants Blameless unbaptized(@LI441[35]

Comes about by free

choiceldd] Inevitable result of fallen human naturel#4!

Sin

. Given to those who
Forgiveness for

sin si['?cerely repent and merit Part of God's grace, disbursed according to his will82]
it
. Theoretically possible, . . [81]
Sinlessness although unusual29148] Impossible due to the corruption of human nature
Salvation Humans will be judged for vation i . 83]
their choicesi29] Salvation is bestowed by God's grace

God decides who is saved and prevents them from falling
Predestination | Rejected!®4] away!®®! However, it is disputed if Augustine taught double
predestination. [861[871(88](89)]

According to Nelson, Pelagianism is a solution to the problem of evil that invokes libertarian free will as
both the cause of human suffering and a sufficient good to justify it.2%1 By positing that man could choose
between good and evil without divine intercession, Pelagianism brought into question Christianity's core
doctrine of Jesus' act of substitutionary atonement to expiate the sins of mankind.®] For this reason,
Pelagianism became associated with nontrinitarian interpretations of Christianity which rejected the divinity
of Jesus,[gz] as well as other heresies such as Arianism, Socinianism, and mortalism (which rejected the



existence of hell).l54] Augustine argued that if man "could have become just by the law of nature and free
will . . . amounts to rendering the cross of Christ void".29 He argued that no suffering was truly
undeserved, and that grace was equally undeserved but bestowed by God's benevolence.[93] Augustine's
solution, while it was faithful to orthodox Christology, worsened the problem of evil because according to
Augustinian interpretations, God punishes sinners who by their very nature are unable not to sin.4! The
Augustinian defense of God's grace against accusations of arbitrariness is that God's ways are
incomprehensible to mere mortals.[64194] Yet, as later critics such as Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz asserted,
asking "it is good and just because God wills it or whether God wills it because it is good and just?", this
defense (although accepted by many Catholic and Reformed theologians) creates a God-centered morality,
which, in Leibniz' view "would destroy the justice of God" and make him into a tyrant. [95]

Pelagianism and Judaism

One of the most important distinctions between Christianity and Judaism is that the former conventionally
teaches justification by faith, while the latter teaches that man has the choice to follow divine law. By
teaching the absence of original sin and the idea that humans can choose between good and evil,
Pelagianism advocated a position close to that of Judaism.[2%] Pelagius wrote positively of Jews and
Judaism, recommending that Christians study Old Testament (i.e., the Tanakh) law—a sympathy not
commonly encountered in Christianity after Paul.[*8] Augustine was the first to accuse Pelagianism of
"Judaizing",[®7) which became a commonly heard criticism of it. 2297 However, although contemporary
rabbinic literature tends to take a Pelagian perspective on the major questions, and it could be argued that
the rabbis shared a worldview with Pelagius, there were minority opinions within Judaism (such as the
Essenes) which argued for ideas more similar to Augusﬁne's.[%] Overall, Jewish discourse did not discuss

free will and emphasized God's goodness in his revelation of the Torah.[92]

Later responses

Semi-Pelagian controversy

The resolution of the Pelagian controversy gave rise to a new controversy in southern Gaul in the fifth and
sixth centuries, retrospectively called by the misnomer "semi—Pelagianism”.[100][101] The "semi-Pelagians"
all accepted the condemnation of Pelagius, believed grace was necessary for salvation, and were followers
of Augustine.l'%!J The controversy centered on differing interpretations of the verse 1 Timothy 2:4:15%1 "For
this is good and acceptable in the sight of God our Savior, who desires all men to be saved and to come to
the knowledge of the truth."!%2] Augustine and Prosper of Aquitaine assumed that God's will is always
effective and that some are not saved (i.e., opposing universal reconciliation). Their opponents, based on the
tradition of Eastern Christianity, argued that Augustinian predestination contradicted the biblical
passage.[101][103] Cassian, whose writings survived, argued for prevenient grace that individuals could
accept or reject. Other semi-Pelagians were said to undermine the essential role of God's grace in salvation
and argue for a median between Augustinianism and Pelagianism, although these alleged writings are no
longer extant.194] At the Council of Orange in 529, called and presided over by the Augustinian Caesarius
of Arles, semi-Pelagianism was condemned but Augustinian ideas were also not accepted entirely: the
synod advocated synergism, the idea that human freedom and divine grace work together for
salvation, [10>1101]



Christians often used "Pelagianism" as an insult to imply that the target denied God's grace and strayed into
heresy.[34] Later Augustinians criticized those who asserted a meaningful role for human free will in their

own salvation as covert "Pelagians" or "semi—Pelagians".[lS]

Pelagian manuscripts

During the Middle Ages, Pelagius' writings were popular but usually attributed to other authors, especially
Augustine and Jerome.[106] Pelagius' Commentary on Romans circulated under two pseudonymous
versions, "Pseudo-Jerome" (copied before 432) and "Pseudo-Primasius", revised by Cassiodorus in the
sixth century to remove the "Pelagian errors" that Cassiodorus found in it. During the Middle Ages, it
passed as a work by Jerome.[1%7] Erasmus of Rotterdam printed the commentary in 1516, in a volume of
works by Jerome. Erasmus recognized that the work was not really Jerome's, writing that he did not know
who the author was. Erasmus admired the commentary because it followed the consensus interpretation of
Paul in the Greek tradition.1%8! The nineteenth-century theologian Jacques Paul Migne suspected that
Pelagius was the author, and William Ince recognized Pelagius' authorship as early as 1887. The original
version of the commentary was found and published by Alexander Souter in 1926.[1%8) According to
French scholar Yves-Marie Duval, the Pelagian treatise On the Christian Life was the second-most copied

work during the Middle Ages (behind Augustine's The City of God) outside of the Bible and liturgical
[106][c]
texts.

Early modern era

During the modermn era, Pelagianism continued to be used as an epithet against orthodox Christians.
However, there were also some authors who had essentially Pelagian views according to Nelson's
definition.[84] Nelson argued that many of those considered the predecessors to modern liberalism took
Pelagian or Pelagian-adjacent positions on the problem of evil.['1%! For instance, Leibniz, who coined the
word theodicy in 1710, rejected Pelagianism but nevertheless proved to be "a crucial conduit for Pelagian
ideas".111] He argued that "Freedom is deemed necessary in order that man may be deemed guilty and
open to punishment."[llz] In De doctrina christiana, John Milton argued that "if, because of God's decree,
man could not help but fall . . . then God's restoration of fallen man was a matter of justice not grace".[113]
Milton also argued for other positions that could be considered Pelagian, such as that "The knowledge and
survey of vice, is in this world ... necessary to the constituting of human virtue,"[114] Jean-Jacques
Rousseau made nearly identical arguments for that point.l''*] John Locke argued that the idea that "all
Adam's Posterity [are] doomed to Eternal Infinite Punishment, for the Transgression of Adam" was "little
consistent with the Justice or Goodness of the Great and Infinite God".[''>] He did not accept that original
sin corrupted human nature, and argued that man could live a Christian life (although not "void of slips and
falls") and be entitled to justification.[llz]

Nelson argues that the drive for rational justification of religion, rather than a symptom of secularization,
was actually "a Pelagian response to the theodicy problem" because "the conviction that everything
necessary for salvation must be accessible to human reason was yet another inference from God's justice".
In Pelagianism, libertarian free will is necessary but not sufficient for God's punishment of humans to be
justified, because man must also understand God's commands.[116] As a result, thinkers such as Locke,
Rousseau and Immanuel Kant argued that following natural law without revealed religion must be sufficient
for the salvation of those who were never exposed to Christianity because, as Locke pointed out, access to



revelation is a matter of moral luck.[117] Early modern proto-liberals such as Milton, Locke, Leibniz, and
Rousseau advocated religious toleration and freedom of private action (eventually codified as human
rights), as only freely chosen actions could merit salvation. 1 181K

19th-century philosopher Sgren Kierkegaard dealt with the same problems (nature, grace, freedom, and sin)
as Augustine and Pelagius,’®1] which he believed were opposites in a Hegelian dialectic.l'2%] He rarely
mentioned Pelagius exp]iciﬂy[Sl] even though he inclined towards a Pelagian viewpoint. However,
Kierkegaard rejected the idea that man could perfect himself.[:21]

Contemporary responses

John Rawls was a critic of Pelagianism, an attitude that he retained even after becoming an atheist. His anti-
Pelagian ideas influenced his book A Theory of Justice, in which he argued that differences in productivity
between humans are a result of "moral arbitrariness" and therefore unequal wealth is undeserved.['22] In
contrast, the Pelagian position would be that human sufferings are largely the result of sin and are therefore
deserved.[92] According to Nelson, many contemporary social liberals follow Rawls rather than the older
liberal-Pelagian tradition.[123]

The conflict between Pelagius and the teachings of Augustine was a constant theme throughout the works
of Anthony Burgess, in books including A Clockwork Orange, Earthly Powers, A Vision of Battlements
and The Wanting Seed.124]

Scholarly reassessment

During the 20th century, Pelagius and his teachings underwent a reassessment.122153] 1 1956, John
Ferguson wrote:

If a heretic is one who emphasizes one truth to the exclusion of others, it would at any rate appear
that [Pelagius] was no more a heretic than Augustine. His fault was in exaggerated emphasis, but
in the final form his philosophy took, after necessary and proper modifications as a result of
criticism, it is not certain that any statement of his is totally irreconcilable with the Christian faith
or indefensible in terms of the New Testament. It is by no means so clear that the same may be
said of Augustine.[lzﬁ][le]

Thomas Scheck writes that although Pelagius' views on original sin are still considered "one-sided and

defective":[531

An important result of the modern reappraisal of Pelagius's theology has been a more sympathetic
assessment of his theology and doctrine of grace and the recognition of its deep rootedness in the
antecedent Greek theologians... Pelagius's doctrine of grace, free will and predestination, as



represented in his Commentary on Romans, has very strong links with Eastern (Greek) theology
and, for the most part, these doctrines are no more reproachable than those of orthodox Greek

theologians such as Origen and John Chrysostom, and of St. Jerome. 331
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Notes
a. According to Marius Mercator, Caelestius was deemed to hold six heretical beliefs:[16]

= Adam was created mortal

= Adam'’s sin did not corrupt other humans

= Infants are born into the same state as Adam before the fall of man
= Adam'’s sin did not introduce mortality

= Following God's law enables man to enter the Kingdom of Heaven
= There were other humans, besides Christ, who were without sin

b. Scriptural passages cited to support this argument include Deuteronomy 30:15,
Ecclesiasticus 15:14-17, and Ezekiel 18:20 and 33:12, 16.[42]

c. At the Council of Diospolis, On the Christian Life was submitted as an example of Pelagius'
heretical writings. Scholar Robert F. Evans argues that it was Pelagius’ work, but Ali Bonner
disagrees.[log]

d. The Hebrew Bible figures claimed as sinless by Pelagius include Abel, Enoch, Melchizedek,
Lot, and Noah.[*2 At the Synod of Diospolis, Pelagius went back on the claim that other
humans besides Jesus had lived sinless lives, but insisted that it was still theoretically
possible.[2¢]

e. Scriptural passages cited for the necessity of works include Matthew 7:19-22, Romans 2:13,
and Titus 1:1.42]

f. According to Augustine, true virtue resides exclusively in God and humans can know it only
imperfectly.[>7]

g. Scheck and F. Clark summarize the condemned beliefs as follows:

1."Adam's sin injured only himself, so that his posterity were not born in that state of
alienation from God called original sin

2. It was accordingly possible for man, born without original sin or its innate consequences,
to continue to live without sin by the natural goodness and powers of his nature;
therefore, justification was not a process that must necessarily take place for man to be
saved

3. Eternal life was, consequently, open and due to man as a result of his natural good
strivings and merits; divine interior grace, though useful, was not necessary for the
attainment of salvation."[61]



h. The phrase (inimici gratiae) was repeated more than fifty imes in Augustine's anti-Pelagian

writings after Diospolis.[6]

I. Robert Dodaro has a similar list: "(1) that human beings can be sinless; (2) that they can act
virtuously without grace; (3) that virtue can be perfected in this life; and (4) that fear of death

can be completely overcome" .[67]

j- Pelagius wrote: "pardon is given to those who repent, not according to the grace and mercy
of God, but according to their own merit and effort, who through repentance will have been

worthy of mercy".[39]

k. This is the opposite of the Augustinian argument against excessive state power, which is that
human corruption is such that man cannot be trusted to wield it without creating tyranny, what

Judith Shklar called "liberalism of fear" [119]
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