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lvi ON FIRST PRINCIPLES 

greater authority to his translation. But if he uses so much 

freedom in framing this preliminary defense of his work, we 

must clearly examine the translation itself with critical eyes. 

For our desire is simply to discover what Origen taught. Only 

by adhering strictly to the truth can we rightly estimate his 

services to the Church and his position in the development 

of Christian doctrine. 

IV. THE CONTROVERSY BETWEEN 

JEROME AND RUFINUS 

Besides fortifying himself by the publication of the two 

abovementioned introductory essays Rufinus used another 

weapon of defense. In his own preface he referred in glowing 

terms to the previous translations of Origen's works made by 

Jerome. Now when we recall the disturbance at Jerusalem 

only a few years before, when Jerome had openly taken his 

stand against Origen, we can hardly acquit Rufinus of guile 

in making these allusions. Jerome, according to him, "had 

inspired everyone with a deep longing to read Origen and 

study him earnestly." He had promised to continue his own 

translations, but the desire to be a "father of the word" and not 

a mere translator had conquered him, and he was now much 

too busy with his own compositions. Consequently Rufinus 

had consented to "take up the work which was begun and 

approved by him," although he confesses that he cannot bring 

to it an ability comparable with that of Jerome. He goes on to 

describe the method of his translation, and to declare that it 

was the same method as that followed by Jerome himself, who 

had so "smoothed over and emended" any passages likely to 

cause offense, that "a Latin reader would find in them nothing 

out of harmony with our faith." 

., 
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All this was strictly true, but seeing that Jerome had by 

this time changed his opinion about Origen we cannot be 

surprised that he took exception to Rufinus's statements when 

he heard of them. For their effect was at the very least to rep­

resent him as acquiescing in every doctrine of Origen which 

Rufinus had thought fit not to remove from his translation. 

In the quarrel at Jerusalem Rufinus had taken an opposite 

side to Jerome, as we have seen. That is to say, he was more 

liberal-minded than Jerome in regard to what was or was not 

permissible as speculation for purposes of discussion. If, know­

ing Jerome as he did, Rufinus really thought that he would 

take his eulogy as a sincere compliment, he must have been 

singularly dull. We must admit, however, that in his subse­

quent Defense he does protest most strongly that his praise 

was sincerely meant. 

The translation of the First Principles soon came into the 

hands of Jerome's friends in Italy, of whom Pammachius, 

Oceanus and Marcella were the chief They were horrified by 

some of the doctrines still remaining in it and by the implied 

suggestion that Jerome would raise no objection to them. 

They sent him, therefore, a copy of the work with a request 

for information. Jerome replied by making a faithful Latin 

translation of the whole of the First Principles and sending it 

to Pammachius with a covering letter. l He admits that he had 

once praised Origen for his good work; he would still do so if 

others would not praise his errors. Origen's doctrines on the 

nature of the Son and the Holy Spirit, on the pre-existence of 

souls, on the resurrection, and on the ultimate restitution of all 

things, when it will be "the same for Gabriel as for the devil, 

for Paul as for Caiaphas, for virgins as for prostitutes," were 

poisonous heresies. No Latin writer had ever yet ventured to 

translate his works on the Resurrection and on First Principles, 

or the Stromata and the Commentaries, but only the Homilies, 
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or popular addresses, which were harmless. The assertion that 

Origen's works had been corrupted by heretics Jerome denies; 

both Eusebius and Didymus had taken for granted that Ori­

gen held the incriminated views. Moreover, Jerome cannot 

believe that Pamphilus wrote the first book of the Defense; it 

must be by Eusebius. If, however, Pamphilus did write it, his 

martyrdom would wash away the fault. 

Jerome's defense was in the main a reasonable one. He 

had a right to change his opinion of Origen if he so wished. 

But he was not candid enough to confess that in his previous 

writings he had adopted as his own without question some at 

least of the doctrines which he was now condemning, namely, 

the fall of souls from a heavenly state into human bodies and 

the subjection of Lucifer and the other opposing powers to 

the rule of Christ in his future kingdom. Moreover, he cannot 

restrain his pen from making remarks about Rufinus which 

are both spiteful and untrue. The letter, however, was not 

addressed to Rufinus and presumably need never have come 

to his knowledge. Jerome had enclosed with it a short letter 

for Rufinus, which Pammachius was asked to deliver. This was 

written in a different strain. It expostulated with him for the 

language he had used in the preface to the First Principles, but 

it also contained expressions of esteem and friendship which 

should have been sufficient to avert a quarrel between the two. 

Unfortunately Pammachius, by what we can only regard as 

a gross breach of faith, did not deliver this letter. Instead, he 

and his friends published Jerome's letter to him, and when 

this came to the knowledge of Rufinus, he felt it necessary to 

record his own case in the form of a lengthy Defense. 
The Defense enumerates, as was inevitable, the instances 

in which Jerome in his early days had freely accepted Ori­

gen's opinions. If Jerome had frankly admitted a change of 

views all this would have been irrelevant; but, as we have seen, 
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he shrank from doing this. Little exception can be taken to 

the tone of Rufinus's statements; he writes warmly, but in a 

Christian spirit. The facts were proved beyond dispute from 

Jerome's own writings; he had actually used many passages of 

Origen which he now objected to. But over and above this 

there emerge from the discussion three points which reveal the 

different tempers of the two men. A consideration of these will 

help us to view the controversy in a true light. 

First, Rufinus comments on Jerome's lack of charity. He 

is aware of his opponent's literary skill, that he can so han­

dle words as "to make one whom he wishes to injure and 

to wound appear to have received neither wounds nor inju­

ries .... Any idle gossip stirs him up to fault-finding and 

vituperation.n2 "I will pardon him then, though he never par­

dons others, but condemns them for their words without any 

thought of charity. "3 As for himself, he adds at the close: "I ask 

for pardon, if I have handled the matter too roughly."4 Jerome's 

great services to the Church are sadly marred by his dogmatic 

and overbearing manner and by the use of his brilliant gifts 

for attacking those whom personally he disliked. 

Again, Rufinus upholds the position that Christians are 

free to discuss questions even though they may not be able to 

reach the complete truth about them. Jerome and the world 

to which he belonged appear to have ruled out all discussion 

whatever. They are aware of no difficulties; they are troubled 

by no problems. It is important to remember that Rufinus, 

whose own belief was severely orthodox, should have been 

ready to defend Origen on this point, as Pamphilus had done 

before him. When questions are raised which the Apostle does 

not plainly answer, then, he says, "we either say that we do 

not know, or that we stand in doubt; and that since we do 

not get a full understanding but only a hint of his meaning, 

we do not declare but suggest the explanation."5 It is evidence 
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of a genuine feeling for truth that Rufinus should have left 

as much as he did of the inquiries of Origen, whereas Jerome 

regarded them as wholly illegitimate and productive of harm. 

The third point is but a particular instance of the second. 

Origen's only motive in ascribing a pre-existence to souls was 

to defend the justice of God. The different surroundings into 

which men were born was to him a real difficulty. There is 

probably no other Christian father who has a heart so tender, 

so sensitive to human suffering, as Origen had. Jerome had 

once followed Origen in his explanation of the problem, but 

afterwards, terrified by the possibility of being thought a her­

etic, he contemptuously rejected all such speculations. They 

were, he said, of pagan origin. Rufinus answered him in words 

that are dignified and memorable: 
Neither you (i.e., Jerome), nor Origen are forthwith to be 

reckoned among pagans if, as you yourself have said, it was 

with the desire of vindicating God's justice and of answering 

those who assert that all things are governed by chance or 

fate, with the desire, I say, of showing that the providence 

of God which controls the universe is just, that you declared 

that each soul has acquired the causes of its inequality from 

its movements and feelings in that previous existence which 

it had in the heavenly places; or even if you said that it was in 

harmony with the good and unchangeable and simple nature 

of the Trinity that every creature should at the end of all things 

be restored to the original condition in which it was created at 

the first, and that this would happen after long punishments 

continuing through ages of time, which God inflicts on each 

soul not in the spirit of one who is angry but of a healer, whose 

admonitions are without fault, and who because his object is 

to restore and to heal will at last bring his punishments to an 

end. How far these words are true God must judge; but they 

seem to me to contain little impiety against God, nor any 
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paganism, especially when they are spoken with the desire 

and intention of finding some argument by which the justice 

of God might be vindicated.6 

The man who could write thus, at considerable risk to his 

reputation, deserves our respect and gratitude. 

Jerome's friends in Italy sent him notes of the chief points 

of Rufinus's attack. His brother Paulinian saw a copy of the 

work and, committing some portions to memory, commu­

nicated them to Jerome in Palestine, whither he was return­

ing after some years' absence. From these two sources Jerome 

obtained sufficient information to write two books of a counter 

Defense. His one anxiety is to clear himself from any suspicion 

of heresy. But he will not see that the only satisfactory way 

of doing this is to admit that, on his own principles, he had 

formerly made a mistake in including Origen's opinions in his 

works. He says that these opinions were given side by side with 

others, for the reader to choose from, and that sometimes he 

had indicated his dissent from them. "What is my fault?" he 

naively asks. The fault was that, if the opinions in question 

were poisonous heresies, he should not have inserted them in 

his Commentary on Ephesians without the slightest warning 

to the reader that they were such. If on the other hand they 

were permissible speculations he had no ground of complaint 

against Rufinus for translating them into Latin. 

A copy of these two books was brought to Rufinus by 

the captain of a trading ship which was carrying goods to 

Aquileia. Rufinus was disposed to reply still further, but the 

Christian world was now becoming scandalized at this unedi­

fying controversy, and Chromatius the bishop of Aquileia pre­

vailed upon him to desist. Yet he sent back a letter to Jerome 

which was far from friendly in tone. He intimated, apparently, 

that he could have published if he had so desired other facts 

which would have destroyed his adversary's reputation forever. 
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Jerome answered with a third book of his Defense. It adds little 

to the others. One characteristic sentence may be quoted: "We 

were once zealous in our praise of Origen; let us be equally 

zealous in condemning him now that he is condemned by the 

whole world."? With this may be compared the utterance of 

Gelasius, in regard to authors whose works were prohibited to 

Latin readers after the Roman Council of AD 494. 

Rufinus, a highly religious man, wrote many books on 

ecclesiastical matters and certain commentaries on the Scrip­

tures; but since the blessed Jerome controverted him on certain 

points concerning free will, we must hold the same belief as 

the aforementioned Jerome; and this not only in the case of 

Rufinus, but of all persons whatever whom that man of faith 

and piety has censured. 8 

Whatever the mistakes of Rufinus may have been, he 

could have stood little chance of obtaining a just hearing in 

the face of such a spirit as this. 

v. CHARACTER OF RUFINUS'S TRANSLATION 

The foregoing chapters have made it clear that we must 

look back upon Rufinus with two minds. First, we owe him 

deep gratitude that he undertook the translation of the First 
Principles at all. He saw what a magnificent work it was, when 

most of his contemporaries were content to throw it aside 

as worthless. Apart from Rufinus we might have remained 

almost in the dark about its contents, and a whole world of 

Christian speculation characteristic of one of the most vigor­

ous and brilliant periods of Church history would have been 

lost to us. And we must admire his courage; for with all his 

care to cut out or soften down the worst audacities of Origen 

he yet left enough to bring him into deep suspicion with the 
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narrower minds who then controlled the Church in the west. 

On the other hand, the fact must be faced that we cannot 

trust him. We have already seen how he will alter anything 

that appears to him to need alteration, on no other evidence 

than his own subjective impression. His most recent defender, 

M. Gustave Bardy, says that "the gaps and alterations which 

we discover here and there do not astonish us, for they were 

announced and foreseen."] But the truth is that no one who 

had nothing to go upon except the innocent-looking prefaces 

of Rufinus would have the least conception of the scope of the 

changes which he made. There are not only long additions and 

omissions, but mistranslations, some deliberate, some perhaps 

unconscious, paraphrases in which the point and force of the 

original is completely lost, and countless minor alterations 

which must be studied in detail before their cumulative effect 

can be appreciated. After gathering every Greek fragment that 

can be found there is less than one-sixth of the original work 

available by which to check Rufinus. Included in this pro­

portion are the most controverted, and therefore the more 

seriously altered, parts of the work. But even in the other 

parts, where fewer disputed points of doctrine occur, we can 

never be quite sure that we have Origen's thought as he himself 

expressed it. The sharp edges of the Greek have been rubbed 

smooth by the rhetorical prose of Rufinus, and even with a 

full knowledge of such other works of Origen as have come 

down to us in the Greek it is often impossible to reconstruct 
the original with any certainty. 

All the fragments, whether in Greek or in Latin, that are 

available for checking Rufinus have been known to scholars 

for long past. But they have not been fully utilized. The pub­

lication of Dr. Paul Koetschau's text of the First Principles in 

1913 marked a new era. He placed in the body of the text all 

the material we possess which can justly claim to belong to 
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Origen; and not only that, but he also quoted in footnotes 

many passages from Jerome and other writers which are indis­

pensable for reference. This work renders all previous texts of 

Origen out of date, and consequently makes it imperative to 

read with caution all previous descriptions of his theology. 

"It is not too much to say," comments M. de Faye, "that the 

confidence which has always been placed in these Latin ver­

sions renders obsolete every exposition of Origen's theology 

which saw the light before M. Koetschau's edition of the De 
Principiis."2 In the following translation I have followed Koet­

schau's reconstruction throughout; not simply because it is the 

only one we possess, but also because in the course of many 

years' reading of the text I have seen no reason to differ materi­

ally from his conclusions. I acknowledge with much gratitude 

all the help I have received from this admirable work.3 

Koetschau's Introduction, contains a complete examina­

tion of Rufinus's translation and a list of the passages available 

for correcting it. The reader who wishes to study the matter 

in detail will do well to read this. Here, however, I will make 

a brief summary of the material referred to. 
i. The Philocalia,4 a collection of extracts from Origen's 

works made by Basil and Gregory of Nazianzus, contains Bk. 

III. Ch. i and Bk. IV. Chs. iv-iii of the First Principles. These 

form by far the greater part of the Greek fragments now extant. 

ii. The treatise or letter sent by Justinian to Mennas, Patri­

arch of Constantinople, before the 2nd Council of Constanti­

nople, AD 553.5 This letter contains numerous extracts from 

the First Principles, which formed the basis on which Origen 

was condemned at the CounciL Whether this condemnation 

took place at the Council itself, or previously at the local synod 

of AD 543, makes no difference for our purpose. 
iii. The fifteen Anathemas against Origen decreed at the 

above-mentioned Council or synod.6 Koetschau gives a place 
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in his text to numbers two to six of these Anathemas, on the 

ground that they record, though not perhaps always word for 

word, the teaching of Origen in the First Principles. 
iv. Various fragments taken from Antipater of Bostra, 

Leontius of Byzantium, Theophilus of Alexandria, Epipha­

nius, Gregory of Nyssa and others. 

Koetschau admits in all forty-three Greek fragments, vary­

ing in length from a few words to the extensive passages taken 

from the Philocalia. Of these some fourteen are entirely miss­

ing from the text of Rufinus; nine are shortened, altered or 

incomplete; five are inaccurately translated; and the remaining 

fifteen are given with reasonable, though not always strict, 

accuracy. 

As I have stated above, M. Gustave Bardy disputes the 

conclusions reached by Koetschau in regard to the passages 

taken from Justinian's letter to Mennas and the Anathemas. 

He contends that the former are divorced from their context 

and that in some cases they may be deformed or interpolated. 

This is not likely. The fact that there were many followers of 

Origen even in the sixth century-it was their existence and 

influence which made Justinian so eager to secure Origin's 

condemnation-would have rendered it necessary to be 

carefuL There was also plenty of material for condemnation, 

according to Justinian's ideas, without the need of perversion 

or exaggeration. Bardy does not in fact deny that Justinian's 

letter gives us our best information about Origen's true teach­

ing, though he would use it with caution. But he makes a 

strong objection to the inclusion of the Anathemas in the text. 

These have in view, according to him, not so much Origen 

himself as the "so-called Origenists who were contemporaries 

of Justinian."? An examination will show, however, that they 

differ but little from the letter of Justinian. In regard to Bardy's 

further objection to Koetschau's reconstruction of Bk. I. Ch. 
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viii., 8 on the ground that it is too hazardous, we must admit 

that the piecing together of the different fragments is inge­

niously done and that too much reliance must not be placed 

on the precise order and connection of the passages. But there 

can be no doubt whatever that they belong to this chapter, 

for every fragment of testimony we possess speaks with the 

same voice about Origen's doctrine of the fall of the angels 

and their ultimate restoration. "Who gave you leave," cries 

Jerome to Rufinus, "to omit so much from your translation?"9 

Unless we fill the gaps left by Rufinus with the material which 

every other writer who deals with the First Principles declares 

to have been there, we can have no hope of ascertaining what 

Origen really wrote. 
The Latin translation sent by Jerome to his friends in Italy 

has unfortunately been lost. Jerome's usual method of transla­

tion was no different from that of Rufinus, but on this occa­

sion he adhered strictly to the original. "In my translation of 

the First Principles," he says, "I expressed in a simple way what 

was contained in the Greek text."10 And Rufinus corroborates 

this when he complains of Jerome that "he re-interpreted these 

very books which I had translated, and inserted all those pas­

sages which had been omitted by me as being of doubtful 

authenticity." I I Some years after, this translation, though care­

fully kept back from publication by Pammachius, was circu­

lated in a garbled form by a friend to whom he had lent it for 

a short time. A copy of this came into the hands of one Avitus, 

who wrote to Jerome for an explanation. In reply Jerome sent 

him a true copy, accompanied by a letter containing long quo­

tations, many of them literal, of the alleged heretical teachings 

of the work. This letter is extant and provides an authority of 

first-class character for supplementing the gaps in Rufinus's 

translation and correcting him elsewhere. Koetschau gives 

a list of more than fifty quotations obtained from it. All are 
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printed in his edition, either as part of the text or in footnotes, 

and all are included in the present translation. I2 

M. Bardy, however, seeks to discredit Jerome's transla­

tion. Jerome, he says, changed the delicate nuances ofOrigen 

into categorical statements, presenting in an absolute manner 

theories capable of a generous interpretation; he may have 

translated Origen better, but he understood him less, lacking 

what Rufinus possessed, the sympathy which gives intelli­

gence. 13 If Bardy means that Origen's theories were always 

subject to revision, put forward, as he so often reminds us, for 

discussion rather than as unalterable dogmas, and that while 

Rufinus partly understood this temper of mind Jerome had 

no sympathy with it at all, then his contention is true. It is 
true also that Jerome means throughout to make the worst of 

Origen and Rufinus the best, each from his own viewpoint. 

The modern reader can and must allow for this. But no argu­

ments will alter the fact that Rufinus has left many gaps which 

without Jerome's help we could not fill at all, and that time 

after time he deliberately transforms, abbreviates or renders 

inaccurately his original. Nor must we suppose that Origen's 

teaching, though offered in humility and with a readiness 

to be convinced by better knowledge, lacked definiteness. 

It was this definiteness which Rufinus feared, and which he 

endeavored to obscure in his translation. On the other hand, 

Jerome's presentation of Origen, though blunt, is full and fair. 

The passages quoted in the Letter to Avitus have a genuine 

Origenistic ring about them and there is no evidence whatever 

of hardening or exaggeration. 

OfRufinus's ordinary method of translation we may gain 

the truest idea by studying the two long passages of which the 

originals are preserved in the Philocalia. Generally speaking, 

the subject matter is here unobjectionable and Rufinus, even 

when abiding by his own cautious rules, had no need to alter, 
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omit or interpolate. The reader of the present translation can 

form his own judgment; for in it Origen and Rufinus are set 

side by side and the two translations are made to agree in 

wording so far as is possible, that is, wherever it seemed clear 

that Rufinus was endeavoring to adhere closely to his original. 

He does not often do this, it is true. His method, like that of 

Jerome himself, is what we should call paraphrasing rather 

than translating. But he gives the general sense, for the most 

part, of what Origen wrote; and where he does this we must 

be satisfied. 
The two passages are Bk. III. Ch. i, on the subject of Free 

Will, and Bk. IV. Chs. i-iii on the Inspiration and Interpre­

tation of the Scriptures. 14 Koetschau has examined these care­

fully and obtained the following results: Rufinus has omitted 

twenty-eight passages, the great majority of which, however, 

are very short, consisting of only a few words or a line or two. 

He has made twenty-two additions, again mostly not more 

than a few words in length. And there are forty-five cases of 

inaccurate translation, some being due to a misunderstanding 

of the Greek and others to the desire of altering it for dog­

matic reasons. It must be sufficient here to make a few general 

observations on these irregularities. 
Of the additions made by Rufinus many are for the sake of 

clearness. He is fond, too, of rhetorical embellishment and will 

often put in a didactic or pietistic touch that is wanting in Ori­

gen. Sometimes, when texts are quoted, he will add an extra 

one that occurs to him or insert a fresh illustration. In other 

cases a dogmatic motive is apparent. Origen's dry, scientific 

statements and candid admission of difficulties are scarcely 

ever left as they stand. The assertion that the intelligence of 

some animals comes near to human reason is carefully toned 

down. I5 The desire of Origen to prove the goodness of God is 
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transformed by Rufinus into a desire to keep close to the faith 

of the Church and to test all things by "the rule of piety."16 

Some of the smaller omissions may be accidental. Others 

are not highly significant. But Rufinus has evidently hesitated 

to reproduce Origen's statement that certain of Moses's laws 

were irrational or impossible.I7 Similarly, he does not care to 

translate Origen's criticism on a literal interpretation of Mt 

5:28, 29-what good would it do to cut out the right eye?18 

He fears the lengths to which allegorical interpretation may 

go and omits the advice to discover in Scripture the "depths 

of the wisdom of God."19 In the longest of his two omissions 

it has generally been supposed that the same distrust is to be 

observed; but I have given reasons in the notes for thinking 

that Rufinus did not fully understand this passage.20 

The inaccurate renderings are often pure mistakes. Not 

seldom Rufinus altogether misses the point of the Greek. On 

the whole, however, we can gather from him fairly well the 

main drift of the arguments. But in the case of a keen thinker 

like Origen the construction of every sentence, the balance of 

phrases and often the very order of the words are important; 

and it would be folly to deny that, for all the good intentions 

of Rufinus, we lose much when we turn to his version from 

the Greek. 

VI. THE DOCTRINE OF THE FIRST PRINCIPLES 

It is not clear what was the exact meaning attached by 

Origen to the title JIEpi Apxwv. The phrase may indicate 

that the work is an inquiry into the elementary principles 

of the Christian religion; or, interpreted in a wider sense, it 

may signify that Origen intended to present his readers with 

a complete philosophy of religion. This is suggested by his 
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own assertion, made at the beginning of the book, that he 

was framing a "single body of doctrine." 1 There may be in 

addition some thought of the "principalities," with whose 

history and destiny parts of the book are concerned, and also 

of the "beginnings" of the universe, and consequently of the 

end which, in Origen's oft-repeated phrase, must be like the 

beginning. The word ApXai will cover all these meanings and 

probably Origen meant it to be understood in a comprehen­

sive way. As we have seen, the title was not a new one, since 

Clement of Alexandria had already used it. 
The thoughts to which Origen's speculations led him 

proved strange and disturbing to Christians of later ages. But 

we need not doubt that they were natural enough to the age and 

intellectual environment in which they arose. It never occurred 

to Origen that he was anything but an orthodox defender of 

the faith. All he tried to do was to work out its implications for 

the educated world of his time. Problems which do not arise in 

simple minds were continually being raised by his pupils and 

by the heretics in their rival theological schools. What is the 

explanation of apparently undeserved suffering? Has man free 

will, or is this an illusion? What happened before this world 

was created, and what will happen after it has come to an end? 

What is the origin and nature of the human soul? Are the stars 

alive? Are there worlds in the sky, where spirits live? Origen 

believed that it was right to investigate such problems. Not all 

of them could be solved. But some might be, and the Christian 

thinker must do his best. 
Other problems were of even greater importance. It was 

universally acknowledged in the Church that Father, Son, 

and Spirit constituted the Trinity, that each was divine, and 

that a vast gulf separated them from the universe of created 

beings. But no authority had as yet laid down precisely how 

they were related to one another, or had attempted to answer 
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a whole series of questions on the subject of the divine nature 

which present themselves at once to the mind of a thoughtful 

believer. This was the task which Origen, as a comparatively 

young man, took in hand. He was not altogether a pioneer, 

for Pantaenus and Clement had prepared the way. Origen's 

achievement was to focus all previous speculation, after pass­

ing it through his own brilliant intellect, into a coherent sys­

tem. Though subject to every limitation of his age, he yet had 

the scientific spirit and used a scientific method. He follows 

where reason leads him. He is sensitive to difficulties and often 

acknowledges ignorance. It is indeed his spirit and method 

rather than his conclusions which are of permanent value. For 

the Church, no doubt wisely in the main, set aside his chief 

doctrines, branding them as heretical. But she would not have 

reached so sure a conviction about the safe path of theological 

progress had it not been for the stimulus provided by this bold 

and clear thinker, who brought every question fearlessly into 

the light of day. 

M. de Faye has rightly observed that Origen's system is in 

the same class with the Gnostic speculations of his time. 2 The 

Father is the fount and origin of all being, and is pure spirit. 

The problem is to connect him with the existent material 

world. The Gnostics bridged the gulf by a series of descents 

from spirit into matter, to be followed at last by a restoration 

of the spiritual seeds or sparks imprisoned in matter to their 

original home. On this theme they played with all manner of 

fantastic variations. The Christian theology, as expounded by 

Origen, severely avoids these extravagances; yet the process of 

descent and ascent runs through it all. The Son is begotten of 

the Father by an eternal act of will. Gnostic theories of ema­

nation are rejected on the ground that they involve a division 

of the divine nature. The eternal generation of the Son is as it 

were an expansion rather than a division of the divine nature. 
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But Origen, in his keen desire to represent this eternal act as 

proceeding from will and intelligence and not as a fatalistic 

process, sometimes describes the begetting as a creating, and 

the Son as a created being. It was this that puzzled Rufinus, 

how Origen could be both orthodox and unorthodox at the 

same time. But there is really neither any doubt about Ori­

gen's words, nor difficulty about his thought. He relied on 

such scriptural passages as "the first-born of all creation" (Col 

1: 15) and he emphasizes over and over again the secondary 

position of the Son. The Holy Spirit is still less in degree, but 

all three are consubstantial, partaking of the fullness of the 

divine essence. Both Son and Spirit are genuine Beings, not 

simply divine attributes, and Origen had been taught that an 

indication of them was to be seen in the two cherubim who, 

in Isaiah's vision, cover the face of God. 3 

A fresh departure is made by the creation of rational 

beings, called either minds or souls. These are definitely out­

side the Godhead, as the Son and Spirit are definitely within. 

Nevertheless they are spiritual creatures, made in God's own 

image. Origen inquires whether they were made infinite in 

number and decides that they were not. By a curious limita­

tion of the divine power, which is characteristic of his thought, 

he tells us that God made exactly as many as he could control. 

They were all equal, and apparently identical. But they had 

free will, and this faculty caused movements to arise within 

them. Some remained in their original condition, but others 

fell away from God. Thus was variety and diversity introduced 

into the world, not by God's ordering, but by the free action 

of created souls. The fall necessitated the use of bodies; at first 

bright and transparent bodies such as stars have, and after­

wards darker and heavier ones. In this way the various orders 

of angelic beings arose and below them the daemons; for all 

are of one original nature and ascend or descend in accordance 
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with the movements of their own wills. From one class of these 

spirits the human race was constituted, and the qualities of 

each human soul and the environment into which it is born 

are due to its merits or demerits in previous existences. God is 

entirely just and has no favorites; souls are the masters of their 

own destinies and each obtains what he deserves. 

The matter which was necessary to serve as bodies for the 

fallen spirits was created by God and is not eternal. Other mat­

ter had to be created to provide them with a dwelling-place. 

Matter is such that it can be adapted to an infinite variety of 

forms and purposes. The sojourn of man in this present world 

is designed to discipline and educate him, so that he may rise 

in the scale of being. He may, however, fall; and just as the 

most heights lie open to him, so do the lowest depths. Pun­

ishment is always remedial, never purely retributive. However 

Iowa spirit may fall, he may rise again; and however high he 

may soar, a fresh fall is still possible. It was this condition of 

things which gave rise to Jerome's caustic criticism that accord­

ing to Origen angels might become devils and the devil an 

archangel. That is indeed what Origen meant to assert; that as 

no limit could be placed to human willfulness and sin, so no 

limit could be placed to the power of God's love, when once 

the human soul had responded to its healing and uplifting 
influence. 

Logically speaking, such a process might continue indef­

initely. But clear as was Origen's head, his heart insisted on 

having the last word here. Did not the Scriptures speak of a 

time when "God shall be all in all"? Thus Origen was led to the 

belief that one day the love of God would prove stronger even 

than the freedom of man and that all created spirits would 

return to that unity and perfection which was theirs at the 

beginning. Then bodies, which had grown progressively finer 

as their wearers ascended, would either be discarded forever, or 
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would be etherealized into garments of the lightest and most 

tenuous nature conceivable. And this event, Origen knew well, 

must be far distant. He felt how intractable was the human 

spirit, how dull and impervious to enlightenment it could be. 

To meet this difficulty: he assumed a succession of worlds, 

not identical in form, but each framed out of the materials of 

its predecessor and each, we may suppose, advancing a step 

further on the road to the ultimate perfection. 

The pre-existence and the future re-incarnation of the 

human soul was a doctrine that met with much opposition in 

the Church on account of its obvious connection with Greek 

and oriental speculation. But it led even Origen himself into 

a difficulty when he came to discuss the Incarnation. Jesus, 

as man, possessed a soul. Had this soul a pre-existence, like 

all others? Origen answered that it had. In the beginning, 

when other souls were declining from God, the soul of Jesus 

retained its innocence and continued by its own free choice in 

such close association with the Word of God that finally habit 

became changed into nature and an indissoluble union was 

created. It was this soul, already united with the Word of God, 

which took flesh of the Virgin Mary and appeared among 

men. And since there were multitudes of spiritual beings who 

had never come to earth, Origen supposed that Christ would 

visit them, too, in their celestial abodes, would assume their 

nature and would even suffer for them. 

The system thus outlined was based upon a belief in man's 

free will. Origen is fully conscious of the importance of free 

will and he devotes a long chapter to examining it and meeting 

objections. All the Gnostic systems, and most other specu­

lations of this period, ran in a fatalistic direction. If Origen 

appears to us to spend unnecessary trouble in his effort to 

establish the fact of human freedom, we must remember that 
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it is largely this which gives the Christian tone and color to 
all his thought. 

It is obvious that, however sincerely Origen started from 

the simple Christian faith, he ended in speculations which 

were only remotely connected with it. The real source of these 

speculations is to be found in the intellectual atmosphere of 

the time, in which the ideas of Platonists, Stoics, and orien­

tals were mingled. But Origen claimed to find it all in the 

Scriptures. Philo the Jew had discovered, or more probably 

perfected, a method of using the Old Testament by which 

its varied contents, words, phrases and stories, were made to 

suggest philosophical ideas. Christian teachers at Alexandria 

continued to use this method, chiefly, though not solely, for 

the Old Testament, the difficulties of which, moral, theological 

and historical, challenged the inquiring mind to discover hid­

den meanings. The Church had rested its faith too largely on 

the Old Testament, with arguments from miracle and proph­

ecy, to be able to look at it boldly and confess that it recorded 

a gradually developing revelation of God. This never seems to 

enter Origen's mind as a possibility. For him the Scriptures are 

everywhere perfect and complete, when rightly understood, 

to the minutest detail. He feels that the marvelous success 

of Christianity in the face of a hostile world guarantees the 

New Testament story, and that this in its turn guarantees the 

Old which predicts it. The Scriptures being thus established 

as divine writings may be made the basis of any thoughts 

which the intelligent reader can put into them or extract from 

them. Origen has three chapters on the Scriptures and the true 

method of their interpretation. It would be an exaggeration to 

say that the method is wholly arbitrary, for it has its rules. But 

it despises the history, ignores the poetry, and turns all that is 

warm and human into frigid intellectual reasonings. Its great­

est value was that, in the hands of Origen at any rate, it kept 
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the idea of God on a high moral and spiritual level and free 
from the distortions that are bound to creep in when the Old 
Testament is accepted in its literal sense as a perfect revelation. 
Beyond that, it preserved the treasure of these writings against 
possible rationalistic attack until the advent of happier days 
when the Church could with more certainry distinguish the 
temporary from the permanent and discern beneath superficial 
imperfections the abiding truth and divine inspiration. 

The weakness of Origen's sysrem, considered as a whole, 
lies in its assumption that the entire cosmic process is a mis­
take, due to the misuse of free will. He regards it as axiomatic 
that the end must be like the beginning. Is there nothing, 
then, to be accomplished in these vast stretches of time? Can 
God do no more than restore things to the position they were 
in before the primeval full? If we are to take Origen literally, it 
would appear that God cannot. History, however long drawn 
out, is but the mending of an original fault. We have it on 
good authoriry that in one passage he even said that perfected 
souls would be swallowed up in the divine essence from which 
they sprang.' Such a system of thought is at heart pessimistic, 
and it was perhaps some instinctive apprehension of this fact 
which caused the Church to turn away from it. But we must 
not be blind to the nobiliry of Origen's achievement. It is the 
work of a good and a brave man whose supreme desire was 
to know the truth. As such it is still worthy of our respect­
ful attention, and wherever the love of truth is found, there 
will Origen never fail to receive his meed of gratitude and 
reverence. 

PREFACE OF RUFINUS 

1. I know that many of the brethren, impelled by their ear­
nest desire to understand the scriptures, have made requests 
to a number of scholars well versed in Greek literature to 
pur Origen into Roman dress andJ:resent him to Latin ears. 
And when, in furtherance of this objecr, our brother andCol­
league, at the entreary of bishop Damasus, translated two of 
the Homilies on the Song of Songs from Greek into Latin, 
he composed so fine and noble a preface to that work, as 
to inspire everyone with a deep longing to read Origen and 
study him seriously. For he said that the text, "The king hath 
brought me into his chamber," might well be applied to the 
soul of Origen; and added that while in the rest of his works 
Origen had surpassed all other writers, in the Song of Songs he 
had even surpassed himself He promises, indeed, in that very 
preface, that he himself will give us not only these books on 
the Song of Songs but also many other works of Origen in a 
translation for Roman ears. I can see, however, that he derives 
most pleasure from the works of his own pen. He pursues a 
task that promises greater fame, that of being a "father of the 
word'" and not a mere translator. For this reason I take up the 
work which was begun and approved by him. Nevertheless I 
cannot adorn the writings of this great man with a degree of 
eloquence comparable to his. onsequenily ear it may hap­
pen through my fault that the man whom he has deservedly 
praised as being the next teacher of wisdom and knowledge 
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in the Church after the a£ostles may, owing ro my poor sryle, 
appear far inferior ro what he really is. 

2. It was this oft-recurring thought which kept me silent 
and prevented me ftom yielding ro the continual entreaties 
of the brethren ro artempt this work. But so powerful is your 
influence, most faithful brother Macarius, that not even my 
want of skill could any longer provide grounds for resistance. 
Accordingly, not ro suffer you ro make roo heavy a claim upon 
me, I gave way, even against my previous determination~ but 

on the condition and understanding that in my translation 
I would follow as far as possible the rule observed by my 
predecessors and especially by the distinguished man whom 
I mentioned above. For he, when translating into Latin more 
than sevenry treatises of Origen, called Homilies, and also a 
number of his commentaries on St. Paul's epistles, both of 
which are known ro ,:ontain in the original a good many state­
ments likely ro cause offence, so smoothed over and emended 
these in his translation, that a Latin reader would find in them 
nothing out of harmony with our faith . H is example, there­
fore, I am following ro the best of my abiliry; if not with an 
equal degree of eloquence, yet at least observing the same 
rules, and taking care not ro reproduce such passages from 
the books of Origen as are found ro be inconsistent with and 
contrary ro his true teaching. 

3 . The cause of these variations I have explained ro you 
more fully in the Apologeticus, a work writren by Pamphilus in 
defense of Origen's books, ro which I added a very brief tract, 
showing, as I think, by clear proofs that these have been cor­
rupted in many places by heretics and eviUy disposed persons.2 

This is especially the case with the books which you are now 
pressing me ro translate, namely those entitled Peri Archon, 
which may be rendered either Concerning First Principles or 
Concerning Principalities. These books are indeed most obscure 
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and difficult for other reasons. For in them 0 igen discusses 
questions on which philosophers, after spen<Ung their whole 
lives in the task, have succeeded in discoveri/lg nothing. But 
our author made it his aim, SO far as he po 'bly could, ro turn 
into a religious direction an's beliefin a Crearor and his rea­
sonings abour the created worl , hich philosophers have used 
ro advocate irreligion. Wherever, therefore, I have found in 

his books anything contrary to the reverent statements made 
by him about the Triniry in other places, I have either omit­
ted it as a corrupt and interpolated passage, or reproduced it 
in a form that agrees with the doctrine; which I have often 
found him affirming elsewhere. If, however, speaking as he 
does ro men of knowledge and discernment, he has occa­
sionally expressed himself obscurely in the effort ro be brief, 
I have, ro make the passage clearer, padded: such remarks on 
the same subject as I have read in a fuller form in his other 
books, bearing in mind the need of explanation. Bur I have 
said nothing of my own, simply giving back ro him his own 
statements found in other places. 

4. I have written thus in my preface by way of precaurion, 
ro prevent slanderers from supposing that they have once again 
discovered some matter for accusation against me. For you 
have seen what perverse and contentious men will do. The 
fact is, I have undertaken this heavy labor, God and your 
prayers helping me, not ro shut the mouths of slanderers (for 
this is impossible, unless indeed God should do it), but ro 
provide material for those who desire to advance rowards the 
knowledge of things. One request, however, T solemnly make 
of everyone who shall either transcribe or read these books, in 
the sight of God the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, 
by his faith in the kingdom ro come, by the mystery of the 
resurrection from the dead, by the "everlasting fire which is 
prepared for the devil and his angels" (Mt 25:41) , that, as he 
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would not possess for an eternal inheritance that place where 

there is "weeping and gnashing of teeth" (Mt 8:12; Lk 13:28), 

and where "their fire is not quenched and their worm dieth 

not" (Is 66:24; Mk 9:48), he shall neither add anything to this 

writing, nor take anything away, nor interpolate anything, nor 

change anything, but shall compare his copy with the origi­

nals from which it was made, and shall emend it and make it 

distinct to the very letter, and shall not allow a manuscript to 

remain incorrect or indistinct, lest the difficulty of ascertaining 

the meaning, if the manuscript is not distinct, should increase 

the obscurities of the work for those that read it. 

1'\ 
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L All who believe and are convinced that grace and truth 
came by Jesus Christ (cf. Jn 1:17). and who know Christ ro 
be me trum (in accordance wimJ'is own saying. "I am the 

uum" On 14:6]). deriV~knOWledge which calls men to 
lead a good and blessed life rom no other source but the 
very words and teaching 0 Christ. By the words of Christ-we 
do not mean only those which formed his teaching when he 

.=,~man and dwelt in me Hesh. since even qefore mat 
/ .;-. -- \. 

Q!!:ili. the Word of God was in Moses and me p~ophet For 
wimout me Wordof,God how could they hav~ prophesi d 
about Christ? In proof of which we should n9t find it diffi­
cult to show from the divine scriptures how mat Moses or 
me prophets were filled wim me spirir of drist in all meir 
words and deeds. were we not anxious to c nfine me present 
work within me briefest possible limits. I wunt it sufficient. 

'" merefore. ro quote this one t!"timony of Paul. taken from the 
epistle which he writes ro me Hebrews. where he speaks as 
follows: "By faim Moses. when he was grown up. refused ro be 
called me son of Pharaoh's daughter. choosing ramer to suffer 
affiiction with me people of God man ro enjoy me pleasures 
of sin for a season. accounting me teproach of Christ greater 
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