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I would have a good sampling of different 
theologians: Origen, the brilliant if contro- 
versial third-eentury theologian who shaped 
the Alexandrian theological traditiom St. 
John C hrysostom , the fam ous fourth - 
century representative of the Antiochene 
school, whose powerful preaching earned 
him the moniker “Golden M ou th”; and 
then Caesarius, the sixth-century Western 
abbot and bishop from Arles, on the south- 
ern coast of France. True, my familiarity 
with Caesarius was limited, but compar- 
ing theologians from three fairly divergent 
traditions— Alexandrian, Antiochene, and 
A g u stin ian— seemed a good thing to do.

Or, at least, so it did at the outset. As 
I started reading Caesarius, I had an inter- 
esting experience. The bishop’s Sermon 83 
(“On the Three Men W ho Appeared to 
blessed Abraham”) turned out to be, well 
. . . a  meagre distillation of the vibrant 
insights once conveyed w ith conviction 
and passion by Origen: it was “another’s 
voice.” Caesarius turned out to have been 
a populariser of the theology of earlier bril- 
liant thinkers, passing on their thoughts to 
his own contemporaries. He was a “text- 
book theologian.” In fact, the similarities 
between Origen’s and Caesarius’s sermons 
٨٨ Genesis 18 is such that in less chari- 
table moments I m ight accuse Caesarius 
of plagiarism.1 I know, intellectual prop- 
erty rights are a m odern invention, and 
Origen might have been honoured rather 
than upset by Caesarius’s use of his ser- 
mons. Still, my idea of treating Origen, 
Chrysostom, and Caesarius as represen- 
tatives of three particular traditions was

Through Another’s Voice
hate theology textbooks.* They 
are utterly boring: typically, they 
present lifeless, meagre distilla- 
tions of what once-upon-a-tim e 
were v ibrant insights conveyed 
w ith  co nv ic tion  and passion, 

by contrast, it is nothing short of a daz- 
zling experience to read A ugustine’s The 
Trinity. Likewise, following along w ith 
St. Anselm’s prayerful exploration of why 
God Became M an  is enough to heal even 
the most prejudiced from their instinctive 
abhorrence of scholastic theology. And the 
bewitching rhetoric of Karl Barth’s Church 
Dogmatics must be tempting even to ardent 
neo-Thomists of the so-called “strict obser- 
vanee.” So, hoping not to tu rn  o ff my 
students prematurely from their theologi- 
cal studies, I mostly have them read the 
“great texts” of the history of the church— 
using textbooks only by way of emergency, 
when shortcuts seem unavoidable. Cetting 
to know the work of a great theologian 
through another’s voice— some secondary 
text— has always seemed to me an inferior 
way of learning the trade.

However, coming across an early sixth- 
century sermon of Caesarius of Arles made 
me repent of at least some of my disdain. 
My act of repentance occurred as I was 
preparing a lecture in which I was going 
to compare sermons preached by three dif- 
ferent church fathers on Genesis 18— the 
well-known story of the so-called Mamre 
theophany, of Abraham welcoming three 
unexpected visitors. I figured that by com- 
paring Origen, Chrysostom, and Caesarius,
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work makes for much greater productivity 
than coming up with one’s own exegesis 
and presenting it in homiletic form. And 
so, Caesarius set out to produce an assembly 
line of sermon production. Germain Morin 
describes Caesarius’s practice by explaining 
that he set up a library workshop by the St. 
Stephen cathedral in Arles:

The more accomplished stu- 
dents were assigned the task of 
extracting from the writings of 
the Fathers, especially from St. 
Augustine, those passages best 
suited to the instruction of the 
people. Then the bishop would 
touch up this material, abridging 
the uselessly wordy passages and 
bringing light into the obscure 
ones, so that there remained only 
what was practical and intelligible 
to all. After that he would add 
a preface and a peroration in his 
own style, generally very short. 
Som etim es he would even insert 
some products of “his own small 
self,” as he put it, and these assur- 
edly were the best of all. Then 
he would make up collections of 
fifteen, twenty or fifty sermons, 
or even more.6

Caesarius wasn’t the kind of preacher inter- 
ested in dazzling his audience with his own 
brilliance or originality. The great passion 
of his life was to have the gospel spread 
throughout Europe and beyond, and as the 
most influential ecclesial figure in Gaul, he 
realized that he was uniquely positioned 
to spread the gospel in sermonic form. As 
Sr. Mary Magdeleine Mueller puts it, “To 
judge by the number and country of origin 
of the manuscripts that contain sermons of 
Caesarius, they must have enjoyed an excep- 
tional vogue, first almost everywhere in 
central Europe, from the sixth to the twelfth 
century, then in ascetical milieux from the 
fourteenth to the sixteenth century.”  ̂ It is 
preaching through another’s voice that made 
it possible for Caesarius to have an impact 
on the subsequent tradition. Ferhaps, then,

clearly going down the drain: Caesarius was 
“merely” a textbook theologian.

All of this got me thinking. Caesarius’s 
lifo story as a whole appeared impressive 
to me.^ Would his preaching really be an 
exception? For example, Caesarius actively 
promoted monasticism, convinced that it 
would serve as a leaven throughout Gaul 
and beyond. In particular, he organized the 
building of a monastery for women, just out- 
side the city walls of Arles, which he placed 
under the direction of his sister, Caesaria.^ 
Also, during his more than four decades as 
the bishop of Arles, Caesarius worked with 
the political rulers of his day— both of the 
Arian and of the Nicene variety— to alle- 
viate poverty and to buy out hostages so 
as to return to them their freedom. At one 
point, as he was sent to King Theodoric on 
charges of treason, the king not only acquit- 
ted him but also gave him his unqualified 
support, symbolized by the gift of a splendid 
silver bowl weighing sixty pounds. Rather 
than keep the bowl, Caesarius sold it and 
used the money to buy out additional hos- 
tagest And as the primate of Gaul, Bishop 
Caesarius was obviously concerned also 
for the truth of the gospel, as is clear from 
his role as the présider over several church 
councils, the most famous of which was the 
Council of Orange, which settled the semi- 
Felagian controversy in 529.5 Caesarius was 
an inspiring figure.

But what to do with Caesarius’s preach- 
ing? Obviously, 1 could not read his sermons 
for their originality or brilliance. But were 
they merely an embarrassing aspect of an 
otherwise inspiring story? Was it time for 
me to place my Caesarius file in the basket of 
“failed leads”? 1 chose not to— and 1 like to 
think this was the right decision. Caesarius 
may not have been a “Golden M outh ,” 
but that doesn’t mean he wasn’t an impor- 
tant and influential preacher. Certainly, 
the bishop of Arles was convinced of the 
importance ofpreaching. Interestingly, it 
is precisely because he was so convinced 
that preaching lies at the basis of cultural 
renewal that Caesarius copied predeces- 
sors such as Origen: copying other people’s
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ing ٢٠ his audience how exactly it is that 
these two passages from Paul’s Corinthian 
correspondence establish the need for alle- 
gorical exegesis. My hunch is that these two 
Bible texts were so commonplace through- 
out the patristic era that Caesarius did not 
feel the need to expand on them.

M u ch  of the rest of the sermon is, as 
1 mentioned, a fairly straightforward sum- 
mary of Homily 4 from Origen’s Homilies 
on Genesis. Summarizing it was a particu- 
larly easy task considering that Caesarius 
had a Latin translation in front of him .9 
Caesarius’s sermon preserves in broad out- 
lines the order of Origen’s sermon, and he 
even adopts numerous details of the exegesis 
(often down to the very vocabulary) of his 
Greek predecessor. Like Origen, Caesarius 
treats Lot as far inferior to Abraham. While 
“three men came to Abraham  and stood 
over him; two came to Lot and stayed in 
the street” (Gen. 18:1-2; 1 :و1.)مل  “Lot was 
unable to endure the power of the noon- 
day sun, but A braham  could stand its 
full brightness” (11 . تل:ول 18:1)  Lot, unlike 
Abraham, d idn’t have clear perception of 
trinitarian doctrine: Abraham asks Sarah to 
bake three loaves (18:6), which, Caesarius 
clarifies, “in Greek . . . are called loaves 
when baked under ashes, indicating that 
they are hidden or concealed”;^  earlier, 
O rigen had drawn attention to the alle- 
gorical meaning of the so-called “hidden” 
or “mystical” bread, called engkruphias in 
Greek (from the verb engkruptô, to hide 
or to conceal).٧  Lot, explains Caesarius 
(again following Origen), fails to recognize 
“the mystery of the T rinity  in the three 
measures o f f lo u r .”^

Caesarius follows Origen in numerous 
other exegetical points. The “good, tender” 
bullock that Abraham serves his visitors 
(18:7) alludes to the sacrifice of Christ, both 
for Caesarius and for Origen. Caesarius 
puts it as follows: “Now what is so good and 
tender as He who humbled Himself for us 
even unto death? He Himself is that fatted 
calf which the father killed upon receiv- 
ing his repentant son. ‘For God so loved 
the world that he gave his only-begotten

it is still worthwhile spending time with 
Caesarius’s sermon, “O n the Three Men 
Who Appeared to Blessed Abraham.”

Through Origen’s Voice
Caesarius’s sermon on the Mamre theoph- 
any (a G reek term , sim ply m ean in g  
“appearance of G o d ”) is both brief and 
straightforw ard, as most of his sermons 
tend to be. The preacher from Arles wastes 
no time in getting to the biblical text; he 
manages to develop numerous different 
exegetical and theological points w ithin 
the narrow  confines of his short horn- 
ily.ه  bishop was obviously intent not to 
leave out any of the wonderful nuggets that 
he believed were contained in the text of 
Origen’s fourth homily on Genesis.

Caesarius prefaces his scribal activity, 
however, by explaining, in a brief intro- 
ductory  paragraph, the im portance of 
allegorical exegesis:

1 have fre^en tly  admonished 
your charity, dearly beloved, that 
in the lessons which are read in 
church these days you should not 
only pay attention to what we 
know is meant by the letter, but 
removing the veil of the letter 
should devoutly seek the life- 
giving spirit. Thus, indeed, the 
Apostle says: “The letter kills, 
but the spirit gives life” [2 Cor.
3:6]. The unfortunate ]ews and 
still more unfortunate heretics, 
while they only look to the sound 
of the letter, thus remain dead 
without its vivifying spirit. Let us 
listen to the Apostle when he says 
that: “All these things happened 
to them as a type, and they were 
written for us” [1 Cor. 10: ل1مل

Caesarius takes two biblical passages— both 
of which had been used throughout the 
patristic era in defense of allegorizing— to 
explain to his congregation why it is that in 
this sermon he will not be content with sim- 
ply expositing the narrative as it is found in 
Genesis 18. Caesarius doesn’t bother explain-
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A significant 
difference 

between the 
preaching of 

Caesarius and 
that ofOrigen 
has to do with 
the identity of 

the three visitors 
toAbraham; 
this is where 

the comparison 
between the two 

preachers becomes 
particularly 
interesting

mentor. Perhaps the first differenee to note 
is Caesarius’s attem pt to draw moral les- 
sons from the biblical passage. W hen he 
observes Abraham’s elaborate preparations 
of the meal for his visitors, Caesarius com- 
ments: “$ee, b rethren, and 
n o tic e  how  you sh o u ld  
receive strangers with a warm 
spirit.”^  And when Abraham 
prepares for the strangers’ 
foot washing, the preacher 
remarks, “Learn from blessed 
Abraham, brethren, to receive 
strangers gladly, and to wash 
their feet with hum ility and 
piety. W ash, 1 repeat, the 
fret o f pious strangers, lest 
there remain in them some 
dust which they will be able 
to shake off of their fret to 
your ju d g m e n t .A g a in ,  a 
frw moments later, he adds,
“C arefu lly  lis ten  to th is , 
brethren, if you are unwilling 
to exercise hospitality and to 
receive even your enemy as a 
guest.”^  It may be impossible 
to trace down the reasons for 
these moral exhortations— 
they are in line w ith other 
exegetes, such as Ambrose 
and especially Chrysostom— 
but the injunctions clearly fit 
with Caesarius’s w e l l -k n o w n  

passion for the poor, which 
we observed earlier, while 
none of this had been present 
in O rigen’s mystical allego- 
rizing of the passage. For the 
latter, Abraham ’s hospitality 
had been an indication (ff his 
spiritual openness to God. . . .

A more significant dif- 
frrence, however, between the preaching of 
Caesarius and that of Crigen has to do with 
the identity of the visitors; this is where the 
com parison between the two preachers 
becomes particularly interesting. Origen 
had identified the three visitors as “the 
Lord”— by which he meant the pre-incar-

Son’ [John 3:16].” أ  -Caesarius also fol و
lows O rigen ’s em phasis on A braham ’s 
haste in displaying hospitality: “Abraham 
him self runs, his w ifr hastens, and the 
servant hurries” (18:2, 6, 7).16 Moreover, 
Caesarius replicates O rigen’s suggestion 
that Abraham brings water for his visitor’s 
fret (18:4) “lest there remain in them some 
dust which they will be able to shake off of 
their feet to your judgment.”^  (Caesarius 
follows up w ith a (quotation from M att. 
10:14-15, which Origen had also used.) The 
n a m e  “M am re,” comments Caesarius in 
imitation ofOrigen, “in Latin is interpreted 
as ‘Vision’ or ‘discernment.’”^  “Do you see 
what kind of a place it is in which the Lord 
can have a feast?” Caesarius asks, echoing 
his third-century predecessor nearly word 
for word— adding the same reference to 
the Beatitude of M atthew 5:8 that Origen 
had used.^ Further, Caesarius observes that 
God “descends” to Sodom (Gen. 18:21), 
while earlier he had simply stood “above” 
A braham  (18:1).20 Caesarius follows his 
Alexandrian exemplar by explaining that a 
descent is required in the face of sin: unlike 
in the case of G od’s earlier appearance to 
Abraham  in 18:1, “it is now a question 
of sinners,” and so God now d e s c e n d s .2* 
Finally, when God indicates to Abraham 
that he is going down to Sodom that he may 
“know ” whether the situation in S o d o m  
and Gomorrah is as grave as it seems (Gen. 
18:21), Caesarius adopts Origen’s ingenious 
explanation: God d idn’t know what was 
happening in Sodom in the sense that he 
only knows those who are his (2 Tim. 2:19), 
while he says to workers of iniquity, “I do 
not know you” (Matt. 7:23).22

Through Augustine’s Voice
In all of this, Caesarius appears as a “text- 
book theologian,” introducing O rigen’s 
preaching to his contemporaries. Fie fol- 
lows Origen, usually down to the smallest 
of details— and often simply copies him. 
O f course, the places where the bishop of 
Arles elaborates beyond O rigen or devi- 
ates from him stand out all the more for 
his otherwise “slavish” following o f his
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served them Oaves out of three measures. 
W hy is this, brethren, unless it means the 
mystery of the Trinity?”30

After he has explained that Abraham’s 
vision of God was a result of his purity of 
heart, Caesarius takes the opportunity to 
elaborate on the evidence for the doctrine of 
the Trinity in the narrative:

O f this vision our Lord spoke 
to the Jews in the Gospel when 
He said: “Abraham rejoiced that 
he was to see my day. He saw it 
and was glad” [John 8:56]. He 
saw my day. He says, because he 
recognized the mystery of the 
Trinity. He saw the Father as day, 
the Son as day, the Holy Ghost as 
day, and in these three one day.
Thus, the Father is God, the Son 
is God, the Holy Ghost is God, 
and these three are one God. For 
individually each person is com- 
plete God, and all three together 
are one  God. Moreover, because 
of the unity of substance, in 
those three measures of flour the 
Father, Son, and Holy Ghost is 
not unfittingly understood.^

C aesarius appeals to Jesus’s saying in 
John’s Gospel that Abraham saw “my day” 
(John 8:56), and he appears to be con- 
vinced that Jesus is here referencing the 
M am re theo p h an y .^  A fter all, accord- 
ing to Genesis 18:1, Abraham enjoyed the 
‘Tull brightness” of the “noonday sun,” to 
use C aesarius’s language.33 One m ight 
think that a link b e tw e en  Genesis 18 and 
John 8 would tempt Caesarius to see the 
pre-incarnate C hrist in the theophany, 
since Jesus mentions that it was his day that 
Abraham saw. Caesarius, however, takes a 
different approach: Abraham “saw my day, 
He [Jesus] says, because he recognized the 
mystery of the T rin ity .” Abraham  “saw 
the Father as day, the Son as day, the Holy 
Ghost as day, and in these three one day.” 
The conclusion, according to Caesarius, is 
that each of the three persons is God and 
that the three are “one God.”^

nate Christ— and two of his angels. This 
christological take on the passage fits with 
a long-standing exegetical approach going 
back all the way to the mid-second cen- 
tury, to Justin Martyr. Justin had already 
identified the three angels as the pre-incar- 
nate Christ with two of his angels, and he 
had done so to counter the Jewish exegesis 
of his sparring partner, Trypho, who had 
seen the three visitors as three angels (and 
who took the “Lord,” who appeared to 
Abraham in 18:1, to be God himself26).

W hen Justin  iden tified  one o f the 
th ree  angels w ith  the  p re - in c a rn a te  
W ord of God, this also im plied that he 
bel ieved  him to be of a lower status than 
the Creator of all. For Justin, the Creator 
God always remains invisible, while it was 
possible for the ^٠٨ of God to become 
visible, even before the incarnation. And 
so, Justin believed that the figure appear- 
ing in the theophany o f Genesis 18 is 
“another God and Lord under the Creator 
o f all th in g s .” ال  O rigen  was probably 
more cautious than Justin in terms of his 
Christology, and he carefully avoided the 
kind of “two gods” language that Justin 
had employed. Nonetheless, Origen did 
follow Justin ’s christological exegesis of 
the M amre theophany: one of the three 
angels was the pre-incarnate Christ.28

C aesarius takes a ra th er d i f f e r e n t  
approach. He m entions “angels” only 
once, when he comments: “Notice, breth- 
ren, that even Lot deserved to receive the 
angels, because he did not reject strangers. 
Behold angels enter a hospitable home, 
but houses th a t are closed to strangers 
are burned  w ith  flam es o f su lp h u r .”  ئ
Beyond th is  one com m en t— one th a t 
again includes a less than subtle invitation 
to extend hospitality— there is no talk of 
angels in C aesarius’s sermon. N or does 
he anywhere refer to one of the three as 
the Lord. Instead, he straightforw ardly  
identif ies  the three visitors with the rhree  
persons of the Trinity, and the three mea- 
sures of flour (18:6) are added evidence 
th a t we are dealing  w ith  the T rin ity : 
A braham  “received the three men and
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of the earlier tradition, and he made it the 
purpose of much of book 2 of The Trinity to 
oppose precisely the interpretation of theo- 
logians such as Justin Martyr and Origen.

A ugustine  was keenly  aware th a t 
th is  ch ris to lo g ica l read ing  lent itse lf  
to an A rian (or H om oian) C hristo logy 
with a higher, invisible God (18:1) and a 
lower, visible god (one of the three visi- 
tors of 18:2). ؤ To avoid th و is problem , 
he made at least two corrections to the 
earlier in terpretive trad itio n . First, he 
insists throughout book 2 of The Trinity 
that the biblical theophanies in the Old 
Testament are not, typically, appearances 
of the pre-incarnate Christ at all. And, of 
course, if  these theophanic appearances 
do not involve the pre-incarnate Christ, 
by im plication they can say nothing of a 
“lower” god appearing, either to Abraham 
or to anyone else. A ugustine, therefore, 
argued tha t it was the triune God who 
appeared in theophan ies such as th a t 
of Genesis 18. Second, A ugustine care- 
fully analyzed how it is that the T rin ity  
can appear in th eo p h an ies— seeing as 
Scripture makes clear that God him self 
is invisible (1 Tim . 1:17; 6:16)— and he 
concluded that God appeared sometimes 
in the form of an angel, at other tim es 
in the form of an already existing mate- 
rial body, and on yet other occasions by 
m eans o f o ther objects th a t G od pro- 
duced specifically for the occasion (e.g., a 
burning bush or tongues of fire).40

W ith regard to the Mamre theophany, 
it was clear to Augustine that the three visi- 
tors were angels, though he thought that 
each of the three persons of the T rinity  
identified with one of the angels. Abraham 
himself, explains Augustine, thought at 
first that the three visitors were mere mor- 
tais, though he did recognize “something 
extraordinary” about them.41 For Abraham, 
then, both were true at the same time: 
the visitors seemed like ordinary beings, 
and yet there was som ething different 
about them. O n the one hand, therefore, 
Abraham offers his visitors refreshments as 
though they were ordinary human beings.

O rigen’s overall interpretation of the 
Mamre theophany had been christological; 
he had not interpreted the three visitors as 
a reference to the Trinity; much less had he 
used John 8 to show that it was the three 
persons of the Godhead who appeared to 
Abraham. This raises the question of why 
Caesarius identifies the three men as the 
three persons of the Trinity. A lthough 1 
am personally less than convinced of the 
fittingness of his trinitarian reading, a con- 
stellation of factors probably influenced the 
preacher from Arles. First, it must be admit- 
ted that Caesarius was not without textual 
support. As he points out:

Abraham went to meet the three 
men and adored them as one. In 
the fact that he saw three . . . he 
understood the mystery of the 
Trinity; but since he adored them 
as one, he recognized that there is 
one God in the three persons. He 
speaks to one, saying: “Turn aside 
to thy servant.” Moreover he adds, 
as though speaking to the men:
“1 will bring water, that you may 
wash your feet” [Gen. 18:4].35

Caesarius rightly points out that the biblical 
narrative freely speaks both of one God and 
of three visitors. Moreover, he is also cor- 
rect to point out that Abraham sometimes 
addresses one visitor, and at other times 
three,36 an ambiguity that runs throughout 
chapters 18 and 19.37

Second, Caesarius is hard ly  being 
innovative w ith the notion of a rrinifar- 
ian theophany; in this regard, he again fits 
the “textbook” paradigm . S tarting with 
A m brose and A ugustine, the W estern 
tradition had often taken the textual ambi- 
guity as evidence that it was, in fact, the 
Trinity who had appeared to Abraham, and 
Caesarius stands within this same exegeti- 
cal tradition.^ Famously, St. Augustine had 
presented a trinitarian reading ofthe Mamre 
theophany, both in book 16.29 of The City 
o f God and, most extensively, in book 2.4 of 
The Trinity. The bishop of Hippo was very 
much aware of the h risto log ical reading

Θ



CRUX: Fall 2014/Vol. 50, N o . و

any was important, then, so as to highlight 
the equality of the three persons as well 
as the unity  of the divine substanee in a 
politically and theologically charged con- 
text. W ith Caesarius, as with Ambrose and 
especially Augustine, there is no longer a 
visible Lord going down to earth  at the 
behest of another, invisible God.

It is not my purpose to settle the exe- 
getical d is a g re e m e n t- if  we may call it 
that— between Origen and Caesarius. The 
bishop of Arles’s free borrowing from his 
pre-Nicene exemplar is evidence enough 
that he him self found a great deal in the 
preaching of Origen to be adm ired and 
adopted— to the point, perhaps, of losing 
his own voice to that of Origen. Caesarius, 
in his own context, seems to have thought 
that a trinitarian exegesis was more htting 
(or, perhaps, useful) than a christological 
one. ل must confess that the beauty of a 
christological reading holds greater certain 
attraction for me than does the Augustinian 
trinitarian interpretation. ل  is in the image أ
of Christ that we recognize the character 
of God. It is Christ who comes to us in 
the garb of the Old Testament (e.g., Luke 
24:27; John 5:46; Acts 8:35). Augustine’s 
and Caesarius’s trinitarian readings seem 
to me overly speculative— though reading 
book 2 of The Trinity is much like reading 
Karl Barth: it’s enchanting.

Still, reading Caesarius comes w ith 
obvious benefit. The original listeners 
must have been enthralled by some of the 
exegetical insights their bishop conveyed 
to them, and they would have been greatly 
helped by his encouragement to practice an 
Abraham-like hospitality. Had they been 
aware of their bishop’s borrowing— either 
from Origen or from Augustine— it likely 
wouldn’t have upset them a great deal, if at 
all. Please note,  -am not advocating plagia ل
rism(J); it’s a practice that at all times ought 
to be avoided. Nonetheless, earlier atti- 
tudes such as that of Caesarius remind us of 
times when artists didn’t place a signature 
at the bottom  of a painting: all was done 
soli deo gloria— only to the glory of God. 
Caesarius should probably be judged first

O n the other hand, he addresses the Lord 
in the singular (18:3) while encountering 
three visitors (18:2) (so u th in g  Augustine 
sees as clearly im plying the presence of 
the Trinity). He concludes from all this: 
“So why may we not take the episode as a 
visible intim ation by means of visible ere- 
ations of the equality of the triad, and of 
the single identity of substance in the three 
persons?”42 Both Abraham (speaking to the 
three angels; 18:3) and Lot (speaking to 
two of the angels; 9 ل:ل و ) address the angels 
in the singular. The conclusion can only 
be, Augustine argues, that the plurality of 
the angels indicates the three persons of the 
Trinity, while the use of the singular shows 
their unity of substance.^

Through Caesarius’s Voice
The Augustinian trinitarian reading deeply 
impacted the Western theological tradition. 
1 don’t mean to suggest that A ugustine’s 
The Trinity influenced Caesarius directly 
and that it is in that sense that he preached 
through Augustine’s voice. To be sure, this 
is not impossible: A ugustine did influ- 
ence Caesarius greatly; and for his own 
book, On the Mystery o f  the Holy Trinity, 
Caesarius did rely on the N orth-A frican 
bishop.44 Q uite apart from the question 
of whether Augustine directly influenced 
Caesarius’s in terpretation of the M amre 
theophany, however, the A u g u stin ian  
impact is obviously present in Caesarius’s 
Sermon 83. ل  is a reading that only makes أ
sense w ith in  an A ugustin ian  context: 
Augustine was Caesarius’s go-to theologian 
for trinitarian theology.

A trin itarian  reading of Genesis 18 
m ust have had p a rtic u la r  theo log ical 
appeal to Caesarius. Arian rulers were in 
control of southern Gaul for much of the 
time when Caesarius was bishop of Arles. 
Both the Visigoth King Alaric H (4 8 4 - 
507) and the O strogoth King Theodoric 
(508-536) were A rian rulers. ل  is only أ
w ith the Frankish victory of 536 that the 
Catholic faith was politically secured in 
southern G aul.^  Caesarius’s Augustinian 
trinitarian reading of the Mamre theoph-ء
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is a cake baked hidden in ashes.

:Caesarius, Sermons 83.3 (2 ل4 ل2)ث  cf. Origen, 
Homilies 4.1 (104-5).

15 Caesarius, Sermons 83.4 (2:1و (  ,cf. Origen أ
Homilies 4.2 (105). Caesarius here quotes Phii. 2:6ث 
Luke ا5:23ث  and John 3:16. Origen had quoted Phil. 
2:6; 1 John 3:16; John 15:23; and Luke 15:23.

16 Caesarius, Sermons 83.3 (2:12); cf. Origen, 
Homilies 4.1 (104).

17 Caesarius, Sermons 83.4 (2:13); cf. Origen, 
Homilies A.^ (105-6).

18 Caesarius, Sermons 83.5 (2:14); cf. Origen, 
Homilies 4.3 (106). Origen would have regarded the 
name “Mamre” either as deriving from a combina- 
tion of the Hebrew m(in) (“from”) and râ âh (“to see”) 
(following Philo o f Alexandria) or as linked with the 
Hebrew mär eh (“sight,” “vision”).

19 Caesarius, Sermons 83.5 (2:14); cf. Origen, 
Homilies A 3  (106).

20 The Greek Septuagint uses the word enapô.
21 Caesarius, Sermons 83 .6  (2 :14-15); cf. 

Origen, Homilies A3  (108).
22 Caesarius, Sermons 83 .7  (2 :15-16); cf. 

Origen, Homilies 4.6 (109-11).
23 Caesarius, Sermons 83.3 (2:12).
24 Ibid., 83.4 (2:ل و .ر
25 Ibid.
26 Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho, in 

The First Apology, The Second Apology, Dialogue with 
Trypho, Exhortation to the Greeks, Discourse to the 
Greeks, The Monarchy or The Rule ofG od, Fathers o f 
the Church 6 (Washington, DC: Catholic University 
of America Press, 1948), 56 (p. 232).

27 Ibid., 56 (232).
28 Origen, Homilies 4.5 (108).
29 Caesarius, Sermons 83.3 (2:12).
30 Ibid., 83.4 (2:13). Although Origen’s over- 

all exegesis is christological, he does appear to allude 
obliquely to the Trinity in connection with the three 
measures o f flour (Origen, Homilies 4.2 [105]). It is 
quite possible, however, that this is Rufinus’s interpo- 
lation, since Rufinus was intent on making Origen’s 
“Nicene” credentials stand out (Ronald ٧ . Heine’s 
introduction in Origen, Homilies, p. 38).

31 Caesarius, Sermons 83.5 (2:14).
32 John 8:56 does not appear often in patristic 

discussions of the Mamre theophany. Jerome, in one 
of his letters, speaks of “Abraham’s oak under which 
he saw Christ’s day and was glad.” “Letter CVIII: 
To Lustochium,” in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, 
vol. II/6, trans. ٧ . H. Fremantle et al. (New York: 
Christian Literature Company, 1893), 200.

33 Caesarius, Sermons 83.2 (2:11).
34 Mark Dorenkemper comments: “Because 

o f a great purity o f heart the father o f the Chosen 
People [i.e., Abraham] was granted an altogether sin- 
guiar vision ofG od and a penetrating insight into the 
mystery of the Most Blessed Trinity” {The Trinitarian 
Doctrine and Sources o f St. Caesarius o f Arles [Fribourg, 
Switzerland: University Press, 1953], 24).

35 Ibid., 83.4 (2:13).

and foremost by the tremendous eultura؛ 
impact that he had in sixth-century Gaul, 
something to which his sermons may have 
contributed like nothing ehe. It is thanks 
to C aesarius’s unfaltering com m itm ent 
to preaching the gospel that still today we 
hear his voice. And perhaps— though with 
tongue firmly in cheek־ I’m even coming 
around to thinking that theology textbooks 
may not be quite as useless as I thought 
before having read Caesarius. X
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