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  Foreword





In the spring of 386, as the cathedral bells of Milan rang across the Lombard plain, an extraordinary mind turned its attention to the most fundamental question that has ever confronted human reason: How did the universe come to be? Ambrose, Bishop of Milan, Doctor of the Church, and theological titan of the fourth century, took up his pen to address this ancient inquiry with a precision and profundity that would echo through the corridors of Christian thought for the next sixteen centuries.

The occasion was pressing. Across the Mediterranean world, competing cosmologies threatened to undermine the very foundations of Christian faith. Manichean dualists proclaimed that matter itself was evil, the product of a malevolent deity locked in eternal combat with the forces of light. Origenist allegorists dissolved the historical reality of creation into vaporous symbols, reducing Moses to a purveyor of philosophical abstractions. Pagan philosophers mocked the biblical account as primitive mythology unworthy of educated minds.

Into this intellectual battlefield stepped the Bishop of Milan, armed with Scripture, fortified by tradition, and possessed of that rare combination of pastoral wisdom and theological acumen that marks the authentic Doctor of the Church. His great work Hexaemeron—Six Days—stands as one of the most formidable defenses of biblical cosmology ever penned, a treatise that not only vanquished the errors of his age but established principles of creation theology that continue to guide the Church in her encounter with modern scientific inquiry.

Yet how tragically neglected this theological giant has become in our contemporary religious discourse! Modern Christians, nourished on the thin gruel of popular apologetics, scarcely know the name of this fourth-century colossus, much less his profound insights into the relationship between faith and reason, Scripture and natural philosophy, creation and redemption. We have become a generation of theological orphans, severed from the rich patrimony bequeathed to us by the Fathers, impoverished by our ignorance of those mighty intellects who wrestled with questions that remain as urgent today as they were fifteen hundred years ago.

The crisis that confronted Ambrose bears striking resemblance to the challenges facing contemporary Christianity. Then, as now, believers found themselves caught between scientific materialism that denied any role for divine causation and religious fundamentalism that rejected the legitimate findings of natural investigation. Then, as now, the Church required theologians capable of demonstrating that authentic Christian faith could engage confidently with the best insights of human reason without compromising the integrity of revealed truth.

Ambrose possessed the intellectual equipment necessary for this demanding task. Trained in the classical curriculum that had produced Rome’s greatest orators and administrators, versed in Greek philosophy and Hebrew exegesis, experienced in the practical governance of Christian communities, he brought to the study of Genesis a mind both penetrating and balanced, both rigorously logical and deeply devotional. His approach to the creation narrative combined respect for the literal sense of Scripture with sensitivity to its spiritual significance, demonstrating how Moses could be both accurate historian and inspired theologian.

The Hexaemeron reveals Ambrose at the height of his powers, addressing the fundamental questions that arise when human reason encounters divine revelation. How can we understand the relationship between time and eternity when contemplating creation’s beginning? What does it mean to say that God created “from nothing” when our experience knows only transformation of existing materials? How do we reconcile the apparent conflict between the biblical account of creation’s sequence and the findings of natural philosophy concerning the earth’s antiquity?

These questions, far from being merely academic, cut to the heart of Christian existence. For if the material universe is not the good creation of a benevolent God, then the Incarnation becomes impossible, the sacraments lose their efficacy, and the promise of bodily resurrection dissolves into meaningless metaphor. The doctrine of creation stands as the necessary foundation for every other article of Christian faith, and its defense requires the most sophisticated theological argumentation the Church can provide.

In this present study, readers will encounter that argumentation in its full historical context and systematic development. The author has labored not merely to summarize Ambrose’s conclusions but to trace the logic of his reasoning, to situate his teaching within the broader currents of patristic thought, and to demonstrate the continuing relevance of his insights for contemporary theological inquiry. Here is no antiquarian exercise but a living encounter with a mind that grasped the essential coherence of Christian truth and its capacity to illumine every aspect of human experience.

The reader who approaches this volume with serious intent will discover truths both challenging and consoling. Challenging, because Ambrose demands intellectual rigor and refuses to accept easy answers to difficult questions. Consoling, because his theology demonstrates that Christian faith can engage confidently with the most probing inquiries of human reason while maintaining its essential mystery and transcendent character.

The Church has always needed her Doctors, those rare souls who combine sanctity with learning, pastoral sensitivity with theological precision. In Saint Ambrose, we encounter such a Doctor addressing questions that remain as vital today as they were in the fourth century. His voice, undiminished by the passage of time, calls us back to serious engagement with the fundamental questions of existence, summoning us to appreciate both the grandeur of creation and the greater grandeur of its Creator.

May this careful study of Ambrosian creation theology kindle in contemporary readers a renewed appreciation for the intellectual richness of our Catholic heritage and a deeper confidence in the capacity of Christian faith to address the perennial questions that confront every thinking person. The Bishop of Milan, who once silenced the heretics of his own age, speaks still to those who have ears to hear.




Rev. Dr. Michael Aquinas O’Connor

Professor of Patristic Theology

Pontifical Institute of Christian Archaeology

Rome
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The intellectual supremacy of Alexandria had dominated Christian theological discourse for nearly two centuries when Ambrose ascended the episcopal throne of Milan in 374. The great catechetical school founded by Pantaenus and perfected under Clement had produced a tradition of biblical interpretation that commanded respect throughout the Mediterranean world. Yet by the fourth century, this Alexandrian legacy had become a double-edged sword, its brilliance marred by excesses that threatened to dissolve the historical foundations of Christian faith into philosophical abstraction.

Origen, the towering genius of third-century Alexandria, had bequeathed to posterity an exegetical method of breathtaking sophistication. His threefold interpretation of Scripture—literal, moral, and allegorical - promised to unlock every mystery contained within the sacred text while satisfying the intellectual demands of educated converts from paganism. The Hexapla, his monumental critical edition of the Old Testament, demonstrated a scholarly rigor that impressed even hostile critics. His systematic theology, encompassing everything from angelology to eschatology, provided the Church with its first comprehensive attempt to organize revealed truth according to rational principles.

Nevertheless, the very boldness that characterized Origenist thought contained within it the seeds of theological disaster. The Alexandrian passion for allegory, which had begun as a legitimate attempt to penetrate the spiritual meaning of Scripture, gradually metamorphosed into a corrosive acid that dissolved the literal sense altogether. Creation narratives became cosmological myths. Historical events transformed into psychological allegories. The concrete particularity of biblical revelation evaporated into timeless philosophical truths that bore little resemblance to the faith proclaimed by apostles and martyrs.

The third century had witnessed the proliferation of Origenist principles throughout the Eastern churches, where bishops trained in Alexandria carried their master’s methods to distant dioceses. Caesarea in Palestine became a second center of Origenist influence under the guidance of Pamphilus, whose library preserved and transmitted the controversial theologian’s vast literary production. Gregory Thaumaturgus brought Origenist learning to Pontus, while other disciples established schools in Antioch, Cappadocia, and Asia Minor. By the time Constantine legalized Christianity, Origenist exegesis had become virtually synonymous with sophisticated theological education in the Greek-speaking East.

The Latin West, however, had remained largely immune to these Alexandrian influences throughout the pre-Constantinian period. The North African tradition, shaped by the juridical mind of Tertullian and the pastoral concerns of Cyprian, had developed along markedly different lines. Roman Christianity, with its emphasis on disciplinary precision and liturgical uniformity, showed little inclination toward the speculative adventures that characterized Eastern theology. The Latin language itself, with its concreteness and precision, seemed ill-suited to the kind of philosophical abstraction that flourished in the schools of Alexandria.

The fourth century, however, brought unprecedented opportunities for intellectual exchange between East and West. The imperial court, now officially Christian, required theological advisors capable of addressing doctrinal controversies that threatened public order. Bishops found themselves compelled to master arguments developed in distant regions where different theological traditions had taken root. The Council of Nicaea had demonstrated that local differences in theological vocabulary and methodology could create serious obstacles to ecclesiastical unity, making it imperative for Western bishops to understand and evaluate Eastern theological developments.

Ambrose came to the episcopate uniquely equipped to undertake this critical evaluation. His classical education had provided him with the linguistic skills necessary to read Greek theological literature, while his administrative experience had taught him to distinguish between theoretical speculation and practical necessity. Unlike many of his Western contemporaries, who regarded Eastern theology with a mixture of suspicion and incomprehension, Ambrose approached Origenist thought with the discriminating judgment of a trained jurist examining legal precedents.

The bishop’s encounter with Origenist exegesis began during his earliest years in office, when the need to prepare sermons on the creation narrative compelled him to consult the available commentaries on Genesis. The Alexandrian tradition, represented by Origen’s own Commentary on Genesis and the derivative works of his followers, provided the most sophisticated analysis of the Mosaic account available to fourth-century readers. Yet Ambrose’s legal training enabled him to detect the methodological flaws that underlay even the most brilliant Origenist insights.

The fundamental error of Origenist hermeneutics, as Ambrose recognized, lay in its systematic subordination of the literal sense to allegorical interpretation. Where the biblical text spoke of six days of creation, Origen discovered psychological stages in the soul’s ascent to God. Where Moses described the formation of Adam from dust, the Alexandrian master perceived the creation of intellect from matter. Where Scripture narrated the planting of paradise, Origenist exegesis uncovered the establishment of virtue in the rational soul. This consistent preference for spiritual over historical meaning, while sometimes producing genuine insights, ultimately undermined confidence in the reliability of biblical testimony concerning actual events.

The theological implications of this exegetical method proved even more troubling than its hermeneutical deficiencies. If the creation narrative possessed no historical validity, then the doctrine of the Fall lost its foundation in actual human experience. If Adam represented merely a symbol of rational nature rather than the first man created by God, then the parallel between Adam and Christ that Paul had established in Romans became meaningless metaphor. If paradise signified only the condition of the soul in grace rather than an actual location where humanity had dwelt, then the promise of bodily resurrection dissolved into Platonic immortality of the soul.

Ambrose perceived that these Origenist tendencies, if carried to their logical conclusion, would transform Christianity into a form of philosophical gnosis accessible only to intellectual elites capable of penetrating allegorical mysteries. The ordinary believer, who found in Scripture the historical record of God’s dealings with humanity, would be relegated to a inferior level of understanding, dependent upon scholarly interpreters for access to religious truth. This intellectual aristocracy violated the apostolic principle that God had chosen the foolish things of the world to confound the wise, making salvation contingent upon educational achievement rather than faith and moral commitment.

The practical consequences of Origenist exegesis had become evident in the various controversies that plagued fourth-century Christianity. Arian theologians had exploited Origenist principles to support their subordinationist christology, arguing that biblical passages asserting Christ’s equality with the Father should be understood allegorically while texts suggesting His inferiority deserved literal interpretation. Apollinarian heretics had employed similar methods to deny the completeness of Christ’s human nature, claiming that references to His human soul represented merely symbolic language. The very flexibility that made Origenist hermeneutics attractive to sophisticated interpreters also made it vulnerable to manipulation by those who sought scriptural support for predetermined theological conclusions.

The Manichean crisis of the late fourth century provided Ambrose with additional evidence of Origenist inadequacy. The Persian dualists, who rejected the goodness of material creation, found convenient support in Alexandrian allegories that spiritualized away the positive evaluation of material reality contained in the Genesis narrative. When Scripture declared that God saw His material creation to be good, Origenist interpretation suggested that this divine approval applied only to spiritual realities symbolized by material phenomena. Such exegesis played directly into Manichean hands, providing scriptural warrant for their fundamental thesis that matter itself was evil.

The response that Ambrose developed to these challenges drew upon multiple sources while maintaining fundamental loyalty to what he perceived as authentic apostolic tradition. His knowledge of Greek enabled him to consult Eastern authorities who had criticized Origenist excesses, particularly Athanasius of Alexandria, whose anti-Arian polemic had required careful attention to the literal meaning of scriptural texts. The Cappadocian Fathers, especially Basil the Great, had demonstrated how sophisticated theological reasoning could support rather than undermine the historical reliability of biblical narrative. Jerome’s scholarship, though still developing during Ambrose’s early episcopal years, provided access to Hebrew textual traditions that corrected Origenist dependence upon the Septuagint.

More fundamentally, however, Ambrose’s approach to creation theology reflected his conviction that Christian faith required a both-and rather than either-or relationship between literal and spiritual interpretation. The Genesis narrative could be simultaneously historical testimony concerning actual events and spiritual instruction concerning eternal truths. The six days of creation could represent both chronological sequence and theological significance. Adam could be both the first man created by God and a type of rational nature in its relationship to its Creator. This hermeneutical synthesis enabled Ambrose to appreciate Origenist insights while avoiding Origenist errors.

The theological method that emerged from this synthetic approach combined respect for biblical authority with appreciation for philosophical reasoning, loyalty to ecclesiastical tradition with openness to legitimate intellectual development. Ambrose understood that the Church’s encounter with Greek philosophy had produced genuine advances in theological understanding that could not be abandoned without impoverishing Christian thought. The Nicene definition of Christ’s relationship to the Father had required philosophical vocabulary and conceptual precision that exceeded purely biblical categories. The refutation of various heresies had demanded logical analysis and systematic argumentation that drew upon the best resources of classical education.

At the same time, however, Ambrose recognized that philosophical sophistication could never be permitted to compromise the fundamental conviction that Scripture contained reliable testimony concerning God’s actual dealings with humanity in




















