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Augustine and the Origins of North African 

Anthropomorphism 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In his Confessiones (conf.) Augustine tells the reader that one of the principal challenges 

preventing his embrace of the catholic faith was his perception that catholic Christians 

believed God to have a human bodily form.1 While Augustine eventually learnt that this 

belief was not supported by the church catholic, the anthropomorphic beliefs of his 

contemporaries in the North African church continued to be a pressing concern throughout 

his career.2 In spite of this, there has been little scholarly investigation into the phenomenon 

of anthropomorphism in the North African church in its own right. Where scholars have 

discussed this phenomenon, they have generally been content to reproduce Augustine’s 

characterisation of the anthropomorphism as belonging to the crude understanding of 

uneducated Christians.3  

However, Alexander Golitzin’s research into the theological background of the 

Egyptian anthropomorphite controversy suggests that early Christian anthropomorphism was 

often a more complex phenomenon than such a characterisation would allow. Golitzin’s work 

shows that certain Egyptian monks tied belief that God has a human bodily form to a 

tradition of visionary prayer which sought as its end the vision of God's bodily form, and to 

an anthropomorphic reading of Genesis 1.26.4  By comparing his analysis of 

anthropomorphism in the Egyptian desert fathers with other case studies from Syria, 

Palestine, and Mesopotamia, Golitzin has shown that similar theological concerns regarding 

the content of the visio dei and the nature of the imago dei were recurrent features of early 

Christian anthropomorphism. Golitzin contends that these parallel features indicate the 



 2 

influence of an underlying theological substrate, which he traces to ongoing engagement with 

Jewish apocalyptic literature within early Christian communities. 

Golitzin’s research into early Christian anthropomorphism invites us to reconsider 

Augustine's reports of anthropomorphism in the North African church. Indeed, Golitzin 

himself has suggested that his research may cast light onto Augustine’s discussion of 

theophanies in books II-III of De Trinitate (De Trin.). Michel Barnes has subsequently shown 

that the target of Augustine’s polemic here is a Latin Homoian argument with roots in an 

anti-Modalist exegetical tradition going back to Novatian.5 Barnes’s argument provides the 

theological context for Augustine’s polemic in De Trin.II-III. Yet it does not account for 

Augustine’s references to anthropomorphism in other writings, in which the targets of his 

polemic are Christians within the church catholic. 

 It is these catholic anthropomorphites who are the subject of this present study. In 

what follows, I argue that the anthropomorphic faith of Augustine’s contemporaries in the 

North African church was more sophisticated than scholars have previously allowed. My 

argument is twofold, First, through a close analysis of Augustine’s discussions of 

anthropomorphism I will show that, in the North African church, the belief that God has a 

human bodily form comprised part of a broader nexus of theological beliefs. Specifically, I 

will show that Augustine’s North African contemporaries grounded their belief that God has 

a human bodily form in anthropomorphic conceptions of the visio dei and imago dei. Second, 

drawing upon the work of Golitzin, I will situate these findings in the context of early 

Christian anthropomorphism more generally. I will show that the anthropomorphic beliefs of 

Augustine’s North African contemporaries closely resemble the forms of anthropomorphism 

found in a diverse range of geographical locales, including Egypt, Syria, and Mesopotamia. 

Following Golitzin, I suggest that this resemblance can best be accounted for if we regard the 
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anthropomorphic tendencies of the North African church as reflecting the ongoing influence 

of Jewish and Christian apocalyptic traditions regarding God’s bodily form. 

ANTHROPOMORPHISM IN THE NORTH AFRICAN CHURCH 

At several points in conf. Augustine presents his belief that the catholic church taught that 

God has a human bodily form as a major factor in his early reluctance to embrace the catholic 

faith. In conf.3.7.1, for instance, Augustine says that Manichaean criticism of the claim that 

God is “limited by a bodily form (forma corporea deus finiretur)” was one of the factors 

which led him to reject the catholic faith.6 The problem of anthropomorphism returns in conf. 

5.10.19-20, where Augustine states that he rejected the catholic faith because he associated it 

with the belief that God has the “shape of human flesh” (figuram... humanae carnis): 

For when my soul would attempt to return to the catholic faith, I was driven back, 

because the catholic faith was not what I had heard it to be. My God, to whom I 

am making this confession in your mercy, it seemed to me more pious if I were to 

believe you to be infinite in all parts except one — the mass of evil which 

opposed you, by which I was are forced to acknowledge your finitude — than if I 

were to suppose you to be limited in all parts in a human bodily form (corporis 

humani forma).7 

From what Augustine says here and later in conf.8 it is clear that, prior to encountering the 

teachings of Ambrose in Milan, Augustine perceived the catholic faith to be 

anthropomorphic. The cause of this perception, however, is less clear. Some scholars have 

argued that this perception was merely the result Augustine’s personal ignorance of the true 

content of the catholic faith at the time of his conversion to Manichaeism, rather than from 

encounters with anthropomorphite beliefs in the North African church.9 Kim Paffenroth 

offers the most thorough articulation of this position in a brief note published in the Harvard 

Theological Review in 1993.10 For Paffenroth Augustine’s perception of the catholic faith as 
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anthropomorphic was the result of his personal inability to conceive of God immaterially, 

combined with Manichaean anti-catholic propaganda, and not something he had learnt from 

catholic Christians themselves.11 Thus Paffenroth concludes: “It does not appear that 

anything in Augustine’s writings would allow us to speculate that Christianity in the fourth 

century taught that God was corporeal.”12  

Paffenroth’s argument, however, does not offer sufficient challenge to the position 

Roland Teske set out in a series of three articles, in which he established that Augustine did 

not derive this perception from Manichaean propaganda alone, but from his encounters with 

anthropomorphite catholics in his native North Africa.13 Teske offered two arguments for this 

position. First, he argues that the fact that Augustine was unaware of a non-anthropomorphic 

conception of God within the catholic church prior to his arrival in Milan in 384 suggests that 

anthropomorphic conceptions of God were prevalent in the North African church.14 Second, 

Teske points out that Augustine’s discussions of anthropomorphism in his other writings 

reveal that many North African catholics were indeed anthropomorphites.15 For instance, in 

De Moribus (mor.) Augustine distinguishes between the ‘‘children’’ (pueri) of the church, 

who believe that God has a human body, and the ‘‘elders’’ (senes), who conceive of God 

immaterially:  

It turns out that there are found among us certain children who think of God in a 

human form and believe that he is that way. Nothing is more base than that 

opinion. But there are also found many elders who see by the mind that his 

majesty, which is not only above the human body but also above that same mind, 

remains inviolable and immutable. We have already said that these ages are not to 

be distinguished by time, but by virtue and wisdom.16  

Augustine’s remark that these two groups are found “among us” suggests that he is referring 

to catholic Christians. A similar distinction is found in Augustine’s Contra Epistulam 
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Manichaei quam Vocant Fundamenti (Fund.) There, Augustine again distinguishes between 

two groups, this time the “carnal” (carnalis) and “spiritual” (spiritalis):17 

Do not compare now the spiritual (spiritales) men of the catholic faith (catholicae 

fidei), in whom the mind, as much as it can in this life, sees that the divine 

substance and nature is not extended over any areas of space and is not shaped by 

dimensions of members. Compare instead our carnal and little ones (carnales et 

parvulos nostros) who often, when they hear of certain members of our body in 

an allegory, such as when the eyes of God or the ears of God are mentioned, 

picture God for themselves with the freedom of the imagination in the shape of 

the human body.18 

Augustine’s use of the first-person plural possessive nostros to refer to the carnales indicates 

that these “carnal Christians”, like the “spiritual Christians” belong to the catholic faith. In 

this text then, Augustine acknowledges that, while some catholics – the spiritales – conceive 

of God spiritually, others – the carnales – believe that God has a human bodily form. 

Augustine continues to acknowledge the presence of anthropomorphism in the North 

African church in his later writings. In in Iohannis euangelium tractatus (Io. eu. tr) 102.4 

Augustine states that the “carnal” (carnales) or “animal” (animales) man ‘‘whenever he hears 

about the nature of God… cannot imagine anything other than a body, however exceedingly 

large and immense, however splendid and spectacular, still a body.’’19 Both this text and 

Fund. 23.25 cohere with what Augustine says about “carnal Christians” elsewhere in his 

writings. For, as Teske has shown, Augustine uses the distinction between carnalis and 

spiritalis throughout his writings to distinguish between those adherents of the catholic faith 

who cannot conceive of spiritual substance (and, so, cannot conceive of God incorporeally) 

and those educated believers capable of conceiving of spiritual substance (and, so, can 

conceive of God incorporeally).20 Augustine’s remarks in Fund. 23.25 and Io. eu. tr. 102.4, 
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then, confirm what is suggested in mor. 1.10.17, namely, that certain adherents of the catholic 

faith in the North African church believed God to have a human bodily form. 

THE THEOLOGICAL CONTEXT OF NORTH AFRICAN ANTHROPOMOPHISM 

While Teske’s work shows that North African Christians believed that that God has a 

bodily form, the broader theological context of this belief has received little scholarly 

attention.  Where scholars have attended to this phenomenon, they have not treated it as 

something requiring serious explanation, being content instead to reproduce Augustine’s 

straightforward association of anthropomorphism with the simple and unlearned belief of 

uneducated Christians.21 So, for instance, Paulsen describes these anthropomorphic 

tendencies as the “natural” way of conceiving of God amongst “ordinary, uncultured 

Christians.”22 Similarly, Peter Brown attributes these beliefs to the inherent anti-

intellectualism and narrow-minded conservatism of the North African church, which 

manifested itself in literal interpretations of scripture.23 And Jason BeDuhn, for his part, 

views these beliefs as part of the “rustic” and “naïve” faith of North African catholics.24  

Once we look beyond Augustine’s frequent association of anthropomorphism with the 

simple faith of the carnales and pueri of the church, however, a more complex picture 

emerges. Closer analysis of Augustine’s remarks on the anthropomorphic beliefs of his North 

African contemporaries reveals that the belief that God has a human bodily form belonged to 

a broader nexus of beliefs, according to which this bodily form was the object of the visio dei 

and the divine form in whose image (following Genesis 1.26) human beings are made. These 

features suggest that the anthropomorphic conception of God which was prevalent in the 

North African church possessed a greater degree of sophistication than has previously been 

recognized. Moreover, as we shall see in the next section of this article, these features 

connect the anthropomorphic beliefs of North African catholics to other early examples of 

Christian anthropomorphism.  
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On several occasions Augustine writes against fellow catholics who believe that the 

visio dei involves seeing God with the eyes of the body.25 Augustine identifies his opponents 

in this debate in a passage from his Epistula 147. There, Augustine, responding to the 

question as to whether it is possible to see God with bodily eyes,26 identifies two groups who 

believe that God can be seen with the eyes of the body: 

There are some who take for granted that God himself is wholly corporeal, and 

they suppose that whatever is not corporeal is not substance at all (quicquid 

corpus non est, nullam prorsus esse substantiam). I think these are to be avoided 

altogether. But there are others who fully agree that God himself is not corporeal, 

and they think that those who will rise again to eternal life therefore will see God 

even in the body, since they hope that the spiritual body will be such that even 

what was flesh before will become spirit.27 

In this passage, Augustine distinguishes between those who believe that God is corporeal, 

and those who believe that the body will be so transformed at the resurrection that the eyes of 

the body will be capable of seeing spiritual realities. It is the first group which is of concern 

to us. Augustine states that this group suppose God to be corporeal on the basis that 

“whatever is not corporeal is not substance at all.” At first glance, Augustine’s summary of 

the first group’s argument appears to suggest that he is dealing here with a Stoic conception 

of God as rarefied, spiritual substance, corporeal yet infinitely extended. The claim that 

“whatever is not corporeal is not substance at all” resembles the Stoic principle that only 

“that which can be seen or touched” really exists, and so all really existent things are 

corporeal.28 This principle was known in the North African church, having been deployed by 

Tertullian to support his contention that both God and the soul are corporeal substances.29 

Indeed, Augustine himself appears to have relied on similar reasoning when he briefly 

adopted a “Stoic” conception of God following his abandonment of Manichaeism and prior to 
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his encounter with the libri platonicorum. In conf. 7.1.1., Augustine describes how he came 

to abandon the Manichaean view of God – which regard God as rarefied corporeal substance, 

yet limited insofar as he is opposed by the eternal principle of Evil or Darkness – in favour of 

a conception of God as still corporeal, but infinite and without limit. His reason for adopting 

this conception of God, he tells his readers, was that “it seemed to me that whatever lacked 

spatial extension was non-existent”.30 Augustine’s mention of similar reasoning in his 

reference to Christians who believe that God is corporeal in ep.147.49 might seem to suggest 

that these Christians understand God to be corporeal in this, Stoic sense. Such a view would 

differentiate the group Augustine is dealing with in this passage from the catholic 

anthropomorphites he mentions elsewhere in his writings, since the Stoic conception of God 

does not regard God’s body as having a human form. 

However, in in his follow-up to ep.147, Epistula 148, Augustine indicates that he has 

anthropomorphite catholics in mind. In this letter, Augustine writes to Fortunatianus, bishop 

of the North African diocese of Sicca, in order to address the concerns of an unnamed 

“brother” who had read Augustine’s ep.147 and taken offense at Augustine’s argument that 

God cannot be seen with the eyes of the body.31 In response, Augustine reiterates his position 

on the matter, again associating the claim that God can be seen with the eyes of the body with 

the belief that God is corporeal. Specifically, Augustine associates the claim that God can be 

seen with the eyes of the body with 1 Corinthians 13.12, which, Augustine says, some 

interpret as indicating that “God is limited by the parts of a body (membris corporis 

terminatus sit deus).”32 This leads Augustine to identify his theological opponents. Augustine 

states that he is writing against ‘‘those who are called anthropomorphites (anthropomorphi)’’; 

that is, those who interpret scripture literally to indicate that God has a human bodily form, 

and so can be seen with the eyes of the body.33 Augustine’s remarks in ep.148, therefore, 

situate the belief that God has a corporeal form which can be seen the eyes of the body in the 
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context of an anthropomorphic conception of God as possessing a human bodily form, rather 

than a Stoic conception of God as rarefied, infinitely extended spiritual substance. Of course, 

this does not rule out the possibility of Stoic influence, direct or indirect. In fact, Augustine’s 

remarks give the impression that certain North African anthropomorphites appealed to the 

Stoic principle that all really existent things are corporeal in order to support an 

anthropomorphic conception of God and of the visio dei. If this is the case, this would 

suggest a more sophisticated form of anthropomorphism than has been traditionally 

recognized. In either case, Augustine’s remarks in epp.147-8 indicate that his 

anthropomorphite contemporaries associated the claim that God has a human bodily form 

with an anthropomorphic conception of the visio dei. 

Augustine also indicates that his North African contemporaries made use of an 

anthropomorphic reading of Genesis 1.26 to support their belief that God has a human bodily 

form. In conf. 3.7.12, Augustine states that his inability to correctly interpret Genesis 1.26 

was one of the intellectual challenges which led him to Manichaeism. Augustine does not 

state here why he found this passage problematic. However, his discussion of this passage in 

De Genesi contra Manicheos (Gen. Man.) shows that Genesis 1.26 was the subject of 

Manichaean anti-catholic polemic which tied the claim that human beings are made in God's 

image to anthropomorphic conceptions of God: 

It is this question above all that the Manichees raise with their endless chatter, 

and they taunt us for believing that man was made to the image and likeness of 

God. They look at the shape of our body and ask so infelicitously whether God 

has a nose and teeth and a beard and also inner organs, and also other things we 

need. However it is ridiculous, even wicked, to believe that there are such things 

in God, and so they deny that man was made in the image and likeness of God.34  
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The Manichees attack catholic Christian understandings of Genesis 1.26 and the imago dei on 

the basis that it implies an anthropomorphic conception of God. Augustine replies that “the 

spiritual believers in the catholic teaching do not believe that God is limited by a bodily form 

(forma corporea),” but rather “when man is said to be made in the image of God, these words 

refer to the interior man, where reason and intellect reside.”35 Augustine’s response, while 

rejecting anthropomorphic interpretations of Genesis 1.26, suggests that there were catholics 

who understood the imago dei in this way. We have already seen that Augustine uses the 

appellation spiritalis to refer to a particular subset of the catholic faithful, namely, those 

educated believers capable of conceiving God incorporeally.36 In denying that the ‘‘spiritual 

believers’’ interpret Genesis 1.26 anthropomorphically, then, Augustine is not denying that 

there are some catholics who interpret Genesis 1.26 in this way. Rather, his claim is more 

limited: Augustine is arguing that those members of the church capable of conceiving God 

incorporeally — the “spiritual believers” — don't interpret Genesis 1.26 this way, even if 

other catholics do. The absence of a broader denial is telling. We have already seen that 

Augustine was aware of Manichaean polemic which used anthropomorphic understandings of 

Genesis 1.26 to attack the catholic faith. In light of this polemic, it is difficult to imagine that 

Augustine would limit his denial of such an understanding to educated catholics alone if no 

catholics interpreted this passage anthropomorphically. 

Indeed, the anthropomorphic interpretation of Genesis 1.26 appears to have been 

fairly common in the North African church. Augustine tells us that he was unaware of non-

anthropomorphic interpretations of Genesis 1.26 prior to his encounter with Ambrose. He 

discusses his discovery of Ambrose’s interpretation of this passage at length in conf.6.3.4. 

There, he relates how he discovered the error of Manichaean anti-catholic polemic by 

learning from Ambrose’s preaching the genuine teachings of catholic faith: 
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Moreover, I learnt that your spiritual sons, whom you have regenerated through 

grace by their mother the catholic church, do not understand [the claim that] 

human beings were made in your image such that they believed or thought you to 

be delineated by a human bodily form. Although I could not discern in even a 

tenuous or obscure manner that you have spiritual substance, yet still I was both 

glad and embarrassed, to have raged for so many years not against the catholic 

faith, but against the figments of carnal imaginations.37  

Colin Starnes interprets this passage as indicating that no catholics actually held an 

anthropomorphic conception of God.38 According to this reading, the phrase spiratilibus filiis 

tuis refers to all baptised Christians; to all those who have been “regenerated by grace 

through their mother the catholic church.” Yet this interpretation is untenable in light of 

Augustine's acknowledgment elsewhere, as we have seen, that some catholics did indeed 

believe God to have a human bodily form. Once again, Teske provides a preferable 

interpretation, arguing that the phrase spiratilibus filiis tuis in fact refers to only a subset of 

the baptized, namely those educated Christians who are capable of conceiving of God 

incorporeally, an interpretation which fits Augustine’s use of this term elsewhere, as we have 

seen.39   

Thus, while Augustine consistently argues that Genesis 1.26 does not imply that God 

has a human bodily form, he does not deny that some of his contemporaries in the North 

African church do interpret it this way. Rather, he denies only that this interpretation is held 

by educated members of the church. This fact, combined with the length of time it took him 

to learn of an alternative interpretation, indicates that anthropomorphizing interpretations of 

Genesis 1.26 were common amongst his contemporaries in the North African church. Insofar 

as this is the case, we may surmise that this line of interpretation served as an exegetical 

foundation for the widespread belief that God has a human bodily form. 
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NORTH AFRICAN ANTHROPOMOPHISM IN THE CONTEXT OF EARLY CHRISTIAN 

ANTHROPOMORPHISM 

The foregoing analysis reveals a more complex picture of the anthropomorphism of 

Augustine’s North African contemporaries than previous scholarship has allowed. The claim 

that God has a human bodily form belonged to broader nexus of beliefs which sought to 

support this claim through anthropomorphic understandings of the visio dei and imago dei. 

Further, as we have seen, Augustine appears to indicate that some of his anthropomorphite 

contemporaries utilized Stoic materialism to reinforce an anthropomorphic conception of the 

visio dei.  

Given the possibility of Stoic influence, it is tempting to situate the anthropomorphic 

beliefs of Augustine’s North African contemporaries against the background of Tertullian’s 

theology.40 As we have already noted, Tertullian endorsed the Stoic principle that only 

corporeal substances really exist and advocated a corporeal view of God.41 Further, in 

Aduersus Praxean 7 Tertullian not only argues that God possesses a body, but also that this 

divine body has a “form” (effigies), since God is spirit and “spirit is body, of its own kind, in 

its own form (spiritus enim corpus sui generis in sua effigie).42  

Yet, while Tertullian did view God as corporeal and as possessing a bodily form, he 

does not appear to have regarded God’s body in anthropomorphic terms – that is, he does not 

appear to have believed that God’s bodily form resembled that of the human body.43 On the 

contrary Tertullian goes to great efforts to establish the unlikeness of the divine body and 

human bodies. In Aduersus Marcionem 2.16, Tertullian seeks to defend the Old Testament 

picture of God as possessing “emotions” (motus) and “sensations” (sensus) such as “anger” 

(ira), “envy” (aemulatio) and “rage” (saevitia) by stressing the unlikeness of God’s emotions 

to human emotions.44 Tertullian illustrates his argument by analogy to the unlikeness between 

the divine body and human bodies:  
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We read of God's right hand, his eyes, his feet: yet these are not to be supposed 

exactly the same as a man's, just because they partake of the same designation 

(appellatione). Great is the unlikeness of divine body and human (quanta erit 

diversitas divini corporis et humani), though their members are identical in name 

(sub eisdem nominibus membrorum): equally great must be the difference of 

divine mind and human, though their sensations are referred to in the same 

terms.45 

Just as scriptural depictions of God as possessing “hands”, “eyes” or “feet” do not indicate 

that God possesses a body akin to that of human beings, so too, Tertullian argues, scriptural 

references to God as angry or jealous do not indicate that God possesses human emotions. 

Notably, Tertullian’s argument relies on a rejection of anthropomorphic conceptions of God’s 

body. While the same “designations” (appellatione) are used to speak of God’s body and 

human bodies, they have different meaning when applied to God, since God’s body is unlike 

human bodies.46  

Given that Tertullian stresses the unlikeness between the divine body and human 

bodies, it is not surprising that Tertullian rejects interpretations of Genesis 1.26 which seek to 

locate the imago dei in the human body: 

I find that man was created by God free (liberum), having his own will (arbitrii) 

and power (potestatis), and I can see no greater image (imaginem) and likeness 

(similitudinem) of God in him than this, the form of his status (status formam). 

For it is not in his face (facie) or in his bodily dimensions (corporalibus lineis), 

which vary so greatly among the human race, that his likeness to the uniform God 

is expressed. Rather, it is in that substance (substantia) which he received from 

God himself – that is his soul (animae), which corresponds to the form of God 
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(formam dei) – and in his free will (arbitrii sui libertate) and power (potestate), 

that this likeness is signified.47 

For Tertullian, it is the soul which is made after image of God, not the body. Human beings 

to not resemble God according to their bodily dimensions but in their possession of freedom 

of will and power.48 Thus, while Tertullian offers a North African precedent for a corporeal 

conception of God, his conception of divine corporeality is significantly different from that 

which Augustine attributes to his contemporaries in the North African church. As such, the 

ongoing influence of Tertullian’s corporeal conception of God is insufficient to explain the 

distinctive features of North African anthropomorphism discussed in the previous section of 

this article.  

Rather than situating North African anthropomorphism against the background of 

Tertullian’s thought, I suggest that it is more profitable to read Augustine’s references to 

anthropomorphism in light of Alexander Golitzin’s research into early Christian 

anthropomorphism. Golitzin’s research shows that several geographically disparate groups of 

early Christians associated the belief that God has a human bodily form with 

anthropomorphic conceptions of the visio dei and imago dei. Further, Golitzin regards these 

parallels as evidence of a shared underlying theological substrate, which he attributes to the 

pervasive and an ongoing influence of Jewish (and Christian) apocalyptic traditions regarding 

God’s heavenly form.49  

Golitzin’s work seeks to explain the theological background of the Egyptian 

Anthropomorphite Controversy of 399. As with Augustine’s anthropomorphite 

contemporaries, the anthropomorphic beliefs of the Egyptian monks at the heart of this 

controversy have traditionally been dismissed as reflecting the crude conceptions of 

uneducated Christians.50 Georges Florovsky first challenged this interpretation in two studies 

published in the early 1960s. 51 In those studies, Florovsky argues that the Egyptian monks 



 15 

were not anthropomorphites in the proper sense, but rather held a particular devotion to 

Christ’s human flesh, which they identified with the imago dei and the vision of which was 

the goal of contemplative prayer.52 More recently, Golitzin has successfully challenged this 

interpretation by demonstrating the basic accuracy of the charge of anthropomorphism.53 

Golitzin nonetheless endorses Florovsky’s critical stance towards the traditional 

characterisation of the Egyptian anthropomorphite monks as simple “rustics”, arguing that 

the anthropomorphite monks involved in the controversy of 399 belonged to a tradition of 

prayer which sought as its goal the vision of God’s bodily form, and that they further 

defended this anthropomorphic conception of God by appealing to anthropomorphic 

interpretations of Genesis 1.26. 

John Cassian’s account of the controversy highlights both of these aspects of 

anthropomorphite belief. First of all, Cassian indicates that the anthropomorphic beliefs of his 

monastic contemporaries were connected to spiritual practices which sought the vision of 

God’s bodily form through prayer. As part of his account of the controversy, Cassian relates 

the tale of an anthropomorphite monk Serapion, who was convinced by a Cappadocian 

deacon named Photinus that God does not have a bodily form. Cassian reports that later in the 

day, when Serapion and the other monks were gathered together in prayer, Serapion was 

unable to pray as he was accustomed.54 Cassian explains that this was because ‘‘the human 

image of God (anthropomorphon imaginem deitatis) which he used to draw before him when 

he prayed was now gone from his heart.’’55  

As a number of scholars have noted, Cassian’s tale situates the controversy within the 

context of monastic understandings of prayer.56 According to Cassian, the belief that God 

possesses a bodily form reflects an understanding and practice of prayer which emphasises 

the role of mental images of God in a human form. Cassian summarises this approach to 

prayer in words attributed to Abba Isaac: 
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Nowadays it is thought that the incomprehensible and unspeakable majesty of the 

true God can be adored amid the limitations of some image (imaginem) or other. 

People believe they are holding on to nothing at all if they do not have some 

image in front of them, an image to be prayed to, an image to be carried around in 

the mind, an image which is always there to be looked at.57  

Cassian’s view that the image of God’s bodily form in prayer is merely an “image to be 

carried around in the mind” appears to reflect his own account of the role of mental images in 

prayer (learnt from Evagrius)58 more than it does the self-understanding of the 

anthropomorphite monks. Rather, as Golitzin observes, the fundamental issue at dispute here 

in the tale of Serapion is the nature of the visio dei sought in prayer.59 This is evident in the 

discussion which follows Cassian’s telling of this story, in which Cassian proceeds to 

contrast Serapion’s attempts to gain a vision of God’s bodily form in prayer with his own 

account of the visio dei as consisting in the vision of Christ’s divinity apart from all mental 

images of material forms.60 

Cassian’s account of the controversy, then, locates the anthropomorphic beliefs of his 

monastic contemporaries in the context of a strand of monastic thought which understood the 

visio dei as consisting in a vision of God’s bodily form.61 A number of other early monastic 

texts also bear witness to this strand of thought. For instance, the Bohairic Life of Pachomius 

contains accounts of two visions had by Pachomius and his disciple Theodore, in which 

Pachomius and Theodore receive the vision of God’s bodily form.62 In the first, Pachomius, 

along with several other monks, has a vision of God during prayer during synaxis: ‘‘While 

they were praying they saw appearing above them as high as a tower a great throne on which 

the Lord was seated under the form in which he chose to be seen by them.’’63 The second 

passage describes a vision received by Pachomius’s disciple Theodore:  
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When he [Theodore] came to the doorway of the church he looked in and saw an 

apparition. Where his feet were, there appeared to him something like sparkling 

sapphire (c.f. Exodus 24.10) and he was unable to look at his face because of the 

great light which unceasingly flashed forth from him.64  

Each of these passages presents the vision of God’s bodily form as the goal of the monastic 

life of prayer. Further, both passages indicate that this bodily form is understood in 

anthropomorphic terms, with the first passage describing God as seated upon a throne, and 

the second describing him as possessing feet and a face. The presence of this strand of 

thought in early Egyptian monasticism is further substantiated by the large number of 

monastic texts which argue against this sort of vision. So, for instance, the Historia 

monarchorum in Aegypto contains a cautionary tale against anthropomorphic visions, in 

which demons attempt to trick Abba Or into believing he has received a vision of God in 

human form.65 The Historia Lausiaca contains a similar tale regarding the monk Valens who, 

having been tricked by the demons, proceeds to worship the false vision.66  Likewise, 

Evagrius warns against demons who attack the monk during prayer by presenting them “the 

glory of God (δόξαν Θεοῦ) in a certain shape (σχηματισμόν) associated with the senses” in 

order to make the monk believe that they have “perfectly achieved the goal of prayer.”67 The 

ubiquity of these and similar remarks in a variety of sources suggests that anthropomorphic 

understandings of the visio dei were common in Egyptian monastic circles.68  

Returning to Cassian’s account of the anthropomorphite controversy, Cassian also 

indicates that the belief that God has a bodily form was also grounded in an exegetical 

tradition focussed on Genesis 1.26. In collat. 10.2 Cassian reports that many Egyptian monks 

reacted violently to Theophilus’s denunciation of anthropomorphism because they 

understood this denunciation as going against the scriptural claim that humans are made in 
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God’s image.69 Cassian proceeds to explain the exegetical logic behind the anthropomorphite 

position in collat. 10.5: 

Among those untouched by pagan superstition the error arises under the influence 

of that declaration “Let us make man in our own image and likeness” (Gen 1.26) 

and it arises too out of ignorance and simplicity. It is from this abominable 

interpretation that there is really born the heresy of the anthropomorphites, the 

heresy which obstinately and perversely claims that the infinite and divine 

substance is enclosed in what characterizes us and that it is of human shape 

(humana figuratione).70  

In this passage, Cassian states that the belief that God has a human bodily form is grounded 

in an interpretation of Genesis 1.26 which understands the imago dei as located in the shape 

of the human body. On this view, since human beings are made in the image of God’s bodily 

form, God must possess a bodily form that is the same shape as the human body. According 

to Cassian, it is this exegetical tradition which provided the scriptural impulse for the 

anthropomorphic beliefs which became the subject to dispute in the controversy of 399. 

As Golitzin has shown, the twin themes of an anthropomorphic understanding of the 

visio dei and an anthropomorphizing interpretation of Genesis 1.26 connects the 

anthropomorphites of Egypt to several other accounts of early Christian anthropomorphism 

from across the Mediterranean. To take one example, Epiphanius’s account of the so-called 

“Audian” sect in his Panaerion (Pan.) reveals a similar connection between 

anthropomorphism and concerns regarding the nature of the visio dei and imago dei. 

According to Epiphanius, the Audians were a schismatic group who took their name from a 

Syrian ascetic called Audius, and whose adherents could be found in Mesopotamia, Syria and 

Palestine. Epiphanius reports that the cause of this schism was not primarily doctrinal but 

calendrical: the Audians were Quartodecimans.71 On matters of doctrine, Epiphanius relates 



 19 

that the Audians were in agreement with the catholic faith in all respects, with the exception 

that they held anthropomorphic conceptions of God.72 According to Epiphanius, the basis for 

such a belief was twofold. First of all, the Audians believed that the theophanies of the Old 

Testament as consisted in the vision of God’s bodily form. Second, Epiphanius tells us that 

the Audians subscribed to an anthropomorphic conception of the imago dei.73 

These twin themes recur once more in the Pseudo-Clementine Homilies, which in their 

present form most likely date to the early 4th-century and reflect a Syrian provenance.74 Unlike 

most of our other sources for Christian anthropomorphism in this period, the Homilies are 

sympathetic to anthropomorphism, with the seventeenth Homily defending of the claim that 

God has a bodily form: 

For He [God] has form (μορφὴν), and He has every limb (μέλη) 

primarily and solely for beauty's sake, and not for use. For He 

has not eyes that He may see with them; for He sees on every 

side, since He is incomparably more brilliant in His body (σῶμα) 

than the visual spirit which is in us, and He is more splendid than 

everything, so that in comparison with Him the light of the sun 

may be reckoned as darkness. Nor has He ears that He may hear; 

for He hears, perceives, moves, energizes, acts on every side. But 

He has the most beautiful form (καλλίστην μορφὴν) on account 

of man, that the pure in heart may be able to see Him, that they 

may rejoice because they suffered. For He moulded man in His 

own form (μορφῇ) as in the grandest seal, in order that he may 

be the ruler and lord of all, and that all may be subject to him. 

Wherefore, judging that He is the universe, and that man is His 

image (εἰκόνα) (for He is Himself invisible, but His image man 
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is visible), the man who wishes to worship Him honours His 

visible image, which is man.75 

According to the author of this text, God has a body (σῶμα), limbs (μέλη), and form 

(μορφὴν) not because he needs these things, but in order that he may be seen by human 

beings. The scriptural text underlying this claim is Mt.5.8: if the “pure in heart” will see God, 

God must have a bodily form which is capable of being seen. This form is also the basis for 

the imago dei: God moulded human beings “in his own form (μορφῇ)” such that the human 

being is God’s “image” (εἰκόνα).  

Augustine’s anthropomorphite contemporaries, then, were not alone in appealing to 

anthropomorphic conceptions of the visio dei and imago dei as grounds for the belief that God 

has a human bodily form. To the contrary, these twin concerns are prevalent features of early 

Christian anthropomorphism. According to Golitzin, the frequent recurrence of these twin 

themes is best explained by viewing these geographically dispersed cases of early Christian 

anthropomorphism as belonging to “a larger, underlying tradition, or complex of traditions, a 

kind of substratum which appears to have been practically coterminous with the geographical 

spread of Christianity itself by the late-fourth and early fifth centuries.”76 I find Golitzin’s 

argument persuasive, and I believe his “substrate” hypothesis best accounts for the picture of 

North African anthropomorphism which emerges from Augustine’s writings. That is to say, it 

seems to me that Augustine’s anthropomorphite contemporaries are drawing upon the same 

complex of traditions that Golitzin identifies in the cases of the Egyptian anthropomorphite 

controversy, the Audian sect, and the Pseudo-Clementine Homilies (amongst others). Of 

course, this does not mean that the anthropomorphic beliefs involved in the above cases were 

alike in every respect. As Lewis Ayres observes: 

“One of the great strengths of his [Golitzin's] argument is that it 

does not attempt to establish the existence of a distinct 
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theological grouping with a self-conscious identity. Rather, 

Golitzin argues for the presence of an inter-related network of 

themes and patterns of exegesis in a variety of contexts and 

groups: he establishes the presence of a flexible 'substrate' within 

fourth- and fifth-century Christianity. To use a linguistic 

metaphor, Golitzin has established the presence of a particular 

dialect within Christian discourse, one that may be spoken more 

or less exclusively and prominently depending on context and 

local tradition”.77  

As Ayres’s remarks indicate, the suggestion that various instances of early Christian 

anthropomorphism draw upon the same complex of traditions still allows for local variation in 

the way these traditions are engaged and developed. We have already noted that the 

anthropomorphites of the North African church may have made use of Stoic metaphysics in 

support of their belief that God has a bodily form. In Egypt, it seems, the expectation that the 

visio dei consists in a vision of God’s bodily form had developed into a spiritual practice in 

which monks sought this vision through prayer. The Pseudo-Clementine Homilies, for their 

part, present various elaborate arguments in defence of the claim that God has a bodily form, 

including a response to the argument that an anthropomorphic God would be “less than” the 

space which surrounds him, since the latter would circumscribe God.78 Thus, even if we grant 

the presence of a shared theological “substrate” underlying early Christian anthropomorphism, 

it is nevertheless the case that this substrate developed into more and less sophisticated forms 

of anthropomorphism. To put it another way, the anthropomorphic conception of God 

intersected with philosophical thought and spiritual practice in different ways in different 

contexts, with the result that by the 4th century we see different forms of Christian 

anthropomorphism each possessing varying degrees of sophistication, yet nevertheless all 
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rooted in the same twin concerns regarding the content of the visio dei and the nature of the 

imago dei. 

THE ORIGINS OF NORTH AFRICAN ANTHROPOMORPHISM 

Golitzin’s argument for the existence of a shared theological substrate underlying various 

instances of early Christian anthropomorphism is grounded not only in the parallels between 

geographically dispersed cases of anthropomorphic belief discussed above, but also in the 

presence of similar themes in late-antique Jewish literature. The notion that the vision of God 

consists in a vision of God’s bodily form can be traced back to the scriptural account of 

Ezekiel’s vision in Ezekiel 1, in which the content of the vision is described as a figure having 

the appearance of a man.79 This notion subsequently emerged as a prevalent theme in early 

Jewish accounts of the visio dei, with accounts of the vision of God’s bodily form playing a 

central role in several apocalyptic texts as well as in the Merkabah visions of Hekhalot 

literature.80 Similarly, following on the work of Arthur Marmorstein in 1937, several scholars 

have noted the prevalence of anthropomorphic interpretations of Genesis 1.26 in early rabbinic 

thought.81 Based on these similarities, Golitzin suggests that the prevalence of these themes in 

in early Christian of anthropomorphism is at least in part due to the Jewish theological 

inheritance of nascent Christianity. This suggestion is reinforced by the parallels Golitzin 

observes between the anthropomorphic visions recorded in the literature of the desert fathers 

and the visions recorded in both apocalyptic ascension narratives and in the Merkabah 

tradition.82 On the basis of these parallels, Golitzin argues that Jewish and Christian apocalyptic 

ascent literature provides the fertile theological ground out of which the parallel traditions of 

Jewish Merkabah mysticism and Christian anthropomorphism developed.  

I believe there is some evidence to suggest a connection between North African 

anthropomorphism and Jewish traditions regarding God’s bodily form. To be clear, I do not 

think that Augustine himself was aware of any connection between the anthropomorphism of 
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his contemporaries in the North African church and Jewish traditions. Augustine is not a 

sympathetic observer of North African anthropomorphism and I see no reason to suppose he 

would have had any awareness of or interest in the origins of such beliefs. At the same time, 

Augustine’s engagement with Manichaean criticisms of the anthropomorphic beliefs of North 

African catholics reveals some intriguing parallels between North African anthropomorphism 

and Jewish traditions regarding God’s bodily form found in apocalyptic and Hekhalot 

literature.  

Specifically, the Manichaean criticisms of anthropomorphite catholics preserved in 

Augustine’s writings suggest that North African anthropomorphism included a speculative 

dimension which extrapolated on the claim that God has a bodily form in order to attribute to 

God various human features that are not attributed to God by scripture. For instance, in Gen. 

Man. 1.17.27 Augustine reports that the Manichees accused catholics of believing that God has 

a “nose” (nares), “teeth” (dentes), and “beard” (barbam) on the basis of Genesis 1.26.83 

Augustine responds to this accusation by denying that those who “understand the Scriptures 

spiritually” believe God to have a nose, teeth, and beard, instead claiming that this belief is 

held by the “little ones” (parvulis) of the church.84 As we have already seen, throughout his 

writings Augustine differentiates between the “elders” (senes)/“spiritual” (spiritalis) members 

of the church and the “children” (pueri)/“carnal” (carnalis) members of the church in order to 

distinguish between those members of the catholic faith who are capable of conceiving of God 

incorporeally and those who are not.85 It seems, then, that Augustine was happy to 

acknowledge that some members of the catholic church did indeed believe that God has these 

features – namely, the parvulis or pueri whom he elsewhere describes as believing that God 

has a human bodily form. Augustine claims that the parvulis derive these beliefs from passages 

of scripture which depict God in terms. Yet, no passage of scripture depicts God as having a 

beard and teeth, while the notion that God has a nose is at best only implicitly suggested by the 
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description of God flaring his nostrils in Psalm 18.8. Therefore, the claim that God has a nose, 

teeth, and beard cannot be attributed to anthropomorphic passages of scripture alone.  

We find evidence of similar speculation regarding God’s bodily features in Augustine’s 

report of Manichaean criticisms of catholic Christianity in conf. 3.7.12. There, Augustine 

records a series of anti-catholic questions addressed to him by the Manicheans: “They asked 

me: ‘Where does evil come from? And is God limited by a bodily form? Does he have hair 

(capillos) and nails (ungues)? And how can they who had multiple wives at the same time, who 

killed people, and who sacrificed animals, be considered righteous?”86 While the description 

of the Ancient of Days in Daniel 7.9 provides some grounds for the belief that God has hair, 

nowhere in scripture is God said to have nails. Augustine’s reports of Manichaean anti-catholic 

polemic in Gen. Man. 1.17.27 and conf. 3.7.12, then, hint at a speculative tradition which 

ascribes to God various human features which are not attributed to God by scripture. 

While the features described in these two passaged are not attributed to God in 

scripture, they resonate strongly with traditions regarding the bodily form of God in Jewish 

apocalyptic and Hekhalot literature. The view that God has a beard and nose is found in the 

Shi’ur Qomah, a text which claims to report a vision of God’s bodily form attributed to the 

second century teacher Rabbi Ishmael.87 The report includes an account of the size and the 

secret names of the various limbs of God. Having given an account of God’s feet, legs, torso, 

head and ears, Rabbi Ishmael then provides two descriptions of God’s face. Each of these 

includes an account of the dimension and secret name of God’s nose and beard.88 While teeth 

are not mentioned in either passage, the author does pay a great deal of attention to other 

features of God's mouth, such as his lips and tongue. Notably, both passages present this 

description of God’s face in the context of the visio dei. Given the lack of scriptural support 

for depictions of God that include such features, these parallels suggest a connection between 

North African anthropomorphism and Jewish traditions regarding God’s bodily form.  
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This connection is further suggested by the reference to God’s hair in conf. 3.7.12. 

Although, as I already noted, Daniel’s vision of the Ancient of Days provides scriptural 

grounds for conceiving God as having hair, descriptions of God’s hair are also an important 

part of the later extracanonical traditions concerning God’s bodily form. For instance, God’s 

hair is also described in the visions of 1 Enoch 46.1 and 71.10, and descriptions of God’s hair 

also feature in the Merkabah visions of later Hekhalot literature.89 Whether the reference to 

God’s hair in conf. 3.7.12 draws on Daniel or extracanonical Jewish tradition, the attribution 

of hair to God connects North African Christianity with Jewish apocalyptic thought. 

This connection is strengthened by the pairing of this belief with a reference to God’s 

nails. Whereas scripture nowhere describes God as possessing nails, at least one early Jewish 

text bears witness to a tradition which attributes this feature to God. The Midrash on Proverbs 

preserves a saying again attributed to Rabbi Ishmael, in which Rabbi Ishmael exhorts the one 

who has studied the Talmud to seek the vision of God and the divine chariot: 

If there comes before him one who is learned in the Talmud, the Holy One, praise 

be to Him, says to him: “My son, since you have studied the Talmud, why have 

you not also studied the Merkabah and perceived my splendour? For none of the 

pleasures I have in my creation is equal to that which is given to me in the hour 

when scholars sit and study the Torah and, looking beyond it, see and behold and 

meditate these questions: How the throne of my glory stands…even greater than 

all this: how I stand from the nails of my feet to the parting of my hair; how great 

is the measure of my palm, and what is the measure of my toes.”90  

In this passage, Rabbi Ishmael depicts God himself as saying that he has a human bodily 

form which includes nails. It is particularly striking that this passage pairs this claim with a 

reference to God’s hair. Here, the pairing of these two features serves the function of 

indicating the comprehensive vision of God, who is seen in his totality, from the hair of his 
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head to the nails on his feet. The existence of a Jewish tradition which pairs these two 

features in order to indicate a comprehensive vision of God helps account for their pairing in 

conf. 3.7.12, inasmuch as this feature can be accounted for if we regard early Christian 

anthropomorphism as related to Jewish traditions regarding God’s bodily form. 

The preceding discussion suggests a connection between North African 

anthropomorphism and Jewish traditions regarding God’s bodily form. The presence of such 

a connection would help explain the parallels between North African anthropomorphism and 

other instances of early Christian anthropomorphism, given that Golitzin regards Jewish 

traditions regarding God’s bodily form – and in particular, traditions of ascent to and vision 

of God’s bodily form found in Jewish (and early Christian) apocalyptic literature – as integral 

to the “complex of traditions” which shaped early Christian anthropomorphism. Nor is it 

surprising that we should find evidence of contact with these traditions within the North 

African church if we consider that the literature of pre-Nicene Latin-speaking Christianity, as 

Jean Daniélou observes, is replete with themes derived from the Jewish apocalyptic 

tradition.91 Here I wish to draw attention to one text in particular — the vision of Saturus in 

the pass. Perp. — which exhibits engagement with precisely the sort of Jewish traditions 

regarding God’s bodily form that Golitzin regards as underlying early Christian 

anthropomorphism. In this vision, Saturus ascends to heaven with the assistance of angelic 

guides, where he sees God in the form of an elderly man: 

And we came near to a place, the walls of which were such as if they were built 

of light; and before the gate of that place stood four angels, who clothed those 

who entered with white robes. And being clothed, we entered and saw the 

boundless light, and heard the united voice of some who said without ceasing, 

“Holy! Holy! Holy!” And in the midst of that place we saw as it were an old man 

sitting, having snow-white hair, and with a youthful countenance; and his feet we 
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saw not. And on his right hand and on his left were four-and-twenty elders, and 

behind them a great many others were standing. We entered with great wonder, 

and stood before the throne; and the four angels raised us up, and we kissed Him, 

and He passed His hand over our face.92 

As several scholars have observed, the account of Saturus’s vision in this passage shows clear 

dependence on images and motifs taken from Jewish and Jewish-Christian apocalyptic.93 The 

role of angels as guides for the righteous individual’s ascent to heaven is a common feature 

of early Jewish and Christian apocalypses.94 The description of the wall surrounding the 

heavenly city as being “such as if they were built of light” echoes the description of the 

heavenly walls in 1 Enoch.95 The ceremony in which Saturus is clothed in white robes by the 

angels reflects the theme of heavenly investiture, a theme seen in several apocalypses.96 

Finally, as we have already noted, the description of God as an old man with white hair 

originates from Daniel 7.9 and is found in numerous Jewish and Christian apocalypses, 

including 1 Enoch 46.1-2 and Revelation 1.14.97  

The vision of Saturus in pass. Perp. 12.1-5 offers insight into the anthropomorphite 

beliefs of Augustine’s contemporaries in the North African church, inasmuch as this 

Christian text of North African provenance depicts God as possessing a human bodily form 

which is the object of the visio dei. Indeed, the Carthaginian origins of the text make it a 

good candidate to be considered a direct witness of the anthropomorphic theology of 

Augustine’s contemporaries. We know that this text was popular in the North African church 

when Augustine was writing, since Augustine himself alerts us to its popularity in his De 

anima et eius origine, where he reveals that some of his contemporaries hold the pass. Perp. 

in such high regard that he has to assert its non-canonical status.98 Minimally, then, the vision 

of Saturus in pass. Perp. 12.1-5 confirms that Augustine’s contemporaries had access to 

Jewish apocalyptic traditions which depict God and the visio dei in anthropomorphic terms. 
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Maximally, it is a concrete instance of precisely the sort of Christian engagement with these 

traditions that accounts for Augustine’s references to anthropomorphism in the North African 

church. In either case, the presence of Jewish apocalyptic themes in pass. Perp. 12.1-5 gives 

us good reason to suppose that the anthropomorphic beliefs of Augustine’s contemporaries in 

the North African church are at least partially influenced by Jewish apocalyptic traditions 

regarding God’s bodily form. Given this, it seems to me that the parallels between North 

African anthropomorphism and the forms of Christian anthropomorphism found in other 

geographical locales such as Egypt, Syria, and Mesopotamia are best accounted for using 

Golitzin’s “substrate” hypothesis, which regards the similarities between these 

geographically dispersed cases of early Christian anthropomorphism as drawing upon a 

shared complex of traditions which includes Jewish traditions (and in particular Jewish 

apocalyptic traditions) regarding God’s bodily form. 

CONCLUSION 

The preceding investigation has indicated that the anthropomorphism of Augustine’s 

contemporaries in the North African church was more a sophisticated phenomenon than 

previous scholars – and, indeed, Augustine himself – have allowed. Within the North African 

church, the belief that God has a human bodily form belonged to a broader nexus of beliefs 

which regarded the visio dei as comprising a vision of God’s bodily form, which supported 

this claim through an anthropomorphic reading of Genesis 1.26, and which may have utilized 

Stoic metaphysics to reinforce the claim that God has a body. This nexus of beliefs connects 

North African anthropomorphism with other early Christian instances of anthropomorphism, 

in which similar concerns regarding the nature of the visio dei and imago dei likewise play an 

important role in establishing the claim that God has a human bodily form. These similarities 

can best be accounted for by situating North African anthropomorphism in the context of 
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Jewish traditions regarding God’s bodily form, in particular as found within the apocalyptic 

ascent tradition.  
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