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Leibniz here presents himself as someone who, despite having always thought 
that one should listen to authority more than reason, now seeks to defend the 
Catholic faith using reason. However, he does this only by providing a string of 
quotations from Augustine, with the aim of showing that, in Augustine’s opinion, 
the aim of scripture is to teach the truths necessary for salvation, not those of 
physics or cosmology. Various parts of this piece were subsequently reused in 
‘The Authority of the Church’ (no. 40) and ‘Apology for Catholic Truth’ (no. 45). 
The watermark of the first two sheets is commonly attested from September 1678 
to April 1679, while that of the third sheet is the same as that in the paper used for 
‘The Proper Starting Point of Our Faith’ (no. 32)—from which this piece draws 
material—and ‘On the Unity of the Church’ (no. 33); the watermark of the third 
sheet is attested from February to October 1685, but for a narrower dating see 
‘Apology for Catholic Truth’ (no. 45).

z
Apology for the Catholic Faith Based on Right Reason

Augustine, On the Trinity, book 4:
No sensible p�erson will decide against reason, no Christian against the 

Scriptures, no peaceful man against the Church.1

It is evident that the proper starting point of our faith is not reason, but the 
authority of the revealing God. For even if there were no obligation to believe 

1  Augustine, Fifteen Books on the Trinity, IV.6.10. English translation from Augustine 1963b, 144.

 



220  Leibniz: Philosophical Papers, 1677–1686

unless God himself, speaking in us through reason, had provided us with marks 
to distinguish the Word of God from the word of an impostor, which comes back 
to these two things above all, namely miracles in teaching (under which I include 
the fulfilment of prophecies) and the sanctity of doctrine, yet once the Word of 
God has been established, it must be considered as certain and demonstrated that 
whatever it contains is true, even if reason seems to conflict with it. Not that truth 
can conflict with truth, as some dared to teach long ago, apparently in an attempt 
to invalidate religion (for aside from the fact that this is absolutely absurd in itself, 
it would mean that God, who has afforded us the benefit of reason no less than 
revelation, battles himself ), but because there is so much fog in our minds we can 
scarcely rely on drawn-out arguments for long, unless the correctness of the 
conclusions is confirmed by some other means, like certain tests or a posteriori 
experiments or other indications of the agreement of truth. For how few are bold 
enough to swear that they have carried out some long arithmetic calculation cor-
rectly unless they had first checked it by casting out nines and other even more 
reliable tests, or had obtained the same result by different methods? And this is 
chiefly why we have made headway in mathematics rather than in metaphysics, 
because in the former, certain universal tests and experiments confirming success 
accompany the arguments, whereas in the latter, experiments are rare and some-
times have to be postponed to the other life. And yet our salvation would have to 
depend on these metaphysical notions if the matter were to be conducted by rea-
son alone, since the nature of God and the soul can be grasped only through cer-
tain contemplations detached from the senses. Consequently, the truth, which 
ought to be available to all in the matter of salvation, would have been available 
only to a few, namely the wisest people, had God, in his supreme wisdom and 
benevolence, not come to the aid of our weakness by supplying a new principle, 
manifest to the learned and unlearned alike, namely revelation, which, concerning 
things removed from senses, would then hold the place of experience in this life. 
So, just as in physical matters there is no one who prefers to rely on reason rather 
than on the experience of the senses (fortified by their own criteria and marks), 
nor any prudent astronomer who will set more store by their own hypothesis 
than by a duly established observation, so, when reason and revelation appear to 
be at odds, it will be safer to distrust reason than to adapt revelation to reason by 
a forced interpretation. However, although I do not deny (and the most serious 
theologians agree with me) that if something has been proved by very clear argu-
ments taken from natural reason, and if revelation can be easily reconciled with it 
by an interpretation that does not depart too much from the proper meaning of 
the words either by violence or by lack of precedent, then it is more prudent to 
follow the meaning consistent with reason rather than the literal meaning, lest we 
seem to want to pluck out our eyes under the pretext of enabling ourselves to see 
a brighter light, especially since nothing offends intelligent people and alienates 
them from true religion more than seeing teachers of piety defend some things 
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absurdly and obstinately.2 Thus, if nowadays someone were to absolutely 
condemn the antipodes (as Lactantius and even St. Augustine did)3 or the earth’s 
motion (as theologians of recent years have), which the most eminent astronomers 
now believe to be evident, they would surely be wronging the weak-minded in an 
extraordinary way in such an enlightened century full of eminent minds, and 
they would be dishonouring the authority of the Church in the eyes of the profane 
as much as was within their power. For what would happen if, in the course of 
time, an irrefutable demonstration were found, especially since those we have now 
are not far off being a demonstration? Hence I remember an eminent theologian 
of the Society of Jesus rightly wrote that in such a case the Church would willingly 
admit a figurative interpretation of the statements of scripture, in the same way as 
‘the land and the cities drift away’ is said by sailors.4 And another no less celebrated 
theologian of the order of the Minims held that5 censures of such doctrines made 
at one time are not always absolute condemnations of opinions but only dictates 
of prudence, lest the doctrines be taught rashly and to the detriment of the weak-
minded.6 In the meantime, in case of doubt, when there are no strong opposing 
arguments, one should always hold that it is safer for a Christian to stick to the 
proper meaning of divine words.

And indeed it would be desirable if, following the example of Christian sim-
plicity of apostolic times, we could clearly separate theology and philosophy, the 
latter being avoided everywhere by the prudence of our divine master and the 
gravity of the apostles; for in this way, philosophers would not exercise their nat-
ural abilities on revealed matters, nor would theologians attempt to establish con-
clusions about matters of philosophical prerogative from what has been revealed, 
aside from showing the purpose of the revealer himself, which was to show the 

2  The material up to this point was drawn from ‘The Proper Starting Point of Our Faith’ (no. 32) 
and later reused, in a slightly modified form, in ‘The Authority of the Church’ (no. 40) and then again 
in ‘Apology for Catholic Truth’ (no. 45).

3  Augustine, The City of God, 16.9: ‘As for the fabled “antipodes”, that is, men who occupy the other 
side of the earth, where the sun rises when it sets on us; men who plant their footsteps opposite ours: 
there is no reason to believe that such men exist. Those who affirm that they do, do not do so on the 
basis of any historical knowledge’. English translation from Augustine 1998, 710. For Lactantius, see 
Divine Institutes 3.24.1–11; English translation in Lactantius 2003, 213–214.

4  Leibniz is thinking here of Diuinis [Fabri] 1661, 49: ‘nothing prevents the Church from under-
standing those passages [about the Sun moving around the earth] in the literal sense, and declaring 
that they are to be so understood, as long as no demonstration to the contrary is brought forward; if 
you should perhaps contrive such a demonstration at some time (which I hardly believe), then in this 
case, the Church will in no way hesitate to declare that those passages are to be understood in a figura-
tive and improper sense, like that of the poet: “The land and the cities [drift away]” ’. See also Fabri 
1669, 100–101. The phrase ‘terraeque urbesque recedunt’ [the land and the cities drift away] is from 
Virgil, Aeneid, III.72. Fabri’s position echoes that found in a letter from Roberto Bellarmino to 
Foscarini of 12 April 1615; this letter may have been available to Fabri as a Jesuit living in Rome, but 
was otherwise not widely known at the time. See Galilei 1890–1909, XII: 171.

5  that | censures sometimes made of this kind of doctrine should not be interpreted in such a way 
as if they were completely false, | deleted.

6  Namely, Mersenne 1623, col. 1838.
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clear way of salvation even to simple folk. Certainly, from St. Clement’s epistle to 
the Corinthians and other records of the earliest times it is evident that those 
genuine disciples of the apostles eschewed all subtle questions and wrote not for 
speculation but for life, not for their intellects but for their wills. But there is no 
doubt that God had important reasons for allowing reason to be gradually joined 
to faith when learned people and those illustrious in the world began to join 
Christ. For at first, the Christian faith was scorned by arrogant minds just like the 
credulity of women and common people. But as soon as the most eminent people, 
recognizing the uncertainty of their philosophy and daunted by the constancy 
of  the martyrs, revelled in a new light from heaven and had gone over to the 
Christians, their friends and peers began to jeer and overwhelm them with argu-
ments, in order to7 bring them back from a sect which seemed so absurd and so 
odious to them. But these people, though they had surrendered (with the most 
praiseworthy humility) all their learning to the disciples of fishermen, and were 
not unaware that the wisdom of God was seen as folly among worldly people, 
they still believed that it pertained to God’s glory for them to oppose the audacity 
of their jeering adversaries. Therefore, some went about demonstrating the 
absurdities of pagan theology, others disclosed the signs of Christian truth from 
histories and prophecies, while some illustrated the beauty of Christian dogmas 
using the deepest doctrines of Platonic or Peripatetic philosophy. In this regard, if 
only all would have maintained due measure, for there is no doubt that philosophy—
albeit a false and ill-adapted one—was the mother of heresies. And indeed, in 
earlier times it could scarcely be avoided that faith would ultimately be dealt with 
in certain theses after the manner of science, with tradition supplying what was 
not contained with sufficient clarity in the words of holy scripture. For it was dif-
ficult to get people to use only the8 phrases used in holy scripture (which, indeed, 
were very short); indeed, the disagreements that arose among the learned soon 
prevailed on the ancient Church to adopt various definitions, not only for the 
peace of that time but also for that of later posterity, with the then still fresh and 
now indisputable tradition recorded in writing. And now too, the Church does 
not establish new articles of faith, nor does it rely upon any revelation other than 
the prophetic and apostolic one, but only from the analogy of faith handed down 
from the apostles does it declare what should be held, and in this matter it is 
guided by the promised assistance of divine providence.9, 10

Therefore, if it is at least shown that the authority of today’s Church is likewise 
certain in matters pertaining to salvation, then surely there is a very weighty pre-
sumption in other matters that should not be rashly resisted. And moderate 

7  Reading ‘ut’ (manuscript M) in place of ‘ubi’ (transcription A).
8  the | formulas | deleted.
9  providence. | ¶ Since, therefore, the authority of those through whom God governs the Church 

today is certain, at least in those matters pertaining to salvation, | deleted.
10  This paragraph was later reused, near verbatim, in ‘The Authority of the Church’ (no. 40), and 

again in a slightly modified form in ‘Apology for Catholic Truth’ (no. 45).



Apology for the Catholic Faith Based on Right Reason  223

minds will not require anything more. The demonstration of this authority which 
the Church forever has from Christ11 is made so clear in holy scripture and 
tradition that it could have be done only in this way. But also, the most learned 
people, surrounded by many individual controversies, have vindicated the faith 
of the Catholic Church from the words of scripture and from the whole of 
antiquity with such diligence that it seems it cannot be resisted by readers who 
are open-minded and ready to accept the truth. But why I, who have always 
thought that in this matter one should listen to authority rather than reason, 
have nevertheless sought to defend the faith from reason, it will now in fact be 
worthwhile to explain.

However, regarding those things which do not pertain to salvation but do not 
seem to be mentioned at any point by holy scripture or the Church, it gives me 
pleasure to insert passages from St. Augustine, over whom, for his intellectual 
power and solidity of reasoning, none of the ancient writers of the Church can be 
preferred.12

Therefore he writes in chapter 19 of The Literal Meaning of Genesis:

that there is a special celestial or cosmic light, or even one that is above the sky 
or was there before the sky, which could be followed by night—well, it is not 
against the faith for just as long as it is not proved with absolute certainty to be 
untrue. If this does happen, then this is not what divine scripture contained, but 
what human ignorance had opined.13

And then:

There is knowledge to be had, after all, about the earth, about the sky, about the 
other elements of this world, about the movements and revolutions or even the 

11  Christ | has been so successfully accomplished from holy scripture and tradition by great people 
| deleted.

12  preferred. | Therefore, in book 1 chapter  25 of The Literal Meaning of Genesis he writes as 
follows:

So we should undoubtedly hold that whatever they have been able to demonstrate truly about the 
nature of things, we should show that it is not contrary to our literature. And whatever they may teach 
in their volumes that is contrary to the sacred literature of ours, we should believe without any hesita-
tion to be entirely false. And in whatever way we can, we should also show and thus maintain the faith 
of our Lord, in whom are stored up all the treasures of wisdom, so that we are neither seduced by the 
chatter of false philosophy, nor frightened by the superstitions of false religion. | deleted. Leibniz here 
offers a part-quotation, part paraphrase of book 1 chapter  21 (not 25) of Augustine’s The Literal 
Meaning of Genesis. Augustine actually wrote: ‘So we should show that whatever they have been able 
to demonstrate from reliable sources about the world of nature is not contrary to our literature, while 
whatever they may have produced from any of their volumes that is contrary to this literature of ours, 
that is, to the Catholic faith, we must either show with some ease, or else believe without any hesita-
tion, to be entirely false. And we should so hold onto our mediator, in whom are stored up all the 
treasures of wisdom and of knowledge (Col 2:3), that we are neither seduced by the chatter of false 
philosophy, nor frightened out of our wits by the superstitions of false religion’. English translation from 
Augustine 2002b, 188. Later in the text, Leibniz cites part of the same passage, this time accurately.

13  English translation from Augustine 2002b, 186.
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magnitude and distances of the constellations, about the predictable eclipses of 
moon and sun, about the cycles of years and seasons, about the nature of ani-
mals, fruits, stones and everything else of this kind. And it frequently happens 
that even non-Christians will have knowledge of this sort in a way that they can 
substantiate with scientific arguments or experiments. Now it is quite disgrace-
ful and disastrous, something to be on one’s guard against at all costs, that they 
should ever hear Christians spouting what they claim our Christian literature 
has to say on these topics, and talking such nonsense that they can scarcely con-
tain their laughter when they see them to be toto caelo, as the saying goes, wide 
of the mark. And what is so vexing is not that misguided people should be 
laughed at, as that our authors should be assumed by outsiders to have held 
such views and, to the great detriment of those about whose salvation we are so 
concerned, should be written off and consigned to the waste paper basket as so 
many ignoramuses. Whenever, you see, they catch out some members of the 
Christian community making mistakes on a subject which they know inside 
out, and defending their hollow opinions on the authority of our books, on 
what grounds are they going to trust those books on the resurrection of the dead 
and the hope of eternal life and the kingdom of heaven, when they suppose they 
include any number of mistakes and fallacies on matters which they themselves 
have been able to master either by experiment or by the surest of calculations? It 
is impossible to say what trouble and grief such rash, self-assured know-alls 
cause the more cautious and experienced brothers and sisters. Whenever they 
find themselves challenged and taken to task for some shaky and false theory of 
theirs by people who do not recognize the authority of our books, they try to 
defend what they have aired with the most frivolous temerity and patent false-
hood by bringing forward these same sacred books to justify it. Or they even 
quote from memory many things said in them which they imagine will provide 
them with valid evidence, not understanding either what they are saying, or the 
matters on which they are asserting themselves.14

And then in chapter 20:15

we should show that whatever they (the wise people of this world)16 have been 
able to demonstrate from reliable sources about the world of nature is not 
contrary to our literature, while whatever they may have produced from any of 
their volumes that is contrary to this literature of ours, that is, to the Catholic faith, 
we must either show with some ease, or else believe without any hesitation, 

14  English translation from Augustine 2002b, 186–187.
15  This is Leibniz’s mistake, as the material he proceeds to quote is from chapter 21.
16  This is Leibniz’s interpolation.
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to  be entirely false. And we should so hold onto our mediator, in whom are 
stored up all the treasures of wisdom and of knowledge (Col 2:3), that we are 
neither seduced by the chatter of false philosophy, nor frightened out of our wits 
by the superstitions of false religion.17

Likewise, in book 2, chapter 9 of The Literal Meaning of Genesis:

The question is also commonly asked what we have to believe, according to our 
scriptures, is the shape and form of the sky. Many people, you see, have many 
arguments about these points, which our authors with greater good sense passed 
over as not holding out the promise of any benefit to those wishing to learn 
about the blessed life, and, what is worse, as taking up much precious time that 
should be spent on more salutary matters. What concern is it of mine, after all, 
whether the sky encloses the earth like a globe on every side, with the earth held 
level as the diameter of the total mass of the world, or whether it covers it on one 
side from above, like a lid? But because the trustworthiness of the scriptures is 
here in question, this, as I have reminded readers more than once, has to be 
defended from those who do not understand the style of the divine utterances, 
and who assume when they find anything on these matters in our books, or hear 
them read out from them, which seems to be contrary to explanations they have 
worked out, that they should not place any confidence in the scriptures, when 
they foretell or warn or tell them about other useful things. It must be stated 
very briefly that our authors knew about the shape of the sky whatever may be 
the truth of the matter. But the Spirit of God who was speaking through them 
did not wish to teach people about such things which would contribute nothing 
to their salvation (these words are repeated in Master of the Sentences dist. 14).18 
But, says somebody, how are these people, who attribute to the sky the shape of 
a sphere or globe, not contradicted by what is written in our literature: who 
stretched out the sky like a skin (Ps 104:2)? Certainly let it be contradicted by 
that, if what they say is false; this, after all, is true which has divine authority 
behind it, rather than that which is the guesswork of human weakness. But if it 
should happen that they can prove their case with evidence and arguments 
beyond any possibility of doubt, then it has to be demonstrated that what is said 
here among us about a skin is not contrary to those explanations of theirs.19

17  English translation from Augustine 2002b, 188.
18  The interpolation in brackets is Leibniz’s. He is referring to Peter Lombard, the Master of the 

Sentences, who wrote: ‘It is also common to ask what shape the sky is. But however much our authors 
inquired, the Holy Spirit wanted to say through them only what concerns salvation’. Peter Lombard, 
Four Books of Sentences, II. Dist. XIV.3, in PL CXCII, col. 680.

19  English translation from Augustine 2002b, 201–202.
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And he says in book 2, chapter 10:

Some brothers and sisters also raise the question of the movement of the sky, 
whether it stands still or rotates. Because if it rotates, they say, how can it be a 
solid structure? But if it stands still, how is it that the constellations, which are 
generally held to be fixed in it, go round from the east to the west, with the 
northern ones making shorter circuits round the pole, so that the sky would seem 
to be rotating like a sphere or globe, if there is another pole, hidden from us, at the 
other extremity, or like a discus if there is no other pole? My answer to them is that 
these matters require many subtle and laborious calculations for their investigation, 
if the truth is to be definitely established whether this or that is the case; and that 
I have no time now for going into them and discussing them, and nor should they 
have any either, these brothers and sisters whom I am keen to instruct in this work 
for their own salvation and the benefit needed by the Church.20

From this passage it is evident that some people once inferred from the word 
‘firmament’ that the sky stands still, and that St. Augustine was of the opinion that 
a theologian ought to be unconcerned about these things as they do not pertain 
to salvation.

Likewise, he says in book 2, chapter 1:

Here it occurs to me to repeat the warning I gave in Book I about the mistake of 
relying on the evidence of a scriptural text against those who produce these sub-
tle arguments about the weights of the elements, and quoting perhaps what is 
written in the psalms: who founded the earth on the water (Ps 136:6), because 
such people do not acknowledge the authority of our literature and are ignorant 
of the way in which that was said, and so they are more likely to poke fun at the 
sacred books than to repudiate what they have come to hold by reasoned argu-
ments or have proved by the clearest experiments. One acceptable way of taking 
that verse of the psalm is to treat it as said figuratively . . . Or else, if someone obliges 
you to take the verse literally, it can be applied not unreasonably to the heights of 
the earth, whether on continents or islands, which soar up above the waters.21

Then likewise in chapter 4, after explaining the opinion of a certain man,22 who, 
for the sake of reconciling reason and scripture, had explained the sky by the air and 
the waters above the sky by the clouds, he suggests: ‘So then, I judge this carefully 
thought out theory to be deserving of all praise. What he said, you see, is not against 
the faith, and can also be readily accepted when the grounds for it are set out’.23

20  English translation from Augustine 2002b, 203.
21  English translation from Augustine 2002b, 191–192.
22  Namely, St. Basil, Hexaemeron, III.8. English translation in NPNF 2/8, 287.
23  English translation from Augustine 2002b, 194.


