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PREFACE

IT is no doubt incumbent upon anybody who produces a work upon
Origen’s doctrine of tradition to begin by giving some reasons why he
should have chosen such a subject, and, as I have spent a good deal of
time spared from parochial work and work in a Theological College
over eight years in dealing as well as I can with this subject, I have
every reason for prefacing the result of this labour with a short
justification of my choice.

This study is part of a much larger examination which I hope some
day to complete of Origen’s interpretation of Scripture. Origen was
one of the great Biblical scholars of the early Christian Church, and it
should be of interest and indeed of profit to many students and scholars
to know how far modern Biblical scholarship has anything in common
with one of the best representatives of ancient scholarship, or whether—
as some have concluded—the gulf between the Fathers’ interpretation
of the Bible and ours is unbridgable. But an examination of Origen’s
interpretation of the Bible cannot be properly undertaken until his
attitude to tradition, in its broadest sense, has been fully explored. This
study may therefore be considered as a necessary preliminary to a full
study of Origen’s attitude to the Bible, an establishing of basic assump-
tions, a pegging-out of positions, so to speak, from which the wider
study can proceed. This is the reason why this work is so little concerned
with those parts of Origen’s theology which usually hold so much
interest for those who read him—his doctrine of the pre-existence of
souls, his belief in universal salvation, his speculation concerning a
pre-mundane fall, his subordination of the Son to the Father, his
treatment of the resurrection of the body, and so on. We have been
concerned merely to assemble the materials which Origen used in order
to build his daring edifice of doctrine, without feeling it necessary our-
selves to sketch more than the foundations of that edifice. If the reader
finds us much concerned with historical fact and little with theological
synthesis, let him think of us as toiling obscurely at a task which is

ix
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PREFACE
humble but necessary if Origen’s theology is to be properly articulated
and understood.

We call the task necessary, because, for various reasons, nobody has
yet attempted it at all fully. Indeed, as far as English scholarship is
concerned, Origen is almost unexplored territory. On the Continent
the situation is better, because several articles in French and German
have appeared dealing partly or entirely with aspects of Origen’s
doctrine of tradition, and French and German scholars have devoted
full-length works to expounding Origen’s theology as a whole. But
nobody has ever written a book in any language on Origen’s doctrine
of tradition, and until his doctrine on this point is fairly understood no
study of his theology as a whole can be quite complete.

On one point in particular perhaps this study will be of some use, in
that I call attention in it, as strongly as I can, to the necessity of using
a carefully critical judgement in assessing the value of the Latin trans-
lations of Origen’s works. This is a point which has been entirely
ignored by some scholars, not very highly accounted of by many,
and properly appreciated by—I venture to say—very few. And yet
it is of indispensable importance for our setting out of the evidence
for almost any doctrine in Origen, and not least for his doctrine of
tradition.

The question of the development of the doctrine of tradition in the
early Church generally is a most interesting one, though it necessarily
touches upon several controversial points. As far as I know—but I
confess my knowledge does not go very far—it has not attracted the
attention of many scholars. Perhaps this study may serve as an
introduction, even in its defects, to the study of a Christian Father who
has been too long neglected by English scholarship and to a subject
which should attract our attention more strongly than it has in the past.

I wish to express my gratitude to the authorities of those libraries
which have granted me facilities and shown me kindness and courtesy
during the compilation of this work: of the Library of Trinity College,
Dublin; of the Library of the Queen’s University, Belfast; of the
Library of Handsworth Theological College, Birmingham; of the

X
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PREFACE
Library of the British Museum; of the Library of the University of
Birmingham; and of the National Library, Dublin. I also owe thanks
to the Queen’s College, Birmingham, and to the Seabury-Western
Theological Seminary, Evanston, Illinois, for enabling and encouraging
me to give lectures on the Christian Platonists of Alexandria, and
thereby giving me the incentive and opportunity to put into shape
the material I had collected. Finally I should like to thank the readers
of the Cambridge University Press and of S.P.C.K. for many valuable
suggestions, and my wife for considerablehelp in compiling theIndices.

R.P. C. HANSON
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