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ARISTOTLE AND TERTULLIAN. 

HAS any one noticed a curious affinity between Tertullian's famous 
paradox and a passage in Aristotle's Rhetoric? 

In arguing against the docetism of Marcion, Tertullian (de Carne 
Christi 5) flashes out into the following epigrams: 'Natus est Dei 
Filius : non pudet quia pudendum est; et mortuus est Dei Filius : 
prorsus credibile est, quia ineptum est; et sepultus resurrexit: certum 
est, quia impossibile.' This is one of the most defiant paradoxes in 
Tertullian, one of the quick, telling sentences in which he does not 
hesitate to wreck the sense of words in order to make his point. He 
deliberately exaggerates, in order to call attention to the truth he 
has to convey. The phrase is often misquoted, and more often it is 
supposed to crystallize an irrational prejudice in his mind, as if he 
scorned and spurned the intelligence in religion-a supposition which 
will not survive any first-hand acquaintance with the writings of the 
African father. The odd thing is, however, that consciously or uncon
sciously he was following ·in the footsteps of that cool philosopher 
Aristotle. In the second book of the Rhetoric (23. 22) we find the 
following sentences in a discussion of the various kinds of demonstrative 
proof: a.\.\o> EK TWV OOKOWTWV µ.f.v ytyv£cr0ai 0:1rlcrTWV Ol, on OVK liv ~Oo~av, 
£l µ~ ~v ~ EyyV~ ·~v. Kai. bTt µU.AA.ov· ~ yO.p TO. 6vTa ~ Til £lK6Ta V7roA.aµ{3ci
voucriv· £i o~v amcrTOV Kat µ.~ £iK6>, &..\170ts liv £l1]' OV yap oia Y£ TO £iKo> Kat 
mOavov OoK£t oifrw>- It is not difficult to see how this line of argument 
would justify Tertullian's 'credibile quia ineptum, certum quia im
possibile '. 

Aristotle's point is that, with regard to incredible events which are 
supposed and asserted to have taken place, you may argue that they 
would never have been believed at all, unless they had actually 
occurred; such statements must be true or almost true (£i µ.~ ~v ~ 

£yyii> ~v). Still further. You may argue that such incredible events are 
all the more likely to be true, on the ground that men believe either in 
(a) actual facts or in (b) probabilities; hence, if a certain statement 
cannot be classified under (b), i. e. if it is incredible and not probable, 
it must represent an actual fact. The assumption is that all objects of 
belief are either facts or probabilities, and this disjunctive judgement 
involves the paradoxical conclusion that if a given assertion is amcrTov 
Kal µ.~ £1K6>, or, as Tertullian would say, impossibile, it is all the more 
likely to belong to the class of Ta 6vTa. 

We demur, especially .in these days of war-rumours, to Aristotle's 
argument about this class of demonstrative enthymemes. Common 
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sense suggests that if a given statement is extremely improbable, it need 
not therefore be true. But Aristotle ignores the fact that the sheer 
incredibility of a thing is not the best proof of its reality, and the result 
is what Gomperz calls a disconcerting piece of dialectical audacity. We 
are invited to believe that if some statement is wildly improbable ( t1.7rurrnv, 
incredibile), it is more improbable still that any one should have invented 
it; in other words, that it would never 'have been made or credited, 
unless there had been some evidence for it, and consequently that such 
evidence· must be strong ! 

Tertullian knew his Aristotle, but lie was perfectly capable of striking 
out a similar paradox on his own account. The pa,ssage from the 
Rhetoric may be no more than a parallel; ·possibly the argument it 
conveys may have been current among rhetoricians. Still, I think it is 
not uninteresting to note how Aristotle, in a sober discussion of the 
topics proper to forensic debate, could for the moment take a line which 
the jurist Tertullian took in the glow of theological controversy. Even 
if it is only a curious coincidence, it serves to modify some of the 
sweeping inferences drawn from the De Carne Christi by some modern 
critics who tend to exaggerate the psychological idiosyncrasies of the 
author. The paradox of the cerium quia impossibile remains as pointed 
as ever, but it should be read in the light of the fact that this African 
father of the Church was not the first to defy what seems to us to be an 
obvious axiom of historical proof. 

JAMES MOFFATT. 

A LITURGICAL FRAGMENT FROM THEBES. 

IT may be worth while to put on record the following liturgical 
fragment inscribed upon an ostracon purchased a few years since at 
Thebes. Ostraca of the Coptic period with liturgical texts are often 
of considerable size : our fragment, which measures I 2 x 9· 5 cm., is 
from the bottom of the ostracon and may be only one half or even one 
quarter of the original. The right edge is intact but for some small 
damages; a narrow triangular piece has been broken away from the 
left side. 

The character of the script suggests that the fragment was written 
in the early seventh century : the hand is a thick, heavy, and informal 
semi-uncial, generally well-rounded; and is of a papyrus rather· than 
a vellum type. Ligatures and cursive features occur, and abbreviations 
are common. The text of the recto is remarkably bright and clear, but 



172 THE JOURNAL OF THEOLOGICAL STUDIES 

the porous surface of the verso has caused the ink to run, making 
reading very difficult. 

At intervals in the text the symbol 11 is introduced indicating some 
sort of division, and once on the recto and twice on the verso the 
beginning of a line is under- and over-scored. Mr Brightman has 
suggested that the latter feature at any rate probably marks the 
beginning of a new piece, 1 and that the former may have the same 
value. If this is so, the fragment is no more than a list of incipits. It 
is possible that a new piece begins at 1. 11 of the recto; and what 
remains of the text on the verso looks very like ' first lines' ; but 
I think 11. 1-10 of the recto may be regarded as continuous, since 11 is 
well established as a symbol indicating verse-endings where, from 
motives of economy, the verses are written continuously.2 

There are some points of resemblance between the text of the frag
ment and the ' Abendhymnen ' N os. 2 and 3 of Maas's Friihbyzantinische 
Kzrchenpoesi'e, s and these are remarked in the notes following our text. 

A copy of the whole is first given without resolution of abbreviations 
or corrections of provincial orthography; but I have added a text of 
the recto in ordinary type in which the verses are distinguished. The 
scansion-accents alone are marked . 

.Recto. . .. ]oo • [ ••• 

JO 

Verso. 

5 

[.:11Noy[c€1N]] 

] X€POYB€1N If ON .:\IN[OYC€1N 

cep.:1<j>e1]~ 11 ON EK TON OYNON ~ X~P.[1]t
[ €1 II K.:IYXltlCoNT.:11 01 OCIOI €N ll.o!& 

5 €IC .:1]rooN.:1 // .:1rr€,\IKH YMNOOll.1.:1 

.:\,\Hj01NON YMNON ~ ,\OpK/ ,\.:1,Tp\f 

K].:IYXHCONTt 01 oc1, EN ll.0!1 K.:11 

.:1r.:1M1.:1cl // .:\INOYCEIN CE H ll.O!; 

TOON .:Ip/ II .:II ll.YN.:IMEIC TOON 

oyNOON .:11NoycE1N ce xe 11 

0.:IYM.:ICT'l. 0 ec EN TOIC EP/ 

.:\N€CTH EK TOON NE-

KpOON j(C 0 B.:I· 

Cl,\EyC 

IJ~NT.:\ T.:\ Epr.:1 TOY e~[oy. 

~rl K.:\TH,\0l // j"~[ •• • 
MGIC €,\/ IN XE RE[ ••• 
o T.:I rr,\oyc1.:1 ll.oop~[ ••• 

TON TTOIMEN.:I TON ~[.:1,\0N? 

I • 00 ~p .... XY // 

• • • H-] 

1 Cp. Crum Coptic Ostraca No. 519. 
9 So in the metrical portion of the stela of Alchis from Erment : cp. Bulletin of 

the Metrop. Mus. of Art, New York (forthcoming). 
8 In the Kleine Texte Series. 
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The text of the recto should probably stand as follows :-

6v 80[&.,ovuiv J X£pov{3{v, 6v alv[ ovcnv ~£pa<f>{]r· 
Sv EK TWV ovpavwv (hos xap[ (R[ (l, J 
[ Kavx]~croVTai oi 6awi £v 86[i [ ds a ]lwva. 
ayy£Al"71 vµvwUi [ aA.17 ]lhvwv 15µvwv Kal ,\oyiKii AaTpElfl
Kavx~CTOVTal oi 6CTlOl £v /36tfl- Kai ayaAAlaCTOJITat, 
alvovalv CT£ ~ 86ta TWV ay{wv . 
ai 8vvaµ£is TWV ovpavwv alvovcr{v CT£, XpicrTl. 
OavµacrTos 6 0£os £v Tots ;pyois (avTov)· 
avlCTTYJ (K TWV V£Kpwv XpiCTTOS 6 f3arriA.£-tis. 

Notes. 

173 

Recto. 1. 2. [A1Noy[c€1N]] is suprascript and cancelled. Compare 
generally with this line Maas Friihbyz. Kirchenpoesie 'Abendhymnen' 
iii 7 6v 15µvois 8oU,ovuiv X£pov/3{µ Ta ;v8ota. 

1. 3. TON oy(pA)NoN : for the genitive plural. The letters following e are 
fragmentary. 

1. 4. Cp. Ps. cxlix 5. 
1. 5. €1c A]fooNA : the r might equally well be T; but either is clearly 

a blunder for 1. yMNoo.'.1A is apparently dative with a dependent genitive 
yMNON ( = YMNOON), dependent upon the verbs in ll. 7-8. 

I. 6. >.oriKt i\ATPlf : the case is probably the dative and the noun is 
parallel to YMN00.'.1A. Cp. Rom. xii 1 ; see also Pleyte and Boeser 
1lfanuscr. Coples du Musee de Lezile 138 ; Brightman Liturgies E. and 
W. P· 48 b, I. r. 

ll. 9-10. Compare Maas op. cit. ' Abendhymnen ' iii 2-3 6v vµvovcriv 
",\ ,, , ,\ 1~' • , ayy£ oi Kai apxayy£ oi, ovvaµns ovpaviai. 

I. 1 r. €p(ro1c) is certain and neither oc(1mc) nor Ar(101c) can be read. 
• ll. II-13 seem to indicate that Easter was the festival for which the 
hymn was intended, unless indeed a new piece begins here. 

Verso. I. I : adapted from the Song of the Three Children, fragments 
of which are not rare at Thebes. 

I. 3. iN: apparently for iC. 

HUGH G. EVELYN WHITE. 


