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Joshua McNall, A Free Corrector: Colin Gunton and the Legacy of Augustine. 
Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2015. xii + 329 pages. $99.00 (hardback); $44.00 
(paperback).

Someone once said that we spend many years trying to think like our Ph.D. 
supervisor and then the rest of our lives trying not to think like them. For anyone 
who studied under the supervision of Colin E. Gunton at King’s College, London, 
the shift from like to not-like is now encouraged. Increasing criticism has come 
Gunton’s way since his untimely death, and much of that criticism has centered on 
his reading of Augustine. The emerging consensus is clear: Gunton got Augustine 
wrong.

But for those of us who’ve been deeply shaped by Gunton’s teaching, the grow-
ing criticism of his supposedly unfair critique of Augustine can itself feel unfair. 
Gunton’s deficiencies as an Augustinian scholar cannot function as an ad hominem, 
allowing theologians to dismiss him entirely, and thereby shield them from the theo-
logical proposals he makes. No one would dismiss Cyril of Alexandria, for instance, 
simply because he sometimes read Nestorius uncharitably. When it comes to any 
theologian, we have to sift the tares from the wheat. If we didn’t, who could stand?

With all this in mind, Joshua’s McNall’s new book on Gunton’s critique of 
Augustine is welcome. In this helpful book, McNall skilfully details the various 
charges that Gunton levelled at Augustine, thereby showing that his key accusa-
tions centred on the apparent deficiencies in Augustine’s doctrine of God and in 
his doctrine of creation—deficiencies that catapulted both monistic and dualistic 
elements into the thinking of subsequent theologians. By carefully detailing these 
charges, McNall offers his reader an excellent overview of Gunton’s wider project, 
outlining its basic shape—and polemical character!—and showing how the doctrine 
of the Trinity informed his grand vision of created reality, a vision in which par-
ticular beings are related in mediated communion, thereby echoing their Maker’s 
own relational being in which the particularity of Father, Son, and Spirit are united 
in perichoretic mutual constitution.

Throughout the book, McNall handles Gunton’s work well, drawing relevant 
evidence from a wide range of sources (including Gunton’s lectures to undergradu-
ates and postgraduates), to stitch together a whole. The clear rehearsal of key themes 
allows McNall to relate Gunton’s theology to Augustine’s own work, a move which 
shows the reader both the strengths and weaknesses of Augustine from Gunton’s 
perspective. Time and again, however, McNall demonstrates that Gunton’s handling 
of historical material needs to be “profoundly challenged,” because Gunton’s “broad-
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brushed telling of theological history” makes him guilty of “historical distortion” 
(29–30). One–nil to the anti-Guntonians.

But, as the book’s subtitle indicates, McNall is well aware that Gunton wasn’t 
interested in Augustine simpliciter. He was instead alert to Augustine and his legacy; 
that is to say, the way particular Augustinian notes resound through the course of 
Western theology through the work of others. Therefore, McNall attempts to exam-
ine Augustine’s “afterlife,” exploring whether the good Bishop’s original ideas had 
“unintended consequences,” consequences that might exonerate Gunton of some of 
the charges levelled at him (4). Of course, McNall recognizes that the influence of 
Augustine is hard to evaluate. How exactly could we examine the entire legacy of 
Augustine? As a result, McNall has to find a way to handle his burgeoning material. 
He does so by piggy-backing almost exclusively on Jaroslav Pelikan’s five volume 
history, using Pelikan’s work as the “primary arbiter” in deciding between Gunton 
and those who criticize him (134). This move has obvious risks, but it does allow 
McNall to examine an impressive range of figures, charting Augustine’s influence on 
Boethius, Gregory the Great, Anselm, Bonaventure, Aquinas, Scotus, and Ockham, 
as well as Luther, Calvin, and early moderns, such as Descartes. In addition, McNall 
examines whether Augustine himself could have learned more—as Gunton argued 
he should have—from Irenaeus and the Cappadocians, two of Gunton’s favourite 
correctives to faulty “Augustinianism.” As a result, the evidence piles up.

Weighing up the evidence, McNall concludes that a great deal of Gunton’s 
criticism of Augustine and Augustine’s legacy was indeed misplaced, but he also 
shows that there remains “a kernel of truth in Gunton’s somewhat uncontextualised 
critique” (121). Certainly “Gunton employed the Augustinian adjective in a rather 
careless fashion,” but problems—even if not every problem—can be traced back 
to Augustine’s theology, especially his influential Confessions (209). For example, 
Augustine’s “inward turn” (and the priority of the immaterial in theological an-
thropology) has been abstracted from Augustine’s work by other theologians, and 
allowed to influence subsequent thinking in isolation from his wider thought—a 
process accelerated by the celebrated “inward turn” seemingly having Augustine’s 
authoritative stamp on it. In short, Gunton was not the only theologian who was 
selective in their reading of Augustine, and that’s why some of Gunton’s charges 
stick. McNall therefore concludes that Gunton wasn’t entirely wrong, and so should 
not be entirely dismissed.

Taken as a whole, McNall’s book constitutes something of a manifesto against 
all-or-nothing readings of both Augustine and Gunton (148). He helpfully shows 
that all of us can still learn from these two influential theologians, sometimes for 
good, sometimes for bad, perhaps not equally, but certainly theologically. It would 
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therefore be a mistake to dismiss either. And the book is well executed. It is both 
scholarly in style and forensic in nature, with McNall addressing issues in a mea-
sured way. Somewhat different to Gunton and Augustine’s own work, there’s no 
personal polemic or rhetorical flourish here, which means that the book feels a lot 
like the Ph.D. thesis lying behind it. Of course, that’s not necessarily a criticism, but 
it does indicate the way the book is aimed at a niche readership, although it’s not 
only those who celebrate Gunton’s strengths or those who prefer his flaws who will 
benefit from McNall’s work. The book will help anyone who wants to understand 
the relation between systematic theology and historical theology, and prevent us 
from driving a wedge between the two disciplines.

Finally, both an aside and a substantive point. McNall’s book serves as a warning 
for those who teach today. Since Gunton died, much of his lecture material—re-
corded on gadgets by diligent students—has made its way into print, and, as McNall 
recognises, this material provides plenty of the evidence to support Gunton’s critics. 
The warning is therefore clear. The lecture hall, so long a safe arena for dramatic 
polemics, hyperbole, hobby horses, and purple prose, is no longer sealed. We are all 
in danger of speaking straight into print. But that would not have stopped Gunton. 
The published lectures show he was aware that Augustine had turned into some-
thing of a pantomime villain in his work, but that such exaggeration only served the 
primary pedagogical task of talking faithfully about the living God. Gunton knew 
that the complexity of Augustine’s thought—and the complex web of conceptual 
strands that run away from him—meant that a degree of caricature was unavoidable 
if Gunton was to get on with the primary call to think theologically. The creation 
of watertight footnotes should never get in the way of the theological imagination. 
And Gunton always invited his students to think constructively about God.

Otherwise put, Gunton may not be the best guide to the theological past, but he 
continues to shed light on our future, helping theologians look at created reality, 
in service to the church, in light of its relation to our triune God. As a result, there 
are many reasons for those who studied under Gunton’s supervision to continue to 
think like him. Just like Augustine, he will teach us about our primary interest, God.
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