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Introduction

LIKE A COLOSSUS BESTRIDING TWO WORLDS, Augustine stands as the last patristic and the first medieval
father of Western Christianity. He gathered together and conserved all the main motifs of Latin
Christianity from Tertullian to Ambrose; he appropriated the heritage of Nicene orthodoxy; he was
a Chalcedonian before Chalcedon--and he drew all this into an unsystematic synthesis which is
still our best mirror of the heart and mind of the Christian community in the Roman Empire. More
than this, he freely received and deliberately reconsecrated the religious philosophy of the
Greco-Roman world to a new apologetic use in maintaining the intelligibility of the Christian
proclamation. Yet, even in his role as summator of tradition, he was no mere eclectic. The center
of his “system” is in the Holy Scriptures, as they ordered and moved his heart and mind. It was in
Scripture that, first and last, Augustine found the focus of his religious authority.

At the same time, it was this essentially conservative genius who recast the patristic tradition
into the new pattern by which European Christianity would be largely shaped and who, with
relatively little interest in historical detail, wrought out the first comprehensive “philosophy of
history.” Augustine regarded himself as much less an innovator than a summator. He was less a
reformer of the Church than the defender of the Church’s faith. His own self-chosen project was
to save Christianity from the disruption of heresy and the calumnies of the pagans, and, above
everything else, to renew and exalt the faithful hearing of the gospel of man’s utter need and God’s
abundant grace. But the unforeseen result of this enterprise was to furnish the motifs of the Church’s
piety and doctrine for the next thousand years and more. Wherever one touches the Middle Ages,
he finds the marks of Augustine’s influence, powerful and pervasive--even Aquinas is more of an
Augustinian at heart than a “proper” Aristotelian. In the Protestant Reformation, the evangelical
elements in Augustine’s thought were appealed to in condemnation of the corruptions of popular
Catholicism--yet even those corruptions had a certain right of appeal to some of the non-evangelical
aspects of Augustine’s thought and life. And, still today, in the important theological revival of our
own time, the influence of Augustine is obviously one of the most potent and productive impulses
at work.

A succinct characterization of Augustine is impossible, not only because his thought is so
extraordinarily complex and his expository method so incurably digressive, but also because
throughout his entire career there were lively tensions and massive prejudices in his heart and head.
His doctrine of God holds the Plotinian notions of divine unity and remotion in tension with the
Biblical emphasis upon the sovereign God’s active involvement in creation and redemption. For
all his devotion to Jesus Christ, this theology was never adequately Christocentric, and this reflects
itself in many ways in his practical conception of the Christian life. He did not invent the doctrines
of original sin and seminal transmission of guilt but he did set them as cornerstones in his “system,”
matching them with a doctrine of infant baptism which cancels, ex opere operato, birth sin and
hereditary guilt. He never wearied of celebrating God’s abundant mercy and grace--but he was also
fully persuaded that the vast majority of mankind are condemned to a wholly just and appalling
damnation. He never denied the reality of human freedom and never allowed the excuse of human
irresponsibility before God--but against all detractors of the primacy of God’s grace, he vigorously
insisted on both double predestination and irresistible grace.

For all this the Catholic Church was fully justified in giving Augustine his aptest title, Doctor
Gratiae. The central theme in all Augustine’s writings is the sovereign God of grace and the
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The Confessions of Saint Augustine

 
BOOK ONE

In God’s searching presence, Augustine undertakes to plumb the depths of his memory to trace
the mysterious pilgrimage of grace which his life has been--and to praise God for his constant and
omnipotent grace. In a mood of sustained prayer, he recalls what he can of his infancy, his learning
to speak, and his childhood experiences in school. He concludes with a paean of grateful praise to
God.

CHAPTER I
1. “Great art thou, O Lord, and greatly to be praised; great is thy power, and infinite is thy

wisdom.”6 And man desires to praise thee, for he is a part of thy creation; he bears his mortality
about with him and carries the evidence of his sin and the proof that thou dost resist the proud. Still
he desires to praise thee, this man who is only a small part of thy creation. Thou hast prompted
him, that he should delight to praise thee, for thou hast made us for thyself and restless is our heart
until it comes to rest in thee. Grant me, O Lord, to know and understand whether first to invoke
thee or to praise thee; whether first to know thee or call upon thee. But who can invoke thee, knowing
thee not? For he who knows thee not may invoke thee as another than thou art. It may be that we
should invoke thee in order that we may come to know thee. But “how shall they call on him in
whom they have not believed? Or how shall they believe without a preacher?”7 Now, “they shall
praise the Lord who seek him,”8 for “those who seek shall find him,”9 and, finding him, shall praise
him. I will seek thee, O Lord, and call upon thee. I call upon thee, O Lord, in my faith which thou
hast given me, which thou hast inspired in me through the humanity of thy Son, and through the
ministry of thy preacher.10

CHAPTER II
2. And how shall I call upon my God--my God and my Lord? For when I call on him I ask him

to come into me. And what place is there in me into which my God can come? How could God,
the God who made both heaven and earth, come into me? Is there anything in me, O Lord my God,
that can contain thee? Do even the heaven and the earth, which thou hast made, and in which thou
didst make me, contain thee? Is it possible that, since without thee nothing would be which does
exist, thou didst make it so that whatever exists has some capacity to receive thee? Why, then, do
I ask thee to come into me, since I also am and could not be if thou wert not in me? For I am not,
after all, in hell--and yet thou art there too, for “if I go down into hell, thou art there.”11 Therefore
I would not exist--I would simply not be at all--unless I exist in thee, from whom and by whom
and in whom all things are. Even so, Lord; even so. Where do I call thee to, when I am already in

6 Cf. Ps. 145:3 and Ps. 147:5.
7 Rom. 10:14.
8 Ps. 22:26.
9 Matt. 7:7.
10 A reference to Bishop Ambrose of Milan; see Bk. V, Ch. XIII; Bk. VIII, Ch. 11, 3.
11 Ps. 139:8.
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thee? Or from whence wouldst thou come into me? Where, beyond heaven and earth, could I go
that there my God might come to me--he who hath said, “I fill heaven and earth”?12

CHAPTER III
3. Since, then, thou dost fill the heaven and earth, do they contain thee? Or, dost thou fill and

overflow them, because they cannot contain thee? And where dost thou pour out what remains of
thee after heaven and earth are full? Or, indeed, is there no need that thou, who dost contain all
things, shouldst be contained by any, since those things which thou dost fill thou fillest by containing
them? For the vessels which thou dost fill do not confine thee, since even if they were broken, thou
wouldst not be poured out. And, when thou art poured out on us, thou art not thereby brought down;
rather, we are uplifted. Thou art not scattered; rather, thou dost gather us together. But when thou
dost fill all things, dost thou fill them with thy whole being? Or, since not even all things together
could contain thee altogether, does any one thing contain a single part, and do all things contain
that same part at the same time? Do singulars contain thee singly? Do greater things contain more
of thee, and smaller things less? Or, is it not rather that thou art wholly present everywhere, yet in
such a way that nothing contains thee wholly?

CHAPTER IV
4. What, therefore, is my God? What, I ask, but the Lord God? “For who is Lord but the Lord

himself, or who is God besides our God?”13 Most high, most excellent, most potent, most omnipotent;
most merciful and most just; most secret and most truly present; most beautiful and most strong;
stable, yet not supported; unchangeable, yet changing all things; never new, never old; making all
things new, yet bringing old age upon the proud, and they know it not; always working, ever at
rest; gathering, yet needing nothing; sustaining, pervading, and protecting; creating, nourishing,
and developing; seeking, and yet possessing all things. Thou dost love, but without passion; art
jealous, yet free from care; dost repent without remorse; art angry, yet remainest serene. Thou
changest thy ways, leaving thy plans unchanged; thou recoverest what thou hast never really lost.
Thou art never in need but still thou dost rejoice at thy gains; art never greedy, yet demandest
dividends. Men pay more than is required so that thou dost become a debtor; yet who can possess
anything at all which is not already thine? Thou owest men nothing, yet payest out to them as if in
debt to thy creature, and when thou dost cancel debts thou losest nothing thereby. Yet, O my God,
my life, my holy Joy, what is this that I have said? What can any man say when he speaks of thee?
But woe to them that keep silence--since even those who say most are dumb.

CHAPTER V
5. Who shall bring me to rest in thee? Who will send thee into my heart so to overwhelm it that

my sins shall be blotted out and I may embrace thee, my only good? What art thou to me? Have
mercy that I may speak. What am I to thee that thou shouldst command me to love thee, and if I
do it not, art angry and threatenest vast misery? Is it, then, a trifling sorrow not to love thee? It is
not so to me. Tell me, by thy mercy, O Lord, my God, what thou art to me. “Say to my soul, I am
your salvation.”14 So speak that I may hear. Behold, the ears of my heart are before thee, O Lord;
open them and “say to my soul, I am your salvation.” I will hasten after that voice, and I will lay
hold upon thee. Hide not thy face from me. Even if I die, let me see thy face lest I die.

12 Jer. 23:24.
13 Cf. Ps. 18:31.
14 Ps. 35:3.
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6. The house of my soul is too narrow for thee to come in to me; let it be enlarged by thee. It
is in ruins; do thou restore it. There is much about it which must offend thy eyes; I confess and
know it. But who will cleanse it? Or, to whom shall I cry but to thee? “Cleanse thou me from my
secret faults,” O Lord, “and keep back thy servant from strange sins.”15 “I believe, and therefore
do I speak.”16 But thou, O Lord, thou knowest. Have I not confessed my transgressions unto thee,
O my God; and hast thou not put away the iniquity of my heart?17 I do not contend in judgment
with thee,18 who art truth itself; and I would not deceive myself, lest my iniquity lie even to itself.
I do not, therefore, contend in judgment with thee, for “if thou, Lord, shouldst mark iniquities, O
Lord, who shall stand?”19

CHAPTER VI
7. Still, dust and ashes as I am, allow me to speak before thy mercy. Allow me to speak, for,

behold, it is to thy mercy that I speak and not to a man who scorns me. Yet perhaps even thou
mightest scorn me; but when thou dost turn and attend to me, thou wilt have mercy upon me. For
what do I wish to say, O Lord my God, but that I know not whence I came hither into this
life-in-death. Or should I call it death-in-life? I do not know. And yet the consolations of thy mercy
have sustained me from the very beginning, as I have heard from my fleshly parents, from whom
and in whom thou didst form me in time--for I cannot myself remember. Thus even though they
sustained me by the consolation of woman’s milk, neither my mother nor my nurses filled their
own breasts but thou, through them, didst give me the food of infancy according to thy ordinance
and thy bounty which underlie all things. For it was thou who didst cause me not to want more than
thou gavest and it was thou who gavest to those who nourished me the will to give me what thou
didst give them. And they, by an instinctive affection, were willing to give me what thou hadst
supplied abundantly. It was, indeed, good for them that my good should come through them, though,
in truth, it was not from them but by them. For it is from thee, O God, that all good things come--and
from my God is all my health. This is what I have since learned, as thou hast made it abundantly
clear by all that I have seen thee give, both to me and to those around me. For even at the very first
I knew how to suck, to lie quiet when I was full, and to cry when in pain--nothing more.

8. Afterward I began to laugh--at first in my sleep, then when waking. For this I have been told
about myself and I believe it--though I cannot remember it--for I see the same things in other infants.
Then, little by little, I realized where I was and wished to tell my wishes to those who might satisfy
them, but I could not! For my wants were inside me, and they were outside, and they could not by
any power of theirs come into my soul. And so I would fling my arms and legs about and cry,
making the few and feeble gestures that I could, though indeed the signs were not much like what
I inwardly desired and when I was not satisfied--either from not being understood or because what
I got was not good for me--I grew indignant that my elders were not subject to me and that those
on whom I actually had no claim did not wait on me as slaves--and I avenged myself on them by
crying. That infants are like this, I have myself been able to learn by watching them; and they,

15 Cf. Ps. 19:12, 13.
16 Ps. 116:10.
17 Cf. Ps. 32:5.
18 Cf. Job 9:2.
19 Ps. 130:3.
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though they knew me not, have shown me better what I was like than my own nurses who knew
me.

9. And, behold, my infancy died long ago, but I am still living. But thou, O Lord, whose life is
forever and in whom nothing dies--since before the world was, indeed, before all that can be called
“before,” thou wast, and thou art the God and Lord of all thy creatures; and with thee abide all the
stable causes of all unstable things, the unchanging sources of all changeable things, and the eternal
reasons of all non-rational and temporal things--tell me, thy suppliant, O God, tell me, O merciful
One, in pity tell a pitiful creature whether my infancy followed yet an earlier age of my life that
had already passed away before it. Was it such another age which I spent in my mother’s womb?
For something of that sort has been suggested to me, and I have myself seen pregnant women. But
what, O God, my Joy, preceded that period of life? Was I, indeed, anywhere, or anybody? No one
can explain these things to me, neither father nor mother, nor the experience of others, nor my own
memory. Dost thou laugh at me for asking such things? Or dost thou command me to praise and
confess unto thee only what I know?

10. I give thanks to thee, O Lord of heaven and earth, giving praise to thee for that first being
and my infancy of which I have no memory. For thou hast granted to man that he should come to
self-knowledge through the knowledge of others, and that he should believe many things about
himself on the authority of the womenfolk. Now, clearly, I had life and being; and, as my infancy
closed, I was already learning signs by which my feelings could be communicated to others.

Whence could such a creature come but from thee, O Lord? Is any man skillful enough to have
fashioned himself? Or is there any other source from which being and life could flow into us, save
this, that thou, O Lord, hast made us--thou with whom being and life are one, since thou thyself
art supreme being and supreme life both together. For thou art infinite and in thee there is no change,
nor an end to this present day--although there is a sense in which it ends in thee since all things are
in thee and there would be no such thing as days passing away unless thou didst sustain them. And
since “thy years shall have no end,”20 thy years are an ever-present day. And how many of ours and
our fathers’ days have passed through this thy day and have received from it what measure and
fashion of being they had? And all the days to come shall so receive and so pass away. “But thou
art the same”!21 And all the things of tomorrow and the days yet to come, and all of yesterday and
the days that are past, thou wilt gather into this thy day. What is it to me if someone does not
understand this? Let him still rejoice and continue to ask, “What is this?” Let him also rejoice and
prefer to seek thee, even if he fails to find an answer, rather than to seek an answer and not find
thee!

CHAPTER VII
11. “Hear me, O God! Woe to the sins of men!” When a man cries thus, thou showest him

mercy, for thou didst create the man but not the sin in him. Who brings to remembrance the sins
of my infancy? For in thy sight there is none free from sin, not even the infant who has lived but a
day upon this earth. Who brings this to my remembrance? Does not each little one, in whom I now
observe what I no longer remember of myself? In what ways, in that time, did I sin? Was it that I
cried for the breast? If I should now so cry--not indeed for the breast, but for food suitable to my

20 Ps. 102:27.
21 Ps. 102:27.
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condition--I should be most justly laughed at and rebuked. What I did then deserved rebuke but,
since I could not understand those who rebuked me, neither custom nor common sense permitted
me to be rebuked. As we grow we root out and cast away from us such childish habits. Yet I have
not seen anyone who is wise who cast away the good when trying to purge the bad. Nor was it
good, even in that time, to strive to get by crying what, if it had been given me, would have been
hurtful; or to be bitterly indignant at those who, because they were older--not slaves, either, but
free--and wiser than I, would not indulge my capricious desires. Was it a good thing for me to try,
by struggling as hard as I could, to harm them for not obeying me, even when it would have done
me harm to have been obeyed? Thus, the infant’s innocence lies in the weakness of his body and
not in the infant mind. I have myself observed a baby to be jealous, though it could not speak; it
was livid as it watched another infant at the breast.

Who is ignorant of this? Mothers and nurses tell us that they cure these things by I know not
what remedies. But is this innocence, when the fountain of milk is flowing fresh and abundant, that
another who needs it should not be allowed to share it, even though he requires such nourishment
to sustain his life? Yet we look leniently on such things, not because they are not faults, or even
small faults, but because they will vanish as the years pass. For, although we allow for such things
in an infant, the same things could not be tolerated patiently in an adult.

12. Therefore, O Lord my God, thou who gavest life to the infant, and a body which, as we see,
thou hast furnished with senses, shaped with limbs, beautified with form, and endowed with all
vital energies for its well-being and health--thou dost command me to praise thee for these things,
to give thanks unto the Lord, and to sing praise unto his name, O Most High.22 For thou art God,
omnipotent and good, even if thou hadst done no more than these things, which no other but thou
canst do--thou alone who madest all things fair and didst order everything according to thy law.

I am loath to dwell on this part of my life of which, O Lord, I have no remembrance, about
which I must trust the word of others and what I can surmise from observing other infants, even if
such guesses are trustworthy. For it lies in the deep murk of my forgetfulness and thus is like the
period which I passed in my mother’s womb. But if “I was conceived in iniquity, and in sin my
mother nourished me in her womb,”23 where, I pray thee, O my God, where, O Lord, or when was
I, thy servant, ever innocent? But see now, I pass over that period, for what have I to do with a time
from which I can recall no memories?

CHAPTER VIII
13. Did I not, then, as I grew out of infancy, come next to boyhood, or rather did it not come

to me and succeed my infancy? My infancy did not go away (for where would it go?). It was simply
no longer present; and I was no longer an infant who could not speak, but now a chattering boy. I
remember this, and I have since observed how I learned to speak. My elders did not teach me words
by rote, as they taught me my letters afterward. But I myself, when I was unable to communicate
all I wished to say to whomever I wished by means of whimperings and grunts and various gestures
of my limbs (which I used to reinforce my demands), I myself repeated the sounds already stored
in my memory by the mind which thou, O my God, hadst given me. When they called some thing
by name and pointed it out while they spoke, I saw it and realized that the thing they wished to

22 Cf. Ps. 92:1.
23 Cf. Ps. 51:5.
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indicate was called by the name they then uttered. And what they meant was made plain by the
gestures of their bodies, by a kind of natural language, common to all nations, which expresses
itself through changes of countenance, glances of the eye, gestures and intonations which indicate
a disposition and attitude--either to seek or to possess, to reject or to avoid. So it was that by
frequently hearing words, in different phrases, I gradually identified the objects which the words
stood for and, having formed my mouth to repeat these signs, I was thereby able to express my
will. Thus I exchanged with those about me the verbal signs by which we express our wishes and
advanced deeper into the stormy fellowship of human life, depending all the while upon the authority
of my parents and the behest of my elders.

CHAPTER IX
14. O my God! What miseries and mockeries did I then experience when it was impressed on

me that obedience to my teachers was proper to my boyhood estate if I was to flourish in this world
and distinguish myself in those tricks of speech which would gain honor for me among men, and
deceitful riches! To this end I was sent to school to get learning, the value of which I knew
not--wretch that I was. Yet if I was slow to learn, I was flogged. For this was deemed praiseworthy
by our forefathers and many had passed before us in the same course, and thus had built up the
precedent for the sorrowful road on which we too were compelled to travel, multiplying labor and
sorrow upon the sons of Adam. About this time, O Lord, I observed men praying to thee, and I
learned from them to conceive thee--after my capacity for understanding as it was then--to be some
great Being, who, though not visible to our senses, was able to hear and help us. Thus as a boy I
began to pray to thee, my Help and my Refuge, and, in calling on thee, broke the bands of my
tongue. Small as I was, I prayed with no slight earnestness that I might not be beaten at school.
And when thou didst not heed me--for that would have been giving me over to my folly--my elders
and even my parents too, who wished me no ill, treated my stripes as a joke, though they were then
a great and grievous ill to me.

15. Is there anyone, O Lord, with a spirit so great, who cleaves to thee with such steadfast
affection (or is there even a kind of obtuseness that has the same effect)--is there any man who, by
cleaving devoutly to thee, is endowed with so great a courage that he can regard indifferently those
racks and hooks and other torture weapons from which men throughout the world pray so fervently
to be spared; and can they scorn those who so greatly fear these torments, just as my parents were
amused at the torments with which our teachers punished us boys? For we were no less afraid of
our pains, nor did we beseech thee less to escape them. Yet, even so, we were sinning by writing
or reading or studying less than our assigned lessons.

For I did not, O Lord, lack memory or capacity, for, by thy will, I possessed enough for my
age. However, my mind was absorbed only in play, and I was punished for this by those who were
doing the same things themselves. But the idling of our elders is called business; the idling of boys,
though quite like it, is punished by those same elders, and no one pities either the boys or the men.
For will any common sense observer agree that I was rightly punished as a boy for playing ball--just
because this hindered me from learning more quickly those lessons by means of which, as a man,
I could play at more shameful games? And did he by whom I was beaten do anything different?
When he was worsted in some small controversy with a fellow teacher, he was more tormented by
anger and envy than I was when beaten by a playmate in the ball game.
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