
BOOK THREE

The story of his student days in Carthage, his discovery of Cicero’s Hortensius, the
enkindling of his philosophical interest, his infatuation with the Manichean heresy,
and his mother’s dream which foretold his eventual return to the true faith and to
God.

CHAPTER I

1. I came to Carthage, where a caldron of unholy loves was seething and
bubbling all around me. I was not in love as yet, but I was in love with love; and,
from a hidden hunger, I hated myself for not feeling more intensely a sense of
hunger. I was looking for something to love, for I was in love with loving, and I
hated security and a smooth way, free from snares. Within me I had a dearth of that
inner food which is thyself, my God--although that dearth caused me no hunger.
And I remained without any appetite for incorruptible food--not because I was
already filled with it, but because the emptier I became the more I loathed it.
Because of this my soul was unhealthy; and, full of sores, it exuded itself forth,
itching to be scratched by scraping on the things of the senses.58 Yet, had these
things no soul, they would certainly not inspire our love.

To love and to be loved was sweet to me, and all the more when I gained the
enjoyment of the body of the person I loved. Thus I polluted the spring of friendship
with the filth of concupiscence and I dimmed its luster with the slime of lust. Yet,
foul and unclean as I was, I still craved, in excessive vanity, to be thought elegant
and urbane. And I did fall precipitately into the love I was longing for. My God, my
mercy, with how much bitterness didst thou, out of thy infinite goodness, flavor that
sweetness for me! For I was not only beloved but also I secretly reached the climax
of enjoyment; and yet I was joyfully bound with troublesome tics, so that I could be
scourged with the burning iron rods of jealousy, suspicion, fear, anger, and strife.

CHAPTER II

2. Stage plays also captivated me, with their sights full of the images of my
own miseries: fuel for my own fire. Now, why does a man like to be made sad by
viewing doleful and tragic scenes, which he himself could not by any means endure?
Yet, as a spectator, he wishes to experience from them a sense of grief, and in this
very sense of grief his pleasure consists. What is this but wretched madness? For a
man is more affected by these actions the more he is spuriously involved in these
affections. Now, if he should suffer them in his own person, it is the custom to call
this “misery.” But when he suffers with another, then it is called “compassion.” But
what kind of compassion is it that arises from viewing fictitious and unreal
sufferings? The spectator is not expected to aid the sufferer but merely to grieve for
him. And the more he grieves the more he applauds the actor of these fictions. If the
misfortunes of the characters--whether historical or entirely imaginary--are
represented so as not to touch the feelings of the spectator, he goes away disgusted
and complaining. But if his feelings are deeply touched, he sits it out attentively,
and sheds tears of joy.

3. Tears and sorrow, then, are loved. Surely every man desires to be joyful.

58Cf. Job 2:7, 8.



And, though no one is willingly miserable, one may, nevertheless, be pleased to be
merciful so that we love their sorrows because without them we should have
nothing to pity. This also springs from that same vein of friendship. But whither
does it go? Whither does it flow? Why does it run into that torrent of pitch which
seethes forth those huge tides of loathsome lusts in which it is changed and altered
past recognition, being diverted and corrupted from its celestial purity by its own
will? Shall, then, compassion be repudiated? By no means! Let us, however, love the
sorrows of others. But let us beware of uncleanness, O my soul, under the protection
of my God, the God of our fathers, who is to be praised and exalted--let us beware of
uncleanness. I have not yet ceased to have compassion. But in those days in the
theaters I sympathized with lovers when they sinfully enjoyed one another,
although this was done fictitiously in the play. And when they lost one another, I
grieved with them, as if pitying them, and yet had delight in both grief and pity.
Nowadays I feel much more pity for one who delights in his wickedness than for one
who counts himself unfortunate because he fails to obtain some harmful pleasure or
suffers the loss of some miserable felicity. This, surely, is the truer compassion, but
the sorrow I feel in it has no delight for me. For although he that grieves with the
unhappy should be commended for his work of love, yet he who has the power of
real compassion would still prefer that there be nothing for him to grieve about. For
if good will were to be ill will--which it cannot be--only then could he who is truly
and sincerely compassionate wish that there were some unhappy people so that he
might commiserate them. Some grief may then be justified, but none of it loved.
Thus it is that thou dost act, O Lord God, for thou lovest souls far more purely than
we do and art more incorruptibly compassionate, although thou art never wounded
by any sorrow. Now “who is sufficient for these things?”59

4. But at that time, in my wretchedness, I loved to grieve; and I sought for
things to grieve about. In another man’s misery, even though it was feigned and
impersonated on the stage, that performance of the actor pleased me best and
attracted me most powerfully which moved me to tears. What marvel then was it
that an unhappy sheep, straying from thy flock and impatient of thy care, I became
infected with a foul disease? This is the reason for my love of griefs: that they would
not probe into me too deeply (for I did not love to suffer in myself such things as I
loved to look at), and they were the sort of grief which came from hearing those
fictions, which affected only the surface of my emotion. Still, just as if they had been
poisoned fingernails, their scratching was followed by inflammation, swelling,
putrefaction, and corruption. Such was my life! But was it life, O my God?

CHAPTER III

5. And still thy faithful mercy hovered over me from afar. In what unseemly
iniquities did I wear myself out, following a sacrilegious curiosity, which, having
deserted thee, then began to drag me down into the treacherous abyss, into the
beguiling obedience of devils, to whom I made offerings of my wicked deeds. And
still in all this thou didst not fail to scourge me. I dared, even while thy solemn rites
were being celebrated inside the walls of thy church, to desire and to plan a project
which merited death as its fruit. For this thou didst chastise me with grievous
punishments, but nothing in comparison with my fault, O thou my greatest mercy,
my God, my refuge from those terrible dangers in which I wandered with stiff neck,
receding farther from thee, loving my own ways and not thine--loving a vagrant
liberty!

592 Cor. 2:16.



6. Those studies I was then pursuing, generally accounted as respectable,
were aimed at distinction in the courts of law--to excel in which, the more crafty I
was, the more I should be praised. Such is the blindness of men that they even glory
in their blindness. And by this time I had become a master in the School of Rhetoric,
and I rejoiced proudly in this honor and became inflated with arrogance. Still I was
relatively sedate, O Lord, as thou knowest, and had no share in the wreckings of
“The Wreckers”60 (for this stupid and diabolical name was regarded as the very
badge of gallantry) among whom I lived with a sort of ashamed embarrassment that
I was not even as they were. But I lived with them, and at times I was delighted
with their friendship, even when I abhorred their acts (that is, their “wrecking”) in
which they insolently attacked the modesty of strangers, tormenting them by
uncalled-for jeers, gratifying their mischievous mirth. Nothing could more nearly
resemble the actions of devils than these fellows. By what name, therefore, could
they be more aptly called than “wreckers”?--being themselves wrecked first, and
altogether turned upside down. They were secretly mocked at and seduced by the
deceiving spirits, in the very acts by which they amused themselves in jeering and
horseplay at the expense of others.

CHAPTER IV

7. Among such as these, in that unstable period of my life, I studied the books
of eloquence, for it was in eloquence that I was eager to be eminent, though from a
reprehensible and vainglorious motive, and a delight in human vanity. In the
ordinary course of study I came upon a certain book of Cicero’s, whose language
almost all admire, though not his heart. This particular book of his contains an
exhortation to philosophy and was called Hortensius.61 Now it was this book which
quite definitely changed my whole attitude and turned my prayers toward thee, O
Lord, and gave me new hope and new desires. Suddenly every vain hope became
worthless to me, and with an incredible warmth of heart I yearned for an
immortality of wisdom and began now to arise that I might return to thee. It was
not to sharpen my tongue further that I made use of that book. I was now nineteen;
my father had been dead two years,62 and my mother was providing the money for
my study of rhetoric. What won me in it [i.e., the Hortensius] was not its style but
its substance.

8. How ardent was I then, my God, how ardent to fly from earthly things to
thee! Nor did I know how thou wast even then dealing with me. For with thee is
wisdom. In Greek the love of wisdom is called “philosophy,” and it was with this love
that that book inflamed me. There are some who seduce through philosophy, under
a great, alluring, and honorable name, using it to color and adorn their own errors.
And almost all who did this, in Cicero’s own time and earlier, are censored and
pointed out in his book. In it there is also manifest that most salutary admonition of
thy Spirit, spoken by thy good and pious servant: “Beware lest any man spoil you
through philosophy and vain deceit, after the tradition of men, after the rudiments
of the world, and not after Christ: for in him all the fullness of the Godhead dwells

60Eversores, "overturners," from overtere, to overthrow or ruin. This was the nickname of a gang of
young hoodlums in Carthage, made up largely, it seems, of students in the schools.
61A minor essay now lost. We know of its existence from other writers, but the only fragments that
remain are in Augustine's works: Contra Academicos, III, 14:31; De beata vita, X; Soliloquia, I, 17;
De civitate Dei, III, 15; Contra Julianum, IV, 15:78; De Trinitate, XIII, 4:7, 5:8; XIV, 9:12, 19:26;
Epist. CXXX, 10.
62Note this merely parenthetical reference to his father's death and contrast it with the account of
his mother's death in Bk. IX, Chs. X-XII.



bodily.”63 Since at that time, as thou knowest, O Light of my heart, the words of the
apostle were unknown to me, I was delighted with Cicero’s exhortation, at least
enough so that I was stimulated by it, and enkindled and inflamed to love, to seek,
to obtain, to hold, and to embrace, not this or that sect, but wisdom itself, wherever
it might be. Only this checked my ardor: that the name of Christ was not in it. For
this name, by thy mercy, O Lord, this name of my Saviour thy Son, my tender heart
had piously drunk in, deeply treasured even with my mother’s milk. And
whatsoever was lacking that name, no matter how erudite, polished, and truthful,
did not quite take complete hold of me.

CHAPTER V

9. I resolved, therefore, to direct my mind to the Holy Scriptures, that I might
see what they were. And behold, I saw something not comprehended by the proud,
not disclosed to children, something lowly in the hearing, but sublime in the doing,
and veiled in mysteries. Yet I was not of the number of those who could enter into it
or bend my neck to follow its steps. For then it was quite different from what I now
feel. When I then turned toward the Scriptures, they appeared to me to be quite
unworthy to be compared with the dignity of Tully.64 For my inflated pride was
repelled by their style, nor could the sharpness of my wit penetrate their inner
meaning. Truly they were of a sort to aid the growth of little ones, but I scorned to
be a little one and, swollen with pride, I looked upon myself as fully grown.

CHAPTER VI

10. Thus I fell among men, delirious in their pride, carnal and voluble, whose
mouths were the snares of the devil--a trap made out of a mixture of the syllables of
thy name and the names of our Lord Jesus Christ and of the Paraclete.65 These
names were never out of their mouths, but only as sound and the clatter of tongues,
for their heart was empty of truth. Still they cried, “Truth, Truth,” and were forever
speaking the word to me. But the thing itself was not in them. Indeed, they spoke
falsely not only of thee--who truly art the Truth--but also about the basic elements
of this world, thy creation. And, indeed, I should have passed by the philosophers
themselves even when they were speaking truth concerning thy creatures, for the
sake of thy love, O Highest Good, and my Father, O Beauty of all things beautiful.

O Truth, Truth, how inwardly even then did the marrow of my soul sigh for
thee when, frequently and in manifold ways, in numerous and vast books, [the
Manicheans] sounded out thy name though it was only a sound! And in these
dishes--while I starved for thee--they served up to me, in thy stead, the sun and
moon thy beauteous works--but still only thy works and not thyself; indeed, not

63Col. 2:8, 9.
64I.e., Marcus Tullius Cicero.
65These were the Manicheans, a pseudo-Christian sect founded by a Persian religious teacher, Mani
(c. A.D. 216-277). They professed a highly eclectic religious system chiefly distinguished by its radical
dualism and its elaborate cosmogony in which good was co-ordinated with light and evil with
darkness. In the sect, there was an esoteric minority called perfecti, who were supposed to obey the
strict rules of an ascetic ethic; the rest were auditores, who followed, at a distance, the doctrines of
the perfecti but not their rules. The chief attraction of Manicheism lay in the fact that it appeared to
offer a straightforward, apparently profound and rational solution to the problem of evil, both in
nature and in human experience. Cf. H.C. Puech, Le Manichéisme, son fondateur--sa doctrine (Paris,
1949); F.C. Burkitt, The Religion of the Manichees (Cambridge, 1925); and Steven Runciman, The
Medieval Manichee (Cambridge, 1947).


