
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).



even thy first work. For thy spiritual works came before these material creations,
celestial and shining though they are. But I was hungering and thirsting, not even
after those first works of thine, but after thyself the Truth, “with whom is no
variableness, neither shadow of turning.”66 Yet they still served me glowing
fantasies in those dishes. And, truly, it would have been better to have loved this
very sun--which at least is true to our sight--than those illusions of theirs which
deceive the mind through the eye. And yet because I supposed the illusions to be
from thee I fed on them--not with avidity, for thou didst not taste in my mouth as
thou art, and thou wast not these empty fictions. Neither was I nourished by them,
but was instead exhausted. Food in dreams appears like our food awake; yet the
sleepers are not nourished by it, for they are asleep. But the fantasies of the
Manicheans were not in any way like thee as thou hast spoken to me now. They
were simply fantastic and false. In comparison to them the actual bodies which we
see with our fleshly sight, both celestial and terrestrial, are far more certain. These
true bodies even the beasts and birds perceive as well as we do and they are more
certain than the images we form about them. And again, we do with more certainty
form our conceptions about them than, from them, we go on by means of them to
imagine of other greater and infinite bodies which have no existence. With such
empty husks was I then fed, and yet was not fed.

But thou, my Love, for whom I longed in order that I might be strong, neither
art those bodies that we see in heaven nor art thou those which we do not see there,
for thou hast created them all and yet thou reckonest them not among thy greatest
works. How far, then, art thou from those fantasies of mine, fantasies of bodies
which have no real being at all! The images of those bodies which actually exist are
far more certain than these fantasies. The bodies themselves are more certain than
the images, yet even these thou art not. Thou art not even the soul, which is the life
of bodies; and, clearly, the life of the body is better than the body itself. But thou art
the life of souls, life of lives, having life in thyself, and never changing, O Life of my
soul.67

11. Where, then, wast thou and how far from me? Far, indeed, was I
wandering away from thee, being barred even from the husks of those swine whom I
fed with husks.68 For how much better were the fables of the grammarians and
poets than these snares [of the Manicheans]! For verses and poems and “the flying
Medea”69 are still more profitable truly than these men’s “five elements,” with their
various colors, answering to “the five caves of darkness”70 (none of which exist and
yet in which they slay the one who believes in them). For verses and poems I can
turn into food for the mind, for though I sang about “the flying Medea” I never
believed it, but those other things [the fantasies of the Manicheans] I did believe.
Woe, woe, by what steps I was dragged down to “the depths of hell”71--toiling and
fuming because of my lack of the truth, even when I was seeking after thee, my God!
To thee I now confess it, for thou didst have mercy on me when I had not yet
confessed it. I sought after thee, but not according to the understanding of the mind,
by means of which thou hast willed that I should excel the beasts, but only after the
guidance of my physical senses. Thou wast more inward to me than the most inward
part of me; and higher than my highest reach. I came upon that brazen woman,

66James 1:17.
67Cf. Plotinus, Enneads, V, 3:14.
68Cf. Luke 15:16.
69Cf. Ovid, Metamorphoses, VII, 219-224.
70For the details of the Manichean cosmogony, see Burkitt, op. cit., ch. 4.
71Prov. 9:18.



devoid of prudence, who, in Solomon’s obscure parable, sits at the door of the house
on a seat and says, “Stolen waters are sweet, and bread eaten in secret is
pleasant.”72 This woman seduced me, because she found my soul outside its own
door, dwelling on the sensations of my flesh and ruminating on such food as I had
swallowed through these physical senses.

CHAPTER VII

12. For I was ignorant of that other reality, true Being. And so it was that I
was subtly persuaded to agree with these foolish deceivers when they put their
questions to me: “Whence comes evil?” and, “Is God limited by a bodily shape, and
has he hairs and nails?” and, “Are those patriarchs to be esteemed righteous who
had many wives at one time, and who killed men and who sacrificed living
creatures?” In my ignorance I was much disturbed over these things and, though I
was retreating from the truth, I appeared to myself to be going toward it, because I
did not yet know that evil was nothing but a privation of good (that, indeed, it has
no being)73; and how should I have seen this when the sight of my eyes went no
farther than physical objects, and the sight of my mind reached no farther than to
fantasms? And I did not know that God is a spirit who has no parts extended in
length and breadth, whose being has no mass--for every mass is less in a part than
in a whole--and if it be an infinite mass it must be less in such parts as are limited
by a certain space than in its infinity. It cannot therefore be wholly everywhere as
Spirit is, as God is. And I was entirely ignorant as to what is that principle within
us by which we are like God, and which is rightly said in Scripture to be made “after
God’s image.”

13. Nor did I know that true inner righteousness--which does not judge
according to custom but by the measure of the most perfect law of God Almighty--by
which the mores of various places and times were adapted to those places and times
(though the law itself is the same always and everywhere, not one thing in one place
and another in another). By this inner righteousness Abraham and Isaac, and Jacob
and Moses and David, and all those commended by the mouth of God were righteous
and were judged unrighteous only by foolish men who were judging by human
judgment and gauging their judgment of the mores of the whole human race by the
narrow norms of their own mores. It is as if a man in an armory, not knowing what
piece goes on what part of the body, should put a greave on his head and a helmet
on his shin and then complain because they did not fit. Or as if, on some holiday
when afternoon business was forbidden, one were to grumble at not being allowed to
go on selling as it had been lawful for him to do in the forenoon. Or, again, as if, in a
house, he sees a servant handle something that the butler is not permitted to touch,
or when something is done behind a stable that would be prohibited in a dining
room, and then a person should be indignant that in one house and one family the
same things are not allowed to every member of the household. Such is the case
with those who cannot endure to hear that something was lawful for righteous men
in former times that is not so now; or that God, for certain temporal reasons,
commanded then one thing to them and another now to these: yet both would be
serving the same righteous will. These people should see that in one man, one day,
and one house, different things are fit for different members; and a thing that was
formerly lawful may become, after a time, unlawful--and something allowed or
commanded in one place that is justly prohibited and punished in another. Is

72Cf. Prov. 9:17; see also Prov. 9:13 (Vulgate text).
73Cf. Enchiridion, IV.



justice, then, variable and changeable? No, but the times over which she presides
are not all alike because they are different times. But men, whose days upon the
earth are few, cannot by their own perception harmonize the causes of former ages
and other nations, of which they had no experience, and compare them with these of
which they do have experience; although in one and the same body, or day, or
family, they can readily see that what is suitable for each member, season, part, and
person may differ. To the one they take exception; to the other they submit.

14. These things I did not know then, nor had I observed their import. They
met my eyes on every side, and I did not see. I composed poems, in which I was not
free to place each foot just anywhere, but in one meter one way, and in another
meter another way, nor even in any one verse was the same foot allowed in all
places. Yet the art by which I composed did not have different principles for each of
these different cases, but the same law throughout. Still I did not see how, by that
righteousness to which good and holy men submitted, all those things that God had
commanded were gathered, in a far more excellent and sublime way, into one moral
order; and it did not vary in any essential respect, though it did not in varying times
prescribe all things at once but, rather, distributed and prescribed what was proper
for each. And, being blind, I blamed those pious fathers, not only for making use of
present things as God had commanded and inspired them to do, but also for
foreshadowing things to come, as God revealed it to them.

CHAPTER VIII

15. Can it ever, at any time or place, be unrighteous for a man to love God
with all his heart, with all his soul, and with all his mind; and his neighbor as
himself?74 Similarly, offenses against nature are everywhere and at all times to be
held in detestation and should be punished. Such offenses, for example, were those
of the Sodomites; and, even if all nations should commit them, they would all be
judged guilty of the same crime by the divine law, which has not made men so that
they should ever abuse one another in that way. For the fellowship that should be
between God and us is violated whenever that nature of which he is the author is
polluted by perverted lust. But these offenses against customary morality are to be
avoided according to the variety of such customs. Thus, what is agreed upon by
convention, and confirmed by custom or the law of any city or nation, may not be
violated at the lawless pleasure of any, whether citizen or stranger. For any part
that is not consistent with its whole is unseemly. Nevertheless, when God
commands anything contrary to the customs or compacts of any nation, even though
it were never done by them before, it is to be done; and if it has been interrupted, it
is to be restored; and if it has never been established, it is to be established. For it is
lawful for a king, in the state over which he reigns, to command that which neither
he himself nor anyone before him had commanded. And if it cannot be held to be
inimical to the public interest to obey him--and, in truth, it would be inimical if he
were not obeyed, since obedience to princes is a general compact of human society--
how much more, then, ought we unhesitatingly to obey God, the Governor of all his
creatures! For, just as among the authorities in human society, the greater
authority is obeyed before the lesser, so also must God be above all.

16. This applies as well to deeds of violence where there is a real desire to
harm another, either by humiliating treatment or by injury. Either of these may be
done for reasons of revenge, as one enemy against another, or in order to obtain
some advantage over another, as in the case of the highwayman and the traveler;

74Cf. Matt. 22:37-39.



else they may be done in order to avoid some other evil, as in the case of one who
fears another; or through envy as, for example, an unfortunate man harming a
happy one just because he is happy; or they may be done by a prosperous man
against someone whom he fears will become equal to himself or whose equality he
resents. They may even be done for the mere pleasure in another man’s pain, as the
spectators of gladiatorial shows or the people who deride and mock at others. These
are the major forms of iniquity that spring out of the lust of the flesh, and of the eye,
and of power.75 Sometimes there is just one; sometimes two together; sometimes all
of them at once. Thus we live, offending against the Three and the Seven, that harp
of ten strings, thy Decalogue, O God most high and most sweet.76 But now how can
offenses of vileness harm thee who canst not be defiled; or how can deeds of violence
harm thee who canst not be harmed? Still thou dost punish these sins which men
commit against themselves because, even when they sin against thee, they are also
committing impiety against their own souls. Iniquity gives itself the lie, either by
corrupting or by perverting that nature which thou hast made and ordained. And
they do this by an immoderate use of lawful things; or by lustful desire for things
forbidden, as “against nature”; or when they are guilty of sin by raging with heart
and voice against thee, rebelling against thee, “kicking against the pricks”77; or
when they cast aside respect for human society and take audacious delight in
conspiracies and feuds according to their private likes and dislikes.

This is what happens whenever thou art forsaken, O Fountain of Life, who
art the one and true Creator and Ruler of the universe. This is what happens when
through self-willed pride a part is loved under the false assumption that it is the
whole. Therefore, we must return to thee in humble piety and let thee purge us from
our evil ways, and be merciful to those who confess their sins to thee, and hear the
groanings of the prisoners and loosen us from those fetters which we have forged for
ourselves. This thou wilt do, provided we do not raise up against thee the arrogance
of a false freedom--for thus we lose all through craving more, by loving our own good
more than thee, the common good of all.

CHAPTER IX

17. But among all these vices and crimes and manifold iniquities, there are
also the sins that are committed by men who are, on the whole, making progress
toward the good. When these are judged rightly and after the rule of perfection, the
sins are censored but the men are to be commended because they show the hope of
bearing fruit, like the green shoot of the growing corn. And there are some deeds
that resemble vice and crime and yet are not sin because they offend neither thee,
our Lord God, nor social custom. For example, when suitable reserves for hard times
are provided, we cannot judge that this is done merely from a hoarding impulse. Or,
again, when acts are punished by constituted authority for the sake of correction,
we cannot judge that they are done merely out of a desire to inflict pain. Thus,
many a deed which is disapproved in man’s sight may be approved by thy
testimony. And many a man who is praised by men is condemned--as thou art
witness--because frequently the deed itself, the mind of the doer, and the hidden
exigency of the situation all vary among themselves. But when, contrary to human
expectation, thou commandest something unusual or unthought of--indeed,

75Cf. 1 John 2:16. And see also Bk. X, Chs. XXX-XLI, for an elaborate analysis of them.
76Cf. Ex. 20:3-8; Ps. 144:9. In Augustine's Sermon IX, he points out that in the Decalogue three
commandments pertain to God and seven to men.
77Acts 9:5.



something thou mayest formerly have forbidden, about which thou mayest conceal
the reason for thy command at that particular time; and even though it may be
contrary to the ordinance of some society of men78--who doubts but that it should be
done because only that society of men is righteous which obeys thee? But blessed
are they who know what thou dost command. For all things done by those who obey
thee either exhibit something necessary at that particular time or they foreshow
things to come.

CHAPTER X

18. But I was ignorant of all this, and so I mocked those holy servants and
prophets of thine. Yet what did I gain by mocking them save to be mocked in turn
by thee? Insensibly and little by little, I was led on to such follies as to believe that a
fig tree wept when it was plucked and that the sap of the mother tree was tears.
Notwithstanding this, if a fig was plucked, by not his own but another man’s
wickedness, some Manichean saint might eat it, digest it in his stomach, and
breathe it out again in the form of angels. Indeed, in his prayers he would assuredly
groan and sigh forth particles of God, although these particles of the most high and
true God would have remained bound in that fig unless they had been set free by
the teeth and belly of some “elect saint”79! And, wretch that I was, I believed that
more mercy was to be shown to the fruits of the earth than unto men, for whom
these fruits were created. For, if a hungry man--who was not a Manichean--should
beg for any food, the morsel that we gave to him would seem condemned, as it were,
to capital punishment.

CHAPTER XI

19. And now thou didst “stretch forth thy hand from above”80 and didst draw
up my soul out of that profound darkness [of Manicheism] because my mother, thy
faithful one, wept to thee on my behalf more than mothers are accustomed to weep
for the bodily deaths of their children. For by the light of the faith and spirit which
she received from thee, she saw that I was dead. And thou didst hear her, O Lord,
thou didst hear her and despised not her tears when, pouring down, they watered
the earth under her eyes in every place where she prayed. Thou didst truly hear
her.

For what other source was there for that dream by which thou didst console
her, so that she permitted me to live with her, to have my meals in the same house
at the table which she had begun to avoid, even while she hated and detested the
blasphemies of my error? In her dream she saw herself standing on a sort of wooden
rule, and saw a bright youth approaching her, joyous and smiling at her, while she
was grieving and bowed down with sorrow. But when he inquired of her the cause of
her sorrow and daily weeping (not to learn from her, but to teach her, as is
customary in visions), and when she answered that it was my soul’s doom she was
lamenting, he bade her rest content and told her to look and see that where she was
there I was also. And when she looked she saw me standing near her on the same
rule.

Whence came this vision unless it was that thy ears were inclined toward her

78An example of this which Augustine doubtless had in mind is God's command to Abraham to offer
up his son Isaac as a human sacrifice. Cf. Gen. 22:1, 2.
79Electi sancti. Another Manichean term for the perfecti, the elite and "perfect" among them.
80Ps. 144:7.



heart? O thou Omnipotent Good, thou carest for every one of us as if thou didst care
for him only, and so for all as if they were but one!

20. And what was the reason for this also, that, when she told me of this
vision, and I tried to put this construction on it: “that she should not despair of
being someday what I was,” she replied immediately, without hesitation, “No; for it
was not told me that ‘where he is, there you shall be’ but ‘where you are, there he
will be’“? I confess my remembrance of this to thee, O Lord, as far as I can recall it--
and I have often mentioned it. Thy answer, given through my watchful mother, in
the fact that she was not disturbed by the plausibility of my false interpretation but
saw immediately what should have been seen--and which I certainly had not seen
until she spoke--this answer moved me more deeply than the dream itself. Still, by
that dream, the joy that was to come to that pious woman so long after was
predicted long before, as a consolation for her present anguish.

Nearly nine years passed in which I wallowed in the mud of that deep pit and
in the darkness of falsehood, striving often to rise, but being all the more heavily
dashed down. But all that time this chaste, pious, and sober widow--such as thou
dost love--was now more buoyed up with hope, though no less zealous in her
weeping and mourning; and she did not cease to bewail my case before thee, in all
the hours of her supplication. Her prayers entered thy presence, and yet thou didst
allow me still to tumble and toss around in that darkness.

CHAPTER XII

21. Meanwhile, thou gavest her yet another answer, as I remember--for I pass
over many things, hastening on to those things which more strongly impel me to
confess to thee--and many things I have simply forgotten. But thou gavest her then
another answer, by a priest of thine, a certain bishop reared in thy Church and well
versed in thy books. When that woman had begged him to agree to have some
discussion with me, to refute my errors, to help me to unlearn evil and to learn the
good81-- for it was his habit to do this when he found people ready to receive it--he
refused, very prudently, as I afterward realized. For he answered that I was still
unteachable, being inflated with the novelty of that heresy, and that I had already
perplexed divers inexperienced persons with vexatious questions, as she herself had
told him. “But let him alone for a time,” he said, “only pray God for him. He will of
his own accord, by reading, come to discover what an error it is and how great its
impiety is.” He went on to tell her at the same time how he himself, as a boy, had
been given over to the Manicheans by his misguided mother and not only had read
but had even copied out almost all their books. Yet he had come to see, without
external argument or proof from anyone else, how much that sect was to be
shunned--and had shunned it. When he had said this she was not satisfied, but
repeated more earnestly her entreaties, and shed copious tears, still beseeching him
to see and talk with me. Finally the bishop, a little vexed at her importunity,
exclaimed, “Go your way; as you live, it cannot be that the son of these tears should
perish.” As she often told me afterward, she accepted this answer as though it were
a voice from heaven.

81Dedocere me mala ac docere bona; a typical Augustinian wordplay.


