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FOREWORD 

   For more than 1500 years The Confessions of St Augustine have continued to 
influence all who read them. They are a record of the spiritual struggles of a young man 
in his search for truth, and the problems he encountered in his day are no different from 
those that our young people all over the world are facing today. 

   Augustine was baptized a Christian in the Easter of 387 A.D., and twelve years 
later, as Bishop of Hippo, he wrote his Confessions. He died in 430 A.D.  

   The Confessions are made up of thirteen books, but only the first nine books, from 
which these selections are taken, are part of the integral record of Augustine's early life 
up until his conversion. As the first nine books contain some 70,000 words – the length 
of an average novel – it is to be expected that a pamphlet of less than 8,000 words must 
necessarily omit much that is important to the full development of the author's 
thoughts.  

   But these selections, in Augustine's own words, express the highlights of the saint's 
struggle to overcome his old self and put on the Lord Jesus Christ. Because of lack of 
space, it is not possible to list the source of Augustine's Scripture quotations, nor is it 
possible to show where the actual selections are taken from the Confessions. 

   However, the selections are in order of their writing, and an interested reader will 
be able to locate a particular passage by reading through the book in question. 

   Finally, when you have read this pamphlet, read the Confessions themselves – it 
will be a rewarding experience.                               

Book One 

EARLY YEARS 

   "Great is the Lord, and greatly to be praised. Great is our Lord, and abundant in 
power; his understanding is beyond measure". We have a mind to praise you, O Lord, 
for you have made us for yourself, and our hearts are restless until they rest in you. I 
confess to you, O Lord of heaven and earth, praising you for my first beginning and for 
my infancy which I do not remember. You have given man power to discover things 
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about his past life by observing the actions of other babies, and to believe things about 
himself by listening to the stories of mothers and nursemaids. 

   Passing from infancy, I came into my childhood; or rather, it came into me and 
succeeded my infancy. Yet my infancy did not depart, for where did it go? But it was no 
more, and I was no longer a speechless infant, but a chattering child. 

   This I can remember, for I have since taken notice how it was that I first learned to 
speak. Those who were my elders did not teach me by any orderly presentation of 
words in the manner that I was afterward taught to write letters. But I myself, with that 
mind which you, O my God, have given me, after crying, and making childish  sounds 
and  movements, attempted  to  express  my  thoughts  and  desires  so  
that  they would be obeyed. 

   However, I was unable to express all that I wished, or to all to whom I would. I 
recorded in my memory things that were named, and when that name was repeated, I 
pointed to it. I noted the object and inferred that it was called by the name it was given 
when they pointed it out to me. So little by little I grew acquainted with the meaning of 
many words and sentences, and I learned to express myself by these means among 
those with whom I lived. 

 

How he hated school 

   When I was of age I was put to school to learn the things in which, poor boy that I 
was, I did not know. If I was slow in learning I was beaten. This method was 
recommended by our elders, many of whom have gone before us and have marked out 
the hard paths we have to follow. In this way they have multiplied the sorrow of the 
sons of Adam. 

   I began, therefore, while still a child, to pray to you, my Help and my Refuge, and 
my tongue became accustomed to imploring you that I would not be beaten at school. 
And when you failed to heed my prayers, my punishments, which were then so fearful 
to me, were laughed at by my elders, and even my parents, who certainly wished no 
harm to come to me, made light of my misfortune. 

 

How his baptism was deferred 

   While still a child, I heard of the eternal life promised to us through the humility of 
the Lord our God, who stooped to cure our pride. I was marked with the sign of his 
cross, and seasoned with his salt, as l came forth from my mother's womb, for she 
trusted greatly in you. And you saw, O Lord, while I was still a child, how I came near to 
death from a stomach affliction and with what earnestness and faith I asked for the 
baptism of your Christ from the hands of my mother, and from your Church, the mother 
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of us all. Because I quickly recovered from my illness my cleansing was deferred, as 
though it was certain that by living, I would become more defiled. For it was believed 
that the guilt of sins committed after that washing was greater and more dangerous 
than that committed before. 

   For what reason, O my God, if it is your will that I should know, was my baptism 
deferred at that time? Was it for my good that the reins of sin were left loose upon me? 
Or were they still held fast? How is it that even now, we hear it said of this or that 
person:  "Let him alone; let him do what he likes for he is not yet baptized?" How 
different it is when it comes to our own bodies. Do we ever hear anyone say, "Let him 
be wounded still more, for he is not yet healed?" How much better it would have been 
for me to be spiritually healed, so that under the watchful eye of myself and my friends, 
my soul, thus restored to health, would be kept safe under the protection of you who 
created it. This surely, would have been much better. 

 

How he was dishonest at games 

  While still a child, I stole food from my parents' cellar, and from their table, either to 
satisfy my gluttony, or to have something to offer other boys in exchange for their 
games, which they were willing to trade with me. I aspired to win at our games, and 
when it appeared that I might lose, I did not hesitate to gain victory by cheating. My vain 
desire for distinction made me unable to accept defeat, and when I discovered others 
cheating I would fiercely denounce them. But if I were caught cheating myself, I would 
fall into a rage and fight rather than admit it. 

   Is this the innocence of children? It is not, O Lord, it is not. I cry to you for pardon, 
O my God, for these same things which are repeated over and over again are inherited 
from our elders and teachers; and from our trickery with nuts and balls and birds, they 
are carried over into all walks of life, and into our service under governors and kings, 
and to gaining money and estates and slaves. These things pass on as we grow older to 
embrace ever greater toys, just as the birch rod is succeeded by ever greater 
punishments. It was for this reason, O King, that you set up a child as the emblem of 
humility when you said, "Of such is the kingdom of Heaven". Thanks to you, my God, my 
sweet delight, my glory and my trust; thank you for all your gifts, but keep them from 
me. In this way you will keep me, and the things that you have given me will be both 
increased and perfected, and I will be with you, because even my existence is also your 
gift. 
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Book Two 

LATER CHILDHOOD 

    I wish to call to mind the impurity of my past life, and the carnal corruptions of 
my soul. Not that I take delight in recalling them, but that I may praise you for your 
mercies, my God. For the love of your love I do this, reviewing my most wicked ways, so 
that in the bitterness of my remembrance, you may become sweet to me; for you are 
sweetness without deceit, a sweetness happy and secure, recalling me from those 
dissolute ways which tore me to pieces. For departing from the Creator, I was lost in the 
pursuit of his creatures. 

   There was a time, in the fire of my youth, when I craved the things below and 
abandoned myself in the pursuit of lustful pleasures. The beauty of my soul was eaten 
away and I was repulsive in your sight. And all this time I was seeking only my own 
pleasure and looking for the adulation of men. 

   I went still further from you, and you did not stop me. I was tossed around and 
melted like wax. I was strewn about and boiled over by my fornications, and you 
remained silent. O my late-found joy, you kept silent at that time and I wandered 
further from you into more barren fields of sorrows with a kind of proud dejection and a 
restless weariness. 

 

How he succumbed to temptation   

   Where was I, and at how great a distance was I exiled from the delights of your 
house in that sixteenth year of my age? The madness of lust, sanctioned by the 
shameful practice of carnal-minded men, but ever prohibited by your holy laws, took me 
completely under its power, and I yielded myself up to it. My friends took no care to 
prevent my ruin by seeking a lawful marriage partner for me, but were more concerned 
that I should excel in persuasive speaking and become a good orator. 

   Moreover, when my father saw me at the baths and noted my emerging manhood 
and the restless stirrings of youth in me, he already looked forward to grandchildren in 
me and gladly related it to my mother.  

   But in my mother's breast you had already begun to build your temple and to lay 
the foundations of your holy dwelling. My father was only a catechumen, and even that, 
only recently. So when my mother heard his news she was seized with a holy fear and 
trembling. She was concerned for me, though I was not yet baptized, and she was afraid 
that I would stray into the crooked ways of those who put you behind their backs 
instead of turning their faces towards you. 

  For she desired, and I remember how she secretly warned me with great solicitude, 
to keep myself from fornication and especially from adultery with another man's wife.  
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I believed that you were silent when she was  talking to me, but all the time you were 
speaking through her, and in her person, you were despised by me her son, the son of 
your handmaid and your servant. 

 

The stolen fruit 

   Your law, O Lord, punishes theft, and in every man's heart you have written your 
law which not even sin can erase. What thief will permit another thief to steal from 
him? Even a wealthy man will not allow a beggar to steal from him and go unpunished. 
And yet, when the thought came to me to steal, I stole, not out of want or need, but 
because of an aversion to honesty and an inclination to sin. I already had an abundance 
of that fruit which I stole, and of better quality. Nor was I particularly fond of that which 
I stole; but I was fond of the theft and the sin. 

Wretched man that I am. What harvest did I reap then in these things which I am now 
ashamed to recall, especially in that theft in which I loved the theft itself, and nothing 
else. The theft itself was nothing, so I am more to be despised because I loved it. If I had 
been alone I would never have committed it, for I remember feeling at the time, that I 
would never have done it if I had not been in the company of others. What it amounts 
to then, is that I loved the company of those who sinned with me; but I did not love 
something else besides the theft, or even this something was really nothing at all. 

   O my God, I had wandered far from you and from your stability. I had gone astray 
in my youth and I became to myself a land of misery and want. 

 

 

Book Three 

LATER YOUTH 

   I came to Carthage; a melting pot for every form of pernicious love that crackled 
around me on every side. I was not yet in love, but I longed to be in love. Secretly I 
hated myself for being prepared to accept something less. I looked for someone to love, 
for I loved the thought of being in love, and I despised the paths of security that had no 
hidden pitfalls. 

    A famine raged within me for I was starved of that superior food which is you, O 
my God. But that famine did not cause a hunger in me, for I had no appetite for your 
incorruptible nourishment. This was not because I was already full, but rather, the more 
empty I became, the greater was my distaste for this kind of food. 
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His love of the theatre 

    I took great pleasure in the plays of the theatre, for they mirrored my miseries 
and added fuel to the fires within me. Even now, I am not without sympathy for the 
plays, but in those days, I identified myself completely with the lovers. Although they 
were only acting, I rejoiced when they succeeded in their criminal intrigues, and when 
they lost one another, I was filled with pity. In both these affections I took great delight. 

 

His yearning for true wisdom 

   Moreover, my studies, which were so highly regarded, had for their object the 
courts of justice, and I pursued them avidly so as to excel in them and distinguish myself 
among my associates. I became the leading scholar in the school of rhetoric, and my 
success caused no small degree of pride in me and I was puffed up with self-importance. 
In the course of my studies I came across a book by a certain Cicero, whose tongue is 
greatly admired, but not his heart. This book contains his exhortation to philosophy, and 
is called Hortensius. The study of this book brought about a change in me. It led me to 
address prayers to you, O Lord, and gave me new purposes and desires. 

   All my vain hopes immediately appeared contemptible, and I longed for the 
wisdom of eternal truth with an incredible eagerness of heart. Almost without knowing 
it I began to arise and turn towards you, O Lord. I did not use that book to sharpen my 
tongue, the acquisition of which I was purchasing at my mother's expense (for I was now 
nineteen years old and my father had died two years earlier); I preferred reading the 
book not to sharpen the tongue, nor for the eloquence of the language, but for the 
things that were said. 

   The only thing that detracted from my newfound joy in these writings was the 
absence of the name of Christ. I decided, therefore, to turn my mind to the Holy 
Scriptures to see what they had to say on these matters. But the swelling of my pride 
could not bear their humility, and I was blinded to the message they contained. 

 

The influence of the Manicheans 

   In my ignorance I was attracted to certain men who were great boasters, 
carnally-minded, and persuasive talkers (the Manicheans). In their mouths were all the 
snares of the devil and a birdlime made up from a mixture of your name, and that of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, and of the Paraclete, our Comforter, the Holy Spirit. All these names 
were never absent from their mouths, but they were empty sounds, the noise of their 
tongues, for their hearts were devoid of everything that is true. They were always 
saying, "Truth", "Truth", and though many of them repeated this to me, the truth was 
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not in them, for they spoke false things, not only about you, who are truth itself, but 
also of the elements of this world, your creation. 

 

Monica's Prayer 

   In your mercy, you put forth your hand and led my soul out of that pit of darkness, 
when my mother, your handmaid, wept bitterly for me even more than mothers weep 
for their dead children. You did not turn away from her, nor did you despise the tears 
which flowed freely from her eyes and watered the ground in every place she prayed. 

   You gave her an answer by one of your priests, a certain bishop, brought up in your 
Church, and well read in the Scriptures. When she pleaded with him to talk with me, to 
refute my errors, correct my evil beliefs and teach me what was good, he refused; very 
prudently, as I later realized, for he saw how intractable I was, and how I was puffed up 
with the novelty of that heresy, and how I had already confused many unlearned 
persons with trivial questions which she herself admitted to him. 

    "Let him alone", he said to her. "Go your way, and God bless you. There is no 
need to worry, for it cannot be that a child of so many tears could perish". These words, 
as she later told me, she accepted as an answer from heaven. 

 

Book Four 

AUGUSTINE THE MANICHEAN 

     For nine long years, from the nineteenth to the twenty-eighth year of my age, 
we were seduced and we seduced others; we were deceived and we deceived others in 
many and varied ways. In public we masqueraded as broad-minded thinkers, but in 
secret we regarded ourselves as having the only true religion. We were proud in the 
one, and superstitious in the other, and vain in both.   

                                                                                                            

How he took a mistress 

     During these years, I had a relationship with one who was not my wife, but 
whom my unbridled passions had picked out as the object of my lust. I had only one 
thing to my credit, and that is that I had no other beside her, and that I kept faithful to 
her. Through her I learned how great a distance there was between the obligations of a 
marriage contract, which is made for the begetting of children, and an agreement of 
lustful love, where children can be born even against our wills, but once born, they force 
themselves upon our love. 
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   O madness, which does not know how to love men as men should be loved. O 
foolish man that I was then, and how rebellious I was against my lot. And so I raged and 
sighed and wept, and my soul lay heavy upon me. It should have been lifted up to you, O 
Lord, to be lightened and cured. I knew this, but I had neither the will nor the ability to 
be healed by you; more so, because I could not think of you as something solid or firm. 
In those days, you were not what you are to me now, but a vague phantom, and my 
error was my god. So I remained a wretched dwelling to myself, where I could no longer 
live, but from which, I could not depart. For where could my heart fly from my heart? Or 
where could I fly to escape from myself? And where could I go where I could not pursue 
myself? But still I fled from my own country, for my eyes missed you less where they 
were not used to seeing you, and so from Thagaste, I came to Carthage. 

 

 

Book Five 

THE REJECTION OF THE MANICHEANS 

   Accept, O Lord, the sacrifice of my confessions from the hand that is my tongue, 
which you have formed and aroused to confess to your name. 

   I will now relate in the presence of my God, events that occurred in the 
twenty-ninth year of my age. There came to Carthage a bishop of the Manicheans, 
called Faustus. He was a great snare of the devil, and there were many who were lured 
into his trap by the bait of his sweet language. 

   For almost nine years I had blindly accepted the teachings of the Manicheans, and 
it was with great anticipation that I looked forward to the coming of this Faustus. I had 
many questions that demanded answers, but all to whom I had spoken were unable to 
solve them for me. With one accord, they urged me to be patient, and promised me that 
when he arrived, not only these, but even harder questions would be quickly cleared up. 

 

How he was disillusioned by Faustus 

   He arrived, and as soon as I had an opportunity to speak to him at his leisure, in the 
company of my friends, we began to speak of the many matters that concerned us. I 
brought up the problems that caused me so much disquiet, but I quickly found that the 
man was a stranger to all the liberal sciences, except grammar, and even in this he was 
nothing out of the ordinary. 

   After I was sufficiently convinced of his ignorance of those arts in which I thought 
he excelled, I began to despair that he could ever explain or solve the doubts that 
perplexed me. Although the man's heart was not rightly disposed towards you, O Lord, 
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it was not entirely dishonest. He was not unaware of his own ignorance, nor would he 
rashly engage in a debate in which he could neither reach a conclusion or make a fair 
retreat. I admired him all the more for this, for more beautiful than all those things I 
desired to know, is the humble heart that admits its limitations. Such I found him to be 
with regards to the harder and more subtle questions I put to him. 

   And so, the zeal I had for the teaching of Mani was checked, and Faustus, who had 
brought about the downfall of so many, thereby became the liberator of your servant; 
although he was not aware of this, nor was it his will that I should be free. In this way, 
you worked within me, O Lord, and I was persuaded to go to Rome and there teach that 
which I taught at Carthage. 

 

Ambrose the Bishop 

   While I was at Rome, word was sent from Milan to the prefect of the city, 
requesting that a professor of rhetoric be appointed to that town, with all expenses 
paid. I applied to Symmachus, the prefect, and after being tested in a public debate to 
quality for the position, I was accepted. And so, I came to Milan, and to Ambrose, the 
bishop, your devout servant, whose fame had spread throughout the world.  His 
sermons provided the pure flour of your wheat, the gladness of your oil, and the 
sobering intoxication of your wine. I was unaware that I was led to him by you, so that 
through him, without knowing it, I might be led to you. 

   That man of God received me with fatherly affection, and welcomed my coming as 
befits a true bishop. I began to love him, although not at first as a teacher of the truth, 
which I despaired of finding in your Church; but as a man who was kindly disposed 
towards me. For the first time it began to appear that the things he said could be 
defended; and I felt that the Catholic faith, which I had always supposed to be unable to 
stand against the objections of the Manichees, might now be maintained without being 
ashamed of it. 

   Because of this, I resolved to continue as a catechumen in the Catholic Church, 
which was commended to me by my parents, until something certain appeared, by 
which I might direct my course. 

 

Book Six 

THE SEARCH FOR TRUTH 

   "O Lord, you are my hope; you are my trust, O Lord, from my youth". Where were 
you, and where had you gone? Was it not you who made me, and distinguished me 
from the beasts of the fields and the birds of the air? You made me wiser than them, 
and yet I walked in darkness along a slippery way. I was looking for you in the things 
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around me, but I did not find you, the God of my heart. I was in the depths of the sea; I 
was cast down, and I despaired of finding the truth. 

 

The influence of Ambrose 

    I had not yet groaned in prayer to obtain your mercy, and my soul was intent on 
questioning, and bent on argument. I understood Ambrose to be a happy man as the 
world understands happiness, because he was honoured by so many people of rank. His 
celibacy alone seemed to me to be the only burden he had to bear. As for the hopes he 
held dear to him, and the difficulties he had in resisting the temptations that come to all 
who hold such an exalted office; the comfort he had in face of adversity, and the 
sweet-tasting joy he had in the depths of his heart as he fed on the bread you gave him 
– these things I could not understand, for I had no experience of them. 

He was not aware of the turbulence within me, nor of the depths of despair to which I 
had fallen. I was unable to open my heart to ask him what I wanted and in the way I 
wanted, for he was continually besieged by callers, whose troubles he took on himself, 
and I could not find an opportunity to gain his ear or his mouth. When he was not 
receiving callers – and this was seldom – he was nourishing his body with the food 
necessary for his health and his mind with reading. And as he read, his eyes ran over the 
pages, and his heart sought understanding, but his voice and his tongue were silent. 

   I often found him deeply engrossed in this way when I called on him, for no one 
was ever refused admittance, nor was it customary to give notice of one's coming. He 
would be reading in silence when I entered, for he never did otherwise, and I would sit 
down and wait for him to finish. After a long time, for who would interrupt one who was 
so absorbed in his study, I have gone away thinking that in that short time in which he 
was free of other men's troubles, it was not right for him to be denied  the opportunity  
to  refresh  his  mind.  Perhaps his reason for reading in silence was that an 
obscure passage, if read aloud, might raise a question in the mind of an attentive 
listener, and this in turn could lead to a long explanation of what that passage meant, or 
even to a discussion of  other difficult questions. If this were to happen, his already 
limited time would be further curtailed and there would be less time for reading as 
much as he wished. But a more likely reason for reading to himself was to spare his 
voice which was easily weakened. Whatever the reason, we may be sure that he did it 
for a good purpose. 

 

How he preferred Catholic teaching 

    From then on I began to prefer Catholic teaching, for I found that the Church was 
more moderate, and not at all deceptive in demanding that certain things should be 
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believed, even though they could not be proved; either because not everyone could 
understand the proof, or that some things could not be proved at all. How different 
from the Manichees, who ridiculed people who accepted things on faith, while they 
themselves made rash claims to scientific knowledge, and put forward a whole system 
of extravagant and absurd fantasies that their followers were expected to believe on 
trust, because they had no means of proving them. 

   And so, little by little, O lord, with a gentle and merciful hand, you touched my 
heart and set my mind at rest. You led me to realize how many countless things I already 
accepted without actually seeing them, or being present when they took place. There 
were the events of history, and the stories of places arid cities where I had never been. 
There were the daily occurrences which I accepted on the words of friends, of doctors 
and of various other people. If we did not take these things on trust we could never 
accomplish anything in this life. And finally, it came home to me how I held with a fixed 
and unshakable faith that I was born of certain parents, and I could never have known 
this unless I believed what I was told. 

   It was in this way, O Lord, that I came to understand that it was not right to find 
fault with those who believe your Holy Scriptures, which you have established with such 
great authority amongst nearly all the nations on earth, but rather, with those who do 
not believe. Nor should we pay any heed to those who ask us how we can be sure that 
the scriptures were delivered to mankind by the Spirit of the one true God who cannot 
deceive. It is precisely this very truth which is to be believed, because no frivolous 
objections from opposing systems of thought that I had read in the philosophers could 
ever convince me that you did not exist. Although I had no knowledge of your nature, I 
nevertheless believed in your right to intervene in human affairs. 

 

Plans for Marriage 

    Amongst those of us who lived together as friends, I especially discussed these 
things with Alypius and Nebridius. Alypius was somewhat younger than I. He was born in 
the same town as I was, and his parents were among its leading citizens. He had studied 
under me when I first set up school in my own town, and also afterwards, at Carthage. It 
was Alypius who had kept me from marrying, since he insisted that if I did so, we could 
no longer live as a community in uninterrupted leisure, in the pursuit of wisdom,  
which we had so long desired. As for himself, he was even then living a life of strictest 
chastity, and was a source of admiration to me. In his youth he had unhappily sought 
the pleasures of sex, but he had conquered his passions, and having repented, he turned 
away from these enjoyments, and from then on, he lived a life of complete continence.  

   Steady pressure was being put on me to get married. I had already proposed and 
had been accepted. My mother had done all she could to hasten the event, for she 



CANISIUS PRESS - THE CONVERSION OF SAINT AUGUSTINE 

 

WWW.STMARYSWESTMELBOURNE.ORG   Page 12 of 18 

hoped that once I was married, I would be cleansed from my sins by the saving waters 
of baptism. So she rejoiced to see that I was daily becoming more and more prepared 
for it, and in my acceptance of the faith she saw the answer to her prayers and your 
promises being fulfilled. 

   In the meantime, my sins were multiplied, for the woman who shared my bed was 
torn from my side as an obstacle to my marriage. I still yearned for her, and our parting 
pierced my heart until it bled. She returned to Africa, vowing that she would never know 
another man, and she left me with the son (Adeodatus) she had borne to me. But I was 
too weak and unhappy not to follow her example, and impatient at the delay of two 
years before the girl I was to marry became my wife, and being more a lover of lust than 
a lover of marriage, I took another woman, but not, of course, as a wife. Moreover, the 
wound caused by the cutting away of my former mistress failed to heal. After intense 
pain and fever it festered, and though the pain slowly dulled, the wound became a 
throbbing sore. 

 

Book Seven 

THE STRUGGLE CONTINUES 

   My wicked youth was now dead and gone, and I was entering into the state of 
manhood. But the older I became, the more shameful was my vanity. By this time I had 
also rejected the astrologers with their feeble-minded ritual and their fraudulent claims 
to predict the future. For this too, O my God, let me acknowledge your mercies from the 
deepest depths of my soul. 

   By now, O my Helper, you had freed me from some of my chains, but I was still 
seeking the origin of evil, and I could find no answer. Yet in all the uncertainty of my 
thoughts, you did not let me be carried away from that faith in which I firmly believed 
that you existed, and that your substance is unchangeable; that you watch over us, and 
that a judgement is to come. That in Christ, your Son, our Lord, and in the Holy 
Scriptures which the authority of the Catholic Church recommended to us, you have 
appointed the way for man's salvation, so that he may come to that other life which will 
follow our death in this life. 

     I sought a way of gaining the strength for me to enjoy you, but I could not find 
any until I embraced the "Mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus", "who 
is God over all blessed forever". 
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Book Eight 

THE CHAINS ARE BROKEN 

 

   The words of your Scriptures were firmly planted in my heart, and you surrounded 
me on every side. I believed in the eternal life which you promised to those who love 
you, but as yet, I had seen it only dimly reflected as in a bronze mirror. I had now found 
the good pearl which I should have purchased at any price, but still I hesitated. 

   I was still held fast in the remainder of my chains, and I refused to fight under your 
banner. I was as much afraid of being freed from my burden as I was in being hampered 
by it. 

   I will now speak out and confess to your name, O Lord, my Helper and my 
Redeemer; and I will relate the manner in which you released me from the chains of 
fleshly lusts which so tightly bound me, and from my slavery to worldly affairs. 

 

How he was helped by a story 

   One day when Nebridius was absent, Alypius and I were visited at our house by a 
certain Ponticianus, a fellow countryman of ours, from Africa, who held high office in 
the Emperor's court. He was a Christian, and one of the faithful, and often prostrated 
himself in the church before you, our God, and offered long and fervent prayers to you. 

   During the course of our discussion he began to tell us the story of Anthony, an 
Egyptian monk, whose name was famous among your servants, but until that hour, it 
was unknown to Alypius and me. While he was speaking to us, O Lord, you were turning 
me back upon myself, for that was where I was hiding so that I would not have to look at 
myself. But you made me look myself in the face 

so that I could see how loathsome I was, how deformed and repulsive I was, and how I 
was covered with every manner of disease and sore. And when I looked, I was filled with 
horror, and there was no place for me to flee to get away from myself. I tried to avert 
my gaze as he was speaking, but you kept bringing me back and thrusting me in front of 
myself so that I would continue to see my iniquity and hate it. I had known it all along, 
but pretended not to, for all that time I had refused to look at it, and had put it out of 
my mind. 

   But now the day had come when I was stripped naked before my eyes, and there 
remained only an awesome panic, and my soul was just as fearful of dying in this state 
as it was in trying to break the habit by which it was wasting away to death. 
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The conflict in the garden 

   There was a small garden adjoining the house where we lived, which we were 
permitted to use as we were the whole house, for our host, the owner, did not live 
there. I fled into this garden, seeking refuge from the raging turmoil within me, for I 
knew that no one could stop the struggle I was waging against myself, until it reached 
the conclusion, of which you alone, O Lord, knew the outcome. 

   I was sick and tormented in mind, reproaching myself more bitterly than ever as I 
twisted and turned in my chains until they might be completely broken. Only a little of 
the chain was holding me now, but I was still not free. And inside me, O Lord, you were 
urging me on with a severe mercy, increasing the scourges of fear and shame, in case I  
gave up the struggle, and that link still holding me would not be broken, but would grow 
strong kept saying, "Let it be now, let it be now", and simply by saying these words I was 
approaching a decision. I almost made it, but I could not bring myself to take that final 
step. 

   I was held back by such trivial things, worthless vanities, all the old attachments 
that whispered softly to me, "Don't cast us of, or from this moment on, we shall never 
be with you again": And they pleaded even more earnestly, "Do you really think you can 
live without these things"? But the words were growing fainter; for that path on which I 
had set my feet, that path I feared to walk, led towards the chaste beauty of 
Continence, standing serene and joyous, not in a wanton fashion, but modestly alluring, 
so that I would come to her and not be afraid.  

 

The call of continence 

   She stretched out her loving hands to hold me close and embrace me, and holding 
up a whole host of good examples for me to follow. Young boys and girls and youths, 
men and women of every age, noble widows and women still virgins in their old age. 
And Continence was in them all, not sterile, but a fruitful mother of children, of joys 
born of you, O Lord, her heavenly Bridegroom. 

   I felt great shame standing in their presence, for I still heard the whispers of my old 
attachments, and I was unable to take that final step. But Continence smiled on me and 
said, "Turn a deaf ear to those earthly attachments of yours, and humiliate them. They 
speak of delights, but they cannot compare with the joys that come from the laws of 
God". This conflict that raged in my heart was solely with myself, and Alypius, who stood 
near me, waited in silence for the outcome of this unusual struggle. 

  I searched the hidden depths of my soul, dragging forth all its secrets and exposing 
them to full view before me. As I did so, a mighty storm arose inside me and brought 
with it a great flood of tears. I moved away from Alypius, and throwing myself down 
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under a certain fig tree, I gave full vent to my tears. The great flood of tears that burst 
from my eyes were an acceptable sacrifice to you. And there were many things I said, 
not in these exact words, but in words like this: "Lord, how long? Will you be angry 
forever?" "Do not remember against us our past iniquities". For I felt that I was still held 
by my sins, and I cried out in anguish, "How long shall I keep on saying "Tomorrow, 
tomorrow?" Why not now? Let me put an end to my sinning now, at this very moment". 

 

The Voice of a Child 

    I was saying these things with tears in my eyes and bitter sorrow in my heart, 
when I suddenly became aware of a child singing from a nearby house. Over and over it 
repeated the words of the refrain, "Tolle lege, tolle lege – Take it and read, take it and 
read". The words had a fascination for me and I wondered what kind of game it was in 
which children sang such words, but I could not recall ever hearing them before. 

   I checked my flow of tears and stood up, for I suddenly interpreted the words as 
nothing less than a divine command to open the book of the apostle and read the first 
passage I came across. I remembered Anthony the hermit taking the lesson of the 
Gospel which was being read as he came into the church – "Go and sell everything you 
have, and give to the poor, and you shall have treasure in heaven, and come and follow 
me" – as being addressed to him, and by this word, he was converted to you. 

   I hurried to the spot where Alypius was sitting, for I had put down the book there 
when I had moved away to be by myself. I picked it up and opened it and read in silence 
the first word that caught my eye: "Not in revelling and drunkenness, not in debauchery 
and licentiousness, not in quarrelling and jealousy. But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and 
make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires" (Rom. 13:13). 

   I did not read any further: there was no need to do so. Almost before I had finished 
reading the sentence, a peaceful light flooded into my heart and all the darkness of 
doubt was swept away. Alpypius too, when I told him what had happened, opened the 
book and read the concluding verse of the passage: "As for the man who is weak in 
faith, welcome him". These words he applied to himself, and with that we went into the 
house and related to my mother all that had happened.   She was overcome with 
gratitude and triumph, and she praised you for the "power at work within us, which is 
able to do far more abundantly than all we ask or think". For she now had so much more 
granted to her than she had dared to ask with all her piteous tears and lamentations. 
And you turned her mourning into joy, a far richer joy than she had desired, and it was 
more precious and more chaste than any she could have found in grandchildren born of 
my flesh. 
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Book Nine 

THE NEW LIFE IN CHRIST 

    I am your servant, O Lord, the son of your handmaid. You have broken the chains 
that bound me, and I will offer you a sacrifice of praise. Let my heart and tongue praise 
you, and let my whole being say, "Who is like the Lord?" Let them say this, while I listen 
to you say to me, "I am your salvation". 

   During all those years, where was my free will? Out of what dark and deep recess 
was it called forth in a single moment, in time for me to submit to your sweet yoke and 
light burden? O Jesus Christ, my Helper and my Redeemer, how sweet it was to be 
suddenly free of those attachments which I had been so afraid of losing, but which I now 
happily rejected. For you, my true and only joy, flung them from me, and entered in to 
take their place; you who are sweeter than any pleasure, but not to flesh and blood; you 
who are brighter than any light, but deeper within me than any secret hiding place; you 
who are higher than every honour, but not in the eyes of those who honour themselves. 

   Finally, the day came when I was released from the teaching profession, although I 
was already free from it in my mind. I offered thanks to you, and with great joy I set out 
to our country house with all my family and friends. I had given notice to the people of 
Milan to arrange for another man to sell them words, for I had resolved to dedicate 
myself to your service. Moreover, because of the difficulties I was having in breathing 
and the pains in my chest, I was no longer fit for teaching rhetoric. 

 

Alypiua and Adeodetua 

    When the time came for me to hand in my name for baptism, we left the country 
and returned to Milan: It was Alypius' wish to be reborn in you at the same time. He was 
already filled with the humility necessary for the worthy reception of that sacrament, 
and he had overcome his body to such an extent that he even walked barefoot on  the 
icy  ground of Italy – a practice which few would care to imitate. Adeodatus, the son 
born to me in my days of sin, also accompanied us. You had watched over him, O Lord, 
and though he was barely fifteen years old, he was more learned than many wise and 
respected men. There was nothing of mine in that boy, but my sin, for it was you alone 
who inspired us to bring him up the way you wanted.  I saw at first hand so many 
admirable things in him, and I marvelled at his intelligence and sharpness of mind. 

   Praise to you, O Lord, for who but you could work such wonders? And yet, you 
took him from this world so early in his life. I remember him with a peaceful mind, for 
there was nothing in his childhood or youth, or in any part of his life, that would cause 
me to fear for him. We joined him to our company, and he was of equal age with us in 
your grace, and together we were instructed in your holy teachings. 
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   We were all baptized, and our concern for the things of our former life fled away 
from us. Our days were all too short, for we were lost in the wonderful sweetness we 
enjoyed in meditating on the depth of your providence for the salvation of mankind. 

   And I wept with joy when I heard your hymns and psalms being sung so sweetly in 
your church. Those voices flowed into my ears and their message seeped into my heart, 
and from there the devotion overflowed and the tears streamed from my eyes; but they 
were tears of happiness and praise. 

   You, who give men of one mind a home to dwell in, added to our company a young 
man of our town named Evodius. He had been converted and baptized before us while 
he was still a government official, but he had since given up the service of the state to 
enter yours. 

 

Monica, my mother 

   We were together and we planned to live together in holy purpose, and after 
discussing where we could be of most service to you, we set out for Africa. While we 
were at Ostia, at the mouth of the Tiber, my mother died. 

   I have passed over many things in this book as I hasten along, but I will not pass 
over anything that my soul brings to birth concerning your handmaid, my mother. She 
was brought up modestly and soberly. It was you who taught her to obey her parents, 
rather than they who taught her to obey you. When she was of proper age, she was 
married to a man whom she served as her lord. She never ceased trying to win him to 
you, speaking to him about you through her conduct, by which you made her beautiful, 
and an object of respect, love and admiration to him. And as for his unfaithfulness to 
her, she patiently endured this in such a way that his infidelity never became a source of 
argument between them. She waited for you to show him mercy, hoping that faith in 
you would make him chaste. 

  Toward the end of his earthly life he was won over to you by her example, and after 
his conversion she no longer had cause to grieve over those faults which she had   so   
long endured from him before he became a faithful Christian. She was also a servant to 
all those who were your servants, for she had been the wife of one husband; she repaid 
the duty she owed to her parents; she governed her house piously; she had a reputation 
for performing acts of charity; and she brought up her children, experiencing again the 
pangs of birth as she saw them straying from you. 

 

Her illness and death 

   One day, when she was ill, she fainted for a short time, and we hastened to her 
side. She quickly regained consciousness, and looking from me to my brother (Navigius), 
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who was with me, she asked us what had happened to her. She noticed our anxiety, and 
said, "You will bury your mother here". I did not answer her for I was trying to suppress 
my tears. Then she continued, "Lay my body anywhere. Do not let it worry you. But I do 
ask one thing of you, and that is, wherever you may be, remember me at the altar of the 
Lord". 

   When she said this she lay back exhausted. She could say no more.  She lay there 
struggling against her illness which was daily increasing its hold on her.  And so, in the 
ninth day of her illness, the fifty-sixth year of her age, and in my thirty-third year, that 
devout and holy soul was released from the body. 

   Let her therefore rest in peace, together with her husband, before whom and after 
whom, she knew no other man. She served him faithfully, yielding you a harvest, so that 
she might convert him to you. And you, O Lord, my God, inspire your servants my 
brethren; they are your sons, and my masters, and I serve them with my heart and voice 
and writings. 

 

Her last request 

   Inspire all who read these confessions to remember at your altar, your handmaid, 
Monica, and her husband, Patricius, who died before her, and by whose bodies you 
brought me into this life, though I know not how. 

   With pious affection let them remember those who were not only my parents in 
this passing life, but my brother and sister under you our Father in our Catholic mother, 
and my fellow citizens in the eternal Jerusalem, for which your people sigh throughout 
their pilgrimage, from the time they start until the time they return to you. 

  In this way, the last request my mother made to me shall be granted more 
abundantly in the prayers of those who read these confessions, than in my prayers 
alone. 

 

 

************ 


