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“Look with mercy on these follies, Lord, and deliver us 
who now call upon you. Deliver also those who do not as 
yet pray, that they may call upon you and you may set 
them free.”  
     ~Saint Augustine 
     Confessions, Book I.16 
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Chapter I  
An Introduction 

 
“My sin consisted in this, that I sought pleasure, sublimity, and truth 
not in God but in his creatures, in myself and other created beings.” 
(Book I.31)  
 

The sin that Augustine describes above is essentially a sin of intense pride.  In this 

treatise, I attempt to examine the lifetime of this sin, up to Augustine’s conversion 

to the Catholic Church.  At first, Augustine is a man highly intelligent, a lover of 

lust, and overflowing with pride.  His life comes to a stalemate when these qualities 

become incompatible. 

 I begin with Augustine’s intellectual pursuit of truth.  Aware of his superb 

intellect, Augustine places great importance on mental acuity and utilizes it in his 

search for truth.  His mind, however, is not capable of convincing him completely; 

other factors affect his ability to accept the truth he finds.  His habits, for instance, 

ruled by his passions, take hold of him to such a degree that, up to the moment of 

his conversion, he is unable to overcome them.   

 Throughout Augustine’s life, friendship provides him with companionship, 

which Augustine craves.  His many friendships throughout his life provide insight 

into his changing needs and cares.  But Augustine is ultimately searching for an 

everlasting friendship.  His conversion provides him with such a friendship with 

God.  In delving deeper into his description of that eternal friendship, I find an 

important parallel to his understanding of truth.  Truth only exists in the sense 

that it is eternal and universal. 
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Chapter II 

On the Multifaceted Value of Intellectual Pursuits 
 

 I begin this examination of the Augustine’s conversion by looking at his 

intellectual pursuits.  His outstanding intellectual ability is his main means of 

investigation.  Augustine’s embarks on the search for truth while reading Cicero’s 

Hortensius.  Prior to his encounter with Hortensius, Augustine’s scholarly pursuits 

were rooted in the study of rhetoric and eloquence.  Hortensius provides him with a 

text which, for the first time, he values for its content rather than style.  Above all 

else, Cicero’s exhortation to love wisdom captures Augustine’s eye.  He quotes 

Cicero on the method of pursuing truth: 

“Not to study one particular sect but to love and seek and pursue and 
hold fast and strongly embrace wisdom itself, wherever found” (Book 
III.8). 
 

 Augustine embraces this advice to the upmost degree in his extensive search for 

truth.  Instead of adopting a specific sect and settling down, he seeks truth and 

questions until he understands.  In this way, he does not remain enamored by any 

one belief if the belief is not able to answer his questions.  Two pursuits stand out as 

most influential in his final decision: the studies of Manichaeism and Neo-

Platonism.   

 Before launching into the discussion of these two philosophies, I find it 

pertinent to look into the basic element Augustine sees in any intellectual pursuit, 

and its relevance to his search for truth.  Of particular importance is his attachment 

to the name of Jesus Christ.  Looking back on his wanderings, Augustine states: 
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“This name of my Saviour your Son, my infant heart had piously drunk 
in with my mother’s milk, and at a deep level I retained the memory.  
Any book which lacked this name, however well written or polished or 
true, could not entirely grip me” (Book III.8). 
 

Even with this early attachment to Christ’s name, Augustine is not able to accept 

the Bible when he first turns to it for guidance after his encounter with Cicero.  

Augustine’s worldly gaze cannot pierce the Bible’s humble language and inward 

direction.  The Manichean sect, on the other hand, glorifies Jesus Christ as God 

only amidst elaborately beauteous liturgies.  It satisfies Augustine’s love for beauty 

and his concept of Christ as having no humanity.  Nevertheless, Augustine admits 

that he has always believed that God exists and cares for man.  This belief, perhaps, 

kept him from losing hope throughout his long journey in search of truth. 

 The Manichean notion that Jesus Christ cannot be human has a powerful 

hold on Augustine.  For Augustine, humanity is incompatible with any kind of 

divine goodness and omnipotence.  Augustine is not able to detach himself from the 

physical world.  Even without studying Manichean philosophies, Augustine would 

have trouble accepting Christ’s humanity because of Augustine’s own sexual 

perversion.  While Augustine is in the last stages before his complete conversion, 

his devotion to his body is a severe hindrance.  When he must dismiss his mistress 

in order to enter into a lawful engagement to be married, Augustine soon takes 

another mistress, so tied down is he by bodily lust.  He seeks truth in the realm of 

the physical world, becoming attracted to things that appeal to a concept of physical 

beauty instead of a deeper inner beauty.  This Manichean notion of the 

disconnection between the spiritual and material realms leads Augustine to 
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continue to seek truth in material things.  Only when he encounter’s the teachings 

of the Neo-Platonists does he begin to see value in the immaterial. 

 Finally, Augustine’s acuity leads him to question the Manichee’s 

explanations of the workings of the world and the heavens and the nature of evil.  

He sets his hopes on the famous Manichee, Faustus, to answer the questions that 

arose from his education in the liberal arts and study of the Manichee’s books.  

Faustus, unfortunately, is no match for Augustine in literary prowess, and, 

realizing his limitation, Faustus admits ignorance.  It was Faustus’s fame and 

rhetorical ability that initially attracted Augustine, and his humility that dashes 

Augustine’s hopes.  Still fixated on style, Augustine turns to Ambrose, the learned 

bishop of Milan, for guidance.  Again, it is Ambrose’s ability to articulate beautifully 

that catches Augustine’s attention, the content of the speech is of secondary 

consequence.  He soon comes upon the Neo-Platonists. 

 When Augustine heeds the Platonist’s call to look back into himself, he 

discovers that he is not what he thought.  What he finds is something infinitely 

higher than anything he previously conceived of, something higher even than his 

own mind.  Augustine describes this encounter in the following passage, an echo of 

Plotinus: 

“It was superior because it made me, and I was inferior because I was 
made by it.  The person who knows the truth knows it, and he who 
knows it knows eternity.  Love knows it.  Eternal truth and true love 
and beloved eternity: you are my God…When I first came to know you, 
you raised me up to make me see that what I saw is Being, and that I 
who saw am not yet Being.  And you gave a shock of weakness of my 
sight by the strong radiance of your rays, and I trembled with love and 
awe” (Book VII.16). 
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Here, Augustine becomes aware of a hierarchy of eternal and non-eternal beings.  

For the first time, it seems, Augustine finds something truly superior to himself.  

After finding the eternal and perfect, Augustine examines the nature of lesser and 

evil things.  His description of wickedness below provides a striking parallel to his 

view of his life before his conversion.   

“I inquired what wickedness is; and I did not find a substance but a 
perversity of will twisted away from the highest substance, you O God, 
towards inferior things, rejecting its own inner life and swelling with 
external matter” (Book VII.22). 
 

It is clear from this passage that Augustine has a firmer understanding of the 

relationship between God and evil.  He also seems to realize, at this point, that his 

life is not presently rooted in eternity; instead, he has built his foundation on 

external imperfect matter. 

 Although Augustine has discovered God, he still does not know how to follow 

Him.  The fact that his worldly weight keeps him from divine eternal Truth is 

evidenced most vividly by his inability to reject his sexual habit.  Augustine now 

knows and loves God but is unsure of how he can escape his sins: pride and lust.  

Looking back on those times, Augustine realizes the truth that his studies, in 

particular the study of Neo-Platonists, has led him closer to the immaterial Truth 

found in an eternal God.  Augustine still rejects the Platonic principle that physical 

beauty can lead one to an appreciation of immaterial (and therefore higher) beauty.  

Augustine still sees physical things as completely evil.  Thus he cannot imagine 

Christ as any part physical.  Nor can he imagine how physical beauty can lead to 
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true beauty.  Thus Augustine is troubled: he can tell that he loves physical beauty 

but can’t tell why. He also admits that the Platonist’s arguments would never be 

able to fully convince him because they lack language of salvation.  The need for 

salvation comes from the fact that the God which Augustine has found is eternally 

greater than he is: 

“Those pages do not contain the face of this devotion, tears of 
confession, your sacrifice, a troubled spirit, a contrite and humble 
spirit (Ps. 50:19), the salvation of your people, the espoused city (Rev. 
21:5), the guarantee of your Holy Spirit (2 Cor. 5:5), the cup of our 
redemption” (Book VII.27). 
 

Augustine does not deny the importance of his wandering search for Truth.  But in 

the end, his intellect is no longer able to support him.  He has proven to himself a 

truth which he firmly believes in.  He is, however, unable to embrace it with his 

whole being.  This conundrum will be examined in the following chapter.   

 In order to conclude the present inquiry on Augustine’s intellectual journey, 

it is necessary to examine the way in which the Augustine values intellectual 

pursuits.   As Augustine becomes convinced of the truth found in the Church with 

respect to his intellect, it also becomes clear that the intellect is not the only factor 

influencing his ultimate conversion because he does not immediately convert once 

his intellect is assured of Truth.  While for Augustine in particular, it is necessary 

to search for Truth with the aid of his intellectual excellence, it seems there is more 

than can be found through the mind alone.  Throughout his Confessions, Augustine 

reminds himself of the limitations of the intellectual life, to which he devoted much 

time, even after his conversion.  Augustine finds pursuit of intellectual prowess to 
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be riddled with opportunities for straying from Truth rather than finding it.  

Extensive education is valuable, but its value can lead those who pursue it to 

become caught up in their own importance instead of genuinely search for Truth: 

“[They] love their opinion not because it is true, but because it is their 
own…And indeed if it is true it cannot be merely their private 
property.  If they respect an affirmation because it is true, then it is 
already both theirs and mine, shared by all lovers of the 
truth…Anyone who claims for his own property what you offer for all 
to enjoy, is driven from the common truth to his own private ideas, 
that is from truth to a lie”(Book XII.34).  
 

Augustine’s description above illustrates the importance of recognizing the 

universality of an eternal Truth.  He reprimands those supposed seekers of Truth 

who, in their pride, attribute truth to themselves, rendering it limited in the same 

sense as is personal property.  In order to present real Truth, they must declare it in 

terms which are eternal and unchanging, otherwise the truth which they attempt to 

describe will never represent eternal Truth.  When pride is the motivator, the 

attention shifts from Truth to a limited person, the seeker of truth in himself alone.   
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Chapter III 

On the conversion itself: war between old and new 
 

“And now I had discovered the good pearl.  To buy it I had to sell all 
that I had; and I hesitated (Matt. 13:46)” (Book VIII.2). 

In the preceding chapter, we found Augustine convinced of the truth professed by 

the Church.  As stated previously, Augustine’s intellect takes him only to a certain 

point, after which he becomes utterly lost.  He becomes painfully racked between 

the truth he now believes and the wiles of his previous life: his lusts, rooted in his 

flesh and nurtured by his pride.  Augustine’s insecurity is founded in his familiarity 

with sin to the point of tacit consent: 

“The consequence of a distorted will is passion.  By servitude to 
passion, habit is formed, and habit to which there is no resistance 
becomes necessity” (Book VIII.10). 
 

In this passage, the power of habit is shown at its full height.  Augustine 

knows the right path and desires it; but the force of habit holds him back.  He 

does not know how he will be able to live without his “vain trifles”.  As 

described in the discussion of his intellectual studies, Augustine finds himself 

convinced of a Truth which he is unable to accept, and yet, he desires to 

accept it.   

 During this time of great turmoil, Augustine finds himself without any 

means of moving forward.  He spends the moments before his full conversion 

weeping in a garden.  He weeps because he is appalled at his depravity but 

doesn’t know the way to escape from it.  His will resists being torn from its 

old loves.  Since he does not know how he can accept truth, his will hesitates.  
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His flesh is holding him back from eternal life.  He describes the appearance 

of a vision of Lady Continence, who helps Augustine to understand that the 

only thing required from him is trust in God’s mercy and salvation through 

Christ.  In this vision, Augustine sees multitudes of happy people, who, in 

relying on Christ, are able to overcome their sins.  This is what Augustine 

has to do but can’t.  He is stopped by his difficulty in accepting Christ as God 

and man.  Still weeping, Augustine follows the prompting of simple chanting 

of a neighboring child, “Tolle, lege, tolle, lege…” (“take up, read…”) and  takes 

up the nearest book to read: 

“ ‘Not in riots and drunken parties, not in eroticism and indecencies, 
not in strife and rivalry, but put on the Lord Jesus Christ and make no 
provision for the flesh in its lusts’ (Rom. 13:13-14)” (Book VIII.29).  
 

At this moment, Augustine no longer hesitates.  He realizes that it is in Christ’s 

humanity that man finds his salvation.  Before Augustine understands how to 

accept Christ, he saw in humanity only its weakness; man and God have been 

entirely separate.  Christ’s humanity, instead of weakening Christ (as Augustine 

previously believed it would), is the very way in which he obtains glory.  In 

becoming man, Christ becomes the Saviour of the world.  The notion of “putting on 

the Lord Jesus Christ” I find illustrated in the following passage:   

“You are my true joy if I submit to you, and you have made subject to 
me what you created lower than me.  This was the correct mean, the 
middle ground in which I would find health, that I should remain ‘in 
your image’, and in serving you be master of my body” (Book VII.11). 
 

Here, Augustine describes the proper order of Creation.  After Augustine receives 

grace, he is able to turn away completely from his old lusts.  Before the grace of God 
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envelopes him, Augustine does not think he will be able to survive without the 

earthly pleasures, even though he knows they lead him astray.  He is fully 

convinced of the rightness of conversion but doesn’t know how he would be able to 

survive without his previous loves.  He describes the resulting transformation: 

“What I once feared to lose was now a delight to dismiss.  You turned 
them out and entered to take their place, pleasanter than any 
pleasure…I was now talking with you, Lord my God, my radiance, my 
wealth, and my salvation” (Book IX.1).   
 

Augustine has now put on Christ and, in doing so, he comes to be joined to Him and 

His Will.  Augustine knows that his own will is not strong enough on its own to 

resist evil.  With God’s grace, Augustine becomes a new man, strong with resolve to 

submit to God’s Will for the rest of his life.  Christ’s humanity, which has previously 

been a dilemma, is necessary for Augustine because it allows him to let Christ 

become a part of his own humanity. 
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Chapter IV  
On sundry friendships and their relation to happiness 

 
 Now I will discuss the influence of friendship on man’s happiness.  Friends 

are particularly influential in Augustine’s life.  At each stage of his life, his friends 

provide one common end: support through companionship.  Augustine later 

recognizes that the support of his debauched friends is in no way comparable to the 

gentle support of his mother, Monica, and, ultimately, the infinite support of his 

Heavenly Father.  As in his search for Truth, Augustine’s search for friendship ends 

only when he discovers eternal friendship. 

 It is important to consider the type of support that Augustine seeks from 

friends because his reliance on friends is very strong and effects his decisions.  

Before his conversion, rather than having strong personal convictions, Augustine 

uses friends as an outlet for pride.  During his steps towards conversion, his friends 

provide him with examples of their own conversions.  After his conversion, Monica 

is Augustine’s closest friend on earth and shares in the joy of his conversion.  These 

different types of friendship provide insight into Augustine’s values during various 

times of his life.   

 This insight is important to the present discussion of Augustine’s search for 

Truth because his friends are companions in that search.  Augustine’s early 

friendships are examples of infatuation with the material world.  His friendship 

with his mother is something present throughout Augustine’s whole life, even 

though he does not fully realize it until after his conversion.  
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 Augustine’s friends as he goes through adolescence provide him with the 

security of inclusion.  This sense of companionship is more important for Augustine 

than the actions he performs with his companions.  In Book II of Confessions, 

Augustine admits to stealing pears not to enjoy them as food but purely for the sake 

of mischief. His main joy, Augustine believes, comes from doing evil for its own 

sake.  While this attitude denotes a certain perversion in his motivation, Augustine 

also admits that the companionship in sin was a great factor as well: 

“But had I been alone, it would have given me no pleasure, nor would I 
have committed it.  Friendship can be a dangerous enemy, a seduction 
of the mind lying beyond the reach of investigation” (Book II.18).  
 

This is a significant realization because it questions the effect friends have on one’s 

life in general.  Augustine’s early choice of friends leads him into a life of vice.  The 

fact that companionship has an impact on his moral decisions shows that Augustine 

values the companionship of his friends to a very high degree.  The support of his 

friends supersedes the morals of his being.  Augustine seeks to impress his friends 

even by fabricating vices he never committed.   

“What is more worthy of censure than vice?  Yet I went deeper into vice 
to avoid being despised, and when there was no act by admitting to 
which I could rival my depraved companions, I used to pretend I had 
done things I had not done at all, so that my innocence should not lead 
my companions to scorn my lack of courage” (Book II.7). 
 

This passage provides a valuable insight into Augustine’s pride.  In order to 

maintain a high standing among his base friends, Augustine chooses to sacrifice 

truth.  It is evident in this instance that pride is Augustine’s driving force.  It even 

seems that Augustine was more in love with his pride than with the debauchery.  



 
 

16 
 

Augustine’s fabrication of sins indicates that his actions were dictated by the will of 

the mass rather than his own.  In this way, Augustine’s choice of friends ultimately 

results in a choice of lifestyle.  Augustine seeks to appear baser in order to impress 

his friends.  His pride is satisfied merely by the external appearance of vice.  A vice 

in itself, pride, leads Augustine to other evils.   

 It is reassuring, perhaps, that Augustine didn’t actually desire the evil deeds 

in themselves.  If his pleasure had come from the doing of the evil deeds, then 

Augustine would have eagerly done them.  In the cases where he is accompanied by 

his friends, the excitement stems from the baseness of the act, and Augustine seeks 

to appear more despicable in order to impress them.  When he chooses to lie about 

other evil actions he supposed committed, Augustine is motivated by this same 

inordinate desire to impress his friends.  Lying is admittedly an evil in itself, but in 

this case, the importance of the lie is in the fact that Augustine has already stated 

that he wouldn’t have done the evil deeds without his friends.  Lying, then, is a way 

of maintaining high status among friends without doing the evil deeds themselves.  

In this way, it seems to be a lesser evil.  Augustine’s chief flaw is pride, which he 

allows to rule over his will. 

  After his conversion, Augustine might have entirely rejected human 

friendship in favor of divine friendship.  He does not do so, however.  Instead, he 

recognizes the different natures of human and divine friendship, while asserting the 

goodness of both.  In his early years, Augustine disregards divine friendship and 
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wraps himself fully in human friendship.  Augustine acutely feels this attachment 

when his friendships are ended by death. 

 Augustine describes his grief at the loss of a friend: 

“The life which we live in this world has its attractiveness because of a 
certain measure in its beauty and its harmony with all these inferior 
objects that are beautiful.  Human friendship is also a nest of love and 
gentleness because of the unity it brings about between many souls.  
Yet sin is committed for the sake of all these sins and others of this 
kind when, in consequence of an immoderate urge towards those 
things which are at the bottom of the scale of good, we abandon the 
higher and supreme goods, that is you, Lord God, and your truth and 
your law” (Book II.10). 
 

In this passage, Augustine shows that human friendship, beautiful and good as it is, 

cannot be substituted for divine friendship.  Sin comes about when one’s life is 

ordered according to the dictates of human friendship alone.  Human friendship is 

not rejected at any point in this passage, only the sin that arises from an inordinate 

focus on human friendship instead of friendship with God.  Human friendship is 

extolled as beautiful and harmonious union between souls as long as it is not 

unseemingly adored.  As a created being, man must realize the limits of his 

existence and not place value on creation which is due to God alone.     

 The limits of human friendship are illustrated by Augustine’s anguish at the 

death of friends.  Because Augustine has no concept yet of divine love, he chooses to 

immortalize his friendships on earth.  Death, however, breaks this hope for an 

eternal friendship on earth. 

“The reason why that grief penetrated me so easily and deeply was 
that I had poured out my soul on to the sand by loving a person sure to 
die as if he would never die.  The greatest source of repair and 
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restoration was the solace of other friends, with whom I love what I 
loved as a substitute for you” (Book IV.13). 

 
Augustine describes a never-ending cycle of sorrows in this passage.  When one 

friend dies, he turns to other friends to find the comfort and support that he lost.  

But all men die, so this cannot be a permanent solution: Augustine is not truly 

escaping the grief because there are now more friends to lose through death.  

Human friendship, therefore, cannot be a lasting means in man’s pursuit of 

happiness in this way.  Augustine is unable to recognize this during his younger 

years.   

 The peculiar nature true friendship on earth is illustrated by the friendship 

of Augustine’s mother even throughout Augustine’s wayward years.  The farther he 

strays from God, the more Monica loves him and prays for his salvation.  In his 

follies, Augustine does not acknowledge his mother’s concern for him.  At one point, 

Augustine deceives his mother when she tells him not to leave for Rome without 

her.  He lies to her, saying that he is merely saying goodbye to a friend who was 

leaving on the boat, but then leaves in the middle of the night for Rome.  Even after 

suffering this cruel deception, Monica does not abandon her entreaty to God for her 

son.  Her attitude shows the sublimity of her love for Augustine, a love that never 

ceases even when he does not respond to her love.  Her deep forgiving love is 

possible because of her great faith in God’s mercy.  She trusts completely in Him for 

the salvation of her son.   

 On one occasion, she is very distressed about Augustine’s Manichean 

pursuits.  She persistently entreats a learned bishop to convince her son of his 
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error.  The bishop knows that his words would not convince Augustine.  When 

Monica does not give up her tears, the bishop reassures her: 

 “Go away from me: as you live, it cannot be that the son of these tears 
should perish” (Book III.21). 
 

She believes his words to be heaven-sent and they greatly comfort to her in her 

sorrow.  She never wavers in her entreaties to God on her son’s behalf, so firmly 

does she believe in the value of prayer.  And yet, even though she is sure her son 

will come to the Truth, every instant that he remains in error gives her sorrow. 

“Moreover, because she felt certain that you were going to grant what 
remained, when you had promised the whole, very calmly and with her 
heart full of confidence she replied to me that she had faith in Christ 
that before she departed this life, she would see me a baptized Catholic 
believer…To you, fount of mercies, she redoubled her petitions and 
tears, begging that you would hasten your help” (Book VI.1). 
 

In Book IX of Confessions, Augustine gives an account of his mother’s life.  In this 

speech of praise, Augustine shows incredible insight into her life with God.  After 

Augustine’s conversion, he was very close to his mother and stayed by her until she 

died in peace soon after.  Monica does not fear being buried away from her home in 

Africa.  She knows that God would find her wherever she was.  Augustine thanks 

God for this last gift to Monica, who previously wanted to be buried beside her 

husband.  In death, the place of the body is insignificant when compared to the 

place of the soul.  Monica, ultimately realizes this: 

“Nothing is distant from God, and there is no ground for fear that he 
may not acknowledge me at the end of the world and raise me up.” 
(Book IX.28). 
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This simple belief is important for Monica because it shows that she no longer 

desires things of this earth.  Instead, she knows that the most important thing is to 

be with God in heaven, and the resting place of her corporeal body does not matter.  

Her dying wish is to be remembered at the altar of the Lord.   

 Monica’s love for Augustine, as well as her love for all people, provides an 

example of the proper way to be a true friend.  She loves in a very special way that 

allows her to continue loving when she had been wronged.  This is most expressed 

in her love for Augustine and her husband.  She suffers much under her husband 

because his infidelity and violent temper.  She never quarrels with him, though, for 

she believes that her marriage contract binds her to him in a special way.  In all of 

her trials, she seeks to act according to heavenly virtues and render everything to 

God to remedy.  Although her husband is quick to anger, she never opposes him, 

showing how humble she was in her love for her husband.  Consequently, he greatly 

respects her for virtue.  Most of all, she desires his conversion, which God grants to 

her before he died.  Monica’s love for God is actualized in her love for others, even in 

their error.  This is the way God transfigures human love with His love.  True love 

for earthly beings is only fulfilling when man loves them with respect to their 

connection with God.  This is where Augustine falls short in his love for his friends 

in youth; he loves them only as they existed for him at the present moment, in this 

life.  On the other hand, Monica loves Augustine because he belongs to God.  She 

will not rest until he becomes a believer.  

 “‘Happy is the person who loves you’(Tobit 12:18) and his friend in 
you, and his enemy because of you (Matt. 5:44).  Though left alone he 
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loses none dear to him; for all are dear in the one who cannot be lost.” 
(Book IV.14). 
 

Only in God does man find someone whom he can love with absolute abandon.  

Without God, man cannot find happiness in friends because they are mortal.  In 

short, human friendship is a lower good than friendship with God because it 

depends on friendship with God for its lasting goodness. Before Augustine comes to 

God, at the death of one of his friends, he describes how he was unable to have 

proper human love that realizes its bounds.  Augustine describes humanity in an 

unusual way here, showing how man is easily distressed by events that are part of 

mortal life.    

“I did not wish to live with only half of myself, and perhaps the reason 
why I so feared death was that then the whole of my much loved friend 
would have died.  What madness not to understand how to love human 
beings with awareness of the human condition!  How stupid man is to 
be unable to restrain feelings in suffering the human lot!” (Book IV.11-
12). 
 

Augustine relates his distress as particularly absurd because it stems from ignoring 

man’s mortality.  While grief is natural on the occasion of the death of a friend, 

Augustine’s grief is perverted in the sense that it drives him to fear his own death.  

He is so close to his friend that, with his friend’s death, Augustine’s life seemed to 

be half-full.  Augustine sheds more light on the pursuit of happiness as a human 

being.  Man as man must realize his condition and pursue his happiness in the way 

which is limitless: 

“But it[life] is only as it is related to him[God] that it is good and 
sweet.  Otherwise it will justly become bitter; for all that comes from 
him is unjustly loved if he has been abandoned…Seek for what you 
seek, but it is not where you are looking for it.  You seek the happy life 
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in the region of death; it is not there.  How can there be a happy life 
where there is not even life?” (Book IV. 18). 
 

In this passage, Augustine delineates the proper way to seek happiness on earth, 

namely, to seek it from heaven.  Because the created world finds its being in God, 

man must recognize this origin and love it because of its origin.  As soon as he 

dissociates created beings from God, man can only find comfort in their weakness.  

This solace is short-lived, however, because these created beings do not inherently 

possess eternity. 
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Chapter V 
On God’s eternal nature and how this affects Truth 

and 
The discussion at hand begins to conclude 

 
“When people see these things with the help of your Spirit, it is you 
who are seeing in them.  When, therefore, they see that things are 
good, you are seeing that they are good.  Whatever pleases them for 
your sake is pleasing you in them.  The things which by the help of 
your Spirit delight us are delighting you in us.” (Book XIII.46)  
 

When man sees creation with God’s eyes, it is God who is pleased by it.  Without the 

connection to God, man sees only the material good, instead of the eternal good.  

This inadequacy of material things is observed in Augustine’s painful state of 

inaction, when he is unable to reject his life of sexual pleasure until he “put on 

Jesus Christ” and become transformed by His grace: 

“A body composed of its constituent parts, all of which are beautiful, is 
far more beautiful as a whole than those parts taken separately the 
whole is made of their well-ordered harmony, though individually the 
constituent parts are also beautiful” (Book XIII.43).  
 

A well-played single note can be beautiful on its own, but when it is combined with 

other notes into melodic song, the beauty of the resulting harmony surpasses it in 

splendor.  When man beholds creation without acknowledging its Creator, he sees 

just one part of God, His works; the natural material world presents only vain joys, 

which provide no lasting consolation. 

“My weight is love.  Wherever I am carried, my love is carrying me.  By 
your gift we are set on fire and carried upward upwards: we grow red 
hot and ascend…There[the house of the Lord] we will be brought to our 
place by a good will, so that we want nothing but to stay there forever” 
(Book XIII.10).   
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In the beginning, Augustine’s love keeps him tied to the material world.  It is only 

after he experiences the grace of God that he is able to understand a love that is 

eternal.  The passage above describes the happiness that comes from an eternal 

love.  At the very instant of Augustine’s conversion, he has no doubt of what he 

should do; the only doubt was in respect to how he could do it.  His whole being, 

which included his intellect and his will, is convinced and desires to convert, yet he 

still hesitates because he doesn’t know how he can give up his old life.  He is 

weighed down by his love for worldly things.  Not only is Augustine held by his 

sexual habit, but he finds it difficult to accept Christ’s humanity and its importance 

to an eternal happiness for mankind.  When man becomes transformed through 

grace and submits to God’s will, his mutable will becomes superseded by an 

unchanging eternal will.  In God’s Love, man’s love is transfigured so that man 

loves the eternal Good instead of lesser material goods.      

“Our good is life with you forever, and because we turned away from 
that, we became twisted.  Let us return to you that we may not be 
overturned.  Our good is life with you and suffers no deficiency (Ps. 
101:28); for you yourself are that good.  We have no fear that there is 
no home to which we may return because we fell from it.  During our 
absence, our house suffers no ruin; it is your eternity” (Book IV.31). 
 

Above, Augustine forms a definition of the good for mankind, life with God.  

Augustine captures the essence of his folly and describes the importance of 

God’s eternity in relation to that folly.  This is sheds more light on the 

question concerning man’s freewill under God’s eternal Will.  In Augustine’s 

analogy of man’s heavenly home, this home applies to all people for all time.  

If this were not the case, then the homes would not be eternal but instead 
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would only be made when deserving parties were ready to dwell in them.  But 

instead, even when man is far away from God, there is still a home for him in 

God’s eternal Love.  It is God’s Will for man to inherit this eternal home. 

 In striving for excellence, if man neglects the excellence in his souls, 

his efforts are incomplete.  Human mortality is the limit to this pursuit.  Man 

encounters rank evils alongside beauteous creations of nature.  As soon as he 

disassociates his personal excellence from his inherent excellence as a created 

being loved by God he thinks his value comes from personal achievements.  

Once he neglects the excellence of his souls, he becomes unable to freely 

pursue any true excellences because he will be fettered down by vice.  

Excellence in the realm of mortals, when compared to eternal excellence, 

loses its value because it can only be, at most, a small part of the whole, a 

whole which is infinite. 

 In conclusion, I revisit Augustine’s confession stated at the beginning of this 

treatise. 

“My sin consisted in this, that I sought pleasure, sublimity, and truth 
not in God but in his creatures, in myself and other created beings.” 
(Book I.31).  
 

Have I come closer to understanding the implications of this sin?  In short, his “sin” 

led him to seek truth in many directions that could never render lasting truth to 

him.   He is dissatisfied with the Manicheans when they were not able to engage 

him at his intellectual level.  In turning to the Neo-Platonists, Plotinus in 

particular, Augustine is able to finally understand the value of an immaterial truth.  
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This realization is pivotal to his conversion because he previously held that created 

world and material things are the only source of happiness.  The pride that results 

from his exultation of earthly prowess is a great stumbling block as it keeps him 

focused on his own present perfection.  After his conversion, Augustine describes 

the new way in which he will use his personal perfections:   

“I thank you for your gifts.  Keep them for me, for in this way you will 
keep me.  The talents you have given will increase and be perfected, 
and I will be with you since it was your gift to me that I exist” (Book 
I.31). 
 

This passage shows the transformation that has occurred in Augustine with respect 

to his pride.  Instead of ignoring his achievements, Augustine gives thanks to God 

for giving him the life which has enabled Augustine to cultivate his talents. This is 

evidence of Augustine finding real Truth because, in this Truth, he abandons his 

pride.  In order to embrace Christ’s Church, Augustine must depend on God mercy.  

In Christ, Augustine finds the one person who has the power to save him.  Once 

Augustine believes in Christ’s humanity, he finds himself trusting in that 

Humanity to save his own humanity.  Before encountering Christ, Augustine has 

tried to exist through his own power.  By submitting to Christ, Augustine no longer 

has to rely on his pride for motivation.  Instead, Augustine uses his talent as an 

intellectual for the greater glory of God. 
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Epilogue the First 

 On Pride, the Enemy of Truth 
 

 What is the significance of man’s incessant search for Truth throughout the 

ages?  Could he be so misguided in believing there is such a thing as Truth if it 

really doesn’t exist?  Why does man strive for excellence if there is no standard to 

measure by?  Even if man is not able to understand Truth, there are dire 

consequences in denying its existence: Good and Evil become one and the same; 

Beauty becomes a meaningless term of relativity; Excellence must retire from its 

throne of glory.  Why does man have such trouble understanding Truth?  Perhaps 

Augustine can shed some light on this question.  He describes how man responds to 

truth: 

“They love truth for the light it sheds, but hate it when it shows them 
up as wrong (John 3:20; 5:35).  Because they do not wish to be deceived 
but wish to deceive, they love truth when it shows itself to them but 
hate it when its evidence goes against them” (Book X.34). 
 

What a paradox is man: on the one hand, placing truth as the highest good, and on 

the other, rejecting truth because of his pride in error.  Man is so enthralled by 

pride that he chooses to serve it instead of truth.  Pride enshrouds man to such an 

extent that he is not even able to recognize the truth when it shows itself to him.  In 

Augustine’s case, he rejects the gospels at first glance because of their humble style.  

Once he is convinced of the truth of God’s Word, however, it still rests with his pride 

to accept Christ as his Savior by surrendering himself to His Mercy.  Ultimately, he 

must admit that he is not all-powerful, that he is not able to render himself happy 

on his own, that he will never understand truth on his own, and that there is 
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someone who is able do all this for him, someone who is exists outside of time, has 

no association with evil, someone who is Truth itself. 

 Why is man willing to sacrifice truth in order to satisfy his pride?  Does he 

not realize that pride makes him incapable of true love?  With pride ruling his every 

action, man is unable to detach from his selfish motives, thus rendering him an 

ultimate non-man.  This non-man is capable of happiness only through his own 

excellence.  He strives unceasingly towards perfection in as many ways as he can.  

He sees the beauty of the world and seeks to add to this material beauty.  He learns 

to value his intellect and any other natural talents because by them he can set 

himself above others.  He rejects love in favour of lustful pleasure, which doesn’t 

require any self-sacrifice.   This happy life might, in the best case, continue until 

death.  But where then is this non-man?  In death, he is separated from all those 

things which brought him happiness.  He is no longer together with his body, the 

measurer of his pleasure.  His cleverness is without any means of expression.   In 

life, he had dictated his own truth, as he believed in his own “excellence” as the 

highest good.  This truth, however, perishes together with the body in death 

because the truth was not founded in something outside of this material realm.  At 

this point, I look to Augustine again: 

“Unless we believed what we were told, we would do nothing at all in 
this life” (Book VI. 7). 
 

The simple and practical genius in this quote lies in its universality.  Augustine, 

himself, provides an example in the fact that he firmly believes in the persons of his 

parents, a fact which he could have never proved for himself; he must accept it by 
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means of faith.  This faith is what is lacking when man becomes a god to himself 

and, in his pride, shuts out all others.  Unfortunately, this makes it very difficult for 

him to maintain his “excellence” after death because he is no longer part of the 

material world.  The faith that Augustine describes above is only possible in 

humility for it necessitates trust in another being.  For this reason, believing 

creates vulnerability in the believer.  Belief is, while necessary, a highly dangerous 

thing and should not be taken lightly.   
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Epilogue the Second 
An Exploration of Human Perfection 

  
 In considering human perfection, it seems fitting to look to Mary, the Mother 

of God, as our special case.  This will hopefully be helpful in understanding the 

presence of evil in the world.   

 Mary is full of grace and free from original sin.  Her glory comes from her 

complete faith in God and submission to His Will.  Like Adam and Eve, she came 

into being free from original sin.  While they didn’t resist the snares of the evil one, 

she remained untainted from sin for her entire life.  Adam and Eve fell from their 

blessed life because they chose to succumb to pride, and sinned against their God.  

Mary, endowed with the same free will as Adam, Eve, and the whole human race, 

remained free from sin all her life.  Unlike Adam and Eve, Mary never betrayed the 

grace that God gave to her from the beginning of time.   

 At the pivotal moment of the Annunciation, when the Angel Gabriel tells her 

of God’s plan, Mary trusts in God and unites her will to His Will, and became the 

Mother of God.  Even though Mary remained free from all sin, she was not free from 

sorrow.  Her sorrow was, most probably, greater than any other human’s for she 

was so close to God that she was saddened by all the evil in the world.  Her greatest 

sorrow, witnessing the death of her Son, brought about the salvation of the entire 

world.  This shows how even the greatest evil can bring about tremendous good.  

The fall of Adam brings about the coming of Christ.  The death of Christ results in 

the salvation of man.   
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 But still, Mary is sad.  Even though she is so close to God and not tainted by 

any sin, she sorrows at the evil present in the world.  Her perfection is evidence, in 

part, by the cause of her sorrow.  While every man experiences sadness, this is often 

caused by lesser reasons because his will is drawn between several desires.  

Because Mary perfectly aligned her will with God’s Will her sorrow is not tainted by 

worldly values.  Her perfect sorrow demonstrates how man can react to evil.  While 

the rest of mankind cannot boast being free from sin, they can still learn from Mary.  

When God tells Mary that she is to be the Mother of His Son, Mary, with sublime 

humility, answers, 

“I am the handmaid of the Lord, be it done to me according to your word.”  
(Luke 1:38) 
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