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“Take and read”. “Wherever one finds truth, it is the Lord’s”. “You have made us for yourselves O Lord, and our hearts are restless until they find their rest in thee”. These sayings—and many others—come from the pen of Aurelius Augustinus, known to us today Augustine. Unarguably one of the greatest theologians in the history of the Christian church, and arguable the most significant. Who was this man whom Henry Chadwick could call “the greatest figure of Christian antiquity”? 
Augustine (A.D. 354-430) is what we today call a “Western” theologian—in that he spoke and wrote in Latin, and geographically lived and worked in the western half of Christendom. He was born in the small town of Thagaste in northern Africa on November 13, 354 (present day Souk-Ahras, in Algeria). Augustine’s father Patricius does not appear to have been a Christian, but he was committed to his son, and to providing a good education for him. Augustine’s mom was indeed a confessing Christian, and is portrayed by Augustine as zealously committed to her son’s spiritual well-being, and as praying fervently for him during his rather debauched youth. 
It is difficult to come to terms with Augustine’s “life” without having some understanding of his own spiritual, theological, and philosophical pilgrimage, as well as the key controversies which mark his life. So, we will at times in this essay take some forays into the very interesting array of spiritual, theological, and philosophical issues which mark Augustine’s life, and the key controversies which indelibly marked Augustine’s life.
Augustine was classically educated, in that he studied the trivium—the “language arts” of grammar, logic or dialectic, rhetoric (i.e., the “three ways” of the classical liberal arts; the quadrivium would be the “four ways”, or the mathematical arts, consisting of and consist of geometry, arithmetic, music and astronomy). He studied in Madauros (near Thagaste), then after a year of idleness in Thagaste (369-70), he moved to Carthage for further study (370-73). It is here that Augustine that discovered a work by the 1st century B.C. Roman orator and statesman, Cicero: Hortensius. Interestingly, this text ignited a love for wisdom in Augustine. In God’s mysterious and sovereign way, he used this Roman orator as one piece of the mosaic of Augustine’s life that would culminate in a life devoted to the love of wisdom.
It was also in Carthage that Augustine encountered the Manicheans, and would “join” them. The Manicheans were a dualistic and gnostic sect which had its origins in the third-century A.D. in Persia (modern day Iran), with man named Mani. Augustine would remain enmeshed in Manichaeism for nine years. The Manicheans believed that at one point Spirit and Matter, Good and Evil, Light and Dark, had all been separated from one another. However, these things had become mixed together, and our current world is a mixture of Spirit and Matter, Good and Evil, and Light and Dark. And this dualism runs through the heart of all things—including human beings. Hence, “salvation” is to be released or rescued from materiality, which was considered to be intrinsically evil—hence the gnostic flavor to Manicheism, since Gnosticism posits that physical “stuff” is inherently bad or evil. Augustine became disillusioned with Manicheism, especially after a leader of the Manicheans was unable to satisfactorily some of Augustine’s intellectual dilemmas. 
In Carthage Augustine would also take a mistress, or a concubine. They would have one 
child together, a son named Adeodatus (Latin for “given by God”), who was born in 372.  
Augustine spent a year in Rome (383-84), and then went to Milan, where he met Ambrose, the bishop of Milan. In Milan Augustine would serve as a teacher of rhetoric. Ambrose would influence Augustine greatly. Besides Ambrose, Augustine came into an influential circle of friends, and discovered the libri platonicorum (the books of the Platonists). If we think of Cicero’s Hortensius and Manicheism as the first two most important intellectual influences in Augustine’s life, then the books of the Platonists would be the third, sequentially. Augustine refers to this discovery explicitly in his Confessions. Augustine is referring to the “Neo-Platonists”, a development or form of Platonism seen in thinkers like Plotinus (A.D. 204-270) and Porphyry (A.D. 234-305). Neo-Platonism is “platonic” in that it privileges the immaterial over the material, but unlike Manicheism it does not see the material world as inherently evil. Thus, neo-platonism seems to have given Augustine some tools, or at least a viable framework, for thinking of the created order as good—an affirmation which would of course be necessary as Augustine worked out his own theological convictions. Augustine would write in Confessions that he was “on fire” reading the books of the Platonists. While Augustine would labor to extricate himself from those aspects of Neoplatonism which were less-friendly to Christian belief, he arguably never fully extricated himself from Neoplatonism as a system or worldview.
 
In 385, Augustine’s mom Monica arranged a marriage for Augustine. For Monica, Augustine was destined for great things, and his current concubine simply would not do. Augustine ultimately sent his mistress/concubine back to North Africa, but Adeodatus stayed with Augustine. The marriage planned by Monica never took place. The young woman Monica had chosen was indeed rather young, and thus it would be a while before the marriage could take place. But the marriage never did occur, and Augustine remained single for the rest of his days. 
But perhaps Augustine’s time in Milan is most remember for his conversion, which takes place in a garden in that Italian city (A.D. 386). Augustine offer his own “spiritual autobiography” in his Confessions. Augustine for a time had certain intellectual or even aesthetic quibbles with the Christian faith. For example, the Old and New Testament seemed rather crude, and lacking in classical form. Should not the very Word of God be written in a grander form? And what about evil? If the Christian God is truly all-powerful and all-good, how does one explain evil? But over time these intellectual or aesthetic objections were resolved for Augustine. But such a resolution only revealed that Augustine’s objections to Christianity were deeper than even he had initially grasped. Augustine came to realize that he did not believe in Christianity because he did not want to believe. Readers are encouraged to read book (=chapter) eight of Confessions. Augustine recounts that he was like someone asleep and wants to wake up, but simply “cannot” wake up. Augustine can even pray: ““Grant me chastity and self-control, but please not yet” (Confessions 8.7.17). Augustine’s writing in book eight of Confessions is likely reckoned one of the most classic conversion stories in the history of the Christian faith. To make things worse, Augustine heard that Victorinus (a significant intellectual) had converted to Christianity. And so had Augustine’s friend Alypius. Thus, Augustine’s spiritual lethargy was now compounded with a kind of perverse jealousy!
In the midst of this Augustine, while in the garden Milan, hears voices saying “Take, read!” (tolle lege). Augustine looks around to try and see who is speaking. Is this some sort of children’s game? But Augustine could find no source for the voices. But he looks next to him on a bench and finds a Bible, and turns to Romans 13, where he reads: “Not in riots and drunken parties, not in eroticism and indecencies, not in strike and rivalry, but put on the Lord Jesus Christ and make no provision for the flesh in its lusts” (Rom. 13:13-15). Augustine writes in Confessions: “I neither wished nor needed to read further. At once, with the last words of this sentence, it was as if a light of relief from all anxiety flooded into my heart. All the shadows of doubt were dispelled” (Confessions 8.12.29). 

After his conversion, Augustine resigned from teaching rhetoric. He and his mother and brother (Navigus), and some friends, moved to Cassiciacum (a small town outside Milan). This was to be a place for friends to live and discuss central philosophical issues. Three key works from Augustine emerged from this time: Against the Sceptics, The Happy Life, and On Order). But this (hoped for) idyllic existent was not to last. Augustine returned to Milan (early 387), and was baptized by Ambrose. Augustine and his family and friends left Milan to head to Africa (summer or early autumn 387), stopped in Ostia for a while (where Monica died). Augustine has his entourage actually went to Rome instead of Africa, where Augustine wrote the anti-Manichean polemical works: Morals of the Catholic Church and Morals of the Manicheans. Works such as The Greatness of the Soul and (parts of) On Free Will were written during this time (387-388). In the fall 388 Augustine and his son, Adeodatus, returned to Africa.

During his initial time in Africa Augustine wrote On True Religion (where Augustine explores the importance of “happiness” in the life of a person) and The Teacher (where Augustine explores how to think about “signs”—a concern which shows up often in Augustine, including in his work On Christian Doctrine). In 391 Augustine was visiting Hippo. While at the church in Hippo the congregation surrounds him and virtually “forces” him to accept the role of priest. It seems that this was an act of passionate persuasion rather than force! The bishop of Hippo, Valerius, was older, and the church thought Augustine would be a wonderful successor. Augustine and Valerius served together until 395 or 396, at which time Augustine was ordained as bishop of Hippo. 
Like many leaders in church history, Augustine wanted time to read and write. But this was not to be—at least not in the sense of a leisurely life. Augustine served as bishop until he died in 430—about 35 years. It is important to remember that during those 35 years he was a busy pastor. He performed weddings, counseled persons, advocated for his people with the civil authorities, etc. His literary output is astounding, all the more given that he spent almost the last half of his life as in pastoral ministry. And part of his pastoral ministry was responding to a number of doctrinal controversies, and requests for pastoral, biblical, and theologian insight on a number of issues.

It was during his years in Hippo that Augustine lived through, worked through, and wrote through three different key controversies, which are helpful ways of grasping something of his life and significance: 
(1) The Pelagian controversy, centering on the nature of sin and grace; 
(2) The Donatist controversy, centering on the nature of the Church—and ultimately of the sacraments;
(3) The Pagan controversy, resulting in Augustine’s magnum opus, The City of God—dealing with (virtually!) everything, and originating in pagan criticisms that the invasion of Rome by Alaric and the Visigoths (A.D. 410) was due to Rome’s rejection of their traditional pagan gods and embrace of Christianity,
The Pelagian Controversy

Augustine is often called—rightly—the “Doctor Grace”. This title is a fair one, and might be said to have emerged in history because of a prolonged literary battle with a British monk named Pelagius, and his intellectual heirs, persons we generally label “Pelagians”. Indeed Augustine would be battling various Pelagians until the day he died. Pelagius was a monk who was zealous for moral reform in the church, and seems to have thought that Augustine might be an ally. But Pelagius heard a few lines from Augustine’s Confessions which concerned him greatly:

“My entire hope is exclusively in your very great mercy. Grant what you command and command what you will. . . . O love, you ever burn and are never extinguished. O charity, my God, set me on fire. You command continence; grant what you command, and command what you will”. (Confessions 10.29.40)     

Such language concerned Pelagius significantly. Could it be the case that it is God who must grant the ability to obey God’s commands? Even if Augustine, at the time of writing Confessions (sometime between A.D. 397-400) had not worked out in detail all the implications of these lines, he would certainly work these issues out in the thirty or so years following Pelagius’ discovery of Augustine’s teaching. 

Pelagius’ teachings can be grasped through his commentary on Romans (one can purchase it today), or even in a quite revealing “Letter to Demetrius”. Augustine lists seven key tenets of Pelagianism, culled from the Pelagian Caelestius (these can be found in Augustine’s The Deeds of Pelagius, 11.23. These are Augustine’s summary from a 411 or 412 Council of Carthage):
(1) ‘Adam was created mortal so that he would die whether he sinned or did not sin.’ 

(2) ‘The sin of Adam harmed him alone and not the human race.’ 

(3) ‘The law leads to the kingdom just as the gospel does.’ 

(4) ‘Before the coming of Christ there were human beings without sin.’ 

(5) ‘Newly born infants are in the same state in which Adam was before his transgression.’ 

(6) ‘The whole human race does not die through the death or transgression of Adam, nor does the whole human race rise through the resurrection of Christ.’

In short, there is no real connection between a person living today and Adam. Hence, you and I come into the world with neither guilt nor corruption, as for example would have said. To make sense of this Pelagius has to say Adam was created mortal—hence severing the Pauline (1 Cor. 15 and Rom. 5) connection between sin and death. In fairness to Pelagius himself, it is reported that he actually denied #3 above. Thus rather than saying there were sinless human beings before the time of Christ, he wants to say it is theoretically possible that someone could live a life without sin. In fact no one does, but it would be possible, Pelagius holds, for no one is actually born sinful or guilty or corrupted by sin. It would be worth the reader’s time to simply read slowly and carefully the six Pelagian points above to grasp the significance of this challenge. To understand Augustine’s response to Pelagius, we will lay out in general terms Augustine’s understanding of grace and salvation.
First, Augustine emphasizes that there is a true and important distinction between pre-fall man and post-fall man. Pelagius denies this, while for Augustine this distinction is utterly central. Pre-fall man is posse non peccare (able not to sin) and posse peccare (able to sin). That is, pre-fall man is both able not to sin and able to sin. After the fall, there is a fundamental change in man. Man is still able to sin, but lacks the ability not to son. This does not mean man sins as much as could conceivably be committed. But nonetheless: fallen man does sin. This is now a part of who he is.
Second, Augustine affirms—contra Pelagius—that there is a real connection between all post-Adam man and Adam himself. That is, all persons who descend from Adam are “sons” of Adam. Whether one emphasizes the more biological or “realistic” sense of Adam’s headship (the idea, as older theologians could say, that we were “in his loins”), or the notion that Adam represented us in a more legal or covenantal sense (a sense which develops more fully in Western Reformational theology), it is the case that we today are caught up in Adam’s transgression, and come into the world both corrupted, creatures who die, and guilty. The Reformers will follow Augustine here, while the Eastern Orthodox deny that we are guilty in Adam.

Third, Augustine affirms that man—even before conversion—has “free will”: “We do by our free will whatsoever we know and feel to be done by us only because we will it” (City of God XIII.14). Nonetheless, Augustine does affirm “free will” in this sense. But at times Augustine can speak more negatively of “free will”: “I have tried hard to maintain the free choice of the human will, but the grace of God prevailed” (in Augustine’s Reconsiderations, or Retractationes, to To Simplicianus).  It appears that Augustine is saying that we are free to what we want, but we are not free to change our wants! And especially in terms of salvation, before conversion we will not, simply flowing from our own wills, turn to God for salvation.

Thus, fourth, Augustine affirms that there is a priority and an efficacy to the grace of God in terms of salvation. Thus, it is God’s grace which so powerfully and mysteriously works, such that a person wants to believe—savingly. For Augustine, it is always God’s grace which leads to human response, and this includes the response of initial saving faith. It is certainly the person who must believe, but is God’s grace which leads to human response: “This, then, is the choice of God of which he said that he cooperates in all things for the good with those who have been called according to choice (Rom 8:28). Subsequently grace, of course, helps the good choice of a human being, but that choice would not even exist if grace did not precede it. Although, once the desire of a human being, the desire which is called good, has begun to exist, it is helped by grace, it does not, nonetheless, begin to exist without grace” (Against Two Letters of the Pelagians 2.22). And grace is efficacious. That is, it brings about the response of saving faith. Thus, Augustine writes: “But everyone who has learned from the Father not only has the possibility of coming, but actually comes! And in this result are already included the use of the capacity , the affection of the will, and the effect of the action” (On the Grace of Christ and Original Sin 1.27). Likewise: “Again, it is certain that when we act, we are the ones who act. But it is God who causes us to act, by applying efficacious powers to our will . . . “ (On Grace and Free Will 32).
Fifth, Augustine affirmed that God’s grace in the life of a Christian is desire-transforming and life-transforming. Without denigrating a proper sense of “duty,” the Christian life for Augustine is much more than simply “doing one’s duty”. One obeys the Lord because one wants to, and the life of faith-filled obedience is—ultimately—the most joyous life possible. Augustine writes: “The true meaning of grace, however, is the love that God breathes into us, which enables us with a holy delight to carry out the duty that we know” (Against Two Letters of the Pelagians 4.11). Indeed: “the blessing of sweetness is the grace of God by which he brings it about in us that we find delight in and we desire, that is, that we live, what he commands us” (Against Two Letters of the Pelagians 21).
Sixth, the Christian is one who perseveres, and perseverance is itself a gift of God’s grace. As Augustine writes: “the grace of God both for beginning and for persevering up to the end is not given according to his most hidden and at the same time most just, most wise, and most beneficent will” (The Gift of Perseverance 13.33).
The Donatist Controversy

The historical roots of Donatism are to be found in the persecution of Christians that took place under the emperors Diocletian and Maximian between from 303-305 A.D.  During these times of persecutions some persons ultimately renounced the faith to evade persecution, while other Christians endured persecution—at times to the point of death.  But what should be done—if anything—with “traitors” who succumbed to the temptation to renounce the faith, or to hand over copies of Scripture to the authorities to be burned (or even assist the authorities in other ways) after the persecution had ended?


It might be a bit challenging for the modern reader immediately to see exactly what the problem is with Donatism.  The Christian church has always contained within her various renewal movements desiring to call the Church back to her true calling, back to her “first love.”  The heart of the issue concerns the status of the ministry of those persons who had been traditores, “traitors” (the “hander-overs” during the time of persecution).  If one had been ordained or baptized by such a “traitor,” did one’s ordination or baptism “count,” the Donatists did not recognize such ordination nor such baptisms.  Thus, the Donatists did not recognize the ordination of someone ordained by a “traitor,” and would require re-baptism for persons who had been baptized by a traitor.  Such questions are at least the most pressing and practical questions that emerge in light of a “purifying” movement like Donatism.


Augustine engaged in persuasion and activism and force do try and quell the Donatist movement, and to attempt to win the Donatists back to the traditional Catholic church, we are concerned more here with his theological response.  Most significantly, while the Donatists would argue for a “pure” church, Augustine would argue for a “mixed church” in the here now, and he utilized the parable of the wheat and  tares (Matthew 13:24-30) to illustrate that God will separate believer and unbeliever at some future date.  It can be argued that for Augustine only believers in Christ can truly be considered part of the Church, but there is little benefit in making hard and fast judgements in the present on who is truly a member of the body of Christ and who is not.


But perhaps most important for grasping Augustine’s understanding of the sacraments (and for getting a sense of his influence on the Western tradition that follows him), it is important to grasp what Augustine said about the efficacy of the sacraments.  For the Donatists, a significant moral failing (i.e., having been a “traitor” during persecution), rendered that minister’s former (and present) priestly work (baptism is particularly in view here) null and void.  What is Augustine’s response?  Augustine will argue that the efficacy of the sacraments does not in fact depend on the moral or spiritual state of the priest, because the real or ultimate minster ministering the sacrament is Christ himself, who ministers through the “lower” or earthly minister.  Augustine writes that the person “whom a drunkard baptized, or those whom a murderer baptized, those whom an adultery baptized, if it were the baptism of Christ, were baptized by Christ” (Tractates on the Gospel of John 5.18). Augustine continues: “Jesus, therefore, is still baptizing; and so long as we continue to be baptized, Jesus baptizes.  Let a man come without fear to the minister below; for he has a Master above” (Tractates on the Gospel of John 5.18).
The Challenge of Pagans

Aside from Confessions, the book for which Augustine is most known is undoubtedly City of God.  In 410 Alaric and the Visigoths had invaded Rome and captured the city. For some this was a cataclysmic event. How could Rome be successfully invaded by pagan invaders? If only Rome had not become Christianized, and had remained faithful to the Roman gods, such a tragedy would not have happened. At least this was the thinking of some. In light of such criticisms of Christians and their faith, Augustine began to write City of God. Written from 413-427 (finished just three years before Augustine’s death), City of God is undoubtedly Augustine’s magnum opus. 

Augustine takes the title from Psalm 87:3: “Glorious things are spoken of you, O city of God.” City of God can be divided into two broad sections. The first (Books 1-10) feature Augustine’s explicit refutation of the false teachings of the pagans. The second (Books 11-22) demonstrate the Christian faith’s truthfulness through a recounting of the origin, development, and end of the two cities. 


Books 1-10 (the first main division) can be a bit slow-going (at least it has been for this reader of Augustine), but is nonetheless worth the reader’s time. Here Augustine argues that the Christian faith does not in fact annul or even diminish a persons’ commitment to the city, or commonwealth (per certain pagan criticisms). Nor does Christianity’s emphasis on the unity of the human race as bearers of God’s image, as well as love for one’s enemies, necessarily weaken the Christian’s commitment to defend the city or commonwealth. Rather, the Christian faith (with Romans 13 in view) actually encourages, rather than discourages, a proper kind of patriotism.  Additionally, Christianity, with its strong emphasis on morality, helps establish a more just and stable social order. Among other responses, Augustine also teaches that Rome and Roman empire has been having a difficulty establishing justice and dealing with opponents long before Christianity began to be accepted by the Roman empire. In short: do not blame Christians for problems which existed long before Christians came along!

Books 11-22 recount the origin, development, and end of the two cities. But what are the two cities? The two cities are the city of God and the city of man. In short, the city of God consists of Christians and the city of man consists of those who will not believe in Christ. But there is some elasticity in how the terms are used. At times, the city of God and city of man seem to denote one’s ultimate destiny (the city of God) and one’s more mundane or earthly existence and associations (the city of man). Nonetheless, in the present these two cities both exist and are intermingled. The grow and develop throughout history. While Augustine of course affirms the providence of God, he cautions that we cannot guess God’s providence, and we should be hesitant about trying to say exactly what God is doing and why in history. 

What truly constitutes the two cities? Probably the best summary is found in 14.28 of City of God. “Two loves, then have made two cities.” These two loves are “love of self, even to the point of contempt for God,” and “love of God, even to the point of contempt for self.” The love of self consists of, or includes, a “lust for domination” (Latin: libido dominandi). On the other hand, the love God, “both leaders and followers serve one another in love, the leaders by their counsel, the followers by their obedience”.

In the beginning—in Genesis 1 and 2—there was just the City of God, although Augustine could say, at least in God’s foreknowledge, Adam “contained” the city of man within himself (City of God 12.27). With sin’s entrance into the world we have the entrance of the city of man into the world. The rest of what later theologians would call “redemptive history” really consists of the development and end of these two cities. Cain is highlighted as an early representative of the city of man, and such empires as Assyria, Babylon, and Rome are paradigmatic of the city of man. The city of God is seen as culminating in the Church, which fulfills the promises to Israel. The end of the city of man is destruction, and the citizens of that city will not reach the end of the city of God—which is the beatific vision, in which the citizens of the city of God will be able to see God. Augustine can write: “and along with the other great and marvelous discoveries which shall then kindle rational minds in praise of the great Artificer, there shall be the enjoyment of a beauty which appeals to the reason” (22.30).


Augustine will die  in 430, three years after City of God is published. He was a busy pastor (i.e., a bishop). Serge Lancel has commented that Augustine was no “egghead” theologian simply poring over texts and writing academic treatises. However, he did write some of the most significant theological treatises ever written. And he wrote them amidst the challenges of the busy life of a pastor. When he died he was still battling the Pelagians—in particular the feisty Julian of Eclanum (whom Lancel calls “this hotheaded youngster who could have been his son”). Augustine had Psalms hung on his wall in the room where he lay dying. Possidus (who wrote a biography of Augustine) write that Augustine “wept freely and constantly” as he read the Psalms. For good or for ill—and I think largely for good—the Reformation tradition is in a great debt to Augustine, who laid much of the doctrinal edifice for the later Western tradition. This is especially so in his doctrine of grace, of which legacy the Reformational churches can rightly claim to be the true heir. Western theology has justifiably been called a long series of footnotes to Augustine. The Reformation churches differ from Augustine at key points, but he nonetheless is a key theologian in our tradition—especially on the issues of God’s grace.
� In parts of this essay I have used/reworked material from my chapter, “Augustine,” in Bradley G. Green, ed., Shapers of Christian Orthodoxy: Engaging with Early and Medieval Theologians (Nottingham, UK:  Apollos; Downers Grove, IL, 2010), 235-92.








