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1 The Doctor of Grace and His Own Best Witness

When the Catholic Church begins its Catechism by teaching that the desire for God is written in the human heart, it
reaches almost at once for one man’s prayer. Paragraph 30 closes with the opening of Augustine’s Confessions: “You
are great, O Lord, and greatly to be praised: great is your power and your wisdom is without measure,” ending where
Augustine ended, with the sentence sixteen centuries have not worn out: “you have made us for yourself, and our
heart is restless until it rests in you” (CCC 30, citing Confessions 1.1.1). When Benedict XVI devoted five general
audiences of 2008 to a single Father, he introduced him as “the greatest Father of the Latin Church” and observed
that “all the roads of Latin Christian literature led to Hippo” (General Audience, 9 January 2008). The tradition’s
own shorthand for him, reported in the standard reference literature, is the Doctor of Grace.

No ancient life is better documented, and none is documented so dangerously. For the first thirty-three years the
principal witness is Augustine himself—not in a diary but in the Confessions, a prayer composed about a decade
after the events it narrates, by a bishop reading his past in the light of what God had made of it. For the clerical
decades there is a second witness of the first rank: Possidius, bishop of Calama, who lived with him “on terms of
intimate and delightful friendship, with no bitter disagreement, for almost forty years” and wrote his Life within a
few years of his death (Possidius, Vita 31). Around these two stand the letters, the sermons, the polemical treatises,
the acts of councils reported in them, and, at the end, the astonishing self-review called the Retractationes. The
problem of this biography is therefore not scarcity but perspective: nearly everything is testimony, and most of it is
testimony shaped by the subject’s own pen or his own household.

This study asks three questions. First, what can be established about the life—the African family, the unnamed
woman and the son, the Manichaean decade, the garden in Milan, the forced ordination, the two great African wars
over unity and grace, the death in a besieged city—when Augustine’s retrospective self-portrait, the contemporary
external witnesses, and the later legends are kept distinct? Second, what did the controversies actually cost and settle:
what the Donatist conflict did to his teaching on coercion (a change he himself documented with unusual honesty),
and what the Pelagian conflict fixed in the Church’s doctrine of grace? Third, how did the man become the memory:
the relics that ended at Pavia, the medieval doctorate, the Reformation’s contested claim to his authority, and the
modern scholarship that rebuilt the African context around the saint.

The method is that of the whole series: earliest controlled evidence first. The Confessions are treated throughout
as what they are—prayerful, retrospective, and selective self-presentation, contemporary to nothing they describe;
Possidius as a devoted eyewitness of the public man; the hagiography of the Middle Ages as evidence of memory, not
of events. Where the sources leave a gap—the concubine’s name, the exact year of the episcopal consecration, the
route of the relics—the gap is stated and left open. The terminal appendix gives the conventions, the chronology with
its bases, and the limits that govern every page.

2 Thagaste: A Family on the Edge of Two Worlds

2.1 Birth and household

Aurelius Augustinus was born on 13 November 354 at Thagaste in the Roman province of Numidia—the modern
Souk Ahras in Algeria—to Patricius, a pagan town councillor of modest means who became a catechumen late in life,
and Monica, a Christian from a Christian family (Benedict XVI, General Audience, 9 January 2008; Confessions
2.3.5–8, 9.9.19–22). Augustine himself calls his father “but a poor freeman of Thagaste” whose ambition outran his
purse: the funds for Carthage were found “rather by the determination than the means of my father,” whom the
neighbors praised for going “even beyond his means to supply his son with all the necessaries for a far journey for the
sake of his studies.” Augustine records the sacrifice and its limit in one sentence: “But yet this same father did not
trouble himself how I grew towards You, nor how chaste I was, so long as I was skilful in speaking” (Confessions
2.3.5). The household spoke Latin; Augustine mastered it completely, learned Greek reluctantly and imperfectly, and
never learned the Punic of the countryside (Benedict XVI, General Audience, 9 January 2008).

As an infant he was enrolled, in the African manner, as a candidate for baptism rather than baptized: “I was signed
with the sign of the cross, and was seasoned with His salt even from the womb of my mother, who greatly trusted
in You.” When as a boy he fell dangerously ill and begged for baptism, the rite was deferred lest post-baptismal
sin prove worse: “So my cleansing was deferred, as if I must needs, should I live, be further polluted” (Confessions
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1.11.17). The deferral was normal practice; Augustine the bishop recorded it with disapproval, and it set the shape of
his story—a Christian catechumen by cradle, a baptized Christian only at thirty-two.

2.2 The pear tree

Of the schooling at Thagaste and nearby Madauros the Confessions preserve the memories a penitent selects: beatings,
the seduction of pagan literature, weeping for Dido while ignoring his own soul. One episode from his sixteenth
year, an idle year at home while his father saved for Carthage, became the most famous minor theft in literature.
“I pilfered that of which I had already sufficient, and much better. Nor did I desire to enjoy what I pilfered, but
the theft and sin itself. There was a pear-tree close to our vineyard, heavily laden with fruit, which was tempting
neither for its colour nor its flavour”; he and his companions shook it down late at night and “carried away great
loads, not to eat ourselves, but to fling to the very swine, having only eaten some of them; and to do this pleased us
all the more because it was not permitted.” The grown man circles the memory for chapters, appalled at “having no
inducement to evil but the evil itself” (Confessions 2.4.9). The same book preserves the domestic texture of the year:
Patricius seeing his son at the baths and rejoicing at the prospect of grandchildren; Monica warning him “not to
commit fornication; but above all things never to defile another man’s wife” (Confessions 2.3.6–8).

The pear-tree episode is subject-authored evidence of class A: an event of c. 370 narrated c. 397–400 as a theological
set piece on the gratuity of sin. Its factual core—a boys’ theft of unwanted fruit—is unremarkable and uncontrolled
by any other witness; its enormous later fame belongs to the history of the Confessions’ reception, not to the
event. This study reports it as Augustine’s own confession, told for the purpose he states.

2.3 Carthage: the cauldron and the concubine

At about seventeen, funded by his father—whom Monica, “towards the end of his earthly existence, did. . . gain over
unto You,” and who died soon after (Confessions 9.9.22)—and by the patronage of the local magnate Romanianus,
Augustine went to Carthage to study rhetoric. His own retrospect opens with the sentence every biographer since has
quoted: “To Carthage I came, where a cauldron of unholy loves bubbled up all around me” (Confessions 3.1.1). The
reality the same book documents is more settled than the sentence. Within a year or so he had taken a concubine,
and he kept faith with her for some fourteen years: “In those years I had one (whom I knew not in what is called
lawful wedlock, but whom my wayward passion, void of understanding, had discovered), yet one only, remaining
faithful even to her” (Confessions 4.2.2). About 372 she bore him a son, Adeodatus —“the son of my sin,” as he later
wrote, and also, in the same breath, one of God’s good gifts (Confessions 9.6.14). Concubinage of this kind was a
recognized Roman institution for a rising man who expected one day to marry property; Augustine’s culpability, in
his own later judgment, lay not in scandal but in the divided will the arrangement embodied.

The woman’s name is unknown. Augustine, the only witness, never gives it—not at the union (Confessions 4.2.2),
not at the separation (6.15.25)—and no other ancient source supplies it. Every name in later fiction is invention.
The silence is itself evidence, though of what—discretion, shame, reverence, or rhetorical design—cannot be
determined, and this study asserts nothing about her beyond what the Confessions state.

2.4 The Hortensius

In his nineteenth year, “the ordinary course of study” brought him to a now-lost dialogue of Cicero exhorting the
reader to philosophy. “This book, in truth, changed my affections, and turned my prayers to Yourself, O Lord, and
made me have other hopes and desires. . . with an incredible warmth of heart, I yearned for an immortality of wisdom”
(Confessions 3.4.7). He turned to the Scriptures and bounced off them: to a connoisseur of Cicero “they appeared to
me to be unworthy to be compared with the dignity of Tully” (Confessions 3.5.9). The conversion to philosophy
without a Church prepared the next step, and Augustine took it promptly: “Therefore I fell among men proudly
raving, very carnal, and voluble, in whose mouths were the snares of the devil”—the Manichees (Confessions 3.6.10).
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3 The Manichaean Decade and the Road to Milan

3.1 Nine years a hearer

The Manichees offered the young rhetorician exactly what the Hortensius had made him want: a rational-sounding
wisdom, contempt for the crude Old Testament, a Christ without a Church’s discipline, and an explanation of evil
that left the self blameless—two eternal natures at war, with sin the work of the dark nature within. Augustine joined
as a “hearer,” the outer grade of the sect, and stayed for the length of his young manhood: “During this space of nine
years, then, from my nineteenth to my eight and twentieth year, we went on seduced and seducing, deceived and
deceiving, in various lusts” (Confessions 4.1.1). Through those years he taught—grammar at Thagaste, then rhetoric
at Carthage—chased “theatrical applauses, and poetic contests, and strifes for grassy garlands,” wrote a first book on
aesthetics (“on the fair and fit,” lost already in his own lifetime), studied the liberal arts and astrology, and buried a
friend at Thagaste whose death broke him: quoting a poet’s phrase, “Thou half of my soul,” he wrote, “I felt that my
soul and his soul were but one soul in two bodies; and, consequently, my life was a horror to me” (Confessions 4.6.11).
Monica, who had refused him her table when he first turned Manichee, was consoled by a dream in which a radiant
youth showed her that “where she was, there was I also” standing on the same wooden rule, and by a bishop’s weary,
famous reassurance: “Go your way, and God bless you, for it is not possible that the son of these tears should perish”
(Confessions 3.11.19–3.12.21).

3.2 Faustus: the disillusion

The sect’s promised rationality decayed on inspection. Augustine’s reading in the philosophers and astronomers taught
him that the Manichaean cosmology —sun, moon, and eclipses woven into a myth of light-particles—conflicted with
computable fact, and his co-religionists deferred every difficulty to a coming master: Faustus of Milevis, “a certain
bishop of the Manichæans . . . a great snare of the devil,” who reached Carthage in Augustine’s twenty-ninth year
(Confessions 5.3.3). The meeting is one of the great anticlimaxes of intellectual history. Faustus proved charming,
fluent, and untrained: “I discovered him first to know nothing of the liberal sciences save grammar, and that only in
an ordinary way”; asked the hard questions, “he very modestly did not dare to endure the burden” (Confessions
5.6.10–5.7.12). Augustine liked him and read literature with him, but the spell was broken: “all my endeavours
by which I had concluded to improve in that sect, by acquaintance with that man, came completely to an end”
(Confessions 5.7.13). He remained nominally attached—“as one who could find nothing better”—and drifted toward
the fashionable skepticism of the Academics.

3.3 Rome, a lie, and a chair in Milan

In 383 he sailed for Rome, where students were said to be better behaved and careers better made. Monica opposed
the move, and the departure scene in the Confessions is one of its most unsparing self-accusations: he told her he was
only seeing a friend off, left her praying through the night at the shrine of Saint Cyprian by the harbor, and slipped
away. “And I lied to my mother—and such a mother!—and got away” (Confessions 5.8.15). In Rome he lodged
with Manichaean contacts, fell dangerously ill, recovered, and discovered that Roman students cheated their teachers
of fees. So when Milan —then the imperial residence—asked Symmachus, prefect of the city and paganism’s most
distinguished spokesman, for a professor of rhetoric, Augustine competed, won, and went north at public expense
(Confessions 5.13.23). The post was a step below the court itself; a provincial of thirty stood suddenly within sight of
a governorship and a suitable marriage.

Milan gave him instead a preacher. “And to Milan I came, unto Ambrose the bishop. . . That man of God received me
like a father,” and Augustine, who went to church as one connoisseur auditing another, found the substance arriving
with the style: “While I opened my heart to admit how skilfully he spoke, there also entered with it, but gradually,
and how truly he spoke!. . . especially after I had heard one or two parts of the Old Testament explained, and often
allegorically—which when I accepted literally, I was killed spiritually” (Confessions 5.13.23, 5.14.24). Monica followed
him across the sea—“following me over sea and land, in all perils feeling secure in You”—and “found me in grievous
danger, through despair of ever finding truth”: no longer a Manichee, though “not yet a Catholic Christian,” a
catechumen again as in his cradle (Confessions 6.1.1).

3



4 Milan: Ambrose, the Platonists, and the Garden

4.1 The bishop and the mother

Ambrose was the first Christian intellectual Augustine could not condescend to, and also, to the young careerist’s
frustration, the first he could not get at: the bishop’s open door concealed him behind crowds of petitioners, and in
his rare quiet he read—silently, to Augustine’s fascinated puzzlement: “while reading, his eyes glanced over the pages,
and his heart searched out the sense, but his voice and tongue were silent” (Confessions 6.3.3). Monica, meanwhile,
became Ambrose’s devoted hearer. When the doorkeeper told her that the bishop had forbidden the African custom
of bringing cakes and wine to the martyrs’ shrines, she dropped the practice of a lifetime at once—a compliance at
which her son, telling it years later, still “marvelled” (Confessions 6.2.2).

The worldly plan meanwhile advanced to its cruelest transaction. A marriage was arranged—“a maiden sued who
wanted two years of the marriageable age; and, as she was pleasing, she was waited for”—and the concubine of some
fourteen years was sent away as “an impediment”: “my mistress being torn from my side. . . my heart, which clave to
her, was racked, and wounded, and bleeding. And she went back to Africa, making a vow unto You never to know
another man, leaving with me my natural son by her.” Augustine, unable to wait two years, “impatient of delay,”
took another woman in the interim (Confessions 6.13.23, 6.15.25). He tells the story against himself; the unnamed
woman’s vow, recorded in one subordinate clause, is the only window the sources open onto her own religion, and this
study draws no conclusion from it beyond what it says.

4.2 The books of the Platonists

Intellectually the last wall fell in stages. From Ambrose’s preaching he learned that Catholic faith did not mean the
crude literalism the Manichees mocked; from the Academics he had learned to doubt his doubt. Then, in 386, “You
procured for me, by the instrumentality of one inflated with most monstrous pride, certain books of the Platonists,
translated from Greek into Latin”—the Neoplatonist corpus, in Marius Victorinus’s Latin. In them he found, “not
indeed in the same words, but to the selfsame effect,” the eternal Word of John’s prologue, and the possibility of
conceiving God and evil without Manichaean matter: evil not a substance but a privation, the soul’s turning from the
better to the worse. What he did not find there became his permanent measure of the two wisdoms: “But that the
Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us, I read not there”—nor the humility of the Incarnation, nor grace, nor “the
tears of confession” (Confessions 7.9.13–14, 7.21.27). The Platonists showed him the fatherland from a mountaintop,
he later said; Paul, whom he now read seriously for the first time, showed the road.

4.3 Victorinus, Ponticianus, and the divided will

Book 8 of the Confessions narrates the last summer as a sequence of conversion stories aimed at a man already
convinced and still immobile. From the aged priest Simplicianus, Ambrose’s mentor, he heard how Marius Victorinus
himself—the very translator of “his” Platonist books, the most famous professor in Rome—had submitted to baptism
and, under Julian’s law against Christian teachers, laid down his chair. Then a court official, Ponticianus, visiting on
business, found a codex of Paul on the game table, and told the Africans of Antony of Egypt and of two imperial
agents at Trier who had read Antony’s Life and abandoned the service of the emperor for the service of God on the
spot (Confessions 8.2.3–5, 8.6.14–15). Augustine’s own analysis of his paralysis produced the most quoted prayer of
his youth: “But I, miserable young man, supremely miserable even in the very outset of my youth, had entreated
chastity of You, and said, Grant me chastity and continency, but not yet. For I was afraid lest You should hear me
soon, and soon deliver me from the disease of concupiscence, which I desired to have satisfied rather than extinguished”
(Confessions 8.7.17). The sentence is a bishop’s diagnosis of his younger self’s divided will, not a joke; its afterlife as
an epigram is treated with the other traditions in the reception section.

4.4 “Take up and read”

The crisis broke in the garden of the lodging he shared with his friend Alypius, most probably in August 386.
Augustine’s own account, written about a decade later, is the only witness, and it must be quoted rather than
summarized. Torn “in the most bitter contrition of my heart,” he had flung himself down “under a certain fig-tree,
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giving free course to my tears” and cried, “How long, how long? Tomorrow, and tomorrow? Why not now? Why is
there not this hour an end to my uncleanness?”

I was saying these things and weeping in the most bitter contrition of my heart, when, lo, I heard the
voice as of a boy or girl, I know not which, coming from a neighbouring house, chanting, and oft repeating,
“Take up and read; take up and read.” Immediately my countenance was changed, and I began most
earnestly to consider whether it was usual for children in any kind of game to sing such words; nor could
I remember ever to have heard the like. So, restraining the torrent of my tears, I rose up, interpreting it
no other way than as a command to me from Heaven to open the book, and to read the first chapter I
should light upon. For I had heard of Antony, that, accidentally coming in while the gospel was being
read, he received the admonition as if what was read were addressed to him. . . I grasped, opened, and
in silence read that paragraph on which my eyes first fell— “Not in rioting and drunkenness, not in
chambering and wantonness, not in strife and envying; but put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make not
provision for the flesh, to fulfil the lusts thereof.” No further would I read, nor did I need; for instantly,
as the sentence ended—by a light, as it were, of security infused into my heart—all the gloom of doubt
vanished away. (Confessions 8.12.28–29, quoting Romans 13:13–14)

He marked the place, told Alypius, and Alypius, reading on to “Him that is weak in the faith, receive,” applied
the next verse to himself and joined him. “Thence we go in to my mother. We make it known to her—she rejoices.
We relate how it came to pass—she leaps for joy, and triumphs, and blesses You”: the vision of the wooden rule,
Augustine adds, was fulfilled, “for she perceived You to have given her more for me than she used to ask” (Confessions
8.12.30).

The garden scene rests on a single witness narrating, about 397–400, an event of 386, in a work whose every scene
is theologically composed; its historicity has been a defined scholarly question since Pierre Courcelle’s studies of
1950–1963 argued that key elements—the fig tree with its Gospel resonance, perhaps the child’s voice itself—are
literary figuration. The debate is preserved in the standard commentary, which is used here as the reporting
witness: James O’Donnell’s notes on 8.12 observe, against reading the scene as fiction, that “it would be easier
to accept that the scene contains a heavy dose of consciously fictional elements (as opposed to a stylization of
historical ones) if Courcelle had adduced other passages where A. makes up pretty little scenes out of whole cloth
and passes them off as his own eyewitness testimony”; they record Courcelle’s own observation that Augustine’s
open comparison of himself to Antony tells in favor of historicity; and they cite A. Sizoo’s proposal that the chant
was a real child’s cry from a neighboring house. The debate is older than Courcelle: already in 1907 the Catholic
Encyclopedia was answering “certain critics”—Harnack and others—who held that the Confessions “projected
upon the recluse of 386 the sentiments of the bishop of 400” and that the garden witnessed “a conversion not
to Christianity, but to philosophy.” Augustine’s earliest writings, from Cassiciacum months later, mention no
garden, voice, or fig tree—an absence consistent both with literary construction and with the genre of philosophical
dialogue. This study therefore asserts what converges: a decisive resolution at Milan in late summer 386, issuing
at once in the renunciation of marriage and career; the scene’s detail is reported as Augustine’s own decade-later
account, neither certified nor dissolved.

5 Cassiciacum, Baptism, and Ostia

5.1 The philosophers’ autumn

Augustine did not resign theatrically. He decided “not tumultuously to snatch away, but gently to withdraw the
service of my tongue from the talker’s trade,” and since “there wanted but a few days unto the Vacation of the
Vintage,” he taught out the term and then quietly did not return (Confessions 9.2.2–4; failing lungs supplied a public
reason). With Monica, Adeodatus, Alypius, and a small company of kinsmen and pupils he withdrew to a friend’s
estate in the hills—“that country house at Cassiacum, where from the fever of the world we found rest in You,” lent
by the grammarian Verecundus (Confessions 9.3.5; the place, conventionally spelled Cassiciacum, is usually sought
near modern Cassago Brianza, without certainty). There, over the autumn and winter of 386–387, he produced his
first surviving works, the dialogues Against the Academics, On the Happy Life, and On Order, with the Soliloquies:
philosophical conversations in a Christian key, in which Monica takes part, the garden scene is never mentioned, and
the new convert appears as a gentleman philosopher retiring from rhetoric. The distance in register between these
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contemporary documents and the Confessions’ account of the same months is the standing laboratory of Augustine
scholarship; this study uses the dialogues for chronology and the Confessions for the inner history each genre was
built to carry.

5.2 Baptism

At the beginning of Lent 387 he returned to Milan and gave in his name as a competens. At the Easter Vigil—the
night of 23–24 April 387, as the official commemoration of the sixteenth centenary states it—Ambrose baptized
Augustine, Alypius, and Adeodatus together (John Paul II, Augustinum Hipponensem, 1986; Possidius, Vita 1). “We
took into our company the boy Adeodatus, born of me carnally, of my sin. . . He was barely fifteen years, yet in wit
excelled many grave and learned men,” Augustine wrote, adding of the son what he claimed of nothing else he made:
“of me was there naught in that boy but the sin” (Confessions 9.6.14). Adeodatus’s recorded conversation became the
dialogue On the Teacher ; he died young, within a few years of the return to Africa, at a date no source preserves.
“Quickly did You remove his life from the earth; and now I recall him to mind with a sense of security, in that I fear
nothing for his childhood or youth, or for his whole self,” is all his father says (Confessions 9.6.14).

5.3 The window at Ostia and the death of Monica

The party set out for Africa, and at Ostia on the Tiber, waiting for a ship, mother and son stood “alone, leaning in a
certain window, from which the garden of the house we occupied at Ostia could be seen,” and talked of the life of the
saints. The conversation Augustine reconstructs—“if not after this manner, and in these words”—climbs through
all created things, silences them, and touches for a moment what they speak of: “while we were thus speaking, and
straining after her, we slightly touched her with the whole effort of our heart; and we sighed. . . and returned to
the noise of our own mouth” (Confessions 9.10.23–26). Then Monica told him she was finished: “Son, for myself,
I have no longer any pleasure in anything in this life. . . There was indeed one thing for which I wished to tarry a
little in this life, and that was that I might see you a Catholic Christian before I died. My God has exceeded this
abundantly. . . what do I here?”

Within five days she took fever. She had always wished to be buried beside her husband at Thagaste; now, to her sons’
astonishment, she dismissed it: “Lay this body anywhere, let not the care for it trouble you at all. This only I ask,
that you will remember me at the Lord’s altar, wherever you be.” She died “on the ninth day, then, of her sickness, the
fifty-sixth year of her age, and the thirty-third of mine”—autumn 387, at Ostia (Confessions 9.11.27–28). Augustine
describes his grief with the same clinical honesty he turned on his sins: at the funeral his eyes, “by the violent control
of my mind, sucked back the fountain dry”—even the boy Adeodatus was checked in his wailing—and only later,
alone before God, did he let the weeping come (Confessions 9.12.29–33). The ninth book of the Confessions closes
with her memorial —the one place in all his works where her name appears, and that in the spelling the manuscripts
nearly unanimously give as Monnica (O’Donnell, commentary on Confessions 9.13.37).

5.4 Return and the community at Thagaste

The usurpation of Maximus and the war that followed closed the sea; Augustine wintered in Rome, writing against
the Manichees, and reached Africa only in 388. At Thagaste he sold his patrimony, gave the proceeds to the poor,
and settled “for almost three years” with like-minded friends, “in fastings and prayers and good works, meditating
day and night in the Law of the Lord” (Possidius, Vita 2–3). It was a lay community of Christian philosophers, not
yet a clergy house; from it came On True Religion and the finished On the Teacher. He was now a figure: baptized by
Ambrose, famous for his books, conspicuously not a cleric. Possidius preserves the detail that governed his travel
plans: knowing how congregations seized promising men, “while a layman he was careful. . . to withhold his presence
solely from those churches which had no bishops” (Vita 4). The precaution worked everywhere but once.
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6 Seized for the Altar: Presbyter and Bishop of Hippo

6.1 The ordination of 391

In 391 Augustine came to Hippo Regius, the port city two hundred miles from Thagaste, to recruit a friend for the
community—safe, he thought, because Hippo had a bishop. But the aged Valerius happened to preach that day
on the need for a presbyter, and the congregation knew who was standing among them. “The Catholics, already
acquainted with the life and teaching of the holy Augustine, laid hands on him—for he was standing there among
the people secure and unaware of what was about to happen. . . and, as is the custom in such cases, brought him to
the bishop to be ordained, for all with common consent desired that this should be done. . . and they demanded it
with great zeal and clamor, while he wept freely” (Possidius, Vita 4). Bystanders, Possidius adds, took the tears
for wounded pride—surely the famous convert wanted more than a presbyterate—and consoled him that the office
“was but little inferior to the bishopric”; Augustine himself later said he wept because he “apprehended the many
imminent dangers” of governing a church (Vita 4). Forced vocation of this kind was common in the African church;
what was uncommon was what the conscript did with it. His first letter as a cleric begs Valerius for a working delay:
knowing his “infirmity,” his duty is “to study with diligence all the remedies which the Scriptures contain for such a
case as mine, and to make it my business by prayer and reading” to become fit “for labours so responsible” (Letter
21, of 391). And he asked for his community: “Soon after he had been made presbyter he established a monastery
within the church and began to live with the servants of God according to the manner and rule instituted by the holy
apostles. The principal rule of this society was that no one should possess anything of his own, but that all things
should be held in common” (Vita 5). From that monastery, once its founder was a bishop, the African churches
“began to demand with great eagerness bishops and clergy”—“about ten men, holy and venerable, continent and
learned,” Possidius counts, himself among them, who in turn founded monasteries of their own (Vita 11).

Valerius, “a Greek by birth and less versed in the Latin language and literature,” then broke African custom
deliberately: he “gave his presbyter the right of preaching the Gospel in his presence in the church and very frequently
of holding public discussions—contrary to the practice and custom of the African churches. On this account some
bishops found fault with him” (Vita 7). The presbyter’s public debut in that role included a public disputation with
the Manichaean presbyter Fortunatus, whose teaching had “infected and permeated very many” at Hippo; Fortunatus,
unable to answer, “left the city of Hippo soon after and returned to it no more” (Vita 6).

6.2 Coadjutor bishop, 395/396

Fearing that some vacant see would steal his presbyter, Valerius arranged with the primate of Carthage to have
Augustine consecrated as his own coadjutor. When Megalius of Calama, primate of Numidia, came to Hippo, the
people acclaimed the plan; Augustine himself “refused to accept the episcopate contrary to the custom of the Church,
since his bishop was still living,” and yielded only when shown precedents “from the churches across the sea as well
as in Africa” (Possidius, Vita 8). Possidius then records, with a candor that marks his whole book, that Augustine
came to regret the arrangement and said so publicly: it should not have been done “because of the prohibition of the
Ecumenical Council of which he learned after his ordination. . . for that which he regretted to have had done in his
case he did not wish to have done to others” (Vita 8). Thirty years later, designating his own successor, Augustine
told his people plainly that he “did not know” the double episcopate “to have been forbidden by the Council of Nicaea”
and refused to repeat the mistake: Eraclius would remain a presbyter while Augustine lived (Letter 213, the recorded
acta of 26 September 426). Valerius died soon after, and Augustine held the see of Hippo for some thirty-four years.

The year of the consecration is not directly attested. Official reception states it as 395 (Benedict XVI, General
Audience, 9 January 2008: “Bishop from 395 to his death in 430”); the older reference chronology derives 396
from the Encyclopedia’s report that “he was then forty two”; modern accounts print 395 or 396. The event and
its irregularity are secure on Possidius’s witness; this study writes 395/396 and decides nothing further.

6.3 The working bishop

Possidius’s central chapters preserve, from forty years’ observation, the texture of an African episcopate: the daily
arbitration of lawsuits between strangers, which Augustine “regarded as a kind of conscription” (Vita 19); intercession
with the civil power for prisoners (Vita 20); garments, foot-wear, and bedclothing “modest yet sufficient—neither too
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fine nor yet too mean”; a table “frugal and sparing,” herbs and lentils with meat for guests and the weak, wine always,
silver spoons and earthen dishes (Vita 22); church business held at arm’s length, with no appetite for new buildings
and no acceptance of legacies that stripped a dead man’s children (Vita 23–24); and a household rule stricter than
the canons required: “No woman ever lived or stayed in Augustine’s house, not even his own sister,” a widow who
governed God’s handmaids, nor his brother’s daughters—not from suspicion, he explained, but because the women
who would necessarily accompany them might place “a stumbling-block or an occasion to fall. . . in the way of the
weak” (Vita 26). Preaching was the core of it, forty years of it, with stenographers turning the spoken word into
books as fast as he made it; and behind the preaching the correspondence—to officials, ladies, monks, pagans, Jerome
in Bethlehem (an exchange of famous prickliness on both sides), and eventually the whole Latin world.

7 The Donatist War: Unity and the Question of Coercion

7.1 A church against a church

When Augustine arrived in Hippo, the Catholic congregation there was the minority church. The Donatist communion—
born of the disputed episcopal election at Carthage after the Great Persecution, when opponents of the new bishop
Caecilian consecrated a rival on the charge that his consecrator had handed over the Scriptures—had held much of
African Christianity for eighty years. It was not a heresy in doctrine but a schism about purity: the true Church, on
the Donatist account, was the church of the martyrs, uncontaminated by communion with traitors, and Catholic
baptism was no baptism, to be repeated at conversion. Augustine made himself the schism’s chief opponent by every
means he possessed: treatises (On Baptism, Against the Donatists and a shelf of others), public debates with Donatist
bishops, conciliar strategy, and open letters. His constant theses: the Church before the judgment is a mixed body of
wheat and tares, holy in Christ and the sacraments rather than in the proven purity of its ministers; baptism belongs
to Christ, not to the minister’s merits, and is therefore valid even among schismatics though fruitless outside charity;
and a communion that had cut itself off from the whole world to keep Africa pure had made geography a mark of the
Church.

The conflict was not academic. Possidius describes the Circumcellions, the violent fringe of the Donatist movement,
making “daily and nightly attacks even upon the Catholic priests and ministers”: they “crippled many of the servants
of God by tortures. They also threw lime mixed with vinegar in the eyes of some and others they murdered” (Vita
10). Armed bands “several times” beset the roads against Augustine himself, who escaped one ambush because his
guide took a wrong turn; the bishop of Calama—on the natural reading, Possidius himself, telling it in the third
person—was caught in another and “left grievously injured and wounded” (Vita 12). Imperial law had long made
schism legally hazardous; from 405 the laws against heretics were applied to the Donatists (so the public-domain
reference literature summarizing the edicts of Honorius), and in 411 the government forced the issue with a judicial
conference at Carthage under the imperial tribune Marcellinus, attended by hundreds of bishops from both sides.
Possidius records the outcome from the Catholic side: the Donatists “were completely silenced, and being convicted
of error. . . reprimanded” by the judge, and “the unity of peace. . . grew and multiplied from day to day” under the
resulting imperial constraints (Vita 13). Donatism was legally proscribed; it survived, diminished, to the end of
African Christianity.

7.2 The change Augustine confessed

Coercion is the hardest question in Augustine’s legacy, and the essential document is his own. Writing about 408 to
the Donatist-reared Catholic Vincentius, he set down, with complete candor, that he had changed his mind:

For originally my opinion was, that no one should be coerced into the unity of Christ, that we must act
only by words, fight only by arguments, and prevail by force of reason, lest we should have those whom
we knew as avowed heretics feigning themselves to be Catholics. But this opinion of mine was overcome
not by the words of those who controverted it, but by the conclusive instances to which they could point.
(Letter 93.5.17)

The “conclusive instances” were the towns—his own town first—that had become genuinely Catholic under the
pressure of the laws, whose people now thanked the constraint that had freed them, as he read it, from habit and
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fear of their own party’s violence. In the same letter he armed the argument with the text that would have the
longest and darkest career: “You are of opinion that no one should be compelled to follow righteousness; and yet you
read that the householder said to his servants, Whomsoever you shall find, compel them to come in” (Letter 93.2.5,
citing Luke 14:23). His limits were real and consistently urged: when Circumcellions and Donatist clergy confessed to
killing the presbyter Restitutus and mutilating the presbyter Innocentius, Augustine wrote to the judge—Marcellinus
himself—“plunged. . . into the deepest anxiety” lest the confessed killers suffer the law’s full retaliation, begging that
the punishment stop short of death (Letter 133, of 412); and he insisted that the discipline was a mother’s correction,
“not rendering evil for evil,” acting “not with the hatred which seeks to harm, but with the love which seeks to heal”
(Letter 93.2.6). But the position stands in his own words: the mature Augustine approved the use of imperial law to
press schismatics into the Church.

The development runs from his own earlier position, not from a caricature: Letter 93 quotes the younger Augustine
against the older one, and the older one answers. Later centuries—medieval inquisitors and early-modern states
among them—cited the “compel them to come in” of Letter 93 (and its companion, Letter 185) far beyond
anything Augustine administered or foresaw; that reception is a fact about his influence, and the change of mind is
a fact about him, recorded by him. This study reports both without either excusing the doctrine by the distance
or reading the later machinery back into the African case. The Donatist side of the argument survives almost
entirely in Catholic quotation and imperial acts—a one-sided archive that limits every modern judgment about
Donatist motive and conduct, including the reports of Circumcellion violence, which come from the victors.

8 The Writer: Confessions, Trinity, the Two Cities, and the Self-Review

8.1 The Confessions

About 397–400, in the first years of his episcopate, Augustine wrote the book that created its own genre: thirteen
books of prayer in which the narrative of his life to Monica’s death (books 1–9) opens into analyses of memory, time,
and creation (books 10–13). It is autobiography only in form; in intention it is theology—the demonstration, worked
in the material of one life, that “you have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests in you.” Its
retrospective character is not a modern discovery but its own repeated confession: it narrates the past “not in these
words, yet to this effect,” as remembered by a bishop who reads God’s providence backward through his sins. Its
best-remembered sentences —“Too late did I love You, O Fairness, so ancient, and yet so new! Too late did I love
You! For behold, You were within, and I without, and there did I seek You” (Confessions 10.27.38)—belong to the
analytic books, not the story. Augustine himself, decades on, measured its success drily: “which of my smaller works
has been able to be more generally and more agreeably known than the books of my Confessions?” (On the Gift of
Perseverance 53).

8.2 On the Trinity

The De Trinitate, fifteen books on “the central core of the Christian faith,” occupied him across two decades: the
first twelve books between about 399 and 412, when an unfinished copy escaped and circulated without his consent,
and the whole revised and completed about 420 (Benedict XVI, General Audience, 20 February 2008). Its second
half built the “psychological” analogies—memory, understanding, will; the mind remembering, knowing, and loving
God—that governed Latin Trinitarian theology thereafter. Augustine’s own sense of its audience survives in the letter,
quoted in the same catechesis, explaining why he had suspended dictation of it: “because they are too demanding
and I think that few can understand them; it is therefore urgent to have more texts which we hope will be useful to
many” (Letter 169.1.1, as quoted by Benedict XVI). The pastor set the systematician’s agenda, not the reverse.

8.3 The City of God

In 410 Alaric’s Goths entered and sacked Rome, and the shock reached Africa with the refugees. Pagans said the
abandoned gods had abandoned Rome; shaken Christians half believed them. Augustine’s answer, “an impressive
work crucial to the development of Western political thought and the Christian theology of history. . . was written
between 413 and 426 in 22 books” at the urging of the same Marcellinus who had judged the Donatists (Benedict XVI,
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General Audience, 20 February 2008). Its opening line announces the scale: “The glorious city of God is my theme
in this work, which you, my dearest son Marcellinus, suggested, and which is due to you by my promise” (City of
God 1, preface). The argument’s hinge is the doctrine of the two loves: “Accordingly, two cities have been formed by
two loves: the earthly by the love of self, even to the contempt of God; the heavenly by the love of God, even to the
contempt of self” (City of God 14.28). Around that hinge Augustine reordered the moral vocabulary of antiquity—“it
is a brief but true definition of virtue to say, it is the order of love” (City of God 15.22)—and built, in book 19, the
analysis of peace that political theory has quarried ever since: “The peace of all things is the tranquillity of order.
Order is the distribution which allots things equal and unequal, each to its own place” (City of God 19.13). The work
ends where the restless heart was always headed: “There we shall rest and see, see and love, love and praise. This is
what shall be in the end without end” (City of God 22.30). Quotations here follow the Dods translation of 1871 and
were checked against the exact text artifacts registered in this repository’s source library.

8.4 The Retractationes

Near the end, “shortly before the time of his death,” Possidius reports, “he revised the books which he had dictated
and edited”—those written as layman, presbyter, and bishop—“and whatsoever he found not agreeing with the
ecclesiastical rule, this he himself censured and corrected. Thus he wrote two volumes whose title is On the Revision
of Books” (Vita 28). The result, the two books of Retractationes of about 427, reviews his works in order, title by
title, marking what he would now say otherwise. Official reception has singled out the gesture: Benedict XVI called it
“a unique and very precious literary document but also a teaching of sincerity and intellectual humility” (General
Audience, 20 February 2008). No other ancient author left the Church an authorized catalogue of his own second
thoughts; joined to Possidius’s Indiculus, it is the reason Augustine’s corpus survives with its edges defined.

9 The Pelagian Controversy: Grace Against Achievement

9.1 A sentence Pelagius could not bear

The last great controversy began, on Augustine’s own telling, with a sentence of his Confessions. Pelagius, the austere
British lay teacher whose Roman circle preached moral self-reform, held that God’s commands imply human ability:
nature, informed by law and example, can obey. Augustine’s prayer assumed the opposite: “And my whole hope is
only in Your exceeding great mercy. Give what You command, and command what You will” (Confessions 10.29.40).
Decades later Augustine recorded the scene that made the conflict personal: “Which words of mine, Pelagius at
Rome, when they were mentioned in his presence by a certain brother and fellow bishop of mine, could not bear; and
contradicting somewhat too excitedly, nearly came to a quarrel with him who had mentioned them” (On the Gift of
Perseverance 53). For Pelagius the prayer abolished responsibility; for Augustine the objection abolished grace.

9.2 The African campaign

The dispute reached Africa with the refugees of 410: in 411 Pelagius and his blunter ally Caelestius landed near
Hippo itself while its bishop was away at the Donatist conference, and Augustine afterwards saw Pelagius in Carthage
without ever conversing closely with him (so the reference literature summarizing On the Deserts of Sinners and On
the Proceedings of Pelagius). The question turned doctrinal over baptism: if Adam’s sin harmed only Adam, why
does the Church baptize infants “for the remission of sins”? From 411/412 Augustine wrote against the new teaching
for the rest of his life: on the merits and remission of sins, on the Spirit and the letter, on nature and grace, on
original sin, and at the end against Julian of Eclanum, the ablest of the Pelagian bishops, whose circulars scourged
the “Manichaean views” of Augustine’s party—the charge that inherited sin and disordered concupiscence disparaged
marriage and the Creator—and whose last exchange Augustine left unfinished at his death, the Opus imperfectum
breaking off in its sixth book. Possidius summarizes the public sequence from the African side: against “the Pelagians,
new heretics of our time and skilful debaters,” Augustine “labored for almost ten years”; African councils moved “the
venerable Innocent, the holy Pope of the city, and his successor, the holy Zosimus,” who “censured them and cut
them off from the membership of the Church”; and the emperor Honorius “decreed that they should be condemned by
his laws and should be regarded as heretics” (Vita 18). The great Council of Carthage of 418 condemned Pelagianism
in a series of canons on original sin and grace that, as the reference literature puts it, “afterwards came to be articles
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of faith binding on the universal Church,” and Zosimus’s circular Epistola tractoria of the same year carried the
condemnation to the whole episcopate.

What the Church took from Augustine’s side of the quarrel is its enduring core: that the grace of Christ is not merely
instruction or example but an interior gift that heals and moves the will itself; that infants are baptized truly “for the
remission of sins”; that fallen humanity cannot will its way to God—the restless heart cannot still itself. His late
works against the monks’ objections (On Grace and Free Will, On the Predestination of the Saints, On the Gift of
Perseverance) pressed the logic into predestination, where the tradition after him divided: the Church canonized the
doctor of grace without canonizing every inference his hardest pages drew.

Pelagius survives mainly in his opponents’ quotations and in a few works transmitted under other names; the
movement’s own account of itself is largely unrecoverable, and “Pelagianism” as a system is partly a construction
of the controversy that condemned it. The synod of Diospolis (415) accepted Pelagius’s explanations before the
African councils and Rome condemned the doctrine—a sequence that shows contemporaries did not find the
question easy. This study reports the controversy from the surviving, victorious side while marking that limit;
adjudicating the theology itself, and later disputes about grace that claimed Augustine (from the fifth-century
monks of Gaul to Jansenism), lies outside its scope.

10 The Vandal Siege and the Death of Augustine

10.1 The world closing in

On 26 September 426, old and planning for his church, Augustine had the presbyter Eraclius designated as his
successor before the assembled people, the notaries recording address and acclamations alike—the scene described
above, preserved as Letter 213 (Benedict XVI, General Audience, 16 January 2008). Three years later the frontier
failed. “A great host of savage foes, Vandals and Alans, with some of the Gothic tribe interspersed, and various
other peoples. . . came by ship from the regions of Spain across the sea and poured into Africa,” Possidius writes as
an eyewitness of the aftermath, “raging with cruelty and barbarity, they completely devastated everything” (Vita
28). Refugee clergy carried the question to Augustine: might a bishop flee? His answer to Honoratus of Thiabe,
preserved because Possidius copied the whole letter into the Vita, ruled that when any of the faithful remain, the
ministers of Christ must remain with them, for the sacraments’ sake—flight is permitted only when the shepherd is
personally hunted and the flock provided for (Letter 228, in Vita 30). Peace, he had written a few months earlier to
the count Darius, is the nobler work: “It is a higher glory still to stay war itself with a word, than to slay men with
the sword, and to procure or maintain peace by peace, not by war” (Letter 229.2, as quoted in the General Audience
of 16 January 2008).

10.2 The penitential psalms on the wall

By May or June 430 the Vandals were before Hippo, one of the last fortified cities, its walls sheltering refugee
bishops—Possidius among them. “And lo, in the third month of the siege he succumbed to fever and began to
suffer in his last illness” (Vita 29). Possidius’s account of the deathbed became one of the most imitated scenes in
Christian biography. Augustine “in private conversations frequently told us that even after baptism had been received
exemplary Christians and priests ought not depart from this life without fitting and appropriate repentance. And
this he himself did. . . For he commanded that the shortest penitential Psalms of David should be copied for him,
and during the days of his sickness as he lay in bed he would look at these sheets as they hung upon the wall and
read them; and he wept freely and constantly.” Ten days before the end he asked that no one enter except at the
physicians’ visits and mealtimes, “and he had all that time free for prayer” (Vita 31). He died on 28 August 430, in
his seventy-sixth year (Benedict XVI, General Audience, 16 January 2008; Possidius: “he lived seventy-six years,
almost forty of which he spent as a priest or bishop”).

“He made no will, because as a poor man of God he had nothing from which to make it. He repeatedly ordered that
the library of the church and all the books should be carefully preserved for future generations” (Vita 31). The city fell
and burned after the siege; the library survived—the reason, together with the Retractationes and the Indiculus, that
more of Augustine remains than of any other ancient author. Possidius closes with the sentence quoted at the head of
this study, counting his forty years of friendship, and with an observation that has governed Augustine biography ever
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since: those who read his works “profit thereby. But I believe that they were able to derive greater good from him
who heard and saw him as he spoke in person in the church, and especially those who knew well his manner of life
among men” (Vita 31). Of burial he says only that “in our presence, after a service was offered to God for the peaceful
repose of his body, he was buried”—at Hippo, therefore, in 430; everything later belongs to the history of the relics.

11 Reception: Relics, Doctor, and the Contested Inheritance

11.1 Earliest memory

The cult began with the biography. Possidius, writing at Calama within a few years of the death, already proposed
his friend for imitation and preserved the Indiculus so that the works could be sought “from the library of the church
of Hippo, where the more perfect copies can probably be found” (Vita 18). Within about a year of the death, as John
Paul II noted for the sixteenth centenary of the conversion, Pope Celestine I was already calling Augustine “one of
the best teachers” of the Church (Augustinum Hipponensem, 1986). The feast stands on 28 August, the recorded day
of death.

11.2 The relics: Hippo, Sardinia, Pavia

Augustine was buried at Hippo in 430. The next secure sighting of his body is nearly three centuries later and five
hundred miles away. Paul the Deacon, the Lombard historian writing in the later eighth century, records under the
reign of King Liutprand (712–744): “Liutprand also, hearing that the Saracens had laid waste Sardinia and were
even defiling those places where the bones of the bishop St. Augustine had been formerly carried on account of the
devastation of the barbarians and had been honorably buried, sent and gave a great price and took them and carried
them over to the city of Ticinum”—Pavia—“and there buried them with the honor due to so great a father” (History
of the Langobards 6.48). The same sentence is the earliest witness located by this research for the first translation
as well: the bones had been “formerly carried” to Sardinia because of “the barbarians,” a removal later tradition
attributes to the African bishops exiled by the Vandal kings around 500, though Paul names no one and gives no
date. The medieval legendaries embroidered the second translation —the Golden Legend has “one Liprand, a devout
king of the Lombards,” pay “great good” for the body, meet it at Genoa, and found a church at every overnight stop
until it was “laid honourably in the church of S. Peter which is called Cieldore, or heaven of gold.” There, in San
Pietro in Ciel d’Oro at Pavia, the shrine remains: Benedict XVI, preaching in that city in 2007, recalled that “the
King of the Longobards acquired Augustine’s remains for the City of Pavia so that today they belong to this City in
a special way” (Homily at Pavia, 22 April 2007). Monica’s remains, by a tradition reported in the reference literature,
were brought from Ostia to Rome in 1430 under Martin V and rest in the church of Sant’Agostino.

Between the burial of 430 and Paul the Deacon’s notice, no contemporary record of the relics’ movements is
preserved: the Sardinia translation is inference from an eighth-century sentence plus later tradition, and the
identification of the Pavia bones with the body buried at Hippo rests on that same chain. The medieval and
early-modern recognitions of the Pavia relics, and their modern arrangement in the Arca of San Pietro in Ciel
d’Oro, are matters of record for their own dates only; this study asserts the continuous chain as received tradition,
not as verified identification, while noting that the shrine’s standing in current official usage (the papal visit of
2007) is itself a fact of reception.

11.3 Doctor of Grace

Augustine’s doctrinal authority in the Latin church was quasi-canonical from the fifth century onward. The medieval
church formalized what custom held: Boniface VIII’s decretal of 1298 ordered the feasts of the four great Western
teachers—Gregory the Great, Ambrose, Augustine, and Jerome—kept throughout the Church, the act from which the
title “Doctor of the Church” descends (so the 1912 Catholic Encyclopedia, “Doctors of the Church”). The tradition’s
particular name for him states his specialization: “he is not only the Doctor of Grace, he is also the Doctor of the
Church,” as the older Catholic Encyclopedia puts it in summarizing his double legacy. The modern papacy has
returned to him at length: John Paul II with the apostolic letter Augustinum Hipponensem (1986) for the sixteenth
centenary of the conversion, calling him “the common father of Christian Europe,” and Benedict XVI with the Pavia
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pilgrimage of 2007 and five general audiences of January and February 2008 devoted to the one Father. The Catechism
reaches for him on its opening pages, closing its paragraphs on the desire for God with the prayer of the restless heart
(CCC 30).

11.4 Medieval and Reformation appropriations

For the Latin Middle Ages Augustine was simply “the theologian”: the monastic centuries read God through his
Psalms commentaries; the canons regular and, from the thirteenth century, the Order of Hermits of St. Augustine lived
under a rule bearing his name (its textual history—a short rule with genuine Augustinian material and a complicated
transmission—is a specialist question this study does not adjudicate); the scholastics cited him as the standing
authority whom Aristotle had to be reconciled with, not against. The Reformation then fought over the inheritance.
Luther was an Augustinian friar; he and Calvin claimed the anti-Pelagian Augustine of grace and predestination
against what they took to be a new Pelagianism, while the Council of Trent answered with the same doctor’s teaching
on baptism, justification, and the Church. The old Encyclopedia’s summary of the Protestant historians still serves:
“Luther and Calvin were content to treat Augustine with a little less irreverence than they did the other Fathers,”
while Harnack could ask “Where, in the history of the West, is there to be found a man who, in point of influence, can
be compared with him?” (Catholic Encyclopedia, “Teaching of St. Augustine of Hippo,” quoting Harnack). Jansenism
in the seventeenth century claimed his hardest anti-Pelagian pages against the Church that had canonized him, and
was condemned without any censure falling on Augustine himself—the “Jansenistic abuse of his works,” as the same
survey calls it, alarming some without changing the general verdict: the Church has consistently received the Doctor
of Grace’s doctrine while declining to bind itself to every polemical inference of his last years.

11.5 The modern audit

Modern critical scholarship rebuilt the man inside his province. The standard account in English remains Peter
Brown’s Augustine of Hippo: A Biography (1967), reissued in 2000 with “a substantial Epilogue” reconsidering the
portrait in the light of “the remarkable discovery of a considerable number of letters and sermons by Augustine”—the
Divjak letters and Dolbeau sermons, which show the aged bishop at pastoral work in unguarded detail; the publisher’s
description records the book’s standing as “the standard account of Saint Augustine’s life and teaching” (University of
California Press catalogue; the book itself is cited here only at this record level). The larger movement of scholarship
since has run along lines this study has used at reported level: the Cassiciacum dialogues weighed against the
Confessions; the African, Punic, and Berber context of Thagaste and Hippo taken seriously; the Donatists read, so
far as the sources allow, as an African church with its own theology of martyrdom rather than a mere sect; and the
late anti-Pelagian Augustine treated as a problem the tradition itself has to manage. None of it has displaced the two
ancient witnesses; it has taught readers to hear how much of what they know is Augustine’s own voice, and to weigh
it accordingly.

11.6 Legends audited

Three famous traditions require explicit status. First, the child by the sea: Augustine, walking the shore while
pondering the Trinity, meets a child ladling the sea into a hole in the sand with a spoon and is told that the sea
will sooner fit the hole than the Trinity the human mind. The story is absent from Augustine, Possidius, and the
medieval legendary’s own sources: Caxton, printing his English Golden Legend in 1483, added it from iconography
with a bookseller’s candor—“I have seen [it] painted on an altar of S. Austin at the black friars at Antwerp, howbeit I
find it not in the legend, mine exemplar, neither in English, French, ne in Latin”—and thirteenth-century exemplum
collections are reported as its earliest literary carriers (a lead this research could not inspect). It is late legend:
theologically apt, historically unattested. Second, the Te Deum: the Golden Legend reports, “as it is read,” that at
the baptism Ambrose and Augustine improvised the hymn in alternating verses. The hymnological survey in the 1912
Catholic Encyclopedia traces that tradition no earlier than the end of the eighth century and weighs the competing
ancient attributions—modern scholarship’s candidate being Niceta of Remesiana; the legend, not any contemporary
witness, is why older books call the Te Deum the “Ambrosian hymn.” Third, “make me chaste, but not yet”: genuine,
but a quotation of the penitent, not a quip of the sinner —in context it is the mature bishop’s example, told against
himself, of the divided will that only grace resolved (Confessions 8.7.17). The pear tree, for its part, is no legend but
the subject’s own confession; its status is that of everything else in that book—the past as grace re-read it.
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12 Conclusion: What the Evidence Carries

Strip the life to what its two great witnesses can carry, and it remains one of the best-attested and strangest careers
of antiquity. A town councillor’s son from the Numidian uplands was educated for eloquence, kept a woman faithfully
and namelessly for fourteen years, gave a decade to a sect he finally out-argued, and was converted in a Milanese
garden—or in a long Milanese year that his own book gathered into a garden scene—at thirty-one. He was seized
weeping for ordination in a port town he had entered on other business, and spent the remaining thirty-nine years as
presbyter and then working bishop of a middling African see he never left for anything greater. From that provincial
base he re-argued the nature of the Church against the Donatists, the nature of grace against the Pelagians, and the
meaning of history against the ghost of Rome; he invented the interior autobiography, reviewed his own life’s work
error by error, and died reading the penitential psalms on the wall of a besieged city, having provided for the one
treasure he owned—the library.

The shadows are documented by the same hands. The coercion of the Donatists stands in his own letters, defended
by his own changed mind, with the Gospel text he chose echoing for centuries he did not foresee. The polemical
construction of “Pelagianism,” the one-sided archive of the African wars, the hard late doctrine of predestination
that the Church received only with reserve—these are not discoveries of hostile modern readers but features of the
record he and his circle preserved. That preservation is itself the most Augustinian fact of all: no other ancient figure
equipped posterity so thoroughly to check him, and the Retractationes made self-correction a genre before any critic
could demand it.

The disagreements this study leaves open—the historicity texture of the garden scene; the concubine’s name; 395
against 396; the road the relics took to Pavia; the weight of the late predestinarian pages—are not defects of the
portrait but its grain. What is not open is the shape of the whole, because subject and witness for once agree: a
restlessness that tried rhetoric, love, sect, career, and philosophy in order; a rest found late—“too late did I love
You”—and then given away for forty years in sermons, arbitrations, letters, and books; and a death that closed the
circle, the old bishop weeping over the psalms of repentance as the world that formed him burned outside the walls.
The Church’s title for him says what his own books argue: not the doctor of achievement, the Doctor of Grace.

A Scope, Chronology, and Evidence

A.1 Identity, names, and range

Subject: Augustine of Hippo (Aurelius Augustinus), rhetorician, convert, monk, presbyter, and bishop of Hippo
Regius in Roman Numidia; Father and Doctor of the Church; in received usage the Doctor of Grace. Whole-life range:
born at Thagaste (modern Souk Ahras, Algeria) 13 November 354; died at Hippo Regius (modern Annaba, Algeria)
28 August 430, in the third month of the Vandal siege. His mother’s name, attested only once in his works, is spelled
Monnica by nearly all manuscripts and Monica in received usage; this study writes Monica while recording the older
spelling. His companion of about fourteen years and the mother of his son Adeodatus is unnamed in every ancient
source. Modern claims about Augustine’s Berber, Punic, or Roman descent exceed the evidence and are asserted
nowhere in this study.

A.2 Reader, question, and thesis boundary

Written for a serious general reader, student, or researcher who wants one coherent, evidence-controlled life. The
governing questions are stated in the opening section. The organizing synthesis—that the best-documented conversion
in ancient literature belongs to a witness who is also its subject, and that the Church received both the doctor and his
own published self-corrections—is historical, not ecclesiastical. This study does not adjudicate the theological merits
of the Donatist, Pelagian, or predestinarian questions; does not certify the garden scene’s detail, the relic chain, or
any miracle; does not resolve the 395/396 consecration year, the textual history of the Rule of St. Augustine, or the
exact chronology of most works and letters; and claims no theological, canonical, or rights review and no ecclesiastical
approval.
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A.3 Corpus and citation conventions

Augustine’s Confessions are quoted from the public-domain Pilkington translation (NPNF series 1, vol. 1, New York,
1886) in the New Advent transcription, cited by book, chapter, and section (e.g., 8.12.29). His letters follow the same
volume’s Cunningham translation with New Advent’s dates in parentheses; On the Gift of Perseverance follows NPNF
series 1, vol. 5. The City of God is quoted from the Dods translation (Edinburgh, 1871) as retained in this repository’s
source library, where the quoted passages are pinned to exact registered text artifacts. Possidius’s Vita Augustini is
quoted from the public-domain Weiskotten translation (Princeton, 1919) at tertullian.org, cited by chapter. Paul
the Deacon follows Foulke’s translation (1907). Vatican texts are quoted or paraphrased from the official English at
vatican.va. Quotations were checked against the online witnesses identified in the References on 2026-07-25. Works
are dated only where a stated basis permits; no complete chronology of the sermons and letters is asserted.

A.4 Evidence classes

Class Meaning

A Subject-authored evidence: the Confessions (prayerful retrospect of c. 397–400, not a contemporary
record), letters, treatises, and recorded acta; each claim limited by genre, audience, and occasion.

N Contemporary external witness: Possidius’s Vita (devoted, eyewitness for the clerical decades,
dependent on Augustine’s own books for the early life); conciliar and imperial acts as reported in it.

E Early received tradition: Paul the Deacon’s eighth-century relic notice; the early cult and
transmission of the works.

L Later tradition: the Golden Legend lives, the seashore-child and Te Deum legends, iconography,
later relic recognitions.

M Official ecclesial reception, limited to each act’s object: CCC 30; Augustinum Hipponensem (1986);
Benedict XVI’s Pavia homily (2007) and general audiences (2008); the 1298 decretal as reported.

K Named modern critical reconstruction: O’Donnell’s commentary (1992, online edition); the Stanford
Encyclopedia entry; the 1907–1912 Catholic Encyclopedia; Brown 1967/2000 at publisher-record
level; each used to its stated premises with reporting ceilings marked.

S Source-grounded project synthesis, never attributed to a source.

A.5 Chronology

Dates are claims with stated bases. Augustine’s own narrative supplies ages rather than years; the absolute skeleton
rests on the birth and death dates carried by official and critical tradition.

Date Event Basis Status

13 Nov. 354 Birth at Thagaste to Patricius and Monica M (Benedict XVI, 9 Jan. 2008);
A (ages in Confessions)

Secure

c. 365 Boyhood illness; baptism requested and
deferred

A (Conf. 1.11.17) Episode secure; date
approximate

c. 370 Idle sixteenth year at Thagaste; the pear
theft

A (Conf. 2.3–2.4) Age stated by
subject

c. 371 Rhetoric at Carthage; death of Patricius (two
years before the Hortensius)

A (Conf. 3.1.1, 3.4.7) Approximate

c. 372 Union with the unnamed concubine; birth of
Adeodatus

A (Conf. 4.2.2; age “barely
fifteen” at baptism, 9.6.14)

Inference from
stated ages

373 Reads the Hortensius in his nineteenth year;
joins the Manichees as hearer

A (Conf. 3.4.7, 4.1.1) Secure relative
anchor

373–382 Nine years a hearer; teaching at Thagaste
and Carthage; friend’s death; first writings

A (Conf. 4.1.1) Secure as span
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Date Event Basis Status

383 Faustus at Carthage in his twenty-ninth year;
disillusion; sails for Rome

A (Conf. 5.3.3, 5.7.13, 5.8.15) Secure

384 Milan chair of rhetoric through Symmachus;
hears Ambrose

A (Conf. 5.13.23) Secure

385 Monica reaches Milan; betrothal; concubine
dismissed

A (Conf. 6.1, 6.13, 6.15) Approximate

386 Platonist books; Victorinus story;
Ponticianus; garden resolution (late summer);
withdrawal to Cassiciacum at the vintage
vacation

A (Conf. 7–9); K (summer 386,
SEP)

Resolution secure;
scene single-witness

Easter 387 Baptism at Milan by Ambrose, with Alypius
and Adeodatus (night of 23–24 April in the
official statement)

A (Conf. 9.6.14); N (Vita 1); M
(Augustinum Hipponensem)

Secure

387 (after 25
Apr.)

Ostia: the shared vision; death of Monica
aged 56

A (Conf. 9.10–11); K
(O’Donnell’s bracket 25 Apr.–13
Nov.)

Secure; day
unknown

388 Return to Africa (delayed by the Maximus
war); community at Thagaste “for almost
three years”

N (Vita 2–3); K (O’Donnell) Secure

c. 389/390 Death of Adeodatus A (Conf. 9.6.14, undated) Date unrecoverable
391 Seized for ordination as presbyter at Hippo;

study leave requested; monastery founded
N (Vita 4–5); A (Letter 21,
dated 391)

Secure

392 Public disputation with Fortunatus the
Manichee

N (Vita 6; New Advent dating) Secure

395/396 Consecration as coadjutor bishop by
Megalius; sole bishop on Valerius’s death
soon after

N (Vita 8); M (395, Benedict
XVI); K (396 implied by CE’s
“forty two”)

Event secure; year
unresolved

c. 397–400 Confessions written K (SEP ca. 396–400; Benedict
XVI 397–400)

Approximate

399–c. 420 De Trinitate: books 1–12 by 412, whole
revised c. 420

M (Benedict XVI, 20 Feb. 2008) Approximate

405 Imperial laws against heretics applied to the
Donatists

K (CE “Donatism”) Reported

408 Letter 93 to Vincentius: the coercion change
documented

A (New Advent date) Secure

410 Sack of Rome by Alaric; refugees reach
Africa; Pelagius and Caelestius land near
Hippo (411)

M (Benedict XVI); K (CE
“Pelagianism”)

Secure

411 Conference of Carthage under Marcellinus;
Donatists adjudged and constrained

N (Vita 13) Secure

412 Letter 133: clemency plea for confessed
Circumcellion killers

A (New Advent date) Secure

413–426 The City of God, 22 books M (Benedict XVI, 20 Feb. 2008) Secure as span
415 Synod of Diospolis accepts Pelagius’s

explanations
K (CE); A (De gestis Pelagii,
cited at reported level)

Secure

418 Council of Carthage canons on sin and grace;
Zosimus’s Tractoria

N (Vita 18); K (CE) Secure

26 Sept. 426 Eraclius designated successor; acta recorded A (Letter 213); M (Benedict
XVI, 16 Jan. 2008)

Secure

c. 427 Retractationes in two books M (Benedict XVI); N (Vita 28) Approximate
429–430 Vandal invasion of Africa; siege of Hippo

begins May/June 430
N (Vita 28–29); M (Benedict
XVI, 16 Jan. 2008)

Secure

28 Aug. 430 Death in the third month of the siege;
“seventy-six years” by inclusive count; burial
at Hippo

N (Vita 29, 31); M (Benedict
XVI)

Secure
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Date Event Basis Status

c. 432+ Possidius writes the Vita with its Indiculus K (Weiskotten’s dating, after
July 431)

Approximate

c. 6th c.? Relics carried to Sardinia “on account of the
devastation of the barbarians”

E (Paul the Deacon, undated); L
(later attribution to exiled
bishops)

Unresolved

by c. 720s Liutprand ransoms the relics from Sardinia;
burial at San Pietro in Ciel d’Oro, Pavia

E (Paul the Deacon 6.48); L
(Golden Legend elaboration); M
(Pavia homily, 2007)

Secure as
8th-century report

1298 Boniface VIII orders the feasts of the four
Latin doctors

M/K (CE 1912, “Doctors of the
Church”)

Secure

1430 Monica’s relics translated from Ostia to
Rome under Martin V

K (CE, “St. Monica”) Reported

1483 Caxton adds the seashore-child story to his
Golden Legend from an Antwerp altarpiece

L (Caxton’s own note) Secure as textual
fact

1986–2008 Augustinum Hipponensem; papal visit to the
Pavia shrine (2007); five general audiences
(2008)

M (Vatican texts) Secure

A.6 Method, limits, and negative results

Earliest controlled evidence governs; witnesses separated by centuries are never silently merged; where the record
conflicts or fails (the garden scene’s detail, 395/396, the Sardinia translation, the concubine’s name), the state of the
question is printed beside the claim. Geographic and linguistic limits: this study reads English translations of Latin
sources; no manuscript, epigraphic, or archaeological research was undertaken; no Latin wording is asserted beyond
famous tags identified as such; the Retractationes, the Cassiciacum dialogues, De gestis Pelagii, and the Divjak and
Dolbeau discoveries are used only at the reported level of the witnesses cited. Bounded negative results from searches
of the sources named in the References, conducted 2026-07-24/25: no ancient source names Augustine’s concubine; no
source before the eighth century records the movement of his relics; the seashore-child story was not found in any
source earlier than Caxton’s 1483 note, and its reported thirteenth-century exemplum carriers were not inspectable;
the Te Deum attribution was not found before the late eighth-century tradition reported in the hymnological literature.
These are bounded, correctable search results, not proofs of absence. Mutable online sources (vatican.va, New Advent,
CCEL, tertullian.org, elfinspell.com, Fordham sourcebooks, faculty.georgetown.edu, plato.stanford.edu, ucpress.edu)
were used as checked on those dates.

A.7 Rights and review state

Project prose is original; quotations of ancient authors follow the public-domain NPNF translations (1886–1888),
the public-domain Dods translation (1871) retained in the repository source library, Weiskotten’s public-domain
Possidius (1919), Foulke’s Paul the Deacon (1907), and Caxton’s Golden Legend (Temple Classics text). Vatican
texts (Catechism, apostolic letter, homily, audiences) are quoted in brief attributed snippets or paraphrased with
citation; the O’Donnell commentary and Stanford Encyclopedia are quoted in brief attributed snippets under scholarly
quotation practice; Brown is cited only at publisher-record level. This publication has received internal editorial
checking only: no independent specialist, theological, or ecclesiastical review, and no rights opinion, is claimed.

B References

All web sources were accessed and checked on 2026-07-24/25. Ancient-work citations in the text use conventional
titles and loci with the numbering of the translations listed here.
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Primary sources: Augustine

• Augustine, Confessions, trans. J. G. Pilkington, in A Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, series 1,
vol. 1, ed. P. Schaff (New York: Christian Literature Company, 1886). Quotations follow the transcriptions at New
Advent, books 1–10 (https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/110101.htm through 110110.htm). The translation
is public domain; the underlying Latin is ancient and public domain. A catalog-level source-library record for this
volume is bound in research/source-bindings.toml.

• Augustine, Letters 21 (A.D. 391), 93 (A.D. 408), 133 (A.D. 412), and 213 (the acta of 26 September 426), trans.
J. G. Cunningham, NPNF series 1, vol. 1, at New Advent (https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1102021.htm;
https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1102093.htm; https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1102133.htm;
https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1102213.htm). Letters 169 and 229 are cited only as quoted in Benedict
XVI’s audiences (below).

• Augustine, On the Gift of Perseverance 53, NPNF series 1, vol. 5, at New Advent
(https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/15122.htm); source of the report of Pelagius’s reaction to Confessions
10.29.40.

• Augustine, The City of God, trans. M. Dods, G. Wilson, and J. J. Smith (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1871), 2 vols.
Quotations (1 preface; 14.28; 15.22; 19.13; 22.30) were verified against the exact tracked text artifacts of Project
Gutenberg eBooks 45304–45305 registered in this repository’s source library
(src/sources/works/augustine/de-civitate-dei/editions/dods-1871/), including the registered passage
records for 15.22 and 19.13.

Primary sources: other ancient witnesses

• Possidius of Calama, Life of Saint Augustine, trans. H. T. Weiskotten, Sancti Augustini Vita Scripta a Possidio
Episcopo (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1919), public-domain transcription at the Tertullian Project
(https://www.tertullian.org/fathers/possidius_life_of_augustine_02_text.htm; introduction at
..._01_intro.htm, source of the c. 432 dating). Cited by chapter. A catalog-level source-library record for this
edition is bound in research/source-bindings.toml.

• Paul the Deacon, History of the Langobards 6.48, trans. W. D. Foulke (New York, 1907), at elfinspell.com
(https://elfinspell.com/MedievalMatter/PaultheDeacon-PaulusDiaconus/HistoryOfTheLangobards/
PaulTheDeacon-Book6.html); the eighth-century witness to both relic translations.

Later tradition

• The Golden Legend (Jacobus de Voragine, 13th c.), Life of S. Austin, in Caxton’s English version (1483), Temple
Classics text at the Internet Medieval Sourcebook, Fordham University
(https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/goldenlegend/GoldenLegend-Volume5.asp); source of the
seashore-child addition (with Caxton’s own disclaimer), the Te Deum legend, and the elaborated relic-translation
narrative.

• “The Te Deum,” The Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 14 (New York, 1912), at New Advent
(https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/14468c.htm); hymnological status of the alternating-composition legend.

Ecclesial reception

• Catechism of the Catholic Church 30, English text, Vatican website archive
(https://www.vatican.va/archive/ENG0015/__P9.HTM); quoting Confessions 1.1.1.

• John Paul II, apostolic letter Augustinum Hipponensem (28 August 1986), English text, Vatican website
(https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_letters/1986/documents/hf_jp-ii_apl_
26081986_augustinum-hipponensem.html); quoted briefly and paraphrased.

• Benedict XVI, General Audiences of 9 and 16 January, 30 January, 20 and 27 February 2008 (catecheses on
St. Augustine), Vatican website (https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/audiences/2008/
documents/hf_ben-xvi_aud_20080109.html and sibling pages 20080116, 20080130, 20080220, 20080227);
quoted briefly and paraphrased.
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• Benedict XVI, Homily at Pavia (22 April 2007), Vatican website (https://www.vatican.va/content/
benedict-xvi/en/homilies/2007/documents/hf_ben-xvi_hom_20070422_pavia.html); current official
statement of the Pavia relics.

• “Doctors of the Church,” The Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 5 (New York, 1912), at New Advent
(https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/05075a.htm); source for Boniface VIII’s 1298 decretal.

Modern scholarship and reference

• J. J. O’Donnell, Augustine: Confessions. Text and Commentary (Oxford, 1992), online electronic edition at
Georgetown University (https://faculty.georgetown.edu/jod/conf/; commentary on books 8–9 at
comm8.html and comm9.html). Source of the garden-scene historicity discussion (Courcelle, Sizoo) and the
Monnica manuscript spelling; quoted in brief attributed snippets.

• C. Tornau, “Saint Augustine,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2019, rev. 2024)
(https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/augustine/); used for the conversion date (summer 386) and
Confessions dating (ca. 396–400). The author attribution follows the entry’s own record.

• P. Brown, Augustine of Hippo: A Biography, new edition with epilogue (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2000; original 1967). Cited only at the level of the publisher’s catalogue record
(https://www.ucpress.edu/books/augustine-of-hippo/paper), including its description of the epilogue
occasioned by the newly discovered letters and sermons. The book was not independently inspected.

• “Life of St. Augustine of Hippo,” “Teaching of St. Augustine of Hippo,” “Donatists,” “Pelagius and Pelagianism,”
and “St. Monica,” The Catholic Encyclopedia, vols. 1–11 (New York, 1907–1911), at New Advent
(https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/02084a.htm; https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/02091a.htm;
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/05121a.htm; https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/11604a.htm;
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/10482a.htm); public domain; used as identified reporting witnesses for the
ordination and consecration dates, the “Doctor of Grace” usage, the Reformation-era judgments, the Donatist and
Pelagian sequences, and Monica’s dates and 1430 translation.
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