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INTRODUCTION

Very little is known of Possidius, the pious 
biographer of Augustine, aside from his relations 
with the saintly bishop. The first mention we have 
of him is in connection with the little monastery at 
Hippo, established by Augustine shortly after he 
assumed the duties of presbyter in 391. Treating of 
the establishment of this monastery, Dr. Vernon 
Bourke’s statement is pertinent here for expressing 
no more and no less than what is positively known of 
Possidius as Augustine’s fellow-religious in the monas
tic community at Hippo:

He LAugustine} gathered together 
some of his associates from the con
vent at Tagaste and some new members.
Alypius, Evodius, Possidius, Severus, 
Profuturus, Urbanus, Leporius,
Fortunatus, and Novatus— these are 
the names of some of Augustine’s 
early disciples.1

It is fairly evident that Possidius was among the 
’’new members’’ and not one of Augustine’s transplanted 
"associates from the convent of Tagaste." This we 
know from a statement of the biographer himself at the 
close of his Vita, where he writes with humble pride

^Vernon J. Bourke, Augustine’s Quest of Wisdom (Milwaukee: 
The Bruce Publishing Company, 1945). p. 126.
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of his intimacy with Augustine, cum quo ferme annis 
quadraginta....familiariter ac dulciter vixi.1

A friendship of "almost forty years" which, as we 
know, was terminated only when death relieved the aged 
Augustine from his temporal obligations in 430, could 
not have begun any earlier than 391, the year in which 
the monastery at Hippo began its activities, as we have 
already mentioned.

For want of exact information, then, we can arrive 
only approximately at the date of Possidius’ birth. The 
careful scholarship of Dr. Weiskotten assigns the period 
"somewhere between 360 and 370" as having seen the prob
able origin of Augustine’s panegyrist. He summarizes 
his reasons as follows:

As he Possidius was still 
living and performing his episcopal 
duties seven years after the death of 
Augustine, who lived to be 76, he was 
in all likelihood younger than his 
teacher and friend. When he entered 
the monastery, therefore, he was probably not over thirty, as Augustine 
was then 35. Moreover, he was prob
ably at least 20, in view of the fact 
that he soon became Augustine’s friend.
This would accordingly fix the date of

1
Vita, c. XXXI.
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his birth somewhere between 360 
and 370.

It is very likely that somewhere between 391 and 
397, Possidius was called upon to help fill the pressing 
need for presbyters in the North African region. At any 
rate, he succeeded to the episcopate of Calama shortly 
after this vacancy came about through the death of his
predecessor, Megalius, in 391.

We know from certain of Augustine’s works that 
about the year 403, Possidius had made two unsuccess
ful attempts to arrange a public discussion with 
Crispinus, the Donatist bishop of Calama. Scarcely a 
week had passed after Crispinus’ second peremptory re
fusal when the Catholic bishop experienced for the 
first time something of the fury and fanaticism of the 
Donatists, whose heavy-handed religiosity proved to be 
one of Augustine’s knottiest problems in his efforts 
to achieve Christian unity in North Africa.

Possidius, on this occasion, was returning from a

"''Herbert T. Weiskotten, Sanoti Augustini Vita Scripts a Possidio Episcopo, Edited with Revised 
Text, Introduction, and English Version 
(Princeton: University Press, 1919), p. 12.

2E £. CV, 4 and Contra Cresconium III, 51, give the 
details of the incident at Figuli. The 
latter reference deals with the affair and
his punishment.
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visit to some parishioners who lived at a country place
called Figuli. Suddenly, without warning of any kind,
he and his companions were roughly attacked by a band
of marauders. Possidius, in his humility, uses the
third person in relating the incident:

Cum forte unus ex iis quos de 
suo monasterio et clero episcopos 
ÜEcolesiae propaga ver at, ad suam curam 
pertinentem Calmensis Eoolesiae dio-' 
cesim visitaret, et quae didicerat
gro pace Ecclesiae, contra illam aeresim pr'aedicaret, faFt"um ~es~t ut 
medio itiñere eorum insidias in- 

ourrisset, et pervasum cum omnibus 
il'l'i" corta t anti bus" sublatis animal- 
ibus et rebus', injuriis, et caede eum 
gravissima affecjssentld

That ,ftheir animals and possessions were taken 
away from them, and they were seriously injured and 
wounded” is an example of Possidean understatement.
The fact of the matter is that the Catholic prelate was 
forced to seek protection in a near-by house and that 
the Circumcellions burned the house and beat the bishop 
unmercifully when he came out to escape the fire.

Because Crispinus the bishop did not so much as 
reprove Crispinus the presbyter, the instigator of the

t

mischief, the Catholics took th6 matter into court, and 
the Donatist bishop was fined ten pounds. When the fine 
was revoked as a result of the Christlike intercession 1

1Yita. c. XII
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of Possidius, Crispinus, still not satisfied, appealed 
to the Emperor Honorius and the fine was ironically re
imposed. In 405, Honorius issued an edict which renewed 
the laws of Theodosius against the heretics. Two years 
later he made the celebration of heathen rites and 
festivals illegal. But even this did not spare the 
long-suffering Possidius from a second very harrowing 
experience at the hands of the dissenters.

On June 1, 408, the day on which the pagans at
Calama observed a special feast-day, they ignored the

\

law of 407 by performing their sacred rites and march
ing past the Catholic church. When the clergy attempted 
to stop the celebration, they were driven back into the 
church with a barrage of stones.

This time, Possidius preferred not to ’’turn the 
other cheek” and lost no time in carrying the case be
fore the proper authorities, where he was assured that 
the law-breakers would be duly penalized.

On the following day, before any legal action had 
been taken, the pagans attacked the church for a second 
time. When Possidius and his people presented themselves 
at court on June 10th, they were refused admittance.
The third and fiercest siege of the same church took 
place only a few hours later on the same day. Not sat



isfied. with the damage they could do with stones, the 
pagans now set themselves to the task of burning the 
buildings together with the occupants in them. One man 
was killed and Possidius, the chief objective of these 
hateful men, managed to escape their murderous hands by 
hiding in a narrow crevice while the pagans wandered 
about close by in search of him.

Augustine has left us, in a lengthy letter to 
Nectarius, a decurion of Calama, a vivid picture of 
Possidius lying all cramped in his hiding place, "from
which he kept hearing the voices of those who were seek-\
ing him to put him to death; and they were reproaching 
themselves for letting him escape and so for perpetra
ting such a heinous crime to no effect”.

....contrusus atque coartatus 
quodam loco se occultaret episcopus, 
ubi se ad mortem quatentium voces 
audiebat sibique increpantium quod 
eo non invento gratis tantum per
pétrassent scelus.l

The turmoil was providentially quieted by a 
stranger (Augustine does not identify the benefactor) who 
seemed to have gained some influence with the pagans. He 
managed also to have the Catholics set free who had been 
taken captive and saw to it that much of the plunder was 
returned. As a result of this disturbance, Honorius 1

6

1B£. XCI, 8.
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important one.
Possidius’ actual contributions to the debate, how-

1ever, were insignificant, since it was Augustine who,
virtually alone, accomplished a signal victory for the

2Catholics. At Milevum in 416, Possidius joined with
Aurelius, Alypius, Augustine, and Evodius, in signing a
letter written to Innocent I, which called attention to
the new-born Pelagian heresy and asked for its suppression.
The third council we know to have been attended by

3Possidius is the one held at Caesarea in 418. it is a 
curious fact that Possidius’ name inevitably appears last 
in the list of bishops attending these conferences. Per
haps this is because he was considered more humble and 
retiring than the others, or— alas— less naturally gifted.

The Vandal invasion of Africe in 428 included the 
city of Calama, so Possidius, as did many of his fellow- 
bishops, fled to Augustine and to Hippo, which had as yet 
maintained its independence. Hodgkin has a striking para
graph in his monumental work on the invasions of Italy 1 2 3

1 Lenain de Tillemont, Mémoires pour histoire ecclesias
tique. (Venice: 1732), XIII, 539-541.

2 Mansi, op. cit., 325-346.
3 Ibid.. 385-386
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Which pictures the scene vividly for us:
So it came to pass that Possidius,

Bishop of Calama, to whose pen we are 
indebted for the account of the last 
days of his master, with many other 
bishops from all the country round, 
were shut up in Hippo, sitting at the 
feet of the great doctor of the 
African Church, and listening to "that 
river of eloquence which had once 
flowed forth abundantly over all the 
meadows of the Church, but was now 
almost dried up with fear, to that 
fountain sweeter than honey which Was 
being turned into the bitterness of wormwood.” 1

What little remains to be said of Possidius'
activities after the death of Augustine is summed up in

\

Dr. Weiskotten's paragraph:
By or before the time an agreement was reached in 435 between the 

Roman Emperor and the Arian Geiseric, 
Possidius no doubt returned to his 
former charge, where he probably 
remained, unmolested, as long as he 
performed his duties quietly and did 
not attract the attention of the 
Arian authorities. In 437, however, 
when Geiseric endeavored to substitute Arianism for the Catholic faith,
Possidius and several other bishops 
were driven from their sees because 
they refused to yield to the demands 
of the Vandal ruler. This is the 
last we hear of Possidius. He may 
have gone to Italy, but there is no

Thomas Hodgkin, Italy and Her Invaders (Oxford: At 
the Clarendon Press: 1880), II, 248.

1
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evidence to that effect. He is honored 
by the Catholic Church on May 17.

Of Augustine’s extant correspondence, there is only 
one letter^ addressed to the bishop of Calama. It is a 
very short letter, written in great haste. Dealing with 
an ordinary point of Christian discipline— the matter of 
personal attire— it bears no marks of any special in
timacy between the two men.

Yet, there is evidence that would support Possidius’ 
boast, cited above, that he had lived with Augustine
familiariter ac dulciter. In the monastery at Hippo

\they had come to know each other better than any two com
panions living under different circumstances. Where 
there is common ownership of property and the emphasis 
is on character formation, each man would consciously or 
unconsciously weigh the worth of the other on the 
sternest balance.

This, added to what we already know of the two men 
debating side by side with the heretics and attending 
councils and committees together, makes perfectly under
standable Augustine’s tribute to his fellow-bishop, as 
disclosed in a letter to a certain Memor. In this * 2

H. T. Weiskotten, op. oit., p. 16
2E£. CCXLV
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letter')’ he describes Possidius as his "holy brother and 
colleague, in whom you will find no small traces of me": 
sanctus frater et oollega noster Possidius. in quo nostram 
non parvam praesentiam reperies. In another place,
Augustine speaks of a cure allegedly affected by a relic

2which the bishop of Calama brought to that city.
Because of this close association with Augustine over 

a period of 39 years, we may conclude that Possidius was 
qualified as were few others to write the biography of his 
teacher and hero. Possidius had himself seen the Bishop 
of Hippo in his many-sided role as Christ’s ambassador and 
the Church’s defender. He had observed him in his endless 
efforts to relieve the squalor and wretchedness of the 
poor and unfortunate. He knew, also, of the just but 
merciful judge who used his episcopal authority to bring 
about spiritual as well as temporal remedies to the cases 
brought before him. But best of all, Possidius understood 
and loved the great soul of this heaven-haunted man whose 
mind and heart turned instinctively to God, like an arrow 
to its mark, when he was permitted a few brief moments 
from the pressing obligations of his episcopate.

The Vita was written sometime between 431 and 439, 
since it was begun after Augustine’s death in 430 and re- 1

1 2 l£. 01, 1. D.C.D. XXII, viii.



12

gards Carthage, which was destroyed in 439, as yet
unconquered.^ This little biography, extending over some

233 columns of Migne text, may be divided naturally into 
four parts:

Chapters I-V: Introductory
Chapters VI-XVIII: Activities 

against heresiesChapters XIX-XXVII: Daily life at 
home and in the church.

Chapters XXVIII-XXXI: Last days 
and death.

Dr. Weiskotten regards the Vita as representative of 
the genre established by Suetonius in his celebrated Lives, 
and only suggests the influence of intervening hagiographers:

' The Vita closely resembles the 
literary form which had become tradi
tional in the Alexandrian biography 
and which is best illustrated in the 
Lives of Suetonius. Possidius’ 
acquaintance with this literary form 
evidently came not directly from 
classical sources but through his 
knowledge of the lives of former 
Christian biographers. Chief among 
these was undoubtedly Jerome, who 
acknowledges his indebtedness to 
Suetonius.3

Labriolle provides the missing link necessary to com
plete the evolution of the literary type of which Possidius’

Weiskotten, op. oit.. p. 21.
>
Possidius, Vita Sancti Augustini Episcopi. Voi. XXXII of 

Patrologiae cursus completus Patrum Latinorum 
(Paris: J. P. Migne, 1845), 33-66.

Weiskotten, op. cit., p. 21
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Vita is an example. He ranks this short biography of 
Augustine along with Paulinus of Nola's Life of Ambrose. 
Hilary of Arles' Life of St. Honoratus, Uranius’s Death 
of Paulinus of Nola, Gregory of Rome in his Dialogues, 
and others, as so many buds blossoming forth from the 
parent st6m of Sulpicius Severus' Life and Dialogues 
of St. Martin:

Tel quTL est, le portrait de 
Saint Martin plus hiératique dans 
sa Vie, plus familier dans les 
Dialogues, fut en ravissement pour 
les premiers lecteurs qui le 
connurent. A Rome, on s’en disputait 
les exemplaires. Il devint le modèle 

x des hagiographes. Paulin de Noie,
Hilaire d'Arles, dans sa Vie de saint 
Honorât. Uranius dans sa Mort de 
Paulin de Noie. Possidius dans sa Vie 
d'Augustin, Paulin de Petricordia 
dans les six livres de sa Vita Martini. 
Grégoire de Rome dans ses Dialogues,
Grégoire de Tours, Fortunat, s'en in
spirèrent.1

The Vita is not valuable from a literary, but only 
from an historical point of view, being nothing more 
than a factual chronicle. The style of Possidius is 
bald, unadorned, and lacking in animation. This is 
probably due in no small part to the lack of formal 
training and classical scholarship to which Augustine

Pierre de Labriolle, Histoire de la Literature Latine 
Chrétienne (Paris: Société d’édition "Les 
belles-lettres,tT 1924), pp. 385-386.

1



alludes in writing of Possidius’ singular piety: "For by 
my efforts he has been brought up not on those studies 
which men call liberal who are enslaved to every lust, but 
on the bread of the Lord, in so far as it could be supplied 
to him from my meagre store:”

Est enim per nostrum ministerium 
non litteris illis quas variarum servi 
libidinum liberales vocant, sed 
dominico pane nutritus, quantus ei 
potuit per nostras angustias dispen- 
sari.

His sentences are often disjointed and contain awk
ward parenthentical expressions, but his pages are mercifully 
free of moralizing and philosophizing digressions; and, 
dispite his shortcomings, Possidius has imparted to his Vita 
a certain childlike charm and naive beauty. His Latinity 
may be described as narrative and unrhetorical, typical 
qualities of the fifty-century writers. There are evidences, 
especially in the nouns, of even later Latin, one or two of 
these approaching the category of neologisms. I have in
cluded some of these innovations in my commentary.

Possidius leaned rather heavily on biblical quotations 
to give his Vita its vestige of ornamentation. I have 
counted thirty-two references to the Scriptures, exclusive of 
St. Augustine’s letter, which forms the content of Chapter XXX.

Ep. Cl, 1.

14

1
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Eight of these are from the Old Testament, the remaining 
twenty-four from the New. Over half of these references 
are inexact or fragmentary; yet, their use in almost every 
case reveals an insight into their true spirit. He 
quotes also from the Vita Ambrosii of Paulinus, the De 
Immortalitate of Cyprian, and the Confessionea of 
Augustine, and two or three other commonplaces. He 
quotes no standard classical author.

Unlike many hagiographers, Possidius is a reliable 
historian, and his pages are not burdened with a mass
of fiction and fable. Dr. Weiskotten pays tribute to

\

the biographer’s mature judgment in this regard:
Possidius does not recount mere gossip or hearsay. Howhere throughout 

the Vita do phrases occur indicating 
second-hand information. One thing 
that must immediately comment it as 
worthy of belief is the absence of 
such miraculous tales as abound in 
Paulinus’ Vita Ambrosii.... Moreover, 
wherever Possidius’ statements can 
be checked by the writings of 
Augustine or the Acts of Councils, i 
they are always fully corroborated.

It is not likely that Possidius realized the in
fluence the African Doctor was to wield outside his 
local and then present sphere. But it was because he 
believed that Augustine should not be entirely forgotten

Weiskotten, op. cit., p. 19.1



"by posterity that he wrote the Vita and compiled the
Indicuius, or catalogue, of Augustine’s works.



THE LIFE OF SAINT AUGUSTINE, BISHOP

Preface

Under the inspiration of God, the maker and guide of 
all things, mindful of my purpose, whereby I have faith
fully determined, through the grace of the Savior, to 
serve the almighty and divine Trinity, both in the past 
in the life of laymen, and now in the life of bishops, 
being zealous with whatever acquired talent and by con
structive speech to benefit the holy and true Catholic 
Church of Christ the Lord, I ought by all means to speak 
about the life and character of the most excellent 
priest Augustine, the foreordained, presented in his own 
time, and the things which I saw in him, and heard from 
him. We have read and discovered that that has been 
done before this, over and over again, by the most 
religious men of our holy mother, the Catholic Church, 
who, filled with the Divine Spirit, by their own speech 
and pen, by writing and speaking similar accounts both 
for the ears and the eyes of those desirous of knowing, 
have brought to the notice of the studious how many great 
men, from the common grace of the Lord, deserved to live 
this human existence and have persevered unto the end of

17
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life. For that reason, I also, the least of all the 
stewards, with faith not feigned, by which the Lord of 
Lords must be served by all good men and pleased by the 
faithful ones, have undertaken to explain, as the Lord 
has endowed me, concerning the origin and career and 
appointed end of the aforementioned venerable man, the 
facts which I learned through him, and which I observed 
while living in his fellowship as many of his years [as 
the Lord grantedj . I beseech the most high majesty, 
that I may so begin and accomplish a task of this kind 
undertaken by me, that thereby I shall neither offend the 
truth of the Father of Lights, nor seem to deceive in any 
way the charity of good sons of the Church. Nor shall I 
attempt to introduce all those matters which the same
most blessed Augustine related concerning himself in his

#
books of the Confessions, what kind was his life before

(D* *grace was received, and what kind of a life he subse
quently lived with grace accepted. For he wished to do 
this, as the Apostle said, lest any man should believe 
or think him to be above that which he saw or heard of him]'

1II Cor. 12: 6
*The numbers in parentheses refer to the notes in the com

mentary at the end of the translation. The 
other numbering lists in the footnotes the 
references of Possidius.
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and now deceiving no one, practicing his custom of holy 
humility, seeking not his own praise, hut that of his Lord, 
for his own blessings and freedom, and for those things 
which he had already received; and asking the prayers of 
his brethren, concerning what he longed to receive. There
fore, it has been decreed on the authority of the angels,
”It is good to hide the secret of a king: but honorable to

1reveal and confess the works of the Lord."

Chapter I.
The birth of Augustine, his conversion 

x and baptism. By the teaching of .Ambrose, 
he is recovered from the error of the 
Manicheans. He is baptized by the same 
Ambrose.

From the province, therefore, of Africa, in the city
of Tagaste, he had been born of honest and Christian

(2 )parents, members of the curial rank, and he was fostered 
and nourished by their care, by hard work and expense, 
educated especially in secular letters, but imbued with all 
studies, which they call liberal. For he first taught 
grammar in his own city, and afterwards taught rhetoric in 
Carthage, capitol of Africa. In the years following, he 
taught across the sea in the city of Rome and at Milan 
where, at that time, the court of the emperor Valentianus

1Tobias. 12:7



20

the younger had been established. In this city, one
most acceptable before God, and numbered among the best

(3)
of men, was Ambrose, our illustrious priest, who was 
then carrying on the duties of a bishop. In the mean
time, standing in the church amongst the people, Augustine 
would listen, intent and absorbed, to the frequent ser
mons of this preacher of the word of God. As a young man
at Carthage, in fact, he had at one time been led astray

(4)by the error of the Manicheans; and thus, he was more 
interested than the others, should anything be said for 
or against that heresy. And the mercy of God the libera
tor came forth, urging the heart of his priest, so that 
the pertinent questions of the Law against that heresy 
were solved. Thus instructed, slowly and gradually that 
error was driven from his mind by the divine mercy. 
Straightway, established in the Catholic faith, there was 
born in Augustine the burning desire of perfecting himself 
in religion, in consequence of which, on the holy days 
of the Pasch that were at hand, he should receive the water' 
of salvation. Thus it came about that by the assistance 
of the grace of God, and through the great and noble 
prelate, Ambrose, he received the salutary doctrine of the 
Catholic Church, and her divine Sacraments.
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Chapter II
Leaving all things, he undertakes the 
purpose of serving God, being now more 
than 30 yrs. of age.

And soon, from the inmost depths of his heart, he
abandoned every worldly ambition, no longer seeking a
wife, nor children of the flesh, nor riches, nor worldly
honors; but he determined to serve God with his associates,
being desirous to be in and of that little flock, which
the Lord addressed, saying, "Fear not, little flock, for
it has pleased your Father to give you a kingdom. Sell
what you possess and give alms. Make to yourself bags
which grow not old, a treasure in heaven which faileth 

1not," and so on. And the same holy man wished to do that
which the Lord says again: MIf you would be perfect, sell
all that you have and give to the poor, and you will have

2treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.” And desiring
to build a foundation of faith— not wood, hay, and
stubble; but gold, silver, and precious stones. And
he was then more than thirty years of age, his mother

(5)alone surviving, and clinging to him, and rejoicing 
more over the purpose he had assumed of serving God than 
in the offspring of the flesh. For his father had died 
before this. Augustine also made it known to his pupils 1

1 2 Luke 12; 32,33 Matt: 19:21



that they should avail themselves of another teacher, 
since he had decided to serve God.

Chapter III

The retirement of Augustine. A cer
tain man converted by Augustine.

And now, after he had received grace, it pleased him 
to return to Africa and his own home and fields, in the 
company of other of his townspeople and friends, likewise 
serving God. Coming to these places, and being established 
in them for almost three years, and with worldly cares 
removed, he lived for God, together with those who clung 
to him, in fastings, prayers, and good works, meditating 
day and night on the law of the Lord. And the matters
which God revealed to him in his contemplations and

»prayers, he taught both those present and those absent
through his sermons and books. It chanced at this time,
that a certain individual in the number of those whom

(6 )they call "agents in affairs," established at Hippo- 
Regius, a good and God-fearing Christian, with Augustine’s 
good reputation and learning being known, desired and 
wished to see him, promising that he could contemn all 
the passions and allurements of this world, if ever he 
might deserve to hear the word of God from Augustine’s

22



mouth. When this had been brought to Augustine by a 
faithful report, desiring to free the man's soul from 
the dangers of this life and from everlasting death, 
Augustine went of his own accord and promptly to that 
venerable city and frequently addressed the man after 
he had been introduced to him. And he exhorted him to 
render back as much as he had vowed to God, since God 
was giving it to him. From day to day, the man promised 
that he would do so, but, nevertheless, he did not ful
fill this resolution in Augustine's presence. At any 
rate^ this could not be empty and useless which Divine 
Providence was accomplishing in every place, through 
such a vessel, cleansed unto honor, profitable to the 
Lord, and prepared unto every good work.1

Chapter IV
»

He is seized for the office of presbyter.
And thus at the same time in the Catholic Church 

at Hippo, the holy Valerius was holding the office of 
bishop. Then he, because the need of the church was a 
pressing one, addressed and exhorted the people of God ' 
about procuring and ordaining a presbyter for the city; 
so, the Catholics, knowing the purpose and teaching of 
Augustine, laid hands on him, for he also was standing

S3

1II Tim. 2: 21
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among the people, feeling secure and quite ignorant of 
what was going to happen, since as a layman he was 
accustomed, so he told us, to withdraw his presence from 
those churches which did not have bishops. They held him

(7)therefore, and, as is the custom among such people, 
brought him in to the bishop to be ordained, for all of 
them, by unanimous consent, wished this to be done and 
accomplished; and while they were making demands with 
great zeal and clamor, he was weeping copiously; also 
some, as he himself told us, interpreting his tears 
sneeringly, said, as if consoling him, that, though he 
was worthy of a greater office, the place of presbyter 
was nevertheless close to that of the bishop. But the 
man of God, according to his own story, understood with 
greater insight, and groaned, as he saw the many and 
great dangers to threaten and confront his life, during 
the direction and guidance of the Church. It was for 
this that he wept. But the people's desire was fulfilled, 
as they wished.

Chapter V

He establishes a monastery. The bishop 
Valerius gives to his presbyter the 
power of preaching the word of God in his own presence.

Having been made a presbyter, he soon established a



25

monastery within the church; and he began to live with the
servants of God according to the manner and rule established

1under the holy apostles: especially that no one should have 
anything of his own in that society, but that all things 
be commonly owned by them; and items distributed to each 
one according to his need; this was what he had formerly 
done, when he had first returned to his own [.home] from 
overseas. In fact, the holy man Valerius who had ordained 
him, being a pious and God-fearing man, rejoiced and gave 
thanks to God, and told how his prayers had been merci
fully heard by the Lord, the prayers which he had poured 
out without ceasing, that just such a man would be granted 
him by Divine Providence, who could, by the word of God 
and by salutary teaching, build up the Church of the Lord.
For this purpose, Valerius saw that he himself was less*

useful, being a Greek by birth, and less trained in the 
Latin language and literature. So, to this same presby
ter, he gave the power of preaching the Gospel in the 
church in his own presence, and very frequently of expound
ing, contrary to the practice and custom of the African 
Churches; and on this score, even some bishops were wont 
to criticize. But that venerable and prudent man, with

\

1
Acts 4: 32.
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the certain knowledge that that was done again and again by
custom in the Oriental congregations, and considering only
its usefulness to the Church, heeded not the tongues of the
detractors, as long as his presbyter did that which the
bishop knew he could by no means fulfill by himself. Hence,
the burning and shining light was placed upon a candlestick

1and shone fo.r all who were in the house. And, afterwards, 
the report of this running and flying, with the good ex
ample going before it, some presbyters, with power received 
from their bishops, began to preach the word of God to the 
people in the presence of their bishops.

Chapter VI.
Augustine’s conflict with Fortunatus, 
the Manichean

Nov/ at that time in the city of Hippo, the plague
»

of the Manicheans had infected and permeated very many 
citizens as well as strangers, who were seduced and

(8)deceived by a certain presbyter of that heresy, Fortunatus 
by name, who lived and dwelt there.

In the meantime, the Christians at Hippo, whether 
citizens or strangers, Catholics as well as Donatists, 
approached Augustine, and demanded that he see that man, 
presbyter of the Manicheans, whom they believed to be

1Matt. 5:15
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learned, and argue with him on the Law. This he did by no
means refuse, -for as it is written, he was ready to give an
answer to everyone asking him a reason for the hope and

1faith that is toward God, and being able by sound doctrine
2to exhort and refute those contradicting him. But he

asked whether Fortunatus wanted this to take place. So
they at once reported this to Fortunatus himself, seeking
and urging and demanding that he by no means refuse it.
But since this Fortunatus had already known the holy Augustine
at Carthage, when the latter was as yet established in the
same error with himself, he was afraid to argue with him.
Nevertheless, as he was very greatly importuned and shamed
by the urgency of his own followers, Fortunatus promised
that he would meet Augustine face to face in close combat,
and would enter the contest of a debate. So they met at an
appointed time and place, with very many interested listeners
mingling with the curious in the crowd. When the reporters’

(9)notebooks had been opened, the discussion was begun on 
the first day and was completed on the second. In which dis
cussion, as the trustworthiness of the proceedings indicate, 
that Manichean was able neither to disprove the Catholic 
position, nor to prove that the sect of the Manieheans relied 1

1 2 Pet. 8:15 Titus 1:9.



an inimitable way, were not silent but spread his fame 
wherever they could. And so, through the help of the Lord, 
the Catholic Church in Africa began to raise its head, 
which for a long time lay seduced and overpowered, while 
the heretics were gaining strength there, and especially 
the rebaptizing Donatist party which comprised the great 
majority of the Africans. And these very heretics, along 
with the Catholics, used to listen with great enthusiasm 
to these books or tracts of his, proceeding and flowing 
forth by the wondrous grace of God, drawn up with an 
abundance of reason and on the authority of the holy scrip
tures. And each one, as he wished, and was able, brought 
reporters, and took down whatever was said. And thence, 
through the whole body of Africa, the excellent doctrine
and sweetest odor of Christ was diffused and made manifest,

»and the Church across the sea, learning of this, rejoiced
also. For just as when one member suffers, all members
alike suffer, so also when one member is glorified, all the

1members rejoice.
Chapter VIII

He is chosen bishop, while Valerius 
is still living, and is ordained by 
Megalius the primate.

That truly blessed old man Valerius, rejoicing more 
wholeheartedly than the rest, and giving thanks to God for I

I Cor: 12:26
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the special blessing bestowed upon him, began to be fearful,
as is common to human nature, lest Augustine be taken from
him by another church deprived of a priest, and be singled
out for the episcopal office; for that would have happened,
unless the same bishop, aware of the aforesaid possibility,
had taken care to remove Augustine to a secret place,^ and
thus hidden, Augustine could by no means be found by the
folk looking for him. The same venerable old man, fearing
of this the more, and knowing that he was most feeble as
regards health and old age, corresponded with the episcopal
primate at Carthage, mentioning the weakness of his body,
and the burden of his years, and beseeching that Augustine
be ordained bishop of the Church at Hippo, where he would
not, indeed, succeed to his throne, but would associate
with him as coadjutor. And what he sought for and asked,
he satisfactorily obtained in an answer. And afterwards,

(ii)
when Megallus, bishop of Calama and at that time primate 
of Numidia, came to visit the Church at Hippo, in answer 
to an invitation, the bishop Valerius unexpectedly made 
known his will to the bishops who happened to be present at 
the time, and to all the other clerics at Hippo, and to all 
the people. But, while all who had heard were rejoicing 
and clamoring that it be done and accomplished in their great 
desire, the presbyter refused to accept the office of bishop
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contrary to the law of the Church, with his bishop still 
living. But when he was persuaded by all that this was 
occasionally done, and when this was proved to him in his 
ignorance, by examples in the African Church and those 
churches across the sea as well, he acquiesced under compul
sion and under force, and accepted the charge of the bishop
ric and the ordination to the higher office. Later, he said 

1and wrote that this ought not to have been done in his own
case, namely that he was ordained while his bishop was still

(12)living, because it was forbidden by an ecumenical council,
a fact which he learned now after his ordination, and that

\

he regretted what was done in his own case, and he did not
(13)want it done in the case of others. Whereupon, also, he

saw to it that a decree was established by the council of
(14)bishops that rules governing all priests should be made 

known to those already ordained or about to be ordained by 
men who performed the ordinations.

Chapter IX
He contends with the Donatists

And so it came to pass, that as bishop he preached the 
word of eternal salvation much more forcibly and fervently 
and with greater authority, no longer in one region alone,

Ep. 213, 4.1
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but wherever he was asked to come, and the Church of the
Lord sprang up and increased rapidly, while Augustine was
prepared at all times to give to those who questioned him,
an answer for the faith and hope which has to do with God,

(15)The Donatists especially, whether residing in the same 
Hippo or in a neighboring city, brought his addresses and 
writings to their own bishops. After they had heard these 
addresses, and perchance said anything against them, they 
were refuted by their own followers, or these same answers 
were brought to the holy Augustine. And when he had ex
amined them patiently and calmly and, as it is written,

' ' 1 worked out the salvation of all with fear and trembling,
he showed how these Donatists neither would nor could
refute anything, and how true and manifest is that doctrine
which the faith of God’s Church holds and teaches. He
worked continually on these things day and night. For he
sent letters to prominent bishops and even to laymen in this
heresy, admonishing and urging them, by the answers he gave,
either to rid themselves of their error, or at least to meet
him for discussion. But, because of their mistrust, none of
them ever wished even to write back. Yet, in their wrath,
they spoke out venomously and kept privately and publicly
charging that Augustine was a seducer and deceiver of souls;

Phil. 2:12.1
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and they spoke and wrote that the wolf ought to be killed 
in defense of their flock; neither fearing God, nor blushing 
before men, they taught that one should believe that all 
sins could be forgiven by God, without question of those 
who had been able to undertake and accomplish this.
Augustine took care to make known to everyone their distrust 
of their own cause; and, when they had gathered in public 
conferences, they did not dare to debate [with himj .

Chapter X

The madness of the Circumcellions.

The same Donatists had in nearly all their Churches
an unusual type of men, perverse and violent, as they
walked about under the profession of emergency, who were

(1 6 )
called Circumcellions. They were of very great number, 
and established in bands throughout nearly all the African 
regions. These men, spurred on by wicked teachers, 
haughty boldness, and unlawful temerity, at no time spared 
either their own people or others, depriving thoughtless 
men [in their fight} against law and rights; and unless 
men obeyed, they afflicted them with the severest injuries 
and losses, and armed with various weapons, they ran 
through farms and estates, not hesitating even at the 
shedding of blood. But while the word of God was dutifully
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preached, when a plan of peace was held out to those who 
hated peace, they freely fought the man who spoke in its 
defense. And when, in opposition to their teachings, the 
truth became known, those who would or could, either tore 
themselves away from the heretics, or secretly withdrew 
and, together with as many of their friends as they could, 
adhered to the unity of the Church. Consequently, seeing 
the congregations of their heresy diminishing, and envy
ing the increases of the Church, they raged in their anger 
with the fiercest wrath, and perpetrated concerted and 
intolerable persecutions upon the unity of the Church; and 
they heaped attacks day and night on the Catholic priests 
and ministers, stealing all their possessions. But they 
also crippled many of God’s servants by their tortures.^17  ̂
They even cast lime [mixed] with vinegar into the eyes of 
some [of the victims], and killed others. In consequence, 
these same rebaptizing Donatists began to be hated even by 
their own [followers] .

Chapter XI
t

The progress of the Church through 
Augustine. Monasteries are established through his CspiritualJ children.

Now, with divine doctrine in the ascendant, the clergy 
of the Church at Hippo, serving God in the monastery under 
and with the holy Augustine, began to be ordained. And
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then the truth of the Catholic Church’s precepts became 
known and celebrated from day to day, and exemplified by 
the holy servants of God, with their continence and pro
found poverty. So, the Church, with its peace and unity,
first began to demand with great desire bishops and clergy

(18)from that monastery which had begun and grown through
that memorable man. Afterwards it came about that they
obtained the bishops and clergy. For the blessed Augustine,
being asked, furnished to the various churches about ten

(19)men whom I knew, holy and venerable, continent and most 
learned, and some of them were quite prominent. And like
wise, these too, coming from the brotherhood of those holy 
men, propagating the Churches of the Lord, also established 
the monasteries; and as their zeal of building up the word 
of God increased, they furnished to the other churches 
brothers promoted to the office of the priesthood. Accord
ingly, because of the books edited and translated into the 
Greek tongue by that one man, the teaching of the wholesome 
faith, hope and love of the Church gained public attention 
through many unto many, not only through all parts of 
Africa, but even in the churches across the sea. Through 
him, many, with God’s help, merited to learn much. And so, 
as it is written, the sinner seeing this, was enraged, and . 
kept gnashing his teeth, and slowly did he waste away.1

Ps. 111:101



over in silence what was done and accomplished for the
glory of God by the ardor of that man, so distinguished
in the Church, and in his zeal for the house of God
against the rebaptizing Donatists. When by chance one

( 2 0 )of the bishops of the Church whom he had furnished 
from his own monastery and clergy, visited the diocese of 
the Church which was under his care at Calama, and 
preached against that heresy whatever he had learned for 
the peace of the Church, it happened that midway through 
his journey, he fell under their ambuscade, and although 
he escaped with all his companions, their animals and 
other things were taken from them, and the Circumcellians 
afflicted him with injuries and grievous suffering. Con
sequently, after this affair, lest the progress of the 
peace of the Church be more completely hindered, the
defender of the Church was eloquent before the law. And

(21)Crispinus, who was bishop for these same Donatists in
the city and region of Hippo, for a long time a celebrated
man, and a learned one also, was admonished that he was

(22)liable to a fine of gold which had been established
/

by the civil laws against the heretics. When he, pro
testing against the [aforementioned] laws, was cited 
before the proconsul, he denied that he was a heretic.
There then arose the necessity, when the defender of the 
Church was absent, that Crispinus should be opposed by a

37



Catholic bishop, and that he be convicted of being what
he had denied he was; because if the dissimulation by
this same man passed [as genuine] , perhaps the Catholic
bishop would be held as a heretic by the ignorant, since
he [Crispinus] denied being what he was, and so from
this neglect a stumbling-block might be placed in the
path of the weak. And because the illustrious bishop
Augustine urged it in every way possible, both the
bishops of Calama came to the controversy and for a third
time met in conflict concerning their different views,
while a great crowd of Christian people, both from
Carthage and from all Africa, awaited the outcome of the
contest. Crispinus was pronounced a heretic by proconsu-

(23)lar and libellary sentence. But on his behalf, the
Catholic bishop interceded before the procurator, not to

»exact the fine of gold; and this favor was granted to him. 
But when he most ungratefully appealed to the clement 
judge, the customary response from the Emperor was due to 
his appeal, and accordingly the order was issued that the 
Donatist bishops should have no rights in any place, and 
that they should everywhere be held to the full force of 
all the laws against heretics. By this order also, the 
Judge and the officers of his court and even Crispinus 
himself, although he by no means had to pay prior to now, 
were all enjoined by the laws to pay ten pounds of gold

38
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to the credit of the treasury. Immediately every endeavor 
was offered through the Catholic bishops and especially 
through Augustine of happy memory, that that sweeping con
demnation be dismissed by the clemency of the prince; and 
with the aid of the Lord, this was accomplished. Through 
this diligence and holy ¡zeal, the Church increased greatly.

Chapter XIII
The peace of the Church through Augustine.

And for all these efforts for the peace of the
Church, the Lord gave the palm to Augustine here [in this

\

lifej , and reserved with Himself the crown of justice.
And more and more, with the assistance of Christ, the
unity of peace was increased and multiplied from day to
day, and also the brotherhood of God's Church.

And this especially came to pass after a conference,
which was held by all the Catholic bishops a little
later at Carthage, with the same Donatist bishops, at the
command of the most glorious and devout emperor, Honorius.

(24)For the sake of which [meeting] , he [Honorius] , had sent
(25)Marcellinus, a tribune and notary, from his own court to 

Africa, as a judge. In this discussion, the Donatists were 
completely refuted, and convicted of error by the Catholics, 
and were reprimanded by sentence of the judge. After their 
appeal, they were justly condemned as heretics by the
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rescript of the most pious Ruler. lor this reason, their 
bishops, more than has been customary, together with their 
clergy and people, communicated [with usj , maintaining the 
Catholic peace, and endured many persecutions, even to the 
loss of life and limb. And all this good, as I have said, 
was begun and accomplished through that holy man, while 
our fellow-bishops consented and were equally satisfied.

Chapter XIV
Emeritus, the Donatist bishop, is conquered 

But yet, after that conference which was held with
(2 6 )the Donatists, there were not. wanting those men who said 

that their bishops had not been permitted to speak every
thing they wished in behalf of their own sect before the 
magistrate who heard the case, since the Judge, being of 
the Catholic communion, favored his own church. Failing 
in the conference and being defeated, they threw this 
out for an excuse, since they knew before the controversy—  
did these same heretics— that he the Judge was of the 
Catholic faith, and when they were summoned by him to 
the public proceedings, they met together for the debate 
and [thus] agreed that they would do so. Had they been 
suspicious of him, they could have refused to come. 
Nevertheless, the help of God stood forth, as Augustine, 
of blessed memory, afterwards stopped in Caesarea, a city
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of Mauretania, which letters of the Apostolic See had re
quired him to visit with his fellow-bishops, evidently
to clear up some necessities of the Church. He therefore

(2 7)came forth on this occasion, that he might see Emeritus, 
the bishop of the Donatists in these parts, whom they 
regarded as the chief defender of their sect in the con
ference, and that he might debate with him on this question 
publicly in the church, with the people of the various 
communions standing about to hear. Augustine challenged 
them by the ecclesiastical records that whatever, perchance, 
as they alleged, Emeritus could have presented in the [for
mer] debate, but had not been permitted, he might now with 
freedom and without hesitation, bring out in the [present] 
debate without the restraint or force of any [hostile] power,
and should not refuse to defend confidently his own sect

*
in his own city and in the presence of his fellow-townsmen. 
Nor did he wish to do so, even with this encouragement, 
nor even by the pressing request of his own parents and 
fellow citizens, who kept promising him that they would 
return to his sect even at the risk of their family pro
perty and temporal welfare, if only he would overthrow the 
Catholic argument. But he was not willing to add anything 
more to those records, nor was he able, except this; MNow, 
those records,” he said,"which were completed at Carthage, 
reveal whether we did the conquering, or were ourselves



conquered.” At another place, when he was urged by a
reporter to give an answer, and was silent, his lack of
confidence was clear to everyone and the increases of
the Church of God and its foundations revealed [themselves].
Should anyone, therefore, wish to know more fully the
diligence and work of Augustine of most blessed memory, in
behalf of the welfare of the Church, let him run through
these records, and he will find what kind of arguments
he produced, by which he provoked that learned, eloquent,
and illustrious man, and how he encouraged him to speak
out whatever he wished in defense of his own sect: he \ 7
will see that Emeritus was conquered.

Chapter XV
A merchant, Firmus by name, is con
verted by a digression in Augustine’s 
sermon.

I know, also, and not I only but also my brethren 
and fellow-servants who were then living with us at the 
Church at Hippo with the same holy man, that when we 
were all sitting together at table, he said ”Did you

/

notice my sermon today in the church, that its beginning 
and end proceeded contrary to my usual custom, since I 
did not explain the subject when I had come to the end, 
as I had proposed, but left it hanging? To which we re
plied, ”So we know, and remember that we marvelled over

42
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this at the time.” But he went on: ”1 believe," he said, 
"that perhaps someone was wandering among the people, and 
the Lord, in whose hands we also are and our sermons, too, 
wished him to be taught and healed through our forgetful
ness and mistake. For when I was investigating the 
margins of the proposed questions, I passed over into 
another subject by a digression in my sermon, and with 
the question neither explained nor concluded, I ended the 
discussion by speaking against the error of the Manicheans, 
about which I had not planned to speak at all, rather than 
on the things which I had proposed to explain." And after 
this, unless I am deceived, behold, on the next day or 
the day after, a certain man by the name of Firmus came, 
a merchant, and while the Holy Augustine was seated 
within the monastery’s walls, in our presence, this 
Firmus fell on his knees and threw himself at Augustine’s 
feet, shedding tears, and asking that the priest, with 
his holy companions, entreat the Lord on behalf of his 
sins, confessing that he had followed the sect of the 
Manicheans, and had lived in *it for many years, and that 
he had in vain paid out much money to these Manicheans, 
or to those whom they call the elect, and that he had 
recently, through the mercy of God, been converted in the 
Church by Augustine’s sermons and had become a Catholic. 
When Augustine himself, and all of us who were then present,



were diligently seeking from him for what reason he had 
been most especially satisfied in that sermon, he made 
reference to it, and all of us recalled the course of 
the sermon. Wondering and marvelling at the profound 
plan of God for the salvation of souls, we glorified His 
holy name, and blessed it; for when He wishes, and 
whence He wishes, through those who know and those who 
do not know, and in what manner He wishes, He works the 
salvation of souls. And from that time, this convert, 
adhering to the way of life of the servants of God, gave 
up his business, and advancing among the members of the 
Church, he attained the office of presbyter by the will 
of God, after being sought out and urged on [to do so] , 
holding and guarding the holiness of his life; and once 
established across the sea, he probably lives there 
still amid human affairs.

Chapter XVI
The base and shameful practices of the 
Manicheans are laid bare. Felix the 
Manichean is converted.

At Carthage also, when through a certain procura-
(28)tor of the royal house, Ursus by name, a man of the 

Catholic faith, had come into the company of certain 
Manicheans, whom they call elect! or electae. and
when they were led away by him and brought to the church,
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they were heard before the notaries. Among those present 
were also Augustine of holy memory who, more than any 
others, had known that sect for the shameful thing it was. 
He picked out damnable blasphemies of some sort from 
sections of their books, which these Manicheans accept, 
and he even brought them to a confession of these very 
same blasphemies, and those base and unworthy practices 
they had been accustomed to follow among themselves in 
their evil way. By the disclosure of those women — elect 
indeedl— [all] this was revealed in the ecclesiastical
records. And so, by the watchfulness of the shepherds

\

an increase was brought about in the Lord’s flock and a 
strong defense was maintained against thieves and 
robbers.

(2 9)With a certain Felix, likewise in the number of 
those whom the Manicheans call elect, Augustine held 
public debate, as the reporters took down notes and the 
people stood around; and, after the second or third meet
ing, the vain pride and the error of this sect [was re
vealed] and [Felix] was converted to our faith and Church, 
just as these same records can show if they are investi
gated.

Chapter XVII
Pascentius, an Arian Count, is refuted in a 
debate. The debate with Maximinus, Arian bishop.

Moreover, there was also a certain Pascentius, a count
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of the royal house who, through the authority of his own 
person, was a most energetic collector of taxes, and 
attacked the Catholic faith violently and persistently. 
With railery and force, he annoyed and pestered many 
priests of God who were living in more simple faith. 
Challenged by Pascentius, Augustine met him face to face 
at Carthage, in the presence of honored and distinguished 
men. But the same heretic refused the presence of 
tablets and pen in any way, although our teacher, before 
the session and during it, most urgently desired that 
these things be at hand. And since he [Pascentius] re
fused this, saying that for fear of the public laws, he 
would not v/ish to be endangered by the records of these 
tablets; ao also, Bishop Augustine saw that it was agree
able to his fellow-bishops who were present, to debate 
privately without any written record, and so he undertook 
the argument. But he predicted, as it actually turned 
out afterwards, that after the end of the debate, anyone 
would perchance be able to say, in the absence of 
recorded testimony, that he had said what perhaps he had 
not said, or that he had not said what he actually did 
say. And he joined Pascentius in the debate, and explained 
what he believed and from the former what he held and, by 
true reasoning and the proven authority of the Scriptures,



he taught and demonstrated the foundations of our faith.
But Augustine showed that Pascentius’ assertions had 
nothing of the truth, nor were they supported by any 
authority of the Holy Scriptures, and thus did Augustine 
refute them. And as their respective creeds separated 
them from each other, Pascentius became more and more 
enraged and infuriated, and kept hurling out many lies 
in defense of his false faith, shouting that Augustine, 
although praised on many tongues, had really been van
quished by him, Pascentius. Since these things could by 
no means be kept secret, Augustine was constrained to 
write to Pascentius himself, omitting the names of those 
who attended the conference, because of the count’s fear; 
and in those letters, whatever had been said or done by 
both parties he carefully set down. To prove these 
things, if they should be denied, he had an impressive 
number of witnesses, most excellent and honorable men, 
who were there at the time. Pascentius, in answer to the 
two letters directed to him, returned scarcely one reply, 
in which he was able only to offer insult, rather than to 
claim a reasonable basis for his sect. This is acknowledged 
by those willing and able to read.

(3 0) (3 1)With a bishop of those Arians, a certain Maximinus,
who came to Africa with the Goths, he held a conference at
Hippo, since many men were present there who desired and
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and requested this» And what each party asserted was 
written down. If those in earnest would take the trouble 
to read these records carefully, they will beyond a doubt 
discover what this crafty and unreasonable heresy pro
fesses in order to seduce and deceive, and what the 
Catholic Church holds and preaches on the divine Trinity. 
But since that heretic returning to Carthage from Hippo, 
from his great loquacity in the debate, boasted that he 
had withdrawn himself from the debate victorious, and he 
lied; which things could not easily be judged and examined 
by those ignorant of the divine law. A recapitulation was 
made of that whole debate by Augustine, who took up his 
pen shortly afterwards, giving fully the separate charges 
with their answers. Although Maximinus could offer no 
reply to the charges; nevertheless, with supplements 
added, those other things which could not be introduced 
and written in the short time of the conference were made 
clear; for the craftiness of the man had been such that it 
led him to take up the entire part of the day which re
mained with his last and by far his longest speech. -

Chapter XVIII
Heretics of the New Pelagian sect, overcome 
and condemned. The labors' of Augustine are of great profit to the Catholic Church.
Heretics and pagans are defeated. The tremendous output of Augustine's works.

(32)Against the Pelagians also, new heretics of our times
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and skillful debaters, writing with an art more subtle 
and harmful, and speaking wherever they could, both 
publicly and in private homes— against these he toiled 
for almost ten years, writing and publishing many books, 
and very frequently arguing in the church with people of 
that sect. And since these perverse ones tried through 
their flattery to persuade the Apostolic See of their 
false doctrine, it was most eagerly resolved by African
councils of holy bishops, first to persuade the venerable

(33) (34)Innocent, Pope of the City and afterwards Zosimus, his
successor, that this sect ought to be abominated and con
demned by the Catholic Faith. And the bishops of that See 
at various times took notice of these heretics, now 
cutting them off from the members of the Church, now send
ing letters to the African Churches of the West, and to 
certain Churches of the East, recommending that they [these 
offenders] be anathematized and shunned by all Catholics. 
Such a judgment of the Catholic Church being passed on 
these heretics, the most pious Honorious heard of it and 
followed suit: he decided that they be condemned by his 
own laws too, and that they should be numbered among the 
heretics. After that, some returned to the bosom of holy 
mother Church, whence they had departed, and others are 
still coming back, as the truth of the right faith becomes 
understood and prevails against that detestable error.
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That venerable man Augustine, noble member of the 
Lord’s body was ever a solicitous and watchful for the 
advantage of the universal Church. And to him it was 
divinely granted, that from the fruit of his labors, he 
should find joy even in this life, first because unity 
and peace had been accomplished in the Church of the 
region of Hippo, over which he especially presided, and 
then in other parts of Africa, whether through his own 
efforts or those of others, and priests whom he had fur
nished, seeing the Church of God sprung up and multiplied, 
and rejoicing that the Manicheans, Donatists, Pelagains, 
and {other] Pagans diminishing in large part and becoming 
associated with the Church of God. He delighted also in 
the pursuit of his studies, and rejoiced over all good 
things; he bore with the shortcomings of his brethren 
piously and holily, and mourned over the sins of the wicked, 
whether of those within or outside the Church, but always 
rejoicing, as I have said, in the Lord’s gains, and be
moaning his losses.

But so many things were dictated and published by him,
t

and so many things were 'debated in the church, written 
down and amended, either against the heretics, or expounded 
from the canonical books for the edification of holy sons 
of the Church, that scarcely any of the scholarly folk 
would be able to read through them and know them. Neverthe
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less, that we may not seem in any way to deprive those 
who are very eager for the truth of his word, I have

(35)decided, with the assistance of God, to add an indicuius 
of these books, sermons, and epistles at the end of this 
little work. When this has been read by those who love 
the truth of God more than temporal riches, let each choose 
for himself what he wishes for reading and learning. And 
for copying, let him seek what he wants either from the 
library at the Church of Hippo, where the more correct 
copies can perhaps be found, or search wherever else he 
can, and let him copy down what he has found and hold on 
to it, and further, let him ungrudgingly grant his copy to 
anyone seeking it.

Chapter XIX
How Augustine conducted himself in cases 
to be heard. When an opportunity pre
sented itself, he teaches the parties 
concerned to look for things pertaining 
to the life eternal. The reward of judiciary work.

According also to a motto of the Apostle, who said,
"Does anyone having a matter against another, dare to be 
judged by the unjust, and not before saints? Know you 
that the saints will judge the world? And if the world is 
judged in you, are you unworthy of judging the smallest 
matters? Know you that we shall judge angels, to say 
nothing of things pertaining to this worldly existence. If



you have judgments pertaining to this life, place those in 
the positions of judges who are most lowly in the Church.
I speak to your shame. Is it so that there is not a wise 
man among you who can judge between his brethren? But 
brother is judged with brother, and this is done before 
unbelievers.”'1’ Therefore, when he was importuned by

(36)Christians or by men of any sect, he always heard the cases 
carefully and dutifully, keeping before his eyes the maxim 
of one who said he preferred to hear cases between stran
gers rather than between friends, because he could win a 
friend from the strangers, namely the man in whose behalf 
the outcome of the case was justly decided; whereas, he 
would lost one of his friends— the man, namely, against 
whom sentence was passed. And he always examined and passed
judgment on these cases sometimes right up to the dinner

*

hour, and sometimes fasting for the entire day; seeing in 
them the movements of the Christian spirits, how much each 
one had, by good works, made progress in the faith, or had 
failed in these things. When opportunities were at hand, 
he taught the parties the truth of the divine law, impress- , 
ing it upon them, and instructing and admonishing them how 
to attain to eternal life; seeking nothing else from those 
to whom he proferred him time for this purpose, except only

52
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the obedience and the Christian devotion which is owed 
to God and to men, rebuking sinners before all, that 
others might have fear1 and he did this as one made by 
the Lord a watchman of the house of Israel, preaching the 
word, instant in season, out of season, reproving, re- 
buking, exhorting in long-suffering and doctrine; and 
especially taking the trouble to instruct those who were 
suitable for teaching others. Also, when he was re
quested by some on their own temporal cases, he used to 
write letters to these various [clients]. But he 
separated this part of his work from better things as if 
it were an odious task, as he always took pleasure from 
those things which are of God, or in the conversation or 
chats of brotherly and intimate familiarity.

Chapter XX
How he interceded for the guilty.

We also know that when he was asked by his dearest 
friends for letters of intercession to the civil authori
ties, he did not grant them, saying that the maxim of a
certain wise man was worth heeding, of whom it was written

(37)that from a great regard of his own good name, he would 
not be responsible for his friends; and adding this [remark)
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which, however, was not his own, that the authority 
commonly [considered] preeminent, was [actually] burden
some. But when, on being asked for assistance, he saw 
that intercession was necessary, he granted it with such 
sincerity and tact, that not only did he not appear 
stuffy or ill-humored, but even seemed admirable. For
once, when a necessity arose, he interceded after his

(38)manner for a client to a certain vicar of Africa,
(39)Macedonius by name, and that man acceded to his re

quest, sending back an answer in this manner: "I am 
struck with wonder at your wisdom, both in those books 
which you have published and also in the letters which 
you were not too busy to send while interceding on be
half of a client. For the former have in them so much 
of insight, learning, and sanctity, that nothing more 
may be asked; and the latter, so much of modesty, that 
unless I should grant what you ask, my justly venerable 
lord and esteemed father, I should not consider myself 
to remain blameless in this business. You do not insist 
(as do most men of your position) on extorting whatever
the suppliant wants; but what seemed to you fair to

(40)ask of a judge occupied with many cares, this you 
advise with commendable modesty, which is most effica
cious in settling difficulties between good men. 
Consequently, I have granted at once the request you
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recommend: as I had given you reason to expect."1

Chapter XXI

In what frame of mind he was wont to attend councils.

Whenever he was able, Augustine attended the 
councils of the holy priests celebrated throughout the 
various provinces, seeking in them not his own, but the 
fortunes of Jesus Christ; that the faith of the Catholic 
Church might remain inviolate, or that some priests and 
clergy, justly or unjustly excommunicated, might be 
reinstated or rejected. But in the ordination of priests 
and clergy, he was of the opinion that the agreement of 
the majority of Christians and the custom of the Church 
should be followed.

*

Chapter XXII
What manner of man Augustine was with 
regard to clothing and food.

(41)His garments and footwear and even his bedclothes 
were modest yet sufficient, not too splendid nor too mean; , 
for in such things especially are men wont either to pride 
themselves haughtily, or to degrade themselves; in either
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case seeking not what is of Jesus Christ, hut their own
interests instead; however, Augustine, as I have said,
took the middle path, inclining neither to the right nor
to the left. His table was frugal and sparing, although
along with the herbs and lentils he sometimes had meat,
for the sake of the guests or certain of the less hardy
brethren, but he always had wine. Because he knew, and
taught, as the Apostle says, that "every creature of God
is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it be received
with thanksgiving; for it is sanctified through the word

1of God and prayer." And as the same holy Augustine has 
written in his books of the Confessions, saying, "I fear 
not the uncleanness of meat, but the uncleanness of lust. 
I know that Noah was permitted to eat every kind of flesh
which was useful for food; that John, who was gifted with

»
marvelous abstinence, was not defiled by the creatures, 
that is the locusts, which became his food. I know also 
that Esau was ensnared by his desire for pottage of 
lentils; and David rebuked himself for his longing after 
water; and our King was tempted not with meat, but with 
bread. And so, likewise, the people, in the desert 
deserved to be condemned, not because they longed for 
meat, but because in their desire for food they murmured

Tim. 4: 4,5.1



57

against God." As for the taking of wine, there is the
maxim of the Apostle who wrote to Timothy, and said: "Do
not still drink water, hut use a little wine for thy

2stomach’s sake, and thy frequent infirmities." Using
silver spoons only, the other vessels of the table in
which the foods were brought in, were of clay, or wood,
or marble. But this was not by force of necessity, but
by the choice of his own will. Yet he always showed
hospitality. At the table, he loved reading and discussion 

»
more than eating and drinking, and against the pest of
human custom he had this inscription on the table;

\

Who injures the name of an absent friend 
May not at this table as guest attend.

And thus did he warn every guest that he ought to refrain 
from unnecessary and harmful stories and detractions.
For once when some of his most intimate fellow-bishops 
forgot this inscription and spoke against its counsel, he 
scolded them so sharply that on one occasion, he was dis
turbed enough to say that either the verses be removed 
from the table, or he would get up in the middle of the 
meal and retire to his chamber. This I and those others 
who were present at the table, experienced. 1

1
Conf. X, 31, 46.

2
I Tim. 5; 23



Chapter XXIII
His use of church revenues
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He was ever mindful of his fellow-poor, and for them
he spent from the same funds as those from which he spent
for himself and for all those who lived with him; that is,
either from the revenues of the possessions of the Church,
or from the offerings of the faithful. And when perhaps
(as it often happened) jealousy rose up among the clergy
over these possessions, he addressed the people of God,
saying that he preferred to live off the bounty' of God’s
people, rather than to bear the care and direction of
those possessions; and that he was ready to give them
back to them so that the servants and ministers of God
might live after the manner which we read in the Old
Testament— that those serving the altar be partakers from 

1the same. But this the laity never wanted to undertake.

Chapter XXIV
What kind of a man he was in household 
affairs. What gifts and bequests to 
the Church he accepted or refused.
From the cares of temporal matters, he 
wished to keep his soul always free.

He delegated and entrusted the care and all the 
property of the church building to the more capable

1
Deut. 18:1.
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clergy in turn. He never held a key, nor a ring on his 
hand; but everything which was received and spent was 
noted down by the same overseers of the house. These 
records, at the completion of the year, were read to him, 
so that he might know how much was received and how much 
was spent, or what was still left to be spent. In many 
bills, he was more accustomed [to take] the word of the 
overseer, rather than to see it proven and clarified [for 
himself]. He was never willing to buy a house or land or 
an estate. But if perchance anything of this kind was 
freely given by someone to the Church, if it was left as 
a legacy, he did not turn it down, but ordered that it be 
accepted. But we know that he refused some legacies, not 
because they were useless to the poor, but because he saw 
that it was just and right, that they be owned rather by 
the children or parents or relatives of the deceased,
[even though] these latter did not wish to leave the pro
perty to their heirs. Indeed, one of the honored citizens 
of Hippo who was living at Carthage wished to give his 
property to the church at Hippo. Keeping for himself only 
the interest, he sent the duly attested tablets to 
Augustine of holy memory, who graciously received the gift, 
congratulating him [the donor] for being mindful of his 
eternal salvation. But after some years this, when we 
happened to be visiting with Augustine, behold, this bene

(42)



factor, sending a letter through his son, asked that
those records of transfer be returned to his son. But he
did direct, however, that a hundred pieces of gold be
spent on the poor. With this knowledge, the holy Augustine
mourned, because either the man had feigned generosity or
he had repented of his good work. With sorrow of soul

(43)over this perversity, Augustine said as much as he 
could, as God sustained his heart, toward the admonition 
and reproof of that man. He immediately returned the 
tables which that man had sent of his own accord, and not 
by request nor by force. The money also he spurned, and 
as if he were obliged [to do so] , Augustine censured and 
reproved the man in a letter, warning him to make it’up 
to God by humility of repentance for his false pretences 
and wickedness, lest he depart from this world under so 
heavy a sin.

He also frequently said that the church ought with 
more security and safety accept legacies left by the dead, 
rather than have their living heirs perhaps be solicited 
and damned; and furthermore, that the legacies themselves

t

should be offered, rather than taken by pressure. Indeed, 
he accepted nothing that was offered him, but did not 
restrain any of the clergy who wished to accept these 
gifts. He was not deeply enamored of, nor entangled with, 
the property which the Church possessed. But though he

60
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rather clung to and was engrossed in greated spiritual 
things, he sometimes relaxed from his reflection of 
problems eternal and turned to temporal matters. But 
when these things were disposed of and put in order, as 
though from consuming qnd bothersome cares, he turned 
his soul to the more intimate and lofty concerns of the 
mind, in which he either pondered on divine matters to 
be solved, or dictated something from those things he 
had found, or amended something which had already been 
dictated and transcribed. And this he did by, laboring 
all day, and toiling all night. He was a type of the 
Church on high, like the most glorious Mary, of whom it 
was written that she sat at the feet of the Lord and 
listened intently to His words. Her sister had complained 
about Mary because she received no help from her, al
though she, Martha, was occupied with many tasks. And 
she heard these words : "Martha, Martha, Mary has 
chosen the better part, which shall not be taken from 
her"1 He never took any interest in new buildings, avoid
ing in these things the entanglement of his own soul, 
which he wished to keep always free from temporal annoyance. 
Nevertheless, he did not restrain those who wanted them or 
built them, as long as they were not intemperate. Some
times, when the money of the Church was waning, he

1Luke 10:39-41
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announced this plight to the Christian people, saying 
that he had nothing to spend on the poor. On behalf 
of captives and the many who were in need, he ordered 
that the holy vases be broken up and melted, and then 
distributed to the poor. This I would not have recorded, 
had I not seen that it was contrary to the carnal judg
ment of some. Ambrose, also, of venerable memory, said 

(44)and wrote that this very thing should be done without
hesitation in such necessities. But also, when the
treasury and consistory, whence things necessary for the
altar are brought in, were sometimes neglected by the 

x (45)
faithful, Augustine, speaking in the church, would 
admonish them, even as the most blessed Ambrose, speaking 
in the church, had preached on the same subject in
Augustine’s presence, as Augustine had once told us.

'** »

Chapter XXV
Household discipline. Punishment of 
one taking an oath.

At all times, there were together with him in the 
house and at the table the clergy, who were fed and 
clothed at the common expense. And lest anyone should, 
with easy oath, fall into ways of condemnation, he also 
preached to the people in the church and instructed the 
people in his own house, that no one should utter an 
oath, not even at the table. If anyone should have



erred in this, he used to forfeit one drink, according
to the rules; for the number of cups allowed to those
living there and eating with him was fixed beforehand.
But the lapses and transgressions of his people from the
established rule and standard of integrity, he censured
and countenanced as much as was fitting and necessary;
in such cases, teaching them especially that no one
should incline his heart to wicked words or to make
excuses for sins,^ and that whenever anyone offered his
gift at the altar and there had remembered that his
brother had anything against him, he should leave his
gift at the altar, and go to be reconciled to his brother,

2and then come and offer his gift at the altar. But if 
he had anything against his brother, he should rebuke him 
in secret; and if that one should take heed, he had 
gained his brother; but if not, he should take with him 
one or two others: if he should hold these also in con
tempt, he should be brought before the Church. If he 
should not obey her, he should be to them as the heathen 
and publican. He added this also, that in regard to an 
errant brother seeking forgiveness, not seven times, but 
seventy times seven times, should his offense be for
given,3 just as each one daily asks of the Lord that his

1 2 3
Ps. 140:4. Matt. 6:23,24 Ibid.18:15-17,21,22.
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own sins be forgiven.

Chapter XXVI
On the companionship of women.

No women ever lived or stayed in Augustine’s house, 
not even his own sister, though she was a widow who had 
long served God and lived in charge of his handmaidens 
right up to the day of her death. Neither did he admit 
the daughters of his own uncle or brother, which per
sons the councils of the holy bishops placed among the 
exceptions. But he used to say that although no evil 
suspicion might come of his sister’s and nieces’ staying 
with him; nevertheless, since those persons were unable 
to be without other necessities and women staying with 
them, and because other women would come in to visit 
those [just mentioned] , there might arise from these 
circumstances some stumbling-block for the weaker ones 
or an occasion to fall; and that those who stayed with 
the bishop or perhaps some one of the clergy, as a 
result of all these women living and coming together, 
might perish through human temptations, or certainly would 
be most wickedly maligned by the evil suspicions of men.
For this reason, he used to say that women, however chaste, 
ought never remain together in the same house with the 
servants of God, lest, as the saying is, any occasion to 
fall or stumbling-block be placed in the way of the weaker
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members by such an example. And if, perchance, he was 
asked by some women wishing to greet or see him, they 
never came in to him without his clerics [being present 
as] witnesses, nor did he ever speak with them alone, not 
even if the matter was one of secrecy.

Chapter XXVII
His service to the needy and sick. The 
illustrious saying of Ambrose in extremis. 
Another unusual saying of the dying bishop 
against the desire of a longer life here.

In his visitations he always held to the rule laid
down by the apostle, that he should visit only orphans

1and widows in their tribulations. And if perchance he 
was petitioned by the sick to invoke the Lord for them 
in their presence, and to impose hands upon them, he came
without delay. But he would visit the monasteries of

*

women only under the direst of circumstances.
Furthermore, he used to say that in the life and 

habits of the men of God that precept ought to be observed 
which he had discovered in the practice of Ambrose of holy 
memory, that he should never influence a wife in favor of, 
anyone, nor recommend for military service a person 
desirous of the same, nor should he go to a feast in his 
own community, even though he was invited. Giving reasons

1James 1: 27.
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fox each of these rules [he said that) if the husband and 
wife should argue with one another, they might revile him 
through whose agency they were joined in marriage; but 
clearly since they themselves had agreed on the union be
forehand, it ought to concern the priest, whom they sought 
out, to confirm or bless that which had been agreed upon
and which was pleasing to them. And if the young man

%

recommended for the army should fare badly, the fault for 
this might be attributed to the one who encouraged him. 
Also, through frequent participation in community festivi
ties, the established rule of temperance might be broken.

He also told us that he had heard of a most wise 
and godly reply made by an illustrious man of happy 
memory, and he used always to praise and extol it. For
when that venerable man lay in his last illness, and as

*honored men of the faithful stood around his bed, watch
ing him as he was about to depart from earth to God, and 
were bemoaning the fact that the Church would be deprived 
of such a great priest and of his dispensation of the 
word and sacrament of God, he was asked with tears to beg
God for an extension of his life, Ambrose addressed them
r , (46)[in this mannerj : "I have not so lived, that I should
be ashamed to remain among you; but neither do I fear to
die, because we have a Lord who is good.” And our
Augustine, in his old age, used to praise and admire these
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well-written and forceful words. For he said that we 
must understand that .Ambrose added the words, "Nor do I 
fear to die, because we have a Lord that is good"; so that 
no one might believe that he had yielded to presumption 
by overconfidence in the most abstemious way of life he 
had observed: "I have not so lived, that I should be 
ashamed to remain among you." Now this he had said with 
reference to that which men can judge of their fellowmen.
For knowing the judgment of divine equity, he said that he 
trusted rather in the good Lord, to whom he spoke daily in 
the word̂ s of the Lord’s prayer: "Forgive us our trespasses."

Moreover, towards the end of his life, Augustine very 
frequently repeated in this same connection, the words of 
a certain fellow-bishop and very intimate friend. For 
when he had gone to visit him again and again as he was 
drawing near to death and he had indicated by a gesture of 
the hand that he was about to depart from this world, 
Augustine had replied to him that he might still be bene
ficial to the Church if he lived on. But, lest anyone 
should think that he clung greedily to his life, he an
swered Augustine, "If never, it is well; if sometime, why 
not now?" Augustine admired such a remark and praised the 
man who gave it voice, a God-fearing man indeed, but a man

1Matt. 6:12.



68

who had been born and raised in a small town and was not
much educated in the art of reading. In contrast to him
is the reaction of an ailing bishop of whom the holv

(4 7)martyr Cyprian, in his epistle which he wrote on 
Mortality, recounted thus, saying: "When a certain one of 
our colleagues and fellow-bishops, worn out with infirmity, 
and troubled about the approach of death, prayed for an 
extension of his life, there stood by this man who was 
praying and even now almost on the point of death, a young 
man venerable in glory and majesty, tall in stature, and 
radiant in countenance. Mortal eyes could scarcely have 
endured the sight of him standing there, had not he who 
was about to leave this life already had the power to be
hold such a vision. And, not without a certain degree of 
indignation of the soul and of the voice, that young man 
rebuked him, and said, "You are afraid to suffer, you do 
not wish to die; what shall I do with you?"

Chapter XXVIII
The books which Augustine published 
shortly before his death. The books 
°f Retractions. Foreigners break in.The Siege of Hippo.

Shortly before the day of his death, he revised the 
books which he had dictated and edited, whether those which 
he had dictated in the early period of conversion when he 
was still a layman, or while he was a presbyter, or bishop. ’
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And in those books which he had dictated or written while
he was as yet not so well acquainted with ecclesiastical
usage and had less understanding, whatever he found not
agreeing with ecclesiastical rule, this he himself censured
and corrected. Thus he wrote two volumes, the title of

(48)which is On the Revision of Books. He used to complain 
that certain of his books were taken off by some of his 
brethren before a rather careful revision [could be made] , 
although he had revised them afterwards. Some of his 
books, however, he left unfinished, when he was overtaken 
by death. Furthermore, wishing to profit all men— whether 
they were able to read many books, or were able to read 
none— he made excerpts from both of the divine Testaments, 
the Old and the New, of the divine commandments and pro
hibitions pertaining to the conduct of life, and with a

*preface being added, he made one volume of them, so that 
whoever wished, might read and learn from this how obedient 
or disobedient he was towards God: and this work he desired 
to be called The Mirror.

But a short time after this it came about, through the 
divine will and power, that a mighty force of savage foes, 
Vandals and Alans, having interspersed with their numbers 
the Gothic race also, and various other peoples, armed with 
various weapons and well-trained in battle, came by ship 
from the regions of Spain across the sea, and poured into
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Africa and overran it. And everywhere throughout the 
regions of Mauregania and even crossing over to our other 
provinces and territories, raging with every cruelty and 
barbarity, they completely devastated everything they 
could by their plundering,’ slaughters, and divers tortures, 
by fires and other evils innumerable and unspeakable.
They spared neither sex nor age, not even the very priests 
and ministers of God, nor yet the ornaments and vessels 
of the churches, nor even the buildings. But that man of 
God did not believe and think as did other men, on the
reasons for which this most fierce assault and devasta-

\

tion of the foe had arisen and come to pass. But
considering these matters more deeply and profoundly, and
perceiving in them above all the dangers and the death of
soulS (since, as it is written, "He that increaseth

1 ,knowledge, increaseth sorrow;" and "An understanding heart
is a worm in the bones"), more than ever tears were his

2portion day and night, as he passed through and endured 
those days of his life, and almost ended what, beyond all 
others, were the saddest and bitterest days of his old age. 
For that man of God saw cities destroyed in the attack, and 
the resident citizens, together with the buildings on their 
lands, partly annihilated by enemy slaughter, and others 1

1 2 Eccles. 1:18. Ps. 41:4.

(49)



put to flight and dispersed; churches shorn of priests 
and ministers, and holy virgins and monastics scattered 
in every direction; he saw aome among these give in under 
torture, and others slain by the sword, while still others 
in captivity, losing the integrity of mind and body and 
even of the faith, served the foe in a harsh and shameful 
manner; he saw the hymns and praises of God perish from 
the churches; the church buildings in many places con
sumed by fire, the solemnities owed to God cease from 
their appointed places, the divine sacraments either not 
desired, or else one who might administer them could not 
easily be found for anyone desirous [of reception].
Fleeing into mountain, forests, and caves and caverns of 
rocks, or to any other retreats, some had been captured
and killed, while others were robbed and so deprived of

(50)the necessary means of sustenance that they gradually 
perished of hunger. Even the bishops of the churches and 
the clergy who, with God’s help, did not chance to en
counter the foe, or encountering them, had escaped their 
hands, he saw stripped and despoiled of all their goods 
and begging in abject poverty, nor could they all be 
furnished with that by which they might be relieved. Of 
the innumerable churches, he saw only three survive, namely 
those at Carthage, Hippo, and Cirta, which, by the goodness 
of God, were not demolished, and these cities, too, still 
stand, supported by divine and human protection; but after

71
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his death, the city of Hippo, abandoned by its inhabitants,
was burned by the enemy. In the midst of these adversities,
he was consoled by the saying of a certain wise man: "He
is not to be thought great who thinks it remarkable that
trees and stones fall, and mortal men die."

And so Augustine, as he was exceedingly wise, wept
copiously over these matters every day. It increased his
grief and sorrow that the same enemy also came to besiege
the city of the Hippo-Regians which had, up to that time,
maintained its position since, for its defense at this

(51)time, the late Count Boniface had been entrusted with an 
army of allied Goths. For almost fourteen months they had 
besieged the closed city, and they even cut off the sea- 
coast by blockade. We ourselves, with other fellow-bishops 
from the neighboring regions, took refuge in this city, and 
remained there during the whole time of the siege. Con
sequently, we very frequently conversed together and 
meditated on the awful judgments of God placed before our
eyes, saying "Righteous art thou, 0 Lord, and upright are 

1thy judgments."
t

We grieved together, groaning and weeping, and kept
calling upon the Father of Mercies and the God of all con- 

2solation, that he might deign to uplift us in this 
tribulation. 1

1 2 
Ps. 118:137. II Cor. 1:3.



Chapter XXTT
Augustine’s Last Illness.
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And it chanced that once while we were seated with 
him at table and were conversing with one another, he said 
to us: "You know that in this time of calamity, I asked 
God that he would vouchsafe to free this city, surrounded 
by the foe, or if something else should seem better to him, 
that He would make his servants happy in the accomplishment 
of His will, or at least that he would take me out of this 
world unto Himself." Thus did he address and instruct us. 
All of ,us then, including our fellow-bishops and those who 
were in the same city, were beseeching a similar favor 
from the most High God. And, lo, in the third month of 
the siege, when he was worn out, he succumbed to fevers, 
and began to suffer with his last illness. Certainly the 
Lord did not deprive His servant of the reward of His 
prayer. For that which he asked with tearful prayers for 
himself and his city, he obtained after a time. I know 
also that when he was a presbyter, and later on as a bishop, 
when asked to pray for certain demoniacs, he entreated God- 
in prayer, shedding copious tears, and the demons departed 
from the men. In like manner, a certain man came with a 
sick relative to Augustine when he was sick and confined 
to bed, and asked Augustine to place his hand on the sick
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person that he might be healed. Augustine answered that if 
he had any power of this nature, he would surely have 
applied it to himself first of all. And the man replied 
that he had been favored with a vision which spoke to him 
in a dream, saying: ’»Go to Augustine, the bishop, that he 
may lay his hand upon him, and he shall be whole.’» Now 
when Augustine had heard this, he did not delay to do it 
and God immediately made the sick man to depart from him 
sound.

Chapter TXT.
x Advice to the bishops: whether 

they should withdraw from their 
churches at the approach of the foe.

And now I must by no means pass over in silence that 
when the aforementioned enemy pressed upon us, Augustine 
had been consulted in letters by-Honoratus, a saintly man 
and our fellow-bishop of the church at Thiabe, whether or 
not the bishops of clergy should withdraw from the churches 
at the approach of the enemy. In his reply to him,
Augustine implied what was more to be feared from those 
destroyers of Romania. I have desired to insert his letter(52) 
in this account, for it is very useful and necessary for 
the behavior of the priests and ministers of God. He 
answered Honoratus after this manner:

”To our holy brother and fellow-bishop, Honoratus,



75

Augustine sends greetings in the Lord.
”1 thought that the copy sent to your Grace of the 

letter which I wrote to our brother and fellow-bishop 
Quodvultdeus, would relieve me of this burden which you 
have imposed upon me, in seeking advice on what you ought 
to do in the face of these perils to which our times have 
given rise. For although I made that letter a short one,
I nevertheless am of the opinion that I omitted nothing 
that would suffice me to say in answering and him to know 
who awaits my response. For I said that those who desired 
to move to fortified places of safety, if they are able, 
should not be prevented, and that the ties of our ministry, 
by which the charity of Christ has bound us not to desert 
the churches which we are obliged to serve, should not be 
broken. These are the very words I wrote in that letter: 
’If, therefore,’ I said, ’our ministry is so necessary to 
those people of God, however few, who stay where we are, 
that they ought not to be left without it, it remains for 
us to pray to the Lord: ”Be thou unto us a God, a pro
tector and a place of refuge.”,‘L

’’But this advice does not suffice for you, as you 
write, because we would thus seem to be striving against 
the command and example of the Lord in which he advises us 1

1
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to flee from city to city. Pot we recall the words He 
spoke, -But when they persecute you in this city, flee 
into another.»1 But who would believe that the Lord 
wishes this to be done, namely that the flock which he 
purchased with His own blood, should be deserted by that 
necessary ministry, without which they cannot live? Did 
he do this when as an infant in his parents- arms, he fled 
into Egypt, when he had not yet assembled the congregations 
which we could say had been deserted by him? When the 
Apostle Paul, lest he be taken by the enemy, was lowered 
through a window in a basket and escaped their hands,® was 
there any church there which was deserted, when in need of 
his ministry? Was not that which they needed fulfilled by 
those brethren who resided in the same place? indeed, the 
Apostle had done this at their request, in order that he 
be spared to the Church, since he alone was sought by the 
persecutor. Therefore, let the servants of Christ, the 
ministers of his word and sacraments, do as he taught and 
permitted. Let them by all means flee from city to city, 
when someone of them in particular is sought by the persl- ' 
outors, as long as the Church is not abandoned by others 
who are not sought, but let them offer food to their fellow- 
servants, who they know would otherwise be unable to live.

Matt. 10:23 Ibid. 2:14. II Cor. 11:33
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But when the danger is common to all, that is to bishops, 
clergy, and laymen, let those who are in need of others not 
be deserted by those of whom they are in need. Therefore, 
either let all withdraw to places of refuge; or let those 
who must of necessity remain, not be abandoned by men 
through whom their ecclesiastical needs are supplied, so 
that they may either live together, or suffer together what 
their Father wishes them to bear. But if it should happen 
that some suffer more, and others less, or if all suffer 
equally, it is clear that they suffer for others who, 
though they were able by fleeing to escape such evils,V
desired nevertheless to remain, so as not to abandon the
needs of the others. In this espeically is proved that
love which the Anostle John commends, syaing "Just as Christ
laid down His life for us, so also we ought to lay down our

1lives for our brethren". For if those who flee, or those 
who, taken up with their own needs, are not able to flee—  
if these are taken captive and suffer, they suffer for 
themselves only and not for their brethren. But those who 
suffer for this reason, namely that they are unwilling to 
forsake their brethren who stand in need of them for their 
Christian welfare, these without doubt lay down their lives 
for their brethren. I

I John 8:16.1
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\ftierefore, that which we heard that a certain bishop 
said, "If the Lord has bidden us to flee in those persecu
tions where we can obtain the reward of martyrdom, how 
much more ought we to avoid these vain sufferings when there 
is a barbaric and hostile invasion?” is indeed true and 
acceptable, but only for those whom the ties of ecclesiasti
cal duty do not bind. For when he who can escape does not 
flee from a hostile onslaught, and so does not abandon the 
ministry of Christ without which men are unable to become 
Christians or live Christian lives, he finds a greater 
reward of love than the man who, fleeing not for the sake 
of his brethren, but for his own sake, and when taken 
captive, does not deny Christ, and suffers martyrdom. But 
what, then, is that which you wrote in your previous letter? 
For you say, "If we must remain in the Churches, I do not 
see what advantage there will be for us or for the people, 
except that men should fall before our very eyes, women 
outraged, the churches burned, we ourselves would fail under 
torture, when that is asked of us which we do not have. But 
God is able to hear the prayers of his children, and to avert 
the things which they fear. Nevertheless, not on account of 
those things which are uncertain, ought we to be guilty of 
that which i_s certain, namely desertion of our sacred office, 
without which there is certain ruin for the people, not in 
the things of this life, but of that other which must be
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cared for with incomparably more devotion and solicitude. 
For if these evils were certain which we fear might per
haps come to pass in the places where we now reside, all 
for whose sake we should have stayed behind would have 
already fled before us and we would thus be freed from the 
necessity of remaining. For there is not one who says that 
ministers ought to remain where there are no longer any for 
whom there may be need of our ministrations. Thus certain 
holy bishops fled from Spain, after the people had either 
fallen in flight, or had been slain, or consumed in the 
siege or were scattered in captivity. But many more bishops 
stayed in the thick of these same dangers for the sake of 
those who had stayed behind; and if some deserted their 
people, this is what we eay ought not to be done. For such 
were not instructed by the divine authority, but were 
either deceived by human error, or were overcome by fear.

For why do they think that they should unthinkingly 
observe the command which they read— namely, that they 
should flee from city to city; and do not tremble at the 
story of the hireling, who sees the wolf coming, and flees, 
because he has no care for his sheep?1 Why do they not 
endeavor to understand that these two teachings of the Lord 
are consistent— the one where flight is allowed or commanded,

1 ~~ "John 10:12,13.
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the other where flight is discredited and called blameworthy 
that they are not found to be contrary to one another, just 
as truly they are not? And how shall this be discovered, 
unless that be considered which I have already maintained 
above, namely that we ministers of Christ ought to flee when 
persecution threatens, from the places in which we are, only 
when there are none of Christ’s people there to whom we 
should minister: or when the necessary ministry can be 
fulfilled through others who do not have the same reason 
for flight: just as did the Apostle flee, after he had 
been 2,et down in a basket, as I have already mentioned, when 
he alone was sought by the enemy which the others had no 
like need for flight, so that the ministry was not with
drawn there, nor the churches abandoned; as the holy
Athanasius, bishop of Alexandria, fled when the emperor

*

Constantius wanted to apprehend him alone, while the Catholic 
people who lived in Alexandria were by no means abandoned by 
the other ministers. But when the people remain, and the 
ministers flee, then the ministry is withdrawn; what would 
this be but the contemptible flight of hirelings taking no 
care for their sheep? For the wolf will come, not a man, 
but the devil, who has frequently persuaded the faithful 
to apostatize who were deprived of the daily ministry of the 
Lord’s body; and the inform brother will perish for whom 
Christ died, not through your knowledge but rather through



your ignorance.
"But as for those who are not deceived in this matter

by error, but are overcome with fear, why do they not
rather fight bravely against their fear, with the Lord’s
mercy and aid, that incomparably more serious evils may
not come to pass, which are much more to be feared? This
would be the case where the love of God is aflame, not
where the desire of the world smoulders. For love says
’Who is weak and I am not weak? Who is offended and I 

2burn not?’ But love is from God. Let us pray, therefore,
that this love be given by Him Who demands it. And let
us rather fear, for this reason, that the sheep of Christ,
who will die at some time, but some manner of death, may be
slain in the heart by the sword of spiritual wickedness
rather than in the body by a sword of steel. Let us rather
fear that the inner sense be corrupted and the purity of
faith lost, than that the women be forcefully outraged in
the flesh. For chastity is not violated by force if the
will of the sufferer does not use her body shamefully but
endures without consent what another forcefully takes.
Rather let us feat that the living stones be destroyed
while we are deserting our duties , than that the stones
and wood of earthly buildings be burned down in our

%

presence. Rather let us fear that the members of Christ’s

81
1

I Cor. 8:11. II Cor. 11:29,
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body, deprived of spiritual food should be killed, rather 
than that the members of our body be tortured under hostile 
attack. Not that these things should not be avoided when
ever possible, but rather that they must be endured when 
they cannot be avoided without disloyalty, unless perchance 
someone will contend that the minister is not disloyal who 
withdraws his ministry which is needful for piety, at the 

time when it is more necessary.
"But when it has come to the extremities of these 

perils, and there is no chance of escape, do we not realize
what a great gathering there usually is in the church of\ ' ‘ . .... . - ...

both sexes of every age, some clamoring for Baptism,others 
for reconciliation, and still others for acts of penance, 
all of them seeking consolation and the administration and 
distribution of the Sacraments. If ministers are wanting, 
how great a destruction overtakes those,who depart from 
this world either unregenerated or bound in sin! How great 
is the grief of their brethren in the faith, who will not 
share their company in the rest of eternal life! Finally, 
how great the lamentations of all and how great the bias-

1

phemy of some because of the absence of the ministers and 
their ministry! See what fear of temporal evils would do, 
and how great the accumulation of eternal evils that results 
from it! But if the ministers are present, they are a help 
to all, according to the strength which the Lord gives them.



Some of the faithful are baptized, others reconciled,
none are deprived of the communion of the Lord’s Body; all
are consoled, edified and exhorted to ask God, Who is
mighty, to avert everything which frightens them: prepared
for either outcome , so that if his chalice cannot pass

1from them, His will be done Who can will no evil.
’’Surely you now see that which you wrote you did not

see, namely the great advantage to be gained by the
Christian people if, in the present evils, there is not
lacking to them the presence of the ministers of Christ.
And you also see how injurious is their absence when they

2seek their own and not the things of Jesus Christ, and have
not that love of which it was spoken; ’’She seeketh not
her own.” Nor do they model themselves after Him who said:
’’Seeking not my own profit, but the profit of many, that

4they may be saved.” But he would not have fled from the 
snares of that persecuting prince unless he had willed to 
save himself for others who had need of Him. For this 
reason, he says; ’’But I am straitened between two [alter
natives] , having a desire to depart and to be with Christ, »

5a thing by far the better. But to abide still in the flesh
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is needful for you.”

Chapter XXXI
Death and burial of Augustine. The 
penitential psalms. Sacrifice of
fered for the dead. The libraries.
The monasteries. Epitaph by a certain poet.

That holy man in his long life given by God for the
benefit and happiness of the Holy Catholic Church, lived

(53)76 years, almost forty of which were passed in the
priesthood or bishopric. He used to tell us in familiar
conversations, that even after baptism had been received
praiseworthy Christians and priests ought not to go out
from this life without worthy and appropriate penance.
This he himself did, during the last illness from which
he died. For he ordered that the Psalms of Datrid, which

( 54)are the shortest or penitential • Psalms, to be copied 
for him and, during the days of his sickness as he lay 
abed, he used to look at these sheets of paper hanging on 
the wall. He would read them and weep freely and copiously: 
and, let his attention be diverted by anyone, almost ten 
days before his death, he demanded of us who were present 
there, that no one should come in to him, except at those 
times when the physicians entered to examine him, or when 
his meals were brought in. And so it was observed and 
done, and he spent all that time in prayer. Right up to
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the time of his last illness, he preached the word of God
(55)in the church, continuously, vigorously, and courageously, 

with a clear mind, and sound judgment. With all the mem
bers of his body intact, with sight and hearing in good 
condition, while we stood by watching and praying, as it 
is written, "He slept with his fathers, well-nourished in 
a good old age." And in our presence, after sacrifice was
offered to God for the peaceful repose of his body, he was 

(56)buried. He made no will, for this poor man of God had 
nothing from which to make it. He always ordered that the 
library of the Church, and all the books, should be 
diligently cared for for future generations. Whatever the 
Church had in the way of possessions or ornaments, he en
trusted to his presbyter who took care of the church
building under his supervision. Neither in life nor in

*death, did he treat his relatives in the common custom, 
whether they followed his way of life or not. While he 
yet lived, he gave them, if they were in need, what he gave 
to others, not so that they might have riches, but that they 
might not be in need. He left to the church a fully suffi
cient number of clergymen and monasteries of men and women 
under the direction of continent overseers, together with 
libraries having books and treatises of his own or other 
holy men. By the gift of God, it may be known in these 
books and treatises, what a good and great man he was in
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the Church, and he is found by the faithful to live forever.
Accordingly, a certain secular poet ordered that they build
a monument for him on public ground after his death,
fashioned this as his epitaph, saying:

Wouldst know that poets live again, 0 traveller, after death?
These words thou readest, lo, I speak!
Thy voice is but my breath.

It is evident from his writings that this priest, 
acceptable and dear to God, lived an upright and sound life 
in the faith, hope, and charity of the Catholic Church in
sofar.as it was permitted him to see it by the light of

\

truth. This do they know who read his writings on divine
subjects. But I believe that they were able to profit
more from him, who were able to see and hear him speaking
in person in the church, and especially those who were not
unaware of his life among men.* For not only was he a scribe
in the kingdom of heaven, bringing forth from his treasury
things new and old, and one of those merchants who ’’when
he had found the pearl of great price, sold what he had,

1and bought it.” Truly he was one of those of whom it was
2written: ”So speak ye and so do;” and of whom the Savior

says: ’’Whosoever shall so do and teach men, he will be
3called great in the kingdom of heaven.”

2
James 2;10.

1
Matt. 13:52,45,45

3
Matt. 5:19



But now I earnestly ask your charity, you who read 
these words, that you may thank Almighty God with me, and 
bless the Lord, who gave me understanding to desire and be 
able to bring these things to the knowledge of men close 
at hand for far away of the present time and the future to 
come. And I ask that you pray with me and for me that 
since by the grace of God I have lived with this man who 
is now dead, almost forty years on familiar and sweet terms, 
with no bitter disagreement, I may also continue in this 
world as his admirer and imitator, and may enjoy with him
the promises of God almighty in the world to come.- \
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COMMENTARY

1. What kind was his life; In keeping with the nature of 
his panegyric, Possidius makes no mention of the moral 
aberrations which harassed the youthful Augustine prior to 
the famous Mtolle, lege" incident in the garden at Milan 
in the summer of 386.

2. ouriales: A term that suggests that the family held 
some official position in the municipality, though the 
exact nature of the duties and privileges of such office
holders in the proconsular Africa is not known. No

V

fewer than 192 enactments in the Theodosian Code deal with 
the position of the ouriales. Though conventionally re
garded as men holding posts of honor, these tax-collectors 
and magistrates soon became the scapegoats of imperial 
despotism. Literally hordes of curiales, in order to escape 
their ruinous obligations, surrendered the personal pro
perty which automatically elevated them to curial rank, 
and entered Holy Orders or even serfdom, as preferable 
alternatives. Cf. Samuel Dill, Roman Society in the Last 
Century of the Western Empire. (New York, 1906), pp.150-158; 
William Boyd, The Ecclesiastical Edicts of the Theodosian 
Code (Princeton, 1905), p. 72 f.

88
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3. Ambrose: Bishop of Milan, 374-397, foremost among the 
Milanese who influenced Augustine in his conversion to 
Catholicism. Until 374, Ambrose had been the civil governor 
of the provinces of Liguria and Aemilia, with headquarters 
at Milan. Upon the death of the Arian bishop in that city, 
a meeting of Christians, Arian and Catholic, was held at 
that time in the Basilica of Milan, the purpose being to 
select a successor. Ambrose attended this meeting in his 
official capacity as governor, with the intention of 
suppressing possible disorders that might arise from the 
bitter rivalry between the two factions. While he was 
addressing the people, a child was heard to cry out "Ambrose 
for Bishop." The people took up the cry and thus this un
baptized layman, as yet a mere catechumen, was nominated to
the episcopacy by popular acclaim. When Augustine came to

*know him, eleven years later, Ambrose had become one of 
the most able and famous bishops of the Western Church.

4. Manicheans: From his 19th to his 28th year, Augustine 
followed the current Manichean philosophy. Established in 
the third century of the Christian era by the Persian pro
phet., Mani, this new religion expounded the doctrines of 
pseudo-intellectual and rationalistic character. The 
Manicheans insisted that no teaching should be accepted on 
faith, and that only that which could stand the scrutiny



of reason should be given credence. Specifically, the 
Manicheans professed a Persian dualism which regarded two 
primary principles, or causes, of all things— the Principle 
of Light, which was Good or God: and the Principle of 
Darkness, which was Bad. These coeternal causes lived in 
unceasing strife. Essentially a materialistic explanation 
of reality, evil in the world and in man existed eternally 
alongside God and, as it were, in spite of Him. The 
Christian Gospel formed a part of its heterogeneous 
theology, lending an appearance of spirituality where none 
existed in theory or principle. For a good summary of 
Augustine’s Manichean days, see Bourke, op. cit., np. 17-26, 
34-38. From his 28th to his 44th year, Augustine wrote 13 
anti-Manichean treatises.

5. his mother ....rejoicing; Monica’s one hope had been 
that her wayward son might come to live in Christian 
matrimony. When she learned that he had determined, in
stead, to consecrate himself to the service of Christ, 
she was overjoyed that her prayers had been answered in 
such a munificent way. Augustine recalls her joy when she 
first heard the news of his intentions, in Conf. VIII, xii, 
30. Doubtless his mother recalled the prophecy of the 

bishop who had formerly assured her of the final conversion 
of her errant son: ”...ita vivas, fieri non potest, ut

90
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fillus istarum laorimarum pereat." Conf. Ill, xii, 21,

6. agents in affairs: Possidius’ phrase "ex his quos 
dicunt agentss in rebus" is modeled almost exactly on the 
same phrase of Augustine, "Erant autem ex his, quo3 dicunt 
agentes in rebus" Conf. Vili, vi, 15. For numerous other 
parallelisms between the phrases of Possidius and Augustine, 
see the commentary of H. T. Weiskotten. The various func
tions of the "agents in affairs" included the duties of
tax collectors, messengers, and police agents.

7. as iff the custom among such people: As we have seen in 
the case of Ambrose (Note 3) promising individuals could be 
conscripted into the service of the Church if public accla
mation was strong enough to warrant these unusual ordinations.
Martin of Tours, Chrysostom, Paulinus, and Paulinianus, the

»

brother of Jerome were also elevated to the dignity of 
priesthood or episcopacy by compulsion.

8. Fortunatus: A delegation of Catholics and Donatists, 
united in their common hostility towards the baneful

1doctrinès of this Manichean, visited Augustine in the summer 
of 392, with the hope that his eloquence might stem the 
rising tide of conversions to Manicheism. The ensuing debate 
between Augustine and Fortunatus has been recorded in 
Augustine’s Proceedings Against Fortunatus the Manichean.



That Fortunatus was a learned man, despite his evasive 
answers, is proved by the fact that he showed considerable 
skill and understanding of the difference between the 
teaching of Mani and the doctrines of the Catholic Church.
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9. When the reporters1 notebooks had been opened; short
hand reporters, or tachygraphoi swift + to
write) were employed throughout the Roman world, not only 
by the government, but also by the Church and private 
individuals. The impersonal and businesslike nature of 
this class of professional men is interestingly expressed 
by Father Hugh Pope, Saint Augustine of Hippo (Westminster, 
1949), d . 204:

These notaries formed a class apart.
The extent to which their services were 
enlisted is really amazing. For example, 
they were called in as a matter of course 
to take down informal and private dis
cussions held at Cassiciacum. But they 
are not even named nor referred to in any 
way. They were simply machines and were 
presumably paid so much an hour for their 
work. They seem to have taken their notes 
on wax tablets and then transcribed them 
later in full. At other times they seem 
to have taken their notes on paper 
(schedae) and then written them out in 
full, apparently on parchment.

Roy J. Deferrari’s pertinent article, entitled "Verbatim
Reports of St. Augustine’s Sermons" in Transactions of
the American Philological Association, XLVI, pp. 34-45,
is also of interest.
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10. remove Augustine to a secret place: Cf. Pope, op, cit., 
p. 105, citing Serrao OCOLC, 2. In an interesting passage 
from one of his sermons, Augustine speaks of the futility 
of his efforts to escape the episcopal office, which was 
thrust upon him in late 395 or early 396, when he was made 
auxiliary Bishop of Hippo:

So much did I dread being made a 
Bishop that when I found that God’s 
servants were talking seriously about 
the reputation I had made I was care
ful not to go to places where I knew 
there was no Bishop.... But I came 
to this city (Hippo) to see a friend 
whom I thought I could win over to 
God’s service and who might perhaps 
enter our monastery. I felt quite 
safe since a Bishop was in occupation 
of the see. But I was caught and made 
a priest, and once that step had been 
taken I was made a Bishop.

11. Megalius: Primate of Numidia, wherein Hippo was
*located, and the immediate predecessor of Possidius as 

bishop of Calama. He seems to have developed an animosity 
towards Augustine which he expressed in statements he was 
later forced to retract for want of evidence. Becoming 
reconciled to Augustine, Megalius consecrated him Coadjutor 
Bishop of Hippo in 396.

12. forbidden by an ecumenical council: Cf. Pope, op. cit., 
n. 104, citing Labbe, Concilia, II, 14. The co-existence 
of two bishops in a see was, in fact, contrary to the regu-

#
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of the Church her sacred writings under the persecution 
of Diocletian from 303-311 A. D. Since, as they maintained, 
personal holiness was essential to members of the Church, 
Felix and any bishop or clergy who belonged to the tradi- 
tores could not validly exercise their ministry. As a 
consequence, Catholics who joined the Donatist party (so 
called from Donatus, who succeeded Majorinus as the second 
bishop of the infant sect) were obliged to submit to bap
tism a second time.

In a letter to Vincent, Rogatist bishop of Cartennae 
in Mapretania, Augustine demonstrates most strikingly the 
Catholic doctrine that the sacraments are not rendered in
valid by the sinful life of any priest of the Church ad
ministering them. ’’Between an apostle and a drunken priest,
there is much difference; between the baptism of Christ

*
given by the Apostle and the baptism given by the drunken 
priest, there is no difference.” Eg. XCIII, 48. Again,
”It is the Lord Christ Himself Who in every case administers 
the holy sacrament, whatever the character of his repre
sentative ."

For an interesting summary of Augustine’s relations 
with the Donatists, see Bourke, op. cit., 138-175; also, 
Bardenhewer, Patrology (St. Louis, 1908), 483-485.

16. Circumcellions; These self-styled Milites Christi
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Agnostjci made up a particularly savage and fanatical 
adjunct of the Donatist party. The Donatists enlisted the 
aid of these barbarians in 348, when they were threatened 
by the military power. E. S. Bouchier, Life and Letters 
in Roman Africa (Oxford, 1913), p. 96, explains the origin 
of their curious name and something of their nefarious 
activities:

The Circumcellions of Numidia were 
bodies of Punic-speaking peasants, half 
friars, half bandits, acknowledging no 
rule and possessing no property or home.
They would wander about among the cellae 
huts of the country-people, begging or 
robbing; and having nothing to lose and 

x being fearless of death, they became 
ready instruments in the hands of the 
designing Donatist leaders, who organized 
them in opposition to the imperial go
vernment. Shouting their war-cry of Deo 
laudesl they gathered in large bodies^ 
which more than once in the fourth cen
tury committed massacres among the inhabitants of Cirta and neighboring 
towns.

Regarding themselves as the instruments of divine 
vengence, they posed as protectors of slaves and used 
clubs in their deeds of violence, because Christ had 
said to Peter, "Put up thy sword." See also Bury, A 
History of the Later Roman Empire (New York, 1889), p. 194.

17. by their tortures; Of. Ejd. CXXXIII to Marcellinus in 
411. Augustine begins this letter by recounting some of 
the atrocities of these Circumcellions:
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...the majority of them Circumcellions 
have confessed to having murdered Restitutus, 
a Catholic priest, and beaten Innocentius, 
another Catholic priest, and gouged out his 
eyes and cut off a finger.

But in the second paragraph, he implores the Christiane 
judex to blend into his justice a sizeable measure of mercy:

Christian judge, fulfill the duty of a 
devoted father; be angry at wickedness, 
yet forget not human considerations, and 
do not give rein to the desire to seek 
revenge for the atrocity of their sinful 
deeds.

He further recommends that they be beaten with rods 
("virgarum verberibus") instead of subjected to the more 
severe punishments of having their flesh furrowed with 
hooks, or their bodies tortured with flames.

18. bishops and clergy from that monastery: Though by 
no means the first man to found monasteries in the Western 
Church, Augustine has been justly styled the Father of 
Western Monasticism, since it was he who fostered, propa
gated, and himself practiced the life of the religious 
contemplative. His interest in monasticism probably dates 
from the conversation he held with Pontitianus, before his 
conversion, as related in Conf. VIII, vi, 14**15, when he 
first learned of St. Anthony and the solitary life. In 
Chapter III of the Vita, Possidius has made brief reference 
to the monastic activities of Augustine and the little 
group of followers in the monastery at Hippo, where
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Augustine introduced various measures to improve upon the 
manner of life observed by the religious at his first 
monastery in Tagaste from 388-381. The monastery at Hippo 
soon became a theological seminary, a veritable "nursery 
of bishops" in Montalembert*s phrase, from which Augustine 
drew, as from a reservoir, the trained ecclesiastics so 
sorely needed in the North African churches of the time.

It was Augustine, too, who introduced the monastic 
order for both sexes into the Church of Africa, establish
ing in Hippo a monastery of women under the supervision 
of his sister. It was to calm a dissension here that 
Augustine wrote, in 423, his famous Rule which, though 
intended only for the benefit of these simple African nuns, 
was resuscitated under Charlemagne and became the funda
mental code of an immense branch of the monastic order.
Cf. De Montalembert, The Monks of the West (Boston, 1860), 
pp. 253-264; Bourke, op. oit.. 107, 109, 126, 141 f. Of 
special interest to religious priests and nuns is a 
treatise dealing with Augustine as Doctor of the Soul in 
Butler, Western Mysticism (London, 1927), d d . 23-88.

19* about ten men: These included Possidius, bishop of 
Calama; Alypius of Tagaste, Severus of Milevum, Urbanus 
of Sicca; LYodius of Uzelis: Profuturus of Cirta: Privatus, 
and Servilius.

£0• one of the bishops; This was undoubtedly Possidius



himself, since it was he who filled the episcopal vacancy 
at Calama shortly after the death of Megalius in 397.
The murderous attack was led by a certain CriSDinus who 
is not to be confused with the Donatist bishop, Crispinus, 
also a resident of Calama. For details of the unprovoked 
attack on Possidius, see Introduction.

£1. Crispinus: Donatist Bishop of Calama. This man was 
the recipient of two letters from Augustine: Ed . LI, in 
which the Donatist bishop is invited to participate in a 
written discussion (he had refused a proposal of oral de
bate): and Ed . LXVT, in 403, in which Augustine reproaches 
him for compelling eighty Christian slaves on his property 
of Mappalia near Hippo to undergo rebaptism. In this last- 
mentioned letter, Augustine insinuates that the failure 
of Crispinus to pay the imperial find of ten pounds in 
gold (approximately fifty dollars) levied on heretics is 
the result of "great expenses" incurred by the Donatist 
bishop in bribing people to accept rebaptism.

...An forte propterea non habes 
unde reddas auod dare iussi sunt re- 
baptizatores, dum multum erogas, ut 
emas quos rebaptizates?

22. a fine of gold: Penal laws against heretics had 
been enactad by Valens, Gratian, and Valentinian in 376, 
381, and 389. It was the Edict of Valentinian, Theodosius,
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and Arcadius in June, 392, which imposed a fine of ten 
pounds in gold on all heretics. A threat of deportation 
followed a month later, and by 394-395, "heretics” came 
to mean all who assailed the Catholic faith. Through 
Augustine’s unwearying efforts in councils held from 403- 
412, he was able, by enlisting the aid of imperial decrees, 
to eliminate the schism almost completely. Of. Pope, op. 
cit., 283 f.

23. libellary: "formally recorded." Cf. Weiskotten,
op. cit., p. 156.

The English word "libellary" has 
the same sense. The libellary sentence 
passed on Crispinus is a formal written 
statement explaining and justifying the 
sentence.

24. Honorius: Western Emperor 395-423.
*

25. Marcellinus: This tribune, at the command of 
Honorius, was sent from rome to Africa in 411 to preside 
as judge over the Catholic-Donatist controversies. 
Accordingly, he presided over the celebrated Council of 
Carthage held in the same year, at which the Donatist 
Schism was condemned and effectually checked. The 
Donatists accused him of taking bribes and naturally re
sented the growing intimacy between him and Augustine. 
Marcellinus was arrested in 413 through the machinations 
of the Donatists who hurriedly and secretly put him to
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death, together with his brother, Apringius, Augustine 
exposed the treachery of his murder and paid a moving 
tribute to his noble character in E£. CLI, 5, 6 & 8.

26. those men who said: Cf. Weiskotten, op. cit., p. 178. 
He here expresses the typical viewpoint of Protestant 
scholars:

The contention of Fossidius that 
the Donatist bishops, by consenting 
to attend the conference agreed to 
abide by its decision has no force, 
since the Donatist bishops really had 
no alternative, etc.

Dr. Weiskotten does not take into account the fact
\

that Marcellinus presided at the Conference more in the 
capacity of a chairman of a fact-finding committee, 
rather than as a judge. Marcellinus had, in fact, given 
the Donatists an opportunity to select one of th6ir 
representatives as co-president of the conference, to 
serve with him. This proposal the Donatists haughtily 
refused, saying that they did not want to elect a second 
judge, since they had not asked for the first. See 
Bourke, op. cit., p. 172.

27. Emeritus: Donatist Bishop of Julia Caesarea. 
Augustine’s De G-estjs cum Ihaerito of 418 was written 
with the vain hope of reclaiming him for the faith.

101

28. sus; Procurator of the Royal House who discovered
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the Manicheans holding strange meetings of the "Elect”, 
male and female. Some of these people Ursus brought be
fore the ecclesiastical court of Carthage. Augustine 
being present in Carthage at the time, did the questioning. 
Two young women, Margarita and Eusebia, testified as to 
the nature of their meetings. Their combined testimonies 
confirmed Augustine*s earlier reports about the indecent 
practices of some of these "Elect.” Benedictine biogra
phers have placed this event in 421. Cf. Bourke, op. cit.. 
194-195.

\29. Felix the Manichean. This man came to Hippo to
-r —  " ■  ■■ —  — ...............—  —  

preach, possibly in the year 404, and was immediately 
challenged by Augustine. Some of the Manichean books 
were seized at his home and during the debate with 
Augustine in one of the churches at Hippo, he expressed 
fear of the violent reactions of the audience. Such un
pardonable conduct on the part of the Christian people 
at Hippo leaves singularly without force the disparaging 
remark of Dr. Bourke, op. cit., p. 13: "It was customary 
for these Manichean leaders to regard themselves as martyrs 
as soon as they were confronted with opposition." There 
could hardly seem to be a case for the "persecution com- 
Dlex" argument where overt acts of violence are a matter 
of record. One manuscript of Augustine’s De Kaeresibus,
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which mentions a Felix, "a converted Manichean" would seem 
to corroborate Possidius’ statement that this man was 
"converted to our faith and church." In view of all this, 
we -cannot regard as wholly unwarranted the dark sugges
tion of Dr. Weiskotten, op. cit., p. 158: "The books of 
Felix had been confiscated and were being guarded under 
public seal. This and Felix’s recantation give the debate 
almost the appearance of a trial."

30. Arians: The Arian heresy taught that the Son is, not
of the same substance with the Father, but .of like substance, 
and is not co-eternal with Him, but is the first of all His 
creatures. This teaching, which amounted to a rejection 
of the divinity of Christ, was condemned by the Ecumenical 
Council of Nicaea in 325.

*
31. Maximinus: The debate between Maximinus, the Arian 
bishop, and Augustine on the subject of the Trinity was 
held at Hippo Regius in 427 or 428. Marcellinus skillfully 
avoided Augustine's direct questions and took so much time 
on his final presentation that Augustine did not have suffi
cient opportunity to answer. Augustine composed a prompt 
and full reply in his two books Contra Maximinum. In his 
opening sentence he makes a sarcastic reference to this 
deliberate stalling on the part of Maximinus: "quo prae- 
sentes conferebamus, absumpsit."
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The Pelagians; The Pelagian heresy owes its origin 
to a certain Pelagius, a British monk of Augustine’s time. 
According to Pelagius, man is naturally quite capable of 
willing and doing what is good. Since the fall of Adam 
has not really modified the status of the human race, there 
Is no such condition as original sin and consequently no 
absolute need for baptism. Neither sanctifying grace nor 
actual grace have any internal efficacy in regard to the 
working of the human will. God’s grace is but an ornament 
of religious life, making virtuous action easier, but it 
is not .absolutely* required for human salvation.
Cf. Bourke, ojd̂  cit., pp. 175-200; Bardenhewer, op, oit.« 
np. 485-488, 504, 514.

Augustine had a personal concern in the matter be
cause Pelagius, in 411, had craftily contrived to use 
the patronage of Augustine in propagating his heresy. On 
the misuse of certain texts from the treatise on the 
Freedomof Choice, Pelagius made an attempt to support 
the orthodoxy of his views. In 412, Augustine’s attitude 
toward Pelagianism is made perfectly clear in the treatise,' 
0n_the Punishment and Remission of Sins, and on the

of Infants. The treatise, On Nature and Grace, 
was written in 415, to excise, as it were, the taint of 
Pelagianism, the presence of which Augustine discovered 
In the conversations and letters of Catholics who had
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settled in Carthage after their flight from Rome in 410, 
to escape the persecution of Arian conquerors under Alaric.

33. Innocent; Pope 402-417.

34. Zosimus: Pope 417-418.
35. Indiculus: The complete title is Indiculus Librorum. 
Tractatuum, et Epistolarum Sancti Augustini Hipponensis 
Episcopj. This appendix to the Vita of Possidius is the 
earliest detailed list of Augustine’s wiitings.
Possidius fixes the total of Augustine’s works at 1030, 
counting as a separate work each epistle or sermon known 
to him. This little work is valuable in showing how 
marvellously the saint’s works have, on the whole, been 
preserved, yet betrays certain lamentable gaps in our
present editions. For example, of the thirteen letters

*
addressed by Augustine to various Donatists, only Ep\
XXXIII to Proculeianus, E£. LXXXVII, and Epp. LI and LVI 
have come down to us.

36 • heard cases; Cf. Weiskotten, op. cit., pp. 160-161.
One of the regular duties of the 

bishop at this time was to hear and 
decide the cases of his parishioners.This judicial authority had risen 
gradually till It became very important 
and gained the recognition of the civil 
government. In the Christian Roman 
empire, a bishop had power to judge civil and criminal cases not involving capital punishment.
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So time-consuming was this feature of episcopal 
activity, that Augustine was constrained, in 426, to 
transfer duties of this nature to Heraclius, a presbyter.
Cf. Note 13, supra.

For a discussion of this judicial power among the 
clergy as revealed by legislation, see Boyd, op. oit.. 
pp. 87-102; Also, Cambridge Medieval Hisotyr, I, pp. 590-592

37 * regard: "consideration”: contemplations. used in this 
sense especially among jurists.

38* vicarius; head of a diocese of four prefectures. He 
served in the capacity of a civil administrator only and 
had supervision over the provinces into which his diocese 
was divided. As vicarius of Africa, he had six provinces
under his direction. Cf. Abbott, A History and Descrin-

*

tion of Roman Political Institutions (Boston, 1901), n. 338.

39. Maoedonius: Vicar of Africa in 414, authorized to 
enforce the imperial decrees against the Donatists. For 
the correspondence between him and Augustine, see Ep p . CLII- 
CLV.

4  ̂• to ask; petibile. a rare word not found elsewhere
in extant Latin literature.

41 • His garments: It is significant that the single extant
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letter of Augustine to Possidius deals with the subject 
of personal’attire. Cf. Ep. CCXLV and Introduction. 
Augustine1 s views on dress, howex^er, are more fully dis
cussed in Sermo, CCCLVT, 13.

42. to the more capable clergy in turn: ad vices, the 
Late Latin expression, is used here instead of the classi- 
cal in vicem or in vices.

43. perversity; refragatione, late and rare word.

44. Ambrose....said and wrote; Ambrose, in his De
Officiis Ministrorum, lays down three conditions wherein 
a bishop may be justified in melting and selling the 
sacred vessels; to ransom the captive or relieve the 
poor, to build a church, and to enlarge the burial grounds.

* •
45. neglected by the faithful; Fideles were the baptized 
Christians, as distinguished from the uninitiated or 
catechumeni, who were preparing for baptism.

46. I have not so lived; The original statement as 
recorded in Paulinus’ Vita Ambrosii is faithfully re
produced here by Possidius.

47. Cyprian; First bishop in Africa to suffer martyrdom. 
Two enormous basilicas were built in his memory at Carthage, 
one where he was martyred, the other where he was buried.



Cf. Pope, op. cit., 69, 71, 93.

48» On the Revision of Books: Possidius uses the word 
"revision” Instead of the more ambiguous ’’retractions,” 
the title used by Augustine himself. Cf. Labriolle, op. 
çit., pn. 525-526:

N Le mot retractiones n’a pas tout 
a fait le meme sens que le xiiot français 
correspondant. C’était comme un 
synonyme de curae secundae; il indiquait 
le travail de l’auteur reprenant ses 
oeuvres a distance pour les mettre au 
point. Possidius intitule l’ouvrage de 
Recensione Librorum: ce titre est 
significatif. Ï1 ne sourait d’ailleurs 
prévalier contre le titre traditional 
qui est atteste par Saint Augustin lui- même .

The Retractiones was issued in 427, three years be
fore Augustine’s death. It constitutes a general 
revision of all his works exclusive of the Epistles and 
Sermons.

49. poured into Africa; The vandals invaded Africa in 
428. The unsuccessful 14-month blockade of Hippo took 
place from May 430 until June 431. Cf. Hodgkin, op. cit. 
II, 250. This historian offers three plausible reasons 
for the tenacity of Hippo in holding out against the 
invaders:

The generalship of Bonifacius, 
or the prayers of Augustine, or the 
natural unskillfulness of the northern



109

barbarians in the siege of walled 
cities, enabled Hippo to make a 
successful defence.

Hodgkin has used Possidius for his chief source in 
his account of the siege of Hippo.

50. means of sustenance: sustentaculis, rare post- 
classical word used once in Tacitus, three or four times 
in Augustine.

51. Boniface: Governor of the Province of Africa 
during part of the regency of Placidia (425-450). Three
of Augustine’s letters— CLXXXV, CLXXXIX, and CCXX--are

\

addressed to him, in which the Bishop writes as a 
spiritual adviser to a very complex and enigmatic indi
vidual. Cf. Bourke, op. cit., 291 f.

52. insert his letter; Possidius has here reproduced111 " «►

the first nine of the fourteen paragraphs that make up 
Ep CCXXVIII in the saint’s collected letters. The 
superior structure, diction, and thought content con
trast markedly with the simplicity of Possidius’ style

' ...................  ' * • i

53. almost forty years; From 391, when he began his priestly 
life, until 430, the date of his death, is 39 years.

54. Penitential Psalms; The seven penitential psalms are
6, 31, 37, 50, 101, 129, and 142.
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continuously; impraetermisse, apparently the earliest 
recorded instance of the word.

56. he was buried; The remains of St. Augustine have, 
since the ninth century, laid in a silver chest in the old 
monastic church of San Pietro in Ciel d’oro at Pavia. For 
the details of the translation of Augustine’s body from 
Hippo to Sardinia, and from there to Pavia, see Pope, op. 
cit.. 137, 138.
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