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Abstract Confessions, the narrative of Augustine's spiritual journey, has been a source

of inspiration to readers through many centuries. It addresses the universal striving of the
individual towards a 'way of living' characterized by internal coherence and an experience
of the transcendent. Augustine, using a method of inquiry and engagement, guides the
reader through some fundamental exercises: remembering one's story; facing inner restlessness; entering into dialogue with God; ordering of human love; centering in Christ;
participating in a community of faith; living as a pilgrim. Together, they constitute a
didactic instrument for the spiritual development of his readers. This paper reconstructs
that central purpose in a coherent and practical model.
Keywords Augustine's Confessions • Spiritual exercises Religion
Psychology Adult development

The Confessions, the masterpiece of Augustine (397/1997), is the personal narrative of a
human being facing the mystery of God. Modern readers may find it difficult to sustain
their attention to a text from a distant historical time. Yet Confessions conveys a message
from the depths of human experience that has resonated in the minds of many people for
1,600 years. It has also been a subject for scholars in a wide range of disciplines (Markus
2001), although it does not always reach the larger audience of non-academics. The central
theme of Confessions is Augustine's inward journey (McMahon 2006; Vaught 2003); he
reflects upon himself and issues of ultimacy in life as he searches for God and inner
transformation. Life as a pilgrimage is the underlying metaphor that provides continuity
and structure to the narrative (O'Connell 1994). He describes his experiences in a direct
and effective style marked by a vast array of emotions, motivations, and detailed cognitive
processes. In so doing Augustine offers a primary reference for the interface of religion and
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psychology, particularly psychotherapy informed by a self-relational approach (Browning
and Cooper 2004; Dixon 1999; Muran 2001; Miller and Delaney 2005; Nifio 1990).
Taking that perspective, I focus here on some specific elements in the narrative,
identified as spiritual exercises that configure Augustine's experience as he pursues internal
coherence, wisdom, and transcendence. Seen as a construct, the exercises provide a unique
illustration of the universal striving towards meaning and transcendence in life. Within the
exercises I highlight briefly some concepts and processes that are relevant to both spiritual
and psychological dimensions of self-exploration. They are guideposts for further research
and applied work.

Lessons from Ancient Wisdom
The ancient philosophers who preceded and molded Augustine's intellectual and spiritual
vision were seriously involved, as he was, with the search for wisdom and union with
the transcendent. To that end, they developed many practices of personal formation.
Hadot (1995), in a groundbreaking study on the surviving texts of the Greco-Roman
tradition, clarifies for non-specialists the nuances of their form and content. In particular,
he defines the characteristics of the exercises found in those texts and the profound
impact they made in early Christianity and, through Augustine, into the Middle Ages
and our modern times. Hadot's work has sparked renewed interest in this area among
other scholars (Antonaccio 1998; Martin 2000), widening the scope of Augustinian
spirituality.
The exercises are best considered as "spiritual" because, in Hadot's analysis, this
concept includes broader and important intellectual, ethical, and therapeutic aspects. In
other words, they involve "the individual's entire psychism" (1995, p. 82). The GrecoRoman texts present the ideals of philosophy not as a theory or discourse but as a formative
experience, a way of living. They establish the basic principle, shared by all the ancient
schools, that humans are in a state of unhappy disquiet and that unregulated passions are
the principal cause of suffering, disorder, and unconsciousness. In order to achieve happiness, freedom, inner peace, and wisdom, humans must totally transform their vision,
lifestyle, and behavior. That means developing a self liberated from passions and worldly
desires, a moral person. The process required to reach that goal constitutes an askesis, the
original Greek notion that stands for exercise, practice, training—all appropriate to that
end.
Those ancient texts and their exercises made a deep impact on Augustine in his formative years. He had read and assimilated them, particularly the inspired thought of
Plotinus's Enneads, and let their influence filter through his narrative (Harrison 2000;
Kenney 2005). He was passionate about the search for wisdom, convinced that it would
provide him with an ideal based on moral purification and intellectual loftiness. Later, he
would also express his growing disappointment in not finding it. He came to understand
that philosophy is capable of awakening aspirations in the human heart that ultimately it
cannot satisfy (III, 4, 7-10; V, 7, 13).

Ascent with a Method
Augustine eventually found another path, "now inseparable from your gift of grace" (VII,
21, 27), one that stands as a boundary between the high ideals of pagan antiquity and the
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powerful message of the Christian faith. Writing his Confessions about himself and the
way he found God was a personal endeavor of far-reaching implications. In contrast to the
attitude of "people who go to admire lofty mountains, and huge breakers at sea, and
crashing waterfalls, and vast stretches of ocean, and the dance of the stars, but leave
themselves behind out of sight" (X, 8, 15), Augustine takes off from the ordinary level of
attention, de-centering from the immediate world and its multitude of things (II, 1, I) to
enter the silent realm where the self is formed. Silence allows his thoughts "to be collected
from their wanderings" (X, 11, 18) in unified attention. The writing itself imposes a crucial
"solitary disengagement ... an opportunity for self-discovery, emotional catharsis, and
encounter with God" (Barbour 2004, p. 38). Silence and solitude constitute Augustine's
favorable environment that allows "the words of the soul and the clamor of thought
familiar to God's ear" (X, 2, 2) to emerge from within.
The story takes shape purposefully, and readers realize that it is organized to reflect a
detailed and progressive "pattern of ascent" (O'Donnell 1992, I, )(fix). That pattern is
created by reflective inquiry and engagement in the context of a dialogue. Augustine makes
progress through questions, such as "How shall I call upon my God?" and "Who will grant
me to find peace in you? (I, 2, 2; I, 5, 5). Implied in this basic stance is the imperative to
search, facing the uncertainties of being human in a world full of perplexing matters and
the mystery of God. But he wants us to understand, from the outset, that the goal of
inquiring is not to obtain answers but to "ask, seek, and knock" (I, 1, 1), to enter into that
vital dimension in which one can be known and transformed by God. This search acquires
complexity and depth as he faces the obstacles he uncovers within himself, the impact
made by family and friends, the tensions created by encounters with individuals and
ideological groups, and the changes prompted by major events in his own development.
Mathewes (2002) notes that Augustine "wants us to picture life as a way of inquiry ...
exercised not simply in contemplative interiority but in ecstatic communion with others in
the world" (p. 542). This is a search for significance and meaning-making at the very
depths of human striving (Pargament 1999).
Simultaneously, Augustine maintains a line of engagement with his readers. He envisions those men and women, as "fellow citizens still in pilgrimage with me" (X, 4, 6),
sharing in the askesis of a prolonged exercise. His consistent use of the first person
generates a dynamic process, intensified by the ancient tradition of reading aloud, in which
Augustine's word and the person reading it interact in the present time. Moreover, he
expects us not just to understand what he means but to internalize his own feelings as he is
"moved with joy and fear as well; with sorrow yet with hope" (X, 4, 6). The reader takes
something to heart, as if Augustine were speaking to him or her, in an intimate gesture that
creates "a community around a text: it is interpretive in formation and behavioral in
possibilities" (Stock 1996, p. 215). This is the most enduring empathic link with Augustine, for the "I" of the Confessions stands not only for Augustine's self but also for all
"who carry our mortality about with us" (I, 1, 1) and will see their lives reflected in his
story.
I will argue that Augustine's Confessions offers a method that emerges from reflective
inquiry and dialogical engagement and constitutes a didactic instrument for spiritual
development. In this paper I reconstruct his central purpose in a coherent and practical
model for those negotiating the ultimate concerns and questions of life. The following
seven exercises highlight the crucial experiences of Augustine's journey; within each one, I
point out three salient aspects of the process of change and inner healing.
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1. MEMORIA: Remembering One's Story
Authentic Presence
At the start of his narrative Augustine situates himself silently in the presence of God. He
enters this fundamental exercise with a disposition towards authentic presence. A mere
human, immersed in the mystery of his own self and God, he speaks in a way that
establishes a relational ground for the unknown to be brought to light: "What are you, then,
my God .... What indeed am Ito you...?" (I, 4, 4-5). It is a question simultaneously humble
and grand, as he attempts to bring his past and present into God's presence. Augustine sets
his mind upon the principal concern at the beginning of his journey: What is the meaning
of God in my life? That is the critical question that marks spiritual development as well
(Meissner 1987).
Augustine has a definite purpose: "I want to remember..." (II, 1, I). He wants to reflect
on the events surrounding his wandering relationship with God and to give a coherent
account of his pursuit of a multitude of things that caused his moral and psychological
fragmentation. Thus he enters his inner space, where the power of memory resides: "In my
memory I come to meet myself. I recall myself, what I did, when and where I acted in a
certain way, and how I felt about so acting" (X, 8, 14). Remembering is an engagement
"that enables the individual to recognize himself in his recalled past and facilitates healing
the discontinuity of the self" (Kohut 1977, p. 82) caused by internal events, and by myriad
interactions with others and the larger world. This effort to know and be known will throw
light not only on his past experience but also on the horizons of his future. Here is a
beginning prompted by the urgency to live meaningfully and the sense that the key to one's
psychological and spiritual survival is in memory.

Review of Life
Augustine uses a familiar classic pattern of the six ages of life to present his story in books

1 VII, as the stages of a journey (O'Donnell 1992, 1, 1). In retrospect, as adults do at certain
-

critical junctures, he realizes that he needs to review his life: "I was reflecting with anxiety
and some perplexity how much time has elapsed since my nineteenth year when I had first
been fired with passion for the pursuit of wisdom .... Yet here I was in my thirtieth year
sticking fast in the same muddy bog" (VI, 11, 18). Augustine focuses his attention on
different contexts of a developmental arc. He selects and interprets events to make particular points about his experience, in an attempt to establish a continuity of the self.
In psychological interventions, the revision of one's life is the initial task that sets the
healing process in motion. Its main objective is understanding the life structure (Levinson
1986) formed by components that have a lasting influence on the individual, such as family
and friendships, work and lifestyle, faith, and political and social causes. Each of these
i mposes some degree of involvement and participation, generating questions, conflicts and
demands that a person must negotiate in the course of adult development.

Integration
The life review in Confessions is a distinctive form of recollection that shows Augustine
"in the act of reintegrating elements of his thought and life that had begun to come apart
Springer
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for him" (O'Donnell 1992, I, xlvii). Through this process, Augustine binds experiences
and events together into an overarching construction of meaning, with God as the ultimate
referential value (Nifio 1997). The narrative takes on a reversible character as Augustine
moves alternately from past to present: "What I was then ... what I am now" (X, 4, 6); he
creates a loop in which a specific event can be placed either before or after another because
it does not take on its full significance until it is considered from the perspective of the
whole journey (Doucet 1987, p. 51). In this regard, Augustine's exercise is guided by the
conviction that one's remembered self has not been forgotten by God (XIII, I , I ). God is
the Other, the ultimate relation that inhabits Augustine's remembering (X, 24, 35). He
looks back and finds signs, events, situations that point out God's care for the individual
and the whole creation. In this he attempts to gain some understanding of his place in
God's providential and redemptive plan.
From Augustine we learn that a person is constituted basically by the introspective
stance of remembering and by relational modes in life. The many strands of experience that
emerge from that core find expression in personal narrative, which is the essence of
meaning-making and the therapeutic process (Kohut 1982; McAdams 1993).

2. DISPERSIO: Facing Inner Restlessness

A Primal Condition
At the beginning of his narrative, Augustine makes a powerful statement that has come to
define a universal malaise of the soul "our hearts are restless until they rest in you" (I, 1,
I). He admits to a condition in himself that characterizes humans: struggling, from the
depth of material existence, with an innermost orientation towards the transcendent.
O'Donnell (1992) comments that the term "heart" stands for "the indivisible, authentic
center of human life, where the tensions of a world in dispersion are most clearly felt" (II,
p.13).
Augustine recalls the early days of his journey in search of an elusive happiness. He
says: "At that time I was far away from your countenance in darkness of spirit" (I, 18, 28),
"carried away by the sweep of the tide" (II, 2, 4), driven by the sweep of the tide" (II, 2,
4), driven by the desire to be applauded by men and to be successful. Perhaps, above all
else, Augustine most longed for human contact and sex: "I cared for nothing but to love
and to be loved .... This was my heart's desire, and it would be all the sweeter if I could
also enjoy the body of the one who loved me" (III, 1, 1). As the narrative progresses and he
goes on "hankering after honors, wealth and marriage" and "dragging a load of unhappiness", he encounters a drunken beggar in the streets of Milan who serves as a figure of
irony to compare with himself. The encounter sparks in Augustine a disturbing realization
of his miserable state (VI, 6, 9-10). Then, he cannot help but ask the question of the ages:
what kind of joy, happiness, or glory was he looking for in life?

Bondage of the Will
Like the prodigal son, whose image mirrors his experience, Augustine defines a good life
in his own terms. This free choice, O'Connell (1994) points out, takes the form of a will
—
toward autonomy, "having our `substance'—our soul powers—under 'confident control
(p. 167). Early on, he was "loving my own ways and not yours, relishing the freedom of a
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runaway slave" (III, 3, 5). The selective memories recorded in Confessions expose the root
of the malaise affecting him: "I was bound not by an iron imposed by anyone else but by
the iron of my own choice" ( VIII, 5, 10). He then explains the tight links of a bounding
process: from the desire that originates in a distorted will, to the habit that comes from its
repeated satisfaction, through a habit that is not met with resistance, to an overpowering
necessity. Yet the "insatiable concupiscence" (VI, 11, 20), resulting from an unresolved
conflict between flesh and spirit (VIII, 5, 11), causes saturation and moral fatigue. It is not
easy to contain the forces unleashed within him and reinforced in many ways. One day, in
retrospect, he will ask with frustration, "Where had my power of free decision been
through those long, weary years?" (IX, 1, 1).
In this way he also shows the readers how the consequences impinged on his psychological and spiritual development. The resulting internal division of will robs him of
motivation towards responsible action. His words and reactions seem to leap off the pages
of the story and touch the core of our personal experience, which clinicians and other
observers have described as suffering from alienation and fragmentation (Cushman 1990;
Dupre 1976; Kohut 1977).

The Return
For some people, the experience of dispersion may be the endgame, the tortuous road that
either carries them away adrift, or into despair. Augustine also admits "I scarcely believed
it possible to find the way of life" (VI, 2, 2). However, he begins to begins to take stock of
the situation, raising a piercing question: "Was that life I led any life at all, my God?" (III,
3, 4). He wonders painfully: "Where was I as I sought you? You were there before me, but
I had roamed away from myself and could not even find myself, let alone you" (V, 2, 2).
Augustine, nonetheless, sensed that "all the while, far above, your mercy hovered
faithfully about me (111.3, 5); You called me from far ... (IV, I I, 16) ... Away I wandered,
yet I remembered you. I heard your voice behind me, calling me back...see now, I come
back to you" (XII, 9, 9). The interaction between Augustine's emerging free will and
God's graceful caring leads him to enter into an alliance. Returning to the self, the core
dynamic of the pilgrim's soul, is the result of that subtle interaction, which increases
cognitive and affective openness: "My heart and my memory, the depths of a man's
conscience, lie bare before your eyes" (X, 2, 2). Thus, becoming aware of an Other within
and beyond the self, to whom one can relate in total trust, is now Augustine's matrix of
individual meaning.
The exercise takes the introspective stance to its deepest level, then guides the self
toward effective motivation to change. Brown (2000) comments, "it is this therapy of selfexamination which has, perhaps, brought Augustine closest to some of the best traditions of
our own age" (p. 175). It opens the possibility of working on the ethics and virtues of a
moral life, the higher objective of psycho-spiritual healing (Browning and Cooper 2004).

3. INTERIORITAS: Entering into Dialogue with God

Empathic Guidance
Once the initial step of returning to the self has been taken, there is a gradual deepening
into the process of self-transcendence. Augustine recognizes that God abides beyond space
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and time: "I searched outside, but you were inside ... more intimately present to me than
my innermost being and higher than the highest peak of my spirit" (III, 6, 11). He begins to
experience God as the empathic Other who not only responds to "silent and loud
expressions" of the self but reaches the self per se, and works through the ultimate
aspirations of the individual (Nino 1990, p. 15). God is the caring healer in the restoration
process, providing corrective experiences and guidance toward change: "You are there to
free us from the misery of error which leads us astray, to set us on your own path and to
comfort us" (VI, 16, 26). His old self-centered assurance turns into enlightened openness:
"I entered under your guidance the innermost places of my being; but only because you
had become my helper was I able to do so" (VII, 10, 16). Throughout the journey, we see
him gradually moving from a way of life dominated by an empty sense of freedom, the
escape from meaning, to participating in a deeper dimension of life.

A Change of Heart
The eighth book of the Confessions dramatizes Augustine's lifetime process of conversion.
Some factors in his experience have slowly been coming together towards resolution. The
first is taking moral responsibility for one's past. Augustine admits that for a time "I liked
to excuse myself and lay blame on some other force that was with me but was not myself.
But in truth it was all myself' (V, 10, 18). He even admits to using self-deception and
resistance to seeing himself in the depths of his heart: "You set me down before my face,
forcing me to mark how despicable I was, how misshapen and begrimed I had been
aware of it all along, but I have been glossing over it, suppressing it and forgetting" (VIII,
7, 16). He finally faces a difficult challenge: "I knew that this was what I ought to do to
want to go there ... but to want it valiantly and with all my heart"(VIII, 8, 19).
The second factor is working through a readjustment of the complex network of cognitions and affects that regulate many aspects of a person's way of being (IV, 13, 20-27).
For quite some time Augustine struggles with ideological obstacles, reading the books of
the Platonists and taking stock of his early religious instruction in the Catholic tradition.
The narrative is a prime example of self-analysis in which faith and reason, even weakened
by uncertainty (V, 14, 25; VI, 5, 7), pursue a path of internal coherence.
The third factor is reaching out in a way that strengthens the will to change and opens
up new possibilities. Eventually, Augustine seeks mentoring from Ambrose (VI, 3, 3-4;
IX, 5, 13) and under his counsel reads and examines the relevance of the Holy Scriptures,
particularly the letters of St. Paul (VII, 21, 27). The name of Christ emerges now in a
different light: "he was calling us ... that we might return to our heart and there find him"
(IV, 12, 19). And finally he decides to redirect his passion for worldly wisdom towards
Christ, placing him at the center of his religious experience (VIII, 12, 29).

Dialogue
In Confessions the central event is always an ongoing dialogue. Remembering his old
ways, Augustine turns to God and, early on, raises one of his grand questions: "What are
you to me? What indeed am Ito you?" (I, 5, 5). He then humbly begs: "Allow me to speak
in your merciful presence" (I, 6, 7). The exchange that follows becomes the essence of his
Confessions. It will reveal that what Augustine thought was a distant God, veiled by
mystery and silence, an "empty fantasy" (IV, 7, 12), has become recognizable and
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accessible through a different way of knowing: an interior dialogue. He says: "I began to
talk to you freely, 0 Lord" (IX, 1, 1) both silently and aloud, "because even if my tongue
utters no sound, my heart cries to you" (X, 2, 2).
Here one finds not the prayer of the traditional religious philosophy, but one that "taps
its very source in the human consciousness—by establishing a direct relationship with
God" (Brown 2000, p. 159). The exercise stirs up intellect, feelings and will towards God.
I see three basic and closely related nuances related to this contemplative experience: The
first is being in the presence of God, who is one's Creator, to immerse the whole being in
that primal awareness: "0 Lord...you have made us and drawn us to yourself (I, 1, 1) ...
You are the life of my own soul" (III, 6, 11). The second is desiring to know God and to
know oneself: "Let me know you, 0 you who know me; then shall I know even as I am
known" (X, 1, 1). He hopes for the healing of the "residual darkness that will linger until
my weakness is swallowed up by your strength" (XI, 2, 2). The third is abiding with the
intimate God (VII, 11, 17) as if "the tumult of the flesh fell silent for someone, and silent
too were the phantasms of earth, sea and air ... and the very soul silent to itself that it might
pass beyond itself by not thinking of its own being" so that "we might hear his Word" (IX,
10, 25) and "fly out to merge with God" (XI, 29, 39). This is the radical encounter with
God, to which Augustine "returns" from the dispersion that occurs through daily life. His
intimate experience, embedded in his ascent, established a formative tradition of contemplation in the Christian West (Kenney 2005, p. 12).
The processes of interioritas, expanding through the Confessions, vividly illustrates the
tension and evolution of a person's cognitive world. The exercise also shows how issues of
disruption, change, and integration move through the spiral of adult development (Nitio
1990, p. 13).

4. ORDO AMORIS: Ordering of Human Love
Love is a Weight
Augustine's journey raises our awareness of the primacy of love in spiritual and human
development. His narrative creates a relational frame for the self in the world and proclaims that life is about a love that cannot remain inactive. Reflecting on his own
experience, he says, "My weight is my love, and wherever I am carried, it is this weight
that carries me" (XIII, 9, 10). He transposes a law of ancient physics into a spiritual
dynamic. A 'weight', a pondus, was "a momentum by which each part of the universe
sought out its place of rest" (Brown 2000, p. 512) and one's soul appears to be "poised
between material creation and God, sinking to the one side or rising to the other"
(O'Donnell 1992, III, p. 356).
Dispersion is the consequence of indiscriminate attachments in love that work against
his own center of gravity, which is the love of God. To put his love in order he had to
reorient his desires, his tendency to dominate and use others for selfish satisfactions. He
points out: "If sensuous beauty delights you, praise God for the beauty of corporeal things,
and channel the love you feel for them onto their Maker, lest the things that please you lead
you to displease him" (IV, 12, 18). To gain that level of "spiritual vision of beauty" in life,
one needs to practice a demanding exercise. Miles (2007) explains that this is accomplished not by rejecting the many good objects of attraction, but rather "by looking more
deeply into them" to connect with their essence and the source of their existence (p. 53).

Springer

J Relig Health (2008) 47:88-102

96

Friendship
Augustine's relational stance draws on friendship to reconstruct his personal story. As a
man of deep affections, he has had experiences infused with joy and profound emotional
pain. He learned, however, to differentiate between the "calm light of love and the fog of
lust" (II, 2, 2) and between "passionate affect" and "true friendship" (IV, 4, 7). The point
of balance in the gravity of human love is maintained by mutuality, which regulates the
dynamics of power. A difficult, lifelong exercise, friendship requires accepting others as
beings that exist not to be "used" but to be "loved for their own sake" (VI, 16, 26). In this
regard, spiritual progress is contingent on resolving the tension between cupiditas and
caritas, between the lust to dominate and genuine caring for others.
Augustine treasured the memory of a group of friends in his early adulthood (IV, 8, 13).
As he describes their mutual affection, he invites the reader to reflect upon the values he
envisioned in sound relationships: interdependence, loyalty, joyfulness, tolerance, and a
genuine gift of mind and affect. Augustine's project of a community based on such a vision
represents an ideal he pursued further along the journey (VI, 14, 24). It shows the direction
that the "order of love" can take in celibate and married life, and in larger socio-cultural
contexts (Harrison 2000, p. 162).

The Unfailing Other
Augustine's experience underlines the fact that as human beings we are always in search of
someone who will listen to us, hoping to be delivered from our perishable self into some
enduring Other. As life unfolds, however, the loved others, and all material representations
that fill that role as sources of sustenance, vanish from our reach. We realize, painfully, that
they are not always responsive or available to us, causing a "narcissistic vulnerability"
(Kohut 1977, p. 292). Losses in relationships often generate sorrow, anger, confusion and
even death wishes that disrupt the continuity of our journey. In that regard, Augustine
resolves the traumatic impact by turning from "the foolishness of not knowing how to love
people as they should be loved" (IV, 7, 12) towards the comfort of God's unfailing
presence. Beyond the transient others is the One who "is not far off," who "does not pass
away," who calls him to return and quiets the restless heart (IV, 10, 15-19). This allows
him to interpret losses in a different light: "Blessed are those who love you 0 God, and
love your friends in you. They alone will never lose those who are dear to them, for they
love them in one who is never lost" (IV, 9, 14).
The exercise of learning how to love is the lasting wisdom of the human spirit. It is
possible that reflecting on old images and memories of one's "unfailing Other" may lead
to understanding the meaning of a personal relationship with God—or its absence and
deviations—in the present. Under all circumstances, this is a salient configuration in the
life structure that a person ought to explore and validate (Nino 1997, p. 203).

5. MAGISTER: Centering in Christ

The Narrow Path
A significant event in Augustine's narrative is the disillusionment he experiences in
reading secular philosophy: Cicero, the Skeptics, the Manicheans, and the Platonists.
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Though he was devoted to those texts, which helped him in his search, they did not place
him on the path to truth. They did not know the Way; they did not mention Christ, a name
associated from his early years with images of certainty and salvation: "Deep inside my
heart his name remained, and nothing could entirely captivate me, however learned,
however neatly expressed, however true it might be, unless his name were in it" (III, 4, 8).
Yet, he admits, "I was not yet humble enough to grasp the humble Jesus as my God, nor
did I know what his weakness had to teach" (VII, 18, 24). Later, he says "I was attracted to
the Way which is our Savior himself, but the narrowness of the path daunted me and I still
could not walk in it" (VIII, 1, 1). The rapprochement is a gradual one, unfolding through a
great deal of internal work. Augustine had taken many detours between reason and faith
before he realized that his search for God was leading to Christ as the truth and the way:
"through him you sought us when we were not seeking you, but you sought us that we
might begin to seek you" (XI, 2, 4).
Interior Teacher
The journey takes a turn in the right direction when Augustine comes to recognize Christ as
"the true Mediator" who articulates in himself the divinity and humanity necessary for a
total restoration: "With good reasons is there solid hope for me in him, because you will
heal all my infirmities through him...We might have despaired thinking your Word remote
from any conjunction with humankind, had he not become flesh and made his dwelling
among us" (X, 43, 69). This eventful recognition becomes the motivation for a lifelong
exercise of discipleship, an ars vivendi. It is based on practice, first on learning how "to put
on Christ," dying to the old dispersed self, slave of passions and misguided beliefs (VIII,
12, 29). He enacts this by taking to heart the Teacher's message, in its essential context of
"word and deed" found in the Gospels. There "his voice is made audible to people ... that
they might believe him and seek him within themselves"; there, "our sole teacher instructs
apt disciples ... and speaks to us directly" (XI, 8, 10).
The second practice is doing God's will. Augustine has suffered through a long internal
battle in deciding his personal destiny. He still remembers, with anxiety, the drama of two
opposing wills within himself (VIII, 5, 10; 8, 19). He invokes Christ as "helper and
redeemer" as he brings himself "to bow neck and shoulders to Christ's benign yoke and
light burden" (IX, 1, 1). He admits his weakness and the need for Christ's grace to
maintain his loyalty to the ideals of a new way of living. Thus, he pleads: "On your
exceedingly great mercy rests all my hope. Give what you command, and then command
whatever you will" (X, 29, 40). The third practice is toward imitating the humility of
Christ, that is, serving rather than being served. At one time Augustine became arrogant
about his intelligence and wit which in reality, he noted, were God's gifts (IV, 16, 30).
Now he has come to understand that the humility of Christ is the path to true knowledge
and love of God. He also tells us that, once, he had plans "to flee into solitude" (X, 43, 70)
but changed his mind, meditating on St. Paul's exhortation to imitate Christ who died for
all, "to live not for oneself but for him who died for them" (2Cor 5:15). Augustine decided
to stay and to dedicate the best of his talents to serving people.
Testimony
Augustine cautions readers of the Confessions who attempt to recreate his experience in
following Christ: "it is one thing to survey our peaceful homeland from a wooded height ...
Springer

J Relig Health (2008) 47:88-102

98

and quite another to walk steadily the way that leads there" (VII, 21, 27). Augustine's
journey clearly shows that to follow Christ is to begin participating in the history of
salvation. That requires a testimony which, of course, cannot be confined simply to writing
or speaking. One must engage with real life: the actual testimony is oneself. Augustine
underlines the depth and authenticity of his change of heart through his public work and
lifestyle. His narrative is in turn an invitation to the reader to follow the Way, from the
event of Incarnation to the Passion (IV, 12, 19; X, 43, 68-70), with all its consequences.
Perhaps the particular experience of his readers will inspire them to invoke Christ as
mediator, redeemer, interior teacher, and physician, as did Augustine. All those names and
images represent restorative modes that Christ may effectuate in a person's life.
Clinicians and educators are grappling with the complexity that a person's beliefs bring
to bear, not only on internal processes but also on their overall psychic structure and
development. The current attention that psychotherapists are giving to this observation is
broadening our understanding, both of the human predicament in general and of the faithspecific motivational factors that help people attain their innermost values and ideals
(Miller and Delaney 2005).

6. COR UNUM: Participating in a Community of Faith

Veracity
Brown (2000) says about Augustine that "no thinker in the Early Church was so preoccupied with the nature of relationships" (p. 20). Although he shapes his testimony as a
dialogue between himself and God, he also speaks to other people in God's presence:
"Truth it is that I want to do, in my heart by confession in your presence and with my pen
before many witnesses" (X, 1, 1). Deeply aware of the impact his early dispersion had on
others, Augustine attempts in Confessions to put forth a coherent image of himself in their
minds. He conveys this by pointing out the difference between "then" and "now" and
sustains it through the willingness "to recognize oneself for what one is .... one's self" (X,
3, 3). He had formed the conviction that there, in the recesses of the inner self, one finds the
root of everything: "It is in my heart that I am whatever I am" (X, 3, 4). Augustine says
with utter simplicity: "Let all who are truly my brothers love in me what they know from
your teaching to be worthy of your love ... Let them breathe a sigh for what is good in me
and a sigh of grief for what is bad" (X, 4, 5). He accepts being vulnerable to other people's
judgment, in order to be a "transparent self." He aims at "veracity itself" (O'Donnell
1992, I, xvii) through an act of genuine testimony.
The correspondence between one's real self and one's public image is especially
important in human relationships. In the therapeutic process, "bringing the operational and
representational selves in relief" (Muran 2001, p. 353) is a difficult task. But only by
becoming transparent to others does one get to really know oneself and thus find a path
towards healing.

Community
Augustine establishes a relational model of spiritual development that expands the Godnucleus of experience into the larger context of community. He has learned that
human love grows through friendship, which "is genuine only when you, God, bind fast
and-self
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together people who cleave to you through the charity poured abroad in our hearts by the
Holy Spirit who is given to us" (IV, 4,7). Here, Augustine is inspired by the love of "true
friendship" which can be a source of profound joy and inner sense of rest (IX, 3, 5). This
experience began early during his retreat at Cassiciacum and extended through his later
years at Hippo; it came to play a major role in his learning to interpret his own self in
relation to others and the world. In that regard, Confessions show how ordered love
between believers can create a community. At the center is the memorial of Christ the
redeemer: "I am mindful of my ransom. I eat it, I drink it, I dispense it to others, and as a
poor man I long to be filled with it among those who are fed and feasted" (X, 43, 70). The
progress he has made through his return to self culminates in this broad vision of worship.
The Church universalizes Augustine's story and reflects on the pilgrim's journey moving
from the discontinuity of dispersion to the continuity of a community of faith, tradition,
and ritual, centered in Christ and the Scriptures.

Prayer
The reader of Confessions may have the impression of entering a temple where a prayer is
always heard. The Psalms, in particular, are a constant source of inspiration and, as Burns
(1993) observes, Augustine rephrases and incorporates them into the narrative in a flexible
and personal way. They offer him the language to express his faith and affects (IX, 4, 8-12)
and as "songs of ascent" (XIII, 9, 10) they keep the rhythm and pace of the pilgrim through
the journey. Augustine finds great benefit in the practice of singing the Psalms as in the
Church tradition, with a fluid voice and appropriate modulation (X, 33, 50). And the insight
drawn from them adds depth to the spiritual message of his narrative.
Augustine's cor unum articulates basic elements of the healing process; he particularly
emphasizes different levels of experiencing the self in relation around a center of shared
meaning. Those elements have also become a legitimate subject of exploration in and a
valuable adjunct to therapeutic interventions (Sperry and Shafranske 2005).

7. PEREGRINATIO: Living as a Pilgrim

Waiting
Augustine arrives at the last pages of his Confessions with the pausing and pensive walk of
the pilgrim: "my days are slipping away and I do not know how" (XI, 22, 28). Time is a
puzzling, elusive reality with great impact on the human mind. He has experienced profound changes within himself but he is still far from the end of the journey. He now
meditates on "the figurative meaning of Genesis" which he sees as "a paradigm of the
spiritual life, from the light of the first day to the entry into the rest of the seventh day"
(Bright 2003, p.166). In between is the present, a waiting situation under the gaze of God.
The pilgrim knows that the journey must go on and every "dripping moment is precious"
(XI, 2, 2). Firmly anchored in this transient reality, Augustine exercises "memory,
attention, and expectation" (XI, 20, 26) to gather around past, present, and future, the
meaning of all things familiar and mysterious in life.
Through his peregrinatio he learned to see life as a gift (I, 20, 31), and to be grateful
"for all that we have is your gift" (XIII, 35, 50), fully aware that he has to render an
account of what he does with it as he goes on. Indeed, his narrative shows a conscientious
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involvement with the world combining his love of solitude and study with the demands of a
community, his "fellow citizens still on pilgrimage with me" (X, 4, 6). He has traveled and
reached out to people from near and far, not only with his Confessions but also with letters,
sermons, and other writings. He has entered the public square to argue and affirm his
convictions through a historic transition affecting the Christian faith and society. He will
remain engaged in this demanding exercise with relentless courage to the very end. This
essential form of generativitv (Nino, 1997, pp. 204-206) corresponds to a restored self that
is placed at the service of others, in an ever-expanding construction of meaning.
In Kohut's terms, this experience is a vivid example of a "creative tension pointing
toward the future, which tells us that our transient individuality also possesses a significance that extends beyond the borders of our life" (1977, p. 182). Religion and psychology
find here a vast common ground for discourse about what is good, successful and fulfilling
in life.

Wisdom
In Augustine's paradigm the restoration of the self is a dynamic, endless process in which
old questions and conflicts appear and reappear in various forms, following the unevenness
of real life. Conversion might be a crucial event in one's life, yet there is always more of a
walk ahead. Augustine confides that "from time to time" he has been graced with "an
inward experience quite unlike any other ... I have seen your blazing splendor but with a
wounded heart" (X, 41, 65-66). Peregrinatio keeps alive the awareness that it is always
possible to fall back into dispersion, "being dragged down again by my weight of woe,
sucked back into everyday things and held fast in them" (X, 41, 65). He cannot forget the
challenge that comes along with the persistent temptations of life and reflects soberly:
"How far the first gleaming of your light has illumined me and how dense my darkness still
remains and must remain, until my weakness is swallowed in your strength" (XI, 2, 2). At
such times Augustine turns to God: "Do not abandon your unfinished work, but bring to
perfection all that is wanting in me" (X, 4, 5). The need for God's grace is always deeply
ingrained in his mind. This acknowledgment is perhaps his ultimate act of wisdom confirming the spiritual maturity he has gained during the journey.

Ars Moriendi
At the beginning of his story, Augustine tells us that this life is like dying, but such a dying
state may lead to life (I, 6, 7). Fear of death was a frightening early experience for him,
because he lacked meaning and hope (IV, 2, 4; VI, 16, 26). Later, he also admits that the
troubles and hardships of "a time of testing" had an impact on his mental and physical
condition (XI, 29, 39). These are realities affecting the inner zone of the embodied self that
preserves the sense of safety, hope and continuity. Life is a time-limited opportunity to
negotiate a constructive response to the big questions that will validate all efforts made
through the journey towards healing and ultimate meaning.
Augustine has made progress in that direction through an intimate dialogue with God
that allowed him a glimpse of immortality: "When at last I cling to you with my whole
being there will be no more anguish or labor for me, and my life will be alive indeed" (X,
28, 39). He has been transformed, going from the experience of the inquietum noted in the
first page of the narrative to this requies of the last one, in which his inner self voices the
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desire to find solace in God and be gathered into his peace (XIII, 38, 53). This is the
Christian learning how to die, inspired by radical trust in God who is the ultimate aspiration of the pilgrim soul.
At the end of Confessions, Augustine returns to his initial scriptural leitmotiv: "Let us
ask of you, seek in you, knock at your door" (I, I , I) to emphasize the need for a constant
exercitatio animi. Readers through the centuries have responded to his encouragement by
starting their own journey. Perhaps they have learned, as Augustine did, that there is no
closure for the dialogue, no limit to the desire to know and be known, and no measure in
the love of God.
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