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to debates in the public square, writing regularly for The Wall Street Journal, First 
Things and National Review on religion and politics. Pecknold has been quoted 
in hundreds of news outlets around the world and has appeared as a guest on  
radio and television shows such as NPR’s “All Things Considered,” BBC  
World News, and ABC News. He is a regular contributor to EWTN News 
Nightly. Professor Pecknold is currently writing a book on St. Augustine’s  
City of God.
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S T.  A U G U S T I N E

The Teacher 
V I D E O  O U T L I N E – P A R T  I

I. INTRODUCTION
A.   Most significant bridge between culture of ancient Rome and Christian  

culture that would flower in Middle Ages
 B.  Articulated Trinitarian theology
 C.  Created discipline of philosophy of history and genre of autobiography
 D.  Still greatly influences contemporary generations

II. THE CONFESSIONS
 A.  Autobiographical work
  1.  Introspective analogy of mind, intention, and aspiration
  2.  Self portrait of a soul; a prayer overheard
  3.  Combination of high intellectualism and profound emotion
  4.   Key thesis: “Lord, you have made us for yourself; therefore,  

our heart is restless until it rests in you.”
 B.  Early Life
          1.  Born 354 AD in Thagaste, North Africa in a Roman province 
        2.  Son of pagan man, Patricius, and Christian woman, Monica
          3.  Instructed in Christianity, but not committed
           4.  Longed to be master of spoken word
 C.   Formative Years
         1.  Stolen pear shows soul of fallen man
         2.   Studied rhetoric in Carthage and immersed himself  

in sensual atmosphere
         3.  Lived with a woman and fathered a son at 17 named Adeodatus
         4.  Committed to leading the philosophical life
         5.   Became a devotee of Manicheaism:  battle between good and evil 

represented by spirit and matter
   a.  Heretical sect
                 b.   Prompted Monica to pray in earnest for his conversion  

to Christianity
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 D.  Life in Milan
         1.  Appointed professor of rhetoric
         2.  Greatly influenced by St. Ambrose
   a.  Neo-platonic philosophy
                 b.  Allegorical, not literal, reading of Scripture
         3.   Walked by a drunken man and thought, “Tomorrow that man  

will be sober but I will still be drunk on ambition.”
         4.  Studied Gospel of John and writings of St. Paul
         5.   Heard child saying, “Take up and read.” He took up the Bible  

and opened it randomly to read St. Paul’s words “Put on the Lord 
Jesus Christ…”

         6.   Spent a few months at an estate outside Milan, writing
         7.   Baptized in Milan by St. Ambrose at Easter Vigil in 387

 E.  Return to Africa
        1.  Left career in rhetoric and decided to return home
                      2.   Experienced shared vision of heaven with Monica a few days  

before her death
        3.   Returned to Thagaste with his son and some disciples; established 

a Christian philosophical school 
                             4.   While visiting Hippo, people pressed him into service as their 

priest
                             5.  Gained reputation as master preacher and skilled administrator
                             6.   Took over when Bishop of Hippo died and served as bishop from 

395 until his death

 F.  Writings and Challenges while Bishop
  1.   Wrote the Confessions, The City of God, and De Trinitate from 412-428
  2.   Battled Donatists who believed that the moral quality of a minister 

of a sacrament determined its validity
            3.  Struggles with Pelagians occupied last years of his life
                             4.  Spent last days meditating on psalms of repentance and died in 430
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S T.  A U G U S T I N E

L I F E  A N D  T I M E S

There are many saints and martyrs in the early Church worthy of our 
admiration. Yet among the whole range of Latin Fathers there is one who 
reaches truly incomparable heights. Like Plato, Cicero, and the Apostle 
Paul all rolled into one, Augustine is truly a pivotal player in the story of 
human civilization, and in the story of the Church. At the heart of this 
pivotal player’s story is the truth about God’s grace running ahead of us in 
order to convert us to himself. 

The Roman Empire had slowly moved from being a persecutor of Chris-
tianity to its ostensible promoter. While Emperor Constantine’s Edict 
of Milan in 313 AD brought early Church persecution to an official end, 
pagan resentments towards Christianity remained. Augustine was thus 
born into a culture that still had one foot in the pagan world—filled with 
devotion to as many gods as there are daily tasks—and one foot in the 
new Christian world coming into being, which would become the official 
religion of the empire under Emperor Theodosius in 380 AD, shortly 
before Augustine’s baptism. For these reasons, and more, that Augustine’s 
life bears within it the mark of a world in the process of being converted 
to Christ.

Born in 354 AD to a pious Catholic woman named Monica and a pagan 
man named Patricius, Augustine was born between these two worlds. 
While not wealthy, Patricius was influential in the government of the city 
of Thagaste in North Africa and had great ambitions for his gifted son. 
Monica wanted nothing more for her husband and son than the Christian 
faith.  Her husband eventually converted on his deathbed when Augus-
tine was still a teenager. It would take nearly two decades of prayer before 
Monica would see her son confess the one, true Faith. 
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After the death of Patricius, a wealthy family friend arranged for the 
young Augustine to go to Carthage for an elite education in Rheto-
ric—a ticket to imperial influence, pagan vice, and a nine-year jour-
ney into a gnostic sect called Manichaeism. This heresy proclaimed 
that created matter was a shackle from which the soul must be freed. 
Augustine took a common law wife and at the young age of 17, he fa-
thered a son with her, whom they named Adeodatus.

He distinguished himself in rhetoric at Carthage, and then returned to 
Thagaste preaching Manichaeism, even to his own Catholic mother. 
At 18 he read Cicero’s Hortensius, which set him on a path towards 
wisdom, as he tells us in the third book of the Confessions. He returned 
to Carthage and over the course of a decade his doubts and disillusion-
ment with Manicheanism increased.

A skeptical Augustine travelled to Rome, where he gained the atten-
tion of the Prefect, Symmachus, who appointed him “Public Ora-
tor” in Milan. While imperial rhetor in Milan from 384 to 387, he 
immersed himself in Neo-Platonic philosophy and for the first time 
became intellectually interested in Christianity. Ironically, it was at the 
pinnacle of Augustine’s imperial career as a rhetorician that he came to 
look upon rhetoric as “a chair of lies,” and was restless for the truth. 

In late summer of 386 A.D., Augustine wept in a Milanese garden as 
he read the Apostle Paul’s Letter to the Romans (see Confessions 8). As 
he became convinced of the truth of Christianity, his life took a pro-
foundly new turn. He gathered a group of friends to study the Catho-
lic faith at nearby Cassiciacum for six months. At the Easter Vigil on 
April 24, 387 A.D., God answered the life-long prayer of his mother 
when Ambrose, bishop of Milan, immersed Augustine in the cathe-
dral’s baptismal waters, baptizing him in the Name of the Father, and 
of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

Augustine was now a Catholic Christian. He traveled with his mother 
back to North Africa, and by 388, he had established a monastic com-
munity. He wrote a “Rule” for that community, which added to the 
foundation of Western monasticism. Within a few years, however, 
Augustine was pressed by fellow Catholics to preach and celebrate for 



5S T.  A U G U S T I N E :  The Teacher

them the sacred mysteries, and so he was ordained to the priesthood in 391. 
Then, by God’s providence, he was elevated to bishop of Hippo in 395. 

Over the next 35 years, Augustine wrote millions of words, fighting her-
esies from Manichaeism to Donatism to Pelagianism, always proclaiming 
the truth of the Catholic faith. His most celebrated works span the course 
of his episcopal career, first writing Confessions, and then his massive City 
of God and On the Trinity. He died in 430 AD at the age of 75. Never has 
a generation passed that has not been enthralled and challenged by what 
Augustine left behind.  

C O N F E S S I O N S

Augustine wrote Confessions not as “autobiography”—though this work will 
inspired the development of the genre—but as a penitential prayer, which 
lifts up every part of his life to God. It is a rhetorical masterpiece of high 
Latin style placed for the first time in the mode of an intimate, personal 
address to the One who made him. It is quite literally a confession of sin—
original and actual—as well as a confession of the gift of faith that God 
gave to Augustine. Written two years into his apostolic ministry as a bishop 
in the Catholic Church, we should understand Confessions as an integral 
part of his episcopal witness throughout the Roman Empire.

While the Confessions focuses on the inner life of Augustine, what he tells 
us is instructive for thinking about our lives too. We should think of it as an 
Itinerarium Mentis in Deum—as the “mind’s journey into God.” What makes 
Confessions extraordinary is that Augustine captures something timeless 
and universal through the particular, interior movements of his own soul. 
As a result, the work remains fresh, and refreshing. In every age, it speaks 
to every man as though it were his very own story. It’s not just Augustine’s 
story. It’s the story of the conversion of the whole Western world. It’s about 
our conversion. It’s the archetype of the very drama of the human soul laid 
bare before God.  
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For this reason, Confessions is rightly summarized through its most 
famous line, found on the very first page of the book: Fecisti nos ad te, 
Domine, et inquietum est cor nostrum donec requiescat in te. “You have made 
us for yourself, Lord, and our hearts are restless until they rest in You.” 

What is often missed, however, is that Augustine precedes these lines 
with a recognition that it is God who moves us towards Him. “You stir 
us to take pleasure in praising You.” While we are born with a natural 
desire for God—a capacity that makes us restless for an end far greater 
than we can imagine—we chase a thousand different ends searching 
for him. All our highest aims in this life run on this restless power. 
But it is only by God “stirring us,” acting upon the receptive soul, that 
we are brought into a communion that gives the soul the pleasure of 
praising God. The right praise of God is the most proper and highest 
end for which we were made, and that unites us to the happiness that 
cannot be lost.

These crucial opening lines work like a thesis in the great song of the 
Confessions: our longing for God, our eternal “homesickness,” our nag-
ging sense of being lost or estranged from God, as well as our need to 
be found and born from above. The reader finds herself implicated 
from the outset in a kind of universal examination of conscience and 
memory. Though Augustine asks questions of himself, the reader can 
hardly help but to participate in a similar search for truth.

The structure of the work is elegant, with nine books recounting the 
various intellectual, moral, and spiritual conversions of his own life, 
and four books turning our attention to the more universal question of 
the conversion of creation, memory, and time itself. While some read-
ers puzzle over how the books cohere, it’s quite clear that Augustine 
is leading the reader progressively through the particularities of his 
own life as a microcosm of creation itself—“a little piece of creation” 
through which we might come to understand the whole. He remem-
bers what is past and describes what is present in order to refer us to a 
future hope of eternal life. 

In Book One, he introduces us to his childhood and begins the itin-
erary of his soul’s journey. He is a keen observer of the infant, who 
displays even at his mother’s breast a kind of envy for the sibling.  
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This is not voluntary in the infant, so it must be something more primal. 
It is, of course, evidence of an “original sin” which can be seen even among 
the “innocent.” His own disobedience towards his parents and teach-
ers opens up the question of why human beings have a tendency towards 
disobedience of any sort. What causes that? Does it have a cause?

Similarly, we can observe in a child learning a language a certain inad-
equacy. We have a capacity for language, and we enter into relationships 
through words. 

But we begin with a certain privation, a lack and a need, for something 
greater than ourselves, which must be sought through learning over time. 
He will develop this theme in another work written at roughly the same 
time. In De Doctrina Christiana (“On Christian Teaching”), Augustine 
elaborates on the importance of understanding language as signs that refer 
us to things, and the sacraments of the Church as visible signs that unite 
us to invisible realities on our pilgrimage toward heaven, the fulfillment of 
the City of God.

Confessions shows us the nature of that pilgrimage. We see the searching 
restlessness of reason just as we see the way a saint confesses sin. He is 
given the finest education, and yet experiences an emptiness in knowledge. 
He learns how to use rhetoric to move the passions of his listeners, but 
laments that he moves them toward either what is fleeting, insubstantial, 
or immoral. He grieves his own sins as a sign of a fundamental lack of the 
goodness he desires, and even grieves the impermanence and misdirection 
that occurred in his pursuit of the good.

In Book Two, we find one of the most famous scenes of his life from the 
period of his adolescence. Augustine famously recounts how he trespasses 
to steal a pear that is not his, that is not ripe, and that he neither wants 
nor needs. It is rightly famous because it confesses the fundamental ab-
surdity of sin as a flight from reason. Augustine wonders why his teenage 
self stole the pear and can find no good reason. That is because sin is never 
anything more than a “privatio boni,” a privation of the good without cause 
or reason. Thus, the stolen pear story gives us a powerful image of disobe-
dience and transgression, which, in Augustine’s view, are always irrational 
and contrary to creation. 
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Book Three leads us along the same penitential path, one already 
hinted at in his lament about the emptiness of his learning in Book 
One. This path leads him through a series of intellectual conversions 
that begin with his discovery of philosophy through Cicero’s now lost 
Hortensius—a work he read as a teenager, and that he credits with ex-
citing him to the love of a wisdom greater than mere knowledge. 

One finds Augustine confessing something like intellectual pride as he 
traverses his way, over a decade, into and out of Manichaeism, which 
imagined the material world itself as a fall from immaterial light. To be 
free from the shackles of our embodied created nature, Manichaeans 
promised liberation through secret knowledge (gnosis) of immaterial 
truths. They advocated abstaining from eating meat and having pro-
creative sex, denying the very goodness of nature and reproduction 
themselves. They believed in something like the “total depravity” of 
matter. 

Perhaps his disillusionment with Manichaeism drove him into aca-
demic skepticism for a time. By Book Seven, we can see that it’s the 
teachings of Plato—rediscovered through a philosophical circle of 
Roman Neoplatonists in Milan—that help him recover from gnostic 
ideology and bring him to the cusp of Christianity. We begin to see 
how he aligns certain Neoplatonic teachings about intellectual il-
lumination with St. John the Evangelist’s teaching about Jesus as the 
Light illumining the world. The Platonists seemed to understand that 
happiness could only be found in intellectual, contemplative union 
with the very Logos or mind of God. Yet Augustine begins to see clearly 
that, as close as they may be to the truth, the Platonici utterly fail to 
grasp that Jesus was the Logos made flesh. The Platonists could see well 
enough that God was the end of man’s desire to know, but they could 
not see that Jesus Christ was himself that end, and the means by which 
we may be joined to our highest end in God. 
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S A I N T  M O N I C A

Monica was born in 333 in Thagaste, Africa, which is now Algeria. Her Christian 
parents raised her in the faith but arranged for her to marry a pagan official, 
Patricius, at a young age. Monica lived with Patricius and his mother and bore three 
children who lived past infancy: Augustine, Navigius, and Perpetua.  

Both Patricius and his mother were ill-tempered and prone to violence, vocally 
disapproving of Monica’s life of prayer and charity. However, for some reason, 
Patricius always had a great respect for her, and when Augustine fell ill, Patricius 
gave consent for Augustine to be baptized; however, when Augustine recovered, 
Patricius rescinded his consent. Monica’s prayers, good deeds, and steadfast 
example of Christian faith finally won over her husband and his mother, and they 
were both baptized a year before Patricius’ death.  

Augustine was 17 when his father died and was sent to Carthage to study rhetoric. 
Navigius and Perpetua entered religious life, while Augustine took the secular path 
of self-love. His dissolute lifestyle tore at Monica’s heart, and she started to pray 
fervently for his conversion.

Her prayer would go on for years until he was finally baptized in Milan at the age 
of 32.

Monica worked diligently to stay close to Augustine, following him to Rome and 
then to Milan, often against his will. St. Ambrose, the bishop of Milan, was her 
spiritual advisor and most likely joined in her prayers for Augustine’s conversion. 
She accompanied her son and grandson to Cassiciacum, outside of Milan, for six 
months before Augustine’s baptism. Soon after the baptism, they decided to return 
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to Africa, but she became ill in the ancient port of Ostia before setting sail for 
Africa and, after nine days with a fever, she died. 

In the Confessions, Augustine recorded her words right before her death: “Son, 
nothing in this world now affords me delight. I do not know what there is now left 
for me to do or why I am still here, all my hopes in this world being now fulfilled.”

She was buried at Ostia and was virtually forgotten until 1430, when Pope Martin 
V had her relics moved to Rome. Reports of many miracles surfaced while the 
relics made their way to Rome, and the cult of St. Monica began to emerge. Later, 
Cardinal d’Estouteville, archbishop of Rouen, France, built a church to honor St. 
Augustine, and Monica’s relics were moved to a chapel there.

St. Monica is also venerated among Orthodox Christians and is the patron saint of 
mothers, married women, and abuse victims. Her feast day is August 27.
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It’s in Book Eight that we find Augustine under a fig tree in a Milanese 
garden, hearing children singing “Tolle lege, tolle lege,” or “take up and read, 
take up and read.” Hearing the words of this nursery-school sing-song as a 
sign from God, he picked up the Apostle Paul’s Letter to the Romans. His 
eyes flooded with tears as he read that other famous convert, Saint Paul, 
admonishing him “to put on the Lord Jesus Christ and make no provision 
for the flesh, to gratify its desires” (Romans 13:14). What the Manichaeans 
denied, and what the Platonists could only partly affirm, was the long-
ing for the redemption of material creation itself. Original sin had not 
harmed the goodness of our created nature as such, as the Manichaeans 
believed, but it had had destroyed our original harmony with God, and 
so weakened our inclination to virtue and holiness. Augustine saw clearly 
that this wound could only be healed through incorporation into Christ’s 
sinless body. Union with Christ alone can free us from original sin and the 
disordered desires of the flesh due to a weakened will.

In the ninth book, we find Augustine speaking of his baptism in passing, as 
a sacrament sealing the reality of his own interior conversion in Milan. In-
stead of attending to his baptism in any detail, Augustine gives the reader 
insight into the greater mysteries that he is able to see now through his 
spiritual rebirth. What may surprise readers is that much of what he sees 
comes to us through a recounting of the life of his mother. Most famously, 
it is his “vision at Ostia,” which he experiences with his mother Monica. 
Together, on Roman shores, they are given a mystical vision of eternal joy, 
a happiness that can never be lost. It gives them both a profound confi-
dence that their true home is not here, but in heaven, in the City of God. 
Progressively it seems that Augustine, concluding the story of his conver-
sions, treats Monica as more than simply his earthly mother, but also as a 
spiritual mother—indeed as one whose intercessory prayers helped bring 
him to rebirth. While it is Monica whom he praises as an exemplar of 
Christian humility and obedience, and as one whose tireless intercessions 
had claimed him for the Church, his elevated descriptions of her at times 
makes her seem like a figure of the Blessed Mother, who does the same for 
all poor banished children of Eve. 

There is much debate about what connects Books 1-9 and Books 10-13 
of the Confessions. But the most obvious answer is also the most depend-
able: Book 10. If we lost track of the circuitous ascent of a soul into God 
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in Books 1-9, Augustine makes it clear in Book 10 that it was only 
by being united to Jesus Christ that this “little piece of creation” can 
ascend at all. We do not rise by our own power, but by God’s grace. He 
confesses “Late have I loved thee, O Beauty, ever ancient, ever new,” 
precisely because he knows that he had come to love God because God 
had stirred him to take pleasure in praising Him. 

After this partial vision of a single life converted by grace, Augustine 
wants the reader to begin afresh with an exegesis of Genesis, in order 
to think about memory and the purpose of the time we’ve been given. 
In the last three books, which are both biblical and philosophical, we 
glimpse the universal nature of our hunger for God as contingent crea-
tures in need of a grace we cannot supply for ourselves, a redemption 
of our bodies beyond death, and a hope for the vision of God, which 
will give us eternal happiness.

C O N V E R S I O N  P R AY E R  of  
S T.  A U G U S T I N E  from the C O N F E S S I O N S

Late have I loved Thee, O Beauty so ancient and so new;  
late have I loved Thee!
For behold Thou wert within me, and I outside; and I  
sought Thee outside and in my unloveliness fell upon  
those lovely things that Thou hast made. 
Thou wert with me and I was not with Thee.  
I was kept from Thee by those things, yet had they not been in Thee,  
they would not have been at all.
Thou didst call and cry to me and break open my deafness:  
and Thou didst send forth Thy beams and shine upon me  
and chase away my blindness:
Thou didst breathe fragrance upon me,  
and I drew in my breath and do now pant for Thee:
I tasted Thee, and now hunger and thirst for Thee:  
Thou didst touch me, and I have burned for Thy peace. 

—from Confessions, Book 10, Chapter XXVII, pg. 258, 
    Word on Fire Classics
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QUESTIONS FOR UNDERSTANDING

1. What did looking back on his theft of a pear as an adolescent teach 
Augustine, according to his recounting of the story in Confessions? 
(Gen 3:1-5; CCC 1849-1850, 1871-1872)

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

2. Describe the two significant conversions Augustine embraced before 
his baptism. How did he eventually get to Christianity?  
(CCC 1954, 1956; 1 Tim 6:20-21) 
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3. What does Augustine believe is “the highest end for which we 
were made”? How did this “end” become evident to him?  
(Ex 20:1-6; CCC 2114) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. How did Augustine’s mother influence his life? What spiritual 
experience did they share toward the end of her life? What did 
that experience reveal to them? (Eph 6:18; CCC 2634-2635) 
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5. What does Augustine believe is the only way one soul, as a “little piece 
of creation,” can “ascend” or be transformed to a higher level?  
(John 14:6; Rom 10:9-10; 2 Pet 1:3-4; CCC 460) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

QUESTIONS FOR APPLICATION

1. Reflect on St. Augustine’s famous adage: “Lord, you have made us for 
yourself; therefore, our heart is restless until it rests in you.” Where in 
your life are you “restless”? What does “resting” in God mean to you? 
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2. What does the life of St. Monica teach you about living the 
Christian faith? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Reflect on the Conversion Prayer of St. Augustine (see sidebar on 
page 12). What words or phrases stand out as most relevant in your 
own life? Why? 
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