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St. Augustine’s Confessions is heralded as a classic of Western culture. Yet when James Boyd
White first tried to read it in translation, it seemed utterly dull. Its ideas struck him as
platitudinous and its prose felt drab. It was only when he started to read the text in Latin that he
began to see the originality and depth of Augustine’s work.In Let in the Light, White invites
readers to join him in a close and engaged encounter with the Confessions in which they will
come to share his experience of the book’s power and profundity by reading at least some of it in
Augustine’s own language. He offers an accessible guide to reading the text in Latin, line by line
—even for those who have never studied the language.Equally attuned to the resonances of
individual words and the deeper currents of Augustine’s culture, Let in the Light considers how
the form and nuances of the Latin text allow greater insight into the work and its author. White
shows how to read Augustine’s prose with care and imagination, rewarding sustained attention
and broader reflection.Let in the Light brings new life to a classic work, guiding readers to
experience the immediacy, urgency, and vitality of Augustine’s Confessions.
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13)CodaNotesPrefaceI can best explain what kind of book you have in your hand if I tell you first
how it was that I became engaged with the Confessions of Augustine. It is a simple story. I had
heard over and over again that this was one of the most important and valuable books in the
Western tradition: the first full expression of human inwardness, the deepest actualization of the
human self as we have come to know it since, full of depth and mystery. It was fascinating,
enlightening, and a true shaper of our culture.I started to read the Confessions, many times in
many translations, but I found it impossible. I felt that I was drowning in an ill-shapen mass of
pious platitudes taken from second-rate nineteenth-century theologians, who seemed to speak
as if their language was not problematic in any way, but simply said what needed to be said
clearly and with the authority of the ages. I could not grasp either the outline or the details of the
story. I could not imagine building on what I read.In these English versions,1 Augustine seemed
to use theological terms in what lawyers call a conclusory way, that is, as though they did not
need further elaboration or definition. His psychology likewise seemed elementary and
unsophisticated, again as though his words explained themselves. As for the narrative, that
seemed pointlessly complex and substantively trivial. What, for example, is this big deal about
stealing pears? It was an adolescent prank, not a serious sin. And why was the story more
generally so hard to follow? Why does he so often fail to tell us where he is and who he is with?



And so on. If you have tried to read the Confessions, maybe you have had such a response
yourself.None of this helped me discover what his religious experience was, or how the
language he used might be connected with the events of ordinary life, in his era or our own. The
whole experience was deeply unsatisfactory. I know other people have had different responses
to the translated Augustine, but this was mine, and I saw no way to change it.Then—now many
years ago—I read the first page of the Confessions in Latin. I was, in the modern idiom, blown
away. All the impressions I had of this text were exploded. It was full of life and immediacy and
urgency. In the Latin text Augustine seemed to use his terms of theology and psychology, indeed
all of his languages, with a constant sense of what they could and could not do, of what they left
out or distorted. His sense of God was not reducible to theological cliché, but was deep, vital,
and original. I felt that I was directly hearing his actual voice, not listening to a voice muffled and
distorted by being forced to speak English.2In recent years my retirement has made it possible
for me to read the whole work through in Latin, and for me it has become one of the most
important books of all.The present book is meant as a reading of the Confessions that
recognizes it as a Latin text, as it was written by Augustine himself. I want to help you see how it
is that this book can take on meaning of a different and deeper kind when it is read in its original
language—and read closely. Thus in early chapters I shall try to explain in detail how Augustine
is at work in the Latin in a small number of sentences, so even if you know no Latin at all you
may get a sense of the way it works here and to what end Augustine directs it. As we proceed,
we will do less of that, but I will always try to give you, in English, a sense of the Latin text at
hand.If you do not have any Latin, I want to help you learn just a tiny bit, enough to enable you to
get some feel for what this text is actually like as it was written. My hope is that the experience of
being exposed to the mind of Augustine speaking the language in which he lived and thought
will bring you to want to learn at least a little more.Working with the Latin as well as the English
will, I hope, be a rewarding process, but it will necessarily and properly be a very slow one. It is
an extreme form of close reading, which is in my view all to the good. The result is that in Part I of
this book I will treat in detail only the first book of the Confessions. In Part II and Part III I will give
less comprehensive attention to the other books.The question I ask throughout is: What is it like
to read the Confessions of St. Augustine? In addressing this question, why is it important to read
the Confessions, at least in part, in Latin? Why exactly can it not be fully and properly translated?
* * *I will speak to these questions repeatedly throughout the book. But I can say now that one
important reason for reading at least some of it in Latin is that Augustine’s mind is present in the
original text in a way it cannot be in a translation, even a very good one. Of course there are
good translations of books from one language to another, and we should be thankful for them.
But there are always what the Spanish scholar Ortega y Gasset called “exuberances and
deficiencies” of meaning, that is, ways in which the translation both fails to express what is said
and done in the original and adds meanings that are not there.3This is true not only of
translations across languages but translations within a language. Think of a poem, for example,
and how much its life and meaning are particular to its form. If you want to engage with the mind



of Shakespeare, you will insist upon reading his own words, not a version found in student aids
like CliffsNotes. Or, if like me you are a lawyer, think how hard it is to explain what is meant by
terms like “jurisdiction” or “equity” or “common law” to those who do not have a legal training. To
understand these words you need to learn the language. That is in fact what happens, or ought
to happen, in law school.If we hope to engage in a full way with the movements of Augustine’s
mind and imagination, then, it is important to read him at least in part in Latin. Another way to put
it is to say that his voice can fully be heard only in that language, and as I will try to show, his
voice is crucial to the meaning of the whole. Or, putting it another way, in the Latin he is present,
in mind and soul, in a way he cannot be present in English.Another reason to read the Latin is
that the Latin language that Augustine learned as a child and worked with as an adult was a
carrier of his culture, a culture in which he was caught up when he was young—as we are all
caught up in the cultures in which we are raised—and of which, when he was older, he came to
be in some ways critical, in others accepting, in still others transforming. To put it slightly
differently, a central part of the drama of the Confessions lies in his struggles with his culture and
the language that embodied it. In this sense the Latin language he knew is one of his most
important subjects. We can have access to what he does with this language, and why, only as
we come to share it.In addition, as I hope to show, Augustine not only uses the Latin he has
inherited; he remakes it in important ways as he uses it. In doing so he is teaching us how to
remake our own languages, our own ways of imagining and talking. All this requires us to pay
attention to what he has done in the Latin.This point is all the stronger, for me at least, when I
recognize how little of what Augustine says can be reduced to a set of propositions. Sometimes
scholars seem to see him as promulgating a philosophic or theological system. But in my
experience this is just what he is not doing, at least in the Confessions. The life and meaning of
what he does lies rather in the way he confronts and uses his language and the expectations it
generates; in the way he establishes and builds relations with his two audiences, his reader and
his God; and in the way he stimulates perception, feeling, thought, and imagination in us. This
book is not reducible to a narrative, nor it is it propositional in character. Rather, I think it can best
be understood as offering us as we read it a set of experiences, in our minds and our inner
beings. It is in these experiences that its meaning lies.* * *A third benefit of reading some of it in
Latin is that its very foreignness and difficulty forces us to slow down as readers—to admit
uncertainty, to look for meanings that are not obvious on the surface, and to regard our initial
understandings as incomplete, all in a good way.Think of what it is like to skim through a
newspaper column or detective story in English. It can go so easily that it is hardly happening at
all. In a way it would not necessarily be a huge advantage to us as readers of the Confessions if
we were as fluent in Latin as we are in English, for then we might just skim through it. This book
should not be read in such a way, nor should it be swallowed whole. Rather, like Shakespeare’s
plays or the poetry of Donne or Eliot, it requires sustained attention and thought, an active and
imaginative engagement, if we are to read it well. One of the advantages of the Latin is that it
makes skimming impossible, at least for us. We are forced to slow down, and that is a good



thing.Also, in reading the Confessions we are reading a book that has an original form. It is a
new genre, and to read it well we need to see how that genre is given shape and meaning as the
book is written. This requires us to look with special care at what Augustine says, and how he
says it. To do this we need to pay attention to its language and how he uses it.Despite all I have
said, I know that good translations obviously have their own importance and value. In what
follows I myself translate almost every Latin passage into English. If I have done my job well,
there and in the commentary, I think that even if you were to read only these translations,
skipping the Latin entirely, you would acquire a real, though incomplete, sense of who Augustine
is and a deeper connection with him and his life.As for the Latin, I hope that even if you cannot
read it, the presence of this language is a constant reminder that you are not reading the real
thing. I hope you will be aware that the English you do read in the translations, including my own,
has something unexpressed behind it, something you can see and in a sense touch, or let touch
you. I hope that the Latin in this book can in this way have real value even for someone who
reads little or none of it.* * *The first chapter of this book is a kind of summary of the whole of the
Confessions, offered not as a scientific statement of some kind but simply as one reader’s effort
to sum the work up. My hope is that this will help you start to tune yourself to the actual text when
we turn to it. The next chapter will focus on the opening sentences, which are reproduced in
Latin with notes and comments. Subsequent chapters will build on these two. From time to time
throughout the book I will ask you to think about the way a particular Latin sentence actually
works, giving you what help I can.It is important to understand that while we shall work with
passages taken from each of its books, we shall in total read only a rather small portion of the
Confessions. My choice of passages is of course not beyond criticism, but it is perhaps
comforting to think that our selection of passages will leave lots of the Confessions for you to
turn to when our work together is over.* * *I should add, loudly and clearly, that I am not a
professional Latinist, nor an Augustinian scholar, but just one mind engaging as well as I can
with what Augustine has written. This is not a work of scholarship in the usual sense, but an
exploration of the experience this wonderful book offers its readers. You might perhaps think of
me as a friend with whom you happen to be reading this text closely, asking questions, making
suggestions, and in general carrying on a conversation, without making any claims to
perfection.In this connection I imagine you, the reader, as someone who wants to come to terms
with the experience of reading this text, even to the extent of learning to use at least a little Latin,
and who is willing to give the conversation that it wants to establish with you a try. I think that if
you ever studied Latin, in high school say, you should be able to follow a good bit of the Latin you
will be presented with. If you have no exposure to Latin, you may want to look also at the
resources in the note appended to this paragraph, or even better, to ask a Latinate friend to help
you. Everything I do here is meant as an invitation or introduction, a first step in coming to terms
with this remarkable work.4Finally, I might add that in having these hopes for the use of Latin I
am moved by my own experience, not of Latin this time, but of Dante’s Italian. With a couple of
friends, one of whom knew Italian well, I read through the Commedia, one canto every week for



three years. I used a text with Italian on one side, English on the other. I was never able simply to
read the Italian, but I could often reconstruct much of its meaning with the help of the translation,
then read it in Italian. This gave me an experience of reading Dante in Italian, which changed my
whole sense of what he was doing and how.5What happens in such a case is that the language
is brought to life as a language, even though not fully understood, and this connects the reader
with the mind of the writer in a new way. In the case of Augustine you will find that what is written
in Latin, when it is understood even a little, will have a kind of firmness or solidity, as well as a
life, that a translation cannot have. These are the words he wrote; there is nothing behind them
but his mind. With a translation, by contrast, there is always something behind the language you
read, something hidden, uncertain, obscure.6As you will see, I am present throughout the book
as an interlocutor with you, the reader, continually making comments and asking questions. I
hope you will look at these critically. I do mean what I say, but I do not propound it with any
external authority. As you read, ask what you think of my comments and questions, and the way,
or ways, of thinking they express. How would you do it differently?On another note. It has been
suggested to me that you may already, and understandably, have an unappealing image of
Augustine as an authoritarian, rigid, misogynistic, self-certain figure constantly engaged in
doctrinal battles that have no real meaning today. While I cannot speak of all of his writings, I
hope that you will discover that the Augustine at work in the Confessions is not like this at all. As
you will see, his central term is caritas, another word for “love.”If you do need a quick antidote to
the image I have presented above, I suggest you read his Sermon 9.7 Here he treats the sin of
adultery, which men in his culture felt privileged to commit, while women were meant to be
completely faithful. The women, who are present with their husbands in the congregation, are
understandably afraid to speak to them about this difficult subject. Augustine speaks for them, in
the presence of their husbands, giving them a voice they otherwise would not have had and
claiming for them in no uncertain terms a fundamental equality in the face of a culture that
denies it. While doing this he explicitly creates a sense of the Scriptures not as demanding grim
obedience to a set of severe commands but as offering a life of song and joy.* * *There is one
more aspect of this work I want to mention now, namely, its connection to the world in which I
write—a world in which we face a serious pandemic, the possible loss of our democracy, and the
consequences of global warming. In this world it is not possible to rely unthinkingly on existing
institutions or traditions or established practices and attititudes. We do not know where we are
going but we know it is not into a version of our own past. In 2019 I published a book, Keep Law
Alive,8 which was about contemporary threats to our way of doing law, indeed to law itself, in
which I tried to show how we might keep alive this crucial element of our culture. I had to
consider as well how we might respond if we lost the law as we know and admire it; my response
was to turn to Augustine who lived in a worse world than our own—one in which the Roman
Empire was collapsing and invaders were taking its place—yet in my view found a way to
maintain his psychic and intellectual integrity, his integrity as a person. The chapter in which I
tried to explain this reappears with little change in this book as its first chapter. The rest of this



book could be read as an elaboration of what I saw to be so remarkable in Augustine’s
Confessions and what it might mean for us, living as we do in a culture that is collapsing,
perhaps to be reborn, perhaps not.AcknowledgmentsI want to thank as warmly as I can my
friends who have read and commented on my manuscript: Walter Brueggemann, Sherman
Clark, Wendy Doniger, Sarah Higinbotham, David Jasper, Cathleen Kaveny, John and Anne
McCausland, A. E. T. McGloughlin, Julian Davis Mortensen, Leonard Niehoff, Jefferson Powell,
Jack Sammons, Dean Strang, Winnifred Sullivan, Sanjaya Thakur, and Mary White. The book is
much better for their ideas and corrections. Special thanks go to Winnifred Sullivan, without
whom this book would never have been published and to Sanjaya Thakur, without whom it would
never have been written.I also want to thank the teachers who brought me into Latin and Greek
to begin with. In chronological order: James McCarthy, Melvin Mansur, Norris Getty, Wendell
Clausen, John Moore, Arthur Adkins, James Redfield, and especially my beloved friend, Gerda
Seligson.I have consulted with great profit the extraordinary work of James J. O’Donnell in
editing and commenting on the text of the Confessions. It is his text that I use throughout, with
his kind permission.1 This is one of the major works of recent classical scholarship, and I thank
him for it. I also want to thank Carolyn J.-B. Hammond, whose excellent bilingual edition in the
Loeb series I used on a daily basis. I have tried to make my translations fresh as well as
accurate, but I am sure that some of her words crept into my mind and into this book. I hope she
will forgive me.2An Outline of Augustine’s Life up to the Composition of the Confessions354 ce:
Augustine was born into a family with a small landholding in Thagaste, about 60 miles south of
the Mediterranean coast, in what is now Algeria. His mother, Monnica, was a devout Christian
and an immense influence in his life. His father, Patrick, was a pagan.366–369: He was schooled
first in Thagaste and then in a nearby town, Madauros, largely in “grammar,” that is, the reading
of Latin and its literature.369: He returned to Thagaste for a year while his father saved up
money for the next stage of his education. This is the year in which he committed the famous sin
of stealing pears.370: With the help of Romanianus, a wealthy family friend in Thagaste, he was
sent to Carthage to study “rhetoric,” that is, the art of persuasion as established by Cicero and
other orators and students of rhetoric.372: The woman with whom he was to live faithfully for
many years bore him a son, Adeodatus—“given by God.” In this year his father, Patrick died.373:
He read the (now lost) Hortensius of Cicero, which converted him to the value of philosophy. He
formally became a Manichee, that is, a follower of the Persian quasi-Christian mystic, Mani. His
status was that of Hearer, not Elect.375: He returned to Thagaste to teach “grammar,” which he
found unrewarding.376: Grieving the death of a close but unnamed friend, he returned to
Carthage, with his two life-long friends, Alypius and Nebridius. He set himself up as a teacher of
rhetoric.383: Dissatisfied with the unruly behavior of his students, he accepted an appointment
as a teacher in Rome, obtained for him by Romanianus.384: Finding that the Roman students
refused to pay their fees, Augustine leapt at a chance offered him by Symmachus, another
powerful connection, to become a rhetorician at the Imperial court in Milan. In Milan he was
exposed to Ambrose, the powerful bishop in that city, and under his influence began to be able



to imagine God not as a material presence or force, as the Manichees did, but as a spiritual
being. He was also exposed to and influenced by the Neoplatonists, for whom there was only
one God, immaterial but present everywhere in the world. Monnica followed him to Milan and
arranged a marriage for him to a girl of wealth and standing. He sent away his lover of many
years.386: In a dramatic scene in a garden in Milan he was converted to Christianity. He
resigned his position as rhetorician, which he characterized as the teaching and practice of lies,
and withdrew with some friends to a villa in Cassiciacum, where he and they hoped to establish
a life of philosophic and religious retirement.387: He was baptized by Ambrose.1 He and his
friends, all Africans, returned to Thagaste where they established their religious community.
Monnica and he had a mystical vision in Ostia on the way home, after which she died.390: His
son Adeodatus died.391: While on a visit to the coastal city of Hippo, Augustine was physically
forced by a congregation to become a priest.396: He was made an assistant bishop, then the
Bishop of Hippo.397: He looked back over his life and began to write the Confessions.Part I1The
Shape of theConfessionsTHIS CHAPTER OFFERS an account of the Confessions as a whole,
meant as an introduction to the more specific discussions that follow.The NarrativeTo start with
the narrative: the story is that of a very bright provincial boy making his way upward in the world
through the power of his mind and tongue. He started in the obscure town of Thagaste in North
Africa, near the Atlas Mountains on the south side. This is where his education began, but it
quickly took him to Carthage, the second city of the Western empire, where he studied rhetoric,
the queen of disciplines of the time, uniting intellectual skill and practical power.He was an
academic superstar, and became a teacher of rhetoric, first in Carthage, then Rome; then in
Milan, the seat of the Empire, he became a practitioner of the art on the staff of the emperor, for
whom he personally performed a public panegyric. He had made it to a position of power and
almost certain wealth. The next step would have been marriage into a wealthy and powerful
family, and perhaps the governorship of a province, with all that implies.But in Milan, just when
an appropriate marriage had been arranged, he experienced a conversion to Christianity, the
religion of his mother. He decided to resign his position, and to withdraw with some friends to
lead a life of philosophical and theological reflection, first in a borrowed villa near Milan, then
back in Africa, where they had all originally come from. On their way home his mother died in
Ostia.At this point the narrative portion of the Confessions comes to an end. As I tell it, it may
sound like the story of a man who “discovered God” and simply turned his back on the world.But
hold on.Augustine the WriterBy the time he wrote the Confessions, ten years after the date of his
return to Africa, it was apparent that Augustine’s life had not proceeded according to his original
plan of religious and philosophical retreat. After three years in Thagaste, his hometown, he
visited Hippo, a city on the coast, where he was physically forced by a congregation to become a
priest—they simply would not let him leave the building until he agreed. About five years later he
was made a bishop.From this point on he was to continue the rest of his life in the active role of
priest and bishop: running religious services, giving hundreds of sermons, adjudicating disputes
among his flock, carrying on theological wars with those he regarded as heretical—and doing so



in a context in which religious difference often led to serious violence.1 After the fall of Rome, in
410, he was to spend many years writing his magnum opus, The City of God, simultaneously a
comprehensive critique of Roman culture and an equally comprehensive defense of Christianity,
made in response to the astonishing and frightening destruction of Roman power. When he died
in 430 the Vandals were besieging Hippo, the town where he had lived and worked for
decades.By the time he began to write the Confessions, in about 397, he could already see that
he was not leading a life of philosophic and religious retreat after all, but was deeply and actively
engaged in the world, with all its difficulties, disappointments, and dangers. It is true that he was
in the church, not the state, but his life was deeply of the world, and in its own way immensely
successful.Although as I say this life was of the world, it was deeply different in quality from that
other life on which he had first embarked, his life as a teacher of rhetoric. What had changed?
This is perhaps the true subject of the Confessions, written about ten years after the end of the
story it tells.The Movement of the ConfessionsHere I will sketch out my sense of what had
changed, and how and why. In later chapters we shall come back to different elements in the
story in greater detail.Usually autobiographies are stories of success, but the Confessions
seems to involve failure after failure, collapse after collapse, not only in Augustine’s life but in the
very structure of the text.While the narrative is in one sense positive, that is, leading to
Augustine’s conversion, in another it is the story of loss of confidence and competence, a kind of
dismantling of the self. He starts out with immense confidence in his intelligence, in his ability to
understand the world and himself, and in his powers of persuasion, but near the end of the work
says, in effect, that the only thing he really knows in the world is that God exists, and exists within
him.2 The life that brings him to that point, the life of which he has been telling the story, is in a
sense now an unreality, without meaning except for the fact that it led to a new life.Let me
elaborate. Before he was converted to Christianity, Augustine was a rhetorician with the interests
and hopes of a philosopher. First, under the influence of Cicero’s Hortensius, he discovered
philosophy. Then he joined the Manichean religious sect, really on philosophic grounds: he
thought they succeeded in explaining the presence of evil in the world by positing not one good
and omnipotent God, but two opposed forces, one good, one bad, one light, one dark. But what
he was assenting to was for him more a theory than a way of life. His next conversion was to
Neoplatonism, again primarily a philosophic system, though one with strong religious
overtones.In Milan, as he tells it, he had experiences of a different kind, deep in his soul, that led
him to convert to Christianity, and in so doing moved him to abandon the philosophic way of
understanding the world. In his experience the whole structure of life based on philosophy just
breaks down.Theology breaks down too, at least if theology is thought to be a way of “talking
about God.” In fact, in the Confessions theology never gets going at all, for in it Augustine never
talks about God; instead, from the first lines to the last, he is talking to God, the audience
addressed in every sentence. The Confessions is not a work of theology in the usual sense,
then, but a sort of invented genre, a book-length prayer or psalm, which undercuts every other
form of thought and imagination in which Augustine or his reader are tempted to engage. At the



end, for him there is only Augustine, God, the Scriptures, and the reader.3The Confessions thus
look both backward, seeking to explain how Augustine could become the person who could
speak to God as he does here, and forward, tracing at least in outline the kind of life that this
transformation has made possible.MemoryThe first nine books of the Confessions, briefly
summarized above, are offered by Augustine as the core narrative of his life; the tenth book,
where he gives up the narrative mode entirely, is a reflection on memory; the eleventh is a study
of time; and the last two are extensive and imaginative readings of the first few verses of
Genesis.Why does Augustine not simply stop at the end of Book 9, when the narrative comes to
an end? Does the other material have an important function, and if so, what is it?I think that this
material is crucial. One way to put it is to say that in Books 1–9 Augustine tells the story of his
early life; in Books 10–13 he shows how life can be lived, now—by him as he now is and by the
reader as they now are. To put it slightly differently, he is not only telling us, he is showing us how
life can be lived on these terms, especially as it is built upon Scripture and the church; and he is
not only showing us something, he is inviting us to participate in that way of living.Some
understanding of what he achieves in the last few books will I think help us in our work on the
early ones, so let me sketch out what I mean in a little more detail.In Book 10 Augustine focuses
on memory, the central human capacity he has himself been exercising in the first nine books.
Thus far he has been telling us what he remembers about his life; in Book 10 he makes a
memory itself a problem.As he presents it, we start out with the inexplicable and
incomprehensible gift of life. Thereafter we use memory constantly, not only when we write the
story of our lives as he has been doing, but in leading our lives from day to day. Memory is the
embedded experience upon which we rely for everything, from the use of language to the
formation of desires to the management of social relations. But, as he makes us see in our own
forgetfulness of what he himself has told us, memory is profoundly unreliable. In a sense this
book is the beginning of his real confession: the confession not of bad things he did as a boy, but
of what he has come to know that he does not know, even about himself.What we remember,
after all, is not sense data, but sense data processed by thought and imagination. It is a way of
locating ourselves in a process of which we know neither the beginning nor the end; a process
that is in its essential nature internal, and in a deep way unverifiable. The “narrative” he has just
told is really just the memory of memories, not a story of facts.As Augustine comes to realize
that all he knows of the world depends upon his memory, which is mysterious and misleading
and incomplete, he also comes to see what is for him the ultimate fact about his knowledge: that
virtually all he can be certain of is that God exists and is within him. This is a long way from the
bright young man proud of what he knew and could do with his knowledge. Everything except
this new knowledge, everything from narrative to autobiography to philosophy to theology, is
buried in the mystery of memory.TimeIn Book 11 Augustine continues this line of thought by
reflecting on the mystery of time. His main idea is that all that is past is no longer real, all that is
future is not yet real; so all we have is the present, which is itself not stable but a tiny, infinitesimal
razor edge of awareness, disappearing as fast as it emerges. By the time you get the end even



of a single word, its beginning is in the past.The razor edge can be extended slightly by memory
and imagination, but it is where we live, in a constantly disappearing present.To the God to
whom he is speaking he says something like this. By an act of inexplicable grace you call upon
me, in this edge of time in which I live. That is my only true reality: my presence, your presence,
my voice, your voice. On these conditions, nothing else can truly be known. This is I think the
position out of which the Confessions is written, and where it ends.In all of this Augustine is
bringing his consciousness to face both the essential mystery of his own existence and the
essential quality of that existence, which is that except for the presence of God within him
everything passes away. Nothing can be held on to and apprehended.Thus it is that in these
closing books we find Augustine, who once knew so much, saying again and again, I do not
know, I cannot know, this is beyond me.Benign HumiliationAs one who has been by career a
teacher of law, in all of this I cannot help thinking of the bright young lawyer who structures their
life by certain objects of ambition: high grades, a law review position, a Supreme Court clerkship,
a job with a famous and rich firm, early partnership, argument before the Supreme Court, etc.
This was Augustine, who was fulfilling his, and his mother’s, dream of success. But it all
collapsed: philosophy, theology, prestige, power, wealth, even his memory—even his capacity to
tell a story.But Augustine’s sense of loss has a paradoxical effect, namely, that it gives what he
says and thinks an extraordinary immediacy and life, an authenticity and truth, both for himself
and for us, more than 1,500 years later. He is wholly in the present, in the present created by this
text, and we are too, together with him in that present.Augustine’s story is one of benign
humiliation, the destruction of his own pretenses and claims, often against his will and without
his knowledge, until he is at the end stripped naked and vulnerable and ignorant; but in that
condition able to live in a new and deeper way.Such are the conditions of life, for him then and
for us now. The moment passes: are we alive in it, alive to it? Can we speak out of the center of
ourselves, aware of what we do not know, cannot be? The Confessions is written to bring us to
the point where such questions are real for us.Augustine found a way to work out of his
awareness that all learning, all expectations, were provisional only. He knew the world could
change and that he could change. He not only worked on these terms, but worked brilliantly, far
better than he would have done had he remained the expert rhetorician he started out to be. The
very ephemeral quality of things made it possible for him to be present as mind and imagination
in a new and much more complete way to what he was doing. The freshness and newness of life
this entailed gave him immense power, in part because it seems to have erased his earlier
susceptibility to embarrassment and his need to impress others.Reading GenesisFinally, a very
brief word about the last two books, which offer a deep and highly imaginative reading of the
opening of Genesis. In Books 12 and 13 the world Augustine has been creating expands. It now
includes not only himself and his God, in the razor edge of the present, but also God’s
Scriptures, his holy word, the reading of which is not simply a matter of seeing what it says, but
requires an art of interpretation—an art all the more complex when Augustine recognizes that
other readings than his own can be equally true, a fact at which he perhaps surprisingly says we



should rejoice. He formalizes this principle by saying that interpretation should always proceed
on the basis of charity, that is, on the basis of love of God and love of neighbor.His reading is
thus driven in part by truth, in part by an ethic of generosity and charity. This also means that his
world has expanded to include other people, especially his readers. But not just readers as we
might imagine them: for the community of people that is engaged on these terms, in this life of
the present, is for him the church, the presence of Christ in the world.For me all this meant that
the Confessions was no longer abstract, confused, unconnected to life, but deeply illuminating
of our experience. Starting with Book 10 he locates us in a world without time, without memory
even, a world of sheer presence: Augustine present to God, to Scripture, to his reader, as we too
are present to him. The reading of these chapters is itself not firm or certain but must always be
done again. Augustine ends up wholly alive, and present to us, not just in mind or body, but in his
soul.2The First Three Sentences(Book 1)WHAT IS IT LIKE TO READ the Confessions in real
time, slowly, word by word, in the language in which it was composed? In this chapter I shall ask
that question about the first few sentences of Book 1, with a lot of attention to the Latin
language. In the next chapter I shall focus on the next brief section of Book 1, which constitutes
an invocation of the God to whom he will be speaking through the whole work. The third chapter
will consider the rest of Book 1. I hope by then you will have a feeling for the kinds of experience
Augustine’s text offers its reader, including the questions it stimulates. In what then follows I will
of necessity discuss the later books of Augustine’s text much more briefly, but I hope always with
attention to the language in which it was written.In this chapter I am turning from the general
design of the Confessions, described above, to the way it works in its particulars, for it is here, in
the life of its sentences, in its tones of voice, its conception of its audience, that the power and
originality of the book most fully reveal themselves. This is what I discovered when I turned from
what seemed to me impossible English translations to the vividness and life of the opening
sentences in Latin.I want to look at these sentences not with the idea of restating them, as if in
that way we could “get” what Augustine is “saying,” but in an effort to see them as performances
both with his language and with us as readers. What are the resources and limits of his
language, and of the culture it carries? How does Augustine use them, and to what effect? In
doing so, what kind of relation does he establish with us, his human readers, and with the God to
whom he is speaking throughout? How do these relations change in the course of the book?
Through what motions does his mind run? Can we compare them with the motions of our own
minds? Questions of this sort are not resolvable at this stage in the reading—in fact none of
them may be resolvable ever—but should rather be seen as invitations and guides to the
experience that lies ahead.1In our reading of the Confessions I want you to feel that our goal is
not to grasp its message or messages, but to learn to engage in a living way with the experience
it offers. It is in that engagement that its meaning lies.A Note on Reading the LatinAs I have said,
every passage is given both in Latin and in an English translation. My hope is that each reader
will come to see the Latin text as the one Augustine actually wrote and seek to understand it as
well as they can.If you already know Latin well, this should present no difficulties. If you have had



some training in Latin, maybe in high school, I think this should be manageable. The words may
be difficult to interpret, the sentences hard to parse, but you will already have the awareness,
deep within, that this is a language, not a set of unintelligible marks or signs.I would encourage
you to begin by reading the Latin aloud, which might revive some of what you think you have
forgotten. You might find it helpful also to engage in “reverse engineering,” that is by going from
the translation in the English that you know well to the Latin, and read it in light of the English
version, as well as you can. If you do read aloud from the beginning, and pay what attention you
can to the Latin, I think you will find yourself gradually learning it as you read it—not perfectly of
course but enough to have the sense that you are exposed directly to the mind, and I hope to the
soul, of Augustine.As I said in the preface, in my translations I try to follow as well as I can the
structure of the Latin sentence, generally placing a line of English just below the Latin
equivalent, and thus putting the words close to their mates in the other language. This is of
course not always possible, but when it is you may find it easier to get some sense of the shape
of the Latin sentences and in this way to begin to come to terms with that language.My
translations have all the limits of other translations: the most they can do is give a rough and
provisional idea of what is being said and done in the Latin, so do not make the mistake of
thinking they are somehow what Augustine really said. English can never fully capture the Latin.
But to put the Latin and the translation beside each other, as I do, may bring to your attention the
parallels between it and the original. This in turn may help you move from the English to the
Latin. I hope so.If you have no experience of Latin at all, one obvious option is just to read the
English translations. If you do this thoughtfully, I think you will still get some sense of what
Augustine is doing. The presence of Latin will constantly remind you that what you are reading is
not the original text, which appears in all its mystery on nearly every page. This itself would be a
good thing. But I think you can do more, particularly if you use any of the materials
recommended in the note in the Preface above.2 You may find yourself beginning to learn a new
language, one in which important things are said and done. As I said, I would recommend that
you begin by reading the Latin aloud, as a way of reminding yourself that it is a language after
all.3I would enourage all readers to try to connect in some way with the Latin. You might for
example write down your own translation of a sentence you have been studying and then ask
yourself what the differences are between your translation and the Latin original. If you do, you
should have the experience, more and more frequently, of seeing something that seemed at first
obscure or impenetrable become clear on the page and in your mind. That is a great pleasure in
itself, and when it happens you will have brought the Latin to life as a language, the language
used by Augustine.A New GenreThe opening of the Confessions has I think no parallel in earlier
Latin or Greek literature. It defines a new genre, a new kind of book, and a new way of writing it.4
For relevant comparisons one might think of the Gospel of Mark, which also seems to have
invented its genre, or the dialogues of Plato, of which much the same could be said.This
newness is apparent in its first sentence: Magnus es, Domine, et laudabilis valde, or roughly:
“Great are you, Lord, and highly worthy of praise.”5This may seem the opposite of something



new, a tired old sentence, something we have heard a thousand times. Praise God? This sounds
like theological cliché.But think of the questions the sentence presents.To whom is Augustine
speaking? Domine, “Lord,” is a version of the “God” of anglophone Christians. But why does
Augustine speak to God at all? If this God has the usual divine attributes, he knows everything
already, and does not need to be told anything. So we can ask of Augustine: Why do you speak
to God? What are you doing when you try? Is there any point at all in doing it? Do you think God
will speak back to you, and if so, what kind of conversation will this be, and if not, what are you
doing?These questions, though often unnoticed, are central to the life of the Christian believer:
Why do you speak to God? What can you hope to say or be in the words you use? What do you
hope to result from your speaking?We can also ask of Augustine: Why do you write to God? He
knows what you think and feel before you say it, certainly before you write it, so why write it at all?
Augustine is going to publish this work in the manner of his day, namely, in the form of
painstakingly prepared handwritten books or scrolls that are sent around to other people to read.
So are those people the real audience? If so, why does he not address them? Or if he does
address them, and us, how does he do so?It looks as though we are being invited to listen in on
a one-way conversation he is having with God; but Augustine is certainly aware that we are
listening, indeed he invites us to listen—so is he really talking to us? If so, why does he talk this
way, instead of directly? Does the fact that we are present as an audience reduce or impair or
otherwise affect the authenticity of what he is saying to God? Indeed, is his authenticity only
apparent, a kind of artifice, and if so, why does he use it?More particularly, why does he call God
Dominus? He could have called him Deus, which means “God.” Dominus is an originally
nontheological term that in Latin means “master,” as in “master” of slaves or a household. In the
Latin Bible it is a translation of the Greek word, kurios, which has much the same meaning. Why
does the Christian tradition call “God,” the ineffable and unknowable one, by the names Kurios,
Dominus, Lord?6Why does Augustine say that God is worthy of praise? Who is Augustine, a
mere human, to say that the Creator of all things, of all life, is worthy of praise? Is he the judge of
these matters? And why does he praise God in the first place? James J. O’Donnell, the great
editor of the Confessions, suggests that the whole work is driven by this question.7 One of the
aims of the Confessions, on this view, is to show what kind of education, what kind of
experience, leads a person to see that “praise” is the most complete and natural response to the
God who created us.This sentence is in this way an invitation for us to read the Confessions and
to make it our own, and thus to join Augustine in this perpetually repeated gesture of praise—
and that means to join the life of the church as he defines it, where praising and thanking are
fundamental practices. This is a way of saying that the community he seeks to reconstitute in this
text is the church—not in the sense of an institution, like the Roman Catholic Church or the
Eastern Orthodox Church, but as the whole community of believers; or at a different level of
magnitude, at the relations between one believer and another, for that relation too is the “church.”
I think it is Augustine’s idea that when you come to the end of the Confessions, you will already
be a member of his version of the church, whether you know it or not.Here is another crucial



element in the composition. An alert contemporary reader might have noticed what most of us
would not, namely, that his sentence is not a fresh composition by Augustine, but taken almost
verbatim from several of the Psalms.8 In undertaking the bold feat of actually addressing the
creator of the universe, as O’Donnell says, Augustine begins by using what he regards as the
language of God himself.In doing so is he impliedly saying that Scripture affords the only
language in which we can adequately talk to or about God? The idea might be that our own
language is inherently inadequate, or fallen, the language of Scripture uncorrupted and true. But
what of the fact that the rest of this book is not just a series of quotations from the Scriptures, but
mainly written in Augustine’s own language and composed by him?What does it mean, then,
that this particular sentence is not in Augustine’s own language, but in what he seems to believe
is God’s language, a quotation from the Scriptures? What does it mean that the quotation is from
the Psalms? Is Augustine implicitly saying to his reader, the book you have in your hands is in
structure and meaning like a psalm? Or is it in fact a new and modern psalm, with the same
audience, the same themes?9These questions will get new life in the last two books, which
consist of the reading of the first two verses of Genesis. By this time Augustine has largely
stripped himself of confidence in his high intelligence, in his ambitions, in his belief in the
reliability of memory, and is impliedly saying that the only thing one can really do, on the
conditions of life as he has made them real for us, is to read the Scriptures and try to live them
out.But, as we notice when we check the originals, Augustine changes the language of Scripture
as he uses it, even in this first sentence. For the Psalms from which this sentence is taken all
speak of “the Lord” in the third person: in the Psalms it is “he” who is magnus et laudabilis valde;
but Augustine uses these terms not to describe God, but to speak to him (using the second
person singular of the verb “to be,” namely, es). So it is “you,” not “he,” who is worthy of praise.
What is the significance of this change? Who is Augustine to change the Scriptures as he uses
them?10Is the whole of the Confessions then to be read as an astonishingly long psalm, or
perhaps a prayer? Why would Augustine write out such long prayer? Is it to get God to do
something for him? Or, more promisingly, is it because the act of writing it may change him,
Augustine, in ways he cannot predict at the outset but hope will be good? Or does he write in the
hope that he will produce a text that has a meaning, when he reads it as a whole, of which he
himself was not aware as he wrote it? If so, is he really his own audience?Are we to see this, as I
suggest above, as a kind of constitution, or reconstitution, of the church, whether by that term is
meant the institutional church or the church every Christian should be creating every day in the
relations he or she establishes with others? If so, how does that fact affect our experience of
reading?All of this is complicated by what we already know about the book before we pick it up,
namely, that it is some sort of autobiography. This means that as the story is told there are at
least three Augustines present, not just one: Augustine, the person whose past life is being told,
more or less chronologically; Augustine, the narrator who is telling it, stage by stage, as things
happen, capturing as well as he can his own earlier stage of life, but nonetheless knowing now
what he did not know then; and Augustine, the composer of the text—including both the



narrative and the voice or voices in which it is told. This Augustine, who in this text is the creator
of the other two, can look back on the whole, both on his actual life as he lived it and on its
representation in the writing before us, to see what it all means at the end of the story.Let me
explain a little. Of course I don’t mean that there are three different human beings at work in the
composition of the Confessions. Every word is written by Augustine the flesh and blood human
being. But I find the idea of three Augustines useful as a way of thinking about and reflecting on
the different ways he is present to us in this text: as the one whose life is its subject; as the
narrator who tells the story (almost always in the first person); and as the one who gives
structure and meaning to the whole. Thus we can ask of any particular event—say the theft of
the pears, or the conversion in the garden—three questions: What is this event like, and what
does it mean, for Augustine the pilgrim as he experiences it? What is it like and what does it
mean for Augustine the narrator when he writes the story? What is it like, and what does it mean,
as it is placed in the larger composition of the text as a whole by Augustine the composer? Each
of these questions can be pursued by a close reading of the text as we have it.* * *Another way
to put this is to say that when the actual events of Augustine’s early life, described in chapter 1,
came to an end with his return to Africa, another process began for him, that of thinking about
his experience and writing it out. That process naturally produced changes in his understanding,
in his deeper self, and in his voice. These changes are partly captured in shifts and changes we
see in the narrator, partly to be found in the fact that Augustine the composer constructs the
whole in such a way as to invite us at the end to look back with new eyes upon the whole text,
the whole life, in contemplation and understanding. In the end it is not simply “his life” that he
reflects upon, and asks us to do likewise, but his life as composed and written here. It is
significant in this context that the very last words of the Confessions are not a kind of backward-
looking summary of what has been said, but a forward-looking invitation to life on new terms,
with a reference to the passage in which Jesus says, “Knock, and it shall be opened unto
you” (Matt. 7:7–8).11For us this suggests a series of questions. What will be the relations among
these processes, among these three Augustines—each of whom may change in the course of
the book? Between each of them and God? Between each of them and the reader? How do
these relations themselves change over time and with what significance?A similar problem
arises in the reading of Dante’s Commedia, which tells the story of the journey of “Dante”
through the Inferno, Purgatorio, and Paradiso. In talking about any passage it becomes important
to make it clear whether we are talking about Dante the poet, who is writing the text, or Dante the
character in the text, who takes this journey. The latter is often called “Dante, the pilgrim”—a
usage, perhaps anachronistic, but in my view helpfully suggestive, which I often use in this book
to talk about the character of the Augustine whose life is the subject of the Confessions, calling
him “Augustine the pilgrim.”To sum up what I have been saying, we can see that the book is
partly about itself: about its own premises, its own activities, its own problems. Can we make
sense of these things? What happens when we do, or when we try?These are some of the
questions presented by the first sentence of this book, which in this way invites or entices the



reader to keep going, to engage with what follows. How will Augustine answer or at least
address them? Here I will only add that I will try to keep these questions alive right to the end of
the Confessions.LatinAs I said in the Preface, there is another immense and complex question
for us here, which is what it means that the Confessions is written in Latin, not English. I will be
talking about this issue throughout the book. Here follows a very short and incomplete
introduction to the structure and nature of Latin itself.The first thing to understand about Latin is
that it is an inflected language, that is, one in which most words, both nouns and verbs, have
endings, or other transformations, that indicate their role in the sentence. We have some of this
in English in our verbs, which are marked for past tense by an “–ed” at the end, or by a
transformation of a vowel, as in “sing”/ “sang,” or by a larger transformation, as in “catch”/
“caught.” (For the future and perfect and past-perfect we normally use auxiliaries: We “shall
walk,” “have walked,” “had walked,” and even “shall have walked.”) With respect to nouns we have
almost none of this, except markings for plural, often in the form of a final “s” or “–en” (as in
“oxen”). With certain pronouns we have more: the words “I” or “we” for example are in what is
called the nominative case, which means that they can be the subject of verbs. “Me” and “us”
have the same referential meaning—the person speaking on his own behalf or that of the group
he belongs to—but these words are in the accusative case and cannot be subjects of finite
verbs, but only their objects. When we hear or read the word “she” we expect a verb of which
“she” will be the subject; when we read or hear the word “him” we expect a verb of which “he” will
be the object. For another example of inflection in English, consider something suggested by a
friend: the triad, “who,” “whose,” “whom.”So few of our words have these grammar-referencing
endings that for us word order takes their place. When we read, “The dog caught the cat,” or
“John hit the ball,” we know by the position of the words in the sentence who (or what) did the
hitting or catching, who (or what) was hit or caught. In Latin, by contrast, we would know these
things from the forms of the words. Word order is significant in Latin, but it has nothing like the
force it has in English.Another way to put this point is to say that in an inflected language you
cannot present a word without marking its grammatical function. There is no such thing as a
simple word that just means “horse” in Latin, as there is in English. It will have markers that tell
you, this is “horse as actor” or “horse as possessor” or “horse as donee” or “horse as acted
upon” or “horse as agent,” that is, one by which something else is done, or “horse spoken
to” (“Oh horse …”)—equus, equi, equo, equum, equo, eque.What is true of nouns is true of the
adjectives that modify or characterize them, which take a form that to some extent mirrors the
form of the noun. What this means, among other things, is that in Latin words that belong
together may be separated without losing their connection. Thus if a sentence begins with the
word bonus (singular masculine nominative adjective, meaning “good”), we expect to find the
word it modifies, which will likewise be masculine and nominative and singular, but it may come
much later in the sentence—animus, for example, meaning “spirit,” or, in another declension,
ignis, meaning “fire.” The experience of reading a Latin sentence is often one of a complex
series of expectations first created, then, later on, resolved in whole or in part.Words in Latin



have forms that fit with other forms; they look at form to identify their role and their mate. I think
for someone raised in this language perhaps the first thing noticed about a word was its
grammatical form, not what we would call its content.12In approaching the first three sentences
of the Confessions I shall proceed word by word, very slowly, with the hope that by the end every
reader can read these Latin sentences with ease and understanding. In what follows this section
I will obviously have to vary the pace dramatically, sometimes simply summarizing a passage in
English, sometimes making it available for the reader who knows a little Latin, trying to make
sure that every reader has the experience of reading some sentences, or passages, in the
language in which they were composed.The First SentenceSo now, at last, to our opening
sentence, seen as a Latin sentence:Magnus es, Domine, et laudabilis valde.The first word is
magnus, an adjective meaning something like “great,” in size, in importance, or in worth. It
creates just the sort of expectation that bonus would do, looking for a masculine singular noun,
but as it turns out, that expectation seems to be disappointed: the next word is es, which means
“you are.” But the noun we have been looking for as the mate to magnus is actually there, buried
in the verb, which, as often in Latin, has no explicit subject.13Magnus has told us something
else, which the verb alone would not tell us, namely that the addressee defined by the es is
masculine and singular. Magnus is nominative because the verb “to be,” here represented by es,
typically connects or links two terms, an adjective and a noun, without either one acting on the
other.Domine is a form of Dominus in what is called the vocative case, that is, the form that is
used to address another person. We achieve something of this form when we say, today, “O Lord
…”Laudabilis is an adjective that parallels magnus, that is, it is singular masculine nominative,
but in a different declension, hence different in form. It is preceded by et (that is, “and”), which
connects it explicitly with magnus. In form it comes from a word for “praise,” (laus) with the suffix
—ible, which means, in English as in Latin (which is where we get it from), something like
“capable of” or “susceptible to” or “worthy of.”The last word is valde, meaning “very much
indeed.”* * *The experience of the sentence is something like this:—Magnus: here we are told
that something or someone, masculine and singular, is “great.”—es: it is you who are great! But
who are you?—Domine: you are the Lord to whom I am speaking.It could stop here, but the next
word carries us on:—et: “and” something, but we do not know what.The function of et is to
connect to things that are alike in grammar or function—it could be, for example, that it
connected a whole second clause, e.g., “and always will be.” Here what is connected is
laudabilis, an adjective coupled with magnus.Then: valde: “very much indeed.”* * *Here is the
sentence itself: Magnus es, Domine, et laudabilis valde. Can you read that aloud as a sentence
you understand?* * *Let us do the next sentence as well—Magna virtus tua et sapientiae tuae
non est numerus, or: “Great is your virtue and your wisdom knows no number” (i.e., there is no
quantitative limit on your wisdom). Let us see how it works.—Magna is of course related to
magnus, an adjective meaning “great.” But the ending promises a connection with a different
kind of noun: one that is feminine singular (either nominative or ablative) or neuter plural. So
which is it to be?—virtus tells us, for it is feminine singular (despite the fact that -us nouns are



often masculine and equally despite the fact that it is built on the word vir which means “man”).
Virtus really means those qualities that in this culture are excellent for a man to have, which
include such competitive qualities as power and prestige and status, but also moral qualities,
such as courage and honesty. Which is it here? Some of both, so: “your qualities are the summit
of excellence, both in power and morality”—something like that?—tua tells us that it is “your”
virtus we are talking about, and this pronoun is in the form appropriate to a feminine singular
noun. Those two words are locked together.—et: what two things that are alike will be connected
by this word? We cannot know now, but we will soon see that it is two clauses: Magna virtus tua
[est] et sapientiae tuae non est numerus.The verb est is missing from the first clause, but when
we read the second we find it, so it becomes, as Latin teachers like to say, “understood,” in the
first clause.—sapientiae tuae: we might guess that tuae is another form of the word we just saw
as tua, and that it goes with, or modifies or connects to, sapientiae. This is correct. But why the -
ae endings? In the first declension they mark a feminine singular noun (or adjective) in the
genitive singular, dative singular, or nominative plural forms. This could mean “Your wisdoms” or
“of your wisdom” or “to your wisdom.” Which shall it be? This question carries us to the rest of the
sentence:—non est numerus, which means “not is number” (numerus being a singular
masculine noun), i.e., “there is no number” (or measure or, here perhaps, way of measuring).But
does this tell us how to read sapientiae tuae? Yes: it is genitive, or what in English would be an
“of” word: “There is no number of your wisdom,” or more idiomatically, “There is no way of
measuring your wisdom.”14* * *Now we are here:Magnus es, Domine, et laudabilis valde.
Magna virtus tua et sapientiae tuae non est numerus. Again: Can you read these sentences
aloud with the sense that you understand them?Somewhere NewThe next sentence takes us
somewhere new: Et laudare te vult homo, aliqua portio creaturae tuae, et homo circumferens
mortalitatem suam, circumferens testimonium peccati sui et testimonium quia superbis resistis;
et tamen laudare te vult homo, aliqua portio creaturae tuae. Or: “And a person wishes to praise
you, a person who is a part of your creation, carrying about with them their mortality, carrying
about the testimony of their own sin and the testimony that you (God) resist the proud;
nonetheless they, this part of your creation, wish to praise you.”Here is the way it is put
together:1. —Et laudare te vult homo, or: “and a person wishes to praise you.”—Here et is “and,”
or perhaps here “also.”—laudare is the verb “to praise” in the infinitive. As in English, an infinitive
normally requires a finite verb upon which it depends, here vult, which means “wishes” or “wills”
or “wants.”—te is “you” in the accusative, and thus the object of the verb laudare.—homo,
nominative singular and hence the subject of the verb vult. It has a general meaning of “person,”
or “human being.”15 Thus: “a person,” or even more strongly, “every person”?16So far: “and a
person wishes to praise you.”2. —aliqua portio creaturae tuae, or “a person who is some part of
your creation.”—portio (referring to the person) is a feminine singular noun meaning something
like “portion” or “part”; aliqua, “some,” is marked as its modifier by its feminine singular ending.
Both words are in the nominative, in apposition with homo.—creaturae is “creation,” again a
feminine noun, but this time genitive, with the matching tuae: “of your creation.”So: “a person



who is some part of your creation.”3. —et homo circumferens mortalitatem suam: “and carrying
around with them their mortality.”17The first thing the person is carrying is their mortalitatem, i.e.,
“mortality” (a feminine noun properly in the accusative case, since it is the object of the action of
“carrying”).But also:—circumferens testimonium peccati sui: “carrying around the testimony of
their sin.18And:—et testimonium quia superbis resistis: “and (carrying about the testimony) that
you (God) resist the proud.” This “testimony,” in the accusative, is also the object of circumferens,
and obliquely the subject of the clause, et testimonium quia superbis resistis, “testimony that you
resist the proud.”4. —Here quia here means “that,” marking what is coming as a clause; resistis
is the present tense of the verb from which we get our own “resist.” The ending, “—is,” marks it as
second person singular. So this is “testimony that you [i.e., “God”] resist” something. What or
whom do you resist? “The proud,” superbis, appropriately plural and dative, because this verb
takes, as some do, a dative object.So far our sentence reads:Et laudare te vult homo, aliqua
portio creaturae tuae, et homo circumferens mortalitatem suam, circumferens testimonium
peccati sui et testimonium quia superbis resistis;“And a person wishes to praise you, a person
who is a part of your creation, carrying about with them their mortality, carrying about the
testimony of their own sin and the testimony that you (God) resist the proud.”5. —The rest of the
sentence is almost all a repetition of what we just read: et tamen laudare te vult homo, aliqua
portio creaturae tuae. We know that et means “and” or “also”; tamen is an adverb meaning,
roughly, “however”; laudare we know is an infinitive meaning “to praise”; te we know means “you,”
in the accusative, here the object of laudare; vult we knows means “wishes,” and homo is its
subject; aliqua we know means “some,” portio means “portion” or “piece,” and creaturae tuae,
being genitive, means “of your creation.”Here again is the whole sentence: Et laudare te vult
homo, aliqua portio creaturae tuae, et homo circumferens mortalitatem suam, circumferens
testimonium peccati sui et testimonium quia superbis resistis; et tamen laudare te vult homo,
aliqua portio creaturae tuae. Or: “And a person wishes to praise you, a person who is a part of
your creation, carrying about with them their mortality, carrying about the testimony of their own
sin and testimony that you (God) resist the proud; nonetheless they, this part of your creation,
wish to praise you.”Notice that the last clause marks the whole sentence as a ring composition,
repeating at the end the clause with which it began: “And every person wishes to praise you,
being some portion of your creation.”19Does this clause mean exactly the same thing when it is
repeated? Or has the intervening material changed your sense of what it means, and how it
means?The Sentences TogetherNow here are the first three sentences:Magnus es, Domine, et
laudabilis valde. Magna virtus tua et sapientiae tuae non est numerus. Et laudare te vult homo,
aliqua portio creaturae tuae, et homo circumferens mortalitatem suam, circumferens
testimonium peccati sui et testimonium quia superbis resistis; et tamen laudare te vult homo,
aliqua portio creaturae tuae.Can you read these sentences aloud in Latin with the feeling that
you understand them? Can you write out a translation into English? If so, what are the
differences between what Augustine wrote and your translation? What is missing, what is
added? I would encourage you to think hard about this question, and maybe draft notes of a



possible response.What is different in the Latin? Part of it, as I have been suggesting, has to do
with the way the words are connected with each other, across space on a page, across time if
they are said aloud. Another part has to do with the words themselves, which acquire their
meaning not only from the way they are connected with others in the sentence, but from their
earlier use in other sentences, with other words. Their fullest meaning can be perceived only by
someone with deep experience of the language. There is also the matter of sound, for they
sound very different: is the sound part of the meaning? As you read these sentences, do you
have a sense that you are connecting with the mind of Augustine himself? If so, how? If not, why
not?Let us take another look at the last sentence. Can you see how beautiful and firm this
passage is, in its structure and in its details?Et laudare te vult homo,And a person wishes to
praise youaliqua portio creaturae tuae,a person who is a part of your creationet homo
circumferens mortalitatem suam,and carrying about with them their mortality,circumferens
testimonium peccati suicarrying about with them the testimony of their own sinet testimonium
quia superbis resistis;and [carrying about] the testimony that you [God] resist the proud;et tamen
laudare te vult homo, aliqua portio creaturae tuae.yet nonetheless they, this part of your creation,
wish to praise you.OR:—a person wishes to praise you —a person who is part of your
creation   
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