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Le narrative of another person's llfe experi
ence, especially when it ls told as dramatically as Au
gustine's, holds perennial and intrinsic interest and 
pleasure for readers or hearers. Narrative alone would 
make the Confessions a text of pleasure. In this chap
ter, however, I will consider a further dimension of the 
pleasure of the text, namely, Augustine's use of several 
strategies that enhance readers' vigorous engagement 
WI.th the text. The Confessions represents one side of 
an energetic conversation in which the reader's re
sponse ls sollclted and provoked. The pleasure that re
sults from this conversation is not merely the simple 
pleasure of hearing a good story, but the complex plea
sure of strong feellngs-sometimes violent dl�ee
ment. sometimes frustration, sometimes ·the-not 
inconsiderable-pleasure of resistance, "15 and some
times p.ear-ecstatic recognltlon of the great beauty. 
"beauty so old and so new" (X.27), to which Augustine 
points through the beauty of his prose. 

The primary training for any author ls reading. 
From Augustine's own reading experience, he assumed 
that he knew what any reader expects to experience. 
And he expected the reader of the Confessions to be as 
affected as he was when he read. We must ask first, 
then: What was Augustine's reading practice? What 
did he expect hls reader to experience? The simple an
swer to this latter question ls that Augustine expected 
reading to be a powerful, llfe-changing experience. He 
gives several accounts of llfe-alterlng and -orienting ex
periences-his own and others-which revealed to him 
the potentially powerful effects of reading. His repeated 
use of the metaphor of fire 1n connection with reading 
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expresses this. For example. Augustine described his 
own reading, at the age of nineteen, of Cicero's Horten

stus. He credits his reading of this now lost work by a 
pagan author with dramatic results: 

It was this book which altered my way of feeling, turned 
my prayers to you, Lord, yourself, and gave me different 
ambltlons and desires ••. What moved me was not the 
style but the matter. I was on fire, then, my God, I was 
on fire to leave earthly things behind and fly back to 
you. (W.4) 

Augustine missed only one thing In the Hortenstus: 

the "deeply treasured" name of Christ, Imbibed with 
his mother"s milk. He therefore decided to study the 
scrtptures, but his first perusal was deeply disappoint
ing. The Christian scriptures "seemed to me unworthy 
of comparison with the grand style of Cicero· (III.5). 
Later, after God has "rescued my tongue as you rescued 
my heart" (IX. 4), Augustine will revise his Judgment 
of the scriptures. finding In his own earlier disappoint
ment the evidence of his alienation from God. He will 
come to crttlclze, not the scriptures, but his own read
Ing of them. 

In spite of his early dissatisfaction with scripture, 
Augustine's own most Intense and transformatlve 
reading experiences as a convert were his reading of 
scripture and devotional literature. In the Confesstons, 

he combines the language and style of each, recounting 
his own Journey to God by the use of scriptural 
phrases. Interwoven through his narration. Because 
Augustine expected his confessions to act powerfully 
In the lives of his readers. he used In them the most 
powerful language he knew, a vocabulary of scriptural 
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phrases well known and richly evocative to his antici
pated audience of fellow Christians. His memory of 
hearing the story of Simpllclanus's conversion may 
have been in his mind as he crafted his own conversion 
story. Hearing Simplicianus's conversion account, Au
gustine was Mon fire to be like himM (Vlll.5). 

Shortly before Augustine's conversion, he heard 
about another powerful reading experience. Pontlcla
nus. finding Augustine reading the writings of Saint 
Paul, told h1m about hts own conversion, which was 
precipitated by reading a Ufe of Saint Antony (Vlll.6). 
Augustine describes Pontlcianus's reading as a proc
ess of direct conversation With the text ln which Pon
tlclanus allowed the text to evaluate and judge his life 
and to point the way to a new Ufe. The metaphor of 
birth expresses both the labor and the ultimate Joy of 
the experience: 

••• he turned back to the book, troubled and perplexed 
by the new llfe to which he was gtvmg birth. So he read 
on, and his heart, where you saw It, was changed, and, 
as soon appeared, his mind shook off the burden of the 
world. While he was reading and the waves ln his heart 
rose and fell, there were times when he crted out 
against htmself, and then he dlstlngulshed the better 
course and chose It for htmself. (Vlll.6) 

For Augustine and his friends, reading was any
thing but a passive process. Augustine expected a pow
erful text to grasp him forcefully, but he also expected 
to be active in the process, questioning both his own 
Ufe in the text's light and the text's truth tn light of his 
own experience. 

Augustine's conversion was itself intimately tnter-
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twined with hearing and reading. The phrase that he 
heard at the moment of his conversion was tolle, Lege; 

tolLe, Lege ("take. read"). To read, for Augustine, was to 
swallow. to assimilate, to digest, to Incorporate, to eat 

the text. Is it accidental that the words take, read 

parallel the central words of the mass, familiar to 
Augustine from his boyhood: "take, eat" (acclpe, 

comedite)? Receiving the overheard words toLle. lege 

as God's instruction directly to him, Augustine trusts 
and obeys. But even in his receptivity, he was not pas
sive. Even in his condition of physical and mental 
stress, he considers and consciously interprets the 
words before he appropriates them: 

I began to think carefully of whether the singing of 
words like these came into any kind of game which 
children play. and I could not remember that I had ever 
heard anything like It before. MII.12) 

He also identifies a precedent for his reading of the 
text: 

II was) quite certain that I must interpret this as a di
vine command to me to open the book and read the 
first passage which I should come upon. For I had heard 
this about Antony: he had happened to come 1n when 
the Gospel was being read, and as though the words 
read were spoken directly to himself, had received the 
admonition: "Go, sell all that thou hast, and give to the 
poor, and thou shalt have treasure 1n heaven, and come 
and follow me.• MII.12) 

Retracing his steps, he snatched up the "book of the 
Apostle" he had been reading before he was overcome 
by emotion, "opened it, and read in silence the passage 
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upon which my eyes first fell." The words Augustine 
reads are: "Not In rioting and drunkenness, not In 
chambering and wantonness, not In strife and envy
ing: but put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make 
not provision for the flesh in concupiscence" (VIII.12). 
These words-written and read-were strong cata
lysts. consolidating the gradual Intellectual and emo
tlonal processes that warred In Augustine. 1n order to 
understand the transformative power of reading for 
him, 1t is necessary to take Into account his excitement 
over a newly learned reading practice. 

One of the most important experiences of Au
gustine's early days in Milan was the discovery of a 
new method of reading, one with which he had been 
unfamtltar In North Africa. He had been taught to read 
In a way that maximally engaged the body and senses: 
reading aloud, seeing and heartng words, simultane
ously moving the lips, an art of tone and emphasis, 
expressive reading. �he was astonished as a young 
man, new to the sophisticated imperial capital of Mi
lan, to witness Ambrose reading silently: "When he was 
reading his eyes went over the pages and his heart 
looked into the sense, but voice and tongue were rest
ing" (VI.3). Together with his mother, Augustine sat in 
silence "for a long time" watching him, speculating on 
why he chose to read in this strange fashion. This si
lent reading practice, reading without the body. fasci
nated him. 

Moreover, in Augustine's ttme, reading aloud was 
a public practice, usually conducted in a company of 
people, so that illiterate people could benefit from hear
ing words that they could not read. Ambrose read both 
fn silence and In private, observed but not heard, his 



Textual Pleasure 45 

thoughts about what he was reading unspoken, Inac
cessible to others. 

Augustine immediately began to practice silent, 
private reading. In Confesstons IX.4. he reconstructs 
his first passionate reading of the Psalms of David 
as a newly converted catechumen. He read, he says, 
with Intense excitement and a neurasthenic respon
siveness: us 

My God, how I poured out my heart to you .... How I 
cried aloud to you In these Psalms! How they fired me 
toward youl How I burned to utter them aloud .... I 
trembled with fear, and then again I was on fire with 
hope and exultation ... and all these emotions were 
shown In my eyes and In my voice ... I listened and 
trembled •.. I cried out as I read this with my outward 
eye and Inwardly recognized Its truth . . . my heart 
cried out from Its depths .... As I read, my heart be
came on fire ..• my heart bolled. (IX:.41 

At the time of his writing of the Confesstons, about 
a decade after the cataclysmic event that was to alter 
the course of the rest of his long and productive Ufe, 
Augustine provided his readers with the potentially 
transformative narrative of his conversion. Reading 
without the body. silent, private reading, was precisely 
the sort of reading practice that Augustine imagined 
for readers of the Conf esstons. There ls no indication 
anywhere In the Corif esstons that Augustine expected 
groups of people to read it aloud together. On the con
trary, it always addresses the individual, alone with his 
private thoughts and memories. Twentieth-century 
readers, deeply famlllar with a private reading practice 
that developed In the Christian West from devotional 
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reading, need to remind ourselves of the oddity of pri
vate reading in Augustine's time. In writing the Con

Jesstons. Augustine adopted and adapted an esoteric 
reading practice and unknowingly provided tt with one 
of the texts that would perpetuate this practice and 
give lt its greatest popularity. 

For whom was-or ls-the Corifesstons a pleasur
able text? In his Retractattones, written in the year 
before his death, Augustine reviewed his corpus of 
writings, commenting on and correcting each of them. 
He says expllcltly that in the Confesstons he intended, 
and feels that he has achieved, both his own pleasure 
as author and the reader's pleasure. It ls always an 
encouraging indication of a book's potential to plea
sure the reader when its author testifies, as Augustine 
does, that the book was enjoyable to write. Augustine's 
Corif esstons stimulated him to happy praise, he says, 
when they were written, and "they work this in me 
when �ey are read. "17 Yet the Confesstons was not an 
easy book to write; we should not confuse pleasure 
with ease. He also frequently exclalmed about its dlffl. 
culty: 

For me, Lord, certainly this Is hard labor, hard labor 
lnslde myself, and I have become to myself a piece of 
dlfflcult ground, not to be worked over without much 
sweat. (X.161 

Although he acknowledged the dlfflculty of his 
project of remembering and reveallng himself in lan
guage, there ls, in addltlon to his testimony in the 
RetTactattones, additional evidence that Augustine 
took pleasure in writing and rereading the Confes-
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stons. Throughout the text many abrupt Interjections 
both explicitly acknowledge and stgnal a moment of 
particular pleasure. Sometimes he frankly states: ·1t ts 
a. pleasure to me, Lord, to confess to you• (IX.4). At 
other times, spontaneous ejaculations Interrupt narra
tive accounts as well as densely argued philosophical 
or theological points when Augustine ls temporarily 
overwhelmed by the pleasure he feels In recalling his 
experiences and thoughts: ·come, Lord, excite us and 
call us back! Inflame and ravish and charm us with 
your sweetness! Let us love! Let us runt" (Vlll.4) 

Augustine was apparently not alone In his plea
sure 1n Writing and reading the ConJesstons: ·they 
have given much pleasure, and do give pleasure. to 
many brethren I know.• He asks rhetorically ln De dono 

perseveranttae' 20.53: "Which of my smaller works 
could be more Widely known or give greater pleasure 
than my ConJesslons?" Augustine was gratlfied to hear 
of his project's success. While he was a rhetor, he re
ceived applause for speeches containing •a lot of lies,· 
even though his audience recognized the lies (Vl.6). 
Words, although they are potentially •choice and valu
able vessels,• lf they do not carry veracity and profun
dity, are •mere smoke and Wind" (1.17). Clearly, some 
of Augustine's professional pride as a rhetor In pleas• 
fng by the skillful use of language has carried over to 
his authorship as a Christian bishop. 

Augustine seemed not to notice the slmllarlty of 
his Christian occupation to that of his preconverslon 
profession. Characteristically, he exaggerated their dif
ferences 1n order to emphasl.ze the complete change 1n 
his life brought about by conversion. Shortly after his 
conversion, a physical aversion to the profession of 
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teaching rhetoric prompted Augustine's decision to 
leave It; the body, agatn, as in the account of his con
version ls both site and symbol of "movements of the 
soul": 

My lungs had begun to give way as the result of over
work In teaching. I found It dtfflcult to breathe deep)y; 
pains tn the chest were evidence of the Injury and made 
It Impossible for me to speak Joud)y or for long at a time 
••• I was being almost forced and compelled to give up 
this burden of teaching. (IX.21 

Augustine acknowledges the psychosomatic nature of 
these symptoms: 

What had helped me In the past to bear my hard labor 
had been the desire to make money. The desire was 
now gone ••. I began actually to be pleased that In this 
Illness I had an excuse. (IX.21 

Augustine the bishop remarked In recalling his 
resignation: "You rescued my tongue as you rescued 
my heart ...• My writing was now done In your ser
vice" (IX.4). Yet, now that, In the Corifesstons, Au
gustine speaks truth, the skill that made him a 
successful rhetor has not vanished. He hopes that 
readers will not be conscious of his skill and artfulness, 
even though It ts evident in every sentence. We turn 
now to a closer examination of some of the major de
vices that serve to keep readers in strong engagement 
With the Confessions, the primary requirement for a 
pleasurable "read.• 

Two of these strategies will occupy us in the rest of 
this chapter: Indeterminacy of address and unresolved 
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contradiction. Both of these features render the first 
eight books of the Conf esslons volatile. incomplete, un
stable-and thus call for readers' co-authorship. In 
Chapter 3, we wt1l consider the Confessions as an 
erotic text, certainly a feature that heightens reader 
engagement. In these two chapters our attention wt1l 
continue to be primarily on the first nine books of the 
Confessions. Theological and philosophical specula
tions dominate Books 10 to 13, and rather different 
concerns and strategies mark these books: I wt1l focus 
on them in the final chapter. 

The Confessions is addressed to multiple hearers/ 
readers. As the text continuously slides from one ad
dressee to another, the reader's pleasure in feeling di
rectly addressed shifts to the rather different pleasure 
of overhearing a communication addressed to someone 
else. Along With the frequent interjections and ejacula
tions that interrupt the text, indeterminacy of address 
also opens the text, keeping 1t mobile. ctrculatlng, ac
cessible but not possessable. 

Augustine holds in suspension several different 
audiences: God, •people,· and himself�lf-talk. The 
ostensible addressee of the Confessions is God-"you 
have made us for yourself, and our hearts are restless 
until they rest in you• (1.1 ). Yet, in the next paragraph, 
Augustine asks (whom?). "How shaJI I pray to my 
God?" Clearly, he does not imagine his conversation 
With God to be taking place in a closet, as Jesus taught 
his disciples to pray, far from the eyes and ears of other 
human beings. At times he specifies his Ideal readers: 
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at other times, he simply addresses them: "fellow citi
zens, fellow pilgrims: those who have gone before and 
those who follow after and those who are on the road 
with me" (X.4). As I have already mentioned, Augustine 
was also especially eager to find readers who will not 
laugh at him (IV. I). And the Confesstons Is self-talk, a 
method of recollecting himself. Finally, the text's mobil
ity and multiplicity of address Invites-even compels
the modern reader unanticipated by Augustine to 
enter! 

Moreover, Augustine was well aware of the persua
sive effectiveness 1n positioning readers to "overhear" 
his private confessions to his confessor. especially one 
that promises Utlllating scatological detail. In his dem
onstration "reading" of several verses from the Psalms 
of David discussed above (IX.4), Augustine explicitly 
speclfles that It would be important for those he Wishes 
to convert to Catholic Christianity to overhear his pas
sionate exegesis, rather than think themselves directly 
addressed: 

I should have liked (the ManlcheesJ to have been stand
Ing somewhere near me (without my knowtng that they 
were there) and to have seen my face and heard what I 
said when In this time of quietness I read the fourth 
Psalm, and to have seen what effect those words of the 
Psalm had on me •.• I should have liked them to have 
heard me without my knowing whether they heard. 
Otherwise they might think that what I was saying 
when I read those verses was being said because of 
them. And In fact I should neither say the same thlngS 
nor speak In the same way, If I realized that they were 
watching me and listening to me. And even If I did say 
the same thlngS, they would not have understood how 
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I was speaking with myself and to myself In front of 
you, out of the natural feelings of my soul. (IX.4) 

Both his own self-consciousness In knowing he was 
being listened to and his hearer's resistance to his rhe
torical strategies would have weakened the force of the 
communication he Imagines. 

In the Confessions, Augustine has carefully 
crafted a communication structured In precisely this 
way. The speaker/author's back ts to his audience; he 
pretends to Ignore them and to speak without Inhibi
tion or restriction to God; yet sprinkled throughout are 
signals that, In fact, it ts not God, who, after all, knows 
and sees all things. that needs to be made aware of 
Augustine's story. Rather It ts the reader who must be 
persuaded, Inspired to imitate, converted: 

Anyone who cares to can read what I have written and 
Interpret It as he likes. (IX. 12) 

This Is what I want to do In my heart, In front of you, 
in my confession, and In my writing before many wit
nesses. (X. 11 

Why. then, do I bother to let human beings hear my 
confessions? . . . Human beings arc very Inquisitive 
about other people's lives, very lazy In Improving their 
own. Why should they want to hear from me what I am 
when they do not want to hear from you what they arc? 

(X.3) 

Appearing to address God-addressing God-Au
gustine tnfeljects references to his eavesdroppers. To 
Ignore them completely would risk their loss of Inter
est; Augustine must keep his readers listening by fre
quent subtle acknowledgments of their presence. 
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The first nine books of the Corifesslons stay close 
to the process of Augustine's life, to his progress to
ward conversion. Although they narrate that process, 
they also reproduce the strains, anxiety, and energy of 
the life they narrate. Augustine's writing style-full of 
interruptions, surprises, alternation between detailed 
description and failure to supply important informa
tion-reflects Augustine's life, reminding us that peo
ple do not necessarily think systematically and act 
consistently with what they have figured out. Issues 
surface at particular times because events and emo
tions draw them to the surface, present them for exam
ination and work. They -come up- for attention. Most 
people can tolerate a rather high level oflogical contra
diction in their ideas, values, and actions. These con
tradictions can even coexist without friction: they 
simply respond to different intellectual, psychological, 
and social occasions and situations. Furthermore, in 
life logically contradictory ideas can complement, cor
rect, or provide alternatives, one of which may work 
better in one situation than another. 

When 'Ye struggle as scholars to exhibit the inner 
consistency of an author's thought, we satisfy our
selves, catering to our own assumptions and predilec
tions. However, to the extent that we resolve and 
remove contradictions that our text holds -in suspen
sion, - we both distort the author's ideas and remove 
the tension, discomfort, and life-likeness of the text, 
maldng it bland. We bleach out its strident, sometimes 
confusing colors, and leave it orderly, consistent, bor
ing, In short, we do what Augustine lnstructs his read
ers to do rather than what he himself does as an 
author. The explicit agenda of the Conf esslons is an 
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ordering of experience and world so that ideas and de
sires do not contradict one another, but.fit-and can be 
shown to flt-each 1n its proper place. What Augustine 
does 1n his text, however, is to maintain unresolved 
contradictions that disturb a reader, keeping her 
awake, lrrttated, engaged. Is not a ·text of pleasure" 
necessartly a text containing contradictions that cre
ate tension, that provoke and stimulate author and 
reader to attempt to overcome them as contradlctons 
1n order to display them as mutually supporting and 
reinforcing Insights? 

Unresolved textual contradictions do not necessar
ily signal the author's confusion about the topic about 
which he wrttes. Rather, as I suggested above, contra
dictory explanatory theses deal with phenomena more 
adequately in one existential situation than 1n another. 
And the Juxtaposltlon of pairs of contrasting entitles
God and human, body and'soul, flesh and splrtt-does 
not necessartly reveal the presence of a dualistic meta
physic. Metaphysical dualism, which ls found less 
often than generally supposed 1n Augustine's thought. 
entails not merely contrasted, but mutually exclusive 
entitles. Augustine's· contrasting pairs are mutually 
necessary 1n that each requires and defines Its oppo
site. As contradictions, they generate a textual Instabil
ity that creates discomfort. and therefore attention, 1n 
the reader. 

The Conf esstons ls riddled with contradictions 
that have, for sixteen hundred years, lrrttated and 
stimulated readers to excited labor and play. The sim
plest level of contradlcton 1n the Conf esstons ls the 
ubiquitous oxymorons Augustine uses, for example, 
•uvtng death • . •  dying life,· ·sane madness" (Vlll.8); 
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Augustine uses these tightly packaged verbal contra
dictions to signal an occasion of great complexity and 
Intensity. He does not pause to break these oxymorons 
down, to dilute them Into discursive explanation, but 
allows them to boggle the mind, to block the reader's 
satisfaction along with her Impression of Intellectual 
grasp. 

But figures of speech-oxymorons-are only the 
most obvious and least disturbing level of contradic
tion In the Confessions. There are also contradictions 
even In Augustine's -resolutions.* Although he claims 
to have solved to his own satisfaction the urgent puz
zles of his youth, contradictions remain. The major 
contradicA,(>ns of the Confessions revolve around bod
ies. their status and their meaning. God's body. Ini
tially a problem for Augustine In that he cannot 
imagine a body that is not extended in space. remains 
contradictory in Augustine's attempts throughout the 
Co'lfesstons to understand and explain God's e,ds

tence and activity. Christ's body also puzzles Au
gustine; he struggled to understand -divinity in the 
weakness that it had put on by wearing our 'coat of 
skin'* (Vll. 18). Finally, the status and meaning of hu
man bodies and the world's body with all its creatures 
constantly occupy-and elude-Augustine's effort to 
place bodies in a coherent and stable order. These lively 
and volatile bodies consistently refuse to stay in the 
places to which Augustine has assigned them; their 
insubordination, however, creates a large part of the 
pleasurable tension of the text. Let us look more care
fully at each of these contradictions and their textual 
effects. 

God's body: Augustine's first difficulty in thinking 
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about God was his inablllty to think of God as anything 
but •a corporeal substance, extended in space· (VII. I). 

So I . • .  considered that whatever was not extended In 
space, whether diffused or condensed, or swelling out 
or havtng some such qualltles or being capable of hav
ing them, must be. In the full sense of the word, noth
ing. The Images In my mind were !Ike the shapes l was 
uaed to seeing wtth my eyes . . . .  I thought of you as an 
Immensity through Jnflnlte space. lnterfused every
where throughout the whole mass of the universe and 
extending beyond It In every direction fof dtstances 
Without end, so that the earth should have you. the sky 
should have you. all things should have you, and they 
should be bounded In you, but you should be bound
less. (Vll.1) 

Augustine's Image 0£ an Infinitely extended God, 
ftlling all things. however, was problematic in that It 
posited a God susceptible to corruption. Augustine 
found a changeable God intolerable on psychological 
as well as logical grounds. Even as he struggles to form 
an idea of God, there are certain commitments he w1ll 
not negotiate: God exists; God ls unchangeable; God I cares for human beings; and God w1ll judge them. 
These beliefs were "firmly and Irrevocably rooted in my 
mtnd• (VII. 7). And the Image of a God whose body fills 
all things fails both to specify how God can be un
changeable and to show how and why that God can be 
a personal God who cares for people. Augustine's two 
notions about God are in conflict: each identlfles a dif
ferent arena and method for searching for God. Can 
God be found in the created world, In the beauty of 
God's creation? Or must one shut out created beauty 
In order to search for a God accessible only to the 
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mtnd? Augustine conttnues to use both methods-tn
spectlon of sensory objects and tntrospectton which 
begins by rejecting sensible things. 

Augustine describes his search for God ln the sen
sible world of bodies and objects: "And what ls this 
God?" he asks the earth, all the things that are on the 
earth, the sea, creeping things With llvlng souls, the 
blowing breezes and the cosmic air, heaven, the sun, 
moon, and stars: 

I said to all those things which stand about the gates 
to my senses: "Tell me about my God . . .  tell me some
thing about him.• And they cried out In a loud voice: 
"He made us.• My question was In my contemplatton of 
them, and their answer was In their beauty. (X.61 

While using this inductive method, Augustine 
uses created things to focus his attention: the soul, 
he says, "rtses out of its lethargy, supporting itself on 
created thtngs· CV.I). Moreover, he does not subse
quently pass over, or go beyond, sensible things tn or
der to find God, but looks more deeply tnto them. And 
sensible thtngs do not lie: they tell him platnly, we are 
not your God. Yet, as the creation of God, they can give 
important information about the kind of creator they 
have: "their answer was ln their beauty,• which wit
nesses to that of the Great Beauty which was their 
origtn. Augusttne asks rhetorically: "Is not this appear
ance of the universe evident to all whose senses are 
not deranged?" Furthermore, sensible objects do not 
mislead the inquirer by presenttng a beautiful appear
ance; their structural beauty exceeds even that of their 
surface beauty. 

Yet Augustine ls not content With the tnformatlon 
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he receives from sensible objects. There are two prob
lems with their testimony: first, their surface beauty 
can capture the unwary lover; second, perception of 
sensible objects ts not unique to the human race but 
ls also shared by animals. Augustine states the first 
problem in this way: "By loving these things, [people) 
become subject to them, and subjects cannot Judge" 
(X.6). If the objects of the �nslble world are to reveal 
God, a faculty of educated discernment must be 
brought to perception. The passive viewer-one who 
does not insist on "the question" ("What ls this 
GodrJ-w111 never receive the answer: "He made us.• 
Many people, as well as "animals, small and great, see 
[the world), but cannot ask the question.• And Au
gustine also finds it necessary to "pass on beyond" per
ception and its evidence, since "the horse and the mule 
have it too" (X. 7). He has used one epistemological 
method, finding 1t fruitful, but not decisive in its infor
mation about God. 

At the same time-Just before the conversion of hls 
w1ll in book 8--Augustine found an alternative expla
nation of God. In ·some books written by the Platon
lsts, • Augustine found a transcendent God. Instructed 
by these books to search for God as an "unchangeable 
light" within his own soul, Augustine experienced this 
God as he "by stages• shed his earlier images of God as 
a body. 

And so I went b/lltages from the body to the soul which 
perceives by means of the bodily senses, and from this 
to the inner power of the soul to which the bodily 
senses present external things . . . from this point I 
went on to the faculty of reason to which sense data 
are referred for judgment. It then, as It were, raised 
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Itself up to the level of tts own understanding, freed my 
thoughts from the tyranny of habit, and withdrew from 
those crowds of contradictory phantasms. . . . And 
then, In the flash of a trembling glance [trepfdantus 
aspectusJ, my mind arrived at that which ts ltd quod. 
est) . . . .  I had not the power to keep my eye steadily 
fixed; In my weakness I felt myself falling back and re
turning again to my habitual ways, carrying nothing 
with me except a lOVlng memory of lt and a longing for 
something which may be described as a kind of food of 
which I had perceived the fragrant aroma but which I 
was not yet able to eat. (VU. t 7) 

This God is beyond images drawn from sensory 
experience, beyond human tmaginatlon which 1s inevi
tably informed by sensible objects, and beyond accessi
bility by means of the human repertoire of perception 
and logical thought. Augustine understood this God 
through an experience of being rav1shed18 by God's 
beauty; almost immediately, however, he was tom away 
by the weight of the habits of physical existence. Au
gustine's problem of a method for experiencing and 
thtnktng of God is unresolved. He has identified two 
methods, eacb of which assumes quite different and 
contradictory roles for sensible objects: Is sensible 
beauty the starting point 1n a search for God so that 
the seeker must look more deeply tnto bodies in order 
to learn something about the God who created them? 
Or are all bodies and objects to be dismissed, excluded 
from a search for God that begins with the human 
mind but must necessarily transcend the mind's 
changeableness 1f 1t is to achieve even a "trembling 
glance" of "that which is?" Augustine does not decide 
between the two methods; both omit something of 
great Importance to him. Together, however, in a con-
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tradictton that works more as cycllcal oscillation than 
as impasse, Augustine finds them mutually corrective 
and thus necessary to sustain in suspension. This con
tradiction in Augustine's assessment of the role and 
status of human bodies in the search for God renders 
the text questionable, problematic, incomplete, tnter

esttng. 
Chrtst's body: The Issue of method was made even 

more gripping for Augustine by his struggle to under
stand Christ's divine and human natures. If Christ was 
really divine, his bodily existence on earth was initially, 
he tells· his readers. impossible for him to understand. 
Indeed, It Is only in coming to recogntze Christ as in
dispensable medtator between God and human beings 

that Augustine began to enjoy God. The missing qual
ity. that which had made him fall away from the vision 
of •that which Is," was a humility he learned only by 
embracing "Jesus in his humility" and weakness as 
God. 

He built for himself a humble dwelling out of our clay, 
by means of which he might detach from themselves 
those who were to be subdued and bring them over to 
himself, healing the swelling of their pride and foster
Ing their love. so that Instead of going further In their 
own self-confidence they should put on weakness, 
seeing- at their feet divinity In the weakness that It had 
put on by wearing our "coat of skin"; and then, weary, 
they should cdt themselves down upon that dtvtntty 
which, rising, would bear them up aloft. (VIl.181 

But the meaning of the scriptural words, •1 am the 
way. the truth and the life,• was hard-won by Au
gustine; "This was not the way I thought then." He 
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admired the virgin birth of Christ •as an example of 
how temporal things should be despised for the sake 
of gaining tmmortaltty, • but dtd not have "the faintest 
notion of the mystery contained in 'The Word was made 
flesh'" (Vll. 18). 

Augustine describes hls own inadequate under
standing of the dlvlnlty and humanity of Christ as well 
as that of hls friend, Alyptus. On the one hand, he 
could not tmagtne that God could be born of the Virgin 
Mary, llterally "sifted together· with her flesh, without 
defilement by that flesh (V. 10). Yet Augustine thought 
of Christ as fully human, a man "to be preferred to 
others, not because he was Truth in person, but be
cause of the exceptional qualities of hts human nature 
and hts more perfect participation in wisdom• (Vll. 19). 
He cannot see how dtvlnlty and humanity can coexist 
� one person without contamination of the dtvtne by 
the human nature. Alyptus, on the other hand, held 
what later came to be called "the error of the Apolltn
artan heretics" in tmagtng Jesus as a God clothed in 
flesh, but lacking a human soul (Vll. 19). Yet tt was not 
primarily misunderstandings that thwarted Au
gustine's search for God. Rather tt was that he was 
"puffed up with my knowledge• and "the swelltng of my 
pride: lt was as though my cheeks had swollen up so 
that I could not see out of my eyes· (VII. 7). This self• 
Important blindness, by young adulthood a habitual 
posture toward the world, held Augustine so that he 
was stlll "too weak to be able to enjoy" God: "lf I had 
not sought the way to [God) in Christ our Saviour, what 
would have been flntshed would have been my soul" 
(VII.20). 

Fortunately, Augustine's driven search continued: 
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he continued to read. However, In addition to missing 
any reference to Christ Jesus In "those books of the 

. Platonlsts, • Augustine says, "humility was not a sub
ject which those books would ever have taught me.· 
And humility, as revealed In the human Jesus, was 
precisely the "strength" Augustine needed ln order to 
enjoy God. He learned the dtfference between "those 
who see their goal without seeing how to get there and 
those who see the way which leads to that happy coun
try which ls there for us not only to perceive but to live 
In" (VIl.20). 

Now Augustine began to read Paul "very greedily. • 
finding In the scriptures everything he had found true 
In the Platonist authors he had read-and more. In 
the scripture, "one Is not only Instructed so as to see 
you . .. but also so as to grow strong enough to lay 
hold on you" (VII.21). Without settling the question of 
how divinity and humanity could coexist, 19 Augustine 
ls content to come to an understanding of Christ as 
mediator, the method or road to God. He understands 
Christ's human and divine nature as logical contradic
tions that are nevertheless necessary; In discovering 
humility, he has found the strength to hold them to
gether and thus to Identify the road to God. Toe l@Y, 
he says, Is "first humility, secondly humility, and 
thirdly humility. • Now Augustine does not require con
ceptual smootbn£88 in his Ideas about God, but rather 
a concrete and energizing connection with God. It was 
the human Christ who made the dtfference between 
the presumption of the learned Platonist books and the 
hum1llty that ls required "to walk along the road by 
which he will arrive and see [God) and lay hold on 
[God)" (VII.20). The "face and look of pity" and the 
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•tears of confession" are the method of access to God, 
not the pride of intellectual grasp. 

Two further contradictions relating to bodies are 
present in the Confessions, and they should be men
tioned here briefly, although I will discuss them more 
fully in chapter 3: human bodies and the wortd·s body. 
We have seen that far from •dtsdatning the body," Au
gustine pays the minutest attention to physical move
ments, feeltngs, and appearances in order to identify 
the state of the soul. Emotions, yearnings, even the 
truth of a human Ufe are described as somatic; the 
soul's movements are describable only as physical 
events. We have also seen in the earlter part of this 
chapter that living things and the earth's body provide 
important Information about God to the intent ques
tioner. Certatnly. bodies have a high epistemological 
status in Augustine's search for God. 

Yet Augustine also assum�d reveals-a hier
archical ranking of human attributes and capacitles in 
which the soul has far greater value than the body. 
Augustine swttches, sometimes With remarkable rap
idity, from privileging bodies as site and symbol of sub
jectMty to descrtbtng the soul as vastly superior to the 
lowly and problematic body. Augustine's formula ts the 
followtng: the human soul ts Inferior to God, and the 
body ls Inferior to the soul; 1f the soul ls in a state of 
tnsubordtnatlon to God, ft loses Its control over its own 
body; ft ls attracted by-and thus ts connected to-
every physical object that crosses its path in the anx
ious fear that something will be missed. 20 The created 
order is overturned by the disorderly. or concupiscent, 
affections: 
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I was superior to lthtngs which are In spacel, but Infe
rior to (Godl . . . .  This was the correct admtxture--that 
I should remain In your tmage and, by serving you, be 

.,,... master of the body • • • •  But when I arrogantly rose up 
agatnst you • • .  these Inferior things became above me 
and kept me under, and there was no loosening of their 
hold and no chance of breathing. (VJl. 7) 

What ls at stake Is not the value of human bodies, 
Uvtng beings, or the natural world, but the attitude 
With which they are sought. The trouble wtth bodies 
ls that they are moribund, subject to corruption. Yet 
their very corruptlbfilty testifies to the goodness of 
their creation and existence: If they were Mto be de
prived of all good, they wtll cease to exist altogether . . .  
so long as they exist they are good. ft The problem of 
evil, Augustine saw, was not to be settled by assigning 
evil to bodies: 

So I saw platnly and clearly that you have made all 
thtngs good, nor are there any substances at all which 
you have not made. And because you did not make all 
thtngs equal, therefore they each and all have their ex
istence; because they are good Individually. and at the 
same time they are altogether very good, because our 
God made all thtngs very good. (VJl.12) 

In sp�e of the fact that Mall things are very good, ft 

they are, for Augustine, untrustworthy In two ways: 
because they are finite, they cannot absorb and fu1fll 
Infinite longing; and, we w1ll see when we focus, In 
chapter 4, on Augustine's resolution of his scattered 
and driven longings, Mthlngsft remain problematic
magic-for him In their capacity to distract him by 
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1 their surface beauty from recognitlon of their deep 
beauty as created beings. Augustine's contradictory ac• 
count of the meaning and value of created things
at once good and dangerous-is not resolved in the 
Co,ifesstons. 

Certainly the absence of contradiction where lt can 
be achleved,--that ls, within carefully limited segments 
ofloglcal reasoning-ls among the finest achievements 
of human thought. Yet unresolved contradictions in a 
text create a pleasurable tension; they function to in· 
Vite the reader into the text as conversation partner, 
opponent, supporter, and co-author. Attempting to re
move textual contradictions by explalnlng their inner 
coherence and demonstrating their consistency, schol• 
ars often simultaneously remove much of the reader• 
author's pleasure. That ls why commentary ls usually 
so much less Vivid, engaging, and interesting than the 
text lt seeks to display. It ls not the case that all authors 
intend and must achleve-<>r be helped by their inter• 
preter to achleve-conslstency of thought. This as
sumption excludes the posslblllty that by the sk1llful 
use of unresolved contradltlons the author purposely 
constructed the reader's dlsequlllbrtum, and thus her 
focused attention. 

Augustine was acutely aware of the role of dis-ease, 
dlsequlllbrtum, and tension ln producing pleasure. He 
ponders this very topic meticulously, exhaustively, in 
book 8. He begins, •o good God, what ls lt in human 
beings that makes them rejoice more when a soul that 



has been despaired of and Is tn very great danger Is 
saved than when there has always been hope and the 

...,..-danger has not been so serious?" He puzzles over the 
apparent perversity that requires a prior discomfort, 
distress, or anxiety to augment the pleasure that ac
companies the alleviation of the tension. He multiplies 
examples: "the evidence Is everywhere, simply crying 
out: 'It Is so'" (VIII.3). He cites scriptural parables of the 
lost sheep, the lost coin, and the prodigal son. "What Is 
It tn the soul," he asks, "that makes It take more plea
sure tn the finding or recovery of things It loves than 
In the continual possession of them?" Victorious gen
erals, storm-tossed sailors, the Illness of a friend: all 
confirm Augustine's analysis of how "more pleasure" Is 
achieved by a prior condition of lack. 

In contrast to God, who Is always the same, rejoic
ing In the spiritual and material creation, human be
ings require the cyclic oscillation of deprivation and 
satisfaction If they are to achieve the greatest pleasure. 
Even the ordinary pleasures of life are sought by pur
posely cultivating "difficulty and discomfort which are 
voluntary and self-chosen." Hunger and thirst create 
pleasure In eating and drinking: lengthy engagements 
produce a pleasure In sexual satisfaction that would 
not exl!5t If marriage were quicker. Alternations "be
tween deprivation and fulfillment, between discord and 
harmony" characterize not only "disgraceful" but also 
legitimate pleasures. "Everywhere we find that the 
more pain there Is first, the more Joy there ls after" 
(Vlll.4). Surely an author so sensitive to degrees of 
pleasure and to the amount of tension needed to pro
duce each Increment of pleasure, and who Insists that 
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