	Letter 130: Augustine to Proba
Not much later than 411, Augustine wrote to Proba, a wealthy Roman widow who had taken refuge in Africa with her daughter-in-law, Juliana, and grandniece, the famous Demetrias, after fleeing before the Goths under Alaric. After the death of her husband, Sextus Petronius Probus, in 395, Proba chose to remain a widow. Along with Juliana, also a widow by 410, and Demetrias, Proba came to Africa after the fall of Rome. 
Augustine replies to her question about how we are to pray always. Though Proba is hardly poor and desolate, as St. Paul describes a true widow, Proba should understand that in this world no one can be secure (paragraph 1). Augustine explains how the rich can enter the kingdom of heaven (paragraph 2). Out of a love for the true life to come Proba ought to consider herself desolate in this life despite the consolation of her wealth, friends, and family (paragraphs 3 and 4). In the darkness of this life all ought to consider themselves desolate and persist in prayer, for we remain desolate until we obtain eternal life (paragraphs 5 and 6). One should seek riches only for maintaining good health and should shun all love for them (paragraphs 7 and 8). 
Having explained with what disposition Proba ought to pray, Augustine turns to what she ought to pray for, since Paul said that we do not know what to pray for as we ought (Rom 8:26). He tells her to pray for the happy life (paragraph 9). He argues that those who live as they want are not happy, unless they want what is right (paragraph 10). It is not the possession of temporal goods that makes life happy; rather, temporal goods are to be sought for the sake of a morally good life (paragraphs 11 and 12). Good health and friendship are sought for their own sakes; a sufficient amount of other things are sought for the sake of these two (paragraph 13). All these temporal goods, however, should be sought only for the acquisition of eternal life (paragraph 14). 
Why are we told to pray always and to be persistent in prayer if God knows what we need before we ask? Augustine appeals to the gospel parables of the widow and the unjust judge and of the man whose guest arrives late at night and catches him without food to illustrate how readily God answers persistent prayers (paragraph 15). He interprets another directive on prayer from the gospel in a figurative sense and explains that prayer does not make our needs known to God but exercises our desire so that our heart is big enough to receive what God offers (paragraphs 16 and 17). 
Augustine turns to the apostle’s directive telling us to pray without ceasing, which he interprets in the sense that we are to desire eternal life unceasingly (paragraph 18). Our prayer should not be long in the sense of many words, but in the sense of our lasting desire (paragraph 19). He appeals to the short prayers of the Egyptian monks that they used to keep their intention fervent without using many words (paragraph 20). The Lord’s Prayer provides us with a list of things we should ask for (paragraph 21), and petitions found in the
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Old Testament are shown to ask for the same things as the Lord’s Prayer asks for (paragraph 22). We should pray for all these things for ourselves and for our friends, for strangers and for our enemies (paragraph 23). Augustine has explained the disposition with which one ought to pray and what one ought to pray for; he adds that fasting and almsgiving help one who prays (paragraph 24). 
Why, then, did the apostle say that we do not know what we should pray for as we ought? Augustine explains that temporal difficulties and tribulations are often beneficial and that, since we do not know this, we ask God to take them away (paragraph 25). Hence, if God does not take from us certain tribulations, we should not think that he has abandoned us, nor should we think that we are important if God hears our prayers (paragraph 26). If we ask God for the happy life, we can ask for it with confidence and ask for all else for the sake of it (paragraph 27). Though we do not know what the happy life will be, the Holy Spirit teaches us and helps our weakness (paragraph 28). 
Finally, Augustine tells Proba that the duty of prayer pertains in a special way to widows and appeals to the example of the widow, Anna, in the Gospel of Luke (paragraph 29). He urges her to regard herself as destitute and desolate in order that she may devote herself to praying for the true riches of eternal life (paragraph 30). In closing, he asks Proba to pray for him (paragraph 31).
Bishop Augustine, the servant of Christ and of the servants of Christ, sends greetings in the Lord to Proba, the venerable servant of God. 
1, 1. Recalling that you asked and that I promised that I would write something for you on praying to God, when he to whom we pray granted us the time and opportunity, I must now at last pay my debt and yield to your pious desire in the love of Christ. I cannot explain in words how this request of yours has caused me joy, for I recognize in it the great concern you have for so important a matter. After all, what more important task ought to occupy your widowhood than to persist in prayers night and day in accord with the advice of the apostle? He, of course, says, But she who is truly a widow and desolate has placed her hope in the Lord and persists in prayers night and day (1 Tm 5:5). Since you are among the nobility of this world, a wealthy woman, and the mother of such a large family, and thus, though a widow, not desolate, it can therefore seem surprising that a concern for prayer has taken over your heart and claimed it principally for itself, if it were not that you wisely understand that in this world and in this life no soul can be secure. 
2. Hence he who gave you that thought, of course, does what he did for his own disciples. When they were saddened, not for themselves but for the human race, and were without hope that anyone can be saved after they heard from him that it is easier for a camel to enter the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven (Mt 19:24, Mk 10:25, Lk 18:25), he replied with a marvelous and most merciful promise that what is impossible for human beings
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[bookmark: aug.letters.v2.311.tm]is easy for God. See Mt 19:26, Mk 10:27, and Lk 18:25. †1 He, then, for whom it is easy even for a rich person to enter the kingdom of heaven, has inspired you with this pious concern about which you thought that you should consult me, namely, how you ought to pray. For, when he was still here in the flesh, he admitted Zacchaeus, a rich man, into the kingdom of heaven, and once he had been glorified by the resurrection and ascension, he afterwards by the gift of the Holy Spirit caused many rich persons to hold this world in contempt and to be richer, when their desire for riches was ended. After all, how would you desire to pray to the Lord in this way if you did not have hope in him? But how would you have hope in him if you placed your hope in the uncertainty of riches and scorned the most salutary command that the apostle states, Command the rich of this world not to be proud and to place their hope not in the uncertainty of riches but in the living God who gives us all things in abundance to enjoy. Let them be rich in good works, give readily, and share, storing up for themselves a good foundation for the future in order that they may attain true life (1 Tm 6:17-19). 
2, 3. Out of a love for this true life, therefore, you should also regard yourself as desolate in this world, however great the happiness with which you are living in it. For, as that is the true life in comparison with which this life, which is loved much, should, of course, not even be called life, however pleasant and long it is, so it is also the true consolation that God promises through the prophet when he says, I shall give them true consolation, peace upon peace (Is 57:18-19 LXX). Without that consolation, whatever earthly consolations there are, they contain more desolation than consolation. What consolation comes from wealth and the top positions of honor and other things of this sort because of which mortals who lack that true happiness suppose they are happy? After all, it is better not to need than to be preeminent in those things that torment one more with the fear of their loss, once they are attained, than by the passion to get them, when they are desired. Human beings do not become good because of such goods, but having been made good by other means they make these things good by using them well. True consolation, then, is not found in these, but is rather found where there is true life. For it is necessary that a human being become happy from what makes one good. 
4. But good human beings seem even in this life to provide no small consolation. For, if poverty pinches, if grief saddens, if bodily pain disturbs, if exile discourages, if any other disaster torments, provided that there are present good human beings who know not only how to rejoice with those in joy, but also to weep with those who weep (Rom 12:15) and can speak and converse in a helpful way, those rough spots are smoothed, the heavy burdens are lightened, and adversity is overcome. But he who by his Spirit makes them good does all this in them and through them. If, on the other hand, riches abound, no death occurs,
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[bookmark: aug.letters.v2.312.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.313.tm]bodily health is present, and one lives in a country safe from attack, but evil human beings also dwell there among whom there is no one who can be trusted, no one from whom one does not suffer and fear deceit, fraud, anger, quarrels, and attacks, are not those former things bitter and hard without anything joyful or pleasant in them? Thus in no human affairs is anything dear to a human being without a friend. But where is such a friend found about whose heart and character one can in this life have a certain confidence? For no one is known to another as each is known to himself, and yet no one is known to himself so that he can be confident about his own manner of life tomorrow. Hence, though many are known from their fruits See Mt 7:16.20. †2 and some bring joy to their neighbor by their good lives, while others cause them sorrow by their bad lives, the apostle is, nonetheless, perfectly correct in warning us on account of our ignorance and uncertainty about human minds that we should not judge anything before the time when the Lord comes and brings to light things now hidden in darkness and reveals the thoughts of the heart, and then each will have praise from God. See 1 Cor 4:5. †3
[bookmark: aug.letters.v2.314.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.315.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.316.tm]5. In the darkness, then, of this life in which we are journeying away from the Lord while we walk by faith and not by vision, See 2 Cor 5:6-7. †4 the Christian soul ought to regard itself as desolate so that it does not cease to pray, and it should learn to turn the eye of faith to the words of the divine and holy scriptures, as if to a lamp set in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in our hearts. See 2 Pt 1:19. †5 For the ineffable source, so to speak, of this lamp is that light which shines in the darkness so that the darkness does not grasp it, and in order to see it hearts must be cleansed by faith. Blessed, after all, are the pure of heart because they shall see God (Mt 5:8), and, We know that, when he appears, we shall see him as he is (1 Jn 3:2). Then there will be true life after death and true consolation after desolation. That life will deliver our soul from death, and that consolation will keep our eyes from tears. See Ps 115:8. †6 And, since in that life there will be no temptation, there follows in the same psalm, And our feet from slipping (Ps 115:8). But if there will be no temptation, there will be no prayer. For there will be no expectation of the good that was promised, but the contemplation of the good that has been received. Hence, I shall be pleasing to the Lord in the land of the living (Ps 115:9), where we shall no longer be in the desert of the dead where we now are. For we have died, says the apostle, and our life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ, your life, shall have appeared, then you will also appear with him in glory (Col 3:3-4). This is the true life, which the rich are commanded to lay hold of by good works, and there is true consolation. Because of that consolation a desolate widow, even one who has children and grandchildren, who piously governs her
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home, and works with all her family in order that they may place their hope in God, says, nonetheless, in prayer, My soul has thirsted for you; how many ways my flesh has thirsted for you in the desert land without any road or any water (Ps 63:2-3), that is, in this life destined for death, with however many mortal consolations it is filled, with however many companions we have on the journey, no matter what an abundance of wealth we have accumulated. You, of course, know how uncertain all these things are, and in comparison with that happiness promised us what would they be, even if they were not uncertain. 
6. Because you, a wealthy and noble widow and a mother of so large a family, have asked me for some words on prayer, I have said these things in order that, even though your family members remain with you and attend you in this life, you may consider yourself desolate as long as you have not yet, of course, attained that other life where there will be true and certain consolation, where the words of the prophecy will be fulfilled: We have been filled in the morning with your mercy, and we have exulted and rejoiced all our days. We have rejoiced over the days on which you humbled us, over the years in which we have seen evils (Ps 90:14-15). 
[bookmark: aug.letters.v2.317.tm]3, 7. Therefore, before this consolation comes, however much you are surrounded with the happiness that comes from temporal goods, remember that you are desolate in order that you may persist in prayers night and day. For the apostle did not assign this task to just any widow, but said, But she who is truly a widow and desolate has placed her hope in the Lord and persists in prayers night and day (1 Tm 5:5). Regarding what follows, however, be most vigilant: She, however, who lives amid pleasures is dead, even though she is alive (1 Tm 5:6). For a person lives amid the things which he loves, which he desires as important, by which he thinks that he is happy. Hence, what scripture says of riches, If riches abound, do not set your heart upon them (Ps 62:11), I say also of pleasures, “If pleasures abound, do not set your heart upon them.” Do not consider yourself great because they are not lacking, because they present themselves in abundance, because they flow as if from a most bountiful spring of earthly happiness. Disdain and scorn these things utterly in yourself so that you do not seek anything in them but full well-being of the body. After all, we should not scorn this because of its necessary uses in this life before this mortal body is clothed with immortality, See 1 Cor 15:54. †7 that is, with true, perfect, and perpetual well-being, which is not restored through corruptible pleasure when it gives out because of earthly weakness but is enlivened with eternal incorruptibility as it persists with a heavenly strength. For the apostle himself says, Do not make provision for the flesh with its desires (Rom 13:14). After all, we take care of the flesh, but for the needs of its health. For no one ever hates his own flesh (Eph 5:29), as the same apostle says. This is the reason why he advises Timothy, who was, it seems, too
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[bookmark: aug.letters.v2.318.tm]severe in chastising his body, to take a little wine for the sake of his stomach and his frequent illnesses. See 1 Tm 5:23. †8
[bookmark: aug.letters.v2.319.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.320.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.321.tm]8. If a widow lives amid these pleasures, that is, if she clings to and dwells upon them with the delight of her heart, she is dead, though she is still alive. Many holy men and women, therefore, completely shunning riches themselves, as if riches were the mothers of these pleasures, have distributed them to the poor and have in such a way stored them up more safely in heavenly storehouses. But if, overcome by some duty of love toward your family, you do not do this, you know what account of them you must give to God. For no one knows what goes on in a man but the spirit of the man that is in him. See 1 Cor 2:11. †9 We should not judge anything before the time when the Lord comes and brings to light things now hidden in darkness, and he will reveal the thoughts of the heart, and then each will have praise from God. See 1 Cor 4:5. †10 It belongs, nonetheless, to your concern as a widow that, if pleasures abound, you not set your heart upon them See Ps 62:11. †11 for fear that, by rotting in them, your heart may die, which you ought to lift up in order that it may live. Consider yourself in the number of those of whom it says in scripture, Their hearts will live for age upon age (Ps 22:27). 
[bookmark: aug.letters.v2.322.tm]4, 9. You have heard the sort of person you should be when you pray; I have followed the reading in the NBA edition of qualis ores in place of the CSEL reading of qualiter ores. †12 now also hear what you should pray for. After all, you thought that you should consult me especially on this point, since it bothers you that the apostle said, For we do not know what to pray for as we ought (Rom 8:26), and you were afraid that it may harm you more not to pray as you ought than not to pray. I can, therefore, tell you this in a few words: Pray for the happy life, for all human beings want to have this. After all, even those who live most evil and wicked lives would by no means live such lives unless they thought that they would at least be happy in that way. What else, then, should you pray for but that which both the evil and the good desire, but which only the good attain? 
5, 10. Here you may perhaps ask what the happy life is. That question has consumed the minds and leisure of many philosophers. Yet they were less able to discover it to the extent that they paid less honor to its source and gave him less thanks. First of all, then, consider whether one should agree with those who say that a man is happy who lives as he wills. But heaven forbid that we should believe that this is true! For what if he should will to live a wicked life? Is he not proven to be more wretched the more easily he carries out his evil will? Even those who have philosophized without worshiping God have rightly rejected this view. For one of them, a man of great eloquence, said, “Look: others, not
[bookmark: pb-189]― 189 ―
[bookmark: aug.letters.v2.323.tm]philosophers, of course, but men ready for an argument, say that all are happy who live as they want. That is, of course, false. For to want what is not proper is the most wretched thing, nor is it so wretched not to obtain what you want as to want to obtain what you ought not.” Cicero, Hortensius; see Augustine, The Happy Life 10 and The Trinity XIII, 5, 8. †13 What do you think of these words? Are they not words spoken by the truth itself, no matter who said them? We can, therefore, say in this case what the apostle said of a certain Cretan prophet when he agreed with his opinion, This testimony is true (Ti 1:13). 
11. That person, then, is happy who has everything he wants and does not want anything which is not proper. But if that is so, see now what human beings do not improperly want. One man wants to marry; another who has been widowed chooses to live from now on in continence. Another wants to experience no intercourse, even in marriage. Even if here one thing is found to be better than another, we cannot, nonetheless, say that anyone of them wants something improperly. It is the same with desiring children, that is, the fruit of marriage, and the life and salvation of those already born--a desire that very often occupies even widows living in continence. For, even though they do not now want to procreate children, since they have scorned marriage, they want those whom they have procreated to live safely and soundly. Those who live with virginal integrity are free from this concern, but they have all those dear ones whose temporal well-being they also quite properly desire. But when human beings have attained this well-being in their own cases and in that of those whom they love, will we be able to say that they are happy? For they have something that it is not improper to want. But if they do not have other greater and better things and ones richer in usefulness and moral beauty, they are still far distant from the happy life. 
6, 12. Do we approve, then, that beyond this temporal well-being they desire honors and positions of power for themselves and their family? Yes, it is proper to will these things if it is their responsibility to provide for those who live subject to them, not on account of these things themselves but on account of another good that comes from them. But if they are desired on account of an empty pride over their superiority and on account of the superfluous or even harmful pomp of vanity, it is not proper. As the apostle says, Piety with a sufficiency is a great gain. After all, we brought nothing into this world, nor can we take anything out of it. Having food and clothing, let us be content with these. For those who want to become rich fall into temptation and into a snare and many foolish and harmful desires that plunge human beings into destruction. The root of all evils, after all, is love of money, and in their desire for it some have wandered away from the faith and involved themselves in many sorrows (1 Tm 6:6-10). And so, if they desire for themselves and for theirs a sufficient amount of necessary things and do not desire any more, they do not desire improperly.
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Otherwise, they do not desire this and their desire is improper. He desired and prayed for this who said, Do not give me either riches or poverty, but provide for me what is necessary in a sufficient amount so that, having plenty, I do not become a liar and say, “Who sees me?” or that, having been reduced to poverty, I steal and swear upon the name of my God (Prv 30:8-9; LXX 24:31-32). You see, of course, that this sufficiency is not desired on account of itself but on account of the health of the body and the suitable attire of a human person, for with such attire one is not unsuitable for those with whom one must live as a good and responsible person. 
13. In all these things, therefore, the health and friendship of a human being are sought for their own sake, but a sufficient amount of necessary goods is generally sought not for their own sake but for the sake of the two previous things, when they are sought in a proper fashion. But this health consists of life itself and of the wholeness of mind and body. Likewise, friendship should not be bounded by narrow limits, for it embraces all to whom we owe affection and love, though it is inclined more eagerly toward some and more hesitantly toward others. It, however, extends even to enemies, for whom we are also commanded to pray. Thus there is no one in the human race to whom we do not owe love, even if not out of mutual love, at least on account of our sharing in a common nature. But these persons by whom we are loved in return by a holy and chaste love are a great source of delight, and rightly so. We ought to pray that, when we have these goods, we may retain them and that, when we do not have them, we may acquire them. 
7, 14. Is this the whole of it, and are these all the things by which the essence of the happy life is constituted? Or does truth teach that there is something else that is preferred to all these? For that sufficiency and health, either one’s own or that of friends, must be cast aside, as long as they are temporal, for the acquisition of eternal life. Although the body may be thought healthy, the soul should in no way be thought healthy if it does not prefer eternal to temporal things. After all, one does not profitably live in time except by earning the merit by which he may live in eternity. The other things, then, that are usefully and properly desired must undoubtedly be referred to that one life by which one lives for God and from God. In him we, of course, love ourselves if we love God, and by the other commandment we truly in that way love our neighbors as ourselves if we bring them, to the extent we can, to a similar love of God. We, therefore, love God on account of himself and love ourselves and our neighbors on account of him. And when we live in that way, we should not suppose that we are already situated in the happy life itself, as if there were nothing more to pray for. For how do we already live happily when there is still lacking the one thing on account of which we are living a good life? 
8, 15. Why, then, are we distracted by many things and ask what we should pray for, fearing that we might not pray as we ought? Why do we not rather say
[bookmark: pb-191]― 191 ―
[bookmark: aug.letters.v2.324.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.325.tm]with the psalm, One thing I have asked of the Lord; this I seek, that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, that I may contemplate the delight of the Lord and visit his temple (Ps 27:4)? For there all the days do not become all by coming and going, nor is the beginning of one the end of another. All are at once without end where life itself, to which those days belong, has no end. The true Life himself taught us to pray for the sake of acquiring this happy life, not in many words, as if we are heard to the extent we are more long-winded when we pray to him who knows, as the Lord says, what we need before we ask him. See Mt 6:8. †14 For this reason it might seems strange that, though he forbade the use of many words, he who knows what we need before we ask him exhorted us to pray in such a way that he said, It is necessary to pray always and not give up (Lk 18:1). And he proposed the example of a certain widow who, desiring to receive vindication from her enemy, persuaded by her entreaties the unjust judge to hear her, not because he was moved by justice or mercy, but because he was overcome by her pestering. He wanted to teach us from this how much more certain it is that the merciful and just Lord God hears us when we pray without ceasing, since she could not be ignored even by an unjust and wicked judge because of her constant entreaties. He wanted to teach us how gladly and lovingly God fulfills the desires of those who he knows have pardoned the sins of others, if that widow who wanted to be vindicated got what she wanted. That man too who had a friend arrive from a journey and did not have anything to offer him wanted another friend to give him three loaves of bread--by which perhaps the Trinity in one substance was symbolized. With his most insistent and bothersome requests he awakened the friend, who was already asleep along with his servants, so that he gave him as much as he wanted, more in order to avoid the bother than out of any thought of friendship. See Lk 11:5-8. †15 He taught this so that we might understand that, if a man is forced to give who, though he is asleep, is awakened against his will by the one asking him, he who cannot sleep and wakes us when we are sleeping will give us what we ask much more lovingly. 
16. On this point there is also that passage, Ask and you shall receive; seek and you shall find; knock and it will be opened for you. For everyone who asks receives, and one who seeks finds, and to one who knocks it will be opened. Or what man is there among you who, when his child asks for bread, will hand him a stone; or if he asks for a fish, will hand him a serpent; or if he asks for an egg, will hand him a scorpion? If, then, you who are evil know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your heavenly Father give good gifts to those who ask him! (Lk 11:9-13). Since, therefore, in accord with those three things which the apostle commends, faith is signified by the fish, either on account of the water of baptism or because it is unharmed amid the waters of this world, its
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[bookmark: aug.letters.v2.326.tm]contrary is that serpent which urged by its most poisonous deceit that God not be believed in. Hope is signified by the egg because the chick is not as yet living, but will be, and it is not already seen, but is hoped for--for hope that is seen is not hope (Rom 8:24). And its contrary is the scorpion, because one who hopes for eternal life forgets those things which are behind and stretches out to what is ahead; See Phil 3:13. †16 it is harmful for such a one to look back. But one must avoid a scorpion in that part where it has in the back its venom and stinger. Love is signified by the bread, for love is the greatest of these (1 Cor 13:13), and among foods the benefit of bread, of course, surpasses the rest. Its contrary is a stone, because hard hearts reject love. Or these things may signify something else more suitably, but he who knows how to give good gifts to his children compels us to ask, to seek, and to knock. 
17. Why he who knows what we need before we ask him does this can trouble the mind unless we understand that the Lord our God does not want our will, which he cannot fail to know, to become known to him, but our desire, by which we can receive what he prepares to give, to be exercised in prayers. For what he prepares to give is very great, but we are very small and narrow for receiving it. Therefore it is said to us, Make your heart bigger so that you do not bear that yoke with unbelievers (2 Cor 6:11). That which is, indeed, very great, which the eye has not seen, because it is not a color, and the ear has not heard, because it is not a sound, nor has it ascended into the heart of a human being (1 Cor 2:9), because the heart of a human being ought to ascend to it, we shall receive with a greater capacity to the extent that we believe it with more fidelity, and hope for it more firmly, and love it more ardently. 
9, 18. We, therefore, always pray with a continuous desire filled with faith, hope, and love. But at certain hours and moments we also pray to God in words so that by those signs of things we may admonish ourselves, realize how much we have advanced in this desire, and arouse ourselves more intensely to increase it. For a more worthy result ensues when a more fervent love has preceded. And for this reason the apostle said, Pray without ceasing (1 Thes 5:17). What else does that mean but, “Desire without ceasing the happy life,” which is none but eternal life, and desire it from him who alone can give it? Let us always desire this and always pray for this from the Lord God. But at certain hours, by the words of prayer, we call the mind back to the task of praying from other cares and concerns, which in a sense cool down this desire. In that way we remind ourselves to aim at that which we desire; otherwise, our desire that had begun to cool might become completely cold and be entirely extinguished if it were not set afire more frequently. Hence, the words of the same apostle, Let your requests be made known before God (Phil 4:6), should not be interpreted in the sense that they become known to God who, of course, had known them before
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they existed, but that might become known to us before God through our patience, not before human beings through our boasting, or perhaps that they might also become known to the angels. For the angels stand before God in order to offer them to God in some way, to consult him about them, and to convey to us in either a clear or a hidden manner what they know we should carry out at God’s command, as before God they know that we should. For an angel said to the man, And now while you and Sarah were praying, I presented your prayer in the sight of the glory of God (Tb 12:12, LXX). 
[bookmark: aug.letters.v2.327.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.328.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.329.tm]10, 19. Since this is so, it is not wrong or useless also to pray for a long time when one is free, that is, when it does not interfere with other duties involving good and necessary actions, though even in them one should always pray, as I said, with that desire. For praying for a longer time does not mean, as some suppose, praying with many words. See Mt 6:9. †17 Much talking is one thing; a lasting love is another. For scripture says even of the Lord himself that he spent the night in prayer See Lk 6:12. †18 and that he prayed at great length. See Lk 22:43. †19 In doing this what else did he do but offer us an example, insofar as he suitably offered prayers in time and, as eternal, heard them along with the Father? 
20. The brothers in Egypt are said to say frequent prayers, but very brief ones that are tossed off as if in a rush, so that a vigilant and keen intention, which is very necessary for one who prays, may not fade away and grow dull over longer periods. And in this way they show that, just as this intention should not grow dull if it cannot last long, so it should not be quickly broken off if it does last. Let many words, after all, be kept far from our prayer, but let our petitions not lack persistence, if the intention remains fervent. For to speak much in praying is to do something necessary with superfluous words, but to petition him much to whom we pray is to knock with a long and pious stirring of the heart. For this task is very often carried out more with sighs than words, more with weeping than with speaking. But he places our tears in his sight, and our sighing is not hidden from him who created all things by his Word and does not seek human words. 
11, 21. We, then, need words by which we may be reminded and may consider what we ask for, not by which we believe that we should either instruct or persuade the Lord. When, therefore, we say, May your name be made holy (Mt 6:9), we remind ourselves to desire that his name, which is always holy, may be also held holy among human beings, that is, that it may not be scorned. This is something that benefits human beings, not God. And when we say, May your kingdom come (Mt 6:10), it will surely come whether we want it to or not, but we stir up our desire for that kingdom that it may come for us and that we may merit to reign in it. When we say, May your will also be done on earth as it is in heaven
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(Mt 6:10), we ask him to give us obedience so that his will may be done in us as it is done in the heavens by the angels. When we say, Give us today our daily bread (Mt 6:11), the term “today” means at the time when we are asking for all we need, referring to the whole by its principal element, that is, by the term “bread,” or referring to the sacrament of the faithful that is needed in this time, not for acquiring the happiness of this time but for acquiring that eternal happiness. When we say, Forgive us our debts as we also forgive our debtors (Mt 6:12), we remind ourselves of both what we should ask for and what we should do in order that we may merit to receive it. When we say, Do not bring us into temptation (Mt 6:13), we remind ourselves to ask that we may not be abandoned by his help and consent to any temptation, after being deceived, or yield to any temptation, after being afflicted. When we say, Deliver us from evil (Mt 6:13), we remind ourselves to bear in mind that we are not yet in that good state in which we will suffer no evil. And this petition that is placed last in the Lord’s Prayer is, of course, so widely applicable that, in whatever tribulation Christians may find themselves, they utter their groans in it, pour forth their tears in it, begin with it, linger over it, and bring their prayers to an end with it. For it was necessary that the truth itself be committed to our memory by these words. 
12, 22. For whatever other words we might say that the desire of the person at prayer forms beforehand in order that it may be clear or attends to afterwards in order that it may increase, we say nothing else but what is contained in that prayer of the Lord if we pray correctly and properly. But whoever says something that cannot belong to this prayer from the gospel, even if he does not pray in a way that is forbidden, prays in a carnal manner, something that I do not know how one can say is not forbidden, since it is fitting that those reborn of the Spirit pray only in a spiritual manner. After all, what else does one say who says, Be glorified among all the nations as you have been glorified among us (Sir 36:4), and, May your prophets be found faithful (Sir 36:18), but, May your name be made holy? What else does one say who says, God of hosts, convert us and show us your face, and we shall be saved (Ps 79:4), but, May your kingdom come? What else does one say who says, Guide my journeys according to your word, and let not all iniquity lord it over me (Ps 119:133), but, May your will also be done on earth as it is in heaven? What else does one say who says, Do not give me poverty or riches (Prv 30:8), but, Give us today our daily bread? What else does one say who says, Remember, Lord, David, and all his kindness (Ps 132:1), or, Lord, if I have done this, if there is iniquity on my hands, if I have done evil to those who did evil to me (Ps 7:4-5), but, Forgive us our debts as we also forgive our debtors? What else does one say who says, Remove from me the desires of the belly, and let not the desire for intercourse lay hold of me (Sir 23:6), but, Do not bring us into temptation? What else does one say who says, Rescue me, O God, from my enemies, and deliver me from those who rise up against me (Ps
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59:2), but, Deliver us from evil? If you run through all the words of holy petitions, you will not find, in my opinion, anything that this prayer of our Lord does not contain and include. Hence we are free, when we pray, to express the same petitions now with these and now with those words, but we should not to be free to make other petitions. 
23. Without any wavering of doubt we ought to pray for these things for ourselves and for ours, for strangers and even for enemies, although for different persons a different affection arises in and lifts up the heart of the person at prayer in accord with the closeness and the distance of their relationships. But if anyone who says in prayer, for example, “Give me as much wealth as you gave this person or that,” or, “Increase my honors; make me powerful and famous in this world,” or anything else of this sort, and says this because he has a craving for them, not because he looks to how he can be helpful to human beings in a way pleasing to God, I do not think that he finds in the Lord’s Prayer a petition under which he can fit his desires. Hence, he ought at least to be ashamed to ask for what he is not ashamed to desire, or if he is ashamed of this too, but desire wins out, how much better it is for him to pray to be delivered even from the evil of this desire by him to whom we say, Deliver us from evil! 
[bookmark: aug.letters.v2.330.tm]13, 24. In my opinion you have not only what sort of person you should be when you pray, but also what you should pray for, not from my teaching, but from the teaching of him who has deigned to teach us all. We should ask for the happy life; we should beg God for this. Regarding what it is to be happy, many have developed many arguments, but why do we turn to the many and their many arguments? In the scripture of God it is briefly and truthfully stated, Blessed is the people whose God is the Lord! (Ps 144:15). In order that we may belong to this people and be able to come to contemplate him and to live with him without end, the end of the commandment is love from a pure heart, from a good conscience, and from faith unfeigned (1 Tm 1:5). In listing the same three, “hope” often takes the place of “a good conscience.” Therefore, faith, hope, and love See 1 Cor 13:13. †20 lead one who prays to God, that is, one who believes, hopes, desires, and considers what he asks of God in the Lord’s Prayer. Fasting, the restraining of carnal concupiscence from other pleasures without neglect of one’s health, and especially almsgiving help prayer a great deal so that we can say, At the time of my tribulation I sought God with my hands at night in his presence, and I was not disappointed (Ps 77:3). After all, how is God who is incorporeal and intangible sought by hands unless he is sought by works? 
14, 25. There perhaps still remains for you to ask why the apostle said, We do not know what we should pray for as we ought (Rom 8:26). For we should in no way believe that either the apostle or those to whom he said this did not know the Lord’s Prayer. Why, then, do we suppose that he said what he could have said
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neither thoughtlessly nor mistakenly, unless it is that temporal trouble and tribulations very often are beneficial either for healing the swelling of pride or for testing and practicing patience, for which a more splendid reward is reserved when it is tested and practiced, or for chastising and destroying sins of any sort? But we, who do not know what benefit they bring, long to be delivered from all tribulation. The apostle showed that he himself was not a stranger to this ignorance, unless he perhaps knew what he should pray for as he ought when, so that he would not be filled with pride over the greatness of his revelations, he was given a thorn in his flesh, an angel of Satan, to strike him. On this account he asked the Lord three times to take it away from him, obviously not knowing what he should pray for as he ought. Then he heard God’s answer why he did not do what so great a man prayed for and why it was not good for him that God do so: My grace is sufficient for you, for virtue is made perfect in weakness (2 Cor 12:9). 
[bookmark: aug.letters.v2.331.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.332.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.333.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.334.tm]26. In these tribulations, then, which can be both profitable and harmful, we do not know what we should pray for as we ought, and, nonetheless, because they are hard, because they are troublesome, because they are against the sensibility of our weakness, we pray with a will found in all human beings that these things be taken away from us. But we owe this much devotion to the Lord our God that, if he does not take them away, we do not for this reason think that he is neglecting us, but rather hope for greater goods through the pious suffering of evils. For in that way virtue is made perfect in weakness. In anger, of course, the Lord God granted to some impatient people what they were asking, just as, on the contrary, out of mercy he refused to give the apostle what he was asking for. After all, we read what the people of Israel asked for and how they asked and received, but after their desire was fulfilled, their impatience was severely chastised. See Nm 11:1-34. †21 When they asked, he gave them a king according to their heart, not according to his heart, as scripture says. See 1 Sm 8:7. †22 He also gave what the devil asked, namely, that his servant might be tempted in order to put him to the test. See Job 1:12, 2:6. †23 He heard even the unclean spirits when they asked that the legion of spirits be sent into the herd of swine. See Mt 8:30-32 and Lk 8:32. †24 These events are included in scripture so that no one should think himself great if his prayers are heard when he impatiently asks for something that it would benefit him more not to obtain, or so that no one is downcast and despairing about God’s mercy toward him if his prayer is not heard when he is perhaps asking for something by which he would be afflicted more terribly if he received it or be corrupted by prosperity and completely ruined. In such matters, then, we do not know what we should pray for as we ought. Hence, if something happens contrary to what we pray for, we ought, while bearing this patiently and
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giving thanks in all things, by no means to doubt that what God’s will contained, not our will, ought rather to have been done. For the mediator offered us an example of this as well; after he had said, Father, if it is possible, let this chalice pass from me, he transformed the human will in himself that he assumed along with the man and added, Yet not what I will, but what you will, Father (Mt 26:39). This is the reason why many were rightly made righteous by the obedience of the one (Rom 8:25). 
[bookmark: aug.letters.v2.335.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.336.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.337.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.338.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.339.tm]27. But whoever asks this one thing from the Lord and seeks it See Ps 27:4. †25 asks for it with certainty and security and does not fear that it may be harmful when he has received it, for without it nothing is of benefit, whatever else one might receive as he ought. It is, after all, the one true and only happy life, namely, that, immortal and incorruptible in body and in spirit, we contemplate the delight of the Lord for eternity. On account of this one thing, seek and properly ask for the rest. Whoever has it will have everything he wants, nor will he be able to want to have something there that will not be proper. I have followed the reading adopted by the NBA which follows the early editions. †26 There, of course, is found the fountain of life, for which we must thirst in prayer as long as we live in hope and do not as yet see what we hope for, under the protection of his wings before whom is all our desire, in order that we may be inebriated by the richness of his house and may drink of the torrent of his pleasure. See Ps 35:9. †27 For before him is the fountain of life, and in his light we shall see the light, See 36:10. †28 when our desire will be satisfied with good things and there will remain nothing further that we seek amid groaning, but only what we possess amid rejoicing. Because, nevertheless, this is peace that surpasses all understanding, See Phil 4:7. †29 even when we ask for it in prayer, we do not know what we should pray for as we ought. For we, of course, do not know what we cannot think of as it is; rather, whatever comes to mind as we think, we cast aside, reject, disapprove, and know that this is not what we seek although we do not know what sort of thing that is. 
14, 28. There is in us, therefore, a certain learned ignorance, so to speak, but an ignorance learned from the Spirit of God, who helps our weakness. For, after the apostle had said, But if we hope for what we do not see, we await it with patience (Rom 8:25), he added there: In a similar way the Spirit also helps our weakness. For we do not know what we should pray for as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with inexpressible groans. But he who searches hearts knows what the Spirit thinks because he intercedes for the saints in accord with the mind of God (Rom 8:26-27). We should not understand this so that we suppose that the Holy Spirit of God, who is immutable God in the Trinity, one God with the Father and the Son, intercedes for the saints like someone who is not himself
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God. Scripture, of course, says, He intercedes for the saints, because he makes the saints intercede. In the same way scripture said, The Lord, your God, is testing you in order that he may know whether you love him (Dt 13:3), that is, in order to make you know that you love him. He makes the saints intercede with inexpressible groans, therefore, when he inspires them with the desire for so great a still unknown reality, which we await with patience. How, after all, do we express, how do we desire what we do not know? For, if we were completely ingnorant of it, we would certainly not desire it, and again, if we see it, we would not be desiring it or seeking it with groans. 
[bookmark: aug.letters.v2.340.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.341.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.342.tm]29. Considering all these things and anything else that the Lord may have conveyed to you on this topic that either has not occurred to me or would take a long time for me to state, struggle to conquer this world in prayer; pray in hope; pray with faith and with love; pray persistently and patiently; pray like a widow of Christ. For, though to pray as one ought pertains to all his members, that is, to all who believe in him and are united with one another in his body, a more diligent concern for prayer is found in his scripture to be enjoined specially upon widows. Two women, after all, were called “Anna” with honor. See 1 Sm 1:2-28 and Lk 2:36-38. †30 The one was a married woman who was the mother of holy Samuel; the other was a widow who recognized the Holy of Holies when he was still an infant. The married one also prayed with sorrow in her mind and affliction in her heart because she did not have children. Then she received Samuel and, having received him, gave him back to God because she had made a vow when she prayed. See 1 Sm 1:11. †31 But it is not easy to discover how her prayer belongs to that prayer of the Lord, unless in the words found there, Deliver us from evil (Mt 6:13), one sees that it is no small evil to be married and to lack the fruit of marriage, since the only grounds that justify marriage are the procreation of children. But see what is recorded about that Anna who was a widow, namely, that she did not leave the temple, serving God with fasting and prayer night and day (Lk 2:37). The apostle says the same thing in the words I quoted above, But she who is truly a widow and desolate has placed her hope in the Lord and persists in prayers night and day (1 Tm 5:5). And when the Lord urged us to pray always and not to give up, he mentioned a widow who persuaded a judge to hear her case by constantly entreating him, though he was unjust and wicked and held in contempt both God and human beings. See Lk 18:1-5. †32 We can understand quite well how a widow should more than others have time for prayer from that fact that widows were chosen to give all of us an example in order to exhort us to take up the pursuit of prayer. 
30. But what was it in widows that he chose for this sort of task but their abandonment and desolation? Hence, if every soul understands that it is abandoned
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[bookmark: aug.letters.v2.343.tm]and desolate in this world as long as it is on a journey away from the Lord, it, of course, commends to God as its protector its widowhood by constant and most fervent prayer. Pray, then, as a widow of Christ who does not yet enjoy the vision of him for whose help you pray, and though you are very wealthy, pray as a poor woman. For you do not yet have the true wealth of the world to come where you will fear no losses. Though you have children and grandchildren and a large family, as I said above, pray as one who is desolate. For temporal goods are all uncertain, even those that will remain for our consolation up to the end of this life. But if you seek and savor those things that are above, you desire eternal and certain things, and as long as you do not have them, you ought to consider yourself as desolate, even if all of your dear ones are safe and sound and attending you. And if you do so, by your example your most devout daughter-in-law Juliana was the daughter-in-law of Proba, the widow of the consul Olybrius and the mother of Demetrias. †33 and the other holy widows and virgins placed under your care will, of course, do so with greater security. For, the more piously you govern your house, the more fervently you should devote yourself to prayers, not occupied with the tasks of present affairs unless a motive of piety demands it. 
[bookmark: aug.letters.v2.344.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.345.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.346.tm][bookmark: aug.letters.v2.347.tm]31. Remember, of course, to pray earnestly for us too. For we do not want you to pay us an honor, which is dangerous for us, in such a way that you take away the help that we know is needed. The family of Christ prayed for Peter See Acts 12:5. †34 and prayed for Paul. See Acts 14:25. †35 We rejoice that you are in his family, and we need the help of your sisterly prayers incomparably more than Peter and Paul. Pray in competition with a holy and harmonious rivalry, for you do not compete against one another, but against the devil, the enemy of all the saints. Let each of you do what she can in fasting, vigils, and every chastisement of the body, by which prayer is helped very much. If another cannot do as much, let her do what she can if she loves in the other what she does not do because she cannot. Hence, let one who cannot do as much not hold back the one who can do more, and let not the one who can do more not urge on the one who cannot do as much. You, of course, owe an account of your conscience to God, but you should owe no one anything except to love one another. See Rom 13:8. †36 May the Lord hear your prayer who is able to do more than what we ask for and understand. See Eph 3:20. †37
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Letter 130: Augustine to Proba

 

Not much later than 411, Augustine wrote to Proba, a wealthy Roman widow who had taken refuge 

in Africa with her daughter

-

in

-

law, Juliana, and grandniece, the famous Demetrias

, after fleeing 

before the Goths under Alaric. After the death of her husband, Sextus Petronius Probus, in 395, 

Proba chose to remain a widow. Along with Juliana, also a widow by 410, and Demetrias, Proba 

came to Africa after the fall of Rome. 

 

Augustine r

eplies to her question about how we are to pray always. Though Proba is hardly poor and 

desolate, as St. Paul describes a true widow, Proba should understand that in this world no one can 

be secure (paragraph 1). Augustine explains how the rich can enter t

he kingdom of heaven 

(paragraph 2). Out of a love for the true life to come Proba ought to consider herself desolate in this 

life despite the consolation of her wealth, friends, and family (paragraphs 3 and 4). In the darkness 

of this life all ought to con

sider themselves desolate and persist in prayer, for we remain desolate 

until we obtain eternal life (paragraphs 5 and 6). One should seek riches only for maintaining good 

health and should shun all love for them (paragraphs 7 and 8). 

 

Having explained wit

h what disposition Proba ought to pray, Augustine turns to what she ought to 

pray for, since Paul said that 

we do not know what to pray for as we ought

 

(Rom 8:26). He tells her 

to pray for the happy life (paragraph 9). He argues that those who live as they

 

want are not happy, 

unless they want what is right (paragraph 10). It is not the possession of temporal goods that makes 

life happy; rather, temporal goods are to be sought for the sake of a morally good life (paragraphs 

11 and 12). Good health and friend

ship are sought for their own sakes; a sufficient amount of other 

things are sought for the sake of these two (paragraph 13). All these temporal goods, however, 

should be sought only for the acquisition of eternal life (paragraph 14). 

 

Why are we told to p

ray always and to be persistent in prayer if God knows what we need before 

we ask? Augustine appeals to the gospel parables of the widow and the unjust judge and of the man 

whose guest arrives late at night and catches him without food to illustrate how re

adily God 

answers persistent prayers (paragraph 15). He interprets another directive on prayer from the 

gospel in a figurative sense and explains that prayer does not make our needs known to God but 

exercises our desire so that our heart is big enough to r

eceive what God offers (paragraphs 16 and 

17). 

 

Augustine turns to the apostle’s directive telling us to pray without ceasing, which he interprets in 

the sense that we are to desire eternal life unceasingly (paragraph 18). Our prayer should not be 

long in 

the sense of many words, but in the sense of our lasting desire (paragraph 19). He appeals to 

the short prayers of the Egyptian monks that they used to keep their intention fervent without using 

many words (paragraph 20). The Lord’s Prayer provides us with

 

a list of things we should ask for 

(paragraph 21), and petitions found in the

 

― 184 ―

 

Old Testament are shown to ask for the same things as the Lord’s Prayer asks for (paragraph 22). We 

