AUGUSTINE’S ROUTES TO CONTEMPLATION


	We have finished our reading of the Rule of St. Augustine and seen its influence through time in different parts of the world as well.  What I would like to do now is to take a look at some aspects of his contemplative life. Contemplation was not something he considered to be exclusive to the monastic life. He proposed it to his congregations in Africa, to correspondents in his letters and to readers of his more refined theological works.

So this will take us beyond his Rule. In fact, the Rule doesn’t say anything about contemplative prayer: The short chapter on prayer in the Rule (nn. 10-12) says only: In the Oratory no one should do anything other than that for which it was intended and from which it also takes its name. Consequently, if there are some who might wish to pray there during their free time, even outside the hours appointed, they should not be hindered by those who think something else must be done there. And When you pray to God in Psalms and hymns, think over in your hearts the words that come from your lips. However, in his letters, tracts and homilies we will find much more. In fact, you can detect a contemplative spirit beneath what he said and wrote in all his works. 

	First of all, I would like to return to his Confessions and look at a process that occurred during his life on the way to conversion that slowly prepared him for later contemplaive prayer. I call this phenomenon a route to contemplation.


I. The route of living out life (negative providence)

A. Let’s start of in Book Two of the Confessions, where he describes himself at the age of 16.

My one delight was to love and be loved. But in this I did not keep the measure of mind to mind, which is the luminous line of friendship; but from the muddy concupiscence of the flesh and the hot imagination of puberty mists steamed up to becloud and darken my heart, so that I could not distinguish the white light of love from the fog of lust. Both love and lust boiled within me, and swept my youthful immaturity over the precipice of evil desires to leave me half drowned in a whirlpool of abominable sins. 

Your wrath had grown mighty against me and I knew it not. I had grown deaf from the clanking of the chain of my mortality, the punishment for the pride of my soul: and I departed further from you, and you left me to myself. And I was tossed about and wasted and poured out and boiling over in my fornications: and you were silent. (Conf. II, 2)

	This is a great description of a young adolescent's experience and struggles with affectivity and identity. Some of the phrases that jump up at us are: "the mists that steamed up to becloud and darken my heart", "the clanking of the chain of my mortality," "wasted," "tossed about", "boiling over" and, most of all, "and you were silent".

	Augustine goes on to say that the sensual pleasures he found at that time had an unexpected effect on him. They also brought displeasure, which ruined everything. He experienced disgust along with delight:

Nor did I escape your scourges. No mortal can. You were always by me, mercifully hard upon me, and besprinkling all my illicit pleasures with certain elements of bitterness, to draw me on to seek for pleasures in which no bitterness should be. And where was I to find such pleasures save in you, O Lord, You who use sorrow to teach, and wound us to heal, and kill us lest we die to you. (Conf. II, 4)

	Earlier he had said to God: "And you were silent." But we can ask: was God really silent? It seems he was speaking quite loudly here. 

	In this passage we find a sign of divine providence as Augustine saw it: “You who use sorrow to teach, and wound us to heal, and kill us lest we die to you.” Let us call it NEGATIVE PROVIDENCE. Augustine never used such a term, but he certainly illustrated what it meant throughout the Confessions. In this kind of Providence, God does not allow a person to remain in the delights of sin. Sin brings on its own punishment. It always carries with it disappointment and causes him/her to seek further for happiness, whether they know it or not. For people with their eyes open, sin defeats itself by its own negative effects. It’s like throwing ashes on your favorite soup; the souo no longer tastes any good. Augustine experienced displeasure along with the pleasure.

 Now let’s go to Book Three, where he is at his studies, now at Carthage. Carthage was the capital of North Africa, a university town, and an important seaport:

I came to Carthage, where a cauldron of illicit loves leapt and boiled about me. I was not yet in love, but I was in love with love, and from the very depth of my need hated myself for not more keenly feeling the need. I sought some object to love, since I was thus in love with loving; and I hated security and a life with no snares for my feet. 

	This is the Augustine we have come to know in his university days at Carthage: in love with loving, fascinated by new adventures, and heedless of risk. But then he goes further:

For within I was hungry, all for the want of that spiritual food which is yourself, my God: yet though I was hungry for want of it, I did not hunger for it. I had no desire whatever for incorruptible food, not because I had it in abundance but the emptier I was, the more I hated the thought of it. (Conf. III, 1, 1)

	He says: “Within I was hungry”. What was he hungry for? “That spiritual food which is yourself, my God”, he answers. For Augustine, everyone has a hunger for God, even a young African immersed in the “cauldron of illicit loves” of university life. 

Like many other young men, Augustine says, “though I was hungry for want of it, I did not hunger for it.” I prefer a freer translation: “I was hungry for it, but at the time I had no appetite”. That would mean that, as young university student, he was completely unaware of having this hunger for God because he was taken up by so many of the things a young man of 18 is taken up with.
	
	Further down in Book Three he reminds us of what we are calling negative providence, but he makes it more concrete:

O my God, my mercy, with how much bitterness did you in your goodness sprinkle the delights of that time! I was loved, and our came to the bond of consummation. I wore my chains with bliss but with torment too. For I was scourged with the red hot rods of jealousy, with suspicions and fears and tempers and quarrels. (Conf. III, 1)

	This reminds me of soap operas on tv. They usually involve illicit loves that end up in jealousy, with suspicions and fears and tempers and quarrels as their byproducts. Nothing new under the sun!

	This is one form of the negative providence God has for us and one route to eventual contemplation. The disappointment and sourness that sin brings with it and make us seek further and to keep seeking.


B. We now go to Book Four, where Augustine speaks at length about the death of a very dear friend, a new and painful experience for a young man twenty years old. This is another example of what we have called negative providence, God’s caring for us and bringing us to him by means of a negative experience. Let us read about it:

During the period in which I first began to teach in the town of my birth, I found a very dear friend, who was pursuing similar studies. He was about my own age, and was now coming, as I was, to the very flowering-time of young manhood. He had indeed grown up with me as a child and we had gone to school together and played together. (Conf. IV, 4)

Then death intervened:

But you are ever close upon the heels of those who flee from you, for you are at once God of vengeance and Fount of mercy, and you turn us to yourself by ways most wonderful (miris modis). You took this man from the life of earth when he had completed scarcely a year in a friendship that had grown sweeter to me than all the sweetness of the life I knew.

“Miris modis”, “by ways most wonderful”: this is a way Augustine had of expressing how God works in our lives. He will use it elsewhere in the Confessions. “Miris modis” means that God leads us to himself by the most unexpected of ways at definite moments during our lives. We don’t realize it at the time, but something happens that would never have happened otherwise. Here the experience was the death of a deeply loved friend.
	
	How this death became providence for him Augustine tells us a little further on. He was deeply shaken by the experience and sensed a profound emptiness:

My heart was black with grief. Whatever I looked upon had the air of death. My native place was a prison house and my home a strange unhappiness. The things we had done together became sheer torment without him. My eyes were restless looking for him, but he was not there. I hated all places because he was not in them. They could not say "He will come soon", as they would in his life when he was absent. I became a great enigma (magna quaestio) to myself and I was forever asking my soul why it was sad and why it disquieted me so sorely. And my soul knew not what to answer me. (Conf. IV, 4)

	An initial effect of the pain from the death of his friend was that Augustine began to question himself. Why this state of total destruction in my soul? Why am I pouring my soul into the sand? Why have I become a foreign land to myself? What has happened in me? He says he became an enigma (magna questio) to himself and for the first time in is life began to ask real existential questions.


C.  Further on in Book Four we also find still another form of this negative providence. It consisted in the boredom he felt with the ability of his own superior talents to bring him happiness:

And what did it profit me that when I was barely twenty years old there came into my hands, and I read and understood, the book of Aristotle’s Ten Categories …

And what did it profit me that I read and understood for myself all the books of what are called the Liberal Arts that I was able to get a hold of …

Of what use to me then was my intelligence, swift to run clear through those sciences, of what use were all those knotty books I unravelled without the aid of any human teacher, when in the doctrine of love of you I erred so far and so foully and so sacrilegiously? (Conf. IV, 16)


D. To pursue this theme of negative providence, let’s go to Book Five and the famous encounter Augustine had with Faustus of the Manichees that will end in disappointment, disillusion and disenchantment. Augustine began to be dissatisfied with the teachings of the Manichees. He had made the "mistake" of doing too much outside reading and asking too many questions:

Now I had read many works of the philosophers and retained a great deal in my memory, and I compared certain of these things with the long winded fables of the Manichees. What the philosophers taught seemed to me the more probable though their power was limited to making judgement of this world and they could not pierce through to its Lord. 

… I compared all this with what Manes had said, for he wrote at great length about such matters and quite wildly. But I did not find in him any explanation of the solstices or the equinoxes or the eclipses of the sun and moon, nor of any such things as I had read in the books of worldly philosophy. (Conf. V, 3)

The Manichees had promised a certain Faustus who would answer all his questions and doubts. So he waited:

And for almost all those nine years in which without a settled mind I listened to the Manichees, I had looked forward with unbounded desire to the coming of this Faustus. For the ones whom I had met, when they failed to find answers to the questions of this sort I posed, promised me Faustus. On his arrival and by conference with him these things would be most lucidly explained, together with any more important questions I would ask. (Conf. V, 6, 10)

Augustine finally met him and, you guessed it, was disappointed:

At last I was able to find opportunity, and with some of my friends I sought his attention at a time when we could properly exchange ideas. I mentioned certain questions that concerned me and I found at once that the man was not learned even in that. He had read some of Cicero's speeches and a very few books of Seneca, some of the poets and such writings of his own sect as had been written in Latin and were not difficult. (Conf. V, 6, 11)

He specifically states that for him this disenchantment was providential. For it freed him from having any further interest in the sect. Even if he didn’t leave it probably because most his friends were Manichees, he eventually would. In fact, he uses the word “providence” twice in the next three paragraphs:

Is it not thus as I remember it, Lord my God, judge of my conscience? My heart and my memory are open before you, who were then acting in me by the hidden secrets of your providence, and bringing my shameful errors before my face, that I may see them and hate them. (Conf. V, 6, 11)


He found that Faustus could not answer his questions and felt a great disillusion:

For when I realized that he was unlearned in those matters in which I had thought he excelled, I began to despair of his being able to clarify and solve for me the questions that troubled me. (Conf. V, 7, 12)

So he decided to distance himself a little from the sect of the Manichees and he uses the word, “providence” once again:

But all my effort and determination to make progress in the sect simply fell away through my coming to know this man. Not that I separated myself from them entirely; but simply, not finding anything better than the course upon which I had somehow or other stumbled, I decided to look no further for the time unless something more desirable should chance to appear. Thus Faustus, who had been a snare that brought death to many, did without his knowledge or will begin to unbind the snare that held me. For your hand, O my God, in the secret of your providence did not desert my soul. (Conf. V, 7, 13)

	Right after that he adds: “You acted with me in marvelous ways (miris modis) and it was you who did it”. Here we find miris modis again, the same expression he used for the providence that happened upon the death of his friend. This disenchantment with Faustus was another one of the unexpected routes to eventual contemplation, another important moment that set him searching again.

E. We already met Augustine on the street of Milan when he ran into the drunken beggar and began to reflect:

I was all hot for honors, money, marriage, and you made mock of my hotness. … I was preparing an oration in praise of the Emperor in which I was to utter any number of lies to win the applause of people who knew they were lies. My heart was much wrought upon by the shame of this and inflamed with the fever of the thoughts that consumed it. Passing along a certain street in Milan I noticed a beggar. He was jesting and laughing and, I imagine, more than a little drunk. …

I fell into gloom and spoke to the friends who were with me about the endless sorrows that our own insanity brings us. For here was I striving away, dragging the load of my unhappiness under the spurring of my desires, and making it worse by dragging it. And with all our striving our one aim was to arrive at some sort of happiness without care. The beggar had reached the same goal before us, and we might quite well never reach it at all. (Conf. VI, 6)
	
	In this case it was the stress involved in his vain and anxious task of lauding the emperor in public that was the pain that eventually taught him to look further for happiness



What we find in common among all these instances of Augustine’s story is an important process that went on as he moved toward conversion.  Disappointment, disillusion, disenchantment and boredom in life are unpleasant negative experiences, but they are not without positive fruiti f they are allowed to teach. For Augustine the displeasure amid the pleasures of his youth kept him away from finding any permanent meaning in them. The death of his friend was a moment of truth that set him questioning and he would never be the same again. The unmasking of Faustus was something almost all of us go through when we come to learn  more and our heroes fall, The boredom he experienced with the achievements of his mind at a young age and the envy in others showed him how empty all that can be if something more is not found. The immediate, though temporary,  happiness of the beggar taught him of the vanity and the fatigue of his hopes. All these were moments of truth that forced him to search on.

	It is a kind of dislodging process, an uprooting and discarding of what really doesn’t count and keeps away you from your true self. The result can be despair. But  it can also be a search. For Augustine it brought about a search.


II. To get an idea of this search, let us go back to Book Four. After describing to us the loss of his friend and the loss of his peace, he begins a meditation that will go around like a spiral and rise higher and higher.

	First he reflects on the cause of his pain when his friend died:

O madness that knows not how to love men as men! O foolish man to bear the lot of man so rebelliously! I had both the madness and the folly. I raged and sighed and wept and was in torment, unable to rest, unable to think. I bore my soul all broken and bleeding and loathing to be borne by me; and I could find nowhere to set it down to rest. (Conf. IV, 7, 12)

	His regret is that he loved his friend as if he was never going to die, as if he had no human limits. And so he suffered an unbearable loss. However, for the person who joins his or her love for others to the love for God, nothing is ever lost:

Blessed is the man that loves you, O God, and his friend in you, and his enemy for you. For he alone loses no one who is dear to him, if all are dear in God, who is never lost. And who is that God but our God, the God who made heaven and earth, who fills them because it is by filling them with himself that he has made them? No man loses you, unless he goes from you. (Conf. IV, 9, 14)

He then reflects on the transitoriness of people and things:

Convert us, O God of hosts, and show us your face and we shall be saved. Wherever the soul of man turns, unless towards God, it cleaves to sorrow, even though the things outside God and outside itself to which it cleaves may be things of beauty. For these lovely things would be nothing at all unless they were from him. They rise and set. In their rising they begin to be, and they grow towards perfection, and once come to perfection they grow old, and they die. Not all grow old, but all die. (Conf. IV, 10, 15)


	He goes on to say that human loves are good. They are not to be dismissed. But it is the love of God that gives a person a base to enjoy them and creates their proper proportion and balance. For example, he chooses not to turn his back on the world: 

If material things please you, then praise God for them, but turn back your love upon him who made them, lest in the things that please you displease him.

Nor are we to turn our back on people:

 If souls please you then love them in God because they are mutable in themselves but in him firmly established: without him they would pass and perish. Love them, I say, in him and draw as many souls with you to him and you can. (Conf. IV, 12, 18)

	As hard as the death of his friend was for the young Augustine, years later the author of the Confessions recognized it was a saving event in his life. For one thing, the event disquieted him even more than he had been up until then. He found himself forced to search further for a source of happiness. He continues:

Let us love him: he made this world and is not far from it. For he did not simply make it and leave it; but as it is from him, so it is in him. See where he is, wherever there is a savor of truth: he is in the most secret place of the heart. Yet the heart has strayed from him. O sinners, return to your own heart and abide in him that made you. Stand with him and you shall stand, rest in him and you shall be at peace. 

	This exhortation is very well known: "Return to your heart," It is the classical expression of Augustinian interiority. It is the route of the search for God. A few lines later Augustine, speaking of Christ's ascension, repeats it: 

He withdrew from our eyes, that we might return to our own heart and find him. (Conf. IV, 12, 18)
	
	In this long reflection Augustine has reached the presence of God in our hearts, the classic Augustinian expression of interiority. It began with the death of his friend and passed through the pain, the self-examining, the further searching until it attained the heights of what we have just read. 

	There is a pattern here. The discovery of one’s true hungers, one’s deepest desires and their relation to real happiness comes about naturally enough through daily life with its chain of joys and sorrows, fulfillment and disappointment, success and failure, love and loss, just like it did for Augustine.	Though he has put it all in a dramatic form, Augustine is really saying that this is basic life and life has to be lived consciously. It has the possibility of detaching a person from attitudes, blindness, self satisfaction and setting him on a search. The best advice is: let it all happen and be open to what it means.	Rightly understood, this vital process becomes a preamble to contemplative prayer.


III. The route of desire

	Let’s us now go to the expression “Return to your heart”. For Augustine this did not mean introspection nor a sentimentalism, which the word, "heart", frequently connotes. Nor can it mean a subjectivism that judges everything in the light of one’s prejudices or present state of mind. Rather, returning to one's heart requires discipline, detachment, and an accurate self knowledge. At the same time it did not mean merely intellectual activity.

	The key to contemplative prayer for St. Augustine, in fact all prayer, seems to be the innate desire for God that is in every person. We saw it at the beginning of the Confessions in the famous line: “You have made us for yourself, o Lord, and our hearts are restless until they rest in you” (Conf. I, 1) We also saw it as he talked about himself as a university student in Cartahage:

For within I was hungry, all for the want of that spiritual food which is yourself, my God: yet though I was hungry for want of it, I did not hunger for it. I had no desire whatever for incorruptible food, not because I had it in abundance but the emptier I was, the more I hated the thought of it. (Conf. III, 1, 1)

	The discovery of this desire comes through the process we just saw in Augustine’s life that ended up in that high meditation. Disappointment, disillusion and disenchantment are a dislodging of our spirit from all we used to believe valuable. They lead us to search for what it is we truly want and desire. Call it a purifying and enabling process. Augustine would say: “Let it happen”.

There are a number of places where he speaks of a prayer of the heart which flows from desire:

Prayer is a cry that rises up to the Lord. But if this cry consists only in the noise of a voice and not in a heart that pants for God, it is wasted breath. If you cry out with your heart and your voice stays silent, the cry, unnoticed by others, will not escape God. Therefore, when we pray, we can cry out to God with a loud voice, if need be, or remain in silence. In any event, it should be a cry of the heart.

	This cry of the heart calls for a concentration of the spirit which reflects a deep desire. The person does not lose confidence in its effect. You can cry with your whole heart only when there is nothing in your thoughts but prayer.

	This kind of prayer is rare for most people, Only a few succeed in doing it frequently. If someone is able to pray always, I don't know. In any case, the singer of this psalm tells us that such was his prayer: I cry out with my whole heart, hear me O Lord.

	To show us the purpose of his crying out, he adds: I will seek the ways of justice. That's why he cried out with all his heart. That is what he desired to receive from the Lord when his prayer would be heard: to be able to always seek the ways of His justice. We pray then that our minds be searching always for what we are asked to do.

	The cry of the heart is a solemn earnestness of thought, which, when given vent to prayer, expresses the profound yearning of the one who prays. (In Ps. 119, 29)

Or elsewhere:  

The mouth speaks through the medium of words; the heart speaks through the medium of its desires. It is your heart's desire that is your prayer. (In Ps. 37, 14)

In a famous letter to the Roman gentlewoman, Proba, asking his counsel how to pray, which occupies almost the entire 29th week of the year in the Office of Readings: we hear him say:

We pray always with a continuous desire flowing out of faith, hope, and charity. But at fixed hours and in given circumstances we also pray to God with words, so that by means of these external signs we may inspire ourselves. Through them we become aware of how much we have advanced in desire and make the effort to increase it. The greater the fervor, the greater the effect. What then does the Apostle's command, Pray without interruption, mean except "to desire untiringly the happy life, which is none other than eternal life, from Him who alone can give it"?

	Therefore, if we always desire this from God, we never cease to pray. That is the reason why in certain hours we divert our attention from daily concerns that may cool our desire and turn to prayer. We rouse ourselves with the words of prayer in order to concentrate on what we desire, so that the desire not cool down, grow cold completely, and go out. Therefore the same Apostle says: Your petitions should be made before God (Phil 4, 6). Not that the petitions need to be known by God, who certainly knew them before they were spoken. Rather, they need to be known by us for our encouragement in the presence of God, and not in the presence of men and women to brag about. (Letter 130, 9)


He tells her that it is not necessary to use many words

It is not a waste of time to pray long when we have the time, that is, when we are not impeded by good and important activities. Even during those activities, as I said, you must pray with desire. In fact, praying long does not equal praying with many words, as some think. One thing is to speak for a long while, another thing is to have an intimate and enduring desire.

	To use too many words in prayer means doing something necessary with a superfluity of words. Praying much, instead, means knocking with a constant fervor of heart at the heart of Him to whom we send our prayer. (Letter 130, 10)

He said as much once to his congregation:

So when you pray, it is devotedness you need, not wordiness. But your Father knows what is necessary for you before you ask him for it. So don't talk much, because he knows what is necessary for you...If he knows what is necessary for us, why should we even say a few words? Why pray at all? ... Yes, but the reason he wanted you to pray is so that he can give to an eager recipient ... This eager desire, you see, is something he himself has slipped into our bosoms. (Serm. 56, 4)


Interior prayer for Augustine seems to be a resting in our desire for God. At the same time it is a rest without repose because it keeps reaching inwards and upwards. The prayer of desire is a true contemplative prayer. Real prayer begins when desire takes over.

Important for Augustine was what happens to one’s heart while praying the prayer of desire. In a homily on John’s Gospel he once said:

The entire life of a good Christian is in fact an exercise of holy desire. You do not yet see what you long for, but the very act of desiring prepares you, so that when he comes you may see and be utterly satisfied.

	Suppose you are going to fill some holder or container, and you know you will be given a large amount. Then you set about stretching your sack or wineskin or whatever it is. Why? Because you know the quantity you will have to put in it and your eyes tell there is not enough room. By stretching it, therefore, you increase the capacity of the sack, and this is how God deals with us. Simply by making us wait he increases our desire, which in turn enlarges the capacity of our soul, making it able to receive what is to be given to us.

	So, my brethren, let us continue to desire, for we shall be filled. (In John 4, 6) 

(This homily too can be found in the Offices of Readings, Friday week VI)

He says something similar to Proba:

Why he should ask us to pray, when he knows what we need before we ask him, may perplex us if we do not realize that our Lord and God does not want to know what we want (for he cannot fail to know it) but wants us rather to exercise our desire through our prayers, so that we may be able to receive what he is preparing to give us. His gift is very great indeed, but our capacity is too small and limited to receive it. That is why we are told: Enlarge your desires, do not bear the yoke with unbelievers. ((2 Cor 6,11). 

The deeper our faith, the stronger our hope, the greater our desire, the larger will be our capacity to receive that gift, which is very great indeed. No eye has seen it; it has no color. No ear has heard it; it has no sound. It has not entered man’s heart; man’s heart must enter into it. (Letter 130, 17)
	
Then there is his famous prayer in the Confessions that ends with desire:

Late have I loved you, O Beauty so ancient and so new! Late have I loved you! For behold you were within me, and I outside; and I sought you outside and in my unloveliness fell upon those things that you made. You were with me and I was not with you. I was kept from you by those things, yet had they not been in you, they would not have been at all. You called and cried to me and broke open my deafness; and you sent forth your beams and shone upon me and chased away my blindness. You breathed fragrance upon me, and I drew in my breath and now pant for you. I tasted you, and now hunger and thirst for you. You touched me, and I have burned for your peace. (Conf. X, 28)

	It’s interesting to note to whom these ideas were expressed: Not to monasteries, not to assemblies of bishops or even to his own community, but to a Roman lady who wanted to know about prayer and to ordinary congregations that were gathered in African churches for the Eucharistic celebration.


IV. The route of love

Another route of contemplation for Augustine was charity or love itself. Charity does not ordinarily seem to be a cognitive faculty, but there are signs that for Augustine it was. In Book Seven of the Confessions, he tells us of his first contemplative experience of God after reading the works of the neo-Platonists:

Being admonished by all this to return to myself, I entered into my own depths, with you as guide; and I was able to do it because you were my helper.

I entered, and with eye of my soul, such as it was, I saw your unchangeable light shining over that same eye of my soul, over my mind. It was not the light of everyday that the eye of flesh can see, nor some greater light of the same order, such as might be if the brightness of our daily light should be seen shining with a more intense brightness and filling all things with its greatness. Your light was not that, but other, altogether other, than all such lights. Nor was it above my mind as oil is above the water it floats on, nor as the sky is above the earth. It was above because it made me, and I was below because made by it. He who knows the truth knows that light, and he who knows that light knows eternity. Charity knows it (caritas novit eam).

O eternal truth and true love and beloved eternity! You are my God. I sigh to you by day and by night. (Conf. VII, 10, 16)

	For Augustine, lack of charity was equivalent to a kind of blindness or darkness. One who is tied up in self seeking of any kind cannot see beyond himself, let alone set out on the way of contemplation. Love is liberating. It enables us to search for God. 

Welcome the unity of mind in the bond of peace, without which no one is able to see God. (i 185, 10, 43)

Discord, on the other hand, has the opposite effect:

We are God’s children, and we know it; but we would not know ourselves, if we did not cultivate peace. In creating discord among ourselves, we would no longer enjoy the means of seeing God, we would extinguish our vision. (Sermon 23, 17)

	In his treatment of the anima una at the root of contemplation, Athanase Sage refers to religious community and quotes Augustine as he wrote:

For what good is it to know the good, if we don’t love it. But if truth teaches, charity causes one to love in view of a more penetrating knowledge and the enjoyment of such a knowledge. (Sermon 71 12, 18)

[bookmark: _GoBack]	The anima una is a foretaste of the vision and the beatitude which is promised us and, even in this life, it is able to cause its riches of contemplation to bear fruit, in the measure in which it is exercised whole heartedly In seein God we know ourselves in the measure of this vision of God. But God in his supreme truth reveals himself only through the progress of fraternal charity. (pp. 162-3)

	There is much more that could be gathered to illustrate how Augustine saw love as a route to contemplation. However, that is a task that still lies ahead.


V. The route of wonder

Another route to contemplation was his gazing at the world with wonder and allowing the world to take him beyond itself. Here we meet Augustine the poet and artist. Let us begin with the famous meditation in Book Ten of the Confessions:

I asked the earth and it answered: “I am not he”; and all things that are in the earth made the same confession. I asked the sea and the deeps and the creeping things, and they answered: “We are not your God, seek higher”. I asked the winds that blow, and the whole air with all that is in it answered: “Anaximenes was wrong; I am not God”. I asked the heavens, the sun, the moon, the stars, and they answered: “Neither are we God whom you seek”. And I said to all the things that throng about the gateways of the senses: “Tell me of my God, since you are not he. Tell me something of him”. And they cried out in a great voice: “He made us”. My question was my gazing upon them, and their answer was their beauty. (Conf .X, 6, 8)

Note the expression of wonder: “My question was my gazing upon them, and their answer was their beauty”. This tells us lot of the contemplative bent of this poet and artist.

Right after that the meditation continues in an upward movement, quite Platonic:

And I turned to myself and said: “And you, who are you?” And I answered: “A man”. Now clearly there is a body and a soul in me, one exterior, one interior. From which of these should I have enquired of my God? I had already sought him by my body, from earth to heaven, as far as my eye could send its beams on the quest. But the interior part is the better, seeing that all my body’s messengers delivered to it, as ruler and judge, the answers that heaven and earth and all things in them made when they said: “We are not God” and “He made us”. The inner man knows these things through the ministry of the outer man: I the inner man knew them, I the soul, through the senses of the body. I asked the whole frame of the universe about my God and it answered me: “I am not he, but he made me”. (Conf X, 6)

This same upward movement from created things to beyond them can be seen in his De Trinitate where says:

You certainly only love what is good, and the earth is good with its lofty mountains and its folded hills and its level plains, and a farm is good when its situation is pleasant and its land fertile, and a house is good with its harmonious symmetry of architecture so spacious and bright, and animals are good with their animated bodies, and the air is good when mild and salubrious, and food is good when tasty and health-giving, and health is good being without pains or weariness, and a man’s face is good when it has fine proportions and a cheerful expression and a fresh complexion, and the heart of a friend is good with its sweet accord and loving trust, and a just man is good, and riches are good because they are easily put to use, and the sky is good with its sun and moon and stars, and angels are good with their holy obedience, and speech s good as it pleasantly instructs and suitable moves the hearer, and a song is good with its melodious notes and its noble sentiments.

Why go on and on? This is good and that is good. Take away this and that and see good itself if you can. In this way you will see God, not good with some other good, but the good of every good.  (De Trinitate VIII, 2, 4)





VI. The route of silence

	Naturally, most important for all the routes is the element of silence in one’s life, which Augustine often proposed to the people:

Let’s leave something as well to people’s reflections, let’s generously allow something also to silence. Return to yourself, withdraw from all the din. Look inside yourself and see if you have there any pleasant private nook in your consciousness where you don’t make a row, where you don’t go to law, where you don’t prepare your case, where you don’t brood on pigheaded quarrels. Be gentle in hearing the word, in order to understand. Perhaps you will be able to say, You will give exultation and joy to my hearing, and bones will rejoice, but ones that have been humbled (Ps 51:8), not “made proud”. (Sermon  52, 9, 22)


It is difficult to see Christ in a crowd. Our minds require a degree of solitude. It is in solitude, if we are attentive, that God lets himself be seen. Crowds are noisy; this vision requires hiddenness. "Take up your bed" (Jn 5,8), that is, having been carried yourself, carry your neighbor. "And walk", so that you may arrive. Do not seek Jesus in crowds. He is not just one of a crowd, but goes ahead of all crowds. (In John 17, 11)


VII. The route of intellectual inverstigation

Yet another route of contemplation for Augustine - which is not open to everybody - was his intellectual life accompanied by an ardent heart. I’ll close with a prayer he placed on the last page of his De Trinitate:

I have sought you and desired to see intellectually what I have believed, and I have argued much and toiled much. O Lord my God, my one hope, listen to me lest out of weariness I should stop wanting to seek you, but let me seek your face always, and with ardor. Do you yourself give me the strength to seek, having caused yourself to be found and having given me the hope of finding you more and more. Before you lies my strength and my weakness; preserve the one, heal the other. Before you lies my knowledge and my ignorance; where you have opened to me, receive me as I come in; where you have shut to me, open to me as I knock. Let me remember you, let me understand you, let me love you. Increase these things in me until you refashion me entirely. (De Trinitate XV 6, 50)


	These are some of the routes to contemplation that we can find in Augustine. They all merit further study, especially in the light of the contemporary interest in contemplative interior prayer.
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A

UGUSTINE’S 

ROUTES TO

 

CONTEMPLATION

 

 

 

 

We have

 

finished our readi

ng of the Rule of St. Augustine

 

and 

seen

 

i

ts 

influence through time in different parts of the wor

l

d

 

as well

. 

 

What I would 

like to do now is to take a look at 

some 

aspects of his

 

contemplative 

life

. 

Contemplation

 

was not 

something 

he considered to be

 

exclusive to the 

monastic life. 

He proposed

 

it to his congregations in Africa, to correspondents 

in his letters and to readers of his more refined theological works.

 

 

So t

his

 

will take us beyond his Rule. In fact, the Rule doesn’t say 

anything about contemplative prayer: The short chapter on prayer in the Ru

l

e 

(nn. 10

-

12) 

s

ays only

:

 

I

n the Oratory no one should do anything other than 

that for which it was intended and from whi

ch it also takes its name. 

Consequently, if there are some who might wish to pray there during their 

free time, even outside the hours appointed, they should not be hindered by 

those who think something else must be done there.

 

And

 

When you pray to 

God in 

Psalms and hymns, think over in your hearts the words that come 

from your lips.

 

However, in his letters, tracts and homilies 

we

 

will find much 

more. In fact, you 

can dete

ct a contemplative spirit be

neath 

what

 

he sa

id

 

and 

wr

ote

 

in all his works

. 

 

 

 

First of all, 

I would like to 

return

 

to his 

Confessions

 

and look at a 

process that 

occurred

 

during

 

his life on the way to conversion that

 

slowly 

prepared

 

him 

for 

later 

contemplaive prayer.

 

I call this phenomenon

 

a route to 

contemplation.

 

 

 

I.

 

The route of 

living 

out 

life

 

(negative providence)

 

 

A. 

Let’s start of in Book Two of the 

Confessions, 

where he describes himself 

at the age of 16.

 

 

My one delight was to love and be loved. But in this I 

did not keep the measure of mind to mind, which is 

the luminous line of friendship; but from the muddy 

concupiscence of the flesh and the hot imagination of 

puberty mists steamed up to becloud and dark

en my 

heart, so that I could not distinguish the white light of 

love from the fog of lust. Both love and lust boiled 

within me, and swept my youthful immaturity over the 

precipice of evil desires to leave me half drowned in a 

whirlpool of abominable sins. 

 

 

