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Augustine's "Discovery" of Paul (Confessions 7.21.27)-

The word "discovery" is enclosed in quotes in the title to indicate the 
argument of this chapter, namely that there are important qualifications 
and much background to be borne in mind when reading the description of 
the above momentous event in the seventh book of the Confessiones: "So it 
was with most intense desire that I seized upon the sacred writings of your 
Spirit, and especially the Apostle Paul" (7.21.27).1 Hereafter this episode 
will be designated simply as the discovery scene. From that description, as 
well as from the context, the casual reader would be all too easily inclined 
to conclude that Augustine is there describing how he made a momentous 
discovery of the writings of Paul; writings which had been previously quite 
unknown to him. This seems, at least prima facie, to be the uncomplicated 
understanding of several biographers on Augustine. Thus, Bertrand sud­
denly introduces the saving guidance of Paul into the narrative, without any 
explanations.2 Guardini, de Plinval and Simpson do essentially the same 
thing.3 

Such a conclusion is valid within the declared purpose of the Con­
fessiones, seen as a devotional work directed to those fellow-believers of 
Augustine whose ears are opened to him by charity (10.3.3) and to inspire 
them with a love of God's mercy and "sweet grace" (10.3.4). The above 
conclusion would be valid simply by being directed to these declared ends. 
This would be particularly so in Augustine's pre-McLuhan world of ear­
dominance4 in which the Confessiones existed primarily as a prayer which 
"presents itself as being spoken in the present;" a status discovered and 
explored with great insight by Robert McMahon.s However, analysis is 
favored in the modem world of print which, as Marshall McLuhan so well 
said, gave the modem person "an eye for an ear.,,6 The ear made for 
aggregation, while eye- dominance favors analysis.7 

37 



FERRARI: AUGUSTINE'S "DISCOVERY" OF PAUL 

But the more one analyzes the "discovery" of Paul (and the Scriptures), 
the more problematic it becomes. Thus, consider,the first implications of 
the central statement: "1 seized upon the sacred writings of your Spirit, and 
especially the apostle Paul" (7.21.27). Riedinger has described this state­
ment as a powerful hyperbole (eine krti.ftigeHyperbef).8 For one thing, in that 
age such an embracing of the entire Scriptures would have been no mean 
feat in view of the great bulk of the manuscripts involved. Secondly, there 
is the problem of which Scriptures- those of the Catholica, or those of the 
Manichees among whom Augustine had just previously spent some ten 
years.9 Again, there is the unsettling evidence that neither then, nor for at 
least some half dozen years subsequently, did Augustine know the 
Scriptures very well at all, let alone understand them; a fact well appreciated 
by Courcelle.10 Thus, even somewhat later Augustine claimed that he could 
not understand the book of Isaiah which Ambrose recommended for his 
reading in preparation for baptism (9.5.13). Then again, he knew so little 
about the Bible that he even had to ask Ambrose for his suggestions about 
what biblical readings he should undertake for that preparation.ll Finally, 
there is the highly significant fact that in 391, or some five years after his 
conversion, as a newly ordained presbyter, Augustine had to ask his bishop 
for leave of absence in order to get to know the Scriptures (ad cognoscendas 
Scripturas ).12 

The combined impact of the above considerations would therefore lead 
one to question the first impression generated by Augustine's statement, 
namely that he read the entire Bible through, before confining his attention 
to an intensive study of the epistles of Paul. Rather does the reverse seem 
more plausible, namely that Augustine was primarily interested in Paul and 
only secondarily concerned with the remaining Scriptures and then perhaps 
only certain sections, inasmuch as they had seemed m accord, or in discord, 
with Paul. 

But even further, Riedinger considered it necessary to point out13 the 
significant fact that chapter 21, which opens with Augustine claiming to 
seize upon the whole of the Scriptures and especially the Apostle Paul, ends 
with Augustine reading only Paul: 

In a wondrous way all these things penetrated my very vitals, when 1 
read the words of that least of your Apostles [1 Cor 15.9], and 
meditated upon your works, and trembled at them.14 
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So Riedinger concludes that the whole episode should refer only to 
Augustine's seizing upon the works of Paul.1S 

The exclusive focus upon Paul comes out in what appears to be a 
description of the very same event in another work, much earlier than the 
Confessiones. After mentioning his ongoing yearning for philosophy, then 

"certain plenteous books (/ibri quidam plent) " [the Platonists of 7.9.13 ?], he 
says that they enkindled in him an incredible conflagration - "incredibile 
incendium concitarunt." Then, a little farther along, after writing of the 
covert attraction of the christian religion of his boyhood, he goes on to say: 
"Trembling, irresolute, and impatient, I snatched up [the writings of] Paul 
the Apostle ... I read the whole book with the greatest attention andcare.,,16 
The other Scriptures are not even mentioned in this account; an omission 
which would seem to confirm Riedinger's claim that it was a question of the 
writings of Paul alone. The problem with this conclusion is that the rest of 
the Scriptures are clearly implied by the wording of the discovery scene: 
"the sacred writings of your Spirit, and especially the Apostle Paul." Why 
did Augustine use this wording? 

However, what seems to be yet another account of the same discovery 
refers to the Scriptures as a whole, without singling out Paul's writings: 

After I had read only a few books of Plato ... I compared them as 
well as I could with the authority of those who have given us the 
tradition of the divine mysteries.l7 

We have then, what seem like two other accounts of the same discovery 
scene; one supporting Riedinger's view that it was concerned with Paul's 
works alone, while the other refers to the Scriptures as a whole, without 
mentioning Paul. Which one is to believed? Or are they accounts of two 
separate incidents? We shall have to return to this problem later on. 

Another problem about the discovery is raised by making an instructive 
comparison. Regarding the obviously important earlier episode of the 
discovery (7.9.13) of the writings of the "Platonists" (ie. Neoplatonists),18 
from the initial details of their discovery, we know what chance cause 

brought their writings to Augustine's attention, for as he there says: "There­
fore by means of a certain man puffed up with most unnatural pride, you 
procured for me certain books of the Platonists that had been translated 
out of Greek into Latin" (7.9.13).19 But this "therefore" implies a preceding 
cause which is seen from the text to be God's healing hand upon Augustine 
(7.8.12), and how he would show Augustine how he resists the proud and 
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gives grace to the humble (7.9.13). So the significance of the man "puffed 
up with unnatural pride" becomes evident, as also the source of the books 
of the Platonists. 

However, when the context of the discovery of Paul is examined, the 
above two important details are missing. First, unlike the case of the books 
of the Platonists, no indication is given of the provenance of the Scriptures 
upon which Augustine seized so eagerly. This is a detail of no small 
importance, in view of the defective nature of the Manichean Bible20 which 
Augustine presumably then had. Why did Augustine omit this most import­
ant information? Furthermore, in the book prior to the discovery, he 
complained of his inability to gain access to the Catholic Scriptures 
(6.11.18). No indication is given that the problem had been solved in the 
interim. In accord with what has been said in the opening pages of this study, 
such problems, revealed by analysis, do not arise at the auditory level of 
experience of the Confessiones, for if they did, they would impede and 
dissipate the flow of the narrative. 

Further analysis of the discovery account produces more problems. 
Thus, when the context is examined, theitaque implies a previous cause, but 
in the preceding paragraph, there is no obvious reason why the writings of 
the Platonists should have caused Augustine to seize "with the most intense 
desire," the writings of the apostle Paul. No hint is given as to why one 
should have led to the other. Indeed, there has not been any mention of 
Paul or his writings, in the preceding paragraphs, nor even in the entire 
previous narrative from page one onwards.21 Rather does it seem from the 
emphasis on the opening verses of John (7.20.26 onwards), that the books 
of the Platonists should have caused Augustine to seize most eagerly upon 
the Gospel ofJohn. Why has John been displaced by Paul? We shall return 
to this point later on. 

Meanwhile, early in this century J. Gibb and W. Montgomery also 
noticed the unexplained jump from the Platonists to Paul. They speculated 
that Victorinus, as translator of the Neoplatonists and as an earnest student 
of Paul's epistles after his conversion (8.2.3-5), could have been the reason 
for the connection through allusions to Paul in his translation.22 Billicsich 
deems their theory worthy of repetition.23 This is an interesting theory, but 
in default of evidence, it must remain in the realm of mere speculation. 

What the description of the discovery would seem to come down to, is 
that the itaque (therefore) at the beginning of the scene is therefore 
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implying a causation but without naming a cause. Courcelle has grasped this 
very point when he observed that the itaque is unintelligible, because as he 
says, no information has been furnished about the events which pushed 
Augustine to seize so eagerly the writings of the Apostle Paul.24 However, 
Courcelle attempts to render the iJaque intelligible by uniting the discovery 
scene (7.21.27) with the seizing of the volume of Paul in the conversion 
scene (8.1229).2S But if this were the case, where does it leave the visit with 
Simplicianus (8.2.3-8.5.12)? This visit would have to come somewhere 
before the discovery scene. Such could have been the case, for, despite the 
strongly implied importance of Paul in the discovery scene, surprisingly 
enough, there is absolutely no mention of the Apostle in the visit to 
Simplicianus which follows in the narrative. Indeed, the agenda there seems 
to be philosophical, with particular reference to Platonism as exemplified 
by the inspiring story of Victorinus. Thus, Simplicianus congratulated 
Augustine in that he "had not fallen in with the writings of other philoso­
phers" (8.2.3),26 and then proceeded to tell the inspiring story of Victorinus 
who "had read through and passed judgment on many philosophical 
works.,,27 So despite the apparent importance of Paul as the principal 
ingredient of the discovery scene, his writings are strangely absent from 
subsequent events, until much later with the Ponticianus episode involving 
the book of Paul discovered on Augustine's table (8.6.14). Neither is there 
any dominant theme, from the discovery of the books of the Platonists 
(7.9.13) to the end of the account of the visits28 with Simplicianus, to justify 
the implied importance of Paul in the discovery account. 

From previous considerations therefore, the surprising conclusion 
emerges that the seemingly very important discovery scene has neither 
identifiable sources, nor perceptible consequences in the narrative of the 
Confessiones! It therefore seems to have been merely inserted into the text. 
Where then does it belong in the events of the Confessiones, if at all? As 
was mentioned above,Courcelle believes that it is an earlier part of the very 
same reading as that of Rom 13.13-14 in the famous conversion scene.29 

However, on the basis of reference analysis, I have several times demon­
strated elsewhere that the justly famous conversion scene involving the 
seizing ofthe volume of Paul and the reading of Rom 13.13-14 is fictional 
in nature.30 But this scene, as well as the discovery scene, both seem to have 
been inspired by a real, earlier seizing of a volume of Paul. This earlier 
seizing upon the writings of Paul (and the Scriptures), like the Hortensius 
episode (3.4.7),31 seems to be have been a real experience, because of the 

41 



FERRARI: AUGUSTINE'S "DISCOVERY" OF PAUL 

three descriptions of it (already featured above) in different works of 
Augustine.32 This raises the questions (for later considerations) of whether 
the cause of that seizing can be ascertained, and whether a suitable place 
could be assigned it in the narrative. 

Meanwhile, going back to the books of the Platonists, Courcelle, in his 
famous Recherches,33 has produced detailed and lengthy evidence that 
Augustine probably discovered the Platonists through listening to the 
sermons of Ambrose. 34 Also, according to Courcelle,35 the man "puffed up 
with most unnatural pride" from whom Augustine obtained the books of 
the Platonists was none other than Manlius Theodorus, a former friend, a 
Christian and an expert on Platonism. At the time of their first meeting, 
living as he was, in the otium of philosophical retreat, Theodorus must have 
been the envy of the then-ambitious young Augustine with his Hortensius­
induced passion for philosophy and in search of just such a happy life.36 

Interestingly enough, at just about the chronologically appropriate place in 
the Confessiones (6.14.24), Augustine tried vainly to form a community of 
himself and friends for retreat from the world and the pursuit of philoso­
phy.37 Presumably, Theodorus' later fall from favor in Augustine's eyes was 
due to the fact that he had abandoned his philosophical retreat for a public 
and worldly life.38 

Coutcelle hypothesizes that Ambrose referred the inquiring Augustine 
to Theodorus as a Christian and also an expert on the Platonist elements in 
Ambrose's sermons.39 However, seeing that bishop Ambrose would not 
even talk to Augustine in private, and only very quickly in public (6.3.3-4), 
the referral would more likely have come from the earliest of Augustine's 
interviews with Simplicianus, whose influence upon Augustine has been 
much under-rated according to Courcelle.40 Such under-rating may well 
apply to the referral to Theodorus just mentioned. 

It would seem to make more sense if the referral to Theodorus came, 
not from Ambrose, as Courcelle suggests, but from Simplicianus. This 
would explain one anomaly noted above, namely that though the visit with 
Simplicianus (8.1.1ff.) seems to follow from the discovery scene, neverthe­
less it contains no mention of Paul, but deals rather with philosophy and 
philosophers. Therefore, it would seem that Augustine approached 
Simplicianus, not as a result of the "discovery" of Paul, but out of a puzzled 
curiosity about the "Platonic" elements in Ambrose's sermons. The hypoth­
esis that Simplicianus referred Augustine to Theodorus also makes sense 
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in view of Simplicianus' inspiring story about Victorinus, which would have 
led on naturally enough to the accessible Manlius Theodorus, a Christian 
and an authority on the Platonists and so possibly a likely person with some 
such volumes for borrowing, or buying- just the very man Augustine was 
looking for! From this meeting then, the inquiring Augustine would have 
acquired the books on the Platonists (7.9.13). If the above explanation 
avails, then the first visit( s) to Simplicianus would have taken place before 
the discovery of the books of the Platonists. This sequence will be assumed 
here. 

Meanwhile, Augustine's omission of an explanation for the transition 
from the Platonists to Paul is all the more inconsistent when one makes an 
instructive comparison. As was seen above, Augustine has explained how 
he came upon the writings of the Platonists. But the writings of Paul were 
of far greater importance to Augustine at the time of writing the Con­
fessiones. Surely then, there is all the more reason why the cause of his 
"discovery" of Paul should have been explained. Accordingly therefore, the 
inclusion of the former cause and the omission of the latter becomes doubly 
puzzling. 

In seeking a reason for this inconsistency, there comes to mind a 
rhetorical device often found in the Confessiones, which can be described 
as a kind of proof by parallel scenes. In this proof, as Courcelle has shown, 
two similar scenes are described and some quality is imputed to the former 
one. In virtue oftheir Similarity, it is implied that the same quality therefore 
aplies to the second situation. Thus, the conversion of Ponticianus' two 
friends at Trier (8.6.15)41 parallels the conversion-scene from many as­
pects42 and, as it were, vouches for its authenticity. Secondly, the episode 
of Anthony entering the church when the Gospel was being read and taking 
the words he heard as divinely directed to himself personally (8.12.29) 
seems to bear a similar relation to the tolle lege command and the subse­
quent reading from Paul.43 Thirdly, in regard to the present topic of the 
discovery of the Platonists and of Paul and of the delving into the Scriptures, 
the earlier discovery of Cicero's Hortensius leads on by a parallel similarity 
with the present topic to the first delving into the Bible (3.4.7-3.5.9). Finally, 
and in the fourth place, the Hortensius episode with its cogent realism44 

surfaces in the chapter (8.7.17), just prior to the entrance into the garden 
(8.8.19), where the famous conversion-scene transpires. The mention of 
Hortensius therefore seems to vouch for the veracity of this latter scene. 
From these four examples, it would seem to follow in a parallel fashion, that 
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the author intended that the discovery of the books of the Platonists (7.9.13-
7.20.26) should somehow justify the "discovery" of Paul's writings which 
follows (7.21.27). That the above kind of rhetorical device is being used in 
the present case, is suggested by the significant presence of the itaque 
(therefore) as introducing the "discovery" of Paul. 

In any case, we are stil1left with the problem of explaining what caused 
Augustine to leap from the books of the Platonists to eagerly seizing upon 
the Scriptures, especially the writings of Paul. At one point, as was men­
tioned above, Courcelle does this by ignoring the itaque and by claiming 
that a commonality of phrases unites the last thoughts on the Platonists 
(7.20.26) with the projected visit to Simplicianus (8.1.1). 4S But this not only 
bypasses the problem of the itaque, but also completely ignores the whole 
of chapter 21 in book 7. However, in another place46 Courcelle alleges that 
the books of the Platonists made possible for Augustine a reconciliation of 
the doctrine of Paul with the law and the prophets. This attempted recon­
ciliation does not explain the itaque, but it is exactly what Augustine himself 
says straight after the discovery: 

So it was with the most intense desire that I seized upon the sacred 
writings of your Spirit, and especially the Apostle Paul. Those difficult 
passages, where at one time he seemed to me to contradict himself, 
and where the text of his discourse appeared to be at variance with 
the testimonies of the law and the prophets, melted away (7.21.27, 
Italics are added).47 

This extract has several points of interest. First, it apparently contradicts 
the above claim of Riedinger that the episode was solely concerned with the 
writings of Paul. Certainly, it seems to have principally involved these 
writings, but in reference to the law and prophets, whence the wording in 
the above extract. Secondly, the extract, like Courcelle's explanation, is 
evasive and still does not inform us exactly what caused the leap from the 
Platonists to Paul. What were the passages where Paul seemed to contradict 
himself? What were the passages in Paul which were seemingly once in 
contradiction with the law and the prophets? Why has Augustine not 
divulged this vital information? The third point of interest is that while this 
is the very first mention of Paul's writings in the narrative of the Con­
/essiones, the reference to passages in Paul which at one time had created 
problems for Augustine clearly implies that he had already made a careful 
study of Paul. 48 Why has this information been suppressed in the narrative? 
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This word already seen against the omission of any previous mention of Paul 
in the narrative, is what may be termed a contextual inconsistency. 

Many Augustine scholars describe closely the events of the narrative of 
the Confessiones, yet apparently without noticing the above contextual 
inconsistency resulting from the incompatability between the word already 
and the earlier omission of Paul from the Confessiones.49 O'Meara seems 
to have been one of the first to have at least implicitly sensed the inconsis­
tency, because he suggested that the connecting link between the Platonists 
and Paul was Augustine's unmentioned previous study of Paul while still a 
Manichee. so Why has Augustine virtually concealed this information about 
his earlier studies of Paul? This question becomes more insistent when it is 
realized that in certain sections relating to the Platonists, Augustine seems 
to be deliberately giving the reverse impression, namely that he had read the 
books of the Platonists before those of the Scriptures, especially Paul. Thus, 
in the pages immediately before the discovery scene, after having described 
the importance to his spiritual development of the discovery of the books 
of certain Platonists which delivered him from his Manichean material­
ism,SI Augustine says quite explicitly in chapter 20: 

I believe, that you wished me to come upon those books [of the 
Platonists] before I read your Scriptures so that the way I was affected 
by them [i.e. the books of the Platonists] might be stamped upon my 
memory (7.20.26. Italics added.).S2 

Next, as if to underline the previous sequence of events, Augustine even 
goes on to hypothesize about the possibly deleterious effects upon his 
spiritual life, had he first been grounded in the Scriptures before he had 
discovered the writings of the Platonists: 

If I had first been formed by your Sacred Scriptures and if you had 
grown sweet to me by my familiar use of them, and I had afterwards 
happened on those other volumes [of the Platonists], they might have 
drawn me away from the solid foundations of religion. Or else, even 
if I had persisted in those salutary dispositions which I had drunk in, 
I might have thought that if a man studies those books alone, he could 
conceive the same thoughts from them (ibid. Italics added).53 

Apparently taking his cue from these passages, Alaric (among others) 
concluded that Augustine did not know the Scriptures before discovering 
the books of the Platonists- "il ignorait encore les Ecritures."S4 This then­
radical stance made Alaric the center of much castigation earlier in this 
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century in that he maintained that Augustine was converted to Platonism 
before Christianity.55 Some ten years later, Billicsich, apparently paying 
great heed to the preceding chapter (7.20.26), supported the same view­
point in that he said that Augustine thanked God that the books of the 
Platonists had fallen in his hands before he read the Bible.56 The above two 
extracts from the Confessiones are very conducive to just such an interpre­
tation. But those texts are in contradiction with the immediately preceding 
extract above which maintains that Augustine hadabmdy made a thorough 
study of Paul's writings before reading the PlatoniSts. Yet, as noted above, 
prior to the seizing upon Paul's writings there has been no mention of them 
in the narrative. Furthermore, as shown above, this silence hints of a certain 
deliberateness. 

This absence of Paul's writings in the earlier events is to be contrasted 
with the presence of those writings in certain momentous events subsequent 
to the "discovery" being treated here. Thus, they are next mentioned in the 
chance rmding by a certain Ponticianus, of a volume of Paul's writings on a 
table in Augustine's residence (8.6.14).57 Augustine makes the significant 
observation that he "extended very great pains upon those Scriptures (illis 
me scripturis curam maximam inpendere)." Presumably that cura maxima 
originated in the episode of seizing upon Paul's writings. The second 
momentous event involving Paul's writings is the tableau of the reading 
from Rom 13.13-14 in the justly famous conversion scene (8.12.29-30). 

Added to the above extremely important episodes in the narrative, there 
is also in the text itself a deliberate, repetitive and insistent use of certain 
vital passages from Paul, as has been demonstrated by Lods and 
Pellegrino.58 Also, examination of the distribution of quotes from Paul in 
the Confessiones will show a significant increase from the seventh book 
onwards, with the concluding book containing even eighty such references. 
So the presence of Paul (in the form of quotes) is everywhere important to 
Augustine the narrator, but especially from the seventh book onwards, 
when the writings of Paul also make their first appearance in the narrative. 

With a view to trying to understand Augustine's above textual inconsis­
tency about his previous studies of Paul, despite a complete absence of Paul 
from the previous narrative, we are faced with the question of his knowledge 
of Paul in his life prior to the discovery scene. This also requires knowledge 
of Augustine's scriptural studies during this same period, as well as the 
larger perspective of his religious life during those years. Treating these in 
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reverse order, there is first the question of Augustine's earlier religious life. 
The Confessiones yields a few valuable clues. We do know that the infant 
Augustine was signed with the sign of the cross and seasoned with salt as 
soon as he was born (1.11.17), so becoming a catechumen of the Catholic 
Church. This speedy initiation into the catechumen ate was the work of his 
fervently religious mother, Monica, who weeps so much for Augustine's 
waywardness throughout the Confessiones. Consequently, it is unthinkable 
that her solicitude for his early religious education would have stopped with 
that initiation. As he says, he, along with all his family, except his pagan 
father, were believers (ibid.). Furthermore, the use of the imperfect tense 
(above) for the being signed (signabar) with the sign of the cross and being 
seasoned (condiebar) with the salt, means that the actions were repeated on 
many occasions over a prolonged period of time.59 Jt would therefore seem 
that as both a boy and youth, Augustine, along with his very pious mother, 
frequented the local Catholic church. Therefore, as a young church-goer 
with some degree of regularity over many years, both Paul and the 
Scriptures would have become known to the young Augustine, at least on 
a casual basis, through liturgical readings. 

With this as background, a phrase in the third book (3.4.8) which is 
commonly translated as expressing Augustine's ignorance of Paul at the age 
of nineteen, must be reconsidered, and translated rather as an ignorance of 
a preceding passage of Paul in the text.60 But about all this religious aspect 
of his earlier catechumenallife, and also about Paul, Augustine is strangely 
silent. One can hypothesize that such an omission could be for dramatic 
effect, by increasing the atmosphere of sinfulness in the years prior to his 
conversion. 

Another surprising and very relevant aspect of his earlier religious life 
which is generally ignored by scholars, is that, despite his emphasis on his 
Manichean sojourn in that period, Augustine apparently never considered 
himself to have ceased being a catechumen of the Catholic Church and so, 
presumably participated in the appropriate rituals. Occasional signs of that 
continuing catechumenical status have been let slip in his writings. Probably 
the earliest observation of such an occasion was made by Gibb and Mont­
gomery in their 1908 edition of the Confessiones,61 at the point where 
Augustine, writing of himself as a Manicbee of some ten years,62 says that 
he decided to continue as a catechumen in the Catholic Church.63 Likewise, 
in the sixth book of the Confessiones, Augustine does not consider returning 
to the Catholic Church, but rather says: "1 willfix my feet on that step where 
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my parents placed me as a child" (6.11.18).64 Again, in an earlier work of 
391/392 he says of himself, as the Manichee that he was before his conver­
sion: "but what shall I say of myself who was already a Catholic Christian 
(qui iam catholicus christianus eram )?"65 Had he ceased being such, at least 
he would have said: "had been" (fueram). Lest this duality of religious 
allegiance appear sheer duplicity, it should be pointed out that, on the other 
hand, the Manichees considered themselves to be the true Christians, as is 
testified by first-hand evidence from the Manichee, Faustus.66 As a little 
thought will show, these considerations are very relevant to the heated 
debate, begun in 1918 by Alfarie, 67 about whether Augustine was first 
converted to Christianity, or to Platonism. It would seem that despite his 
Manichean membership of some ten years, Augustine considered himself 
to have never ceased being a Christian catechumen. 

Earlier in the narrative, at the age of nineteen (3.4.7), Augustine's 
religious life changed dramatically with his joining the Manichees (3.6.10); 
a transformation in which the Scriptures seem to have played an important 
role. The subsequent ten years of Augustine's Manichean biblical studies 
seem to have been too much glossed over, with a resulting lack of appreci­
ation of the Manichean biblical context so relevant to an appreciation of 
the discovery scene. It is time to rectify this omission.68 

First of all, returning to the Hortensius episode of Augustine's nine­
teenth year (3.4.7), he was then inflamed by Cicero's book with an ardent 
love for philosophy in the abstract. But the one restraint upon this passion 
was that the work did not contain the name of Christ (3.4.8). This is yet 
another sign of the depth of Augustine's early catechumenical faith. Next, 
with this newly awakened passion for wisdom,69 probably guided by half­
remembered liturgical readings involvingwisdom,7° he first sought enlight­
enment by a short investigation of the Scriptures, but was repelled by their 
unpolished style: "My swelling pride turned away from its humble style, and 
my sharp gaze did not penetrate into its inner meaning" (3.5.9).72 This was 
a natural enough reaction for an arrogant student of nineteen, studying the 
art of fine language. The casual reader can all too easily conclude from this, 
that Augustine had nothing more to do with the Scriptures until the episode 
of eagerly seizing upon the writings of Paul (7.21.27), but this is contradicted 
by occasional details in the text, as will be seen. 

Meanwhile, a careful examination of the sequence of events imme­
diately after the Hortensius episode shows that that sequence was really a 
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sequence of causes. From the repetition of the word itaque (therefore) at 
the beginnings of both the investigation of the Scriptures (3.5.9) and also 
of the subsequent induction into Manicheism (3.6.10), it appears that the 
Scriptures were part of the reason for Augustine's falling in with the 
Manichees. Accordingly he says a little farther along in the text: 

I was as it were subtly moved to agree with those dull deceivers when 
they put their questions to me: "Whence is evil?" "Is God confined 
within a corporeal form?" "Does he have hair and nails?" "Are those 
to be judged just men who had many wives, killed other men, and 
offered sacrifices of animals?" Ignorant in such matters, I was dis­
turbed by these questions, and while actually receding from the truth, 
I thought I was moving towards it (3.7.12).73 

And from this shocking encounter it seems, derived the above-men­
tioned short venture into the study of the Scriptures (3.5.9). This venture is 
but another sign of the depth of Augustine's catechumenical faith at that 
time. 

Soon after joining that sect, he complains in the Confessiones that he 
was deceived into condemning "Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and Moses 
and David, and all those others who found praise in God's mouth" (3.7.13). 
The reason for this general condemnation was that the Manichees consid­
ered the Old Testament the work of the Devil.74 After several pages of 
basically biblical problems that Augustine seems to have had at that time, 
he concludes with an observation which expresses the contempt of the 
Manichees for the Old Testament and the prophets: 

I was ignorant of such things, and I mocked at those holy men, your 
servants and prophets. But what did I accomplish when I derided 
them, except that I should become a thing of scorn to you? (3.10.18)75 

We have first-hand evidence of the Manichees' attitudes to the Bible 
and its contents through the testimonies of certain Manichees themselves 
in some of Augustine's anti-Manichean polemics. The largest and most 
informative of these is the Contra Faustum (397/8).76 Faustus expresses his 
contempt for the holy men of the Old Testament by the sins that he imputes 
to them.'7 As for the prophets, they were not seen as predicting the coming 
of Christ 78 and Moses was accused of having committed the ultimate sin of 
cursing Christ.79 In addition, the Manichees scorned the law of the Old 
Testament involving such practices as keeping the Sabbath, circumcision, 
animal sacrifices and abstention from swine's flesh.80 Consequently, the 
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Manichees, by their complete rejection of what they saw as the primitive 
and superstitious practices of the Old Testament, saw themselves as the 
true, untainted Christians. 81 In addition, they denied that Christ came, not 
to abolish the law and prophets, but to fulfil them (Mat 5.17).82 Even in the 
New Testament they claimed that many interpolations had been made by 
the evil one who sows seed in the night (Mat 13.25).83 

As a thorougly convinced Manichee of some ten years duration, Augus­
tine would have sincerely believed all the above attitudes and one would 
expect that the discovery scene would have precipitated a traumatic con­
frontation with those well entrenched beliefs and so have led to consider­
able upheaval. But surprisingly enough, the effect of reading Paul is quite 
otherwise: 

Those difficult passages, where at one time he seemed to me to 
contradict himself, and where the text of his discourse appeared to 
be at variance with the testimonies of the law and the prophets, 
melted away (7.21.27).84 

No one seems to have noticed that this extract is amazingly proleptic 
about the law and the prophets; it implies that in themselves, they presented 
no problems at all to a former Manichee with some ten years of believing 
such things as those mentioned above! The latter portion of the above 
extract, concerning the law and the prophets, therefore becomes suspect, 
to say the least. In fact, it is rendered incredible by what Augustine says in 
the Retractationes of 426n where he makes the significant confession that 
his early attempt in 388 (some two years after the discovery scene) to 
reconcile the Old and the New Testaments was a sham because of the faulty 
nature of the manuscripts and also because of his inexperience.8S Conse­
quently, the reference to the law and the prophets, in the above extract, 
must be discarded. 

We are therefore back with Riedinger's claim that the discovery scene 
is really about the writings of Paul and their inner consistency. The mention 
of the law and prophets seems to acknowledge a thicket of problems, 
hopefully to be solved at a later date. On the other hand, we do know from 
information elsewhere, that it took years for him to come to terms with both 
the law and prophets.86 Nevertheless, the mere mention of them was an 

adequate way of dealing with the problem on the auditory level, if not at 
the analytical one.87 From the above, it would seem to follow that Paul was 
indeed the principal subject of Augustine's eager inquiries after all, with the 
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law and prophets as a postponable side-issue. This would seem to indicate 
the preponderant importance of Paul to Augustine, in that he was seen as 
more important than all the problems presented by the law and prophets in 
the Old Testament. One reason for this could well have been the revived 
importance of Paul in the Latin Church of those years, so much so that one 
author suggests that those last decade of the fourth century could well be 
called "the generation of S. Paul."88 Another reason, to which we shall 
presently tum, was Augustine's Manichean background. 

What then connects the books of the Platonists with Paul? Granted 
Augustine's visits with Simplicianus before and during his reading of the 
books of the Platonists, as well as his curiosity about their presence in 
Ambrose's sermons, then Simplicianus, himself both Platonist and priest, 
would have been an ideal person to offer explanations about religious 
implications of those books. Indeed, Simplicianus' assistance seems implied 
in Augustine's observations about what he, as still a Manichee at the time, 
did and did not find in those books (7.9.13ff.). Augustine's observations that 
he did not find in those books the Incarnation, or the Redemption are very 
proleptic indeed, as these interests presuppose his conversion. Their pres­
ence in the description probably derived from the reflections of Augustine 
the bishop, but also hints at possible input from Simplicianus while Augus­
tine was reading those books. Chief among the new ideas was that of 
immateriality. Accordingly, to stress its importance to the seventh book of 
the Confessiones, in the opening sentences Augustine declares: "I could 
conceive of no substantial being except such as those that 1 was wont to see 
with my own eyes."S9 And correspondingly, in the second last chapter of 
book seven, after dealing with the books of the Platonists, Augustine states 
very purposefully: 

At that time, after reading those books of the Platonists and being 
instructed by them to search for incorporeal truth, 1 clearly saw your 
invisible things which "are understood by the things that are made" 
(7.20.26).90 

The quote is from Rom 1.20 and a sign of its importance is that it occurs 
three times in the chapters dealing with the books of the Platonists.91 

Reference analysis also shows that it is of some significance, since it occurs 
a dozen times in Augustine's earlier works. 

So the Platonists' concept of immateriality has led to Rom 1.20 and to 
Paul. The threshold concept of immateriality permitted grasping the con-
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cept of the God of the Christian Platonist in contrast to the material God 
of Ught of the Manichees. In this perspective, the Incarnation could be 
presented in an entirely new form very congenial to the philosophical 
Augustine. This philosophical form would also have rendered him immune 
to the taunts of the Manichees about the indignity of a God being born of 
a woman.92 More to the point of Augustine's visits with Simplicianus, the 
Incarnation was expressed in the first chapter of John (whose prologue was 
so loved by Simplicianus)93 - "And the Word was made flesh." This verse 
occurs four times in the account of the books of the Platonists94 and some 
thirty-four times in Augustine's earlier works, as well as a total of fifty-two 
times in the forms of other verses of similar import,9S making an impressive 
total of ninety occurrences in all! Therefore, despite his Manichean back­
ground, the Incarnation soon became a belief of supreme importance to 
Augustine. It was a belief which seems to have sprung from the early 
instructions of Simplicianus. 

Next we come to the immediately relevant question of Paul in 
Augustine's religious background, especially during the ten years he spent 
as a Manichee. First, regarding Christ, we do know from numerous refer­
ences in the Confessiones that his name was treasured by Augustine from 
his earliest years onwards,96 generally in connection with the faith im­
planted in him at an early age by his pious mother. Apparently, the name 
of Paul was not as important in that early instruction, but seems to have first 
become best known to Augustine from the Manichees, a factor which could 
also help explain the excitement with which he seized upon the writings of 
Paul, in that, thanks to the discovery of the Platonists and the concept of 
immateriality, he suddenly saw the possibility of the Catholica and not the 
Manichees, being the rightful interpreters of Paul. 

But regarding Paul's importance to Augustine during his Manichean 
sojourn, while we know to next nothing directly, we can however, make 
some deductions indirectly from certain of Augustine's works, or even from 
the words of certain Manichees featured in some of Augustine's polemics. 
First, from the words of Augustine himself, there is the remark let slip in 
the Confessiones to the effect that the Manichees considered it a good thing 
to read the Apostle (8.10.24). Again,just how indispensable the Manichees 
considered Paul is implied from the following words of Augustine: "Let us 
see how the Lord Himself in the gospel has taught us to live; how, too, Paul 
the apostle, for the Manichaeans dare not reject these Scriptures.,,97 
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Regarding the testimony of the Manichees themselves, in the important 
Contra Faustum of397/8, Faustus declares unequivocally his faith in Paul,98 
which evokes a lengthy attack from Augustine on the Manichees' interpre­
tations of the Apostle. Also noteworthy is the fact that Faustus quotes 
approvingly nearly three dozen times from Paul during the same work.99 In 
modem times, various studies have also demonstrated the importance of 
Paul to the Manichean faith.loo A vel)' useful analysis of the scriptural 
citations by the Manichees in those debates is to be found in Decret's 
work.IOI Indeed, as one author puts it, Paul became a favorite of the sect.102 

Again, ancient Manichean manuscripts discovered in the present cen­
tul)' (especially those in the Chester Beatty Collection), offer abundant and 
alternative first-hand evidence of Paul's high status with the sect, judging 
by the frequent invocations of his name. Paul's importance to the Mani­
chees would also seem to explain the earlier problem of why Augustine 
writes of snatching up the writings of Paul in the text of the Contra 
Academicos (see note 16), but of the divine mysteries in the De beata vita 
extract (note 17). The former was addressed to Romanianus whom Augus­
tine had led with himself into Manicheism, where Paul was so important, 
while the latter work was dedicated to Manlius Theodorus, fellow-Christian 
and authority on the Neoplatonists. 

Significantly and surprisingly, Paul is but sparsely quoted in the early 
works of Augustine until the De Genesi contra Manichaeos (388/389), his 
earliest explicitlya,nti-Manichean work, which releases a veritable torrent 
of references to Paul. Indeed, these constitute some sixty percent of the 
total scriptural references in that work. Moreover, Augustine's vel)' manner 
of prefacing his quotes from Paul strongly implies that he is vel)' conscious 
of turning the Manichees foremost christian authority against them. Of the 
three dozen quotes in the work, two-thirds are prefaced by the words: "The 
Apostle says ... ", or its equivalent. So began, with a cloudburst of quota­
tions, what subsequently became the powerful presence of Paul in all of 
Augustine's subsequent works. 

It would seem that from his Manichean background as well as his 
polemics against his former coreligionists, there was nourished Augustine's 
lengthy preoccupation with his exegesis of Paul; a vast undertaking which 
was aimed at clearly defining his own interpretation over and against that 
of the Manichees.103 Augustine's resulting volumes are an enormous trib-
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ute to the unspoken importance of the Manichean Paul who was so silently 
omitted from the first seven books of the Confessiones. 

As to why he omitted that Manichean Paul from the Confessiones. the 
thought probably occurred to Augustine that the topic had received ample 
attention in his anti-Manichean writings. Also. featuring the Manichean 
Paul in his masterpiece of the Confessiones would have publicly mired the 
Apostle once more by association with the despised Manichees from whom 
Augustine probably considered that his anti-Manichean polemics had fi­
nally rescued Paul. 104 Also, explanations about the Manichean Paul would 
border on the pedantic and would have greatly detracted from the intended 
aural impact of the Confessiones as script for a dramatic reading. lOS Simi­
larly, tackling the problem in the Confessiones would have involved its 
author in a complex issue which would have have greatly detracted from the 
main lesson of the Confessiones itself, which was the irresistible nature of 
divine predestination; a divine revelation granted Augustine in 396, or just 
prior to beginning the writing of the Confessiones.106 So Augustine's silence 
about Paul prior to the discovery scene can be now understood, as well as 
why he tried to conceal that absence. But he was thereby faced with the 
problem of giving Paul a credible presence in the narrative, prior to the 
central role of Paul's writings in the conversion scene. Augustine therefore 
had to perform a literary leap from the Platonists to Paul; a leap which until 
now, has remained unexplained, and so given rise to much speculation. 
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