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The Spiritual Exercises] Abstract. Confessions, the narrative of Augustine’s spiritual journey, has been a source of inspiration to readers through many centuries. It addresses the universal striving of the individual towards a “way of living” characterized by internal coherence and an experience of the transcendent. Here I present a cluster of spiritual exercises that emerge from a reading of  Confessions as a meditative ascent towards God through a radical change of thought and behavior.Augustine, using a method of inquiry and engagement, guides de reader through some fundamental exercises: remembering one’s story; facing inner restlessness; entering into dialogue with God; ordering of human love; centering in Christ; participating in a community of faith; living as a pilgrim.  
[The Formative practices] Abstract. The transformative power of the Exercises expands through the use of certain formative Practices to consolidate the choice of a Christian way of life. There are an adjunct to the Exercises, different but not separate. Among them are the construction of a personal narrative, attentive silence, assiduous lectio divina, engagement in ministry to the community, spiritual discernment, participation in ritual, and observance of the Rule. All based on Augustine’s the experiential nature of the Confessions.

Exercises and Practices have a private and a social dimension; together they constitute a didactic instrument for spiritual development of Augustine’s readers.  
Exercise 1. MEMORIA - remembering one’s story;  
PRACTICE: PERSONAL NARRATIVE

Exercise 2. DISPERSIO - facing inner restlessness;  
PRACTICE: SILENCE

Exercise 3. INTERIORITAS - opening a dialog with God;  
PRACTICE: LECTIO DIVINA

Exercise 4. ORDO AMORIS - ordering of love;  
PRACTICE: DISCERNMENT
Exercise 5. MAGISTER - centering in Christ;  
PRACTICE: MINISTRY

Exercise 6. COR UNUM - sharing in a community of faith;  
PRACTICE: RITUAL  

Exercise 7. PEREGRINATIO - living as a pilgrim.  
PRACTICE: THE RULE OF AUGUSTINE  

INTRODUCTION 

The Confessions, the masterpiece of Augustine (397/1997), is the personal narrative of a human being facing the mystery of God. Modern readers may find it difficult to sustain their attention to a text from a distant historical time. Yet Confessions conveys a message from the depths of human experience that has resonated in the minds of many people for 1600 years. It has also been a subject for scholars in a wide range of disciplines (Markus, 2001), although it does not always reach the larger audience of non-academics. The central theme of Confessions is Augustine’s inward journey (McMahon, 2006; Vaught, 2003); he reflects upon himself and issues of ultimacy in life as he searches for God and inner transformation. Life as a pilgrimage is the underlying metaphor that provides continuity and structure to the narrative (O’Connell, 1994). He describes his experiences in a direct and effective style marked by a vast array of emotions, motivations, and detailed cognitive processes. In so doing Augustine offers a primary reference for the interface of religion and psychology, particularly psychotherapy informed by a self-relational approach (Browning & Cooper, 2004; Dixon, 1999; Muran, 2001; Miller & Delaney, 2005; Niño, 1990). 

    Taking that perspective, I focus here on some specific elements in the narrative, identified as spiritual exercises that configure Augustine’s experience as he pursues internal coherence, wisdom, and transcendence. Seen as a construct, the exercises provide a unique illustration of the universal striving towards meaning and transcendence in life. Within the exercises I highlight briefly some concepts and processes that are relevant to both spiritual and psychological dimensions of self-exploration. They are guideposts for further research and applied work. 

Lessons from Ancient Wisdom 

The ancient philosophers who preceded and molded Augustine’s intellectual and spiritual vision were seriously involved, as he was, with the search for wisdom and union with the transcendent. To that end, they developed many practices of personal formation. Pierre Hadot (1995), in a groundbreaking study on the surviving texts of the Greco-Roman tradition, clarifies for non-specialists the nuances of their form and content. In particular, he defines the characteristics of the exercises found in those texts and the profound impact they made in early Christianity and, through Augustine, into the Middle Ages and our modern times. Hadot’s work has sparked renewed interest in this area among other scholars (Antonaccio, 1998; Martin, 2000), widening the scope of Augustinian spirituality.  
    The exercises are best considered as “spiritual” because, in Hadot’s analysis, this concept includes broader and important intellectual, ethical, and therapeutic aspects. In other words, they involve “the individual’s entire psychism” (1995, p. 82). The Greco-Roman texts present the ideals of philosophy not as a theory or discourse but as a formative experience, a way of living. They establish the basic principle, shared by all the ancient schools, that humans are in a state of unhappy disquiet and that unregulated passions are the principal cause of suffering, disorder, and unconsciousness. In order to achieve happiness, freedom, inner peace, and wisdom, humans must totally transform their vision, lifestyle, and behavior. That means developing a self liberated from passions and worldly desires, a moral person. The process required to reach that goal constitutes an askesis, the original Greek notion that stands for exercise, practice, training—all appropriate to that end.  

    Those ancient texts and their exercises made a deep impact on Augustine in his formative years. He had read and assimilated them, particularly the inspired thought of Plotinus’s Enneads, and let their influence filter through his narrative (Harrison,2000; Kenney, 2005). He was passionate about the search for wisdom, convinced that it would provide him with an ideal based on moral purification and intellectual loftiness. Later, he would also express his growing disappointment in not finding it. He came to understand that philosophy is capable of awakening aspirations in the human heart that ultimately it cannot satisfy (III, 4, 7-10, 18).     
 Augustine, Spiritual Master
     An exploration of the spiritual dimension of human experience inevitably raises this question: Who can be, or in fact is, a reliable guide in such matters? Considering the many seekers and objects of search in that area, it is hardly surprising to see the appearance everywhere of gurus and experts who offer their advice to the multitudes hungry for peace of mind, self-knowledge, happiness, and other basic aspirations. The promise is always a highly priced goal: a breakthrough, a new level of health or total transformation. A recent account of this phenomenon and the practices imposed on the seekers by self-proclaimed masters appeared recently in a lengthy essay in Time magazine.
  The author describes the growth of a vast spiritual marketplace where throngs of people are searching frantically through its goods. One cannot but remember Augustine’s insight into the ‘restlessness of the human heart’ and the things that people will do to find ‘the secrets of personal growth’ hidden in the new age.          

     People have always engaged in a quest for a better way of life and genuine seekers have listened to and followed reliable guides. In the Christian tradition of wisdom, the accumulated experience from the life and works of many of those guides offers both possibility and challenge. Amongst them, Augustine stands out as a towering figure mainly because of his Confessions.
 There he reveals a profound knowledge of the human heart’s motivations, internal defenses, passions and dreams, the power of will and its bondage, the depths of being wounded and lost. It is difficult for his readers to move through some of the passages where he describes himself as ‘carrying within a bleeding soul (…)’ (IV, 7, 12) without feeling the impact on their own minds. Through many pages of intense self-examination he astonishes us, even in these times of unveiled secrets, with his courage to pursue the truth at this level of honesty in writing.    

    He is most convincing speaking about the need to return to ourselves, to cultivate the path of interiority in order to overcome the effects of dispersion and to impose order in the disparate ways that we love. Augustine insists that we must surrender to God’s will, expecting everything from his graceful mercies, and simultaneously stand up with hope believing that we can always become better human beings. His humble attitude in the presence of God and the richness of his prayerful dialog is an encouragement for his readers. And above all, his teachings are sound and challenging because they reflect an attentive listening to and contemplation of the word of God.   

    Augustine, as a spiritual master, speaks to us not as someone elaborating a doctrine but as someone who draws on personal experience and wants to be heard and understood. One with the courage to give testimony of his unbreakable conviction that happiness and the true peace for human restlessness are ultimately found only in God (X, 20, 29; 22, 32; XIII, 16, 19).
 These are all ‘issues that matter’, related to the fundamental task of choosing and adhering to a rule of life. In that regard, Augustine compels the reader to reflect, to elevate his aspirations, and perhaps to change.     

The Confessions: Reading and Experience.

In the introduction to her recent work Vannier wonders if the day will come when we will finish our commentaries on Augustine’s writings, particularly the Confessions. She answers convincingly, ‘certainly, not’.
 The reason she gives, based on a reflection by the theologian David Tracy, is that the Confessions is a ‘classic’ in the most precise sense of the word. That notion derives its strength from the presence of two primary criteria: its capacity to present the truth and its capacity to transform the reader or spectator. Those criteria apply most properly to the Confessions where we find Augustine engaged on ‘making the truth’ in his life (X, 1, 1). At the same time he envisions his many readers, past and present, and states his desire to ‘stir their minds and affects towards God’ and a new way of life (X, 3, 4). History tells us that indeed, many of those readers experienced a transformation of their inner selves. In retrospect we can see how the power of personal and universal factors has given the work its permanency in time and explains its profound influence on Christian spirituality for 1600 years.

    Scholars concur that the Confessions were already popular and sought after even before Augustine completed them. However, the experience was not all that smooth for some. Carol Quillen recalls the case of Consentius, a contemporary of Augustine, who acquired a copy of the book with the intention of learning how to engage in dialog with God. He read a few pages, but did not persevere long at the task. He was set aback by the ‘irritating brilliance’ of its language and threw the book away. He also admitted that, for eight years, other personal factors like his unstable thinking, sinful behavior, and aversion to reading itself, prevented him from returning to the Confessions. However, a second reading changed his attitude. He then emphasized that he was seeing himself there and resonating with Augustine’s own thoughts. And he wrote: ‘The words of the blessed Augustine have steadied the tossing raft of my faith (…) the teacher is not lacking to me but rather I was deficient to the teacher’.

    The Confessions is a rather difficult book, shaped by traditions and events of a world long past and unfamiliar to contemporary readers. Is it possible to understand it outside of the customs and circumstances of that time? Certainly, if we consider that the purpose and content of the work is related to God and to humans’ perennial search for truth and happiness. There is a large dimension of human experience where we can identify with Augustine; that is the inner pilgrimage and inward journey that he and many others have made through God’s redemptive time. It is a zone of existence without boundaries in which we may gain a deeper understanding of ourselves and learn to engage in dialog with God as we respond to his call. It is the intrinsic power embedded in such experience that becomes a bridge between Augustine’s time and ours. He knew that would be the case when he envisioned readers of his Confessions in the present and the future (X, 4, 6). 

    Within the Christian tradition the classic works by revered authors are an irreplaceable source of inspiration and practical orientation for living. Regarding great ancient works, Hadot observes that ‘there are some truths whose meaning will never be exhausted by the generations of man (…) yet for their meaning to be understood, these truths must be lived and constantly re-experienced. Each generation must take up, from scratch, the task of learning to read and to re-read those old truths (…) This, too, is a spiritual exercise’.
 The problem is that we have neglected the reading of those works. In the context of modern life, they impose upon our schedules a slow rhythm that runs counter to our addiction to a fast pace in everything. We do not have much patience to create pauses, liberate ourselves from our preoccupations, and give full attention to a discourse that may stir self-examination and raise challenging questions. Accustomed as we are to moving in the whirl of constant images, it has become difficult to enter into a zone of interior silence and let the text alone unfold its meaning.

The principal objective here  is to rescue the vitality of some of the truths embedded in the Confessions. In the process it will become clear that it is possible to be fully engaged with Augustine’s search and experience in our time.

    Vaught points out to a challenge facing us: ‘we cannot plunge into the Confessions without calling ourselves into question (…) If we are unwilling to probe the depths of our souls, we will never understand Augustine, for he makes insisting demands that we trace out the path he has traveled in our own spiritual and intellectual development’
.The reader is pressed hard in that direction even on reading the first page: Augustine, with a bow to God, addresses his audience saying ‘we humans who carry our mortality about us (…)’ (I, 1, 1). No one can disregard what follows and simply close the book. Confessions is a ‘pilgrimage of the soul (XI, 15, 22) in search of truth and happiness. Readers can identify with Augustine as pilgrims; as Hadot remarks, though the story is about Augustine, ‘it must not be understood as the incommunicable singularity of the man Augustine, but, on the contrary, as universal humanity of which the events of the life of Augustine are only the symbols’.

Readers who persevere will have to move along a winding road, one that moves up and down through many vicissitudes, as Augustine progresses in his narrative; readers who do so will find that the story becomes their own in one way or another, as they follow Augustine’s progress. This is a meditative ascent, walked by many others since Augustine, that may stir some perplexities and fatigue, but is well worth the effort. To that end, from the perspective of this paper, we should approach it with a constructive and interpretive disposition.

    Constructive in the sense of reading to appropriate the truths in the work that will allow us to live the human and spiritual experience it narrates within the contours of our individual circumstances. The transcendent meaning and communicative power of the Confessions, like other masterworks of human genius, were not really complete or fully discernible at the time of their creation. They become richer through the responses they elicit from those who contemplate them and assimilate their message, integrating it within the realm of their aspirations and ideals. 

     The Confessions is a text meant by the author to serve as testimony to the validity of a Christian tradition. In that regard it contributes to the wholeness of what W. C. Roof considers a living tradition, ‘open to human agency and, therefore, to continuing narration of symbol, belief, practice, and image (…) [it] remains alive, vital and meaningful only as its members engage it in a given time and circumstance’.
 The reader is thereby challenged to become involved. 
From this perspective, reading Augustine and sharing it understanding with others is a challenge that demands ‘the solidity of the experience of God and life to be effective, something that is central in the Confessions’.
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