
FORMATIVE PRACTICE of NARRATIVE
  Remembering takes on a reversible character as Augustine moves alternately from past to present:  “What I was then …what I am now” (X, 4, 6); he creates a loop in which a specific event can be placed either before or after another because it does not take on its full significance until it is considered from the perspective of the whole journey.

1. Objective: to know and to restore oneself. 
      Augustine begins his Confessions with a request to God: ‘Allow me to speak before your mercy’ (I, 6, 7). The text that emerges is enriched with the complexities of a profound revision of his thought and actions. His objective is not merely reconstructing his autobiography, but making a purposeful effort to know and to restore his inner self “making the truth”. His narrative becomes an activity that creates order in a tangible form. 

·     The narrator, who enters into action on the first page, the ubiquitous ‘I’, is willing to confront unavoidable and fundamental questions with regard not only to his nature as a created being but also to the moral depths of his experiences: ‘Who am I to you?’ (I, 1, 1) and ‘what is my nature?’ (IX, I, I). These are the questions that situate his self on the ultimate ground of life. 
· To give an answer, he will remember recordare volo, descending to the ‘bare depths’ of his being, a zone of radical openness beyond the barriers of self deception. He admits that doing so will not be easy: ‘I am laboring over it, laboring over myself, and I have become for myself a land hard to till’ (X, 16, 24).  Nor is he going to uncover things that are already known to God. However, he will discover things about himself in the process of narration in search of the meaning of his life. 
· Augustine reconstructs his life story at different periods: early memories of childhood (books I-II), adolescence (IV-VI) and early adulthood (VII-VIII). These bring up images and events from proximal contexts, including family, sources of support, and multiple cultural factors. In the course of his remembering, Augustine focuses his attention more closely on concrete situations and relationships that enable him to disclose his intimate way of thinking and express a wide range of affects. The writing becomes a formative practice that allows Augustine to achieve a deeper understanding and expression of his renewed ‘real self’, living through different phases of his past experience.
·  The underlying reflective activity uncovers important links between those phases and critical changes that have since taken place. Writing gives him an opportunity to bring up what is subjective and elusive, making it objective and creating a sense of ordered reality and continuity that heals and strengthens his internal resources. That carries the potential for a genuine transformation and spiritual progress.     

2. Exploring ‘vast fields’
       Later, in book X, he explains and summarizes the ‘method’ he has already been using to describe the events recalled from the past. 
· He underlines a series of interrelated activities.  He collects his thoughts to explore ‘the vast fields and mansions of memory (…) where I meet myself’.  Then he recalls ‘what I did, when and where I acted in a certain way and how I felt about acting (…) the things I have experienced or believed (…)’, and he meditates ‘on all these as though they were present to me’ (X, 8, 12-14). He exercises the power of his mind to pull them from ‘the distant caverns’ where they have been relegated in so he can gather them and make them knowable again (X, 17, 18), ‘selecting some and displacing others’ (…). All this activity is oriented to discern, evaluate, and scrutinize these experiences.  Most importantly, he carries on this process in dialog with God, the thread that keeps the pieces together: ‘I consulted and listened to you teaching me (…)’.
· He concludes saying that he frequently practices this self-examination, which provides a sense of liberation and relief: ‘It is still my constant delight to reflect like this; in such meditation I take refuge from the demands of necessary business insofar as  I can free myself’ (X, 40, 65). This constitutes a source of spiritual and psychological coherence that allows him to say, with honesty, in the presence of God and his readers, ‘This is what I am’ (X, 2, 2). 
· Despite the significance of the remembered past, it is the interpretation made in the present that determines the meaning of the narrative. The inherent connection between the images from the relived experience and the words that the narrator arranges through the writing is the text that recreates the past into a new experience. Thus the narrative becomes a testimony of ‘making the truth’ (X, 1, 1) that reveals a new self. On that basis, Augustine insists that his readers should consider understanding him not as he was ‘then’ but as he is ‘now’ (X, 4, 6).    

3. Life structuring

     An attentive reading of Augustine’s approach reveals a ‘life structure’, that is, the underlying pattern or design of a person’s life and experience. It embraces several components whose centrality and importance depend on the emphasis and attention that the individual gives them. They are all characterized by ‘external aspects—events, social contexts, roles, influences of all kinds—as well as internal aspects—subjective meanings, motives, conflicts, personal qualities.’

    Figure 1 integrates some basic elements that are distinctively important to Augustine and serve as a tool for the practice of reconstructing the design of one’s personal life.      

     LIFE STRUCTURE IN THE CONFESSIONS
Past experience

Friendships                               Lifestyle

                              Groups                                                           Work

Search for happiness
Fundamental striving toward meaning and transcendence in life.

God’s call and human response.
Family                                       Social causes

           Marriage                Faith community

‘Why do I do this?’    
   Following the imperative to confess and praise (I, 1, 1), Augustine raised a critical question: Why I do write this story? (X,3, 3). Above all, he will use the disclosure of his experience that embraces ‘de bonis et de malis’ (X, 4, 5), to ‘stir the mind and affects toward God’ of those who read or listen, so that they may also resolve to change and join in praise (X, 3, 4).

· Perhaps now readers of Confessions who have been involved in assuming the ‘I’ of the text as their own may feel prompted to construct their own narrative as well. Augustine’s question, ‘Who was I and how was I’ (XI, 1, 1), invites an assessment of oneself as a man or a woman before God. 
· The challenge is always to set aside time and space to become engaged with the practice. Despite the recognized importance of recreating and narrating one’s lived experience in the processes of identity formation and spiritual and psychological restoration, many people never find adequate opportunities to engage in this task. A retreat using the Spiritual Exercises with Augustine’s Confessions is a favorable context where participants can take the Life Structure shown in Figure 1 as a reference and a point of departure. 
· First, we suggest that they focus on a particular period of life and work through it, examining the relevance and impact of its components. Second, we offer a few questions to guide the reflective effort required in this practice.  Among them are these: 

-  How do you see yourself at this point in life?  

            - What are the most important components of your life at the present (major sources of meaning and satisfaction) and how are they interrelated? 

            - What particular events or situations have been most influential in the critical decisions you have made, changes, gains and losses in this particular period? 

            - What sort of modifications should be made for you to have a deeper sense of internal coherence, meaning and purpose?

---------------------------------------------------------------------------
   NB. The questions and observations that we learn from Augustine’s narrative can be brought to bear in the process of structuring our narrative, that will show different form and content, reflecting our unique individuality and experience. The aims however ought to be the same. In that regard one’s personal task can be expanded through sharing in group reflections and discoveries made during the retreat.
  This option is consonant with Augustine’s own approach to his readers, although he had reservations about disclosing his story to people who are a ‘curious lot eager to pry into the lives of others, but tardy when it comes to correcting their own’.  He trusted more those who would listen ‘with ears open to me by love’ (….). Indeed, Augustine asks, what is the benefit of disclosing one’s thoughts and deeds to ‘strangers’, ‘to people who know me without really knowing me?’ ‘What do they hope to gain, those who want this?’ (X, 3, 3). His answer is a lucid instruction to remember in practice: ‘it is no small gain, O Lord my God, if thanks are offered to you on our account and many pray to you for us (…) let a fraternal mind do this (…) to such people I will disclose myself: let them sigh with relief over my good actions, but with grief over my evil deeds’ Readers will feel compelled to pray with Augustine: ‘Lord, do not abandon your unfinished work, but bring to perfection all that is wanting in me’ (X, 4, 5). 
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� Rigorous silence is usually observed during the Exercises with Augustine. However, in other formats, a time in the schedule may be dedicated to this ‘open dialog’.





