2. Allocutio ad eos qui conventui, in aedibus Instituti Patristici “Augustinianum” habito interfuerunt, XVI saeculo a conversione Sancti Augustini expleto.  


17 Septembris 1986.


Distinguished Professors,


	1. A cordial greeting to all of you who have gathered here from various parts of the world for this International Congress, with the aim of studying more deeply and illustrating the experience, thought and inheritance of St Augustine in this XVI centenary of his conversion.  I am very pleased to have been able to come among you.


	I wish to express my congratulations first of all to the Order of St Augustine for having gathered so many scholars in this extraordinary circumstance, and then to all of you who are gathered here to bring the benefit of your learning and to draw new stimuli for your commitment to research and spreading of his teaching.


	I was pleased to hear from Fr Trapè that over 100 universities are represented here; I cordially greet the individual professors, and through them, I greet the university institutions to which they belong, and to which go my affectionate thoughts and the expression of my esteem.


	I am pleased with the broad and varied programme that you are carrying out.  It was opportune to associate with the theme of conversion with the examination of the philological, historical, philosophical, theological and spiritual aspects of the immense literary production of this untiring and supreme Doctor, and to deal then with the influence that he has over the centuries exercised in the Church and in western civilization.


	By dealing with the past, you have looked to the future: from history to prophecy is just a brief step.  The Church is now on the threshold of the third millennium of her history.  To be able to move with certainty towards the future, she must keep her eyes fixed on the past, on the example and teaching of the Fathers and Doctors of the Church.  Among those, in a position of eminence, St Augustine must be numbered.  This sublime Doctor accompanied the pilgrimage of the Church throughout the second millennium and in a large part throughout the first: we must express the wish that he will accompany her also in the third millennium.


	This is one of the intentions of my recent Apostolic Letter “Augustinum Hipponensem”, in which, recalling the figure and thoughts of the Bishop of Hippo, I encouraged the study of his works, in which, as his first biographer, his friend Possidius,  writes “semper vivere a fidelibus invenitur” (Possidius, Life of St Augustine, 31,8).


	The Programme of your Congress suggests some reflections that project Augustine’s thoughts into the future, so that he may remain for us, as he was in the past, a great master and, let us say it, the common Father of our Christian civilization.


	2. St Augustine was and always remained the great convert.  Great because of the wonderful effects that his conversion had on his life, because of his constant attitude of humble belonging to God, because of his unlimited trust in divine grace.  The soul of a conversion was expressed in that famous prayer that he repeated so many times: Da quod iubes et iube quod vis  (Conf. 10,29,40).


	Conversion, according to the Bishop of Hippo, reaches the very depth of our being.  “If man wants to be something, our Doctor writes, - ut homo sit aliquid - , he must turn to him by whom he was created … and thus he will truly preserve the likeness and image according to which he was created” (Enarr. in ps. 7, d. 2,6).  He then observes that this journey of conversion, that involves the action of God in man and the constant permanence of man in God, must be without interruption.  “We must always be made by him, always improved, belong to him and remain in that conversion that leads us to him… In fact we are his creation not only inasmuch as we are men, but also inasmuch as we are good men” (De Gen. ad litt. 8, 12, 27).


	The need for this continuous conversion derives not only from our condition of creatures, but also from the nature of our perfection here on earth, which is always limited and changeable, never total.  For this reason, guided by the faith and by experience, Augustine decisively opposes the Pelagian theory of absolute perfection, which he replaces with that of perfection that is always perfectible, always in need of repeating the dimitte nobis debita nostra.  Indeed he writes determinedly that the perfect way to aim at perfection consists in knowing that we are imperfect (De perf. iust. hom. 8, 19).


This idea of conversion continues as a return of man to himself and to God, so that we are torn from the fleetingness of time and from the unceasing changeableness of things, to be inserted into the stability of being – ut et tu sis, exclaims our Doctor energetically, trascende tempus (In Ioh. Ev. tr. 38, 10) -, constitues the precious message that Augustine, scholar of time as much as eager for eternity, transmits to the men of all times, to us in particular and to the men of the Third Christian Millennium.


3. Allow me to harvest another fruit of the conversion of St Augustine: his tireless, humble and total service to the truth, which he loved passionately: he considered it to be the light of the mind, the supreme good of man, the source of freedom.  There is no need to quote many Augustinian texts.  He writes: “If our mind, which is the eye of our soul, is not irradiated by the light of the truth and is not wonderfully illuminated by Him  who illuminates without having to be illuminated, it cannot arrive either at wisdom or at justice” (In Ioh. Ev. tr. 35, 3).  Now wisdom is nothing other than the truth “in which the supreme good is perceived and is possessed” (De lib. arb.2,9,26). Our liberty consists in the perception and possession of this liberty, because “ man cannot enjoy anything with freedom if he does not enjoy it with certainty “( De lib. arb.1,14,37 )


The kingdom of God is by definition, that in which the truth triumphs: in quo victoria veritas (De civ. Dei, 2, 19, 21) or, to use another famous Augustinian expression: “of which the queen is the truth, the law is love, the measure is eternity” (Ep.  138, 3, 17).


But in Augustine love becomes service, that means constant investigation, profound searching, assiduous contemplation.  After his conversion he wanted only this: to delve deeper in study, to spread, and defend the truth.  Whoever wishes could divide his numerous works into three groups according to one or other of these intentions dominating them.  Many in fact are destined to respond to these questions which his sharp mind put before him or which were proposed to him by others, and therefore destined further to the study of the truth.  Among these we must remember in the first place the great work on The Trinity, profound because of its philosophical, theological and mystical speculation.  Others are destined to communicate the truth to the faithful or to catechumens, such as his discources, which are very numerous.  Finally, there are the many polemic works, which Augustine wrote to expose the errors that were spreading among the faithful and to reconfirm the Catholic truth.  He was a strong, tireless, and very able controversialist, but in his heart he always bore love, a great love for the errant.  Non vincit, he used to say, nisi veritas.  Not therefore man over man, but truth over error; however he used to add immediately: victoria veritatis est caritas (Serm. 358, 11).  Of the Donatists, who were his ferocious enemies up to the point of laying traps to kill him, he used to say to the Catholic faithful: Diligamus illos et nolentes (En. in ps. 32, II, d. 2, 28).


Therefore he wished that for questions regarding the faith they should remain united in the Church and that in it the truths not yet manifested should be discussed; that they should be discussed without an air of pride, without the obstinacy of arrogance, without the spirit of contradiction or of envy, but – he continues – “cum sancta humilitate, cum pace catholica, cum caritate Christiana” (De bapt., 2, 3, 4).


4. In this line of humble and courageous service to the truth, the Bishop of Hippo served man, he served his sublime greatness, his true nature, his eternal destinies.  He found himself living in a time when the concept of man was seriously deformed by many thinkers, including those Neoplatonists who represented the dominant philosophy of the time. Augustine had allowed himself to be influenced by some of them; I am thinking of the Manicheans,.  Having freed himself from them, he modelled his concept of man which is at the basis of the new culture, the  christian culture, to which he contributed in an incomparable way both to illustrate it and to perfect it.


He defended the substantial goodness of man against the Manicheans; the profound unity of soul and body against the Platonists (De Trin. 15, 7, 11; De Gen. ad litt. 12, 35, 68); the interior life as his focal point, because it is there that truth dwells (De vera relig. 39, 72) and the image of God, impressed in the immortal nature of the spirit, is welcomed (De Trin. 14, 4, 6; In ep. Io h. 8, 6);  originality with regard to the material universe, in which nothing is higher than man, nothing is closer to God (In Ioh. Ev. tr. 23, 6; De divv. qq. 83, q. 51, 2); freedom, which makes him worthy of merit or condemnation ( De duabus anim. 11, 15; De civ. Dei  5, 10, 2; Op. imp. c. Iul. 5, 58); beatitude that cannot be true beatitude unless it is eternal (De Trin. 13, 8, 11; De civ. Dei 11, 11; 12, 20, 2; 14, 25; etc.); man’s intrinsic need of being with God who alone is our rest (Confess. 1, 1, 1; De civ. Dei  12, 13).


But even while intent on studying the greatness of man, Augustine did not forget his earthly condition, the miseries, the evils, especially his mortality, his moral weakness, the struggle between flesh and the spirit.  Because of this condition man becomes a great problem, a problem that is inextricable to reason, an enigma.  The Bishop of Hippo studied the problem in depth and found the solution in one name: Christ.  The conclusion of his anthropology, so vast and profound, could be stated as follows: just as the nature of man without reference to God, who is its explanation, cannot be understood, so his real condition on this earth without recourse to Christ, who is his liberation and salvation, is also inexplicable.


5. Allow me another brief thought.  Augustine has a profound sense of history.  A monument to this is the immortal work of the City of God.  In this masterpiece, in fact, doctrine is expounded within the span of history that goes from creation to its eschatological ending.  The Augustinian doctrine, which is incarnated, so to speak, in the historical dynamism of mankind journeying towards salvation, is dominated here by three great ideas: Providence, justice, peace.


Providence guides the history not just of individuals, but also of societies and empires; justice, impressed as an ideal by God in the heart of man (De Trin. 14, 15, 21), must be at the foundation of every human kingdom -  to him belong these strong expressions: “remota iustitia, quid sunt regna, nisi mala latrocinia?” (De civ. Dei  4,4) – and is at the basis of every true law – these other no less strong words are likewise his: “mihi lex esse non videtur quae iusta non fuerit” (De lib. arb. 1, 5, 11).  With justice comes peace: earthly peace which the State must promote and defend, possibly, through peace, not through war: “pacem pace non bello”; and heavenly peace, which belongs to the City of God; that is “the very harmonious and orderly society of those who enjoy God and one another in God” (De civ. Dei  19, 13).


6. I would like to conclude by recalling the words of my venerable predecessor Paul VI, who was a great admirer of the Bishop of Hippo: “Augustine, he used to say, is an incomparable teacher of spiritual life” (Audience of 14 December 1966).  He was right.  In fact he was also a great mystic and master of spirituality.  To be convinced of this it is sufficient to read just a few pages of his Confessions, above all those that speak of spiritual ascents and of contemplation (Conf. 7, 17, 23; 9, 10, 23-25; 10, 40, 65).


He founded these spititual ascents on the “delectatio veritatis” (De civ. Dei 19, 19), a happy expression that indicates both of the two great strengths of the spirit: truth and love; two strengths that are profoundly rooted in the human soul and which the Holy Spirit stirs up in us by spreading love in our hearts (Rom  5, 5). Speaking of this love that the Holy Spirit stirs up in our hearts, Augustine brings out its inexhaustible dynamism, its unbending radicalism and total disinterest, its progressive ardour, its foundation in humility and its nourishment in grace.  On the action of the Holy Spirit in the Church I dealt at length in my recent encyclical “Dominum et vivificantem”.


It is fruitful for everyone to follow the Teacher of Hippo in the paths of the spirit.  I recommend it in particular to the Families that are inspired by him, that is to the Augustinian brothers and sisters, especially to the Communities dedicated to contemplation: they will draw incalculable advantages for themselves and for the Church!


These are just some thoughts gathered from the immense panorama of Augustinian teaching: they wish to demonstrate my esteem for your studies and confirm you in them, so that through your work, his teaching may continue also in the future, and with this hope I invoke on all of you the constant assistance of the Lord, while with all my heart I bless you.





