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INTRODUCTION

The Augustinian Centenary

1.
The XVI centenary of the conversion and the baptism of our common Father, Teacher, and Inspiration, St. Augustine, offers us a splendid opportunity to share with you these reflections. We do so in order to strengthen the bond of communion within this great family, with its manifold great variety and yet at the same time a rich common tradition and history that is an outgrowth of that marvelous event of grace that is the conversion a gift of the Lord to Augustine for the benefit of the entire church.


We wish to leave out no one: brothers - priests and non priests, sisters of the contemplative life, sisters of the apostolic life, all the laity - those who share our apostolic service or who make up that field
 that the Lord has entrusted to us, whom Augustine would call fellow-servants and masters
.


With all of you we wish to reflect upon this great sign that the Lord offers us today for the sake of our conversion, in order to draw anew from the perennial fonts of that Spirit - requiring today enthusiastic continuators of that remarkable human and Christian experience that was Augustine's, so that we might, in common effort, speak once again to our worid a convincing word of hope.

PART ONE

THE CONVERSION OF ST. AUGUSTINE

The story of the conversion

2.
The facts are well known regarding that long and arduous path that led Augustine from restlessness to peace. Likewise the names of those numerous people whom Providence brought into the life of Augustine to assist him in finding the path that leads to life and freedom are familiar.


Yet it is worthwhile to call to mind briefly the more significant steps of that journey and to look once again at the protagonists of that extraordinary event, in order to better understand the human and divine interaction in this adventure that, while miraculously filled with the extraordinary working presence of God, it remains also a most ordinary and human story, because it was unfolded by men and women like us, sinners and saints, pilgrims standing between the persecutions of the world and the consolations of God
.


Augustine received a Christian initiation from his mother Monica, herself undoubtedly a saint
. As a child he was enrolled in the Church as a catechumen
, but when he crossed the threshold of adolescence he stumbled “over the precipice of evil desires leaving (him) half drowned in a whirlpool of abominable sins"
. This moral downfall was accompanied by a rebellion against any self-discipline or religious restraint.


However he was a gifted youth, critical, intent upon knowing and searching, fundamentally honest. He would have immediately undertaken the path of “philosophy” which, at that precise moment of his life and according to the teaching of Cicero, indicated the path of virtue and true wisdom
. However, he found himself trapped by the pangs of an illness
 that over the course of time assumed various forms (pride, presumption, sensuality...) and conditioned him ever more clearly and inevitably.


These are the years of the counterfeit liberty of the Manichaeans; years of study and teaching; the time of his first major responsibilities (family, work, emigration). They are also the years of great flight: from his own self above all, and from the example of life proposed insistently by his mother and by the Catholic Church.


At the critical moment when the bewilderment and flight took him to the point of desperation, the Lord brought him in contact with the safest, secure and most helpful of guides: Ambrose and Simplicianus, John the Evangelist and Paul the Apostle, and still once again his mother, ever more convinced of the truth of her faith. His study of philosophy now provided him with new existential solutions
, but above all he began to catch a glimpse of, in a Church more credible for him, the God of wonders, to Whom one could entrust oneself, because that God continues to welcome and heal
 “in the true faith of the Catholic Church”
.


In the summer of 386, at the age of 32, the merciful power of Grace convinced him to let go and be healed, in order to conquer and regain everything: himself, his culture, a career not subject to the changing conditions of times so variable, but anchored in the “service of the Lord of time and history”
.


During the Easter of 387 Augustine's baptism sealed this change of direction. This conversion will be his life, that is, the point of departure for a continuous conversion, for new adventures of the spirit, for new searchings and experiences ever more enriching. First as a lay monk with his friends, then as priest, finally as bishop-but always ever more converted to the love of God, committed to the pursuit of that voice “which time does not diminish”, to search that light “which no place can contain”, that fragrance “which no wind scatters”, that food “which is not lessened by eating”, that embrace “which satiety never comes to sunder”
. This love will unlock him, will convert him to a friendship ever more profound with his fellow men and women, a real communion, created out of deep sharing and mutual care both in the common life of the monastery and his untiring pastoral activity.

Seeking the meaning of the conversion

3.
It is a delight to read the story of the conversion of Augustine with one's own eyes and to relive it in that atmosphere of joy and of freedom which are its hallmarks.


In the Confessions Augustine masterfully recounts for us his long and tortuous interior journey. He leaves nothing out; every detail, even the most negative, becomes a precious source of self-know-ledge, and serves as an analysis of his deeper aspirations that finally lead him, by means of that arduous journey, to recognize himself and to find himself as a new man, remade in the most exalted of encounters, or better yet, in identifying himself with the 'truest' man, Jesus of Nazareth.


As we re-propose during this centenary celebration the attentive reading of Augustine's account, unique in its field, not only for the knowledge it gives of the experience of Augustine but also for what it tells us of our own experience, we also wish to pause briefly and reflect upon the interpretation that Augustine himself offers us regarding his conversion, so that his joy and freedom may continue to make its presence felt in our own hearts.

Augustine finds himself and the joy of living

4.
Augustine presents his conversion as a rediscovery of himself
. It is he himself who is the hidden and priceless treasure, a treasure continually searched for, and often lost, but once and for all found
.


How is it that Augustine himself is this treasure? Why is he this precious pearl? Because he succeeded in finding within himself the Kingdom of the Gospel as a hidden treasure: the precious pearl is his own humanity, healed and renewed in Christ.


Augustine sought with his entire being to be happy; he could not endure to live with his own heart in turmoil, at odds between truth and false-hood, love and lust, unity and disintegration
. He realized that he had been made for something great
, he became aware that it was his own humanity that would become his vocation: the desire to love and to be loved, without limits
; the desire for beauty, of all that is beautiful, without exception
; the wish to enjoy, to live in happiness, escaping that accursed mystery of evil, suffering, death ...
. But at the same time he found himself lost in a jungle of problems, of false and disastrous attempts, of ever new sufferings
. The various philosophies, the diverse religious movements of his time trumpeted precise solutions, tempting answers
, but ones that in the long run always sacrificed something of that humanity that he was aware of as the true treasure, if only it could be led towards its fullness and integrity.


But where to find the right physician, the prudent master that helps you, that heals you from within, without taking away something of your humanity, that enlightens you and gives you the strength to be yourself, with neither hypocrisy nor cowardice?


The doctor who would help you to recognize yourself and accept yourself in your illness - because it is illness that we are speaking about, an “illness of the spirit”
, rendering one incapable of willing forcefully and fully, “fortiter et integre”
, that which one considers indispensable - is Christ, the humble physician
, the man-God
, who works from within
 removing nothing that is vital, but instead healing, integrating empowering. It is He who is the doctor who heals, reliving in Augustine His own experience of being true man - in all things human - with the power of God
.


The teacher
 who shows him the right way, the teacher who is Himself the way of man, making Himself the way for him and within him, without superimposing Himself, but instead offering a just security that becomes a type of autonomy, is again Christ, “the way, the truth and the life”
. 


This encounter with Christ, fostered above all by reflection, is a re-entering into oneself
 that becomes an analysis of all that happens, with one's point of departure being a deeply motivated attentiveness, ever more personal, to the Scriptures
 and a discovery of the signs, of the marvels that the Lord continues to produce in the heart of His people
, creates in Augustine a profound happiness that reconciles him completely with life.


God, in the perfect image of Christ Jesus, reveals to him the concrete and immediate possibility of not renouncing his own humanity but, instead, living it out in fullness, with all the relish that a purified and limitless love can give, the contemplation of the very beauty of God reflected in one's interior world: indescribable, yes, but always real
.

Augustine comments on the freedom he attained; indeed this very freedom leads him to pray:


“O Lord, I am Your servant: I am Your servant and the son of Your handmaid. You have broken my bonds. I will sacrifice to You the sacrifice of praise. Let my heart and tongue praise you, and let all my bones say, O Lord, who is like to You? Let them say and do You answer me and say to my soul: I am your salvation.


Who am I and what kind of man am I? What evil has there not been in my deeds, or if not in my deeds, in my words, or if not in my words, then in my will? But You, Lord, are good and merciful, and Your right hand had regard to the profundity of my death and drew out the abyss of corruption that was in the bottom of my heart. By Your gift I had come totally not to will what I willed but to will what You willed.


But where in all that long time was my free will, and from what deep sunken hiding-place was it suddenly summoned forth in the moment in which I bowed my neck to Your easy yoke and my shoulders to Your light burden, Christ Jesus, my Helper and my Redeemer?


How lovely I suddenly found it to be free from the loveliness of those vanities, so that now it was a joy to renounce what I had been so afraid to lose. For You cast them out of me, O true and supreme Loveliness, You cast them out of me and took their place in me, You who are sweeter than all pleasure, yet not to flesh and blood; brighter than all light, yet deeper within than any secret; loftier than all honour, but not to those who are lofty to themselves. Now my mind was free from the cares that had gnawed it, from aspiring and getting and weltering in filth and rubbing the scab of lust. And I talked with You as friends talk, my glory and my riches and my salvation, my Lord God”
.

In the merciful embrace of the Father, Augustine discovers the measure of love

5.
Augustine looks back over these events as a development of the Gospel parable of the prodigal son and the good Father
. In Augustine one also finds a rebellion, a lengthy flight, the experience of humiliation and of misery - “in the region of un. likeness” in regione dissimilitudinis
, “a barren land” in regione egestatis
. There is always the temptation to abandon the search
, but finally his ‘homesickness’
, his desire for the peace the heart constantly seeks and so must be somewhere, leads to the way home and the affectionate and festive embrace of the Father Who has always pursued him, prompted him, awaited him patiently with a providential and merciful love that has the power to reconcile himself with his own self, with life, and what meant a great deal for Augustine, with love.


This unexpected and most sweet love
 of a patient Father, Who knows only how to love, Who pardons all, always and no matter what, Who heals as he pardons
, wins over Augustine. It is a true feast this reconciliation
, a ‘piece’ of heaven on earth. And would it not be something beautiful to make a life of this feast? To transform life into a continuous feast of mercy? What would prevent it -Augustine seems to say to his friends, with whom he had already made various attempts to experience communion and celebration
. First these were only dreams, lacking the necessary force to enjoy that wisdom so barely perceived. But now there is the power of merciful Love, the constant guarantee of recovery; there is the absolute presence of this Love diffused in our hearts
. Therefore it is possible, it is beautiful and joyful to be able to live together in friendship, that friendship being guaranteed by the very love of God
.


Thus begins for Augustine the “devout purpose”
, his desire to dedicate himself totally to the service of the Lord in community life. For him it would mean the deepening of the truth that gives meaning to life and that is the Lord
; the relish and security that this love produces and the contemplation of God's beauty which is to be found everywhere
, but above all in the faces and hearts of men and women
. These are worth the commitment of one's life, all the more if this can be truly lived in union with friends, since friendship fosters such a commitment by like-minded souls animated by the same desire and enthusiasm
, not having to renounce the healing power of love and its manifestations, for these manifestations speak continually of the love of God and can rightly be identified with that very love of God
.


The youthful experience of love that frequently went beyond the boundaries of friendship and entered the realm of lust
, now becomes a dream realized by the power of grace and purified in its manifestations by the very love of God.


”... to talk and laugh and do each other kindnesses; read pleasant books together, pass from lightest jesting to talk of the deepest things and back again; differ without rancour, as a man might differ with himself, and when most rarely dissension arose find our normal agreement all the sweeter for it; teach each other or learn from each other; be impatient for the return of the absent, and welcome them with joy on their home-coming; these and such like things, proceeding from our hearts as we gave affection and received it back, and shown by face, by voice, by the eyes, and a thousand other pleasing ways, kindled a flame which fused our very souls and of many made us one”
.


“Let not one say: ‘I do not known what I should love’. Let him love his brother and he will love the same love. For he knows the love by which he loves more than the brother whom he loves. And so, God can now become more known to him than his brother, actually more known because more present, more known because more within him, more known because more certain.


Embrace love, God, and embrace God by love. It is love itself which unites all the good angels and all the servants of God by the bond of holiness, and unites us and them mutually with ourselves and makes us subject to Himself. Therefore, the more we are cured of the swelling of pride, the more we are full of love, and of what, if not of God is he full who is full of love?... brotherly love itself (for brotherly love is that whereby we love one another) not only comes from God, but also is God Himself. Therefore, when we love our brother from love, we love our brother from God”
.


The monastery becomes the house of the common Father - Our Father - and His way of loving - His care, patience, mercy - become the law of the common life
. No longer are there rich and poor, slave and free, fortunate and unfortunate: all are equally sons of the same Father, all equally share the same riches - God Himself
, ever ready to share all, because everything was given at the feast of mercy
.


This Father not only gave us His Son, who in His humility led us to the discovery of the poverty and the greatness of our humanity
; he has also given us the Spirit - the love of the Father and the Son -so that the Spirit might become the force of our love and the bond of our communion
, so that not only each one of us individually would be the image of the Trinity, but all together would live and express the unity of trinitarian love
.


In this way the Spirit willed the existence of the Church
; in this way Augustine, having been converted, viewed the monastic life as brothers and sisters gathered together by the Spirit - the dew of Hermon
 - around the Eucharist, in order to live what is signifies and creates: unity in charity
.

Augustine rediscovers the Church...

6.
The exiling oneself from one's “father's house” also meant for Augustine rebellion against the Church
 and attacking the Bible, Catholic morality and everyone who advocated it, namely bishops and even his own mother!


The Bible had seemed to him just a collection of fables, mysterious stories more adapted to the naiveté of his mother but unworthy of a young intelligent man who had discovered philosophy, tuned to the tastes of an aesthete, a master of the beauties of Ciceronian style
.


Bishops or any preacher seemed to him just monotonous spokesmen of an inflexible morality and dogmatic truths rather than true and proper educators, open and prepared even to debate
. 


He considered Christians to be on a level with sheep, always ready to do one thing, renounce their own reason and opinion in favor of a patronizing faith; rather ignorant and incapable of defending this faith from even the minor attacks of someone accustomed to reasoning
.


His mother's opinions were accordingly “womanish”
: she was disposed only to blindly obey priests and bishops, ever present in Church murmuring her prayers, closed to every religious and moral novelty that came from some non-Catholic source. She was ever firm, and deeply so, in her convictions, even to the point of impressing the most callous rationalist
.


But this very mother of his, so derided and unappreciated, by her tears and her prayers
, by her decision even to banish him from her house
, by her concern as an intelligent mother tenaciously faithful
, will herself lead him to that same Christ whom he had already drunk in with his mother's milk
. She herself will bring him back to life as often as she will find him dead along the way of life
.


It will be a bishop, Ambrose, with his fatherly and intelligent style, who will lead him to discover the Bible, the book of faith that empowers every reason, and the Church, that polar star that guides to the port of life and salvation
.


It will be these same Christians, young and old, men and women learned and unlearned, with their witness as a people joyful in the following of Christ, who will make him ashamed of his empty life and will lead him to the understanding that only the person who entrusts himself to Christ and His Church will find the stability of true security and the joy of a true home
.


“You had pierced our hearts with the arrow of Your love, and our minds were pierced with the arrows of Your words. To burn away and utterly consume our slothfulness so that we might no more be sunk in its depths, we had the depths of our thought filled with the examples of our servants whom You had changed from darkness to light and from death to life; and these inflamed us so powerfully than any false tongue of contradiction did not extinguish our flame but set us blazing more fiercely”
.


The Christian community of Milan, so alive and rich with abundant vocations
, so fervent in prayer and the chanting of the psalms and hymns
, so united with its pastor and hero Ambrose
, offered Augustine a concrete image of the early Christian Church, of that Pentecost experience that would fascinate him for the rest of his life. In his seventies, he will once again remind his people:


“How we desired to live and how in fact we already live with the help of the Lord, many of you already know from the Holy Scriptures; but to refresh your memories, the passage from the Acts of the Apostles will be read to you where you will see described the kind of life that we intend to pursue: Acts 4,31-35... I also want to reread it for you. I prefer to be the reader of these words that are so much the foundation of my ideals... You have heard what is our intent; pray so that we may put it into action”
.

a) ... the Church, mother of salvation

7.
With his conversion Augustine experienced the Church as mother of salvation and true model of life.

He had had up to this point the experience of an exceptional mother, Monica, who had not put aside her maternal role of giving life, understood in its most profound sense. Not only his conversion, but every experience of Augustine is marked by the presence of this mother, who did not rest content with giving him her milk and her own blood, but along with these her own faith, security, moral rectitude, and sensitivity. And in fact she succeeded, even at the cost of repeated and often most painful suffering.


Augustine, at a certain point in his interior evolution, at the time of his darkest bewilderment, when he was ready in his exhaustion and delusion to give up the struggle - he actually uses the word “despaired”
 - would find in Monica the needed help. She felt all the urgency of a mother to enfold him in her arms, and blind, take him by the hand and lead him towards the light; she would regenerate him to a life that would still have hope, otherwise it would be death.


“O God, my hope from my youth, where were You all this time, where had You gone? For was it not You who created me and distinguished me from the beasts of the field and made me wiser than the birds of the air? Yet I walked through dark and slippery places, and I went out of myself in the search for You and did not find the God of my heart. I had come into the depths of the sea and I had lost faith and all hope of discovering the truth. By this time my mother had come to me, following me over sea and land with the courage of piety and relying upon You in all perils... She found me in a perilous state through my deep despair of ever discovering the truth”
.


But it is another mother, the Catholic Church, which will regenerate Augustine through faith and sacrament to life
, communicating to him the hope of redemption in Christ Jesus:


”... and we were baptized, and all anxiety as to our past life fled away... How much You have loved us, O good Father, Who spared not even Your own Son, but delivered Him up for us wicked men! How You have loved us, for whom He thought it not robbery to be equal with You but became obedient even unto the death of the Cross, He Who alone was free among the dead... turning us from slaves into Your sons, by being Your Son and becoming a slave.


Rightly is my hope strong in Him, who sits at Your right hand and intercedes for us; otherwise I should despair. For many and great are my infirmities, many and great, but Your medicine is of more power. We might well have thought Your Word remote from union with man and so have despaired of ourselves, if it had not been made flesh and dwelt among us”
.


It will be this fascinating motherhood of the Church that will convince Augustine not to retire into the desert for a life of quiet, far from the responsibilities of the ministry of priest and bishop, but rather to serve the Church in generating new sons to new life
. How would he himself have been reborn if the Church had not received him; if it had not announced to him the Word and the mystery of salvation; if it had not poured the water of life over his head; if it had not offered him the food and drink of redemption?


“Terrified by my sins and the mass of my misery, I had pondered in my heart and thought of flight to the desert; but You forbade me and strengthened me, saying: And Christ died for all; that they also who live, may now not live to themselves but with Him who died for them (2 Cor. 5, 15).


See, Lord, I cast my care upon You, that I may live: and I will consider the wondrous things of Your law. You know my unskillfulness and my infirmity: teach me and heal me. He Your only One, in Whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge, has re-deemed me with His blood. Let not the proud speak evil of me, for I think upon the price of my redemption, I eat it and drink it and give it to others to cat and drink; and being poor I desire to be filled with it among those that eat and are filled: and they shall praise the Lord that seek Him”
.


The same experience of maieutic collaboration with the Church, mother and life-giver, he will present in moving description to all who want to follow it in the quiet of contemplation, and to all Christians, so that conversion would be a gift ever more diffuse and relished
.

b) ... the Church, model of life

8.
From the Church mother to the Church model the passage is brief and logical for Augustine.


The Church is the community of men and women who live the gift of conversion
; it is humanity in which Christ is incarnated so that it can live with authenticity and fullness all His values
. Of these values, the most necessary, the most perfect is communion, harmony, the unity of charity
. Augustine committed himself to the style of the primitive Church and in planning his life as a convert, from the outset of his conversion he related everything to charity:


”... no one shall perform any task for his own benefit but all your work shall be done for the common good, with greater zeal and more dispatch than if each one of you were to work for yourself alone. For charity, as it is written, 'is not self-seeking', meaning that it places the common good before its own, not its own before the common good. So whenever you show greater concern for the common good than for your own, you may know that you are growing in charity. Thus, let the abiding virtue of charity prevail in all things that minister to the fleeting necessities of life”
.


What mattered to him was not that the monastic life would assume a precise and distinct structure within the Church. He was concerned with persons and their relationship with each other. He was anxious that persons should succeed in expressing their humanity, uplifted and sustained by grace. He was concerned that monasteries would exemplify a transparent, simple and disciplined life, thus giving as clear a sign as possible of the life of the Church as it ought to be lived in charity and total sharing; in other words, human life modeled according to the Spirit
.


Having himself experienced loss and error, argumentation and rebellion, he was ready to understand and welcome as a brother anyone who erred
.


Having sweated and suffered in the search for the truth that would satisfy, he knew how to understand the every effort and delusion of a searcher, and he knew well how to point out the way of hope
.


Having himself relished the sweetness of a house, of a Father and of a mother, he knew not to be scandalized by human weakness, but instead to pardon, according to the rhythm of Grace and the Eucharist
.
Thus Augustine intended his monastery to be a little Church where the mercy of the Lord is lived, in harmony with the universal Church - the Catholica -, the mystery of salvation and unity for all peoples
.

PART TWO

OUR CONVERSION

Our conversion: celebration of joy

9.
The memory of such an extraordinary event, Augustine's conversion, so fruitful for the Church, cannot but fill one with joy. This does not only refer to a call, authoritative as it may be, for our conversion, to a changing of our lives. The conversion of Augustine is above all a sign of a great gift, before ever our being called. Or, if you will, it is primarily a call to open ourselves to the way God loves, to His way of effecting our change by means of His free gift of a power that precedes and heals independently of our always deficient efforts, intelligent and moral as they may be, to break through the wall of the illness of our spirit and change ourselves from within. Such can only be done by His merciful and inexhaustible love.

All is gift

10.
The first task that we must set to is to open ourselves to the ever new possibilities of God and to believe in the drawing and renewing power of His grace. “I can do all in him who gives me the strength”
, because His force is our new identity; the identity of anyone who believes no longer only in a sterile and discouraging moralism but above all in the perennial youthfulness of God, ready to amaze us each day, because every day He renews us with His own gifts. It is to this perspective that we must be converted, to the perspective of the gift that brings peace, rejuvenates, and gives birth to hope.


It is to pass from a state of slavery (of weakness and of fear) to that of liberty. No goal is too lofty and no fall is irreversible. No one can any longer say: “I can't” or “too late”
. This new dimension and interior drive, is God's gift, the Spirit-Love, not given because of our merits - we have none any-way
 - but out of His infinite mercy
.


It is to see the world and the events of life with the eyes of God, with His optimism, justified by the possibilities that He gives to the poor, the humble, the pure of heart, to those who hunger and thirst for justice ...
 No longer is there only sadness, a stoical resignation to an unchanging fate, there is now hope and trust in Him who makes all things new
. He has already planted in the world the explosive seed of new life that perhaps we still await: “The Word was made flesh, and dwelt in our midst ... and to all those who have believed He has given the gift of becoming sons of God”
.


It is to live with a new elan, wider, universal, free from the drag produced by our own limited and narrow judgments, stemming from envy or jealousy. We live now by the Spirit of God, patient and pardoning, welcoming and not asking questions, celebrating and wishing all to participate, and no one to remain sad because they did not comprehend such love
.

To our consecrated brothers and sisters: rediscover the joy of our consecration

11.
It is in this light that we must rethink our religious consecration in order to feel joyously redeemed and to see ourselves as bearers of a message that realizes fully our aspirations and offers to the people of our day the witness that those desires for simplicity and happiness, rooted in their hearts, and also so frustrated, are not beyond realization, but can be had and experienced.


Evident in the experience of the conversion of Augustine is the note of happiness that accompanies his devout purpose to dedicate himself totally to the service of the Lord
. Now that he is re-found in the Lord, in the security of His love, what no longer seems unbelievable is full self-realization by means of the contemplation of God's beauty and the ever more profound experience of His love in the common life and in the human relationships of friendship and fraternity.


Augustine is enamored of the monastic life, understood as a choice to consecrate oneself totally to the common life
. He considers it the most profound experience of love-without-exclusion. Love of God in the first place
, a most personal and most concrete love, nourished by a passionate and never-ending search; contemporaneously a love of brothers and sisters
, likewise personal and concrete, the most evident proof of the presence and growth of the love of God. In the monastic experience Augustine finally sees realized his most insistent desire, one that pursued him for years and left him without peace, that of an experience of love that would not remain relative and partial. In the service of the Lord and of his brothers and sisters, Augustine, converted totally to the Lord and thus totally to his brothers and sisters, finds the fullness of love, in so far as it can be experienced by man on this earth. Thus he is always happy, even in the midst of difficulties. His joy becomes infectious and ever succeeds in attracting new friends
.


We religious today find ourselves in great difficulty regarding growth and development. Among the reasons that derive from us - besides those that flow from the society in which we live - there is certainly a cooling of the enthusiasm and joy of our vocation: this offers a very partial picture of our lives and says little to others. Perhaps this object of our choice of life is not as clear to us, nor as realized, as it was for Augustine. Perhaps God remains for us too abstract and distant, not yet “the most beautiful among the sons of men”
; he is not so real and lovable in every brother and sister we find at our side
.


The times change as do the structures, but the soul of the religious life does not, the soul that Augustine incarnated so strongly and originally; the joy to have found a treasure such as Christ the Lord, contemplated and loved in this humanity that is each one of us and each one of our brothers and sisters with whom Christ identifies Himself.


Perhaps we have need to recover a level of contemplation and of love, that are really two sides of the same experience. Only if we are “lovers of spiritual beauty” can we give forth “the good odor of Christ”
. And this spiritual beauty is Christ Him-self, sought out and loved every-tvhere along the human way, as the only One who can satisfy our heart.


Our conversion to the joy of our religious consecration is all the more asked of us today by our own contemporaries. They look for a valid witness, a concrete proof that it is possible to find the Lord and to have a personal rapport with Him. They want to see how this rapport can really make a difference to the quality of life and human relationships.


As was the case with Augustine, our conversion as men and women religious would also be a precious gift for the Church and our world. For those many people who have lost themselves and the God within
 it could be a practical source of hope. Our conversion could be a positive program of love for every man and woman whom the Lord places on our path: to welcome in that person, in their situation, actual requests from God; to help them to find themselves, their interior unity; to support them in evaluating their interior world and in the pursuit of interior autonomy. This is a task both fascinating and laborious, but tied intimately to the enthusiasm with which we express our own religious consecration and the satisfaction of our religious commitment.


At the most critical moment of his search Augustine found an attentive, welcoming, and intelligent priest, who listened with patience, and without judging him. He brought to light much of the good to be found in the tormented experience of Augustine and pointed out to him the path to follow in order to return to the way of truth, the way of the Lord. The priest Simplicianus
, along with the majestic figure of Ambrose the bishop, can serve as a balanced and attentive model of a spiritual guide for so many of our brothers and sisters. Augustine will follow the example of Simplicianus and Ambrose after his conversion: always attentive to persons, always available to welcome and respond, so that each person could find within the true guide Who is Christ
.

To our sisters of the contemplative life: become the heart of the world

12.
In this regard, a most valuable and specific service can be especially rendered by our sisters of the contemplative life, who ever seek to re-live and offer anew in all its radicalness the first project of Augustine after his conversion, as described by Possidius: the community of Tagaste.


“He lived only for God, with fasting, prayer and good works, meditating day and night on the law of the Lord. And Whatever God revealed to his intelligence in meditation and prayer, he shared with those present and absent by his words and his writings”
.


It is given to these our contemplative sisters, as gift and mission, to contemplate every day the beauty of God, to taste of His sweetness, to help their fellow men and women, brothers and sisters, to become more contemplative as they carry out their daily work.


In fact their particular style of life, as emphasized by Vatican Council II as a “glory for the Church and a source of heavenly grace” and recognizing in them a “mysterious apostolic fruitfulness”
, places our contemplative sisters at the heart of the world, at the heart of the Church
 and at the heart of the Augustinian family. Their contemplative vocation, in virtue of the fact that “we form one single body under one single Head” makes it possible for the Augustinian family to fully realize the search for truth - caritas veritatis - and the necessary service of one's brothers and sisters - necessitas caritatis - which are the two hinges of Augustinian monasticism. “In such a way, wrote Augustine to the Monks on the island of Capraia, you are active in us and we are contemplative in you”
.


In the light of the conversion of Augustine, the Augustinian nun appears as the wise and strong woman, free and mature, full of a desire to serve God as the unique Spouse and Lord, avid in search of the infinite mystery of love. She is one who animates the Church and remains in an attitude of continuous conversion by that care for souls that Christ had, becoming like Christ, the heart of the world.


And the monasteries, by the very reason of the conversion which pertains to us and which ought to orientate us, must become precise reference points for the search of that God who makes it possible for us to find ourselves. The monasteries should also be ideal places of welcome by reason of the rich humanity that is experienced there, and of prayer, and friendship with God, Who by this very experience is communicated.

Priests, religious men and women, and laity united in the service of the Church

13.
Augustine took as a model for the monastic life the apostolic community described by St. Luke in the first chapters of the Acts of the Apostles (2-4). Accordingly he viewed community life in a monastery as the simple and authentic Christian life of the primitive Church. In so doing he succeeded in rendering the Church a most valuable service.


On the one hand Augustinian monasteries became authentic schools of ecclesial community, in the most authentic sense of the word: one could not fail to notice in these monasteries the communion (unity in charity) that is the distinctive sign of the true Church
. On the other hand, everything was directed - prayer, work, goods, culture - to the service of evangelization and charity, according to the gifts of each person
.


Every time that our religious families are remade with courage and determination, but also with great simplicity, according to this model and witness, they discover the freshness and the dynamism proper to the works of God.


In our own day many movements within the Church show forth its perennial spring, precisely because they succeed in remaking themselves according to those cardinal principles of primitive Christianity which are clearly embodied in our Rule.


It is a fact that the older the organism, the more need there is of renewal, and this is not easy by reason of the complicated layers of time and human conditioning. We however have from our history a clear tradition and a rich and documented spirituality.


The same “signs of the times” are favorable, since groups of laity, already close to us by reason of ministry or spiritual affinity, urge us on, seeking from us a simplicity of rapport, those signs of friend-ship, that sharing of prayer, of goods and of work in the service of the poor Christ who knocks insistently at the door of our quiet
, a quiet not always contemplative. They are seeking from us values that we claim to possess, but which we perhaps do not succeed in expressing adequately.


The centenary of the conversion of Augustine could be a favorable moment to effect a new outpouring of grace: to place our experience of Augustinian religious community on the axis of the Church as “mystery of communion”
, on the axis of the Church of today, characterized by the advanced and outstanding contribution of the laity.


Augustine prophetically projected the presence of monasteries in urban centers, as a ferment for the unity and vitality of the Church. They were always islands of the spirit, clearly visible and inserted into the social fabric. Thus they were able to enliven it with the unique values of the Spirit, primary among these values being charity (harmony) and wisdom (the study of the Scriptures)
.


We can make anew a valuable contribution to the cause of the unity of the Church of today, and thus of its vitality, if our communities, small as they are, take up again in simplicity their role of mediation through their richer experience of God and of a human relationship which is more personal and welcoming.


In so doing we will not only find ourselves more content and fulfilled in our own little contribution - seeing that often enough we work with structures that lack humanity - but we will also help the various local churches to grow as community, “in the unity of mind and heart on the same road towards God”
. We could respond to a need felt by us, to overcome our isolation and loss of meaning by reason of a certain outmoded and sterile way of being religious and priests, in a world that is changing and is pressing in upon us ever more insistently. We may respond to a whole series of question asked at this precise moment by our contemporaries, both in the Church and the world:


What can be done in order to live human relationships more genuinely, and find a rap-port that would have more of the freshness of a humanity renewed in Christ, through whom we love one another, and help one another with the passion, the force and the fidelity that is born of God Himself, because He Himself is this love?


Are faith, prayer, liturgy reserved to a few or do they serve as a ferment, as leaven for the whole and for that entire mass of problems that afflict us, that have made us lose ourselves, our identity, and the hope of a world more human and free?


Is it not possible to find together - priests, religious, laity - around the Word and around the shared Table, the road that would lead us to share the anguish of the poor, of the least, so that “no one would would lack what is necessary” (Acts 4, 34), so that the daily bread that the same Father gives us (and is the bread of wheat, the oil of gladness, the light of the mind, the peace of the heart ... ) would be sufficient for all?


That primitive church, composed of simple people with hearts filled with faith and the Holy Spirit, is it only an utopia or is it a life that can be lived, as Augustine reminds us, since it corresponds to our most sincere desire, one that we carry within ourselves, and is the gift of the Spirit?

The irreplaceable presence of the laity

14.
To this common and sensitive program, already well formulated by Vatican Council II in its treasure of documents
 and continuously reproposed as the path of the Church as it approaches the third millennium, we would like to add an affectionate and specific reference to the numerous groups of laity who share with us the gift of conversion and the labor of the apostolate.


For them also Augustine's experience can become a privileged moment in order to reflect more serenely and manifest with greater conviction the meaning of their presence in the Church and in the world.


“But the laity, by their very vocation, - the Council clearly emphasizes - seek the kingdom of God by engaging in temporal affairs and by ordering them according to the plan of God. They live in the world, that is, in each and in all of the secular professions and occupations. They live in the ordinary circumstances of family and social life, from which the very web of their existence is woven.


They are called there by God so that by exercising their proper function and being led by the spirit of the gospel they can work for the sanctification of the world from within, in the manner of leaven. In this way they can make Christ known to others, especially by the testimony of a life resplendent in faith, hope and charity. The layman is closely involved in temporal affairs of every sort. It is therefore his special task to illumine and organize these affairs in such a way that they may always start out, develop, and persist according to Christ's mind, to the praise of the Creator and Redeemer”
.


We see outlined in this teaching the clear theological and spiritual stance of a Christian presence in the world elaborated by Augustine in his copious literary output, but which already found its matrix in the experience of conversion.


To you laity, builders with us of the kingdom of justice and of love, of unity and of peace, by your very vocation to live in the world in order to sanctify it as a leaven from within, conversion calls you to make a particular commitment to a strong interior life so that you can make it a living reality in every dimension of human life.


In order to clarify this commitment, Augustine would use today the same synthetic expression of the Council: “Thus as worshippers whose every deed is holy, the laity consecrate the world itself to God”
.


Worshippers in spirit and truth, since you are constantly reconciled with yourselves and with the God who dwells within you.


Workers of justice and of charity by the consistency that flows from adoration: the authenticity of our “reflection”, our “prayer”, and especially our participation in the Eucharist, requires works of social justice and the work of human promotion leading towards a model society that would be ever more the city of God - God guaranteeing the rights of man - and ever less the city of this world, founded on falsehood and injustice.


Builders of unity, above all of interior unity, which is the immediate fruit of conversion and that happens when God reconciles us with Himself and with our-selves; and then of the unity of all those other indispensable dimensions upon which we depend: family, church, society.

CONCLUSION

A feast for all

15.
We have quickly traversed the steps of the interior drama of Augustine, that was resolved only by the abundant grace of God, ending in a great feast. Truly, “he who was lost was found, he who was dead returned to life”
.


Augustine himself recalled this experience, always with accents of unbounded joy, as he revealed each of its steps, so that all peoples, every wayfarer, would find themselves and be opened to that feast of life:


“O loving God, what is it in men that makes them rejoice more for the salvation of a soul that was despaired of or one delivered from a major peril, than if there had always been hope or the peril had been less? Even you, O Merciful Father, rejoice more upon one sinner doing penance than upon ninety and nine just who need not penance. It is with special joy that we hear how the lost sheep is brought home upon the exultant shoulders of the shepherd and how the coin is put back into your treasury while the neighbors rejoice with the woman who found it. And the joy we feel at mass in Your church brings tears as we hear of that younger son who was dead and made alive again, who had been lost and was found”
.


It is a feast that can continue after the phase of conversion, since it flows from within, since Augustine learned to recognize the Lord and to remember Him present
, in his interior world, in his very humanity. It is not yet the definitive feast, one without difficulties
, but on the other hand it is a whole new way of living:


“All my hope is naught save in your great mercy. Grant what you command, and command what you will”
.


It is precisely this that is the beauty and the greatness of the conversion of Augustine:


it can be a feast for all, 


it can be the gift that the Lord continues to offer


to whoever looks within and finds the Lord as companion for the adventure.

And when it is told to others it already becomes a feast that is shared, it is already evangelization...


“Today this prophecy is fulfilled in your presence: the blind see, the lame walk, the lepers are healed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, salvation is proclaimed to the poor”
.


And it is not, we are convinced, only a conversion of a spiritual and religious nature, within the usual limits given to these terms.


It is the beginning of the unique road that leads men and women to their fulfillment, along that unique path that carries humanity to its full realization: towards that City of God that marks the beginning and the terminus of our history.


In this City, this marvelous goal, the whole of humanity is found complete and one. In the light of this reality, one that matures every day and is the constant work of God, the little steps of the journey - our personal journey and the one we make together - acquire firmness, meaning and value.
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