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Preface


    I have been personally interested in Augustine for a long time. I was barely six or seven years old when the Bible societies launched a campaign under the theme of the famous words that Augustine heard in the garden in Milan: tolle, lege—take and read. Shortly thereafter I first heard the famous words that we have been created for God, and our hearts will be restless until they rest in God. Later, when as a zealous Protestant in Latin America I sought weapons against Roman Catholicism, I was told that in the writings of Augustine I would find many weapons. At about the same time the reading of Augustine’s Confessions was for me both an inspiration and a challenge. Quite a few years later, when I was a student at Yale University, I was able to do some further and prolonged study of St. Augustine. And even more recently, in both personal and written dialogue with friends and companions such as Orlando Costas, Virgilio Elizondo, Ada Maria Isasi-Díaz, Daisy Machado and several others, I began to suspect that Augustine’s restlessness was not due only to his distance from God, as he tells us in his Confessions, but also to the inner struggles of a person in whom two cultures, two legacies, two world visions clashed and mingled—in short, of a mestizo. It was this insight that led to the present book, which seeks to be a fairly simple introduction to Augustine’s thought, but reading him from a perspective reflecting the context of a mestizaje similar to that which is experienced today in the United States by people of Spanish speech and Latino culture. This context is so unique and significant that I am told that soon the Royal Academy of the Spanish Language will include in its official dictionary the word hispanounidense (a strange compound word meaning something like “Hispanic United [States]ian”), since hispanoamericano is anyone born in the former colonies of Spain in America. The new term proposed to the academy reflects the experience of mestizaje that is so significant for us.


    In the pages that follow I have not paid much attention to matters that are currently debated among specialists, and have also resisted the inclination to constantly quote secondary sources or scholarly works. Rather, I have tried to employ as much as possible the words of Augustine himself. Those other works and sources that I have not mentioned can easily be found on the Internet.


    Finally, a word of gratitude not only to the friends and colleagues I have mentioned above but also to the two main companions that I have had in this task: Augustine himself through his works, and my wife, Catherine, professor emerita of church history at Columbia Theological Seminary, who has not only accompanied me in the task but also helped me understand Augustine himself. Thus, although sixteen centuries stand between them, both Augustine and Catherine speak in the pages that follow.
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Introduction


    
A Unique Theologian


    Save Paul and the other New Testament writers, no other Christian writer or thinker has left such a profound footprint on the life and thought of the church as has St. Augustine. Certainly, this footprint is much more visible in Western Christianity—that is, Roman Catholicism and Protestantism—than in the Eastern churches, which are heirs of what in Augustine’s time was the mostly Greek-speaking section of the Roman Empire. In the West, there is no theologian who can compare with Augustine. When the Germanic peoples invaded and eventually destroyed what had been the Roman Empire, Augustine and his writings served as a bridge between the former Christian tradition and the new context and cultures. Therefore it was through the eyes of Augustine that medieval Latin-speaking Christianity read Scripture and understood the Christian faith. When, a thousand years later, that Western Christianity was divided as a result of the Protestant Reformation, both sides in that great debate claimed the authority of Augustine in support of their views. To this day the vast majority of Christians, when they read, for instance, the epistles of Paul, do it, even unwittingly, through the eyes of Augustine.


    Reading the New Testament or understanding the Christian faith through the eyes of Augustine is not necessarily wrong. But it is dangerous to do so without being aware of it, which makes us subject to or at least unaware followers of someone we do not know. Augustine can be very helpful, and indeed he is. But not to know him leads not only to a lack of understanding of our faith, but even to the inability to distinguish between the New Testament and what Augustine tells us the New Testament says. And the opposite is also true: a study of the life and thought of people in the past such as Augustine may well lead us to rediscover in our faith elements that the passing of centuries has obscured.


    This is most important because, as we shall see, while Augustine made many valuable and important contributions to Christian theology, he also left us as a legacy many other elements that must be corrected.


    Thus, in studying Augustine we do not do so out of mere antiquarian curiosity or historical interest—even though his life is as interesting as any novel—but also in quest of a deeper and fuller understanding of the faith that sustains us. In other words, we study Augustine not only for his past importance but also for his present relevance.


    
Mestizaje and Theology


    I have repeatedly stated that history is not just a narrative of the past, but is rather a reading and telling of that past in the light of our present. This means that when I study Augustine and his theology I do so in terms of who I am, how I understand myself, and the main concerns and interests not only of myself as an individual but also of the community to which I belong. Therefore Augustine is presented here through the lenses of a Christian and of a Christian community in the twenty-first century.


    This does not mean that this is a falsified Augustine. It is not a matter of taking the past and reinventing it according to our own whims and desires. It is rather a question of looking at that past with new eyes, to see whether we find in it something that others, precisely because they did not have the same lenses, have not seen—or having seen, did not consider important.


    In a few words, what I intend to explore here is the manner in which the perspectives and insights of Latino theology in our days—by which I mean theology done among that North American population of indigenous-Iberian-African origins who here are called “Hispanics” or “Latinos” and “Latinas”—may help us to see and rediscover in Augustine and in his theology some important elements that might otherwise not be noticed. Likewise, I also hope that as we look at Augustine through Latino lenses he may become more relevant to our present-day context and challenges.


    One of the characteristic themes of Latino/a theology—and of the social and ecclesiastical experience that forms its context—is mestizaje. This is a Spanish word that simply means being of mixed breed, and has traditionally been used in a pejorative way. However, in 1925 Mexican scholar and presidential candidate José Vasconcelos published an essay in which he claimed that mestizaje, rather than being a disadvantage or something to be bemoaned, is the future and the cutting edge of human civilization. According to Vasconcelos, what was happening in Latin America, particularly in Mexico, was that a new race was being born, one that included elements from all the races of the world, particularly the Indo-American, the European and the African. Over half a century later my friend and colleague Virgilio Elizondo took the insights of Vasconcelos as a way to name the experience of someone in the overlap among several cultures and political and social entities. This was his own experience in growing up as a Mexican-American in the state of Texas. Others prefer the Nahuatl term nepantla—the land in between, between two lands. Others describe this experience as one of “exile in our own land,” or of an exile from which it is not possible to return. Still others speak about “living in the hyphen”—that is, in the hyphen that both connects and separates the two poles in constructions such as “Mexican-American” or “Cuban-American.” All of these images are valuable, and they all point in the same direction. Here, for the sake of both brevity and clarity, I shall focus on the theme of mestizaje.


    To be a mestizo is to belong to two realities and at the same time not to belong to either of them. A Mexican-American reared in Texas among people of Euro-American culture is repeatedly told that he is a Mexican—that is, that he does not really belong in Texas. But if that Mexican-American crosses the border hoping to find there his land and his people, he is soon disappointed by being rejected, or at least criticized, as somewhat Americanized—or, as Mexicans would say, for being a pocho. Something similar happens to people growing up in New York of Dominican parents and in a Dominican barrio: in the United States they would not be considered fully Americans, and in the Dominican Republic they would be seen as foreigners—or at least as partially foreigners. Such people are both Dominican and North American. At the same time they are neither of the two. And, even though the case of Puerto Rico is somewhat different, there too one has to speak of the mestizaje that is manifest in the very name of the island’s status as an estado libre asociado—a free associated state. This means that Puerto Rico is free, but not independent. Its colonial status is an “association.” Thus Puerto Ricans are American citizens, but if they are asked what their mother­­land is most would answer Puerto Rico.


    Being a mestizo is not only a genetic condition, nor is it limited to one or two generations. There are Mexican-Americans whose ancestors have lived in the United States before the formerly Mexican lands in which they live were taken over by the United States, but they are still Mexican-Americans. There are Cuban-Americans whose Spanish language is rather deficient, and sometimes practically nonexistent, but if someone threatens or denies their Cuban identity, they will immediately come out in its defense.


    As Elizondo shows following the insights of Vasconcelos, although often considered inferior, the condition of mestizaje itself is a fertile field for creativity, and quite often it points to the future. In his important book Galilean Journey, Elizondo relates all of this—including his own Mexican-American mestizaje—to Galilee in the times of the New Testament. Those from Judea would think they were the true Jews and that Galilee, whose culture and traditions were mixed with traits of Gentile origin, was not truly Jewish. Therefore they called it “Galilee of the Gentiles.” But from the point of view of the Romans and other Gentiles, Galileans were Jews. When thus read, the entire story of the Gospels and of the Passion is closely related with Galilean mestizaje and the manner in which the Judeans—Jews from Judea—despised it.


    As stated above, and this must always be underscored, the condition of mestizaje is a fertile field for creativity and a sign pointing to the future. To those who claim that “nothing good can come from Nazareth,” God responds precisely by offering them a Savior from among those despised people in Galilee. And this is not merely a one-time divine whim, but is the manner in which God repeatedly acts in history and in the church. Most likely not even one line of the New Testament was written in Jerusalem, which was the center of the primitive church. On the contrary, the New Testament was written in what we could well call the mestizaje of the mission to the Gentiles, in that intermediate space in which the early Christians, even though most of them were Jews, were not considered true Jews, while Romans and their authorities did see them as Jews. Western civilization was born of the encounter, conflicts and eventual mestizaje between the Greco-Roman and the ­Germanic—between that which the ancient Romans called civilization and that which they considered barbaric. The singular creativity of Thomas Aquinas took place in the encounter between Christian ­medieval Europe and the cultural and philosophical currents that were invading it from the Muslim world.


    But that is not all. In speaking of the experience of those who live between two cultures or realities as mestizaje, we have oversimplified reality in order to be able to understand it. Rarely is mestizaje purely bipolar, for quite often the two poles of that mestizaje have within each of them signs of their own mestizaje, thus leading a mestizo to live amid several realities, many of them clashing among themselves. This may be seen in the case of many Latinos and Latinas born in the United States. They are mestizos because they are both Latin Americans and North Americans, and they are frequently told that they are neither one nor the other. But in Latin America most of those Latinos are mestizos in that they carry traits brought from the Iberian Peninsula, which have mixed and still sometimes clash with elements from the various pre-Columbian cultures, and frequently with others of African or Asian origin.


    In the case of Augustine, his mestizaje is not simply the encounter between the African and the Roman. Inasmuch as he is an African, he also reflects the mestizo reality of the region, where even before the arrival of the Romans there was a mixture and clash of views and traditions that were Berber or Libyan with others of Punic or Carthaginian origin. And on the Roman side, it is best not to speak of a Roman culture, but rather of a Greco-Roman one, for the Romanitas Augustine knew was to a great degree also Greek.


    In any case, mestizaje with all its complexities was a constant presence in the life and thought of Augustine as it is also among most of humanity.


    For this reason, this book is actually a call to read anew the entire history of the church and its theology from the perspective of mestizaje and of the manner in which it points to the future. And, at least among Christians whose roots are to be found in the western sections of the Roman Empire, among people who spoke Latin, there is no better starting point than Augustine, bishop of Hippo, teacher of generations, and a mestizo.


    
Augustine the Mestizo


    In the pages that follow we shall find ample reason to speak of Augustine as a mestizo, and of his theology as a mestizo theology. But some points may be mentioned as a foretaste. The home in which Augustine was reared, with a Roman father and a mother who was probably of Berber origin, or at least Punic (words that will be explained later on), was clearly mestizo. The same is true of the surrounding atmosphere in ­Tagaste, the town where Augustine grew up. His first teachers, at the same time that they taught him Roman letters, knew the native language of the area. On the other hand, Augustine worked so hard on his studies of Latin that he was not surpassed in his generation in the use of that language. The form of religion that his mother, Monica, was calling him to accept had clearly African overtones, and this was partly the reason why Augustine, a man versed in Greco-Roman letters and traditions, could not accept it. When the preaching of Ambrose opened for him the path to faith, what he found significant in that preaching was that ­Ambrose could explain the meaning of that Bible that Monica so loved following the canons of Greco-Roman rhetoric. When he was finally converted, this was partly a conversion to Monica’s Christianity and partly a conversion to the “philosophical life” of Neoplatonism. When he faced the Donatists, he found himself having to choose between his African roots and Roman order. Throughout most of his life, it would seem that the Roman in him had become dominant; but when, after the Roman disaster of 410, he tried to read what had happened from a Christian perspective, he was quite critical of the entire Roman culture and civilization, and this criticism was partly grounded on principles learned long before from his Berber mother.


    Furthermore, one may even suggest that after Augustine’s death the success of his theology was partly due to its being a mestizo theology, one that was not entirely Greco-Roman, when a new mestizaje was being born in Western Europe—the mestizaje between the Roman and the Germanic. Thus Augustine’s mestizo theology, now thought to be purely Roman, joined the Germanic cultures in order to create a new mestizaje—a mestizaje that was the cradle of Western civilization and of later theological thought. Let us then turn to Augustine’s life, where we shall discover the traits and implications of this mestizaje.
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A Tortuous Path to Faith


    
The Context


    Strange as it may seem, Latin Christian theology did not arise in Rome or even elsewhere in Western Europe, but rather in North Africa. What is more, the first bishop of Rome who wrote in Latin was not a Roman, but an African. Late in the second century Africa was the stage on which Latin theological language developed in the works of Tertullian, who ardently defended his faith both against pagans and against all sorts of heresy. Some decades later that area produced Cyprian, the creator of much of Western ecclesiology and an advocate for the rights of the African episcopacy over against Roman pretensions. And it was in that area that Augustine was born and lived most of his life.


    If we find that surprising, we will probably also be surprised to learn that at that time the northern regions of the African continent were not a dry and arid land. At that point the climactic changes that would eventually lead the region to its present condition had not yet taken place. On the contrary, the land in which Augustine was born was rich and fertile. In the areas near the coast, cereals and fruits were produced and cattle were herded. Farther into the interior, on the slopes of mountains, there were abundant olive groves and thick forests. In those forests there were many beasts such as bears and leopards that were hunted and exported to Rome and other cities to serve in the cruel entertainment of those days.


    On the other hand, it is important to note that at the time the word Africa would not have meant the entire continent that now carries that name. In Augustine’s time, that was the name given primarily to the Roman province of Africa, whose center was the city of Carthage (near where Tunis is today). But, by extension, “Africa” was frequently a way of referring to the northern coast of that continent from Morocco to Libya, but not including Egypt; that is, besides the province of Africa itself, the provinces of Cyrenaica, Numidia, Byzacena, Tripolitania and Mauritania. For the purposes of our history, the region that most interests us is the province of Africa itself and, toward the west, Numidia and Mauritania.


    The small town of Tagaste, where Augustine was born in 354 (and which is now called Souk-Ahras), was in Numidia, near the border of the province properly called Africa, or Proconsular Africa. Being in the interior of the land, Tagaste had a population that was mostly Berber, while administration was in Roman hands. Patrick, Augustine’s father, was one of the representatives of Roman authority in Tagaste, and therefore he was a person of relative importance within that limited circle, but very secondary within the total framework of the Roman Empire. There were also a few other Roman families in the city. One of them was the family of Alypius, whom Augustine does not seem to have met in Tagaste but somewhat later in Carthage, and whom he called “my soul brother.” The very fact that Augustine did not know Alypius until he was in Carthage may be due to the difference in age between them, but more probably to a social scale in Tagaste in which the aristocratic family of Alypius was high above that of Augustine—particularly since Augustine had an African mother. Tagaste was also the hometown of Romanianus, a relatively well-to-do man—and perhaps a distant relative of Patrick and therefore also of Augustine—who saw the promise of young Augustine, opened his library to him and covered the cost of much of his study, apparently hoping that after returning to Tagaste Augustine would become a tutor to his children.


    Tagaste would have had a few thousand inhabitants and was the administrative center for the surrounding area, where land was mostly held in latifundia dedicated to cereals, fruit, cattle and olive groves. Most of the owners of such latifundia preferred to live in larger cities such as Carthage or Rome, and therefore the administration of the lands was left in the hands of stewards, some of whom were slaves and some freedmen. As to the population of Tagaste itself, most of it seems to have been of Berber origin, like that of the surrounding area.


    Some five or six centuries before the time of Augustine, when Rome was beginning to develop what became its vast empire, the entire area was ruled from Carthage. This was an independent city that had been founded by Phoenician colonizers. In the second century before Christ, it vied with Rome over hegemony over the western Mediterranean. Since these Phoenicians were known as “Punics,” the wars between Rome and Carthage are known in history as the “Punic Wars.” The struggle was difficult, and at one point the Carthaginian general Hannibal led his troops to the very outskirts of Rome. But in the end Rome won, under the leadership of General Scipio, who was called “the African,” not because he came from that land, but rather to honor him as the conqueror of Africa. This was in the year 146 before the birth of Christ, and the Roman senate decreed that Carthage would be demolished so that it would never again rise as a rival to the city set on seven hills. This was done, but less than 120 years later, just before the beginnings of the Christian era, Emperor Augustus ordered that the city be rebuilt, now as part of the Roman Empire and capital of the province of Africa. The success of that new foundation was such that when Augustine was born, less than four centuries later, Carthage was the second largest city in the western Mediterranean, surpassed only by Rome.


    But centuries earlier, when those first Punic colonizers reached the area, they did not find it uninhabited but populated by Berbers, or Libyans, a seminomadic people occupying the lands from the Mediterranean coast to the sands of the Sahara. The Berbers did not disappear. Some of them withdrew to more remote areas where Punic power did not reach, while others remained in the conquered lands, subjected to the Punic conquerors. Such Berbers labored in the less respected occupations, did the most arduous work and bore the most onerous taxes.


    Thus, in the region that served as the background for most of Augustine’s life—the area where he was raised and where he did most of his pastoral and theological work—there were at least three cultural strata, sometimes intermingling and sometimes in conflict. There are indications of many people of Punic or Berber origin seeking to become assimilated within Roman culture and order. But it is also clear that relations between these various groups were not always friendly, and that many resisted the invasions, first by the Punics and later by the Romans. Apparently there was not in the area the strict social stratification that existed, for instance, in Egypt, where a Copt who tried to pass as a Greek or as a Roman was considered a criminal and was punished by the state, and where Greeks and Jews occupied intermediate positions between Copts and Romans. But there was a certain social and economic stratification, so that the higher levels of society were reserved for people of Roman blood, and those who tried to approach such social levels had to abandon their cultural and linguistic traditions, while the rest were called “Berbers” or “Punics.” Frequently there was not a clear distinction between these two groups. Therefore, when Augustine speaks of customs, language and traditions as “Punic” it is difficult to know whether he is referring to the ancient Carthaginians of Phoenician origin or to the original inhabitants of the region. Thus, for instance, when he refers to the Punic language it is very possible that he is referring to the most common speech of the area where he was raised, which was actually Berber.


    There were three main languages in the area where Augustine was raised: the Latin of the empire and of administration; the Punic language, Semitic in origin, which was rapidly disappearing; and the Libyan language, which the Berbers spoke. The decadence of Punic was such that when Augustine and his contemporaries referred to a language as “Punic” frequently they actually meant Libyan. Augustine himself refers to Libyan as “Punic language, that is, African.” As centuries went by, that ancient language of Semitic origin disappeared, and today only echoes of it are heard in the island of Malta, whose language is a combination of ancient Punic with several other languages, and according to some linguists has some traits typical of the Arabic of that area—a language that, as ancient Punic, is also of Semitic origin. As to Libyan, it continued being spoken in the interior of North Africa through the centuries, and it is the background of twenty-first-century Berber—a language that many in the area prefer to Arabic and that, together with Arabic, in this century has become an official language of Morocco, as well as of other regions of North Africa.


    As the ancient Punic language was beginning to disappear, in Tagaste and the surrounding areas the most common language was Berber or Libyan. During the twentieth century a series of archaeological diggings have unearthed hundreds of Libyan inscriptions, and some written in both Libyan and Latin; but very few in Punic. Therefore, although there were three languages in North Africa, two of them were dominant: the Libyan spoken by the lower echelons of society and in rural areas, and the Latin of administration and aristocracy.


    Furthermore, this stratification was not only social but also geographic. The Latin-speaking population was concentrated in the cities, particularly those along the coast. But, with few exceptions, even in the cities those of Latin roots and speech were the elite that ruled over a mostly Berber population. In the last two centuries, excavations in the cemeteries in the area—including the one in Hippo, where Augustine served as a bishop—have led to the conclusion that Libyan or Berber was the language most commonly spoken. Farther south, Libyans or Berbers were by far the majority of the population and had a certain degree of autonomy—although when that autonomy was stretched too far Roman legions would intervene to remind the population that it was part of the Roman Empire.


    The difference in cultures was not limited to social and geographic stratification, but also resulted in differences in the values that each of them considered most important. Greco-Roman culture valued order and rationality above all. For centuries, Greek philosophy had been proud of its rationality, of its refusal to allow itself to be carried away by those passions that hide the truths that only reason may know. For their part, Romans had reason to be proud of their legal system—that is, of the way in which they had learned to apply to the social order the principles of rationality that the Greeks had proposed. For this reason, many in the Greco-Roman world were convinced that Stoicism was the best philosophy. It certainly was the most commonly held by Romans in Augustine’s time. This was so because Stoicism insisted on knowing the “natural law” that rules over all things, freeing oneself from the passions that hide or oppose that natural law, and thus leading a reasonable life that is the highest level of fulfillment humans can attain. Over against this, African cultures valued emotions and spontaneity. They certainly had laws, but their purpose was not the good of the society at large, but rather the good of the relatively small nucleus of people tied by familial and similar bonds. Such laws were very important, for without them the social nuclei could dissolve. But they were laws of the group and for the group, and not laws imposed from outside on the basis of a supposedly superior rationality. As a consequence of these cultural contrasts, Romans usually saw Berbers as “barbarians” lacking in civilization, and the Punics as slightly better. And the Africans—both Berbers and Punics—would look at the Romans as imperialists who covered the laws and the order they wished to impose under a varnish of rationality.


    All this was reflected in the religious life of the area. Ancient Berbers had been polytheists who worshiped a great variety of deities related to the various forces of nature or to a particular sanctuary. But above all these divine beings there was a supreme and wise God known as “the Ancient”—Senex. Punics brought with themselves the gods of the lands of Canaan and Phoenicia, dominated by Baal Hammon—from whose name many Punic names are derived, such as Hannibal and Hasdrubal. The rule of this particular god over all others was such that today many see emerging monotheistic tendencies in Punic religion. At any rate, soon Senex and Baal were joined into one, which resulted in a general religiosity that was common to the entire area. When the Romans arrived, they applied there the religious policy that they followed in their various conquests: while bringing their own gods and promoting their worship, they tolerated the various religions of each place and encouraged a process by which the gods of those religions would become progressively identified with some of the gods of the Roman pantheon. In formerly Punic lands efforts were made to identify Baal Hammon with Saturn. This policy seems to have succeeded, for ancient documents indicate that the population of that region was devoted to Saturn. But scholars who have studied the matter make it clear that the “Saturn” whom Punics worshiped was more like the ancient Baal Hammon than like the Roman Saturn.


    Christianity seems to have arrived in North Africa during the second half of the second century, probably from Italy but perhaps from Phrygia. It soon developed deep roots, and, as already stated, African Christianity took the lead in theological production in the Latin language. But while some of the leaders of that nascent church were of Roman origin or at least had been assimilated into Roman culture—as in the cases of Tertullian and Cyprian—soon the new faith expanded among the Punic and Berber population. These were times of persecution, when Roman authorities opposed Christianity, and therefore it seems likely that the conversion to the new religion by many Africans had overtones of a protest against the existing order, or at least a desire to reclaim a truth and authority beyond the truths and authority of the dominant population.


    Therefore it is not surprising that there was always in the area a type of Christianity marked by its strong opposition to Greco-Roman culture. We find an echo of that attitude in the writings of Tertullian, whose ­criticism—and even mockery—of that culture is symptomatic. Toward the end of his life, when it seemed to him that orthodox Christianity was becoming too easily reconciled to the customs and perspectives of the dominant culture, Tertullian and many others opted for Montanism, a movement that was quite critical of the dominant culture and social order. Paradoxically, one of the reasons we know of Tertullian is that he himself appears to be of Latin rootage and certainly was well-versed in Latin law and language, so that his Latin writings were appreciated by the rest of Latin Christendom. But we may well imagine how many other anonymous Christians of Berber or Punic origin held similar opinions and feelings.


    A goodly part of the Christian population of the area always retained that attitude of distancing from and even opposition to the dominant culture. A few decades before the birth of Augustine, Emperor Constantine decreed tolerance toward Christians, and eventually both he and his successors declared themselves to be Christians and lent imperial support to the church. Christianity became at first politically and culturally acceptable, then the dominant religion of the empire and finally almost the only religion that was tolerated. Significantly, at a time when senators and other Roman aristocrats were flocking to the baptismal waters, and most of the population was following them, something very different was taking place in Africa. With the theological excuse that some of the bishops recognized by the official church had not stood firm during the persecution that was now ended, a good number of Christians in the provinces of Africa and Numidia abandoned that church. These rebellious Christians, known as Donatists after one of their leaders, Donatus, refused to bend before imperial authority now represented by the official church. As we shall see, as time went by this movement became ever more extreme, eventually leading to violence. But what at present is of interest to us is that Donatism spread mostly among the population of Berber and Punic origin—and that among the most extreme Donatists most were Berber. We shall later deal with Donatism and Augustine’s polemics against it.


    Tagaste, the town where Augustine was born, was in the province of Numidia but very near the border of the province of Africa. Until shortly before Augustine’s birth, most of its population was Donatist, and many of them held to that faith even after the death of Augustine. Furthermore, there were always Donatists in Augustine’s own family, and some of them came to hold high positions within that movement.


    In any case, all Christianity in that area, Donatist as well orthodox, was characterized by certain emphases. There was an inclination in the Latin West, particularly in Africa, to understand the Christian faith in terms of rules and moral principles. As I have explained in more detail elsewhere (Christian Thought Revisited: Three Types of Theology), this Western theology saw God foremost as a lawgiver and judge, sin as an infraction of the law of God, the human condition as similar to a moral debt, baptism as a washing away or forgiving of the guilt of sin and the work of Jesus as a payment of that debt on behalf of the believer. The consequences of such a way of understanding the gospel that eventually became widespread throughout the Western church—Catholic as well as Protestant—were many. One of the first was the debate regarding the holiness of the church. If God is above all a lawgiver and a judge, and if Christian faith is a matter of morality and obedience, how can a church be a true church of Jesus Christ if it is not pure and holy? Some claimed the church was like Noah’s ark, in which a few are saved from the surrounding evil, and therefore there is in it no place for sinners. Others claimed that the church is like a field in which wheat and tares grow together and the task of judging who is one or the other belongs to God, not to Christians. This resulted in a long series of schisms, particularly in the West, for if someone comes to the conclusion that the church is not sufficiently pure, the course to be followed is to abandon it for the sake of a new and “true” church. Naturally, there will soon be those who, even within that “true” church, believe even this is not sufficiently pure and then abandon it in order to create an even holier one. These are the attitudes at the root of Donatism, as well as of the many similar groups that developed out of it.


    The other consequence of the type of theology that was dominant in the West was the constant debate about what to do with postbaptismal sins. If at baptism a believer’s sins are forgiven, what happens when that believer sins after baptism? How can that believer pay or atone for such sins? Eventually this would lead in Roman Catholicism to the development of its entire penitential system, with its purgatory and its indulgences; and in Protestantism, to constant schisms because there are some who think their church is not sufficiently holy. It was this religion of legalistic and moralizing tendencies that Augustine knew through his mother and the community of faith to which she belonged. Augustine himself, although eventually coming to share some of those perspectives, found himself in the lead to reject and refute some of the consequences of these tendencies, as we shall see when discussing his attitudes toward Pelagianism.


    
His Family


    The family into which Augustine was born and where he was raised had intercultural and mestizo characteristics that were relatively common in the area. His father, Patrick by name, was a Roman official with the rank of decurion, and owner of some land. This means that his responsibilities consisted in collecting taxes, and therefore that he would not be very popular among the population that bore most of the tax burden—that is, the “African” population, as distinct from the “Roman.” Although he owned some land and slaves, this did not make him rich, for after being able to study for some time in the near city of Madaura Augustine had to return to Tagaste because his family did not have the necessary funds to support his further studies. According to Augustine himself, Patrick was an irascible man who, although never striking his wife, did make her the subject of verbal abuse—and, as was common at that time, Augustine praises his mother for her submissive spirit as she accepted and overcame the wrath of her husband. As to religion, Patrick followed that of his ancestors—what is today called paganism.


    Monica, Augustine’s mother, was probably of Berber origin, for her name seems to be derived from the goddess Mon, who was worshiped in a nearby sanctuary. But she herself was a faithful and devout Christian whose religion reflected the form of Christianity that was dominant in the area. She was some twenty years younger than her husband. This was common in Roman society, in which it was customary for males to take concubines until they came to a relatively mature age, when it was time to beget legal heirs. We also know that when Monica married Patrick the couple lived for some time with his mother—which was also common practice—who apparently did not approve of her son’s marriage, and constantly criticized Monica and sought ways to make her life more difficult. From this marriage between Patrick and Monica at least three children were born: the eldest, Navigius, of whom little is known; Augustine; and a sister whose name and age are unknown—although later tradition began calling her Perpetua—who, at least toward the end of Augustine’s days, led a group of women in monastic life.


    Of all these people, the only one to whom Augustine repeatedly refers in his writings is Monica. She was a severe woman who from the day of her marriage devoted herself to praying for the conversion of her husband. She never hid this hope that her husband would change, and this may be one of the reasons why both Patrick and his mother dealt with Monica harshly and even cruelly. Eventually, shortly before his death, Patrick did convert to Christianity.


    All this shows that quite probably Augustine himself was a mestizo, which would show in a slightly darker skin than that of pure Romans. He was certainly raised in a mestizo atmosphere, not only in the genetic sense but also culturally. The Greco-Roman culture his father represented had a long history of great achievements, and it was the path toward success in the career of civil service that both of his parents planned for him. In Monica he knew a form of Christianity that had normally seen itself in opposition to the surrounding culture, but that was now beginning to adjust to Roman domination. The town of Tagaste itself had been mostly Donatist until a few years before Augustine was born, and therefore one may imagine that Monica represented that accommodation to Roman dominion that was appearing among some of the more traditional elements of Christianity in the region. Patrick was the presence of Rome. Monica represented the Berber, the African—in Roman terms, “barbarism”—seeking a place within Roman society. Patrick was the reminder of Greco-Roman achievements. Monica represented a faith quite ready to obey God above all, and to subject all to that obedience. Throughout his life Augustine lived between those two poles, sometimes leaning in one direction and sometimes in the other. And that may also be seen in his own theological development.
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