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    Between the glittering allure of power that erects earthly cities and the patient longing of a pilgrim people for a commonwealth shaped by the love of God, Augustine stages a sweeping drama of rival loyalties, testing whether any empire’s promises can satisfy the human desire for justice, meaning, and peace, and inviting readers to consider how daily choices about worship, allegiance, and love quietly build a destiny larger than politics, reputation, or conquest, even as history’s triumphs and catastrophes—so vivid in his age and ours—press upon the conscience and demand a judgment about what ultimately deserves our hope.

City of God is a monumental work of Christian apologetics and political theology composed by Augustine of Hippo in Roman North Africa between 413 and 426 CE, in the aftermath of the 410 sack of Rome. Written in Latin and organized into twenty-two books, it addresses the intellectual and civic anxieties of late antiquity by defending the Christian faith and reframing the meaning of Rome’s decline. As bishop of Hippo Regius, Augustine writes from a pastoral and philosophical vantage, combining scriptural interpretation with engagement in the broader Greco-Roman conversation that shaped the moral and civic imagination of his readers.

The project begins by confronting the charge that Christianity weakened Rome, a claim circulating among pagan critics who sought explanations for imperial fragility. Augustine responds not with denunciation alone but with a patient, cumulative argument that blends pastoral concern and rigorous analysis. The reading experience is expansive and layered: he moves from case-by-case refutations to broad meditations on happiness, virtue, and the ends of political life. His voice is learned, often combative but ultimately consoling, seeking to steady communities shaken by loss. Modern translations render the Latin with varying textures, yet the tone consistently marries urgency with contemplative breadth.

At the heart of the work is Augustine’s distinction between two communities ordered by different loves: one oriented toward God, the other toward self and domination. This contrast is not a map of institutions but a moral and spiritual diagnosis that runs through households, laws, and hearts. By tracing how these orders of love generate rival understandings of justice and peace, Augustine recasts history as more than the story of regimes; it becomes a theater of desire and worship. The argument reshapes civic identity, encouraging engagement in public life while relocating ultimate allegiance in a transcendent horizon.

Augustine prosecutes his case with an education steeped in classical learning, often measuring Roman religion and civic virtue against philosophical insights and scriptural claims. The architecture of the book is deliberate: an initial movement dismantles the credibility of pagan cults and their public myths, while a second develops a providential account of the origin, progress, and end of the two cities. Along the way he cites history, interprets Scripture, and pauses for probing reflections on freedom, evil, and happiness. The style alternates between forensic precision and sweeping narrative, rewarding patient readers with clarity about how beliefs shape cultures and policies.

Because it unites a sober assessment of politics with a searching account of human desire, City of God retains urgent relevance. Augustine raises questions that resonate in debates about nationalism, secularism, and the place of religion in public life: What sustains civic peace when institutions shake, what counts as genuine justice, and how should citizens order their loves amid competing loyalties? He also speaks to communities recovering from catastrophe, insisting that meaning is not exhausted by loss. His vision encourages responsible participation in temporal affairs without surrendering hope to them, offering a framework for humility, patience, and resilient solidarity.

For contemporary readers, the book serves less as a manual than as a school of attention, training the imagination to weigh ultimate ends alongside immediate needs. Augustine’s steady voice models how to argue without despair, to love a city without idolizing it, and to seek common goods without confusing them with final blessedness. The result is an intellectual pilgrimage through grief, criticism, and hope that reframes personal and political life. Entering City of God is to enter a conversation that stretches beyond crisis, inviting a recalibration of loyalties that can sustain integrity, generosity, and courage in unsettled times.
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    City of God, written in Latin by Augustine of Hippo after the sack of Rome in 410, addresses accusations that Christianity weakened the empire. Composed between the 410s and 420s and structured in twenty-two books, it has a twofold aim: to refute pagan religious and philosophical claims and to set forth a Christian interpretation of history and destiny. Augustine contrasts transient earthly achievements with an ultimate good not subject to fortune. He gradually unfolds a comprehensive vision in which worship, morality, and political life are evaluated by their orientation to God, establishing the framework for his famous distinction between two cities defined by their loves.

In the opening books, Augustine counters the charge that the Christian faith brought public calamity. He argues that prosperity and disaster befall peoples irrespective of their cults and that classical Rome enjoyed successes through natural virtues and providential arrangements rather than divine favor from its pantheon. He examines the limits of worldly happiness, insisting that virtue seeking human praise cannot secure lasting beatitude. Augustine emphasizes the fragility of temporal goods, the inevitability of suffering, and the inability of civic greatness to deliver the ultimate end of humanity. This prepares his broader claim that true security cannot be grounded in political fortune or ancestral rites.

Augustine then critiques Roman religion by engaging its own authorities. Drawing on Varro’s taxonomy of the mythical, natural, and civil theologies, he contends that public cults were socially expedient but morally corrupting and intellectually incoherent. The proliferation of deities tied to functions of nature and civic life, he argues, failed to disclose the one creator God and did not transform character toward genuine blessedness. He challenges the idea that demons mediating between gods and humans are trustworthy guardians of worship. For Augustine, civic rituals may stabilize communities, but without truth and moral renewal they cannot heal the human condition.

Turning to philosophy, Augustine acknowledges the insight of Platonists who affirm an immaterial, supreme principle and recognize the soul’s ascent beyond material goods. Yet he faults them for misdirected worship and for proposing angelic or daemonic intermediaries or theurgic practices as salvific means. He insists that only a mediator who is both divine and truly human can reconcile humanity to God, evaluating rival accounts of purification and liberation accordingly. Augustine integrates this critique with a theological account of sacrifice and worship, arguing that right worship orders the soul and society, while all substitutes, however refined, leave the deepest wound unhealed.

Having cleared ground, Augustine introduces the two cities: communities formed by two fundamental loves—of God to the contempt of self, and of self to the neglect of God. He situates this within a biblical narrative of creation, angelic obedience and defection, and the origin of evil as a privation caused by a creaturely will turning from the highest good. Time itself, he argues, is created; creation is ex nihilo and wholly dependent on God. The human fall yields disordered desires and mortality, shaping social life. The earthly and heavenly orientations thus diverge in purpose and end, even as their members intermingle in history.

Augustine traces these two lines through sacred history, reading genealogies, episodes, and institutions as manifestations of the divergent loves. From Cain and Abel through the patriarchs, the people of Israel, and the prophetic tradition, he follows how promises and figures prefigure a universal community oriented to God. In parallel, he interprets the rise of empires—Babylon serving as a representative image—as expressions of earthly ambition. Augustine correlates scriptural events with world history to show a providential pattern without denying human agency. His method weaves literal and figurative readings to disclose a coherent story that culminates beyond merely national or imperial projects.

In his sustained analysis of the human good, Augustine critiques classical schools on happiness and civic virtue. He argues that peace is the tranquility of order, present in varying degrees across households, cities, and empires. The earthly city seeks temporal peace and goods legitimately, but cannot attain the highest good without rightly ordered love and true worship. Christians, as pilgrims, use earthly peace for a higher end, cooperating in public life while maintaining ultimate allegiance to God. Augustine assesses justice, laws, and warfare within this framework, measuring political excellence by its service to genuine peace rather than glory, domination, or cultural achievement.

Augustine concludes with an account of the last things, interpreting prophetic and apocalyptic texts to depict a final judgment that discloses the true character of both cities. He defends the resurrection of the body and explores the integrity, identity, and transformed qualities of resurrected life. He considers the destiny of rational creatures, articulates the permanence of their ends, and reflects on the fullness of beatitude. Augustine also recounts signs and testimonies he regards as credible supports for hope. Throughout, he keeps distinct what belongs to temporal pilgrimage and what pertains to the consummation God effects.

The work’s enduring significance lies in its reorientation of historical and political imagination. By measuring cultures, institutions, and personal aspirations against the highest end, Augustine challenges triumphalism and despair alike. His two-cities framework helps readers discern how shared temporal goods can be pursued without confusing them with ultimate fulfillment. The book offers a vision of history governed by providence yet attentive to human action, encouraging engagement in civic life while relativizing its claims. Its steady, expansive argument continues to shape debates about religion, culture, and the state, inviting reflection on what constitutes true peace and lasting happiness.
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    The City of God emerged in the early fifth century, when the Western Roman Empire struggled to preserve order amid political fragmentation and military shocks. Augustine wrote from Hippo Regius in Roman North Africa, a region tied by trade and law to Italy yet distant from imperial courts. Institutions shaping daily life included the imperial bureaucracy, municipal councils, senatorial patronage networks, and a rapidly consolidating Catholic Church. Latin education in rhetoric and law remained the path to status, while bishops increasingly mediated civic disputes. This setting framed debates about Rome’s past glory, present insecurity, and the moral sources of public cohesion.

Augustine was born in 354 at Tagaste (Numidia), educated in grammar and rhetoric at Madauros and Carthage, and taught in Thagaste, Carthage, Rome, and Milan. Influenced by Latin Platonism and the preaching of Bishop Ambrose, he converted to Christianity, was baptized at Easter 387, and returned to Africa. Ordained presbyter in 391 and bishop of Hippo by 395/396, he led a busy episcopal community that combined pastoral care, doctrinal controversy, and literary production. His training in classical letters, experience in imperial cities, and immersion in scripture equipped him to address Rome’s crisis with arguments engaging both educated pagans and baptized elites.

From Constantine’s Edict of Milan in 313, Christianity gained legal standing in the empire; by the Edict of Thessalonica in 380, Nicene Christianity became the official religion. Emperors curtailed public pagan sacrifices and redirected resources to churches. Debates over the Altar of Victory in the Roman Senate epitomized conflict between traditional civic cults and Christian claims; the altar, removed under Gratian in 382, was not restored despite senatorial petitions supported by Symmachus and opposed by Ambrose. Augustine’s North Africa manifested this transition: basilicas dominated urban centers, episcopal courts arbitrated disputes, and catechumenate instruction prepared converts drawn from all social ranks.

In 410, Visigothic forces under Alaric sacked Rome, shocking contemporaries who viewed the city as the axis of order. Pagan critics charged that neglect of ancestral gods invited disaster, and refugees carried their grievances to North African ports. The imperial tribune Marcellinus, active in Carthage, urged Augustine to reply. Augustine began De Civitate Dei around 413 and completed its twenty-two books by 426. Composed amid correspondence and sermons, the project answered public accusations, surveyed Roman history, and situated recent calamity within a larger moral and providential account, while avoiding immediate political pamphleteering or narrowly local issues.

Augustine drew on scriptures alongside classical authorities to engage Rome’s self-understanding. He cites Varro’s theological classifications, confronts Cicero’s definitions of a commonwealth, and measures Roman virtues celebrated by Livy against Christian charity and humility. His engagement with Platonist metaphysics helped frame arguments about the hierarchy of goods, the origin of evil as privation, and the restless will. Rhetorical training shaped the book’s disputational structure, while biblical exegesis supplied a narrative of creation, fall, and pilgrimage. By juxtaposing revered Roman exempla with Christian claims, Augustine addressed educated audiences without conceding the sufficiency of civic religion or philosophical moralism.

North Africa’s church controversies sharpened Augustine’s themes about community and grace. The Donatist schism, rooted in disputes over the treatment of traditores and the validity of sacraments, divided congregations for decades. At the Conference of Carthage in 411, imperial officials adjudicated and upheld the Catholic position that sacramental efficacy did not depend on a minister’s moral purity. Soon after, debates with Pelagius and his followers about original sin and human ability culminated in African synods and the Council of Carthage in 418 condemning Pelagian teachings. These conflicts reinforced Augustine’s insistence on divine aid, humility, and the mixed character of Christian society.

Structural shifts in the empire formed the work’s background. After Theodosius I’s death in 395, the empire was ruled by Arcadius in the East and Honorius in the West, with the Western court moving to Ravenna by 402. Reliance on federate armies, fiscal strains, and contested successions limited imperial reach. Rome’s senatorial aristocracy retained prestige but saw diminished power as provincial strongmen and bishops gained influence. Earlier traumas—the third-century crises, Gothic migrations, and frontier losses—had already exposed vulnerabilities. Augustine wrote to reframe such instability, not by promising imperial recovery, but by evaluating political goods within a broader moral and ultimate horizon.

The City of God reflects its age by addressing Roman memory, civic pride, and fear of decline, while critiquing the idea that prosperity flows from ritual piety toward traditional gods. It contrasts temporal achievements with enduring goods, evaluates virtues prized by statesmen, and reassesses the ends of law and empire. Augustine neither rejects political order nor equates it with ultimate hope; instead he tests Rome’s narratives against a providential history claimed by the church. In doing so, the book offered late antique readers a framework for loyalty, patience, and responsibility amid uncertainty, shaping medieval and early modern Christian political thought.
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    Saint Augustine of Hippo (354–430) was a North African bishop, theologian, and philosopher whose writings mark a decisive moment in late antique Christianity and Western thought. Living through the transition from the Roman Empire’s classical order to its Christianized aftermath, he produced a vast corpus of sermons, letters, and treatises that shaped doctrine, spirituality, and intellectual vocabulary for centuries. His Confessions pioneered introspective autobiography; City of God offered a sweeping philosophy of history; and On the Trinity explored the mystery of God in dialogue with Scripture and philosophy. Across genres, Augustine’s work wrestles with desire, memory, time, language, and the dynamics of grace.

Augustine was born in Thagaste, in Roman North Africa, and educated in grammar and rhetoric in nearby towns before advanced study at Carthage. Trained for a career in eloquence, he first encountered philosophy through Cicero’s Hortensius, which awakened a desire for wisdom. For several years he adhered to Manichaeism, a dualist movement promising rational religion, while continuing rhetorical studies and teaching. His mother, later venerated as Monica, persistently encouraged him toward Christianity, though he hesitated. The intellectual climate of the African and Mediterranean schools—rhetorical competition, philosophical debate, and religious pluralism—formed the crucible of his early development as teacher, seeker, and controversialist.

Seeking better prospects, Augustine left Africa to teach in Rome and then secured a prestigious appointment in Milan. There he encountered the sermons of Bishop Ambrose, whose biblical exegesis and rhetorical skill impressed him, and he read Latin translations of Neoplatonist authors that reframed his understanding of God and the soul. These influences eroded his Manichaean commitments and his flirtation with skeptical thought. After an intense period of moral and intellectual struggle, he embraced Christianity and was baptized by Ambrose at Easter 387. Renouncing ambitions at the imperial court, he prepared to return to North Africa and pursue a more ascetic, communal life.

Back in Thagaste, Augustine founded a small community devoted to prayer, study, and common life, before visiting Hippo Regius, where he was reluctantly ordained a priest in 391 and later made bishop around 395–396. Pastoral responsibilities shaped his literary output: he preached regularly, responded to letters from across the Mediterranean, and composed treatises for clergy and laity. In this period he wrote Confessions (late 390s), On Christian Doctrine (developed over decades), and began On the Trinity (c. 399–419). The sack of Rome in 410 prompted City of God, completed in the 420s, which reinterpreted history and civic life in light of the gospel.

Augustine’s episcopate engaged major controversies. Against the Donatists in North Africa, he argued that the church’s unity and the efficacy of sacraments rest on Christ, not the moral purity of ministers. Against Manichaeans, he defended the goodness of creation and articulated a privation account of evil with a robust doctrine of free will ordered by grace. The Pelagian debates pressed him to clarify original sin and the necessity of divine grace for conversion and perseverance. Through sermons, letters, and treatises, he contended that human salvation begins and ends in God’s gratuitous initiative, a judgment received warmly by some and contested by others.

Augustine was an inventive reader of Scripture and theorist of interpretation. On Christian Doctrine presents a pedagogy of signs, teaching how to discern literal and figurative senses and to order learning to charity. His Confessions probes memory, time, and selfhood; Book XI’s reflections on time influenced later philosophy. In On the Trinity he wrestled with speaking about God while guarding divine mystery. City of God contrasted earthly ambitions with a pilgrim people oriented to eternal peace, offering themes that later informed political theology, including subsequent just war reflection. Throughout, he integrated classical learning with biblical faith in a disciplined, prayerful inquiry.

In his later years Augustine reviewed his writings in Retractions, clarifying positions and acknowledging developments in his thought, an unusual act of intellectual self-scrutiny. He continued corresponding with allies and opponents, supervising clergy, and writing on Scripture and doctrine. He died in 430 during the Vandal siege of Hippo. His Rule influenced later communal religious life, and his works shaped medieval theology, Renaissance humanism, and the Reformation, with readers as diverse as Anselm, Aquinas, Luther, and Calvin. Modern philosophy and theology still engage his accounts of desire, grace, history, and interiority. Augustine endures as a central voice in debates about faith, reason, and the human heart.




City of God (Summarized Edition)

Main Table of Contents









Volume I.



Volume II.




VOLUME I.


Table of Contents


“Rome having been stormed and sacked by the Goths under Alaric[1] their king, the worshippers of false gods began to blaspheme the true God,” Augustine declares, “and my zeal for His house drove me to defend the city of God.” He explains that twenty-two books emerged after years of interruption: “The first five disprove the notion that polytheism secures earthly prosperity; the next five reply to those who seek pagan help for the life to come. In the remaining twelve I trace the origin, progress, and destiny of the two cities.” Therefore he names the whole work “The City of God.

Urgent persuasion came from the imperial tribune Marcellinus[2]. Sent to Africa to settle the Donatist[3] dispute, he befriended Augustine and the pagan proconsul Volusian[4]. Hoping to convert his courtly colleague, Marcellinus pressed the bishop to answer every scruple. Augustine offered plainly, “Read the Scriptures, and I will meet any difficulty,” and so the two statesmen relayed objections ranging from the mystery of the Incarnation to fears that Christian ethics might ruin Rome’s rule. Letters proved too small; at Marcellinus’ insistence the defence swelled into a book begun in 413, issued in parts, and finished in 426.

The sack of Rome after eleven centuries shook the world. Even Jerome[5] sobbed, “A terrible rumour reaches me from the West… my voice falters, for she is captive, that city which enthralled the world.” Augustine deplores the disaster, scolding Roman pride yet hoping virtue may restore her strength. Gazing on toppled walls, he beholds “the city of God coming down out of heaven, adorned as a bride for her husband”; the unseen commonwealth “crescit occulto velut arbor ævo.” His masterpiece contrasts that pure kingdom with disjointed pagan theories and corrupted morals, traces their conflict from fallen angels to final judgment, and offers history’s first philosophy.

Critics struggle to gauge the influence of Augustine’s massive opus. Beugnot insists any impact was slight, because serial publication dulled its force, yet others weigh its intrinsic worth. Dupin calls it delightful for its colourful digressions, though filled with futile debates; Huet sees ‘un amas confus d’excellents materiaux’, while Flottes repeats Pressensé’s unreserved praise. The public rendered final judgment: from 1467 to 1500 twenty editions appeared, and Vives begged Erasmus for a stand-alone printing, noting it was almost the only patristic volume scholars read. Its encyclopedic sweep preserves lost Latin lore, displays courteous criticism, and proves Augustine’s deep but exclusively Latin learning.

Beyond historical riches, the book captivates through energetic exposition of Augustine’s theology. Lofty abstractions break into popular speech; he wields Plato’s ease, Cicero’s exactness, and deeper insight, discrediting Neoplatonism and wedding faith to reason. Though tedious refutations, repetitions, and arguments ‘plus ingénieux que solides’ intrude, and Erasmus sighs at his ‘obscuræ subtilitatis et parum amœnæ prolixitatis’, perseverance uncovers treasure. Readers join him in the ‘immemorial quest’, hearing verses where ‘The fourteen centuries fall away, Between us and the Afric saint’. His dialectic cuts like Socrates’, his charity glows through every page, lending life to the most abstract disputation.

In four centuries France produced eight translations, Saisset’s masterly version leading; England offered one, so inept it chilled interest. The Glasgow editor, 1871, now presents a loving corrective, aided by Benedictine and Vives notes, and opens Book I. The table proclaims: pagans blame Rome’s fall on Christ; good and bad share fortunes; soldiers’ violation of Christian women is denounced. Augustine writes to Marcellinus: ‘The glorious city of God is my theme… God resisteth the proud, but giveth grace unto the humble. Show pity to the humbled soul, And crush the sons of pride.’ He trusts God to oppose the earthly city’s lust for rule.

Against the city of God stand citizens of earth; some reclaimed, others burn with hatred. They forget that, when steel filled the streets, only the churches and martyr shrines preserved the breath they now use to mock their Redeemer. The raging swords halted at those thresholds; even cruel foes led captives inside lest harsher hands strike. Multitudes escaped, yet accuse Christ for Rome’s woes and credit mere luck for their own survival. They should read chastisement as providence, mercy as the temper of Christian times, thank God, and take the name they once feigned lest they suffer everlasting fire.

Search every chronicle: when did conquerors ever spare enemies for the sake of their gods? Troy offers the blunt reply. Priam[8] dies beside the altar—“Dying Priam at the shrine”—while Diomede[9] and Ulysses[10] seize the blood-stained image of Minerva: “Drag with red hands… the virgin coronal.” Fortune did not turn; the Greeks burned the city and beheaded the king. The goddess could not defend even her guards, and had to be carried off like booty. Yet Rome entrusted itself to such conquered powers. Virgil[7]’s Juno sneers, “A race I hate… home-gods conquered,” and pious Æneas[6] bears “his conquered gods” for safety.

Contrast that asylum with Christ’s houses. In Juno’s court the victors stacked plunder and herded trembling women and boys; walls meant for worship became a pen of bondage. In Rome the basilicas of the apostles stood open sanctuaries: murderers sheathed swords, guided prisoners within, returned seized goods, and withdrew. There liberty lived, slavery barred. The gentle Greeks turned a shrine to greed; fierce barbarians chose churches for humility and pity. Yet those whom the name of Christ shielded now emerge to spit curses, risk endless darkness, and forget how war’s ancient custom—Cæsar himself attests it—was overturned solely for His sake.

Caesar himself, speaking against Catiline, cries, 'Virgins and boys are violated, children torn from their parents, matrons forced, temples and homes plundered; everywhere arms, corpses, blood, lamentation.' Even Rome’s own nobility threatened her shrines. Nor, when Romans made foreign war, did they differ. They boasted 'to spare the vanquished and subdue the proud,' and 'rather to forgive than to revenge an injury,' yet no historian recalls a sanctuary declared inviolable. Marcellus, weeping for doomed Syracuse, ordered chastity spared before the assault, but the sack followed. Fabius, looting Tarentum, laughed, 'Let us leave the Tarentines their angry gods,' yet carried off all else.

Thus the recent storming of Rome displayed the usual horrors of war—slaughter, fire, and plunder—yet something unheard-of shone through. Brutal Goths set apart the largest churches, packed fugitives within them, slew none, dragged none away, even escorted captives inside so they might be freed, and never led a soul from the altars to bondage. This mercy springs from Christ’s name alone. Whoever fails to see it is blind; whoever forbids praise is mad. The same Lord who foretold, 'I will visit their transgression with the rod, yet my loving-kindness I will not remove,' bridled those fierce hearts.

Yet compassion touched villains as well as saints, for the One who 'makes his sun rise on evil and good, and sends rain on just and unjust' still invites repentance. Some scorn that richness and heap wrath, but patience guides the faithful. Because rewards and troubles are shared now, none may cling to earthly gifts or despair at earthly blows. Fire brightens gold and blackens chaff; the same flail shatters straw and cleans grain. Under equal calamities the wicked blaspheme while the righteous pray. Christians, conscious of lesser sins and timid silence toward great sinners, rightly taste that scourge together.

Some good people keep silence when wrongdoers act, hoping for a gentler moment, fearing the rebuke may harden sinners or unsettle the weak; such restraint is charitable. Yet blame clings to those who, though living differently, spare vices they ought to cure because offense might cost them money, comfort, or respect. Married believers, servants and masters, gladly gain and grudgingly lose temporal things; even stricter souls who fast and remain single sometimes protect their own safety and name. They refuse neither sin nor rebuke, but choose non-interference lest danger, slander, pain, or death disturb the selfish relish they still feel.

Because of this lingering love of earthly life, the righteous are scourged beside the wicked when God chastises a corrupt society; they suffer not for equal crimes, but for sharing, though less greedily, the same attachment that ought to be despised so the ungodly might glimpse eternal hope. If the wicked still refuse fellowship, they must be loved as enemies and borne with patiently, for they may yet awaken. Watchmen set over the churches must rebuke without sparing, or the blood will be required at their hand. Even private men incur guilt by silent fear. Trials like Job’s prove unmercenary devotion.

When Rome was sacked, many lost everything, yet their true riches—faith, godliness, “the hidden man of the heart”—remained. Those who had used the world as not using it echoed Job: “Naked came I… the Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord.” Others, wounded by loss, discovered how deeply they loved what perishes; they had “pierced themselves through with many sorrows.” Scripture had warned, “Lay not up treasures on earth… for where your treasure is, there will your heart be.” Bishop Paulinus, who had stored his wealth in heaven, prayed, “Lord, Thou knowest my treasure,” and rejoiced unharmed.

Good Christians were stretched on racks so enemies could wrench treasure from them, yet the grace that made them good could not be stripped away. If they clung to gold rather than Christ, they erred; torment should have schooled them to prize Him who bestows endless riches, not the mammon of iniquity. Under questioning no one forfeited Christ by confessing Him, while wealth survived only through lying denial. Thus the lash taught hearts to cling to an unfailing possession. Even poor captives, suspected of hidden coin, learned that hunger for money, not merely hoarding it, merited agonizing cords.

The long famine felled many believers; for the slain it kindly ended earthly ills, and for the gaunt it drilled stricter temperance. Soon blades replaced hunger: Christians were butchered in ghastly fashions, yet all who breathe are born to die, and the last breath levels the short span with the longest. Better to face one appointed death than quake before a thousand imagined ends. Flesh may quail, but reason declares death harmless when it closes a good life; evil stems from what follows. The pauper licked by dogs fared better beyond the grave than the purple-clad miser.

Even amid unburied heaps faithful hearts kept calm. Christ said, 'Fear not them which kill the body but are not able to kill the soul.' No beast, bird, or flame blocks rising. The Psalm sighs, 'The dead bodies of Thy servants have they given to the fowls,' yet sings, 'Precious is the death of His saints.' Poets boast, 'He who has no tomb has the sky for his vault.' Still friends honor remains, for God remembers dust; Tobit, the ointment, and those who laid Jesus in the grave prove it. If war forbade these rites, the living were guiltless and the blessed dead unharmed.

Many believers were dragged away, a misery only if exile could rob them of God. Scripture proves otherwise: the three young men, Daniel, and other prophets flourished in chains, while Jonah found deliverance even inside a sea-monster. The Comforter who stood with them has stood likewise with captives of a nation barbarous yet still human. Scoffers laugh at these wonders, yet they swallow without hesitation the tale of Arion of Methymna, hurled from a ship and ferried ashore on a dolphin’s back. Our account of Jonah seems impossible only because it displays an even mightier power.

Among their own heroes shines Marcus Attilius Regulus. Captured by Carthage, he was dispatched to Rome under oath to urge a prisoner exchange, promising, if he failed, to return. He advised the senate to refuse, judging the bargain harmful to the republic, then freely went back to his enemies. The Carthaginians locked him upright inside a cramped chest studded with razor nails and tortured him to death by sleepless agony. They praise his courage, yet his devoted gods granted neither victory, safety, nor earthly joy. If one worshipper suffered thus, a whole city may suffer likewise.

They charge our faith with disgrace because soldiers raped wives, maidens, even consecrated virgins. Yet virtue sits enthroned in the soul. While the will stands unshaken, no outrage forced upon flesh tarnishes the victim. Some virgins chose death rather than shame; pity excuses them, but self-murder remains a deeper wrong, as Judas proved when despair added one crime to another. Better to endure injury than to kill the innocent self. Another’s lust cannot soil the chaste mind; purity is not a bodily ornament like beauty or strength, but a spiritual power that survives even when bodies are overpowered.

Limbs may be wounded, handled, even cut by doctors, yet sanctity endures, for it resides not in untouched flesh but in a steadfast soul. A midwife might tear a girl’s hymen while testing her; no sane person says the maiden loses purity. Conversely, a vowed virgin who hurries to her seducer is already defiled, though her body is still whole, because her will has yielded. Hence, when another’s lust invades a woman against her consent, her bodily sanctity remains, and she must not slay herself—much less anticipate uncertain outrage by certain self-murder, or deem herself stained.

Rome’s celebrated matron Lucretia[12] proves the point. Sextus Tarquinius[13] forced her; she summoned her husband Collatinus[14] and kinsman Brutus[15], bound them by oath to vengeance, then, heartsick, stabbed herself. Spectators exclaimed, “Here was a marvel: there were two, and only one committed adultery,” and again, “There were two, but the adultery was the crime of only one.” Yet the innocent suffered death while the guilty merely fled. She, not her ravisher, murdered the chaste Lucretia. If she secretly consented, adultery damns her; if she refused, homicide condemns her. Christian women, similarly outraged, live on, preferring conscience to vainglorious shame.

Scripture nowhere grants leave to end our own lives. The command, “Thou shalt not kill,” lacks the limiting words “thy neighbour,” showing that self-slaying also violates it, just as lying against oneself still breaks “Thou shalt not bear false witness.” If the precept covered every living thing we would dread plucking flowers; rather, beasts and plants lie beneath us and may be used, whereas man alone is protected. Therefore no one may kill another or himself; suicide is murder unfailingly, and must never be chosen for promised immortality or to escape present or future suffering.

Divine authority allows two narrow exceptions to the law, 'Thou shalt not kill.' One is a standing statute empowering public justice; the other is a temporary mandate delivered to a chosen person. In such moments the delegate is only a sword wielded by the true Judge and bears no guilt for the deaths inflicted. Soldiers who fight by heavenly order, magistrates who execute criminals, Abraham lifting the knife over Isaac, Samson pulling the pillars down, all act within this sanction; Jephthah’s grim vow is debated. Beyond these two channels—just law or explicit command—whoever takes human life commits murder.

Some hail self-slaying as heroic, yet closer scrutiny finds no grandeur in surrendering to pain, servitude, or popular scorn. The sturdier soul endures hardship, esteems a clean conscience above the crowd’s cloudy verdict, and waits for release appointed by God. If suicide were true greatness, Cleombrotus would reign supreme: untroubled by disaster or accusation, he read Plato on the soul’s immortality, leapt from a wall, and fled the sweetness of life. Plato’s own insight would have rebuked him, forbidding a man to grasp immortality by violence. Even Christ, urging His friends to flee persecutors, never counseled self-murder.

Cato’s death at Utica is paraded as the noble precedent, yet his learned companions begged him to live, judging the act a retreat, not a triumph. He spared his son for Caesar’s mercy, proving he did not deem survival under Caesar disgraceful; envy, not honour, drew the blade. Compare Regulus: once victor over Carthage, later captive, he chose chains instead of suicide, kept faith with Rome, and returned to torment rather than break his oath. Pagans who worshipped false gods thus condemned self-killing; how much more must Christians, heirs of heaven, refuse to escape an enemy’s sin by their own.

People warn that when the body is seized by an enemy’s lust, sensual pleasure may seduce the soul, so they propose suicide to block both crimes. Yet a soul guided by God, not concupiscence, never assents; and if “Let us sin now, that we may obviate a possible future sin; let us now commit murder, lest we perhaps afterwards should commit adultery?” sounds insane, the scheme is damned. Better risk an uncertain adultery than commit certain slaughter; better survive for penitent healing than die without it. Trusting Christ, refuse shameful consent, and count involuntary stirrings no guiltier than those that visit sleepers.

In persecution, certain holy women flung themselves into rivers, drowned, and are honored as martyrs; Augustine will not condemn, for perhaps divine evidence sanctioned them, as with Samson. When God plainly commands, obedience cannot be criminal, just as a soldier kills lawfully by his general’s order. However, without such mandate, self-slaughter is forbidden. “No one knoweth the things of a man, save the spirit of man which is in him,” yet we boldly affirm: no one may end his own life to escape temporal misery, another’s guilt, past sins, or to grasp a better life, for self-murder loses that hope.

If suicide could rightly avoid future sin, we would urge the newly baptized to die at once, cleansed and safe; “He who loveth danger shall fall into it,” yet such counsel is madness. Since even this case fails, no reason remains. Therefore, faithful servants whose chastity was violated must not find life burdensome: they did not consent, and “unsearchable are His judgments, and His ways past finding out.” Examine hearts for secret pride; praise may have swelled or threatened to swell. God allowed humiliation to save humility: some were cured of existing pride, others protected from coming pride, preserving chastity with grace.

Some wounded souls once thought continence a bodily treasure lost with violated flesh; now they grasp that chastity, planted by grace, lives in a will no foe can seize. Consoled, the family of God accepts discipline like pilgrims, using earth’s goods lightly and letting trials purify them. When mockers jeer, “Where is your God?” the faithful answer: our God fills every place yet moves nowhere; He appears or withdraws to test us or cure our flaws, and in return for endurance He keeps reward. “He is to be feared above all gods; for all nations’ gods are idols, but the Lord made the heavens.”.

Yet many who howl against Christ really crave license. They beg for peace, plenty, and unchecked pleasure, not for moderation, temperance, or piety. Scipio Nasica[16], once your unanimous pontiff, foresaw this rot. He opposed Cato’s cry to raze Carthage, fearing prosperity would unbridle lust, breed luxury, feed avarice, and shatter liberty. His warning proved true: once the rival city fell, concord crumbled, seditions flared, civil blood soaked Rome, and the raging thirst for power dragged all beneath a few tyrants. The same Nasica doused plans for permanent theatre seats, lest Greek softness melt Roman manhood.

Shameless shows, ordained not by human craving but by your own gods, spread this deeper plague: demons cured a bodily pestilence only to infect your morals through the stage. Even after Rome’s burning, you swarm the theatres, squabbling for seats while distant nations mourn your ruin. Scipio feared exactly such madness; calamity should have humbled you, yet luxury endures. Still God spares you: many escaped the swords by calling themselves His servants or sheltering in the basilicas of the martyrs. Like Romulus[11]’ ancient asylum, these holy walls received criminals and foes alike, granting life so that hearts might turn and repent.

Let the redeemed household of King Christ answer their foes, yet remember that hidden among those foes lie future citizens; endure their blows until they become confessors. Even within the pilgrim city some share our sacraments yet will not share our eternal lot: today they crowd the churches, tomorrow the godless theatres. Still we hope, for some sworn enemies are unknowingly destined for fellowship. Until the last judgment these two intertwined cities remain entangled. I therefore set myself to trace their rise, course, and end, and—by comparing them—make the City of God blaze with keener brilliance.

Yet tasks remain: I must silence those who blame Rome’s woes on our refusal to placate their gods. I shall recount every disaster that struck before sacrifices ceased, display the benefits the true Sovereign granted to expand their empire, unmask the frauds by which false gods harmed their clients, then confront those who claim to honour them only for rewards after death. That final debate will pit us against the loftiest philosophers—men who agree that the immortal God created and rules all, yet stray elsewhere. God helping, we will expose their errors and vindicate the worship promising everlasting felicity.

Book Two opens by noting how endless disputation feeds minds that, though truth stands plain, still 'speak hard things' and remain 'always learning, never able to reach knowledge.' I will not answer every retort, Marcellinus, lest we toil fruitlessly against incorrigible vanity. Previously I showed how, during Rome’s sack, even impostors found refuge under Christ’s name, why good and bad share fortunes, and how depraved descendants ruined Rome more shamefully than flames. Now I turn to earlier calamities. Let the wise quit feigned ignorance, for droughts, famines, and wars scourged Rome long before Christ; let them defend their silent, immoral gods.

The first question: why did their gods leave worshipers morally adrift? Justice may let the true God ignore the unwilling, yet reciprocal care demanded those deities lay down clear laws, send prophets, announce reward and penalty. No temple wall ever rang with such instruction. In my youth I attended their profane feasts: priests howled, choirs sang, crowds gaped at filthy games for Cœlestis[18] and Berecynthia. On the day dubbed ‘Purification’ songs were so obscene that no decent mother—least of all the performers’ own—could have stayed. If these rites are sacred, what counts as sacrilege? If this cleansing, what pollution

Let Scipio Nasica, once judged Rome’s worthiest citizen and carrier of Cybele[17]’s image, decide. He would surely rejoice if the state raised his mother to divinity, yet asked, ‘Would you accept her being worshiped with such gross words and acts?’ he would cry that he preferred her lifeless to listening as a goddess to what would shame her as a matron. This stern man who opposed building a theatre would never believe promotion to heaven turns modesty into delight in filth. The goddess sought him, like the hunteress of souls, not to guide his virtue but to snare his pride.

Thus those deities ignored the soul’s corruption, issuing no stern bans or public lessons. Pagans boast of whispered mysteries, yet cannot point to one hall where a crowd heard, ‘Restrain avarice, conquer lust, curb ambition,’ as our churches proclaim. They might cite philosophical schools, but those are human speculations, not divine commands; brilliance without humility evaporates. Would it not be nobler to read Plato in a temple of Plato than watch Cybele’s priests gash themselves? Inflamed youth prefer Jupiter’s exploits to Cato’s rebukes. ‘Which god?’ asks Terence’s rake. ‘He who shakes temples. I followed his example—gladly!’ Theatres broadcast such shame, pleasing, not offending, their gods.

But someone objects these are poetic myths, not divine pronouncements. Yet history shows the gods themselves urgently demanded the spectacles whose chief lure is poetic fiction; Rome first staged them during a plague on the pontiff’s orders. People naturally shape their lives by divinely approved stage examples rather than human edicts. If poets lied in calling Jove adulterous, pure gods would avenge the slander instead of courting games that spread it. Of all performances, comedies and tragedies seem least filthy, though their plots are often impure, and boys must study them as part of a so-called liberal education.

Ancient Roman feeling appears in Cicero’s dialogue, where Scipio declares, “The lewdness of comedy could never have been endured unless the same lewdness had first gained civil approval.” He praises the Greek rule that a comic poet must lampoon by name, then asks, “Whom has it not worried? Whom has it spared? To assail a Cleon is tolerable, but to blacken Pericles was unworthy, as if Plautus mocked the Scipios or Cæcilius caricatured Cato.” He quotes the Twelve Tables: death for verses disgracing citizens, for judgement belongs to magistrates, not poets. Meanwhile devils accept any charge, true or false, if it ensnares men.

Consistent with such divinity, the Greeks elevated actors: the eloquent Æschines left the tragic stage for public office, and Aristodemus was repeatedly sent to Philip as envoy. Citizens would not despise those who delighted the gods. Labeo even advises that good gods be soothed with cheerful shows, evil ones with bloody rites. The Romans, however, decreed slander of a living citizen a capital crime yet allowed poets to revile the gods who welcomed those insults. “Do you prize your senate more than heaven?” he asks, noting the absurdity that Plautus might not mock the Scipios, while Terence may parade Jove’s lust.

Scipio, if breathing, might protest, "How could we penalize what the gods themselves consecrated? They ordered shows for their own honour." But their very demand betrays sham divinity: decent Romans would never let citizens be mocked, yet these powers revel in celebrating their own crimes onstage. Greeks reward actors who serve such gods; Romans scorn performers, striking their names from tribal rolls, as Cicero records: "Comedy is disgraceful; let the censor erase the player's name." Thus the syllogism unfolds—if gods deserve worship, actors deserve honour; actors deserve none; therefore such gods deserve none and cannot stand as guardians of Rome.

Poets coin the blasphemies, yet the stagehand alone is branded; such upside-down justice prompts Plato to expel every poet from his ideal city, lest gods be slandered and citizens stupefied. Compare the philosopher’s zeal with the deities’ appetite: he forbids writing licentious myths, they extort their performance from grave Romans and claim the sacrifice. Whose nature looks nobler? Even Labeo, elevating Plato to demigod alongside Hercules and Romulus, unwittingly praises him above the very gods who crave obscene applause. Roman law shames them further, muzzling satire against men while those powers broadcast scandal about themselves.

Though Plato receives not even a niche, Rome crowns her own Romulus with a flamen ranked beside Jupiter’s, exalting son above putative father Mars and eclipsing Neptune, Pluto, even Saturn. Such preferment exposes vanity, not reason. Had authentic gods guided the city, she would have drawn her statutes from heaven; instead she imports Solon’s code, revises it, ignores Lycurgus’ oracle, and finds Numa’s sacred rules too scant. For all their temples, those powers supply no curb on greed or lust; indeed, they inflame it, demanding festivals that parade their shame and corrupt the people they neglect to govern.

“Equity and virtue prevailed among the Romans not more by force of laws than of nature.” Very well—let that native justice explain the rape of the Sabine girls: warriors snatch unsuspecting guests lured by spectacle, tearing them from parents without consent. If refusal of marriage warranted anger, was not kidnap the greater wrong? Better to have proclaimed war and let Mars aid his son, seizing brides as spoils under some thin ‘right of war’, than to ravage peaceful allies and fight justly enraged fathers. Yet the outrage yielded one mercy: it became no custom, though Romulus, violator and victor, was raised to godhood.

Natural fairness also shone when, after the tyrant Tarquin’s expulsion, Consul Brutus drove his fellow-consul Collatinus—Lucretia’s blameless husband—into exile solely for bearing the hated name, a sentence the people silently endorsed. Later, the city repaid Marcus Camillus likewise: he shattered Veii after a decade of disasters, filled Rome with safety and spoils, yet envy and tribunes pressed false charges; foreseeing condemnation he withdrew, and was fined in absence. Soon the Gauls stormed in and the ungrateful streets begged his return. Such tempests of injustice flared whenever nobles sought to enslave the commons and factions prized victory above virtue.

The brief season praised in that boast lasted only while Tuscan swords backed exiled Tarquin; fear, not love of order, kept peace. Once danger waned, patricians lashed the poor, seized farms, sold debtors, so the people armed and marched to Aventine and Sacer, winning tribunes and laws; only Hannibal’s thunder silenced the quarrel. When Carthage fell, prosperity hatched fiercer brood: “discord, avarice, ambition” swelled; manners slid from brook to torrent until, “changing little by little,” Rome turned utterly foul. Young men squandered estates and robbed neighbors. All this drowned the republic long before Christ rebuked false gods and gathered citizens for an eternal city.

Sallust recalls a Roman republic 'which by slow change slipped from fair and virtuous to utterly wicked and dissolute.' After Carthage fell, he notes that 'primitive manners, once gently altered, were swept away as by a torrent,' the youth drowned in luxury and avarice. Augustine defies pagans: 'Show us any law from your gods that rebukes these vices.' Their deities instead sanctioned shamelessness, while prophetic, Gospel, and apostolic commands hammer against greed and excess like thunder. Though Rome was already corrupt before Christ, the proud now blame His faith for every blow. Believers therefore endure this depraved state, seeking the heavenly republic.

Pagans care nothing for cleansing the republic; they only beg, 'Let it stand unconquered, rich, and at peace.' They applaud wealth swelling to feed daily extravagance, the strong bending the weak, the poor fawning for crumbs, kings counting servility as prosperity. Laws guard property yet ignore personal vice; at home anyone may wallow as he pleases. Public prostitutes abound; towering houses host endless feasts where guests play, drink, vomit, dissipate day and night. Streets pulse with dancers, theatres roar with obscene laughter, spectacles alternate cruelty with lust. Whoever scorns such 'happiness' is outlawed or slain; gods are worshiped solely for preserving it.

Cicero himself declares the republic already dead. In his dialogue, Scipio, conqueror of Carthage, likens a well-ordered state to music whose diverse notes form harmony only where justice rules. Pilus demands fuller inquiry, citing the growing maxim, 'The republic cannot be governed without injustice.' Scipio accepts debate, insisting absolute justice is indispensable. Next day Pilus, disclaiming conviction, argues injustice useful; Lælius counters, calling it ruinous. Afterward Scipio defines a republic as 'the people’s welfare,' and a people as an assembly bound by law and common interest. Hence a tyrant, faction, or unjust multitude shatters the definition; the republic vanishes.

Since Sallust branded the late Roman state ‘utterly wicked and profligate,’ it would, by its own orators’ reasoning, have already perished. Cicero, opening his fifth book, repeats Ennius: “Rome's severe morality and her citizens are her safeguard.” He adds, “Neither citizens without virtue nor virtue without great citizens could have built and long upheld so vast and just an empire. Our ancestors shaped heroes, heroes preserved ancestral law; we, inheriting a masterpiece already fading, have not restored its color nor kept its bold outline. Primitive morality is so forgotten that no one even knows it, and through our vices we retain only the republic’s name.

Yet this lament preceded Christ’s birth; had it followed, enemies would have blamed His followers. Why did Rome’s many gods, served by innumerable temples, priests, rites, games and sacrifices, never arrest corruption or teach laws against sedition? Produce the statutes the Gracchi violated, or Marius, Cinna, Carbo and Sylla shattered amid wicked civil wars. None exist. Some protest, quoting Virgil, “Gone from each fane, each sacred shrine, are those who made this realm divine.” If so, they fled long before Christians, neither defending the city when Gauls burned it nor waking until the vigilant geese roused sleeping divinities on the Capitol.

Indeed the gods spurred desire instead of curbing it. Marius, a low-born butcher of citizens, won seven consulships and died in comfort, as though heaven crowned his crimes; yet they never restrained him. If they lent no help, his triumph proves mortals may grasp fortune without them, just as Regulus, loyal and devout, suffered chains, torment and death though they were present. Thus they neither harm foes nor bless friends, rendering their worship pointless. Should injustice be honored because they seemed to prefer Marius? Metellus, upright, prospered; Catiline, depraved, perished. Secure happiness belongs only to those who serve the one true God.

The city rotted, yet its gods neither reformed nor restrained it; instead they fanned the decay, proving they had not fled from 'every fane and sacred shrine'. In Minturnae the citizens pitied ex-consul Marius, commended him to the grove of goddess Marica, and at once he rose from despair, reached Rome unharmed, and marched in as the ruthless captain of a ruthless army. Blood reddened the streets, as the histories tell. His triumph came not from a local deity but from hidden providence, showing that worldly success can crown both impious and devout, and that demons hold power only by higher permission.

Sylla advanced on Rome and, after flawless sacrifices, the augur Postumius vowed to lose his own head if the general failed. In Asia Jupiter's envoy Lucius Titius promised victory over Mithridates, and soon a soldier of the sixth legion repeated the god's words, adding that Sylla would retake the republic "with great bloodshed". At Tarentum a slaughtered beast displayed a golden crown on its liver; Postumius bade that Sylla alone eat the entrails. Then Pontius's slave shrieked, "I am Bellona's messenger; the victory is yours, Sylla! The Capitol shall burn!" Next day he bawled, "The Capitol is fired

Neither entrails, auguries nor dreams ever whispered, "Forbear thy villanies, Sylla!"; the spirits preferred his moral ruin. With like zeal they stoked general crime, staging in Campania a phantom civil battle whose clashing armies were seen for days, footprints printed in the soil when the vision vanished, so that men might think their own fratricide only copied the gods. They likewise demanded shows portraying divine adultery, theft, and strife, luring citizens to imitate. Thus the republic perished through vices those deities encouraged, though omens proved their presence. Meanwhile Christ enjoins virtue, yet these demons still urge war and wickedness.

Demons clamour for their crimes to be enacted on festival stages, flaunting rapes and murders as models for the crowd, then whisper a few pious rules to chosen initiates behind curtains. They bask in filth, proving themselves unclean spirits, yet, like the devil masquerading as “an angel of light,” they bait virtue with hushed advice while publicly celebrating vice. In their temples disgrace struts and purity hides: packed houses cheer shameless pantomimes, virtuous words barely find listeners. Wickedness is taught aloud so the many may copy it; sparse moral hints are tossed to the few as a decoy.

At Cœlestis’ crowded games we turned our eyes from a row of prostitutes to the idol of a so-called virgin, watching prayers mingle with obscene choreography. Modest matrons averted their faces yet stole sideways glances, learning adultery by stealth, for none dared condemn the rites of the goddess they adored. Thus corruption preached in public, lessons fit only for secret chambers, while the unseen spirit that delights in vices stirred hearts toward them. Rome codified the pattern: theatres dedicated to propitiate the gods reveled in lewd farces, and Cicero boasted of ten-day spectacles whose piety grew with their indecency.

Christ’s name rescues crowds from that hellish thraldom into churches where men and women sit apart, hear Scripture proclaimed to save or judge, and witness no obscene act but miracles praised, gifts implored, virtues taught. Scoffers enter, yet reverence change silences them. Therefore, O admirable Roman race, choose this wholesome worship, purge your courage through true piety, and seek praise not in yourselves but in God. Awake: heroes already bled for this heavenly city that grants remission of sins. Join its endless reign, where no Vestal fire nor Capitoline stone abides: “No date, no goal will here ordain: but grant an endless, boundless reign.

Break with deceitful gods, despise them and walk free. These are no deities but spiteful spirits who envy humankind’s eternal seat. Rome once scorned stage-players as infamous, yet still bowed to gods who relish the very obscenities those actors performed; cast out the criminals, and beg the true God to expel the patrons of such crimes. The heavenly city, whose victory is truth and whose life is eternity, would never admit beings you yourselves would not enroll as citizens. Therefore reject the devils, let Christian cleansing erase them, and end the argument here until the next book.

The new book promises to prove, as it did for moral ruin, that bodily disasters—famine, plague, war, pillage, captivity, massacre—have battered Rome from its first stone, even when the false gods reigned unopposed. Wicked minds fear only such outward pain, yet the powers they adore never spared them; humanity groaned worldwide while Apollo, Jupiter, and the rest received sacrifice, the lone exception being the Hebrews and a few others secretly favored by God. Limiting the survey to Rome and its conquered limbs, the speaker asks first why Troy, cradle of Rome, was destroyed though it honored the same deities.

Some blame Trojan perjury: Laomedon cheated Apollo and Neptune of wages for the city walls. The speaker mocks the tale—how could such mighty builders miss a swindle, and later fight on opposite sides? Others cite Paris’ adultery, yet the gods themselves traffic in adultery; Venus bore Æneas with Anchises, Mars fathered Romulus, and no outrage followed. Rome teems with perjury and still prospers; why single out Troy? Varro[20] half-admits the myths are lies crafted to stiffen courage by feigned divine ancestry, an opinion that opens a vast field for sacred frauds. Hence, punishing Paris remains wholly unbelievable.

Whether Venus truly bore Aeneas and Mars begot Romulus remains unsettled; Scripture even raises a like puzzle about angels coupling with women and spawning giants. Suppose these loves of the gods are real—how dare they condemn human adultery when their own provokes no wrath? Suppose they are fables—why delight in tales that praise what they forbid? Discredit Mars, clear Venus, and the vestal Sylvia stands undefended, a priestess violated so that Rome might live. The gods should have scourged such sacrilege far harder than Paris’ theft of Helen, for Romans once buried unchaste vestals alive yet spared ordinary adulteresses.

Another wound gapes: Paris' adultery supposedly drew divine fire on Troy, yet the gods looked kindly on fratricide at Rome’s birth. Whether Romulus ordered or himself slew Remus matters little; either the city’s head was murderer, or the whole people stood guilty for letting the crime go unpunished—parricide, not merely fratricide. Romulus, more truly Rome’s chief than Paris was Troy’s, gained divine guardianship while Paris earned ruin. No vice at Troy warranted abandonment, no virtue at Rome merited favour; the spirits simply fled the conquered and settled among the conquerors, eager for larger audiences to deceive.

Their impotence showed when Fimbria, Marius’ captain, sacked Ilium: he killed all and burned the city while the gods stood idle. Amid the ashes one Minerva statue remained—a sign of fraud, not strength. If these deities had moved to Rome, why did the image stay; when Gauls burned Rome, were they still in Troy? They answered a goose’s cackle to guard the Capitol yet let the rest blaze. Numa closed Janus and enjoyed peace, yet later ages, though rich in rites, tasted calm. Must empire grow by war? Better the time Sallust praised than the ‘baser age’ Virgil damned, ruled by ‘war’s rage’ and lust.

The Romans excused their ruinous wars by claiming self-defence, an apology backed by Sallust: “When their state, rich in laws and land, seemed strong, opulence bred envy; neighbouring kings took arms. A few allies helped, the rest held back. The Romans, vigilant, armed, roused one another, marched out, shielding liberty, country, parents. Once danger was driven off, they aided friends, winning alliances by giving, not begging, favours.” Augustine then asks whether Numa’s long peace came because Rome forbore to strike or because enemies simply left her alone; if force was unnecessary once, it could have been forever.

At Cumae, Apollo’s marble image wept four days during war with the Achaeans and King Aristonicus. Alarmed augurs resolved to hurl it into the sea, but elders recalled the same portent in wars against Antiochus and Perseus, when Rome had rewarded the god. Specialist soothsayers declared, “The tears favor Rome; Apollo laments approaching Greek misery, not Roman.” Soon news arrived that Aristonicus was captured, a result clearly against Apollo’s wish, as even stone sorrow showed. Poets know such demon manners: “Diana mourned for Camilla,” “Hercules wept for Pallas,” they sing. Stirred by tales like this, Numa in peacetime hunted new gods, doubting Troy’s relics.

Later ages packed Rome with still more deities: Jupiter’s Capitol by Tarquin, Epidaurian Æsculapius, the Pessinuntine Mother, Egypt’s Cynocephalus, even Fever. Varro counted gods ‘certain and uncertain, male and female.’ Though incense blackened the sky, disasters multiplied; Rome had prospered with fewer. Under the kings, brother murdered brother. Neither Juno’s “Rome’s sons, the nation of the gown,” nor Venus spared their children the shame of seizing Sabine brides. Robbery led to savage warfare: fathers-in-law and sons-in-law clashed in the forum, until the women, hair loose, pleaded for peace. “I sing that worse than civil war,” cried Lucan.

After Numa’s long peace grew wearisome, King Tullus Hostilius stirred Alba to arms. The rival peoples agreed that three twin brothers should end the quarrel: the Roman Horatii against the Alban Curiatii. Two Horatii were struck down; the surviving brother, feigning flight, cut down each wounded Curiatius and so secured Rome’s victory, yet only he returned alive. Triumph brought mutual mourning, for both nations sprang from Ascanius and Venus. The Horatian’s sister, pledged to a slain Curiatius, burst into tears at the victor’s bloody cloak; his anger flashed, his sword fell, and the maiden lay dead beside her betrothed.

They shouted, “Might sound in languid ears the cry of Tullus and of victory!” Prestige, not justice, lit this social, parricidal blaze. When Cyrus, Spartans, and Athenians began conquering, men prized dominion above sufficiency; the same fever seized Rome. The wicked “boasteth of his heart’s desire, and blesseth the covetous,” and the city hailed her crime as glory. A duel between father and son would revolt spectators, yet daughter city smote her mother on plains. The watching gods demanded one more Roman corpse; the sister supplied the tally. Later Rome leveled Alba, though Virgil lamented, “Gone from each fane…Are those who made this realm divine.

Alban blood absorbed, Rome still fought through later reigns; no king closed War’s gates. Romulus, they bragged, ascended to heaven, yet others whisper the senate tore him apart during a sudden storm and eclipse, while Julius Proculus claimed a vision to pacify the crowd. The darkness was lauded as his apotheosis, though such mourning sky better suits a murder, as the sun failed at the crucifixion. Cicero concedes the tale merely honorary, and notes that Tullus Hostilius, third king, was blasted by lightning without promotion, proving that those rulers, amid their gods, could neither live nor die in peace.

The early rulers of Rome, save Numa and Ancus, met ghastly fates: Tullus Hostilius and his house burned by lightning, Priscus Tarquinius cut down by his predecessor’s sons, Servius Tullius treacherously stabbed by his own son-in-law Tarquinius Superbus. Yet the gods neither fled the altars nor withheld triumphs; the murderous Tarquin seized the crown, marched to victory, and raised the Capitol from plunder, installing Jupiter above a temple born of parricide. Banished later for his absent son’s outrage against Lucretia, he found the gates barred, appealed to allies in vain, and finally spent fourteen quiet years at Tusculum before dying peacefully, forever styled “the Proud.

While Etruria still backed the tyrant, Rome, pressed by fear rather than equity, “was ordered with justice and moderation.” Even so, the inaugural consulship proved disastrous. Junius Brutus exiled his colleague L. Tarquinius Collatinus, then executed his own sons and brothers-in-law for plotting Tarquin’s return. Virgil records the horror: “And call his own rebellious seed for menaced liberty to bleed… Unhappy father! howsoe’er the deed be judged by after days… His country’s love shall all o’erbear, and unextinguished thirst of praise.” Shortly after, Brutus met the prince in battle; each slew the other. Within that year five consuls—Collatinus, Brutus, Lucretius, Valerius, Horatius—were lost or replaced.

With external wars still smouldering, fear waned and injustice revived. “Then began the patricians to oppress the people as slaves, to condemn them to death or scourging, to drive them from their holdings,” Sallust writes; usury bit hardest, and the overburdened masses marched to Mount Aventine and Mount Sacer, winning tribunes and protective laws. Yet turmoil endured until the second Punic war. The same historian sums up the centuries: “Frequent mobs, seditions, and at last civil wars, became common… citizens were judged good or bad without reference to loyalty, but the wealthy and dangerously powerful were esteemed good.” Such was proud Rome under indifferent gods.

Where were those vaunted gods when Valerius fell defending the burning Capitol from exiles and slaves? Where were they as civil strife paused for envoys in Athens yet famine and pestilence ravaged Rome; when the starving people named a prefect of the market and Spurius Melius, generous with corn, was slain as a would-be king, sparking riot? Where were they during the devastating plague that prompted the first Lectisternia, couches spread for powerless divinities; when ten weary years of losses at Veii nearly ended the army until Furius Camillus saved it, only to be banished; when Gauls took, sacked, and scorched the city

Where were they as a new plague slew Camillus, while imported spectacles poisoned morals; when noble matrons supposedly brewed venom, when consuls and six hundred knights surrendered at Caudine Forks, stripped and sent beneath the yoke; when lightning smote a pestilence-ridden camp; when desperate Rome summoned Æsculapius from Epidaurus? Where were they while Lucanians, Brutians, Samnites, Tuscans, and Senonian Gauls murdered ambassadors and butchered thirteen thousand under a praetor; when rioters plundered the city, withdrew to Janiculus, and dictator Hortensius died in office; when shortages forced enlistment of the proletarii, and Pyrrhus, cheered by Apollo’s slippery oracle, spilled rivers of blood

Amid those wars women died undelivered, herds perished, snow filled the Forum forty days, the Tiber froze, and a lingering plague mocked every drug until priests, thumbing Sibylline pages, blamed families lodged in deserted temples, hurriedly reopened shrines, and still achieved nothing. Then came the Punic struggles: realms crushed, fleets sunk, land fouled with corpses; grim rites and secular games revived to placate infernal powers. Regulus, once victorious, was captured, kept his oath, and met a savage death. Flood followed, swamping low quarters; fire raged, scorching lofty roofs and even Vesta’s house until half-roasted Metellus dragged out her relics, proving men braver than gods.

Hannibal poured from Spain, crossed the Pyrenees and Alps, ravaged Gaul, then flooded Italy, winning battle after battle; towns deserted Rome, Roman blood flowed, each defeat glorifying his arms. At Cannæ carnage was so vast that he sent three bushels of gold rings to Carthage to show nobility had fallen beyond counting. Rome, emptied of soldiers, pressed criminals with pardon and slaves with freedom, yet the new freedmen lacked arms, so they seized weapons from the temples, as if crying, “Lay down those arms you have held so long in vain.” Exhausted coffers made senators melt their own gold, keeping only ring and bulla.

Allied Saguntum endured the worst blow of the war. After breaking treaty, Hannibal assaulted the city; Roman envoys pleaded with him, then with Carthage, and failed. For eight grim months the siege ground on: famine ate the people, some ate corpses; finally, to escape Hannibal’s grasp, they built a towering pyre, slew their children, fell on their own swords, and leapt into the flames. Where were the gods who lust for fat victims? Why did lightning later frighten Hannibal from Rome but not earlier shield faithful allies? If keeping oaths ruins both Regulus and Saguntum, either perjury pleases heaven or worship grants no safety.

Between the second and third Punic wars Rome boasted of virtue and concord, yet the great Scipio who freed her from Hannibal had to bow to jealous accusations, retire to Liternum, and forbid his bones a resting-place in thankless Rome. At the same time the victorious proconsul Manlius dragged Asiatic luxury home: iron bedsteads, costly rugs, banquet singers, and other sensual pests. Even in this temperate age the harsh Lex Voconia barred an only daughter from inheritance. When Scipio Aemilianus levelled Carthage, prosperity poisoned the republic; shameful defeats followed, such as Mancinus’ ignoble treaty with stubborn Numantia.

Countless setbacks darkened the years to Caesar Augustus, who refreshed the ailing state by trading turbulent liberty for monarchy; but one horror cannot be passed over. King Mithridates ordered that on a single day every Roman in Asia be slain. The edict was obeyed. Farmers, merchants, travellers, worshippers, sleepers, and guests were stabbed in field, street, market, home, temple, or bed; dying groans mingled with the tears of onlookers and the agony of reluctant hosts turned butchers, their blades wounding bodies, their spirits. What protection had auguries or household gods given those travellers who set out so confidently

Nearer home, discord burst its banks. Before the Latin social war the very beasts that served mankind fled stalls and snapped at masters, a savage omen of the seas of Roman blood to follow in social, servile, and civil wars. The tempest began with the Gracchi, who tried to reclaim public land from grasping nobles; riots erupted, nobles and commons fell, and both brothers perished. Opimius butchered three thousand more, a murderer selling Gracchus’ head for gold, Fulvius and his sons lying dead. On that gore-soaked ground the senate raised a Temple of Concord, taunting the absent goddess and provoking Discord to ever fiercer strife.
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