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An investigation into the spirituality of St. Augustine and any attempt to describe aspects of an
Augustinian spirituality require a brief preliminary exploration of what is meant by the term spirituality.
Walter Principe 1, Jon Alexander 2, Charles André Bernard 3, Sandra Schneiders 4, and others 5 have all published
research describing the history of developing a definition of what spirituality means as a discipline and how
it relates to theology.
Walter Principe proposes that there are three levels of formulation in defining spirituality. The first
two levels are a) the existential or lived reality of the person (i.e. Augustine); and b) a formulation of a teaching
about the lived reality (i.e. self-sacrifice, interiority, humility, common good, friendship, love). Principe’s
third level deals specifically with the study of the first and especially second levels. 6 Today, my aim is to
share with you some of the aspects of that second level as it applies to St. Augustine and the Augustinian
Family.
Our Prior General, Alejandro Moral Antón, and the members of the General Curia of the Order of
Saint Augustine are grateful for the invitation we have received to contribute to this day set aside to share our
spirituality as we walk together on the path of synodality. In this brief presentation, I shall attempt to remain
faithful to two clarifying principles. The first comes from a presentation which Tarsisius van Bavel, a Dutch
Augustinian scholar, gave to a gathering of Augustinians regarding spirituality or charism. He acknowledges
five key elements that work together to define spirituality.
Spirituality or charism is 1) a permanent inner attitude of the human mind and heart, 2) obtained
through a process of personal assimilation of an evangelical value, 3) in dialogue with the world of
the individual and of the human race as a whole, 4) originating from a free choice, and 5) made
concrete as a particular center of our life-style with due emphasis and attention. 7
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The second clarifying principle is a definition of Augustinian Spirituality offered by Sr. Mary Clark,
RSCJ. She writes, “Augustinian Spirituality is rooted in the life of the mind and grows by the love of the
heart. It is interior and social, involving the individual and society.” 8 We can immediately see similarities
between the two principles especially regarding the importance of both the mind and the heart, and the
necessity of interacting with others. Augustine was a person who surrounded himself with people and it was
with them and because of them that he was able to proceed with his journey developing his relationship of
love with God and with his fellow pilgrims on their restless search.
There are many aspects that can be attributed to Augustine’s ideal of living the Christian life and so
contribute to what has become Augustinian Spirituality. In the time we have this morning, we will not be able
to present in detail all of those aspects. Let me simply mention some key words that a presentation on
Augustinian Spirituality cannot lack and then I will develop only a few in detail. The key words of
Augustinian Spirituality include: Interiority, Prayer, Restless search for God, Fraternal Correction, Common
Good, Oneness in Christ and Grace.
Robert Dodaro, OSA the former President of the Augustinian Patristic Institute in Rome, proposes a
term that I believe encompasses all of these aspects of Augustinian spirituality. That term is: sacramentum
caritatis. He states that “[c]haracterizing Augustine’s notion of love as sacramental and setting it at the center
of his spirituality strengthens the assessment of that spirituality as being both rigorously biblical and
theological.” 9 For Augustine, a sacramentum is a “sacred sign” 10 that points to a reality. Harmoniously living
together as one, with the diversity and differences of individual gifts recognized and celebrated as a
sacramentum caritatis is what Augustine valued to his monastic communities, and introduced to the people
of Hippo in his preaching, and made real in all of his ministerial experiences. And I propose that it is vital in
the formation of a contemporary Augustinian spirituality.

Brief Historic background
Not long after his ordination, Augustine received a garden monastery from Valerius, the bishop of
Hippo. Perhaps the bishop knew the great reluctance with which Augustine approached ordination and the
gift of a monastery was one way in which he could placate the sufferings of the new priest. Or perhaps,
Valerius also recognized the value in community living and wanted to support Augustine in that way of life.
In either case, this monastery, the place where all members would not necessarily live alone as a Monk
(Movós), but together, live as one body. Augustine expands upon this idea in one of his Ennarationes on Psalm
132. “Where people live together in such unity that they form a single individual, …many bodies but not
many minds, many bodies but not many hearts – then they are rightly called Movós “one alone.” 12 The
monastery became the locus of Augustine’s early years of ministry and a place of spiritual growth in
community.
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Augustine describes just what his idea of a monastery was like. He states:
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I began to gather together brothers of good will, my companions in poverty, having nothing just like
me, and imitating me. Just as I had sold my slender poor man’s property and distributed the proceeds
to the poor, those who wished to stay with me did the same, so that we might live on what we had in
common. But what would be our really great and profitable common estate was God. 13
Agostino Trapè, a former Prior General of the Order of Saint Augustine, offers a reflection on
Augustine’s early efforts to establish his community. 14 Augustine’s insistence on this way of life is an
invitation to imitate the members of the early Christian community of Jerusalem who were living their lives
in imitation of Christ. Augustine put into practice their example described in the Acts of the Apostles:
The community of believers was of one heart and mind, and no one claimed that any of his possessions
was his own, but they had everything in common. […] There was no needy person among them, for
those who owned property or houses would sell them, bring the proceeds of the sale, and put them at
the feet of the apostles, and they were distributed to each according to need. 15

Creating a place to share in love
Augustine emphasizes his preference for “mutual sharing of charity” 16, which he highlights from his
reading of the Acts of the Apostles (Acts 4:32-35) and which he put into practice in all of his communities.
Although having common property is valuable and necessary in Augustinian community life, the sharing of
property and material possessions is one aspect or, to use the image of weaving a cloth…it is one thread of
the tapestry called community life. Augustine also emphasizes the communion of charitable works which
Christians are called to perform. With this, he weaves a new thread into this tapestry. These charitable works
are the response to the love of God in their lives. It springs forth from a life of prayerful contemplation. To
reach out in charity is a response to the commandment of love of God and neighbor. 17 Augustine wrote in the
City of God:
For no one ought to be so leisured as to take no thought in that leisure for the interest of his neighbour,
nor so active as to feel no need for the contemplation of God. The attraction of a life of leisure ought
not to be the prospect of lazy inactivity, but the chance for the investigation and discovery of truth, on
the understanding that each person makes some progress in this, and does not grudgingly withhold
his discoveries from another. 18
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It is a sacramentum caritatis response to the Gospel. Augustine would say to the members of his communities
and also to the people in his congregation. “Let Christians do what Christ command.” 19
A third thread in Augustine’s tapestry of sharing which takes place in the common life is the one which
brings the greatest value. This aspect can be described as the golden thread woven throughout a piece of cloth
which brings it priceless value. This thread takes shape when the members of the community come together
having “one soul and heart” possessing nothing on their own, but sharing “all things in common.” When this
is done, the greatest of treasures which the community holds in common is God.
The pursuit of the common sharing of God is the very heart of Augustine’s Rule, which is the principal
document of Augustinian Spirituality. 20 Using the passage from Acts 4, which we previously noted, he writes
at the beginning of his Rule, “The chief motivation for your sharing life together is to live harmoniously in the
house and to have one heart and one soul seeking God.” 21 God is not only the common goal and treasure of
living together but is the condition for the possibility of living harmoniously together.
In his Exposition on Psalm 132, Augustine goes into greater detail of just how precious this ideal is for
him. He quotes, “See how good and pleasant it is where people dwell as one” (Psalm 132:1) and finds
scriptural support for not only his monastic ideal and spirituality but also encourages this ideal as a goal for
which all people should strive. He recognizes in this Psalm the beginning, the seeds for the common life that
were planted in the people of Israel, and then goes on to say that, “They were the first but not the only ones,
for this love and fraternal unity did not reach them only to end there. The intense joy of charity came upon
their descendents too.” 22 This is why Augustine can declare with such delight, the beauty and sweetness he
finds in this Psalm. 23 This is what sparked the flame of that initial desire to live together in God and which
fanned that flame in Augustine’s life and which continues to give life to that fire of love in Augustinian
spirituality today. 24
Sharing the treasure of God within the common life is the Love which compels its members to live in
unity. As the author of The First Letter of St. John reminds us, “God is Love. Those who live in love, live in
God and God in them.” (1 John 4:16) For Christians, it is the sharing of Jesus Christ, his life, passion, death
and resurrection, which makes that love a reality. Augustine makes this point clear in The Work of Monks
when he writes that a member of his monastery is one who is “no longer seeking what things are of his own
but rather those of Jesus Christ, he has devoted himself to the charity of common life, intending to live in
companionship with those who have one heart and one soul in God, so that no one calls anything his own but
all things are held in common.” 25
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When one recognizes God as the common estate in the monastery, or in any community, then one is
able to recognize more clearly the place of love, prayer, humility and self-sacrifice within that community. It
is an altruistic love reaching out to the other. It is a love of God made real in the love of neighbor.
When the community of believers recognizes that its greatest treasure is the common sharing of God,
“whose temples they have become” 26 then the realization of Augustine’s ideal happens within history. “The
community is not considered as an abstract such as an institution or organization, but rather in the concrete as
the love of a person who is our neighbor.” 27 The greatest treasure, God, is best revealed when shared in mutual
love among the living members of the community and when this is realized and actualized, all of the other
common treasures find their proper places in comparison.

CHRISTUS TOTUS: Living in Love
A key factor for developing an understanding Augustinian Spirituality is in Augustine’s Christology.
His insistence that the Body of Christ consists of both Head and Members is described as the Total Christ.
The idea of Christus Totus is a combination of theology, ecclesiology, spirituality and Christology woven to
form an understanding of what it means not only to belong to Christ, but also to be Christ. 28
Augustine relies primarily on the Pauline teaching of Corpus Christi.
If we take St. Paul’s First letter to the Corinthians as a foundation of this aspect of Augustine’s spirituality,29
we see the scriptural basis supporting his idea.
Just as a human body is a single unit and has many limbs, but which, many as they are, together make
up one body, so also is Christ. In the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body. […] A body is not
one single limb but many. […] If the whole were one single limb, there would not be a body at all. In
fact, however, there are many different limbs, but one body. […] Now you are Christ’s body, and each
of you is a limb of it. 30
Augustine insisted on recognizing Christ’s presence in the community as a whole and in each
individual member. 31 He reinforced the message of St. Paul with the Gospel message of Jesus, “Whatever you
did for one of these least of mine, you did for me.” 32 The bishop called his community into accountability to
remember that although their Head is already in heaven, He is also present among them on earth. Where there
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is someone thirsty, hungry, naked, sick, etc., Christ is present. If a member of Christ’s body is suffering,
Christ suffers too. 33
Those who were regular members of his congregation were witnesses to the number of times Augustine
referred to the community as Christus totus. 34 Jesus Christ, for Augustine, is made manifest in our world in
three ways: a) as God, coeternal and coequal to the Father, b) as the Incarnate Word, mediator and head of the
Church, c) as the whole Christ in the fullness of the Church. 35
As Christus totus, the Church is made real in the way it recognizes its responsibility to be Christ for
and with each other. T. van Bavel asserts that this responsibility centers itself on a relationship of love. The
love which exists among the members of the community is a relationship in Christ which nourishes the
members as a whole. 36 It is the way Christ is made real in all of his members. Instead of focusing on the
individual, Augustine’s thought is basically corporate, with the whole present in the parts as much as the parts
are present in the whole. Van Bavel draws attention to Augustine’s emphasis on the whole Christ when he
states:
Consequently, Christ is for him not only an “I”, but also a “We.” Christ incorporates us into
Himself… Just as our personality is constituted by hundreds of relationships, the person of Christ is
to be seen as having a relationship with every human being, because his love is universal. 37
Christus totus is made completely present in the union of each of the members in community, and is just as
completely present in each of the members separately. Each member individually, and collectively, makes up
the whole Christ. 38
With this understanding we come to a fuller appreciation of Augustine’s Sermon 272 on the Eucharist.
Here he recognizes the presence of the whole Christ in the sacrifice which is celebrated in the Eucharistic
meal. He encourages his congregation to recognize themselves in that sacrifice; to accept their responsibility
to be the body of Christ that they receive and celebrate at the table. He quotes 1Cor 12:27, “You, though, are
the body of Christ and its members,” and encourages his congregation to recognize themselves in the mystery
which is placed upon the altar and the mystery which they receive.
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It is to what you are that you reply Amen, and by so replying you express your assent. What you hear,
you see, is The body of Christ, and you answer, Amen. So be a member of the body of Christ, in order
to make that Amen true. 39
In reaching an understanding of what it means in Augustine’s thought for the Church actually to be
Christ, Christus totus, Head and members, it is necessary to be aware of the distinction which he recognizes
as existing between Christ and humanity. As much as Augustine identifies each person with Christ, 40 he does
not mean that there is no distinction at all between the two. 41 T. van Bavel reminds us of a fact that is basic
to one’s understanding of what it means to be Christian. He states that even with the identification of Christ
with humanity in the Christus totus, the basic foundation of our Christian faith remains clear, that is, “[t]he
distinction between Christ and us consists in the fact that Christ is the Savior and we are the saved ones.” 42

Conclusion
An Augustinian Spirituality includes themes of community, prayer, friendship, humility, sacrifice,
fraternal correction, grace and love. As I mentioned at the beginning of this presentation, it is not possible to
address all of these aspects in our brief time together. Let me close then by emphasizing that it is only by the
grace of God, the love of God which has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been
given to us (Romans 5:5) that we are able to make this spirituality a reality in our lives. Without grace, we can
accomplish nothing. It is a critical component of living an Augustinian Spirituality as the Christus Totus,
rooted in and responding to the commandment to love God and neighbor in community. A community that is
united in love, in God, is one that responds to the love first received and this understanding is vital to the
development of an Augustinian Spirituality so ancient and ever so new – a veritable sacramentum caritatis.
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