
St Augustine
I probed the hidden depths of my soul and wrung its pitiful secrets from it, and when I 
mustered them all before the eyes of my heart, a great storm broke within me, bringing with 
it a great deluge of tears. I stood up and left Alypius so that I might weep and cry to my 
heart’s content, for it occurred to me that tears are best shed in solitude… Somehow I flung 
myself down beneath a fig tree and gave way to the tears which now streamed from my 
eyes, the sacrifice that is acceptable to you. I had much to say to you, my God, not in these 
very words but in this strain: Lord, will you never be content? Must we always taste your 
vengeance? Forget the long record of our sins. For I felt that I was still the captive of my 
sins, and in my misery I kept crying, ‘How long shall I go on saying, “tomorrow, tomorrow”? 
Why not now? Why not make an end of my ugly sins at this moment?

I was asking myself these questions, weeping all the while with the most bitter sorrow in my 
heart, when all of a sudden I heard the sing-song voice of a child in a nearby house. 
Whether it was the voice of a boy or a girl I cannot say, but again and again it repeated the 
refrain, ‘Take it and read, take it and read.’ At this I looked up, thinking hard whether there 
was any kind of game in which children used to chant words like these, but I could not 
remember ever hearing them before. I stemmed my flood of tears and stood up, telling 
myself that this could only be a divine command to open my book of Scripture and read the 
first passage on which my eyes should fall. For I had heard the story of Antony, and I 
remembered how he had happened to go into a church while the Gospel was being read 
and had taken it as a counsel addressed to himself when he heard the words Go home and 
sell all that belongs to you. Give it to the poor, and so the treasure you have shall be in 
heaven; then come back and follow me. By this divine pronouncement he had at once been 
converted to you.

So I hurried back to the place where Alypius was sitting, for when I stood up to move away 
I had put down the book containing Paul’s Epistles. I seized it and opened it, and in silence 
I read the first passage on which my eyes fell: Not in revelling and drunkenness, not in lust 
and wantonness, not in quarrels and rivalries. Rather, arm yourselves with the Lord Jesus 
Christ; spend no more thought on nature and nature’s appetites. I had no wish to read more 
and no need to do so. For in an instant, confidence flooded my heart and all the darkness 
of doubt was dispelled.
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