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Augustine’s Encounter with Cicero and Ambrose 

)hroughout his life@ AugustineBs sense of autonom; and carnal Fassions came in 

conflict Gith his desire to 5noG Hod1 In his discover; of #icero@ he found that Kisdom 

must :e sought outside of himself@ ;et he onl; found himself sin5ing :ac5 into the sins of 

the flesh Ghen he alloGed FhilosoFhers and learned men to digest the +criFtures for him@ 

then feed them to him@ garnished Gith their interFretations1 Am:rose taught him that the 

onl; Ga; he could find the truth is to see5 the +criFtures for himself@ :ecause Ghen the 

Kord of Hod is aFFroached as a Gor5 to stud; on a FhilosoFhical level@ devoid of fervor 

or :elief@ it cannot :e grasFed1 #icero filled Augustine Gith the desire to 5noG the source 

of )ruthL Am:rose helFed him find it1      

Augustine came to find :oth #icero and Am:rose Ghile on his tireless Fursuit of 

eloMuence1 His stud; of rhetoric and love for ver:al Fersuasion and maniFulation caused 

him to see5 men and their Gritten Gor5s@ so that he could comFare them to his oGn Gor5s 

and incorForate their form1 His lifeBs Gor5 Gas his studies1 In retrosFect@ Augustine 

ac5noGledged that@ “ it was my ambition to shine Oin eloMuenceP@ all from a damnable 

vaingloriousness and for the satisfaction of human vanity” (38). )hus he sought #icero@ 

“whose tongue practically everyone [admired] ” (38), and Am:rose@ “famed among the 

best men of the whole world” (82), ;et these selfish reasons served as a means to ta5e 

Augustine further along on his sFiritual Qourne;1 In his reading of #iceroBs Hortensius, he 

:ecame enthralled@ not :; the Rexcellence of its phrasing” (38)@ :ut :; the content of the 

Gords1 He first Qudged Am:rose according to his eloMuence@ and found his  
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 Gords unGorth; of attention@ ;et in hindsight@ Augustine realized that through them@ 

Rlittle by little I was drawing closer [to God], though I did not yet realize it” (82).  Tthe 

Gords of :oth #icero and Am:rose@ Ghile sought :; Augustine for intellectual deFth and 

:eautiful Fhrasing@ served to insFire his search for )ruth1 

His am:ition for Gorldl; acclaim and Fu:lic recognition Gas first encouraged :; 

his Farents@ and esFeciall; his father@ a catechumen Gho had received instruction in the 

fundamentals of #hristianit; :ut had not :een :aFtized or confirmed in the #atholic faith1 

It Gas through him that Augustine Gas taught to Fursue earthl; treasures at the eTFense 

of sFiritual doctrineL his fatherBs “only concern was that I [Augustine] should learn to 

make as fine a persuasive speech as possible…this same father never bothered about how 

I was growing towards you [God] or how chaste or unchaste I might be, so long as I 

grew in eloquence” (24; 25).  Khen Augustine referred to his encounters Gith #icero and 

Am:rose later in life hoGever@ the; are :oth recalled in reference to his father1 His 

discover; of #icero Gas mar5ed :; the tGoU;ear anniversar; of his fatherBs death@ and he 

noted that the 4ishoF of Milan “…received [him] as [would] a father…” WX7Y1  In #icero@ 

Augustine found a theor; that FiMued his interest1 In Am:rose@ Augustine found the 

sFiritual guidance and #hristian mentorshiF that had :een lac5ing in the relationshiF Gith 

his oGn :iological father@ Gho Rhad practically no thought of You [God]…only vain 

ambition for [his son]…”(26).   4oth men served as sFiritual teachers@ Faternal surrogates 

Gho shoGed Augustine the Ga; to o:tain )ruth1  

At the time of his discover; of the Gor5s of #icero@ Augustine Gas a leader in the 

+chool of Zhetoric and 5eFt comFan; Gith a grouF called the [verturners@ ;oung men  
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Gho Gere notorious for FarticiFating in acts that tormented and humiliated others1 

AugustineBs sense of shame for their actions did not alloG him to FarticiFate full; Gith 

them1 His moral uF:ringing@ though he tried to ignore it@ Frevented him from full; 

enQo;ing their cruelt;1 +u:consciousl;@ he felt it Gas Grong@ “I abominated the acts that 

were their specialty” (37), and he Gas caught :etGeen tGo conflicting desires( the need 

for comFanionshiF@ for Ghich he Gas often Gilling to do an;thing@ and that of his 

religious :ac5ground@ Ghich Gas instilled in him from childhood :; his mother1 Her life 

Gas a constant Fra;er for the salvation of her son@ and even as a child@ she had told him 

a:out a Gise and loving Hod. In retrosFect@ Augustine realized that it Gas his motherBs 

earnest Fra;ers@ and the rudiments of #atholicism that she gave him that caused him to :e 

dissatisfied Gith the Gor5 of #icero@ as he found “the only thing lacking [in Cicero’s 

work] was that the name of Jesus was not there. For with my mother’s milk my infant 

heart had drunk in, and still held deep down in it…the name of your Son”(39).   

\et@ it Gas this same unconscious relationshiF :etGeen #hrist and )ruth that 

caused Augustine to :e draGn to Am:rose@ Gho “…taught the doctrine of salvation most 

profitably…”(82) and Gho Gas a:le to demonstrate to Augustine for the first time that 

#atholicism could :e maintained on “reasonable grounds” (82)1 #icero and Am:rose 

attuned AugustineBs sFiritual ear to the call of Kisdom and )ruth@ :ut #icero failed to 

recognize Hod as the source of that Kisdom@ and Rwhatever lacked the name of Christ, 

no matter how learned and excellently written and true could not win [Augustine] 

wholly” (39). #icero insFired Augustine to relinMuish carnal vanities and to “love, and  
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seek, and win, and hold, and embrace, not this or that philosophical school, but Wisdom 

itself, whatever it might be” (39). 9illed Gith this neG@ :urning desire to “wing upwards 

from earthly delights to You [God]” (38)@ he decided to stud; the Hol; +criFtures for 

himself1 Khen his Fride@ ignorance@ and selfUrighteous intellectualism 5eFt him from 

understanding Ghat he read@ and his “conceit was repelled by their [The Scriptures’] 

simplicity” (39), he turned to the Manicheans@ a religious sect Gho offered to shed light 

on the 4i:le that Gas “shrouded deep in mystery” (39). According to their doctrine@ the 

universe is caught in a :attle :etGeen good and evilL neither divine force is stronger or 

a:le to overcome the other1 )hus Hod@ a “luminous immeasurable body” (65), is the 

source of good@ and is not omniFotent@ and therefore cannot defeat evil1 )he soul@ as a 

divine Farticle of the ver; :eing of Hod@ is housed Githin humans@ Gho are the corForeal 

manifestation of evil@ torn :etGeen the tGo “opposing powers” (80)1  

According to Manichean :elief@ the +criFtures Gere to :e read literall;@ and this 

:rought a great deal of confusion to man; of the Fassages Augustine read@ Ghich caused 

him to dou:t the veracit; of the Kord1 According to the 4i:le@ man is created in the 

image of Hod@ thus the Manicheans thought that Hod had a Fh;sical form1 According to 

AugustineBs reasoning@ he felt it more reverent to hold Hod “infinite in all other parts 

even if [God] is finite in that part where the power of evil was set against You, than to 

 imagine you finitely contained in all Your parts in the shape of a human body” (80).  He 

Gas all too aGare of the sensual Fleasures and carnal motivations that defined his oGn 

human eTistence@ and he Gas afraid@ “to believe [that] the Word [was] made flesh lest I 

be forced to believe the Word defiled by flesh” (80). )o thin5 of a higher FoGer Gorth; of  
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GorshiF@ confined :; the same temFtations of the flesh that he@ as a man@ Grestled Gith@ 

seemed sacrilegious1 

)o Augustine@ and according to the Manichean doctrine@ humans Gere incaFa:le 

of sinL there Gas another FoGer Githin the soul that caused sin@ therefore humans Gere 

inherentl; Githout :lame and thus did not need forgiveness or salvation1 As later noted 

:; Augustine@ “My sin was all the more incurable because I thought I was not a sinner” 

(79). AugustineBs soul and mind Gere in a state of turmoil as he “despaired of man’s 

finding the way to [God]” (82). His desire for sFiritual understanding and inner Feace 

had :rought him@ not to a Flace of suret;@ :ut to an o:livion of uncertaint;1 In his search 

for Kisdom Gherever it ma; :e found@ as encouraged :; #icero@ he onl; came uFon 

more Muestions and greater confusion1 He adoFted the :elief of one of the FhilosoFhical 

schools of that time@ )he Academics@ Gho held the :elief that nothing is right and nothing 

is Grong@ :ut he still ;earned for the sta:ilit; of religious a:solutesL a doctrine Ghich Gas 

infalli:le and irrefuta:le uFon Ghich he could stand1 He had :een lead astra; :; those 

Gho “seduce men’s minds by philosophy, coloring and covering their errors with its 

great and fine and honorable name” (38).  He desired to :e assured that Hod does eTist@ 

and He loves and cares for man5ind@ and he Ganted to :e “as certain of things unseen as 

that seven and three make ten…spiritual things which I did not know how to conceive 

save corporeally” (91).  Augustine li5ened his Flight in hindsight to that of one Gho goes 

to a :ad doctor@ and is then una:le to see5 helF from another Fh;sician@ even a good one1 

His sic5 soul “could not be healed save by believing, and refused to be healed that way  

for fear of believing falsehood. Thus I resisted Your [God’s] hands, for you first prepared 
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 for us the medicine of faith and then applied it to the diseases of the world”(91). 

Khen Am:rose :egan to eTFound on #atholic doctrine@ Augustine first Qudged his 

Gords according to their eloMuence@ :ut the more he listened@ the more his understanding 

increased1 He learned that the Hol; +criFtures could :e read figurativel; as Gell as 

literall;@ thus the :i:lical Fhrase Rman created in the image of Hod_ does not mean that 

Hod Gas confined Githin the limits of the human :od;@ :ut rather is “wholly everywhere, 

yet nowhere limited within space” (90).  )hrough Am:rose@ Augustine learned that 

#atholicism is not false@ and Ghile he Gas not entirel; convinced that he had found 

a:solute truth@ he noG 5neG hoG to discover it for himself1 

AugustineBs Muest for sFiritual Gisdom and religious conviction Gas a continual 

struggle :etGeen the carnal Fleasures of intense sensual Fassion and the desire to 5noG 

and serve an omniFotent Hod1 His Qourne; though life@ defined :; alternate Feriods of 

selfU gratification and religious fervor@ Gas mar5ed :; moments of sFiritual 

enlightenment@ incidences divinel; Freordained to aGa5en his religious conscience and 

guide his restless soul1 )hese occurrences ultimatel; served to collectivel; draG 

Augustine closer to the sFiritual certaint; of divine truth@ and to the Hod Gho is the 

source of all )ruth1 )Go such monumental moments in AugustineBs life Gere his 

discover; of the Gor5s of #icero@ and his Fersonal encounter Gith Am:rose@ the :ishoF of 

Milan1 4oth discoveries came as a result of his insatia:le desire for eloMuence and the allU

consuming need to eTcel in the stud; of rhetoric@ the imFortance of Ghich Gas 

emFhasized :; his Farents@ esFeciall; his father@ and confirmed :; the accolades and  
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admiration he received from his Feers1 His reading of #icero :irthed the desire to see5 

Kisdom not simFl; in one religious sect@ :ut Gherever and Ghenever it could :e found1  

He :egan his ascent to )ruth and sFiritual conviction :; :ecoming a disciFle of 

FhilosoFh;@ a Rlover of Gisdom_1 \et #iceroBs argument lac5ed the mention of the name 

of #hrist@ and :ecause of the religious influence of his mother@ it Gas to that name that 

Augustine su:consciousl; loo5ed as the true source of Kisdom1 His search for sFiritual 

truth lead him to the FsuedoU#hristian sect of the Manicheans@ Gho :elieved that the 

+criFtures Gere to :e ta5en in the literal sense@ and Ghat could not :e comFrehended in 

that manner Gas to :e disregarded1 )hus the Kord of Hod Gas not seen as a source of 

truth@ :ut as a mere religious teTt filled Gith am:iguities and contradictions1 Khen 

Augustine encountered Am:rose hoGever@ he found in the 4ishoFBs argument the 

mention of the name of #hrist@ and learned from him that certain Fassages of the 4i:le 

should :e ta5en figurativel;1 AugustineBs sinUGear; soul found that there Gas no fallac; 

in the +criFtures@ onl; falli:le men to misinterFret them1 #icero encouraged Augustine to 

see5 Kisdom@ and he did so through FhilosoFhers Gho interFreted the +criFtures for him1 

Am:rose taught Augustine to discern the Hol; Kord for himself@ to see5 it not as an 

intellectual s5eFtic Gith FreUesta:lished theories and halfUtruths@ :ut as a mortal sinner in 

need of an Almight;@ Immortal Hod1 )he +criFtures Gere not simFl; another rhetorical 

teTt to :e anal;zed and Qudged for their eloMuence@ :ut Gere@ as shoGn :; Am:rose@ the 

insFired Kord of Hod@ given for the :enefit of man5ind1 #icero insFired Augustine to 

see5 KisdomL Augustine shoGed him the Ga; to do so1 
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