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The aspect of Augustine’s Confessions which I found most intriguing 

was his treatment of pleasure, both in the abstract of theological reflection 

and in the concrete examples from his own life.  I found this theme 

important, not only because it is largely ignored or avoided in the modern 

church, but because my own experience has similarities to Augustine’s.  

Thus by walking through these things with Augustine, I was able to see my 

own history more clearly, and to reflect on the significance of his insights.  

Although it is all expressed from the standpoint of his Christian faith, his 

experience of pleasure can be best understood in three phases: that of his 

pre-conversion life, the struggle of his conversion, and Augustine’s Christian 

life. 

  Perhaps it was Augustine’s intense personal history that caused him to 

reflect deeply on the nature of pleasure and its relation to the nature of God.  

This theme runs constantly through the first ten books of the Confessions, 

and occasionally occurs in the philosophical discussions of the last three 

books.  I have often heard Augustine’s famous line- “our heart is restless 
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until it rests in you.”1- quoted as the theme of the whole work.  Rather, I 

think the theme is better expressed in the following words: “It does indeed 

make a difference where a man finds his joy.  This I know, and the joy from 

hope and faith are incomparably greater than such an empty thing [worldly 

pleasures].”2 

Augustine freely relates his striving after pleasure in many and various 

forms.  His pleasures go beyond sensual, physical desires; he graphically 

describes the inner motivations of pride, desire for glory, and desire to 

please and be honored by his contemporaries.  He says, “I looked with 

longing at honors, wealth, and marriage.”3  In the incident of stealing fruit, 

his pleasure was not in the fruit itself, but “…rather to enjoy the actual theft, 

and the sin of theft.” 4  His pride and desire for glory fueled his success in 

rhetoric.  Yet he certainly did indulge in pleasures of the flesh.  He kept a 

concubine for many years and describes himself as a prisoner of lust. 5 

All of these things, Augustine recounts with shame.  However, he seems 

to say that pleasure in and of itself is not the problem.  He states with 

seeming approval the fact that all men seek to be happy.6  “It is not merely 

                                                           
1 Bk. 1, Ch. 1. 
2 Bk. 6, Ch. 6. 
3 Bk. 6, Ch. 6. 
4 Bk. 2, Ch. 4. 
5 Bk. 8, Ch. 5. 
6 Bk. 10, Ch. 20. Cf. Bk. 10, Ch. 23. 
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myself along with a few others, but all of us without exception want to be 

happy.”7  Things can admittedly be good and beautiful in themselves.8  

Human striving after pleasure can even be seen as a misguided striving after 

God Himself who is the root of all pleasure.9 

The problem with pleasure is that it is misguided so that we seek 

pleasure apart from God.  “But in this was my sin, that not in him but in his 

creatures, in myself and others, did I seek pleasure, honors, and truths.”10  

By finding delight in other things, we turn our back to God and lose 

ourselves in things that are temporary, mortal, and finally sinful.  “Since 

they are the least goods, we desert the best and highest goods, which are 

you, O Lord our God, and your truth and your law.”11  The result is that we 

are estranged from the one “from whom we have dissipated our being into 

many things.”12 

Paradoxically, for Augustine these things, though pleasurable, do not 

fulfill- they do not bring true pleasure apart from God.  With irony, he 

relates the story of the beggar who was apparently happy from the simple 

pleasure of drink.  Augustine notices him and wonders if he himself is 

                                                           
7 Bk. 10, Ch. 21. 
8 Bk. 2, Ch. 5. 
9 Bk. 2, Ch. 6. 
10 Bk. 1, Ch. 20. Cf. Bk. 2, Ch. 6. 
11 Bk. 2, Ch. 5. 
12 Bk. 10, Ch. 29. 
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finding a genuine happiness from all of his labor and anxiety.  He concludes 

that the beggar had not found a true joy, but that he himself sought one more 

false.13  In recounting God’s mercy, he says to God, “You let nothing prove 

sweet to me that was apart from yourself.”14  Augustine is adamant in his 

final analysis that pleasures apart from God bring only misery in the end. 

“For whatever way the soul of man turns, it is fixed upon sorrows any place 

except in you.”15  In describing his deep suffering at the death of a friend, he 

gives the reason- “…because I had poured out my soul upon the sand by 

loving a man soon to die as though he were one who would never die.”16 

Seeking delight in anything except God proves ultimately fruitless. 

Not only are these pleasures hollow and unfulfilling, they are positively 

damaging.  The first danger is the displeasure of God.  Augustine warns his 

readers, “lest because of things that please you, you may displease him.”17  

Of his own vice, he said, “I stank in your eyes.”18  The second danger is 

entrapment in the habit or addiction of sin.  He was “seduced,”19 he was 

caught in “the sweeping tide of passions.”20  More graphic still,  

                                                           
13 Bk. 6. Ch. 6. 
14 Bk. 6, Ch. 6. 
15 Bk. 4, Ch. 10. 
16 Bk. 4, Ch. 8. 
17 Bk. 4, Ch 12. 
18 Bk. 2, Ch. 1. 
19 Bk. 2, Ch. 3. 
20 Bk. 2, Ch. 2. 
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“The enemy had control of my will, and out of it he fashioned a chain 

and fettered me with it.  For in truth lust is made out of a perverse will, 

and when lust is served, it becomes habit, and when habit is not resisted, 

it becomes necessity.”21   

 

The result is that those who seek to be served by such pleasures end up 

in their service.22  Augustine’s ‘necessity’ of carnal pleasure became the 

greatest hindrance to his conversion. 

All of this rings true in my heart and life.  Though we are separated by 

centuries, my human nature is the same as Augustine’s.  I also have sought 

pleasure in many various forms, some sensual, some more psychical.  With 

like shame, I confess the depths to which I have fallen.  And like Augustine, 

it seemed so natural, so right, so thrilling.  And yet it was bitter in the end.  

As I read the Confessions, I was embarrassed by how accurate was 

Augustine’s description of my own sin; not just the description of the actual 

sins, but the state of my heart and thoughts while chasing these things.  I 

never thought twice about the propriety of following pleasure, never 

questioned the source of pleasure, and never considered the one source of all 

true pleasure.  Like Augustine, I never found the satisfaction I was striving 

after.  And like Augustine, the temptation to pleasure is a hindrance to my 

whole-hearted service to the Lord. 

                                                           
21 Bk. 8, Ch. 5. 
22 Bk. 10. Ch. 6. 
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Yet apart from his insight into the deceitfulness of sin, This aspect of the 

confessions was not the most striking to me.  I have heard countless stories 

of peoples sinful past.  I take no pleasure in rehearsing my own past.  The 

strength of the Confessions, then, lies in the account of his conversion.  

Particularly, it is in the honest portrayal of the struggle of his conversion- 

the struggle between two types of pleasures. 

And Augustine’s conversion definitely was a struggle.  I have heard 

many stories where God delivered people from their addictions and 

temptations in an instant; but not so with Augustine.  His internal battle was 

fierce and prolonged.  This is why the theme of pleasure and account of his 

conflict impacts me.  Indeed, if he had been miraculously freed from 

temptation, that would have been a glorious testimony, but it would have 

nothing to say to me, a man who daily struggles to choose between earthly 

pleasures and God’s higher pleasures. 

Augustine’s problem was simple.  He gradually became convinced of 

the truth of the Christian gospel, and wanted to follow wholeheartedly after 

the truth, but he was held in the grip of earthly pleasures.  He compared 

himself to Romans chapter seven where two laws were within him, fighting 

with each other.23  The resulting internal tension was tearing him apart.24   

                                                           
23 Bk. 7, Ch. 21. 
24 Bk. 8, Ch. 10. 



 6 

“I raged, and sighed, and wept, and became distraught, and there was for 

me neither rest nor reason.  I carried about my pierced and bloodied 

soul, rebellious at being carried by me, but I could find no place where I 

might put it down...To you, O Lord, ought it to have been lifted up, to be 

eased by you.  I knew it, but I willed it not, nor was I able to will it.”25 

 

   He was still “tightly bound by love of women.”26   He feared to be 

“kept from a woman’s arms.”27  And when he was almost to the point of 

decision, his old habits held him back, saying, “Do you think that you can 

live without them?”28  In essence, he said, “Give me chastity and continence, 

but not yet!”29  I often wander how many of my own prayers contain the 

same unspoken disclaimer, “I want to give you my all, but not yet!” 

The problem was compounded because Augustine knew what was right, 

but could not, or did not do it.  “I was sure that it was better for me to give 

myself up to your love than to give in to my own desires.  However, 

although the one way appealed to me and was gaining mastery, the other still 

afforded me pleasure and kept me victim.”30  This added guilt and self-

condemnation.  “Thus was I gnawed within myself, and I was overwhelmed 

with shame and horror…With what scourges of self-condemnation did I not 

lash my soul…”31 Once again, Augustine has put my own thoughts into 

                                                           
25 Bk. 4. Ch. 7. 
26 Bk. 8, Ch. 1. 
27 Bk. 6, Ch. 11. 
28 Bk. 8. Ch. 11. 
29 Bk. 8. Ch. 7. 
30 Bk. 8. Ch. 5. Cf. Bk. 8, Ch 10. 
31 Bk. 8, Ch. 7. 
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words.  How can I make any comment on the Confessions except, “Yes, its 

true, God have mercy.”  Both Augustine and myself have seriously tried to 

follow after God, found our own impotence to do so, and mourned and 

groaned at the results. 

Finally this conflict in Augustine’s soul came to a climax and resulted in 

his conversion.  Indeed, his conversion proceeded from this struggle.  The 

occasion came when an acquaintance told of men who had left all to follow 

Christ in the monastic life.32  Augustine was forced to recognize the true 

state of his own soul.  He was filled with grief and torment.33  It was in this 

state that he ‘took up and read’ and was converted.   

From this account, it may seem that Augustine’s conversion was 

primarily a result of fleeing from this conflict- a turning or running away 

from the offensiveness of his past pleasures.  This would be to view his 

conversion in negative terms.  But in the rest of the Confessions, he always 

speaks of it in positive terms.   According to his own testimony, his 

conversion was not primarily from the lower pleasures of his past life, but it 

was primarily a conversion to the higher pleasures of God himself.  “They 

[earthly pleasures] tell you of delights, but not as does the law of the Lord 

                                                           
32 Bk. 8, Ch. 6. 
33 Bk. 8, Chs. 7-12. 
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your God.”34  “He who enters into you enters into the joy of the Lord, and he 

shall have no fear, and he shall possess his soul most happily in him who is 

the supreme good.”35 

How sweet did it suddenly become to me to be free of the sweets of 

folly: things that I once feared to lose it was now joy to put away.  You 

cast them forth from me, you the true and highest sweetness, you cast 

them forth, and in their stead you entered in, sweeter than every 

pleasure, but not to flesh and blood, brighter than every light, but deeper 

within me than any secret retreat, higher than every honor, but not to 

those who exalt themselves.36 

 

Thus for Augustine (and myself), the lower pleasures are overcome, not 

by sorrows, but by the greater delight of the pleasures of God.  If the joys of 

God are so much better, then “It does indeed make a difference where a man 

finds his joy.”37  Pleasure is not to be shunned, but focussed on the one who 

satisfies.   

Augustine still encountered temptations after his conversion.  The 

struggle continued, though not as before.  He was chaste for the rest of his 

life and lived as an ascetic, but still speaks of temptations.  “I do not know 

which temptations I can resist and which I cannot.  Even so, there is hope, 

for you are faithful.”38  “Since I am not yet filled with you, I am a burden to 

                                                           
34 Bk. 8. Ch. 11. 
35 Bk. 2, Ch. 10. 
36 Bk. 9, Ch. 1. 
37 Bk. 6. Ch. 6. 
38 Bk. 10, Ch 5. Cf. Bk. 10, Ch. 30. 
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myself…My evil sorrows contend with my virtuous joys, and on which side 

victory may rest I do not know…Is not the life of man upon earth a trial, 

without any relief whatsoever?”39  

Yet he seemed to triumph over these temptations.  He continuously 

overcame the allure of evil pleasure with godly pleasure.   This is reflected 

in the prayers throughout the Confessions.  “Grant this, so that you may 

grow sweet to me above all the allurements that I have followed after.”40  

And “Who will help me, so that you will come into my heart and inebriate it, 

to the end that I may forget my evils and embrace you, my one good?”41  

“Arouse us, and call us back; enkindle us, and draw us to you; grow fragrant 

and sweet to us.  Let us love you, and let us run to you.”42  That is my 

prayer.  That is my goal.  That is my insight and plan to overcome sin in my 

own life.  That truth from Augustine’s life gives direction to my own 

struggle and gives renewed resolve to continue the fight.   

The rest of Augustine’s life was also spent in the seeking of pleasure.  

But he sought pleasure only in God himself, the things of God, and in 

earthly things only for God’s sake.  He strove hard after the pleasures of God 

himself.  Augustine was intoxicated with God.  In reading his language, one 

                                                           
39 Bk. 10, Ch. 28. 
40 Bk. 1. Ch. 15. 
41 Bk. 1, Ch. 4. 
42 Bk. 8, Ch 4.  
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is tempted to consider him an addict, chained to pleasure of a different kind.  

For instance:   “Give me yourself, O my God!”43  “You are the fullness and 

the unfailing plenty of incorruptible pleasure.”44  “This is my hope, for this I 

live, ‘That I may contemplate the delight of the Lord’”45  “There never has 

been, nor will there be, a soul able to conceive anything better than you, who 

are the supreme and best good.”46  And finally, “This is that happy life, to 

rejoice over you, to you, and because of you: this it is, and there is no 

other.”47  I am thrilled to hear him speak and pray in this way.   I am 

ashamed at how distant my own thought are from those expressed, and at the 

same time I long to conform my life to Augustine’s example in this regard. 

The things of God also held a special delight for Augustine.  He has a 

special delight in the Bible.  He prays, “May your Scriptures be my chaste 

delights!”48  and “Wondrous is the depth of your words, for see, their surface 

lies before us, giving delight to your little ones.  But wondrous is their 

depth.”49  He also tells of his delight in the vision of heaven50 and the things 

                                                           
43 Bk. 13, Ch. 8. 
44 Bk. 2, Ch. 6. 
45 Bk. 11, Ch. 22. 
46 Bk. 7. Ch. 4. 
47 Bk. 10, Ch. 22. Cf. Bk. 12, Ch. 10. 
48 Bk. 11, Ch. 2. 
49 Bk. 12, Ch. 14. 
50 Bk. 9, Ch. 10. 
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of God in general.51  Such passion is certainly contagious and in reading 

Augustine my desire for these things seems to increase also.   

Augustine also finds delight in many earthly things.  This always comes 

with a severe qualification and warning.  These things are only to be loved in 

God and for God’s sake.  “If you find pleasure in bodily things, praise God 

for them, and direct your love to their maker…If you find pleasure in souls, 

let them be loved in God…. The good you love is from him, but only in so 

far as it is used for him is it good and sweet.”52  If anything is not loved in 

God, it draws away from God.  “So much the less does he love you who 

loves anything else, even together with you, which he does not love for your 

sake.”53  Augustine applies this test to every part of life, specifically citing 

music54 and going so far and to renounce himself except for God.55 

This is the one place where I waver in my endorsement of Augustine.  I 

recognize that he is the product of an age enamoured with asceticism and 

Platonic disdain for the material, while I am a child of a hedonistic, 

compromised age.  I also fully concede that I have not approached the 

spiritual maturity of this saint.  But it still bothers me that he would consider 

                                                           
51 Bk. 11, Ch. 2. 
52 Bk. 4, Ch. 12. 
53 Bk. 10, Ch. 29. 
54 Bk. 10, Ch. 33. 
55 Bk. 10, Ch. 2. 
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a ban on music (for instance) only because there is an inherent danger in 

delighting in the singing, rather than in what is sung.56  There are many 

things, such as food, which may be enjoyed in themselves as a gift of God, 

and may also be enjoyed to excess unto sin.   

My problem with Augustine’s view is that he refuses to afford the 

pleasure of the music any honor at all except as the vehicle of the words.  

Not only would this rule out all instrumental music, (some of my favorite), 

and all music not in a specific sacred context, but it would limit our 

enjoyment of God through His gifts.  It seems to go against the spirit of the 

Scriptures that say “Everything God created is good, and nothing is to be 

rejected if it is received with thanksgiving” (I Tim. 4:4) and “Blessed is the 

man who does not condemn himself by what he approves” (Rom. 14:22).   

There must be a middle way.  A way that honors God by receiving with 

thanks that which He has given to be enjoyed.  A way that guards against 

sinful pleasures and yet does not sway to rejection of everything that does 

not produce a specific spiritual pedigree.  This way is a fine line to walk 

indeed, and I can hardly find fault with Augustine for drawing the line 

differently that I.  Even so, I respectfully disagree with his stance on this one 

issue.   

                                                           
56 Bk. 10, Ch. 33. 
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Except for that one caveat, I wholeheartedly agree with Augustine’s 

view of pleasure in the Confessions.  Like him, I have been rescued from the 

trap of sinful pleasures.  Like him, I have been converted to the source of all 

pleasure.  And like him, I struggle to experience joy in Him who is joy itself.  

I have a long way to go to catch Augustine on this journey, but reading his 

Confessions has given me a clearer view of the path, and encouragement to 

press on. 


