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The Flame Within the Ash

The wind came from the east.

For years, the wooden shutters of the bishop’s residence in Hippo Regius had refused to close properly. The timber had warped. Augustine had never thought to have them fixed. He did not mind the wind that entered each night. The wind carried memories. And memories became prayers.

But the wind tonight was different.

It smelled of smoke.

Rising from his sickbed was nearly beyond him. At seventy-six, his body had begun its long betrayal years ago. Fevers came. His lungs had worsened. Disciples took turns keeping watch at his side, and he had to engineer small solitudes to be free of their concern.

He crept to the window.

Beyond the horizon, red light bloomed. Fire. The Vandals. They had been besieging Hippo for more than a year now, swallowing the surrounding villages one by one. Augustine looked at those flames and thought one thought:

Is this the end?

The word felt strangely weightless. He was not afraid. Or rather, to be more precise: there had been a time when the absence of fear frightened him. In youth. In Carthage. In Milan. Back then, the thought of death sent him fleeing — into pleasure, into philosophy, into argument.

Now was different.

Now he watched the fire and remembered other fires. The summer sun over Thagaste. The torches of Carthage’s harbor. An afternoon in a garden in Milan. The light rippling on a river at Ostia while he stood at a window with his mother.

Monica.

Her name rose to his lips and his eyes grew hot. An old man’s tears were not like the tears of the young. In youth he had wept often — in theaters, at a friend’s grave, in a garden. Those tears had been violent and quickly dried. These came slowly. They lingered. And they tasted, somehow, of sweetness.

He felt his way back to the bed. The walls held psalms of repentance — passages he had asked his disciples to copy out in large letters and fix to every side. His eyes were too dim now to read them from across the room, but he had memorized them before he was twenty years old.

Lord, you know my sins.

He closed his eyes.

And memory began. Memory always began with a smell. Red earth. The smell of soil baked hard by a North African sun. The smell of olive oil and prayer that clung to his mother’s robe.

Thagaste.

Everything had begun there.
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The Red Soil of Thagaste

There are two kinds of earth in this world.

Earth that remembers, and earth that is forgotten.

Thagaste was remembering earth. A small city in the province of Numidia in North Africa — Souk Ahras, in the tongue of a later age. A provincial backwater of a provincial backwater. Imperial edicts took months to arrive; philosophical fashions took years to spread. But the sun was fiercer there than anywhere. The red soil held that sun in its depths. You could feel it through the soles of your feet.

Aurelius Augustinus was born on that red soil on November 13 of the year 354.

His cry was loud, Monica later said.

“From the very first moment, you were wanting something. What it was, you didn’t yet know.”

His father Patricius laughed at that. He was a man whose eyes smiled before his lips did. A minor landowner in Thagaste. He held Roman citizenship but no great wealth. He was a pagan of the casual variety — respectful of the old gods without any real piety. He had ambitions that outran his abilities, yet in his son he saw everything he had failed to become.

The child learned to speak early. Quicker than he learned to walk, according to the fond exaggeration of neighbors. Whatever the truth of it, once the boy began to speak, everyone in the household leaned toward him to listen.

“That boy will be a lawyer,” said Patricius.

“That boy will be a man of God,” said Monica.

They were both wrong. They were both right.

Among the children of the neighborhood, young Augustine stood apart. He excelled at his lessons. He won every argument. But more than these things, he had a quality harder to name: eyes that were always hungering after something. He did not know what that something was. He would not know for a very long time.

Monica prayed before dawn every morning.

The boy grew up to the sound of those prayers as other children grow up to lullabies.

The name of God was the first sound he had ever heard, and the sound he would resist longest.
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