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What made the Manichaean religion appealing to Augustine before his disillusionment?
When discussing religious differences, one of the questions that sometimes comes up is ‘why do you argue with different religious groups that believe the same thing as you?’ In the case of Augustine’s involvement with the Manichees, he did once think of it as the true Christianity, but his faith in it was not to last. While Mani had borrowed elements from Christian theology to build his mythology, these elements were melted down into a slag of different beliefs borrowed from Mani’s homeland and cast into what became the religious sect that would spread from Persia into the Roman Empire. As a religious movement, the Manichaean community was persecuted by the Roman authorities to no avail and attracted followers, including the highly educated, with its promises of salvation through a lifestyle centred around releasing the divine from the material. This essay will cover what was so enticing about the religious group to Augustine in the beginning, even though it could not prevent his departure from it in later years.
	Troubled by the disparity between the standards exhibited by Jesus and the personal conduct of many of the Old Testament saints, Augustine was enticed by the answer to evil that Manichaeism offered. The central premise of the Manichaeans was a hybrid of dualism and Gnosticism, specifically that the world was made of matter as a by-product of the clash between good and evil, with matter imprisoning the fragments of divinity that the force of cosmic good lost in the battle. Because of this, Manichaeans were celibate to avoid trapping more of this divinity inside humans and did not eat meat, as animals held a fragment of that divinity in themselves, as well.
	This overarching mythos appealed to Augustine. Augustine admits in his Confessions that he had been too proud to accept that a closer reading of the Bible was needed to understand its meaning and deeper secrets, rather than just a quick read to understand its full meaning.[footnoteRef:1] Despite this, he was still hungry for the God that his mother had taught him about as a child, ‘Any book which lacked [Jesus Christ’s] name, however well written or polished or true, could not entirely grip me. I therefore decided to give attention to the holy scriptures and to find out what they were like. And this is what met me: something neither open to the proud nor laid bare to mere children; a text lowly to the beginner but, on further reading, of mountainous difficulty and enveloped in mysteries.’[footnoteRef:2] At the time these mysteries proved too much for Augustine to accept and this led to him accepting Manichaeism as true Christianity, since the religion had co-opted and rebranded the Holy Trinity to fit their own worldview and to shore up its legitimacy. [1:  Saint Augustine of Hippo, The Confessions, (trans. Henry Chadwick), 1992, pp. 39-40.]  [2:  Ibid, p. 40.] 

	Why this shoring up was so dangerous to the Church was also something that Augustine elaborated on in his Confessions. As a dualistic belief system, Manichaeism held that matter was evil and that the immaterial was sacred. Therefore, pests and more dangerous creatures were creations of evil. Augustine gave an example of this, himself:


‘“Someone or other was suffering annoyance from flies; and a Manichaean found him in his trouble; and when he heard that this poor man could no longer bear flies, and hated them exceedingly, immediately he got to work on him. ‘Who made them?’ said this Manichee to him. And since he was suffering from grievous annoyance, and hated them, and a Catholic, he dared not say, ‘God made them’. For that would of course contravene what he had heard in Church. So the Manichee was able to add at once: ‘If God did not make them, who made them?’ Seeing an opening for apparent truth, the poor Catholic replied, ‘I believe the devil must have made them.’”’[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Miles Hollingworth, Manichaeism, in Saint Augustine of Hippo: An Intellectual Biography, Oxford Scholarship Online, 2013, p. 5.] 

	With that admittance established, the result would be a gradual descent into the philosophy of the Manichees. This descent was what Augustine himself experienced. Having rejected the Bible in earlier years, he did not know enough to recognize the flaws in the Manichees’ beliefs, only becoming disillusioned over time from his studies in astronomy causing the Manichees’ cosmology to fall into holes in his eyes, taking its legitimacy with it.
	Saint Augustine was, in short, enticed to Manichaean philosophy by his lack of understanding of the foundations that it sat upon and his desire to understand and know the Jesus he had heard about, but was too stubborn in his youth to learn about from the Bible. This led to him being convinced of Manichaeism’s claims of being the true form of Christianity, until he abandoned the sect many years later.
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