Saint Monica, also known as Monica of Hippo, has become one of the most idolised women in late antiquity, renowned for her natural nurturing qualities. Scholars such as Bougard claim that “Monica had possessed the most beautiful love that perhaps ever existed”.[footnoteRef:2] There is no surprise that Monica has now been deemed the ‘patron saint of mothers’[footnoteRef:3], honoured in the present-day by Catholic and Orthodox Churches. Despite her prominent significance, Monica is perhaps more commonly recognised as the mother of St Augustine of Hippo- one of the most influential Christian thinkers alongside St Paul. As O’Donnell explains, “Augustine’s adaptation of classical thought to Christian teaching created a theological system of great power and lasting influence”.[footnoteRef:4] Throughout his lifetime, Augustine wrote an outstanding number of books and letters, many of which are still accessible today.  [2:  Matthew Haste, ‘“So Many Voices”: The Piety of Monica, Mother of Augustine’, Journal of Discipleship and Family Ministry 4, no. 1 (2013): 6–8.]  [3:  The Basilica, ‘St. Monica: The Patron Saint of Mothers’, National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception (blog), 21 August 2019, https://www.nationalshrine.org/blog/st-monica-the-patron-saint-of-mothers/.]  [4:  James O’Donnell, ‘Saint Augustine | Biography, Philosophy, Major Works, & Facts | Britannica’, St. Augustine, 4 January 2023, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Augustine.] 

Written around 400 CE, ‘The Confessions’ has attracted the attention of many biblical scholars, with Clark declaring it “the most read and discussed of all Augustine’s many books”.[footnoteRef:5] The Confessions is an autobiographical work, detailing the deepest parts of Augustine's life from start to finish. As Augustine grows older, he becomes immersed in intellectual pursuits and philosophical ideologies. However, he finds no lasting satisfaction in these endeavours and realizes that real satisfaction can only be found in God. Through his encounters with various philosophical and religious systems, Augustine grapples with questions of truth, the nature of evil, and the existence of God. [5:  Gillian Clark, Augustine: The Confessions, 1st ed. (Liverpool University Press, 2005), https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt5vjhj6.] 

Even though the Confessions was written a decade after Monica’s death, Augustine writes about his mother Monica extensively. He describes her piety and resilience whilst simultaneously highlighting the suffering that she endured, making it one of the most in-depth analyses of Monica. The Confessions is a vital source when it comes to exploring the life of Monica, our impressions of Monica are hand painted by Augustine himself. McKamey notes that “while his witness is intimate and attentive, he is a man who claims no objectivity in his writing, and his perception presented is through a filtered lens”[footnoteRef:6]. Augustine’s advanced intelligence and use of rhetoric has evidentially shaped the very foundations of Christian thought, however much of his philosophical thought was a result of Monica’s significant influence on Augustine. The biggest representation of this is told to us by Augustine himself within the Confessions. This essay will then delve deep into the life of Saint Monica, paying particular attention to Augustine’s presentation of St. Monica within the Confessions. [6:  Caelan McKamey, ‘Saint Monica’s Model of Catholic Excellence in Augustine’s Confessions’, Los Angeles 6, no. 1 (2023).] 

Monica was born in 331 CE in the small town of Tagaste, North Africa, to strict, devout Christian parents at a time when Christians were beginning to face less opposition and discrimination, but Monica was raised by a maid servant instead of her parents. Roughly when Monica was 22 years of age, she married Patricius – a hot-headed, ill-tempered Pagan Roman official. Monica and Patricius had three children together: two sons named Augustine and Navigius, and a daughter named Perpetua. Of her three children, Monica had a particularly strong desire for her eldest son, Augustine, to embrace Christianity.
 Monica and Patricius were evidently complete opposites, with Monica being described by Kolby as “the model of Christian mothers, who followed wayward son through all his wanderings with sighs and prayers and tears, who “mourned more for his errors that mothers generally mourn for their death of their sons” and who “after having brought him forth in the flesh to the light of this world brought him forth again in her heart to the light of world to come” [footnoteRef:7] and Patricius being described in a much more negative light by Augustine in his Confessions. Augustine describes Monica's influence on his childhood, highlighting her efforts to instil Christian values and her encouragement of his pursuit of knowledge and truth. [7:  Kolbe, F. C. ‘St. Monica among the Philosophers’. The Irish Monthly 30, no. 351 (1902): 519–31.
] 

In Book 1, Augustine begins by recounting his infancy. This book is the first introduction to his family, where we immediately gather a feel for both Monica’s and Patricius’ character. Monica is praised by Augustine for her sanctitude and Patricius is rejected for his lack of faith and thus presence in Augustine’s life. Monica’s faith remains extremely strong, despite her husband's Paganism. Augustine, although not entirely pious himself, is drawn to this piety that Monica projects. In this book, Monica seems to overshadow Patricius, with Augustine stating “thus, at that time, I “believed” along with my mother and the whole household, except my father . . . For it was her desire my god, that I should acknowledge you as my father rather than him”[footnoteRef:8]. Here it is evident that Monica’s religious influence had established a strong bond between mother and son, their beliefs tie the two together. Patricius is simply referred to as ‘him’. The title of ‘father’ has been revoked here, almost as if Patricius is nothing more than a stranger to Augustine, however Monica’s title of mother remains.  [8:  Augustine, Saint. The Confessions. Translated by Henry Chadwick. Reprint edition. Oxford: OUP Oxford, 2008.] 

As Augustine exclaims, “You move us to delight in praising You; for You have made us for Yourself, and our hearts are restless until they rest in You”. Patricius is not able to praise God and therefore, his heart is restless, Monica has already mastered praise in God and is able to find delight in this, making her a much more endearing role-model to Augustine. From the get-go of the Confessions, there is clear tension between Patricius and Augustine and a clear admiration of Monica. Haste connotes that “a significant aspect of Monica’s piety was her humble service to others. While Monica’s marriage with Patricius was hardly a model Christian union, her faithfulness to him and patience with his infidelity are commendable. Augustine recognized that she submitted to Patricius with an evangelistic aim and praised her for her commitment to her husband’s salvation”.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Matthew Haste, ‘“So Many Voices”: The Piety of Monica, Mother of Augustine’, 10 March 2014.] 

At a young age, Augustine became aware that his mother directed all her love towards God but through her love of God, Monica became the most ardent mother. Saint Monica's faith serves as the cornerstone of her character in the Confessions. Her devoutness is evident from an early age, nurturing Augustine in the Christian faith. Monica's commitment to God's truth and her deep trust in his judgement are exemplified in her constant prayers for Augustine's conversion, Augustine explains just how "through the strong outpouring of my mother's tears, I was in fact called back to life". He expresses how her early influence managed to shape his entire life, confessing to God and announcing “"I was brought up in your true Church by the example of my mother, your faithful servant". Augustine, on the other hand, initially resisted his mother's influence. He was entangled in a life of indulgence and philosophical exploration. Yet, throughout his struggles, Augustine acknowledges the depth of his mother's love and her relentless prayers for his spiritual awakening. Her persistent faith became a beacon of hope and inspiration for him, even as he grappled with his own doubts and desires.
[bookmark: _Int_hBzqlctU] As Augustine states, Monica “was in greater labour to ensure my salvation than she had been at my birth.” Augustine had been brought up as Christian despite his father’s paganism, but like many Christians, Augustine turned away from God for a period of time and indulged in a life of sinful behaviours. Even though this would have inevitably devastated Monica, she remained committed to her main goal – achieving Augustine's salvation. Monica cried many tears for her son and prayed extensively for his return to the Church, “she believed God had promised as much in a personal vision and had confirmed this promise through the prophetic words of her bishop, who proclaimed, “It cannot be that the son of these tears should be lost.”[footnoteRef:10]. Augustine acknowledges his mother’s commitment, stating that “my mother, for her part, did not lose faith in you, even though she had to see me hopelessly entangled in worldly affairs". Her resilience is a testament to her unshakeable faith and her trust in God's timing.  Augustine is seen praising Monica and accrediting her for his conversion and salvation all throughout the Confessions: “and now you stretched forth your hand from above and drew up my soul out of that profound darkness because my mother, your faithful one, wept to you on my behalf more than mothers are accustomed to weep for the bodily deaths of their children.” [10:  Haste, Matthew. ‘“So Many Voices”: The Piety of Monica, Mother of Augustine’, 10 March 2014.] 

For nearly twenty years, she fervently beseeched God to touch Augustine's heart and guide him towards the path of righteousness. Her unyielding faith and perseverance ultimately led to Augustine's conversion, making her an icon of hope for mothers and intercessors alike. Monica's love for Augustine is boundless and unrelenting, epitomizing a mother's selflessness. She guides him with her gentle yet persistent influence, shaping his moral compass and nurturing his intellect. Her love shines through her support during his wayward years, symbolizing the transformative power of a mother's love. In book 3, Augustine reiterates this by stating that "through her, my bonds grew stronger day by day to serve you".
A central theme throughout The Confessions is the power of Monica's prayers. As McKamey explains “Augustine describes at length his mother’s personal experience with prayer and visions to arrive at the conclusion that she played a crucial role in his conversion. During his conversion journey, while struggling to find Catholicism and move away from the heretical Manichaeism, Monica consistently trusts in God. She was a model for a different type of imitation”[footnoteRef:11] Augustine depicts Monica's relentless dedication to praying for his conversion, despite his wayward lifestyle and intellectual scepticism. Her fervent supplications and tears serve as a poignant reminder of her unwavering faith and her deep longing for Augustine's salvation. Monica's intercessory prayers become a powerful force that propels Augustine toward his spiritual transformation. [11:  McKamey, ‘Saint Monica’s Model of Catholic Excellence in Augustine’s Confessions’.] 

Monica's life exemplified the transformative power of prayer. Through her consistent supplication and trust in God's will, she experienced first-hand the incredible influence prayer can have on the lives of individuals and families. Monica's prayers were instrumental in the conversion of not only her son but also her husband, Patricius, and her mother-in-law. Her example teaches us the significance of persistent and faithful prayer, reminding us that no situation is beyond the reach of God's grace. Saint Monica embodied numerous virtues that continue to inspire and serve as a reminder of the power of trust in God. Additionally, her patience, humility, and selflessness are evident in her tireless dedication to her family's spiritual well-being. Her virtues serve as a model for Christians seeking to navigate the challenges of life with grace, resilience, and love. 
Monica was not only extremely submerged in prayer, but she also experienced mystical visions and dreams. Lifton writes “in 375 St. Monica had a dream. It was the dream of a Christian mother, perhaps of every Christian mother whose son is not walking in the faith”. [footnoteRef:12] Saint Monica's dream is an important episode in the life of Saint Monica, as it is believed to have played a significant role in the conversion of her son, Augustine. The dream is described in the Confessions by Saint Augustine, providing insight into the profound impact it had on both Monica and Augustine. [12:  Litfin, B. M. (2005). The Rule of Faith in Augustine. Pro Ecclesia, 14(1), 85–101. https://doi.org/10.1177/106385120501400106] 

According to Augustine's account, Monica had a dream in which she stood on a wooden ruler. The ruler grew taller and taller until it reached the sky and filled the entire expanse between heaven and earth. On the ruler, she saw a figure of a young man, radiant and smiling, surrounded by a radiant light. The figure urged Monica not to worry and assured her that where she was, Augustine would be also. This dream had a profound effect on Monica, who interpreted it as a divine message and a reassurance from God regarding Augustine's spiritual destiny. It provided her with comfort and hope during her moments of despair and uncertainty about her son's wayward lifestyle. The dream fuelled her determination to continue praying for Augustine's conversion, firmly believing that God would intervene in his life and lead him back to the path of righteousness.
For Augustine, the dream serves as a pivotal moment in his own spiritual journey. It impressed upon him the depth of his mother's love, devotion, and faith. It is believed to have stirred his conscience, planting seeds of longing for the divine and ultimately contributing to his eventual conversion to Christianity. The dream of Saint Monica has become an integral part of her story, highlighting the power of divine intervention and the significance of a mother's prayers. It symbolizes hope, reassurance, and the transformative impact of faith in the face of adversity. The dream serves as a beacon of inspiration, encouraging believers to persevere in their prayers and trust in God's providence, even when circumstances seem bleak. 
Following Augustine's conversion, Monica lived with him in Milan for a time. She became a beloved figure among the Christian community, known for her pious life and wise counsel. Monica died on the 27th of August 387 AD, in Ostia Antica, Italy. It has been suggested that Monica’s last wish was for her children to offer Masses for her after her death: “put this body away anywhere. Don’t let care about it disturb you. I ask only this of you, that you remember me at the altar of the Lord, wherever you may be.”[footnoteRef:13] The death of Saint Monica also symbolizes her ultimate reunion with God. As a devout Christian, she lived her life in accordance with her faith and sought to bring others closer to God. Her passing represents the fulfilment of her earthly mission and the beginning of her eternal reward in the presence of God. The legacy of Saint Monica extends far beyond her death.  [13:  Kerri, ‘St. Monica’s Last Request’, Holy Heroes (blog), 23 August 2022, https://blog.holyheroes.com/st-monicas-last-request/.] 

The significance of Saint Monica's death lies not only in the event itself but also in the legacy she left behind. Her life was marked by her faith, her persistence in prayer for the conversion of her son, and her exemplary love and devotion as a mother. Her death serves as a reminder of her steadfastness and her unwavering commitment to God and her family. Throughout her life, Saint Monica had fervently prayed for the conversion of her son, Saint Augustine, who had led a tumultuous lifestyle. It was after her death that Augustine underwent a profound conversion and became one of the most influential Christian theologians in history. This is a testament to the power of Saint Monica's prayers and the lasting impact she had on her son's spiritual journey.
In contemporary society today, feminist interpretations of Saint Monica seek to reclaim her agency within the patriarchal structures of her time. Despite living in a society that limited women's voices and roles, Monica displayed resilience and determination in her pursuit of spiritual growth and her relentless prayers for her son Augustine's conversion. By highlighting her agency, feminists underscore the significance of her individuality and personal journey within a patriarchal context. Many biblical feminists and women as a whole, challenge traditional notions of motherhood by examining the complexities of her role. While Monica is often celebrated for her unconditional love and prayers for Augustine's conversion, feminist interpretations delve deeper into the complexities of her motherhood. They recognize that Monica's desires and ambitions extended beyond her role as a mother, and that her spirituality and personal growth were essential components of her identity. By exploring these facets, feminists celebrate the diverse dimensions of motherhood and resist limiting women solely to the role of caregiver.
As Petrovic rightfully points out, “scholarship regarding the participation of women in ancient philosophy has been limited until recently. The history of the female teachers and students of philosophy – as well as the wives, sisters, daughters, and mothers of male philosophers – was a rather neglected topic (Waithe, 1989), and for a very long period of time the histories of philosophy were almost silent regarding women’s enrolment in ancient philosophical schools, theories, and practices”.[footnoteRef:14]  Saint Monica's life, however, is a testament to the transformative power of faith, determination, and motherhood.  [14:  Marija Petrovic et al., ‘Women in Times of Crisis, Edited by Irina Deretic’, Women in Times of Crysis, 1 January 2021, https://www.academia.edu/72108798/Women_in_Times_of_Crisis_edited_by_Irina_Deretic.] 

Her dedication to her family, her steadfast prayers, and her unyielding faith continue to inspire and guide people of all walks of life. Saint Monica's influence extends far beyond her own time and place. Her example has inspired countless individuals throughout the centuries, particularly mothers, who find solace and encouragement in her story. She is venerated as the patron saint of wives, mothers, and difficult marriages, and her feast day on August 27th is commemorated by millions of faithful around the world. Monica's enduring legacy serves as a testament to the power of faith, prayer, and maternal love. Saint Monica's story resonates with many individuals facing challenging relationships, providing hope and inspiration. She teaches us the importance of patience, prayer, and unconditional love in transforming the lives of those we care about.

