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BOOK XI 

I 

0 LORD, since you arc outside time in eternity, are you un:i.ware 
of the thin:;s that I tell yon? Or do you sec in time the things 

tint occnr in it? If you sec them, why do I hy this lengthy record 
before you? Certainly it is not through me that you first hc:ir of 
these thing:. But b;' setting them do,'1'11 I fire my own heart and the 
hc:1ns of my rcc.dcrs with love of von, so that we :ill may a~k: Can 
iii!]' pmis,· De 1!'ortl1y oj:!:e Lord's ;1111it'.s1y ?1 I have s,,id before: and I shall 
s:cy again, di .ct I w rite this book for luvc of your love. 

\.Vh~n we puy-wc a,k for ,,_.h,\c wc need, yet the Truth himsclfhas 
tdd m: Y, ,11r hr,111w/y Fi1tl1e;· !w,,ws u1ell ,,,/;at yo11r ,1ccds are bef,l,'C yo!I 
as!: '1i111." So by confc,sing our own miser:ibk st,,tc :md acknowledging 
your mercy wwards us 'NC open our hearts to y,m, so tlnt you nuy 
free us •xholly, :is you have already begun to do. Then wc shall no 
longer be rolserablc: in oursdv~ . but will find. our true happiness in 
you. For you have dleg. us t0. be poor in spirit, t() be patient and to 
moum, to hunget ~11Cl thirst for ho~s, to be merciful and clean of 
he:>rt, and to be pe.;,ccmakcr:;. 

To the best of my power :md the best of my Ylill I have laid this 
long :1cc:ount bcf. re you, becmsc you first 'Nilled that I should 
confess to you, 0 Lord my God. Poi' yo11 ,m: gmcio11s, 11,111r ;11c,·cy 
c11d11res f or eua.3 

2 

But if my pen is my spohsman, when shall I be able to tell of all the 
meallS you used to nuke of me a pceacher of your word and a 
minister of your sacr:imcnt to rour people? W_hcu shallihe able to 
tellhow you urged. me, how you filled me ·with fear, how you con­
soled and guided me? Every particle of s:i.nd in the glass of time is 
precious to me, even if I were able to set my facts in order and give an 

1 Ps. 144: 3 (145: 3). 0 Matt. 6: 8. "Ps. 117: I (118: 2). 
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account of them. I have long been burning ·with desire to contcwplate 
yo11r la1111 :md to confess to you both what I bunv ofit and where my 
knowledge fails; how far the first gleams of your light h:1.ve illumined 
me and ho·w dense my darkness still remains and must renuin, until 
my wc:ikncss is swallowed up in yom- strength. And I do not wish to 
allow my time to slip away by tmc.kmtking :my other task when I am 
free from the necessity of caring for my bodily needs, of studying, and 
of giving to others the service which I render ,hem, ,vhether it is my 
duty to give it or not. 

0 Lord my God, listen to my pr:rycr. In your mercy gr:mt what I 
desire, for it is not for myself alone that I so ardently desire it: I wish 
also that it may serve the love I bear to others. Yon sec in my heart 
that this is true. Let me offer you in sacrifice the service of my 
thoughts and my tongue, but first give me wlut I m:ty offer to you. 
For I a/it 11eedy mid poot, but you w ho care for us, yet are free from 
care for yourself, lia11c enoug/1 r.11d to spare J,I' all tho,·~ 111/w call !,t-p o11 
yv11.~ Circumcise the lips of my mind and my mouth. Purify them of 
all u sh speech and falsehood. Let your Scriptures be my chaste delight. 
Le, me not deceive myself in them nor deceive others about them. 
Hear 111.e, 0 Lord. Have mercy on me, 0 Lord my God, Light of the 
blind and Strength of the ,vcak, Light, too, of those v.rl10 sec ;md 
Strength of the strong. Listen to my soul as it cric, from the depths. 
For if you arc not there to hear us even in our deepest plight, what is 
to become of us? To whom shall we cry ? 

Yours i,· the day, y,,urs the niglri.3 No moment of Li.me passc:s except 
by your v,;ill. Grant me some p:i.rt of it for my meditations on the 
secrets of your h w. Do not close y l~ ur door to those who knock: do 
not close the book of your hw to me. For it ,.vas not to no purpose 
that you willed that the hidden mysteries of :!ll its m any pages should 
be ,,w ittcn clown, nor is this forest without its deer, w hich repair to 

it and there refresh themselves, ro:nn ing at ·will and browsing upon 
its p:1stures, and lying there to ch,~w d1c cud. '1 0 Lord, perfect your 
work in me. O pen to me the p:1g~s of your book. Yom voice is my 
joy, ,1 greater joy i:h:m 3 11")1 profusion of vvorkUy pleasures. Give me 
,Yhat I love, for truly I love it ,111::1. this love, coo, w ;,.s your gift. Do 

1 Ps. IIS: r S (n 9 : r S). " Rom. ro: 1 2 . " P, . 73 : rG (7~.: 1 6). 

• T he "llt1 iion i; to P5. 28 : 9 (,.9: 9). The d~cr pcnctr.1 ting the fo,~st :ire to b~ 
t:ikcn figur.1tivcly ,ts those who 3re gifted to underst:md the Scriptures. 
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not :cb:mdon v.rh:lt you h:wc given me. Do not sco111 -what you h :i-ve 
phmccl w hen it is parched -with thirst for you. Ltt 1ne :1ckno,vlcdge as 
yours wh,,_tcvcr I find in ymir books. L t t 111 t liscl'n !n th2 som!il of your 
pwisc:s.1 Let me drink you in ,,ncl ,;c1"1tcm1,/a.1c i/-;,e ·1r1oi,dei-.,· uf you;· fo w2 

frnrn the v ,:ry beginning, ,.,.,;hen you 1necde heaven :1nd e,crth, to the 
CQmin~; ofy()llf kingdom, ,.,..hen we shall be for ever ,.vith you in your 
holy city. 

0 Lord, have incrcy on me Jnd gr:int v.rh;i.t I dc1irc:. For,. :is I 
bdiive, this lo;i,,-in ..: of mine docs not come from ~- dc,in; for earthlv 
thing,, for gold :nc!silvcr, precious , tonc:s and fo1c g,mncnts, w orld]~ 
honours and p,w,er, scnsml plc,1sure~ or the things w hich are needed 
for 111y boc.1y :1.nd fo1-· 111y pilgrin1:1gc through life. If ·\v~ iihd-!-,:; it ,1ur 
firs t· cntc tofi;1d the k:frtgdo;;: cif.Grd) ,u1d liis c!pprounl, all tli~:,·e things shall 
lu: orrrs ·u1itlim,;( th( J.ski1,:g. 3 

Li:ilc'll . my Gcd, as I tell you th,~ c:ime of my longing. Th(, wichid 
ln •.cc told 111.o of tbings due delight them, hut not such things as your 
hv.' lns co idl:' Thie: is th~: r~~son fo1· my longi,1g. T1kc heed of it, 
Ffd 1cr. E:;,,;m1i11c i1. Let it find approv:11 in yom eyes. And m:1y it be 
plc:ising to you, :is I stm d bcfim: your mncy, tl1:1t I should find grace 
in your sight, so th:1t di e hidden mc:,ning of your w ords nuy be 
rc,, c:1lcd to me. Op'cn your door to my knocking. This I beg of you 
thrCJ ugh uur LtJ rd J~ms Christ, your Son, the l'-,1:m of your rigtt h:md, 
the Sun (Jthfan, whom you b:cvc c;st:.1blishecl for yoursdf'i ~s mcdi:1tor 
bct\~,''l::.:n yuuL·sdf ~.nd u~. He ,,.~a:; the one ,vhcn11 you sent to find us 

v,?hcn V·l C 'i'fcrc n t)i: lookiDg fJr you, t1.nd y ou sent hi111 to find us so 
rb:it y;c :;bould look for you. He is your \:Vorel, by ,.,vhich you have 
m:de :111 things, my:df :1mong them_. He is yonr only Son, thr,~ugh 
\':horn you lu-,c c:1Ll ecl your faithfr1l p~c)plc, :mcl rn.ysclf among them, 
to nuke them your ,,, ns by adoption. Through him I beseech you, 
for li e siis at 1•01-ir r(gh l1 m:d. a;I{/ pleads_(<,;- us." In him titc 1/1/w/~ i!'t,hury 
(if. u,isdo11: {In d !,umuh·dgc is JhWt-'d up, 7 ~nd thes~ arc the trcJsurcs th;1.t I 

seek in your b,~oks. He told us hirnsdf - and he is the Truth - that he 
is the one ,,f u1/w1;1 i\.1os~s wr~ie. 8 

1 Ps. 25: 7 (2-u : 7) . 0 I's. n S: 1S (n9 : 18). 
~ Sec Ps. II 8: 85 (II!J: 35). 0 Sec P,:. 79; 1S (So: r7). 

7 Col. 2:3. • John 5: 46. 
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3 
Let me hear and ondei:stand the meaning of the words: In the 
.Beginning you made hca.vc:n and earth.1 Moses wrote these words. 
He wrote them :mci pas.~c<J on into ym,r presence, le.iving this wocld 
where you spoke to him. He is no longer hcce and I c:a.nn9t see him 
face to face. But ifhe were hece, I would lay hold ofhim and in your 
name I would b~ and beseech him to e.~lain those words to me. I 
would be all can to catch the sound that.fell from his lips. Ifhe spoke 
in.Hebrew, bis words would strike my car in vain -and none of their 
meaning would reach my-mind. Ifhe spoke.in Latin, I should.know 
what he said. But how should. fknow wJiethcr wbatl1c:..said was true? 
I£I knew this too, itcould not bdi:on'I. him that I got such knowledge-. 
But deep .inside m e, _in my most intimate thought, Tnttb, which is 
neither Hebrew nor Greek nor Latin_nor any foreign speech, would 
speaJc. to me, thougli not in syllables formed by lips and tongue. It 
would wJiispcr, 'He speaks the rrtith.' And at once I should be 
assured. In all confidence I -would say to this mn:h, your servant, 
'What you tell me is tree.' 

Since, then, I cannot qtJCStion Moses, whose ..,vords were trnc 
because -you, the Truth, filled him with yourself; I beseech you, my 
God, to forgive. my sins and grant me the grace to understand diose 
words, as -you granted him, your servant, the grace to speak them. 

4 
Earth and the heavens a.re before our eyes. The very fact that they ore 
there proclaims trurt they were-created, for they arc subject to ch:inge 
and variation ; whm.-as if anything exists that was not created, there is 
nothing in it that was not there before; and the meaning of change and 
vaciation is that something is there which was not there before. 
Earth and the heavens also proclaim that they did not create them­
selve5i. 'We emt', they tell us, 'because we were made. An.d this is 
proof that we did not make ourselves. For to make ourselves, we 
should have had to exist before our existence began.' And the fact that 
they plainly do exi5it is the voice which proclaims this trutlL 

It was you, then, 0 Lord, who made them, yoi.1 who are beautiful, 
1 See Gen. I: 1. 'Geel, at the begi11ning of time, created heaven and earth' (Knox). 
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for they too are beautiful; you who are good, for they too are good; 
you who ARE, for they too are. But they are not beautiful and good 
as you are beautiful and good, nor do they have their being as you, 
their Creator, have your being. In comparison with you they have 
neither beauty nor goodness nor being at all. This we know, and 
thanks be to you for this knowledge. But our knowledge, compared 
with yours, is ignorance. 

5 
But by what means did you make heaven and earth? What tool did 
you use for this vast work? You did not work_ as a human craftsman 
does, making one thing out of something else as his mind directs. His 
mind can in1pose upon his material whatever form it perceives within 
itself by its inner eye. But how could his mind do this unless it was 
because you had made it? It imposes this form upon a substance which 
already exists and already has being, such as clay or stone, wood or 
gold, or any other material of this sort. But how could these materials 
have come to be unless you had given them their being? It was you 
who made the craftsman's body and the mind which controls his limbs. 
It was you who made the material from which he makes his goods. 
It was you who made the intelligence by which he masters his craft 
and visualizes whatever he is to make. It was you who made his 
physical senses, which are the channels through which his mental 
picture of the thing he is making is transmitted to the material. They 
then relay the finished product to his mind, so that by referring it to 
the truth, which presides there as arbiter, it may decide whether it is 
well or badly made. 

All these things proclaim your glory as their Creator, 0 God. But 
how do you create them? How did you make heaven and earth? 
Clearly it was not in heaven or on earth that you made them. Nor 
was it in the air or beneath the sea, because these are part of the 
domain ofheaven and earth. Nor was it in the universe that you made 
the universe, because until the universe was made there was no place 
where it could be made. Nor did you have in your hand any matter 
from which you could make heaven and earth, for where could you 
have obtained matter which you had not yet created, in order to use 
it as material for making something else? Does anything exist by any 
other cause than that you exist? 
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It must therefore be that you spoke and they were made.1 In your 
Word alone you created them. 

6 

But how did you speak? Did you speak as you did when your voice 
was heard in the clouds saying: This is my beloved Son?2 At that time 
your voice sounded and then ceased. It was speech with a beginning 
and an end. Each syllable could be heard and then died away, the 
second following after the first and the third after the second, and so 
on in sequence until the last syllable followed all the rest and then gave 
place to silence. From this it is abundantly clear that your speech was 
expressed through the motion of some created thing, because it was 
motion subject to the laws of time, although it served your eternal 
will. These words, which you had caused to sound in time, were 
reported by the .bodily car of the hearer to the mind, which has 
intelligence and inward hearing responsive to your eternal Word. 
The mind compared these words, which it heard sounding in time, 
with your Word, which is silent and eternal, and said, 'God's eternal 
Word is far, far different from these words which sound in time. 
They are far beneath me; in fact, they are not at all, because they die 
away and are lost. But the Word of my God is above me and endures 
for ever.' 

If, therefore, in order that heaven and earth should come into 
being, you spoke in words which sounded and then died away, and if 
this was the way in which you created heaven and earth, then there 
must have been some material thing created before heaven and earth, 
something which, by its motion in time, could lend itself as a mouth­
piece through. which those words could be spoken in time. But there 
was no material thing before heaven and earth; or, if there was, you 
must certainly have created it by an utterance outside time, so that 
you could use it as the mouthpiece for your decree, uttered in time, 
that heaven and earth should be made. For whatever you might have 
used to produce the voice by which the decree was uttered, it would 
not have existed at all unless it had been made by you. But to create a 
material thing which could be used to give voice to the decree, what 
Word did you speak? 

1 Ps. 3.a: 9 (33: 9). 1 Matt. 3: 17. 
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7 

It is in this way, then, that you mean us to understand your Word; 
who is God with you, God with God, your Word uttered eternally 
in whom all things arc uttered eternally. For your Word is not speech 
in which each part comes to an end when it has been spoken, giving 
place to the next, so that finally the whole may be uttered. In your 
Word all is uttered at one and the same time, yet eternally. Ifit were 
not so, your Word would be subject to time and change, and there­
fore would be neither truly eternal nor truly immortal. 

This I know, my God, and I thank you for the knowledge. I know 
it, 0 Lord my God. I confess it to you. And whoever is not ungrateful 
for the certainty of your truth knows it and praises you for it as I do. 
For we know, 0 Lord, that the extent to which something once was, 
but no longer is, is the measure of its death; and the extent to which 
something once was not, but now is, is the measure of its beginning. 
Your Word, then, in no degree either gives place to anything or takes 
the place of anything, because it is truly immortal and eternal. There­
fore it is by a Word co-eternal with yourself that you say all that you 
say; you say all at one and the same time, yet you say all eternally; 
and it is by this Word that all things are made which you say are to be 
made. You create them by your Word alone and in no other way. 
Yet the things which you create by your Word do not all come into 
being at one and the same time, nor are they eternal. 

8 

Why is this so, 0 Lord my God? In some degree I see why it is, but 
I do not know how to put it into words except by saying that what­
ever begins to be, or ceases to be, does so at the moment when the 
eternal reason knows that it should begin to be or cease to be, 
although in the eternal reason there is no beginning and no ending. 
The eternal reason is your Word, who is also the Beginning, because 
he also speaks to us.1 So he tells us in the Gospel by word of mouth. 
Your Word, the Beginning, made himself audible to the bodily ears 
of men, so that they should believe in him and, by looking for him 
within themselves, should find hini in the eternal Truth, where the 

1 See John 8: 25. 
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one good Master teaches all who listen to him. It .is there that I heat 
your voice, 0 Lord, telling me that only a master who really teaches 
us really speaks to us: :ifhc docs not teach us, even though he-may be 
speak.4ig, ids .not to us that he speaks. But who is our teacher except 
the Ttuth which never clianges ? Even w hen we learn from created 
things, which are subject to change, we a.re led to the Tr uth whlc!i 
does not change. And there we truly learn, as we stnnd by a11d liste11 to 
I,;,,, and rejoice at ltenri11g the bridegroom's voice,1. restoring ourselves to 
him w ho gave us ou.r being. He is therefore the Beginrw1g, the 
(l.bjding Principle, for unless he remained w hen we wandered in error, 
there would be none to whom we could return and restoie ourselves. 
But when we return from error, we return by knowing- the Truth; 
and in order · that we may know the Truth, he teaches us, because he 
is the Beginning and he also speaks to us. 2 

9 

He is the Beginning, 0 God, in which you made heaven and earth. 
fu this wonderful way you spoke and created them in your Word, in 
your Son, who is your Strength, your Wisdom, and your Truth. 

Who can understand this myste1.-y or e:'l!.-p1am i!: to others? What is 
that light whose gentle beams now and again strike through to my 
heart, causing me to shudder in awe yet.firing me with their warmth? 
I shudder to feel how different I am from it : yec--in so farasJ am.like it, 
I am aglow with its fire. It is ilie light of Wisdom, W isdom itscl£ 
which at times shines upon me, parting my clouds. But when I 
weakly fall away from its light, -those clouds cn.velop· me again in. the 
dense .mantle of darkness which I beat: for my punishment. For my 
strength ebbs away for very misery, 3 so that I cannot sustain my blessings. 
And so I shall remain until you, 0 Lord, who have pardoned all my 
si11s, also heal all my morlal ills. For you. will rescue my life f rom dendly 
peril, c,011111 me with tl,e bl.essi11gs i,f 1011r mercy, co11te,rf 11ll my desire far 
gooil, restore my yo11t11 ns t/1e eagle.' s plumage is restored.~ 011r safoatio11 is 
formdeil "P"'' the hope of something,5 and m endurance we await the 
fulfilmen;t of your promises. Let those who are able listen to your 
voice speaking to their hearts. Trusting in your inspired words, I shall 

1 John 3: 29. 2 See John 8: 25. 
• Ps. 102: 3-5 (103: 3-5). 
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cry out: What diversity, Lord, in your creatures! What wisdom has 
designed them all !1 The Beginning is Wisdom and Wisdom is the 
Beginning in which you made heaven and earth. 

IO 

Those who ask 'What was God doing before he made heaven and 
earth?' are still steeped in error which they should have discarded. 
'If he was at rest', they say, 'and doing nothing, why did he not 
continue to do nothing for ever more, just as he had always done in 
the past? If the will to create something which he had never created 
before was new in him - if it was some new motion stirring in him -
how can we say that his is true eternity, when a new will, which had 
never been there before, could arise in it? For the will of God is not a 
created thing. It is there before any creation takes place, because 
nothing could be created unless the will of its Creator preceded its 
creation. The will of God, then, is part of his substance. Yet if some­
thing began to be in God's substance, something which had not 
existed beforehand, we could not rightly say that his substance was 
eternal. But if God's will that there should be a creation was there 
from all eternity, why is it that what he has created is not also 
eternal?' 

II 

People who speak in this way have not learnt to understand you, 
Wisdom of God, Light of our minds. They do not yet understand 
how the things are made which come to be in you and through you. 
Try as they may to savour the taste of eternity, their thoughts still 
twist and turn upon the ebb and flow of things in past and future 
time. But if only their minds could be seized and held steady, they 
would be still for a while and, for that short moment, they would 
glimpse the splendour of eternity which is for ever still. They would 
contrast it with time, which is never still, and see that it is not com­
parable. They would see that time derives its length only from a 
great number of movements constantly following one another into 
the past, because they cannot all continue at once. But in eternity 
nothing moves into the past: all is present. Time, on the other hand, is 

1 Ps. 103: 24 (104: 24). 
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never all present at once. The past is always driven on by-the future. 
the future always follows .0n the heels of the past, and both the past 
ancf the future have their beginning and their end in th~ eternal 
present. If only men's minds could -be seized and held ,still! They 
would sec how etetnity, in which_ there is neither past nor future, 
determines both past and future time. Could mine be the hand strong 
enough to se~e the minds of men?" Could any words of mine have 
power to achieve so great a task? 

12 

My answer to those who ask 'V/ hat ,,vas Gc d doing before he made 
hc:iven and earth?' is not 'He v-1as prep:ixing Heil for pcQple ·who pry 
into mysteries'. This frivolous retort h:.~ been m:,de before now, so 
·we arc told, in order to cv1de the point of the question. But it is one 
thing to make fun of the q_t1estiqncr and another to £nd the answer. 
So i shall rcfrnin from g;ving this rep1y. For in matters of which I am 
ig!l.Qrant I would rather admit the fact than gain credit by-giving the 
wrong answer and making a laughing-stoek of a man who asks a 
serious guestion. 

Instead of this I will sn.y that you, m_y, <rod, a.re the Creator of all 
creation, _and if we mealf the -who1e of creatiQn when we speak of 
heaven and earth, I unreserveclly say that before he made heaven and 
earth, God maclc nothing. 'For il'he did make anything, could it have 
been anything but a creature of his own creation? I onlywisli I knew 
eveqrthing that I could profit by knowing with a~ much. certainty as 
I know iliatno creatw:ewas made before any creation took place. 

13 

A -fickle-minded man, whose thoughts were all astray because of.his 
conception of time past, might wonder why y ou, who are Gbcl 
almighty, Creator qf:all, Sustainer oDall, and Maker of heaven and 
earth, should Jia,ve been icllc and all.owed eountless ages . to e.lapse 
before you firnlly undertook the v:i,;;t work of creation. My =tdvice to 
such people is to shake off their dreams and th.ink czircfolly, because 
their wonder is based on a misconception. 

How could those countless ages have elapsed when you, the 
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Creator, in whom all ages luve their origin, had not yet created then-i? 
Wlut time could there have been that was not cn;;1tcd by you? How 
could time elapse if it never -was? 

You arc the I\faker of all time. If, thrn, th(:re w,~s any time before 
you made he:2ven and earth, how can :myonc say th:1t you \Ycre idk? 
Yon must have made that time, for time could not ehpse before you 
m:1dc it. 

But if there w.1s no time before heaven and earth were cre:1ted, how 
can :myone ask wlut you ,verc doing 'then'? If there was no ti1ne, 
there was no 'then'. 

Fnrthcr;nore, although you :Lre before time, it is not in time that 
yon precede it. If this were so, yon would not be before all time. It is 
in eternity, which is supreme over time becans~ it is a never-ending 
present, th:1t you :ire at once before all past time and after all future 
time. For what is now the future, once it comes, will become the 
past, whcre:1s you ate 1111cl1m1gi11g, your years can r11!11c;·fail. 1 Your years 
neither go nor come, but our years pass :md others come after them, 
so that they all may come in their turn. Your years are completely 
pre.sent to yon all :it once, because they arc at a permanent standstill. 
They do not move on, forced to give way before the adv,mcc of 
others, becrn;;c they never pass at all. But our ye,1rs will all be com­
plete only when they have ,11! moved into the past. Your years am one 
dav, yet your d:q doL>s not come daily but is alw:,ys today, bec:mse 
your toclny docs not give place to any tomorrow nor does it take the 
phcc of :mv yestercl:1y. Your tocl,ry is eternity. And this is hmw the 
Son, to whom you said I /!(!lie bcgottm yo11 t/;is day," was begotten 
co-eternal ·with yourself You made all time; ) 'OU are before all time; 
and the' time', if such we may c:1ll it, when there was no time was not 
time at all. 

It is therefore true to sav that ,,:hen vou had not made ,mYthing, there 
W,LS no time, became time itself wa: of your m1king. iu~J no time is 
co-ctcrnal with you, bcc,u,c yo1c never ch:mgc; , 'i'l1creas, if time never 
ch:m.gcd, it would not be time. 

\Viut, then, is time? There can be no quick :md easy answer, for it 
is no sim.l:'le matter c,;en to under., t,md what it is, let alone find words 

1 Ps. 101: 28 (rm: 2,7). 
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to e.'(}lhin it. Yet, in our conversation, no word is more fu:miliarly 
used or more easily recognized thrui 'time'. We ceruinl'y undc;rstmd 
,what is meml: by the word both when we use it ourselves and when 
we hear it used by others. 

What, then, is time? I .!mow well enough what it is, provided that 
nobody asks me; but if! am asked what it is and try to explain., lam 
ba:ffie.d. All the sattl,e 1 can confidently say that I .!mow-that if nothing 
passed, there would be no past time; if nothing were going to happen, 
there would beno future time; ;m.d ifnothing 1/1ere, there would be no 
pre:sent time. 

Of these three divi:;ions of time, then, how rnn two, the pJst and 
thefutu.re, be, when the pastnp longer is and the future is noryet? 1\.s 
for 'the present', if jt were always present and never moved on to 
become the past, it wewd not be time but eternity. I£ therefore, the 
present is time only by reason of the fact thatit moves on to become 
the past, how can we say that cvcai:lie pi;esent Lr, when the reason why 
it is .is that it is 11ot ff1 •be? In other words; we cannot rightly say that 
time is, exc(;pt by reason of its impending state of 11,,t bi:if!g. 

15 
Yet we speak ol'.a 'long time' and a 'short time', though only when 
we mci!.n die past or the future. For example, we say that a hundred 
y~ is a. long time ago or a long time ahead. A short time ago or a 
~hort time _ahead we might put at ten days. But how can anything 
w.hich does not exist be either long or short? For the pastis no more 
and the future is not ye~. Sucely, then, insteaq of saying 'ft is a long 
time' we ought to say ofl!he past 'It was a long time' and of the future 
'It will _be a long time'. 

My Lora-, my Light, does not your tmth make us look foolish in 
t:hi!i case too? For if we speak of a long time in the past, do we mean 
that it was long when it was already past or beforeit became·tbe past 
and was still the present ?It could only-belong when it was there to be 
long: once it was past it no longer was, and if it no longer wns, it 
could not be long. 

So we must not say that the p:ist was long, because we shall not be 
able to find anything in it that could be long, for the simple reason 
that once it becomes the past it ceases to be. Instead we .must say that 
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the time of which we :ire speaking was long when it was the present, 
became it could have been long only while it ·was the present. It had 
not yet bec,)me the past - which woul<l h:wc meant th:1t it no longer 
existed - and therefore ,omething existed ,vhich could be long. Ent :1s 
soon as it bec.1me the p;tst it ceased to be long, because it ceased to be 
:it all. 

Now kt us see, if onr human w its c:1n tell us whether present time 
c:m be long, for , . .1 c arc gifted w ith the ability to frd and measure 
intcrv:tls of time. Vllut is the arnwcr to be? 

Is the pre-sent century a long time? Before we answer this w c must 
sec whether a hundred yc,ns can possibly be present. If -,ve ,ire in the 
first ye:1r of the hundred, that year is present but the other ninen•-nine 
ai;e future. Therefore they :tre not yet. If we :tre in the second ye:ir, 
one yerir has :1lrc:1d y passed, one is present, :md the rest arc foture. In 
tl1c: ;ame way, whichever of the hundred years that go to nuke the 
century w e choose to n :g:ird as present, those which went before it 
y-, ill be p:~st ,md those w hich come :ifi:cr it will be future. This proves 
th:1t a hundred ye:irs c:mnot be present. 

Let ns sec, tlwn, w ht'.thcr at least the one yc:1r in '1.Yhich we arc is 
prcsm t. If we :m:: in the first month, the other eleven are future. If we 
:i.r,: in the second month, the first has p:issd :i.nd the rest :ere still to 
come. So w e c.:>m1ot even say that the whole of the current ye:ir is 
picscnt, and if the whole of it is not present, the yc::ir is not present. 
For u year is m ade up of t,,vch e rn.onths. Al1y one of them, the current 
one, is prtsem:, but the others are either past or future. It is not even 
trne th:ct the current month is present, but only one of its d:1ys. If it is 
the first day, the remainder :lrc future. If it is the last dav, the rest ::ire 

pest. If it i; a..ny day in the middle of the month, it fills ·bctv.,ecn past 
and future d,rys. 

Now we c:~ see that the present, which vve found was the mily one 
of the tlm~L: divi,ions of time that could possibly be s~iid to be long, 
hJ s been whittled do\.\'11 to the sp:1cc of scarcely one day . But here 
agi\in Y,e must lo k into the m:1tter more closely, because not even 
the 1Nholc of one d:iy is pr..:sent. It is m ade up of hours of d:irkncss :md 
hours of d:tylight, n ~'enty-four of them. In rd,1tion to the fast hour 
the others arc future; in relation to the h st the others arc past; and ;my 
intermedi:ite hour comes bctvvecn the hours which precede it md 
those which follow it. Even th:1t one hour consists of minutes which 
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ate Gontinually passing. the _minutes which have gone by are past, 
and any part of the hour which remairu is future. In fitct the only 
time that =be called present is an instant, if we can conceive of such, 
that cnnnot be divided .even into the most min~1te fractions, an,d a 
point: of time as small as this passes so-rapidly from the future to the 
p:ist that its duration is without length. Por if its duration were pro­
longed, it oould be divioed into past and future. When itis presenc it 
has no duration. 

This being so, whrui. doe5 a time come which we can call long? Not 
the futtire, surcly; for •WC do not say 0 £ the future that it Is long, 
because ic does not} et exist morder to be long. We say that it will be 
long. :But when will it be long? Not while it is srill future, because it 
does not yet exist and therefore CQJlllQt be long. ff it i~ co be long wlicn 
it passes out of the future, which is not et in being, and comes into 
being by becoming the pres~t, chis would satisfy the co.ndition.that 
something n:mst exist to be rnpablc of being long. But, as we have 
already seen quite clearly, the present cannot possibly have duration. 

16 

Nevertheless; 0 Lord, we are awnre of periods of time. We compare 
them one with another aud say tkt some are longer and othets 
shorter. We even. cilculatc how much longer Qr shorter one period is 
than another, and the result of our calculations tells us that it is, twice 
or three times the length of the one which we take as the unit of 
mcasm:emeut, or that the two are of ~ual duration. If we measure 
diem by our own awareness of time, we m11st do so while ,it is passin,g, 
for no one can. me:isare it either when it is past and no longer exists, 
or when it is future and does not yet exist - that is, unless he is bold 
enough to cb.im thatwhat docs not exist can be mcasu;rcd. The cor1-
clusion is dut we can be aware of time and measure it anly '"'hilc it is 
passing. Onct: it has passed it no longcr is, and therefore cannot be 
measured. 

17 

These :ire tentative theories, Father, not downright assertions. 0 God, 
be my Judge and my Guide. 

As a boy I learned cli.1.t th~re were three divi~iom of oime, past, 
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p:z;csent, and future, and later: 011--I taught ilie same lessl'ln ti'> other 
boys. But there might b.e _people· who would :maintain -that there are 
not three divisions of time but only one, the pr~cnt, becau$c the 
other two do not',cxist. Another view might be that pll.St and future 
do exist, but th.'tt time emerges &om some secret refuge when it 
_passes from the future to the present, and-goes·baek into hiding when 
itml'lves .from the present to the; past;< Otherwise, how do _prophets-see 
th'e fut.me, if there is not yet a future to be·seen? It is.impossible to see 
what does not exist. II! the same way people who describe the past 
could not desccibe it correctly unlcss·they saw it in theiuninds, and if 
the past did not exist it would be impossible·for them to see it a:t all. 
Therefore beth the past and the future do exist. 

18 

0 Lord, my He.Ile, allow me to explore further. Do notletm.c grow 
confused and lase track of my purpose. 

I£ the foture and the-past do exist, I want to know where.they are. 
I.may not ,1et be capable of such knowlcdge, but at least I know-:that 
wherever they are, thcyare not there as future o.t past, but as pr~ent. 
JIQi; if, wherever they are, they are future, they do not yet exist; if 
past, they no longer exist. So ·wherever they are and whatever_ they 
are, itis·only by being ]_)resent-that they are. 

When we ,describe the past correctly; it is not pa.st facts w.hi<ili are 
drnwn out of our mem_qries b_ut only words based on our memory­
pictures of th,osc faGts, bCGause when they liappen.cd they left an 
imp_ression on our minds, by m:eaus,of our seµs~percepti9n. My own 
ehildhood, which n e longer exists, is in past time, which_ also no 
lo11gcr exists. But when 1 remember those days and describe them, it 
is in the present that l picture them to mysclf, because their p icture is 
stil1 prescntin my memory. 

Wlieth~ some ~imihr proc~ enables clie future ~o be- s.cen, so;ne 
procpss by-which evenrs which have uot yet occurred bec.ome'pres-cnt 
te us by mellllS of already existing images of them, I confess, my God, 
thatI-do not' know. But at lea.st rknow mat we generally think: abow 
what we are going to do before we do it, and this preliminar-y thought 
is:m the priisent, whereas the. action which w.e· premcilitate ·does ·not 
ye.t exist because it is future. Once we have set ;to WQrk and s_tarted t_o 
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put our plans into action, that action exists, because it is now not 
future but present. 

By whatever mysterious means it may be that the future is foreseen, 
it is only poilible to ~ee something which exists; and whatever exists 
is 11--otfuture but present. So when we speak of foreseeing the future, 
we do not see things which are not-yet in being, that is, things which 
are funu:e, but it rn.-i,y be that we see their causes or signs, which are 
alreadyin being. In this way they are notfuturc but present to the eye 
of the beholder; and by means of them the mind can form a conrept 
of thµi:gs whi,ch ru::e still.future and chus is able to predict them. TI1cse 
~ncepts already exist, and. by seeing them present in their. 1niu,ds 

people a.re able to foretell the actual faw whieh they represent. 
Let me-give one example of the lll:).IlJ from which I could choose. 

Su_p,posc that I am watching the break of day. I predict that the sun is 
a.bot¢ t:O rise. What I see is present, but what I foretell is future. filo 
not m,e.an. that the sun_.is future, for it already exists but that its rise.is 
future, bec:aµse it has not yet happened.. But I could not foretell the 
sunrise unless 1 had a J?icture of it in_ my mind, just as I have at this 
moment while I am speaking about it. Y ct the dawn., which I see in 
the sky, is not the sunrise, although it preceaes it;,= is the picture 
which I have mmy mind the sunrise. But both die dawn and my 
m~ pioom: are seen in, the present, ,and it is fi:om them that I am. 
ahle to predict the sunri~e; which.is future. The future, then, is not yet; 
it :is net·at all; and if it is not at all, it cannot possibly be seen. But it 
can be foretold from things which are present, because they exist now 
and can therefore be seen. 

19 

In what way, then, do you, lluler of all that you have created, reveal 
the future te the souls of men?You have revealed it to your prophets, 
But how do you reveal the future to as when, for us, the future does 
not mt? Is it iliat you only reveal present signs of things that :u:c to 
come? For i;t _is utterly impos$ible that thing~ which do not exist 
sh,ould be revealed. 'Fbc means by which. you do this is far beyond our 
understanding. fhave not the strength 1:0 comprehend this mystery; 
and by my own power I never shall. But in your strength.'1 sh.ill 
understand it, when you grant me the grace to see, sweet Light ofthe 
eyes of my soul. 
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20 

From what we have said it is abundantly clear that neither the future 
nor the past exist, and therefore it is not strictly correct to say that 
there are three times, past, present, and future. It might be correct to 
say that there are three times, a present of past things, a present of 
present things, and a present of future things. Some such different 
times do exist in the mind, but nowhere else that I can see. The present 
of past things is the memory; the present of present things is direct 
perception; and the present of future things is expectation. If we may 
speak in these terms, I can see three times and I admit that they do 
exist. 

By all means, then, let us speak of three times, past, present, and 
future. Incorrect though it is, let us comply with usage. I shall not 
object or argue, nor shall I rebuke anyone who speaks in these terms, 
provided that he tmderstands what he is saying and does not imagine 
that the future or the past exists now. Our use of words is generally 
inaccurate and seldom completely correct, but our meaning is 
recognized none the less. 

21 

i said just now that we measure time as it passes. This enables us to say 
that a given space of time is twice as long as whatever period we take 
as the unit of measurement, or that the two are of equal duration, and 
we apply the same principle to any other space of time that we are 
able to measure. 

As I said, we measure time while it is passing. If I am asked how I 
know this, my answer is that I know it because we do measure time. 
We could not measure a thing which did not exist, and time does not 
exist when it is past or future. How, then, do we measure present 
time, when present time has no duration? It must be measured while 
it is in process of passing. It cannot be measured after it has passed, 
because nothing then exists to be measured. 

But while we are measuring it, where is it coming from, what is it 
passing through, and where is it going? It can only be coming from the 
future, passing through the present, and going into the past. In other 
words, it is coming out of what does not yet exist, passing through 
what has no duration, and moving into what no longer exists. 
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But how c1111 we measure time except.in.relation te some measure­
able period? We cannot use the tci;m:s 'as long', 1 t\vice as long', 
'three times as long', and so on, when we speak of time, exeepc in 
relation to a given period. Ilut to w.hat period do we relate timewhcu 
wem1.-asurc-it asltispas.illl.g? Tothefuture, fromwhichitcomcs? N o: 
because we ·cannot measure what does not exist. TQ the present, 
through which it is _passing? Np: because we cannot measure what has 
no duration. To the past, then, towards ·which it is going? No again: 
because we cannot measure what no longer exists. 

22 

My rnind is bumin.g to solve this intricate puzzle. 0 Lord my God, 
good Father,-itls a problem at ouee so f.amiliar and. so mysterious. I 
Jong to find the: answer. Through Christ I beseech yon, do.not keep it 
.hidcten away hut..makeit. clear to me. Let your mercy give melight. 
T9 whom am.. I to pu't my questions? To whom can I confess my 
ignorance with greater. profit thm_ to you? For m..y burning desire to 
midy your Scriptures .is not displeasing to you. Grant me what I1ove, 
for-it was your gift that I should love it. Grant me this, Father, for 
yo11 lmom well e11011gh /,0111 to give your d,ildren what is good for them.1 

GTantcm.e this, for I have set myself.to read the riddle, but it will prove a 
bard sear~li9 until you reveal it to me. Through. Christ-I bese~ yon, 
in the name o(him who is the Holy·ofHolies, let no man staru:Un my 
way. I.trust, and trusting fi11d words ro 11tter.3 This is my hope and for 
this Ilive, that I may g11Ze at the be,mty .of the Lord.• Yo11 have measured 
myytars with il brief spati;' tlieypass awa._y; huthowthcy J)RSS, Ido not 
know. 

'Time' aucl 'times' are words forever on our lips. 'How long did 
he-speak?' we ask. 'How long did he take to do that?' 'How langit is 
since !have seen it! ' 'This syllable.is twice the length_of that.' W e use 
these words and hear others using them. They understand what we 
m:ean,aJ:ld we understand thc,m.. No words could be plain« or more 
commonly used. Yet their true me.,uing is concealed from 1.1s. We 
have still to find it out. 

1-Matt. 7: II. •Ps. 72: [6(73: 16). 3 Ps. n5: 10(116: 10). 
'Ps. 26: + (27: -4). 6 Ps. 38: 6 (39: s). 
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23 

I once heard alcatnedman.say that time is nothing but the m9vemcnt 
of the sun.and the moon and the stars, b~t r ~ npt agr~. Wo~ a 
not be more likely that time was the movement, not ouly ofheavooly 
bodies, but of all othw: bodies as well? If all the lights of the sky 
·~sed to .move but the pott:er' s wheel continued to tum, wo_uld thc;re 
nptstilLbe time py which we couldro.easureits rota.ti.om? Should we 
no longer be able to sa_y that it tumed-with a regular rhythm, or that 
it:s speed varied, or that some turns took more and ·othen less time? 
When we said this, should w.e not be speakmg in time? And would 
not our words consist of syllables of ll,llequal length. simply becawe 
more time is reguir~ for the pi:onunoiation_ of some tlirui of otlien? 

0 Go_d, grant that men should recognize in some small thing like 
t~ potter's. whcc1 the pr;incip1es which. arc collimon to all things. 
great and ,small alike. There are stan and other ligbcs in the sky, set 
there to be portents, and be the measures. ef time, to mark 011t the day a11a 

tl:e year.1 '.!'.his much.is_plain. Ilutiflc.wnot claim tha.t a turn of that 
little woodm wheel is one day, neither can· t:he_lcamed assert ¢'at it .is 
not tirr(e at alL 

My·problenru to discover t:lrefundamcntal nature of:timc and what 
power it has. It is by time that wem easure the movement of bodies. 
_For example, we say d1at one movement takes twice the •time that 
another takes. By the word· day1 we mean not only the length Ciftime 
that the sun-remains .m the sl--y above the ear_th, which_d~~ die 
·dilforcnce between night and day; but also the tiu1c qfits _tom,plete 
cii:cuit..:fro~ sunrise to sl!Ilri~i;:. ltinhis·p!lriod that-we mean whCllc-:we 
say that a given number of days has gone by, because the nights are 
not counted separately but are reckoned as included.in the days. Since, 
then, a da1 is _completed by the .movrunent of the sllIL 1:hrough it:s 
total orbit, fi:om the. time when. it rises in the east until i:t again 
,rca.c::hes·th~ east,JI1.y question.is whether a dayiB that movemcmrits~ 
the time needed £:>r its. completion, or a combination ~fb0th. 

If a day were the movement of the sun thi:ough a whole circuit, 
there would still be a day even if the sun completed its cmurse in a 
~pace of time as short as one hour. If, on the other hand, a day were 
·th~ length of time which the s_UD: actually takes to complete ,its 

-i Geo. :r; 14. 
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circuit, it would not be a d:iy if the period between one sunri,c :md the 
next were :is short as one hour. In this case the sun would h:we to 
circle the earth twenry-four times to make one clay. I£; according to 
the third. hypothesis, the movemenr, of the sun and the time it takes 
to complete its circuit together cpn.stituted a day, there would be a 
day neithcrif the sun travdled throughits complete orbit in the space 
of onc hour, nut if it ~to od still ,vhile :is much time p:issed as the sun 
reguhrly t:i.kcs to circle the earth bct\orccn one morning :md the 
next. 

But for the present I shall no,tinquirewhat it is that we aill :i. day. I 
shall confine .myself to asking what time. is, for it is' by rime tlut ,vc 
me:mue the wurse of the· sun. 1f it travelld around the earth in a 
space of tlin·e equal to twelYe hours, we should sa-y .that it had. com­
pletecl.tts course in half the usual time. By comparing the two times 
we should say that, if twelve hours were t.tk:cn as a single period, 
twenry-four hours was a double period, and. this otlculation w011ld 
held good w.hcthe.r the sun_ completed its circuit fuo:m th.e east rouud. 
to the-eas_t again in the single Qt the double period on different 
OCC \SlOllS. 

I c nmot therefore accep t the sugg;cstion that time is constituted by 
the movement of heavenly bodics, beuuse although the sun once 
stood still in answer to a m:m's prayer,1 so that he could fight on until 
victory w:is his, the sun indeed stnod still but time continued to p:i.ss. 
The battle went on for :Ls long as ,yas ncccss:i.ry ,md was then over. I 
see time, therefore, as an extension. of some sort. But do I i:c~lly sec 
this or only seem to sec it? Yol1 will m,uce it clear to me, my Light and 
my Truth. 

24 
It is not your -will that I should agree tQ the proposition that time is 
oonsti~ by the movement of a material body. Par.no. body moves 
except in_ time. I hear your voice which tells me this. But it is not 
your voice which tells me that the movement of a body itseU 
constitutes time. For when a body .moves; it is by time that I measure 
how long its motion lasts, from the time when it begins to move until 
its movement ceases. If I do not sec when its movement begins, and 
if i ts movement continues :ifter I lnvc ceased to v,;atch, so that I do not 

1 Sec J os. 10: 13. 
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see whenjt ends, lam not able to measure-it, exrept perhaps from-the 
time w.hen_.I b~ to watch until the time when I cease watching. If 
I wntch it for any length. oft:ime, I can only say that its movement 
lasts a lollg time. i c.annot say how long that time is, because we can 
only say how long time is ,vhen we comp:nc it ,vith :, given standard. 
For example, we ,say that one period. is as long, or twice as !ong. as 
anotlier, and. so on. B.ut ifwe can mark the points in space between. 
w.hic_h a moymg body tra-vels or, m the case of a body rotatmg upen 
its own a.,ris, the clistance through. which its _parts are moving, we can -
sa,y bow much time .is neede:d for the body to eompletc its µioye­
ment between the two po_ints or for its parts to. ci:>mplete their 
revolution. 

It is ck:lr, then, that the movement of :1. body is not the same as the 
means by which ·we mc,1sure the duration of its mo,·cment. This 
being so, i, must be obvioru; which of the t-.:vo ought more propaly 
to be C1lled time. T.he same bod. r may move at different speeds, and 
sometime$ it is at re"t, and we measure not only its motion but also 
its n~, t by means of time. We s,ly that it was at rest for the same 
lmL';th of time a.s it ',Yas in m.otion, or tint it stood still for twice or 
thr;~ times as long as it moved, and so on, ,,.,hcther we make an exact 
olcuhtion or :t rough e,tim:1tc - 'more or less', as the s,1ying 
goes . 

Timi!!, therefore, is not the movement of a body. 

I confess to you, Lord, that I still do not know what time is. Yet I 
confess too that I do know th:1t I am saying this in time, that I have 
been t:i.lking about time for a long time, and that this long time would 
not be a long time if it were not for the fact that time has been passing 
all the while. How cm I know this, when I do not know what time is? 
Is it that I do know what time is, but do not know how to put what I 
know into words? I ~m in a sorr) state, for I do not even know what 
I do not lmmv ! 

My God, I am in your presence. You sec that I do not lie, for I say 
only what.is in my he.m. JJ is yo11, Lard, that hecp the lalilp of ,;1y lwpi!s 
still buruiug; shine on the tlork11ess a/10111111c. 1 

1 Ps. 17: 29 (rS: 28). 
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26 

Does my soul speak the truth to you when l say that I can measure 
time? I.ao indeed measure it, but I de not know w:hnt l.mcamre. By 
means of time I measure the movement ofbedics. Does this notmellll 
that I m.easllle time itself? Could I m.erumre the movement of a body, 
that is, measure ho_w long the movemcnc lam.-d and how long the 
body took to move be~ two pointS, unless I me:isuced the time:in 
which it moved? 

If this .is so, what.means do fuse to mC:l.Sq.rc time? Do we- measure 
longer periods of time by means of shorter an , as 'We measure yards 
by means of.feet? This is how; we measure the durnti.on of a lo.ng 
syllable; for we compare jt with a short one md conclude tlutt it is 
twice as long. We rue the s-ame method when we measure the length 
of a poem by the h:ngths of the liucs, the lengths of the lines by the 
l~ths of.the feet, the lengths of the feet by the lcngths of the syllables, 
and thclcngths of the long sylhblcs by the lengths of the short ones. 
We do ,not measure them by pages - that would give us a mea.sUie­
ment in teims of space, not time - but by the pronunciation as they 
are read. This~blcs LlS to say, 'Thisis along poem, because it consists 
of so =y lines. The lines a.re long, because they encb. consist of s9 
many f(?Ct. The feet a.re long, beamse they each contain so man.y sylla­
bles. Thisorthatsyllableislong, bccauseitis the double of a short one.' 

E\lcn so, th.is is not 3n accuntc means of mc:tSuring time, because it 
can hap_pen that a short line spoken ~owly may mkc fonger to recite 
than a long one spoken hm:riedly. The. same applies to a whole poem, 
a foot, or even a single syllnble. 

It seems to me, then, that time is merely an extension, though of 
what'it is an extension I do not kn,ow, I begin. to won~ whether it 
is an extension of the mindjrscl£ 

Tell me, m_y Gocl, 1 beseech you, what is it that [ am measuring 
when I say either, by a Lough computation, that one period of time 
is longer than another, o~. with more precision, that :it is twice as 
fong? llmow chat 1 am measuring time. But I run.not measuring the 
futU:re, because it does not yet exist; nor the pre!icnt, bec.1.use it b.u no 
extent; nor the past, because it no longer exists. Am I measuring 
time which is in process of passing, but has noc yet passed? This was 
the suggestion which I put forward before. 
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mnes0lute, my s0.ul. Onwai;d with all yo~rr endeavour. eoa is our 
ilef.e11ce,1 for his IJ/1! arc, lie it was tf1ar111ade IIS.a Onward, wn!l-(e truth 
begins to .dawn! 

Suppose that we hear au0ise emitted by sbllle, material b2dy. ~ 
sound begins• and we-continue. to hear it. It gee:; on until finally it 
·~ses. Then ·there is silence. The SOUlld has passed and is no longer 
sotµid . .Eefore it began ~t was fu:turc and cou1d not be measured, 
because it did not yet exist. Ngw that ~t has ceased it Galin0t- be 
measured, betause it no longer exists; It could only be measured. 
whlle it lasted, because then it existed and .c0ttld be tnca~trrcd. -:nuc 
even.then it was not static, becarue it was tr~ient, moving coutiuu­
.ally towards the. poi:rit--wbeil it would no longer exist. Was it all the 
more.m~iµ:able bccapse ofthis fact? While it was ti;ansie11t it-was 
·gaming,somo ~"tent J.n. time by which it could be measured, btit not 
in p.:rescnt time, for the _present has no CA'tent. 

Let us assume, then, that it could be· mea_sun.-d at this stage. Now 
let us imagine-another ·noi.sc. The sound beg.ins and goes on c0ntinu­
-ously and ev:enlywithout variation. Ifwe are to measure it, we must do 
so,wlule it l:ists, because.once the sound has ceased it will-be a thing of 
die past, an.a if it-no long~ exists i~ cannot be.measured. So let us try 
to measure it and give am accarat~ estimate of its dpration . .Bue tlie 
noise is still to be hear~ andit,can._only b.e measured .from the point 
whC11 the sound be.gins t0 its final point, when. it ceases-: In fact, what 
we measure is the inteCVal between a beginning and an end. For this 
reason. a.sound wliichbas not yet--come fo an end tarul.ot--bemeasured. 
in such a way as to enable us to s3y how long cir short it is, or to,say 
that it is equal in duration 1:0 any other noise, 0r to m'.lk:¢ any st.a~ 
ment Qf comparison. such. as that it is half as long or twice as long as 
another. But when.it comes to an end it will no loµger exist . .How, 
then, shall we be able to measure it? 

Neverth.ele.sswedori1east1Ietinic. Wecannotmeasureiti£itisnotyet 
.inheing, odfitisnoJongerjnbeing, cir iflt has no duration, or ifit 1m 
.no.begi:ni1:ing ai1duoenq: Thercfo,ewemea~e11either tlie future nor 
thep~1iorthe_preseutnor timethatispassing. Yetwedo mcasuretime. 

Take the lineDetlS c~eator Olllfli11m, whi.cli, oousists of eight syllables, 
1 Ps. 61: 9 (62; 8). • 0Ps. 99: 3 {:too: 3). 
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alternately short and long. The four short syllables, the fuse, third, 
fifth, and seventh. ar.e single in quantity ~Qrilparc;d with- Uie fou.r.Jong 
ones, that ¼, tbe second, fow;th. sixt4. ancl eighth. Each of the l9ng 
syllables is a double quantity compared with each_ of the sher.t one~. I 
can tell this beeausc; by pronmmcing them•, Hind it to be the case, in 
sofu as lam relyt1-pon the plain evidence oi'my own hearing. As 'fu 
as:µ1y ear. cna.hlcs me to do so, I judge the length ofa}ong·syllable. by 
comparing.it with a sho:11.t enc, and my enrtclls me that it is twire as 
long. l'!_utI hear the two syllables one aftwthe o~her, and.if tbe short 
one comes first and the long, one sernnd, how is-_my car_ to ret:ain 
the sou.ad of the short one in order that 1-may compai:e the two for the 
pu.qiose of measll1"ement? 1 must- do this :if I am to :find out that the 
long one ~ dJ')uh_le the guanti.ty of the short one,. but how can f do: it 
lf the Jong souncl dq~ nmt begin until th!! short··one has ceased? Nor 
can 1 even measure the· long oue whilc it is ,still present, because I 
c=ot measure it until it is completed, anfi once it is completed it is 
no longer there to be measured. · 

What, then, is it diat I measure?'What has become of the short 
syllable, whicha. I use as the· standard of measutemen~? What has 
become ¢£ the lang one, which' I m ea~1,1re?· The sound of both.is 
~ed and· m$ been wafted away into, the pa§t. They no longer. 
exist. All the snmc I measure them and, in so far as I Gan trust my 
Eractised. car, I say confidently that one is a single and the other a 
double quantity- and by quantity, of course, }mean their duration in 
time.1 can. onl,y do this because they are both com_pleted and are now 
things· of tbe past. So, it; cannot be the syllables themselves that I 
mea5Ure, siDce they no longer exist. I must be measuring something 
which remains fixed in my memory. 

It is in my own mind, then, that I measure time. I must not alloJV 
my mind to insist that timeis something ,objective.1 must not le~ it 
thwart me because of :ill the di1fereot notions and impressi.bns that 
arc lodged :in it. I say that 1 measure tinte in my mind. Fo,r everything 
"".bich.ba ppensleave~ an impression ~ it, and this nnp~sio)l. remains 
after the thing itself bas ccas~d 1:0 be. IJ ill the impr~si9n twit 1 
•measure, since it is still present, n0t the thing itself, which makes the 
im_pressian as 1t passes and then moves into the past. When I measure 
time it is this impress,i0n-tru1t I measate. Either, r.hen, this is :what time 
is, or else l do not tµeasure time at nil. 
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When we measure silences and say that a given periqd of sil!!Dce 
.has lasted as-long. as a given peri,od 0£ sound, we measure the sound 
mentally, as though we could actually he:µ: it, and t:lili enable; us to 
estimate th.e dur-ation of the periods of silence. Even witl10ut·opening 
om mouths or speaking at all we can go over poems :md verses and 
speech of a11y sort in our minds, and we can. do the sam~ with 
measurable .movement of any kind. We can estlllllte that one poem 
takes proportionately more, or less, time t:h4n- another, just as if we 
were r-eciting the~ both aloup.1f a: man wishes to utter a prolonged 
sound and decides beforehand. how long he wan~ -it to be, be allows 
this space of time to elapse in silence, commits it to.me_mory, and then 
begins, to utter the sound. Irsounds until it reaches the limit set for it, 
0.r i:athor, I should not use the present tense and.say that it sounds, but 
the past and th~ fn~e, saying that it both.has so.unded , and will 
sound. For as mumofit as has been completed at an.y given.l)loment 
has sounded, and. the rest will sound. In this way the pr.occ~ con­
tinues to the end. All the while- the man's attentive mind, whlch. is 
,etC!lent. is .relegating -the future to the _past. The past increases.~ ( 
proportion as the future diminishes, until the future is entirely 
absorbed and. the whole becomes past. 

l3ut how can the future be diminished or absorbed when it does not 
yet exist? And how can the past increase when it no longer exists? It 
can. only be that the mind, ·which.regulates this process, performs 
three functions, those of expectation, attention, and.m.em,ory. The 
future, which it expects; p,15ses through the present, to ,vhlch it 
attends, into the past, which it remembeJ:S, No 011.c would d~y that 
the future does not yet exist or that the. past no longer exists. Yet 
in the mind there is both expectation of the future and remembrance 
of the past. Again, no one would deny thatthc present has no d.uxarion, 
since it exists e>nly for the .instant of its passage. Yet the mind's 
attention persists, :Lnd through. it that which is to be passes'i:owal;ds 
the state in which it is to be uo m01:e. So it is not future time that is 
long, but a long future is a long expectation of the future; and pas_t 
tim,c is not long, because it does not exist, but a. long past is a long 
rClllcm brance of the past. 
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Suppose that I am going to recite a psalm that I know. Before I 
begin, my faculty- of expectation is engaged by the whole of it. But 
once I have begun, as much ofthe psalm aslha.ve removed from the 
province of expectation and rdegated to the past now engages my 
memory, and the scope of the action whicli I am performing is 
divided between tb.e two faculties of memory and e>..:pectation, the 
one lookmg back to the part which I :have already recited., the other 
looking forward to the part whlch I have still to recite. Bu~ my 
faculty of attention is present :ill the while, and t:broughit pa~ what 
was -the future in the ,process of becoming the pa.st. fu the process 
continues, the province of memory is e.xtended in _proportion as that 
of expectation is reduced, until the whole of my expectation is 
absorbed. This happens when I have finished my recitation and it has 
all passed into the province of mem.Qr:y. 

What is true of the whole psalm is also true of all its pans and of 
each $¥Dahle. It is true o_f my longer aGticm :in -which .I may be 
engaged and of whic::h the recitation of the psalm may only be a small 
part. Jt is ,true of a man.' s whole life, of which. all his a,tions are p.am. 
It is true of the whole lristory of mankind, of which each. man's life 
is a part. 

29 
But to win your favour is dearer than life itself.1 I see new that my life has 
been wasted in distractions, but your right hand /,as sup.ported me2 in the 
person of Christ my Lord, the Son. of Jil.311, who is the Mediator 
between you, who are one, and men, who are many. Heb.-is uphcld 
me in.man_y ways and through many trials, in order that through.him 
1 may win the mastery, Ill lie has ivo1'1 tl1e mastery 0.1,cr me ;8 in order th.-it I 
may be rid ofmy old temptations and devote myself only to God's 
single puq,oseJorgetti11g wliat I ha11e lefi .behillJ:~ I look forward, not to 
wbatlies ahead of me in this life and-will surely pass away, bo.t to my 
etemal goal. I am intent upon this one purpose, not distracted by 
other aims; and ivitlt this goal in view I press 011, eager for tire prize, God's 
heavenly s,111,mons.8 Then I shall listen w the s01111d of your praisefe and 
gaze at your beatllJri ever present, never future, never past. 

But now my years are but sighs. 6 You, 0 Lord, are my only solace. 

1 Ps. 62: 4 (63: 3). 2 Ps. 17: 36 (18: 35). 8 Philipp. 3: 1.2-14. 
• Ps . .25: 7 (26: 7). 'Ps. 26: 4 (27: 4). • Ps. 30: II (31: IO). 
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You my Father, a.re eternal. .But I am divided betw!')en time gone by 
and time to come, , and its i,ourse is a_ mystery to me. My th.oughts, 
the iµtimate life of my soul, a.re toIIL this-way and tha.t in the havoc of 
change. And so it will be until I am purified and melted by the fire of 
your love and fused into one with you. 

Then I shall be cast and set firm in the mould of your truth. I shall no 
long<;i: suffer the ques.tions of men. who, for their punishment, are 
sick of a disease which makes them thirst for more· than th.ey can 
drink, so that they ask 'What was, God dQing before he; made heaven 
and earth?' or 'How did it occur to God to create something, when 
he had never created anything before?' 

Grant them, 0 Lord, to think well what they say and to recognize 
that 'never' ha.s m> me:ming when there is no time. If a man is said.never 
.to have made anything.it can only mean that he made uothing•at any 
time. Let them see, then, tl1;i,t there cannot possibly be ,time with.out 
creation. Let them have done with this nonsense. Let them instead 
be intent 011 what lies before them.1 Let them understand that before 
all time began you a.re the eternal Creator of all time, and that no 
time and no created thing is co-eternal with you, even if any created 
thing is outside time. 

31 
0 Lord my God, how deep are your mysteries! How far from your 
safe haven _have I been cast away by the consequences of my sins! 
Heal my eyes and let me rejoice in your light. If there were a mind 
endowed with such great power of knowing and foreknowing that 
all the past and all the future were known to it as clea.dy as I know a 
familiar psalm, that mind would be wonderful beyond belie£ We 
should hold back from it in awe at the thought that nothing in all the 
history of the past and notliing in all the ages yet to come was hidden 
from it. It would know all this ns surely as, when I sing the psalm, I 
know-what I have already sang and what I have still to •sing, how fad 
am from the beginning and how far from the end. But it is unthink­
able that you, Creator of the universe, Creator of souls and bodies, 

1 Philipp. 3: 13. 
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should know all the past and all the future merely in this way. Your 
knowledge is far more wonderful, far more mysterious than this. It 
is not like the knowledge of a man who sings words well known to 
him or listens to another singing a familiar psalm. While he does this, 
his feelings vary and his senses are divided, because .he is partly 
anticipating words still to come and partly remembering words 
already sung. It is far otherwise with you, for,ou are eternally with­
out change, the truly eternal Creator of minds. In the Beginning you 
knew heaven and earth, and there was no change in your knowledge. 
In just the same way, in the:Beginn:ing) ou created heaven and cartb, 
and there was no change in. yo:ur action. Some Wlderstnnd this and 
some do not: let all alike praise you. You arc supreme above all, yet 
your dwelling is in the humble of heart. For yo11 wllifort tl1c b1mlc11ed,1 

and none fall who lift their eyes to your high place. 
1 Ps. I45: 8 (146: 8). 


	Confessions by Saint Augustine (Book XI) p253 (penguin book)
	Confessions by Saint Augustine (Book XI) p253-280 (penguin book)b
	Confessions by Saint Augustine (Book XI) p253-280 (penguin book)c



