Augustine Answers Cicero
from Book XIX of De Civitates Die (On the City of God)

Augustine of Hippo wrote his monumental De Civitates between 413 and 427 CE during a
period of military unrest. Shortly before he wrote, Rome had been sacked by Germanic
barbarians. He himself would later die in the siege of his home city at the hands of other
Germanic invaders.

Chapter 4

[...] "The Lord knoweth the thoughts of the wise...that they are vain."(1 Cor 3:20) For what
flood of eloquence can suffice to detail the miseries of this life? Cicero, in the Consolation on
the death of his daughter, has spent all his ability in lamentation; but how inadequate was
even his ability here? For when, where, how, in this life can these primary objects of nature be
possessed so that they may not be assailed by unforeseen accidents? Is the body of the wise
man exempt from any pain which may dispel pleasure, from any disquietude which may
banish repose? The amputation or decay of the members of the body puts an end to its
integrity, deformity blights its beauty, weakness its health, lassitude its vigor, sleepiness or
sluggishness its activity,--and which of these is it that may not assail the flesh of the wise
man? Comely and fitting attitudes and movements of the body are numbered among the prime
natural blessings; but what if some sickness makes the members tremble? what if a man
suffers from curvature of the spine to such an extent that his hands reach the ground, and he
goes upon all-fours like a quadruped? Does not this destroy all beauty and grace in the body,
whether at rest or in motion? What shall I say of the fundamental blessings of the soul, sense
and intellect, of which the one is given for the perception, and the other for the
comprehension of truth? But what kind of sense is it that remains when a man becomes deaf
and blind? Where are reason and intellect when disease makes a man delirious? We can
scarcely, or not at all, refrain from tears, when we think of or see the actions and words of
such frantic persons, and consider how different from and even opposed to their own sober
judgment and ordinary conduct their present demeanor is. And what shall I say of those who
suffer from demoniacal possession? Where is their own intelligence hidden and buried while
the malignant spirit is using their body and soul according to his own will? And who is quite
sure that no such thing can happen to the wise man in this life? [...]

Chapter 5

We give a much more unlimited approval to their idea that the life of the wise man must be
social. For how could the city of God [...] either take a beginning or be developed, or attain
its proper destiny, if the life of the saints were not a social life? But who can enumerate all the
great grievances with which human society abounds in the misery of this mortal state? Who
can weigh them? Hear how one of their comic writers makes one of his characters express the
common feelings of all men in this matter: "I am married; this is one misery. Children are
born to me; they are additional cares." What shall I say of the miseries of love which Terence
also recounts--"slights, suspicions, quarrels, war to-day, peace to-morrow?" Is not human life
full of such things? Do they not often occur even in honorable friendships? On all hands we
experience these slights, suspicions, quarrels, war, all of which are undoubted evils; while, on
the other hand, peace is a doubtful good, because we do not know the heart of our friend, and



though we did know it to-day, we should be as ignorant of what it might be to-morrow. Who
ought to be, or who are more friendly than those who live in the same family? And yet who
can rely even upon this friendship, seeing that secret treachery has often broken it up, and
produced enmity as bitter as the amity was sweet, or seemed sweet by the most perfect
dissimulation? It is on this account that the words of Cicero so move the heart of every one,
and provoke a sigh: "There are no snares more dangerous than those which lurk under the
guise of duty or the name of relationship. For the man who is your declared foe you can easily
baffle by precaution; but this hidden, intestine, and domestic danger not merely exists, but
overwhelms you before you can foresee and examine it." It is also to this that allusion is made
by the divine saying, "A man's foes are those of his own household,"--words which one
cannot hear without pain; for though a man have sufficient fortitude to endure it with
equanimity, and sufficient sagacity to baffle the malice of a pretended friend, yet if he himself
is a good man, he cannot but be greatly pained at the discovery of the perfidy of wicked men,
whether they have always been wicked and merely feigned goodness, or have fallen from a
better to a malicious disposition. If, then, home, the natural refuge from the ills of life, is itself
not safe, what shall we say of the city, which, as it is larger, is so much the more filled with
lawsuits civil and criminal, and is never free from the fear, if sometimes from the actual
outbreak, of disturbing and bloody insurrections and civil wars?][...]

Chapter 7

After the state or city comes the world, the third circle of human society,--the first being the
house, and the second the city. And the world, as it is larger, so it is fuller of dangers, as the
greater sea is the more dangerous. And here, in the first place, man is separated from man by
the difference of languages. For if two men, each ignorant of the other's language, meet, and
are not compelled to pass, but, on the contrary, to remain in company, dumb animals, though
of different species, would more easily hold intercourse than they, human beings though they
be. For their common nature is no help to friendliness when they are prevented by diversity of
language from conveying their sentiments to one another; so that a man would more readily
hold intercourse with his dog than with a foreigner.[...]

(These excerpts are borrowed from the Early Church Fathers section of the Christian
Classics Ethereal Library webpage here: http.//ccel.org/fathers/NPNF1-02/c1.19.htm.)



