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One of the most cited quotes of Saint Augustine comes from the opening paragraph of his

Confessions: “[O]ur hearts are restless until they rest in You.”1 In Augustine’s own life, and

arguably in the lives of mankind, the theme of restlessness is significant. How does one find rest?

This analysis will outline only a few of the many routes to finding rest in Augustine’s writings. It

will elaborate how rest can be found as an aim of Confession, as the proper use and enjoyment of

things and people, and finally as Love. Lastly, it will conclude that once one has found true rest,

the result will be unity with God.

Firstly, rest can be described as an aim of Confession as Augustine expresses

immediately in Book 1 of the Confessions. The first point in understanding why finding rest

results in unity with God is found in the first half of Augustine’s famous quote: “[...]You have

made us for Yourself.”2 In this acknowledgement of God as creator and that we are made for

Himself, it describes the genuine restlessness that humanity experiences yet often cannot define.

Many believe that God is not real and therefore feel they do not belong to Him. Tragically, they

do not realize that this belief only results in endless restlessness. Augustine acknowledges his

own forgetting of God and in his Confessions desires to find rest in Him again.

He confesses his struggles with sin and grief, thereby acknowledging that the things

which turn away from God only lead to sorrow. God’s gifts will only lead to unity with Him:

I sought for pleasures, honors, and truths, falling thereby into sorrows, troubles, and
errors. Thanks be to You, my joy, my pride, my confidence, my God — thanks be to You
for Your gifts; but preserve them to me. For thus will You preserve me; and those things
which You have given me shall be developed and perfected, and I myself shall be with
You, for from You is my being.3

3 Ibid, 1.31.
2 Ibid.
1 Augustine of Hippo. Confessions. Book 1.1.
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It is important to note how Augustine links rest to joy by connecting sin to sorrow. This

proves that rest cannot be found in sin and therefore the only other option is unity with God, and

thereby rest (joy). He confesses restlessness caused by his previous sins again:

[A]nd I was tossed to and fro, and wasted, and poured out, and boiled over in my
fornications, and You held Your peace, O Thou my tardy joy! Thou then held Your peace,
and I wandered still farther from You, into more and more barren seed-plots of sorrows,
with proud dejection and restless lassitude.4

The further Augustine wallowed in the depths of sin, the more it seemed that God

withheld His peace. This life steeped in lust and grief stemmed from his desire to love and to be

loved, although he looked for it in the wrong ways.5 In the midst of a scandalous life, Augustine

desired to be seen as “elegant and urbane”, becoming the head of the School of Rhetoric in

Carthage and only steeped himself in other kinds of sin (this time of arrogance and pride).6 It was

during this time of prestige that he was introduced to Cicero’s Hortensius and it was through this

that his mind was turning to God. This kindled passion for God (via the study of philosophy)

prompted Augustine to exclaim, “How ardent was I then, my God, how ardent to fly from earthly

things to You!”7

This little spark, followed by years more of alternating between a Godless and God-filled

life, ultimately lead to the conversion he is remembered for. The central theme of Augustine’s

conversion is the plagues and sorrows that come with sin, then the joy and peace that comes in

conversion of heart and mind to God. Rest as an aim of Confession is recapitulated and asserted

at the beginning of Book 9, where he says:

Therefore do we make known unto You our love, in confessing unto You our own
miseries and Your mercies upon us, that You may free us altogether, since You have

7 3.8.
6 Ibid.
5 3.1.
4 2.2.
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begun, that we may cease to be wretched in ourselves, and that we may be blessed in
You.8

His use of the phrase “that You may free us altogether” points to the freedom that is

found in true rest. This liberation can only come from God, who made us for Himself, and

therefore only He can satisfy the restlessness by bringing us to Himself. The key to this, as

Augustine discovered in his own life, is to cooperate with God’s ownership of ourselves and our

lives. By confessing his entire life to God, he releases ownership of his own self and therefore

gives it all to God. In this Confession does Augustine strive to find rest.

It is natural to argue that Augustine’s life was not truly “scandalous” and that one should

not feel shame for dwelling in certain sins, especially that of lust. However, his Confessions

prove that there is something disordered in a person if they think they can enjoy a life of sin.9

This moves into the second point of Augustine’s methods to find rest, and that is in his

discussion regarding the proper use and enjoyment of things and people in his work On Christian

Doctrine.

Augustine begins this work by indirectly referencing his own past confessions in Book 1

of On Christian Doctrine:

[I]f we set ourselves to enjoy those which we ought to use, are hindered in our course,
and sometimes even led away from it; so that, getting entangled in the love of lower
gratifications, we lag behind in, or even altogether turn back from, the pursuit of the real
and proper objects of enjoyment.10

True rest (as well as happiness) can be found in rightly enjoying and using. What can be

enjoyed and not used, or used and not enjoyed? In this first Book, Augustine symbolizes our

lives to that of wanderers in need of returning home. This idea clearly refers to our quest to

Heaven. He describes a wanderer being in a strange country and, through one’s own realization,

10 On Christian Doctrine. 1.3.
9 2.3.
8 9.1.
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decides they need to return out of love of homeland. In order to return home, however, one must

use a means of transportation to get there. In this trip back to the homeland, one might become

dazzled with the world around them and therefore desire to slow down the return. This proper

use of transportation has then become a means of enjoyment, thereby hindering the return to

one’s homeland (Heaven), where true joy and rest await. He says then that the world must only

be used and not enjoyed because it is love of the world that keeps us from our true homeland.11

To use (in Latin, “uti”) is “to employ whatever means are at one’s disposal to obtain what

one desires, if it is a proper object of desire; for an unlawful use ought rather to be called an

abuse.” Whereas to enjoy (in Latin, “frui”) means to “rest with satisfaction [in a thing] for its

own sake.”12 Understanding this distinction teaches us that we ought to order our use and

enjoyment rightly in order to obtain rest. In Augustine’s own life, one could say that he sought

enjoyment out of things that he was only using. What Augustine came to discover in his own

life, and what he now teaches as bishop of Hippo, is that the Holy Trinity is the only One to be

enjoyed. All other things can only be used.

This right orientation of enjoyment (“frui”) to the Trinity is due to the unchangeability of

its nature. Looking again at his definition of enjoyment, it makes sense then to see that one finds

rest in proper enjoyment. If something is somewhat or even constantly changing, it would be

difficult to rest with satisfaction in it. The Holy Trinity, One God, is unchangeable:

To all three belong the same eternity, the same unchangeableness, the same majesty, the
same power. In the Father is unity, in the Son equality, in the Holy Spirit the harmony of
unity and equality; and these three attributes are all one because of the Father, all equal
because of the Son, and all harmonious because of the Holy Spirit.13

13 1.5.
12 Ibid.
11 1.4.
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Looking back at Augustine’s Confessions with this teaching in mind, we can see how his

misery in sin was due to enjoying things that could not be enjoyed. The restlessness persisted,

and it was not until he rightly ordered his enjoyment to God Himself (The Trinity) that rest was

gradually being discovered and obtained. In order to see God, he says, the soul must be

purified.14 He describes this process of purification as the journey to our homeland, and perhaps

that is exactly what his Confessions demonstrates for us. Augustine was lost in false enjoyments

on his way to his homeland (God, in Heaven) and therefore found himself in need of purification

(Confession) to see the path clearly again.

Thus far, we have seen how Augustine explains rest as an aim of Confession and as

rightly ordered use and enjoyment. What remains now, with these things in mind, is how one

finds rest as Love. If one admits they belong to God, that God made us for Himself, and that we

ought to enjoy Him, then a choice must be made to do so. This choice is made out of Love. By

Confession and rightly ordered use and enjoyment, then one is better disposed to understand

what Love is.

We must understand then that God is Love.15 What a restless heart needs is to find rest,

and more specifically to rest in Love. It is fitting then to see how Augustine reminds us that God

is Love Itself and therefore we can rest in It. God is Love Unchangeable, who “change[s] us, and

of unlovely makes us lovely.”16 He “made Himself also the way by which we should reach our

home.”17 Augustine describes a “just and holy life” as such:

[One] who forms an unprejudiced estimate of things, and keeps his affections also under
strict control, so that he neither loves what he ought not to love, nor fails to love what he
ought to love, nor loves that more which ought to be loved less, nor loves that equally

17 On Christian Doctrine. 1.11.
16 Homily 9 on the First Epistle of John. 1.9.
15 1 John 4:8
14 1.10.
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which ought to be loved either less or more, nor loves that less or more which ought to be
loved equally…, God is to be loved for His own sake.18

Augustine was “in love with loving”19 and struggled for many years to find Love itself

because he was blinded by sin. As he will write about himself indirectly much later on, he did

not see God because he did not have Love:

For if he have Love, he sees God, for Love is God: and that eye is becoming more and
more purged by love, to see that Unchangeable Substance, in the presence of which he
shall always rejoice, which he shall enjoy to everlasting, when he is joined with the
angels. Only, let him run now, that he may at last have gladness in his own country.20

We see then that rest is a journey to the homeland and it begins with Love, for God as

Love illuminates the path. If we did not love God, there would be no need for confession, there

would be no need to rightly order one’s usage and enjoyment, and there would be no need for

unity with God. Love beckons us to rest our restless hearts, and Love Itself is what Augustine

sought to find in his restlessness.

In conclusion, the only way to find rest is unity with God. The road to rest is not an easy

one, and we must not get lost along the way. Augustine’s own life shows us his particular

journey to our true homeland and it can prove to be inspiration in our own lives. The work of

Augustine is one of a man who desired to cure the restlessness of his heart. Through Confession,

rightly ordered use and enjoyment, and Love of Love Itself, he is now remembered as a citizen

of the City of God. It is there, in the Heavenly City, that he now perfectly rests.

20 Homily 9 on the First Epistle of John. 1.10.
19 Confessions. 3.1.
18 1.28.
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