
St Augustine                                                               28th August 2016 

‘Augustine: recipient of mercy’ 

Wis 7: I entreated, and the Spirit of Wisdom came to me.   

Eph 3: I who am less than the least of all the saints have been entrusted with this  

special grace.  Mt 23: 8–12: You have only one Teacher, the Christ.   

It can be very confusing having two churches called St 

Augustine in this locality!  We sometimes get people turning 

up here for weddings and funerals that aren’t in this church 

at all!  And once I had to get a florist to come back and 

remove the flowers she’d mistakenly delivered for a funeral 

that was in fact at St Augustine’s, Broxbourne!  Some years 

back I asked the then Anglican curate which ‘St Augustine’ 

his church was named after, but I’m not sure he even knew 

that there was more than one! — he certainly didn’t know 

the answer.  I’m sure there will always be confusion 

between the two churches, but I think that theirs is 

dedicated to St Augustine of Canterbury († 604AD), an 

Italian monk; ours on the other hand is definitely dedicated 

to a saint who lived 200yrs earlier, St Augustine of Hippo, a 

North-African literature scholar and bishop († 430AD).   

 You might wonder why it is that our church is 

dedicated to St Augustine of Hippo.  Well, to the best of my 

knowledge it’s because long before the church was here, 

from the 1890s there were sisters next door — in Rawdon 

House, known at St Monica’s convent — Canonesses of St 

Augustine: sisters who followed an Augustinian rule.  And 

then in the 1930s, founding the parish in Hoddesdon came 

the Canons Regular of the Lateran — also following a rule 

of St Augustine.  The primary school in the parish grounds 

thus was named after St Augustine; and so it made sense 

that 30yrs later the church would be given the same name.   

It’s lovely that from time to time our patronal feast 

day falls on a Sunday, and we can celebrate his day and 

think about his life with a bit more participation.  Augustine 

is a towering figure of history, both Christian and secular 

too.  For someone who lived 1600yrs ago he is still read by 

a remarkable number of people.  Despite the fact that 

presumably some — perhaps many — of his works are lost, 

yet even so there are works by him still available to us today 

that amount to some 5,000,000 words.  It was a colossal 

output, but it’s not just because he wrote, and that he wrote 

well, and that his writings have survived, that he is so 



famous.  It’s more because of the personal testimony of his 

life.  For a long time he fled the persistent call of God to his 

soul; he did not heed his mother’s prayers and 

encouragement to be baptized and to live as a Christian.  In 

fact he went very much in the opposite direction, dabbling 

in all sorts of other spiritual sects and ideas, and living a 

moral life that was far from chaste.  He was into his 30s 

before he reached the point of definitive conversion to a 

Christian life, though much of his thinking had been 

moving towards that during his life in Rome and Milan.   

 In this Holy Year of Mercy we could think of St 

Augustine as the very model of a recipient of God’s mercy: 

someone who eventually recognised his need for God’s 

forgiveness, and embraced it totally in Baptism.  When he 

later wrote the account of his conversion, in his work, The 

Confessions, he acknowledged that God had always been 

there, closer to himself than he himself was — knowing him 

better than he knew himself — and that God had never 

given up on him.  It took him until the autumn of his 33rd 

year of life — and it needed the strange prompting of a 

child’s little ditty in a Milan garden, to bring Augustine, 

suddenly, face to face with his desperate need for God, for 

His mercy, for His cleansing gift of Baptism.  There is a 

very famous passage in The Confessions in which 

Augustine poetically reflects on God’s insistent merciful call 

to his soul.  He addresses his words to God directly …  

LATE HAVE I LOVED YOU, O Beauty ever ancient, ever 
new, late have I loved you!  You were within me, but I 
was outside, and it was there that I searched for you.  
In my unloveliness I plunged into the lovely things 
which you created.  You were with me, but I was not 
with you.  Created things kept me from you; yet if they 
had not been in you they would not have been at all.  
You called, you shouted, and you broke through my 
deafness.  You flashed, you shone, and you dispelled 
my blindness.  You breathed your fragrance on me; I 
drew in breath and now I pant for you.  I have tasted 
you, now I hunger and thirst for more.  You touched 
me, and I burned for your peace.  (Confessions, X, 27) 

 

It’s a powerful, emotional piece of writing, typical of St 

Augustine, and as usual very brilliant.  Let’s thank God for 

his patronage of our parish, and ask in this Holy Year of 

Mercy, above all, that he help us to find — and show — the 

mercy that God is offering us, and expecting of us, as the 

key to a happy human life.  St Augustine, pray for us!   


