
Lent Talk: “Augustine on Love”, Sunday 8 March 2026, Carlisle Cathedral 
 
As we come the final of our three Lent talks reflecting on our Cathedral’s three Augustinian values of Unity, 
Truth, and Love, you might think that I have been the lucky one. The Dean has had to find and reframe the 
principle of unity in our complex and fractured world. The Canon Precentor in turn has invited us to wrestle 
with the perennial philosophical question of “What is truth?”. I simply have to say something lovely about 
love. Like Hugh Grant’s fictional Prime Minister, I could simply suggest we muse on the departure lounge at 
Heathrow Airport, hum a few Beatles songs, and we can all head home for an early bath. But this is not a 
talk on love alone, but love in the writings of St Augustine, which is not simply a term in Augustine’s writing, 
but the sovereign principle and idea of the theological vision and tradition in which we sit. 
 
As we begin this exploration there are several places we could start. We could begin simply with the language 
that Augustine draws on for this divine principle and truth. Augustine, who encountered Christian truth 
almost exclusively in Latin, reflects extensively on the creative tensions between the language of amor, for 
the human passions and emotions of love, and the language of caritas, for the divine principle of love. Or we 
could look at the more colourful role that the dialectic of lust and love played in Augustine’s own biography. 
As he lays out so candidly in his Confessions his was a life fully led and, as a young man, defined not so much 
by the intellectual value of love, but by the passions of love. A life which, as he reflected on in Book Seven 
of his Confessions called him to famously pray: “da mihi castitatem et continentam, sed noli modo” – “Lord, give 
me chastity and continence, but not yet”. 
 
We will return to both of these later, however, it is to a third aspect of Augustine’s engagement with the 
idea of love which I want to begin, and that is the role in plays in his engagement with scripture. 
 
Even a cursory glance at Augustine’s writings shows that they are shot through with allusions to and quotes 
from scripture. For instance the short paragraph that opens Augustine’s Confessions, which gives us great 
prayer seeking rest for the restless heart, includes four explicit biblical references alone. This reliance on 
scripture is not simply a scholarly crutch for his thought, but a relationship with scripture which is a 
biographically resonant for Augustine as his famous prayer for a delayed chastity. 
 
Through his Confessions Augustine speaks of his long, slow, and reluctant conversion to Christianity. The son 
of the saintly Christian Monica and a Pagan Father, Augustine famously threw off the Christianity of his 
upbringing seeking meaning in the philosophical traditions of the ancient world. Only through the long 
wrestling with his own conscience, and the influence of another saintly figure – this time Ambrose of Milan 
– that Augustine came to know again the Christian faith of his mother. What though is of particular interest 
for us is the nature of that conversion, which famously took place in a Garden in Milan. There, racked by his 
tormented soul, Augustine famously heard a child’s voice singing. This great passage is worth quoting at 
length: 
 

Suddenly I heard a voice from a neighbour’s house. It was those of a little boy or girl: I did not know 
which. And it was singing over and over, “Pick up and read, pick up and read”…I  checked the flood 
of tears and stood up, believing that this must be a command from God to open the Book and read 
the first passage my eyes chanced upon…So I rushed back to where…I had put down Paul’s letters. 
Now I grabbed it, opened it, and in silence read the first lines on which my eyes fell. “Let us live decently 
as in the daytime, not in the carousing and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and sensuality, not in  
discord and jealousy. Instead put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh…” I did not 
wish to read further. There was no need. For in an instance as I came to the end of the sentence, it 
was as if a light of certainty flooded my heart and the dark shadows of doubt were dispelled” 
 

As we reflect on this wonderful passage from the Confessions, Augustine draws us to this defining principle 
of love in two ways. The first is in the negative act of putting aside the lusts of his youth. In doing so Augustine, 
by implication, is submitting himself to the love of God. The second, more foundational truth comes in this 
revelation in and through scripture itself. For Augustine the understanding of scripture and the understanding 
of God’s love are inextricably linked. In Augustine’s writing, love is the inspiration and source of scripture, 
its meaning and its end.  



 
The pattern for this understanding comes, Augustine argues, through reading scripture through the great 
commandment of Jesus, to love God and love our neighbour. Because scripture is inspired by the God who 
is love, a reading of scripture through that principle of love will deepen our understanding of that love itself. 
As Augustine says in his work On Christian Doctrine: 
 

Anyone who thinks that he has understood the divine Scriptures or any part of them but cannot by 
his understanding build up this double love of God and neighbour, has not succeeded in understanding 
them. 

 
The pattern of Augustine’s use of love in the interpretation of scripture created the pattern on which we 
can reflect on our values of Unity, Truth and Love. For Augustine the unity of scripture comes because it is 
born from love. To read scripture through the frame of love means that in that unity we find that truth 
revealed most perfectly in Jesus Christ, who is the very embodiment of the divine principle of love. 
 
Augustine’s argument here can, I think, be quite legitimately be read in one of two ways. For some there is 
a great elegance, and also something deeply comforting in Augustine’s argument. To seek love is to find love 
which encourages us to keep seeking it. But it is also a deeply circular argument. It is an argument which 
either leads us to the divine or, in the words of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, to disappear into a puff 
of our own logic. 
 
However the efficacy of Augustine’s vision rests not so much on its intellectual rigour – rigorous though it 
is – but on its application in and to our lives. And it is to that which we turn now. Augustine’s model of 
biblical exploration in and through the divine command to love God and neighbour is not a closed system. It 
is one which, but its very nature, compels us through this exploration to engage and enquire of the world 
around us. The Biblical scholar Ellen F. Davis has articulated this principle in this way. 
 

For me as a biblical scholar, engaging questions of contemporary social analysis means…going outside 
my area of professional expertise for the sake of love. Augustine’s famous interpretive principle of 
caritas may provide a theological warrant for such a move: reading the biblical text in a way that 
conduces to knowledge and the love of God and neighbour is the touch stone for accurate 
interpretation. 

 
What Davies is arguing here, in her measured and calibrated academic way, is that this pattern of seeking 
understanding through the form and shape of love is not something which, for Augustine, is limited to the 
interpretation of scripture alone. Nor is it an idea which has value only through the virtue of its own internal 
logic. Rather it provides the worked example for the pattern for the focus and interpretation of life itself. 
 
How this reality plays out is something which one could use acres of paper and oceans of ink to expound. 
So, in the time we have left I want to focus on one small example from Augustine’s writing to express this 
larger point. The passage I am going to use is the beguilingly simple prayer of Augustine which prefaces his 
Confessions and which I have already alluded to today: 
 

O Lord, you have made us for yourself,  
and our hearts are restless until they rest in You. 

 
This simple prayer has informed so much of my engagement with the Augustinian tradition of this place and 
it is one I return to again and again. Equally it is a prayer which informs our newly articulated Mission – which 
speaks of this place as “a community of prayer, welcome and rest”.  
 
  



As we begin this deeper reading of this short prayer we might like to return to the two alternative patterns 
of love in Augustine which I opened this talk with. The first is the distinction between the creative and divine 
principle of caritas and the human yearning and desire of amor. For Augustine all things come from God and 
are an expression of God in Jesus as love, as caritas. So, we are made in and through and for love. Our lives 
are then imbued and infused with this divine principle and through the human expression of that love as 
amor, as desire and longing, we are all ways seeking after the source of that love in God. 
 
But as human’s – fallen and broken – we can use that human love, amor, to drive us downward and away 
from the divine purpose of God into the corrosive human emotions of lust and power. Or we can use that 
desire and emotion of amor to drive us upwards towards the source of that power in God. 
 
Augustine explores this separation, this dualism we all live by using examples from nature. Stones for instance, 
he says, move downwards, flames upward. Oil and water mixed will separate with the water forming below 
the oil. “Things” Augustine says “which are not in their intended position are restless. Once they are in their 
ordered position, they are at rest”. 
 
So, it is for the human heart. He continues: 
 

My weight is love. Wherever I am carried, my love is carrying me. By your gift we are set on fire and 
carried upwards: we grow red hot and ascend…There we will be brought to our place by a good 
will, so that we want nothing but to stay there forever. 

 
A life based on the lower expressions of amor and desire will never be fully satisfied, that restless energy will 
never find rest. That rest can only come in seeking the higher source of that love in caritas the creative and 
divine principle of love revealed most perfectly in Jesus Christ. 
 
As with Augustine’s interpretation of scripture, love is found to be the defining term, the sovereign principle, 
of life itself. As love is for Augustine the inspiration and source of scripture, so we find that love in all its 
forms is the inspiration and source of life; its meaning and its end. So with when it is applied to the 
interpretation of scripture, love brings coherence to all the values we seek to live by as a Cathedral 
community. In love – the source and ground of all things – we find the unity of all things in God’s love. By 
using the double love of God and neighbour as our frame through which to understand the challenges that 
face us, we are given the frame to know and discern the truth of things in and through the sovereign principle 
of love. 
 
Unity, Truth and Love become for Augustine the internal combustion engine of life or the cold-fusion reactor 
of our lives. Love of God and neighbour framing our sense of the unity of all things in the truth of that love 
which draws us again and again into that unity, and on, and on. Each framing and defining the other as we 
seek, like a flame, to rise into the heart and life of our God who is love. 
 
As we re-affirm ourselves to these Augustinian values as Cathedral and Christian community the next 
question becomes how to we apply these. How do they inform our developing ministry of welcome? How 
to they define the choices we make with the money we are given to do our work here? How to they frame 
our call to be a “community of prayer, welcome and rest for all to encounter the love of God in Jesus 
Christ”? 
 
And I raise these meaty questions I discover I have run out of time! I suspect that these might be the topic 
and focus for a further set of reflections on how we continue day to day as a Cathedral community living 
out the deep riches of our Augustinian heritage. So as we conclude these initial reflections on our Cathedral 
values it seems best to bring all these restless thoughts into the resting heart of God in prayer. 
 
Lord, our God, You have made us for yourself, 
and our hearts are restless till they find their rest in you. 
 

Benjamin Carter, March 2026 


