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Reflections on Augustinians through the Ages

In late August, 430 A.D., as St. Augustine lay dying, his heart was broken because the Vandals were besieging his See of Hippo. He felt powerless to protect the flock the Lord had entrusted to him as its bishop. The Vandals had already decimated the great city of Rome and were reaching out to destroy all the territories of the Roman Empire. When Augustine finally died on August 28, his monks and the flock of the Diocese of Hippo hurriedly buried him in a secret grave.  Later his remains were exhumed and taken to Italy and finally came to rest in Pavia. 

After Augustine’s death, a number of men’s and women’s monasteries living, as he himself had, under the Rule he had written, were established. Many of these were annihilated by the Vandals while some communities fled for their lives to safer havens.  The last monastery we know of in that area that succumbed to the Vandals was the monastery in Gafsa in Tunisia. Seven monks living there as Augustinian brothers—the Abbot Liberatus, the Deacon Boniface, and five others—were bludgeoned to death. Their memorial is kept by the Augustinian family on August 26, we feel blessed to have one of the relics of St. Boniface entombed in our Altar.

We don’t know the fate of every Augustinian monastic community of that time. It is not impossible that some may have escaped slaughter and fled by boat to distant shores. A question was raised in a magazine called The Priest, probably around 1991: Were the Spanish in California the first to come to the New World, or had there been earlier settlers? The response given by the author was there is a site in Connecticut that reveals some stone religious furniture dating to the end of the fifth century. There are traces of a communion rail and an abbatial chair built in a style indicating an origin in either a Byzantine or an Augustinian Monastery. Knowing that the barbarians destroyed many of the Augustinian monasteries in northern Africa, it certainly is plausible that monks may have set out in boats to find a new home and been brought to the shores of the New World. 

In any event, the Augustinian Monastic life seems to have disappeared shortly after the martyrdom of the monks of Gafsa. From time to time we do hear of monasteries throughout Europe that had close connections with the Holy Rule of St. Augustine, but for the most part there is silence until the eleventh century when the Hermits of St. Augustine appeared in Tuscany. 

In the early part of the twelfth century, a new movement developed in the Church, beginning with St. Francis of Assisi, St. Dominic  and the Carmelites. The Friar Movement did not replace the monastic life, but it did fill some of the same role within the Church. Friars are men living a vowed religious life but not enclosed in any way in monasteries.  In 1244 and again in the year 1256, Pope Alexander III and then Pope Innocent III asked the Hermits of St. Augustine to leave their cloister and form a new religious family known as the Order of Brother Hermits of St. Augustine or simply called the Augustinian Friars.  The order is spread throughout the world and does many apostolic ministries including parish work, education and retreat work.  

Even when the Augustinian men’s communities underwent this dramatic change, the women’s monasteries preserved the enclosure and the original love of St. Augustine for the monastic life. From time to time throughout the centuries there have been attempts to return to a more contemplative life by the men. The Augustinian Recollects and the Discalced Augustinians are some of the results of these attempts. One Augustinian Abbey still exists in Brn in the Czech Republic, but it is no longer a cloistered community. The most famous abbot from the monastery in Brn is Gregor Mendel, a founder of the science of genetics.

Our monastic foundation finds its place as an attempt to return as a men’s community to the original ideals of a cloistered, monastic life as set down by St. Augustine. His first love as a Catholic Christian was the monastic life, and even as a priest and bishop of the See of Hippo he desired to live to the best of his ability the monastic life.  It is this love for the monastic life shown by St. Augustine that is reflected in our own cloistered life under his Rule and in our own name, “Augustinian Monks of the Primitive Observance.”

