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I. INtroductIoN

ugustINe’s reNowNed accouNt of tIme IN Book 11 of the Confessions has 
often been viewed as an attempt to contrast man’s temporal nature with the eternal nature of  god.1  
One influential Augustine scholar has gone so far as to write that “[w]hatever he may hold in principle, 
Augustine does not behave very Platonically in practice in Confessions 11. his method is, rather, empiri-

cal: he considers time as a fact of  everyday experience.”2 While it is true that Augustine deals with some 
empirical problems concerning time, it is certainly wrong to say that he employs an ‘empirical method’ and 

that his approach is not Platonic.3 In what follows I will argue that far from emphasizing a contrast between 
human temporality and divine eternity, Augustine, in fact, is attempting to develop an analogy between the two 

so as to explain the relationship between time and eternity. In order fully to understand what I mean by this, it is first 
necessary to examine the metaphysics of  time in terms of  the problems of  motion and change with regard to the 
claim that it is only the present that exists. This will enable us to deal with the issues surrounding the reduction of  
time to the mind and the notion of  the distension of  the mind. We shall then be in a position to illustrate the analogy 
between the human experience of  time and divine eternity in terms of  the mystical ascent from man’s temporal state 
to the timeless eternity of  God.

II. The MeTAPhysIcs Of TIMe

 A careful examination of  Augustine’s argument clearly shows that it is developed out of  the Platonic discus-
sion of  time. Plato’s metaphysics is, of  course, founded upon the distinction between being and becoming, or that 
which always is and is never coming-into-being and that which is always coming-into-being but never is.4 Plato rec-
onciles these two through his account of  time. for him there is an ever-present instant the moving image of  eternity-
throughout the process of  change in which the change actually takes place.5 consequently, ‘is’ can only properly be 
attributed to the present time. he says in the Timaeus: 

 Augustine’s primary argument for the non-existence of  the past and future is much more simple than Plato’s 
in that it does not rely upon this complex metaphysical framework. Augustine points out the simple fact that neither 
the past nor the future are. This is to say that the past is what has been and the future is what is yet to be. Thus, 

They are all parts of  time, and the past and future are created species of  time, which we unconsciously but 
wrongly transfer to eternal being, for we say that it ‘was,’ or ‘is,’ or ‘will be,’ but the truth is that ‘is’ alone is 
spoken of  becoming in time.6
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neither of  them really exist; it is only the present time 
which has existence.7 so Augustine writes: 

 for Augustine then, as for Plato, the present is 
ontologically privileged in that it is the only time which 
is; therefore, the present is the only kind of  temporality 
in which being is.

 It must, however, be emphasized that for Augus-
tine, as for Plato, the present is no mere part of  time. 
Though it is common to speak of  a year, 
day or hour as “the present,” Augustine 
notes that this is inaccurate. Any tempo-
ral duration which we take to be present 
can be divided into smaller units, where 
one precedes the other and neither are 
present, and this can be done ad infini-
tum.9 As a result, Augustine argues that 
the present instant, that aspect of  time 
which truly is, is a durationless inter-
val.10

 It is evident, however, that we measure the dura-
tion of  things through time, and if  this is so, as in fact it 
is, time must amount to more than a durationless ever-
present instant. Time must, it seems, have something to 
do with the ordering of  successive events. In examining 
this aspect of  time, Augustine critiques various accounts 
which attempt to identify time with physical movement. 
he maintains that time cannot be the movement of  the 
heavenly bodies, for if  the heavens were to stop, but an-
other physical object such as a potter’s wheel were to 

continue moving, it would be possible to show that some  
movements took longer and others less. so while the 
movements of  the heavens can serve for signs and for 
times, they do not constitute time.12 yet Augustine is also 
unwilling to say that time is the movement of  physical 
bodies. Rather, “a body’s movement is one thing, the pe-
riod by which we measure is another.”13 the movement 
of  physical bodies is what we measure by means of  time; 
it is not what constitutes time.14

III. measuremeNt aNd the mINd

 At this point Augustine shifts his focus. he leaves 
unanswered the question “what is time?” and asks in-
stead “how is time measured by us?” Once again, we are 
thrown back on the problem of  the non-existence of  the 
past and future, for how can we measure the past or the 
future if  they do not exist? Worse still, we cannot mea-
sure the present either because, as we discovered above, 

it is not extended.15 Moreover, as Augus-
tine demonstrates, many of  the conven-
tions we use for judging and compar-
ing lengths of  time are arbitrary. The 
length of  a poem is judged in terms of  
the number of  lines, feet and syllables. 
Augustine notes, however, that the same 
poem may be recited faster or slower 
and subsequently may take two differ-
ent lengths of  time to recite. As a result 
of  this reasoning, he maintains that time 
cannot be reduced to something exter-
nal. rather, time is a distension (dis-
tentio) of  the mind. what is measured, 
therefore, is “time as it passes, but not 
time past.”16

 Once Augustine takes the step 
of  saying that time is measured as it passes, he clearly 
has no recourse but to explain our measurement of  time 
through an appeal to the mind. One might try to avoid 
the whole problem by saying that it is not time that is 
measured but events or things which occur, persist or 
change through time. Gerard O’Daly sees as problematic 
Augustine’s conception of  time as a flow of  events. he 
writes,

if future and past events exist, I want to know 
where they are. if I have not the strength to dis-
cover the answer, at least I know that wherever 
they are, they are not there as future or past, but as 
present. for if  there also they are future, they will 
not yet be there. if there also they are past, they 
are no longer there. Therefore, wherever they are, 
whatever they are, they do not exist except in the 
present.8

If  we can think of  some bit of  
time which cannot be divided into 
even the smallest instantaneous mo-
ments, that alone is what we can 
call ‘present.’ And this time flies so 
quickly from future into past that it 
is an interval with no duration. If  it has duration, 
it is divisible into past and future. But the present 
occupies no space.11

Now if  one thinks of  events as a flow or sequence 
one gives them a history a past, a present, and a fu-
ture. But events do not exist, whereas things stable 
or changing-do. To speak of  the existence of  per-
sons or things makes sense; to speak of  the exis-
tence of  parts of  time does not.17
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 That is to say, the standard of  measurement is 
not the sort of  thing that has real existence. O’Daly’s ob-
jection is not, however, a fair criticism. To say that time is 
not the sort of  thing that has existence is not to criticize 
Augustine’s account, but to reject his entire ontology out-
right. for him it is precisely the standards of  judgement 
and not the things we physically observe that most truly 
exist. consequently, we must realize that eternity is the 
form, or exemplar, of  time. In his own words, eternity, 
which is always present and “in which there is neither 
future nor past, stands still and dictates future and past 
times”; 18 or as he puts it in De Musica, “time imitates 
eternity.”19 so Augustine says in the first book of  the Con-
fessions, “They would have no passing away unless you 
[i.e. God’s eternity] set a limit to them.”20

 But even if  one is unwilling to accept Augustine’s 
Platonism, he is certainly right to say that the mind will 
have an integral role to play in our understanding of  the 
nature of  time. In this account, what is measured is the 
interval between the beginning of  the event and its end, 
and since we can only measure the event once it is gone, 
it is the image in the memory and not the event itself  
which is measured.21 Passing things impress themselves 
upon us as they pass, but remain in the memory as imag-
es even once they are gone. “That present consciousness 
is what I am measuring, not the stream of  past events 
which have caused it. when I measure periods of  time, 
that is what I am actually measuring.”22 yet it is unclear 
how the memory actually enables one to measure time. 
What is the difference between a long memory and a 
short memory, and how can this be quantified in some 
useful manner? Although Augustine does not deal with 
this problem in the Confessions, a passage in De Musica 
suggests a solution. There he notes that when a word of  
two syllables is sounded, both syllables cannot be heard 
at the same time, for the second cannot begin until the 
first ends. consequently, memory is required if  we are to 
hear (or experience) things in succession at all, in order 
that “we would also know and feel that we had heard.” 
The whole word is not heard at once; therefore, memory 
is required if  we are to comprehend the word as a whole. 
similarly, we cannot view an object in its entirety all at 
once. If  we are to have some idea of  it as a whole, we 
must then have some ability to remember what we have 
seen from different perspectives so as not to be restricted 
to the immediately present view.23 so although the Au-
gustinian reduction of  time to the mind may not provide 
a fully adequate account of  how we measure time, it is 
insightful in so far as it recognizes that memory, and

hence the mind, have a central role to play in explaining 
how men experience and measure time.

IV. huMAN TeMPORAlITy AND DIvINe eTeR-
NITy

 As we have seen, the human mind, for Augustine, 
is extended in time. A man exists and attends to the pres-
ent, but his existence is a distension (distentio) through 
time. In classical authors the term distentio was often used 
in a medical context to mean a convulsion or nervous 
spasm, while christian authors extended its usage to re-
fer to tension more generally, though still retaining some-
thing of  its earlier sense. hence, Jerome says of  distentio, 
“eo quod in uarias sollicitudines mens hominis distenta lanietur.”24 
The medical use of  distentio is instructive in interpreting 
Augustine. In the conclusion to Book 11 of  the Confes-
sions, clearly what he is referring to when he uses distentio 
is the temporal condition of  the human mind itself  rath-
er than a definition of  time per se. As he tells us, since the 
human mind is temporal, its “life is a distension in several 
directions.”25

 This view must be contrasted with God’s eternity 
in order to be understood fully. While we are distended 
through time, God is the same and “his years do not 
fail,”26 and neither, as Augustine points out, “do they 
come or go.” similarly, God’s day is not any and every 
day but Today. consequently, Augustine writes, “your 
Today is eternity,”27 and in eternity “there is nothing past 
as if  it has already transpired, nor anything future as if  it 
does not yet exist, but whatever is simply is.”28 whereas 
for us the future is yet to happen and the past is already 
gone, God knows all time without tension in his act of  
knowing.29 so in discussing God’s knowledge in eighty-
Three Different Questions, Augustine says, “In God’s sight, 
[nothing exists] as past or future, but everything is now. 
This is further explained in the City of  God: “God com-
prehends all these in a stable and eternal present.... Nor is 
there any difference between his present, past, and fu-
ture knowledge. his knowledge is not like ours which 
has three tenses.... God’s knowledge has no change or 
variation.”30 god therefore holds past, present and future 
before himself  at once in the self-same eternal present.
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While this clearly distinguishes human nature from the 
divine, it also points the way to a useful analogy between 
man and God, given Augustine’s account of  the human 
experience of  time. As we have seen, it is only the pres-
ent which is really before man; past and future do not 
exist, but are a result of  human memory and expectation. 
consequently, man holds past and future, to which he is 
subjected, within himself  in the present. This human ex-
perience of  time in terms of  the present may be likened 
to God’s ever-present awareness of  eternity. In order to 
explain the human experience of  time, Augustine consid-
ers the man who has memorized an entire psalm. In sing-
ing it, none of  the past verses are hidden, nor are any of  
the future verses which remain to be sung.31 while there 
is an analogy to be drawn between man’s experience of  
temporality and the eternity of  God, Augustine says: 

 consequently, in De Trinitate, Augustine writes, 
“Insofar as we are changeable, to that extent do we fall 
short of  eternity.”33 It is for this reason that he says of  
God and his eternity, “It fills me with terror and burning 
love: with terror inasmuch as I am utterly other than it, 
with burning love in that I am akin to it,”34 so the analogy 
is not completely sufficient, since God is wholly perfect 
and outside of  time.

 yet keeping in mind the medical connotations of  
the term distentio, the very fact that we suffer distension 
while God is eternal points the way to that which has the 
power to cure us, namely, God himself. This approach 
was pioneered by Plotinus, whom Augustine had certain-
ly read. As Plotinus had written, “surely one would be 
oneself  on the move towards eternity and never falling 
away from it at all, that one might be like it and eter-
nal, contemplating eternity and the eternal by the eternal 
in oneself.”35 Thus, while Augustine was reflecting with 
Monica on the life of  eternal contemplation enjoyed by 
the saints, their “minds were lifted up by an ardent af-
fection towards eternal being itself ”36 so it is possible 
for the human mind to be gathered together to some 
degree in the contemplation of  God, for the more the 
mind “reaches out toward what is eternal, the more it 
is formed thereby to the image of  God.”37 similarly, the 
angels, although they transcend time, are not co-eternal 

with God but enjoy a continuous vision of  his beauty. 
The angels do not suffer time; yet because of  the move-
ments of  their own contemplation they cannot be co-
eternal with god.38 even men, however, who are far 
beneath the angels, can approach the divine through con-
templation and love of  him. As Augustine puts it, “The 
storms of  incoherent events tear to pieces my thoughts, the 
inmost, entrails of  my soul, until that day when, purified 
and molten by the fire of  your love, I flow together to 
merge into you.”39 Once more the medical images of  dis-
tentio and of  being “torn to pieces” reappear, pointing to 
a truth which is fundamental to the proper understand-
ing of  the human condition. Man, being caught up in the 
flow of  time, is bound to a process which he cannot un-
derstand. Due to this fact, he wanders through this mor-
tal life separated from, and searching for, God. This exis-
tence, stretched through time, “tears to pieces” his soul; 
yet in moving towards the end that he is seeking-that is 
to say, in being reconciled to his creator-all the wounds 
of  his soul are healed. Although “life is a distension in 
several directions,” by “apprehending him in whom also 
I am apprehended,” each of  us can be healed of  the 
tension that threatens to rip us apart, a tension which 
is brought on by the fact that our own existence (esse) is 
stretched through time. In seeking God in the present in-
stant we are “gathered to follow the One, ‘forgetting the 
past’ and moving not towards those future things which 
are transitory but to ̀ the things which are before’ me, not 
stretched out in distraction but extended in reach, not by 
being pulled apart but by concentration.”40

V. cONclusION

 st. Augustine’s discussion of  time is thus paral-
lel to Plato’s attempt to reconcile being and becoming 
through an appeal to the present instant. for him, as for 
Plato, the present is “the moving image of  eternity.” In 
Augustine’s view, neither the past nor the future exist, as 
the past is what has been and the future is what is yet to 
be.

 this reduction of  time to the present leads au-
gustine to claim that time is the distension of  the mind. It 
is the mind’s ability to remember the past and anticipate 
the future as it is subjected to the variations of  the ex-
ternal world that constitute its temporal condition. while 
Augustine’s claim that the measurement of  time can be 
reduced to the measurement of  memory or expectation 
is insufficient to account for this phenomenon, it is im-
portant to note that memory is a necessary condition of

A person singing or listening to a song he knows 
well suffers a distension or stretching in feeling and 
in sense perception from the expectation of  future 
sounds and the memory of  past sound. With you 
it is otherwise. you are unchangeably eternal, that 
is the truly eternal creator of  minds.32
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such measurement.

 finally, it is simply not the case that st. Augus-
tine’s primary concern in Book 
11 of  the Confessions is to sketch 
an empirical account of  time and 
measurement. rather, those con-
siderations are brought into the 
discussion in order to introduce 
and illumine the more substantial 
issue of  the human experience of  
time and the relation of  this expe-
rience to divine eternity. In terms 
of  this problem, st. Augustine’s 
claim that although the mind suf-
fers distension through time, only 
the present exists, and his theory 
that the mind holds both the past, 
in the form of  the images of  mem-
ory, and the future, in the form of  expectations within 
itself, appears more plausible. thus, it is possible to draw 
an analogy between man’s temporal condition and the 

eternity of  God where past, present and future are al-
ways before him in the self-same eternal present. setting 
out this analogy is, I would argue, the primary purpose 

of  the treatment of  time in Book 
11. Moreover, I think that it may 
be seen as an early account of  the 
detailed analogy between the ac-
tivities of  the human mind and 
god which he was to develop fur-
ther in De Trinitate. There memory, 
understanding and will-the mind’s 
activities concerning past, present 
and future are shown to be analo-
gous to the three persons of  the 
holy Trinity-the father, son and 
holy spirit. The power of  st. Au-
gustine’s treatment of  time lies in 
illustrating that by pursuing God 
through our contemplation and 

love of  him, we can emerge from the region of  dissimi-
larity where our mind suffers distension through time so 
as to attain the peace which is his.

“There memory, understanding 
and will-the mind’s activities 
concerning past, present and 

future are shown to be analogous 
to the three persons of  the Holy 

Trinity-the father, son and 
Holy spirit.” 
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