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Abstract

Throughout his works, St. Augustine offers at least nine distinct views on the nature of time, at
least three of which have remained almost unnoticed in the secondary literature. I first examine
each these nine descriptions of time and attempt to diffuse common misinterpretations,
especially of the views which seek to identify Augustinian time as consisting of an un-extended
point or a distentio animi. Second, I argue that Augustine’s primary understanding of time, like
that of later medieval scholastics, is that of an accident connected to the changes of created
substances. Finally, I show how this interpretation has the benefit of rendering intelligible
Augustine’s contention that, at the resurrection, motion will still be able to occur, but not time.
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Introduction
Many investigations into Augustine’s theory of time suffer from a fatal methodological
error, which is the assumption that the essence of Augustine’s theory of time can be culled
exclusively from books XI and XII of the Confessiones, in isolation from Augustine’s other
writings.1 This error is all the more remarkable when one considers that Augustine’s most
* An earlier version of this paper was presented to the Third Annual British Patristics Conference in
Durham, England, 2010. I would like to thank the participants there who offered helpful questions, and
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extended discussion of time does not occur in the Confessiones at all, but in the much earlier De
musica, even if there the discussion is less metaphysical.
When one investigates a broader selection of Augustine’s texts, one finds that Augustine
offers at least nine distinct views on the nature of time, three of which have rarely been noticed
at all in the literature, and the collection of which together may or may not be consistent.
Augustine describes created time as (1) an infinitely divisible continuum, (2) a series of minimal
temporal intervals, (3) composed of time numbers, (4) a non-extended present, (5) a distention of
the soul (distentio animi), (6) subjective in nature, (7) the product of the world-soul or angelic
motion, (8) an accident of an enduring substance, and (9) consisting only of past and future
moments. I will first examine each these various descriptions of time, and attempt to diffuse
common misinterpretations, especially of views 1 and 2, and views 4-7. Second, I will argue that
these views can be made consistent under the definition of time as an order of accidental changes
in created substances. Finally, I will show how this interpretation of Augustine’s view of time
has the benefit of rendering intelligible Augustine’s contention that, at the resurrection, motion
will still occur, but not time. Such a state of affairs will be possible because Augustine generally
considers time to underlie only certain kinds of motion, namely, the addition and loss of qualities
in created substances.

I. Time as an Infinitely Divisible Continuum
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The first of the nine ways Augustine has been claimed to understand time is as an
infinitely divisible continuum.2 Augustine’s earliest writings, which are preoccupied with NeoPlatonic and mathematical discussions concerning geometrical and physical divisibility, lend
credence to this view.3 In his early writings, Augustine makes it clear that he believed that
geometrical lengths, as well as corporeal bodies, are infinitely divisible, and that no final ‘point’
or minimum could ever be reached by a process of division (just as by adding one, a person
cannot reach a final number in the natural number series).4 Augustine analogizes this reasoning
concerning physical and geometrical lengths to time, and in De uera religione, argues that:

These [living things], on the contrary, which have an infinity of divisions, are not small in
themselves, but in respect to other things, and most of all by comparison with the
universe itself. Neither in the case of a space of time is the reason different; because, like
all places, every extent of time has its half : however brief it is, every time begins, comes
forward, and then ends. This is not possible unless temporal extents have a half at that
place where they are divided, and through which they move to the end.5

Throughout his early works, Augustine reaffirms the claim that any temporal span, like any
physical span, no matter how short, can be bisected an infinite number of times. He accomplishes
this most often by giving the example of the pronunciation of a syllable, which, no matter how
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quickly or slowly it is pronounced, admits of smaller and smaller temporal divisions ad
infinitum.6
However, there are two main problems with the suggestion that time itself is an infinitely
divisible continuum. The first is that this description of time at most gives us an attribute of time,
not time’s definition (since many things can be infinitely subdivided). The second problem,
perhaps more important than the first, is that Augustine’s arguments concerning infinite
divisibility (both physical and temporal) are unclear as to whether the division is something
already in the thing itself, or a judged division that lies in reason alone. For instance, did
Augustine conceive of a temporal interval as being composed of an infinite number of actual
parts (an actual first part, second part, third part, ... ad infinitum), or did he conceive of a
temporal interval as a finite continuum with a potentially infinite number of divisions? In the
latter case, the parts of a temporal continuum would not pre-exist the division performed by
reason, as Aristotle believed was the case with magnitudes. In such a case, Augustine could have
viewed time as extended, but as ultimately consisting of discrete minimal intervals capable of
being divided by reason (i.e. theoretically), but incapable of being divided further in actuality.7

II. Time as Consisting of Minimal Time Intervals

Indeed, Augustine does offer the view that actual time may consist of a physically
smallest moment (even if such a moment could be further subdivided by reason). This idea is
suggested by Augustine in De musica, in the context of a discussion of meter and rhythm in
Latin poetry. Here, Augustine accepts the idea of a minimal quantifiable numerical time as valid.
He writes: “Then the ancients were not absurd in calling ‘one time’ a sort of minimum space
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which holds the short syllable…”,8 and proceeds to explicate the ways rhythm and meter are
governed by such definite minimal times and proportion. Even so, Augustine is clear that the sort
of minimal time by which we number the short syllable relative to the long syllable does not tell
us how many temporal moments there actually are in a single syllable, since, as we have just
read (and as Augustine tells us in the Confessiones), one may pronounce a short syllable either
more or less slowly.9
Augustine goes on to give an account of how we are able to judge the distinction between
the slower or faster pronunciation of a syllable that doesn’t appeal to minimal times. We can
judge temporal lengths, Augustine says, because we have a natural ability to sense the activity of
‘judicial numbers’ (iudiciales numeri). These numbers are hidden rhythmic forces in nature
which not only allow us to measure the intervals of time that occur during a stretch of corporeal
motion, but also in some manner keep those motions in rhythm.10 Our sense of these judicial
numbers is both what allows us to judge other motions, and also what allows us to move our
bodies in certain harmonious and equal movements at all.11
However, these judicial numbers, Augustine tells us, while structuring the movements of
animate things, are not to be identified with time itself. Augustine in fact goes out of his way to
demonstrate why not. He argues that if we were to attempt to sound out the one to two syllable
proportion of an iamb, making the first syllable equivalent in time to walking three paces, and
then pronounce the second syllable in double that amount of time, we would be unable to judge
accurately whether or not the second syllable was pronounced in exactly ‘double’ the time as the
first, because our capacity to sense such rhymical proportions would have been exceeded by such
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lengths of sound.12 Augustine concludes from this that even the judicial numbers which judge
time-intervals are themselves limited by time-spans.13
The lack of support for a metaphysical version of minimal time in De musica may,
however, be supplemented by another argument that Augustine gives in De ciuitate Dei, which
seems to imply that Augustine does actually conceive time to be composed of minimal parts.
There Augustine writes:

That space of time, which from one initio progresses and is limited by another termino,
however great that extent may be, in comparison to that which has no beginning, I do not
know whether [the former] would be better classified as a minimo or as a nullo. Hence, if
from an end point [of time] the briefest momenta are taken away one by one, going
backwards, the subtracted number, even if it is so large as to have no name, will be
exhausted...[since] at some time that subtraction will lead back to a beginning.14

The first way one might be tempted to interpret this passage is to simply assert that time itself is
being described by Augustine as an extended series of temporal moments which has an
innumerably large, but finite number of parts. However, we cannot ignore the fact that what
seems to be measured here is the limited time of an arbitrary remembered event and its changes.
In this case, Augustine may here be arguing that, within a remembered series of events, we are
able to use our normal sense of minimal ‘times’ (i.e. judicial numbers), or even an arbitrary
length of time (e.g. a day)

as a standard of measurement. By a process of determinate

subtraction (not geometrical bisection), one would indeed reach a last ‘extended’ part of time
that one could call the ‘beginning’. However, in Augustine’s example, it would not be a
fundamental unit of time that would be reached, but rather the memory of the first part of past
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time that was reached by the proposed division. Thus, Augustine’s argument is meant to show
only that time had a beginning, and is finite, but it does not tell us what minimal intervals of time
are themselves composed of; further, if such a last minimal part is like a geometrical extension,
this last minimal part would still be conceptually (if not physically) divisible by a smaller
measure. Both versions of the extended time thesis – time as an infinitely divisible interval, as
well as time composed of minimal temporal parts – thus seem to describe the effects of time as
they exist in memory, not time itself.

III. Time as Consisting of Time Numbers

A third, but relatively unnoticed description of time that Augustine gives (already hinted
at above), can be found in his assertion that the changes of organic substances are governed by
time numbers. This description of time seems to suggest, following Aristotle, that time is a type
of number of motion or change. In describing the function of time in relation to the organic
growth of a tree, for instance, Augustine writes:

Indeed, temporal numbers necessarily precede the place numbers of [growing] trees. For
there is no kind of stem that does not join together, in dimensions of time, from its seed,
and sprout up, and shoot forth into the air, and unfold its leaves, become strong, and bring
out fruit, or, by the most hidden of numbers in the wood, [show forth] the power of the
seed.15

Here, Augustine argues that time numbers somehow govern the changes of place numbers (i.e.
where the parts in a physical body can be located at, or allowed to move into), suggesting that
time serves a functional role in differentiating both the internal structure as well as the successive
changes of organic objects, as if on a Cartesian graph. A similar argument concerning time
numbers appears in De uera religione, when Augustine argues, “In the mother, through certain
15
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temporal numbers, [the child] is joined together into place numbers, in order that [the child’s]
limbs occupy their proper places.”16
It is clear that Augustine at least conceives time numbers to be a formal, if not efficient
cause of ordered (or rhythmic) change, in line with his general belief that all things participate in
some sort of mathematical order. However, these time numbers do not seem to be able to be
completely identified with time itself, since not all objects are governed by such organic means,
nor does Augustine claim time to be identical to time numbers. At the most, time numbers appear
to be a specific instance, working in organic bodies, of Augustine’s more general thought that
substances change by receiving or losing certain numerically determined forms in a certain
order.17 This is, however, a first sure indication that time will serve an important, non-subjective
role in carrying out order in nature.

IV. Time as a Non-Extended Present
The fourth, and probably most common way of interpreting Augustine’s view on time, is
to try to make sense of the discussion of time presented in the Confessiones, wherein Augustine
seems to claim that existing time is both a distentio animi involving a present-memory of the
past, a present-awareness, and a present-expectation of the future, and also a non-extended or
indivisible present. Typically, interpreters try to bypass the contradictory nature of these two
theses by novel linguistic approaches as to the meaning of distentio animi,18 or by interpreting
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Augustine’s discussion of the necessity of memory and expectation in temporal measurement as
implying a subjective view of time.19
Augustine introduces the difficulty of understanding time in Confessiones XI.14. After
running through the paradox that past time cannot exist since it is no longer, and that future time
cannot exist since it is not yet (theses that, strictly speaking, eliminate view 1 above), Augustine
comes to the hypothetical possibility that perhaps it is the transitional present alone that really
exists. He writes:
If, therefore, it is the present which makes time to be – a present which comes about only
because it goes into the past – in what way do we say the present is, whose purpose for
being, in order for it to be, is that it will not be, so that we know that we do not speak
truly of time’s ‘existence’, unless we mean that present time ‘is’ because it strives not to
be.20
Augustine’s query about the present’s metaphysical status should at least be clear as to
what it does not mean. It contains no indication that the present is indivisible, or even that it is
unchanging. The thrust of this passage is in fact the opposite of this, suggesting that time, even in
the mode of the present, does not truly exist at all. From whence then has come the opinion that,
for Augustine, the present is the only ‘real’ moment of time? This misunderstanding arises
because Augustine switches from an ontological mode of argumentation in XI.14, to a metrical
mode of argumentation in XI.15. Augustine uses the tentative explanation of the instability of the
present in the former passage to introduce the problem of the length of time in the latter one,
wherein Augustine states:
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If we understand time as that which is now unable to be divided into smaller momentary
parts, this alone is that which is called the present; which, nevertheless, flies so suddenly
from the future and into the past, that [this flight] could be extended by no delay. For if
[the flight] be extended, it could be divided into past and future: the present, however, has
no space. Where then is the time that we could call long?21

This passage is often taken to be an assertoric argument for the non-extension of present time,
with the present being viewed on analogy to a Euclidean point. However, in context (regardless
of whether Augustine views present time as having extension or not), this argument is rather a
reductio which argues that if the present time is not extended, and only present time exists, then
it is absurd to call time long (or short). Why is this the case? It is not on the basis that time may
be a non-extended point that Augustine reasons that a present moment cannot be called long or
short, or even because it is fleeing from future to past. Since Augustine has assumed a moment
of time which cannot be divided into smaller temporal parts, of course it cannot therefore be
temporally extended, since the notion of temporal extension logically implies smaller temporal
parts. But if this were really the reason why time could not be long, Augustine’s argument would
simply be a tautology – it would not be an argument for time being a punctum or instans.
In fact, the passage suggests that Augustine is here conceiving of a physical time atom in
the form of a minimal temporal part (or whole) which does not consist of further temporal
parts.22 However, the reason why such a minimal part could not be predicated with length does
not have to do with extension, but rather with relation. Augustine consistently affirms that
predicates of size are relative to the things compared, since there is no thing that is long or short
in itself, but only relative to another thing.23 Augustine’s argument is, if there is only one
21
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moment of time, a time-atom called ‘the present’, then the present cannot be compared in length
to any another existing temporal term. Therefore, it cannot be predicated with length predicates
(i.e. long or short) at all. The problem of the length of time then is in fact a problem of relation –
if time consists only of the present, to what can the singular present be related in order to
measure its length?

V. Time as a Distentio Animi
As is well known, Augustine’s solution to this measurement problem is to argue that time
is measured through the impressions that things make upon our memory. This, however, is an
epistemic solution about how we measure time, and while Augustine’s epistemology is
connected to his ontology, his epistemological account of measuring time does not, as we shall
see, tell us much about his views on the nature of time itself. How then are we to explain
Augustine’s argument that the impressions of things being made on the memory as time passes is
the measurable present of time?24 Indeed, after giving his psychological explanation of measured
time, Augustine tells us that, “Thus, either these [affections of objects on the memory] are times,
or I do not measure times.”25
The answer, I think, as strange as it may first sound, is that Augustine thinks that it is the
second half of this disjunction that is, strictly speaking, true. The reason for this is that Augustine
claims that extension, either metaphysical or physical, is necessary for measurement.26 If this is
true, then for Augustine, the measurement of the singular present is impossible twice over. In the
first case, given a non-extended present moment, there is literally nothing to be measured. In the
second case, given a singular extended present moment (i.e. a time-atom), still there are no other
temporal extended moments to compare it to. While many philosophers interpret Augustine as
solving this particular paradox by arguing that our psychological processes encompass three
measured relatively to other quantities. Cf. Categoriae 5b17, “οὐδὲν γὰρ αὐτὸ καθ᾿ αὐτὸ μέγα λέγεται ἢ
μικρόν, ἀλλὰ πρὸς ἕτερον ἀναφέρεται...” “For nothing in and of itself is called either great or small, but
[is called so] in reference to something else.”
24
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present times, and this is supposed to give rise to the measurement of time itself, in fact,
Augustine’s argument does no such thing.
The paradox that Augustine gives is that if the present has no extension, it cannot be
measured directly, but we do measure it, which means that either it does have extension, or we
measure it indirectly. To claim that time has three modes of psychological presence in ‘memory’,
‘attention’, and ‘expectation’, as Augustine does, does not solve the paradox, because it does not
preserve the description of the present as without determinate size. In fact, Augustine does not
hold that we measure non-extended moments in present psychological modes, but rather that we
measure intervals of time’s effects in memory – we do not measure present time itself. This is
immediately obvious upon reflection, since it makes no sense to talk of an indivisible present,
and then argue that it has three dimensions – a present in memory, a present of the now, and a
present of expectation. This is a tri-fold division, not an indivisible moment.27 Second, if this
psychological explanation of time were Augustine’s real answer, it would not make
philosophical sense, given Augustine’s description of the present as fleeing. The ‘present’ of
even a past memory, for instance, while being entertained, would be fleeing into the past just as
quickly as the ‘present’ occurring in the world, so that one would have to remember the past of
the present memory of the past, and the past of the past present memory of the past, and so on ad
infinitum. It is therefore unreasonable to think that Augustine solved the paradox of the nonextension, and hence non-measurability of time, by simply identifying time as a distention of the
soul into three different modes of internal time awareness.28
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Instead, Augustine’s solution to his own paradox is to argue that changing things within
time, by virtue of the impressions those things make on the mind, create an extended and
enduring series of images or experiences which map or trace out the temporal changes of things
spatially. Time for Augustine, is in fact at least indirectly measured by means of space, but a
very special type of space – namely, the divisible, extended space of memory. Augustine is clear
elsewhere that our thoughts are “a certain type of place,”29 and it seems that Augustine conceives
time to be measured in a way analogous to the following example: Conceive of two pens
positioned parallel to one another. Conceive of the pen tips as representing the present moment.
If both pens begin to draw two lines simultaneously on a sheet of paper, then when one measures
the ‘length’ of time it took for the two lines to be drawn, one does not measure the pen tip, but
only the relative length (or interval) of the spatial impressions the pen produced. Augustine
conceives of memory as like the sheet of paper, and the lines drawn as the impression of things
moving in time and imprinted upon our memory. However, it is because these impressions are
enduring, and spatial, that allows them to be measured, as Augustine himself reports. 30 Here, the
soul is the substance which is able to retain the extended series of impressed (spatial) images in
an unchanging form and compare them to other (spatial) images, even though time itself, which
is coordinate with change, continues to flow. This explanation of time then, as with views 1 and
2 above, again tells us about time’s effects, but not about the nature of time itself.31
VI. Subjective Time and the Potter’s Wheel Example

Augustine presents another central argument in the Confessiones which, like the idea of
time as a distention of the soul, is also often misinterpreted as suggesting that Augustinian time
is only a subjective phenomenon, in the sense of being dependent upon or produced by the
judgment of the human mind. In chapter XI of the Confessiones, Augustine presents a challenge
to the astrological and Peripatetic theory that regular heavenly motion is the efficient cause of
29
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time. To rebut this theory, Augustine argues by means of a thought-experiment and hypothesizes
that even if the heavens stopped moving, should a potter’s wheel continue to rotate, time would
still exist.32 This argument has typically been interpreted in one of two ways. It has either been
read as implying a uniform time that flows irrespective of motion, or, as implying that time is a
psychological phenomenon. From whence does this interpretive ambiguity derive?
The problem comes about because immediately after giving the potter’s wheel example,
Augustine asks, by what power are we able to measure the temporal duration of bodily motions
in the first place?33 Further, Augustine points out that we measure not only the movement of
bodies, but also the rest of bodies when we judge time. In one sense, this suggestion lends itself
to an absolutist view of time, since it implies that time occurs irrespective of motion. In a second
sense, if the apprehension of time during an object’s rest is stressed as occurring only in the
mind, then Augustine’s example can also be read as implying a subjective view of time.
However, Augustine’s own examples do not support either thesis, since he does not argue that
we measure the rest of a body by psychological time alone, but by (1) time, (2) rest, and (3)
another motion. Augustine does not say, “A body stood still for a certain amount of time,” but
rather, “It stood still as much as it moved.”34 Nowhere does Augustine say that rest can be
perceived with no motion at all occurring anywhere, and Augustine’s argument seems always to
assume that some sort of motion must be perceived in order to comparatively judge how much
time elapses when an object is rest. Augustine’s concern is not to divorce motion from time, nor
to argue that time is a subjective phenomenon in the modern sense.
Augustine is in fact clear that motion is a necessary condition of time.35 In a discussion of
the timelessness of matter without form, Augustine writes in book XII of the Confessiones that,
“Without a difference of motions times are not; and there are no changes where there are no
[changing] forms.”36 However, the formal motion which is a necessary condition of time does
not need to be physical motion. Augustine argues that non-spatial things can ‘move’ through
32
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time alone. A soul, for example, can be moved through time into different mental states, such as
when it remembers, or learns or forgets. Augustine argues that everything that moves through
place is also moved through time, but there can be things that move through time, such as resting
objects, angels, and souls, which do not move through space.37
For Augustine then, it is only the kind of motion which first produces time that is at issue.
Augustine’s main concern in the potter’s wheel passage is with showing that time is not
dependent upon physical motion, so that he can show that it is primarily caused by spiritual
motion. How does the potter’s wheel example support such a contention? Although rarely
mentioned in the literature, Augustine discusses in detail another potter’s wheel example in De
ciuitate Dei, in the context of a refutation of astrology. In this later work, Augustine argues
against the Neo-Pythagorean astrologer Nigidius Figulus’s attempt to explain how celestial
motion could be the cause of the different destinies of twins. Nigidius, Augustine reports, argued
that the motion of the heavens can be explained on analogy to a physical example. If one sets a
potter’s wheel into motion, and marks it with ink twice in quick succession while it is spinning,
when the wheel stops one can observe that the marks (although made in quick succession) are
distributed far apart on the wheel. Nigidius’s point was to show that heavenly motion, which
occurs at a non-observable rapidity, can in fact causally effect the fate of different people, even
those who, like twins, are born in close temporal proximity. Since, according to Nigidius, a great
distance is traversed by the heavenly bodies in a small portion of time, celestial motion can
account for the great difference in human fates. On the one hand, Augustine replies that if these
rapid movements of the heavens are in fact so fast and far away as to be incalculable and
unobservable, how could astrology ever be accurate in any of its predictions? On the other hand,
he says, if astrology only claims to examine the observable movements of the heavens to make
its predictions, then the example of the potter’s wheel cannot be appealed to, since if true, it is
rather the quick unobservable motions of the heavens which in fact account for the fates of
human beings.38
The thrust of Augustine’s query about the potter’s wheel in the Confessiones, I suspect,
should be read in light of this well known astrological anecdote. If so, Augustine is ironically
inverting the purpose of this well-known story, to show that, far from the potter’s wheel being a
37
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demonstration of the nature of heavenly motion and its universal control over human destiny, as
Nigidius attempted to show, the example of the potter’s wheel (post Augustine’s refutation)
shows instead that even the spin of the wheel alone could produce time.39 But all this shows is
that there is no motion of a physical object, great or small, that is sufficient by itself to explain
time’s production. Augustine takes this argument to be sufficient for refuting the astrological
idea that physical time governs the destinies of created beings.40 Augustine will use this
conclusion to show that spiritual motion, which will be discussed below, can better account for
the production of time, citing as a first example the book of Joshua X.12-14, where God stopped
the sun’s movement during an attack upon Gibeon.

VII. Time as the Product of the World-Soul or Angelic Movements

However, because Augustine affirms that spiritual movement can produce time, it has
also been suggested that Augustine ultimately believed time to be a distention of a world-soul.41
While this does solve the problem of coordinating the existence of multiple subjective times (if
Augustine thought time was only located in the soul), this thesis has remained controversial
amongst scholars. The most prominent proponents of this view have been Roland Teske and R.J.
O’Connell, both of whom have argued that Augustine’s early theory of the fall of the human
soul, in its fundamental details, is consonant with the cosmogonical theory expounded in
Plotinus’s Enneads concerning the fall of a world-soul.42 Plotinus’s Enneads explains the
production of time as the result of the world-soul’s wish to “(eternally) distribute [the contents of
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Νοῦς] into successive lower objects,” and having departed from Νοῦς, generated and continues
to generate the temporal series of ‘before’ and ‘after’.43
There is overwhelming evidence that this Neo-Platonic version the world-soul’s fall into
temporality and multiplicity seems to have been at least partially adopted by Augustine in his
early writings. However, in his more mature works, Augustine seems to replace the negative idea
of time’s creation by the fall of the world-soul with the positive idea of angelically produced
time.44 In De ciuitate Dei, Augustine argues that time co-originated and is co-extensive with the
spiritual movement of non-corporeal angels:

So for this reason we assert that [the angels] have always been, because they were in all
time, and they have been in all time, because times themselves in no way would have
been able to exist without the angels.

Where there is no created being, by whose

changing motions time is led forth, times are altogether impossible...but by means of this
[movement] the immortality of the angels does not move in time, neither is it past as if it
now were not, nor future as if it were not yet: nevertheless, their motions, by which times
are led forth, do cross from the future into the past.45

First, assuming that this passage credits angels with the production of time, it would be, it
seems, redundant for Augustine to believe that both the universal world-soul and the heavenly
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hosts are responsible for the creation of time.46 Therefore, unless Augustine was unaware of this
inconsistency, only one or the other should be credited with the production of time. However, it
is more likely that both of these views are incorrect. If Augustine credits the angelic hosts with
the production of time, it is clear that it is only qua moving, not qua being angelic, that times are
produced by the angels.47 Earlier in the same work, Augustine writes:

If aeternitas and tempus are correctly distinguished from one another, by virtue of the
fact that time doesn’t exist without some active changeability, while in eternity,
conversely, there is no change – who would not see that times would not exist had not
creatures been made which change from one thing to another by means of motion, whose
motions and changes, one next to another, continually cease and succeed, because such
motions are not able to exist together simultaneously (Italics mine).48
Quite remarkably, the reason that Augustine gives here for time’s correlation with motion
(angelic or otherwise) is the Aristotelian thesis that substances cannot hold contrary attributes at
the same time (e.g. a substance changing from black to white cannot hold both of these
predicates at the same time, in the same respect). Because of this metaphysical principle,
Augustine argues, actual change from one attribute to another in a substance must occur through
the passing away of one attribute in order to make way for a new one. Time is the sine qua non
of this change of attributes in a substance.49 This metaphysical affirmation of the logic of
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substance and accident, as we will see below, is in fact crucial to understanding Augustine’s
complete depiction of time in his later works.

VIII. Time as the Accident of a Substance

In De trinitate, Augustine begins to explore in a more rigorous fashion this Aristotelian
depiction of time as connected to changing accidents inhering in (relatively) stable substances.
Although Augustine did not have access to any of Aristotle’s major works on physical nature or
ontology (namely, the Physica and the Metaphysica), he does seem to have been well acquainted
with a number of Aristotle’s doctrines through Neo-Platonic intermediaries such as Porphyry,
Plotinus, Ambrose, and Marius Victorinus.50

Unfortunately, while there has been much

investigation into Augustine’s relationship with Neo-Platonism, not much investigation has
occurred into Augustine’s Aristotelianism.51 In the Confessiones, for instance, Augustine claims
to have read and understood, at the age of 20, a book of Aristotle entitled, “Decem categorias,” a
(probably) anonymous Latin epitome of Aristotle’s own Categories.52 In De trinitate V.7.8,
the same thing in respect of that same [property].” Cf. imm. an. III.3, where Augustine also states the
principle that physical substances cannot manifest simultaneous contrary motions.
50
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Augustine draws upon this work in claiming that all affirmative and negative propositional
statements are structured in respect to the ten Aristotelian categories or predicaments, insofar as
all statements are said either in respect of 1) substance, 2) quantity, 3) quality, 4) relation, 5)
position, 6) condition, 7) time, 8), place, 9), action, or 10) passion.53
Augustine, like Aristotle, singles out substance as primary among the ten categories, such
that all the other categories or ways of being (namely, 2-10) are understood as inhering in, or as
existentially dependent upon, an individual substance.54 Since Augustine affirms that time is
correctly listed among the categories, this is a first sure indication that time is not a substance for
Augustine, and must be understood to persist relatively to an individual substance. Under such a
categorial schema, there can be no such thing as a place by itself, for example, but only the place
of a substance; likewise, there can be no such thing as time by itself, but only time of or in a
substance. In general, all predicaments that are not a substance, are grouped by Aristotle and the
Aristotelian commentators under the common designation of ‘accidents’.
In earlier works, such as De naturi boni, Augustine credits the changeability of creatures
almost exclusively to their ontological status of having been created from nothing, and being
deprived of the only ‘being’ that is stable, namely, God’s eternal being. 55 In De trinitate,
however, Augustine seems to argue that it is on account of accidents that substances are subject
to change and time.56 This can be inferred from the fact that Augustine leverages the theoretical
difference between substance and accident to argue that, since all accidents entail mutability, and
since God is immutable, God can have no accidents, and is therefore not subject to temporality.57
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However, if one grants that Augustine is framing the condition of temporality under the
categorial schema of a substance’s ability to gain and lose accidents (and God’s atemporality as
the result of His not fitting into such a schema), one begins to see how Augustine makes use of
this categorial scheme to positively characterize the nature of temporality and change.
In the first place, Augustine seems to drawn upon Aristotle’s category theory in a number
of works in order to distinguish object-permanence and accidental change. In Episulae VII,
Augustine suggests to Nebridius that, “First, therefore, it should be seen that it is not always
things passing away that we remember, but for the most part things which endure,”58 an idea that
suggests that the change of an object happens extrinsically to something that is fundamentally
stable in time. The idea of enduring objects is also assumed in Confessiones XI. There,
Augustine is careful to point out that it is not the ‘sun’ that is future (non sol futurus), since the
sun actually exists at every moment of created time, but rather, it is the ‘rising of’(ortus eius) the
sun that is future.59 In both cases, what is being theoretically appealed to is the idea of an
underlying continuity that maintains the identity of an object through its changes. However, for
Augustine, this is just the Aristotelian notion of a substance or nature which possesses accidents.
In the second place, this affirmation by Augustine of stable objects which change by
gaining and losing accidental predicates diffuses at least one possible interpretation of time’s
relationship to substances, namely, that time might create a new object at each temporal moment.
Finally, although Augustine does not explicitly say so, Augustine’s affirmation of time as an
accident theoretically harmonizes Augustine’s claims that time is (1) dependent upon the
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motions of an enduring thing for its existence, as Augustine argues in the Confessiones,60 and
also that it is (2) a condition of the possibility of change in general, insofar as it allows
substances to take on contrary predicates, as Augustine argues in De ciuitate Dei.61

IX. Time as Consisting of Past and Future only

If we grant the idea that Augustine is conceiving of time in terms of substances which
contain accidental ‘times’ attached to their movements, a problem still remains. If time is the
condition for the successive distribution and loss of a substance’s accidents (through time
numbers, for examples), as Augustine argues in De ciuitate Dei, De uera religione, and De
musica, and if substances can only be truly present when they do not lose or gain accidents, as
God is described in De trinitate, then it follows that, for Augustine, substances should not ever
be able to become present in the created temporal series at all.
We find that Augustine asserts just this idea in a number of places. In Epistulae II, for
instance, Augustine affirms that sensible objects do not ever become present in time:

We both agree, I suppose, that all corporeal things which touch the senses are unable to
endure in the same mode of being even for a moment (puncto) of time, but as perishing,
these things flow and do not obtain presence, which is to say, in the Latin tongue, that
they should be classified as non esse.62

Not only does Augustine describe sensible objects as unable to become fully present in
created time, but in his Tractatus in euangelium Iohannis, Augustine argues that the present itself
does not appear in created time:
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Past and future I find in every motion occurring in things: In truth, which endures, past
and future I do not find, but only the incorruptible present, which is not to be found in
created things. Examine the changes of created things, and you will find Fuit and Erit:
Reflect upon God, you will find Est, where Fuit and Erit are not able to be. In order,
therefore, for you to be, climb above time.63

Although this passage is often quoted in the literature, it is almost never given an analysis, and I
know of no attempt to systematically reconcile its contents with Augustine’s statements in the
Confessiones. Both of the above passages together express what is perhaps the central unnoticed
problem in Augustine’s philosophy of time, which is that nothing in time is ever present, nor is
the present moment in time.64 Admittedly, these passages are difficult to coordinate with
Augustine’s claim that the past is no longer, and the future is not yet. However, if we are
thinking with the categories of substance and accident, both of these passages become
intelligible. For Augustine, the ‘present’ does not exist in the created time series (or in created
substances) because the present is synonymous with not-changing and eternity. Since every
created substance, at any point in the series of its transitory changes, is related to (1) what
accidents it will have in the future, (2) what accidents it is gaining, and (3) what accidents is
losing, there is no ‘point’ of time in which a substance is itself unchanging or fully present. Full
presence occurs, for Augustine, when a substance possesses all of the qualities which are proper
to it, and cannot change.

X. Neo-Platonism and the Removal of Accidental Time
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If this is correct, only one problem remains in interpreting Augustine’s full theory of
time. If time is an accidental condition of substances which makes possible (through time
numbers) the successive distribution of a substance’s accidents, how will time exist, if at all, in
the eschaton, and will substances ever become present? At various places, Augustine seems to
claim that God’s salvation of the world will involve deliverance from the order of time and our
receiving of eternity.65 How though, can a substance’s removal from time, or conversely, it’s
receiving of presence in eternity, be conceived? If we are correct, the transition from temporality
to eternity cannot have been understood by Augustine as merely a replacement of flowing
temporality with static presence, neither can it simply be a Plotinian withdrawal into an abiding
incorporeal unity. Under Plotinus’s view, if time were to be removed from an individual
substance, such a substance would, upon returning to its contemplation in Νοῦς, withdraw into
total unity, since there would be no function to ‘space out’ a body from its parts, or a soul from
its states. This sort of existence, however, would provide no need (and no possibility) for a
material resurrection body, something that is crucial to Augustine’s metaphysics.66 Moreover,
Augustine claims that such resurrection bodies will have greater mobility in the eschaton than
physical bodies do in this life.67 After all, for what purpose would a body serve in the afterlife if
such a body never moved, but simply abided in a motionless beatific vision?68
However, quite paradoxically, Augustine also claims that the resurrection body will not
be subject to change, unlike the sensible objects that we experience during our lifetime, which
change at every moment of time.69 How is this possible? Augustine’s claim, that there will be an
unchanging, moving substance (the resurrection body) that enjoys eternity, becomes intelligible
within the framework of substance and accident. In the later chapters of De ciuitate Dei,
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Augustine describes in detail how, at the resurrection, the corruptible accidents of human bodies
will be destroyed and replaced with qualities that harmonize with immortality. 70 When this
occurs, all of the accidental deformities in our substance will be removed, and the newly restored
substance, having been perfected, will be unable to lose any of its new qualities.71 For Augustine,
this inability to lose or gain accidental qualities has an unusual conclusion – such a state of
affairs will itself constitute the elimination of normal time. For indeed, how could normal time
exist if all substances had all of their forms (qualities, quantities, relations, etc.) proper to their
nature at once?72
For this reason, the motions that Augustine thinks that we will experience after the
resurrection will not be true temporal changes, precisely because all our ‘possessions’ will be
things that are immediately available to us, are already ours, and which are proper to our
immortal substance – whether that be a relationship with another person, an idea that we wish to
contemplate, or a place where we want to go.73 In such a case, any ‘change’ that occurs will not
be a change from something we have to something different that we do not have, but rather a
‘change’ from something we have to something else we already have, without the loss of any
possession. In this sense, and in this sense alone, time as we know it, for Augustine, will not
occur (at least not in a linear sense) in eternity. However, practically speaking, a form of
temporality will remain in eternity, since motion will continue to occur; it will just not be the sort
of temporal motion coordinate with the loss or gain of desired things. If this is correct, then
Augustine’s final view of time should be viewed in a further double respect. In the first respect,
time is the ordo of change that takes place in fallen creation. However, in a second respect, time
will for Augustine become the ordo of endurance in redeemed creation, when it allows for
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substantial possession without accidental loss or gain, as well as motion without change into
otherness.
This understanding of time not only preserves all of Augustine’s descriptions of time and
its effects on the human mind, but also carefully aligns with Augustine’s explicit theological
commitments concerning the experience of eternity. Further, such an interpretation also avoids
the pitfalls of interpreting Augustine’s lifelong preoccupation with time through the lens of a
mere fragment of his work. If this thesis is correct, Augustine’s most brilliant contribution to the
philosophy of time is not to be found primarily in his introspective analysis of time’s effects
upon the human soul, but rather in his lifelong attempt at explicating a cosmological,
mathematically structured theory of time as the created means of carrying out a providential
order of change in each substantial creature in the physical and spiritual world, fallen and
redeemed.

