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A SERMON OF ST AUGUSTINE ON THE TITLE
OF PSALM 33: II

Translated by EDMUND HILL, O.P.

<->(> he changed his features before Abimelech, before the kingdom
J "isjather, before the Jews. And he sent him away and off he went.

HE sent away this Jewish people and went off. 1 Look for
Christ nowadays among the Jews, and you won't find
him. What did he send them away for? Because he

anged his features. You see, they would stick to the sacrifice
er the fashion of Aaron, so they missed the sacrifice after the

^toon of Melchisedech. They lost Christ, and the gentiles began
possess him, although he had not sent them any warning in

vance. He had sent the Jews plenty of warning, through David
mself, through Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, through Isaias,

mias and the other prophets, and a few of them did recognize
m as a result—few, that is, compared to the number that failed

tha k i^Cre ^°St" *n ^act w e reac^ there w e r e s e v e r a l thousands
^ believed—as it is written, 'A remnant shall be saved' (Rom.

' 7). But look for circumcised Christians nowadays, and you
th * ^ ^Y' When the faith was in its infancy there were

S ^ h k f h d ' fid
th * ^ ^Y' When the faith was in its infancy there were
And S U S -°^ them. Look for them now and you won't find any.
A 1 - a t ls a s it should be, because he changed his features before
ch ^ C a n < ^ ^e s e n t away, and off he went. He also

g
cha ̂ J C• an<^ ^e s e n t away, and off he went. He also
We TL ^e a t u r e s before Achis and sent him away and off he
ttiv t' • r e a s o n ^ e names are changed is to make us alive to the
you-e'TUUS m e a r ^ n S °f ^ e event; it's as if he were saying to
the 1 e *s something locked up here. Knock, don't stick at
lA C tCr> ke c a u s e the letter kills; be eager for the spirit, because

°8"he wen^ t e r p " t s ^ e t e x t : '^e c^»nged his features . . . and he sent him away and
knew, of c ' u *f Ae subject of all three verbs were David (representing Christ). He
But the era11"6' ^ l l t ' n '^e s t o r y ' ' w a s ^ c ' " s w n o s e n t David away, and not vice versa,
kft to be u ? n U t ' c a ' * ° r m ° f t n e s e n t e n c c . three verbs in succession with the subject
°f ?'°°^ mad it ibl d i d d di t th l

. j
. ?'°°^. made it possible, and indeed more correct according to the rules

s to be a " S ^ y applied, to construe the sentence in the way he did. If this seems to
uSUstine "

r°c£<we arbitrary to the point of perversity, we must remember that for
?ce it • con temporaries the sacred text had the quality of an oracular utter-

artifi"-?1StOmary *°r " " ^ t o sp&k in riddles, the solution of which calls for a
u l manipulation of the terms they are couched in.
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80 THE LIFE OF THE SPIRIT

the spirit gives life. A spiritual understanding is salvation for the
believer.'

So just watch now, brothers, how he sent king Achis away.
Achis I told you means 'how can it be'. Now remember the
gospel. When our Lord Jesus Christ was talking about his body,
he said: 'If anyone does not eat my flesh and drink my blood, he
will not have life in him, because my flesh really is food, and my
blood really is drink' (John vi, 54). And his disciples were shocked
and horrified; they thought our Lord was saying something
simply frightful, that they were to eat his flesh and drink his
blood as they could see it there before them; and they could not
stomach it, as much as to say: 'How can it be?' Error and ignor-
ance and foolishness are personified in king Achis. Where people
are saying 'How can it be there is a lack of understanding; and
where there is no understanding there is the darkness of ignorance-
So they were under a reign of ignorance, the reign of king
How-can-it-be. Our Lord then was saying: 'If anyone does not
eat my flesh and drink my blood'. And because he had changed
his features this sounded like raving lunacy, giving men hls

flesh and blood to eat and drink. So David was regarded as *
madman, and Achis said: 'This is a raving lunatic you have
brought me'. Doesn't it sound utter madness, Eat my flesh, drink
my blood? Yes, but only to king Achis, to the fools and ignorant-
That is why he sent them away and off he went. Understanding
slipped out of their minds, so that they would not be able to
grasp him. And what did they have to say about it? 'How can tf
be', almost in so many words. 'How can this man give us his

flesh to eat?' (John vi, 53) they said. They thought our Lord w'aS

raving, quite off his head. But he knew what he was saying ifl

changing his features like that; as though in a fit of lunacy he ^
proclaiming the sacraments, 'and affecting and drumming on the
doors of the city'.

Now we must go on to find out what that means. It is n°
without reason that it says he fell forward at the doors of the p&
and that spittle was dribbling down his beard. None of this is sai<*
just for fun. If stretching out the sermon a little brings under'
standing as its reward, it ought not to seem tiresome. You $
know, of course, brothers, that these Jews before whom ^
changed his features are having a holiday today. 1 But if they v^°
1 It was a Saturday.
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°st Christ are having a pointless holiday, we ought to be having a
ruittul holiday, spent in trying to understand Christ, who sent
'["' a w a y and came to us. None of this was done aimlessly.
-There he was affecting, then. What does that mean? It means

5 a " affection, which he showed by showing sympathy for our
merits; that is why he was willing to take our flesh on himself,

l n wh|ch to put death to death. Because of this fellow-feeling for
us> this affection, it says he affected. That is why St Paul lashes
IT* n PeoP^e f°r being without affection, without mercy
\ °ni- l> 3i)- Where there is affection there is mercy. So Christ

mercy on us from on high. If he had not been willing to
£mpty himself, and had just stayed in the form of God in which

ls eternally equal to the Father, we would just have stayed
frna% in death. But to set us free from the everlasting death

Cn the sin of pride had brought us to, he humbled himself,
^coming obedient to the death, even the death of the cross. And

,ause a man who is being crucified is stretched out on wood;
to make a drum, flesh—that is the hide—is stretched out on

' li says he was drumming, that is he was being stretched
n wood and crucified. And he was affecting, treating us

-^u such affection that he laid down his life for his sheep (John

Whi l W a S ^ r u m m m g at the doors of the city. We have a door
had h " °Pene<^ s o that w e c a n believe in God, a door which we

hA a 8 a " l s t Christ and opened to the devil. But because we
- s " u t our minds against eternal life, and could not see theW ,1 o u r m u i d s against eternal life, and could not see the

the • t ne angels see, he the Lord our God set about opening
Sa i n ° s °f mortal men with the cross; that is what it means, to

'A V ^ c k u m m m g a t the doors of the city.
cann W a s ^eing carried in his own hands.' Now I just

> krotners> how this could possibly happen with a man.
car"e<^ himself in his own hands? By other people's

^ipo u' n ° o n e c o u ^ c a r r y himself in his own. In fact it is
but j f

S t o m a ke sense of this when applied literally to David;
Otyn u^T168 s e n s e wi th Christ. Christ was being carried in his
bodv' z*

1 W nen he gave them his body and said, 'This is my
Suc][ . '^

a t t - xxvi, 26). He was carrying that body in his hands,
to be

 1S humility of our Lord Jesus Christ, a humility much
to Co

 Onimended to men. He wants us to live up to it, brothers,
Py !t, to strike Goliath, to conquer pride by clinging to
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Christ; because 'he was falling at the doors of the gate'. He was
falling means he was abasing himself in humility. At the doors oi
the gate means at the beginning of the faith by which we are
saved. You can only begin at the beginning of faith, as it says in
the Canticle, 'You will come and pass through from the beginning
of faith' (Cant. IV. 8, LXX). One day we are going to come face to
face; as St John writes, 'Beloved, we are God's sons, and it has
not yet appeared what we shall be. We know that when he appears
we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is' (I John iii, 2).
When will that be? When all this has passed away. And no*
listen to St Paul; 'We see now by a mirror in a riddle, but then if

will be face to face' (I Cor. xiii, 12). Before we can see the Word
face to face as the angels see him, we still need the doors of the
gate at which the Lord fell down, humbling himself to the death-

Now what is this about spittle dribbling down his beard -
Spittle as though to say baby-talk, because babies dribble-
Wasn't it after all baby-talk to say 'Eat my flesh and drink mY
blood'? But behind these babyish words was hidden strength,
which is what the beard stands for.

So now I think you have understood the title of this psalm-
If I went on straight away to explain the psalm itself, I am afrai"
that what you have heard about the title would slip from yotf
minds. But tomorrow is Sunday; so let us put it off till tomorrow
when I owe you another sermon, and you can have the pleasure

then of hearing the text of the psalm explained to you.
(Concluded)

COMMENT

THE DOMINICAN SISTERS OF THE EUCHARIST

being an adaptation of the leaflet issued by the Mother House at

THE congregation of the Dominican Sisters of
Eucharist, contemplatives of the Conventual T
Order, came into being on Christmas night, 1920, in d1?

city of Sens, under the shadow of the ancient primatial cameo1*1

of Gaul and Germany. That night the first Sisters of the Cong*6'
gation, led by their foundress and in the presence of the pf'e
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