[] Reading time: 8 min.

A woman of unshakeable faith, of fruitful tears, answered by God after seventeen
long years. A model of a Christian wife and mother for the whole Church. A witness
of hope who transformed herself into a powerful intercessor in Heaven. Don Bosco
himself recommended to mothers afflicted by the unchristian lives of their children,
to entrust themselves to her in prayer.

In the great gallery of saints who have marked the history of the Church, Saint
Monica (331-387) occupies a unique place. Not for spectacular miracles, not for the
founding of religious communities, not for significant social or political undertakings.
Monica is remembered and venerated primarily as a mother, the mother of
Augustine, the restless young man who, thanks to her prayers, her tears, and her
testimony of faith, became one of the greatest Fathers of the Church and Doctors of
the Catholic faith.

But to limit her figure to the maternal role would be unfair and reductive. Monica is
a woman who knew how to live her ordinary life — wife, mother, believer — in an
extraordinary way, transfiguring daily life through the power of faith. She is an
example of perseverance in prayer, of patience in marriage, of unshakeable hope in
the face of her son’s deviations.

News of her life comes to us almost exclusively from Augustine’s Confessions, a text
that is not a chronicle, but a theological and spiritual reading of existence. Yet, in
those pages, Augustine draws an unforgettable portrait of his mother; not only a
good and pious woman, but an authentic model of Christian faith, a “mother of
tears” that become a source of grace.

Her origins in Tagaste

Monica was born in 331 in Tagaste, a city in Numidia, Souk Ahras in present-day
Algeria. It was a lively centre, marked by the Roman presence and an already
rooted Christian community. She came from a well-to-do Christian family; faith was
already part of her cultural and spiritual horizon.

Her upbringing was marked by the influence of an austere nurse, who educated her
in sobriety and temperance. Saint Augustine would write of her, “I will not therefore
speak of her gifts, but of Your gifts to her, who had not made herself alone, nor
educated herself alone. You created her without even her father and mother
knowing what daughter they would have; and the rod of your Christ, that is, the
discipline of your Only Begotten, in a house of believers, a healthy member of your
Church, instructed her in your fear.” (Confessions IX, 8, 17).
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In the same Confessions, Augustine also recounts a significant episode. Young
Monica had developed the habit of drinking small sips of wine from the cellar, until a
servant reprimanded her, calling her “drunkard”. That reprimand was enough for
her to correct herself definitively. This apparently minor anecdote shows her
honesty in recognising her sins, allowing herself to be corrected, and growing in
virtue.

At the age of 23, Monica was given in marriage to Patricius, a pagan municipal
official, known for his choleric character and marital infidelity. Married life was not
easy. Living with an impulsive man distant from the Christian faith severely tested
her patience.

Yet, Monica never fell into discouragement. With an attitude of meekness and
respect, she gradually won her husband’s heart. She did not respond harshly to
outbursts of anger, nor did she fuel unnecessary conflicts. In time, her constancy
bore fruit. Patricius converted and received baptism shortly before he died.
Monica’s testimony shows how holiness is not necessarily expressed in sensational
gestures, but in daily fidelity, in the love that slowly transforms difficult situations.
In this sense, she is a model for many wives and mothers who live marriages
marked by tensions or differences in faith.

Monica as a mother

From the marriage, three children were born: Augustine, Navigius, and a daughter
whose name we do not know. Monica poured all her love upon them, but above all
her faith. Navigius and her daughter followed a straightforward Christian path;
Navigius became a priest; her daughter embarked on the path of consecrated
virginity. Augustine, however, soon became the centre of her worries and tears.
Even as a boy, Augustine showed extraordinary intelligence. Monica sent him to
study rhetoric in Carthage, eager to ensure him a brilliant future. But along with
intellectual progress came temptations: sensuality, worldliness, bad company.
Augustine embraced the Manichaean doctrine, convinced he would find rational
answers to the problem of evil. Furthermore, he began to live with a woman without
marrying her, with whom he had a son, Adeodatus. Her son’s deviations led Monica
to deny him hospitality in her home. But she did not stop praying for him and
offering sacrifices, “from the bleeding heart of my mother, the sacrifice of her tears
was offered to You for me night and day” (Confessions V, 7,13) and “she shed more
tears than mothers ever shed at the physical death of their children” (Confessions
I, 11,19).

For Monica, it was a deep wound. Her son, whom she had consecrated to Christ in


https://www.google.com/maps/place/Ruins+of+Ancient+Carthage/@36.8558118,10.3228566,2967m/data=!3m1!1e3!4m12!1m5!3m4!2zMzbCsDUxJzI4LjgiTiAxMMKwMTknNTEuMyJF!8m2!3d36.858008!4d10.330904!3m5!1s0x12e2b5ba6deeecbf:0x9a5d61c6a3c22afe!8m2!3d36.8551087!4d10.3320773!16s%2Fg%2F11bc580kds?hl=it&entry=ttu&g_ep=EgoyMDI1MDgyNS4wIKXMDSoASAFQAw%3D%3D

the womb, was going astray. The pain was unspeakable, but she never stopped
hoping. Augustine himself would write, “My mother’s heart, struck by such a wound,
would never heal, for | cannot adequately express her feelings towards me and how
much greater her travail in giving birth to me in spirit was that with which she had
given birth to me in the flesh.” (Confessions V, 9,16).

The question naturally arises, why did Monica not have Augustine baptised
immediately after birth?

In reality, although infant baptism was already known and practised, it was not yet
a universal practice. Many parents preferred to postpone it until adulthood,
considering it a “definitive washing”. They feared that if the baptised person sinned
gravely, salvation would be compromised. Furthermore, Patricius still a pagan, had
no interest in educating his son in the Christian faith.

Today we clearly see that it was an unfortunate choice, since baptism not only
makes us children of God, but also gives us the grace to overcome temptations and
sin.

One thing, however, is certain, if he had been baptised as a child, Monica would
have spared herself and her son much suffering.

The strongest image of Monica is that of a mother who prays and weeps.

The Confessions describe her as a tireless woman in interceding with God for her
son.

One day, a bishop of Tagaste — according to some, Ambrose himself — reassured
her with words that have remained famous, “Go, the son of so many tears cannot
be lost.” That phrase became Monica’s guiding star, the confirmation that her
maternal sorrow was not in vain, but part of a mysterious design of grace.

A mother’s tenacity

Monica’s life was also a pilgrimage in Augustine’s footsteps. When her son decided
to secretly leave for Rome, Monica spared no effort. She did not give up the cause
as lost, but followed him and sought him until she found him. She reached him in
Milan, where Augustine had obtained a chair of rhetoric. Here she found a spiritual
guide in Saint Ambrose, Bishop of the city. A deep harmony developed between
Monica and Ambrose. She recognised in him the pastor capable of guiding her son,
while Ambrose admired her unshakeable faith.

In Milan, Ambrose’s preaching opened new perspectives for Augustine. He gradually
abandoned Manichaeism and began to look at Christianity with new eyes. Monica
silently accompanied this process. She did not force the timing; she did not demand



immediate conversions, but she prayed and supported him and remained by his
side until his conversion.

Augustine’s conversion

God seemed not to hear her, but Monica never stopped praying and offering
sacrifices for her son. After seventeen years, her pleas were finally answered — and
how! Augustine not only became a Christian, but became a priest, bishop, doctor,
and father of the Church.

He himself acknowledges it: “But you, in the depth of Your designs, answered the
vital point of her desire, without caring about the momentary object of her request,
but taking care to make of me what she always asked You to do.” (Confessions V,
8,15).

The decisive moment came in 386. Augustine, inwardly tormented, struggled
against the passions and resistances of his will. In the famous episode in the garden
of Milan, hearing the voice of a child saying “Tolle, lege” (“Take up and read”), he
opened the Letter to the Romans and read the words that changed his life. “Clothe
yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the
desires of the flesh” (Romans 13:14).

It was the beginning of his conversion. Together with his son Adeodatus and some
friends, he retired to Cassiciaco to prepare for baptism. Monica was with them,
sharing the joy of finally seeing the prayers of so many years answered.

On Easter night in 387, in Milan Cathedral, Ambrose baptised Augustine, Adeodatus,
and the other catechumens. Monica’s tears of sorrow turned into tears of joy. She
continued to serve him, so much so that in Cassiciaco Augustine would say, “She
cared as if she had been mother to all and served us as if she had been daughter to
all.”

Ostia: ecstasy and death

After the baptism, Monica and Augustine prepared to return to Africa. Stopping

in Ostia, while waiting for the ship, they experienced a moment of intense
spirituality. The Confessions narrate the ecstasy of Ostia: mother and son, looking
out of a window, contemplated together the beauty of creation and ascended
towards God, anticipating the beatitude of heaven.

Monica would say: “Son, as for me, | no longer find any attraction for this life. | do
not know what | am still doing here and why | am here. This world is no longer an
object of desire for me. There was only one reason why | wished to remain a little
longer in this life, to see you a Catholic Christian before | died. God has answered
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me beyond all my expectations. He has granted me to see you in His service and
freed from earthly aspirations for happiness. What am | doing here?” (Confessions
IX, 10,11). She had reached her earthly goal.

A few days later, Monica fell seriously ill. Feeling the end near, she said to her
children: “My children, bury your mother here; do not worry about where. Only this |
ask of you, remember me at the Lord’s altar, wherever you may be.” It was the
synthesis of her life: the place of burial did not matter to her, but the bond in prayer
and the Eucharist.

She died at 56, on 12 November 387, and was buried in Ostia. In the 6" century, her
relics were transferred to a hidden crypt in the same church of Saint Aurea. In 1425,
the relics were translated to Rome, to the Basilica of Saint Agostino in Campo
Marzio, where they are still venerated today.

Monica’s spiritual profile

Augustine describes his mother with well-measured words:

“[... womanly in appearance, manly in faith, aged in serenity, maternal in love,
Christian in piety [...]”. (Confessions IX, 4, 8).

And again:

“[...] a chaste and sober widow, assiduous in almsgiving, devout and submissive to
Your saints; who did not let a day pass without bringing an offering to Your altar;
who twice a day, morning and evening, without fail visited Your church, and not to
confabulate vainly and gossip like other old women, but to hear Your words and to
make You hear her prayers? Could You have disdained the tears of such a woman,
who with them asked You not for gold or silver, nor for fleeting or fickle goods, but
for the salvation of her son’s soul, You who had made her so by Your grace, refusing
her Your help? Certainly not, Lord. Indeed, You were beside her and heard her,
working according to the order by which You had predestined to

work.” (Confessions V, 9,17).

From this Augustinian testimony, a surprisingly contemporary figure emerges.

She was a woman of prayer; she never ceased to invoke God for the salvation of her
loved ones. Her tears become a model of persevering intercession.

She was a faithful wife; in a difficult marriage, she never responded with resentment
to her husband’s harshness. Her patience and meekness were instruments of
evangelisation.

She was a courageous mother. She did not abandon her son in his deviations, but
accompanied him with tenacious love, capable of trusting in God’s timing.

She was a witness of hope; her life shows that no situation is desperate, if lived in
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faith.

Monica’s message does not belong only to the 4™ century. It still speaks today, in a
context where many families experience tensions, children stray from faith, parents
experience the fatigue of waiting.

To parents, she teaches not to give up, to believe that grace works in mysterious
ways.

To Christian women, she shows how meekness and fidelity can transform difficult
relationships.

To anyone who feels discouraged in prayer, she testifies that God listens, even if
the timing does not coincide with ours.

It is no coincidence that many associations and movements have chosen Monica as
the patroness of Christian mothers and women who pray for children far from faith.

A simple and extraordinary woman

The life of Saint Monica is the story of a woman both simple and extraordinary.
Simple because lived in the daily life of a family; extraordinary because transfigured
by faith. Her tears and prayers shaped a saint and, through him, profoundly
influenced the history of the Church.

Her memory, celebrated on 27 August, on the eve of the feast of Saint Augustine,
reminds us that holiness often passes through hidden perseverance, silent sacrifice,
and hope that does not disappoint.

In Augustine’s words, addressed to God for his mother, we find the synthesis of her
spiritual legacy: “l cannot say enough how much my soul owes to her, my God; but
you know everything. Repay her with your mercy what she asked of You with so
many tears for me” (Conf., 1X, 13).

Saint Monica, through the events of her life, achieved the eternal happiness that
she herself defined: “Happiness undoubtedly consists in reaching the goal and one
must have confidence that we can be led to it by a firm faith, a living hope, an
ardent charity.” (On Happiness 4,35).



