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Whoever you are, looking for peace, this book is for you.


Contemplation is not the pleasant reaction to a celestial sunset, nor is it the perpetual twitter of heavenly birdsong.

It is not even an emotion. It is the awareness of God, known and loved at the core of one’s being.

—CLIFTON WOLTERS

If you can sit and do nothing, then you can do virtually anything.

—MICHAEL ELLISTON

So less thinking and more loving.

—WILLIAM JOHNSTON
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Introduction

This book you now hold is a rainmaker for anyone whose soul has ever felt as dry as a bone. Its nameless author was a gifted teacher. Page after page, he patiently explains what contemplative prayer is and how it can end any spiritual drought—shortages of love, low levels of humility, an absence of peace. Through practical spiritual exercises that he calls the “cloud of unknowing” and the “cloud of forgetting,” he teaches us to pray without ceasing and shows us that a dialogue with Mystery is not only possible but is in fact “the work of the soul that most pleases God.”1

Anonymous begins with a call to self-examination and humility, then recommends contemplative prayer as the only discipline that can deeply purify the soul.2 He describes it as “the easiest work of all, when a soul is helped by grace,”3 and gives us this advice: “So stop hesitating. Do this work until you feel the delight of it. In the trying is the desire.”4

Next, Anonymous explains what he means by “the cloud of unknowing,” and how this prayer helps us silence our analytical minds, freeing our hearts to love. An experienced mystic, our author understands that contemplative prayer does not immediately enlighten. He admits, in fact, that it may seem like the most unilluminated place, initially:

The first time you practice contemplation, you’ll only experience a darkness, like a cloud of unknowing. You won’t know what this is. You’ll only know that in your will you feel a simple reaching out to God. You must also know that this darkness and this cloud will always be between you and your God, whatever you do. They will always keep you from seeing him clearly by the light of understanding in your intellect and will block you from feeling him fully in the sweetness of love in your emotions. So, be sure you make your home in this darkness.5

He writes as one who has mastered this early stage but who remembers its uncertainty and worry. He keeps reassuring us that we need only one thing: a nakid entent (“a naked intent”),6 a “simple reaching out” to God that is this “cloud of unknowing.” Contemplation requires us to be still, if we want to get acquainted with its discipline, because God cannot be grasped with our minds, only by our love, as Jesus told the curious, well-educated lawyer: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, and mind, and your neighbor as yourself.”7 Anonymous makes this same point when he teaches us that “we can’t think our way to God,” saying, “That’s why I’m willing to abandon everything I know, to love the one thing I cannot think. He can be loved, but not thought.”8

Then he describes the second necessity for contemplative prayer—a kind of spiritual amnesia:

To the cloud of unknowing above you and between you and your God, add the cloud of forgetting beneath you, between you and creation. If the cloud of unknowing makes you feel alienated from God, that’s only because you’ve not yet put a cloud of forgetting between you and everything in creation. When I say “everything in creation,” I mean not only the creatures themselves but also everything they do and are, as well as the circumstances in which they find themselves. There are no exceptions. You must forget everything. Hide all created things, material and spiritual, good and bad, under the cloud of forgetting.9

Anonymous offers timeless practical advice that we as readers seek as we come to the Cloud and its sequel to learn about prayer. For example, he recommends that we focus our scattered minds on one small word and try to hold onto it:

Select a little word of one syllable, not two. The shorter the word, the more it helps the work of the spirit. God or love works well. Pick one of these or any other word you like, as long as it is one syllable. Fasten it to your heart. Fix your mind on it permanently, so nothing can dislodge it.10

He teaches that such contemplation reconnects us to God: “If humanity had never sinned, this work would not have stopped.”11 A wise mentor, he says that if we choose to contemplate the word sin, saturating our souls with it, we will learn “how large every sin is because even the smallest sin separates us from God and prevents us from knowing true peace of soul.”12

Above all, his books are encouraging. Their anonymous author reassures us often, saying: “You only need a naked intent for God. When you long for him, that’s enough.”13 He develops this idea in many down-to-earth ways, helping us enter into a deeper understanding of God as we experience the purity of contemplative prayer.

A Shilling in the Armpit

The Cloud of Unknowing and The Book of Privy Counsel were written in England sometime during the last half of the fourteenth century, an age of pandemic. The bubonic plague reached the island in 1348, raged through 1349, reappeared several more times before century’s end, and returned haphazardly for hundreds of years. The horror is heard in a medieval Welsh lament: “Death invades us like black smoke! We fear the shilling in the armpit!”14 This “shilling” was a chilling first symptom of the plague, an odd black swelling in the armpit or groin, followed by purple-black blotches covering the skin, violent vomiting, agonizing pain, and then death. Most victims were gone in under five days; others lasted less than twenty-four hours.

Millions caught it. Roughly half of England’s population died.15 Meanwhile, compassion suffered a slow death also. Guy de Chauliac, the well-known fourteenth-century physician to popes, observed that the deadly illness destroyed community: “Charity is dead.”16 In the introduction of the Decameron, Giovanni Boccaccio describes the inhumanity of that time:

Neighbors never helped neighbors, and even relatives shunned each other. Brother deserted brother, uncle left nephew, sister forgot brother, and sometimes wife neglected husband. Worst of all, parents abandoned their children, as if they didn’t know them.17

The plague was merely one of the fourteenth century’s difficulties. From 1337 on, England was also at war with France during the 116 years of the on-again, off-again (and numerically mislabeled) “Hundred Years’ War,” while the Peasants’ Revolt began in the summer of 1381 after yet another unfair poll tax sparked social unrest. Commoners grabbed rusty swords, scythes, and axes and stormed their way through the counties of Essex and Kent, opening prisons, attacking monasteries, sacking stately manors, killing every lawyer they could find, and burning whatever they could get their hands on.18

The ugly fourteenth century was also the prelude to the Great Reformation. Why did Martin Luther nail his Ninety-Five Theses and the flaws of Catholicism to the Wittenberg Castle Church door on October 31, 1517? For starters, the corrupt Avignon Papacy (1309–1377) had damaged the Catholic Church. Seven secularized French popes—Clement V, John XXII, Benedict XII, Clement VI, Innocent VI, Urban V, and Gregory XI—took up residence in Avignon and worshipped opulence, ate from golden plates, fought expensive wars, and meddled in politics instead of feeding the poor and following Christ. Pope Gregory XI brought the papacy back to Rome seventy years later in 1378, but the politically driven Western Schism started four more decades of ecclesiastical in-fighting, resolved by the Council of Constance in 1417. Add to these “holy wars” Johannes Gutenberg’s mid-fifteenth-century printing press and the Bibles, other books, and documents it produced—including Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses—and suddenly you have a more well-informed populace, many of whom would not indulge their leaders in anything less than the uncorrupted truth.

During Worldly Storms, Mystic Calm

Out of plague, ego-triggered wars, social inequality and disorder, a divided Church, and technological change, came England’s devotional classics, as never before and never since. English mysticism took root in the confusion of transition and grew in the vernacular works of Walter Hilton, Julian of Norwich, Richard Rolle, and the Cloud’s Anonymous. English—Middle English, to be precise—was used for the first time instead of the less-accessible Latin to lead those with restless hearts into an ancient peace.19 What was true for the island was also true for Europe. Birgitta of Sweden, Angela de Foligno, Beatrijs of Nazareth, Catherine of Siena, Meister Johannes Eckhart, Gertrude the Great, Thomas à Kempis, Marguerite d’Oingt, Marguerite Porete, Mechthild of Hackeborn, Mechthild of Magdeburg, and Umiltà of Faenza are some of the continental mystics who wrote during this turbulent but fruitful period.20

These writers teach “contemplation” as a practical spiritual exercise that, through grace, unites an individual’s soul with God.21 Their goal is audacious—nothing short of total union with the Creator and Savior. They teach contemplation as a spiritual craft that can be learned by anyone, the way cooking or writing can be mastered, if you are dedicated. This outbreak of devotional literature has one theme: contemplation is synonymous with God’s love. It creates interior peace and exterior acts of kindness that Catholics call “good works” and Protestants call “service to the Lord.”

As the fourteenth century came to a close, Hilton, Julian, Chaucer, and the Cloud’s author were all writing at the same time. The English language was alive in new ways in their hands, and the Cloud’s Anonymous contributed to this flowering of mysticism with seven widely circulated works of English prose. He authored four of these—The Cloud of Unknowing, An Epistle on Prayer, Discretion of Stirrings, and The Book of Privy Counsel, and he adapted three—Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite’s Mystical Theology, Richard of St. Victor’s Twelve Patriarchs (or Benjamin Minor), and two of St. Bernard’s sermons on the Song of Songs.22

The Mystery of the Non-Self-Promoting Author

Who was the author of this masterpiece? Scholars have tried and failed to identify him, but his writings reveal an outspoken, strong-willed, wise, likable, exceptionally articulate, and caring teacher whom we would all like to meet. He is both bright and down-to-earth and, best of all, his descriptions of contemplation show that he is writing from experience, as we see when he compares contemplative prayer to sleep:

When we’re asleep, the functions of our physical faculties are suspended so our bodies can get complete rest. Sleep nourishes and strengthens our bodies in every way. The same is true of the spiritual “sleep” of contemplative prayer. The stubborn questions of our restless spirituality and of all our creative and rational thoughts are firmly bound and totally emptied, so the happy soul can sleep soundly, resting profoundly in the loving awareness of God as he is, completely nourished and strengthened in spirit.23

Short of some unexpected manuscript or archaeological discovery, the name of this unforgettable author is destined to remain unknown, just as he wished. Although his works were popular in their day—often copied on vellum and distributed from monastery to monastery to great house—he chose to keep his identity private even then. This anonymity is, however, appropriate for someone whose main goal was to advance God’s love. Human praise did not matter to him, and his personal obscurity is synonymous with his main message: Christ should become more visible as his followers become humbler and kinder (and less obvious).

We can guess that he may have been a priest. The ecclesiastical prayers and blessings at the beginning and end of the Cloud suggest this possibility, but he may have also been a monk, perhaps a Carthusian, because that order focuses on Christian mysticism and is known for its austere discipline.

The dialect of his language helps us locate him in England’s East Midland area,24 near another famous spiritual author, Walter Hilton, who wrote The Ladder of Perfection in the same East Midland dialect. Hilton was a fourteenth-century Augustinian mystic living in Newark-on-Trent, in the East Midlands area of Nottinghamshire, so perhaps he and the Cloud author were close enough to visit each other often.

Like the sixth-century Benedict of Nursia, for whom we have so few personal details but who left us his eternally wise, gently challenging Rule, this unidentified medieval author comes to us clouded by anonymity but with his extraordinary personality preserved in his prose. When we read these ancient works, it is easy to believe that their uniquely engaging, humbly wise language could only come from the styli of people we wish we could have met.

The Works’ Twenty-Something Audience

Part of the charisma of the Cloud and The Book of Privy Counsel is their personal tone. We feel as if we are overhearing one side of a private chat between friends, especially as we read the Cloud. Obviously Anonymous is writing to someone he knows well. Equally anonymous, this unknown friend is twenty-four at the time of the Cloud’s creation (the one solid fact we have about either author or audience). The tone in both works is that of an affectionate dialogue. It is animated and intimate. We expect such a tone between those who know each other well in a student-teacher or novice-spiritual director relationship.

We see this dynamic familiarity in the way that Anonymous gives his student an unvarnished warning about not wasting time: “We only get the present moment. . . . Time is made for us; we’re not made for time. . . . [And] none of us has an excuse on Judgment Day when we go before God to give an account of how we spent our time.”25 Mentors chronically give this advice to those younger than they are, and it is bound to chafe. But Anonymous knows this and does not move at once to the next topic. Instead, he follows up with a bold anticipation of the objections that his spiritual apprentice must have, saying:

I can hear you complaining: “What am I supposed to do then? I know you’re right, but how can I give an itemized account of each moment? I’m twenty-four already. I never noticed time before. Your argument has already convinced me there’s no way I can go back in time and change things. Time doesn’t work that way, nor does ordinary grace. I can’t go back in time and make amends.”26

Although this young student is unknown, he was most likely associated with a monastery. In what way is hard to say. Today, monasticism is more clearly defined than it was in the Middle Ages. In the late fourteenth century, the Cloud and The Book of Privy Counsel could have been written to a layperson, such as a nobleman who had made a general commitment to the monastic life (called the propositum). We will never know for sure.

Positive Use of the Negative Way

While the Cloud author leans on the mystical tradition of others who came before him, he does so (as he does everything) in a wholly original fashion. One of these sources is Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, simply called “Dionysius” here. An anonymous monk and mystic, Dionysius is thought to have lived in Syria in the late fifth to early sixth century. He took the pseudonym of St. Paul’s Athenian convert—“Dionysius the Areopagite” (Acts 17:34)—to give his writings more authority.27 It worked. In the Middle Ages, from East to West, his writings were viewed with a quasi-apostolic authority.28

Dionysius wrote in Greek and was translated into Latin. His theme is that we can experience a union with God in this life only by “unknowing.” We must abandon all thoughts and sensory perceptions and embrace a darkness in which we wait patiently for an illumination that may or may not come. This is the via negativa, or “negative way,” and Dionysius attempts to describe God only in terms of what cannot be said about him. Knowing-by-not-knowing is also called apophasis because it describes what God is not. Apophasis is rooted in the Greek apophanai, meaning “to not say,” from apo, “not,” and phanai, “to say.” An apophatic approach to God literally means “to not say” or “to un-say” God.

The ninth-century Irish theologian John Scottus Eriugena, who translated and wrote commentaries on Dionysius, gives a classic definition of the via negativa taught by both this anonymous Syrian monk and our Cloud author: “Nothing can really be said about God. No single noun, verb, or any other part of speech can describe him. Why do we expect visible signs to be able to articulate the invisible nature of God?”29 Dionysius admits the limits of words in the presence of Mystery: “What is to be said of it remains unsayable; what is to be understood of it remains unknowable.”30

In this prayer from Mystical Theology, he articulates his apophatic approach:

Trinity beyond all essence, all divinity, all goodness! Guide of Christians to divine wisdom, direct our path to the ultimate summit of your mystical lore, most incomprehensible, most luminous, and most exalted, where the pure, absolute, and immutable mysteries of theology are veiled in the dazzling obscurity of the secret silence, outshining all brilliance with the intensity of their darkness, and surcharging our blinded intellects with the utterly impalpable and invisible fairness of glories surpassing all beauty.31

In the Cloud, our anonymous author also recommends this way of not-knowing:

Become blind during contemplative prayer and cut yourself off from needing to know things. Knowledge hinders, not helps you in contemplation. Be content feeling moved in a delightful, loving way by something mysterious and unknown, leaving you focused entirely on God, with no other thought than of him alone. Let your naked desire rest there.32

Anonymous also turned the gold of his sources into platinum when he mined material from one twelfth-century writer in particular: Richard of St. Victor, whose reputation as a mystic was such that Dante singled him out for praise in the Paradiso, calling him “in contemplation more than human” (X, 132). Richard was a scholastic theologian and one of the first to articulate a step-by-step approach to teaching others contemplation. He was also a pioneer in analyzing the contemplative experience.33 His work was shaped by the German mystic Hugo of St. Victor, and Richard served as prior of the Augustinian abbey of St. Victor in Paris from 1162 until his death in 1173. In The Twelve Patriarchs, The Mystical Ark (also called Benjamin Major), and On the Trinity, Richard’s teaching is often Augustinian in its language of ascending to God through various stages and in the positive (kataphatic) terminology it uses to express God’s identity, though it also has elements of the via negativa.

Richard of St. Victor understood that contemplation is a way of looking and an attitude of mind. The Cloud of Unknowing and The Book of Privy Counsel are steeped in his teaching: “Contemplation is the free, more penetrating gaze of a mind, suspended with wonder,”34 Richard explains in his Mystical Ark. Distinguishing between thinking, meditating, and contemplation, he says that thinking is a rambling analysis of many things, a truth John Keats observes in “Ode to a Nightingale” when he writes that “the dull brain perplexes and retards”; while meditation is a mental activity focused on one thing, the gaining of knowledge; and contemplation—because it is not a mental process—surpasses both.35

Richard was followed in the thirteenth century by the last great teacher of the school of St. Victor, Thomas Gallus. Gallus fused apophatic mysticism with an affective reading of the Song of Songs to teach the “superior wisdom” of the human heart over intellect, urging readers to listen for the voice of the Beloved with the “ears of experience.”36 This view profoundly influenced the Cloud author, whose goal on every page is an echo of Gregory the Great’s well-known phrase, “Love itself is a kind of knowing.”37

The resonance that our anonymous author must have felt with the teachers of the school of St. Victor especially shows in chapters 62 through 66 of the Cloud, when he discusses the spiritual meanings of ordinary contemplative terms. His definitions of reason, will, imagination, and the five senses show the influence of Hugo, Richard, and Thomas Gallus.38 The Cloud author also adopts Richard’s symbolic interpretation of the Ark of the Covenant, and he presents it with an originality demonstrating the warm relationship between him and the disciple to whom he is writing. Anonymous honors and encourages his student by identifying him with Aaron, the priestly keeper of the Ark, while comparing himself to Bezalel, the maker of the Ark. In doing so, he personalizes these metaphors and lets his disciple know of his faith in him:39

So, spiritual friend, though my writing is as simple as a child’s and incompetent and though I’m certainly the worst teacher you can imagine, not worthy to instruct anyone, I bear the office of Bezalel, creating and making plain for you the nature of this spiritual Ark. Here, I put it in your hands. And you can do far better than I, if you’ll be Aaron. Dedicate yourself to gazing on the Ark of contemplation without ceasing, for both of us. Do this, please, for the love of God Almighty.40

The Ancient Medicine of Contemplation

The Cloud and The Book of Privy Counsel are also a part of the ancient tradition of Christian contemplative wisdom, which has come a long way from the dust of Egypt and the Desert Mothers and Fathers who were among the first to practice it, as well as the earliest Benedictines who dedicated themselves daily to regular times of lectio divina, or deliberate, mindful “sacred reading.” The largely via negativa approach of contemplation was advanced in Spain in the sixteenth century by John of the Cross and Teresa of Avila. In language our Cloud author would have recognized, John of the Cross describes the “darkness” of contemplation and its ability to purify us and teach us how to love:

[The soul] departed on a dark night, attracted by God and enkindled with love for him alone. This dark night is a privation and purgation of all sensible appetites for the external things of the world, the delights of the flesh, and the gratifications of the will. . . . For love effects a likeness between the lover and the loved.41

Teresa of Avila also prayed contemplatively. She called it “the prayer of quiet” and experienced its power for reviving a “desolate and very dry” heart, leading the “servants of love” to a union with God that is like “rain that comes down abundantly from heaven to soak and saturate the whole garden [of the soul].”42

In the twentieth century, contemplation found expression in the practice of centering (or listening) prayer taught by Trappist monks such as Thomas Keating, still much read today. The British poet T. S. Eliot also followed in the contemplative footsteps of the anonymous Cloud author. In the writings of Evelyn Underhill and others, Eliot found meditation a way of tapping into the mysteries of poetry, and his works resonate with the preoccupations of our Cloud author. In East Coker, Eliot writes: “In order to arrive at what you do not know / You must go by a way which is the way of ignorance. . . . And what you do not know is the only thing you know.” Contemplation’s vibrant presence continues to be felt today, for example, in the work of the Quaker Richard Foster and of the Benedictine sister Joan Chittister.

Why has contemplation endured over the centuries? Perhaps the answer is as simple as “plain old death,” as Kurt Vonnegut observed. We wake up many mornings with the creepy certainty that one day, perhaps this very day, will be our last on earth, as Vonnegut described our common mortality in chapter 1 of Slaughterhouse-Five: “And even if wars didn’t keep coming like glaciers, there would still be plain old death.” Also, perhaps contemplation has endured because we need its profound peace to battle the isolation that selfishness and plain old stupidity bring. We all make mistakes. And we hunger for the ancient wisdom found in The Cloud of Unknowing and in The Book of Privy Counsel because it builds bridges and works for social justice. It teaches us how to love, grow up, be fully human.

We need contemplation because, as our globe gets more crowded by the hour, more and more we act like elbow-to-elbow passengers in cheap coach seats on a commuter flight. We jostle for an inch more room and feel our faces heat up when someone gets our cargo space. To escape, we plunk ourselves down each day in front of the virtual infinity offered by computer screens and rarely stand under the sky and stare at the stars. Technology moves at the speed of sound, and we all struggle to keep up with Wi-Fi, Moodle, Wiis, Facebook, MySpace, and the latest search engine. Who doesn’t rush through the day? Who never feels the pressure to produce? How often are you in cyberspace? Our new frantic pace is like poison to our holding hands with those we love.

That is where contemplation comes in. It reconnects us to ourselves, to God, and to others. It helps us learn to forgive and heal our souls, an action as basic as washing our hands or studying the ABCs in kindergarten. As Daniel Goleman says, meditation is “an antidote to the mind’s vulnerability to toxic emotions.”43 Simply put, we need a way to generate joy. In a University of Wisconsin lab during the summer of 2001, a few months before 9/11, a Tibetan Buddhist monk submitted to the experiment of having his brain waves monitored by an EEG, and as he meditated, the results were remarkable. When the monk began contemplating in a way designed to nurture compassion within himself, the EEG sensors registered an actual shift—to a state of joy.44

For the first sixteen centuries of the Christian church, contemplative prayer was the goal of Christian spirituality, and now in our own time of transition and upheaval, five hundred years after the Great Reformation, we are returning to our roots. Contemplative prayer is more relevant than ever before. More and more of us are practicing this ancient form of prayer and finding peace in a world of war, AIDS, SARS, mad-cow disease, epidemics, terrorism, technology, overcrowding, noise, inequality, and a Church in need of humility.

Not Translating Word-for-Word but Sense-by-Sense

My translation tries to articulate the intimacy between the Cloud writer and his audience. As always, I stay as close to the original as possible, gently transforming it, pass after pass, into the English we speak today. I also want irresistible prose. This may sound far-fetched when discussing a book of devotional literature, but it is a requirement in my mind, because the original text is simply beautiful. To be true to this Middle English prose, I have to imitate its “pull.” So I snub obsolete, antiquated diction, not wanting to bore the intelligent reader, and I don’t choose two words if one will do. This simplicity would have pleased our medieval author.

I also refuse a blow-by-blow translation. That is the definition of a “crib,” and others have already done this. Yes, cribs are helpful to the student of medieval literature, but word-for-word translations are not read for pleasure. They are wooden. Only a sense-by-sense interpretation makes you want to pick a book up over and over again. Every translation is interpretation, and even though that term makes me cringe, moving ideas from one language to another is not an act of duplication. A different but faithful version is created by listening keenly and humbly to the original’s voice.

Therefore, my translation is gender-inclusive on purpose, the way that Barry Patrick, O.S.B., transformed the masculine language of Benedict’s Rule in 1997. I thought that a book on love should cast as wide a net as possible. Different translators handle this linguistic challenge in diverse ways. Some choose “men and women” when the author means “humanity,” but this phrase does eventually get awkward. The reader would have to juggle too many pairings like “he and she” and “him and her” and so on. My solution is to use “you” a little more often than it presents itself in the text. This technique suits the book’s epistolary nature. Sometimes I also use “they” with a singular antecedent, as Jane Austen, Shakespeare, and Lewis Carroll did in novels and plays. This is sure to annoy teachers of English who wear grammar collars, but I hope it appeals to everyone else.

Read together, the two classics enrich each other. The Cloud of Unknowing starts something that The Book of Privy Counsel finishes, or at least takes further along the contemplative path. The Cloud teaches the basics of contemplative prayer in a personal, feeling way, and Privy Counsel teaches a more advanced stage of this prayer. Perhaps it is the fulfillment of a promise made in chapter 74 of the Cloud: “Also, if you feel you need more information on any topic, just let me know which and tell me your thoughts about it, and I’ll revise it as best I can.”

Anonymous divided The Cloud of Unknowing manuscript into seventy-five chapters (or letters), but not The Book of Privy Counsel. As a guide for readers, I divided this second book into eighteen chapters and added chapter titles. I also created end notes in the same spirit that I would add a “PS” at the end of a letter to a friend. These notes enlighten in often surprising, fun ways, parting the curtain between our post-modern world and the Middle Ages. They provide useful historical background, such as the gruesome effects of the black plague, our author’s understanding of atoms, and the meaning of medieval Christian symbols. They also help readers enter the deeply medieval and monastic way of understanding words. One note reveals that our anonymous author’s entent (“intent”)—to help us stretch our minds toward God in contemplation and grow spiritually—has much in common with our words intense, tendon, attention, attend, attentive, and extend. (They all share the Latin root for “to stretch.”) These notes also give the reader the opportunity to compare the original Middle English texts with their modern translations. One delves into the verb “to help,” finding its history in the Middle English verb, holpen, still heard in Appalachia and elsewhere, though it’s fast disappearing. I am particularly fond of this linguistic fossil because I grew up with my kind neighbors asking me in various ways, “Can I holp?”

In these notes, we also hear from the best contemporary and ancient minds, from the Desert Fathers and Mothers to Christian mysticism scholars like Bernard McGinn and Ursula King to the American authors Ralph Waldo Emerson and Joan Didion, all discussing truth, love, and contemplative prayer. Readers dipping into the end notes will find themselves amply rewarded, over and over.

Finally, to read the Middle English Cloud of Unknowing and Book of Privy Counsel is to practice contemplation. Our ingenious anonymous author planned it that way. He is an accomplished rhetorician, and his mimetic style is no accident. In my own limited way, I have tried to imitate the exercise of contemplative prayer in this book, but if you want to taste it fully, google Patrick J. Gallacher’s online edition of the Cloud and a good online Middle English dictionary, brush up on Chaucer’s English, and dare to read the Cloud master on his own turf.45


The Cloud of Unknowing


This book of contemplation, called The Cloud of Unknowing, begins here and shows you how to unite your soul with God.

Prayer for the Preface

God, to you all hearts are open, to you all longings speak, and to you no secret thing is hidden. I beg you—purify the intentions1 of my heart through the unspeakable2 gift of your grace, so I can love you with all I am and praise you for all you are. Amen.


Preface

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.

And in the name of love, I ask you, whoever you are, however this book came into your hands—maybe you own it, have borrowed it, are delivering it to someone else, or are safekeeping it for others—regardless, I beg you in the powerful name of love, if at all possible don’t read it to anyone or copy it or quote from it, and don’t let anyone else read it, copy it, or quote from it, unless, in your opinion, that person is sincere in their intentions to follow Christ.1 They must be ready to go to the next level, advancing beyond the active life2 to the highest contemplative life. Grace takes us there in this present world through purity of soul, even though our bodies are mortal. Entrust this book only to those who for a long time have been doing everything possible in prayer and virtuous living to prepare themselves for the contemplative journey; otherwise, this book is not for them.

I also ask in the name of love that you accept some advice from me and please pass this advice on to others who read, copy, quote, or listen to this book. Promise me that you’ll take the time to read it all the way through, and ask them to do this, too. Here’s why. What if you find something at the beginning of the book, or halfway through that makes you question why a point was left hanging or wasn’t clarified in more detail? But in later chapters the point is completely explained, if only you had read the very next chapter or one at the end of the book. That’s how a person who reads one section but not another could be led into error.3 It would be so easy. To avoid this spiritual misstep and to help others avoid it, too, I’m asking you—please do what I say, for love.

I hope that habitual gossips, boasters, flatterers, fault-finders, busybodies, whisperers, liars, and character assassinators never see this book.4 I never meant to write anything for them. I don’t want them meddling in these matters, nor do I want the merely curious, educated or uneducated,5 prying into this subject. Even if they’re good people with active lives, it will mean nothing to them, unless they’re also inwardly stirred by God’s mysterious Spirit, allowing them to participate in contemplation at the highest level from time to time. Then, through God’s grace, even if they can’t do this work unceasingly, as true contemplatives can, they’ll find that this book will go a long way in strengthening and comforting them in all they do.

This book has seventy-five chapters. The last one discusses what signs to look for if you want to know whether or not God has called you to do the work of contemplation.

Dear spiritual friend in God, examine your life. Pay careful attention to the way you live out your calling. With all your heart, thank God for your blessings, and his grace will help you stand strong in the face of subtle attacks from within and without, until you win the everlasting crown of life. Amen.
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The four stages of the Christian life, and how the disciple for whom this book was written advanced in this calling
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DEAR SPIRITUAL FRIEND in God, I want to tell you what my humble searching has found true about growing as a Christian. You’ll experience four stages of maturity that I call the ordinary, the special, the singular, and the perfect.1 You can begin and complete the first three stages in this earthly life. Grace will help you start the fourth here also, but it will last forever in the heavenly joy of eternity. You will notice these stages are listed in this order: first, the ordinary, then the special, next the singular, and last, the perfect.2 Our Lord in his profound mercy has called you to progress through them in this order, leading you by the desires of your heart.3

You remember the first stage. You lived the ordinary Christian life with your friends out in the world, until God’s eternal love could no longer stand your being so far from him, because first he created you from nothing and later he paid his priceless blood for you when you followed Adam and got lost. So, with an irresistible kindness, he nudged your desire awake, fastened it to a leash4 of longing, and led you to the next level, so you could be his servant, serving those he loves.5 At this special level, he knew you would learn to live more abundantly and more spiritually than you had before.

What else did he do? He didn’t abandon you at that stage, because he loves you with all of his heart. He’s loved you since you began. So what did he do next? See how forcefully and how gently he pulled6 you to the third level, the singular? Along this solitary way, you’ll learn to lift up the foot of your love7 and walk in kindness toward purity. This fourth, perfect level is the final one.
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A short lesson on humility and the work of contemplation
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CHEER UP. Yes, you’re weak. And, yes, life is hard. Accept this, and then take a good hard look at yourself. Who are you? What have you done to deserve being called by our Lord to this work? Is anyone’s heart so fast asleep in laziness, so worn-out and miserable, that it isn’t jolted awake by the pull of this love and the sound of his voice calling? You’re human, so watch out for that enemy, pride. Never think you’re holier or better than anyone else. Never confuse the worthiness of your calling with who you are. Don’t think that, just because you’re at the third, or singular level, you’re more important than others. In fact, if you don’t live out your calling, empowered by grace and good advice, the opposite will be true. You’ll be worse off, more miserable and cut off from community than you can imagine. So let grace and wise instruction lead you to the good in your soul and then act on that good.

Live up to your high calling by lowering yourself. Become more loving to your spiritual partner, never forgetting how he—almighty God, King of Kings, and Lord of Lords—chose to humble himself for you. He was so compassionate that he chose you from among his flock of sheep as one of his special disciples. He put you in his pasture to eat the sweetness of his love, letting you sample your eternal, heavenly inheritance.

Continue doing what’s right. Be strong. Look forward and let go of what happened yesterday. Look at your weaknesses, not at your strengths, and pay attention to what you still need to do, instead of rehearsing in your mind what you’ve already accomplished. This is the best way to get and keep humility. Every aspect of your life must be founded on holy desires, if you’re going to advance along the way of purity. In every possible way, turn your will over to God’s all-powerful hand.

I especially want you to remember this: God is a jealous lover. He will not share you, so don’t give yourself to anyone but him. He’s unwilling to work in your will unless you’re willing to be entirely his, and his alone. He’s not asking for your help. He’s asking for you. He wants you to lock1 your eyes on him and leave him alone to work in you. Your part is to protect the door and windows, keeping out intruders and flies.2 And if you’re willing to do that, just ask him, praying humbly, and he will help you immediately.

So pray. And let’s see how you do. God is completely ready. He’s only waiting on you. What will you do? Where will you begin?
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How to do the work of contemplation, and why it is the best work
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LIFT UP YOUR HEART to God1 with a gentle stirring2 of love. Focus on him alone. Want him, and not anything he’s made. Think on nothing but him. Don’t let anything else run through your mind and will. Here’s how. Forget what you know. Forget everything God made and everybody who exists and everything that’s going on in the world, until your thoughts and emotions aren’t focused on or reaching3 toward anything, not in a general way and not in any particular way. Let them be. For the moment, don’t care about anything.

This is the work4 of the soul that most pleases God. All saints and angels rejoice in it, and they’re always willing to help you when you’re spending time in contemplation. They rush to your side, their powers ready. But contemplation infuriates the devil and his company. That’s why they try to stop you in any way they can. Everyone on earth has been helped by contemplation in wonderful ways. You can’t know how much. This spiritual exercise even lessens the pain for souls in purgatory. And no other discipline can purify your soul as deeply or make you as virtuous. But it’s the easiest work of all, when a soul is helped by grace to feel a pure desire—contemplation follows. Otherwise, it’s hard, nearly impossible to do.

So stop hesitating. Do this work until you feel the delight of it. In the trying is the desire. The first time you practice contemplation, you’ll only experience a darkness, like a cloud of unknowing.5 You won’t know what this is. You’ll only know that in your will you feel a simple reaching out to God.6 You must also know that this darkness and this cloud will always be between you and your God, whatever you do. They will always keep you from seeing him clearly by the light of understanding in your intellect and will block you from feeling him fully in the sweetness of love in your emotions. So, be sure you make your home in this darkness. Stay there as long as you can, crying out to him over and over again, because you love him. It’s the closest you can get to God here on earth, by waiting in this darkness and in this cloud. Work at this diligently, as I’ve asked you to, and I know God’s mercy will lead you there.
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Contemplation’s brevity, and why knowledge and imagination can’t acquire it
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SO YOU WON’T go down the wrong path in this work,1 thinking contemplation is something it’s not, I’ll tell you more about it. Some people believe contemplation is time-consuming, but it’s not. In fact, it takes less time than anything else you’ll ever do. It’s as brief as an atom,2 which excellent philosophers in the science of astronomy define as the smallest particle of time. An atom’s littleness3 makes it indivisible, nearly inconceivable, and also invaluable. On this subject, it has been written, “Every moment of time is a gift to you, and one day you’ll be asked how you spent each one.”4 And you should be held responsible for it, because this briefest moment of time is exactly how long it takes your will, that strong architect of your soul, to desire something and to act on that desire. In an hour, you experience the same number of aspirations and cravings as there are atoms in that space of time, and if you were restored by grace to the original purity of your soul, you’d be the master of every impulse. You’d never feel out of control, because your every desire would be directed toward the most desirable and highest good, who is God.5

He measures us and makes his divinity fit our souls, and our souls are able to take the measure of him because he created us in his image and made us worthy. He alone is complete and can fulfill our every longing. God’s grace restores our souls and teaches us how to comprehend him through love. He is incomprehensible to the intellect. Even angels know him by loving him. Nobody’s mind is powerful enough to grasp who God is. We can only know him by experiencing his love.

Look. Every rational creature, every person, and every angel has two main strengths: the power to know and the power to love. God made both of these, but he’s not knowable through the first one. To the power of love, however, he is entirely known, because a loving soul is open to receive God’s abundance. Each person loves uniquely, and God’s limitlessness can fill all angels and all souls that will ever exist. His very nature makes love endless and miraculous. God will never stop loving us. Consider this truth, and, if by grace you can make love your own, do. For the experience is eternal joy; its absence is unending suffering.

If you were changed enough by God’s grace, you could continue controlling the unceasing and inherent impulses of your will, and by succeeding in this exercise here on earth, you’d never be without a taste of the eternal sweetness, and, later, in the joy of heaven, you’d never be without every food. So don’t be surprised if I direct you to the work of contemplation. If humanity had never sinned, this work would not have stopped. You were made for contemplation, and everything in the universe conspires to help you with it. And contemplation will heal you. I’ll tell you more about this subject later. The person who shirks this exercise falls deeper and deeper into sin, moving further and further from God, but the one who practices this discipline rises higher and higher above sin, drawing nearer and nearer to God.

So take good care of your time. Watch how you spend it, for nothing is more precious. In the twinkling of an eye, heaven can be won or lost. Here’s how we know time is precious. God, the giver of time, never gives us two moments simultaneously; instead, he gives them to us one after another. We never get the future. We only get the present moment. He does this to establish order in his creation and to keep cause and effect in place. Time is made for us; we’re not made for time.6 God is the ruler of nature, but his gift of time has no strings attached—it never determines our own nature and natural impulses. Instead, each of these exactly corresponds to one atom of time. That way, none of us has an excuse on Judgment Day when we go before God to give an account of how we spent our time. We won’t be able to say, “You gave me two moments at once to my every single impulse.”

I can hear you complaining: “What am I supposed to do then? I know you’re right, but how can I give an itemized account of each moment? I’m twenty-four already. I never noticed time before. Your argument has already convinced me there’s no way I can go back in time and change things. Time doesn’t work that way, nor does ordinary grace. I can’t go back in time and make amends. I’m also well aware that because I’m weak and slow about some things spiritually, I can no more control the time to come than I did the time past. At best, I’ll manage maybe one out of a hundred impulses well. So tell me what to do. Help me now, for the love of Jesus.”

It is good that you said, “for the love of Jesus.” For in the love of Jesus you’ll find your help. Love is so powerful that it shares everything. So love Jesus, and everything he has will be yours. Through his divinity, he is the maker and giver of time, and through his humanity, he is the true keeper of time. His divinity and his humanity combined make him the best judge, the one most qualified to question how we’ve spent our time. Cling to him in love and in faith, and through that powerful bonding, you’ll become his companion. His friends will be your friends. By “friends,” I mean our Lady, St. Mary, who was full of grace and made the most of her time; the heavenly angels, who never waste time;7 and the saints in heaven and on earth, who by the grace of Jesus and through the power of love make best use of their time.

See? This truth will comfort you and give you strength. Think clearly about what I’ve said, and your soul will grow. I do want to warn you about one thing in particular. I don’t believe anyone can have a fellowship with Jesus, his holy Mother, the angels on high, and his saints, if that person doesn’t make the effort to understand and appreciate time, with the help of grace. No matter how small the contribution, every person must work to strengthen the fellowship, as it does them.

Start practicing contemplation and watch how this spiritual exercise makes a difference in your life. When contemplation is genuine, it’s nothing but a sudden impulse coming out of nowhere and flying up to God like a spark from a burning coal.8 It’s awesome to count how many times your soul stirs like that in an hour, but, of these, you may only have one instance when you suddenly realize you’ve completely forgotten every attachment you have on earth. You’ll also notice that, because of our human frailty, each impulse rising to God immediately falls to earth in the form of a thought about something you’ve done or something that is still on your list to do. But so what? Right after that, it rises up again as fast as it did before.

See how it works? Contemplation is quite different from daydreaming or a delusion or a strange superstition. These don’t come from a sincere and humble blind stirring of love, but from an arrogant, curious, and over-imaginative mind. The self-important, hyper-analytical intellect must always and in every way be squashed. Stomp it under foot, if you want to do the work of contemplation with integrity.

A person hearing this book read or quoted may misunderstand my point. I’m not saying that if a person thinks hard enough, he or she will succeed in the work of contemplation. I do not want people sitting around analyzing, racking their brains, their curiosity forcing their imagination to go entirely the wrong way. It’s not natural. It’s not wise for the mind, and it’s not healthy for the body. These people are dangerously deluded, and it would take a miracle to save them. God in his infinite goodness and mercy would have to intervene, making these people stop such a wrong-minded approach and seek the counsel of experienced contemplatives; otherwise, such erring souls could succumb to madness, frenzied fits, or the devil’s lies, which lead to the profound misery of sin and eventually to the loss of body and soul, for all eternity.

So, for the love of God, be careful in this work. Don’t in any way approach contemplation with your intellect or your imagination. I’m telling you the truth—these won’t help you. Leave them be and don’t try to do the work of contemplation with them.

Also, don’t get the wrong idea about my use of darkness and cloud. When I refer to this exercise as a darkness or a cloud, I don’t want you to imagine the darkness that you get inside your house at night when you blow out a candle; nor do I want you to imagine a cloud crystallized from the moisture in the air. It’s easy for your mind to picture either of these at any time. For example, even on the brightest, clearest summer day, you can imagine darkness or a cloud. Conversely, on the darkest night of winter, you can form a mental picture of a clear and shining light. They’re not what I mean at all. Leave them alone. This way of thinking is nonsense.

When I say “darkness,” I mean the absence of knowing. Whatever you don’t know and whatever you’ve forgotten are “dark” to you, because you don’t see them with your spiritual eyes. For the same reason, by “cloud” I don’t mean a cloud in the sky, but a cloud of unknowing between you and God.
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How contemplation requires us to hide all people and all things past, present, and future, and all accomplishments, under the cloud of forgetting
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IF YOU EVER WANT to make this cloud an integral part of your life, so you can live and work1 there, as I suggest, you must do one more thing: complete the cloud of unknowing with the cloud of forgetting. To the cloud of unknowing above you and between you and your God, add the cloud of forgetting beneath you, between you and creation. If the cloud of unknowing makes you feel alienated from God, that’s only because you’ve not yet put a cloud of forgetting between you and everything in creation. When I say “everything in creation,” I mean not only the creatures themselves but also everything they do and are, as well as the circumstances in which they find themselves. There are no exceptions. You must forget everything. Hide all created things, material and spiritual, good and bad, under the cloud of forgetting.

Obviously, sometimes it is helpful and even necessary to analyze situations and people, but the work of contemplation finds such analysis of little use. When you reflect on something going on or try to figure someone out, you’re engaging in one type of spiritual vision—the eye of your soul opens and concentrates on an idea or person in the same way that an archer focuses on a target. However, as long as you’re thinking about anything, it’s above you, an obstacle between you and God, and the more you have in your mind that is not God, the further you are from him.

I also want to say with all due respect that when you’re doing the work of contemplation it does you little good to focus on the kindness and importance of God, or on any of these: our Lady, the saints, angels, or the joys of heaven. Although you might think that approach would strengthen your purpose, it won’t. Yes, we should remember God’s kindness and love and praise him for our blessings, but it’s much better to think on his naked being and to love and praise him for himself.
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A short look at contemplation, through dialogue
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I KNOW YOU’LL ASK me, “How do I think on God as God, and who is God?” and I can only answer, “I don’t know.”

Your question takes me into the very darkness and cloud of unknowing that I want you to enter. We can know so many things. Through God’s grace, our minds can explore, understand, and reflect on creation and even on God’s own works, but we can’t think our way to God. That’s why I’m willing to abandon everything I know, to love the one thing I cannot think. He can be loved, but not thought. By love, God can be embraced and held, but not by thinking. It is good sometimes to meditate on God’s amazing love as part of illumination and contemplation, but true contemplative work is something entirely different. Even meditating on God’s love must be put down1 and covered with a cloud of forgetting. Show your determination next. Let that joyful stirring of love make you resolute, and in its enthusiasm bravely step over meditation and reach up to penetrate the darkness above you. Then beat on that thick cloud of unknowing with the sharp arrow of longing and never stop loving, no matter what comes your way.
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How to deal with your thoughts during contemplative prayer, especially when curiosity and natural intelligence intrude
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THOUGHTS WILL COME. If you find yourself obsessed with one pressing down on you from above, trespassing between you and that darkness, and asking, “What are you looking for? What do you want?” tell it that you want only God—“I crave God. I seek him and nothing else.” If the thought persists, asking you who God is, say that God is the One whose grace made you and redeemed you and gave you this work, which is love. Then add, “And you’re in no position to understand him. So sit back down.1 Be still.” For the love of God, dismiss these thoughts,2 even though they sound holy and helpful.

You’ll find thoughts seducing you in other ways. For example, a thought may remind you of the many times God has been kind to you and how he is amazingly sweet and loving, full of grace and mercy. It3 likes nothing better than to grab your attention, and once it knows you’re listening, the thought will start rambling. It will chatter on about Christ’s Passion, drawing you in more and more, and then it will show you God’s miraculous, sacrificial kindness. The thought loves you when you listen to it. Next, it will let you see how you used to live, when you were miserable and sinful, and as you begin thinking on those days, it will help you visualize where you lived at that time, and before you know it, your mind is scattered all over the place. How did this happen? You listened to the thought. You answered it, embraced it, and set it free.

Obviously these thoughts are good and holy, and they’re required of anyone serious about contemplation. This is something of a paradox. For without countless sweet meditations on these very subjects—our agony, our shame, Christ’s Passion, God’s kindness, God’s unfailing goodness, and God’s worth—the contemplative person won’t advance. But the man or woman experienced in these meditations must quit them. Put them down and hold them far under the cloud of forgetting, if you want to penetrate the cloud of unknowing between you and God.

So, when you feel drawn by grace to this work and decide to do it, lift your heart to him with a humble stirring of love. Focus on the God who made you and ransomed you and led you to this work. Think of nothing else. Even these thoughts are superfluous. Instead, do what pleases you. You only need a naked intent for God. When you long for him, that’s enough.

If you want to gather this focus into one word, making it easier to grasp, select a little word of one syllable, not two. The shorter the word, the more it helps the work of the spirit. God or love works well. Pick one of these or any other word you like, as long as it is one syllable. Fasten it to your heart. Fix your mind on it permanently, so nothing can dislodge it.

This word will protect you. It will be your shield and spear, whether you ride out into peace or conflict.4 Use it to beat on the dark cloud of unknowing above you. With it, knock down every thought, and they’ll lie down under the cloud of forgetting below you. Whenever an idea interrupts you to ask, “What do you want?” answer with this one word. If the thought continues—if, for example, it offers out of its profound erudition to lecture you on your chosen word, expounding its etymology and connotations for you—tell it that you refuse to analyze the word, that you want your word whole, not broken into pieces. If you’re able to stick to your purpose, I’m positive the thought will go away. Why? When you refuse to let it feed on the kinds of sweet meditations that we mentioned earlier, it vanishes.
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Answering your doubts about contemplation; why learning, curiosity, and intellect must be destroyed; and the difference between the active and contemplative life
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BUT NOW YOU ask me: “How am I supposed to know if these thoughts are good or evil? And how can they be evil if they help me worship God? I’m completely baffled. Meditating on Christ’s Passion or on my sinfulness comforts me. Such thoughts make me cry, and the godly sorrow has done me much good. How can that be evil? And if these thoughts are good, as I think they are, I’m amazed you want me to ‘put them down’ and abandon them under the cloud of forgetting.”

You’ve asked excellent questions, and I’ll try to answer them as best I can.1 First, you want to know more about the thoughts that interrupt your contemplative time, incessantly offering help. This is just how your mind works. You’re watching your soul reason. When you wonder, “Is this good or evil?” I have to say that obviously it’s a good thing because your ability to reason is a reflection of God. However, you can use it for good or evil. The thoughts that help you understand, with grace, your own frailties, Christ’s Passion, and God’s amazing blessings, are good. I’m not surprised that they deepen your devotion. But when these very same meditations become infected with pride and when the educated ego starts believing in its own scholarly expertise, students fail to become humble scholars and masters of divinity and devotion, becoming arrogant scholars instead, masters of vanity and lies, aligned with the devil. This warning applies to everyone. Secular or religious, if your mind is inflated by pride or seduced by worldly pleasures, positions, and honors, or if you crave wealth, status, and the flattery of others, your God-given ability to reason is serving evil.

Next, you ask me why you should place these meditations under the cloud of forgetting. After all, they’re good thoughts, and when well used, they nurture your devotional life. I answer by describing for you the two kinds of lives in the Church, the active and the contemplative. The active life is lower, the contemplative higher, and both have two stages, also a lower and a higher.2 These two lives are complementary and so bound together that, although each is quite distinct, neither can exist without the other. The higher stage of the active life is also the lower stage of the contemplative life. That’s why you can’t be truly active unless you participate in the contemplative life, and you can’t be fully contemplative unless you participate in the active life. The active life starts and ends on earth, but the contemplative life begins on earth and never ends. Mary chose this eternal path that can never be taken away.3 Though the active life is anxious and there are always problems,4 the contemplative life sits in peace, focused on one thing.

In the lower stage of the active life, you learn genuine acts of mercy and practice loving. In the higher stage of the active life (synonymous with the lower stage of contemplative living), your spirit becomes preoccupied with looking, and you start spending time in meditation. In this higher active stage (lower contemplative), your mind steeps in remorse for your flaws and mistakes, while you reflect on Christ’s Passion and the ways his followers have suffered. Too, your amazement at God’s mercy grows as you ponder his kindness and count your blessings, and you begin thanking God for his wonderful presence throughout creation. But the higher stage of contemplation, as far as we can know it here on earth, is only darkness5 and the cloud of unknowing, and once we are in these, we find that loving nudges6 lead us into a blind gazing at the naked being of God alone.

The lower stage of active life requires extroversion and takes place between you and the world under you, so to speak, while the higher stage of the active (lower stage of the contemplative) becomes interior, and you start getting acquainted with yourself. But in the higher stage of the contemplative life, your interactions take place above you, between you and God. In this way, you transcend yourself, achieving by grace what you can’t do on your own—union with the God of love and freedom.

If you’re going to advance to the higher stage of the active life, temporarily stop engaging in its lower stage, just as you must suspend practice of the lower stage of the contemplative life to advance to its higher stage. That’s why when you meditate, you must not let your mind turn to your life and to things that you have done or are planning to do, even if these are good deeds. This approach will seem odd at first. That’s also why when you advance in kindness to working in the darkness of the cloud of unknowing, you must not even let yourself be distracted by thoughts of God’s blessings and goodness, even though they are holy thoughts that make you feel good.

So let go of every clever, persuasive thought. Put it down and cover it with a thick cloud of forgetting. No matter how sacred, no thought can ever promise to help you in the work of contemplative prayer, because only love—not knowledge—can help us reach God. As long as you are a soul living in a mortal body, your intellect, no matter how sharp and spiritually discerning, never sees God perfectly. The mind is always distorted in some way, warping our work; and at its worst, our intellect can lead us to great error.
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How even the holiest thoughts obstruct rather than help contemplative work
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SO THEN, YOU MUST suppress the sharp intrusions of your thoughts that inevitably come when you sit down to do the blind work of contemplation. You must defeat them, or they’ll defeat you. Here’s why. If you’re not careful, you will think you’re resting in this darkness, with nothing in your mind but God, until you look and see that your mind is actually not occupied in this darkness but is watching a clear picture of something associated with God, which is less than he is. When that happens, this attribute is above you and between you and your God. So, no matter how sacred or pleasant these lucid images are, let go of them.

Let me tell you something. For your soul to be healthy, it most needs a blind stirring of love for God alone. When your secret1 love beats on the cloud of unknowing, it pleases God and the heavenly community more than anything else and benefits you and all of your friends and acquaintances, both living and dead. This purest loving feeling is also better for you than anything else. It’s even better than having the eye of your soul opened during contemplation to a vision of the angels and saints, or your being allowed to hear the joyful singing of those living in heaven.

Don’t be surprised. Once you experience the truth of my words, you’ll understand. When grace helps you grasp this fact, you’ll agree with me. You’ll never see anything very clearly in this life, but you can certainly grope your way toward God. In love and longing, then, enter that cloud. What I mean is—let God’s love draw you to him. His kindness will teach you how to forget everything else.

Consider this. If the simplest thought rises, unasked, in your mind, distracting you, taking you away from God in will and understanding and weakening your ability to taste the fruit of his love, how much more will you be stymied if you willingly cultivate thoughts during the work of contemplation? And if your contemplation of a particular saint or of any other purely spiritual topic presents obstacles to your work, how much worse will the interruption be if your mind dwells on someone you know or on some material possession or other worldly concern?

Having good, pure thoughts pop into your head spontaneously or deliberately is not evil. I never meant that. God forbid if anyone thought I did. No, I mean that these ideas, though wholly commendable, will get in the way of your praying contemplatively. They hurt more than they help during this work. When you are seeking God, you won’t rest until you rest in him; the imperfect meditation on one of his saints or angels will not satisfy.
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How to tell which thoughts are sinful, and which are mortal or venial
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NOT EVERY THOUGHT is alike, however.1 Sometimes—out of the blue—a naked thought of someone you know or of something worldly will press on your will and understanding, and although this thought is no sin but is merely the consequence of the original sin you inherited and must deal with, and even though baptism has cleansed you of its guilt, you are still responsible for striking down these thoughts as quickly as they come. If you don’t, your weak human nature is likely to succumb to them, as your secular heart remembers the good experiences and delights in their pleasure a second time, or recalls the bad experiences and gives in to resentment, complaining inside again.

For worldly men and women living in mortal sin, entertaining such thoughts can be deadly. For you and all others who have honestly renounced the world, publicly or privately, to live devout lives, fastening your secular heart on these thoughts is less serious, because you don’t encourage them to stay. Long ago, you grounded and rooted your intent in God, choosing to be ruled not by your own will but by the wisdom of your mentors. But if you leave these thoughts alone there, you might as well be gluing them to your spiritual heart, which is your will, and then the attachment becomes a deadly sin.

For example, if you find yourself obsessing on someone, on some physical injury, or on some painful conversation, you risk becoming a bitter person obsessed with revenge, which is the sin of anger. If you let your soul feel total contempt and loathing for someone, and if you’re always insulting and censuring them in your mind, you’re living with envy. If you give in to a feeling of malaise and exhaustion, that’s laziness. On the other hand, if you find yourself entertaining ideas so pleasant that you could rest in them forever, only to realize that these thoughts are all about your own natural goodness, accomplishments, intelligence, talents, position, or beauty, this is pride. And if you dwell on your wealth and what you own (or want to own), then that’s greed. If you’re preoccupied with lots and lots of food and drink and only the best will do, you know gluttony. And if you’re seduced by an inordinate love of giving or receiving flattery and by a deep-seated need to be liked, or by sexual pleasures, this is lust.2
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How to evaluate each thought and impulse and avoid being careless about venial sin
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I DON’T SAY THESE things to you because I believe that you or any other person of prayer is guilty of such sins or feels burdened by them. But I do want you to evaluate every thought you have. Develop an awareness of how each one influences your behavior. If you catch a tempting idea when it first arises, you can stop it from leading you into sin. Work hard at mental vigilance. And I have to warn you that, no matter who you are, if you get careless about what you’re thinking, even if you’ve not yet sinned, eventually you’ll be caught in some sort of indiscretion. Stay alert. Your first line of defense is paying attention to the sudden allure of each thought. There’s no way you can totally avoid missteps in this life, but that doesn’t mean you can relax your guard, either. On the path of purity and spiritual growth, you can’t afford a reckless attitude toward even the smallest sin. Such nonchalance can only lead to an involvement with deadly sins.
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How contemplation destroys sin and nurtures virtues1
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SO IF YOU want to stand and not fall into sin, never let go of your purpose and don’t let anything take away your longing for God. With the sharp spear of your love, never stop beating on the cloud of unknowing that is between you and your God. Don’t give up, for any reason, regardless of what happens. The work of contemplation is the only thing that destroys the foundation and the root of sin. For no matter how long you fast, how late you watch, how early you rise, how hard your bed, or how prickly your hair shirt, these disciplines help you very little. Even if you were allowed (and you’re not!) to put out your eyes, cut out your tongue, plug up your ears and nose, cut off your private parts,2 or in other ways inflict pain on your body, that wouldn’t help you conquer your capacity for sin.

Plus, even if you grieved unendingly for your sins, spent copious amounts of time weeping over them or Christ’s Passion, or constantly reflected on the joys of heaven, what would you get? I admit that these are good. Yes, they help you grow in grace, but when compared to the blind stirring of love and its benefits, they seem puny indeed. Contemplative work is love at its best. Mary chose this “best part.”3 It trumps everything else and is complete on its own, while any meditations on sin, sorrow, the Passion, and heaven are nothing without it. Contemplative work not only pulls out sin’s roots—it grows goodness in its place. All virtues are found in contemplation. Without it, people may have virtues, but they will always be shallow and twisted by self-interest.

Virtue is nothing more than a mature4 and deliberate affection plainly directed at God, for him alone. He is the only reason goodness exists. He himself is the pure source of every virtue, and if anyone is motivated by anything other than God, even if God is their main goal, their virtue is suspect. We can prove this statement true by considering two of the virtues. Take a look at humility and unselfish love. If you have these, do you need any others? No, you’ve got everything then.
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Humility, and when it is “perfect” and “imperfect”
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NEXT, WE’LL LOOK at the virtue of humility. If you want to develop “perfect” humility, you must understand that God alone is its source. Any other motive taints your humility, making it “imperfect,” even if you are bent on serving God. As we explore the nature of humility, these differences will become clear.

Basically, humility is seeing yourself as you really are. It’s that simple. Two truths make this obvious. We are sordid, sad, weak creatures. Everyone lives with these consequences of original sin, because no matter how much you advance in holiness, you can never be wholly free of them to some degree. But being aware of your imperfections is humility of the “imperfect” sort. “Perfect” humility comes when you experience God’s goodness and superabundant love. Nature trembles before God’s majesty and kindness, scholars are reduced to fools, and saints and angels go blind. Words fail me1 when I think what would happen to us all if God in his wisdom didn’t measure out the revelation of himself to match our ability and the progress of grace in our lives.

Humility gained from an experiential knowledge of God’s love is the only “perfect” kind, because you’ll know it forever, even in eternity. On the other hand, an understanding of our human failings is considered “imperfect” humility because it’s temporary in two ways. When we die, it vanishes. Also, sometimes it will stop working before then, when abundant grace creates a very brief moment of ecstasy for the person steeped in contemplative work. God can suddenly allow that soul in a mortal body to feel completely taken out of itself, where all understanding and awareness of being vanish, and in this state of forgetfulness, the person is no longer concerned with categories like holy and sinful.

For some, this ecstasy happens often; for others, rarely. Either way, it never lasts long, but during that brief moment the person is absolutely humble, knowing and feeling God alone. So remember that being conscious of your shortcomings is not the same as “perfect” humility. I’m not, however, suggesting that you ignore your weaknesses—not at all. Don’t misunderstand me. I believe self-awareness is a constant necessity and will always be beneficial to us here on earth.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/pub.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0238-01.jpg
Qtopog or dtomos,





OEBPS/images/cover1.jpg
ESSENTIAL






OEBPS/images/flower.jpg





OEBPS/images/line.jpg






OEBPS/images/line1.jpg








OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
D
UNKNOWING

widkthe Book of
Privy Counsel

A New Tra

Carmen A

do Butcher





