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THE CLOUD OF UNKNOWING
CHAPTER

 1  Of the four degrees of the Christian life; of the development of his vocation for whom this book was written.

 2  A short exhortation to humility and to the work of contemplation.

 3  How the work of contemplation shall be done; of its excellence over all other works.

 4  Of the simplicity of contemplation; that it may not be acquired through knowledge or imagination.

 5  That during contemplative prayer all created things and their works must be buried beneath the cloud of forgetting.

 6  A short explanation of contemplation in the form of a dialogue.

 7  How a person should conduct himself during prayer with regard to all thoughts, especially those arising from curiosity and natural intelligence.

 8  A good exposition of certain doubts that may arise concerning contemplation; that a man’s curiosity, learning, and natural intelligence must be abandoned in this work; of the distinction between the degrees and parts of the active and contemplative life.

 9  That the most sublime thoughts are more hindrance than help during the time of contemplative prayer.

 10  How a man shall know when his thoughts are sinful; of the difference between mortal and venial sins.

 11  That a man should strictly appraise his thoughts and inclinations and avoid a careless attitude about venial sin.

 12  That in contemplation sin is destroyed and every kind of goodness is nourished.

 13  Of the nature of humility; when it is perfect and when it is imperfect.

 14  That in this life imperfect humility must precede perfect humility.

 15  A proof that those who think the most perfect motive for humility is the realization of man’s wretchedness are in error.

 16  That a sinner truly converted and called to contemplation comes to perfection most quickly through contemplation; that it is the surest way to obtain God’s forgiveness from sin.

 17  That a true contemplative will not meddle in the active life nor with what goes on about him, not even to defend himself against those who criticize him.

 18  How to this day active people will criticize contemplatives through ignorance, even as Martha criticized Mary.

 19  A brief apology by the author in which he teaches that contemplatives should excuse active people who complain about them.

 20  That in a spiritual way Almighty God will defend all those who for love of him will not abandon their contemplation to defend themselves.

 21  A true explanation of the Gospel passage: Mary has chosen the best part.

 22  Of the wonderful love Christ had for Mary Magdalene, who represents all sinners truly converted and called to contemplation.

 23  That in a spiritual way God will answer and provide for all those who will not leave their contemplation to answer and provide for themselves.

 24  What charity is in itself; how it is subtly and perfectly contained in contemplative love.

 25  That in the time of contemplative prayer, the perfect contemplative does not focus his attention on any person in particular.

 26  That without special grace or a long fidelity to ordinary grace, contemplative prayer is very difficult; that this work is possible only with grace, for it is the work of God.

 27  Who ought to engage in the gracious work of contemplation.

 28  That a man should not presume to begin contemplation until he has purified his conscience of all particular sin according to the law of the Church.

 29  That a man should patiently persevere at the work of contemplation, willingly bear its sufferings, and judge no one else.

 30  Who has the right to judge and censure the faults of others.

 31  How the beginners in contemplation should conduct themselves in regard to their thoughts and inclinations to sin.

 32  Of two spiritual devices helpful to beginners in contemplation.

 33  That through contemplation a person is purified of particular sins and their consequences, yet never arrives at perfect security in this life.

 34  That God gives the gift of contemplation freely and without recourse to methods; that methods alone can never induce it.

 35  Of Reading, Thinking, and Prayer, three habits which the beginner in contemplation should develop.

 36  Of the kind of meditations common to contemplatives.

 37  Of the kind of personal prayers common to contemplatives.

 38  How and why a short prayer pierces the heavens.

 39  How the advanced contemplative prays; what prayer is; and what words are most suited to the nature of contemplative prayer.

 40  That during contemplation a person leaves aside all meditations on the nature of virtue and vice.

 41  That in everything except contemplation a person ought to be moderate.

 42  That by having no moderation in contemplation a man will arrive at perfect moderation in everything else.

 43  That a man must lose the radical self-centered awareness of his own being if he will reach the heights of contemplation in this life.

 44  How a person shall dispose himself so as to destroy the radical self-centered awareness of his being.

 45  A good exposition of certain snares that may befall the contemplative.

 46  A helpful instruction on the avoidance of these snares; that in contemplation one should rely more on joyful enthusiasm than sheer brute force.

 47  How one grows to the refinement of purity of spirit; how a contemplative manifests his desire to God in one way and to men in another.

 48  That God desires to be served by a man in body and soul; that he will glorify both; and how to distinguish between good and evil spiritual delights.

 49  That the essence of all perfection is a good will; sensible consolations are not essential to perfection in this life.

 50  What is meant by pure love; that some people experience little sensible consolation while others experience a great deal.

 51  That men should be careful not to interpret literally what is meant spiritually, in particular the words “in” and “up.”

 52  How some presumptuous young beginners misinterpret “in”; the snares that result.

 53  Of the various inappropriate mannerisms indulged in by pseudo-contemplatives.

 54  That contemplation graces a man with wisdom and poise and makes him attractive in body and spirit.

 55  That those who condemn sin with indiscreet zeal are deceived.

 56  That those who rely more on their own natural intelligence and human learning than on the common doctrine and guidance of the Church are deceived.

 57  How some presumptuous young beginners misunderstand the word “up”; the snares that follow.

 58  That certain instances in the lives of St. Martin and St. Stephen are not to be taken as literal examples of straining upward during prayer.

 59  That Christ’s bodily ascension shall not be taken to prove that men should strain their minds upward during prayer; that time, place, and the body should be forgotten in contemplation.

 60  That the loftiest and surest way to heaven is measured by desires and not by miles.

 61  That in the right order of nature the flesh is subject to the spirit and not the reverse.

 62  How a man may know when his spiritual work is beneath him, outside him, on a par with him, interior to him, and when it is above him but beneath God.

 63  Of the spirit’s faculties in general; how the mind as a principal power comprehends in itself all the other faculties and their works.

 64  Of the other two principal powers, Reason and Will; how they functioned before original sin.

 65  Of the first secondary power, the Imagination; how it functions and how original sin has harmed it.

 66  Of the other secondary power, Feeling; how it functions and how original sin has harmed it.

 67  That ignorance of the spirit’s working powers may easily lead to error in misunderstanding instruction about contemplation; how a person is made almost divine through grace.

 68  That nowhere spatially is everywhere spiritually; that our superficial self will ridicule contemplation as a waste of time.

 69  How a man’s love is wonderfully transformed in the interior experience of this nothingness and nowhere.

 70  That as we begin to understand the spiritual where our sense-knowledge ends, so we most easily come to the highest understanding of God possible in this life with the help of grace, where our spiritual knowledge ends.

 71  That some people experience the perfection of contemplation in rare moments of ecstasy called ravishing, while others experience it as they will amid their ordinary daily routine.

 72  That a contemplative should not take his own experience as the criteria for other contemplatives.

 73  That the Ark of the Covenant is a figure of contemplation; that Moses, Bezaleel, and Aaron and their dealings with the Ark represent three contemplative paths.

 74  That anyone disposed toward contemplation will recognize something akin to his own spirit when he reads this book and that only such a person should be allowed to read or hear this book; the admonitions of the Foreword are repeated.

 75  Of certain signs by which a man may determine whether or not God is drawing him to contemplation.
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FOREWORD
Huston Smith

William Johnston’s Introduction to this book places it in its historical setting so admirably that it frees me to make the only two additional points that I think might help the reader get into it. First, is there something about these final, countdown years of our millennium that justifies a new edition of this mystical text? And second, with all the commentary that has already been lavished on the key word in its title, “unknowing,” is there still something to be said about it?

On the first score, new winds of the spirit seem to be blowing today, the chief reason being that we no longer feel caged by science. Science itself never did cage us, but we built ourselves a cage from its reports, which we then unwittingly entered. Hearing from science only news of the physical universe, we jumped (illogically) to the conclusion that matter is all that exists—or if not quite all, then at least the bottom line.

Quantum mechanics has changed that. From immaterial wave packets from which particles derive, to space whose ten original dimensions collapsed at the beginning of time to form the tiny superstrings of which subatomic particles consist, quantum mechanics is telling us that the universe of space, time, and matter derives from something that exceeds those matrices. Science doesn’t go on to add what the author of the book in hand would have added—that the transcendental object is Spirit—for science cannot deal with such things. But for those who have ears to hear, that possibility is there. It is as if seventeenth-to-nineteenth-century materialism was a tremendous storm that the jetliner Modernity has had to climb through to reach cruising altitude. We still haven’t quite reached that altitude, for cultural lag is a strong headwind. But brilliant patches of sunlight are breaking through—frequently enough to remind us that the weather reports from traffic control towers include one we haven’t heard for a long time: “Atmosphere clear, vision unlimited.”

If those thoughts are suggested by the word “cloud,” what about the word “unknowing”?

If it were synonymous with ignorance it would not be interesting, but it takes only a page or two for us to realize that the author of this book is using the word in a vastly more portentous sense. For the ignorance that he is occupied with—“obsessed with” would not be too strong—is of a distinctive kind; it is the kind of which mysteries are constituted. Problems have solutions, but mysteries don’t, because the more we understand a mystery the more we realize how much more there is to it than we had realized at the start. The larger the island of knowledge, the longer the shoreline of wonder.

Implicated with mystery, the cloud of unknowing will never disappear, but it can to some distance be penetrated. How? By activating a faculty of knowing that parts the obscuring clouds of words and thoughts. The underlying idea here is the limitations of language, and no topic has received more philosophical attention in the last half-century; Heidegger, Wittgenstein, and Derrida have all wrestled with it. But (to borrow a Buddhist figure of speech) though they see that language is only a finger pointing at the moon and not the moon itself, The Cloud surpasses them in attending more helpfully to the pointing finger. This is an important service, for on nights when the sky is overcast, it is important to know where to look for the moon if one hopes to catch glimpses of it through fleeting rifts in the clouds. Technically speaking, The Cloud uses kataphasis (what can be said) to face us in the direction where the moon hangs, and this positions us to take apophatic (unsayable) advantage of openings that appear. Unless the via negativa works with a solid via positiva to extend its trajectory, we are left looking around aimlessly and emptily.

How are we to penetrate the language barrier?

To pierce any obdurate object, say a block of ice, we need a pick with a sharp point and a heavy mallet to propel it. To obtain its sharp point, The Cloud advises compressing oceans of words, first into short phrases, and then (by further compression) into single syllables, the first of which is “sin” and the second “God.” These are anything but nonsense syllables. They are mantras that distilled generations of understanding down to single vocables. The word “sin” encapsulates the entire Christian understanding of our separation from God, and “God” connotes what we have been separated from and are returning to.

As for the mallet that empowers the mantra, it is love, life’s strongest force. But we should be clear. The love our author makes central to his method is more than an emotion. It is an informed emotion which responds to the object that attracts it. We do not know the full nature of that object, veiled as it is by the cloud we are seeking to penetrate. But we do know that if we knew it in its fullness we would find it more wonderful than words can describe and images depict.

Having said that, all I want to do is get out of the way as fast as I can and leave the reader with an author who understands these things far better than I do.


INTRODUCTION

Recent times have witnessed a revival of interest in Western mysticism. It is as though the West, long exposed to Zen and Yoga and the spiritual systems of the East, now searches for its own tradition and its own spiritual heritage. Strangely enough, the interest in mysticism is not just academic. It is also practical. Many people are anxious to read the mystics in order to practice the doctrine they teach and to experience the states of consciousness they depict. In short, interest in Christian mysticism is part of a widespread craving for meditation, for contemplation, for depth—a desire to get beyond the changing phenomena and the future shock and the global village into a deeper reality that lies at the center of things. Mysticism is no longer irrelevant; it is in the air we breathe.

In such a climate, those in search of a mystical guide could do no better than turn to the anonymous fourteenth-century author of The Cloud of Unknowing. Here is an Englishman, at once a mystic, a theologian, and a director of souls, who stands in the full stream of the Western spiritual tradition. A writer of great power and of considerable literary talent, he has composed four original treatises and three translations; and in this book his two principal works, The Cloud of Unknowing and The Book of Privy Counseling, are rendered into modern English from the original texts. I believe that the reader who surrenders himself to the author’s mystical charm will find in their very perusal a truly contemplative experience.

The two books complement each other. The Cloud is well known as a literary work of great beauty in its style as in its message. Widely read in the fourteenth century when it was written, it has never lost its honored place among the spiritual classics of the English language. The Book of Privy Counseling, on the other hand, is less famous. It is the work of the author’s maturity; and, as so often happens, the older writer has lost some of the buoyant charm of youth. This makes his later work more difficult reading; but any loss of charm is more than compensated for by a theological precision, a spiritual depth, and a balanced authority that have come with years of profound experience. Now he is self-confident, convinced beyond all doubt that, whatever anyone may say to the contrary, the contemplation he teaches is of the highest value. This later book is in many ways a book of counseling as we understand this word today. It is the work of a man who is friendly, anxious to give help and counsel—a man endowed with keen psychological insight, who knows the human mind, who is aware of man’s tragic capacity for self-deception and yet is endowed with a delicate compassion for those who suffer as they struggle to remain in silent love at the core of their being. But his counseling, it must be confessed, is not the non-directive type about which we today hear so much. Rather is it authoritative—the guidance of a man who has trodden the mystical path himself and offers a helping hand to those who will hearken to his words. If this edition now offered to the public has any unique value, it may be because of the inclusion of The Book of Privy Counseling.

Practical Guide to Contemplation

The two treatises, then, are eminently practical. They guide the reader in the path of contemplation. While there is an abundance of books teaching meditation of the discursive kind, not so many teach the contemplative prayer that goes beyond thought and imagery into the supraconceptual cloud of unknowing. And it is precisely this that the English author is teaching. In his rejection of conceptualization he is as radical as any Zen Buddhist. All thoughts, all concepts, all images must be buried beneath a cloud of forgetting, while our naked love (naked because divested of thought) must rise upward toward God hidden in the cloud of unknowing. With the cloud of unknowing above, between me and my God, and the cloud of forgetting below, between me and all creatures, I find myself in the silentium mysticum about which the English author read in the work of Dionysius.

If The Cloud is radical in its rejection of conceptualization, even more so is Privy Counseling, the opening paragraph of which contains words that set the theme for the whole treatise: “Reject all thoughts, be they good or be they evil.” This is pretty stark. God can be loved but he cannot be thought. He can be grasped by love but never by concepts. So less thinking and more loving.

The meditation that goes beyond thought is popular in the modern world, and it is for this reason that I find these two books particularly relevant today. As for the way of getting beyond thought, the English author has a definite methodology. After speaking of good and pious meditations on the life and death of Christ, he introduces his disciple to a way that may well be attractive also to the modern reader, namely the mantra or sacred word:


If you want to gather all your desire into one simple word that the mind can retain, choose a short word rather than a long one. A one-syllable word such as “God” or “love” is best. But choose one that is meaningful to you. Then fix it in your mind so that it will remain there come what may. This word will be your defense in conflict and in peace. Use it to beat upon the cloud of darkness above you and subdue all distractions consigning them to the cloud of forgetting beneath you. Should some thought go on annoying you, demanding to know what you are doing, answer with this one word alone. If your mind begins to intellectualize over the meaning and connotations of this little word, remind yourself that its value lies in its simplicity. Do this and I assure you these thoughts will vanish. Why? Because you have refused to develop them with arguing. (this page)



As can be seen, the little word is used in order to sweep all images and thoughts from the mind, leaving it free to love with the blind stirring that stretches out toward God.

In Privy Counseling the author speaks of two clear-cut steps on the way to enlightenment. The first is the rejection of all thoughts about what I am and what God is in order to be conscious only that I am and that God is. This is what I would like to call existential prayer because of its abandonment of all essences or modes of being. But it is only the first step. The second step is the rejection of all thought and feeling of my own being to be conscious only of the being of God. In this way the author leads to a total self-forgetfulness, a seemingly total loss of self for a consciousness only of the being of him whom we love. This is interesting doctrine. How can we twentieth-century men who talk so much about personality accept it?

The Loss of Self

Let me first say that this problem of the loss of self is extremely relevant in the religious climate of today, a climate that is largely dominated by the meeting of the great religions in a common forum and a fascinating dialogue that historian, Arnold Toynbee, has not hesitated to call the most significant event of the century. In this East-West religious encounter and exchange, the central problem on which all discussion finally focuses is that of the existence and nature of the self. Can a highly personalized religion like Christianity find common ground with an apparently self-annihilating system like Buddhism? This is a problem that has constantly come to the fore in ecumenical meetings I myself have attended. Anyone confronted with it would do well to listen to the wisdom of this English author. Steeped in the Christian tradition, he speaks a language that Buddhists understand. He is indeed a great spokesman for the West.

Let us consider some of the passages in which he justifies his advice to forget one’s own being.

In The Cloud he claims that to feel one’s own existence is the greatest suffering possible to man:


Every man has plenty of cause for sorrow but he alone understands the deep universal reason for sorrow who experiences that he is. Every other motive pales beside this one. He alone feels authentic sorrow who realizes not only what he is, but that he is. Anyone who has not felt this should really weep, for he has never experienced real sorrow. (this page–this page)



This is a remarkable passage. It might seem like a rejection of life and of existence, were it not for the author’s explicit statement that this is not his meaning:


And yet in all this, never does he desire to not-be, for this is the devil’s madness and blasphemy against God. In fact, he rejoices that he is and from the fullness of a grateful heart he gives thanks to God for the gift and the goodness of his existence. At the same time, he desires unceasingly to be freed from the knowing and feeling of his being. (this page)



It is clear that the author is not advocating self-annihilation; nor is he denying the ontological existence of the self. Rather is he saying that there is an awareness of self that brings joy and gratitude; and there is awareness of self that brings agony. What awareness of self causes this great sorrow?

It seems to me that Christian mysticism can be understood only in the light of the resurrection, just as Buddhist mysticism can be understood only in the light of nirvana. Until the resurrection, man’s personality, his true self, is incomplete. This holds even for Christ, of whom Paul says that “he was constituted Son of God by a glorious act in that he rose from the dead” (Rom. 1:4). In other words it was through the resurrection that Christ was perfected, finding his true self and ultimate identity. Until this final stage, man is inevitably separated from his end. And not only man but the whole universe, which is groaning in expectation for the sons of God to be revealed.

This imperfect state of incompleteness, isolation and separation from the goal is the basic source of man’s existential anguish—anguish that arises not because of his existence but because of his separated existence. Sorrow for this separation, says the author, is much more fundamental and much more conducive to humility than sorrow for one’s sins or anything else. Hence the anguish running through the writings of the mystics and reflected in the agonized cry of a St. John of the Cross: “Whither hast thou hidden thyself, O my beloved, and left me to my sighing?” Here the mystic is separated from the beloved whom he has inchoately experienced; and he longs for completion, for union, for the goal. If this means death, joyfully will he die—“Break the web of this sweet encounter.” As if he were to say, take away the veil that separates me from my beloved and my all. Clearly the anguish is that of separation and incompleteness at the level of existence. One can experience one’s incompleteness emotionally or economically or culturally or sexually; and all this is painful. But how terrible to experience it at the deepest level of all, that of existence! For all these other sorrows are partial experiences of one root experience of existential contingency. And this, I believe, is the sorrow of the man who knows not only what he is but that he is.

All this is not far removed from the anguish of the existentialist philosophers about which we at one time heard so much. Their agony was not necessarily theistic. Rather did it come from a radical sense of man’s insufficiency, contingency, incompleteness, mortality, summed up in Heidegger’s terrible definition of man as “being-to-death.” Here again it is not precisely existence that causes the trouble, but limited existence. Man, faced with the prospect of extinction, is not in control of his own destiny.

So much for the existentialists. With the English author it is mainly in Privy Counseling that the notion of separation with all its suffering is stressed. But now his language is more precise. The suffering of man is not that he is but that he is as he is; and the author makes his existential prayer: “That which I am and the way that I am … I offer it all to you.” (this page) Now he has made it abundantly clear that the problem is not existence itself but limited existence, and so he has no need for further explanation.

At the beginning of his treatise he makes a statement that echoes through the whole work: “He is your being and in him you are what you are.” Lest this sound pantheistic, the author quickly adds, “He is your being, but you are not his,” as if to remind us that while God is our being we are not God. But having made this distinction he keeps stressing that the great suffering and illusion of man is his failure to experience that God is his being. Rather does he experience his being apart from God. The whole aim of his direction is to lead us to the experience that “he is your being and in him you are what you are.” It is not in isolation, not in separation from the totality that man finds his true self; but only in God. The knowledge and feeling of any self other than this must be destroyed.

This leads to the inexorable law that the incomplete self must die in order that the true self may rise. “Unless the grain of wheat falling into the ground dies, itself alone remains; but if it dies it brings forth much fruit.”

In this context we can perhaps understand the author’s relentless assertion that the thought and feeling of self must be annihilated. Yet this annihilation is less terrible because it is the work of love: “For this is the way of all real love. The lover will utterly and completely despoil himself of everything, even his very self, because of the one he loves. He cannot bear to be clothed in anything save the thought of his beloved. And this is not a passing fancy. No, he desires always and forever to remain unclothed in full and final self-forgetting.” (this page) If we love, death will inevitably follow and self will be forgotten with terrible finality. But it will be a joyous death. Let me say a word about the connection between love and death.

In the Thomistic philosophy to which the English author is so faithful, love is “ecstatic” in that it takes us out of ourselves to live in the thing we love. If we love money, we live in money; if we love our friends, we live in them; if we love them in God, we live in God. This means that in love there is a real death, as St. John of the Cross (again a thoroughgoing Thomist) expresses in his enigmatic words: “O life, how canst thou endure since thou livest not where thou livest?” Is this because his life, no longer in his body, is palpitating in the one he loves? And he wonders how this life can continue. For death is an inevitable consequence of ecstatic love.

The dilemma is terrible. If man refuses to love, his separated self remains in its agonized isolation without ultimate fulfillment, even though ontologically God is in his being. If he loves, he chooses death for the separated self and life for the resurrected self. And it is the resurrected self that is at work in contemplation, which will never cease. “For in eternity there will be no need for the works of mercy as there is now. People will not hunger or thirst or die of the cold or be sick, homeless and captive. No one will need Christian burial for no one will die. In heaven it will no longer be fitting to mourn for our sins or for Christ’s Passion. So, then, if grace is calling you to choose the third part, choose it with Mary.” (this page)

This brings us to the question of the relationship of the true self to the all. The author writes that there is a total union (“He is your being”) and yet it is not total because I am not God’s being (“You are not his”). A strict Thomist of the fourteenth century, he would probably have explained this according to the Platonic notion of ideas in the mind of God—that creation exists from eternity in his mind, so that there is a total unity side by side with variety. To experience this would be “chaste and perfect love” in which one is united with God “blindly”; that is to say, without thoughts or feelings or images of any kind, experiencing oneself in God and through God. St. John of the Cross seems to be getting at this when he says that at first we experience the Creator through his creatures, but at the summit we experience creatures through the Creator.

Yet I myself believe that this metaphysic is less meaningful to modern man than the dynamic approach of Teilhard de Chardin. This is more biblical, giving centrality to the risen Christ Omega as well as to the resurrection of all men. It sees the ultimate eschatological union as a total indwelling of God in man and man in God and all in Christ going to the Father in accordance with the words of Jesus in John 17. As for the paradox that all is one and not one, Teilhard answers with a principle that runs through all his work: in the realm of personality, union differentiates. When I am most united with God, I am most myself. Here union is clearly distinguished from annihilating absorption: it is in union with the other that I find my true self. Incredible paradox? Yet we explain the Trinity in some such way. And does not the principle that union differentiates apply also to human unions and interpersonal relationships? In the deepest and most loving union with another, far from losing ourselves we discover our deepest selves at the core of our being. If this is true of human relationships, it must also apply to the most intimate union of all: that of Yahweh with his people.

*   *   *

I have attempted to explain the author’s position on the loss of self, which is an integral part of his direction and a relevant problem in the modern religious scene. But I must quickly confess that the author is reluctant to offer explanations and probably does so only as a concession to the learned divines who may read and criticize his book. How often he remarks that “only he who experiences it will really understand.” If there is a problem, it exists only at the verbal or metaphysical level, while at the level of experiential love it is simply a non-problem since then one knows existentially what it is to lose self and find self at the same time. The whole endeavor of the author is not to explain (for no explanation is possible) but to lead the disciple to a state of consciousness where he will see it for himself. “And so I urge you: go after experience rather than knowledge. On account of pride, knowledge may often deceive you, but this gentle, loving affection will not deceive you. Knowledge tends to breed conceit, but love builds. Knowledge is full of labor, but love, full of rest.” (this page) This is like the Zen Buddhists, who without explanation, insist that you must simply sit in meditation.

The Place of Christ

Another point that is crucial in these two books as in the works of all the Christian mystics concerns the place of Christ. Briefly the problem is this: Christian theology, following the New Testament, situates Christ at the very heart of prayer—Christ the man, the Incarnate Word. But how does Christ the man fit into this imageless, supraconceptual void? Where is Christ when I am between the cloud of unknowing and the cloud of forgetting? This is quite a dilemma; yet I believe that the author of The Cloud can truly be called Christocentric.

Let me say first that we can consider Christ in his historical existence or in his risen existence. In either case it is, of course, the same Jesus; but the mode of existence is quite different. About the historical Christ we can have thoughts and ideas and images, just as we can picture the villages through which he walked; but of the risen Christ we can have no adequate picture. This is stated categorically by St. Paul who, when asked what the resurrected body looks like, retorts (if I may translate him into modern jargon), Don’t ask stupid questions! “But someone will ask, ‘How are the dead raised? With what kind of body do they come?’ You foolish man!… For not all flesh is alike, but there is one kind for men, another for animals, another for birds, and another for fish.” (I Cor. 15:35-38) So there are many ways of existence and the resurrected way is different from that we now enjoy.

Now the Christian, following St. Paul, does not pray just to a historical figure but to the now existing risen Christ who contains in himself all the experience of his historical existence in a transformed way, as he indicated by showing his wounds to his disciples. As for the way of talking about the Christ who lives in our midst today, Teilhard de Chardin, influenced by the later Pauline epistles, speaks of “the cosmic Christ” who is co-extensive with the universe. By death the body is universalized, entering into a new dimension and into a new relationship with matter. It is in this dimension that the risen Christ is present to us. This is a dimension that we too enter by death; but in life also we can somehow touch it by love in the cloud of unknowing.

The English author is, I believe, speaking about the cosmic Christ, though he does not have this terminology. In fact he makes a brilliantly orthodox union of the historical and the risen Jesus in the Mary Magdalene motif, which obviously appeals greatly to him:


In the gospel of St. Luke we read that our Lord came to Martha’s house and while she set about at once to prepare his meal, her sister Mary did nothing but sit at his feet. She was so intent upon listening to him that she paid no attention to what Martha was doing. Now certainly Martha’s chores were holy and important … But Mary was unconcerned about them. Neither did she notice our Lord’s human bearing, the beauty of his mortal body or the sweetness of his human voice and conversation, although this would have been a holier and better work … But she forgot all this and was totally absorbed in the highest wisdom of God concealed in the obscurity of his humanity.

Mary turned to Jesus with all the love of her heart, unmoved by what she saw or heard spoken and done about her. She sat there in perfect stillness with her heart’s secret, joyous love intent upon that cloud of unknowing between her and her God. For as I have said before, there never has been and there never will be a creature so pure or so deeply immersed in the loving contemplation of God who does not approach him in this life through that lofty and marvelous cloud of unknowing. And it was to this very cloud that Mary directed the hidden yearning of her loving heart. (this page)



From the above it is very clear that entering the cloud does not mean abandoning Christ. Jesus is present: he is the divine center to which Mary’s love is directed. But she has no regard for clear-cut images of his beautiful mortal body, no ears for the sweetness of his human voice. She has gone beyond all this to a deeper knowledge, a deeper love and a deeper beauty. Here in practice is the paradox of a contemplation that is at once Christocentric and imageless.

Examples of this imageless approach to the man Christ abound in the English author; nor is it necessary here to quote his reference in Privy Counseling to Christ who is at once the porter and the door. Or his interesting interpretation of the ascension of Christ, who has to go (“It is expedient for you that I go”) lest the disciples become so attached to his historical body that they cannot love his glorified body. As I have said, our word “cosmic” is not there; but the idea is inescapably present.

With the realization that Christ is co-extensive with the universe, a whole cosmic and social dimension enters into contemplation. Christian mysticism can never be selfish preoccupation with one’s little ego; it must be an opening to other people and to the universe. Once again, the English author explains this in the cosmology of his day.


For when you fix your love on him, forgetting all else, the saints and angels rejoice and hasten to assist you in every way—though the devils will rage and ceaselessly conspire to thwart you. Your fellow men are marvelously enriched by this work of yours, even if you may not fully understand how; the souls in purgatory are touched, for their suffering is eased by the effects of this work; and, of course, your own spirit is purified and strengthened by this contemplative work more than by all others put together. (this page)



No corner of the universe is untouched by this exercise of love. Put in Teilhardian terms we might say that the noosphere is built up by this contemplative exercise; or that fresh impulse is given to the thrust of consciousness in its movement toward Omega. It is, of course, a great paradox that we should help people precisely by forgetting them: “Therefore, firmly reject all clear ideas however pious or delightful. For I tell you this, one loving blind desire for God alone is … more helpful to your friends, both living and dead, than anything else you could do.” (this page) This is something known only to experience through faith.

The increasingly cosmic and social dimension of contemplation is stressed in Privy Counseling where this work is described as a development from “bodiliness” to “ghostliness”; and I have translated these words as the Pauline “flesh” and “spirit.” For Paul, of course, flesh is not the sensual, Platonic flesh; it is not the instinctual part of man. Rather does it mean man rooted in this world; and when Paul uses it in a pejorative sense, it means man seeing only this world and blind to anything beyond it. On the other hand, the spiritual man is the man open to the universe and under the influence of the Spirit. Hence growth in contemplation, a growth toward spirit, is a development toward cosmic consciousness so that the contemplative puts on the mind of the cosmic Christ and offers himself to the Father for the salvation of the human race. Here, indeed, is the very climax of the author’s thought, couched in the beautiful prayer of Privy Counseling:


That which I am and the way that I am,

with all my gifts of nature and grace,

you have given to me, O Lord, and you are

all this. I offer it all to you, principally

to praise you and to help my fellow Christians

and myself. (this page)



This is truly the peak-point when the contemplative together with Christ offers himself to the Father for the human race. Now he has put on the mind of Christ so completely that, in a sense, only the Father remains. It is Christ within who prays and offers himself to the Father—“I live, now not I, but Christ liveth in me.” And, of course, the whole prayer is eminently Trinitarian and bafflingly paradoxical. There is one God, who is my very existence. And yet my existence is somehow distinct and I can offer it to him.

In this Christology, however, some readers may be perturbed by the author’s use of the Bible. Here, as in Privy Counseling and throughout his works, his apparent twisting of Scripture to illustrate and prove his point may bring a smile to the lips of the modern exegete. Yet this approach is typical of the mystics from Origen to John of the Cross. And it is, I believe, legitimate, and even helpful to the modern exegete.

That there is a distinctively contemplative approach to Scripture was indicated by Vatican II when it wrote: “For there is a growth in the understanding of the realities and the words handed down. This happens through the contemplation and study made by believers who treasure these things in their hearts through the intimate understanding of spiritual things they experience.” (Document on Divine Revelation, Chapter 2, 8) Growth in understanding comes from the mystics who, so to speak, live the Scriptures from within. If it is true, as Paul says, that no one can understand the spirit of a man except his own spirit, how true, too, that no one can really understand the Scriptures (however much his exegesis) except he who possesses the Spirit that composed them. The contemplative approach to Scripture complements the exegetical and is, I believe, coming more and more to the fore today.

Primacy of Love

From what has been said it will be clear that in the English author the central place in the contemplative exercise is allotted to love. That love is the essence of the whole thing is unequivocally stated again and again in words like the following:


For in real charity one loves God for himself alone above every created thing and he loves his fellow man because it is God’s law. In the contemplative work God is loved above every creature purely and simply for his sake. Indeed, the very heart of this work is nothing else but a naked intent toward God for his own sake. (this page–this page)



So the very heart of this work is love, which the English author refers to as a “secret little love,” a “naked intent of the will,” a “blind outstretching,” a “gentle stirring of love,” “this work,” or simply as “it.” It should be noted, however, that he uses these expressions for an activity that includes knowledge or consciousness of some kind. For purposes of analysis it is possible to speak of knowledge and love in contemplation; but the activity the author speaks of is a blend of both, a completely simple experience arising in the depth of the contemplative’s heart: in the last analysis it is indescribable, as the author declares when he says that “Whatever we may say of it is not it, but only about it.” (this page) He has no doubt, however, that its predominant element is love and it is upon this that
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