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Chapter 1
Mysticism: A Vay of Knowing and Living

"That all may be one 

as you, Father, are in me, and I in you;

I pray that they may be one in us, . . . 

that they may be one, as we are one,

I living in them, you living in me,

that their unity may be complete."

John 17: 21-23 (NAB')

St. John's words have often been called the "mystic's 

charter," but it is surprising how the majority of 

Christians can read them without realizing the mystical 

implications contained in them. Jesus' words, recorded in 

the Gospel of John, seem to imply this "oneness" or mystical 

experience is meant for all.

Mysticism has been present in Christianity since its 

beginnings, and thus has always been a topic of discussion. 

But, since the beginning of the nineteenth century, spurred 
by the enlightenment, it became a topic of scientific and 

especially psychological investigation. This research 

stimulated new theological studies and, as a result of this
analysis, there has been a renewed interest in mystical
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writings of all ages and cultures. Works that were formerly 

unpublished and those out of print became, and have 

remained, important pieces of literature in this century

(Knowles 12-16 and 132) .

Mysticism is an ambiguous term to define, but most 

authors agree that some kind of definition is essential to 

any further discussion of the topic. The definition I found 

to be most useful is the one presented by Jean Gerson: 

"Theologica myst ica est experimental is cognitio habita de 

Dec per amor is unit i ve complexium. 11 (Mystical theology is 

the knowledge of God by experience, arrived at through the 

embrace of unifying love) (Corbishly 175). There are three 

important parts of this definition: 1) The use of the term 

"mystical theology" (a term traditionally used by the church 

to define the mystic's experience) distinguishes it from 

natural theology which enables one to come to some knowledge 

of God through natural reason. 2) Ve do come to know God 

through mystical theology. 3) This knowledge is obtained 

not by an intellectual process but by a more immediate 

experience of unifying love (Corbishley 175).

Other definitions contain some elements of Gerson's

definition but also add other important paints. Dorn David 
Knowles speaks of "an incommunicable and inexpressible 

knowledge and love of God... received without precedent
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effort or reasoning" (13). Knowles does add the idea of the 

experience being inexpressible, which is found in most 

enumerations of the characteristics of mysticism.

Evelyn Underhill defines mysticism as "...the 

concentration of all the forces of the soul upon a 

Supernatural Object, conceived and loved as a living Person. 

It is the art of establishing a conscious relationship with 

the Absolute" (89). She believes that this definition is

incomplete, but no definition of mysticism could possibly be 

comprehensive because we are dealing with an encounter which

is indescribable in human terms. Her definition focuses on

the aspect of the love of God.

Richard Woods, a professor of spirituality at Loyola 

University in Chicago, asserts that mysticism is primarily a 

way of living. It is a "non-conceptual attitude toward 

Reality, a loving openness and outgoingness toward the Whole 

of Life" (325). Woods and Underhill both expand their 

definitions by describing fundamental conditons that are 

true of all mystical experience. These conditions will be 

explained when I delineate the characteristics of mysticism.

Bernard McGinn prefers not to define mysticism but 
rather to discuss it under three headings: "mysticism as

part of religion; mysticism as a process or way of life; and 

mysticism as an attempt to express a direct consciousness of



the presence of God" (introduction). McGinn includes a 

dimension not included in any other description of the 

mystical experience; mysticism as part of religion. I

£ believe he is referring to the mediate versus immediate

quality of the experience. He and other authors maintain 

that the experience is part of religious experience and is 

mediated by our particular faith tradition.

Gerson's definition, while satisfying, lacks the 

dimension of a "way of life" included in Me Ginn's and 

Woods' definitions. A more complete definition might be: 

Mystical theology is knowledge of God by experience, arrived 

at though the embrace of unifying love, a process which 

becomes a way of life.

I will now proceed to develop this topic under four 

headings: Mysticism as a way of knowing, including

consideration of mediate and immediate knowledge; 

characteristics of the mystical experience; the dimensions 

of love, knowing and union in mysticism; and mysticism as a 

a way of life. Lastly, I will discuss whether the path of

e
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mysticism is for all humanity or just a chosen few.
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MYSTICISM AS A WAY OF KNOWING

The first point Gerson makes in his definition is that 

• mystical theology is knowledge of God. What kind of

knowledge is this mystical awareness? Gerson has explained 

mystical as compared with natural theology by explaining 

that natural theology is a function of the human capacity to

reason.

Bertrand Russell quotes philosopher Henri Bergson and 

speaks of two different ways of knowing an object. The 

first way of knowing implies we know something by observing 

it outside of ourselves. The second way of knowing happens 

because we enter into the object. The first kind of 

knowledge depends on the point of view from which we see the 

object; the second does not depend on a point of view or 

rely on any symbols. The first knowing is said to be 

relative and the second is absolute. The second of these is 

called intuition by which one places oneself within the 

object in order to coincide with what is unique in it. 

Because it is unique to that object, it is inexpressible

(14> .e
Russell then asks the question: "Are there two ways of

knowing, and if so, is either to be preferred to the other?" 

He does agree that there is wisdom to be gained from 
mystical experience; wisdom that cannot be gained in any
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other manner. "Even the cautious and patient investigation 

of truth by science. . . may be fostered and nourished by that 

very spirit of reverence in which mysticism lives and 

moves." For it is insight that first leads to the beliefs 

that reason later confirms or denies. Insight is a creative 

force whereas reason is a harmonizing or controlling force

(11-13).

William James recognized mystical experience as a way 

of knowing, but he asks if this knowledge is authoritative. 

He answers this question in three parts: 1) Mystical states

are and have the right to be authoritative for the person 

who has them; 2) those who have not had the experience need 

not accept the mystic's revelation uncritically, and 3) they 

show that rationalistic consciousness, based on the senses 

alone, is not the only way of knowing. Mystical states open 

the possibility of other avenues to truth. Mystical states 

"offer us hypothesis which we may voluntarily ignore, but 

which as thinkers we cannot possibly upset" (331-336).

So Russell, the philosopher, and James, the 

psychologist, agree that mysticism is indeed a way of 

knowing. They tell us of the importance of insight, 

creativity and newness in our thinking, moments of intuitive 

knowledge, the "seeds of thought," the hypothesis without

which the scientist could not progress.



7
Evelyn Underhill wrote subsequent to the w 
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(22-25).

Mysticism claims to be able to know God without the 

help of dialectics, and it believes that the path of love 

will lead to knowledge that reason alone is unable to attain 

(Underhill 86). Mysticism is seen as a highly specialized 
form of the life in which all humans participate; the search 

for the Real, for wholeness and completion. Underhill also

speaks of a moment of "insight," an abrupt experience
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characterized by a sudden, acute realization of a "splendour 

and lovable Reality in the world." At this moment all 

things are made new and there is a sense of liberation, a 

conviction that God is near. The person also feels an 

overwhelming love for God <93 and 179).

Richard Woods speaks of the mystic's knowledge in terms

of mysterion. We can never understand what God is. It is 

enough however, to know that God is. The main thing is to 

know God experientially not speculatively. That means we 

must love, and love leads to serving in our world and beyond 

that there is nothing we need to know <73).

Woods points to the writings of the mystics to show 

that they are primarily practical in their approach to God 

as opposed to theoretical. Poetry, paradox, imagery and 

symbolism characterize their writings. There is no logic, 

order or precision to their writings. The mystic's concern 

is not to clarify our ideas, but to "jar us out of our 

complacency" and move us to an experiential involvement with 

God. Yet, despite their approach to God, they are not 

uninterested in theory. They have very specific views on 

the nature of God and the meaning of life. The key 

difference between mystical thinkers and their academic 
counterparts is method. For the mystic, knowledge comes 

from the experience of God rather than speculation about the

Absolute (193).



We recognize the similarities between Woods' 

explanation of mystical knowledge and Bertrand Russell's 

assesment of the topic. There is relative knowledge by 

which we can move around an object and speculate about what 

it is and what its meaning might be, and there is absolute 

knowledge whereby we "enter into" the object and have 

intimate knowledge of that object. I believe the mystic is 

trying to tell us: We can think, reason and speculate about

God, and we will come to know a tremendous amount about God.
But, only by entering into the Mystery will we ever truly

"know" God in the most intimate sense of the word. On the

other hand we are wise to heed Russell when he says that 

reason is the harmonizing force in coming to knowledge.

There has been a significant amount of discussion as to 

whether mystical knowledge of God is a mediated or immediate 

experience. Steven Katz claims that the mystic's experience 

is mediated. His most convincing argument is the fact that 

Christian mystics tend to come into an intimate relationship 

with Jesus. The Eastern mystics, those from Buddhist and 

Hindu traditions never speak of their experience in terms of 

Jesus, but rather as Brahman or Nirvana. He goes on to

♦ demonstrate how the mystical literature of a particular

tradition influences the perception of a particular mystic's 

encounter. For Christians and Jews he mentions the strong 

influence of the "Song of Songs" upon the mystic's

9

experience of God <3-17).
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Bernard McGinn speaks of mediate and immediate 

experience in these terms: "Human consciousness in its 

total activity is always mediated both by the subject's 

previous history and by mediations necessarily found in all 

thought and speech. What the mystics are talking about lies 

"between" these necessary mediations (introduction).

I would explain it this way: Whenever we experience 

anything, be it another person or an event, we do so through 

a "perceptual screen". We each have our own past experiences 

that we bring to every new occurance and these experiences 

color the way we interpret the new encounter. However, this 

perceptual screen does not make the encounter any less 

immediate. For example, when I am having a deep, intimate 

conversation with a friend, that is an immediate experience 

of the person's presence. But, as I experience it, or as I 

think of it or retell it later, it is mediated by

perceptions from my past. The experience of God for the 

mystic can, therefore, be immediate but influenced or 

mediated by their perceptual screen.

CHARACTERISTICS

Now that we have established that mystical theology is

a way of knowing God, I would like to focus on the
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characteristics of this particular way of knowing. I will 

begin by using William James description of the "four marks 

of mysticism" because his qualities seem to be referenced 

most often by other authors.

The first of James' four marks is ineffability. The

person says the encounter defies expression and that no 

adequate report can be given in words. James says mystical 

states are more like states of feeling rather that states of 

intellect. The second mark is a noetic quality. Mystical 

states seem, for those who experience them, to be states of 

knowledge as well as feeling. They are illumination, 

revelation, and they are full of significance. The insights 

gained in a mystical experience carry authority for the 

mystic throughout his or her life. James' third 

characteristic is transiency. Mystical states cannot be 

maintained for any great length of time. Even though the 

experience fades, the memory remains although the quality of 

this recollection is imperfect. The fourth mark is 

passivity. Although the oncoming of mystical states may be 

aided by voluntary actions such as meditation or bodily 

posture, when the actual experience occurs the mystic feels 

as if his or her own will was "put on hold" and that he or 

she has been "grasped and held by a superior power"
<299-301).

Evelyn Underhill disagrees with James' "four marks" of
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the mystical state and proposes four characteristics that 

she perceives embody the mystical experience. She says true 

mysticism is active and practical. not passive, leading to 

an active life. I think perhaps she misunderstood James' 

use of the work "passive" for I believe the mystic must 

truly "let go" in order for God to enter into relationship 

with the person. It is very much like grace; we cannot 

actively demand it, it is pure gift from God. I do believe 

she is correct in stating that mysticism is active as a way

of life. Underhill's second characteristic is that

mysticism aims to be wholly transcendent and spiritual. By 

this she means the mystic is no longer drawn to material 

possessions in this world. The mystic is now lead only to 

God. He or she needs nothing more than relationship with

God <81-86).

Her third characteristic is: the One is a living 

personal Being, and Object of Love. She believes this is 

one of the most distinctive marks of true mysticism. She 

sees mysticism as a way of life that is "eager and outgoing 

and whose driving force is generous Love, not the indrawing 

activity that strives only for new knowledge." Underhill's 

fourth characteristic is living union with this One. This, 

for her, entails the complete remaking of character and the
liberation of a new form of consciousness known as the

Unitive State. By this she means mysticism is not simply an 
attitude of mind and heart but it becomes a way of life in
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which the self is always aware of God and wants only to do

the will of God (Underhill 81-86).

If we compare Underhill to Teresa of Avila's Interior 

Castle. we see many of the same themes addressed. Both 

women realize they are describing the ideal and both confirm 

there are stages which must be experienced before the ideal

is reached.

Bobert Woods describes these stages in his book 

"Mysterion". His stages are a good summary of Underhill and 

Teresa. The first stage is conversion which I believe 

corresponds to Underhill's claim of the mystic being drawn 

to God's will and a new way of life. John of the Cross 

speaks of this conversion as being "wounded" by God (296). 

Woods' second stage is purgation. In this stage the person 

begins to re-examine his or her values as well as

traditional "ways" to union with God. This stage can last a 

very long time and is comparable to the "dark night" 

described by John of the Cross (Woods 54-56). I am reminded 

of the lines from the "Spiritual Canticle" of John of the 

Cross: "Where have you hidden beloved. Why have you wounded 

my soul? I went out in the wilderness calling for you, but 

you were gone" (410).

The third stage is illumination. At this time various 

forms of enlightenment may occur. The person experiences a



transformation of consciousness, a whole new way of 

perceiving Reality. The mind becomes more passive, and the 

presence of God begins to dominate the person's attention 

(Woods 54-56). John of the Cross describes this as finding 

the Beloved on a "lonely and far distant isle" and there "I 

gave myself to you and kept nothing for myself" (413).

Woods' fourth stage is union. There is an increased 

sense of oneness with God (Woods 54-56). This is the stage 

which is so very difficult for the mystic to describe.

Bernard McGinn thinks v/e should not use the word "union"

because it is merely a descriptive term used by the mystics 

to relate the experience of the presence of God (McGinn 

Introduction). I believe union is the only word that can be 

used to describe this experience. It is not by chance that 

the mystics have chosen the "Song of Songs" to meditate 

upon, for this literary piece describes the relationship

between the Lover and the beloved. It is also not

surprising that John of the Cross uses imagery that brings 

to mind the closest physical relationship between two human 

beings, sexual intercourse:

9 "0 livng flame of love

That tenderly wounds my soul 
In its deepest center! Since 

Wow You are not oppressive,

14

Wow Consummate! if it be your will:
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Tear through the veil of this sweet

encounter!" <578)

♦
Woods also includes a fifth stage; return to the world. 

He says typically, the mystic, having undergone the 

"mystic's journey," will return to the social world. He or 

she might become a prophet, reach out to meet the needs of 

the poor and oppressed, teach or sometimes collect a band of 

followers. At the very least, he or she will preach or 

write the message (56).

When Dorn David Knowles speaks of the characteristics of 

mysticism, the "keynote is love and the abandonment of 

self-love, and the surest sign of its (the mystical 

experience) presence is the resolute choice of the unseen 

rather than the seen, the supernatural rather than the 

natural, and the growing perception of God, the object of 

faith and love, as a being within the soul, absorbing, 

controlling, directing it" (137-138). Of all the 

characteristics we have discussed, the ones that seem to be

constant in all the descriptions are: love, knowledge, union 

• with God, and way of life.
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LOVE, KNOWLEDGE AND. UNION WITH GOD

I want to refer now to Steven Katz' reference to the

imagery used in the "Song of Songs." The use of the Song by 

Christian mystics has been continual since the time of 

Origen. Before that time, and since, it has been used 

within the Jewish mystical tradition. Most Christian 

exegesis sees the relationship of the Lover and the beloved 

as an allegory for the love of Christ for the Church. The 

mystics accept this interpretation but take it a step 

further. They use a personal interpretation that sees Jesus

as the male lover and the individual as the female beloved

(11) .

It is significant to the mystic's interpretation of 

"Songs" that we speak of men and women "knowing" each other, 

in the deepest sense of the word, in sexual intercourse.

The mystics often spoke of union with God as a "mystical 

marriage." Through human love, the personalities of the 

lover and the beloved are revealed. Through love one comes 

to "know" another in a more profound way. This union may be 

described as a sort of fusing of personalities. Human love 

sometimes leads to physical union in which the lovers seek 
to share mutual joys, desires and delights. This union 
symbolizes a longing for the union of their personalities. 

The same is true of the mystical experience of union.

Recall Gerson's definition of mysticism: "knowledge of God
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arrived at through the embrace of unifying love" (Corbishley

178) .

* MYSTICISM AS A WAY OF LIFE

Once the experience of union with God has taken place, 

the fruits of that union are exemplified in a new way of 

life. Having "tasted" Pure Love, that Love overflows and 

must be shared with others. According to David Knowles, the 

mystical life is the Christian life "raised to a higher 

power." There are two essentials in every Christian life: 

union or identification with Christ, and love of others in

Christ (135). Robert M. Gimello, in a collection of essays 

regarding mysticism, states: "The mysticism of any 

particular mystic is really the pattern of his whole life." 

The thought, moral values and conduct toward others is the 

fruit of the mystical life. It is in the mystic's life that 

we can judge the actual value of "peak" experiences (Katz

84-85).

Benard McGinn declares: "Rather than being something 

added on to mystical experience, mystical theory, in most

• cases, precedes and guides the mystic's whole way of life" 

(introduction). According to Robert Woods, the mystics have 
unleashed one of the most powerful political forces the

world has ever known: agape. unselfish concern for the total 

welfare of the other and for all others. "Mysticism without



18

action is divorced from the world of truly human

significance." The will to love is the cornerstone of the 

mystic's life <354-355).

Is the mystic's way of life meant for all members of 

the human race? My own position is that mysticism as a way 

of knowing and living is for all humanity. It is similar to 

grace: a free gift from God, but available to all who want 

to partake of it. Dorn Cuthbert Butler, a contemporary of 

Knowles, argues that the traditional Christian view is that 

all humanity is called to the mystical way of life. Butler 

says, however, that the circumstances of life may and often 

do render mystical union all but impossible (Corbishley

176) .

David Knowles approaches the question by asking: "Are 

there two ways to the perfect Christian life?" He comes to 

the conclusion that there is only one option for those who 

call themselves Christian. Christianity is a "real call, a 

real obligation" for all Christians to love God with their 

entire being <45-47). I am reminded of the great

commandment: "You shall love the Lord you God with your all 

your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength and 

with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself" <Luke
10:27).

The reception of infused love and knowledge, which is



the mystical experience, is "purely and absolutely God's 

gift. There is no way it can be achieved or merited by any 

person. Yet, at the same time, it is given most frequently 

to those who prepare for it. This is the mystic's paradox. 

While the gift may be offered at various times and in 

varying degrees to all people, it is up to the person 

him/herself to accept or reject it (Knowles 43-57). Richard 

Wood believes that "it is evident in the mystic's experience 

that a progressive closeness to God leading to true and 

lasting union is a possibility for all human beings and the 

actual experience of many" (337).

Evelyn Underhill submits that: "Mysticism is a power 

latent in the whole human race. Few people pass through 

life without knowing what it is to be at least touched by 

this mystical feeling." She speaks of being touched by 

music, poetry and painting as a taste of mystical 

experience. She declares that of all the arts, music alone 

shares with the great mystical literature the power of 

awakening in us a response to the "Life Movement of the

Universe" (73-77).

Most of us have had some type of mystical experience.

As Richard Viladesau says in his book Answering for Faith, 

if we have ever loved selflessly, or experienced hope when 

the events of our life would lead us to hopelessness and 

despair, then we have understood and known what is really

19
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meant by God (47). It is often in the experience of our 

daily lives that we encounter God. The true mystic is one

who encounters God in the depth of his or her being and

lives in knowledge of God. The myst i c is consumed with love

of God and chooses to live daily in union with the person

and will of God. I believe God calls each of us to this way

of life. Jesus' promise to us before He entered into the 

mystery of death and resurrection was: " Any who truly love 
me will be true to my word and my Father will love them; we 

will come to them and make our dwelling place with them,

Jn 14:23 (NAB).

We will now examine the lives of three mystics. St. 

Augustine is one of the Fathers of the Church. The Church 

Fathers are men who wrote before the eighth century and 

estabished much of our Christian doctrine. Augustine's life 

spans the years between 354 and 430 A.D. Augustine is very 

important to our study, because he lays the groundwork for 

much of mystical theology.

The second mystic we will investigate is Marguerite 

Porete. We do not know the date of Marguerite's birth, but 

we do know that she was burned at the stake, as a heretic, 

in Paris, on June 1, 1310. Marguerite lived in a time of
great upheaval in the Church. These were the years that 

preceded the Protestant Reformation. It is only now that we

are beginning to understand the contribution that people
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like Marguerite have made to the study of spirituality.

Finally, we will look at the writings of Edward M.

Hays, a post-modern mystic. As we explore Ed's mysticism,
a we will see the impact of the Second Vatican Council on the 

life of the Church. The ordinary lives and activities of 

the people of God are now seen as sacred. Ed Hays truly 

believes that mysticism is for all people, in all faith

traditions, at all times.



Chapter 2
The Mysticism of St. Augustine

Augustine was born in the town of Thagaste in North 

Africa, not far from Carthage in the year 354 A.D. He was 

the child of lower middle class North Africans. His mother,

Monica, was a Christian and renowned for her piety.

Patricius, his father, was a pagan. Thagaste was an

agricultural village, but Augustine's father was a Roman 

town conci1lor. Augustine had one brother and two sisters. 

Like most Christians at the time, Monica did not have her 

son baptized even though she was a practicing Christian.

The common practice was to wait until adulthood to receive

the Christian Sacraments of Initiation (Clark 43-45).

Augustine attended primary school at Thagaste and at 

the age of eleven he entered school in Madaura, twenty miles 

away, to pursue classical studies. Early in his life 

Augustine discovered the key to a broad world view is 

education (McGinn 2S8). When he was sixteen, he took a

leave of absence from school while his father collected

money to send him away for higher studies. It was during 

this time that Augustine led a less than desirable moral 

life. At seventeen, he went to Carthage to study rhetoric

(Clark 48).
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In Carthage, Augustine took a concubine to whom he was 

loyal for fifteen years. (It must be remembered that 

marriage was impossible for these two people because they 

came from different social classes). When he was eighteen, 

they had a son called Adeodatus. Adeodatus died when he was

seventeen (Clark 46).

At age nineteen, Augustine read Cicero's lost dialogue,

Hortensius, which extended an invitation to search for

wisdom (Me Ginn 228). The absence of the name of Christ in

Cicero's dialogue convinced him to look elsewhere for wisdom 

(Clark 46). It was during this time that Augustine became

involved with the Manichees.

Manichaeism was a strange set of beliefs. Founded by 

Manes in Persia in the early third century, this religion 

barrows ideas from many different religions including 

Christianity. Manes added several of his own ideas to his 

religion. Manichaeism speaks of two principles, one good an 

one evil called God and Satan. Each has his own kingdom.

God dwells in the Kingdom of 

of Darkness. All of history 

free light elements from the 

them to the Kingdom of Light 
with light or with the demons 

matter was seen as cooperatio 

a person was purified, his or

Light and Satan in the Kingdom

is concerned with the effort to

Kingdom of Darkness and restore 
Humanity can either cooperate

of darkness. The use of

with the demons. If at death

her soul would go to the
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Kingdom of Light; if not, there was a long process of 

purification (Confessions intro). This is a dualistic 

interpretation of the problem of evil. The Manichees saw the

God of the Old Testament as evil and the God of the New 

Testament as good. Augustine was immersed in Manichaeism for 

nine years. The effects of this teaching can be seen in 

many of Augustine's later writings. His doctrine of 

purgatory and the need for infant baptism seem to be related 

to his Manichaen background. Augustine spent a great deal 

of his later life battling the Manichaen heresy.

In 383, Augustine left Carthage and traveled to Rome.

He went to teach rhetoric to a group of students, but he 

became disappointed by their lack of discipline. He 

accepted a position as Public Orator for Milan in the fall 

of 384. It was here that he started to read Plato. He also

heard the preaching of Ambrose, the bishop of Milan. From 

Ambrose he learned to appreciate the Old Testament and to 

recognize the difficulties of positing good and evil against

each other. He had to admit his own free will was involved

in his inclinations toward evil (Clark 47).

Augustine had a tendency to see God as a material 

being. His reading of Plato led him to realize that there 
is a spiritual reality. However, Plato's writing naturally 

did not contain the name of Christ. This led him to read 

the Epistles of Paul in search of wisdom (Clark 47). Many
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sources tell us that Ambrose was directly responsible for 

Augustine's conversion, but it seems that a variety of 

factors were important and the conversion was part of an 

ongoing process.

The seemingly sudden, but long prepared for, conversion 

in the garden in August of 386 is described in The 

Confessions 8. 8-12. Augustine confronts all the "vileness 

from the secret depth of my soul... a mighty storm arose in 

me, bringing a mighty rain of tears. I flung myself down 

somehow under a certain fig tree and no longer tried to 

check my tears which poured forth from my eyes in a flood, 

an acceptable sacrifice to Thee. And suddenly I heard a 

voice from some nearby house, a boy's voice or a girl's 

voice ... and it repeated again and again, 'take and read, 

take and read.'" At this point Augustine, fighting back 

tears, opened the Scriptures to Paul's Epistle to the Romans 

13:13 which said: "Not in rioting and drunkenness, not in 

chambering and impurities, not in contention and envy, but 

put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ and make not provision for 

the flesh and its concupiscences." He declares: "I had no 

wish to read further, and no need. For in that instant, 

with the very ending of the sentence, it was as though a 

light of utter confidence shone in all my heart, and all the 
darkness of uncertainty vanished away."

In 387, at the age of 33, he gave his name for baptism
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and was instructed by Ambrose. He and his son Adeodatus 

were baptised at the Easter Vigil by Ambrose. At this time 

Augustine made a commitment to live a celibate life for the
• sake of Christ (Clark 48). In the fall of 387, Augustine

left Milan with his son, a few friends and his mother,

Monica. They were planning to form a contemplative 

community in North Africa. While at the seaport of Ostia, 

Monica and Augustine shared an experience of "touching God.”

This event is noted by some as an important part of 

Augustine's conversion experience. It is quoted by students 

of mysticism as an example of a mystical encounter in 

Augustine's life. In book nine of The Confessions he

describes this mutual realization. He and his mother were

reflecting on her impending death. They were conversing 

about the presence of Truth, which is God, and what the

eternal life of the saints would be like: "And our

conversation brought us to the point that any pleasure 

whatsoever of the bodily senses ... seemed to us not worthy 

of comparison with the pleasure of that eternal Light, not 

worth even of mention." He speaks of soaring higher and 

higher and coming to their own souls and going beyond them 

at last to the "Region of richness unending, where You feed 
Israel forever with the food of truth; and there life is 
that Wisdom by which all things are made..." And while they 

were "talking of His Wisdom and panting for it, with all the 

effort of our heart, we did for one instant touch it;
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then sighing ... we returned to the sound of our own tongue, 

in which a word has both beginning and ending." After this 

experience, Augustine's mother said to him: "Son, for my 

own part I no longer find joy in anything in this world."

She told her son that her greatest hope had been granted in 

seeing him become a Catholic Christian before her death.

She poses this question: "What am I doing here?"

(Confessions 9.10). Soon after, Monica died and her son

buried her.

Augustine returned to Africa in 388. Here he founded a 

monastic community, and was called to priesthood in 391. In 

395, he was consecrated Bishop of Hippo succeeding Valerius. 

He was bishop for the last 35 years of his life. He 

continued to live in the contemplative community while 

caring for the duties of his office. He established several

other monasteries for women and for men. He continued to

write, instruct converts, give spiritual direction and care 

for the poor. He celebrated the liturgy and delivered 

homilies almost daily. During this time, he battled 

Manichaeism, Pelagius and the Donatist heresy. He was a 

prolific writer responsible for 113 books, 218 letters and 

about 800 sermons. He died in Hippo in 430 A.D. (Clark 49).

His influence is difficult to estimate. He is 
recognized as a religious genius in several different areas.

He was a speculative theologian, church leader, founder of
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monastic communities, preacher and defender of the faith (Me

Ginn 229). Dorn Cuthbert Butler states: "He is on all hands

acknowledged to be the dominant figure in Western

Christianity" (Butler 19) .

He has been called the "Father of Christian Mysticism" 

by John Burnaby and the "Prince of Mystics" by Butler. His 

contributions to later Christian Mysticism include: an 

account of the soul's assent to contemplative and ecstatic 

experience of God; the ground of the possibility of this 

experience in human participation in the Trinity or as an 

image of the Trinity; and the role of Christ and the Church 

in attaining this experience (McGinn 231).

CHRISTIAN THOUGHT AT THE TIME OF AUGUSTINE

Before exploring Augustine's writings and teaching, it 

is important to examine the period of history that 

surrounded his life. The year 312 marks a significant 

change in the history of Christian thought. The Roman 

Emperor, Constantine, was preparing to go into battle when

he had a dream and saw a cross. On the cross was a banner

which read: "In this sign you will conquer." Constantine 

went into battle at the Milvan bridge and was victorious.

The result was the Edict of Milan in 313, when Christianity 

became one of many protected religions (Dietrich lecture).

By the end of the fourth century, Christianity was practiced
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Emperor Theodosius I, "proclaimed it the official religion 

of the Empire" (Bokenkotter 67).

Because of this, Christian thought changed drastically. 

Before Constantine, it was dangerous to be a Christian. 

Suffering martyrdom was the ultimate sign of one's 

commitment. Martyrdom brought one instantaneously into the 

presence of God. After Theodosius'decree, it was dangerous 

not to be a Christian. Because there was no longer the 

external threat of being martyred, people began looking 

inward for the presence of God. Augustine's Confessions is 

an example of this inward turn. In a previous age, this 

book could not have been written. In an age of martyrs, it 

would have seemed a luxury to contemplate the inner life and 

struggle (Dietrich lecture).

The desert monks, who arose during this period, had a 

tremendous influence on the life and thought of Augustine. 

Because so many people were now calling themselves 

Christian, some perceived a kind of laxity in the way people 

were living their Christian lives. As a result, many
• zealous Christians fled to the desert. The life of the

desert monk became a model for Ausgustine especially as he 
lived an active and contemplative life. The process
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involves conversion, separation, withdrawal, testing and
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return to the world to an active Christian life (Dietrich

lecture).

Another important point in Christian thought at this

time is that the Church Fathers were less concerned with

knowledge than with the living reality which is known by 

faith. Mysticism, as a very precise term used to define 

very distinct phenomenon, did not exist at this time.

Rather, mysticism denoted the mysteries of faith. The 

Fathers were contemplators of those mysteries and in this 

contemplation they found the strength to carry on their 

mission. They were ardent supporters of living faith.

Their faith was closely linked to charity. The Trinity and 

relationship with the trinity is important for Christian 

writers in this period. The ancient Fathers enjoyed a kind 

of intimacy and communication in prayer within the three 

persons of the Trinity (Cayre' 22-24).

THE TRINITARIAN ASPECT OF AUGUSTINE'S MYSTICISM

Augustine's mysticism is primarily a Trinitarian 

mysticism with an emphasis on human participation in the 

relationship of the Trinity. He emphasizes the possibility 

of this experience for humankind and the role of Christ and 

the Church in attaining the experience. In a more profound 

theological sense, all Christian mysticism is Trinitarian.

Augustine maintained that if the Triune God had created this
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world, God must have "left traces of his internal life in 

that world and even more so, in the soul." God's presence 

in the human soul must somehow reflect the very nature of 

God (Dupre and Wiseman 12-13).

Crucial to the mystical writings of Augustine is The 

Trinity. In this treatise, Augustine investigates how the 

human being is the imago trinltatis, the image that 

participates in the inner life of the three persons of God: 

"But if we consider that image of which it is written "Let 

us make man in our image and likeness' (Gen 1:26), not "in 

my image' or " in your image,' we must believe that man was 

made in the image of the Trinity." Augustine believes we 

can participate in the life of the Trinity in our life on 

earth. He quotes the Acts of the Apostles: "for in him we 

live and move and have our being" (Acts 17:27f).

The Trinity uses the trinitarian analogy of the inner 

life of humans as memory, understanding and will or love: 

"Thus we unfolded an account of the mental trinity whereby 

memory provided the source from which the thinker's sight 

receives its form, the confirmation itself being a sort of

9 image impressed by the memory with will or love as the

agency by which the two are linked. Hence when the mind 
sees itself in the act of thought, it understands and knows 
itself, we may say that it begets this self-understanding 

and self-knowledge" (Clark 339).



32

Augustine shows that it is only in loving our neighbor 

that we can love God. It is love alone which allows us to

see God in this life and in the next. Augustine claims that 

• love of neighbor is love of God. He quotes St. John: "God

is love, and he who abides in love abides in God and God in 

him." In chapter seven of The Trinity he states: "Let no 

one say: 'I do not know what I am to love.1 Let him love his 

brother, and he will love that same love; he knows the love 

whereby he loves better than he knows the brother whom he

loves. God can be more known to him than his brother, 

really more known because more present; more known because 

more interior; more known because more certain. Embrace the 

love that is God; through love embrace God" (Clark 327).

Augustine speculates on how this love of neighbor is a 

love that participates in the Trinity: "Let me help you see 

that you do see the Trinity if you see love. The love that 

we love is a laving object, and we love it because it loves. 

What, therefore, is the object of love's love which makes 

love itself lovable? If it loves nothing, it is not love.

If is loves itself, it cannot love itself as love unless as

love it has an object ... love may love itself but it will
t only be loving itself as love if it loves itself as loving 

something. The object of love's love has to be something 

that love loves; and if we begin with what is nearest, that

is our brother" (Clark 328-329).
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In later parts of The Trinity. Augustine concludes that 

all our knowing and every spiritual thing we do as human 

beings has to be grounded in the inner life of the Trinity: 

"Love is the activity of a lover and it has a definite 

object. There we have three things: the love, that which is 

loved, and love. Love itself is only a kind of life which 

unites together or tries to unite two beings, the lover and 

the beloved. What does the soul love in a friend except the

soul? Even here there are three: the lover, the beloved,

and love" (Clark 330). Whether we are aware of it or not, 

every good thing we do, every laving deed we accomplish is 

grounded in the Trinity.

Augustine stresses that the reforming of our image to 

the Image of God will never be complete in this life. It is 

an ongoing process, but the transformation must begin in 

this life: "It is written: "While we are in the body we are 

exiled from the Lord—for we walk by faith and not by sight'

(2 Cor 5:6). Therefore, as long as the just man lives by 

faith (Rom. 1:17), although his life is that of the inner 

man, he is only able to strive toward truth and wend his way 

toward the eternal by temporal faith: and there cannot yet 

be in the retention and contemplation and love of this 

temporal faith a trinity fit to be called the Image of God"

(Clark 333).

Participating in the life of the Trinity leads to
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knowing and loving which in turn leads to vision of God:

",.. if with spiritual charity he loved the brother whom he 

sees externally, he would see God, who is charity itself, 

with the interior vision by which God can be seen" (Clark

328) .

THE ROLE OF CHRIST AND THE CHURCH

The role of Christ and the Church is essential to the

mysticism of Augustine. Augustine's Christology, in its 

mystical dimension, is not so much concerned with the saving 

events of Jesus' life, death and resurrection as with how

Jesus "effects redemption through uniting us with him in his 

Body, the church" (McGinn 249). Augustine declares: ...the

Mediator between God and man, the Man Christ Jesus, who is

over all things, God blessed forever, who was calling to me 

and saying: I am the Vay, the Truth and the Life...

(Confessions 7. 18).

Augustine is insistent that only the pure of heart can 

see God: "Where is the heart by which He may be seen? 

'Blessed,' He saith, 'are the clean of heart: for they shall 

see God'" (Matt. 5:8). Augustine then reflects on the state 
of creatures and especially himself: "But ... I have observed 

the whole of creation, as far as I could, I have 
contemplated the bodily creation in heaven and on earth, and

the spiritual in myself who am speaking... how then can I
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comprehend what is above myself?" (On Psalm 159, Przywara 

81,82). Augustine knew the state of his own heart and that

it was Christ himself who cleanses the heart to see God. It

is Christ at work in the church who effects this change. In 

verse 80 of Augustine's comment on Ps. 118 he says: "The 

heart of the members of the body of Christ becomes spotless 

by God's grace through him who is the Body's head, that is 

through Jesus Christ our Lord, through the washing of 

regeneration' (McGinn 249).

In Augustine's thought, every action of the church is 

really the action of Christ. He speaks of Christ as 

transforming us into himself: "And I knew I was far from 

Thee in the region of unlikeness, as I heard Thy voice from 

on high: 'I am the food of grown men: grow and you shall eat 

Me. And you shall not change Me into yourself as bodily 

food, but in Me you shall be changed" (Confessions 7.10).

It is through Christ and His Body the Church that we 

become what we were meant to be; images of the Trinity. For 

Augustine there was no such thing as private revelation or 

personal vision. Ve could only know and love God through 

our life together in the Body of Christ (McGinn 251).

AUGUSTINE’S ACCOUNT OF THE SOULS ASCENT TO GOD

It was mentioned earlier that one of Augustine's
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contributions to later Christian Mysticism was his account 

of the soul's ascent to God. This description, which Dorn 

Cuthbert Butler describes as "a doctine of contemplation" is 

found in Augustine's homily on Psalm 41 (or 42 as it appears 

in the Sew American Bible). Regarding verse two, Augustine 

speaks of the intense longing for something that is not 

known but strongly desired. He quotes the psalm: "Like as 

the hart desireth the water-brooks, so longeth my soul after 

Thee, 0 God." This is the power which motivates one to 

"Ascend the Mount of Contemplation" and the difficult path 

that lays ahead of him or her (Butler 24).

In verse three, the preliminary condition for 

contemplation is set forth. One must eliminate the 

imperfections and vices in the soul: "Destroy in thyself 

whatever is contrary to the truth, and when thou hast seen 

thyself to be comparatively free from irrational passions, 

be not contented to stay where thou art, as if there was 

nothing further for thee to long for." Once again, he 

reminds us that only the clean of heart shall see God

(Butler 25)

Examining verse seven of the psalm, Augustine explains 

that the Psalmist desires to find God, not only so he may 
believe, but that he may also see somewhat. In this 

passage Augustine is admitting the possibility of seeing and 

experiencing God to some extent in this life. He proceeds
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to discuss how the soul will find God in verse eight. The 

soul, unable to find God in creatures or in itself must 

mount above itself, where God dwells: "I have poured forth 

my soul above myself, and there remains no longer any being 

for me to attain to, save ray God. For it is there is the 
"house of my God'. His dwelling place is above my soul; 

from thence He beholds me; from thence He governs me and 

provides for me; from thence He appeals to me, and calls me, 

and directs me; leads me in the way, and to the end of my 

way" (Butler 22 and 25>.

In verse nine, he explains it is contemplation of the 

virtues of God's servants that finally brings the soul to 

the "threshold of God's dwelling place." Augustine states

that: "God's tabernacle on earth is the faithful." The

idea that contemplation of God's servants will bring one to 

God's presence is unique to Augustine. According to 

Butler: "The more normal teaching of the mystics that God

is found within the soul, is of course taught by Augustine 

in various places" When Augustine comes to the mystical 

experience itself he describes it this way: "...when I came 

to the house of God, I am even struck dumb with 

astonishment. It is there, in the sanctuary of God, in the 

house of God, is the fountain of understanding." "In the 
house of God there is a never ending festival; ... the 

presence of God's face, joy that never fails" (Butler 23 and

25) .
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In verse ten, Augustine speaks of having "come within 

reach of that sound, so that by an effort we may catch 

something from that house of God; yet through the burden, so 

to speak, of our infirmity, we sink back to our usual level 

and relapse to our ordinary state" (Butler 25). The 

mystical experience is brief or transient. Ve cannot remain 

there but must return to our mortal condition. The mystic 

comes back to the human condition and so the psalmist cries: 

"Why are you so downcast, o ray soul? Vhy do you sigh within 

me? Hope in God! For I again shall be thanking him in the 

presence of my savior and my God" (Ps 41:12).

It is clear from this exposition on Psalm 41 that 

Augustine acknowledges the possibility of an experience of 

God in this life. He insists that one must be pure of heart 

to see God. He also admits to the transiency of the 

experience in this life. The intense longing for God is 

present in the soul before the encounter, and even more so 

after the experience.

THE MYSTERY OF GOD

One aspect of Augustine's mysticism that seems very 

important to me is his emphasis on the otherness or mystery 
of God. Some of his thought is definitely in the apophatic 

tradition: that is, the negative way. All we can say about 

God is what God is not. Augustine explains more fully:



39

"Whatever man may think, that which is made is not like Him 

who made it ... God is ineffable. We can more easily say 

what He is not than what He is. Think of the earth; this is

not God: ... the sea, this is not God ..." (On Ps. 85, 

Przywara 81). In The Trinity, book one, verses 1-3, he 

states: "It is necessary to purge our minds, in order to be 

able to see ineffably that which is ineffable" (Przywara

87) .

This type of thinking is particularly freeing because 

we can go beyond previously held images of God to discover 

more and more of the Divine mystery. In my opinion this 

quality is important for any good theologian and is 

especially significant for the mystic. The contemplation of 

the mystic leads that person into union with God. Only a 

truly open person, one who feels as an empty vessel, can 

possibly be filled with the presence and knowledge of God 

that comes from mystical union with God.

UJflOIT WITH GOD

A final point in our discussion of Augustine is a 

question debated by many scholars over the last century.

Was Augustine truly a mystic according to today's definition 
and understanding of the word? Did he encounter what some 

call the hallmark of mystical experience; union with God? 

And, did he produce the fruits of that union through an
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active and charitable life?

I am of the opinion that we can answer "yes" on all 

accounts. In The Trinity, Augustine declares: "And when its 

cleaving to Him has became absolute, it will be one spirit 

with Him: Witness the words of the Apostle, "He that is 

joined to the Lord is one spirit' <1 Cor 6: 17) . . . Joined to 

that Being in perfect happiness, the mind will live within 

that Being a changeless life, enjoying the changless vision 

it beholds" (Clark 352). This quote echoes the "mystics' 

charter": "That all may be one, as you Father are in me, and 

I in you; I pray that they may be one in us. . ." (John 17: 

20-21). The passage from The Trinity speaks of living 

within the person of God.

The Confessions speak of the intimate presence of God 

when Augustine is sharing the moment of contemplation with 

his mother Monica: "And while we were thus talking of His 

Wisdom and panting for it, with all the effort of our heart 

we did for one instant attain to touch it..." This passage 

speaks of the possibility of touching God and in fact 

Augustine and his mother had this experience. While the 

passage does not speak directly of union, it certainly gives 

credence to the idea that Augustine did experience union.

For me, the passage that is the ultimate example of 

union is the famous quote from The Confessions: "For Thou
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hast made us for Thyself, and our hearts are restless till 

they rest in Thee" (Confessions 1:1). Once again, Augustine 

uses the language of being "in God." I believe this is 

intentional on his part to try to explain an occurence that 

defies explanation. The experience is ineffable and this is 

Augustine's way of putting it into words. These words are 

poetry, the language often used by mystics to describe their 

experience.

The fruits of this union with God are more than evident

in the life and works of Augustine. As mentioned earlier, 

he was involved in writing, preaching, teaching, works of 

charity and founding monasteries. A more perfect model for 

the balanced active and contemplative life would be

difficult to find.

CONCLUSION

Augustine is a model for all mystics and those who 

aspire to an intimate relationship with God. He was an 

active contemplative. He was firmly grounded in the Church 

and the doctrine of the Church especially the saving action 

of Christ through the mystical Body of Christ. He believed 

it was possible for humanity to participate in the life of 
the Triune God. He opened himself to and showed us the way 

to experience the unfathomable depths and mystery of God. 

Western Christian mysticism and all of Western Christianity
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□we a tremendous debt of gratitude to Augustine.

In 1973, Pope Paul VI declared: "If St. Augustine were 

alive today, he would speak as he spoke a thousand and more 

years ago. Vhy? Because he really personifies a humanity 

that believes, that loves Christ and our beloved God" (Clark 

53). In my reading of Augustine, I am convinced that this 

is true. His message is timeless. His love for God and the 

way he expressed that love serve as an inspiration for 

people of all ages.



Chapter 3
Marguerite Porete and The Mirror of Simple Souls

Very few physical details are available regarding the 

life of Marguerite Porete, a French beguine who was burned 

at the stake on the first day June, 1310. However, we are 

given abundant insight into her spiritual life in

Marguerite's treatise, The Mirror of Simple Souls. The book 

reveals a strong woman, fearless in her convictions as well 

as being innovative and insightful in her treatment of the 

soul's relationship with God.

THE LIFE AMD TRIAL OF MARGUERITE PORETE

Ve can piece together details of the last months of 

Marguerite's life based on documents found in the collected 

papers of William Nogaret and William of Plassains. These 

contain descriptions of the trials and various proceedings 

against Marguerite and Guiard de Cressonessart, a

self-appointed defender of Marguerite (Babinsky 20).

Before 1306, her book had been condemned by Guy II, 

Bishop of Cambrai, and burned on the public square in 
Valenciennes. The use of the book was prohibited under pain 

of excommunication (Brunn 143). Even though she had been
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forbidden to disseminate her ideas, she persisted, even 

sending copies of the book to prominent church authorities. 

Some of these actually gave their approval to the treatise

• (Wilson 204). Those who supported her writings were a

Franciscan friar named John of Quaregnon, and a Cistercian 

named Dorn Franco from the Abbey of Villers. The most 

important authorization came from Godfrey of Fontaines, a 

renowned and very respected doctor from the University of 

Paris. He qualified his approval by stating that some 

weaker souls, who might read the work, could be led to try 

to attain a level of spiritual perfection that would be 

impossible for them to achieve. Thus, they could be 

decieved. He said "the book required a strong and fearless 

spirit to attain to such practices" (Babinsky 22-23).

In 1306 or 1307, Marguerite was again accused of heresy 

and "leading common folks astray." In 1308, she was led 

before the papal inquisitor and Dominican confessor to 

Philip the Fair, William of Paris. William had led the 

proceedings against the Templars that same year. Following 

her time before the papal inquisitor, Marguerite was 

remanded to prison where she steadfastly refused to ask for 

absolution or appear before the inquisitorial commission.

She refused to swear the oath required by the office of the 

inquisition. Finally, since the examiner lacked any direct 

testimony, he extracted several articles (completely out of 

context) from Marguerite's book and sent them to a
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commission of twenty-one theological regents at the Sorbonne

for their advice (Wilson 204).

On April 11, 1310, the canon lawyers delivered their

verdict. They unanimously declared fifteen articles in 

Marguerite's book heretical. The first of the fifteen

articles was: "...the annihilated soul leaves the virtues

and is no longer in their service, because it no longer

needs them..." The final article said: "...such a soul no

longer cares about God's consolation or His gifts; it 

neither should nor can because it is completely turned 

toward God, which prevents it from caring about them" (205).

With this second condemnation of the book, William of 

Paris continued the proceedings against Marguerite. On May 

9, 1310, the canonists decided that since the beguine had

not taken the oath or responded to the inquisition, she 

should be condemned as a relapsed heretic and given over to 

the secular authorities. This was done with the customary 

plea for mercy (Babinsky 23).

The official condemnation of Marguerite and Guiard was 

• delivered on May 31, 1310 by William of Paris. The next

day, June 1, 1310, Marguerite was "given over to the
flames." Guiard renounced his errors and was sentenced to 

life in prison (24). Marguerite's courage and devotion at

the time of her execution drew sympathetic tears from the
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crowd who witnessed her demise (Wilson 205).

POLITICAL CLIMATE IN FRANCE, AT THE TIME OF MARGUERITE’S
• DEATH

Many reasons have been advanced to explain the harsh 

treatment Marguerite received at the hands of her accusers. 

One explanation may lie in Philip the Fair's approach to 

church and state relations. Philip the Fair tried to 

portray himself as a pious leader, genuinely concerned about 

the church. Politically, he wanted to be viewed as a 

"faithful son of the Church." His only concern was to make 

the Church his useful servant. Philip's primary political 

program was one of centralization of authority in France. 

According to Ellen Babinsky: "The union of the idea of 

sacred king with the idea of the holy country facilitated 

the emergence of the French State." Any attack on the 

rights of the king, or the kingdom itself,was to be

understood as an attack on the faith. The leaders of the
church in France seemed to conclude that it would be best

for them to work with officials and friends of the king. At 

this time, it could be said the French clergy were more 

loyal to Philip than to the Pope (Babinsky 17-18).

An example of the cooperation between the French church 

and state can be seen in the proceedings against the 

Templars. It was mentioned earlier that William of Paris
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presided over the trial of the Templars as well as the trial 

of Marguerite Porete. The Templars were a 

military-religious order founded in the twelfth century 

during the Crusades. Their involvement in the Crusades 

resulted in the Templars possessing large land holdings in 

Palestine, Syria and in the Vest, especially in France.

They gradually emerged as bankers for the papacy and for the 

French monarchy. Because of their extensive holdings, they 

wielded a great deal of power in France (19).

In the early months of 1307, the Templars of France 

were arrested in large numbers by officials of Philip the 

Fair. Their property was expropriated and fifty-four 

Templars were burned at the stake outside Paris on May 10, 

1310. The charges against them included: heresy, denial of 

Christ, homosexuality and idol worship. This series of 

events demonstrated to all in France that Philip was a loyal 

defender of the faith. During these proceedings, a close 

alliance was formed between the king and the leadership of 

the French church. Centralization of the French crown,

along with the loyalty of the French clergy to Philip were 

factors that led to Marguerite's fate at the stake (20-21). 

Babinsky maintains that: "Marguerite was put to death 

because she was a symbol of a threat, real or perceived, to 
the established order, intimately connected with the 

strengthening of royal power" (25).
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INTELLECTUAL CLIMATE IN EUROPE

The middle of the eleventh century saw the rise of 

Scholasticism in Europe. There was a growth of universities

and rebirth of dialectic. Anselm wrote his famous words:

"I believe in order that I might understand." Belief and 

understanding became connected and there was a coming 

together of faith and devotion in mysticism (Dietrich

lecture).

With the Renaissance of the twelfth century, Europe 

began to grow. Cities grew larger and there was an 

increasing national consciousness. Because of the Crusades, 

there was an influence of Arabic literature on European 

writings. We see the emergence of the phenomenon of courtly 

love. The troubador or minstrel became the love singer

(Dietrich lecture).

Arabic literature influenced a new attitude about women

in European society. They became more revered and were less 

like to be viewed as property (Dietrich lecture). It was 

during this time, according to Katharina Wilson, that the 

cult of the Virgin Mary "blossomed into its fullness"

(Wilson intro.). Before this period there were very few 

churches devoted to Mary in the West. Suddenly, there was

"an explosion of devotion to Mary" (Dietrich lecture).
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During this time there was an amazing liberation of 

women. In fact, this was the single largest women's 

movement in Europe next to suffrage (Babinsky 7). Women

entered the cloister in record numbers. This freed women

from marriage, childrearing and family responsibilities.

(It must be remembered that marriage usually led to 

childbirth. In the middle ages childbirth was often a death

sentence for women.) (Dietrich lecture).

In contrast to previous centuries when the monastic 

form of life was predominant, forms of religious life 

emerging during this time period stressed the evangelizing 

activity of the apostles and the early church. Preaching 

was the central activity for these new groups. Itinerant

preaching differentiated these new orders form the stability

of the monastic orders. There was a movement to be "in" the

world, not to withdraw from it (Babinsky 6).

Women responded in large numbers to what can be called 

a religious awakening. The Premonstratensions, who 

initially included women's convents under their order, began 

to exclude women by the end of the twelfth century. The

Cistercians also received women into convents, but

eventually refused to allow any more cloisters to be 
established. There came a time when the Premonstratensions 

and the Cistercians could no longer absorb any new women 

religious into previously established convents in their
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orders. The result was that many new communities of women 

religious were formed, but they did not belong to an order 

nor did they follow an authorized rule. However, they 

remained "committed to the precepts of poverty, chastity, 

fasting and prayers." This form of "feminine religiousity" 

was found in all of Northern Europe. Eventually, these 

women were called beguines (7-8).

The origin of the word "beguine" continues to defy the 

efforts of etymologists who say it may derive from the 

Middle English beggar or beggere. Another possible 

explanation is that beguine comes from Al-bigen-sis, a 

reference to a heresy taking its name from the town of Albi 

in France. A third possibility is that it comes from the 

name of a twelfth century priest, Lambert le Begue.

Finally, it has been suggested that beguine comes from the 

old French beige or bege. the color of the penitent rope 

worn by the Beguines (Wilson 205).

THE BEGUINE MOVEMENT

Initially, the term "beguine" was used to convey 

suspicion about the piety of these women. However, by the 

later half of the thirteenth century, the term was used to 
mean women who lived outside the regular orders. Some 

women lived in community houses called beguinages. The 

women dedicated themselves to prayer and did works of
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charity. Others were solitaries, or recluses. These women 

were often itinerant preachers. The name "beguine" was also 

used to describe those suspected of heresy <7>.

Beguines formed a kind of middle way between the 

religious orders and the laity. Some lived the religious 

life of chastity in community. Each house had rules and 

regulations that the members promised to obey. Others, as 

mentioned above, were solitaries. They often begged for 

food, as the apostles had done, in return for teaching and 

preaching. They lived by the work of their hands and hoped 

people would repay their kindness by supplying their basic

needs (8).

It is important to note that the papacy held the 

conviction that one could only live a religious life if he 

or she belonged to an existing order. The Fourth Lateran 

Council, in 1215, forbade the founding of any new religious 

orders. Wo provisions were made for the large number of 

women living the beguine pattern of life. The only way 

these women could be officially recognized by the church was 

to be connected to male religious orders. As we saw 

earlier, the male orders had refused to establish any more 

convents than were already in existence <8>.

It was the status of being between the lay state and 

religious orders that eventually led to the demise of the
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beguines. No agreement could be reached about who should be 

pastorally responsible for these groups of women.

Officially, the leadership of the orders would not allow 

their members to administer the sacraments of Eucharist or

Extreme Unction to the beguines. However, the Franciscan 

and Dominican monks took it upon themselves to minister to 

the beguines (9).

The Second Council of Lyons, in 1274, made matters even 

more difficult for the beguines. In addition to upholding 

the decrees of the Fourth Lateran Council, the Council of 

Lyons declared that any new order formed after 1215, without 

papal approval, should be dissolved <10>.

Neither of the decrees from these two councils were

effective in halting the growth of the beguine movement.

Two additional decrees regarding the beguines were issued

from the Council of Vienne held in 1311 to 1312. One decree

condemned the beguines as religious communities, calling to

mind the decrees of the Fourth Lateran Council. The other

listed eight errors of the beguines, describing them as 

"faithless women." They accused the women of being members 

of the Free Spirit sect. The heresy of the Free Spirit 

claims such perfection can be attained in this life that one 

no longer has to follow the laws of church or society 

because he or she is incapable of sin. The Council of 

Vienne actually used the term "beguine" to designate those



who were involved in the Free Spirit heresy as if the 

beguines were "heretical by definition" <11).

There was a period of a little more than one-hundred 

years of vicious attacks on the beguines following these 

decrees. Many women lost their lives to condemnantion by 

the inquisitors during this time (12). Little evidence has 

been found to support the charges leveled against the 

beguines of gross sexual immorality and antinomianism.

Antinomianism is a term use to describe those who feel they 

no longer have to obey the moral law because they live in 

faith. According to Steven Ozment, in his book The Age of

Reform, these charges are now seen as efforts by the church 

"to discredit an alternative lifestyle that offended 

contemporary tastes." Rather than reason with heterodox 

beliefs, the church chose to use "fire and the sword, the 

Inquisition and the crusade." By the time of the papacy of 

Gregory IX <1227-1241), an extensive system of courts had 

been established to deal with heresy (Ozment 94-95).

It is critical to remember that Marguerite, a beguine, 

was caught in political and religious circumstances that 

eventually led to her execution. We will now examine the 

history of thought as it applies to the beguine movement of
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the thirteenth century.
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BEGUIKE THOUGHT

The thirteenth century has been called the Golden Age 

of Mysticism (Wilson intro.). Dr. Paul Dietrich, Religious 

Studies professor at the University of Montana, an expert in 

the area of medieval women mystics, states that many mystics 

of this time were saying: "God became human so that we 

could became divine." This is mystical language of identity 

with God. Mystical writings of this era are characterized 

by words such as 1iquification, melting, fusion and the

birth of God within (Dietrich lecture).

For the beguines the soul is annihilated to became what 

God is. The person must also shed his or her created, 

separated (i.e. separated from God) self in order to find 

his or her true uncreated, non-separated being in God. In 

the language of the beguines, "non-willing" means willing 

nothing apart from God. The beguine loses herself only to 

find that she has come to an incomparably higher state of 

being "God with God," or, as Meister Eckhart says: "God in 

God" (Brunn intro, 25).

In the thirteenth century, we find a new awareness of 

the "solitude of the soul with God." The beguines, 
borrowing from courtly literature, create a lanquage to 

express passionate experiences of union with God. This is 

know as a mysticism of Love (intro 25). Alongside "Love"
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mysticism in beguine thought is "Being" mysticism. Here the 

beguines use the writings of St. Augustine and Cistercian 

spirituality, especially William of St. Thierry, and his
• friend, Bernard of Clairvaux (29).

William of St. Thierry re-introduced Alexandrine 

theology to the West where it had been largely forgotten. 

Important to Alexandrine thought, as exemplified by Gregory 

of Nyssa, is the idea that the spiritual life is a process 

which never exhausts the depths of God. William did not 

hesitate to use language such as: "...to become what God

is." He does not ask that one became God, but what God is, 

that is, not what God is in substance, but what God is by

nature. This is in line with the Greek Fathers' traditional

doctrine of "deification." Deification means humans

becoming, by grace, what God is by virtue of God's nature. 

According to William, Love alone is able to transcend reason 

and reach the depths of God. This is true because God is 

love. Thus, for William, love has primacy over reason (27).

In 1250 Lamprecht von Regensburg declared: "The 

beguines are free of themselves and of all things," they 

aspired to "see without intermediary what God is" (Brunn 
34). Statements such as these help us understand why the 

church found it difficult to deal with the beguines. The 

essential problem with mystics often concerns the 

authenticity of their experience. This question almost
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heterodoxy of their spirituality and their views on the 

church as an institution. For a mystic to be considered

orthodox, his or her views had to be in line with Catholic
$

dogma. Their experiences had to confirm the church as an 

institution existing by divine right. Their revelations had 

to verify the hierarchy of the church and its role as 

mediator between God and humanity (Wilson intro). The 

beguines believed they could be in a relationship with God 

without the Church as intermediary, once the soul had placed

its will in God's will.

THE MIRROR OF SIMPLE SOULS

We will now examine Marguerite's treatise, The Mirror 

of Simple Souls, in light of the religious thought we have 

just examined. Marguerite has been accused of autotheism, 

quietism and antinomianism. It is not my intention to prove 

these charges or try to deny them. Rather, by looking at 

the history of thought during the middle ages, we can see 

that Marguerite's ideas were consistent with many of the 

spiritual men and women of her day. It is horrifying that

• she was singled out as a warning to others not to think

beyond the accepted dogma presented by the church at the 
time. We must remember that the depths of God can never be 

fully realized or completely understood in this life. 

Marguerite, and others like her, discerned that the
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institutional church or the "Little Church," as she called 

it, did not have all the answers concerning who, what and
where God is.

Literary Form of the Text

The text is presented in the form of a dialogue. The 

main characters are the Soul and Love. Love represents God 

in God's essence (Brunn 151). In an exchange between Love 

and the Soul, Love declares: "Such a Soul swims in the sea 

of joy, that is in the sea of delights, flowing and running 

out of the Divinity. And so she feels no joy, for she is 

joy itself." The soul replies: "I do not love except by 

Love" (Babinsky 109). The antagonist in the dialogue is 

Reason. He constantly asks the Soul and Love to explain 

perplexing statements they have made. The Soul says: "I do

not love myself nor Him nor His works except for the sake of 

Himself." Reason responds: "Prove it..." (Babinsky 113).

There are other characters, such as, Courtesy, Virtues, 

Holy Church, the Holy Spirit, and Discretion. The speakers 

handle lofty subjects as guests sitting at the dinner table 

might discuss the days news. Love and the Soul often repeat

ideas which can make the text laborious at times. But, 
there are many extraordinary moments of insight that more 

than compensate for the recurrent nature of the text. It is 

crucial, when reading the text, to remember that Marguerite



never identifies herself with the Soul. Ve can i magi tip 

Marguerite as an observer, watching the dialogue unfold.

Seven Stages of Ascent of the Soul to God

Marguerite outlines seven progressive stages in the

life of the Soul:

1) "The first state, or degree, is that the Soul, who is 

touched by God through grace and stripped of the power to 

sin, intends to keep for the rest of her life, that is 

until death, the commandments of God..." (Babinsky 189).

2) "The second stage or degree is that the Soul considers 

that God counsels His special lovers to go beyond what He 

commands." In this stage the creature abandons self and 

mortifies her nature, "despising riches, delights and 

honors." This Soul does not fear "loss of possessions or 

people's words" because her Beloved does not fear them 

and neither can the soul who is overtaken by Him (189).

3) The third stage is delineated by love of the works which 

a person is performing. This love creates a desire to do 

more good works (189).

4) In the fourth stage, the Soul is "Drawn by the height of 

love into the delight of love through meditation."
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The
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Soul is deceived in this state to believe that this is 

the summit of spiritual experience. Actually, there are 

two more stages the Soul can experience in this life. 

Marguerite declares: "But love has deceived many souls 

by the sweetness of the pleasure of her love..." (189) 

Notice that Marguerite uses uses love spelled with a 

lower case "1" in these four stages to indicate a love 

that is self-willed. The Soul is delighting in the 

pleasure of the "feeling" of this stage, which indicates 

that the self, or, the Soul's own will, is still in

operation.

The transition between the fourth and fifth stages is 

crucial for Marguerite. During this transition God poses 

three questions to the Soul. God asks if the Soul loves 

someone else better than Him. The second question concerns 

whether God might love someone better than this particular 

Soul. And, the third asks if another might love the Soul

better than God. The Soul declares: "And there I fainted."

She could not respond to these questions for she realized, 

"If I had not loved being 'with' Him, my answer would have 

been immediate and loyal (214). Marguerite realized that as 

long as the Soul feels any desires for herself, she is still

outside the will of God.

5) The fifth stage occurs when, girded with this insight, 

the soul freely chooses to put her will in God's will.



"...so she sees by Light that the will must will the 

Divine Will alone without any other will... thus the soul 

removes herself from this will... and renders itself to 

God..." The Soul then retains nothing of its own so that 

it can fulfill the Divine Will perfectly <192).

Marguerite explains: "And there the Soul loses pride and 

youth, for the spirit which has become old leaves her 

neither enjoying or charmed any longer..." and "... her 

will has departed which used to make her, through feeling 

of love, hard and prideful and inpenetrable at the height 

of contemplation in the fourth stages" <193). Marguerite 

is describing a total dying to self, so that God may live 

fully in the Soul.

6) In the sixth stage, the Soul sees that there is nothing 

except God. In this stage, she speaks of an "aperture" 

which is a kind of opening, or, flash of light, in which 

the Soul receives a special awareness of the glory she 

will experience in the next life <46). This experience 

cannot last for long because the Soul had not yet left 

the body. "...she <the Soul) is in the depth of the 

fifth stage with her Lover... she is often carried up to 

the sixth, but this is of little duration." Marguerite 

then explains: "For it is an aperture, like a spark,

which closes quickly, in which one cannot long remain..."

60

<135).



61
7) The seventh stage cannot be described because this level 

of spiritual progress occurs at death. At this stage, 

the Soul leaves the body and enters in eternal glory 

<190 .

Union with God

Marguerite maintains that once the soul reaches the 

fifth stage, it does not slip back to the fourth. "After 

such an encounter, the Soul keeps herself freely at the 

fifth stage, without falling to the fourth." This is

because "at the fourth she has will and at the fifth she has

none" (135).

For Marguerite, there are two moments of union: the 

free gift of the Soul's will to God at the fifth stage, and 

the vision of glory, ever so brief, in the sixth stage. 

Marguerite describes these moments in a rare burst of 

poetry:

"Truth declares to my heart,

That I am loved by One alone,

And she says that is without return 

That He has given me His love.
This gift kills my thought 

By delight of His love,
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Which delight
♦

lifts ms and transforms me through union 

Into the eternal joy

• of the being of divine Love" (201).

It is important to remember that Marguerite is not 

speaking of herself, but of a Soul in these passages. 

Although, one must concede, it would be difficult to write 

such passages without having experienced mystical union. I 

believe that she is describing the ideal situation of the

Soul. She asserts that few souls ever reach this state of

holiness, that is, placing their will perfectly in the will 

of God. In speaking of one who enjoyed "peace of such a life 

by Divine life," she portrays Mary, the Mother of God: "I 

have found no one who always knew this, except for the 

Virgin Mary. She never willed through sensuality, nor 

worked in the spirit outside the will of the Deity..."

<168). I believe that Marguerite shows us the ideal and 

holds forth the possibility of the perfection of the Soul in 

this life. She insists this is possible only through the 

gift of God's grace. She constantly reminds us that nothing 

is impassible with God for, "Love is able to do whatever She
$ wills." Later, in reference to the transformation of the 

Soul, she states: "Ah, Lord, you can do all things" <170).

Marguerite's description of union is not one of

complete identification, because she maintains the
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difference between the nature of God and the nature of the

perfected soul: "She has lost the use of her senses — not

her senses, but the use" (182). The difference in the

natures is the difference between what the soul has become

by grace and who God is by nature. Love says: "I am God by 

divine nature, and this Soul is God by righteousness of 

Love" (104). Marguerite further states: "... I am the same 

as He is through the transformation of love. For the 

stronger transforms the weaker into itself" <188).

The use of analogy is one of Marguerite's most 

powerful literary tools for describing the Soul's union with 

God. She uses analogy to show correspondence in some 

respects, especially in function or position, between things 

otherwise dissimilar. She uses the traditional images of

fire-iron and water to describe the Soul's union with God:

"All this is like the iron invested with fire which has lost

its own semblance because the fire is stronger and thus

transforms the iron into itself" (130). Of the Soul, 

Marguerite says: "Such a soul... is so enflamed in the 

furnace of the fire of Love that she has become properly 

fire, which is why she feels no fire" (107).

Marguerite's water analogy is very enlightening. ".. 
she (the Soul) would be like a body of water which flows 

from the sea, which has some name, as one would be able to

say Aisne or Seine or another river." Then Marguerite shows
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what happens when the river flows back into the sea, as the

Soul flows back to God: "And when this water or river

returns into the sea, it loses its course and its mane with

which it flowed in many countries in accomplishing its task.

Now it is in the sea where it rests..." (158).

When Marguerite speaks of a Soul unable to sin, or a 

Soul not needing to pursue the virtues, it is only because 

God would not sin or need to pursue the virtues. This is 

because of God's goodness. She speaks of the connection 

between God's goodness and her own wretchedness: "God has 

nowhere to place His goodness, if He places it not in me, 

nor has he a dwelling place... if it is not in me" (186).

The author then admits her wretchedness and says it is only 

through her wretchedness that she can claim God's goodness: 

"Thus, I can never lose his goodness, for I cannot lose my 

wretchedness." She states that God's goodness is able to be

known to the human race because of her wretchedness

(187-188). In other words, it is not Marguerite who by her 

goodness who is able to show God's goodness to the world.

It is the goodness of God displayed in her, despite her 

wretchedness, that convinces the world that God is good.

We must remember that union, for Marguerite, means the 
freely chosen act of placing one's own will in the Will of 

God, so the Soul only does God's will. This can only be

achieved by the gift of God's grace. Is this far from the
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ideal which St. Paul presents in his letters? In Acts 18:28 

we hear: "In him we live and move and have our being..."

Galatians 2: 19-20 says: "It was through the law that I

died to the law, to live for God. I have been crucified 

with Christ, and the life I live is not my own; Christ is 
living in me." And, finally, Ephesians 4: 18-19 declares:

"Thus you will be able to grasp fully, with all the holy 

ones, the breadth and length and height and depth of 

Christ's love, and experience this love which surpasses all 

knowledge, so that you may attain to the fullness of God

himself. "

The Mystery of God

The ineffability of the mystical experience is 

explained by Marguerite: "Such creatures no longer know how

to speak of God, for they know not how to say where God is 

any more than to say who God is" <101). Later in the text, 

Marguerite explains: "... she (Love) says that she rejoices
more in that which can be communicated to no one than that

which can be communicated, because the latter is mediocre...

and the former is infinite and eternal" <109).

Marguerite reminds us that no one can have complete 

knowledge of God in this life, and that the knowledge we 
have is very insignificant: "...everything which this Soul

has heard about God, and all one can say about Him, is at
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best nothing compared to what He is of Himself..." <110).

She declares: "...my Lover is incomprehensible" (112>. 

Finally, she says: "Lord God, I do not know whence you are, 

for only your supreme divine eternal power comprehends this. 

Lord, I do not know what your are... I do not know who you 

are..." <210). Only God can comprehend who, what and where

God is because of God's power.

The Trinity in Marguerite's Mysticism

For Marguerite, Love is the divine relation of the 

three persons: "Lover, Loved and Love." This is the 

traditional Augustinian concept of the Trinity. Marguerite 

explains: "He is who He is, because He is what He is of

Himself: Lover, Loved, Love" <184). She describes the

Father as "eternal substance", the Son is "pleasing 

fruition," and the Spirit is "loving conjunction." The Soul 

says: "...Unity, you generate unity, and unity reflects its

ardor in unity. Divine love of unity generates in the 

Annihilated Soul... eternal substance, pleasing fruition, 

loving conjunction" <135). Thus, Marguerite sees the 

annihilated, or perfected soul, as living within the 

Trinity. "... this Soul possesses in her, the treasure of 

the Trinity, hidden and enclosed within her" <122).

Like Augustine, Marguerite says: "This Soul, possesses

memory, understanding and will in the abyss completely in
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One Being, that is, in God." The reasoning capacity of the 

soul is Trinitarian in nature. Ability is the substance 

of the Soul, while understanding is generated from ability 

and intellect. Intellect comes from ability alone. It is 

the tendency of ability to attain the will of God. Ability 

is the driving force behind spiritual progress (123). 

"...ability is the substance of the Soul; and the intellect 

is the operation of the Soul, and the understanding is the 

height of the soul." She further explains: "...such 

understanding is from substance and from intellect" (182).

CONCLUSION

The Mirror of Simple Souls is an exciting and 

spiritually stimulating treatise. Marguerite's boldness and 

courage in the presentation of her material is very

impressive. Despite the precariousness of the time in which 

she lived, she pursued her spiritual journey and navigated

terrain that few had traversed before. She has the

qualities necessary for all who are serious about their 

relationship with God. She lets God be God. She gives 

primacy to the mystery of God. She perceives that what God 

has revealed about God is just the tip of the iceberg.

Marguerite gives us a rare glimpse into the world of 

women and women's spirituality in the middle ages. Yet, her

writing has a quality of universality. Ve need to look



beyond the condemnation of the church to the treasure that 

can be discovered in Marguerite's writings. According to 

Katharina M. Wilson: "Modern theological scholars are by no

• means as certain of its heterodoxy as were the canonists of

1310" <208). The English scholars, who translated the

treatise into Middle English in the fourteenth century, are 

also convinced of the value of the text. They are:

"...deeply convinced that the Mirror is wholly orthodox, and 

a valuable, fruitful work of mystical theology" (Doiron

381) .

We can be grateful that we live in an era when 

individuals are allowed to read and discern, with same 

guidelines, that which could enhance their spiritual lives. 

However, it is also important to recognize the sinfulness of 

the church at the time of the Inquisition. No person ever 

has, or ever will, deserve to be burned at the stake for 

expressing their relationship with God. In my opinion, 

Marguerite was a martyr for the cause of freedom. That is, 

freedom of the Soul to go beyond prescribed beliefs about 

God into the unexplored ground of God. We must appreciate 

the value of spiritual men and women who continually provide 

the impetus to move us beyond our own comfortable
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spirituality.



Chapter 4
EDWARD M. HAYS AND THE MYSTICISM OF THE ORDINARY

Edward M. Hays was barn in Lincoln, Nebraska, where he 

spent his early years. He describes his childhood as "being 

surrounded by silent applause from his parents, his brothers 

Joe and Tom and his sister Jane." He credits his upbringing 

with giving him a "bulletproof vest" with which he entered 

adult life. His childhood gifts of story and a vivid 

imagination have remained with him as an adult. It is these 

characteristics which make his books entertaining as well as 

enlightening. (Hays, St. George 179).

I contacted Ed Hays and inquired about biographical 

information. I specifically asked for his age and date of 

birth. He did not send that information, but he supplied me 

with "clues" that led to the discovery of his age. In the 

process, I found this delightful story. In 1981, Hays was 

fifty years old and reflected on the words of the Japanese 

painter, Katsushika Hokusai (1780 - 1849). "I have been in 

love with painting ever since I became conscious of it at 

the age of six." He further reflects: "I drew some

pictures I thought fairly good at fifty... When I am eighty 
I shall have developed still further... around the age of

one hundred and ten... every line and dot I draw will be
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imbued with life." Hays had an uncle who lived to be one 

hundred and eleven, so he is hoping to live to be one 

hundred and ten and follow in the footsteps of the Japanese 

artist. (Hays, Tattoo Shop 181).

The story of the Japanese artist reflects one of the 

primary facets of Hay's writing: Ve are never static; we 

are always changing. The date on which The Ethiopian Tattoo 

Shop was published, along with Hay's admission in the 

authors note that he was fifty, gave me the information I 

needed to discover his age. However, I feel Hays was trying 

to tell me something more about age. Is our age in physical 

years really important, or does age have more to do with how 

we have grown emotionally, spiritually and creatively as 

persons?

A few months ago, I had the occasion to watch Ed Hays 

on video tape. He appears to be timeless, or at least 

ageless. Although his hair and beard are snow white, his 

face is perfectly smooth. There are no signs of wrinkles 

which would give away his age. His eyes literally dance 

with a merry twinkle, indicative of his lively sense of 

humor. Because of the timeless quality he possesses, I am 

almost reluctant to disclose Hay's age. He is sixty three 

years old.

Ed Hays sent me on an adventure to discover his age. I
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had to read all the profiles of him to find the clues. 

Mystery is one of the qualities present in his work. He 

seldom gives us answers in any obvious fashion. Rather, he 

leads one with paradox and parables that enable a person to 

come to their own conclusions. The quest Hays sent me on to 

find his age demonstrates another of his characteristics.

He has a wonderful sense of playfulness with which he 

presents spirituality to the reader.

Edward Hays is a Catholic priest who received his 

training in a "magic monastery, Conception Abbey in 

Missouri, whose Benedictine monks opened his eyes to the 

location of hidden treasures along the road of life" (Hays, 

St. George 179). Hays has been a priest of the Archdiocese 

of Kansas City, Kansas since 1958. He was in ministry in 

the archdiocese for thirteen years. Seven of those years 

were spent pastoring American Indians. It was at this time 

that Hays developed an appreciation for the sacredness of 

all life (Hays, Pray All Ways). Hays spent time traveling 

in the Near East, Israel and India. His pilgimage to the 

East is reflected in his writing. He is presently the 

director of a house of prayer in the Archdiocese of Kansas 

called, Shantivanan, or "The Forest of Peace" (Hays, 

Biographical Info.).

Ed Hays lives with a prayer community of ten lay 

persons, bath men and women, whose daily life is one of
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contemplative prayer and service. Each member of the 

community lives in his or her own hermitage. Shantivanam is 

opened on weekends for ten guests to come and live in the 

hermitages, and share in the life of the community (Hays, 

Biographical Info.).

Edward Hays is known nationally and internationally as 

an author and speaker on the topic of spirituality. He has 

published fourteen books and is presently working on a book 

containing reflections for the Lenten season (Hays, Personal

letter).

When I corresponded with Edward Hays, I told him I was 

including him as a post-modern mystic in a paper on 

Christian mysticism. He replied: "Thanks for your letter, 

but you must have sent it to the wrong Ed Hays - since I'm 

not a mystic even if on occasion my mail is addressed to Ed 

Haze... mistic - hazic implied" (Hays, Personal letter). I 

would expect a true mystic to deny that he or she is a 

mystic. The genuine mystic is so caught up in God, that he 

or she is unaware of who or what they are. These 

distinctions became unimportant. All that concerns them is 

doing the will of God. Ed Hays is truly a mystic who shares

with us the wonder-filled ways God enters our lives.
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MODERH THOUGHT

Before examining the writings of Edward Hays, we must 

analyze the changes in culture and in the church that 

contributed to spirituality as we experience it today.

Scholars refer to the dominant world view, or

Weltanschauung. present in the Vest since the eighteenth 

century as modernism. Features of this world view are an 

emphasis on secularism, individual choice, democracy as a 

political system, diversity and pluralism in values and 

cultural expression. The modern age has witnessed many 

wonderful achievements including advances in science and 

technology. However, there is a definite lack of 

spirituality in this world view (Yankelovich 184).

According to Daniel Yankelovich, an expert on modern 

thought and its effects on society, modernism can be 

described as "almost worship of science, technology, and 

expertise at the expense of other values." With the 

introduction of the scientific method as a way of knowing, 

other modes of knowing were pushed into the background. In 

fact, the German social scientist, Max Veber, expressed 

concern that "instrumental rationality" takes precedence 
over all other forms of thinking, feeling and valuing. 

According to Yanlelovich: "Instrumental rationality is the

systematizing, objectifying, and technicalizing mentality
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that dominates industrial culture" (Yankelovich 185).

The psychology of behaviorism became dominant in the 

• United States in the early to mid-twentieth century.

Originally, behaviorism attempted to be a totally objective 

psychology. Human behavior could only be studied by 

observing and measuring that which could be seen by an

observer. The idea that the interior life of an individual

could be studied was rejected because it could not be 

objectively measured. Behaviorism is an example of the 

scientific method being applied to the study of how humans 

think, behave and react. It should come as no surprise that 

values, especially religious values and the interior life of 

the individual, were vastly undervalued (Yankelovich 190).

The type of thinking inherent in the scientific method 

is called "objectivism." Objectivism is the assumption that 

factual information is real knowledge. Judgement, or 

knowledge based on values, is not real knowledge.

Objectivism insists there is only one form of genuine 

knowledge. All non-scientific ways of knowing, such as 

religious insight, are not recognized as knowledge because 

this knowledge cannot be scientifically proven (Yankelovich

196) .

We must realize there are two types of knowledge which

are of equal value. Some principles can be known and
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scientifically proven as fact. Just as important, is that 

understanding which comes by intuition or a moment of 

insight. The problem for the post-modern era seems to be to 

find a balance between these two modes of knowing.

THE SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL

With the scientific revolution and the change in the 

world view, came monumental challenges for the church. By 

1959, the Western world seemed to be ready to enter a new 

era. According to Thomas Bokenkotter, a church historian: 

"In the short space of fifty or so years, profound 

scientific, technological, cultural and social developments 

had so changed the conditions of life that one felt 

separated from the previous four hundred years by a wide 

gap" (Bokenkotter 411). The Roman Catholic Church, as an 

institution, had been at a virtual standstill since the 

Council of Trent in the sixteenth century. There were, 

however, profound currents of energy especially in 

spirituality.

Pope John XXIII realized the need to move the church 

from the classical era, in which it had been living, into 

the modern period. Vatican I had tried to assert the Pope's 
authority in a world that was becoming more secular. It had 

also tried to stop the march of modernism, that is, 

reinterpreting Church doctrine in terms of the scientific



thought of the nineteenth century. On January 25, 1959,

John XXIII announced he was calling an ecumenical council to 

deal with the problems of moving the church into the modern

era (Bokenkotter 411).

The Second Vatical Council is the most important event 

in the life of the twentieth-century church until now. It 

made five major changes that we, as church, are still trying 

to implement. These changes are as follows:

1) There were changes made in the liturgy. The Mass, which 

was previously said in Latin, was translated into the 

vernacular. The intent was to make the liturgy more 

understandable for all. The intended purpose was

to elicit greater participation of the people

(Bokenkotter 421).

2) The church began to define itself in terms of the whole 

people of God, instead of the pyramidal structure with 

the Pope at the top, then bishops, priests, religious, 

and finally, the laity at the bottom. It was a move 

away from the hierarchial structure and the rigid 

separation between the clergy and the laity. The new 

outlook stressed the priesthood of all the faithful.
It recoginized that each person was called to some 

vocation within the church. Each vocation, religious,
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single and married was viewed with a sense of
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equality. The call to orders was now seen as a call to 

service of others. Authority was seen in terms of 

collegiality, or fellowship and sharing in the 

direction of the church. Authority extended from Pope 

to bishops, and included all the members of the church

(Bokenkotter 422).

3) There was a change in the way the church viewed 

other Christians. Catholics were called to dialogue 

with members of other Christian faith traditions. They 

were encouraged to pray with other Christians and 

became involved in social projects with them. The

church became committed to the reunion of the Christian

churches. Furthermore, the church admitted its own 

guilt in the continuing sin of disunity among the

Christian faith traditions (Bokenkotter 422-423).

4) The church admitted that there is a historical dimension

to faith. It recognized the importance of the 

"historical conditioning that has affected every aspect 

of its tradition..." The Church approved the use of the 

historical critical methods denounced by Vatican I as

modernism (Bokenkotter 423).

5) The Council called for a dialogue with the modern 

secular world. It showed a concern for the whole human

family. The church, according to Bokenkotter: "places
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itself humbly at the service of humanity." It 

challenged itself, and the world, to find common ground 

in the dignity of the human person. It pointed out that 

we are called together to build the human community

(Bokenkotter 421).

These changes in thinking provided fertile ground for 

the work of prayer and spirituality. The ideas present in 

modern thought, and those advanced by Vatican II, have had a 

profound impact on the writings of Edward Hays. First, he 

seems to reproach the scientific, fact oriented way of 

thought by his use of parables and paradox. There are no 

objective, black and white answers when paradox is 

presented. Parodox presents with any number of solutions 

which confuse the logical ways in which we think. In fact, 

Hays makes it a point to cause us to reflect in ways that 

are contrary to the processes present in the scientific

method.

Hays reflects the teaching of Vatican II that would 

make the prayer of the church more intelligible for the 

common person. This is a recurrent theme in his books as he 

strives to incorporate the mystical experience into the 

ordinariness of daily life. He sees each of us as called by 

God to the vocation of being pilgrims together on a 

spiritual path to God. Ed Hays presents us with the 

treasures of other religious traditions, and allows us to



integrate them into our own faith experience, God is seen

as the God of all creation and all creation is directed

toward God.

THE MYSTICISM OF THE ORDINARY

One of the major themes presented in the work of Edward 

Hays is the mystical dimension manifest in the ordinary 

events of our daily lives. Hays has written several books 

which deal specifically with this topic. Pray All Ways is 

described by the author as "reflections on a modern 

mysticism, where the ordinary contains the extraordinary in 

a daily communion with the Divine Mystery." In the book In 

Pursuit of the Great White Rabbit, Hays maintains that 

mystical experience is not meant just for a special few, but 

for the ordinary person ( Hays, White Rabbit 7). The author 

hopes that his book Secular Sanctity will became "a vision 

in which you will begin to see the ordinary, everyday events 

of your life become electric with divine energy" (Hays, 

Secular Sanctity 11). Finally, we are presented with 

Prayers for the Domestic Church. This book contains prayers 

and rituals to help us transform our homes into a domestic 

church (Hays, Domestic Church 15).

Hays invites the reader to embrace a natural 

spirituality in Pray All Ways. He confronts us with the
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fact that there is a "separation between ourselves and
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nature." In fact, Harper's Index recently published this 

amazing fact: "Americans spend only 2% of their lives 

out-of-doors!" (Quoted in Hays, Holy Fools 117). This

* separation is the result of the desire we have to live above

nature instead of being in harmony with nature. Hays poses 

the question: "How can we find true holiness if we are

rejecting our human nature?" He exhorts us to return to a 

life in harmony with creation. Whenever we reject our human 

nature; our bodies, our emotions, our sexuality, we reject

that which God has created. We must remember that God

called creation "good." We must find a balance between the 

Divine and human nature within each of us (Hays, Pray All

Ways 13-19).

In prayer Hays implores God:

"Teach me to commune with Your first Word made Flesh,

Your creation,

that I may be able to unravel the wondrous words 

of your second Word made flesh,

J esus,

through whom, with whom, and in whom,

I may see myself as another Word of Yours made 

flesh..." (Hays, Pray All Ways 21).

Ed Hays shows us how we can pray with all the senses 

with which God has gifted us. He poses the question: "Is
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it not a bit ironic that the invitation "Let us pray,' so 

often stimulates the response of closing our eyes?" Hays 

appeals to us to pray with our eyes wide open in order to

£ see the glory of God in all of creation (Hays, Pray All Ways

23) .

We are asked to consider how we can pray with our 

noses. First, Hays asks us to take time each day to enjoy 

the smells that surround us. He presents us with the fact 

that there are over 50,000 smells in the world. Ve can 

revel in the smell of fresh coffee brewing in the pot, or 

the freshness of the morning following a spring rain. He 

asks us to take time to smell our food as we are eating it. 

We are also invited to savor the fragrance of the flowers.

He reminds us of the importance in our formal prayer time of 

paying attention to the gift of breathing through the nose. 

The use of incense and candles during prayer can enhance the 

prayer experience by stimulating our sense of smell. In 

fact, the point of praying with all of our senses is to have 

a heightened awareness of the things we can taste, touch, 

see and smell, and to be more aware of the presence of God 

through all that God has created (Hays, Pray All Ways 41-4-8)

In Pursuit of the Great White Rabbit has one chapter 

titled "Seeing God in the Weather Report." As part of a 

mysticism of the ordinary Hays asks us to reflect on how we 

use the weather as a greeting: "Nice day isn't it." He
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shares how simply talking about the weather can bring 

strangers into communication with one another. Then he 

examines stories from Scripture to illustrate how important 

weather was in times past. There are a host of rain, wind, 

and thunder stories in the Scriptures. He speaks of how we 

worship in churches on Sunday to protect ourselves from the 

ravages of the weather and he invites us outside to 

experience the glory of God in the wind, rain and sun. The 

"inner weather" of our hearts is important too; we are asked 

to remember that as we experience what is happening outside 

and inside of us, we are at prayer. Anytime we are aware of 

God’s presence in any of the events of our day, we are 

praying. (Hays, White Rabbit 119).

In Secular Sanctity, we are asked to love the world and 

our place in it with all our hearts. The work a person does 

in the world becomes his art and his prayer. "All work, as 

the Carpenter from Nazareth taught us, is holy, priestly, 

sacramental and worshipful" (Hays, Secular Sanctity 17).

Our work becomes prayer because we have made the decision to 

make our whole life prayer. We need to realize that God is 

working with us (Hays, Secular Sanctity 29).

We must work in harmony with time and not try to force 
time to meet our needs. This brings a contemplative 

dimension to our work. If we work with time, we will not

rush or hurry. Communion with God while we work cannot
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happen if we are consumed with getting things done. Hays 

reminds us: "God gave Adam work so that he might sense his 

harmony with the divine design." Ve should see our work in 

the same manner. When we work with a sense of being part of 

God's creation and plan, we have recognition of being part 

of God's will for creation. Ve became co-creators with God.

(Hays, Secular Sanctity 29-35).

It is important to remember that Christianity is not a 

religion; it is a way of life. Our home is the temple where 

most of our lives are spent. Hays calls our homes the 

domestic church. He cautions us not to try to make our 

homes look like small churches, but to "elevate the ordinary 

objects and aspects of life to the realm of liturgy and 

worship." Sharing a meal, either alone or with others, 

becomes prayer. As we break bread, we are reminded of the 

presence of Christ at our table. A knock at the door of our 

home can remind us of God's call to welcome the stranger. 

Hospitiality is a sacrament in the domestic church. Vhen we 

welcome people into our homes, we allow Divine Love to flow 

through us to others. Daily rituals performed in the home, 

such as taking a bath or doing the dishes, become prayer if 

we allow ourselves to be attuned to the presence of God in 

these activities (Hays, Secular Sanctity 4-5-61).

Birthdays, Thanksgiving, Christmas, Anniversaries, 

Graduations and other special family times become occasions



84

to celebrate the domestic liturgy. The family table becomes

the altar of the domestic church. Prayers for the Domestic

Church offers prayers for those occasions which families 

hold sacred. One example is this excerpt from a table

prayer:

With uplifted hearts, we have gathered around this

table

to thank You with prayer

and with the warship of feasting...

Ve are most grateful, this feast day 

for the way You, our hidden God.

have become visible to us

in one another, 

in countless daily gifts

and in the marvels of creation (Hays, Domestic

Church 116).

When families live their Christianity each day as the 

domestic church, the Sunday celebration of the Eucharist 

become much more meaningful; it becomes the culmination of 

all that we have celebrated with each other during the week.

PILGIMAGE, OR THE VAY TO THE DIVINE MYSTERY

Ed Hays employs the theme of pilgrimage or sacred 

.journey to convey the idea that the spiritual life is a
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movement or a process. He reminds us that the Way is 

difficult. It is not that few have been chosen to follow 

the path to union with God, rather few choose to remain on 

the path to holiness. The key to remaining on the Way is 

contained in dedication, courage, and personal discipline.

We must remember that because we are unique individuals, 

each of our paths will be different (Hays, Pilgrim 229-231).

Hays has written three books that deal directly with 

pilgrimage: Prayers for a Planetary Pilgrim. Holy Fools and

Had Hatters, and St. George and the Dragon. In these

volumes we are given a method to help traverse the path to 

holiness. First, we are encouraged to find a special place 

to pray: "Every disciple of Jesus needs a hermitage. Jesus 

himself found such a space necessary in his life." Jesus 

sought places of solitude where he could hear God speaking 

to him. Hays maintains that for Jesus, "his primary work 

was his relationship with God." Even though Jesus was 

involved with caring for others, he would always "take time 

to withdraw into solitude with his Beloved" (Hays, Holy

Fools 63).

Our own hearts can be a hermitage. To find our way 

there, we need the grace of God, the gift of prayer, and the 
desire to be alone with our Beloved. We need to create 

sacred space in order to find God who dwells in our own 

hearts (Hays, Holy Fools 63-65).
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Our sacred space can be anywhere that we can go to 

spend some time away from the distractions of daily life.

Hays suggest furnishing a corner of a room with holy 

articles, pictures, books, incense and candles. Anything 

that will assist us on our journey toward God is

appropriate. One especially helpful piece of equipment for 

the journey is a prayer journal. Journaling helps the holy 

traveler keep track of his or her progress. Since writing 

becomes of part of our daily prayer time, it contributes to 

the development of discipline. The journal becomes a 

personal map, showing us where we have been and giving us 

the encouragement to proceed on uncharted terrain (Hays,

Pilgrim 244-246).

Discipline and will power are also essential elements 

for anyone who wishs to achieve holiness: "...discipline is 

really no more than directing behavior toward accomplishing 

an aspiration." In order to travel the Vay, we need to form 

new behaviors as well as new ways of thinking; discipline is 

the key to their formation. Discipline requires "attention, 

time and exercise of the will." With the passage of time, 

new behaviors, freely chosen, will become natural parts of 

our lives (Hays, Pilgrim 247).

We must acknowledge that we have a free will with the 

capacity to choose those things that are important for our

journey. The will is strengthened by the exercise of
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discipline. Once disciplined, the will "directs and propels 

our inner powers toward the goal that we have freely 

chosen." Hays declares: "The aim of self mastery is 

ultimately to restrain one's own impulses in the service of 

the Spirit's free movement in one's life" (Hays, Pilgrim

248) .

Hays calls us to develop the will by freely choosing to 

respond generously to the events that present themselves in 

the ordinary moments of our day. He sees these events as 

God's call to us to grow as human beings. He says: "You 

can choose not to react with anger when cut off in a traffic 

jam, or to respond with flexibility when your child gets 

sick or some unexpected work comes up at the office." These 

seemingly small acts can "strengthen your will toward 

greatness of heart" (Hays, Pilgrim 249).

Another way to discipline the will is to intentionally

choose to do certain activities that are more beneficial

than others. A person could choose to read a book or write 

a letter instead of watching television. The pilgrim on the 

Way could choose to spend an evening helping in a soup 

kitchen instead of going to a movie. It is important that 

each of the chosen activities be performed with great love 
and care (Hays, Pilgrim 250). Hays shares that time, 
practice and patience, are the "great, ancient and holy 

trinity required of anyone seeking greatness." What is this
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greatness, the treasure we seek by strengthening the will?

It is the Divine Mystery. The goal of the sacred journey is 

not power or greatness for ourselves; we only desire God 

and God's will in our lives (Hays, Holy Fools 13-14).

Meditation and mindfulness are also important parts of 

the method used on the spiritual quest. Meditation is a 

silent form of prayer. Though there are many ways to 

meditate, they are all directed toward the same end, "to 

still the flow of thoughts and desires that keep the mind 

and the heart constantly occupied." The goal of meditation 

is to make one more fully open to God. The purpose of 

meditation is not to find God; that may happen, but we 

meditate to learn how to live in God. According to Hays:

"A contemplative is one who is absorbed in God. A mystic is 

one who tastes feels and experiences the Divine Mystery."

For Hays, meditation is the "classic method to make us what 

we are all designed to be: contemplative mystics" (Hays,

Pilgrim 263-268).

Hays maintains that while the changes wrought by 

meditation come slowly, they are permanent. By the daily 

practice of meditation, a person's words and behavior will 
be changed permanently because the action of God has changed 

the heart ( Hays, Pilgrim 268).

As mentioned earlier, mindfulness is a necessary
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ingredient for the spiritual quest. According to Hays: 

"Mindfulness is one of the key concepts in all the great 

religious traditions because God is present only in the 

eternal moment," We, as humans, find our minds forever 

wandering from the present moment to the past or the future. 

Constant mindfulness of the present moment is akin to the 

continuous practice of the presence of God because God is in 

the present moment (Hays, Holy Fools 74).

There are several simple exercises that help us be 

present to the moment. First, we must find a peaceful

environment far mediation. This is what we described

earlier as the sacred space. In addition, we must develop 

the practice of doing only one thing at a time and being 

wholly present to that activity. How often, on a busy day, 

do we find ourselves talking on the phone while performing 

other urgent tasks? Hays suggests that while we are talking 

to someone, we should give them the gift of our full, 

undivided presence. He invites to be fully present to the 

food we are eating as we engage in nourishing our bodies.

We are asked to enjoy the taste of our meal, and the beauty 

of the food and the table. When we go for a walk, we are 

challenged to be aware of each footstep, to feel the 

sidewalk or the earth under our feet (Hays, Pilgrim 269). 

"Speed is the enemy of mindfulness," according to Hays. If 
we are to enhance our ability to live in the present moment,

we must consciously choose to slow down and focus our
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attention fully on the activity in which we are currently 

engaged. When we are able to accomplish being fully 

present, the simple tasks of our day will become prayer 

(Hays, Holy Fools 74-75).

Ve must never assume that we can travel the Way alone. 

Jesus, after coming from his experience in the desert, 

surrounded himself with a small group of companions. For 

Americans, the companion way is especially difficult. Ve 

tend to enshrine the ideal of rugged individualism. Ve must 

abandon this ideal when we become pilgrims on the Vay. Good 

companions allow us to see ourselves as we really are. They 

point out our imperfections and praise us when we are on the 

right path. Ve cannot grow in love unless we walk with 

others. It is the companions in our lives that give us the 

opportunity to be compassionate and forgiving. Companions 

on the Vay keep us from becoming involved in an unhealthy 

pride concerning our spiritual progress. Pride is the worst 

enemy of the spiritual quest. Ve need to be open to the 

presence of companions in our lives who share our desire to 

be one with God (Hays, Pilgrim 257-262).

The pilgrimage, or sacred journey, brings us back to 

where we began. Ve were made, as Augustine said, to rest in 
God. Each time we find ourselves in the embrace of the

Beloved, we are reminded that the Divine Mystery is the one
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who calls us to our final destination; eternal life with God

(Hays, Pilgrim 288).

THE MYSTERY OF GOD

Edward Hays claims: "The Divine Mystery has countless 

names...even if the pilgrim were to give God only four- 

letter names like Love or Life, the possibilities of 

experience and appreciation are unending" (Hays, Pilgrim 

288). As we have seen with Augustine and Marguerite Porete, 

the quality of being able to acknowledge the mystery of God 

is essential for one who is seeking God.

I would like to paraphrase a wonderful story that Hays 

tells to illustrate the importance of stripping ourselves of 

all our possessions and being open to the mystery of God.

One of the characters in Hay's novel, The Magic Lantern, had

a dream that he died and went to heaven. He found himself 

waiting in line at the pearly gates. The line was very long 

and moved quite slowly. It seems that everyone had to 

proceed though a metal detector. He walked through without 

activating the apparatus. The angel told him that no hard, 

steely hearts were allowed in heaven. A second detector 

revealed those carrying grudges. No person who held a 
grudge was allowed to enter. He was relieved to pass 

through without hearing a beep (Hays, Magic Lantern 77).
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Next, he was led to a door which was labeled, DRESSING 

ROOM. On the wall was a sign, written in at least fifty 

different languages, that said: "Please Remove All 

Clothing." He looked around for the traditional white robe 

and found none. "PSST. . . psst. . . excuse me," he said to an 

angel outside the door, "there's no white robe in here."

The angel explained there were no white robes in heaven.

"You enter heaven the same way you left: Naked." Our friend 

was ashamed of his naked body, but he heard the angels 

saying: "Each one is so beautiful, how lucky they are to

have bodies." His shame vanished and he began to enjoy the 

childhood pleasure of being naked (Hays, Magic Lantern 78).

At this point, he looked up and saw the throne of God. 

Flowing from the throne was a glorious river as wide as the 

Mississippi. The angel informed him that he must cross the 

river to get to the throne of God. He looked around to see 

if there was a boat he could use to forge the river. The 

angel informed him that he should walk across, like Jesus 

and Peter on the Sea of Galilee (Hays, Magic Lantern 79).

He remembered Peter sinking into the water after only a 

few steps because he did not have enough faith. In an 

effort to build his faith, he quickly recited the Apostles 
Creed. He actually found himself walking on the water.

About ten feet into the water, he found himself slowly
sinking. The angels came to his rescue saying, "You're too
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heavy my friend; you're carrying too much ... you're 

carrying too much creed. Faith is all you can carry.

You're weighted down with too many dogmas" (Hays, Magic

Lantern 79).

Several more times he tried to cross the river; each 

time he got rid of one more of his sacred dogmas. Finally, 

all he had left was one belief. He repeated it over and 

over with great love and faith. As he kept repeating it 

silently, even the sense of holding on to that one belief 

subsided. In an instant, he was across the river at the 

golden throne in the vast embrace of God. The one belief he 

was allowed to keep was, "I believe in God" (Hays, Magic

Lantern 80).

This story illustrates the fact that the simple 

statement, "I believe in God," opens us to the endless 

possibilities of all that is to be found in the Divine 

Mystery. For one who is on a quest for the Divine Mystery, 

it is necessary to be willing to strip ourselves of all our 

possessions including the beliefs we hold dear. It is 

important to have an openness to the unexpected and a
• willingness to be surprised by God (Hays, Pilgrim 248).

Hays is so convinced of the importance of allowing God to be 
mystery that he uses the title, Divine Mystery, as his 

preferred name for God.
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Ve have seen that one hallmark of the mystical 

experience is union with God. Hays certainly seems to speak 

of union when he describes the contemplative being absorbed 

in God, and the mystic tasting, feeling and experiencing the 

Divine Mystery (Hays, Pilgrim 268).

In his book, St George and the Dragon and the Quest for 

the Holy Grail. Hays tells the story of a young man who is 

searching for his identity. A wise old man tells him: "You 

simply have to be who you are. You are a special and sacred 

word of God made flesh." He proceeds to tell the young man

that the first word of God made flesh was creation. Jesus

was God's second word made flesh (Hays, St. George 93).

The young man then expresses a wish to learn how to 

pray. The wise man tells him that learning to pray is not 

accomplished by following a method. In order to pray, one 

must "know who they are and be who they are supposed to be." 

The wise man gives the example of Jesus. He reveals that 

Jesus was prayerful not because he prayed, but because he 

was prayer. "Jesus was true to the Ward that came from his 

Father, the word that was himself" (Hays, St. George 94).

The old man exhorts the young man to be quiet both 
inside and outside. It is only in an attitude of silence
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that we can hear God. speak our special word to us. Once we 

hear the word, we must begin to pronounce it. Ve must know

that the earth is made more beautiful because of our

£ presence. The young man is invited to accept and be

grateful for the "unique word of God that is flesh" in him 

(Hays, gt. George 95>.

To speak one's own word more clearly and with dignity 

is what is meant by doing the will of God. In doing the 

will of God, we become prayer. Vhen we are true to our 

special word, Jesus and the Father will come and make their 

dwelling place with us always! Hays declares: "Then you 

don't simply go to church, you are Church. Then you don't 

just receive the sacraments, you are Sacrament" (Hays, St

George 96).

At the end of the quest for the Holy Grail, Igor, the 

companion who accompanied St. (for Sent instead of Saint) 

George on his quest says: "The Holy Grail, like all 

precious treasure, is found by those who seek it with all 

their hearts." Igor asks George to look at himself in his 

mystic mirror. George sees himself with all of his sins, 

weaknesses and failings and is able to say: "I love you." 

In the same mirror, he is able to look at the sins and 
darkness of all the multitudes of people past, present, and 

to come, and he can say to all of them with complete
In a mystical moment, George" I love you."conviction:
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turns the mirror over. On the other side is the "brilliance

of ten thousand sunrises." Out of the center, in an 

explosion of sunbursts, the Holy Grail appears. "My whole

* being was saturated with light, and my heart throbbed like

thunder as I felt my body expanding beyond the furthest

reaches of the cosmos."

" "Yes George,' said a voice that came from everywhere. 

"Thou art that. You George, are the Holy Grail'" (Hays,

St. George 173).

I believe that Edward Hays is describing the mystical 

moment of union with God in this passage. It is a moment 

when all things become one; the quest, the pilgrim and the 

Divine Mystery or Holy Grail come together in a Divine 

unity. There are no longer any distinctions, all are one.

We are prayer. We are Sacrament. We are the Holy Grail.

CONCLUSION

The model of church proposed at Vatican II is central 

to most of Ed Hays' writing. We are all the people of God. 

No longer is the hierarchical model of the pyrimid stressed, 
with pope, bishops, priests, religious and laity listed in 
descending order. Rather, in keeping with Vatican II, Hays 

presents us with a model that calls each one of us to become

the word of God made flesh in the world. We are all the



97

Church, and each of us is unique and important. Each person 

has a special word to speak to the world. As Church, we are 

called together to help each and every person, regardless of 

faith tradition, on the Way to the Divine Mystery.

Hays' uniqueness lies in the fact that he asks us to 

consider the mysticism of the ordinary. Common tasks that 

we as human beings perform on a daily basis are elevated to 

the level of the sacred. By seeing all of our actions as 

sacred, we are able to live in the presence of God always 

and in all ways. The point of the mystic's journey is that 

in every thought, word and action, the mystic is fully aware 

of the presence of God.

Ed Hays is indeed a contemplative mystic and a true 

master of the spiritual Way. By his own definition: "A 

mystic is not so much one who sees visions but one who has a 

new vision of life, seeing it as saturated with the sacred" 

(Hays, Pilgrim 268). Edward Hays has demonstrated through 

his writing that he truly possesses the quality of seeing

•

the sacred in everything.



CONCLUSION

"Historically, the mystics are those who have carried 

the common art of worship to the degree of virtuosoship; 

they are those who have preeminent experimental knowledge of 

the way to God" (William Ernest Hocking as quoted by Woods

in Mysterlon 325).

Mysticism is first and foremost a way of living. It is 

not a collection of facts or data; it is a way of life which 

emphasizes a "loving openess and outgoingness toward the

Whole of Life (Woods 325).

St. Augustine, Marguerite Porete, and Edward Hays are 

splendid examples of people who have lived life with a 

passion because their lives are caught up in the Love of 

God. Having came to know God in a profound and very 

intimate way, they are energized by Love in order to love 

all that God has created. Each of these mystics know from 

whence they have come, and where they are going. They know 

that God is our only hope, our only love, and our only goal. 

The words of Augustine, which remind us that we are restless 

until we rest in God, are the guiding principle of these 

mystics lives.
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In order to come to know God as these mystics know Gad, 

it is important to begin to see God as Mystery. This 

attitude of complete openess to Mystery is essential for the 

person who seeks God; we have to admit how little we 

actually know about God. Marguerite reminds us that the 

knowledge we have about God is insignificant when compared 

to all that is God. Ve must be able to let go of dearly 

held concepts of God so that God can be revealed to us. As 

Augustine states: "It is necessary to purge our minds in 

order to see God (Przywara 87).

The mystic experiences considerable difficulty trying 

to explain the mystical experience because it is almost 

impossible to explain something that cannot be

conceptualised. God is not a concept. God is no "thing" 

and God is everything. Ve have to allow ourselves to let 

God be who God is. As Edward Hays has reminded us, we must 

be open to the ways God will surprise us in the ordinary 

events of our daily lives. If we are willing to let go of 

preconceived notions and concepts of God, then we can begin 

to see God as God really is.

Ve have seen how the historical events surrounding the 

mystic's life has an influence on how that particular person 
expresses his or her relationship with God. Had Augustine 

lived a hundred years earlier, it is unlikely that he would 

have had the opportunity to write volume after volume on the
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spiritual life. Historical conditions were right in the 

late fourth and early fifth century for Augustine to become 

the Father of Christian Mysticism.

Marguerite Porete lived at a time in history when 

spirituality was flourishing despite the danger of being 

tortured and put to death for being a heretic. She would 

not have presented her narrative in the form in which it is 

written if it had not been for the influence of the courtly 

love tradition of the time. But, the greatest lesson we 

learn from Marguerite is how the events of a particular 

historical period can rob us of the writings of a profoundly 

spiritual person for many centuries.

The Second Vatican Council had a major impact on the 

writings of Edward Hays. Before Vatican II, a spiritual 

writer probably would not have written concerning a 

mysticism of the ordinary. Because the Council emphasised 

the Church as the people of God, Ed Hays was able to say 

that we are all the Church. Because we are the Church, we 

are holy, and our lives and activities are holy.

• Even though our three mystics represent different

historical periods, there is a kernel of truth in all of 
their writing that seems to remain the same. We should not 

be surprised by this unchanging truth because God is

timeless and God is eternal; God is the same today,
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yesterday and tomorrow. Each of these mystics speaks of God 

as Love. Augustine invites us to participate in the life 

and love of the Trinity so that we can see God. According 

to Augustine, it is only by loving that we can see God;

this is because God is Love.

Marguerite speaks of a soul so in love with Love that 

the soul is no longer concerned for her own wants or 

desires. This is possible only because the soul has 

completely let go of herself and has chosen, by God's 

invitation, to become absorbed into God who is Love.

Vhen Ed Hays tells the story of the quest for the Holy 

Grail, he reminds us that the person on a spiritual journey

has to be able to love himself with all of his weaknesses

and failings. He has to be able to love all people, past, 

present, and to come. Vhen he can truly love then he

encounters God because God is Love.

Union with God occurs at the moment a person realizes 

that the love he or she is experiencing is God and that 

nothing matters except for this Love. Ed Hays and 

Marguerite Porete maintain that once this realization 

occurs, there is a permanent change in the life of the 
individual. Once a person has experienced the love of God 

in such a profound and intimate way, that person's way of 

life changes. This is precisely the point that Richard
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Woods makes when he calls mysticism a way of life with an 

openess to the "Whole of Life." God creates this openess 

within us, and God fills the openess with Himself.

♦
St. Augustine, Marguerite Porete, and Ed Hays all speak 

of stages, steps, or a path to union with God. The 

important elements for each mystic seem to be a recognition 

of our own weaknesses and our need for God to help us 

overcome these failings. Next, we need to be able to let go 

of all those things we hold dear, not only material 

possessions, but also our notions about and images of God.

We must, by the grace of God, learn how to love 

unconditionally, that is without expecting any reward for 

ourselves while holding forgiveness in our hearts for 

ourselves and others. It is only then that we will 

experience Gods, love filling us, bringing us into union 

with God. Though the intensity of this experience is brief, 

the fruits of this union are long lasting, leading to a live 

that is live wholly for God.

In the opening chapter of this thesis, "Mysticism a Way 

of Knowing and Living," these questions were asked: Is

mysticism intended for all? Is living a life wholly for God 

meant for everyone? Our three mystics would answer with a 

resounding "YES!" Augustine admits that there is an intense 

longing for God present in each person's soul. Marguerite 
asserts that while the experience of union is a possibility
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for all because "nothing is impossible with God," very few 

souls ever reach this state of holiness. She, like Edward 

Hays, insists on the freedom of the soul to walk the path of 

holiness. It is not that many people are called and few are 

chosen. Rather, all are called to life with God, but few

choose to follow the call of God. Ve would be wise to heed

the words of the Psalmist: "0, that today you would hear 

God's voice; harden not your hearts..." (Psalm 95: 7b-8a).
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