CONTEMPLATION and ACTION
	1) THE RHYTHM of OUR LIVES


All human experience can be conceived as a kind of alternating rhythm, a life-giving, energizing movement back and forth, between the the two poles of “activity” and “receptivity”:
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	2) THE RHYTHM of OUR SOULS


From the perspective of the spiritual life these two poles have been referred to as  “action” and “contemplation”.  “Action” (praktiké), however, does NOT refer to any external activity, but rather to the inner asceticism (spiritual training) of discovering and rooting out vices, while growing in virtue. “Contemplation” means spiritual “vision”, what Plato called theoria, an inner apprehension by the nous, or deepest level of the human person.  To behold with theoria / contemplatio is to be changed by the experience of vision.
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	3) A BETTER-NUANCED APPRECIATION
 of our INNER RHYTHM


In Christian antiquity it was well-understood that their are two principal kinds of “contemplation”:

first, theologia, an apprehension of God beyond all concept or even thought; 

and, second, theoria physiké, the contemplation of God in and through creation (nature). In the Christian monastic tradition this was preeminently exercised through the study and spiritual interpretation of the bible. The practices of lectio divina, psalmody, and meditative recitation of bible verses while working were the core of the monastic “contemplative life”.
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of GOD IN CREATION
	CONTEMPLATION
of GOD BEYOND WORD or IMAGE
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	 (Purgation)
	(Illumination)
	(Union)


The three poles of PRAKTIKÉ, THEORIA PHYSIKÉ, and THEOLOGIKÉ came in time to be associated with the triad, Purgation, Illumination, and Union: however in Christian antiquity these were NOT successive stages in spiritual development, but three movements or capacities of the innermost self, all of which are ALWAYS present, although in different combinations at different times.
	 
	 

	IT should be added that what may appear to be a (depressingly) recurring cycle when viewed in only two dimensions, is seen to be an ascending helix when the dimension of time is added.  The inner rhythm of our spiritual life is a “spiral staircase” on which we ascend to God.
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	4) A LESS DYNAMIC MODEL


In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the desire to systematize spiritual growth caused the aforementioned triads to be described less as notes in an ever-evolving inner symphony than as stages to be successively attained and (at least in the case of the first two) transcended. The complex “spiral staircase” is unravelled into a simple stepladder.
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APOPHATIC and KATAPHATIC THEOLOGY
POETIC illustrations of the meaning of these terms are found in the works of the seventeenth-century British “metaphysical” poets (R. Crenshaw, J. Donne, G. Herbert, T. Traherne, and H. Vaughan), who often drew on two complementary strands of Christian mysticism.
   THE kataphatic tradition (the “way of affirmation”) emphasizes beauty that is revealed and apparent, while the apophatic tradition (the “way of negation”) dwells on glory that remains concealed, hidden from view.  Word-portraits of these contrasting approaches are found in two different poems by Henry Vaughan, the seventeenth-century British metaphysical poet.  The first poem, The World, is kataphatic, portraying God and creation in images of light and brightness:

I saw eternity the other night

Like a great Ring of pure and endless light,



All calm, as it was bright,

And round beneath it, Time in hours, days, years

Driv’n by the spheres

Like a vast shadow mov’d, In which the world



And all her train were hurl’d:



The World (Henry Vaughan 1621-1695)

THUS in the Christian kataphatic mystical tradition God is seen through the prism of “the many”: words, color, song, complexity, multiplicity of images and ideas all intertwine, mutually illuminating one another while celebrating the richness of beauty experienced in diversity. 
IN the apophatic strand of Christian mysticism, on the other hand, God is understood as “the One” - beyond words and images, transcending every category in a radical simplicity beyond all human thought and idea.  God’s uniqueness and grandeur so ovewhelm our senses and minds that God is described as solitary, radically simple; even as hidden, invisible, or “dark”.  Thus Vaughan’s poem The Night:

There is in God (some say)

A deep, but dazzling darkness; As men here

Say it is late and dusky, because they


See not all clear

O for that night! where I in him

Might live invisible and dim.

IT is possible to characterize different Christian spiritual practices according to their tendency to emphasize one end of this spectrum or the other: 
	THE KATAPHATIC TRADITION

(The Way of Affirmation)
[COMPLEX VARIETY; MULTIPLE IMAGES; LIGHT; LITERATURE; POETRY; HYMNODY] 
 
PUBLIC WORSHIP

Sacramental Focus; Scriptural Focus 
Vernacular Psalmody
(Liturgy of the Hours)
Ritual Chant
(Taizé, Gregorian Chant)
 

PRIVATE DEVOTION

Icon-Meditation; Litanies
Stations of the Cross; The Rosary
 

DISCERNMENT RETREAT
Ignatian Spirituality
 
	THE APOPHATIC TRADITION
(The Way of Negation)
[SIMPLICITY, ABSENCE of IMAGES; DARKNESS; WORDLESS INTUITION]

MONOLOGISTIC (Private-) PRAYER

 

The Jesus Prayer (Hesychasm)
 

The prayer of the Cloud of Unknowing
 

“Centering Prayer”

 

“Christian Mantra”
(John Main, Lawrence Freeman)

 

“Christian Zen”

 

	 

LECTIO DIVINA
(Contemplative praying of the Scriptures)
 


BOTH the kataphatic and apophatic traditions are expressed in the writings of the sixth-century mystic (pseudo-) Dionysius the Aereopagite, who in turn drew upon the earlier writings of Origen, Evagrius Ponticus, and Gregory of Nyssa.  His very brief book, The Mystical Theology, has been of incalculable importance in both the Christian East and West. 
The Roots of Christian Mysticism, Olivier Clément
[Part Two: Initiation For Warfare]

Chapter 2.2 The Interior Combat

   Ascesis means exercise, combat. ‘Spiritual combat, harder than men’s battles’, Rimbaud says. As free human beings with a capacity to ‘create positively’, we are challenged to keep faith with the great transformation in Christ, such that we transform likewise, in the Holy Spirit, the relationship that in this world we necessarily have with material things – our genetic inheritance, psychological and social background – so that finally we transform the materials themselves.

God did not create death; he did not create evil; but he left to human beings, as to angels, freedom in everything. Thus through their freedom some rise to the highest good, others rush headlong into the depths of evil. But you, man, why do you reject your freedom?
Why this reluctance to have to make an effort, to toil, to fight, to become the artificer of your own salvation? ‘My Father is working still,’ it is written, ‘and I am working’ (John 5.17).
Are you then reluctant to work, you who were created in order to create positively?
Origen First Homily on Ezekiel, 3 (GCS 8,326).

   Ascesis then is an awakening from the sleep-walking of daily life. It enables the Word to clear the silt away in the depth of the soul, freeing the spring of living waters. The Word can restore to its original brightness the tarnished image of God in us, the silver coin that has rolled in the dust but remains stamped with the king’s likeness (Luke 15.8-10). It is the Word who acts, but we have to co-operate with him, not so much by exertion of will-power as by loving attentiveness.

Each one of our souls contains a well of living water. It has in it . . . a buried image of God. It is this well . . . that the hostile powers have blocked up with earth ... But now that our Isaac [Christ] has come, let us welcome his coming and dig out our wells, clearing the earth from them, cleansing them from all defilement ... We shall find living water in them, the water of which the Lord says: ‘He who believes in me, out of his heart shall flow rivers of living water’ (John 7.38) .. .
For he is present there, the Word of God, and his work is to remove the earth from the soul of each one of you, to let your spring flow freely. This spring is in you and does not come from outside because ‘the kingdom of God is in the midst of you’ (Luke 17.21). It was not outside but in her house that the woman who had lost her silver coin found it again (Luke 15,8). She had lighted the lamp and swept out the house, and it was there that she found her silver coin. For your part, if you light your ‘lamp’, if you make use of the illumination of the Holy Spirit, if you ‘see light in his light’, you will find the silver coin in you. For the image of the heavenly king is in you. When God made human beings at the beginning he made them ‘in his own image and likeness’ (Genesis 1,26). And he does not imprint this image on the outside but within them. It could not be seen in you as long as your house was dirty, full of refuse and rubbish ... but, rid by the Word of God of that great pile of earth that was weighing you down, let the ‘image of the heavenly’ shine out in you now . . . The maker of this image is the Son of God. He is a craftsman of such surpassing skill that his image may indeed be obscured by neglect, but never destroyed by evil. The image of God remains in you always.
Origen Homily on Genesis, 1,4 (GCS 6,113-21)

   The purpose of ascesis is thus to divest oneself of surplus weight, of spiritual fat. It is to dissolve in the waters of baptism, in the water of tears, all the hardness of the heart, so that it may become an antenna of infinite sensitivity, infinitely vulnerable to the beauty of the world and to the sufferings of human beings, and to God who is Love, who has conquered by the wood of the cross.

Spiritual fat is the obtuseness with which evil cloaks the intelligence.
Evagrius of Pontus Centuries, IV,3 6 (Frankenberg, 287)

   Ascesis is not obedience to some abstract categorical imperative. It frees human nature to follow its deep instinct to ascend towards God. It enables a person to pass from a state ‘contrary to nature’ to a state ‘in harmony with nature’, in harmony, that is, with that human (and cosmic) material united in Christ with the godhead, without separation or confusion. This is the testimony of St Benedict, the father of Western monasticism, and of an Amma, a ‘mother’ of the desert, St Syncletica, whose teaching is marked by a very feminine directness, and always close to real life.

If justice leads us to propose some mild constraint in order to correct vices and to preserve love, do not at once fly in dismay from the path of salvation, which one cannot enter except through a narrow gate. For as you advance gradually in a holy life and in faith, your heart is enlarged and you run the way of God’s commandments in an ineffable sweetness of love.
Benedict of Nursia Rule, Prologue, 47-49 (Centenario, p. 8)

Amma Syncletica said, ‘Great endeavours and hard struggles await those who are converted, but afterwards inexpressible joy. If you want to light a fire, you are troubled at first by smoke, and your eyes water. But in the end you achieve your aim. Now it is written: "Our God is a consuming fire". So we must light the divine fire in us with tears and struggle.’
Sayings of the Desert Fathers Amma Syncletica, 2 (SO I, p. 299)

   And everything is done in Christ. He excites and sustains our effort. Ascesis is a response of love. It is a positive abandonment enabling Christ to purify us ‘as gold in the fire’. For he is the goldsmith and the fire is that of the Holy Spirit.

I share everything with Christ, spirit and body, nails and resurrection.
Christ ... thou art for me my native land, my strength, my glory, everything.
Christ is my strength and my breath and the wonderful prize for my running.
It is he who enables me to run well.
I love him as my purest love because for those whom he loves he is faithful beyond all that we can conceive.
In him is my joy even if he chooses to send me some suffering, because I aspire to be purified as gold in the fire.
Gregory Nazianzen Theological Poems, (PG 37,623-4)

   The Fathers discern three main stages in the spiritual way:

   1. Praxis, the practice of ascesis, the purpose of which is to transform the vital energy that has gone astray and been ‘blocked’ in idolatrous ‘passions’. Praxis gives birth to the virtues, which love will then synthesize. These virtues, let us remember, are both human and divine. They represent so many participations in the Divine Names, and in the brilliance of the godhead in whose image we are made. This is not a matter, then, of mere morality. Not only do the virtues enable us to avoid idolatry — above all self-idolatry — and to gain the inner freedom that makes love possible, but they have a mystical flavour. In this chapter and the two following, it is this praxis with which we shall be mainly concerned.

   2. ‘Contemplation of nature’, that is, some intimation of God in creatures and things.

   3. Direct personal union with God.

   Now, these three stages follow in succession in Christ. Evagrius and Maximus the Confessor relate virtue and freedom to the flesh of Christ, according to an idea that is not only Christological but also eucharistic. For Evagrius the contemplation of nature is connected with the blood of Christ (from whose pierced side the earth was sprinkled and received its transparency). For Maximus it is connected with the soul of Christ; and we know that the Bible establishes a close relation between the soul and blood.

As for union with God, Maximus describes it under two aspects. First, our union with the Spirit of Christ (the spirit being the heart and summit of his deified humanity), secondly, our transition from the humanity of Christ to his divinity. In a wholly Johannine interpretation of this latter stage, Evagrius refers to the breast of Christ; any one who rests on it and feels the beating of God’s human heart (note the reappearance of Maximus’s symbolism of spirit and heart) is initiated into the divine life, as John was when he rested on Christ’s breast.

The virtues acquired are the flesh of Christ and whoever eats it will find inner freedom.
The contemplation of creatures is the blood of Christ and whoever drinks it will be enlightened by him.
The knowledge of God is the breast of Christ and whoever rests on it will be a theologian.
Evagrius of Pontus Mirror for Monks, 118-20 (Gressman p. 163)

Whoever passes from ascesis to inner freedom is able to contemplate in the Holy Spirit the truth of creatures and things. It is as if he passed from the flesh of Christ to his soul.
Another, through this symbolic contemplation of the world, passes to the more naked mystical initiation that is ‘theology’. It is as if he passed from the soul of Christ to his spirit.
Another, through this state, is mystically led to the ineffable state where all definition is overridden by a radical negation. It is as if he passed from the spirit of Christ to his divinity.
Maximus the Confessor Ambigua (PG 91,1360)

   The Fathers adopted the Platonic and Aristotelian conception of the soul’s faculties, giving it added depth. They distinguish the nous (the mind or intellect), the thumos (courage and gallantry that can turn to aggression and anger), and finally epithumia (desire that is in danger of being converted into lust). In the deep sense the nous is identified with what Mark the Ascetic calls the ‘altar of the heart’, that relationship with God that nothing in human nature can destroy, even if it is unperceived or rejected. But the light of the nous can refuse to make itself known, and it is at this subtle high point of the soul that Satanic pride is born.

   If we seek some approximate equivalents in modern psychology, the domain of the nous might be that explored by Frankl and the ‘existential psychologists’, for whom the unconscious reveals a spiritual dimension that points to God. The domain of the thumos would be more like Adler’s idea of the desire, that is at the centre of the unconscious, to assert oneself, to prove one’s worth. Finally epithumia calls to mind the Freudian libido.

   For most ascetical authors, although these classifications vary considerably and need to be understood in context, there exist two overriding ‘mother-passions’. One concerns the irrational faculties (thumos and epithumia), namely gluttony in the sense of fundamental greed; the other concerns nous, namely pride. Pride and greed form an alliance in a sort of metaphysical usurpation that annexes the whole being to the ego. Spiritual writers, especially Maximus the Confessor, speak here of philautia, self-love, self-centredness, that snatches the world away from God to annex it, making neighbours into things.

   There is no longer the Other, nor other people, only the absolute I. ‘Whoever has philautia has all the passions’, according to Maximus.

   Greed unleashes debauchery as an expression of sexuality. The two together, to satisfy themselves, breed avarice. Avarice produces depression — grief at not possessing everything — and envy — of those who possess. Thus arises anger, against anyone who threatens my goods, or who forestalls me in securing something that I covet.

   Pride, in its turn, begets ‘vain glory’, the display of riches and temptations, followed by anger and depression when the sought-for admiration and approval is lacking. So we come back, through the deep desire to monopolize, to greed. The two circles meet and form an ellipse with two poles.

   In the unleashing of passions others accord a privileged position to the ‘three giants’: forgetfulness, spiritual insensitivity, and a kind of ignorance or stupidity. We forget that God exists, that we can receive him at every moment; we ignore our neighbours; we lose the capacity for wonder; and we end by living like sleep-walkers.

   It will do no harm to quote two passages from St John Dama-scene, who, although he falls just outside my chronological limits, has in this case the merit of summing up the earlier tradition very clearly.

We should know that according to the Fathers there are eight kinds of thought that attack us. The first is gluttony; the second, lust; the third, avarice; the fourth, depression; the fifth, anger; the sixth, despair; the seventh, vain glory; the eighth, pride.
John of Damascus The Eight Spirits of Evil (PG 95,80)

We should commit no sin if these powerful giants had not appeared at the beginning, as Mark the wisest of sages says, namely forgetfulness, spiritual insensitivity, and ignorance . . . The primary cause, the baleful mother of them all, so to say, is philautia — love of self
John of Damascus On Virtues and Vices (PG 95,88)

   Perhaps however Maximus the Confessor goes deepest when he notes:

The cause of this deviation [of the natural energies into destructive passions] is the hidden fear of death.
Maximus the Confessor Questions to Thalassius, 61 (PG 90,633)

Then:

We who constitute a single nature devour one another like serpents.
Maximus the Confessor Questions to Thalassius, Introduction (PG 90,2.60)

And the reason:

Only love overcomes the fragmentation of human nature.
Maximus the Confessor Centuries on Charity, (PG 91,396)

   It is now possible to understand the function of praxis. It aims to transform, in love, with the object of making love possible, the intelligence and the passions of human nature.

Praxis is a spiritual method for purifying the part of the soul that is concerned with the passions.
Evagrius of Pontus Practical Treatise, or The Monk, 78 (SC 171, i’. 666)

   A prayer that is specially loved and used a great deal in the Orthodox Church, St Ephraim’s prayer, gives an idea of the working of this transformation:

Lord and Master of my life,
take far from me the spirit of laziness, discouragement, domination, and idle talk;
grant to me, thy servant, a spirit of chastity, humility, patience, love;
yea, my Lord and King, grant me to see my sins, and not to judge my neighbour,
for thou art blessed for ever and ever. Amen.
Ephraim of Syria Prayer for the season of Lent in the Byzantine Rite
   ‘Laziness’ here is to be identified with forgetfulness, with the ‘hardness’ of heart that makes a person see no further than appearances, ‘sense-data’, what we can ‘get our teeth into’, as we vividly put it. It is the condition of the anti-poet, of the anti-mystic, of the ‘spiritual bourgeois’, to use Nicholas Berdyaev’s words. It gives rise to the spirit of domination that was the object of Christ’s third temptation, and comes close to pride. As for the ‘idle talk’, this is the ‘care-less words’ of the Gospel (Matthew 1z.36): words of lying, magic,possession, profit-making, death. More deeply; however, they are words of discouragement, of despair, of fascination with nothingness. This is the ‘accidie’ well known to the greatest ascetics, but which in our time has become the everyday expression of a general nihilism.

   The second part of the prayer develops in counterpoint the operation of the virtues. Faith that overcomes philautia; chastity that is not necessarily continence, since marriage can be chaste, but rather means the integration of desire in a personal relationship; humility and patience that apply the faith to everyday matters and strengthen it with an invincible hope. And clear self-knowledge, the basis not of a guilt-inducing obsession but of a greater confidence; the refusal to judge others; and finally the seal of the blessing, exchanged between humanity and God for the sanctification of the whole of life.

   The basis of praxis is the ‘keeping of the commandments’. These ‘commandments’ refer less to the Decalogue – except to the extent that Jesus disclosed and made incarnate their spiritual meaning – than to the injunctions and the actions of Christ, and above all the Sermon on the Mount, the Beatitudes. For the Beatitudes describe Christ himself, his beauty – and through him the very mystery of the God of kenosis and love. To obey Christ’s commandments is to love him, and to beseech him, aided by our very weakness, to take possession of us and transform our life with his.

Whoever knows the power of God’s commandments and under-stands the faculties of the soul is aware of the way in which the former heal the latter and are the way to true contemplation.

Evagrius of Pontus Centuries, II,19 (Frankenberg, p. 143)

   We can see the essentials of the commandments in the sober and practical arrangement of the Benedictine Rule. In every line we find the example and the words of Jesus, whether he is taking up an Old Testament commandment and illuminating it or delivering the Sermon on the Mount or the parable of the Last Judgment in the twenty-fifth chapter of St Matthew’s Gospel: ‘I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you came to me ... as you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did to me’ (Matthew 2.5.39-40).

   The monk becomes little by little a centre of blessing. His trust in God’s infinite mercy enables him to hope. Knowing himself to be fundamentally loved, he feels himself not only able but obliged to serve his neighbour and love his enemy. The fear of God is the discovery someone makes who is terrified by the realization that to be completely identified with this world is to be lost in a false existence. Meditation on hell enables us to understand from what Christ came to save us, provided we cling with all our strength to his salvation.

   (Certain themes such as the systematic repression of negative thoughts will be studied in the fourth chapter of this part.)

What are the rules for living a good life?
In the first place to love the Lord with all one’s heart, with all one’s soul and with all one’s strength. Then to love one’s neighbour as oneself. Then not to kill. Not to commit adultery. Not to steal. Not to covet. Not to bear false witness. To respect all people. And not to do to others what one would not wish to have done to oneself. To deny oneself in order to follow Christ. To be master of one’s own body .. . To help the poor. To clothe the naked. To visit the sick. To bury the dead. To assist those in distress. To console the afflicted .. . Not to let anything come before the love of Christ. 
Not to give rein to one’s wrath. Not to meditate revenge. Not to harbour deceit in one’s heart. Not to offer a pretended peace. Not to forsake charity. Not to swear, for fear of perjury. To speak the truth from heart and mouth. Not to render evil for evil. Not to commit injustice but to bear patiently what is done to oneself. To love one’s enemies. Not to render cursing for cursing, but rather blessing.
To endure persecution for righteousness’ sake ...To place one’s hope in God. If one sees any good in oneself, to ascribe it to God, not to oneself. To fear the day of judgment. To dread hell. To desire eternal life with all one’s heart and soul. Every day to keep death present before one’s eyes .. .
Not to hate anyone. Not to entertain jealousy. Not to give oneself up to envy .. .
To respect the aged. To love the young.In the love of Christ to pray for one’s enemies.After a disagreement, to make peace before the sun goes down.
And never to despair of God’s mercy.
Such are the tools of the spiritual art.
Benedict of Nursia Rule, IV (Centenario, pp. 20-6)

   Diadochus of Photike, a great bishop, both a humanist and a contemplative, offers a more condensed form of the ‘keeping of the commandments’. The path goes from faith to love by way of hope, detachment, humility, respect for others, and chastity, meaning the integrity of spirit that makes it possible to integrate the whole being in love.

First definition: faith. A thought about God free of idolatry.
Second definition: hope. A loving pilgrimage of the spirit towards what is hoped for.
Third definition: patience. Ceaseless perseverance in seeing with the inner eye the Invisible as if it were visible.
Fourth definition: absence of avarice. To be as eager not to possess as people usually are to possess.
Fifth definition: knowledge. To disregard oneself in the effort to ascend to God.
Sixth definition: humility. Never thinking about what one deserves.
Seventh definition: absence of irascibility. The ability to avoid anger.
Eighth definition: integrity (or interior chastity). The inward sense constantly united to God.
Ninth definition: love. An increased friendliness towards those who insult us.
Tenth definition: total transformation. In the enjoyment of God the anguish of death becomes joy.
Diadochus of Photike Gnostic Chapters, Preamble (SC 5 bis, 84-5)

   Maximus the Confessor emphasizes that the ‘keeping of the commandments’ makes it possible to overcome the spirit of aggression and greed, and consequently to enlighten the vital force (the thumos) and desire (the epithumia).

The believer is seized with a holy trembling.
Whoever believes thus finds humility.
Whoever finds humility receives gentleness,
and thus overcomes the influence of unnatural aggression and covetousness.
Whoever is gentle keeps the commandments.
Whoever keeps the commandments is purified.
Whoever is purified is enlightened.
That person is judged worthy to enter with the Word into the nuptial chamber of the mysteries.
Maximus the Confessor Theological Chapters, 16 (PG 90,1089)

   Ascesis requires discernment. To move from the blessings of this life, which are fundamentally good, to a radical demand to go beyond them, we must first have become aware of a higher perfection, and have received a pledge of God’s ‘sweetness’ (even if later he has to withdraw it and ask us to go through the desert places). Lacking this discernment, ascesis is apt to be self-interested or Pharisaical, in danger of withering purposelessly between earth and heaven.

To eat and drink with thanksgiving to God all that is served up or prepared for one is not in any way opposed to the rule of knowledge. For ‘everything is very good’ (Genesis 1.31).
But voluntarily to abstain from what is agreeable and abundant is a sign of great discernment and higher knowledge. We do not readily despise the delights of this life if we do not taste with complete satisfaction the sweetness of God.
Diadochus of Photike Gnostic Chapters, 44 (SC 5 bis, pp. 110--11)

The whole of praxis is symbolized by the fast, provided that this includes spiritual as well as bodily fasting, as the Fathers teach. Inthe test made by God of Adam’s freedom and trust, the early Church perceived the commandment of fasting. Human beings, instead of hurling themselves on the world as on to their prey, ought to have learned to see it as a gift from God and a ladder by which to reach him. From this point of view sin now appears as exploitation and selfishness, the desire to make use of and consume the world instead of transfiguring it. Christ, by contrast, fasted for forty days in the desert to show the tempter that ‘man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God’ (Matthew 4.4), and the world also is a word which comes from the mouth of God.

   Fasting therefore signifies a radical change in our relation with God and with the world. God — not the self — becomes the centre, and the world is his creation, a dialogue amongst ourselves and with the Creator. Fasting prevents us from identifying ourselves with the world in order merely to possess it, and enables us to see the world in a light coming from elsewhere. Then every creature, every thing, becomes an object of contemplation. Fasting puts between ourselves and the world a wondering and respectful distance. It enables us to hunger for God as well, and to welcome our bodily hunger as an echo, the ‘sighing’ of creation.

   And so for the Fathers fasting from food is inseparable from prayer and almsgiving, from the loving relationship re-established with God, and from spontaneous, inventive sharing with one’s neighbour. That was the real meaning of almsgiving in the first centuries.

Let us cherish fasting, for fasting is the great safeguard along with prayer and almsgiving. They deliver human beings from death. Just as Adam was driven out of paradise for having eaten, refusing to trust, so it is by fasting and faith that they who wish to enter paradise do so.
Athanasius of Alexandria On Virginity, 6 (PG 28,260)

   Fasting lightens the body, prepares it for resurrection, and opens it to healing grace. It makes the soul more readily transparent and predisposes it to the study of Wisdom, to listening to the Word. It makes sharing and mutual help possible.

God did not give the body to be an obstacle by means of its weight ... A lighter flesh he will raise more quickly to new life.
Tertullian On Fasting, 17 (PL 2,978)

Fasting is food for the soul, nourishment of the spirit.
Ambrose of Milan On Elijah and Fasting, 2,2 (PL 14,698)

[One who fasts] feeds like Moses on familiarity with God and his word. He experiences the truth of the text, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God’.
Jerome Letter 130, 10 (PL 22,1115)

We have the days of Lent devoted to fasting. We have Wednesday and Friday every week . . . And the Christian is free to fast at any time, not out of superstition but in voluntary detachment ... How could anyone in fact study the Holy Scriptures, or devote himself to knowledge and wisdom, if he were not master of his own mouth and his own belly? But there is another reason, also spiritual, that some apostles have praised in their letters . . . Blessed are they that fast for the sake of feeding the poor.
Origen Homilies on Leviticus, 10,2 (PG 12,528)

Fasting makes prayer easier.
The prayer of one who fasts is an eagle in full flight. That of the wine-bibber is made heavy with satiety and dragged down to earth.
Pseudo-Nilus (Evagrius of Pontus) On the Eight Spirits of Evil, 1(PG 791145)

Yet the emphasis is always on the whole nature of fasting and its purpose, and on moderation.

If the enemy suggests to you an extreme ascesis that risks making your body feeble and useless, you must moderate your fasting.
Athanasius of Alexandria On Virginity, 8 (PG z8,261)

Just as the body if it is burdened with a multitude of foods makes the spirit slack and lazy, so if it is enfeebled by excessive abstinence it breeds despondency and aversion in the contemplative part of the soul. It is necessary therefore to regulate the soul’s nourishment in accordance with the state of the body, so that when the body is in good health it may be suitably controlled,
and when it is weak it can be reasonably strengthened. The athlete must not be in poor physical shape.
Diadochus of Photike Gnostic Chapters, 45 (SC 5 bis, p. III)

   Fasting is capable of making us bad-tempered, or of giving us the good conscience of a Pharisee. Hence the constant call for respect for one’s neighbour, for the struggle against backbiting, and also for sharing with the poor, and for the works of righteousness.

Abba Pambo asked Abba Anthony, ‘What ought I to do?’

The old man told him, ‘Do not put any trust in your righteousness, do not worry about the past, keep a tight rein on your tongue and your belly.’
Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Anthony 6 (SO 1, p. 21)

If you fast, but fail to keep watch over your mouth so as to refrain from evil speaking and angry words, from lying and perjury; if you slander your neighbour, even if the words come from the mouth of one who is fasting, your fast will be of no avail and will be labour lost.
Athanasius of Alexandria On Virginity, 7 (PG 28,260)

What is the use of keeping a fast for forty days without considering the meaning of it? What is the use denying oneself banquets, then spending one’s time in litigation? What is the use of not eating the bread one possesses if one has to steal that of the poor? ... The Christian’s fasting ought to foster peace, not quarrels. What advantage is there in making one’s stomach holy with fasting and defiling one’s lips with lies? Brother, you will be able to come to church only if your feet are not entangled in the snares of usury. You will have the right to pray only if envy does not make an obstacle in your heart . . . The money you give to the poor man will be given in all righteousness only if. you have not extorted it from another poor man .. .

So, let us imitate as far as possible Christ’s fasting by our practice of the virtues, in order that grace may come upon us through the twofold fasting of body and spirit.
Maximus of Turin Sermon for Lent, Homily 44,8 (PL 57,135-6)

   All ascesis, in fact, is magnetic attraction by love, by which we are conformed to the crucified Christ. But the cross cannot be separated from Easter and, suffering or triumphant, its meaning is always love. ‘He who says he abides in him ought to walk in the same way in which he walked . . . He who loves his brother abides in the light’ (I John 2.6 & 10).

The first and greatest commandment is love. Thanks to love the spirit sees the original Love, namely God. For by our love we see God’s love for us, as the psalm says, ‘He teaches his ways to those who are gentle.’
Evagrius of Pontus Letter 56 (Frankenberg, p. 605)

   The key to spiritual progress according to the greatest exemplars of ascesis is, therefore, evangelical love for one’s enemies. That is, first of all — something very simple but very difficult — the refusal to judge, the refusal to assert oneself by despising or condemning others. Only such an attitude of mind brings detachment and peace. The rest i. secondary.

A brother asked Abba Poimen, ‘What ought Ito do? I lack courage when I am praying alone in my cell.’
The elder told him, ‘Do not despise, condemn or blame anyone. God will grant you peace and you will meditate in tranquillity.’
Sayings of the Desert Fathers, in Thomas Merton, The Wisdom of the Desert, p. 46

   Make no mistake, however. Christian ascesis is not only or even especially moderation, self-control, wisdom. It is the folly of those who in Christ fling themselves into the furnace of the spirit, of those who themselves have something in common with fire.

Abba Lot came one day to see Abba Joseph and said to him, ‘Father, I keep my little rule to the best of my ability. I observe my modest fast and my contemplative silence. I say my prayers and do my meditation. I endeavour as far as I can to drive useless thoughts out of my heart. What more can I do?’
The elder rose to answer and lifted his hands to heaven. His fingers looked like lighted candles and he said, ‘Why not become wholly fire?’
Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Joseph of Panepho, 7 (PG 65,2.29)

   To climb a mountain it is not enough to have a map. A guide is necessary. Hence the importance of the ‘spiritual father’ in the tradition with which we are concerned.

   The spiritual father is above all a ‘spiritual’ person, one in whom the Spirit dwells. And the Spirit makes him an icon of the divine fatherhood, a fatherhood that as we have seen is sacrificial and liberating.

   Only self-mortification, long, hard and crucifying, makes possible this acquisition of the Spirit, in accordance with the monastic saying ‘Give your blood and receive the Spirit’. The ‘spiritual father’ thus obtains the spiritual gift of ‘compassion’ (in its full sense of ‘suffering with’) and along with it the gift of a humble and respectful understanding of hearts. People come to him asking for a ‘word of life’. And his word cuts open the hidden abscess, frees and awakens them, sometimes with a touch of humour, like that of the experienced monk who commanded a young brother who was eager to have his own way to recite the Lord’s Prayer, saying not ‘Thy will be done’ but ‘My will be done’. The ‘spiritual father’ is above all a man of gentleness, kindness and unlimited charity. And thus he brings home to a person who hates himself how much he is in fact loved.

   The spiritual father is able give guidance because he knows the paths. His role is to keep a little way in front. He does not have to lay down rules, but be an example. He is not a master, a ‘guru’, since for Christians the only master is Christ. The destiny of the spiritual father is that of St John the Baptist: ‘He [Christ] must increase, but I must decrease.’

A brother asked Abba Poimen, ‘I am living with some brothers. Do you want me to be in charge of them?’ The elder said to him, ‘No. Do your own work first, and if they want to sur-vive they will provide what is needed themselves.’ The brother said to him, ‘But it is they themselves who want me to be in charge of them.’ The elder said to him, ‘No. You must become their example, not their legislator.’
Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Poimen, 188 (SO I, p. 253)

An example like that does not draw attention to himself. Only those who wish will follow.

A young man came to see an old ascetic to be instructed in the way of perfection. But the old man said not a word to him.
The other asked him the reason for his silence. ‘Am I your superior to give you orders? Do what you see me doing if you like.’ From then on the young man imitated the ascetic in everything and learned the meaning of silence.
Sayings of the Desert Fathers, in P. Evdokimov, La paternité spirituelle, ‘Contacts’, 58, 2nd quarter, 1967

   Sometimes it is enough to enter into the silent radiance of a presence which, without trying, allows God to shine through.

Three brothers were in the habit of going to see the blessed Anthony every year. The first two would ask him questions about their thoughts and the salvation of the soul. But the third would keep silence without asking anything. Eventually Abba Anthony said to him, ‘You have been coming here to see me for a long time now and you never ask me any questions.’ The other replied, ‘One thing is enough for me, Father, to see you.’
Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Anthony, 27 (PG 65,84)

   To have complete confidence in one’s spiritual father is to know that he will keep you in his prayers, that he will concentrate on you the prayer that he extends over the whole world. For he is one of those whose prayer defends and protects the world, saves it from falling apart, and becomes the life-blood of truly creative undertakings, in the Church as in society. Being ‘poor in spirit’, meaning emptied of themselves, of their personalities, of their functions in society, they allow the suffering of the world to enter into them, they enable the power of the resurrection to pervade history, to penetrate the blind passions of human beings.

All the days that our father Pachomius was with us in the body, he prayed day and night for the salvation of our souls and those of the whole world.
Coptic Life of St Pachomius

There is no doubt that the whole world owes its continuing existence to the prayers of monks.
Rufinus of Aquileia History of the Monks, Prologue (PL 21,389)

   There are tears of another sort, those we are made to shed by the hardness of heart and the sins of others. Samuel wept thus over Saul. So too in the Gospel we see our Lord weeping over Jerusalem; and in earlier times Jeremiah: ‘O that my head were waters, and my eyes a fountain of tears, that I might weep day and night for the slain of the daughter of my people’ (9.1) .. .
   These are the tears of the righteous man crushed under the weight of the troubles, the anguish and the sorrows of this world.
   This is shown clearly by the title of the psalm, ‘A prayer of the afflicted, when he is faint and pours out his complaint before the Lord’. The person thus introduced is that poor man of whom the Gospel says: ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven’.
John Cassian Conferences, IX,29 (SC 54, pp. 64-5)

   Sometimes one who is advanced in the spiritual life is set free, in Christ, from the fallen and divisive limitations of space and time, and shares in the apparently incomprehensible ways of God.

Two brothers were going to see Anthony. On their journey they ran out of water and one of the two died. The other was at death’s door. At the end of his strength he lay down on the ground awaiting death. Anthony, sitting on the mountain side, called two monks who were there and urged them, ‘Take a jug of water and hurry to the road from Egypt. Two brothers were coming. One of them is already dead, and the other is going to die unless you are quick. This has just been revealed to me in prayer.’ The monks went and found the dead monk and buried him. Then they refreshed the exhausted one with a drink of water and took him to the elder. The distance was a day’s journey. Someone perhaps will ask, ‘Why did not Anthony speak before the first monk died?’ That would be wrong. It was no business of Anthony’s to determine the time of his death. That is reserved to God, and God decreed death for the one and revealed to Anthony the danger in which the other was.
Athanasius of Alexandria Life of Anthony, 59 (PG 26,927)

   The tender compassion of the great spiritual guide has something maternal about it. It is as if he had become a complete human being reconciling in himself the animus and the anima, the masculine and the feminine dimensions of humanity.

Some elders came to see Abba Poimen to ask him, ‘If we see some brothers dozing in the congregation, do you want us to reprove them so that they stay awake?’ He said to them, ‘For my part, when I see a brother dozing, I lay his head on my lap and let him rest.’
Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Poimen, 92 (PG 65,344)

   The spiritual father is wise. First of all he welcomes his ‘son’ into his prayer. The latter must not bother him with trivial details of his daily life but must consult him especially when a particular thought becomes persistent and obsessive. The exception occurs only at certain times when a rigorous and detailed opening of the heart proves indispensable.

Brother, nothing is to be gained by consulting your spiritual father about all the thoughts that come into your mind. Most of them quickly disappear. You need to ask about those that persist and make war on you.
Barsanuphius Letter 165 (Correspondance, Solesmes 1971, p. 141)

Brother, do not try yourself to discern the thoughts that come into your mind. You are not capable . . . If they worry you . . . cast your powerlessness before God, saying, ‘Lord, I am in thy hands, come to my help.’ ... As for the thought that persists in you and makes war on you, tell it to your Abba and by God’s grace he will cure you.
Barsanuphius Letter 142, (Correspondance, Solesmes 1971, p. 174)

The refectorian had a habit that intrigued me greatly. He always carried a notebook hanging from his belt, and I discovered that he noted in it all the thoughts that came to him so as to report them to his spiritual father every day.
John Climacus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 4th step, 32(43) p. 39 

The ‘father’ leads his ‘spiritual son’ to freedom, for

In the One
there is no longer master or disciple
but all are gods.
Evagrius Of Pontus Centuries, IV,58 (Frankenberg, p. 297)

The Roots of Christian Mysticism, Olivier Clément

[Part Three: Approaches To Contemplation]
 3.2 The Glory of God Hidden in His Creatures
CONTEMPLATION begins only after the completion of ascetical exercises (praxis), the aim of which is the achievement of interior freedom (apatheia), that is to say, the possibility of loving. Contemplation consists of two stages: direct communion with God is the aim, of course, but first we must come to ‘knowledge of creatures’ or ‘contemplation of nature’ (physike theoria), that is, the contemplation ‘of the secrets of the glory of God hidden in his creatures’.

Faith is the doorway to the mysteries. What the eyes of the body are for physical objects, faith is for the hidden eyes of the soul. Just as we have two bodily eyes, so we have two spiritual eyes, and each has its own way of seeing. With one we see the glory of God hidden in creatures: with the other we contemplate the glory of God’s holy nature when he deigns to give us access to the mysteries.
Isaac of Nineveh Ascetic Treatises, 72. (p. 281)
People who know nothing of God – and there are plenty of them in our time – none the less have an inkling of him through the things he has created, when they look at them, apart from their practical uses, in their sheer beauty and their strange gratuitousness. Then they are filled with wonder. For the real miracle, as Wittgenstein said, is that things exist! The cosmos – a word that for the ancient Greeks meant at the same time order and ornament – by the continual process of death changing into life and decay into growth, bears witness specifically to an intelligence at work, which, in a time of apparently continuous scientific advance, our intelligence is able to decipher. ‘Ever since the world began, his invisible attributes, that is to say his everlasting power and deity, have been visible to the eye of reason in the things he has made’ (Rom. 1.20). As Dumitru Staniloae emphasizes in his Dogmatic Theology (Bucharest 1978) the very rationality of the world would be inexplicable without an eternal Subject. It ‘presupposes the rational, the more than rational, the apophatic depth of an eternal Person, and has meaning only if it is addressed by that eternal Person to persons with rational and more than rational powers, so as to bring about an agreement and a communion of love with them’.

All things would tend to nothing in virtue of their nature if they were not governed by God.
Gregory The Great Commentary on the Book of Job, 16,37,45 (PL 75,1144)
For the Fathers there is a question here not so much of natural theology as of an original revelation, a covenant with the Logos ‘through whom all things were created’ (Colossians 1.16), a covenant that has been renewed and wonderfully deepened by the incarnation of the Logos. Evagrius makes it clear that the Wisdom and the Power of God, of which St Paul goes on to speak, are the Son and the Spirit. Making sense of the universe is only possible with the Trinity. For the purpose of the universe is revealed by the Logos, and it is the Spirit, the life-giving breath, who is causing each thing and the universe as a whole to tend in the direction of that purpose. The world, for a Christian, is a Trinitarian text, or better it is a woven cloth: the fixed threads of the warp symbolize the Logos, the moving threads of the woof the dynamism of the Pneuma.

Besides this, the cosmos, as we have seen, has been mysteriously preserved and strengthened by the cross. In Christ it has been drawn into a ‘union without absorption’ with God (Dionysius the Areopagite). The first Christians who did not dare to make direct representations of the cross, because it was an object of disgust and opprobrium, used to see it in all manner of things – in the flight of a bird, in the spread of a tree’s branches, in the shape of a mast with its sail, in the complete human figure. Today we are discovering that the cross is written into the very stuff of matter, as is shown by contemporary physics which can only tackle its subject by multiplying antinomies. The rhythm of death-and-resurrection recurs in the whole evolution of the cosmos. It transmutes horror into a kind of sacrifice and finds its completion in the ultimate mutation of Easter. All the life and all the suffering of the world are taken up into it. This vision of the ‘Sacrifice of Love’ ought to permeate the way we look at creatures and objects every day. ‘You are looking at the sun? Then think of Him who is the Light of the World, albeit shrouded indarkness. You are looking at the trees and their branches growing green again each spring? Then think of Him who, hanging on the wood of the cross, draws everything to himself. You are looking at rocks and stones? Then think of the stone in the garden that was blocking the entrance to a tomb. That stone was rolled away and since then the door of the sepulchre has never been shut’ (A Monk of the Eastern Church, Love without Limits, Chevetogne 1971 pp.27-28).

As for those who are far from God ... God has made it possible for them to come near to the knowledge of him and his love for them through the medium of creatures. These he has produced, as the letters of the alphabet, so to speak, by his power and his wisdom, that is to say, by his Son and by his Spirit .. .
   The whole of this ministry is performed by creatures for the benefit of those who are far from God.
Evagrius of Pontus Letter to Melania (in Hausherr, p. 84)

The contemplative, like the illiterate person, does without books. Creatures and things in their delicacy and infinite subtlety continually speak to him of God. ‘All are yours; and you are Christ’s; and Christ is God’s’ (I Corinthians 3.22). This could be put the other way round: ‘God is Christ’s; and Christ is yours; and you belong to all things.’

One of the wise men of that time went to find the holy man Anthony and asked him, ‘Father, how can you be happy when you are deprived of the consolation that books can give?’
   Anthony replied, ‘My philosopher friend, my book is the nature of creatures; and this book is always in front of me when I want to read the words of God.’
Evagrius of Pontus Practicus or The Monk (SC 171, p. 694)
The world is the gift of God. We must know how to perceive the giver through the gift. More precisely, since the time of the incarnation, the Passion and Easter, we can see the earth as an immense memorial, the tomb/womb in which Christ was buried and to which he gave resurrected power through the power of his own resurrection. And the tree of the cross, which has become the tree of life, secretly identifies the earth with paradise and gives proof once again of the sacramental nature of things.

I cannot show you my God, but I can show you his works. ‘Everything was made by him’ ( John 1.3). He created the world in its newness, he who has no beginning. He who is eternal created time. He who is unmoved made movement. Look at his works and praise their maker.
Augustine of Hippo Sermon 261, 2 (PL 38, 12.03)
The Most High has wounded me with his Spirit, filled me with his love,
and his wounding has become my salvation All the earth is like a memorial to thee,
a presence of thy works ...
Glory to thee, O God,
thou who art for ever the delight of Paradise. Alleluia!
Odes of Solomon, 11 (Harris-Mingana, II, p. 266)
The book of the cosmos (the world, St Augustine says, is a ‘first Bible’) and that of the Scriptures match each other, since they have the same author. Both of them find their full revelation in Christ who, after writing them, made them his body and his face. The incarnate Logos frees the speechless tongue of creation and unites it with the world as logos alogos. Christ has become the direct divine-human subject of the cosmic logoi. He confers on them their deepest meaning, their paschal nature, the power of the resurrection to work in them. He reveals their roots in the abyss of the three-Personed God.

Origen, within the limits of the knowledge of his time, looks at creation with amazement and admiration. He sees its infinite complexity, brought into harmony by syntheses which are increasingly complex and rich. Dionysius the Areopagite celebrated the ‘sympathy’ that holds all creation together and transforms its contradictions into living tensions. Here is the Trinitarian fabric once again. Every creature, however lowly in itself, yet expresses an infinite intelligence. Humanity must be united with every creature in order to make the praise of its tongue-tied nature to be heard. For ‘prayer like a sigh has always resided in the mystery and essential nature of creation’ (Basil Rozanov, The Apocalypse of our Time). The person of prayer understands that ‘everything is praying, every creature is singing the glory of God.’ ‘I learned thus,’ the ‘Russian Pilgrim’ adds, ‘what the Philokalia calls "the knowledge of the language of creation" and I saw how it is possible to converse with God’s creatures.’

In what a wonderful way the tremendous discoveries of Western science – undoubtedly made possible and mysteriously made fruitfulby this contemplative gaze – permit us today to widen the scope of this celebration!

The divine art that is manifested in the structure of the world is not only to be seen in the sun, the moon and the stars; it operates also on earth on a reduced scale. The hand of the Lord has not neglected the bodies of the smallest animals – and still less their souls – because each one of them is seen to possess some feature that is personal to it, for instance, the way it protects itself. Nor has the hand of the Lord neglected the plants of the earth, each of which has some detail bearing the mark of the divine art, whether it be the roots, the leaves, the fruits or the variety of species. In the same way, in books written under the influence of divine inspiration, Providence imparts to the human race a wisdom that is more than human, sowing in each letter some saving truth in so far as that letter can convey it, marking out thus the path of wisdom. For once it has been granted that the Scriptures have God himself for their author, we must necessarily believe that the person who is asking questions of nature and the person who is asking questions of the Scriptures are bound to arrive at the same conclusions.
Origen Commentary on Psalm 1,3 (PG 12,1081)
The Word both hides and reveals himself in visible forms as much as in the words of Scripture. The visible is the invisible written down. The divine idea, the logos, which produces, develops and attracts to itself every creature, is both silent and self-revelatory in it. It is silent in the negligence and greed of humanity. It is self-revelatory when humanity ‘names’ living things, like a poet on fire with love. Matter is infra-visible, the interplay of energies, a mathematical abstraction; form bears witness to the invisible.

In the Scriptures we say the words are the clothes of Christ and their meaning is his body. The words veil, the meaning reveals. It is the same in the world where the forms of visible things are like the clothing, and the ideas according to which they were created are like the flesh. The former conceal, the latter reveal. For the universal creator and law-maker, the Word, both hides himself in his self-revelation and reveals himself in his hiding of himself.
Maximus the Confessor Ambigua, (PG 91,I I29)
 ‘Lift up your eyes, and see how the fields are already white for harvest’ ( John 4.35). The Word is in the midst of his disciples. He is asking his hearers to lift up their eyes toward the fields of the Scriptures and toward that other field where the Word is present in every creature, however small, so that they may perceive the whiteness and the brilliant radiance of the light of Truth which is everywhere.
Origen Commentary on St John’s Gospel, 13,42. (GCS 4,269)
The nature of matter is good. In reality, since matter is an abstraction, it is the fruitful flesh in which the Spirit is incarnate. The material nature of ‘materials’, in the sense the artist-craftsman gives to the word, is an incarnation. By means of form it participates in the order, the beauty, the realm of the Good-and-Beautiful where God can be discerned.

It is just as false to repeat the commonplace that it is in matter as such that evil resides. For to speak truly, matter itself also participates in the order, the beauty, the form ... How, if it were not so, could Good be produced from something evil? How could that thing be evil when it is impregnated with good? ... If matter is evil how can one explain its ability to engender and nourish nature? Evil as such engenders and nourishes nothing. It does not produce or preserve anything. If it be objected that matter ... leads souls towards evil, how could that be true when many material creatures turn their gaze towards the Good?
Dionysius the Areopagite Divine Names, IV,28 (PG 3,792)
And so every creature is a gift of the invisible, a palpable mystery.

When someone whose mind is but partially developed sees something clothed in some semblance of beauty, he believes that this thing is beautiful in its own nature ... but someone who has purified the eyes of his soul and is trained to see beautiful things ... makes use of the visible as a springboard to rise to the contemplation of the spiritual.
Gregory of Nyssa On Virginity, (PG 46,364)
The ancient Greeks, to symbolize a true meeting, used to use a split ring whose two separate halves were joined together again. In Christ the world is joined together again in symbol, in a profusion of symbols. The invisible part appears in the visible: the visible draws its meaning from the invisible. Each symbolizes the other in the ‘house of the world’, of which God is the ‘eccentric centre’, being radically transcendent. God transcends the intelligible as well as the visible, but through the incarnation of the Logos he penetrates them both, transfigures and unites them. The world is a vast incarnation which the fall of the human race tries to contradict. The diabolos, the opposite of the symbolon, is continually trying to keep apart the separated halves of the ring; but they come together in Christ. Christian symbolism expresses nothing less than the union in Christ of the divine and the human – of which the cosmos becomes the dialogue – displaying the circulation in Christ of glory between ‘earth’ and ‘heaven’, between the visible and the invisible.

God’s love for humanity wraps the spiritual in the perceptible, the superessential in the essence. It gives form ... to what is formless and, through a variety of symbols, it multiplies and shapes Simplicity that has no shape.
Dionysius the Areopagite Divine Names, I, 4 (PG 3,592)
The world is one ... for the spiritual world in its totality is manifested in the totality of the perceptible world, mystically expressed in symbolic pictures for those who have eyes to see. And the perceptible world in its entirety is secretly fathomable by the spiritual world in its entirety, when it has been simplified and amalgamated by means of the spiritual realities. The former is embodied in the latter through the realities; the latter in the former through the symbols. The operation of the two is one.
Maximus the Confessor Mystagogia, 2 (PG 91,669)
The divine apostle says: ‘Ever since the creation of the world his invisible nature ... has been clearly perceived in the things that have been made’ (Romans 1.zo). If the invisible things are seen by means of the visible, the visible things are perceived in a far greater measure through the invisible by those who devote themselves to contemplation. For the symbolic contemplation of spiritual things by means of the visible is nothing other than the understanding in the Spirit of visible things by means of the invisible.
Maximus the Confessor Mystagogia, 2 (PG 91,669)
God himself is simple and unlimited, beyond all created things .. . because he is free of any interdependence.
Maximus the Confessor Ambigua (PG 91,1296)
So everything is symbolic: all creatures, however lowly, and their relationships, their balance, in which life springs unceasingly from death. The purity of matter, that point of transparency at the heart of things, reaches its perfection in Mary’s fruitful virginity. Alongside the utilitarian use of objects, or rather by means of it, one must learn to contemplate the flowering of heavenly realities in them. There is not only the horizontal concatenation of cause and effect. Each created object when contemplated ‘vertically’ expands to infinite horizons. Only this ‘vertical’ knowledge can clarify the scientific quest and limit and guide its technical power. Homo faber (Man the Maker) suffocates himself and suffocates the world if he is not in the first place homo celebrans (Man the Worshipper).

The apostle Paul teaches us that God’s ‘invisible nature’ has been ‘clearly perceived,in the things that have been made’ (Romans 1.20): what is not seen perceived in what is seen. He shows us that this visible world contains teaching about the invisible world, and that this earth includes certain ‘images of celestial realities’ ... It could even be that God who made the human race ‘in his own image and likeness’ (Genesis 1.27) also gave to other creatures a likeness to certain celestial realities. Perhaps this resemblance is so detailed that even the grain of mustard seed, ‘the smallest of all seeds’ (Matthew 13.31), has its counterpart in the kingdom of heaven. If so, by that law of its nature that makes it the smallest of seeds and yet capable of becoming larger than all the others and of sheltering in its branches the birds of the air, it would represent for us not a particular celestial reality but the kingdom of heaven as a whole.
In this sense it is possible that other seeds of the earth likewise contain an analogy with celestial objects and are a sign of them. And if that is true for seeds it must be the same for plants. And if it is true of plants it cannot be otherwise for animals, birds, reptiles and four-footed beasts ... It may be granted that these creatures, seeds, plants, roots and animals, are undoubtedly at the service of humanity’s physical needs. However, they include the shape and image of the invisible world, and they also have the task of elevating the soul and guiding it to the contemplation of celestial objects. Perhaps that is what the spokesman of the Divine Wisdom means when he expresses himself in the words: ‘It is he who gave me unerring knowledge of what exists, to know the structure of the world and the activity of the elements: the beginning and end and middle of times, the alternations of the solstices and the changes of the seasons, the cycles of the year and the constellations of the stars, the natures of animals and the tempers of wild beasts, the powers of spirits and the reasonings of men, the varieties of plants and the virtues of roots; I learned both what is secret and what is manifest’ (Wisdom 7.17-21). He shows thus, without any possible doubt, that everything that is seen is related to something hidden. That is to .say that each visible reality is a symbol, and refers to an invisible reality to which it is related.
Origen Commentary on the Song of Songs, 3 (GCS 8,208-9)
For anyone who reflects, the appearances of beauty become the themes of an invisible harmony. Perfumes as they strike our senses represent spiritual illumination. Material lights point to that immaterial light of which they are the images.
Dionysius the Areopagite Celestial Hierarchy, 1,3 (PG 3,121)
The interpretation of the world as a theophany, that grand contribution of the ancient religions to understanding, thus finds its full place in Christianity. But it has been freed from the danger of idolatry and has become the poetical expression of a communion. The marvellous hymn composed by Dionysius the Areopagite should be read: the brilliance of the sun symbolizes and incarnates the life-giving radiation of the divine glory. The sun by its prolific splendour testifies to a different Sun. The Good-and-Beautiful, spreading its presence like the sun, initiates a Trinitarian game of separation and conjunction; it gives each object its limits and at the same time its urge towards communion, its leap in the light towards the fount of the sunshine, towards the centre where the lines converge. This quotation from the Areopagite reminds one of Van Gogh writing from Arles, at the height of August, to his brother Theo: ‘Anyone here who does not believe in the sun is a complete infidel’.

What praise is not demanded by the blaze of the sun? For it is from the Good that its light comes, and it is itself the image of the Good. Thus we give glory to the Good by calling it Light ... Indeed, just as the goodness proper to the deity permeates everything that exists, ... so that it illumines every creature and gives it life, ... and is its height and breadth, its cause and its purpose; so likewise with the image in which divine Goodness is revealed, that great sun which is wholly light, and whose brightness is unceasing ... It is the sun that enlightens everything and pours out upon the whole visible world the brightness of its rays ... It is the sun that allows bodies to develop, bestows life on them, purifies and renews them ... And just as Goodness moves all things, and just as God the Creator gathers together all things that are scattered, turning them towards himself as their source and centre and perfect fulfilment; and as according to the Scriptures everything receives from the Good its structure and existence ... and as every object finds its own proper borders in the Good and all objects aim at the Good – the intelligent by way of knowledge, the sensible by way of the feelings, the merely animate by natural instinct, the inanimate by their simple share in existence – so, likewise, the light uses its property of revelation through images to gather together and draw to itself ... everything that receives its rays. That is why it is called ‘sun’ [helios] because everything is gathered together [aolles] in the light and the light reunites what has been scattered. It is towards this light that all perceptible realities are tending .. . I am certainly not asserting in the manner of the ancients that the sun actually governs the visible world as god and maker of the universe. But since the creation of the world, the invisible mysteries of God, thanks to his eternal power and godhead, are grasped by the intellect through creatures. (cf. Romans 1.20)
Dionysius the Areopagite Divine Names, IV,4 (PG 3,697-700)
The angels are the mediators of glory, ministers of this symbolic structure of created being. Perceiving their presence we learn to fathom the depth of nature and its belonging to another world, its being rooted in God:

Angels, bearers of the Divine Silence,
Lights of revelation set by the Inaccessible
to reveal him on the very threshold of his sanctuary.
Dionysius the Areopagite Divine Names, IV,2 (PG 3,696)
Interior freedom – apatheia – makes possible that attentive gaze, stripped of covetousness, which perceives the outward appearance of each object and its secret, and honours it. Claudel must be quoted here: ‘A pure eye and a fixed gaze see every object becoming transparent in front of them’ (La Ville) ‘Only a soul that has been made pure will understand the fragrance of the rose’ (L’oiseau noir dans le soleil levant). And his allusion to Japanese art is pertinent because,let us repeat, the ‘contemplation of nature’ makes it possible to accommodate in the ‘barque’ of the Church, in its memory, the experiences of the cultures that are fed by a cosmic symbolism: ‘All the art of the old Japanese painters (who in almost all periods were monks) is explained if it is understood that, for them, the visible world was a perpetual allusion to Wisdom, like that great tree which, with unutterable majesty, says No to evil for us’ (ibid.).

Wisdom consists in seeing every object in accordance with its true nature, with perfect interior freedom.
Maximus the Confessor Centuries on Charity, 11,64 (PG 90,42.0)
Here is a little spiritual exercise: by means of the humblest of sensations – of breathing, of rejoicing under the blue sky, of touching a stone, or the bark of a tree, of gazing, as Claudel or Heidegger would say, at the majesty of a tree – I try to reach the transcendence of a thing. The object is visible and at the same time invisible; I must seek its inner self, let myself be led by it.

We may gain some inkling of what God is if we attempt by means of every sensation to reach the reality of each creature, not giving up until we are alive to what transcends it ...
Clement of Alexandria Miscellanies, V,XI (PG 9,112)
The aim of the exercise becomes more specific: the mystery of the object, progressively laid bare, leads us to Christ. The Word, by becoming incarnate, has reopened for us the paradisial dimension of the world. Opaque but transparent, the earth is the paradise which we can re-enter by dying and rising with Christ.

By meditation ... we are no longer considering the physical properties of an object, its dimensions, its thickness, length or breadth. What is left from now on is only a sign, a unity provided, if I may so put it, with a position ... Beyond, we discover the immensity of Christ, and there, by means of his holiness, we advance toward the depth of his infinity until we glimpse the Almighty ... The grace of understanding comes to us from God through his Son. Solomon bears eloquent witness to that when he says: ‘I have not the understanding of a man ... Every word of God proves true ... Do not add to his words’ (Proverbs 30.2 & 5-6). Moses also calls Wisdom by the symbolic name ‘tree of life’ (Genesis 2.9) and it was planted in paradise.
   But is not this paradise also the world in which are all the elements of creation? There the Word was made flesh; there he flowered and bore fruit; there he has given life to those who taste of his goodness.
Clement of Alexandria Miscellanies, V,XI (PG 9,109)
So it is that a person in whom all the strength of the passions has been crucified and transfigured radiates the peace of paradise. Around him wild beasts are calm, and human beings also, who can sometimes be wild beasts. In truth he is another Orpheus, like the young Christ of the Mausoleum of Galla Placida at Ravenna.

The humble man confronts murderous wild beasts. From the moment they see him their savagery is tamed, they approach him as if he were their owner, nodding their heads and licking his hands and feet. They actually scent coming from him the fragrance that Adam breathed forth before the Fall when they came to him in paradise and he gave them their names.
Isaac of Nineveh Ascetic Treatises, 20 (Spanos, p. 78)
For such a person the beauty of the body no longer arouses lust, but rather praise.

Someone, I was told, at the sight of a very beautiful body [a woman’s] felt impelled to glorify the Creator. The sight of it increased his love for God to the point of tears. Anyone who entertains such feelings in such circumstances is already risen .. . before the general resurrection.
John Climacus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 15th step, 58 (p. 168)
If objects give us an inkling of God, then drawing near to God we can receive the full revelation of their logoi, their spiritual natures, their infinite meanings. The Logos is the divine subject of all logoi, of all the subsistent ‘words’ that support the world. The logikos man, personal image of the Logos, is called to become their human subject. The meeting is fully brought about in the God-Man who enables us to fathom the spiritual essences of objects, not in order to possess but in order to offer them to the Logos after having ‘given them their names’, marked them with our own creative spirit. The world then becomes a momentous dialogue between the Logos and the logikos man. (It is also necessarily a dialogue of human beings among themselves, since they exist as persons only according to their relationship with oneanother.) All history, all cultures, animated by the presence of the cosmic Logos, form the setting; but the only place where there can be neither confusion nor separation is Christ.

Just as at the centre of a circle there is a single point at which all the radii meet, so one who has been judged worthy to reach God recognizes in him, by a direct awareness and without formulating thoughts, all the essences of created objects.
Maximus the Confessor Gnostic Centuries, 11,4 (PG 90,1125-8)
In knowledge, the spirit offers the spiritual essences of the universe as so many gifts which it makes to God. In existence, the spirit receives the gifts, making explicit by its life all the splendour of the divine wisdom that is invisibly immanent in creatures. 
Maximus the Confessor Questions to Thalassius, 51 (PG 90, 480-1)
As for the Saints, it is in union with God that they receive spiritual awareness of created objects. They see the world in God, permeated by his light and forming a whole in the hollow of his hand. This is what St Benedict was doing when he contemplated the whole universe gathered up in a ray of the divine glory.

While the disciples were still sleeping, Benedict the man of God was already keeping vigil, anticipating the hour of the night office. Standing in front of his window in the dead of night he was praying to the Lord Almighty when suddenly he saw a light shining, and it dispelled the darkness and sparkled with such brilliance that it would have outshone the light of day. While he was watching it something extraordinary happened. As he described it later, the whole world was gathered up before his eyes as if in a ray of sunlight .. .

   How is it possible for the whole world to be seen in this way by a human being? .. .

   To one who sees the Creator, the whole of creation is limited. But one glimpse of God’s light makes everything that has been created seem too narrow. The light of interior contemplation in fact enlarges the dimensions of the soul, which by dint of expanding in God transcends the world. Should I say this? The soul of the contemplative transcends itself when, in God’s light, it is transported beyond itself. Then, looking below itself, it understands how limited is that which on earth seemed to it to have no limits. Such a seeker ... could not have had that vision except in God’s light. It is not surprising that he should have seen the whole world gathered up in his presence, since he himself in the light of the Spirit was lifted up out of this world. When it is said that the world was gathered up before his eyes that does not mean that heaven and earth were contracted. No. The soul of the seer was expanded. Enraptured with God he was able to see without difficulty everything that is under God.
Gregory the Great Dialogues, 11,35 (PL, 66,198-200)
The sun that rises and illumines the world makes itself visible as well as the objects it illumines. It is the same with the Sun of righteousness. When he rises in a mind that has been purified, he makes himself seen in addition to the logoi of the objects he has created.
Maximus the Confessor Centuries on Charity, I, 95 (PG 90)
Deep within Shinto temples in Japan you find only a mirror. It is a symbol and a riddle. The risk there is of turning in upon the Self. But the Christian knows that the Self is the image of Christ. And Christ is the faithful mirror who reflects the truth not only of creatures and objects, but also of the Self that is no longer an undifferentiated abyss but the interior expression of a face.

See! The Lord is our mirror:
open your eyes,
look into it,
learn what your faces are like!
Odes of Solomon, 13 (Harris-Mingana, II,276).
From that moment on nothing is profane. Nor is anything sacred of itself any more. The real division is between the profane and the sanctified. And everything can be sanctified: not only cosmic realities, but objects produced by human beings apparently for the most ordinary uses. This surprising importance of the commonplace, which some artists of our time try to bring out – for example by putting some utilitarian object on a pedestal – is perceived by the spiritual person, who quite naturally respects it.

Look upon all the tools and all the property of the monastery as if they were sacred altar vessels.
Benedict of Nursia Rule, XXI, to (Centenario, p. 76)
The person who is sanctified in this way includes all created things in his love and in his prayer. His charity extends to the cosmos. Reading the lines that follow from St Isaac of Nineveh we are reminded of certain Buddhist texts. Yet from the biblical point of view created things are not ‘temporary aggregations’, they are perfectly real. And their suffering is real too, the horror that is multiplied by the powers of darkness, to which the world is continually given over as prey by our sin. About this agony it might be said that Christ, and the saints with him, are perpetually being crucified in order to impart to all things, ‘even to serpents’, a life freed from all forms of death, an aspect stressed by St Isaac.

What is purity, briefly? It is a heart full of compassion for the whole of created nature ... And what is a compassionate heart? He tells us: ‘It is a heart that burns for all creation, for the birds, for the beasts, for the devils, for every creature. When he thinks about them, when he looks at them, his eyes fill with tears. So strong, so violent is his compassion ... that his heart breaks when he sees the pain and the suffering of the humblest creature. That is why he prays with tears every moment ... for all the enemies of truth and for all who cause harm, that they may be protected and forgiven. He prays even for serpents in the boundless compassion that wells up in his heart after God’s likeness.’
Isaac of Nineveh Ascetic Treatises, 81 (p. 306)
The ‘contemplation of nature’ can give spiritual flavour to our lives even if we lay no claim to be in any way ‘mystics’ in the rather particular sense that this word has acquired in the West. A little loving attention in the light of the Risen Christ is enough. The humblest objects then breathe out their secret. The person becomes the priest of the world at the altar of his heart, celebrating that ‘cosmic liturgy’ of which Maximus the Confessor speaks. Language, work, art, culture, the humanities, find their meaning there because the Logos,

while hiding himself for our benefit in a mysterious way, in the logoi, shows himself to our minds to the extent of our ability to understand, through visible objects which act like letters of the alphabet, whole and complete both individually and when related together. He, the undifferentiated, is seen in differentiated things, the simple in the compound. He who has no beginning is seen in things that must have a beginning; the invisible in the visible; the intangible in the tangible. Thus he gathers us together in himself,through every object ... enabling us to rise into union with him, as he was dispersed in coming down to us.
Maximus the Confessor Ambigua (PG 91,1288)
However, we are continually tempted to appropriate the world, to take possession of it as a kind of prey. We thus increasingly enslave it to death, and today we are in danger simultaneously of collectively committing suicide, and destroying nature. But by the intervention of the mystery of Christ and of the witness of his followers a state of death is transformed into a state of resurrection. In Christ the world becomes Eucharist. In him we can transfigure the world by integrating it into the human consciousness of the Risen Christ, who offers resurrection to everyone and everything. It is up to Christians to show people that the cross, all the crosses of history, call upon us to advance from possession to sharing and offering, to discover the Giver through the gift. They invite us to respect nature and spiritualize it, and to share the blessings of the earth like brothers and sisters, because, as Dumitru Staniloae, whose thought is summarized here, writes, ‘They are destined to serve interpersonal communion’ (Dogmatic Theology, I,344). Sanctity imparts the divine light not only to our bodies but to the whole cosmic environment. Today, when history itself is raising the ultimate questions, we are called to what Simone Weil termed a ‘holiness of genius’ that is able to communicate the light to the very foundations of culture.

Two passages from contemporary writers underline the reality of a similar form of contemplation. Pierre Emmanuel in L’Arbre et le vent shows the need to experience the depth of the universe in order to awaken the depth in oneself. He continues: ‘In the countryside this dimension is everywhere to be seen: in the plain extending all the way to Ventoux; in the distance to the evening star at dusk; in the trunk of the majestic umbrella pine; in the flight of the kestrel; in the hooting of the owl at night. These objects that are at once visible and invisible exist as much as I do, and more so, each in its own order ... They are all symbolic – even the scorpion that I am careful not to squash and which I like to see basking on the wall. Man’s true measure is in these objects. It consists in making their true nature his own, taking part in their praise, hearing it in them, merging it into himself.’

And Vladimir Maximov in Les Sept Jours de la création: ‘Miraculously ... it was if I were seeing the forest for the first time. A fir tree was not only a fir but also something else much greater. Thedew on the grass was not just dew in general. Each drop existed on its own. I could have given a name to every puddle on the road.’

Thus the person of prayer, the person for whom knowledge stands for life and life for immortality, becomes capable of ‘feeling everything in God’. He can feel on every object, in every object, the blessing of God. Thereby he is able to bless everything and to see in everything a miracle of God. By so seeing he is able, without seeking to do so, to work the miracle of materiality restored to health, weightless, splendid, belonging to the new Jerusalem.

What is knowledge? – The feeling of eternal life.
And what is eternal life? – Feeling everything in God.
For love comes from meeting him. Knowledge united to God fulfils every desire. And for the heart that receives it, it is altogether sweetness overflowing on to the earth. For there is nothing like the sweetness of God.
Isaac of Nineveh Ascetic Treatises, 38 (p. 164)
From The DIALOGUES of  ST. GREGORY THE GREAT (Book 2)

	CHAPTER 34: Benedict’s Vision of Scholastica
	

	
	

	[Gregory:]  The next day the venerable woman went back to her cell, and the man of God returned to the monastery.  Three days later, standing in his cell, he lifted his eyes to the sky and saw his sister’s soul leave her body and, in the form of a dove, penetrate the secret recesses of heaven.  Overjoyed at her great glory, he gave thanks to Almighty God in hymns and elegies of praise, and announced her death to the brethren.
	[Gregorius.] Cumque die altero eadem venerabilis femina ad cellam propriam recessisset, vir Dei ad monasterium rediit.  Cum esse post triduum in cella consistens, elevatis in aera oculis, vidit eiusdem sororis suae animam, de eius corpore egressam, in columbae specie caeli secreta penetrare.  Qui tante eius gloriae congaudens, omnipotenti Deo in hymnis et laudibus gratias rededit, eiusque obitum fratribus denuntiavit.

	
(2) He then sent them at once to bear her body back to the monastery and place it within the tomb he had prepared for himself.  So it came to pass that those whose minds had always been united in God were not separated in body even by the tomb.
	(2) Quos etiam protinus misit, ut eius corpus ad monasterium deferrent, atque in sepulcro, quod sibi ipse paraverat, ponerent.  Quo facto contigit, ut quorum mens una semper in Deo fuerat, eorum quoque corpora nec sepultura separet.

	
	

	CHAPTER 35: Benedict’s Vision of the Universe
	

	
	

	
On another occasion the deacon Servandus, abbot of the monastery in Campania built by the former patrician Liberius, paid a visit as was his custom.
	Alio quoque tempore Servandus diaconus atque abbas eius monasterii, quod in Campaniae partibus a Liberio quondam patricio fuerat constructum, ad eum visitationis gratia ex more convenerat.

	He used to frequent the monastery in order that he, a man infused with spiritual wisdom and heavenly grace, and Benedict might mutually imbue one another with the sweet words of life.  Thus the delightful banquet of their heavenly homeland which they were not yet able to enjoy perfectly, but for which they longed, could at least be tasted.
	Eius quippe monasterium frequentabat, ut, quia isdem quoque vir doctrina gratiae caelestis influebat, dulcia sibi invicem vitae verba transfunderent, et suavem cibum caelestis patriae, quia adhuc perfecte gaudendo non poterant, saltem suspirando gustarent.

	
(2) When the hour for rest arrived the venerable Benedict retired to the upper part of the tower and the deacon Servandus went to the lower, the two places being connected by a stairway.  In front of the tower stood the large building where their disciples slept.
	(2) Cum vero hora iam quietis exigeret, in cuius turris superioribus se venerabilis Benedictus, in eius quoque inferioribus se Servandus diaconus conlocavit, quo videlicet in loco inferiora superioribus pervius continuabat ascensus.  Ante eandem vero turrem largius erat habitaculum, in quo utriusque discipuli quiescebant.

	
Benedict the man of God stood keeping vigil while the brethren slept, thus anticipating the night office through prayer.  As he stood before the window praying to Almighty God in the dead of night, he suddenly beheld an outpouring of light from above which swept away the darkness of night, shining with such splendor that it surpassed the light of day, illuminating the darkness as it shined.
	Cumque vir Domini Benedictus, adhuc quiescentibus fratribus, instans vigiliis, nocturnae orationis tempora praevenisset, ad fenestram stans et omnipotentem Dominum deprecans, subito intempesta noctis hora respiciens, [IGP26] vidit fusam lucem desuper cunctas noctis tenebras exfugasse, tantoque splendore clarescere, ut diem vinceret lux illa, quae inter tenebras radiasset.

	
(3) A great marvel followed this contemplative vision: namely, as he explained it later, the whole world was gathered beneath a single sunbeam and brought before his eyes.  As the venerable father intently fixed his eyes on the brilliant, scintillating light, he beheld the soul of Germanus the bishop of Capua in a sphere of fire, being carried by the angels to heaven.
	(3) Mira autem valde res in hac speculatione secuta est, quia, sicut post ipse narravit, omnis etiam mundus, velut sub uno solis radio collectus, ante oculus eius aductus est.  qui venerabilis pater, dum intentam oculorum aciem inhoc splendore coruscae lucis infigeret, vidit Germani Capuani episcopi animam in spera ignea ab angelis in caelum ferri.

	
(4) Wishing to have someone else witness this great miracle, he called out to Servandus the deacon, repeating his name two or three times in a loud voice.
	(4) Tunc tanti sibi testem volens adhibere miraculi, Servandum diaconum iterato bis terque eius nomine cum clamoris magnitudine vocavit.

	Awakened by the disturbing clamor, he ascended, looked, and beheld a trace of the vanishing light.  He stood dumbfounded at the miracle as the man of God first recounted to him the sequence of events and then immediately ordered the devout Theoprobus in Cassino to send a messenger to Capua that very night, to find out and tell them what had happened to Germanus the bishop.
	Cumque ille fuisset insolito tanti viri clamore turbatus, ascendit, respexit, partemque lucis exiguam vidit.  Cui tantum hoc stupescenti miraculum, vir Dei per ordinem quae fuerant gesta narravit, statimque in Casinum castrum religioso viro Theopropo mandavit, ut ad capuanam urbem sub eadem nocte transmitteret, et quid de Germano episcopo ageretur agnosceret et indicaret.

	
So it was done; and the messenger learned that the revered bishop Germanus had already died.  After requesting more precise details he learned that the death had taken place at the same moment that the man of God came to know of the ascent.
	Factumque est, et reverentissimum virum Germanum episcopum is qui missus fuerat iam defunctum repperit, et requirens subtiliter agnovit, eodem momento fuisse illius obitum, quo vir Domini eius cognovit ascensum.

	
(5) [Peter:] What an astonishing thing: I am completely amazed!  For to say that before his eyes, collected as it were beneath a single sunbeam, lay the whole world gathered together - this is unlike anything I have ever experienced.  I cannot even imagine it.  In what way is it possible for the whole world to be seen by a human being?
	(5) [Petrus.] Mira res valde et vehementer stupenda.  Sed hoc dictum est, quia ante oculos ipsius, quasi sub uno solis radio collectus, omnis mundus adductus est, sicut numquam expertus sum, ita nec conicere scio; quoniam quo ordine fieri potest, ut mundus omnis ab homine videatur?

	
(6) [Gregory:] Hold fast, Peter, to what I say: to the soul beholding the creator all created things seem narrow [insignificant]. 
	(6) [Gregorius.] Fixum tene, Petre, quod loquor, [IGP26] quia animae videnti creatorem angusta est omnis creatura.

	Even if it perceives only a little of the creator’s light, all created things will appear small to it.  For by the very light of the mind’s innermost vision the heart is unbound - so much so that it expands in God until it stands above the whole world.
	Quamlibet etenim parum de luce creatoris aspexerit, breve ei fit omne quod creatum est, quia ipsa luce visionis intimae mentis laxatur sinus, tantumque expanditur in Deo, ut superior existat mundo.

	For truly, in contemplation the soul rises even above itself.  And in the light of God, transported above itself, the inmost self opens out.
	Fit vero ipsa videntis anima etiam super semetipsam.  Cumque in Dei lumine rapitur super se, in interioribus ampliatur,

	And as it looks down beneath itself, it comprehends in exaltation how small the things were that it could not comprehend in its lowly state.
	et dum sub se conspicit, exaltata conprehendit quam breve sit, quod conprehendere humiliata non poterat.

	
The man who perceived the fiery globe and beheld the angels returning to heaven could doubtless never have seen these things except in the light of God.
	Vir ergo qui [intueri] globum igneum, angelos quoque ad caelum redeuntes videbat, haec procul dubio cernere nonnisi in Dei lumine poterat.

	Why then should we marvel that he saw the whole world gathered before him, since he had been raised up through the mind’s light beyond the world?
	Quid itaque mirum, si mundum ante se collectum vidit, qui sublevatus in mentis lumine extra mundum fuit?

	
(7) To say that the whole world was gathered up before his eyes does not mean that heaven and earth shrank: rather, in [spiritual] vision his soul opened wide.  Transported as he was in God, he was able to behold without difficulty all that lies beneath God.  Corresponding to the exterior light gleaming before his eyes there was an interior light within his mind, which revealed to his soul in contemplation - transported as it was in God - the narrowness of all that lies below.
	(7) Quod autem collectus mundus ante eius oculos dicitur, non caelum et terra contracta est, sed videntis animus dilatatus, qui, in Deo raptus, videre sine difficultate potuit omne quod infra Deum est.  In illa ergo luce, quae exterioribus oculis fulsit, lux interior in mente fuit, quae videntis animum quia ad superiora rapuit, ei quam angusta essent omnia inferiora monstravit.

	I see that it was more profitable for me not to understand what you said, since my slowness [of mind] occasioned your rich exposition.  But, having now poured this infusion into my senses, I invite you to return ro your former narration.
	(8) Petr. Videor mihi utiliter non intellexisse quae dixeras, quando ex tarditate mea tantum creuit expositio tua. Sed quia haec liquide meis sensibus infudisti, quaeso ut ad narrationis ordinem redeas.

	
	

	CHAPTER 36: Benedict’s Rule
	[PL: Quod regulam monachorum scripserit]

	
	

	
Peter, I would gladly narrate much more concerning this venerable Father; but I intentionally omit some of his deeds so as to hasten on to those of others.  However I would not leave you ignorant in this: namely, that the man of God, who shone throughout the world through his miracles, was no less brilliant in the words of his teaching.  For  he wrote a Rule for Monks both remarkably discrete and eloquent in style.  Anyone who wishes to know more of his character and way of life will find every aspect of his teaching in the the structure of that Rule; for the holy man could not have taught other than as he lived.
	Gregorius. Libet, Petre, adhuc de hoc venerabili Patre multa narrare: sed quaedam ejus studiose praetereo, quia ad aliorum gesta evolvenda festino. Hoc autem nolo te lateat, quod vir Dei inter tot miracula, quibus in mundo claruit, doctrinae quoque verbo non mediocriter fulsit. Nam scripsit monachorum regulam, discretione praecipuam, sermone luculentam. Cujus si quis velit subtilius mores uitamque cognoscere,  potest in eadem institutione regulae omnes magisterii illius actus inuenire: quia sanctus uir nullo modo potuit aliter docere quam uixit.

	
	

	CHAPTER 37: Benedict’s Heavenly Way
	[PL:De prophetia sui exitus fratribus denuntiata]

	
	

	
In the very year he departed from this life he foretold the day of his most holy death, both to certain disciples who shared his way of life, and to others who would spend some time away.  He bound those present to silence concerning what they had heard; and to those who would be away he [foretold] the sign that would indicate the departure of his soul from the body. 
	Eodem vero anno quo de hac vita erat exiturus, quibusdam discipulis secum conuersantibus, quibusdam longe manentibus, sanctissimi sui obitus denuntiavit diem: praesentibus indicens ut audita per silentium tegerent, absentibus indicans quod vel quale eis signum fieret quando ejus anima de corpore exiret.

	(2) Six days before his passing he commanded that his tomb be opened; and he immediately contracted a fever that weakened him with severe suffering. The severity of his illness worsened each day; and on the sixth he made his disciples carry him into the oratory, where he strengthened himself for his passing by receiving the Body and Blood of the Lord.  Where, his failing limbs supported by the hands of his disciples, his stood with his hands raised to heaven and amidst words of prayer exhaled his last breath.
	(2) Ante sextum vero sui exitus diem aperiri sibi sepulturam jubet. Qui mox correptus febribus, acri coepit ardore fatigari. Cumque per dies singulos languor ingravesceret, sexta die portari se in oratorium a discipulis fecit, ibique exitum suum dominici corporis et sanguinis perceptione munivit, atque inter discipulorum manus imbecillia membra sustentans,  erectis in coelum manibus stetit, et ultimum spiritum inter verba orationis efflavit.

	
On the same day two of his brothers had a revelation concerning him: one was staying in his cell and the other was a considerable distance away; and both beheld the same vision.  For they both saw a highway spread with carpets and innumerable lights, leading from his cell towards the East and up to Heaven.  Above it stood.; a man of venerable aspect stood above and asked them whose way that was.  But they professing they knew not, he said to them: “This is the way by which the beloved of the Lord, Benedict, ascended.”  Thus the disciples who were present knew of the death of the holy man, and so also those who were absent understood it by the sign foretold them.  
	(3) Qua scilicet die duobus de eo fratribus, uni in cella commoranti, alteri autem longius posito, revelatio unius atque indissimilis visionis apparuit. Viderunt namque quia strata palliis atque innumeris corusca lampadibus via recto orientis tramite ab ejus cella in coelum usque tendebatur. 
Cui venerando habitu vir desuper clarus assistens, cujus esset via quam cernerent, inquisivit. Illi autem se nescire professi sunt. Quibus ipse ait: Haec est via qua dilectus Domino coelum Benedictus ascendit. Tunc itaque sancti viri obitum sicut praesentes discipuli viderunt, ita absentes ex signo quod eis praedictum fuerat, agnoverunt. 



	He was buried in the Oratory of St. John the Baptist which he himself had built upon the ruins of Apollo’s altar.
	(4) Sepultus vero est in oratorio beati Joannis Baptistae, quod destructa  ara Apollinis ipse construxit. 
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