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‘Seek and you will find, when you seek him with all your heart.’
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Preface


 


 


 


 


 


This book is about the many ways individuals and societies have become alive to God. Often, these spiritual awakenings have created an inner longing for God’s habitual presence that never ends. Thirty years ago this awakening occurred in me.


     I was a freshman at George Fox College in Newberg, Oregon. Richard Foster was teaching at the college, pastoring the local Friends church and writing Celebration of Discipline. It was during a class led by Richard that I first read Celebration in mimeographed form. I had been in Christian circles all my life and yet I had never read nor experienced such a thorough ordering of how we could understand and make progress in our life with God. As you can imagine, it was a thrilling time. The discoveries I made during this critical period have guided me ever since and continue to this day.


     After college I attended Princeton Theological Seminary, where I came under the remarkable influence of Dr Diogenes Allen. At the time Dr Allen was deep into his career as Stuart Professor of Philosophy. When I arrived at Princeton in the early 1980s, Dr Allen was integrating philosophy, theology and church history in the most compelling synthesis I had ever seen. Here was an order and pattern that unveiled the depths of our life with God while providing the most robust evidence of the intellectual credibility of Christianity.


     Together, these two have played an indispensable role in my own spiritual journey. Everything I now understand to be true about life with God was initially stimulated by their personal and intellectual influence. Because both men draw so deeply from the great saints of the church, it is important to follow their guiding insights as we seek to make progress in our own spiritual life.


     Years ago, at the start of my spiritual journey, I began to read my Bible every day, practise rudimentary spiritual disciplines, and grow in my knowledge and understanding of this life. But I was challenged by my close friends who did not share my convictions. Their general spirit of indifference and occasional expression of hostility eventually triggered a five-year quest to determine the intellectual integrity of Christianity. I wanted to know for myself whether the faith could hold up in the marketplace of ideas. I was still haunted by the question, is it true? Is this life with God a charade or is it the very ground and substance of the universe?


     To my joy, my quest was fulfilled. Knowing that our life with God was not only meaningful, but also true, satisfied a deep longing, and as I continued to read the literature introduced to me by Richard Foster and Diogenes Allen, my confidence in the Christian life strengthened. While in seminary, I realised it was the very essence of the Christian life to ask and pursue answers to the great questions that plague every honest seeker: What is the meaning of life? How can a loving God allow suffering? Why would a good God permit so much evil? Is there proof for the existence of God? Is Jesus the only way to God? If so, what is the role of other religions?


     In 1992, Richard and I were reunited and began teaching a class together at a university in Southern California. During this time we developed a course entitled ‘The History and Practice of Christian Spirituality’. It is the interaction around the ideas and sessions from this course that form the foundation of this book.


     Shortly after Christmas 2005, I was driving with my family when Richard called on my cell phone. He was watching (of all things) a football game while recovering from surgery. Eventually our conversation drifted to the topic of this book and we agreed to think further about it and pray. The next morning Richard called back to say he thought we should do it, and we immediately went to work.


     It has taken us three years to complete our task. In the book we attempt to blend an understanding of the core texts with an interactive style that will help you use them in your own spiritual journey. As we have worked back and forth, I have found Richard’s ‘Reflecting and Responding’ sections especially meaningful. More than anything, we share a hope that this book will bring you closer to the heart of God.


 


Gayle Beebe


Advent, 2008










Introduction: Recovering the Seven Paths of Christian Devotion


 


 


Across time and throughout history, God’s love has touched countless people. Often, these encounters awaken a spiritual longing in us and we begin to seek this love more fully and to have it always present in our lives. No matter which approach or path we take, God’s presence experienced in fleeting moments creates a longing for God’s continual presence that never ends. But history reveals that our desire for this love is seldom fully satisfied.


     And why does this longing seem so dormant today? In a word, distraction. In his Confessions Augustine states, ‘Our hearts are restless until they find their rest in thee.’ You see, although we need God, we at first do not desire him. We desire all sorts of other things – things necessary for life, certainly, but also things we simply find attractive. And so it is only as God touches us with his love that we come to understand the nature of life in a new and profound way.


     As with many things, our capacity to receive and respond to God’s love needs to be developed. For example, even though we have the capacity to read and write, it takes a great deal of effort and assistance to cultivate that ability. Some people never learn to read and write because they never have the opportunity to learn. Likewise, there are countless millions who have the capacity to receive and respond to God’s love but lack the proper opportunity to do so.


     One key problem we face today is the fact that the cultural environment in Western civilisation has become increasingly hostile to Christian faith. Our colleges and research institutions have set religion aside as a worn-out and irrelevant view of the world. When people experience a desire for God, the cultural environment does not encourage any consideration of God, let alone give that desire room to develop.


Searching for a Centre of Value


As we move deeper into the new millennium, there is considerable speculation about what the rest of it will bring. Perhaps we will discover how the mind, brain and person are connected; maybe we will uncover the scientific explanation of the origin of life; or, and here is the greatest hope, we may even discover and agree on the ultimate goals to which we humans should commit our lives.


     All of this speculation is filled with the hope that somehow we will rediscover a centre of value that will provide the meaning, purpose and direction we so desperately need. At its heart, the search for a centre of value reveals a growing desperation in Western civilisation, and indeed the entire world.


     Today there is a growing awareness, reflected in an important body of literature, that we have destroyed the main centres of meaning and value to such an extent that we are left with few resources to cultivate and sustain our common life. At the same time a significant chorus of writers is seeking to recover the rich spiritual resources that once guided us morally, sustained us spiritually and satisfied our deep longing for God. At the core of all these works is a concern with the process of spiritual formation.


     Christian spiritual formation is a God-ordained process that shapes our entire person so that we take on the character and being of Christ himself. When we are open and responsive to this process, our outer life becomes an expression of this inner formation. Spiritual formation is concerned with the hidden dimension of every human life, the space God has given us to become the person we choose to be.


     From this hidden space we make choices that utilise the resources of understanding, emotion and will available to us. It is here that we exercise our conscience before God and initiate relationships with our neighbours. It is in this hidden space that we are shaped, that our character is formed, and it is here that God encounters us and we choose to follow him.


     How can this happen? How can we be shaped in such a way that our life becomes an expression of the spirit of Christ himself? We simply enter into a life with God, a conversational and redemptive relationship in which our own life becomes open to the influence of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit initiates life within us and guides us in a never-ending process of being formed into the likeness of Christ.


     Many spiritual practices support this process: public and private worship, study, prayer, reading and memorising Scripture, reflecting on God’s activity in nature and history, and service to others. Other spiritual disciplines such as the practices of solitude, silence and fasting also facilitate spiritual formation. But these activities can also misfire and become burdensome, killing the very life we seek. All spiritual disciplines require care to produce growth and progress.


     Properly employed, however, these disciplines help us attain increasing levels of spiritual maturity so that we respond to our life circumstances with the mind of Christ. Every one of us must work out this formation in a way that works best for us, but we make great headway when we draw on the wisdom of the paths others have pioneered.


Why This Book?


This book is written with two main purposes. The first is to explain the seven primary paths to God that have developed throughout Christian history. In brief they include:


 


• The spiritual life as the right ordering of our love for God


• The spiritual life as journey


• The spiritual life as the recovery of knowledge of God lost in the Fall


• The spiritual life as intimacy with Jesus Christ


• The spiritual life as the right ordering of our experiences of God


• The spiritual life as action and contemplation


• The spiritual life as divine ascent.


 


     The individual writers have been selected because of the way their witness to Christ has endured over time and guided people through the ages. These paths are described in detail in the following chapters.


     The second purpose is much more personal: we want you to awaken and grow in your knowledge, understanding and commitment to God and to wrestle with the depth and riches these writers present. Contemporary books on spirituality tend towards one of two extremes: either they present the spiritual life in an analytic and detached way, or they portray it as a narrow range of distinct emotional experiences that are impossible to replicate. Both extremes fail to connect with the source of life. It is our goal to help you find the inexhaustible source of this life with God and to participate in its reality.


     By presenting seven distinct paths, we are standing against the contemporary tendency to compress the wide variety of spiritual writings into an oversimplified, single orientation, a tendency from which the Christian faith has suffered greatly. In contrast, we stress that there are at least seven major paths to our life with God, all of them mediated by the person and work of Jesus Christ. No single path is the Christian path to the exclusion of the others.


     At certain points one path may be especially helpful to us. Over the course of time, however, it is likely that we will experience all of them. This is as it should be. We are created to enter into life with God in multiple ways. As we continue the ongoing journey, over time we become formed into the image and likeness of Christ.


     Each section describes a particular path embodied by certain classic spiritual writers who illuminate our understanding of the Christian life. No single approach is sufficient for every person because we differ in our needs, experiences, problems, temperament and place in life. We also draw from more than one approach throughout our own journey. For example, when we’re thinking through Christianity’s intellectual credibility, it is most important that we pursue the right ordering of our love for God and the recovery of knowledge of God lost in the Fall. But at other times, such as when we have had powerful encounters with God, we need to consider the right ordering of our experiences of God. Even though we might prefer one path over others, throughout the course of our life all seven become useful and relevant.


     The title Longing for God alludes to Augustine’s famous teaching that because we have been made to find fullness of life in God, all our activities in life, even our sinful ones, result from our longing for God. The paths in this book serve to orient us towards God so that we may satisfy this unquenchable longing rather than have it frustrated by inadequate or perverse sources.


So Great a Cloud of Witnesses


Many of us do not see a pattern to our life or understand the purpose behind our individual experiences. We walk most of our lives in the dark, without attaining nearly as much understanding as we would like, even when we do occasionally catch a glimpse of God’s grand design. But we also have a privilege many in earlier times did not enjoy. We have the stories of the colourful personalities from the Old and New Testaments, including the story of Jesus himself. We know the stories of the great saints who lived throughout the two thousand years of Christian history. As the book of Hebrews records it, ‘we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses’ (Hebrews 12:1), an allusion to the cloud that led the people of Israel through the wilderness as a manifestation of the presence of God.


     In this way we can move forward in our lives as a people of God, trusting that even though we do not always see why things happen or feel God’s hand guiding and caring for us, we can still live by the promise of this future fulfilment. In studying the great biblical personalities, we, as God’s children, develop a similar confidence in our own life with God.


     In every age, great Christian saints have cultivated their life with God using the writings of Scripture, the theological reflections of others, the capacities of human reason, the cultural resources of the day and the spiritual disciplines. Through their reflections, the great saints witness to the work of the Holy Spirit and, when we study them, guide our spiritual life as well.


     And so, above all, we hope that this book will captivate the hearts and minds of a new generation of believers. In doing so, we trust that it will enable this generation to seek and find ‘the life which is life indeed’ (1 Timothy 6:19 rsv).










PATH 1


The Right Ordering of Our Love for God


 


 


I pray that you may have the power to comprehend  . . . and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge.


Ephesians 3:18–19


 


 


There is a crying need today for the right ordering of love. Our nature as human beings is to love and to seek love, but Eros, or romantic love, is overrunning our lives and making it impossible to find balance and satisfaction. Its unbridled lust, mindless greed and relentless pursuit of power is destroying our capacity to give and receive love. As a result, the law of love – the ‘royal law’, as James calls it – is noticeably absent and desperately needed.


     This is why God repeatedly calls us to his love. Scripture is filled with countless examples of this teaching. ‘Love your neighbour as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18), ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might’ (Deuteronomy 6:5) and ‘He is good, for his steadfast love endures for ever’ (2 Chronicles 5:13) – these are just a few of the many passages on God’s love.


     To deepen our understanding, God repeatedly points us to Jesus as the most glorious embodiment of his love. Consider these teachings from Jesus’ life: ‘You have heard that it was said, “You shall love your neighbour and hate your enemy.” But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in heaven’ (Matthew 5:43–45). ‘Then someone came to him and said, “Teacher, what good deed must I do to have eternal life?” And he said  . . . “Love your neighbour as yourself” ’ (Matthew 19:16,19). Elsewhere, Jesus sums up our life with God in these words: ‘ “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.” This is the first and greatest commandment. And a second is like it: “You shall love your neighbour as yourself ” ’ (Matthew 22:37–39).


The Nature of Love


Paul amplifies Jesus’ teaching in 1 Corinthians 13, his highest and most famous treatment of love. Here and elsewhere he emphasises the nature of agape love, a term used more than a hundred times throughout Scripture. This emphasis reflects Paul and the early Christians’ desire to contrast the self-giving love originating in God with the self-preserving love typified by Eros.


 


Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never ends. (1 Corinthians 13:4–8)


 


To get at the essence of Paul’s teaching here, we could substitute the words ‘a self-centred person’ for ‘love’ and reverse the action. Here’s how it would read: ‘A self-centred person is not patient; a self-centred person is not kind. A self-centred person is envious and boastful and arrogant and rude. A self-centred person insists on his or her own way, rejoices in wrongdoing and does not rejoice in the truth. A self-centred person does not believe anything, hope in anything or endure anything. A self-centred person always fails.’


     What a dramatic contrast! This inversion simply yet dramatically illustrates that God’s agape love is beyond any capacity we possess as humans. We cannot on our own sustain the kind of perfect love that originates in God alone.


     How then do we understand the nature and purposes of God’s love? Whole theologies have been built trying to answer this question. God himself tells us simply that his nature is best known through pure love. God is agape love and agape love is God (1 John 4:16). There is no quicker or better way to understand God than to experience this divine love.


     Because it is fundamental to human nature to love and seek love, the central purpose of our life with God is learning to love in such a way that all of our heart’s longings – both natural and supernatural – are satisfied. Rightly loving God orders all the other loves common to human existence. We now turn to those who can aid us in the right ordering of our love for God.










Origen of Alexandria


The Quest for Perpetual Communion with God


 


If we examine the Scriptures we will find  . . . that there are forty-two stages in the departure of the children of Israel from Egypt; and, further, the coming of our Lord into this world is traced through forty-two generations. Commentary on the Song of Songs


One of the earliest people to exemplify the right ordering of our love for God is Origen of Alexandria (185–254). Early in his life Origen established himself as a man of virtue, and he grew into a theologian of consequence who wrote on everything from first principles to hermeneutics to faith in God.1 His use of Scripture and advances in biblical hermeneutics were original and legendary. Combining the philosophy of Philo and the rabbinical exegesis of Hillel with his own Christian faith in God, Origen led a fresh advance of the Alexandrian school of biblical exegesis.2


     Origen left no question unanswered and was a tireless apologist for the Christian faith. He faced numerous challenges, including two theological investigations and a falling-out with church authorities, but he persevered in making one of the most original and creative contributions in all of Christian spirituality.


     Origen worked continuously to uncover the ordering principle of all reality. In this quest he identified the ultimate goal of human life as intimate and continual communion with God. It is not our will that should dominate life but our will participating with God’s will in doing God’s will on earth.


Forty-Two Stages


Throughout his writings Origen communicates a clear and compelling desire that Christians begin the process of ascent. He saw the spiritual life as progressing in stages, a perspective evident throughout his writings but especially strong in three important works: On Prayer, Commentary on the Song of Songs, and Homily 27 on Numbers.


     In one telling scriptural interpretation, he compares the forty-two camps of the children of Israel in the wilderness (Numbers 33) with the forty-two stations we experience on our way to intimacy with God. Just as the children of Israel struggled to make their way to the Promised Land, we must strive to know God if we are to progress in our spiritual life and recognise the unfolding of our eternal destiny. ‘These are the stages’, Numbers 33:1 begins, ‘by which the Israelites went out of the land of Egypt.’ Origen weaves this historical account together with Christological meaning, noting that in Matthew 1:1–18, the coming of our Lord and Saviour is traced through forty-two generations.


     These stages, Origen says, also represent the soul’s journey from earth to heaven. As we move from one stage to the next, we gain understanding and cultivate new virtues that strengthen us for the rest of the journey. Each stage also involves certain temptations. Yielding to these temptations disorients us from the path, but conquering them takes us ever closer to God.


     Origen highlights what we learn at each stage. For example, in the Egyptian wilderness of our life with God, we need knowledge of God’s law, steadfast faith and the fruits of works well pleasing to God. We need the virtue that’s cultivated by destroying pride, lust, unbridled desire and folly – this is what enables us to get out of Egypt.


     Every virtue is acquired through training and hard work. And virtues lead us eventually to Helim, where twelve springs of water and seventy palm trees provide refreshment (Numbers 33:9–11). Origen’s point is that if we endure temptation and cultivate virtue, we will enter pleasant places. But the end of the journey and the perfection of all things does not lie in these delights. The soul’s arrival at Helim indicates a level of spiritual maturity that can discern the meaning of various spirits. By this point it has mastered avarice, pride, anger, boasting, fear, inconstancy and timidity, and it recognises that daily life is simply a stage for expressing its various spiritual states.


     When we finally arrive at our end, we can then turn around and encourage those coming after us, much as Plato advocates in his allegory of the cave. When we have finished our journey and successfully negotiated all its temptations, we are ready for the final passage from earth to heaven. At this point we approach the river of God and enter the stream of his wisdom.


     Ultimately, the forty-two stages identify how to begin, how to make progress and how to complete our life with God. They teach us a way to pattern our own spiritual life.


Three Levels


Although no summary can provide a complete account of how an individual thinks, general patterns emerge that assist us in our understanding. In completing his approach to God, Origen uses the neo-Platonic structure of the three levels to demonstrate how every aspect of our life with God is interrelated. As a result, he offers one of the earliest forms of the right ordering of our loves in order to know God.


 


[image: ]


 


     On the lowest level, we find God through our five senses. Our focus is the body, and the book of Scripture that orients us here is Proverbs. We read Scripture literally and historically at this level, and we receive moral knowledge that produces ethical understanding if we are committed to a deeper life with God.


     On the second level, we find God through Scripture. The type of knowledge we receive is enlightened knowledge, and the human faculty that captures this knowledge is the soul, which includes the capacities found in our memory, intelligence and will. The key book of Scripture at this level is Ecclesiastes. Our reading is guided by grammatical interpretation, and our understanding is based on the natural sciences. As we study physical processes, we gain insight into the ways of God. The life that results is one of enlightenment based on a combination of active love and contemplative reflection.


     On the highest level, we find God through perpetual communion with him. The knowledge we receive here is ‘celestial knowledge’, which we attain through the faculty of the spirit. Song of Solomon read on the spiritual level is of greatest importance, and our learning is guided by philosophy. Our spiritual goal is to attain ‘apatheia’, a passionless state completely absorbed in the Trinity and no longer controlled by desire. The goal at this level is to enter into union with God through contemplation, and the life that results is one of pure love and active charity.


     When we order our lives properly, Origen tells us, our soul develops a proper love of God as we move from the tangible realities of the physical universe to the intangible realities of the spiritual realm. The greatest challenge we face is not lack of belief but the enormous gravity of our egocentric desires. The weight of these desires creates a force on human nature that is virtually impossible to escape. The only means of rescue is found in turning to God, beginning to imitate Christ and starting to progress from the lowest level of reality to the ultimate reality of perpetual divine communion.


     Origen’s farthest-reaching influence is the way he illustrates how our destiny is tied to the power of our desire. Unlike later Greek-influenced Christian thinkers, he does not see the life of faith as one of strict contemplation of the mysteries of God. For Origen, Christian faith begins and ends with our imitation of Jesus and the contemplation of God that results from this imitation. By imitating Christ, we ascend to a higher level than seeking to satisfy our temporal desires. But temporal desires are seductive. If we are not freed of their gravity, the divine love that should rule us becomes disordered and we attempt to attain it in ways that do not honour God.


     Origen also emphasises a forgotten truth: we need each other. The community of faith strengthens and sustains our life commitments. Origen teaches that the mystical quest is always rooted to the life and teachings of the church. The church is not a tether that shackles the believer, but rather the body and bride of Christ living in dynamic relationship with the prevailing culture.


     This flies in the face of contemporary spirituality, in which the dominant path in the twenty-first century is individualistic. Origen asserts that although faith always begins in us, it grows and develops through interaction with a broader community. There are no ‘community-less’ Christians. Whether we find it in a group of two or three or a worldwide ministry of millions, we need a community to nurture and sustain us.


Reflecting and Responding


Origen intrigues me endlessly. His learning was so very creative; one of the first efforts at a systematic theology was his de principiis. His literary output was enormous. While many of his works are lost to us, what we do have is sufficient to make us realise that he was a master of the written word. His popularity as a teacher and preacher was legendary; Mamaea, the mother of Emperor Alexander Severus, summoned him to Antioch to instruct her. And more.


     Origin reminds me that we are never finished in the spiritual life. This life with God is always growing, always deepening, always thick-ening. How critical this is for the contemporary scene. Today, with few exceptions, we have no serious theology of spiritual growth. Many people are obsessively focused on heaven when they die, and most have simply given up on any substantial character formation into Christlikeness. But here is someone who keeps telling us that there is more: more love, more power, more insight, more joy, more peace. We can grow. We can learn. We can make progress forward. In short, Origen is inviting us into an ongoing, breathless experience of God’s expansive – and ever-expanding – love.


     I also note – and this is what I really love about Origen – his emphasis on intimate and continual communion with God. Here is someone way back in the third century telling me that the ultimate goal of life is to fall in love with Jesus over and over again. Nothing is more important. Nothing is more central. Nothing is more critical.


     The key question in all of this, of course, is, How? How do we grow? How do we enter an intimate, ongoing communion with God? The answer is simple: with practice. We undertake experiments of everyday life in which we are learning to be with God. And the stuff of our day-to-day experience is the place where these experiments go on. This with-God life takes no time, yet it occupies all our time. When we go to work, we go to work with God. At work we are learning how to bless those who curse us, how to weep with those who weep and rejoice with those who rejoice, how our very presence can be a joy to others. And the experiments are numerous and varied: ‘Today, Lord, teach me somehow to bless every person I meet. Show me the preciousness of each individual. Fill my mind with creative new ideas and show me how to break the horns of cruel dilemmas.’ The same is true for times at home with family and time with neighbours and friends. You get the idea, I am sure.


 


Dear Lord, in these next days would you help us learn from Origen about the right ordering of love? We live on the order of the body so much of the time. It isn’t the distortions of human sexuality so much. No, for us it’s the ease with which we view others based upon superficialities that have little to do with who they truly are. Or how much we worry about the way we come across to people. In our best moments, Lord, we really do want to live more fully on Origen’s third level, the level of spirit.


     May divine love become more real to us today  . . . and every day. May we want to experience divine love more. May we want to seek out divine love more. May we want to love you more. Please, Lord, transform our ‘wanting’. We would like to grow in love with you as well as fall in love with you. Show us the way. Amen.










Augustine of Hippo


Loving God with Our Body, Mind and Heart


 


What is God but he who made us. What is man but that being which has both a body and a soul. We are not God and we recognise that it is God who gives to each of our senses its own place and function. As we rise in stages towards the God who made us we go beyond all the natural faculties of our senses and perceptions. Confessions


No single figure in the history of the church has influenced Christianity more profoundly than Augustine (354–430). The themes and trajectories that occur throughout his writing are pivotal for our thinking and our living. Augustine’s understanding of our life with God is complex, and we must review several works if we are to understand him adequately.


     Like Origen’s before him, Augustine’s work centres on three levels of reality – body, mind and heart – and how these levels affect the ordering of our love for God. If we read, for example, his Confessions, we know of the disordering power of misplaced desire. If we read only his later theological treatises, we do not understand the human condition from which so much of his interest originally developed. Augustine’s three levels depict the different orientations we take depending on our perception of what is most important. Augustine thoroughly examines these three levels and helps us see how they contribute to or distract us from our life with God.


     For Augustine, the individual consists of a body and a soul (including memory, intelligence and will). God, who is above and outside creation, orders everything in the world properly. When we live in right relationship with him, he orders the levels of our body and soul so that we satisfy both types of needs properly. Augustine does not reject the needs of the body. He diminishes them, but he does not deny them. However, the needs of the body must be ordered by reason if we are to experience God’s grace and redemption fully.


     Likewise, the soul, which includes reason, is part of our innate nature. History is filled with civilisations and individuals who disrupted the proper order by advocating our ability to ascend to God on our own. This is a result of distorted reason. The right use of reason allows us to recognise our need for God. But reason alone cannot lead us to union with God. It can only show us that God is not present and help us recognise the depth of our need for God.


How We Know God


According to Augustine, God exists above all levels of human reality. He is known through Scripture, creation and the inward Teacher, Jesus Christ. But because we do not know God initially, our efforts to make sense of life are haphazard and ineffective. Although we long for God, we do not realise it at first. All we can do is prepare for him by properly orienting one element of our earthly life: our will. Committing to knowing God and how he works means we must create habits that incline us to look for him. When we are taught how to look for God through reason and are protected through morality from distraction in our search, we can anticipate a visit from God.


     Our capacity to reason sets us apart from the rest of creation. Because of it we can reflect on Christian truth and allow this reflection to influence our desires and activities. The objective of the right use of reason is to comprehend reality.


     Augustine’s interpretation of reality is that humans are estranged from God. On our own we cannot return to him. God, who sees our need and recognises that we will never meet it on our own, sends Christ. But it is extremely difficult for us to recognise our own need because of three temptations: the love of power, the pervasiveness of lust and our inability to find contentment. These temptations keep us in turmoil, constantly churning, preoccupied with all of life yet unable to find lasting satisfaction. This condition allows our appetites to gain the upper hand. It disrupts normal human living. Ultimately, it places us in direct conflict with our true foundation, the love of God flowing outward in love of neighbour.


     When our will is oriented to God, our judgements and motivations are based on love. Our concern is to gain wisdom, perfect holiness and realise happiness through loving God and our neighbour. When we live with a spirit of love, we naturally curb our desires. They just don’t come to mind in the same way or with the same power. As the guiding motive of our life, love works with reason to allow us to comprehend reality accurately. According to Augustine, this opens the window of our understanding so that we see our need for God, how God provides for that need through Christ and how this divine drama plays out in history. Essentially, Augustine asserts, all of history reflects one of two things: either we love ourselves or we love God. Either we align our will with his or we are self-willed.


     Augustine’s identification of reason as the mediating link between God and our senses illustrates the importance he places on the power of the intellect. Reason reminds us that we are made in God’s image. But reason can lead us astray. It has the power to produce comprehension, but it cannot produce any lasting happiness. When our reason is oriented by self-interest, we spend all our time satisfying the appetites and desires of the body. Yet it is also our reason that orients us to love God. And it is our love for God that properly aligns all of our human capacities.


The Nature of Faith


Augustine spends hundreds of pages showing us God’s providential action in history. But he also helps us appreciate God’s interest and involvement in our individual lives. Specifically, he wants us to realise that it is God who initiates contact with us and not our own activity that leads us to God. That being the case, how do we understand our longing for God and its place in our experience of God’s grace and redemption? Ultimately, Augustine concludes that we cannot manufacture God’s initiative, but we can prepare for it by orienting our will to him.


     Augustine also emphasises that correct doctrine matters. This is not an emphasis we often encounter today, but for most of its history the church has recognised doctrine as the intellectual framework we need to understand our life with God. Augustine teaches that we must move beyond a simple experience of God to a structured understanding of him.


     A quick scan of the contemporary theological landscape reminds us why. Most teaching today seeks to recover a vitality in the Christian life by emphasising the love of God without equally stressing the need for knowledge of God. These trends bear a striking similarity to earlier movements that resulted in widespread ignorance and neglect of core Christian beliefs. In each previous case, the lack of knowledge of God eventually led to a lack of love for God.


     Augustine teaches that proper doctrine brings faith to life. When we gain knowledge, our faith deepens and we understand life at a more fundamental level. The Bible invites us to come to the full wealth of our conviction (Colossians 2:2 neb). This means that over time and through study we become convinced of the truth of the Christian life. In The Enchiridion and The First Catechism, Augustine identifies these principles through some of the most poignant and provocative teachings in Christian history.


     Augustine believes that by living the Christian faith, we will finally come to recognise it as true. In The True Religion, he identifies three reasons why he considers Christianity to be the one true faith: it offers the best understanding of human nature, it offers the best description of our plight in being alienated and cut off from God, and it offers the most realistic remedy for our plight as provided by God in Jesus Christ.


     Ultimately, in order to recognise God’s provision in Christ, we must also learn that we can do nothing to redeem ourselves. When we are unable to rise above our own self-love, we manufacture all kinds of diversions in an attempt to find a happiness that endures. But eventually we realise that nothing in this life provides the happiness and joy that come from God alone. The difficulty is that we reach this level of knowledge only if we persist in our love for God.


     This leads us to our final discovery: that our only hope for enduring happiness is to discover the eternal peace of God, which harnesses and redirects the enduring restlessness of our spirit. Those of us who align our love and will with God’s love and will realise the impact this has on our own life, as well as the cumulative impact on human history. The table ‘Augustine’s Ordering’ summarises Augustine’s understanding of the right ordering of our love for God.
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Reflecting and Responding


If anyone could understand the destructive nature of disordered love it was Augustine. Early in his life he had experienced enough of the ‘hissing cauldron of lust’ to fill a good-sized book. Indeed, he did just that in his famous Confessions – the pioneer of the memoir genre. Descending into the ‘lower beauties’ of sexual promiscuity, he wrote, ‘The enemy held my will and made a chain out of it and bound me with it. From a perverse will came lust, and slavery to lust became a habit, and the habit, being constantly yielded to, became a necessity.’ Desperately longing for genuine love, Augustine had to confess, ‘I polluted  . . . the stream of friendship with the foulness of lust, and clouded its purity with the dark hell of illicit desire.’


     Augustine’s famous conversion in that Milan garden came about because he realised that only Christ had the power to free him from the ‘whirlpools of vice’ that so imprisoned him. And Christ did free him – perhaps a little too much! Wanting to make a clean break with the sexual promiscuity and professional arrogance that had dominated his life in Italy, Augustine left his mistress who had borne him a son, resigned his teaching post in Milan and returned to Thagaste, Africa, the city of his birth. From there he went on to establish the Augustinian monastic order and become the famous Bishop of Hippo.


     Frankly, I wish Augustine had taken a different path. If he had married his mistress instead of leaving her, perhaps he could have given the world a whole new model of the holiness of human love. For me he diminished human love too much. I suppose I am projecting my modern sensibilities onto an ancient writer. Perhaps emotionally and psychologically he could not have done that. And historically it is nearly impossible to imagine it, since holiness in that day was so tied to monastic life. Still, I wish he and his mistress had married and been able to show us a more excellent way for the right ordering of love, at least on the human level.


     Still, many valuable lessons emerge from the life and teachings of Augustine. I will mention three. The first is his keen understanding of both the importance of reason as well as its limitations. How important a teaching for our day. Mostly we see today only the extremes: either we embrace reason utterly or we reject it utterly. Not Augustine. He knew that reason rightly used can bring us to understand our need for God and lead us to right beliefs that provide the intellectual framework for structuring our life with God. At the same time he knew that reason can be severely distorted if not oriented around divine love. It is a wonderful balance we could learn from today.


     Then, second, I am taken by Augustine’s keen understanding of the role of the will in the spiritual life. He recognised the importance of the orientation of our will toward God as a way of preparing ourselves for a visitation by him. At the same time he rejected the idea of ‘free will’, knowing instead that it is God who initiates and inclines us toward godliness. He understood better than perhaps anyone else before or since both the importance and the complexity of the human will.


     And, finally, Augustine’s understanding of Christ as the inward Teacher is so very intriguing. I wonder if his conversion experience in that Milan garden didn’t play a part here. At a crucial moment he had heard the singsong words of a child repeating, ‘Take it and read it. Take it and read it.’ He could not think of any child’s game that would use those words and finally became ‘quite certain that I must interpret this as a divine command to me to open the book [the Bible] and read the first passage which I should come upon’. In dramatic fashion, Christ had become for Augustine the Prophet who would teach his people himself. This idea of Christ as the ever-living, inward Teacher is full of implications for our daily living, and Augustine was the first to give this idea real substance.


     And, so, what does all this mean for our living? An answer is not hard to come by. We begin simply by asking Christ, our living Teacher, to guide us through our activities today. The same for tomorrow, and all the days that follow. We seek to orient our will towards his will, knowing that he is always there first, directing and guiding. We enlist the aid of reason’s common sense towards our daily tasks, knowing that God guides us in this way.


     And then what we hear and know to do, we do. Christ will never ask us to undertake anything he does not also give us the power to obey. And often the guidance is so simple  . . . yet so profound: ‘Pay close attention to José today, he needs your affirmation.’ ‘Be still, rest, shalom.’ ‘Do not fear today’s meeting, I will guide you.’ ‘Challenge the injustice at work and I will be beside you.’ Jesus, your inward Teacher, will be your strength and guide. Daily. Here. Now.


 


Dear Lord, we would like to learn from Augustine about the right ordering of love. It is a little hard because frankly Augustine overwhelms us – his towering intellect, his massive influence  . . . It is hard to know how to bring all that down to where we live. But we would like to try. We would so appreciate it if you would show us the way.


     Augustine does describe his early life as ‘a whole frying-pan of wicked loves’. That speaks to our condition. We’re tempted often to distort love, if not outwardly then inwardly. We really do not know how to love rightly. One moment we are longing for ‘the good, the true, the beautiful’, and the next moment we are ‘sinking down to the depths of the lower beauties’, just like Augustine.


     Perhaps we need a Milan garden kind of experience. It would probably scare us to death if that kind of thing happened to us! Besides, you seldom come by means of the fireworks of Sinai. More often it’s the still small voice. Whichever way it is that you choose to come, ‘Come, Lord Jesus.’ In your time and in your way. Amen.










Bernard of Clairvaux


The Desire for God and the Ascent of Pure  Love


 


I promise to tell you only what God will give me to say about loving him. This subject is more profitable than any other. Loving God


Between the close of Augustine’s life and the opening of the Crusades, some of the most significant shifts in the history of Western civilisation occurred. First, the fledgling Christian church was facing new opposition on virtually every major societal front. In the seventh century Mohammad initiated religious reforms that would culminate in the rise of Islam. He died shortly thereafter, in 632, but within eighty years of his death major Christian centres came to be dominated by this new faith. Damascus fell immediately in 634 and Jerusalem fell soon after in 638. By the end of the seventh century Carthage had become Muslim, and as the eighth century opened the Straits of Gibraltar and the vast lands on both sides of the mouth of the Mediterranean were Muslim as well.


     Coinciding with these new religious and political movements was a dramatic urban reversal. Between 400 and 800, huge numbers of people left the cities and returned to the agrarian countryside. At the same time, theological concerns were developing over the nature of Christ, the role and importance of penance and the formalisation of the Mass. These latter developments eventually led to the end of the use of vernacular languages in worship as the church, now centralised in Rome, instituted Latin as the standard language instead.


     This social, political and cultural climate cut the nerve of spiritual development, which resulted in a dearth of spiritual writers during the Middle Ages. Despite these setbacks, however, God was preserving a remnant. Eventually a smattering of saints arose to rally the faithful and provide a compelling witness to Jesus Christ. One of these was Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153), a legendary spokesman of the faith and one of the great Christian saints between Augustine and Aquinas.


     Bernard’s influence is remarkable. His interests ranged from biblical studies and theology to literature and political thought. Like Augustine before him, Bernard believed that we always love but we do not always love properly. Since love orders desire, the way we love directly influences how we attempt to satisfy our fundamental longings. Thus, what we desire to know shapes what we come to love, and what we love influences what we come to know.


     Bernard is reported to have written numerous treatises that have been lost or destroyed, but the core of his spiritual writings is still intact. He lived during a period of great cultural renaissance in Western Europe. The twelfth century saw the rise of the troubadours and the emergence of courtly love. This context and Bernard’s own inclinations combined to forge a love-mysticism theology unparalleled in Christian history. His commitment to the right ordering of our love of God is best reflected in two distinct works: The Steps of Humility and Pride and On Loving God.


     In The Steps of Humility and Pride, Bernard identifies twelve degrees of spiritual decline and twelve degrees of spiritual progress. These steps—both of decline and of progress—are filled with insight into the human condition. The steps of decline begin with a contempt for our neighbour, lead to a contempt for those God places over us, and end in utter contempt for God and the complete alienation of our soul. Conversely, the steps of progress begin with learning to love our neighbour, migrate through gaining respect for those God places in authority over us and result in a full understanding of our life with God. The reason these insights are so vital for today is that so many people are making life-limiting moves simply because of the inability to embrace the God-given order and design for life.


Steps of Decline


The decline begins when our soul deteriorates through three major kinds of contempt, according to Bernard. First, it deteriorates when we hold a spirit of contempt for our neighbour. Bernard divides this process into six steps: curiosity about the affairs of others, light-mindedness, foolish merriment, boasting, trying to be different and arrogance. Each of these attitudes demonstrates a lack of love of neighbour.
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     Considering these qualities in more depth, we begin with curiosity. Curiosity about the affairs of others causes us to gossip. In other words, we aren’t interested in people because we want to help them, but only so we can gain information to share with others. Continuing down the list, light-mindedness reflects an inability to discern weighty matters from trivial concerns. Foolish merriment is the pursuit of pleasure for the sole purpose of being distracted from life. Boasting is a result of spending too much time comparing ourselves to others and not enough time learning how to love them. Trying to be different and arrogance reveal an excessive regard for ourselves.


     Next, the soul deteriorates as it experiences contempt for superiors. Here, presumption, self-justification, insincere confession and rebellion keep us from submitting to earthly authorities. An unwillingness to submit to our earthly authorities prevents us from submitting to God.


     This provocative teaching goes to the heart of one of the greatest challenges we face in our life with God. We really do have trouble accepting the guidance of others. We presume to know enough to reject their input; we self-justify, explaining away our own misbehaviour while condemning that of others. Ultimately, our spiritual life hinges on our ability to submit to powers and authorities outside ourselves. The extent to which we can master this ability directly influences the extent to which we can submit to God.


     The final steps of the soul’s descent reflect contempt for God. Here, feeling free to sin, utterly disregarding the Ten Commandments and developing habitual patterns of sin without remorse demonstrate contempt for God’s law. This lack of regard for God spells ruin for the human soul.


     Bernard’s overarching concern is to help us recognise that when we fail to love our neighbour we ultimately fail to love God. There is no way to avoid it. We cannot express a pure love of God and ignore loving our neighbour. It is simply impossible.


Steps of Progress


By contrast, the twelve degrees of spiritual progress, or steps of humility, begin with a love of God and end in love of neighbour.
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    Ascending to a state of perpetual humility begins in stages one and two with a constant watchfulness against sin. As we exercise moral constraint, spiritual progress begins. Stages three to seven demonstrate how to submit to our superiors through patience in the face of accusation, honesty in confessing our sin and taking the initiative to remove any manifestation of evil. In these stages, we exhibit a respect for the authorities who provide guidance for our spiritual life.


     The final phase of ascent leads us to a full love of neighbour. In these levels we are humble in the face of others, refuse to assert any special rights, refrain from speaking unless asked, are reluctant to laugh, exercise restrained speech and limit our expectations. Clearly, the steps of spiritual progress reverse the steps of spiritual decline.


     This list reminds us of the early influence of Stoicism on Christianity. Bernard is challenging us to shackle any hint of individual desire or ambition. We are not only to re-channel these personal desires but eventually to completely stamp them out. The only desires that matter are the ones that emanate from a love of God.


     These steps of progress and decline illustrate the ways we come to abide in God and the ways in which we turn away from him. The pivotal point in all of our motivation is love. To amplify this point, Bernard emphasises the power of God’s love and the incredible foundation we build when we love him.
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Learning to Love Properly


In his landmark work On Loving God, Bernard outlines our fourfold ascent to a perfect love of God. There are three degrees of love that correspond to the three levels of knowledge and a fourth degree that is rarely realised but gives us a glimpse of the eternal, uncreated love that we will enjoy in heaven.


     First, Bernard begins with self-love. Part of human nature since the Fall has been the unrelenting capacity we have to love ourselves. But as Bernard notes and modern psychology confirms, this incessant egocentrism stifles moral progress and spiritual growth. Eventually, we awaken to our own mortality, and this awakening breaks the power of egocentrism.


     Still, this awakening is not free of egocentrism altogether. The second stage is when we learn to love God for our own sake. At this point, we realise we will die so we seek eternal life through God. The primary motivation is self-preservation, not love of God, but we take this important step when we realise our ultimate destiny.


     But then we begin to realise that God loves others as much as he loves us. This leads to the third stage and is a breakthrough. Here we learn to love God for God’s sake. Thanksgiving for who God is and what God does supersedes our own desire for self-preservation. The breaking of the power of egocentrism results in seeing the world in its true light. Other people and other things are no longer evaluated by their ability to satisfy our own desires. Now, because God is seen as a centre of the universe distinct from ourselves, others are seen as centres of value distinct from ourselves as well.


     The fourth and final stage, the one it seems can only be realised at the end of life, is coming to love ourselves in the way we are loved by God. This is difficult since the spirit of stage four is easily confused with the motivation of stage two. Coming to love ourselves the way God does is very different from coming to love God simply for self-preservation. Stage two is concerned with self-preservation; stage four is concerned with ubiquitous love.


Reflecting and Responding


Growing up I always had a great love for Bernard simply because of the hymn attributed to him, ‘Jesus, the Very Thought of Thee’. I was especially taken by lines three and four:


 


O hope of every contrite heart, O joy of all the meek,


To those who fall, how kind Thou art! How good to those who seek!


But what to those who find? Ah, this. No tongue or pen can show;


The love of Jesus, what it is. None but His loved ones know.


 


This hymn had all the themes of divine love, or so I thought. Then as my education expanded I learned that Bernard was a great champion of the Second Crusade in 1149. My young mind simply could not put these two together – this great hymn of love and the savagery of the Crusades. And while I have since learned more about the nuances of the historical, cultural and political realities of the twelfth century, I still cannot put the two together. No doubt all of us deal with deep inconsistencies in the moral life.


     I always loved the motto of Bernard, ‘To know Jesus and Jesus crucified’. For me it was a motto that seemed to transcend the divisions of Catholic and Protestant and Orthodox. I still think it does. I always felt that his mystical devotion was well-stated, positive and based solely on love of God. Then, too, it was an intently practical mysticism, supremely reflected in the common sense counsel of his Steps of Humility and Pride. It always seemed so wise to me to see that we grow in humility by first learning to love God and that this will inevitably lead us to love our neighbour. And as we view our neighbour as better than ourselves, we do indeed enter humility of heart. We deteriorate into pride in exactly the opposite direction; we begin first to disregard our neighbour and this inevitably leads us to disregard God. This happens because we come to think of ourselves as the CEO of the universe. So I find his practicality appealing.


     Bernard’s great work, On Loving God, however, was a different story. Oh, I know it is psychologically sound and theologically profound, but I have always had a hard time ‘getting it’. Perhaps my problem is that I can never arrive at the fourth degree of love (love of self for God’s sake) by anything even close to actual experience. I can understand it in an intellectual way, but it is like a distant horizon in my actual living. Loving myself in the same way that God loves me! I’m sorry, but that is a long way off. Even the third degree of love (love of God for God’s sake) only seems to come around now and again. Don’t get me wrong; I have had experiences of loving God  . . . but there always seems to be a mixture of motives. To love God purely because God is who God is – well, like I say, such experiences are rare indeed. No doubt, all it means is that I simply have a long way to go in this matter of the right ordering of love.


 


Lord, we are a real mixture of motives when it comes to loving you. And when it comes to loving, full stop. Would you please purify the stream of our loving, at least to the extent that we can stand it? Thank you. Amen.










Blaise Pascal


The Right Ordering of Body, Mind and Heart


 


The infinite distance between body and mind symbolises the infinitely more infinite distance between mind and charity, for charity is supernatural . . . There are three orders differing in kind  . . . [This is why] the heart has its reasons which reason cannot know. Pensées


The absolute best embodiment of the right ordering of our love for God is Blaise Pascal (1623–1662), a brilliant philosopher, scientist and social critic who appropriated much of Augustine’s thought into his own age. Pascal’s central concern was to demonstrate how the orientation of our will determines the outcome of our life. Against the background of the disastrous religious decline that followed the Thirty Years War (1618–1648), Pascal argued that the Christian faith was not contrary to reason but worthy of reverence and respect.


     If we think this idea does not sit well today, it certainly did not sit well in mid-seventeenth-century Europe. The entire continent had witnessed the brutality, chaos and terror caused by factional fighting among Christians. How could Christianity be reasonable, let alone deserve reverence and respect? Why should people want it to play a role in the reconstruction of Europe? What would it produce in the future since its effect in the present had been so disastrous? (Sounds strangely familiar, doesn’t it?)


     These and other questions propelled Pascal to address the nature of truth, primarily through his pivotal Pensées. The Christian faith is true, he said, because it offers the best understanding of human nature: why we are the way we are and what we can do to remedy our condition. The Christian faith neither glamorises our strengths nor ignores our weaknesses. It identifies both as a part of human nature, but then demonstrates that we will find mastery over our nature only through Jesus Christ. For Pascal, we must rise above our human condition to escape our plight.


The Right Use of Reason


In the Pensées, Pascal defines the human condition using three words: boredom, inconstancy and anxiety. Unless we recognise this state, the questions to which Christian truth responds do not make sense. Although Christianity is true, its truth is relevant only when we address our true condition.


     Pascal also describes how our imagination distracts us from an accurate view of our own reality. Because Western society believes reason is supreme, it is difficult for people to see its limitations and how easily it is diverted from what is real. Pascal mounts a vigorous challenge to Descartes’ Cogito ergo sum (‘I think, therefore I am’). No single phrase has done more to challenge God’s revelation than this famous maxim and the confidence it expresses in human reason, especially in the new scientific method that marked the seventeenth century. Pascal helps us see that we are not creatures ruled exclusively by reason but are in fact equally influenced by instincts and habits – many of which are highly irrational.


     In Pascal’s day, as is true now, it was intellectually popular to be a sceptic. Yet throughout the Pensées, Pascal shows that the person who remains a sceptic has not considered all the evidence for belief in God. The problem with scepticism is that we never make a decision. But life requires decisions. We must decide how we will live and what we will do; we must answer the question of how our life will be invested. In always doubting we fail to recognise when we must exercise judgement.


     Pascal is perhaps best known for his ‘wager’ argument, in which he compares coming to Christian belief with placing a bet. This argument states that if we cannot prove the existence of God, it is still better to believe in him than to bet he does not exist and find out we were wrong. Pascal wrote this work to encourage people disposed to scepticism to at least consider the possibility of God’s reality. He believed that we could experience and know this reality, but it would not follow the lines of ‘proofs for the existence of God’ that were crafted during the Middle Ages. These proofs did not address the inherently religious question of truth, which deals with why we need God and what our life would be like if we never discovered him.
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