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Introduction


  


  First, the good news: Christians have a long and renowned literary tradition.


  Here’s a list of the highest selling English-language books in history. We’re including the Bible, not because it was written in English, but because it fits our point.


  
    1. The Bible


    2. A Tale of Two Cities—Charles Dickens


    3. Scouting for Boys—Robert Baden-Powell


    4. The Lord of the Rings—J. R. R. Tolkien


    5. The Book of Mormon—LDS Church


    6. The Truth That Leads to Eternal Life—Jehovah’s Witnesses


    7. And Then There Were None—Agatha Christie


    8. The Hobbit—J. R. R. Tolkien


    9. She—H. Rider Haggard


    10. The Da Vinci Code—Dan Brown

  


  Six of these ten books are inextricably tied to one aspect or another of Christian faith. Obviously, there’s the Bible, the holy text of Christianity. The Book of Mormon and The Truth That Leads to Eternal Life are the religious texts of the two most prominent offshoots of mainstream Christianity. J. R. R. Tolkien was a devout Roman Catholic who was instrumental in the conversion of his friend C. S. Lewis. The plot of The Da Vinci Code is rooted in the Gnostic Gospels, conspiracy theories about the Catholic Church, and a hefty dose of revisionist history.


  Farther down the list, Christianity keeps showing up. There’s In His Steps, Rick Warren’s Purpose-Driven Life, and the ’70s apocalypse fantasy The Late Great Planet Earth by Hal Lindsey. Anne of Green Gables, while not explicitly Christian, is at least popular with Christian readers.


  What’s more, there are the books omitted from the list due to unverifiable numbers: Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, Pilgrim’s Progress, the Westminster Shorter Catechism, Daily Light on the Daily Path, the Book of Common Prayer, and My Utmost for His Highest.


  Here’s the bad news: that illustrious tradition is dying.


  [image: image]


  The three of us grew up with our noses in books. We read anything we could get our hands on. We read the Chronicles of Narnia and the Lord of the Rings trilogy, and we read Mark Twain and Tom Clancy. We fell in deep, abiding love with stories rendered in black and white words, and we remember those imagined worlds better than we remember our favorite films.


  We loved books, and it made us want to write, so we became writers. Then Dan, one day, said, “Hey, why don’t we write a book about books.” It seemed a logical progression.


  We set about compiling a list of the books we felt every Christian should read. We asked our friends and people whose opinions we respected, via email and Facebook and face-to-face conversations. After the initially sarcastic, “You mean besides the Bible?,” their responses were across the board, and their reasons were compelling, so we asked some of them to join us in our endeavor.


  Let’s be clear: this isn’t a list of our favorite books or even the first 100 books we would take to a desert island (or whatever wacky list-making premise you prefer). Sure, Dan’s favorite novel happens to be Michael Chabon’s Kavalier & Clay, Jordan re-reads Everything Is Illuminated, and John once read the complete Hardy Boys series, but would we say those books are essential reads for Christians in America (and beyond)? Not really.


  So that’s how we got here, with some of our favorite leaders and writers and artists chipping in. This is not a list of the most important books in Christendom. It is not a comprehensive catalog of the history of the Christian church. It is a list of 100 books, culled from the vast library of the written word, we believe our siblings in Christ will be stronger for having read.
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  We also realized, as the list blossomed, it was laced throughout with the story of our faith. Even, maybe especially, with the books we disagree with. The three of us are American Christians, bits of the tapestry our nation and our faith have threaded together. As such, this list is primarily Western, and often specifically American. While the center of Christianity is shifting southeast toward a burgeoning church in Asia and Africa, the tradition of Christianity in the United States and Europe is our main perspective, and for better or worse, many of our essays will demonstrate that fact.
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  Back to Christianity’s dying literary tradition . . .


  We believing following Jesus is an all-encompassing endeavor, and the Christian walk is healthiest when it involves an equal collaboration of our heart, our hands, and our head. Our heart keeps us gracious; it helps us love our neighbor and respond to the world with love. Our hands guide our actions, and we use them to help our fellow man. Our head guides our thought and discernment, keeping us from being cast about by heresy and false gospels. It helps us better understand who God is and who we are.


  Lately, it seems the church is at war with its head, preferring sloganeering to thoughtful dialogue, five-step self-help programs to deliberate Christian growth, and replacing real theology and gospel principles with flimsy pulp fiction theories. The internet age, meanwhile, offers yet another distraction from a quiet evening under a lamp, book in hand, in favor of piles of raw, uncontextualized data.


  That’s not to be alarmist or unnecessarily nostalgic. Generations raised on the internet are reading and writing like never before. In fact, many of the books on this list were written in recent years. The problem is, they haven’t been read as widely as they should, and there’s still value in tangible paper pages.
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  Come visit us at BesidesTheBible.com. There you’ll find additional essays written by the authors—and by you!—about the books every Christian should read, as well as an index or two, and the cleverly-named Good Books Blog, where we’ll continue this conversation about books, writers, words, and faith.


  Thank you for joining us in this project. Compiling Besides the Bible was a joy, and we hope you will be blessed reading it, as we were writing it.


  Sincerely,


  Dan Gibson, Jordan Green, and John Pattison


  
    
THE APOCRYPHA


  


  The astonishing truth about the Holy Bible is that, while most Protestant and Evangelical groups adhere to the inerrancy of Scripture, the vast majority of individuals in those groups could not tell you where the Bible comes from.


  They would likely know the authors of particular books (the Book of Matthew was written by Matthew; Paul wrote all those epistles). They might generally understand the biblical canon was determined over a gradual process, but they probably would not be able to tell you how. They probably would have no idea what the Councils of Carthage were, or that the Catholic Church didn’t officially finalize the canon until the Council of Trent in 1546, or that Calvinists waited until 101 years later. They might have an idea that the Catholic Bible contains different books, but would not know that in 1534, Martin Luther was the first to place the intertestamental books into their own section between the Old and New Testaments, that he omitted two of those books (1 and 2 Esdras), or that he expressed doubt over the authenticity of Hebrews, James, Jude, and Revelation.


  It’s unlikely they would be aware that every version of the King James Bible published before 1640 contained the books now referred to as the Apocrypha, and they would be shocked to learn most Bibles still contained the books of the Apocrypha until 1826, when the British and Foreign Bible Society stopped supplying funds for Bibles printed with Apocryphal books. Chances are, even if they’ve heard the names of the books of the Apocrypha, they wouldn’t recognize them outside of, perhaps, Maccabees.


  I say this because I grew up in the evangelical church, I consider myself moderately well-read, and I love history, yet I don’t know the first thing about canonization. As ridiculous as it sounds, it wasn’t until my early twenties that I learned the Bible hadn’t been passed down in its present condition. Even then, following the rabbit hole of the history of Scripture seemed too big, too daunting. Ignorance is bliss . . . leave the heavy lifting to seminarians.


  The Apocrypha is just one example of that ignorance. Our lack of understanding about the history of our faith is staggering. It’s almost as if, to American evangelicals, the history of Christianity unfolds thusly: the life of Jesus, Paul’s journeys, Revelation, the Reformation, Pilgrims, C. S. Lewis, present day. Oh, there’s something about the Crusades in there, and John Calvin was alive at some point, but who can be bothered to research? It’s analogous to viewing all of American history solely by looking at Mt. Rushmore.


  The books of the Apocrypha don’t have to be holy to be important, and they certainly don’t present the threat of instability reading the Gnostic gospels might pose (though, valid or not, those books have value as historical texts as well). At the very least, the Apocryphal books have some great stories. The Book of Judith tells the tale of a Jewish widow’s daring infiltration of an enemy camp to behead an Assyrian general. Wisdom of Solomon is referenced in Matthew and contains possible allusions to Jesus. Bel and the Dragon (hands down the coolest title of any book in scripture) is considered the first example of the locked room mystery, as Daniel discovers the priests of Bel scamming King Cyrus. The Maccabees were total studs—the Dirty Dozen comes to mind.


  Our broad ignorance of our own history and literature leaves us woefully unprepared when, for instance, authors like Dan Brown extrapolate best-selling novels out of the Gospel of Mary. Knowing how the Bible came to be might be heavy, but that sort of lifting makes us stronger.—JG


  
    
SAYINGS OF THE DESERT FATHERS AND MOTHERS


  


  Something extraordinary started happening in the latter half of the third century AD. Christians began leaving the urban centers of the Roman Empire to live as hermits in the most inhospitable regions of Egypt, Palestine, and Syria. They arrived at first in ones and twos, and then they came by the hundreds, until the wilderness became a city, and the desert became a stream that would nourish the Christian faith for the next 1600 years.


  They came from all walks of life: men and women, rich and poor, educated and uneducated. St. Paul of Thebes (c. 227–340), commonly called the first Christian hermit, fled the persecutions of Emperor Decius. He lived in a cave for about ninety years where it is said ravens fed him bread, and when he died two lions dug his grave. St. Anthony of Egypt (c. 251–356) came from a well-to-do family, but he sold all his possessions, gave the money to the poor, and became “the father of monks.” Abba Macarius (c. 300–391) was a camel driver by profession. Abba Moses the Black (c. 330–405) was a former slave, a bandit, an infamous gang leader, an adulterer, and a murderer before his conversion. Abba Arsenius (c. 354–445) tutored the two sons of Emperor Theodosius before leaving for the desert in his mid-forties.


  Refugees from the world, sailors fleeing the shipwreck of civilization—the goal of the desert fathers and mothers was nothing less than salvation. Christians in the waning years of the pagan Roman Empire were known as “atheists” because they did not submit to the gods of the city. The struggle of the desert monks against the world didn’t end when Christianity was legalized in AD 313; the persecutions were over, but the safety of the body only intensified the threat to the soul.


  The fathers and mothers were revolutionaries, aligning themselves with Christ and unapologetically arraying themselves against anything which might challenge his Lordship. They directly opposed alienation in all its forms: alienation from God, from creation, from others, from themselves. Thomas Merton described the desert monks as “anarchists” because they refused to be ruled by a decadent state or by the values and priorities of conventional society.


  A kind of tourist industry sprang up around the desert hermits as people traveled great distances to seek prayer and advice from the men and women whose reputation for piety had spread throughout the region. The “sayings” of the desert fathers and mothers—their words of wisdom, works of love and compassion, prescriptions for holiness—were transmitted by word of mouth for many years until they were compiled in the fourth and fifth centuries. The sayings, like the monks themselves, are remarkable not for their austerity, but for their gentleness (Abba Poemen laying on his knee the head of the brother who fell asleep at prayer), hospitality (the hermit who said to a visitor, “My rule is to receive you with hospitality and then send you on your way in peace”), and radical non-judgment, dramatically illustrated by the story of the hermit who was assaulted by robbers but then broke into prison to free his attackers so they would not be tortured by the authorities.


  There are a number of modern English translations of the Sayings of the Desert Fathers and Mothers, but three collections deserve special mention. Helen Waddell’s The Desert Fathers, first published in 1936, is now available as part of Vintage’s handsome Spiritual Classics series. Benedicta Ward’s more comprehensive The Desert Fathers: Sayings of the Early Christian Monks (Penguin Classics) is organized by themes such as Self-Control, Obedience, Patience, Charity, and Possessing Nothing. Thomas Merton compiled an informal and highly-personal collection of sayings in The Wisdom of the Desert (Shambhala Library). Merton, who has been called a desert father of the twentieth century by the likes of Father Daniel Berrigan and the Cistercian monk M. Basil Pennington, wrote an excellent introductory essay that helps throw a modern light on these ancient witnesses.


  A lot has changed in eighty generations, but everything is basically the same: we struggle against powers and principalities, we offer our bodies as living sacrifices, and we rebel against the pattern of the world. We are “atheists” who reject the gods of the city—materialism, violence, oppression, and alienation—and follow Christ wherever he may lead.—JP


  
    
CITY OF GOD, CONFESSIONS



    by Augustine of Hippo

  


  Augustine of Hippo (AD 354–430) is one of the few theologians both Catholics and Protestants look toward to settle matters of theology. On the Catholic side, St. Thomas of Aquinas was extensively influenced by Augustine’s work, and he was canonized and named a Doctor of the Church. On the other end of the Western church spectrum, church historian B. B. Warfield famously (well, famous among bookish students of the Reformation) wrote, “It is Augustine who gave us the Reformation.” Although Augustine predated the Reformation by centuries, Warfield was probably right in crediting him with the Protestant church’s birth. Luther was a member of the Augustinian order as a monk, and Calvin quoted Augustine more than any other theologian. It helps that more of Augustine’s words (around 5 million) are still around than most of his contemporaries’, but in some ways, Augustine’s work has probably influenced the church more than any other nonbiblical collection.


  Despite the magnitude of his influence throughout history and today, Augustine’s work has been largely banished to the academic world of seminaries and such. His massive intellectual output can be understandably intimidating to the casual reader or anyone trying to simplify into slogan what he taught, since Augustine seemed to intentionally avoid staying within simple ideological boundaries. Despite a few complicating factors, Augustine’s incredible skill at simply explaining and expounding the basics of the gospel brings modern scholars to shame. There’s no shortage of secondary writing on the work of Augustine, but our contemporary culture’s reluctance to start at the beginning of church history contributes to our ignorance and embarrassment. A few years ago, there was a run of T-shirts proclaiming nothing but “LISTEN TO [FILL IN BAND NAME HERE]”, and while those shirts weren’t always offering terribly helpful advice, if someone made a “READ AUGUSTINE’S CITY OF GOD & CONFESSIONS” T-shirt, I’d be the first in line to buy one. I’d wear it while standing next to a stack of Joel Osteen books if I didn’t have a family to provide for.


  City of God


  In AD 410, things weren’t looking good for Christians. Sure, life had been pretty good under the Roman Empire, but once Alaric and his rowdy band of Vandals came to town, panic set in. Those who weren’t Christians blamed the Christians and their god. Christians were just freaking out, as the Empire represented safety and order. Augustine tried to avoid the panic and discern what God wanted amidst the chaos, prompting the books of City of God, written and released over a thirteen-year span. The main idea that most people take away from City of God is the “two kingdoms” doctrine, as part of an attempt to create a theology of human history: there are two cities, a city of God (created by the love of God) and a city of man (created by the love of self). Both cities are part of God’s plan, and while the city of man will eventually disappear, replaced by God’s eternal kingdom, we still have to deal with its presence, influence, and limitations as temporary citizens of two worlds “interwoven, as it were, in this present transitory world, and mingled with one another.”


  There are nearly as many interpretations of Augustine’s theory of two cities as there are words in the book describing them. But to take Augustine seriously, we have to find a balance somewhere between abandoning our present homeland as wicked, being ignored by other Christians biding their time, and fostering an unhealthy obsession with creating a new Christendom that will only come to the same ruin as the Roman Empire which Augustine found himself amid the wreckage of. Our lives exist somewhere in between, even if choosing one polarity or the other would be far easier. There’s work to do, as we have jobs in both cities simultaneously, proclaiming the truths of Scripture and the value of a world that doesn’t perish without abandoning our responsibilities to our neighbors and continuing to pursue what passes for justice in this present city.


  Confessions


  It’s been said that Augustine’s Confessions (written in AD 397 and 398) is the first Western autobiography, and while that’s interesting, if you’re expecting the sort of touching spiritual memoir consisting of charming anecdotes and insights on life that fill Christian bookstores these days, you’ll end up confused. The first nine books of the Confessions cover Augustine’s life pre-conversion, but then the work takes an unexpected turn from that narrative to discuss the nature of memory, time, eternity, and the book of Genesis as the book wraps up.


  Somehow, Augustine’s mixing of subject matter and occasionally changing audience (most of the book, Augustine speaks directly to God, other times to his peers), the authenticity and beauty of his conversion story makes for an amazing read over 1600 years later. He simply tells the story of his life, confessing his past to God, and thanking him for the gift of redemption. Augustine wanted to make sense of where he came from, in the form of what is essentially an extended prayer, to see the divine fingerprints on his path to Christianity.


  There’s no point in pretending every word of these old books is fascinating to the modern reader, but the opportunity Confessions provides to see the heart of a great, yet humble, Christian man makes up for any minor literary inconveniences. Augustine spent his life trying to understand God’s grace and celebrating his glory, and was probably the most important figure in the church between Paul and Luther. As we wrestle with basically the same spiritual issues, there’s a lot to learn from the journey of one of the most influential teachers and theologians of all time.—DG


  
    
THE RULE OF ST. BENEDICT


  


  The apostle Paul once described the Christian life as a kind of poem: “For we are God’s handiwork [poiema], created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.” Christians who describe themselves as “spiritual but not religious” are probably living what might be called a free verse faith, recognizable as poetry but without the formal elements of meter, rhyme, and structure. But there have always been believers who want to flourish under very different conditions. They embrace the word “religion” and its ancient connotations of reverence and obligation. Just as a sonnet must achieve distinction within the limits of its form—fourteen lines of ten syllables each, written in iambic pentameter, etc.—these Christians choose to work out their salvation by submitting to the constraints of a monastic community.


  Benedict of Nursia (c. 480–547) was of the second type. The son of an Italian nobleman, Benedict renounced the world after witnessing the paganism and debauchery of Rome. After living for a time as a hermit, monks at a nearby monastery asked him to be their abbot and he reluctantly agreed. (He was right to be hesitant; the monks later tried to poison him.) Eventually, he established twelve monasteries of twelve monks each around the town of Subiaco. Conflict with a local priest compelled him to move with some of his monks to Monte Cassino, where they built a new monastery on the site of a temple of Apollo. It was here, around AD 530, that Benedict wrote down the principles and regulations that guided common life at Monte Cassino. He called it his “little rule for beginners.”


  It is for his “little rule” that Benedict is called the Father of Western Monasticism. Comprised of seventy-three very short chapters (my copy of the book totals less than seventy pages), the Rule touches on nearly every aspect of daily life—from Sunday to Saturday, from morning to night, from the election of the abbot to how the tools are to be used and accounted for. The broad jurisdiction of the Rule might seem over the top. In fact, if we weren’t talking about a saint, some might call it anal-retentive. But the opposite is true. What makes the Rule so remarkable, so useful, and so much fun to read is how moderate it turns out to be.


  Benedict writes as a father to a son, with instructions that are firm but still flexible. For example, the central work of a Benedictine monk is the Divine Office (sometimes called the Liturgy of the Hours), the practice of communally praying the Psalms, interspersed with hymns and readings, at fixed times throughout the day. Benedict dedicates twelve chapters to the Office. But then toward the end he says, basically, “If this arrangement doesn’t work for you, find one that does. The most important thing is that you do it.” Benedict is also a keen student of human nature. He writes in a chapter called “How They Are to Sleep” that when the monks wake up early to say the Office, they should quietly encourage each other, “for the sleepy like to make excuses.”


  The Rule is prescriptive to a degree we’re not used to (see Chapter 7 for the twelve steps to humility). For Benedict, these prescriptions are “tools of the spiritual craft.” Monks are workmen and monasteries are workshops. Benedict also describes the monastery as a “school for the Lord’s service.” Reading the Rule is like reading the school handbook. Not every chapter will be immediately relevant to the daily life of a non-monk living in the twenty-first century, but you’ll be surprised at how many are. The Benedictine commitment to hospitality. The ways in which silence is esteemed and cultivated. The special care offered the very old, the very young, and the sick. The warnings against overindulgence. The lifetime commitment made to a place and a community.


  Five miles from my house, sitting atop the tallest hill in the area, is a Benedictine abbey. On a clear day I can see it from the road. Six times a day for the last 128 years, pulsing like a lighthouse, the monks in the abbey have been chanting the psalms, worshiping God, welcoming strangers, and praying for this area and for the world. While I go about the business of being busy, they have quietly gone about the business of charity and devotion. Knowing this helps me appreciate the sonnet, cinquain, and sestina. It reminds me that my free verse spirituality would be impossible if not for the formal poetry of the monks on that hill.—JP


  
    
THE DIVINE COMEDY



    by Dante

  


  Everyone loves a 14,000-line epic poem from the 1300s, right?


  While that much poetry is generally intimidating for someone like me, who is more accustomed to the prose side of literature, I ended up reading The Divine Comedy years ago because of one of the thousands of pop culture references Dante’s masterpiece has spawned in the centuries since its publication. It was an EP by the long-lost Christian rock band the Swoon titled ben son ben son beatrice, from Purgatory, when Dante’s love, Beatrice, announces herself to him. This was around my freshman year in high school, so most of the poetic beauty of Dante went far over my head, but having heard Beatrice was someone Dante met when they were both children and that he loved her even after his marriage and her death was enough to convince me I liked it, just on the star-crossed romance front. After all, I was in the habit of making mixtapes for girls I was attracted to back in those days, so anything artsy with some aspect of doomed love was perfect for me to attach my own emotional issues to.


  While typing out my reasoning for picking up The Divine Comedy is embarrassing to say the least, I generally assume that far, far more people have experienced creative works with some connection to Dante than have read the primary source. As of this writing, there’s a significant entry on Wikipedia dedicated just to video games connected to The Divine Comedy. Beyond even just Dante’s cultural influence, it can be argued that most of what comes to mind when we think of heaven and hell comes from his work. While most of the Bible’s language about the afterlife is oblique and fails to give us the specific vision of what’s out there that we’d like, Dante provides a detailed image that has merged into our consciousness. Outside of knowing one of the greatest lines in literary history (“Abandon hope all ye who enter here,” the text that appears on the gate to hell), I assume most people aren’t lining up to read a giant poetic work once they’ve left college.


  That’s really a shame, however, because if you pick up any of the mainstream translations of Dante, you’ll quickly find yourself wrapped up in the beauty of Dante’s verse. While Augustine’s Confessions tells an amazing autobiographical account of an author’s redemptive journey and God’s love that fueled it, Dante chooses to tell a similar story, except as an extended allegory in verse form. It turns out the miserable, Depeche Mode-loving Dan Gibson of 1990 wasn’t too off when assessing the theme of the poems: the real-life Dante sends the character Dante on a journey to see God’s love and its effects in three realms—hell, purgatory, and heaven. Beatrice, Dante’s love, and strangely, Virgil, the author of the Aeneid, serve as guides.


  In the end, Dante learns from the Inferno what happens to love when it’s gone all wrong; Purgatorio, what happens to imperfect people trying to repair their souls; and in Paradiso, the beauty of love perfected. Dante discovers at the end of a long journey that he’d confused the beauty of earthly Beatrice for the greater love of God. The reader’s joy is traveling alongside Dante as he journeys through heaven and hell before returning to earth, and the benefit is in seeing what Dante saw at the end: “I saw within Its depth how It conceives all things in a single volume bound by Love, of which the universe is the scattered leaves.”—DG


  
    
THE CLOUD OF UNKNOWING



    essay by Michael Morrell

  


  How shall we pray? It’s a question asked often, notably by Jesus’s earliest followers, and it’s the subject of countless sermons, journals, conversations, frustrations, ecstasies, and . . . books. And of books on prayer, one that occupies a unique axial space between ancient and contemporary sensibilities is The Cloud of Unknowing, a fourteenth-century text written in Middle English by an anonymous monk to a young spiritual seeker looking for advice on deep, meaningful, and sustainable prayer. The book has been almost continuously in print ever since, most recently in a beautiful contemporary rendering by Middle English scholar and contemplative in her own right, Carmen Acevedo Butcher.


  Listen to its prose singing to us, seven hundred years later:


  You only need a naked intent for God. When you long for him, that’s enough. We can’t think our way to God. That’s why I’m willing to abandon everything I know, to love the one thing I cannot think. God can be loved, but not thought.


  In presenting this idea in the vernacular of Medieval English Christianity, a bit of a Pandora’s box was unleashed, and a debate (sometimes quiet, sometimes virulent) persists to this day: Should prayer be simple words spoken, or does prayer happen in the spaces between the words, around and beneath the domain of speech itself? Proponents of spoken prayer (often called discursive prayer by those-who-name-such-things) will cite Jesus’s clear exemplar often named “The Lord’s Prayer” (see Matthew 6:9–13 and Luke 11:2–4). Practitioners of wordless (dubbed contemplative or occasionally mystical) prayer, while not ignoring such teaching, often move further to Jesus’s instructions on “the prayer in secret” (Matthew 6:6) or Jesus’s own “high priestly prayer” of divine-human union in John 17.


  It is from this latter stream that monastic prayer developed, from the fourth-century desert mothers and fathers onward. Monastic prayer emphasizes God’s mystery, inscrutability, and (yet) immanence—God is closer than our very breath. We get to know God, the monks teach us, not by the route of the “Tree of Knowledge” which provides a rather spurious and superficial knowing, but by the “Tree (or Cloud) of Unknowing”—holding in abeyance what we think we know about God, or even ourselves, in order to let the love and fellowship of Triune God flood our beings in a way that lies beyond our senses. As The Cloud puts it:


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