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    Evelyn Underhill’s Mysticism turns on a generative tension: whether the most private, ineffable encounters with the Real can be honored by careful description without being reduced, and whether disciplined thought can stand alongside a love that seeks to surrender beyond thought, so that the analytic mind and the contemplative heart travel together, testing language to its limits, gathering examples from history, psychology, and theology, and allowing readers to sense how a life rooted in ordinary duties is slowly reoriented toward an intensity of awareness that neither forsakes the world nor idolizes it, but finds in it the trace of a deeper, transforming presence.

Mysticism (Complete Edition) is a landmark work of nonfiction by the British author Evelyn Underhill, first published in 1911 during the early twentieth century’s renewed interest in comparative religion and the psychology of religious experience. It belongs to the genre of spiritual and philosophical study rather than narrative, and it speaks from a modern European context while addressing sources that range across centuries. The “complete” designation signals a comprehensive presentation of Underhill’s argument and documentation. Without relying on sectarian polemic, the book situates mysticism as a disciplined, experiential knowledge of the divine, distinct from occultism and from merely intellectual theology.

Readers encounter a study that is both scholarly and inviting, balancing conceptual clarity with a humane, reflective voice. Underhill writes with patient precision, guiding newcomers through definitions, historical patterns, and experiential claims without presuming prior expertise. The tone is measured and sympathetic, attentive to the strengths and limits of philosophical and psychological explanations while keeping the lived reality of devotion at the center. Rather than offering a manual of techniques or a hagiographic catalogue, the book unfolds as an inquiry into what mystics report, how those reports cohere, and why they have persisted as a recognizable current within religious life.

At the heart of the work are themes that continue to animate discussions of spirituality: the relationship between knowledge and love, the education of desire, the transformation of selfhood, and the ethical fruits that test the authenticity of experience. Underhill attends to the role of imagination and symbol in communicating what resists literal statement, and she considers the tension between personal encounter and received doctrine. She explores how language, ritual, and disciplined practice can serve as scaffolding without becoming a cage, and how the claims of mystics are evaluated by their coherence, humility, and service rather than by spectacle or esoteric novelty.

Underhill’s analysis remains pertinent for contemporary readers navigating a landscape where spiritual curiosity meets scientific rigor and pluralism. The book offers an antidote to vague abstraction by presenting mysticism as a demanding path marked by integration, not escape. It engages questions about interiority, attention, and meaning that resonate across traditions and for those outside formal religion. By examining enduring patterns of growth and surrender, it invites readers to consider how contemplative insight might inform ethics, creativity, and community life, offering a vocabulary capable of bridging the distances between faith and skepticism, psychology and prayer, solitude and solidarity.

Methodologically, the study moves from mapping the phenomenon to examining its dynamics in life and practice, drawing on historical examples while remaining critical of romantic exaggeration and pathological misreadings. Underhill differentiates mysticism from related phenomena and treats its development as a real, if elusive, process that can be traced in characteristic movements. Her approach is neither merely descriptive nor narrowly doctrinal; it is diagnostic, comparative, and phenomenological, attentive to biography without reducing experience to biography. The result is a work that respects both the data of experience and the interpretive frameworks that seekers and communities bring to them.

To approach Mysticism today is to encounter a rigorous, compassionate guide to a field often clouded by cliché. Underhill offers conceptual tools and careful narratives that help readers discern depth from display, endurance from excitement, and transformation from self-preoccupation. The book endures because it insists that genuine spirituality is intelligible without being domesticated, demanding without being dour, and oriented toward love that bears fruit in the world. For students, seekers, and scholars alike, this complete presentation of her study provides a durable map by which the ancient river of mystic experience can be recognized, engaged, and thoughtfully pursued.
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    Evelyn Underhill’s Mysticism (Complete Edition) presents a comprehensive study of the nature and development of spiritual consciousness. Drawing on testimonies from Christian, Neoplatonic, Islamic, and Indian sources, Underhill sets out to describe what mystics claim, how their experiences unfold, and why their witness matters. The book balances historical survey with analysis, treating mysticism as a practical, transformative path rather than an abstract theory. Underhill organizes her inquiry around recurrent patterns found across traditions, using literary, biographical, and devotional materials to show continuity beneath cultural difference. The result is an integrated account that situates individual experience within broader psychological, ethical, and theological contexts.

Underhill first defines mysticism as a quest for union with the ultimate Reality, insisting it be distinguished from magic, occultism, or mere speculation. She argues that authentic mysticism is experiential and moral: it seeks transformation of the whole person, not unusual powers or esoteric knowledge. The mystic’s claims are evaluated by coherence, depth, and enduring fruits, especially humility, charity, and equilibrium. Mysticism, for Underhill, complements theology and philosophy but cannot be reduced to them; it is a living process verified in practice. She clarifies common misunderstandings, warning against confusing emotionalism or visionary excitement with the disciplined movement toward a unitive life.

The study engages psychology without reducing mysticism to pathology. Underhill affirms that genuine experiences are typically marked by increased vitality, lucidity, and integration, not disorder. She explores the roles of intellect, will, and love, noting that different temperaments emphasize one or another yet aim at the same goal. Because the experiences exceed ordinary language, mystics resort to symbol, paradox, and negative description; such strategies express both the approach to the transcendent and the limits of speech. This reliance on symbol does not signal vagueness but indicates a disciplined attempt to communicate transformations that are real, ethically consequential, and only partially communicable.

A central section outlines the stages of the mystic path as a recurring pattern rather than a rigid program. It begins with awakening, a vivid awareness of the Real, followed by purgation, the deliberate reordering of desires and habits. Illumination brings a clarified sense of presence and meaning, yet this is not the endpoint. A deep, often obscure transition—rendered in spiritual literature as a night of the soul—prepares the person for a more stable, self-forgetful union. The final phase is characterized by simplicity, surrender, and sustained orientation to the ultimate, expressed in balanced living rather than extraordinary episodes.

Underhill describes the practices and disciplines that foster this development: recollection, meditation, contemplation, and steady moral effort. She emphasizes that passivity and activity cooperate; the soul both receives and responds. Extraordinary phenomena—visions, voices, transports—are treated cautiously as secondary by-products that can mislead if sought for their own sake. The decisive signs of progress are patience, detachment, and enlarged love. Mystical states are tested by their fruits in ordinary life: healthier affections, clarity of purpose, and service to others. Thus, the contemplative ideal culminates not in withdrawal but in a renewed, more generous engagement with the world.

To illustrate these themes, Underhill surveys representative figures and schools. She sets Neoplatonic metaphysics alongside Christian contemplative traditions, and notes parallels with Sufi and Indian writings, while respecting doctrinal differences. Plotinus exemplifies a more intellectual ascent, Pseudo-Dionysius articulates apophatic method, and medieval writers like Meister Eckhart and Jan van Ruusbroec explore detachment and deification. Spanish reformers such as Teresa of Ávila and John of the Cross detail interior prayer and purification, and English voices like Julian of Norwich emphasize confident trust. Across this diversity, Underhill traces a common structure ordered toward union and ethical transformation.

The book closes by reaffirming mysticism’s constructive place in religious life and culture. Underhill proposes that its insights can steady modern seekers: it integrates reason and devotion, disciplines desire, and orients action toward the highest good. Her framework offers a way to interpret varied testimonies without erasing their distinctions, and to assess experiences by their enduring effects. Without presuming uniform conclusions, she presents mysticism as a mature, verifiable path whose ultimate aim enriches both the individual and the community. The study’s breadth and clarity have secured its continuing relevance in theology, spirituality, and the psychology of religion.
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    Published in London in 1911 by Methuen & Co., Evelyn Underhill’s Mysticism emerged at the height of the Edwardian era, when British universities, church institutions, and literary salons were debating religion’s place in a modern society. The new academic fields of comparative religion and the psychology of religion had taken shape, drawing readers to works like William James’s The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902) and W. R. Inge’s Christian Mysticism (1899). Simultaneously, the Society for Psychical Research, the Theosophical Society, and popular spiritualism stirred public curiosity. Underhill positioned her study within this crowded arena, aiming to give a historically grounded, philosophically defensible account of mystical experience.

Underhill (1875–1941), an English lay writer steeped in Anglican and Catholic sources, brought to the subject a blend of literary craftsmanship and historical research. Educated at King’s College for Women, University of London, and widely traveled in France and Italy, she studied medieval art and devotion firsthand. Her marriage to Hubert Stuart Moore in 1907 provided stability for sustained scholarship. After Mysticism appeared, she began a formative correspondence with Baron Friedrich von Hügel, the Roman Catholic thinker who emphasized disciplined practice, ecclesial tradition, and ethical fruit. Though attracted to Rome, Underhill remained Anglican, and her analysis mediates between Anglo-Catholic spirituality and broader Christian and philosophical currents.

Turn-of-the-century inquiries into mind and personality strongly shaped her framework. William James’s pragmatic psychology, Edwin Starbuck’s studies of conversion, and French clinical research into dissociation and hysteria had encouraged medicalized readings of religious ecstasy. Henri Bergson’s philosophy of intuition (Creative Evolution, 1907) offered a counterpoint to mechanistic models. Underhill engaged these debates directly, amassing case histories from saints, poets, and philosophers to argue that mature mysticism is not pathology but an ordered development of consciousness oriented toward the Real. She borrowed empirical language without surrendering theological claims, presenting a staged pattern of growth, moral purification, and unitive awareness that could be tested against historical lives.

In church life, her book arrived amid controversies over biblical higher criticism, ritual renewal, and the Catholic Modernist crisis. Pope Pius X’s 1907 encyclical Pascendi dominici gregis condemned Modernism’s emphasis on religious experience and historical relativism, casting suspicion on experiential claims. In the Church of England, the legacy of the Oxford Movement fostered sacramental devotion while liberal theology pressed for historical scrutiny. Underhill’s method answered both fronts: she anchored claims in patristic and medieval authorities—Pseudo-Dionysius, Augustine, Meister Eckhart, Julian of Norwich, Teresa of Ávila, and John of the Cross—while treating experience as disciplined, church-shaped, and ethically productive rather than subjective fancy or private enthusiasm.

Victorian and Edwardian scholarship had opened vast comparative horizons through translations of Asian and Islamic classics, notably Max Müller’s multivolume Sacred Books of the East (1879–1910). The British Empire’s global reach brought Hindu, Buddhist, and Sufi texts into university curricula and public libraries. Underhill drew on this literature to illustrate consonances and contrasts in contemplative practice—citing, for example, the Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita, Plotinus’s Enneads, and Sufi poets—while resisting simplistic equivalence. She framed parallels around recurrent ascetic disciplines, symbolic language, and accounts of union, yet she situated Christian mysticism within its doctrinal and liturgical matrix, emphasizing how creed and worship shape experience and test its authenticity.

The era’s fascination with esotericism furnished another backdrop. Organizations such as the Theosophical Society (founded 1875), the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn (founded 1888), and séances tied to spiritualism popularized claims of hidden powers and astral planes. The Society for Psychical Research (1882) investigated telepathy, trance, and mediumship with scientific pretensions. Underhill distinguished rigorously between “magic”—the attempt to manipulate forces or obtain power—and mysticism, which she defined as loving surrender to the transcendent. She read alchemical and occult texts largely as symbolic or preparatory, insisting that genuine mysticism is verified by humility, charity, and transformation within a community of worship and service.

The First World War (1914–1918) transformed the religious climate in which Mysticism circulated. Seeking accessible counsel for troubled readers, Underhill issued Practical Mysticism (1914), a briefer guide aimed at ordinary people. In the 1920s and 1930s she became a prominent retreat conductor and spiritual director within Anglican circles and emphasized corporate worship and ethical action—themes developed in her later book Worship (1936). As reprints kept Mysticism before new audiences, her pastoral work and growing pacifist convictions sharpened her insistence that contemplation serve charity. The book’s continued reception thus bridged prewar intellectual debates and interwar spiritual reconstruction, without abandoning its scholarly apparatus or historical range.

Taken together, the setting of Mysticism reflects a moment when modern scholarship, global religious encounter, and ecclesial controversy met on common ground. Underhill’s synthesis accepts the era’s demand for historical evidence and psychological clarity, yet it critiques reductive naturalism and sensational occultism. By organizing classic sources into a coherent pattern of ascent and by stressing the ethical tests of authentic experience, the book proposed a reconciliatory path: ancient contemplative wisdom offered to contemporary readers without abandoning doctrinal commitment or rational scrutiny. Its durability owes to that balance, speaking both to the spiritual hunger of its age and to the critical standards it imposed.
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This work falls into two complementary parts. The first, concise, introduces mysticism through metaphysics, psychology, and symbolism, gathering material once scattered across many tongues. Its purpose is to smooth the path to those demanding but radiant writings the contemplatives left, to show how mysticism stands amid other modes of living, and to give beginners the sympathy needed for full encounter. Minds focused on clinical phenomena, artistic emblems, or orthodox doctrine may judge some pages lavish, yet none can neglect any aspect without loss. Because mysticism is still confused with magic, their sharp distinction is drawn, and a brief chronological sketch waits in an appendix.

The longer second part is frankly psychological. It presents a coherent theory of the mystical consciousness, traces the organic stages the typical adept follows, and describes visions, voices, contemplation, and ecstasy, often in the mystics’ own words. While Delacroix’s Études and von Hügel’s inquiry gave welcome stimulus, I walk my own road. Because the name mysticism has been stretched to cover occult tricks, sentimentality, and flimsy metaphysics, a firm meaning is claimed: the movement of the human spirit toward perfect accord with the transcendental order, a tide that in union floods the whole field of consciousness.

My gratitude goes to the many generous companions who strengthened this enterprise. W. Scott Palmer lent patient aid, especially on Vitalism; Margaret Robinson translated Eckhart and Mechthild and helped in countless ways. Certain passages were kindly examined by Dr. Inge, May Sinclair, and Eleanor Gregory, whose expert counsel proved invaluable. Arthur Symons permitted use of his luminous versions of St. John of the Cross. I also thank Constance Jones, Ethel Barker, J. A. Herbert, Dr. Arbuthnot Nairn, A. E. Waite, and H. Stuart Moore. Two portions appeared earlier in periodicals. The work stands finished on the Feast of St. John of the Cross, 1910.
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“What the world, which truly knowsnothing,calls ‘mysticism’ is the science ofultimates, . . .the science of self-evident Reality, which cannot be ‘reasoned about,’ because it is the object of pure reason or perception. The Babe sucking its mother’s breast, and the Lover returning, after twenty years’ separation, to his home and food in the same bosom, are the types and princes of Mystics.”
COVENTRY PATMORE,“The Rod, the Root, and the Flower”
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Across ages and continents, the most vigorous cultures sporadically produce a distinctive figure who, in spite of hostile conditions, refuses the usual diet of experience and, as critics sneer, chooses to “deny the world in order that it may find reality.” This being lives only for a spiritual quest, a “way out” or “way back” to absolute truth, spending everything on it without complaint; yet wherever one appears, aims and methods remain recognizably the same, forming a consistent body of evidence. All humanity has briefly adored the veiled Isis called Truth, but only a few cherish her for life.

Some vision her as Beatrice shining beyond mortality, others as a treacherous enchantress; one seeker finds her in a test tube, another in church, another in kitchen utility, while the final sceptic sighs that she is not there. None can swear they have lifted the veil, yet the mystics, speaking with austere certainty, insist they have met the “only Reality,” the Absolute many call God. They ask the same courtesy we grant explorers of unknown lands. This inquiry therefore prepares the mind, sweeps away prejudice, pulls down card-houses, and refuses to judge dreamers until a genuine “real world” is found.

Begin, then, with the stubborn “I AM.” Messages stream through touch, sight, and hearing; from these the Self assembles a solid sense-world and confers her own colours and shapes upon the unknown. Yet this picture is only symbolic art, never the thing itself. She sits like an operator at one end of a telegraph, receiving dashes and dots altered by the machine, knowing something exists beyond yet unable to grasp its essence. Should a Demiurge rewire the instrument, a new universe would appear. William James imagines hearing colours and seeing sounds; Saint-Martin[1] “heard flowers” and “saw notes,” hinting at the mystic union of the senses.

Since music is but the ear turning vibrations into meaning and colour the eye’s version of other waves, trading their roles is less mad than it sounds. If our senses shifted, the bird’s song would blaze across the sky, the wind’s tones would paint, stormy greens would roll like a grand fugue; beauty would remain, speaking a new language. Realizing how slight an adjustment might open that world should temper scorn for mystics who acclaim the Absolute as "heavenly music" or "Uncreated Light." The so-called world of common sense is merely a concept we build and inhabit like a soul in the Palace of Art.

Some minds feel that conceptual room too thin; tormented by the Unknowable, they fashion metaphysics, each a personal vision that often clothes itself in an ancient school. Naturalism, the plain man’s creed, affirms that what healthy people see is approximately there and that ordered sensations are the only sure knowledge. Yet attentive scrutiny betrays the furniture. I claim I see a house; I only entertain the idea “house.” When eye and hand test it, ideas of color and hardness arise. “The red brick,” says Science, “is a mere convention of whirling atoms; even solidity is no firmer than snow.

No final gauge separates real from unreal; conventions govern and can be overthrown by fresh alphabets of knowledge that rebuild the visible world. “Eyes and ears are bad witnesses to those who have barbarian souls,” warns Heraclitus, and not even civilized souls share one horizon: sailor, poet, surgeon, and saint inhabit distinct perceptual kingdoms. An artist who dares speak exactly what he sees is branded mad. Even the solitary kingdom shifts as growth remakes the seer. Because the natural scene floats on such change, the mind’s deeper passion reaches past it, sketching on its slate hints of one all-embracing, unconditioned Reality.

Idealism, born by eliminating the materialist’s machinery, builds its universe from thought. Two certainties remain: a conscious self and the Idea it handles. The cosmos is a crowd of thoughts, distorted in each mind; reality is the complete, undistorted Object whose shadows we see. Objective Idealism says we dwell in the Idea, the Dream of the Creator; as Tweedledum told Alice, we are “just part of the dream.” All lives, all shows, flow from one Absolute Thinker. The senses frame fragments of that Thought under the sketches called matter, space, and time; only the supernatural Idea is real.

Human destiny is always steered by mind-born powers—love, patriotism, religion, altruism, fame—so every soul feels them more real than any fact. Faiths trumpet this: Christianity calls to an idealistic life, Buddhism nearly echoes, scriptures doom the materialist. Thus Idealism rises as perhaps the most sublime theory ever forged by intellect and latent mystic instinct. Yet asked how to reach the Reality it praises, the system fails; a star chart, not a ladder. Its purely intellectual method cripples it. “Plato located the soul of man in the head; Christ located it in the heart.” The living fire slips past mere brain work.

A third stance, Philosophic Scepticism, rejects both camps and claims no riddle exists. Daily habit assumes every felt sequence a:b corresponds to some outer A:B, yet this is guesswork. The bundle of sights and sounds I call Mrs. Smith seems backed by something; the idealist adds a still higher Mrs. Smith. The sceptic objects: the outer world is only a concept inside my mind; if the mind vanished, so would the world. Self-experience alone indubitably is. The Absolute becomes a useless diagram, and wisdom lies in staying home, completing and enjoying the ideas consciousness already contains.

Sceptical temper appears everywhere, even in mystical studies: Delacroix ends by saying St. Teresa’s God was her own subconscious, a kitten chasing its tail. New Thought pushes the absurdity, urging disciples to “try quietly to realize that the Infinite is really You.” Denying a conceivable Transcendent, it slides to extreme pragmatism: whatever comforts is true. Carried through, others exist only within my private cinema; man is a conscious Something adrift in Nothing. Pure reason thus drives toward nihilism; escape demands faith in that Real “above all reason, beyond all thought.” Ordinary life leans on such faith, trusting makeshift “laws of nature.

The search for Reality hits three blind walls: accepting the glittering symbols of appearance as truth, weaving a lovely yet impotent theory about the Absolute, or sinking into faultless skepticism. Philosophy, faced with the child’s cry “Why? Why?”, can only stammer “Nescio! Nescio!”. Science maps phenomena and, invoking “the preservation of life” and “the Cosmic Idea”, declares every sensation useful: sight, hearing, taste, desire, even delusions of permanence keep the species alive. Yet her sweeping creed omits much. Humanity is not merely a tool-making animal but a vision-making one, driven by impractical dreams that demand a mental, not mechanical, evolution.

Common life overflows with commanding moments—raptures, revelations, piercing beauties—that serve no nutritive or reproductive end and sit awkwardly in a physico-chemical cosmos. Religion, greatest of these powers, rests on an assumption forever unprovable yet irresistible: the supra-sensible matters and touches us. Its practice often risks health and life, rising from black magic to Pure Love while defying the “exclusive action of the will-to-live”; why would the Cosmic Idea foster such costly faith? Suffering, too, erupts beyond utility: incurable agony, innocent torment, bereavement’s weight, a growing sensitivity that deepens with culture, all mock the deterministic ledger.

Pain slices through creation, proving a rift between the sense-world and the self. One cure is to dull consciousness; another is to seek a realm that fits. The pessimist sees only “nature red in tooth and claw”. The optimist, finding Pain twinned with Love, hails it as the “gymnastic of eternity”, the sword that turns spirit toward the Absolute. He echoes A Kempis: “Gloriari in tribulatione non est grave amanti”, and watches saints hurry laughing to the Cross. Ascetics test the vision, embracing suffering that materialists dismiss as pathology. Thus pain remains the most stubborn foe of mere mechanism.

Music, poetry, snowy Alps, a skylark’s song, wind cadence, and the little speedwell’s blue stir ecstasy no equation can explain; Madam How and Lady Why keep silent, the sorting-house of loveliness unfound. We cannot tell why "great" verse convulses the heart or why certain notes lift us beyond ourselves, nor guess how devotion to the "best" might shape evolution. Beauty remains a shadowy companion pacing life’s ascent, her message compelling though unread. She is "the Spiritual making itself known sensuously," whispers Hegel, while Eucken adds, "In the good, the beautiful, the true, Reality reveals its personal character.

Here the self reaches the mystical viewpoint, discerning three narrow roads toward the Absolute—religion, pain, beauty—where unseen worlds brush consciousness. Récéjac declares that when harmony between mind and object becomes perfect, "the Beautiful then becomes the sublime," lifting the soul into union. Augustine cries, "Oh, Beauty so old and so new, too late have I loved thee!"; Keats insists "beauty is truth, truth beauty," the whole we need to know. Plato recalls beholding her among celestial forms and, shuddering with awe, recognizing a godlike face. In such initiatory hours every blade of grass blazes like an emerald sacrament.

Why prize a material world vouched for only by fallible senses? Mystics distrust such channels, refusing to be fooled by appearances or tidy logic. They accept as central the messages carried by religion, beauty, and pain, hearing the Absolute whisper, "In that thou hast sought me, thou hast already found me." They admit our finite plight yet affirm a homing instinct; some, from hilltops, glimpse the shining city and report it. Thus they deny knowledge’s confinement to sensation, intellect, or normal consciousness, claiming a divine spark within can fuse with Real Being. Philosophers hypothesize; mystics live, and find the Absolute lovable, attainable, alive.

Oh, taste and see! they shout. Ours is experimental science; we offer the way, not the outcome. We act, not theorize. Abandon naive trust in dot-and-dash senses that mark fact yet miss personality. Philosophy has measured her leash: every idealist strains, boasts of freedom, then snaps back into sensation. We few have slipped the knot and graze beyond. Our very existence is data; you cannot prove our vision—‘unimaginable, formless, dark with excess of bright’—less real than any physicochemical scheme. Examine us. Your sensory world, on shaky reports and tradition, is illusion; mysticism is the science of ultimates, self-evident Reality grasped by pure perception.
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Vitalism, the twentieth-century outlook that entered philosophy from biology, psychology, and ethics, accepts the mystic’s supreme experiences yet keeps faith with science, art, and daily action. Driesch applies it to organisms, Bergson pursues its metaphysics, Eucken builds a Spirit-centered ethic, and Nietzsche exalts Life, Action, Strength, though his fierce individualism skews the balance between ego and All. They proclaim a free, spontaneous, creative life as the essence of reality; laws are habits, not fetters. The scheme delights diverse minds, honours moral and spiritual activity, and lets mystics remain torch-bearers. Its ancestor is Heracleitus, whose fiery Logos mirrors this indwelling power.
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