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The purpose of Western Mysticism is to sec 
forth, in their own words, as a co-ordinated 
body of doarine, what three great teachers of 
my tical theology in the Western Church have 
left on record concernmg their own religious 
experience, and the theories they based on it. 

The utteranfes of SS. Augustine, Gregory and 
Bernard, three of the great religious geniuses 
of Western Christianity, are such that the 
reader's attention may be quickly captured by 
the elevation, the eloquence, and the com­
pelling fascination of the words wherein they 
lay bare the most intimate and sacred relations 
of their souls with God. 

Western Mys1icism is illuminating testimony 
to the validity of the mystics' claim, embodying 
also a doctrine at once elevated, sane and 
pracqcal. 
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the contact of pure substances-that is, of the soul and the Divinity 
(Canticl,, stanza xix. 3) . 

A most sublime and sweet knowledge of God and of His attributes 
overflows into the u d r~••~-- J• r • +he contact of the attributes 
of God v.~... ~, xiv. 16). 
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vii. 3). 
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' , because with­
~is is the highest 
ng, which is the 
is the vision of 

fiid 1661 

rntemplation of 
t. cc. 8, 9); also 

~ally strict and 
t it the soul is 
~e Majesty, so 
k again (ibid. 

As mclte 1idity, the soul 
lets herself l not ~P~r;g out. 
of herself a! •y a Jo1rung or 

• union, but ting, into the 
Divinity W ed outflowing 
and holy liq Qc.u1cuon, ana quits herself, not only to be united to the 
well-Beloved, but to be entirely mingled with and steeped in Him. 
The outflowing of a soul into her God is a true ecstasy, by which the 
soul quite transcends the limits of her natural way of existence, 
being wholly mingled with. absorbed and engulfed in, her God 
(ibid. vi. I~) I 

FR AUGUSTINE BAKER, English B1nedictin1, died 1641 
Mystic writers do teach that the proper end of a contemplative 

life is the attaining unto an habitual and almost uninterrupted per­
fect union with God in the supreme point of the spirit; and such a 
union as gives the soul a frui tive possession of Him, and a real ex­
perimental perception of His divine presence in the depth and 
centre of the spirit, which is fully possessed and filled with Him 
alone. The effects of this blessed perceptible presence of God in per­
fect souls arc unspeakable and divine. . . . They become after an 
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In the contemplation of God is the end of all good actions, and 
everlasting rest, and joy that never will be taken from us (ibid. 
i. 20). 

That vision of God whereby we shall contemplate the unchange­
able and to human eyes invisible Substance of God, alone is our 
summum bonum, for the attaining to which we are commanded to 
do whatever we rightly do (ibid. i. 31). 

The contemplation of God will be the highest reward of the 
saints (ibid. xii. ~2). _ 

(!2) Though Cont,mplation r1ally belongs to th, nt~t lif,, in this lift som, 
b,ginnings of ii are possihl,, .sotrU passing glimpses or intuitions of divin, 
things. 

Thus he says: Contemplation is only begun in this life, to be per­
fected in the next ( Traci. in loan. cxxiv. 5). 

Even in this life our soul hungen and thirsts for God, and we can 
find real satisfaction only in Him. This truth is enunciated in 
St Augustine's celebrated formulation of what may be called the 
Great Mystic Postulate: Thou hast created us for Thyself, and our 
heart is restless till it rest in Thee ( Co,if. i. 1). 

A. p RE LIM IN A RY pH ASE 8 

(3) Th, &mot, Pr,paration for Contemplation li,s in th, Purification of 
tlu Soul. 

For Augustine, as for all true mystics, the indispensable condition 
of contemplation is such a purification of the soul as will render it 
fit for the ascent to the coQtemplation of God: a purification which 
is the result of a long process of self-denial and self-conquest, of 
mortification and the practice of virtue-in short, asceticism in the 
broad and full meaning of the word, viz. 'training'. 

This is the teaching, for instance, of Cassian, who divides spiritual 
knowledge into two branches: p,aencal, which consists in the elim­
ination of faults and acquiring of virtues; and theoretic, which con­
sists in the contemplation of divine things. There is no aniving at 
contemplation without a serious pursuit of practical discipline-­
asceticism-for 'in vain does one strive for the vision of God, who 
does not shun the stains ofsin' (Coll. xiv. 1, i). And so, in such a 
book as Fr Augustine Baker•s So.ncta Sophia, being • Directions for the 
Prayer of Contemplation,' the section of Mortification, conceived 
identically with Cassian•s practical discipline, occupies nearly as 
much space as that of Prayer. This truth is asserted, too, in the 
classical division of the spiritual life into the three phases of Purga­
tion, Illumination, and Union, the first be"ng that process of self-
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to contemplation arc for the most part intellectual in idea and in 
language, sometimes being frankly Plotinian. Western mystics com .. 
monly represent contemplation as attained to by and in absorpti.o 
in prayer; but for Augustine it seems to have been primarily an 
intellectual process-informed, indeed, by intense religious warmth 
but still primarily intellectual. It is the search for Something not 
subject to change, that leads the soul up to God, and it is represen 
as a great effort of intellect and will. This is very interesting and 
valuable; especially as it will be shown in the sequel that the reli­
gious experience described by Augustine as the culmination of these 
efforts, was, without any doubt, identical in kind with those 
described by the later mystics. 

C. THE AcT or CONTEMPLATION 

Some of the principal descriptions of the Act of Contemplati 
have already been cited, but there are many others throughout the 
writings of Augustine. His characterizations are of quite unusual 
interest and value, from the vivid autobiographical, and therefore 
convincing, character of so many of them; from the intellectual and 
philosophical acumen of him who experienced them; and from the 
lofty eloquence with which they are related. Their many-sidcdneaa, 
too, is a most noteworthy feature: he uses every sort of conception, 
intellectual and symbolicJ as the vehicle for expressing the intimate 
relations into which his soul came with God. It seems that theae 
efforts of him who was undoubtedly, on the whole, the greatest 
religious genius in Western Christianity. to express his highest reli­
gious experiences, must be worthy of careful study. A detailed 
analysis of all these passages, so far as I have been able to collect 
them, will therefore be made, and in the most important cases the 
actual Latin words will be given in the footnotes. The statements 
will be grouped according to the idea under which the Object con­
templated is conceived. 

Sometimes the ObJect contemplated is expressed in the terms of 
pure metaphysics. Such are: 

Ultimate R.,tJli~ 

Augustine so describes the culmination of his own earliest experi­
ence: 1In the flash of a trembling glance my mind came to Ultimate 
Reality, Absolute Being-That Which Is.'1 

Elsewhere: cGod has given to His spiritual saints not only to be­
lieve, but to undentand divine things,' and contemplation, 'wis-

1 •Mena mca pervcnit ad id quod eat in ictu trepidanti1 upectus' (Conj. vii. ia3). 
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dom,' 'lies in cognition and love of That Which alway1 is and 
unchangeably abides, namely God.'1 

Contemplation is 'the striving to understand those things that 
really and supremely are'; when attained to it is 'the full enjoy­
ment of the highest and truest Good'; by it we attain to 'that highest 
Cause, or highest Author, or highest Principle of all things.'• 

Tiu Unchang,ahl, 

The intellectual or philosophical conception by which Augustine 
predominantly thinks of God is as the Being that is not subject to 
change: 'He truly Is, because He is unchangeable' (de ,N4t. Boni, 19). 
It was mainly the intellectual necessity he felt for Something 
Unchangeable as the basis and background of things changeable, 
that led him, more than anything else, out of Manichaeism into 
Christianity, and in his search for God he usually represents his 
mind as passing ever upwards through the grades of things subject to 
change, till it arrives at that Being 'in Whom there is no variation.' 

And so his mystical experiences are often expressed in terms of 
this idea: e.g~ as a perception of something unchangeable;' a be­
holding with the mind's eye something unchangeable;' a learning 
something divine and unchangeable. 6 The same fundamental idea 
runs through the following descriptions of the act of contemplation, 
as the perception of unchangeable Good;• as some vision of un­
changeable ruth;7 as the search for some unchangeable Truth.8 

Or again, the Light unchangeable; as where he says he 'saw with 
the eye of his soul, above his mind, the Light unchangeable';• or 
• arrived by some kind of spiritual contact at the Light unchangc­
able.' 1° 

These partly neo Platonic, partly Joannine conceptions of Truth 
and Light are favourite ideas with Augustine when speaking of con­
templation and mystic experience. 

1 'C.Ognito et dilcctio ciua quod aemper cat ct incommutabilitcr manct, quod 
Dcua cat• (EMr. in Psalm. cxxxv. 8), 

• •Appcntio intelligendi ea quae vere aummeque 1unt ... pemuctio 1ummi ct 
vcri boni ... perventuti ad summam illam Cau1am, vcl 1ummum Auctorem, vel 
summum Principium rt:rum omnium' (d, Quant. AnuntU, 75• 76). 

1 •AJiquid incommutabilc peraensi' (E,iar. ,in Psalm. xii. 10), 
''Acie mentis iquid incommutab1le, cai pentrictim et raptim, per1picse 

potuimua• (ibid.). 
11 1Divinum et incommutabilc ali~uid dilcitur' (e. Fawl. xxii. 54). 
• 'Cernere incommutabile bonum (ibid. xxii. 59). 
' 'Aliqua viaio incommutabilia veritati1' (d, Cons. &an,. i. 8), 
1 'Ali~uam quaerit incommutabilem veritatcm' (Enar. in P1alm. xli. 7). 
• 'Vid1 oculo animac meac supra mentcm meam lucem incommutabilcm' 

(C~ vii. 16). 
1 • Pervenire 1piriwi quodam contactu ad illam incommutabilcm lucem' 

(S,rm. Iii. i6). 



WESTERN MYSTICISM 

Augustine refers again and again in passages convincing by their 
eloquence and by their unmistakable personal character. 

For instance, of the exp~rience described in Co,ifu.rions, vii 16, 
wherein he attained to a sight of the Light Unchangeable, he saya: 
'Thou didst stream forth Thy beams of light upon me most strongly, 
and I thrilled with love and awe.' 

The idea of interior sweetness and joy is the dominant note in the 
long mystical passage in the 'Enarration, on the forty-first Psalm: 

a mysterious and hidden interior pleasure; 
something melodious and sweet to the ears of the heart; 
ravished by desire to the inward sweetness of God; 
rejoiced by a certain inward sweetness. 1 

He speaks of 'a holy inebriation' (c. Faust. xii. 42); of being 'fixed 
with sweet delight in the contemplation of Truth' (ibid. xxii. 56); 
of the delight of the human heart in the light of Truth (Smn. clxxix. 
6); of •arriving at a shrine of quiet' (Ep. cxx. 4) i of 'a breath of 
serenity and eternity' (d, Qpant. Anim. 76). 

This last piece deserves to be quoted more fully: 

The soul in contemplation will arrive at that most high and secret 
reward for sake of which it has so laboured; and in which arc such 
joys, such a full enjoyment of the highest and truest Good, such a 
breath of serenity and eternity, as are indescribablc.9 

In more than one place he definitely gives utterance to the idea 
that the joy felt in the mystical experience is a foretaste of the joy 
of Heaven, which is but as a perpetual prolongation of those 
momentarily experienced during the heights of contemplation. 

Thus, when 'in a flash of thought he touched the Eternal Wis­
dom,' he declares: 

Were this prolonfed, and the vision ravish and absorb and wrap 
up its beholder in inward joys, so that life might be for ever like 
that one moment Qf understanding; were not this the entry into the 
joy of Heaven? (Conf. ix. 25). 

I 

Simi arly: 

Sometimes Thou dost admit me to an interior experience most 
unwonted, to a wondrous sweetness, which, if it be brought to pass 

1 'lnteriorem nescio quam et occultam voluptatem: nescio quid canorum ct 
dulce auribus cordis: raptus deaiderio ad interiorem du)cecljnem Dei: iam quadam 
interiore dulc:edine la.eta.ti' (Enar. in Psalm. xii. 9, 10). 

• D, ()Jumt . .Anim. 74, 76 {Latin cited above, p. 43). 
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in me, there will be something which will not be this life [i.e. I shall 
have a foretaste of eternal life.] 1 

Transuney of tlu E:epm1nc1 

Herc again St Augustine's descriptions of his experiences tally 
perfectly with those given by the great mystics. They speak of con­
templation as a sustained effort of the aoul, by recollection and 
introversiont to mount to God; when successful, the soul enjoys a 
brief period-often but momentary-of supreme exaltation in the 
contemplation of God and union with Him; this is followed by a 
recoil whereby the soul falls back from its height into its normal 
work-a .. day state, wherein it recuperates its forces for another flight. 

This whole process is exactly and eloquently described by 
Augustine in various passages. The struggle upward of the soul to 
raise itself above earthly things and ascend to the contemplation of 
God is vividly depicted in the passages from the Seventh and 
(especially) the Ninth Books of the Conf,ssions, cited under §B, above. 

In these same passages the transient and momentary character 
of the experience itself is brought out by such expressions as these: 

In the pre-Christian sperience, described in language largely 
Plotinian, when his mind reached to Absolute Being, it was 'in the 
flash of a trembling glance' ;1 and in that other later experience, 
when mother and son together soared aloft to some realization of 
the heavenly life, they 1barely touched it with the whole beat of the 
heart,' 8 and •in swift thought they touched the Eternal Wisdom•;' 
so that the experience was but 'a moment of cornprehension.•1 Else­
where it is said that the experience is enjoyed 'briefly and hastily, 
and as it were in passing,>• nor 'can it be endured for long.'7 

Such momentary supreme elevations arc followed by a recoil of 
the soul, beaten back to its normal conditions. This falling away 
from the height with such difficulty attained is described by all the 
mystics, and by Augustine in many places. 

After experiencing at times a wondrous inward delight, I fall 
back again, weighed down by my ,rmcries, and am absorbed again 
in my normal state (solita) (Conj. x. 65). 

1 'Aliqu ndo intromitti1 me in affectum multum inusitatum introralll ad neacio 
quam dulcedinem, quae si perfici tur in me, ne1cio quid erit, quod vita i1ta non 
erit• ( Conj, x. 65). 

1 'In ictu trepidanti1 aspectua' (Conj. vii. :z3). 
1 1Atti imua cam modice toto ictu cordis' (ibid. ix. a/). 
• 'Ra.pi cogi~do~e att!ngi~u~• (ibid. sa5). 
1 'Momentum 1ntell1~ent1ae, (1b1d.). 
1 Perstrictim et rapt1m-quas1 per tramitum1 (Enar. in Psalm. xli. 10). 
' tVidi nescio quid quod d1u fcrrc non potui' (Senn. lii. 16). 
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A Study in the Nature Develop 
ment of Man's Spiritual 
Consciowness 
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This remarkable work 1s divided into 
tions--dte historical and explanacory, and 
psychologic. In the former, entitled The M1s1 
Pa&t, are chapters on the relations of Mysticism 
to Vitalism, to Psychology, to Theology, 
Symbolism, and to Magic; while the latt 
The M1s1ic Way, deals with the awakening 
purification, and training of the Self in its 
cent of the toilsome path which leads to the 
blessedness of the Unitive Life. 

An Appendix contains an historical sketch of 
European Mysticism, and there is very 
plete Bibliography. 
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