Holy Week Lectures 2009 — St Stephen’s Walbrook
The Mystical Life.

Why have I chosen this title?

Mystery in the New Testament is something hidden
which is revealed to those who have been initiated. In
Paul the mystery is the plan of divine wisdom hidden
throughout previous ages but revealed in the life death
and resurrection of Jesus Christ and proclaimed by
the Apostles. The letter to the Christians of Colossae
refers “the mystery that hath been hid from all ages
and generations but now hath it been manifested to
his saints.” [Col. 1:26]

As Christian thought developed however the word
mystery was also attached to the encounter with God
which is beyond words and beyond any experience
available to the senses. Among the early Christian
writers it is perhaps Gregory of Nyssa who most fully
develops this understanding of mystery while
incorporating the New Testament sense. I shall be
referring to Gregory'’s Life of Moses throughout these
talks.

But it is no part of my intention to offer you some kind
of academic treatise at the beginning of Holy Week.
The times are too serious for that. The meeting of the
leaders of the G 20 here in London last week
reinforced the hope that we shall be able to navigate
through the financial turbulence which surrounds us
but we are approaching the end of the first decade of a
century of huge promise and peril. Christians are
called to play their part in transforming the world into



the Kingdom of God in which every person will be able
to live in peace free from the scourge of hunger and
violence.

But when a passionate concern for the world is not
rooted in genuine spiritual development it often leads
to despair or burn out. As we know external material
resources diminish the more they are used. But as we
grow in the mystical life, the more we extend ourselves
to others the more we are replenished by the Spirit.

The other word in my title is “Life”. Jesus Christ said “I
came that they may have life and may have it
abundantly”. [John X: 10] The gift of Easter is new life
not a new religion. As St Irenaeus famously remarked,
“The Glory of God is a human being who is fully alive”.

When Jesus overturns the tables of the money
changers and expels the merchants from the Temple;
he is not mounting a prophetic criticism of Cathedral
shops but he is signalling that the time of negotiating
with God through ritual observances has passed. As
he said to the Samaritan woman by the well in John IV
when she raised questions about the ritual disputes
between Jews and Samaritans, “the hour cometh and
now is when the true worshippers shall worship the
Father in spirit and in truth”.

Where do we start? How do we put ourselves in the
way of this gift of life? The story of the spiritual
journey of the human race opens in the Book of
Genesis — “Adam where are you?” Then again the first
words spoken by Jesus Christ in the Gospel of John
are “What are you looking for?” Those who had come



to see him responded “Where are you coming from?”
and he said “Come and See?”

So we begin by responding to the question “What are
we looking for? While at the same time owning up to
where we are. Of course if you do not share the
restless desire for something more; if you are perfectly
content or risk averse; then this journey is not for you.
The Word of God speaks not to persuade but simply to
tell those who have ears to hear and show those who
have eyes to see.

But there is a great company of people in every
century who have tasted the anguish of a life where
everything seems subject to the law of decay and
finally death. Hilary elected Bishop of Poitiers in about
350 was such a one. He has a very contemporary
voice. Repelled by a society committed to instant
gratification and driven on by horror at the prospect of
a purposeless life, the end of which was nothingness,
he writes “I began the search for the meaning of life. At
first I was attracted by riches and leisure. But most
people discover that human nature wants something
better to do than just gormandize and kill time.”
[Hilary of Poitiers - The Trinity]

Living faster and faster to get more out of this short
life so often conceals a fear of death. It is sometimes
only when we are exhausted that it is possible to see
with the clarity of one of the characters in T.S.Eliot’s
play The Cocktail Party who says sadly “It takes so
many years to learn that one is dead”.



We have become adept at keeping this truth from
ourselves with the modern equivalents of bread and
circuses but occasionally truth peeps over the glass’s
edge.

I imagine that we are all here as seekers, but perhaps
our questions are not very clear. A time of “sick hurry
and divided aims” in which enlightenment, like the
stars in the London sky, is often blocked out by the
neon glare, can leave us confused and vaguely
dissatisfied. As one of the cast in the poet Auden’s The
Age of Anxiety says “does your self like mine, Taste of
untruth?”

“It is not the feeling of anything I've ever done,” says
another character in The Cocktail Party,
It’s not the feeling of anything I've ever done
Which I might get away from, or of anything in me
I could get rid of - but of emptiness, of failure
Towards someone, or something, outside of myself
And I feel I must — atone - is that the word?

Anguish and restless desire are reasons for setting out
on this journey to Easter. But wonder is another entry
gate; the wonder at beauty and goodness which takes
us out of ourselves and opens us up to the possibility
of seeing and hearing with our spiritual eyes and ears.

But this is hard task. What we call “myself” is a ship of
fools or a tree full of chattering baboons. Our faculties
are disunited, we are torn this way and that and the
disharmony within is reflected in our social relations.
If we remain imprisoned in this state our thinking is
confused and inconclusive. How do we arrive at a



satisfying and energising answer to the question “what
are we looking for?”

There are flashes of lightning, annunciations, in love
creativity and wonder. We become aware and of
connecting. Humanity cannot be explained in terms of
itself.

At this point I turn, as promised, to a guide who like
Hilary also lived in the 4th century but in the Christian
East. Gregory was Bishop of Nyssa, a place in
Cappadocia so obscure that its location is disputed. He
was the brother of St Basil the Great but I shall not
spend time on his biography but rather his teaching
on growth in the mystical life. This is set out most
accessibly in his Commentary on the Song of Songs and
in his Life of Moses.

According to Gregory the journey moves through three
stages of light — cloud - and finally darkness, which is

the appropriate medium for God who dwells beyond all
intellectual comprehension.

Gregory is inspired by a key passage in Paul’s Letter to
the Christians of Philippi. III: 13-14. “Brethren I count
not myself yet to have apprehended: but one thing I
do, forgetting the things that are behind and
stretching forward to the things that are before, I press
on toward the goal unto the prize of the high calling of
God in Christ Jesus”.

Based on that passage Gregory describes the way into
the mystical life as an ep-ectasis. Ep suggests forward
movement and ek means “out of” and the word



expresses the soul’s constant motion forward as it
forgets what is past, continually open to new graces.
[Commentary on the Song of Songs]

The life of perfection is one of continual striving to
attain the inexhaustible perfection of God. By contrast
the contemporary orthodoxy is that human flourishing
consists entirely in fully realising the intellectual and
physical powers of one’s natural endowment.

Gregory speaks of ecstasy which is a going out of
oneself not into a state of unconsciousness where
sense activity is suspended but by a kind of projection
of the soul beyond the laws of reason under the
impulse of love. It is a state of “sober inebriation”
where one receives the wound of knowledge.

In Gregory’s thought knowledge is transformed into
love. His characteristic doctrine of perfection involves
perpetual progress with a positive view of the process
of change.

He confronted the Platonic assumption that good =
immutability and evil = change by distinguishing
between cyclical change in the life cycle and the
endless search for God. Those who are immersed in
the life of the flesh only know motion without progress.
What Platonists call motion is really immobility. Paul
however in 2Cor. III: 18 talks of change “from glory to

glory”.
Man who is destined to be transformed into Spirit is

introduced to a constant becoming. There is no limit to
the possible transformation effected by the Spirit. God
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becomes ever more intimate and at the same time ever
more distant. The soul is a spiritual universe in eternal
expansion towards the infinite darkness.

It is a grievous error to hang on to any intermediate
stage, any provisional glory. Sin is a refusal to grow.
There are successive strippings, little deaths and
experiences of resurrection. We have not so much lost
Paradise as have an invitation to venture into the
Open. [cf Rilke’s Return of the Prodigal]

The soul’s desire at each moment is fulfilled but then
spiritual nourishment increases the capacity of the
soul for further growth. Every stage of growth is a new
beginning. Epektasis — perpetual creation. Each stage
is as nothing to what will be revealed.

But we are running ahead of ourselves. The way of
light for beginners is deliverance from the darkness of
sin. It involves the purification of the soul from foreign
elements and the restoration of the image of God.
There is a struggle against the passions, understood
as the perversion of our bodily inclinations. This is
accompanied by an intensification of the inner life by
the practice of recollection. The faculties are unified by
turning away from multiplicity. “Centering Prayer”
described by Abbot Thomas Keating in his book Open
Mind; Open Heart is a modern guide to undertaking
this unification.

Gregory says that in the spiritual life “We are in some
manner our own parents.” He meditates on the story of
Moses to winnow out the spiritual kernel from the
various incidents of the story.



He explores the significance of removing one’s sandals
before approaching the burning bush. Human
flourishing is construed as addition, aggrandisement,
or acquisition; spiritual flourishing comes by
subtraction and simplifying.

But the intention is not to enforce a joyless parsimony
on the disciple. All the while the quest must not be
interrupted. Para XLVI “the one who is going to
associate intimately with God must go beyond all that
is visible and lifting up his own mind as to a mountain
top, to the invisible and incomprehensible, believe that
the divine is there where the understanding does not
reach.”

[Para XLIX] On the contrary the “demon who does men
harm and corrupts them is intensely concerned that
his subjects not look to heaven but that they stoop to
earth and make bricks within themselves out of the
clay.”

Para LX “those who yearn after the pleasures of clay
and keep on filling themselves with them never keep
the space which receives them full; for although it is
always being filled, it becomes empty again before the
next pouring.....I think that anyone can easily perceive
the meaning of this figure by looking at the appetitive
part of the soul.”



A man is such by nature but a beast by passion. Para
LXXV “Who it is that is delivered up to shameful
affections can be clearly learned from the Apostle: It is
he that does not like to have God in his knowledge.
God delivers up to passion him whom he does not
protect because he is not acknowledged by him. But
his failure to acknowledge God becomes the reason
why he is being pulled down into the passionate and
dishonourable life.”

Para LXXXVI “each man makes his own plagues”

The death of the firstborn — apparently unjust but “by
doing this he laid down for us the principle that it is
necessary for us utterly to destroy the first birth of
evil. It is impossible to flee the Egyptian life in any
other way.” Para XC

Para XCVI “Safety and security consist in marking the
upper doorpost and the side posts of the entrance with
the blood of the lamb. While in this way the scripture
gives us through figures a scientific understanding of
the nature of the soul, profane learning also places it
before the mind, dividing the soul into the rational the
appetitive and the spirited. Of these parts we are told
that the spirit and the appetite are placed below,
supporting on each side the intellectual part of the
soul, while the rational aspect is joined to both so as
to keep them together and to be held up by them,
being trained for courage by the spirit and elevated to
the participation in the Good by the appetite.”

The manna in the desert and enoughness, a warning
against hoarding and a contrast with the day of



preparation for the Sabbath. Para CXLIII Scripture
“cries out to the covetous that the insatiable greed of
those always hoarding surplus is turned into worms.
Everything beyond what they need encompassed by
this covetous desire become son the next day - that is
in the future life — a worm to the person who hoards
it.” The only exception is the Day of Preparation for the
Sabbath which is our present life “in which we prepare
for ourselves the things of the life to come.”
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