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Part Five:
The Cloud of 
Unknowing

A Manual for Contemplatives



THE POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE WAYS

• The Cloud of Unknowing belongs to the tradition of Christian spirituality 
called the via negativa (negative way)—known in Eastern Christianity as 
“apophatic theology”

• This tradition emphasizes that to find God one must move beyond all 
words, ideas, concepts, and images that inevitably fall short of God

• An opposite tradition is the via positiva (positive way)—also known in 
Eastern Christianity as “cataphatic theology”

• This tradition sees God reflected in all creation and thus finds its way to 
God through progressive and cumulative consideration of all that can be 
affirmed of God

• Different people are attracted to either or both depending on 
temperament



AN ANONYMOUS 
AUTHOR
• We don’t know who wrote The Cloud of 

Unknowing
• Written in Middle English in second half of 

14th Century
• Other works include The Book of Privy 

Counseling and several short letters and 
treatises

• Some have speculated Walter Hilton, but 
this is doubtful

• May have been a Carthusian monk



THE 
FRAMEWORK: 
CHRISTIAN 
VOCATIONS

Four ways of living the Christian life

• “Common”—Life in the world

• “Special”—Life in religious communities (monasteries, convents)
• “Solitary”—Life of hermits and anchorites

• “Perfect”—Life of contemplation, can begin in this life, lasts forever
Author addresses his work to a “spiritual friend in God” who has been 
drawn through these stages in this sequence
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ACTIVE AND CONTEMPLATIVE LIVES
There are two “ways of life” in the Church

• Each has a “higher” and a “lower” part

• Lower part of the active life—perfected in works of 
charity and mercy in the world

• Higher part of the active life—overlaps with the lower 
part of the contemplative life—perfected in “excellent 
spiritual meditations” on the life of Christ, the saints, the 
attributes of God, etc.

• Higher part of the contemplative life—perfected in 
contemplation as described in this book

• Mary and Martha (in Luke 10:38-42) are figures of the 
active and contemplative lives: “Mary has chosen the 
good portion, which shall not be taken away from her”

Jan Vermeer, Jesus in the House of Mary 
and Martha (c. 1654-1656) 



DIGNITY OF DIFFERENT STATES 
OF LIFE

• Each state of life has its own dignity and perfection 

• Saints are to be found among laity and clergy, actives and 
contemplatives; solitaries and those living in community

• “Never let the dignity of your calling to the solitary life 
make you consider yourself holier or better than other 
people …”

• Nevertheless, a calling to the contemplative life creates its 
own special obligations: “So, press on, I beg you, and hold 
to your purpose.”



PREPARATION FOR 
CONTEMPLATIVE LIFE
• Even “habitual sinners” can be called to the contemplative 

life, but only after they have purified their conscience of all 
past sins, “according to the normal rules of Holy Church” 

• Contemplatives must not neglect formal liturgical prayer: 
they are “careful to use the forms and rites laid down by 
the holy fathers before us” 

• Preliminary disciplines for the novice are lectio (holy 
reading), meditatio (reflection), and oratio (prayer)

• “You can read about these things in other books”



MEDITATIO
(PRAYERFUL REFLECTION)

• Anyone who tries to take up contemplation without first 
preparing with many reflective meditations (e.g., on one’s 
own helplessness, the Passion of Christ, God’s mercy and 
goodness, etc.) is bound to fail or make serious mistakes

• Such meditative reflections engage the intellect and 
imagination, with corresponding responses in the emotions

• But anyone who has spent a long time on such reflections 
must move beyond them if one wants to enter the 
contemplative state 



THE CLOUD OF 
UNKNOWING
• “When you first begin, you encounter only a darkness 

and, as it were, a cloud of unknowing. You don’t know 
what is happening, except that you feel that your will 
is starkly and strenuously bent upon God.”

• The darkness and cloud come between you and God 
and prevent you from seeing him clearly by the light 
of intelligence and reason; nor can you experience 
him emotionally in the sweet consolations of love

• So prepare to wait in this darkness as long as you can, 
yearning all the time for him whom you love: “For if 
you are going to experience or see God in this life, it 
can only be in this cloud and in this darkness”



LIMITATIONS OF INTELLECT & IMAGINATION

• God alone can fulfill the soul’s longings and intentions

• Intellectual activity is good in itself because human reason is a 
reflection of God’s own mind

• But our soul comprehends God by love, not by understanding

• “If you ask me ‘What is God?’ I can only answer ‘I have no idea’ … 
Because with this question you have brought me into the darkness 
and the cloud …”

• “So I must be willing to leave all the things I can conceive with my 
mind on one side and choose for my love the one thing I cannot think 
about. He can be grasped and held by love but never by thought.”

• “Beat upon that thick cloud of unknowing with a sharp dart of 
yearning love”



THE CLOUD OF FORGETTING

• Just as this cloud of unknowing is above you, and between you 
and your God, so you must put beneath you a “cloud of 
forgetting” between you and all created things

• These can only distract your attention from God

• “Although it is a good thing to meditate on God’s mercy and to 
love and praise him for it, it is still far better to dwell on the 
stark reality of God and to love and praise him for himself and 
not for the things he has done.”

“Brethren, I do not consider that I have made it my own; but one 
thing I do, forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to 
what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the 
upward call of God in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 3:13-14)



DEALING WITH DISTRACTIONS

• When you settle down to contemplation, suppress the 
imagination, or it will suppress you!

• Spontaneous ideas that arise in the mind even about “pure 
spiritual matters” (e.g., God’s goodness, mercy, etc.) are not 
evil—far from it—but they will be a hindrance rather than a help 
to contemplation

• Such thoughts must be firmly ”walked over,” “trampled 
underfoot,” and put beneath the “cloud of forgetting”

• God will teach the best techniques for getting rid of these 
distractions

• “Try to look over their shoulders, as it were, as though you were 
looking for something else …” (i.e., for God himself)



THE PRAYER OF ONE SYLLABLE
• Encapsulate your intention in a word of one syllable—like “God” 

or “Love”

• With this word “batter the cloud and the darkness above you … 
[and] beat down all kinds of intellectual activity under the cloud 
of forgetting”

• Choose this word as inspired by God’s grace and in consultation 
with your spiritual director

• Don’t try to analyze or interpret it; just keep its whole sense in 
your mind; e.g., if your word is “God” don’t think about his 
virtues or attributes, just say the word while desiring God 
himself

• A man or woman frightened by a fire will not make a long 
speech of many words but will cry out “Fire!” or “Help!”

“Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; 
for we do not know how to pray as we ought, 
but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with 
sighs too deep for words.” (Romans 8:26)



THE WHOLE PERSON
• This prayer of one syllable penetrates the heavens because 

it gathers up the whole height, depth, length, and breadth of 
one’s spirit

• In this prayer the soul grasps as far as possible God’s length 
(his eternity), breadth (his love), height (his power), and 
depth (his wisdom)

• In this way, the soul is transformed into the likeness of its 
creator

“…that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; that you, 
being rooted and grounded in love, may have power to 
comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length 
and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ which 
surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the 
fulness of God” (Ephesians 3:17-19) Leonardo da Vinci, Vitruvian Man, c. 1492



CONTEMPLATION 
AND THE VIRTUES
• All other virtues are summed up in the virtues of 

humility and love

• Humility is “a true knowledge and appreciation of 
ourselves as we truly are.” The better motive of 
humility than dwelling on our sinfulness is the love 
and excellence of God himself

• The virtue of love is perfected in this “blind urgent 
love that beats against the dark cloud of unknowing”

• When the contemplative “comes down to earth” he 
can be as well-disposed to enemies as to friends, to 
strangers as to kin ... Everyone and everything is loved 
purely and simply for God’s sake

Heinrich Nauwen, The Good Samaritan, 1920



GOD WILL PIERCE THE 
CLOUD OF UNKNOWING
• The hard part of this work is trampling all memory of 

created things and keeping them enveloped in the cloud 
of forgetting

• It is hard at first, but do your part and God will not fail to 
do his

• “God may perhaps send out a beam of spiritual light 
which pierces this cloud of unknowing between you and 
him and show you some of his secrets, of which mere 
men cannot speak … I cannot describe it to you at this 
time. For I dare not describe a work that belongs only to 
God with my blabbering, earth-bound tongue”

“I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago was caught up to the third heaven—whether in the 
body or out of the body I do not know, God knows. And I know that this man was caught up into 
Paradise—whether in the body or out of the body I do not know, God knows— and he heard things 
that cannot be told, which man may not utter.” (II Corinthans 12:2-4)



DEATH TO SELF

• Above all concentrate on forgetting yourself: “It is far easier to 
forget other creatures once you have laid yourself to one side”

• Even your own “naked apprehension of your essential being” 
must go before your can fully experience true contemplation

• Crucial not to put too much strain on yourself; this cannot be 
achieved by excesses of bodily mortifications or spiritual 
disciplines

• This requires a very special gift of grace—a profound sorrow for 
one’s existence-apart-from-God, full of holy longing for God

• “Wait upon the will of our Lord humbly and courteously …”



MOSES AND AARON

• Some attain this state only after long and energetic 
spiritual struggle, and then only infrequently

• Others whenever they like, no matter what they are 
doing

• Moses is an example of the first temperament; Aaron of 
the latter

• The Ark of the Covenant prefigures the gift of 
contemplation

• Moses had to make a long and wearisome effort to 
climb the mountain and wait in the cloud before God 
revealed the Ark’s pattern

• But what Moses saw only infrequently and with great 
effort, Aaron was able to see in the Tent of Meeting as 
often as he chose to enter it



THE AUTHOR TAKES HIS LEAVE

• “If you think that this kind of prayer will not suit your physical or 
spiritual temperament, it will be no discredit to abandon it and adopt 
another method with a good spiritual director.”

• But if you have this calling, persevere

• A sure sign of this calling is that after “a period when he has not been 
able to contemplate for a long time, it suddenly comes back without 
any effort on his part: he finds that he has a greater and more ardent 
desire and longing for contemplation than ever before.”

• St. Augustine: “the whole life of a good Christian consists simply in 
holy desire.”


