WONDROUS LOVE
English Mystics of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries

Part Three:
Walter
Hilton

The Ladder of Perfection

HILTON’S LIFE
LITTLE-KNOWN …
• Born around 1340-1345
• Appears to have been educated at Cambridge University
• May have studied Canon Law (without obtaining doctorate)
• Spent some time as a Solitary (Hermit), possibly as a
Carthusian
• Died March 24, 1396 as an Augustinian Canon of
Thurgarton Priory in Nottinghamshire

Priory Church of St. Peter, Thurgarton

… BUT WRITINGS
WELL-KNOWN
• Most famous writing: The Scale (or Ladder or Stairway) of
Perfection
• Writings widely copied and disseminated in the Middle Ages
• The Scale of Perfection printed in London in 1494
• Influential among English Roman Catholics after Reformation
(e. g. Dom Augustine Baker’s Holy Wisdom, 1657)
• Growing interest in medieval sources of Anglican spirituality:
Evelyn Underhill edition of The Scale of Perfection in 1923

THE SCALE OF
PERFECTION
• A Summa of the spiritual life which “sets before the reader
the program of ascetic theology that the author of The
Cloud of Unknowing and Julian of Norwich would have
taken for granted.”
• While ostensibly traditional and conservative, also “a
creative synthesis, in which, for all his disclaimers, Hilton
adds the fruits of his own experience and insights.”
(John P. H. Clark and Rosemary Dorward,
“Introduction” to Paulist Press edition, 1991)

BOOK ONE
• Addressed to an anchoress—a “spiritual sister in
Jesus Christ” who has forsaken the world and
entered an enclosure
• “The reason why you have been enclosed
physically in this way is that you may enter a
more perfect spiritual cloister”
• Book’s purpose is to help her reach this state
• Whether addressee is actual person or idealized
figure is not clear

AVOID SEEKING PLEASANT
“SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCES”
• Any inspiration, emotion, or revelation that increases
the soul’s desire for Jesus comes from God
• But consolations and pleasant experiences felt by the
senses are of little or no account compared with this
desire for and constant recollection of Jesus Christ
• Don’t set your heart on them; try to forget all about
them (Book 1, Chapter 12)
• Don’t listen to people who talk about “the fire of love”
(Book 1, Chapter 26)

PREPARING FOR
CONTEMPLATION
• Study (of Scripture and Church teaching)—Lectio
• Spiritual Meditation—Meditatio
• Constant and devout prayer—Oratio
“You are not really able to read the scripture for
yourself so you must rely on prayer and meditation …”
(Book 1, Chapter 15)

FIRST LEVEL OF PRAYER:
VOCAL
• Recitation of set prayers: Divine Office; Lord’s Prayer, Hail
Mary, Psalms, etc
• “Don’t rush through these vocal prayers carelessly, as though
it were a dreary duty … Because this is the prayer of Holy
Church no other prayer is more useful to you …This kind of
prayer is especially helpful to someone who has just
embarked on the spiritual life and it is better than any other
kind of spiritual exercise” (Book 1, Chapter 27)
• Abandoning this type of vocal prayer too early is dangerous—
especially when one has received “a little spiritual consolation
of feeling”—danger of falling into “fantasy or peculiar
delusions or downright error” (Chapter 28)

SECOND LEVEL OF PRAYER: AFFECTIVE
• Uses of “those words that come
into one’s mind to express the
feelings of the heart” (Book 1,
Chapter 29)
• Still makes use of words and
phrases learnt from Psalms, etc.
• “This kind of prayer pleases God
very much because it springs simply
from heartfelt emotion …”
• Gift of “fervor”—“makes the body
thrash around this way and that …
and it wounds the soul with a joyful
sword of love” (Chapter 30)

THIRD LEVEL OF PRAYER:
“OF THE HEART”
• A still interior prayer without words
• ”It comes softly, using no words, together with great peace
of body and soul.” (Book I, Chapter 32)
• We are held back from this prayer by distractions: “so many
useless thoughts” crowding in on us
• “When you come to pray, direct your intention and will to
God as wholeheartedly and single-mindedly as you can in a
single mental act”
• Don’t get angry, frustrated, or impatient if you find yourself
weighed down by distractions: “let our Lord give you what
he wants and don’t give him orders” (Chapter 33)

MEDITATION
(REFLECTION)
• No definite rule, for God freely bestows these gifts to suit
different temperaments and states of life (Book 1, Chapter 34)
• Meditations on life of Christ—
- Withdraw the mind from worldly and sensual things
- Call forth emotions corresponding to the event
considered
- Serve as prelude to contemplation—“For nobody can
arrive at a spiritual joy in the contemplation of Christ’s
divine nature unless he has first entered imaginatively
into bitterness of his humanity with compassion and
sustained thought” (Chapter 35)

“KNOW THYSELF”
• Self-knowledge is the most important fruit of
meditation
• We come to know the honor and dignity we
were meant to have when we were created, and
the wretchedness we have fallen into because of
our sin
• Aim is to root out the foundation of all sin: an
inappropriate and uncontrolled self-love,
blocking the love of Jesus Christ
• This is the “narrow gate” and “hard road” that
leads to heaven—requiring death to self (Book
1, Chapter 42)

THE HOLY TRINITY AND
THE HUMAN SOUL
• Following St Augustine, Hilton sees the soul as a
“created trinity” made in the image of the Holy Trinity
- Memory—corresponds to the Father (Power)
- Reason—corresponds to the Son (Wisdom)
- Will—corresponds to the Holy Spirit (Love)
• In the Fall we have forgotten God, and have ceased to
know and love him (Book 1, Chapter 43)
• The contemplative life restores the Trinity’s image in
the soul as far as is possible in this life (Chapter 45)

JESUS IS CENTRAL TO THE
SPIRITUAL LIFE
• The word “Jesus” sums up “everything you seek, desire, and will
find, because this word contains everything you have lost”
• Point is not just to read or say his Name, but to experience a
desire for Jesus in our heart so great as to cast out all other
thoughts and desires of the world and the flesh
• The more we find him the more we long for him as the one we
have lost and desire above all other: ”never stop longing for him
spiritually as long as you live” (Book 1, Chapter 46)
• Virtues of humility and charity are the clothing (“livery”) by which
we “put on Christ” and become like him (Chapter 51)

BOOK TWO
• Written some length of time after Book One
• Key themes:
-

The “Reformation of Faith” and
“Reformation of Feeling”

-

The “Dark Night”

THE TWO REFORMATIONS
• The soul’s reformation in the image of Christ happens in
two stages: in “faith” and in “feeling”
• The first is attained easily; the second only by long and
intense spiritual effort—climbing the “ladder”
• The first marks the beginning of the Christian spiritual
life; the second is the highest state a soul can attain in
this life
• The “third reformation” is the life of heaven itself

THE REFORMATION
OF FAITH
• Rooted in the Sacraments of Baptism and Penance
• A newly baptized (or absolved) person is forgiven but
feels the same sinful impulses as before
• Just as when someone suffering a mortal illness takes
medicine that saves his life but cannot return to
normal activity at once, so one whose soul is saved by
Baptism or Penance is not ready for contemplation:
“He needs to rest awhile and take good care of
himself, and adopt a rule of life which will help him to
recover his full spiritual health. He is bound to be
weak for a long time until he is completely cured.”
(Book 2, Chapter 17)

THE DARK NIGHT
• Image from earlier Christian writers going back to 4th century
• Between the “false day” of worldly desires and the “true day”
of the love of God, the soul passes through a “dark night”
• At first this night is hard and painful, but it gradually becomes
easy and comfortable
• This is a “good night,” a “luminous darkness,” a “rich nothing”
• We know we’re in this darkness if our five senses don’t want to
see, hear, touch, taste, or smell anything earthly and our soul
knows only the desire and longing for Jesus
• This darkness is the gate to the Reformation of Feeling

THE REFORMATION OF FEELING
• Expels “all attraction to sin, fleshly impulses, and worldly
desire” (Book 2, Chapter 5)
• Opens the soul’s “inner eye” to see God as far as is possible
in this life
• The soul does not see God as he is, for that vision is reserved
for heaven, but he sees that God is “a changeless being, a
sovereign power, a sovereign truth, a blessed life, an endless
happiness …”
• The soul “sees more purely and completely than it is possible
to describe in writing or in speech.”
• “The soul wishes that it were possible to stay in this state for
ever.” (Book 2, Chapter 32)

WORK OF THE HOLY SPIRIT
• Love is the means by which the soul attains this knowledge
• Love is of two kinds: created and uncreated
Created love = soul’s inclination towards the vision of God
Uncreated Love = God the Holy Spirit
• Only Uncreated Love can bestow spiritual knowledge of God
• Our creation is attributed to God the Father; our redemption to
God the Son; the sanctification of our souls to the Holy Spirit
• “All we do is yield and surrender to him …”
• “[God] opens the eye of our soul and shows it the wondrous
vision of Jesus, giving it, by slow degrees, such knowledge of him
that the soul can bear.”

A FINAL WORD …
“Walter Hilton is at the centre of English ascetical
theology, and remains, to my mind, our prime source of
teaching on spiritual direction. He is a kind of sheetanchor for the other fourteenth-century writers,
consummating the Catholic tradition in the English
school, and providing the foundation for everything that
was to come.”
– Martin Thornton, English Spirituality (1963), p. 176.

