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Deepening our life of prayer
Part 3: The Word beyond words

One Word spoke the Father, and this Word is his Son.
This Word speaks he ever in eternal silence,
and in silence must it be heard by the soul.
			St. John of the Cross


	In the last section we considered a form of meditative prayer which makes use of our 
capacity for reasoning and imagining, listening and “conversing” with holy Scripture, and other 
means of God’s self-disclosure.  In this section, we turn our attention to a different “strategy” of 
prayer, an approach which is almost wordless and imageless in intent.

The Ways of Affirmation and Negation

	In spiritual theology a useful distinction is sometimes drawn between “kataphatic” and 
“apophatic” approaches, or “the way of affirmation” and “the way of negation.”  Charles 
Williams clarifies the latter phrases by referring to “the way of affirmation of images” and “the 
way of negation of images.”  The use of images is integral to, and deeply rooted in, Christian 
experience and Christian theology: Jesus Christ himself is “the image of the invisible God” 
(Colossians 1:15).  The Word, who was both with God and was God–the invisible, 
incomprehensible God–became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld his glory (John 1:1, 
14).   Faced with fierce debate over the use of icons, the Church at the seventh Ecumenical 
Council (Nicea 2, 787) declared that icons, images, were not only permissible but endorsed by 
God himself in the Incarnation.  We will discuss the use of icons in prayer later; for now, we 
simply want to note that any spirituality which actually rejects images is not consistent with 
Christian orthodoxy.

	Moreover, the Christian tradition affirms, not only that God’s self-disclosure was given 
most fully and completely in the person, life, death and resurrection of Jesus, but that all sorts of 
thing–material things–continue to serve as images of God, vehicles of God’s self-disclosure and 
self-giving love.  There is the Church, which for all its grave sins and absurd foibles continues 
the Incarnation, bearing Christ’s presence, power and love to, in and for the world.  In the life of 
the Church there are the Sacraments, in which that presence and redeeming power of Christ are 
focused and effectually given and received through ordinary stuff like water, and bread and wine.  
And, as though this tremendous divine self-communication radiates out through the cosmos from 
Jesus Christ, “in whom all things hold together,” and “are reconciled to God” (Colossians 1:17, 
20), now anything and everything is at least potentially sacramental; any created thing may point 
beyond itself to its Creator, and may become a means or occasion for God’s self-disclosure and God’s redeeming and sanctifying grace.  When created things do this–or, when we experience 
them in this way, when they are “broken open” for us–they serve as images.  The Christian 
tradition invites our awareness that we are living in a sacramental universe; the cosmos itself is a 
divine self-expression, a means of God’s self-disclosure and self-giving love.  Every created 
thing, in its own nature and degree, images and glorifies its Creator.

	At the same time, Christianity inherits from our Jewish roots the acknowledgment that no 
created thing is to be confused with the Creator, a recognition which is expressed in the rejection 
of idols.  The Hebrew Scriptures not only forbid idolatry, but satirize it (e.g., Isaiah 44, 46; 
Psalm115) and provide astute analyses of its subtler forms (e.g., Job 31).  Only God is to be 
worshiped; only in God is our trust and fidelity ultimately to be placed.

	Moreover, God always surpasses our images of God, even the greatest and truest of them, 
and in some sense is other than them.  The Bible is not God, nor are the Sacraments, nor the 
Creeds, nor any theological formulation or experience of God.  To identify God with our ideas of 
God is a chronic error of the people of God.  It’s all too easy to confuse whatever we already 
know or have experienced with the living God

	So the “way of affirmation of images” is balanced and corrected by the “way of negation” 
(and vice versa).  Theologically, the apophatic method qualifies each affirmation about God, 
saying in effect, Yes, this points toward God, but God is not this.  And in prayer, the via negativa 
calls us beyond whatever images and words we know toward the true and living God who 
exceeds them and eludes their grasp.

	Most people tend more toward one or the other of these mutually complementary “ways.”  
Each has its own difficulties and challenges, and each has given the Christian spiritual tradition 
precious classics and great saints.  The Ways need one another; they are profoundly 
interdependent; and, as Charles Williams observed regarding that great exemplar of the via 
negativa John of the Cross, the Holy Spirit is reluctant to permit either way to flourish without 
some courtesy to the other.


The Cloud of Unknowing

	A classic guide to apophatic spirituality is the 14th century treatise on contemplative 
prayer and life, The Cloud of Unknowing.  Appropriately enough, the work is anonymous;  the 
writer’s personality is evident, his name and precise circumstances are unknown, though theories 
abound.   Along with figures like Julian of Norwich and Walter Hilton, though, he is an 
enduringly beautiful and practical example of the extraordinary flowering of English mysticism 
in the 14th century, with its characteristic combination of affective warmth and theological depth.  
Though written for the guidance of readers who have “left the world” (i.e., in monastic or vowed 
eremetical life) and embraced a contemplative life, it has provided sound counsel for lovers of 
God “in the world” for centuries.
	The Cloud is especially celebrated for a particular manner of prayer it recommends:

Lift up your heart to God with a humble impulse of love; and have himself as 
your aim, not any of his goods.  Take care that you avoid thinking of anything but 
himself, so that there is nothing for your reason or your will to work on, except 
himself.  Do all that in you lies to forget all the creatures that God ever made, and 
their works, so that neither your thought nor your desire be directed or extended to 
any of them, neither in general nor in particular.  This is the work of the soul that 
pleases God most...  We cannot know how wonderfully all people dwelling on 
earth are helped by this exercise...  When you first begin to undertake it, all that 
you find is a darkness, a sort of cloud of unknowing: you cannot tell what it is, 
except that you experience in your will a simple reaching out to God.  This 
darkness and cloud is always between you and your God, no matter what you do, 
and it prevents you from seeing him clearly by the light of understanding in your 
reason, and from experiencing him in sweetness of love in your affection.  So set 
yourself to rest in this darkness as long as you can, always crying out after him 
whom you love...  (Chapter 3)

... In the same way you must put beneath you a cloud of forgetting, between 
you and all the creatures that ever have been made.  (Chapter 5)   ... A man may, by 
grace, have the fulness of knowledge of all other creatures and their works, yes, 
and of the works of God’s own self, and he is well able to reflect on them.  But no 
man can think of God himself.  Therefore, it is my wish to leave everything that I 
can think of and choose for my love the thing that I cannot think.  Because he can 
certainly be loved, but not thought.  He can be taken and held by love, but not by 
thought.  Therefore, though it is good at times to think of the kindness and 
worthiness of God in particular, and though this is a light and a part of 
contemplation, nevertheless in this exercise it must be cast down and covered over 
with a cloud of forgetting.  You are to step above it stalwartly but lovingly, and 
with a devout, pleasing, impulsive love strive to pierce that darkness above you.  
You are to smite upon that thick cloud of unknowing with a sharp dart of longing 
love.  Do not leave that work for anything that may happen.  (Chapter 6)

Lift up your heart to God by a humble impulse of love, and mean the God 
who made you and ransomed you... For a simple reaching out directly towards God 
is sufficient, without any other cause except himself.  If you like, you can have this 
reaching out, wrapped up and enfolded in a single word... Take just a little word, of 
one syllable rather than of two, for the shorter it is the better it is in agreement with 
this exercise of the spirit.  Such a one is the word “God” or the word “love.”  
Choose which one you prefer, or any other according to your liking–the word of 
one syllable that you like best.  Fasten this word to your heart, so that whatever 
happens it will never go away.  This word is to be your shield and your spear, 
whether you are riding in peace or in war.  With this word you are to beat upon this cloud and this darkness above you.  With this word you are to strike down every 
kind of thought under the cloud of forgetting; so that if any thought should press 
upon you and ask you what you would have, answer it with no other word but with 
this one.  If the thought should offer you, out of its great learning, to analyze that 
word for you and to tell you its meanings, say to the thought that you want to keep 
it whole, and not taken apart or unfastened.		  (Chapter 7)



	The Cloud author assumes that his readers are already well acquainted with 
meditation on Scripture and theological truths, and are faithfully fulfilling the ordinary 
duties of religious life, such as the Office.  He recommends this form of nearly wordless 
prayer in addition to these more kataphatic practices, not instead of them.

Centering Prayer

	In recent years the method of the Cloud has been reinterpreted and popularized, 
most notably by Basil Pennington and Thomas Keating, in the form of “Centering Prayer.”  
Centering Prayer is a simple and easily understood (if not quite so easily practiced) form of 
prayer involving three basic steps:

	1.  Take a minute or two to quiet down and direct your attention toward God, who 
dwells in the depths of your own heart.  Likewise, at the end of the period of prayer, take a 
few minutes to rest, and conclude by praying in your mind the Lord’s Prayer, or some 
other suitable verbal prayer.

	2.  Use a single, simple word as a kind of anchor, letting itself be repeated quietly 
within.

	3.  Whenever you become aware of anything else, gently return to the prayer word.  
Don’t fight, process, or otherwise engage distractions; simply set them aside and use the 
prayer word.

	It is usually recommended that one practice Centering Prayer for 20 minutes twice 
a day.

	Centering Prayer  has become a standard part of contemporary literature about 
spiritual disciplines, and has proven to be of great value to many people.  Books on 
Centering Prayer can be valuable in guiding and encouraging readers through some of the 
typical questions and difficulties that arise.  However, through no fault of Frs. Keating and 
Pennington, sometimes Centering Prayer is presented in rather comfortable, cozy 
terms–maybe with the prospect of lowering blood pressure, alleviating stress, anxiety and 
depression, and improving productivity–which seems a long way from the Cloud’s 
passionate, single-minded desire for the love of God.  Note that the latter is more 
congruent with the ethos of Rivendell!
The Jesus Prayer

	The Cloud of Unknowing also recommends that one pray many times throughout 
the day, using that single-word prayer, the “dart of burning love.”   Any brief prayer can be 
used in this way, praying it repeatedly in the midst of other activities.  This practice has 
been described under many names; recently it has been popularized as “breath prayer.”  
(Charles Williams’ character, the Archdeacon of Fardles, uses in every circumstance, from 
holding the Holy Grail in his hands to helpless imprisonment by evil powers, a brief prayer 
which epitomizes the two ways: “This also is Thou; neither is this Thou.”)

	The “Jesus Prayer,” associated with the Eastern Orthodox tradition, has become 
familiar in the West, especially through the engaging story of The Way of the Pilgrim (and 
J.D. Salinger’s Franny and Zooey, which has introduced many readers to this form of 
prayer).  Though it has several variations, the full form of the Jesus Prayer is, “Lord Jesus 
Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”  It’s sometimes shortened to the 
rhythmical form “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me,” or “Jesus, mercy,” or even simply 
“Jesus.”  Typically, a person desiring to incorporate the Jesus Prayer might recite it 
thousands of times a day, often using rosary-like beads to keep track.  Sometimes the 
repetitions are coordinated with breathing.  Eventually the prayer “sinks from the head to 
the heart,” and “prays itself” throughout the day, and even in sleep.


Using these forms of prayer

	The frequent repetition of a brief prayer is a practice which dates at least as far 
back as the desert monastics, who often recommend the prayer from the Psalms with 
which we begin each Office other than Morning Prayer: “O God, make speed to save us; O 
Lord, make haste to help us.”  Similar practices can be found in other religions, and even 
in secular self help literature, apparently tapping an inherent human capacity.

	What makes such practices prayer, and specifically Christian prayer, is the 
intention.  For us, they can be very helpful ways of moving toward “prayer without 
ceasing,” in lives which are both lovingly focused on God, our supreme Good, and 
available to God for God’s purposes.  The Cloud prayer, or Centering Prayer, can be 
excellent ways for us to practice silent prayer regularly.  This style of prayer can also serve 
as a kind of “default” prayer, which can be used when the Holy Spirit doesn’t seem to be 
moving us toward something else during the time devoted to silent prayer.  In addition, 
frequent use of simple, brief prayer phrases throughout the day is a powerful way of living 
more fully and consciously in the presence of God.




Questions for reflection; Exercises to experiment with

–Have you used some of the forms of prayer discussed in this section?  What has been 
your experience with them?  Are they a regular part of your life of prayer currently?

–How do you think the Ways of Affirmation and Negation are currently expressed in your 
life and prayer?  Toward which are you more inclined?  Do you tend to be suspicious of 
the other?  Intrigued?  How do you honor it?

–The relationship of knowing or (understanding) and loving is a frequent theme in some 
Christian spiritual literature.  Do you agree with the Cloud author that God can be 
apprehended by love, and not by knowledge?  Do you think we try to understand in order 
to love, or to love in order to understand?  Or would you express the interplay of love and 
knowledge in some other way?

–Select at least one of the types of prayer described, and practice it for at least a week.  
What is your experience like?  How is your daily life affected?  How (if at all) might you 
consider incorporating it into your regular life of prayer?  What are the likely obstacles?

–To explore in more depth, read some of the literature mentioned in this section, or other 
literature on these topics.  You may want to ask your mentor or spiritual director for 
recommendations.
