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The 14th century was turbulent: the Hundred Years’ War, the Black Plague, the Papacy held hostage for decades in Avignon.  Perhaps because of this, it was a time of deep spiritual fervor and exploration: Meister Eckhart and Suso, Dante and Catherine of Siena, Thomas a Kempis, and in England, four great mystics—Richard Rolle, Walter Hilton, Lady Julian of Norwich, and the unknown author of the Cloud of Unknowing.   

In the writings of the last two, we find complimentary spiritual paths.  Lady Julian received a series of visions at the point of death, and once she recovered, she spent the rest of her life meditating on them, interpreting them, and writing the Showings of Divine Love; she affirmed images to emphasize God’s accessibility.  The author of the Cloud tells us nothing about his identity, but we can tell he was a monk and had read the writings of Dionysius the Areopagite; he negated images to emphasize God’s incomprehensibility.  They did not write in Latin—they were not addressing church professionals nor writing “for the record.”  Instead both writers wrote in lively homely English—they were addressing their companions and peers.  In fact, the author of the Cloud is responding to a friend’s request for guidance.
Several surprises are in the book—they might even make you smile.  The Collect for Purity, which opens our Eucharist, also opens this book.  The author speaks at length about Martha and Mary of Bethany (he makes the Medieval mistake of equating Mary with Mary Magdalene).  Even though he uses their story to contrast contemplative and active lives, he insists they are sisters.  He describes with exasperated amusement the extravagant gestures people use to call attention to their spirituality in public; he has no patience with prayer as performance-art.  Because of his healthy British common sense, he is baffled by those who see the images of Scripture and spiritual writing as material: of course, prayer isn’t “in” us physically, and of course, God isn’t “up” astronomically!
The author uses Dionysius’ idea of prayer as a progression.  As prayer evolves, it simplifies itself, and we feel ourselves called into contemplation.  He speaks of a cloud of “forgetting,” which we use to cover our distracting concerns when we pray, and a cloud of “unknowing,” which we experience as we attempt to face God in prayer.  To pray, we simplify our sense of self into a “lump” that we can feel, but not analyze, and shoot a “dart of love” into the cloud of unknowing.  Ultimately, we find that God is doing the loving.
Schedule of Readings:
24 September

Chapters 1-12
1 October

Chapters 13-33
8 October

Chapters 34-61

15 October

Chapters 62-75
