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Chapter 2
Spirituality and Mysticism

2.0 Introduction

This study is devoted to nature spirituality and mysticism in the Early Franciscan Tradition. As
indicated in the Introduction this will involve the study of Francis’s relationship with the
universe. One might ask how someone who lived in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries could
have any relevance for us today. And yet, his loving relationship to all people, and his sense of
brotherhood to all creation makes him perhaps even more relevant today than he was in his
own time (Delio 1999:305). Through the mystery of the incarnation, Francis had a profound
sense of God’s presence in the world (:305).

Before investigating Francis’s nature spirituality and mysticism it will be necessary to
clarify the basic concepts of spirituality and mysticism, and how they will be used in this study.
I will begin with spirituality.

2.1 The Nature and Forms of Spirituality
In what may well be the major work in World Spirituality," by a prestigious team of writers,
Ewert Cousins suggests the following working hypothesis:
The series focuses on that inner dimension of the person called by
certain traditions “the spirit.” This spiritual core is the deepest
center of the person. It is here that the person is open to the
transcendent dimension; it is here that the person experiences
ultimate reality. The series explores the discovery of this core, the
dynamics of its development, and its journey to the ultimate goal.
It deals with prayer, spiritual direction, the various maps of the

spiritual journey, and the methods of advancement in the spiritual
ascent. (in McGinn 1989: xiii).

1 This series entitled World Sprituality, is a twenty-five volume series which deals specifically with
Christian Spirituality. Cousins describes it as “An Encyclopedic History of the Religious Quest”.
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This seems admirable to me, and it is a timely reminder that spirituality has an
extensive and far reaching connotation that ranges far beyond the bounds of Christian
spirituality. The series in question proposes to include not only the spiritualities of the major
religions in the world today; Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, but also the spiritualities of
religions that have long ceased to exist, even secular and humanist spiritualities which would
not long since been regarded as “anti-spiritualities”, if one may use the term.

My concern here must, of course, be narrower, but it is useful, to say the least, to be
aware of the wide extent of the term. It can be very helpful to compare what one finds in early
Franciscan spirituality to elements one may discover in very different cultures and contexts.
Some philosophers who would have shied away from any claim to give spiritual instruction can
nevertheless have quite inspiring and penetrating things to say about spirituality. 1 have found
William James quite helpful in this regard, as will emerge later. However, the concern here is
with a spirituality that is definitely Christian, and a particular genus of Christian spirituality. |
say genus because | believe that there are several species within this genus, and | would claim
that the astonishingly rich stream of Franciscan spirituality flows in many surprisingly diverse
channels.” Perhaps it would be useful to go to McGinn to consult the “working description” of
Christian spirituality proposed by the distinguished band of contributors, although the editors
did not try to impose any single definition of the term since it resists easy definition or
universal agreement. This “working description” reads, in part:

Christian Spirituality is the lived experience of Christian belief in
both its general and more specialized forms.... It is possible to
distinguish spirituality from doctrine in that it concentrates not on
faith itself, but on the reaction that faith arouses in religious
consciousness and practice. It can likewise be distinguished from
Christian ethics in that it treats not all human actions in their

relation to God, but those acts in which the relation to God is
immediate and explicit (McGinn 1989: xv-xvi).

2 The Book of Franciscan Saints, edited by Marion Habig (Habig. 1979.Chicago: Franciscan Herald
Press) contains a great variety of different spiritualities within the Franciscan tradition.
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Very worthy of note in this description is the practical response and the orientation to
the God of human life and action. It seems to me that this is at the core of the study of
spirituality since it seeks to understand the lived experience of God, theoretically and
practically. In her article, “Spirituality as an Academic Discipline” (1993: 15) Schneiders states:

I would define the academic field of Christian Spirituality as the

inter-disciplinary study of Christian religious experience as

Christian, as religious, and as experience for the purpose of

understanding it theoretically and allowing that understanding to

serve as an intellectual resource for the living of the spiritual life

and a basis for productive interchange among the spiritual

traditions of the world.
2.2 The Study of Spirituality

Christian spirituality in the sense in which it has been described, namely as the lived

experience of Christian belief embodied in thought, religious consciousness and practice,
existed long before it became the subject of academic study or formal treatises. It was only
gradually that the ways in which Christians tried to consecrate their lives and actions to God
became the object of investigation and reflection. It is noticeable, for instance, that in early
days such treatises as existed, were mainly devoted to rather specialized forms of life. For
example, in the early work of St. Athanasius on the life of Abbot Antony, there is a good deal
of incidental information about the spirituality of the Desert Fathers. Similarly in St. John
Chrysostom’s (1996) books on the priesthood, there is a considerable amount about the way
priests should conduct themselves, although this tends to exhort rather than to describe. For
obvious reasons, the older treatises of spirituality tend to be directed mainly to people who

have “left the world”®

and devoted themselves entirely to religious life.
It was common for treatises on spirituality to have the words “ascetical” and “mystical”

included in their titles for example, Mystical Theology (Dionysius the Areopagite, 6™ century ), or

3 By the phrase “left the world” I am referring to the practice of fleeing the cities to live in the desert
for the purpose of responding to the call to follow Christ more closely.
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Ascetic Treatises (Isaac of Ninevah, 7" century). In this way, emphasis was placed on two very
prominent elements of the search for God. The first element, asceticism, concentrated on the
disciplines that were regarded as essential to the quest, and tended to focus on chastising the
body and bringing it into subjection (1Cor 6:19-20).

It is well to recognize that this ascetical, and even hyper-ascetical tradition is not just a
thing of the past. Even in the lives of fairly recent holy people one finds a good many
references to hair shirts, chains and other devices designed to cause unease, discomfort, and
even quite a lot of pain. There was also the so-called “discipline”; a little whip made of knotted
cords meant to be applied vigorously to the body at regular intervals (Russell 1993b:65).

Another strong element of the ascetical tradition was deprivation of sleep. This was
mainly achieved by the hallowed tradition of reciting the Divine Office during hours of the
night. It was a practice well adapted to the destruction of a life of ease and comfort.

According to the New Dictionary of Theology (Komanchak et al 1987:972), the term
spirituality refers to both a lived experience and an academic discipline. This would mean (for
Christians) that one’s entire life is understood and regulated in relationship to God in Jesus
Christ, empowered by the Spirit.

In Spirituality in the Academy (1989: 678), Schneiders observes that the term spirituality is:

unavoidably ambiguous, referring to (1) a fundamental dimension
of the human being, (2) the lived experience which actualizes that
dimension, and (3) the academic discipline which studies that
experience.

In the New Dictionary of Spirituality (1993:932-33), Downey distinguishes three levels of
spirituality. He states that the first and most basic level is that of a person’s lived experience.
Although this lived experience must be personal, he notes that it is not lived or received in

isolation. Hence it implies a second level of spirituality, that of a group. The study of

spirituality, practical and academic marks the third level. A distinction of three levels of
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spirituality has also been made by Walter Principe (1983:135-36), the first level being that of
the real or existential level; the second the level of the formulation of a teaching about lived
reality, and the third the study of the first and second levels. In his article, Christian Spirituality:
Changing Currents, Perspectives and Challenges (1994:9), Downey states that it is the dynamic and
concrete character of the relationship of the human person to God in actual life situations that
differentiates spirituality from systematic or moral theology.

Bernard McGinn, in his article, The Letter and the Spirit: Spirituality as an Academic
Discipline (1993:6), which appears in the Christian Spirituality Bulletin, concludes that, with regard
to spirituality, there is “no fully adequate definition”.

2.2.1 “Spirituality or Spiritualities?”

In his “Introduction to the Devout Life” Francis de Sales informs us that spirituality takes
many forms. It must differ, he says, for the gentleman, and the artisan, for the servant and the
prince, for the widow and the young girl or the wife (Part 1, ch.3: 5-6).

I will try to make this more concrete. If, for instance, one talks of Christian monastic
spirituality, it will be necessary to take into account the conditions of living and acting
envisaged by monastic existence. This way of life would have to be studied in detail to see it as
a lifestyle that is wholly directed, in a Christian context, to union with God, with doing God’s
will, with the age old prescription of prayer and work, (ora et labora) and with centering one’s
life wholly on God.

It is clear also that there are many variations of monastic spirituality. The Carthusian
way of life, which had such an attraction for Thomas Merton (Casey, 1993:180-182), is quite
distinctive, laying great emphasis on the solitary life within a community. The Cistercian way is

again distinct from the more usual form of Benedictine life. There are other very different

4 In this regard Principe gives the example of Ignatian Spirituality. Of course, one could just as well apply it to
Franciscan Spirituality.
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forms of monastic life among the Greek and Russian Orthodox communities. And of course
there are also Buddhist monasteries, in which the senior monks might well be married.

When | speak of monastic spirituality, I am talking in fairly general terms. However, it
must be remembered that monasteries are made up of individuals, each individual is different
from the others, and it is important to remember that each person has an individual calling,
and has to come to terms with that calling in his or her own way. In this light we are led to
acknowledge that each individual person within a monastery has an individual spirituality, and
may very well have an individual calling to a way of life that makes them very exceptional in the
monastic way. For example, Saint Bernard of Clairvaux seems to have spent an enormous
amount of time traveling and engaged in the missions entrusted to him by the Pope. He could
not himself have been the strict observant of the monastic rule that he held up as an ideal for
his monks (Williams 1953:397-398).

In general, then, I am defining spirituality as an approach to God, a way of living that is
orientated toward achieving union with God, with doing the work of God, with making God
present in the world. This may be achieved by the solitary witness of a hermit, or in the serried
ranks of a Religious Order, in the daily rounds of an ecclesiastical administrator, or in the daily
routine and responsibilities of a lay person.

Let me look for a moment at the spirituality of the solitary hermit. This is worth doing,
I think, in relation to a study of Saint Francis, since he spent so much of his time in solitude. It
is important to recognize that there was a deep yearning for solitude in him, so much so that
he seriously considered spending his life as a solitary, and at a certain time in his reflections he
sought the counsel of two people who were very significant in his life, Saint Clare and Brother
Sylvester, to discern whether he should spend his time in prayer or travel about preaching (LMj

12:2).
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So what is the spirituality of a solitary or a hermit? Like any other spirituality, the
hermit faces the problem of arranging his/her life, of trying to pray always according to the
Gospel injunction, and the usual difficulties of coping with the environment and attending to
those who visit. And of course there is the problem of eating and drinking, and dealing with
cold and heat, and maintaining some reasonable level of health. It is interesting to note that
Francis had occasion to reproach himself in his last years for the harshness with which he had
treated his body, and very characteristically he apologized to Brother Ass (2C 211).

The hermit who undertakes an eremitical life, usually finds a place in the wilderness,
wherever that may be. This is not to deny that there are people who can find their solitude in
the city, or for some heroic souls, in prison or other forms of confinement.

However, the traditional lifestyle of the solitary has been to abandon the cities and go
to the wilds (Hale 1993:353). It would seem clear that to undertake such a lifestyle requires in
the first place a feeling for nature and the wilderness, a certain affinity for such places. And
again it seems clear that Francis had such an affinity. | shall be looking later on at some of the
places he chose for his solitude and try to see if | can gather anything about his spirit from this.
Is there some significance in his love for high mountainous places, for caves and for islands? A
deep love of nature in its wilder aspects seems to be part of his psyche, and of course it has a
great deal to do with his appeal to the followers of the Romantic movement like Jorgensen.

Saint Francis is well known as the founder of Religious Orders, and indeed without
them he would probably be completely unknown to all but a few specialists in medieval
history. A “reader over my shoulder” challenged me about this assertion, and suggested that it
was perhaps his love of nature that made him so well known. It seems clear to me that in the
first place, nearly all the important information we have about Francis comes from the writings
of his followers, e.g. Leo, Angelo and Rufino, L3C, 1&2 MP, the lives by Celano, Bonaventure

and later followers. If he had remained a hermit solitary, would such an outcome be likely or
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even possible? There may have been hermits in his time who felt the same kinship with
creation as Francis did, and even composed poems about it, but there is no trace of such
works, if they even existed. It has to be acknowledged that the Orders founded by Francis
cherished and passed on his writings.

I am reminded of an incident told me about Pope Paul VI receiving some children
brought to Rome by a group of Franciscans. He spoke to them about St. Francis, and then
surprised them all by declaring that St. Francis is still alive in the fine friars present with them
there. | think, then, that it is reasonable to claim that the fame of Francis and its endurance is
due mainly to the Orders he founded.

The Orders he founded had to live in conditions that made his own individual lifestyle
almost completely impossible for them to follow exactly. One could not manage a Religious
Order if its members demanded the freedom of spirit that Francis seems to have needed. Even
though Francis saw himself as the model and example (forma et exemplar) of the friars who
followed him (AC 50; 111), his way of life was far too idiosyncratic for any of them to follow it
in every respect.

The Franciscans have indeed cherished the eremitical ideal within the Order, and have
allowed and encouraged friars to emulate Saint Francis in his eremitical enterprises. However,
this presupposes an Order with established structures and houses that provide a framework
and backup system for the hermits. One might say that this is a confirmation of the ancient
paradox that we must depend on other people for our independence. Throughout the
biographies of Saint Francis the names of hermitages are mentioned, suggesting that the

eremitical spirit of the early fraternity was quite strong. The Rule for Hermitages’(RH) also seems

5 The Rule for Hermitages is found in the oldest manuscript collection, the Assisi Codex 338. According
to Armstrong (1998:63) this text “contains the basic elements of Francis’s view of life”. In this Rule the pursuit of
God in solitude is characterized by fraternal caring for one another, an essential characteristic of Franciscan life.
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to suggest this since it begins “Let those who wish”, indicating that there was certainly a desire
among the brothers to live in this way.

Since | am still in the process of discussing spirituality, let me turn for a moment to the
question of lay spirituality. Surely this is relevant to Francis, since he founded an Order for lay
people. What is meant by lay spirituality? It is the approach to God, the consecration of one’s
life to the service of God, the making of one’s life a focus for the action of God in the world.
It has been present among God's people from time immemorial, but it is only in more recent
times that it has been thematized and conceptualized with any great thoroughness. Most
spiritualities were dominated and overshadowed by the lives and examples of the more
spectacular stories of the saints and martyrs and other heroic figures of the past. Even the
spirituality of the secular clergy was dominated by monastic and religious exemplars. For
example, the common life among the secular clergy was introduced by Bishop Eusebius of
Vercelli (+307) and St. Augustine (+403). Again, Bishop Chrodegang of Metz (c.755) drew up
a rule for his clergy, based on the Rule of St. Benedict (Aumann 1985:114-115).

Lay spirituality has to deal with the usual situations of people living in the world. They
are not members of an organization that controls and takes care of them. They do not have the
backup and the resources available to those who enter monasteries, convents, Religious Orders
and Societies. A recurrent feature in the lives of lay men and women who wanted to give their
lives to the service of God, was the pressure put on them to adopt a regular form of religious
life, complete with religious vows of poverty, chastity and obedience, and life in a community.
Several religious founders, such as Jeanne Francoise de Chantal and Mary McAuley, wanted to
found lay groups but found themselves pushed into highly structured forms of life based on
more ancient models. It has been suggested that Saint Clare of Assisi had a similar experience.

In modern times, it has become possible for lay people fully immersed in the business

of the world to consecrate themselves to God in the various lay institutes that have sprung up
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in the latter part of the 20" century. Indeed, a good many writers have suggested that such a
style of life would actually be more in tune with the intentions of Saint Francis. In his first Rule
he envisages friars engaged in what is essentially lay work, and earning a recompense for it, not
in cash but in kind.

Let the brothers who know how to work do so and exercise that

trade they have learned, provided it is not contrary to the good of

their souls and can be performed honestly. [.....]The apostle says:

Whoever does not wish to work shall not eat. and Let everyone remain in that

trade and office in which he has been called. And for their work they
can receive whatever is necessary excepting money (ER VI1I:3).

A lay spirituality would have to take into account the enormous variety of styles of life that
are encountered among human beings. It would have to take into account the life of the
ordinary parents of a family, and the lives of their children. Lay spirituality would have to deal
specifically with a woman'’s approach to spirituality, and how she deals with such matters as
legal rights, right relationships with significant others, with her husband, if she is married, with
in-laws and extended family, and the milieu in which she lives and perhaps works. According
to Vatican 11 women have a distinct contribution to make to the life of the Church (Flannery
1982:322-329). There are a great variety of lay spiritualities since there are many circumstances
and many types of lay people. There are the problems of careers and studies, of creating and
working in an environment that is not always responsive and sympathetic to the life of the
Spirit. There are problems for both men and women, especially in these days of gender
equality, and they need serious consideration. It is a spirituality of the family and the workplace
(Sellner 1993:589-596).

At this stage, | think that the concept of spirituality has been sufficiently clarified for my
purposes. Spirituality in general is the way in which human beings seek God on their life’s
journey. If they choose to enter a monastery, they will have at their disposal a body of

knowledge, many precepts and rules and a large number of people who have lived the life and
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can instruct and advise them on the way they should go. The same will be the case if they join a
Religious Order, congregation or institute. And for secular people there is a tradition of secular
orders, congregations, fraternities and sororities which set themselves to guide their members
on the journey to God.

I have pointed out too, that each individual person has an individual, personal journey to
make, the conditions of which will be slightly different, at least, from those of others. There is
one amusing example in the Franciscan sources of a brother, John the Simple, who tried to
model himself exactly on Francis (AC: 61; 2C 190), even to the extent of copying his gestures
and his coughs. The folly of that became a byword among the brethren. The ideal was not for
Brother John to become like Francis as far as possible but to become what God wanted
Brother John to be.

Thus each person has an individual, personal journey to make to the kingdom and the
blessed vision of God. This journey is profoundly conditioned by the heredity, temperament
and life situation of that person. One receives guidance for the journey from the revelation of
God, the long and powerful witness of the Christian community and especially from
individuals which one may encounter on the way. Francis of Assisi has had an enormous
influence on a great multitude of pilgrims on life’s journey and it is still evident today.

2.3 Nature Spirituality
Having looked briefly at the nature of spirituality and some of its forms, and having seen some
of the problems that arise within spirituality, 1 must now turn to the specific topic that
concerns me here. And so | raise the question, what is meant by nature spirituality?

In line with what | have said about spirituality as a way to God, nature spirituality is a
study of the role of nature and human relationships with nature, in the grand project of

consecrating our lives and our world to God. That Saint Francis was capable of thinking this



30

way is seen, | think, in his remark: “The whole world is our cloister”(ScEx 63). He really was a
very prophetic man!

Saint Francis clearly felt that nature was a stepping stone to God. This was something
new in his time. It will be seen, in the study of his life, that he quite deliberately called on
nature and the whole cosmos to show forth the glory of the Most High, to praise Him and to
support and encourage us in our striving upward, our sursumactio® as Saint Bonaventure was so
aptly to call it. In his Journey of the mind into God Bonaventure (1993:11) is convinced that:

We may behold God in the mirror of visible creation, not only by
considering creatures as vestiges of God, but also by seeing Him in
them; for he is present in them by His essence, His power, and His
presence.[....]we ought to be led to the contemplation of God in
every creature that enters our mind through the bodily senses (2:1).

I will try to point out in a more concrete way, what nature spirituality means in practice.
As has been seen, dealing with nature, creation and the environment is part of everyone’s
spirituality, whether or not they realize it. However, there are great differences in the way
people deal with nature. Looking at the extremes, on the one hand there are those who
worship nature and on the other, those who ignore and despise it.

2.3.1 Infatuation with Nature
As an example of one extreme, | could cite the youthful enthusiasm of William Wordsworth
(1951:163-165) who, at the time he wrote “Tintern Abbey”, was wholly engrossed in nature. In
that poem, he affirmed that he was:

Well pleased to recognize

In nature and the language of the sense,

The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse,

The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul
Of all my moral being (Wordsworth 1951:165).

6 “Oratio est mater et origo omnis sursum-actionis” [Prayer is the mother and origin of all upward
striving](Itin.1:1).
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I will pause a moment to consider the implications of these lines. Wordsworth seems to
have assumed that his overwhelming love of nature was, as it were, a sure guide leading him to
the fullness of life. This is also reflected in lines 74-75 of the same poem where he states that
nature was to him “all in all”. In later life, Wordsworth became a very conservative upholder of
the status quo, and seems to have overcome his earlier infatuation with nature. But in his early
work, I think it is fair to say that, he idolized nature, i.e., he made nature into an idol to be
worshipped, a substitute for God. This is not by any means a new thing in human history. The
peoples of ancient times had gods of streams and groves, of valleys and mountains, of
fountains and lakes, and it is not at all unlikely that many of them had very deep feelings and
sentiments about these natural phenomena. Saint Augustine, in his “City of God”, (1959:52-54;
116-121) mocks them because of their credulity as he saw it.

The same can be said about the infatuation with animals that has played so large a part
in the religion of various peoples, even to the present day. Among the animals worshipped by
different peoples are snakes, crocodiles, cats, dogs, horses and eagles. These also can provoke
profound feelings of devotion and worship, and can become the focus of quite elaborate
religious rites.” Saint Francis is well known, perhaps even best known, for his love of animals.
We shall have to interrogate the texts about his attitude to the animal creation. Is there any
trace of infatuation or idolatry in his relationships in this area?

Another English poet who was greatly enamored, not to say infatuated with nature, was
Francis Thompson. In his great poem, The Hound of Heaven (Maline & Mallon 1949:572), he
describes how the worship of nature had turned sour for him and how nature itself had, in
disappointing him, been true to the God who made it.

| said to dawn: Be sudden — to Eve: Be soon;
With thy young skiey blossoms heap me over

7 For a detailed study with regard to this see Mircea Eliade. Patterns in Comparative Religion. Sheed and
Ward. 1958: 11-37.
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From this tremendous Lover —

Float thy vague veil about me, lest He see!

| tempted all His servitors, but to find

My own betrayal in their constancy,

In faith to Him their fickleness to me,

Their traitorous trueness, and their loyal deceit.

Nature, in which Thompson sought happiness and fulfillment betrayed him because it
failed to satisfy his extravagant expectations. Nature was meant to reflect the beauty of the
Creator and thus lead him to God. Nature could not satisfy his expectations if he persisted in
excluding its Maker, God. Hence the oxymorons, traitorous trueness and loyal deceit He cannot
accept creation as something beautiful in itself without at the same time accepting its maker —
God.

I have considered the one extreme of the infatuation with nature, i.e., the way in which
nature can become an idol. Now | would like to consider the other extreme, that is, to ignore
and disdain nature. This is a strong tradition in Christianity and one that deserves attention.
2.3.2 Disdain for Nature
Disdain for nature and rejection of any claims it might have on us probably goes back to the
earliest times that dualism’® appears. In historical times, it is likely that the greatest influence was
Plato who was himself very strongly influenced by the metaphysics of Parmenides. Parmenides
was so infatuated by the one intelligible Being, behind all appearances, that he denied all
diversity and change. Such a denial would seem to leave little room for the admiration and
appreciation of nature and its phenomena. They belong to the level of “mere appearances”.’

Plato was not quite so stark. He was himself a close observer of the natural world, and

in one of his most famous passages in the “Symposium” he outlines the way in which someone

8 In radical dualism the world is the work of evil powers and the aim of life is to escape from it.
9 In hispoem , which is divided into two parts, the “Way of Truth” and “Way of Seeming”, objects of
sense are, to Parmenides, ‘mere names’ without substantial existence (Kirk & Raven 1973:279).
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who admires things in the world could ascend to ever higher levels of appreciation until they
finally ended with the pure admiration of intelligible forms.

The passage in question is put in the mouth of Socrates, who himself attributes it to a
wise woman called Diotima of Mantinea. It is worthy of note that Plato, rather
uncharacteristically, chose a woman to make this passionate presentation of the glory of a love
that rises gradually from the world around us to the highest intellectual level (Plato Symposium
1959: 79-95).

Ambiguity about the world and nature seems to be hinted at in the origins of
Christianity. On the one hand, one finds the Master who invites us to consider the lilies of the
field and their splendor, and was not without delight in the world around Him. On the other
hand, there is the harsh and extreme approach of the same Master who proclaimed a radical
renunciation of the world and all its attractions, who demanded self-denial and renunciation of
any attachment to the things of this world. *°

These extremes have been thematized in terms of love of the world (amor mundi) and
flight from the world (fuga mundi). In theory, they are not irreconcilable. There is no reason why
one cannot love the world and all things in it, and yet be detached from it. Paradoxically,
perhaps renouncing and “leaving” the world is a condition of fully appreciating it. One can
easily become entrapped in an aspect of the world and be unable to appreciate many other
beautiful aspects of it. The spirit of this is well summed up in a quatrain of William Blake
(1981:158):

He who binds to himself a joy
Doth the winged life destroy

But he who kisses the joy as it flies
Lives in Eternitys sun rise

10 New Testament writings of St. John show the two attitudes to the world. He says “God so loved
the world that he gave His only Son” (3:16); but in the prayer of Jesus in Chapter 17:7-9, we read that Jesus does
not pray for the world. The attitude of rejection is clearly expanded in 1John 15; “Do not love the world or the
things of the world.”
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The element of flight from the world may have some connection with ancient dualism
which saw matter as evil and spirit as good, and often went on to apply this dichotomy to body
and mind. There is something primordial and, one might say, atavistic about dualism. It
appeared very early on in the Christian church among the Gnostics and Manichees. The great
Augustine (Confessions. Book 1V) himself was held in thrall for many years by this doctrine.

In Christian spirituality, the dualist contempt and disdain for the world has its chief
source in Neo-Platonism, particularly coming from the writings of the very influential
Dionysius the Areopagite, usually called Pseudo-Dionysius. Dionysius was very much occupied
with achieving union with God, and for him this means developing in both the apophatic and
kataphatic way, i.e., the way of denial and renunciation on the one hand and the way of
affirmation on the other (Johnston 1995: 26).

There are saints who seem to have imposed on themselves a fiercely harsh regime that
looks more like a spiritual marathon race, or a prolonged self-affliction than a gentle, loving
ascent to the higher levels of union with God. One admires the zeal and the dedication, but is
repelled by the ferocity and the harshness with which the task is accomplished." Indeed, Saint
Francis himself is not without harshness, but one can also sense a gentleness and compassion
underlying it. Both 