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Bernard McGinn

Preface

Thomas a Kempis’s Imitation of Christ is arguably the most read and in-
fluential work in Christian history after the Bible. It is said that over nine 
hundred manuscripts and more than six thousand editions are known in 
a host of languages. Although still widely read, it is less well-known today 
than it was a century ago, possibly because it has, at least in some circles, 
acquired a reputation as a world-denying and negative ascetical treatise. 
Part of this reputation comes from the way in which fifty and more years 
ago The Imitation was required reading in many religious circles and in-
stitutions and was presented with little or no historical context, and even 
less insight into the heart of its message.

This is why Down-to-Earth Mysticism. The Imitation of Christ, a collection of 
sixteen essays by Dutch-language scholars of spirituality, is so welcome 
an addition to recent literature on this classic. As the title suggests, these 
scholars will have nothing to do with the view that The Imitation of Christ 
is essentially a dour ascetical treatise without relevance for contemporary 
Christians. The Imitation certainly teaches the importance of asceticism, 
but it is not so much an asceticism of particular practices (many outmod-
ed), but an asceticism of self-knowledge, humility, simplicity, and surren-
der of the false self. It is, we might say, an asceticism of everyday life. The 
Imitation does have negative things to say about some kinds of learning 
and speculation, but when one looks at these remarks in context they are 
mostly directed against the kind of learning and speculation that are fu-
eled by vanity and pride. The Imitation is, of course, a fifteenth-century text 
and some aspects of its message may not be necessarily relevant in the 
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twenty-first century. Nevertheless, as these essays show, the core teach-
ing of this venerable work, when properly presented, has much to say to 
contemporary seekers for a deeper consciousness of God.

The original order of the four books of the collection that Thomas a Kemp-
is worked on between about 1420 and 1440 was unfortunately altered as 
the work began to circulate as a whole. The first two books are introduc-
tory, with Book I dealing with spiritualization, that is, seeing things from 
the perspective of their spiritual not their material value, and Book II con-
cerning the need for internalization, going within the self to find our true 
relation to God. The original Book III (now Book IV) treats the reception of 
the Eucharist as the essential practice of the communities of the Devotio 
moderna for whom the work was written. Book IV (now Book III) concerns 
the culmination of the mystical trajectory of the work: inward consolation, 
understood as God’s visit to the soul and the intimate bond of union be-
tween Creator and creature this involves. The structure of Down-to-Earth 
Mysticism, where each of the authors presents two essays dealing with key 
aspects of the message of The Imitation, is admirably suited to bring out 
the richness of the four books of this classic text.

Without trying to summarize the individual essays, I would like to make a 
few comments on some of the major themes that emerge in reading this 
deeply informative analysis of the work. As the authors show, The Imita-
tion is a practical work, a “ how-to-do-it ” book for living a God-centered life. 
It created a new form of “ practical rationality ” that was especially suited 
for the originally intended audiences of the late Middle Ages, both regular 
canons and lay contemporaries, and even of today. The Imitation is also a 
deeply biblical book. Reading the Bible, along with receiving the Eucharist, 
were the fundamental spiritual practices of the Devotio moderna move-
ment. (It has been calculated that The Imitation contains over 3800 biblical 
references!) The mode of reading the Bible inculcated in The Imitation is 
the lectio divina of the monastic tradition – slow, ruminative reading in the 
depths of the soul, the exact opposite of modern “ speed reading. ” For the 
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medieval monks and their modern successors who practice lectio divina 
today such reading is a form of meditation (meditatio) designed to lead 
on to prayer (oratio) and even to contemplation (contemplatio), that is, the 
consciousness of God’s grace acting in the soul.

The Imitation of Christ is also a book about seeing, that is, about re-orient-
ing the usual narrow and selfish way we view ourselves and the world 
towards a true and transparent seeing in the light of Christ. It is revealing 
to note the opening words of The Imitation, which begin with a biblical cita-
tion from John 8:12: “ He who follows me does not walk in darkness,“ says 
the Lord. These are the words of Christ, which admonish us to imitate His 
life and way of acting, if we wish to be truly enlightened and to be free 
of all blindness of heart. ” The emphasis on the imitation of Christ here 
(Thomas actually did not give the book that title) reminds us, as the essays 
in this volume show, that this Imitatio Christi should not be conceived of in 
an external fashion, but rather as a “ taking on the mind of Christ,” as Paul 
put it in 1 Corinthians 2:16. If we can learn to see our way out of darkness 
and can come into the light of Christ, we will come to realize what The Imi-
tation summarizes so beautifully when it says, “ You are what you are; and 
you cannot be said to be better than what you are in God’s view  ” (II.6.19).

The Imitation has much to say about the process of interiorization, going 
within the self, but also about entering into the heart of Jesus, not only in 
Book II, but throughout the treatise. Such going within involves not only 
an honest examination of ourselves and our failings, but also a renewal of 
inner devotion and a strong desire for God’s inner consolation, the major 
theme of Book IV. The Imitation is more a book about loving devotion than 
about ascetic denial. The interiorization it teaches is not so much a flight 
from the external world, as it is an attempt to put the interior and the ex-
terior aspects of life in the proper balance. These and many other themes 
of The Imitation make it clear why the authors of Down-to-Earth Mysticism 
are correct in declaring the book a true mystical treatise, one designed 
to lead its readers to find God within everyday life. Thus, The Imitation 
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of Christ is a work for all who are yearning to find God in their lives. Its 
essential message is one of love, as we are told in Book III.5.14: “ Nothing 
is sweeter than love, nothing stronger, nothing higher; nothing broader, 
nothing more delightful, nothing more full, nothing better in heaven or on 
earth, because love is born from God, and can only come to rest in God 
above all created things. ”

Chicago,  
March 2019
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Some people think that a coherent concept is lacking in The 
Imitation of Christ. However, a careful reading shows that 
this thematically organized collection of proverbs, sayings, 
and aphorisms does in fact clearly and convincingly reveal 
an inner logic. Thomas a Kempis wanted to compose a com-
prehensible handbook for the spiritual way. He placed his 
work in the perspective of the mystical union of the human 
being with God. This journey “ in imitation of Christ “ takes 
place in a continual, circular shift of the different perspec-
tives into one another. In this way, the human being is led 
into each of the four books and involved ever more deeply 
in the intimate divine-human speech of God. It is a journey 
into one’s own interior, into the “ self “ as the space of divine 
Indwelling. But we have a lifetime to make the trip.

rudolf van dijk

Chapter 1  

The Inner Logic 

of the Journey to God



12 Chapter 1 - The Inner Logic of the Journey to God

1.1 The Order of the Four Books

A serious difficulty in reading The Imitation of Christ is the fact that the 
four books of which it consists have nearly always been presented in an 
order that differs from the author’s original concept.1 The reasons for this 
difference have never been researched. For decades, scholarship clung to 
the question who the author of the famous Imitation is, despite his coun-
sel, “ Do not ask who said this but take heed to what is said.” 2 Thanks to 
comparative vocabulary research this problem has been solved once and 
for all in favor of Thomas a Kempis.3

The study of spirituality has placed the question of the difference in the order 
of the four books of The Imitation of Christ in a new light. In the following pages, 
we wish to formulate an answer to this question. To that end, we will first give 
a sketch of the author in the context of his times. Next, we will compare the 
factual order of the books with their original arrangement. Finally, we will at-
tempt to plumb the complex of problems responsible for the dominant order.

1.1.1 The author and his times 

The Imitation of Christ is the uncontested apex of the Modern Devotion. This 
movement of “ inner renewal ” or “ renewed inner devotion ” (devotio moderna) 

1 This is also the case for the translation we are making use of here: Thomas à Kem-
pis, The Imitation of Christ, translated by E. Blaiklock, London 2009 (first ed. 1979). 
In citing The Imitation we will use the Delaissé edition (see note 11) followed by the 
Blaiklock edition in parentheses, e.g. I,5,6 (I,5,1 B). 

2 I,5,6 (I,5,1 B). 
3 P. Chandler and Cetedoc (eds.), Thesaurus Thomae a Kempis (Corpus Christianorum / 

Corpus Christianorum Latin Lexicographical Series / Thesaurus Patrum Latinorum. 
Series A – Formae), Turnhout 1994. 
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arose in the final quarter of the fourteenth century through the preaching 
of Geert Grote (1340–1384), starting in Deventer.4 It is the most prominent 
representative within Europe of grassroots spiritual renewal. The Modern 
Devotion developed institutionally in three powerful branches: 1) the broth-
ers and sisters of the common life, 2) the tertiaries, 3) the regular canons and 
canonesses of Windesheim. During the fifteenth century it spread far and 
wide in the northern and southern Netherlands and the German-speaking 
regions, and it was influential deep into the sixteenth century.

The main aim of the Modern Devotion was the restoration of Christian 
community life according to the model of the early church.5 The back-
ground of this pursuit was a complex reality of ecclesial and religious de-
cline on numerous points. In the final quarter of the fourteenth century, 
the Western Schism (1378–1417) was added to this, a period during which 
the church was deeply divided into two obediences (Rome and Avignon). 
Geert Grote spoke of a “ two-headed monster ” and advised the disunited 
Christians to apply themselves, through imitation, to a personal relation-
ship with the one, invisible head of the church, Jesus Christ.

Inner renewal only takes root in society if it begins in upbringing and edu-
cation. On this level, Geert Grote gained the full cooperation of Johan Cele, 
headmaster of the city school of Zwolle. Together they laid the foundation 
for the renewal of education on the basis of the Gospel. With Florentius 
Radewijns, vicar of the collegiate church of Deventer, Geert founded a 
community of men who wanted to dedicate themselves to the ideal of in-
ner renewal. Their means of doing this was the development of an inten-

4 C. Caspers and T. Mertens (eds.), Thomas van Kempen en zijn Navolging van Christus 
(Ons Geestelijk Erf, 77 (2003 [2004]). As regards the Modern Devotion, a new gen-
eral introduction is now available, De Moderne Devotie. Spiritualiteit en cultuur vanaf 
de late Middeleeuwen, Zwolle 2018. This lavishly illustrated handbook provides up-
to-date information on the movement, not least on Thomas a Kempis, and includes 
contributions by 46 specialists in the field. 

5 Acts 2:44–47 and 4:32–35.
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sive book culture. By collecting, transcribing, and reading books, a person 
comes in contact with the church of all ages. Besides the Lord Florentius 
House in Deventer, the Saint Gregory House came into being in Zwolle. 
These houses of brothers – together with the house of sisters (Master 
Geert House) in Deventer – formed the cradle of the Modern Devotion. 
From here numerous new houses were founded. Near to many houses of 
brothers so-called convicts arose, houses where students lived under the 
studious and pastoral supervision of the brothers. There they received 
training in community, reading practice, and transcription work.

The Modern Devout mainly employed two linguistic instruments for prac-
ticing the ideal of “ inner renewal.”  The first was the collation: a fraternal 
conference on the basis of Scripture reading, for upbuilding both individual 
and community.6 To this end they organized Bible groups with each other, 
with fellow parishioners and with the youth of school age. Their second in-
strument was the rapiary: a personal collection of fruits of their reading and 
proverbs that were noted down during reading, listening and transcribing, 
for silent reflection, personal conversation or examination of conscience. 
The processing of collations and rapiaries in writing helped lay the founda-
tion for the valuable literary heritage of the Modern Devotion.

Within this context of Gospel-based education and a pragmatic book cul-
ture, Thomas Hemerken (1379/80–1471) received his formation, after be-
ing sent from Kempen in the Lower Rhine region to Deventer in Salland at 
twelve years of age. In 1405 his destination ultimately became the priory 
of Regular Canons of St Augustine Sint-Agnietenberg near Zwolle. This 
priory belonged to the Chapter of Windesheim: a growing association of 
monasteries connected with the monastery that the brothers of Deventer 
had founded in 1387 in Windesheim.7 The Agnietenberg monastery is 

6 On this topic see contributions 5.1 and 5.2. 
7 U. de Kruijf †, J. Kummer, F. Pereboom † (eds.), Een klooster ontsloten. De kroniek van 

Sint Agnietenberg bij Zwolle door Thomas van Kempen in vertaling en met commentaar, 
Kampen 2000. 
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where Thomas would then spend the rest of his life, except for the years 
1429–1432, when he lived in Ludingakerk and thereafter aided his elder 
brother Johan in the monastery of Bethany in Arnhem until his death. He 
became a skilled transcriber and a proficient author. His literary creativity 
was especially stimulated because as subprior he was also responsible for 
the formation of young religious. In conferences and personal conversa-
tions, from collations and rapiaries, he collected material for his writings, 
which towards the end of his life numbered around forty.

1.1.2 The original concept of The Imitation

In 1420 Thomas a Kempis began to order the material he had collected 
for a four-volume work, which he would complete in 1441. The original 
by his own hand is preserved in the Royal Library in Brussels as hs. 5855-
61 and is known as the “ Brussels autograph.”  This codex contains, after 
the four books of The Imitation, another nine writings of Thomas’s. When 
Thomas prepared his autograph for the bookbinder of the monastery 
library in 1441, there were already quite a few complete or partial copies 
of his Imitation in circulation since 1427, that were in turn transcribed. 
Thomas had himself facilitated this premature distribution by, when re-
quested, repeatedly giving his brothers sections of his work. In this way, 
within but especially outside of the monastery walls, an uncontrollable 
circuit had gradually come into existence, in which the four books could 
be found in various orders.

Thanks to the codicological research of L.M.J. Delaissé, it is incontro-
vertibly certain that in 1441 Thomas consciously established his order-
ing of the four books, although he does not give account of it. From 
this original order the factual order, in which the four books have since 
almost always been published, translated, read and understood, devi-
ates. Responsibility for this deviation has never been claimed either. 
Even authoritative editions such as the critical one by Michael Pohl 
(1904) and the diplomatic one by Léon Delaissé (1956), which did re-



16 Chapter 1 - The Inner Logic of the Journey to God

spect the order of the autograph, did not give rise to consequences 
regarding the ordering problem.8 

The deviant order is not unimportant, if only because book IV with its 
59 chapters comprises approximately half of The Imitation. And yet 
even Kurt Ruh (1999) does not attach importance to the differing or-
der, because according to him “ a coherent concept of the four books is 
lacking.” 9 Because he will not hear of any concept, he considers book III 
(in the fourth place) as “ the pinnacle of the entire Imitation ” and book 
IV (in the third place) as “ an excess of reflections that were already 
presented in books I and II.” 10 

The exchange of place of books III and IV disrupted the original concept. 
The four books form a coherent whole, with an inner structure that can-
not be changed without adversely affecting the intention of the author. 
What Thomas intended becomes clear when we study the books more 
closely in their original context and coherence. We then notice a dynamic 
that leads the reader or hearer ever more deeply into the divine mystery. 
This dynamic is expressed from book to book in a progressive shift of per-
spective in the relational sphere.

Every person – generally speaking – has control over his own develop-
ment. Someone who does not get to work gets nowhere. For him the per-
spective of human life, his personal calling, remains as good as hidden. If 
a person does not learn to realize that he is more than a material – albeit 
highly qualified – creature, he will never discover the true meaning of 

8 M. Pohl (ed.), Thomae Hemerken a Kempis opera omnia (7 vols.), Freiburg 1902–1922; 
L. Delaissé, Le manuscrit autographe de Thomas a Kempis et “ L’Imitation de Jésus-Christ.”  
Examen archéologique et edition diplomatique de Bruxelles 5885–61 (Les publications 
de Scriptorium; 2,2), Bruxelles/Amsterdam 1956. 

9 K. Ruh, Geschichte der abendländischen Mystik. IV. Die niederländische Mystik des 14. 
bis 16. Jahrhunderts, München 1999, 189. 

10 Ibidem, 193–194. 
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life. In order to make this discovery possible, he has to become aware of 
his spiritual dimension. That is the aim of the suggestions that Thomas 
collected and ordered thematically as “ useful counsels ” (ammoniciones 
utiles) in book I. They circle around the tension material – spiritual, which 
makes itself felt in every life. They speak of “ the ” human being, discuss 
the human being as he generally manifests himself, and offer him the 
perspective of a healthy balance between the material and the spiritual 
dimensions of his life. A single quote will suffice to illustrate this:

Every man naturally wants to know, but what is the good of knowledge with-
out the fear of God? Indeed, a humble peasant who serves God, is better than a 
proud philosopher, who ponders the course of the sky, but neglects himself. He 
who knows himself well becomes cheap in his own eyes, and takes no pleasure 
in the praises of men. If I should know everything in the world, but should be 
without love, what would it avail me in God’s presence, he who will judge me by 
my deeds? Rest from too great a desire to know, because therein is found great 
discord and delusion.11

A spiritual life can, however, easily get stuck in externality and go no 
further. Faithfulness in church attendance, prayer and sacraments, 
however good in itself, does not guarantee any spiritual progress, if 
these external spiritual practices are not internalized. In book II Thom-
as circles around the tension external – internal in the spiritual life of 
the human being. At the same time, he departs from the generalizing 
tone that was still dominant in the first book. “ The ” human being is 
now addressed individually, as “ you.”  As reader or hearer, he is singled 
out from the general, anonymous mass of humanity by this address. 
The new perspective offered to the person addressed is that of inter-
nalization. The apposition “ about the inner life ” (ad interna trahentes) 
in the title of book II gives the thematically ordered counsels precise-
ly this direction. They encourage the reader’s or hearer’s involvement 
with the inner dimension of his spiritual life, draw him into his own 
inner life. As an illustration a quote:

11 I,2,1–5 (I,2,1–2 B). 
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Christ will come to you, revealing his own consolation, if you have prepared for him a 
dwelling-place. All his glory and beauty is within, and there he is pleased to dwell. His 
visits are many to the inner man, sweet discourse, gracious consolation, great peace, 
and fellowship most marvellous. Come now, faithful soul, prepare your heart for this 
bridegroom, that he may deign to come to you and dwell in you. […] The spiritual 
man quickly gathers himself together, because he never squanders himself wholly 
on external things.12

Book III no longer consists of counsels, but forms a single “ devout ex-
hortation ” (deuota exhortacio) in the form of a well-structured treatise. 
It offers a perspective that no Christian can be allowed to neglect: the 
devout inner relationship with Jesus Christ in the celebration of the Eu-
charist and receiving Holy Communion. The monologue in which in book 
I the human being is discussed and in book II the reader or hearer is 
addressed, in book III broadens into a dialogue. We here see a conver-
sation, in which the address is answered. The perspective of the address 
of the reader or hearer has changed into that of a conversation of the 
disciple with his Beloved. The initiative to do this lies with the Beloved. In 
him, Christ presents Himself, whose desire to live in us makes us long for 
Him. The movement to which we are devoutly exhorted is that of giving 
in to this mutual desire. Here the human being attains his ultimate and 
at the same time most inner possibility on earth: the intimate relation-
ship with Christ. An example to illustrate this:

Why then am I not more on fire before your awesome presence? Why do I not 
prepare myself with greater care to take up your holy things, when those holy Pa-
triarchs and Prophets of old, kings, too, and princes with the whole people, showed 
such heartfelt devotion towards the divine service? […] O God, unseen creator of 
the world, how wondrously you deal with us, how sweetly and graciously you ar-
range for your chosen ones, to whom you offer your own self for them to receive in 
the Sacrament! For this surpasses all reach of thought, this chiefly draws the heart 
of the devout and fires their love.13

12 II,1,5–8; 37 (II,1,1–2; 7 B). 
13 III,1,27; 34–35 (IV,1,7; 10 B). 
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In and through the dialogue the reader or hearer – now promoted to 
disciple (discipulus) – is prepared to be led by Christ into the divine space 
of inner consolation. The dialogue of Christ with His disciple opens a 
new perspective, that of the inner conversation. The disciple becomes 
involved in the divine-human speech of the Father, who from now on 
addresses him as “ son ” (filius). This is the space of the eternal speech 
within God of Father, Son and Spirit, source of inner consolation.

As to form, book IV employs the dialogue. But as to content the partners 
in the conversation rather seem to lose themselves in the unity of Love 
and to quiet down into an eloquent silence. Thomas rightly did not intro-
duce a concrete division of roles, like he did in book III. There the “ voice 
of the Beloved ” (vox dilecti) and the “ voice of the disciple ” (vox discipuli) 
alternate. Here the address “ Son! ” (Fili!) is the only concrete reference 
to the human partner in the conversation, who seems to be absorbed in 
the divine speech. Book IV is especially pervaded with the unutterable 
experience of a soul-nigh security in the divine mystery, to which the 
relationship with Christ in the Eucharist (book III) opens the door. A few 
quotes will make this clear:

O, my beloved spouse, Jesus Christ, purest lover, ruler of all creation, who shall give 
to me the wings of true freedom, that I may fly and find rest in you? O, when will 
it be fully given me to be free, and to see how sweet you are, Lord my God? When 
shall I fully gather myself together in you, that for love I shall not be conscious of 
myself, but of you alone, beyond all sense and measure, in a way not known to 
all? […] In your presence my mouth lacks voice and my silence speaks to you. How 
long does my Lord delay his coming? Let him come to me, his utterly poor one, and 
make me glad.14

The age-long custom of publishers and translators nevertheless to in-
sert a concrete division of roles in book IV – the “ Lord ” and the “ disciple ” 
– has been fatal for the understanding of book IV and the whole of The 
Imitation as a mystical writing. The exchange of place of books III and IV 

14 IV,21,5–7; 11–13 (III,21,3–4 B). 
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within the whole has only reinforced this negative effect. Small wonder 
that even experts such as Albert Ampe and Kurt Ruh saw no more in 
book IV than “ an excess of reflections that were already presented in 
books I and II ” (Ruh).15 For more than five centuries The Imitation has 
been read too one-sidedly as an ascetic and moralistic book. During all 
this time its mystical dimension has been neglected.

1.1.3 The dominant perspective of the Eucharist

The transposition of books III and IV in the reception of The Imitation 
has everything to do with a late-medieval complex of problems center-
ing around the Eucharist.16 Not that the Eucharist itself was a problem, 
but it was at stake in an intra-ecclesial battle of opinions that was being 
waged on various fronts. Although the Modern Devotion found its spiri-
tual culmination in The Imitation, by the middle of the fifteenth century it 
was, as a movement, no longer able to offer sufficient resistance to the 
increasing predominance of the external reform of institutions over the 
inner reform of people. The visitation of Germany and the Netherlands 
of cardinal Nicolaus of Kues (1401–1464) as papal nuncio in 1451 did 
indeed bring about great appreciation of what had been attained by the 
Modern Devout, both during and after the Western Schism. But it also 
resulted in especially the Chapter of Windesheim being tempted by the 
ecclesial authorities to undertake reforms of monasteries, which often 
went no further that externalities. The Modern Devotion of the eleventh 
hour was no longer that of the first!

15 See previous note. A. Ampe, “ Inleiding tot de tweede uitgave ”, in: G. Wijdeveld (ed.), 
Thomas a Kempis, De navolging van Christus, naar de Brusselse Autograaf, Antwerpen/
Kampen 1985, 34–35 considered the question of the order of the books as “ ulti-
mately not of real importance ” (note i). 

16 See on this topic contributions 4.1 and 4.2, and for a broader background, especially 
C. Caspers, De eucharistische vroomheid en het feest van Sacramentsdag in de Neder-
landen tijdens de Late Middeleeuwen (Miscellanea Neerlandica; 5), Leuven 1992. 
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In the complex of problems responsible for the predominant factu-
al order (I–II–IV–III) as opposed to Thomas’s original order (I–II–III–IV), 
various fields of tension can be distinguished, that mutually influenced 
one another. A first field of tension is that of spiritual versus sacramental 
communion. In the fourteenth century, spiritual communion was still 
the usual form of personal participation in the Eucharist. Even in mon-
asteries, one took sacramental communion no more than once every 
two weeks. In the fifteenth century, sacramental communion – apart 
from the yearly communion at Easter which had long been obligatory 
– quickly won ground. In essence, this added nothing to spiritual com-
munion, except one not unimportant ecclesial aspect: going to sacra-
mental communion contributed to the faithful’s sense of belonging to 
the church and strengthened the mutual solidarity of the churchgoers. 
The advantage of purely spiritual communion was that one could not 
“ eat judgment on oneself ”;17 which in the case of sacramental commu-
nion was possible. In the Late Middle Ages hell and damnation were felt 
as a real menace. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the faithful 
consequently had a strong preference for spiritual communion.

For the ecclesial authorities, however, encouragement of sacramental 
communion was a serious interest. Not only pastoral motives played 
a part in this, but also – in those times of increasing religious conflicts 
– motives of ideological and strategic nature. While the spiritual com-
munion of the individual believer was completely hidden from view, in 
the hands of parish priests and bishops sacramental communion could 
easily become an instrument for measuring church involvement, and 
thus also for a possible implementation of sanctions. Moreover, there 
had long been a practice of paying a small financial fee in the case 
of sacramental communion; a practice which the clergy was of course 
happy to encourage.

17 1 Cor. 11:27–34. 
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A second field of tension, which is connected with the first, is that of wor-
thy versus unworthy communion. The general conviction in the fifteenth 
century was that every communion ought to be worthy, whether it was 
experienced spiritually or received sacramentally. A worthy communion 
moreover was presumed to be spiritual, also when it was received sac-
ramentally. For if sacramental communion is no longer based on wor-
thiness, then only the outward ritual of taking communion remains. Fur-
thermore, the question then becomes even more pressing if one is then 
not eating judgment on oneself.

A third field of tension, which is connected with the above-mentioned, is 
that of communion anxiety versus frequent sacramental communion. The 
average believer was not easily persuaded into the practice of sacramen-
tal communion. The risk of unworthiness was after all not to be underes-
timated. People who had this to contend with – and they numbered not a 
few – avoided sacramental communion. Their resistance was at odds with 
the frequent communion so desired by the church authorities.

A fourth and final field of tension is that of universal versus ministerial 
priesthood. In this century of growing self-awareness, emergent human-
ism and intra-ecclesial criticism, many faithful became aware of a univer-
sal priesthood through which they, as baptized and confirmed Christians, 
shared in the one high-priesthood of Jesus Christ. Because of this the at-
titude of the churchgoers towards the bearers of ministerial priesthood 
was increasingly critical or even unfavorable, especially when the ordained 
office holders experienced the service entrusted to them as power.

In this complex of interconnected fields of tension, the approaching Refor-
mation (1517) already makes itself heard. But before devoting a final word 
to that, we want to know what position Thomas took in The Imitation regard-
ing the four fields of tension we indicated. To summarize in one sentence: 
Thomas shows himself to be a proponent of frequent, worthy, sacramental 
communion, administered by an ordained priest. He connects to his posi-
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tion two important conditions: (1) sacramental communion is of no value, if 
it is not also and especially spiritual communion; (2) a person can never see 
his desire for worthiness fulfilled, but must learn to be content with only a 
worthy desire. A few quotes will substantiate this point of view:

[Voice of the disciple] But here, in the Sacrament of the altar, you are wholly pres-
ent, my God, the man Christ Jesus, where also the abundant fruit of eternal salva-
tion is fully received, as often as it is taken up worthily and devoutly.18

[Voice of the disciple] For you are the sweet refreshment of the soul, and he who 
has fed upon you worthily, will be partaker and heir of eternal glory.19

[Voice of the disciple] Lord, my God, go ahead of your servant with the blessings of 
your sweetness, that I may prove fit to approach worthily and devoutly your most 
glorious Sacrament.20

[Voice of the Beloved] When I grant the grace of devotion, give thanks to your God, 
not because you are worthy, but because I had pity on you.21

[Voice of the disciple] And though I am unworthy to entertain all those feelings of 
devotion, yet I offer to you all the affection of my heart, as if I were the only one to 
have those most welcome, flaming, hot desires.22

A final question that occupies us is how the Reformation received The Im-
itation. From what precedes it is clear how Catholic reception bent the 
four-volume work to fit its own ends. It exchanged books III and IV, be-
cause in ecclesial practice more could be done with an ascetically under-
stood book that sets the Eucharist as its final end, than with a mystical 
writing that considers the Eucharist a “ mere ” practical objective. For ref-
ormational Christians in the sixteenth century, The Imitation, in its Catholic 
presentation (I–II–IV–III), was accordingly a paragon of Roman overplaying 
of the Eucharist, sacramental practice and the ordained office.

18 III,1,32 (IV,1,9 B). 
19 III,3,12 (IV,3,2 B). 
20 III,4,1 (IV,4,1B). 
21 III,12,11 (IV,12,3 B). 
22 III,17,3 (IV,17,2 B). 
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Especially the stricter denominations within the Reformation even rejected 
book III entirely, and considered the books I, II and IV together to be the 
true Imitation. A leading theologian of the Reformation, Gijsbertus Voetius 
(1589–1676), wrote a warm recommendation of “ The Imitation of Christ, 
which in the best edition ends thus: … and does not include any popish 
doctrine, but a true and devout exercise of blessedness and piety. ” 23 The 
quote in round brackets comprises the closing words of book IV, “ … direct 
him along the path of peace to the fatherland of everlasting light.” 24 For 
Voetius and those of the same mind, book III was “ too popish ” and simply 
did not count. They saw the whole of The Imitation as an “ exercise,” but one 
that was “ true and devout.”  Is it indeed not that for all of Christendom?

23 C. Graafland, “ De invloed van de Moderne Devotie in de Nadere Reformatie ±1650 
– ±1750 ”, in: P. Bange, C. Graafland, A. Jelsma, A. Weiler (eds.), De doorwerking 
van de Moderne Devotie. Windesheim 1387–1987. Voordrachten gehouden tijdens het 
Windesheim Symposium Zwolle/Windesheim 15–17 oktober 1987, Hilversum, 1988, 
47–69, esp. 53. 

24 IV,59,21 (III,59,4 B).



251.2 The Structure of The Imitation

1.2 The Structure of The Imitation

The first contribution in this book convinced us that there is a con-
cept underlying The Imitation of Christ. It seems that Thomas a Kempis 
wanted to compose a comprehensible handbook for the spiritual way. 
This aim fit in perfectly with the program of reform of the Modern De-
votion. After all, this movement of renewed devotion wanted to point 
Christians the way to their own tradition as much as possible. Thomas 
did this by composing The Imitation on the basis of reliable sources: 
first of all Holy Scripture, in which this work is literally saturated.1 He 
also drew on Church Fathers and ecclesiastical authors, and from early 
Modern Devotion authors such as Geert Grote, Gerard Zerbolt van Zut-
phen, Gerlach Peters and Hendrik Mande.

He placed his four-volume work in the perspective of the mystical 
union of the human being with God: the ultimate “ inner consolation.”  
The Imitation is a high point in the effort of making mysticism a com-
munal good, as the father of the Modern Devotion had in view.2 Also 
after the Middle Ages it remained for both Rome and the Reform the 
common heritage of the undivided church, down to the present day. 
Through translation and adaptation The Imitation did, in wording and 
style, take on the specific feel and tone of the different Christian tra-
ditions and denominations that cherished it.3 Thus, besides the “ Cath-
olic ” Imitation, numerous versions came into existence in the varied 
color scheme of the Reformation.

1 See on this topic contributions 3.1 and 3.2. 
2 R. van Dijk, “ Geert Grote en de Moderne Devotie. De vergemeenschappelijking van 

de mystiek ”, in: J. Baers, G. Brinkman, A. Jelsma, O. Steggink (eds.), Encyclopedie van 
de Mystiek. Fundamenten, tradities, perspectieven, Kampen/Tielt 2003, 708–725. 

3 Bange et al. (eds.), De doorwerking van de Moderne Devotie. Windesheim 1387–1987, 1988. 
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In this second contribution, we will investigate the structure of The Imitation 
more closely. To this end, we will first briefly examine the joint title of the 
four books. Next, we will consider their composition and interrelation: the 
literary form that the spiritual concept of The Imitation was given. Finally, we 
want to see how the four books constitute a handbook for the spiritual way. 
In this endeavor, we limit ourselves to their original order as Thomas laid 
it down definitively in his “ Brussels autograph ” which has been preserved.

1.2.1 The programmatic effect of the title 

Thomas did not give the most widespread title – De imitacione Christi (The 
Imitation of Christ) – to his work himself. In his times it was customary to 
call books by their opening words. The Imitation is thus also known under 
the opening words of the first book: “ He who follows me ” (Qui sequitur me). 
Shortly after Thomas’s death the title De imitacione Christi came into use. 
Transcribers, editors and printers derived this from the first part of the head-
ing above the first chapter of book I: De imitacione Christi (on the imitation of 
Christ).4 This early intervention confirms the strongly increasing tendency to 
consider book III (Devout exhortation to Holy Communion) as the high point of 
the imitation of Christ, and to subordinate book IV (Book of inner consolation) 
to that, by linking it to books I and II. In this factually developed order, the 
first three books form a phased preparation for the personal relationship 
with Christ in the Eucharist (book III) through spiritualization (book I), inter-
nalization (book II) and consolation (book IV). This betrays a concept of the 
spiritual way which differs from the one Thomas intended.

The second part of the heading above the first chapter of book I also gained 
its place in reception: “ and contempt for all the world’s vanities ” (et contemp-
tu omnium vanitatum mundi). The Imitation also became known – although 
less generally – under the title “ Contempt for the world ” (De contemptu 

4 The complete heading of the first chapter of book I reads: De Imitacione christi et 
contemptu omnium vanitatum mundi (On the imitation of Christ and contempt for all 
the world’s vanities). 
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mundi) and variations on this. Both “ new ” titles of course had a program-
matic effect. They contributed to a one-sidedly ascetical understanding of 
the four-volume work and to a failure to appreciate its mystical character.

How relative entitlement is anyway, is shown by the fact that the noun 
“ imitation ” (imitacio) only occurs once in the whole of The Imitation and 
the verb “ to imitate ” (imitari) only five times. The title De imitacione Christi 
has been sanctioned by worldwide use for more than five centuries. For 
the English-speaking world, this is also true of the translation of this title 
as The Imitation of Christ. The word imitation, however, also evokes notions 
of copying, fake, unauthentic. And this effect is precisely not what The Im-
itation has in view:

‘ He who follows (sequitur) me does not walk in darkness,’ says the Lord. These are 
the words of Christ by which we are advised (ammonemur) to imitate (imitemur) his 
life and ways, if we desire truly to be enlightened and to be freed from all blindness 
of the heart. Let it therefore be our chief preoccupation to think upon (meditari) the 
life of Jesus Christ.5

In these opening lines of The Imitation, Thomas explains the aim of his 
work. The original context6 of the quote from the Bible7 is not unimport-
ant. Jesus speaks this word after forgiving and sending away the adulter-
ess out of the circle of scribes and Pharisees who wanted to stone her.8 
And it comes immediately before his assurance that they certainly do not 
know where He came from or where He is going to.9 Following Christ is 
placed within a context of sin and forgiveness. The human being is ad-
vised (ammonemur) to this following (sequitur), despite his sinful state. But 
more than an imitation that goes no further than mimicry, imitation is 
here meant as portrayal (imitemur): the human being is advised or beck-

5 I,1,1–3 (I,1,1 B). 
6 Jn. 8:3–20. 
7 Jn. 8:12. 
8 Jn. 8:3–11. 
9 Jn. 8:14.
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oned to become what he is: “ in the image of God ” (Gen. 1:27), called to be 
a portrayal of Christ, “ who is the image of God.” 10 

We ourselves, however, are the norm of our portrayal of Christ: “ if we desire 
truly to be enlightened and to be freed from all blindness of the heart.” 11 
The instrument at our disposal is “ to think upon the life of Jesus Christ (in 
vita ihesu christi meditari).” 12 The preposition in is telling in this context. It is 
not a noncommittal thinking about the life of Jesus Christ, but an involved, 
contemplative and personal entering into His life. With this, The Imitation of 
Christ places itself in the tradition of the praxis of spiritual reading.13 The 
Modern Devotion had the intention to train people in spiritual reading (lec-
tio divina). Within this praxis of reading, The Imitation is an undisputed high 
point. As a spiritual writing, it offers the person a point of reference for his 
spiritual way: Jesus Christ, by whom he is led to God. Saturated in Scripture, 
The Imitation itself is a space in which one can travel this path. Conceived 
as lectio divina, reading it has contemplation as its aim, with meditation and 
prayer as the path towards this end. In this way, it can be used for personal 
representation of the life of Christ, for one’s transformation in God.

1.2.2 A spiritual way in literary form 

Both the original version in the Brussels autograph and the many versions 
that worldwide reception shows have their literary form in common. The 
Imitation is a thematically organized collection of proverbs, sayings and 
aphorisms in a coherent series of four books, that each comprise a differ-
ent number of chapters. The chapters vary in length and can be divided 
into verses. In this form The Imitation has been distributed in all sorts of 
variations: as a stand-alone publication, a prayer book or anthology, il-

10 2 Cor. 4:4. 
11 I,1,2 (I,1,1 B). 
12 I,1,3 (I,1,1 B). 
13 See on this topic contributions 3.1 and 3.2. Furthermore especially K. Waaijman, 

Spirituality. Forms, Foundations, Methods, Leuven 2002, 691–728. 
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lustrated or otherwise, as a book for everyday use or a showpiece, with 
or without division in verses or paragraphs.14 The division in books and 
chapters – except for the order of books III and IV – does not pose any 
problems.15 Thomas introduced this division and it has been respected by 
reception. The chapters themselves were divided by him into paragraphs, 
to a certain extent, by means of the symbol ¶. But he was not consistent 
in this, so that regarding the division into paragraphs and the numbering 
of the sentences there are various divergences in the different editions. 
Most authoritative is the diplomatic edition by Léon Delaissé (1956); his 
division into verses is based on detailed codicological research of the 
Brussels autograph.

The books do not betray a strongly systematic structure, but do reveal a the-
matic order. Only book III shows a structure, which can possibly be traced 
to a more well-wrought treatise.16 The other three consist of thematically 
ordered chapters with fitting titles. These headings furthermore provide 
some clarity concerning the purport of the various sayings collected under 
them. In this form The Imitation can be seen as an extensive, thematically 
organized rapiarium. It was probably largely composed from personal note-
books that “ our ancient fathers ” left behind. The fruits of their reading and 
their ideas, their sighs and their thoughts are still suffused with the spirit 
of the beginning. In the course of 21 years Thomas ordered and reordered, 
supplemented and replaced, improved and rewrote them, until the end re-
sult answered his concept of the spiritual way.

14 R. van Dijk, “ De Moderne Devotie. Haar invloed in de negentiende en twintigste 
eeuw ”, in: Overijsselse Historische Bijdragen. Verslagen en mededelingen van de Ver-
eeniging tot beoefening van Overijsselsch Regt en Geschiedenis, 117 (2002) 6–50. 

15 On the order of the books see contribution 1.1. 
16 It is not impossible that we see in book III Thomas’s adaptation of the book De com-

munione (also De sacramento), which according to some biographical sources was 
written by Geert Grote, but has never been found. See R. van Dijk, Gerardi Magni 
Opera Omnia I, 1: Ad Gerardi Magni Opera Omnia Prolegomena. Die Forschungslage des 
gesamten Schrifttums (Corpus Christianorum / Continuatio Mediaeualis; 192), Turn-
hout 2003, 585–587. 
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A spiritual way takes place by stages. These stages become visible when 
one takes up writings in which such a way is described (auto)biographical-
ly. Besides practical testimonies of lived spirituality, there are – starting 
with Origen (185/6–254) – the more theoretically composed writings from 
the different schools of spirituality. Masters of the spiritual life have con-
tinually tried to gain insight into the spiritual way, by differentiating it into 
three or more phases or states of life, steps or stages, or – like Thomas 
a Kempis – in four books. All these handbooks and models have this in 
common: they describe the circular process in which the human being 
travels the path of the beginners, the advanced and the perfect, without 
devaluing his created existence. Our spiritual way moves in the here and 
now, in the brokenness of all creatures, in sinfulness and forgiveness. In 
other words: a spiritual way does not debar sinfulness and does not imply 
holiness. What it does do is expose our essential involvement with God. 
And that was Thomas’s main concern.

1.2.3 Handbook for the spiritual way 

Their order in the Brussels autograph corresponds to a different concept 
than that in contemporary and later reception. To put it boldly: the or-
der I–II–III–IV reflects the spiritual way of “ renewed inner devotion ” as 
originally intended by Thomas, I–II–IV–III however as it was factually un-
derstood by reception. Both views have every right to their existence. But 
if one wants to do justice to the Modern Devotion – certainly in its first 
generations – The Imitation will have to be read in the original order. In this 
form, it is a handbook for the spiritual way that fits in best with the spirit 
of this movement of “ renewed inner devotion.“

Book I

Earlier we discussed the opening sentences of book I in relation to the 
title of the whole work. They moreover set the tone for book I. The person 
who orients his life on material reality walks in darkness. The person who 
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follows Jesus Christ focuses on the spiritual reality which shines through 
material reality. He walks in the light.

Now the question is: am I attached to self-preservation, or do I detach 
myself, in order ultimately to be attached to God? In 25 chapters we are 
instructed on themes such as the relativeness of earthly things (1) and 
our real wretchedness (22). Within this context we have to learn to de-
tach ourselves from what makes us attach to self-preservation: unor-
dered inclinations (6), empty hope and elation (7), too great familiarity 
(8) and talkativeness (10), temptations (13), rash judgment (14). We do 
this by practicing humility (2) and obedience (9), prudence in action (4), 
peace and eagerness for progress (11), works done out of love (15). We 
find the strength to do this in being taught by truth (3), reading Scripture 
(5), monastic life (17), the examples of the holy fathers (18), the discipline 
of a good religious (19), love of solitude and silence (20). In order to per-
severe in this, we have to be convinced of the usefulness of adversity (12), 
tolerating others ” faults (16), the heart’s contrition (21), thinking of death 
(23), judgment and punishment (24). In this way, we work on the ardent 
amendment of our life (25). Book I concludes with this “ useful counsel ”:

Watch over yourself, stir yourself up, admonish yourself, and whatever may be the 
case with others, do not neglect yourself. You will progress in proportion as you do 
violence to yourself. Amen.17

These closing sentences together with the opening sentences form an inclu-
sion of the whole book: the one who follows Christ only makes progress in 
proportion as he devotes himself to this. The spiritual way thus, in addition 
to all the grace received, demands personal effort. In the increasing usage of 
the personal pronoun in the second person – “ you ” (tu, tibi, te) – the perspec-
tive of the second book also begins to come through: the reader or hearer is 
pulled out of the anonymity of humanity in general and is addressed person-
ally. Thomas puts the individual human being in the spotlight.

17 I,25,54–55 (I,25,10 B). 
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Book II

Like book I, book II opens with a quote from the Bible:

‘ The Kingdom of God is within you (intra vos),’ 18 says the Lord. Turn with your whole 
heart to God, and abandon this wretched world, and your soul will find peace. Learn 
to despise that which is without (exteriora), and give yourself to that which is within 
(interiora), and you will see the kingdom of God come in you (in te). For the kingdom 
of God is peace and joy in the Holy Spirit, which is not given to the godless (impiis).19

Often one finds the translation: the kingdom of God is among you, in the midst 
of you, within your reach. These possibilities for translation, however, leave the 
“ self ” out of play. In that case, the temptation is strong to seek the kingdom 
of God outside of the “ self,” in various forms of action. Without denying the 
importance of this, The Imitation precisely relates the kingdom of God to the 
transformation of the human being through the divine indwelling in the “ self.”

Book II assumes that the reader or hearer has made the choice for a spiritu-
al way in the light of Christ. The new perspective of personal address gives 
direction to the twelve chapters that the book consists of: is my spiritual way 
a way inward (interiora) or do I go no further than externality (exteriora) and 
am I one of those who do not truly love (impiis), who deny their involvement 
with God? The reader or hearer has to learn to discern where God is at work 
and where self-preservation raises obstacles. To this end he is spoken to on 
themes such as inner fellowship (1), humble submission (2), bringing peace 
(3), an undivided heart (4), knowing oneself (5), good conscience (6). Next, 
he is directed more specifically to the relationship with Christ, which will be 
developed further in book III. The love for Jesus goes beyond all else (7) and 
opens the way to close friendship with Him (8). It enables the loving soul to 
bear a lack of all comfort (9) and be grateful for God’s grace (10). But the 
lovers of the cross of Christ number but few (11), even though the royal way 
of the cross (12) deeply unites one with Him:

18 Lk. 17:21. 
19 II,1,1–4 (II,1,1 B). 
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For both the disciples who follow him, and all those desiring to follow him, he clearly 
exhorts to carry the cross, saying: ‘ If anyone wishes to come after me, let him deny 
himself, and take up his cross and follow me.’ With all things, therefore, read and 
examined, let this be the last conclusion: ‘ Through many tribulations we must enter 
the kingdom of God.’ 20

These closing sentences together with the opening sentences form an in-
clusion of the whole of book II.

We can now see the relationship between the two books as follows: the 
person who follows Christ only makes progress in proportion as he de-
votes himself to this (book I); within himself he finds the kingdom of God, 
but can only enter it by way of tribulations (book II). Together, books I 
and II articulate a spiritual process of transformation that takes place in 
the human being’s “ self.”  The coming of the kingdom of God is prepared 
not so much by reforming the world as by transforming the “ self.”  Here 
we touch on the actual spiritual core of the Modern Devotion.

Book III

In contrast with the other three books, book III opens with no less 
than five biblical quotes, which are ascribed to the “ voice of Christ ” 
(vox Christi):

‘ Come to me all who labour and are heavy-laden and I will refresh you,’ 21 says the Lord. 
‘ The bread which I shall give is my flesh, for the life of the world.’ 22 ‘ Take it and eat, this 
is my Body, which is surrendered for you. Do this in memory of me.’ 23 ‘ He who eats my 
flesh and drinks my blood, abides in me and I in him.’ 24 ‘ The words which I have spoken 
to you are spirit and life.’ 25

20 II,12,65–68 (II,12,15 B). 
21 Mt. 11:28. 
22 Jn. 6:52. 
23 Lk. 22:19; 1 Cor. 11:24. 
24 Jn. 6:56. 
25 Jn. 6:64. III,0,1–5 (IV,1,0 B). 
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These opening verses are programmatic for the whole of book III. The 
reader or hearer is now addressed as disciple and is invited by the 
“ voice of Christ ” (vox Christi) to enter into the proffered relationship 
with Him, which was prepared in solidarity with His cross, and to con-
summate it in the Eucharist, in order to receive spirit and life. With the 
answer in the “ voice of the disciple ” (vox discipuli), the spiritual way 
gains a dialogical twist and the address (monologue) becomes a more 
intimate dialogue:

These are your words, Christ, eternal Truth, although not said at one time, nor 
written together in one place. Therefore, because they are your words and true, 
all of them must be received by me with gratitude and trust. They are your words 
and you have said them; they are also my words because you have uttered them 
for my salvation.26

With this answer by the disciple, the tone is set for book III. The perspec-
tive of the personal address has shifted to that of the interpersonal dia-
logue. In eighteen chapters we are invited by the voice of Christ – which 
from chapter 5 onwards is the “ voice of the Beloved ” (vox dilecti) – to hear 
and obey Christ’s desire for us (13) by making room for Him (12), relating 
our desire for worthiness (4–6) to the reality of merely a worthy desire 
(16–17) and changing our inability to comprehend the mystery of the en-
counter with God (1) into simple deference for this mystery (18). In this 
spirit, book III concludes as follows:

God, eternal, immeasurable, and of boundless power, does great things, beyond all 
searching, in heaven and on earth, and his wondrous works cannot be traced out. If 
such were the works of God that they could be easily grasped by human reason, they 
would not be called wonderful or unspeakable.27

We can now see the relationship between the three books as follows: the 
person who follows Christ only makes progress in proportion as he de-

26 III,1,1–3 (IV,1,1 B). 
27 III,18,20–21 (IV,18,5 B). 
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votes himself to this (book I); within himself, he finds the kingdom of God, 
but can only enter it by way of tribulations (book II); Christ urges him to 
offer Him a lasting abode in himself (book III).

Book IV

The first three books open with biblical quotes which can be recognized 
as words of Christ. It is Christ who does not leave in darkness the one 
who follows Him,28 who shows us the way inward,29 who leads us into 
His interior.30 Book IV also opens with a quote from Scripture, but it is no 
longer a word of Christ:

‘ I will hearken to what the Lord God says within me.’ 31 Blessed the soul which hears 
the Lord speaking within, and receives the word of consolation from his lips. Blessed 
are the ears which pick up the rills of God’s whisper, and pay no attention to the 
whisperings of this world.32

Here Christ has completed His mission as mediator. The person who 
gives himself over to the spiritual life (book I), has turned his attention 
within (book II) and has taken up Christ’s invitation (book III), is now 
himself so full of the incarnate Word of God, that he has but one desire 
left: to hear “ what the Lord God says within me,” 33 to savor the fullness 
of the Word.

In 59 chapters – together about half of The Imitation – the disciple is led 
into the space of the encounter with God, to enjoy in contemplation 
(contemplatio) the true inner consolation (interna consolatio). The per-
spective of the dialogue of the Beloved with the disciple shifts to that 
of the inner conversation of God with the son. The disciple is drawn 

28 I,1,1 (I,1,1 B). 
29 II,1,1 (II,1,1 B). 
30 III,0,1–5 (IV,1,0 B). 
31 Ps. 84:9. 
32 IV,1,1–3 (III,1,1 B). 
33 IV,1,1 (III,1,1 B).
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into the inner divine-human speech of the Father with the human being 
who, in the encounter with Christ (book III), has become by grace a child 
of God. The conversation partners, who in the dialogue (book III) are 
still distinguished as “ the Beloved ” and “ the disciple,” in the speech of 
God (book IV) merge into the unity of the Father with the Son,34 includ-
ing those who have by grace become children of God. Discipleship has 
deepened into being a child of God. What Jesus Christ is by nature – Son 
of God – the human being becomes by grace. In this transformation of 
the human being into God lies the final end (telos) of his spiritual way: 
“ Son, abandon yourself and you will find me.” 35 In order to attain this 
he keeps in mind the practical objective (skopos): the portrayal of Christ, 
who is “ the way.” 36

The mystical transformation of the human being into God, however, 
never and nowhere escapes the boundaries of his created existence. 
This means that the union that is (potentially) experienced is not com-
plete, as long as we are still living in exile, dwelling “ in the kingdom of 
the shadow of death ”:

According to the greatness of your goodness, and the multitude of your mercies, 
look upon me and hear the prayers of your poor servant, a far exile in the kingdom 
of the shadow of death. Protect and preserve the soul of your poor servant amid the 
many perils of a corruptible life, and, your grace accompanying, direct him along the 
path of peace to the fatherland of everlasting light. Amen.37

With this, The Imitation has returned to its beginning. In the “ poor servant 
amid the many perils of a corruptible life,” dependent on “ your grace ” we 
recognize the “ humble peasant who serves God, ” 38 is “ frail,” 39 and has 

34 Jn. 17:11. 
35 IV,37,1 (III,37,1 B). 
36 Jn. 14:6. 
37 IV,59,20–21 (III,59,4 B). 
38 I,2,2 (I,2,1 B). 
39 I,2,19 (I,2,4 B). 
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only one task: “ to subdue ourselves, day by day to gain the mastery of self 
and make progress towards something better.” 40

We can now describe the dynamic of the interrelationship of the four 
books as follows: the person who follows Christ only makes progress in 
proportion as he devotes himself to this (book I); within himself, he finds 
the kingdom of God, but can only enter it by way of tribulations (book II); 
Christ urges him to offer Him a lasting abode in himself (book III); once 
entered into the kingdom of God, in himself, the person experiences in 
inner consolation the divine-human speech of God Himself (book IV).

The Imitation can be seen as a tetraptych: in each of the four panels, the 
mystical perspective of the spiritual way beckons. While the proverbs, say-
ings and aphorisms derive their initial meaning from the book they are 
found in, they receive their deepest meaning from this mystical perspec-
tive, when they disclose themselves fully in hearkening “ to what the Lord 
God says within me.” 41 Only then is the first prayer that we read in The 
Imitation truly answered:

O God, the Truth, make me one with you in never-ending love. I am often wearied 
in reading and hearing many things. In you is all I wish for and desire. Let all who 
teach fall silent, let all things created remain speechless before you. Do you alone 
speak to me.42

1.2.4 Conclusion 

With this, the spiritual way of the human being “ in imitation of Christ ” is 
presented in its ultimate involvement with God. This way does not take 
place in four stages that are rounded off one after the other, but in a 
continual circular shift of the different perspectives in one another. In this 
way, the human being is led into each of the four books and – first as 

40 I,3,19 (I,3,3 B). 
41 IV,1,1 (III,1,1 B). 
42 I,3,10–12 (I,3,2 B). 
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reader or hearer, then as disciple and finally as son – involved ever more 
deeply in the intimate divine-human speech of God. It is a way into one’s 
own interior, into the “ self ” as the space of divine Indwelling. “ The longest 
journey is the journey inwards,” Dag Hammarskjöld knows.43 But we have 
a lifetime to make the trip.

43 D. Hammarskjöld, Markings (The Faber Library; 22), London 1997, 34. 
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Change of Perspective and Spiritual Dynamic of the Four Books (1)

book text change of perspective spiritual dynamic

book i

beginning

‘He who follows me does not walk in 
darkness,’ says the Lord. These are 
the words of Christ by which we are 
advised …

The human being in 
general is discussed.

The person who 
follows Christ only 
makes progress in 
proportion as he 
devotes himself 
to this.

end

… and whatever may be the case with 
others, do not neglect yourself. You 
will progress in proportion as you do 
violence to yourself. Amen.

book ii

beginning
‘The Kingdom of God is within you,’ says 
the Lord. Turn with your whole heart 
to God …

The reader or hearer is 
personally addressed.

Within himself he 
finds the kingdom 
of God, but can 
only enter it by 
way of tribulations.

end

... With all things, therefore, read and 
examined, let this be the last conclu-
sion: ‘Through many tribulations we 
must enter the kingdom of God.’
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Change of Perspective and Spiritual Dynamic of the Four Books (2)

book text change of perspective spiritual dynamic

book iii

beginning

‘Come to me all who labour and are 
heavy-laden and I will refresh you,’ says 
the Lord… These are your words, Christ, 
eternal Truth …

By answering the 
address becomes dia-
logue and the reader 
or hearer becomes a 
disciple.

Christ urges him to 
offer Him a lasting 
abode in himself.

end

... If such were the works of God that they 
could be easily grasped by human rea-
son, they would not be called wonderful 
or unspeakable.

book iv

beginning

‘I will hearken to what the Lord God 
says within me.’ Blessed the soul which 
hears the Lord speaking within, and 
receives the word of consolation from 
his lips …

As son the disciple 
becomes involved in 
the inner divine-human 
conversation.

Once entered into 
the kingdom of 
God, in himself, the 
person experiences 
in inner consola-
tion the divine- 
human speech.

end

... Protect and preserve the soul of your 
poor servant amid the many perils 
of a corruptible life, and, your grace 
accompanying, direct him along the path 
of peace to the fatherland of everlasting 
light. Amen.
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“He who follows me does not walk in darkness.” These 
words of the Gospel of John form the overture of The Imita-
tion, inviting the reader to free oneself from “blindness of 
the heart” and to let the divine light shine in the world as 
a portrayal of Christ. We thus walk from darkness towards 
the light and ourselves become an image of God. Howev-
er, our human life always remains mingled with dark shad-
ows. Therefore, the portrayal of Christ inevitably remains 
a play of light and darkness. We have the responsibility to 
become more and more transparent to the divine light in a 
life in contemplation of God. When we learn to see, we our-
selves increasingly become what we see: a visible, concrete 
portrayal of Christ.

iniGo Bocken

Chapter 2  

The Way from 

Darkness to Light
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2.1 Ways out of Darkness

“ He who follows me does not walk in darkness. ” These words from the 
Gospel according to John form the striking overture to the four books 
with which Thomas tries to put his readers on their way to a life in con-
templation of God. In this contribution, we will show that these words 
are programmatic in nature and form the key which opens one’s eyes 
to the true intention of The Imitation of Christ. Especially the first book, 
which contains “ counsels useful for spiritual living,” seems to center 
on the necessity of freeing oneself from “ blindness of the heart ” 1 and 
opening one’s eyes to the divine light that shines in the world. Not only 
must we learn to see this light clearly and without the shadows of our 
earthly dependencies, but it is even necessary, according to Thomas, to 
live in such a way that we ourselves become so transparent that we also 
let this light shine in the world.

For this reason, the point in The Imitation is not only an imitation, in the 
sense of following, of Christ, but also – and perhaps primarily – a por-
trayal. Thomas, after all, does not demand a slavish following of what 
Scripture impresses upon us. Rather we are asked to learn – step by 
step – to see better, and ultimately so clearly that we can do nothing 
but ourselves portray what we actually see. This transition may at first 
sight (!) seem singular and demands further explanation. But perhaps it 
already becomes somewhat understandable when we think of a painter, 
who not only copies reality, but sees better – and shows this better – to 
the degree that he/she designs his/her own image. For Thomas a Kemp-
is spiritual seeing also seems to be not only a passive observing of what 
happens to a person, but an activity, a doing – a portrayal that shows 

1 I,1,1–2 (I,1,1 B). 
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reality in a new way. The person who portrays Christ can no longer be 
blind – and this in a twofold sense: by portraying he will no longer be 
blind, but he must also work at the blind spots in his existence, which 
do not yet let the light through and cause him to wander in darkness, in 
order to reach the goal at all: to portray Christ oneself and so become 
an image of God.

We will discuss this singular reversal – from seeing to portraying and so 
“ being seen ” – in what follows. Especially in book I, where Thomas seeks 
ways to be freed from our spiritual blindness and travel a spiritual path, 
this reversal seems to come into sharp relief. It is after all, as we will see, 
crucial in order to be able to place the path the author of The Imitation 
describes as a reaction to the withered scholastic theology of the Middle 
Ages. In the eyes of the Modern Devotion, this had become bogged down 
in a cluttered and empty game of abstract terminology and all too subtle 
distinctions. We will go into the nature and the causes of the blindness 
with which we, human beings, wander the world. Subsequently, we will 
investigate what possibilities Thomas sees of being healed of this blind-
ness and letting light shine in one’s eyes. Finally, we will show how the 
seclusion that Thomas recommends to his readers in order to attain true 
spiritual life can be understood as the true portrayal of Christ.

2.1.1 The Imitation as a way to contemplative life

The focus on seeing in The Imitation is anything but coincidental, and is 
part of an old tradition that already began in antiquity with Plato and Ar-
istotle and also fundamentally defined Christianity from the very begin-
ning. In this tradition, seeing God is the ultimate goal of all knowledge. 
“ Contemplation ” (theoria) is the Greek term for this highest knowledge 
and in some medieval etymological interpretations they did not fail to also 
associate the Greek term for God, theos, with this contemplation, theorein: 
the activity which in theoria ultimately finds its completion and gives to 
human life its ultimate sense and meaning.
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In this context, it was always the case that a life in contemplation of God 
– a life in theoria – was seen in sharp contrast with more practical activ-
ities, such as manual work or politics; activities which do not carry their 
goal within themselves. Historically speaking, it would be incorrect to say 
that Christian thought rejected either manual work or politics. Yet these 
activities of the human being who is finite, sensory and marked by craving 
for power only had meaning to the extent that they could in some way be 
tied in with the receptive contemplation of the divine ideas. That which is 
actively made by human beings seems in this perspective rather to deter 
from the essential, the striving for beatitude, the contemplation of divine 
truth. In this light, the philosopher becomes the paradigm of a successful 
and blissful life, because contemplation is his principal activity and this 
contemplation has no purpose outside of itself. It is a purpose in itself and 
for this reason, the person who is focused on this contemplation himself 
leads, as Aristotle remarks, an autonomous and autarkic life, independent 
of the inconstancies of existence.2

It is striking how Thomas distances himself from this view in The Imita-
tion. He leaves no opportunity unutilized to emphasize that the pride of 
scholars and in particular that of philosophers is an obstacle on the way 
of becoming alike to Christ (conformare).

What does it profit you to argue profoundly about the Trinity, if you lack humility, and 
so displease the Trinity? I would rather feel contrition than define the word. If you 
know the whole Bible superficially, and the words of all philosophers, what would all 
this profit you without the grace of God.3

We read this right in the opening chapter of The Imitation. And not much 
further Thomas is even more explicit:

Every man naturally wants to know, but what is the good of knowledge without the 
fear of God? Indeed, a humble peasant who serves God, is better than a proud phi-

2 Aristotle, Ethica Nicomachea (Nicomachean Ethics), X, 7, 1177a. 
3 I,1,7–10 (I,1,3 B). 
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losopher, who ponders the course of the sky, but neglects himself. […] Rest from too 
great a desire to know, because therein is found great discord and delusion.4

And still, Thomas cannot get enough of shedding light upon the disadvan-
tages of abstract learning:

Many words do not satisfy the soul, but a good life refreshes the mind and a pure 
conscience offers great confidence towards God. The greater and better your knowl-
edge, so much the more severely will you be judged, unless you have lived a more 
holy life. Do not therefore be lifted up for any skill or learning, but rather fear for 
the knowledge that has been given you. If it seems to you that you know much and 
understand well enough, know also that there is much more which you do not know. 
'Do not be high-minded', but rather confess your ignorance. Why do you wish to set 
yourself ahead of another, when more may be found with greater learning than you 
and more skilled in law? If you wish to know, and to learn anything to good purpose, 
be eager to be unknown and accounted nothing.5

These words make it understandable that The Imitation has gone down 
in history as an anti-intellectual writing, which discerns in knowledge and 
learning only human pride and sets its sights on the humility of an un-
pretentious, hidden life. It is equally understandable that philosophers 
and theologians to this day have given this work, which according to re-
ports is the most widely read book in western tradition after the Bible, 
a wide berth. And yet it is far too easy to see The Imitation of Christ as a 
mere rejection of theory and reflection. Thomas, after all, indicates that 
he agrees with one of Aristotle’s central basic principles which we read at 
the beginning of his Metaphysics, “ Every man naturally wants to know. ” 6 
And ultimately the goal of The Imitation of Christ itself is no other than that 

4 I,2,1–2; 5 (I,2,1–2 B). 
5 I,2,9–15 (I,2,2–3 B). 
6 Omnis homo naturaliter scire desiderat (I,2,1) It is clear that the author of the Imitatio 

Christi was himself a scholar who knew his classics. References to classical philo-
sophical and theological tractates can be found continually. See, in this regard, M. 
Reiß, “ Die Zitate antiker Autoren in der Imitatio des Thomas von Kempen ”, in: Thom-
as von Kempen. Beiträge zum 500. Todesjahr 1471–1971, Kempen 1971. 
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of classical theoria, contemplation of God as the only essential goal that 
lends meaning to thought and actions in this human life. We must learn to 
see God in this earthly life and in the things that occur in this. That means 
that we must try to understand things in the light of a divine standard and 
not subject them to our own thoughts and judgments.

This, too, Thomas makes clear right at the beginning of his work, es-
pecially when he warns us, his readers, of speaking in too high-flown a 
way about the Trinity and losing sight of the fact that it is ultimately the 
Trinity who judges us. What Thomas criticizes in the philosophers and 
scholars, is the fact that they exclude themselves from their profound 
ponderings on the divine order. They act as if they can pronounce their 
judgments on life from a neutral position, bypassing the events of re-
ality, and forget that they are themselves involved in the thoughts that 
they bring up. Such a person “ neglects his soul,“ Thomas says. It is even 
foolish (insipiens) to give one’s attention to other things than those which 
make for one’s salvation.7 The salvation of the human being is the mea-
sure of all knowledge and precisely this is what the philosophers and 
scholars often forget. Contrary to an often-heard view, Thomas accord-
ingly does not reject philosophical scholarship as such in order to go the 
way of contemplation of God. But the one who pronounces a judgment 
on reality should know that this judgment also concerns himself. No one 
can take up a position outside of this reciprocity of judgment and non-
committally act as if it does not concern him.

Seeing God – the highest goal of all knowledge – is therefore itself a practical 
act. Seeing God can never be a merely receptive and passive observing of 
the divine truth, just as even the most realistic and photographic painting 
does not represent reality, but is still the painter’s interpretation. For this 
reason imitation of Christ is not an overstrained copying of what is literally 
said and done, but a concrete portrayal of the life of Christ. Our entire life, 

7 I,2,8 (I,2,2 B). 
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with all its contingencies and defects, but also with all its active deeds, is 
to become “ congruous ” with Christ or, as Thomas says in the first book of 
The Imitation, we must “ think upon the life of Jesus Christ.” 8 Contemplation 
(theoria), too, is a practical and concrete business and can consequently 
have only a practical and concrete result: our life as it is, in its totality (tota 
vita). Life itself is the medium in which we can and must represent Christ, 
the image of God. We have the responsibility to let the divine light shine in 
the world as portrayal of Christ. Our efforts to learn to see God better in the 
world will ultimately lead to us ourselves becoming an image that makes 
this divine light visible. When we learn to see, we ourselves increasingly be-
come what we see. Precisely because Thomas so emphasizes this practical 
nature of the encounter with God, it becomes understandable that a simple 
peasant is often better equipped than a learned philosopher who has let 
the divine light in his existence be overrun by knowledge and learning.

The question is now how Thomas imagines this concretely and what 
exactly he means by a life in contemplation of God, a life that portrays 
Christ. Certainly, in the first book we do not seem to be offered very many 
positive or substantive representations. But how would that indeed be 
possible, when Thomas continually emphasizes that we ourselves have to 
go the way of Christ!? It is precisely the illusion of the philosophers that 
by means of their book-learning they know how life works. The person 
who wants to live in imitation of Christ “ would rather feel contrition than 
define the word.” 9 The author of The Imitation does see himself as capable 
of giving “ counsels ” (ammoniciones), guides that help the reader to find 
his way in the dark, so that he does not get lost. A first step on the path 
of life that portrays Christ is accordingly liberation from “ blindness of the 
heart.” 10 Thomas concentrates more on the obstacles that keep us from 
the light than that he takes pains to describe this divine light. For such a 
description has to be completed by each individual reader, each individu-

8 I,1,2 (I,1,1 B). 
9 I,1,9 (I,1,3 B). 
10 I,1,1 (I,1,1 B). 
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al person, in his own life. “ Truly, deep words do not make a holy man and 
just. It is a virtuous life that makes a man dear to God.” 11

2.1.2 Blindness of the heart and its causes 

What does this blindness of the heart consist of, which we have to liberate 
ourselves from? We already pointed out how strongly Thomas warns schol-
ars and philosophers of the danger of being in love with one’s own knowl-
edge and one’s own words, rather than letting truth itself be one’s teacher. 
This in fact applies to everyone. Blindness reigns where we value our own 
judgment more highly than those of others – not only those of other people, 
but also the judgments that proceed from reality. There is a judgment that 
permeates and determines our life here on earth, lends it order and harmo-
ny, and also lights up the finite things in our existence. This judgment is inter-
preted by Thomas as the Word of God which we, although we cannot utter it 
ourselves, can learn to see when we are able to create clarity in the jumble of 
our own prejudices and dependencies. It is empty vanity, which is the princi-
pal obstacle to seeing the light that gives our life meaning and content.

He is a happy man whom truth itself instructs, not by semblances or transient voices, 
but precisely as it is. Our thoughts and our feelings often deceive us, and perceive 
but little. What profit is there in great argument about hidden matters and obscure, 
ignorance of which brings us no condemnation in judgment? […] Having eyes, we see 
not. What do ‘ kinds ‘ and ‘ species ‘ matter to us?12

The Imitation of Christ comprehends a path which is described by Thomas 
as a continuous field of tension between opposites: between peasant and 
philosopher, between acting and thinking, between earthly fame and spir-
itual humility, between “ word ” and “ truth.”  In this context, what is crucial 
according to Thomas is that the person liberate himself from every depen-
dency on human perspectives – on the senses, but also on the multitude of 

11 I,1,8 (I,1,3 B). 
12 I,3,1–3; 5 (I,3,1–2 B). 
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human thoughts.13 Not only should spiritual thoughts be stripped of sen-
sory aspects – as was the case in Platonism – but our listening to the divine 
Word should also be stripped of thoughts. It is this divine Word which is 
to make our concrete existence (including our thoughts) understandable, 
which lends unity to our existence. This understanding, however, is not ob-
jective understanding at a distance, as was still the case in the early scholas-
tic philosophers. In that model, the “ knower ” still remained outside of the 
“ known.”  Reality was judged as if the knower himself was separate from it, 
and that is precisely what is condemned in The Imitation of Christ. The per-
son who considers his own judgment to be superior to that of others does 
much damage, according to Thomas. He causes unrest in his own heart 
and lives on envy and resentment. After all, he has to be continually on his 
guard to keep reality in his grasp and maintain his position above the other, 
and will if necessary have to use violence if this is in danger of failing.

In The Imitation, making reality translucent is no longer left to the theoreti-
cian, but to the divine Word, which cannot be claimed by any human being. 
Thomas is trying to clear up the obstacles, so that his readers might be able 
to walk from the darkness of absent-mindedness to the light, that is, di-
rect themselves ever more towards God’s judgment.14 The tension between 
darkness and light is indeed the fundamental tension that permeates the 
first book of The Imitation and gives shape to it. “ Light ” is in this regard char-
acterized as “ humble understanding of oneself as a path to God,” which is 
more fundamental than seeking the treasures of knowledge.15 Darkness 
is the multiplicity that manifests itself both in knowing and in acting. For 

13 In this regard, there is a direct connection between the conversation between Au-
gustine and Monica, that we read in book IX of the Confessions, and the spirituality of 
the Modern Devotion: the “ silence ” of the divine Word manifests itself increasingly 
in the speech of Monica and Augustine. The partners in conversation do not keep 
silent, but their speech is increasingly silent. See J. Kreutzer, Pulchritudo Dei. Vom 
Erkennen Gottes bei Augustin, München 1995, 255-272.

14 I,19,9 (I,19,2 B). 
15 I,3,21 (I,3,4 B). 
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Thomas, to live in the blindness of darkness means to place one’s hopes 
in human beings and creatures, “ Vain is he who puts his hope in men or in 
anything created.” 16 Or, “ Trust not in your own knowledge, nor in the clev-
erness of anyone alive, but rather in the grace of God.” 17

Now, in this existence this light is never undividedly present. It is always 
mingled with darkness. This is precisely one of the illusions we have to 
liberate ourselves from. We are never able to attain a pure contemplation 
(theoria). No thought can get away from the finite conditions and the con-
crete practice of existence. Thought is involved with all the finitudes and 
dependencies in reality.  We are irrevocably bound to the human regard 
for appearances.18 For Thomas, the human being lives under the irreduc-
ible threat that what he understands as “ light,” what he – in other words 
– takes to be the divine Word, is in fact darkness: very often he believes 
himself to be acting with love, while he is, in fact, experiencing mere nat-
ural lust.19 Our dependence on human (and thus “ creaturely “) variables 
is irreducible: we cannot speak without words, cannot see without eyes. 
Blind spots always remain. When we think about the whole of all things, 
we always do this as a creature that moves between light and darkness, as 
someone who is bound to his own prejudices and desires. For this reason, 
we ought to forgo judging others as much as possible.

Turn your eyes upon yourself and beware of judging what others do. In judging others 
a man toils in vain, often goes astray, and easily sins; but in judging and examining him-
self he often toils fruitfully. […] If God were always the sole object of our desiring, we 
should not so easily be disturbed by opposition to our opinion. But often something 
lies hidden within, or encounters us from without which equally draws us along.20

16 I,7,1 (I,7,1 B). 
17 I,7,5 (I,7,1 B). 
18 II,6,21–22 (II,6,3 B). 
19 I,15,9 (I,15,3 B). 
20 I,14,1–2; 4–5 (I,14,1–2 B). 
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Thomas here bases himself on the evangelical insight that one who judg-
es others is always likewise judging himself. Surprisingly enough he sees in 
this the possibility of finding a way out of the darkness of entanglement in 
worldly and finite things. It is, as we saw, impossible to step out of this web 
of dependencies and gain an overall insight into the order of things. It is, 
however, possible to have knowledge of impossibility: we can know that we 
cannot trust our judging intellect in this regard. It is, in other words, possible 
to judge oneself. We cannot do this in the sense that we know (in an empirical 
and psychological sense) exactly who we are, but we can know that we live in 
darkness, when we consider our own judgments as the final word on reality. 
It is our judgments that cast shadows before the light, but precisely for this 
reason they also make clear the limits of the light of the divine judgment.

What is possible for someone who perforce lives in darkness is to learn 
to see through one’s own dependencies. We can learn to understand that 
every judgment about reality is our own judgment and that by means of 
our judgments we are ourselves the cause of our blindness. This means: 
we can recognize our inability to find the ultimate standard that brings 
us into harmony with reality and with other people. Does this mean we 
should stop judging? That is not what Thomas says. For that would itself 
be an illusion – that would itself be our own judgment. After all, judging 
is going on continuously. Even when we think we have spoken the final 
judgment on things, we can still wonder what God actually thinks of us, 
which we can again never find out without discovering that this is once 
again our own judgment.

Rather it seems that we should be reticent in our judgment. From what 
precedes we can also deduce what this reticence precisely means. In 
judging we can be attentive to the fact that it is our own judgment and 
that every judgment we pronounce can itself be judged in turn. In judg-
ing we are never completely free of our own interests or our sensory and 
rational intentions. We should therefore take heed that our judgments 
leave room for the judgments of others. Our blindness disappears by 
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letting go of our own judgment, that is to say, by judging in such a way 
that it becomes clear that it is our own judgment that we are pronounc-
ing. Only in this way do the cracks form in the iron armor of human 
dependencies, through which the divine light can shine and show things 
as they truly are.

2.1.3 The portrayal of Christ as life in seclusion 

We must therefore learn to discern better the divine judgment about 
all things, learn to understand things and circumstances better in the 
light of divine truth. We can truly liberate ourselves from our own judg-
ments and those of other people. Reticence in judgment, however, 
goes far beyond a mere caution in judging. It is rather the realization 
that we cannot judge others arbitrarily, without this judgment refer-
ring back to ourselves. We ourselves are involved in the judgment. In 
the way we think and speak about the world and others, we are in fact 
depicting ourselves. The standard by which we assess others is ulti-
mately also our own standard.21 But how can we then concretely break 
through our own judgment in order to make ourselves like Christ – the 
divine Word? In chapter 12 of the first book Thomas appears to answer 
this question.

It is good for us that at times we have sorrows and adversities, because they often 
make a man realise in heart that he is an exile, and puts not his hope in any worldly 
thing. It is good that we at times endure opposition, and that we are evilly and untruly 
judged, when our actions and intentions are good. Often such experiences promote 
humility, and protect us from vainglory. […] Then too he understands that perfect 
freedom from care and full peace cannot exist in the world.22

Both in events that make the world look different than we would like, 
and in the sometimes unjust or destructive judgments of others it is 

21 I,16,11 (I,16,3 B). 
22 I,12,1–3; 9 (I,12,1–2 B). 
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concretely this that becomes visible: the judgments with which we live 
and concretely shape our lives are not yet the ultimate standard of the 
reality that brings about harmony and conformity with ourselves. In 
disillusionments we are freed from the illusion that life is the way we 
think it is, or better yet, ought to be. The humility that Thomas advocates 
throughout the book includes the necessity of learning to deal with the 
uncertainties of our judgments in one way or another. We should live 
not only according to our judgments, but rather according to the insight 
that these do not yet express the divine standard to which we have to 
make ourselves alike and by which we can orient ourselves with con-
fidence. We have to “ endure patiently,” 23 the resistance that the judg-
ments of others bring with them, because here too the law of reciprocity 
applies. This is ultimately a law of love: we have to be patient in enduring 
the weaknesses of others, because we too have faults that have to be 
endured by others.24

In one way or another, judging and being judged have to be brought into 
line with each other. By thinking, however, we will never be able to put 
this feat of strength into practice. We continue to judge and it is only in 
the conflict that we can experience that our standard is also judged.25 
For this reason, the path that is sketched in The Imitation can never be a 
purely cognitive path. It is through practice that we can so incorporate 
judgments into our concrete life, that they are not fixed, but open to 
the judgments of others. After all, the true sense of this judgment is 
ultimately to make visible the divine standard of reality. This can only 
happen in the practice of life as a whole. We cannot form an image for 

23 Pacienter sustinere (I,16,1 (I,16,1 B)). 
24 I,16,5 (I,16,2 B). 
25 Thomas speaks not only of external conflict with others – those too! – but also of the 

battle of each of us with ourselves. “ Who has a harder battle than he who strives to 
conquer himself? And this must be our endeavour, in a word, to subdue ourselves, 
day by day to gain the mastery of self and make progress towards something bet-
ter ” (I,3,18–19 (I,3,3 B)). 
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ourselves of the ultimate divine standard of all things, but we can be-
come aware that we ourselves become this image. The balance between 
the activity of our judgments and the receptivity of being judged can 
only be realized in the concrete attempts of everyday life. Day-to-day life 
can gain a dynamic unity to the extent that it is understood as a portray-
al of the doctrine of Christ. This doctrine of Christ (doctrina Christi) is not 
a fixed set of moral norms or metaphysical judgments, but can only be 
known in its concrete life realization.

In this context, Thomas speaks more than once of life in seclusion.26 
This seclusion does not primarily have to do with a concrete withdraw-
al from the world in the desert. The communal aspect remains in the 
foreground in The Imitation of Christ. Seclusion rather has to do with 
the reversal of perspective that the concrete portrayal of Christ brings 
with it. What interests the person who is involved with God is not so 
much being seen by others and subjecting himself to their judgments. 
He is the one who is aware that it is not he who looks and learns to 
see God in all things, but that it is God who contemplates in us.27 It is 
unimportant what people think of this concrete work of art that we 
are, it is only the judgment of the Trinity that counts. What we have 
to free ourselves of is the judgments of others that we are continually 
confronted with in our vain conversations outdoors. The seclusion of 
the portrayal we are consists in letting go of all striving for glory and ac-
knowledgment. The person who only takes heed of these visible things 
is spiritually blind. As stated, we can never completely rid ourselves 
of judging in a human respect. But we have to try to measure this by 
the divine, invisible view. We have to become a work of art for a divine 
beholder, but invisible for the spiritually blind. Only in this way can we 
ourselves be freed of our blindness.

26 Mainly in I,20. 
27 I,19,2 (I,19,1 B). 
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2.1.4 Conclusion 

The portrayal of Christ is a walk from darkness towards the light. It compris-
es a recognition of the way a person’s own judgments can form an obstacle 
to living a life that is concerned with the divine standard of light. The human 
being has to attempt to learn to see the light of the divine standard in his 
own life. In doing so, he makes the discovery that he can only do this to the 
extent that he himself realizes the light of this standard in his own practical 
life. He can – and must – order the elements of his life, his peculiarities and 
faults, his banalities and talents, in such a way that they themselves make 
present the divine light that he has come to know and discern.

In this practical realization, the person himself becomes an image of 
God – portrayal of Christ. This is a process with a strongly visual slant, 
in accordance with the classical ideal of contemplation (theorein). But in 
contrast with this classical ideal – which was mainly receptive in nature 
and in which the person had to try to open himself to the divine stan-
dard – Thomas very clearly emphasizes the active nature of this “ seeing.”  
He is independent of earthly standards of fame, pleasure and intellectual 
recognition. To be sure, he is not closed off from this. The person who 
lives in portrayal of Christ does not flee the world, quite the reverse. He 
is, however, not dependent on it for his own salvation. He attempts to be 
completely focused on the standard of the light, in order to see the world 
from this perspective and, in this seeing, give shape to it.



56 Chapter 2 – The Way from Darkness to Light

2.2 Internalizing the Light

In the preceding contribution, we saw that The Imitation of Christ can be 
read as a path that can cure us of spiritual blindness. By no means does 
such a portrayal of Christ comprehend the complete abolition of darkness. 
In this human existence the light is never undividedly present. It is always 
accompanied by dark shadows. The goal of The Imitation of Christ is conse-
quently to go in search of the light that becomes visible behind the shad-
ows and indeed causes them. We have to learn to recognize the shadow as 
shadow, and so give the light room to shine in human life. In this context, 
the portrayal of Christ is a play of light and darkness, in which we slowly but 
surely learn to see better our existence as image of God.

In the first book, Thomas linked spiritual blindness to the indissoluble de-
pendence on earthly goods and on people’s judgments, in short on what 
people think of us. What is decisive for Thomas is the insight that learning 
to see is not something purely subjective that everyone has to sort out for 
himself. It is also and perhaps primarily a “ showing,” letting the light shine 
in one’s own existence, which is characterized by a complex network of hu-
man judgments. Our own life has to become transparent in order to let the 
light shine in the world. We must, in other words, become like Christ.

In the second book, Thomas goes one step further and specifies concrete-
ly the way to make God visible in this life. In this book the author gives 
“ advice about the inner life ” and begins with the call, taken from the gos-
pel, to leave behind the outer, “ wretched ” world and seek the kingdom 
of God within oneself.1 The way of internalization is undoubtedly one of 
the most characteristic features of The Imitation of Christ. The book has 

1 II,1,1 (II,1,1 B). 
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for this reason often been seen as an influential precursor of the modern 
inwardness which determines our thought to this day.

This contribution centers around the question what precisely the way of 
internalization that is presented here consists in. After all, it seems that this 
way is not entirely unambiguous. For although Thomas continually urges 
his readers to let go of worldly things and turn to that which is within, he at 
the same time warns them not to concern themselves with all too abstract 
spiritual affairs and chiefly to focus on day-to-day, earthly affairs.

What the connection is between these movements, which both seem to 
belong to the way of internalization, will be set forth in three moments. 
First of all, internalization includes distancing oneself from the world with-
out and turning towards that which is within oneself. In a second moment, 
it will become clear to what extent this turn to the inner life also always 
implies a focus on the inner essence of the things outside of us. Finally, it 
will be explained that both movements find their synthesis in the focus on 
the inner measure of all things and comprehend an attempt to become 
focused on God’s judgment, the true “ devotion ” (devotio).

2.2.1 The way inward 

The way of internalization that Thomas describes comprehends letting go 
of external affairs.2 But what is it precisely that Thomas has in view in speak-
ing of those things? How can we distinguish external affairs from internal 
ones? That Thomas answers these questions with a reference to Christ is 
not surprising. But that does not yet answer the question what it means 
concretely to represent Christ in one’s own life, or to portray Him.

Already in the first book Thomas goes into this question, when he con-
demns the empty vanity (vanitas) that determines our life when we tie our-

2 II,1,2 (II,1,1 B). 
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selves to transitory riches, prestigious positions or carnal lusts.3 It is striking 
that also an excessive desire for knowledge and learning belongs to the 
externals of existence in Thomas’s view. “ Rest from too great a desire to 
know, because therein is found great discord and delusion.” 4 An excess of 
words and petty facts keeps a person from what is actually at issue, “ to 
have true understanding and small opinion of oneself.” 5 The person who 
tries to know much and also prides himself on this is ultimately more inter-
ested in his good name and so in the opinion that others have of him.

In book I it becomes clear what Thomas means by an external life. A life is 
external when a person ties his salvation to things that lie outside of himself 
and are, as all created things, of a transitory nature. A life is external when 
a person makes himself dependent on the things that are in the world. In 
this context, Thomas keeps coming back to judging. Being dependent on 
visible things in the world in the end amounts to nothing but dependence 
on the judgments of others about oneself. The person who concentrates on 
visible things in order to understand himself, not only lives scattered in a 
transitory multiplicity, but also takes up a position outside of himself, from 
which he judges himself. Because of this he, according to the analysis in The 
Imitation, becomes entangled in the web of possible judgments. For every 
judgment can in turn be subjected to another judgment. No human judg-
ment can escape the reciprocity that the one who judges will also be judged 
himself. There can continually be judgments about us in circulation that 
we do not have any power over. There is not a single moment that we can 
bypass being tossed back and forth in this way by what is thought about 
us – by others or by ourselves. And the person who becomes entangled in 
the jumble of human judgments – the judgment of human fame and praise, 
of feelings of lust, of what people happen to consider wealth – is estranged 
from himself. Better than continuously to want to conform to the standards 

3 I,1,13–18 (I,1,4 B). 
4 I,2,5 (I,2,2 B). 
5 I,2,16 (I,2,4 B). 
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that rule the visible world is to “ hold no high opinion of oneself, and always 
to judge well and highly of others.” 6

Entangled in the multiplicity of judgments that we try to attach ourselves 
to, however, we are able to experience this estrangement from ourselves. 
The realization that we are adrift in our judgments reveals a deeper in-
sight that lights up in the dark web of estrangement, “ The more a man is 
made one with himself, and simple in heart, the more and deeper matters 
and without effort he comprehends.” 7

For The Imitation, the way of internalization accordingly not in the least com-
prehends a withdrawal from concrete earthly and sensory reality. The way 
of internalization does not comprehend delighting in one’s own safe person-
al world that is closed off from everything that happens “ out there.”  A first 
step on the way to internalization is rather the discovery that we are adrift in 
the labyrinth of judging others and being judged. One who has recognized 
this begins to suffer from this dependence, as the author of The Imitation 
makes clear in his exclamation, “ Let all who teach fall silent, let all things 
created remain speechless before you. Do you alone speak to me.” 8

In our suffering under the judgments a desire for a simple life becomes 
visible, a life that speaks for itself, does not need external judgments and 
also does not let itself be put off balance by them. It is, as Thomas makes 
clear, the truth itself that we have to let speak to us, not the ideas, images 
and judgments of others. This truth is the word that speaks in our life, that 
makes life “ speak for itself.”  Only this truth is to be the measure of our 
judgments, because we cannot avoid judging. This divine truth is not com-
parable to the judgments of other people, nor to our own judgments that 
we pronounce over ourselves as outsiders. Directing oneself towards this 
ineffable truth means taking up an undivided attitude in life oneself. If we 

6 I,2,17 (I,2,4 B). 
7 I,3,13 (I,3,3 B). 
8 I,3,12 (I,3,2 B). 
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do this, we ourselves become incomparable, like the truth. And to the ex-
tent that we become incomparable, selfishness, envy and rivalry also end. 
“ Internalization ” means being guided more and more by this incompara-
ble standard, which we cannot capture with any human judgment. We can 
only be guided by this standard of truth to the extent that we ourselves 
realize this incomparability with our entire life, to the extent that we try to 
coincide with ourselves and have an undivided stance in life.

We must discover in a literal sense the self-explanatory character of life, 
how life speaks for itself. We must learn to discern how and where the “ eter-
nal Word ” is speaking in our life. “ He to whom the eternal Word speaks is 
freed from many opinions.” 9 In his dealings with the things and the people 
around him, the person can try to leave his position outside of himself and 
become himself, independent of all learning, prestige and vanity. In this 
way the person is able to leave behind the diffusion of judgments and focus 
on the actual measure of this life: the divine Word, that does not coincide 
with any worldly talk. And strikingly enough, this focus on the actual mea-
sure which constitutes inward life is nothing other than the “ care of him-
self ” (cura ipsius) that is to be set above all other cares.10

2.2.2 The inner measure of all things 

The person who lives inwardly, “ devoutly,” does not close himself off from 
the things “ outside of ” himself. The emphasis on “ care of oneself ” and 
seeking one’s own incomparableness does not mean that we should shut 
out the outside world. Rather Thomas – especially in book II – describes 
the person who lives devoutly as someone who “ tastes all things as they 
are, and not as they are reputed and reckoned to be.” 11 He judges things 
according to the measure that has come to determine his own life, the stan-
dard of the incomparable word, that lets all things be as they are. The per 

9 I,3,6 (I,3,2 B). 
10 II,5,9 (II,5,2 B). 
11 II,1,35 (II,1,7 B)
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son who lives inwardly, approaches things in their inwardness, that is, in 
their incomparableness. We should, however, not picture this connection 
as a chronological order, in which we first have to discover our own inner 
measure before we can see things as they are. We ourselves also only be-
come inward to the extent that we let our judgments about the things and 
people outside of us be directed by the inward, incomparable Word. Only 
in a simple, humble life “ in seclusion,” in which we associate with things as 
they are, can we ourselves also become who we are, in other words, can we 
learn to discover the actual inner measure of our own life.

A life that has become inward comprehends the search for the proper 
relationship with all things. This “ proper ” inner relationship consists in 
detachment: in order to become free and learn to see spiritually in this 
life, it is necessary to free ourselves of every form of dependence. We 
can never make the salvation of our soul, or in contemporary words, the 
meaning of our existence, dependent on a finite object.12 There is nothing 
in the world that tells us who or what we actually are. In that case, we are 
not only dealing with ourselves improperly, but also with the things we 
are making ourselves dependent on. For also when we make ourselves 
dependent on the things in the world and the judgments of others, we are 
in fact subjecting them to our own judgment.

Internalization accordingly means not only turning towards one’s own in-
ner life, towards one’s subjectivity, but also and mainly the attempt to let 
oneself be led by the inner measure that makes things what they are. For 
Thomas this is, however, not a knowledgeable grasp on the essence of all 
things, as was the case for scholastic philosophy, but an inward association 

12 In this regard, the argumentation of The Imitation could be brought into the debates 
on the neurobiological conditions of our existence that have taken such a flight in 
recent years. For the statement that the freedom of our actions – our essence as a 
“ person “– is a neurobiological function, is ultimately nothing other than making our 
life dependent on a finite object. The neurobiological measure would then be the 
only true measure, which in Thomas’s eyes would be absurd. 
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with all things. We have to detach ourselves from the judgments that are 
circulating about things, and in our actions try to follow the measure that 
becomes visible in all things. We have to go in search of the inner Word, that 
speaks both in ourselves and in other people and external things.13

Thomas finds the criterion for an inward relationship in the extent to which 
we free ourselves of all dependence. What is decisive in order to know 
when there is dependence in the case is the extent to which a judgment is 
pronounced “ from without.”  An outward life means acting as if we can not 
only step outside ourselves, but also subject the things in the world and our 
fellow human beings to our judgments. Obviously, we can never live in this 
earthly life without any dependence (on judgment). We are always bound 
to a certain point of view, to our senses and to judging per se. But what it 
comes down to is to see through this inevitable dependence and to live in 
such a way that it becomes transparent. This can never happen through ab-
stract knowledge. Thomas rather has our concrete, practical dealings with 
things in view, which can make clear that our treatment of things and peo-
ple is directed towards a measure that makes all other human claims futile 
and shows them up in how utterly provisional they are.

What is at issue here is the contrast between the human and the divine 
perspective, the way of seeing things entirely as they are in themselves. 
Only God can see things from without in such a way, that He does not be-
come dependent on them. For human beings this is not possible, because 
our own thoughts and actions, too, are continually subject to this divine 
seeing, “ can be seen.”  Only by focusing on the divine Word of truth, can 
we live inwardly and associate with the world as it really is. Only by focus-
ing on this can we free ourselves of all talk, opinions and theories, self-sat-

13 The theme of the inner Word has a long tradition, which also plays an important 
role in Augustine and Thomas Aquinas. In this regard, there is then a considerable 
continuity between the scholastic philosophy of Thomas Aquinas and the Modern 
Devotion. For such a reading of Thomas Aquinas, see A. Vennix, Wat is waarheid? De 
“ virtus quaestionis ” in het licht van Thomas van Aquino, Best 1998. 
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isfied knowledge, human pomp. Only by internalizing the knowledge of 
this divine perspective, can we be present to things and to people.

2.2.3 Internalization of divine judgment  
and the devout layperson 

For Thomas a Kempis, the question as to what God thinks cannot be an-
swered. Unlike the realistic philosophers and theologians of the Middle 
Ages, the author of The Imitation was not of the opinion that the general 
concepts in the human intellect are in fact also divine ideas. How can we 
then direct ourselves towards the divine judgment? How can we know 
that we, as Thomas already expresses at the beginning of the first book, 
do not displease the Trinity with our thoughts and actions? Why is there 
then mention of divine judgment at all?

Initially, the answer of The Imitation is a negative, “ formal ” answer. The 
idea of a divine judgment guards us against understanding our human 
judgments – both those about ourselves and those about others and 
the things in the world – as divine judgments. Whatever we do, however 
detached we are, we humans always judge. We judge in our perceptions, 
we judge when we talk about God and the world, and we especially like 
to judge others. It belongs to the shrewdness of a way of thinking that 
bases itself on the gospel, to see that all those judgments ultimately also 
pertain to ourselves. They return to us like a boomerang. One who judg-
es is judged. One who judges another places himself in a competitive 
comparison with the other. A different judgment is always possible and 
we will never have the last word about reality, not least because we our-
selves live in reality. The presence of a divine judgment makes this clear 
to us. We cannot know how a divine judgment runs, but we can know 
that our judgments are always human, however subtle and sophisticat-
ed they may be and however irrefutable they sometimes appear to be. 
To Thomas, the divine judgment is not a threatening authority that sees 
through us better than we see through ourselves. Rather, the mere ex-
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istence of this judgment relieves us of the unbearable weight of having 
to speak the final word.

And yet The Imitation offers more than mere negative skepticism. The 
implicit negative theology is only a formal starting point. For also if it is 
impossible to know the divine judgment, we still have to direct ourselves 
towards it. We have to live with the fact that our judgments are human 
and not divine. It is the divine Word that gives our life its substance, be-
cause we can recognize our judgments as the shadows that make pres-
ent to us the invisible light of the divine judgment. When we make the 
discovery that our judgments can never be understood as final, this cre-
ates room for a reversal, which cannot be brought about by thought, but 
does make us think differently and deal with our judgments differently. 
This reversal takes place in the domain of practical actions. Or rather, it 
is a reversal from an abstract judgment to a concrete judgment that a 
person can live with. The reticence with which we ought to handle our 
judgments forms a space in which our judgments can be understood in 
the light of the unfathomable divine judgment. In the space of life (tota 
vita), acting and judging are interwoven and the human being has the 
task to attune these to each other. This attunement is only possible inso-
far as the person directs himself towards the judgment of God, that we 
humans can never reproduce, but that we come to know in the way in 
which our judging becomes alienated from life itself. The human being 
is able to internalize this divine judgment by attuning to each other his 
judgments and practical life.

Christ is the human being par excellence who internalized the divine 
judgment in and through his concrete life. He is the guarantee that we 
can and may orient ourselves on a final divine judgment, even when we 
– sometimes with pain and suffering – are forced to conclude that not 
one of our human judgments is so fixed and certain that we can build 
our entire life (tota vita) on it. Even what is most “ inward ” can become 
outward again. Sometimes what we held to be love turns out to be noth-
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ing but lust.14 It is never fixed beforehand what is “ inward ” and what is 
“ outward.”  The issue is consequently rather our manner of dealing with 
things than our factual actions. When we want to orient ourselves on 
the divine judgment as the measure of our life, we have only the exam-
ple of Christ Himself, as an example in which human judgments are so 
connected with life that they express the ineffable divine judgment. The 
judgments of human beings “ often change to the contrary direction like 
the wind ” (II,1,16 (II,1,3 B)), but the person who directs himself towards 
Christ begins to discover the judgment of God precisely in the impotence 
of every human judgment. The person can do this only with his own life, 
which in its entirety can – and must – become, answer and express a 
portrayal of Christ. It is easy to understand that what is important in this 
is not an “ outward ” imitation of the actions of Christ, but an internaliza-
tion of the detachment from earthly standards that Jesus lived. Neither 
earthly fame or prestige, nor vanity, nor learned pretentiousness, but 
only focus on the divine truth in a simple existence characterized the 
historical existence of Jesus. Christ’s measure is not an abstract principle 
that we have to defend or for which all else has to be set aside, but a 
concrete image of God, that we ourselves can portray.

Because of the concrete nature of this way, no one can ever lay claim to 
knowing precisely what this way looks like. The author of The Imitation, too, 
can only give counsels   (ammoniciones) on which direction the concrete 
God-seeking person can take. Also (and certainly) philosophers and bibli-
cal scholars cannot steal a march on the concrete path of every individual 
person. Each of us has to travel this path himself. Each of us has to portray 
Christ in his own way. We repeatedly have to start anew. If we are not aware 
of this, we are in danger of imposing our judgments on the reality of life.

Herein lies the “ laic ” character of The Imitation of Christ. It is well-known that 
the Modern Devout reserved a prominent position for the figure of the “ lay-

14 I,15,9 (I,15,2 B). 
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person.”  This concerned not only or even not primarily those who were not 
ordained, but rather comprised the notion that no person can pride himself 
on his learning or social position. The layperson is precisely someone who 
lives an “ internalized ” life, in the manner in which Thomas explained this, 
detached from earthly and external judgments. A person is laic when he 
deals with all things in such a way that they become visible in their self-evi-
dence. A person is laic when he lets himself be addressed by truth and the 
light can bring forth the truth in all things. On this path, everyone is a “ lay-
person ” (idiota, laicus, illiteratus). No one can be a “ specialist.”

In The Imitation it becomes clear that the person who wants to portray 
Christ is necessarily a layperson, because he has yet to internalize the 
divine measure that became visible in the life of Christ and collect the ele-
ments of his concrete, finite and unique life around that measure. Trans-
lated freely, to portray Christ then means to make of life a work of art, 
from out of which the divine light shines in the world.

2.2.4 Concluding remarks 

Inwardness, devoutness and internalization form the central concepts in 
The Imitation of Christ. Historically speaking, this work is therefore often 
situated in the previous history of the modern conception of the subject. 
In what precedes we saw that the inwardness of The Imitation has noth-
ing to do with a closed subject trying to control the chaos of the world. 
The inwardness Thomas speaks of rather comprehends the search for 
the divine measure, which is the interior of all things. This divine mea-
sure simultaneously connects the interior of all things with the interior of 
the human being. The uncontrollable divine measure can only be realized 
concretely in an inward, that is a “ devout ” life, in which a person realizes 
himself in dialogue with the things in his life. Devotion does not comprise 
a mere turning in to one’s own interior. This inward motion is after all 
only possible to the extent that the person associates with things in an 
inward way. We saw how this inward association brings a reservation with 
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it regarding every human claim to a divine, final judgment. This judgment 
does exist. We are not able to know it, but we are able to understand our 
entire life in the light of this judgment and so make it visible. This is the 
internalization of the light of the divine judgment, that we ourselves rep-
resent with our entire life.
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The Imitation of Christ is a treasure house of Scripture, and 
without noticing, the reader appropriates and internalizes 
Scripture. The Imitation aims to offer initiation into biblical 
life and a lived biblical spirituality. To receive the living im-
print of the portrayal of Christ, Thomas stresses the contem-
plative dimension of reading and listening to the words of 
Christ, articulated in “being enlightened” and “being liber-
ated.” The passive forms create linguistic open spaces that 
preserve the mysterious nature of the transformation in 
God. Reading Scripture takes place on the ground of God’s 
love for us, revealed on each page. In this ongoing dialogue, 
the active, speaking side lies with God and Christ, the receiv-
ing side with the reader. The language of Thomas is so thor-
oughly biblical, that it seems as if the Bible has become the 
author’s dwelling place.

HuuB Welzen

Chapter 3  

The Ongoing Dialogue 

with the Word of God
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3.1 Regular Reading of Scripture

The Imitation of Christ does not include a treatise on the question of 
how Scripture can be read and what this reading brings about in the 
readers. There are, however, two passages in book I with pointers and 
counsels for reading Scripture. The first passage is also the opening 
paragraph of The Imitation.

‘ He who follows me does not walk in darkness,’ 1 says the Lord. These are the words 
of Christ by which we are advised to imitate his life and ways, if we desire truly to 
be enlightened and to be freed from all blindness of the heart. Let it therefore be 
our chief preoccupation to think upon the life of Jesus Christ. The teaching of Christ 
surpasses all the teaching of holy men, and he who has Christ’s spirit will find there 
‘ the hidden manna.’  But it happens that many, from frequent hearing of the Gos-
pel, are conscious of little longing for it, because they have not the spirit of Christ. 
But he who wishes fully and with relish to know the words of Christ, must be zeal-
ous to bring his whole life into conformity with him. What does it profit you to ar-
gue profoundly about the Trinity, if you lack humility, and so displease the Trinity? 
Truly, deep words do not make a holy man and just. It is a virtuous life that makes 
a man dear to God. I would rather feel contrition than define the word. If you know 
the whole Bible superficially, and the words of all philosophers, what would all this 
profit you without the grace of God?2

The second passage is the beginning of chapter 5, also from the first book.

Truth is to be sought in the Holy Scriptures, not skill in words. Every sacred scripture 
should be read in the spirit in which it was written. We must seek rather usefulness 
in the Scriptures than subtlety of speech. That is why we must be as ready to read 
devotional and simple books, as those which are deep and profound. And let not the 
authority of the writer stumble you, whether he be of small or of great skill in letters, 
but let the love of truth draw you on to read. Do not ask who said this but take heed 
to what is said. Men pass away, but the truth of the Lord endures for ever. Without 

1 Jn. 8:12.
2 I,1,1–10 (I,1,1–3 B). 
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respect of persons, God speaks to us in many ways. Our curiosity often hinders us in 
the reading of the Scriptures, when we want to understand and to discuss, when we 
should pass simply on. If you wish to absorb well, read with humility, simplicity and 
faith. Never wish to have a name for knowledge. Ask freely for the words of holy men 
and listen silently. Let not the hard sayings of men older than yourself displease you. 
They are not put forward without cause.3

3.1.1 The practice of reading Scripture 

In the Modern Devotion, Scripture was read by recitation in a low voice. 
Aside from the time that was reserved for Scripture reading as such, 
during the course of a regular workday in the monasteries of the Mod-
ern Devotion one also came into contact with biblical texts in various oth-
er ways, such as through liturgical celebrations, in spiritual conferences, 
during meals and in copying texts.4 

Contemplating spiritual texts was a daily occupation in the Modern De-
votion. In the morning the Devouts spent an hour reading an integral 
passage from a devout book of high moral standing. They meditated on 
this. Fragments that struck a nerve were copied and ruminated upon. 
They interrupted this meditation for prayer and spiritual exercises. The 
teachers of Thomas a Kempis distinguished between meditatio and ru-
minatio. “ Meditatio entails that immediately after the act of reading for 
a certain amount of time, half an hour or an hour, the read material 
is meditated upon uninterruptedly; ruminatio means that at later mo-
ments certain appealing passages from the read text, that have been 

3 I,5,1–11 (I,5,1–2 B). 
4 Copying for the purpose of the production of Bibles (whether on order or not) was an 

important source of knowledge of Scripture in the Modern Devotion. In the chron-
icle of Sint-Agnietenberg, Thomas reports that thirteen people busied themselves 
with writing manuscripts, Thomas being one of them. Of the eight manuscripts by 
Agnietenberg copyists that have been preserved, three are from Thomas’s hand. 
Between 1427 and 1439 he copied the Bible in five parts. Cf. B. Thüss, “ De geschie-
denis van het klooster op de Agnietenberg ”, in: De Kruijf † et al. (eds.), Een klooster 
ontsloten, 2000, 81–111. 



72 Chapter 3 – The Ongoing Dialogue with the Word of God

noted down, are thought through well, profoundly and continuously 
during all activities. ” 5 

3.1.2 The appropriation of Scripture 

The person who reads The Imitation of Christ appropriates Scripture. 
That this is the intention becomes clear not only from the large number 
of quotations of Scripture in The Imitation.6 Also the manner in which the 
four books of The Imitation begin makes this clear. The writing aims to 
introduce the reader into a biblical spiritual life and is at the same time 
the fruit of such a lived biblical spirituality. Each of the four books begins 
with a scriptural quotation. In order to see how The Imitation aims to 
initiate the reader in biblical life, the expressions that surround these 
quotations are important. The words with which the first three books7 
open are in each case followed by the words “ says the Lord ” (dicit do-
minus).8 With this, Scripture is seen as the words of Christ. The word 
“ Lord ” refers to both Christ and God. Book I then continues with a clear 
reference to the opening quotation with the words “ These are the words 
of Christ.”  Furthermore the quotation with which book III begins is intro-
duced with “ The Voice of Christ.”  The opening quotation of the fourth 
book, however, is not about the voice of Christ, but the voice of God that 
speaks within me. In medieval piety the distinction between Christ and 
God is less clear-cut than for present-day believers.

5 R. Hofman, “ Het rumineren van De imitatione Christi ”, Ons Geestelijk Erf, 77 (2003 
[2004]) 30–42, esp. 33–34. 

6 See K. Becker, From the Treasure-house of Scripture. An Analysis of Scriptural Sources in 
De Imitatione Christi (Instrumenta patristica et mediaevalia; 44), Turnhout 2002. 

7 For the order of the four books and the spiritual meaning that has, see contribution 1.1. 
8 The three opening quotations referred to read: “ He who follows me does not walk 

in darkness, says the Lord ” (I,1,1 = Jn. 8:12); “ The Kingdom of God is within you, says 
the Lord ” (II,1,1 = Lk. 17:12); “ Come to me all who labour and are heavy-laden and I 
will refresh you, says the Lord ” (III,1,1 (IV,1,1 B) = Mt. 11:28). 
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These opening words of the first three books show that the appropria-
tion of biblical texts happens in a living dialogue with the voice of Christ. 
In Scripture Christ Himself speaks to us. This fact is fundamental for a 
book that has as its aim that Christ is portrayed in the life of the read-
er.9 The model for this portrayal is present in Scripture as a living voice. 
Through reading Scripture, an immediate dialogical setting arises. The 
words “ speaks ” (dicit) and “ voice ” (vox) indicate this. That we do not find 
the words “ says the Lord ” (dicit dominus) and “ the voice of Christ ” (vox 
christi) at the beginning of the fourth book can be explained by the fact 
that here the Scripture quotation already presupposes a dialogical set-
ting, “ I will hearken to what the Lord God says within me.” 10 Reading 
Scripture is a living dialogue.

The goal of reading Scripture is that Christ is portrayed in the reader. At 
the same time, it becomes apparent in the way that Thomas wields Scrip-
ture, that the biblical texts have had a deep influence on him. His many 
years ” association with Scripture gave rise to the Bible itself giving lan-
guage to the experiences that are expressed in The Imitation. Indeed, it 
seems as if the Bible continually resounds in the words of The Imitation. 
In this and the next contribution, we will several times voice the conjec-
ture that biblical texts played a part in the formulation of the texts under 
discussion, although they are not quotations in the narrow sense of the 
word. We hear echoes of biblical language. They indicate how deep the 
influence of Scripture is in the spirituality of The Imitation.11 

9 The translation of imitatio as “ imitation ” can give rise to misunderstandings. What 
is meant is not imitation in the sense of copying the actions of another person, but 
the portrayal or representation (mimêsis) of a model in one’s own life. Cf. also I,1,6 
(I,1,2 B), where the word conformare (bring into conformity) is used. 

10 IV,1,1 (III,1,1 B). 
11 For a theoretical reflection on the importance of the phenomenon of intertextuality 

for spirituality and mysticism, see H. Welzen, “ Intertextuality. Traces of Mysticism ”, 
in: P. Chatelion Counet, U. Berges (eds.), One Text, A Thousand Methods. Studies in 
Memory of Sjef van Tilborg, Boston/Leiden 2005, 317–347. 
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3.1.3 The arrangement of lectio divina

Of old, Jews and Christians read Scripture with an eye to their spiritual life.12 
It has been recognized that the Christian form of spiritual reading that is 
denoted by the term lectio divina forms the general background for the way 
in which Scripture was read and meditated upon in the Modern Devotion.13 

In his Scala claustralium14 Guigo II, the Carthusian, gave a systematiza-
tion of this manner of reading Scripture. Guigo was the ninth prior of 
the Grande Chartreuse between approximately 1173 and 1180. Little is 
known with certainty about his life. Both his works, Scala claustralium or 
Scala paradisi and a collection Meditationes, were for a long time attribut-
ed to Bernard of Clairvaux.15 To this day his model is used, albeit in sundry 
variations.16 Guigo describes how the practice of contemplative reading is 
connected with the four steps of spiritual reading:

One day when I was busy working with my hands I began to think about our spiritual 
work, and all at once four stages in spiritual exercise came into my mind: reading (lec-
tio), meditation (meditatio), prayer (oratio) and contemplation (contemplatio).  These 

12 For a short history of spiritual reading, see H. Welzen, “ Spirituele lezing van de Bij-
bel ”, in: E. Eynikel, E. Noort, T. Baarda, A. Denaux (eds.), Internationaal Commentaar 
op de Bijbel, Kampen 2001, 180–193. 

13 Becker, From the Treasure-house of Scripture, 2002, 51–94. 
14 Guigo II, Lettre sur la vie contemplative (L’échelle des moines) (Epistola de vita con-

templativa (Scala Claustralium)); Méditations (Douze) (Meditationes) (Sources Chréti-
ennes; 163), E. Colledge & J. Walsh (eds.), Paris 1970, 81–123. English translation: The 
Ladder of Monks. A Letter on the Contemplative Life and Twelve Meditations, Kalamazoo 
(MI) 1981, 67–86. E. Bianchi, Praying the Word. An Introduction to Lectio Divina, Athens 
(OH) 1998, 100–114, has the same English translation of Guigo’s text. 

15 P. Nissen, “ Guigo II ”, in: Baers et al. (eds.), Encyclopedie van de mystiek, 2003, 975. 
16 Bianchi, Praying the Word, 1998 (Translation of the eleventh, revised edition of Pre-

gare la parola. Introduzione alla “ lectio divina ”, Turin 1992). – C. Mesters, Lectio Divina, 
Middle Park Victoria 1996; J. Rousse, H. Sieben, A. Boland, “ Lectio divina et lecture 
spirituelle ”, in: Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, Paris 1976, IX, 470–510. For Kees Waai-
jman, Guigo’s model is one of the most important cornerstones for his design of a 
spiritual hermeneutic. See Waaijman, Spirituality, 2002, 689–773. 
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make a ladder for monks by which they are lifted up from earth to heaven. It has 
few rungs, yet its length is immense and wonderful, for its lower end rests upon the 
earth, but its top pierces the clouds and touches heavenly secrets.17 

The interrelation between the four steps or rungs is described especially 
well in the following fragment:

Reading is the careful study of the Scriptures, concentrating all one’s powers on it. Med-
itation is the busy application of the mind to seek with the help of one’s own reason for 
knowledge of hidden truth. Prayer is the heart’s devoted turning to God to drive away 
evil and obtain what is good. Contemplation is when the mind is in some sort lifted up 
to God and held above itself, so that it tastes the joys of everlasting sweetness.18 

In his description of the reading process, Guigo makes use of a classic 
image: that of the digestion of ruminants (ruminatio). In the reading pro-
cess the text is first swallowed up, then chewed and ruminated bit by bit, 
before it can be savored and absorbed into the body, so that the body can 
be built up. The reading process leads ever further inward:

Reading seeks for the sweetness of a blessed life, meditation perceives it, prayer asks 
for it, contemplation tastes it. Reading, as it were, puts food whole into the mouth, 
meditation chews it and breaks it up, prayer extracts its flavor, contemplation is the 
sweetness itself which gladdens and refreshes. Reading works on the outside, medi-
tation on the pith: prayer asks for what we long for, contemplation gives us delight in 
the sweetness which we have found.19 

3.1.4 Involvement with God and the revelation of the secret 

The aim of Lectio divina is involvement with God. This mainly comes to the 
fore in the orative and contemplative phase of the reading process. In com-
parison with meditatio, in oratio an important transition takes place. Not 
the contents and the meaning of the text are central, but the involvement 

17 Guigo II, The Ladder of Monks, 1981, 68 (Epistola de vita contemplativa vel Scala claus-
tralium 2) = E. Bianchi, Praying the Word, 1998, 100–101. 

18 Ibidem, 68 (Ibid. 2) = Ibid., 101. 
19 Ibidem, 68/9 (Ibid. 3) = Ibid., 1998, 101. 
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that these contents awaken. This involvement is characterized by Guigo as 
longing. He calls the foundational movement of prayerful reading “ long-
ing ” (desiderium). This longing is founded in reflection. Meditation leads 
to prayer, which is kindled by meditation. This longing is directed towards 
God, “ In my meditation the fire of longing, the desire to know you more 
fully, has increased. ” 20 Guigo clarifies this by means of the conversation of 
Jesus with the Samaritan woman, who asks Jesus to give her of the living 
water, “ You can see that it was because she had heard the Lord’s Word and 
then had meditated on it that she was moved to prayer. How could she 
have pressed her petition, had she not first been fired by meditation? ” 21 

Contemplatio is not automatically the result of completing the different 
phases of lectio divina. There is an initiative “ from the other side.”  This 
initiative is related to the longing that was awakened in the orative phase, 
and is a reaction to it, but at the same time this initiative is not dependent 
on it. God, in a sense, breaks in upon one’s prayer. On this Guigo writes:

But the Lord, whose eyes are upon the just and whose ears can catch not only the 
words, but the very meaning of their prayers, does not wait until the longing soul has 
said all its say, but breaks in upon the middle of its prayer, runs to meet it in all haste.22

Another important point is the paradoxical character of what happens. 
Guigo speaks of the soul dying to itself and at the same time of miracu-
lously coming to life. He speaks of the Lord who intoxicates the soul and 
at the same time makes it come to its senses. It is in this context that 
he mentions a figure of speech called antiphrasis: a figure of speech 
in which words have a different, often opposite meaning than usual. 
Through the “ interpenetration of two opposing movements,”23 the de-
ciding characteristic of the mystical antiphrasis in Guigo, everything 
gains a different meaning:

20 Ibidem, 73 (Ibid. 6) = Ibid., 104. 
21 Ibidem, 81 (Ibid. 13) = Ibid., 110–111. 
22 Ibidem, 74 (Ibid. 7) = Ibid., 105. 
23 Waaijman, Spirituality, 2002, 723. 
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Can it be that the heralds and witnesses of this consolation and joy are sighs and 
tears? If it is so, then the word consolation is being used in a completely new sense, 
the reverse of its ordinary connotation. What has consolation in common with sighs, 
joy with tears, if indeed these are to be called tears and not rather an abundance of 
spiritual dew, poured out from above and overflowing, an outward purification as a 
sign of inward cleansings.24

Sometimes an element is added to the framework: the effects of the 
lectio divina in daily life, where the fruits of the spiritual reading are put 
into practice. In this way, the words of Scripture can penetrate the whole 
of one’s life. The achievements of the spiritual reading were made com-
munal in joint group reflections and prayer. The name used for this is 
collatio or communicatio.25 

3.1.5 Attention for contemplation? 

According to some, the Modern Devotion had little attention for contem-
plation.26 Descriptions of contemplative experience (such as the experi-
ence of union with God) were according to them uncommon among the 
Devout. There are, however, terms that are associated with the phase 
of contemplation, such as “ sweetness ” and “ igniting of the soul,” that 
can be found in the descriptions of what can happen during lectio divina. 
Becker posits that contemplation was seen in relation to practice. This 
was apparently to be derived from Jan van Ruusbroec, whose ideal is the 
“ ghemeyne mensch,” the person who is able to experience practice and 
contemplation as a synthesis. For Geert Grote contemplatio in actione 
would become the ideal.

The second generation of the Modern Devotion, to which Thomas a 
Kempis belonged, formulated this ideal in such a way, that one was to 

24 Guigo II, The Ladder of Monks, 1981, 74–75 (Epistola de vita contemplativa vel Scala 
claustralium 8) = E. Bianchi, Praying the Word, 1998, 105–106. 

25 See for the meaning of the collatio contributions 5.1 and 5.2. 
26 Becker, From the Treasure-house of Scripture, 2002, 72–73. 
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keep the mind focused on God while one was working.27 The tempta-
tion is great, following Becker’s observations, to interpret Thomas’s ex-
hortations on reading Scripture as a plea for an ascetic reading of, and 
anti-intellectual approach to, the Bible. The exhortative language, the 
emphasis on “ applying oneself ” in reading the Bible and the polemics 
against scholarship give rise to this pitfall in the interpretation of The Im-
itation. Our discussion of the texts in the following contribution will show 
that there is a large amount of orative and contemplative language to be 
found in the two passages that we will read more closely.

3.1.6 The opening sentences of The Imitation

Although The Imitation does not contain a treatise on reading Scripture 
such as Guigo the Carthusian gives in his Scala claustralium, from the 
beginning of book I the different phases of lectio divina can already be 
discerned. The book begins with a quotation from the Gospel according 
to John, “ He who follows me does not walk in darkness ” (Jn. 8:12). That 
we are dealing with a quotation becomes clear in the subsequent words, 
“ says the Lord ” (dicit dominus).

The word “ says ” (dicit) points to the performance of the text, that is to 
be situated in the phase of lectio. At the same, time the word “ the Lord ” 
(dominus), as we saw, places the performance of the text in a dialogical 
setting of Christ and the reader. The words “ These are ” (Hec sunt) give 
meaning to the biblical opening words of The Imitation. The depth di-
mension of these words is indicated by referring to their actual origin. 
They gain meaning and substance for the reader. Meaning is the qualify-

27 See e.g. I,18,8–9 (I,18,2–3 B): “ By day they laboured, and at night they gave them-
selves to long-continued prayer, though while they laboured they ceased not at all 
from mental prayer. They spent their whole time usefully, every hour seemed short 
to spend with God; and in the great sweetness of contemplation even the need 
of bodily refreshment was surrendered to forgetfulness. ” Becker, From the Trea-
sure-house of Scripture, 2002, 73. 
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ing factor of meditatio. The text is ruminated upon as long and as often 
as it takes for it to divulge its secrets. Just as in lectio, “ conformity to 
Christ’28 is directive for the activities of the meditatio. This directedness 
becomes visible in the phrase “ words of Christ ” (verba christi).

The meditatio releases the movement of longing. The words “ by which 
we are advised ” (quibus ammonemur) point to that. The reflection affects 
the will of the reader. In the word “ desire ” (velimus) we recognize the 
longing that is the hallmark of oratio, the longing that is ignited in reflec-
tion. This longing, too, is directed towards “ conformity to Christ ”: the 
portrayal of Christ’s life and ways in the life of the reader.

In the oratio the contemplative moment is present. The text points to 
at least two contemplative data. The word “ that we imitate ” (imitemur) 
is an allusion to the title De Imitatione Christi. On this allusion we base 
our view that the objective of reading The Imitation is the same as that 
of reading Scripture. Besides the reference to Christ as the model to 
conform oneself to, the title of the book also allows the interpreta-
tion that the portrayal of the life and ways of Christ in the life of the 
reader is Christ’s initiative. The second contemplative datum lies in the 
passive verb forms “ to be enlightened ” (illuminari) and “ to be freed ” 
(liberari). Using the passive makes it unnecessary to express the ac-
tive subject of this enlightenment and liberation. This linguistic “ open 
space ” leaves room for the conjecture that we are dealing with a di-
vine subject. In two ways there is thus mention of “ an initiative from 
the other side,” while at the same time the reserve of this mention is 
striking. This reserved manner of speaking testifies to a deeper sense 
of the mysterious activity in contemplatio than an explicit mention of a 
divine initiative would.

28 This “ conformity to Christ ” is formulated explicitly in I,1,6 (I,1,2 B): “ …must be zeal-
ous to bring his whole life into conformity with him ” (opportet ut vitam suam illi 
studeat conformare). 
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3.1.7 Conclusion 

The Imitation has as its aim the appropriation of Scripture. The book wants 
to bring about that the reader becomes involved with the words of Christ 
and that Christ takes shape in the life of the reader. The Imitation is locat-
ed in the tradition of lectio divina, which awakens longing for the divine 
mystery and hopes for the revelation of this mystery in the reader. The 
way in which Thomas makes use of the language of the Bible shows that 
he speaks from personal experience in this regard. What prolonged con-
tact with Scripture can bring about is made clear in The Imitation itself.
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3.2 Scripture Reading as a Mystical Process

What is to be sought in Holy Scripture is truth (veritas) and usefulness (util-
itas). Thomas places this above skill in words and subtlety of speech.1 The 
search for truth proceeds from love of pure and unadorned truth.2 This 
truth is also described as  “ the truth of the Lord.” 3 The words “ the truth of 
the Lord ” have at least two separate meanings. The first is that the truth 
originates in the Lord. This meaning rhymes with the words that Thomas 
adds to the Bible quotation with which he begins The Imitation. The first 
words are “ He who follows me does not walk in darkness.”  He lets this quo-
tation from John 8:12 be followed by the words “ says the Lord.” 4 Thomas’s 
addition indicates that the preceding words come from the Lord. But the 
fact that Thomas begins his book with a quotation from the Gospel accord-
ing to John at the same time puts his work in a Johannine light. And that 
makes another, second meaning of “ the truth of the Lord ” possible. For in 
John 14:6 Jesus says, “ I am the way, the truth and the life. ” If it is permitted 
to let these words from the Gospel according to John to resound in this 
phrase as an echo, we can also interpret “ the truth of the Lord ” as the truth 
that the Lord Himself is. The truth that is to be sought in reading Holy Scrip-
ture is then not only a truth that originates in the Lord, but the Lord Him-
self. Reading Holy Scripture is in this case directed towards Christ and God.

In the tradition of spiritual life, seeking God and seeking the truth have 
always been associated with each other. We will take as an example what 
Augustine says about this in his Confessions. Augustine connects seeking 
God, seeking blessed life and seeking truth with one another.

1 I,5,1; 3 (I,5,1 B). 
2 I,5,5 (I,5,1 B). 
3 I,5,7 (I,5,2 B). 
4 I,1,2 (I,1,1 B). 
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Now I ask all men whether they would rather rejoice in truth or in falsehood. They 
will no more hesitate to answer, ‘ In truth,’ than to say that they wish to be happy. 
For a happy life is joy in the truth. Yet this is joy in thee, who art the Truth, O God 
my Light, ‘ the health of my countenance and my God.’ All wish for this happy life; all 
wish for this life which is the only happy one: joy in the truth is what all men wish. I 
have had experience with many who wished to deceive, but not one who wished to 
be deceived. Where, then, did they ever know about this happy life, except where 
they knew also what the truth is? For they love it, too, since they are not willing to 
be deceived. And when they love the happy life, which is nothing else but joy in the 
truth, then certainly they also love the truth. And yet they would not love it if there 
were not some knowledge of it in the memory.5

Finding truth is a transformation of the reader that Thomas describes 
as being truly enlightened (veraciter illuminari): “ These are the words 
of Christ by which we are advised to imitate His life and ways, if we 
desire truly to be enlightened and to be freed from all blindness of the 
heart.” 6 In this description of the goal of Scripture reading, the allusion 
to the title of The Imitation is important: to portray the life and ways of 
Christ (vitam eius et mores imitemur). The Imitation and reading Scrip-
ture have the same aim: the portrayal and imitation in one’s own life 
of the model that Christ is. A life “ in conformity to Christ ” demands a 
transformation of the reader.

This is further clarified in the explanation that Thomas gives of the quo-
tation he began with, “ He who follows me does not walk in darkness. ” 
The darkness a person can walk in is in Thomas’s reading not an exter-
nal darkness that surrounds a person, but the darkness that the person 
himself is. That is indicated by the turn of phrase, “ truly to be enlight-
ened and to be freed from all blindness of heart.” 7 The darkness does 
not have an external cause, but is the consequence of blindness of heart. 
This blindness causes the person to be unable to see and to experience 
everything as darkness.

5 Augustine, Confessions, X.xxiii,33. 
6 I,1,1. 
7 Veraciter illuminari et ab omni cecitate cordis liberari, I,1,2 (I,1,1 B). 
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It is furthermore striking that the aim of Scripture reading and listening 
to the words of Christ is put in a passive form: to be enlightened and 
freed from all blindness of heart (illuminari et ab omni cecitate cordis 
liberari). The reader’s longing is expressed in the desire (velimus), but 
the active subject of the enlightening and liberating is not mentioned. 
The linguistic open space that is created by the passive verb forms fos-
ters the suspicion of a divine initiative, in the same way as the passivum 
divinum in biblical language brings up the divine activity by keeping 
silent about it.8 

The manner in which Thomas speaks of the aim of spiritual reading fits 
in with the way the orative and contemplative phases of lectio divina are 
spoken of. There is the longing of the human being, which is expressed 
in his desire. This longing and desiring is an expression of the orative di-
mension. The contemplative dimension is articulated in “ being enlight-
ened ” and “ being liberated.”  Enlightenment and liberation are not con-
sequences of the reading and desiring activity of the human being. It is 
an initiative “ from the other side.”  This initiative is spoken of reservedly. 
The passive forms create linguistic open spaces, which rather raise the 
suspicion of this initiative than that this initiative is positively and explic-
itly expressed. In this way, the mysterious nature of the transformation 
in God is preserved.

3.2.1 The longing that reads: living in the spirit of Christ 

In the preceding section, we already spoke of the human longing which 
expresses itself in the desire to be enlightened, liberated of all blind-
ness.9 In this, we recognized the longing that is the hallmark of oratio. 
This longing, however, is not matter-of-course. Thomas’s complaint is 
that many people experience little longing in frequent reading of the 

8 For a discussion of the passivum divinum, see J. Jeremias, Neutestamentliche Theolo-
gie. Erster Teil. Die Verkündigung Jesu, Güttersloh 1971, 2–24. 

9 I,1,2 (I,1,1 B). 
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Gospel.10 The reason for this is that they do not have the spirit of Christ. 
A certain initial attitude is necessary in the reading process if the ora-
tive longing is to be awakened. This initial attitude is denoted by “ the 
spirit of Christ.”  The entire reading process is in this way placed in a 
perspective of directedness towards Christ. The aim is that the readers 
are prompted to portray the life and ways of Christ in their own life. 
But to be able to do this, it is necessary to read in the spirit of Christ. 
A movement takes place, of which a life oriented on Christ is both the 
starting point and the end.

The orative dimension is further referred to with the words “ love of [pure] 
truth.” 11 The longing is here referred to with the term “ love ” (amor). We 
already recognized the orientation of this love on God where we saw how 
the search for truth is a search for God. The orative orientation deter-
mines the starting point of the reading process: not the authority and skill 
of the author is the deciding factor, but the love of truth.

What “ the spirit of Christ ” and “ love of truth ” comprehend, is phrased in 
a number of contrasts that determine the two passages under discussion 
here. Thomas contrasts the attitude of reading that he advocates with thirst 
for knowledge and learning.12 Thirst for knowledge hampers one in read-
ing. It is characterized by reasoning and understanding, and is focused on 
uninportant matters, “ when we should simply pass on ” (ubi simpliciter esset 
transeundum). Knowledge is focused on the reader himself, who directs the 
process of reading towards the name he can make for himself by showing 
off his knowledge. That is completely at odds with the outward motion of 
longing, which is the spirit of Christ and the love of truth. The disposition 
that Thomas advocates in reading is characterized by three terms, “ humil-
ity, simplicity and faith.” 13 Humility (humilitas) has been mentioned before, 

10 I,1,5 (I,1,2 B). 
11 I,5,5 (I,5,1 B). 
12 I,5,9–10 (I,5,2 B). 
13 Humiliter, simpliciter et fideliter, I,5,10 (I,5,2 B). 
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“ What does it profit you to argue profoundly about the Trinity, if you lack 
humility (humilitas), and so displease the Trinity? ” 14

Humility, simplicity and faith point to three fundamental biblical at-
titudes. We would like to illustrate the biblical basis for each attitude 
with a single text.

Humility (humilitas) is the attitude of Mary, as sketched in the canticle of 
Mary.15 The Greek word for humility, and also the Hebrew equivalents, 
indicate first of all a material poverty. But at the same time they also point 
to the attitude of the person who does not make his future dependent 
on his own exertions, but orients himself completely on God.16 Humili-
ty is opposed to the attitude of the wealthy and powerful, who want to 
design their own future, but are in fact not able to.17 In the canticle of 
Mary, Mary’s humility is contrasted with that attitude of the mighty and 
the proud of heart.18 Against humility, Thomas sets the “ profound argu-
ment ” 19 and the “ deep words ” 20 that do not make one holy and just.21 In 
the latter words we recognize the same attitude towards one’s own self 
that we also discover in Thomas’s views on learning.

14 I,1,7 (I,1,3 B). 
15 Lk. 1:46–56. 
16 H. Welzen, Lucas over arm en rijk. Armoede en rijkdom in het perspectief van Jezus’ 

verkondiging. Boxtel/Brugge 1987; H. Welzen, “ Arm en rijk in bijbelse tijden ”, Speling 
39 (1987) no. 2, 55–64; H. Giesen, “ tapeinos ”, in: Exegetisches Wörterbuch zum Neuen 
Testament III, Stuttgart 1983, 789–799; R. Martin-Achard, “ nh ”, in: Theologisches 
Handwörterbuch zum Alten Testament II, München 1976, 341–350. 

17 Cf. e.g. the parable of the rich farmer in Lk. 12:13–21. 
18 Cf. Lk. 1:51–52. 
19 Alta disputare, I,1,7 (I,1,3 B). 
20 Alta verba, I,1,8 (I,1,3 B). 
21 It is not improbable that the contrasts that Thomas makes here echo the text of 

Rom. 12:16 (Vulgate), “ … live in harmony with one another. Do not be haughty, but 
devote yourselves to simple tasks. Do not hold yourselves to be wise ” (id ipsum 
invicem sentientes non alta sapientes sed humilibus consentientes nolite esse prudentes 
apud vosmet ipsos). 
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For simplicity (simplicitas), we take Jesus’s prayer of thanksgiving22 as 
an example.23 This prayer begins as follows, “ I thank you, Father, Lord 
of heaven and earth, that you have hidden these things from the wise 
and understanding and revealed them to little children. ” The same con-
trasts are present here that we also find in Thomas’s text. What is kept 
from the wise and understanding is revealed to the simple ones. The 
simple ones are young, weak children who are not yet able to speak.24 
In children, the ability to learn is still present. In the wise and learned, 
their supposed knowledge has taken from them the ability to discern 
God’s revelation.

The third characterization is that of faith (fideliter). In Luke faith (fides) is 
used a number of times in a context of perseverance and prayer.25 Im-
pressive is also the list of witnesses of faith that the author of the Letter 
to the Hebrews mentions.26 In this recital, faith is a persevering watching 
for the fulfillment of God’s promise. The chapter begins with a description 
of faith: “ Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction 
of things not seen. ” 27 Because of its shortness and formula-like nature, 
one is perhaps inclined to interpret this description of faith as the cer-
tainty that is offered to hope. In Hebrews, however, faith is the answer 
of the human being to the Word of God,28 which formerly was spoken by 
the prophets and now, in these last days, is spoken by the Son.29 What is 

22 Mt. 11:25–30; Lk. 10:21–22. 
23 The opening quotation of the third book comes from Jesus’s prayer of thanksgiving. 

Cf. IV,1,1 and Mt. 11:28–29. 
24 S. Legasse, “ népios ”, in: Exegetisches Wörterbuch zum Neuen Testament II, Stuttgart 

1981, 1142–1143. 
25 A significant text is Lk. 18:1–8, especially when one reads this text in relation to Lk. 

8:15 and 21:36. 
26 Heb. 11:1–40. 
27 Heb. 11:1. 
28 This is also the outcome of the extensive study Christian Rose made of Heb. 11. See 

C. Rose, Die Wolke der Zeugen, Tübingen 1994. 
29 Cf. Heb. 1:1–2.



873.2 Scripture Reading as a Mystical Process

asked of the human being is faith and perseverance, if the Word of God 
is to bear fruit.30 Faith causes people to appropriate the Word of God. 
By means of faith, the believer can come to live in and out of the Word 
of God. In Hebrews, faith accordingly sometimes becomes equivalent to 
obedience, obedience in the sense of obeying, listening to the Word of 
God. In this sense, Jesus is also presented as a believer who is an example 
for other believers.31 The Letter to the Hebrews is addressed to people 
who experienced persecution, who underwent a heavy and painful strug-
gle, who were derided and suppressed, who were imprisoned and whose 
possessions were stolen.32 In this situation, faith is perseverance in choic-
es once made. It means not falling back, but staying true to the answer 
given to God’s Word. This subjective side of faith as a choice of faith ought 
to resound in the translation of the previously mentioned description of 
faith: “ Faith is standing by things hoped for, the manifestation of things 
not seen. ” 33 This description is followed by a long line of figures from the 
history of Israel, who are all examples of this persevering faith.

When Thomas encourages us to read with faith, we can understand this 
as persevering faith, loyal to choices once made: always on the watch for 
the fulfillment of God’s promises. This movement of awaiting and being 
on the look-out, which Thomas also asks of the reader of Scripture, fits 
in well with the orative phase of the reading process. It is therefore not 
surprising that in the two passages that we are studying more closely, 
Thomas speaks of the “ zeal ” that is necessary in reading, “ Let it therefore 
be our chief preoccupation to think upon the life of Jesus Christ ” 34 and, 
“ But he who wishes fully and with relish to know the words of Christ, must 

30 The negative example of the desert generation in Heb. 3:7–4:11 is telling. The bad 
and faithless disposition of the desert generation led to a turning away from the 
living God.

31 Heb. 5:7–10.
32 Heb. 10:32–39.
33 Heb. 11:1.
34 I,1,3 (I,1,1 B). 
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be zealous to bring his whole life into conformity with Him.” 35 This is a zeal 
which is an expression of persevering longing.

3.2.2 Listen silently 

To read humbly, simply and faithfully is to read with fundamental biblical 
attitudes. Reading on the basis of these attitudes has an effect on deeper 
levels in the readers. Thomas refers to these deeper effects, using the word 
“ to feel ” (sentire). This feeling is in contrast with “ knowing ” (scire), which is 
the designation of a more external knowledge. External knowledge is to 
know definitions or to know texts by heart. Feeling stands for the place 
where texts truly affect the readers and become experience and aware-
ness.

I would rather feel contrition than define the word. If you know the whole Bible su-
perficially, and the words of all philosophers, what would all this profit you without 
the grace of God?36

At the end of chapter five, the other form of knowledge in the disposition 
with which Scripture should be read, is presented in a brief summary: “ Ask 
freely for the words of holy men and listen silently. ” 37 That the thirst for 
knowledge hinders us in reading38 does not mean that readers are not al-
lowed to ask questions about the text. But the exhortation to “ listen si-
lently ” 39 refines the manner in which questions should be asked. Viewed 
on their own, the exhortations to ask questions and to listen silently seem 
mutually exclusive. But against the background of what Thomas says about 
reading Scripture, the exhortation to be silent can be seen as referring to 

35 I,1,6 (I,1,2 B). 
36 I,1,9–10 (I,1,3 B). 
37 I,5,11 (I,5,2 B). 
38 I,5,9 (I,5,2 B). 
39 Audi tacens, I,5,11 (I,5,2 B). This is a quotation of Sir. 32:12 according to the Vulgate 

numeration. Contemporary translations have a different numeration. The phrase 
audi tacens also occurs in Sir. 32:8 (Vulgate). 
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those voices in the reader that are focused on himself and not on under-
standing the text. The exhortation then means that one should silence all 
voices that are focused on oneself, so that the words of Christ, and in them 
the voice of God, can resound. The questions that can be posed are the 
questions that are focused on the resounding of God’s voice.

The attitude of reading that Thomas advocates is also represented in an 
adage that was well-known at that time, “ Every sacred scripture should 
be read in the spirit in which it was written.” 40 This is a classic principle 
in every exegesis, especially in the interpretation of Scripture. Nowadays 
this still applies to reading biblical and mystical texts:

… The mystical texts aim to create in the reader the experience that reading 
itself engenders love. Reading is therefore not something that happens after-
wards with a mystical text – which is taken from a dusty bookcase for that rea-
son –, but rather the book itself (or: the text) only comes to completion in the 
loving practice of reading. This of course makes high demands on both the liter-
ary structure of the text and the reading process. Everything has to be aimed at 
bringing about the effect of love and attachment in the reader. As he reads, the 
human being is swept along in the fathomless depths of the strength of God’s 
love, which touches and transforms him in the core of his being. On the basis of 
this he receives the ability to ‘ understand ‘ from within what the text is speaking 
of. This in turn causes the possibility – in being touched by God’s love – to take 
a new step on the steep path of love. Because of this the text can open itself 
further and take effect in him.41

In reading Scripture, much more happens than mere exegesis and inter-
pretation of Scripture. Reading is directed towards the appropriation of 
Scripture, such that the words of Scripture become an inner experience. 
Conceived in this way, the old rule of interpretation that Scripture should 
be read in the spirit in which it was written, has a certain self-evidence. 
The aim of reading Scripture is that the reader is initiated into the mys-

40 I,5,2 (I,5,1 B). 
41 H. Blommestijn, F. Maas, “ Mystiek en taal ”, in: Baers et al. (eds.), Encyclopedie van de 

mystiek, 2003, 290–301, quote 294/5. This article was previously published as “ Mys-
tieke taal voert naar haar bron ”, Speling 40 (1988) no. 3, 90–98. 
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tery that Scripture is about. The texts of Scripture came into being in and 
through a relationship with the divine mystery. The texts consequently 
want to be read with an attitude of mind that is sensitive to this situation 
in which they originated. Then it is possible that in the process of reading 
these texts, the same mystical movement is set in motion that also caused 
these texts to come into being.

3.2.3 Reading in the space that Christ is 

On the basis of the explorations that we have made up to this point, a 
certain light is also shed upon the peculiar expression “ to think upon 
(literally: in) the life of Jesus Christ.” 42 This is a different description of 
reading Scripture and listening to the words of Christ. The expression 
makes it clear that the life of Jesus Christ is not the normal object of 
meditation. It is rather an indication of the way in which the life of Jesus 
should be thought upon, or perhaps even of the place where the read-
er is located when he meditates upon Scripture. In the expression, we 
recognize the reciprocity which up to this point has been continually 
present: the aim of our reading determines the disposition with which 
we read and the situation in which we begin to read. The aim of read-
ing Scripture is that Christ is portrayed in the life of the reader. That 
aim therefore determines the initial attitude and the mentality with 
which we read. The reader reads in the spirit of Christ. Christ is, as it 
were, the space in which the process of reading takes place. The spirit 
of Christ becomes present where the reader dares to surrender him-
self to that spirit, and so becomes open for the mystery that resounds 
in the biblical text.

That Christ is the space in which Scripture is read, is in keeping with the 
way in which Thomas elsewhere speaks of indwelling and inwardness. 
Book II begins with a quote from Luke 17: 21, “ The Kingdom of God is 

42 In vita ihesu christi meditari, I,1,3 (I,1,1 B). 
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within you, says the Lord ” (Regnum dei intra vos est, dicit dominus). What 
follows can be seen as a clarification of this “ within you ” (intra vos).

Christ will come to you, revealing his own consolation, if you have prepared for him a 
dwelling-place. All his glory and beauty is within, and there he is pleased to dwell. His 
visits are many to the inner man, sweet discourse, gracious consolation, great peace, 
and fellowship most marvellous. Come now, faithful soul, prepare your heart for this 
bridegroom, that he may deign to come to you and dwell in you. For so he says: ‘ If any 
man loves me, he will keep my word, and we will come to him and make our abode 
with him.’ Give, therefore, place to Christ and deny entry to all others.43

A bit further we read about the indwelling of those addressed in God 
and in heavenly places. This is in contrast with the sojourn here, where 
those addressed do not have a permanent place of residence and are 
strangers and pilgrims.

Put your whole confidence in God, and let him be your fear and love. He will answer 
for you, and will bless as shall be better. You have here no ‘ continuing city ‘, and wher-
ever you are, you are a stranger and a pilgrim; nor will you ever have rest, unless you 
are firmly knit to Christ within. Why do you look round you here, when this is not the 
place of your resting? Your home must be in heavenly places, and all things earthly 
are to be viewed as if you were passing by.44

Thomas also enters into the situation that it is not possible to view the 
things of heaven. The alternative is to rest with Christ.

If you do not know how to explore high and heavenly things, rest in the passion of 
Christ, and dwell willingly in his sacred wounds. […] If once you have completely en-
tered into the heart of Jesus, and tasted a little of his burning love, then you will care 
nothing for your own convenience or inconvenience.45

The expression “ to think upon (literally: in) the life of Jesus Christ ” (in vita 
ihesu christi meditari) is clearly understood as mutual indwelling.

43 II,1,5–11 (II,1,1–2 B); italics H.W. 
44 II,1,17–21 (II,1,3–4 B); italics H.W. 
45 II,1,25&33 (II,1,4&6 B); italics H.W. 
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3.2.4 With the love and the grace of God 

The fruit of reading is a grace of God, given to us through His love. “ If you 
know the whole Bible superficially, and the words of all philosophers, 
what would all this profit you without [the love and] the grace of God? ” 46 
The love of God has two sides. Reading Scripture takes place on the ba-
sis of God’s love for us, which accompanies the reading process, and on 
the basis of our attitude before God. Four arguments can be mentioned 
for why precedence should be given to God’s love for us.

A first argument is of a linguistic nature. It concerns the nearness of 
the word “ grace ” (gratia). Grace refers to God’s generous gift of love. 
The genitive “ of God ” (dei) here has bearing both on “ love ” (caritate) 
and on “ grace ” (gratia). It would, after all, be strange if the divine love 
were to refer to the love for God and God’s grace were to allude to 
the grace originating in God. In my eyes, divine love (caritate dei), un-
derstood as the love of God for us, human beings, is a legitimately 
possible interpretation.

A second argument proceeds from the context. Thomas sighs that he 
would rather “ feel ” (sentire) contrition than “ know ” (scire) the definition 
of it. The contrast between “ feeling ” and “ knowing ” is connected with 
the contrast between the learning which a person acquires through 
thirst for knowledge, understanding and reasoning, and the progress he 
makes in listening to the Word of God through humility, simplicity and 
faith. The latter was summarized in the exhortation to listen silently. 
We thus see opposed to each other, on the one hand, an activity which 
is focused on oneself in learning and knowing, and on the other hand, 
receiving, experiencing and becoming aware of the revelation of the di-
vine mystery. A love originating in God fits in better with the attitude of 
reading for which Thomas voiced his preference.

46 Sine caritate dei et gratia, I,1,10 (I,1,3 B). 
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A third argument can be derived from the fact that the language of The 
Imitation is scriptural through and through. This becomes clear not only 
from the many biblical quotes that can be found verbatim in the text of 
the Bible. But also in places where Thomas’s turns of phrase do not co-
incide exactly with the words of Scripture, we can hear echoes of biblical 
language. We can thus take into account that in the words “ without the 
love and the grace of God ” (sine caritate dei et gratia) the words of John 
can be heard: “ God is love ” (Deus caritas est).47 Such a rhyme would result 
in a beautiful composition, because the first passage of The Imitation that 
deals with hearing the words of Christ and reading Scripture is embedded 
in voices that stem from Johannine literature.48 Listening to the words of 
the Lord then travels between the light of the world that Christ is,49 and 
the love that God is.50

We derive a final argument from the divine-human dialogue in which 
Scripture reading takes place. We pointed out the fact that three of the 
four opening sentences are followed by the words “ says the Lord ” (dicit 
dominus). In the one case where this turn of phrase does not follow, the 
dialogical structure is already present in the Scripture quotation itself: 
“ I will hearken to what the Lord God says within me.” 51 The dialogical 
nature of Scripture reading is structured in such a way that the active, 
speaking side lies with God and Christ, the receiving side with the read-
er. Thomas speaks of knowledge of Scripture and surrounds the active, 
human side of this – “ knowing ” (scire) – with expressions of disapproval. 
The receptive side of the reader, on the other hand, emphasizes the love 
and grace that God gives us.

47 1 Jn. 4:8–9; 1 Jn. 4:16. 
48 The words with which the passage begins, “ He who follows me does not walk in 

darkness ” (I,1,1) are a quote from Jn. 8:12. 
49 Jn. 8:12. 
50 1 Jn. 4:8–9; 1 Jn. 4:16. 
51 IV,1,1 (III,1,1 B). 
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3.2.5 Conclusion

Although a treatise on lectio divina is not to be found in The Imitation, the 
practice of lectio divina is present in the background. In his counsels for 
reading Scripture, Thomas has the search for truth and the love of truth 
in view. The attitude of reading he has in mind belongs to the orative 
involvement with God. He has knowledge of the fact that in the process 
of reading, the reader can be touched by the love and grace of the divine 
mystery. In the two passages that we listened to, the contemplative touch 
is clearly present. It permeates the whole.

A final conclusion concerns the scriptural character of the language of The 
Imitation of Christ. This language is so thoroughly biblical that is seems as 
if the Bible has become the author’s dwelling-place. With his counsels on 
how to read Scripture, Thomas offers his readers the same biblical abode.
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Communion is the encounter of two lovers. The pure heart 
is the place where the Beloved wants to take up His abode, 
while the loved one coming to communion is, in his own 
heart, the guest at the table of the Beloved. Christ is giving 
Himself over to me, but He also gives the grace of my longing 
to be united with Him in “my home,” “my soul,” “my heart.” 
This is without any doubt a mystical desire. The divine activi-
ty or initiative and our human passivity constitute a mystical 
dialogue, in which we not only undergo something, but are 
also changed, transformed, and conformed to Christ whom 
we receive in our inmost being. We desire to be melted in 
burning love in this mystical union by partaking of the body 
of Christ. Every communion prepares the next. The desire 
for union with Christ is continually fulfilled, and as it is ful-
filled more, it increases in magnitude, strength, and purity.

cHarles caspers

Chapter 4  

The Desire 

to Receive in the Heart
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4.1 The Desire for Worthy Communion1

Late-medieval Christians chose a path of life that offered the perspective 
of an ultimate union of their soul with God the Father in heaven. Further-
more, they strove from time to time to attain, already during earthly life, a 
union of the soul with Christ through the sacrament of the altar, which we 
today know as the Eucharist. From about ten years of age, communion was 
considered as the most important act of faith. Preparation for communion 
comprised meditation on the passion of the Lord, in combination with a 
loyal faith in the teachings of the church (in this case mainly the doctrine on 
presentia realis and transubstantiation), making confession and developing 
inner love for Jesus. The aspirant communicants then hoped to be suffi-
ciently “ worthy ” to partake of the body of Christ and receive Him in their 
heart. Partly because the sacrament of the altar is, according to the doctrine 
of faith, the only of the seven sacraments that contains Christ Himself, it 
played a prominent role in the lives of mystics. In particular, pious  women, 
such as Hadewych of Antwerp, had their mystical experiences during Mass, 
during communion or in the vicinity of the sacred reserve.

Thomas devoted the third of the four books of which The Imitation con-
sists entirely to a Devout exhortation to holy communion.2 He does this in 
the form of a dialogue or versicle, in which Christ, as the “ Beloved ” (dilec-

1 See also C. Caspers, “ The Western Church during the Late Middle Ages. Augenkom-
munion or Popular Mysticism? ”, in: C. Caspers, G. Lukken and G. Rouwhorst (eds.), 
Bread of Heaven. Customs and Practices Surrounding Holy Communion, Kampen 1995, 
83–97, and C. Caspers, “ Meum summum desiderium est te habere. L’eucharistie 
comme sacrement de la rencontre avec Dieu pour tous les croyants (ca. 1200 – ca. 
1500) ”, in: A. Haquin (ed.), Fête Dieu (1246–1996). Actes du colloque de Liège, 12–14 
septembre 1996, Louvain-la-Neuve 1999, 127–151. 

2 Devota exhortacio ad sacram communionem, Cf. the title of book IV in the English 
translation, On the Sacrament of the Altar. 
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tus), invites the reader, as the “ disciple ” (discipulus), to the enjoyment of 
the sacrament of His holy body. It is an invitation that is loving, but not 
without obligations, in the words of Matthew, “ Come to me, all who labor 
and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” 3

In this contribution, I will explore the conditions that one has to fulfill, ac-
cording to Thomas, to be able to take communion. Perhaps “ allowed ” is a 
better word than “ able ” here, because Thomas’s contemporaries – more 
than he himself – continually troubled their consciences with the question 
whether they were sufficiently worthy to partake of the celebration of the 
Lord’s Supper. In the next contribution, I will concentrate on communion 
itself, as union with Christ.

Beforehand let us recall that in Thomas’s times communion was pos-
sible in two ways. One of these was so-called “ sacramental ” commu-
nion, when one partook of the host, usually during mass in the (parish) 
church. Furthermore, there was “ spiritual ” communion. One prepared 
for this in the same way as for sacramental communion, but apart from 
that it was purely an inner act of faith, without partaking of the host 
and independent of time and place.

4.1.1 Fear of judgment

In the high and late Middle Ages, numerous spiritual writers made at-
tempts to clarify the mystical meaning of communion with a reference 
to a passage from Augustine’s Confessions, “ I am the food of grown men, 
grow and you shall feed on Me, nor shall you change Me, like the food of 
your flesh into yourself, but you shall be changed into Me.” 4 By commu-
nion one was changed into the food which the body of Christ is, at least if 
one was worthy enough. If one was unworthy and yet took communion, 

3 Mt. 11: 28. 
4 Augustine, Confessions, VII,x,16. 
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something very different happened – according to the consensus at the 
time. Then one, according to the words of the apostle Paul, “ ate judgment 
on oneself,” 5 which was taken to mean nothing less than eternal damna-
tion. Unworthy communion was considered an external act of faith that 
was feigned (partaking of the host when one was not in the required inner 
state), and thus an affront to God.

In the late Middle Ages and also long after, many faithful harbored the anx-
iety that they were not sufficiently worthy to take communion. They feared 
being shown up before God (for whom after all nothing remains hidden) as 
a hypocrite, if they were to eat of the Eucharistic bread too lightly. This is 
why during this entire period frequent sacramental communion was nev-
er popular. Those who wanted to make their way to the altar more than 
three or four times a year were branded hypocrites. Many faithful, also re-
ligious, even preferred to forgo sacramental communion entirely and to 
unite themselves with Christ by means of spiritual communion. In this they 
felt supported especially by another passage from the works of Augustine, 
now from his commentary on the Gospel of John (Jn. 6: 28–30), “ Why do you 
worry about your teeth and your stomach? Believe, and you have eaten. ” 6 
To be sure, for spiritual communion too one had to be worthy (one was, 
after all, supposed to prepare oneself in the same way as for sacramental 
communion), but because one did not partake of the host, the risk of “ eat-
ing judgment on oneself ” was avoided. If you were unworthy, the spiritual 
communion simply did not happen. The ecclesiastical authorities tried to 
rein in this avoidance of communion by demanding of the faithful, on pain 
of excommunication, to take sacramental communion, that is, partake of 
the host, at least once a year around Easter. This is how we came by the 
“ Easter duty,” which was introduced in 1215 in order to save the visible 
church and stem the “ spiritualization ” of faith.7 

5 Cf. 1 Cor. 11: 30. 
6 Augustine, Lectures on the Gospel of John, XXV,12. 
7 Cf. P. Verdeyen, Willem van Saint-Thierry en de liefde. Eerste mysticus van de Lage 

Landen, Leuven 2001, 57–59. 
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The fascinosum et tremendum of the divine in Thomas’s time applied 
to the Eucharist. In this regard, the balance between love and fear in 
practice threatened to tip in the direction of fear. Also the early repre-
sentatives of the Modern Devotion, in particular Geert Grote and Jan 
Brinckerinck, out of humility forewent sacramental communion as much 
as possible and confined themselves to spiritual communion. Here and 
there someone came into action against this persistent stream of fear, 
in an attempt to restore balance. In order to hearten the faithful, already 
in the thirteenth century the German Cistercian Caesarius of Heister-
bach taught in his Dialogus miraculorum (compiled between 1219 and 
1223) that scrupulous feelings about one’s own worthiness are in most 
cases inappropriate. He pointed out that of himself no one is worthy 
enough, but that it would be an affront to God to neglect the sacrament 
of the altar for that reason.8 

The mere fact alone that Thomas compiled his Devout exhortation to holy 
communion, indicates that he was well aware of the concern about their 
own (un)worthiness that was shared by many. Just like Caesarius, he 
takes for granted that no one has sufficient worthiness on the basis of 
personal merits. He also understands the fear of “ eating judgment on 
oneself.” In the second chapter he lets the disciple lament:

But whence this boon, that you should come to me? Who am I that you should 
offer me yourself? How dares the sinner appear in your presence? And you, how 
do you deign to come to the sinner? You know your servant, and you know that 
he has nothing good in himself, that you should bestow this upon him. I confess, 
therefore, my worthlessness, I acknowledge your goodness, I praise your trusty 
tenderness, I give thanks for your exceeding love.9

8 Caesarii Heisterbacensis Monachi Ordinis Cisterciensis Dialogus Miraculorum, J. Strange 
(ed.), Köln/Bonn/Brussels 1851, Vol. 2, 197–199. 

9 III,2,2–6 (IV,2,1B). 
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4.1.2 Such an invitation is a command

The Beloved, however – and so also Thomas – points out that it is not cor-
rect to refrain from communion out of diffidence. Although “ the disciple ” 
is kept from this act of faith by his guilty conscience, against this is the 
fact that he is being invited to communion by Christ Himself, and such an 
invitation is a command. Or, as the voice of the disciple already exclaims 
in the first chapter, with reference to the Gospel according to Matthew:

‘ Come,’ you say, ‘ all you who labour and are heavy-laden, and I will refresh you.' O, 
sweet and friendly word in a sinner's ear, that you, Lord God, invite the needy and 
the poor to the communion of your most holy Body! Who am I, Lord, that I should 
presume to approach you? Look, the heaven of heavens does not contain you, and 
you say: ‘ Come to me, all of you.’ What does it mean, that most holy condescension, 
and so friendly an invitation? In what way shall I make bold to come, who am con-
scious of nothing good in myself on which I can presume? In what way shall I bring 
you into my house, who have so often affronted your most kindly face? Angels and 
Archangels stand in awe of you, the saintly, and the just fear you, and you say: ‘ Come 
to me, all of you.’ Unless it were you, Lord, who said this, who would believe it to be 
true? And unless it were your command, who would attempt to draw near?10

So according to Thomas, Christ Himself in His words – more precisely in 
the verse from the Gospel according to Matthew, with which the Devout 
exhortation begins and which is also repeated several times in the first 
chapter11 – has already solved the problem of “ avoiding communion.”12 
In order to illustrate that this divine gift exceeds all proportions, Thomas 
draws a comparison with Noah, Moses, David and Solomon, who were 
given less than the Christians in his day, even though they were far more 
excellent. Noah worked on his ark for a hundred years, Moses spared no 
trouble or expense in the construction of the ark of the covenant, David 

10 III,1,9–18 (IV,1,2–3 B). 
11 We encounter Mt. 11: 28 in the selection of Bible verses with which the Devout ex-

hortation begins; furthermore in III,1,9 (IV,1,2 B); III,1,12 (IV,1,2 B); III,1,16 (IV,1,3 B); 
III,1,47 (IV,1,13 B); III,4,21 (IV,4,4 B). 

12 Cf. III,4,8 (IV,4,2 B). 
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composed the psalms under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Solomon 
spent seven years building the temple, but in the end all four of them 
received something that was less valuable than what the communicant 
receives after just a short time of preparation.13

4.1.3 Make of your heart a habitation

In the subsequent chapters of the Devout exhortation, Thomas repeatedly 
points out that the communicant does have to do everything possible to 
be as worthy as possible for communion. One is to dedicate oneself en-
tirely to God, in the continual realization that despite all efforts, one will of 
oneself never be worthy enough.14 In doing this, Thomas has a particular 
preference for the reasoning that one should, on the one hand, make of 
one’s heart a habitation to receive Christ, but on the other, it is never due 
to one’s own merits if He comes to live in that heart. In chapter 12 of the 
Devout exhortation, which deals with the diligence with which one is to 
prepare for the coming of Christ, the Beloved says:

I am the lover of purity and the giver of all holiness. I seek a pure heart, and there 
is my resting-place. Prepare for me an upper room, nobly furnished, and I will keep 
the Passover in your home, along with my disciples. If you wish me to come to you 
and to stay with you, purge out the old leaven, and make clean the small habita-
tion of your heart. Shut out the whole world and all the turmoil of its vices; sit like 
a lonely sparrow on the roof, and think of your transgressions in the bitterness of 
your soul, for everyone who loves prepares for his lover the best and most beautiful 
abode, because hereby is recognised the affection of one who receives the beloved. 
Yet know that you cannot sufficiently make this preparation from the worth of your 
own action, though for a whole year you prepare yourself with nothing else in your 
mind, but it is by my faithfulness and grace alone that you are allowed to approach 
my table – as if a beggar should be called to a rich man’s banquet, and should have 
nought else to give in return for his kindness, than by self-humiliation and rendering 
of thanks to him. Do, therefore, what in you lies, and do it with diligence, not from 

13 III,1,19–29 (IV,1,4–8 B). 
14 Cf. III,2 (IV,2 B); III,4,14 (IV,4,3 B); III,5,2 (IV,5,1 B); III,6 (IV,6 B); III,7 (IV,7 B); III,8 (IV,8 B); 

III,9 (IV,9 B). 
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custom nor from obligation, but with fear, reverence and love receive the Body of 
your beloved Lord God, who deigns to come to you.15

Notice that the pure heart is the place where the “ Beloved ” wants to take 
up His abode, but that it is subsequently the “ communicant ” who in that 
heart – his own heart – is a guest at the table of the “ Beloved.”16 Although 
one should “ leave to God the time and manner of heaven’s visitation,” 17 one 
does have at one’s disposal the possibility of preparing a habitation for Him 
that is pleasing to Him. Such a habitation is nothing but a “ pure heart,” and 
that can be prepared by applying oneself to certain things.

4.1.4 The desire for this great desire

Throughout the entire Devout exhortation Thomas mentions several ex-
ercises that are of use in preparing for communion: the examination of 
conscience,18 offering oneself to God,19 praying for other people,20 saying 
a humble confession and believing in the real presence.21 Of primary im-
portance to receive Him at home – in one’s own heart – is to apply oneself 
to humility and self-sacrifice:

The more completely a man renounces things below, and the more, in contempt 
of self, he dies to self, so the more quickly grace comes, enters abundantly and lifts 
higher the free heart.22

The greatest danger that obstructs a good preparation for communion – 
and so also communion itself – is “ lukewarmness,” of which often comes 

15 III,12,1–9 (IV,12,1–2 B); Cf. II,1,1–13 (II,1,1–2 B). 
16 III,12,8 (IV,12,2 B); Cf. II,1,13 (II,1,2 B). 
17 III,15,1 (IV,15,1 B). 
18 III,7 (IV,7 B). 
19 III,8 (IV,8 B); III,9 (IV,9 B). 
20 III,9 (IV,9 B). 
21 III,4,8 (IV,4,2 B); III,7,1–3 (IV,7,1 B); III,10,11–13 (IV,10,4 B). 
22 III,15, 13 (IV,15,3 B). 
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postponement or even abandonment of communion. With a reference 
to the book of Job, 23 Thomas points out that it is the wicked spirit that 
comes among the children of God to trouble them with his accustomed 
evil-doing and make them over-timid or puzzled.24 Rather act as wise men 
advise and put aside anxiety and scruple.25 Once in a while, it happens 
that someone has good reason to postpone (sacramental) communion, 
but even then he need not go without the fruit of the sacrament, thanks 
to spiritual communion.26 

It is striking that, although the entire third book consists of a dialogue 
between the Beloved and the disciple, other people always play an 
important part, not only in giving good advice, but also to attune one’s 
own behavior to,27 or as a shining example.28 Thanks to their example, 
the disciple realizes how important desire is, in this case, desire for 
the body of Christ.29 But what if one does not feel this desire, or does 
not feel it enough? A lack of desire implies a surplus of lukewarmness 
and that, as stated, is something that interferes with a good prepara-
tion for communion.30 In the fourteenth chapter, on the ardent long-
ing of some of the Devout for the body of Christ, the disciple sighs to 
the Beloved:

When I remember some devout persons before your Sacrament, Lord, drawing 
near with the greatest devotion and love, then too often I am dismayed in heart 
and blush that I approach the altar and the table of Holy Communion so lukewarm 
in heart, yea, cold, that I stay so dry and without heartfelt emotion, that I am not 

23 Job 1: 6–7 and 2:1. 
24 III,10,2–6 (IV,10,2 B). 
25 III,10,8 (IV,10,3 B). 
26 III,10,22–25 (IV,10,6 B). For as often as he mystically communicates, and is invisibly re-

freshed, so often he devoutly enacts again the mystery of Christ’s incarnation and pas-
sion, and is fired to love him (III,10,24 (IV,10,6 B)). 

27 Cf. III,10–27–28 (IV,10,7 B). 
28 Cf. III,18,4 (IV,18,1 B). 
29 Waaijman, Spirituality, 2002, 35; 549–550. 
30 Cf. III,1,40–42 (IV,1,12 B). 
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wholly on fire in your presence, my God, nor so passionately drawn near and affect-
ed, as many devout ones have been, that from their great longing for Communion, 
and the heart’s love which they felt, have been unable to hold back from tears, but 
with the mouth of heart and body equally, panted deep within for you, God, the 
living spring, powerless to control or satisfy their hunger unless they should receive 
your Body with all joyfulness and eagerness of the spirit.31

At the same time, the excellence of these other people leads to a feeling 
of shame in the disciple, because he is not like all those good examples. 
Then he himself presents the solution:

But your mercy is strong, even to supply me with the grace I long for, and, when the 
day of your good pleasure shall come, to visit me in your exceeding mercy, with the 
spirit of fervour. And, indeed, although I do not burn with longing as great as that of 
your most specially devout ones, yet, by your grace, I have a longing for that longing 
aflame, longing, I say, to be made a partner of all such fervent lovers of yourself, 
and to be numbered in their holy company.32

Everything, therefore, is grace, even the desire for desire has to be 
given by God.33 And yet nothing in the Devout exhortation to holy com-
munion indicates a one-way street, in which the communicant’s con-
tribution does not count. He himself is after all to make of his heart 
an upper room, nobly furnished. The possibility of doing this is given 
to him, but he himself has to do it, exerting every fiber of his being. 
Someone who does not devote himself one hundred percent is always 
lukewarm to certain degree. This is why for Thomas lukewarmness is 
the greatest obstacle in preparing for holy communion, worse even 
than anxiety. Or rather, anxiety is merely one of the forms in which 
lukewarmness can present itself.

31 III,14,2 (IV,14,1 B). 
32 III,14,7–8 (IV,14,3 B); Cf. III,17,2 (IV,17,1 B). Cf. W. Moll, “ Acht collatiën van Johannes 

Brinckerinck. Eene bijdrage tot de kennis van den kanselarbeid der Broeders van 
het Gemeene Leven, uit handschriften der vijftiende en zestiende eeuw ”, in: Kerkh-
istorisch archief 4 (1866) 145 (with reference to Augustine). 

33 Cf. III,12,10–12 (IV,12,2–3 B). 
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4.1.5 Out of love of Him

In closing, we will sum up a number of points. In the Devout exhortation 
to holy communion the disciple – and the reader – is called on to unite 
himself with Christ by means of communion. In the first instance, anxiety 
prevents him. But not in the second instance, because it is God Himself 
who is calling him. Thus, the way is cleared for the communicant, perma-
nently aware of his own unworthiness but not hindered by this in prepar-
ing in himself an “ upper room, nobly furnished.” In order to attain this 
goal, he has all sorts of exercises at his disposal, but the most important, 
the “ motor ” of his spiritual way, is still that he has desire at his disposal. 
Desire, too, is a gift from God, just as even the desire for desire is. In this 
way, there is a double activity, that of God and that of the human being. 
The human being has to do his very best to obtain or become something 
that is given to him. He has to busy himself with God, not with all sorts of 
conditions. For those conditions are already fulfilled for him by God.

Where there is desire, there is no lukewarmness and no fear, but love. 
For his plea that one should take communion out of love of Him and that 
one should not forgo this out of fear of damnation, Thomas chose a verse 
from the Gospel according to Matthew as his starting point. Involuntarily, 
a verse from the first Letter of John also comes to mind here, with which I 
would like to conclude this contribution. “ There is no fear in love, but per-
fect love casts out fear. For fear has to do with punishment, and whoever 
fears has not been perfected in love.” 34

34 1 Jn. 4:18. 
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4.2 The Fulfilment of the Desire

In the third chapter of the “ Devout exhortation to holy communion,” 
which deals with frequent communion, the disciple says:

I long, at this moment, devoutly and reverently to receive you; I desire to bring you 
into my home, so that with Zacchaeus I may be made worthy to be blessed by you, 
and numbered among ‘ Abraham’s children.’  My soul eagerly desires your Body, and 
my heart longs to be united with you.1

There is an ongoing desire to be united with Christ, in “ my home,” “ my 
soul,” “ my heart.” This is a mystical desire. But is this then also a matter 
of mysticism? There is something that stands in the way of answer-
ing this question. For Thomas the “ desire for union with Christ ” and 
“ union with Christ ” are two different things, but they also presuppose 
each other. After all, union with Christ can hardly pass the believer by, 
once he has the God-given desire. Consequently, the one is given along 
with the other.

In this contribution, I want to learn more about communion as union 
with Christ. Let it be said in advance that Thomas does not offer univocal 
definitions. Sometimes the disciple expresses his joy about what he can 
already experience and enjoy, while at other moments he and the Be-
loved discuss the desire for the perfect that has yet to come, but is unat-
tainable during earthly life. Furthermore, it is striking that in the Devout 
exhortation no measure is set to the union with Christ. Sometimes it is 
an experience that surpasses everything, at other times it is something 
small, a spark or a droplet.

1 III,3,4–5 (IV,3,1 B). 
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4.2.1 Complete and incomplete 

In the eleventh chapter, which deals with the indispensable importance of 
the body of Christ and Holy Scripture for the faithful soul, it is the disciple 
who is speaking. Although he directs himself to the Beloved, he indirectly 
explains to the reader the why and wherefore of God’s veiled and not 
completely perceptible presence in the sacrament:

I have you truly present in the Sacrament, though concealed in another form. For 
my eyes could not bear to look on you in your own divine effulgence, nor, indeed, 
could the whole world continue in the blaze of the glory of your majesty. In this, 
therefore, you consider my feebleness, in that you hide yourself away in the Sac-
rament. I truly possess and adore him, whom the Angels in heaven adore, but I 
yet, for a time, by faith, but they by sight, and without a veil.2 I must be content 
in the light of true faith, and walk in it until the day dawns of eternal light, and 
the shades of symbols slope away. But when that which is perfect has come, the 
use of Sacraments shall cease, for the Blessed, in heaven’s glory, will not need 
sacramental remedy, for they rejoice forever in God’s presence, gazing on his 
glory face to face, and, changed from brightness into the brightness of God un-
fathomable, they taste the Word of God made flesh, as it was from the beginning 
and remains forevermore. When I remember these wondrous things, any kind of 
spiritual comfort becomes heavy weariness to me, because, as long as I do not 
see my God openly in his glory, I count everything as nothing, which I look upon 
and hear in the world.3

After these words, the voice of the disciple continues to say that only 
the eternal vision of God can give him rest, but that this is not possible 
in this mortal life. Until then he draws strength from the example of the 
saints, but still more from the Word of God, written in Holy Scripture, 
and from the body of Christ that is the bread of life.4 From the passage 
quoted above, one gains the impression that the disciple has come to a 
dead end. The last verse especially gives the impression that sorrow is 
the only destination in earthly life.

2 Cf. III,4,19 (IV,4,4 B). 
3 III,11,5–11 (IV,11,1–3 B). 
4 III,11,11–22 (IV,11,3–4 B). 
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But then – in the contiguous twelfth chapter that deals with the prepa-
ration for communion5 – a turn comes. The Beloved does not contradict 
the disciple, but with the command to make of his heart an “ upper room, 
nobly furnished,” makes clear to him that the situation is hardly hopeless; 
on the contrary, “ I am he to whom you must wholly give yourself, so that 
henceforth you may live, not in yourself, but in me, freed from all stress.” 6 
This turn has its effect on the mind of the disciple.

4.2.2 Burn me up and change me into Yourself

Now that he has learnt how to prepare for the visitation of Christ in his 
heart, the disciple reacts enthusiastically – in the thirteenth chapter, which 
deals with the desire for union with Christ in the blessed sacrament – with 
a supplication that changes into praise. He jubilantly concludes:

There is nothing that I can give more acceptably than my heart in tribute totally to 
God for closest union with him. Then all that is within me shall make glad, when my 
soul shall be made perfectly one with God. Then will he say to me: ‘ If you will be with 
me, I will be with you.’ And I will reply to him: ‘ Deign, Lord, to abide with me, and I will 
gladly be with you. This is all my longing, that my heart be joined with you.’ 7

Towards the end of the Devout exhortation – in the sixteenth chapter, 
“ On Exposing our Needs to Christ and Imploring his Grace ” – the disciple 
phrases the yearning for an abiding union with Christ here and now even 
more succinctly:

Do you alone be sweet to me from this day for evermore, because you alone are my 
food and drink, my love and joy, my sweetness and all my good. Would that, by your 
presence you would set me all on fire, burn me up and change me into yourself, so that I 
may become one spirit with you by the grace of inner union, and the melting of burning 
love! Suffer me not to go away from you hungry and dry, but deal with me in mercy as 
you have often dealt wondrously with your Saints. What a wonder if I should be wholly 

5 See also 4.1.
6 III,12,23 (IV,12,4 B). 
7 III,13,13–19 (IV,13,3 B). 
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set on fire from you, and in my self should pass away, since you are always burning fire 
and never pass away, love that makes the heart pure, and lightens the understanding.8

In the preceding contribution, we saw that preparation for (worthy) com-
munion is a human activity, although the ability to do this (the desire or the 
desire for the desire) is given by God. Now we see that communion itself is 
characterized by divine activity and human passivity: “ Would that, by your 
presence you would set me all on fire, burn me up and change me into your-
self, so that I may become one spirit with you by the grace of inner union, 
and the melting of burning love!” 9 This plea calls to mind what was said in 
the previous contribution about the essential characteristics of Eucharistic 
piety, making use of a word of Augustine’s, “ nor shall you change Me, like 
the food of your flesh into yourself, but you shall be changed into Me.” 10 

From the words of both Thomas and Augustine, it emerges that active and 
passive here imply much more than mere role play. The disciple not only 
undergoes something, but also changes, he is transformed, conformed to 
Christ. That he wants to become one spirit with Christ does not imply that 
he wants to cease to exist, in the sense of being destroyed. Destruction 
and union are, after all, mutually exclusive. Moreover, what would other-
wise remain of the perspective of being present when the day dawns of 
eternal light?11 What would otherwise remain of the prospect of praising 
God face to face, together with the blessed?12 Union with Christ, however, 
does presuppose that the disciple is stripped of his individual definition. 
This, after all, is to be “ burnt up ” and “ melted.” Just to be perfectly clear, 
we are not speaking of the definition that is imposed by what we call hu-
man condition (such as age, sex), but primarily of what is known in tra-
dition as the three faculties: intellect, will and memory. These are to be 

8 III,16,9–12 (IV,16,2–3 B). 
9 III,16,10 (IV,16,3 B). 
10 Augustine, Confessions, VII,x,16 (see also 4.1, note 26). 
11 III,11,9 (IV,11,2 B). 
12 II,11,10 (IV,11,2 B). 
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“ transformed ” or even “ unformed ” in order to be conformed to God, who 
is after all formless.13 

4.2.3 The fruits of communion

Union with Christ, being transformed into Him, being melted in burning 
love, that is what the disciple wants. But this does not mean that he will 
get this all at once. The twelfth chapter, which deals with the preparation 
for communion, ends with the exhortation that the disciple, after he has 
received Christ in his heart in communion, should not count his blessings. 
The voice of the Beloved says:

But you must not only prepare yourself for devotion before Communion, but also 
carefully keep yourself in it after receiving the Sacrament. No less a watchfulness is 
demanded afterwards than devout preparation before, for strict watchfulness after-
wards is in turn the finest preparation for acquiring greater grace. In this way, indeed, 
is one made most unprepared, if straightway he is too eager for consolations outside. 
Shun too much talking; remain apart and enjoy your God, for you have him whom the 
whole world cannot take from you. I am he to whom you must wholly give yourself, so 
that henceforth you may live, not in yourself, but in me, freed from all stress.14

On the one hand, the person who took communion (worthily) has won 
much, although he is still underway. On the other hand, he now bears a 
much greater responsibility than before: attentively keeping what he re-
ceived. He is however not in the least faced with an impossible challenge, 
“ for you have him whom the whole world cannot take from you. ”

But if you already have Him, what is left to desire? The answer is, “ more 
of Him.” As stated, in the Devout exhortation no measure is set to the 
union with Christ. Communion means a certain, but not well-defined 
union with Christ. Sometimes there is a union that could hardly be 
more complete than it already is:

13 Waaijman, Spirituality, 2002, 463–476. 
14 III,12,17–23 (IV,12,4 B). 
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But here, in the Sacrament of the altar, you are wholly present, my God, the man 
Christ Jesus, where also the abundant fruit of eternal salvation is fully received, as 
often as it is taken up worthily and devoutly.15

At other times it becomes clear that while communion is itself a union, it 
at the same time prepares a union that is even more complete. In Thom-
as’s times, one generally spoke of the “ fruits ” (fructus or effectus) of com-
munion that strengthened the soul by healing and nourishing. In the De-
vout exhortation as well, the voice of the disciple says, as early as the first 
chapter, on the healing effects of communion:

In this Sacrament spiritual grace is conferred, and lost virtue made good in the soul, and 
beauty marred by sin returns. This grace is sometimes so great that, out of the fulness 
of devotion that it gives, even the feeble body feels ampler powers bestowed upon it.16

Thomas repeatedly speaks of the sacrament as “ medicine ” or “ divine 
medicine.”17 In the fourth chapter, the voice of the disciple says:

For this most lofty and glorious Sacrament is salvation of soul and body, the medicine 
for all sickness of the spirit, in which my sins are healed, passions bridled, temptations 
conquered and diminished, greater grace poured in, virtue, once begun, increased, faith 
made more firm, hope made more robust, and love fired and spread abroad.18

In the tenth chapter, the voice of the Beloved speaks about the healing 
effects of frequent communion:

You must often hasten back to the fountain of grace and divine mercy, to the foun-
tain of goodness and all purity, that you may be healed from your passions and vic-
es, and deserve to be made stronger and more watchful against all the temptations 
and wiles of the devil.19

15 III,1,32 (IV,1,9 B). 
16 III,1,38–39 (IV,1,11 B). 
17 III,3,14 (IV,3,3 B). …quotidiana medicina Dominici corporis. Cf. C. Caspers, “ Late Me-

dieval Liturgy and Its Inner Tensions. The hermeneutic significance of Thomas à 
Kempis’s Devota exhortatio ad sacram communionem ”, in: M. Olszewski (ed.), What 
is Theology in the Middle Ages? Religious Cultures of Europe (11th–15th Centuries) as 
reflected in their Self-Understanding, Münster 2007. 

18 III,4,11 (IV,4,2 B). 
19 III,10,1 (IV,10,1 B). 
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The fruit of communion was at the same time visitation by God, Jesus 
or the bridegroom, a spiritual medicine or spiritual nourishment, some-
times no more than “ a small flame from the divine fire.”20 In the third 
chapter the voice of the disciple summarizes:

Without you, I cannot exist, and without your visitation, I have not strength to live. 
And so I must often come to you, and receive you once more, as the medicine of my 
salvation, lest I faint on the way, deprived of heaven’s nourishment.21

4.2.4 Conclusion

What have we now learnt about communion as the fulfillment of the de-
sire for union with Christ? What continually attracts notice in the Devout 
exhortation is a certain tension between completeness and incomplete-
ness. What the disciple desires is the perfect: to look on Him in His divine 
effulgence. But that is not possible in this earthly life. For this reason, the 
Beloved points out that it is still possible to live in Him here and now, free 
of all stress. This does not mean, however, that both are after reaching a 
certain balance and then maintaining the status quo. The desire for the 
perfect remains. By partaking of the body of Christ, the disciple wants to 
be burnt up, transformed, melted in Him.

Frequent communion is the step-by-step plan that leads to this goal. Ev-
ery worthy communion is a union with Christ, which prepares a following 
communion that is even more complete.22 The disciple can trust that he 
can travel his path to the end, because “ the whole world cannot take [him] 
from you.” 23 This path is, however, by no means a “ run race.” What the 
world is unable to do, the disciple can do to himself, for example by giving 
himself over to consolations outside.24 It is therefore not “ magic ” in the 

20 III,4,19 (IV,4,4 B). 
21 III,3,7–8 (IV,3,2 B). 
22 III,12,19 (IV,12,4 B). 
23 III,12,22 (IV,12,4 B). 
24 III,12,20 (IV,12,4 B). 
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sense that everything unfolds automatically when one or several commu-
nions have passed.

That, as stated, every worthy communion prepares the next, implies that 
communion is both means and end. Or in other words, as soon as the 
end is achieved, it becomes the means towards the next end, again and 
again. The goal that remains a prospect on the horizon is worded in the 
Devout exhortation by means of references to heavenly reality (e.g. gazing 
on God’s glory face to face,25 or by means of terms that indicate that it 
is something indescribable.26 The goal that does not remain a prospect, 
but is at a certain moment achieved, is phrased concretely in the Devout 
exhortation with reference to the fruits of communion that offer nourish-
ment, strength and/or healing. The desire for union with Christ is there-
fore continually fulfilled, but as it is fulfilled more, it increases in magni-
tude, strength and purity.

25 III,11,10 (IV,11,2 B). 
26 III,16,1–12 (IV,16,3 B). 
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Inner silence, free of self-concern and resisting the pull of 
useless social talk, is the space to listen to the Word of God 
and to strengthen our relationship with Him. In listening, 
our heart is moved by the Word of love. In dialogue, we dis-
cover our fellowship in God and mutual unanimity, because 
we are one mind and spirit. The spiritual dialogue breathes 
in divine love, and as the “School of Christ,” it introduces us 
to God’s love. He becomes the environment in which the 
unanimous search takes place. The dialogue fosters life im-
provement and growth in virtuousness because divine love 
is internalized and ignites the heart. God imparts Himself 
in a fiery address, provoking in us an ardent longing. By lis-
tening and speaking devoutly, an atmosphere of love comes 
into existence, which transforms the conversation into a di-
alogue with the Holy Spirit.

kees WaaijMan

Chapter 5  

Listening to the Word 
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5.1 Trustworthy in Speech

The sages of ancient Israel busied themselves with questions like: how 
do we live our life constructively? How do we evade the path that leads 
to death? To them, the tongue was an important organ. It can speak well 
and ill, can bless and curse, feign and be sincere. It gives inner direction 
to one’s behavior. Especially in mutual relations it can be either a source 
of life or a pit filled with disaster, “ The mouth of the righteous is a foun-
tain of life, but the mouth of the wicked conceals destruction.” 1 Malicious 
speech not only destroys the community, but it also disrupts our own in-
terior: “ He who ravenously opens wide his lips devours himself. Whoever 
guards his mouth preserves his soul; he who thoughtlessly opens wide his 
lips brings ruin upon himself.” 2 Against this background, it is understand-
able that teachers urged their pupils to speak cautiously, to keep silent at 
times and certainly to avoid garrulousness.3

We see the same concern in the New Testament. James’s diagnosis is clas-
sic: “ If anyone does not stumble in what he says, he is a perfect man, able 
also to bridle his whole body.” 4 James compares the tongue to the bridle 
of a horse, the rudder of a ship, the flame that unleashes a forest fire. 
“ The tongue is a fire, a world of unrighteousness. Among our members 
it is the tongue that can stain the whole, setting on fire the entire course 
of life, itself set on fire by hell.” 5 This is quite something. And yet James 
is not exaggerating. The tongue occupies a key position in spirituality. It 
expresses what is within us, speaks truly or falsely, builds up or breaks 

1 Prov. 10:11. 
2 Prov. 13:2–3. 
3 See, for example, Sir. 20:5–20. 
4 Jm. 3:2. 
5 Jm. 3:6. 
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down, “ with it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people 
who are made in the likeness of God.” 6 The tongue touches the core of 
spirituality. This is why James says, “ If anyone does not stumble in what 
he says, he is a perfect man.” 7 

It did not escape the founders of the great religious orders either how 
important the tongue is, when the way of perfection is at issue. They all 
try to rein in the tongue in some form or other and to promote silence. 
From the perspective of cultivating inner silence, they want to protect 
communication among one another against superficiality and violence. In 
the Carmelite rule, for example, one is to guard oneself carefully against 
garrulousness during the day, because with that one harms oneself, dam-
ages the integrity of the other and is brought to ruin by inner emptiness. 
In order to guard speech from within against its harmful possibilities, “ si-
lence ” is advised, in which “ the cultivation of righteousness ” consists.8 

In The Imitation of Christ Thomas a Kempis devotes a separate chapter to 
the evil of the tongue, titled “ On Avoiding Too Many Words.” 9 The chap-
ter begins very cautiously, pointing out the nature, the causes and the 
consequences of profuse talking. It ends encouragingly, pointing out a 
speech that is constructive: the spiritual conference, which breathes in 
divine love. We will first give the translation of this chapter. Next we will 
explain the main lines of the argument more closely.

Avoid as far as you can the noisy presence of men, for involvement in the affairs of 
the world is a great hindrance, though they come our way with innocent intent. For 
we are quickly soiled and snared by vanity. I could wish often that I had remained 
silent, and not been in the company of men. But why do we so readily talk and chat 

6 Jm. 3:9. 
7 Jm. 3:2. See, for the spirituality of James, H. Welzen, “ The Way of Perfection? Spiritu-

ality in the Letter of James ”, in: Studies in Spirituality 13 (2003) 81–98. 
8 Carmelite Rule, 21. For a description of Carmel silence, see K. Waaijman, The Mystical 

Space of Carmel, Leuven 1999, 214–235. 
9 I,10 (I,10 B).
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together, when we return to silence so rarely without damage to our conscience? 
We talk so readily because we seek mutual consolation, and hope to ease our heart 
grown weary with much thinking. And we are very pleased to speak and think of 
the things we love much and desire, or else those things we most dislike. But alas! 
It is often to no purpose and in vain, for this outward consolation is often no small 
hindrance to the consolation God can give within. Therefore we must watch and 
pray that time pass not without profit. If it be permitted and appropriate to speak, 
speak of that which upbuilds. Bad habit and neglect of our progress much pro-
motes unguardedness of speech. However, no small help to spiritual progress is 
devout conversation on spiritual things, especially where those of one mind and 
spirit find their fellowship in God.10

When we read Thomas’s counsels in this chapter attentively, two main 
lines stand out. The first line is a double movement: turning away and 
turning towards. Thomas invites his listeners to pull out of a world char-
acterized by excessive speech, and to enter into a community where 
speech is constructive. This line corresponds to the tenor of book I of 
The Imitation. The second line further explores “ turning towards ” in a 
process of progressive internalization. Thomas invites his listeners to 
make themselves truly familiar with the choice for upbuilding speech 
in the spiritual conference, which is founded in God’s love. This line of 
internalization ties in with the tenor of books II through IV of The Imita-
tion. There Thomas urges his readers not to let the choice for spiritual 
life get bogged down in externals, but rather really to make it part of 
themselves (book II), so that in Christ (book III) it can blossom into per-
fect love of God (book IV).11 

In this contribution, we will chiefly elaborate on the first main line. In the 
next contribution, we will go more deeply into the spiritual conference 
which, as a “ School of Christ,” 12 introduces one into the love of God.

10 I,10,1–12 (I,10,1–2 B).
11 See contributions 1.1 and 1.2. 
12 Thomas a Kempis, The Founders of the New Devotion. Being the Lives of Gerard Groote, 

Florentius Radewin and Their Followers. Translated into English by J. Arthur, London 
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5.1.1 Excessive speech

Thomas gives a keen analysis of excessive speech. He describes the char-
acteristics of the phenomenon, shows the consequences of it, studies the 
causes and plumbs the essence.

The characteristics 

Already in the title, Thomas typifies the kind of speech he would like to see 
avoided as “ excessive ” (superfluus). One could also translate it as “ super-
fluous ” or “ redundant.” In any case, it is a form of speech which is charac-
terized by a “ surplus ”: words that do not need to be spoken; talking more 
than is useful or necessary; a stream of words that overflows its banks. In 
classical spirituality such an “ excess ” demands discernment, for which the 
spiritual conference in particular is efficacious.13 

Another characterization that Thomas uses for excessive speech is “ the 
noisy presence (tumultus) of men.” 14 Talk is seen by Thomas as swollen, 
overblown, clamorous and noisy.15 The noise confirms the excess, but 
adds a psychological point to it: swollen language alienates the speaker 
from his words. An unpleasant disparity occurs between speaking and 
being. An old proverb puts it aptly, “ Sterling silver on the tongue of one 
who preserves, the heart of one who dooms holds little.” 16 The words of 
one who is wise have passed through the fire of silence. They express in a 
pure way what moves in the heart. The fool shouts himself down. A lot of 
bleating, but little wool.

1905, 114 (Dialogus noviciorum 3, 15, in: M. Pohl (ed.), Thomae Hemerken a Kempis 
opera omnia (7 vols.), Freiburg 1902–1922, VII, 154, 6). 

13 For discernment and especially the role of the spiritual conference in this, see 
 Waajman, Spirituality, 2002, 501–507. 

14 I,10,1 (I,10, 1 B). 
15 The word tumultus comes from tumere, which means “ to swell ” and “ to inflate.”  Cf. 

the word tumor. 
16 Prov. 10:20. 
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A third characterization Thomas uses is “ involvement (tractatus) in the 
affairs of the world.” 17 The excess of words is characterized by lengthy 
discussion. Events, occurrences and affairs are dealt with as if they were 
profound mysteries. Expansive argumentations that lend more weight to 
eventualities than they deserve. The creation of a hype, which adorns it-
self with the name “ world news.”

A final characterization Thomas uses is to “ chat together ” (invicem fab-
ulari). Here it is mainly the social excess that is concerned, the endless 
conversation between people about bits of news and about others. The 
pleasure of unstoppable grooming in the human primate house. A kind of 
perpetual motion machine that supplies its own fuel.

When we let Thomas’s characterizations sink in, the surfeit of words seems 
to indicate talk that is in all respects excessive and therefore alienating: 
for the speaker himself, who speaks in a swollen and frenzied way; for the 
events, which are blown up out of all proportion; for social life, which is 
swept along in a flush of unending chatter.

The consequences

Excessive speech without a doubt has an adverse effect on the speaker. 
Thomas’s text manifests concern about the harmful consequences of this 
excess. Four effects in particular stand out.

The first consequence of excessive speech is mentioned by Thomas 
right in the beginning: “ For involvement in the affairs of the world is 
a great hindrance, though they come our way with innocent intent.” 18 
The hindrance Thomas is referring to is that which obstructs a per-
son’s spiritual progress. Eventualities distract one’s attention and 
break one’s concentration. This fact alone makes the discussed events 

17 I,10,1 (I,10, 1 B).
18 I,10,1 (I,10, 1 B).
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“ worldly,” because they are no longer connected with the spiritual core 
of life, which directs one’s progress.

The second consequence is this: by excessive talking, we quickly become 
“ soiled and snared by vanity.” 19 The flood of words continues so unin-
terruptedly, that it imperceptibly takes you up in its dynamic. You do not 
realize how it gradually penetrates more deeply into your consciousness. 
For this reason, Thomas is alert to the guilelessness with which digres-
sions are delivered, “ they come our way with innocent intent.” 20 Excessive 
speech sneaks in and with lightning speed spreads the virus of “ vanity,” a 
word from the book of Ecclesiastes,21 which Thomas elaborated on at the 
beginning of book I. Vanity is seeking transitory riches, hovering around 
honorary jobs, social climbing, chasing after your desires, in short, “ It is 
vanity to love that which passes with all speed away, and not to be hasten-
ing thither where endless joy abides.” 22 Vanity is hot air. Excessive talking 
brings you into this air current.

A third consequence is that surfeit of words keeps us trapped in its cycle. 
The vanity which keeps it in motion seizes us. Thomas phrases this cir-
cular course aptly: on the one hand, excessive speech hinders spiritual 
progress;23 on the other hand, a neglected spiritual life encourages “ un-
guardedness of speech.” 24 Garrulousness is both consequence and cause 
of a superficial spiritual life, a circle in which it keeps us trapped.

A fourth consequence is the “ damage ” (lesio) to our conscience. Every-
one knows from personal experience the strange locomotion of talking 
about others, which can get going so pleasantly. We then gradually be-

19 I,10,2 (I,10,1 B). 
20 I,10,1 (I,10, 1 B). 
21 Ec. 1:1. 
22 I,1,18 (I,1,4 B). 
23 I,10,1; see also I,10,8 (I,10,2 B). 
24 I,10,11 (I,10,2 B). 
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come less particular about the truth. All sorts of exaggerations and dis-
tortions take hold of the conversation. While it is going on nicely, we are 
hardly aware of this. But as soon as we “ return to silence,” 25 truth begins 
to stir. We feel unauthentic.

When we review the consequences of excessive speech, garrulousness 
appears as a cycle of vanities in which we become entangled, and which 
infects us with its emptiness and affects us with its inauthenticity.

Causes

We said that superficial spirituality is the cause of excessive speech. It 
would have been better if we had called that superficial spirituality a fer-
tile breeding ground for excessive speech. For this is rather a remote than 
a direct cause. When Thomas speaks of the direct causes of a profuse 
torrent of words, “ Why do we so readily talk and chat together?” 26, he 
mentions three reasons.

The first reason is the consolation that social intercourse offers. We like 
to talk, because then we are not alone in our concerns: “ We talk so readily 
because we seek mutual consolation, and hope to ease our heart grown 
weary with much thinking.” 27 Life presents us with all kinds of difficult 
questions. We do not like to be saddled with them all on our own. It would 
make us even more lonely. Consequently, we take them to someone to 
talk about them and exchange experiences.

A second reason is that we like to talk about people we love and sit-
uations that attract us. Out of the abundance of the heart the mouth 
speak, “ We are very pleased to speak and think of the things we love 
much and desire.” 28 When we are affectively involved with something, 

25 I,10,4 (I,10,1 B). 
26 I,10,4 (I,10,1 B). 
27 I,10,5 (I,10,1 B). 
28 I,10,6 (I,10,1 B). 
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by means of love or desire, we are moved from within towards the 
other to share this with him. This also applies to the reverse: when 
something is going against us or someone is thwarting us, we want to 
get this off our chest. We do not like to walk around with quarrel, an-
tipathy, aversion or failure, “ We are very pleased to speak and think of 
the things we most dislike.” 29

The reasons that bring us to be “ pleased to speak ” 30 are not judged 
as negative by Thomas. The triple repetition of the word “ readily ” or 
“ pleased ” (libenter) even has a kindly and sensitive ring to it. In this pas-
sage, Thomas accordingly speaks expressly (nine times) in the first per-
son plural: we. He clearly numbers himself among the people who are 
pleased, very pleased to speak. Thomas is however deeply convinced 
of the ambiguity of this readiness. In the fourth book of The Imitation, 
in chapter 48,31 he enlarges on the gospel, “ Where your treasure is, 
there your heart will be also. ” There too the eagerness of the heart 
follows its treasure.

If I love heaven, I gladly think about heavenly things. If I love the world, I rejoice with 
the world's delights, and am saddened by its adversities. If I love the flesh I often 
imagine those things which belong to the flesh. If I love the spirit, I delight to think of 
spiritual things. For whatever things I love, about those I gladly speak and hear, and 
I carry home with me the mental pictures of such things.32

Thomas points out that eagerness always draws one in a certain direction. 
In talking this attractiveness is fed by mutual consolation, cheering speech 
and the exchange of positive and negative experiences. These forms of 
“ readiness ” draw us imperceptibly and unsuspectingly, “ with innocent in-
tent,” 33 into the cycle of garrulousness.

29 I,10,6 (I,10,1 B). 
30 I,10,4–6 (I,10,1 B). 
31 III, 48 (III,48 B). 
32 IV,48,31–36 (III,48,6 B).
33 I,10,1 (I,10, 1 B). 
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The essence

For Thomas excessive speech is in essence an empty barrel. He refers to 
this emptiness with the words “ vanity ” (vanis), “ to no purpose ” (inanis), “ in 
vain ” (frustra) and “ without profit ” (otiosus). We will briefly consider these 
notions.

“ Vanity ” 34 we already mentioned. With the author of Ecclesiastes, Thomas 
contrasts vanity with what truly endures: divine love, heavenly glory, a good 
life, the future and eternal joy.35 Against this, vanity shows up as transience 
itself, “ To hope for long life, and to take little thought for a good life […] To 
love that which passes with all speed away.” 36 “ To no purpose ” 37 is without 
content, without meaning: a dead body, a ship without cargo, a realm of 
ghosts. For Thomas garrulousness is the incarnation of unreality. “ In vain ” 38 
is aimless: an enterprise that leads to nothing, a tree that does not bear 
fruit, chaff that   blows away in the wind. Garrulousness is programmed 
deception: it leads nowhere. It is a fata morgana: at the end of the journey 
it turns out to be nothing. “ Without profit ” 39 indicates a lack of obligations 
and an attitude of lawlessness: not busy with anything, purely a means of 
passing the time. It is a noncommittal attitude, which does not want to be 
bound, it seeks the freedom of caprice, and not devotion.

With these four words, Thomas exposes the essential tenor of excessive 
speech: it embodies pointless transience and fruitless looseness. It is 
empty and leads nowhere.

In order to understand what Thomas a Kempis has to say about “ avoiding 
too many words ” (the title of chapter 10), we first studied the fundamen-

34 I,10,2 (I,10,1 B). 
35 I,1,11–18 (I,1,3–4 B). 
36 I,1,16&18 (I,1,4 B).
37 I,10,7 (I,10,2 B). 
38 I,10,7 (I,10,2 B). 
39 I,10,9 (I,10,2 B). 
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tal structure of this phenomenon: its characteristics, its causes, its conse-
quences and its essential tenor. This is necessary because otherwise we do 
not know what reality Thomas is relating to in his writing. The philosopher 
Martin Heidegger would call this phenomenon “ talk ” (Gerede): the human 
subject has become detached from himself and the real world, in order to 
be swallowed up in “ the They ” (das Man), that maintains itself in talking and 
aimlessly runs rampant. Thomas wants to protect his hearers against this.

5.1.2 Cautiousness

The Imitation of Christ aims to give “ Counsels Useful for Spiritual Living ” 
(the title of book I) that is on its guard against garrulousness. Hence the 
title of chapter 10, “ On Avoiding too Many Words. ” That is also why this 
same chapter begins with the counsel, “ Avoid as far as you can the noisy 
presence of men.” 40 Thomas expresses himself moderately, “ as far as you 
can.”  He seems to realize that it is impossible to withdraw from all talk 
completely. His advice is to be as careful as possible in dealing with human 
speech, which in itself is not bad, but in practice develops an unintention-
al, seemingly uncomplicated (simplex) dynamic that leads us away from 
the actual, in a fruitless void. For the sake of this cautiousness, Thomas 
gives four counsels. The first two counsels are silence and keeping watch 
in prayer. The last two are upbuilding speech and the conference. Togeth-
er they constitute good speech. All these exercises, as we will see, are 
placed in a mystical perspective.

Silence 

Of old, there has been a search in spirituality for a counterbalance for 
excessive speech. In the Carmelite rule, for instance, daytime silence is 
a kind of leaven that transforms speech into “ a culture of justice.”  When 
Thomas realizes how contagious and compulsive garrulousness is,41 he 

40 I,10,1 (I,10, 1 B).
41 I,10,2 (I,10,1 B). 
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sighs in the first person singular, “ I could wish often that I had remained 
silent, and not been in the company of men.” 42 Keeping silent indicates 
a distancing motion: not being among people, resisting the pull of talk, 
retreating into quiet and silence. This avoidance of talk does not mean an 
absolute break with human intercourse, it is a counterpoint. This is why 
Thomas speaks of “ returning to silence.” 43 This implies that we leave the 
silence from time to time, to “ talk and chat together.” 44 When silence cre-
ates the space in which we are healed of the “ damage to our conscience ” 45 
and come to ourselves again, silence serves a regenerative purpose that 
offers satisfaction and peace: “ Then shall you rather rejoice in having kept 
silence, than in having talked much.” 46

Keeping watch in prayer

The day silence needs night silence as well to be firmly rooted. All the 
great rules of the religious orders prescribe night silence, which is to a 
large extent filled with “ watching and praying.” 47 Night silence frees us 
from all formation of images. Basil says: “ Silence makes it possible to for-
get old habits and offers the possibility to learn the good by practice.” 48 
One could say that night silence “ immerses one in the nothing, that is, the 
divine dark, supreme bliss of God and the saints.” 49 Thomas calls this “ the 
consolation God can give within,” which “ is hindered more than a little ” by 
the “ outward consolation ” of garrulousness.50 In order to turn away from 
the external comfort that talk offers, and turn towards the inner conso-
lation that God gives, there is night silence: “ Therefore we must watch 

42 I,10,3 (I,10,1 B). 
43 I,10,4 (I,10,1 B). 
44 I,10,4 (I,10,1 B). 
45 I,10,4 (I,10,1 B). 
46 I,24,32 (I,24,6 B). 
47 I,10,9 (I,10,2 B). 
48  Cited in P. Miquel, “ Silence, l ”, in: Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, Paris 1990, XIV, 829-842, 

citation 838.
49  Hendrik Herp, Theologia mystica, Cologne 1545, II, 61.
50 I,10,8 (I,10,2 B). 
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and pray that time pass not without profit.” 51 Watching and praying an-
chor the silence in God. To watch is to look out expectantly into the night, 
to lose all external support, to trust completely in God’s silent presence. 
Prayer is a form of speech that is focused on God, the Unspeakable One. 
Watching and praying during night silence breaks through the stupor of 
endless talk. We are jolted awake out of the cycle of excessive speech.

Upbuilding speech 

At the end of chapter 10, Thomas’s counsels take a turn. While up to that 
point he spoke mainly about motions of withdrawal away from talk, now 
he turns towards speech itself and indicates the spiritual possibilities it 
harbors: “ If it be permitted and appropriate to speak, speak of that which 
upbuilds.” 52 Thomas expressly points out the positive meaning of speech, 
albeit under certain conditions, which is only logical, because speech is 
undermined precisely by its boundlessness. For this reason, “ If it be per-
mitted and appropriate to speak, speak of that which upbuilds.” 53 There 
are certain times and places that are reserved for silence. At those times 
speaking is not permitted. There are also situations in which speaking is 
not beneficial to the progress of the spiritual life. In those cases distance 
advisable. But outside of these times, there are still numerous possibili-
ties for speech. The counsel Thomas offers reads, “ Speak of that which 
upbuilds.” 54 In spirituality, upbuilding subjects indicate themes that nour-
ish and strengthen the God-relationship, source and focal point in all that 
we do and experience.55 This is formulated very broadly. It is a general 
counsel that constitutes an antidote against every ramshackle spirituality, 
which could be a breeding ground for careless speech: “ Bad habit and 
neglect of our progress much promotes unguardedness of speech.” 56

51 I,10,9 (I,10,2 B). 
52 I,10,10 (I,10,2 B). 
53 I,10,10 (I,10,2 B). 
54 I,10,10 (I,10,2 B). 
55 A. Thibaut, “ Édification ”, in: Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, Paris 1960, IV–1, 279–293. 
56 I,10,11 (I,10,2 B). 
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The spiritual conference 

Besides the general counsel phrased above, Thomas also offers a specif-
ic form of speech, which forms a direct contribution to spiritual progress, 
namely “ devout conversation (devota collatio) on spiritual things.” 57 This 
manner of speaking with each other is “ no small help to spiritual progress.” 58 
In well-chosen terms, Thomas here formulates the foundational structure 
and the direction of constructive speech in the spiritual conference: people 
come together to speak intensively with each other about topics that relate 
to the spiritual way, in order to draw insight and motivation from this. In the 
next contribution, we will explore this form of dialogue.

The devout spiritual conference is beneficial to spiritual progress, but “ es-
pecially where those of one mind and spirit find their fellowship in God.” 59 
Here Thomas indicates the mystical perspective of the spiritual confer-
ence. This mystical perspective is prepared in the mutual unanimity which 
is discovered in dialogue, and to which one attunes oneself, “ of one mind 
and spirit.”  This mutual harmony is linked to God: “ find their fellowship 
in God.”  God becomes the environment in which the unanimous joint 
search takes place. This is where the true “ consolation God can give with-
in ” 60 of the devout dialogue is experienced. In the next contribution, we 
will elaborate on this mystical perspective as well.

57 I,10,12 (I,10,2 B). 
58 I,10,12 (I,10,2 B). 
59 I,10,12 (I,10,2 B). 
60 I,10,8 (I,10,2 B). 
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5.2 The Mystical Dimension of the Conference

All spiritual communities have some form of spiritual conference.1 
Buddhist spirituality has its abhidharma schools, Judaism its houses of 
study, Christian spirituality its collatio: in a colloquy, a topic of the spir-
itual way is dealt with in-depth with an eye to insight and motivation. 
Essential for a conference is that people come together, not only phys-
ically, but especially psychologically and spiritually, “ of one mind and 
spirit,” as Thomas a Kempis says.2 In that sense the adjective “ devout ” 
(devotus) that he uses in this context is apt: the conference demands 
intense involvement and dedication. Isidore of Seville says: “ In order, 
in the collation (collatio), to listen to the fathers, the brothers come 
together in an assembly three times a week, after a signal has been 
given. They listen to a senior monk who gives the instruction, teaching 
all of them about edifying precepts.” 3 In this case, the collation takes 
the form of an instruction. In other cases, it is rather a dialogue. In any 
event, what is essential is that people truly come together.

The collation centers around a subject regarding spiritual life. Thus the 
Reden der Unterweisung (Talks of Instruction) were held, while the young-
er Dominicans were convened in collationibus under the guidance of Meis-
ter Eckhart: “ Here one must picture evening conferences at which – as the 
conclusion of the Scripture reading and under the guidance of a spiritual 
teacher or superior – questions about the Scripture reading, the monastic 
life, and in general about the spiritual life, are discussed.” 4

1 See, for a description, Waaijman, Spirituality, 2002, 777–788. 
2 I,10,12 (I,10,2 B). 
3 Cited in: J. Quint (ed. and transl.), Meister Eckharts Traktate, Stuttgart 1963, 312. 
4 Annotation in: Meister Eckhart, Werke II, E. Benz et al. (eds.) (Bibliothek des Mit-

telalters; 21), Frankfurt am M. 1993, 793. 
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The aim of the colloquy is to gain deeper insight. To this end, a dialogical 
form of collatio with question and answer is very suitable: “ While some 
brought questions about Holy Scripture “ in the midst ” (conferre), others 
brought answers “ in the midst ” (conferre), which bore on these ques-
tions. Thus they made perspicuous what had long been obscure to those 
who took part (conferre) in the spiritual conference.” 5 The point, then, 
is that a topic becomes perspicuous (perspicuus). The main thing is not 
information, but in-depth study and insight. “ Whereas lectio is good for 
instruction, collatio furnishes more insight. After all, conducting a con-
ference is better than giving a lecture. A collation makes things compre-
hensible. Subject matter is set in motion because questions are raised. 
Frequently a hidden truth is proved by objections. For what is obscure 
and doubtful is soon made transparent by a conference (conferendo).” 6 
Things are set in motion and transparency is created. The participants 
become involved and motivated from within.

By advocating “ devout conversation on spiritual things ” ,7 the Modern De-
votion deliberately brought a spiritual exercise into play that contrasted 
with the prevalent art of disputation among theologians. The Devouts 
wanted not dispute (disputatio), but dialogue (collatio): a form of thinking 
and speaking that explored the divine truth “ of one mind and spirit,” 8 ac-
cepted it wholeheartedly and put it into practice.9 

For Thomas a Kempis, the spiritual conference was the direct oppo-
site of every form of excessive speech, including “ arguing profoundly 

5 Smaragdus (d. 825) in his commentary on the rule of Benedict, cited in: Meister Eck-
harts Traktate, 312. 

6 Isidore of Seville, De summo bono, chapter 15, cited in: Meister Eckharts Traktate, 312. 
7 I,1,10,12 (I,10,2 B). 
8 I,1,10,12 (I,10,2 B). 
9 For this historical situation of the collatio, see T. Borsche, “ Reden unter Brüdern ”, in: I. 

Bocken (ed.), Conflict and Reconciliation. Perspectives on Nicholas of Cusa, Leiden 2004, 
9-27. 
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about the Trinity.” 10 His motives were brief and to the point: “ Truly, 
deep words do not make a holy man and just. It is a virtuous life that 
makes a man dear to God.” 11

We will see that “ the devout conversation ” had precisely that in view: a 
virtuous life that knows itself to be sustained by the love of God. Precisely 
that was the mystical point of Thomas’s collation: for him “ fellowship in 
God ” 12 is realized in the unanimous search and ardent questioning of the 
conference. This mystical perspective of the spiritual conference fits in 
with the outline of the totality of The Imitation. Just as The Imitation, faced 
with the choice between a worldly or a God-centered life (book I), chooses 
a religious form of life that is internalized deeply and ardently (book II), 
specifically in the intimacy with the Eucharistic Christ (book III), through 
whom the grace of God’s consoling presence is given (book IV), cautious 
speech distances itself from worldly garrulousness (in line with book I) in 
order to apply oneself deeply and ardently to the spiritual conference (in 
line with book II), which is seen as a “ School of Christ ” 13 (in line with book 
III) that forms “ fellowship in God ” (in line with book IV).

I will go one step further. It seems probable to me that The Imitation of 
Christ, on the basis of textual material in rapiaries of deceased Devouts, 
spiritual writings from tradition and instructions for novices, received its 
inner form within the Devout conference. For this reason, the inner struc-
ture of the Devout conference reflects in a natural way, as in a hologram, 
the total structure of The Imitation. In other words, The Imitation can be 
read as an ordered collection of “ notes,” formed by the practice of “ the 
excellent discourses in the School of Christ.” 14 

10 I,1,7 (I,1,3 B). 
11 I,1,8 (I,1,3 B). 
12 I,10,12 (I,10,2 B). 
13 Thomas a Kempis, The Founders of the New Devotion, 1905, 114 (Dialogus noviciorum 

3, 15, in: Pohl, Opera, 1902–1922, VII, 154, 6). 
14 Ibidem, 114 (Ibid., VII, 154, 6). 
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In order to form an image of the Devout conference, we can best listen 
to a dialogue between Thomas and his novices. In this dialogue, Thom-
as reminisces about Florentius Radewijns, the first companion of Geert 
Grote and superior of the friary where Thomas received his formation in 
the spirituality of the Modern Devotion, and about his students. About 
Lubbert ten Busche, one of Florentius’s first students, Thomas recounts:

Once when he was speaking devoutly and earnestly (devote et ferventer) with certain 
of the Brothers about conquering the passions, they communed together (collatio 
mutua) almost until the middle of the night. Their hearts were so kindled with the 
love of God and the desire to amend their lives that they forgot themselves and did 
not perceive the mist of sleep but put away heaviness from them, being aroused to 
new devotion by their ardent conversation (ignitem colloquium) about the Word of 
God; for they proved by their own experience the truth of that verse of the Psalmist: 
‘ Thy word doth burn vehemently and thy servant loveth it.’ 15 By thus communing 
together of holy things (sancta collatio), Lubert and those who were summoned with 
him to advance in the Spiritual Life were greatly inflamed, so that afterward he would 
say joyfully and longingly repeat to the Brothers who were his comrades in arms: 

‘ When! oh! when can we set ourselves aflame once more! ‘ 16

The novice is enthusiastic about this story of Thomas’s. The reminis-
cence of one of the men of the very beginning arouses feelings of admi-
ration and nostalgia.

By telling me this thou dost excite my admiration. Would that I could hear continually 
of such matters which should pierce my heart to my healing, and enkindle me. Would 
that no vain talking might interpose to defile my conscience! But I pray set forth some 
other examples from the life of this noble priest to teach me to avoid scurrilous talk, 
for I confess that it is no small joy to hear of their devout communing (devota collatio).17

The conference, as Thomas remembers it, and the collation (collatio) he 
speaks of in The Imitation, have the same double stratification: a devout 
and fervent conversation on a spiritual topic, directed towards life im-

15 Ps. 118:140, Vulgate. 
16 Thomas a Kempis, The Founders of the New Devotion, 1905, 190 (Dialogus noviciorum 

3, 15, in: Pohl, Opera, 1902–1922, VII, 238, 27 – 239, 15). 
17 Ibidem, 190 (Ibid., VII, 239, 16–26). 
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provement and spiritual progress, a conversation that comes to com-
pletion when in this colloquy divine love ignites “ by experience.”  We will 
explore both layers.

5.2.1 The conference of the Modern Devout

As stated, the conference of the Modern Devout is situated in a long tra-
dition. Just as in the classic conference, there was a gathering in order to 
discuss questions about the spiritual way:

On Feast Days when many persons came to the town, he (Arnold van Schoonhoven, 
KW) brought not a few to the House of Florentius to hear his discourse, not re-
garding their age or condition, but rejoicing over them and hoping for the con-
version of some.18

Just like the traditional collationes, these conferences were centered on 
acquiring knowledge. They were accordingly led by persons who were 
well-versed in the spiritual life, such as Gerard Zerbolt van Zutphen, of 
whom Thomas recollects: “ [They] heard his discourses gladly, for he was a 
man that was ready of speech and learned, proved by many disputations, 
and having knowledge how to answer every man.” 19 For Thomas augmen-
tation of knowledge is apparently an important aspect of the spiritual con-
ference. In a letter he states:

The diligent and harmonious conference on divine things of two people who enter 
into each other well, is to no small degree serviceable to our knowledge. […] You 
feel a better effect on your doings, when you examine and diligently imitate the 
divine knowledge.20

The divine knowledge that is “ examined ” (speculator) in the conference is 
inwardly predisposed towards “ diligent imitation ” (impiger imitator). Here 

18 Ibidem, 259 (Ibid., VII, 321, 11–15). 
19 Ibidem, 223/4 (Ibid., VII, 279, 24–27). 
20 Thomas a Kempis, Epistola ad quendam cellerarium (De fideli dispensatore) 1, in: Pohl, 

Opera, 1902–1922, I, 151, 14–17; 27–29. 
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two features are brought forward that are characteristic of the confer-
ence of the Devouts: ardent diligence and imitation in practice.

Practical orientation 

In comparison with the traditional conference, which emphasized insight 
and perspicacity, the Devout collatio places the emphasis on the effects 
of this insight in practice. Of Arnold van Schoonhoven, who, as we saw, 
brought various people along to the conference of Florentius Radewijns, 
it is told that he was not disappointed in his expectations, “ for he saw the 
fruit of his labours in the amending of the lives of these worldlings, both 
young and old. His (Florentius’s, KW) discourse and exhortation dealt nei-
ther with lofty matters, nor with things foreign to the purpose in hand, but 
with true conversion to God and the amendment of life in the world.” 21 

Twice mention is made of improvement of worldly life as a result of the 
conversion to God. Precisely this is the tenor of the first book of The Imita-
tion. It is consequently not surprising that Thomas emphasizes this aspect 
time and again. First of all in The Imitation itself, as we saw, “ no small help 
to spiritual progress is devout conversation on spiritual things.” 22 But also 
in his Hortulus rosarum, as becomes apparent in the following aphorism.

It is pleasant to listen to the recital of acts of virtue, but it is more praiseworthy to practise 
them. The best examination of conscience is that which leads to a change of life; and 
the fruits of a good examination are, abstaining from sin, and advancement in virtue.23

Here we even see a certain rivalry between pleasant listening (augmenta-
tion of knowledge) and the more praiseworthy practice (improvement of 
behavior). The conference is almost identified with life improvement and 

21 Thomas a Kempis, The Founders of the New Devotion, 1905, 259/60 (Dialogus novicio-
rum 4, 14, in: Pohl, Opera, 1902–1922, VII, 321, 17–23). 

22 I,10,12 (I,10,2 B). 
23 Thomas a Kempis, The Little Garden of Roses and Valley of Lilies. Translated from the 

original Latin, London 1840, 76 (Hortulus rosarum 16, in: Pohl, Opera, 1902–1922, IV, 
39, 5–9). 
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growth in virtuousness. We see this same profile where Thomas typifies 
Florentius Radewijns’s conference as the giving of counsel (ammonere), 
with an eye to life improvement.

In one of his discourses he (Florentius Radewijns, KW) spake this word of advice. ‘ Ev-
ery man  should set before him daily these resolutions, namely, to earnestly  strive 
to amend his life: to struggle anew against his temptations; to pluck out his vices, to 
strive with special courage to overcome those  sins which do more easily beset him; 
to do violence to himself for Christ’s sake because the Kingdom of heaven suffereth 
violence, and the violent bear it away.’ 24

Fervor 

The nature of the spiritual conference described above – in the field of ten-
sion between knowledge and practice – would be one-sided without the 
notions: “ fervor,” “ diligence,” “ devoutness,” “ inflaming ” and the like. As we 
saw in that beautiful atmospheric description of Thomas’s of the “ devout 
and earnest ” conference in the house of Florentius Radewijns, deep into 
the night: their hearts were “ kindled,” they stayed awake because of “ their 
ardent conversation ” etcetera. There is no end to it. This emphasis on what 
is fervent, fiery and burning is completely understandable, when we realize 
that this is precisely what forms the essence of “ the devout conversation.” 25 
It is not sufficient to enter into a conference to gain insight and receive 
counsel for daily practice. Before all else, it is essential that this spiritual 
exercise is truly “ internalized,” that is, truly touches the heart.

This is precisely the function of book II within The Imitation: living through 
the turn towards God-related life with devoutness, so that it becomes fa-
miliar to me from within. As Thomas says right at the beginning of book II, 
“ Learn to despise that which is without, and give yourself to that which is 
within, and you will see the kingdom of God come in you.” 26 This devout-

24 Thomas a Kempis, The Founders of the New Devotion, 1905, 130/1 (Dialogus novicio-
rum 3, 23, in: Pohl, Opera, 1902–1922, VII, 173, 13–21). 

25 See I,10,12 (I,10,2 B). 
26 II,1,3 (II,1,1 B). 
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ness mainly concerns the God-related manner of living. It is precisely the 
concrete turn towards God-related life which runs the risk of losing itself 
in externals (places, times, ceremonies, people etcetera). The way of inter-
nalization, on the other hand, lets itself be touched deeply, and precisely 
because of this, it penetrates deeply into the God-given reality: “ He who 
knows how to walk from within and give small weight to things without, 
does not wait for places or times, for devout exercises of devotion. The 
spiritual man quickly gathers himself together, because he never squan-
ders himself wholly on external things.” 27 

5.2.2 The mystical perspective 

The most  typical characteristic of the conference in Thomas a Kempis is the 
explicitly mystical perspective. To my knowledge, there is no form of collatio 
that is so clearly focused on the mystical aspect. In his remembrance of Flo-
rentius Radewijns, he accordingly states without exaggeration: “ They (the 
brothers who were devoutly and fervently gathered in the conference, KW) 
were aroused to new devotion by their “ ardent conversation ” (ignitem collo-
quium) about the Word of God; for they proved by their own experience (ex-
perimentaliter) the truth of that verse of the Psalmist: “ Thy word doth burn 
vehemently and thy servant loveth it.” 28 Thomas here consciously uses the 
word “ by experience,” because it is in and by means of the  devout confer-
ence that the fiery address of God is experienced. Because of this mystical 
directness, Thomas speaks of a “ sacred conference ” (sancta collatio)29 and 
a “ divine conference ” (divina collatio).30 For this reason, Thomas also says 

27 II,1,36–37 (II,1,7 B). See, for this process of internalization, K. Waaijman, “ Scholen 
van spiritualiteit. De hachelijkheid van omvorming ”, in: Wegen van kerstening in Euro-
pa, 1300–1900, C. Caspers et al. (eds.), Budel 2005, 170–188. 

28 Ps. 118:140. Thomas a Kempis, The Founders of the New Devotion, 1905, 190 (Dialogus 
noviciorum 4, 4, in: Pohl, Opera, 1902-1922, VII, 239, 8-9).

29 Ibidem, 190 (Ibid., VII, 239, 10). 
30 Thomas a Kempis, Epistola ad quendam cellerarium (De fideli dispensatore) 1, in: Pohl, 

Opera, 1902–1922, I, 151, 17. 



1375.2 The Mystical Dimension of the Conference

in The Imitation, “ No small help to spiritual progress is devout conversation 
on spiritual things, especially where those of one mind and spirit find their 
fellowship in God (in deo sibi sociari).” 31 The conference itself, in its fervent 
devoutness, is experienced as fellowship with God. Here human speech – 
as a good possibility! – reaches its mystical fruition.

In this mystical process, two dimensions are immediately interrelated: ar-
dently and unanimously going into the spiritual way together, on the basis 
of the Word of God, and the experimental knowledge that God imparts 
Himself in this in an ardent way.

Of one mind and spirit

With an allusion to the community of Jerusalem in Acts, Thomas states 
in The Imitation that the participants of one mind and spirit (pares ani-
mo et spiritu) find their fellowship in God (in deo sibi sociantur.32 Else-
where, he says that the “ divine conference ” (divina collatio) is realized 
by “ diligent and harmonious conference ” of brothers who “ enter into 
each other well ” (bene consentire).33 At that moment “ the love in the di-
vine Scriptures ” is felt, and “ the divine knowledge ” experienced as the 
source of knowledge and action.34 Thomas goes on to quote Scripture 
in well-chosen words.

Therefore our Savior said, ‘ Where two or three are gathered in my name, I am in 
their midst.’ And elsewhere, ‘ But as they spoke about this together, Jesus stood 
in the midst of his disciples. He said: Peace be with you ‘ and the other things 
they said about the resurrection. Love is thus recommended in the divine Scrip-
tures. By means of it we avoid what is transient and vain more quickly, the great-
er it is in us.35

31 I,10,12 (I,10,2 B). 
32 I,10,12 (I,10,2 B). 
33 Thomas a Kempis, Epistola ad quendam cellerarium (De fideli dispensatore) 1, in: Pohl, 

Opera, 1902–1922, I, 151, 16. 
34 Ibidem, I, 151, 24–25; 28. 
35 Ibidem, I, 151, 17–27. 
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The ardor of lovingly learning-together is the near side, of which the im-
mediate reverse is knowledge of God. We here see the same connection 
as in Guigo II, the Carthusian. In his Scala claustralium, he shows how 
God’s self-impartation takes shape within the ardent longing:

But the Lord, whose eyes are upon the just and whose ears can catch not only the words, 
but he very meaning of their prayers, does not wait until the longing soul has said all it 
has to say, but breaks in upon the middle of its prayer, runs to meet it in all haste.36

Thomas sees this unanimous and loving conference as the School of 
Christ. He states that he experienced this in his own life and saw it in his 
fellow brothers.

To the sad and tempted he (Florentius Radewijns, KW) was cheerful and comfort-
able, so that if any were troubled or offended, the sight of Florentius, and a few 
words from him, would give such an one peace and consolation and he would return 
joyfully to his own business. This I have often tried in mine own person, as have my 
comrades in devotion, for we were instructed by his counsel and taught in the School 
of Christ by his excellent discourses.37

When we, together with Thomas, understand the Devout conference as a 
“ School of Christ,” we can grasp its deeper meaning within The Imitation. For 
in book III of The Imitation, the inner life is particularized and concretized, as 
it were, in the table-fellowship with Christ, which is a school of divine love.

Fellowship in God

For Thomas, the Devout conference comes to full bloom “ where those of 
one mind and spirit find their fellowship in God.” 38 This fellowship in God 

36 Guigo II, The Ladder of Monks, 1981, 74 (Epistola de vita contemplativa vel Scala claus-
tralium 7) = E. Bianchi, Praying the Word, 1998, 105. Guigo calls this “ unity of longing 
and presence ” a mystical antiphrasis. See, for a more elaborate account, Waaijman, 
Spirituality, 2002, 722–726. 

37 Thomas a Kempis, The Founders of the New Devotion, 1905, 114 (Dialogus noviciorum 
3, 15, in: Pohl, Opera, 1902–1922, VII, 153, 30 – 154, 7). 

38 I,10,12 (I,10,2 B). 
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is experienced both in and by means of the devout conference. Indeed, fel-
lowship with God even proves to form the foundation of the conference. 
As Martin Buber says:

The true community does not arise through peoples having feelings for one another 
(though indeed not without it), but through, first, their taking their stand in living 
mutual relation with a living Centre, and, second, their being in living mutual relation 
with one another. The second has its source in the first, but is not given when the 
first alone is given. […] The community is built up out of living mutual relation, but the 
builder is the living effective Centre.39

Here we see two dimensions that immediately interlock: the fellow-
ship between people, where they enter into each other of one mind 
and spirit, and the divine-human fellowship that forms the Centre of 
this. We find the same connection in the Devout conference as Thomas 
sees it. On the basis of this, we also understand how he, without fur-
ther explanation, can make the transition from the Devout conference 
to mutual peace and love, and then immediately speak about the sa-
cred words of God and the Holy Spirit, as he does in remembrance of 
 Florentius Radewijns.

Master Florentius, that notable fair flower of the priesthood, that fervid zealot for 
souls, not only took thought for the Brothers of his  house, but was also instant in 
planting the seeds of the Word of Salvation amongst other neighbouring Commu-
nities of Clerks and from time to time communed with them and piously exhorted 
them to have peace and charity towards one another, either preaching himself or 
sending  some suitable Brother of his house. When he visited them all the inmates 
rejoiced, desiring to hear the Holy Word from the mouth of  God’s Priest, for the Holy 
Ghost spoke through his mouth to comfort that little Flock which was eagerly and 
devoutly willing to obey.40

39 M. Buber, I and Thou, translated by R. Smith, Edinburgh 1937, 44 (Ich und Du, Köln 
1966, 56). For a description of and reflection on this dialogical mysticism, see K. 
 Waaijman, De mystiek van ik en jij, Kampen 19913. 

40 Thomas a Kempis, The Founders of the New Devotion, 1905, 130 (Dialogus noviciorum 
3, 23, in: Pohl, Opera, 1902–1922, VII, 172, 25 – 173, 12). 
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Thomas here typifies the conference under Florentius Radewijns’s direc-
tion as a “ pious (or devout) exhortation.”  Devotion indicates diligence, 
ardor, verve and warmth. The exhortation has bearing on the spiritual 
way, in the form of counsels and advice. This devout conference has as its 
direct aim “ mutual peace and love,” an atmosphere of intuiting each oth-
er and sympathizing with each other. Hearing the sacred words of God, 
spoken in the conference, forms the core. For here they felt themselves to 
be addressed by the Holy Spirit, which was a consolation for the students.

Here we see in a few sentences the spiritual structure of the Devout 
conference. At the most elementary level, it is a coming together of peo-
ple around the Word of God or a topic of spiritual life. By listening and 
speaking “ devoutly,” an atmosphere of love comes into existence, which 
transforms the conversation into a dialogue with the Holy Spirit. This is 
the factual mystical moment, which is “ the consolation that God can give 
within.” 41 Book IV of The Imitation centers around this mystical perspec-
tive. There Thomas will describe the divine consolation that proceeds 
from God’s merciful self-communication in every possible way.

41 I,10,8 (I,10,2 B). 
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Human nature is extremely vulnerable, and periods of pros-
perity and adversity inevitably alternate in life. We do not 
owe prosperity to ourselves, but to God alone, and adversity 
likewise points us to the fact that we are not the masters of 
our own life, but are completely dependent on God. What-
ever the circumstances may be, we have to detach ourselves 
from our feelings and interpretations, i.e. from everything 
that is not God Himself, in order to see His face in joy. We 
have to “ annihilate “ ourselves entirely by acknowledging 
our essential nothingness, so that God may visit us in our in-
ner being. It is the awareness of God’s visitation that is con-
soling. He is our Guide in prosperity and adversity, and He is 
the only One who can offer true consolation. Once we have 
learned to keep our eyes on God at all times, we can already 
experience here on earth the inner and divine consolation 
of God visiting us in our inmost being, but we know that “one 
hour will come when all toil and turmoil shall cease,” once 
we reside in heaven, where we can continuously and imme-
diately enjoy God’s abiding presence.

rijcklof HofMan
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6.1 Acquiring Consolation

“ Consolation ” (consolatio) is an important term in The Imitation of Christ. 
The word occurs thirteen times in book I, twelve times in book III, and 
as many as 33 times in book II.1 The term plays a central part in book 
IV. A first indication of this is the title of the book, which reads: “ On 
Consolation Within. ” A second indication is the number of passages in 
which the word occurs. Thomas uses consolatio no less than 41 times in 
book IV. Now that we have established that consolatio is an important 
word for Thomas, an obvious question is: what does he actually mean 
by it? The answer to that is: not always the same thing. Thomas stress-
es this as soon as he first introduces the term “ consolation ” in book I 
of The Imitation:

We talk so readily because we seek mutual consolation, and hope to ease our 
heart grown weary with much thinking. And we are very pleased to speak and 
think of the things we love much and desire, or else those things we most dislike. 
But alas! It is often to no purpose and in vain, for this outward consolation is often 
no small hindrance to the consolation God can give within. Therefore we must 
watch and pray that time pass not without profit.2

Here Thomas draws a distinction between “ inner consolation ” and 
“ outward consolation.”  Outward consolation is what we human beings 
have to offer each other. It concerns our paltry attempts to hearten 
each other when things are going against us. Thomas immediately at-
taches a value judgment to this: this kind of consolation is “ often to no 

1 When the passages with the related verb consolari (to console) are taken into ac-
count, the count comes to 16 for book I, 16 for book III, 36 for book II and 64 for 
book IV. 

2 I,10,5–9 (I,10,1–2 B).
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purpose and in vain.” 3 More than that: this kind of consolation all too 
often stands in the way of true consolation, “ the consolation God can 
give within.”  With this Thomas sets the tone and makes short work of 
what we call consolation in everyday life. In book IV Thomas returns to 
this distinction between outward and divine consolation several times, 
perhaps nowhere more clearly than at the end of chapter 16:

All human solace is empty and shortlived. That is blessed and true solace, which is 
felt within by truth. The devout man carries with him everywhere his consolation – 
Jesus, and says to him: ‘ Be present with me everywhere, Lord Jesus, in every place, 
at every time.’ Let this be my consolation, to be willing readily to do without all 
human comfort. And if your consolation be wanting, let your will and just approval 
be my highest consolation.4

We should therefore not direct our attention towards the consolation 
we can receive from each other, but towards the consolation that God 
can give us, and which is of a completely different order.

What this consolation exactly consists of, according to Thomas, is the 
topic that contributions 6.1 and 6.2 are devoted to. Step by step, we 
will try to discover what inner and divine consolation is for Thomas. In 
contribution 6.1, the emphasis will be placed on the question how the in-
dividual can acquire this consolation. Subsequently, we will expound in 
contribution 6.2 what Thomas understands by inner and divine conso-
lation. The word “ consolation ” occurs 99 times in The Imitation. In many 
cases Thomas mentions it in passing, it is a word that is used in a dif-
ferent context. Besides these passing mentions, Thomas devotes three 
chapters5 of his fourth book to inner or divine consolation. It is mainly 
in these chapters that we can find an answer to the question: what does 
Thomas mean by inner or divine consolation?

3 I,10,7 (I,10,2 B). 
4 IV,16,9–14 (III,16,2 B).
5 Chapters 16, 22 and 30. 
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6.1.1 In search of true consolation in this earthly existence 

Before we can really understand what inner and divine consolation is accord-
ing to Thomas, we first have to acquire a fitting attitude of resignation. For in 
all four books of The Imitation, indeed in his entire oeuvre, Thomas repeated-
ly points out that divine consolation does not come automatically, that God is 
not ready to give it just like that. Only God determines when He wants to do 
this. And before He does this, He expects of us an appropriate fundamental 
attitude. Time and again, Thomas expresses this message. The proper funda-
mental attitude consists in feeling at home with God in all circumstances, and 
not letting your confidence in God be shaken by adversity:

If you shall be so strong and longsuffering in hope, that, if inner consolation is re-
moved, you still prepare your heart for fuller endurance, and do not justify yourself, 
thinking you ought not to suffer trials so great as these, but rather justify me in all 
that I ordain, and praise my holiness, then you are walking in the true straight way of 
peace, and hope will be undoubted that again you will see my face in joy.6

Thomas here emphasizes that every person should uncomplainingly un-
dergo everything that God ordains. If everything is going smoothly, that 
is not so difficult. But God also wants the human being to rely entirely 
upon Him in the case of adversity. Only then, says Thomas, “ hope will be 
undoubted that again you will see my face in joy.” 7

In passing it can be pointed out that both here and elsewhere in The Imita-
tion, Thomas speaks of “ seeing the Lord.”  Thomas thus places himself in 
a long tradition. He here phrases in his own way the message that count-
less mystical writers before and after him also articulated. On the basis of 
this passage alone, it can be concluded that The Imitation is not merely an 
ascetical treatise, as has so often been propounded, but that it, far more 
than is usually done, should be placed in the tradition of mystical heritage.

6 IV,25,12 (III,25,5 B).
7 IV,25,12 (III,25,5 B). 
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I cite this passage as an overture to the actual theme of this contribution, 
my search for an answer to the question: what does Thomas mean by in-
ner or divine consolation? We have already established that a person has 
much to “ endure,” if God’s consolation is not present.

In The Imitation, Thomas expands on this theme in two complete chapters.8 
That it is precisely in the second book that he emphasizes that during earthly 
life periods of prosperity and periods of adversity alternate in a continual 
wave-like motion, is no coincidence. The four books of The Imitation can be 
considered a complete outline and a guide on the spiritual way.9 In the sec-
ond book, Thomas takes his readers by the hand, in order to help them to 
appropriate individually the virtues of the inner life. Not without reason does 
the second book bear the title “ Advice About the Inner Life. ” In this book, 
Thomas continually urges his readers to give up external life, and to reflect 
on what is truly important and enduring in the silence of their inner being. 
This book thus directs itself to people who have already acquired the right 
attitude to approach God, but have not nearly completed their path. It is 
consequently not surprising that it is precisely in this book that Thomas pays 
attention to the trials that every person has to go through. If a person stays 
upright throughout these trials and does not stray from the proper path, he 
is on the right track. It is in this context that Thomas devotes two chapters to 
the consolation that God can offer people who have the right attitude.

Chapter 9 is titled “ On Lack of all Comfort,” followed by chapter 10, titled 
“ On Gratitude for God’s Grace.”  These titles alone make clear that we can 
expect useful information that can help us further in our search for the 
meaning of the word “ consolation.”  As stated, Thomas emphasizes that 
periods of prosperity and adversity alternate in life. In periods of prosper-
ity, many people have an almost natural tendency not to bother about 

8 Chapters 9 and 10 of book II. 
9 See contributions 1.1 and 1.2. Cf. R. van Dijk, “ De Navolging van Christus als concept 

voor de geestelijke weg. De relevante plaats van het derde en het vierde boek ”, in: 
Ons Geestelijk Erf, 77 (2003 [2004]) 43–92, esp. 67–85, with references. 
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God very much, and to think that they can take care of themselves. But, 
according to Thomas, such prosperous periods are in fact owing to God, 
who at those times adopts a benevolent attitude towards His creature:

What great matter is it if you are cheerful and devout when grace comes to you? That 
is the hour for which everybody longs. He rides pleasantly whom the grace of God 
carries. And what wonder if he feels no weight who is carried by the omnipotent one, 
and led by the highest guide of all. We are glad to have something to comfort us, and 
it is with difficulty that a man is freed from himself.10

All too little does the person realize that he experiences these periods as 
prosperous, precisely because at these moments God is present with His 
consolation – as Thomas says a bit further on in the same chapter. And 
precisely at such times a person ought to be aware, with fitting humili-
ty, that he himself in no way brought about this prosperity. Therefore, in 
times of prosperity a person, according to Thomas, only gives evidence of 
a proper fundamental attitude, if he remains aware that he has not him-
self to thank for this prosperity, but God. For Thomas this also means that 
every pious person should ceaselessly and with fitting humility be grateful 
to God for every moment of prosperity.

He would also do well to realize that in earthly life this prosperity is merely 
a snapshot that all too soon can be followed by a setback:

When, therefore, spiritual consolation is given by God, receive it with giving of thanks, 
and understand that it is the gift of God, and not what you deserve. Do not be uplifted, 
nor rejoice too much or foolishly presume, but be more humble from the gift, more 
careful and more fearful in all your doings; because this hour will pass, and tempta-
tion will come.11

“ And temptation will come,“ thus Thomas ends this fragment. And he 
will repeat this word “ temptation ” (temptatio) another four times in 
chapters 9 and 10 (but strikingly nowhere else in book II), always as the 

10 II,9,3–7 (II,9,1–2 B).
11 II,9,14–15 (II,9,4 B).
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counterpart of “ consolation ” (consolatio). Three of these instances are 
grouped at the end of chapter 9:

For temptation commonly goes before as a sign of consolation which shall follow. 
For heaven’s consolation is promised to those proved by temptations. ‘ To him that 
overcomes’, he says, ‘ I will give to eat of the tree of life.’ But God’s consolation is given 
that a man may be stronger to bear adversities. Temptation follows, too, that he may 
not be elated by the blessing.12

By this sequence of sharply formulated pieces of wisdom, Thomas makes 
clear how God lets prosperity and adversity follow one another. In the 
verse in between Thomas uses a word from the same field of meaning, 
“ adversity ” (tribulatio). With this, we arrive at our next topic, the combina-
tion of “ consolation ” (consolatio) with “ adversity ” (tribulatio) and “ tempta-
tion ” (temptatio) in book IV.

The book “ On Consolation Within ” can be seen as the mystical apex of the 
four books of The Imitation. In this book, God and the human being are 
merged. God speaks His consoling words in the human being. And the per-
son who thanks to God’s grace has come so near to God, will have a differ-
ent attitude towards the periods of prosperity and adversity that alternate 
in a wave-like motion in earthly life, than the person who is less directed 
towards God, whom Thomas addresses in his second book. This becomes 
clear mainly from the passages in book IV, in which Thomas combines “ con-
solation ” (consolatio) with “ adversity ” (tribulatio) or “ temptation ” (tempta-
tio). Before studying these passages more closely, we will first elucidate that 
to Thomas both terms are on the same level. This becomes clear in two 
passages in which he uses the two terms in succession:13 

For as one tribulation and temptation recedes, another takes its place.14

12 II,9,37–41 (II,9,7–8 B).
13 IV,20,13 (III,20,3 B): Nam vna tribulacione seu temptatione recedente alia accedit; IV,29,1 

(III,29,1 B): Sit nomen tuum domine benedictum in secula: qui voluisti hanc temptacio-
nem et tribulacionem venire super me. 

14 IV,20,13 (III,20,3 B). 
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Blessed be your name for ever, Lord, who willed that this temptation and tribula-
tion come upon me.15

I do not mean to assert that for Thomas “ temptation ” means the same 
as “ adversity ” or “ tribulation.”  I only assert that Thomas sees both 
terms as opposite to “ consolation.”  When we next collect a few pas-
sages in which both terms occur side by side, we reach the conclusion 
that the more God-centered person, whom Thomas addresses in his 
fourth book, bears adversity and temptations more resignedly than the 
person in book II:

If you deign to console me, blessed be you, and if you wish me to suffer tribulation, 
be equally and ever blessed.16

Thanks to his confidence in God, the person is after all more convinced 
that after the temptation or adversity God will console him again:

This is my hope and one consolation; to fly to you in every tribulation, to trust in 
you, from my heart, to call on you, and patiently await your consolation.17

And if he falls into some tribulation, in whatever fashion, too, he may have been 
tangled, he will quickly be rescued by you, or by you consoled, because you do not 
desert the one who hopes in you to the end.18

Just as one does not owe prosperity to oneself, but only to God, adversi-
ty likewise points us to the fact that we are not the master over our own 
life, but are dependent on God in everything. In this way, consolation 
can be discovered in de midst of the tribulations themselves.

In contrast to the passages quoted from book II, Thomas here uses the 
form of a dialogue: the person who knows the Lord to be present within 
himself can speak to Him freely about himself or others. Elsewhere in 

15 IV,29,1 (III,29,1 B).
16 IV,17,9 (III,17,2 B).
17 IV,23,19 (III,23,7 B). 
18 IV,45,9 (III,45,2 B).
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book IV, Thomas places God Himself on the scene speaking to His servant, 
by which means the inner dialogue between God and His loyal servant is 
clearly expressed:

Do not think that you have been utterly abandoned, though, for the moment, I may 
have sent some tribulation on you, or have even withdrawn some cherished conso-
lation, for this is the way to the kingdom of heaven. And, without doubt, this is more 
to your advantage, and to that of the rest of my servants, that you should be trained 
by adversities, than that you should have everything as you would like it.19 

Here it comes to the fore very clearly that in book IV Thomas is addressing 
a different type of people than in book II, people who have come a fair 
way on their spiritual path, people also who depend on God completely, 
both in prosperity and adversity. They see God as a beacon. This means 
that at moments when they are prospering, they are well aware that this 
is not something they can take credit for, but that it is due to God’s help 
and grace. And at moments when it is not going so well, they also stay on 
track. They know that God does not let them undergo tribulations for no 
reason. He has a purpose and is present at those times as well. At such 
trying moments they do not reproach Him, but in rock-solid confidence 
keep their hopes fixed on God as the one source of consolation. In this, 
the saints are an example for them, for they too had to fight hard for their 
privileged position with the weapon of their faith in God. Thomas empha-
sizes this in another passage from book IV, where God is speaking:

Do you think that you will always have spiritual consolations according as you wish? 
My Saints did not always have such, but many griefs and manifold temptations, and 
great desolations. But they patiently upheld themselves in all things, and trusted 
more in God than in themselves, knowing that the sufferings of the present time 
are not to be compared with the glory to be won. Do you wish to have at once what 
many, after many tears and great toils, scarce obtained?20

19 IV,30,24–26 (III,30,4 B). Cf. also IV,3,20–24 (III,3,5 B), a passage, which just as the pas-
sage before will be discussed at length in the next contribution. 

20 IV,35,13–16 (III,35,3 B).
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Comfort is not available on demand, says Thomas in this consolatory pas-
sage. Endure all distress, he encourages his readers, because for the de-
vout believer there will always be a calm again after the storm. Because 
all those who in all circumstances truly trust in God have such deep inner 
confidence in Him, God will deign to give them His consolation, as Thomas 
emphasizes again and again.
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6.2 Inner and Divine Consolation

In the previous contribution, we found that God expects of the human 
being an uncompromising confidence in Him, before He is inclined to 
consider granting him His consolation regularly: a form of consolation 
that differs radically from the everyday comfort that people offer each 
other in times of adversity. Only now that we know what fundamental 
attitude God demands of the human being, can we try to discover what 
“ inner and divine consolation ” entails. Especially the fourth book of The 
Imitation offers us relevant information on the meaning of inner and 
divine consolation. In this most mystical book of The Imitation, which is 
meant for readers who have already taken quite a few steps on their 
path to God, Thomas shows how a pious person can truly come close 
to God. Four chapters, which are more or less entirely devoted to the 
theme of divine consolation, are of importance in this context: the chap-
ters IV,16; 22; 30 and 47.

If the human being opens himself to the fact that only God ordains how 
He divides His goodness and His gifts, He is receptive for inner and di-
vine consolation. In chapter 22 of book IV, which bears the title “ On 
Remembering God’s Manifold Blessings,” Thomas explores this topic 
thoroughly. This chapter – which Thomas in its entirety poured into the 
form of a devout prayer to his Lord of the comfort-seeking human being 
– offers us a clue, which can help us to analyze what the disposition of 
the person who wants to receive God in his heart ought to be. Thomas 
begins by saying that the insignificant human being must first “ annihi-
late ” himself entirely, i.e. become the “ nothing ” that he is in himself. No 
person who wants to surrender himself into God’s hands can avoid this, 
as Thomas expresses saliently in the following verses:
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Truly, I know and I confess that I am unable to pay due praise for even the least of 
your mercies. I am smaller than any of the benefits bestowed on me. And when I 
think of your majesty, my spirit faints before its greatness.1

Only once a person has appropriated this insight, can he experience, 
both in prosperity and adversity, what “ true consolation ” really entails. 
With the apostles he then realizes that it is a superb gift:

That is why, Lord God, I even consider it a great blessing not to have much of that 
which, outwardly in the opinion of men, may be thought praise and glory; so that 
each one, his poverty and the worthlessness of his person considered, should not 
only conceive no grief, or sadness or dejection from it, but rather consolation and 
great gladness, because you, God, have chosen for yourself, as friends and inti-
mates, the poor and humble and those despised in this world. Your Apostles are 
themselves witnesses, whom you have made princes over all the earth. Yet they 
lived in this world without complaint, so humble and gentle, without any malice or 
guile, that they even ‘ rejoiced to suffer reproaches for your name ‘, and embraced 
with joy those things the world hates.2

Consolation is here connected with joy.3 Subsequently, in chapter 30, the 
true extent of God’s inner consolation becomes clear. As soon as the per-
son realizes that his whole earthly life is a continuous wave-like motion, 
in which two opposite perceptions alternate in rhythmic waves, he can 
truly open himself to inner and divine consolation, and feel strengthened 
by it. Here and elsewhere, Thomas calls these two opposite perceptions 
“ tribulation ” (tribulatio) and the twin concept “ consolation through God’s 
presence ” (consolatio – visitatio). The person who is convinced that he can 
expect God’s eternal nearness at a later stage – once he has concluded 
his earthly life – can expect God’s own consolation here on earth. Thomas 
makes this clear in the following passage, where he lets God say:

Do not think that you have been utterly abandoned, though, for the moment, I may 
have sent some tribulation on you, or have even withdrawn some cherished conso-

1 IV,22,3–4 (III,22,1 B). The same theme is explored in greater detail in IV,8 (III,8 B). 
2 IV,22,12–14 (III,22,4 B).
3 The same theme is explored in greater detail in IV,22,6&9 (III,22,2–3 B). 
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lation, for this is the way to the kingdom of heaven. And, without doubt, this is more 
to your advantage, and to that of the rest of my servants, that you should be trained 
by adversities, than that you should have everything as you would like it.4

Adversities impress upon people how much they are in need of God’s 
consolation. Thomas emphasizes this here, in his fourth book, even more 
than in his second book. One who has met with adversity appreciates 
fully the purifying effect of divine consolation. Consolation thus becomes 
stronger when adversity has taken on the dimensions of an abyss.5 Only 
then can a creature comprehend what true consolation consists of. Only 
then can it annihilate itself in complete humility, indeed, only then, when 
it has become so humble that it does not even expect anymore that any 
consolation could ever come, only then, when it knows that it is itself 
nothing, is it truly worthy of consolation and indeed able to receive it. 
Thomas phrases this clearly in a chapter that is devoted entirely to this 
theme and bears the title “ On Considering Oneself More Worthy of Chas-
tisement than Comfort. ” In this chapter, Thomas lets the soul truly enter 
into conversation with God:

Lord, I am not worthy of your consolation, nor of any spiritual visitation; and justly, 
therefore, do you deal with me when you leave me without resource and desolate. 
For if I could pour forth tears like the sea, still I should not be worthy of your comfort. 
Therefore, I am in no way worthy save to be scourged and punished, for often have I 
grievously offended you and in many ways deeply sinned. Therefore, if true account 
be taken, I am not worthy of the smallest consolation.6

From the very start, consolation is connected with God’s visitation of a 
human being immersed in suffering and adversity. We will return to this 
motif shortly. First, it must be emphasized that a soul that has so annihi-
lated itself, can experience as a thunderbolt the fact that God does want 

4 IV,30,24–26 (III,30,4 B). This passage was also discussed in contribution 6.1. 
5 In the challenging psalm 77 the soul also seems to have ended up in such an abyss. 

See on this K. Waaijman, “ Troosten ”, Interpretatie. Tijdschrift voor bijbelse theologie, 
11 (2003) no. 6, 20–22. 

6 (IV,52,1–5 (III,52,1 B).
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to be present, precisely now, at this very moment. The closing verses of 
this same chapter make this abundantly clear:

In true contrition, and the heart’s humiliation, is born the hope of pardon, the trou-
bled conscience is reconciled, lost grace recovered and a man preserved from the 
wrath to come, and God and the penitent soul meet each other with a holy kiss. The 
humble contrition of sinners is acceptable, Lord, to you, a sacrifice more sweetly 
scented in your sight than the incense of myrrh. This is, too, the pleasant ointment 
which you wished to be poured on your holy feet, because a contrite and a humbled 
heart you never have despised.7

And yet people who go through such a period of adversity and manage 
to get through it in such a way, should not passively submit to what God 
deigns to give them. Thomas does indeed emphasize that God’s comfort 
is a gift that God mediates as He sees fit, and that every person can and 
must only be grateful for. Nevertheless, every person must also display an 
initiative of his own, though always keenly aware that this initiative in no 
way implies a guarantee of success. Every person must seek contact with 
God through prayer:

Son, I am the God who comforts in the day of trouble. Come to me, when it is not 
well with you. This is what chiefly hinders heaven’s comfort, that you too slowly turn 
to prayer. For before you ask me urgently, you seek meanwhile many comforts, and 
refresh yourself in outer things.8

The human being ought to open himself through prayer to the consoling 
effect that God can have by His presence, if He so pleases.

In his prayer, the person who seeks God should ask God to visit him. Only 
when he experiences God as present in his inner being, can he expect 
“ true consolation.”  In various passages in the fourth book, “ consolation ” 
(consolatio) is linked to God’s “ visitation ” (visitatio) of the individual. Fairly 
early in the fourth book, Thomas lets God say:

7 IV,52,19–21 (III,52,3–4 B).
8 IV,30,1–4 (III,30,1 B).
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Write my words upon your heart, and consider them diligently; for they will be most 
needful to you in time of temptation. What you do not understand when you read, 
you will know on the day when need arises. I come to my chosen ones in two ways, 
namely in temptation and consolation. And two lessons I daily read to them: one 
chiding their faults and the other exhorting them to increase of virtues. He who has 
my words and scorns them, has one who judges him on the last day.9

Here it becomes clear that God is equally present in temptation and con-
solation. It is the awareness of God’s visitation that is consoling. Thomas 
phrases this intensely and pointedly a few verses later, in a section of 
chapter 3 that he formulated as a prayer to God:

Do not turn your face from me; do not delay your coming to me; do not take away 
your consolation, lest my soul be like earth without water in your sight.10

Slightly further on in the fourth book, in the fifth chapter, Thomas again 
connects true consolation to the sensation that people experience God as 
truly present in their inner being. Here he does not give the floor to God, 
but lets the pining human being call to God and beg Him for His presence. 
“ When you shall come into my heart ” are the key words here:11 

Ah, Lord God, my holy lover, when you shall come into my heart, my whole inner being 
will leap with joy. You are my glory, and the rapture of my heart. You are my hope and 
my refuge in the day of my tribulation. But because I am still weak in love and imper-
fect in virtue, therefore I need to be strengthened and consoled by you. Wherefore, 
visit me more often, and instruct me in your teachings. Free me from evil passions, 
and heal my heart from all inordinate affections, that, made healthy within and truly 
cleansed, I may be rendered fit to love, strong to endure, and firm to persevere.12

This poignant appeal to God makes it clear that no person can do with-
out Him, that He is our Guide in prosperity and adversity, and that He is 
the only One who can offer true consolation. Thomas here presents God 
as the only help and stay who can truly support people and keep them 

9 IV,3,20–24 (III,3,5 B).
10 IV,3,32 (III,3,7 B).
11 The same theme is explored in greater detail in IV,30,10 (III,30,2 B), and the following. 
12 IV,5,4–8 (III,5,1–2 B).
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standing, and it is precisely because of this that He can act so consolingly 
during our earthly existence. In this, Thomas adheres to a long tradition 
that goes back to biblical spirituality, where God’s consolation is also 
described in terms of help and support.13 

6.2.1 What is true consolation?

Inner and divine consolation is not possible for the human being until 
he knows God to be present in his inner being, that is, until he experi-
ences a visitation (visitatio) of God in his inner being. With this knowl-
edge, however, we do not yet know what this inner and divine conso-
lation factually is: we only know one of the preconditions of it. What 
consolation truly is, according to Thomas, will only become clear to us 
in a further analysis.

Thomas offers us a first insight into the nature of true consolation in 
chapter IV,16, which bears the title “ On the Need to Seek True Comfort 
in God Alone. ” This theme harks back to book I: one is not to seek true 
comfort here on earth, but in the hereafter. Earthly consolation does 
not last, the consolation that it is all truly about is only experienced 
after this earthly life:

Whatever I am able to desire or think for my comfort, I look for it not here but 
hereafter, because if I alone had all the comforts of the world, and were able to 
enjoy all its delights, it is certain that they could not last long. So you will not, my 
soul, be able to be completely comforted, nor to be wholly refreshed, except in 
God, the comforter of the poor, and the upholder of the humble.14

A few verses later, this is also expressed pointedly:

Use the things of time, long for the things of eternity.15

13 See, on this, Waaijman, “ Troosten ”, Interpretatie, 20–22. 
14 IV,16,1–3 (III,16,1 B).
15 IV,16,6 (III,16,1 B).
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Inner consolation only lasts if it is eternal, in other words, if its direct origin 
is God Himself, the “ comforter of the poor.” 16 This true consolation cannot 
be found here on earth, but only in heaven.

In chapter 47, which has the title “ On Bearing Burdens to Win Eternal Life,” 
Thomas finally puts into Christ’s mouth an exceptionally clear account of 
what he understands inner and divine consolation to mean:

Son, let not the labours which you have taken up for me break you, nor let tribula-
tions in any way cast you down; but let my promise in every situation strengthen 
and comfort you. I am sufficient to repay beyond all bourne and measure. You will 
not long labour here, nor for ever be burdened with sorrows. Wait a little while, 
and you will see a swift end of evils. One hour will come when all toil and turmoil 
shall cease.17

The Lord’s promise, “ one hour when all toil and turmoil shall cease,“ is 
the true substance of inner and divine consolation. Thomas elaborates 
on this in chapter 48. Here on earth, every human being needs continual 
consolation, consolation that is redundant in heaven, because everyone 
who resides there can continuously and immediately enjoy God’s abiding 
presence. He explores this further in chapters 49 and 50. The human be-
ing should resign himself to the trials that the Lord makes him go through, 
because he emerges from them purified. Comfort is here linked to peace 
(pax), which is a result of it.18 Such comfort proceeds from the Lord and 

16 In IV,16 (III,16 B) Thomas repeats the same theme in different words, of which the 
last verse is a direct and literal quote from the Psalms (Ps. 102:9): All human solace is 
empty and short-lived. That is blessed and true solace, which is felt within by truth. 
The devout man carries with him everywhere His consolation – Jesus, and says to 
Him: “ Be present with me everywhere, Lord Jesus, in every place, at every time. ” Let 
this be my consolation, to be willing readily to do without all human comfort. And if 
your consolation be wanting, let your will and just approval be my highest consola-
tion. For “ you will not be angry forever, nor for all time threaten ” (IV,16,9–14 (III,16,2 
B)). 

17 IV,47,1–5 (III,47,1 B).
18 IV,50,6–7 (III,50,2 B). 
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cannot come from fellow human beings on earth.19 This presence, this 
continuous contemplation (contemplatio) is to be earned on earth by ev-
ery human being. That is the reason for the tribulations on earth.

In chapter 49, God speaks to the human soul: “ You are making good prog-
ress, but you are not nearly there yet. I know your longing, but there is yet 
another time, a time of war, of toil and testing. ” The conclusion is:

I am it; await for me, says the Lord, till the kingdom of God comes. You are still to 
be tried on earth and trained in many things. Sometimes encouragement will be 
given you, but abundant satisfaction shall not be granted. Be strong, therefore, and 
stalwart to do, as well as to endure, that which runs counter to [your human, earthly 
(RH)] nature.20

Consolation is possible on earth, but this consolation is unsatisfactory 
and temporary. By now we know two things. First: consolation on earth 
consists in the fact that a person experiences God as visiting him within 
himself. Second: that consolation is linked to a promise, the promise of 
continuous presence at a later stage, after earthly life. God, therefore, 
says to His creatures:

Write, read, sing, weep, be silent, pray, endure adversities manfully; eternal life is 
worth all these conflicts and greater. Peace will come on one day, which is known 
to the Lord. And it will be neither day nor night, as we know it at this time, but light 
unending, brightness without end, established peace, and carefree rest. You will not 
then say: Who shall deliver me from the body of this death? Nor will you cry: Alas 
for me, because my sojourning is prolonged, because death shall be hurled down, 
salvation shall not fail, there will be no anxiety, blessed joy, sweet and beauteous 
fellowship.21

For Thomas, inner and divine consolation is the confidence that, beyond 
this miserable earthly life, he is united with God in heaven. That is why the 

19 IV,50,16–20 III,50,4–5 B). 
20 IV,49,13–16 (III,49,3–4 B).
21 IV,47,8–10 (III,47,2 B).
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human being does all he does. On earth, we have to endure tests, but they 
serve a purpose, they serve the purpose of true consolation hereafter, by 
teaching us to trust in God in every circumstance of our life:

Lift, therefore, your face heavenward. Look, I and all my Saints along with me, who 
in this world had great strife, now rejoice, now are comforted, now are beyond care, 
now rest, and will abide with me for ever in my Father’s kingdom.22

Once we have learned to keep our eyes on God at all times, we can on 
earth already experience this consolation, though its fulfillment can only 
come hereafter. Thomas expresses this once again in a jubilant passage 
in the final chapter of his final book, the conclusion of his travel guide for 
the spiritual way:

For all things which seem to make for peace and happiness are nothing, if you are 
not there, and in truth confer no happiness. For you are the fountain of all good, the 
height of life, and the depth of all fine speech, and in you above all things to hope, 
is your servants’ strongest consolation. On you are my eyes, in you I trust, my God, 

Father of mercies.23

22 IV,47,15–16 (III,47,4 B).
23 IV,59,16–18 (III,59,4 B.)
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An inward person looks beyond the outside of things and 
people and sees through everything unto God. We are bless-
ed the moment our eyes and ears are opened for the infinite 
reality of God, who wants to reveal Himself to us in every-
thing. If we let go of our anxious grip upon ourselves, the 
space to encounter God and the divine mystery of all things 
can be created. Moved by the divine pure love, we want to 
receive the other person as he is in God’s eyes. Love itself - 
as eagerness to encounter reality as it is in God - demands 
our detachment from everything that binds us to ourselves. 
In order to be free for God, we do not shake ourselves free 
from every hindrance of the world by turning away from it, 
but by completely losing ourselves in divine love. Then we 
do not limit ourselves to the world’s externality out of con-
cern for ourselves, but enjoy it unto God. Our life is not our 
life, but the infinite space of God, in which we are gazed at 
from beyond.

jos Huls

Chapter 7  

Seeing through Reality 

unto God
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7.1 The Inward Person

An important field of tension that pervades the whole of The Imitation 
is that between the external or visible reality that we can observe and 
hold on to, on the one hand, and on the other, the invisible reality of God 
that pervades this external reality. From the beginning of the first book 
until the closing of the last, Thomas points out to us that we have to look 
through things and not fixate on the outside of them, however beautiful or 
impressive they are. As he says in the opening of the first book:

On the Imitation of Christ and Contempt for all the World’s Vanities. ‘ He who follows 
me does not walk in darkness,’ 1 says the Lord. These are the words of Christ by 
which we are advised to imitate his life and ways, if we desire truly to be enlightened 
and to be freed from all blindness of the heart.2 Let it therefore be our chief preoc-
cupation to think upon the life of Jesus Christ.3

The reality of Thomas’s experience is not that the world is in darkness, 
but that we are unable to see the light of this world. This light becomes 
visible in Jesus, but just as the disciples were deaf and blind to the reality 
that Jesus lived out of – although they could observe it all with their own 
eyes – we too are unable to see what is real. The reason for this blindness 
is that we are not truly open to God, but before all else, we use reality 
to create security for ourselves. This should not be understood morally. 
Thomas is not speaking of the distinction between good and bad people 
here, but about people who, in some way or another, know themselves to 
be touched by God and so, want to be more profoundly – more devoutly 
– involved with Him. These are the people whom Thomas addresses, and 
to whom he points out the problem of our blindness. For however dearly 

1 Jn. 8:12. 
2 Cf. Eph. 4:18. 
3 I,1,1–3 (I,1,1 B).
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we would like to get to know God, we can only know Him by entering into a 
relationship with Him. The more we enter into the intimacy of this relation-
ship, the more we come to realize that our attachment to our social and 
material securities (the world) closes our eyes to this hidden reality that 
pervades everything.

For Thomas, the way to attain a personal relationship with God is the por-
trayal of Christ (imitatio Christi). Although this imitatio Christi has a material 
aspect, it should mainly be understood as a means of interiorizing Christ. 
Literal imitation can be important in this as a first step or initial impetus, 
but it is certainly not sufficient. In order to truly understand Christ from 
within, we will have to enter into the invisible interior of His existence. 
We do this by thinking upon His life and His words, in such a way that we 
acquire a taste for the God-relationship that pervades His life, but is not 
demonstrable as such. For Thomas, his love for Christ and for God are 
consequently practically interchangeable. The person who, through the 
outward signs of Christ’s life, manages to contemplate His heart, realizes 
that God is the invisible center of his existence and that we have to en-
trust ourselves to God in the same unconditional way. As he says at the 
end of the first chapter:

Be zealous therefore to separate your heart from the love of things which are seen, 
and to turn it to the things which are not seen, for those who follow their carnal na-
ture defile their conscience, and lose the grace of God.4

The tension between visible and invisible things is not that between the 
natural and the supernatural, but it has to do with our self-involvement. 
Because we, as human beings, are vulnerable creatures, we are to a great 
extent guided by the logic of our urge for survival. We want to safeguard our-
selves and our own position, and use our surroundings to bring this about. 
Although a healthy self-interest is not bad, for Thomas it is empty and vain, 
because it keeps us trapped in our own perspective. The more we look for 

4 I,I,20–21 (I,1,5 B).
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something to hold on to in the people and the world around us, the more 
they can then only be seen in their practical significance for us, and no lon-
ger in their own independence and divine dignity. In other words, we are no 
longer free to gaze on reality, and are afraid of every infringement that can 
affect our own position. This is why Thomas wants to ease us away from our 
attachment to the visible and the material, but especially from the fear that 
proceeds from our inevitable urge for survival. The more we dare to surren-
der to God’s loving dynamic in us – and, in this sense, become more inward 
and freer of ourselves – the more we can see reality in its divine mystery. In 
so doing, this we exchange darkness and blindness for light, for now we are 
“ truly enlightened and freed from all blindness of the heart.” 5

The second book is devoted explicitly to the theme of inwardness. An in-
ward person enters into his heart in order to seek the Kingdom of God 
there and to prepare a place for Christ. The first chapter, “ On Inner Fel-
lowship,” begins as follows:

‘ The Kingdom of God is within you,’ 6 says the Lord. Turn with your whole heart to 
God, and abandon this wretched world, and your soul will find peace.7

In this book, too, the inwardness of entrusting oneself entirely to God is 
at odds with our tendency to hold on to everything that, in the externality 
of concrete and visible reality, seems to offer more security and a firmer 
foothold. Thomas continues:

Learn to despise that which is without, and give yourself to that which is within, and 
you will see the kingdom of God come in you.8

The third book deals with Holy Communion. This sacrament has great 
value for Thomas, because God’s love for human beings is expressed in 
it. For this reason, this sacrament should be received with profound love:

5 I,1,1. 
6 Lk. 17:21. 
7 II,1,1–2 (II,1,1 B).
8 II,1,3 (II,1,1 B).
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And surely in the saving presence of your Godhead, no unbecoming thought should 
arise, nor any created thing lay hold upon me, for it is not an Angel, but the Lord of 
Angels, whom I am about to receive as my guest. And yet there is a vast difference 
between the ark of the covenant with its relics, and your most pure Body with its 
unspeakable virtues, between those sacrifices of the law which showed in symbol 
that which was to be, and the true sacrifice of your Body, the consummation of all 
the ancient sacrifices.9

For Thomas, Communion is the consummation of all sacrifices. Yet this 
does not mean that merely receiving it externally is enough. Commu-
nion does not take effect of itself, but only insofar as there is a will truly 
to encounter it as God’s reality, which enters into us and entirely ab-
sorbs us into itself. Here, too, we see that Thomas places Communion in 
the field of tension between externality and inwardness. Communion is 
an external sign of the sacrifice of love that happens unto us, invisible to 
our eyes. It is thus, first and foremost a reality of encounter that aims to 
lead us to awareness.

Many rush to different places to visit the relics of the Saints, and wonder to hear the 
deeds they did; they look on the vast buildings of their shrines, and kiss their bones 
enwrapped in silks and gold. And look, you are here, beside me on the altar, my God, 
Saint of Saints, Creator of men, and Lord of Angels.10

Much of what we call experience has bearing on experiencing some-
thing new. We want to see or visit something because we have not seen 
it before. We gape at shrines that impress us with silver and gold. For 
Thomas, however, experience does not have to do with experiencing 
something extraordinary, but with the experience of the ordinary which, 
beyond its external appearance, is contemplated in its divine depths. 
Likewise, the sacrament of Communion does not become more extraor-
dinary when celebrated with much pomp and circumstance, but when 
we come to see in the simplicity of this sacrament the here and now of 
God’s loving reality. It is for this reason that Thomas here speaks of the 

9 III,1,25–26 (IV,1,5–6 B).
10 III,1,30 (IV,1,9 B).
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blindness of our heart. We do not see the miracle that is taking place 
before our very eyes, and so want to exchange the reality that is, for 
something different or more. The encounter with Christ is not a special 
experience from our perspective, but rather entails simply living out of 
the source of divine Love and admitting this into our consciousness. So-
called experience, because of its inevitable self-involvement, only causes 
blindness for the Other who reveals Himself to us.

Alas, the blindness and hardness of the human heart, not to attend the more to this 
gift so unutterable, and from daily custom to slide away to carelessness.11

The last book, which deals with inner consolation, is also placed in the 
same field of tension between inner and outward things. As Thomas 
writes in the first chapter of this book:

Blessed the soul which hears the Lord speaking within, and receives the word 
of consolation from his lips. Blessed are the ears which pick up the rills of God’s 
whisper,12 and pay no attention to the whisperings of this world. Blessed are the 
ears which listen, not to the voice which sounds abroad, but the one which teach-
es truth within. Blessed are the eyes closed to things without, but fixed on those 
within. Blessed are they who go deep within, and work hard to prepare themselves 
more and more by daily exercises to receive the secrets of heaven.13 Blessed are 
they who are eager to have leisure for God, and shake themselves free from every 
hindrance of the world.14

The fields of tension that Thomas describes, between external and in-
ternal, worldly and heavenly, transitory and eternal, sensual and spir-
itual, come across as dualistic to us. The question is, however: is this 
because of Thomas, or because of our own dualistic reading of Thomas? 
Yes, Thomas speaks in opposites, but these opposites in general serve 
a mystagogic purpose, and are not meant to divide the world in two. By 
painting human reality with a certain sense of humor, by means of con-

11 III,1,43 (IV,1,12 B).
12 Cf. Job 4:12. 
13 Cf. 2 Cor. 12:4. 
14 IV,1,2–7 (III,1,1 B).
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trasts and paradoxes, he sharpens in us the consciousness of the divine 
reality, which ineluctably lies hidden behind and in “ things without.”

Like many other mystics, Thomas is aware that he lives in a reality per-
vaded with God. This divine reality is not separate from our earthly and 
human reality, but is the Reality of our reality. As the beginning of The 
Imitation indicates, however, we are blind to this reality pervaded with 
God. For Thomas this blindness is the beginning of the end. For this lack 
of awareness makes us think that we ourselves are the cause of our ex-
istence. We, therefore, let ourselves become obsessed by the logic of our 
self-preservation. We do not want to go down unnamed, we want to ob-
tain a position for ourselves and protect ourselves against possible in-
fringements. With this attitude, however, we reduce reality to a means 
towards our own ends. Trapped in the images of our own projections, we 
lose the ability to encounter reality as it is in its essence.

For Thomas, the term “ outward ” stands for that whole world in which 
we are trapped in the images of our own projections and desires. It is 
these images that keep us from savoring the world in its essence. This 
is why we have to become “ inward.”  This does not mean that we are 
not allowed to concern ourselves with the world in a material sense. 
The difference between “ inward ” and “ outward ” is not that between 
a life inside the monastery and one outside of it. Those who withdraw 
into a monastery can also do this merely on outward grounds. Even 
if we enter a monastery because we are inwardly moved, things that 
are in themselves good and inward – such as Scripture reading, liturgy 
and the like – can become “ outward.”  That is, they become ends in, 
and of themselves, instead of means of entrusting ourselves to God 
on an ever deepening level. In this regard, inwardness does not stand 
for something that can be objectified into certain specific conduct. It is 
not things that are “ inward,” but we become “ inward ” when we know 
ourselves to be related to God in the things that we do, and let go of 
our anxious self-involvement.
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In order to explore the field of tension between “ outward ” and “ inward ” 
more closely, in the continuation of this contribution, I will go more deeply 
into the first chapter of book II, which deals with inner fellowship. In the 
next contribution, I will go more deeply into the first chapter of book IV, 
which concerns inner consolation.

7.1.1 Inner fellowship 

If we look up the term “ inward ” in a dictionary, we find definitions such 
as “ toward the inside,” “ situated within,” “ in the mind or soul.” 15 These 
descriptions show that we understand “ inward ” almost materially as an 
internal place one could enter into. It is, however, the question whether 
such an understanding does justice to the way in which Thomas speaks of 
“ inwardness.”  Because for him, “ inwardness ” is an attitude that aims not 
to stake out boundaries, but to open them. An inward person does not 
close himself off from reality, but rather wants to encounter it beyond the 
boundaries of his own projections. The inward person does not lock him-
self up in his room, rather he is nothing but attention for the other. We 
can, for instance, encounter Jesus in His words and deeds, but an inward 
person looks beyond these outward words and actions, and sees the inti-
macy of the God-relationship that forms his being:

If once you have completely entered into the heart of Jesus, and tasted a little of his 
burning love, then you will care nothing for your own convenience or inconvenience, 
but will rejoice rather at the reproach brought on you, because the love of Jesus 
makes a man despise himself.16

Although Thomas here speaks of the heart of Jesus, this does not mean 
that he is referring to a material place. The heart of Jesus is rather that 
which truly moved him. This deepest motivation cannot be discovered 
by means of objective analysis. It is not the case that if we were to know 

15 A. Waters, The Oxford Essential Dictionary, Oxford 2006. 
16 II,1,33 (II,1,6 B).
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all the ins and outs of Jesus’s life, we would arrive at the heart of Jesus 
as a matter of course. In such a case, Jesus’s disciples would after all 
occupy a privileged position. Yet they, too, were accused of a lack of un-
derstanding by Jesus, because in following their own logic they passed 
over the essence of His life and so remained blind to the divine perspec-
tive of this reality.

For Thomas, “ entering into the heart of Jesus ” is an expression of some-
thing that takes place in intimacy. Just as we learn to understand the oth-
er from within in the intimacy of love, we can also only get to know Jesus 
in the intimacy of the relationship, by becoming sensitive to what moved 
Him from within. This relationship demands of us that we let ourselves 
be personally touched by the other, and not cling to the images that we 
have of the other. The ancient monks did this by continuously reading 
or ruminating upon the Scripture. In this way, they tried to let its words 
affect them in such a way, that they learned to savor the immediate and 
intangible reality behind them, in the awareness that this intimate reali-
ty of Jesus’s was also their own reality.

“ Entering into the heart of Jesus ” is not surgery, but a dialogical pro-
cess, in which the immediacy of the vis-à-vis brings us into personal con-
tact with the immediate reality of God Himself, who is the source of all 
things. This reality is shocking and transforms us from within. As Thom-
as puts it, the confrontation with the inner reality of Jesus completely 
breaks through the human being’s own perspective. Whereas before we 
focused on self-preservation and our own position, now – in the mirror 
of Jesus’s complete and undivided surrender to the Father – we come to 
see that every form of reverting to ourselves damages the love we live 
out of. Jesus thus does not reveal us a doctrine, but a way. He teaches 
us the way of surrender, in which we can come to realize that it is only 
in this death that we are born in love. Beyond our anxious concern for 
ourselves, there is a life in which we, in the self-annihilation of complete 
surrender, live immediately out of God’s countenance.
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One who loves Jesus and truth, a true man of the spirit, free from undisciplined 
affections, can freely turn to God, lift himself above himself in spirit, and fruit-
fully rest.17

For Thomas, Jesus serves as a model for the person of the spirit, the in-
ward person. This person is free from all externality or – as he phrases it 
here – “ free from undisciplined affections.”  Undisciplined affections – also 
called self-love in other parts of The Imitation – are those affections which, 
by keeping us trapped in our concern for ourselves and our own position, 
impede our losing ourselves completely in God’s love. In this way, he indi-
cates that for him inwardness first of all has to do with inner freedom. A 
person is inwardly free when he no longer lets himself be ruled by his own 
needs and desires, and so can look at reality freely as it is in itself. With this, 
Thomas’s conception of inner freedom forms a contrast with our modern 
conception of freedom of choice. We think that we are free when we can 
do whatever we want, but for Thomas this conception of freedom solves 
nothing and rather binds us to our needs and desires than that it frees us 
from them. True freedom can only be found when we so lose ourselves in 
the eyes of the Other, and consequently in love, that we forget our concern 
for ourselves. The deepest affection or inclination of our being is to be di-
rected towards the other and thus God, whereas “ undisciplined affections ” 
alienate us from ourselves and so also from the other, who is then only 
seen insofar as he or she serves our self-interest.

Although Jesus serves as a model for the inward person, this does not 
mean that Jesus is also presented as an absolute in His externality. The 
only norm is the absolute surrender to God, which comes to light in Jesus. 
Thomas consequently puts loving Jesus on a par with loving truth. Some-
one who, with Jesus, has become inward and so, is no longer hampered 
by the images of his own desires, loves truth. This truth cannot be ob-
jectified into something we can grasp or comprehend, but entails seeing 
through reality unto God. In this immediacy, all reversion to ourselves 

17 II,1,34 (II,1,6 B).
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falls away and we can only live out of the divine love, which has us in its 
grasp beyond ourselves. Accordingly we will, as true imitators of Jesus, ul-
timately also have to let go of Jesus Himself, in order to be seized by truth, 
and thus by God Himself, in His footsteps.

He who tastes all things as they are, and not as they are reputed and reckoned to be, 
this man is wise and instructed more by God than men.18

Mysticism is not a flight from reality, but a form of entering it as it is in 
its essence. A mystic is aware that we – driven by fear – cut reality down 
to our own size. We hear what we want to hear, and see what we want 
to see and so, build ourselves a world in which we imagine ourselves to 
be safe and able to orient ourselves. Convention plays a large part in this 
context. By reaching an agreement with each other that the world works 
in such and such a way and not differently, we know where we stand. But 
before we know what is happening, we have boarded up our reality and 
those agreements gain such an absoluteness that we can no longer see 
beyond them. Through the encounter with God, the mystic is aware of 
the relativeness of the convention that has incarnated itself in culture. For 
this reason, he wants to jolt us awake in the realization that we are locking 
ourselves up in an illusory reality that we ourselves created.

We do not become good Christians by learning a set of rules by rote and 
living by them. This may be useful for a well-ordered society, but it keeps 
us far from the undivided surrender to the love of God that character-
ized Jesus’s life. We consequently have to travel the path of inwardness 
and in this way, beyond the images of convention, enter into a personal 
relationship with God. Religious traditions can play a part in this, but can 
never give the definitive answer. This answer is only formed in the silence 
of the exposure, in which we are naked before God. For Thomas, the way 
of inwardness is the way of successive exposure of our self, as an illusory 
reality that is maintained out of fear. For the more deeply we come to 

18 II,1,35 (II,1,7 B).
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realize that we live out of God’s countenance, the more we recognize that 
we are not the center of our existence. All that we are, we are because of 
God, and there is nothing that we can call our own. We consequently have 
nothing to pride ourselves on, and all our attempts to give consequence 
to ourselves are ultimately nothing but attempts to flee this naked reality. 
This lesson cannot be learned, but only experienced, and for those who 
have experienced it, it is a way of liberation that leads us beyond our-
selves into the space of God.

Next, Thomas lists a number of characteristics of an inward person. This 
provides us with a framework for better understanding inwardness.

He who knows how to walk from within and give small weight to things without, does 
not wait for places or times, for devout exercises of devotion.19

The way of inwardness is in the first place a way of detachment. This does 
not mean that attachment to people or things is morally reprehensible, 
but that it hinders us in travelling a spiritual way. This is because our ten-
dency to appropriate people or things proceeds from fear. Afraid of the 
confrontation with the fundamental nakedness of our existence, we seek 
to attain a good social position and status. For Thomas, it is essential that 
we enter into this confrontation, because it is only there that our liber-
ation from the oppressive bonds of self-love, which keep us from truly 
losing ourselves in God, is to be found. As long as we need something or 
someone for ourselves, we are not free to love the other as other, and the 
other also does not feel free to truly become himself in our presence. The 
latter makes clear that detachment is not so much a purely material affair, 
but should always be seen in the light of love. In love itself – that is, in our 
focus on the other – the desire is born20 to encounter the other as other, 
and not only in his significance for us. For this reason, love demands de-
tachment, for only in this freedom can the other be received as he is.

19 II,1,36 (II,1,7 B).
20 Cf. J. Huls, The Minne-Journey. Beatrice of Nazareth’s “ Seven Ways of Minne.”  Mystical 

Process and Mystagogical Implications (Fiery Arrow 9), Leuven 2013, 87–89. 
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The problem with detachment, however, is that we can deceive our-
selves in this very easily. We think we are letting go of something, when 
in fact we are exchanging one thing for another. We think we are leaving 
the world behind by entering a monastery, but in fact the monastery 
becomes our world where we feel safe because of the grip that the sur-
veyability of the limited space gives us. We think we are following Christ 
by selling all our possessions, but in fact poverty becomes our posses-
sion. We think we are devoting ourselves to working for the poor, but in 
fact we are using the poor to brush up our sense of self-worth. In the 
preceding text, Thomas makes this clear by means of spiritual or devout 
exercises. In themselves these exercises are meritorious, but if they be-
come objectives in themselves that have to be performed at a certain 
place and time, they lose their factual worth. The devout exercises are, 
after all, a means to attain inwardness and for the inward person, life as 
a whole is one great devout exercise, because he has nothing for himself 
and in everything looks upon the face of God.

The spiritual man quickly gathers himself together, because he never squanders 
himself wholly on external things.21

For Thomas, the distinction between inward and outward matters is not 
that between spiritual and material aspects. As we saw in the previous quo-
tation spiritual matters can also become external, because in our attach-
ment they are experienced as objectives in themselves, and not as means 
to attain encounter with God. Inwardness can in no way be materialized 
into something that we ourselves can do. We do not become inward by 
extensive prayer or meditation, but in this prayer or meditation we can be 
broken open for reality as a mystery, permeated with God, who speaks to 
us immediately. In this way, inwardness is linked to dialogue.22 We become 
inward when reality becomes dialogical for us; and we are outward when 
we, in our self-involvement, place ourselves outside of this relationship.

21 II,1,37 (II,1,7 B).
22 Cf. Waaijman, Spirituality, 2002, 548–562. 
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Someone who turns his gaze inward does not withdraw from the world, 
but is rather so involved with the world that he lets himself be seized – 
beyond its externalities – by its divine depths. For the inward person, this 
form of contemplation has developed into a fundamental attitude, which 
makes him realize that every form of grasping or appropriating injures 
the immediacy of the God-relationship. For this reason, he can never lose 
himself wholly in people or things as isolated objects of his love. For him, 
everything is the face of God, and we are to seek His face in everything.

No outward labour, or occupation, at the moment needful, stands in his way, but as 
events turn out, so he adapts to them.23

A danger of the inward way is that we believe that we first have to create 
an ideal situation before we can travel this way. Often it seems as if the 
commotion of our existence hinders us in entering into our own depths. 
Accordingly, we look for places of peace and prayer in order to be able to 
turn to reflection and contemplation. Without wanting to deprecate these 
moments or set them aside as unimportant – for they can truly lead to re-
flection about and a reorientation of our life – they also harbor the danger 
that we make ourselves dependent on these moments. We then believe 
that God can only be found there, and that circumstances force us to live 
in a desert of absence. This is a way of using the situation we are in as an 
excuse for evading the true confrontation, and once on this track, we will 
always find reasons to keep ourselves out of range.

For Thomas, the defining characteristic of the inward person is that he 
takes life as it is. He does not go in search of something that, from his 
own perspective, suits him better. “ As events turn out, so he adapts to 
them. ” For him, there is no better school than life itself, that with all its 
conveniences and inconveniences always places him before God’s coun-
tenance. The inward person does not seek the God of his desire, but the 
God who, beyond the images of his desire, wants to be encountered in 

23 II,1,38 (II,1,7 B).
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everything as the Other. As long as we do not accept our own situation 
as it is, it remains for us a closed space that cannot be encountered be-
cause of the images of our desire.

He who is rightly organised and ordered within, is not concerned over the wondrous 
and perverse doings of men.24

As a refinded psychologist of inner life, Thomas realizes that the hu-
man mind keeps looking for escape routes in order not to be confronted 
with the nakedness of its own existence. If it is not the situation we find 
ourselves in, then it is the people around us who bind us to the illusion 
of externality. Because by occupying ourselves with others, and either 
admiring or condemning them on the basis of their qualities, we are 
busy applying standards by which we can measure ourselves and oth-
ers. From the perspective of creation, however, we are all equal as chil-
dren of God and have nothing to pride ourselves on. The inward person 
knows that he has nothing that was not given to him. For this reason, he 
is not interested in what the qualities of this or that person are. His only 
interest is his own being-surrendered to God, which makes him seek 
God in everything and everyone or, in other words, gives him the ability 
to see reality in its own independence rather than in its significance for 
him.

A man is hindered and distracted, as he draws things to himself.25

The inward person is completely surrendered to God and no longer lets 
anything knock him out of this immediacy. Consequently, nothing can af-
fect him or cling to him such that he is bound to himself. Although this is an 
idealized image, it does indicate the perspective the inward way is placed 
in. The inward person is no longer concerned with himself, but hidden from 
himself, lives out of God’s strength. This makes clear that every form of 
reverting to ourselves proceeds from a lack of faith, understood as nakedly 

24 II,1,39 (II,1,7 B).
25 II,1,40 (II,1,7 B).
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entrusting ourselves to God. Because we do not dare to believe that we live 
entirely out of God’s hand – and so are nothing in ourselves – we also do 
not dare to surrender ourselves. Thomas here indicates that – although we 
want to let ourselves and others believe that outward circumstances keep 
us from truly entrusting ourselves to God – the root cause lies in ourselves. 
We draw things to ourselves, because we do not dare to expose ourselves 
completely to this naked reality. If we were to do that, we would after all be 
neither hindered nor distracted by outward circumstances.

If it were well with you, and you were truly cleansed, all things would work together 
for your good and profit.26

In this verse, Thomas turns the perspective around completely. If we 
thought   that circumstances kept us from truly losing ourselves in God 
and becoming inward in this sense, he now indicates that if we were truly 
cleansed of ourselves, we would recognize that all things are to our prof-
it, whatever the situation that we find ourselves in is. In other words, for 
Thomas every moment is sacred and we are kept from seeing this by our 
self-involvement. He wants to open our eyes to reality as God’s reality, in 
which nothing happens without His involvement. As long as we are trapped 
in the projections of our own desire, we are blind to this divine perspective, 
and can only see reality as an instrument for realizing our own desires.

That is why many things displease you and often disturb you, because you are not 
yet truly dead to yourself and separated from all earthly things.27

Losing ourselves in God and dying to ourselves are two interwoven dy-
namics. We die to ourselves when we so lose ourselves in the counte-
nance of God that we forget ourselves. In this dialogical structure, we do 
not get to know God as an object outside of us, but as the love of our exis-
tence. In our self-forgetfulness, we are raised above ourselves and come 
to life in God. Although there are such ecstatic moments in every human 

26 II,1,41 (II,1,8 B).
27 II,1,42 (II,1,8 B).
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life, as an inward way it is a slow process of successive exposure. We keep 
encountering ourselves on a different level and prove to be not quite so 
surrendered as we initially thought. For Thomas, all these moments that 
disturb our inner peace are signs that point us not to the other, but to our-
selves. In this way, he leaves us no chance to escape. Whatever situation 
we are in, it is up to us to understand it from within as the space where 
God is waiting to be encountered.

Nothing so soils and entangles the heart of man as an impure love for created 
things.28

Love is pure when the other is loved for his own sake. If our love is in some 
way still tainted by self-interest, we can no longer meet the other freely. For 
Thomas, this is the perspective of the inward or spiritual way. Someone who 
has become truly inward loves God for God’s sake, and in no way is focused 
on himself in this. Although Thomas knows that this presupposes a lengthy 
process of transformation and no one is capable of loving purely from one day 
to the next, he indicates in this text the danger of compromise. Someone who 
tries to get the best of both worlds and seeks himself in everything, entangles 
his heart because this makes him lose sight of the ultimate perspective of the 
inward way. We cannot run with the hare and hunt with the hounds, because 
the person who keeps following the logic of his self-interest will never enter the 
kingdom of God. Only the way of exposure, in which we die to ourselves and 
our own logic, opens the perspective of divine love for us.

If you renounce outward consolation, you will be able to contemplate heavenly 
things and frequently rejoice within.29

Thomas distinguishes between outward and inward consolation. We are 
comforted outwardly when our pain of loss or privation is alleviated or 
put into perspective by a positive prospect. A loser is given a consolation 
prize in order to make the hardness of the loss more bearable. However 

28 II,1,43 (II,1,8 B).
29 II,1,44 (II,1,8 B).
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necessary such consolation is for us human beings, it does not spare us 
the confrontation with our finiteness, for example in the case of the death 
of a loved one. Inward consolation, however, is not gained by easing the 
pain, but by enduring it.

Inward consolation thus has to do with a process of purification, which 
precisely in the lack of an answer opens perspectives that would other-
wise have remained outside of our field of view. Enduring pain is there-
fore essential for the inward way. The person who, out of love of the truth, 
does not want to be consoled by things that cannot satisfy his soul’s desire 
anyway, will be so consumed by this fire itself, that it will open his eyes to 
the wordless reality of God, which lies beyond his own desire.

Inward consolation arises when we reconcile ourselves with our vulnera-
bility and transience, our fundamental non-being, because this opens us 
fully in order truly to live out of God as the source of our life. Outward con-
solation, although sometimes of “ vital importance ” and indispensable in 
social intercourse and care, is nothing but postponement of the inevitable 
confrontation with our finiteness. Inward consolation is the acceptance 
that there is no other consolation than God Himself.
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7.2 The Way of Inwardness

The fourth book deals with inward consolation and is in general consid-
ered the most mystical book of The Imitation. Inward consolation can be 
placed in the perspective of mystical death. Just as death literally makes 
us lose our hold on life, mystical death is a form of losing our hold on our-
selves as an autonomous figure before God. The perspective of this death 
is thus dialogical. In the intimacy of the God-relationship, we realize that 
the only real life takes place in the hiddenness of ourselves. We are born 
when we forget ourselves in love. It is not our intentionality, but the eyes 
of the Other that unite us in (divine) love beyond ourselves. For the mystic, 
this means that the more he is drawn into this immediacy, the more he 
comes to realize that every form of self-involvement injures this eccentric 
(i.e. away from his own center) attitude, which causes him to live out of 
the Other. In this way, divine love breaks him down from within.

7.2.1 The Beatitudes 

Mystical death is a form of exposure that brings us to the edge of the 
abyss. The eyes of the Other make us aware that we are nothing in our-
selves and hang in God with all our being. Nothing can withstand this, 
even the way we say “ I ” is unmasked as a spurious reality that is main-
tained out of fear. Ultimately nothing remains to us than to fall in the 
infinite space of God’s existence. There we can no longer appropriate 
anything because we no longer have anything to hold on to. Thomas si-
multaneously considers this mystical death as our birth in God. Beyond 
the boundaries of our self-preservation we do not discover God as our 
final handhold, but as “ being ” itself, which addresses us in everything 
and draws us out of ourselves. There – having fallen silent for the voice 
of our desire – we can finally let ourselves be freely moved by God as the 



180 Chapter 7 – Seeing through Reality unto God

love of our existence. There, too, our eyes and ears are so purified that 
they can perceive reality from God’s perspective. This is how Thomas 
begins chapter 1 of his fourth book, “ On Christ’s Secret Speech with the 
Faithful Soul ”:

‘ I will hearken to what the Lord God says within me.’ Blessed the soul which hears the 
Lord speaking within, and receives the word of consolation from his lips.1

True listening is an art. We usually stay on the outside of the words and, 
before we know what is happening, have our projections at the ready. We 
adapt what is said to our own framework and then make off with it. We 
twist the truth and come to believe it ourselves. This applies especially to 
circumstances in which our own interests are at stake.

In the Gospels we find the same dynamic. How often do we not see that 
the words of Jesus are not understood? For the scribes and Pharisees, 
who are often portrayed as the opponents of Jesus, this is self-evident, 
but also people and His disciples often remain trapped within the scope 
of their own horizons. They do listen to Jesus’s words, but are not able 
to grasp them in their divine depth. They are impressed, but hold on to 
their own logic. This comes to the fore most clearly in Jesus’s prediction 
of His passion. The disciples do not understand this. Peter even takes 
Him aside to rebuke Him. Jesus is so shocked by this that He calls Peter 
Satan. Peter’s words are not inspired by God, but by man.2 Only after 
Jesus’s death on the cross are the words about His passion understood 
in their ultimate perspective.

For Thomas, there is a great difference between hearing outwardly and 
hearing inwardly. We hear most words outwardly and they do not real-
ly get through to us. Although our ears did register them materially, we 
can justly ask ourselves if we did not remain deaf to them. This also ap-

1 IV,1,1–2 (III,1,1 B).
2 Mt. 16:21–23. 
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plies to what God says in us. Thomas considers us blessed when we hear 
God speaking in us and receive a word of consolation from His lips. For 
Thomas, this speech of God within us is just as self-evident as Jesus’s re-
lationship with the disciples during His life. Just as Jesus spoke with His 
disciples in the intimacy of seclusion, God speaks with us in the intimacy 
of our existence. Despite this, there are but few who enter the silence of 
this intimacy. We prefer to listen to our own noise rather than, silenced 
to ourselves, descend to that place in us that makes us realize that we 
live entirely out of the eyes of the Other. In this text, Thomas calls those 
people blessed who through the vicissitudes of life have learned that the 
intimacy of existence itself has a dialogical structure. God speaks in us, 
simply because we are alive and in this God is more intimately connected 
with our existence than we are with ourselves. Though this does not mean 
that we are also willing or able to hear this voice. That requires a long 
inner journey or a profound process of transformation, in which we are 
so stripped of ourselves, our projections and ideas, that we can begin to 
understand our life as proceeding from the Other.

In the beatitude above, there is reference not only to hearing God’s 
speech in us, but also to hearing the consolation that lies hidden in these 
words. Inward consolation is opposed to outward consolation, because it 
is not to be found in the sphere of our own desires. For this reason, we 
can only gain this consolation, once we no longer let ourselves be led by 
our own obsessions and in this sense are dead to ourselves. This sounds 
harsh, but it does indicate the perspective in which inward consolation is 
placed. Just as the disciples only came to understand Jesus’s predictions 
of His passion as part of His good news after His death, for us as well the 
things that encroach on our life can lead us to unsuspected levels that 
shed a completely different light on our life. Often this requires a pro-
found mourning process, in which disappointments can be dealt with. If 
we come through this, it can bring us to levels of our existence that were 
formerly closed to us. In other words, our suffering breaks us open and 
bores ears for things that we were deaf to before.
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For Thomas, these are encounters with God, and to underline this he uses 
the literary form of the beatitude. We are blessed at the moment that our 
eyes and ears are opened for the infinite reality of God, who wants to re-
veal Himself to us in everything.

Blessed are the ears which pick up the rills of God’s whisper, and pay no attention 
to the whisperings of this world. Blessed are the ears which listen, not to the voice 
which sounds abroad, but the one which teaches truth within. Blessed are the eyes 
closed to things without, but fixed on those within.3

All these three beatitudes show a tension between the outward and the 
inward levels in us. The first beatitude sketches a contrast between “ the 
rills of God’s whisper ” and “ the whisperings of the world.”  With these 
whisperings, Thomas is referring to a manner of speaking that is not 
founded on the relationship with God and thus relies on human logic. 
However impressive this speech may be, it is empty and idle, because it 
ultimately adds nothing to the truth of life or – put differently – it does 
not lead one into the divine intimacy of life. On the other hand, we have 
the “ rills of God’s whisper,” which can only be heard when we, having 
become silent for ourselves, no longer let the logic of the world obsess 
us. For this voice of our self-preservation imprisons us in ourselves and 
makes us blind to our divine origin. If we let go of this anxious grip upon 
ourselves, the space can be created here for a form of listening that goes 
beyond objectivity and seeks the (divine) essence of all things. Although 
in the expression “ the rills of God’s whisper ” Thomas is quoting Job 4:12, 
this expression indicates precisely the referential nature of this whisper. 
The divine voice does not give us objective and consequently tangible 
knowledge, but carries us along on a rill that brings us into contact on an 
ever-deepening level with the divine mystery of all things.

The next beatitude reveals the same field of tension. Now the rills of God’s 
whisper are linked to instruction in truth. With this Thomas indicates that 

3 IV,1,3–5 (III,1,1 B).
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for him, truth is not a category that can be determined objectively. We 
are instructed in truth when we do not let ourselves be obsessed by the 
outside of people, things or events, but in them let ourselves be touched 
by God’s Word. God is whispering to us in everything, and in this way He 
is teaching us the truth. In the third beatitude, the emphasis shifts from 
hearing to seeing. In this shift, Thomas connects inwardness with a con-
templative gaze. An inward person looks beyond the outside of things 
and sees through everything unto God. Here, too, it is not a question of 
an objective truth that could be determined once and for all, but of being 
carried along in a divine mystery that brings us into contact with reality as 
Other on an ever-deepening level.

Blessed are they who go deep within, and work hard to prepare themselves more 
and more by daily exercises to receive the secrets of heaven. Blessed are they who 
are eager to have leisure for God, and shake themselves free from every hindrance 
of the world.4

Up to now the beatitudes mainly emphasized sensory openness for the 
divine truth. Blessed are those eyes and ears that are not obsessed by 
the outward, but beyond that have become sensitive to the divine reali-
ty that lies hidden in this. Now Thomas adds to this a new element: the 
human desire that is roused in this new sensitivity. The inward person is 
accordingly not distinguished from the outward person because he has 
renounced all desire, but because this new sensitivity directs his desire 
differently. Divine consolation opens up a reality that was hidden until 
now, and that rouses human desire in a way of its very own.

In this context, the first of these beatitudes speaks of the desire to re-
ceive or grasp (capienda) the secrets of heaven. This is an internal con-
tradiction, because a secret, as secret, cannot necessarily be grasped. 
For Thomas, however, grasping the secret does not refer to coming to 
understand the secret, but to penetrating it more deeply. In other words, 

4 IV,1,6–7 (III,1,1 B).
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the flavor of the Other awakens the desire to savor the Other even more 
intensely. The daily exercises that Thomas mentions accordingly in this 
context do not refer to a self-willed pursuit of perfection, but to open-
ness for God. Because we are dealing with a reality of encounter that 
we can neither manipulate nor influence by our own behavior, Thomas 
here speaks expressly of preparatory exercises or exercises that aim to 
ease us away from our attachment to the outward.5 Because the more 
we come to recognize the relativeness of a reality that ultimately only 
further imprisons us in ourselves, the more we can open ourselves for 
reality as Other.

The final beatitude sketches the desire that is evoked by the transforma-
tion of the senses. The inward person is eager to be free for God. Thomas 
contrasts this freedom with the hindrances of the world. From the per-
spective of inwardness, the person who attaches himself to the external 
world lives in a prison. This does not mean that Thomas is opposed to ev-
ery form of attachment. That we are able to attach ourselves to people or 
things is in itself a good thing. However, he makes a distinction between 
our ability to attach ourselves (and so to love), and our attachment to the 
outward, which hinders us in losing ourselves completely in God. It is the 
beauty of the human being that he can love the other, but much of what 
we call love is in fact no more than a paltry attempt to safeguard ourselves 
or to have significance for the other. Because we do not dare to face our 
own nakedness, we attach ourselves to people or things that give us a 
sense of security. The underlying drive of this attachment is not love, but 
fear and self-interest.

This sounds harsh, but is by no means intended as a moral judgment. As 
human beings, we simply happen to live in this doubleness. We love the 
other, but at the same time cannot detach ourselves from the interests we 
have in the other. This is what Thomas calls the hindrance of the world, 

5 Cf. Huls, The Minne-Journey, 2013, 226–229. 
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which the inward person tries to shake off. Moved by love, he wants to 
receive the other as he is in God’s eyes. In this, the dynamic of self-inter-
est is an opposite motion that forces us to consider the other as a means 
towards our own ends. We put the flower in a vase in order to have it 
close to us, and do not realize that in doing so we are cutting it off from 
life. Likewise, the inward person considers every form of possessiveness 
as a form of killing that keeps us from entering into contact with creation 
as a divine mystery.

Thomas is therefore not against the external world in general. After 
all, all of creation proceeds from God’s hand and as such is good. How-
ever, he wants to make us aware that love itself – as the eagerness 
to encounter reality as it is in God – demands of us detachment from 
everything that binds us to ourselves. As long as we are still bound to 
the outward world in our concern for ourselves and, in this sense, con-
sider it as a means to our own ends, we are not truly free for God. This 
freedom can only be reached if we, without inhibitions, so lose our-
selves in love that we forget all concern for ourselves. We do not shake 
ourselves free from every hindrance of the world by turning away from 
the world, but by losing ourselves in it completely in love. Then we do 
not limit ourselves to its externality out of concern for ourselves, but 
enjoy it unto God.

Give your attention to this my soul, and close the doors of your carnal nature, that 
you may be able to hear what the Lord your God says within you.6

One of Thomas’s greatest concerns is that the reader will become en-
tangled in the world of externality. For this reason, he cautions us for 
our carnal nature or sensuality (sensualitas). We should close the doors 
of our sensuality in order to hear what God says. This leads us to the 
question of what Thomas means by sensuality here. He can hardly mean 
to say that the inward person can no longer make use of sensory per-

6 IV,1,8 (III,1,1 B).
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ception. For him, however, sensuality has to do with the entire sphere 
of the human urge for survival. This urge that is given along with our 
bodily existence, is of great value to us, because it ensures that we take 
care of ourselves and protects us from life-threatening situations. In this 
respect, the senses are the natural doors that give us the ability to orient 
ourselves in our surroundings. Through them, we know, for instance, 
where we can find food, where dangers threaten, and the like. However 
necessary this urge for survival is for us humans, as a dominant dynam-
ic it is also deadly, because it traps the person in himself and his own 
world. In it, the other becomes a competitor, eating from the same man-
ger. As long as there is enough food, we will perhaps tolerate him, but as 
soon as a shortage threatens, the lovelessness of this dynamic becomes 
visible, in which ultimately everyone fights for himself and has “ reasons ” 
to exclude the other as threatening or “ illegal.”

7.2.2 Attachment and detachment 

Thomas does not caution us for sensuality because the senses are un-
reliable, but because the world of the senses ultimately has no other 
compass than our own urge for survival. They make the human being in-
humane and close him off from the world of love. The door of sensuality 
is consequently not the world of the senses, but anxious concern for our 
own existence. It is this anxiety that binds us to the external, with regard 
to both ourselves and the reality that surrounds us, and makes us blind 
to the divine reality that lies hidden in this. For Thomas, the only way 
out of this prison of sensuality is the love that draws us little by little into 
the world of the Other. In the longing of love, we let go of our anxious 
concern for ourselves and can finally become the space in which we, 
having become silent for ourselves, become open for God. Accordingly, 
we do not close the doors of sensuality by closing ourselves off from 
created and thus visible and tangible reality, but by losing ourselves in it 
in love, and in this way learning to listen to it beyond the externality of 
its instrumentality.
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These things says your beloved: ‘ I am your salvation, your peace and your life. 
Keep by me and you will find peace.’ Dismiss all passing things and seek those 
which are eternal.7

Up to now, Thomas has mainly encouraged his reader with his beatitudes 
to travel the way of inwardness. Just like the beatitudes in the gospel, these 
too are placed in the field of tension between the intractable reality that 
seems to be far from God, and the immediacy of God’s countenance, which 
is, in all of this, closer to us than we could ever imagine. This divine intimacy 
cannot be compared to normal experiences of nearness which, while they 
do satisfy a person as the fulfillment of his own desire, also place him in the 
field of tension of possession and loss. We feel satisfied, but at the same 
time know that when we lose the other, we will lapse into the same insuf-
ficiency. Divine consolation, however, does not have to do with a change 
in our circumstances, but with a change in our consciousness. The same 
reality is suddenly placed in a different light. Whereas before we mainly saw 
reality in its instrumentality or its significance for ourselves, we now realize 
that in its immediacy it is God’s reality, which only reveals itself to us if we 
entrust ourselves to it unconditionally, in all our nakedness.

In the preceding verses, Thomas speaks of the Beloved. With this, he 
enters into the language of love. We can only get to know God by loving 
Him. And yet with the term “ Beloved,” he is referring not only to the 
motion of our love towards God, but also to the divine dynamic of love 
towards us. These two motions of love are inextricably bound up with 
one another. In other words, in our love for God we get to know God 
as the inside of our love. This, incidentally, does not mean that God’s 
love is conditional, but that His love, as a reality of encounter, cannot 
be objectified into something that we can grasp or comprehend. In the 
immediacy of reciprocity, God makes Himself known as the love of our 
love, which makes us yearn for Him in everything. In this love, God is 
consequently both lover and beloved.

7 IV,1,9–12 (III,1,2 B).
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The words that Thomas puts into the Beloved’s mouth are primarily 
meant to inspire confidence. For it is mainly fear or anxiety that keeps 
us from giving up our doubleness, in which we are also focused on our-
selves in our love for the other. We want to safeguard ourselves and so, 
consider it to be irresponsible to surrender to a love that in fact only 
strips us further. However understandable this is from a human per-
spective, the other side of the picture is that it is a denial of our deepest 
essence, which lies in our unconditional surrender to the Other. For this 
reason, we must – however difficult this is – rather trust in the Other 
than in ourselves. Thus, the verse quoted above speaks not only of the 
trustworthiness of the Beloved, but also of the Beloved as the ultimate 
goal of the human being. God is our salvation, our peace and our life, 
because in our surrender to love we are transformed beyond ourselves 
into His image and likeness.

Thomas knows that we are aimless in ourselves and can only be brought 
to our deepest essence by the Other. For this reason, he wants to con-
vince us that we are safe in the Other’s hands. However vulnerable our 
existence is, we have nothing to fear. If we were to look at our life with 
the eyes of God, we would know that we are His concern and in Him could 
let go of all our concern for ourselves. Thomas thus makes the process 
of detachment visible in two interwoven dynamics. On the one hand, we 
are invited to disengage ourselves from attachments that bind us to the 
outward world (i.e. everything with which we try to cover our naked exis-
tence). On the other hand, this ascesis or self-emptying is not an objective 
in itself. Its exercises should always be seen in the perspective of the Oth-
er, who loves us and can only get through to us by way of the breaches 
that have been shot in the walls of our self-defense. In detachment, the 
unconditionality of divine love – which is completely at odds with our hu-
man logic– breaks through our natural resistance.

What are all temporal things, but seductions? And what avail all things created if 
you will be deserted by the Creator? Therefore, with all else put away, give back 
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yourself, acceptable and faithful, to your Creator, that you may be able to grasp 
true blessedness.8

This conclusion of the first chapter of book IV is an exhortation to detach 
ourselves as much as possible from our two-facedness. For time and again 
there is the temptation to seek our salvation in the outward world. How-
ever much we desire to be freed in God from everything that binds us to 
ourselves, we are at the same time afraid of this and keep looking for ways 
to secure ourselves. Thomas does not condemn us for this, but does ask us 
to see through this escape behavior. In apt terms, he indicates the futility 
of our escape attempts which, while they appear to offer us security, in 
fact only make us go from bad to worse. This is why Thomas calls tempo-
ral things “ seductions.”  They seduce us to exchange the Creator for things 
created. However, we are not aware that in doing so we are building on 
sand. Because the only foundation we have in this life is God Himself, who 
sustains us in this existence. Without this creative dynamic, we fall entirely 
into nothingness. Only when we accept this absolute dependence in all its 
consequences and so realize that we are nothing in ourselves, do we come 
to realize that our life takes place in the eyes of the Other. In other words, 
we live in a life which in its immediacy completely eludes our grasp.

This awareness – that in our existence we are completely dependent on 
the Other – runs counter to the outlook on life of the modern person who 
wants to be his own God and so, resists every kind of limitation of his free-
dom. We want to be self-reliant and determine our own path. And yet we 
can ask ourselves whether at the bottom of this urge for freedom there is 
not a hidden wish to conquer death. For however much we would like to 
be the master over our own life, we cannot deny that we are guests in this 
life. We can repress death, but never escape it.

For Thomas, the realization that life itself is a gift from God, which es-
capes all human manipulation, is essential. Because in this nakedness we 

8 IV,1,13–15 (III,1,2 B).
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acknowledge the fundamentally dialogical structure of our life. However 
paradoxical it may sound, our life is not our life, but the infinite space of 
God, in which we are gazed at from beyond. If we let ourselves be carried 
along by these eyes, we reach a time and place where we come to realize 
that in ourselves we are nothing and God is everything in us. There we 
grasp true blessedness, not because we have achieved something, but 
because we – having arrived “ in the center of our humility ” 9 – no longer 
have any other foothold than the fall in the infinite abyss of God’s being.

9 John of the Cross, The Ascent of Mount Carmel, I, 13,13, in: The Collected Works of St. 
John of the Cross, transl. K. Kavanaugh & O. Rodriguez, Washington 1979, 104. 
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The portrayal or imitation of Christ changes into transforma-
tion into Christ. In gazing upon the Countenance of Christ 
we discover our own truth. Divine Love sweeps us along 
in a dynamic which transcends us. As a result, we come to 
see clearly that there is an unbridgeable gap between our 
autonomous existence as a created human being, and our 
existence in God. God’s loving gaze is enough to set into mo-
tion unforeseen and incomprehensible possibilities in us. 
Our weakness is transformed into a wondrous strength. Our 
inability is the open space that makes us receptive for the 
activity of God’s overwhelming grace. Yet, the level of our 
humanity seems to resist this infringement upon our auton-
omy unceasingly. Nevertheless, God’s activity is stronger in 
us and conquers our resistance. We are lifted over our own 
shadow. On this level of transformation, we ourselves are 
no longer at work in all our actions. The divine love has be-
come our own inner movement, because we have become 
Love through participation.
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8.1 The Way of Transformation

In this volume, it has already been emphasized repeatedly that in The Im-
itation of Christ Thomas a Kempis is not so much presenting a number of 
moral and ascetical precepts to live as a good Christian, but mainly con-
centrates on the final objective of the spiritual way. Gradually we portray 
Christ in our entire life and clothe ourselves with Christ. This happens by 
entering the Word of God that is proclaimed to us, and the banquet hall 
of the Eucharistic meal, but also by sharing God’s activity in our life with 
each other in the community, making it more profound and increasingly 
becoming inward people. The entire movement of the mystagogic guid-
ance that Thomas offers us in this simple book is continually aimed at our 
transformation in God. By portraying Christ in our life and actions, we 
become aware of the intimacy of His relationship with the Father. In the 
same way we, too, enter into the foundation of our being, where we are 
ceaselessly being created by God. By surrendering to this creative love of 
God we become in truth the person God had in view when He created us. 
In this way, we are transformed into God’s desire. 1 

Time and again, Thomas a Kempis holds up to us the mirror of our self-in-
volvement and self-willfulness. It is chiefly a carnival mirror. With a mis-
chievous smile, he sketches the capers of the human being who tries to 
evade his own truth, and unrestrainedly makes all sorts of illusory escape 
bids. Because we do not content ourselves with “ what is,” we turn our life 
into our own project. In so doing, we not only deny ourselves, but also 
lose ourselves in presumptuous judgments about others who unfortu-
nately never come up to our “ rightful ” expectations and images. We go 
in search of enjoyment and comfort in the transience of our earthly exis-

1 Cf. Huls, The Minne-Journey, 2013, 87–89. 
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tence, because we are blind to God’s being that ceaselessly flows through 
us and sustains us. The path to our inner being brings us face to face with 
God, who reveals Himself to us as our ultimate reality and truth. As we 
saw, The Imitation of Christ is not an oppressive straightjacket, but a way 
leading to inner freedom.

8.1.1 Transformation into the new self 

When we have become inward people, God’s activity raises us above our-
selves. In this way, we are born in the new self, who lives out of God.

On two wings a man is raised above earthly things, namely, sincerity and purity. 
There must be sincerity in the aims we set before us, purity in affection. Sincerity 
reaches out for God, purity lays hold of him and tastes him. No good work will hin-
der you, if you are free within from undisciplined affection. If you have naught else 
in mind and aim but what is well-pleasing to God and useful to your neighbour, you 
will truly enjoy liberty within.2

We are concerned about all sorts of things, although we know that we 
are God’s concern. Left to ourselves, we have no choice but to protect 
ourselves against all the dangers that threaten us. Hunger and poverty, 
cold and heat, the other person who denies or hurts us and is unreliable 
in his love, our own vulnerability and transience, which we encounter in 
illness and death, confront us with a gamut of dangers against which we 
would like to insure ourselves. At least, that is the necessity of our human 
condition which we cannot escape. We are not able to decide not to be 
bothered anymore by the limitations of our creaturely existence, and sto-
ically leave behind our urge for survival. Whatever lengths we go to, we 
cannot add a single day to our lives.

The question, however, is how we deal with “ what is.”  Does reality op-
press and clutch at us, or are we raised above it, by becoming aware of a 
completely different perspective? Thomas points out to us two wings that 

2 II,4,1–5 (II,4,1 B).
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raise us up out of the prison of our self-involvement and fear: sincerity 
and purity. Freed from reverting to ourselves, we gain the lightness of 
the birds of heaven, the celestial beings that sing God’s praises day and 
night. By sincerity, we are reduced to the simple focus of the creature on 
the hand of its Creator. We recognize in our being this knowledge of our 
dependence on God. This causes a natural focus on God. By purity, we are 
made capable of experiencing and remaining faithful to the divine-human 
relationship that we are. We are freed from the mingling of our inclination 
with human self-concern and conditionality, which obstruct our view of 
the Other’s countenance. In purity, we taste and lay hold of God because 
here our desire lets itself be regulated by God’s unconditional address. 
We have become free from the disorder that proceeds from anxious con-
cern for ourselves, and the tendency to bend reality to our will.

If your heart were right, then every created thing would be a mirror of life, and a 
book of sacred doctrine. There is no creature so small and worthless that it does 
not show forth the goodness of God. If you were good and pure within, then 
you would see everything without impediment, and would understand it well. 
The pure heart penetrates heaven and hell. As each one is within, so he judges 
outwardly. If there is joy in the world, this, assuredly, the man of pure heart pos-
sesses. And if there is anywhere tribulation and anguish,3 an evil conscience is 
the more aware of it.4

All of creation is a revelation of God’s unconditional love. Nothing owes life 
to itself, nothing invented itself. In every creature, we, therefore, discern as 
in a mirror the wondrous activity of divine life, and hear in it God’s creative 
Word without interference or distortion. Even the smallest and unsightliest 
creatures show us the fullness of God’s goodness. Purity of heart makes 
us see the reality of all that is and enjoy it wholeheartedly. In this way, we 
discover God’s Countenance in so-called people with a disability of what-
ever sort, in enemies or people who evoke aggression and aversion, in ill-
ness and death. Everything “ shows forth the goodness of God,” because 

3 Cf. Rom. 2:9. 
4 II,4,6–12 (II,4,1–2 B).
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God’s Being flows through all “ that is.”  Positive and negative are nothing 
but imaginary categories that proceed from our urge for survival.

Just as iron put in the fire loses rust, and is made all glowing, so the man who turns 
wholly to God is stripped of slothfulness, and is changed into a new man. When 
a man begins to grow lukewarm, then he fears small labour, and willingly accepts 
consolation from without. But when he begins completely to subdue himself, and 
manfully to walk in the path of God, then he counts less those things which earlier 
seemed to him to be grievous.5

As we are detached from our anxious concern for ourselves – by which 
the presence of God in the depth of our being is affected and loses its lus-
ter – in the fire of God, we rediscover our original lightness and are trans-
formed into the new self. No longer troubled about ourselves, we walk 
the path of God. Pure of heart and of good conscience, we are, after all, 
oriented on God, whom we recognize as our essence. In self-forgetfulness 
we have knowledge of God, who forms our being. Purified or reforged in 
the fire of God’s love, we rediscover our original vitality and ardor which 
opens our eyes for the Reality behind reality.

Everything within us is a gift from God, because by nature all we have is 
non-being. The crucial question that our human existence presents us 
with is whether we will open ourselves in appreciation and receptiveness 
for God, whose Being lights up everywhere and in everything.

God does well in giving us the grace of consolation, but man does ill in not re-
turning it all to God in giving thanks. And for that reason the gifts of grace cannot 
flow in us who are ungrateful to their author, and do not pour back the whole 
to the spring from which it came. For grace is always owed to him who worthily 
returns thanks, and what is commonly given to the humble, is taken away from 
the proud.6

Although we are apt to speak of “ our life,” we know that life belongs not to 
us, but to the Giver of Being. Ceaselessly the Being of God flows through 

5 II,4,13–15 (II,4,2–3 B).
6 II,10,9–11 (II,10,2 B).
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us. We can turn towards this stream of grace in the awareness of God’s 
unconditional love, but we can also turn away from it due to the illusion of 
our human autonomy. As soon as we believe we have a right to existence, 
we are violating God’s gifts of grace and closing the door for His entrance 
into our reality. When we – out of fear or disappointment – forget or re-
press our gratitude for our sheer existence, we obstruct the divine gift of 
“ the grace of consolation.”  The first step in the process of transformation 
is this transformation in “ creation,” by means of which we, aware of being 
a “ gift ” of grace, gain access to our unceasing birth out of God.

8.1.2 The melting of burning love 

In the Eucharist, an intimate encounter with Christ takes place, which makes 
us realize that we are dependent on the transformative effect of God’s love. 
By desiring God’s love, we desire to be included in this intimacy. This encoun-
ter will not take place by reason of our effort and what we have to offer.

Look, I stand before you poor and naked, begging for grace and imploring mercy. 
Refresh your hungry supplicant, kindle my coldness with the fire of your love, lighten 
my blindness with the brightness of your presence. Turn all earthly things to bit-
terness for me, all burdensome and adverse things to patience, all feeble and creat-
ed things  into contempt and forgetfulness. Lift up my heart to you in heaven, and 
dismiss me not to wander through the earth.7

“ Dismiss me not to wander through the earth,” left to myself and my own 
incapacity. We are one great cry for mercy. After all, we know that we do 
not have the divine life that flows through us at our disposal. We only be-
come true human beings if God’s life works in us and carries us along on a 
journey towards a continually receding horizon. In ourselves, we only dis-
cern poverty, nakedness, hunger, coldness and blindness. This situation 
of hardship and privation permanently tempts us to want to escape this 
created condition and become addicted to what the “ earth ” has to offer 
in the way of enjoyments, prosperity, comfort.

7 III,16,5–8 (IV,16,2 B).
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Yet we know all too well that this is a dead end that leads nowhere. We are 
not able to   conquer or make our own food. We can only receive it from 
the generous hand of the giver of all good things. In this way, our hunger is 
transformed into the experience of an abundance of divine life and force. We 
are not able to keep ourselves and our body warm. The warmth of our body 
and our house, of love and social relationships, stems from the fact that we 
go through life animated and inspired. Thus, the coldness that belongs to us 
by nature because of our non-being, is transformed and set aglow by the fire 
of God’s Love. By His presence, God forms the light before our feet. In this 
way, we are liberated from the blindness that makes us tumble about in our-
selves. The prison in which we are closed in on ourselves is broken open by 
the divine Countenance, which reveals itself to us in overwhelming beauty.

There is no point in sitting down to table, when we have just come from 
a meal. Neither are we warmed by a fire during summer heat. It is foolish 
to complain about obstacles, if we are feeling our way blindfold. Hunger, 
coldness and blindness are a handicap for us, if we have to go through 
life autonomously. Time and again, it is tempting to rely only on our own 
strengths and abilities. After all, that gives us a sense of safety and secu-
rity. In doing so, however, we close the door on the one who out of good-
ness and generosity wants to shower gifts and aids on us.

For God there bestows his benediction where he finds an empty vessel, and the more 
completely a man renounces things below, and the more, in contempt of self, he dies 
to self, so the more quickly grace comes, enters abundantly and lifts higher the free 
heart. Then shall he see, and overflow, and wonder, and his heart shall be enlarged 
within him, because the hand of the Lord is with him, and in his hand he has wholly 
placed himself for evermore.8

In order to take a seat at the Eucharistic table, we must first be able to 
absorb this heavenly nourishment. That is impossible if we are full of our-
selves and of all sorts of material and immaterial pleasures. The only thing 
that is asked of us is that we go to table with empty hands and pockets, 

8 III,15,12–14 (IV,15,3–4 B).
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and with an empty stomach. In that way we are, after all, a feast for the 
cook and the host, who will voluntarily shower us with the most sumptu-
ous dishes. In our inner freedom, the Lord can truly encounter us and we 
are able to open our heart for His loving presence. We become alive to 
what God generously and abundantly gives us of what is His. With wonder 
and a thankful heart, we will discover that the Eucharist has transformed 
us into Christ, and we will surrender ourselves to God more and more.

Look, so shall a man be blessed who seeks God with his whole heart, nor receives his 
soul in vain. This man, in receiving the Holy Eucharist, wins the great grace of union 
with God, because he has no regard to his own devotion and consolation, but, be-
yond all devotion and consolation, looks to the glory and honour of God.9

We have no business in the Eucharist if we are after the fulfillment of 
our earthly, physical, psychological and spiritual needs. If we do not en-
counter God, our Communion is a pointless or futile activity. If, on the 
other hand, we have an open eye for God Himself and seek Him in the 
Eucharistic event, we find union with God beyond ourselves. In this way, 
we will come to life and have not “ received our soul in vain.”  Transformed 
into Christ, we live in self-forgetfulness and no longer revert to ourselves. 
From now on, Christ is our only orientation, because we no longer have 
knowledge of ourselves. Because of this, we are also able truly to receive 
Christ in the Eucharist, beyond all our own needs and projections. United 
with Christ, we become pure translucence unto God.

Do you alone be sweet to me from this day for evermore, because you alone are my 
food and drink, my love and joy, my sweetness and all my good. Would that, by your 
presence you would set me all on fire, burn me up and change me into yourself, so that I 
may become one spirit with you by the grace of inner union, and the melting of burning 
love! Suffer me not to go away from you hungry and dry, but deal with me in mercy as 
you have often dealt wondrously with your Saints. What a wonder if I should be wholly 
set on fire from you, and in my self should pass away, since you are always burning fire 
and never pass away, love that makes the heart pure, and lightens the understanding.10

9 III,15,15–16 (IV,15,4 B).
10 III,16,9–12 (IV,16,2–3 B).
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Although we seemingly eat and drink the body and blood of Christ and 
absorb it into our existence, the direction of what happens is exactly re-
versed.11 The presence of Christ in the Eucharist kindles in us the fire of 
the divine love, which is its essence. Bread and wine are not consumed by 
us according to the laws of the physiological process, but rather our exis-
tence is consumed and transformed by Christ. As a result of the Eucharis-
tic encounter, we live and move in the spirit of Christ. We are now melted 
in the “ burning Love ” which is the intimacy of His divine being. Nothing 
remains of our human individuality. Whereas we are transitory and condi-
tional, we are now set on fire by the divine Love which, in its eternity and 
unconditionality, “ always burns and never passes away.“

8.1.3 The spirit of Truth speaks in us and transforms us 

The encounter with Christ is not the result of our autonomous decision. It 
is not we who approach Him, we merely respond to His invitation and ad-
dress. In listening to Scripture, our ears are opened because the Word of 
God itself transforms us into true hearers. God’s address does not come 
from without, but takes place in us as an inner activity:

Speak, Lord, because your servant hears. I am your servant. Give me understanding 
that I may know your testimonies. Incline my heart to the words of your mouth. Let 
your speech flow as the dew.12

Although the Word of God presents itself in human language and makes 
use of Moses and the prophets, they themselves have nothing to say to us. 
People can tell about God and how God perhaps touched them intimate-
ly, but the Word of God can only be heard when their words have become 
translucent and silent. The same of course applies to a Scripture reading 
in liturgy or a sermon. People speak, but beyond their own involvement it 
is God Himself who is speaking. His speech turns us into hearers.

11 See contribution 4.2. 
12 IV,2,1–3 (III,2,1 B).
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Let not Moses speak to me, or any of the Prophets, but do you rather speak, 
Lord God, who inspired and enlightened all the Prophets; because you alone, 
without them, can perfectly instruct me, but they, without you, will profit nothing. 
They can, indeed, sound words, but cannot convey the spirit. They speak most 
beautifully, but, with you silent, they do not fire the heart. They hand scriptures 
on to us, but you open up the meaning of the signs. They issue commands, but 
you help to perform them. They show the way, but you give strength to walk in it. 
They function only outside of us, but you instruct and enlighten the heart. They 
water the surface, but you give fertility. They cry aloud with words, but you give 
understanding to the hearer.13

Because of God’s speech, we are initiated into His divine reality and His 
life. We become aware of His creative activity and His Being, which flows 
through us and cancels out our non-being. In this way, we enter into true 
life and become living. The speech of human beings can perhaps inspire 
us and make us enthusiastic, but it cannot inflame divine Love in us. Only 
God’s speech can do that, in the chinks of silence in which letters and 
mysteries disclose their meaning. In this way, we discover who we are in 
God’s eyes and how He is producing His project in us. Because of this the 
divine commandments do not remain outside of us as actions, open to 
objectification, that we are to perform. In His commandments God not 
only addresses us, but also sets our actions in motion, gives them direc-
tion and brings them to completion.

Scripture not only delineates the path that lies before us, God’s Word also 
gives us the strength to follow this path. After all, it is not we who choose 
the way, the way chooses us, as Dag Hammarskjöld phrased it.14 Scripture 
reveals to us how God goes His way in us by means of His divine activity. 
It is up to us to conform to this and give way. The Word of God truly trans-
forms us from within, if it gets the chance to sideline our self-willfulness. 
Our pretension of remaining at a safe distance from the Word as autono-
mous hearers is an illusion. The Word of God either touches us inwardly 

13 IV,2,8–17 (III,2,1–2 B).
14 Cf. Hammarskjöld, Markings, 1997, 138 (July 6th, 1961). 
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and transforms us, or it is reduced by us to a human stream of words that 
does not affect us and leaves us cold.

Let not Moses, therefore, speak to me, but you, O Lord, my God, Eternal Truth, lest I 
die and prove fruitless, if I shall have been admonished without, but not fired with-
in; and lest the word heard, but not done, known, but not loved, believed, and not 
kept, serve for judgment against me. ‘ Speak, therefore, Lord, because your servant 
hears; for you have the words of eternal life.’ Speak to me, for some sort of comfort 
to my soul, and for the mending of my whole life, but to your praise and glory and 
everlasting honour.15

We come to life when God’s creative Word happens to us. This means 
that His life and His love flow through us and touch us down to our es-
sence (our heart). We cannot confine ourselves to hearing the Word of 
God outwardly, knowing it rationally and believing it as truth. Scripture 
only becomes Word of God in our doing, our loving and our keeping. In 
these things, we come to life. We do not wrong either Scripture or God 
if we safely stow His Word away on the bookshelf of life, as a random 
option that we can either take of leave. We are then wronging ourselves, 
because we are refusing to be born. No more than we can continue liv-
ing without a beating heart, can we live without God’s address, which 
excepts us from non-being.

Time and again, we are tempted to make Scripture into a human book, 
in which we find all sorts of interesting stories. We then limit ourselves 
to the history of “ others,” in order to spare ourselves the topicality of the 
very personal truth that inspires fear in us. In this way, Scripture remains 
a closed book to us. It does not get the chance to put us off our stride. We 
merely read stories about good and bad people and take example from 
them. Interesting, but harmless!

There are others, enlightened in intellect and purged in feelings, who always pant 
after eternal things, unwillingly hear of earthly things, with sorrow obey nature’s ne-
cessities; and these experience what the spirit of truth says within them, because it 

15 IV,2,18–20 (III,2,3 B).
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teaches them to despise earthly things and love the heavenly, to neglect the world, 
and, day and night, long for heaven.16

The Word of God transforms us inwardly. Because of this, we hear and 
feel “ the spirit of Truth ” that speaks in us. We no longer ask ourselves 
where we are at. After all, we know that life is not our project, but God’s 
project. In listening to the Word of God we gaze upon our deepest truth. 
In this way, we are carried along towards the mystery of divine life that 
wants to come true in us. By clothing ourselves with Christ and His atti-
tude to life that purely focuses on the source of divine Life, we are with 
Christ transformed in God into pure translucence.

16 IV,4,23 (III,4,4 B).
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8.2 Transformation into Christ

The aim of spiritual life, as Thomas a Kempis depicts it in The Imitation of 
Christ, is the transformation of the human being into Christ. By clothing 
ourselves with Christ and entering ever further into His mode of existence, 
and especially into His relationship with the Father, we are transformed 
by grace into what Christ essentially is, namely the revelation of God’s un-
conditional Love. On the spiritual way, we break free from ourselves, our 
self-interest and our conditionality. Owing to our created existence and 
the logic of our bodily condition, we obey the “ laws of our flesh,” that is 
our needs and desires and especially our survival instinct. In the transfor-
mation into Christ we experience in ourselves a completely different logic: 
the law of divine Love. Despite ourselves, we are carried along in Christ’s 
mode of existence. At last, we have become free and are born in the full-
ness of our humanity. This event makes itself felt in us as exuberant joy:

Ah, Lord God, my holy lover, when you shall come into my heart, my whole inner 
being will leap with joy.1 You are my glory, and the rapture of my heart.2 You are my 
hope and my refuge in the day of my tribulation.3

Our life takes on a different color when God takes possession of our heart 
and enters into us. Our ability to love and focus on the other seems to 
gain unprecedented strength. The discovery of the true countenance of 
the other and his or her love worthiness makes us fleet of foot and gives 
us intense joy. But at the same time, this experience confronts us with our 
incapacity and the lack of strength to take steps in the direction of God 
ourselves. In spiritual life, it is essential that we admit our inadequacy. By 

1 Cf. Prov. 23:16. 
2 Cf. Ps. 3:4; Ps. 118:111. 
3 Ps. 141:6 and 58:17. IV,5,4–6 (III,5,1 B).
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letting go of our pursuit of autonomy and the presumption of having con-
trol over our own life, we open ourselves for the influence of God.

But because I am still weak in love and imperfect in virtue, therefore I need to be 
strengthened and consoled by you. Wherefore, visit me more often, and instruct in 
your teachings. Free me from evil passions, and heal my heart from all inordinate 
affections, that, made healthy within and truly cleansed, I may be rendered fit to love, 
strong to endure, and firm to persevere. A great thing is love, a great good altogeth-
er, which alone makes light all that is burdensome, and evens out every inequality. 
For it bears the burden without being burdened, and makes everything bitter sweet 
and tasty.4

In the process of our transformation, we realize that we are left empty-hand-
ed. We owe nothing to ourselves. First of all we come to see, through the 
“ teachings ” of Scripture and tradition, by which God visits us with His pres-
ence, what our truth is. Left to ourselves, we cannot avoid defending our-
selves and closing ourselves off from everything and everyone that could 
harm us or threaten our existence. Transformed into Christ, “ evil passions ” 
and “ inordinate affections ” no longer have a hold on us, because we become 
aware of how we turn away from our original focus on the hand of the Cre-
ator. Our passions and desires are then free of anxiety, and do not revert to 
ourselves, but have rather become instruments in God’s hand. No longer in 
the grip of our fear and urge for survival, they have become the space of the 
tempestuous passion and affection of divine Love. We no longer cling to the 
visible and tangible aspects of creation in order to evade the uncertainty of 
the unconditional Love of God. On the contrary, we are confronted within 
with a completely different reality, because we are now – in spite of ourselves 
and beyond ourselves – capable of loving truly. The other gets the chance to 
reveal his (or its) countenance to us, without us immediately turning away 
from him if he does not come up to our expectations or images or seems 
to threaten us. We are reconciled to “ what is,” although it is perhaps painful 
or evokes fear and abhorrence in us. We can now approach reality freely, 
because nothing is written off anymore as not living up to our needs and de-

4 IV,5,7–10 (III,5,2–3 B).
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sires. Everything is a gift from God and pure grace. Through Love we see all 
of reality with God’s eyes and rejoice in it. After all, everything and everyone 
is beautiful! We no longer have the need to cut reality down to our size and 
reduce it to a reflection of ourselves. When the effects of God’s unconditional 
love come to light in us in this way, a song of praise naturally wells up in us. In 
an elegant and dynamic way, Thomas paints a picture of what this transfor-
mation into God’s love brings about in us. The “ Love of Jesus ” sets all this in 
motion, but in the mirror of this tempestuous motion of love which proceeds 
from God, we discover how we have become Love.

The noble love of Jesus drives us to the doing of great deeds, and stirs to the unend-
ing longing for greater perfection. Love wishes to rise, and not to be held back by 
anything beneath. Love wishes to be free and apart from every worldly affection, lest 
its inner vision be hindered; lest for any temporal advantage it incur entanglements, 
or be overwhelmed by adversity. Nothing is more sweet than love, nothing stronger, 
nothing deeper, nothing wider, nothing more pleasant, nothing fuller nor better in 
heaven or on earth, because love is born of God, and cannot find rest save in God 
above all created things. The one who loves flies, runs and is glad; he is free and not 
bound. He gives all for all, and has all in all, because he rests in one who is supreme 
above all things, from whom every good thing flows and goes forth. It looks not to 
gifts, but turns to the giver, above all good things. Love often knows no measure, but 
grows warm beyond all measure. Love feels no burden, takes no thought of labours; 
it strives for more than it can do; it makes no plea about impossibility, because it 
thinks all things are open and possible to it. It is strong, therefore, for everything, and 
completes and brings to accomplishment many things, in which the one who does 
not love, fails and falls. Love watches, and while sleeping does not sleep, wearied, is 
not tired, hemmed in, is not confined, fearful, is not disturbed, but like a living flame 
and burning torch, it bursts upwards and securely passes through all.5

We do not work under our own power and of our own accord. What we 
are and what we do, is given to us. It is therefore the Love of Christ that 
sweeps us along in a movement of love that is beyond us. It is this love that 
“ drives us to the doing of great deeds.”  Because God loves us uncondi-
tionally, we know that we are invited and called to share in the great work 
of His love and compassion for every creature. The Love of Jesus, which is 

5 IV,5,11–21 (III,5,3–5 B).
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given to us and flows through us, transforms us into its own movement. 
We can no longer do anything but passively give way to this movement of 
love, of which we gradually become aware as the heart of our being.

In this way, we ourselves become Love, even though we have but a frag-
mentary knowledge of what this word means. For this reason, Thomas a 
Kempis paints expressively what this activity of Love brings about in us. 
The loving person loses the downward motion that is caused by the logic 
of our body and the world in which we live. We are no longer hindered by 
ourselves and become focus on God, who transcends us. We experience 
in ourselves the freedom to give way to God, whom we see as our being. 
A succession of adjectives underlines how we, though Love, find ourselves 
in the truth of our humanity. We realize that we are “ born of God ” unceas-
ingly and that our being “ cannot find rest save in God.”  In Love, the gravity 
of our human condition and our inevitable urge for survival no longer has 
a hold on us. Nothing but lightness and dynamism break free in the divine 
movement that flows through us: “ The one who loves flies, runs and is 
glad; he is free and not bound. ” Transformed into God’s Love, there is no 
holding us! If someone were still of the opinion that The Imitation of Christ 
is a difficult, gloomy and ascetical book, he need only read this sentence 
to discover that Thomas continually views the spiritual way from this per-
spective of transformation into Christ.

If we give God free rein in us – or rather, if He takes charge of us – mir-
acles happen in us. We are swept along in God’s Love – come to light 
in Christ – which happens through us, but without the exertion of our 
self-willfulness. We need only see how all that is good proceeds from 
divine Love and how this movement “ goes forth ” in us. It is not even 
necessary that we concentrate on those good gifts of God, because it is 
enough that we turn to the Giver of them, who does not coincide with 
all those good things. Our gaze need therefore only be directed towards 
the One who essentially encompasses the plurality of created reality. 
While we as human beings are of course bound to the limitation and 
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measure of our created condition and to our fundamental vulnerability, 
we yet share in the movement of Love, in which we are transformed into 
the boundlessness and unconditionality of God. Through our participa-
tion in this divine love which flows through us, we too are ablaze. From 
now on we consequently know nothing of burdens or labor anymore, 
because these are terms that proceed from thinking along the lines of 
our human capacity and vulnerability.

Transformed into God, we can let ourselves be borne, in all our powerless-
ness, to unprecedented heights. For this reason, we no longer complain 
that we – inflamed by God’s desire – desire more than we are able to ac-
complish. We only see how divine love is capable of everything and creates 
everything. Our own powerlessness leaves us unperturbed. We do not be-
come confused when the criticism or aggression of others trip us up. Once 
we have been inflamed by divine love, nothing can hold us anymore.

If anyone loves, he knows what this voice cries. A great city in the ears of God is the 
burning love of the soul which says: ‘ You are wholly mine and I am wholly yours.’ 6 
Widen me in love that I may learn to savour with the inner mouth of the heart, how 
sweet it is to love, and in love be melted and to swim.7 Let me be possessed by love, 
rising above myself by my strong fervour and ecstasy.8

When we have been transformed into God, our whole being is one great 
cry to be nothing other than God’s possession. We no longer have knowl-
edge of ourselves as autonomous creatures. In our depths, we have be-
come Love, the essence of God, so that along with the bride in the Song 
of Solomon we exclaim, “ You are wholly mine and I am wholly yours. ” We 
have no idea anymore what it would be to go our own way, separate from 
God. Finally, we realize that we do not exist outside of God, because there 
is no life outside of Him. All the limitation and pettiness of our human 
condition has fallen away. Because we have lost all measure and manner, 

6 Cf. Song of Sol. 2:16: My beloved is mine and I am his; he grazes among the lilies. 
7 Cf. 2 Cor. 6:11. 
8 IV,5,22–26 (III,5,5–6 B).
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we are “ wide,” that is, nothing but space for God, who can go His own way 
in us freely. All cramp has disappeared. Thus, we know that all of this is 
no longer our own activity, but God’s work. In the intimacy of our being 
– on the level of “ the inner mouth of the heart ” – we know and “ savor ” 
“ how sweet it is ” to see God’s activity in our being. We can no longer do 
anything but “ love,” because we have become Love. In self-forgetfulness 
we have been reduced to “ nothing,” so that we “ melt ” and “ swim ” in Love. 
The mystical tradition of the Low Countries uses the beautiful word “ anni-
hilation ” (vernieten) for this, which expresses that in the “ nothing ” of our-
selves we are drowned in the Nothing of God’s Love. But in this passivity, 
we rise above ourselves in “ strong fervor and ecstasy.“

In this way, we are drawn ever further away from familiar territory. Noth-
ing remains to us but to “ sing a song of love ”:

Let me sing a song of love, let me follow my beloved on high,9 let my soul faint in your 
praise, exalting in love. Let me love you more than myself, and myself only because 
of you, and all men in you who truly love you, as the law of love, shining from you, 
bids. Love is swift, sincere, pious, pleasant and beautiful, strong, patient, faithful, 
prudent, longsuffering, manly, and never seeks itself.10 For when anyone seeks him-
self, there he falls from love. Love is guarded, humble, upright, not soft, nor light, 
nor reaching for empty things, sober, chaste, steadfast, quiet, and self-controlled in 
all the senses. Love is subject and obedient to all in authority, base and despised in 
its own eyes, devoted to God and thankful, trusting and hoping always in him, even 
when God is not a sweet savour to him, because without sorrow there is no living 
in love. He who is not prepared to suffer all things, and to stand by the will of the 
beloved, is not worthy to be called a lover. The lover must willingly embrace all things 
hard and bitter for the beloved’s sake, and not to be turned away from him by any 
adverse circumstances. 11

Transformed into the love of God, which became man in Christ, we can do 
nothing but sing together with Him “ a song of Love.”  Our entire being has, 
after all, become song. Like warmth, the song also rises “ on high ” sponta-

9 Cf. Isa. 5:1. 
10 1 Cor. 13. 
11 IV,5,27–34 (III,5,6–8 B).
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neously, because of our following of Christ in the intimacy of His God-re-
lationship. With Him, we move towards the Father, whose unconditional 
love flows through us through His gift of self, and which in this way carries 
us along in an unparalleled flight. Out of breath and almost succumbing, 
we lose ourselves in this song, which is a passionate jubilation of Love.

While we realize that we do not exist outside of this love of God nor outside 
of the Being that makes life possible for us, we simply have to love God, our 
beloved, more than ourselves. However, this does not mean that we do 
not love ourselves. On the contrary, we love ourselves for God’s sake, with 
God and in God, and in God all who follow the foundational movement of 
their soul by truly loving God. Transformed into God, we follow “ the law of 
Love,” which we see in the loving gaze with which God gazes us forth. For 
outside of God, no person exists. We need only give room to this loving gaze 
of God’s in silence in order to become a true human being. Having become 
Love, we conform in self-forgetfulness to the logic of divine love. In this way, 
we are clothed with the qualities of Love. We hardly recognize ourselves. 
Love sweeps us along in a dynamic which transcends us. What is bitter and 
painful and what we always avoided up to this moment, we now embrace as 
a joyous and sweet experience. When you truly love someone, this person 
is no longer irritating, repulsive and distasteful. There is nothing anymore 
that leads us to choose our own safety and our own convenience above the 
other’s happiness, because nothing keeps us trapped in the closed circle of 
momentary self-interest anymore, suggested to us by our urge for survival.

As a result of the fact that we are transformed into God’s Love, we come 
to see all the more clearly that there is an unbridgeable gap between our 
autonomous and self-willful existence as a created human being, and 
our existence in God. Of our own accord, we are not capable of anything 
where true love is concerned. Certainly, we are full of good intentions and 
we exert ourselves to live up to the values and ideals we have in view. But 
however good and saintly we are, on our own we will never rise above the 
conditionality which characterizes our nature as human beings. We act for 
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“ reasons ” that are probably excellent and free from self-interest, but that 
still keep us from the foolishness of God’s unconditional love. We become 
aware of this as an insurmountable “ weakness ”:

If I am left to myself, look, I am nothing and total weakness; but if suddenly you look 
upon me, immediately I am made strong and replenished with new joy. And it is right 
wondrous that I am suddenly lifted up and so lovingly embraced by you, I who by my 
own weight am being borne continually to the depths. This is what your love does, 
freely going before me and aiding me in so many needs, guarding me too from grave 
dangers, and snatching me, truth to tell, from evils innumerable.12

Whereas we can never pull ourselves up out of the morass of our self-will-
fulness and anxious concern for ourselves by our own bootstraps, God’s 
loving gaze is enough to set into motion unforeseen and incomprehensible 
possibilities in us. Our weakness is transformed into a wondrous “ strength.”  
We do not suffer on account of our weakness and powerlessness, because 
we realize that our inability is the open space that makes us receptive to the 
activity of God’s grace. Time and again, this suffuses us with joy, because 
it is an experience that we can never hold on to nor ascribe to ourselves. 
In God’s arms, we are lifted above ourselves and no longer held by the op-
pressive gravity of our human condition and our ineradicable will to live. 
The awareness that we cannot bring about the “ wonder ” ourselves and 
that it does not belong to us, opens us for the realization that only God’s 
Love brings this about and is able to bring it about. God comes towards us 
unceasingly in every fiber of our existence. He leads us on the right path, 
because we no longer lead our own life but are absorbed in His life.

And if heavenly grace and true love have entered in, there will be no envy or nar-
rowing of the heart, nor shall self-love lay hold of you. For heaven’s love conquers all 
things, and widens all the powers of the soul.13

Heaven’s love creates in us room to live. We find ourselves in unlimited 
freedom and our heart widens to God’s measureless measure. The lim-

12 IV,8,5–6 (III,8,1–2 B).
13 IV,9,11–12 (III,9,3 B).
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itation of our own being and fear for our existence, although they are still 
physical and psychological realities, have lost their hold on us. We are 
still burdened with limitations and these inevitably determine our move-
ments, but with God’s gaze we look towards vistas that draw us ever fur-
ther into His existence. Yet the level of our humanity seems to resist this 
infringement upon our autonomy unceasingly.

Longstanding habit will resist, but will be vanquished by a better habit. The flesh will 
murmur often but will be restrained by true fervour of the spirit. The old serpent will 
stir you up and provoke you, but will be put to flight by prayer;14 above all, by useful 
labour, too, great access will be blocked for him.15

Although our human nature offers resistance and this is a permanent given 
in spiritual life, God’s activity in us is nevertheless stronger. We are resis-
tance, even if we would like to surrender to God’s love. The unconditionality 
of divine love goes against human nature, because our judiciousness and 
urge for survival do their utmost to resist it. Through transformation into 
God, we are nevertheless conquered in our resistance, fortunately for us. 
Because of this, we can surrender to the “ fervor of the spirit,” despite ev-
erything. This fervor, which proceeds in the first place from God’s influence 
in us, is greatly strengthened by our prayer. For in prayer we come out of 
ourselves and renounce the pretension of our own self-will and autonomy, 
which like a demonic power tries to keep hold of us.

Thomas here falls in with monastic tradition, which sees in the continual 
practice of prayer and surrender to the “ useful labor ” which directs our 
hands and our mind to God’s work, the choice means of conforming to 
God’s influence. Because the direction of view is shifted away from an 
undermining concentration on ourselves and our own happiness, we be-
come alive to God’s reality, which shines out from our unknown goal. In 
our transformation into Christ, we are thus lifted over our own shadow.

14 Rev. 12:9; Mt. 17:20. 
15 IV,12,24–26 (III,12,5 B).
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Grant me your grace, most merciful Jesus, that it may be with me, and work with me,16 
and continue with me right to the end. Grant me always to desire and wish what is more 
acceptable to you, and the more pleases you. Let your will be mine, and let my will always 
follow yours, and best accord with it.17 Let my willing and not willing be according to your 
will, and let me be unable to will and not to will in any other way than you will or will not.18

On this level of transformation, we ourselves are no longer the ones at 
work in all our actions. Certainly, we do not stop devoting ourselves to our 
duties, but in this work we see first of all how this ability stems from the 
grace of Christ. We can act because the grace to do so is given to us “ for 
naught.”  We have not become zombies with no will of our own, but rath-
er discover how God’s grace and His will give direction to our lives. God 
gazes us forth in His love, and because of this we know that this love has 
become our own inner movement. For this reason, we cannot do anything 
but live in accordance with this divine will of love. There is no longer an 
opposite movement or resistance in us, or we are at least not aware of it 
anymore in our self-forgetfulness.

O, my beloved spouse, Jesus Christ, purest lover, ruler of all creation, who shall give 
to me the wings of true freedom, that I may fly and find rest in you?19 O, when will 
it be fully given me to be free, and to see how sweet you are, Lord my God?20 When 
shall I fully gather myself together in you, that for love I shall not be conscious of 
myself, but of you alone, beyond all sense and measure, in a way not known to all?21

The gravity of the human condition keeps us fettered to ourselves, but 
the divine love which is revealed in Christ gives us “ the wings of true 
freedom.”  In this way, we truly become the person God had in view in 
creating us. Because we become detached from ourselves, we seemingly 
automatically fly up towards God, in whom we discover our truth and so 

16 Wisd. of Sol. 9:10. 
17 Cf. Lk. 22:42. 
18 IV,5,16–19 (III,15,3 B).
19 Ps. 54:7. 
20 Cf. Ps. 33:9. 
21 IV,21,5–7 (III,21,3 B).
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find rest. Our own concerns and fears no longer keep us occupied, so that 
we discern in our being the touch of God’s tender sweetness. We lose 
our concentration on our own feelings and our way of existing and acting 
because we no longer have knowledge of anything but Christ. We can 
hardly conceive that other people could be so blind to this divine reality 
or that they should want to deny it. For the human being needs only to 
realize that he is “ human ” in order for the reality of God to light up in his 
consciousness despite himself.

Send out your light and truth that they may shine through the earth,22 because I am 
earth without form and void until you enlighten me.23 Pour out from above your 
grace; flood my heart with the dew of heaven; supply the waters of devotion to re-
fresh the face of the earth, and bring forth good and perfect fruit.24

We become aware of our transformation into Christ as a new birth and a 
new creation. In ourselves we are emptiness and nothingness, but our nat-
ural darkness becomes shining clarity, because we see God’s Countenance 
in our being. We are not ourselves the cause of our existence, but discover 
in our interior the source of God’s life. In this way, “ the face of the earth is 
refreshed ” with the intimacy of God’s being. Thomas here calls this “ waters 
of devotion ” that turn our interior into fertile soil. What God brings about in 
us is not only “ good ” but “ perfect,” that is, a divine reality.

Lift up my mind, loaded with the mass of my sins, and lift my whole desire to heaven-
ly things, that, with the sweetness of heaven’s felicity tasted,25 it may find no pleasure 
in thinking of earthly things. Snatch me and deliver me from all the unstable comfort 
of created things,26 because no thing created avails fully to still my appetite, and to 
console. Join me to you by the unbreakable bond of love,27 because you alone suffice 
for the one who loves you, and apart from you all other things are trifles.28

22 Ps. 42:3. 
23 Cf. Gen. 1:2. 
24 Cf. Dan. 4:22; Gen. 2:6; Lk. 8:15. IV,23,24–25 (III,23,9 B).
25 Cf. Ps. 33:9. 
26 Cf. Ps. 118:153. 
27 Cf. Hos. 11:4. 
28 IV,23,26–28 (III,23,9–10 B).
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Transformed into Christ, we can only barely endure this earthly life, 
where everything reminds us of how we used to be turned away from 
God. We now discover how our search for happiness was no more 
than a dance around the void. After all, how could created and tangible 
things satisfy our desire to live? However beautiful creatures are, they 
share in our transience and can therefore never satisfy our desire to 
escape temporality and fundamental insecurity. We now know that we 
are not truly alive until we attach ourselves to the hand of the Creator 
and His unconditional love.

This grace is a supernatural light and a kind of special gift of God, and peculiarly a 
small mark of the chosen ones, and an earnest of eternal salvation,29 which lifts a 
man above earthly things to the heavenly things which he should love and makes the 
carnal spiritual. In proportion, therefore as nature is suppressed and conquered, so 
much is greater grace poured in, and day by day the inner man, by fresh visitations is 
reshaped according to the image of God.30

Our transformation into Christ is not a matter-of-course outcome of great 
faith, ethically correct actions and a spiritual way that is performed in 
faithfulness to Scripture and tradition. We are transformed into God on 
the basis of His initiative, and even the fact that we become aware of this 
is His free gift. It is therefore “ a supernatural light and a kind of special 
gift from God.”  We do know that this is what God had in view when He 
created us, but we are powerless to arrive at this final end on our own. We 
only become what God has in view in our creation, by acknowledging His 
activity – in us, but without us – as a divine dynamic.

All the same, His promise becomes apparent in this transformation, the 
promise that falls to us in our creation. For this reason, it is a mark and an 
earnest of His divine activity. God’s grace makes attachment to what is earth-
ly and transitory pale in us, so that we are absorbed in “ love for heavenly 

29 Eph. 2:8. Cf. Rom. 4:11 and Eph. 1:13–14. 
30 Cf. 2 Cor. 4:16 and Col. 3:10. IV,54,21–22 (III,54,18 B).
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things.”  As such, “ the carnal becomes spiritual ” in us, for the logic of our tran-
sience and fear no longer have a hold on us. As we give way to the activity of 
divine grace, it makes itself felt more and more. Nature is “ suppressed and 
conquered ” in us, because God “ visits ” us with His gracious presence.

In this way we, as inward people, are “ reshaped according to the image of 
God.”  We no longer know who we ourselves are because we recognize in 
ourselves only the image of Christ. Thus, portrayal or imitation (imitatio) 
of Christ changes into transformation into Christ.

Lord, my God, who made me in your own image and likeness,31 grant me that grace 
which you have shown to be so great and vital for salvation, that I may overcome my 
most evil nature, which drags me to sin and to perdition. For I feel in my flesh the law 
of sin, contradicting the law of my mind, and in many things leading me captive to 
obey my sensual nature;32 nor can I resist its passions, unless your most holy grace, 
poured hot into my heart, aid me.33

It is clear that self-conquest and ascesis are not based on our own initiative, 
but are the result of God’s activity. This activity originally created us in His 
image and likeness, but subsequently also gave us awareness of this. Owing 
to the fact that we come to see who God had in view in us in His infinite love, 
we are no longer held captive by our “ evil nature.”  By nature, we can after 
all only see life as a human project. Because of this we continually try to take 
control of what is nothing but gift. Transformed into Christ, we therefore 
“ feel in our flesh ” that there is a contradiction between the logic of our vul-
nerable and mortal condition (the law of sin) and the logic of God, which we 
carry in ourselves as image of God (the law of the mind or spirit).

O, how supremely necessary to me, Lord, is your grace to begin any good thing, to 
promote it and perfect it! For without it I can do nothing,34 but I can do all things in 

31 Cf. Gen. 1:26–27. 
32 Cf. Rom. 7:25 and 23. 
33 IV,55,1–2 (III,55,1 B).
34 Cf. Jn. 15:5. 
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you if your grace makes me strong.35 O, true heavenly grace, without which our own 
merits are nothing, and none of nature’s gifts weigh anything. Arts, riches, beauty, 
bravery, wits or eloquence are worth nothing with you, Lord, without grace. For the 
gifts of nature are common to good and bad, but the special gift of the chosen is 
grace or love, with which endowed they are counted worthy of eternal life.36

We cannot take a single step in the right direction without the grace of 
God. The spiritual way is God’s project in us, by means of which He grad-
ually makes us more and more focused on Him. For this reason, we need 
God’s grace in order to take a first step. God takes the initiative, invites 
us and calls us. He has always begun loving us far sooner, long before 
we become aware of it and try to answer His love. We are also, however, 
unable to travel the spiritual way on our own. We owe motion itself to 
Him, and the progress that we slowly make. The final objective obviously 
lies beyond our reach, because that is God Himself. He is our sanctity, 
perfection and completion.

When we, in this process of transformation into Christ, become translu-
cent with divine love, we are born in God. Left to ourselves, we are not 
capable of anything, but with the help of God’s grace we can do everything 
in Him. From the perspective of the final objective, i.e. God, we cannot 
take credit for anything ourselves, because in spiritual life there is no such 
thing as “ personal merit.”  By nature, we can neither reach nor love God. 
Our only merit is to make room for His wondrous activity in us.

All those lovely qualities that make us count in the eyes of others and 
in society, and that let us maintain a positive self-image, we receive out 
of God’s hand. Apart from God and the effects of His grace in us, they 
do not exist. How could we pride ourselves on them before His Counte-
nance? Every human being is created in God’s image and clothed with all 
sorts of qualities which are gifts from God. Not a single person forms an 

35 Phil. 4:13. 
36 IV,55,11–14 (III,55,4 B).
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exception to this rule, regardless of whether he conforms to this faith-
fully or turns his back on God. “ Grace or love ” give us the possibility of 
letting “ what is ” develop into full maturity in us. It is our election and vo-
cation to participate more and more in God’s work in us. If we have then 
in self-forgetfulness become translucent unto God, we already share in 
“ eternal life.”  While living in time, we already share in the eternity of 
God’s unconditional love.

I beg, Lord, that I may find grace in your eyes,37 for your grace is sufficient for me,38 
even when I win not those other things for which nature longs. Ever tempted and 
harassed with many tribulations, I will fear no evil while your grace is with me.39

Transformation into Christ is never an accomplished fact and never be-
longs to us. It is grace. For this reason, we can never stop praying for it. In 
God’s eyes, there is no such thing as a life that is unworthy to be lived and 
no person is “ illegal.”  Existence itself is grace. Illness and handicap, and 
indeed death do not change that. Every living being glorifies God’s Name 
and does not stop doing so as long as his heart beats. As transformed 
people, we ,therefore, view our own existence and that of others with 
different eyes. “ Evil ” and “ tribulations ” are merely categories based on 
human logic and therefore illusions.

It (grace) is itself my strength, my counsel and my help.40 It is more powerful than all 
enemies, more wise than all the wise. It is the mistress of truth, the teacher of disci-
pline; the light of the heart, the solace of anxiety, the banisher of sorrow; deliverer 
from fear, the nurse of devotion, and the prompter of tears.41

God’s grace, given and revealed to us in Christ, is our only reality. Outside 
of it we are nothing. Everything flows from it. In gazing upon the Counte-
nance of Christ, we discover our own truth.

37 Cf. Gen. 18:3. 
38 2 Cor. 12:9. 
39 Cf. Ps. 22:4. IV,55,18–19 (III,55,5 B).
40 Cf. Ps. 17:2 and 30:4. 
41 Wisd. of Sol. 8:4. IV,55,20–22 (III,55,5–6 B).
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What am I without it, but dry wood and a useless stump to be uprooted?42 Let your 
grace towards me, Lord, go before and follow behind, and make me continually 
eager for good works43 through Jesus Christ your Son. Amen.44

By clothing ourselves with Christ we have, in the course of the mystical 
process that Thomas a Kempis describes in The Imitation of Christ, arrived 
at the source of our life in God. Transformation into Christ is not an extra 
addition to nature, not an extraordinary grace granted to only a few and 
to which only few need aspire. Are we born only in the flesh, without ever 
daring to take the step into true life, that is, into God’s life, or do we, on the 
contrary, let go of ourselves and fall into God’s love which brings us to life?

In reading The Imitation of Christ we have gradually taken leave of the au-
tonomous self in which we were wrongfully trapped and which kept us 
from being born in God. In the love of Christ, which by God’s grace flows 
through us, we have in this way become free human beings who in their 
lives themselves form the glory of God.45 To read The Imitation of Christ is 
to enter into the space of God and so become human, or in other words: 
to become the person God had in view when He created us.

42 Sir. 6:3. 
43 Cf. Tit. 3:8; 3:14. 
44 IV,55,23–24 (III,55,6 B).
45 Cf. H. Blommestijn, “ Menswording, een goddelijk geboorteproces – Irenaeüs van 

Lyon ”, Speling 41 (1989) no. 1, 86–93. 
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