
Author of the Cloud of Unknowing Prayer Material 
 

 
Although we will not gather again as a group, you are encouraged to take some 
time praying with this week’s mystic.  Following are some excerpts from The 
Cloud of Unknowing you are invited to take to prayer.  You might take a different 
passage each day, or spend several days on the same passage. 
 

*  *  *  *  *  *  * 
 

 
The Nature of Humility 

(from Chapter 13) 
 
 Let us look first at the virtue of humility.  See how it is imperfect when it flows 
from any other source which mingles with the chief, though this be God; and how it is 
perfect when its single source if God himself.  First, if the matter is to be truly 
apprehended and understood, we must know what humility is in itself.  Then we shall be 
able to understand more clearly in truth of spirit what its cause is. 
  
 In itself, humility is nothing else but a man’s true understanding and awareness of 
himself as he really is.  It is certain that if a man could truly see and be conscious of 
himself as he really is, he would indeed be truly humble.  There are two causes of this 
meekness:  One is the foulness, wretchedness and weakness into which a man has fallen 
by sin.  As long as he lives in this life, no matter how holy he is, he must always 
experience this in some measure.  The other is the superabundant love and worthiness of 
God himself.  At the sight of this, all nature trembles, all learned men are fools, and all 
the saints and angels are blinded; so much so that were it not for the wisdom of his 
godhead, whereby due proportion is set between their contemplation and their natural and 
grace-given capacity, I would be at a loss to say what would happen to them. 
 
 This second cause of humility is perfect, because it will last forever.  The first 
cause is imperfect: not only because it is to pass away at the end of this life, but also 
because it can often happen, through the abundance of the grace which increases its 
desire as often and for as long as God deigns to grant it, that a soul living in this mortal 
flesh may suddenly lose and forget all awareness and experience of its own being, so that 
it takes no account of its holiness or its wretchedness.  But whether this experience 
happens often or seldom to a soul so disposed by God, my belief is that the experience 
lasts only a very short while.  During this time it is made perfectly humble, for it has 
neither knowledge nor experience of any cause but the chief one.  But whenever it has 
knowledge and experience of the other, along with the chief cause, then its humility is 
imperfect.  It is however, good, and we must always have it; and God forbid that you 
should understand it in any other way than I say. 
 

*  *  * 
 



 
God as Your Aim 
(from Chapter 3) 

 
 Lift up your heart to God with a humble impulse of love; and have himself as 
your aim, not any of his goods.  Take care that you avoid thinking of anything but 
himself, so that there is nothing for your reason or your will to work on, except himself.  
Do all that in you lies, to forget all the creatures that God ever made, and their works, so 
that neither your thought nor your desire be directed or extended to any of them, neither 
in general nor in particular.  Let them alone and pay no attention to them.  This is the 
work of the soul that pleases God most.  All saints and angles take joy in this exercise, 
and are anxious to help it on with all their might.  All the devils are furious when you 
undertake it, and make it their business, insofar as they can, to destroy it.  We cannot 
know how wonderfully all people dwelling on earth are helped by this exercise….Do nog 
hang back then, but labour in it until you experience the desire.  For when you first begin 
to undertake it, all that you find is a darkness, a sort of cloud of unknowing; you cannot 
tell what it is, except that you experience in your will a simple reaching out to God.  This 
darkness and cloud is always between you and your God, no matter what you do, and it 
prevents you from seeing him clearly by the light of understanding in your reason, and 
from experiencing him in sweetness of love in your affection.  So set yourself to rest in 
this darkness as long as you can, always crying out to him whom you love.  For if you are 
to experience him or to see him at all, insofar as it is possible here, it must always be in 
this cloud and in this darkness.   
 

*  *  * 
 

Lack of Activity 
(from Chapter 70) 

 
 With your bodily eyes you cannot comprehend anything except by its length and 
breadth, its smallness and greatness, its roundness and squareness, its farness and 
nearness, and its colour; by your ears, nothing except noise or some manner of sound; by 
your nose, nothing except stench or savour; by taste, nothing except sour or sweet, salty 
or fresh, bitter or pleasant; and by touch, nothing except hot or cold, hard or tender, soft 
or sharp.  And truly neither God nor spiritual things have any of these qualities or 
quantities.  So leave your outward senses and do not work with them, neither exteriorly 
nor interiorly.  For all those who set themselves to be spiritual workers inwardly, and yet 
think that they ought either to hear, smell, see, taste or touch spiritual things, either within 
or outside themselves, surely they are deceived and are working wrongly, against the 
course of nature.  For by nature it is ordained that through the bodily senses men should 
have knowledge of all outward bodily things, and not that they should come to the 
knowledge of ghostly things through them. 
 
 I am speaking of their positive activity.  For we can come to the knowledge of 
spiritual things thought their lack of activity.  When, for example, we read or hear of 
certain things, and realize that our bodily senses cannot inform us what these things are 



through their qualities, then we can certainly be assured that these things are spiritual and 
not bodily things. 
 
 The same is true spiritually of our spiritual powers, when we are laboring 
concerning the knowledge of God himself.  For no matter how much spiritual 
understanding a man may have in the knowledge of all created spiritual things, he can 
never, by the work of his understanding, arrive at the knowledge of an uncreated spiritual 
thing, which is nothing except God.  But by the failing of it, he can.  For where his 
understanding fails is in nothing except God alone; and it was for this reason that Saint 
Denis said, “ The truly divine knowledge of God is that which is known by unknowing.” 
 

*  *  * 
 

Pray with Short Words 
(from Chapter 39) 

 
 We must therefore pray in the height and the depth, the length and the breadth of 
our spirit; and not in many words but in a little word of one syllable..  What shall this 
word be?  Surely one which is most in accordance with the nature of prayer.  What word 
is that?  First see what is the nature of prayer itself; and then we can more clearly 
understand what word will be best in accordance with the nature of prayer. 
 
 Prayer in itself is nothing but a devout reaching out directly to God, in order to 
attain the good and to do away with evil.  And since every evil is comprehended in sin, 
either as its effect or as sin itself, when we wish to pray with concentration for the 
removal of evil, we must neither say nor think, nor mean anything else, using no other 
words but this little word “sin.”  And if we desire with all out intent to pray for the 
attainment of any good, let us cry either verbally or in thought or desire, using nothing 
else, nor any other word, but this word, “God.”  Because in God is contained all good, 
both as effect or as Being. 
 
 Do not wonder why I set these words above all others.  If I could think of any 
shorter words which so completely contained in themselves all good and all evil as do 
these two words, or if God taught me to use any other words, I would take them and leave 
these two; so I give you the same advice.  But do not begin to reflect upon words, for if 
you do you will never achieve your purpose nor accomplish this work; for it is achieved 
not by reflection but only by grace.  So take no other words for your prayer, although I 
give these two examples, except those to which God moves you.  At the same time, if 
God does move your to take these, I advise you not to leave them: I mean if you must 
pray in words and not otherwise.  Because these are very short words. 
 
 

*  * * 
 
 
 



When Thoughts Rise 
(from Chapter 7) 

 
 If any thought should rise and continue to press in, above you and between you 
and that darkness, and should ask you and say: “What do you seek and what would you 
have?” you must say that it is God whom you would have.  “Him I covet, him I seek, and 
nothing but him.”  And if the thought should ask you who that God is, you  must answer 
that it is the God who made you and ransomed you, and with his grace has called you to 
his love.  And say: “You have no part to play.”  So say to the thought: “Go down again.”  
Tread it down quickly with an impulse of love, even though it seems to you to be very 
holy; even though it seems that it could help you to seek him.  Perhaps the thought will 
bring to your mind a variety of excellent and wonderful instances of his kindness; it will 
say that he is most sweet and most loving, gracious and merciful.  The thought will want 
nothing better than that you should listen to it; for in the end it will increase its chattering 
more and more until it brings you lower down to the recollection of his passion.  There it 
will let you see the wonderful kindness of God; it looks for nothing better than that you 
should listen to it.  For soon after that he will let you see your former wretched state of 
life; and perhaps as you see and think upon it, the thought will bring to your mind some 
place in which you used to live.  And so at the end, before you are even aware of it, your 
concentration is gone, scattered about you know not where.  The cause of this dissipation 
is that in the beginning you deliberately listened to the thought, answered it, took it to 
yourself and let it continue unheeded…. 
 
 Therefore, when you set yourself to this exercise, and experience by grace that 
you are called by God to it, then lift up your heart to God by a humble impulse of love, 
and mean the God who made you and ransomed you, and has in his grace called you to 
this exercise.  Have no other thought of God; and not even any of these thoughts unless it 
should please you.  For a simple reaching out directly towards God is sufficient, without 
any cause except himself. 
 

*  *  * 
 

For the Love of Jesus 
(from Chapter 4) 

 
 [T]ake good care of time, therefore, and how you spend it.  Nothing is more 
precious than time.  In one small particle of time, little as it is, heaven can be won and 
lost. … 
  
 Now I hear you say sorrowfully: “How shall I fare? Since what you say is true, 
how shall I give an account of [my use of time]?.. Help me now for the love of Jesus.” 
 
 This, “for the love of Jesus,” is very well said.  For there in the love of Jesus is 
your help.  Love is so powerful that it makes everything ordinary.  So love Jesus, and 
everything that he has is yours.  By his Godhead he is the maker and giver of time.  By 
his manhood he is truly the keeper of time. And by his Godhead and manhood together 



he is the truest judge and accountant of the spending of time.  Knit yourself, then, to him 
by love and by faith.  And in virtue of that knot you shall be a regular partner with him 
and with all who are so well fastened to him by love: that is, with our Lady, Saint Mary, 
who was full of all grace in the keeping of time, and with all the angels of heaven that can 
never lose time, and with all the saints in heaven and on earth, why by the grace of Jesus 
keep time in perfect justice because of love. 
 

*  *  * 
 

The Nearest Road to Heaven 
(from Chapter 60) 

 
 
 It seems to you that you have clear evidence that heaven is upward: because 
Christ ascended there bodily upwards and sent the Holy Spirit as he promised, coming in 
physical form from above, in the sight of all the disciples.  And this is our belief.  And so, 
since you have this clear evidence, you do not see why you should not direct your mind 
upwards, bodily, in time of prayer. 
 
 I answer you as well as my feebleness permits, and say: Since it was so that Christ 
ascended bodily, and thereafter sent the Holy Spirit in physical form, it was appropriate 
that it should be upwards and from above, rather than downwards and from beneath, from 
behind or in front or on one side or the other.  But leaving aside what is seemly, there was 
no need for him to have gone upwards rather than downwards, from the point of view of 
distance to be travelled.  For spiritually, heaven is as close down as up, and up as down, 
behind as in front, in front as behind, on one side as on the other; so much so that 
whoever has a true desire to be in heaven, then in that moment he is in heaven spiritually.  
For the high road and the shortest road thither is measured by desire and not by yards.  
And so St. Paul says about himself and many others: “Though our bodies are now on the 
earth, nevertheless our living is in heaven.”  By this he means their love and their desire, 
which spiritually is their life.  And indeed a soul is wherever it loves, as truly as it is in 
the body that lives by it, and to which it gives life.  So if we wish to go in spirit to 
heaven, we need not strain our spirit either up or down, or on one side or on the other. 


