EVELYN UNDERHILL
 1. Awakening - Subject starts to become aware of the presence of something supernatural. Their heart is filled
with joy and they have never felt this kind of joy before, yet they cannot see this supernatural being, and they hunger
for more.
 2. Purgation - Where subject strips away their ego, their self, their whole existence. They give up everything in this
life and in the next. They start to become aware of their faults & imperfections, and try to compensate for those with
self-discipline.
 3. Illumination - This is often the final stage for some mystics. The subject sees the visual representation of
eternity as heaven & earth, reality & mysticism meet. For our purposes this is most likely the ecstatic moment, so
therefore one that should be given more emphasis by me in my research & final deliverable.
 4. The Dark Night of the Soul - Extraordinary mystics go beyond the third step onto this one. These mystics have
experienced mysticism so fervently, that when they "come back down to earth" they start to have what we can refer to
as "withdrawal symptoms" of God's presence. They feel deprived, vulnerable, helpless & confused. It is the ultimate
un-selfing, and the ultimate submission to God's Will.
 5. Union with The Other - Having gone through the other steps, the subject now finds themself in the Eternal, they
are at union with God forever, and act as a liason between the things on Earth and the things in Eternity.
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This post continues the discussion from Part One.

Chapter Four: Meditation and Recollection
Continuing along the mystical path laid out my Underhill, this chapter dives deeply into the
practice
of
training
our
attention,
or
Recollection.
Underhill defines Recollection as “the subjection of the attention to the control of the will.” It
begins with the “deliberate and regular practice of meditation.” There is nothing special,
according to her, about disciplining our consciousness: “The real mystical life,” she says, “which
is the truly practical life, begins at the beginning; not with supernatural acts and ecstatic
apprehensions, but with the normal faculties of the normal man.” It is something that everyone
must do if they “would get control of their own mental processes.” She then lays out the process
of
training
our
attention.
In describing meditation she says, “Take, then, an idea, an object, from amongst the common
stock, and hold it before your mind.” And as with all guidance to beginning meditators, she

warns that this is not nearly as easy as it sounds: “But, the choice made, it must be held and
defended during the time of meditation against all invasions from without, however insidious
their encroachments, however ‘spiritual’ their disguise. It must be brooded upon, gazed at, seized
again and again, as distractions seem to snatch it from your grasp.”
Eventually, through this act of focusing, we begin to merge with our object of meditation, to
“sink as it were into the deeps of it, rest in it, ‘unite’ with it.”
“Moreover,” she goes on, “as your meditation becomes deeper it will defend you from the
perpetual assaults of the outer world. . . . And gradually, you will come to be aware of an entity,
a You, who can thus hold at arm’s length, be aware of, look at, an idea—a universe—other than
itself.” And finally, in Recollection, you “turn this purified and universalised gaze back upon
yourself.”
So

here’s

the

process:

Step one: First we are to devote our attention to, meditate on, an object to such an extent that we
are no longer aware of where our consciousness ends and the object begins.
Step

two:

We

abide,

protected

from

the

world,

in

this

meditative

state.

Step three: Eventually, we discover an awareness outside of our ordinary consciousness, a
witness
that
stands
outside
of
our
personal
whims.
Step four: We turn this new found awareness back upon the personality and are able to witness
our
self.
For Underhill, this is just the beginning, the initial training of consciousness at the outset of the
mystical
path:
“So doing patiently, day after day, constantly recapturing the vagrant attention, ever renewing
the struggle for simplicity of sight, you will at last discover that there is something within you—
something behind the fractious, conflicting life of desire—which you can recollect, gather up,
make effective for new life. You will, in fact, know your own soul for the first time: and learn
that there is a sense in which this real You is distinct from, an alien within, the world in which
you find yourself, as an actor has another life when he is not on the stage. When you do not
merely believe this but know it; when you have achieved this power of withdrawing yourself, of
making this first crude distinction between appearance and reality, the initial stage of the
contemplative
life
has
been
won.”
However, this trick of consciousness is nothing in itself. It takes the addition of Purgation and a
loving disposition to continue down the path.

Chapter 5: Self-Adjustment
Just training our attention is not enough because the act of seeing ourselves through this
disinterested or detached awareness reveals an inevitable conflict between our new

understanding

and

our

“old

habits,

old

notions,

old

prejudices.”

Once we get our first glimpse of Reality, “Never again,” Underhill tells us, “need those moralists
point out to you the inherent silliness of your earnest pursuit of impermanent things: your solemn
concentration
upon
the
game
of
getting
on.”
But just seeing this truth is not enough. She assures us that we will backslide without selfdiscipline. Having recognized the fallacy of our old perceptions of what is real and important, we
have to make systemic changes. This “drastic remodeling of character” is called Purgation, and it
is “the second stage in the training of the human consciousness for participation in Reality. ”
Purgation itself has two components: detachment and mortification. According to Underhill,
detachment means stepping away from three very ingrained behaviors. It is “the refusal to anchor
yourself in material things, to regard existence from the personal standpoint, or confuse custom
with necessity.” And mortification is “the resolving of the turbulent whirlpools and currents of
your own conflicting passions, interests, desire; the killing out of all those tendencies which the
peaceful vision of Recollection would condemn, and which create the fundamental opposition
between
your
interior
and
exterior
life.”
As we see here, for Underhill, morality is more than just choosing to follow a set of rules. It is a
question of our fundamental disposition. She points to one character trait as the most in need of
adjustment:
“You
are
enslaved
by
the
verb
‘to
have.’”
“The very mainspring of your activity is a demand, either for a continued possession of that
which you have, or for something which as yet you have not: wealth, honour, success, social
position, love, friendship, comfort, amusement. You feel that you have a right to some of these
things: to a certain recognition of your powers, a certain immunity from failure or humiliation.”
But holding these beliefs keeps us from experiencing Reality: “So long as these dispositions
govern
character
we
can
never
see
or
feel
things
as
they
are.”
The answer, the path forward, is one of expanding our capacity for detachment, which Underhill
does not see as cold or hard hearted, but as characterized by a compassionate recognition of the
intrinsic
value
of
all
things.
“So it is disinterestedness, the saint’s and poet’s love of things for their own sakes, the vision of
the charitable heart, which is the secret of union with Reality and the condition of all real
knowledge. This brings with it the precious quality of suppleness, the power of responding with
ease and simplicity to the great rhythms of life; and this will only come when . . . the verb ‘to
have’
.
.
.
is
ejected
from
the
centre
of
your
consciousness.”
The effort continues, as we see in the title of the next chapter, through love and will.

Chapter 6: Love and Will
The next effort that must be made, after working to train our attention and remodel our interior
landscape, is “to push with all your power: not to absorb ideas, but to pour forth will and love.”

It is “by an eager outstretching toward Reality” that we “move towards Reality” and “enter into
its rhythm.” Underhill says we must “look with the eyes of love,” which she admits sounds a
little corny, but it couldn’t be more important.
“To ‘look with the eyes of love’ seems a vague and sentimental recommendation: yet the whole
art of spiritual communion is summed in it, and exact and important results flow from this
exercise. The attitude which it involves is an attitude of complete humility and of receptiveness;
without criticism, without clever analysis of the thing seen. When you look thus, you surrender
your I-hood; see things . . . for their sake, not for your own. The fundamental unity that is in you
reaches out to the unity that is in them.”
It is this effort of love and will that allows us to progress into what Underhill calls the Forms of
Contemplation.
“Therefore this transitional stage in the development of the contemplative powers . . . is
concerned with the toughening and further training of that will which self-simplification has
detached from its old concentration upon the unreal wants and interests of the self. Merged with
your intuitive love, this is to become the true agent of your encounter with Reality . . . .”
At this point we have seen that we begin by training our attention to see things as they are rather
than filtering them through our enculturated language and self-serving categories. Next we find
that the new knowledge brought from this awareness gives the lie to our old way of being in the
world and, if we are to progress, we must stem this cognitive dissonance by adjusting our
thoughts and actions to meet up with the wisdom we’ve gained. And finally, here we’ve seen that
the path is still not passive. We must press on, through love and will, reaching out toward
Reality.
In the next post, we will explore the results of all of this effort, which is the journey through
what Underhill calls the Three Forms of Contemplation. They amount to ever-expanding circles
of loving union with the World of Becoming or Nature, the World of Being or Spirit, and finally
with the Absolute, whatever insufficient label we choose to give It!

Contemplation and the Spiritual Life
I have referred to contemplation many times so far. What is the
place of contemplation in the authentic spiritual life? Christopher
Armstrong writes, It is likely that the reputation of Evelyn
Underhill will stand high whenever the Christian philosophy of the
contemplative life is taken seriously as a basis for Christian
action. 70 In her early understanding of contemplation, Underhill
draws heavily upon Teresa of Avila for her work on mysticism.

Contemplation is a kind of prayer that requires the preparation of
recollection. There are three forms of contemplation after one
achieves recollection: illumination, quiet (the attainment of that
intuitive awareness, that meek and simple self-mergence 71), and
ecstasy (an utter self-surrender). The first two forms are active,
involving effort of the will; but the third form is passive or infused
and happens without effort. In illumination, she writes in The Mystic Way,
quoting Ruysbroeck, grace, the transcendent life-force, surges up
ever stronger from the deeps wells up within, like a fountain of
the Spirit, forming new habits of attention and response in respect
of the supernal world. The faculty of contemplation may now
develop, new powers are born, the passion of love is disciplined and
enhanced. 72 Thus for Underhill, contemplation is a prayer in which
a person may receive the life-force of the Spirit and develop an
interactive consciousness of the spiritual realm. Contemplation is
the exercise of a certain faculty different from the intellectual and
emotional ones. Associated with this faculty are spiritual powers
and increased eros for God. And sensible delights or consolations are
a significant part of contemplation.
However, later in February 1923, Underhill questions in her
notebook the value of good feelings and overwhelming emotions
in prayer. Having benefited from the help of von Hugel, she observes
that her prayer has changed to be more quiet, calm, [and]
expansive. Then to illustrate this she writes, I saw and felt how it actually
is that we are in Christ and He in us the interpenetration of Spirit
and all of us merged together in Him actually. 73 This intuition is
not individualistic, since Underhill includes her sense of the reality
of the mystical body of Christ. And she no longer wants the
psycho-physical adventures which are more of a distraction than
a help to transform the will in love. Underhill writes in her
notebook, More and more I should like to get away from sensible
consolations or at least their dominance. They are entrancing and
overwhelming; but they dont really lead anywhere. Its the deep,
quiet, mysterious love one wants to keep, and gradually transfer
focus to the will. 74 Contemplation is a means of grace to increase
ones capacity for self-sacrifice: it is the filling up of the reservoir
for being made part of Christs rescuing and ever-sacrificed body. 75
In The Golden Sequence she observes that grace is not a life-force but the
actual self-giving of the immanent Divine Life, the personal,
manward-tending, love and will of God. 76 And therefore the point
of contemplation for the spiritual life, rather than an exercise of
developing the spiritual faculty, is to respond to the grace of
divine self-giving with ones own self-giving in order to become

more deeply living and creative, and be woven into that spiritual
body, the Invisible Church, through which the work of the Spirit is
done. 77
Some time later, in Worship, Underhill understands contemplation (or
rather personal prayer and worship) more deeply as the secret
personal life of adoration, which is the only condition under
which [the Christian] can hope to become a channel of the Divine
Charity, and co-operate in the sanctification of life. 78 She is
actually referring to contemplative prayer in her description of
the Christian life of adoration as the self-oblivious gaze, the
patient and disciplined attention to God, which deepens
understanding, nourishes humility and love; and, by gentle
processes of growth, gradually brings the creature into that
perfect dedication to His purposes. 79 Thus the place of
contemplation for Underhill in this later period is to facilitate the
dedication of ones will to the will and purposes of God. In The Spiritual
Life contemplation is helpful for cooperating with the Spirit such
that each member of the church may work for the salvation of the
world. We are transmitters as well as receivers. Our contemplation
and our action, our humble self-opening to God, keeping ourselves
sensitive to His music and light, and our generous self-opening to
our fellow creatures, keeping ourselves sensitive to their needs,
ought to form one life; meditating between God and His world, and
bringing the saving power of the Eternal into time. 80
In review, Evelyn Underhills understanding of the role of
contemplation in the spiritual life started out as a way to develop
ones spiritual faculty in power and love. Then, moving away from
consolations in prayer, Underhill values contemplation as a means
for increasing ones capacity for self-sacrifice and for responding
to grace with ones own self-gift. Lastly, contemplation is seen as a
part of worship, for the purpose of dedicating oneself to Gods
purposes. Contemplation is completed by action; what one receives
in openness with God, one mediates in openness to others.

