[[The Spiritual Journey on the Way of Affirmation]]

Of the Way of Contemplation, as shown in the Commedia, there is so much to say that a book would be needed to do it justice. Briefly, there are two mystical ways known to those who practise the presence of God. The one, which we associate with the majority of great mystics, is known as the Negative Way, or the Way of the Rejection of Images, and it has been very fully mapped out by such writers as St. Theresa of Avila, St. John of the Cross, the author of The Cloud of Unknowing, and others whose names are familiar. The characteristic of that Way is that it proceeds through a great darkness and solitude [p.122]  of the spirit; and uses a form of contemplation in which every image of the Divine is rejected.

Dante’s Way is different: it is the Affirmative Way, in which all the images are accented as valid, in so far, that is, as any finite image of the infinite can be valid. This Way, though it is perhaps more typically Western and might appear to be more typically Catholic and Incarnational than the other, has, I believe, never been fully mapped by any mystical theologian—unless we count Dante. Dom Cuthbert Butler, in his book Western Mysticism, says that “the Eastern tradition in contemplative life, contemplation, mysticism, has differed from the old authentic Western tradition, and has during these past few centuries obscured it, even in the West”. [op. cit., p. 324.] And he distinguishes the Western from the Eastern tradition by the fact that it does not, as the Eastern tradition sometimes tends to do, segregate the mystical element in religion from the other three: the institutional and sacramental; the intellectual and dogmatic; and the active service of others. It lays, that is, more emphasis upon the Active Life as a necessary basis for and factor in the Contemplative. This in itself would account for the attention given to the Active Life in the Paradiso, and the insistence throughout the Purgatorio on the need for “good works” as well as “good prayers”.

But I fancy that there is another direction in which we may need to look for the map of the Way of Affirmation of Images. It is essentially the way of the artist and the poet—of all those to whom the rejection of images would be the rejection of their very means to intellectual and emotional experience; and it would seem to follow from this that the great Masters of the Affirmative Way will tend to be secular, and that they will be more concerned to record their experience than to analyse it in the manner of the regular theologian. It seems possible, indeed, that Dante is so far the only real Doctor of the Affirmative Way; though others have mapped the Way in places. I can think of four English names: Thomas Traherne the Anglican priest, who is particularly interesting because he comes in some respects curiously close to Dante, without showing any signs of having read him, and is therefore an independent witness; Charles Williams, an Anglican layman, who was consciously Dante’s disciple and interpreter; William Wordsworth, also an Anglican layman, who would seem to have started by Dante’s Way, but never quite to have arrived by it; William [p.123] Blake, an unorthodox and perhaps heretical Christian, but after his manner also a follower of the Way.

Here, then, is a very short outline of the Affirmative Way as we find it in these five poets.  It begins by an experience (usually in childhood) in which the Divine Glory is perceived and apprehended as immanent in some created person or thing; that, to use Williams’s vocabulary, is the First Image. The creature is beheld, sub specie aeternitatis, bathed in and suffused with the light of its true and eternal nature—it is seen as God sees it. Dante sees Beatrice, and it is as though all Heaven were walking down the street; Traherne sees the corn as “orient and immortal wheat” and men and women as “immortal cherubims”; Wordsworth sees “meadows, grove, and stream . . . apparelled in celestial light”; Blake cries out  “ ‘What!’ it will be questioned, ‘when the Sun rises, do you not see a round disk of fire somewhat like a guinea?’ O no, no, I see an Innumerable company of the Heavenly host crying ‘Holy, Holy, Holy, is the Lord God Almighty’.”

The„ comes the period which Traherne calls his “apostacy”, and of which Blake sang in his Songs of Experience. The first Image is lost; Beatrice dies and Dante is ensnared by the “things of this life with their false pleasure”, and finds himself in the Dark Wood and on the brink of Hell; for Wordsworth the glory “fades into the light of common day”.

This is followed by the appearance of the Second Image. A kind of faith is recovered, but slowly, by means of the intellect, and at a lower level. This Second Image is symbolised for Dante in the Vita Nuova by the “Donna Gentile”, in the Convivio by the “Lady Philosophy”, but in the Commedia by Virgil. For Traherne too, the recovery comes by means of the reading of philosophy at the University. Wordsworth seems to have found it in Anglican orthodoxy [Or possibly, in the optimistic Theism of his middle period; his final accep​tance of a fully incarnational-redemptive Christianity representing a recovery, though imperfect, of the First Image. See John Jones: The Egotistical Sublime (Blackwell, 1954), chapter 4, The Baptised Imagination.] I do not know whether there is anything to correspond with it in Blake. Charles Williams, in The Figure of Beatrice, has dealt very suggestively with the phenomenon of the Second Image, though without auto-biographical reference.

The third stage on the Wav is the triumphant return of the  First Image, but at a much higher and more universal level than before, ‘The glory which was once known only in the beloved creature is [p.124] diffused upon all creation, and taken up into its Eternal Source. This is the reunion, after the toilsome climb up the Mountain, with a Beatrice who is more than herself; and the ascent by her means to the Vision in which all the shining Images are seen “transhumanised” and summed up in the final Image—the Image of the Incarnate Christ in the very centre of the Unimaginable Godhead.

From the first step to the last of this Way the Images remain with us: there is nothing to correspond with the “naughting” of images characteristic of the Negative Way, unless it is the temporary blinding of Dante’s eyes in the Eighth Heaven, which by some writers is held rather to correspond to the “Dark Night of the Soul”, of which St. John of the Cross speaks. Nearer to that “naughting” is perhaps the moment in the Primum Mobile when “the triumph which ever plays about the point which overcame me, little by little extinguished itself from my sight, seeming embraced by that which it embraces” [1 Para. xxx. 10-12.]  Yet, in that moment when all other images are withdrawn, the First Image remains to nourish and support the soul, “wherefore”, as Dante ingenuously observes, “the fact that there was nothing to see—and love—constrained me to turn myself and my eyes to Beatrice”. [8 Para. xxx. 14-15.] Neither is there in the Comedy anything that corresponds to the “flight of the alone to the Alone”, nor any of these private intimacies between God and the soul which occur so frequently in other mystical writings: at every stage of Dante’s journey the whole City and Church are with him. And in the last ecstasy, when the Beatific Vision is accorded to him, his longing is winged by Our Lady, through the intercession of St. Bernard and all Paradise: “See, Beatrice, and how many Saints with her, lay palm to palm to aid my prayer.” [Para. xxxiii. 38-39.]  The Way of Affirmation has nothing esoteric about it- it is not a secret path—it might almost be called a public thoroughfare. And the final vision is not the abyss of the Divine Darkness, but the Express Image of the Glory,,

There are, of course, certain general affinities between the Negative and the Affirmative Ways, and it is possible to recognise in the Commedia certain of the stages by which all souls who have the mystical gift accomplish their journey. We may say, for example, that in the Purgatorio the Mountain corresponds to the Purgative Way, and that in the Paradiso the Heavens of the Active Life correspond to the Illuminative and those of the Contemplative Life to the Unitive Way. And nearly all mystics appear to have experienced at some time the [p.121] Vision of Hell. But I believe it would be unwise to try and fit the anagogical interpretation of the Commedia too exactly into the frame of the Mystical Way of the Negative tradition. The difference made by the approach through the Image is too important to be ignored.

One point, however, I ought to make, to avoid misunderstanding. The contemplation of and by means of the “Image” as it is under-stood by Dante, is not the same thing as that contemplation of and by images which occurs at the outset of the Contemplative Way in all mystical practice, forming its earliest and simplest exercise, and is after-wards exchanged for the higher form of contemplation without images. Let me put the difference in the crudest and simplest way. In the ordinary method of meditation on, let us say, the kingship of God, we might form in our imagination a picture of God seated on a throne like a king; and we might think about the attributes of kingship, such as power and authority and splendour and so forth; and we might per​haps further meditate how all earthly kingship is derived from God. But if we were following in Dante’s steps, we should do almost the direct opposite. We should look, perhaps in imagination, or more likely with our bodily eyes, upon an actual king—it might be our own late King George VI—in some ordinary, perhaps trivial situation, at a football match or a garden-party; and we should suddenly see, burning and shining through the mortal body and the modern clothing and all the solemn absurdities of Court ceremonial, the glory and authority of all kings, and of the King of Kings, made known in His fleshly Image, focused in that point and diffused upon the whole City. The scriptural type of the former kind of image is the Vision of Isaiah: “I saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up, and His train filled the temple.” But the scriptural type of the second kind is Our Lord’s Transfiguration: “He was transfigured before them: and His face did shine as the sun, and His raiment was white as the light.” The bodily presence is not withdrawn—it remains planted where it was in earthly time and space; but it is known for an instant as it is known in Heaven, in its awful and immortal dignity. [Charles Williams: He Came Down from Heaven (Heinemann, 1938), p. 1o8.]
But the full implications of Dante’s Way of Contemplation, and his affinities with other mystics who have gone by the same Way have yet to be worked out.
{“[Mysticism] has been identified also with a certain outlook on the world—a seeing God in nature, and recognising that the material creation in various ways symbolizes spiritual realities: a beautiful and true conception, and one that was dear to St. Francis of Assisi, but which is not mysticism according to its historical meaning”; Dom Cuthbert Butler: op. cit., p. 2. This intellectual appreciation of natural symbolism, whereby invisibilia Dei per ea quae facta sunt, intellecta conspiciuntur (Rom. 1. 20), and which forms the basis of Dante’s allegorical method (see Dante’s Imagery: Symbolic, p. 8 sqq.), must be carefully distinguished from the actual mystical experience, to which it is related rather as consideration is to contemplation.}
