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HERE are mystics who seem very remote from our turbu-
lent times, those who retire into the desert or behind the
walls of convents to live their lives of contemplation apart
from the world and its cares. And there are others who
carry their lives of union with God straight into the world,

like a leaven spreading through the lump of indifference and sin-
Of these is St Catherine of Siena, the dyer's daughter, who made her
way from the plain little room in her parents' house to the palace of
the popes in Avignon, who braved revolutionary crowds and wrote
letters to cardinals and kings, and all through her life preserved hei'
uninterrupted union with God in times perhaps as unsettled as oui'
own. What was it that made such a life possible; what were the doc-
trines on which it was built? She herself has given us the answer i11

her Dialogue and Letters, which contain a wealth of mystical though*
from which a few gleanings may serve to show whence she derived
that extraordinary force that made her one of the most powerful
women in history.

At the foundation of her own spiritual life is her doctrine of the
'inner cell'. This cell, which she herself never left, consists, as i*
were, of two compartments, knowledge of God and knowledge of self>
summed up in the great twofold truth by which she was guided : ' I a10

he who is, and thou art she who is not'. This fertile principle of tbe

knowledge of God and of self nourishes man's spiritual life from tbe

first stirrings of divine grace to the sublimest heights of mystic uni°B"
At the beginning it is the root of virtue, for through the knowledge °
the divine omnipotence and the nothingness of the creature the sou
is brought to the fear of God, by which she turns away from tbos
things that displease him and' does those he commands. Then, ll

gratitude for the benefits received, she begins to increase in the kn°v

ledge of God and herself and through this knowledge servile fear l

gradually transformed into love. For, as God teaches St CatberiB i
'the soul should season the knowledge of herself with the knowleog
of my goodness', else she might fall into despair.

Yet at this stage her knowledge is far from perfect; it needs to^
purified in temptation. 'For one does not arrive at virtue
through knowledge of self, and knowledge of me, which
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^ more perfectly acquired iu the time of temptation, because then
ft knows himself to be nothing'. This nothingness of the creature is

t deeply experienced in the later stages of the spiritual life, when
'he soul is visited by aridity and desolation, another means of divine
Providence that leads her to perfection; for, says the Lord, 'This.I do
s o that, coming to perfect self-knowledge, men may know that of
themselves they are nothing and have no grace, and accordingly in
'ime of battle fly to me'.

Knowledge, then, is the mother of true humility, for it is incon-
ceivable to the saint that a man should truly know himself to be a
creature and not be humble. And this knowledge of self brings forth
a«other virtue, patience, which Catherine calls the queen of virtues
aild the marrow of charity, for it is 'conceived in self-knowledge and
111 knowledge of my goodness to the soul, and brought forth by means
°i holy hatred and anointed with true humility'. Thus the super-
natural life gradually unfolds through knowledge, for it is 'in the
uouse of self-knowledge, with holv prayer, where imperfections are
lost'.

truly Dominican emphasis on knowledge is complemented by
°«« of the Saint's most characteristic doctrines, her teaching on faith
a s 'the pupil of the eye of the intellect', considered by Pere Garrigou-
•^a-grange the leading idea of her whole life. At a comparatively early
stage of her mystic development she asked God for perfection in faith,
ar>d it was granted her in her 'Espousals'. In a mystic festival, in the
Presence of St John the Evangelist, St Paul, St Dominic and David
*ho played the harp, our Lady asked her divine Son to espouse
Catherine to himself in faith; and in token of the Betrothal she re-
ceived an invisible ring. With the extraordinary intellectual vigour so
characteristic of her spirituality the mystic experience bore fruit in
le*' teaching. However highly she esteems the human intellect capable
°* showing man his duties, it needs faith as the eye needs the pupil
111 order to discern, to know and to follow the way and the doctrine

°* nay truth—the Word incarnate; and without this pupil of faith the
s°ul would not see'. Keason and faith are made for each other and are
^s inseparable as the pupil is from the eye. When the pupil is
destroyed the eye cannot see; when faith is lost reason falls into error.
*hus, W n e n t h e g o u l c o v e r s t i i e pUpil of faith 'with the cloth of infi-
!~el%, drawn over it by self-love', she no longer sees. Faith has
becorne ineffective and has ceased its mission of illuminating the soul,

ft remarkable that St Catherine attributes this failure neither to
l difficulties nor to bad influences and evil habits, but to

deepest root of all spiritual failure, love of self, that is, sin against
first commandment. Though she was still living in what is com-

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0269359300031736 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0269359300031736


320 THE LIFE OF THE SPIRIT

monly called the 'Ages of .Faith', the time of the Avignon popes and
the great Schism of the West was characterised precisely by this loss
of the living faith through the inordinate self-love of so many of the
Church's members, especially among the higher clergy. For faith, in
St Catherine's language, does not just mean an intellectual assent to
the truths of revelation, Faith for her is a dynamic force that controls
the whole Christian life. If to her the weak and vacillating Gregory X-L
is yet 'the Christ on earth', if the lukewarm or even vicious priests
are yet the 'Ministers of the Blood', even though they should commit
sacrilege at every Mass they offer, it is by the 'pupil of the most holy
faith' that she discerns behind these miserable human instruments
the tremendous spiritual realities they represent. In her letters we
read again and again the command: 'Open the eye of your intellect ;
for it is to the great truths of the faith that she wants to guide her
'spiritual family'.

Among these truths there is one especially dear to her, to which
she recurs again and again, the great saving truth of redemption in
the precious Blood. Her letters begin almost invariably: ' I Catherine
servant and slave of the servants of Jesus Christ, write to you in his
precious Blood'. The mystery of the redemption she develops in the
beautiful simile of the Bridge, revealed to her by God the Father-
He teaches her that lie has given man the Bridge of his Son In order
that, passing across the flood, you may not be drowned, which flood
is the stormy sea of this dark life'. On the day of the Ascension this
Bridge rose from earth to heaven, yet without leaving the earth, fo1'
it is made of 'the height of the divinity, joined with your humanity •
Through the union of both in Christ man can now safely cross the
river of life, for the Bridge is made of stones which .signify the virtues-
They were built into the Bridge only after the Passion of our Lord,
which released the streams of grace, for heaven was opened 'with the
key of his Blood'. But the eternal Truth adds a- warning, lest n190

should trust presumptuously in the efficacy of this Blood: 'An*1

observe that it is not enough, in order that you should have life, tb&
my Son should have made you this Bridge, unless you also walk on i" •
And God showed her that 'though he had created us without oui'
selves, he would not save us without ourselves'.

Yet he knows human weakness, and in his mercy, lest we sh°u .
faint on the way, he has provided places of refreshment on this BnO-o '
which are the sacraments. They were given us to renew our strong
and to fit us for the spiritual ascent to which Christ, the Bndg >
invites us. For in his crucified Body St Catherine discerns the tbr

stages of the spiritual life. His pierced feet symbolize the afiecti°D '
which must be detached from earthly pleasures in order to beco
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by which thou canst arrive at him side which manifests to thee
the secret of his heart, because the soul, rising on the steps of her
affection, begins to taste the love of his heart, gazing into that open
heart of my Son'. St Catherine was one of the first mystics to whom,
as to St Gertrude, God revealed the Sacred Heart. It plays, however,
a smaller part in her life than in that of the Benedictine saint. In this
Passage from the Dialogue access to the Sacred Heart symbolizes the
second stage of the spiritual life, the illuminative way, in which the
soul acquires the virtues. Only when she has passed this second step
the soul reaches out to the third, that is to the mouth, where she

nnds peace from the terrible war she has been waging against her sin'.
_ 'Let him kiss me with the kiss of his mouth'—these words have

Signified to generations of Christian mystics the heights of the spiri-
tual life, the divine union tasted by the soul who has reached the
summits and who, though she may suffer intensely in her lower parts,
*s established in the peace that surpasses all understanding, in the
ground', the scintilla, animae, where she receives a foretaste even in

this life of the beatitude of the saints in heaven. Thus the 'Bridge' of
the Incarnate Son is both a safe way to salvation for the multitude of
the faithful and an ascent to the heights of contemplation for those
Called, like St Catherine herself, to the summits of the mystic life.

We have pointed out a few of the characteristic doctrines of the
saint because her life is penetrated, probably to a higher degree than
that of any other woman mystic, by theology. Maxime Gorce calls her
'une tres grande theologienne'; but her theology was learned not in
the lecture room but in the school of contemplation; it was, accord-
ing to the verdict of the Church in the process of her canonizaton,
Wfused. The 'infused' knowledge of the Saints is a complex thing.
It abstracts neither altogether from the natural gifts and inclinations
°f the subject, nor can it be accounted for by human agencies alone.
As regards the first point, St Catherine was certainly influenced by
her Dominican entourage; her stress on truth and on the importance
of the intellect is thoroughly Dominican. On the other hand, her doc-
trine is of a surety of touch, a theological accuracy and a mystic eleva-
tion which would be admirable in a trained theologian, but which are
altogether marvellous in a young woman of very little education.
It cannot be explained except by supernatural illumination, working
011 the natural data of a certainly unusual intelligence helped by con-
stant intercourse with theologians. For infused knowledge has a cer-
ta»i likeness to artistic inspiration. This, too, pre-supposes the
ordinary groundwork, the technique that can, and indeed must, be
Earned. But in order to produce a real work of art the artist needs
inspiration', a mysterious force that cannot be acquired but is a
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'gift'. Thus also grace, on the natural foundations of human influences
and personal leanings, builds up its edifice of infused knowledge, by
which the contemplative penetrates the mysteries of faith in a manner
far more profound and vitalizing than the theologian whose learning
is not enlivened by the mystic current.

This type of infused knowledge has, however, no claim to inerrancy'-
A theological error in her doctrine in fact would prove nothing
against its supernatural origin as a whole. For, apart only from the
unique case of the inspiration of the Bible which confers inerrancy on
the sacred authors, divine Truth instructing human minds in a .super-
natural manner uses faulty and fallible instruments with all their
limitations and proneness to error. These very errors prove that even
when the soul is under the strong influence of an extraordinary actual
grace she is still free. God does not treat his rational creature as 8
machine reproducing the things it sees and hears like an automaton,
but as a free being working on them with its mind. Hence mistakes
and divergencies, which will scandalize only those who do not realize
to the full that grace does not destroy, but perfects nature.

It has seemed necessary to insist on the intellectual side of St
Catherine's mysticism in order not to be taken aback by the extra-
ordinary states in which her life abounds. For even an expert m
spirituality of the rank of a Henri Bremond could prefer the Ursuline
beata Marie de I'lncarnation to the Saint of Siena because, he writes,
'Catherine de Sienne pame'e entre les bras de ses compagnes, ne no us
scandalise point, mais nous l'aimerions mieux clebout'. This is a

serious criticism which, moreover, applies not only to St Catherine'
but to all mystics whose interior life expresses itself in strange physl*
cal phenomena.

The idea of St Catherine in a 'swoon in the arms of her companion8

was probably suggested by the well-known picture of Sodoma repre '
senting the imprint of the Stigmata. There is, as the remarks °+
Bremond show, a school of thought that tends to minimize these

'extraordinary' graces and to be apologetic about them, as if the}
were almost disreputable incidents in the lives of the saints of whic"
the less said the better. This may be a salutary reaction against a

unhealthy avidity for these things; but we have to remember that tfl*-
Church, by sanctioning special feasts, e.g., of the Stigmata of >-
Francis and of those of St Catherine, has herself set the seal °
approval to the supernatural origin and the high spiritual significant6

of these states. There is nothing unhealthy or hysterical about w1

physical conforming of the mystic's body to the Body of the crucin
Spouse of the soul. It is a well-known phenomenon even in the natii^
sphere that a long marriage tends to produce a surprising likeness
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the features of husband and wife. Thus in the realm of the super-
natural God chooses some men and women especially dear to him and
Produces in them certain physical likenesses to his incarnate Life.
In St Catherine's case this physical assimilation even went so far that
°n one occasion, when Eaymund of Capua could not believe in the
greatness of the revelations made to her, he suddenly saw her face
changed into that of our Lord, and when, overawed, he asked her who
she was, she answered 'I am he who is'.

It is, indeed, the greatness of the revelations that causes these
Phenomena, and St Catherine's life was particularly rich in them.
One of the most extraordinary among them is that known as her
mystic death', which was produced by the sudden overpowering

realization of our Lord's love for souls. At the thought of it her heart
seemed to break, she entered into an agony and, to all appearances,
*ay dead for four hours. According to her own testimony she enjoyed
during these hours something akin to the Beatific Vision, and at the
same time she was shown the pains of purgatory and hell. When she
returned to life she wept for three days with grief at being once more
SeParated from the full union with her Lord. This extraordinary state
which seems in a way to have resembled St Paul's great rapture
during which he knew not whether he was 'in the body or out of the
body' prepared her for a more intense apostolic work and inflamed
her with that burning love of souls that was to overcome all obstacles
and convert the most hardened sinners. For these extraordinary
§r&ces are almost always given for others, and they have to be bought
invariably by suffering.

l̂ he sufferings of the Saints are of those mysterious realities that
CaH be understood only in the light of the Passion of Christ. The
Mystics' thirst for suffering, so conspicuous in their lives, yet so
^intelligible to human nature, is a sign of their intimate union with
the Lord who said to his disciples: 'If any man will come after me
wt him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me'. St Cathe-
rine had her full share in this Cross, in illness and slander, in opposi-
tion and misunderstandings. But what weighed most heavily on her
a«d what was most intimately connected with her mystic life was the
state of the Church, 'the Spouse of Christ', as she loves to call her,
corrupted by the vices of the clergy and soon to be torn by schism.
Wh this schism, which she had long foreseen, became a reality, her

love impelled her to make the supreme sacrifice and to offer
r li|e f01. t h e church. 'Then the devils called out havoc upon me,
k to hinder and slacken with their terrors my free and burning

sire. So they beat upon the shell of the body; but desire became the
o kindled, crying: 0 eternal Clod, receive the sacrifice of my life
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in this mystical body of holy Church! I have nothing to give Thee
save what Thou hast given to me. Take then my heart and press it out
over the face of thy Spouse'. Her desire was fulfilled to the letter-
The remaining months of her life were one long agony of physical and
spiritual torments. 'This body of mine remains without any food,
without even a drop of water; in such tortures as I never at any time
endured. . . . In this way, and many others which I cannot tell, mj
life is consumed and shed for this sweet Bride. I by this road, and the
glorious martyrs by blood'.

Thus, at the end of her life, St Catherine was perfectly conformed
to her Lord by the mystery of vicarious suffering. She had throughout
the period of her apostolic activity performed penances and endured
sufferings on behalf of sinners. But now she did it for the Church as »
whole and in obedience to a formal command from God, who, !»
answer to her anxious question: 'What can I do, o unsearchable
fire?' said to her: 'Do thou offer thy life anew'. The possibility of
suffering for pthers is a necessary consequence of St Paul's teaching
on the Mystical Body, who could say of himself that he filled up i°
his body what was lacking in the sufferings of Christ. The suffering3

of the mystic are in a very real sense the extension of the Passion,
and the redemptive power accorded to them by divine Love is pa1'"
of the great redemptive process, perfectly achieved by the author ol
our redemption on the Cross, yet mysteriously 'filled up' in the suffer'
ings of the members of his Body, which is the Church. Thus the las'1

months of St Catherine's life were a slow crucifixion, in which she,
purified of her own faults as she had doubtless long been, could offer
the sufferings of her soul and body in expiation for the Church Mil1'
tant. Pretiosa est in compectu Domini mors sanctorum ejus—°"
Catherine's death was the consummation of her mystic life. She hart
always desired martyrdom, and, if the actual pouring out of her bloc"1

was denied her, she poured out her life mystically as an acceptable
offering. With her body reduced to no more than skin and bones to
living flame of love for God and his Spouse seems to have literal'}
consumed her, until the life of grace, so powerful in her on earth,
could unfold into the unending life of glory in heaven.
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