
Greetings ELC sisters and brothers, 

I have the pleasure of facilitating our theological reflection on the Cistercian charism  of humility for the 

month of August. I have come upon much exciting, intriguing, thought provoking, and inspiring writings 

over the past few months on this topic and in anticipation of our conversation I will probably share way 

more than necessary so in an effort to do just that (apparently) I will try to send out notes through the 

month of July.  

I will share today from the notes of Thomas Merton from the time that he served as novice master at 

the Abby of Gethsemani (1955-1965). 

The one thing that has stuck with me from reading Merton’s thoughts is his comment that one can’t 

learn humility by reading about it, one has to live it. (parapharase). So with that in mind, here we go….. 

 

“This theme is that humility and obedience are the heart of the Benedictine ascesis. The seventh chapter 

of the Rule, the longest of all, is also the most important, for while all the rest more or less stresses the 

exterior conduct and regulates how it should be carried out, mentioning certain interior dispositions at 

the same time, here we have for St. Benedict the real interior life of the monk. Hence this section of the 

Rule is of the greatest importance.”……”To be more accurate---the degrees of humility are a summary of 

the whole praxis (active life) which prepares us for theoria (contemplation) which is hinted at as the 

chapter ends.” 

“No one can put into practice what he has not made a matter of conviction.” 

“There must be a desire for humility---it is truth---pray for it.” 

“In fact most of our struggles and difficulties in the monastic life come from lack of humility, in it’s 

practical form of refusal to submit to God’s will---non serviam! (“I shall not serve!”[Jer. 2:20]). But also, 

more accurately, our troubles are to be traced in large part to false and deficient humility, to a half-

baked idea of humility that we have picked up---especially a humility that is too exterior and does not go 

down into the depths of the heart, and reach the real roots of our nature. This is because we do not 

“gladly receive” the truth of genuine humility, but evade it and lull our conscience with false humility 

(consisting in large part of purely verbal expressions and exterior gestures, which reassure our minds 

and create the impression that we are humble, without making us really so.” 

“Humility cannot be learned from a book. No amount of commentaries can help us to understand St. 

Benedict’s humility better if we do not practice it.” 

“The real “difficulties” of humility are difficulties of practice, not difficulties of theory.” 

“…..if we wish to effect the transformation to which the vow of conversion of manners demands that we 

tend, we must strive to practice these degrees of humility. This is especially clear in the first degree, 

which demands that we renounce all self-will and sin and determine to live our whole life in the 



presence of God. The second and third degree continue this course and give us special means of 

changing our life---obedience to a superior (third degree). The fourth degree pushes the transformation 

into a crucial stage by demanding obedience against serious difficulties and in time of trial. The following 

degrees show how the transformation is carried out, reaching down into the depths of the soul and then 

gradually taking possession of the monk’s body and of his exterior actions, so that in the end he is 

humble through and through. If we wish to understand the proximate end of our vow of conversion of 

manners we must keep in mind the idea of a monk completely mortified and humble with all the 

characteristics implied by these degrees. A monk who lacks any desire or any tendency to acquire the 

principal qualities implied by these degrees (at least in a general way) is not fully living up to his vow of 

conversion of manners, This is not to say that one who fails to comprehend the sixth and seventh 

degrees is “sinning” in some way---far from it. But one should at least desire to enter wisely into the 

meaning and practice of even these degrees….”’….One who arrogantly dismisses the fifth, sixth, and 

seventh degrees as absurd can never really acquire the true spirit of a Benedictine monk.” 

St. Bernard in his “De Gradibus Humilitatis gives us the basic attitude a Cistercian should take towards 

these degrees of humility which are at the heart of our monastic life. 

a) “We should emphasize practice. It is not sufficient to know what the degrees are---we must live 

them. 

b) “We should keep our eye on the end to which they lead because this will make the ascent easier. 

This is a very solid and helpful piece of advice. If we know where we are going, the way is easier 

and the journey more pleasant. If we do not have our objective in sight, we travel without courage 

or enthusiasm. 

c) “The end of the road? Veritas---not just abstract truth but Christ Himself, the Light of the World---

the “light that illuminates every man coming into the world.” In more abstract terms, then, the 

fruit of humility is contemplation. The active life of humility leads to the contemplative life of 

union with Christ by love. Pride is the one thing which more than any other makes the 

contemplative union of the soul with Christ impossible.” 

“St. Benedict believed that the way of humility was essentially the way of the gospel, and that it 

summed up in practice the whole ascesis of the gospel.” 

“Our salvation and sanctification as monks depend primarily, in his eyes, upon humility and obedience. 

In the beginning of the Prologue---i.e., as the foundation of the whole Rule--- he says we go to heaven 

by the way of obedience. Here at the beginning of chapter 7, which is the heart of the rule, he says we 

must go to heaven by the way of humility….Since this is a teaching of faith IT WILL SOMETIMES BE 

DIFFICULT AND EVEN INCOMPREHENSIBLE TO HUMAN NATURE. We must expect this doctrine to be 

sometimes hard. It is a matter of faith, not of human opinion. Hence this chapter is paradoxical and 

difficult, and it is the supernatural heart of the Rule. 

Here Merton quotes St. Basil: “When the fathers talk of humility, their starting point is the real diginity 

that man ought to have. They never try to take away from man anything real or good, but only to strip 

him of false and illusory glory which he seeks by his own will. Man’s true diginity consists of being 



“ennobled by the power of God, illumined with divine wisdom, and made blessed with the possession 

of eternal life. 

“This true glory was lost by pride. To recover it we must practice humility. The surest  salvation, the 

remedy of his ills, and the restoration of his original state is the practice of humility AND NOT 

PRETENDING THAT HE MAY LAY CLAIM TO ANY GLORY THROUGH HIS OWN EFFORTS BUT SEEKING IT 

FROM GOD.” (Basil) Explain “from God”--- note the simple explanation: pride consists not in seeking 

glory but in seeking it in and by and for ourselves. Humility seeks glory where it is to be found, in and 

by and for God. In so seeking, we have this glory in ourselves. We truly possess it. The other way we  

have nothing but illusion, and when the illusion is taken away, despair. {The} right way {recognizes 

that} all is a gift, all {is} is in dependence on God’s will.” 

“What is man’s true glory? “Let him that glorieth, glory, that he understandeth and knoweth that I am 

the Lord” (Jerem. 9:24). St. Basil comments: “This constitutes the highest dignity of man, this is his 

glory and greatness: truly to know what is great and to cleve to it, and to seek after glory from the Lord 

of glory. However, {this is} not {to take} pride in our knowledge of God. READ 1 Corinthians 1:30 (“If 

anyone wants to boost, let him boost of the Lord”).---Christ Himself is our glory. {Note} the depth and 

sublimity of this teaching---what it means. (Basil) “Now, this is the perfect and consummate glory in 

God: not to exult in one’s own justice, but, recognizing oneself as lacking true justice, to be justified by 

faith in Christ alone. Paul gloried in despising his own justice and in seeking after the justice by faith 

which is of God through Christ, that he might know Him and the power of His resurrection and the 

fellowship of His sufferings, being made comfortable to His death, so as to attain to the resurrection 

from the dead. Herewith topples the whole lofty pinnacle of arrogant pride. Naught, O man, remains 

of you to boost of, inasmuch as much as your glory and your hope consist in mortifying yourself in all 

things and in striving toward the life to come in Christ. The foretaste of this life we now enjoy, and we 

are already in possession of its goods, living as we do entirely by the grace and gift of God.” 

“This gives us joy and peace even in this life, and is a sublime dignity but it does not shine in the eyes 

of men. This is as much to say that we glory not in our own power and strength but rather in our 

infirmities, and in the mercy of God to us. This is true glory, and it is inseparable from humility and 

compunction and a peaceful realization of our own nothingness. Otherwise we might glory wrongly in 

the mercy that is given to us---lording it over others because we imaging we are great saints. St. Peter 

trusted too much in his own virtue---and was humbled. “He learned by discovering his own weekness 

to be merciful to the weak. “NEVER PLACE YOURSELF ABOVE ANYONE, NOT EVEN GREAT SINNERS. 

Humility often saves a sinner who has committed many grievous transgressions.” 

“…..the essence of pride lies in exalting ourselves above others, giving ourselves an exaggerated 

preference, imagining we are vastly greater than we actually are. This means in effect placing 

ourselves practically in the position that belongs rightly to God alone. Pride then is making of oneself 

one’s own god. Humility is only restoring the right order and truth. It begins essentially with self-

knowledge and leads to a healthy depreciation of our own opinion of ourselves. St. Benedict quotes 

the laconic phrase of Christ---everyone that exalteth himself shall be humbled. That is to say, a false 

idea of ourselves  MUST  NECESSARILY LEAD TO DELUSION AND EXPOSURE. This is the important point, 



practically speaking. One cannot get away with pride and falsity. It will make itself very evident, and 

will lead to ruin and confusion---the destruction of false hopes. Pride is IRREVOCABLY FALSE. The falsity 

of pride leads to frustration in vain hopes and fears and futile interior activity. Everyone who is exalted 

will be humbled. By what force will he be humbled? Not by the power of a jealous God so much as by 

the fact that he exhausts himself in the service of his idol.” 

“It would be a fatal error to imagine that “he who humbles himself will be exalted” means that one 

should gain approval by the practice of exterior humility. This is nothing but pride in disguise, and part 

of the error we are trying to get rid of.” 

 

Enough Merton for now, I am sure he will return, I would now like to turn the attention to “The Cloud 

of Unknowing” and some comments by Cynthia Bourgeault. 

Perfect and imperfect Meekness (Cloud 13-15) 

“Meekness---or humility, if you prefer---is, according to our author, primarily about self-knowledge. 

“Meekness in itself is nothing else but a true knowing and feeling of a man’s self as he is,” he explains, 

“it is not about external behaviors---definitely not about obsequious or self-deprecating mannerisms. It 

is quintessentially an inner orientation, the inevitable fruit of having come into relationship with the 

true north of one’s selfhood. Beyond ego neediness and ego inflation is simply the naked ground of 

being---“the root of the root of yourself,” in the words of the poet Rumi---and when one breaks into 

this primordial ground, all pretension simply drops away.” 

There are two ways of cultivating this meekness, according to our author. Both are good and 

necessary, but they belong to completely different orders of reality. 

The first, which he calls “imperfect meekness,” Is developed by the earnest reflection on one’s own 

sins and shortcomings. What in classic spiritual practice has been known as “scrupulosity” or “examen 

of  conscience” may today be more familiar packaged as “making a moral inventory”---but in any case, 

the bottom line is the same. To the degree that you can honestly search out and “own” your own 

selfish and hurtful behaviors, you are able to cut others some slack. Entitlement and self-importance 

soften; in their place comes a deepening sense of solidarity with others in our common fragility. 

And this is important work, our author reminds us, from which we never “graduate.” In fact, without it, 

the permanent stabilization of a state of meekness (humility) is impossible. 

The second kind of meekness, which he calls “perfect,” emerges from a different source altogether. It 

comes from suddenly grasping the true scale of things, from a felt sense of the immensity of the 

cosmos and vastness of divine love, against which all ouer human dramas and strivings merely dust 

specks---“in the beholding of which all nature quakes, all scholars are fools, and all saints and angles 

are blind,” as he picturesquely puts it. It is the heart aching with the power of the infinite, recognizing 

that it is I myself---that slender veil of my created selfhood---that hides the paradise I seek.” 



“A good example of perfect meekness can be seen in the final chapters of the book of Job. Throughout 

the entire preceding ordeal, Job has staunchly maintained his innocence and God has staunchly 

maintained his silence. Finally God speaks, and his response is a stunning vindication of Job’s integrity. 

But it is not a judicial kind of vindication, a “well done, thou good and faithful servant.” Rather , God 

figuratively sweeps Job up on eagles’ wings and gives him a personal tour of the vastness of the 

cosmos and the bottomless depths of divine creativity. Job is introduced to the true scale of things; his 

response---“I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees you; therefore I despise 

myself and repent in dust and ashes”---is a paradigmatic expression of perfect meekness (humility). 

Note that perfect meekness implies a felt sense: in modern terminology, a shift to heart cognition. 

Imperfect  meekness  is the domain of the mind: concerned with measuring, assessing, inventorying. 

Perfect meekness is intrinsically holographic; through sympathetic resonance, you simultaneously 

grasp both the whole and the part. This is supremely the domain of heart cognition.” 

  


