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A country priest in France in the 19th century noticed an old peasant/farmer who 
had sat in the church alone and silent every afternoon for many days in a row. One 
day he asked the farmer what he was doing. The response was, ‘I looks at him and 
he looks at me.’ It’s that sort of silent prayer that I want to look at today.  
 
I’m going to ground my discussion in a passage from the spiritual classic, Chapter 
Three of The Cloud of Unknowing which was written in the fourteenth century, in 
England, by an anonymous author, possibly a priest in a religious order, writing to 
guide a young disciple in the art of contemplative prayer. There has been a modern 
resurgence of interest in it and it has become the cornerstone of the Centering 
Prayer movement. See the Wikipedia article for links to various editions. 

 
The cloud of unknowing is that which stands between us and God. The author 
believes that it is impossible to know God fully in this life, and that we must reach 
out through the darkness into the cloud to seek God. The cloud obscures our sight, 
our memories, our awareness of everything but God. It is this naked intent to seek 
God alone which is at the heart of prayer. In this cloud, union with God in prayer is 
possible.   
 
As we begin to look at the text, the author urges us in his preface not to take what 
he says literally, and also not to discuss these matters with anyone who is not 
serious about the life of prayer. So, no climbing a high mountain in search of a 
friendly cloud! 
 
In the introduction to her recent translation of the Cloud, Carmen Acevado Butcher 
says, 
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The book you now hold is a rainmaker for anyone whose soul has ever felt as 
dry as a bone. Its nameless author was a gifted teacher. Page after page, he 
patiently explains what contemplative prayer is and how it can end any 
spiritual drought – shortages of love, low levels of humility, an absence of 
peace. Through practical spiritual exercises that he calls ‘the cloud of 
unknowing’ and the ‘cloud of forgetting’, he teaches us to pray without 
ceasing and shows us that a dialogue with Mystery is not only possible but is 
in fact ‘the work of the soul that most pleases God’ (Ch 3). 
I’m using her translation because its rhythms of natural speech make it very 
accessible. Chapter Three contains the essence of the author’s teaching. 
 
1. Seeking God alone 
 
We need to seek the Giver, not the gifts. ‘Want him, and not anything he’s made’. 
This is one of the primary requirements of the life of prayer. Later, the author refers 
to the love that the one who is praying has for God - ‘evermore crying after Him 
that thou lovest’. Love is what it’s about.  
 
Like most temptations, this can be quite a subtle one. Do you come to a time of 
prayer because your Rule of Life says you have to? Because you hope to have a 
lovely prayer experience? Because you want God to do something for you? Because 
silent prayer is good for your health? Or do you come seeking God out of love 
alone?  
 
We are all human, and our motives will vary from time to time, but we should seek 
to be principally motivated by love. We can also tend to be too hard on ourselves 
here. Remember the Amish quilts, where the makers deliberately introduce a 
mistake, because no one is perfect, save God alone. We should not expect 
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 perfection of ourselves, for that just might be pride. 
 
This raises the question of distractions. Of course, we will be distracted; it’s 
impossible for humans to focus on one thing alone for very long at all. The author 
of the Cloud suggests in a later chapter (Ch. 6) that the way around this is to fire a 
sharp dart of longing love into the cloud, to choose one word or a very short 
phrase and repeat this a few times until your mind and heart have settled again, in 
other words, use a mantra. 

It is our heart that reaches out to God. ‘We cannot think our way to God, because 
God can be loved, but not thought’, says the author of the Cloud. 
 
2. On not trying to do the work of prayer ourselves 
 
It is God who draws us into prayer – the author talks of us being helped by God to 
feel a pure desire. Our urge, our impetus to pray comes from God. We often 
mistake our response to this urge as first coming from ourselves, but this is not 
the case. Our desire for God, our hunger for God, comes from the divine image 
which we bear within us. 
 
The Cloud author reminds us in Ch. 14 that God is the principal worker in this 
exercise. He says that pride causes some to assume that.. 
. .they can do it all by themselves. But this is just their pride talking. . . They 
suppose that God merely consents to what they do, but the opposite is true. 
They have the cart before the horse. In contemplation, set thinking aside. 
Forget intellect and its skill. Forget erudition. Forget intricate theological 
analyses. . . Let God be the one in charge. 
 
A related temptation that we can fall into is to think that we are doing something 
for God. Those of us who are fairly active in church life are particularly prone to 
this temptation. It is tempting enough to think because we are on this committee 
and do that visiting and are in church every Sunday that God must be pleased with 
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us. Yet the author of the Cloud says that it is contemplative prayer that is most 
pleasing to God. The saints and angels delight in it, others profit from it and you 
yourself gain benefit from it. Then again, we can be tempted to think that because 
we are spending time in contemplative prayer that we are doing God a favour.  
All of this points to too much thinking. It is loving that we need to be doing. 
Dialogue with the mystery of God will never occur by thinking our way through it, 
as the old saying goes, love conquers all. 
 
3. On the nature of the cloud 
 
The use of cloud imagery in Scripture to signify and to hide the glory of God has a 
long history. When Moses ascends the mountain at God’s invitation he walks into a 
cloud: 
Then Moses went up on the mountain, and the cloud covered the mountain. 
The glory of the Lord settled on Mount Sinai, and the cloud covered it for six 
days; on the seventh day he called to Moses out of the cloud. Now the 
appearance of the glory of the Lord was like a devouring fire on the top of 
the mountain in the sight of the people of Israel. Moses entered the cloud, 
and went up on the mountain. Moses was on the mountain for forty days and 
forty nights. (Ex 24. 15-18)  
 
When Jesus is transfigured on the mountain and his glory is revealed, Peter 
suggests building three dwellings. Then a cloud appears, and the voice of 
God is heard saying, ‘This is my Son, my chosen. Listen to him!’ (Lk 9.35). See 
also Aaron and the cloud in Ex. 16.10. 
 
The author of the Cloud is using this imagery in the same way – to signify the glory 
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 of God. But it is also a cloud of unknowing – not knowing anything save God, not 
being aware of anything save God, not oneself, not people you’d like to pray for, 
nothing. It is all set to one side as God is allowed to take centre stage.  
 
It is also described later in the book as a cloud of forgetting… 
You are to concern yourself with no creature whether material or relational 
nor with their situation and doings whether good or ill. To put it briefly, 
during this work you must abandon them all beneath the cloud of forgetting. 
(Ch. 5) 
Thoughts are not desirable in this time of prayer. The ‘cloud’ sits between you and 
God and only sharp darts of longing love can pierce it. Use your mantra but only 
very briefly. Keep coming back and back and back to God. 
 
One temptation here is to think that nothing is happening and to abandon ship, as it 
were. We are really the worst judge of what is happening in our prayer life. 
 
4. True persistence has its rewards 
 
We cannot fully know God in this life, as the author reminds us. The darkness of 
which he speaks really has two aspects. The first and main one is the sense of ‘being 
in the dark’. We don’t know what is going on in our prayer, it can seem like we are 
not present when it happens. This darkness is quite normal, in fact, it’s a sign that 
you are on the right track. The desire to simply reach out to God is enough. It’s 
important that we stick with this, that we don’t give up because it seems that 
nothing is happening. 
 
The other aspect of darkness is that unwanted stuff can surface; things from the 
past that are uncomfortable, truths about our self that we’d rather not know. We 
all have a shadow side, there are things that we try to keep under the surface and 
forget about. We’d rather not face them. Yet God’s will is for our healing, we are 
created to be whole creatures, made in the image of God. It’s important that we let 
these things surface, painful though it may be. Give your consent to God working in 
your soul in this way. Talking things through with a trusted spiritual friend, your 
spiritual director if you have one, is really helpful. 
 
The author concludes by promising us that true persistence has its rewards, we will 
attain the goal we are seeking, that is, coming close to God. This may seem to 
contradict what the author said at the beginning of the chapter, namely to seek the 
Giver and not the gifts. Yet, when you look at it, it is God alone that we are seeking, 
the One whom our heart desires. As the author says, it’s the closest you can get to 
God here on earth.  
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God, to you all hearts are open, 
to you all longings speak, 

and to you no secret is hidden. 
I beg you - 

purify the intentions of my heart 
through the unspeakable gift of your grace, 

so that I can love you with all I am 
and praise you for all you are. Amen. 
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The content of this booklet is from the Revd. Jill Renison, based on her work for 

the Prayer Day of April 2019. It is part of a series of ‘Aids to Prayer and Reflection’ 

which  have been developed from our monthly Prayer Days, for your personal use. 

You may pick up other Aids from the Spirituality Centre or simply download copies 

from our website. We hope our readers find them helpful in their prayer lives. 

 

 

 

 

 

You are welcome to join us for Days of Prayer and Reflection, which are held at the 

Spirituality Centre, on the first Thursday of the month, from  March till November, 

10am until 3pm.  

The Eucharist is celebrated at midday and there are opportunities to sit quietly, 

use our library and wander in the gardens. BYO lunch; tea and coffee are provided. 

There is no charge but a donation is appreciated.  

 

 

Community of the Holy Name, 40 Cavanagh Street, Cheltenham, Victoria 3192 
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