


Contemplative Ethics: Intimacy, Amor Mundi and Dignificaton in Teresa of Avila and Julian of Norwich
Accounts within the Christian mystical tradition of moral behavior in the lives of the great mystics are manifold, among them the suffering gentleness of Francis who tended to beggars, lepers, and the crippled; the speculative incisiveness of Meister Eckhart who demarcated the importance of helping those in need from mystical piety; and the verdant voice of Catherine of Siena who shamed men and popes by speaking about the suffering of the masses. Yet many academic studies on the relationship of mysticism and ethics repeat the often-stated idea that mystics display an unfortunate tendency to antinomianism, amoral behavior, or ethical apathy.[1] 
The dissonance perceived to exist between mysticism and ethics is due in part to the definitions of mysticism employed, and to its modern, academic appropriation. Scholars of mysticism have uncritically adopted the essentialist, universalist definitions first posed by William James and others, associating mysticism with highly subjective personal encounters, ecstatic states of consciousness, and transient, ineffable experiences of no ordinary reality, to the neglect of the whole of the mystic’s life of faith. A number of recent studies have critiqued this correlation of mysticism with extraordinary psychological states, and the privatization of the spiritual that emerges from it, as a philosophical construction that disregards or is blind to the overriding evidence of ethical concern in the lives and thought of the masters of religious history.[2] 
Further, the field of contemporary Christian ethics focuses almost exclusively on the social dimension of moral conduct, and less on the mystical consciousness that may propel it; it is also based on an onto-theological assumption critiqued by many postmodernists, and on a post-enlightenment preoccupation with the individualized, autonomous self.[3] Yet, the intrinsic unity of the spiritual and moral life was central to the patristic and medieval periods, and was even retained to a large extent in the Christian West until the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when moral theology developed as a separate discipline distinct from dogmatic theology. The moral theology of this period “manifested not merely a process of developing theological specialization but a bifurcation in the inherent relationship of the moral and spiritual dimensions of Christian living.”[4] 
To disrupt these associations and shift attention away from the mystical-ethical debate, I intend to focus in this paper on contemplative ethics in the thought of Julian of Norwich and Teresa of Avila. While in the history of Christian theology ethical thought often has been concerned with obligations, responsibilities, and acts, at the same time there exists another tradition within Christian moral thought that arises out of the contemplative life of prayer.[5] Here, ethics comes from within, from the interior life of virtues in relationship with the world, yielding the fruits of responsibilities and deeds. It is from this mystical orientation that some of the greatest ethical precepts have been given form, and it is from them that we find a specific kind of ethical consciousness—an ethics of perfection—associated with deification and the virtues of prayer, humility, asceticism, selflessness, and loving compassion.
As one of the most enduring strands of Christian mysticism, the term “contemplation” emerges in the West from the distinction made in the Platonic schools between the “description of the soul’s return to God through purification (askesis) followed by contemplative vision (theoria).”[6] In contemporary usage, contemplation often is associated with the life of prayer and mysticism with “an immediate consciousness of the presence of God,”[7] but in actual fact the two terms are used interchangeably in many Christian mystical texts, with the implication that all deeply spiritual persons are intrinsically mystic-contemplatives. Both terms refer to a quality of being associated with the mature spiritual life, and not just to the heightened, but temporary, altered states of consciousness that are sometimes associated with mystical experience in contemporary thought. 

In Christian literature a distinction is made between active and passive, sometimes also termed acquired and infused, contemplation. Although this distinction of active and passive is applicable to all modes of spirituality, the passive dimension is most consistently reserved for the higher stages of mysticism or contemplation. In Christian thought, the “active” life refers to all that we do to facilitate the journey—verbal prayer, good works, study, and practice of virtues. The “passive” reflects how God works in us, leading us through silence, receptivity, and openness to share in the intimacy of the divine life. It is the absence of self-willed activity, referring to the consciousness of surrender, vulnerability, and love. Teresa of Avila describes it best when she writes that active consolations in prayer “have their beginning in our own human nature and end in God;” while the passive “begin in God and end in ourselves.”[8]
In the early monastic communities, ethical behavior was the natural outgrowth of the passive life; morality and spirituality were one. The primacy of contemplative silence in the life of the monk led to “charity and hospitality [which] were matters of top priority, and took precedence over fasting and personal ascetic routines.”[9] This emphasis on ‘being’ over ‘doing’ was one of degree, a shift in perspective that allowed the monks to move from a deeper center than the one demanded by the world. It was movement into a certain quality of life, that Thomas Merton called the “third position of integrity,” and in which monastic communities followed a “lifelong commitment to the disinterested pursuit of the good and a willingness to enter a dark night of struggle so that they—and their enemies—might be born again: purged of demeaning social stereotypes and liberated from self-aggrandizing illusions.”[10] 

Monastic Piety and the Ethics of Perfection
From the beginning there has existed within Christianity a tradition of contemplative ethics that emphasized the attainment of deification, and was closely associated with the nascent monastic communities. Born out of constant prayer and reflection on divinity, this ethic of perfection was founded on the promise first established in Iranaeus of Lyons’ famous phrase, later repeated by St. Athanasius: “God became man so that man might become God.” (De Incarnatione Imitation and participation in Christ’s divinity was the foundation of moral perfection, for it was only through the development of selflessness and ardor for God that one could become deified, divine-like. While primarily focused on the inner life of prayer and virtue, the monks were exhorted to practice perfection in order to mirror the divine in the world. The whole of the monastic charism was to participate in Christ’s life to the extent that one became a living example of God’s presence in human affairs. The quest for inner perfection was for the sake of outer theosis, love for the world and an ethical concern for the spiritual integrity of others.[11] 54).
Thus, a contemplative ethic was the result of a deep personal confrontation with God, and recognition that the monk was called to be a living representative of divine love. This ethic of perfection compelled the mystic monk to participate in and imitate the qualities of being that were revealed in the life of Jesus. The path to deification was through the development of virtues; foremost among these were humility, passionlessness, and love. The mystical “method” involved prayer, silence, solitude, compunction, direction, surrender, and reconciliation. The inner way was for the sake of a higher intentio: to be living representatives of Christ’s integration of divinity and humanity. The master was the one all could look to for guidance on conduct born out of true sanctity.
While this ethic of perfection did not address explicit social concerns—a unique development of modern culture—it was nonetheless directed toward similar obligations and goals. It was an ethical code of conduct that marked the life of the monk as surely as moral strictures guide social contracts today. As pioneers in the contemplative desert, the monks were to bring souls to God, and to have respect for all seekers because like Evagrius they understood that “‘It is a part of justice that you should pray not only for your own purification but also for that of every man. In doing this you will imitate the practice of the angels.”[12] For this reason Evagrius taught that progress in pure prayer should lead the monk to progress in love for all humanity: “Happy is the monk who views the welfare and progress of all men with as much joy as if it were his own. . . . and who considers all men as god--after God.”[13]
Ethical perfection developed an ascetical strand, in which the techniques of prayer were employed as a purgative process in order to deconstruct the concept of self, and to effect the reversal of social and spiritual oppression based on conventional notions of the real. Far from establishing the spiritual status quo, the heights of purgative contemplation were radically deconstructive to the person, leading through dark nights, renunciation of ego desires and religious norms, and confrontation with the selfishness, greed, fear, despair and worthlessness that grip the soul. This deconstructive function was directly associated with the cross and the reversal of the sensible and ordinary, in order to reveal the tragedy and exaltation of transcendence. Meditation on Christ’s life, death, and resurrection led the monks to reflect on selflessness and self-sacrifice as primary foundations for ethical behavior. The close relationship between prayer and the moral life presupposed that any growth in prayer and holiness required a moral conversion, as is evident in the words of the nineteenth century monk Theophane the Recluse:

Prayer is the test of everything; prayer is also the source of everything; prayer is the driving force of everything; prayer is also the director of everything. If prayer is right, everything is right. For prayer will not allow anything to go wrong.[14]

It also supported a unitive, contemplative intimacy with God, a direct infusion of divine love, in which the monk had attained such an integral orientation toward divinity that any actions that were contrary to perfection became a virtual impossibility. It is at this point that subject-object distinctions disappear and the mystic, speaking out of oneness itself, lays claim to having transcended moral dialectics. Yet, the apparent sublation of the moral life in passive contemplation is a temporary suspension of constructed discourse for the sake of a higher, and more intense flowering of spiritual gifts. True contemplation always overflows into creation—it becomes a creative act—as the monk participates in and lives out the fundamental dynamism toward the good that constitutes the inner Trinitarian relations. Both experiential and experimental, theosis honed and refined a contemplative ethic in which the primary motive was the surrendered, selfless-self given over to God. 
While the contemplative foundation of ethics in the West deserves a study of its own, I intend to focus in this paper on the specific contributions of two medieval women masters, Julian of Norwich and Teresa of Avila. We have in their journeys a rare insight into the phenomenology of moral-mystical consciousness; that is, how ethical response emerges directly out of contemplative experience. Specifically, it is possible to trace how their mystical experiences lead to recognition of the interconnectedness of all life and then to the development of specific social concerns for others. Teresa explicitly addresses how social reform is the direct response of the highest stages of infused contemplation in a commentary on the Mary-Martha story. “Martha and Mary,” she writes in her Meditation on the Song of Songs, “never fail to work almost together when the soul is in this state [mystical marriage]. For in the active—and seemingly exterior—work the soul is working interiorly. And when the active works rise from this interior root, they become lovely and very fragrant flowers.”[15] From the offspring of the active and contemplative lives, “heroic deeds will be born” and did so in Teresa’s religious and social reforms.[16]
Using the interpretive framework outlined above—that contemplative ethics emerges out of mystical states of consciousness, among them prayer, development of virtues, and silence; and that its intention is to transform or deconstruct traditional views of human behavior in order to bring the divine vision into the human sphere—I focus on how the suffering face of Jesus-Sophia calls these women to empowerment and dignity, freeing them to challenge existing social mores and develop their own ethical foundations.
Contemplation on the Suffering Face in Julian and Teresa
Although separated historically by almost two centuries, the spiritual lives and theology of Julian of Norwich and Teresa of Avila are remarkably resonant with each other, and with ethical concerns of contemporary feminists. As cartographers of the soul, they explored the contemplative process that took them from fragmentation, self-denial, and inequality to the formation of ethical principles based on intimacy, relationality, and dignity. As marginalized females in predominately male-dominated cultures, it was through their contemplative experiences and prayerful dialogues with God that they worked out their personal wounding and social concerns. In their struggles toward spiritual equality they mapped out the territory by which mysticism becomes the site of ethical reflection and responsibility. 
Julian and Teresa’s writings reject a static moral order in favor of a relational ethics, which derives its authority from a primary encounter with the suffering face of Jesus. In their experience of the visionary Jesus, they would find resonance with Emmanuel Levinas on the importance of the face, and would do doubt agree that “a face imposes itself upon me without my being able to be deaf to it or to forget it, that is, without my being able to suspend my responsibility for its distress.”[17] It is always in relationship to the wounded face of the Other that they are pierced to the core of their being in solidarity for the suffering others of our world. In Julian and Teresa this intimate and intensely relational love of God forms the ground of their ethical behavior, establishing them as subjects in their own right.
In order to situate their ethical responses, it is instructive to view how their identification with the suffering face leads them beyond their own spiritual oppression as women to identification with the suffering of humanity, their “fellow Christians,” and all creation. In the writings of Julian and Teresa there is a felt difference in the twenty years between their early expressions of worthlessness, inferiority, and debasement as women and their later, more mature, writings that boldly affirm women’s dignity and spiritual authority.[18] Each of them struggled with their role as women, Julian in a more subtle manner, concealed within the textual differences between her Short and Long texts. It is noteworthy that references to the motherhood of God are completely absent in the Short Text, and are developed over the many years that Julian ponders Jesus’ message of love.

What Julian accomplishes in a reasoned theological reflection from her anchor hold, Teresa experiences in a much more public and fiery fashion, through an anguishing twenty years of rejection, ridicule, and self-doubt. In a period spanning the middle of her adult life, Teresa struggles with issues involving her status as a woman and her achievement of her own style of contemplative prayer, with the ridicule and suspicions she aroused in those who felt her experiences were “from the devil.” Yet, mystically, they each arrive at a theology of integration and affirmation based on profound conversion experiences of personal and Divine suffering, and develop distinct contemplative vocabularies to describe the process by which a person achieves and fully accepts oneself as God’s beloved. This personal realization of divine self-acceptance is the foundation of their ethical concerns and of the battle that Teresa eventually wages to dignify the rights of women, girls, conversos, and others.[19] 
Julian’s story is well known, how in her thirtieth and one half year she prayed for a vision of Christ’s passion, a bodily illness, and three spiritual wounds of contrition, compassion, and longing with the will of God.[20] Her intention in these prayers was not for personal gain, but to experience Christ’s love as her own and to suffer His sufferings for the world. Julian’s entire theological corpus is based around her initial visionary experience in which she contemplates the textuality of Jesus’ thirsting face and crucified body. Soon after her vision she composes the first commentary, or Short Text, of her Showings, which she revises some twenty years later, after further thought and reflection, into her Long Text. In this vision of Christ crucified, Julian identifies with the wounds of the savior and focuses on the longing God has for our salvation and bliss, a suffering longing shown in his dying love. As “the foundation of your beseeching,”[21] Christ is the matrix within which the human heart seeks consolation of sin and wounding, leading her to develop an integrative theology based on her understanding of the centrality of love in Jesus’ message.

Far from being a desire for personal spiritual gain, Julian sought identity with Jesus’ self-giving love, so that she also could experience more directly the suffering of humanity. It is in the light of the suffering face of Christ that the true meaning and value of other things and actions can be correctly assessed. Through this intimacy of divine-human suffering (“for I wished that his pains might be my pains”), Julian recognized that all other interpretations must rest “with compassion which would lead to longing for God.”[22] “Julian was aware that identification with Christ must include identification with those for whom he suffered,” writes Grace Jantzen, “and hence with their suffering; her prayer for illness represented a willingness to share the pains of the dying in such a way that her understanding and compassion for them would increase and she would be purged of any self-centeredness in her responses.”[23]
Teresa, in her thirty-ninth year, also discovers the mystical link between her personal shortcomings and the conditions of the world through her encounter with the suffering face of Jesus. In 1554, during the season of Lent, Teresa is transported by a statue of the “wounded Christ” to identify with his pathos for humanity. Struggling with her attraction to gossip, honor, position, money, and trivial concerns, the vision of the wounded Christ incites profound compunction in Teresa, who experiences how her sins increase God’s wounds, and “how poorly,” she writes, “I thanked Him for those wounds that, it seems to me, my heart broke.”[24] This felt pain for what he suffered on our behalf impacts on her sense of responsibility to her sisters and spiritual friends. This conversion experience is pivotal to Teresa’s future ethical stance, because it is through her identification with Christ’s agonized face and wounded body that she ignites the moral fiber necessary to change her life around. Taking Christ’s wounds into her heart, Teresa is no longer free to act of her own self-will, but must evaluate her subsequent behavior, response to moral issues, and responsibility for her growth in virtue and perfection against the horizon of Divine humility. 
The transformation of individual consciousness in their witness of the suffering face expands out from a personal, salvation ethic to include a wider social, contemplative ethic. The foundation of this ethic of perfection is prayer, specifically contemplative or, to use Teresa’s language, mental prayer. For both Julian and Teresa prayer is the vessel or enclosure within which God’s longing for our redemption takes root and grows. Perfection and intimacy with God are both source and fruit of the virtues, the former leading to the attainment of humility, compassion, and detachment of soul, while the latter overflows into an ethical concern for the well being of their fellow Christians, and especially, for Teresa, to the sisters in her charge. Inner theosis mirrors and strives to plant the seeds of justice and love in all relations.
Christ’s suffering compels in them a desire to share in the world’s sufferings, to bear for him and for others in an outpouring of solidarity with those who are marginalized, ridiculed, and rejected: “I desire to suffer, Lord, since You suffered,” Teresa writes. “Let your will be done in me in every way, and may it not please your majesty that something as precious as your love be given to anyone who serves you only for the sake of consolations.”[25] This contemplation on the suffering face takes on the marks of an inner moral compass by which Julian and Teresa evaluate their actions, and the world’s response, in light of Jesus’ loving passion.

In their confrontation with the vulnerability of Jesus’ face, body, and wounds, their hearts are torn and whatever traces of self-centeredness remain are consumed by the fiery flame of sorrow for human arrogance and sin. Yet, this mystical emptiness of self initiates an unreserved responsibility in which they reclaim their dignity as women, and articulate a new feminine way of liberation for them and others. Julian, cloistered anchoress, and Teresa, foundress of contemplative communities, each finds in Jesus’ suffering face a mirror of their world. Through it they developed a distinctive contemplative ethic, born out of years of reflection and prayer, that will be developed according to three sub-themes: the ethics of intimacy, amor mundi, and dignification.
Ethic of Intimacy
And the more our deeds show that these are not merely polite words, all the more does the Lord bring us to Himself . . . Not content with having made the soul one with Himself, He begins to find His delight in it, reveal His secrets, and rejoice that it knows what it has gained. . . And He begins to commune with the soul in so intimate a friendship that He not only gives is back its own will but gives it His.[26]

In following the path of self-renunciation as it leads to divine longing, the role of intimacy becomes a central metaphor in the writings of both Julian and Teresa. Their identification with Jesus’ suffering leads them from mystical union to a deeper, ontological intimacy between the depth of their souls and God. The communion between God and the soul is “so intimate a friendship” that everything is shared equally and the soul experiences not only its own will, but God’s will. For Julian and Teresa, mystical intimacy involves identification with God’s longing and pathos for humanity, and a bearing of the two-fold wounding of Christ’s passion. The soul experiences the afflictions of its most receptive nature, both in terms of the negative wounding sustained from bearing the sin and violence of the world, and the positive touching of Divine Wisdom which opens it to deeper reserves of communion and oneness. Teresa contends these sufferings are felt “in the very deep and intimate part of the soul,”[27] and mystically repeat the wounds borne by Jesus. Yet, she makes a radical departure from traditional theology when she states that his sufferings while alive were much greater than what he experienced in his passion, because “all things were present to Him and He was always witnessing the serious offenses committed against His Father.”[28] For those who are intimate with God’s presence in the world, human sin strikes into the very core where God and the soul are one. She reflects on her own awareness of the suffering of a soul that is intimate with God and how difficult it is “to see the many offenses committed so continually against His Majesty….that I believe that only one day of that pain would have been sufficient to end many lives;”[29] 

Yet, the intense suffering over the world’s afflictions is connected to the immense exaltation of love God offers to the soul. The inner soul wounding and outer worldly offense exist in reciprocal relationship to the overflowing love between God and the soul. The depth of the soul’s ability to bear God’s love for the world exists in proportion to the intensity of love’s wounding of the soul. In the highest reaches of mystic contemplation, Julian and Teresa experience how Jesus “begins to commune with the soul in so intimate a friendship that He not only gives it back its own will but gives it His.”[30] The communion that takes place between God and the soul in its center teaches of the closeness God shares with all things and the manner in which they must bear for God the wounding and happiness of the world.

The movement between suffering and exaltation follows the logic of lover-beloved, in which the “passion of Christ offers a principle for understanding what love really is; it is the standard by which love itself must be measured.”[31] The intimacy achieved in mystic contemplation impresses on these women masters how the soul in its essence is always one with God, despite its errors, omissions, and sins. So powerful was this understanding of the undefiled love between the soul and God, that it is not excessive to state that this equality of intimacy became the founding impetus of their lives and theologies.
In various ways, Julian and Teresa address how the essential self is always one with God. Using images of fortified dwellings (Julian, citadel; Teresa, crystalline castle) to describe the soul, each distinguishes between the inner and outer soul. The inner soul remains pure and holy, turned toward communion with God, while the outer soul, turned toward the world, is susceptible to human desires, attachments, and sins. Julian names this distinction between inner and outer soul with reference to the terms substance and sensuality.[32] Substance is our essence, our pure nature made for God’s love; sensuality is the soul’s response to impulses and attractions that lead the person astray. It is not, for Julian, representative of a dualism between body and soul. Since the human person is a reflection of divine wholeness, the integration of sensuality and substance is the spiritual way to freedom, a way that requires a mending of the fracture in consciousness of Julian’s “even Christians” who are torn between sin and essence. Teresa also conceptualizes the soul as having an outer aspect that turns toward the world and is susceptible to its sins, and an inner pure and undefiled core that is turned toward God. In The Interior Castle, Teresa distinguishes the three outer moradas (dwellings) where a person confronts worldly limitation, suffering, and desire from the four interior rooms infused with supernatural love. Prayer allows entrance into the castle, and is the surest method by which the soul moves from oppression and fragmentation to freedom and wholeness. As the soul advances in grace, it moves from occasional touches of divine union to betrothal in which the soul’s “union with the Lord passes quickly, . . . [and] in the end the two can be separated and each remains in itself.”[33] At the center of the castle, however, Jesus and the soul are united in “spiritual marriage” in a union “that is like what we have when rain falls from the sky into a river or fount; all is water, for the rain that fell from heaven cannot be divided or separated from the water of the river. . . . The soul always remains with its God in that center.”[34] 
Prayer is the primary mode of communion between Jesus and the soul, but a specific type of nondual, infused prayer—Teresa’s prayer of quiet, union, betrothal, and marriage; the prayer of mothering and one-ing of Julian. This is not the prayer of subject and object, of Lord and damsel, but the fiery passion of lovers who share in the fullness of each other’s joys and sorrows. Through the wounds and suffering of Jesus, Julian and Teresa mystically re-enact the event of Christ’s oneness with creation. Oneness, interconnectedness, and integration are intrinsic in all intimate relations. Whether from the shelter of Julian’s anchor hold, or in the bustle of the Monastery of the Incarnation where Teresa served as prioress, intimacy was more than a transient and private mystical encounter or imaginative vision, it was an essential quality of being that demanded an equal ethical response. Reality was no longer viewed from the perspective of the individualistic self, but was grasped, and borne, from intimacy itself.
As Julian and Teresa mature in their spiritual lives—and assert their authority—they speak more directly to the responsibility, or ethic, intimacy brings and the need to evaluate the problem of sin from the perspective of Jesus’ love for the world. In an especially important vision of the servant and the lord, Julian works out an urgent paradox that occupied her thoughts: how was she to reconcile the ordinary teaching of “Holy Church [in which] blame for our sins continually hangs upon us” with her spiritual understanding that “our Lord God show[s] no more blame to us than if we were as pure and as holy as the angels in heaven.”[35] In the vision, the lord sits in rest and peace, while the servant stands before him ready to do his will. The lord sends the servant to a certain place, but the servant not only goes, but “dashes off and runs at great speed” and soon “falls into a dell and is greatly injured.”[36] The fall causes the servant great distress because in his pain he is unable to turn his face or seek consolation from his lord who is very near him. 

Julian conceives the vision in Trinitarian terms; the servant is Jesus and Adam (“that is to say all men,)” the lord is “God the Father,” and “the Holy Spirit is the equal love which is in them both.”[37] She thus interprets this teaching to signify how God looks upon his servants with such mothering mercy and tenderness. The lord does not blame his servant but realizes his fall is blameless, the result of excessive love and zeal. This excessive love told Julian how God looks upon our sins: “And then I saw that only pain blames and punishes, and our courteous Lord comforts and succors, and always he is kindly disposed to the soul, loving and longing to bring us to bliss.”[38] Having pondered this vision for many years, Julian sees it as the essential manifestation of the incarnation—how through love, sin and evil are transformed.
In this sense, Julian’s whole theology is an extended meditation on the question of integration, of joining the fragmented human self into wholeness, a wholeness that in turn teaches us about the interconnectedness of the world. The intimacy shared between lord and servant establishes guidelines for a human response to the problem of evil and sin. It is exemplified in the feminine, in the bond of love between Jesus and his mother, Mary.[39] Liz McAvoy’s interpretation that the whole of the vision can be seen through the closeness of the mother-child relationship, is worth quoting at length:
Julian presents the mother-figure as the one who feels in her own body every hurt her child receives, both physical or psychological, and so this lord feels the suffering of his servant and is united with him in his anguish. The pain of the fall unites them both, just as the pain of childbirth and the suffering involved in the child’s acquisition of experience unites mother and child in a continuous cycle of reciprocity. The resultant effect of this feminization of language is the disruption of traditional masculinist absolutism embedded in the concept of vengeance and the assertion of the nurturing values of the maternal feminine both in a human and divine context as a solution to the problem.[40] 
The mystical life drew Julian and Teresa into the dark night of their suffering savior’s pathos for human affliction. Constance FitzGerald asserts that this is the “point in life and prayer development [when] the images of the poor, the victimized, the oppressed, the exploited, and the suffering take on a clarity and significance that is overpowering.”[41] Mystical intimacy defends the primary of divine benevolence—God loves the world, suffers over it, and desires to see all well. It is participation in God’s witness, seeing the world from God’s perspective that subverts and contradicts the whole individualistic perception of reality.

Awareness and compunction lead to healing—a desire to heal the suffering of others and to lift up the collective longing and pain of humanity—bringing all to a deep knowledge of God’s love. Teresa writes how God showed her the experience of hell so she would understand the urgency of an ethical response to take action to mend the spiritual wounds. “I notice that if we see a person . . . with a great trial or suffering, it seems that our own very nature invites us to compassion; and if their trial is great, we ourselves become distressed. . . . No heart can bear it without great pain . . . this awareness also makes me desire that in a matter so important we don’t grow satisfied with anything less than doing all we can on our part; let us neglect nothing, and may it please the Lord that He be served by giving us the grace to do all we can.”[42] Intimacy generates an ethic of mutuality and compassion, a desire to share in and bring healing to the sorrows of others.


Ethic of Amor Mundi
At the same time as I saw this sight of the head bleeding, our good Lord showed a spiritual sight of his familiar love. I saw that he is to us everything which is good and comforting for our help. He is our clothing, who wraps and enfolds us for love, embraces us and shelters us, surrounds us for his love, which is so tender that he may never desert us. And so in this sight I saw that he is everything which is good, as I understand.[43]
Julian’s first revelation occupies nine chapters of her Long Text. It is a revelation of love in which all that follows is “founded and connected.”[44] In a mystical commentary on “his precious crowning of thorns,”[45] Julian expresses in these chapters the union between God and the soul, the joy of the Trinity as “our maker . . . our protector, and our everlasting lover,”[46] and the familiar love in which God enfolds and embraces creation. While the vision is of Jesus’ bloodied head, the theology that emerges from it is one of flourishing, healing, and loving the world. Julian emphasizes that God wraps all of creation in love, caring for even our humblest bodily needs, so that “we, soul and body, [are] clad and enclosed in his goodness.”[47] Her affirmation of the goodness of creation requires a different attitude toward the world, an attitude that champions what Hannah Arendt called amor mundi, love of the world.[48] In emphasizing an ethic that is primarily concerned with the flourishing of others, rather than on the privatizing or spiritualizing of moral conduct, Julian displaces the relationship between theology and ethics. Instead of “theological or metaphysical doctrines forming the principles from which ethical rules and thus moral behavior can be derived,”[49] it is her understanding that everything “lasts and always will because God loves it”[50] that forms the basis from which Julian’s thought and action are generated.

The whole of this first revelation can be expressed in the juxtaposition Julian creates between the bleeding and suffering Jesus and the vision of a tiny object, “no bigger than a hazelnut,” that Julian ponders lying in the palm of her hand. She asks about the meaning of this tiny hazelnut and is shown how God loves it into existence. Love is at the center of being, it is love for which we are made; our essential core is pure, verdant, growing love—never stagnant or tainted. The sweetness and tenderness with which God loves creation overflows from the hearts of those who are God’s lovers into a concern for all others: “In all this,” writes Julian, “I was greatly moved in love towards my fellow Christians, that they might all see and know the same as I saw, for I wished it to be a comfort to them, for all this vision was shown for all men.”[51] 
Julian develops her understanding of amor mundi through her mature reflections on the motherhood of God, a distinctive addition to her Long Text. The divine motherhood becomes the paradigm in which she “has come to recognize the crucial nature of the feminine, particularly the maternal, to the understanding of God’s love for humanity and his attitude towards sin, and for her, the divine and the feminine are inseparable.”[52] The inseparable relationship between the divine and the feminine transforms the whole of her text, shifting “Julian’s exegetic emphasis from the meaning of sin to that of unconditional, maternal love as the universal principle upon which the relationship between the human and divine is predicated.”[53] By associating the qualities of unconditional love and mercy with the mother figure, Julian conveys a more embodied, physical sense of the healing of sins and the unity of the soul. Because the mother’s service is ‘nearest, readiest, and surest,” writes Julian, “we are brought back by the motherhood of mercy and grace into our natural place, in which we were created by the motherhood of love, a mother’s love which never leaves us.”[54]
In 1388, more than fifteen years after her initial illness and revelations, Julian ponders the meaning of all that she has learned. At a time of social and political unrest, and under the scourge of the Black Death, Julian witnessed and was no doubt aware of the trials of those outside her anchor hold.[55] It was, thus, her fervent desire to know more surely and profoundly the meaning of sin and suffering in the context of the mystical understanding she was given that “all will be well and every kind of thing will be well.”[56] In the very last chapter of her Long Text, Julian writes, “and from the time it was revealed, I desired many times to know in what was our Lord’s meaning. And fifteen years after and more, I was answered in spiritual understanding, and it was said: What, do you wish to know your Lord’s meaning in this thing? Know it well, love was his meaning. Who reveals it to you? Love. What did he reveal to you? Love. Why does he reveal it to you? For love. . . . And so I was taught that love is our Lord’s meaning. And I saw very certainly in this and in everything that before God made us he loved us, which love was never abated and never will be.”[57]
Like Julian, Teresa is challenged to lift up sin and despair into an integrated theology of love. Her quest to embrace the whole world in the arms of love begins with a very personal struggle to reconcile her worthlessness with Jesus’ love for her. She battles this inner lack of self-love, due in large measure to her status as a woman in sixteenth century Spain.[58] But reflected in her self-struggle is the fracture of those who do not love, and those who inflict loveless-ness on others. Teresa, as did Julian, learns that only in love can she cherish and empower herself, her monastic sisters, and her world. The self-hatred, self-loathing, and doubt that plague her inner thoughts must be given over to a higher acceptance, in which her personal failings are reconciled in the equality that love brings.[59] 
Teresa understands God’s love primarily as a spiritual love that takes place in the depth of the soul. As God becomes intimate to the soul through loving union, Teresa is called to extend this ethic of healing to all souls brought into her fold. Interior love becomes the primary basis of all external compassionate acts. “Once while I was reciting with all the Sisters the hours of the Divine Office,” recounts Teresa, “my soul suddenly . . . seemed to me to be like a brightly polished mirror, . . . In its center Christ, our Lord, was shown to me, . . . as though in a mirror. And this mirror also . . . was completely engraved upon the Lord Himself by means of a very loving communion I wouldn’t know how to describe.”[60]
Yet, the spiritual love Teresa describes is not self-centered or otherworldly. It is an act of love that bears the essential work of compassion for others; Teresa is called to achieve this equality of spiritual love in order to assist others in progress for love of the world. It is a love with “no self-interest at all,” Teresa writes, because it imitates the love “which the good lover Jesus had for us.”[61] Further, spiritual love is not dispassionate and unconcerned with another’s progress in love; no, according to Teresa, it is the most impassioned love that costs the soul who loves dearly. Prayers, tears, and penances are part of the longing the lover has for those who desire it, that they will find God and make progress in the growth of true love. The person pierced by the fiery arrow of love “does everything he can for the other’s benefit; he would lose a thousand lives that a little good might come to the other soul. O precious love,” Teresa praises, “that imitates the Commander-in-chief of love, Jesus, our Good!”[62]
Christ’s suffering is for love, we are made for love, are sins are held in love. Out of this mystical love, moral behavior bursts forth in a torrent of desire. It is love for the world, the foundational love of all creatures that unleashes pure action and thought. Love engenders wellness, flourishing, and is resplendent in the cycle of birthing, growing, and replenishing that brings forth the diversity of creation. This ethic of natality, of birth and growing, loves the world toward its highest potential.[63] Straight out of the divine heart, again and again, Julian and Teresa are compelled toward Jesus’ mothering love, toward healing the fracture in consciousness that wounds love. Julian and Teresa arrive at a deeply feminine, gentle view of God. It is love that makes sin so painful, not punishment. Love cannot bear the punishment of the lover; their theologies lead to an ethic of amor mundi, the world embraced and surrounded in love, shouldered by love, and longing to love. Out of this vision, they each strive to embody humility and devotion as the clearest sign of grace.
While the mystical writings of Julian and Teresa can be read as a repetition of the preoccupation with the salvation of the individual soul, this would be a misreading of the primary impetus of their lives and teachings. It was not individual freedom that they sought alone, but their desire to use this freedom in service of others. If one thing marks the writings of our two women masters, it is this intense compassion for the longings and pains of others, among them their sisters, neighbors, clergy, and friends. Infused into their texts, even amidst a rhetoric of dispassion and occasional contempt for the world (most prevalent in Teresa), is the importance of loving the world into being, celebrating its flourishing, and working to mend its fractures and wounds. “The important thing,” cautions Teresa, “is not to think much but to love much.”[64] 


Ethic of Dignification
[After they become nuns], they do not realize the great favor God has granted them in choosing them for Himself, and by rescuing them from being subject to a man in the outside world; a man who often kills their bodies, and God forbid, could also kill their souls.”[65]
As women mystics in societies acutely suspicious of females and contemplation, Julian and Teresa confronted their subordination and disempowerment as women. This confrontation becomes one of their most enduring ethical contributions, in which they reveal the soul wounds that generate moral weakness and failure, and the contemplative processes that move them from fragmentation to wholeness, dignity and empowerment. If the goal of the mystical life is becoming divine, something that Julian and Teresa both longed and prayed for with fervor and intention, then whatever impedes that realization is against ethics. The ethic of perfection that fuels their longing is dynamically related to and culminates in an ethic of dignification. To love as God loves requires a healing of the wounds that fracture self-love and divide a person against oneself. In becoming divine, they must suffer the reign of self-violence, of an internalized social self-hate. Julian and Teresa cannot share in the fullness of an integrated intimacy, without accepting their self worth and equality in the eyes of God. 
As discussed above, Julian conceptualizes this journey through Jesus-Sophia, the motherhood of God. Through the image of Jesus as our mother, Julian works out her equality and dignity of personhood, and the sinless-ness of her fellow Christians. During the period between the writing of Short and Long Texts, the harsh language Julian uses to describe herself as woman is greatly reduced, and in its place is a clear insight into her role and authority as a woman mystic. In the Short Text, Julian cautions the reader to “disregard the wretched worm, the sinful creature to whom it [revelation] was shown;”[66] but the similar passage in the Long Text is changed, and the deprecating language substantially eliminated. Although she uses the rhetoric of frailty, weakness, and ignorance to describe herself, she also asserts “because I am a woman, ought I therefore to believe that I should not tell you of the goodness of God?”[67] The subtlety and nuance of her awareness and critique of women’s status is illustrative of the importance Julian places on the empowerment that comes from embracing the feminine.

It is in Teresa, however, that we can trace a women’s battle with spiritual oppression distinctive to her gender. In her negotiation of the soul’s journey, Teresa draws away from conventional definitions of women’s spiritual benefits as well as from traditional women’s roles. As she matures in her spiritual life, Teresa confronts a deeper, and more radical fracture that inhabits her consciousness, and battles to recognize the misogyny that is at the bottom of her self-doubt and worthlessness as a woman. 
This brokenness for Teresa is further instigated by the assault on her spiritual life by powerful male confessors intent on keeping her subordinated. The presumption of male domination over the most private and solitary aspects of Teresa’s life—her right to holiness and spiritual authority—was a manifestation of a deeper and more insidious spiritual oppression. Suspicions of heresy, accusations of being “from the devil” and other overt forms of violence against Teresa repeat on a physical level a prior spiritual privilege that was asserted by men over women’s interior lives.[68] Codified in scripture and institutionalized by religious and secular law, rights granted men to invade Teresa’s inviolable solitude led to serious psychological, political, and spiritual consequences for her. Spiritual domination, which under girded the economic and social marginalization of women and their historical status as a permanent underclass in sixteenth century Spain, created hidden scars in Teresa’s soul—scars that could be healed only as she learns to map the contemplative process that takes her through her “dark night of the feminine” and into the blinding love of dignity and intimacy, alone with her Beloved.[69]

In her later works, Teresa introduces the theme of the empowerment and dignity of women through highlighting the great perfection and virtue that her nuns were able to achieve. Teresa wants her sisters to achieve spiritual discipleship, as she herself aspires to be an apostle who brings souls to God.[70] Her longing to have her petitions of mercy and justice heard ignite her texts; at the same time she is acutely aware of the judgment inflicted on her and her sisters. “Is it not enough, Lord,” she writes, “that the world has intimidated us [women] . . . so that we may not do anything worthwhile for You in public or dare speak some truths that we lament over in secret, without Your also failing to hear so just a petition? I do not believe, Lord, that this could be true of Your goodness and justice, for You are a just judge and not like those of the world. Since the world’s judges are sons of Adam and all of them men, there is no virtue in women that they do not hold suspect.”[71]

It is in her Foundations that her attempts to make actual the ethics of perfection and deification are most apparent. She wishes to lift up human reality to reflect the experiences of love, mercy, and compassion she perceived in her mystical visions. Against the harsh treatment of women and girls, she would pit the final test of love, in which she was taught by Love itself the worth God bestows on women. Through her community of sisters, she repels the injustice and violence against women and resists the social order by harvesting her mystical knowledge for political purposes. In response to the cultural preference for males, Teresa extolled the virtues of women and the shame of parents who do not realize “the great blessings that can come to them through daughters or of the great sufferings that can come from sons.”[72]
An astute observer and critic of the social order, Teresa chaffed under a system in which money, honor, and prestige were seen to be the heights of sophistication. She contrasted this ignorance with the truth of the soul’s equality in Jesus’ heart; and she actualized this insight by recognizing that “lineage and social status mattered not at all in the judgment of God.”[73] Teresa describes a number of women who desire to be monastics who were whipped and punished by their families, or who disfigured themselves in order to avoid marriage. The conversion of one of these women, Catalina Godinez, gave Teresa “a new definition of lineage” that passed from the material and economic to the spiritual.[74] Teresa recounts how after reading the inscription on a crucifix “the Lord worked a complete change in her. She [Catalina Godinez] had been thinking of a marriage that was being sought for her, which was better than she could have hoped for, and saying to herself, “With what little my father is content, that I become connected with an entailed estate; I am thinking of becoming the origin of a new line of descendents.”[75]

In addition to contributing to the renewal of the Carmelite Order and the founding of seventeen monasteries, Teresa also helped conversos—Jews converted to Christianity—by admitting them into her monasteries on the basis of their piety and suitability for the religious life.[76] By accepting their financial and logistical support, she afforded their families the social prestige and religious consolation that derived from endowing religious institutions.[77] A spiritual foundation replaced the material basis for prestige and wealth; Teresa would have agreed with Julian that all our sufferings would be turned into honors.[78] The radicalness of this insight bore “heroic deeds” in Teresa. Constance FitzGerald contends that Teresa’s contemplative life led her to be a champion of social and religious reforms, in which she:
Envisioned, in fact, a new social order where all were to be equal. In her small communities of contemplative women, Teresa set in motion a reversal of the social and religious order by a spiritual one that would eradicate the highest principles of the established order and undermine the current images of social status. Her fearless struggle to destroy concern for honor and wealth, and therefore uphold the value of the person over money and ancestry, her unswerving struggle for the recognition of women’s rights to deep interior prayer and therefore to significant service in the Church at the time of great ecclesial danger and turmoil . . .[79]

Intimacy and love for the world exerted a powerful influence on healing the roots of violence that generated suffering and diminished Julian and Teresa as women in society and church. In effect, identification with Jesus’ suffering face becomes the force that compels them toward healing the wounds that inhabit their consciousness, as well as the spiritual and social pains of others. From mystical intimacy, they discover God’s equality of love as they reach out to uphold this ethic of loving the world into being. But deeper still, they confront the primacy of dignity as an ethic that must become part of the social good. It is not enough to experience the heights of mystical union; this experience must become the fire that burns away the dross of inferiority, self-loathing, and self-doubt. Julian and Teresa risk bearing the theosis of the world. The ethics of perfection, as the journey toward deification, culminates for them in an ethic of dignification in which they assert their spiritual authority as the impetus for church and societal reform.
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