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The Silence of God

"When he passes me, I cannot see him; 

When he goes by, I cannot perceive him."

Job 8:11

“. . . for you have hidden your face from us and made us waste away because of our sins” Isaiah 64:7 (ESV)

"Silence is God's first language; everything else is a poor translation."

Thomas Keating

Introduction

The subject of God’s silence was a natural choice for this project. I first encountered the subject through reading the novel by the Japanese Roman Catholic Shusako Endo simply called ‘Silence’.
 First published in 1967,
 it tells the fictional story of a Jesuit priest, Fr Sebastião Rodrigues and his companion Fr. Francisco Garrpe who travel to Japan during 1638 which was a period when the local warlord of Nagasaki was persecuting the emerging church.
 They go in order to secure the release and rehabilitation of their former novice master Fr Ferreira who has apostatized and been forced to marry a Japanese woman. After arriving in Japan and avoiding detection by the warlord, Rodrigues is betrayed by the Judas-like Kichijiro. Rodrigues is faced with a choice: apostatize and this will release the five peasants who are being tortured within earshot or remain stubbornly committed to his Christian ideals. As he wrestles with the dilemma he must also face the urging by his former novice master (Ferreira) to apostatize because even Christ would have apostatized in order to save them.
 Rodrigues looks upon a fumie, (a rough wooden image of Christ), upon which he is to trample on as a sign of his apostasy. 
The priest raises his foot. In it he feels a dull, heavy pain. This is no mere formality. He will now trample on what he has considered the most beautiful thing in his life, on what he has believed most pure, on what is filled with the ideals and dreams of man. How his foot aches! And then the Christ in bronze speaks to the priest: ‘Trample! Trample! I more than anyone know of the pain in your foot. Trample! It was to be trampled on by men that I was born into this world. It was to share men’s pain that I carried my cross.’ 

The priest placed his foot on the fumie. Dawn broke. And far in the distance the cock crew.

Fr Rodrigues discovered there are no certainties and that the image of Christ he possessed was just an idol like the fumie he is called to trample on. This is naturally disconcerting. But it was also his experience now in the silence of God that he saw into the heart of the suffering of God. Confused by the reversal of what is true by the claim of his former novice master Ferreira that Christ is truer now to him on the other side of apostasy and that Christ accepts him in spite of his own rejection of the Jesuit life and marriage, Rodrigues faces his own spiritual death with the realization that all the traditional teaching of the Church he has clung to will be rejected and that he will be rejected by this very Church he has lived for. He is now called by Christ to sacrifice and reject his religious life, his reputation and his ability to return home to Europe in this act of apostasy. He must jettison all this and more and fall into an abyss of not knowing God in order to find an entirely new and truer God in the absence. Later on Fr Rodrigues has a 

. . . remembrance of that fumie, a burning image, [that] remained behind his eyelids.   . . .   Yet the face was different from that on which the priest had gazed so often in Portugal, in Rome, in Goa and in Macao. It was not a Christ whose face was filled with majesty or glory; neither was it a face made beautiful by endurance of pain nor was it a face filled with the strength of a will that has repelled temptation. The face of the man who then lay at his feet was sunken and utterly exhausted.  . . .  In sorrow it had gazed up at him as the eyes spoke appealingly: ‘Trample! Trample! It is to be trampled on by you that I am here.’

For many who have a secure and lively faith in Christ, it comes as a shock and serious challenge to discover like Fr Rodrigues, that the faith and certainty which they enjoyed about God can change as suddenly as the sun disappearing behind the summer thunderstorm cloud. Worse, God is experienced as silence and all which was once true and vitally important is not just irrelevant, it is meaningless.
When we are caught in the awareness that God is silent a natural response is to seek ways of reviving our previous warm experience of him and to blame ourselves for the silence. This was the experience of a friend I’ll call Jane. Raised in a warm family where all the extended relatives enjoyed an active engagement in the church, Jane drifted into a place where there was no sense of God. Her once active prayer life was now empty. She found it impossible to join her friends in the weekly prayer meeting. Her story is complicated by her battle with cancer three times, the disappointment that God didn’t live up to her expectation that he would always protect her and the crushing weight of clinical depression which set in. At times it was harder to say which was worse: a recurring ache for a God who had vanished and was silent or the nostalgia for the lost world of Evangelicalism which provided friends, activity and certainty about life. As I met with her monthly offering spiritual direction, her experience became the second reason why this topic attracted me. The final reason was my own experience following four years of difficult service as a minister of religion. Complicating matters were the ongoing effect of unresolved grief from a number of other family deaths in a relatively short period and then the death of my father from cancer towards the end of my time in this role. Rather than seeking another position as a minister, I moved into a rented house and began work in my former trade as a carpenter. I also began a new period in my journey with God where God was often silent, distant and I felt cut off. This was a new experience, one of sitting in a silent desert. I wondered what had happened and whether I would be the same if and when I came out the other side. I did not know there was a language to describe this process and that others had undertaken a similar journey and left cairns to mark the track on which I could place my feet with the security of knowing the journey was relatively common and all would be well.
Once I became aware of my own experience and that of Jane, I also became aware that there are others who have encountered this experience as well. Returned missionaries who feel as though God was left overseas in their former country. ministers who are empty from giving out and incessant activism and men who arrive in mid-life who are not just angry with life, they feel abandoned by God and feel no-one understands their condition, particularly their wives. Then there are people like Mother Teresa who lived with the daily absence of God in her heart.
 It is not just those who suffer who drift into this silent desert landscape, a place of lassitude. It can be the average housewife content with her lot that detects that something is awry. The old prayer methods no longer work, an emptiness sets in and an intense desire to be alone with God draws them to leave the familiar paths and to seek new ones which are sketchy. Some wonder whether they are going mad such is the upheaval and dis-enchantment with life, church and reading Scripture.
 Their pain and confusion are intensified by the frequent response of other Christians that their condition is due to their sin or lack of adherence to prayer and Bible study. When they attempt to use these very standard methods or other prayer formulas, their experience of frustration and emptiness is intensified. Adding to their pain is the struggle even to find words with which to describe what is happening. For some, there is a sense of inner churning and a spiritual antagonism to much Christian literature which is hard to put a finger on, but its there. 

Section 1: The different pathways which lead into the landscape of silence.
It could be suggested that to experience the silence of God is an abnormal experience, an experience which only ‘saints’ enter into. Nor do people necessarily see the experience as one which progresses through the steps of purification, illumination and finally after years of effort, union with Christ. For some, it is total abandonment, more like stepping into a lift only to find it descending in free fall until it hits the bottom. I would like to suggest that much of the material written on the subject overlooks a variety of ways in which people enter this landscape of silence.
 How do people arrive in this place? Is it the result of what they have done or failed to do? Is it a case that God is like Jeremiah presents him, a God who 

. . . has walled me about so that I cannot escape; 

he has put heavy chains on me; 

though I call and cry for help, he shuts out my prayer. 

He is a bear lying in wait for me, a lion in hiding; 

he led me off my way and tore me to pieces; 

he has made me desolate . . .  ? (Jer 3:7-10)
Silence could also be confused with barrenness and emptiness which are sometimes caused by our own neglect of the various spiritual disciplines or simply sin, whatever its expression. However, there are a number of paths by which people enter this landscape of silence. There is of course, the classic tradition of St John of the Cross, who saw this move as progression in the movement from purgation, to illumination to union with Christ in darkness, but I would like to describe four more paths.
(i) The path of suffering.  One enters this place of silence by the path of suffering, but finds no relief from the suffering or its effect upon the person. A theodicy may provide answers and these answers may provide intellectual satisfaction, but mystery pervades one’s experience and the complex theological justifications are ultimately judged to be dissatisfying and unable to relieve the pain of ‘why’ or ‘I myself feel crucified and abandoned in this experience’. It is in the midst of this experience that God is experienced as absent and silent. The suffering need not be physical. For example, the son of a minister I knew had committed suicide. The son’s depression had become unbearable and to relieve it, he had taken his life. Not unexpectedly, his father found it impossible to continue in ministry and resigned, but not because of the shame. Quite the opposite had in fact occurred. The congregation had supported him and his wife admirably. (He had come to work for me on the house I was building while he sorted out what he would do next.) The minister knew all the subtle theological answers and issues, but below all these, was a deep ache of grief and silence. The crucifixion of Christ is frequently used as a metaphor for our own experience of death and suffering inflicted on us by others. People have felt crucified by their churches, by their abusive spouses, or even their employer which by using a corporate model of expediency and efficiency, has sacrificed them in order to achieve a desirable outcome, especially one which is financial and leads the termination of their employment. And like Jesus, they have asked, “Why God have you forsaken me?”
(ii) The path of failure. In this place, darkness, death, guilt and shame dominate the heart. An example from Scripture which highlights this is Samson. After goading by his wife Delilah for him to divulge the source of his strength, he relented. Shorn of his locks which gave him strength, he was captured by his adversaries, the Philistines.
 Now he spends his days blinded and grinding grain in the gloom of his prison, waiting to be brought out into the daylight only to be paraded like a performing circus animal. Then there is the example of Peter, who failed to keep the promise to Jesus he blurted out in a moment of bravado. After betraying Jesus he sits in the darkness of the night, around the fire, wanting relief for his troubled conscience without the knowledge that with the blinding light of dawn on the third day will bring both the resurrection and eventual reconciliation with the one he has betrayed. 
Israel experienced a sense of national failure when the remaining tribe of Judah was defeated, the glorious city of Jerusalem razed and burnt with fire and the remnant of the people taken into captivity. Shame now covered them. They had been conquered. No doubt they wondered why God had abandoned them as they sat in prisoner of war camps in a foreign land. Unable to sing the songs they sang at home, despair had overtaken them and Psalm 137 was written to commemorate this time of  failure. Jeremiah saw these national events through the prism of God’s retribution for their unfaithfulness to the covenant, and sat in the dust, listening to the silence which had followed the calamity and noise of the battle.

(iii) The path of growth through midlife. This path is entered when a person, usually male, is required to make the transition between early adulthood and old age, the midlife. It is a path often experienced as emptiness and loss of meaning. The male midlife crisis is a well known period of barrenness and emptiness which gnaws away within them. This generalised expression could also be used to describe any significant transition in one's life where there is a deep sense of loss and grief over what has to be left behind in order to grow as a person. The midlife crisis is often dismissed and lampooned as a coup d’état by the narcissistic personality of the Western male. Yet there are three reasons why men (and professional women driven by a desire for success) end up in this place. The first is the growing awareness that time and life are running through their fingers. They realise that their ambitions will not be fulfilled; they will not necessarily succeed or make it to the top. Success is unmasked to reveal that it is a mirage. Success offers illusive rewards just beyond one's grasp that will never satisfy and this may lead to disillusionment and cynicism. 
A second cause is the awareness of the drumbeat of a person’s aging body. They recognise their energy levels and libido have begun to diminish. Either they, their friends or family members have developed serious diseases and some may have even died. The burial of one's parents provides a sobering wake up call to the reality of their own death one day. The third cause is the collapse of early adult optimism in the face of prolonged engagement with the world. A simple theology which worked as an adolescent or young adult is challenged by the complexity of the outer world of activity and the inner world of emerging questions which contribute to a loss of focus or direction. The focus on the outward world which has preoccupied the person is eroded by their inner world increasingly demanding attention until the crisis occurs. Sometimes it can be acute. Renegotiation is required by the person in all these three key areas. A common response is denial. 
Another is sublimation. Three common symbols of this sublimation (for men in particular) are the acquisition of a red sports car or the trophy wife, or an escape into fantasy often expressed in an unlikely career change. The starkest choice before the person is often seen as either to pursue harm minimisation by keeping what is really required or yearned for at arms length, bringing with it lifelong denial and smoldering anger or the embrace and negotiation with these forces to emerge incorporating the insights of what has been challenged. Those making this journey often experience moments of intense loneliness, loss of direction and God's silence; they feel like they are sitting in a hard place. It would at this point be tempting to continue with the psychological analysis and offer solutions or coping strategies, but spiritual direction seeks to assist the person to experience God in the midst of this crisis. Relief is not the primary goal, but entering into it as a gift from God and entering into it as a place of transformation and deeper journey with God. A midlife crisis may in fact turn out to be a providential door through which a person can enter into a lifelong journey of contemplation and growth in a life of prayer which leads eventually to the prayer in which we offer ourselves in trust to one who will be with us in our death. As W. Paul Jones succinctly puts it: "Therapy ends when one can cope. Counseling ends when one can decide. Spiritual direction never ends, for growth is eternal."

(iv) The path of acedia. Finally, there is what the solitary figures of the desert, the Desert Fathers and Mothers of the 2nd – 5th century called acedia,  a listlessness.
 It is a kind of ennui writ large; nerve wracking boredom, emptiness, most often expressed as a depression or enervation of the spirit. It is an attitude which erects a wall of self absorption and isolation from God. Although these words suggest the condition belongs to a past era, an ancient time, it does not. It is not a condition limited to an elite living behind a cloister wall. It is at epidemic levels in our modern society where people suffer disassociation from their true Self, from others and from God. It masks itself as a mood of depression. Two respectable way to relieve the seemingly unending itch of acedia in today’s society are materialism and hedonism. The simple escape into a glossy magazine, especially those that parade tantalizing houses and the near pornographic photos of food for gastronomes to salivate over provide a ready diversion. And there is television of course, a truly great anaesthetic. God may be experienced briefly on Sunday morning at church, but in their hearts, in suburbia, he is absent, silent and marginalised from both the private and public worlds of people while this midday demon goes on taunting the empty souls dwelling behind the brick veneer of respectability. 
(v) The path of religious methods which no longer work. In spite of a disciplined approach to the Christian life and the regular performance of various religious activities, such as meditation on Scripture and prayer where the mind is engaged in intercession or imagination such as that used in an Ignatian approach, some earnest Christians find that God is found to be no longer predictable or malleable to their methods of prayer. Not only is he experienced as absent or hidden, but dryness sets in. Psalm 44 illustrates this condition as does the experience of the Shummanite woman of Song of Songs who longs for her lover (SS 3:1-2; 5:6). The silence suggests failure by God and a spurning. Consider Psalm 22: ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ 

St John of the Cross in particular has described this phenomenon in several of his writings, the best known being ‘The Dark Night of the Soul’ and ‘Ascent of Mt Carmel’. The cause is no fault of the person, but the initiative of God himself. St John offers a systematic exposition of the condition and its stages.
 

The first stage is that ‘discursive meditation’ does not provide satisfaction.
 The second sign is a “. . . disinclination to fix the imagination or sense faculties on . . . particular objects, exterior or interior.”
  The third and most convincing stage is 

. . . that a person likes to remain alone in loving awareness of God, without particular considerations, in interior peace and quiet and repose, and without the acts and exercises (at least discursive, those in which one progresses from point to point) of the intellect, memory and will. Such a one prefers to remain only in the general loving awareness and knowledge we mentioned, without any particular knowledge or understanding.
 
John notes that all three signs must be in evidence together for consideration that they have entered such a state.

An appraisal of these paths
The first four of these paths which lead to into silence differ from the final in one significant way which should be noted at this point. In the first four approaches it is the impact upon the person of an external experience or their reaction to the outside world which has the effect on them of silencing God. In the fifth however, it is due to God’s work and purpose within the person. God is the agent who is active in leading them into a place of silence – and darkness. Another significant difference with the first four paths is that there does not appear many signs of ‘purification’ in terms of the removal of the habits and mental attitudes of sin until after the experience, which has done its necessary work of purifying them from their old habits and sins. The person feels ‘dumped’ in the desert landscape of silence and it is not entirely certain as to who is responsible, the person or God. It is chiefly the work of St John of the Cross, Theresa of Avila and the unknown author of the Cloud of Unknowing which describe this process and to which we will now turn.
Section II:  Why we move from kataphatic prayer to apophatic prayer. A number of viewpoints particularly from St John of the Cross and The Cloud of Unknowing. 

A helpful way to understand the shift which occurs when a person loses their sense of God and experiences silence is the use of two theological expressions which are derived from the formal discourse of theology. Kataphatic conceptions of God are those in which we can affirm a positive statement about the nature of God. For example, God is a rock. The metaphor ignites our imagination and illustrates an aspect of the nature of God or our relationship to him. Apophatic conceptions of God are those which are arrived at within a dialectical process of saying what God is not. Elements of this are evident in Karl Barth’s theology due to his emphasis on the transcendence of God which requires God to make a ‘self disclosure’ of himself. The part (of God) which remains unspoken but intuitively known is apophatic, or unsaid. The reason for this is that God’s transcendence is so other that human language is limited. In Greek the word apophatic means without form or images and conversely, kataphatic theology is concerned with form or images about God, including mental ones.
 These terms have also been applied to describe the experience people have of God as either Mystery (apophatic) or image or felt. In Protestantism, apophatic spirituality is less well known, but within Orthodoxy and Roman Catholicism, it is far more frequently used as a way of describing the Christian experience of God. In both Orthodoxy and Roman Catholicism apophatic spirituality is considered a normative experience rather than an aberration or unusual experience as is the case in Protestantism. Ruffing makes the criticism that within Roman Catholicism, apophatic spirituality is considered the higher state and norm of those who progress in the journey toward God. Mysticism, by definition within Roman Catholicism, has virtually come to mean apophatic spirituality.

Apophatic spirituality is concerned with the stripping away of attitudes, mental images and ideas which are considered to stand in the way of the active pursuit of a relationship with God. This is a path of training (ascesis) and the transformation of human desires which focuses on what must be removed in order to ‘make room’ for God. It is a way of dereliction and suffering, usually understood as patterned on the cross of Christ. Christ’ life lends the central images and path for much apophatic spirituality: the passion and the cross in particular give shape to the paradox of ‘losing and finding’ which characterize the way of negation.

St John highlights that the Spirit purges the sensory appetites. The interior faculties, the intellect and satisfaction (of the will) and the memory are all bound, rendered ineffective in discursive meditation.
This leaves the pilgrim somewhat lost and disorientated as the former ways of relating and understanding God are darkened. 
Another approach is the one advocated by the unknown author of The Cloud of Unknowing.
 There are striking similarities between St John and the unknown author of the Cloud, which have been frequently noted by those who have studied them, but the Cloud was written toward the end of the fourteenth century in the Midlands of England and St John in Spain during the late 1500’s. It appears that St John was conversant with its themes and language.
 However, whereas St John sees the pilgrim as being passive and God the active agent who leads the person into this place of darkness and silence, the Cloud’s author advocates that we pursue the silence of God as an active part of our prayer life, so we may gain contemplation. Meditations, mental images, et cetera, all as good as they are, should be placed in the Cloud of forgetting. These distract the person from encountering God himself.
  At first it will seem the person knows nothing and feels nothing but a kind of darkness about the mind. What is vitally important is to hold what the author terms: 

. . . a naked intent toward God in the depths of your being. Try as you might, this darkness and this cloud will remain between you and our God. You will feel frustrated, for your mind will be unable to grasp him and your heart will not relish the delight of his love. But learn to be at home in this darkness.

When a person comes for spiritual direction it is vitally important that we listen to see not only what path they are travelling on, but also whether God is experienced as the active agent who has brought them to this place or whether it is the result of their honest seeking, following the guidance of the Cloud. Although the quality of the silence which they experience may be different, such as a fog, absence, pain or clear nothingness, it is the emotional responses to their journey which may vary considerably and it is these responses which will demand much of the attention of the director. I would tentatively suggest that those who enter via the Cloud’s method of intentionally seeking the silence of God, will experience less unsettling and confusion than those who stepped into the elevator only to find it plunged to the bottom of the building instead of taking them to a higher floor.

Section III: Guiding people experiencing the silence of God.
(a) 
The kind of spiritual director required to guide those undergoing a desert or dark night experience

The type of people we need when in a desert place or dark night are different from the fervent, certain and energetic companions we shared before the change took place. As Abraham journeyed, he met Melchizadek; Moses in the wilderness was taken in by Jethro.
 These mysterious companions appeared just when Moses and Abraham were ready and in need of companioning. These men strengthened Abraham and Moses to remain faithful to the unique calling they had heard and were following. In our journey we need a person like Jethro, who is able to be non-judgmental, someone able to hear our journey normalised, but not organised.
 The director we seek is one who can offer support to create new boundaries between the world we have left and the new one we have entered. Because we do not feel secure in the new landscape and we miss many features of the old life, we attempt to go back in order to find a safe place again, but it’s not there. Disappointment is felt and a re-negotiation with the landscape which lies in front occurs again. Encouragement is critical at such times and surprisingly, this encouragement is offered and felt by the simple act of listening: for once we hear ourselves say, someone understands my journey.

For some, the companions we currently have must be let go. Our friends do not understand what’s happening to us and sometimes, are unwilling to hear our story. But its emotionally difficult cutting loose, leaving ‘home’, in order to trust yourself to the God who is strange and taking you to a place which you don’t really know. Perhaps there are moments of epiphany when the ‘a ha’ moment occurs and the sun breaks through. God is there, leading me and doing something which I can give myself to. But some former companions want to straighten out our theology and we are inclined to feel judged, even condemned that we are ‘backsliding’. Well intentioned ministers or the church’s pastoral carer are dangerous, especially the self appointed ones. The role for our spiritual director is to implant within us the courage to undertake our own journey and not allow others the power to authenticate it for us. Our spiritual director has an important role to assure us that this is a time given by God (cf Lk 4:1), and it is not due to the devil’s captivity of us or due solely to our personal failure. They offer companionship and help us to explore fresh places, images and stories. We seek validation of our journey, not criticism or the offer of an alternative which causes us injury. 
We are tempted to allow nostalgia to hold us captive. The role of the director is to help us uncover the yearning we have and to keep it purified from the contamination of seeking safety, security in past experience or former theological orthodoxies. When we seek to find a substitute for what has been lost, discernment needs to occur, as often we will choose the easier way which will seem to require less work and energy than sifting through the flotsam of our wrecked life that has washed up on the shoreline. Our director will help us sort through the debris and encourage us to leave it behind, even as we yet again, turn and pick up again some new item to cherish of our past which has caught our attention. 
Those who seek to guide people who are experiencing the silence of God will need to have travelled this path to some extent in their own life. They have learnt to pay attention to what God is doing and as such, are able to direct our attention to where God is at work now, in the present, everyday. The subtle twists and turns in the path need to be part of their own story, not so much so that they can say, ‘this is what it should be like’, but more to say, ‘it’s normal’. Patience is absolutely essential. The director might believe that they are absolutely certain that they know where the directee is, and for this reason, may want to hurry the directee along the path before the directee is ready. This over confident certainty on the part of the director needs to be kept firmly in check. It is very easy for the director to be hasty in reaching the conclusion that they know what happening to the directee and where they are located. A little bit of knowledge about the Dark Night of the Senses and a general understanding of the stages of purification and signs of movement between stages is puts the director in danger of the sin of presumption. The certainty of assuming they know where the directee is located can come across as an attitude of judgement and the role of the director has moved from being a fellow journeyer to one of judge coolly looking down on the directee. The directee needs to be given the space by the director to sit in the particular place where they are and be given the grace to ponder, search and settle and find new insights into their condition. The director must be quietly confident and assuring that what they are experiencing is normal, that they the directee is not going out of their mind. Therefore, while it is important to have a well taught spiritual director, one who is conversant with theology and familiar with Scripture, it is essential that the spiritual director is experienced in the life of prayer and of being aware of God’s presence and Spirit in everyday life and its events. 
For want of a better image, such spiritual directors are those who have come in from the desert, to hang around the fringes of the town, slightly out of step with the clergy and church leadership who are busy running a well oiled religious juggernaut. In fact, their vision rests beyond the immediate, the present or the urgent; they see that ‘only one thing is needed’ (NIV Lk 10:42) Their vision is for humanity transformed in Christ, for the soul united with its Lover. It is a vision so broad that it is cosmic in its extent and one which transcends the habitual need by religious legalists who see their role as administrators of sin management programs.
Spiritual directors in this area need to know the Scriptural passages which speak of this condition.  Some of my favourite texts are Ps 22 = Mk 15:34; Matt 27:45-46; Ps 88, SS 3:1-2, Lam 3:8; 1 Ki 17:1-6,19:9-18; Matt 26:36-46.
 They will also need the examples of those within the Biblical narrative who have either undergone an analogous experience of the silence of God or directly experienced it. Biblical examples include Elijah, Samson, Paul (cf 2 Cor 12:8), Peter prior to the resurrection and John, banished to the island of Patmos, prior to the revelation. These provide a paradigm which both educates the director in the nature of the experience and also provide, where appropriate, illustrations for the directee to consider as enlightenment of their own journey.
A thorough understanding of the classical literature on the subject is assumed. Additionally however, it is useful for the director to have a grasp of Fowler’s stages of faith as well as St Teresa’s dwellings in the mansion as these provide a map of the faith and theological movements which are observed in people as they move from stage to another. As a generalized observation, it appears that people who move into the Dark Night and loose a sense of knowledge of God, are moving from Fowler’s stage three (where God is experienced as a set of objectified beliefs), into stage four where truth is experienced as paradox and there is an openness and deep appreciation of other faith traditions.
 
It would be wise for the director to allow a fairly extended period of time of listening to the directee before reaching the conclusion that someone is entering the Dark Night. Initially some discernment must be made about whether they are becoming psychologically depressed. That the two can occur together was Jane’s experience, yet each was dealt with by the psychiatrist or me, the director. It is also helpful for the director to be aware that it is a common enough experience for many and not one just for Spanish mystics of the seventeenth century. Some may remain in the state for an extended time, others for only a short period, perhaps of several months. St John of the Cross mentions that some who tread this road are unable to describe it, despite their intention to disclose what’s occurring inwardly to their spiritual director. The reason is that the movement into this place of the Dark Night and the variety of experiences, including consolations and the sweetness of the presence of being with God, are essentially ineffable.
 The director must possess an ability to draw out from the depths of the person the words to describe this experience and the ability to then discern what this experience is indicating. This is not only useful information for the director, but helps the directee hear what’s happening to themselves which may then give them the confidence to observe what’s happening within them.
Janet Ruffing notes that since the Reformation, Roman Catholic mystical theology has virtually assumed that apophatic mysticism is the preferred experience and norm of those who are progressing in the path of union with God.  She notes that:

‘This bias has resulted in a consequent lack of appreciation for kataphatic spirituality and has had the effect of obscuring the full potential of the flowering of a primary kataphatic mysticism as a lifetime pattern for many people.’

Ruffing suggests that people who primarily have a kataphatic experience God may experience brief periods or phases of loss of presence. Such a person can only wait in quietness and openness for a new method and place to emerge where they experience God primarily through a kataphatic method. 
 Gerald May would differ slightly in that he sees the apophatic silence of God as a common experience of the Christian which can occur at any point throughout life.
 
Amongst Evangelicals in particular, it is a serious difficulty when God disappears and silence is the only sound, due to the emphasis within Evangelicalism on words, such as Bible study, verbose sermons and long extempore prayers. For those who are entering into the “Night of the Senses”, none of these work any longer. The old ways of relating to God through the mind and words are dead. In fact, they are often the cause of inner agitation within the person. Although John does not specifically describe the cause of this agitation, I suspect that it might be residual anger which seeks someone or something to blame for their current situation. It might also be due to a reactivation of an inner turmoil of the Spirit darkening the mind and the mind’s  refusal to comply, which is expressed bodily as churning. John of the Cross writes: 

“. . . and strive, as was their custom, to concentrate their faculties with some satisfaction on a subject of meditation . . . This effort of theirs is accompanied by an interior reluctance and repugnance on the part of the soul, for it would be please to dwell in the quietude and idleness without working with the faculties.”

  The director may need to assure the person that these reactions and sensations in the body need not be rejected, but accepted as indications that something significant is occurring and that by paying attention to them, the directee can use them as a way of sensing the guidance of the Spirit toward where God would desire to take the person’s heart. For those whose faith is essentially bound up with mental images of God and the use of Scripture, it will be difficult to conceive of a faith without the use of these ‘props’. The emotional disturbance brought about by the need to let go of what is familiar will be painful. 
(b) Finding spiritual practices which help strengthen and support the pilgrim

In the crisis the question is raised: is there any other way of praying and relating to God without using words? As a consequence, new methods of prayer must be learnt and new and sometimes foreign traditions explored. Recently I’ve been encouraging Jane to experiment with a variation of lectio divina. Instead of using Scripture as the ‘text’, I’ve asked her to use her daily walk and the feelings it has evoked as the text which is listened to, meditated on and contemplated with a silent giving of herself to the moment and being aware of the moment (with God) as her contemplation. Because of her depression, her energy levels are not high and this has alerted me to the need to be both very gentle and not expect too much in terms of progress (patience) but to not overload her with new methods of prayer. We have focused on how God can be noticed in everyday events such as her constitutional walk or sometimes felt rather than ‘known’ through a Scriptural text. We have reflected on the Ignatian approach of discernment of consolation/desolation and its role in listening to our life in God which she found immensely helpful as it honoured her moods and reactions to various situations which were either moments of consolation or desolation.
These methods of prayer may need to be taught over the course of a year or several as in the case of Jane who has much to sort out and has gone back and forth over the same ground many times in order to get things settled.  It might be helpful to the directee to attend a retreat or undertake a course which fosters contemplative prayer approaches and honours their preferred way of prayer. The frequent need for prolonged periods of silence and simply waiting on God on the part of the directee will require the director to keep their own personal practice of regular periods of silence. This will allow them to be comfortable with it and familiar with its textures and gentle movements. They will be able to bring with them, a heart pervaded with this sense of pure silence and attentiveness to God which can help put the directee at ease and provide a space for them to enter and experience it for themselves. 
Kathleen Norris, on commenting on her own bouts of acedia which had estranged her from God, had considered drug therapy or psychiatric supervision and treatment as a means of relieving its effect. The word of advice given to her was “exercise . . . and spiritual direction.”
 This depends on the level of energy the person has at the time but it has certainly proved helpful to Jane who I mentioned at the beginning of this essay. 
The pilgrim may have little or no understanding of the language available which describes the apophatic experience of God and this may need to be explained. An explanation will certainly help them locate their experience against the backdrop of  the larger picture. Whether the pilgrim is desiring to learn about the nature of contemplation and its distractions or not, it is probably useful that they are offered the opportunity to do so in order to minimize their frustrations at not being able to make progress in the darkness which they are learning to explore and learning to live comfortably with as their normative experience. It would also be well worthwhile to guide them gently on the difference between daydreams, fantasies and subtle reasoning which acts as a substitute for the actual immersion into the darkness and the Mystery itself which is where the heart ultimately desires to go in order to find its true home.
 

(c) A shift in theology of the pilgrim
A major shift in theological understanding occurs in the person who moves into the experience of silence. But an equally great a shift may be required by the spiritual director in their own theology. For the Protestant with a classical view that the Christian life begins with conversion to Christ and then undergoes sanctification into greater degrees of intimacy and moral change will require serious modification. This motif will need to be set alongside another one. Now the metaphor of journey is used. God is now envisioned as someone we slowly move toward inwardly, and toward union with, rather than the transformation of the character through knowledge. Paul may talk of the transformed life in Christ and the apostle John of the life abiding in Christ (Jn 15); now we begin to see our life moving toward (mystical) union in Christ when the soul is united in the Divine and losing our life in Christ. Whereas Protestants speak of following Christ as a disciple, Roman Catholics talk of imitating Christ.
 By adopting the model of imitating Christ as a valid expression of Christian faith, it then allows a person the space to identify with Christ and with his suffering and the acute time when he suffered the silence of God on the cross as being a paradigm for their own experience. This being said however, the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius which emphasise the use of imagination to enter into the Gospel story and to identify with Christ (and are by definition, kataphatic methods) may be inappropriate for a person entering into the Dark Night which is primarily an apophatic way of experience.
 
Even the reason for going to church is turned upside down for the person who has entered an apophatic experience of God as mystery. Whereas once Scripture and the sacramental life were a vital means of providing access to God, their role changes with the shift from an emphasis of the kataphatic experience (of the visual element in the communion) to the apophatic. Now church is where we experience the mystery of God in the building ambiance, the sacraments, the sparse prayers. It is a time for us to be re-immersed in the silence and mystery so that we can look for and be touched by the other ‘sacramental’ moments in daily life. It is to strengthen our heart to sit still before God. Not all are able to make the journey into silence without feeling the need to leave the church. So much seems irrelevant and empty. Those sitting in the silence of God often find the activism, wearying; the overt certainty of belief arrogant. They become disillusioned with an institution that seems preoccupied with its own self interest and for this reason, is remote from their inner struggles. Churches seem to operate in a parent/child relationship with their adherents, whereas the person experiencing the Dark Night has moved through the fourth stage of Fowler’s stage of faith where truth is lived in paradox. This is a liberating experience, but the church continues to operate in either a second or third stage where a particular authority, be it the Bible or the minister or the tradition, controls and interprets the truth to their adherents and discourages enquiry. 
What do we gain from a desert experience? Keeping this in mind will help us sustain the directee when it seems too tough and without hope. Benefits which have been noted are  that deserts help us grow up and they expose our self deceptions. They give birth to an authenticity in us. Deserts strip away the superficial and force us to clarify our priorities. They purify our desires.
 Deserts are silent places, without the distractions of the noisy cities. It is in such a place of silence that God frees us from the addiction to seeking insights, illuminations or the need to pursue silence as a backdrop for listening for messages.
 Silence is the first step to disciplining the imagination which feeds the kataphatic self. This is not in itself a bad thing, but it is through the imagination that the demonic gets an entry into the Self.
 

In this place of silence, the Christology which a person holds to will have changed. The traditional view of Christ as redeemer and savior or personal friend will have shifted. The difficulty is to say exactly what due to the lack of material on the subject. Most writers are focused on the experience and little is said about the images they may now be moving to hold. This being said however, perhaps several can be suggested. First, Jesus could be seen as the one who has moved through these stages of kataphatic prayer to a complete immersion in the experience of apophatic prayer, the silence of God with his complete and utter dereliction when on the cross he cries out: ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ (Mk 15:33) He is the one with whom the pilgrim can now identify because of his experience of abandonment and total trust in the one whom he could not see. We are in knowing him, called to imitate him. Second, the traditional views of Christ are very masculine and the masculine transcendence over the natural and historical world are emphasized. On the other side where silence of God is now felt, he is the beloved who loves us and like the bridegroom, comes to woo us. More feminine aspects of God’s nature are allowed to intrude and shape our responses. A sense of receptivity to the transcendence of God may encourage this. Christ’s role as a representative of this transcendent God will be less significant and an emphasis on his identity as a human being within whom divinity and the material embrace will probably be part of the shift into the apophatic experience.
 
Conclusion

We do not yearn for that with which we have not had a relationship. We do not yearn for God when we have not known him. That we experience his absence as pain, is evidence of a deep relationship which is altering; not the loss of the relationship per se. If we had abandoned the relationship, we would not overly be concerned that it had ended and would most likely feel relief that it had. Jane commented recently when comparing herself to her son who was recently baptized as an adult that she didn’t think she was a particularly good example to her son given her current situation, her lack of church attendance and lack of involvement in the life of her former church. She noted that she was not particularly ‘Christian’ in her faith. I corrected her gently by highlighting the fact that if she had no interest and no faith, then why was she so interested in working through things in spiritual direction? Why did she miss the presence of her Christian friend Jenny and her two children who came each week which encouraged her? If she had abandoned faith, she would not only be disinterested, but probably antagonistic toward it, but this is not the case. Because God is committed to us and ‘for us’ as Romans 8 highlights, even when he is hidden.

The silence of God is a gift, but it is also frequently, a terrifying journey and not uncommonly, one of anguish, confusion and isolation. It is a gift in that the soul is purified, the addictions of the heart purged and the person is brought to the Lover of their soul, Christ, to be united in love. Like the Jesuit missionary, Fr Rodrigues, who had to die to everything and suffered the darkening of his understanding that Christ had led him to apostatize for him, we discover something about Christ and the ineffable mystery which he points to, in the silence of God. It opens us up to an experience which is otherwise unattainable and we are prized free from false constructions about Christ to discover a deeper image. It is an image which brings freedom from the idolatrous projections of our ego and the constructions of our heart. The silence of God also provides an opportunity for the value of spiritual direction to be proven. No one else seems to talk of this condition; no one seems to have the time to consider it, no one else has been trained to walk with someone who has journeyed into the desert, except those who have gone before them and perhaps those who are alert enough to recognise it, even if they are not particularly experienced in this area or skilled to handle it. 
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