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What do the sources say about the spiritual journey? 

Thesis statement: The spiritual journey is long and arduous, advancing piecemeal. It requires a guide and a proper structure for reflecting on Scripture. One’s greatest obstacle may well be one’s own will!
One might think that the spiritual journey of saints would be relatively easy. Saints are, after all, those who have devoted themselves wholeheartedly to seeking out God. One might hope that their journey would be easier than must be our own, we who are enmeshed in the affairs and trials of the world. But this is not so.

Using Scripture as one’s only guide may be worse than setting off alone. Scripture needs interpretation by a subtle and trained mind. Gregory of Nyssa cautions that there is more to Scripture than what appears on its surface. David’s adultery and Hosea’s marriage to a prostitute might offend those unaware of other levels of meaning. “If we stay only with the mere facts of the text, the historical narratives do not offer us examples of a good life.” (Commentary on the Song of Songs, J.7) And yet the texts cannot be ignored. “All these and similar examples should serve us of the necessity of searching the divine words…and of tracing in every way possible how something more sublime might be found which leads us to that which is divine and incorporeal.” (ibid, J.10) A master must plumb God’s word before it can be of use. “Just as food not worked over is fit for beasts and not for man, so…the inspired words, when not worked over by more subtle contemplation, are food for irrational beasts rather than for rational men.” (ibid, J.12) Without with the spiritual artist’s trained eye, the seemingly disconnected blots and whirls of the canvas of Scripture—“mouth, kiss, myrrh, wine, bodily limbs, bed, maidens, and so forth.” (ibid, J.29)—are more lewd than laudable.
Nor can one expect spiritual progress to be constant throughout life. “Not all periods of life, according to the flesh are capable of every natural operation; nor do our lives advance in the same way at different periods….For this reason, Proverbs teaches in one way and Ecclesiastes in another; the philosophy of the Song of Songs transcends both in its loftier teaching.” (ibid, J.18) As a spiritual infant, one cannot be fed with the same food that nourishes a spiritual adult. Even when properly fed, the soul progresses by halting steps, requiring the painful shucking of one’s preconceptions. Even Augustine found himself profoundly mired by his paradigm that God was spatial: “I could not but think of you as some corporeal substance….whatever I tried to see as not in space seemed to me to be nothing” (Confessions, Book VII:i). Even when presented with the truth, Augustine found it difficult to bend his will to it. “Whereas You showed me by every evidence that Your words were true, there was simply nothing I could answer save only laggard lazy words: “Soon,” “Quite soon” (Confessions, Book VIII:v). Recalls Augustine, “The mind commands the mind to will…but it does not do it. (Confessions, Book VIII:ix). As the “old man” hangs on to his ebbing life and the “new man” struggles to be born, suffering and frustration seem inevitable. In a description that might not be unfamiliar to a woman in labor, Augustine described the final stages in this process: “In the torment of my irresolution, I did many bodily acts” (Confessions, Book VIII:viii) One can picture the physical writhing that mirrored the spiritual torment within him--“A mighty storm aroused in me, and a mighty rain of tears.” (Confessions, Book VIII:xi)

Yet, guidance and example from others are great aids to the struggling soul. Augustine was greatly helped by encouragement of a godly man and the example of others. “When…Simplicianus had told me the story of Victorinus, I was on fire to imitate him.” (Confessions, Book VIII:v). Finally, the moment of grace and peace is announced, in some cases in the playful voice of a child at play: “And suddenly, I heard a voice from some nearby house…repeated again and again: Take and read, take and read” (Confessions, Book VIII:xii).
The journey to sanctity—even for saints—is long and hard, trod out in the dark and navigated only with the help of experienced guides. This dismaying truth is nonetheless encouraging, as we move our own sluggish souls toward God.

