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Abstract 

This thesis is an examination and assessmeI\t of the life and work of 

Evelyn Underhill. Particular emphasis is given to the developrnent of her thought 

after she had written the classic, Mysticism: A Study in the Nature of Develop· 

ment of Mall's Spiritual Consciousness. 

After more than a decade of bei'lg virtually a non-communicating Roman 

Catholic, Underhill retumed to the church of her baptism and confirmation, the 

, Church of England. 

( The" shift" in her thought which led to this decision and subsequent 

commitment resulted in what she herself called her "vocation." This was 

followed by an involvement in the retreat movement and in an increase in the task 

of that classic art, called in the church, the "cure of souls. " 

To her writings on philosophy and religion she added collections of retreat 

addresses. Together with t~e correspondence between Underhill and Friedrich 

von HUgel, many of her works offer an important contribution to spirituality 
1 

today· its history. theory and practice. 
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" , Resume 

Cette thèse fait l'objet d'un examen et d'\Dle évaluation de la vie et de l' 

oeuvre d'Evelyn Underhill. Une attention toute particulière set'a donnée au 

développement de sa pensée à la suite de la publication de Mysticism: A Study 

in the Nature and Development of Man' s Spirirual Consciousness. 

Après avoir été, pendant plus d'une dizaine d'années, Catholique de rite 

... . 
romain sans toutefois recevoir l'euchanstie, Cnderhill retourne a l'eglise de 

\ 
son bapteme et de sa confirmation, l'Eglise d'Angleterre. 

Le changement de pensée qui me.la éventuellement à cette décision et à 

l'engagement qui s'ensuivit, résulte de ce qu'elle appellera plus tard, sa 

"vocation." Dès lors, s'engage dans le mouvement de retraites et participe 

activement ~ la tâche que l'église nomme "la guériSon des ~mes. " 

A ses écrits de philosophie et de religion, viennent s'ajouter des collections 

de discours adressés à ses retraitants. Plusieurs des travaux d'Cnderhill, aux-

quels on ajoutera la correspondance qu'elle entrettnt avec Friedrich von HUgeI. 

" , offrent une importante contribution a la spiritualite contemporaine, son histoire, 

sa théorie et son application. 

--
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PREFACE 

The initial inspiration for this thesis came from an article on Evelyn 

Underhill by Michael Ramsey, formerly Archbishop of Canterbury. Ramsey 

suggested that Underhi11's development from Mysticism (1911) to Worship (1936) 

showed that at the end of her life she had reached quite a different position. He 

went so far as to say that by that time she could have ~en called a doctor of the 

church. 

This thesis is an attempt to trace that development by an examination of 

- the works of Underhill, and to demonstrate the enduring legacy which Underhill 

....... 
has left to Christian spirituality. 

The original work in this thesis concerns the examination of the works of 

Evelyn Underhlll for ind1cations of a "shift" or "conversion" from a deep interest 

in mysticism and religious experience to being a committed Anglican Wlth a 

vocation to teach a Christian spirituality which included a11 aspects of the reli-

gious life. 

The original sections are as follows: 

1. The influence of the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius Loyola on the 

formation of Underhill as a spiritual director. 

2. The development of her thought from 1911 to 1920 as traced in The 

Essentials of Mysticism. 

3. The third of Underhill's conversions resulted in a shift to sacramentalism. 
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ii. 

The first evidence llf this shift in her writings is found in an article titled 

"Lucie Christine •. , 

4. The contrast between a 1921 article in The Hibbert Journal and the same 

article reprinted (with modificE.tions) in The Life of the Spirit (1922) show 

the first change in her attitude ta "Church. " 

5. A clea.r indication of the shift is shown in the contrast of her classification 

of types of mystics in Mysticism (1911) .1nd The Life of the Spirit (1922). 

6. The development of her concept of grace (from élan vital ta "prevenient 

grace") is traced from 1919 to 1922. 

The writer wishes ta express her gratitude to the members of the teach­

ing staff of the Faculty of Religious Studies of McGill University: in 

particular, to Dean McLelland for h1S initial encouragement and continuing 

support of the work, and to Dr. E.J. Furcha for his courtesy, guidance and 

helpful criticism. 

Grateful thanks are extended to the librarians of the Religious Studies 

Library, and in particular ta Jennifer Wheeler for securing necessary mater1als. 

Thanks are extended to Adèle Pearson for her typing skills, ta Marjory 

Dalgard for the final copy, to John Dalgàrd for his editorial skills, and to each 

for innumerable kindnesses. 
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Introduction 

Evelyn Underhill (1875-1941) was a public figure most of her life. She 

followed the trends in the development of English spirituality from the beginning 

of this century until her death in 1941. She allowed herself to be mfluenced by the 

issues, the movements, and the outstanding figures in her field of interest. At 

times this influence was fleeting; at other times it was so comprehensIve it re­

sulted in radical shifts in her life and work. 

Underhill enjoyed the respect of many noted academics. AIT'ong them were 

William Temple, Charles Raven and T. S. Eliot, whom she counted as friends. 

She was elected fellow of King's College for Women in 1913. The college amal­

gamated with the University of London in 1915, and in 1927 her fellowship was 

extended to the Umversity (with appropriate pornp and circumstance). In 1938 she 

received an honorary doctor of divinity degree from Aberdeen l'niversit} In 

Scotland. She was asked to give the Upton Lectures at Oxford !lI 1°21, makmg her 

the first wornau to appear on the University lists. We read in 11er letters in 1924 

that she lectured at St. Andrew' s lTniversity in Scotland. 

Beginning in 1924, she conducted retreats for Anglican clergy a'1d for lay 

peoplp • She was the first woman to do sa. She was in demand as a speaker. She 

first made her mark in the field of mysticism beginning with the unprecedented 

success of he-r book of the same name. She went on to write poetry. Later she 

l 



1 

, 

f, 
1 

l 
~ 
J • , 
! 

( 

{ 

2. 

published the addresses which she gave at the retreats. She became interested 

in liturgy and wrote about that. Throughout a11 this production Underhill wrote 

articles and book reviews for nurnerous journals. In addition to this, she gave 

her tim'e to individuals for spirItual dIrection and kept in touch with some of them 

by letter. Her personal correspond,~n,:e was volumino'ls. 1 Shz was a treasured 

friend and had a busy social and professional life. 

Yet a11 of this was on~y one part of her life. The other was her private 

life as Evelyn Stuart Moore, wife of Hubert Stuart Moore, barrister-at-Iaw. Of 

this side of her life we know v~ry little. She and her husband travelled together 

a great de al and because of his professicn, had many social engagements. Apart 

from a few scraps I)f inforrnatio11 about his hobbies and his great interest in saHing 

our knowledge of Hubert Stuart Moore is scant. Underhill's references to marrit::d 

life are limited to her personal correspondence and consist mosdy of descriptions 

of the holidays she shared with !ler husband. But their friends reported that the 

home of the Stuart Moores was known to be a hospitable place, and their cOlT'pany 

engaging. 

Above aU else, however, it was Underhill's rich inner life which marked 

her as a woman apart; and it was the fruits of the developrnent of this spirituallife 

which she put to use in her capacity of retl:eat condu~tor anù spiritual director. 

By exa'11ining her writings and her life it is possible to follow her develop-

ment through the changing influences of her times and to see l-Jow she herself be-

came an inflmmce for change in the lives of her contemporaries. 
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Evelyn Underhill had two close friends, each of whom was a gifted and 

brilliant woman. One was Ethel Ross Barker, her friend from 1907 to the time of 

her death in 1921. Barker was a convert to Roman Catholicism and they shared a 

deep love for Catholic devotion. This relationship will be referred to in the body 

of the paper. The other friend was Lucy Menzies. Menzies was a Scottish 

Presbyterian but as a result of her friendship with Underhill (by this time a 

practising Anglican), she became a mernber of the Church of England. 

Menzies was introduced to Underhill through the latter' s publi sher in 1917. 

It was not until 1923 that they met. By then they had been corresponding for six 

years and l'nderhill was serving as Menzies' spiritual director. 

Lucy Menzies was a theologian, a linguist and an author. She received an 

honorary doctorate of divinity from Aberdeen. After Underhill's death it was she 

who edited most of the material that was published in l'nderhill's name. Even the 

letters, edited by Charles Williams, were first collected by Menzies. It was she 

who recovered the letters between von HUgel and Underhill, which rad appeared to 

be irretrievab!e. They were recovered just before being thrown away as waste. 2 

It was to be expected then that Menzies would be asked to write the "official bio­

graphy" of her great friend. She acc~pted the task reluctantly (being by then 

nearly blind). Unfortunately, she died before the "life" was completed. Margaret 

Cropper was asked to take up the task and she used Menzies' beginning (which 

covered the period from 1875 to 1922) and completed it in 1958. The English 

edition was titled Evelyn Underhill, the American, The Life of Evelyn Underhill. 

This biography occasioned two influential articles: one by the philosopher, 
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E. I. Watkin~ a Roman Catholic; the other by one Miss Valerie Pitt
4
, an Anglican. 

Miss Pttt's article will be discussed at length in Part VI, below. 

Watkin's position was that UnderhiIl never reached the Catholic view of the 

Church, Undoubtedly, he was unable to understand why she would not make a full 

submission to Rome. 

Describing both the book and Underhill, as he knew her, Watkin writes: 

What emerges from the Life [sic) is primarily a portrait 
of the woman such as her friends, and 1 was privileged to 
be in their outer circle, remember her - a woman whose 
profound inner life, concealed by the reticence she prized 
so highly, revealed itself in a welcoming open-hearted 
charity, humble but assured, shrewd and with a strong but 
gentle sense of humour, critical but never unkind. 5 

Watkin, familiar with Underhill's works and also a colleague, obviouslyapprec-

iated Underhill' s qualities. 

He bewails the book's lack of a bibliography as an "inexcusable omission" 

and suggests that to the Life and the book of Letters a third volume should be added 

to complete the study: The Writings of Evelyn LTnderhill. 6 

This challenge was taken up by a Roman Catholic religious, Mary Xavier 

Kirby, who by 1965 had produced a doctoral thesis for the English Department Qf 

the University of Pennsylvania: The Writings of Evelyn Underhi11: A Critical 

Analysis. 7 Kirby' s work is of limited interest sinee it analyses at length Under-

hill 's major works (in the manner of theses). and as a result is a somewhat 

:::pecialized approach. 8 

Four other doctoral theses have been written with Evelyn Underhill as 

sUbject. 9 
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On the occasion of the centenary of Evelyn Underhill's birth (1975), 

Christopher J. R. Armstrong was invited to write a study of her life and work. 10 

That the project was completed in sorne eighteen months may account for the fact 

that the book does not contain an index (which Cropper's book does). This is a 

serious drawback in an otherwise rich book, replete with information and de tail 

not generally available. The book does contain the only extensive published 

bibliography of Underhill' s work. 11 The remarks preceding Annstrong' s biblio-

graphy indicate that a comprehensive bibliography by another author is in progress 

out this has not yet been published. 12 

Interest in Evelyn Underhlll has waxed and waned since her death in 1941. 

It seems that today, many people have heard her name, many have read t,er great 

book, Mysticism, and sorne, her hetter book, Worship. Fewer have read her 

retreat addres ses. Still fewer realize that she considered her vocation to he in 

this latter field - as a retreat conductor and as a spirirual director. aU the more 

remarkable since she was a woman. Her major contribution to the Church lies in 

this area of spirituality. The full extent of her influence has yet to be assessed. 

This study is intended to be the beginning of that task. 

An able English historian of Christianity has written: 

It must he borne in mind that it is the function of the 
historical critic to trace the development of Christianity, 
not to decide on its ultimate truth. He ought to study tlhe 
evidence neither as an apologist, nor as an opponent of 
dogma. It is for him to elucidate the facts, not to deter­
mine their ultimate significance. The interpretation of 
history is a matter for faith, not for criticism. 12 

It is the intention of the present writer to bear in mind Vidler's de finition 
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of an historical critic in this srudy of Evelyn Underhill. The study will examine 

the major chronological events in Underhill' s life and in life arotmd her, and will 

attempt ta see the effects of those several moments of kairos, of conversion, to 

which she refers ~ infrequently, but each of which seems ta have resulted in a 

new direction or a new emphasis in her writings. Tt will examine the good reports 

of Underhill ' s friends and the remarks of her critics, friend and foe, to see if 

they correspond with "the facts." These "facts" will he culled from her writings, 

her letters, and her biographers. As such, they often will he dependent on the 

points of view, and the opinions, of Underhill herself, of those who have written 

about her in the past. and of the present writer. But such material is the "stuff' 

of aU history. 
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PART 1 - Underhill's England 

1. Modernism. 

When Evelyn Underhill was beginning her professionallife as a writer, 

Queen Victoria had just died and Edward VII had been crowned King of England. It 

was the year 1901. Underhill's first book was published in 1902. In 1903 Pope Leo 

XIn died and was succeeded by Pius X. 

The hope and promise of modern scientific discovery and modern historical 

criticism were felt throughout Europe. A spirit of criticism affected biblical stud-

ies, philosophy, and theology. Though in 1863, in the Munich Brtef issued by the 

Vatican, critical studies of scripture had been censored, it was now hoped that 

Pius X would allow for greater treedom in disseminating new ideas. Such was not 

to he the case. By 1907 the "movement" had been defined and declared to be the 

"heresy of a11 heresies." In the decree Lamentabili, and the encyclical Pascendi, 

followed by the anti-modernist oath, "modernism" was virtually crushed in the 

Roman Church. 

What was this feared modernism? The New Catholic Encyclopedia offers 

this definition. 

The variety of positions among Modernist writers has been 
so clearly demonstrated that one hesitates ta attempt a 
definition of Modernism. One constant element was the 
effort to bring theological teaching abreast of what was 
considered the results of contemporary research; a second 
element was the conviction that the Church' s magisterium 
had duly usurped the rights of theological research. 1 

But in 1907, the Vatican was not at all hesitant in calling "modernist" 
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anyone who did not conform to what the Magisterium had decided was orthodoxe 

Alfred Loisy, French priest, and George Tyrrell, English ex-Jesuit, were 

declared excorrmunicate: Loisy, vitandus (to he shunned). 

Friend to both these brilliant men and an extremely influential writer was 

Baron Friedrich von Hllgel (1845-1925). A self-educated Roman Catholie philoso-

pl,er living in England, he played an important role in modemism, not as an 

original thinker, but as a catalyst. He has been called the "mid-wife" of the 

roovement, sinee it was he who effectively arranged introductions and communi-

cations between the leading thinkers in England, Germany, Italy and France. Von 

HUgel's role in the movement has yet to be fully evaluated. 

One of the effects of the Munich Brief was that an anti-Iaity spirit had 

entered the Roman Church. The study of theology was to be the prerogative of 

the clergy and scholasticism was to he the only philosophy taught in seminaries. 

Laymen no longer ha:J a voice. 

Biblical criticism, which had occupied the minds of many brilliant exegetes, 

came to a haIt within the Roman church with the condemnation of modernisme The 

two disciplines remaining to conscientious scholars were history and liturgy. 

As late at 1922, the Abbot of Downside remarked on this situation in a 

terrer to von HUgel: "The only freedom in biblical things and the rest is that of a 

train, to go ahead as fast as you can on rails, but if you try to arrive at any 

station not on the line, you are derailed •.. liturgy alone remains open': 2 

What was "modern" biblical criticism saying that was so "offensive to 

~ious ears?" In looking at the Gospels "scientifically" it would have to state . 
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quite simply that miracles do not happen. The virgin birth of Jesus and the 

resurrection were also open to question. What was left of the Gos!>E!ls was 

supposed to he "truth" - a gospel which was up to date for the early twentieth cen-

tury and could therefore speak to the "modern" man. 

The Church of Er .sland was of course also affected by this spirit of the age, 

but there the "pursuit" of modernists took a düferent course. The English histor-

ian, Roger Lloyd writes, 

The continental modernists were driven out of the church 
and excommunicated. Even mildly scholarly views of the 
Bible were ruthlessly proscribed. The Roman Church 
itself was driven by the very vigour of its persecution 
into espousmg a theological conservat ism of the most 
rigid kind. [However], in no Church in Christendom are 
proceedings for heresy made so extremely tortuous, 
difficult, chancy, and expensive as they are in the Anglican 
Church. . .• But inconsistency was a charge everyone 
understood, and set at its proper value. Thus in English 
[sic] the questionable position of modemists who publically 
recited creeds in which they only partIy believed, and on 
the articles of which they put their own glosses and priv­
ate interpretations, was piainly the right point at which to 
join issue. It meant in practice that the excommunications 
and prescriptions which were so marked a feature in the 
struggle abroad were kept out of the story of the conflict 
in England. Thus in the end that which was creative in 
Anglic mooemism was able to find its place within and 
make its contribution to Anglican doctrine. 3 

Modemism in the Church of England was at its peak from 19QO to 1914. 

One real contribution to its decline was the life and work of Albert Schweitzer. 

Lloyd writes: 

••. Not the least of the services he rendered to Christen­
dom was to prove in his own person that a man may he the 
most radical and disturbing of modernist scholars, and at 
the same time a saint made free of aU the riches of 
spiritual experience. 4 
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With his declaration that the Liberal Christ of the German modernists had in fact 

become a Gennanic Christ, the English modemists had something they didn't 

want. "Schweitzer' s book certainly disturbed the modernists at least as greatly 

as the traditionalists themselves. Anglican modernism was at that moment tom 

up by the roots, and it has never again found the ground to nourish them." 5 

2. Mysticism. 

In 1899, W. R. Inge (Dean of St. Paul's Cathc:!<lral from 1911 to 1934) had 

based his Brampton Lectures on mysticism. It was a bold venture, since scholar-

ly exarnination of mystical experience was not in vogue. His lectures were pub-

lished as Christian Mysticism. In 1902 William James published his Gifford 

Lectures as The Varieties of Religious Experience. In 1908 Friedrich von Hügel's 

two-volume study of mysticism was published, called The Mystical Element of 

Religion as Studied in St. Catherine of Genoa and Her Friends, and written at the 

height of his involvement with modernisme It was this climate which stimulated 

Evelyn Underhill to make her great contribution to the subject, first in Mysticism 

and later in other works. 

To what can be attributed the fact that interest in mysticism suddenly he-

came 50 popular during this period of church history? The writings of Inge, von 

HUgel and Underhill certainly fostered its development. Lloyd writes, 

The torch which Dr. Inge had lit was taken up on the Roman 
side by Baron von HUgel, and on the Anglican side by 
Evelyn Underhill. Together they (Inge and Underhill) form 
a landmark in the history of Anglican Theology. ••. It was 
not, moreover, accidentaI that Evelyn Underhill's next book 
of comparable importance was her Worship (1936), for there 



is a real and an easily traceable connection between 
the revival of interest in rnystical theology and the 
modern concentration of attention upon the importance 
of liturgical worship for the work of evangelism • •. 6 

Il. 

The striking thing about this passage is that Lloyd claims Underhill for 

the Church of England as earlyas 1911, though she did not becorne a practising 

Anglican until 1920. Even in 1924 at the opening of "Copec" she wrote that she 

supposed that she represented everything but the Anglicans and the Free Churches. 

Lloyd's claim is ten years too early and discounts the years, more than 

a decade, when Underhill was virtually a Roman Catholic, albeit a non-commun-

icating one. 

Possibly, for all three, Underhill, Inge and von H\lgel, the study (and 

practice) of mysticism, was one way of avoiding certain issues of modernisme 

Inge, an Anglican modernist himself, tried to explain why mysticism had such 

great appeal, especially for "the younger generation. " 

It brings an intense feeling of relief to many who have been 
distressed by being told that religion is bound up with 
certain events in antiquity, the hlstoricity of which it is 
in sorne cases difficult to establish, with a cosmology 
which has been definitely disproved; and with a philosophy 
which they cannot make their own. • . it knows its true 
spiritual kin. 7 

"But, " continued Inge, "on the other side we see a tendency, even more 

manifest if we look for external signs, to emphasize the institutionai side of 

religion. . .• It is a current tuming in the opposite direction to the mystical 

tendency, which regards unity as a spiritual, not a political idea. ,,8 

Through the influence of these three contemporaries, the '5tudy of mysti-

cism became a reputable task. 
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3. Institutionalism. 

In 1914, Inge credited John Henry Newman with an important legacy: 

"movements which still agitate the Church of England and the Church of Rome. 

Anglo-Catholicism and Modernism," still carry his "indelible mark." 9 

12. 

Llcyd notes that for years the Anglo-Catholic movement in the Church of 

England had two influential and "virulent" opponents: Queen Victoria and Punch. 

In their eyes the movement was "un-English. ,,10 This epithet referred to various 

rigorous practices which were insisted on by extremists. Nevertheless, it is a 

fact that the Anglo-Catholic movement also brought to the Church of England a 

new piety which had long been absent. Unfortunately, this led to a type of rigor-

ism - a need to get tbings "right." But it also led to the formation of dedicatcd 

priests and of new religious orders in the Church of England. Priests such as 

Charles Gore, E. W. Benson and Walter Frere were pioneers in this rnovement: 

great men whose influence has been lasting. 

Much of the church ri tu al was ta ken from pre- reformation times but to its 

critics it was the parallels to the Roman liturgy and practice which aroused 

suspicion. 

Lloyd gives this positive description: 

[The] tractarian deterrnination ta be made free of the 
ancient knowledge of devotional principles and practices 
was certainly one of the things which gave the movement 
its Roman tinge. The Anglo-Catholics were constantly 
accused of being the Holy Father' s fifth column within 
the Anglican citadel. The accusation was silly, but be­
lieved. Yet they did cherish a rather uncriticalîender­
ness for most things Roman. In part at least this was 
due to the fact that they knew what other English church-



men blandly ignored, the extreme richness and 
variety of the Roman treasury of the devotional 
life ••.. ln a later generation this ubiquitous and 
over- sensitive consciousness of Rome had to be 
fought by the newer leaders in the movement. 
• •. Men like Gore and Frere were steadily moving 
far from Rome, and taking most of the movement 
with them. This they were doing because they had 
been impell~d to add to the characteristic Anglo­
Catholic treasury of discipline two elements, which 
fitted ill with papal Christianity. One was an accept­
ance of the new learning about the Bible. Th e other 
was a renewed sense of the obligations owed by 
Catholic order to social order. ... These men and 
their fellow-workers were founding a new kind of 
Anglo-Catholicism, but they themselves carried on 
the really vital tradition of the movement, an aus­
tere care for hoiiness, leading to sanctity. 11 

13. 

It is Wlderstandable that Underhill could bring herself to an affiliation with 

such a communion. "It spoke to h~r condition. ,,12 

Furtherrnore, she had contact both with Bishop Walter Frere and with 

Bishop Charles Gare. Frere was to he her first Anglican spiritual director. 

Later he assisted her in the preparation of her book., Worship. Her contact with 

Gare carne through the "Conference on Christian Politics, Economics and 

Citizenship" (Copec). A letter from 1924 states: "My next job is speaking at the 

West End Copec Conference ... Wlth Bishop Gore as partner, who greatly 

oppresses me. ,,13 But by 1937 she had changed her view. "Gore remained an 

enduring influence because of that hidden dedication, not done for this or that but 

just as his life towards Cod. ,,14 

The Copec Conference was an outcome of Christian social action and was 

headed by William Temple. Underhill's role in the conference will be discussed 
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in Part IV. It was said that it was at this conference that Gore ceded to Temple 

his spiritual and fIgurative headship in the Church of England. 

4. Conclusion. 

To say that Underhill was a woman of her time is to say that she played 

a part in the happenings of the <laYe As a result she became a public figure. 

But she was also a woman ahead of her time. She was the first woman to be in­

vited to give a lecture series in theology at Oxford University (in 1921); the first 

woman to be a retreat conductor for lay people; the first woman to give retreat 

addresses to clergy. She was chosen for these tasks, not because he was a 

woman, but because she did her work weIl, ancl had established a reputation in 

her field. For thiB reason, the history of religious thought in England must 

recognize Evelyn Underhill's contribution to thE' study of mysticism and ascetic 

theology. 
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PART II - The Early Years, 1875-1910 

1. A Biographical Note 1 

15 • 

Evelyn Underhill was born in Wolverhampton in England, in 1875. Her 

father, Arthur Underhill, Wé.'S a lawyer as had been her grandfather. Shortlyafter 

her birth the famUy moved to London where her father rose in his profession. He 

was knighted in 1922. She was an only child and throughout her life was a caring 

and dutiful daughter. It would seem that she was particularly fond of her father 

and that they communicated welle Her tirst book (1902)2 was a book of humourous 

verse concerning law and must have delighted hirn. 

At the age of ten she was sent to a boarding school and at sixteen she re­

turned to London and took courses at King' s College in botany and modern lang­

uages and later in social science and philosophy. 3 This association with King's 

College (later part of the University of London) lasted for the rest of her life. 

By 1890 she had already met the man who was ta become her husband, 

Hubert Stuart Moore. Their fathers (bath lawyers) were friends and since the two 

sons of the Stuart Moore family had lost their mother, they came under the care 

of Evelyn's mother. They were a11 keen sailors and the two families shared their 

yachting holidays. By 1895 Evelyn and Hubert were "sweethearts ... 4 It would seem 

that that fact was not wholly acceptable to her mother. In a letter to Hubert, dated 

2 November, 1900, Evelyn writes, "The air of chastened joy with which the mis sis 

[her motherJ hears you are getting more work wOllld please you. Like a warhorse, 
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she scents Arrnageddon from afar ... 5 Perhaps, then, the issue was money. But 

her IT'other rrust have had to accept the inevitable. Finally. in 1906 they were 

forrrallyengaged, and a year later t'ley rnarried and settled into the house w'1ich 

Hubert had inherited froIT' his father. Evelyn was thirty-two and Hubert, thirty-

eight. But it was not unusual at that tirre for a marnage to be delayed until the 

husband-to-be was estabhshed in his profession. In the fatrily tradition. Hubert 

had becorne a lawyer. 

2. Early DevelopJTlent. 

The llnderhill farnily was not given to regular church-going. ln his 

rnerr. oirs, Sir Arthur admits to having had his fill of religion as a boy at school. 6 

Nevertneless there was sorre exposure to Anglicanism in the boarding school which 

Evelyn attended. In 1891 she was confirmed and made her first comrr.union in the 

Church of England. 

A document survives which was written on the eve of her seventee,1th birth-

day.7 Severa! passages are of particular interest since they point to the direction 

of her future development and opinions . 

• •• In real life 1 n.ost admire Mahomet, because he was 
sincere, Giordano Bruno, because he was strong for the truth. 
and Jesus because ethically He was perfect, and always thought 
of the weak ones first . 

... As to religion, 1 don't quite know, except that 1 believe in 
a God, and think it is better to love and help the pOOl' people 
round IT'e than go on saying that 1 love an abstract spirit whom 
1 have never seen. If 1 can do bath, a11 the better, but it is 
best to begin with the nearest. 1 do not think anything is 
gained by being orthodox, and a great deal of the beauty and 
sweetness of things is lost by being bigoted and dogmatic. If 



we are to see God at aU it must he through nature and our 
fellow men. Science holds a lamp up to heaven, not down 
to the Churches. 

1 don 't believe in worrying God with prayers for things we 
want. If he is omnipotent He knows we want them, and if 
He isn't, He can't give them to us. 1 think it is an insult 
to Him to repeat the sa me prayers every day. It is as 
much as to say He is deaf, or very slow of comprehension. 

1 do not believe the Bible is inspired. but 1 think neverthe­
less that it is one of the best and wisest books the world 
has ever seen • 

. .. When 1 grow up 1 should like to be an author because 
you can influence people more widely by books than pictures. 
If 1 had been a rich man, 1 w>uld have been a doctor, and 
lived arrong the poor. and attended them for nothing. 1 
think that wou Id be one of the noblest careers open to any 
man. My !T'otto at the present time: 

Be noble men of noble deeds, 
For love is holier than creeds. 

Goodbye sixteen years old. 1 hope my mind will not grow 
tall to look down on things, but wide to embrace all sorts 
of things in the coming year. 8 

17. 

ln this declaration of her "state of mind," written for her own sake, we 

can see that her religion (such as it is) is already theocentric: it remained com-

pletely so until she carr·e under the influence of Friedrich von l-I\.igel 9 in the 

twenties. 

We see also the beginning of her concern for the poor. This cO:lti't"ued, as 

we see in a letter written In 1911, where she speaks of doing Health Society and 

Poor visiting. Later, regular visits to the poor were to become part of her 

religious rule. 
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She sees no virtue in orthodoxy and did not become a regular communicant 

until the early twenties. She and her husband Hubert shared a deep love of nature. 

AIl her life she had close relationships with a variety of people. One can even see 

in her attitudes towards the Bible and SCIence early signs of her "modernist" 10 

sympathies. While she did not become a doctor, she did become an able practi-

tioner of that classic art called in religion "the cure of souls ... 

Her desires to become an author and to have an "embracing' mind were 

fulfilled. Finally, in the motto which she chose for herself for the time, we see, 

perhaps, the mind of the woman she was to become. Nobility, not submission, 

was her goal. She was to think it more noble to please Hubert because of her 

love for him, and her own conscience because of the spirit of the times, than 

become a Roman Catholic. "For love is holier than creeds." It was this deep 

concern for others and the desire to live nobly which led her to pursue the life of 

the Spirit, wherein she was empowered to fultil the dreams of her youth. 

3. "Reality." 

Much later, in 1932, Evelyn Underhill wrote a letter to her friend 

(afterwards her biographer) Margaret Cropper. 

. •• 1 come to Chnst through God, whereas quite obviously 
lots of people come to God through Christ. But 1 can 't show 
them how to do that - aIl 1 know about is the reverse route. 
The final result, when you have the two terms united, is 
much the same - "the figure and the mountain are one" -
but the process is qui te different. 

l've never in any of rny phases veen a "good Evangelical" 
and 1 expect you have - but on the other hand l'rn not 
sure you have ever been a white-hot Neo-Platonist! So 



1 should feel awfully shy and awkward expounding the 
personal side; whereas 1'11 go to any length to try and 
make people" feel God. "lI 

19. 

There are three points of interest l'ere: firstly, t nderhll admits ta having 

had "phases of development:" secondly, one of these phases was t-.1eo- Platonism: 

thirdly, it appears that s'le herself did not corne to God through "thinking" - sinee 

she did not try to "make" people believe - but rather she came through her exper-

ience. We shaH have cause ta comment furtl-Jer on this below. 

Just how Under1-ill beeame such an ardent Neo-Platonist, we do not know. 

Perhaps it load begun with per conversations with her father, WrtC" in turn l'ad 

led her to study pl'ilosophy at King's College. We do know that Neo-Platonism 

was to have a marked influence on her and trat t~e writings of PIotinus were to 

serve as a source of inspiration and a model for mystical experience. 

From 1898 to 1913 sr.e began to go abroad eac l - year, at first wit\1 her 

parents, and later with her motlier only. In this way s~e came to know Italy, 

France, Holland 2nd Swit:z.erland. She was fluent in Italian and French and l'er 

great delights seem ta have been seeing the Alps, visiting great cl-'urches and 

learning to appreciate art treasures. Thl1S did she begin to grow in love for the 

celebrations of tre Roman Church. Annstrong quotes a letter of 6 May 1905, 

"She writes that that Easter s]-,e has had 'a perfect orgy of splendid crurch cere­

monies' and feels that she will never be able ta bear English serVIces again. ,,12 

Meanwhile in 1904 she had published the first of her three "mystical 

novels," The Grey World. This was followed by The Lost World, 1907, and The 

Column of Oust, 1909. "AlI three, " says Charles Williams, "had a reasonably 
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good reception, but tl-Jey are not, it must be admitted, as good as one expects Them 

to be ... 13 This would be in the light of her later writings. l'nderhill must have 

felt the same as she wrote no more novels. 

But t1-e first novel occasioned a letter by one Margaret :Robinson, stating 

that it had been t}-e means of her finding reality. We have llnderhill's reply which 

one might see as the beginning of what was to become a life-long service to others: 

the practice of spiritual directio:l. She writes: "As you say, the finding of reality 

is the one t\.ing that matters, and that always mattered, thougl' it has been called 

by many different names. Of course on This side of the veil, the perfect accom-

plishment of the quest is impossible. ,,14 

We can take it then, that s"e too had been searching. Underhill had been 

writing for various publications smce 1902. Sorne of her friends belonged to a 

"literary set" of London, whicl: inc1uded Arthur Waite and Arthur Machen. 

Through the auspices of the latter, she was recommended to the former and thus 

became a member of Waite's branch of the "Hermetic Society of the Golden Dawn, ., 

probably in the year 1904. It was an occult society complete with hierarchy and 

grades. The best source of information for Underhill' s intere5t in thi5 cornes 

from Armstrong: 

Seen in retrospect it looks very rnuch the kind of society which 
a young woman taking an interest in the lively metaphysico­
mystical scene at tJ-'e time and detached from the official 
churches, might have felt drawn to .... The Pessibility of 
notable 'happenings' cannot entirely have been precluded and 
the seriousness with which Evelyn approached aIl ri tuaI te 
her dying day is aimost cp.rtainly a direct consequence of 
this initiation. 1S 
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One should also note here that it was her pleasure to attend l-tigh Mass when 

in ltaly. Thus it would perbaps be more accurate to suppose tl-at she came to both 

of these experiences with a taste for ritual. She was in fact a methodical, organ-

ized person and from about 1907 to the end of her life followed a .. rule, " a disci-

plined routine, in her spirituallife; she also recommended that her counselees 

do the same. 

We can, perhaps, be somewrat reassured and bemused when Armstrong, 

himself an Anglican clergyman, continues, "There is in fact nothing to he afraid 

of in Artrur Waite ... 16 His influence on llnderhill can be seen in her Cl apter on 

"Mysticism and Magic" in her first book on mysticism where she speaks of the 

magical power in the rites of the Roman Church. Armstrong continues, 

Magical rites properly understood and conducted, are 
therefore, perfectly normal techniques for removing 
superficial impediments to a higher kind of awareness, 
and concentrate the attention and will-power on the true 
if normally inaccessible object of man's quest. Stlch an 
adjustment is in effect a perfect vindlcation of the 
activities of Waite and his group. There follows, 
however, a qualIfication which Evelyn must have con­
sidered important since she returns ta it agam sorne 
years later ... (in 19121 The trouble with magic 
[she discovered] i~ that it awakens desires which it is 
unable to satisfy. 

We do not know the details of Underhill' s search for satisfaction in tre 

study of philosophy but it resulted in her continuing to be greatly influenced by 

Plotinus - an influence which, although it "waxed and waned, " lasted for the rest 

of her lite. But she turned her talents to another area during this Urne and pro-

duced a translation of medievallegends which she called, The Miracles of Our 
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Lady St. Mary Brought Out of Divers Tongues and Newly Set Forth by Evelyn 

Underhill. Cropper records part of a review from the Illustrated London News: 

'We doubt if any living English writer could have reconstructed these beautiful and 

touching prose poems with more grace and feeling th an Miss Underhill has proved 

herself to possess. ,,18 Obviously this was more her métier than "mysticaI"novels. 

Sometime during the se years a friendship developed between Evelyn 

llnderhill and Ethel Ross Barker. Barker was an educated woman who was later 

to become an archaeologist of note. They were to remain close friends until 

Barker's death in 1921. Cropper quotes a Mrs. Salter who was friend to bath: 

tt ••• it was through knowing Evelyn that Ethel Barker was drawn back to religion 

frorn a period of agnasticism. tt Thus l1nderhill already had something to offer. 

They had a comman interest in the Church of Rome and in December 1906 Barker 

writes to Underhill, ''l'm inc1ined to bet heavily (1) that 1 never go over, (2) that 

you go over one day, (3) that in a11 events you go over first ... ,,19 She was to he 

proven wrong on aIl three counts. 

In a letter written 14 May 1911 Underhill surns up this period and speaks 

of the "conversion" which never came to "submission." It is addressed to a 

woman writer (Mrs. Meyrich 4eath) who, it seems, had written an admiring 

letter. Underhill wants to dec1are her position and writes that althouth they are 

"at one about the inside" it is c1ear that they diff,':!r a great deal "about the outside. " 

ln an attempt ta be hanest she tries ta explain her position. The result is a rare 

exposure of herself, and justifies this lengthy quote. 



You se~ 1 wasn't brought up to religion really - except 
just in the formaI way of course. 50 when the "youthful 
crash" arrived it caught me fair and square, and for 8 
or 9 years 1 really believed myself to he an agnostic. 
Philosophy brought me round to an intelligent and irres­
ponsible sort of theism which 1 enjoyed thoroughly but 
which did not last long. GraduaIly the net c10sed in on 
me and 1 was driven nearer and nearer to Christianity -
half of me wishing it were true and hal! resisting vioI­
entlyaIl the time. In those days 1 used to frequent both 
English and Roman churehes and wish 1 knew what their 
secret was. Finally 1 went to stay for a few days at a 
Convent of PerpetuaI Adoration. The day after 1 carne 
away, a good deal shaken but unconvineed, 1 was "con­
verted" quite suddenly once and for all by an overpower­
ing vision which had really no specifIe Christian elements 
but yet convmced me that the Catholie Religion was true. 
It was so tightly bound up with (Roman) Catholieism, that 
1 had no doubt, and have had none sinee (this happened 
between 4 and 5 years ago), that that Church was my 
ultimate home. So strong is this conviction thatto have 
any personal dealmgs with Anglicanism seems for me a 
kind of treaehery. Unfortunately, 1 allowed myself to be 
persuaded to wait a year before being received; and 
meanwhile the Modernist stonn broke, with the result 
that now, being myself "Modernist" on many points, 1 
can't get in without suppressions and evasions to whieh 
1 can't quite bring myself. But 1 can't accept Anglicanism 
instead; it seems an integrally different thing. So here 
1 am, going to Mass and so on of course, but entirely 
deprived of sacraments. 

1 no more like the tone and temper of eontemporary 
Romanism than you do: it is real1y horrible; but with all 
her muddles, she has kept her mysteries intact. There 
1 can Touch - see - feel Reality: and - speaking for my­
self only - nowhere else. Alas, you won 't approve of 
aU this, and 1 don't either - it is aIl wrong, but at 
present 1 don't know what else to do. The narrow ex­
c1usiveness of Rome is dreadful - 1 eould never believe 
it, for 1 feel in sympathy with every Chnstian of every 
sort - except when they start hating each other. But to 
join any other communion is simply an impossible 
thought. 20 

23. 
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So it was that Underhill, moving from the youthful formaI practice of 

Anglicanism, ta agnosticism, to theism (presumably the culmination here of her 

'white-hot Neo-Platonism ff
), to Christianity, found herself in full sympany with 

the Roman Catholic Church. But she submitted instead to her fiance's request 

that she wait sorne time before taking the step of converting, presumably since 

it was sa disturbing to him. Her friend Barker made her submission to the 

Roman communion. Underhill never did. 

4. First Spiritual Director. 

At the suggestion of Bark er, Underhill sought the advice of a Roman 

priest, Robert Hugh Benson, who was a convert from Anglicanism. 21 At the Ume 

she was preparing for her marriage in Jul y 1907. Benson' s biographer22 has 

edited her correspondence and paraphrased sorne of it. It does not bear her narne 

but it is obviously Underhill of whom Benson writes: 

In 1907 an inquirer wrote to Father Benson that she had got 
'haU way from Anglicanism to Catholicism and could get 
no further' ... Her difflculty was that Catholics dec1ared 
that their dogmas were true historically as we11 as spirit­
ually (thus, the Ascension must he as "true" as the Armada); 
this she could not believe. and could not see to matter. In 
religion, mystical language was alone intelligible. 23 

His reply (22 March 1907) ends with the suggestion that she spend sorne time at 

the Cambridge Convent 4>erhaps because the time spent in the Southampton 

Convent in January had produced "results. ") Her answer was that that was exactly 

what she didn't want because she was, in aIl her efforts, "haunted by the dread 

of self- suggestion. ,,24 
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Underhill had also hoped that Benson would he able to help her future 

husband in sorne way. Stuart Moore was very much opposed to Undemil1's becom-

ing a Roman Catholic and persuaded her to wait for a year before makmg a final 

decision. His reason was that he considered that the sacrament of confession 

would necessitate the intrusion of a confessor into their marriage. He deeply 

resented what he considered a violation of intimacy. It seems ironie that al-

though Underhill never did becorne a Roman Catholic she did avail herself of the 

confessional - both befJre and after she became an Anglican. 

So it was that Evelyn Underhill married Hubert Stuart Moore on July 3, 

1907 - with Benson saying mass for them on their wedding day. 25 As it happened, 

the day after, on ju1y 4, the papal decree, Lamentabihs was issued. It was 

followed in September by the encyclical Pascendi. "Modernism" 26 had been defined 

and condernned by the Roman hierarchy. 

In her letter of 1911 to Heath (quoted above) Underhill indicates that being 

"Modernist" herself on many points, she could not rnake a wholehearted subrnission 

after the decrees without compromising her principles. judging by the early letters 

between Benson and herself there was also a problem of a type of skepticism - in 

, 

1 

the form of fear of self-suggestion. 

The next communication to Benson is on 6 january, 1908. ThIs letter is not 

t printed. Martindale records that she had written that she could now reach what 

she believed to be the Prayer of Quiet, following the "recipes" of Mme. Guyon's 

rnethod. But with "considerable shock" she had discovered that the Same results 

could he reached by non-Christians: again, prayer seerned to be a matter of 
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self-hypnotism. 27 

In the remainder of their correspondence Benson does his best to persuade 

Underhill that meditation had to be rooted in the corporate life of the mystical 

body - i. e. Catholicism. She held on to what she considered her intellectual 

liberty - though it made her "thoroughly wretched." The last letter by Benson is 

undated and reads, in part, "Please forgive any offensive remarks that, probably, 

1 have made. But 1 really do not thmk that you have quite enough reverence for 

the stupid. ... Who would dream of treating a child by the policy of, 'If it' s true, 

he'd better know It?' And we Catholics are most of us children ... and of such 

is the Kingdom of Heaven. ,,28 Martindale writes, "This letter elicited an answer, 

humorously penitent for the most part, but, in fine, confessing that the corres­

pondence was stirrmg up not Christian charity, but mental and moral storms, 

which could he for no one's good ... 29 This seems to have been the end of the ex­

changL. One gets the impression that Underhill chided ber 'spiritual dlrector" the 

way he wanted - as a cbild. 

It was, perhaps, not an ideal counselling situation in any case. Martindale 

quotes a postscript where Benson berates a directee for calling him (Benson) a 

saint. ".. . if you hint at sucb stuff aga in, 1 shall be extraordinarily angry and 

give you 'something to cry for. ", 30 A footnote by Martindale follows: "Hugh 

Benson had quite a definite opinion of the value of 'consecrated bullying.' He once 

announced to a friend the appalling dogma (sic) that it was impossible to do any­

thing with a woman until you had made her cry ... 31 

It is hard to imagine that this method would have had a desirable effect on 
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anyone, let alone on lTnderhill. But they must have remained on good tenns, since 

in 1910 it was he who provided the introduction which she needed to get an audience 

with the Pope [see below). She comments in a letter to her husband. "very mag-

nanimous of him [Benso~ , considering how little credit he has got out of me!"32 

Perhaps the fact that Benson was himself a convert, made "conversion" the only 

issue in his direction of Underhill. Since she could not "submit" there was no 

point in continuing with him. Not so with other Roman Catholic directors who were 

to follow: in each instance she was encouraged to be open to the idea but to be 

obedient to her inner urgings, one way or another. 

The Catholic philosopher, E.1. Watkins, wrote a review of Cropper's bio-

graphy for The Month. He corr.ments33 on LTnderhill's position at the time. 34 

Surely we cannot doubt that forreasons of His own God did 
not in fact caU her into the Church. What then of her con­
viction in 1907? A letter wntten shortly after betrays a 
fundamental misconception. "1 feel, " she wrote to Fr. 
Hugh Benson, "the real point is not so much whether one 
can keep 'the flame of adoration' burning bright without 
the Sacraments." And when later she became convinced 
that the Anglican Church does possess the Sacraments, 
she regarded this conviction ... as sufficient reason to 
remain in her communion. "The real point" most em­
phatically ~ "whether one is inside or outside the visible 
Church." That is to say Evelyn lTnderhill never saw the 
issue in the Catholic perspective. 3S 

In which case, it would seem that llnderhill made the right decision: since, as 

Watkin writes, "Hers was an utter loyalty to conscience ... 36 



28. 

5. A Major Shift. 

AIl the same, llnderhill was "steeped" in Catholic spirituality and in 

mystical and ascetic theology. 

ln 1907 Margaret Robinson wrote to her again (see above, 1904). 

Underhill's reply of 22 April marks the beginning of a long association - of 

llnderhill as her director and later, of Robinson as sometime research assistant, 

translator and typist for l "nderhill. In this first letter she advises her to take time 

eacr day to 1:,e quiet, interprets her fear of "losing the light and getting entangled 

in the material worlc:f' as a sign of" spiritual adolescence," and tells her to avoid 

like poison the modern sects and creeds which lead to nowhere. "Follow where 

{ you feel that you are being led, wherever that may he ... 37 AU this sounds as 

though Underhill has been through it herself. 

ln writing to her fiancé about her "initiation" into spiritual direction she 

speaks of having received the letter from Robinson who has asked for help for her 

spintual tangles: "1 think this sort of thing is a most horrible responsibility, and 

rather ridiculold when the person applied to is still in just as much of a tangle as 

anyone else. A. (no name givenl also has been shying her "honest" but rather 

shallow doubts at rny head. 1 wish 1 could make them see that 1 am not an 

autPority. ,,38 

AlI the same, whether rnoved by courtesy or compassion, she tries to 

answer their questions. 

The next month she answers Robinson: "The keys of the Catholic position 
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(and Anglicanisrn is of course a slightly diluted Catholicisrn) are, A. The 

Incarnation and B. A Mystical continuation of the incarnation in the Sacraments. 

You see, if you accept these things as realities for you, you have at once some-

thing to go upon. ,,39 

If Watkin is correct in asserting that Underhill did not set.:: things in the 

Catholic perspective, it could he sai d, perhaps, that she didn't see them in the 

proper Anglican perspective either. If she accepted these alone as "realities" 

she must have had difficulties. She was deprived of t'le Sacraments of the Roman 

Church and was a non-cornmunicating Anglican at this tirne, and as late as the 

1920's von HUgel could say that in view ofher Christology she was hardly more 

than a Unitarian. 40 But as she admitted above, she was herself "in a tangle. " 

Perhaps it was her "modernist" stance that made her avoid mention of the passion 

and re surrecti on of our Lord. 

If we take the following as autobiographical, we can see that she pur-

sued an ascetic life. "You may also take it for granted, of course, that so long as 

you want the peace and illumination for your own sake, you will not get thern. Self-

surrender, an entire willingness to live in the dark, in pain, anything - this is the 

real secret. 1 think no one really finds the Great Companion tiU their love is of 

that kind that they long only to give and not to get. ,,41 

Again to the sarne on 30 May: "There are no unbearable responsibilities in 

this world but those of our own seeking. Once life is realized as a succession of 

acts of loving service, undertaken in a spirit of joy, a11 that rnoonshine vanishes. ,42 

And again: "There are plenty of learned persons saying a11 the time that 
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what you have found is not there at aIl .•.. Direct spiritual exnerience is the only 

possible basis (for judging what is validj;and if you trust yours absolutely you 

are safe. ,,43 

On 30 December Underhill writes (to the same), "1 do not one bit want to 

go on harrying you with advice, but 1 just submit it for your consideration that 

there are certain attitudes of mind to be cultivated, and certain methods of devotion 

to he learned, which are quite essential and quite definite. ,,44 She goes on to say 

that these have to do with: firstly, controlling the will and secondly, the regular 

and systematic practice of meditation. 45 

In addition to many such ocher directives, Underhill's letters to Robinson 

show loving concern in periods of darkness and despondency. She is supportive 

but not afraid to be pointed in her advice when it seems necessary. Thus, 

1 do not think reading the mystics would hurt you myself: 
you say you must avoid books which deal with "feelings" -
but the mystics don't deal with feelings but with love which 
is a very different thing. Vou have too many "feelings" 
but not nearly enough love. Vou don't love God in your 
fellow-creatures a bit. •. Oh, d..2 turn to, and do and be 
things for and to your fellow creatures for a bit. Devote 
yourself to that .•. Vou have lost the knack of drawing 
strength from God: and vain strivings after communion 
of the solitude à deux sort will do nothing for you at this 
point. Seek contact with Him now in the goodness and 
splendor which is in other p'eople, in all people, for those 
who have the art to find it. :t6 -

We might ask how Underhill herself had learned this gentle art. She was 

widely read for one thing. Her letters conta in man y recommendations. She quotes 

the .. classics" which include works by St. Augustine, Ruysbroeck, Lady Julian and 

even the Canon of the Mass. Modern authors of her time include George Tyrrell, 
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M. D. Petre, Coventry Patmore. Other favorites seem to be St. Teresa, 

Ploti.lluS ("the best of the Neo- Platonists"), St. Bernard, Richard Rollo. 

Not as obvious is her attachment to the ~iritual Exercises of St. Ignatius 

of Loyola. 47 These "exercises" are used in the spiritual formation of the jesuits 

and by others as weIl. The rise of Anglo-Catholicisrr in the nineteentll century 

had been responsible for a wave of interest in the Exercises. Of course, reading 

therr. and "doing" them with a director as Ignatius intended are two different things. 

How Underhill carr.e to be faTPiliar with them she does not say, 48 but her letters 

refer specifically to them in at least eight instances. She does not rrention 

Ignatius by narne (nor the Exercises) until 1925 (The tv'ystics of the Church). Since 

this fact is not stated in any secondary material on lTnderhill, t\-je references will 

be cited in full. For the sake of brevity, abbreviations will be used: EUL for 

The Letters of Evelyn llnderhill and SE for the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius. 

ECL p.73 (1908) 
Represent to your mind, sorne phrase, truth, dogma, event -
e. g. a phra&~ of the Pater Noster or Anima Christi, the 
Passion, the Nativity are the sorts of things 1 use. 

SE Anima Christi 
The p.ayer which begins the Exercises, "Soul of Christ." 

El"L p.78 (1908) 
1 believe the whole secret to lie in "detachment": and it 
is difficult to conceive how anyone who has once seen the 
"vision splendid" even for a moment can fail to have this 
detachment in sorne measure, or fail ta see bits of it. 
hints and shadow, in most of the evidences of sense. 

SE n.23 
"First Principle and Foundation" ..• Therefore. we must 
make ourselves iTldifferent to aIl created things, as far as 

........ we are allowed free choice and are not under any prohibi­
tion. Consequently, as far as we are concerned. we 
should not prefer health ta sickness. riches ta poverty, 
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honor to dishonor, a long life to a short life. The sarne 
holds for a11 other things. 

EUL p.90 (1909) 
These are the sorts of times when verbal prayer, if one 
has assimilated it and made it one's own in more genial 
seasons, beco:nes a help: and enables one to go doggedly 
on, praying m0t,:e not less, because the light is withdrawn. 
To do otherwise would he a confession that you have been 
living by sight and Dot really by faith at all. 

SE n.319.6 
Though in desolation we must never change our former 
resolutions, it will he very advantageous to intensify our 
activity against the desolation. We can insist more upon 
prayer, upon meditation ... 

El"L p. 103-104 (1909) 
1 believe almost the only way in practice to check self 
seeking is to deliberately force yourself to do actuai and 
concrete things in the opposite direction, however little 
emotional fervour you can put into them. 

SE n.217 
. •• To overcome better every disorderly appetite and 
temptation of the enemy, if he is prepared to eat more, 
let him eat less. 

EUL p. 120 (1911) 
Accept what you are having, quite simply and obediently. 
Take it as it cornes. Do not "will" or "want" this or 
that; however virtuous and edifying your wishes may he. 

SE n.23 
(se~ above). 

ELTL p. 187 (1930) 
ln a11 you do, think, or pray about, throw the whole 
empl-Jasis on God - His work in your soul, His a11 to you -
the fact that you only exist, from moment to moment, by 
His Act and your whole raison d'être is to praise, rever­
ence and serve Him. 

SE n.23 
First Principle and Foundation. Man is created to praise, 
reverence, and serve God our Lord, and by this rneans to 
save his soul. 

32. 



EUL p.241 (1935) 
[Maintaining a certain reserve) is really of course an aspect 
of detachment - you are to love much and give yourself 
much and yet maintain an independence of soul, fully given 
to nothing but God. 

SE n.23 
See above on "indifference." 

EUL p.267 (1938) 
Tell her to make a Uttle meditation each day on something 
in the Gospels, picturing the scene and herself there, 
100king at and listening to Our Lord. 

SE n.47 
First Prelude. •• Attention must be given to the following 
point. When the contemplation or rneditation is on some­
thing visible, for example, when we contemplate CI . .dst 
our Lord, the representation will consist in seeing in the 
imagination the material place where the object is that we 
wish to contemp1ate ••• 
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The above references span the years frorn 1907 to 1938. The spirituality 

of Ignatius obviously influenced Evelyn Underhill from the time of her first con-

version ta Christianity. It is in October 1908, through a letter to Margaret 

Robinson, that we first hear of the planned book on mysticism. Robmson was to 

be of untold help of a very professional nature. By 1909 she was typing another 

Underhill manuscript which would be published anonyrnously after Mysticism. 

Apart frorn that readers of Underhill are indebted ta Robinson in another way. 

The letters which Evelyn Underhill wrote ta her are filled with Underhil1's personal 

reflections on religious experience and ascetic life. This rnaterial is not available 

elsewhere. 

In August 1908 Underhill writes: "One cannot have more than one centre ta 

one's life (at least, not without suffering pretty badly for it .•• ) and once you are 

adjusted ta Etemity, Time is bound to look a bit thin. Metaphysics produced this 
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effect in me far more badly than religious mysticism, because they [si~ proved 

that the world was illusion without providing any reason for its existence. ,,49 

Here is evidence of a "shift" in Evelyn Underhill' s inner being: one might 

say, a conversion without "conversion. " 

The following excerpt gives witness to its effect: 

Surely you have perceived for yourself the difference between 
created things as seen in the indescribable atmosphere which 
theologians caU "the love of God, " and seen it in the ordinary 
worldly light? . .. The first thing 1 found out was exalted and 
indescribable beauty in the most squalid places. 1 still remem­
ber walking down the Notting Hill main road and observing the 
(extremely sordid) landscape with joy and astonishment. Even 
the movement of the traffic had something universal and sub­
lime in it. Of course that does not last: but the after-flavor 
of it does, and now and then one catches it again. When one 
does catch it, it is sa real t!lat to look upon it as wrong would 
be an unthinkable absurdity. ~\t the same time, one sees the 
world at those moments so compl~tely as "energized by the 
invisible" that there is no temptation to rest in mere enjoy­
ment of the visible.50 

This is the Underhill who lived between what she called "time and eternity": 

her everyday life juxtaposed with her religious experience. 

As Wyon writes about an early poem she wrote called "Uxbridge Road, " 

" [It1 suggests how she lived in two worlds at once: the seen and unseen. Perhaps 

it refers to the experience described above. " 

Uxbridge Road 

The Western Road goes streaming out to seek the c1eanly wiId, 
It pours the city' s dirn desires towards the lIDdefiled, 
It sweeps betwixt the huddied homes about its eddies grown 
To srnear the little space between the city and the sown: 
The torments of that seething tide who is there that can see? 
There' s one who walked with starry feet the western road by me! 
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He drives n'em east, he drives them west, between the dark and light; 
He pastures them in city pens, he leads them home at night. 
The towery trams, the threaded trains, like shuttles to and fro 
Ta weave the web of working days in ceaseless travel go. 
How harsh the woaf, how long the weft. Who shall the fabric see? 
The one who walked with starry feet the western road by me! 

Behold! he lent me as we went the vision of the seer; 
Behold! 1 saw the life of men, the life of Cod shine clear. 
1 saw the hidden spirit' s thrust; 1 saw the race fulfil 
The spiral of its steep ascent, predestined by the Will, 
Yet not unled, but shepherded by one they may not see -
The one who walked with starry feet the western road by me. 51 

One sees that Evelyn Underhill was already a deeply religious woman, 

committed, and aware of "the love of God. 1/ "Reality" had become "God." 

By 1909 she writes of a new "case" for direction. Her help was being 
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sought. Meanwhile sne was writing Mysticism and as usuaI taking holidays 

abroad with her mother and also with her husband. On one such trIp to Rome 

she managed (through the auspices of Benson) ta have an audience with Pius X. 

She describes it ta Hubert and one can't help wondering how he, with his anti-

clerical bent, reacted to the comment, "There was a rush when he descended the 

throne to try and kiss his hand but 1 was not quite near enough ta manage it ... ,,52 

To Robinson she writes, "It was enorrnously irnpressive, not on account 

of any state or cerernony, but entirely by reason of his personality. 1 have never 

received such an impression of sanctity from anyone before. Whatever muddles 

he may make intellectually or politically, spintually he is equal to his position. 

1 do not think anyone who had been in his atmosphere could doubt it. ,,53 

The incident focuses on the enigma of the early Underhill: intellectually 

unable to submit to Rome because of her sympathies with what Pius X called the 
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"heresy of Modernism, " she, nonetheless, attempts to kiss his hand. As for his 

"air of sanctity" she was here in full agreement with those of the Church who, in 

time, caused him to be canonized. 

Underhill was thus Catholic in inclination and habits, but not in facto It was 

to he a decade before she "submitted" - and then it was to quite an unexpected 

"authority. " 

Christopher Armstrong writes that frorn 1903 to 1909, 

We are able to document a single theme in Evelyn Underhill's 
work, the them~ of mysticism and incarnation [sic]. In short 
stories mystical experience means the quest of the mysterious 
truth ••. But in the last two novels, 1907 and 1909, the quest is 
no longer self- justificatory and the therne of sacrifice enters. 
For, according to the standpoint of these novels, the quest of 
mystical experience for its own sake is illusory. The deepest 
meaning of life is not ecstacy alone but ecstacy prepared for by 
sacrifice. It is not difficult to read sorne of Evelyn' s own 
history into such a paradigm of the human situation. CaIled 
as she no doubt believed to a life of union she was also comm­
itted by her love of her fiancé to incarnation. [It would seem 
thaq the decision to accept incarnation was, we may assume, 
the greatest of her life, v,hatever particular form it may have 
taken. Her teaching on mysticism as weIl as her day-to-day 
hfe as Mrs. Stuart Moore ln the large house in Campden Hill 
Square were the continuing reflection of this o 54 

We could speculate that the two experiences, the first at the convent 

(1907) from which she "fled after four days" and the second, that of the day after, 

somehow led to the changing of her conception of God as "Reality" to that of God 

as love - love which gives itself and demands response. " ..• She associated the 

rejection of solitude with the loving, positive acceptance of this world, supremely 

exemplified for Christians in the vocation of Jesus. Her way had henceforth to be 

by way of inclusion not exclusion. 'Pure' mysticism, bereft of redemptive 
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- values, would continue to be a source of temptation and instability for many 

years ... 55 

Nevertheless, she had made the choice. 

-

-
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PART III - The Influence of Mysticism, 1911-1920 

1. Background. 

E velyn Underhill' s great and most widely known book, Mysticism 1 was 

first published in March, 1911. She had worked on the book for sorne four years, 

inspired no doubt by the new wave of interest in the subject. Underhill acknow-

ledged lnge's book on mysticism as "a standard work, indispensible to the student. ,,2 

On von HUgel's contribution, Underhill comments, "Indispensible to the student. 

The best work on mysticism in the English language. ,,3 

What did Underhill have to offer to this sudden general interest in religious 

experience? The subtitle of her book was, "A study of the nature and developrnent 

of man's spiritual consciousness." She was writing for the psychohgis~ the sym-

bolist, the metaphysician, and the theologian, and each is advised to pass over 

those parts which they will consider too elementary.4 

In defining "true mysticism" she first of aIl dispenses with WilHam James' 

"celebrated 'four marks' of the mystic state" - i. e. ineffability, noetic quality, 

transiencyand passivity. 5 In their place she sets out: 

four other rules ... which may be applied as tests to any 
given case which c1aims to take rank amongst the mystir.:~s. 

1. True rnysticism is active and practical, not passive and 
theoretical ••. 

2. Its aims are wholly transcendental and spiritual •.• 

3. [The] One is for the mystic, not merely the Reality 
of aU that is, but also a living and personal object of love •.. 
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4. Living union with this One ... is a definite state or 
form of enhanced life • • • It is arrived at by a •.. 
psychologieal proeess - the so-called Mystic Way ••. 

[MysticistÙ is the name of that organic process which involves 
the perfeet consummation of the love of Gad . .. It is the art 
of establishing [one' ~ conscious relation with the Absolute. 6 

Of these "rules" Armstrong writes, 

It will be seen that Evelyn's four marks so little resemble 
an analysis that they might almost he said to be a device 
for emphasizing the single point she wishes to make, 
namely that the mystical experience in vol ves man in a 
unique spiritual adventure to which the nearest human 
analogy is the experience of falling ID love. It would not 
surprise anyone therefore that we should describe her 
approach as "actual" rather than historieaI. 7 
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Nor should it surprise us that sÎ1e draws on her own experience as far as 

she is able. To Robinson (who was helping her 50 much in translation, loeating 

quotations, etc.) she writes, "The book gets more and more diffieult. 1 am past 

aH the stages at which scraps of experience could guide me and ean only rely on 

sympathetic imagination, WhlCh is not always safe. If 1}90~ 8 

Mysticism was written in the genre of the times - it was a psychological 

study. One chapter was devoted to Vitalism - the new philosophy of which Henri 

Bergson and Rudolf Euchen were the leading fIgures at this time. In a letter in 

1911 she admits to being "drunk with Bergson, who sharpened onets mind and swept 

one off one's feet at the sarne time. "9 

Mary Xavier KirbylO notes, 

The vitalist recognized Reality through intuition and 
apprehended it through union with life at its most 
intense point. The individual was vital and could rise 
to a greater Reality through self-fulfillment • .. The 
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arnount of Reality enjoyed would be in proportion to 
the thoroughness with which he accomplished this. 
Evelyn Underhill believed that this vitalistic principle 
would make the Christian mystic a true possessor of 
freedom for it would give him the power of attaining 
Absolute Reality. 

She recognized the basic differences and diametric 
opposites between mysticism and vitalisrn, however. 
Christianity established a real and essential differenee 
between God and the world, and true mystical exper­
ience dernanded transcendenee as weIl as immanence • 
. .. Even in this chapter, written at the rime of her 
rnost enthusiastic endorsement of Bergsonian philosophy, 
she honored the theory of transcendence and acknow­
ledged the dualisrn ummanence and transcendencEil of 
the mystics ta be more in confonnity with human 
experience than the Evolution of the vitalists. 11 
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In the revised EdItion of Mysticism (1930) Underhill adds a "note" to say 

that the changed philosophie outlook of the times has given her chapter a "somewhat 

old-fashioned air." The ideas of Bergson and Euchen no longer occupy the: intell-

ectual foreground. ,,12 But sinee she could not rewrite it (in the fashion of that day) 

she had to be content with minor revisions. additions and deletions. 

Part two of the book is called "The Mystic Way" and offers a wealth of ex-

cerptf tro:rr. r:le writings of the mystics themselves. illustrating the classic stages 

of the rnystic life - purification, illumination and union. While the first part of the 

boolc,"The Mystir Fact," is dated, thus giving a good view of the time in which she 

was writing, the second part has lasting value of another sort. The results of the 

gleaning of the works of the rnysties to find the quotations which serve to illus-

trate her points, arc extremely useful and show ber immense dedication and fine 

scholarship. Williams , .. rites, "It was a great book precisely not because of its 
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originality, but because of its immediate sense of authenticity. ,,12 

From its first appearance in March the bo:>k was imrnensely popular. By 

Ju1y it was in its second edition. A third revised edition appeared in January 1912. 

By 1930 it had gone into twelve editions. To this day it remains the best-known and 

most available of her books. 

To sorne extent it is possible to trace L1nderhill's own spiritual development 

in the alterations made in the successive revisions of the book, although, by her 

own admission, the changes were not as many nor as extensive as she herself 

would have wished. On the other hand, sorne readers rnay find the revisions more 

harmful than useful. Quotations are deleted from sorne of the authors whose ideas 

were either out-of-fashlOn or no longer interestmg to Underhill. Inserted are ref­

erences to more recent writers. Thus the 1930 edition is no longer a "period 

piece." But neither are the revisions extensive enough to rnake it a book repres­

entative of the thirties. It is, thc..cefore, sornething of a hybride References to 

Steiner, Waite, Bergson and Euchen are often removed or altered, while references 

to von Hligel and the psychologist, J. B. Pratt are inserted - the se being both more 

au courant and more influent laI on the Underhill of this periode These were the 

people she championed now. 

It is obvious that frorn the beginning the book was written for a particular 

and limited audience. 13 It is assumed that one can read at Jeast four languages: 

quotes in Latin, French and Italian are often untranslated. It cannot he called a 

"popular" book. I<ather, it is directed to the well-educated non- specialist of the 

day. 
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Another criticism is that theology is eclipsed by philosophy, because of 

her "infatuation" with Bergson, no doubt. 

There is also the issue of Evelyn Underhill's "dualism." ln her "Note to 

the Twelfth Edition" (1930) at the end of the chapter, "Mysticism and Vitalism, " 

she reaffirms the position which she had defended in the original version, that of 

a "limited dualism, " a "two-step philosophy, " as being the only type of metaphysic 

adequate ta the facts of mystical exp.:!rience ... 14 This dualism separates the natu~ 

raI from the supernatural: the" real" from .. the unseen world. ,,15 ln a 1927 re-

view of Charles E. Raven's book, The Creator Spirit, she had written, "Dr. Raven 

speaks on page 78 [SIC] of this remarkable book of 'the profaund religious convic-

( tlon which demands a monistic interpretation of the universe'." Then she quoted 

von HUgel to praye the opposite. "Religion has no subtler, yet aIso no deadIier 

enemy of the tnmd, than every and aU Monisrn, ,,16 because monism tends to do 

away with the sense of the "otherness" of God. She explained this opposition by 

suggesting that while von HUgel' s intensely metaphysical soul religion was mainly 

the thirst for Ultimates, it is for Dr. Raven' s scientific temperament very largely 

concerned with contingents. • .• Dr. Raven, where he cornes ta discuss 'the Spirit 

and rnysticism, , "finds himself compelled to acknowledge this - an interesting and 

indirect testimany ta the inability of monism to express the full content of the 

religious consciousness. ,,17 

Dr. Raven's reply to Underhill can be fOWld in his Gifford Lectures of 

( 1952: 

1 

1 

1 

1 
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To ~ysticis1!Jan::l to her my own debt is deep and long­
standing. In the days when she and her husband stayed 
with me ... we debated in a long series of letters the 
fundamental issue of her dualism. Then, as now, it 
was impossible for me to accept her "two-step philos­
ophy" •.. It seemed to me then, and it seems still, 
that on her premises she was bound in the last resort 
to identify the mystic way with negation and to accept 
so sharp a cleavage between natural and supernatural 
as to endanger any fu1Iy incamational philosophy. That 
she pr-otested against this conclusion, and never willing­
ly accepted it, is clear enough. But in fact, like 
DIOnysius the Areopagite and a11 his school, she was 
forced mto a dualist philosophy and a monophysite 
Christology. To me the antithesis which occasions this 
duality is not inherent in the nature of things or in real­
ity but in the difference between our experience and our 
abllity to interpret. As individuals we split up the unity 
which in our moments of integI"ation we apprehend into 
a diversity of private worlds. 18 
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It was the nature of Greek philosophy to di vide man into body and soul. In 

view of Underhlll's early interest in neoplatonism, it waEl perhaps natural that she 

should supp~rt a limited dualism. 

Despite the critics, Mysticism established Underhlll as an authority on the 

subject. The result was that she was now sought out for spiritual direction, asked 

to review books for various publications, and invited to speak public1y. She began 

to have many correspDndents~ and among these was Friedrich von HUgel.19 

On May 11, 1911, von HUgel wrote a letter (quoted a11 too often) "To a 

Lady, " in reply to a request for advice concernmg a "younger speculative lady" 

(unnamed but obviously Evelyn Underhill). While "the lady" is attracted to "Rome" 

she cannot make her submission because of intellectual difficulties. He writes 

that generally speaking, in such a situatlOn, he is careful to point out both the 
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present difficulties and the singular riches of the Roman church. "In this way one 

does, 1 think, as much good and as little harm as possible .... Su ch souls, in such 

times, ought not to be encouraged to come, unless they telt for long, beyond the 

possibihty of any honest doubt, that it would he a grave sin against the light for 

them ta remain where they are. [His emr'lasis)'al This had indeed been Underhill's 

own tine of thought. 

In September 1911 she writes to a friend that she has met von Hügel. "1 

forget whether 1 toid you that 1 have become the friend (or rather, disciple and 

adorer) of von HUgel. He is the most wonderful personality 1 have ever known - so 

saintly, so truthful, sane and tolerant. 1 feel very safe and happy sittmg in his 

shadow, and he has been most awfully kind to me. ,,21 This (also oft-quoted) 

passage shows llnderhill' sever eager disposition to follow what and who attract 

her. As she was "drunk on Bergson" so now she seems "drilllk on von BUgeI" -

but with different results, as time would show. 

One more lerrer of this decade survives. It is dated 30 October, 1911, and 

is remarkable for its content. The letter is quoted in Armstrong' s book, where it 

is published for the first time. Von HUgel has praised Mysticism but with certain 

~eservations which he has offered to help her "correct, " before the revised edition 

of January 1912. To this end he has promised to give it a "complete careful read-

ing." Lacking time he proposes an alternate plan "in aIl simplicity. If 

(1) Either you rest content, as far as my little help is 
concerned, with those corrections proposed for the first 
4 chapters, - yet with this extension, - that you would 
carefully go thro' a11 the passages conceming (a) the 
supposed identity of the deepest of man's soul and God, 

and (b) the supposed non-necessity of institutionaI, 



historical etc. religion for many or for sorne, and 
you would strictly weigh and reconsider them an. 
Or (2) you would get your publisher to defer reprint­
ing till the beginning of F ebruary, in which case! 
willingly undertake to give January to a careful study 
of your entire book Chis emphasi~ But it must he 
clearly understood that 1 cannot touch it (again) till 
Jan., and that 1 thus study it then, because you are 
going to consider, in view of this 3rd edition the re­
sults of such a reading. 1 do not, myself, feel that 
your waiting these three m~ ~ilis, in matters of such 
extreme importance, would be too much especia1ly 
since you cannot know that this 3rd ed. may not be 
the last of the book for a good many years, at least. 
Yet, this is, of course, entirely a matter for your 
own judgement. It wou Id not make me drop the 
reading of the book, bu t 1 would, then, probably read 
it less strenuously. Wishing you every success, 
1 am yours sincerely, 

Fr. von H~gel. 22 
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We have no idea of how the "school masterish" rone of this letter affected 

Underhill. But the result of this offer was that she r.hose the first option - at least 

to sorne extent. In her "Note to the Third EdItion" she wntes, "In revising this 

editIOn for the press 1 have availed my.:elf of suggestions made by several friendly 

critics: above aH, by the Baron von HUgel, to whom 1 here tender my most grateful 

thanks ... 23 This is dated November 1911. 

Von HUgel' s reputatlon as an expert on mystical theology had been estab-

lished, as noted. by his book, The Mystical Element in Religion. His proposaI 

la) is a corrective measure against her bias towards "vitahsm": lb) is against 

her stance regarding Chur ch and agamst her modernist tendencl€s. Despite von 

Hllgel' s own modernist leanings and bouts of SkeptlCISm he held to hls idea that 

the three necessary elements of religIOn were the instltutlOnaI, the intellectual 
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and the mystical el ,.iTIents. In tact, the explanation of this structure, as outlined 

in The Mystical Element is probably the most "popular" part of the book and has 

been duly utihzed. It says sornething of UnderhiU's independence when we see 

that she never gets caught up in thlS particular triad in her writings, although she 

came to regard each element as necessary. 

2. Mysticism. 

With the publication of Mysticism, Underhill had more and more requests 

for" dIrection" and her letters of 1911 and 1912 abOlmd with advice and methods -

aU delivered with what seems to he much affection and concerne To Margaret 

Robinson she suggests that "t1'e Cross has never been the centre of your life 

really . .. Accept what you are having. quite simply and obediently ... 24 She makes 

. f" "t" f L t 25 .. , suggestions or ascetIc rammg or en, gi~s mstructIOns for making , an 

act of recollection. ,,26 and other instructions for making a particular examination27 

(i. e. examination of conscience), on prayer, churchgoing and on celebration ot 

festivals. 28 

To Mrs. Meyrick Heath she writes, "Please don't ever talk or think of 

'sitting at my feet (!)' or any nonsense like that. If you knew the real animal you 

would he provoked to either tears or laughter at the absurdity of the idea. ... 1 am 

not 'far on' but at the very bottom ... 29 Perhaps it was her "modernist" ideas 

against miracles and other events in the life of Je:-:us which made her say, "But 1 

c1ing to St. Paul - and seem to fmd his inmost teaching over and over again in aU 

one' s experience, and in everyone who cornes for Christ - Catholic or Protestant 

or whatsoever he may be. ,,30 
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Heath was a fellow contributor to a journal (The Seeker) and on congrattll-

ating her on an article, Underhill writes disanningly of an article of her own, 

"My Ruysbroeck is as flat as a pancake and almost an insult to trat transcendental 

genius., But it was written 'to order' when 1 was at my dulIe st and dreariest. The 

second installment is even worsel,.3l 

She describes to her a holiday she took with her husband: "We had a truly 

di vine week at Storrington; walked ten miles each day, mostlyon the tops of the 

downs and soaked our minds in all the trees and flowers and growing things. There 

was a monastery church for me, with four doddery old monks and one brisk one 

with a superb voice .... But as on many previous Easters, 1 found nature a great 

deal more spiritually suggestive than ecclesiasticism!"32 

But in spite of this, Underhill was to an intents and purposes a "falthful 

Catholic" who did not partake of the sacraments. With her dear friend, Ethel 

darker, she went to Mass each Sunday, kept the feasts, partook of the devotions 

and prayed the prayers of the saints. She went so far as to publish (under the 

pseudonym of "John Cordelier") two books on symbolic interpretation of tra::htlOnal 

devotions: The Path of Eternal Wisdom (1911), on the "Way of the Cross, " and The 

Spiral Way (1912) on the "mysteries" of the rosary. In time she carne to dislike 

both of them. 

In 1913 she writes on prayer - specifically on "stuffed specimens" found in 

books of devotion: 

But once these were the living, personal, spontaneous 
expressions of the love and faith - the inborn poetry -
of those from whom they carne. Many a liturgic prayer, 

• 
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which now seems to us impersonal and official -
foreign to us, perhaps, in its language and thought -
will show us if we have but a little imaginative 
syrnpathy, the ardent mood, the unforced dignity of 
the mind which first composed it. 33 

48. 

There was at this time, a revival of interest in mysticism and Underhill" s 

work contributed to It in large measure. In 1912 she was elected to a committee 

of the "Religious Thought Society" which had as its aim the deepening of modem 

spirituallife. With Dean Inge at its head, she hoped that it would he more than an 

excuse for "Rehgious Talk~.34 One assumes that it was more than that. On October 

35 12, 1912, she read the paper, "The Place of Will, Intellect and Feeling in 

Prayer, " which was to be included later in The Essentlals of Mysticism. 

3. Writings on Mysticisrn. 

Underhill's next major book on mysticism, The Mystic Way, appeared in 

March, 1913, to mixed reviews. Nonetheless it was reprinted three months later. 

It was subtitled, "A psychological study of Christian Ongins." In the preface she 

writes that it is "the object of this book to trace out that type of life, that peculiar 

quahty of consciousness, which is called 'mystical,' from its earliest appeara:1ce 

withm Christllmity. ,,36 She goes on to say that great Christians of primitive times 

and great mystics since, aIl show "an organic growth, pass through a series of 

profound psychic changes and readjustments, " by which they move from being 

"nonnal" to the helghtened correspondence with Reality which is spiritual maturity. 

It is this sequence of psychological states which she calls the" Mystic W ay. ,,37 

It is a novel idea - but there is no doubt that sorne of the ideas therein were a little 
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too novel - if not a little "far-fetehed" - such as tracing the steps of the mystic 

way in the lives of Jesus, Paul and John. The first ehapter is replete with quota-

tions from Bergson and Euchen. She writes that she makes no daims for "the" 

philosophie thread on which the argument is strung, knowing that for sorne it will 

be unacceptable. But for her psychology, she makes a higher claim, for the 

principles whereon it is based are from the experience of the saints. 38 

In the chapter on Christol ogy, she compares Jesus with the mystics: a 

novel idea. She suggests the possibility that the radiance of the transfiguration may 

be related to the "so-called aura" which many "psychics" perceive39 and says that 

in the story of the transfiguration, "in form poetic, but in substance true, " the 

"companions" of Jesus witness to his "full attainment" of the powers of the 

"Illuminative Way. ,,40 Somehow, it is not a satisfying explanation. 

The last chapter is called "The Wltness of the Llturgy" and is an attempt to 

demonstrate that the Roman Mass gIves witness to the mystic IHe. 

What did her readers think of aIl this? Annstrong WrItes that the title "does 

not prepare the reader for •.. the complete 'takeover' of the New Testament and 

early church history by mysticism and their thorough reinterpretation almost ex­

clusively as a record of mystical expenence. ,,41 No indeed. But in her grappling 

with the ideahst and immanentist ideas current in philosophy at the time, 

Evelyn is • .. a fairly rare example of a theologtcal thinker 
who unashamedly selzed upon the alloy of a contemporary 
philosophical doctrine and attempted to transmute it into the 
pure gold of a mystical symbol. Even her only partial 
success makes many of the theologians of her and the pre­
ceding age seem rather dull dogs. 42 
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Her letters tell us that the book was less acceptable to sorne of her contem­

poraries. She received "a rather harrowing letter from Arthur Machen, making 

it obvious that he no longer considers me a Christian. ,,43 Her friend J. A. Herbert 

seems to have accused her of "modernism" and in an apologia she writes to hirn, 

"It seems to me that a11 conceptions of our Lord's person as something ready-made, 

must eventually land us in Docetisrn - and personally 1 find my own heresy, horrible 

though it be, better to live wlth than that. ,,44 

In a sec,md reply to him she writes: "Personally if 1 didn't think the whole of 

life was the work of the Holy Spirit, 1 should give everything up. It is the centre of 

my creed: so vivid that the things which seem to us disgusting, cruel, unjust - and 

1 don't deny them - can do nothing against it. ,,45 

In a thi rd reply she writes that she has spoken with von HligeI who has given 

her a firrn but gentle lecture on her Quakensh leanings [i. e. non-institutional, 

for von HUgel]. "His mam point seems to be that such interior relIgion is aIl vety 

well for our exalted moments, but will fail us in the ordinary dull jog-trot of daily 

life, and is therefore not a 1 whole religion' for men who are not 'pure spirit: ... 

Hard and dreary doctrine, to my rnind, but 1 am not prepared to say it is wrong. "45 

ln contrast with this, in a letter in the previous year she writes of sorne 

lectures bemg given by a Miss R. on Chnstianity. "It [the teaching] aims at making 

a healthy alI-round efficient even-tempered creature, a perfect machine for doing 

God's will: but not a God-intoxicated spirit, a ~ of the Eternal Beauty .•.. 

Rather a tepid, remote impersonal kind of religion, don 't you think? And wholly 

wanting in the great Qualities of wildness and romance. ,,47 
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So we see that she was already somewhat su1xJued by von HUgel' s influence 

and his firrn belief in the efficacy of the institutional, historical church. 

In time, llnderhill herself carne to "distrust and dislike [the book] as 

'faise doctrine' ... 48 

With regard to her attraction to Bergson's philosophy, Underhill may have 

discerned something in hlS philosophy which was not apparent to many others. 

Jacques Maritain. the Roman Catholic philosopher, says of Bergson that even in 

his 1907 book, Creative Evolution, "he aimed at portraying the existence of a trans­

cending and creative God ... 49 After his death (1941) Bergson's wife revealed that 

in his will, written in 1937, he had noted. "My reflectIOns have led me c10ser and 

c10ser to Catholicism, in which 1 see the complete fulfll1ment of }udaism." He 

continued to say that because of the rise of antisemitism, he did not become a con­

vert because he wlshed to remain among those who would be persecuted in the future. 

But he hoped that d Catholic priest would be authorized to pray at hlS funeral. This 

was indeed arranged. 50 

The year 1914 saw the publication of Practical Mysticlsm - A Little Book for 

Normal People. In the preface Underhill notes that "The spiritual is not a special 

career, involving abstraction from the world of things. It is part of every man's 

life. ,,51 To this end she makes a list of the functions of a practical mysticism -

half a page of rnarvelous promises! Its audience is not the learned or the devout but 

those who find difficult the more technical works on the subject. It is then a hand­

book, based on a "masterly condensation" of Mysticism, and inc1udes a Bergsonian 

flavour. 
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On page three Underhill affers this definition: "Mysticism is the art of union 

with Reality. The mystic is a persan who has attained that union in greater or 

lesser degree; or who aims at and believes in such attainment ... 52 The book con-

tains simple directives on the art of contemplation. 

E.I. Watkin criticized the book' s dependence on Bergson, which, he claimed. 

r3sulted in her unfair depreciation of rcason throughout the book -"a common fallacy 

of modern undenominational mysticism, ,,53 he added. 

Much of th~~ book is written in direct speech - addressed to "you." This 

eliminates the need for sexist language, and makes the text more persona!. In a 

rare departure, Underhill appeals to the very personal experience of human love. 

Trying to explain "other worldhness" she writes, "Was there not an instant when 

you took the lady wh-o now orders your dinner into your anns, and she suddenly 

interpreted to you the whole umverse?" 54 This effort at "homey metaphor" gives 

us an idea of the tirnes in which Underhill lived. 

For Underhil1, perhaps to be "normal" meant to be unchurched, as she was. 

There is no mention of Jesus or "church" throughout the book. It is still Reality 

which is to be sought: and the way ta fmd it is through nature, the saints, and the 

method of contemplatIon offered. 

4. Evelyn Underhill/Mrs. Stuart Moore. 

There is ample proof that Underhill lived a disciplined life. She began her 

( day with an hour of prayer. By ten o'c1ock in the morning she had dispensed with 

the affairs of her household. Although her friend Lucy Menzies claimed that she had 
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never boiled a potato in her life, Charles Williams notes that she had taken cooking 

courses before her rnarriage (in addition to courses in book binding, in which art 

she became "almost a professional, " she once wrote). She kept servants, which 

would have been the usual thing for a woman in her position. Nevertheless, it 

must be said that Underhill, freed from "peelmg potatoes" produced at an astound­

ing rate. On weekdays she wrote in the morning, walked to her parents' house and 

lunched with her mother, then spent the afternoon in various types of social en­

counters. Evenings were reserved for her husband. They were spent either enter­

taimng or bemg entertained for social and business reasons, or sitting together 

before the fire, where she wrote letters on her knee. Perhaps because they were 

childless, the Stuart Moores had a great fondness for cats. 

In 1912 she wrote of a woman mystic, "she was not one of those who are 

able to harmomze the demands of both worlds. ,,55 For Underhill, life was pItched 

between "eternity and Ume." She lived ln two worlds. One was the ltfe of the spirit. 

The other, her life as a 10ving and attentive wife, and a successful author. She took 

seriously aIl the responsibl1ities of these positions. An indirect result of thlS was 

the recognition of the academic commumty. 

As noted earher, in 1913 Underhill was elected a Fellow of Kmg's College 

for Women where she had once taken courses. Armstrong writes: "By 1914, then, 

Evelyn's posItion as a major fIgure in the contemporary rehgious scene seemed 

assured. H(;r books were very widely read and reviewed, 56 and she herself was 

greatly revered and respected. 

In addition, she had made the acquaintance of the Bengali poet, 
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Rabindranath Tagore and was assisting him in the production of a book ofpoerr.s.57 

l'nderhlll writes at that time, "My life is highly complicated at present by 

my beloved Indlan Prophet, who is convalescing from an operation and likes me to 

go to him every afternoon if possible, to work out sorne translations of old Indian 

rnystical lyrics." 58 The forrnat of the book is very appealing and it contains many 

lovely poems. Their collaboration ended with tJ,is work. 

rnderhill had already published a book of her own poems the year before 

called Imrr,anence (1914). This was followed in 1916 by a second, Theophanies. 

They were both well-received at the tirne, though today it is very difficult ta find 

any of them anywhere. 59 

She cannat, of course be classed arr ong the great poets of the early twenti-

eth century. She herself seems to have been fully aware of her limitations in this 

sphere. Kirby quotes a letter in which llnderhiIl states, "1 know nothing about the 

technique of poetry unfortunately and write it in a casual sort of way and 'hope for 

the best' ... 60 The result was that at times her hope was fulfilled and at times it 

was not. She was at her best when she was Irost simple. She wrote of the exoer-

iences of her life, seen with the "inner eye of love." The first stanza of a poem 

of 1914 is an example. 
Dynarric Love 

!\ot to me 
The unmoved J\' over of phllosophy 
And absolute still SUIr of aIl that is, 
The God whom 1 adore: not this! 
Nay, rather a great JT10ving wave of bliss. 
A surging torrent of dynarnic love 
In passionate swift career, 
That down the sheer 
And fathomless abyss 
Of Being ever pours, his ecstasy to prove. 61 
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5. A Mystical Revival. 

From 1913 to 1923 there are only two Underhillietters in Williams' 

collection. 62 One, addressed to Robinson, tells of the effect of the war years. 

Robinson has, it seems, described herself as having become "worldly." Underhill 

negates this and suggests that rather, it is because Robinson is not livmg up to her 

own ideals. 

What has happened to you is happening in a greater or less 
degree to everyone. The present abnormal conditions are 
as bad for the spiritual life as for every other kind of hfe. 
We are aIl fmdmg it frightfully difficult and most of us are 
failing badly. The material world and its interests, uproars 
and perplexlties are so inSistent that detachment is almost 
impossible. Sorne are utterly overwhelmed: others ... take 
refuge in interest in little things. Transcendence of the here 
and now dernands at present a strength of will and a power of 
withdrawal which very few possess .... AIl the sarne of course 
it is essential to hold on as weIl as you can and rnake a resol­
ute and regular act of willed attention to God at the times set 
apart for prayer - only do not fuss at the poor and unappetiz­
ing results. The wIll is what rnatters - so long as you have 
that you are safe. 63 

These are not casual words but obviously wrung frorn her own difficult experiences 

and temptations to despair. 

The second letter is to thank an author for the gIft of his book. She 

cornments: "Of course 1 thoroughly agree with you that Christiamty was frorn the 

first essentially a mystical religion; to me, the doctrine of the New Testament is 

only intelligible from that point." 64 This would seern to pomt to Vnderhill's re-

turn to the "excessive mysticlsm" which is fOlIDd in the title essay of The Essen-

tials of Mysticism which will be examined at length. 
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Since only these two letters survive the period, this hitherto valuable 

source of information concerning Underhill's life and thought will have to be 

supplemented by something much more open to conjecture and opinion: her vari-

ous writings intended for publication (and indeed, pub1ished) - as her letters cer-

tainly were not. 

In 1920 l'nderhill published a collection of essays. called The Essentials 

of ~J·sticlsm. AIl but one had appeared before in various journals but were re-

vised and/or rewritten for the book. There are thirteen essays, written over the 

years from 1911 to 192'J. They aIl deal with sorne aspect of mysticism - the first 

six with general theory and practice and the rest with its application in the lives 

and works of specifie mystics. 65 

Again, they are written for a limited audience since they contain numerous 

quotations in foreign languages WhlCh are untranslated (Latin, French, Italian). 

Often quotations - m English as weIl as in other languages - are not credited as to 

source. These things can be frustrating to the serious reader. 

It is interesting to read these essays in chronological arder rather than in 

the sequential order in which they are arranged. The course of the development 

of l"nderhill' s thought over the years is apparent. In an early essay, "The Place 

of Will, Intellect and Feeling in Prayer"(April, 1913),66 one gets the impression 

that she tries ta refer ta God by any other name - i. e. Perfect Reality, Infinite 

Reahty, Divine Will, Absolute Beauty, Supreme Beauty. "Prayer, ... begins by 

an intellectual adjustment. ,,67 Then the will takes over. In the essay, "The Mystic 

as Creative Artist" Ouly 1913) she writes in the opening paragraph of "the 
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notorious phrase in which Plotinus defined the soul's fruition of Eternity as "a 

flight of the alone to the Alone. ,,68 Later she speaks of his "subliJl1e intuition of 

reality. ,,69 Finally, having quoted a poet on "union," she states in the last para­

graph, "This l union] is the end of aIl mysticism. ,,70 If she is dismissing his 

"notorious phrase" then it would seem that she has ambivalent feelings concerning 

Plotinus. By 1918, this aJl1bivalence disappears, as we shall see. 

In "The ~'ystic and the Corporate Life" Oanuary 1915) the word "God" is 

used extensively - Divine Reality only once. (Divine 1 ight, Dlvine Life, once 

each). This is a new developlT'ent. She makes a long list of saints and mystics 

and wntes that they were a11 "convinced institutionalists ... 71 The churc'l and t',e 

mystics need one another and the flkey to the connection between the great mystics 

and the corporate hfe within which the y rise,,72 is the doctrine of the communion 

of saints. This would seem to indicate a shift towards the value and necessity of 

institutionalisrn in the author herself. 

But then in 1918 she writes an essay on "The Mysticism of Plotinus." This 

is occasioned by a review she had written on Dean Inge's recent book on Plotinus. 73 

From a11 indications she is enchanted aU over again. The article seems to be an 

attempt to give Plotinus a respectable "family tree" - tracing hlS influence down 

through Augustine and Richard St. Victor to Thomas Aquinas. 

Augustine was initially deeply influenced by Plotinus. Because of this, in 

future developments in mystical theology the "ecstatic vision of the One is definite­

Iy put forward as the summit of Christian experience, 1.74 
fi and the Neo-platonic 

colour was never lost. Whenever Christian mysticism passes from the ernotional 



(~ 

58. 

and empirical to the philosophie, the colour is clearly seen, and the concepts of 

Plotinus. more or less disguised, reappear ... 75 A "close approximation to the 

thought, and especially to the psychology of Plotinus is found in Richard St. 

Victor ... 76 St. Thomas, she writes, has actuaUy "lifted" a fa1l'.ous phrase from 

Plotinus in what she caUs a "remarkable passage" and in speaking of tre same 

writes, "and by the knot of love she unites herself with GOO, and fitalics) is with 

Him as the Aione with the Alone. 77 Remarkable it is, but in 1914 she had called 

a similar passage "notorious. " 

In Ruysbroeck's writings "the vision of Plotinus is fully baptized into the 

Catholic Church, ,,78 Underhill states. She concludes by saying, "These men 

(i. e. St. Dominic, Eckhart, Suso Tuler, Ruysbroeck, Boehme) see philosophy 

through the haze of Christian feeling. Their work is full of passionate effort; it 

is centered on the ideas of sacrifice and of pain. Their religion is coloured by 

the sharp Christian consciousness of sin, and by the difficulty - never squarely 

faced - of reconciling rievotion to a personal redeemer with the mystical passion 

for the Absolute. ,,79 There is no doubt that at the time, this was Underhill's own 

position - as shaH he seen below. 

In January 1920 she wrote the title essay for the book, The Essentials of 

MysticislT'. It is replete with references to Plotinus. "God" is usually Absolute 

One, Uitimate, Reality, the One. The structure is a little difficult to follow. She 

begins with the question, "What are the true essentials of mysticism ?"80 Then 

asks, " ... what is the essentiai element in spiritual experience?"SI The second 

question she answers with the statement that the aim of the mystic is "union be-
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tween God and the Soul. This is the one essential of rnysticisrn ... " (answertng 

question one). 82 Then she goes on to a "group of essentials, "83 then "a first 

essential stage, ,,84 then "an essential character, ,,85 then" essential facters, "86 

with references to Plotinus throughout. It is he who has the penultirnate word. He 

writes that we are like singers in a choir, gathered around the conductor. Only 

when we look towards the" One" do we "attain the end of our existence and rest. " 

Underhill adds, "In this conception of man's privilege and duty do we have the in­

destructlble essence of mysticism ... 87 It seems that it is not until the next year 

that Cnderhill begins ta get the notion (to follow the analogy) that the conductor 

could be looking at the choir first, to get its attention. 

To aIl appearances, Underhill has returned to the "pure mysticism" of her 

younger years. But it was to be the last tirne. Later, in 1925 and in 1932, two 

works on rnysticism were cornmissioned. Both were of an historical nature. It 

was to he a new era. Never again was the word Mysticism used by her in a book 

title. 

6. The War Years and Their Afterrnath. 

Durmg the war years Evelyn Underhill worked for the most part as a trans­

lator for guidebooks in Italian and French. 88 She continued her own writing as 

weil. but with somewhat less output. 

In 1915 she wrote an article for The Hibbert Journal: "Problems of Conflict,,89 

in which she tried to come to terms with war by justifying it. The saints knew 

suffering in itself is not an evil thing. As we know gentleness and pity by contrast 
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to hardness and cruelty, so we come to know peace through war. The true horror 

of war is in spiritual destruction; its" justification" is that it also fosters spirit-

ual construction. 1b! question about the rightness or wrongness of war is how it 

affects the national consciousness. The defense of the national ideal is a spectacle 

of great beauty, for it contains the hope for which personal desires are surrend-

ered at the demand of a greater, more irnpersonal love. 90 

Underhill' s own saCrifices for the war effort, in the name of love, Wlderlie 

her position: her ideals are steeped in nobility. One wonders if she had trouble 

holding this position as the war progressed. She confesses later to "having fallen 

apart. "91 By the time of World War II she had become an ardent pacifist. 

From 1915 to 1920 she wrote a few articles each year and two "Introduc-

tions" for other people' s books on saints. Her own two books of this period (aside 

from the second book of poems) were written on favourite mystlcs. Ruysbroeck 

(1915) was a small book on the life of Jan van Ruysbroeck, a fourteenth century 

mystic - "thought by sorne to be the greatest of all medieval Catholic mystics, ,,92 

- an opinion held by Underhill herself who quotes him often. 

In 1919 Jacopone da Todi '~et and mystic 1228-1306" was published. It is 

a huge work (over five hWldred pages). The flrst half is a "spiritual biography." 

The second is a text of da Todi's translated into English verse by a friend of 

Underhill 's, r.,,1rs. Theodore Beek. Underhill considered da Todi to be one of the 

greatest Italian rnystical poets and for her, the rnost interesting of them, perhaps 

because he wrote philosophie religious poetry. One would suppose that her interest 

in da Todi was sparked by her review of Dean Inge' s book on Plotinus, referred to 
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above. Her enthusiasm for the mysticism of Plotinus shows when she quotes da 

Todi thus (the translation): 

o night sea! Thy billows steep 
Have seized me; 1 would drown within that deep.93 

She comments: "Though full of remimscences of earlier mystics, and especially 

of his well-loved Dionysius the Areopagite, it is one of the most remarkable first-

hand descriptions of ecstasy - thp Plotmian "flight of the Alone fsicj to the Alone" -

to be found in Christian hterature. 94 Knowing of Underhill' s long and deep attach-

ment to Plotinus, it is difficult not to find the metaphor somewhat lL'1fortunate -

drowning compared with flying. Perhaps in mystlcal expenence it makes no 

difference. 

But she vindlcates h'~rself 1ater when she writes: 'It is the special glory 

of Chnstian mysticisi' that the union wlth God to which it leads the self is not a 

barren ecstasy, but a 'lIfe- giving life.· In its fmal term it is creative~·95 as we 

f,ee in the lives of greaf saints - who, having come to that state of "unIon, .. re-

enter "the world," become extremely practical, and bnng about reforrn In numer-

ous ways. Underh!ll kne IV weIl enough that she, for one, had to go beyond 

Plotinus. 

7. Towards a New Beginning. 

Underhill's most intimate friend perhaps during her whole lifetime was 

Ethel Barkèr. She became senously i11 in 1917 and died in 1921. The~e is no 

doubt tha- her death had a tremendous effect on Underhill, whose Catholic practice 

was very ;nuch related to Barker, from the beginning. But as we see by the follow-
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Ing, this had already begun to fade. Perhaps Barker's death was the cause of its 

ceasing altogether. Underhill writes: 

1 •.. very nearly became a Catholic (in 1907), but didntt 
quite. However, 1 went on for a long time going to ~lass 
on Sundays as a sort of free lance and outsider; but 
graduaUy this faded out in favour of what 1 vainly imag­
ined to be inwardness, and an increasing anti-institu­
tional bias. 

Then, during the war, 1 went to pieces ••. though with 
several vivid caUs back which l did not respond to. 96 

One assumes that by then she was so caught up with PIotinus (aIl over again) 

and with "essentials" of mysticism that anything incarnationa} lacked "romance, .. 

and was a11 too mundane. 

A passage in her January 1920 essay on "The Essentials of r-.~ysticisrn" 

would seem to tell something of what she was going through at the time. It is inter-

estmg to note that in this paragraph she substitutes "spiritual experience" for 

"mysticism. " 

So we are forced to ask oUlSelves, what is the essential 
element in spIritual experience? Which of the many 
states and revelations described by the mystlcs are 
mtegral parts of it; and what do these states and degrees 
corne to, when we describe them in the current phrase­
ology ... What elements are due to the suggestions of 
tradition, to conscious or unconscious symbolism, to 
the misinterpretation of emotion, to the invasion of 
cravings trom the lower centres, or the dlsguised ful­
iillment of an lIDconscious wish? And when aIl these 
channels of Illusion have been bloc:ked, what is left? 
This wiU be a diffIcult ann often a painful enquiry • 
• .. 1 am sure that at the present moment we serve best 
the highest interest of the soul by subjecting the whole 
mess of material which is called "mysticism" to an 
inexorable criticism. 97 
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No doubt for Underhill herself it was "difficult and painful. If But it says 

a great deal that she attempted it. 

It has been mentioned in this paper that of the group of essays on mysticism 

(1920) only one article had not appeared before. 98 Perhaps it was written particu-

larly for this collection. In any case its inclusion here is, perhaps, an indication 

of the beginning of l1nderhill' s shift to sacramentalism. 

Lucie-Christine (1844-1908) was a pseudonyrn for a French woman who 

was marned, of the leisured class, and a fervent and exact churchwoman. Her 

spiritual journal had been published in 1912. 99 Underhill writes about Lucie 

Christine: 

She was a Christian first, and mystic afterwards. 
Though her expressions may seem startlmg, her 
mysticisrn never goes heyond that of St. John and 
St. Paul; and her most Platoni.c utterances can he 
justlfied by the New Testament. 100 

•.. Her love for the instltutional and sacramental 
sIde of rehglOn saved her frorn many of the dangers 
and extravagances of indlvidualism. It gave her a 
framework within which her own intUitions could find 
theIr place; and a valid symbolism through which she 
could interpret to herself the most rarified exper­
lences of her souI. 

... She. who had touched the Absolute in her contem­
plations, was yet deeply impressed by the drarna of 
the Church; by its ceremomes, holy places, festiv­
als, consecrations, Her inner lHe was nourished 
by its sacraments. She dlsplayed the power - so 
characteristtc of Christian mysticism at its best -
of transcendmg without rejecting the formulae of 
beHef as commonly understood; of remaining within, 
and drawmg life from, the organism, wIthout any 
diminution In the proper liberty of the soul. 101 
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Because of [hed double outlook on reality [the world 
of appearance and the world of pure bein~ her 
mysticisrn was both transcendental and sacramenta1. 
Lucie Christine makes clear to us, as few rnystics 
have done, the immense transfiguration of ordinary 
life which ,::omes frorn such an extension of cons­
ciousness. 102 

Perhaps it waq this view of "mysticallife" and "ordinary life" which 

caused Underhill to enter the sacramental life of the Church. She doesn 't say. 

64. 

AlI mat is known is that by 1921 Evelyn Underhill had returned to the Church of 

her confIrmation - she had become a cornrnunicating member of the Church of 

England. 



PART IV - Life as an Anglican 

1. The Oxford Lectures. 

a) Signs of change. 

65. 

In January 1922, Underhill's The Lite of the Spirit and the Life of Today 

was published. The preface states that the book" owes its origin to the fact that 

in the auturnn of 1921 the authorities of Manchester College, Oxford, inVlted me 

to delIver the maugural course of a lectureship m relIgion": 1 to be called the 

Upton Lectures. l'nderhlll expresses gratltude to the Oxford Faculty of Theology 

for "the great honour of being the flrst woman lecturer in rehg10n to appear m the 

Unh>ersity liste ,, 2 

The subject of the book is "the normallife of the SpIrit, as it may be and 

is hved in the here-and-now ... 3 This would seem to be a radical departure from 

"the flight of the alone to the Alone, .• of Plotinus. No conclusions can be drawn 

as yet as to how this shift was effected - but sorne of the circumstances surround­

ing it are known. 

The invitation to give the LTpton Lectures came, as she wrote, In the autumn 

of 1921. 4 Earlier that year she had pubhshed an essay In The Hibbert Journal (in 

April 3, 1921) called "Sources of Power in Human Life. ,,5 Chapter cIght of the book, 

"The Life of the Spirit and Social Order" incorporates several passages from the 

essaye The chapter sums vp her thesis. Apart from that; It IS more didactic and 

hortatory than the article - and more utopian in its mood. It further suggests a 

change in her approach to "Church." 
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ln the article she writes: 

•.. Whether we regard it frorn the social or the individ­
ualistic pomt of Vlew, it is plam that the reintegration of 
our lives, and the achievement of a more complete exist­
ence, is demanded of us: and that this is a task hard 
enough to call forth a11 our energies and enthusiasm. In­
stead of a formaI relIgIOn, bound up with a creed based 
on marvellous occurrences, or theologIcal doctrines 
which we, perhaps, fmd it dlffIcult to accept, we have a 
new more real Ide - humamty' s next stage of growth - to 
aim at; a hfe possible of realisation here and now, which, 
as the rnystlcs assure us, can 'transform the fumace of 
the north into a garden of flowers. '7 

By contrast, we read in the book, 

For anyone who has followed these arguments, and now 
deslres to bring them into practice, asks: "What next?" 
the answer simply lS - Begin. Begin Wlth ourselves; 
and If possIble do not begin In solitude ... Again and 
agam the hlStOry of spiritual experience [show~ ... 
that lts propagation is lll')st often by way of disclpleship 
and the corporate life, not by the intensive culture of 
purely solitary effort •.. Therefore, jom up with some­
body, fmd fellowshlp; whether it be in a church or 
society or among a very few like-minded friends. 8 
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She wasn't inslstmg on "Church" but her "exhortatIOn" was a step in that 

directIOn. That thlS was a departure from her former stance lS shown in a 

letter from Baron Friednch von Hligel, written In 1916. Von 4ligel9 had requested 

the loan 01 a journal in WhlCh there was a review of two books on mysticism by 

Underhlll. lO He had read in the CambrIdge Review of May 24 that in the review, 

Underhill had come out "strongly insistent on the value of the historical element 

in Xtianity" [SiC] 11 and on the "dangers of its subordination by symbolism or 

rnystlcism:'12 "This sounds indeed mast satisfactory:' 13 Ir would seern that von 

Hügel took this as a development towards the correction of his 1911 critique of 
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Mysticism (as seen above). He continued, "You only required Just the sense which 

this reviewer finds in this piece of work of yours, to be deeply and wholesomely 

helpful, 1 felt and feel. Hence 1 rejoice,Ibèieve[,] more fully than if 1 discovered 

sorne growth in myself - for you can and do reaeh more people than 1 ean e'/er 

expect ta reach rnyself." 14 

This was a generous and kind letter - but perhaps his sentiments were pre­

mature sinee it was not until five years later (1921) that Underhill was able to 

commit herself ta ehureh practiee. But it seems obvious from this that it would 

be von HUgel ta whom she would turn, when she needed help. In time, she would 

find that in domg sa, she had chosen wlsely. 

The content of chapter five in The Life of the SpIrit seems to indicate either 

how determmed Underhlll was ta adopt her new position or how she convmeed her­

self of its efflcaey. In "The Instltutional ReliglOn and the Life of the Spirit," she 

divides her subject matter into mo parts: ehureh and cultus. The Chureh gives 

its ''loyal members," 1) group-consciousness; 2) rehgious union with the present 

and the past; 3) dIscipline, and 4) culture. "Insofar as the freelance gets any of 

these four things, he gets them ultlmately from sorne institutional source ... 15 

But the danger of the Church is that it cannat give or be expected ta give direct 

spiritual experienee. 

"A real Church has ... somettling to give to, and something ta demand 

from each of its members and there is a genume loss for man in being under­

churched. ,,16 fi ••• If the prayerful attitude of my fellow-worshippers helps me ta 

pray better, surely it is a very mean kind of concelt on my part which would 
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prompt me to despise their help, and refuse to acknowledge Creative Spirit acting 

on me through other men?" 17 Perhaps this seemingly radical reversaI is really, 

for Underhlll, a return to the faith of earlier days when she had spent 50 much 

time attending Mass in Roman Cathohc churches. But what was the price for aU 

thlS? Mutual accommodation and sacrifice - as in the family.18 

On the cultus, she writes: "The great thing is that by these corporate 

liturgie practlces and surrenders, we can prevent that terrible freezing up of the 

deep wells of our own being which 50 easily cornes to those who must lead an 

exactmg matenal or mtellectual life." 19 

She sounds convincing. And by January 1923 she was herself sa convicted 

that in the role of "dlrector" herself, she wrote to Lucy Menzles (later her dear 

friend), "1 am not a bit unpleasant about sins and penances ... but apt to be dis-

agreeable on the church question. l stood out against it myself for so long and have 

been so thoroughly convinced of my own error that 1 do not want people to waste 

ume in the same way. ,,20 

In his second edition of The Mystical Element, von Htlgel notes her strife 

in hlS revised bibliography: 

Evelyn Underhill. Interesting progress from Mysticism, 
1911, full of breadth and charro, but lacking the institu­
tionai sense, after several excessively mystical works, 
to The Life of the Spirit, 192~ bravely insistent upon 
history and mstltutionalism, and furnishing a solidly 
valuable collection of papers. 21 

The ward "bravely" is rather affective. Von Htigel was at the time 

seventy-one years of age and Underhill was forty eight. His attitude may have 
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been pate mal but it shows appreciation for her strugglel 

b) The oid and the new 

i) Mystic types 

To W1derstand the effect of this "shift" Underhlll's classification of types of 

mystics will he examined, !irst in Mysticism (1911) and then in The Llfe of the 

Spirit (1922) 

In the chapter called "Mysticism and Symbolism, ,,22 llnderHll speaks of 

the three great classes of symbols of tl'e human's inward history WhlCh "play upon" 

three deep cravings of the self. These are" a) the cravmg WhlCh makes one a pilgrim 

and wanderer who sets out on a Journey in search of a lost home; b) the craving of 

heart for heart, WhlCh rnakes one a lover; c) the craving for mward punty and per-

fection which makes one an ascetic and, eventually, a samt. 

There are three ways to descnbe the Absolute reality: a) the pilgrirn will 

de.5cribe it as a place; b) the lover, as a person; c) the ascetic, as a state. AlI of 

these descnptions are partial symbols of the one "Indescribable Truth. " 

Further, a) will feel that he/she is on a quest - a journey from the rnatenal 

world to the spiritual world - a "flight"; b) will fmd in Christ an object of "intimacy, 

devotion and desire;" c) will see the rnystic hfe as invol vmg inward change rather 

than outgoing search. Growth or transmutation syrnbolizes his/her regeneration. 

These three goups of rnystics stand for three kinds of temperament which 

take as their syrnbol a) the Mvstic Quest; b) the Marriage of the Soul; c) the" Great 

work" of the Spiritual Alchemists. (The capitalletters are Underhill's.) The 

rest of the chapter is devoted to a detailed dIscussion of each of these" types" of 

rnystics. 
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The flrst chapter of The Life of the Spirit is entitled "The Characters of 

SpirItual Life" 23 (i. e. characteristics, in the modem idiom). Underhill's starting 

point is "man's vague, fluctuating, yet persistent apprehension of an enduring and 

transcendent Reality;' By three main ways do we realize this instinct for God: a) 

is marked by a profound sense of security, and peace. God is the Ground of the 

soul, the Unmoved. The spiritual fact is interpreted in a non-personal and cosmic 

way. Symbols tend to be those of space, stillness, light; b) is marked by the exper-

ience of relatlOnship WhlCh is felt to he the inttmate and reciprocal communion of a 

persan with a Persan, characterized bya prevenient and an answering love; c)is 

marked by the Splrit felt as an inflowing power, an energizing of the self or of the 

religlOus group, gtving fresh vigour and joy ta its existence. 

These apprehensions of reahty are congruent with three types of spiritual 

awareness: a) "the cosmlC ontological, or transcendent, finding God as the infinite 

Reallty outslde and beyond us;"24 b) the personal, finding Him as the lIving and res-

ponslve object of our love, in immediate touch wlth us." 25 c) "The dynamic, finding 

Him as the power that dwells wlthin or energlzes us ... 26 It should be noted that if 

spiritual life is to he full and IS ta achieve perfection in sorne measure, aIl three 

apprehensions must be present. "And thus it seems to me, that what we have in the 

Christian doctrme of the Trinity, is above aU the crystalhzation and mind' s inter-

pretatlOn of the8e three ways in which our simple contact with God is actualized by 

us. It 18, hke so many other dogmas when we get to the bottorn of them, an attempt 

to describe experience. ,,27 

In bath passages Underhill probably avoids the division of tran8cendent-
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immanent since these two "types" do not admit to a third "type." What is remark­

able is that ber referents have changed. In the Mysticism categories they are as 

follows. ln (a) the referent is Plotinus and hlS idea of flight; in (b) Christ is nec­

essarily the object of such intimacy because "the Christian religion insists upon the 

personal aspect of the Godheacï;28 and in (c) the referent is the philosopher' s stone 

of the alchemists, which could purge aU baser metals of dross and then turn them 

to gold. 

In The Life of the Spirit the "cravmgs of the self" have been replaced by 

the" apprehension of Reality." The referents for the three types are the three 

persons of the Trinit y: a) God IS the Ground of the soul. (There is no "fligbt" 

here!) b) "Christ as object" is replaced by a Person - "characterized by a pre­

venient and an answermg love, ., - One who first caUs and then responds. c) The 

magic of the alchemists is replaced by the work of the Spirit. 

In the light of her mystical writings her final comment on dogma seerns 

incredible. But one could say, perhaps, that it points to the transforming power 

of the Trinity in her own life. 

ii) The concept of grace 

One of the criticisms levelled at Underhill's writings on mysticism was that 

tbe effort to "find God" seemed to begin with man' s effort - to which God (Reality) 

responded. E.I. Watkin in bis review of Practical Mysticism writes, " ... Mysti­

cism is the effect of grace. Miss Underhill ascribes It, for the most part, to 

works. ,,29 It should be noted that the word "grace" does not appear in the index of 

Mysticism. 



,( 

( 
'" 

Is there a development in Underhill's conception of "grace?" A look at 

her writings might reveal if this criticism is warranted. 

ln 1909 she writes: 

1 think the De Arrha Anima30 experience is an intensive form 
of something which happens - or rather may happen - to al­
most anyone. 1 had one or two rather sharp pokings of that 
kind during my blackest years - and still do. If Grace were 
not more interested in us than we are in Grace, most of us 
would live and die in hel!. It is so much stronger than we 
are that it will break ln, in spite of our automatic resistance: 
and we are sa lmmeasurably below it that we cannat attain it 
or keep it by any voluntary activity merely because we want 
to. 31 
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The spa cial imagery is interesting. What does she mean by our being so 

"below grace" that we cannat attain it merely by will? 

In 1912 she advises the same correspondent: 

Try to make acts of faith and trust and to cultivate the 
power of resting in God, even in the darkness. Remember, 
grace is pouring in on you aIl the time and is not condition­
ed by the fact that your eyes are shut.32 

ln thlS excerpt (written after the publication of Mystlcism). grace is clearly 

seen as a gIft and afflrmed as always present. 

ln a 1913 article she states: 

"Grace" is, of course, the theological term for that in­
flow of spirItual vitality WhlCh is the response made by 
the divine order to the human motions of adoration, 
supplicatIOn, and love; and according to the energy and 
intensity with which our efforts are made - the degree 
in which we concentrate our attentIOn upon this high and 
difficult business of prayer - will be the amount of new 
life that we receive .... Grace presses in upon IHe 
perpetually and awaits our voluntary reception of it. 33 

In the ab ove, God (divine order) becomes again the respondent. 
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A 1914 article defines grace thus.: 

••. What the theologians caU" grace" [isJ that essen­
tial factor of the mystic life process - a making good 
by the addition of a new dower of transcendent vitality, 
of the shortcomings of the merely hum an creature re­
garded as an "inheritor of Eternal Life. " 

Here grace is available as an "additional vitality" - the élan vital of 

73. 

Bergson, perhaps? 

Watkin's review of Practical Mysticism (see ab ove) was published in 

October 1915. 

In a book review by llnderhlll herself, in April 191634 she corrects the 

author' s ernphasis on "self-fulfillment" and writes: 

Now as regards the volu,"1tanst character of mystic 
apprehension, though the large amount we can do 
for ourselves in developing the spiritual conscious­
ness should certainly be realized, yet no account of 
the unfolding of that consciousness can be complete 
which ignores the part played by that strange "power 
other than ourselves" WhlCh IS technically called 
grace. The mystical process lS best understood when 
regarded as a "gIve and take" between our free will 
and love and God' s free will and love. The self-long 
ethical and religious traming does not ensure the 
Divine communicatIOn but merely rnakes it possible, 
as its attitude of still receptivity in contemplation ... 
is but the preparation of an experience which it cannot 
of itself either induce or control. 35 

Though she acknowledges wIll a rightful place, she insists that the role of 

grace must be accounted for. Ascetic life does not ensure "Divme Communication" 

but makes it possible. Again, God is seen as respondent - as man reaches out in 

freedorn and love, so God responds in freedom and love. Thus l-hs re'lponse is 

made "possible, " and, one would have to assume, "probable," but this is not stated. 
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In ber 1920 title essay36 for the la st book on "pure mysticism" Underhill 

writes, "ThIS sense of a douhle movement, a self-giving on the divine side 

answermg to the self-giving on the human side, is found in aIl great mysticism. "37 

In this excerpt from her penod of renewed "excessive tnysticism, " God 

is agam seen as respondent to the mystic 1 s initial effort. 

Finally, a quote from a passage from the 1921 Oxford lectures: 

... The Llfe of the Sptrit is a concrete fact; a real response 
to a real universe. But this con crete life of faith •.. is lived 
here and now; In and through the self's psychic life, and indeed 
his bodlly life too - a matter which is embodieà in sacramental ism. 
. .. It is a charê.cteristic of those in whom this life is domm-
ant, that they are capable of receiving and respondmg to the 
highest and mûst VlvIfying suggestions which the universe in its 
totahty pours m on us. ThIS movement of response, often 
qUletly overlooked, 15 what makes them not spIritual hedon-
IstS but men and women of prayer. Grace - to give these 
suggestions of Spirit their conventIOnal name - is perpetually 
beatmg in on us. But if it is to he inwardly realized, the 
DIvine SuggestIOn must be transform~d by man's WIll and 
love into an auto- suggestion; and thiS IS what seems to 
happen m meditatlon and prayer. 38 ... the opposing 
quahtIes, hunl1hty, love and punty, make us as we say 
accessible to grace. 39 

ln thIS passage we see evidence again of Underhill' s shift away from 

"excessive mysticism" to "the spiritual hfe. '1 lt is life in "the here and now" that 

she ïs speaking of - the "ulllverse" pours in and Yi....e respond - a rnovement often 

"overlooked, " she writes. The reminder, of course, would apply to herseU, 

first and foremost. Now the attitude on the part of the person is quiet receptiv-

ity and openness. The willed-effort has become one of attention so thut man can 

receive that which is "bemg poured forth ... 

There is no suggestion of "fhght" here; rather, one beems to sense that 
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she has, in the words of St. Paul, been "rooted and grou!lded in love. ,,40 

It was ta be the ideal preparation for a change which would soon be 

ei'fected in her philosopnical position - from belief m the elan vital to the concept 

of prevenient grace41 - the "Glvemess" of aIl religion - the position held by 

Friedrich von H{gel, after he himself had been convlnced by hiS fnend, Ernst 

Troeltsch. 

2. The Influence of Friedrich von HUgel. 

When Evelyn Underhill returned ta the Church of England, It was Without 

fanfare. She had been baptised and confirmed In that communIOn sa it was only 

a question of makmg the decision to become an "active member" once agam. It is 

not surprising that she chose "hlgh-church" Angllcamsm. Since most of her adult 

devotlOnallife had been spent in the Roman Cathohc Church, the liturgy and 

rituals of the Anglo-Cathohcs would have been famlliar ta her. 

It seems that it was not long after she had begun this practice that she 

avproached FriedrIch von HUgel and asked that he "direct" her. Presumably, thts 

was to be on a regular basis of a kind, SInce she had, over the years, been in 

touch with him. The effect of his direction on Underhill is apparent In her writ­

ings, her philosophy, and m her work as a spiritual dlrector and later as a re­

treat conductor. In fact, it would seem that his influ, nce affe"ted every facet of 

her life - spintual, private, and publIc. It could be said that while von HUgel had 

not succeeded in convincing Underhill to undertake an extensive revislon of 

Mysticism (see his letter, 30 October, 1911, quoted above), now, through his 



{ 

76. 

influence ten years later, she herself was changed. 

The close relationship lasted sorne four years - from October 1921 to 

January 1925, the time of his death. It seems paradoxical that someone as reti-

cent as Underhill was to speak of her own experience, should have such a oersonal 

correspondence publIshed for a11 to see. But, as she had spent a large part of 

her life writing about the religious experiences of the rnystics, perhaps it could 

be justlfied that her own account of her expenences should be thus exposed. In 

another sense, it may have been the price to pay for her being a prominent public 

fIgure. To the histonan, of course, these papers - apart frorn rnere "interest" -

offer an unusual opportunity for study. They record the change and developrnent 

in a person who was "seekmg" - and show c1early the value of having a guide and 

companion for such an undertaking. "Soul- searching" is a lonely endeavour without 

a gUide, and von Htigel was an experienced "master. " 

In additIOn to these letters, there IS a personal notebook in which Underhill 

wrote notes on her feelings and emotlonal states from 1921-1930. Armstrong is 

the first to make use of this material (hitherto unavailable, one assumes). He 

notes that in preparing her biography, information concerning other events in 

UnderhIll' s hfe, along with details of ber relationship with von Htigel are easily 

accessible. 

But it WIll also be possible and, at the risk of appearing 
to pry unduly, necessary to foUow the growth of that 
inner experience WhlCh Evelyn to a large extent re­
vealed to von HUgel but which she commumcates more 
dlrectly in the pages of the httle green-covered exercise 
book. .. Acquaintance with thiS material may finally 
increa8:.: C'...1T awareness of just how httle Evelyn's doc­
trine was for her simply an intellectual game or mere 



academic cannon-fodder, a matter of tangues and lips, 
and how deeply all she had ta say which people found 
helpful in these later years was the product of her own 
s:tffering. 43 
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It wIll be necessary then f J refer both to the letters hetween LTnderhill and 

von HUgel (edited and para~.'.l.ased m sorne cases), and ta the contents of the note-

book with its cryptic and personal notes. 

When Underhlll flrst approached von Hligel for formaI "direction" she had 

"made up her mmd," it seems, that church membershlp was a good and necessary 

thing. But It toak rIme for her ta incorporate this Idea into her theology and her 

philosophy. 

On October 29, 1921, Baron Friedrie}- von HUgel wrote ta her, obviously 

in reply to her letter requestmg "dIrectIOn." Since It describes sa well her posi-

tion at the tIme, this lengthy passage is quoted. 

It has been quite a pain for me not to he able ta thank you 
most gratefully at once for the great joy your long letter 
has given me. It was indeed good of you ta he 50 frank 
and 50 full m your self expreSSIOn ta me on those pomts 
which 1 80 deeply care about. 

You evidently realized whyand where 1 was hoping and 
praying for a development in you. Such development did 
not - at least directly - concern Rome at aIl. 1 qUl' .: 
realize how difficult (how dangerous unless defimtely 
called) such a change to the Roman mind of obedIence 
has become for many educated mmds. 44 And though 1 
certamly should love to see you slmply and completely 
one of us; and though agam 1 am not going ta be sure 
that you Will never be grrcn tbat specIal caB, 1 mean 
that was not what sa far made me wIstful at the thought 
of you. No! What 1 directly and c1early wanted for you 
was just what you now t,=ll me you have gameJ and won! 
Deo gratias! 1 congrat-. late you and beg you to perse­
vere most faithfully in aIl that is positive in t!lis your 
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newand, 1 pray, confirmed outlook. Of course you will 
have dryness, disgusts, strong inclinations to revert to 
more or less pure "mysticism." But lt is excellent news 
that, preparing one of these addresses for Manchester 
College, Oxford, you found you had really come out 
strongly and self committingly for Trad] tional, InstItu­
tional, Sacramental RelIgion . 

. .. With thiS growth of yours 1 cease to have any mis­
givmgs within my pleasure at your populanty. May you 
indeed still grow much in influence, 50 long as you remain 
firm and grow in the se your new hghts, addL"1g to and 
penetratmg the old. 4, 
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For LTnderhlll such an encouragmg and supportive letter must have been 

most welcome. Ir shows also, perhaps, thar von Hligel held his "construct" (the 

three elements of religton seen above) to be important. lJnqualIfied submission to 

Rome was not demanded. It was a generous response and showed that he had been 

concerned for sorne time. Underhill came to von Hligel on the impetus of a 

"converSIOn" expenence - the second one. The tIrst had occurred ln 1907 and 

brought her out of a penod of agnostlcism. But lt had oromptly led her to question 

the eX'Perience and to ask I3enson If it were not aIl illuSIOn. Now, by Christmas 

1921, she had the same problem. She wntes to von Hügel, 

The chief point is, am 1 simply lIving an illusIOn? It 
seems impossible but all the same 1 felt 1 must be sure. 
1 don 't mean by this any unwtlhngness to make a ven­
ture, or any demand for Impossible c1earness of faith, 
but simply to be certain my own experiences are not 
imaginary. The points In favour of their realIty seem 
to be, 

1. \\bat you caB gtvenness, unexpectedness. entire 
nOn -earnedness. 

2. Overwhelming sense of certItude, objectIve 
reality, and of oblIgation. 

3. That 1 have never tried elther to obtam or to re­
tam them, and know that such effort would be 
useless. 46 
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Then she adds •.. "Everytlung has been given back to me that 1 ever had - and 

more. ,,47 She asks if this "completely undeserved restltutlOn IS normal and aIl 

nght, and whether the process of behaving like a reœllious and hardened beast: 

mind getting Into utter blackness; then reahzmg It, however bltterly - can he an 

actual way of development? Is this sort of expenence what is meant by forgtve-

ness? Because that is what it felt like - final and complete, reharrnomzmg and 

secure. ,,48 

In my lucld moments 1 see only too c1early that the only 
possible end of thls road IS complete, UîcondItional self­
consecratIOn, and for this 1 ha\'e not got the nerve, the 
character or the depth. There has been sorne sort of 
mlstake. My soul 15 too smaU ior it and yet lt 15 at 
bottom the only thmg that 1 really want. 49 

She asks about the arnount of tnne gt ven to prayer during dark times -

which she has had aimost constantly for the past fIve years. 50 

Finally, on "Chnsto-centnc devotion" she wntes: 

ThIS lS stIll a dlfflculty. 1 can't do it. And yet the 
average Christian appears by dec1aration to do It 
naturallyand instmctiv:!ly. It seems to involve the 
fusion of two incompatIble conceptIons. Yet T really 
am a Christlan - at least 1 bebeve so - though In the 
modernist rather than stnct orthodox sense. 51 

This gives a thorough plcture of what Underhill was experiencing at the 

time. It would seem to be remarkably honest: and perceptive as weIl. 

Von HUgel' s dlrectlOn was gentle but f1rm. She summed It up m a précis 

dated Christmas 1921 and called "My Rule." There were ten points wtllch incor-

porated his vanous suggestions. She was to report her progress in six months, 

in writmg - though she went to see him often. 52 
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ln SIX months' time her report included thls: 

My old rehglOus life now looks too thin and solitary: 
thlS IS more varlOUS - contemplatmg, Holy Commlmion, 
the felt presence of God, struggles to behave properly, 
and love for my poor people - aIl seem articulated 
points of it. 53 

80. 

Because the situation in the Roman Church54 had changed somewhat since 

yon HUgel's letter to her in 1911, he suggests several times that should the "caU" 

to join the Roman communion corne (agam) she should dIspose herself to obedience. 

She remmded him of ber husband' s intense dlslike for the idea - wbch, for von 

HUgel, was not a problem. However, as the years progressed she became firmly 

settloo as an Anglican and submisslOn to Rome was no longer an Issue. 

There happened in 1922 two expenences which were important, for each 

brougbt about a marked change in Underhlll. The account of the first is from her 

green notebook, and is addressed to von Hl1gel. (A fair copy was sent to him with 

a somewhat apologetic au. ) 

Probably l ought to tell you this. Last October (1922), 
one day when 1 was praying, quite suddenly a voice 
seemed ta speak ta me - with tremendous staccato 
sharpness and clearness. It said only one short thing: 
flrst in Latin and then in English' PLEASE don 't think 
l'm going in for psychic automatlsms or horrors of 
that sort. It ilt:ver happened sin;e and 1 don 't want It 
to. Of course 1 know aU about the psychologIcal 
aspect and am not "hallucmated.·' AlI the same, 1 
simply cannot beheve that there was not sorne thing 
deeper, more real, not me at aIl, behind. The effect 
was ternfic. Sort of nalled me to the floor for 1/2 
an hour, WhlCh went in a flash. 1 felt defmitely 
called-out and settled once for aH - that any faUing 
back or leaVlng off after that wIll be an unpardonable 
reascn. ThIS sense has persisted. 55 
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It would seem that This sense of being .. called out and settled" stayed with 

her for the rest of her life. There were ta be times of great darkness, times of 

"deep and real bappiness, ,,56 "such joy that it almost hurts. ,,57 But through them 

aH, she knew she was acting in respon se ta another. 

The other experience was the graduaI development in her relationshIp to 

Chnst. In 1927 she writes thIS ta a friend: 

Until about fIve years aga 1 never had any personal ex-per­
en ce of our Lord. 1 dIdn't knO'w what it meant. 1 was a 
convmced Theocentnc, and thought Chnsto-centnc langu­
agt and practice ser:tl1TIental and superstItious. .. 1 had 
from time to tImc what scemed to be vivid e>-.-pcnence from 
the tIme of my converSIOll from agnosticIsm (about twenty 
years ago now). ThIS posItlOn 1 thought ta be that of a 
broadminded mtellIgent ChnstIan, but when 1 went ta the 
Baron he sald 1 wasn 't much better than a Umtanan. 
Somehow by hIS prayers or somethmg~ he compelled me 
ta expenence Chnst. He never SdId anythmg more about 
it - but 1 know humanly speakmg, he did n. It took about 
four months - It was hke watchmg the sun nse very sIowly -
and suddenly one knew what It was. 

Now for sorne months after 1 remamed predommantly 
Theocentnc. But for the next two or threc years, and 
especlally lately, more and more my whole religlOus 
life and cxperience seem to centre Wlth lTIcreasing vIvid­
ness on our Lord .... The )\;ew Testament whICh once 1 
couldn 't rnake much of, or mednate on, now seems full 
of thmgs never notlced. 58 

It was not that she "gave up" being Theocentric - rather a devotion ta ChrIst 

was added. In 1934 she wrote ta a correspondent. 

1 ... am quite quite glad you do feel a bIt stirred up 
about the Chnsto-centnc, lTIcarnational slde of 
relIgion. 1 expect 1 rubbed It in, rather, because 1 
am temperamentally like you In !hat, and left to my­
self would just go off on Gad alone. And Baron von 
Hi.lgel made me see that It slmply won 't do and does 
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lead to a sort of arrogance ... as weU as missmg sorne of 
the lovellest, deepest and most touchmg parts of Christianity. 59 

If one thinks of her "types" of rnystics lt can be seen that she is true to her 

reworkmg of those ideas as outhned ln The Life of the Spirit - experiencing aU 

three types of ways of rnystlcallife and each person of the Trinity. 60 

After the death of von HUgel, Underhill wrote an article for a newspaper, 

called "Baron von Htigel as a Spiritual Dtrector." It was anonyrnous - presurnably 

because she quotes sorne of her own letters frorn him. But in 1933 she published 

a collection of essays and addresses, arnong thern the above article. Perhaps by 

then, the dIstance made her more wilhng to acknowledge its authorshlp. She 

wntes that the key words of "relIgion - God, adoration, self-obliVlon and 

surrender, .. even "ontology and transcendence" becarne incandescent Wlth a super-

natural fire when spoken by von Hllgel. A letter written by hirn near the end of his 

hfe was an appropnate epltaph, "Full of the breadth, the depth, and the tenderness 

of the Saints. "61 

For Underhil1life was never the same after she had corne under his 

influence. 

To a later director she wrote concerning von Hligel, "Under God, l owe him 

rny whole spintual life, and there would be much more of it than there is, if 1 had 

beE:>n more courageous and stern with rnyself and foIlowed hiS dlrectlOns more 

thoroughly. ,,62 

ThIS statement is a generous acknowledgement of von Hligel's influence, 

but it is a fact that before she went to him, Underhill had already had two major 
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conversion experiences. When she was invited ta conduct the first of many re-

treats in 1924, she carne with more than fifteen years of varied religious experi-

ence - she was not a neophyte. But she ~ "dlfferent." 

Arrr. strong notes that if ever there were a "turmng pomt" in llnderhill' s 

life, it was when she carne ta realize (froIT' 1923) that her experiences "were not 

articles of faith, ,,63 nor was it even a good thing ta escape aIl skepticism since this 

would lean ta pnde. 64 The effect of this was that llnderl,ill was able ta write in her 

report of 26 Deeember, 1923, that she had learned twa things: 

1. ... A Deep and clear sense of the al1-penetratmg 
Presence of Gad & of Love as PIS deepest nature ... 

2. More and IJ10re l reallze, the umon Wlt1 Chr.5t one 
craves for can & must be only through umon with 1-IIS 
redemptlve work, always gomg on in tl,e world. If 
lever hesitate before t!lis, & the pain & stress it 
JT!ust mean for us wretched httle creatures used a;; his 
instruwents th en 1 draw bac!;: tram Him and break the 
link. So the 'hfe of suprerrely happy men' IS not 
'alone with the aloTJe' - It'S t'le redeemmg life, now 
& In Etermty tao, In ever greater & more entrancmg 
umon with the spint ot Jesus ceaselessly at work in 
the world. Only we must have quiet tlmes tao, ta 
consolidate that umon ... 65 

It was the end of the romance wltr Plotinus - and the beginning of a life 

which was ta be truly sacrificiai and ascetic; always striVlng, always ta give more, 

ta love more, but with "detaehment.·' Perhaps she 11ad tlrst learned thi'> tram St. 

Ignatius, sinee she was so farnIliar Wlth ris SplIitual Exercises. 

In 1925 llnderhill wrote The f\~ystics of tlle Church. Armstrong writes that 

this bOJk "serves as an eloquffi t witness to her new view of the God-centcred life 

as fully ernbodied in the gIven historical ChristIan comfTlumty ... 66 
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This shi ft must have been recoglllzed in the Anglican cornmunity since the 

book was a cornmissioned work for a series entitled "Living Church. " 

Charles Williams excused it, saying that Underhill herself carne to regard 

tIns as a piece of hack-work. It seems t}1at, as a writer himself, he could sympa­

thize with her and excuse the result. 67 

From the preface we learn that it is meant to be a spiritual history of the 

Christian Church. She writes, "1 have therefore left on one side the rnystical 

philosophers, those mystics w]lo are chiefly remarkable for their ecstatic or 

visionary expenences, and those spiritual indivuahsts who have rebelled against 

the mstltutional side of rehgion ... [Considered in this book will be the mystics 

withm the ChurchJ Nothing perhaps has sa much conduced ta the 1l1isunderstanding 

and dIscreditmg of the rnystics as the tendency to isolate them from the Chur ch in 

WhlCh they appear .•• ,,68 ObvlOusly this 15 not the same Underhill as t}1at of 

"The Essentials." 

ln the same year, while on holiday in Italy with her husband, Underhill had 

the opportunity of meeting Sorella Mana, foundress of a small contemplatIve 

community. They hao been in correspondence since 1919. It was a moving event 

for llnd,=rhlll and In 1927 she wrote an article about it for the Spectator69 - carefully 

concealing the location of the encounter. She writes that she asked this "saintly" 

woman to tell her something of her conception of the spiritual lHe. Her response -

"startlingly at variance wlth her peaceful surroundmgs,,70 was, "In torment and 

effort to serve the brethren. ,,71 

In a letter to a friend, l1nderhill says quite c1early that she had asked for 
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SOT1ething for herself and had been given this reply. To another mutual friend she 

writes that "Maria gave me at my request a 'Word' to take away with me, and a 

very ferocious one it was. ,,72 

But there is no reason to trink that she did not accept it. 

3. Subsequent Directors. 

Eighteen months after the death of von HUgel, Underhill sought counsel from 

the Bispop of Truro, Walter Frere. It would appear that he directed her from 1926 

to 1932, but they contmued to have a close friendshlp ootl1 his death. Frere was a 

fine liturgical scholar and was of great assistance to her in her later work on 

liturgy . 

Underhill contributed to a memOlr on Frere73, which was published after 

her death. She wrote, 

In his method of dlrectmg souls there was nothing very 
newor startling ... ' The combined common sense, 
actuality and spintuality so characteristic of St. Francois 
de Sales, was prominent in hlS teac11lng. It was not, how­
ever, always easy to get defimte advlce or opimons from 
him, for his humility always made :l1m diffldent and ten­
tative in hlS app ... oach to OCht:T souls. But if there was a 
real "spot of trouble" demandir g help and care, he 
sprang to attention at once WltlOut any consideratIOn for 
his own convenience or arrangements. . .. Then !-je spoke 
and advised firmly and with an absolute certalilty ... 
transforming the sItuation by Ins t ouen. 74 

It seems that Underh1l1 sull wanted sorne "strong direction" and for a time 

she corresponded with Dom John Chapman, a Benedictine monk. Abbot of Downside. 

Like Pather Benson of the early years, he was a convert from Anglicanism and the 

son of an Anglican clergyman. 
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In April 1935 his coUected and edited Spiritual Letters were published. 

Included was a reprint of a booklet on contemplative prayer, whil~h had already 

been heartily recommended by L'nderhill, saying that the Abbot "knew more really 

about prayer th an anyone 1 ever met ... 75 

When the Letters appeared, she reviewed the book twice - for bath The 

Criterion and The 01 ogy . In her personal correspondence she repeated her 

recommendations and her high praise. 76 Chapter XXXIV, "Ta a Married Lady, " 

conslsted of excerpts of letters to Und'2rhill herself, written by Chapman. 

The edited letters are a11 of the year 1931. We assume that the relation-

ship ended there. Most of her questions appear to have been the subjects of 

dlfficultles and suffering in the Christian life. Chapman responds, albeit reluctant-

ly, as hlS comments show. "Forgrve me for writmg so much, as you know it aIl 

perfectly weIl and can express it better than 1 cano ... " 78 

"1 cannot posslbly show you a way out. The most 1 can do is ta show you 

where you are, perhaps. ,,79 

"1 can't tell you anything you don't know ... SO 

For someone as anxious as Underhill was to be told, one can see why she 

did not pursue this further! 

Underhill's last dlrector was Reginald Sommerset Ward, an Anglican priest 

whose ministry of direction in the Church lasted sorne fifty years. Armstrong 

writes thut Ward toured the country several times yearly in order to meet his 

"penitents." He beheved in "strong direction" - a5 did Underhill herself. AIl the 

same, it would seem that his frequent urgings against overwork and exhaustion 

81 
were sldestepped. 
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Ward published two books on the spiritual life - bath anonymously and botl, 

on prayer. The second is called A GUide for Spiritual Directors. 82 It seems to 

contain his own method of teac'Iing people ta pray. It is basecl on von l-IUgel's con-

struct of the three elements in religion. For those wro need development of the 

intellectual (sic) element, pe advises that t 'nderhill' s books be recon'lT'ended. 83 

No letters between them seern to have survived. 

Only a portion of a letter is printed. It was written to tv'argaret Crop;:>er84 

after the imtial weetmg: 

My dear Margaret - 1 must tell you 1 have just had a J110st 
wonderful day with Mr. Sommerset WarJ. 1 trink he is the 
most remarkable soul-specialist l've ever wet since t1e 
Baron - & the thrilling thing is that tho' apparently 50 un­
alike, their method of dIrectIOn and point of View is very 
close. ... One telt absolutely in tlle presence of a special­
ist workmg for the Love of God & brilT'wmg over with 
comfl1on sense!85 

Each new dlrector seems to have been encountered wlth renewed and bound-

less enthusiasm, not unusuaI in such a situation. 

But if Evelyn Underhill felt lt necessary to seek the guidance of skillfuI 

directors, there is no doubt that w'len her own counsel was sought, s]1e did not shirk 

what she felt to he her own responslblhty: to offer wl1at help sl'e could. As she had 

recelved from others, sa she gave. She made herself available for counsel in her 

home, several afternoons during the week. Durmg the retreats which sIle conduc-

ted, time was set aside for a one-ta-one encounter for anyone who desired it. SJle 

recelved many letters requesting spiritual direction and was very diligent in res-

ponding, offering counsel and encouragement from her own experienc;e. Often when 



-

...... 

--

88. 

an interview was over sDe sent a letter to reinforce what sl-)e had offered by way of 

experiences from the lives of the saints, from great Christia11 writers, and her 

own homely advice. She was gentle and kind but expected tllat those who came to 

her would learn to respond to grace by regular prayer, by self-discipline, and if 

possible, sorne church affiliation, a11 of w}1ich she practiced herself. 85 

4. Vocation. 

a) "CaUed Out" 

By 1923 llnderhill's services were in such great demand that sl,e was, 

understandably, feeling "pusred ... 

1 feel great uncertainty as to what God chiefly wants of me . 
Selection has become inevitable. 1 can't meet more than 
hal! the demands made. 1 asked for more opportunity of 
personal service and have thoroughly been taken at my wordl 
But there is almost no time or strength left now for study for 
its own sake; always giving or preparing addresses, ad vice, 
writing articles, trying to ke~ pace with work, going on 
committees and conferences. 6 

By the next year she was ta add to this list the retreats that she conducteq 

first at Pleshey, and th en at retreat rouses aIl over the country. The result of this 

was that apart from the comm issioned work rnentioned above (The Wystics of the 

Church), published in 1925, the books she publisped during the next decade were 

aU collections of things she had written during the years. They faH into two cate-

gories - essays and lectures, and retreat addresses. Perhaps sorne of her seerning 

trustrationw even in 1923, was caused by the tact that she didn' t have the tirne to do 

the scholarly research at which she was so apt. 
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It is not possible here to follow l1nderhill from one endeavour ta the next. 

Only the general areas of her influence will be surveyed. 

b) "Copec" 

"The Conference on Politics, Economies and Christianity" (Copec) had as 

its moving spirit, William Temple. 87 At his invitation Underhill became involved. 

The idea of sllch a conference had occurred to Temple sorne years before. 

In 1920 he was asked to edit a monthly magazine. called The Pilgrun. It 

was discontinued in 1927 due to lack of support. In Temple's words, "Its aim had 

been ta present a Christian view of the various questions of the day. ,,88 For 

Temple. these questions were concemed with Christianity and Politics. Dean Inge's 

opinion was, "1 think you must admit that Christian 'pC'litics' in The Pilgrirn and 

elsewhere are tinged with the roseate hues of early dawn •.• ,,89 

Preparations for Copec began in 1920. It was ta be an interdenominational 

conference - a week of meetings ln Birmingham, from April 5 - 12, 1924. Four 

years of careful preparation led to this climax. "Its object was ta seek the wlll 

and purpose of Gad for men and women in every relationship of their lives - politi-

cal, social, mdustrial and the reste ,,90 Twelve commissions were set up. These 

prepared "reports," which were studied a year before the conference. Opinions 

vary as ta the value of the outcome but a11 share one theme: the praise of 

William Temple. 

F. A. Irernonger writes, 

The high level of the Conference never dropped. nor did 
the initial enthusiasm flag throughout the week. o •• The 
Copee Conference affected the whole Oecumenical 
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Movement in the Churches, and gave to international 
Christian thinking and planning a sense of direction 
which was to prove of first-rate imponance in the 
subsequent history of that Movement. 91 

9a. 

[remonger quotes one Professor W. F. Lofthouse as saying,"1 shaH always 

think of this as one of Temple' s greatest services to the Church and the Kingdom 

of God. ,,92 

Maurice Reckitt writes, 

To say that its presiding genius was William Temple 
is not in this case to empby a clich'~ but to give an 
exact description of the facts. 93 

For Underhill to be approached by Temple to participate in the conference 

was a sign that her work was recognized as being significant f('- the times. 

Three of her letters refer to different aspects of her contribution. In the 

first she writes: 

Last Thursday evening was such a joy - we had a great 
meeting at the Albert Hall for my "Chnstian Citizenship 
Conference"; and it was splendid. Packed nght up to the 
roof with people and everyone so keen and such a lovely 
spirit everywhere ••• and the Bisrop of Manchester 
[William Temple] gave a very beautiful address - in 
fact aIl did .... 1 did really feel the whole thing was a 
triumph for the Spirit of Christ. 94 

Underhill, like many others, was caught up in the preparations for Copec 

and the promise it hello She had been part of the committee that produced Volume 1 

of the commission reports: "The Nature of God and His Purpose for the World." It 

is generally he Id that this repon was the best of the conference. AlthougP the re-

port has fifteen signatories, it would seem that Underhill and one other prepared it. 



(' 

( 

l've been having a lurid week-end going through proofs 
of SQ sheets of galley - mostly by my co-editor who 
has a talent for pou ring forth floods of heliotrope 
prose and a special love for triads of abstract nouns . 
. .. My own contributions stick out of this with the 
stark austerity of quotations from the Stores List. 95 

A month later she writes: 

1 have just been asked to be one of the three speakers 
on the opening day of Copec - a truly horrifying 
responsibility. Dr. Raven for the Anglicans, Mr. 
Maltby for Free Churches and 1 (I suppose) for" Any 
Other Colour, " as they sayat the cat shows. 96 

As it was, she did not attend, but her 8ddress was read by someone 

91. 

else. 97 She spoke elsewhere on behalf of Copec - before and after the Conference. 

Two addresses were published later in The Pilgrim. These and one other a~peared 

in a collectlOn of essays entitled Mixed Pasture, published in 1933. 

AU three98 are on the subject of Christian action, focussing on the Christian 

in the world (in accordance with the commission of which she was part). The issue 

was, "What does it take to char· ... I~ the world?" 

Ir is not difflcult to understand that Underhill eventually rnoved away from 

this gigantic task and co~centrated instead on her retreat work and spiritual direc-

tion. It was sornethmg concrete, a place to begin. Eventually it led her to the 

study of liturgy - which focussed not on how one should or ought to worship, but 

sirnply on how one does worship. 

After Underhill' s church affiliation becarne generally known, she herself 

was asked to speak as an Anglican. As the years passed, she became more selec-

tive in her outreach. She avoided poUtics and social action groups, choosing 
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instead to limit her ministry to the area of Spirituality. She had been asked to 

write something for a Crusade in 1933 and writes that she c.annot, due to work 

pressure. She adds, 

Also, to do this would rather conflict with my flxed 
policy of not identifying myself wahin any particular 
parties or movements within the Church: more 
especia11y those of a religious-political character. 
You see 1 do feel that my particular caU, such as 
it is, concerns the mterior problems of individuals 
of a11 sorts ap.d a11 opinions: and therefore any 
deliberate labelling of myself, beyond the general 
label of the Churcb, reduces the area within WhlCh 
1 can operate and my help is likely to he accepted. 99 

Her fmal position can he seen in this excerpt from a letter of 1941 - a 

month before her death, and ln wartime, 

..• No - 1 had not heard of the meetings you mention; 
but 1 never do go to meetings nowadays nor, 1 fear, 
have 1 much beHef in their usefulness. AlI this dis­
cussion about a "Christian Society, .. a "New Christian 
England," etc., seems 50 entirely on the surface, 
doesn't It? ... 

The new life when it cornes, 1 think, will not be the 
result of dIScussions, plans, meetings, etc., but Will 
we11 up from the deepest sources of prayer. 100 

92. 

Characteristically, she then invites the correspondent to joïn in prayer with 

a particular group for spiritual unity. Thus "Christian" politics was for Underhill 

one of her "transient loves. ,,10 1 

c) Settled into pastoral work. 

Somewhere du ring these years Underhill decided on her "particular caU, .. as 

she v.'Yote in 1933 (see above). Her vocation during these last fifteen years of her 

life became, primarily, the task of spiritual direction to individuals and through 
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her retreat work. She was, as she had said, "called out and settled. " 

In 1922 she had written te' von HUgel concerning direction work, "1 think 1 

had better take all this sort of work that offers as it is direct and incO!1spicuous 

and seems really to be needed. ,,102 

Her letters through the years show her deep concern for those who sougl1t 

her counsel. What had begun in 19Q4 grew to sizeable proponions after the 

commencement of her retreat work as many who attended the retreats sought her 

guidance afterwards. Her Wise counsel is drawn frorn the works of spiritual 

masters with whom she was well acquainted and she speaks frorn the authority of 

her persona! experience. 

( It was, perhaps, through her own retreats at Pleshey that she was first 

asked to conduct a retreat there herself, in 1924. She was also the first woman tD 

be domg this work. She was thorough!y prepared for it by von Hligel and many were 

to follow. Eventually her method was to prepare a set of addresses, prayers and 

medltations WhlCh she used throughout the year at different retreat houses. The 

flrst of this set of materials to be pubhshed was Concerning the Inner Life. It had 

been dehvered at a retreat for clergy where she was one of three speakers. She 

confessed that she carne before thern Wlth "a great diffidence" since she was an 

ordmary laywornan, but that she presumed to do so because she cared about these 

things and had had "sorne leisure to think about thern ... 103 But what she said must 

have had gt'eat appeal. After its publication in ]uly it went into three more editions, 

'( 
the same year. 

We quote here part of the review frorn The Spectator - one of rnany 
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There may he more leamed Christians .•• but there 
is no one writing in English bett~r qualified to express 
in everyday life the high and secret conversatIons that 
the mind may hold with its Maker. There is something 
infectious about Miss Underhill'.;; style with its deep­
rooted common sense, its virile idiorn, and its creative 
appreciation of the beauty of the world. These addresses 
will bear reading and rereading, for they are the fruits of 
a life that is a11 too rare in this day and age. 104 

94. 

Cropper notes: "All this made Evelyn write, 'It makes me feel inclined to 

dive into the nearest burrow, but 1 thmk 1 am going to have my hair cut off 

instead!",105 

This Ieads to the question of what Underhill looked like to the people who 

began to seek her out. 

A friend describes her thus: 

She was naturally pale and slight; a woman of middle 
height .... She was a good and witty talker, and a 
deeply syrnpathetic person. Before she became a 
public character, she dressed in a rather out-of-the 
world style - not ugly, but peculiar, and a little old­
fashioned. But a year or two later aIl that was 
changed: [She was forty-one at the time.] She had 
her hair eut short; she wore charrning clothes. 
She was up-to-date, with a differenee. 106 

Rather than diving into a burrow, it would seem that she "entered the world"; 

perhaps one could say that in a11 respects she had accepted the incarnatIon. The 

fact that she did not look as outr~ as before must have made her more approachable -

an "outward and visible sign" of the inner change. 

d) Writings. 

In 1923 Underhill had edited and introduced The Scale of Perfection by 
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Walter Hilton, one of her beloved mystics. It was a scholarly work and was weIl-

received. In 1925 The Mystics of the Church was published. In 1927 Man and th~ 

Supernatural was published. Ir was this 1ast book which was the rnost significant. 

It incorporated rnaterial written from 1922 to 1927. Chaptel' seven was first read 

as a paper before a group in 1924. It bore the title, "The Authority of Religious 

Experience" and appeared in The 01 ogy in 1926 under the same title. Finally, it 

was incorporated in Man and the Supernatural as "The Supernatural in Human 

LIfe: Prayer." One can only suppose that: a) she liked what she was saying; and 

b) she continued ta believe in it. The book seeks to provide a direction in wnich a 

synthesis may be sought. Instead of psychology' s "superficial explanation, " a 

philosophy is needed which will harmonize the rnystical, intellectual, historical 

and institutional aspects of spiritual 1ife. 107 

On the first page she writes: 

1 wish to write a book about the fundarnentals of that 
which we usually caU 'religIon'. . .. Hundreds of students 
of 'religious psychology' can now pass an examination in 
the phenomena of conversion or the degrees of prayer; 
but few have anything solid to say about that view of 
reality which the fact of conversion and practice of 
prayer require of us, and without which these things 
are meaningless. 108 

It was an attempt ta gi ve to others what she had learned herself, from von 

HUgel and sinee: a philosophy of critical realism based on the 'Is-ness', not the 

'What-ness' of the supernatural. 109 

The philosophy of the mystics has two terms: "the two terms irnplied in 

aU religious realism - God and the Soule Spirit infinite, perf~ct, and W1created 

spirit finite, irnperfect and created. These are its realities. ,,110 Men and 
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women of spirirual genius aU come before us. not a3 the painstaking discoverers 

of something, but as the astonished receivers of sOlT'ething. 111 

This conception of God' s "Otherness, .. and "Prevenience ... was a complete 

departure from vitali sm . and von Pügel's influence was directly responsible for 

it. 

In her chapter on "Supernatural and the Natural, .. she speaks 0f "aberra-

tions which constantly appear in the history of re1igiotJ~ thought and are specially 

prominent at the present time ... 112 The first of these concerns utihty" particul-

arly in .. 'social Chnstianity, ' - really altruism WltP a linle evangehcal varnish •.• " 

This chapter first appeared in the Hibbert Journal in 1925. One assumes 

that for l1nderhill the influence and enthusiaSJT1 of Copec had already begun to 

wane. 

In the chapter on prayer113 we see the construct for prayer tllat she used in 

her teaching for the remainder of her life. It was taken frolT' M. Olier, 114 a 

French priest who taught that prayer in its completeness consists in three things: 

adoration, contemplation, co-operatio!1, 115 

and in these words gave one the best of aIl definitions 
of the spiritual life. ••• There is first the humble, 
admiring adoration of the transcendent Object; next 
the loving personal commUllion Wlth that Object found 
here and now in the soul's secret life; last, active 
self-giving to the purposes of the Objecte These 
three together, in their fullness and variety of 
expression, cover aIl that we know of the spiritual 
life in man: directed as it i5 towards those only three 
realities of which we know anything - God, the Sou! 
and the World. 116 



97. 

{ 
Underhill's spirituality was naturally centered on "adoration." Her 

earliest letters attest to this. It was du ring t}1e twenties that she added the two 

concepts of communion and co-operation: "communion" of a person with a 

Person, 117 and" co-operation with an Agent, the end of human prayer ... 118 

This construct, based on the Trinity, appears again and again in her works of the 

next decade. Rooted in incarnation, it signalled the end of her modernist tenden-

cies. "These modernists", she writes to a correspondent in 1928, "are very use-

fuI in translating religious truth into current language, broadening the basis of 

faith, etc., but they are curiously deficient in simplicity. "119 

As "mysticism" came to be replaced by "the spiritual life," in her writings, 

, 

t so her teachings in her retreat work, based on Olier's scheme of prayer, became 

more and more simplified. But the foundation was always to he self-gift, and as 

T. S. Eliot was to write, "costing not less than everything. ,,120 

In 1930, a revised edition of her most popular book, l\lIysticism, appeared 

in the twelfth edition. Since it was not a complete revision, in the added preface 

she outlines her new position and how she would have stated the arguments if the 

book were now being planned for the first time. She also defends certain former 

positions which have been criticized. She notes that aIl the quotations of the 

mystics have been revised and the bibliography and appendix extended since newer 

translations and editions have come to hand. Other changes have already been 

discussed. 

( For Underhill it had been a decade of radical "shifts": inner change result-

ing in outward change. 
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Bernard Lonergan says this of conversion: 

Fundamental to religious living is conversion, it is a 
topic Uttle studied in traditional theology since there 
remains very Uttle of it when one reaches the Wli­
versaI, the abstract, the statie. For conversion 
occurs in the lives of individuais. It is not merely a 
change or even a development; rather, it is a radical 
transformation on which follows, on allieveis of 
living, an interlocked series of changes and develop­
ments. What hitherto was unnoticed becomes vivid 
and present. What has been of no concern becomes 
a matter of high import. 50 great a cl-]ange in one's 
apprerensions and one's values accompanies no less 
a change in oneself, in one' s relationE: to other per­
sons, and in one's relations to God ••.• 

Conversion is ontic. The convert apprehends differ­
ently, values differently, relates differently because 
he has become different. 121 
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On the basis of this definition we could say that the" shifts" we have seen 

in the life of Evelyn Underhill have been the result of conversion - powerful, 

affective and lasting: resulting in radical change. 

These changes were to shape the remainder of her life and her work. 
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PART V - Towards a Mature Spirituality, 1930-1941 

1. Vocation 

a) Resolution 

In May, 193'), while Evelyn l1nè~rhi11 was making her personal annual 

retreat, s~e came to accept the possibility tl-,at she would suffer from ill-healtn 

for the rernainder of her life. She had been diagnosed as having chronic asthma 

and had begun to have periodlc asthmatic attacks. Her acceptance took the form 

of a resolution whic1 is recorded in her notebook. 

Since it appears likely 1 will have indifferent health 
for the rest of my life, must face this yuietly and 
gratefully, determine that it shaH lx> the least 
possible worry & detrirnent to others, & fully used 
to purify & subordinate me to Gad' s will. Steady 
effort to avoid dwelling on own physical state, 
getting into centre of picture, and accept the fatigue, 
weakness .fnd monotony & hUITIbling details of illness 
with JOY. 

She was to have many opp')rtwlities to put this resolution into practice. But 

for "nost of the decade she did not allow her physica_ condition to interfere with her 

manyactivities, nor did she even reduce these until she had no choice. 

b) Writings 

In 1926 Underhill had written a review of a posthumous publication of one 

of von H\igel' s books for the Spectator, a weekly newspaper. She continued to write 

reviews and articles for this paper over the next few years. In 1928 (or 1929)2 she 

became religious editor of the Spectato!'. She held this post until the end of 1932. 
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During her editorship she arranged eleven different series of articles on 

various themes. Her influence at that time must have been considerable, judging . 
by the names of the people she managed to get to contribute to her series: T. S. 

Eliot, G. K. Chesterton, Charles Raven. Abbe Bremond, Rudolf Otto, Charles 

Gore. Presumably the tides of the series reflect the issues of the day: "In Defence 

of the Faith"(first and second series), "Immortality," "Anglican Church Life Over-

seas, " "The Challenge to Religious Orth\..doxy," "Psycrology and Religion, " "The 

Idea of Deity, " "Problems of Christian Conscience, Studies in Sanctity, .. "111e Prob-

lem of Suffering," and "A Christian's Faith." Letters to the editor reflect a lively 

interest in the series. Her own articles and book reviews are replete with her 

personal opinions and convey her thoughts du ring this periode This material has 

not vet been studied to any great extent. 

Her sudden departure as rehgious editor of the Spectator, at the end of 1932, 

is nowhere explained. It would seem that there was a shift in the management of 

l' 

the paper. This must have led to sorne basic dlsagreement in editorial policyand 
f 

, 
l-

Underhill was not one to compromise. She cOIltinued to contribute reviews, occas-
f 
i 
t ionally, but in 1934 she wrote to a friend, "1 am 80 pleased to hear your book is 
~ 

[ , 
l: 

nearly ready - 1 wish 1 could hope to review it for the Spectator but, alas, under 
~ 

\; 

1 
t 

the present (strong Nonconformist and Modermst) editor, 1 get practically nothing 

from them and the sort of books whic!l interest me are seldom noticed at aIl. ,, 3 
~ 

t 
t Instead, she began to write for two other publications: Tirne and Tide, a 
;. 
1 

r ,"'" weekly review, and the Criterion, a literary review which began and ended in the 
.. 

1 1930's. The Jatter was edited by T. S. Eliot,with whom Underhill became 

t 

1 
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acquainted during this periode In January 1932, she contributed an anicle on von 

HUgel ("Finite and Infinite") and during the years that followed. to 1937, five book 

reviews. 

In 1932 she wrote the chapter on "Medieval ~sticism" for The Cambridge 

Medieval History.4 The change in her approach is apparent. She writes that 

mysticism is essentially the religion of the heart, and thus present at any or a11 

levels of religious culture. But, "If it is to exert an influence on thought and act-

ion and so achieve historical importance, it requires a considerable intellectual 

equipment. .•. With hardly an exception, the great rnystics of history have been 

educated men, fed by tradition as well as by direct experience ... 5 Underhill's con-

ceptIon of the mystical life has moved from "the fhght of the alone to the Alone" to 

becoming fully incarnationa!. 

c) Retrea~ addrèsses. 
1 

In addition to these various endeavours, Underhill was, by the early thirties, 

givmg seven or eight retreats a year. A note in Worship states that whereas in 1913 

the Anglican Church had one retreat house, "by 1932 it had twenty-two Diocesan 

houses and over thirty belonging to religlOus communities, " sorne of them receiving 

over a thousant retreatants yearIy.6 Underhill certainly played an important role 

in this growing movement. She continued to rnake her retreat addresses available 

in book forme Eventually nine volumes of these were printed, tluee of them post-

humously. Perhaps the best overview of these would be gained by the following list 

in the order of publication. 
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1926 Conceming the Inner Life. Retreat addresses to clergy. 

1929 The House of the Soul. The soul is compared to a two-storey house of 

prayer and work. 
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1932 The Golden Sequence. A four-fold study of the spiritual life: based partly 

on the 1930 retreats. 

1934 The School of Charity. Written in 1933, this was a fi Lenten Book" 

commission, based on the Nicene Creed. 

1938 The Mystery of Sacrifice. A meditation on the liturgy. 

1940 Abba. Meditations on the Lord's Prayer from the 1934 retreats. 

1942 The Fruits of the Spirit. Retreat addresses from 1936, based on seripture. 

1942 Light of Christ. Retreat addres ses of 1932, based on the life of Christ. 

1960 The Mount of Purification. Retreat addresses of 1931, based on Dante's 

Purgatory and the Eucharist. 

These books were quite unlike her more scholarly works, being written as 

aids to meditation. The one which wp..s to her the "most personal" and to many of 

her readers thE'> "best book she wrote about the spiritual life in her Anglican period"7 

was The Golden Sequence. The title was that given by liturgie custom to the hymn, 

Veni Sancte Spiritus. The book is divided into four parts: Spirit, Spintual Life, 

Purification and Prayer. These headings represent the fourfold relation between the 

created Spirit and the Spirit increate. "They cover first the revelation of its reality 

and the movement of response whieh it incites in us, and then the two capital means 

without whieh our destiny as spiritual beings ean never be fulfilled. 8 Sinee her 

early years, Underhill had struggled to live in what she called "time" and "eternity. " 
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two worlds. It is in this book that one sees the resolution of that problem. "It is 

the special function of prayer to turn the self away from the time- series and to-

wa:rds the eternal order. ... Prayer opens the door of the psyche to the invasion 

of another order, which shaH at its full term transform the very quality of our 

existence. ,,9 In declaring that God is both Spirit and our Heavenly Father, "we 

hint at the real rnystery of our situation. Here, we do stand beyond the time-series, 

and declare our own deepest being to be rooted in Eternal Life, to consist in a dir-

ect relationship with Reality." 10 "Thus the twin narnes of 'Spirit' and 'Heavenly 

Father' do give us a sort of picture, imperfect but suggestive. of a Reality which 

satisfies our metaphysical cravings and is known in the fundamental experience of 

praying souls. " 11 

The last section on prayer is based on M. Olier' s triadic structure which 

she now credits to Cardinal de Bérulle. (Rightlyenough, it originated with Bérulle 

but was developed and popularised by Olier.) Adoration, communion and co-opera-

tion becorne for Underhill, adoration of the Father, communion with the Son, and, 

rather than Olier's "co-operation" with the Spirit, she caUs the third part of the 

triad "action, .. rneaning the action of the Spirit in the soul, resulting in intercession. 

The rnaterial for the book carne from her own experience of prayer and 

rneditation and has a ring of authenticity. At the tirne of its publication, the critics 

were generally enthusiastic. Underhill read the reviews of her books and her 

reaction in this case is recorded in a letter to the author of one of them. 

1 have just received the Dublin [RevieviJ with your terribly 
generous review of The Golden Sequence. 1 really can't 
thank you properly for aIl you say; or - rnost particularly 
for the fact that you do seern to like the book personally! 



1 am particularly interested in the points you pick 
out and am rather pleased you think 1 go too far on 
the anti-emotion. anti-audition-and-vision-tack! 
It is because 1 am so dreadfully afraid of the opposite 
excess!12 

This is another sign of a c1ear departure from her days of "excessive 
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mysticism" when experience was a11. She had had her "black" periods over the 

years and had come to rely on faith rather than on feeling. Von HUgel had in fact 

counselled her to have two "rules": a maximum for fair weather and a minimum 

for fouI. 13 The "fouI" was to include more time gardening, needlework and other 

diversions and less time praying. It seems that even her c10sest friends had no 

idea that she suffered from periods of depression and desolation since she did not 

allow her moods to affect her relationships. Perhaps this is one reason that she 

found it expedient to have a confidante in the form of a spiritual director. In fact, 

after the positive effects of her relationship with von HUgel, she was never again 

without one for any period of time. 

In her letters she often speaks of what von H\lgel caUs" fair weather," 

that is, the times of joy when prayer came easily. 

In thlS excerpt from a letter of 1932, she speaks of the dark times. 

The number of hours l' ve spent apparently in 
prayer but really raging in HeU these last 18 
months don 't bear thinking of. Hard continuous 
work or people one has to talk to, are the only 
things that keep it off; and here, l'm a great deal 
alone and entirely at the mercy of furious and 
miserable thought, a large part of which 1 know are 
imaginary but for aU that can 't escape from. . .. 
1 simply dare not let my mind be passive. What 1 
mind most is that it makes one feel absolutely 
wickedand vile, and 1 don't want to be wicked. 
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And aU the books, and everything else one bas 
always loved, are implicated, and merely make 
one feel sick, and so everything is spoiled and 
there is absolutely nothing lette 14 
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AlI of this proves that it is one thing to know what classic "desolation" is 

(as she described it in Mysticism) and quite another to experience the "nothing-

ness" of it. She had had the heights and depths of the spiritual life - the joy and 

the "purification. " 

2. The Last Years. 

a) Writings 

It was in 1933 that Underhlll was asked to write Worship. Cropper 

comments, "It was a tremendous book to write and no wonder it cost her so much 

strength and energy. It was a book that demanded all her scholarship, a11 her 

willingness to learn new aspects of things ... 15 

By this time she knew a great many people who were experts in their vari-

ous fields and she availed herself of their knowledge. There was a renewed 

interest in liturgy and she was, as usual, absorhed in this new development. It 

was to he understood (by the editors of the series) that hers would be a very 

Catholic approach16 but she managed in fairness to do justice to the Protestant 

tradition as weIl. The book was fini shed in 1936. 

In her preface. Underhill writes, "Worship is here considered in its 

deepest sense, as the response of men to the Eternal. "17 The core of the book 

was adoration. But it was not the solitary adoration whose virtue she had once 

extolled. Now it was sacramental, institutional and communal. The result was 
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lia masterpiece of the Spirituallife,,:18 that faithfulliving-out of men's response 

to grace. 

Sorne twenty years before, Mysticism had been followed by Practical 

Mysticism, a sirnplified summary for those who preferred it. In the autumn of 

1936, after Worship was pubhshed, Underhill gave four radio broadcast talks which 

contained the essence of her thought at the time. These were published in 1937, 

under the title, The Spiritual Life. She defmed it thus: "A spiritual life IS simply 

a life in which aU that we do cornes frorn the centre, where we are anehored in 

God: a life soaked through and through by a sense of HIS reality and daim, and 

self-gwen to the great movement of His will. ,,19 The relation of man to God is 

'" summed up agam in the triad, and this orne goes back to Berulles' origmal three 

terms, adoration, adherence and co-operation. Since the talks were for broadcast 

this was perhaps the easiest way of presenting H. The last part, "Sorne Questions 

and Difficulties" was no doubt drawn both frorn her own experience and from those 

who sought her counsel. These questions concemed the nature of God, the problcm 

of evil, the Will of God, the clalm of psychology and finally, how to begin "the life 

of communion with God. ,,20 The book ends with a short reeomrnended blbhography. 

AlI the essentials of her teaehing are contained in this book, in simplified 

format. Perhaps she felt the need for this simple approaeh in the light of the in-

creased interest in liturgy sinee the beginCling of the deeade. In 1940 she was to 

note, "The liturgie revival .•. has now rather got the bit between its teeth and 

threatens to snuff out individua! prayer altogether. What a pity it is that religious 

thinkers always seem to find it neeessary to bang about between two extremes 



107. 

( 
instead of keeping steady and trying ta rernember the inc1usiveness of God. "21 

An added attraction is the beautiful typeset and decorative pages separating the 

chapters - the only one of her books ta he presented with this visual appeal. 

In 1939 she published Eucharistie Prayers trom the Ancient Liturgies, 

chosen and arranged by herself. She had been a .. collector" of prayers for years 

and had copied into a special book those that withstood the test of time in her own 

affections. She had once advised a correspondent ta use these formal prayers of 

"experts" because "they got to the place you want ta get ta, and their prayers 

presumably helped them to do it. ,·22 Although she was increasingly ill, her work 

during these years was as meticulous and as caretully prepared as it had always 

( been. 

b) Work 

With the beginmng of World War II Mr. and Mrs. Stuart Moore moved out 

of their well-Ioved house ta stay with friends. This was both to reduce expenses 

for a11 concerned and because she was increasingly weakened with asthma and lung 

trouble and needed the care which her friend (rv1arjorie Vernon) could provide. 

When she was weIl enough, Underhill had many visitors, among them T. S. 

Ehot. She contmued ta write letters of direction and a1so wrote letters to a prayer 

group which she had founded in 1939 in response to a request by twelve women. 

They met together to study theology in their lei sure time. The purpose of the 

"prayer Group" was to balance their studies with spirituality. The group was 

{ scattered by the outbreak of war and the letters were the link between the distant 

members. They were first published in 1942 (along with The Fruits of the Spirit) 

1 
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edited again by Lucy Menzies. 23 Since Williams has omitted the signature in all 

the letters of his collection, one has no idea as to how Underhill signed herself. 

Nor are they available otherwise since most of the originals were lost or des-

troyed afterwards. But in these letters she usually writes simply, "Al ways your 

friend, " and signs herself, "Evelyn Stuart Moore." Written on the great feast days 

of the Church, they are full of gentle encouragement and suggestions for prayer 

and reading material. 

By this time Underhill had becorne an ardent pacifist and her dirninishing 

energies were extended to writing for this cause. She also taught a class of chil-

dren in the loc..ll church, a task which she faced with sorne trepidation since she was 

not used to children, and had once dec1ared that they didn't like her. 

c) Death 

It was at great personal cost that Underhill left her own home for that of her 

friends. By this time the lung disease was advanced (H was actually a 10ss of 

elasticity in the lungs) and to facilitate her breathing, her room had been completely 

stripped of aIl unnecessary things. She wrote to a friend, 

Though l am not yet half-way through the slxties, 
illness, plus age has corne to rnean a very thorough 
limitation of freedom, and general slowing down, 
and dependence upon others; none of which lS alto­
gether easy to a person who prefers to do everYthing 
for herself at express speed. But H' s a marveIlous 
discipline, and introduces one to a completely fresh 
series of tests and opportumties, and involves the 
discovery of 50 much devoted kindness. 24 

On paper, this may seem rather mundane, but in effect this is, as 
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Thérèse of Lisieux called it, "the small way of the cross": the very sruff of which 

saints are made. The resolution made in 1930 to prepare herself for i11 health 

had becn taken in earnest. She had warked at it. 

On 15 June, 1941, Evelyn Underhill died. She had developed a blaod clot in 

her neck and far four weeks had been very ill. 

By sorne seerningly impossible chance, a description of her death on a 

penclled memorandum, a loose piece of paper, was found in one of her own books, 

in a secondhand bookshop. It is not dated and provides no clue as to the identity of 

the author. 25 It reads, 

... She had a good bit of pain and she set herself with 
great fortitude ta face the situation. She had sorne deep 
laid scherne to combat pain by means of prayer, but she 
sent messages ta many people asking for prayers for aU 
sufferers, for union of ChristIan Churches. She went 
through a good bit of pain which reached a climax when 
the distress seemed to be spiritual rather than physical. 
She was very strange and we thought she was dying. Then 
next morning she became radiantly happy and remained 
an day in an ecstasy of triumph, from what she said she 
knew that something had been accomplished and the 
sufferers would not be dlsappointed. She was rejoicing 
in God and ID Christ in a way WhlCh was very different 
from her normally austere devotion. She fell asleep very 
peacefully. We watched the course of events Wlth the 
greatest interest and (1) exhileration. 26 

Evelyn Underhill was buried in the churchyard of St. John' s Parish Church, 

Harnpstead. 

At Pleshey, where she had made her first retreat in 1922, and had begun her 

vocation as a "conductor" of retreats, a memorial to her has been set up. In the 

chapel is placed a Donatello plaque of a Madonna which had belonged to her. 27 It 
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was given by her husband. The quotation accompanying it is from John Donne: 

"Blessed he God that He is God, only and divinely like Himself. "28 

It fittingly recaIls both the transcendent God, always the object and the 

cause of her adoration, and the Incarnation, His presence amongst us. These were 

the two aspects of Christianity which she made the central focus of all her later lite, 

through her "co-operation, " which was her life and her work. 

In The Spiritual Life she wrote, 

To live a spiritual life means subordinating all other 
interests to that facto 29 ... We are transmitters as 
weIl as receivers. Our contemplation a:1d our action, 
our humble self-offering to God, keeping ourselves 

sensItive to His music and light, and our generous 
self-opening to our fellow creatures, keeping our­
selves sensitive to their needs, ougbt to form one 
life, mediating between God and His world, and 
bringing the saving power of the Eternal into time. 30 

It was this life to which she gave her utmost. 

1 
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PART VI - An Assessment 

1. The Influence of Evelyn Underhill. 

Dur:ng her lifetime, Evelyn llnderhill enjoyed the reputation of being,first, 

an influential writer on the subject of mysticism and later, a sound retreat con­

ductor, director of souls, and authority on liturgy and spirituallife. 

Twelve years after her death, rer works were still being read. 

In the introduction to an anthology of her work (1953), Lumsden Ba .. :kway 

(then Bisho;J of the Episcopal Church of Scotland) was able to state that her books, 

though never advertised, had a steady sale: ". .. Evelyn Underhill still ext "ts a 

potent influence. " 1 

This cannot be said today. There are two biographies of Underhill. The 

most recent of these, Christopher Arrnstrong's book published in 1975, is now out 

of print, 2 and certainly not widely available. It seems that today, Evelyn 

llnderhill is "out of date. " 

Two questions arise. The first is why is she no longer read. The second is 

whether tu state that she is pass~e is a valid assessment. To answer these ques­

tions one must evaluate her spirituality and the assessments of her critics. 

Certainly, part of the rr>ason that Underhill is not widely read today is the 

fact that she has not always been well-served by her critics, particularly those of 

her own communion. 

It is not easy to label Underhill. The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian 

Church de scribes her as an "exponent of the mysticallife ... 3 The Twentieth 
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Century Encycl0eedia of Religious Knowledge caUs her "a writer on spiritual 

religion, a religious poet and a spiritual counsellor. ,,4 Perhaps the best descrip-

tion is found in the New Catholic Encyclopedia: "Anglican authority on mystical 

theology, auth01:', and spiritual director." 5 (Unforttmately, this short article con-

tains numerous errors, calling Worship her second book, substituting Cambr~dge 

for Oxford, crediting von HUgel with leading her into full participation in the 

Church of England, etc .. ) 

OlIve Wyon in her study of Underhill asks the question, "Who was she?" 

and answers, 

Obviously [UnderhiU] was an exceptional person ... and she was 
supremely normal; as someone has said, she was 'a great saint 
and a great hurnan being.' She does not fall into any category. 
She was not like anyone el se ... she was simply herself: a 
many-sided, witt y, lovable, delightful, and fascinating person, 
who touched life at many points and cared greatly for people. 

Yet there was a reticence and a mystery about her which 
rneant that, like so many other people, she could never reveal 
herself fully to another human being. She was 'at home' only 
in God. 6 

For Michael Ramsey (fo.!.mer Archbishop of Canterbury\ "Underhill was 

seen from the 1920's onwards not as the exponent of mysticism, or as an evolu-

tionary philosopher but as a doctor of the Christian Church •... Evelyn Underhill 

[became] the teacher."7 This is high prai~e, and coming from an Anglican author-

ity counts for much. 

The tact that nurnerous critical articles have been written about Underhill 

demonstrates that the "mystery" of which Wyon speaks has continued to evoke 

interest over the years. 
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ln a 1958 article, J. Henry Bodgener divides Pnderhill's books into two 

categories. These are the "erudlte and didactic" works and the devotional books. 

He describes the difference as that between someone arguing a case and someone 

devotedly exercising the art of the cure of souls. 8 It is possible for anyone 

familiar with the field to see the interrelationships and biases. Bodgener has 

obviously read Charles Williams' introduction to the letters and quotes directIy 

from it. although he does not acknowledge it as a quotation. He writes, "Evelyn 

linderhlll's mind, for a woman, was unusually inchned to the abstract ... 9 

Wllhr.ms writes that Underhill was "not ever primarily a writer; she was 

something rather less but much better than that, as other writers will realize. ,,10 

{ One assumes that the "something more" of which he is speaking is what she her-
... 

self carne to caU her vocation - spiritual dIrection and retreat work. But if 

il 
Charles WillIams thought less of her writings there were many who delighted in 

1 

them. This is eVldent from the printing hlstOry of each of her books. 

One must keep ID mind, of course, that the various books served different 

purposes. WIlliams divides her books into two classes and caUs them either 

"translations" or .. guide-boOks" (taking the terms from the work she did for the 

First War effort. 11 With "translations" he groups the actual translations, 

critlcal editions and journalistic work. "Guide-books" are "those books she wrote 

which • serve as direct exhortations of the way' ... 12 These are based on the psych-

ology of the time. 

( This classif:i..:.~tion would seem to be rather too simple: it gives no indica-

tion of her development or, as she herself acknowledged, the many phases of 
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religious beHef that she had passed through during her lite. 13 Many of her books 

can he seen as reflectors or indicators of her own spiritual pilgrimage. What she 

called her "religious phases" began before her interest in the occult with her 

passion for Plotinus and the experience of "the alone with the Alone." It ended 

with her being rooted in Christian history: in the prayers of the liturgy. 

The tracing of this development would have to begin with early fascination 

of the occult that sparked her novels, followed by the study of mysticism (after 

"converslOn"). After this schoJarly study came a simplifled "condensed and more 

popular version" - a "how-to" book. Translations of the works of indivldual 

rnystics tollowed - these, perhaps, being "rnodels" WhlCh had provided inspiration 

for her. The books of the twenties began to expound on the spiritual hfe. A 

second "conversion" led to her embracing institutionalisn, and sacramentalism. 

Her books during this period dealt with the question of who God 15 (phIlosophy) and 

with ways of developing a relationshlp with the "Supernatural" in the England of the 

twenties. This in turn led her to a study of liturgy: how people worship ln different 

communions. Finally, she undertook to edit a collection of prayers. 

Several aspects of this journey need to be examined more closely. 

2. The Mystic Germ. 

How did Underhill first catch thjs "rnystic germ" (as William James used 

to caU it)?14 The following excerpt from Plotmus' Enneads would seem to give 

ample evidence of a likely source: 
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The soul has naturally a love of God and desires to be 
united with Him .... He who has beheld this Beloved 
knows the truth of what 1 say, how the sou! then re­
ceives a new life when she has gone forth to it, and 
come to it and participated in it, 80 that in her new con­
dition she knows that the giver of true life is beside her 
and she needs nothing else. ... It is pos sible for us 
even while here in the body to behold Him and ourselves 
in such wise as it is lawful 101' us to see. Ourselves we 
see illumined, full of the light of the intelligible, or 
rather as that very light itself, pure, without heaviness, 
upward rising. Verily we see ourselves as made, nay, 
as being God himself. Then it is that we are kindled. 
But when we sink to earth again we are, as it were, 
put out. 15 

lIS. 

If This explams where Underhill caught "the rnystic gerrn, " there is no doubt 

that rnany others would do the same from her OW11 writings. In the "Conclusion" of 

Mysticism (1911) she writes, 

[The] episodes of splendor and of terror [of the great 
rnystics] are hard for corn mon men to accept or under­
stand .•.. But the genn of that same transcendent life, 
the spring of the arnazing energy which enables the 
great mystic to rise to freedom and dominate his world, 
is latent in a11 of us; an integral part of our humanity • 
• .• Every person then, who awakens to consciousness 
of a Reality which transcends the normal world of sense 
•.. is put of necessity upon a road which follows at low 
levels the path which the mystic treads at high levels. 
The success with which he follows this way to freedom 
and full life will depend on the intensity of his love, hiS 
steadfastness and courage. It will depend on the gener­
osity, and completeness of his outgoing passion for abso­
lute beauty, absolute goodness, or absolute truth. 16 

We can see that Underhill had picked up James' "gerrn" (perhaps un-

consciously). At the same tIme, one may find the basis for two common criticisms 

levelled at Underhill in this early period: the first, that (wo)man makes the 

initial approach; the second, that everyone is a mystic. The first has been dealt 
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with in the body of the paper. As for the second, while she holds that each person 

has .. the germ," it is obvious that "sucees s" (as she caUs it) is not guaranteed. 

Even then, a "mystic" is one who follows the same path at "high levels." 

ln a 1936 article, "What is Mysticism," she writes, 

It is hardly strange that such a trans~ormation of existence, 
such an ascent to the very summits of human nature, is 
seldom achieved; and costs those who do achieve it a good 
deal. We like to look on the spirituallife as something 
very noble, very holy; but also very peaceful and consol­
ing. The word "contemplation" easily tempts those who 
have not tried it to think that the mystical life consists in 
looking at the Everlasting Hills, and having nice feelings 
about God. But the world of contemplation is really con­
tinuous with the world of prayer, in the same way as the 
Alps are continuous with the lower pastures. To enter 
it means exchanging the lovely view for the austere real­
ity, penetrating the strange hill-country, slogging up 
stony tracks in heavy boots, bearing fatigue and risking 
fog and storm, helping fellow-climbers at one's own cost. 
It means renouncing the hotel-life level of religIon with 
its comforts and conveniences and setting our face towards 
the snows; not for any personal ambition or enjoyment, but 
driven by the strange mountain love. The great mystics 
experience all of [it],and are well content to do sa. 17 

But aIl this lS to he dO!1e as a response to prevenient grace, and the only 

goal is "the supernatural life of perfect union with the self-giving and out-pouring 

18 love of God. " 

A contemporary writer quotes this from her Practical Mysticism, the 

third form of contemplation: "You are therefore to let yourself go; to cease aH 

" " " d h" ,,19 H dd "Th' he "bl cons'-lOUS, arunous stnvmg an pus mg. e a s: 1S may very senSl e 

advice if one succeeds in understanding by mysticism that simple docility to grace 

that Miss Underhill has in mind, one that she herself undoubtedly practiced. • .. 

She granted to others much the same high fidelity to grace that wa s character-
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istic of her own ways with people and at her prayers •.•• In her own persona! 

life, Evelyn Underhill was a person of deep supernatural refinement and a most 

dedicated worker for the Kingdom of God. ,,20 One assumes that this statement 

is based on her later achievement. 

3. Two Spiritualities: Ignatius and Olier. 

In the 1930's at a retreat she was conducting, Underhill made the observa-

tion that "We are aIl rather inclined to be a bit romantic about religion. But God 

is a realist. "21 

By this time she too was a "critical realist,,22 (as von HUge! had been), but 

it had r 'Jt always been so. Pratt writes that, 

•.• the mystic is essentially a romanticist. By saying 
this l mean that he exhibits in a large degree that con­
fidence in emotion and imagination which are at the 
bottom of romanticism. ..• Not only are his feelings 
and imagmings intense but his confidence in them is 
usually considerable, and he often makes a deliberate 
effort to cultivate bath. 23 

While this definition begs the question as to whether Underhill 'Vas a 

mystic, 24 it rnay provide the clue ta ber long-lasting interest in Ignatian spiritual-

ity. The congruences between phrases in her letters and in the "Ignatian Exercises" 

have been dernonstrated in Part 1. 

Karl Rahner writes that "Ignatius is less concemed in the Meditations with 

what commended itself by clarity and depth of insight than with what brought con-

solation and desolation. ,,25 (Sp. Ex. n.6) The emphasis then was on "feelings and 

imagination"- appropriate tools for Underhill's "romanticism." On Ignatius and 
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his "method," Pratt comments: 

Ignatius Loyola, one of the great systematizers and 
[spiritua:(J directors, recommends to beginners 
that this form of meditlation [practiced concentration) 
should invoke the imagination ["memorY], under­
standing, and the will, ... one should exercise one' s 
wIll and one's affections, arousing in connection with 
each sacred scene or theological truth [the subject 
of the concentration), the appropriate emotion. 

Let no one think the exercise of meditation an easy 
matter. • •. It is no easy thing to become a mystic 
by rule. And here let me add that the systematic 
training prescribed by such writers as Loyola presents 
the practice of the imitators rather than of the great 
mystics • 

. .. The kind of rneditation on many sacred themes 
which has just been described, If faithfulIy followed, is 
likely to lead at last to a new kind of experience which 
the French mystics calI the "oraison affective. "26 

It was this method of prayer which Underhill referred to so often in her 

letters and in her bOJks. It should be noted that much of the materia] which 

Ignatius used for his "rnethod" was not new, but its effectiveness rested in his 

psychological insight and in its final form. 

Although Underhill does not refer to Ignatius by name in her letters of 

direction, in her books he is often mentioned (beginning in 1925). Particularly, 

h "th f SI' 27 . ~ e mentIons e great prayer 0 t. gnanus, 'Take Lord, and recelve'. " 

(n. 234). It is the prayer of self-offering, which is the prayer of hope. In her 

later years, Underhill was greatly influenced by the works of John of the Cross 

(1542-1591). With Ignatius (1491-1556) and Teresa of Avila (1515-1591), thcse 

three great Spanish mystics displayed the dual character of mystical life in its 

fulness. Each was both a profound contemplative and a practical organizer and 

118. 
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reformer. Perhaps it was these two qualities which so appealed to Underhill, 

herself a woman of prayer and a woman with many responsibilities. 

Her devotion and her vocation would also have led ber to another form of 

prayer - that of J.J. Olier, founder of the Sulpicians. In Henri Bremond's great 

work on French religious thought, two extended footnotes explain Oher' s "method" 

and compare it with that of Ignatius. 28 

Olier diVlded prayer into three parts: adoration, communion, cooperation. 

11us division was first devised by the Cardinal de Bérulle, passed on to his 

disciple Charles Condren, then to Olier, and finally to M. Tronson - whence it 

became the "Sulpician Method.·' But since the triad was based on a!titudes, it 

was not a method which could he taught, such as that of Ignatius. Whereas a 

JesUlt will speak of resolutions (id quod volo), the Bérullian will speak of cooper-

ation. The difference between these, according to Olier, is that the word 

"resolution" is an expression of our will, whereas the word "cooperation" seems 

to depend more on the virtue of the Holy Spirit. When M. Tronson developed 

Olier' s ideas, although it was called a "method, " it is important to remember 

that it was more of a programme. Bremond adds that just as one cannot compare 

grammar and poetry so the two schools cannot be compared from the point of view 

of method, but must be compared spirit with spirit, tendency with tendency. 29 

The fact that Underbill was influenced by these two schools of spirituality 

would seem to indicate that she did just that: and was able to choose from each 

tha t which suited her needs. 

She writes a piece on Ignatius and another on Bérulle in her 1925 book, 
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The Mystics of the Chur~h. Ignatius is typical of Spanish spirituality. The 

Spiritual Exercises, despite their outward appearance of formalisrn, are the work 

of a rnystic aware of the reality of God and His work on the soul. 30 Bérulle best 

represents the doctrinal side of French rnysticism, "saturating and transforming 

dogrnatic the 01 ogy with his own intense consciousness of God. ,,31 He is profound-

Iy theocentric and always begins with adoration of God. 32 

Underhill changed the word co-operation to "action" in her version of the 

triad, as dernonstrated in The Golden Sequence (1933). In Worship in the chapter 

"The Principles of Personal Worshlp" she writes on the Chnstocentric nature of 

the "Spiritual Exerclses" and of the "Sulpician Method of Prayer. ,,33 It is quite 

true that the "Exercises" are centred on the Person of Christ. What is notable is 

that Underhill could have been sa familiar with them and yet proclaim to the end 

of her days that she, "left to herself would just go off on God alone. ,,34 B ecause 

of her years with von Hligel, she knew that she shouldn't, but awe, leading to ador-

ation, would always be the centre of her spirituallife. 

4. The Church of Her Choice 

In spite of her established Angiican practice, bath von Hligel and Don 

Chapman urged Evelyn Underhill ta remain open to the possibility of yet becoming 

a "Roman." She writes to Chapman in 1931, 

1 have been for years now a practising Anglo-Catholic 
and solidly believe in the Catholic status of the AnglIcan 
Church, as ta orders and sacraments, little as 1 apprec­
iate rnany of the things done among us. It seems to me 
a respectable suburb of the city of God - but aIl the same, 
pan of "greater London. Il 1 appreciate the superior food, 
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etc., to he had nearer the centre of things. But the 
whole point to me is in the fact that our Lord has 
put me here, keeps on giving me more and more jobs 
ta do for souls here, and has never given me orders 
ta move. ln fact, when 1 have been inclined to think 
of this, something has always stopped me, and if 1 
did it, it would be purels- an act of spiritual self­
interest and self-will. 3 

From this we can assume that she did think of changing her communion 

from time to Ume. Cropper writes, "1 remember ber telling me that in the 
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thirties vanous Roman Catholic friends tried again ta persuade her ta change ber 

obedlence, teIling her that aIl her work for souls was wasted lf not harmful, since 

it was heretical. The Rev. R. Somerset Ward (ber director from 1933 on) re-

collects that, when she first carne to consult him, she was still troubled by those 

who made this suggestion. "36 

But she was critical of her contemporary, Vernon Johnson, an Anglican 

priest who seceded ta Rome. She reviewed the latter's book in 1929 for the 

Spectator. Fr. Johnson seemed to have been influenced almost solely by a visit ta 

the shrine of Thérèse of Lisieux. "And as a special privilege was even allowed ta 

hold her skipping rope in his hand. ,,37 (One is amused then, ta read in a letter of 

the year before of her own visit to the shrine of the Spanish Teresa: "At the Casa 

Santa where the room she was born in is turned into a chapel, the friar who showed 

us around let me hold her rosary in my band. ,,38 She ends the review with, "The 

arguments by which Mr. Johnson proved ta hirnself the Scriptural basis of Papal 

claims add nothing to it. Their quality has a certain bitter interest for those 

concerned with the intellectual training of Anglican priests; but they are irrelevant 

ta a conversion in wbich the factor of intuition so completely outweighs the factor 
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of thought. "39 

Perhaps one can say that it was "thought" that kept Underhill in the Church 

of England. But she was even more intolerant of Newman's seceSSIon . 

. The following letter of 1933 is quoted at length because it is so biased as 

to be almost delightful: 

•.• As to that restless feeling that the Roman Church 
is drawing you (a) mere nature makes us aIl a bit 
restless in the spring, and is likely to rouse our 
dominant interest; (b) the Church of Rome must al­
ways have a sort of attraction for those who love 
prayer because it does understand and emphasize 
worship. But the whole question of course is, not 
"What attracts and would help me?" but "Where can 
l serve Gcd best?" and usually the answer to that 
is, "Where He has put me ...... It is obvious that 
people who can pray and help others to, are desper­
ately needed in the C. of E. tsic]. And to leave 
that job because the devotional atmosphere of Rome 
is attractive, is simply to abandon the trenches and 
go back to Barracks. If aU the Tractarians had 
imitated Newman' s spiritual selfishness English 
Religion (unless Cod had raised up other reformers) 
would be as dead as mutton! There is a great deal to 
be done and a great deal to put up wlth, and the diet 
is often none too good - but we are here to feed His 
sheep where we find them, not to look for comfy 
quarL~rs! At least, that is rny firm beHef. And the 
life of prayer can be developed in the C. of E. as well 
as anywhere else if we really mean it. 40 

While this may sound somewhat self-righteous, it is not her last word. 

By the time she writes Worship (1936) Newman has become a "great Tractariari'41 

and she seerns to have a more balanced view of Anglicanism. 

If you do decide on the Church of E ngland make 
up your mind to accept it as a whole, for what 
it is, a "Bridge Church" which can include both 
those whose emphasis is Catholic and those whose 
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emphasis ie Evangelical, 50 long as they accept 
the only true basis of Catholicity - the Scriptures, 
the Creeds and the two Sacrami:nts. Don't he 
sectional and anti-Protestant! Just quietly leave 
what doesn't suit you and feed your soul on the 
things that nourish It. 42 
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If there are both sud den and graduaI conversions, perhaps we could think 

of this as a fourth conversion or "shift " for Evelyn Underhill: probably occasioned 

by her scholarly research for her book, Worship. Thus it might he said that un-

like Vernon (in her review) the "factor of thought" had come to outweigh "the factor 

of intuition" and she became in every way, an Anglican at last. 43 

5. The Critics. 

It has been noted that E. 1. Watkins' critique of Cropper's blOgraphy probably 

inspired the thesis of Mary Xavier Kirby. The "Biographical Introduction" seems 

to indicate a strong blas towards von HUgel and a tendency to give to hirn the high 

compliment of being primarily responsible for Underhill's spiritual development. 

"One by one, under his guidance, she repudlated her positions. ,,44 This seerns 

rather strong for one who was already "converted." Twice Kirby strengthens her 

position by exc1uding key sentences from Underhill' s letters to von HUgel. In the 

first instance she is writing about the historical events in the Gospels, and of how 

von HUgel has helped her to accept them as "facts." Kirby omits, "1 have never 

doubted their occurrence but they rnean more to me now ... 45 SeconcUy, in speaking 

of her new acceptance of Christocentric devotion, Underhill writes, "This however 

does not mean a devotional volte-face. ,,46 This too is omitted by Kirby. 

Kirby has also missed out the fact that Underhill was directed by Bishop 

1 
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Walter Frere and names Ward as her first Anglican director. In her view, the 

two traditions of spiritualit} which Underhill used in her teaching were those 

which came from St. John of the Cross and from St. Francis de Sales. Thus she 

omits the strong influence of bnth Ignatius and Olier. Since Kirby does not claim 

to be either an historian or a theologian these points, perhaps, need not be 

emphasized. Her concluding paragraph is based, not on Underhill's life, but on 

her works. 

[Evelyn Underhil1'~ spintual writings, rather than her 
mystical ones, place her flrmIy in the fore front of the 
great religious and social movements of today •... 
Her spintual writings •.. reveal a woman belonging 
more to this generation than to her own. ... She is 
as important today as she was in her own day, but for 
dlfferent reasons. 47 

It would seem then that UnderhiU continued to he appreciated by critics of 

the Roman Communion even though she did not join Rome. Anglican critics appear 

to be less dppreciative. One c: these is Valerie Pitt. Her article in Prisl!l, a 

literary journal, begins with a critique of "people who lay claim to extraordinary 

spiritual expenence. " ... "It is horrifying, " she continues, 

to watch the drift of people whose gifts could mean so much 
to the Church, into a world in which Spirituah ty, 'the 
prayer-hfe, , as they caU it, is the be-all-and-end-aU of 
eXIstence; in which the Christian' s roIes, ~etreats, crosses, 
consolations and what not have become almost the raIson 
d'être of the Gospel. 

It would not be unjust to take our picture of this world from 
Miss Cropper' s Evelyn Underhill. Miss Underhill had an 
influence on Anglican Spirituality, 1 do not myself think a 
good influence, which is certainly dominant in spiritually­
minded circles today. • .. 
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We are confronted in fact with a cosy gossipy world. 
with a private manner of speech, and almost a 
private r,ult. 48 

What Pitt neglects to say is that "weil are also confronted with private 

correspondence, never intended for publication, between two intimate friends. 

Can this be called "a private cult?" 

Pitt goes on to take Underhill to task for certain remarks written to von 

Hligel on her work for the poor (which, incidentally, was for her no new thing). 

Pitt analyses her motIve ("outrageous") and writes that Underhill is "sublimely 
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unaware of the insult to personality. "49 It could only be that Pitt is completely 

ignorant of the facts of the situation. 

Pitt' s article develops into a critique of spiritual direction in the Church 

of England. 

If an Anglican has the misfortune to possess exceptional 
spiritual gifts his chances of wandering into eccentricity 
or unreality from the mere want of guidance are very 
higb •.. [because] there are not more than fivE. or ten 
clergymen in the Church of England with the knowledge 
or experience of it. . .• The want here is principally 
one of theology .... We cannot in fact afford to leave 
the study of moral, ascetic, and mystical theology to 
the odd lay person with a general interest. It is the 
business of the clergy, not of lay people, ho.vever, 
gifted, to direct souls ...• They have the authority, 
they have the grace of Orders; is it too much to ask 
that they should now acquire the necessary learning?50 

It would appear that the Church of England didn't think it was too much to 

ask at the time of Underhill. She was asked to give retreats to clergy. 

Miss Pitt seems to be reacting to a number of things, Cropper, Underhill, 

those with whom Underhill was in contact, the clergy of her communion, and those 
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who would have "spiritual experience": quite an agenda for barely five pages. 

A much-protesting lady indeed! One is left wondering more about Miss Pitt than 

about the subject she critiques. It would he interesting to know just what Pitt has 

read by Underhill and of her, other than Cropper. 

But one should allow Underhill to answer for herself. The following 

passage was delivered in a lecture at a c1ergy convention in 1936. Its importance 

would seern to justify its length. 

There are two outstanding dangers attending the 
direction of souls. One is peculiar to our own times; 
the knowledgc - seldom very deep - of the psychology 
of religion, which is now at the disposaI of rnost 
people interested in the spiritual life. This often in­
duces an unduly critical attitude towards the imagina­
tive and ernotional types of religious experience, which 
are, after aIl, comrnon to humanity ...• 

The other is worse. It is the inclination to discover a 
possible mystic in everyone who develops a passive or 
otherwise unusual type of prayer, or lays c1aim to 
visionary or other experiences. The general reading 
of rnystical literature has produced a great crop of 
this kind of self deception; often unwittingly encouraged 
by clergy who know themselves to he inexpenenced in 
these matters, and are too hurnble-minded to deal with 
them by the obvious standards of common sense. We 
a11 know the type to whom his or her - 1 am afraid 
usuaIly her - devotional life appears of paramount im­
portance, and who is willing to talk about it at great 
length. The genuine contemplative is seldom found in 
this class. Those who are really moving towards deep­
er states of prayer will probably be those who make the 
least demands on you, and are not at a11 anxious to be 
understood. [She suggests that priests should avail 
themselves of c1assical works on prayer J But your 
gre2.test help in this personal work with souls - in 
fact, your only real source of light and strength - will 
be your own life of communion with God. 51 
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It is fascinating to compare Miss Pitt' s article with that of Miss Underhill, 

written twenty-three years before. The latter answers the former. almost point 

by point (apart from the discussion on Cropper, of course). 

Pitt' s article is referred to in the book, English Spirituality by Martin 

Thornton, also an Anglican. "Sorne W!'iters - a few very well known - reached the 

stage where practically any Christian who sa id his prayers affectively was a 

"mystic.' Pastorally the whole thing became very unhealthy indeed. ,,52 It is at 

this point that he refers to the article. Other references are made to Underhill -

such as his opinion that the writings of the particular period in which Underhill and 

her contemporaries wrote, are "outdated and incompatible with present trends, " 

which he caUs a "compliment" as it shows that they "must have sparked off the 

advances in pastoral religion which have now outrun them •.• But it is important 

to see how obsolete this group of writings is." 53 

A review article of Tho rnt on 's book by T. L. Manson would seem to suggest: 

that Thornton's work does not fill the need which he had hoped. 54 Manson writes: 

The ample quotations from great spiritual writers provide 
a feast of good things. However, it is by no rneans al­
ways possible to agree with the deductions offered for our 
consurnption. ... As alienating as are his instructions to 
the laity is the wholesale criticism of his brother clergy 
beyond the bounds of possible real knowledge - and of 
blShops - and the confident finding fauIt with Evelyn 
Underhill, Dame Julian, and St. Anselm. 55 

The rnost comprehensive recent work on Underhill is that of Christopher 

Armstrong who is an Anglican clergyman. In writing the biography he had full 

access to aU extant papers belonging to Underhill. He used them weIl. However, 
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sinee the emphasis in his book faUs on the earlier part of her work, there is still 

room for a study on her writings of the twenties and thirties. 

Of Underhill's own books, Mysticism is still widely available. An 

Anthology of the Love of God 56 and tluee of her retreat addresses in condensed 

booklet-form have been made available recently, the latter as part of a series 

called Treasures from the Spiritual Classics. 57 Perhaps these publications will 

lead to a new interest, particularly in Underhill' s work on spi rituali ty . While the 

retreat addresses may be classified as "treasure" by the editor of the series, they 

have been for the most part undiscovered by this generation. 

6. Conclusion. 

Despite all that can he said, Evelyn Underhill still remains something of 

an enigma. She wrote under her maiden name and her books do not touch on married 

life. Nor do they give details of her religious expenence. She does speak of her 

faults and in one instance of having had to overcome "claimfulness" (in a letter to 

von HUgel). In her letters we see often that she refers to people ID the possessive: 

my ltalian saint (Sorella Maria), my Bishop, my Old Man (von HUgel), my Abbot, 

my Irish Margaret, rny Indian (Tagore), Her temperament seems to have enabled 

her to follow eagerly whatever and wboever attracted her. Her attraction to Rome 

was nourished by the use of the rosary, of holy water, of a devotion to the Way of 

the Cross and a collection of holy medals. 

These "Roman" habits may have caused Anglican readers of her early books 

to disown her as an Anglican, while they seerned to have endeared ber to Catholic 

readers. In seeking a spiritual director she preferred "strong" direction: someone 
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to tell her what to do. Perhaps this was a habit since she was the only child of her 

father whom she both loved and respected. This love and respect, given also to 

her husband, caused her to delay her submission to Rome. Hubert Smart Moore's 

concern that a confessor would come between them as husband and wife perhaps 

demonstrated his need to be the dominant male. But in her reaction to Pascendi, 

the encyclical against modernism, we see Underhill 's other side. Emotional and 

romantic she may have been, but she was also uncompromising once ber intellect 

took over. Since she did not agree with the encyclical, she did not become a 

Roman Catholic, despite her feelings and her devotional fervour. It must have cost 

her somethmg. As time went on she became a spiritually mature Christian in the 

Church of England. Now she could write about religious practice in a most practi­

cal manner. She urged and encouraged her retreatants to "taste and see that the 

Lord is good." She wrote that when sbe was presented wlth ., a11 the stuff about 

Christ being a World Teacher •.. 1 just feel what shalIow, boring, unreal twaddle 

it is! But feeling that doesn't win souls for God. ,,58 

And that is precisely what she came to think of as her vocation: winning 

souls for God. That is the theme and the intention of her later writings. To say that 

Underhill is passée is therefore not true. The books dealing with the pbilosophy and 

psychology of religion may have value rnainly as a witness to the period in which she 

lived, but certainly the retreat addresses are timeless. A book such as The Golden 

Sequence is an enduring c1assic of spirituality: a practical exhortation to holiness, 

based on Cod' s prevenient grace and the human response in courage, initiative and 

surrender. There are times when she seerns to express the inexpressible: to put 
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into words experiences C'nd feelings common to a11 but difficult to verbalize. Her 

letters over the years show her own process of growth. Her intirnate correspond-

enc~ with Friedrich von Htlgel is a privilege to read, revealing as it does her inner-

most thoughts. 

A Swiss phllosopher has written, 

History is not a question of memory, but of reflectively taking 
hold of oneself .•.. The present is •.• an ever-expanding 
circle; it is everything we have taken over and made our own. 
History is thus the matter of our present existence •... And 
by historical we mean, not that which is past (révolu), sur­
passed (dépassé) or no longer present, but conscious trad­
ition, in which the past is recognized both as past and as be­
longing to us; that is to say, integrated mto our present. 59 

As a spokeswoman for this century, Underhill is part of the hentage of the 

Christian Church. It behoves those who caU thernselves Christians to take cogniz-

ance of her contribution. 

A recent article ln Pastoral Psychology by Roy W. Fairchild states that 

because of current shifts in "theological and psychotherapeutic care, " there is a 

growing need in reformed churches "to add what has been traditionally called 

"spiritual directlon" to pastoral counseling and guidance .... "When we say 

'spiritual direction' or 'spiritual guidance' we are referring to the ancient tradition 

in which one person helps another to discern and respond to God' s spirit. . .. What 

we are seeking is one who can aid our integration of the inner and outer joumeys of 

faith. ,,60 

This development is also taking place within the Anghcan and Roman 

communions. If Underhill's works have been neglected perhaps it was because 
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there was a period in the Church when retreats and the art of "the cure of souls" 

were not at the forefront of spirituality. Now they are, for many people. 

The article continues, "The simplest way to start mutual spiritual guidance 

and friendship in the church is by telling the stories of how our lives (even through 

suffering) have been graced. ,,61 The life of Underhill is one such witness. 

Was Evelyn Underhill a mystic? Opinions vary. Anne Fremantle in her 

work on Protestant Mystics does not include Underhill because she wrote "medita-

tions rather than revelations. "62 Barkway writes that she was, 63 Cropper writes 

"like aIl true mystics, she spoke with autbority, ,,64 Kirby writes "Lacking omni-

science, who can say?" 65 

In a 1929 review Underhill writes that, "it is no compliment to give the 

vague title of 'rnystic'. ,,66 But what of this witness of a friend, quoted by Charles 

Williams? 

It was in October 1937 that 1 first met her •... As 1 
entered she got up and turned around, looking so 
fragile as though 'a puff of wind might blow her away' 
might he literally true in her case, but light simply 
streamed from ber face illuminated with a radiant 
smile. . .. One could not but feel consciously •.. that 
one was in the presence of the extension of the Mystery 
of Our Lord' s Transfiguration in one of the members of 
His Mystical Body .... It toid one not only of herself 
but more of God and of the Mystical Body than aIl ber 
work put together. 67 

If, as Evelyn UnderhUl wrote, mysticism is a matter of degree - then we 

can caU ber a contemplative: one whose goal is, like the rnystic, union, but whose 

way is less extreme. Underhil1 was not a recluse, nor did sbe manifest any 

extreme behaviour. She lived between eternity and time and learned to reconcile 
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the two through action of the Spirit in her life. She became an incarnationalist 

and knew "an ever deepening communion" with Jesus Christ. Her need and desire 

to adore and worship God shaped her religious life, from the time of her earliest 

conversion to the end. Her life as a contemplative fostered this development. 

"For," she wrote, "the goal alike of Christian sanctification and Christian worship 

is ceaseless self-offering of the Church, in and with Christ her head, to increase 

the glory of God. ,,68 
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APPENDIX. A Poem by Evelyn Underhill 

Immanence 

1 come in the Uttle things, 
Saith the Lord: 
Not borne on morning wings 
Of majesty, but 1 have set My Feet 
Amidst the delicate and bladed wheat 
That springs triumphant in the furrowed sode 
There do l dwell, in weakness and in power: 
Not broken or divided, saith our God! 
In your straight garden plot 1 come to flower: 
About yeur porch My Vine 
Meek, fruitful, doth entwine; 
Waits, at the threshold, Love's appointed hour. 

1 come in little things, 
Saith the Lord: 
Yea! on the glancing wings 
Of eager birds, the softly pattering feet 
Of furred and gentle beasts. 1 come to meet 
Your hard dnd wayward heart. In brown eyes 
That peep from out the brake, 1 stand confest 
On every ne st 
Where feathery Patience lS content to brood 
And leaves her pleasure for the higb emprize 
Of motherhood -
There doth My Godhead rest. 

1 come In little things, 
Saith the Lord: 
My starry wings 
1 do for sake, 
Love's highway of humility to take. 
Meekly 1 fit My stature to yOUI need. 
In beggar' spart 
About yeur gates 1 shall not cease to plead -
As man, to speak with man -
Till by such art 
1 shall achieve My Immemorial Plan. 
Pass the low lintel of the human heart. 1 
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NOTES 

INTRODUCTION 

1. EUL. p. 341 lists thirty-six different correspondents dated from 1899 to 
1941. The book contains only letters by Underhill which were either 
given or lent for the occasion by the recipients. Since Underhill s~ent 
the evenings writing letters, it can be assumed that this collection 
represents only a small part of her output. 

2. Olive Wyon, Desire for God (London: Fontana, 1966), p.91. 

3. E. I. Watkin, "Evelyn Underhill," The Month 22 (fanuary, 1959): 45. 

4. "Clouds of Unknowing," Prism 3 (1959): 7-12 

5. Watkin, "Evelyn Underhill, ": 45. 

6. IbId., p.50. 

7. Thanks are due to the University of Pennsylvania for the loan of this thesis. 

8. Mary Xavier Kirby, s. s. j., Ph. D. dissertation. 

9. The four other doctoral theses are: 

A) Regina Maria Bechtle, "The Mystic and the Church in the Writings of 
Evelyn Underhill." Ph. D. dissertation, Fordham University, 1979. 

134. 

B) Alice Selby Boyack, "Evelyn Underhill's Interpretation of the Spiritual Life. " 
Ph. D. dissertation, Fordham L'niversity, 1979. 

C) Rayon Lamon Brown, "The Doctrine of God in 19th and 28th Century 
England as Found in Baron Friedrich von HUgel, Evelyn Underhill, William 
Inge." Th. D. dissertation, New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary, 1978. 

D) Robert Gail Woods, "Evelyn Underhill's Concept of Worship." Th. D. 
dissertation, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1971. 

10. Armstrong does not say who it was that issued this invitation. 

Il. This fine bibliography lists sorne one hundred works of Underhill. Details are 
gi ven of writings from obscure and obsolete publications which even the 
CùnSClentlOus researcher wOLÙd he hard-pressed to find e]sewhere. It 
should be note d, howeyer, !hat it is incomplete. 
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13. 

The would-be author, Joan W. Gartland, was contacted by the Religious 
Studies Library, McGill University. She asked that this fact he noted. 
Joan W. Garland to Jennifer Wheeler, 30 March, 1984, McGill Univer­
sity Library. 

Alec Vidler, The Modemist Movement in the Roman Church. (London: 
Cambridge University Press, 1934), p. 114. 

PART 1 - Underhill's England 

1. New Catholic Encyclopedia, 1974 Supplement, s. v. "Modernism," by 
J.J. Heaney. 

2. Cuthbert Butler to Friedrich von Htigel, 28 December 1922. Cited by J.J. 
Kelly in "On the Fringe of the Modemist Crisis, " Downside Review 97 
(Oct. 1979): 298. 
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3. Roger Lloyd, The Church of England 1900 - 1965 (London: S. C. M. Press, 
1966), pp. 99-100. 

4. Ibid., p.89. 

5. Ibid., p.92. 

6. Roger Lloyd, The Church in the 20th Century vol. 1 (London: Longmans 
Green, 1947), p. 115. 

7. William Ralph Inge, Outspoken Essays (London: Longmans Grlen, 1919), 
pp. 231- 232. 

8. Ibid., pp. 232-233. 

9. Ibid., p. 204. 

10. Lloyd, The Church of England, p. 127. 

11. Ibid., p. 134-135. 

12. A Quaker expression. 

13. Quoted in CEU, p. 125: no date, no addressee. 

14. Evelyn Underhill to D. E., 13 May, 1937. EUL, p.257. 
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PART II - The Early Years, 1875-1910 

1. Biographical details can be found both in AEU and in CEU. 

2. A Bar-Lamb's Ballad Book (London: Kegan, Paul, Trench, Truber, 1902). 

3. Olive Wyon, Desire for God (London: Fontana, 1966), p.86. 

4. AEU, p. 2J . 

5. Cited in AEU, p.22. 

6. AEU, p.3. 

7. Quoted in full in CEU, p. 4 and AEU, p. 8. 

8. CEU, pp. 4-6. 

9. Baron Friedrich von HUgel - see Part 1. 

10. "Modernist" - see Part I. 

11. Evelyn Underhill to Margaret Cropper, Tues (1932), EUL, p.206. 

12. AEU, p. 27. 

13. Charles Williams. Introduction to EUL, p.lO. 

14. Evelyn Underhill to Margaret Robinson, 29 November, 1904, EUL, p.51. 

15. AEU. pp. 37-38. 

16. AEU. p.42. 

17. AEU. p.43. 

18. CEU, p. 27. 

19. AEU, p.51. 

( 20. Evelyn Underhill to Mrs. Meyrick Heath, 14 May, 1911, EUL, pp. 125-126. 

21. His father was Archbishop of Canterbury. 



22. C. C. Martindale, The LUe of Monsignor Robert Hugh Benson, 2 vols. 
(London: Longmans Green, 1916). 

23. Ibid., vol. 2, p. 258. 

24. Ibid., p. 260. 

25. AEU, p. 55. 

26. "Modernism" - See above, note 10. 

27. C. C. Martindale, The Life of Monsignor Robert Hugh Benson, vol. 2, 
pp. 260- 261. 

28. Ibid., pp. 264- 265. 

29. Thld., p.265. 

30. Ibid., p.237. 

31. Ibid., footnote 2. 

32. Evelyn Underhill to Hubert Stuart Moore, March 1910, EUL, p.llO. 

33. Watkin bases this on the correspondence from C. C. Martindale, The Life 
of Monsignor Robert Hugh Benson, but does not give the reference. 
"Evelyn Underhill," The Month 22 Qanuary, 1959): 45-50. 

137. 

34. Since his comments are a paraphrase of C. C. :Martindale's paraphrase of 
Underhill's letter, Watkin is here quoted verbatim, to avoid yet another 
paraphrase. 

35. Ibid., pp. 47-48. 

36. Ibid., p. 47. 

37. Evelyn Underhill to Margaret Robinson, 22 April, 1907, EUL, p.60. 

38. Evelyn Underhill to Hubert Stuart Moore, 1 May, 1907, EUL, p.60. 

39. Evelyn Underhill to Margaret Robinson, 12 May, 1907, EUL, pp. 63-65. 

40. Quoted in CEU, p.98. No addressee given. 

41. Evelyn Underhill to Margaret Robinson, 12 May, 1907, EUL, p.64. 
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42. Ibid. , 30 May, 1907, EUL, p.66. 

43. Ibid. , 9 October, 1907, p. 69. 

44. Ibid .. 30 Decem ber. 1907, p.1O. 

45. Ibid. 

46. Ibid. , Holy Week, 1909, pp. 97-98. 

47. St. Ignatius of Loyola was the fOlUlder of the jesuit Order. The "Exercises" 
are thus defined by Ignatius himself in the "first notation, " the numbering 
system of the Exercises. (References here ta various notations will be 
noted by n. + number.) 
S. E. N. 1. "By the terro Spiritual Exercises it roeant every method of 
examination, of vocal and mental prayer, and of other spiritual activities 
that will be mentioned later. For just as taking a walk, journeying on 
foot, and rwming al'e bodily exercises, so we caU Spirirual Exercises 
every way of preparing and disposing the soul toward itself of an in­
ordmate attachments, and, after their removal, of seeking and finding 
the will of God in the disposition of our life for the salvation of our soul. " 

48. In the bibliography of Mysticism (I911), pp. 570- 571, there is listed an 
English translation by E. M. Rix, with a Preface by G. Tyr rell , 1900, 
in addition to an 1841 Spanish text and an anonyrnous English translation 
of 1880. 

49. Evelyn Underhill ta Margaret Robinson, 20 August, 1908, EUL, p.82. 

50. Ibid., 7 July, 1908, p.80. 

51. From Immanence, a Book of Verses, pp. 13-15, in An Anthology of the Love 
of Gad, from the writings of Evelyn Underhill, edited by Lumsden Barleway 
and Lucy Menzies (London: A. R. Mowbray, 1953), p.158. 

52. Evelyn Underhill ta Hubert Stuart Moore, Easter week, 1910, EUL, p.1l4. 

53. Evelyn Underhill ta Margaret Robinson, 12 April, 1910, EUL, p.116. 

54. AEU, pp. 9J-91. 

55. AEU, p.93. 
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PART III - The Influence of Mysticism, 1911-1920 

1. For a thorough, illuminating and responsible discussion of this book and its 
place in its time, see Armstrong, AEU, pp. 95-135. 

2. MYl, p.578. One of the most important sections of Mysticism was the 
comprehensive bibliography, revised with each new edition. 

3. MYl, p.580. 

4. MY2, Preface p. viii. 

5. William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902, reprint ed., 
Mentor Books, 1958), pp. 292- 294. 

6. MY2, pp. 96-97. 

7. AEU, p.114. 

8. Evelyn Underhill to Margaret Robinson, 1 December, 1909, BUL, pp. 106-107. 

9. Evelyn Underhill to MI:s. Meyrick Heath, AUL, p.146. Misdated 1913 by 
Charles Williams. See ABU, p.117, who dates the series of four Bergson 
lectures as having taken place in mid-autumn, 1911. 

10. KEU, pp. 115-116. 

11. MY3, p. 43. 

12. Charles Williams, Introduction to The Letters of Evelyn Underhill, p. 17. 

13. The present writer's copy of 1914, a discard from the Fraser Institute in 
Montreal is stamped, "Adults Only. " 

14. MY3, p. 43. 

15. Ibid., p. 164. 

16. Cited in the Spectator 139 Ouly 16, 1927): 99. 

17. Ibid. 

18. Charles E. Raven, Natural Religion and Christian Theology. The Gifford 
Lectures 1952. Second series: Experience and Interpretation (Cambridge: 
University Press, 1953), pp. 206-207. 
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19. The Roman Catholic philosopher referred to above. 

20. Friedrich von HUgel, "To a Lady, " Selected Letters 1896-1924, ed. Bernard 
Holland (London: J. M. Dent, 1927, reprint ed., 1928), p.187. 

21. Evelyn Underhill to J. A. Herbert, 16 September, 1911, EUL, p.129. 

22. AEU, pp. 131-132. 

23. MY2, Preface, xi. 

24. Evelyn Underhill to Margaret Robinson, 7 February. 1911, EUL. p.120. 

25. Ibid .• 12 April, 1911, p.124. 

26. Ibid., 25July, 1911, p.127. 

27. Ibid., 6 February, 1912, p.131. 

28. Ibid., p.132. 

29. Evelyn Underhill to Mrs. Meyrick Heath, 31 March, 1911, EUL, p.122. 

30. Ibid., 15 May, 1911, p.126. 

31. Ibid., 15 August, 1911, p.128. 

32. Ibid., "Low SWlday," 1912, p.134. 

33. Evelyn UnderhilI, "The Place of Will, Intellect and Feeling in Prr.yer, " 
(1913). Reprinted in ESS. 

34. Evelyn Underhi11 to Mrs. Meyrick Heath, 12 May, 1912, EUL, p.138. 

35. Ibid. 

36. Evelyn Underhlll, The Mystic Way (London: J. M. Dent, 1913), Preface p. vii. 

37. Ibid., Preface, p. viii. 

38. Ibid., Preface, p.x. 

39. Ibid., p. 120. 

40. Ibid. t p. 123. 
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41. AEU, p.146. 

42. Ibid., p. 148. 

43. Evelyn Underhill to Miss Nancy Paul, Easter Week, 1913, EUL, p.140. 

44. Evelyn Underhill to J. A. Herbert, 30 March, 1913, EUL, p.141. 

45. Ibid., Apri11913, EUL, p.143. 

46. Ibid., 

47. Evelyn Underhill to Mrs. Meyrick Heath, 10 February, 1912, EUL, pp. 
133-134. 

48. Cited by Charles Williams in Introduction to EUL, pp. 18-19. 

49. Jacques Maritain, Bergsonian Philosophy and lllomism, transe Mabelle L. 
Andison (New York: Pt1110sophical Library, 1955), footnote 1, p.325. 

50. Ibid., footnote l, p. 337. 

51. Evelyn Undcrhill, Practical Mysticism, A Little Book for Nonnal People 
(London: J. M. Dent, 1914, reprint ed., 1940), Preface, p. x. 

52. Ibid., p.3. 

53. E. I. W. [E. 1. WatkiI1], Review of Practic&l Mysticism by Evelyn Underhill, 
The Dublin Review 157 (October 1915), p.401. 

54. ESS, p.30. 

55. ESS, "The Blessed Angela of Foligno" (1912), p.1.69. 

56. AEU, p.121. 

57. AEU, p.157. 
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58. One Hundred Poems of Kabir , transe by Rabindranath Tagore, assisted by 
Evelyn Underhill. Introduction by Evelyn Underhill (London: The lndian 
Society, 1914). It has since been discovered that these poems are not 
the work of Kalsir but of another Indian poet. 

59. A thorough search yielded two books. The first author discusses several of 
the poems in Imma.~. He does not mention Theophanies, even in his 
bibliography. See Hoxie Neale Fairchild, Religious Trends in English 
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Poetry. vol. 5. Gods of a Changing Poetry (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1962). 
The second contains a brief discussion of her poetry as mystical poetry. 
William J. Noon (s.j.) p0..etrl and Prayer (New Jersey: Rutgers University 
Press, 1967), pp. 73-7'7. 

60. Evelyn Underhill to May Sinclair, 2 May, 1911, KEU, p.240. 

61. Armstrong notes that this was first published in The Quest, January 1914. 
Collected in Theophanies, p. 13 fi. AEU, p.127. 

62. The important correspondence between Underhill and von HUgel (1921-1925) 
had not yet been found by Lucy Menzies. Part IV of this paper inc1udes 
a discussion of this material. 

63. Evelyn Underhill to Margaret Robinson, 6 November, 1917, BUL, pp. 
147-148. 

64. Evelyn Underhill to Horace Hutchinson, 7 January, 1919, EUL, p.148. 

65. ESS, Preface, p. v. 

66. ABU, p. 295. Armstrong gives the original dates of these essays. 

67. ESS, "The Place of Will, Intellect and Feeling in Prayer, " p. 106. 

68. ESS, "The Mystic as Creative Artist, " p.64. 

69. Ibid., p.76. 

70. Ibid., p. 85. 

71. ESS, "The Mystic and the Corporate Life, " p. 33. 

72. Ibid., pp. 42- 43. 

73. The original article was occasioned by a review of W. R. Ingels book on 
Plotinus, based on his Gifford Lectures. ABU, p.296. 

74. ESS, "The Mysticism of Plotinus, " p. 134. 

75. Ibid., p. 135. 

76. Ibid., p. 138. 

77. Ibid. 
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78. Ibid .• p.139. 

79. Ibid. 

80. ESS, "The Essentials of Mysticism" (title essay), p.l. 

81. Ibid., p.2. 

82. Ibid. , p.6. 

83. Ibid. , p.12. 

84. Ibid., p.14. 

85. Ibid., p. 15. 

86. Ibid., p.24. 

87. Ibid • 

88 . Charles Williams, Introduction to EUL, p.31. 

89. "Problems of Conflict," The Hibbert Journal 13 (April, 1915), pp. 497-510. 

90. Ibid., pp. 505-510. 

91. f{obert Gail Woods, in an article on Evelyn Underhill's pacifisrn, suggests 
that one reason rnight have been the death of two cousins which deeply 
affected this small farnily. "The Future We Shan't See." The Christian 
Cen~ 96 (May 16, 1979), p.553. 

92. Evelyn Underhill, Ruysbroeck ( London: G. Bell, 1915), Preface, p. viI. 

93. Evelyn Underhill, Jacopone da Todi, with a selection of songs transe by Mrs. 
Theodore Beek. (London: J. M. Dent, 1919). 

94. Ibid. 

95. Ibid., p.244. 

96. Evelyn Underhill to Friedrich von HUgel, Before Christmas 1921, CEU, p.72. 

97. ESS,"The Essentials of Mysticism, " p.2. 

98. ESS, "Lucie Christine, "PP. 215-227. 
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102. Ibid., p.226. 

PART IV - Life as an Anglican 

1. LSP, Preface, p. vii. 

2. Ibid., p.x. 

3. Ibid., p. viii. 

4. IbId., p. vii. 

( 5. AEU. p.297. 

6. LSP, p. viii. 

7. Evelyn Underhill, The Hibbert Journal, p.389. 

8. LSP, p.221. 

9. Friedrich von HUgel to Evelyn Underhill, 26 June, 1916, AEU, p.201. 

10. This review is referred to above. Harvard Theological Journal, April, 1916. 

11. Reviewer quoted in AEU, p.20l. 

12. IbId. 

13. Von HUgel to Underhill, op. cit., AEU, p.201. 

14. Ibid. 

15. LSP, p. 125. 

( 16. Ibid., p.128. 

17. Ibid., p.l31. 
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19. Ibid., p.137. 

20. Evelyn Underhill to Lucy Menzies, 25 January, 1923, EUL, pp. 311-312. 

21. Friedrich von HUgel, The Mystical Element of Religion as Studied in Saint 
Catherine of Genoa and Her Friends, vo1.1 (London: J. M. Dent, 1923), 
Preface, p. xiv. 
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22. The following discussion is based on pp. 151-153, "Mysticism and Symbol, Il 
MY2. 

23. LSP, Discussion based on pp. 6-11. 

24. LSP, p. la. 

25. Ibid., pp. 10-11. 

26. Ibid. , p.11. 

27. Ibid. 

28. MY 2, p. 153. 

29. EIW, The Dublin Review, p.26. 

30. De arrha anima "Earnest Money" of the spirit. Fig. liA foretaste, install­
ment, pledge, of anything afterwards to be received in greater abundance." 
Oxford Oictionary. 

31. Evelyn Underhill to Margaret Robinson, 25 June, 1909, EUL, p.99. 

32. Ibid., 6 February, 1912, p. 132. 
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34. Review of Mysticism and Modern Life, by John Wright Buckharn. Harvard 
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35. Ibid., p. 235. 
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38. LSP, pp. 106-107. 

39. Ibid., p.108. 

40. RSV, Ephesians 3: 17b. 

41. "The grace of God which precedes repentence and conversion, predisposing 
the heart to seek God, previous to any desire or motion on the part of 
the recipient." Oxford Dictionary. 

42. The correspondence was first published (in an edited forrn) by Margaret 
Cropper, Evelyn Underhill, pp. 69-124, passim. In his Evelyn Underhill, 
Christopher notes that these letters are copies, and having had access to 
them, has added, both new passages and whole letters, which were not 
inc1uded in Cropper' s book. The interested reader is advised to refer to 
both books for a thorough study of this material, which is not possible here. 
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