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ST. BERNARD ON THE IMPORTANCE OF 
AUTHENTIC SELF-LOVE

ROBERT M. GARRITY
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Examined in this article is the emphasis on graced self-love in the spiritual theology of St. 
Bernard of Clairvaux, along with the reasons for this emphasis, the practical benefits of au-
thentic self-love, and the properly theological and mystical dimension in Bernard’s thought on 
sanctified love of self.

INTRODUCTION

Every once in a while there flashes across the pages of Christian theological literature an idea 
or an insight that is so powerful, so luminous, so utterly unique, as to make it truly revolution-
ary, transformative in its brilliance and in its implications for the Church and for the world. 
Such is the case for one idea from St. Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153), the twelfth-century 
mystic and Cistercian abbot and Doctor of the Church, in his short ten-page treatise On Loving 
God (the De Diligendo Deo). This is a text that is well worth re-reading today or reading for 
the first time.

Bernard’s revolutionary idea is that authentic love of oneself is very important in the spiritual 
life. Graced self-love is, in fact, the highest expression of loving God in this life, according to 
Bernard, who is a complex figure with a magnetic yet sometimes difficult personality, usually 
loved and occasionally despised. Bernard’s insight into the value of sanctified self-love has 
profound implications in today’s cultures, where so many people are stuck in self-contempt and 
in toxic shame and where so many, especially among our remarkable youth, are tempted toward 
nihilism and despair and self-loathing and suicide. An antidote to such negativity and self- 
rejection is found in Bernard’s classic treatise On Loving God.1 Bernard states:

Happy is he who has been found worthy to attain to the fourth [and highest] degree [of loving 
God in this life], where man loves himself only for God’s sake…and experience[s] this kind of 
love, so that the mind, drunk with divine love…throw[s] itself wholly on God and, clinging to 
God, become[s] one with him in spirit… I should call him blessed and holy to whom it is given 
to experience even for a single instant something which is rare indeed in this life… O holy and 
chaste love!... To love in this way is to become like God. [‘Sic affici, deificari est’: To feel this 
way is to be deified.] (Emphasis added.)2

This is admittedly an unusual-sounding idea, that loving oneself with God’s grace is the 
highest stage in the life-long journey of attempting to find God and to love God in this life. The 
idea that any form of self-love could be redemptive can sound foreign to us. This is due to the 
idea’s being promoted only relatively rarely in the Christian spiritual tradition.
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BERNARD IN RELATION TO OTHER IMPORTANT SPIRITUAL WRITERS

It is true that the fourteenth-century English mystic Blessed Julian of Norwich would realize 
that ‘We are not blessedly safe…until we are in all peace…with God…and loving and content 
with ourselves…[having] substantial love of the self, by grace.’ It is also true that the excep-
tional spiritual writers St. Francis de Sales and St. Jane de Chantal in the early seventeenth 
century would affirm through a gentle Christian humanism that a ‘well-ordered love of oneself’ 
is an asset in the spiritual life and that we do well to ‘be gentle and patient with [ourselves],’ 
despite the fact that we ‘may fall even fifty times a day.’ Yet these witnesses to the appropriate-
ness of graced self-love are uncommon in the history of Christian spirituality.

In fact, most of the saintly souls who write about self-love are justifiably wary of its dangers 
especially when it is immoderate. Included here are St. Augustine and Thomas a Kempis and 
St. Teresa of Avila and St. John of the Cross. Augustine, for example, warns Christians about 
the dangers of disordered self-love, that is, self-love that is not grounded in love of Christ. 
Augustine states:

Make a place for [Christ]… Do not love yourself, but love him. If you are in love with your-
self, you shut the door in his face; but if you are in love with him, you open it to him…[and] 
you will no longer be in danger of being lost through self-love.3

Nevertheless, St. Bernard through his exceptional insight and his astute spiritual psychology, 
develops in some depth the spiritual-theological idea of the appropriateness of a sanctified love 
of self. Let us explore, then, what St. Bernard’s doctrine on authentic self-love means, what it 
does not mean, and why graced self-love occupies (or should occupy) a significant place in 
Christian spirituality, theology, preaching, and pastoral practice.

BERNARD IN HISTORICAL CONTEXT

A brief excursus on historical contextualization is in order here. Bernard, though a monk, is 
often considered, justifiably, yet not always to his credit, to be the most influential person in 
Europe in the first half of the twelfth century, due in part to his deep involvement in politics 
both ecclesiastical and secular. He writes his treatise On Loving God probably between 1127 
and 1135 around the age of forty during the early stage of his peak and prolific writing career, 
during which he produces numerous spiritual-theological treatises and sermons and letters 
along with eighty-six classic sermons on the Song of Songs.

The treatise On Loving God is written to Cardinal Haimeric, the chancellor of the church of 
Rome. Its alleged purpose is to expand Bernard’s thought on loving God which he had already 
expounded in an earlier letter to the Carthusians, yet Bernard’s connections in Rome and in 
Paris also enable him to be involved in numerous other important world events. Among such 
events are Bernard’s probable involvement in drawing up the rules for the Knights Templar, his 
help in securing the victory of Innocent II over the antipope Anacletus in 1130, his preaching 
of the Second Crusade, his securing of the condemnation of Abelard at the Council of Sens in 
1140, his influence in the papal election of 1145 which brought his former pupil to become 
Pope Eugenius III, and his arranging through the King of England and three successive popes 
to have St. William of York ousted as bishop of York in 1147 in order that a monk of Clairvaux 
might be installed there instead.



St. Bernard on the Importance of Authentic Self-Love    3

Bernard’s document On Loving God would be followed around 1149 to 1152 by another 
treatise related to the theme of graced self-love, entitled On Consideration. Here he urges his 
former pupil Pope Eugenius III to take proper care of himself, avoid getting overextended in 
serving others, and ‘at least sometimes give your attention to yourself…[and] let your consider-
ation begin and end with yourself…for the sake of your salvation.’4 Authentic, or graced, love 
of oneself is a prominent theme in several places in Bernard’s spiritual theology, especially in 
the treatise On Loving God.

Bernard’s theology is thoroughly Trinitarian, of course, yet decidedly Christocentric, as he 
emphasizes the Christian’s relationship with God’s Son much more than with the Father or the 
Holy Spirit. It is important to note that Bernard writes during the first half of the twelfth century, 
that is, one century prior to the (re)discovery of the philosophy of Aristotle by Aquinas and 
others in the thirteenth century. Therefore, Bernard’s theology can be characterized as being 
pre-critical (pre-scholastic), primarily based in a ‘philosophy’ of Christian wisdom (sapientia), 
flowing from Sacred Scripture and the Church Fathers and liturgy and monastic friendship and 
reflection on personal experience.

Bernard’s ‘philosophy,’ so to speak, though not a complete systematic metaphysical syn-
thesis in the scholastic or modern sense, does reveal roots from ancient Greek and Christian 
sources. Bernard affirms the Platonic-Aristotelian and patristic heritage, received especially 
through St. Augustine and St. Benedict, namely, that the human person is a body-soul compos-
ite, a rational animal endowed with the three spiritual faculties of intellect, memory, and will, to 
be transformed by faith, hope, and charity. Bernard’s thought is much more like the philosophi-
cal-theological framework of the patristic Fathers of the first seven Christian centuries than that 
of the late-medieval scholastics. What the historian of philosophy Frederick Copleston says 
about St. Thomas Aquinas is equally true of St. Bernard, namely, that it is impossible ‘to extract 
a purely-contained [bernardian] philosophy from the total thought of [Bernard].’5 Bernard’s 
philosophy comes basically from his Bible, his monastic community, his study, and his prayer, 
all graced by God.

A word is in order about Bernard’s conflict with his contemporary, the controversial  
philosopher-theologian Peter Abelard. It could reasonably be expected that Bernard and 
Abelard should have a relatively congenial friendship, since both ground their spirituality in 
the then-evolving western medieval devotion to the sacred Humanity of Christ. But a lasting 
friendship was not to be. It is true that, in order to deflect any charges of being labeled as a her-
etic, Abelard near the time of his death in 1142 virtually echoes Bernard’s thought, as Abelard 
writes: ‘I adore Christ reigning at the Father’s right hand. With the arms of faith I embrace 
him working divinely in that glorious virginal flesh which he received of the Holy Spirit.’ 
Unfortunately, a single shared thread of positive spirituality could not resolve the deeper tangle 
of significant theological differences between the two. Bernard comes to detest what he sees 
as Abelard’s divorcing of the intellectual discipline of theology from the spiritual life itself, 
creating an autonomous rationality devoid of a proper foundation in the experiential knowledge 
of God. Bernard at one point calls Abelard ‘an entirely double-faced person,’ not a real monk 
at all, though happily Abelard before dying is reconciled with Bernard and, more importantly, 
with the Church. Bernard is ‘interested less in [rational] knowledge than in love.’6

WHAT BERNARD DOES NOT MEAN

What Bernard does not mean by encouraging graced self-love is that it is ever permissible to 
wallow in any false form of self-love, so prevalent today in souls who can find themselves 
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trapped in varying degrees of selfish pre-occupation and distraction, or even arrogance and 
narcissism. Conversion away from false self-love and its accompanying sinful selfishness is 
a basic step in any healthy spiritual life. On this point, Bernard’s thought is an extension of  
St. Augustine’s theology of conversion, following from Augustine’s own conversion and his 
advice to Christians in an earlier age. Augustine writes:

First of all, you must find your deformity [through sin] displeasing, and then you will receive 
beauty from him whom you hope to please by being beautiful… [Y]our first step must be to 
approach [Christ] by confession… Initiate your confession by accusing yourself of this ugli-
ness, for as you confess you become more seemly.7

Bernard, like Augustine, despises the deformity of any kind of selfish love in himself and in 
others, although he is consistently gentle and patient with others, yet occasionally less patient 
with himself. Bernard knows that, ordinarily, persons who follow Christ grow gradually beyond 
self-centeredness, and toward self-giving charity, a little at a time, by stages. Clearly Bernard 
is not promoting any form of disordered or extreme or egotistical love of self. By encouraging 
his disciples, especially his fellow monks, to seek graced self-love, Bernard obviously does not 
mean that an immoderate love of self is good or holy or virtuous in any way.

WHAT BERNARD DOES MEAN

What Bernard does mean in fostering graced self-love is that, remarkably, it is actually possible 
for us humans to participate in Christ’s self-sacrificing love for everyone. This participation 
can really happen, to such an extent that we love even ourselves in a graced manner, detest-
able as we may feel at times about ourselves. Self-loathing can actually be diminished or even 
replaced by a more powerful love in and for Christ, Whose love for us can enable us to love 
ourselves in a graced and properly-ordered manner. St. Augustine learned as much through his 
own conversion, which took him away from a disordered love of temporal goods, and towards a 
properly-ordered love of eternal goods. Augustine found Christ’s love to be a healing medicine 
which moved him away from the self-loathing that came to him from sin and may well have 
caused him to sin.

Bernard views the transformation from self-rejection to self-affection as a positively mys-
tical and ecstatic experience. That is, even a momentary awareness of sanctified self-love is 
an experiential form of knowledge involving intellect and emotion. This knowledge enables 
one to begin to comprehend and to participate more fully in the reality of Christ in this life. 
St. Paul describes the reality of Christ in the Church and in the world as being a ‘mystery’ 
(mystērion), namely, ‘the mystery of Christ.’ We humans can actually receive from God’s rev-
elation and through our own mental apparatus an awareness of an unfathomable presence in 
which Ultimate Reality is both revealed and concealed, a mystery able to be penetrated only by 
humble and graced assent to God in Christ (see Eph. 3:4, 9-10).

PRACTICAL WISDOM AND THEOLOGICAL REASONING

Why is it important to affirm that the experience of authentic self-love (that is, graced or puri-
fied or sanctified or divinized self-love) should play a significant role in Christian thought and 
spirituality and teaching?8 Part of the answer is that genuine self-love frees one to love God and 
neighbor, as one gradually learns how to love from the incarnate God Who calls us his ‘friends’ 
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(Jn. 15:15). Moreover, true self-love matters, because we Christians are trying to win for Christ 
many souls – our own and others’ -- and one attracts more bees with honey than with vinegar, 
as St. Francis de Sales used to say.

The message of being lovable because God created us lovable, is simply a positive and 
edifying announcement of the Good News, much more inviting than a directive that we must 
hate ourselves. And even though Christ does use Hebraic exaggerative hyperbole in calling us 
to prioritize and to ‘hate’ our life in this world in order to gain eternal life (see Jn. 12:25), still 
Christ’s essential meaning is that a properly-ordered prioritization of our loves must exclude 
any disordered or inordinate or self-centered love of self. We are also commanded by Christ to 
love our neighbors as ourselves, which obviously means having a high degree of love for both 
neighbor and self: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself’ (Mk. 12: 31; emphasis added).

But there is a much more profound and properly theological reason why sanctified self-love 
is valuable. Bernard’s theological rationale for purified self-love is far deeper than any practical 
application of the advantages of self-love, many though they be. The essential theological value 
in loving oneself in Christ, is that when one loves oneself in Christ, ‘even for a single instant,’ 
as Bernard says,9 one then gains an enhanced ‘share in the divine nature’ (2 Peter 1:4).

In other words, when we love ourselves with Christ’s own love, we are then participating 
more completely in Christ’s love for all His people; we share in the love of the living God Who 
‘is love’ (agape, or self-giving charity; 1 Jn. 4:16). This does not mean that we ever become 
God by nature; but we do become what St. John of the Cross calls ‘God by participation’ (Dios 
por participacion).10 That is, God gives to us in Christ a created share in God’s own life and 
love, and this created share in God’s Being is fully expressed only when we love all that God 
loves, including ourselves. Moreover, by practicing a graced self-love, we imitate God Who 
loves Himself. Etienne Gilson captures the essence of Bernard’s properly-theological thought 
on the importance of graced self-love. Gilson states:

As soon as the soul recovers the divine likeness [through conversion], God once more sees 
Himself in her, and loves Himself once more in her, with the same love as that with which He 
has never ceased to love Himself… [When] the likeness has been restored to the soul, then 
what she loves in loving herself is a divine likeness… God loves us, and we should cease to 
be like Him if we ceased to love ourselves… To love oneself, once one knows oneself to be a 
divine likeness, is to love God in oneself and to love oneself in God. And for God, when He 
complacently beholds Himself in an image ever more and more perfect of Himself, that is to 
love Himself in her and to love her in Himself.11

Another key toward grasping Bernard’s brilliant insight into the importance of true self-love, 
lies in his thought about the gradual step-by-step character of human development in general 
and spiritual development in particular. Bernard is convinced of two truths in this matter. First, 
if one does not experience some measure of authentically loving oneself, then one is not really 
as advanced in loving God as one could or should be. And second, since it is solely ‘love…[that] 
truly converts souls because it makes them willing’12 – a foundational principle in Bernard’s 
spiritual theology -- therefore one’s love is not fully converted to God and neighbor until one 
fully and properly loves God and everything and everyone that God has created, including one-
self, as difficult as that can be.

FOUR DEGREES OF LOVING GOD

St. Bernard states in his treatise On Loving God that authentically loving oneself in Christ is the 
fourth and highest degree of loving God.13 Surprisingly, in Bernard’s thought in his treatise On 
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Loving God, it is a graced self-love that marks the highest stage in the spiritual journey of loving 
God, as counterintuitive as that may sound: ‘Happy is he…who loves himself only for God’s 
sake.’ There are, then, four degrees of loving God, according to Bernard, the fourth and highest 
of which is a purified love of self: (a) one loves oneself for one’s own sake, which is a very 
self-centered love that needs intense conversion, but this is where one normally begins the adult 
spiritual journey; (b) one loves God for one’s own sake, to get favors from God, which is still 
selfish yet getting better; (c) one loves God for God’s sake, which is a good and virtuous form 
of love for God, but still in need of God’s grace in order to become complete by loving oneself 
with God’s love; (d) one loves oneself with and through God’s love, which happens entirely by 
God’s love through the grace of Jesus Christ.

Again, there is a profound and properly theological dimension – an abstract theoretical 
dimension – to Bernard’s insistence on the importance of a sanctified love of oneself in the 
spiritual life. It follows logically, from the revealed fact that God is love and that we are called 
to love, that genuinely loving ourselves is a sharing in God’s own love for His creation. In other 
words, having a graced love of oneself is a created participation in the life of the uncreated 
God Who is love and loves Himself and loves us. That is the essence Bernard’s thought about 
purified self-love on a theoretical and properly theological level.

A DERIVED PASTORAL THEOLOGY

But there is, again, a secondary yet highly significant dimension in Bernard’s focus on sanc-
tified self-love. We might well call this the derived pastoral theology of self-love within  
St. Bernard’s spiritual theology. This is a dimension that is less abstract and less theoretical, and 
more practical and more geared toward the salvation of souls who may be struggling in everyday 
life. The pastoral application of Bernard’s spiritual theology can be most helpful for those who 
have difficulty in self-acceptance, self-esteem, and self-worth. After all, as the ancient legal- 
canonical maxim states, Salus animarum est suprema lex: ‘The salvation of souls is the highest 
law’ (see Code of Canon Law, canon 1752). All theology and all ecclesial life ought to lead to 
the salvation of souls, especially for those most in need of God’s mercy, that is, for all of us.

A significant theological principle, such as the importance of graced self-love, ought to be 
translatable into practical help for those who are struggling in their faith journey. It is simply 
a good practice for each person, especially each young person, to be encouraged to enjoy a 
reasonably positive awareness of his or her own God-given goodness and gifts and talents, and 
to be urged to celebrate and to love one’s own life and abilities, despite imperfections and short-
comings. Forgiveness is always possible through contrition, even if that contrition is fear-based 
and imperfect. The important factor is to reject any blasphemy against the Holy Spirit, which is 
the denial of God’s ability to forgive (Mk. 3:29); yet even the sin of rejecting God’s mercy can 
be forgiven through conversion and confession.

One does well to use one’s talents for the glory of God and for the service of others, of 
course, yet also for one’s own self-improvement as in preparing to get a good job by putting 
one’s ‘best foot’ forward. Of course, there is no attempt here to launch a revival of the ‘human 
potential’ movement. That has already been attempted, often successfully and helpfully, yet 
virtually always lacking in a solid philosophical-theological foundation in a true metaphysics 
based on the goodness of creation flowing from the Good Creator in Whose image we are cre-
ated (Gen. 1:27).14

The derived pastoral theology in Bernard’s thought can be discussed under the rubric of the 
importance of authentic self-esteem as a useful tool for daily survival within a healthy spiritual 
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life. Precisely because a graced self-love is the peak spiritual experience in this life, therefore 
a graced love of oneself is a virtue that is worth pursuing and cultivating on a daily basis, but 
never in a conceited way. For example, if a young woman discovers that she enjoys mathe-
matics and is exceptionally gifted at it; or if a young man realizes that he enjoys violin and is 
exceptionally gifted at it; clearly it would be a positive development for such young persons 
humbly to love their God-given talents and to love themselves enough as to cultivate rather than 
squander their talents.

Many souls today, especially among our wonderful young people, are tempted toward, on 
the one hand, self-rejection and self-destruction, or on the other hand, self-aggrandizement and 
self-exaggeration. It is difficult for many young people to attain a balanced degree of positive 
self-regard. Many young people today are often tempted toward self-destruction, as seen in 
habitual vices ranging from wasting time on the internet, to abusing alcohol or drugs, to cul-
tivating attitudes of meaninglessness or despair, or even to considering suicide as a legitimate 
solution to life’s difficulties; or the same young people can be tempted toward thinking they are 
so special that they need not work hard or study diligently or save money, since the government 
or someone else will take care of them. None of these extremes is permissible in St. Bernard’s 
spiritual theology, and all of these distortions of reality are based on false love of self. Rather, a 
realistic self-assessment and an honest self-appraisal about one’s own strengths and weaknesses 
is in order. Honesty will help, if one is to make progress in the spiritual life through positive 
growth away from self-seeking false love and toward self-sacrificing true love.

TRUE HAPPINESS AND AUTHENTIC SELF-LOVE IN GOD ALONE

Bernard insists: ‘Happy is he…who loves himself only for God’s sake.’ (emphasis added) This 
is the way that Bernard as a brilliant master of spiritual psychology expresses an important 
truth and a practical tool for survival in an all-too-often hostile world. It would be unrealistic 
to expect others to love us if we do not love ourselves. It is worth noting that Bernard does not 
affirm that one will be happy merely by willfully forcing oneself into self-love apart from one’s 
relationship with God. Rather, one is happy who has true love of self ‘only for God’s sake.’ In 
other words, when one realizes that one’s entire life is a gift of love from the God to Whom one 
owes constant grateful love – that is, when one loves one’s life as coming from God – then, and 
only then, is one truly happy with a distinct form of happiness that, in Bernard’s thought, comes 
only from God.

It is true that self-love in general can be a positive skill to be learned, a very useful tool even 
for atheists or agnostics or non-religious people who might be inclined toward self-rejection and 
self-destruction. This is because many people, including devout believers, are tempted toward 
nihilism at some times in their lives. The derived pastoral spirituality of self-love as being good 
for everyone, will prove to be helpful for believer and non-believer alike, especially when the 
trials and tribulations of life seem to pursue a person with unrelenting hostility.

All the more helpful is the complete spiritual theology of authentic and graced self-love. 
Most mature believers at some time experience some degree of what St. John of the Cross 
calls ‘the dark night of the soul,’ that is, a time when God seems far away. This is true, even 
though God in ‘the dark night’ is actually flooding one’s soul with a ‘divine inflowing’ which 
blinds the soul for a while on the way to the definitive and transformative union with God.15 
What is needed minimally in times of struggle or darkness or temptation toward despair is a 
general self-love and self-affirmation, of course. But especially helpful is a graced self-love of 
the specifically bernardian kind, that is, a self-love flowing from one’s personal and conscious 
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relationship with God our Creator and Redeemer and Sanctifier. This is the real standard of 
authentic self-love in its fullness. For the Lord is the Good Shepherd, Who came that we might 
have abundant life, and He invites everyone: ‘Come to me…and I will give you rest’ (see  
Jn. 10:14, Jn. 10:10, Mk. 11:28).

AN EXPERIENCE BOTH ECSTATIC AND MYSTICAL

A realization of a graced love of oneself, as Bernard states, is truly an experience, a felt aware-
ness, both ecstatic and mystical. First, the experience of sanctified self-love is ecstatic (ex 
+ stasis, taking one ‘out of one’s ordinary status’), as it takes one out of one’s usual way of 
feeling and thinking, yet in an entirely sane and not an insane manner. As Bernard states, this 
realization of a purified love for oneself moves one beyond one’s ordinary state of feeling and 
thinking: ‘[T]he mind, drunk with divine love and forgetting itself,…throw[s] itself wholly on 
God and, clinging to God, become[s] one with him in spirit.’16

Yet much more importantly, beyond the merely practical and ecstatic dimensions of graced 
self-love, it is essential to remember that an awareness of love of oneself for God’s sake is also 
a truly mystical experience. But who is a genuine mystic? A mystic is not necessarily someone 
who has extraordinary spiritual experiences like visions or locutions or levitations. Personal 
testimonials of extraordinary spiritual experiences are not absolutely necessary for one to be a 
mystic (witness Pseudo-Dionysius, a mystic who gave no personal mystical testimony). Still, 
unusual phenomena may well occur in a mystic’s life.

It is primarily knowledge – ordinarily what Aquinas calls ‘experiential or felt knowledge’ – 
it is knowledge of the mystery of God in Christ that makes one a genuine mystic; this will be 
clarified below.17 For practical purposes, a concise three-part definition of a mystic is useful 
here: A mystic is a person (a) who has a relatively-direct experiential knowledge of the ‘mys-
tery [mystērion] of Christ,’ now at last made known in God’s Son our Savior, as described in 
Ephesians chapter three, (b) who communicates about his or her mystical experience, usually 
through writing, and (c) is approved by the Church. St. Bernard is one of the Church’s greatest 
and most approved mystics, so he knows of what he speaks, when he speaks of mystical experi-
ence. One can get a taste of Bernard’s exquisite mysticism in almost any of his writings such as 
his eighty-six Sermons on the Song of Songs, but especially so in Sermon 74. Bernard writes:

I tell you [my brother monks] that the Word has come even to me – I speak in my foolishness –  
and that he has come to me more than once…and as soon as he enters in he stirs my sleeping 
soul. He moves and soothes and pierces my heart, which was as hard as stone and riddled 
with disease… Only by the warmth of my heart…did I know that he was there… But when 
the Word has left me,…and as often as he slips away from me, so often will I seek him, and I 
shall not cease to cry, as if after someone who is leaving, begging him, with a burning desire 
of the heart, to return; I will beseech him to give me the joy of his salvation and return to me. 
I tell you, children, nothing else gives me joy when he is not with me, who alone is the source 
of my joy.18

EXPERIENTIAL KNOWLEDGE

The question arises here about how one can discern whether or not one’s experiential knowl-
edge of the mystery of God in Christ is authentic and trustworthy, since experiential knowledge 
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is interior and often highly subjective and virtually incommunicable to others. Generally speak-
ing, the Church’s Mystical Doctor, St. John of the Cross, is our safest guide in these matters. 
St. John teaches his disciples to be very cautious and to detach from extraordinary spiritual 
experiences and to avoid making lifetime commitments based on them. For ‘we can very easily 
be greatly deceived.’ Indeed, ‘one single affection’ (una sola aficion), that is, one moment of 
inordinate attachment to a person, place, or thing such as an extraordinary spiritual experience 
to which one clings, can ‘hinder [a disciple] from feeling or experiencing or communicating the 
delight and intimacy and sweetness of the spirit of love.’19 St. John’s suspicious caution is due 
to his knowledge that we humans can be easily misled, as St. Paul warns, since the enemy can 
disguise himself as an ‘angel of light’ (2 Cor. 11:14).

Nevertheless, as obscure and subjective as personal awareness may be, there can be certain 
types of experiential knowledge of God that are useful in the spiritual life. Bernard indicates 
as much in the earlier-quoted passage about Christ as the Bridegroom-Word Who ‘has come 
to me more than once’ and has warmed Bernard’s emotions and affections.20 Even St. Thomas 
Aquinas, not easily given to emphasizing emotion in the life of faith, affirms that there is a 
legitimate and proper place for ‘experiential or felt knowledge’ (cognitio…experimentalis seu 
affective). This is a sapiential knowledge, a form of spiritual wisdom that is more than mere 
speculative cognition, and also more than mere emotion. This spiritual wisdom, as a gift from 
God, contains not only an intellectual awareness about God’s existence but also a measure of 
the feeling or emotion of God’s Presence.

In other words, there can be, as it were, some measure of verifiable evidence that an alleged 
intensified encounter with God is real and trustworthy. This is because the knowledge flowing 
from the intense encounter with God is cognitio experimentalis seu affective (an experiential 
or felt knowledge) – it is a knowledge often mixed with positive emotion. That is, experiential 
knowledge of God is, so to speak, perceivable or observable, marked by a detectable emotion 
that changes one’s attitude for the better. Aquinas’ famous passage in his Summa Theologiae 
affirms that, as in the case of Pseudo-Dionysius’ friend Hierotheos, there is a kind of spiritual 
wisdom which one can attain by ‘feeling’ or ‘suffering’ spiritual realities, as one begins, in 
the Psalmist’s words, to ‘taste and see’ the goodness of the Lord (Ps. 34:9).21 The genuine 
spiritual-mystical encounter with God that produces ‘experiential knowledge’ of God can be a 
life-changing moment in observable ways in a person’s everyday activities.

The point here is that a thorough conversion to Christ ordinarily includes also an emotional 
component, though not necessarily extraordinary spiritual experiences like visions or locutions 
or levitations. Here, surprisingly, one’s negative emotion toward God and neighbor and self can 
be – ought to be, over time – decreased or even transformed into positive affectivity. For there is 
often in mystical experience something like an elevated level of positive emotion, since mysti-
cal moments usually involve an emotional change in the mystic, as psychologist William James 
observed over a century ago.22 Still, a mystical moment in a general sense can be considered as 
not really extraordinary, since it is often simply an intensification of ordinary Christian faith.23 
Yet the genuine mystic has not merely a ‘feeling’ about Ultimate Reality, but more importantly, 
‘knowledge of the divine realities,’ especially in the Scriptures and in the Sacraments.24 One can 
actually begin to think with the ‘mind of Christ’ (1 Cor. 2:16) and to love with a felt love from 
Christ, not only for God and neighbor but also for oneself, observes St. Bernard: ‘Happy is he 
who…loves himself only for God’s sake.’25

A relatively complete conversion means that negative emotions like fear and anger and bit-
terness and resentment normally become diminished or even replaced by positive emotions. 
These positive emotions are linked with what St. Paul names as the ‘fruits’ of the Holy Spirit, 
signs that the Holy Spirit is dwelling in a soul. Included here as signs of the presence of the 
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Holy Spirit are ‘love, joy, peace, patience’ (Gal. 5:22). Of course, one who is discerning the 
authenticity of an allegedly ‘mystical’ experience does well to consult a competent spiritual 
director, in order to be reasonably confident, and not deceived, about one’s progress in being 
converted away from negative emotions and toward positive affectivity.

MYSTICISM IS NOT ALWAYS EXTRAORDINARY

It bears repeating that extraordinary spiritual experiences, or more often intense emotions, 
are frequently present in the life of a genuine mystic at least during his or her peak mystical 
moment. But these extraordinary spiritual experiences are not always necessary, or even desir-
able, for one to be considered as having a mystical level of faith. All that is needed for one to be 
in a higher mystical level of faith is for one to have, as noted above, an intensified realization or 
heightened awareness – a graced and authentic knowledge -- of the mystery of God in Christ. 
Usually this is an experiential knowledge of God in mind and heart that involves both intellect 
and emotion.26 St. Therese of Lisieux, for example, never had and never wanted any extraor-
dinary spiritual experiences like visions or levitations. Yet most experts consider her to be an 
authentic mystic nonetheless, precisely because she had, through God’s gift, a great sapiential 
knowledge of the mystery of God in Christ.27

The spiritual life ordinarily unfolds in two main stages, as is learned in the Church’s tradi-
tional doctrine in the area of ascetical and mystical theology.28 First is the ascetical life (from 
askesis, practice), in which one actively moves closer to God through effort in prayer and fast-
ing and almsgiving and the human virtues like prudence, justice, temperance, and fortitude. 
Second is the mystical life (from mysticos, hidden), in which God moves closer to the soul by 
doing for one what one cannot do for oneself, through graces which must be received more pas-
sively such as an intensification in the theological virtues of faith, hope, and charity. Those who 
have a graced knowledge of the mystery of God in Christ – knowledge which typically contains 
but does not always contain also a measure of heightened emotional awareness of Christ’s 
saving presence – those who have knowledge of the mystery of God in Christ have a genuinely 
mystical dimension in their faith and can fairly be identified as at least ‘everyday’ mystics.29

Today, again, it is unfortunately and incorrectly thought in the common estimation that a 
mystic is a person who has had extraordinary spiritual experiences like apparitions or locu-
tions or levitations. Not necessarily so. Rather, in the Church’s most ancient and accurate and 
complete understanding of mysticism, extraordinary spiritual experiences are not necessary 
for one to be considered as being a mystic or as having had mystical awareness. Again, what is 
necessary for one to be considered a mystic is that he or she have knowledge, of ‘the mystery 
of Christ…as it has now been revealed…the mystery hidden from ages past in God…[and now] 
made known through the church’ (Ep. 3: 4, 9-10). Returning to our earlier definition of who is 
a mystic, then, we can justifiably state that the true mystic is the person who has accurate and 
faith-based knowledge, lived out through charity, of the mystery of God in Christ, communi-
cates about that knowledge despite the difficulty in doing so, and is approved by the Church. 
In fact, the Church teaches in the Catechism that persons who have an ‘ever more intimate 
union with Christ’ are understood by the Church to be in the kind of union which is ‘”mystical” 
because it participates in the mystery of Christ…through the “holy [sacramental] mysteries”…
[and] in the mystery of the Holy Trinity.’30 For St. Bernard, a truly mystical knowledge of God 
in Christ will often bring a believer to an intensified awareness and a felt recognition of Christ’s 
love for everyone, including oneself.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

St. Bernard of Clairvaux, the remarkable twelfth-century mystic and spiritual writer, gives to 
us an astounding insight into the spiritual life. His unique contention is that the highest degree 
of loving God in this life occurs when we love ourselves with a graced love that participates 
in God’s own love. In the entire history of Christian spiritual theology, there is nothing else 
to equal Bernard’s thought on the importance of sanctified self-love in the spiritual life, as 
expressed in his short treatise On Loving God. There is simply no other Christian spiritual 
writer who says anything comparable to what Bernard says. And even today Bernard’s focus 
on purified self-love is still underappreciated. Every serious Christian would do well to read 
Bernard’s words on the importance of sanctified self-love.

Not only is there a most useful practical and pastoral application of Bernard’s thought flow-
ing from his treatise On Loving God, namely, that graced self-love is a goal to be sought and a 
protection in times of trouble. But there is also a deep theological truth in Bernard’s spiritual 
theology, namely, that one’s experience of even one moment of graced self-love is actually a real 
participation in the love with which one is loved in the self-giving love of God in Christ. This 
mysticism of sanctified self-love can be in today’s world not only an antidote to the temptations 
toward self-rejection or self-aggrandizement that so afflict especially young people, but also a 
motivation to get one through the difficult times by participating in God’s love for oneself.

One must never give up on oneself, since one is always loved by the God Who invites one 
to share in divine love. One can actually love God by purely loving oneself, as one learns to 
love oneself in and through God’s own love. Bernard’s thought proposes to young people today 
that a sanctified love of self can actually produce a much greater ‘high’ than any drug. One can 
literally become ‘drunk with divine love,’ as Bernard says, by experiencing a graced love of 
self which participates in God’s love.31 It is difficult to imagine anything more elevating and 
more edifying than to see a young person arrive through Christ at a real love for one’s own life 
adventure, a love for one’s very own life in God’s love, to be poured out in generous service of 
God and neighbor.

The present author thanks all at The Heythrop Journal for their professionalism and kind-
ness, including the anonymous Reviewer who around June of 2020 was so generous as to 
assess insightfully this article on ‘St. Bernard on the Importance of Authentic Self-Love.’ The 
Reviewer wrote:

St. Bernard’s is a relatively unknown but truly revolutionary ‘take’ on moral theory and the 
proper integration of self-love within a spiritual ascesis that keeps one close to the God who is 
the source of one’s authentic self-love… ‘God doesn’t make trash.’ Rather than being a cause 
for pride or smug self-satisfaction, this essential relationship is experienced as imposing an 
obligation to cultivate, foster and intensify this dependency and divine orientation to bring 
out the maximum of the divine fruits in one’s life. It is the exact opposite of the sin of pride – 
which is THE basic sin. This gives rise to a sophisticated and adult spirituality, after one has 
gotten past the need for a stern reform and penitential turn to God when one first takes one’s 
faith seriously, to the larger project of integrating this ‘twice-born’ dimension into a steady 
and even lifestyle.
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