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“The interior life, as we said, presupposes the state of grace, which is the
seed of eternal life. Nevertheless the state of grace, which exists in every
infant after baptism and in every penitent after the absolution of his sins,
does not suffice to constitute what is customarily called the interior life of a
Christian. In addition there are required a struggle against what would make
us fall back into sin and a serious tendency of the soul toward God” (Fr.
Garrigou-Lagrange, The Three Ages of the Interior Life, Vol. I, 40).

“From this point of view, to give a clear idea of what the interior life should
be, we shall do well to compare it with the intimate conversation that each of
us has with himself... As soon as a man ceases to be outwardly occupied, to
talk to his fellow man, as soon as he is alone, even in the noisy streets of a
great city, he begins to carry on a conversation with himself. If he is young,
he often thinks of his future; if he is old, he thinks of the past, and his happy
or unhappy experience of life makes him usually judge persons and events
very differently” (Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange, The Three Ages of the Interior Life,
Vol. I,  40-41).

I. The Necessity of the Interior Life



 

“The interior life is precisely an elevation and a transformation of the intimate
conversation that everyone has with himself as soon as it tends to become a
conversation with God” (Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange, The Three Ages of the
Interior Life, Vol. I, 43).

“The interior life is for all the one thing necessary. It ought to be constantly
developing in our souls; more so than what we call our intellectual life. The
interior life is lived in the depths of the soul; it is the life of the whole man, not
merely of one or other of his faculties... And it is important to us not only as
individuals, but also in our social relations; for it is evident that we can exert
no real or profound influence upon our fellow-men unless we live a truly
interior life ourselves” (Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange, The Three Conversions in the
Spiritual Life, 1).

“the first conversion is the transition from the state of sin to the state of
grace, whether by baptism or, in the case of those who have lost their
baptismal innocence, by contrition and sacramental absolution” (Fr.
Garrigou-Lagrange, The Three Conversions in the Spiritual Life, 82).

II. The First Conversion

“One of the greatest problems of spirituality is in what sense we must
understand the traditional division of the ‘three ways, the purgative,
illuminative, and unitive,’ according to the terminology used by Dionysius, or
the states of ‘beginners, proficient, and the perfect,’ according to an earlier
terminology preserved by St. Thomas” (Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange, The Three
Ages of the Interior Life, Vol. I, 225).

“St. Thomas compares the three ages of the spiritual life with those of the
corporeal life: childhood, adolescence, and maturity” (Fr. Garrigou-
Lagrange, The Three Ages of the Interior Life, Vol. I, 238).

III. The Three Ages of the Interior Life



“The purgative way or stage, proper to beginners, in which it is a question of
the active purification of the external and internal senses, of the passions, of
the intellect, and of the will, by mortification, prayer; and finally, it is a
question of the passive purification of the senses, in which infused
contemplation begins and by means of which the soul is raised to the
illuminative way, as St. John of the Cross says” (Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange,
The Three Ages of the Interior Life, Vol. I, 226).

“Here the analogy [child, adolescent, adult] throws light on the spiritual life.
We shall see that the beginner who does not become a proficient, as he
should […] [becomes a] tepid soul. As the fathers, particularly St. Bernard,
so often say: ‘He who does not advance, falls back.’ To refuse to become
better, is to fall back, whereas to tend persistently toward perfection, is, in a
sense, already to possess it” (Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange, The Three Ages of
the Interior Life, Vol. I, 238-239).

IV. The Purgative Way

“The liturgy, especially at periods such as Advent and Lent, speaks often of
the need of conversion... Spiritual writers also refer often to this second
conversion... St. John of the Cross has profoundly pointed out that the
entrance into the illuminative way is marked by a passive purgation of the
senses, which is a second conversion, and that the entrance into the unitive
way is preceded by a passive purgation of the spirit” (Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange,
The Three Conversions in the Spiritual Life, 31).

V. The Dark Night of the Senses (The Second Conversion)

 

  NOTES:



The 3 criteria for the Dark Night of the Senses:

The Duration of the Dark Night of the Senses

How to Respond to the Dark Night of the Senses     

X

          1.Dryness in Prayer 
              a. “no comfort in the things of God, and none also in created things” 
              b. “this dryness is not the result of sins or of imperfections” 
              c. A trial from God

          2.Habitual Desire to Serve God, But Little Pleasure in Doing So
              a. “the soul thinks it is not serving God, but going backwards,   
                   because it is no longer conscious of any sweetness in the things  
                   of God”
              b. “the spirit is, nevertheless, ready and strong”
              c. “it makes the soul long for solitude and quiet”

           3.Great Difficulty in Meditation
              a. “inability to meditate and make reflections”
              b. Drawn to the prayer of “Simple Gaze”
              c. Temptations against chastity and patience in prayer

            1. “Length of time varies from person to person” (Thomas Dubay, Fire 
                Within, 166).

            2. Three factors determining length:
              a.Amount of imperfections to be burned away
              b.Degree of love to which God wishes to raise the person
              c. Generosity to which one responds to God’s action in the soul

             

            1. “Do not stop praying or abbreviate prayer time”

            2. Do not force meditative prayer (prayer of simple gaze)

            3. Do not think I am wasting time and could do something more 
                profitable



“Progressives or proficient thus enter, according to St. John of the Cross,
‘upon the road and way of the spirit, which... is called the way of
illumination or of infused contemplation, wherewith God Himself feeds and
refreshes the soul’” (Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange, The Three Conversions in the
Spiritual Life, 40).

“The proficient [person in the illuminative way] obtained a deeper self-
knowledge while passing through the period of prolonged aridity which
marks the second conversion. With this knowledge of his poverty, of his
spiritual indigence, there grows within him by contrast a quasi-
experimental knowledge of God, not only in the mirror of the sensible
things of nature, of the parables, of exterior worship, but in the spiritual
mirror of the mysteries of salvation with which he familiarizes himself.
These mysteries, which are those of the incarnation of the Word, of the
redemption, of eternal life, the Rosary daily places before our eyes by
recalling to us the Savior’s childhood, His sorrowful passion, His
resurrection and ascension. If the proficient is faithful, he goes beyond the
sensible aspect of these mysteries, he attains all that is spiritual in them,
the infinite value of the merits of Christ; then the Rosary is no longer the
mechanical recitation of the Hail Mary, but a living thing, a school of
contemplation...” (Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange, The Three Ages of the Interior
Life, Vol. 2, 66-68).

“The proficient who would thus live a little better each day by the spirit of
the Rosary, would reach the contemplation of the mystery of Christ... If he
should listen daily to the secret teaching in the depth of his heart, this
prayer would enkindle in him the desire of heaven, of the glory of God, and
the salvation of souls; it would give him a love of the Cross and strength to
carry it, and from time to time a foretaste of heaven, a certain savor of
eternal life... 

VI. The Illuminative Way



       He thus growing increasingly familiar with the mysteries of faith, he   
       penetrates them a little, tastes them, sees their application in his daily life.  
       In this more or less frequent contemplation, the proficients or advanced 
       [souls] receive, in the measure of their fidelity and generosity, the light of 
       the gift of understanding, which renders their faith more penetrating and 
       which makes them glimpse the lofty and simple beauty of these mysteries, 
       a beauty accessible to all those who are truly humble and pure of heart. 
       Consequently this period of the interior life merits the name illuminative 
       way (Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange, The Three Ages of the Interior Life, Vol. 2, 
       66-68).

“The night of the spirit is constituted by a series of passive purgations that are
extremely painful and have for their object the completion of the purification
that was begun but not completed by the night of the senses. By means of the
terrifying trials of this second night, the defects of the soul are uprooted at
their very source, something that could not be accomplished by the night of
the senses. The causes of the night of the spirit are the same as those of the
night of the senses, namely, infused contemplation and the imperfections of
the soul, although in a higher degree of intensity as regards the contemplative
light. The excess of this light torments and blinds the soul at the same time as
it manifests to the soul its smallest and most insignificant imperfection” (G.
Deegan, Ph. D., “Progressive Purgation in the Spiritual Life”, 8).

“In what does this crisis essentially consist? – In the soul being deprived, not
only of sensible consolations, but of its supernatural lights on the mysteries of
salvation, of its ardent desires, of that facility in action, in preaching and in
teaching, in which it had felt a secret pride and complacency, and by reason
of which it had been inclined to set itself above others. This is a period of
extreme aridity, not only as regards the senses, but as regards the spirit, in
prayer and recitation of the office. Temptations frequently occur during this 

VII. The Dark Night of the Spirit (The Third Conversion)

 

  



“The principal source of suffering in this night is an apparent abandonment
by God. The soul is deprived of all delight and satisfaction in relations with
God. It is closed in upon itself faced with its own misery and lowliness...
The soul desires more than ever to serve God but feels that it in no way
can be acceptable to God. Although actually in a high state of perfection, it
feels desolate rather than favoured by God. It would welcome death as a
release from its torture” (G. Deegan, Ph. D., “Progressive Purgation in the
Spiritual Life”, 8).

       stage, not precisely against chastity or patience now, but against the  
       virtues that reside in the higher part of the soul, against faith, hope, and 
       charity” (Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange, The Three Conversions In the Spiritual 
       Life, 91).

“What is the spiritual state of the perfect after this purgation, which has been
like a third conversion for them?... The perfect know themselves no longer
merely in themselves, but in God, their source and their end; they examine
themselves, pondering what is written of their existence in the book of life, and
they never cease to see the infinite distance that separates them from their
Creator. Hence their humility. This quasi-experimental contemplation of God
proceeds from the gift of wisdom, and, by reason of its simplicity, it can be
almost continuous; it can persist in the midst of intellectual work,
conversation, external occupations, such continuity being impossible in the
case of a knowledge of God which uses the mirror of parables or that of the
mysteries of Christ” (Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange, The Three Conversions in the
Spiritual Life, 93-94).

“First of all the spirit becomes enkindled and is illumined, as it were, by a
cloud of the greatest brightness. It sees these three Persons, individually, and
yet, by a wonderful kind of knowledge which is given to it, the soul realizes
that most certainly and truly all these three Persons are one Substance  

VIII. The Unitive Way

 

  



“The bride perceiving that the desire of her will is now detached from all
things, cleaving to God with most fervent love; that the sensual part of the
soul, with all its powers, faculties, and desires, is now conformed to the
spirit; that all rebellion is quelled forever; that Satan is overcome and
driven far away in the varied contest of the spiritual struggle; that her soul
is united and transformed in the rich abundance of the heavenly gifts; and
that she herself is now prepared, strong and appareled, “leaning upon her
Beloved,” to go up “by the desert” of death; full of joy to the glorious throne
of her espousals, - she is longing for the end, and puts before the eyes of
her Bridegroom, in order to influence Him the more, all that is mentioned”
(St. John of the Cross, A Spiritual Canticle, Stanza XL).

     and one Power and one Knowledge and one God alone; so that we hold by 
     faith the soul may be said here to grasp by sight, although nothing is seen 
     by the eyes, either of the body or of the soul, for it is no ordinary vision” – 
     St. Teresa of Avila (Thomas Dubay, Fire Within, 104).

NOTES:
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