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“Stirring” — A Verbal Parallel in the
14*-Century The Cloud of Unknowing and
in the Writings of the 16™-Century Reformer
and Bible-Translator William Tyndale

Tibor Fabiny,
Karoly Gaspar University of the Reformed Church, Budapest

It seems appropriate to include a paper' on “stirring” in a volume devoted
to interdisciplinary approaches to spirituality in the literatures of the Eng-
lish-speaking world. The angle of this essay is partly philological, partly
comparative. Firstly, the meaning and significance of the word “stirring”
will be explored in the context of spirituality. Secondly, the various shades
of the conspicuously frequent occurrences of the word “stirring” in the
14%-century mystical treatise Zhe Cloud of Unknowing will be discussed.
Thirdly, reflections will focus on the writings of the 16™-century Bible
translator and martyr William Tyndale (c. 1494-1536), who used this word
not only in his New Testament but in most of his prose works. Fourthly, in
assessing the analytical explorations, some light will be shed on the sim-
ilarities and differences of 14®-century Catholic and 16®-century Protes-
tant spirituality, claiming that the spiritual tradition and the Reformation
were not unconnected to one another.?

1 This paper has been completed within the first year of research supported by the
Hungarian Scientific Research Fund Programme K 62008 (2006-2011).

2 Cf. Hoffman, Bengt R. Luther and the Mystics: A Reexamination of Luther’s
Spiritual Experience and His Relationship to the Mystics. Minneapolis, MA: Augs-
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the 16"-Century Reformer and Bible-Translator William Tyndale”, in: Franz Karl Wéhrer — John S.
Bak (eds.), British Literature and Spirituality. Theoretical Approaches and T ransdiscipli inary
| Readings, Miinster, Lit-Verlag, pp. 31-49.
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I. What is Meant by “Stirring”?

“Stirring” has got to do with religious emotions. Hans-Jiirgen Diller has
pointed out that from the point of view of language history, the word
“emotion” is a characteristically modern word: we can find its prehisto-
ry in terms such as “affection”, “passion”, “feeling” and “stirring”* Diller
mentions that the deverbal nouns of “stirring” and “feeling” are rendered
by reflexive verbs in German: “sich anfiihlen” and “sich bewegen” (Diller
179). In Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales “stirring” is used twice, both in the
“Parson’s Tale” and in both cases in connection with the word “moving’
“moevynge or styryinge of synne, stirynges and moevynges of mannes
courage in his herte” (35-60).* What appears in Chaucer, “moevynge or
styrynge” and “stirynges and moevynges’, is a peculiar form of linguistic
doubling recognised by ancient rhetoricians as “hendiadys”, which means:
“one through two”.> Moreover, the Chaucerean examples foreshadow our
further examples that “stirring” is used both in malem partem and in bonam
partem, i.e. both in a negative and a positive sense, as both sin and God can
stir the human heart.

The 14-century author of The Cloud Unknowing wrote five further trea-
tises, one of them being “A Pistle of Discrecioun of Stirings”, where the
author paternally warns his “goostly freend in God” of the possible double
provenance of stirrings:

And therefore beware, and prove well thy stirrings, and whence they
come; for how so thou art stirred, whether from within by grace, or from
without on ape’s manner, God wote, and I not. Nevertheless this may I
say thee in eschewing of perils like unto this: look that thou be no ape,
that is to say, look that thy stirrings to silence or to speaking, to fasting or
to eating, to onliness or to company, whether they be come from within
of abundance of love and of devotion in the spirit and not from without
by the windows of thy bodily wits, as thine ears, and thine eyes.’

3 Cf Diller, Hans-Jiirgen. “Affection, Passion, Feeling, Stirring: Towards a
Pre-History of the Category ‘Emotion’.” Unmitte(i)lbarkeit: Gestaltungen und Le-
sebarkeit von Emotionen. Ed. Paul Michel. Zurich: Pano, 2005. 155-91.

Cf. Diller 172.

Cf. Wright, George T. “Hendiadys and Hamlet.” PMLA 96:2 (1981): Hmmlow..
Hodgson, Phillis, ed. “A Pistle of Discrecioun of Stirings.” Deonise Hid Diunitie
and Other Treatises on Contemplative Prayer Related to The Cloud of Unknowing. Ed.
Phyllis Hodgson. Early English Text Society. Oxford: Oxford UP, 1958. 68-69.
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The term “stirring” is closest to “affection”, a term that, in my view, was
best defined by Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758), the American religious
thinker, in his rightly celebrated 4 Treatise Concerning Religious Affections
(1746). In this theoretical and spiritual guide, Edwards, experiencing the
zenith and decline of the Great Awakening in America, wanted to clarify
the difference between genuine and not necessarily genuine spirituality.
“The affections are no other, than the more vigorous and sensible exercises
of the inclination and the will of the soul” (Edwards 96). Affections, Ed-
wards writes, are of two sorts: “either those by which the soul is carried out
towards the things that are in view, in approving of them, being pleased
with them, and inclined to them; or those in which the soul opposes the
things that are in view, in disapproving of them, and in being displeased
with them, averse from them, and rejecting them [...]” (Edwards 96).

It is one of the propositions of the present paper that Edwards’ idea of
affection (disposition, inclination) is ultimately rooted in the medieval and
early modern use of “stirring”.

IL. “This blinde sterynge of love” versus the “sterynge of synne”

The Cloud of Unknowing is a unique mystical treatise and an example of
Christian mystagogy. The subject of the book is the “work of contempla-
tion” as it is indicated in the title of the second chapter: “A schort stering to
meeknes and to the werk of this book” (H 3),” in Wolters’ translation: “An
urgent call to humility and the work of contemplation” (W 53)%. Chapter 3
begins with the sentence: “Lift up thin herte unto God with a meek steryng
of love; and mene Himself, and none of His goodes” (H 16). This is slightly
mistranslated by Wolters: “Lift up your heart to God with humble love:
and mean God himself and not what you get out of him” (W 61).

Time is needed for the work of contemplation. The author insists that
this is not quantitative but qualitative time, neither longer nor shorter than
the atom:® “All the time that is given unto thee, it shall be asked of thee

7 'The reference is to the critical edition by Phyllis Hodgson of Zhe Cloud of Un-
knowing and the Book of Privy Counselling (henceforth: H).

8  'The reference is to the modern English translation by Clifton Wolters, The Cloud
of Unknowing and Other Works (henceforth: W),

9  Cf. Hodgson’s note to “athomus” (186): “atomus was used in the Greek New
Testament to signify “the twinkling of an eye”. In medieval Latin its time-value
was regularly fixed. It was the smallest medieval measure of time and equivalent
to 15/94 of a second. According to the table in Du Cange: an hour was equal to 5
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how thou hast spent it” And it is quite right that you should have to give
account of it. It is neither shorter nor longer than a single impulse of your
will, the chief part of your soul” (W 62).1° Thus “stirring” comes from the
will, the main faculty of the soul.

The author differentiates between two faculties: the intellect and love.
In the original it is called “worching might”, and in Wolters’ translation
“faculty”, the “knowyng might”, is translated as the “power of knowing”, and
the “lovyng might”, the “power of loving”. According to the author of 7he
Cloud, for the “knowyng might” (power of knowing), God is “incomprehen-
sible”, but for the “/ovyng might” (faculty of love) God is “comprehensible at
the fulle” (“completely knowable”). This distinction was also proposed by
Jonathan Edwards almost four hundred years later:

The Cloud of Unknowing (c. 1370) Edwards, Religious Affections (1746)

“All rational beings, angels and men, ~ “God has endued the soul with two

possess two faculties, the power of
knowing and the power of loving. To
the first, to the intellect, God who
made them is forever unknowable,
but to the second, to love, he is com-
pletely knowable, and that by every
separate individual. So much so that
the loving soul by itself, through its
love, may know for itself him who is
incomparably more than sufficient to

fill all souls that exist” (W 63).12

faculties: one is that by which it is ca-
pable of perception and speculation,
or by which it discerns, and views,
and judges of things; which is called
the understanding. The other facul-
ty is that by which the soul does not
merely perceive and view things, but
is some way inclined with respect to
the things it views or considers; either
is inclined o them, or is disinclined
and averse from them” (Edwards 96).

The paradoxical nature of this Christian mystagogy is that God can only
be known by unknowing, i.e. not by the wia positiva but only by the via

mm%a&ea.

points, 1 parts, 40 moments, 60 ostents, 22,560 atoms” (H 186).

10 “Alle tyme that is goven to thee, it schal be askid of thee how thou haste dispen-
did it. And skilful thing it is that thou geve acompte of it; for it is neither lenger
ne schorter, bot even acording to one only steryng that is withinne the principal worch-
ing might of thi soul, the whiche is thi wille” (H 18).

11 “[...] alle resonable creatures, aungel and man, hath in hem, ilchone by hem-self,
o principal worching might, the whiche is clepid a knowable might, and another
principal worching might, the whiche is clepid a lovyng might: of the whiche two
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The real knowledge of God is a work of grace. Its ultimate source is God
and is similar to fire touching a piece of coal which responds with a spark
to the fire. The love of God is fire, the human soul is a piece of coal and the
spark is the stirring that responds to the fire of divine love. “It is always a
sudden impulse (a sodeyn steryng) and comes without warning, springing up
to God like some spark from the fire” (W 65).1? The author comforts the
reader not to be disappointed if he relapses into thoughts again as this is the
working of the corrupt flesh. However, the “sudeyn steryng” will rise again,
provided this is the work of the “devoute and meek blinde stering of love” and
not of the proud “ymaginatiif witte” (H 22).

God cannot be the subject of intellectual inquiry, he can never be ap-
proached by the speculative mind but only by blind love: “he may well be
loved, but not thought. By love he can be caught and held, but by thinking
never” (W 68).3 Though thinking might otherwise be useful in the work of
contemplation “it must be put down and covered with a cloud of forgetting.
And you are to step over it with a devout and kindling love (z devoute and a
plesing stering of love), and try to penetrate the darkness above you. Strike that
thick cloud of unknowing with a sharp dart of longing love [...]” (W 68).*

Much of this meditative work is concerned with the distinction be-
tween the lower degree of vita activa, represented by Martha in the gos-
pels, and the higher degree of vita contemplativa, represented by Mary who
had chosen “the better part” and which should be never taken from her.
Martha had to be warned that “one thing is necessary” (Luke 10:42) — but
what is that “one thing”, the author asks: “Surely that God is loved and
praised for himself alone, above all else that a man can do, physically or
spiritually [...] For that perfect outreaching of love (parfite steryng of love)

mightes, to the first, the whiche is a knowyng might, God, That is the maker of
hem, is evermore incomprehensible; and to the secound, the whiche is the lovyng
myght, in ilchone diversly He is al comprehensible at the fulle, insomochel that o
lovyng soule only in itself, by vertewe of love, schuld comprehende in it Hym that
is sufficient at the fulle — and mochel more, withoute comparison — to fille alle the
soules and aungelles that ever may be” (H 18-19).

12 “Foryif it be trewlich conceyved, it is bot a sodeyn steryng, and as it were unavis-
id, speedly springing unto God as sparcle fro the cole” (H 65).

13 “For whi He may wel be loved, bot not thought. By love may He be getyn and
holden; bot bi thought neither” (H 25).

14 “And thou schalt step aboven it stalworthly, bot listely, with a devoute and a plesing
stering of love, and fonde for to peerse that derknes aboven thee. And smyte apon
that thicke cloude of unknowyng with a scharp darte of longing love” (H 26).
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which begins here on earth is the same as that which shall last eternally in
the blessedness of heaven; it is all one” (W 87).%%

For the author such things as “spiritual (goos#y) meditation”, “awareness
of one’s wretched state”, “sorrow”, “contrition” or even a “consideration of
Christ’s passion” belong only to the higher part of active life which co-
incides with the lower part of contemplative life, “but the higher part of
contemplation [...] is wholly caught up in darkness, and in this cloud of
unknowing, with an outreaching love (with a lovyng steryng) and a blind
groping for the naked being of God, himself and him only” (W 72).1¢ “

It cannot be emphasised enough that the “stirring of love” is never man’s
work, but is always the work of God. “Obviously it is not in the devout and ur-
gent love (devoute steryng of love) that is continually springing up in his will; an
urge produced not automatically but by the hand of the Almighty O_Mum [...] the
urgent movement of love (e steryng of love) — is wholly God’s work” (W 94).7

However, there are not only divine but also devilish, demonic stirrings.
Chapter eleven is entitled: “Each thought and impulse must be evaluated,
and recklessness in venial sin avoided” (W 53).!® The author is straightfor-
ward in declaring what to do if one notices the first stirring of sin in one-
self: “T want you to weigh up carefully every such thought and impulse (iche
a steryng) and to work hard at destroying it as soon as it makes appearance
(to distroie the first steryng) with its opportunity for you to sin” (W 76).%

The author contrasts the two ways of stirrings: he shows that human
beings may try to oppress their sins: however, fasting, sleeping on boards,

15 “Sekirly that God be loved and preysid by Himself, aboven alle other besines,
bodily or goostly, that man may do ... For whi that parfite steryng of _o<w. that
byginneth here is even of noumbre with that that schal last withouten ende in the
blis of heven,; for al is bot one” (H 52). .

16 “Bot the higher partye of contemplacion (as it may be had here) hongeth al holy in
this derknes and in this cloude of unknowyng, with a lovyng steryng and a blinde
be- holdyng unto the nakid beyng of God Himself only” (H 32). o

17 “Sekirly not in that devoute steryng of love that is contynuely wrought in his
wille, not by himself bot by the hande of Almighty God ... the steryng of love —
that is the werk of only God” (H 61).

18 “That a man schuld charge iche thought and iche stering after that it is, and al-
weis eschewe rechelesnes in venial synne” (H 37).

19 Again, in the modern version the translator misses the emphasis on the double
occurrence of the word “stirring” in the original text. “I wolde that thou charge-
dist iche a thought, and iche a steryng after that it is, and for I wolde that thou
travailedist besily to distroie the first steryng and thought of thees thinges that
thou maist thus synne inne” (H 38).
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plucking out their eyes, or amputating their limbs will not help: “The urge
and impulse of sin (stering and rising of synne) would still be with you” (W
77).2° Moreover, even if one is weeping for one’s sins or for the sufferings of
Christ, or even if one is meditating on heaven, these will not erase sin. It is
only the other stirring “the blind outreaching of love” (his blinde steryng of
love) which “destroys the ground and root of sin” (W 77).2

The author seems to be aware of what modern psychology has discov-
ered: forgetting is healing as divine love is therapeutic and instead of a
rigorous self-examination or sin-exploration, one should let oneself be cov-
ered by the “cloud of unknowing”. This idea is especially suggestive in the
thirty-first chapter, whose title itself is also significant: “How the beginner
should deal with his thoughts and sinful impulses (steringes of sinne)” (W
54).22 “If memories of past actions keep coming between you and God,
or any new thought or sinful impulse (steryng of any synne outher), you are
resolutely to step over them, because of your deep love for God you must
trample them underfoot (step aboven it with a fervent sterying of love). Try to
cover them with the thick cloud of forgetting, as though they have never
been committed” (W 90).23

We could go on quoting further examples of how the author spiritually
exhorts the reader “yif God stire thee” (H 77), “yif thou be stirid for to
preie” (H 99), “lift up thin hert with a blynde steryng of love” (H 81), “lene
listely to this meek steryng of love in thin herte” (H 92) and so on.

Last but not least, in Zhe Cloud of Unknowing it is admitted that “stirring”
has to do with the overall purpose and the subject of the whole book. In chap-
ter fifty-nine, the author explicitly says that the work of this book is called “a
moving” (W 133), “the werke of this book be clepid a steryng” (H 103).

'The closing, seventy-fifth chapter begins with a careful but deliberate
warning of the reader that he might have felt stirred and moved by this
book but the pleasant sensation is not yet the real stirring of God’s grace:

20 “Yit wil stering and rising of synne be in thee” (H 38-9).

21 “this blinde steryng of love ... distroieth not only the grounde and the rote of
sinne” (H 39).

22 “How a man schuld have hym in beginning of this werk agens alle thoughtes and
steringes of sinne” (H 7).

23 Yyif it so be that thi fordone specyal dedes wil alweis prees in thi mynde bitwix
thee and thi God, or any newe thought or steryng of any synne outher, thou
schalt stalworthly step aboven it with a fervent sterying of love, and treed hem
down under thi fete. And fonde to cover hem with a thicke cloude of forgetyng,
as thei never had ben don in this liif of thee, ne of other man outher” (H 67).
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“Not all those who read this book, or hear it read or spoken of, and as a
result think it is a good and pleasant thing, are therefore called by God to
engage in this work because of the pleasant sensation (only for this likyng
steryng that thei fele in the tyme of this re-dyng) they get when they read it!
The urge (this steryng) might well spring from a natural curiosity rather
than from a call of grace” (W 150).%*

Real stirring points beyond any human intention however noble it may
be. Real stirring is not human work, it always comes from above, it is the
work of grace.

I11. Tyndale’s Stirrings

The 16-century Bible translator William Tyndale (c. 1494-1536) was a
key-figure of the first generation of the English Reformation. He has rightly
been considered a maker of the English language, someone whose vocabu-
lary (as some eighty-five per cent of Tyndale’s translation went into the 1611
King James Bible, the Authorized Version) influenced more people than even
Shakespeare’s. He coined words such as “atonement”, “mercy-seat”, “scape-
goat”, and in the age of word-processors one is especially struck by his use of
terms such as “the process of the text”. David Daniell has pointed out that
Tyndale avoided Latinisms, Frenchisms, and preferred Saxon words and the
common Gloucestershire speech of his upbringing (“what one might call the
koine of Gloucester for the koine of the New Testament”).?

True, the conjecturing of something like “Tyndale and the mystical tra-
dition” is most probably not only an arbitrary association but even an oxy-
moron. In his interpretation of the Scriptures, Tyndale rejected medieval
allegory and the mystical sense, saying those who practice it “leave the clear
light and walk in the mist”?* Are we not, in Tyndale’s phrase, arbitrarily
“juggling” when we try to connect the language of The Cloud of Unknowing
with the language of the reformer who so vehemently rejects ideas of the
mystical sense or the mystical body of Christ? It is true that in his 1526
New Testament, Tyndale seems to prefer using the words “secret” for the

24 “Alle thoo that redyn or heren the mater of this book be red or spokin, and in this
redyng or hering think it good and likyng thing, ben never the rather clepid of
God to worche in this werk, only for this likyng steryng that thei fele in the tyme
of this re-dyng. For paraventure this steryng cometh more of a kyndely coriousté
of witte then of any clepyng of grace” (H 130-1).

25 Daniell, “Gold, Silver, Ivory, Apes and Peacocks”, 15.

26 Answer, 111.
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Greek mysterion, especially when it is in the plural sense,” or sometimes
even in the singular sense.?® All these are reconverted into “mysteries” in
the King James Version but in most cases he does use “mystery” also several
times.” Moreover, in his prose-works he does speak about the “mysteries
of Christ”,** and the “mysteries or secrets of Christ”.*! Therefore, we cannot
deny the existence of a form of spirituality in Tyndale though this spiritual-
ity is, of course, different from the spirituality of 7he Cloud of Unknowing.

Spirituality has to do with experience and Tyndale uses a graphic image
of domestic experience to make clear what he means by “feeling faith”, a
necessary concomitant of spirituality versus “historical faith” which, unlike
More, Tyndale considers redundant. Historical faith is the teaching of the
church that is communicated without experience. You can learn, for exam-
ple, that fire is cold when you are taught so. However, if you put a finger
into the fire, you will feel it. “Feeling faith” has to do with experience.*
This image of “feeling” takes us back to “stirring”. First we are going to
turn to Tyndale’s 1526 New Testament to see how he renders various Greek
words with the English word “stir”. After that, we shall turn to his conspic-
uously frequent use of “stirring” in his prose works.

It seems to be helpful to put Tyndale into the context of some other
translations. I have chosen the New Testament section of the King James
Bible of 1611 where I found twelve occurrences of “stir™ three times as
a verb in the present tense (“stir”), six times as a verb in the past tense
(“stirred”), twice as a noun (“stir”) and once as a verb in the present tense
but in the archaic form (“stirreth”). In the following table I have indicated
the words in seven rubrics: the original Greek, Latin, Luther’s translation,
Tyndale’s 1526 translation, the 1560 Geneva Bible, the 1611 King James
Bible, and the 1952 Revised Standard Version. I have indicated whether
Tyndale uses the word as a verb (V) or a noun (N), whether in a positive (+)
or a negative (-) sense:

27 E.g Matt 13:11; Luke 8:10; 1 Cor. 4:1; 1 Cor. 13:2; 1 Cor. 14:2.

28 E.g. Eph. 5.32: “This is a great secrete but I speake bitwene Christ and the con-
gregacion.”

29 E.g Mark 4.11; Rom. 16.15; 1 Cor. 1551, and in most of the passages of Eph.
and throughout Rev.

30 Mammon 95.

31 Obedience 222.

32  Answer 51; O’'Donnell, 48, 33-49, 17.






