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Gregory of Nyssa 

Gregory of Nyssa (c. 335–395) was a profound theologian, mystic, 

and one of the three great Cappadocian Fathers, alongside his 

brother Basil the Great and their friend Gregory of Nazianzus. Born 

into a devout and gifted family in Cappadocia (modern-day Turkey), 

Gregory’s brilliance and contemplative depth helped shape the very 

foundations of Christian theology. Initially reluctant to enter 

ecclesiastical life, he was persuaded by his brother Basil and 

eventually became Bishop of Nyssa, where he endured exile and 

opposition for defending the Nicene faith. 

Gregory’s writings soar with both reason and wonder. In works like 

The Life of Moses, On the Soul and the Resurrection, and The 

Great Catechism, he portrays the spiritual journey as an endless 

ascent toward God—an eternal growth in love and understanding. 

He was among the first to describe the soul’s longing for the infinite 

as epektasis—a continual reaching for the divine that never ends. 

Revered as a Father of Mysticism and Doctor of the Church, 

Gregory of Nyssa harmonized philosophy, theology, and spiritual 

vision, showing that true perfection lies not in arrival but in the 

perpetual pursuit of God’s beauty. 
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Introduction 

Gregory of Nyssa’s The Life of Moses is a masterclass in holy 

progress—how an ordinary life becomes a continual ascent toward 

God. In Part One, Gregory retells Exodus with crisp clarity; in Part 

Two, he unveils its spiritual meaning: Egypt as the tyranny of sin, 

the Red Sea as baptismal deliverance, the wilderness as training in 

virtue, and Sinai’s cloud as the daring truth that God is known best 

in reverent unknowing. Moses becomes our pattern of epektasis—

ever-moving desire—because in this life there is no finish line to 

love. 

Expect luminous exegesis joined to practical counsel: conquer 

anger, guard the senses, prefer humility to triumph, and keep 

climbing even after victory. Gregory’s vision is bracing and kind: 

every step reveals more goodness, which awakens more desire, 

which draws us further up. 

Read with Scripture open and a pen in hand. Let Exodus become 

your mirror and roadmap. By the last page, you’ll see why Gregory 

insists the greatest gift is hunger for God—and why the journey into 

“the divine darkness” is not loss, but the beginning of endless light.  
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The Life of Moses or Concerning Perfection In 

Virtue 

1. At horse races the spectators intent on victory shout to their 

favorites in the contest, even though the horses are eager to run. 

From the stands they participate in the race with their eyes, thinking 

to incite the charioteer to keener effort, at the same time urging the 

horses on while leaning forward and flailing the air with their 

outstretched hands instead of with a whip. They do this not 

because their actions themselves contribute anything to the victory; 

but in this way, by their good will, they eagerly show in voice and 

deed their concern for the contestants. I seem to be doing the same 

thing myself, most valued friend and brother. While you are 

competing admirably in the divine race along the course of virtue, 

lightfootedly leaping and straining constantly for the prize of the 

heavenly calling, I exhort, urge and encourage you vigorously to 

increase your speed. I do this, not moved to it by some 

unconsidered impulse, but to humor the delights of a beloved child. 

2. Since the letter which you recently sent requested us to furnish 

you with some counsel concerning the perfect life, I thought it only 

proper to answer your request. Although there may be nothing 

useful for you in my words, perhaps this example of ready 

obedience will not be wholly unprofitable to you. For if we who have 

been appointed to the position of fathers over so many souls 

consider it proper here in our old age to accept a commission from 

youth, how much more suitable is it, inasmuch as we have taught 

you, a young man, to obey voluntarily, that the right action of ready 

obedience be confirmed in you. 

3. So much for that. We must take up the task that lies before us, 

taking God as our guide in our treatise. You requested, dear friend, 

that we trace in outline for you what the perfect life is. Your intention 
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clearly was to translate the grace disclosed by my word into your 

own life, if you should find in my treatise what you were seeking. I  

am at an equal loss about both things: 

It is beyond my power to encompass perfection in my treatise or to 

show in my life the insights of the treatise. And perhaps I am not 

alone in this. Many great men, even those who excel in virtue, will 

admit that for them such an accomplishment as this is unattainable. 

4. As I would not seem, in the words of the Psalmist, there to 

tremble for fear, where no fear was, I shall set forth for you more 

clearly what I think. 

5. The perfection of everything which can be measured by the 

senses is marked off by certain definite boundaries. Quantity, for 

example, admits of both continuity and limitation, for every 

quantitative measure is circumscribed by certain limits proper to 

itself. The person who looks at a cubit or at the number ten knows 

that its perfection consists in the fact that it has both a beginning 

and an end. But in the case of virtue we have learned from the 

Apostle that its one limit of perfection is the fact that it has no limit. 

For that divine Apostle, great and lofty in understanding, ever 

running the course of virtue, never ceased straining toward those 

things that are still to come. Coming to a stop in the race was not 

safe for him. Why? Because no Good has a limit in its own nature 

but is limited by the presence of its opposite, as life is limited by 

death and light by darkness. And every good thing generally ends 

with all those things which are perceived to be contrary to the good. 

6. Just as the end of life is the beginning of death, so also stopping 

in the race of virtue marks the beginning of the race of evil. Thus 

our statement that grasping perfection with reference to virtue is 

impossible was not false, for it has been pointed out that what is 

marked off by boundaries is not virtue. I said that it is also 
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impossible for those who pursue the life of virtue to attain 

perfection. The meaning of this statement will be explained. 

7. The Divine One is himself the Good (in the primary and proper 

sense of the word), whose very nature is goodness. This he is and 

he is so named, and is known by this nature. Since, then, it has not 

been demonstrated that there is any limit to virtue except evil, and 

since the Divine does not admit of an opposite, we hold the divine 

nature to be unlimited and infinite. Certainly whoever pursues true 

virtue participates in nothing other than God, because he is himself 

absolute virtue. Since, then, those who know what is good by 

nature desire participation in it, and since this good has no limit, the 

participant's desire itself necessarily has no stopping place but 

stretches out with the limitless. 

8. It is therefore undoubtedly impossible to attain perfection, since, 

as I have said, perfection is not marked off by limits: The one limit 

of virtue is the absence of a limit. How then would one arrive at the 

sought-for boundary when he can find no boundary? 

9. Although on the whole my argument has shown that what is 

sought for is unattainable, one should not disregard the 

commandment of the Lord which says, Therefore be perfect, just as 

your heavenly father is perfect. For in the case of those things 

which are good by nature, even if men of understanding were not 

able to attain to everything, by attaining even a part they could yet 

gain a great deal. 

10. We should show great diligence not to fall away from the 

perfection which is attainable but to acquire as much as is possible: 

To that extent let us make progress within the realm of what we 

seek. For the perfection of human nature consists perhaps in its 

very growth in goodness. 
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11. It seems good to me to make use of Scripture as a counselor in 

this matter. For the divine voice says somewhere in the prophecy of 

Isaiah, Consider Abraham your father, and Sarah who gave you 

birth. Scripture gives this admonition to those who wander outside 

virtue. Just as at sea those who are carried away from the direction 

of the harbor bring themselves back on course by a clear sign, 

upon seeing either a beacon light raised up high or some mountain 

peak coming into view, in the same way Scripture by the example 

of Abraham and Sarah may guide again to the harbor of the divine 

will those adrift on the sea of life with a pilotless mind. 

12. Human nature is divided into male and female, and the free 

choice of virtue or of evil is set before both equally. For this reason 

the corresponding example of virtue for each sex has been 

exemplified by the divine voice, so that each, by observing the one 

to which he is akin (the men to Abraham and the women to Sarah), 

may be directed in the life of virtue by the appropriate examples. 

13. Perhaps, then, the memory of anyone distinguished in life 

would be enough to fill our need for a beacon light and to show us 

how we can bring our soul to the sheltered harbor of virtue where it 

no longer has to pass the winter amid the storms of life or be 

shipwrecked in the deep water of evil by the successive billows of 

passion. It may be for this very reason that the daily life of those 

sublime individuals is recorded in detail, that by imitating those 

earlier examples of right action those who follow them may conduct 

their lives to the good. 

14. What then? Some one will say, "How shall I imitate them, since 

I am not a Chaldaean as I remember Abraham was, nor was I 

nourished by the daughter of the Egyptian as Scripture teaches 

about Moses, and in general I do not have in these matters 

anything in my life corresponding to anyone of the ancients? How 

shall I place myself in the same rank with one of them, when I do 
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not know how to imitate anyone so far removed from me by the 

circumstances of his life?" To him we reply that we do not consider 

being a Chaldaean a virtue or a vice, nor is anyone exiled from the 

life of virtue by living in Egypt or spending his life in Babylon, nor 

again has God been known to the esteemed individuals in Judaea 

only, nor is Zion, as people commonly think, the divine habitation. 

We need some subtlety of understanding and keenness of vision to 

discern from the history how, by removing ourselves from such 

Chaldaeans and Egyptians and by escaping from such a 

Babylonian captivity, we shall embark on the blessed life. 

15. Let us put forth Moses as our example for life in our treatise. 

First we shall go through in outline his life as we have learned it 

from the divine Scriptures. Then we shall seek out the spiritual 

understanding which corresponds to the history in order to obtain 

suggestions of virtue. Through such understanding we may come to 

know the perfect life for men. 
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History of Moses 

16. Moses is said to have been born when the tyrant's law sought 

to prevent the birth of male offspring. Yet in his outward grace he 

anticipated the whole contribution which he would make in time. 

Already appearing beautiful in swaddling clothes, he caused his 

parents to draw back from having such a child destroyed by death. 

17. Thus, when the threat of the tyrant prevailed, he was not simply 

thrown into the Nile but was placed in a basket daubed along its 

joints with slime and pitch, and so was given to the current. (This 

was recounted by those who carefully gave a narrative concerning 

him.) Guided by some divine power, the basket moved to a certain 

place along the sloping bank where it was washed up naturally by 

the lapping of the waves. As the king's daughter happened to come 

to that grassy bank where the basket washed up, she discovered 

him when he gave a childlike cry in the ark. When she saw the 

outward grace evident in him, the princess out of her good will 

immediately adopted him and took him as her son. But when he 

instinctively refused a stranger's nourishment, he was nursed at his 

mother’s breast through the contrivance of his close relatives. 

18. After he had left childhood, and had been educated in pagan 

learning during his royal upbringing, he did not choose the things 

considered glorious by the pagans nor did he any longer recognize 

as his mother that wise woman by whom he had been adopted, but 

he returned to his natural mother and attached himself to his own 

kinsmen. During a fight between a Hebrew and an Egyptian he 

sided with his countryman and killed the foreigner. Then when two 

Hebrews fought with each other, he tried to restrain them, 

counseling them that because they were brothers they should make 

nature and not passion the arbiter of their disputes. 
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19. Having been rebuffed by the one in the wrong, he made this 

rejection the occasion for a greater philosophy. Separating himself 

from association with the people, he thereafter lived alone. He 

became the son-in-law of one of the foreigners, a man with insight 

into what is noble, and perceptive in judging the habits and lives of 

men. This man saw in one act—the attack on the shepherds —the 

virtue of the young man, how he fought on behalf of the right 

without looking for personal gain. Considering the right valuable in 

itself, Moses punished the wrong done by the shepherds, although 

they had done nothing against him. Honoring the young man 

Moses for these acts and judging his virtue in his manifest poverty 

more valuable than great riches, the man gave him his daughter in 

marriage and, in keeping with his authority, he permitted Moses to 

live as he wished. Moses lived alone in the mountains away from all 

the turmoil of the marketplace; there in the wilderness he cared for 

his sheep. 

20. After he had passed some time in this kind of life, the history 

says an awe-inspiring theophany occurred. At high noon a light 

brighter than the sunlight dazzled his eyes. Astonished at the 

strange sight, he looked up at the mountain and saw a bush from 

which this light was flaming up like a fire. When he saw the 

branches of the bush sprouting up in flame as if they were in pure 

water, he said to himself, "I will go and see this great sight." As 

soon as he said this, he no longer received the marvel of the light 

with his sight alone, but (which is most astounding of all) his 

hearing too was illuminated by the rays of light. The light's grace 

was distributed to both senses, illuminating the sight with flashing 

rays and lighting the way for the hearing with undefiled teachings. 

The voice from the light forbade Moses to approach the mountain 

burdened with lifeless sandals. He removed the sandals from his 

feet, and so stood on that ground on which the divine light was 

shining. 
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21. I think that the discussion should not dwell extensively on the 

bare history of the man. We should give attention to the matters we 

have proposed. After he was empowered by the theophany which 

he had seen, he was commanded to release his countrymen from 

Egyptian bondage. In order that he might learn more fully the 

strength implanted in him by God he tested the divine command by 

the things in his hands. This was the test. When the rod fell from his 

hand, it became alive, a living creature (in fact it was a serpent); 

when he took it up again in his hand, it became what it had been 

before becoming an animal. When he withdrew his hand from his 

bosom, it looked as white as snow, but when he put it back in his 

bosom, it returned to its natural color. 

22. Moses went down to Egypt and he took with him his foreign 

wife and the children she had borne him. Scripture says that an 

angel encountered him and threatened death. His wife appeased 

the angel by the blood of the child's circumcision. Then he met 

Aaron, who had himself been brought by God to this meeting. 

23. Later, the people in Egypt were gathered by Moses and Aaron 

into a general assembly and their release from bondage was 

announced all around to those who were already distressed by the 

hardships of their labors. Report of this came to the tyrant himself. 

When he heard it his anger at both the overseers of the work and 

the Israelites themselves was greater than ever. The levy of bricks 

to be made was increased and a harsher command was sent down, 

not only to those slaving with the clay but also to those laboriously 

gathering chaff and straw. 

24. Pharaoh (for this was the Egyptian tyrant's name) attempted to 

counter the divine signs performed by Moses and Aaron with 

magical tricks performed by his sorcerers. When Moses again 

turned his own rod into an animal before the eyes of the Egyptians, 

they thought that the sorcery of the magicians could equally work 
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miracles with their rods. This deceit was exposed when the serpent 

produced from the staff of Moses ate the sticks of sorcery—the 

snakes no less! The rods of the sorcerers had no means of defense 

nor any power of life, only the appearance which cleverly devised 

sorcery showed to the eyes of those easily deceived. 

25. When Moses saw that all the subjects agreed with their leader 

in his evil, he laid a blow upon the whole Egyptian nation, sparing 

no one from the calamities. Like an army under orders, the very 

elements of the universe—earth, water, air, and fire which are seen 

to be in everything—cooperated with him in this attack on the 

Egyptians, and changed their natural operations to serve human 

purposes. For by the same power and at the same time and place 

the disorderly were punished and those free of wrong did not suffer. 

26. At the command of Moses all the water in Egypt turned into 

blood. The fish were destroyed because the water thickened, but to 

the Hebrews alone the blood was water when they drew it. Found 

among the Hebrews this water provided an occasion for the 

magicians to use their art in making the water appear bloody. 

27. Similarly frogs covered Egypt in large numbers. Their breeding 

in these numbers was not natural, but Moses' command changed 

the normal density of frogs. All the land was in a sorry state, for the 

Egyptians' houses were being overrun with these creatures, while 

the Hebrews were free of this hateful plague. 

28. Likewise, there was no distinction between night and day to the 

Egyptians, who lived in unchanging gloom. To the Hebrews, 

however, nothing was out of the ordinary. It was the same with all 

the other things—the hail, the fire, the boils, the gadflies, the flies, 

the cloud of locusts: Each had its natural effect on the Egyptians. 

The Hebrews learned of the misfortune of their neighbors by report, 

since they experienced no similar attack themselves. 
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Then the death of the firstborn made the distinction between 

Egyptians and Hebrews still sharper. The Egyptians were 

dismayed, lamenting the loss of their dearest children, while the 

Hebrews continued to live in total serenity and safety. Salvation was 

assured to them by the shedding of the blood. At every entrance 

both the doorposts and the lintel joining them were marked with 

blood. 

29. While the Egyptians were downcast at the fate of their firstborn 

and each individual was lamenting his sufferings and those of 

everyone else, Moses led the exodus of the Israelites. He had 

previously prepared them to take away with themselves the wealth 

of the Egyptians on the pretext that it was a loan. The history goes 

on to say that when they were three days out of Egypt, the Egyptian 

was angry that Israel did not remain in slavery, and after mobilizing 

all his subjects for war, he pursued the people with his cavalry. 

When they saw the deployment of the cavalry and infantry, they 

were panic-stricken since they were inexperienced in war and 

untrained in such sights, and they rose up against Moses. Then the 

history tells the most marvellous thing about Moses. He did two 

distinctly separate things at once: By spoken word he encouraged 

the Israelites and exhorted them not to abandon high hopes, but 

inwardly, in his thoughts, he pleaded with God on behalf of those 

who cowered in fear and he was directed by counsel from above 

how to escape the danger. God himself, the history says, gave ear 

to his voiceless cry. 

30. By divine power a cloud led the people. This was no ordinary 

cloud, for it was not composed of the vapors or exhalations as 

normal clouds are. The winds did not press the vapors of the air 

into a misty composition; it was something beyond human 

comprehension. Scripture testifies that there was something 

amazing about that cloud. When the rays of the noonday sun shone 
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with great heat, the cloud was a shelter for the people, shadowing 

those below it and moistening with a light dew the fiery heat of the 

atmosphere. During the night it became a fire, leading the Israelites 

as in a procession with its own light from sunset to sunrise. 

31. Moses himself watched the cloud, and he taught the people to 

keep it in sight. When the cloud had guided them along their 

course, they came to the Red Sea, where the Egyptians coming 

from behind with their whole army surrounded the people. No way 

of escape from their terrors was open to the Israelites in any 

direction, because they were trapped between their enemies and 

the water. It was then that Moses, urged on by divine power, 

performed the most incredible deed of all. He approached the bank 

and struck the sea with his rod. The sea split at the blow, just as a 

crack in glass runs straight across to the edge when a break occurs 

at any point. The whole sea was split like that from the top by the 

rod, and the break in the waters reached to the opposite bank. At 

the place where the sea parted, Moses went down into the deep 

with all the people and they were in the deep without getting wet 

and their bodies were still in the sunlight. As they crossed the 

depths by foot on dry bottom, they were not alarmed at the water 

piled up so close to them on both sides, for the sea had been fixed 

like a wall on each side of them. 

32. When Pharaoh and the Egyptians ran after them headlong into 

the sea along that newly cut path, the walls of water came together 

again and the sea rushed in upon itself to assume its previous form, 

becoming to the eye a single body of water. By that time the 

Israelites were already resting on the opposite bank from the long 

and strenuous march through the sea. Then they sang a victory 

song to God for raising a monument unstained with blood on their 

behalf since he destroyed in the water the whole army of the 

Egyptians—their horses, infantry, and chariots. 
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33. After that, Moses pushed on, but when he had traveled three 

days without water he was at a loss how to relieve the thirst of the 

army. They pitched camp near a pool of salty water, more bitter 

than the sea itself. While they were resting close to the water and 

were parched with thirst, Moses, acting on the counsel of God, 

found a piece of wood near that place and threw it into the water. 

Immediately it became drinkable, for the wood by its own power 

changed the nature of the water from bitter to sweet. 

34. As the cloud moved forward, the Israelites followed their guide 

closely. They always rested from their march wherever the cloud 

indicated by stopping, and they departed again whenever the cloud 

led the way on. By following this guide, they arrived at a place 

irrigated with drinkable water. It was watered all around by twelve 

bountiful springs and shaded by a grove of date palms. There were 

seventy date palms which, even though few in number, made a 

great impression on those who saw them, because of their 

exceptional beauty and height. 

35. Again their guide, the cloud, rose up and led them forth to 

another place. But this was a desert with arid, scorching 

sand and not a drop of water to moisten the country. Here once 

more thirst exhausted the people. But when Moses struck a 

prominent rock with his rod, it gave forth water which was sweet 

and drinkable in greater abundance than was needed by even so 

large a host. 

36. It was also there that the provisions which they had laid in for 

the journey out of Egypt failed, and the people were famished. 

Then the most incredible marvel of all occurred: Food did not grow 

out of the earth in the customary manner but fell like dew from 

heaven. For the dew was poured out upon them at daybreak and 

became food for those who gathered it. What was poured out was 
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not drops of water as in the case of dew but crystal-like drops in the 

shape of coriander seed, tasting as sweet as honey. 

 

37. With this marvel was seen also another: Those who went out to 

gather the food were all, as one might expect, of different ages and 

capacities, yet despite their differences one did not gather more or 

less than another. Instead, the amount gathered was measured by 

the need of each, so that the stronger did not have a surplus nor 

was the weaker deprived of his fair share. In addition, the history 

tells another marvel. Each one, when making provision for the day, 

laid up nothing for the morrow, but when some stingy person did 

store up some of the daily food for the next day, it became inedible, 

being changed into worms. 

38. The history offers yet another astounding feature of this food, 

for one of the seven days of the week was observed by rest in 

keeping with a mystical ordinance. On the day before the day of 

rest, the same amount of food flowed down as on other days and 

the effort of those gathering it was the same, yet what was gathered 

was found to be double the usual amount, so that their need for 

food was no excuse for breaking the law of rest. Divine power was 

shown even more in that, whereas on other days the excess 

became worthless, on the day of Preparation for the Sabbath 

(which is the name of this day of rest) alone did what was stored up 

remain imperishable so that it in no way appeared to be less fresh 

than the new. 

39. Then they waged war against a foreign nation. The text calls 

those combining against them Amalekites. For the first time the 

Israelites were drawn up fully armed in battle array. The full army 

was not moved into battle; only picked troops chosen for their merit 

undertook the war. Here Moses showed a new piece of strategy. 
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While Joshua (who was to succeed Moses in leading the people) 

led the army out against the Amalekites, Moses, standing on a 

hilltop away from the furor of battle, was looking up toward heaven 

with a friend stationed on either side of him. 

 

40. Then we hear from the history the following marvel: When 

Moses raised his hands to heaven, those under his command 

prevailed against their enemies, but when he let them down, the 

army began to give in to the foreigners' assault. When those who 

stood with him recognized this they stationed themselves on either 

side of him and supported his hands, which for some unknown 

reason had become heavy and hard to move. When his helpers 

became too weak to hold him in an upright position, they provided 

him a stone to sit on, thus helping Moses to raise his hands to 

heaven. From then on the foreign army was mightily defeated by 

the Israelites. 

41. When the cloud which led the people in their journey continued 

to remain at the same place, the people could not move on, since 

there was no one to lead them to depart. All the necessities of life 

were provided for them without toil. The air from above rained 

bread already prepared for them, and the rock from below provided 

drink. The cloud in turn tempered the unpleasantness of being out 

in the open, forming a shelter from the heat by day and at night 

dispelling the darkness by shining with a torch-like radiance. So 

they experienced no discomfort in that desert at the foot of the 

mountain where they had pitched camp. 

42. Here Moses guided them in a most secret initiation. The divine 

power itself by marvels beyond description initiated all the people 

and their leader himself in the following manner. The people were 

ordered beforehand to keep themselves from defilements of all 
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kinds which pertain to both soul and body and to purify themselves 

by certain lustrations. They were to keep themselves pure from 

intercourse for a stated number of days so that, pure of passion, 

they might approach the mountain to be initiated, cleansed of every 

emotion and bodily concern. (The name of the mountain was Sinai.) 

Persons alone were allowed at that time to approach the mountain, 

and of them men alone, and of them, in turn, those purified from 

every pollution. Every safeguard and precaution was taken against 

the approach of any animals to the mountain. If somehow it did 

happen that any animal at all showed itself at the mountain, it was 

stoned by the people. 

43. Then the clear light of the atmosphere was darkened so that the 

mountain became invisible, wrapped in a dark cloud. A fire shining 

out of the darkness presented a fearful sight to those who saw it. It 

hovered all around the sides of the mountain so that everything 

which one could see smouldered with the smoke from the 

surrounding fire. Moses led the people to the slope, not without fear 

himself at the sight. His whole being so trembled with fright that his 

faintness of soul was not concealed from the Israelites, but he was 

terrified, as they were, at what he saw and his body shook violently. 

44. The manifestation was of such a nature that it not only caused 

consternation in their souls through what they saw but it also struck 

fear in them through what they heard. A terrible sound ripped down 

from above upon everything below. Its first impact was harsh and 

intolerable to every ear. Its sound was like the blaring of trumpets, 

but the intensity and terribleness of the sound surpassed any such 

comparison. As it drew nearer, its blaring steadily increased to a 

more terrifying volume. This sound was sharp and clear, the air 

articulating the word by divine power without using organs of 

speech. The word was not articulated without purpose but was 

laying down divine ordinances. As the sound drew nearer, it 
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became louder, and the trumpet surpassed itself, the successive 

sounds exceeding in volume the preceding ones. 

45. The people as a whole were incapable of enduring what was 

seen and heard. Therefore, a general request from all was brought 

before Moses that the Law be mediated through him, on the ground 

that the people would not doubt that whatever he commanded in 

keeping with the teaching from above was a divine command. So 

when all went down to the foot of the mountain, Moses alone 

remained and showed the opposite of what was to be expected of 

him. Whereas all other men feel confidence in the face of fearful 

things when in the company of their associates, Moses was more 

courageous after he had been left by himself. From this it became 

clear that the fear which had encompassed him at the beginning 

was an emotion not in keeping with his character but was 

experienced out of sympathy for those who were terrified. 

46. Since he was alone, by having been stripped as it were of the 

people's fear, he boldly approached the very darkness itself and 

entered the invisible things where he was no longer seen by those 

watching. After he entered the inner sanctuary of the divine mystical 

doctrine, there, while not being seen, he was in company with the 

Invisible. He teaches, I think, by the things he did that the one who 

is going to associate intimately with God must go beyond all that is 

visible and (lifting up his own mind, as to a mountaintop, to the 

invisible and incomprehensible) believe that the divine is there 

where the understanding does not reach. 

47. While there he received the divine ordinances. These were the 

teachings concerning virtue, the chief of which is reverence and 

having the proper notions about the divine nature, inasmuch as it 

transcends all cognitive thought and representation and cannot be 

likened to anything which is known. He was commanded to heed 

none of those things comprehended by the notions with regard to 
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the divine nor to liken the transcendent nature to any of the things 

known by comprehension. Rather, he should believe that the Divine 

exists, and he should not examine it with respect to quality, quantity, 

origin, and mode of being, since it is unattainable. 

48. The word also adds what are right moral actions, presenting its 

teaching in both general and specific laws. General is the law which 

is destructive of all injustice, namely that one must love his 

neighbor. If this law were observed, it would certainly follow in 

consequence that no one would do any evil to his neighbor. Among 

the specific laws was established honor for parents, and there was 

listed a catalogue of prohibited deeds. 

49. With his mind purified by these laws, as it were, he was led to 

the higher initiation, where a tabernacle was all at once shown to 

him by divine power. The tabernacle was a sanctuary with beauty of 

indescribable variety—entrances, pillars, and curtains, table, 

candlestick, and altar of incense, the altar of holocaust and the 

propitiatory, and the inaccessible and unapproachable holy of 

holies. So that their beauty and arrangement might not be forgotten 

and might be shown to those below, he was counseled not to 

represent these things in mere writing but to imitate in material 

construction that immaterial creation, employing the most splendid 

and radiant materials found on earth. Among these the most 

abundant was gold, with which the pillars were overlaid. With the 

gold, silver also made its contribution by beautifying the capitals 

and bases of the pillars so that by the changes of color at each end, 

I think, the gold might shine forth more brightly. There were also 

places where brass was considered useful, namely at the head and 

base of the silver pillars. 

50. The draperies and the curtains and the outer wall of the 

sanctuary and the coverings stretched out in succession over the 

columns—each was finished out of an appropriate material by the 



 
 

 

 

24 

weaver's art. The dye of these woven fabrics was violet, purple, and 

fiery scarlet, and some material had its natural brightness. For 

some things linen was used and for other things hair, in keeping 

with the purposes of the fabrics. There were also places where 

skins dyed red were suitable to the beauty of the structure. 

51. After his descent from the mountain Moses, employing 

workmen, constructed these things according to the pattern shown 

to him. While he was in that sanctuary not made with hands, he 

was commanded how the priest should be adorned when he 

entered the sanctuary. The law prescribed the details of the under 

and outer garments. 

52. The first in order of the garments was not the hidden but the 

visible. There was an ephod embroidered of different colors with 

gold thread predominating. (The veil was also made of these 

colors.) Clasps held the ephod together on both sides and provided 

a setting of gold for emeralds. The beauty of these stones was due 

partly to their natural radiance—from them a green brightness was 

given forth—and partly to the marvellous skill of the engraving. 

(This was not the skill which carves out images of idols, but the 

adornment was the names of the patriarchs engraved six on each 

stone.) 

53. From the clasps down the front the little shield-like ornaments 

hung loosely. There were also intertwined cords plaited through one 

another in a netlike pattern hanging from the clasps on each side. 

They dropped down below the shield‐ like ornaments so that the 

beauty of the plaiting might, I think, be more conspicuous being 

enhanced by the background. 

54. The ornament made out of gold which hung down from the 

chest had on it stones of different kinds equal in number to the 

patriarchs. These were arranged in four rows set three to a row, 
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with the names of the tribes written on them. The tunic beneath the 

ephod extended from the neck to the toes and was suitably 

adorned with fringes. The hem was decked out beautifully, not only 

by the variety of skilled weaving but also by the hanging of gold 

ornaments. These were golden bells and pomegranates distributed 

alternately along the hem. 

55. The fillet for the head was solid violet, and the metal‐ leaf 

frontpiece was of pure gold engraved with the ineffable letters. 

There was also a girdle which held together the loose folds of the 

garment, as well as an adornment for the hidden parts of the body, 

and the other articles of clothing which symbolically instruct 

concerning priestly virtue under the form of clothing. 

56. After he was instructed in these and other such things by the 

ineffable teaching of God while he was surrounded by that invisible 

darkness, and having surpassed himself by the aid of the mystical 

doctrines, he emerged again out of the darkness. He then went 

down to his people to share with them the marvels which had been 

shown to him in the theophany, to deliver the laws, and to institute 

for them the sanctuary and priesthood according to the pattern 

shown to him on the mountain. 

57. He carried in his hands the holy tablets, which were a divine 

invention and gift that needed no human cooperation to be brought 

into existence. Both the material and the writing on them were 

equally the work of God. The writing was the Law. But the people 

prevented grace: Before giving heed to the lawgiver they rebelled in 

idolatry. 

58. Some considerable time had elapsed while Moses devoted 

himself to conversation with God in that divine initiation. He 

participated in that eternal life under the darkness for forty days and 

nights, and lived in a state beyond nature, for his body had no need 
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of food during that time. It was then that the people, like a little child 

who escapes the attention of his pedagogue, were carried along 

into disorderliness by uncontrolled impulses, and, banding together 

against Aaron, forced the priest to lead them in idolatry. 

59. When the idol had been made out of gold (it was a calf), they 

exulted in their impiety; but Moses came to them and broke the 

tablets which he had received from God so that they might suffer a 

punishment worthy of their transgression by having no share in the 

God-given grace. 

 

60. He then purified his people's guilt with their own blood when the 

Levites slew them, and appeased the divine by his own anger 

against the transgressors. Thereupon he utterly destroyed the idol. 

Once more applying himself to the matter for forty days, he 

received the tablets. The writing on them was done by divine power, 

but the material was fashioned by the hand of Moses. He received 

them while for the same number of days he again lived beyond 

nature in a manner different from that to which we are accustomed 

and admitted to his body none of those sustenances which our 

nature requires. 

61. Moses accordingly erected for them the tabernacle, delivered to 

them the laws, and established the priesthood in keeping with the 

teaching given to him by God. The workmanship on all the material 

objects was done according to the divine directions— the 

tabernacle, the entrances, and everything inside—the altar of 

incense, the altar of holocaust, the candlestick, the curtains, the 

propitiatory within the holy of holies; the adornment of the 

priesthood, the myrrh, the different sacrifices—the purifications, the 

thank- offerings, the offerings to avert evil, the propitiations for 

trespasses. As he arranged everything in the required manner, 
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among his family he aroused against himself envy, that congenital 

malady in the nature of man. 

62. Even Aaron, who was endowed with the honors of the 

priesthood, and his sister Miriam, driven by a most female‐ like 

jealousy against the honor given to Moses by God, so railed 

against him that deity was provoked to punish their trespass. Here 

Moses showed patience most worthy of admiration, because, when 

God punished the irrational envy of the woman, he made his nature 

prevail over anger and appeased God on behalf of his sister. 

 

63. The multitude again fell into disorderliness. What led to their 

transgression was a lack of moderation in regard to the pleasures 

of the table, for they were not satisfied to live healthfully and 

painlessly on the food which flowed down from above, but the 

craving for meat made them prefer slavery in Egypt to their present 

good circumstances. Moses took counsel with God concerning the 

passion which had overcome them, and God instructed that they 

should not have such desires because he would give what they 

longed for. He sent flocks of birds like a cloud to fly close to the 

ground near the camp. The ease with which they could catch the 

birds led them in their craving for meat to stuff themselves. 

64. Their immoderation at once became destructive to their bodies, 

and their satiety ended in sickness and death. This example 

became to them and to those watching them a sufficient cause for 

moderation. 

65. Next, Moses sent spies into that region which they hoped to 

inhabit according to the divine promise. When not all of them 

reported the truth, but some gave false and discouraging 

information, the people again rose in anger against Moses. God 
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decreed that those who had no confidence in divine help should not 

see the promised land. 

66. As they were crossing the desert, water again failed them— as 

did their memory of the divine power, for the earlier miracle of the 

rock did not give them confidence that their present necessities 

would be provided for. Abandoning their hopes for better things, 

they reviled Moses and God himself, so that the disbelief of the 

people seemed to intimidate even Moses. Nevertheless he 

performed for them again the miracle of changing that jutting rock 

into water. 

 

67. Again the pleasures of the table enslaved them, and their 

desires led them to gluttony. Although they lacked none of the 

necessities of life, disorderly youths were dreaming of the Egyptian 

plenty. They were disciplined by very severe scourges: 

Serpents within the encampment as they bit them injected deadly 

poison in them. 

68. When deaths caused by the serpents followed in rapid 

succession, the lawgiver, at the urging of divine counsel, cast a 

bronze likeness of a serpent and placed it on a height to be seen by 

the whole camp. In this way he stayed the harm done among the 

people by the serpents and delivered them from destruction. For he 

who looked on the bronze image of the serpent did not fear the bite 

of the real serpent, since looking at it counteracted the poison by 

some mysterious antidote. 

69. Some of the people again rose up against Moses' leadership 

and put pressure on him to transfer the priesthood to themselves. 

Although he made supplication to God on behalf of the rebels, the 

righteous judgment of God was stronger than the compassion of 



 
 

 

 

29 

Moses for his people. For the earth, opening up like a chasm at the 

divine will and closing up again, swallowed all those who set 

themselves, together with all their kinsmen, against the authority of 

Moses. When two hundred and fifty of those who raved about the 

priesthood were consumed by fire, the people were brought to their 

senses. 

70. In order to persuade men that the grace of the priesthood 

comes from God to those who are worthy, Moses received rods 

from the most eminent man in each tribe, each man bringing a rod 

marked with his own name. Aaron's rod was among them. Moses 

placed the rods before the sanctuary, and by them he made God's 

choice concerning the priesthood clear to the people. Aaron's rod 

alone budded and produced ripe fruit from the wood—and the fruit 

was the almond. 

71. It seemed a very great marvel to the unbelievers that what was 

dried, polished, and rootless all at once produced the growth 

natural to things which are planted. Instead of earth, bark, moisture, 

roots, and time, it was the divine power at work in the wood. 

72. Thereupon, when he led the army through foreign nations who 

blocked their passage, he swore an oath that the people would not 

pass through the fields and vineyards but would keep to the royal 

road, turning aside neither to the right nor to the left. When the 

adversaries would not make peace on these terms, he prevailed in 

battle against the enemy and became master of the route. 

73. Next, a certain Balak who ruled a greater nation known as the 

Midianites, panic-stricken at the experience of those who were 

destroyed and expecting to undergo nothing less calamitous at the 

hands of the Israelites, brought in support not arms and men but 

magical arts in the person of a certain Balaam. He was commonly 

reputed to be skilled in these things and was believed by those who 
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employed him to be powerful in such matters. His augury came 

from watching the flight of birds, yet he was a hard man to deal 

with, for with the cooperation of demons he could bring utter ruin on 

men through this magical power. 

74. As he followed those who were leading him to the king of that 

nation, he learned by the voice of his ass that the way was not 

propitious for him. Having learned in a vision what was to be done, 

he found that any harm to be inflicted by working magic was 

impotent against those who have God as their ally. Moved by divine 

inspiration instead of by demonic power, he uttered such words as 

were a clear prophecy of better things which would later come to 

pass. What prevented his making use of his skill for evil also 

brought him an awareness of divine 

power. Leaving divination aside, he acted as an interpreter of the 

divine will. 

75. Then the foreign nation was destroyed. The Israelites had the 

upper hand in the battle, but they in turn were overcome by 

licentious passion for their female captives. When Phineas then 

with one blow ran those through who were entangled in dishonor, 

the wrath of God against those raving for unlawful unions abated. 

Then the lawgiver, ascending a high mountain, surveyed from afar 

the land which was prepared for Israel by the divine promise made 

to the fathers. He departed from this human life, leaving behind no 

sign on the earth nor any grave as a memorial of his departure. 

76. Time had not harmed his beauty, neither dimmed his brightness 

of eye nor diminished the graciousness of his appearance. Always 

remaining the same, he preserved in the changeableness of nature 

an unchangeable beauty. 

77. Those things which we have learned from the literal history of 

the man we have retraced in summary for you, although we have of 
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necessity so amplified the account as to bring out its intention. Now 

we must adapt the life which we have called to mind to the aim we 

have proposed for our study so that we might gain some benefit for 

the virtuous life from the things mentioned. Let us now begin the 

account of this life.  
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Birth and Childhood 

BOOK II 

Contemplation on the Life of Moses 
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1. Moses was born at the time Pharaoh issued the decree for male 

offspring to be destroyed. How shall we as a matter of choice 

imitate this fortuitous birth of Moses? Someone will rightly raise the 

objection that it does not lie within our power to imitate in our own 

birth that famous birth. But it is not hard to begin the imitation with 

this seeming difficulty. 

2. Everyone knows that anything placed in a world of change never 

remains the same but is always passing from one state to another, 

the alteration always bringing about something better or worse. The 

narrative is to be understood according to its real intention. For the 

material and passionate disposition to which human nature is 

carried when it falls is the female form of life, whose birth is favored 

by the tyrant. The austerity and intensity of virtue is the male birth, 

which is hostile to the tyrant and suspected of insurrection against 

his rule. 

3. Now, it is certainly required that what is subject to change be in a 

sense always coming to birth. In mutable nature nothing can be 

observed which is always the same. Being born, in the sense of 

constantly experiencing change, does not come about as the result 

of external initiative, as is the case with the birth of the body, which 

takes place by chance. Such a birth occurs by choice. We are in 

some manner our own parents, giving birth to ourselves by our own 

free choice in accordance with whatever we wish to be, whether 

male or female, moulding ourselves to the teaching of virtue or vice. 

4. We can most certainly enter upon a better birth into the realm of 

light, however much the unwilling tyrant is distressed, and we can 

be seen with pleasure and be given life by the parents of this 

goodly offspring, even though it is contrary to the design of the 

tyrant. (The rational faculties are what become the "parents of ... 

virtue.") 
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5. When we lay bare the hidden meaning of the history, Scripture is 

seen to teach that the birth which distresses the tyrant is the 

beginning of the virtuous life. I am speaking of that kind of birth in 

which free will serves as the midwife, delivering the child amid great 

pain. For no one causes grief to his antagonist unless he exhibits in 

himself those marks which give proof of his victory over the other. 

6. It is the function of the free will both to beget this virtuous male 

offspring and to nourish it with proper food and to take forethought 

how to save it unharmed from the water. For there are those who 

present their children to the tyrant, delivering them naked and 

without forethought to the stream. I am speaking of life as a stream 

made turbulent by the successive waves of passion, which plunge 

what is in the stream under the water and drown it. 

7. Whenever life demands that the sober and provident rational 

thoughts which are the parents of the male child launch their good 

child on the billows of this life, they make him safe in 

an ark so that when he is given to the stream he will not be 

drowned. The ark, constructed out of various boards, would be 

education in the different disciplines, which holds what it carries 

above the waves of life. 

8. Although he is borne along by the rushing of the waves, the child 

is not carried far by the tossing of the waters where there is 

education. Instead he is washed to the side and the motion of the 

waters naturally thrusts him on the firm bank, that is to say, outside 

the turmoil of life. 

9. Experience teaches us that the restless and heaving motion of 

life thrusts from itself those who do not totally submerge 

themselves in the deceits of human affairs and it reckons as a 

useless burden those whose virtue is annoying. He who escapes 

from these things must imitate Moses and not spare his tears, even 
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though he should be safe in the ark, for tears are the unfailing 

guardian of those saved by virtue. 

10. Since the daughter of the king, being childless and barren (I 

think she is rightly perceived as profane philosophy), arranged to 

be called his mother by adopting the youngster, Scripture concedes 

that his relationship with her who was falsely called his mother 

should not be rejected until he had recognized his own immaturity. 

But he who has already attained maturity, as we have learned 

about Moses, will be ashamed to be called the son of one who is 

barren by nature. 

11. For truly barren is profane education, which is always in labor 

but never gives birth. For what fruit worthy of such pangs does 

philosophy show for being so long in labor? Do not all who are full 

of wind and never come to term miscarry before they come to the 

light of the knowledge of God, although they could as well become 

men if they were not altogether hidden in the womb of barren 

wisdom? 

12. Now after living with the princess of the Egyptians for such a 

long time that he seemed to share in their honors, he must return to 

his natural mother. Indeed he was not separated from her while he 

was being brought up by the princess but was nursed by his 

mother's milk, as the history states. This teaches, it seems to me, 

that if we should be involved with profane teachings during our 

education, we should not separate ourselves from the nourishment 

of the Church's milk, which would be her laws and customs. By 

these the soul is nourished and matured, thus being given the 

means of ascending the height. 

13. It is true that he who looks to both the profane doctrines and to 

the doctrines of the fathers will find himself between two 

antagonists. For the foreigner in worship is opposed to the Hebrew 
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teaching, and contentiously strives to appear stronger than the 

Israelite. And so he seems to be to many of the more superficial 

who abandon the faith of their fathers and fight on the side of the 

enemy, becoming transgressors of the fathers' teaching. On the 

other hand, he who is great and noble in soul like Moses slays with 

his own hand the one who rises in opposition to true religion. 

14. One may, moreover, find this same conflict in us, for man is set 

before competitors as the prize of their contest. He makes the one 

with whom he sides the victor over the other. The fight of the 

Egyptian against the Hebrew is like the fight of idolatry against true 

religion, of licentiousness against self‐ control, of injustice against 

righteousness, of arrogance against humility, and of everything 

against what is perceived by its opposite. 

15. Moses teaches us by his own example to take our stand with 

virtue as with a kinsman and to kill virtue's adversary. The victory of 

true religion is the death and destruction of idolatry. So also 

injustice is killed by righteousness and arrogance is slain by 

humility. 

16. The dispute of the two Israelites with each other occurs also in 

us. There would be no occasion for wicked, heretical opinions to 

arise unless erroneous reasonings withstood the truth. If, therefore, 

we by ourselves are too weak to give the victory to what is 

righteous, since the bad is stronger in its attacks and rejects the 

rule of truth, we must flee as quickly as possible (in accordance 

with the historical example) from the conflict to the greater and 

higher teaching of the mysteries. 
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17. And if we must again live with a foreigner, that is to say, if need 

requires us to associate with profane wisdom, let us with 

determination scatter the wicked shepherds from their unjust use of 

the wells—which means let us reprove the teachers of evil for their 

wicked use of instruction. 

18. In the same way we shall live a solitary life, no longer entangled 

with adversaries or mediating between them, but we shall live 

among those of like disposition and mind who are fed by us while 

all the movements of our soul are shepherded, like sheep, by the 

will of guiding reason. 

The Burning Bush 

19. It is upon us who continue in this quiet and peaceful course of 

life that the truth will shine, illuminating the eyes of our soul with its 

own rays. This truth, which was then manifested by the ineffable 

and mysterious illumination which came to Moses, is God. 

20. And if the flame by which the soul of the prophet was 

illuminated was kindled from a thorny bush, even this fact will not 

be useless for our inquiry. For if truth is God and truth is light—the 

Gospel testifies by these sublime and divine names to the God who 

made himself visible to us in the flesh — such guidance of virtue 

leads us to know that light which has reached down even to human 

nature. Lest one think that the radiance did not come from a 

material substance, this light did not shine from some luminary 

among the stars but came from an earthly bush and surpassed the 

heavenly luminaries in brilliance. 

21. From this we learn also the mystery of the Virgin: The light of 

divinity which through birth shone from her into human life did not 

consume the burning bush, even as the flower of her virginity was 

not withered by giving birth. 
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22. That light teaches us what we must do to stand within the rays 

of the true light: Sandaled feet cannot ascend that 

height where the light of truth is seen, but the dead and earthly 

covering of skins, which was placed around our nature at the 

beginning when we were found naked because of disobedience to 

the divine will, must be removed from the feet of the soul. When we 

do this, the knowledge of the truth will result and manifest itself. The 

full knowledge of being comes about by purifying our opinion 

concerning nonbeing. 

23. In my view the definition of truth is this: not to have a mistaken 

apprehension of Being. Falsehood is a kind of 

impression which arises in the understanding about nonbeing: as 

though what does not exist does, in fact, exist. But truth 

is the sure apprehension of real Being. So, whoever applies himself 

in quietness to higher philosophical matters over a long period of 

time will barely apprehend what true Being is, that is, what 

possesses existence in its own nature, and what nonbeing is, that 

is, what is existence only in appearance, with no self‐ subsisting 

nature. 

24. It seems to me that at the time the great Moses was instructed 

in the theophany he came to know that none of those things which 

are apprehended by sense perception and contemplated by the 

understanding really subsists, but that the transcendent essence 

and cause of the universe, on which everything depends, alone 

subsists. 

25. For even if the understanding looks upon any other existing 

things, reason observes in absolutely none of them the self-

sufficiency by which they could exist without participating in true 

Being. On the other hand, that which is always the same, neither 
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increasing nor diminishing, immutable to all change whether to 

better or to worse (for it is far removed from the inferior and it has 

no superior), standing in need of nothing else, alone desirable, 

participated in by all but not lessened by their participation—this is 

truly real Being. And the apprehension of it is the knowledge of 

truth. 

26. In the same way that Moses on that occasion attained to this 

knowledge, so now does everyone who, like him, divests himself of 

the earthly covering and looks to the light shining from the bramble 

bush, that is, to the Radiance which shines upon us through this 

thorny flesh and which is (as the Gospel says) the true light and the 

truth itself. A person like this becomes able to help others to 

salvation, to destroy the tyranny which holds power wickedly, and to 

deliver to freedom everyone held in evil servitude. The 

transformation of the right hand and the rod's changing into a snake 

became the first of the miracles. 

27. These seem to me to signify in a figure the mystery of the 

Lord's incarnation, a manifestation of deity to men which effects the 

death of the tyrant and sets free those under his power. 

28. What leads me to this understanding is the testimony of the 

Prophets and the Gospel. The Prophet declares: This is the change 

of the right hand of the most High, indicating that, although the 

divine nature is contemplated in its immutability, by condescension 

to the weakness of human nature it was changed to our shape and 

form. 

29. When the hand of the lawgiver was extended from his bosom it 

was changed to an unnatural complexion, and when placed again 

in his bosom, it returned to its own natural beauty. Again, the only 

begotten God who is in the bosom of the Father is he who is the 

right hand of the most High. 
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30. When he was manifested to us from the bosom of the Father, 

he was changed to be like us. After he wiped away our infirmities, 

he again returned to his own bosom the hand which had been 

among us and had received our complexion. (The Father is the 

bosom of the right hand.) What is impassible by nature did not 

change into what is passible, but what is mutable and subject to 

passions was transformed into impassibility through its participation 

in the immutable. 

31. The change from a rod into a snake should not trouble the 

lovers of Christ—as if we were adapting the doctrine of the 

incarnation to an unsuitable animal. For the Truth himself through 

the voice of the Gospel does not refuse a comparison like this in 

saying: And the Son of Man must be lifted up as Moses lifted up the 

serpent in the desert. 

32. The teaching is clear. For if the father of sin is called a serpent 

by Holy Scripture and what is born of the serpent is certainly a 

serpent, it follows that sin is synonymous with the one who begot it. 

But the apostolic word testifies that the Lord was made into sin for 

our sake by being invested with our sinful nature. 

33. This figure therefore is rightly applied to the Lord. For if sin is a 

serpent and the Lord became sin, the logical conclusion should be 

evident to all: By becoming sin he became also a serpent, which is 

nothing other than sin. For our sake he became a serpent that he 

might devour and consume the Egyptian serpents produced by the 

sorcerers. 

34. This done, the serpent was changed back into a rod by which 

sinners are brought to their senses, and those slackening on the 

upward and toilsome course of virtue are given rest, the rod of faith 
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supporting them through their high hopes. Only faith can guarantee 

the blessings that we hope for. 

35. He who has some insight into these things right away becomes 

a god to those who resist the truth, who have been distracted to a 

material and unsubstantial delusion. They disdain the discussion of 

Being as so much idle talk, as Pharaoh says: Who is Yahweh, that I 

should listen to him? I do not know Yahweh. He considered 

valuable only the material and fleshly things which characterize 

lives governed by the most irrational sense. 

36. If, on the other hand, he had been strengthened by the 

illumination of the light and had received such strength and power 

against his enemies, then, as one who has developed as an athlete 

by strenuous practice under his trainer, he would boldly and 

confidently strip for the contest with his opponents. With that rod, 

the word of faith, in his hand, he would prevail against the Egyptian 

serpents. 

37. The foreign wife will follow him, for there are certain things 

derived from profane education which should not be rejected when 

we propose to give birth to virtue. Indeed moral and natural 

philosophy may become at certain times a comrade, friend, and 

companion of life to the higher way, provided that the offspring of 

this union introduce nothing of a foreign defilement. 

38. Since his son had not been circumcised so as to cut off 

completely everything hurtful and impure, the angel who met them 

brought the fear of death. His wife appeased the angel when she 

presented her offspring as pure by completely removing that mark 

by which the foreigner was known. 

39. I think that if someone who has been initiated under the 

guidance of the history follow closely the order of the historical 

figures, the sequence of the development in virtue marked out in 
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our account will be clear. There is something fleshly and 

uncircumcised in what is taught by philosophy's generative faculty; 

when that has been completely removed, there remains the pure 

Israelite race. 

40. For example, pagan philosophy says that the soul is immortal. 

This is a pious offspring. But it also says that souls pass from 

bodies to bodies and are changed from a rational to an irrational 

nature. This is a fleshly and alien foreskin. And there are many 

other such examples. It says there is a God, burt it thinks of him as 

material. It acknowledges him as Creator, but says he needed 

matter for creation. It affirms that he is both good and powerful, but 

that in all things he submits to the necessity of fate. 

41. And one could describe in some detail how good doctrines are 

contaminated by profane philosophy's absurd additions. When 

these are completely removed, the angel of God comes to us in 

mercy, as if rejoicing in the true offspring of these doctrines. 

The Meeting with Aaron 

42. We must return to the sequence in Scripture so that brotherly 

assistance might come out to meet us as we draw near the conflict 

with the Egyptians. For we remember the incidents of fighting and 

quarreling which involved Moses at the beginning of the life of 

virtue, the Egyptian oppressing the Hebrew and on another 

occasion a Hebrew disputing with his countryman. 

43. For the one who has been lifted to the greatest virtue of soul by 

long training and supernatural illumination on the mountain, it is a 

friendly and peaceful encounter that takes place when his brother is 

brought by God to meet him. If this historical incident is taken in a 

more figurative spiritual sense, it will be found useful for our 

purpose. 
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44. For truly the assistance which God gives to our nature is 

provided to those who correctly live the life of virtue. This 

assistance was already there at our birth, but it is manifested and 

made known whenever we apply ourselves to diligent training in the 

higher life and strip ourselves for the more vigorous contests. 

45. So as not to interpret the figures by our own figure, I shall set 

forth my understanding about this more plainly. There is a doctrine 

(which derives its trustworthiness from the tradition of the fathers) 

which says that after our nature fell into sin God did not disregard 

our fall and withhold his providence. No, on the one hand, he 

appointed an angel with an incorporeal nature to help in the life of 

each person and, on the other hand, he also appointed the 

corruptor who, by an evil and maleficent demon, afflicts the life of 

man and contrives against our nature. 

46. Because man finds himself between these two who have 

contrary purposes for him, it is in his power to make the one prevail 

over the other. While the good angel by rational demonstration 

shows the benefits of virtue which are seen in hope by those who 

live aright, his opponent shows the material pleasures in which 

there is no hope of future benefits, but which are present, visible, 

can be partaken of, and enslave the senses of those who do not 

exercise their intellect. 

47. If, then, one should withdraw from those who seduce him to evil 

and by the use of his reason turn to the better, putting evil behind 

him, it is as if he places his own soul, like a mirror, face to face with 

the hope of good things, with the result that the images and 

impressions of virtue, as it is shown to him by God, are imprinted 

on the purity of his soul. Then his brother brings him assistance and 

joins him, for the angel, who in a way is a brother to the rational and 
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intellectual part of man's soul, appears, as I have said, and stands 

by us whenever we approach the Pharaoh. 

48. If, while trying to parallel completely the historical account to the 

sequence of such intellectual contemplation, someone should 

somehow discover something in the account which does not 

coincide with our understanding, he should not reject the whole 

enterprise. He should always keep in mind our discussion's goal, to 

which we are looking while we relate these details. We have 

already said in our prologue that the lives of honored men would be 

set forth as a pattern of virtue for those who come after them. 

49. Those who emulate their lives, however, cannot experience the 

identical literal events. For how could one again find the people 

multiplying during their sojourn in Egypt? And how again find the 

tyrant who enslaves the people and bears hostility to male offspring 

and allows the feminine and weaker to grow in numbers? And how 

again find all the other things which Scripture includes? Because 

therefore it has been shown to be impossible to imitate the marvels 

of these blessed men in these exact events, one might substitute a 

moral teaching for the literal sequence in those things which admit 

of such an approach. In this way those who have been striving 

toward virtue may find aid in living the virtuous life. 

50. If the events require dropping from the literal account anything 

written which is foreign to the sequence of elevated understanding, 

we pass over this on the grounds that it is useless and unprofitable 

to our purpose, so as not to interrupt the guidance to virtue at such 

points. 

51. I say these things concerning the interpretation of Aaron in 

order to anticipate the objection which will arise from what follows in 

the narrative. For someone will say that there is no doubt that the 

angel does share kinship with the soul in its intellectual and 
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incorporeal aspects, that it already existed before our creation, and 

that it is allied with those engaged in the fight against the Adversary, 

but that it is not right to see Aaron, who led the Israelites in the 

worship of idols, as a type of the angel. 

52. To him we shall reply, passing over the sequence, with the point 

already made, that what falls outside our purpose is not to 

overthrow the agreement which exists elsewhere. Moreover, both 

words, "brother" and "angel," are alike applicable in the meaning 

they might have to opposite things. 

53. For "angel" signifies not only an angel of God but also an angel 

of Satan. And we call "brother" not only a good brother but also a 

bad brother. So the Scripture speaks of the good, Brothers are 

proved in distress, and of the opposite, Every brother will utterly 

supplant. 

Deliverance Announced 

54. Laying aside these matters for a later point in our discussion 

where we shall give a fuller interpretation of them in their proper 

place, let us now turn to what is at hand. Moses, who had been 

strengthened by the shining light and had acquired such a brother 

as an ally and supporter, boldly delivered to the people the words of 

freedom, brought to their remembrance the nobility of their fathers, 

and gave his judgment how they could escape from their wretched 

labor of brick making. 

55. What then does the history teach us by this? That he who has 

not equipped himself by this kind of spiritual training to instruct the 

multitude must not presume to speak among the people. For you 

see how, while he was still young and had not yet matured to so 

lofty a degree of virtue, two men who were quarreling did not 

consider his peaceful advice worth accepting, yet now he 
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addresses tens of thousands in the same way. The history all but 

cries out to you not to be presumptuous in giving advice to your 

hearers in your teaching unless the ability for this has been 

perfected in you by a long and exacting training such as Moses 

had. 

56. When Moses had spoken these excellent words and had 

offered his hearers freedom and had strengthened their desire for it, 

the enemy was provoked and increased the suffering of those who 

hearkened to his speech. This is not unlike what happens now. For 

many of those who have accepted the word as a liberator from 

tyranny and have identified themselves with the Gospel are today 

still threatened by the Adversary with onslaughts of temptations. 

57. Many of them do become more firmly established in their faith 

as they are hardened by these grievous assaults, but some of the 

weaker ones are beaten to their knees by these misfortunes and 

say outright that it would have been more useful for them not to 

have heard the message of freedom than to endure these things for 

freedom's sake. 

58. The same thing happened when the Israelites through 

meanness of spirit blamed those who proclaimed to them 

deliverance from servitude. But the Word will not cease at all from 

leading on toward the Good, even if he who is yet young and 

immature in understanding should, childlike, be fearful of the 

strangeness of temptations. 

59. For this demon who does men harm and corrupts them is 

intensely concerned that his subjects not look to heaven but that 

they stoop to earth and make bricks within themselves out of the 

clay. It is clear to everyone that whatever belongs to material 

pleasure consists assuredly of earth or water, whether one is 
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concerned with the pleasures of the stomach and the table or with 

the pleasures of wealth. 

60. The mixture of these elements becomes clay and is so called. 

Those who yearn after the pleasures of clay and keep on filling 

themselves with them never keep the space which receives them 

full; for although it is always being filled, it becomes empty again 

before the next pouring. In the same way the brick maker keeps on 

throwing yet more clay into the mould while it is constantly being 

emptied. I think that anyone can easily perceive the meaning of this 

figure by looking at the appetitive part of the soul. 

61. For if he who fills his desire in one of the things which he 

pursues should then incline his desire to something else, he finds 

himself empty again in that regard. And if he should fill himself on 

this, he becomes empty and a vacant container once more for 

something else. And we never stop doing this until we depart from 

this material life. 

62. The straw and its chaff which those subject to the tyrant's 

orders were required to mix in the brick are interpreted by both the 

divine Gospel and the sublime voice of the Apostle as material for 

the fire. 

The Plagues on Egypt 

63. Whenever someone who excels in virtue wishes to draw those 

who have been enslaved by trickery to a life philosophical and free, 

the one who schemes against our souls with many different deceits 

(as the Apostle says) knows how to introduce the devices of trickery 

against the divine law. I am speaking here of the Egyptian serpents 

in the text, that is, of the many different evil tricks which the rod of 

Moses destroyed. We have probably already sufficiently interpreted 

the rod. 
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64. Now he who possesses that invincible rod of virtue which 

consumes the rods of magic progresses along his course to greater 

marvels. Marvels are not performed for the purpose of terrifying 

those who happen to be present, but they look to the benefit of 

those being saved. By these very marvels of virtue the enemy is 

defeated and his own people are strengthened. 

65. If we first learn the general spiritual intent of miracles, we would 

then be able to apply this insight to individual miracles. True 

doctrine conforms to the dispositions of those receiving the word, 

for although the word presents to all equally what is good and bad, 

the one who is favorably disposed to what is presented has his 

understanding enlightened, but the darkness of ignorance remains 

with the one who is obstinately disposed and does not permit his 

soul to behold the ray of truth. If our general understanding of these 

things is not false, the specific items would certainly not be different 

since the individual part is demonstrated with the whole. 

66. So then, it is not marvelous at all that the Hebrew, although 

living in the midst of foreigners, remains unaffected by the evils of 

the Egyptians. One can also see the same thing happening now in 

populous cities where people are holding contradictory opinions. To 

some, the stream of faith from which they draw by means of the 

divine teaching is fresh and clear, but to others, who live as the 

Egyptians do and draw by means of their own evil presuppositions, 

the water becomes corrupted blood. 

67. And many times the master of deceit endeavors to turn the 

drink of the Hebrews also into blood by polluting it with falsehood, 

that is, by presenting our doctrine to us as different from what it 

really is. But he cannot make the water wholly unusable, even if he 

should easily turn it red by his trickery. For since he pays no 

attention to the optical illusion, the Hebrew drinks the true water, 

even though he is successfully misled by his adversaries. 
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68. The same applies to the frogs—ugly and noisy amphibians, 

leaping about, not only unpleasant to the sight, but also having a 

foul-smelling skin—they entered the houses, beds, and storerooms 

of the Egyptians, but they did not affect the life of the Hebrews. 

69. The breed of frogs is obviously the destructive offspring of the 

evil which is brought to life from the sordid heart of men as though 

from some slimy mire. These frogs overrun the houses of those 

who choose to live the Egyptian life, appearing on the tables, not 

even sparing the beds, and entering the very storerooms. 

70. One sees in the sordid and licentious life that which is indeed 

born out of clay and mire and that which, through imitation of the 

irrational, remains in a form of life neither altogether human nor 

frog. Being a man by nature and becoming a beast by passion, this 

kind of person exhibits an amphibious form of life ambiguous in 

nature. In addition, one will also find the evidences of such an 

illness, not only on the bed, but also on the table and in the 

storeroom and throughout the house. 

71. For such a man shows his profligacy in everything so that 

everyone readily recognizes the life of the profligate and the life of 

the pure man by what is valued in each one's household. In the 

house of the one there are frescoes on the wall which by their artful 

pictures inflame the sensual passions. These things bring out the 

nature of the illness, and through the eye passion pours in upon the 

soul from the dishonorable things which are seen. But in the house 

of the prudent man there is every precaution and foresight to keep 

the eye pure from sensual spectacles. 

72. The table of the prudent man is similarly found to be pure, but 

that of the man wallowing in the mire is frog-like and fleshy. And if 

you search the storeroom, that is to say the secret and 
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unmentionable things of his life, you will discern there in his 

licentiousness a much greater pile of frogs. 

The Hardening of Pharaoh's Heart and Free 

Will 

73. Let us not be astonished if the history says that the rod of virtue 

did these things to the Egyptians, for it also says that the tyrant was 

hardened by God. Now, how could he be condemned if he were 

disposed by divine constraint to be stubborn and obstinate? 

Somewhere the divine Apostle also expresses the same thought: 

Since they refused to see it was rational to acknowledge God, he 

abandoned them to shameful passions, speaking about those who 

commit sodomy and those who disgrace themselves by 

dishonorable and unmentionable profligacy. 

74. But even if what has been said before is so stated by Scripture, 

and God does in this way entirely give up to dishonorable passions 

the one who gives himself up to them, still Pharaoh is not hardened 

by the divine will nor is the frog-like life fashioned by virtue. For if 

this were to be willed by the divine nature, then certainly any 

human choice would fall into line in every case, so that no 

distinction between virtue and vice in life could be observed. People 

live differently—some live uprightly in virtue while others slide into 

vice. One would not reasonably attribute these differences in their 

lives to some divine constraint which lies outside themselves. It lies 

within each person's power to make this choice. 

75. Who it is who is delivered up to shameful affections can be 

clearly learned from the Apostle: It is he who does not like to have 

God in his knowledge. God delivers up to passion him whom he 

does not protect because he is not acknowledged by him. But his 

failure to acknowledge God becomes the reason why he is being 

pulled down into the passionate and dishonorable life. 
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76. It is as if someone who has not seen the sun blames it for 

causing him to fall into the ditch. Yet we do not hold that the 

luminary in anger pushes into the ditch someone who does not 

choose to look at it. Rather, we would interpret this statement in a 

more reasonable manner: It is the failure to participate in the light 

that causes the person who does not see to fall into the ditch. In the 

same way, the thought of the Apostle should be clear, that it is 

those who do not acknowledge God who are delivered up to 

shameful affections, and that the Egyptian tyrant is hardened by 

God not because the divine will places the resistance in the soul of 

Pharaoh but because the free will through its inclination to evil does 

not receive the word which softens resistance. 

77. In the same way also, when the rod of virtue appeared among 

the Egyptians, it made the Hebrews pure from the frog-like life but 

showed the Egyptians to be full of this illness. 

78. When Moses stretched forth his hands on the Egyptians' behalf, 

the frogs were instantly destroyed. This can also be seen 

happening now. For those who perceive the outstretched hands of 

the lawgiver—you understand, surely, what the figure says to you, 

and perceive in the lawgiver the true Lawgiver and in his 

outstretched hands him who stretched forth his hands upon the 

cross —those then who for a short time have lived with these sordid 

and frog-like thoughts, if they look to him who stretched forth his 

hands on our behalf, are set free from their evil life as their passion 

is put to death and left stinking. 

79. Truly, after the death of the frog-like emotions, the former 

manner of life of those who have been delivered from such an 

illness becomes to them a foul and odorous memory which disgusts 

the soul in shame. It is as the Apostle says to those changed from 
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evil to virtue: What did you get from this? Nothing but experiences 

that now make you blush. 

80. In keeping with this insight of mine, consider the air which is 

darkened to the Egyptians' eyes by the rod while to the Hebrews' it 

is illuminated by the sun. By this incident the meaning which we 

have given is confirmed. It was not some constraining power from 

above that caused the one to be found in darkness and the other in 

light, but we men have in ourselves, in our own nature and by our 

own choice, the causes of light or of darkness, since we place 

ourselves in whichever sphere we wish to be. 

81. According to the history, the eyes of the Egyptians were not in 

darkness because some wall or mountain darkened their view and 

shadowed the rays, but the sun cast its rays upon all equally. 

Whereas the Hebrews delighted in its light, the Egyptians were 

insensitive to its gift. In a similar manner the enlightened life is 

proposed to all equally according to their ability. Some continue on 

in darkness, driven by their evil pursuits to the darkness of 

wickedness, while others are made radiant by the light of virtue. 

82. Perhaps someone, taking his departure from the fact that after 

three days of distress in darkness the Egyptians did share in the 

light, might be led to perceive the final restoration which is expected 

to take place later in the kingdom of heaven of those who have 

suffered condemnation in Gehenna. For that darkness that could be 

felt, as the history says, has a great affinity both in its name and in 

its actual meaning to the exterior darkness. Both are dispelled 

when Moses, as we have perceived before, stretched forth his 

hands on behalf of those in darkness. 

83. In the same way we would perceive the true meaning of the 

furnace asbes which, according to the text, produced painful boils 

on the Egyptians. In the figure of what is called the "furnace" we 
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perceive the threatened punishment of fire in Gehenna which 

touches only those who imitate the Egyptians in their manner of life. 

84. If anyone is truly an Israelite, a son of Abraham, and looks to 

him in life in such a way as to show by his own free will his kinship 

in race to the elect people, he is kept unharmed from that painful 

fire. The interpretation of Moses' outstretched hands which we have 

already given may become for those others also the healing of pain 

and the deliverance from punishment. 

85. If one follows the sequence of our earlier investigations, he will 

have no trouble attaching to each plague the corresponding 

perception: those light gadflies which tormented the Egyptians with 

their unseen bites, the flies which clung painfully with their bites to 

their bodies, the tillage which was ravaged by the locusts, and the 

storms from heaven which rained down hailstones. 

86. The Egyptians' free will caused all these things according to the 

preceding principle, and the impartial justice of God followed their 

free choices and brought upon them what they deserved. As we 

follow closely the reading of the text at hand, let us not draw the 

conclusion that these distresses upon those who deserved them 

came directly from God, but rather let us observe that each man 

makes his own plagues when through his own free will he inclines 

toward these painful experiences. The Apostle says the same thing 

when talking to such a person: Your stubborn refusal to repent is 

only adding to the anger God will have toward you on that day of 

anger when his just judgments will be made known. He will repay 

each one as his works deserve. 

87. What we are describing is like some destructive and bilious 

humor which arises in the intestines because of a dissipated life. 

When the physician induces vomiting by his medicines, he does not 

become the cause of the sickness in the body, but on the contrary it 
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is disorderly eating habits which bring it about; medical knowledge 

only brought it into the open. In the same way, even if one says that 

painful retribution comes directly from God upon those who abuse 

their free will, it would only be reasonable to note that such 

sufferings have their origin and cause in ourselves. 

88. To the one who has lived without sin there is no darkness, no 

worm, no Gehenna, no fire, nor any other of these fearful names 

and things, as indeed the history goes on to say that the plagues of 

Egypt were not meant for the Hebrews. Since then in the same 

place evil comes to one but not to the other, the difference of free 

choices distinguishing each from the other, it is evident that nothing 

evil can come into existence apart from our free choice. 

The Death of the Firstborn 

89. Let us proceed to what follows in the text. We have learned 

through the things examined already that Moses (and he who 

exalts himself by virtue in keeping with his example), when his soul 

had been empowered through long application and high and lofty 

life, and through the illumination which came from above, 

considered it a loss not to lead his countrymen to the life of 

freedom. 

90. When he came to them, he implanted in them a more intense 

desire for freedom by holding out worse sufferings to them. 

Intending to remove his countrymen from evil, he brought death 

upon all the firstborn in Egypt. By doing this he laid down for us the 

principle that it is necessary to destroy utterly the first birth of evil. It 

is impossible to flee the Egyptian life in any other way. 

91. It does not seem good to me to pass this interpretation by 

without further contemplation. How would a concept worthy of God 

be preserved in the description of what happened if one looked only 
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to the history? The Egyptian acts unjustly, and in his place is 

punished his newborn child, who in his infancy cannot discern what 

is good and what is not. His life has no experience of evil, for 

infancy is not capable of passion. He does not know to distinguish 

between his right hand and his left. The infant lifts his eyes only to 

his mother's nipple, and tears are the sole perceptible sign of his 

sadness. And if he obtains anything which his nature desires, he 

signifies his pleasure by smiling. If such a one now pays the penalty 

of his father's wickedness, where is justice? Where is piety? Where 

is holiness? Where is Ezekiel, who cries: The man who has sinned 

is the man who must die and a son is not to suffer for the sins of his 

father? How can the history so contradict reason? 

92. Therefore, as we look for the true spiritual meaning, seeking to 

determine whether the events took place typologically, we should 

be prepared to believe that the lawgiver has taught through the 

things said. The teaching is this: When through virtue one comes to 

grips with any evil, he must completely destroy the first beginnings 

of evil. 

93. For when he slays the beginning, he destroys at the same time 

what follows after it. The Lord teaches the same thing in the 

Gospel, all but explicitly calling on us to kill the firstborn of the 

Egyptian evils when he commands us to abolish lust and anger and 

to have no more fear of the stain of adultery or the guilt of murder. 

Neither of these things would develop of itself, but anger produces 

murder and lust produces adultery. 

94. Since the producer of evil gives birth to lust before adultery and 

anger before murder, in destroying the firstborn he certainly kills 

along with it the offspring which follows. Take for an example a 

snake: When one crushes his head he kills the rest of the body at 

the same time. 
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95. This would not have happened unless the blood which turns 

aside the destroyer had been poured out on our doors. And if it is 

necessary to perceive the meaning presented here more fully, the 

history provides this perception in both the killing of the firstborn 

and the safeguarding of the entrance by blood. In the one the first 

impulse to evil is destroyed, and in the other the first entrance of 

evil into us is turned away by the true Lamb. For when the 

destroyer has come inside, we do not drive him out by our own 

devices, but by the Law we throw up a defense to keep him from 

gaining a foothold among us. 

96. Safety and security consist in marking the upper doorpost and 

the side posts of the entrance with the blood of the lamb. While in 

this way Scripture gives us through figures a scientific 

understanding of the nature of the soul, profane learning also 

places it before the mind, dividing the soul into the rational, the 

appetitive, and the spirited. Of these parts we are told that the spirit 

and the appetite are placed below, supporting on each side the 

intellectual part of the soul, while the rational aspect is joined to 

both so as to keep them together and to be held up by them, being 

trained for courage by the spirit and elevated to the participation in 

the Good by the appetite. 

97. As long, therefore, as the soul is kept safe in this manner, 

maintaining its firmness by virtuous thoughts as if by bolts, all the 

parts cooperate with one another for good. The rational for its part 

furnishes safety to its supports, and in its turn receives from them 

an equal benefit. 

98. But if this arrangement should be upset and the upper become 

the lower—so that if the rational falls from above, the appetitive and 

spirited disposition makes it the part trampled upon—then the 
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destroyer slips inside. No opposition from the blood resists his 

entrance; that is to say, faith in Christ does not ally itself with those 

of such a disposition. 

99. For he says first to anoint the upper doorpost with blood, then to 

touch both side doorposts in the same way. How therefore would 

one anoint the upper first unless it be found on top? 

100. Do not be surprised at all if both things—the death of the 

firstborn and the pouring out of the blood— did not happen to the 

Israelites and on that account reject the contemplation which we 

have proposed concerning the destruction of evil as if it were a 

fabrication without any truth. For now in the difference of the 

names, Israelite and Egyptian, we perceive the difference between 

virtue and evil. Since the spiritual meaning proposes that we 

perceive the Israelite as virtuous, we would not reasonably require 

the firstfruits of virtue's offspring to be destroyed but rather those 

whose destruction is more advantageous than their cultivation. 

101. Consequently we have been taught by God that we must 

destroy the firstfruits of the Egyptian children so that evil, in being 

destroyed at its beginning, might come to an end. And this insight 

agrees with the history, for the protection of the Israelite children 

took place through the pouring out of blood in order that good might 

come to maturity. But what would come to maturity in the Egyptian 

people was destroyed before it matured in evil. 
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The Departure from Egypt 

102. What follows agrees with our spiritual understanding of the 

text. For Scripture requires that the body of the lamb, whose blood 

was displayed on the doors and separated the people from the 

destroyer of the firstborn, become our food. 

103. The demeanor of those eating this food was to be intense and 

earnest, not like that of those who enjoy themselves at banquets, 

whose hands are relaxed and whose clothes are loose and whose 

feet are unprepared for travel. But everything was the opposite. 

Their feet were covered with sandals, a belt bound the clothing at 

the waist, and the staff to repel dogs was held in hand. 

104. And to them in this condition was presented meat without any 

artfully prepared sauces but cooked upon any fire that happened to 

be available. The guests eagerly devoured it in great haste until the 

entire body of the animal was consumed. They ate whatever was 

edible around the bones, but they did not touch the entrails. To 

break the bones of this animal was one of the things forbidden. 

Whatever might be left of the meat was consumed by the fire. 

105. From all this it is evident that the letter looks to some higher 

understanding, since the Law does not instruct us how to eat. 

(Nature which implants a desire for food in us is a sufficient 

lawgiver with regard to these things.) The account rather signifies 

something different. For what does it matter to virtue or vice to eat 

your food this way or that, to have the belt loose or tight, to have 

your feet bare or covered with shoes, to have your staff in your 

hand or laid aside? 

106. It is clear what the traveler's equipment figuratively stands for: 

It commands us explicitly to recognize that our present life is 

transient. Already at birth we are driven by the very nature 
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of things toward our departure, for which we must carefully prepare 

our hands, feet, and the rest. 

107. So that the thorns of this life (the thorns would be sins) may 

not hurt our naked and unprotected feet, let us cover them with 

shoes. The shoes are the self-controlled and austere life which 

breaks and crushes the points of the thorns and prevents sin from 

slipping inside unnoticed. 

108. The tunic flowing down over the feet and reaching to the soles 

would be a hindrance to anyone who would diligently finish the 

divine course. The tunic accordingly would be seen as the full 

enjoyment of the pursuits of this life, which the prudent reason, like 

a traveler's belt, draws in as tightly as possible. The place around 

which the belt passes shows that it is to be understood as 

prudence. The staff for repelling animals is the message of hope, 

by which we support the weariness of the soul and ward off what 

threatens us. 

109. The food placed before us from the fire I call the warm and 

fervent faith which we receive without having given thought to it. We 

devour as much of it as is easily eaten, but we leave aside the 

doctrine concealed in the thoughts which are hard and tough 

without investigating it thoroughly or seeking to know more about it. 

Instead we consign this food to the fire. 

110. In order that these figures may be made clear, let us explain 

that whichever of the divine commands are readily perceived 

should not be followed sluggishly or by constraint, but we should be 

like those who are hungry and eagerly fill up on the things set 

before them, so that the food may become provision for our well-

being. But such thoughts as are beyond our understanding—like 

the questions, What is the essence of God? What was there before 

the creation? What is there outside the visible world? Why do 
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things which happen happen? and other such things as are sought 

out by inquiring minds —these things we concede to know only by 

the Holy Spirit, who reaches the depths of God, as the Apostle 

says. 

111. Anyone instructed in the Scriptures surely knows that instead 

of "Spirit" Scripture often thinks of it and designates it as "fire." We 

are also led to this understanding by the announcement of Wisdom: 

Do not try to understand things that are too difficult for you, that is 

to say, Do not break the bones of Scripture, foryou have no need [to 

see with your eyes] those things that are hidden. 

The Wealth of Egypt 

112. Thus Moses led the people out of Egypt, and everyone who 

follows in the steps of Moses in this way sets free from the Egyptian 

tyrant all those guided by his word. Those who follow the leader to 

virtue must, I think, not lack the wealth of Egypt or be deprived of 

the treasures of the foreigners, but having acquired all the property 

of their enemies, must have it for their own use. This is exactly what 

Moses then commanded the people to do. 

113. No one who has listened to this carelessly would accept the 

advice of the lawgiver if he enjoined those in want to rob and so 

became a leader in their wrongdoing. If someone looks to the laws 

which follow, which from beginning to end forbid wrongdoing to 

one's neighbor, he could not truthfully say that the lawgiver 

commanded these things, even though to some it seems 

reasonable that the Israelites should have exacted the wages for 

their work from the Egyptians by this device. 

114. Yet there is no less ground for complaint; this justification does 

not purify such a command of falsehood and fraud, for the person 

who borrows something and does not repay the lender is deceitful. 
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If he borrows something not belonging to him, he does wrong 

because he commits fraud. But even if he should take what is 

rightly his own he is still correctly called a deceiver since he 

misleads the lender into hoping that he will be repaid. 

115. The loftier meaning is therefore more fitting than the obvious 

one. It commands those participating through virtue in the free life 

also to equip themselves with the wealth of pagan learning by 

which foreigners to the faith beautify themselves. Our guide in 

virtue commands someone who "borrows" from wealthy Egyptians 

to receive such things as moral and natural philosophy, geometry, 

astronomy, dialectic, and whatever else is sought by those outside 

the Church, since these things will be useful when in time the divine 

sanctuary of mystery must be beautified with the riches of reason. 

116. Those who treasured up for themselves such wealth handed it 

over to Moses as he was working on the tent of mystery, each one 

making his personal contribution to the construction of the holy 

places. It is possible to see this happening even now. For many 

bring to the Church of God their profane learning as a kind of gift: 

Such a man was the great Basil, who acquired the Egyptian wealth 

in every respect during his youth and dedicated this wealth to God 

for the adornment of the Church, the true tabernacle. 

The Cloudy Pillar 

117. Let us return to the point where we digressed. When those 

who already look to virtue and follow the lawgiver in life have left 

the borders of the Egyptians' dominion behind, the assaults of 

temptations in some way pursue them and bring on distress and 

fears and threats of death. When frightened by these things, those 

newly established in the faith lose all hope for what is good. But if 

Moses or some leader of the people like him happens along, he will 
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counsel them against fear and will strengthen their downcast minds 

with the hope of divine help. 

118. This help will not come unless the heart of the leader speaks 

with God. Many of those who occupy a position of leadership are 

concerned only with outward appearances; of those hidden things 

which are observed only by God they have hardly a thought. But in 

the case of Moses it was not so. While he exhorted the Israelites to 

be of good courage, he did cry out, although outwardly making no 

sound to God, as God himself bears witness. The Scripture teaches 

us, I think, that the voice which is melodious and ascends to God's 

hearing is not the cry made with the organs of speech but the 

meditation sent up from a pure conscience. 

119. To the one who finds himself in these circumstances the 

brother appears limited in the help he renders for the great 

struggles—I mean that brother who met Moses as he was going 

down to Egypt at the divine bidding, whom Scripture has 

understood as being in the rank of angels. Then occurred the 

manifestation of the divine nature which manifests itself in the way 

that one is capable of receiving. What we hear from the history to 

have happened, then, we understand from contemplation of the 

Word always to happen. 

Crossing the Red Sea 

120. Whenever someone flees Egypt and, after getting outside its 

borders, is terrified by the assaults of temptation, the guide 

produces unexpected salvation from on high. Whenever the enemy 

with his army surrounds the one being pursued, the guide is forced 

to make the sea passable for him. 

121. In this crossing the cloud served as guide. Those before us 

interpreted the cloud well as the grace of the Holy Spirit, who 
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guides toward the Good those who are worthy. Whoever follows 

him passes through the water, since the guide makes a way 

through it for him. In this way he is safely led to freedom, and the 

one who pursues him to bring him into bondage is destroyed in the 

water. No one who hears this should be ignorant of the mystery of 

the water. He who has gone down into it with the army of the 

enemy emerges alone, leaving the enemy's army drowning in the 

water. 

122. For who does not know that the Egyptian army— those 

horses, chariots and their drivers, archers, slingers, heavily armed 

soldiers, and the rest of the crowd in the enemies' line of battle—

are the various passions of the soul by which man is enslaved? For 

the undisciplined intellectual drives and the sensual impulses to 

pleasure, sorrow, and covetousness are indistinguishable from the 

aforementioned army. Reviling is a stone straight from the sling and 

the spirited impulse is the quivering spear point. The passion for 

pleasures is to be seen in the horses who themselves with 

irresistible drive pull the chariot. 

123. In the chariot there are three drivers whom the history calls 

"viziers." Since you were previously instructed in the mystery of the 

side posts and upper doorpost, you will perceive these three, who 

are completely carried along by the chariot, as the tripartite division 

of the soul, meaning the rational, the appetitive, and the spirited. 

124. So all such things rush into the water with the Israelite who 

leads the way in the baleful passage. Then as the staff of faith 

leads on and the cloud provides light, the water gives life to those 

who find refuge in it but destroys their pursuers. 

125. Moreover, the history teaches us by this what kind of people 

they should be who come through the water, bringing nothing of the 

opposing army along as they emerge from the water. For if the 
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enemy came up out of the water with them, they would continue in 

slavery even after the water, since they would have brought up with 

themselves the tyrant, still alive, whom they did not drown in the 

deep. If anyone wishes to clarify the figure, this lays it bare: Those 

who pass through the mystical water in baptism must put to death 

in the water the whole phalanx of evil—such as covetousness, 

unbridled desire, rapacious thinking, the passion of conceit and 

arrogance, wild impulse, wrath, anger, malice, envy, and all such 

things. Since the passions naturally pursue our nature, we must put 

to death in the water both the base movements of the mind and the 

acts which issue from them. Expo suspect 

126. Just as unleavened bread was eaten in the mystery of the 

Pasch (which is the name of the sacrificial victim whose blood 

prevents the death of the one using it), even so the Law now 

commands us to eat unleavened bread at the Pasch (unleavened 

would be unmixed with stale yeast). The Law gives us to 

understand by this that no remnant of evil should mix with the 

subsequent life. Rather we should make a totally new beginning in 

life after these things, breaking the continuity with evil by a radical 

change for the better. Thus also he means here that after we have 

drowned the whole Egyptian person (that is every form of evil) in 

the saving baptism we emerge alone, dragging along nothing 

foreign in our subsequent life. This is what we hear through the 

history, which says that in the same water the enemy and the friend 

are distinguished by death and life, the enemy being destroyed and 

the friend given life. 

127. Many of those who receive the mystical baptism, in ignorance 

of the commandments of the Law, mix the bad leaven of the old life 

with the new life. Even after crossing the water they bring along the 

Egyptian army, which still lives with them in their doings. 
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128. Take for instance the one who became rich by robbery or 

injustice, or who acquired property through perjury, or lived with a 

woman in adultery, or undertook any of the other things against life 

which have been forbidden before the gift of baptism. Does he think 

that even after his washing he may continue to enjoy those evil 

things which have become attached to him and yet be freed from 

the bondage of sin, as though he cannot see that he is under the 

yoke of harsh masters? 

129. For uncontrolled passion is a fierce and raging master to the 

servile reasoning, tormenting it with pleasures as though they were 

scourges. Covetousness is another such master who provides no 

relief to the bondsman, but even if the one in bondage should slave 

in subservience to the commands of the master and acquire for him 

what he desires, the servant is always driven on to more. And all 

the other things which are performed by evil are so many tyrants 

and masters. If someone should still serve them, even if he should 

happen to have passed through the water, according to my thinking 

he has not at all touched the mystical water whose function is to 

destroy evil tyrants. 

The First Stations in the Desert 

130. Let us again proceed to the next point in the text. For the 

person who has crossed the sea and has seen this Egyptian dead 

in it, as we interpret it, no longer looks to Moses alone as the staff-

bearer of virtue; but in keeping with the foregoing he believes in 

God, even as the Scripture says, and is obedient to his servant 

Moses. We see this happening even now with those who truly cross 

the water, who dedicate themselves to God and are obedient and 

submissive, as the Apostle says, to those who serve the Divine in 

the priesthood. 
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131. After they had crossed the sea, a three days' march ensued, 

during which they made camp at a place where they found water so 

bitter that they could not at first drink it. But wood placed in the 

water made the drink agreeable to those who were thirsty. 

132. The history agrees with what now happens: for to the one who 

has left behind the Egyptian pleasures which he served before 

crossing the sea, life removed from these pleasures seems at first 

difficult and disagreeable. But if the wood be thrown into the water, 

that is, if one receives the mystery of the resurrection which had its 

beginning with the wood (you of course understand the "cross" 

when you hear "wood"), then the virtuous life, being sweetened by 

the hope of things to come, becomes sweeter and more pleasant 

than all the sweetness that tickles the senses with pleasure. 

133. The next resting place on the journey, replete with palm trees 

and springs, refreshed the travelers. There were twelve springs of 

pure and very sweet water and seventy large, high-crested date 

palms which had grown tall with the years. What do we discover in 

these things as we follow the history? That the mystery of the wood 

through which the water of virtue became pleasant to those athirst 

leads us to the twelve springs and the seventy date palms, that is, 

to the teaching of the Gospel. 

134. The springs are the Twelve Apostles whom the Lord chose for 

this service and through whom he caused his word to well up. One 

of the Prophets foretold the welling up of grace from the Apostles 

when he said: In the churches bless God the Lord, from the 

fountains of Israel. And the seventy date palms would be those 

apostles appointed in addition to the Twelve Disciples throughout 

the whole world; they were the same in number as the history says 

the palm trees were. 
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135. But I think it is fitting to speed our journey through the text, yet 

making the contemplation of the rest of the camps easier for those 

who are more studious by offering a few remarks. The campsites, 

where the person following the pillar of cloud is refreshed as he 

presses on, would be the virtues. Passing over the intermediate 

resting places with a mere mention, I shall call to mind the miracle 

of the rock, whose resistant and hard nature became drink to those 

who were thirsty when its hardness dissolved into the softness of 

water. 

136. It is not difficult to harmonize the sequence of the history with 

spiritual contemplation. He who left the Egyptian behind dead in the 

water, was sweetened by the wood, was delighted in the apostolic 

springs, and was refreshed by the shade of the palm trees, is 

already capable of receiving God. For the rock, as the Apostle says, 

is Christ, who is moistureless and resistant to unbelievers, but if 

one should employ the rod of faith he becomes drink to those who 

are thirsty and flows into those who receive him, for he says, I and 

my Father shall come to him and make our home with him. 

The Manna 

137. There is another event which we must not rush over without 

contemplation. After the travelers in virtue had crossed the sea, 

after the water had been sweetened for them, after their refreshing 

rest by the springs and palms, and after their drinking from the rock, 

the supplies from Egypt ran completely Out. And thus when they 

had no more of the foreign food which they had laid by in Egypt, 

there flowed down from above food which was at the same time 

varied and uniform. In appearance the food was uniform, but in 

quality it was varied, for it conformed itself to each person's desire. 
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138. What then do we learn here? We learn by what purifications 

one should purify himself of Egypt and the foreign life so that he 

empties the sack of his soul of all evil nourishment prepared by the 

Egyptians. In this way he receives in himself with his pure soul the 

food which comes down from above, which was not produced for 

us by any sowing in cultivated soil. Coming down from above, the 

bread is found upon the earth already prepared without the wheat's 

having been sown or ripened. 

139. You no doubt perceive the true food in the figure of the history: 

The bread which came from heaven is not some incorporeal thing. 

For how could something incorporeal be nourishment to a body? 

Neither ploughing nor sowing produced the body of this bread, but 

the earth which remained unchanged was found full of this divine 

food, of which the hungry partake. This miracle teaches in 

anticipation the mystery of the Virgin. 

140. This bread, then, that does not come from the earth is the 

Word. He changes his power in diverse ways to suit those who eat. 

He knows not only to be bread but also to become milk and meat 

and greens and whatever else might be appropriate to and desired 

by the one who receives him. So teaches Paul the divine Apostle 

who spreads such a table as this for us—making his message 

strong meat for the more mature and greens for the weaker and 

milk for little children. 

141. Whatever marvels the history ennumerates in connection with 

that food are teachings for the virtuous life. For it says that 

everyone shared in the food equally. The strength of those who 

gathered made no difference; they had neither more nor less than 

they needed. This is, according to my view at least, advice 

generally applicable: that those making their living from material 

things should not exceed the bounds of need but should 
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understand well that the one natural measure for all in eating is to 

eat as much as can be enjoyed in one day. 

142. Even if much more were prepared than is needed, it is not in 

the stomach's nature to exceed its proper measure or to be 

stretched by the insatiate desire for what is prepared. But, as the 

history says, neither did the one who took much have an 

abundance (for he had nowhere to store the excess) nor did he 

who took little lack any (for his requirements were lessened 

according to the amount which was found). 

143. In this account Scripture after a fashion cries out to the 

covetous that the insatiable greed of those always hoarding surplus 

is turned into worms. Everything beyond what they need 

encompassed by this covetous desire becomes on the next day—

that is in the future life—a worm to the person who hoards it. He 

who hears "worm" certainly perceives the undying worm which is 

made alive by covetousness. 

144. The fact that what is stored up continues to supply 

nourishment and experiences no corruption only on the Sabbath 

contains the following counsel: There is a time in the course of 

one's life when he must be grasping—at the time when what is 

gathered does not submit to corruption. Then, when we pass 

beyond the preparation of this life and come to the rest after death, 

it will become useful to us. The day before the Sabbath is named 

the Preparation for the Sabbath. This day would be the present life 

in which we prepare for ourselves the things of the life to come. 

145. In that life none of the things we engage in now are 

undertaken—neither agriculture, nor trade, nor military service, nor 

any of the other things pursued here. But living in complete rest 

from such works, we acquire the fruits of the seeds which we now 

sow in life, some incorruptible, if the seeds of life be good, and 
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some deadly and destructive, if the cultivation of this life produce 

such in us. For he who sows in the field of the spirit, Scripture says, 

will get from it a harvest of eternal life, but he who sows in the field 

of self-indulgence willget a harvest of corruption out of it. 

146. The preparation for the better is alone properly called 

Preparation and is surely confirmed by the Law, and what is stored 

up during it is incorruptible. That which is perceived as belonging to 

the opposite is neither Preparation nor is so called, for no one 

would reasonably call privation of good Preparation, but rather a 

lack of preparation. Therefore, the history prescribes for men the 

Preparation for the better and leaves it to the intelligent to perceive 

the opposite by its omission. 

The War with Amalek 

147. Just as in military conscription the commander of the army first 

supplies money and then gives the signal for battle, in the same 

way also the soldiers of virtue receive mystical money and move in 

battle against the enemy, being led into the conflict by Joshua, the 

successor of Moses. 

148. Do you observe the sequence in which Scripture proceeds? 

As long as man is quite weak from maltreatment by wicked tyranny 

he does not ward off the enemy by himself, because he is not able. 

Someone else fights on behalf of the weak, battering the enemy 

with one blow after another. After he is set free from the bondage of 

his oppressors, is sweetened by the wood, is refreshed from his toil 

at the resting place among the palms, comes to know the mystery 

of the rock, and partakes of heavenly food, then he no longer wards 

off the enemy by another's hand. Now, since he has already 

outgrown the stature of a child and has laid hold of the vigor of 

youth, he fights with his opponents by himself, using as a general 

no longer Moses the servant of God, but God himself, whose 
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servant Moses became. For the Law which from the beginning was 

given in type and shadow of things to come remains unfit for battle 

in the real conflicts. But the fulfiller of the Law and successor of 

Moses serves as general; he was announced beforehand by the 

name which he shared with that earlier general. 

149. If the people saw the hands of their lawgiver lifted up, they 

prevailed over the enemy in battle; but if they saw them hanging 

limp, they fell back. Moses' holding his hands aloft signifies the 

contemplation of the Law with lofty insights; his letting them hang to 

earth signifies the mean and lowly literal exposition and observance 

of the Law. 

150. The priest lifted the weary hands of Moses, using as a helper a 

member of his family. Nor is this outside the sequence of things 

contemplated. For the true priesthood, through the word of God 

joined with it, lifts high again the powers of the Law which fell to 

earth because of the heaviness of the Jewish understanding. The 

priesthood supports the falling Law at its base with a stone so that 

the Law, presenting a figure of outstretched hands, shows forth its 

own purpose to those who behold it. 

151. For truly, to those who are able to see, the mystery of the 

cross is especially contemplated in the Law. Wherefore the Gospel 

says somewhere that not one dot, not one little stroke, shall 

disappear from the Law, signifying in these words the vertical and 

horizontal lines by which the form of the cross is drawn. That which 

was seen in Moses, who is perceived in the Law's place, is 

appointed as the cause and monument of victory to those who look 

at it. 
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The Mountain of Divine Knowledge 

152. Again the Scripture leads our understanding upward to the 

higher levels of virtue. For the man who received strength from the 

food and showed his power in fighting with his enemies and was 

the victor over his opponents is then led to the ineffable knowledge 

of God.Scripture teaches us by these things the nature and the 

number of things one must accomplish in life before he would at 

some time dare to approach in his understanding the mountain of 

the knowledge of God, to hear the sound of the trumpets, to enter 

into the darkness where God is, to inscribe the tablets with divine 

characters, and, if these should be broken through some offense, 

again to present the hand-cut tables to God and to carve with the 

divine finger the letters which were damaged on the first tables. 

153. It would be better next, in keeping with the order of the history, 

to harmonize what is perceived with the spiritual sense. Whoever 

looks to Moses and the cloud, both of whom are guides to those 

who progress in virtue (Moses in this place would be the legal 

precepts, and the cloud which leads, the proper understanding of 

the Law), who has been purified by crossing the water, who has put 

the foreigner to death and separated himself from the foreigner, 

who has tasted the waters of Marah (that is, the life removed far 

from pleasures) which although appearing bitter and unpleasant at 

first to those tasting it offers a sweet sensation to those accepting 

the wood, who has then delighted in the beauties of the palm trees 

and springs (which were those who preached the Gospel, who 

were filled with the living water which is the rock), who received the 

heavenly bread, who has played the man against the foreigners, 

and for whom the outstretched hands of the lawgiver became the 

cause of victory foreshadowing the mystery of the cross, he it is 

who then advances to the contemplation of the transcendent 

nature. 
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154. His way to such knowledge is purity, not only purity of a body 

sprinkled by some lustral vessels but also of the clothes washed 

from every stain with water. This means that the one person who 

would approach the contemplation of Being must be pure in all 

things so as to be pure in soul and body, washed stainless of every 

spot in both parts, in order that he might appear pure to the One 

who sees what is hidden and that visible respectability might 

correspond to the inward condition of the soul. 

155. For this reason the garments are washed at divine command 

before he ascends the mountain, the garments representing for us 

in a figure the outward respectability of life. No one would say that a 

visible spot on the garments hinders the progress of those 

ascending to God, but I think that the outward pursuits of life are 

well named the "garment." 

156. When this had been accomplished and the herd of irrational 

animals had been driven as far from the mountain as possible, 

Moses then approached the ascent to lofty perceptions. That none 

of the irrational animals was allowed to appear on the mountain 

signifies, in my opinion, that in the contemplation of the intelligibles 

we surpass the knowledge which originates with the senses. For it 

is characteristic of the nature of irrational animals that they are 

governed by the senses alone divorced from understanding. Their 

sight and hearing often lead them to what stimulates their appetites. 

Also, all other things through which sense perception becomes 

active assume an important place in irrational animals. 

157. The contemplation of God is not effected by sight and hearing, 

nor is it comprehended by any of the customary perceptions of the 

mind. For no eye has seen, and no ear has heard, nor does it 

belong to those things which usually enter into the heart of man. He 
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who would approach the knowledge of things sublime must first 

purify his manner of life from all sensual and irrational emotion. He 

must wash from his understanding every opinion derived from 

some preconception and withdraw himself from his customary 

intercourse with his own companion, that is, with his sense 

perceptions, which are, as it were, wedded to our nature as its 

companion. When he is so purified, then he assaults the mountain. 

158. The knowledge of God is a mountain steep indeed and difficult 

to climb —the majority of people scarcely reach its base. If one 

were a Moses, he would ascend higher and hear the sound of 

trumpets which, as the text of the history says, becomes louder as 

one advances. For the preaching of the divine nature is truly a 

trumpet blast, which strikes the hearing, being already loud at the 

beginning but becoming yet louder at the end. 

159. The Law and the Prophets trumpeted the divine mystery of the 

incarnation, but the first sounds were too weak to strike the 

disobedient ear. Therefore the Jews' deaf ears did not receive the 

sound of the trumpets. As the trumpets came closer, according to 

the text, they became louder. The last sounds, which came through 

the preaching of the Gospels, struck their ears, since the Spirit 

through his instruments sounds a noise more loudly ringing and 

makes a sound more vibrant in each succeeding spokesman. The 

instruments which ring out the Spirit's sound would be the Prophets 

and Apostles whose voice, as the Psalter says, goes out through all 

the earth: and their message to the ends of the world. 

160. The multitude was not capable of hearing the voice from 

above but relied on Moses to learn by himself the secrets and to 

teach the people whatever doctrine he might learn through 

instruction from above. This is also true of the arrangement in the 

Church: Not all thrust themselves toward the apprehension 
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of the mysteries, but, choosing from among themselves someone 

who is able to hear things divine, they give ear gratefully to him, 

considering trustworthy whatever they might hear from someone 

initiated into the divine mysteries. 

161. It is said, Not all are apostles, nor all prophets, but this is not 

now heeded in many of the churches. For many, still in need of 

being purified from the way they have lived, unwashed and full of 

spots in their life's garment and protecting themselves only with 

their irrational senses, make an assault on the divine mountain. So 

it happens that they are stoned by their own reasonings, for 

heretical opinions are in effect stones which crush the inventor of 

evil doctrines. 

The Darkness 

162. What does it mean that Moses entered the darkness and then 

saw God in it? What is now recounted seems somehow to be 

contradictory to the first theophany, for then the Divine was beheld 

in light but now he is seen in darkness. Let us not think that this is 

at variance with the sequence of things we have contemplated 

spiritually. Scripture teaches by this that religious knowledge comes 

at first to those who receive it as light. Therefore what is perceived 

to be contrary to religion is darkness, and the escape from 

darkness comes about when one participates in light. But as the 

mind progresses and, through an ever greater and more perfect 

diligence, comes to apprehend reality, as it approaches more nearly 

to contemplation, it sees more clearly what of the divine nature is 

uncontemplated. 

163. For leaving behind everything that is observed, not only what 

sense comprehends but also what the intelligence thinks it sees, it 

keeps on penetrating deeper until by the intelligence's yearning for 

understanding it gains access to the invisible and the 
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incomprehensible, and there it sees God. This is the true 

knowledge of what is sought; this is the seeing that consists in not 

seeing, because that which is sought transcends all knowledge, 

being separated on all sides by incomprehensibility as by a kind of 

darkness. Wherefore John the sublime, who penetrated into the 

luminous darkness, says, No one has ever seen God, thus 

asserting that knowledge of the divine essence is unattainable not 

only by men but also by every intelligent creature. 

164. When, therefore, Moses grew in knowledge, he declared that 

he had seen God in the darkness, that is, that he had then come to 

know that what is divine is beyond all knowledge and 

comprehension, for the text says, Moses approached the dark 

cloud where God was. What God? He who made darkness his 

hiding place, as David says, who also was initiated into the 

mysteries in the same inner sanctuary. 

165. When Moses arrived there, he was taught by word what he 

had formerly learned from darkness, so that, I think, the doctrine on 

this matter might be made firmer for us for being testified to by the 

divine voice. The divine word at the beginning forbids that the 

Divine be likened to any of the things known by men, since every 

concept which comes from some comprehensible image by an 

approximate understanding and by guessing at the divine nature 

constitutes an idol of God and does not proclaim God. 

166. Religious virtue is divided into two parts, into that which 

pertains to the Divine and that which pertains to right conduct (for 

purity of life is a part of religion). Moses learns at first the things 

which must be known about God (namely, that none of those things 

known by human comprehension is to be ascribed to him). Then he 

is taught the other side of virtue, learning by what pursuits the 

virtuous life is perfected. 
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167. After this he comes to the tabernacle not made with hands. 

Who will follow someone who makes his way through such places 

and elevates his mind to such heights, who, as though he were 

passing from one peak to another, comes ever higher than he was 

through his ascent to the heights? First, he leaves behind the base 

of the mountain and is separated from all those too weak for the 

ascent. Then as he rises higher in his ascent he hears the sounds 

of the trumpets. Thereupon, he slips into the inner sanctuary of 

divine knowledge. And he does not remain there, but he passes on 

to the tabernacle not made with hands. For truly this is the limit that 

someone reaches who is elevated through such ascents. 

168. For it seems to me that in another sense the heavenly trumpet 

becomes a teacher to the one ascending as he makes his way to 

what is not made with hands. For the wonderful harmony of the 

heavens proclaims the wisdom which shines forth in the creation 

and sets forth the great glory of God through the things which are 

seen, in keeping with the statement, the heavens declare the glory 

of God. It becomes the loud sounding trumpet of clear and 

melodious teaching, as one of the Prophets says, The heavens 

trumpeted from above. 

169. When he who has been purified and is sharp of hearing in his 

heart hears this sound (I am speaking of the knowledge of the 

divine power which comes from the contemplation of reality), he is 

led by it to the place where his intelligence lets him slip in where 

God is. This is called darkness by the Scripture, which signifies, as I 

said, the unknown and unseen. When he arrives there, he sees that 

tabernacle not made with hands, which he shows to those below by 

means of a material likeness. 
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The Heavenly Tabernacle 

170. What then is that tabernacle not made with hands which was 

shown to Moses on the mountain and to which he was commanded 

to look as to an archetype so that he might reproduce in a 

handmade structure that marvel not made with hands? God says, 

See that you make them according to the pattern shown you on the 

mountain. There were gold pillars supported by silver bases and 

decorated with similar silver capitals; then, there were other pillars 

whose capitals and bases were of bronze but whose shafts were of 

silver. The core of all the pillars was wood that does not rot. But all 

around shone the brightness of these precious metals. 

171. Likewise, there was an ark made of wood that does not rot, 

overlaid with gleaming pure gold. In addition, there was a 

candlestick with a single base, divided at its top into seven 

branches, each supporting a lamp. The candlestick was made of 

solid gold and not of wood overlaid with gold. There was, moreover, 

an altar and the throne of mercy and the so-called cherubim whose 

wings overshadowed the ark. All these were gold, not merely 

presenting a superficial appearance of gold but gold through and 

through. 

172. Furthermore, there were curtains artistically woven of diverse 

colors; these brilliant colors were woven together to make a 

beautiful fabric. The curtains divided the tabernacle into two parts: 

the one visible and accessible to certain of the priests and the other 

secret and inaccessible. The name of the front part was the Holy 

Place and that of the hidden part was the Holy of Holies. In 

addition, there were lavers and braziers and hangings around the 

outer court and the curtains of hair and skins dyed red and all the 

other things he describes in the text. What words could accurately 

describe it all? 
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173. Of what things not made with hands are these an imitation? 

And what benefit does the material imitation of those things Moses 

saw there convey to those who look at it? It seems good to me to 

leave the precise meaning of these things to those who have by the 

Spirit the power to search the depths of God, to someone who may 

be able, as the Apostle says, in the Spirit to speak about mysterious 

things. We shall leave what we say conjecturally and by supposition 

on the thought at hand to the judgment of our readers. Their critical 

intelligence must decide whether it should be rejected or accepted. 

174. Taking a hint from what has been said by Paul, who partially 

uncovered the mystery of these things, we say that Moses was 

earlier instructed by a type in the mystery of the tabernacle which 

encompasses the universe. This tabernacle would be Christ who is 

the power and the wisdom of God, who in his own nature was not 

made with hands, yet capable of being made when it became 

necessary for this tabernacle to be erected among us. Thus, the 

same tabernacle is in a way both unfashioned and fashioned, 

uncreated in preexistence but created in having received this 

material composition. 

175. What we say is of course not obscure to those who have 

accurately received the mystery of our faith. For there is one thing 

out of all others which both existed before the ages and came into 

being at the end of the ages. It did not need a temporal beginning 

(for how could what was before all times and ages be in need of a 

temporal origin?), but for our sakes, who had lost our existence 

through our thoughtlessness, it consented to be born like us so that 

it might bring that which had left reality back again to reality. This 

one is the Only Begotten God, who encompasses everything in 

himself but who also pitched his own tabernacle among us. 
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176. But if we name such a God "tabernacle," the person who loves 

Christ should not be disturbed at all on the grounds that the 

suggestion involved in the phrase diminishes the magnificence of 

the nature of God. For neither is any other name worthy of the 

nature thus signified, but all names have equally fallen short of 

accurate description, both those recognized as insignificant as well 

as those by which some great insight is indicated. 

177. But just as all the other names, in keeping with what is being 

specified, are each used piously to express the divine power—as, 

for example, physician, shepherd, protector, bread, vine, way, door, 

mansion, water, rock, spring, and whatever other designations are 

used of him—in the same way he is given the predicate 

"tabernacle" in accord with a signification fitting to God. For the 

power which encompasses the universe, in which lives the fulness 

of divinity, the common protector of all, who encompasses 

everything within himself, is rightly called "tabernacle." 

178. The vision must correspond to the name "tabernacle," so that 

each thing seen leads to the contemplation of a concept 

appropriate to God. Now the great Apostle says that the curtain of 

the lower tabernacle is the flesh of Christ, I think, because it is 

composed of various colors, of the four elements. Doubtless he 

himself had a vision of the tabernacle when he entered the 

supercelestial sanctuary where the mysteries of Paradise were 

revealed to him by the Spirit. It would be well then by paying heed 

to the partial interpretation, to fit the total contemplation of the 

tabernacle to it. 

179. We can gain clarity about the figures pertaining to the 

tabernacle from the very words of the Apostle. For he says 

somewhere with reference to the Only Begotten, whom we have 
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perceived in place of the tabernacle, that in him were created all 

things, everything visible and everything invisible, Thrones, 

Dominations, Sovereignties, Powers, or forces. Then the pillars 

gleaming with silver and gold, the bearing poles and rings, and 

those cherubim who hide the ark with their wings, and all the other 

things which are contained in the description of the tabernacle's 

construction—all of these things, if one should turn his view to 

things above, are the heavenly powers which are contemplated in 

the tabernacle and which support the universe in accord with the 

divine will. 

180. These are our true supports, sent to help those who will be the 

heirs of salvation. They are slipped through the souls of those being 

saved as through rings and by themselves raise to the height of 

virtue those lying upon the earth. In saying that the cherubim cover 

the mysteries in the ark with their wings, the text confirms our 

contemplation of the tabernacle. For we have learned that this is 

the name of those powers which we see around the divine nature, 

which powers Isaiah and Ezekiel perceived. 

181. The ark of the covenant, covered by their wings, should not 

sound strange to your ears. For it is possible to read the same thing 

also in Isaiah, where the Prophet speaks in a figure about the 

wings. The same thing is called the ark of the covenant in one place 

and in the other place the Face; in the one the ark is covered by the 

wings, in the other the Face is. It is as though one thing is 

perceived in both, which suggests to me the incomprehensibility of 

contemplating the ineffable secrets. And if you should hear about 

lamps which have many branches coming out of one candlestick so 

that a full and brilliant light is cast all around, you would correctly 

conclude that they are the varied rays of the Spirit which shine 

brightly in this tabernacle. This is what Isaiah is speaking about 

when he divides the lights of the Spirit into seven. 
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182. The throne of mercy, I think, needs no interpretation since the 

Apostle laid bare what is hidden when he said, Whom God has 

appointed to be a throne of mercy for our souls. When I hear of the 

altar of offering and the altar of incense, I understand the adoration 

of the heavenly beings which is perpetually offered in this 

tabernacle. For he says that not only the tongues of those on earth 

and in the underworld but also of those in the heavens render 

praise to the beginning of all things. This is the sacrifice pleasing to 

God, a verbal sacrifice, as the Apostle says, the fragrance of 

prayer. 

183. Even if one sees skin dyed red and hair woven, the sequence 

of contemplation is not broken in this way. For the prophetic eye, 

attaining to a vision of divine things, will see the saving Passion 

there predetermined. It is signified in both of the elements 

mentioned: the redness pointing to blood and the hair to death. Hair 

on the body has no feeling; hence it is rightly a symbol of death. 

The Earthly Tabernacle 

184. Whenever the prophet looks to the tabernacle above, he sees 

the heavenly realities through these symbols. But if one should look 

at the tabernacle below (since in many places the Church also is 

called Christ by Paul), it would be well to regard the names 

"apostles, teachers, and prophets" as referring to those servants of 

the divine mystery whom Scripture also calls pillars of the Church. 

For it is not only Peter and John and James who are pillars of the 

Church, nor was only John the Baptist a burning light, but all those 

who themselves support the Church and become lights through 

their own works are called "pillars" and "lights." You are the light of 

the world, says the Lord to the Apostles. And again the divine 

Apostle bids others to be pillars, saying Be steadfast and 
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unmovable. And he made Timothy into an excellent pillar, when he 

made him (as he says in his own words) a pillar and ground of 

truth. 

185. In this tabernacle both the sacrifice of praise and the incense 

of prayer are seen offered continually at morning and evening. The 

great David allows us to perceive these things when he directs the 

incense of his prayer in an odor of sweetness to God, performing 

his sacrifice through the lifting up of his hands. When hearing about 

the lavers, one will certainly perceive those who wash away the 

blemish of sins with mystical water. John was a laver, washing men 

in the Jordan with the baptism of repentance, as was Peter, who led 

three thousand at the same time to the water. Philip, too, was a 

laver of the servant of Candace, and all those who administer grace 

are lavers to those who share in the free gift. 

186. The interconnecting courts which surround the tabernacle are 

fittingly understood as the harmony, love, and peace of believers. 

David interprets it in this way when he says: Who has granted you 

peace on your frontiers. 

187. The skin dyed red and the coverings made of hair, which add 

to the decoration of the tabernacle, would be perceived respectively 

as the mortification of the sinful flesh (the figure of which is the skin 

dyed red) and the ascetic way of life. By these the tabernacle of the 

church is especially beautified. By nature these skins do not have in 

themselves a vital power, but they become bright red because of 

the red dye. This teaches that grace, which flourishes through the 

Spirit, is not found in men unless they first make themselves dead 

to sin. Whether or not Scripture signifies by the red dye chaste 

modesty, I leave for whoever wishes to decide. The woven hair, 

which produced a fabric rough and hard to the touch, foreshadows 

the self-control which is rough and consumes the habitual passions. 
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The life of virginity demonstrates in itself all such things, as it 

chastises the flesh of all those who live this way. 

188. If the interior, which is called the Holy of Holies, is not 

accessible to the multitude, let us not think that this is at variance 

with the sequence of what has been perceived. For the truth of 

reality is truly a holy thing, a holy of holies, and is incomprehensible 

and inaccessible to the multitude. Since it is set in the secret and 

ineffable areas of the tabernacle of mystery, the apprehension of 

the realities above comprehension should not be meddled with; one 

should rather believe that what is sought does exist, not that it lies 

visible to all, but that it remains in the secret and ineffable areas of 

the intelligence. 

The Priestly Vestments 

189. Having been instructed in these and other such things through 

the vision of the tabernacle, the eye of Moses' soul, purified and 

elevated through sights such as these, rises again to the height of 

other insights when he is instructed in the vestments of the 

priesthood. Among these are the tunic, the ephod, the breast-piece 

shining with varied rays from precious stones, the turban for the 

head and the metal-leaf upon it, the breeches, the pomegranates, 

the bells, then above all these the rational and the doctrine (and the 

truth discerned in both), and the shoulder-pieces tied together on 

both sides and fastened with the names of the patriarchs. 

190. The very names for the clothing keep most folk from an 

accurate contemplation of their details. What sort of material 

garments would be called rational, doctrine, or truth? Indeed, these 

names clearly illustrate that it is not the perceptible clothing which is 

traced by the history but a certain adornment of the soul woven by 

virtuous pursuits. 
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191. The dye of the tunic is blue. Some of those who before us 

have contemplated the passage say that the dye signifies the air. I, 

for my part, cannot accurately affirm whether such a color as this 

has anything in common with the color of the air. Nevertheless, I do 

not reject it. The perception does lead to the contemplation of 

virtue, because it requires that he who would be a priest to God 

also bring his own body to the altar and become a sacrifice, not by 

being put to death, but by being a living sacrifice and rational 

service. He should not inflict upon his soul a heavy and fleshy 

garment of life, but by the purity of his life he should make all the 

pursuits of life as thin as the thread of a spider web. Reweaving this 

bodily nature, we should be close to what rises upwards and is light 

and airy, in order that when we hear the last trumpet we may be 

found weightless and light in responding to the voice of the One 

who calls us. Then we shall be borne on high through the air to be 

together with the Lord, not drawn down to earth by anything heavy. 

He who, in keeping with the counsel of the Psalmist, has like a 

moth eaten away his soul, has put on that airy tunic which extends 

from his head to his feet, for the Law does not want virtue to be cut 

short. 

192. The golden bells alternating with the pomegranates represent 

the brilliance of good works. They are the two pursuits through 

which virtue is acquired, namely, faith toward the divine and 

conscience toward life. The great Paul adds these pomegranates 

and bells to Timothy's garment, saying that he should have faith 

and a good conscience. So let faith sound forth pure and loud in the 

preaching of the holy Trinity and let life imitate the nature of the 

pomegranate's fruit. 

193. Because it is covered with a hard and sour rind, its outside is 

inedible, but the inside is a pleasant sight with its many neatly 

ordered seeds and it becomes even sweeter when it is tasted. The 
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philosophical life, although outwardly austere and unpleasant, is yet 

full of good hopes when it ripens. For when our Gardener opens the 

pomegranate of life at the proper time and manifests the hidden 

beauty, then those who partake of their own fruit will enjoy the 

sweetness. For somewhere the divine Apostle says that any 

punishment is most painful at the time, and far from pleasant (that 

is the first contact with the pomegranate) : but later, in those on 

whom it has been used, it bears fruit in peace and goodness. This 

is the sweetness of the nourishment inside. 

194. The Scripture commands that this tunic be tasseled. The 

tassels of the tunic are round pendants which serve no other 

purpose than decoration alone. We learn from this that virtue 

should not be measured only by what is required, and that we 

should discover something extra by our own endeavor, in order that 

some further adornment might be added to the garment. Thus it 

was with Paul, who joined his own beautiful tassels to the 

commandments. For whereas the Law commands that the 

ministers serving in the Temple get their food from the Temple and 

those who preach the Gospel should get their living from the 

Gospel, Paul offers the Gospel without charge, being himself in 

hunger, and thirst, and naked. These are the beautiful tassels which 

adorn the tunic of the commandments by being added to it. 

195. Above the long tunic were worn two pieces of cloth which 

reached from the shoulders down the chest and down the back and 

were joined to one another by a clasp on each shoulder. The clasps 

were stones with the names of six patriarchs engraved on each. 

The cloths were woven of many colors: violet was woven with 

purple, and scarlet was mixed with linen. Gold thread was 

interspersed through all this so that from the mixture of the various 

colors resulted a single radiant beauty. 



 
 

 

 

87 

196. From this we learn that the upper part of the outer garment, 

which is in a particular way an adornment of the heart, is composed  

interwoven with purple, for kingliness is joined to purity of life. 

Scarlet is mixed with linen because the bright and pure quality of 

life in some way mingles with the redness of modesty. The gold 

which lends radiance to these colors foreshadows the treasure 

reserved for such a life. The patriarchs engraved on the shoulders 

make a great contribution to our adornment, for men's lives are 

adorned by the earlier examples of good men. 

197. Furthermore, there is another adornment worn on top of these 

beautiful cloths. Little shield-like ornaments of gold hung down from 

each of the shoulder pieces and held a four-cornered object of gold 

further brightened by twelve stones arranged in rows. There were 

four rows, each containing three stones. No two of them were alike, 

but each was beautified by its own particular radiance. 

198. That was the outward appearance of the ornament, and this is 

its meaning: The shield-like ornaments hanging down from both 

shoulders symbolize the two-fold nature of our armor against the 

Adversary. Therefore, as I said a short time ago, since the life of 

virtue is lived in a two-fold way—by faith and a good conscience in 

life—we are made safe with respect to both by the shields' 

protection. We remain unwounded by the enemy's darts, by being 

armed with the weapons of righteousness in the right hand and in 

the left. 

199. That four-cornered ornament which hung down from both of 

the shield-like ornaments and which had on it stones inscribed with 

the patriarchal names of the tribes protects the heart. Scripture 

instructs us in this figure that he who repels the evil archer with 

these two shields will adorn his own soul with all the virtues of the 

patriarchs, for each stone shines with its own brilliance on the cloth 

of virtue. Let the four-cornered shape be a demonstration to you of 
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steadfastness in the good. Such a shape is hard to move, since it is 

supported equally by the corners at each side. 

200. The straps by which these adornments are tied to the arms 

seem to me to provide a teaching for the higher life, namely that 

practical philosophy should be joined to contemplative philosophy. 

So the heart becomes the symbol of contemplation, and the arms, 

of works. 

201. The head adorned with the diadem signifies the crown 

reserved for those who have lived well. It is beautified by an 

inscription of ineffable letters in gold leaf. Whoever has put on such 

adornment wears no sandals so he will not be encumbered in his 

race and hindered by the covering of dead skins (which accords 

with the understanding obtained in our contemplation concerning 

the mount). How then is the sandal going to be an adornment for 

the foot when it is cast off at the first initiation as being an 

impediment to the ascent? 

The Tables of Stone 

202. He who has progressed this far through the ascents which we 

have contemplated carries in his hand the tables, written by God, 

which contain the divine Law. But these are broken, crushed by the 

harsh opposition of sinners. Their sin was that they made for 

idolatrous worship an image in the shape of a calf. The whole 

image was pulverized by Moses and mixed with water, and drunk 

by those who had sinned so that the material which served the 

godlessness of men was completely destroyed. 

203. The history prophetically proclaimed at that time the things 

which have now come to pass in our own time. The error of idolatry 

utterly disappeared from life, being swallowed by pious mouths, 

which through good confession bring about the destruction of the 
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material of godlessness. The mysteries established of old by 

idolators became running water, completely liquid, a water 

swallowed by the very mouths of those who were at one time idol-

mad. When you see those who formerly stooped under such vanity 

now destroying those things in which they had trusted, does the 

history then not seem to you to cry out clearly that every idol will 

then be swallowed by the mouths of those who have left error for 

true religion? 

204. Moses armed the Levites against their fellow countrymen. And 

crossing the camp from one end to the other, they killed without 

inquiry, their swords finding their own victims. Death came to 

everyone they met, without preference; no distinction was made 

between enemy and friend, stranger and neighbor, kinsman and 

foreigner. (There was one thrust of the hand equally for everyone.) 

With equal energy the same thrust of the hand ran through 

everyone they fell upon. 

205. This account provides the following useful lesson: Because the 

Israelites in a body agreed to the evil and because the whole camp 

to a man participated in it, they were all without distinction 

scourged. It is like someone punishing a person caught in an evil 

act by whipping him. Whatever part of the body he may hit, he tears 

to shreds with the scourge, knowing that the pain inflicted on that 

part extends throughout the whole body. The same thing happens 

when the whole body united in evil is punished: The scourging 

inflicted on the part chastens the whole. 

206. So if at any time someone observes the same evil in many, but 

the wrath of God is vented not against everyone but only against 

some, it is fitting that one perceive the correction as administered 

through love for mankind. While not all are struck, the blows upon 

some chastise all to turn them from evil. 
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207. This understanding still pertains to the literal account, but the 

spiritual meaning would profit us in the following manner. The 

Lawgiver says in a general proclamation to all: If any man be on the 

Lord's side let him join with me. This is the Law commanding all: "If 

anyone wishes to be the friend of God, let him be a friend of me, 

the Law" (for the friend of the Law is certainly a friend of God). And 

he commands those gathered to him by such a proclamation to use 

the sword against their brother, friend, and neighbor. 

208. As we observe the sequence of the contemplation, we 

perceive that everyone who looks to God and the Law is purified by 

the death of his evil habits. For not everyone is named brother or 

friend or neighbor in a good sense by the Scripture. It is possible for 

one to be both brother and foreigner, both friend and enemy, both 

neighbor and opponent. These we perceive as our innermost 

thoughts, whose life brings about our death and whose death 

brings about our life. 

209. Such an understanding agrees with our earlier investigation of 

Aaron, when in his meeting with Moses we perceived the angel as 

an ally and helper who cooperated in the signs against the 

Egyptians. He is rightly perceived as being older, since the angelic 

and incorporeal nature was created before our nature, but he is 

clearly a brother by virtue of the kinship of his intellectual nature to 

ours. 

210. While, then, there is a contradiction (because how is it 

possible to take in a good sense Moses' meeting with Aaron who 

became the Israelites' servant in making an idol?), nevertheless 

Scripture, in a limited sense, gives an indication of the double 

meaning of brotherhood, that the same word does not always 

signify the same thing but may be taken with opposite meanings. In 
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one case the person killing the Egyptian tyrant is the brother; in 

another, it is the one molding the idol for the Israelites. Thus the 

same name is used in both instances. 

211. Against such brothers, then, Moses bares the sword. For he 

very clearly lays down for himself the same requirement that he 

demands of others. One kills such a brother by destroying sin, for 

everyone who destroys some evil that the Adversary has contrived 

in him kills in himself that one who lives through sin. 

212. The teaching on this matter may be more surely confirmed to 

us if we bring further details of the history to bear on this 

contemplation. It is said that at Aaron's command they took off their 

earrings, which provided the material for the idol. What shall we say 

about this? That Moses adorned the ears of the Israelites with an 

ornament for the ears, which is the Law, but the false brother 

through disobedience removes the ornament placed on their ears 

and makes an idol with it. 

213. At the first entrance of sin the advice to disobey the 

commandment removed the earrings. The serpent was regarded as 

a friend and neighbor by the first mortals when he advised them 

that it would be useful and beneficial to them if they transgressed 

the divine commandment, that is, if they removed from their ears 

the earring of the commandment. Therefore, he who kills such 

brothers and friends and neighbors will hear from the Law that 

statement which the history says Moses spoke to those who killed 

them: Today you have won yourselves investiture as priests of 

Yahweh at the cost, one of his son, another of his brother; and so 

he grants you a blessing today. 

214. I think it is time to call attention to those who gave themselves 

over to sin. Thus we may learn how the tables inscribed by God 

with the divine Law, which fell from Moses' hands to the ground and 
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were broken by the impact, were restored again by Moses. The 

tables were not wholly the same, only the writing on them was the 

same. Having made the tables out of earthly matter, Moses 

submitted them to the power of the One who would engrave his 

Law upon them. In this way, while he carried the Law in letters of 

stone, he restored grace inasmuch as God himself had impressed 

the words on the stone. 

215. For perhaps it is possible, as we are led by these events, to 

come to some perception of the divine concern for us. For if the 

divine Apostle speaks the truth when he calls the tables "hearts," 

that is, the foremost part of the soul (and certainly he who by the 

Spirit ... reaches ... the depths of God does speak the truth), then it 

is possible to learn from this that human nature at its beginning was 

unbroken and immortal. Since human nature was fashioned by the 

divine hands and beautified with the unwritten characters of the 

Law, the intention of the Law lay in our nature in turning us away 

from evil and in honoring the divine. 

216. When the sound of sin struck our ears, that sound which the 

first book of Scripture calls the "voice of the serpent," but the history 

concerning the tables calls the "voice of drunken singing," the 

tables fell to the earth and were broken. But again the true 

Lawgiver, of whom Moses was a type, cut the tables of human 

nature for himself from our earth. It was not marriage which 

produced for him his "God‐receiving" flesh, but he became the 

stonecutter of his own flesh, which was carved by the divine finger, 

for the Holy Spirit came upon the virgin and the power of the Most 

High overshadowed her. When this took place, our nature regained 

its unbroken character, becoming immortal through the letters 

written by his finger. The Holy Spirit is called "finger" in many places 

by Scripture. 
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217. Moses was transformed to such a degree of glory that the 

mortal eye could not behold him. Certainly he who has been 

instructed in the divine mystery of our faith knows how the 

contemplation of the spiritual sense agrees with the literal account. 

For when the restorer of our broken nature (you no doubt perceive 

in him the one who healed our brokenness) had restored the 

broken table of our nature to its original beauty— doing this by the 

finger of God, as I said—the eyes of the unworthy could no longer 

behold him. In his surpassing glory he becomes inaccessible to 

these who would look upon him. 

218. For in truth, as the Gospel says, when he shall come in his 

glory escorted by all the angels, he is scarcely bearable and visible 

to the righteous. He who is impious and follows the Judaizing 

heresy remains without a share in that vision, for let the impious be 

removed, as Isaiah says, and he shall not see the glory of the Lord. 

Eternal Progress 

219. While following these things in the sequence of our 

investigation, we were led to a deeper meaning in contemplating 

this passage. Let us return to the subject. How does someone who 

Scripture says saw God clearly in such divine appearances—face 

to face, as a man speaks with his friend — require that God appear 

to him, as though he who is always visible had not yet been seen, 

as though Moses had not yet attained what Scripture testifies he 

had indeed attained? 

220. The heavenly voice now grants the petitioner's request and 

does not deny this additional grace. Yet again He leads him to 

despair in that He affirms that what the petitioner seeks cannot be 

contained by human life. Still, God says there is a place with 

himself where there is a rock with a hole in it into which he 

commands Moses to enter. Then God placed his hand over the 
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mouth of the hole and called out to Moses as he passed by. When 

Moses was summoned, he came out of the hole and saw the back 

of the One who called him. In this way he thought he saw what he 

was seeking, and the promise of the divine voice did not prove 

false. 

221. If these things are looked at literally, not only will the 

understanding of those who seek God be dim, but their concept of 

him will also be inappropriate. Front and back pertain only to those 

things which are observed to have shape. Every shape provides 

the limits of a body. So then he who conceives of God. in some 

shape will not realize that he is free of a bodily nature. It is a fact 

that every body is composite, and that what is composite exists by 

the joining of its different elements. No one would say that what is 

composite cannot be decomposed. And what decomposes cannot 

be incorruptible, for corruption is the decomposition of what is 

composite. 

222. If therefore one should think of the back of God in a literal 

fashion, he will necessarily be carried to such an absurd 

conclusion. For front and back pertain to a shape, and shape 

pertains to a body. A body by its very nature can be decomposed, 

for everything composite is capable of dissolution. But what is being 

decomposed cannot be incorruptible; therefore, he who is bound to 

the letter would consequently conceive the Divine to be corruptible. 

But in fact God is incorruptible and incorporeal. 

223. But what understanding other than the literal interpretation fits 

what is written? If this part of the written narrative compels us to 

seek out another understanding, it is certainly appropriate to 

understand the whole in the same way. Whatever we perceive in 

the part, we of necessity take as true for the whole, since every 

whole is made up of its parts. Wherefore the place with God, the 

rock at that place, the opening in it called a hole, Moses' entrance 
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into it, the placing of the divine hand over its mouth, the passing by 

and the calling and after this the vision of the back—all this would 

more fittingly be contemplated in its spiritual sense. 

224. What then is being signified? Bodies, once they have received 

the initial thrust downward, are driven downward by themselves 

with greater speed without any additional help as long as the 

surface on which they move is steadily sloping and no resistance to 

their downward thrust is encountered. Similarly, the soul moves in 

the opposite direction. Once it is released from its earthly 

attachment, it becomes light and swift for its movement upward, 

soaring from below up to the heights. 

225. If nothing comes from above to hinder its upward thrust (for 

the nature of the Good attracts to itself those who look to it), the 

soul rises ever higher and will always make its flight yet higher—by 

its desire of the heavenly things straining ahead for what is still to 

come, as the Apostle says. 

226. Made to desire and not to abandon the transcendent height by 

the things already attained, it makes its way upward without 

ceasing, ever through its prior accomplishments renewing its 

intensity for the flight. Activity directed toward virtue causes its 

capacity to grow through exertion; this kind of activity alone does 

not slacken its intensity by the effort, but increases it. 

227. For this reason we also say that the great Moses, as he was 

becoming ever greater, at no time stopped in his ascent, nor did he 

set a limit for himself in his upward course. Once having set foot on 

the ladder which God set up (as Jacob says), he continually 

climbed to the step above and never ceased to rise higher, because 

he always found a step higher than the one he had attained. 

228. He denied the specious kinship with the Egyptian queen. He 

avenged the Hebrew. He chose the desert way of life where there 
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was no human being to disturb him. In himself he shepherded a 

flock of tame animals. He saw the brilliance of the light. 

Unencumbered, having taken off his sandals, he made his 

approach to the light. He brought his kinsmen and countrymen out 

to freedom. He saw the enemy drowning in the sea. 

229. He made camps under the cloud. He quenched thirst with the 

rock. He produced bread from heaven. By stretching out his hands, 

he overcame the foreigner. He heard the trumpet. He entered the 

darkness. He slipped into the inner sanctuary of the tabernacle not 

made with hands. He learned the secrets of the divine priesthood. 

He destroyed the idol. He supplicated the divine Being. He restored 

the Law destroyed by the evil of the Jews. 

230. He shone with glory. And although lifted up through such lofty 

experiences, he is still unsatisfied in his desire for more. He still 

thirsts for that with which he constantly filled himself to capacity, 

and he asks to attain as if he had never partaken, beseeching God 

to appear to him, not according to his capacity to partake, but 

according to God's true being. 

231. Such an experience seems to me to belong to the soul which 

loves what is beautiful. Hope always draws the soul from the 

beauty which is seen to what is beyond, always kindles the desire 

for the hidden through what is constantly perceived. Therefore, the 

ardent lover of beauty, although receiving what is always visible as 

an image of what he desires, yet longs to be filled with the very 

stamp of the archetype. 

232. And the bold request which goes up the mountains of desire 

asks this: to enjoy the Beauty not in mirrors and reflections, but 

face to face. The divine voice granted what was requested in what 

was denied, showing in a few words an immeasurable depth of 

thought. The munificence of God 
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assented to the fulfillment of his desire, but did not promise any 

cessation or satiety of the desire. 

233. He would not have shown himself to his servant if the sight 

were such as to bring the desire of the beholder to an end, since 

the true sight of God consists in this, that the one who looks up to 

God never ceases in that desire. For he says: You cannot see my 

face, for man cannot see me and live. 

234. Scripture does not indicate that this causes the death of those 

who look, for how would the face of life ever be the cause of death 

to those who approach it? On the contrary, the Divine is by its 

nature life- giving. Yet the characteristic of the divine nature is to 

transcend all characteristics. Therefore, he who thinks God is 

something to be known does not have life, because he has turned 

from true Being to what he considers by sense perception to have 

being. 

235. True Being is true life. This Being is inaccessible to 

knowledge. If then the life-giving nature transcends knowledge, that 

which is perceived certainly is not life. It is not in the nature of what 

is not life to be the cause of life. Thus, what Moses yearned for is 

satisfied by the very things which leave his desire unsatisfied. 

236. He learns from what was said that the Divine is by its very 

nature infinite, enclosed by no boundary. If the Divine is perceived 

as though bounded by something, one must by all means consider 

along with that boundary what is beyond it. For certainly that which 

is bounded leaves off at some point, as air provides the boundary 

for all that flies and water for all that live in it. Therefore, fish are 

surrounded on every side by water, and birds by air. The limits of 

the boundaries which circumscribe the birds or the fish are obvious: 

The water is the limit to what swims and the air to what flies. In the 

same way, God, if he 
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is conceived as bounded, would necessarily be surrounded by 

something different in nature. It is only logical that what 

encompasses is much larger than what is contained. 

237. Now it is agreed that the Divine is good in nature. But what is 

different in nature from the Good is surely something other than the 

Good. What is outside the Good is perceived to be evil in nature. 

But it was shown that what encompasses is much larger than what 

is encompassed. It most certainly follows, then, that those who 

think God is bounded conclude that he is enclosed by evil. 

238. Since what is encompassed is certainly less than what 

encompasses, it would follow that the stronger prevails. Therefore, 

he who encloses the Divine by any boundary makes out that the 

Good is ruled over by its opposite. But that is out of the question. 

Therefore, no consideration will be given to anything enclosing 

infinite nature. It is not in the nature of what is unenclosed to be 

grasped. But every desire for the Good which is attracted to that 

ascent constantly expands as one progresses in pressing on to the 

Good. 

239. This truly is the vision of God: never to be satisfied in the 

desire to see him. But one must always, by looking at what he can 

see, rekindle his desire to see more. Thus, no limit would interrupt 

growth in the ascent to God, since no limit to the Good can be 

found nor is the increasing of desire for the Good brought to an end 

because it is satisfied. 

240. But what is that place which is seen next to God? What is the 

rock? And what again is the hole in the rock? What is the hand of 

God that covers the mouth of the rock? What is the passing by of 

God? What is his back which God promised to Moses when he 

asked to see him face to face? 
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241. Naturally each of these things must be highly significant and 

worthy of the munificence of the divine Giver. Thus this promise is 

believed to be more magnificent and loftier than every theophany 

which had previously been granted to his great servant. How then 

would one, from what has been said, understand this height to 

which Moses desires to attain after such previous ascents and to 

which he who turns everything to their good cooperates with all 

those who love God makes the ascent easy through his 

leadership? Here is a place, he says, beside me. 

242. The thought harmonizes readily with what has been 

contemplated before. In speaking of "place" he does not limit the 

place indicated by anything quantitative (for to something 

unquantitative there is no measure). On the contrary, by the use of 

the analogy of a measurable surface he leads the hearer to the 

unlimited and infinite. The text seems to signify some such 

understanding: "Whereas, Moses, your desire for what is still to 

come has expanded and you have not reached satisfaction in your 

progress and whereas you do not see any limit to the Good, but 

your yearning always looks for more, the place with me is so great 

that the one running in it is never able to cease from his progress." 

243. In another Scriptural passage the progress is a standing still, 

for it says, You must stand on the rock. This is the most marvelous 

thing of all: how the same thing is both a standing still and a 

moving. For he who ascends certainly does not stand still, and he 

who stands still does not move upwards. But here the ascent takes 

place by means of the standing. I mean by this that the firmer and 

more immovable one remains in the Good, the more he progresses 

in the course of virtue. The man who in his reasonings is uncertain 

and liable to slip, since he has no firm grounding in the Good but is 

tossed one way and another and carried along (as the Apostle 
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says) and is doubtful and wavers in his opinions concerning reality, 

would never attain to the height of virtue. 

244. He is like those who toil endlessly as they climb uphill in sand: 

Even though they take long steps, their footing in the sand always 

slips downhill, so that, although there is much motion, no progress 

results from it. But if someone, as the Psalmist says, should pull his 

feet up from the mud of the pit and plant them upon the rock (the 

rock is Christ who is absolute virtue), then the more steadfast and 

unmoveable (according to the advice of Paul) he becomes in the 

Good the faster he completes the course. It is like using the 

standing still as if it were a wing while the heart flies upward 

through its stability in the good. 

245. Therefore, he who showed Moses the place urges him on in 

his course. When he promised that he would stand him on the rock, 

he showed him the nature of that divine race. But the opening in the 

rock which Scripture calls a "hole" the divine Apostle interprets well 

in his own words when he speaks of a heavenly house not made 

with hands which is laid up by hope for those who have dissolved 

their earthly tabernacle. 

246. For truly he who has run the race, as the Apostle says, in that 

wide and roomy stadium, which the divine voice calls "place," and 

has kept the faith and, as the figurative expression says, has 

planted his feet on the rock; such a person will be adorned with the 

crown of righteousness from the hand of the contest's judge. This 

prize is described in different ways by Scripture. 

247. For the same thing which is here called an opening in the rock 

is elsewhere referred to as "pleasure of paradise," "eternal 

tabernacle," "mansion with the Father," "bosom of the patriarch," 

"land of the living," "water of refreshment," "Jerusalem which is 

above," "kingdom of heaven," "prize of calling," "crown of graces," 
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"crown of pleasure," "crown of beauty," "pillar of strength," "pleasure 

on a table," "councils of God," "throne of judgment," "place of 

name," "hidden tabernacle." 

248. We say, then, that Moses' entrance into the rock has the same 

significance as these descriptions. For, since Christ is understood 

by Paul as the rock, all hope of good things is believed to be in 

Christ, in whom we have learned all the treasures of good things to 

be. He who finds any good finds it in Christ who contains all good. 

249. He who attained to this and was shadowed by the hand of 

God, as the text promised (for the hand of God would be the 

creative power of what exists, the only begotten God, by whom all 

things were made, who is also "place" for those who run, who is, 

according to his own words, the "way" of the course, and who is 

"rock" to those who are well established and "house" to those who 

are resting), he it is who will hear the One who summons and will 

see the back of the One who calls, which means he will follow 

Yahweh your God, as the Law commands. 

250. When the great David heard and understood this, he said to 

him who dwells in the shelter of the most High; He will overshadow 

you with his shoulders, which is the same as being behind God (for 

the shoulder is on the back of the body). Concerning himself David 

says, My soul clings close to you, your right hand supports me. You 

see how the Psalms agree with the history. For as the one says that 

the right hand is a help to the person who has joined himself close 

behind God, so the other says that the hand touches the person 

who waits in the rock upon the divine voice and prays that he might 

follow behind. 

251. But when the Lord who spoke to Moses came to fulfill his own 

law, he likewise gave a clear explanation to his disciples, laying 

bare the meaning of what had previously been said in a figure when 
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he said, If anyone wants to be a follower of mine and not "If any 

man will go before me." And to the one asking about eternal life he 

proposes the same thing, for he says Come, follow me. Now, he 

who follows sees the back. 

252. So Moses, who eagerly seeks to behold God, is now taught 

how he can behold Him: to follow God wherever he might lead is to 

behold God. His passing by signifies his guiding the one who 

follows, for someone who does not know the way cannot complete 

his journey safely in any other way than by following behind his 

guide. He who leads, then, by his guidance shows the way to the 

one following. He who follows will not turn aside from the right way 

if he always keeps the back of his leader in view. 

253. For he who moves to one side or brings himself to face his 

guide assumes another direction for himself than the one his guide 

shows him. Therefore, he says to the one who is led, My face is not 

to be seen, that is, "Do not face your guide." If he does so, his 

course will certainly be in the opposite direction, for good does not 

look good in the face, but follows it. 

254. What is perceived to be its opposite is face to face with the 

good, for what looks virtue in the face is evil. But virtue is not 

perceived in contrast to virtue. Therefore, Moses does not look God 

in the face, but looks at his back; for whoever looks at him face to 

face shall not live, as the divine voice testifies, man cannot see the 

face of the Lord and live. 

255. You see how it is so great a thing to learn how to follow God, 

that after those lofty ascents and awesome and glorious 

theophanies virtually at the end of his life, the man who has learned 

to follow behind God is scarcely considered worthy of this grace. 
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Moses Envied 

256. No longer does any offense which comes about through evil 

withstand the one who in this manner follows God. After these 

things the envy of his brothers arose against him. Envy is the 

passion which causes evil, the father of death, the first entrance of 

sin, the root of wickedness, the birth of sorrow, the mother of 

misfortune, the basis of disobedience, the beginning of shame. 

Envy banished us from Paradise, having become a serpent to 

oppose Eve. Envy walled us off from the tree of life, divested us of 

holy garments, and in shame led us away clothed with fig leaves. 

257. Envy armed Cain contrary to nature and instituted the death 

which is vindicated seven times. Envy made Joseph a slave. Envy 

is the death-dealing sting, the hidden weapon, the sickness of 

nature, the bitter poison, the self-willed emaciation, the bitter dart, 

the nail of the soul, the fire in the heart, the flame burning on the 

inside. 

258. For envy, it is not its own misfortune but another's good 

fortune that is unfortunate. Again, inversely, success is not one's 

own good fortune but the neighbor's misfortune. Envy is grieved at 

the good deeds of men and takes advantage of their misfortunes. It 

is said that the vultures which devour corpses are destroyed by 

perfume. Their nature is akin to the foul and corrupt. Anyone who is 

in the power of this sickness is destroyed by the happiness of his 

neighbors as by the application of some perfume; but if he should 

see any unfortunate experience he flies to it, sets his crooked beak 

to it, and draws forth the hidden misfortunes. 

259. Envy fought against many who lived before Moses, but when it 

attacked this great man, it was broken like a clay pot being dashed 

against a rock. By this especially was shown the progress which 

Moses had made in his journey with God. He ran in the divine 
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place, took his stand on the rock, was held in its opening, was 

covered by God's hand, and followed behind his leader, not looking 

him in the face, but looking at his back. 

260. That he appeared higher than the bow can shoot shows that of 

himself he had become most blessed in following God. For envy 

also sends the dart against Moses, but it does not reach the height 

where Moses was. The bowstring of evil was too slack to shoot the 

passion far enough to reach Moses from those who were previously 

ill. But Aaron and Miriam were wounded by the passion of its evil 

influence and became like a bow of envy, shooting words against 

him rather than darts. 

261. Moses so refrained from becoming involved in their weakness 

that he even ministered to the condition of those who had become 

ill. Not only was he not moved to defend himself against those who 

caused him sorrow, but he even besought God for mercy on their 

behalf. He showed through what he did, I think, that the person who 

is well fortified with the shield of virtue will not be stung by the tips 

of the darts. 

262. He blunts the spears; the hardness of his armor deflects them. 

The armor that protects against such darts is God himself, whom 

the soldier of virtue puts on. For Scripture says let your armor be 

the Lord Jesus, that is to say, the full armor that cannot be pierced. 

Being thus well protected, Moses rendered the evil archer 

ineffective. 

263. He did not rush to defend himself against those who caused 

him sorrow; although they had been condemned by impartial 

judgment and he knew what was the naturally right thing to do, he 

nevertheless interceded with God for his brethren. He would not 

have done this if he had not been behind God, who had shown him 

his back as a safe guide to virtue. 
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Joshua and the Spies 

264. Let us proceed. When the natural enemy of men found no 

occasion to harm Moses, he directed the battle against those more 

vulnerable. When the lust of gluttony had been thrown at the people 

like a dart, he caused in them a desire for the things of Egypt so 

that they preferred the meat eaten by the Egyptians to the bread of 

heaven. 

265. But Moses, having an elevated soul and soaring above such 

lust, was totally devoted to the coming inheritance which had been 

promised by God to those who departed from Egypt (spiritually 

understood) and made their way to that land flowing with milk and 

honey. For this reason he appointed some spies to be teachers of 

the beauties in that land. 

266. The spies, in my opinion, are: on the one hand those who offer 

hope of good things are the reasonings born of faith which confirm 

hope for the good things laid up for us; on the other hand, the 

reasonings of the Adversary would be those who reject better 

hopes and blunt faith in the things reported. Moses considered no 

report of the opponents trustworthy, but accepted the man who 

gave a more favorable report of that land. 

267. Joshua was the one who led the better mission and he made 

the things reported trustworthy by his own confirmation. When 

Moses looked at him, he had a steady firm hope for the future, 

finding proof of that land's abundance in the bunch of grapes which 

Joshua had carried back on poles. Of course, when you hear of 

Joshua telling about that land and about a bunch of grapes hanging 

on the wood, you perceive what it is that he sees which makes him 

secure in his hopes. 
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268. What is the bunch of grapes suspended from the wood but 

that bunch suspended from the wood in the last days, whose blood 

becomes a saving drink for those who believe? Moses spoke to us 

of this ahead of time when he said in a figure: They drank the blood 

of the grape. By this he signifies the saving passion. 

The Brazen Serpent 

269. Again the way led through the desert, and the people lost hope 

in the good things promised and were reduced to thirst. Moses 

again made water flow in the desert for them. When it is perceived 

spiritually, this account teaches us what the mystery of repentance 

is. Those who turn to the stomach, the flesh, and the Egyptian 

pleasures, after having once tasted the rock, are sentenced to be 

excluded from partaking in good things. 

270. But they can by repentance again find the rock which they 

abandoned and again open the spring of water for themselves and 

again take their fill. The rock gives forth water to Moses who 

believed that Joshua's spying is truer than his opponents', Moses 

who looked to the bunch of grapes which for our sakes was 

suspended and shed blood, and Moses who by the wood prepared 

water to gush from the rock again for them. 

271. But the people had not yet learned to keep in step with Moses' 

greatness. They were still drawn down to the slavish passions and 

were inclined to the Egyptian pleasures. The history shows by this 

that human nature is especially drawn to this passion, being led to 

the disease along thousands of ways. 

272. As a physician by his treatment prevents a disease from 

prevailing, so Moses does not permit the disease to cause death. 

Their unruly desires produced serpents which injected deadly 
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poison into those they bit. The great lawgiver, however, rendered 

the real serpents powerless by the image of a serpent. 

273. This would be an appropriate time to explain the figure. There 

is one antidote for these evil passions: the purification of our souls 

which takes place through the mystery of godliness. The chief act of 

faith in the "mystery" is to look to him who suffered the passion for 

us. The cross is the passion, so that whoever looks to it, as the text 

relates, is not harmed by the poison of desire. 

274. To look to the cross means to render one's whole life dead and 

crucified to the world, unmoved by evil. Truly it is as the prophet 

says: "They nail their own flesh with the fear of God." The nail 

would be the self-control that holds the flesh. 

275. Since therefore unruly desires brought forth the deadly 

serpents from the earth (for every offspring of evil desire is a 

serpent), the Law prefigures for us what is clear in the wood. This 

figure is a likeness of a serpent and not a serpent itself, as the 

great Paul himself says, in the likeness of sinful flesh. Sin is the real 

serpent, and whoever deserts to sin takes on the nature of the 

serpent. 

276. Man, then, is freed from sin through him who assumed the 

form of sin and became like us who had turned into the form of the 

serpent. He keeps the bites from causing death, but the beasts 

themselves are not destroyed. By beasts I mean desires. For 

although the evil of death which follows sins does not prevail 

against those who look to the cross, the lust of flesh against spirit 

has not completely ceased to exist. 

277. In fact, the gnawings of desire are frequently active even in the 

faithful. Nevertheless, the person who looks to the One lifted up on 

the wood rejects passion, diluting the poison with the fear of the 

commandment as with a medicine. The voice of the Lord teaches 
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clearly that the serpent lifted up in the desert is a symbol of the 

mystery of the cross when he says, The Son of Man must be lifted 

up as Moses lifted up the serpent in the desert. 

The True Priesthood 

278. Again sin advanced in evil succession in its customary way, 

progressing consistently as in an evil series. And the lawgiver, like a 

physician, accommodated the remedy to what the evil had 

produced. When the bite of the serpents was ineffective against 

those who looked to the likeness of the serpent—you certainly 

perceive the figure through what has been said—another stratagem 

was contrived by him who with infinite variety devises such things 

against us. 

279. It is possible even now to see this happening on many 

occasions. For when some individuals punish the passion of desire 

by living a disciplined life, they thrust themselves into the 

priesthood, and with human zeal and selfish ambition they arrogate 

to themselves God's ministry. He whom the history accuses of 

producing evil in men leads them to the subsequent sin. 

280. When those who were lusting believed in the one lifted up on 

the wood, the earth stopped bringing forth serpents to bite them, 

and they then thought themselves to be above the venomous bites. 

It is then, when lustful desire leaves them, that the disease of 

arrogance enters in its place. Judging that to keep to their assigned 

place was too lowly a thing, they thrust themselves into the honor of 

the priesthood and contentiously thrust out those who had obtained 

this ministry from God. They were swallowed up by the yawning 

chasm and were destroyed. All of those left on the earth were 

burned to ashes by lightning. The Scripture teaches in the history, I 

think, that when one arrogantly exalts himself he ends by falling 

even below the earth. And perhaps, if viewed through these events, 
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arrogance might not unreasonably be defined as a downward 

ascent. 

281. Do not be surprised if popular opinion leads to the opposite 

notion, for the masses think that the word "arrogance" means 

"being above others." But the truth of the narrative confirms our 

definition. For if those who elevate themselves above others in 

some way go downward, as the earth opens a chasm for them, no 

one should argue with the definition of "arrogance" as "an abject 

fall." 

282. Moses instructs those who see this to be moderate and not to 

be puffed up by their right conduct but always to keep a good 

disposition in the present. Overcoming one's pleasures does not 

mean being no longer liable to be seized by another kind of 

passion, for every passion is a fall as long as it is a passion. The 

diversity in passions does not mean a different kind of fall. The man 

who slipped on slippery passion has fallen, as has the man who 

was tripped by arrogance. The intelligent man should prefer no kind 

of fall, but every fall should be equally avoided as long as it is a fall. 

283. So if you should now see someone purifying himself to some 

degree of the disease of pleasure and with great zeal considering 

himself above others as he thrusts himself into the priesthood, 

realize that this man whom you see is someone who is falling to 

earth by his lofty arrogance. For in what follows the Law teaches 

that the priesthood is something divine and not human. It teaches 

this in the following manner. 

284. Having marked the rods which he received from each tribe 

with the name of those who gave them, Moses placed them on the 

altar. The result was that one rod became a testimony to the 

heavenly ordination, for it was distinguished over the others by a 

divine miracle. This happened: The rods of the others remained as 
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they were; but the rod of the priest took root by itself (not through 

any extraneous moisture but through the power which was placed 

in it by God), and brought forth branches and fruit, and the fruit 

ripened. The fruit was a nut. 

285. By this event all the people were instructed in discipline. In the 

fruit that Aaron's rod produced it is fitting to perceive the kind of life 

that must characterize the priesthood—namely, a life self-

controlled, tough and dried in appearance, but containing on the 

inside (hidden and invisible) what can be eaten. It becomes visible 

when the food ripens and the hard shell is stripped off and the 

wood-like covering of the meat is removed. 

286. If you should discover the life of the priest we are discussing to 

be quince-like, fragrant and rose- colored, like the lives of many 

who are adorned with linen and purple and who fatten themselves 

at rich tables and who drink pure wine and anoint themselves with 

the best myrrh and who make use of whatever seems pleasant to 

those who have a taste for a life of luxury, then you would with good 

cause apply to this situation the word of the Gospel: "When I look at 

your fruit, I do not recognize the priestly tree by it." The priesthood 

has one fruit and this kind of life another. The fruit of the one is self-

control, that of the other is self-indulgence. The fruit of the 

priesthood does not mature from earthly moisture, but this kind of 

fruit has many streams of pleasure which flow from underneath, by 

which life's fruit is brought to a state of ripeness like this. 
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The Royal Way 

287. When the people are purified of this passion, then they cross 

through the foreign life. As the Law leads them along the royal 

highway, they deviate from it in no way at all. It is easy for a traveler 

to turn aside. Suppose two precipices form a high narrow pass; 

from its middle the person crossing it veers at his peril in either 

direction (for the chasm on either side swallows the person who 

turns aside). In the same way the Law requires the person who 

keeps in step with it not to leave the way which is, as the Lord says, 

narrow and hard, to the left or to the right. 

288. This teaching lays down that virtue is discerned in the mean. 

Accordingly, all evil naturally operates in a deficiency of or an 

excess of virtue. In the case of courage, cowardice is the lack of 

virtue and rashness is its excess. What is pure of each of these is 

seen to lie between these corresponding evils and is virtue. In the 

same way all other things which strive for the better also somehow 

take the middle road between the neighboring evils. 

289. Wisdom holds to the mean between shrewdness and 

simplicity. Neither the wisdom of the serpent nor the simplicity of the 

dove is to be praised, if one should choose either of these with 

respect to itself alone. Rather it is the disposition which closely 

unites these two by the mean that is virtue. The person who lacks 

moderation is a libertine, and he who goes beyond moderation has 

his conscience branded, as the Apostle says. For the one has given 

himself up without restraint to pleasures, and the other defiles 

marriage as if it were adultery. The disposition observed in the 

mean between these two is moderation. 

290. Since, as the Lord says, this world lies in wickedness, and 

everything opposed to virtue (which is wickedness) is foreign to 
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those who follow the Law, the man who in his life makes his way 

through this world will safely conclude this necessary journey 

of virtue if he truly keeps to the highway which is hardened and 

smoothed by virtue and will under no circumstances be turned 

aside to any byways because of evil. 

Balaam and the Daughters of Moab 

291. Since, as has been said, the assault of the Adversary 

accompanies the ascent of virtue and seeks out corresponding 

opportunities to subvert toward evil, as the people improve in the 

godly life, the Adversary launches another attack such as experts in 

warfare use. These latter, when they estimate that their adversary 

has superior power in open battle, lay their plans for an ambush. In 

the same way evil's general no longer brings his power to bear 

openly against those empowered by the law and virtue, but he 

carries out his assault secretly by laying ambushes for them. 

292. He calls in magic as his ally against those whom he assaults. 

The history says this magic is a diviner and augur who derived his 

presumably harmful power from the working of demons to use it 

against the adversaries and was paid by the ruler of the Midianites 

to curse those who live to God, but actually he turned the curse into 

a blessing. We perceive through the sequence of the things 

previously contemplated that magic is ineffective against those who 

live in virtue; on the contrary, those fortified by divine help prevail 

over every onslaught. 

293. The history gives witness of divination by observing birds 

when it says of the one mentioned that he possessed powers of 

divination and received counsel from birds. Before this it testifies 

that he was taught things about his immediate undertaking by the 

braying of his ass. Because he usually received advice by the 
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sounds made by irrational animals under demonic influence, 

Scripture clearly describes the utterance of the ass. It shows in this 

way that those who had previously been overtaken by deceit of 

demons have come to the point that, instead of reasoning, they 

accept teaching which comes to them from paying attention to the 

sound of irrational animals. By paying attention to the ass, he was 

instructed by those very things which had deceived him and 

learned that the power of those against whom he was hired was 

invincible. 

294. In the Gospel history also the Legion, the horde of demons, 

was ready to oppose the authority of the Lord. When he who has 

power over all things drew near, Legion hailed his superior power 

and did not hide the truth that this was the divine nature which at 

the appropriate time punishes those who have sinned. For the 

voice of the demons says, We know who you are, the Holy One of 

God, and that, You have come here to torture us before the time. 

The same thing happened earlier when the demonic power which 

accompanied the diviner taught Balaam that the people of God are 

invincible. 

295. But, as we bring the history into harmony with our earlier 

investigations, we say that whoever wishes to utter a curse against 

those who live in virtue can bring forth no harmful and maledictory 

sound at all, but that the curse turns into a blessing. What we mean 

is this: Railing reproach does not touch those who live virtuously. 

296. For how can the man without possessions be reviled for 

covetousness? How can someone go around preaching on 

profligacy to the man who lives a retiring and secluded life? Or 

about temper to the mild man? Or about luxury to the man of 

moderate habits? Or about any other blameable things to those 

who are renowned for their opposites? Their goal is to present their 

life blameless, in order that, as the Apostle says, any opponent will 
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be at a loss, with no accusation to make against us. Wherefore the 

voice of the one who has been called in to deliver the curse says, 

How shall I curse one whom God does not curse? That is to say, 

"How shall I revile someone who has given no ground for reviling, 

whose life is impervious to evil because he looks to God?" 

297. When the inventor of evil failed in this, he still did not stop 

completely conniving against those he was assaulting. But, 

resorting to that trickery characteristic of him, he through pleasure 

again enticed nature to evil. Pleasure is truly like evil's bait; when it 

is thrown out lightly, it draws gluttonous souls to the fish hook of 

destruction. Especially through licentious pleasure is nature, when 

it is not on guard, drawn aside to evil. This is indeed what took 

place on that occasion. 

298. For those who prevailed over the enemy's arms, who proved 

every assault made with iron weapons weaker than their own 

power, and who by their might turned their enemies' line of battle, 

were themselves wounded by feminine darts of pleasure. Those 

who were stronger than men were conquered by women. As soon 

as the women appeared to them, showing off comeliness instead of 

weapons, they forgot their manly strength and dissipated their vigor 

in pleasure. 

299. It was only to be expected that some among them would be 

filled with lust for unlawful intercourse with foreigners. But intimacy 

with evil meant estrangement from the assistance of the Good; 

immediately God began to war against them. The zealous Phineas, 

however, did not wait to have sin purged by heavenly decision; he 

himself became at once judge and jury. 

300. Having been moved to wrath against the men who were filled 

with lust, he did the work of a priest by purging the sin with blood, 

not the blood of some guiltless animal which had no part in the 
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stain of licentiousness, but the blood of those who were joined with 

one another in evil. The spear, by piercing the two bodies conjointly, 

stayed divine justice, mixing pleasure with the death of those who 

sinned. 

301. The history, it seems to me, offers some advice profitable to 

men. It teaches us that of the many passions which afflict men's 

thinking there is none so strong as the disease of pleasure. That 

those Israelites, who were manifestly stronger than the Egyptian 

cavalry and had prevailed over the Amalekites and had shown 

themselves awesome to the next nation and then had prevailed 

over the troops of the Midianites, were enslaved by this sickness at 

the very moment they saw the foreign women only shows, as I 

have said, that pleasure is an enemy of ours that is hard to fight 

and difficult to overcome. 

302. By vanquishing by her very appearance those who had not 

been conquered by weapons, pleasure raised a trophy of dishonor 

against them and held up their shame to public scorn. Pleasure 

showed that she makes men beasts. The irrational animal impulse 

to licentiousness made them forget their human nature; they did not 

hide their excess but adorned themselves with the dishonor of 

passion and beautified themselves with the stain of shame as they 

wallowed, like pigs, in the slimy mire of uncleanness, openly for 

everyone to see. 

303. What, then, are we taught by this account? This: that now 

having learned what great power for evil the disease of pleasure 

possesses, we should conduct our lives as far removed from it as 

possible; otherwise the disease may find some opening against us, 

like fire whose very proximity causes an evil flame. Solomon 

teaches this in Wisdom when he says that one should not walk 

upon hot coals with bare feet or hide fire in his bosom. So also 
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it is in our power to remain unaffected by passion as long as we 

stay far away from the thing that enflames. If we come close 

enough to step on this burning heat, the fire of desire will burn in 

our breast and so it will follow that we are burned both in our feet 

and our breast. 

304. In order that we might be kept far from such evil, the Lord in 

the Gospel with his own voice cuts out the very root of evil— 

namely, the desire which arises through sight—when he teaches 

that the person who welcomes passion by his taking a look gives 

an opening to the disease harmful to himself. For the evils of the 

passions, like a plague, when once they have gained possession of 

the critical parts, stop only at death. 

The Perfection of the Servant 

305. I think there is no need to prolong the discourse by presenting 

to the reader the whole life of Moses as an example of virtue. For to 

anyone straining to the higher life what has been said provides 

amply for true wisdom. To anyone who shows weakness in toiling 

for virtue there would be no gain even if many more things should 

be written than what has been said. 

306. Nevertheless, let us not forget our definition in the prologue. 

There we affirmed that the perfect life was such that no description 

of its perfection hinders its progress; the continual development of 

life to what is better is the soul's way to perfection. We would do 

well, by bringing our discourse up to the end of Moses's life, to 

show the certainty of the definition of perfection which we have 

proposed. 

307. For he who elevates his life beyond earthly things through 

such ascents never fails to become even loftier than he was until, 
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as I think, like an eagle in all things his life may be seen above and 

beyond the cloud whirling around the ether of spiritual ascent. 

308. He was born when the Egyptians considered a Hebrew birth 

an offense. When the tyrant ruling at that time punished by his law 

every boy who was born, Moses triumphed over the murderous law, 

being saved at first by his parents and then by the very persons 

who laid down the law. And those who desired his death by law 

actually exercised great care not only for his life but also for his 

highly esteemed education by introducing the youth to all wisdom. 

309. After this he stood above human honor and beyond royal 

dignity, considering it to be stronger and more royal to keep watch 

for virtue and to be beautified with its adornment than to be a 

spearman and to wear royal adornment. 

310. Then he saved his countryman and struck down the Egyptian; 

in this we see by our interpretative contemplation both the friend 

and the enemy of the soul. Next, he made his retirement the 

teacher of lofty matters, and in this way his understanding was 

enlightened by the light which shone from the bush. And then he 

made haste to share with his countrymen the good things which 

came to him from God. 

311. On that occasion he demonstrated his power in two ways, by 

warding off his opponents with ingenious blows one after the other 

and by doing good to his countrymen. He led this people through 

the sea on foot without making a fleet of ships for himself; instead, 

he made their faith a ship for crossing through the water. He made 

the bottom of the sea dry land for the Hebrews and the dry land sea 

for the Egyptians. 

312. He sang the victory song. He was led by the pillar. He was 

enlightened by the heavenly fire. He prepared a table out of the 

food which came down to him from above. He drew water from the 



 
 

 

 

118 

rock. He stretched forth his hands to destroy the Amalekites. He 

ascended the mountain. He entered the darkness. He heard the 

trumpet. He approached the divine nature. He was enclosed by the 

heavenly tabernacle. He adorned the priesthood. He built the 

tabernacle. He ordered life by the laws. He successfully waged his 

last wars in the manner we have described. 

313. As the last of his right actions he punished licentiousness 

through the priesthood. This was signified by the wrath that Phineas 

showed against passion. After all these things he went to the 

mountain of rest. He did not set foot on the land below for which the 

people were longing by reason of the promise. He who preferred to 

live by what flowed from above no longer tasted earthly food. But 

having come to the very top of the mountain, he, like a good 

sculptor who has fashioned well the whole statue of his own life, did 

not simply bring his creation to an end but he placed the finishing 

touch on his work. 

314. What does the history say about this? That Moses the servant 

of Yahweh died as Yahweh decreed, and no one has ever found his 

grave, his eyes were undimmed, and his face unimpaired. From 

this we learn that, when one has accomplished such noble actions, 

he is considered worthy of this sublime name, to be called servant 

of Yahweh, which is the same as saying that he is better than all 

others. For one would not serve God unless he had become 

superior to everyone in the world. This for him is the end of the 

virtuous life, an end wrought by the word of God. History speaks of 

"death," a living death, which is not followed by the grave, or fills 

the tomb, or brings dimness to the eyes and aging to the person. 

315. What then are we taught through what has been said? To 

have but one purpose in life: to be called servants of God by virtue 

of the lives we live. For when you conquer all enemies (the 

Egyptian, the Amalekite, the Idumaean, the Midianite), cross the 
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water, are enlightened by the cloud, are sweetened by the wood, 

drink from the rock, taste of the food from above, make your ascent 

up the mountain through purity and sanctity; and when you arrive 

there, you are instructed in the divine mystery by the sound of the 

trumpets, and in the impenetrable darkness draw near to God by 

your faith, and there are taught the mysteries of the tabernacle and 

the dignity of the priesthood. 

316. And when you, as a sculptor, carve in your own heart the 

divine oracles which you receive from God; and when you destroy 

the golden idol (that is, if you wipe from your life the desire of 

covetousness); and when you are elevated to such heights that you 

appear invincible to the magic of Balaam (by "magic" you will 

perceive the crafty deceit of this life through which men drugged as 

though by some philtre of Circe are changed into the form of 

irrational animals and leave their proper nature); and when you 

come through all these things, and the staff of the priesthood 

blossoms in you, drawing no moisture at all from the earth but 

having its own unique power for producing fruit (that is the nut 

whose first taste is bitter and tough but whose inside is sweet and 

edible); when you destroy everything which opposes your worth, as 

Dathan was swallowed in the earth and Core was consumed by the 

fire—then you will draw near to the goal. 

317. I mean by "goal" that for the sake of which everything is done, 

for example: The goal of agriculture is the enjoyment of its fruits; 

the goal of building a house is living in it; the goal of commerce is 

wealth; and the goal of striving in contests is the prize. In the same 

way, too, the goal of the sublime way of life is being called a servant 

of God. Along with this honor is contemplated an end which is not 

covered by a tomb; it refers to the life lived simply and free from evil 

appendages. 
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318. Scripture describes another characteristic of this service to 

God: The eye is not dimmed nor does the person age. For how can 

an eye which is always in the light be dimmed by the darkness from 

which it is always separated? And the person who by every means 

achieves incorruption in his whole life admits no corruption in 

himself. For he who has truly come to be in the image of God and 

who has in no way turned aside from the divine character bears in 

himself its distinguishing marks and shows in all things his 

conformity to the archetype; he beautifies his own soul with what is 

incorruptible, unchangeable, and shares in no evil at all. 

Conclusion 

319. These things concerning the perfection of the virtuous life, O 

Caesarius, man of God, we have briefly written for you, tracing in 

outline like a pattern of beauty the life of the great Moses so that 

each one of us might copy the image of the beauty which has been 

shown to us by imitating his way of life. What more trustworthy 

witness of the fact that Moses did attain the  perfection which was 

possible would be found than the divine voice which said to him: I 

have known you more than all others? It is also shown in the fact 

that he is named the "friend of God" by God himself, and by 

preferring to perish with all the rest if the Divine One did not through 

his good will forgive their errors, he stayed God's wrath against the 

Israelites. God averted judgment so as not to grieve his friend. All 

such things are a clear testimony and demonstration of the fact that 

the life of Moses did ascend the highest mount of perfection. 

320. Since the goal of the virtuous way of life was the very thing we 

have been seeking, and this goal has been found in what we have 

said, it is time for you, noble friend, to look to that example and, by 

transferring to your own life what is contemplated through spiritual 

interpretation of the things spoken literally, to be known by God and 
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to become his friend. This is true perfection: not to avoid a wicked 

life because like slaves we servilely fear punishment, nor to do 

good because we hope for rewards, as if cashing in on the virtuous 

life by some business-like and contractual arrangement. On the 

contrary, disregarding all those things for which we hope and which 

have been reserved by promise, we regard falling from God's 

friendship as the only thing dreadful and we consider becoming 

God's friend the only thing worthy of honor and desire. This, as I 

have said, is the perfection of life. 

321. As your understanding is lifted up to what is magnificent and 

divine, whatever you may find (and I know full well that you will find 

many things) will most certainly be for the common benefit in Christ 

Jesus. Amen. 


